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Rites of Return
There can be no doubt: we have entered a new era.
The lay leadership of the Church, your staff, and I have been imagining what
needs to take place for us to be together again in the building, once there is a clear
decrease in the number of novel coronavirus cases. We have been aiming at the weekend
of May 16-17, but precautions are not yet being lifted for St. Louis and St. Louis County.
We are following their lead, and restrictions on gatherings probably will not be lifted in
time for our target weekend.
In another time, October and November of 1918 to be precise, First Church
was shuttered for five Sundays, obeying the guidelines of the Board of Health during
the influenza pandemic then. In addition to four Sunday School locations – here, in
Brentwood, South Webster, and Glendale – we were worshiping twice on Sundays, at
10AM and 4PM. Then, we took reopening in phases. On November 17, 1918, the day
when activities began to resume, we conducted one service only, the 10 o’clock worship;
Sunday School was out of session until Webster schools reopened. On November 24,
the Sunday before Thanksgiving, everything appears to have returned to normal (this I
have surmised from evidence in our archives, where we have preserved Sunday bulletins,
newsletters, and Clerk records).
With so much more knowledge now about the nature and transmission of a
virus, and how to prevent its spread, we cannot hope for nearly so quick or complete a
transition to normal activities. But our historic records also indicate that, early in 1919,
we began questioning the need or desirability of worship on Sunday evenings, and by
1921 we conducted only the Sunday morning worship (Sunday evenings accommodated
a book study led by the Pastor). So, there is clear evidence that a “new normal” resulted
from the pandemic of the last century, too.
I thought you might find it interesting to know some of the things we’re talking
about, for transitioning into our new normal. One idea, a few weeks ago as we wondered
about whether to conduct our Annual Meeting on time (May 3) was to see if a parking
lot gathering might be possible – church members assembled in their cars on the east
lot and connected through their radios and cell phones to presentations taking place in
the garden outside the offices. We imagined voting by flashing headlights or rolling down
windows and raising hands. The complexities of this process, however, overwhelmed us,
and we’ve gone back to the drawing board.
The building staff – Chip and Darrell – have been working with me on a new
configuration for seating in the sanctuary. Our plan, once the right of return has been
established, is to make every other pew unavailable (thus establishing six-foot breaks
from front to back) and to disassemble the pews where seating will take place, storing
some sections (thus ensuring six-foot breaks laterally). Ingress and egress of worshipers
will need to be monitored by First Friends as greeters and ushers, and personal protective
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equipment will need to be worn by all in attendance.
Leon and I have discussed how the choirs must be effectively disassembled, if they perform in worship. And
congregational singing will be disallowed in person, until a vaccine can be found. These provisions arise because (a)
social distancing for singing has to be at least twice the usual six feet, due to the greater likelihood of aerosolization of
the virus when we sing or play a wind instrument; and (b) rehearsals will be nearly impossible without putting Leon
himself at grave risk.
Tracey, Erick, and I have acknowledged that in-person programming for children and youth will be impossible
until public schools in Webster Groves have returned in session. We have decided that our Vacation Bible School will
not occur onsite. And we have been informed by Camp MO-Val, our Conference’s most-used outdoor programming
venue, that all its summer camps have been cancelled. (Side note: Another disappointing report from Camp MO-Val is
that, along with the camps cancellation, the camp offices were recently broken into and computers stolen.)
Furthermore, the major transitions of our faith community that will happen in May and coming months will go
unacknowledged in the ways to which we are accustomed. One significant change for us, as well as for Kin and Peggy
Lavender, is that they will have moved to their new residence in Colorado before we can be back together again in
person; their last Sunday will be May 17. Peggy has been a part of First Church since she was a child, and Kin since the
two of them were married. So, I am talking with them about how to feature them in worship on the 17th.
Another change will be seen when Seminarians Tracey and Merrimon conclude their Contextual Education
courses of study with us, this month, and we will be unable to thank or congratulate them in person on May 24, their
final Sunday as students. Merrimon’s next Contextual Education setting is in discussion, as is Tracey’s. Tracey has
been negotiating with the Illinois South and Missouri Mid-South Conferences concerning her next setting, which will
certainly be pastoral work somewhere.
Meanwhile, the Christian Education and Executive Ministries are reassembling the staffing for our Sunday
School, Youth, and Adult Education programs. There will be two paid Sunday School teachers added to the positions of
Nursery Attendant, Coordinator of Youth Ministries, and Coordinator of Faith Formation (a slightly rehabbed Director
of Christian Education). These represent a major shift in how we perform our education ministries, which will still
require a concerted volunteer effort in order to succeed. But this new configuration will also need to be attentive to
the demand for creativity in presentation. Young children’s attention spans, especially for screen-based learning, may
be challenged by focusing on a person’s face on a cell phone, tablet, computer, or TV (Think Sesame Street as Sunday
School.). We will be looking for some very special people to serve as the next incarnation of our religious education
department!
Before we can return to our liturgical life together-not-apart, all these considerations and more will have to
be brought to fruit. Let alone the consideration that the majority of our parishioners are representative of some group
perilously at risk, should they contract COVID-19. We may speak of a “return to normal,” but this, even with a vaccine,
will indicate a very new “normal.” We will have to continue our electronic connections (Facebook, YouTube, Zoom, and
the good old telephone) for the foreseeable future, in order for all of us to be able to keep covenant with one another.
The staff and lay leaders of your Church will be most grateful to you, if you would please continue to pray for us
as we forge ahead into these new spiritual waters that are so mixed with the societal waters around us. We will keep you
as well informed as we can of major decisions, and quite a few minor ones, as we seek for all of us to stay safe and well.
Peace.
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WORSHIP NOTES FOR MAY
This schedule is subject to change, as need may arise.
Worship services are pre-recorded and streamed at 10:00 am
on our Facebook page and YouTube channel.
Audio-only streaming is available at our SoundCloud page.
Every worship service will be followed by a Zoom-based Virtual Coffee Fellowship at 11 am.
To participate, install the Zoom app on your favorite internet-connected device,
then go to http://bit.ly/JehovahJava (Be sure to capitalize the Js!).
Or call 1 312 626 6799, and enter Meeting ID 975 1194 9295 and Password 009716
Sunday, May 3, 10:00 am — Fourth Sunday of Easter (Good Shepherd). Scriptures: Psalm 23; John 10:1-10. The 23rd Psalm
is familiar to all of us. Many of us have even learned this passage by heart. Lest we take the words for granted,
Pastor Dave Denoon invites us to examine the psalm together in the shadow of the pandemic. Message of the
Day: “The Shadow of Death”
		
