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“… suffering produces endurance, 
and endurance produces 
character, and character 
produces hope, and hope does not 
disappoint us, because God’s love 
has been poured into our hearts…”                
Romans 5:3-5 

I recently re-read my “Pastor’s 
Pen” from January 2020. Oh, my…  

“Coronavirus,” “Covid-19” and 
“pandemic” were not yet part of 
our vocabulary. We were starting 
to plan my installation as pastor at 
BMC. (No, you haven’t forgotten it. 
It didn’t happen. But you all did 
throw me a wonderful, distanced 
birthday celebration a few months 
later!)  

Last January I was anticipating 
face-to-face visits around the 
community, lots of time with 
students, and generally getting to 
know Bethany much better. Well, 
you know what happened. As a 
result of the “novel coronavirus” 
there’s been little face-to-face  

 

 

anything, and much of the year’s 
learning has been about building 
and maintaining virtual 
community through technology. 

I’m so grateful to the leaders of 
Bethany Memorial Church who 
have brought their “A-game” and 
helped us gather in worship 
through Facebook Live, expand 
our programming to include 
weekly Bible Study and Prayer 
Group through Zoom, and 
continue the outreach ministries 
and administrative life of the 
congregation. We’ve added new 
members and said good bye to 
others who have transitioned into 
their heavenly home.  

We begin 2021 with a sense of 
cautious optimism regarding the 
pandemic. The first of our 
neighbors are receiving 
vaccinations, and we are hopeful 
that before the end of the year we’ll 
be able to gather in each other’s 
presence once again.  

 

 

I think we all know that we won’t 
be “getting back to normal,” 
however. There has been true 
suffering to endure. Some of us are 
among the more than 400,000 
Americans who have lost loved 
ones due to Covid-19. Some of us 
will be catching up on events like 
funerals and weddings that 
couldn’t take place during 
pandemic isolation. Some of us 
will still be without jobs, as many 
restaurants and small businesses 
that had to close will be shuttered 
permanently.  

We’ll need to look forward, not 
back, in order to address with 
character and hope the challenges 
that lie ahead. 

Other new vocabulary suggests 
issues we need to address – as 
society and as people of faith. We 
now use phrases like “essential 
workers” and “front line workers” 
where the “front” is not a 
battleground in Europe or the 
Middle East but rather every  
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 BMC’s Mighty Oak 

by [Article Author] 

hospital and health clinic in the U.S. and around 
the world. “Essential” workers are often those who 
we are used to thinking of as the most easily 
replaceable – certainly the lowest paid – and yet, 
these grocery clerks, hospital cleaning crews, in-
home caregivers, food processers, delivery truck 
drivers, etc. are the ones who have kept our 
economic infrastructure running and made it 
possible for the rest of us to isolate.    

Looking forward, we may need to ask, “Why are 
people we call ‘essential’ paid poverty level wages?” 
“Why are people of color disproportionately 
working in these low-wage positions?” “What is the 
role of people of faith in addressing these issues?” 

Elsewhere in this newsletter, you’ll be invited to 
engage with the BMC family in thinking through 
some of these questions together as we move into 
our Faithful Conversations with the Christian 
Church of Wilkinsburg. I look forward to these 
conversations and many others.  

We’ve been through a lot in 2020. I hope we will 
find that, despite the losses, we’ve also gained 
some wisdom that will help us come back stronger 
and more ready than ever to “run with 
perseverance the race that is before us.” (Hebrews 
12:1) I pray that, despite it all, we will find 
ourselves full of “the hope (that) does not 
disappoint us, because God’s love has been poured 
into our hearts.”     

 

You might remember last year when this newsletter 
contained an article about a tree in front of the church 
building that was scheduled for removal. A mighty oak 
removed because it was said it was past its prime and in 
the process of dying, threating roadways and power lines 
with falling limbs. We paid homage to that tree. 

We are reminded of Job 14:7 (NRSV): 

“For there is hope for a tree, 
    if it is cut down, that it will sprout again, 

    and that its shoots will not cease.” 

Now, if we take this scripture literally (which we probably 
are not supposed to!) we should surely by now see oak 
shoots all around the rotting stump.  

