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There are a dozen variations on the

“What do you believe?” question.

In a quest to understand how another

person sees the world or experiences a

certain moment, we might say, “What

do you think?” or, as Oprah would say,

“What do you know for sure?” I know

it’s raining now. I think it will rain

tomorrow. I believe the rain will stop

before the broccoli molds. Knowledge is

about facts. Thoughts are about opin-

ions. Belief, however, is all about hope

and trust in the things that we can’t

know for sure. 

In talking about belief, the story

about the father seeking healing for his

son (Mark 9:14–29) comes to mind. We

read that “Jesus said to [the boy’s father],

‘. . . All things can be done for the one

who believes.’ Immediately the father of

the child cried out, ‘I believe; help my

unbelief!’”

Perhaps you’ve felt that way a time or

two? You definitely believe . . . but, well,

it’s hard to believe. You know that God

watches over us, cares for us. And that

prayer can make all things possible. But

there’s that nagging fear that, this time,

This Terrible Thing will be insur-

mountable. Whether it’s a health crisis

or financial instability, global warming

or institutionalized racism, there’s so

much in the world that limits our joy

and wholeness. And yet God is with us.

And will always be with us. 

The contributors to this issue explore

this challenging topic of belief. Ella F.

Busby looks to scripture for inspiration

in our most desperate of moments. 

Layton E. Williams offers a thoughtful

analysis of how and why disagreements

and arguments can lead us to more

authentic community—a community

where we don’t all have to believe the

same thing! Laura Mariko Cheifetz

looks at the Flint water crisis and asks

what we believe about honesty as well as

caring for one another and the planet.

Beth Herrinton-Hodge highlights the

core beliefs of Presbyterians, and what

we believe about our relationship to

God and others. And Cheri Harper

revisits the question of what we believe

is significant about women’s groups like

Presbyterian Women. 

Know that Presbyterian Women is a

community, a space where you can say

“I believe” or “I believe; help my unbe-

lief!” May the pages that follow

strengthen your commitment to sharing

your deepest beliefs and listening to oth-

ers’ beliefs. And may they strengthen

you as a believer in Christ’s power and a

member of a community of believers.  
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“But Thomas (who was called the Twin), one of the twelve, was

not with them when Jesus came. So the other disciples told him,

‘We have seen the Lord.’ But he said to them, ‘Unless I see the

mark of the nails in his hands, and put my finger in the mark of

the nails and my hand in his side, I will not believe.’”

—John 20:24 –25

oor Thomas. Everyone thinks he was a doubter, an

unbeliever. Not one of the better, more faithful disci-

ples, like Peter, who famously proclaimed to Jesus, “You are

the Messiah, the Son of the living God” (Matt. 16:16). Peter

was the one who walked on water toward Jesus (Matt.

14:28–29); who offered his head and hands, not only his

feet, for washing by Jesus (Jn. 13:6–9); who pledged never to

leave Jesus (Matt. 26: 33–35). Yes, Peter had his lapses,

when his fear caused him to sink or overreact or run away,

but he has sufficiently redeemed himself in our eyes. 

Thomas, however, we’re more likely to associate with

Jesus’ rebuke “You of little faith, why did you doubt?” (Matt.

14: 31b). Even though Jesus said that to Peter, and not

Thomas! 

What bothers me about Thomas being billed as a

doubter is the assumption that doubter and unbeliever are the

same. I don’t think that Thomas’s seeing-is-believing atti-

tude after Jesus’ crucifixion means that his faith in Jesus was

weaker than Peter’s. Jesus’ disciples, his friends, were trau-

matized, grief-stricken and frightened for their lives when

suddenly and unexpectedly Jesus, alive, appeared to some of

them. 

When Mary Magdalene, Joanna, Mary the mother of

James and several more women initially reported that they

had seen the risen, living Jesus, they weren’t believed (Lk. 28:

11; Mk. 16: 9–11). Even walking several miles with Jesus,

two travelers to Emmaus couldn’t immediately accept that

they were walking and talking with the resurrected Jesus

(Lk. 24:13–32). Eventually, though, minds were changed

and eyewitness reports were accepted. My point is: Doubt-

ing and asking questions are part of being human and can

strengthen, not weaken, our belief.

When Jesus resolved to return to Judea after his friend

Lazarus had died, his disciples tried to stop him: “No, it’s

not safe! They just tried to kill you there, and you want to go

back?” Just as Jesus knew what he had to do, so did Thomas,

who “said to his fellow disciples, ‘Let us also go, that we may

die with him’” (Jn. 11:7–16). Thomas believed in Jesus. His

faith wasn’t weaker than the other disciples’ faith simply

because later he struggled to accept incongruent realities:

Jesus died and is alive. He believed in Jesus and walked with

him toward certain death. Did he have doubts? Yes. Did he

believe? Yes. Are we so different? I doubt it. Like the father,

desperate for Jesus to heal his son, we pray, “I believe; help

my unbelief!” (Mk. 9:24). When we doubt and when we

believe, God loves us, unfailingly. Believe it!

Cecilia Amorocho Hickerson is a mother, spouse, church

musician, artist and writer living in Louisville, Kentucky. 
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I Have (No) Doubt
BY CECILIA AMOROCHO HICKERSON

Doubting Thomas from St Albans Psalter,

Hildesheim Cathedral Library, Hildesheim, Lower

Saxony, Germany, 1120 CE.
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am tempted to say that we are living in the distressing

times that Paul predicted to Timothy. As I listen to the

news on the radio, I think to myself, “These are desperate

times.” Watching the same stories on television or my smart-

phone, I can see the faces of the crying babies, the faces of the

ones struggling to say, “I can’t breathe,” or “My hands are in

sight.” My heart is heavy thinking about the possibility of yet

another war, when my youngest son has just returned from

Afghanistan.

Where in your life do you see a desperate need? 

Where in your community do you see a desperate need? 

There are many things in our society that trouble my heart

and cause me to fall on my knees and cry, “Lord, help me!” 

• When truth is distorted by some and believed as gospel by

others, “Lord, help me!” 

• When we debate whether to give soap and toothbrushes to

children or whether we should lock refugees in cages, “Lord,

help me!”

• When our conversations with our young black men focus

on strategies for returning home alive, “Lord, help me!” 

• When 10-year-olds commit suicide because of being bullied

in schools, “Lord, help me!” 

• When homelessness increases, especially among our 

veterans, “Lord, help me!” 

• When there is one mass killing after another in our schools,

our workplaces or places of worship, “Lord, help me!”

• When racism, sexism, ageism and all the other -isms 

raise their ugly heads more boldly than ever before, “Lord,

help me!”

Regarding where you see desperate need, what can you 

do to make a difference? Do you believe a better time is

coming?

We are living in uncertain, chaotic and challenging times. If

you are in such a bad situation that you are willing to try any-

thing, do anything, go to anyone to get what you need, you

may feel desperate. Everyone feels that way from time to time.

Life can move us that way. Our ancestors in faith likely felt that

way at times. The Bible is full of people who saw uncertainty

and chaos. Thankfully, our biblical ancestors give us a model of

what to do when we feel desperate.  

The Canaanite/Syrophonoecian Woman with the Crumby Dog, Ally Barrett 

I

Belief D ring Despera e Times
Can You Believe That?

BY ELLA F. BUSBY

You must understand this, that in the last days distressing times will come. For people will be lovers of them-

selves, lovers of money, boasters, arrogant, abusive, disobedient to their parents, ungrateful, unholy, inhuman,

implacable, slanderers, profligates, brutes, haters of good, treacherous, reckless, swollen with conceit, lovers of

pleasure rather than lovers of God, holding to the outward form of godliness but denying its power. 

—2 Timothy 3:1–5a
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The following study includes litany

suggestions for use in group Bible study.

Adapt or omit these sections as appro-

priate for your group or your individual

study.  

Opening Litany 

(from Psalm 63:1 –5)

Leader: O God, you are my God, I seek

you, my soul thirsts for you; my flesh

faints for you, as in a dry and weary land

where there is no water.

All: So I have looked upon you in the

sanctuary, beholding your power 

and glory. Because your steadfast

love is better than life, my lips will

praise you.

Leader:  So I will bless you as long as I

live; I will lift up my hands and call on

your name.

All: My soul is satisfied as with a rich

feast, and my mouth praises you with

joyful lips.

Scripture

Read Matthew 15:21–28.

This story of Jesus’ encounter with a

Canaanite woman introduces us to a

side of Jesus that we are tempted to sim-

ply ignore. Jesus’ dismissive treatment of

the Canaanite woman is much different

from his interactions with others who

ask for or need his help—even when

those who ask are not Jews. When he

meets the Samaritan woman at the well,

Jesus engages her, asks her for help and

offers her living water (Jn. 4). Similarly,

when the centurion appeals to Jesus for

his ailing servant, Jesus quickly offers

healing (Matt. 8:7).

But Jesus’s treatment of the Canaan-

ite woman is different. Why? 

This is Jesus’ first trip outside of Jew-

ish territory. Could it be that Jesus was

tired and was stealing away for some rest

and relaxation? We all know how we

respond to others when we are tired. Or

could it be that in that moment, Jesus

was focused on his calling and its bound-

aries? He says he was sent to minister to

the lost sheep of Israel, implying that he

was not sent to the Gentiles. Whatever

the reason, this was unexpected behavior

from the loving Jesus. 

What explanation can you give to

describe the tension that exists

between the Jesus we encounter in

Matthew 8:7 and the Jesus we

encounter in Matthew 15:21–28?

While Jesus’ behavior during his

encounter with the Canaanite woman is

perplexing, to say the least, so are the

actions taken by the Canaanite woman.

She knew that the relationship between

the Jews and the Canaanites was not a

good one—dating back to the seventh

century. When the Israelites entered

the Promised Land, they were told to

totally destroy the Canaanites and all

other natives. They were to “make no

treaty with them and to show no

mercy” (Deut. 7:2). In other words, his-

torical animosities had created social

barriers between Jesus and the Canaan-

ite woman.

Nevertheless, this Canaanite woman

approaches Jesus on behalf of her daugh-

ter who is “tormented by demons.” Step-

ping out on faith, the woman is willing to

try anything, do anything, go to anyone

to get help. Even someone whom culture

suggested was her enemy. In other

words, she would even turn to Jesus. 

Dialogue Between Jesus 

and the Canaanite Woman

The Canaanite woman is desperate.

She’s beyond prejudice, hatred, gender

bias, socioeconomic divisions and all

that should prevent an interaction with

Jesus. She yells out, “‘Have mercy on

me, Lord, Son of David; my daughter

is tormented by a demon” (Matt.

15:22b). By addressing Jesus as “Son of

David,” she indicates she knows he is

the promised Messiah. 

Unlike the Centurion and the

woman at the well, she is ignored by

Jesus. However, she is not intimidated

by the silence. She stays close to Jesus,

pleading her case on behalf of her child.

The scriptures indicate that she kept

shouting, drawing attention to herself, to

her need and to Jesus. The disciples con-

sidered her an interruption. They urged

Jesus to send her away for she was mak-

ing a spectacle of herself and drawing the

attention of the crowd. 

How do you think the onlookers

reacted to the Canaanite woman? How

is that reaction like or unlike your

reaction to others’ desperation? How is

it like or unlike others’ reaction to your

desperation?

Now, if the truth be told, many of

us, when we are ignored, say forget it;

we pick up our purse and leave. When

we are treated as an interruption, an

annoyance, we give up. The Canaanite

woman, however, is not deterred by

Jesus ignoring her or by the disciples

calling her an interruption. Her child’s

life hangs in the balance and she knows

that Jesus is a present help in times of

trouble (Ps. 46:1). 

As we study this text, take a close

look at this desperate mother.

• She does not have time to play the

“I’ll show you game.”

• She does not care what the onlook-

ers say about her. 

• She does not care about getting her

feelings hurt. 

Listen to what Jesus says to this desperate mother: “‘Woman, great is

your faith! Let it be done for you as you wish.’ And her daughter was

instantly healed” (15:28).
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• She does not care that she has to

make the first move to secure

healing for her daughter. 

