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• Every New Day

     You know the line from Forrest Gump.  “Life is like a box of chocolates,” he said.  “You 
never know what you’re going to get.”

     Each new day created by God is an adventure.  The sun rises.  Life happens.  The sun 
sets.  But the possibilities between sunrise and sunset are endless.

     Sometimes we see those around us as threats, strangers who might harm us, friends 
and family who disagree with us politically and then become distant or difficult, persons 
in the supermarket and the convenience store who look or seem different from us.

     How may we open our hearts to one another?  How may we lean into hope and trust?  
How may Sarasota learn that we are created to be a beacon of God’s light?

     I hope you will embrace the adventure of this new year, to the glory of God through 
Jesus Christ.

Peace, 

What might happen in our new year together?  

What can happen if neighbors become friends?

What can happen if we forgive ourselves?

What can happen if we shine brightly with God’s love?
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• Love Notes
 
     My family and I would like to 
express our gratitude for all the cards, prayers, 
and kindness during the difficult loss of my 
mother, June Raskin.  Many thanks to all who 
helped when my mother was still able to attend 
the service. There aren’t enough thank you’s to 
extend to Glen, Kelly, Cheryl, and the dedicated 
care team for their visits through these past 
couple of years to sit and pray for, and with, 
my mother. Her verbal interaction may have 
lessened, but her love and faith did not. You 
brightened her day and mine knowing she had 
these visits; you give true meaning to a “care” 
team.

With gratitude,
Jean Raskin 

    Every week church elder Mary Webb sends 
bulletins to our homebound members. We 
wanted to share this thoughtful card that Mary 
received.

Dear Mary,
     I was so touched to receive your card, for 
months I had been wondering who was sending 
the bulletins to my mother - we do have a few 
“Marys” in the church.
     Thank you for sending and keeping the church 
close to her when she was no longer able to 
attend each week.  Looking at the bulletins was 
something my mother enjoyed.
     We were fortunate to find First Presbyterian 
as our church eight years ago.  I’m so happy my 
mother was part of this beautiful family.

Thank you again,
Jean Raskin

     Thank you for the beautiful “We Care” poster.  
I am sure your prayers and thoughts helped me 
have a quick recovery.  I also wanted to thank 
Glen for his several visits and Doug DeCelle for 
his hospital visit.  I am truly blessed to have First 
Presbyterian as my church home.

Flo Walker

 

• Salt Shakers
     If you love food and fellowship, don't forget 
to sign up for the next Salt Shakers.  Groups of 
six to eight people get together once a month 
from February through May for potluck dinners 
or lunches.  Sometimes a group will choose to 
meet at a restaurant.  This is a fun opportunity 
to get to know others within your church family.  
Complete the form and drop it in the offering 
plate or turn it in to the church office.  The last 
Sunday to sign up is January 26. Bon Appetit!      
     If you have a question, please call Diane 
Bittner at (941) 755-2268 or Marcia Schaper at 
(941) 922-5245.

Name _________________________________ 
 
Address  _______________________________

Phone Number __________________________

Email Address _________________________ 

Please check:

        I am willing to host the first potluck and  
        organize a date with my group.

         I am willing to host a following potluck.
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• Peace River Presbyterians to Visit  
   Matanzas and Cárdenas, Cuba,  
   in February
    by Sue Hargis Spigel 

     On September 27, 2018, Linda and Rev. Graham 
Hart, Jean Martin and Jean Luker traveled with 
23 members of other churches in the Peace 
River Presbytery on a trip to Cuba. They joined 
in fellowship with pastors and congregations in 
Matanzas and Cárdenas. 
     Seven months earlier, Cuban pastor Rev. 
Dr. Ary Beigy had visited and preached at 
the presbytery meeting at First Presbyterian 
Church. Plans were made for the September 
trip. Thus began the Cuba Partnership of the 
Peace River Presbytery with Matanzas and 
Cárdenas. The Matanzas Presbytery comprises 
12 churches. 
     Much has happened since 2018. Pastors and 
ruling elders from both Matanzas Presbytery 
and Peace River Presbytery have prepared 
a 2019 Advent devotional that is available 
for download. From February 6 to 11, 2020, 
17 people from the Peace River Presbytery 
will travel to Cuba, with Sue Hargis Spigel 
representing First Presbyterian. Each traveler 
must have a religious visa from the Cuban 
government. The group will visit the seminary 
in Matanzas first and then move on to spend 
time at our partnership church, Juan G. Hall in 
Cárdenas.  

