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Many months of work on a new homeless services 
center inside NYAPC finally came to fruition with 
an official Opening on Monday, February 25. The 
celebration was led by plaudits from Mayor Muriel 
Bowser, Council members Jack Evans and Brianne 
Nadeau, DHS Director Laura Zeilinger, Pathways 

to Housing director Christy Respress, and Down-
town BID director Neil Albert, but the most moving 
statement was by Center director Darlyene "Ms. 
Tokyo" Direkston. Tokyo spoke of her previous life 
on the streets and visits to NYAPC for addiction 
recovery and other services, now coming full circle 
to directing this most comprehensive homeless ser-
vices center in the city. 
 
About thirty NYAPC members and staff attended 
the opening event along with over one hundred  
other guests, and we were amazed to see the trans-
formation of our old Park Level.  The Mayor ex-
pressed appreciation for this as a major undertaking 
by our church congregation, even though the Down-
town DC Business Improvement District (BID) is 
operating the Center.  Director Zeilinger noted that 
the Center is supported by $1.7 million a year from 
the DHS appropriated budget and this will continue 
every year in the future.  
 
The Center offers any homeless or any other person 
a chance to “take a breath” during the day, as Tokyo 
described it, drink coffee, eat lunch, take a shower 
or do laundry, and always be treated with dignity as 
a human being.  Visitors can use as many or as few 
services as they want. The many services available 
under one roof (our roof!), including social worker 
case management, make it possible for someone 
with no transportation or money to obtain a govern-
ment-issued ID, apply for government benefits, get 
medical attention, and potentially get affordable 
housing access. 
 
The Center is staffed by social workers from Path-
ways to Housing as well as facilities staff from the 
Downtown BID. The BID is the lead operator of the 
Center and rents the space from NYAPC in a lease 
negotiated by the NYAPC Trustees. 
 
The Center is open from 9 am to 5 pm Monday 
through Friday. It’s expected to serve over one 

Downtown Day Services Center OPENS! 
by Martha Davis 

 
NYAPC Angels at the front desk of the Center 

Mayor Muriel Bowser speaking at the podium 

(continued on p.  2) 
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hundred homeless guests each day; on one of the first 
mornings, there were 55 visitors present before the 
11:30 am lunch service began.  A couple of guests 
volunteered that “this place is really nice!” There 
were a couple of unexpected requests from guests that 
day in the NYAPC entryway, one asking how he 
could join this church, another requesting a place to 
pray and sing.  (She was directed to the Chapel.) 
 
We are seeking volunteers for the Center to help with 
check-in, laundry, engaging with guests, clothing, or 
serving lunch.  Sign up at http://bit.ly/DC-General or 
to serve lunch sign up at http://bit.ly/DC-Lunch. We 
also are helping our own front desk staff with support 
on the first floor during this transition period; to  
volunteer, sign up at http://bit.ly/DC-FrontDesk. 

The Team that made it happen —  Nabavi Oliver (BID), Ellen 
Jones (BID),  Rebecca Davis,  Rev. Alice Tewell,  and Jasmine 
Jowers Prout. 

Tokyo Direktson, Program Director of the Center 

Jasmine, Rebecca, Anne Laroche, Marsha Renwanz, Kasey 
Kelly, and Alice. 

(continued from p.  1) 
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Rev. Gench Announces His Retirement 
 

On January 13, Rev. Roger Gench announced to a joint meeting of the boards that he plans to retire later this 
year.  Below is his letter to the congregation. 

Beloved friends, 
 
There is news to share, though I do so with a heavy heart! After extended discernment, I believe that the time 
has come for me to retire from ministry and from my role as the Senior Pastor of The New York Avenue Pres-
byterian Church. It is difficult for me to imagine leaving a community that I love and the significant ministry 
in which we have been engaged together for 17 years. However, I have discerned that retirement is what God 
now has in mind for me. I share this news with you with decidedly mixed emotions: with glad anticipation of 
the retirement ventures before me, yet also with genuine sadness and a profound sense of loss at the prospect 
of leaving New York Avenue. My years among you have been the most rewarding of my life, and it will be 
wrenching to leave you. You have embodied for me what it means to be the church—a “reformed and reform-
ing” people, ever discerning and engaging in God’s reconciling and justice-seeking mission in this world—and 
I will always be thankful for the providence of God that brought us together in ministry in this place. 
  
The date for my last Sunday has not yet been determined, but I anticipate that it will be in late May or early 
June. The coming months of leave-taking will be tearful ones for me and for Frances. We will depart confident 
that The New York Avenue Presbyterian Church will continue to be an extraordinary and vibrant hub of God’s 
mission in Washington, DC, and that your ministries, your diversity, and your children promise a bright  
future—one that we will follow with much interest and with our prayers. Know that we have been deeply 
blessed by our extended sojourn among you, and that we will always treasure the ties that bind us. 
  
With much love and gratitude, 
  
Roger J. Gench  
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40th Anniversary of 7-2-9 Club of NYAPC 
1979 - 2019 

by Spencer Gibbins, Co-Coordinator  
 

On February 14, 1979 the following persons met with 
friends from St. Elizabeths Hospital to become charter 
members of the 7-2-9 Club: 
 
Nell Cloer, Susan Eager, Jerry Evans, Betty M. Jackson, 
John Leitch, Fran Lynch, Jack McClendon, Wilma 
McKee, Will Myers, Mary Prothro, Alice Shafer, Anna 
Thomas, Paul Tomlinson, and Betty Tupman.  
 
All but Ms. Eager have joined the heavenly host which 
cheers us on as we run the race (paraphrase from Roger 
Gench).  Throughout the 40 years, many individuals have 
regularly volunteered or made contributions to programs 
for the in-patients who come by bus from St. Elizabeths or 
the community-based out-patients who attend.  It would 
be impossible to name or thank all these dedicated indi-
viduals.  I do, however, wish to mention several past vol-
unteers who have made significant contributions:  Ella 
Cleveland, who has provided musical entertainment for 
30 years; Willie Harley and John Quinones, who have 
provided karaoke monthly for 10 years; and Bob and Imo-
gene Wilden who for many years were inspirational vol-
unteers.  In addition, Mr. Lectoye Oliver, Recreational 
Therapist at St. E’s, and his staff have been faithful in 
providing transportation and supervision every Wednes-
day evening.   We are indebted to the NYAPC Board of 
Deacons for their financial and spiritual support for these 
forty years and our current liaison with the Deacons, Ms. 
Mary Nell Clark.  I do thank those who are the current 
core of volunteers on Wednesday nights:  Britton Walker, 
David Super, David Wooden, Mike Kuban, Jim Martin, 
Kristina Majewski, Sally Stearnes, and Phil Telfeyan.  
Most of our current volunteers are not members of 
NYAPC, but we are always hoping that more members 
will volunteer.   
 
St. Elizabeths has given the 7-2-9 Club the first Commu-
nity Partner Award in 2014 (also awarded in the early 
‘90’s but forgotten by the institution).  The 7-2-9 Club, 
initiated by Dr. Jack McClendon, is designed to serve a 
population of those recovering from mental illness who 
are often overlooked in typical mission or outreach activi-
ties by churches.  It provides a purely social experience 
outside the structure of the hospital institution where in-
formal conversations, games, entertainment and refresh-
ments are the primary activities.  As Mary Prothro used to 
say, “We just have fun!”  It provides a venue for those 
preparing for the transition from the hospital to have “real 
life” social experiences without the structure required in 
most institutional settings. 
 
The following is from a note written by a recent volunteer 
who was asked, “What does 7-2-9 mean to you?”  I feel it 

beautifully captures both the goal and the achievements of 
7-2-9: 
 
I have been thinking about 729 today because it is one of 
the things for which I am most thankful.  As a newcomer, 
what has struck me the most is how comfortable our 
guests have come to feel in the program.  Many have vari-
ous ways of making it their own that are meaningful to 
them and accepted by the larger group.  Before I came to 
729, I did not realize that favorite Christmas carols in-
cluded the Star-Spangled Banner and The Battle Hymn of 
the Republic, nor had I heard The Old Rugged Cross per-
formed at karaoke.  Sometimes members just want to go 
over to the windows and look down on the dynamic activi-
ty of downtown Washington, from which they are other-
wise locked away.  When we play bingo, some members 
systematically manage six or more boards to maximize 
their chances of winning; others have one card but play it 
intently; still others are mostly talking with other people 
at their table, recording perhaps one in two or three of 
the numbers called.  Occasionally, a couple of members’ 
urge to play chess overwhelms their desire to follow the 
day’s planned activities.  But it is all done and received 
positively and good-naturedly, and the ability to exercise 
those small bits of personal freedom likely mean a lot to 
the members.  All this makes me proud to be a part of it 
and grateful to NY Avenue Presbyterian for its steadfast 
support of the 729 Club. 
 
