
Finding God’s Grace Among Us
With banners held high and the 

music swirling even higher, the New 
York Annual Conference got off to an 
exaltant start with Wednesday after-
noon’s opening worship in the Mack 
Arena at Hofstra University.

The gathering received a special 
greeting from Elder Elizabeth Thunder 
Bird Haile of the Shinnecock Nation.

“Hakame! Welcome, in my lan-
guage,” said Haile, who is a member 
of the Hamptons UMC. “I welcome 
you to this island that is both ancient 
in character and is part of us today. 
Despite 400 years of injustice and 
hardship, my people still have hope . 
. . I hope for you a rich experience in 
this sacred place.”

The service then continued with a 
touching video tribute to the 
late Bishop Martin D. McLee, 
who died unexpectedly on 
September 6, 2014. Through 
the photos and the sound of 
his voice, the gathering was 
reminded of the legacy he left 
behind in the short time that 
he had served the conference 
– and of his ministry that will 
carry on.

Bishop Jane Allen Middle-
ton was then introduced and 
welcomed to preside over her 
first conference since becoming 
the episcopal leader in January. 
Liturgical dancers Sheila Beckford and 
Leslie Duroseau escorted Middleton 
to center stage where she was warmly 
and enthusiastically greeted by the 
gathering.

As a symbol of the group’s coming 
together, a small vial of water from 
each of the congregations represent-
ed was collected at four points in the 
arena. Liturgical dancers then carried 
those vessels to the stage and poured 
them together into one bowl as a re-
minder of our baptisms by water and 
the Spirit.

In her message, the bishop ex-
pressed her joy and surprise at being 

back in the NY conference – “my 
spiritual home.

“Never say never when God is 
involved,” said Middleton, who was 
called after retiring in 2012 and will 
lead the NYAC until September 2016.

“In the next four days, the most 
important thing we must do is be open 
to the outpouring of God’s grace,” 
Middleton said, as she exhorted the 
gathering to join her in repeating that 
“the Spirit of the Lord is upon us.”      

Middleton said that she sees her 
purpose in the conference as threefold: 
to heal, empower and prepare. She 
is aware of the need for healing after 
McLee’s death, but additionally from a 
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whirlwind six months with four differ-
ent episcopal leaders.

“This conference can be means of 
grace,” Middleton said, echoing this
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Clockwise from above: Bishop Middle-
ton dances to center stage, water is 
collected from our communities, and 
the gathering is welcomed to sacred 
space by the Shinnecock Nation.



The clergy session confirmed the 
work of the Board of Ordained Minis-
try by approving the commissioning 
of one candidate as a provisional 
deacon, Arletha Miles-Boyce, and 
10 candidates as provisional elders: 
Karina Feliz, Melissa Hinnen, Steve 
Young Dong Kim, Yountae Kim, 
Joyce Jayoon Lee, Sunjoo Lee, Sharon 
Petgrave-Cundy, Alison VanBuskirk 
Philip, Siobhan Sargent and Derrick 
Watson.

Three candidates were also ap-
proved for full membership and 
ordination as elders in the New York 
Annual Conference: Daniel Cho, 
Suhee Kim and Hwi Joon Park. the 
commissioning/ordination service is 
on Saturday morning.

In her message to the clergy using 
the passage Luke 22:25-30, Bishop 
Middleton stressed the need to be 
servant leaders.

“To be a servant leader doesn’t mean 
you get walked on, or you grovel,” 
said Middleton. “you lead with the 
understanding that God is in charge.”

The bishop listed some attributes 
found in effective clergy members:

• Pastors must be clear of their 
own vision for the church.

• Clergy need to have a clear 
sense of their own call, and 

should “recall their call” on a 
regular basis. Know that God 
has placed you where you are.

• A pastor should be a praying 
person and develop ways to 
nurture their own spirituality.

• Taking time away from the 
congregation to be renewed. 
“When you reach into the well, 
you need to be wet enough to 

Many responded to the bishop’s invitation to share how 
they had experienced annual conference as a means of 
grace. The stories told of inspiring music, worship and 
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this year’s theme. “Will you allow 

yourself to be healed as we experience 
God’s grace in this place?”

She also expressed the need to put 
in place structures to empower the 
ministry of our churches and allow 
transformation of the world for Jesus 
Christ.

“We cannot wait for the next bish-
op,” she said. “We must live as if Jesus 
has come again and is in our midst.” 
Middleton noted diversity and gener-
osity as two of the conferences greatest 
assets.

