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On Sunday, March 7, 2004 I attended my initial meeting at Sherrill Hall of the Cloud and Fire Task Force, an early evening event which has already impacted my life greatly---much stress and work has resulted in my subsequent efforts to compile a succinct outline of our Concord United Methodist Church heritage. Quite honestly, I expected difficulties, of which there were a myriad to overcome. But through adversity is opportunity for success, and I would be remiss in neglecting to mention the efforts of many fellow Cloud and Fire/fellow Christians who came to my assistance.

Spiritual support came from many:  Jim and Sue McGuire, Diana Bauer, Jim Scott; Marilyn Robrecht for opening up the Ross Room each morning; Herb Weimar, Joe Siler and Dave Atkinson for allowing me the privilege of assisting the Thursday afternoon grounds crew, and innumerable CUMC members and staff personnel.

Attempting even a brief resume of the social, political and economical issues in our fifty-plus year history - 1952 to present - would be beyond the scope of this outline, and it is not intended to be a full-scale congregational tome.  Sufficient guidance for this task was graciously provided by/via long-distance telephone from our Brother-in-Christ, Kevin R. Dungey, Lay Minister of St. Paul’s Lutheran Church, located in Baltimore, Maryland.  For the aforementioned peoples, may our Almighty Saviour know I’m ever thankful.

Raymond Olsen

Martinez, California

****

Concord United Methodist Church

An outline from 1952-2004, in which the 

salient issues of our times will be given

credence and brief, comparative analysis

Our First Fifteen Years:  Pastorates of Rev. Oglesby, Rev. Irwin, and Rev. Bradley

Our young church grew from the efforts of the Rev. William Fletcher Oglesby, a Kentuckian born in rural Shelby County on or near a small trading center, Toddspoint, on December 20, 1869. Although unofficially recognized as a “supply minister” by the California-Nevada Methodist Conference, Rev. Oglesby was much-loved and widely known for starting many Methodist churches here in California; a magnificent example of an apostle of prodigious deeds through faith and perseverance.

Concord’s small-town atmosphere provided a haven for Caucasians in the early 1950s from the growing urban decay and blight of the larger cities in the San Francisco Bay Area. “Block busters,” or unscrupulous real estate agents of U.S. inner cities in the Forties and Fifties were often highly successful in promoting the “flight to the suburbs” by unconscionably provoking racial enmity, bigotry and fallacies enabling them to create panic selling when African-American families moved into all-white neighborhoods.  Henceforth, entire blocks would be vacated by Caucasians, with “block busting” real estate operators making substantial profits and commissions. Such efforts fueled the rapid growth of communities like Concord, Pleasant Hill, and Lakewood, California.  Post-war housing in the suburbs was very profitable for the real estate and housing industry.

In June of 1952, the California/Nevada Annual Conference endorsed the establishment of a new church in Concord. Brother Oglesby went door-to-door recruiting a congregation. Concord Methodist Church (CMC) held its first worship on October 12, 1952 at the National Guard Armory on Willow Pass Road. In our estimation, Rev. Oglesby was affectionately known as a benevolent dictator who possessed extraordinary powers of negotiation.  For example, our first few monthly rental amounts for the use of the Armory were (1 February 1953 statement) $40.44 per month, which included “Custodian Time.”  In as much as it would be delightful to expound eloquently on various descriptions of the early church functions, the following information will be presented in a summary-like way to illuminate the most strikingly conspicuous events and issues that impacted our church and community.

· Nov. 30, 1952 – Organization Sunday. Worship services continued at 11:00 o’clock A.M. at the National Guard Armory, Concord, California

· Women’s Society of Christian Service, first begun by twenty Methodist ladies at the West Street parsonage on January 5, 1953, evolved into today’s United Methodist Women. Words cannot begin to describe how they have reached out to and impacted the community so effectively. For the sake of brevity, the author will refrain from any artful attempt to lend credence on UMW’s behalf. Each and every participant has earned her crown well.