     Some 90 Presbyterian U.S.-Cuba partnerships 
exist.
     “There is a vibrant Christian community in 
Cuba,” said Graham Hart. Many of us in the 
United States, and particularly in Florida, don’t 
realize that. Despite numerous challenges 
inside Cuba, along with old sanctions and 
recently renewed sanctions by the U.S. 
government, Christian churches thrive while 
making do with scant resources compared to 
what American Christians have. Jean Martin 
noted the remarkable resilience among the 
people she met in 2018. If one church is lacking 
in something, another church finds a way to 
meet that need, like the Christians in the Book 
of Acts. 
     What comes up often in discussions is how 
much American Christians can learn from 
Christians in a challenged country, which was 
certainly the case for everyone who went to 
Cuba in 2018. Even though food is rationed, 
people in the Matanzas Presbytery “found 
ways to share more food than any of us could 
consume,” reported Jean Luker in her November 
2018 Cross Connections article. 
     The Cuba Partnership is looking for people 
to support the team. If this interests you, please 
contact Jean Martin at jean.martin4474@
gmail.com. Look for more details in coming 
newsletters. 
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The first class for the new year will begin Sunday, 
January 12.  This class to be taught by Doug 
DeCelle is titled, “Climate Change Through the 
Eyes of Hope.”  The second class is, “Modern 
Fiction and the Human Predicament” beginning 
Sunday, January 19, taught by Dr. John Parks.

by Doug DeCelle

     I heard and forgot 
a haunting little parable 
years ago.  It popped 
back into my thoughts 
as I’ve been working 
on our upcoming 
class, “Climate Change 
through the Eyes of 
Hope.”  The parable is 
about a theater in which 
a fire breaks out backstage during the show.  
One of the actors dressed as a clown rushes 
onto the stage to warn the audience to clear 
the theater.  The crowd doesn’t move.  Thinking 
the clown is presenting a skit, they laugh and 
applaud.  The clown grows desperate.  He pleads 
with the audience.  But the more hysterical the 
clown gets the louder the crowd claps.    
     In just the last several months, climate 
change seems to be everywhere we look—in the 
news, on television, even in our churches.  The 
message about climate change and warming 
of world’s average temperatures feels ominous.  
Some people are talking about changes that 
in several decades might restrict the planet’s 
ability to support life, even human life.
     What does Christian faith have to say about 
climate and warming temperatures?  Slowly, 
ministers and church leaders are beginning to 
think about where the climate is headed and 
what faith has to say about it.  
     This is our plan too.  Beginning on Sunday, 
January 12, 2020 at 10:00 a.m. everyone, 
regardless of their familiarity with climate 
change or an opinion about it, is invited to a 
discussion-oriented class, coordinated by Doug 
DeCelle.  The important part of the class’s title 
is that we really are going to emphasize what’s 
going on with the environment “through the 
eyes of (Christian, biblical) hope.”  

• Academy of Christian Discipleship

     Indeed, the Bible has a great deal to say about 
climate change and related topics, notably the 
importance of life, especially human life; the 
role of faithful people in preserving creation; 
and the ultimate destiny of all things. 

• Epiphany Sunday, January 5 
     The word “epiphany” means “appearance” 
or “manifestation” of God. Christmas marks the 
coming of God to us; Epiphany celebrates the 
revelation of God to the world in the person of 
Jesus.
     On Epiphany Sunday each person is offered 
a special word for the year printed on a star.  
These words are a symbol of the star the wise 
men followed on their way to baby Jesus. Just 
like the wise men, we are invited to follow our 
individual star and open our hearts and minds 
to see where it takes us in 2020.
     Come and worship at 9:00 and 11:00 a.m. 
in the sanctuary with special Gospel Epiphany 
music with guest vocalist Syreeta Banks from 
West Coast Black Theatre Troupe, guest 
instrumentalists, choir and band. A “Three 
Kings Feast” reception will be held at 10:00 
a.m. in the fellowship hall – with fancy hors 
d’oeuvres and punch to celebrate the arrival of 
the Three Kings’ visit to the baby Jesus! You are 
encouraged to dress up and have a good time.  
Wear a hat or other fun accessory to celebrate!
     8:15 a.m. worship will still take place in the 
chapel.

“Modern Fiction and the Human Predicament” 
taught by Dr. John Parks will begin Sunday, 
January 19. Good, serious fiction serves as 
both a mirror and a window upon human 
experience. In this course, participants will read 
one short story each week from such authors 
as Poe, Hawthorne, Fitzgerald, Hemingway, 
and Baldwin, along with some of the great 
Europeans, such as Tolstoy, Camus, Balzac, and 
some recent writers published in journals such 
as The New Yorker. Our goal is to participate in 
the ongoing dialogue on our common humanity. 