But she said that preparations are 
being made for the next bishop. A 
focus group is exploring the gifts and 
graces needed in our next episcopal 

preaching; calls to ministry – both lay and clergy; the 
wearing of blue armbands to show unity, a sense of coming 
home; and conference as “the land of a thousand hugs.”

Clergy Approve 11 Commissioners, 3 Ordinands

But she said that preparations are 
being made for the next bishop. A 
focus group is exploring the gifts and 
graces needed in our next episcopal 
leader, and the push to increase effec-
tiveness among clergy, the conference 
staff and its operations will contin-
ue. Much needed renovations of the 
conference center and the purchase 
of a new episcopal residence should 
be completed by September 2016, she 
said.

Middleton urged the body to claim 
God’s future for all people in the 
bounds of the New York Conference.

“May we leave here on fire with the 
spirit!”  she asked, “Can we dance 
with the spirit?

put out spiritual burnout,” the 
bishop noted.

• The ability to love your people 
even when they are unlov-
able. Live from a center of love 
because love can do miraculous 
things.

• Be hope for one another. Know 
that what is accomplished is 
only by God’s grace.

Finding God’s Grace in All People
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Latest Appointments
Bernadette Logan to St. Paul’s, In-

wood (LFT). Rev. Logan will continue 
to serve Union UMC in South Ozone 
Park (LFT).

Derrick Watson to First UMC of 
Newburgh and Gardnertown; he is 
currently unappointed.

Christine Lindeberg to Pleasant 
Valley (LFT) (DH); she is currently 
unappointed.

Eileen Freeman (RE) to Trinity, 
LaGrangeville (LFT); she is currently 
serving Gardnertown (LFT).

Jane Kim to Vail’s Gate as district 
hire; she is currently unappointed.

Gertude Nation to Grace, Valley 
Stream; she currently serves Union 
UMC, East Northport.

Mary Langley to First UMC, Hills-
dale, and North Hillsdale UMC as 
a district hire (LFT); she is currently 
unappointed.

John Williams to Trinity United 
Methodist Parish, Newburgh (LFT) 
and Memorial, Modena (LFT); he is 
currently serving Ebenezer (LFT) and 
Rhinebeck (LFT).

George Mangan to Christ UMC, 
Beacon (LFT) and Wiccopee Com-
munity UMC (LFT); he is currently 
serving East Quogue (LFT) and Center 
Moriches (LFT).

John Carrington (RE) to the new 
congregation formed by the merger of 
St. Mark’s and Mt. Calvary, Manhattan 
(LFT); he is currently unappointed.

Peggy Fabrizio (RE) to Poughkeep-
sie; she currently serves Verbank on 
the Green UMC (LFT).

Frank Windom (RE of North Geor-
gia Conference) to Rhinebeck (LFT);  
he currently serves First UMC, New-
burgh (LFT) and Vail’s Gate (LFT).

Parker Prout as a district hire to 
UMC of Mount Kisco (LFT); he is cur-
rently serving the NOW Cooperative 
Parish (LFT).

Patricia Chuppe as a district hire to 
East Quogue (LFT); she is currently 
serving Orient UMC.

Thomas MacLeod to Orient UMC 
(LFT); he will continue to serve as pas-
tor of the North Fork UMC (LFT).

A new “Larger Parish of Central 
Valley” has been formed by adding 
Ft. Montgomery, Highland Falls and 
Sloatsburg to the existing parish of 
Central Valley, Harriman, and Monroe. 
Appointed to this larger parish are:

Vicky A. Fleming (RE) (LFT) who 
is currently serving Ft. Montgomery 
UMC.

Karina Feliz, who is currently serv-
ing Highland Falls (LFT) and Sloats-
burg (LFT).

Wendy Paige, who has been serv-
ing the existing Cooperative Parish of 
Central Valley, Harriman, and Monroe.

A new “NOW Larger Parish” 
has been formed by adding First in 
Brewster and Holmes to the existing 
NOW Cooperative Parish of Drew in 
Carmel, Lake Mahopac, Mount Hope, 
and Purdys. Appointed to this larger 
parish are:

Jennifer Tiernan-Bindler, who is 
currently serving the NOW Coopera-
tive Parish.

Ed Dayton (LFT), who is also cur-
rently serving the NOW Cooperative 
Parish.

Wongee Joh, who is currently 
serving the Holmes UMC and the First 
UMC, Brewster.

Margaret Howe, a member of the 
New Paltz United Methodist Church, 
was elected to succeed Fred Jackson 
as conference secretary in a vote of the 
plenary on Wednesday afternoon.