· May 1953 – West Street unimproved land purchase consummated, although an existing small white house that served as a potential parsonage was located at 1575 West Street. It was later torn down as it stood on the present-day site of Sherrill Hall.  Rev. Oglesby purchased this property (with his own funds) because it was centrally located among the flock he had gathered. No other appropriate parcels were available. Construction of Fellowship Hall (now known as Oglesby Hall) began later in the year.

· 1950-55 – City of Concord population: 6,953; County of Contra Costa: 298,984 (C.S. Hammond & Co.) with number of churches listed in July 1955’s Pacific Telephone Directory: 73 for the entire County.

· 1954 – Rev. Paul Irwin appointed CMC Pastor. Moves into parsonage maintained at 1607 Franrose Lane. Rev. Irwin, a U.S. Navy chaplain, was appointed subsequent to the inception of our present-day Oglesby Hall Easter Day (April 16, 1954) Services, administering to the needs of the flock until his farewell dinner on June 21, 1959.

· Boy Scout Troop 465 was chartered by CMC and continues to meet on our campus to the present day.

· May 18, 1954 – U.S. Supreme Court, 9-to-0 decision bans School Segregation; Army-McCarthy Hearings postponed for one week by secret directive from President Dwight Eisenhower.

· July 1955 – Very little affordable housing is available in the area. Number of apartment houses listed in phone directory:  10.  Most are in Martinez.

· Dec. 3, 1954 – Final vote condemns Senator Joseph R. McCarthy, 67-22, for abusing Senate and Committee; Republicans split, Democrats act solidly in support of motion against Wisconsin Senator. Anti-Communism a high priority in U.S. school curriculum and propaganda.

· 1955 – President Eisenhower signs billion-dollar Interstate Highway Act. Highway system intended to relieve congestion as well as provide Dept. of Defense with strategic arteries for troop-armaments movement during potential Cold War crisis.

· 1955-1956 – CMC Official Board regular meeting of May 4, 1955 adopts budget of $14,480.96 for the fiscal year June 1, 1955 to May 31, 1956. Pastor Irwin’s salary, including automobile expense and housing allowance, is $6,750.00.

	Journal Report for 1956 reveals:
	2003 comparison figures:

	Beginning membership                452

Average attendance                       ---

Baptisms


       118

Laity


                    ---

Sunday School

       407

S. S. Average attendance
       211

Apportionment
                 $700

        Paid
                             $700

Grand total paid
            $15,826

Membership year end                  547

Salaries for:

Caretaker


     $520

Office Secretary

     $600

Minister of Music
     $300

Organist

                 $120

Pastor


   $6750


	Beginning membership (1-1-03)         493

Average attendance (end 2003)           223

Baptisms  (2002)                                     6

Sunday School    (2002)                      135                      

S. S. Average attendance (2002)           61

Apportionment (2003)                  $65,000

        Paid          (2003)                  $40,000

Grand total paid                     $355,197.69

Membership year end (2003)               501

Salaries for:

Custodian                                      $28,000

Office Manager                             $38,000

Director of Music                         $18,000

Organist                                        $10,800

Pastor                                            $73,000




·  By 1955-56 Concord Methodist was greatly organized in every aspect becoming a growing, successful church.  A cursory review of archival records lends credence to a faith community dedicated to spiritual growth, especially in Sunday School, youth activities and music. This exceptional integrity laid a foundation which continued (and has continued to present) through the 1960-decade and the infancy of the church campus.

· Nov. 24, 1957 – Evelyn R. London, CMC Historian notes, re:  Educational Unit with 14 classrooms was completed in June 1956, made possible by much volunteer labour; present membership up to 659, with Sunday School enrollment at approximately 300 students.

· July 1, 1959 – Rev. Edgar H. Bradley issues a wonderful letter of introduction to CMC members, noting the purchase by CMC of the Irwin Home, 1607 Franrose Lane, as the permanent parsonage. (Prior to Rev. Irwin’s arrival, the small house at 1575 West had been used by Rev. Oglesby as the parsonage after he had relocated from 2118 East St., Concord, site of the first Board of Stewards meeting, Dec. 1, 1952).

