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Chapter 1

Travel records show that my airline’s flight departed for 
Hartford, Conn., the morning of June 22, 2007. I must 
confess: I “left” long before that.

Faster than you can say “God is still speaking,” I had decided 
to attend Synod and take in what I thought would be a once-
in-a-lifetime experience. I could only wonder what it would 
be like.

I spoke with Synod veterans who called the experience “life-
changing,” “simply amazing,” and “spiritually uplifting.” 
A UCC member a mere 18 months, my extraordinary 
experiences with my local church had a profound impact. 
A hurricane-relief mission trip. Rewarding work with 
our incredible youth group. A gradual immersion into a 
supportive, compassionate church family.

And now General Synod.

After landing, I gathered my luggage and boarded a shuttle 
downtown. I helped myself to a seat across from a small-
framed gentleman wearing glasses and a brown suit.

“Well,” he said, as if he’d known me forever, “are you going 
to Synod?”

“Sure am,” I replied.

His name was Ed. 

“So where is ‘home,’” I asked.

Ed and I, it turned out, lives in the same town.

The first drop that would form a sea of Synod serendipity had fallen.

I glanced at the name tag draped around Ed’s neck. This was the first time we’d met, but I realized I’d 
done volunteer work with his wife, and knew that one 
of his sons was a minister. Their other son had been 
in the news recently. He’d been killed in Iraq. 

The shuttle rolled along the interstate. Ed and I 
yapped like old college roommates. We didn’t discuss 
his son’s death right then. That would come later. I 
ran into Ed countless times during Synod. During one 
encounter he talked about the horror of losing a child 
to unjust war, about his activism for peace, and his 
opposition to the death penalty. Ed soon became my 
personal symbol for the United Church of Christ’s 
commitment to justice.



Chapter 2

After I checked into the hotel, I took another 
shuttle to the Hartford Civic Center.

I was not prepared for the hubbub of humanity that 
greeted me. Registration tables formed one line the 
length of the Civic Center lobby. 

As I waited to register, I made several new friends. 
Even though we had just met, Linda gave me a huge 
hug and said, “Welcome to the family reunion.”  

Dan gave me a high five. 

Lisa said she heard that the Collegium of 
Officers had just released a pastoral letter 
calling for an end to the “arrogant unilateralism 

of pre-emptive war” in Iraq.

I thought of Ed. The war. The sorrow. The horror. 
The personal tragedy. The helplessness I’ve felt. And 
also the power of faith. Synod wasn’t all about me, 
and yet somehow it was. I was about to learn that 
10,000 of my new best friends would spend the next 
five days singing, praying, and struggling with what it 
meant to be people of faith.



Chapter 3

General Synod has always been about doing the 
ministry of the church — in business sessions. But 
this time around, we were going to party! Celebrate 

our 50th anniversary as the United Church of Christ. We 
gathered in an arena, usually the venue for basketball, 
hockey and monster-truck rallies. The opening session 
began with the theme churches had been lifting up all year: 
“Let it Shine.”

A spark had been lit: Our collective lights were just 
beginning to shine, many from the youth in attendance — 
estimated at 1,000. 

As the Rev. Da Vita McCallister noted during 
opening worship Friday night, “These kids 
are not at soccer camps or their summer jobs. 

They did their work to get here. They care about 
their work and their faith.” A multitude of youth 
stood and cheered. The first of many exuberant 
outbursts to come.

No sooner had the excitement of opening night subsided 
than Synod in the City kicked-off the next morning. A 
daylong collage of speakers, performers and artisans 

overflowed into downtown Hartford.

Just a few blocks from the Civic Center, the Festival in the 
Park attracted Synod goers and Hartford residents alike. A 
new friend, Tim, marveled at the depth of diversity among the 
crowd milling about Bushnell Park. Face painters, jugglers and 
mimes shared the scenic stage with singers, poets and dancers. 
God was still speaking an unmistakable message of fun, love 
and unity.



Chapter 4

Back at the Civic Center, former White House Press Secretary, 
award-winning journalist, ordained minister, and UCC 
member Bill Moyers took the stage for the morning keynote 

speech. Moyers was off-the-charts phenomenal. 

