
BY JOANNE S. UTLEY
The clergy and laity of the New York 

Conference came together for its 220th 
session of holy conferencing at Hofstra 
University on Thursday. Opening wor-
ship offered a time for remembrance, 
celebration and Holy Communion.

“The important thing as we begin 
is that we need to worship together 
and to break bread,” Bishop Bickerton 
said. “Remember, a lot has happened 
since we were last in this place.”

In his message, based on Philip-
pians 1, the bishop spoke about how 
history is often glamorized noting that 
recently a few pastors had expressed 
a desire to return to the 50s and 60s 
when it was “easier to be part of a 
church.”

The bishop quickly ticked off a 
litany of “those good old days”: women 
were not yet being ordained in the 
UMC, the push for civil rights, McCar-
thyism, and Vietnam.

“Let’s go back and soak up all the 
peace and solitude and lack of contro-
versy . . .” he said.

But there is Paul, sitting in a first 
century prison writing a letter of grati-
tude and praise to the Philippians.

“How can someone conjure up that 
kind of faith, that degree of courage, 
and that level of inspiration when 
the circumstances seem so grim and 
discouraging?” the bishop asked. “It’s 
absolutely amazing.”

He went on to share his personal 
struggle following the February con-
ference in St. Louis.

“I left the special General Confer-
ence pretty low,” Bickerton said. “I 
witnessed what I considered to be 
church at its worst, and that had noth-
ing to do with the decisions that were 
made,” he said. “It was just mean. 
Painful. Emptying.”

He admitted that it’s been difficult 
to find his legs and his voice.

“As a result of what has and is hap-
pening to us, I’m struggling to figure 
out where it is I can stand,” he said.

He spoke of the great comfort and 
joy he has always found in the UMC, 
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Bishop Bickerton urges the 
gathering to stand firm in 
the promises of God in the 
uncertainty of our times; 
at left, Holy Communion is 
shared around the table.
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the place were he was brought by his 
parents when he was just four days 
old. Wesleyan theology is something 
he learned at home.

He said the joy came from knowing 
what Jesus has done for humanity and 
living lives that reflect Christ in all that 
is said and done.

“Church was a refuge from the 
storm, but now in many places it is 
the storm,” he said. “What will happen 
next? Will we survive? Used to stand 
on solid ground that my church would 

be there. Can’t stand there 
any more.

“Don’t you feel like we’re 
in prison chained up by the 
conditions of the world?” 
he asked. “That makes me 
admire Paul even more. In 

the midst of his own grief and fear . . . 
he was able to proclaim that God had 
claimed him and was using him to be a 
difference maker in the world.”

The bishop noted that through it 
all the apostle Paul never lost sight of 
what God had done for him, and the 
kind of spiritual revival that Paul expe-
rienced on the Damascus road may be 
exactly what’s needed in the church.

“When it all piles up as we race 
from one place to another trying to 
find some security and assurance, you   
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BY GENNIFER BROOKS
With a focus on “Journeying with 

Hope Through Purpose,” Roena Little-
john, the conference lay leader began 
her report with well-known words of 
Charles Wesley’s timeless hymn:

“A charge to keep I have, a God to 
glorify, 

a never dying soul to save, and fit it 
for the sky.

To serve the present age, my call-
ing to fulfill, 

O may it all my powers engage to 
do my Master’s will.”

Her charge in this case, in Wes-
ley’s stated use of the hymn, was “to 
educate all in the mysteries of the 
Christian faith,” and she focused on 
educating the conference on the work 
of the lay leaders at district, confer-
ence, jurisdictional and global lev-
els. She commended the district lay 
leaders for their diligence in helping 
the laity to understand the function of 
the lay leader by distributing manuals 
and then leading discussions on the in-
formation provided in order to clarify 
uncertainties.

Her information on the Association 

Education, Training Keys to Success of Lay Leaders

Conference Lay Leader Roena 
Littlejohn
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Bishop’s Partners in Mission
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for Annual Conference Lay Leaders 
(AACLL), a Discipline-mandated 
group, spoke of their commitment to 
advancing ministry of the laity, as stat-
ed in the group’s mission statement:

• To make disciples of Jesus Christ 
and model what it looks like to be 
a disciple. 

• To encourage and enable ministry 
of clergy and laity, seeking a part-
nership as we carry out the Great 

Commission, being mindful that 
we are not on this journey alone. 

• To be a voice for and help 
strengthen the voice and presence 
of the laity.  

The New York Annual Conference 
will host the Northeastern Jurisdiction 
AACLL meeting, September 27-29, 
2019, and she invited lay leaders 
across the districts to participate. 

Her closing remarks, taken from 
the Book of Discipline were a remind-
er to all of the important place of lay 
persons in the life of the church: “Lay 
members of the UMC are by history 
and calling active advocates of Jesus 
Christ.  Every lay person is called to 
carry out the great Commission found 
in Matthew 28: 18-20.  The ministry 
of the laity flows from commitment to 
Christ’s outreaching love.”

Wearing ruby slippers, Cabinet Dean Denise Smartt 
Sears, far right, led her colleagues to put on the char-
acters from “The Wiz” as they highlighted ministries 
in each district in the last year. She also spoke about 
how the cabinet, under Bishop Bickerton’s leadership, 
creates accountability and cares for one another as 
they journey together. Sears announced that each 
district would be broken up into cooperative parishes 
to build a sense of team to explore how churches 
can better serve their communities.The cabinet also 
celebrated the eight pastors in the pilot group of 
“Restoration,” an eight-year assessment project of the 
conference.  