To this, I say AMEN. 
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Premier Showing of “Backs Against the 
Wall:  The Howard Thurman Story” 

by Paul Dornan 
 

On the evening of February 5, a diverse group of over 
400 people crowded the main floor of the NYAPC 
Sanctuary to witness Martin Doblmeier’s latest bio-
graphical documentary effort, “Backs Against the 
Wall:  The Howard Thurman Story” sponsored jointly 
by the McClendon Scholar-in-Residence Program and 
the Howard University Divinity School.  Those as-
sembled were treated to a cinematic account of the 
life of Howard Thurman, African-American spiritual 
leader, preacher, author, mystic, and mentor to a 
younger generation of leaders of the Civil Rights 
Movement.  Thurman had been the subject of a series 
of lectures by the pastors of NYAPC’s partner con-
gregations two years before.  The Reverends Karen 
Brau, Joe Daniels, Lionel Edmonds and Bill Lamar 
returned to offer post-film commentary. 
More than anything else, Doblmeier’s documentary 

places Thurman squarely in the midst of a Civil 
Rights Movement that was long, deep and wide.  By 
long I mean that, although we commonly focus our 
attention on the 12 years from 1956 to 1968 as the 
chronological core of the Movement, it was in fact a 
long Movement beginning in slavery and threading its 
way to today.  Howard Thurman’s spiritual and  
intellectual genealogy includes the love and wise in-
struction of his formerly enslaved grandmother and 
continues to this day in the witness of his grandson, 
Anton Wong, who shared his remembrances of his 
beloved grandfather with us.  In Reverend Lamar’s 
words, “Thurman’s life and witness did not spring 

from a vacuum.  They had a history, and they had a 
future.” 
 
The width of the Movement refers to its particularity 
in the Black Church of the South, yet its awareness 
of and openness to a far larger worldwide movement 
toward independence and liberation.  Thurman con-
tributed to that width, visiting Gandhi’s India and 
sharing what he learned with American Christians.  
His Jesus and the Disinherited compellingly estab-
lished what would later be described as God’s pref-
erential love for the poor and powerless.  Thurman 
was too far along in years by the ‘60’s to be on the 
front line of action, yet, as Reverend Edmonds ob-
served, “You don’t have to be out front to make a 
difference.” 
 
Finally, the film honored the spiritual depth that 
Thurman brought to the Movement.  Martin Luther 
King, Jr. considered Thurman a spiritual mentor, a 
man whose depth of faith offered the spiritual ballast 
to withstand the all too often overwhelming  
challenges of political action against racism.  Once 
again, in Reverend Edmond’s words, “Thurman de-
mystified mysticism,” opening it up and permitting a 
far wider audience to feel its power. 
 

Howard Thurman died 13 years after Martin Luther 
King, yet he was of an older generation, and so in 
some ways it’s difficult to feel the emotional attach-
ment to him that we do to the omnipresent and char-
ismatic King.  Doblmeier’s task and accomplishment 
are to bring Thurman’s powerful life and lessons to 
new generations of Americans. 

Film maker Martin Doblmeier with Thurman’s 
grandson Anton Wong. 

One corner of the crowd. 
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Vision-Strategic Plan Update 
by Meg House 

 
The Vision-Strategic Plan Task Force continues its work. 
We have now drafted a credo, vision statement, mission 
statement, and core values, all of which will inform the 
specific goals and initiatives of the proposed strategic 
plan. We will present this first part of our work at the 
March 12 Session meeting for approval to share with the 
Congregation. We will then begin setting more specific 
goals for the next few years, in dialogue with the various 
boards and committees who would work to achieve these 
goals. 
 
As we’ve moved through our process, some important  
ideas have come to the fore: 
 
First, how central Micah 6:8 has become to our congrega-
tion: 
 
He has told you, O mortal, what is good; 
    and what does the LORD require of you 
but to do justice, and to love kindness, 
    and to walk humbly with your God? 
 
In addition, we on the task force (and many others who’ve 
given us feedback!) desire that this plan not “sit on a 
shelf,” but be something we turn to often as we make deci-
sions on everything from programs to finances to our 
building. In order for this to happen, the task force recom-
mends we see this plan as: 
 
- A Two-Step Process. The task force is working on the 
first step: the drafting of the plan. Implementation will be 
the second step, with its own process. 
 
- A Living Plan. While fundamentals of the plan are not 
likely to change much over the next few years, the specif-
ics of the plan likely will, as we move through a cycle of 
drafting, approving, implementing, evaluating, and revis-
ing.  
 
This task force plans to complete its work in May, submit-
ting the full plan to the Session. If you have any questions 
or suggestions, please contact any member of the task 
force:  
 
Miriam Dewhurst, Paul Dornan, Rev. Roger Gench, Hal 
Hiemstra, Meg House, Sarah McGinnis, Olivia Singel-
mann, Jim Spearman, Edith Holmes Snyder, Rev. Alice 
Tewell, and Matthew Wieseler. 

Lincoln's Birthday  
 
NYAPC members participated in the annual National 
Park Service celebration of Abraham Lincoln's birthday 
at the Lincoln Memorial on February 12.  The church 
tradition is to participate in the laying of a wreath at the 
Lincoln statue.  This year we were represented by Bonita 
Pennino, Marsha Renwanz, David Powell, and John 
O'Brien.   
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Deeply Rooted 
A sermon preached by Rev. Alice Tewell 

February 17, 2019 
 

Luke 6: 17-26 

During the time with the children, you got a glimpse 
of how we often begin Worship Play with the kids 
back in my office during the sermon time.   
 
Many of our kids have a lot of energy, so Karen or I, 
or whoever is leading for that day often begin our 
time together with a centering exercise.   
 
Yoga is one of my spiritual practices, a practice that 
I find joy in because it gets me moving fast enough 
so that my mind doesn’t wander but is also slow 
enough so that I can intentionally focus on the 
breath, the deep inhale and deep exhale.  
 
With the breath, we are invited into a deep ground-
ing to ponder our interconnection with all of God’s 
creation; lately I have been thinking about our role 
in stewardship of the Earth and what deep work we 
are called to do right now.   
 
As the prophet Jeremiah describes, as you saw with 
the kids, I like to imagine that we are like trees who 
send their roots deep —-  filled full when the rains 
are plentiful — but perhaps even more important —  
deeply planted to withstand any drought. 
 
We are seeking a deep grounding in the earth.   
 
And that is where we meet Jesus Christ in our scrip-
ture lesson from the Gospel of Luke for today. It is 
known as the sermon on the plain or the sermon on 
the level place.  
 
Most of us know the Gospel of Matthew’s version 
better - the Sermon on the Mount. 
 
The general context is about the same: 
 

First, Jesus preaches both relatively early in his 
public ministry.  These blessings, or beatitudes, 
which mean happy or blessed, from the Latin 
Vulgate, are one of Jesus’ first statements of 
public theology. 

   
And second, the message is directed both toward 

the closer-in disciples and the further-out 
crowd.  

 
The differences in the versions take root in their 
geographic context.   
 
Matthew puts Jesus on a mountain, presenting a 
parallelism to Moses on Mount Sinai, whereas 
Luke’s version has Jesus on a level place, remind-
ing us of Moses coming down the mountain, ad-
dressing the people right where they were, in their 
disobedience, in the grit and in the broken level pla-
ces of life.  
 
It is from this level place that the great crowd of 
people comes to hear Jesus, traveling on foot for 
distances well over one hundred miles.  They have 
come from such a vast area, the point is also made 
that Jesus’ message is for all.  
 
The large audience is comprised of the disciples 
traveling across the countryside to learn, as well as 
people who are of special concern to Jesus: those 
who are sick, those who are troubled and those who 
are desperate to be cured.  
 
Speaking directly to the lives of those gathering, in 
Luke each blessing is accompanied by a parallel 
woe. 
 
Blessed are the poor, the hungry, those who weep, 
and those who are reviled and defamed. 
 
The woes are for the rich, the full, those who laugh, 
and those who are praised. 
 
Theologian Justo Gonzalez points out in his 
commentary on Luke that what is promised is the 
great reversal.   
 

The poor, who have nothing, will have the 
kingdom of God. 
 
Those who weep will laugh. 
 
Those who are reviled will have a great re-
ward in heaven. 
 
The rich have already received their conso-
lation so should expect no more. 
 
Those who are full will be hungry. 
 
Those who laugh will mourn. 

(continued on p.  9) 
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And those who are spoken well of will be 
shown to be no more than false prophets of 
old.  

 
Luke is indeed a hard-hitting Gospel, bringing 
good news to the poor and powerless, speaking 
loudly to Jesus’ special concern for those who are 
poor and downtrodden in this life.   
 
What is equally hard-hitting is that the Gospel also 
brings good news for the rich and the powerful, if 
they too turn toward Jesus and follow the way of 
God.   
 
When we look at those who came to listen to Jesus 
on that level place, and when we look to who we 
are now gathered in the space of this congregation, 
each person has come for at least a dual purpose: 
to hear and to be healed. 
 
There is no separation between us.   
 
Each of us at some point in our lives or even in the 
span of one day: 
     is both poor and rich, 
     both hungry and full,  
     both joy-filled and full of sorrow, 

both filled with the message of God’s prophecy      
while also needing to be reshaped and finding  
regrounding in our understanding.  

 
It seems as though the world tries to keep us in 
dangerous boxes - by gender or class or race or job 
or age or ability or political view. 
 