· Sunday, March 22, 1959 - Rev. Paul Irwin baptizes thirty-nine members.

· Sept. 27, 1959 – Typhoon deaths in Japan number over 1,132; 1,457 missing with 925,000 homeless – storm damage exceeds $10,000,000. CMC Committee on Relief pressed into action sending exceptional amounts of financial aid, food and clothing.

· Dec. 12-13, 1959 – The Chancel Choir of CMC presents “The Messiah,” which becomes an annual event during our Yuletide season for many years. It is widely believed our Music Ministry has been responsible for the arrival and retention of many church families.

· Nov. 10, 1960 – John F. Kennedy wins U.S. Presidential Election. Takes popular vote by slim margin over runner-up Nixon. 300-185 is Electoral Tally.

· Dec. 1, 1960 – Rev. Bradley notifies the County Planning Dept. that CMC Trustees feel the “old building” (across the street from our church) is a shameful presence in the midst of a neighborhood of beautiful, expensive homes and church property. Said building housed a machine shop for many years on the former site of an alternative, 160-acre airfield built in the 1920s for use whenever the U.S. Mail planes were unable to land at S.F. Crissy Army Field due to inclement weather.  Eventually, the imposing structure was razed for new homes in the late 1980s.

· Nov. 22-25, 1963 – Our Nation mourns the death of President Kennedy. CMC respectfully did not hold the Nov. 30th Anniversary Day (closest Sunday thereto) and observed our 35th President’s passing with a Memorial Service in Oglesby Hall, Monday the 25th by Rev. Bradley (See Trustees’ minutes, Dec. 1963).

On March 17, 1963 groundbreaking ceremonies were held for the existing Sanctuary. Wells Fargo Bank approved a loan of $172,000 with the low contractor’s bid of $139,092 given by Murray Kay of Antioch, CA. Upon comparing other Methodist churches built during the early 1960s era, it is noted the architecture is quite similar in many ways, especially the high “A-frame”, narrow, steep roofs and “superstructure.” Palo Alto First UMC and a Methodist church in Stockton are good examples of this trend as are other Protestant churches in the area  (e.g. First Presbyterian in downtown Concord).

A subsequent review of church memos lends material representation to grave dissatisfaction with the Sanctuary contractor towards the final days of completion. We also have members who recall our Pastor having numerous lengthy and inharmonious discourses with the contractor at the construction site. Moreover, many corners were cut due to rancor and disagreement – a “cut and run” attitude sadly resulted in some of the present day problems that have been identified.

Although an attractive building, the CUMC Sanctuary is looked upon by our staff as having become obsolete the day it was consecrated, July 5, 1964. As discussed in our March 2001 Vision Team Report, there are many deficiencies to be remedied before we have an up-to-date, disability code-compliant, modern worship facility. The reader is advised to refer to said report for the full particulars. Our Sanctuary is indeed a problematic structure.

· Sunday, Feb. 23, 1964 – Race Relations Sunday at CMC, highlighted by an exchange of choirs and ministers with Taylor Memorial (Negro) Methodist Church, of 12th and Adeline Streets, West Oakland. Incidentally, a similar event was scheduled with Taylor and CUMC during Rev. Sherrill’s time.

A major question to consider: Do we Methodists embrace the socio-economic and political issues? You had better believe we do. Prior to the closing six-month session of legislature proceedings, the California State Assembly passed the Rumford Fair Housing Act prohibiting racial discrimination in the Senate by a 22 to 13 vote on June 21, 1963.  While Governor Edmund Brown signed the bill into law on July 19, 1963, it was to propel the entire state to an hysterical atmosphere of controversy for several years.

Led by a legion of wealthy California Real Estate Association constituents, a successful referendum, Proposition 14, won voter approval by a 2 to 1 margin in November of 1964 and repealed the anti-discrimination bill.

