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Team Work Gets It Done

Newtown Pastor
Calls for Change
As Key to Legacy
BY REV. MEL KAWAKAMI
Senior Pastor, Newtown UMC

The memorials are gone. The traffi c fl ows as 
normal. The media trucks have disappeared and 
the oily stink of their diesel generators has lifted 
from Sandy Hook village. School has started 
again, albeit six miles away instead of up the 
hill. The adrenaline rush has given way to a dull 
ache. And the answer to the question “where are 
you from?” has been irrevocably changed from 
casual chat to a lump-in-your-throat pain.

Three weeks after the tragedy, the rest of the 
world appears to have moved on: fi scal cliffs and 
New Year’s resolutions, jobs’ numbers and other 
shootings, so while from outward appearances 
things are “normal,” for us in Sandy Hook, it is 
a “new normal.” There is the haunting reality 
that things will never be the same. There are 20 
children who will never grow up, six adults who 
gave their lives for the children, and a family 
who will be branded forever as “the shooter’s.”

But out of that darkness, we saw a great light. 
Not only the message that God is with us, even 
“through the valley of the shadow of death,” 
but also that there is “light in the darkness and 
the darkness shall not overcome it.” Advent 
expectations gave way to Christmas light; 
God’s word and the world were hand-in-hand. 
The bishop and district superintendent came. 
UMCOR and UMCom were here. A fl ame from 
the Church of the Nativity in Bethlehem in 
Israel arrived as a visible reminder of hope and 
faith. And then the cards and letters and gifts 
started; our social media was fl ooded, and the 
telephones did not stop ringing. Your outpouring 
of love and care comforted us in our moment of 
need, and we are deeply grateful.

Our church pulled together in ways that 
could only be described as Spirit-fi lled. Trustees 
and our preschool board greeted visitors at 
the door and our Stephen Ministers listened 

Seasoned and rookie volunteers from South Carolina and Michigan joined 
forces to share their experience, energy and enthusiasm. 

Continued on page 3 Continued on page 6

Members of the Clinton Avenue 
UMC in Kingston, N.Y., brought an 
extra bit of caring love to struggling 
homeowners on Staten Island in 
early December. Lynne Taylor, left, 
and Kathy Dundorf handed out 
Christmas wreaths before going to 
work in a damaged home.

BY KELLY ROBERTSON
When I think about college students and 

Christmas vacation, I see young adults going 
home to spend time with family and friends. But 
that was not the case for some 38 students from 
Clemson University in South Carolina. These 
college students and 27 members and friends 
of the Clemson UMC gave up their Christmas 
vacations to come to New York to help in the 
Hurricane Sandy recovery effort.

They came full of energy, raw excitement 
and little experience. They were ready to do 
whatever was asked of them, no matter how 
dirty or insignifi cant it may have seemed. They 
did everything with exuberance, from gutting 
houses and removing debris to cleaning fl ooded 
basements and removing mold.  These young 
people came in two different trips just before 
Christmas and right after. The fi rst group was 
led by Rev. Lane Glaze, campus minister for 
Clemson UMC and director of Clemson Wesley 
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The News of the New York Conference of the United Methodist Church

1/19, 2/2, 2/16 Basic Lay Servant Classes 
The Connecticut District is hosting the basic class in the Lay Servant 

Ministries series on three Saturdays at First UMC, 188 Rocky Rest Rd., 
Shelton, Conn. Entering the Lay Speaking Ministries requires approval 
from your pastor and charge conference, or church council. The basic 
course no longer includes training in preaching. Sign in and hospitality 
opens at 8:30 a.m.; classes begin at 9 a.m. and end at 3:30 p.m. Register 
by January 11; fee is $25. Download the registration form at: 
www.nyac.com/events/detail/4172. Contact coordinator Mary Brevigleiri at 
860-307-4611, or mbrevigleiri@perrytechnology.com, with any questions.

1/21–24 Course on Planned Giving 
Learn how to start a planned giving program in your church at the 

Planned Giving School January 21-24 in Scottsdale, Ariz. This three-day 
course will provide inexpensive but intensive Christian-oriented training. 
It is designed for people who either want to begin a planned 
giving program or to sharpen their skills in this growing fi eld of 
funding ministry. For more information or to register, go to 
www.gbod.org/PlannedGiving2013.

2/2 Sacred Arts in Worship Workshop 
This workshop will be led by Andreyah Black, an internationally 

acclaimed gospel recording artist of Global Worship and Arts Royale 
Institute. 10 a.m. to 3 p.m., Tremont UMC, Bronx, N.Y. Cost: $15
per person; $100 for a group of seven or more. Contact 
tremontumc@optonline.net for a registration form and more information.

2/23 Young Women in Mission
The young ladies of the United Methodist Women in the Metropolitan 

District will host this event with Rev. DeLois Davis, from 11 a.m. to 2 p.m. 
at Calvary UMC, 1885 University Ave., Bronx, N.Y. 10453. Donation is $15; 
lunch will be served. Contact Helena Cooks at 917-533-4727, or Ruth Jones 
at 718-994-8965.

3/9 Black College Luncheon
More information to come.

3/15–17 IGNITE 2013 
Youth from across the conference are invited to “Raising the Belief ” 

at Camp Quinipet Retreat Center on Shelter Island, N.Y. There will be 
a dance party with a disc jockey, games, worship and music. Register 
before February 22 for $159; after February 22 for $179. Roundtrip bus 
transportation available from each district for $50. To register, go to:
http://nyac.com/registrations/register/55.

5/18 Mozambique/NY Connection Celebration
Meeting and luncheon from 10 a.m. -1 p.m., New York Conference 

Center, Room 115.

6/5–8 New York Annual Conference
More information to come.

8/3–20 VIM Trip to Mozambique
For more details and to apply for the trip, got to 

http://nyac.com/vim/detail/12.

8/1–3 The New “NYAC Mission U”
Formerly the Cooperative School of Christian Mission, this event 

is planned for Western Connecticut University in Danbury, Conn. 
More information to come. Coordinator is Janet Keyes; email her at 
jeksom@comcast.net.

Watertown Seeks Music Minister
Watertown UMC in Connecticut seeks a part-time music 

minister to provide both congregational and choral music for Sunday 
worship. Candidates should have the ability to lead both traditional 
and contemporary worship styles. The music minister will provide 
instrumental accompaniment for congregational singing and an adult 
choir. A children’s choir and/or bell choir would also be available. 
Please send a resume to: The Watertown UMC, Attn: Music Search 
Committee, 305 Main St., Watertown, CT 06795, or via email at 
wumcsec@optonline.net. For more information, call the church 
at 860-274-3785.
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Newtown Pastor Calls for Rekindling of UMC Vows

PHOTO BY JOSEPH EWOODZIE 

Bishop Martin McLee, center, joins Newtown UMC Pastors Jane Sibley and 
Mel Kawakami in the preparations for Holy Communion on the Sunday 
following the Sandy Hook shootings. 

