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Welcome to the Spring Edition of
Friends Congregational Church’s
quarterly publication The Epistle.
This collection of news and
images from the life of our
community of faith will carry us
through the season of Lent, the
40 days we followers of Jesus set
aside for fasting, prayer, study,
and self-reflection as we journey
toward Holy Week and Easter.
The prolific author Frederick
Buechner writes, “During Lent,
Christians are supposed to ask
one way or another what it means
to be themselves.” I don’t know
myself apart from a deep sense of
belonging. I belong to the Divine
Parent in whose image all of us
are made, which means, by
beautiful consequence, and for
better or worse, that I belong to
you, as well. We belong to one
another and to every beloved
child of God. So, that Lenten
question about what it means to
be myself is just as much an
inward question for these
contemplative days as it is an
outward one: What does it mean
to be us?
This edition of The Epistle
answers that question a bit by
looking back at the last few
months of our congregation—
how we’ve been living out our
vision and mission together as a
people of deep belonging.

Read and take a look at how we
do church together in witness to
God who is love, and in whose
radically loving image all of us are
made. (I would say “alleluia” to
that, but I’ve got to wait until
Easter!)
Finally, I want to invite us to say a
bittersweet thank you and
farewell to Kathleen Witte Ninke,
whose last Sunday worshiping
with us at Friends Church will be
March 20 before her spouse Josh
Ninke and she move to Louisville,
Kentucky, to start the next
exciting chapter of their lives. For
the last year, Kathleen has served
as Chair of the Evangelism &
Outreach Committee.
Additionally, since the start of this
quarterly publication from
Friends Church two years ago,
Kathleen’s journalist expertise has
been instrumental in putting
together the interviews and
stories we find in The Epistle
every few months. More than her
journalistic chops, though,
Kathleen has poured genuine
care into contributing pieces for
this publication by loving our
church, loving our congregation,
and loving the God of overflowing
love to Whom she and all of us
belong. Thanks, Kathleen. We love
you. Come back to see us soon at
Friends.
Peace,
Pastor Dan

CAMERAROLL
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Members of Friends Church march
from the Turkish Consulate to the
Russia Consulate on Feb. 27 to
peacefully protest the Russian
violence against Ukraine

SUPPORTING THE STEWARDS OF OUR CHURCH
The servant leaders at Friends Church are trying something new: Stewardship Support Gatherings! The first two were
held in early February.
“Instead of a round up typical of churches, we wanted to target members and visitors who chose a specific volunteer
activity and give them a place to connect with the program chairs to get a better idea what they signed up for,” said
Jodie Robinson, deputy moderator of programs and the organizer of this event. “In doing this, we are hoping that we
don’t leave anyone who signed the pledge card wondering what they are to do next to get involved. We also invited
those who didn’t sign the pledge card to see what we are offering.”
Brian Gilson helped put together the event and get the word out. He says it was about creating a space where
members could learn about ministry in an “up-close-and-personal way.”
“Reading about a program or initiative is one thing, but actually talking to someone about it–and beginning to get
plugged in–is an entirely different experience,” said Brian. Jodie says, in the end, it wasn’t about seeing a huge flow of
people signing up for listservs. It was about connection–and hopefully retention.
“What was most exciting to me was watching brand new members and visitors visit the gathering to learn more
about the church and volunteer,” said Jodie. “That welcome is what draws people to want to be more a part of the
church.”
Both Jodie and Brian say that while nothing is planned just yet, they believe more Stewardship Support Gatherings
would be beneficial.
“I think we learned a lot from this experience, therefore we can improve and make it an even more inviting gathering
next time,” said Jodie. “People who want to give their time need to know what it involves, who they will work with, and
if they will be supported.”
Stay tuned for the next round of Stewardship Support Gatherings! In the meantime, email
programs@friends-ucc.org.
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A LETTER FROM

PASTOR
TRENT
2022 is still young, but it’s
already proving to be an
intense year in national
and world events and in
our life together as a
community. Omicron,
Ukraine, the loss of a
beloved church member,
Covid uncertainty—it can
be a lot. In addition, we’re
continuing to do important
work in our community
and beyond, with our food
ministry at Peace, our
youth initiative on medical
debt, and our advocacy
on behalf of marginalized
people everywhere.
With all that’s going on in
the world and in our
community, maybe you’re
feeling a bit tired and
drained. Maybe you’re
feeling compassion
fatigue, that particular
sense of being exhausted
by all the need around us
and the desire to respond
to it all.