During the time of the Rumford Act controversy, word was passed within the CMC assembly that a forum on the Rumford Act would be held at Oglesby Hall on a weekday evening. No newspaper or church bulletin announcements were made. Yet, somehow the word got out. People of all ethnic backgrounds from Berkeley, Oakland, and Richmond came and packed Oglesby to standing room only. A fiasco ensued with tempers flaring and when decorum dissolved it became necessary for Rev. Bradley to close down the meeting, thus avoiding violence.

Eventually, both the California and United States Supreme Courts declared the controversial Proposition 14 of 1964 unconstitutional, but it is important to note that the Greater Concord-Pleasant Hill area is comprised of an overwhelmingly white population regardless of an influx of Asiatic and Hispanic peoples, among others, in the last 10-15 years. This is who we were; it is arguably who we still are.

Social issues in the 1960s led to great reflection among our youngsters of high school in Methodist Youth Fellowship. The war in Vietnam, the draft, unplanned pregnancies were all subjects discussed with candor on Sunday evenings in 1966-1971 (See MYF directories). It is pleasing to know we do not shirk from highlighting controversial and vital social topics today.

Black Panther Minister of Information Eldridge Cleaver’s speech at the Annual Cal-Neva Methodist Conference in Stockton’s Municipal Auditorium on June 14, 1968 evoked a bittersweet response from Methodist clergy and audience. Cleaver’s vindictive onslaught excoriated virtually every social and world government agenda.  Certainly, his speech brought the “urban crises” into focus among the more conservative clergy members.

· Dec. 19, 1967 – A memo from the Minister of Music described much conflict and miscommunication, inevitably leading to changes in the Directorship and Organist positions. A 14-year period of tremendous musical accomplishments and service was changed forever.

·  April 9, 1967 a group of 41 youths took membership vows after thirteen weeks of training. Under the direction of Rev. Richard Lungren, Youth Minister, our CMC youth activities and Sunday School flourished greatly for many years.

1968 – 1971:  Pastorates of Rev. Lord and Rev. Cox

During 1968-1971 we had two pastors, Rev. Charles Lord who died unexpectedly in 1969 while mowing the parsonage lawn. He was succeeded by Rev. Charles Cox. This was indeed the Era of the Silent Majority in the United States. But, despite a nation divided by ever-growing unpopular foreign and domestic policy, our church was a busy place. Christian Adventure Fellowship (CAF) began under outstanding guidance; Heifer Project, (Trick-or-Treat for UNICEF got its start earlier around 1966); chaplain programs for Juvenile Hall and local hospitals have been supported by CUMC for many years. There have been innumerable activities begun and continued at CUMC that benefit the poor and needy.

· 1968 – Mt. Diablo Continuation High School, today known as Olympic High, begins an eight-year stay at our campus.  The eventual move of their operations to the old Concord Elementary School site in 1975 was due to lack of space, and the trouble our Sunday janitors had moving shop materials in and out of the classrooms.

· 1970 – Contra Costa County population surpasses the mark of 558,389 (1976 Hammond Atlas). Number of all churches listed in the Pacific Telephone Directory: 270.

1971 – 1987:  Pastorates of Rev. Sherrill and Rev. Angove

During the 1971-1987 era, who can possibly forget how the medium of television affected our lives with:

· “ALL IN THE FAMILY,” Norman Lear’s exceptional mirror of a typical working-class hero – Archie Bunker – whose antics constantly included lambasting virtually every minority group in existence (1971-83 sitcom);

· John Dean’s testimony before the Senate Investigation Committee, ultimately leading to the resignation of several Nixon Cabinet members.

· Spiro Agnew’s resignation from the U.S. Vice-Presidency amidst agreeing to plead guilty to charges of income tax evasion by the Justice Dept. (Oct. 10, 1973)

· President Nixon’s resignation speech which was telecast to a nationwide audience, August 8, 1974

· The final days of the Vietnam War. Scenes of our countrymen being air-lifted from the U.S. Embassy rooftop in Saigon, ending two decades of involvement in Southeast Asia on April 19, 1975 – over 1,000 Americans safely evacuated from the Saigon area.