“I have come to say that America’s revolutionary heritage, and 
America’s revolutionary spirit — ‘life, liberty and the pursuit of 
justice, through government of, by, and for the people’ — is under 
siege,” he said. 

Each round of applause grew 
louder. I was energized by 
the message, surprised by its 
force. So was Rita. A member 
of the Missouri Mid-South 
Conference, she marveled at 
Moyers’ magic. 

“You know,” she said, raising her voice above the sustained 
ovation all around us, “I had no idea . . . he is a genius. And such a 
compassionate one.”

Throughout the day, in venue after venue around town, we were 
challenged and embraced by theologians, philosophers, scientists, 
authors, critics, artists — prophetic voices engaging the UCC in 

social commentary. 

There were so many options and opportunities I 
couldn’t take them all in. Talk about frustration!

The day was only half over when I returned to the Civic Center after 
lunch with an overflow crowd to hear Sen. Barack Obama (D.-Ill.)
address the Synod. If electricity was in the air after Moyers spoke, 

a thunderstorm of anticipation now swirled about. 
Souls stirred as Obama spoke. 

“I slowly came to realize that something was missing 
[in my life], that without an anchor for my beliefs, 
without a commitment to a particular community of 
faith, at some level, I would always remain apart and 
alone,” said Obama, recounting the day 20 years ago 
when he joined Chicago’s Trinity UCC. “In time, 
I came to see faith as more than just a comfort to 
the weary or a hedge against death, but rather as an 
active, palpable agent in the world and in my own 
life.”



Chapter 5

Throughout the day, I bumped into friends old and new as we experienced Synod in the City.

But the celebration was just beginning. Saturday 
night’s 50th Birthday Bash was a multicultural extravaganza 
hosted by Valerie Tutson and Phil Porter. 

Energy flowed, like the massive 
“wave” of the crowd as 
musicians, dancers and the giant 
40-foot wide high-definition 
video screen jazzed up the filled-
to-capacity Civic Center. The 
Voices of the Pacific Samoan 
Choir brought traditional 
greetings and cultural gifts, 
delegates to the uniting 
Synod 50 years earlier were 
honored, and the Synod youth 
envisioned what the 100th 
birthday might look like. 

The evening was capped off 
by a laser light show honoring the inventor 

of the laser beam, Dr. Charles Townes, the only UCC member ever to 
win the Nobel Prize. As we filed out into the night, we kept on singing 
“This Little Light of Mine,” holding hands on the streets of downtown 
Hartford. It felt so good to be part of this family celebration.

On Sunday, the family gathered together again 
— for worship. The powerful processional 
featured a rainbow of colors. Symbols and 

sounds from nations near and far came together to 
remind us that we are celebrating our past, reshaping 
our present and setting the course for the future. 

Sounds of the sitar, blending with gospel music and Euro-hymns, formed a 
comprehensive blending of the multicultural aspects of the UCC. 

Once again, our General Minister 
and President, John Thomas 
spoke eloquently of our call to 
live into the next 50 years. What 
an amazing church, I thought 
to myself. The generosity of 
its members, the vitality of our 
worship.



Chapter 6
 

Of course, all play and no work — even on one’s 50th 
birthday — isn’t a concept steeped in reality. All 
families have to get the chores done. And so came 

time for business. I was impressed and moved that people on 
different sides of the issues listened to one another. God was still 
speaking: We don’t have to agree in order to love one another. 

Hmm, just like family.

Meanwhile, the Civic Center floor was transformed from 
entertainment venue to a business setting. 

Neatly aligned rows of tables and chairs — enough for more than 
900 delegates, board members and dignitaries — were now in place. 

I was witnessing the plenary process in motion. 

Delegates scurried up to the 
microphone to state their cases, 
scampered back to their seats, raised 
and lowered yellow voting cards. 

Even during its bumpy moments — when moderators seemed unsure, 
plenaries ran long and disagreements surfaced — cooler heads and 
welcome senses of humor prevailed. 

That’s my UCC.     



Chapter 7

Spontaneity and serendipity blended at Synod. 