Sacrament of Christ’s Table – “Thou preparest a table before me…” PLEASE NOTE that this Sunday, May 3,
we will be worshiping at 10:00 am using Zoom, in order to host Communion and Coffee live. The service will be
recorded and uploaded to Facebook and YouTube, a couple of hours later.
Sunday, May 10, 10:00 am — Fifth Sunday of Easter; Mothers Day; Festival of the Christian Home. Scripture: 1 Peter 2:210; John 14:1-14. The “Stay at Home” order we have been following has been making us all kind of stir crazy.
Those of us who live as families under the same roof are feeling this isolation in special ways – boredom,
arguing, but also unexpected creativity. On this day to honor mothers and families, the pastor delivers a special
Message of the Day: “Alone Together”
Sunday, May 17, 10:00 am — Sixth Sunday of Easter. Scriptures: Psalm 66:8-20; John 14:15-21. “I will not leave you
orphaned,” Jesus promised the disciples when he was telling them that he must die. And so he did not… and
does not. Nor has God ever abandoned anyone. There can be an advantage to solitude, that we may be assured
always of the constancy of God’s presence. Message of the Day: “Lonely, or Alone?”
Sunday, May 24, 10:00 am — Seventh Sunday of Easter (Ascension); Memorial Day Weekend; Final Sunday for Tracey
Harris and Merrimon Boyd as Student Ministers. Our Student Ministers offer personal perspectives about their
experiences, this academic year, and about their hopes and dreams going forward.
Sunday, May 31, 10:00 am — Pentecost. Scriptures: Acts 2:1-21; John 7:37-39 and 20:19-23. Pentecost is commonly
recognized as “the birthday of the Church,” when the Holy Spirit is said to have come to dwell with us always
who are the renewing body of Christ. This particular Pentecost may be especially significant, because it is likely
that we will be phasing back into our regular Sunday morning worship. Even if this is not the first Sunday of
Phase 1, we will likely be making some announcement of when Phase 1 will actually commence. There’s a lot to
contemplate. So, Pastor Dave has named his Message of the Day: “Phase 1”
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FOR GLANCES AND MURMURS
by Paul Davis