• A Joyous Blessing Tree  
   Celebration
by Jinny Miller, steering committee coordinator

 
    What an amazing evening!  On Sunday, 
December 15 the fellowship hall was filled 
with families and teachers from Brentwood 
Elementary School and First Presbyterian 
families enjoying activities, delicious food, a 
delightful program and fellowship together.  
Under the leadership of Sandi Soper and her 
team of helpers, students were decorating 
cookies, making ornaments, bouncing in a 
bounce house and posing for a Christmas photo.   
     Meanwhile, gifts were being placed in the 
trunks of the family vehicles, ready for the 
families to give to the children on Christmas day.  
Because of the generosity of First Presbyterian 
families the huge bags included 100 gifts for the 
50 children (a toy and clothing item for each), 
50 Christmas stockings made by Presbyterian 
Women filled by the youth group, and two 
grocery gift cards and a gift bag for each of the 
18 families.
     After dinner was served, a fun-filled program, 
including an interactive telling of the Christmas 
story and the presentation of a check for $1,025 
for Brentwood special projects to Holly Brody, 
Brentwood assistant principal, capped the 
evening with joy.  Thanks to an incredible team of 
First Presbyterian folks, it was an evening filled 
with blessings and a very fitting conclusion to 
the 2019 Blessing Tree program.   Thanks be to 
God whose Spirit worked through FPC to bless 
the children and their families!
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• Cowden-Smith Library News 
     The members of the former Presbyterian 
Women Lydia Circle of FPC have donated a 
book to our Cowden-Smith Library in honor 
of their esteemed Bible leader, Anna Bedford.  
(More on Anna Bedford in the following article.)         
The book is the well respected newest edition 
of the Women’s Bible Commentary edited by 
Carol A. Newsome and Sharon H. Ringe. 
     An outstanding group of biblical women 
scholars introduce and summarize each book of 
the Bible commenting on the sections that have 
particular relevance to women. The contributors 
explore the implications of how women and 
other marginalized people are portrayed in 
biblical texts, looking specifically at gender 
roles, sexuality, political power, and family life, 
while challenging long-held assumptions. This 
commentary brings modern critical methods 
to bear on the history, 
sociology, anthropology, 
and literature of the 
relevant time periods to 
illuminate the context of 
these biblical portrayals 
and challenges readers to 
new understandings.  It is 
recommended by many 
biblical scholars as a “must 
have” for all clergy and lay 
people. 

• More on Anna
     Anna Bedford, an affliate member of our 
church, who was honored by having a book 
dedicated to her by the Lydia Circle, is an 
author herself!  Her children’s book Shanti 
Means Peace: The Story of the Fellowship of the 
Least Coin is in our church library.
   This whimsical tale 

of the founding of 
the “fellowship of 
the least coin” is 
told through the 
eyes of a girl from 
India who finds a 
nearly worthless 
coin and, by 
spinning it in her 
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hand, is able to visit places and people touched 
by the “least coin” prayer movement. This was 
begun by women from several countries more 
than a hundred years before, and has changed 
forever the lives of those who have received 
prayers and “least coins” from women all over 
the world.
     Anna and her husband Jerry attend First 
Presbyterian during the winter and spend the 
summer at a retirement community for ministers 
and missionaries in Claremont, California. They 
have both served the church in so many ways.  
They served in East Africa as developers of 
youth and church school ministry in the 1960s. 
Jerry, a Presbyterian minister, joined the staff of 
Heifer International, served many roles and then 
founded and directed the Heifer International 
Foundation.  Anna was also a writer, editor and 
director of communications for Heifer.  Before 
that, she was a Christian educator for 14 years, 
and the co-editor of Horizons, the national 
magazine and Bible study of Presbyterian 
Women.
     Anna is originally from Cardiff, Wales and is 
the daughter of missionaries to China.  She and 
Jerry have two daughters, Olwen and Amani. 
Do make an effort to meet this remarkable lady!

• Presbyterian Women
PW Lite meets Tuesday, January 7 
at 10:30 a.m. in the fellowship hall. 
No reservation is necessary. We 
will address birthday cards to PW 

members. Please bring donations of postage 
stamps and birthday cards.  If you can’t attend, 
but would like to donate stamps, they can be left 
in the church office. We will also hear from Linda 
Swenson who works with Sarasota County’s Adult 
& Community Enrichment (ACE) programs.  Come 
learn all about the wide variety of programs open 
to all adults.