No one could have imagined the 
heart-tugging peace march that would 
wind its way through downtown Hartford 
during the afternoon rush hour on Monday. 
Six hundred people pouring out of the 
afternoon’s plenary session, taking it to the 
streets. Their unified plea was passionately 
peaceful. Local police halted traffic. Local 
business people made way for the marching 
masses.

In the middle of it all, I spotted Ed. And then 
I met Sharon from the Ohio Conference, 
who brought me to tears.

“I live in an area that has lost three soldiers 
— three young men — in the past two 
weeks,” she said. Forcing a smile through 
the pain, she added, “I just want to bring our 
children home.”

Then there was Bonnie, another new friend 
from the Minnesota Conference. Once our 
paths crossed, there was no uncrossing. 
Awash in a sea of soul mates, I found myself 
ever drifting toward Bonnie. Wherever 
I’d go, there she was. Conversation 
was effortless; laughter, natural. Our 
backgrounds were not similar, Bonnie’s 
involvement with the UCC much more 
detailed and historied than mine. 

We had almost nothing in common. And we 
had everything in common. 

That’s what made us family.



Chapter 8

Although Monday and Tuesday were designated work 
sessions, we took time during plenary to be embraced 
by the Spirit. Marian Wright Edelman, founder and 

president of the Children’s Defense Fund, and singer/pianist 
Ken Medema provided a truly memorable “Spirit” moment 
during her presentation. 

Her rapid-fire recitation of staggering statistics and demands 
for action was followed by Ken’s spontaneous ode to 
“Marian.” As the song began, she stopped her exit, ran back 
onto the stage, embraced Medema, and wept openly. The 
audience responded with nearly five minutes of standing 
ovation.

Another “Spirit” moment came from actor Lynn 
Redgrave who bravely, candidly –– yet humorously 
–– spoke about her fight against breast cancer. Her 

battle began two weeks before Christmas 2002, when she 
felt a lump in her right breast. By accident (or was it holy 
coincidence?), she discovered a UCC congregation. 

“I felt so lonely, so sad. And I walked into the 
Church and by the end of the service, I felt very 
peaceful and optimistic … part of a community,” 
Redgrave, now a UCC member, said. “It’s not a 
point anymore how long I live, but how I live … 
time is short — live every moment so you don’t feel 
you’ve wasted anything.”



Chapter 9

The one place I hadn’t yet had time to visit was 
the exhibit hall. 

Shoppers and seekers wound their way through more 
than 100 exhibits. 

Tired and nearing the end of Synod, the “buzz” was 
still in the air. 

Old acquaintances reunited. 

New friends laid the foundation for future reunions. 

There were no strangers at Synod; just friends I 
hadn’t yet met; family members in the making.

And then there were the cookies.  

I wouldn’t have bet all the dough in New England that I 
would witness so many cookies in one place. More than 14,000 
dozen of them. 

And I ate my share and gained a few extra pounds in the process.



Chapter 10

The final day of Synod fell on my parents’ 57th wedding anniversary. My heart had trouble being in 
two places at once. 

Then I watched with pride a presentation outlining the transition of 
The Stillspeaking Initiative into its next phase. I flashed back to the 
first time I heard “God Is Still Speaking.” It hooked me instantly. It 
drew me in. 

I am, to one degree or another, always aware that God is trying to 
tell me something. Am I listening? I was glad to know that the UCC 
family will continue listening to the adventurous and challenging call 
of God.

Then, the closing Synod highlights 
video brought everything back. 
What an exciting and exhilarating 
week it had been. But it was time to 
go home. 

So what would I take back with 
me? Would these mega-memories 
continue to shine? 
Would the spirit 
of this super 
celebration endure, 

once back to the workaday world? 

Answers awaited me in ways both numerous and 
fulfilling: I shared my experience at my church the 
next Sunday. I began an ongoing email dialogue 
with Bonnie. I run into Ed at regional events. Tim is 
always in touch. 

It’s great to be part of the UCC family.

Oh, and did I mention that I took lots of photographs? 
My family album has been shared many times and I 
plan to bring it with me to General Synod 27 in Grand 
Rapids, Michigan. 

I’m counting the days.



