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First Congregational 
United Church of Christ 

218 W. Second Street, Gaylord, Michigan 49735 
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(989) 732-5726 

December Newsletter 

                        

 
Our mission is to embrace people of every age and stage of life and 
help them become the most loving version of themselves possible. 

 
 

The Pastor’s Column 

The Best Kind of Hope: Hope on Its Own Terms 
This week, we begin our Advent series, in partnership with Sanctified 
Art. We will weave a beautiful tapestry together, and we will explore 
hope. It is safe to say that many people struggle with hope these days. 
Sanctified Art authors suggested reading MaryAnn McKibben Dana’s 
book, Hope: A User’s Manual. I must admit I have just begun the book, 
but it is quick to read, and you will be hearing a lot about it during 
Advent. 
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In the introduction, Dana reminds us that, “Reality is…complicated. 
We can do everything ‘right’ and things still may not turn out as we 
would like…Many of us grind it out, clinging to the myth of inexorable 
progress and calling that ‘hope,’ but it is anything but. That kind of 
hope falls short when things are bleak—which is when we need hope 
the most.” 

The book is divided into two sections: What Hope is Not and What 
Hope is. Her chapters, just a few pages in length, are clear and easy to 
understand. I highly recommend the book to you. I could spend all 
day sharing quotes that have already impacted my life. For I, too, 
experience hopelessness from time to time. Or at least I think I do, 
because as I am learning, I might be experiencing something else, but 
I have misnamed it. The point is, we need hope right now. We need 
hope that is resilient and gives us the courage we need to forge ahead 
fully engaging in our past and embarking on our future. 

Our Advent theme is: “What do you fear? Insisting on Hope this 
Advent.” 

To open, I would like to end this column with a reflection from Dana’s 
book. She is writing about the movie Black Panther, which is the story 
of the mythical nation of Wakanda. She describes the movie more in 
depth, but I will leave you and Google to do that. Here are Dana’s 
closing thoughts in her chapter Hope Is Not the Opposite of Despair.  

In several Marvel films, T’Challa (who is both king and Black Panther) 
rallies his Wakandan troops with the cry of “Yimbambe!” which is a 
Xhosa word meaning “be strong” or “hold fast.” I love that, at pivotal 
moments of the battle, the war cry isn’t “Charge!” or “Take no 
prisoners!” or “Show no mercy!” or some other swaggering Rambo-
inflected line. It is simply, Be Strong. Hold the line. Stand with 
courage. Focus on the task, regardless of how we “feel.” When we hold 
the line, when we stand with courage, we may still experience despair 
or even desperation. But the standing is itself a hopeful act, and the 
best kind of hope: hope on its own terms.  

May you find such hope this Advent!  

In Christian love,   

Pastor Greg 
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Affirmation of Faith 
Courtesy of Sanctified Art and our Advent Series, 

Hope Over Fear 
We have seen the valley. 

We have seen a sky without stars. 

We have seen the longest night, 

and still we believe. 

We believe in a with-us God. 

We believe in the hope of tomorrow. 

We believe that good news is louder than fear. 

We believe this good news is for all people. 

So even when our knees shake, 

even when our voice trembles, 

even when fear is all around us, 

we will hold onto that good news. 

We will reach for each other. 

We will look for God in our midst. 

We will sing songs of joy. 

We will proclaim: 

Unto us, love is born. 

We have seen the longest night, 

and we have seen unimaginable love. 

So still, we believe. 

Amen. 

 

Linus’ Christmas Speech from “”A Charlie Brown 
Christmas” 



4  
 

The Advent Tapestry Project 
What do you fear? Insisting on Hope this Advent Season. 

 
Can we name our fears honestly and still trust that God is near? Hope and 
fear are interwoven in our lives. This Advent Season, we are working on a 
tapestry together that will help us acknowledge fear while representing the 
hope that can come with it. A huge reason we have hope is our community. 
How can we, like Jesus and Isaiah, point to the places where God is at work 
in our world? We are given moments every day to practice small, quiet acts 
of courage in our solidarity with others which makes us stronger. Our 
communal flourishing depends on each person stepping into their calling 
despite their fear. In a world where the algorithm decides what takes up 
space in our lives, let us be disruptive with our joy. Let us run through the 
streets like the shepherds shouting the good news! And let us quietly 
document our blessings, our victories, our tragedies mixed with hope. To 
symbolize walking through our fears, let us be a community and remember 
how strong we are together. 

To create this piece, collect strings, ribbon, strips of cloth, old jewelry, 
pieces of leather, even a vine from outside--anything that you can weave 
through the loom. These things can represent family, prayers, times when 
friends were near, people of hope, things made right. It could signify 
something you feared that you made it through because of others. It can 
even be a color that brings you joy. You could weave long grasses from a 
remembered journey with a friend or a piece of clothing from someone you 
lost where your community helped you through. You can even hang things 
from it like keys, buttons, or jewelry, tokens, or ornaments. Anything that 
helps you hope and remember God’s grace can be woven into this piece to 
remind us that we are an interwoven community. We are stronger together. 

