THE BURNING BUSH LENT 2009 EDITION

The Burning Bush is an E-Memo of the Church and Society Committee of the Presbytery of Utica for news, comment, and reflection on the issues of the day for the practice of our faith and ministries.
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LENTEN MEDITATION:  PLACING A LIMIT ON HEROES

Genesis 6:1-4 is the prelude to the story of the Great Flood in which the Creator decided on a re-do by saving a representative sample of creation and destroying all the rest.

For me this little story sets up not only the story of the Great Flood, but the story of 

what happened to Jesus in the story of the cross and resurrection.

 The story begins with the mythical divine beings which Genesis calls the “sons of God” looking at the attractiveness of earthly young women.  The narrative continues:

“…the sons of God saw that they were fair; and they took wives for themselves of all that they chose.”

The results of this divine philandering were giants like Samson and other heroes referred to as the Nephilim. But at the very next turn we realize that the Lord God was not totally pleased. For the Lord said:

  
“My spirit shall not abide in mortals forever, for they are flesh.”

Then he proceeded to set a limit on the offspring of this divine-human union.


“Their days shall be one hundred twenty years,” said the Lord.

Presumably before he had spoken in this way, the offspring of the Sons of God

were immortal.  But now, no more.   God spoke and the Nephilim were immediately limited and bound by mortality.

What then about Jesus?  Was he not a special hero in the tradition of Nephilim, with his Father being the Father of All and his mother the simple peasant girl named Mary?

Whether or not we think so, we can see that Jesus was limited by a violent, repressive, and unjust death on a Roman cross.  This greatest of spiritual heroes in our tradition did not get a break. As a human person he was limited and mortal, vulnerable to the politics of the Roman empire and its collusion with the Jewish powers which collaborated with Rome.

What then about his resurrection?  Did God revoke the human limits for his Son in and through Jesus’ resurrection?  Some would like to see it this way, but I do not.  For me, Resurrection did not overcome the limit of death and mortality for Jesus. Rather, it confirmed and validated Jesus' vision of what he preached as the Kingdom of God.

To claim that our spiritual hero transcended the limits placed upon humanity by the Creator would be to endanger a central affirmation of our faith: that in Jesus, God was with us.  

Let’s fast forward to the present and what is going on in our world today with our heroes.

Our primary cultural value as an American Community is arguably the value of freedom.

This has been most powerfully expressed as the freedom of the economic market to raise the material good of people.  It is within this context that our cultural heroes have been the CEO’s of our major corporations, banks, hedge funds, and private equity groups.  The populace has accommodated their extremely high salaries and stock options.  For we have been taught to view them as our heroes who keep our wonderful economic prosperity machine going.

So how are our heroes doing these days?  We all know that they have failed us, driving a global economy into the ground and not really considering the limits of Creation that have brought us the prospect of severe climate change and other ecological disasters.

And the reason?  We removed the limits.  We, the Boards of Directors, we the governmental regulators, we the shareholders, we the politicians, and we the voters removed the limits and trusted in the self correction of the so-called free market.

We heard the preaching of personal responsibility but didn’t hear the call for social responsibility.

The question is:  Can there be some kind of resurrection for us?  Perhaps we can answer yes only if we learn very quickly, to respect the limits of creation.  John Wilde, in the next piece, captures what resurrection might look like, indeed what an earthly reflection of the Kingdom of God might look like in our time.  John calls it Sustainable Abundance.

Read on!

John Preston

ADVOCATING:  FOR SUSTAINABLE ABUNDANCE

In these times of economic crisis we must seize this opportunity to create the kind of changes the planet needs if we are to enjoy sustainable abundance in the future. Perhaps we are learning that reliance on the market alone simply won’t get us there. The conversation about the economy is changing. Some fear that we might move toward socialism and away from capitalism, but this is an over-simplification. It is quite likely that capitalism will prevail. However, Christians need to do all we can to make capitalism compassionate, just, healthy and safe.

It is reasonable and it is right to set limits on greed and selfishness. Excess by many of the privileged has led to our current crisis. We need to be vigilant advocates for those left behind in the global economy. We need to be vigilant advocates for a healthy environment. We need to be vigilant advocates for peacemaking efforts of all kinds. We need to be vigilant advocates for a simplified lifestyle. Sustainable abundance can be created. It is God’s will. We must pray for it, envision it, plan for it, discuss it, and make it happen.