JustiCe and Witness Ministries 

Justice and Witness Ministries’ commitment to ministries of justice and 
peace emphasizes members’ personal involvement at every level of 
the church. During 2007, we focused on the theme of Jubilee Justice 

in preparation for the 50th anniversary of the United Church of Christ.  
The biblical mandates of Jubilee were lifted up at board meetings, General 
Synod, through interpretive resources, and the Neighbors in Need offering. 

The Board of Directors endorsed a new three-year strategic plan called 
“Framing the Future,” which includes new vision and mission statements 
and guiding principles for JWM’s work. A high priority was given to 
building and strengthening relationships with conferences, seminaries, and 
other partners.

A new formal covenant has been signed between JWM and the UCC’s 
Southern California Nevada Conference to open Romero Center for Border 
Ministry or “Centro Romero,” in San Ysidro, California. The center hopes 

to raise an awareness of U.S. and Mexico “border realities” in an effort to provide a deeper understanding 
of immigration issues.

New relationships are being formed in the Gulf Coast Region with Louisiana Justice Institute and 
All Congregations Together.  JWM has worked very closely with Wider Church Ministries’ Disaster 
Ministries Office, Local Church Ministries’ Evangelism Team, Beecher Memorial UCC in New Orleans, 
and the South Central Conference of the UCC.

Legislatively, Justice and Witness has worked with ecumenical partners in Washington who successfully 
advocated for Head Start reauthorization, the 2007 Energy Bill, and restoring domestic discretionary 
funding to 2005 levels, plus inflation, for Section 8 housing vouchers, low-income heating assistance, and 
nutrition funding for children and mothers.

Along with our partners in the development of the “Our Whole Lives” curriculum, JWM celebrates the 
completion of our age-span sexuality resources. Starting with kindergarten-aged children, these materials 
embrace the values of self worth, responsibility, health, justice, and inclusivity.

“Hospitality House II” at the UCC’s Franklinton Center at Bricks in Whitakers, N.C., was dedicated in 
August 2007, offering motel-like accommodations, with 22 double rooms and conference space to meet 
the increasing demand for conferences and retreats.

These are just a few of the ways the UCC’s Justice and Witness Ministries has worked to inspire, interpret 
and involve our congregations in the ongoing commitment to “frame the future.”

the rev. M. Linda JaraMiLLo
exeCutive Minister



LoCaL ChurCh Ministries
 

The UCC’s Local Church Ministries affirms that individual 
congregations are the foundation for personal spiritual formation 
and corporate ministry. A high priority in 2007 for all LCM ministry 

teams has been the development of supporting resources and programs 
for the Congregational Vitality Initiative, for “God is Still Speaking,” 
for increased use of our seeker website “i.ucc,” and the creation of an 
interactive display area at the 50th anniversary General Synod.

“Shine, God’s People” collected data and stories from across the 
denomination about how we were living out our shared identity and vitality 
as a multiracial, multicultural, open and affirming, accessible to all church.

Our Worship and Education ministry team, which established a Praise 
Song Book Advisory Team, launched a praise song contest that received 
over 400 entries. The youth-focused 50-for-50 program became the 
catalyst for bringing more than 1,000 young people to General Synod.

During the past year, our Evangelism Team held the first New Church Leadership Institute, a training 
program for new church planters and coaches. This program, partially funded by the Carpenter 
Foundation, is a partnership with the Southeast Conference, Lancaster Theological Seminary, and Candler 
School of Theology.

Throughout the year, the Parish Life and Leadership Ministry hosted multiple partnership events, 
including regional seminarian gatherings; a convocation for UCC History, Theology and Polity teachers; 
new Conference Ministry orientations, faith-group breakfasts for our chaplains, pastoral counselors and 
educators; and the biennial search-and-call gathering.

The Publications, Resources and Distribution Team had several highlights. Our General Synod bookstore 
saw record sales, while our Distribution Center shipped more than 1.65 million items in 2007. The 
Pilgrim Press book sales were up by 11 percent, and United Church Press launched its promotion of 
“Gather’’Round,” a new Bible-based curriculum.

“Stewards in the Household of God,” a resource for holistic year-round stewardship, and “The Gifting 
God,” a small-group stewardship study, were created by our Stewardship team. In coordination with 
The Church Vitality Initiative and i.ucc.org, Stillspeaking devotionals were posted online. Throughout 
the year, the Stewardship Ministry coordinated the Financial Ministries Table and the Special Mission 
Offerings Committee.    