What does she do? She kneels in

front of Jesus and says, “‘Lord, help

me’” (15:25). 

Then comes a huge blow. Jesus

replies to her request for help

with, “‘It is not fair to take the chil-

dren’s food and throw it to the

dogs’” (15:26). 

Scholars debate whether this was

a severe form of insult or a (some-

what) innocuous dismissal. 

One commentary notes, “Jews

considered gentiles as ‘dogs.’ To

call a person a ‘dog’ was a severe

insult. . . . However, Jesus used the

diminutive form for ‘dog,’ better

translated as ‘puppy.’ So instead of

calling her the insulting ‘junkyard

dog,’ he calls her ‘lovable puppy.’”1

I must confess, I even struggle

with the “lovable puppy” intent to

Jesus’ words. 

Now, back to the text.

Even though Jesus ignores her,

she is called an interruption by the

disciples. Whether dismissed or

insulted, still she persists. She does

not give up, she does not give up.

Humbly and respectfully, she

responds, “‘Yes, Lord. Yet even the

dogs eat the crumbs that fall from

their masters’ table’” (15:28).

Let’s pause for a moment.

What would you have said or done

after being ignored? After being

called an interruption? After being

insulted? 

At what point would you have

walked away? 

Her response and persistence

touch Jesus. Her few short words,

said with respect, remind him of

who he is and the intent behind his

mission. Jesus grants healing for the

woman’s daughter, but not before

complimenting her—the woman he

previously tried to dismiss. 

Listen to what Jesus says to this

desperate mother: “‘Woman, great

is your faith! Let it be done for you

as you wish.’ And her daughter was

instantly healed” (15:28).

This passage provides us with

inspiration for our day, for the times

we have desperate needs. It offers us

a glimpse of the many who are being

ignored, considered an interruption

and even insulted by name calling.

We all have needs. We have desper-

ate concerns in our homes, schools,

churches, communities, nation and

the world. What will we do? How

will we respond? 

Times of desperation call for

unyielding faith in God’s promises.

In desperate times, may we continu-

ally draw nearer to Jesus. Amen.

Closing

Sing “What a Friend We Have

in Jesus” (Glory to God, #465)2

Have a loaf of bread visible and

close with prayer.

Let us pray. 

A circle of friends is a blessed thing. 

Sweet is the breaking of bread with 

friends. 

For the honor of their presence at 

our board

We are deeply grateful, Lord.

Thanks be to Thee for friendship 

shared, 

Thanks be to Thee for food 

prepared. . . .

Bless Thou the bread;

Thy blessing rest upon each head.3

Amen.

Ella F. Busby is an honorably retired

minister and joyfully serves Second

Presbyterian Church, a small congre-

gation, in Sumter, South Carolina.

Notes

1. William P. Saunders, “Why does Jesus
refer to the Canaanite woman as a dog?”
Catholic Straight Answers; http://catholic-
straightanswers.com/why-does-jesus-refer-to-
the-canaanite-woman-as-a-dog.
2. Glory to God: The Presbyterian Hymnal
(Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox,
2013). 
3. Walter Rauschenbusch, “Prayer 72” in Bless
This Food: Amazing Graces in Thanks for Food,
Adrian Butash, ed. (New York: Delacorte,
1993), 86. 

http://catholicstraightanswers.com/why-does-jesus-refer-tothe-canaanite-woman-as-a-dog
http://catholicstraightanswers.com/why-does-jesus-refer-tothe-canaanite-woman-as-a-dog
http://catholicstraightanswers.com/why-does-jesus-refer-tothe-canaanite-woman-as-a-dog
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I
must admit, for a number of years, when I was invited to

join or simply attend a women’s group such as Presbyte-

rian Women, I thought to myself, “Why? Everything is

so different (in other words, so much better) for women

today. Why bother with those old-fashioned social action

groups, Bible studies or sewing circles? Aren’t they passé?

Women are equal now,” I would say to myself. “We have

choices that didn’t exist before. We’re integrated into

almost every area in which we seek to have a place. We’ve

come such a long way, baby; we don’t need to separate

ourselves off into a single-gender group.”

This outlook on women’s groups continued throughout

my earlier years of college, entering the workforce and

becoming a stay-at-home mom. I felt like I was doing just

fine on my own, thank you. 

However, things began to change after I left the familiar

world of work and family and enrolled in seminary. A few

weeks into my new adventure, I was awash in guilt and con-

fusion. One minute I was convinced I was a terrible wife

who had banished her husband to laundry land for eternity.

The next minute I knew my daughter would be eternally

scarred because of my inattentiveness. I would tie 

myself in knots, thinking, “I’m really lucky to be here. My 

professors demand so much of me

and I have big expectations to fulfill.

But I haven’t finished the reading assign-

ments from last week, much less last night!”

In the midst of this inner chaos, I attended a meeting at

the seminary’s Women’s Center. Women students and

professors gathered to share ways of coping with the every-

day stresses of school, work and family. During our conver-

sation, one woman spoke of feeling guilty for not being the

perfect wife, mom, writer, teacher, friend, daughter and

everything else that she felt she should be. At first I had a

Who Needs PW?
Why Women’s Organizations Are Needed, Today and Tomorrow

BY CHERI HARPER

Stronger Together, Olha Khorimarko/Getty Images

I’m in a women’s reading group that has met annually at Mo-
Ranch for 17 years now. I call them my “Same Time Next Year”
group. Some of them I only see annually, and yet we are still
close. Over the years we’ve even extended the time we stay
together. Would not miss it. For us I think it has to do with a
shared history, a shared faith, group ownership of responsibility,
intellectual stimulation, LOTS of laughter, some amount of wine
and a deep understanding of and respect for each other. 

—Sallie Watson, general presbyter at Mission Presbytery, Texas 

Why Are Women’s Groups Important to You?



July/August 2019 9

hard time accepting how closely I

identified with this woman—not

because of what she said, but because

of who she was—a professor! 

As she shared her story, I began to

see that in spite of the fact that we

were in dramatically different stages

of our careers, we had much in com-

mon for the simple reason that we are

both women. What’s more, she didn’t

conclude her story with a simple plati-

tude or placating answer. Instead, she

mused over the ways in which women

wage a daily battle just to “keep our

guilt at a manageable level!” As I left

that meeting, I thought to myself, “I

am not alone.”

More Than Just 

Another Meeting

With a little more time and maturity,

my understanding of the purpose of a

women’s organization has expanded.

While personal connections often

form the foundations of successful

and meaningful groups, women of

faith are called by Christ to look

beyond our own homes and to engage

the world in which we live. 

In Presbyterian Women in Amer-

ica, Lois A. Boyd and R. Douglas

Brackenridge trace the development

of women’s organizations in our

predecessor denominations begin-

ning in the 1800s. “Prohibited from

taking part in the leadership or 

ministry of the church, Presbyterian

women clearly built

groups that they

themselves could

control. As they

became more sophis-

ticated in their

administration and

handling of large

sums of money, the

officers assumed substan-

tial power. The abolition cause, the

women’s rights movement and the

temperance movement influenced

women’s life-views; certainly the

Civil War was pivotal in their per-

forming traditional male roles” (13). 

Obviously, our roles in society,

home and the workplace have

changed since the Civil War era. No,

we do not all suffer the overt discrimi-

nation and rampant sexism that our

foremothers experienced. Women

can now vote, seek employment in

their field of choice, hold their own

bank accounts and legally have all the

rights men do. Certainly, there are

women who have freedoms our fore-

mothers couldn’t imagine. 

Does this mean that we can declare

the work on behalf of women com-

plete? Not at all. 

The Status of Women

Many of us feel that our lives, though

still filled with challenges and set-

backs, are quite comfortable now. But

this is not the case for all women,

globally or even throughout

the United States.

According to the UN

Development Programme,

women’s earnings across

the globe are still 24 per-

cent less than men’s.1 UN

Women reports that

women do almost two and

a half times as much

unpaid care and domestic

work as men.2 Women 

continue to be the

primary objects of emo-

tional and physical violence. 

Globally, one in three women reports

having experienced physical and/or

sexual violence at some point in their

lives.3 During periods of upheaval such

as war, natural disaster or economic

crisis, violence against women tends to

increase.4 Despite the strides made in

women’s health care, 1,600 women

still die every day from complications

during pregnancy and childbirth,

mostly in the developing world.5

The early women’s rights move-

ment has been criticized as a move-

ment focused largely on rights for

white women. Today, we recognize

that the pursuit of women’s rights—

for all women—also involves dis-

mantling oppression based on race,

class, ability, ethnicity and gender-

and sexual-identity. So, for example,

if we choose to address maternal

death rates, we have to ask why in

the United States, three times as

many African American, Native

American and Alaska Native women

die of pregnancy-related causes than

white women.6

Paying Attention, 

Raising Awareness

As we have witnessed over the last

few years, governmental policies cre-

ated to uplift those in need can be

rolled back. New policies that further

disempower marginalized groups can 

be implemented. Gains won for 

Young Clergy Women International has been huge for
me, and I constantly think about how much I wish it was
around during my first call. It brings together those who
are ordained in their respective denominations before
40, and so many communities within it have formed. It’s
helpful for crowdsourcing, celebrating and lamenting
together as people who identify as women. 

—Emily Miller, director of spirituality and religious 
life at Transylvania University, Kentucky

Why Are Women’s Groups Important to You?

The time I spend with my PW circle is some of the best
moments of the month. The Bible study is incredible, but it is
the luncheon and fellowship that keeps me coming back.
These women can discuss anything. They are supportive and
uplifting. We have held one another through the worst of
problems, laughed together over the silliness we embrace,
found joy in one another’s accomplishments. We have become
friends. We have become family. 

—Donna McCreary, PW Morning Circle, Indiana

Why Are Women’s Groups Important to You?



women in the political

sphere can be lost. Access to repro-

ductive choices can be limited again.

When we grow complacent, stop pay-

ing attention, and assume that the

battle for equality has been won and

that our rights can never be taken

away, we open ourselves to losing

them and squandering the work

of those who came before us.

Women’s rights and security

are not guaranteed. Women still

have their voices silenced.

Women still need each other. It

is in and through a women’s

organization that we can gain

awareness of our sisters’ struggles

and join forces to improve lives.

And beyond women’s rights, many

issues capture the attention of the

denomination because of women’s

joint advocacy and mission. While

our foremothers were concerned with

the abolition of slavery, we work to

end human trafficking—modern slav-

ery. Women’s groups are also where

we work together to respond to issues

that impact any member of the body

of Christ—from disaster response to

racial equity, from supporting literacy

to ending mass incarceration. 

Embodied Love 

The personal connections

within a women’s organiza-

tion are what we rely on to

help us celebrate our life’s

joys and push on through the

struggles. When we find ourselves

fractured by work, family and life’s

obligations, we need a circle that will

draw us back together, help us forge

tighter bonds of community and

remind us of God’s enduring love. 

Finally, as children of

God, women continue to

need an organization that will

speak to our unique relationship with

our Creator. Though we acknowledge

that all of us, male and female, are cre-

ated in God’s image and likeness, our

Christian tradition has largely

referred to God as only male, and

prioritized the roles of men in shar-

ing the story of God’s love. A

women’s religious organization is

uniquely equipped to speak to and

make space for discussions about the

special theological needs and con-

cerns of women, and to reaffirm that

women, too, are created imago dei.

We need a place that helps us

remember we belong to God and 

to one another. We need a place that

reminds us of our gifts and helps us

develop them for the good of all. 

We need a place that prioritizes

community, and helps us walk in 

solidarity with those who are not as

fortunate. All of this, and more, is

what Presbyterian Women offers

me (and you).7

Cheri Harper is PW’s mission

associate.

Notes

1. UN Women, “Redistribute Unpaid
Work,” 2016; http://www.unwomen.
org/en/news/in-focus/csw61/redistrib-
ute-unpaid-work#notes.