· Ronald Reagan taking the oath of office, Jan. 20, 1981 the same day our fifty-two hostages were released from Tehran, Iran after a 444-day captivity.

1971-1982 – Rev. Shirley Sherrill held the pastorate with strength and fortitude. He and his wife made it a standard practice to personally visit every member and household, a trait which has sadly been neglected for many years – certainly though not by purposeful intentions. In 1980, Shirley had a long stretch of illness which over-encumbered our Associate Pastor, Rev. Betty Pagett who was commuting seven days per week from her Berkeley residence. It is about that time in which visitation began to suffer, re:

“Not enough people have tried to bolster the visitation ministry – sadly neglected.”



Richard Ahart, from a 1980 CUMC Lay Leader’s report.

1977-2002 – No history of Concord United Methodist Church could be considered complete without a word about another pastor who served us in his senior years.  Rev. John Aye Ross retired from his appointment at the West Side Medical Center in Chicago, Illinois and moved west in 1977 to be nearer to family members.  He began to attend Concord United Methodist Church and became involved in a wide spectrum of ministries.

John and his wife, Billie, left us for a few years to help establish a new church at Valley Springs, California, and then returned to Concord.  John was another pastor gifted in the arts. He conducted a series of classes about the stained glass windows in the sanctuary. During his time with us he led bible study; baked bread; sang in the choir; led the Good Timers; composed, directed, and accompanied several musicals; worked in the church office; and filled the pulpit as requested until shortly before his death in 2002.  Although he was never officially appointed to CUMC in the capacity of pastor, he served us faithfully over a longer span of years than any other.

The former Sunday School Office was remodeled into a much-used classroom decorated with several items donated by John from his ministry appointments. It was renamed “The Ross Room” and was dedicated to the memory of John and Billie Ross during the CUMC Fifty Year Anniversary Celebration in October of 2002.

· Completion of Sherrill Hall in 1977 gave CUMC a fresh and modern look to its campus, aside from much-needed office, restroom and additional kitchen/multi-use room facilities. 

· May 20, 1979 – CUMC Staff-Parish Report: Drake House, a halfway home for teenage girls who for many reasons cannot live at their parents’ home nor can they be expected to be confined to County Juvenile Hall is approved by the Official Board. A grant was awarded from the State of California’s Dept. of Education and it was licensed by the Dept. of Social Services. CUMC supported Drake House for over two decades until its tragic demise as the result of City of Pleasant Hill political maneuvering in 2003-2004.

· Minutes of the CUMC Administrative Board, Apr. 18, 1982:  “The Chartering of the (United Methodist) Korean Church will be June 13th (1982). Shirley suggests having it at the 10:30 worship service. Bishop Wilbur Choy will be officiating on this special day…”

Note:

A preliminary draft of the 1983 CUMC Calendar gave the Korean Church access to our Sanctuary at 12:00 noon Sundays. To the present day this agreement to share our facilities remains in place, undoubtedly affecting all of the congregations with planning and contingencies. Also noteworthy: a Covenant of Shared Facilities with the Korean UMC states clearly we will allow them use of our church and campus through May 21, 2007 – the twenty-year agreement is on file in our CUMC trustee records. Concord Korean UMC celebrated 25 years of meeting on our campus in 2003.

Following the 1982 retirement of Rev. Sherrill, CUMC was blessed with a talented organizer, Rev. Jerry Angove. During Jerry’s pastorate CUMC purchased its first office computer. The Angoves loved to backpack and ski.  Jerry transferred from an appointment in Stockton. He commented that one major disadvantage of that move was that Concord was an hour farther from the slopes!  Jerry and his wife Sue were committed to the Marriage Encounter ministry and have continued this involvement through subsequent appointments.