Or maybe you just feel a
bit aimless and
disconnected. Wherever
you are, know that there
are many feeling the
same way.
I’ve found myself feeling
some of these emotions,
which has prompted me
to seek renewal in the
depths of our spiritual
heritage and traditions. As
so many who have gone
before us have testified,
the strength to do the
work of justice, find the
compassion to love the
world, and to endure the
day to day challenges of
life has come from
connecting with the
Source of life and love.
While we all connect with
the divine in different
ways, I wanted to offer a
few resources if you’d like
to pursue a deeper
spiritual life:
(Continued on next page)
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PRAY THE PSALMS
The psalms offer the full range of
human experience and emotion: fear,
grief, joy, love, anger, vengeance,
praise, celebration. Praying through
this ancient song book can help
ground and connect you to God and all
who have gone before us. I use the 30
day psalter in the 1662 Book of
Common Prayer, which takes you
through the entire psalter in 30 days
through morning and evening
readings.

GET OUT IN
NATURE
Take a walk, sit by a lake or stream,
walk the dog…whatever renews your
soul and connects you to that which is
bigger than all of us.

READ A DAILY
DEVOTIONAL
One popular one is Richard Rohr’s daily
email devotional from the Center for
Action and Contemplation. The United
Church of Christ also offers emailed
devotionals from the Still Speaking
writer’s group, and we offer a weekly
devotional at Friends Church, which
can be found under the Blog tab on
our website.

SING TOGETHER
Whether in church, with some friends,
around a campfire…singing together
transcends the ordinary moment and
binds us together and connects us to
our spirits in ways that we can’t fully
articulate.

What kinds of other spiritual practices speak to
you? Share them with one another and find ways
to renew your inner life. Not only will you be
stronger, but we all will be.
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On Jan. 15, Senior Pastor Dan De Leon participated in a “Race & Faith Forum” hosted by CORG (Confronting Our Racism Group).
Pastor Dan joined a group including pastors from First United Methodist Church of CS, Unitarian Universalist Church of the Brazos
Valley, and North Bryan New Birth Missionary Baptist Church.
The panelists discussed the continuing history of white supremacy in religious institutions, including in their own. They were asked to
identify actions people could take to erase racism from laws, institutions and practices both inside and outside of religious spaces. “How
should religious leaders best prepare our children to be antiracists” asked the panel, and “What would you say are productive methods to
handle the unaware racism in our church community members and ourselves?” A variety of relevant topics were discussed, including
global warming, responding to racist politicians, the often de facto segregation of church communities, and much more.
You can find more information about it and see the entire panel discussion here: tinyurl.com/RaceAndFaithForum. Then, read some of
Pastor Dan’s thoughts on the experience below.