The frame will be in Fellowship Hall until December 21. Then it will be 
hung in church during the Christmas Holidays. 
 
 
 

Convergence Community Interviews 

Convergence team members are still interviewing people around Gaylord to 
help the church get to know our neighbors and determine our next steps 
for engaging the community. While the issues are important to discover, 
they may not surprise us. The purpose of this interview project is: 

 To get to know community leaders and make them aware that the 

church wants to work for the common good of our local community. 
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 To learn about the issues facing our local community. 

 To develop opportunities for partnerships with organizations 

seeking to solve community issues. 

The team is asking these questions: 

1. How did you come to be in our community or church? What keeps 

you here? 

2. In your work or life outside of work, what are you passionately 

pursuing? 

3. What do you believe are the most important issues facing our local 

community now and in the future? 

4. What is a dream you have for our local community? 

5. What role do you think a spiritual community like my church could 

play in addressing those issues and/or making those dreams a 

reality? 

6. What other entities, organizations and/or individuals would be 

helpful for us to cultivate as potential partners in addressing 

those issues and/or fulfilling the dreams you mention? 

7. Who else in the community would you recommend that we speak with? 

Can you share their information with us so that we can contact 

them? Would you be willing to connect us to them? 

 

Draft Annual Meeting 2025 Minutes are 
attached to the e-blast.  They will be voted on 

in November 2026.  Committee Minutes are 
available and attached. 
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~ In Our Prayers ~ 
During December, the UNA is holding New Waves UCC 

(Traverse City) in prayer. 
Mary Sue Evans  requests prayers for her husband as he is facing health 
issues. 
Maggie Shanahan Menkes (Kathy’s daughter-in-law) –for her healing 
and for increased energy. Pray for the entire family to restore their spirits 
and energy levels so they can do all that needs to be done each day. 
Louanne Spearman as she continues to heal at home. 
Laura Bantens, who asks for prayers for employment and finding where 
she belongs. Her mother, Connie, needs prayers for the same. 
Jay Jans, Rokko Jans’ brother—Jay under hospice care in Illinois. 
Jason Peterman – who is dealing with a variety of health issues. 
The English Family – as they manage medical and family challenges. 
Chris Crubaugh – who is dealing with medical issues. Continued prayers 
Chris and Laura Bantens as they adapt. 
Madison Crawford – as she suffers from neurological and vision issues. 
 

 Prayer requests are received by the church office. Names will 
appear on the list for two months. Please let the office know if 
this time needs to be extended, or if it is time to remove a name. 
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December Birthdays and Anniversaries 
Birthdays:    Anniversaries:    
1 Ryan Watling   22 George & Carol  
3 Terry House     Leinerth 
4 Maureen Derenzy    Paul Balliet & Jane 
5 Cindy Goller     Balliet-Hanck 
14 Mike Dockery-Fobar 
16 Ian Hotelling 
19 Paul Kaczanowski 
25 Ilah Weaver 
29 Jim Akans 
 
 

Pet Partners Therapy Dogs 
By Judy Gatewood-Keim 

 

Our church is involved in many ways in our community. One of the newest 
ways is providing the base for training therapy animal teams. The church 
began the use of the fellowship hall to 
do the training in April 2025. We also 
provide volunteers for team 
evaluations. From those efforts there 
are now therapy dogs visiting both 
Otsego and Kalkaska hospitals, 
Gaylord and Kalkaska schools, and 
the Otsego library reading program. 
Our church’s therapy animal efforts 
extend to Lansing and Ann Arbor.  
 
Thank you to our volunteers who have 
shown up on Saturdays and those who will when I ask them; Cindy Goller 

who handles Nicki, Margaret 
Hellenberg, Jeanne Hough, Jenny 
Taratuta, and Maggie Wallen. We 
appreciate your support in our efforts to 
make our area a better place to live and 
work.  
 
If you want to volunteer, talk to Judy or 
Cathi Gatewood-Keim and follow what 
we are doing on Facebook at Northern 
Michigan Pet Partners. 
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Announcements 

  S i g n i ng  up  f o r  sno w r em o va l ?  Y o u  n ow  s ig n  up  f o r  a  da y  
o f  t h e  w eek — i f  t h e  sn ow  ev en t  o c c u r s  b e tw een  d a r k  t h e  
n i g h t  p r i o r  a nd  da r k  o f  th a t  da y ,  y o u  c l ea r .  

  Th e  f i r s t  S u n d ay  o f  Advent  i s  No v e m b er  30 .  Ea ch  S u n da y ,  
a n d  on  Ch r i s tma s  Ev e ,  wo r s h i p  w i l l  i n c l ud e  th e  l i g h t i n g  o f  
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t h e  A d v en t  C a n d l e (s )  a nd  a n  ac c o mp a ny i n g  sh o rt  r ea d i n g .  
I f  y ou  a r e  i n ter es ted  i n  p a r t i c i pa t i n g  a s  a  cand le  l i gh t er  
o r  l ect o r ,  t h er e  i s  a  s p ec i a l  s i g nu p  a va i l a b l e  i n  Fe l l o w s h i p  
H a l l .  