The forces of the world try to keep us divided, for 
when we exist in a state of division, we remain 
without power. 
 
Without the power of our intersectional voice and 
experience,  
 we cannot organize, 
 we cannot make change,  
 and for us Christians, we remain separated 
from the incarnate body of Christ.   
 
So the role of the church is to act in opposition 
to all of that:  
 
To boldly proclaim that Jesus Christ is God incar-
nate, God made flesh who shows up in the broken 
level places, the gritty messy places of life,  

inviting us forward to a deep leveling, so that we 
might know each other and ourselves as God al-
ready deeply knows us. 
 
We believe that the mission of this church is to 
offer space, both physical and spiritual, so that 
we may experience our shared beloved-ness to-
gether.   
 
Today we celebrate the 40th anniversary of the 7 to 
9 program, a core group of people who gather here 
on Wednesdays to offer mutual friendship,  
compassion and joy to those largely left behind by 
the mental health system in our country.   
 
It is a ministry of radical hospitality, which says that 
everyone has a place here, that we seek to deeply 
know one another beyond labels so that we might 
become friends. 
 
This is my dream when I think of the Downtown 
Service Center that will very soon be open in the 
basement of the church. 
 
In the last six months we have been reminded of 
how for years that space has helped connect and  
create deep spiritual transformation. 
 
Once it was a basketball court used by our Commu-
nity Club students and tutors.  Later, it became a 
children’s chapel with Sunday School classrooms 
surrounding it.  I got to know it in the last few years 
as our space for Sunday School where we start with 
an inter-generational time of gathering and being 
who we really are in front of God and one another.  
 
Already in that space, for generations, we have ex-
perienced both healing and teaching, so we are  
excited that this space is transformed once again to 
serve the needs of those who are closest to the heart 
of Jesus, those who experience life without a home 
in this city of such wealth and power.    
 
When you see the space, your breath will be taken 
away by the thoughtful transformation to create a 
space of beauty and delight for those who are 
pushed to the margins of society.  You will be deep-
ly moved.  
 
As The New York Avenue Presbyterian Church, we 
have been undergoing a visioning process that will 
be shared in full soon with the Session.  We have 

(continued on p.  10) 
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come to some core pillars — two among them are 
that we seek to embody radical hospitality and we 
do it within the context of a nurturing communi-
ty.  
 
Whether it is in the Radcliffe Room, in Community 
Club, in the lobby of the church, in Sunday School, 
in fellowship gatherings, or in this worship space, 
we say that all are welcome here, and when we say 
that we really mean it. 
 
And because God has already become incarnate in 
the broken level places of life, we too are invited 
through the ministries of this church to become 
both students and teachers, both healers and those 
in need of deep healing, and to share both our deep-
est joys and deepest pains.  
 
Grounded in the ever-present workings of the 
Holy Spirit, we seek to be transformed.   
 
Transformation happens as part of public theology 
and action, but also happens when we awaken our 
hearts to the moving of the Holy Spirit.   
 
So this week as a spiritual practice, I took a long 
spiritual walk around the neighborhood of the 
church. 
 
I was prompted by a call to prayer for my friend 
Amy, who is very sick.  Amy and her husband John 
are bold in their faith and believe that prayer is a 
deep action grounding us in our love and 
knowledge of God.  
 
I thought of Amy’s bold personality, how she is 
always engaging someone who seems to be on the 
margins in deep conversation and how her friend-
ships are never limited by politics or theology.  So 
with the inspiration of my friend and this Luke pas-
sage of blessings and woes whirling around my 
brain, I set out on this walk to deeply pay attention 
to the moving of God around us, to see beyond the 
expected. 
 
Perhaps, because I was looking for the unexpected, 
right away I found it in the form of a light-skinned 
man dressed as a giant heart handing out valentines 
to anyone who wanted them.   
 
Normally, I would purposefully walk away from 
such a display of unexpected hospitality wondering 
if there was a hidden motive, but instead, on this 

walk, I greeted him and said thanks for the heart-
candy he handed me. 
 
And, perhaps, because I looked so amused by this 
man, a darker skinned man in a business suit  
approached me, handing me a few additional  
candies, saying, maybe more for your kids?  I guess 
I look like a mom. 
 
Three strangers who would normally ignore each 
other, often kept separate by race and gender in 
downtown DC, celebrated Valentine’s Day together.  
 
Then I got to Franklin Park just north of the church.  
I noticed a deep contrast I hadn’t noticed before.  
Hung just above my eye level were signs from the 
National Park Service that said “No Camping.”  And 
then, tied to most central lightposts, there also were 
homemade scarves, tied presumably for those who 
spend their nights on the streets.  I wonder about this 
scarf ministry and the hidden crowds already taking 
part in Jesus’ great reversal.  
 
On my way back, as I was passing the McDonald’s, 
a guy was singing, windows rolled down, with such 
gusto that, for a moment or two, instead of turning 
away, I was so moved, I joined in.  This great rever-
sal was the one that brought humor.  Together, in 
front of the McDonald’s, in the middle of 13th 
Street, we sang.  I was the woman hollering after the 
man in the car.  
 
Amidst the chaos, amidst the suffering, amidst the 
divisions, right here in Washington DC, God is so 
very present; inviting us to God’s deep transforming 
work, grounding us deeply to one another and to the 
very earth.  Amen.  

Deacons dressed as Magi on Epiphany 

(continued from p.  9) 
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HISTORY HAPPENS . . . AT NYAPC 
 

Rev. Dr. Roger J. Gench  
and Rev. Dr. Frances Taylor Gench 
by Edith Snyder and Marilyn Seiber 

 
(As part of the NYAPC History Committee’s 

“Bicentennial Interviews Project,” Marilyn Seiber and 
Edith Snyder interview long-time NYAPC members for 

the Archives files. They interviewed Revs. Roger J. 
Gench and Frances Taylor Gench on February 22, 2019, 

for this project and the article below.) 
 
Though perhaps somewhat busier than usual, February 
24, 2019 was a typical Sunday at The New York Avenue 
Presbyterian Church for Roger and Frances 
Gench. In his role as Senior Pastor and Head 
of Staff, Roger led worship, preaching on 
Psalm 37, Luke 6, and “Enemy Love” at the 
8:45 and 11:00 a.m. services. As a parish as-
sociate with NYAPC, Frances taught the 
adult church school class on “Living in Rela-
tionship with Scripture.”  With Associate 
Pastor Rev. Alice Tewell, Roger conducted 
the memorial service and inurnment for long-
time and beloved church member Margaret 
Ellen “Peggy” Evans. Each part of the day 
was accomplished theologically, faithfully, 
with equal parts compassion and challenge, 
and to a standard of excellence that  
distinguishes both husband and wife in their respective 
calls to ministry—he as an urban pastor and she as a 
seminary professor. 
 
Now, after 17 years at NYAPC, Roger will retire in May 
2019, and he and Frances will move from their Capitol 
Hill home in Washington, DC to Richmond, Virginia, 
where Frances teaches at Union Presbyterian Seminary. 
It will be the first time in nearly three decades of their 
married lives and careers that one or both of them will 
not have to commute significant distances for their work. 
 
Roger is ready for this next life step, but it is not one the 
Genches undertake lightly. Frances says that she has 
loved all of the churches Roger has served during his 
ministry, but that “NYAPC is the hardest one to leave.” 
Adds Roger: “It was New York Avenue’s activism and 
spirituality that first attracted me to this church. People 
here wanted the particular gifts I had to offer. You under-
stand that spirituality without activism is empty, and ac-
tivism without spirituality is bankrupt. NYAPC folk be-
lieve in social witness, but you also believe in God and 
understand Christian discipleship as a group activity.” 
 
Indeed, this has been Roger’s sense of the New York Av-
enue congregation since he accepted the call here. 
“Spirituality and theological reflection may not be the 

first move at NYAPC, but members are open to contem-
plative practice and welcome it when it is offered,” he 
says. Frances, too, appreciates the fact that “Christian 
education and spiritual formation are taken seriously 
here. People want to talk about their faith and grow in 
their understanding and practice of it.” 
 
Paths to NYAPC 
 
Roger and Frances came to NYAPC in February 2002 
from Brown Memorial Presbyterian Church in Baltimore, 
where Roger served as senior pastor for 12 years. He re-
members that the NYAPC Pastor Nominating Committee 
was unusually thorough in its search, which included 
phone as well as face-to-face interviews, no fewer than 

three visits to Brown Memorial to hear him 
preach, additional requests for audio sermons, 
and a guest sermon at the Capitol Hill Presby-
terian Church not long after 9/11 in Septem-
ber 2001. 
 
When Roger arrived in Washington, he was 
“very clear by that point in my life” about his 
pastoral identity and the importance of having 
“a consistent, theological, faith-based orienta-
tion to what we do here.”  Roger’s faith jour-
ney began in his hometown of St. Joseph, 
Missouri, once a jumping-off place to the 
West. His grandfather was a hardware man 
and farmer there, while his father was the su-

perintendent of public school music and the music direc-
tor for the city’s Temple Adath Joseph and the First Bap-
tist Church. Roger was struck by the beauty of the farm-
land around him, “the goodness of creation,” and con-
trasted that with exposure as a youth to a book with black
-and-white images of World War II. He wondered, “How 
can a good God allow such evil?” Answering that ques-
tion has framed Roger’s lifelong theological quest. 
 
