Your President's Perspective, 2014

Last year, the question of the outcome the Supreme Court’s decision in the Phyllis Agan case was unanswered. After almost five years of preparation, trial and appeal, the Supreme Court upheld the trial court jury’s verdict. The money was dispensed and is in our treasury. It will fulfill Phyllis’ intentions by becoming the primary source for funding future capital improvements. Lead attorney, Peter Langrock, gave me one of his paintings out of gratitude for our cause and the work we put into preparation and trial. I donated the painting to the church because so many of you put hours into showing the flag at the trial. We also “hearted” Langrock’s firm and received a gracious thank you from Peter. Later in the year, the Executive Board commissioned me to write a letter to the Ludlow Select Board affirming a Black River Good Neighbor Services letter requesting that the building housing the BRGNS food shelf and thrift store and LPC/TV be named the William and Phyllis Agan Building. Ginny and I attended the Select Board Meeting for the affirmative vote. Some of the money Phyllis left to BRGNS was used to purchase a walk-in freezer. The freezer greatly increases the amount of meat and vegetables clients receive. Hearts given to BRGNS are perched atop the freezer year around.

As last year, though we passed a deficit budget, we ended the fiscal year in the black. We still receive few Estimates of Giving, but somehow the Spirit seems to act among and through us. So I have less trepidation than in years past that the deficits budget we put forward again this year will result in a deficit. Keep up and increase your giving!

With counsel from the Deacons and Executive Board, the issue of whether it might be better for Outreach/Mission donations to be given in greater amounts to fewer causes was put to the whole congregation at a Deacon Luncheon. The outcome was to affirm one local, Black River Good Neighbor Services, and one international, Malayka House, recipient. Five hundred dollars was held out for discretionary need. That money was used this year to receive a matching $250 grant from the national UCC for making 52 School Kits ($750 worth) sent on to the World Council of Churches for distribution to children in refugee and natural disaster circumstances who would not have sufficient materials to attend school otherwise. Robert Fleming, founder of Malayka House in Uganda, made a presentation last year prior to the funding decision and returned for a Deacon Luncheon early in the new fiscal year. David Hearne also reported that the KIVA micro-loans given in the past continue to be repaid and the repayments are used for additional small loan across a dozen countries to enable individuals and families to create small businesses and thus self-support. This is ongoing and self-perpetuating giving!
I have intentionally asked new visitors how they found us. I am happy to report that the new website designed and created by David Hearne is, with very few exceptions, the response. It is working, and it would work even better of I had help in creating new materials to mount on the site. Sandra Russo, our secretary, has learned to mount and take down material on the website. So there is quick and easy access to changing materials. With the value of the website acknowledged, I still encourage you to issue personal invitations to people you know and new people you meet to attend church with you as a way to increase our church fold.

With the Agan money secured, the Executive Board again took up discussion of capital projects. In a discussion ranging over months, we decided that given the significant funds available and the multiplicity of needs we had identified that the first order should be to develop a multi-year plan.  Fred Marin had experienced success in such planning as Chair of Mountain Side House’s board by engaging Tom Dillon, a professional engineer, to develop a Capital Needs Assessment Report. We spent $2,000 of the Agan money to have such a report done for the church. We believe it is money well spent because Tom identified our wet basement as the most basic capital project needing to be addressed, something we had not identified as key ourselves. The CNA Report is mounted on the website under the Annual Meeting button at the top of the home page. We plan to present and discuss the CNA, Trustee and Executive Board deliberations and early decisions at one or more forthcoming Deacon Luncheons. The Trustees are currently meeting as a separate body for the first time in many years to work on capital plans and projects. Work on restrooms can be done during winter. The Trustees have solicited several firms for proposals, and work is expected to begin as soon as required decisions are made. The re-grading and tuck pointing required to dry out the basement and end the ice hazard on the walk to the back door will be planned to begin in spring. In all of this, we are laying the plans for addressing capital needs over the next 20 years.

A related capital project is the sign to be placed in the front yard at a location visible to traffic approaching the intersection from all three directions. Andy Ohotnicky has led this project. The sign is ordered; recent donations for it have paid for about half the cost; and we intend to have it installed before the ground freezes. More memorial donations are hereby solicited. Andy also led the electrical projects of installing new ceiling lights focused on the pulpit and organ areas, replacing the dangerous wiring to the old sanctuary lights, and illuminating the belfry.