But there are no shoots. There is something better. On a 
recent visit to the home of Judy Pyle, Sharon Watkins was 
presented with a gift of acorns from the offspring of that 
very tree. 

It turns out that twenty or so years ago, Lawrence Pyle had 
the foresight to recognize that the tree would not always be 
there. He collected acorns from it with the plan to plant 
them at his home. Surely the tree at the church would have 
to come down in the near future. But despite it coming up 
at many Board meetings, the decision to take down the 
tree was not officially made until last year. 

By then, Lawrence and Judy’s “church offspring” had 
grown too much to transplant. But Judy offered Sharon 
acorns. 

Now, we only need to grow a tree. With God, all things are 
possible! 
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“Here in Bethany, where paths 
cross and journeys begin, we 
rejoice in God’s love and grace 
and our belief in Jesus Christ.” 
So reads the Bethany Memorial 
Church (BMC) vision statement. 
Alongside that vision, one of our 
core values is to “celebrate the 
diversity of God’s creation as a 
gift to the human family, and 
open our celebrations, 
sacraments, ministry and 
membership to all people.”   

The implications of our vision 
and values came into focus last 
summer as several Bethany 
College students and alumni/ae 
wrote to the community about 
some disturbing moments they 
had spent at Bethany. They 
described misunderstandings 
and mistreatment, disrespect 
and bigotry related to racial and 
cultural differences among 
students, faculty, staff and 
members of the larger 
community.  

The board at Bethany Memorial 
Church took notice.  

BMC, though small in numbers, 
has a big reach. We serve the 
village of Bethany, the wider 
environs and Bethany College. 
Scripture tells us, “if one 
member suffers, all suffer 
together…” (I Cor 12:26;) 
therefore, it seemed that we as a 
church of “God’s love and grace”, 
celebrating diversity, should 
respond to the hurting members 
of the college community. 

We were also aware that our 
denomination, the Christian 
Church (Disciples of Christ) has 
made a long priority of resisting 
the impact of racial prejudice 
and bigotry. The letters from the 
students, together with our 
denominational priority, seemed 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Faithful Conversations on Race 
by Rev. Dr. Sharon Watkins 

Caption 2 style is used to add 
picture captions. Captions are in 
text boxes for easy placement 
relative to images. 

to be calling us to join in efforts 
to dismantle the effects of 
historic racism even right here in 
Bethany. 

The place to start is with 
ourselves. Does our nearly one 
hundred percent white 
congregation even know how the 
effects of “historic racism” play 
out in our midst? Do we 
understand what it feels like to 
be a person of color coming into 
the community of Bethany, WV? 
What do we need to learn in 
order to respond meaningfully to 
the information shared by the 
students? 

As a first step, you will find in 
this newsletter a Racial Justice 
Statement affirmed by the BMC 
board that describes the 
purpose, goals, and types of 
programs we anticipate.  

You will also find an invitation 
from The Christian Church of 
Wilkinsburg, with whom we 
have partnered for many years in 
various ministries. The 
Wilkinsburg church has long 
sought to live as a multi-racial, 
multi-cultural community of 
faith. They have invited us to 
join with them in a series of 
Faithful Conversations on race, 
beginning this month on 
January 24.  

Hopefully, many of us will join in 
the conversation. The more we 
listen and learn, the sooner we 
will find our best role in 
embodying God’s love and grace 
when it comes to matters of race.   

(For more information on the 
BMC Racial Justice 
conversation, please contact one 
of the following: John Cole, Jan 
Forsty, Holly Hillgardner, Debra 
Hull, Helen Moren, Gerard 
NeCastro, Sharon Watkins) 

 

“There is neither Jew nor 
Gentile, neither slave nor 

free, nor is there male and 
female, for you are all one in 

Christ Jesus.”  

 (Galatians 3:28 NRSV) 

 Purpose  

As members of the Christian 
Church Disciples of Christ, our 
Racial Justice mission is to 
educate ourselves and others in 
the Bethany community on the 
reality of racial injustice and 
nurture a collective resolve to 
eradicate systemic racism from 
our language and behavior.  