  C o nf i rm at i o n  co n t i n u es  to  m ee t  tw i c e  a  m o n th ,  so m et i m es  
b y  u s  a t  c h u r c h ,  an d  o ther  t i m es  w i th  o u r  f r i en ds  a t  P ea c e  
L u th er a n  Ch u r c h .  W e  p ar t i c i p a ted  i n  t h e  CR O P  W a l k ,  w i l l  
a t t en d  th e  L o n g es t  N i g h t  S er v i c e  a t  P ea c e ,  an d  s er v e  a  
C o mm u n i t y  M ea l  i n  Ja n ua r y  w i th  P ea c e .  

  C aro l in g  i s  a f t e r  c h u r ch  o n  D ec em b er  1 4 .  W e  w i l l  l ea v e  
c h u r c h  b y  1 1 : 3 0  a n d  s i n g  a t  A s p en  R i dg e ,  t h e  B r oo k ,  a nd  a t  
a  c o up l e  o f  o u r  c h u r ch  f r i en d s ’  h o u s es .  J o i n  u s  i f  y o u  ha v e  
t i m e ,  b u t  w e  w i l l  f i n i s h  a t  o r  b e f o r e  2 pm .  So n g  b o o k s  a r e  
p r o v i d e d  a n d  a l l  a r e  w e lc o m e !  Ta l k  w i th  P a s to r  Gr e g  i f  y o u 
h a v e  q u es t i o n s .  * ** I f  w ea th er  c a n c e l s  c h u r c h  th a t  d a y ,  
c a r o l i n g  w i l l  a l s o  b e  c anc e l l ed . * * *  

  A s  a n  i n ter w o v en  c omm un i t y ,  t o  s h o w  h ow  w e  a r e  s t r o n g er  
to g e th e r  th r o u g h  C h r i s t ,  t h i s  Advent ,  w e  a r e  w ea v i ng  a  
t apest r y  r ep r es en t i n g  w h o  w e  a r e .  P l ea s e  p r o v i d e  th i n g s 
w e  c an  u s e  to  m ak e  c rea te  t h i s  p i ec e— s tr i n g s ,  r i b b on ,  
s t r i p s  o f  f a b r i c ,  c os tu m e j ew e l r y ,  bu t to n s ,  t o k en s ,  e tc .  Th e  
f r a m e  w i l l  b e  i n  F e l l ow s h i p  H a l l  t h r o u g h  D ec em b er  2 1 .  

  F o r  prayer  co ncerns ,  j o ys ,  announ cem ent s ,  or  news  t o  
s h a r e ,  c o n ta c t  L i z  a t  o f f i c e@f i r s tu c c g a y l o r d . o r g  o r  P a s to r  
G r eg  a t  pa s to r g @f i r s t u cc g a y l o rd . o r g  

  O u r  serv i ce  o f  ca r o l s  a n d  c an d l es  w i l l  b e  a t  5 p m  o n  
C hr i s tm as Eve .  T h er e  i s  n o  f e l l o w s h i p  t im e  to  f o l l o w .  

 
Advent? 

 
As we know, the church terms this liturgical season “Advent,” but have 
you given much thought to what Advent is and what it means? Advent 
is both the season of preparing for the celebration of the birth of Christ 
as well as the wait for his second coming. Christians anticipate 
Christmas through prayer and reflection, often by use of an Advent 
wreath and calendars. 
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The Advent wreath begins the fourth Sunday before Christmas and ends 
Christmas Eve with the Christ candle. The four Sunday candles are often 
purple—the liturgical color of Advent—and the Christ candle is pink or 
white. Traditionally, purple symbolizes penance and preparation. The 
four Sunday candles represent the themes of Hope, Peace, Joy, and Love. 
Each week during the lighting of the candle(s), an accompanying 
reading highlights these themes. 
 
The Advent calendar contains small presents or observations and is used 
to count down the days to Christmas. While it has usually been for 
children, recently, commercial calendars have expanded to include 
everything from candles to cocktails! 
 
To observe Advent, you may establish a daily prayer routine or time for 
personal reflection to deepen your relationship with God. The weekly 
theme is a great place to start. Another way to recognize Advent is to 
engage in acts of service and giving alms. Through serving others, you 
serve Christ. Finally, Advent is the opportunity to open your heart 
through penance, which can include fasting, reparation, and/or 
expressing remorse and gratitude for forgiveness. 
 
Advent runs through Wednesday, December 24, 2025. 
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Isaiah 40:4 Every valley shall be lifted, and every mountain and hill be 
made low; the uneven ground shall be level, and the rough places plain. 

Matthew 1:21 She will bear a son, and you are to name him Jesus, for he 
will save his people from their sins. 

Luke 2:10-11 But the angel said to them, “Do not be afraid; for see—I am 
bringing you good news of great joy for all the people: to you is born this 

day in the city of David a Savior, who is the Messiah, the Lord. 
 

The gift of hope. The gift of peace. The gift of joy. The gift of 
love. May all these be yours to share this Christmas. 
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