Save these dates:  February 22, 2020 Peace 
River Presbytery Annual PW Gathering here 
at First Presbyterian; and March 23-24, 2020 
Spring Retreat at Dayspring Conference Center in 
Ellenton.
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• Why Walk?
  submitted by Cheryl Track,       
 Faith Community Nurse

     For most people, walking is a simple form 
of exercise. For such a simple exercise it has so 
many health benefits. These benefits fall in to 
two categories:

  •  Reducing health risks – diabetes, 
osteoporosis and bone fractures, hypertension, 
heart disease, stroke, depression, lung, breast 
and colon cancer

  • Improving quality of life – bone density, 
stamina, strength, satiety cues, stress 
management, sleep quality, cognition and 
memory

But what are the spiritual health benefits  
of walking?
  • Time for prayer
  • Marveling in the body God created
  • Giving thanks for creation
  • Sharing with a companion walker
  •Sense of stewardship for God’s gift of life 

     We should walk because our faith unites 
the body and spirit in a whole being. Stepping 
away from the demands of our daily routines 
to walk, reflect and pray reminds us that God 
created us and wants to come near to us. 
     Despite the many well-known benefits of 
physical activity, the lack of physical activity 
is a challenge across the world. The World 
Health Organization has indicated that physical 
inactivity is the fourth highest risk factor for 
deaths. It is also the main cause for approximately 
21-25% of breast and colon cancers, 27% of 
diabetes and 30% of the ischemic heart disease 
(narrowing of the coronary arteries leaving 
them unable to carry enough blood and oxygen 
to the heart).

What are the barriers to physical activity? 
  • Growing up, physical activity was used as a  
     punishment
  • Overcrowded schedule
  • Pressure to perform
  • Lack of confidence
  • Distorted thinking and diet mentality
  • Limited equipment

Once you are aware of your barriers to physical 
activity, you can then discover a solution and 

then let your body be your guide to reconnect 
to the joy of movement. 
     Paying attention to how your body feels 
before, during and after physical activity is a 
great way to reconnect to the joy of movement. 
So try something new this week and see how 
you feel! If it doesn’t provide pleasure, joy, and 
fun, try something else. 
     Join your church family as we Walk to 
Jerusalem starting Sunday, January 19! To 
kick off our journey of faith and movement, 
join Cheryl Track on Sunday, January 19, 10:15 
a.m., to walk Payne Park. Meet outside the 
church office. Wear comfortable clothing and 
tennis shoes to church to show your spirit and 
readiness to move! She promises to have you 
back in time for 11:00 a.m. worship!
Taken from chreader.org, habitsforwellbeing.com, 
americanheart.org

• Thank-You For Your Gift
A special thank-you goes to all who came out 
and hopped on the SunCoast Blood Mobile 
to donate! 23 life-saving units of blood were 
collected, potentially helping 69 lives! The next 
blood drive will be Sunday, March 29. 



     SURE addresses some of 
the most serious problems 
in Sarasota:  the affordable 
housing crisis, high rate of 
school suspensions, and 
problems related to criminal 
justice.  We are doing what 

Micah 6:8 asks of us, “And what does the Lord 
require of you?  To do justice, love mercy and to 
walk humbly with your God.” 
     Doing mercy, we serve our brothers and sisters 
in Christ.  We clothe, feed and support many 
in needed ways.  We don’t ask questions.  We 
simply do everything in our merciful power to 
give comfort.  Justice is different.  With justice, 
we must ask “Why?”  Why is this happening to so 
many?  Why can’t you afford suitable housing?  
Why was your child suspended from school to 
spend days without formal education?  Why 
is school suspension sometimes a pipeline to 
prison?   Why is the criminal justice system failing 
so many?  Why?  We ask questions, do research, 
and take action because our faith demands this 
of us.  Individually, we cannot accomplish much. 
However, when 20 SURE congregations proceed 
with a plan of action, we have power and we 
bring results.  Striving for justice, we are making 
Sarasota more like the community God wants it 
to be. 
     SURE’s annual cycle begins in September 
with the house meeting listening process.  After 
hearing and gathering the stories from 20 
SURE congregations, the research kickoff team 
assembly was held November 18 at St. Martha’s 
Church.  Attending were Barbara Chase, George 
and Merle Chorba, Pat Higgins, Bob Kirkpatrick, 
Phil and Judy Kuebbeler, Jim and Dorothy 
Murphy, and Mary Willis.  Those present were 
given a clear picture of SURE’s research process 
and discussed the importance of building 
power while advancing research work.  Each 
of the First Presbyterian members joined one 
of the three research committees: restorative 
practices, affordable housing, or criminal justice. 
          