Continued from page 1
to those who came to cry and pray. Others 
coordinated with the Red Cross and the media 
who camped out in our parking lot. When they 
got tired, sister churches provided help. Our 
members answered the phones, opened mail 
and catalogued gifts. Others sat in homes during 
funerals and others made meals and made sure 
we were fed. It was amazing grace to see the 
Body of Christ come together in a crisis.

Now our recovery implies next steps. Hope 
and healing are long-term goals. One consistent 
response we have heard from you and the world 
is: “What can we do to help?” What can we do 
that will become a lasting legacy to those who 
lost their lives on December 14, 2012? 

The bears and angels and fl owers have been 
transformed into a compost destined for the 
memorial that will be built for the students 
and teachers, so what do we do before this 
tragedy fades from the national psyche until 
the next tragedy? Consider at least two things. 
First, that you, personally and institutionally, 
address the larger cause of social justice that 
includes access to mental health resources, 
diminishing gun violence and lowering the 
tolerance of violence in our society. Second, our 
prayer in the New Year is that God will rekindle 
our United Methodist membership vows for 
prayers, presence, gifts, service and witness. We 
ask that you fi nd some way to honor a child of 
your congregation or community within those 
vows. Then let us know what you’ve done. We 
have established a web site at www.numc.us/
she/ for you to let us know what you did and that 
we can share it with the world. These notes will 
support us in our mourning and be an ongoing 
memorial to those who died.

Again, thank you all so much for your 
support. It has carried us through the darkness. 
Please continue to hold us in prayer and may we 
have a blessed New Year.

* * * * *

Responding in Generosity,
Compassion for Newtown

The tragedy in Newtown has prompted 
acts of incredible generosity and simple 
commitments to compassion.

Jan Stumbo, a 64-year-old member of 
the Hindman UMC in Hindman, Ky., was 
shocked and brokenhearted for the parents 
and grandparents of the schoolchildren who 
were killed. In an email to The Vision, the 
grandmother of six wrote, “My pastor challenged 
us to give Jesus a gift for Christmas at the service 
the Sunday before Christmas, and I decided that 
on the 26th of each month I would do something 

for someone who couldn’t repay me—in 
memory of those 26 who lost their lives.”

An act of spontaneous generosity brought 
nearly $40,000 in donations for the Newtown 
community from the Mount Pisgah UMC in 
Johns Creek, Ga., according to the Johns Creek 
Herald. In an outpouring of love and care for the 
devastated community, the Georgia congregation 
wrote more than 800 prayer cards and collected 
money to support the ministry of the Newtown 
UMC.  

“This Sunday worship was one of the 
most sacred and moving moments I have ever 
experienced,” said Mount Pisgah’s Senior Pastor 
Steve Wood. “I am very proud of Mount Pisgah 
and very proud to be their pastor.”

In a letter thanking Mount Pisgah for their 
prayers and support, Newtown Senior Pastor 
Mel Kawakami wrote in part:

“Grace and Advent peace to you from Sandy 
Hook, Connecticut.

“We, as you, were in the midst of holiday 
celebrations and preparations when, on 
December 14, the unimaginable violence of the 
school shootings took place in Sandy Hook. The 
aftermath of that event has transformed our 
season, though there are blessings and steady 
lights amidst the darkness. Your generous gift is 
part of the blessing, and we are so very grateful . . .

“Through the week, people have called, 
written, and come to us with prayers, tears, and 
remembrances. Other churches shared their 
experience and resources, sent their Stephen 
Ministers, raised us up with their prayers. We 
are supported by many, many Prayer Chains. 
We hope that sharing of goodwill dominates 
the eventual memory of this time. Your gift will 

Continued on page 4



The parents of Chase Kowalski have established a 
memorial fund to honor their son and to help those 
affected by the tragedy at Sandy Hook Elementary 
School. Seven-year-old Chase was among 20 
students and six teachers killed at the Newtown, 
Conn., school on December 14.

Stephen and Becky Kowalski say that their wish 
is to remember their son’s vitality and spirit and 
that of all of the victims. According to the fund’s 
Facebook page, “Our vision is to inspire change 
across our American communities to ensure our 
children are safely protected from something like 
this ever happening again. We will begin by enabling initiatives focused on 
children, family, healing and school safety that will positively change the 

lives of children and their families in our local community.”
Becky Kowalski has shared the story that her son visited her in a 

vision two days after he died. She and her husband say that the visit has 
strengthened their resolve to set up the fund in the hope of saving other lives.

“I don’t know where it’s going,” Becky Kowalski told the New York Daily 
News. “All I can say is that it’s in the beginning stages. But after I received 
that vision from Chase, my sadness left me and I have been strong since.”

One of Chase’s two older sisters, Brittany, is a member of the Newtown 
UMC, having been confi rmed last year, according to Senior Pastor Mel 
Kawakami.

More information about the memorial fund, which is registered as a 
public charity, and can be found at: http://www.chasekowalskifund.com/. 
Contributions may be sent to the Chase Kowalski Scholarship Fund, c/o 
People’s Bank, 470 Monroe Turnpike, Monroe, CT 06468.
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Chase 
Kowalski

Georgia Church
Sends Prayers,
Donation

Family Launches Memorial Fund to Honor Son

Bishop: Hold Onto Manger Promise
December 14, 2012

Beloved Friends,
By now you may have heard of the 

unimaginable tragedy that occurred today at the 
Sandy Hook Elementary School in Newtown, 
Connecticut. The prayers of the nation and even 
the world are now directed toward the families 
of the Sandy Hook–Newtown community. The 
Reverend Mel Kawakami, senior pastor of the 
Newtown UMC will host a prayer vigil this 
evening.

Friends, in the midst of this tragedy, draw 
closer to your loved ones, especially the children. 
Reassure them of God’s love and your love. While 

we cannot undo this carnage, we can respond 
with the message of hope and healing that our 
Lord and Savior Jesus the Christ offers to us all.

Through the tears of a nation, remember the 
promise of the Psalmist:

“Weeping endures for a night, but joy comes 
in the morning.” (Ps. 30:5.)

The grief of this tragedy is still unfolding. 
However, in this Advent Season of hope and 
love, let us remember the Christ Child and the 
promise of the manger.

O’ Come O’ Come Emmanuel.
All my prayers,

Bishop Martin D. McLee

AN IAUMC PHOTO BY ARTHUR MCCLANAHAN

A memorial of candles, fl owers, stuffed animals, and cards for the children 
and 6 adults who died at the Sandy Hook Elementary School in Newtown, 
Connecticut on December 14, 2012. 

help us fi nd ways to extend that connection and 
outreach, as well as providing healing services 
within our congregation and in extension to the 
sorrowing community beyond . . . 

“Thank you for being part of our family in 
our time of trouble. We will use your gift with 
the purpose of spreading Christ’s peace to those 
in need of solace and healing. Beloved, we trust 
we will continue in your prayers and close to 
your hearts as you will be in ours.”

A member of the Newtown congregation, 
Marvin Paige, was visiting in Georgia during the 
Christmas holidays and had the opportunity to 
worship at Mount Pisgah UMC and thank the 
congregation personally for the gift.

