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The fall, harvest, and Christmas months are always some of 
the busiest, exciting, and joy-filled times within the life of the 
church. In the past few years we have started some new tradi-
tions, like Trunk or Treat, and continued our Harvest Sunday 
and Christmas traditions. Continuing these events, in one form 
or another, during a global health epidemic proved to be a chal-
lenge. I was extremely grateful and proud of the effort the staff 
and all of committee members put into ensuring we still were 
able to share in our abundance during Harvest Sunday and that 
the community was able to feel the joy of the season on Christ-
mas Eve.

My sense of accomplishment and pride in the many creative 
ways we sought to maintain a vibrant and healthy community was often overshadowed by my 
sense of grief and loss of what was not. The closing hymn during Harvest Sunday and sitting 
alone in the Meetinghouse on Christmas Eve were stark and somewhat painful reminders of 
just how much this new temporary way of being church just is not the same. 

These mixed emotions help to remind me of the deeper truth that we, as God’s children, are 
created to be in community.  We are naturally drawn to one another and our humanity is largely 
defined by the relationships we share. To be community and to be in relationship is to be to-
gether. 

As I reflect on what we accomplished as a community during this pandemic, it is my hope that 
we will come out of this all with a deeper appreciation for the many ways this church connects 
us through relationships. That we will be grateful for the many small ways we can be together, 
and that we can use the gift of technology to bridge the gaps so more and more people can feel 
like they are a part of this caring and compassionate community of faith. 

Grace & Peace,

Patrick 
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The Meetinghouse Monthly is taking on a new 
look and feel and will now be the Meetinghouse 
News. 

During the past summer and fall months, the 
clergy, staff and lay leadership considered, and 
ultimately decided to implement a new ap-
proach to our communications with the congre-
gation and larger community. We felt the format 
and distribution of the Meetinghouse Monthly 
would best serve our needs by shifting from a 
monthly newsletter focused primarily on up-
coming events to a news magazine, which will 
highlight and celebrate events and ministries, 
which filled us with joy and pride. 

It is my sincere hope that you find this new 
Meetinghouse News magazine an enriching and 
engaging celebration of the caring and compas-
sionate community we know as First Church.

To find up-to-date information on upcoming 
events and activities, make sure to subscribe to 
the Friday email, and check the calendar on the 
church website.

A Note from the Senior Pastor
Presenting
Meetinghouse News
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Throughout the past year, educators, people in the corporate world, 
and everybody else has scrambled to figure out ways to conduct life 
without being in the same room or office with their constituents. 

First Church has also been part of that shift as our committee and 
staff meetings have adapted to a virtual world. Worship services were 
the first to experience those changes and growth applications as we 
expanded the technology to bring Sunday worship into your homes. 
Our Minister of Music, Dr. Craig Scott Symons, even offered a cou-
ple of organ recitals in the spring of 2020. Through the painstaking 
efforts of Rory Young and Danny Young, we were able to bring you 
the 54th annual Messiah by melding 2019 chorus parts with 2020 
soloist/orchestra parts for a virtual experience.

Our music ministry at First Church has also maintained the con-
nections with each other via Zoom. From Cherub, Children, Youth, 
and Chancel, these groups started the program year in September 
with a renewed and focused effort to continue making music as best 
we could. With regular gatherings online, Carol Woodman, Danny 
Young, and Craig Symons help keep the voices limber and the re-
lationships bonded, despite not being able to gather in-person. As 
vaccines begin to roll out, we’re praying that the day will arrive when 
we’ll be able to rehearse together in our building. 

Making Music In 
A Pandemic
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The 54th Annual Christmas Tree and Wreath Sale kicked off with a bang on Thanksgiv-
ing weekend. The able team of Jan Thalheim and Peter Grunow and staff had readied 
the front lawn in advance. The flatbed truck bringing 490 Fraser and balsam trees from 
Nichols Tree Farm in New Hampshire pulled in at 7am on Saturday. The Greenwich High 
School Freshman Football Team led by Coach Wells made quick work of the unloading 
process. Within an hour the racks were fully stocked, and we opened for business to a 
waiting crowd of friends, neighbors and a notable number of families new to town in 
2020.

Saturday’s sales were extremely brisk. We were blessed with a beautiful, unseasonably 
warm day and shoppers with a collective urge to bring the light and sparkle of the hol-
idays into their homes as early as possible. Sunday was equally busy, and we closed out 
the weekend with 455 tree sales - 93% of our inventory! Only 35 trees and no wreaths 
remained for the following cold, rainy Saturday when we sold the last tree at 3pm.

Take-home wreath decorating kits were an innovation for the 2020 sale. Since we were 
unable to decorate wreaths indoors, Gia Burton and Sarah Sippel and their families cre-
ated “to-go” bags with easy-to-attach pinecones 
and ornaments packaged with a gorgeous bow. 
The bow-making team of Sarah Sippel, her mom 
and Cara Olmsted tied more than 200 lush, fes-
tive bows. The kits and bows were a hit and sold 
out quickly. 