Better it may have been when carrier
pigeons did it, and fires flared, drums
rolled and horns blew to send the message
before cell phones multiplied and e-mails
and faxes gathered to clutter what once
seemed a purity; then this – this madness
to communicate but at a distance, as if
holding a hand is too dangerous, a
glance too subtle, a murmur too weak
among those hyped out of their minds
like this. But whisper something to me,
intrigue me with a glance. Try it and
let us see, whether we can still do that.
My dear colleague Paul Davis (First Church’s Pastor
from 1966 to 1994) seems prescient in this poem
he composed a few years ago. I resound with
his evident inflection as he declares, “this – this
madness / to communicate but at a distance, as if /
holding a hand is too dangerous.” Now, of course,
it is too dangerous.
Trying to be the church, together but
disconnected, on Sunday mornings and as people
go in and out of hospital and experience life
challenges and crises – and me trying to be a pastor
without being able to interact with others, pray
with them, hold hands – this is tough.
End note to the end note: Paul spent a few nonCOVID-related days in the hospital recently and is
recuperating at a rehabilitation center. He’ll be fine.
You can greet him by mailing cards or letters to:
The Rev. Dr. Paul Davis
c/o Anne Davis Grothe
7343 S. Yorkshire Dr.
St. Louis, MO 63123

The following is from the newsletter of the St.
Louis Alliance for Period Supplies
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FROM THE ORGANIST’S BENCH

There have been many facets to COVID-19 times. Some good things: I find I have time to
write more, catch up on some of my favorite shows, and finding out that for some not-forprofit board meetings, Zoom’s features lead to shorter, more productive meetings. Some
bad things: Olivia, my wife, wants me to do more cleaning at home, I am half terrified to
go shopping, and Zoom is not ideal for teaching my private students.
I enjoy seeing staff weekly at our weekly Zoom meeting and when the few of us meet in
the sanctuary (practicing social distancing – of course) to record the music for services. It
was sad though to have both the Pentecost Imaginarium (a MICA production) and our last
May concert to conclude the organ’s 25th birthday year cancelled in May. For a performing
artist, it is difficult to be without an outlet to perform. But, this enforced isolation is
keeping us safe.

Luckily, I have an academic bent and I love researching and reading. I am even taking a webinar! This keeps me from going stir
crazy. I have a wonderful network of friends who send links to music on the internet and as I find some worthy of passing on to all
of you, I will.
Now, if only I can figure out how to give vocal coaching and technique coaching to my Chancel Choir and Canterbury Bells by
Zoom… I will update you next time.
Stay safe and be kind to one another.

Leon Burke, Music Director

TRACEY’S BLESSINGS – FLOWERS & VEGETABLES

Let’s begin this month with a look at a reading from the book of Luke chapter 12, verse 27 “Notice how the lilies grow. They don’t
wear themselves out with work, and they don’t spin cloth. But I say to you that even Solomon in all his
splendor wasn’t dressed like one of these.” And then from verse 29, “Don’t chase after what you will eat
and what you will drink.
Stop worrying.” In stressful times like these, we need to look in the scriptures and find readings
that help us see our world and God’s presence in it. I find that when we take the time to read the
scriptures, we can usually find some words of comfort.
Thank you to teachers, health care workers and essential workers, in this time of virus. Parents, if you
are looking for things to do as a family, I suggest you make some thank you cards to give to the above
workers.
We may have been staying home and thinking about our friends, missing being together but hopefully
you are spending some time enjoying nature!
I want to let you know that I plan to get our Sunday School Garden planted soon. Then, I am hoping
that perhaps families from First Congregational will come by and stop by the garden and pull weeds and help take care of the
garden until we can get back to in person worship.
I have some sad news for those who enjoy Camp Mo Val, our church camp. The summer camping season has been cancelled. Watch
for events to be announced this fall as we find new ways to experience Camp in this time. Unfortunately, the camp office was also
broken into. If you are able, write a letter of support or send a donation to Camp Mo Val in Union MO.
Please check the church’s YouTube for videos for children. Also, if you make the soda bread for the at home communion, please
adjust the recipe to use half of the salt. Trust me!
Please let me know if I can support your family in anyway during this time of social isolation.
Peace,
Tracey Harris, Director of Christian Education & Student Pastor
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MODERATOR’S CORNER APRIL 2020
Another month of isolation has passed and we are still learning to adjust to the new “norm.” Like all of us, the church is
learning how to meet the challenge of being a church in this changing world. Although the work inside the church has
been curtailed, the work of the church has not. Each day new and creative ideas are being explored to keep us a viable
church community. Our tremendous staff of Pastor David Denoon, Tracey Harris, Dr. Leon Burke, Dr. Erick Falconer,
Reverend Cliff Aerie and Merrimon Boyd have produced wonderful internet presentations that include Sunday services,
children programing, music offerings, and Lenten studies. Joan Musbach has initiated a forum titled Reflecting &
Sharing: Lives Amidst Pandemic to reflect on our lives during this current time. On April 26 an online gathering for
Fellowship following the services on Sunday morning was initiated. Debbie Tolstoi has been managing the office
responsibilities and keeping us connected through the Covenant News and eNews. Each of these endeavors (and more to
come) are available through our church website. Please check it often. If you have difficulty figuring out how to access
these offerings, Ian Didriksen has agreed to help you through the process. He can be reached by phone at (636) 5786969 or email at ian.didriksen@gmail.com.
Zoom meetings have been taking place to do church business and to plan for the future. Members have been keeping in
touch with each other and checking on other members who may have needs. For those who do not have access to the
internet, we will continue to send information through the mail. If you have a special need or just want to talk, reach
out to someone in the church, or call the church office and leave a message. Although isolated from each other, no one
should feel alone.
Although we are hoping for a mid-May resumption of some, if not all, of our activities, we are aware that many questions
still need to be answered before any decisions can be made. If you are like me, each day I discover some long-forgotten
item in my home that ignites a cherished memory of all those things that we have been blessed to have experienced. In
the meantime, stay safe and stay connected… BE THE CHURCH.
Together in Christ,
Mark Edwards, Moderator