  

Goals  

 Examine our complicity, 
exclusionary beliefs, actions, 
and behaviors as individuals 
and as a Disciples 
community.  

 Develop programs that ensure 
individuals understand the 
systemic nature of racism and 
are motivated to work 
together with others to  
address it. 

 Worship in inclusive and anti-
racist ways that recognize the 
worth of all people.  
 

 Programs/Training to 
Achieve  

1.  Self-awareness  
2. Understanding and            
valuing others  
3. Knowledge of societal 
inequalities   
4. Skills to interact effectively 
with people in diverse contexts. 
5.  Skills to foster equity and 
inclusion. 

BMC RACIAL JUSTICE 

STATEMENT 
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A few weeks ago in our Bible study 
scriptures the word horn appeared 
in one of the passages in Psalms.  
For some unknown reason my 
mind obsessed on that word and I 
jumped down what I call a “rabbit 
hole”.   Looking for meaning and 
translations of words through 
multiple references on the 
internet, the word unicorn 
emerged.  As it turns out, the 
word unicorn appears as many as 
9 times in some translations of the 
Bible. 

As a child my grandmother was 
the Bible guru in the family.  

Beside her chair in the sitting 
room where she knitted, hand 
stitched quilt patches, and worked 
on crafts from atop a tv stand, was 
a Bible.  The leather was cracked 
and worn, some of the pages were 
wrinkled or the corners dog-
eared, and it contained a lot of 
hand written side notes in the 
margins. 

Thinking back, if I had ever heard 

my Grandmother read the word 

 

 

unicorn from that old Bible, I 
would have believed in unicorns 
with all my heart based on faith 
alone.   In fact, in my imaginary 
playground, I would have fought 

anyone to the death over the 
reality of unicorns.  I would have 
jumped on my pony Ginger and 
led a band of Israelites through 
the backwoods of the farm looking 
for unicorns, rounded them up 
and drove them back to the corral.  
Just like we did every evening to 
bring the dairy cows into the milk 
barn. 

Now I know that unicorns are a 
mythological creature verified to 
my satisfaction by research and 

education. The Hebrew word 
re’em is what some translations 
interpret as unicorn, but likely 
more relevant to the oryx which 
sported large horns and was the 
precursor to the modern cow, and 
now extinct.   

In light of everything that is 
happening around us today, 

 

 

 

 

especially the recent incident in 
our nation’s capital, I ponder the 
experience of truth.  When 
President Trump called for 

everyone to go home and ended by 
saying, “We love you” to his 
supporters, the reaction I saw in 
some of the videos to the word 
“love” was astounding.  I can fully 
acknowledge that while some had 
the agenda to destroy and capture, 
there were many there just to 
support a man they fully loved.  
Love is a very powerful word. 

These are hard times to navigate.  
It would be so much easier to ride 
my horse looking for unicorns but 

that is a truth I fear I’ll never 
experience. We must all seek 
knowledge and most importantly 
live in the likeness of Jesus.  That 
is our experience of truth.   

The green fruit of a tree only 
ripens with time.  What will be the 
fruit of our nation? Harvest time 

is coming and we have a lot of 

work to do.  

 

 

 

  

UNICORNS? 
by Brenda Hart 

Editor’s Note: 

If you are curious as to in which scripture of the Bible unicorns are mentioned,  
you will need a King James version. 

 
 

 In Numbers 23:22 and 24:8, the Bible speaks of the strength of a unicorn. 
 Deuteronomy 33:17, Psalms 22: 21 and Psalms 92:10 speak of the 

unicorn’s horn. 
 Job 39:10 and 39:10 both speak of the unicorn not tilling the earth. 
 In Psalms 29:6, the unicorn is likened to a young calf skipping, while Isiah 

34:7 mentions unicorns in the same context as bulls and bullocks. 
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From Your Pastor 

Dear Bethany Memorial Beloved, 

What a surprise to open the envelope and see the Christmas love gift from all of you! Thank you.  

Your generosity and expressions of care never cease to amaze and humble me. In a year when we have 

been isolated from each other's presence in so many ways, you have continually managed to find ways to 

help me feel connected.  