How do you feel the panel went? What did you feel was the outcome?
Pastor Dan: To the extent that the panel served to bring the community together around the topics of confronting
racism and raising awareness about the past and present realities of it in our country and local community, it went
very well. When you give four faith leaders from different walks of life two hours to discuss a tough topic, there is a
degree of openness and vulnerability where stories and testimonies break through the abstract with particular
examples of how racism affects us differently.
The panel fell short in a couple of ways. One, with three Christian denominations and another religion on the panel
(UU), there were obvious theological differences between us that were not fleshed out and that, as a result, caused
us to dance around some more direct conversations about racism and white supremacy. It is problematic for one to
suggest, for example, that racism is strictly a spiritual problem to be worked out entirely from a foundation of
Christian faith that does not engage the public narrative and political discourse while also recognizing a need for
the faithful social justice work of dismantling racism and white supremacy alongside people of varying faiths and
lack thereof. Two, by not addressing various theological interpretations of and approaches to racism and white
supremacy, the panel, in my mind, was not able to adequately address constructive, unified methods for
dismantling those institutionalized evils.
In sum, there is often an assumption that is perhaps a holdover from such iconic images as the multi-faith march
led by Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. across the Edmund Pettus Bridge in Selma that all faith leaders agree about
the sin of racism, the extent to which is a clear and present danger today, the need to rid ourselves of it, and how to
go about that anti-racism work. We would do well to address that assumption on such panels.
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Weather won't stop us!
See how the Friends Congregation
came together in a time of need:
On Friday, Feb. 4, the freeze in BCS shut down the food ministry (partnership
with Peace Lutheran Church) due to no provisions available from the Brazos
Valley Food Bank.
Undaunted, Anne Wehrly and Mary Howell took the opportunity to solicit
donations of food from the volunteers who often help with that ministry to instead
provide meals for friends living in a motel.
The following is Wehrly’s account of the effort:

“You may know that one of our friends, Lee, who lives
in a Bryan motel and who Kristin has been working
with to get him an ID, gave Kristin a call on Saturday
and asked where his food delivery was. This is the
route that Linda Coats started in 2020 when we had
six families at the same motel and every Friday food
was delivered from the food that the BV Food Bank
brought to Peace, we sorted out, and then delivered
on Friday to that motel. Charity took over when Linda
was not able. Now Doris delivers the food from Peace
Lutheran when she is done with her shift at Peace on
Friday evening. So we learned on Thursday of this
week that the BV Food Bank decided to close on
Friday due to the weather--so no food deliveries to us
and no food to our motel friends or anyone else.
Kristin contacted me on Saturday to see what could
be done. We hatched a plan to gather food. I sent an
email to our Friday Food Distribution group asking if
people could bring a few items to church on Sunday
morning to share with Lee and Susie. WOW, what a
response! I got 15 separate emails from Friends folk.
In the church kitchen this morning was fresh fruit,
homemade cookies, bread & sandwich meat, and lots
more. See attached picture from Friends parking lot
and Kristin's car. She was going to make the delivery
after church. Generosity abounds!”
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Meet Michael:
The First Friendly Face of the Friends Church Office!
If you’ve made a call or visit to Friends Church recently, you’ve likely been greeted by the
cheerful voice belonging to Michael Rangel, the new(ish) administrative assistant. His duties
extend far beyond reception however, as he keeps the church running smoothly behind the
scenes.
“Michael has helped me to better be able to focus on my
pastoral work by consistently being organized, responsive,
and taking care of the administrative tasks with skill,” said
Pastor Trent Williams. “He puts together our weekly worship
guides, emails, and keeps our calendar organized, which helps all
of us to do the work of Friends Church more effectively.”
During the search, Pastor Trent says Michael stood out right away
as a “great fit.”
Senior Pastor Dan De Leon agrees.
“Between our church growing so much in recent years and the last
two years in particular forcing us to change in ways no one was
prepared for, the administrative tasks have been multi-faceted
and non-stop,” said Pastor Dan. “Michael does a great job of
reining those tasks in and handling them with a cool composure
that tells the staff, ‘It might be non-stop, but we can handle it one
day at a time.’”
And even that doesn’t cover what Michael brings to the office. He’s also taken initiative on new projects “beyond
what we had planned for,” says Pastor Trent. “I’m grateful to be working with him!”
Michael comes with an added bonus, according to Pastor Dan: excellent office jams.
“The other day when I wasn't feeling particularly motivated, I heard Whitney Houston playing from Michael's
desk,” said Pastor Dan. “I jumped up, stood in my office doorway and said, ‘Whitney Houston. Good choice.’
Michael said, ‘Yeah, I needed something to brighten my day and give me some energy, so Whitney Houston was
my go-to.’ Resonated.”