2. United Nations Development
Programme, “Women Still Earn 24

Percent Less Than Men, 20 Years On,”
May 6, 2015; www.undp.org.

3. “Facts and Figures: Ending Violence Against
Women,” UN Women, November 2018;
www.unwomen.org/en/what-we-do/ending-
violence-against-women/facts-and-figures.

4. UN Women, Progress of the World’s Women,
2015–2016: Transforming Economies, Realizing
Rights (New York: UN Women, 2015), 50;
http://progress.unwomen.org/en/2015/pdf/UN
W_progressreport.pdf.

5. World Health Organization, “10 Facts About
Women’s Health”;  https://www.who.int/fea-
tures/factfiles/women_health/en/index6.html.

6. Roni Caryn Rabin, “Huge Racial Disparities
Found in Deaths Linked to Pregnancy,” New York
Times, May 7, 2019; https://www.nytimes.com
/2019/05/07/health/pregnancy-deaths-.html. 

7. This article is reprinted with updates from the
version that originally appeared in the
January/February 2006 issue of Horizons.

I look for opportunities to immerse myself in intentional
intergenerational Bible Study, connections and fellowship
with other women, and opening myself up to self-
examination and enrichment through discussion with
women with differing points of view from mine. But,
mainly I show up for the coffee, laughs and more coffee!

—Mindy Love Harper, member of her 
neighborhood moms’ book group and 

member of a UMC Women’s Small Group, Texas
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For me it is always fellowship then study.

—Kristen Gerling, past moderator of 
Presbyterian Women in the PC(USA), New York

Why Are Women’s Groups Important to You?

Talk About It

As your PW group thinks about its hopes and dreams

for the year ahead, discuss why women in your

congregation and/or community need your group. 

Some women may feel they do not need another

meeting or activity in their already hectic schedule. So,

why be a part of Presbyterian Women? 

What makes PW different from other women’s

organizations? (Consider both your group and the

organization as a whole.)

How is PW vital and relevant to the needs of women

today? What can your group do to be more responsive

to the changing concerns of women?

Are the answers to any/all of the questions above

reflected in the activities/events you have planned for the

upcoming year? 

Here’s What You Can DoT

http://www.unwomen.org/en/news/in-focus/csw61/redistribute-unpaid-work#notes
http://www.unwomen.org/en/news/in-focus/csw61/redistribute-unpaid-work#notes
http://www.unwomen.org/en/news/in-focus/csw61/redistribute-unpaid-work#notes
http://www.unwomen.org/en/what-we-do/ending-violence-against-women/facts-and-figures
http://www.unwomen.org/en/what-we-do/ending-violence-against-women/facts-and-figures
http://progress.unwomen.org/en/2015/pdf/UNW_progressreport.pdf
http://progress.unwomen.org/en/2015/pdf/UNW_progressreport.pdf
https://www.who.int/features/factfiles/women_health/en/index6.html
https://www.who.int/features/factfiles/women_health/en/index6.html
https://www.undp.org/content/undp/en/home/
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/05/07/health/pregnancy-deaths-.html


I
believe in the importance of telling

the truth, so we don’t repeat our

wrongs. 

Flint is home to 100,000 people,

many of whom still don’t have clean

water. It may have dropped off the front

page of some news outlets, but lead-cont-

aminated water still flows through pipes

in Flint.

I grew up knowing lead was dangerous

but was too young to have lived through

the discovery of the damage lead does, par-

ticularly to children. Because of Flint, I

learned that the level of lead that is toxic to

humans is anything over zero. Lead cannot

be removed from the body. Once children’s

brains and bodies are damaged by lead, that

damage is permanent. 

In 2014, Flint officials switched the city’s water supply

from the Detroit water system to the Flint River. When

residents pointed out discoloration in the water, officials

insisted the water was safe to drink. Only later, as health

problems began to manifest and Dr. Mona Hanna-Attisha

shared widely the high levels of lead she saw in the blood

of Flint’s children,1 did they admit there was a problem.

The response from the state included providing bottled

water and testing and replacing pipes. Water distribution

centers were discontinued in 2018 based on official notice

that the water is safe again, even though not all the water

pipes have been tested or replaced. 

How Did We Get Here?

The state of Michigan has a system 

of emergency managers, by which the 

governor may appoint an emergency

manager to “manage” an entire munici-

pality, if the municipality is facing finan-

cial difficulty. No elected official in that

municipality can override decisions made

by the emergency managers. Emergency

managers are primarily present in major-

ity African American cities in Michigan,

which means those most impacted by the

inability to control their own cities

through their votes are primarily African

American.2

It has been five years since the unelected

emergency manager of Flint switched the

water source for the entire city from the Detroit water sys-

tem to the Flint River. The switch to the Flint River was

intended to be temporary, as the system was retrofitted to

eventually provide drinking water from Lake Huron. 

For decades, the Flint River was exposed to the pollu-

tants of the lumber industry, the auto industry and the

waste needs of a growing city. Instead of spending the rec-

ommended $90 million to prepare the water treatment

system to treat Flint River water, only about $9 million

was spent in preparation for the switch. The improperly

treated river water was too acidic and stripped away the

layers of natural build-up (known as “scale”) protecting the

aging lead pipes, causing lead to leach into the drinking
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water system of Flint. Even

after switching the water supply

back to Detroit’s water system,

the damaged pipes still leach

lead into the water.

What Is Life 

Like in Flint? 

The health consequences of the

lead-contamination were rapid

and cumulative. Lead began build-

ing up in the bodies of everyone,

causing developmental delays in

children and creating health prob-

lems in adults, ranging from open

sores to kidney disease. Lead impacts

the brain, the bones, fertility and fetal

health. It will take years to realize the

full impact of the tainted water on the

health of Flint residents, particularly

the health of children under the age of

six who are particularly susceptible to

lead poisoning.

All the while, the water bills in

Flint were the highest in the nation.

People who didn’t pay their bills,

often because they couldn’t afford 

to, faced foreclosure, as liens were

placed on their properties. People

paid high rates for water they

couldn’t use. The governor-

appointed civil rights commission

examined whether the Flint water

crisis was impacted by racial discrim-

ination and implicit bias. The report

was scathing, implicating racial bias

in the response to the water crisis.

The Flint water crisis is the result of

colossal human failure to care for the

earth and for other people.

For those of us who are people of

faith, we are bound by our shared

humanity to care about anything that

diminishes the lives of others, particu-

larly the most vulnerable, like children, 

and people who don’t have the means

to move about freely.

Is There Clean Water? 

We have long worked for people in

other countries, especially women, to

have access to clean water in their

own homes, so they don’t have to

walk long distances or carry their

water. But right here, in our own

backyards, we have municipalities 

who lack access to clean water. That

means parents are forced to make

painful choices and live with equally

difficult consequences. 

Do they have the physical strength,

job flexibility and adequate trans-

portation to spend part of their days

going to get clean water for every-

thing—baths, cooking, drinking—

from water distribution centers? Or

do they allow tapwater to poison their

children? Contaminated tapwater has

a significant impact particularly on

older people, who may not have

the strength or ability to get water

at distribution centers. 

Michigan is currently facing

another water crisis—more than

11,000 sites in the state have

water contaminated by polyfluo-

roalkyl substances (PFAS). PFAS

were used for years in the manu-

facture of carpet, upholstery and

other common products. PFAS

don’t biodegrade. They build up in

human bodies, causing various types

of cancer and other problems. Many

U.S. military installations use a fire-

fighting foam that contains PFAS,

and has seeped into water supplies

across the country. A Centers for Dis-

ease Control official estimated that as

many as 10 million people may be

drinking water tainted by PFAS.3 In

the Central Valley of California,

100,000 people don’t have access to

clean water because the ground water

has been contaminated by nitrates

and other toxins from fertilizer.4 The

Navajo Nation has experienced years

of contamination due to abandoned

uranium mines, so much that there is

a disease associated with it: Navajo

neuropathy.5

What Do We Do Now?  

Flint is a warning to the rest of us

about our water and about our shared

humanity. What does it say about

what we believe when we tolerate

these conditions for so many years?

There are no easy answers to the

crisis in Flint. The city requires a

massive water infrastructure overhaul

(funding has been allocated). The

Flint crisis points to a need for a care-

ful examination by all communities of

infrastructure and planning to ensure

12

How much do you know about the water-

shed in your community? Learn more 

at www.epa.gov/waterdata/surf-your-

watershed.

Visit www.epa.gov/ground-water-and-

drinking-water to learn more about

U.S. wastewater regulations (updated

in 2017), requirements for drinking

water and ways to protect our

water sources.  

https://www.epa.gov/waterdata/surf-yourwatershed
https://www.epa.gov/waterdata/surf-yourwatershed
https://www.epa.gov/ground-water-anddrinking-water
https://www.epa.gov/ground-water-anddrinking-water
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water safety. We in the U.S. also owe

it to all those who lost their lives or

their futures to tell the truth, change

water safety regulations at state and

federal levels, increase standards for

water safety and provide necessary

ongoing social support for medical

care and education needs. It will not

fix Flint, but as people of faith who

profess immense respect for human

life and the creation, this is our

imperative.

Laura Mariko Cheifetz served on PW’s

2015–2018 churchwide board.
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1. Terry Gross, “Pediatrician Who Exposed Flint
Water Crisis Shares Her ‘Story of Resistance,’” Fresh
Air, NPR, June 25, 2018; www.npr.org/

sections/healthshots/2018/06/25/623126968/pedi-
atrician-who-exposed-flint-water-crisis-shares-her-
story-of-resistance. 

2. Virginia Gordan, “Lawsuit: State’s Emergency
Manager Law Discriminates Against Black
Communities,” Michigan Radio/NPR, December 6,
2017; www.michiganradio.org/post/lawsuit-states-
emergency-manager-law-discriminates-against-black-
communities.

3. Julie Turkewitz, “Toxic ‘Forever’ Chemicals in
Drinking Water Leave Military Families Reeling,”
New York Times, February 22, 2019;
www.nytimes.com/2019/02/22/us/military-water-
toxic-chemicals.html. 

4. Alastair Bland, “10,000 Residents in Bountiful
Central Valley Still Lack Access to Clean Water,”
KCET, May 16, 2018; www.kcet.org/shows/earth-
focus/100000-residents-in-bountiful-central-valley-
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All Things Considered, NPR, November 14, 2017;
www.npr.org/sections/health-
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americans-uranium-contamination-feels-like-dis-
crimination. 

The PC(USA) has

produced a

documentary about

the Flint water

crisis, entitled Flint:

The Poisoning of an

American City. The

Story Ministry of

Presbyterian

Disaster Assistance exposes

congregations to issues through 

the stories of the people impacted

by disasters and provides a

medium by which people of faith

can discuss important issues. The

Flint water crisis is a human-made

disaster, with environmental and

human consequences. You can

learn more about the film at

www.flintpoisoning.org. 
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I
grew up in the South, where we learn early on that

proper etiquette demands we never raise our voices, we

don’t talk back, and that some things are better left

unsaid. As a sensitive and conflict-averse child, I took

these lessons very much to heart. 

In fact, you might say I took them a little too far, thanks

to some inspiration from the evil stepmother in Disney’s

animated Cinderella. Whenever Cinderella or anyone else

tried to disagree or talk back to the stepmother, she would

point her long sharp-nailed index finger at them and say,

“Silence!” It seemed to work well for her, so for a time when

I was very young, whenever I was about to get in trouble or

be scolded by an adult, I would point my finger at them and

say, as firmly as I could, “Silence!” It will likely not shock

you to hear that this was not a winning strategy for me. 

As a child, I thought that perhaps if we just didn’t

name the conflict or the hard truth, we could avoid deal-

ing with it entirely. Even as an adult, I resonate with this

desire. Conflict is hard. Arguing is uncomfortable. But I

have learned over and over again in my life that these

hard, uncomfortable interactions are sometimes neces-

sary, and that good—maybe even holy—things can grow

from them. 

So, what does it mean for us, as Christians, to argue

faithfully and well?