Page 7

May 2020

HOLADAY LIBRARY ✔ IT OUT
The Bible Salesman takes place between 1930 and 1951 in a rural white American South so
innocent and self-contained it doesn’t include even a hint of racism. Henry Dampier, a 20-year-old
Bible salesman, has no troubles beyond his worries about certain inconsistencies in the biblical text
when he is conned into moving stolen cars by a man named Preston Clearwater, who says he works
for the FBI. The plot is a simple clash of good and evil, and the suspense comes from wondering
when good, is going to recognize evil. The Bible Salesman is really just an escapist romp at heart,
perfect for a lazy afternoon.

Heaven Is for Real is the true story of Colton Burpo‚ the four-year old son of a
small town Nebraska pastor who, during emergency surgery‚ slips from consciousness and enters
heaven. He survives and begins talking about being able to look down and see the doctor operating
and his dad praying in the waiting room. Colton said he met his miscarried sister‚ whom no one had
told him about‚ and his great grandfather who died 30 years before Colton was born. He then shared
impossible-to-know details about each. Told by his father‚ but often in Colton’s own words‚ the
simple message is: heaven is a real place‚ Jesus really loves children.

God in My Life is a collection of faith stories. Teenagers, Conference Ministers from each United
Church of Christ conference as well as leaders from the six historically under-represented
groups, were invited to share how God is active and engaged -- not just in any stage of life, but in
adolescence. This initial cluster of stories was enhanced with more from the unique perspectives of
many others. A resource section contains a range of methods and activities designed so that small
youth or intergenerational groups, confirmation classes, teen or adult retreats can experience the
sharing of faith stories in safe, fun, and non-threatening ways.

DID YOU KNOW...?
Ann Moeller, Moderator 1979-82
Ann Moeller served on and chaired several Church boards in the 1950s and 60s, as
well as, being involved in the social issues work of our Church. She was recognized as
a St. Louis Woman of Achievement in 1969. By 1974 the time had come for a woman
to be elected our moderator. Ann Moeller was our first female moderator. During her
term, the Endowment Fund was promoted and a policy for use of the Fund’s income
was created. The Church sponsored a Thai refugee family which involved helping
them establish a home, find jobs and to adjust to living in St. Louis. The music director
resigned and Tom Pearce joined the staff as Director of Music. There was an active
Social Issues Commission addressing many issues including quality education for all
races. Four Fellowship Dinners were held each year. Use of the Church policies were
written and approved. Moeller wrote in her third year Annual Report that our church
“…was experiencing a Golden Era.”
Kay Roush. Historian
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HOW TO GIVE TO FIRST CHURCH WHILE WE’RE APART
If you are accustomed to putting an offering in the plate on Sunday
mornings, you’re kind of stuck right now. Believe it or not, even at this
time, the church’s expenses continue, and keeping current with your
pledge is possible. Either send a check made out to “FCCWG” at:
First Congregational Church
United Church of Christ
10 W. Lockwood Ave.
Webster Groves, MO 63119
or visit the “DONATE” page of our website (http://FirstChurchWG.org/donate), to make an electronic
contribution.
On the other hand, if you have been laid off or your business cannot operate during the “shelter in place” order
(or if you just need to decrease your pledge), you can adjust the amount you have committed by contacting
Treasurer Jenny Jones. She will make a confidential record of your adjustment, no questions asked.