But who, in his own words, is this impeccable administrative assistant?
“So, I’m an Army brat,” said Michael. “I was born in Georgia, bounced around all over the country, but mostly grew
up around Chicago and South Texas. My dad’s family is from Mexico, while my mom’s family is from Puerto Rico.”
Michael’s journey to Aggieland hasn’t been simple, but it has been ultimately successful.
“I originally planned to come to TAMU as an undergrad, but my family couldn’t afford to send me up here, so it
took a while but I eventually made it up here to work on my PhD. I finished my dissertation and graduated spring
2021,” said (Dr.) Michael.
When he’s not running the Friends office, Michael spends “more time than I probably should” playing video
games, but also delving into literature: others’ and his own.
(Continued on next page)
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“I also enjoy writing stories and have been writing stories since I was in junior high,” said Michael. “But I’m also
trying to get back into reading for fun now that I’m not forced to read for school. My new year’s resolution is to
read two books every month.”
Back at work, Michael finds inspiration in some tasks…
“I really enjoy working on the worship guides and This Week @ Friends,” said Michael. “I’ve always enjoyed
putting together newsletters and pamphlets because it gives me an excuse to think more creatively.”
…and understandable difficulty in others.
“The most challenging part of the job I would say is getting the music ready for service. It takes a lot of work to
make the music notes go from ‘I cannot read this at all’ to ‘Okay, I know what the lyrics and notes are.’ For
example, I need to add around a dozen different filters to make the music legible,” Michael said. “I now
understand what the Kardashians go through with making the perfect Instagram posts.”
But mostly, Michael is just happy to be in an environment that fosters joy.
“It’s just so nice having a job where I’m not being yelled at by angry customers or students,” said Michael.
“Working in retail and food service was a nightmare, and teaching wasn’t much better.”
So stop by the office sometime and say hello (with your inside voice) to Friends Church’s new administrative
assistant, Michael Rangel! Just don’t ask him about his hottest take, “Pizza tastes better with pineapple. End. Of.
Debate.”

Maybe you shouldn't ask Michael about his preferred pizza
toppings...but you should definitely ask him about his favorite
recording artists!

“I can listen to her all day/every
day without getting tired. Her
voice is just incredible. I’ve
probably played her music the
most in the office. And yes, I
sing along. And yes, I attempt to
hit her high notes, and I do so
very poorly but I don’t care.”

“I’ve been a fan since I saw the
‘…Baby One More Time’ music
video on MTV. And it
didn’t help that my older
brother bought me her album
on cassette for my birthday that
year. I probably drove my family
insane for how many times I
played it.”

“They were part of my angsty
teen phase, so I take great
comfort in listening to their
older and newer stuff as their
music brings back a lot of
memories. I think I listened to
them almost every day back in
8th and 9th grade when I got
my first MP3 player.”
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WE ARE A PEOPLE OF SEASONS
by Cathy Hansen, Moderator
After several trips to Arkansas in the summer
and fall of last year, I’ve been experiencing and
considering the seasons.
What gorgeous
colors we experienced that then transformed
into incredible views that were previously
hidden by the leaves.
Whether we define our seasons in landscapes,
favorite sports, weather systems, school
semesters, outdoor activities, special cooking,
types of coffee drinks, or our communal
spiritual and faith journeys, we have the
opportunity to flavor and balance our work,
play, growth, development, and living into
seasons. March is a season of many weathers
in Texas, of baseball, Lent, Holy Week, Easter,
Confirmation Class, wind, rain, flowers,
camping, spring break traveling, the beginning
of the final leg of a school year, a leadership
role, or of a long career. For me, this season reminds me to maintain and nurture a conscious
balance of being that is life-giving. This is challenging. This requires change. This is why I need
my faith community, time with God, and my spiritual soulmates.
I think it is not coincidence that each spring our faith community journeys through Lent, Holy
Week, and Easter in parallel with considering our new leadership team for the upcoming church
year beginning in July. Just like in the fall we are concurrently in the season of Advent and our
stewardship drive to prepare our spending plan (statement of faith and mission) for the
upcoming fiscal year beginning in January.
So I pause and think about who and what feeds me now, today, this season. What activities and
which relationships are life-giving? Are my days balanced with spiritual, emotional, physical, and
cognitive challenges and experiences? Where, when, and how do I experience God and am I
spiritually connected? How can I reduce the clutter, the time-fillers, and the energy-sapping
activities that do not fill me or give me joy? These questions are begging for a spreadsheet (one
of my time-fillers but it is one that brings me endless satisfaction)! I’m already planning it.
Friends Church offers many ways to seek God, share our journeys, and serve others. Our Mission,
now gracing a new banner, is:

United by the example of Jesus, we live faithfully, love limitlessly, and
serve boldly.
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This is a map, if you will, for a balanced, rich, and fulfilling path on our collective faith journeys.
All are welcome no matter who you are or where you are on your life’s journey.
Find a way to plug in, get involved, learn about or initiate ways to serve our church and our wider
community, and share in these wonderful and various seasons together as we navigate our
collective spiritual journey as a faith family and community. Visit our Friends Church website,
speak to a pastor, a leader, a youth, or a fellow congregant. Read about our phenomenal
denomination, the United Church of Christ, our Conference, the South Central Conference, and
our Association, the Heart of Texas Association. Learn about how to become involved in an
interest area and serve on one of our teams. Our leadership changes generally every 2 years on
odd or even years beginning in July.
This year we will be seeking out “even year” people. To begin the nominations process Church
Council will appoint two non-council members to serve on the Nominations Committee that is
led by the out-going Church Council Congregational Representative. This “even year”, the
Programs Ministries are seeking new leaders for Nurture, Justice & Mission, Worship, and
Outreach & Evangelism, each for 2-year terms, and a Youth Representative for a 1-year term. Our
Trustees positions are Treasurer, Stewardship, and Personnel (each 2-year terms), Financial
Secretary and a Youth Representative (each for a 1-year term). On Church Council we will be
looking for a new Congregational Representative, Diversity and Inclusion Representative, and
Deputy Moderator for Trustees. The Senior Pastor and Associate Pastor Relations Teams will
each be seeking one elected and one appointed person for 2-year terms. We also choose one
representative to represent Friends Church at the annual South Central Conference meeting in
June. Incredible right? There are over 32 volunteers who serve for 1 or 2 year terms that make
up our leadership team! There are so many opportunities to become a part of our team. Read
about all of the leadership positions here.
As we begin this season of discernment and our nominations process, please consider becoming
engaged or re-engaged. Our faith community, Friends Church, is a vibrant, growing, stretching,
searching, and sustaining family. We need all of us, all our gifts, to keep it so. Won’t you join us?
We look forward to hearing from you.
Peace and blessings.

moderator@friends-ucc.org
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FROM THE VAULTS
Exactly 20 years ago, a traveling prayer labyrinth was set up in the sanctuary of Friends Church. In
typical Friends style, all were invited to walk the labyrinth, allowing the path to lead participants
physically so as to open them spiritually.
Now, two decades later, Friends Church facilitates a permanent prayer labyrinth in nature behind the
sanctuary. The following invitation, published in the Friends newsletter in March 2002, remains true.