After completing his Th.M. and Ph.D. degrees in 1988 at 
Union Theological Seminary (now Union Presbyterian  
Seminary), Roger yearned to teach, but instead found 
himself called to Christ Presbyterian Church in Camp 
Hill, Pennsylvania, as associate pastor. It was in Pennsyl-
vania that he discovered that lay people appreciate en-
gagement with academic theology, too; Roger regularly 
had anywhere from 50 to 80 church members in his Sun-
day School classes and found his vocation as a pastor-
theologian.  
 
Called in 1989 as pastor to Brown Memorial, Roger dis-
covered his vocation as an activist pastor as well. He be-
came involved in community organizing in Baltimore, 
serving as clergy leadership and co-chair of Baltimoreans 
United In Leadership Development (BUILD), an Indus-
trial Areas Foundation affiliate. Since coming to 
NYAPC, Roger has continued this work as part of the 

(continued on p.  12) 
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strategy team for the Washington Interfaith Network 
(WIN), also an Industrial Areas Foundation affiliate.  In 
addition, he began to explore urban theology during his 
ministry at Brown Memorial; his studies and experienc-
es in Baltimore and Washington, DC became the basis 
for his first book, Theology from the Trenches: Reflec-
tions on Urban Ministry (Westminster John Knox 
Press, 2014).  
 
Though a fifth-generation Presbyterian minister, 
Frances was hardly preordained to follow this vocation. 
Rather, she says, “Several communities of faith helped 
me identify gifts that I might have that were worth ex-
ploring.” Her first year at Union Theological Seminary 
in Virginia was on a “trial year” scholarship to deter-
mine whether she liked it. Not only did she like it, but 
Frances discovered that she was passionate about bibli-
cal studies. After earning her M.Div., she received a 
fellowship to try out an initial year of doctoral study at 
Union.  
 
In 1986, she took her first faculty position at the Lu-
theran Theological Seminary at Gettysburg 
(Pennsylvania), where she discovered just how much 
she loved to teach. In 1999, Frances joined the faculty 
of Union Presbyterian Seminary (then known as Union 
Theological Seminary) where she is now Herbert Worth 
and Annie H. Jackson Professor of Biblical Interpreta-
tion. She had one moment of crisis when she questioned 
whether she chose ministry or “simply backed into it.” 
Vocational testing confirmed the call to which she re-
sponded.  
 
“My mission is bridging church and academy, making 
biblical studies accessible for the life of the church,” 
says Frances. She served as a member of the PC(USA) 
General Assembly’s Theological Task Force on Peace, 
Unity, and Purity of the Church (2001-2006), which 
wrestled with the denomination’s discernment of ordi-
nation of LGBT members. She is also the author of six 
books; her most recent publication is Encountering God 
in Tyrannical Texts: Reflections on Paul, Women, and 
the Authority of Scripture (Westminster John Knox 
Press, 2015). 
 
Memories as They Depart 
 
In his time at NYAPC, Roger has found relational 
meetings with individuals and small groups engaged in 
theology and activism to be among the church’s most 
meaningful activities. “I have been grateful to get to 
know people’s passions and sufferings…to be invited 
into that sacred space.” He values deeply the Thursday 
morning group, now called Biblio Divina, which started 
soon after his arrival and where he has taught and led 
the Spiritual Exercises of St. Ignatius. This group now 
reads theology-based books for discussion and prayer. 
“I am astounded at the number and range of books we 

have read in the last 15 years,” he says.  Roger also mar-
vels at the variety of small groups that have formed over 
the years. 
 
Further, Roger finds critically important the race and 
poverty discussions with five DC churches that began 
ten years ago. A high point in that endeavor was the 
night before President Obama's first inauguration, when 
NYAPC hosted the choirs from Mt. Lebanon Baptist, 
Luther Place, and Emory Fellowship United Methodist 
Church. “Streets were blocked in preparation for the in-
auguration, but everybody got there with their instru-
ments and amplifiers,” Roger recalls. “We gave out 125 
copies of James H. Cone’s The Cross and the Lynching 
Tree that night.”  
 
Roger hopes these discussions among the churches and 
beyond them will go on and anticipates that the McClen-
don Scholar-in-Residence Program will continue to play 
a key role in addressing and wrestling with issues of race 
as well as other contemporary challenges facing the 
church and world. Endowed by a gift from the Rev. Dr. 
Jack McClendon and led by Roger for a decade, this pro-
gram has brought to NYAPC a diverse group of the fin-
est theologians, scholars, and activists—from renowned 
Old Testament theologian Walter Brueggemann to 
founder and executive director of the Equal Justice Initi-
ative Bryan Stevenson, and the church has made these 
programs available to others in the DC community. 
 
For her part, Frances has loved the church’s Christian 
education classes, the annual women’s retreat, and 
“Faith on Tap” for young adults. “It is remarkable to 
have people eager to discuss the Bible and their faith, to 
have young adults want to talk about theology,” she 
says. “People here have a sense that growing in faith 
never ends.”  
 
Frances highlights two other “stand-out” events or pro-
grams from the Genches’ time at NYAPC: the renova-
tion of the Sanctuary and the Cuba Partners program. 
“Renovating the Sanctuary re-energized the worship ex-
perience,” particularly with the new organ and the 
choir’s relocation from the balcony to the front of the 
Sanctuary. Frances also appreciates the unique relation-
ship that brings two urban congregations—New York 
Avenue and First Presbyterian-Reformed Church of Ha-
vana—together in worship, prayer, and Bible study. 
Frances and Roger went on the initial trip to First Ha-
vana in 2005 for the exchange of “Partnership Under-
standing” documents signed by the two Sessions. In the 
annual trips since then, Roger has been to First Havana 
and preached in its pulpit four times, and some 200 
members of NYAPC have traveled to Cuba.   
 
 
 

(continued on p.  13) 
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Aspirations for This Church 
 
Looking to the future, “I want the church to go organi-
cally where it’s going to go,” says Roger. To that end, he 
hopes the church’s new financial organization will put it 
on sounder economic footing. More fundamentally, Rog-
er hopes that theological formation will continue to be a 
vital part of NYAPC and is confident that the Scholar-in-
Residence Program will further that effort.  
 
Roger has no reservations about the new Downtown Day 
Services Center, which opened in the church’s Park Lev-
el at the end of February to offer a wide range of services 
intended to help people move out of homelessness. At 
the same time, “I would like to get a bolt and a nut and 
tighten our work with those who are homeless to the the-
ology of radical hospitality,” he says. “Our work should 
not be patronizing, but instead a connecting of our own 
deep brokenness with that of others.”  
 
Roger references Shelly Rambo, associate professor at 
Boston University’s School of Theology, who will be the 
next McClendon Scholar in Residence during the week-
end of March 23-24. In her book, Resurrecting Wounds: 
Living in the Afterlife of Trauma (Baylor University 
Press, 2017), Dr. Rambo stresses the need to be more 

inclusive in our definition of trauma, beyond that of war 
to include illness, grief, loss, and violence of varied sorts. 
Dr. Rambo's discussion of the disciple Thomas’ insist-
ence that he must “touch the wounds” of the risen Lord 
speaks to the need to acknowledge and deal with wounds 
that continually resurface, rather than trying to repress or 
erase them, in order to heal.  
 
Before they leave Washington, DC and NYAPC, the 
Genches will travel back to Ghana in April with another 
group of seminarians to visit Presbyterian churches and 
theological schools, as they have done in the past. Once 
in Richmond, Roger hopes to continue writing, digging 
deeper into the theology of the cross for the mainline 
church. He also expects to continue to work in communi-
ty organizing and spiritual formation for small groups of 
people.  
 
Frances will continue teaching for at least another five to 
eight years. Together, the Genches will co-teach an inter-
disciplinary course at Union called “Cross Examination,” 
which will engage the cross as the central symbol of 
Christian faith, considering diverse presentations of it in 
the New Testament and in classical and contemporary 
theological discourse and debate, and wrestling with it as 
a resource for Christian spirituality, a metaphor for disci-
pleship, and a springboard for the church’s public en-
gagement in the world. And Roger will, of course, con-
tinue studying and playing classical guitar. 
 
Both Roger and Frances have loved the communities in 
which they have found themselves and, no doubt, will 
continue to do so. Says Frances: “It has been an enor-
mous blessing to be engaged in ministry in the communi-
ties to which God has called us—communities which 

have enabled us to flourish and grow in our vocations.” 

Letter of Appreciation from a professor at 
Randolph-Macon College 

by John O’Brien  
 
Our church receives many requests for tours throughout 
the week from organizations across the country.  We re-
cently hosted a religion class from Randolph-Macon Col-
lege in Hanover, VA.  Thirty members of the class were 
led by Professor Sandi Goehring.  History Committee 
chair Len Shabman and John O'Brien spent much of a 
morning discussing our history and mission for the inter-
ested class.  Prof. Goehring wrote to thank our presenters 
for effectively taking her students through the different 
projects of your church, which was a perfect help to her 
transition of theology and community engagement.   
Learning about the work of NYAPC "connected at so 
many levels with the material the class was study-
ing."  She noted that the students "were really impressed 
with the stained glass windows and their artistic 
style."         