Without repeating topics that Pastor Harpster has addressed in his report, I now list other items worthy of note. Ginny and I have both noted that the volume and quality of congregational singing seemed to improve when the sanctuary was refurbished and painted yellow. Evidence of joyous singing was so evident during the two recent hymn sings under George Thomson’s leading and Ed Boadway’s playing. 
We had two instances of ceremonial bell ringing this year. The first was a 50th commemoration of Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King’s March on Washington and “I Have a Dream” speech, attended by congregation members to whom those events retain deep meaning. The second was a 150th commemoration of the sacrifice made by Vermont soldiers at the May 5, 1864 Battle of the Wilderness, VA, the single largest days’ loss in dead, wounded, missing and captured for Vermont in the Civil War. The event was attended mostly by non-members. The two events are bound together in our national history. 
We are entering the second year of sponsorship for Cub Pack 17. So far, eight Ludlow boys from first grade up have enrolled in the Scouting program. The Cub Master lives in Mount Holly, and some boys from Proctorsville may join. 
This week, the BRGNS started to teach “Your Money 101” in the church. This is an attempt to educate BRGNS clients and others in the community in the basics of family finances: making a budget, identifying needs versus wants, understanding and using a check account, understanding interest and credit card use. There is a crying need for this kind of education. The larger Vermont community of organizations similar to BRGNS is enthusiastic about this project. This is a new instance of community outreach for this church.
Sunday School as we have known it seems to have come to an end. There are no more children in regular attendance. Think on this situation; it has implications for our very future. Thank you Johanna Harpster for your dedication in the end time. The church has been officially decoupled from the Ludlow Area Community Garden. Only two church families remain active; the original impetus and leadership for the garden’s founding came from us.
One additional note to Don’s writing about Rev. Dr. Willem Bijlefeld being an international scholar and leader in Christian-Moslem relations. His funeral was attend by at least two Moslems, one a former student in his class as the 9/11 events unfolded, and the other a neighbor. Dr. Bijlefeld’s memorial service was historic for our church for yet another reason.
Finally, as a congregation we have become more active in the wider reach of the United Church of Christ. In April, Pastor Harpster, Pat Liao, Ginny and I attended the Annual Meeting of the Vermont Conference. The focus was unusual, more of a retreat than a business meeting embedded with varied worship. The “retreat” leader was Gregory Norbert, formerly a monk at the Priory and the composer of the “Holy, Holy” we sing in our communion services. We returned uplifted and with new ideas and greater understanding of the work of the denomination in Vermont and beyond.
 In June, I was elected moderator of the Windham Union Association, a subset of the UCC Vermont Conference composed of 20 plus church in Windham and Windsor Counties. Its origin goes back to 1797. At the June meeting, Ginny and I were delegates from our church and participated in the Eccleastical Council called to decide on the ordination of Dr. Lise Sparrow, then serving as a licensed minister in the Guildford Community Church.  We, along with Don, heard Lise’s statement, examined her and voted unanimously to ordain her. Since then, as moderator I have participated in Rev. Dr. Lise Sparrow’s ordination and services of Order for Times of Passage: Ending an Authorized Ministry Recognition of the End, for Rev. Emily Heath in West Dover (Jeremy Schrauf’s church) and Rev. Joseph Amico in West Brattleboro. In each of the three services, I served as Witness for the Windham Union Association. The Sunday prior to this Congregational Meeting the Windham Union Association will have met in and been fed by our Church for the Fall Meeting to consider the issue “Exploring What It Means To Be an Association In The 21st Century” facilitated by Rev. Jim Thomas, Associate Conference Minister for Stewardship, Church Vitality and Finance. There is plenty of room for any member of our church to participate in the broader work of our denomination. I suggest you look into the Conference website, vtcucc.org, as a start.
In broad scope, it has been a year tilting toward the future in outreach activities, preserving our church building, and opening ourselves a bit more to the witness and activities of the church beyond our walls. In the loss of our few youth, it has also been a year of raising the question of our congregation’s future yet again. We all need to be ambassadors of Christ--yes that word many of us seem to run from: evangelists. It is our work to bring more people into the worship and fellowship that is the core of our church family.
Yours in faith,  Bob Kottkamp