No Maps Needed

adapted from an article by Laura Wimberley
We as a people like maps. We like anticipating. We like to KNOW. Sometimes we don’t
need to have maps. Sometimes it is the experience of the instant that is most important and
most sweet. Sometimes we enjoy the surprise more than knowing. A labyrinth is like that.
Did you know that a labyrinth, like the one in the back of our property, doesn’t require a
map? It isn’t a puzzle or a maze. It isn’t meant to trick or lead you to dead ends. A
labyrinth has only one path. If you trust it, if you let go of worrying about where it goes and
why it is turning, or pondering how going to the right at this point will lead you to that goal,
you will experience the labyrinth fully. When you start the labyrinth, you are on the correct
path immediately – you cannot veer off into a blind alley or jump ahead to another level of
play – it is neither maze nor video game. You are where you are. It is risky for people like
us; after all, you have to step onto the path and trust it, and the path may not be known to
you. However, it is your path, solely yours, and your experience in the path will be solely
your own. But you don’t need a map; you just need to step.
The meditation tool of the labyrinth predates Christianity. Labyrinth designs can be found
in the histories of the Hopi, and found in places like Crete, Spain, India, and Finland, among
others. In medieval times, the labyrinths on the floors of European cathedrals served as
substitutions for pilgrimages to Jerusalem. Currently, people utilize the labyrinth for prayer,
meditation, centering, and group experiences like welcomes/farewells or exploring the
metaphor of life’s journey. Labyrinths have a variety of styles and range in size from three
circuits to sixteen. There are over 650 permanent and traveling labyrinths available in the
United States these days. Our labyrinth is a recreation of the Santa Rosa pattern.
The Prayer Labyrinth can be part of our spiritual journey together. Walking the path
generally takes about 20-30 minutes. There may be several people walking the labyrinth at
the same time you do. You may want to sit and watch, pray or journal before or after you
walk. Remember, when you come to walk the labyrinth, you will be entering a place of quiet
reflection. Please honor the quiet of the worship space as you arrive and depart.
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Don’t be afraid of the labyrinth; the path is lined with stones and there is a bench for
reflection or rest. The beginning and the end is the same. You’ll finish your walk where you
start. You can relax. The advice given by those who use labyrinths regularly for meditation
centers upon focusing on the experience – feel the path beneath your feet, smell the air, see
the sky, feel the people with you or the stillness. Choose the attitude you will take – is this a
somber experience, serious, joyful or playful. How does your experience differ when you walk
alone or with a group? Maybe you will use your time in the labyrinth to pray. Maybe for you it
will be a time to let go and clarify. Maybe it will be a time to meditate on a scripture and
listen for God. Maybe it will simply be a pause for you in your busyness. Be open to the
experience and trust the path.
Take a chance on the Labyrinth. You won’t need a map and you just might discover a gift
beyond price.

14

In Memory
On January 29, Friends Congregational Church celebrated the life of
Linda Himel Coats, a beloved member of the congregation who
celebrated Friends (and her friends) every day of her life.
While many attended Linda’s service in person at the sanctuary, many
more were able to tune in virtually to the proceedings. Below are a
selection of comments left for Linda on the livestream.

Peta Naylor Rickhus: Linda was much loved and admired by her Loretto Academy Class
of 1965 classmates. Many of us are watching, and with you in spirit.
Cristina Ramirez: What an impact she had, on everyone she ever met.
Keli Jacewitz: A beautiful reflection of Linda as an educator. Thank you for sharing.
Nancy Plankey Videla: Will toast to our dear friend Linda.
Ruth Schemmer: A wonderful soul, gone far too soon.
Joanie Whittemore: Thank you so much for streaming this beautiful service. My last
encounter of Linda was when my whole family had covid and I had no one to pick up my
medicine and groceries. She was so happy to help! Even though she was dealing with an
ankle injury (or an injury of her leg?), her love helped her carry everything to my
doorstep. Trip after trip. She was such a kind and giving person and I will absolutely
miss her stories and sass! Rest well in the arms of your savior, Linda
Kathy Roblyer: Thank you, God, for Linda.

15
A few photos from the archives of our friend who will be dearly missed

Photos from Linda's Celebration of Life service

If your ministry is holding an event that you would like to see covered in the
Summer issue, reach out to laurenvasselli@gmail.com with pictures and details!

Friends Congregational Church, UCC
2200 Southwood Drive
College Station, TX 77845
office@friends-ucc.org
979-693-7021

Get Social!

Follow us online to stay in
the loop!
@friendsucc
@friends_ucc