Cabinet Eases on Down the Road
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BY JENNIFER HARMER
The laity session on Thursday 

evening started with a welcome, hymn, 
scripture, prayer, and memorial re-
membrances written by the lay leaders 
in each of the districts. Conference Lay 
Leader Roena Littlejohn then intro-
duced the speaker, Fred Brewington.

Brewington’s time started with a 
video of images set to the song, “Ball 
of Confusion” by The Temptations. 
After a brief prayer, he reminded the 
laity that they have been down this 
difficult road before. There has been 
a continuing level of challenges for 
United Methodists throughout our 
history with the constant questions 
like, “Where we going? What’s going 
to happen? What’s the decision?” The 
denomination has been approaching 
the spot where we are right now for 
some 40 to 50 years, and like the song 
says, it’s a ball of confusion. But we are 
now at a fork in the road, and we’ve 
been through forks in the road before, 
too, Brewington noted.

He stressed the importance of laity 
knowing the purpose of the church, 
and their mission within it as de-
scribed in the  Book of Discipline.

It’s important for us to be on the 
same page (paragraph) when we are 
talking about our mission, Brewing-
ton said. Mission and ministry are 
important but people are easily pulled 
off-plumb. Laity need to challenge one 
another because there is important 
work to do that can’t be left for others.

To emphasize his point, Brewing-
ton shared shared an infamous quote 
from Yogi Berra, “If you come to a 
fork in the road, take it.” What that 
simply means is that when you get 
to the fork in the road, you have to 
make a decision, Brewington said. One 
can’t remain in the middle of the road 
where the trucks are coming.

Brewington then asked the gath-
ering to discuss at their tables the 
following question, “Where do you 
believe your congregation is in model-
ing this slogan of “Open Hearts, Open 
Minds, Open Doors?” 

After the very enlightening discus-
sion, Brewington suggested that the 
laity needs to talk to one another a 
lot more. He then shared a Rethink 
Church video of children talking 
about their take on “Open Hearts, 
Open Minds, Open Doors.”  That was 
followed by the song “Draw the Circle 
Wide” by soloist Jeannette Berry.

The laity were reminded that being 

Brewington to Laity: Know Your Mission

Fred Brewing-
ton, above,  
invoked the 
wisdom of Yogi 
Berra in his laity 
presentation;
at left,
Jeanette Berry 
sings “Draw the 
Circle Wide.”
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the people of God in this world is hard 
work and being a Christian in 2020 is 
even harder work. But no one said it 
was going to be easy, Brewington said.

Toward the end of the session, 
Brewington offered some tips that 
churches could employ to offer radical 
and unapologetic hospitality
• Make your church a welcoming 

place
• Train greeters to be greeters not 

grouches
• Assign a worship guide to sit and 

help
• Time in the service to officially 

welcome and acknowledge visitors
• Take time after the service to greet 

the visitor and thank them with 
true gratefulness

• Make sure visitors are warmly 
invited to fellowship

• Designate a follow-up team that is 
trained to make two post-service 
contacts within two days

• Follow-up again within seven to 
10 days and provide contact and 
reach back information

• Advertise and offer new member 
classes two to four times a year
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just want to cry out, ‘Where do I stand, 
O God?’ ” After a moment’s pause 
he began to sing “Standing On the 
Promises” and was soon joined by the 
gathering.

“That sounds like a great place to 
stand to me!” he concluded.

Conference Secretary Margaret 
Howe who read the names during the 
time of remembrance offered words of 
comfort for those living with grief.

“Walk slowly, pause often, be gentle 
as you walk with grief,” she said. A 
mourning gong sounded after each 
name was called and a candle was lit at 
the altar. The lives celebrated were:
Clergy: Matthew Labriola, Kenneth 
Baldwin, Walter Schenk, Barbara 
Knox, Jean C. Arthur, William Sikt-
berg, Donald Collier, Carole Paynter, 
Barbara Mungin, Richard Thornburg, 
Randolph Jones, Burton Davison, 
Susan DeSousa, Charles H. Straut 
Jr., Richard Hewitt, Floyd George II, 
Arthur Bloom, Robert A. Johnson, 
Rosemary A. Smith, Herbert G. Day 
Jr., Candida R. Gonzalez, William F. 
Loving, Donald W. Sneller, Paul M. 
Ewing, Delois Davis, and Louis Row-
ley.
Deaconess: Cherryetta Williams
Clergy Spouse: Helen Villazon, 
Cheryl Pyne, Luana Forde, Beatrice 
Capen, Raymond Johnson, Mary L. 
Moody, Jenny Schrock, and Mayra T. 
Rodgers.
Widows/Widowers of Clergy: Ann 
Snyder, Gayle Weyand, Marguerite 
Jenkins, Bernice Ford, Elsa Myers, 
Elizabeth Cady, Felice Lewis, Margaret 
Beaumont, Margaret Saunders, Geral-
dine Klein, and Barbara Bauer.
Children of clergy: Gregory Y. 
Halbrook
Special remembrance: Former 
NYAC Bishop C. Dale White

Remembering
The Saints

Spirit Builders dancers, Rev Tisha Branch and Rev. Dr. Leslie Duroseau, place 
candles as the names ofthose who have died in the last year are read.
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Rev. Bette Sohm gives thanks for the ministry of the Bickertons on behalf of the 
conference’s Episcopacy Committee.

Above, members of the worship team sing 
during the opening worship. At right, Rev. 
Wayne Lavendar comes to the bishop’s 
rescue with water for the baptismal font. 
A plumb line inspired by the words of the 
prophet Amos hangs over the font.

Clergy Session Votes
In its session on Thursday night, 

the clergy voted to:
• Ordain three as deacons in full 

connection, and six as elders.
• Commission one as a provision-

al deacon, and 10 as provisional 
elders.

• Receive three as associate mem-
bers.  