Argument in the Bible

First, let’s examine “faithfully.” The Bible seems to pres-

ent obedience as the pinnacle of faithfulness. Abraham

embodies faithfulness in his unquestioning adherence 

to God’s command that he sacrifice his son Isaac. Jesus

gives us a model of “obedience unto death.” By contrast,

Adam and Eve’s disobedience is blamed for the fall of

humankind. In fact, their choice to disobey God begins a
trend that permeates the story of God’s people, wherein
the people repeatedly fail to obey and uphold the terms
of their covenant with God, and God ultimately offers
mercy and forgiveness in response. 

Through this lens, one could reasonably conclude that
ours is a faith that doesn’t allow space for pushback or
argument. Yet, for all of his calls for turning the other
cheek, Jesus demonstrates throughout his ministry a will-
ingness to embrace argument and upheaval in the name
of faith. At times, he even unapologetically rejects stan-
dard expectations of decorum, whether he’s calling out
idolatry by flipping tables in the temple or cursing a bar-
ren fig tree for not sating his hunger. 

And not only is Jesus willing to argue with religious
leaders and others with whom he disagrees, he’s also will-
ing to be argued with. When the Canaanite woman
approaches Jesus seeking healing for her daughter, he
rejects her request because she is a Gentile and he sees 
his ministry as with the Jews. His response seems strik-
ingly callous, even an outright insult—“It is not fair to
take the children’s food and throw it to the dogs” (Matt.
15:26). But, when she pushes back, he continues to
engage with her and ultimately relents, changes course
and praises her faith. 

In the Hebrew Testament, God displays a similar
willingness to be challenged. In fact, just before scripture
recounts the story of the near-sacrifice of Isaac, Genesis
16:18–33 depicts a conversation between Abraham and
God about the impending destruction of Sodom and
Gomorrah. Abraham pushes back on God’s plans for
destruction, and God actually considers Abraham’s argu-
ment, even though in the end it doesn’t save the cities
from punishment. 
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In light of this interaction, it’s

actually shocking and even disturbing

that Abraham is totally silent in

response to God’s command that he

sacrifice Isaac. He knows that God

allows for argument and he knows

that God is making an unreasonable

demand. Instead of questioning God

or asking for mercy, Abraham simply

does what he is asked, without a

word. A messenger of God intervenes

at the last moment to spare Isaac, and

Abraham is praised, but when he

returns from the mountain, the

Hebrew switches from plural to sin-

gular for the word return; Abraham is

now a man alone. He’s never shown

talking to God or his son again. For

all that we lift up this story as an

example of Abraham’s virtuous obedi-

ence, I can’t help but wonder if maybe

obedience isn’t what is being tested.

Maybe sometimes, faithful relation-

ship does mean “talking back.” 

The Cost of 

Avoiding Argument

We see from scripture and even from

Jesus’ own actions that, as uncomfort-

able as it can be, sometimes argument

and conflict can be a part of faith.

There’s no doubt that we live in a

deeply divided and conflict-ridden

time. It seems that our country—and

even the world—grows more and

more polarized every day. In response

to this exhausting reality, we are

tempted to retreat into communities

of the like-minded, to avoid engaging

each other on matters of real conse-

quence, or to caricature each other so

we don’t have to reckon with honest

perspectives that are wildly different

from our own. 

There is a significant cost to such

dogged avoidance of argument and

conflict. The more distance we put

between one another and the more we

caricature and one-dimensionalize

one another, the easier it becomes to

deny that we all bear the image of

God and we are all beloved by God.

In the absence of this understanding,

we give ourselves permission to dis-

miss others, to hate them, to dehu-

manize them—sometimes with great

violence. And when we hate those

whom God loves, we also—to some

extent—are hating God. Alternately,

sometimes we choose to maintain

community by refusing to acknowl-

edge our differences, which creates a

hollow sense of unity that often

denies justice, full inclusion and true,

honest relationships. 
When we do allow ourselves to be

at odds, a complex system of rules
shapes how we can disagree civilly.
The problem with this approach is
that often our true priority in uphold-
ing standards of civility isn’t so much
honoring or respecting one another as
it is trying to avoid discomfort and
maintain the status quo. Since its
Latin origins, civility has been defined
by what makes a good citizen—the
standards of which have been largely
set by those in proximity to power in
order to maintain those systems of
power. Civility has essentially func-
tioned as a way to separate out citi-
zens from those denied citizenship, or
to keep those who are “low class” sep-
arate from “high society.” It still often
functions this way today, and to rec-
ognize that, you need only observe
who gets punished for incivility and
who does not. 

Of course, none of this means that
we can treat each other however we
want. Nor do I mean to suggest that
argument and conflict are always the
answer. But I do believe our faith calls
us to be in genuine, authentic rela-
tionship with one another. And that
means that, sooner or later, we’re
going to disagree with one another.
Doing that faithfully means being
guided by our scripture, Jesus’ own
ministry and our call to love one
another and honor the God-image in
one another—even in moments of
serious conflict. 

What Faithful Argument

Looks Like in Practice 

The Canaanite woman who chal-

lenges Jesus offers us a powerful tem-

plate for how to engage with one

another in the midst of conflict and

argument. And surprisingly, her

behavior contradicts some of our

most common teachings about how

to encounter one another across dif-

ferences. Traditionally, we say that if

we’re going to disagree, we should

keep emotion out of it, don’t make

things personal, and know when to

back off. But from the very start, this

faithful woman offers a different

example. Here are the key elements of

faithful argument that she embodies:

• Show up honestly and vulnerably.

This woman is entirely transparent

about what’s at stake for her. She

tells Jesus and the disciples about

her daughter. She acknowledges

the particulars of her experience

and the context she comes from. 

• Be passionate. Not only does this

woman not hold back in sharing

her story and her needs, she is also

honest about her feelings—her

worry, her fear, her desperation,

her grief. She invites Jesus to

encounter her full truth and her

full humanity. Note, too, though,

that as passionate as she is, the

woman keeps her argument

focused on the issue at hand. She

doesn’t turn their conflict into a

personal attack on Jesus, even

when his behavior toward her 

is less than kind.

• Be humble. Despite Jesus’ dis-

paraging comments toward her,

this woman continues to honor

who Jesus is throughout their

entire encounter. For her, that

means acknowledging his power

and significance. For us, perhaps

that just means recognizing and

honoring the God-belovedness 



of others—even those we really

don’t like. 

• Recognize others’ truths: In the

same way that the woman brings

her truth when encountering Jesus,

she also recognizes that he has a

story and context. She sees that his

experiences have led him to certain

assumptions about her. Acknowl-

edging that, she is able to challenge

his assumptions. 

• Stay in the struggle: It is truly

impressive how the woman contin-

ues to engage Jesus even after he

has ignored her, then insulted her.

She resists any temptation to dis-

engage or retreat. Instead, she

commits to remaining in conversa-

tion and relationship with Jesus

until he comes to understand her

and her perspective.

It’s worth noting that, even

though Jesus’ initial behavior toward

the woman is dismissive, he does

receive her story. He doesn’t deny

her experience or her emotional
stake. And when she challenges his
assumptions, he accepts that chal-
lenge and reevaluates his own posi-
tion. He recognizes that even though
her story and context are entirely dif-
ferent from his, she is coming from a
place of genuine faith.

The Gift of Argument

It is not easy to engage one another in
this way. It requires an immense
amount of trust to show up so hon-
estly and vulnerably, and, of course, it
is even harder to trust one another
when we are very much at odds. It
requires a willingness to be uncom-
fortable, to be challenged and to expe-
rience tension that may not be easily
resolved (or may even be impossible to
resolve). This sort of engagement
demands that we acknowledge our
own limitations in understanding,
knowledge and experience. It demands
that we accept that other people’s
understandings, knowledge and expe-
riences are different from our own,

and that we have something important

to learn from those differences.

It won’t always be possible to

engage with one another in this way.

Even when we try, sometimes we will

fail. It takes work, and not just one-

time work, but ongoing, lifelong

work. This is what it means to be

community. And when we can meet

each other in this way—even and

especially when it comes to sincere

and significant differences—we have

the capacity to have genuine authen-

tic dialogue and honest transforma-

tive relationship, where we are seen

in the fullness of our human com-

plexity and are granted the gift of

recognizing the full, complex human-

ity of others. We can be certain that

in such tender and powerful places,

where we are present to one another,

God is present, too.

Layton E. Williams is author of the

forthcoming Holy Disunity: How What

Separates Us Can Save Us (Westminster

John Knox, 2019).
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Practicing God’s Radical

Hospitality: Exploring Difference,

Change and Leadership Through

the Spiritual Discipline of

Hospitality

By Teresa Chávez Sauceda 

This resource published by Pres-

byterian Women is geared toward

small groups that are committed to having difficult

conversations—about difference, identity and belong-

ing—in order to achieve positive change. Such conver-

sations are the first steps toward the repentance and

repair needed for recognizing each person as a child of

God. With Bible study, discussion starters and

resource recommendations, this booklet is invaluable

both for established and newly formed groups. Item

PWR13060; $9 each plus shipping. 

Available from www.presbyterianwomen. org/shop or

800/533-4371.  

Holy Disunity: How What 

Separates Us Can Save Us

By Layton E. Williams

Louisville, KY: Westminster

John Knox, 2019

Holy Disunity proposes that our

ultimate goal as people of faith

isn’t unity, but authentic rela-

tionship. In this framework,

many of the things that we fear separate us—like argu-

ment, tension, doubt and failure—actually have gifts to

offer us—like honesty, complexity, discovery and

grace. Our fears and our gifts ultimately have the

power to save us and teach us what it means to coexist

faithfully, even in disunity. 

ResourcesA



  

by Beth
Herrinton-

Hodge

I rec ll  friend in se in ry re rk-
ing, “The only thing you h ve to believe,
s  Presbyteri n, is the origin l, biblic l 

confession—‘Jesus Christ is Lord.’” While
it’s true th t Presbyteri ns re united
with ll Christi ns in our belief in the
Lordship of Jesus Christ, we cl i
nu ber of beliefs nd pr ctices th t

rk  distinct nd unique corner of
Protest nt Christi nity.

Presbyterian

Our form of church leadership and governance inspired

the name “Presbyterian.” God calls and the congrega

�on elects elders (also called presbyters) to serve as

leaders for a congrega�on. Both teaching elders (minis

ters of Word and Sacrament) and ruling elders serve as

representa�ves to church governing units—session,

presbytery, synod and General Assembly (The

Presbyterian Handbook, 54).

Triune God: Father/Creator, Son/Christ,

Holy Spirit
Like other Chris�ans, Presbyterians believe in a “triune

God—Father, Son, and Holy Spirit—[who] creates,

redeems, sustains, rules, and transforms all things and all

people” (Book of Order, F1.01).

We know God by what is revealed in scripture, in the

incarna�on (life, death and resurrec�on) of Jesus Christ,

and in the ongoing presence and work of the Holy Spirit in

our lives, in the church and in the world. The three

persons of the Trinity are one inextricable and inter

connected community, fully known and fully realized

as one God of all.

Learn More!

• Triune God: Ma�hew 28:19; God, Father: John 17:25–

26; Son, Christ: John 1:18; Holy Spirit: John 14:26

• Second Helve�c Confession, 5.015–5.018; Heidelberg 

Catechism, 4.024 and 4.025; Westminster Confession 

of Faith, 6.013

God’s Sovereignty 
Our faith rests on the sovereignty and grace of God. God
alone is the holy One: allpowerful, allknowing, allloving,
alljust; the One who creates, sustains, rules and redeems
crea�on. God’s providence is God’s guidance and work in
history and in the lives of individuals (The Presbyterian
Handbook, 178). 

Learn More! 

• Genesis 1, Revela�on 21
• Scots Confession, 3.01; Westminster Confession of Faith,

6.011–6.012
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Covenant
Throughout the Bible, God connually reaches out to be in

relaonship with people. God iniates covenant, promising

to be our God and calling us as God’s own. Even when

people turn from God or break covenant with God, God

stays with us and provides a means to restore relaonship,

revealing God’s steadfast love and grace.