3 Pastors a ‘Beacon of Light’
In a letter Connecticut District 

Superintendent Ken Kieffer, sent to district 
churches just days after the shooting, he wrote:

“Among the countless conversations I have 
had with God this week are ones where I have 
thanked Him for putting in place, for such a 
time as this, a trio of clergy at Newtown UMC 
who simply could not be more caring and 
compassionate and empathetic.

“Using the gifts with which God has so richly 
blessed them, Mel Kawakami, Jane Sibley and 
Sue Klein have been able to offer grace, comfort, 
hope and promise to the friends and families 
of those who were lost on that terrible day. Even 
in the midst of their own grief, these ministers 
each remain a beacon of light and love for those 
walking through the valley of the shadow of 
death.”
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Teaching
What’s Right
Never a Waste

Do you ever feel as though you are wasting 
your time? Some days as educators and parents, 
we know that the kids we most want to reach 
just feel as though we are wasting their time.

When our teachings are not greeted with 
excitement, or when we don’t see our kids 
progressing the way we would hope, we may 
begin to think that it is all just a waste of time. 
But, in our heart of hearts, we know better. It’s 
never a waste of time to teach the right stuff.

Are you thankful for all the people who 
“wasted their time” teaching you lessons that 
you really weren’t interested in learning? Oh sure, 
there are the big things like math and English 
and science—subjects we would have avoided 
at the time, yet have proven to be extremely 
good stuff to know. But there are even more 
important lessons that were taught in subtle, and 
sometimes not so subtle, ways. Things like:
Always play fair.
Share.
Treat others the way you want to be 

treated.
Don’t spend money you don’t have.
Respect your elders.
If you have to work for something you 

will appreciate it more.
Say please and thank you (even if you get 

something you don’t want).
Don’t sweat the small stuff.
The list could go on and on. As children, 

we didn’t always want to play fair, we did want 
things we couldn’t afford; we did (and still do) 
think some of the small stuff was worth fi ghting 
about. But thank God for our parents, teachers, 
pastors and others who “wasted our time” 
teaching and modeling the lessons we really 
needed to learn. 

And so, let’s not fret about “wasting time” in 
passing on those important, timeless lessons. 
Someday, some child somewhere will make a 
good decision and say, “Thank you for wasting 
my time.”

For more information on the Children’s Home, 
call 800-772-6904, ext. 131 or visit the web site at 
www.chowc.org. Please feel free to send donations 
directly, or use the New York Conference advance 
number 60-0588.

Santa Delights with NYM Visit
Santa thrilled the children at the New York Methodist Hospital in Brooklyn 
during a pre-Christmas stop in the outpatient pediatric clinic, and he even 
got smiles out of the hospital staff and the helpful fi refi ghter-elves from 
Engine Company 220, and Ladder companies 122 and 105 of the FDNY.

Oh, Thank Heaven for Babies!
Three pastors in the Long Island West District recently welcomed new babies to their families:

Chris Yi and Hyeonjin Jang’s fi rst child, 
Alexander San Yi, was born on October 
4. Proud grandfather Rev. Kenny Yi notes 
that the birth date is “very meaningful in 
the Korean language.” 10-04, pronounced 
phonetically ChunSa, means an angel. Chris 
Yi is the pastor at Island Park UMC and 
associate pastor at Astoria Korean. 

Mathias Thomas Colaco-Curry—called 

Thomas—weighed in at 6 pounds, 5 ounces 
on December 4. He’s at home with mom, 
Maria Colaco, big sister, Lily, and dad, Matt 
Curry, who is the pastor of Grace UMC in 
Valley Stream, N.Y.

Abigail Ara Cho was born to Daniel J. and 
Cathy Haerin Cho on December 13. Dad is 
the associate pastor at First UMC in Flushing, 
N.Y.
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Work Builds Strong Bonds

Sandy Relief Update

Continued from page 3
Foundation, and Rev. Peggy Garland is the pastor 
of Lawrence Chapel UMC in Central, S.C. Jad 
Taylor, the youth minister at CUMC, shepherded 
the second team.

Lane, who holds to the school of thought 
that you can only learn so much from a book, 
believes his students need to experience life.  
He makes it a priority to create what will be 
transformative learning experiences for his 
students, whether it be a trip to New Orleans or 
New York. After a week of service on Long Island, 
none of these students—or anyone who came in 
contact with them—will ever be the same.  

In a stroke of divine scheduling, early 
response team volunteers from Maine, Ohio, 
and the Detroit and West Michigan conferences 
arrived to stay at St. Mark’s UMC in Rockville 
Centre, N.Y., while the Clemson crews were there.

These seasoned ERTs, including several 
pastors, were awesome. They bonded quickly 
with the students and divided up to form new 
teams with the students. Bob McCormick and 
Eric Miller, experienced trainers from the 
Michigan teams, taught the second group of 
students about mold removal 
and the basics of gutting houses. 

By the time they departed, 
the Clemson team was 
experienced relief workers, and 
some great relationships had 
been created.

McCormick, who has 
responded to a number of 
disasters as an ERT, said, “This 
has been the best trip. These 
young people are so fi red up 
and excited, it has just been 
contagious!” To think this was 
not planned; it just happened 
that both groups showed up at 
the same time. God is good!

Lane did not turn anyone 
away that wanted to come and help, which 
made for a diverse group that included middle 
school and high school students. One couple, 
the Mason’s, brought along their three children. 
While mom and dad went out to work on 
demolition, the children stayed behind to 
help organize clothes and serve food. People 
were surprised that parents would bring their 
children to see such suffering and devastation. 
However, the happiness and infectious delight 
that the children radiated soon stemmed the 
questioning. 

Both the teams from Michigan and South 
Carolina were grateful for all those in the NYAC 
who made the opportunity possible, especially 

Long Island East Disaster Coordinator Warren 
Ferry, Freeport Site Manager Gus Segredo, Pastor 
Jeff Wells of Community UMC, and Pastor Bob 
Grimm at St. Mark’s UMC.

Rev. Garland, pastor of Lawrence Chapel 
UMC, may have summed it up perfectly when 
she was asked, “What can one group do?”  She 
replied, “ Each group is like a drop of water that 
is fi lling up a glass.” 

Help us fi ll this glass.

Robertson is part of the NYAC disaster response 
team and is handling public relations and 
providing a UMC presence in the long-term 
planning process in Connecticut.

The “Clemson Team” included 
university students, above, and 
families like the Masons, below.

Debris removed from Sheepshead 
Bay UMC in Brooklyn. The church 
has had to rely on a generator to 
provide a little heat and some lights 
since fl oodwaters from Superstorm 
Sandy damaged the electrical 
system.

Rev. Joseph Ewoodzie, NYAC disaster relief 
coordinator, reports that by mid-February our 
efforts will move from the ERT stage to the 
long-term recovery phase. That move will allow 
Volunteers in Mission teams with high school-
aged members to aid in the recovery.
VIM leaders will still need to gather the 

personal and skill-related data on their teams 
and then register to receive a job assignment 
at, http://nyac.com/registrations/register/87. 
By registering for each trip, the disaster 
coordinators can account for insurance 
coverage and guarantee that a work site will 
be ready when your team arrives. 