Roger and Frances enjoy hiking in the mountains. 

(continued from p. 12) 
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Obituary for Margaret Ellen (Peggy) Evans 

  
Margaret Ellen Evans was born in October 1930 in Colum-
bus, Ohio.  Her brother David was born three years later. 
Her parents were Welsh, and all eight of her great-
grandparents were Welsh, so Gymanfa Ganus (Welsh 
hymn sings) were part of her life. She graduated from 
North High School in Columbus and from The Ohio State 
University in 1952. She was in many activities during  
College, tapped for the Sophomore and Junior honoraries, 
Secretary of the Sophomore Class, and active in her sorori-
ty, Alpha Delta Pi. After graduation, she signed a two-year 
contract as Registrar and Secretary with four professors 
and a dean to assist The Ohio State University in establish-
ing The Territorial College of Guam in Mongmong, Guam. 
Leaving Guam after two years, she spent two and a half 
months traveling with two high school teachers through 
Asia, the Middle East, Egypt, Europe, and the United 
Kingdom. 
 
After her return she enlisted in the U.S. Navy, went to Of-
ficer Candidate School in Newport, RI, was commissioned 
Ensign and assigned to the Special Warfare Office of the 
Bureau of Ships in Washington, DC, where she remained 
on active duty for two years. She then transferred to a re-
serve unit and departed the U.S. Navy as a LTJG. 
 
From 1957 to 1959 she worked on the staff of the Massa-
chusetts Institute of Technology, which was under contract 
to the Chief of Naval Operations and located in the Penta-
gon for work in military operations.  For thirty-four years, 
she worked for an outstanding consulting radio engineer, 
Robert M. Silliman.  After Mr. Silliman retired, Peggy 
worked several years for an elder law firm in DC before 
retiring in 1996.   
 
She was very active on boards, committees and the choir 
of The New York Avenue Presbyterian Church from 1956 
until her death in February 2019. Her hobbies included 
music, drawing, theater, bridge, designing necklaces, and 
dancing. After retirement, she studied drawing at the Tor-
pedo Factory and entered several colored pencil drawings 
in shows; she drew cartoons for two newsletters for more 
than ten years. 
 
She is survived by a niece, Julia Perry, her husband Glynn, 
two grandnieces, Marissa and Jillian Perry; a nephew,  
Steven Evans, his wife Cheryl, and a grandnephew, Kyle 
Evans. 
 
Note: Peggy also wrote a number of autobiographical sto-
ries about various periods in her life, which are very en-
gaging, but for which we simply didn’t have the room.  If 
you would like a copy of these, please let us know at  
vonfleck@starpower.net 

Some of Peggy’s Cartoons in AVENEWS 

mailto:vonfleck@starpower.net
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Organ Pit Organization: One of the 
Back Stories to the Day Services Center 

                              by Beth Braxton 
 

The old organ pit in the church has long been used for 
Radcliffe Room Clothing Closet overflow. When the 
church made the decision to house the Day Services 
Center on the church Park Level, rooms and materials 
in those rooms started shifting. And the organ pit, a 
spacious room 22 feet by 15 feet with a 20-foot high 
ceiling, became the place of choice for church storage 
— everything from the NYAPC history books to 
McClendon musical instruments to a Santa Claus to 
boxes upon boxes of office files —  not to mention 
boxes upon boxes as well as containers of donated old 
and new clothing!   This winter our YAV, Kasey 
Kelly, had already been diligently organizing clothes 
into containers.    
 

In October 2018, Parish Associate Beth Braxton had 
organized a team (with persons from Adat Reyim Jew-
ish congregation, Burke Presbyterian and NYAPC) to 
go to Tarboro, NC, to do hurricane disaster relief with 
a number of carpenters included.  So after seeing the 
“disaster” in the organ pit,  she wrote this same team 
and asked if some would like to work on "disaster  
relief" at NYAPC!  Three responded positively. After 
they experienced the shock of seeing this room, they 
each did a different design for shelves; but they 
worked (as I wish Congress would work) and agreed 
on a design of TEN four-foot by four-foot boxes with 
two shelves each  — all made out of three-quarter-inch 
plywood.  They decided it was best to construct these 
boxes in Hank Zussman’s workshop in his home in 
Fairfax.  Hank is a retired oral surgeon who does car-
pentry as a hobby; he and Bob Braxton, who grew up 
building houses with his carpenter father during high 

school and college, did all the work. Charles Bailey 
drove his pickup truck for the duo to get all the lumber. 
 

In three days they built the ten shelf units. Now the 
question was how to transport them!  Each unit was 
heavy as Hades!  It would take ten trips to drive them 
one by one into DC with Charles’s pickup, so we  
decided to rent a 26 foot truck with a hydraulic lift gate 
to transport them ALL at one time.  Beth had arranged 
with Jasmine about the availability of at least two sex-
tons for the task of getting these boxes into the church 
and up to the third floor balcony and then down into 
the organ pit! Beth had measured the elevator — not 
only the door opening, and height, but the diagonal for 
the eight foot toe-space pieces! 

 
Well, Beth says, it was a miracle!  When the truck ar-
rived at 1:30 p.m. (just a half hour off schedule) on 
Thursday, February 28, it was thankfully a sunny dry 

(continued on p.  16) 
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day!  The ten boxes went one by one in the elevators to 
the third floor, where they were lined up like a train, 
and one by one David Smoot, Gerald Thompkins, and 
Delanté Buchanan took them up the steps to the top of 
the balcony, forming another train. Then, one by one, 
the boxes were lowered into the pit!  There they were 
screwed together into a wall to wall unit.  By 6:00 p.m. 
the deed was done!  

 
 
 

Now, the organization really begins!  
 

A Portico Christmas Tree is Back 
by Beth Braxton 

 

For two years Catherine Schultheis and Beth Braxton 
chatted about the need for the message of - Light Has 
Come into the World -  to be visible on the outside of 
the church.  So this year, they went into action with 
their husbands and purchased a 15 foot pre-lit Christ-
mas tree for the portico!  It was put up the second 
week in Advent with the help of our Building  
Superintendent, David Smoot, and taken down after 
Epiphany Sunday.  It was a joy to see this beacon of 
light throughout the holiday season.  It was on a timer 
to go on at 5:00 pm and off at 7:00 am each day. 
 
The tree was purchased at Home Depot in the suburbs 
and came in four large boxes; Barry Tindall lent us his 
pickup truck! 

 
 
 

David Smoot assembles the 
tree while John and Cathy 
Schultheis steady the  
ladder. 

David Smoot 
gestures from 
the top of the 
installed tree. 

(continued from p. 15) 
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Children and Youth at the 
 2018 Christmas Pageant  

Youth in the Pageant 

Sheep 

Everyone in the Pageant 

Stan Engebretson and Karen Dunlap  
Accompanying the Youth 

Roger as an Angel, with Good News 
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Super Bowl Party 
 
NYAPC hosted its annual Super Bowl party so that Radcliffe Room guests and church members could enjoy a 
common activity. 

Many volunteers helped with planning, food preparation 
and serving. 
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NYAPC Members in Political Action 
with the Mayor 

 
NYAPC members participated with the Washington Inter-
faith Network (WIN) and other allies at the public 
"listening sessions" for the District of Columbia annual 
budget process. The issues for which we were advocating 
included affordable housing, clean energy, and support for 
better legal representation for immigrants.  The main  
demand for all of these was for full funding of the various 
items of legislation that had been passed by the Council.   
 
These included more money for the Housing Production 
Trust Fund, the DC Omnibus Clean Energy Bill, and Legal 
Assistance for Immigrants.  We advocated for $2.5 million 
in the DC budget for legal assistance for immigrants,  
including those already detained by ICE.  (This amount is 
up from $900,000 in last year’s budget, which offered no 
legal assistance funds for persons in detention.) This effort 
seemed to be quite convincing, but we will know when the 
Mayor submits her 2020 Budget to the Council on  
March 20. 

 
Thereafter, NYAPC advocates and their allies will 
have to concentrate on convincing the Council to pass 
that budget, so there will be plenty of work for all of 
us to do.  
 

_______________ 

Kathy Doan talking to the Mayor about funds for  
immigrant legal defense. 

Prince & Orquidia Are Free! 
by Omar Angel Perez, Chief Organizer,  
DMV Sanctuary Network of Congregations 

 
The DMV Sanctuary Congregation Network is celebrating 
the release of two members of our community. 
   
Prince Gbohoutou was released on Thursday from the 
Etowah County Detention Center in Alabama. He was 

transferred there last sum-
mer after originally being in 
detention in Frederick 
County, MD. Our Network, 
in partnership with Prince's 
spouse, Shaniece, and Sanc-
tuary DMV, has been advo-
cating for Prince's release 
since he was apprehended 
by ICE last April.  He and 
Shaniece were reunited on 
Thursday. 