Jackson, a retired elder, has served 
as secretary for four years. He’ll leave 
the post effective June 15.

Bishop Jane Allen Middleton praised 
Jackson for his service, one he em-
braced with both compassion and wit.

Howe has served the church on lo-
cal, district and conference levels. She 
is treasurer at New Paltz, where she 
assists in leading worship and preach-
ing as a certified lay servant. Howe 
also co-teaches a class with her pastor, 
Rev. Bette Sohm, at Woodbourne Cor-
rectional Facility.

On the Catskill Hudson District 
she serves as one of four district lay 

leaders, as district statisti-
cian, and has been a frequent 
guest leader in the New 
Consecration Sunday Stew-
ardship Program.

On the conference level, 
Howe is a member of the 
Board of Ordained Ministry.
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Conference Secretary Fred Jackson 
gives Margaret Howe a playful hug 
shortly before she was elected to be 
his successor.

Howe Chosen
Conference Secretary

The conference music 
team, including this 
group of incredible 
singers at left, set the 
tone for the spirit-filled 
worship which kicked 
off conference on 
Wednesday afternoon.



After a filling dinner, the laity re-
turned to the arena to explore, “Caring 
For The Whole Person – A Holistic Ap-
proach.”  The Wednesday night ses-
sion started out with a welcome from 
Conference Lay Leader Renata Smith.  
She took time to recognize the Board 
of Laity members and also welcomed 
first time laity to annual conference.  
Then she introduced the leaders for 
session, Rev. Wendy Vencuss, who cur-
rently serves as a disaster spiritual and 
emotional care trainer with UMCOR 
and Donna Jolly, a physical therapist.

After a video featuring “Beverly Off-
track,” who needed a little help when 
it came to self-care, Vencuss 
spoke on the importance of 
self-care.  Using 1 Corin-
thians 6:19 and Proverbs 
14:30 as a scriptural basis, 
she said that God’s goal for 
them is to be peaceful and 
centered on God. Barri-
ers that kept people from 
caring for themselves can 
cause consequences like 
being stressed, tired, and 
irritable.

But in case any of the la-
ity were getting concerned, 
there was hope!  They 
learned that caring for 
themselves is biblical and 
nourishment comes from 
God Himself.  God will 
meet each person where 
they are on their journey, 
which is important when 
it comes to self-care.  One 
does not have to be at a set 
level for God to provide nourishment.

Jolly shared about the physical 
aspect of the journey to wholeness.  
After outlining many benefits to phys-
ical activity, as well as the recommen-
dation of physical activity as endorsed 
by the National Institute of Health, she 
suggested that laity should start with 
what is manageable.  Remember – 
God meets everyone where they are!

Jolly then led the gathering in sev-
eral exercises including shoulder rolls, 
stretching arms and hands, and get-
ting their legs moving – all while seat-
ed in the arena.  The focus on physical 
activity concluded with a reminder to 
get enough rest.  Though it can be a 
difficult task for many, getting enough 
rest will aid in better self-care.

Of course, any discussion about 

self-care would not be complete 
without talking about nutrition.  Laity 
were shown what the suggested nutri-
tional meal consisted and were given 
some helpful web links to sites to aid 
in planning meals along those lines.

Did you know that joy is another 
way to wholeness?  The best way to 
accomplish this is through laugh-
ter.  Laughing is a way to bond with 
others, increases friendliness as well 
as reducing pain and stress, increas-
ing creativity, improving problem 
solving, and providing an increased 
ability to cope with stress.  It also 
helps with blood flow and lowers your 
blood sugar.  All these things were 
experienced as the laity spent a full 
minute laughing after a joke was told.  
Some were laughing because of the 
joke.  Others were laughing because 

someone around them was laugh-
ing.  And others still might have been 
laughing at something not even relat-
ed to what was going on.  But the laity 
were laughing their way to wholeness.

Vencuss closed out the session dis-
cussing the spiritual aspect to whole-
ness.  She let the laity know that God 
wants everyone to be whole in body, 
mind, and spirit.  Time must intention-
ally be set aside for God where God’s 
presence can be felt.  The laity were 
led through a time of centering and 
creating a breath prayer before join-
ing in the hymn “Spirit of the Living 
God.”

As the session ended, the group 
was given a worksheet outlining an 
individual plan for self-care and were 
strongly encouraged to put some of 
the practices into use.
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Laity Explore Trading Stress for Wholeness in God
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Donna Jolly, above, and Rev. Wendy Vencuss, 
below left, spoke about achieving physical and spir-
itual wholeness. Laity were encouraged to create 
their own breath prayer during the session, below.