An issue of major consideration was the Bayview District-mandated arrival of the Tongan Fellowship, in the middle of Jerry Angove’s tenure on March 1, 1985.  In a word, differing cultural values were very troublesome. Through great amounts of prayer and soul-searching, and the assistance of District Superintendent Jim Lockwood-Stewart, the CUMC Trustee Chair, Administrative Council Chair, and Lay Leader drafted a memo on April 7, 2002 to the Tongan Fellowship et al that “it is in the best interest of all parties to end the agreement to share our facilities effective (on) December 31, 2002.”

1987-2004:  Pastorates of Rev. Hutchison and Rev. Abbey

During 1987-1997 decade we began to see a division in our Faith Community: the Old Guard vs. a new, upbeat influx of Liberal-minded congregants. The Baby Boom Era had faded around 1985, ushering in the Information Age of technology via Silicon Valley, et environs elsewhere in the U.S. – Boston, Mass. and Austin, Texas are other hotbeds of advanced technology.

With the departure of Rev. Angove to San Bruno UMC in 1987, an illustrious and loving Irishman came to our pulpit, Robert James Hutchison, aka Rev. Jim, from the Aldersgate UMC in San Rafael, California. We were a busy church during Rev. Jim’s time here. His emphasis was threefold: gather the flock, invite the assembly to Holy Communion, and tell the story of Jesus Christ. Three key elements which must never be diluted or compromised in any fashion: the proclamation of The Good News; teaching this News; and encouraging Christian Fellowship while helping people to find dignity, courage and the value of humanity each day. Jim’s message here was prodigious, loving and joyful.  At a wedding Jim performed a guest who commented favorably on the ceremony was told by a member of CUMC, “If you liked that,

 you really ought to hear one of his funerals.” He did, indeed, conduct many “outside” funerals and a number of new members came into the flock through this ministry.  Irish Night, intended to be simply a festive social occasion, inadvertently became a fund-raising activity. Jim, who loved to travel, organized several trips to the Holy Land as well as treks to Scotland and Ireland, and to Eastern Europe prior to his retirement in 1997.

CUMC has welcomed a number of women as seminary interns and associate pastors. In July  of 1997, Rev. Pamela Abbey, with her spouse Mr. Kent Parr, arrived by appointment to serve as our first female senior pastor. Mardi Gras became the spring social event.   Her education and experience in theater contributed to the development of the Creative Worship Council and some innovative worship elements.  Visitation to the homebound expanded with the Caring Hearts program.   Rev. Pam led the congregation in discovering spiritual gifts and fostered the Vision Team process to aid in long-range planning.  The Cloud and Fire Journey (2003-2004) arose from the Vision Team’s recommended Action List. Kent was instrumental in forming a CUMC Habitat For Humanity Crew and was a charter member of the men’s quartet, House Blend. Under Rev. Pam’s guidance we were blessed with the Disciple Bible Study class series (Abingdon Press, c1987, 1993). It is the conviction and pride of each person who has completed a phase of the Disciple Bible study that it has enriched their lives tremendously.  Rev. Pam feels its introduction is also one of her crowning achievements. Another goal with which she is happy is that of starting up the Stephen Ministry program, set to get underway in full force in May 2004, each of the Ministry’s graduates being sent forth into our city and surrounding community to minister to the needs of CUMC congregants or non-members.  AMEN TO STEPHEN MINISTERS.

Commentary

Diversity and Inclusiveness

CUMC has traditionally drawn its families and membership from the Concord High School attendance area as well as from the Mt. Diablo and Clayton Valley H.S. areas.  From 1952 through 1979 our membership was predominantly characteristic of the Baby Boom Era; a well-established, predominantly Caucasian stable bedroom community of middle-class America. What we now see in our church is an aging congregation. Many members have lived in the same homes for over thirty-five years and/or on the same Central County locale. A random sampling shows that over 36% of our tithing members are over the age of seventy. Sober facts that we can no longer ignore with impunity.