Individuals, churches and groups may also 
donate funds through UMCOR online or by 
texting from your cell phone. Details are at 
http://nyac.com/news/detail/454.

Rev. Dr. Arthur McClanahan, a former elder 
in the NYAC and now communications 
director for the Iowa Conference, has 
produced a series of videos about 
Superstorm Sandy and the recovery efforts 
that can be viewed on the conference web site 
at: http://nyac.com/pages/detail/1889.

St. Mark’s UMC, in Rockville Centre, 
N.Y., and Hicksville UMC are providing 
overnight accommodations for volunteers 
coming to help out in the recovery. A 
slideshow of the amenities available 
at each church can be found at: 
http://nyac.com/galleries/category/7.
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UMC Team a Bright Spot in Recovery

New Disaster Trailer Ready to Roll
The new LIE District disaster relief trailer was blessed 
for ministry on December 3 by a group that included: 
Rev. Jeff Wells, Rev. Dorrett Johnson Agu, Pastor Gia 
Lynne Hall, Pastor Bob Grimm, Rev. Joseph Ewoodzie, 
Rev. David Henry, Rev. Adrienne Brewington, Warren 
Ferry and Rev. Tom Hazelwood, UMCOR’s executive 
secretary for Disaster Response in the United States. 
It will be deployed from the disaster offi ce at Freeport 
United Methodist Church. Donations to fully equip the 
trailer may be sent to the Long Island East District 
Offi ce, 357 MacArthur Blvd., Hauppauge, NY 11788.

BY KELLY ROBERTSON
Lynda Herndon moved from 

her small town home in Ohio to 
New York to pursue a job with 
the Queens Symphony Orchestra.  
Herndon fell in love with New 
York and wanted to make it her 
home.  After working her way up 
to become the orchestra’s executive 
director, Herndon decided to 
purchase a home.  It was a buyer’s 
market at the time, so a home on 
the water was an obtainable goal.

 In October 2008, she 
bought that waterfront house in 
Freeport—a home she considered 
to be her retirement nest egg. By 
the time she would be ready to 
retire, Herndon assumed that the 
value of the house would be enough 
to make a profi t of the sale, move 
to her dream location and live 
comfortably for the rest of her life.

But then Hurricane Sandy 
changed all of that. Herndon, 
who was somewhat familiar with 
hurricanes having weathered Irene 
in 2011, knew to move her car to 
higher ground and to safely put 

surprise was the 39-foot boat that 
came to rest in her yard, directly 
on her oil tank.  In order to check 
for any damage, the oil tank would 
have to be emptied and inspected 
before any heat could be turned on 
in her home.

So Herndon has been dealing 
with two separate, but equally 
time-consuming issues—the 
interior of her home and the boat 
in the yard. Herndon, like so many 
other Sandy survivors, contacted 
her insurance company and the 
Federal Emergency Management 
Administration (FEMA) to get 
things started on the house. 
Paperwork, deadlines, phone 
calls, inspections, and evaluations 
became daily activities. Also, she 
had to be home when the power 
company or inspector visited. If she 
missed the visit, there was no telling 
when another opportunity would 
come along. The process has been 
grueling, said Herndon, who lost 
her job two weeks before Sandy hit.

Getting the boat removed 
would also be a long process. While 
neither her homeowner’s insurance 
nor the boat owner’s coverage 
would cover the costs, Herndon has 
been able to fi nd some humor in 
her predicament.

“. . . I was only dealing with one 
boat in my yard, but my neighbor 
had fi ve in his,” she said.

Herndon quickly discovered 
that in a time of emergency, “her 
value to the government” (as she 
calls it) was not very high.  Being 
a young single woman with no 
children, she did not fi t into any 
special classifi cations.  Even if 
she called fi rst or was fi rst in line, 
she discovered that someone with 
children or someone that was ill or 
the elderly would be given priority. 
The volume of calls and people in 
need in the Freeport area following 
Hurricane Sandy left Herndon’s 
problems at a low priority. 

But a bright spot for Herndon 
came after she sought help through 
the disaster relief site that the 
New York Annual Conference has 
established at Freeport United 
Methodist Church. A team of 
“angels,” as she calls them, gutted 
Herndon’s home in November and 
December, removing the mold in 
seven rooms and in the garage. 
Although she’s unable to calculate 
the value of the physical labor, it 
was the emotional and spiritual 
support that was truly priceless.

To fi nish up the renovations, 
Herndon says she will need to 
front the money for the work or 
fi nd a contractor willing to wait to 
be paid until the job is completed 
and inspected by the insurance 
company. And although she had 
started a consulting business after 
losing her job, Herndon cannot 
qualify for a small business loan 
through FEMA. Many of her clients 
have lost their own businesses.  

But after nearly two months of 
living in her home without heat or 
hot water, the oil tank was emptied 
and inspected. A huge crane was 
brought in to remove the boat from 
her yard.

Although Herndon has a long 
way to go before her life returns to 
any form of normalcy, at least the 
boat is gone. She did make it back 
to Ohio to spend the holidays with 
her family. And Herndon has the 
memory of that wonderful team 
from the United Methodist Church 
coming and helping her when she 
needed it the most.  Herndon is so 
grateful for her “Band of Angels.”

away her 19-foot speedboat.  She 
did not want to lose either one.

Little did she know what 
damage Hurricane Sandy would 
leave in its wake. By the end of the 
storm, Herndon had water in her 
fi rst fl oor and garage—everything 
was a total loss. But the biggest 

Freeport resident Lynda Herndon is dwarfed beside 
a 39-foot boat that Superstorm Sandy dumped in her 
yard. 



January 18, 20138 NEW YORK ANNUAL CONFERENCE NEWS

BY KATHY L. GILBERT AND VICKI 
BROWN
A UMNS Report

The world can break your heart on the most 
ordinary day of your life.

It happened to the Rev. Gregory S. Clapper 
on a hot July day in 1989 as he was driving his 
family to a mall in Sioux City, Iowa, to see the 
movie “Peter Pan.” As he was parking the car, he 
noticed a large plane fl ying low, heading for a 
local airport.

A few moments later, a thick black line of 
smoke rose from the direction of the airport. 
Clapper got back in his car, turned on the radio 
and heard the fi rst reports that United Airlines 
Flight 232 had crashed.

Clapper, recently commissioned as a chaplain 
for the Air National Guard, was a “baby” 
chaplain—he had not attended chaplain school 
yet—but he knew where God wanted him to be.

He was on the tragic scene moments after 
it happened. He walked among the bodies, 
comforted the injured and tried to help 
survivors come to terms with what had just 
happened.

Today, Clapper is professor of philosophy 
and religion at the United Methodist-related 
University of Indianapolis and the author of 
“When the World Breaks Your Heart: Spiritual 
Ways of Living with Tragedy.”

He was one of the featured speakers at the 
fi rst United Methodist convocation for police, 
fi re and crisis-responder chaplains sponsored by 
the denomination’s Board of Higher Education 
and Ministry. The event focused on clergy who 
volunteer as crisis-care responders.