We see covenants throughout scripture. God stood by

Adam and Eve, even when they disobeyed God (Gen. 2:7–

3:21). God reached out to Abraham and Sarah,

promising them a land and numerous descendants

who would call God  “God” (17:1–7). God gave the

Ten Commandments to Moses  as a seal of the peo

ple’s relaonship with God and as a guide for living

faithfully with God and with each other (Ex. 19:3–

20:17). God sent prophets to call people back to

the covenant God established with them. God

offered God’s people a new, everlasng covenant

through the life, death and resurrecon of Jesus

Christ. Christ’s blood seals God’s promise of for

giveness and eternal life in relaonship with God

(Lk. 22:14–20). 

Learn More!

• Psalm 89 and 105; Jeremiah 31:31–34; Galaans

3:25–29

• Westminster Confession of Faith, 6.037 –6.042; Scots 

Confession, 3.04; Confession of 1967, 9.18

Sin and Depravity
From the creaon accounts in Genesis, we understand thatGod created all that exists and called it good. Yet, humans areprone to sin, making choices that separate humanity from God
and each other. Sin perverts the good things God desires andprovides. Because of sin, humans know toil, pain, misery andestrangement. Every human acon is at least parally skewed,
no ma�er how wellintenoned. This is depravity(Encyclopedia of the Reformed Faith, 350).
Learn More!
• Genesis 1–3; James 4:17
• Second Helvec 5.036–5.037

Atonement
Marn Luther stated that God comes to humansin our sinful state and declares us forgiven andaccepted through the perfect righteousness ofJesus Christ. Presbyterians recognize
• Christ took on the necessary punishment

for human sin through his death on the
cross, paying the price we owe to a just God(Rom. 5:8).

• Jesus defeated death by his resurrecon to
new life (Luke 24:1–12, and parallels), opening the possibility of new life to each of us.

• Christ lived and taught of a transformed life,fully conscious of his relaonship with God
and fully reflecng and obeying God’s will.

These atoning acons—authored by God andembodied by Christ—allow us to remain in 
transformaonal relaonship with God. God doesnot leave us in our sinful state without hope (TheEncyclopedia of the Reformed Faith, 336–338, 351). 
Learn More!

• Scots Confession, 3.08–3.09; Heidelberg Catechism,4.037; Confession of 1967, 9:08

entering into covenant with us, showing mercy, forgivingand welcoming us into relaonship with God and with
one another.

Learn More!

• 2 Timothy 3:14–17; 1 Thessalonians 2:13
• Second Helvec, 5.001–5.002; Confession of 1967, 9.30

Scripture
We believe that scripture is “the Word of God wri�en,witnessing to God’s selfrevelaon. . . . The reading, hearing, preaching, and confessing of the Word are central toChrisan worship” (Book of Order, W2.2001).

Both the Old and New Testaments contain tesmony ofGod’s work with and through God’s people across generaons. In reading and studying scripture and in hearing andproclaiming God’s word, people come to know God andGod’s desire for relaonship with people and with creaon. In scripture, people witness God creang, providing,loving and connually reaching out to God’s people—
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Presbyterians believe that we are saved by the

grace of God—a free and undeserved gi�—

through our faith in Jesus Christ. Our salva�on

depends upon God’s sovereign will and God’s

gracefilled covenant with us. God calls us to

salva�on; it is not our own doing. God invites 

us to respond to this call by placing our faith in

Jesus Christ, confessing our sin and our need

for God’s grace and forgiveness, and living in

loving rela�onship with God and others.

Learn More!

• Romans 5; John 3:16–17; Ephesians 2:1–9

������� ��
“The Reformed tradi�on understands Bap�sm and the

Lord’s Supper to be Sacraments, ins�tuted by God

and commended by Christ” (Book of Order, W

1.3033). The sacraments are visible, tangible signs of

God’s ac�on and Christ’s selfoffering. They are out

ward signs of God’s invisible grace, truth and reality.

“The early Church, following Jesus, took three pri

mary material elements of life—water, bread, and

wine [fruit of the vine]—to become basic symbols” of

the Sacraments (Book of Order, W1.3033). These

common elements from life, when blessed and shared

�"�#��" �#!�#
"��#"�#���#�" ��!� ��An important mark of Presbyterians is our respect for an individ
ual’s independent and private judgment, understanding that
one’s conscience is informed by a rela�onship with God and Jesus
Christ, and guided by the Holy Spirit and Scripture. Our Book of
Order states, “‘God alone is lord of the conscience, and hath le�
it free from the doctrines and commandments of [all persons]
which are in anything contrary to [God’s] Word, or beside it, in
ma¡ers of faith or worship’” (F3.0101).Learn More!

• Acts 5:29; Gala�ans 5:1• Westminster Confession of Faith, 6.109

in Chris�an community, seals believers in God’s presence, in

communion with Jesus Christ, and with one another by the

power of the Holy Spirit.

Learn More!

• Bap�sm: Ma¡hew 28:1620; Communion (Lord’s Supper):

Ma¡hew 26:2629

• Scots Confession, 3:21; Westminster Confession, 6.149–6.153;

Heidelberg Catechism, 4.066–4.068 

����" �! �#�"#�"��#����!����

God’s steadfast love, grace, forgiveness and rela�onship with

us are freely given. Chris�ans respond to God’s good gi�s with

gra�tude, love, acceptance, humility, obedience and faith. God

desires to be our God and to count us as God’s own.

Our grateful response to God’s covenant with us can be

summed up in the Great Commandments: to love God with all

our heart, soul, mind and strength, and love our neighbor as

our self (Ma¡. 22:36–40).

Learn More!

• Heidelberg Catechism, 4.086

����" �! �#�"#�"��#�"���!��#�����!" #� �#	!��!" 

The Shorter Catechism begins with a clear proclama�on: Our

“chief end is to glorify God and enjoy God forever” (Shorter

Catechism, 7.001).

Our Book of Order notes (F1.0302d) that the life and work

of a Chris�an includes:

• making disciples of all na�ons in the name of God the Father,

Son and Holy Spirit;

• sharing with others a deep life of worship, prayer, fellowship

and service;

• par�cipa�ng in God’s mission to care for needs of sick, poor,

lonely; to free people from sin, suffering and oppression; to

establish Christ’s just, loving and peaceable rule in the world.

Learn More!

• Ephesians 4:1–16

• Heidelberg, 4:116; Confession of 1967, 9.31–9.33; Brief Statement of

Faith, 10.4
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Representative Government
A unique aspect of Presbyterian churches is our representa�ve

government. Each congrega�on elects its leaders (ruling elders),

who work with teaching elders (ministers of Word and

Sacrament) as a session to guide and lead a congrega�on.

Together, these leaders are responsible for the life of a local

church.

Teaching and ruling elders are elected or appointed to come

together in councils of the larger church. Congrega�ons are

connected to one another as the presbyters serve both their

congrega�on and the larger church. Power is shared jointly by

presbyters who gather in councils (presbyteries, synods,

Ecumenical RelationshipsThe Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) affirms
its historical con�nuity with the whole
Church of Jesus Christ, is commi�ed to unity
in Christ, and is willing to seek and to devel
op communion with all other churches within
the one holy catholic and apostolic Church.
The Church seeks to include all people and is
never content to enjoy the benefits of
Chris�an community for itself alone (Book of
Order, F1.0302a).
Learn More!
• Ephesians 2:11–22; 4:1–16• Confession of 1967, 9.41–9.42

Confessional
“The Cons�tu�on of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.)consists of The Book of Confessions and the Book ofOrder” (Book of Order, F3.04). Our Book ofConfessions is a collec�on of creeds, declara�ons,confessions, statements of belief, and ques�on andanswer catechisms that serve to declare to the world“who and what [the church] is, what it believes, andwhat it resolves to do” (Book of Order, F2.01).Confessing one’s faith differs from confessing sinsto God. “In the church, ‘confess’ means to openly

affirm, declare, acknowledge and take a stand for what

one believes to be true.” (“The Confessional Nature of

the Church” in The Book of Confessions: Study Edi�on,

Appendix A, 354)

Learn More!

• Philippians 2:11

• Confession of 1967, 9.01 and 9.07

General Assembly). Care is taken to have an equal num

ber of teaching and ruling elders par�cipate in governing

bodies beyond the local session.

We hold to Jesus’ statement: “Where two or three are

gathered, I am present with them” (Ma�. 18:20). Thus,

Presbyterian governance and decisionmaking happen

within councils, where two or more gather to discern

God’s will. Decisions in councils are made by vote, follow

ing discussion and prayerful discernment.

Learn More!

• 1 Timothy 3:1–13; 1 Corinthians 12:28

• Westminster Confession of Faith, 6.169 and 6.173–6.176;

Confession of 1967, 9.40
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Church
We believe that the church is the body of Christ in the

world. It is made up of people whom God calls into com

munity to care for one another, to support and bear one

another’s burdens, to worship God together, to bear wit

ness to God’s presence in the world, and to par�cipate in

God’s mission in the world.

The PC(USA) iden�fies itself with the affirma�ons of

the Protestant Reforma�on and expresses the faith of the

Reformed Tradi�on. Ours is one expression of the

Reformed Tradi�on in the world, yet not the only

expression.

From the beginning, Presbyterian and Reformed church

es have sought to confess what Chris�ans believe, using

the Apostles Creed (2.13) and the Nicene Creed (1.13).

The PC(USA) never claimed to be the only true church; it is

one of many denomina�ons to confess Christ as Lord and

to strive to live God’s mission in the world (“The

Confessional Nature of the Church” in The Book of

Confessions: Study Edi�on, Appendix A, 375).

Learn More!

• Ephesians 2:11–22 

• Scots Confession 3.13; Heidelberg Catechism, 4.054–4.055;

Second Helve�c Confession, 5.124–5.141; Confession of

1967, 9.31–9.34

Reformed, Always Reforming
Ecclesia reformata, semper reformanda secundum verbum
Dei. “The church reformed, always to be reformed [or
always being reformed] according to the Word of God”
(Book of Order, F2.02). This o�repeated phrase is central
to the Presbyterian Church’s dependence on God and our
desire to be engaged in relevant mission in God’s everchangingworld.

An important note is that the church is the object of
change—of God’s ac�on—in line with God’s will and with
what God wants to bring about in the future. Change or reformdoesn’t happen simply for the sake of change. It takes place byGod’s ac�ve will; it is informed by Scripture and guided by
God’s Spirit (The Presbyterian Handbook, 177).

Learn More!

• Confession of 1967, 9.03 and 9.40

Works Cited

• Book of Confessions: Study Edi�on. Louisville, KY: Office of the

General Assembly, Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.), 1999.

• Cons�tu�on of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.), Part I, Book of

Confessions. Louisville, KY: Office of the General Assembly, Pres

byterian Church (U.S.A.), 2004.

• Cons�tu�on of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.), Part II, Book of

Order, 2015–2017. Louisville, KY: Office of the General Assem

bly, Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.), 2015.

• McKim, Donald J., editor. Encyclopedia of the Reformed Faith.

Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox, 1992.

• The Presbyterian Handbook. Louisville, KY: Geneva, 2006.

In truth, there is ore in the Christi n
f ith th t unites us th n sep r tes us.
God gif ts us with cre tion, inc rn tion
nd n ongoing presence—the found -

tions of our rel tionship with God nd
with one nother. In procl i ing “Jesus
Christ is Lord,” we join Christi ns cross
the globe in  united f ith, even s we
find different w ys to worship God, to
org nize ourselves nd to serve God’s
people.
Beth Herrinton-Hodge is a teaching elder and certified
Christian educator. She currently serves as the director
of the Academic Support Center at Louisville
Presbyterian Theological Seminary.



Although I grew up in a Pres-

byterian church, I did not

fully understand Presbyterian

governance until I went to semi-

nary. There I discovered one of

the things that makes Presbyte-

rian churches unique: ministers

and lay leaders are truly partners

in ministry. Together, the ses-

sion, teaching elders (pastors)

and ruling elders are responsible

for ensuring that the church is

living out its mission and vision,

even as we discern together

through prayer and study what

new things God calls the church

to do. Deacons join pastors in a

ministry of compassion, witness

and service to the congregation

and greater community. 