Yet we must understand that Sustainable Abundance is very different than growing wealth in the traditional sense.  Joe Brewer, in his article, “Beyond Scarcity:  Re-Inventing Wealth in a Progressive World” states “Wealth is seen as the well-being of individuals, society, and the earth. Wealth is already present in nature; it is not ‘created.’ Clean air and water, strong communities, and fertile soils are inherently valuable because our well-being depends on them – independent of markets.” Now that’s the kind of wealth we can believe in.  In 150 nations of our world wealth of this kind is already being measured and assuming a competing place with Gross National Product (GNP).  The Human Development Index(HDI) replaces a  country’s GNP with measures of health, education, and standard of living.

We can begin to make it happen through many opportunities for advocacy.  There are opportunities to share and advocate through our Synod’s Public Policy Advocacy Network, through links discovered in progressive blogs, and through The Burning Bush.

Sustainable Abundance is the kind of wealth we can believe in.  Let’s make it happen!

-John A. Wilde

(Editor’s note:  John Wilde writes for his own blogs about sustainable abundance at http://www.abundancetrek.com – He also notes: “– I maintain a list of websites I find useful for this kind of advocacy. Go to: http://www.abundancetrek.com/links.html. I continue to find new ways to advocate in my blogs.”  See also his http://abundancetrekblog.blogspot.com.)

	CONGREGATIONS AND ADVOCACY:  The Pastoral and the Prophetic

What does it mean for a congregation to care for its community when times are hard?  What does care entail when responsible middle class people are losing their homes and their jobs while still trying to raise their families?  And what does it mean for people below the "middle" who are beset by even more tragic circumstance?

The traditional answers are what congregations know and do best.  We can hold up people in prayer, we can reach out with pastoral care, and we can support them as brothers and sisters.  We are good at caring ministries which reach out to individuals one-on-one.  We are good at being pastoral in our ministries.  We are good in reaching out in mission to our larger community to people we don’t know, but whose need for the basics of life is critical.  We are good at doing food pantries and giving people a meal.

Yet, there are other dimensions of ministry that are missing despite the best one-on-one care.  These are ministries that care for people by understanding that the principalities and powers that are battering people are part of a system which needs to be addressed by our ministries.

Here is one example.  Mariana Chilton is a professor of health policy at Drexel who has directed studies on “food insecurity” in the 36 million Americans who experience what the policy makers call “very low food insecurity.”  In 2007 Chilton received a $100,000 grant and decided she needed to document the humanity and the inhumane conditions of this population of struggling Americans.  She bought digital cameras to pass out to mothers who she had interviewed for years.  Soon, images of the real face of hunger and poverty flooded into a project called “Witnesses to Hunger.”  But, presenting the pictures was not enough.  She began to visit the homes of these people, listening to their stories, offering some advice, and at times finding small amounts of money to purchase a refrigerator.  Chilton also testified to Congress about what she found in her research which is both academic and very personal.  And this is what she says:

I care so much about the women and I care so much about their children….but I know that helping them with a little money here and there helps them just enough.

It takes widespread policy change to have a true impact.

Maraina Chilton knows how to be caring one-on-one.  And she combines this ministry of compassion with a ministry of influencing policy makers in Congress because she knows that the system…the principalities and powers that bind these mothers and children to poverty…needs to change.  To use church language she is being pastoral but also prophetic and involved in governance ministry.  If ministry can be summarized as being pastoral, priestly, kingly, and prophetic, she is about the kingly (governance) and prophetic (critical advocacy) as well.

In the kind of economic context in which we are now living, can’t we say that to be compassionate we must reach out systemically?  This is not a new concept.  In First Corinthians 12 we hear that each of us as an individual is also part of a communal body which is referred to finally as the Body of Christ.  “There are varieties of gifts…To each is given the manifestation of the Spirit for the common good.”