The purpose of the event was to care for 
the caregivers, said the Rev. Bruce Fenner, 
director of the division that endorses United 
Methodist chaplains. Many times the chaplains 
are volunteering their service in addition to 
the ministry in which they are assigned and 
appointed.

The event was attended by 40 chaplains; 
speakers included professionals who have 
experience in crisis ministry.

“Every day traumatic events (large and 
small) transpire in communities across our 
country.  Amongst the emergency responders 
and often unnoticed, are police, fi re and crisis 
responder chaplains who volunteer to serve and 
minister in the midst of chaos and brokenness,” 
Fenner said. “Their presence and compassion 
is not only invaluable to the professionals they 
serve, but (also to) the men, women and children 
who are the benefi ciaries of their service.”  

“Why, God?’
Clapper and other speakers talked about the 

mystery of tragedy, the lingering question of 
“Why?”

The Rev. Michael Comer, an endorsed 
chaplain and psychologist, coordinates stress 
management with people such as police and fi re 
agencies involved in traumatic incidents.

He told the story of a police offi cer he worked 
with who was called to the scene of a teenager 
with a gun. He arrived just as the young man 
shot himself. Comer had also been called to the 
scene and saw the offi cer put his fi nger in the 
bullet hole in an attempt to stop the bleeding.

The offi cer fi nished his shift, worked the 
next night, then called his supervisor to say he 
was feeling sick. “That was the last shift he ever 
worked as a police offi cer,” Comer said.

Comer said there were probably many 
reasons the offi cer reacted the way he did, but 
often times people feel there was something they 
could have done that would have prevented the 
tragedy.

Clapper said the pilot of United Airways 
Flight 232 did a remarkable job in bringing 
the plane into the airport yet he heard him 
questioning, wondering, if he could have done 
something different.

Conduit for the Spirit
Comer told the chaplains that as clergy 

responding to terrible events, they “become 
Christ to someone else … a conduit for the Holy 
Spirit.”

But he warned that the cost of caring can be 
high, saying that he has changed a great deal 
because of his work as a chaplain. “I used to 

believe the world was basically fair and people 
were good. Now I believe fate is fi ckle and don’t 
trust anyone.”

Spiritual resources for recovery
The Rev. Gregory S. Clapper in his book 

“When the World Breaks Your Heart” offers 
spiritual resources broken down by chapters for 
people struggling with the aftermath of tragedy.

He urged the chaplains to fi nd something 
good, something kind, to balance the diffi cult 
situations they face.

The Rev. Gretchen Hulse, a police chaplain 
in Pittsburgh, said she copes by talking with 
friends who are chaplains and understand what 
she faces, as well as engaging in a lot of physical 
activity and meditation.

The Rev. Anna Bell of Coolidge, Ariz., a 
volunteer chaplain with the Arizona Highway 
Patrol, agreed that gatherings of other chaplains 
are crucial.

“Part of what’s really good about this 
meeting is that we’re together to hold one 
another up,” Bell said. She said the Arizona 
chaplains get together regularly because no one 
in their local church can really understand what 
they face in responding to trauma.

Clapper wrote in his book one of the lessons 
he learned after the plane crash was “our 
personal histories are the lenses that bring the 
present into focus.

“We worship a God who gives us freedom 
to do things that maybe God doesn’t approve 
of,” Clapper said. But in fi nal refl ection he has 
learned, “even in tragedy, God is here.”

Don’t Forget to Care for Disaster Caregivers 

Rev. Jeff Wells, left, of Community UMC in Massapequa, N.Y., visits with 
parishioners whose canal-front home was fl ooded by Hurricane Sandy.
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Blessings for a Happy New Year!

The staff, cabinet and extended cabinet of the New York Annual Conference surround Bishop Martin D. McLee for 
a photo opportunity during the “12-12-12” Advent party at the White Plains, N.Y., conference center. 

Rev. St. Clair Samuel, who has served as superintendent 
for the Metropolitan District for the past two years, has 
requested and been granted a return to congregational ministry, 
effective July 1. Bishop Martin D. McLee has met with the 
Metropolitan District Committee on Superintendency to begin 
the selection process, and expects that “an announcement will be 
made in the weeks ahead.”

Prayers, thanksgiving and best wishes to Evelyn Brunson, 
who retired after 15½ years of dedicated and faithful service as 
administrative assistant to three bishops—Martin D. McLee, 
Jeremiah J. Park and Ernest Lyght. An event to honor Brunson is 
being planned fro March 3.

Welcome to Cheryl Fortune, who began work as the bishop’s 
administrative assistant on January 2. Fortune had served as 
the administrative assistant for New Rochelle UMC. She has a 
background in administrative support in the corporate sector 
and holds a graduate degree in publishing. Fortune is a deacon 
in the Baptist tradition.
The bishop asks for prayers for Samuel, Brunson and Fortune 

during each individual’s time of transition.

News from the Bishop’s Office NYM Hospital Hosts
Day of Dance for Health

New York Methodist Hospital (NYM) welcomes families to “get their 
dance on” at the National Day of Dance event on Saturday, February 9. The 
Day of Dance is a program of the Spirit of Women Hospital Network, and 
will be emceed at NYM by the reigning Miss New York, Mallory Hagen. 

“Ultimately, the goal of the Day of Dance is to educate New Yorkers on a 
variety of cardiovascular conditions, to teach families about healthy choices 
that they can easily incorporate into their daily lives, and to have a lot of 
fun at the same time,” said Mark J. Mundy, New York Methodist Hospital’s 
president and CEO. 

Classes to be offered at the Day of Dance include ballroom, ballet, zumba, 
hip hop, belly dancing, hula hoop, salsa and yoga.

As part of the event, NYM will also offer screenings for blood pressure, 
glucose/blood sugar, and body-mass index, as well as a “pharmacy brown 
bag” session. 

The Day of Dance will be held at New York Methodist Hospital’s 
Carrington Pavilion, 506 Sixth Street in Brooklyn, from 10 a.m. to 2 p.m. 
Admission is $10, and kids under 12 are free. To register, or for more 
information, go to www.nym.org/dance, or call 855-NYM-WELL.
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Continued on page 11

Camp Paraguay: Ministry to Mestizo Children
BY REV. KENNY YI
Long Island West Superintendent

If John Wesley were alive today, would he be 
concerned about Paraguay?

Few will argue against the understanding 
that our mission as United Methodist 
Christians is to make disciples of Jesus Christ 
internationally. Wesley expected that the 
spiritual transformation of the heart would 
affect the entire society and the world. In the 
18th century, Wesley did not use the words 
“healing a broken world” as we do today. His 
concept of spiritual transformation, however, 
clearly envisioned this kind of healing. Wesley 
said the grace of God is the “therapeutic power 
of God.”

I went to Paraguay on Christmas Day 2012. 
It was a trip to commemorate the upcoming 
10th anniversary of Camp Paraguay: A Ministry 
to the Mestizos of Paraguay. A ministry that all 
started with a simple television program.