Having served four different

churches in my ministry, I have

found that this partnership can

be both challenging and deeply

comforting, perhaps never more

so than in times of stress and

anxiety. When things are going

well in the life of a congregation, find-

ing ways to trust one another and draw

alongside one another in ministry

comes easier than in a season of con-

flict, financial stress or membership

decline. At such times, no matter what

our role, we can be tempted to seize

control and pursue clear answers. Yet,

it is also at such times that our mutual

support and shared experiences can

bring hope and comfort.  

As my husband and I enter into a

new season, that of parenting middle

schoolers, I am finding myself especially

grateful for the practice we have had 

as pastors partnering with church lead-

ers. As our children claim agency over

their own lives and decisions, we are

discovering that, as hard as it may be, it

is now our job as parents to cede to

them some of the careful control we

have practiced over their lives until

now. Yes, this means they will make

some mistakes, but it is also how they

will learn and grow. 

In this season of Pentecost, it occurs

to me that our attempts to share leader-

ship and power—whether in church life

or in parenting—is really nothing less

than what God has done again and

again in God’s relationship with

humanity. In the beginning, God not

only created a universe that would

inevitably change and evolve, God made

humanity in God’s own image, with

both the ability and freedom to create. 

As Paul reminds us in his

letter to the Philippians, Jesus

willingly gave up equality with

God in order to take the form,

not just of a human being, but

of a human infant, one totally

dependent on the love and care

of others. And, on the first

Pentecost, the Holy Spirit did

not just arrive and magically

transform all present into

believers; instead, the Spirit

enabled the apostles to speak

languages they had never heard

before, empowering them to

share the gospel in the native

languages of those present.

Again and again, God meets 

us where we are in order to

share with us the wonder of

God’s love and mercy and cre-

ative power. Again and again,

God empowers us to extend

God’s love and mercy and cre-

ativity to all the world, knowing

that through the mistakes we

make in the process, we will

learn and grow. 

As we navigate the many relation-

ships in our lives—with partners, chil-

dren, colleagues, friends, church

members and even acquaintances and

total strangers—may we (in good Pres-

byterian fashion!) imitate God in our

willingness to share power, release con-

trol and empower others. 

Amy Starr Redwine lives in Richmond,

Virginia, with her husband and three

children. She is the pastor of First

Presbyterian Church in Richmond.
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Four years ago, several women

from our church, Sea Island

Presbyterian Church, used the

PW/Horizons Bible study, Come to

the Waters. In the study, author Judy

Record Fletcher asked a question

that sparked good discussion but

continued to intrigue us for months

after we finished the lesson and the

study. She asked readers to consider

what opportunities might exist for

mission within a mile radius of our

church campuses.

Sea Island Presbyterian Church is a

mission-oriented church. We partici-

pate in the ministry of Family Promise,

a local organization that helps individu-

als and families who are homeless. At

least four times a year, for a week at a

time, Sea Island offers shelter and food

for families and individuals as they

receive counseling and support in their

effort to find steady employment and

housing. A majority of the population

that Family Promise serves are single

mothers with one to four children.

As we considered the people whom

we met through Family Promise, several

questions surfaced. What happens to

the children of these families as they

transition from one place to another?

What happens to the children who live

in cars? Who is making sure their

homework is completed, that they have

proper school supplies and receive extra

help in academic skills with time to

maybe even explore the arts?

Thus, the idea of Safe Haven was

born. One part of the program is making

available a washing machine and dryer

along with a shower. Single parents or

grandparents raising children could have

access to and save money on washing,

while enjoying a quiet place to sit, visit

and get support. The second part of 

Safe Haven is offering tutoring for the

children and youth who live within a

mile of our campus. The students get

support for their classwork but also

engage in devotions and the arts. Stu-

dents and their parents or grandparents

also find social and emotional support.

We submitted a grant in 2017 to

PW in the PC(USA) to help fund the

laundry and shower services. Then we

waited patiently, working on recruiting

tutors and students. The local school

district was very supportive and agreed

to drop the children off by bus at the

church. They also provided materials

and curriculum. When the news arrived

in 2018 that we would receive a Thank

Offering grant, we were ecstatic. We

were equally thrilled to have 25 students

and 40 volunteer tutors when we started

in September 2018. These volunteers

(who include many current or retired

teachers!) tutor children who are in

kindergarten through eighth grade,

Monday through Thursday, 3 to 6 PM.

It was not long before relationships

began to form between the students and

tutors. Questions that arose from the

children at first were, “What is a

church?”, “Can I have another peanut

butter sandwich?”, “When can we play?”

and “Do I have to read more?”

The children grew, their names

began to show up on honor rolls, 

reading with tutors increased from

ten minutes to over thirty minutes a

day. Students sometimes even asked

to skip play time to continue reading

with their new friends like Mr. Char-

lie, a young 80-something-year-old,

and Mrs. Badgett, who came from

teaching kindergarten all day to share

an afternoon with us. Math skills

were mastered, homework completed,

and keyboard, drumming and singing

were included throughout the week.

Parents began to join us with their

children at our church weekly dinners

and a few stayed for Bible study while

their children participated in children’s

choirs. We were able to assist a home-

less family in qualifying for admission

into Family Promise. Now the mother

and her three daughters have a home

close to the church and school.

We will open again in September

with open arms, having missed the stu-

dents greatly. We will increase our

number to take in five more children.

The loyal and loving volunteers will all

return, and we will be joined by volun-

teers from a nearby Lutheran church.

The showers, laundry equipment and

sitting room will be ready for use by

anyone who needs it.

As for final quotes of the year: “Can

we come until we graduate?”, “I love this

church,” and “I love you.”

It is with great joy that we say thank

you to Presbyterian Women. From one

sentence in a Bible study leading us to

help meet the needs of single parents

and their children with support from

the Thank Offering, we have begun a

new mission that we are confident will

continue for many years to come.

Kay Keeler is director of Safe Haven at

Sea Island Presbyterian Church.

A Safe Haven

� � �

BY KAY KEELER
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Scripture: Exodus 20:1–6; Matthew 22:34–37

W
hen I first arrived at the church I now serve, the

exterior wall that faces west had an illustration

of two tablets outlined there; the tablets contained a

paraphrase of the Ten Commandments. The Words

on the church wall saluted everyone who walked

through and out of town. Even people who could not

read the Words knew what they stood for. Later, a

contractor spread a fresh coat of paint on the tablets

and, though the Words were no longer visible, the

tablets stood majestically echoing them. Words are

powerful; they have the ability to bind us for life and

bestow on us freedom and peace, as well as hardship

and burden. As we come to Love Carved in Stone to

study the Ten Commandments as Words of Love, we

foresee the bond they hold for us, the bond of belong-

ing to God.

As Presbyterians, as Reformed Christians, we read

scripture, the combination of the Old and New

Testaments, as the Word of God. We show reverence

when the Gospel is read, and we consider the teach-

ings of Jesus as the Word of God and the incarnation

of God’s love and grace for humanity. Bible study

author Eugenia Gamble invites us to consider the

expression of God’s love and grace through an earlier

date and lens—the lens of the Ten Words, or, as

they’re commonly known, the Ten Commandments.

Eugenia unveils God’s Ten Words in Exodus and

Deuteronomy as God lays the foundation for a new

community, a community that includes us.

With the First Word, “I am your God,” a sense of

belonging is imprinted on this new community. This

affirmation of belonging transforms the thousands

drawn out from slavery to freedom, into a community

living under a covenant with God. When God becomes

our God, we are instilled with a sense of wholeness that

in turn becomes the building blocks of new communi-

ty. God’s covenant is rooted in Moral Law, moral law

that precedes any ritual law that follows.

At home, in our churches and communities, many of

us grapple with an unsettled feeling of strangeness,

loneliness, and separation; a sense of not being able

to be part of the community God calls us to be.

According to Eugenia, the First Word, “I am your God,”

is a personal declaration that has communal implica-

tions. It calls us to ask ourselves how to welcome oth-

ers and, because belonging is still a fresh feeling for

many people and communities, help everyone experi-

ence belonging to God.

Why is belonging to God still unknown or new to

many of us? When we read Exodus 20:1–6, we can

attest that God simply speaks and a sense of belong-

ing is created. But, in our response to God’s Word, we

separate ourselves from God. We try quick fixes and

experience apparent success stories that in the long

run just prove our helplessness. Our quick fixes have

lots of names, none of which can withstand time or

provide a way to God. Our other gods leave us stand-

ing in wilderness, on highways that can’t lead us far,

using phones that can’t signal truth, and with posses-

sions that can’t measure up to belonging to God.

Amidst all, the overwhelming love of God’s First and

Second Words continues to be about us and the grace

that is bestowed on us.

I look at the two tablets outlined on the church wall,

shining with a new coat of paint, and reminiscence

For use with Lesson One of the 2019–2020 PW/Horizons

Bible study, Love Carved in Stone: A Fresh Look at the Ten

Commandments by Eugenia Anne Gamble

We Belong to God and God Belongs to Us

BY DANILIE C. HILERIO-VILLANUEVA
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1. Eugenia Gamble defines wilderness as a literal place and a spiritual condition where we fit ourselves for new

life and new challenges (5). With this interpretation in mind, what is your wilderness and what is it

preparing you for?

2. Scholars point out that the First and Second Words are related. Some religions and denominations do not

divide them in two. How are the First Word, “I am your God,” and the Second Word, “You shall have no

others,” interdependent?

3. “The Pharisees believed that the Law should be expanded to cover all possibilities in life. Others . . . believed

that the Law should be reduced to its fundamental principles” (19). In terms of the Law, what do you consider

to be appropriate?

4. “Agape . . . refers to love in action” (19). Why do you think Matthew 22:34–27 uses the Greek word agape for

love, instead of another Greek word?

Danilie C. Hilerio-Villanueva is serving as pastor of the Presbyterian Church in Rincón, Puerto Rico. She is involved in her

PW presbytery and synod coordinating teams, as well with Mujeres Hispanas Latinas Presbiterianas (MHLP).

about the Ten Words. I see them here, just like I saw

them in my imagination during Eugenia’s story of the

removal of the statue of the Ten Commandments

from the capitol rotunda in Montgomery, Alabama,

in the Introduction.

There is something unique about these words that

give us a glimpse of God’s love and order, far beyond

a moral code. Today, in my local congregation, we

brainstormed about what to do with the outlined

tablets and we decided to write new words on them.

The tablets will now read, “Love the Lord your God

with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with

all your mind (Matt. 22:37).” With these words we

affirm that we belong to God, our God. We devote

our whole selves to belonging to God and we invite

others to do the same.

32
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Scripture: Exodus 20:7; Matthew 7:21–23

W
hile I was working on this piece, I heard the word

fracture used to describe the reason for the pain I

was feeling in my knee. I hadn’t anticipated that I would

hear that I’d broken anything, much less a body part like

my knee, and I was surprised to hear that my knee

might be fractured.

As I recovered from my injury I pondered other fractures

I have encountered. The word fracture also denotes a

disagreement or irreconcilable difference of opinion.

Communities, including worship communities, can be

fractured for diverse reasons, reasons that concern poli-

tics, discipline, mission, evangelism, worship, and litur-

gy, to mention a few possibilities. We constantly push

and pull regarding what we consider correct, sometimes

at a high expense. None of our fractures are faithful

responses to the Name of God.

Love Carved in Stone Lesson Two invites us to explore the

nature of God’s name with an active and faithful conver-

sation about everyday life. As we acknowledge God’s

presence in humanity we are called to seek the sole pur-

pose of YHWH’s name. We are not able to fully know or

describe God, but we are called to witness and give tes-

timony of the Holy One through authentic expressions

of our lives. When we express the nature of God

through our policy, our discourse, our liturgy, and our

deeds, we interpret the Word and show God’s love.