& Christmas Tree Wreath Sale

Another first for the 2020 sale was a presence on Facebook and Instagram—thanks to 
the expert help from Craig Symons and Danny Young. The volunteer greeters heard from 
many shoppers that they learned about the sale through social media. In another digital 
advance, online ordering was offered to church members and was a convenient option 
for purchasing trees, wreaths and roping.

The true highlight of the sale, however, was the opportunity to see and work with fellow 
church members, neighbors and volunteers from the partner agencies. After so many 
months apart, the chance to be together outside, even though properly distant, was a real 
joy. Over 80 volunteers, some working multiple shifts, came together to make the sale a 
success. 

Our six beneficiaries of the sale—Inspirica, Mothers for Others, Pacific House Young 
Adult Program, Kids in Crisis, Children’s Learning Center, and The Fund to Benefit the 
New Covenant Center Soup Kitchen—received their grants in January and send hearty 
thanks to all who prepared, organized, publicized and worked at the sale! The financial 
support is appreciated more than ever in this unusual year. The Outreach Committee is 

looking forward to next year’s sale and hopefully 
will be able to deliver an unrestricted, festive com-
munity event.

The 54th Annual
By Lauren Ghaffari



S
summer & fall D
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A Fond Farewell to
Darla Steiner

Please join us as we bid a fond farewell to Darla Steiner, our First Church Preschool Director. 
Darla and her husband, Henry, have made the tough decision to turn the page onto the next 
chapter of their lives, and are relocating away from our Old Greenwich community. Thursday, 
January 28th, was Darla’s last day at the Preschool.

Darla joined First Church Preschool as our Director eight years ago and has been an inspiration 
and bright light for our preschool ever since. Her vision and passion for developing a supportive, 
nurturing environment where children learn to care for themselves, each other and our earth 
has enabled our preschool to flourish throughout her tenure. Darla has been a trusted friend and 
mentor for her staff through the years, enabling us to attract and retain one of the most talented 
and devoted teaching teams in the area. In addition to being a visionary for our own Program, 
Darla shared her expertise throughout the broader Greenwich community as a frequent guest 
contributor for Greenwich news and media platforms, and as a leader within the Greenwich 
Preschool Directors Group.

Darla has shared the following quote from Maya Angelou on our Preschool website: “I’ve learned 
that people will forget what you said, people will forget what you did, but people will never forget 
how you made them feel.”

Darla … thank you for making hundreds of children, families and colleagues feel so cared for and 
loved through the years!

By Peg Wentworth

Outdoor Worship Service
Hearty souls at the 8am outdoor service that ran from summer to late 
fall, 2020. Service was held in the Memory Garden by Pastors Patrick 

and Cydney, with music by Dr. Craig Scott Symons.
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Virtual Advent Craft Fair
The Advent Craft Fair has been an annual tradition for several decades. The 
Church School Task Force hosts this popular event, and they have as much 
fun as the kids, parents and grandparents who attend. An attraction for all 
ages, the event is a kickoff to the season of Advent and focuses on creat-
ing decorations and gifts to enjoy and share as we await the birth of Jesus.  

For years, we served snacks. But as things changed over the years we recent-
ly added a lite supper or lunch which immediately increased participation. 
 
When COVID-19 hit, we were devastated to think we could not host 
the event in 2020. But the Task Force was determined to find a way. 
They worked tirelessly to make up more than 50 individual packages of 
craft supplies which provided the elements for 10 different crafts. The 
bags were distributed outside on the first day of the Christmas Tree Sale.  
 
Over fifty children participated in the craft-making at home. There was a 
Zoom event on the first Sunday in Advent and the photos below show some 
of their creations. One craft that is created every year is the Photo Ornament. 
Several families and friends have quite a collection and the Schrohe’s have so 
many that they devoted an entire tree to just those ornaments!

By Rosemary Lamie & Donna Hascher

Sacred Conversations 
Sponsored by The Faith Formation and Education Committee

By Rosemary Lamie & Donna Hascher

In 2020, Patrick started a new Faith Formation program for our congregation and friends enti-
tled Sacred Conversations.   

Sacred Conversations are opportunities for people to gather and discuss some challenging social 
issues that can be fraught with varying and opposing views. The challenge for us is to explore 
difficult topics and learn to hear each other, hopefully finding common ground for the benefit of 
all. Due to many tragic and violent events, culminating with the death of George Floyd, we chose 
to focus our conversations on racism and the inequity that the pandemic exposed more vividly. 

Our Sacred Conversations began on Zoom in July, with Patrick’s weekly 
sessions where he presented readings, podcasts, Ted Talks and other re-
sources for discussion around “Anti-Racism:  How we can turn this mo-
ment into a movement.” 

Church members and friends considered the information presented and 
were candid about their experiences, feelings, questions, “blind spots” and 
desires to make a difference and offer change. One of the biggest questions 
we continue to ask is: how? 