I am so grateful to God for calling me to serve in the midst of this beautiful community. Once again - 

thank you for remembering Rick and me at Christmas.  

Praying for a New Year of faithful ministry together. 

Blessings, 

Sharon 

 

A Note From Our Sister Church in Wilkinsburg (and more!) 

“The Christian Church of Wilkinsburg with a 
long history of studying and working toward 
racial justice is excited to welcome Bethany 
Memorial Church in our first joint 
conversation.  Following the murder of George 
Floyd the CCW decided to move to monthly 
instead of bi-annual conversations about 
racism.  Sometimes they invite a speaker. 
Sometimes they view a brief video clip.  The 
conversations always begin and end with prayer 
because this is deep spiritual work. For this first 
joint conversation in January we will take folks 
on a virtual “Walk Around the Block” of the 
CCW neighborhood through photos and brief 
presentations by the CCW team on racial 
disparities in public education, housing, 
business, food insecurity, health care, drugs and 
violence.  This is designed to be a true 
conversation where folks share and ask 
questions and receive in a spirit of Christian 
hospitality opinions that are different from their 
own.  A zoom link will be sent during the week 
before this conversation.   Welcome Bethany 
Memorial Church!  We believe God is doing 
a new thing for both congregations!” 

 

BMC has partnered a number of years with the 
Wilkinsburg church. Through the generosity of 
your offerings and the Kirkpatrick Trust, 
financial support has been provided in times 
of urgency. In addition, among other projects, 
BMC members and friends have participated 
in Wilkinsburg’s annual Christmas Santa’s 
workshop. Due to the coronavirus, 
volunteering with 2020 workshop was not 
feasible, but gifts and toys were contributed by 
BMC members. 

We hope you will join us in these 
“Conversations about Racism.” The “Walk 
Around the Block” has been postponed, 
however, at the first, the discussion will center 
around “Covid-19 and Racial Disparities” 
and will take place on Sunday, January 
24 from 1:30 until 3:00 on Zoom.  If you 
would like to participate in this Faithful 
Conversation (or any forthcoming once 
announced) please email Sharon Watkins at 
swatkins@bethanywv.edu or call the church 
office at 304-829-7138.   Once we have the 
Zoom link, it will also be included in the 
weekly bulletin. 

mailto:swatkins@bethanywv.edu
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Nobody hungry, nobody 
thirsty, shade from the sun, 
shelter from the wind, 
For the Compassionate One 
guides them, takes them to 
the best springs.  
~ Isaiah 49:10  
(The Message    Bible) 
 

One of the greatest concerns 
throughout this pandemic has 
been for refugee and displaced 
populations. People in 
resettlement communities often 
live in close proximity where 
distancing is not possible, and 
safe water and sanitation facilities 
are not readily available. This 
makes those in a tenuous situation 
even more vulnerable. 
Throughout the pandemic, Week 
of Compassion has engaged in a 
wide-ranging response to meet 
growing needs. Through local 
Disciples congregations, we share  
support as churches work to feed 
and care for members and 
neighbors in need. At the same 
time, we support our network of 
global partners as they continue 
and adapt their critical work, 
including meeting the urgent 
needs of refugees. In Jordan, 
Disciples partners have carried 
out critical, life-saving mitigation 
efforts to stop the spread of 
disease. These partners have also 
adapted psychosocial support and 
livelihood programs to meet 
emerging needs—empowering 
communities to build for a 
hopeful future, and equipping 
women and children through 
education and vocational training 
opportunities. These programs 
will be critical in moving forward 
towards sustainable living 
following the pandemic. These 
programs have connected with 
more than 20,000 refugees so far   

 