When we are in partnership with God, the name of God

evokes fellowship among us. God’s name is not an apolo-

getic to justify our ways or needs, and it is not a quick fix

for our poor judgment or commitment. Much of this is

contrary to what we see in our contexts: our lives, com-

munities, and churches are fractured and those fractures

surface in our dialogues in upfront or in unrecognizable

ways. We must be careful not to use the name of the

Lord to justify our wishes or actions. It is not easy to iden-

tify the ways we trivialize God’s name but we need to be

aware of the possibility of it happening.

In order to be faithful to our Lord, we restrain from using

God’s name in any “useless, vain, petty, pointless, and

ineffective way (28)” and we are drawn to the Gospel.

When we fail to grasp the preeminence of God’s name,

we fail to envision the Kingdom of God, the kinship of

humanity, and the extension of the Gospel.

So, what really is not trivializing God’s name? I have

clever day-to-day calendar note cards that I use to help

me remember to meditate every morning on God. The

short phrases and slogans on the cards are quick,

handy, and thought-provoking, and help me know

God, discern God’s kingdom, and pray upon the

Almighty. The cards are simple but not simplistic or

trivial; they help me remember to do something sig-

nificant that matters to me.

Names matter. At some point in our lives, we might be

asked to provide a bio of ourselves, a short piece of writ-

ing that states our name and surname and, in some way,

explains who we are. Names provide a definition, a

description of character or attributes. In the Bible, names

were often used to reference a spiritual encounter or an

experience of God with the people. A name can take us

to a distant time, evoke ancient high school memories,

and bring out pain and joy. Names are important and, as

much as ours are, God’s name takes an imminent prece-

dence among the story of humanity. This precedence is

worthy of God’s kingdom, power, and glory, now and

forever. In God’s name, Amen.

For use with Lesson Two of the 2019–2020 PW/Horizons Bible

study, Love Carved in Stone:A Fresh Look at the Ten Commandments

by Eugenia Anne Gamble

Don't Trivialize My Name

BY DANILIE C. HILERIO-VILLANUEVA
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Questions

1. On page 28 of the study, Eugenia Gamble provides a definition of the Hebrew word lassaw. How would you

broaden this definition through your daily life experience with God's name? How would you describe lassaw?

2. As Reformed Christians, we are disciples of the Lord God. How does your name and family name relate to

God? Can you trace your family name and history to an encounter with God? If you haven't been brought 

up in the church context, can you name a distant relative or friend who instilled a faithful testimony of 

God's name?

3. On page 31, we are invited to share some of the ways that we trivialize or misuse God's name in our daily

lives. On page 32, we are encouraged to add in a circle names that honor God. Consider creating a Venn

diagram to explore these ideas. Write in side A the ways we misuse God's name and, in side C, names that

honor God. In the merging section B, add action words that can lead us to a faithful use of God's name in our

dialogues, conversations, prayers, devotions, homilies, and liturgies.

Danilie C. Hilerio-Villanueva is currently serving as pastor of the Presbyterian Church in Rincón, Puerto Rico. She is involved

in her PW presbytery and synod coordinating teams, as well with Mujeres Hispanas Latinas Presbiterianas (MHLP).

A

Ways we misuse

God’s name.

C

Names that

honor God.

B

Faithful use of

God’s name.
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“Dominance, even the threat of it, is a

form of dehumanization. It’s the ugliest

kind of power.” 

—Michelle Obama, Becoming2

Early in my faith journey, I checked

off the box for “You shall not kill”

(Ex. 20:13). Naively, I thought I would

never have to worry about that com-

mandment! I erased the checkmark

when I came to understand that my

words and actions to undermine some-

one else, including gossip, were a form of

killing another’s spirit.

I have similar thoughts about racism,

something I once thought I could never

perpetrate. Yet, I have benefited from

racism and continue to do so.

My ancestors came to the United

States from Germany in the 1800s,

attracted by land grants in Central

Texas. “Land grant” is a phrase that legit-

imizes my ancestors’ claims on land

stolen from Native Americans—in this

case, the Comanche. I don’t live on those

original homesteads, but I recently found

an arrowhead less than a mile from my

home of 27 years. The accidental discov-

ery was my visual “hard reset.” I, like my

ancestors, live on land once home to the

Comanche—rarely acknowledging how

we came to live here. Today, the majority

of the Comanche Nation live in difficult

circumstances in Oklahoma.

I have childhood memories of

undocumented men from Mexico work-

ing on my grandparents’ farm. They

lived with their families in simple

dwellings near the cow pen, at the back

of the farm—a difficult life. I wonder

whether those workers were paid

fairly. The city of San Antonio eventu-

ally grew to include my grandparents’

land, increasing its value. Neither the

Latinx families nor the Comanche

shared in the modest inheritance I

received from my grandparents’ farm.

My father was the first in his family

to attend university, courtesy of the GI

Bill. My parents purchased our first

home through a VA loan. The benefits

of the GI Bill and VA loans mostly were

denied to people of color. I continue to

benefit from these programs that grew

the wealth of the white American middle

class at the expense of people of color

who were denied these benefits.

I once took it as a point of pride that

my German ancestors refused to own

slaves because they considered them-

selves to have been slaves in Ger-

many. Racism, however, continues

enslavement in other ways. I am com-

plicit in this racism—an everyday white

lens that upholds the white norm

despite a multicultural world.

And so, I sit in my discomfort,

wrestling with my deeply-rooted com-

plicity in racism, lamenting and repent-

ing this sin. I want to end racism; yet, I

have perpetrated and benefited from it.

Walt Kelly’s phrase comes to mind: “We

have met the enemy and [s]he is us.” If

you are complicit in racism, I encourage

you to sit in your discomfort along with

me, joining me in prayers for guidance as

to how we can end the sin of racism, the

ugliest form of power.

Joy Durrant is PW’s national vice

moderator for justice and peace and is

co-chair of the Racial Equity Committee.

Notes

1. This article also appears on the Presbyterian
Women website at https://www.presbyterian-
women.org/stories/wrestling-with-my-complic-
ity-in-racism/.

2. New York: Crown, 2018.

Wrestling with My Complicity in Racism1

� � �

BY JOY DURRANT

Joy Durrant’s German immigrant grandparents established

homesteads in Texas in the 1800s (see top photos), secured with

land grants. They subsequently built newer homes, where their

children and grandchildren were raised (see Joy as a child, bottom

right). Evidence that the land once belonged to native peoples still

surfaces sometimes, giving rise to questions about racist policies that

allowed lands to be taken and handed to European settlers, as well

as soul-searching about the benefits inherited by later generations.
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and the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.)
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Meet Us in St.

Louis in 2021!

PW in the PC(USA) has

set the date for the 2021

Churchwide Gathering—

August 5–8, 2021. Mark

your calendars, start saving

and stay tuned to all PW communication channels—website,

magazine, quarterly newsletter, social media and email. Don’t

miss a single thing when you get on PW’s email distribution

list. Contact patricia.longfellow@pcusa.org to “opt in.” And

visit PW’s Churchwide Gathering web page periodically to

stay updated—www.presbyterianwomen.org/gathering.

Support PW’s Annual Fund

PW’s annual fund, the Mission

Pledge, supports—in full or in part—

just about every PW ministry, nation-

ally and regionally. PW’s grant

programs—the Thank and Birthday

Offerings—are buoyed by the annual fund,

as are Horizons magazine and Bible studies, and gatherings

local and national. PW’s ecumenical partnerships with

World Day of Prayer and Fellowship of the Least Coin are

made possible because of financial support of PW through

the annual fund. 

• PW leaders, download or order PW’s Annual Fund/

Mission Pledge promo packet for 2020 to learn more

about the annual fund and ways to encourage giving that

supports the structure of PW at all levels.

• The “Cultivating PW” toolkit helps visually tell the story

of PW giving; available as a kit (PWR18102; $10) and as

a free download (www.presbyterianwomen.org).

• July 31 is “PW Gives” Day. On that day, consider sharing

a gift with PW (www.presbyterianwomen.org/giving) and

your story about why PW matters to you (email

Carissa.herold@pcusa.org).

• Gracious Monday and Giving Tuesday are December 2

and 3, respectively. Please remember to support your

organization, which supports so many other ministries. 

• Stay in the know by “opting in” to PW email news by con-

tacting patricia.longfellow@pcusa.org.
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Reproductive Freedom

A number of states have passed laws that severely cur-

tail access to abortion. The Advocacy Committee for

Women’s Concerns (ACWC) of the Presbyterian

Church (U.S.A.) has responded by raising awareness

about denominational policies on reproductive choice,

advocating for continuation of safe, legal abortion rights

nationwide.

In 1970, the General Assembly declared that “the

artificial induced termination of a pregnancy is a matter

of careful ethical decision of the patient . . . and there-

fore should not be restricted by law.” Subsequent poli-

cies have stressed that reproductive decisions are

matters of individual conscience and that women have

the right and ability to make responsible decisions for

themselves.

The ACWC statement says in part, “We are partic-

ularly compelled to advocate for the poor and women of

color who are disproportionately affected by lack of

access to abortion services. All health care in the United

States must be seen through the lens of life-endanger-

ing inequalities, such as distance and financial

resources. These inequalities are unjust and must be

addressed.

As we consider the biblical mandate to ‘choose life,’

we choose to affirm women’s lives as valuable, as

endowed by God to be agents of their own well-being,

and as granted by society to have the right to make

decisions about their bodies without governmental

interference.”

Presbyterian Women in the Presbyterian Church

(U.S.A.), Inc., guided by the actions of the Presbyterian

Church (U.S.A.) General Assembly and committed to

advocating for the rights of women worldwide, fully

supports the Advocacy Committee for Women’s Con-

cerns of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.)’s position on

safe, legal abortion rights.

Read the full statement at www.presbyterianmis

sion.org/story/advocacy-committee-for-womens-

concerns-issues-statement-on-abortion-rights/ and a

statement from the Stated Clerk of the General Assem-

bly J. Herbert Nelson II at www.pcusa.org/news/

2019/5/20/abortion-debate-grows-stated-clerk-

reminds-church-/.

mailto:patricia.longfellow@pcusa.org
http://www.presbyterianwomen.org/gathering
http://www.presbyterianwomen.org
http://www.presbyterianwomen.org/giving
mailto:Carissa.herold@pcusa.org
mailto:patricia.longfellow@pcusa.org
http://sion.org/story/advocacy-committee-for-womensconcerns-issues-statement-on-abortion-rights/and
http://sion.org/story/advocacy-committee-for-womensconcerns-issues-statement-on-abortion-rights/and
http://sion.org/story/advocacy-committee-for-womensconcerns-issues-statement-on-abortion-rights/and
https://www.pcusa.org/news/2019/5/20/abortion-debate-grows-stated-clerkreminds-church-/
https://www.pcusa.org/news/2019/5/20/abortion-debate-grows-stated-clerkreminds-church-/
https://www.pcusa.org/news/2019/5/20/abortion-debate-grows-stated-clerkreminds-church-/
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Join PW’s Peace Trip to Korea

PW in the PC(USA) will travel to Seoul and Jeju

Island, South Korea, in 2020. The purpose of the trip 

is three-fold:

• to strengthen our relationships with Presbyterian partners in Korea and

establish solidarity with our sisters for peace in the Korean Peninsula;

• to learn the untold history of Korea and the impact of the United States

upon the lives of Koreans before and after the Korean War by visiting

historical sites and engaging in conversations with our Korean partners;

and

• to gain a better understanding of the context of the Korean conflict and

prepare to be better-equipped advocates and participants in a peaceful

solution on the Korean Peninsula.

The cost is $2,500, not including the cost of air travel, and the applica-

tion deadline is September 19, 2019. To learn more about PW’s peace trip

to Korea, email Cheri Harper, PW’s associate for mission, at cheri.harper

@pcusa.org. Go to www.presbyterianwomen.org/peace to download the

application.