 
 
Orquidia Tamara Hernandez was released from  
detention in San Diego on January 29 for humanitarian rea-
sons. She was reunited with her daughter-in-law, Yeslin 
Lopez, and her two young grandchildren. Yeslin is in com-
munity with and supported by our Network's DC cluster. 
DC congregations worked hard to secure Orquidia's release. 
Orquidia's son, Kenneth, husband to Yeslin, and father to 

their children, remains in 
immigration detention in 
Charleston, SC.  
 
Our hearts go out to 
Prince, Shaniece, Orquid-

ia, Yeslin, the children, 
and our entire network, 
who all are celebrating 
the reunification of 
these families. 
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 Yeslin’s Family Story 
by Alicia Peterson,  

DMV Sanctuary Network of Congregations 
Foundry United Methodist Church 

 
 In Guatemala, Yeslin's mother-in-law Orquidia  
Tamara Hernandez worked as a bank manager when 
narco traffickers began threatening to kill her if she 
did not rob the bank for them. In an act of extraordi-
nary courage, Orquidia refused. Narco traffickers then 
began to terrorize them by visiting their home weekly, 
and they lived as virtual prisoners only leaving to go 
to work. This continued until the narco traffickers 
threatened Yeslin’s one year old, Alessandro, and they 
knew they had to do something. They reported it to the 
police, who did not respond. So they decided to flee. 
 
They moved to a new city, where Yeslin’s husband 
Kenneth got a job working in a factory—but then 
gangs began menacing Kenneth where he worked. He 
was petrified, but endured them, until they said they 
were going to murder Yeslin and Alessandro. This 
time, they decided to escape by walking to Mexico, 
believing that it could only be better. How wrong 
could this be? Mid-journey they were caught by Mexi-
can police, kept in custody, given urine soaked blan-
kets and rancid food, and quickly deported back to 
Guatemala. 
 
The family started off again for Mexico from Guate-
mala.  However, this time they were halfway there 
when a different gang threatened assault and rape and 
shook them down for money. They convinced the 
gang that they did not have the money, and were 
robbed of everything.  A wonderful woman took them 
in, and they slept on her floor, recuperating for six 
days. They then gave up on Mexico and decided their 
only hope was going to the U.S.  Done with walking, 
they earned enough money for the four of them to take 
the bus to the U.S. border. 
 
On Christmas Eve, they arrived near the border, and 
were told that, if they crossed, a gang would steal their 
organs. Having no choice, they literally ran for their 
lives into the U.S. near San Diego.  Immediately  
apprehended and taken into custody, they asked for  
asylum.  After two freezing days, they were separated. 
Kenneth was sent to a detention center in Georgia, and  
Orquidia to a detention facility in California.   
Orquidia's asylum case and Kenneth's bond were de-
nied, but we are fighting back. 
 
Yeslin and Alessandro were sent to D.C., and Yeslin 

gave birth to Dilan in July 2018.  Congregations in the 
DC Sanctuary Congregations Network of  
Congregations sponsored a baby shower, and have ac-
companied the family through many developments, 
including a visit to Georgia, where Dilan finally met 
his dad.  Since then, Kenneth has been transferred to a 
detention center near Charleston, S.C.   
 
In February 2019, Orquidia, who has a serious heart 
condition, was released from detention to join Yeslin 
and the boys in D.C. Her pacemaker is only  
functioning at four percent, and she needs artery sur-
gery.  We now await her ability for a work permit, and 
are hoping to assist her with obtaining desperately 
needed health services. 
 
Aware that legal assistance increases the chances for 
asylum by 1,000%, we have raised enough money for 
low-bono asylum and appeal lawyers for Kenneth and 
Orquidia.  Still, we have a need of about $3,000 re-
maining for their current legal costs, and may need an 
additional $3,000 for additional legal help for Kenneth.  
Yeslin and Alessandro are receiving pro-bono asylum 
assistance—but the family (now four in D.C., includ-
ing Orquidia) have ongoing rental ($600+/month) and 
living expenses—and rental costs may soon be rising.   
 
We are hopeful that the collective generosity of 
many interested persons will continue to lift up this 
courageous family!  Will you join their team of sup-
porters by giving in these ways? 
 
Donations for rent, legal fees, and/or general expenses 
may be made through checks to National City Chris-
tian Church (NCCC), with a designation for “Migrant 
Assistance.”  Checks should be mailed to the attention 
of “Board of Local Trustees,” National City Christian 
Church, 5 Thomas Circle NW, Washington, 
DC  20005.  
 
Donations for legal fees or general expenses may also 
be made to Foundry United Methodist Church.  Con-
tact Alicia Petersen at: aliciapetersen@hotmail.com. 
                                                                                                                                                                   
Additional Questions?  Contact:  Rev. Sharon Stanley-
Rea, sstanley@dhm.disciples.org 

mailto:aliciapetersen@hotmail.com
file:///C:/Users/vonfleck/AppData/Local/Microsoft/Windows/INetCache/Content.Outlook/39HQW6ZY/sstanley@dhm.disciples.org
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First Training on Table Banking  
Njoro Orphans and Vulnerable Children Program  

by Francis Muchemi 
 
The first Table Banking Training took place of February 6, 
and consisted of twenty-six parents or guardians of the chil-
dren.  Eight of the parents or guardians were not present.  
The training was very successful. They were being trained  
how to start a small business with little cash  and succeed, 
with many examples of many successful businesses.  Those 
with businesses were shown how they could improve them 
with savings and above all, discipline. They were very  
happy to know that their life can change in a small way. 
After the training, some of them asked me if there is money 
for them to go to start a business without wasting time. I 
also learnt so many new ideas on how to improve business. 
We had two trainers from the KCB Bank.  This is just a 
brief summary of the training. 
 
For those who attended training, we agreed no one will be 
facilitated with money without attending the training, be-
cause she/he would not know how to invest in business.  
The money we are going to give will not be for personal use 
-- it will be for investing. 
 
We were being advised first to deal with those in business 
and to start by giving  Ksh (Kenya shillings) 5,000 (US 
$50). Every month they will be paying a small interest fee -
- this will discipline them.  If we give the money without 
interest, we will end up losing everything without them 
gaining.  Then the second group will come up with what 
kind of business to start. We shall list ideas with the trainer, 
and if one qualifies she/he will be given cash to start the 
business. We shall have a team of three from the committee 
who will be visiting them, and I will be among them. The 
small interest will revolve. Additional cash will be added to 
those who perform well.  We are going to open a separate 
account, so that the bank will help us to monitor the ac-
count. We also are going to set a certain time limit:  after 
every three months, we shall be meeting to hear from them 
about how they are moving on with the business and the 
challenges. This is just a highlight.  
 
 

Visit to New Businesses started as 
a Result of Table Banking 

by Francis Muchemi 
 

This morning we visited Esther Ayidi in her new business.   
She was cooking mandazi (donuts). She was a very happy 
woman. She started cooking at 5:00 p.m. and we found cus-
tomers waiting as she was cooking. She told us already she 
had cooked 80 pieces of mandazi with two packets of wheat 
flour. 

Below are her calculations: (Ksh = Kenya shilling) 
Daily 3 packets of wheat flour  = Ksh 120 x 3 = Ksh 360  
                                        Oil                             = Ksh 200 
                                       Total cost                     Ksh 560 
 
Sales of each packet flour 40 mandazis x 3 pkts =120 pcs x 
Ksh 10 = Ksh 1,200  
    Totals sales Ksh 1,200 
    Total cost      Ksh  560 
       Profit         Ksh 640  
 
Later, she was going to wash clothes and to be paid Ksh 
250.  By end of the day she will pocket Ksh 890. This is 
just a beginning with a small capital. She said, “We are  
going to sacrifice our time and pray to God, and I am sure 
in your next visit you shall see great changes.”   
 
Today we also visited Esther Wacuka, mother to Lucy  
Nduta, who bought three bags of charcoal at Ksh 1,200 
each.  One bag will go for two days, especially at this time 
of the month. For one bag, she will get a profit of Ksh 500, 
but during the rainy season the profit will go up to Ksh 700.  
That means she will pocket Ksh 250 per day.   (Picture on 
next page.) 
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Above is Eunice Wanjiku, mother to Peter Babu.  When she 
passed near my shop, she had already sold all the fruits she 
had. Fruits cost Ksh 800 and she sold them for Ksh 1,100. 
 

 

 The Njoro Orphans and Vulnerable Children Program 
Condensed from a report by Susan Wambugu 

 
For I was hungry and you gave me something to eat, I was 
thirsty and you gave me something to drink, I was a stranger 
and you invited me in. (Matthew 25:35)  
 
This verse illustrates what the OVC children sing, paraphrase 
and recite over and over again. The end of the year has come 
with a lot of favours and love and a continuation of support and 
care each day. Thus, no one can say they were abandoned, their 
hearts are filled with overflowing joy. As the goal of the pro-
gram  is to see a smile on each child and sustainable growth, it 
is evident that the Lord has indeed provided for us. Seeing four 
pupils completing class eight and having epic perfomances, fol-
lowed by two students finishing their form four class, we give 
glory to God. 
 