     

Special Invitation: SURE Team Meeting
Wednesday, January 29, 4:00 p.m., Room 203

     Please attend the team meeting.  Get updated 
regarding the progress reports regarding the 
three research issues.  If you have any questions 
or concerns about anything SURE-related, be 
sure to speak to one of First Presbyterian team 
leaders:  George Chorba, Pat Higgins, Jean 
Luker or Dorothy Murphy.   Please place these 
upcoming SURE dates on your calendar: 

Rally:  
February 17, 6:00 p.m.  
Location to be announced     

Nehemiah Action:   
March 30, 6:30 p.m.  
Sarasota Municipal Auditorium

• SURE
   by Dorothy Murphy, FPC SURE Team Leader

March 30

February 17
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• Rachel Martin’s 15th Anniversary at FPC!

     In January, Rachel Martin, our beloved operations manager, 
will reach a milestone of being with First Presbyterian Church for 
15 years. We are grateful for her hard work, dependability and 
dedication to our church. Over the years Rachel has consistently 
risen in her leadership role to help insure that our campus is in tip-
top shape. She also coordinates the use of our facilities by church 
and community members. Rachel played a major role as day-to-day 
overseer of the various contractors during our Imagine the Future 
capital campaign, contributing to a successful outcome. 
     On any given day, you can find Rachel in the office or elsewhere 
on the campus busily responding to many needs and requests—
anything from masterfully helping accomplish the details needed 
for special events at FPC . . . to taking charge of gathering bids for 
a repair . . . to graciously responding to members or guests who 
drop in. Rachel is highly organized, creative and resourceful and 
generously offers her skills as part of the staff team and church 
leadership. 

     Rachel has an exuberance for life and 
ministry. She is a long-time elder and member 
of our church. Her three children, Zach, Jake 
and Mariah, have grown up at FPC and are 
an expression of their mother’s faith and 
service. Rachel is a loyal supporter of the 
youth ministry, often serving as a leader on 
summer mission trips and conferences. She 
had a leadership role in our church’s RHINO 
mission trips (hurricane relief and rebuilding 
in New Orleans) for a number of years. 

    

     
Be sure to express your gratitude to Rachel 
when you see her in and around the church.  
Thank you, Rachel!



• Floral Dedications
If you would like to provide sanctuary floral 
arrangement(s) for particular dates in 2020 you 
can sign up on the flower calendar located in 
the sanctuary narthex or call Connie Waymer at 
(941) 924-7847. Please give your contact phone 
number, the name(s) of the honorees and the 
occasion of the dedication. The price for a single 
arrangement is $40 and two arrangements are 
$80. 

• Text Giving
Are you interested in the 
convenience of contributing by 
text message?  Text FPC2050 
to 73256 to donate via text. 
Standard rates may apply.

• Online Giving
     To donate online, go to www.firstpressarasota.
org and click on the "Online Giving" button on 
our home page.
     You will designate the amount and select 
a fund and an optional memo.  For instance, if 
you want to make a contribution towards your 
pledge, you would select General Fund.  You 
then will enter your email address and press 
“Continue.”   You will be asked if you would like 
to create an account or continue as a guest. If 
you are a member, you might want to create 
an account so you can set up a recurring 
contribution or view your contributions.  
     If you have selected to continue as a guest, 
select your checking account, savings account, 
debit card, or credit card (Visa, Master Card, or 
Discover), then enter the pertinent information, 
and press “Give.”  You will receive an email for 
your receipt.

     If you created your own account, follow these 
five steps: 

1 – The gift amount and fund will be displayed.
2 - Enter how often you want to give.
3 - Select a payment method.
4 - Review and process your gift.
5 - View and print your receipt.

Each step must be performed to complete the 
online giving process.
     If you have any questions, call Lisa Garcia 
955-8119 ext 101.

• Pastoral Care
There have been major changes at our 
local hospitals.  When you or a loved one is 
hospitalized, it is imperative that you contact 
the church or one of the pastors to inform 
us directly and inform the hospital that 
you are a member of our congregation and 
would welcome a visit by one of our pastors.  
Hospitals will not contact the church. We have 
also discovered that some will no longer even 
list a patient as our church member on their 
internal records unless the patient is careful to 
note their relationship with our congregation.  
Thank you for your assistance.
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• Birthdays

January

• Anniversaries
Blessings from  

your church family
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