Local Church Ministries continues to develop new ways to partner with pastors and laypersons as they 
seek to fulfill their call to ministry.

the rev. stephen L. sterner
exeCutive Minister



offiCe of GeneraL Ministries

The Office of General Ministries work 
includes the nitty-gritty essentials of the 
national setting, including common services, 

human resources, financial services, affirmative 
action and diversity initiatives, research, archives, 
communications, financial development, and 
Conference and ecumenical relations.

Clearly, the UCC 50th anniversary was a 
primary focus during 2007. Working with a 
special anniversary committee, OGM not only 
facilitated the landmark General Synod, but also 
produced church-wide webstreaming events, a 
commemorative book and DVD, and a traveling 
50th-year exhibit. Our Research Services team 
partnered with Hartford Seminary to conduct an 

anniversary-year “State of the Church” survey, and UCC Archives launched an oral history archives 
project.
 
The Proclamation, Identity and Communication Ministry introduced a new look and feel for ucc.org that 
included expanded video, blogging and interactive functions. PIC also increased the church’s networking 
presence on Facebook, Myspace, and other social networking sites. The Stillspeaking Ministry saw an 
infusion of new staff leadership, even as it continued to promote the UCC’s “extravagant welcome” 
through edgy marketing and the promotion of creative, grassroots hospitality.

United Church News, the nation’s largest denominational newspaper, saw its subscriptions climb by 
10 percent to 206,000 households! More than just size, it also can claim stature. In 2007, the Religion 
Communicators Council named it the nation’s best national religion newspaper.

The Financial Development Ministry continued to cultivate greater support for ministries across every 
setting of the church. The UCC’s capacity for promoting and receiving online gifts has never been 
stronger, and the UCC continues to utilize new technologies to harness enthusiasm and support for our 
ministries.  

The Office of General Ministries continues to work behind the scenes to reinforce the essential work of 
our Covenanted Ministries.

the rev. John h. thoMas, GeneraL Minister and 
president, and Ms. edith a. Guffey, assoCiate 
GeneraL Minister



Wider ChurCh Ministries

Wider Church Ministries affirms that we are indeed, part of a 
family — a global family that strives to maintain a critical 
presence in places of greatest need around the world.

Throughout 2007, Hurricane Katrina relief continued as a high priority 
through Wider Church Ministries’ commitment to aiding under-insured 
and under-served individuals and families; the empowerment of faith 
congregations in the devastated area; and offering counseling and support 
in affected communities. 
 
Our Volunteer Ministries program enabled thousands of UCC members 
to travel to disaster areas to assist in rebuilding efforts. Some individuals 
volunteer to serve a year or more to effectively coordinate work groups and 
prioritize relief efforts.  

The United Church AIDS Network (UCAN) was reformulated to establish 
a supportive network for addressing HIV/AIDS concerns in the US, and to help provide training and 
resources for local churches to minister in their communities. 
 
Our Refugee and Immigration Ministries program has helped promote greater awareness and concern for 
homeless Iraqi citizens, thereby enabling the resettlement of a growing number of Iraqi refugees with the 
help of UCC communities. 
 
WCM continued its international peacemaking efforts by sending delegates to The Interfaith Peace 
Conference in Tokyo. In developing a new relationship with churches in Nepal, faith communities have 
been encouraged to continue peace talks with the government and extremist groups. 
 
In response to the war in Darfur,  a new initiative was launched at General Synod with One Great Hour of 
Sharing to respond to the tragedy that has killed nearly 400,000 Darfurians while displacing 2.5 million 
others. “Tents of Hope” challenges groups and congregations to create a simulated refugee tent to raise 
awareness and funds. 
 
Nearly 400 UCC and Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) members have participated in Global 
Ministries’ training events on mission interpretation and advocacy activities. The “Be a Global Mission 
Church Project” was re-launched at Synod enlisting congregations to prioritize efforts to become certified 
global mission churches.   

The challenges that face us in today’s world can seem overwhelming, but by working with our global 
partners we are able to bring healing and hope in many important ways. 

the rev. CaLLy roGers-Witte
exeCutive Minister
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