Yet it is not only the Church that is a Body or system.  In the New Testament the notion of principalities and powers and the idea of System is implicit.  Chilton is right.  It takes widespread policy change and advocacy with policy makers to make things right for all people who struggle economically.  So to be compassionate begins with being pastoral.  But in a complex world, compassion finally means being prophetic and being an advocate for justice.

In the next section under the news of what is happening in the five Presbyteries that comprise the FAB 5, there is an invitation that empowers congregations to be advocates for justice on the issues of food security and hunger in our world and nation.  Read on!

John Preston

THE FAB FIVE ADVOCACY CORNER (Editor’s note:  This corner contains news of education and advocacy happening within the bounds of the five upstate and northern New York Presbyteries that comprise the Synod’s new Presbytery Partnership Group which has been named the FAB 5.  It is reported on by the Rev. Brooke Newell, our part time Advocacy Coordinator for the FAB 5 who works with the FAB 5 Advocacy Work Group)


A Season of Letters

     The Advocacy Work Group of the “Fab 5” Presbytery Partnership Group (PPG) has set aside September-November 2009 as a season for our congregations and Presbyteries to focus on hunger advocacy.  Many of our churches either host or support local food pantries, which is imperative.  The PPG would like to invite congregations to incorporate an additional element into their ministries by solidifying our political will to eliminate hunger at the roots – the systemic injustices that perpetuate needless hunger.  One way in which this can be done is by making use of an effective Christian advocacy organization called Bread for the World.  “Bread” usually chooses a topic or two, and suggests that congregations send an “Offering of Letters” to our Congressional representatives.   BFTW makes it easy for Christians to advocate for hungry and poor people by teaching individuals and congregations how to write and/or call our members of Congress.

     “Bread for the World,” is a non-profit Christian organization urging our nation's decision makers to end hunger at home and abroad.  By changing policies, programs and conditions that allow hunger and poverty to persist, BFTW provides help and opportunity far beyond the communities where we live.   Year after year, BFTW activists have won far-reaching changes for hungry and poor people. The U.S. government has doubled funding for effective programs that help developing countries, and this would not have happened without the persistent advocacy of Christians through BFTW.  BFTW has also helped to strengthen our nation’s nutrition programs, assisting millions of the families in this country who struggle to feed their children. 

      In 2009, Bread has two focal points.  One is a bill to reform U.S Foreign assistance to the neediest members of our human family.  The other is a bill to overcome hunger in the U.S by re-authorizing the Childhood Nutrition Act.   Using a starter kit from BFTW, we hope that all the congregations within the Presbyteries of the “Fab 5” will devote themselves to this “Season of Letters” campaign.  Together, we will strengthen our witness and impact.

The Burning Bush will provide more guidance leading up to this campaign in the fall.  
And, Social Ministry type committees of each Presbytery are invited to help coordinate this campaign in their own Presbytery.   Wouldn’t it be wonderful if some fifty congregations from our five presbyteries wrote 500-1000 letters! To learn how to get started, visit the BFTW web site at www.bread.org or contact Brooke Newell, Advocacy Ministries Coordinator for the “Fab 5” at (518) 338-6074 or brooke@cjgreen.net.  For those who want to get into the

details of the issues involved you can go directly to www.hungerreport.org/2009/ 


YOUTH TRIP TO UNITED NATIONS
     Twenty-nine people (23 youth and 6 chaperones) from across the “Fab 5” Presbyteries of Utica, Albany, Cayuga-Syracuse, Susquehanna Valley and Northern NY traveled to New York City February 16-18 for a seminar on global hunger and racism at the Presbyterian Office at the United Nations.  The Coordinator for the Seminar Program, Jessica Hawkinson, did an outstanding job of designing a learning experience that included interactive lessons, a tour of the United Nations, and three engaging speakers.

     The first speaker was an economist on staff at the UN.  His work centers on advancing the “Millennium Development Goals” (MDGs) which are eight goals to be achieved by 2015 that respond to the world's main development challenges. The MDGs are drawn from the Millennium Declaration that was adopted by 189 nations-and signed by 147 heads of state and governments in September 2000. 