In 2003, I was invited by the Korean 
Methodist Church in Paraguay to hold a revival 
for the Korean immigrants in Paraguay. While 
staying at a hotel in Asuncion, the vision of the 
healing of the brokenness for a particular group 
was conceived.

I turned on the television in my hotel 
room to fi nd an evening show, a Paraguayan 
program similar to CBS’ “60 Minutes.” I casually 
watched an interview with a Korean-Paraguayan 
girl, wearing a typical Korean dress. She was 
crying before the camera and a televista 
(anchorwoman) asked her why she was crying. 

a precious treasure to God. They, too, are part of 
God’s family, and, as believers, we are called to 
be the fi rst to reach out to orphaned children.

Wesley’s concept of divine grace, the 
therapeutic power of God, should be employed 
in the healing of these broken children—
not only from the physical separation from 
their earthly fathers, but also from spiritual 
separation from the heavenly father.

Thus began Camp Paraguay.
I was then the pastor at New York Plainview 

United Methodist Church on Long Island. 
Several times a year, short-term Volunteers in 
Mission teams of 20 to 65 people would travel to 
Paraguay to run a retreat camp for the mestizo 
children in Paraguay. The camp provides a 
time to worship, play games, and share stories 
and talents with each other. It has also created 
opportunities for these children to learn how to 
play musical instruments, to study the Bible, and 
receive pastoral care and counseling.

This was also a great time for mission 
volunteers to really love and care for children 
who have experienced so much hardship, and to 
teach them that God the Father will love them 
and be their supporter and provider throughout 
their entire lives.

The ministry began with only a handful of 

She told the televista that she cried because she 
didn’t know where her Korean father was.

The next morning, I contacted the 
Korean Embassy in Paraguay to obtain more 
information about children like the girl, a 
mestizo—half-Korean, half-Paraguayan. In 
Paraguay, it is estimated that there are more than 
a few thousand Para-Asian children living under 
the care of their mothers or grandmothers.

After a series of attempts, I met a nine-year 
old mestizo girl, Yijae (pronounced as Jihye). 
She had a beautiful smile and big brown eyes, 
but she was quiet and kept to herself. Our 
commonality, some kind of kinship allowed 
us to relate easily to one other. We began with 
some small talk about her age and her family. 
She came with her grandmother and her two 
brothers.

When the conversation turned more 
personal, toward questions about her parentage, 
her eyes were immediately wet and tears ran 
down her cheeks. She didn’t know where her 
father was. I turned the conversation toward 
soccer and other pleasures that nine-year-olds 
enjoy. Around us were the sounds of other 
kids just like her. Yijae wasn’t the only one who 
didn’t know her father’s identity. They were all 
fatherless.

But every one of these forgotten children is 

Worship at Calvary UMC in Botanico, one of the poorest neighborhoods in 
Asuncion, Paraguay. Teams from New York Plainview UMC built the church 
and school fi ve years ago, and despite a high crime rate, the church is 
receiving lots of new believers. Camp Paraguay kids also serve here.

Rev. Kenny Yi with one of the teens 
from Camp Paraguay, 12-year-old 
Yeram, who speaks Korean with no 
trace of an accent.
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Continued from page 10
kids. But soon, through connections and word 
of mouth, we discovered 65 kids who were living 
in extreme poverty and needed help. And the 
numbers have continued to grow.

In the last ten years, the Plainview UMC has 
made “spiritual family ties” with more than 100 
kids through Camp Paraguay. Some have gone 
on to Bible colleges, some to medical school, 
some have married, and others went to Spain or 
Argentina for their careers.

Camp Paraguay also started a vocational 
school for the mothers, teaching them sewing 
and hairdressing. We have taught the older teens 
to give back to their community by training 
them to become Bible study leaders for the 
children in the rural town of Falcon on the 

A small class meeting outside at the Church of Botanico in Paraguay.

Mission to Aid Forgotten Children in Paraguay
Paraguay border with Argentina.  We built small 
wooden houses for the Toba Indian Guarani 
communities, and built a school and church in 
Botanico, one of the poorest regions in Asuncion.

On one visit, we taught them how to dig 
wells, and they drilled fi ve water wells for the 
communities that really need “living water.” As 
these children grow up and mature into healthy 
men and women who love God, I am grateful 
for the blessing it has been to serve them. I hope 
and pray that this ministry will one day continue 
in the hands of the children themselves, and 
that they may become beacons of light in their 
country, sharing the love and grace of Jesus 
Christ with all. I also appreciate New York 
Plainview UMC for their partnership in ministry 
and mission even after my departure in 2009.

Blessed to Be a Blessing
The United 
Methodist 
Church of the 
Highlands 
(Highland Falls, 
NY) put together 
Thanksgiving 
baskets and 
distributed them 
to neighbors who 
needed a little 
help during the 
holiday season. 
Each basket is 
meant to feed a family of 5, complete with a turkey or ham. Pastor Ed 
Dayton stands in the back row center.

Since the State Department issued an 
updated travel warning on December 28 many 
have sent inquiries and concerns to the Haiti 
Response Plan regarding our mission work in 
Haiti.

Rev. Tom Vencuss, project coordinator, issued 
the following statement from the offi ce in Haiti:

“Many of you have seen the US State 
Department advisory regarding travel to Haiti. 
The State Department has maintained a travel 
advisory for a number of years now. From time 
to time it is modifi ed or updated. We have talked 
with persons close to the Embassy and been told 
that there is nothing new in country that would 
pose a new threat to Americans or our teams. We 
have also spoken with UMCOR leaders and they 
have not received any new advisories,” Vencuss 
wrote.

Vencuss: 
Team Safety 
“First Priority” 
in Haiti

Since the beginning of the 
Haiti Response Plan in 
May 2010, we have hosted 
a total of 359 UMVIM 
teams, representing 3,105 
volunteers. Praise God for 
your service and support!

“On the ground here, team safety is our fi rst 
priority. Through UMCOR we receive updates 
on travel, weather, and other in-country issues. 
We maintain contact with pastors and church 
leaders in several locations, and our drivers and 
interpreters have a grassroots network to report 
on any concerns that may arise. We also provide 
security persons and emergency vehicles for all 
teams.

“Our staff has arrived and been through 
the airport and reports that the new entry area 
is beautiful, quicker to process passports, and 
easier to navigate,” he continued.

“If you have any questions or would like to 
discuss any of the security issues with us, please 
feel free to call our offi ce. Updates as we know 
them will be posted to our Facebook page.”

Editor’s note: The Haiti offi ce is currently 
experiencing some diffi culty with their Internet 
access. If you need to reach someone in the Haiti 
offi ce, please email Susan Meister in her US offi ce, 
haitivolunteers@yahoo.com, and she will forward 
your question/request.
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Rev. David P. VerNooy 
Reverend. David P. VerNooy, 83, died at home on December 22, 2012, 

after a long illness. VerNooy served at Bethany, Springfi eld Gardens, 
and Sheepshead Bay in Brooklyn; First and Chester Hill in Mt. Vernon; 
Metropolitan Duane in Manhattan; Seaford and Peekskill UMCs.

