Dear Friends in Christ,
I am not sure what impresses me more – the volume of publications that spring from the pen of Walter
Brueggemann or the speed by which various electronic data bases let me know that the next one is ready to
order?! His new Advent compilation, hot off the press, is now on Kindle, and will be my companion this
Advent. While my bias toward the faithful, deep thinking of Brueggemann already had disposed me to such
a path, his initial words sealed the deal.
Advent is a critical gift from God in any time, but especially now, for we live in times that encourage
survival mode, circling the wagons, hunkering down, and holding on. The reason Advent is such an
important gift is that it doesn’t just remind us that new beginnings exist, but also because it invites us to
prepare for those new beginnings. Advent offers the truth that we have a role to play in their unfolding and
the perhaps more disconcerting truth that some of those changes come unbidden and imposed whether we are
ready or not.
In the opening chapter, Brueggemann writes about Advent:

This is still the time for getting ready. Getting ready time is mainly abrasive…asking, thinking,
pondering, and redeciding…The whole tenor of Advent is that God may act in us, through us,
beyond us, more than we imagined because newness is on its way among us…Advent is
preparation for the demands of newness that will break the tired patterns of fear in our lives.
Advent and Christmas run the risk of always being rooted too much in nostalgia, memory, and even
preciousness. That might stem from the fact that at the center of this amazing time is a tiny baby boy. But
what the above words remind us is that this is not just a backward-looking time, but also a forward-looking
inbreaking. This is not primarily a time to recapture nostalgia of days gone by, but rather an abrasive time
that breaks down tired patterns with a whole new perspective. And, after-all that is what all babies do – they
stir things up more than we could have imagined, and they change our perspective on ourselves and
everything else too.
May this Advent be abrasive in the ways you think, the ways you perceive others, and the way you decide to
live. If that happens, then Advent will be the greatest gift you find this season and all those tired, worndown, worn-out patterns of fear and despair will give way before God’s unfailing, unending, recreating love.
Here is the prayer that closes his first chapter:
Living God, visit us in this season with your Holy Spirit that we may get carried away to do
obedient things we have not yet done, kingdom things we did not think we had in us, and
neighbor things from which we cringe. May you act in us, through us, beyond us more than we
imagine, because newness is on its way among us. Amen
Peace and Blessings to You,
Brent

From the Organ Bench
We had an early start to the special music leading us to Advent and Christmas, with the famed Cantique de
Jean Racine by Gabriel Fauré. Featuring a violin to augment the accompaniment, the magical melody and
harmonies combined to make an extra special Consecration Sunday. But how, precisely, does that happen?
Well, it starts weeks before, as Brent and I plan the service, I choose the music, and the choir starts to rehearse
it during Thursday rehearsals. We practice proper pronunciation of the French, so that at least we don’t totally
annihilate the language (both John Demler and Rachel Siegel are teachers of French, and Claire Williams
speaks French.) I secure the violinist for the date, I find the violin part, and I rehearse separately with the
violinist. Then, on Sunday at 9, we start to put everything together. Working from broad corrections, figuring
out that darn double flat on page 18, and then trying to breathe as much subtlety into it as possible, we bring
the piece to life. (And then, hopefully we remember everything for the 50 minutes until we sing it during
service!)

Other than bringing in the violinist, that’s a typical way any anthem gets prepared. We work on special details,
making sure we bring our best effort to the service. As good as this choir is, we don’t just show up and "sing
something nice,” and I SO appreciate the dedication of the choir members (especially when they bravely
perform foreign languages!). Being part of a choir is a team sport, and it’s really fun when we play together.
Stockbridge Festival Chorus Holiday Concert: Saturday, December 9, at 5 pm! Don’t miss this one! 50
voices, plus soloists, featuring fabulous composers like Chilcott, Willcocks, Rutter, and our own David
Anderegg. This will put you into that holiday spirit! $15 suggested donation at the door, $10 for local
community choir members, FREE for kids 18 and under.

From Our Pastoral Assistant
Continuing Education for Sunday School Teacher
Our Sunday School teachers dedicate a lot of time, and put a lot of effort, into providing our kids with the very
best educational experiences possible. Not only do they show up on Sunday mornings with lesson in hand and
supplies at the ready, but they also regularly take time out of their busy schedules to consider together the best
way to approach the task of teaching faith to children who range in age from as young as 5 to as old as 13
years old.
To that end, teachers met with both Brent and me on three separate occasions during the last few months. Our
first meeting highlighted how we might take the developmental growth of our students seriously. We
considered the fact that where a child might be in his or her physical, cognitive and emotional development
can have an impact on how they make sense of the Divine and how they engage with God. Our teachers
looked at the work of Faith Development theorists including James Fowler, John Westerhoff and Larry
Stephens.
Our second meeting was led by Brent, who spoke about the UCC approach to the Bible and what that might
mean for how we teach it. One of the resources we used is called “The Bible and the United Church of
Christ”, which is a collection written by members of the Writers’ Group. This easy-to-read booklet contains
several essays, some FAQ’s about the Bible, suggested passages to commit “to heart,” an essay on the hard
parts of the Bible, and a list of some of the Bible’s most interesting and arresting stories. (Download a digital
copy from the UCC.org website).
Our last session focused on how to teach spiritual practices to children. Using Henri Nouwen’s work as a
jumping off point, we thought about spiritual practice as a way of creating open and free space in which God
can move and speak. Guided imagery, contemplative or Centering Prayer, and Music and Movement were
among the skills and techniques we considered and then practiced together.