(primarily Syrian and Palestinian) 
currently living in Jordan. Of that 
number, most are women, 
children and youth; populations 
that are especially vulnerable in 
resettlement situations. With the 
global refugee crisis at an all-time 
high-- and still escalating—
countries that take in a high 
number of refugees play a critical 
role in minimizing suffering. 
Currently, refugees account for 
10% of Jordan’s population. The 
nation of Jordan has been and 
continues to be very hospitable to 
refugees from conflicts in nearby 
countries. However, COVID-19 
has had a significant impact on 
their economy and so the need is 
great, and the country’s capacity 
to support refugees has been 
strained. The UN, as well as other 
organizations and faith-based 
groups have been working to help 
meet the growing need. This 
recent distribution was part of a 
larger Week of Compassion 
response through partners in the 
region. As our partners share: 
“With generous contribution from 
our partner the Christian Church 
Disciples of Christ, [we] managed 
to reach more than 450 families 
and provided them with needed 
food items and hygienic kits that 
contain items to deal with the 
pandemic such as sanitizers, hand 
gloves, face masks, hand soap, 
toilet paper, hand tissue, Clorox, 
and thermometer.” Distribution 
events included awareness 
sessions about Covid-19 
prevention and precautions. These 
gifts of food and much needed 
hygiene and healthcare items have 
a significant impact on the well-
being of many in challenging 
living situations in three refugee 
camps in the north of Jordan. 
Peter Makari, Global Ministries’  

 

 

 

Executive for the Middle East and 
Europe says: “The Church in the 
Middle East, even though it is 
small in numbers, is known for its 
compassion and social 
engagement, and response to 
human need. Recipients are not 
necessarily Christian, so this 
support is an affirmation of the 
Church’s witness to all members 
of society-- especially the most 
vulnerable, without distinguishing 
between one faith group and 
another. That is a big part of the 
impact.” As the needs continue to 
grow, Disciples continue to 
respond with compassion. We are 
grateful for the gifts that make our 
continued presence in the region 
possible. Thank you for your part 
in sharing the love of Christ-- 
made flesh, made visible among 
us-- with those in need around the 
world. 

 

WOC – Action Update 
Your Support for Refugees in Jordan 

Bethany Memorial Church will 
be collecting your offering for 
Week of Compassion on Sunday, 
February 21. However, you are 
welcome to donate to Week of 
Compassion anytime. Offerings 
are accepted by check through 
the mail or by clicking the donate 
icon on the BMC web page 
(bmcwv.org). 
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Prayer List 

Therefore, pray for one another, so that you may be healed. The 
prayer of the righteous is powerful and effective. – James 5:16                                                                           

 

 Judy Van Horn 

 Teresa Ferraro (Gerard NeCastro’s sister) 

 Ricky Terrell (Sydma’s godson’s 
grandfather) seriously ill with Covid-19 

 Gary and Vonnie Larson 

 Judy Van Horn 

 Jean McVicar (mother-in-law of Connie 
McVicar) 

 Brittany and Christ Smurthwaite,    
children of Susan Smurthwaite 

 Ashley Pietrangelo (niece of Penny Tittle) 

 Shana Hatzopoulos and Nicolas 
Hatzopoulos 

 Lynn Cowell, brother of Shirley Kemp 

 Jackie Andrews 

 Mike Gostlin, son-in-law of Larry and 
Carol Grimes 

 
 

 

 David Gnatek (brother-in-law of Holly 

Hillgardner) 

 Jeanne Cobb 

 Ruth Tye, Jeanne Sarg Tye, and Jay Tye 

 Tammy Ritchea 

 Jack Hoffman 

 Ned George (father of David) and family 

 Perry Jones, Jr. 

 Jeffrey Yost 

 Sharon Poyneer (sister of Vonnie Larson) 

 Caden Knisley 

 Ellen Sanford 

 Mary Jane Jackson 

 Holly, Frank, and Sharley Hillgardner 

 Donna Norman (sister of Becky Ayers) 

 Dottie Smith 

 Linda Owens Walter 

 
 

Christian love and sympathy extended to Felicity Ruggiero and family 
on the passing of her husband, Rick Ruggiero. 

Christian love and sympathy extended to the nieces of Laura Cramblet  
on the passing of their father, Norman DiClemente. 

Birthdays and Anniversaries 

For we are God’s handiwork, created in Christ Jesus to do good 
works, which God prepared in advance for us to do. 

-Ephesians 2:10 

 January 15  - Vonnie Larson 

 January 30 - Kerry Shaulis 

 January 31 - Anita W 
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