After retirement in 1993, VerNooy was active in Christ Church 
United Methodist in Beacon, N.Y., the Rotary, and taught at the Fishkill 
Correctional Facility. He and his wife participated in four mission trips 
abroad to Haiti, Ireland, Bolivia, and Guatemala.

He is survived by his wife, Eleanor (Ellie); four children, Linda (A.M. 
Noel) VerNooy, Diane (Daniel) Gallagher, David S. (Nancy) VerNooy, and 
Crystal (Frank) Mayer; nine grandchildren; a brother, Robert VerNooy; 
and several nieces and nephews. A memorial service was held December 
29 at Christ Church. Expressions of sympathy and support may be sent to: 
Eleanor VerNooy, 36 Bayview Ave., Beacon, NY 12508-3133.

Memorial contributions may be made to Christ Church, 60 Union St., 
Beacon, NY 12508-2217, or the General Board of Global Ministries, 475 
Riverside Dr., New York, NY 10115.

Rev. Wilbert Taylor Bradley 
Reverend Wilbert Taylor Bradley, a retired elder of the New York Annual 

Conference died on December 20, at age 73.
Bradley is survived by his wife, 

Josephine; son, David T. (Beth) 
Bradley, and grandchildren, Taylor 
and Dylan T. Bradley. A son, Paul T. 
Bradley, preceded him in death.

Bradley, who was known as 
Bert, served the Searing-Roslyn 
UMC for 28 years – from 1983 
until his retirement in 2011. Prior 
service included appointments 
to Napanoch and Ulster Heights, 
Hauppauge, Highland Avenue and 
Ossining Heights, and Ossining 
United. He served as chaplain for 
the Albertson Hook and Ladder, 
Engine and Hose Co. #1, Nassau 
County Fireman’s Association, 
Nassau County Fire Chief ’s Council, 
North Shore Fire Council, Southern New York, 8th Battalion Past Chiefs and 
Executive Council of Fire Districts, and was past chaplain of F.A.S. NY & 
Ossining Fire Department.

The service of death and resurrection was held December 24 at the 
Searing-Roslyn UMC, followed by interment at the Searing-Roslyn United 
Methodist Cemetery, Albertson, N.Y.

Expressions of sympathy may be sent to David and Beth Bradley, 139 
Devon Road, Albertson, NY 11507. Memorial gifts may be sent to Searing-
Roslyn UMC, 134 IU Willets Rd., Albertson, NY 11507.

Rev. E. Grace Soltis
Reverend Edna Grace Soltis, 69, died on December 17, 2012.
Rev. Soltis received deacon’s orders and became a provisional member 

of the New York Conference in 1986, followed by elder’s orders in 1989.
Soltis served in appointments to the Cairo, South Cairo and Round Top 

churches in New York, and in Waterbury, Conn. She went on disability leave 
in 2000 and retired in 2008.

A memorial service was held December 21 in the Chapel at Wesley 
Heights in Shelton, Conn.

 

Rev. Charles W. Cheeseman 
Reverend Charles W. Cheeseman, a retired associate member of the 

New York Annual Conference, died December 16.
Cheeseman, 71, was an accomplished watercolor artist who shared his 

talent with his grandchildren. He also was a gifted guitarist who played for 
family and friends.

He served the following churches: West Sullivan Parish; White Sulphur 
Springs, Harris and Jeffersonville; Islip and Coram. Cheeseman took 
disability leave in 2000 and retired in 2007.

Rev. Cheeseman is survived by his wife of 11 years, Patricia Cheeseman; 
fi ve children, Robin Bianculli, Pauline Thalmann, Andrew Cheeseman, 
Chuck Cheeseman and Michael Ippolito, as well as 11 grandchildren and 
six great-grandchildren.

A memorial service was held December 22 at the Setauket United 
Methodist Church, Setauket, N.Y., with Rev. Sandra Mantz offi ciating. 

Memorial gifts may be sent to the Lustgarten Foundation, 1111 Stewart 
Ave., Bethpage, NY 11714, or to the American Cancer Society.

Rev. Seaborn Benjamin Gay
Reverend Seaborn Benjamin Gay died December 7, 2012, at age 87. 

A member of the New York Annual Conference, he began his ministerial 
career in the African Methodist Episcopal Church.

 Rev. Gay earned a bachelor’s degree in 1950 from Morris Brown College 
in Atlanta. He served in the Air Force, from 1951 to 1955 and 1961 to 
1964. In between, Gay earned a bachelor of divinity degree from Gammon 
Theological Seminary, Atlanta, and was awarded a master of sacred 
theology degree by Drew University. Rev. Gay directed the country’s largest 
Neighborhood Youth Corps at the New York City Mission Society from 
1965 to 1971.

In 1971, Gay was appointed to South Ozone Park, Queens, where he also 
served on the Jamaica Senior Citizen Advisory Committee. He was received 
into conference membership in 1973. He then served St. Matthew’s in 
Ossining, N.Y.; Willis Avenue UMC in the Bronx; and St. Luke’s UMC in New 
Rochelle, N.Y. He was a founding member of the pastoral care committee 
at New Rochelle Hospital Medical Center and served on the Trinity-St. Paul 
Episcopal HIV/AIDS advisory board and the New Rochelle’s Mayor-Clergy 
Council.

Rev. Gay was honored as pastor emeritus at St. Luke’s, and continued 
to serve in that community on the New Rochelle Interreligious Council, 
and the Salvation Army Advisory Council. After his retirement in 2009, he 
served the Port Chester UMC for three and a half years.

A funeral service was held on December 11 at the Meadows Mortuary 
in Atlanta. Interment was at the Georgia National Cemetery in Canton.

OBITUARIES

Rev. “Bert” Bradley 
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Sports Help Warriors on Way to Healing
BY KATHY L. GILBERT
A UMNS Report

Deep in the heart of the Pentagon, warriors 
are warming up for several rounds of fi erce 
volleyball competition.

The gym is an assault on the ears: dozens 
of volleyballs hitting the hardwood fl oor, deep 
baritone shouting of teammates pumping up 
teammates, shrill whistles.

This is the second annual Wounded Warriors 
seated volleyball tournament, and it includes 
all branches of the military pitted against each 
other—and each team is in it to win.

Many of the men and women on the fl oor 
today are missing arms or legs or have scars 
across their heads and bodies.

Everyone 
competing in this 
tournament is 
wounded, ill or 
injured. Most are 
young men with 
shaved heads, but 
there are a few 
women competing 
or on the coaching 
teams. The Special 
Operations Forces 
stand out because 
many have long hair 
and beards.

An announcer 
points out before each 
round that the rules 
of the game for seated volleyball are the same as 
regular volleyball except for three things: The net 
is lower, size of the court is slightly smaller, and 
some part of the player’s torso must maintain 
contact with the fl oor at all times or a “butt lift” 
will be called.

Cpl. Dylan Kelley, 22, of the Marine Corps is 
participating for the fi rst time today.

“It’s very motivating, especially to see double 
amputees, other people fi ghting cancer, just 
coming out here and giving it their all, you know, 
putting their whole heart and soul into the 
game,” he said. “You know, just everybody comes 
away winners, all the time.”