In reflecting on the three sessions, a teacher stated that:

“the training thus far has reminded me that teaching is much less about mastering a
specific curriculum and much more about engaging in spiritual dialogue with our
children (e.g. providing a space for questioning, considering, and modeling).
The teachers at The First Congregational Church of Stockbridge are indeed engaging in spiritual dialogue with
our kids, and shaping their lives in beautiful and amazing ways. I am grateful for each and every one of them.
In peace,
Pastor Patty Fox

Our Shared Life Together
HAPPY DECEMBER BIRTHDAYS
(Please let someone on the Growth and Fellowship Committee know if we have not
included your birthday or listed it incorrectly.)
December 3
December 6
December 8
December 12
December 13
December 14
December 19

Glenn Gilbert
Nicole Arrell
Philip Connor
Khalil Haddir
Ted Hornick
Nancy Fitzpatrick
Anne McKinstry
Christina Alsop
Martha Slocombe

December 21
December 24
December 25
December 28
December 29
December 31

Brent Damrow
Ron Hanft
Jenna Knauss
Debbie Goodwin
Nell Ezequelle
John Canning
Joe Nicolosi
Hal Brink

PLEASE REMEMBER THE FOLLOWING IN YOUR PRAYERS:
The family of Alice Wilmot; Barbara Bracknell, Morgan Middlebrook, John Kingston, Karin Kyung
Paine-Lim, Betsy Wheat, Ann Underwood, Madonna Meagher, Patty Strauch and her father, Betsey
McKearnan, and Jen Germain.

News From Boards And Committees
Service League
By the time you read this, the Holly Fair will be just a few days away. Come on Saturday, December 2,
between 10 - 3 to see the JE Room transformed into a Christmas wonderland filled with greenery, handcrafted
gifts, home-baked treats, a delicious luncheon, a children’s store, and much, much more. The women of the
Service League prepare all year for this annual fund-raiser, which helps us support worthy causes at home and
abroad. And yes, Santa Claus will be there!

Deacons
The Deacons invite you to our

Candlelight Christmas Eve
Worship Service
Sunday, December 24, 7:00 pm (with prelude at 6:30 pm)

Experience the mystery, wonder, and joy as the story of Jesus’ birth is told once again, in word and in song.
Lift your voice to the melodies of beloved carols. Listen as ancient texts illuminate the coming of God’s love
wrapped in human flesh. Behold as God breaks into the world yet again in the most unexpected of ways!

Christian Education
The nine-month long Kerygma study is underway. The group is composed of 13 members who
have committed to study the Bible in all of its complexity over the next year. Unlike most Bible
studies that methodically work their way through a single book, Kerygma is organized around
prominent Biblical themes such as salvation, covenant, theology, worship, and hope. I have
particularly enjoyed teaching the curriculum because it makes great efforts to weave together the
Old and New Testaments. Did you know that the Old Testament accounts for 75% of the Bible?
Many of our studies thus far have been an effort to understand the Hebrew Scriptures and to
understand how our ancient ancestors struggled to think about and relate to the God who saves.
This has been a wonderful challenge because it not only has pushed us to develop a more complex
understanding (and frankly less prejudiced view) of the Old Testament, but it also gives us an
opportunity to see what it means to be a people struggling to know how to obey God. To aid this
project, I have also been introducing visual media from the Bible Project: https://
thebibleproject.com. I highly recommend using this website which has created informative but
short (~5-10 minute) summaries of every book of the Bible. The mission of the Bible Project is to
tell how the Bible is a unified story that points to Jesus.
On a more personal level, I am truly encouraged by the faithfulness and commitment of each
member undergoing this demanding study. Studying the Bible is important in our day and age to
help us discern the ways of God in our complicated, divisive, moral times. I hope that by
immersing ourselves in the story of the people of God that we might be able to develop what
Walter Brueggemann calls a “prophetic imagination.” I believe that the church needs to creatively
imagine a new way of being together as community that is not held captive by the partisan
political divisions that are fragmenting our country. We need to remember the words of Saint Paul
in Romans 12:2-3: “Do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your
minds, so that you may discern what is the will of God—what is good and acceptable and
perfect. For by the grace given to me, I say to everyone among you not to think of yourself more
highly than you ought to think, but to think with sober judgment, each according to the measure
(over)

of faith that God has assigned.“ I am particularly drawn to the idea of the renewing of our minds.
Christianity is not only about a call to a new way of following Jesus, but it is also an opportunity
to think Christianly, especially in this day and age. Thanks be to God.
Jeremy Ridenour