     The eight MDGs are:

Goal 1: Eradicate extreme poverty and hunger 

Goal 2: Achieve universal primary education 

Goal 3: Promote gender equality and empower women 

Goal 4: Reduce child mortality 

Goal 5: Improve maternal health 

Goal 6: Combat HIV/AIDS, malaria and other diseases 

Goal 7: Ensure environmental sustainability 

Goal 8: Develop a Global Partnership for Development 

     The second speaker was from a non-profit agency called “Bread For The World” and helped the group understand that as people of faith, we are called not only to give hungry people food, but to address the root causes of why people go hungry when there is undeniably enough food to feed everyone on the planet.  The third speaker was the Director of the Presbyterian Hunger Program who shared resources and ideas for how our congregations can begin to move our hunger ministries from charity to advocacy by using our hearts, heads and voices to work for societal change.

     The Presbyterian UN Office is prepared to host groups of youth or adults throughout the year to explore whatever issues the group chooses.  Some other recent seminar topics have included:  human trafficking, inter-religious dialogue, and environmental stewardship.  You may be in touch with the Seminar Coordinator to plan your own trip by calling (212) 697-4568.  If you would like to arrange for some of the youth who attended from your Presbytery to come talk to your church group, please contact the trip Coordinator, Brooke Newell, at (518) 338-6074 or brooke@cjgreen.net
ECUMENICAL ADVOCACY DAYS

     Both clergy and lay people from across the “Fab 5” Presbyteries of Utica, Albany, Cayuga-Syracuse, Susquehanna Valley and Northern NY will be attending “Ecumenical Advocacy Days” this month in Washington DC.  Ecumenical Advocacy Days (EAD) is a high-impact weekend sponsored by the ecumenical Christian community to strengthen our voice and mobilize for advocacy on a wide variety of domestic and international issues.  This year’s theme is “Enough for All Creation” and participants will explore ways to allocate creation’s abundance in a way that is fair and just for all.  Experts will train participants on policy issues and advocacy, culminating with lobby visits on Capitol Hill.  EAD is such a transforming event that the “Fab 5” Presbyteries set aside scholarship to encourage young adults ages 18-25 to attend this year.

     The Advocacy Work Group of the “Fab 5” Presbytery Partnership Group (PPG) would like to identify the people in each Presbytery attending EAD so that others who desire more information about the event might know who to contact.  If you are attending EAD, or you read this after attending, please notify Brooke Newell, Advocacy Ministries Coordinator for the “Fab 5” at (518) 338-6074 or brooke@cjgreen.net.  Brooke will also help you share whatever resources you bring back with you from the event.

FOR YOUR INFORMATION:   Congressional Contacts


Brooke Newell frequently sends letters to our two New York Senators and to the six Congressmen who represent our congressional districts.  She has found that the easiest way to send an email to them is to use the capwiz tool on the Presbyterian Church USA web site.

Go to www.capwiz.com/pcusa/home and follow the prompts to compose a letter and have capwiz deliver it electronically.  Interested in a personal ministry of advocacy by use of the internet?

Contact Brooke to get on her list of advocacy letters she sends out.  Then, put out something similar in your own words through capwiz.  The Congress people are:

Senator Charles Schumer

Senator Kirsten Gillibrand

Congressman Paul Tonko, 21st District

Congressman Maurice Hinchy, 22cd District

Congressman John McHugh, 23rd District

Congressman Michael Arcuri, 24th District

Congressman Dan Maffei, 25th District

Congressman Christopher Lee, 26th District

FYI 2:  DO ADVOCACY EDUCATION, WILL TRAVEL

The Rev. Brooke Newell is available on a first come first served basis to congregations inviting her to speak or help them set up their advocacy project.  See her contact information in “Season of Letters” article.

FYI 3:  MISSION MONEY AVAILABLE FOR INNOVATIVE PROJECTS BY CONGREGATIONS

Funding for mission projects is available by applying to the FAB 5 group.  For more information about deadlines and request forms go to the Synod website under the FAB 5.  That website is

www.synodne.org   Click FAB 5, go to Media Gallery, then to Documents Folder, and finally Funding Request and Priorities form.  Any new proposal must be in by the deadline of April 2, 2009 for action at the May 2 meeting of the FAB 5.  Existing proposals that were funded can also be found in the Media Gallery.

Feedback and submissions can be sent to John Preston, Editor of The Burning Bush at

Parkbooker@aol.com.