Some injuries are “in-your-face” apparent but 
for others like Kelley, the wounds are not visible.

Invisible wounds are hard to mend and 
anyone who has gone to war is wounded, says 
the Rev. Laura Bender, a United Methodist Navy 
chaplain who serves at the United States Marine 
Corps Wounded Warriors Regiment in Quantico, 
Va. Bender is an elder in the New York Annual 
Conference.

“War changes everyone … some of us are 

way to stay connected to other veterans. She is 
in a three-year assignment as the regimental 
chaplain for Wounded Warriors, a Marine unit 
charged with the administrative and non-
medical care for all wounded, ill and injured 
Marines.

She is here today, cheering on two teams of 
Marines. Bender spends a lot of time at events 
like this. She also goes to cowboy challenges, 
cycling races, wheelchair basketball and ice 
hockey.

better able to manage the changes in our lives. 
But some have physical ways in which they are 
not able to manage as well.”

Scarred by war
Invisible wounds can include traumatic 

brain injury, post-traumatic stress disorder 
or a serious illness such as cancer. Sports 
competitions like this seated volleyball game are 
part of the treatment for these service members.

Bender describes it as a pathway or 
transition to another stage in their lives and a 

UMNS PHOTOS BY JAY MALLIN

Wounded, ill and injured current and former members of the military 
compete in a sitting volleyball tournament in the Pentagon gym on Nov. 20, 
2012. The Army’s Warrior Transition Command hosted the tournament in 
recognition of Warrior Care Month. 

Commander 
Laura Bender, 
chaplain of 
the Marines’ 
Wounded Warrior 
Regiment, is an 
elder in the New 
York Conference.
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Soldiers Deal With Wounds of Body, Soul
The Rev. Laura 
Bender, a United 
Methodist Navy 
chaplain and 
regimental 
chaplain for 
Wounded 
Warriors, shares 
a moment of 
laughter with 
Lance Cpl. 
Damaso Soto. 

UMNS PHOTOS
BY JAY MALLIN

Continued from page 13

These games are a chance to build 
camaraderie, teamwork and to enliven their 
spirits, she said.

Many times warriors with invisible wounds 
begin to self-medicate, or they engage in thrill-
seeking behavior, or look for an opportunity to 
return to combat—all ways to keep them from 
feeling that pain, she said.

“But there comes a point for most people 
when coping mechanisms that they have been 
using are not suffi cient any longer. And at that 
point then they need to seek some assistance.”

Soul wounds
“When you talk about wounds that are 

invisible, I think one of the greatest wounds is 
the soul wound,” Bender said.

She gave an example. Recently she was riding 
bicycles with some of the wounded warriors 
in an athletic-conditioning program. One man 
started lagging behind until he was alone with 
the chaplain.

“He looked over at me and he said, ‘You know 
chaplain, I … I killed a child.’ ”

Medication, new prosthetic legs and mental 
health treatment had given him almost normal 
movement and helped with his depression, but 
he still had that issue—he had killed a child, she 
said.

“Those kinds of issues would make a person 
come to the door of a church and say, ‘Am I really 
welcome here? I know these people have called 
me a hero, but am I really?’”

Those harsh memories make someone 
wonder if God still hears their prayers, makes 
them ask, “Am I still loved by God?

“I think addressing soul wounds is one of the 
major areas that the church needs to fi gure ways 
to get at, and certainly it is something that I, as 
a chaplain, spend a good deal of time working 
with service members about.”

Sitting on the front row with Bender are 
other staff members of the regiment. She also 
spends a lot of time caring for them.

“It’s very stressful to hear stories of family 
pain, individual’s wounds and not be affected 
by it,” she said. “So I spend a good deal of time 
actually assisting the staff members so that they 
are better able to do the jobs that God has called 
them to do.”

Finding faith again
Jenny Sullivan, program manager for the 

Warrior Athlete Reconditioning Program for the 
Marine Corps, helped organize this event as part 
of Warrior Care Month, which is in November.

She is a lifelong United Methodist and proud 

to be one. She has a picture of her home church, 
First United Methodist Church at Isle of Palms, 
S.C., on her iPhone. She knows the important 
role chaplains play.

 “A lot of the time, especially with the 
wounded service members, their spirit is down 
and faith gets questioned,” she said. “They 
question why something bad happened to them. 
It takes time for the chaplain to help them fi nd 
their faith again.”

Sullivan worked for the Army for six years in 
the recreation department. She was deployed to 
Iraq for six months where she was in an accident 
and had to be fl own out. During her own 
recovery, she realized there was a lot that could 
be done for wounded service members through 
recreation.

“To be a Marine you have to want to join the 
Marine Corps and you are probably a different 
kind of guy or girl,” she said. “To come back and 
need to be taken care of … it’s heartbreaking for 
some of them.”

Events like today give them an opportunity to 
be competitive, to have people cheering them on, 
to have something to take their minds off their 
injuries, she said.

“They probably won’t sleep well tonight. They 
may ice up some body parts. But they’ll be on 
an emotional and spiritual high for the next few 
weeks,” she said.

First line of defense
People of faith—churches—can be 

instrumental in helping someone heal from soul 
wounds and traumatic body wounds.

“Everyone out here has been wounded in 
some way, shape or form. I believe in the power 
of prayer. And that’s what got me through a lot of 
things,” said Staff Sgt. Nestor Cruz. “The church 
is our fi rst line of defense … at least that’s what I 
believe.” Cruz has cancer and he said competing 
in this game was “phenomenal.”

“That support back home is … it’s the 
biggest thing we all need.”

Bender, 53, remembers when she heard God’s 
call to military chaplaincy. It was during the fi rst 
Gulf War as she was watching CNN and hearing 
the reports about what was happening.

“I was a civilian pastor and yet I stood there 
staring at the TV, saying, ‘Who’s providing 
pastoral care for these people?’ and ‘I bet the 
ones who are doing the hardest jobs are the 
youngest, who cares for them?’ I had absolutely 
no idea that seven or eight years later I would 
end up in the military.”

She has spent a lot of time working with 
congregations and many of The United 
Methodist Church agencies to provide resource 
material on welcoming home the warrior.

Military members and their families are 
not projects to be fi xed. That is the fi rst thing 
congregations need to remember, Bender said.

Sullivan added, don’t forget about a wounded 
warrior.

“They need that support. And it needs to 
continue ‘cause they’re not gonna grow their 
limb back and they’re not gonna always recover 
from an injury 100 percent and so they’re always 
gonna need the support. I just don’t want people 
to forget about ‘em.”

Retired Chief Warrant Offi cer Shawn Dunn, 
competing on a veteran Marines team, was 
winded after several tough rounds. He said it 
is great to see people with all kinds of wounds 
playing so hard.

He understands what they are going through 
and how much more they will need on their way 
to recovery.

“You know you have succeeded when they 
stop defi ning themselves by their injuries.”

To view the UM Communications photo slideshow 
with this story, click on this shortened link:
http://bit.ly/U1fIHT.