Trustees
A big thanks to all who showed up for our church-and-grounds cleanup day Saturday November
4! Our amazing Busy Bees hummed around inside and out getting us spiffed up. After our
labors, the crew enjoyed a pizza-and-salad lunch.
After a successful pledge campaign, we are continuing to look at ways to increase our coffers, as
the Historic Property Fund is now depleted. We need to develop a capital reserve to help pay for
large expenses, expected and unexpected, that fall outside of regular annual maintenance.
Fundraisers are a good way to do this, as we learned from our very successful golf outing in
September, David Anderegg's "Berkshire Home Companion" a year ago and Steve Hassmer's "A
Journey to Grateful" on November 4. Bequests are another way, but they are hard to predict.
At the Manse, furnace work will commence in January, as well as the proposed removal of a large
ash tree on the west side of the yard, which is sick and on it way to dying. These are more
examples of why we need a capital reserve to cover items outside of our annual operating
budget. For instance, restoration of the historic 1830's columns at the front of the church is now
on our radar.
The lovely Memorial Garden has now been initiated and we have a new bike rack at the rear of
the building. More and more improvements to come.
Respectfully submitted,
Mary Hoeltzel for the Trustees

Mission and Action
Christmas Giving Tree Tags Available
All gifts need to be wrapped and returned to the JE Room by December 17th. Individual and families will
be from: The Elizabeth Freeman Center in Pittsfield, Construct, Literacy Network of Berkshire County and
we never forget our 4-legged friends at Sonsini Animal Shelter and Animal Dreams. Like last year, we’d
like to put a limit of $25-$30 a gift tag. Anyone who would like to participate in the Giving Tree project but
cannot get a tag or cannot get to the store to shop we would be glad to be your personal shopper. If you
send in a check, please make it out to the church and put in the memo line: Christmas tree gifts.

Events and Happenings
Church Art News
Plans are in view on creating an active art group to share our faith through the fine-art-process! Initially we
will meet at the church on Saturday, January 13th, 2018, from 2:00-4:00 pm. We will decide on future dates
at that time. Please bring your own supplies and ideas to create and share art. Adult and children of mature
age are welcome!
This will be an art support group with future church art shows and activities to follow. Sharing our faith
though art will be our goal.
Recent Church Art Shows such as God’s creations, Window Paintings of the gospels, In Memory Of…. And
Artful Hymns have been enthusiastically shared in our church home. Should you have any wonderful ideas
or questions, please call me at 413-644-9846.
Olga Schwede

Advent and Christmas
First Congregational
Church, 2017
This year, we again make the journey toward Christmas in the sacred time of Advent. Here are some things
to make this time peaceful, joyful and meaningful.
Advent Devotionals: These wonderful daily readings come from a variety of pastors and leaders within the
United Church of Christ (including our own Rick Floyd). They are free for the taking (although we ask you
to share within a household). Booklets are provided by Christian Education.
Advent Wreath: We will light the candles at the beginning of each Sunday worship and teach our children
a new song to sing that incorporates the traditional Advent themes of peace, hope, joy, and love. We will
watch as they burn lower and make room for the lighting of the Christ Candle on Christmas Eve.
Morning Prayer: We continue with this beloved service on Wednesdays at 8:00 a.m. During Advent, we
will focus on the four themes of hope, peace, joy and love while leaving room for the truth that, for many,
this time of year includes difficulty, pain, and loss. The service lasts about 25 minutes and hot coffee/tea
are always available.
Christmas Eve Morning Worship: This year Christmas Eve falls on a Sunday. During morning worship,
we will be doing a pageant that welcomes in people of all ages not just to tell the story but to be part of it.
There are parts that require some practicing so if you would like to be part of that, please contact the church
office. There are also parts for each of us to play with no preparation required. This is a great service to
invite friends to, and no don’t worry we won’t tell the whole story in the morning. We will leave the things
that happen on Christmas Eve night for the candlelight service later.
Christmas Eve Worship: With preludes beginning at 6:30, we prepare for a service of light and life. We
will utilize a lessons and carols for the heart of the service, letting the story tell itself in word and song.
Then, at the end of worship, we will go out joyfully with, “Joy to the World”. Bring friends and arrive
early!
If you have any questions about this important season, please call the Church Office.
May this time be a source of healing, peace, and hope for all.