We have interacted on different grounds, shared our stories, 
joined in unity to support each other in pain and had fun.  The 
Wendo resort retreat appears to have been one of the best expe-
riences to create unity, build resilience,  nurture patience, culti-
vate discipline and improve self-awareness. 
  
The most appreciated activity by the children is the new mentor-
ship program. The mentors have agreed to come to their level, 
share with them, listen to them, and follow up on their education 
progress, skills, and in whole the well being as children who 
want to have “An Invitation to wholeness.”  Each committee 
member who is allocated a number of children is asked to be-
come familiar with each family situation and any additional 
needs of the children. 
 
Education [Reports on individual students have been omitted 
for lack of space.  Contact Fritz von Fleckenstein for the full 
report.] 
 
Primary pupils have been doing thorough reviews with the 
teacher on Saturdays, and this has helped their performance.  
 
School attendance has improved, indicating self-discipline on 
the part of a good number of students. 
 
There has been a high level of educational support from  
academic motivational talks from the Social Worker, the 
teachers and Alice Mbatia, one of the new board members 
who is a secondary teacher and was invited in by the chairman. 
 

They have been reading story books brought by Rev. Beth,  
Sister Rhonda, and those sent by mail from America. 
 
Spiritual Love and Care 
 
We have morning glory every Saturday in the morning with the 
children before starting the activities of the day. This is going to 
get even more interesting, as there will be board members,  
including Rev. Tony Matiko, coming in for the Bible Studies  
in the morning and sharing with the children at a personal level. 
 
Children are happy with introduction of preaching with a play or 
drama that they practiced when Rev. Beth’s group was here. 
 
The act of receiving flour each Saturday acts as a great help to 
each family since some have nothing at all to eat. 
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He sent his servants to those who had been invited to the 
banquet to tell them to come, but they refused to come.  
(Matthew 22:3) 

This verse, preached by Rev. Matiko to the children, 
points out that at this time, when God is offering them 
help and provision, they should avail themselves by at-
tending the program, following instructions, participating, 
and becoming fully active members of the program.  They 
should own the program as their own and enjoy the fruits 
as they thank God for offering such an opportunity to 
them. 
 
Home Visits 
33 households were visited during the period. From a need 
assessment done, it was realized that: 
-     Most families cannot afford all meals. 
-   Some children live in places which are in very poor 
condition, especially beddings and utensils. 
-   The flour given to some families runs out before the 
week is over. 
-    All the children have adult caregivers. 
-    All children and their caregivers have at least two  
outfits of home clothes. 
 
Challenges 
-   Lack of consistency in attending the Saturday program 
by those who have gone to college  
-   Some of the Primary pupils are not able to pay their 
exam fee and therefore have debts at school. 
 
Conclusion 
The urgent need of these children is to ensure that they 
turn out to be of benefit to their families, who are really in 
need. Empowering one child in a household leads to a 
change in their community and changing the poverty pat-
tern within the family. Therefore sustainability is to be 
promoted, to reduce dependency which leads to reluctance 
of parents to recognize their own responsibilities to their 
children. 

CUBA CORNER . . . 
 
Cuba Group Readies for First Havana 

 

A group of 24 people from NYAPC, Church of the  
Pilgrims, and Immanuel Presbyterian Church will visit 
partner church First Presbyterian-Reformed Church of Ha-
vana for Holy Week and Easter worship, April 15-22, 
2019. This will be the first time that NYAPC has wor-
shiped with First Havana on Easter.  On March 2, the 

group was hosted 
by Church of the 
Pilgrims for a Cu-
ban potluck dinner 
and movie on Cu-
ba.  Aryn Myers is 
coordinating the 
Fifth Annual Do-
nation Drive of 
medicines and 
clothing for First 
Havana. A 

“packing party” to organize the donations and pack them 
in suitcases is scheduled for April 3 at NYAPC.  That 
same day, representatives from the Latin America Work-
ing Group and the Washington Office on Latin America 
will brief the group on the most current economic and po-
litical situation in Cuba and on current U.S. policy and 
legislative issues on Cuba. 
 
Tornado Hits Havana in January 
 
Cubans are used to 
hurricanes but not 
tornadoes!  On 
Sunday evening, 
January 28, the 
strongest tornado 
in nearly 80 years 
(since December 
26, 1940) hit Ha-
vana, collapsing 
homes, felling 
trees, and leaving 
chunks of concrete 
strewn in neigh-
borhoods.  Ac-
cording to press 
reports, a quarter 
of the city’s two 
million people 
were without  
Power, and more 
than 200,000 people lost water service because of a broken 
main and power cuts that left pumps out of service.  About 
100 underground cisterns close to the coastal section of 
Havana were contaminated by seawater. Some of the  
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and Susan Wambugu (far right). 
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heaviest damage was in the borough of Guanabacoa, where 
a Presbyterian church is located, but there were no reports 
of damage to the church, although some members were 
affected. There was some leaking of First Havana’s (new!) 
roof, but no further damage.  Carmina Blasco at First Ha-
vana reported that “private workers and artists are going to 
the neighborhoods affected and bringing water, towels, 
sheets, clothes, and food.  The Cuban churches are helping, 
and the Cuban Council of Churches has received offers of 
help from overseas churches and Cubans abroad.” 
 
Rev. Dr. Héctor Méndez Sends Note for World 
Day of Prayer 
 
On March 1, Rev. Dr. Héctor Méndez, who is retired in 
Miami, FL, sent a note about this year’s World Day of 
Prayer (translated by Sonia Wall): 
 
“Today, the first Friday of March, many churches celebrate 
the World Day of Prayer.  This year it has been organized 
by an ecumenical committee of women from Slovenia, a 
small country in Central Europe that has two million inhab-
itants and whose official language is Slovenian.  The bibli-
cal text chosen for the day's celebration is Saint Luke 14:15
-24 and the central text is "COME, EVERYTHING IS 
READY." 
 
On this World Day of Prayer we send you our fraternal 
greeting and our prayer.  
 
May God bless you.  In the love of Christ 
Oneida and Héctor Méndez 
 

Moderator of Presbyterian-Reformed Church in 
Cuba Sends Declaration, Asks for Prayers to  

Prevent Military Action 
 

The Moderator of the Presbyterian-Reformed Church in 
Cuba, Rev. Dora Arce Valentin, sent the following Decla-
ration on behalf of the Synod’s Executive Committee to 
churches in the U.S., calling for prayers for peace. 

 
Declaration of the Presbyterian-Reformed Church in 
Cuba 
 
"Blessed are those who seek peace, for they shall be called 
the daughters and sons of God" (Mt 5: 9) 
 
Motivated by this evangelical call, the Executive Commit-
tee of the Presbyterian-Reformed Church in Cuba, a church 
whose roots are well planted in the longing for independ-
ence and sovereignty of our nation, has decided to make an 
urgent call for peace. The clamor from many places in the 
world echo this call. The situation of a country and its citi-
zens can be very complex, but we appeal to dialogue as an 
alternative in the construction of bridges of understanding. 
 
No one wins in a war, only the powerful, history has 

shown. We affirm then that war is not a solution to any 
conflict. Justice and the rights of a nation do not rise with 
violence. 
 
Due to the current situation and the constant threats, we 
ask our sister churches in the USA that they do everything 
possible to prevent their government from invoking the 
military option as a solution to a conflict that only the 
Venezuelan people have to clarify. 
 
We call our counterparts in Cuba and other countries: 
CIC, CMI, CMIR, AIPRAL, CANAAC, CANACOM, as 
well as other ecumenical bodies of which we are a part, to 
raise their prayers to the God of Life to work for peace. 
 
We ask all our congregations to join the prayers of mil-
lions of people around the world to intercede for the Vene-
zuelan people, for peace and dialogue, for the sanity and 
responsible action of those leaders in the world who do 
have in their hands the possibility of avoiding a military 
intervention with terrible and incalculable consequences 
for innocent people. 
 
Trusting the God of History who hears the cry of his peo-
ple! 
 
 
On behalf of the Executive Committee 
PP Dora Arce Valentín 

Cuban and Middle East Presbyterians  
Connect Through Seminaries 

by Carlos Emilio Ham 
 

Rev. Dr. Carlos Emilio Ham is the (Presbyterian) Rector of 
the National Evangelical Seminary (SET) in Matanzas, Cu-
ba, a seminary founded and supported primarily by Presby-
terians.  NYAPC groups and Revs. Roger and Frances 
Gench have visited the seminary.  Rev. Ham was a key 
speaker at the PC(USA) Cuba Partners Network meeting in 
Florida in  October 2018.  In February he participated in 
an Outreach Foundation delegation visiting Syria. This is 
his report of February 7, 2019.   
 
The Lord has blessed me, providing the opportunity to 
visit various countries, many times. I have been to Leba-
non and Syria before, when I was serving at the World 
Council of Churches, and I have met over the years nu-
merous groups from the United States of America, but this 
occasion of visiting these countries with a delegation of 
The Outreach Foundation is indeed a unique one. I am 
very positively impressed on how this Foundation takes so 
seriously its outreach mission of sharing the good news of 
the gospel of God’s kingdom with the people, particularly 
in a desperate situation, in these lands. 
 