To explore this question further, a book discussion was scheduled in the fall, covering the num-
ber one New York Times bestseller by Ibram X. Kendi, How to Be an Antiracist. Over several 
evening Zoom discussions, we examined the author’s own struggles with racism.  

Dr. Kendi, a Professor and the founding director of the Antiracist Research and Policy Center at 
American University, takes his readers on a personal journey to discover how to be an antiracist 
as opposed to “not racist” and the enduring struggle for racial justice. Dr. Kendi says it best, “It’s 
hard to understand antiracism without understanding what it means to be racist.” 

Many other books, films and TV shows were shared, including “Stamped” and “Stamped from 
the Beginning” both by Ibram X. Kendi; “I’m Still Here,” Austin Channing; “Just Mercy,” Bryan 
Stevenson (also a film) and TV show “Blackish” on ABC. 

During Lent, we hope to explore more Sacred Conversations found in the form of poetry. Maybe 
you’re a poet, enjoy poetry or just want to learn more about how poetry can be found through-
out the bible. Inspired by Amanda Gorman, the youngest poet laureate whose incredible poem 
stole the show at President Biden’s inauguration, let’s share our favorite poets and poems. Stay 
tuned for more details.
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It is often said we are God’s hands and feet in the world. We, as Caring Friends, offer you a listening 
ear, as well.

Caring Friends is the newest outreach of Caring Ministries at First Church. We are a small group 
of individuals willing to serve as one-on-one confidential listeners and talking companions during 
times of increased stress or crisis. Many are former Stephen Ministers, lay leaders with extensive 
training in providing confidential support.

Under the leadership of Sheila Bennett (chair of Caring Ministries) and Karen Pacent, we have de-
veloped this ministry. The impact of the pandemic underscored the need to emotionally support 
one another. COVID-19 restrictions brought changes in how we work, educate our children, inter-
face with our family and friends, and go about daily life, which compounded our stress. Some have 
found it overwhelming and difficult to speak candidly about personal concerns to someone in their 
close circle of family and friends. That is where we thought we could help.

In early December, we reached out to the congregation with a survey to see if there was interest in 
our providing this service. With survey results showing significant interest, we moved quickly to 
offer this supportive program, perhaps to individuals finding the holidays a challenge. By the year’s 
end, with the wisdom and blessings of pastors Cydney and Patrick, and our parish nurse Sue As-
selin, we launched Caring Friends (the socially distanced version).

You can reach Caring Friends, via email and phone:
Confidential messages can be left at CaringFriends@fccog.org or at 203-637-1791 ext. 816.

You may also contact:
Pastor Patrick: patrickc@fccog.org, 203-637-1791 ext.825
Pastor Cydney: cydneyv@fccog.org, ext. 834, or
Parish Nurse Sue Asselin: susana@fccog.org, ext. 821

Caring Friends includes Karen Pacent and Carole Lang (co-chairs), Mar-
iann Ekernas, Angela Stevens, and Mary-Ann Assing. We are honored to 
work together as a group of dedicated and caring individuals. It is First 
Church at its finest. The Pastors and Sue are here for you, too. Please con-
tact Caring Friends if you feel that we can help during this difficult time. 
First Church is connected as a community, and we can rely on our faith, 
God’s love, and each other.

Caring Friends Premiere Christmas Eve      

By Cydney Van Dyke
Associate Pastor

Just like everything else since March, 2020, Christmas looked 
a little different this year at First Church. Thankfully, our God 
works through all things for good, and with some creativity, 
tenacity, and last-minute advertising, we were able to create a 
meaningful experience on Christmas Eve for folks of all ages 
within the community. In addition to our worship services, all 
day on December 24th we had families and people of all ages 
attend our first-ever Nativity Walk. 

It was a kind of hybrid between a live nativity and a Stations of 
the Cross (typically done during Holy Week). We created 12 stations depicting important Christmas 
symbols and their origins. These stations were situated around our church building. At each station, 
a sign detailed its significance and a scannable QR code had one of the pastors read its description 
aloud. Many of the stations also in-
cluded giveaways such as candy and 
a seven-piece felt nativity scene to 
take home. 

We sought to create a safe and fam-
ily-friendly activity that helped to 
bring a little of the Christmas spir-
it to the community. By the grace 
of God that is exactly what we were 
able to do. And through our faithful 
God, a bit of the miraculous Christ-
mas story that creates hope in the 
midst of darkness was shared with 
all who walked around our campus 
that day. God is great!

Outdoor Nativity Walk
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Even though we could not gather in-person 
in the Meetinghouse for Christmas Eve, First 
Church found a way through lights to spread 
the joy and love of the season to our neighbors 
and friends. 

- Pastor Patrick

“In him was life, and that life was the light of all mankind. The light shines in the darkness, 
and the darkness has not overcome it.” John 1: 4-5

http://www.fccog.org 
https://www.facebook.com/FCCOGCT
https://www.instagram.com/fccog/
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCXgou35EY5N803D4e_J4JNA