ROOM AT THE INN – UPDATE – COVID-19
During the COVID-19 outbreak Room At The Inn is sheltering in place. This means clients & staff are cooking
all meals and spending all nights at the daytime shelter in Bridgeton. They are paying part-time RATI staff to
stay and “Inn Keep” at the shelter. Clients are not staying at church sites and cannot have churches bring food
items to the shelter.
WHAT DOES THIS MEAN FOR First CHURCH AND OUR PARTNERS @ CHRIST LUTHERAN
CHURCH??
In place of physically hosting clients, RATI is asking if each congregation would consider sending $150 for
each night they are scheduled to host during the COVID-19 outbreak. This offsets the un-budgeted costs they
must incur to pay staff to serve as innkeepers, buy food for dinners and breakfasts, and do extra cleaning and
sanitizing.
HOW CAN YOU HELP ROOM AT THE INN?
A generous donation has been made to cover our April 24/25th RATI commitment. Thank You! In addition to
special donations during these hard times, RATI is in great need of the following items: Bottled Water; Juice
Boxes; Milk; Hand Sanitizer; Lysol Spray; Disinfecting Wipes; Toilet Paper; Paper Towels. If you would like to
make a donation please send a check to the church office indicating that it is specifically for RATI. We will use
all funds to cover our May commitment or purchase needed items and drop them off at RATI.
THANK YOU FOR ANY GIFT YOU CAN OFFER (INCLUDING PRAYERS!) TO SUPPORT ROOM AT
THE INN DURING THESE CHALLENGING TIMES.
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FIRST CONGREGATIONAL MOVES INTO THE 21ST CENTURY!
Shelter orders have forced us to move into the 21st Century, and that’s not a bad thing! While we do
miss being together physically, our technological advances here at First Congregational have allowed
us to provide worship, messages and Sunday School videos on YouTube and Facebook which keep us
together in spirit.
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FIRST ZOOM COFFEE FELLOWSHIP ON APRIL 26, 2020

Join us for our Zoom Coffee Fellowship after worship, each Sunday at 11:00 am

ARE THERE ANY GRADUATES IN THE HOUSE?
Please send Tracey Harris the names of any graduates in your family. We will list them in
upcoming publications.
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MAY BIRTHDAYS
Dana Romeis May 1

Drue Hood May 10

Paul Davis May 2

Kay Roush May 12

Rogelio Garcia May 2

Peter Bakker-Arkema May 17

Mark Edwards May 3

Jean Gray May 19

Cathy Buerk May 3

Margery Gable May 22

Brad Davis May 3

Karen Kaalberg May 23

Tracey Harris May 8

Mark Thompson May 26

Garie Perry May 9

Trevor Zink May 28

MAY MEAL-A-MONTH
Canned Chicken
Canned Green Vegetable (low or no salt)
Canned Fruit in own juices
Powdered Milk, Shelf Stable Milk, Soy Milk
Pudding of Jello (fat free/sugar free)
Shampoo/Conditioner • Soap • Deodorant

MISSING SOMEONE?
Have you been missing someone for a while from worship and other church
events? Please, let Pastor Dave Denoon or Parish Life Chair, know. Either will
be happy to follow up for you.

10 West Lockwood Avenue
Webster Groves, MO 63119
314-962-0475
www.FirstChurchWG.org
Contact Information
Moderator
Mark Edwards
marke@wustl.edu
Pastor
Rev. David A. Denoon
DDenoon@FirstChurchWG.org
Office Administrator
Debbie Tolstoi
Admin@FirstChurchWG.org
Director of Music & Organist
Dr. Leon Burke
Leon.Burke@FirstChurchWG.org
Director of Christian Education
Tracey Harris
Tracey.Harris@FirstChurchWG.org
Coordinator of Youth Ministries &
Assistant Music Director
Dr. Erick Falconer
Erick.Falconer@FirstChurchWG.org
Facilities Manager
Chip Isringhaus
cti1234@FirstChurchWG.org
Custodian
Darrell Lakies
Assistant Custodian
Gus McLean
Director, Center for Counseling & Healing
Rev. Linda E. Smith, BCRN, LCSW, HTCP/I
lesrhs@sbcglobal.net
Director of MICA
Rev. Cliff Aerie
cliff.aerie@gmail.com
Student Minister
Merrimon Boyd
mboyd@eden.edu

Seek Christ in each. Serve God in all.
Follow us on
Facbook
www.facebook.com/FirstChurchWG/
Sound Cloud
www.soundcloud.com/firstchurchwg
You Tube
http://bit.ly/FCCWG-YT