I appreciate the fact that Outreach plays a pontifical role to 
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build bridges between people of various nations, i.e., that 
as a Cuban I can take part in this delegation. Furthermore, 
as the President of the Matanzas Evangelical Seminary of 
Theology (SET), I value the fact that my very first experi-
ence of the program was to visit the Near East School of 
Theology (NEST), in Beirut, with my dear friend Dr. Rob 
Weingartner, Outreach Executive Director. At the NEST 
we were graciously received and hosted by Dr. George 
Sabra, President and Professor of Systematic Theology. 

 
NEST was founded in 1869 by American missionaries and 
is currently run by four church constituencies in the Mid-
dle East, namely the Arab Speaking Presbyterians, the 
Armenian Union, the Anglican Church, and the Lutheran 
Church. It has around forty students and six full time pro-
fessors who teach in English. 
 
I was fascinated by all the things we have in common be-
tween NEST and SET. We are both ecumenical schools, 
run by different denominations, as we serve Christian de-
nominations (which in both cases witness as minority 
churches) by training their pastors and leaders to carry out 
God’s mission. We take very seriously the social-political
-economic-religious context where we are teaching theol-
ogy. Due to our local constraints we are supported by sis-
ter organizations abroad. Development of spiritual life as 
part of the overall theological training is central. And we 
are both affected by the challenge of emigration in general 
and the “brain-drain” in particular, among other character-
istics. 
 
This was indeed a great beginning and I am very much 
looking forward to continuing learning from and being 
inspired by our dear brothers and sisters in this part of the 
world! 
 
Rev. Carlos Emilio Ham, Matanzas Evangelical Seminary 
of Theology, Cuba 

Carlos Emilio Ham, George Sabra and  
Rob Weingartner on Outreach Mission to Syria. 

NEWS FROM IRAQ AND SYRIA . . . 
 

NYAPC has developed relationships with the Presbyterian 
Churches in Baghdad and Basrah, Iraq and in Homs and 
Damascus, Syria. Elders and a Presbyterian pastor from 
the Baghdad and Basrah churches were hosted by NYAPC 
as PC(USA) International Peacemakers in 2008, 2010, and 
2013. The pastor of the Baghdad Church, Rev. Farouk 
Hammo, visited in 2017 and 2018.  NYAPC reached out to 
the churches in Homs and Damascus, Syria with the help of 
the PC(USA) Mission Liaison and The Outreach Founda-
tion. 
 

Presbyterian Church in Basrah, Iraq 
 
NYAPC hosted PC(USA) International Peacemaker Dr. 
Zuhair Fatallah, Elder of the National Evangelical 
(Presbyterian) Church in Basrah, in October 2013.  Since 
then,  NYAPC has supported the church through Alterna-
tive Christmas gifts and a Peace & Justice Committee grant 
to help purchase a car for the new pastor, Pastor Amgad 
Samir, his wife Mary, and their two children, Joyce and 
John. Pastor Amgad came from Egypt to serve the Basrah 
Church.   The church has 13-15 families, a small but com-
mitted congregation.  The church’s thriving kindergarten 
has 250 children, and the hope is to expand to elementary 
grades. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The following is a message from Dr. Zuhair Fatallah with 
news from the church: 
 
I am sending to you a short update of the church activities. 
We are at the end of winter and summer arriving, but this 
year, thanks to the Lord, we got so much rain and snow in 
north Iraq. Last summer, we had shortage of water in  
Basrah; you can't believe it’s Mesopotamia with shortage of 
water, but not suitable for even animal use or irrigation. 
Last summer, the church NGO’s were distributing purified 
water bottles to the community. In early February, we got 
water purification machine installed in the church, paid by 
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PCUSA and PDA; we can now distribute as much purified 
water as needed in case the last year crisis happens again. 
 
Christmas season was good for us as a congregation and for 
the children of the Kindergarten. During Christmas day ser-
vice, the church was filled with brother Muslims. Some of 
them are regularly attending the church, they are already 
accept Jesus and have been baptized. The kindergarten is 
doing well, there are 250 children attending the classes. We 
are dreaming now of a primary school once we get the land 
and the funds. 
 
Thank you for keeping us in your thought and prayer.  
God bless you, 
Zuhair   
 

Presbyterian Church in Homs, Syria 
 

In 2010, a delegation of Syrian pastors came to Washing-
ton, D.C. to meet with U.S. Government officials about the 
situation in Syria.  Presbyterian Pastor Rev. Dr. Yousef Jab-
bour of the Homs Church was a member of the delegation 
and asked, “Where are all the U.S. churches and their sup-
port for the churches in Syria?”  It was then that NYAPC  
connected with the Homs Church. NYAPC’s Alternative 
Christmas gifts help support the Homs Church. 
 
The following is a report from The Outreach Foundation 
delegation visiting Homs, Syria on February 19, 2019 
 
The Presbyterians of Homs cherish the view from their 
church courtyard. From the courtyard, they can see the 
many different churches and mosques that surround them: 
a symbol of what Homs once was and what it will be 
again. 

When the war began in Homs, the church neighborhood 
was the city’s most dangerous area. For fear of safety 
many members left the city, but many also stayed. Those 
that stayed committed themselves to maintaining the 

church in Homs. Even after terrorists drove them from 
their church in 2012 and then occupied it and vandalized it 
for a year, they stayed in Homs and worshipped at the 
Presbyterian elder care center. 
 
The elder care center stayed open during the war and is 
today the only center for elder care in Homs. The Presby-
terian school remained open despite being damaged by 
bombs that thankfully did not explode. Today the school is 
expanding again, and it serves as a witness to the commu-
nity, with two-thirds of the students Muslim. 
 
Today the church continues to grow, with weekly pro-
grams for women, youth and teens. On Fridays there is 
Sunday School and there are sports training and art pro-
grams and an expanding library. 
 
The Outreach Foundation delegation worshiped at the 
Homs Church, and Reverend Yousef Ousta Jabbour talked 
of the church’s perseverance, and how it should remind us 
that through God’s grace, the light will always prevail 
against the darkness.  
 
Presbyterian Church in Damascus, Syria 
 
In 2015, the daughter of the Presbyterian pastor of the Da-
mascus Church was in Washington, D.C. for a year.  Dur-
ing that time, she led an Adult Christian Education class at 
NYAPC and participated in an NYAPC-hosted meeting on 
refugees.  She connected us with her father, and NYAPC 
began its relationship with the Damascus Church.   
 
The following is a report from a member of The Out-
reach Foundation delegation visiting Damascus, Syria 
on February 10, 2019 
 
Reverend Boutros Zaour shepherds 700 people at the Na-
tional Evangelical (Presbyterian) Church in Damascus. 
Before 2011, the beginning of the war, this church boasted 
over 800 people, yet the conflict has taken its toll on all of 
Syria’s Christian families. 
 
Indeed the light of Christ is in this place and is illuminated 
by the Holy Spirit. The light through the stained glass win-
dow reflects its colors on the chancel below and speaks of 
this church’s witness of faithfulness in very difficult 
times. 
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After the service many hugs and smiles greet us in fellow-
ship, but these people are also bearing the weight of eight 
years of trauma and loss. Reverend Zaour shows us the 
courtyard of the church where a bomb fell, yet didn’t  
explode. He also tells of driving down the streets of  
Damascus with bombs exploding all around, and checking 
in with his family to assure them that he is okay.  
 
Indeed, the church in Damascus has heard the voice of the 
Lord and seen his light and responded, “Yes, we will go 
for you. We will be the light in the darkness and the exhi-
bition of the Kingdom of God to the world.” 
 
The congregation of the Damascus Church has endured 
severe persecution over these past eight years and are still 
traumatized by displacement, loss of family, friends, jobs 
and homes, yet they continue to sing, “Faith of my fathers 
living still, we will be true to thee till death.” 

Rev. Amgad Samir of the Presbyterian Church in 
Basrah, his wife Mary, and their children Joyce 
and John. 

TRANSITIONS 
 
BIRTHS 
 
Max Kirkpatrick Parsons, son born to Kari and Zack 
Parsons, February 16 
 
Riley Victoria Mitchell, daughter born to Heather and 
Travis Mitchell, February 28 
 
BAPTISMS 
 
George Edward Feret, son of Karen and Tyler Feret, 
December 30 
 
Andrew Cody Lauer, son of Molly and Benno Lauer, 
February 17 
 
Dax Rohan Douglass, son of Silke and David Douglass, 
February 24 
 
DEATHS 
 
Derek Anthony Walcott, older brother of Delanté  
Buchanan, an NYAPC custodian, and cousin of Cheria 
McMillan, NYAPC’s office associate, December 22 
 
Frank Le, cousin of Stephen Reasonover and Carrie 
Schenkel Reasonover, in late December 
 
Peggy Evans, former Choir member, cartoonist and au-
thor, February 11 
 
Amy Cornell, friend of Alice Tewell, February 18 
 
Katherine G. “Kay” Brown, former long-term member 
of the church, February 27 
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