Mark Your

Calendars

October

Domestic Violence Awareness Month

Fair Trade Month

National Bullying Prevention Month

6 World Communion Sunday

6 Domestic Violence Awareness Sunday

11 International Day of the Girl Child

11 National Coming Out Day

14 Indigenous People’s Day

16 World Food Day

20 Children’s Sabbath: Educate a Child, 

Transform the World

24 United Nations Day

25 Orange Day

November

Native American Heritage Month

10 Caregiver Sunday

13 World Kindness Day

17 Hunger and Homelessness Sunday

20 Universal Children's Day

25 Orange Day

25 International Day for the Elimination 

of Violence Against Women

25–D.10  16 Days of Activism against 

Gender Violence

28 Thanksgiving

December

2 Gracious Monday (PW’s Day of 

Gratitude)

3 Giving Tuesday 

5 International Volunteer Day

10 International Human Rights Day 

18 International Migrants Day

25 Christmas; Orange Day

* See presbyterianwomen.org/justice for a
pdf with links to resources.
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Make Your Own “PW UNiting to End Violence” Button 

Have old CDs you want to repurpose? Turn them into a button you can wear to raise awareness of the

global campaign to end violence against women! PW partners with the World Council of Churches on

the Thursdays in Black campaign and with UN Women on their Orange Days/UNite to End Vio-

lence Against Women campaign. PW’s art director, Laura Lee, has cleverly combined those campaigns

into one “PW UNiting to End Violence” logo that can be worn as a button or applied to shirts. Logos

are available at www.presbyterianwomen.org/justice. Use the two-up version on CD label stock (found

at your local office supply store; Avery is a brand name) to craft buttons out of used CDs. Glue a pin

attachment to the back and off you go!

Have a “Courageous Conversation”

in October

October, Domestic Violence Month, is a good

time to take action to address intimate partner

violence. As noted in Cheri Harper’s article on

page 8, an estimated one in three women world-

wide experiences gender-based violence in their

lifetimes. “Courageous conversations” are built on the premise that victims

become survivors when they are given the opportunity to talk about what

happened in a safe, supportive setting. PW groups can begin the conversa-

tions by inviting experts from service organizations to talk about the many

forms of violence that victims face; pastors can make church a safe space by

acknowledging from the pulpit that domestic violence is a reality in the

church and in the community. To learn more, visit faithtrustinstitute.org.

Also see Broken Silence 2.0: An Update on Pastors’ Attitudes and Actions

Around Domestic and Sexual Violence in the #MeToo Era, the updated

report released in September 2018 by IMA World Health and Sojourners

on behalf of the We Will Speak Out U.S. coalition. Search for “broken

silence” at https://imaworldhealth.org/.

http://www.presbyterianwomen.org/peace
http://presbyterianwomen.org/justice
http://www.presbyterianwomen.org/justice
https://www.faithtrustinstitute.org/
https://imaworldhealth.org/
mailto:cheri.harper@pcusa.org
mailto:cheri.harper@pcusa.org
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The Presbyterian

Handbook (Revised

Edition)

Louisville, KY:

Geneva, 2016

Many books have

been published in

the hope that they

would become the essential

guide to Presbyterian beliefs. This one

is a definite contender and definitely

the most fun. Divided into Church

Stuff, Everyday Stuff, Bible Stuff, Pres-

byterian Stuff and Confessing the

Faith, the book works well as a start-to-

finish read and as a useful reference.

The preface says the book is “meant to

spur conversation, to inform and edify,

and to make you laugh. Think of the

book as a comedian with a dry sense of

humor and a degree in theology” (12).

It answers everything from how to

avoid getting burned at the stake to

how to explain predestination to your

friends. While some of the language is

tongue-in-cheek, the book excels at pre-

senting significant concepts in an acces-

sible way. 

Surprised by Paradox:

The Promise of “And”

in an Either–Or

World

By Jen Pollock

Michel

Downers Grove, IL:

InterVarsity, 2019

If you’ve ever read or listened to scrip-

ture hoping to better understand God

but walked away with more questions

than you started with, this book is for

you. Jen Pollock Michel’s third book

won’t give you answers to all your 

questions. Instead, she invites you to

delight with her in the mysteries, para-

doxes and questions that we encounter

as we grow in faith. You might get some

answers along the way, but you’ll defi-

nitely feel a sense of awe at God’s

boundless love and power. Jen writes,

“This is a book about faith in its lived-

in condition—as it abides complexity

rather than resists it. It warns against

fear and hurry, bidding us to quietly,

humbly attend to the rustling leaves of

divine movement” (17). The book

explores paradox through four

themes—incarnation, kingdom, grace

and lament. Each theme has its own

section that closes with questions for

discussion or reflection.  

God’s Big Plan

By Elizabeth F.

Caldwell and

Theodore Hiebert;

illustrated by Katie

Yamasaki

Louisville, KY: Flyaway, 2019

“This is the story of the people of God

found in the book of Genesis—people

who were all alike and liked it that way.

Then, God surprised them.” So begins

this retelling of the story of Babel, a story

of people who thought they understood

their world and God, but then got the

wonderful if sometimes challenging gift

of difference. Following the Babel story,

the authors and illustrator invite readers

to reflect on the diversity of people, 

animals, food, homes and houses of

worship in the world today. The illus-

trations are breathtaking and colorful.

The story uses clear language (and 

new scholarship) to explore the story 

of Babel. Questions for discussion 

are included at the end of the book,

along with a note to help parents 

and educators facilitate discussion of

the book. 

Small Great Things

By Jodi Picoult

New York: Ballantine,

2016

It’s often said that the birth of a baby

brings people together, forges new rela-

tionships. In her recent novel Jodi

Picoult explores both people brought

together and increasingly divided from

one another. Ruth is a labor and deliv-

ery nurse caring for a newborn baby.

Suddenly, she’s reassigned. It turns out,

the parents of the baby are white

supremacists and do not want Ruth,

who is African American, touching

their baby. As the novel unfolds, char-

acters from different backgrounds come

together, with their views and preju-

dices shining a light on race, privilege,

bias, compassion, and belief in a diverse

world. At more than 400 pages, it’s a

hefty novel, but one that moves quickly

and invites the reader into reflection

about what we believe about ourselves

and one another.  

Pages Worth Turning
� � �

If you order through Amazon Smile (smile.amazon.com), a portion of the purchase price will be donated to Presbyterian
Women. Visit smile. amazon.com and select Presbyterian Women as your favorite charitable organization. You pay the same
amount, but PW receives a small gift!

https://smile.amazon.com/
https://amazon.com/
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Every spring when we were

kids, my sisters and I would

pore over the summer camp

brochure from the camp in our

presbytery. We struggled to

choose just one camp to attend

each summer. Drama and arts?

Horseback riding? A week-long

canoe trip? We could count on

this camp to offer the same

themes every summer, so, over

time, we checked off all of the

experiences. We staged plays,

rode horses, broke out the

canoes. 

My sisters loved their weeks

away from home at church

camp. Through hikes and serv-

ice projects, singing and camp-

fires, they learned more about

themselves and their faith. For a

while, I went with them. I learned how

to make friendship bracelets, I cooked

out over a campfire, and I helped put

together my fair share of musical num-

bers at week’s end. But after a few

years, I decided that this particular

camp wasn’t the one for me. It’s not

that it was off-putting. It just didn’t

click with me. 

This is not to say that I don’t seek

and/or find God in the wilderness.

Show me a forest filled with new

blooms or a field lush with wildflow-

ers, and I’ll look on with awe. Go on a

walk with me along a nature trail, and

I’ll relish the time together looking for 

blue herons and bald eagles. I think

learning that I didn’t have to keep

attending a church camp I didn’t love

was a healthy way for me to learn more

about what kind of church community

was right for me. 

I think many of us have had similar

opportunities to find God in nature—

going outside church walls to connect

with our creator and sustainer God.

Perhaps you attended a presbytery or

church summer camp where coun-

selors led hikes and Bible studies, craft

projects and deep discussions. Do you

know how special places like these

have shaped the faith of the other

women in your circles?

Some questions you might ask to

learn more about your PW sisters:

• Tell me about a place that’s played

an important role in your faith.

• How does spending time in nature

help you to connect with God?

• What physical activities allow you

to connect with others in your faith

community? 

• Who has nurtured your faith like a

camp counselor, helping you see

your relationship with God in a

new way and infusing the discus-

sion with fun?

• When have you experienced 

God’s presence in a place that 

surprised you?

Since those childhood summers,

our presbytery’s camp has continued

to play a huge role in my family’s life.

Both of my sisters went on to work

there as counselors, lifeguards and

support staff. Our mom has volun-

teered there as a camp nurse; my dad

serves on the camp’s governing board.

This camp is like a second home for all

of us, even me. It’s the place where we

all learned to put our faith into prac-

tice, each in our own ways.

Hillary Moses Mohaupt is an elder at

Hanover Church in Wilmington,

Delaware.

Who I Am

� � �

BY HILLARY MOSES MOHAUPT
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In thinking about the question “What
do you believe?” the word confession

comes to mind. A confession is a procla-
mation or declaration of one’s core
beliefs. As a preteen, I was introduced to
one of our Presbyterian Church
(U.S.A.) confessions, “The Shorter Cat-
echism,” in my confirmation class, which
included both adults and youth. We
studied this document to explore the
basis of our Reformed beliefs and to
engage in dialogue about our faith jour-
neys as we considered becoming mem-
bers of a congregation. By the time I
stood before the congregation to answer
the elder ordination questions, I was dis-
covering how the documents in the Book

of Confessions reflect scripture and inter-
pret its core values of love, grace and jus-
tice in the life of different Christian
communities throughout church history. 

Since I’m writing about confessions,
I confess I read the Book of Confessions

in its entirety, once I was already
ordained. I curled up with the book, as
one does with a favorite novel. By the
time I reached “The Brief Statement of
Faith,” I was touched by the profound,
tangible faith of so many witnesses who
came before us. One confession in par-
ticular moved me: “The Theological
Declaration of Barmen.” 

In the 1930s, as Hitler and the Nazis

sought control of Germany’s govern-

ment and the church, a group of church

leaders met in the town of Barmen-

Wuppertal to confess their beliefs. The

declaration reminded the church what it

meant to be followers of Jesus Christ

and what it meant to recognize Jesus—

not Hitler—as Lord. Under the “Ger-

man Christian” movement (whose

leaders were selected by Hitler), being a

“good Christian” meant aligning with

Nazi regime values. Anything else could

be considered treason. 

Reflecting on the sections of this dec-

laration, I was reminded that beliefs

have real, day-to-day implications. As

the Book of Confessions, Study Edition

states, “In the freedom of the Gospel,

the church must confess its faith in Jesus

Christ, and do so against all odds and no

matter what the cost.”* To believe the

gospel is to live it, and living it is not

always popular or easy. In the case of

our Reformed siblings in Nazi Ger-

many, it was not safe, either. Years have

passed, yet the words of this confession

still ring true today.

I invite you, if you haven’t already

done so, to get to know the first part of

our constitution, the Book of Confes-

sions, now with “The Confession of

Belhar.” Each confessional document is

an example of how the body of Christ,

at different points in time, answered

“the belief question,” standing and 

proclaiming their beliefs, a reminder to

the church at large of their core values

and true mission.

It is my prayer that as we confess

what we believe, we may be bold enough

to take a serious, honest look at our

lives. May we be courageous enough to

follow the example Jesus Christ gave

us—Jesus, who lived proclaiming the

Good News, who died fulfilling the val-

ues of God’s kingdom, and who rose

from death, giving us hope and abun-

dant life. May the Holy Spirit illumine

us and give us strength as we confess

and live out what we believe in love,

grace and justice. Amén. 

With Cindy Kohlmann, Vilmarie Cintrón-
Olivieri serves as co-moderator of the
223rd General Assembly.

Note

*Presbyterian Church (USA), Introduction to
“The Theological Declaration of Barmen,” Book of
Confessions, Study Edition, Revised (Louisville, KY:
Westminster John Knox, 2017), 352.

We Believe

� � �

BY VILMARIE CINTRÓN-OLIVIERI

Easter, Vladis Chern/Getty Images
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