Was the “welcome mat” of our church out for all those people who desired a safe place to worship among fellow Christians during the tumultuous times in our passing eras? The subject of racial integration has indeed presented infinite opportunities for following the New Covenant of Jesus Christ,   “That ye love one another as I have loved you” – John15: 12. But our human conditions seem to place unacceptable barriers to such a simple commandment. Some people have been turned away and rejected from our doorstep, not only by members but also the clergy itself. We can ill-afford to ignore painful moments from the past if we are to move forward these next ten years, striving for betterment, harmony and equal welcome – whether during worship or at our many official meetings. Suffice to say, you cannot walk a straight line wearing crooked shoes. “Straighten up and fly right?” is the title of an old popular tune sung by Nat King Cole. Just how do we do that?

In addition to our own Boy and Cub Scouts, CUMC has housed both sponsored (Eldercare/Alzheimer’s support group, diabetes support group, etc.) and non-sponsored groups including several Girl Scout Troops, Narcotics Anonymous, Alcoholics Anonymous, and Sea Scouts, among many. Clayton Valley Parent Preschool signed their initial agreement in February of 1976 following their untimely eviction from St. John’s Episcopal Church. Although sharing our campus with many groups since the 1970s decade has been a mixture of joy and awkward frustration, testing the patience of every Trustee and Pastor greatly, their presence keeps us ever mindful of the need for our resources to be utilized by the community for “social services” as we strive to follow Christ’s direction.

Sadly, we Methodists were bridled by a Commander-in-Chief (President Ronald Regan) who was unable to utter the word AIDS until a few month before the end of his second term in office. As social responsibility has been embraced by many of us at CUMC, the awareness and acceptance of gay and lesbian lifestyles has to the present day been a most divisive and explosive topic.

Be it known we are not a Reconciling Congregation, nor are we a Transforming Congregation. To make such a choice in one of the above would require a vote among our membership which undoubtedly would result in a split church – the minutes from various Administrative Council meetings from 1984 to date have examined the subject of homosexuality at great length. Whether we once again approach this emotional issue at any level could greatly determine the course of our destiny.

One such question is this:  Can we cure homophobia, the fear of gays and lesbians? Given that medical science has proven AIDS/HIV illness and tragic deaths have been attributed to both gay and heterosexual promiscuity (NBA star Magic Johnson’s plight in 1992 is a strong example of these disclosures) it is imperative we continue to educate our church well, and avoid hiding behind the cloak of ignorance.

The tragedy of September 11th saw CUMC hold an extraordinary memorial-prayer service in the Sanctuary on the following Wednesday evening.  One year later CUMC, CKUMC, and the Concord Tongan UM Fellowship united to mourn and honor the fallen and lost. “America The Beautiful” was memorably sung toward the service conclusion. It is to our credit as Disciples and followers of Christ Jesus that several members requested prayers directed to the Nation of Islam both here in the U.S. and worldwide to dissuade violence against the Muslim peoples at a time when many people were experiencing inevitable rage, confusion and ambivalence. It is by Faith that we can walk; it is by Faith that we can also live with love and with reasonable happiness among all of our neighbors.

Worship and Music

Blessed in the mid-1990s with the arrival of Director of Program Development, Felicia O’Connor, we experienced growth in children’s and youth ministries as well as support groups for those dealing with aging.  Almost-monthly Tuesday evening “Catered Dinners” and after-church barbeques in warm weather became a part of the supportive fellowship at CUMC.  Bible study opportunities were developed for all ages.

Music, prayer, and worship are essential elements that have been defined and illuminated as Core Values in our Cloud and Fire Team investigations (Jan. 2004). Choral groups for adults, youth, and children have always been a priority.  Several octaves of hand bells grace special services. Doug Emigh joined CUMC staff also in the mid-1990s and has bolstered music ministries through the formation of various singing and/or instrumental ensembles that not only enhance worship, but also extend the church into the community.

Times of worship have changed with different elements in our church. Early morning services were held at 9:45 o’clock from the late 1950s until the end of Rev. Edgar Bradley’s tenure. Then in 1971, we began even earlier with an 8:30 A.M. offering under Rev. Sherrill. This was an effective method to satisfy a changing assembly that preferred a simpler and more contemplative service without the Chancel Choir.  Many of the        “8 o’clock” worshipers have attended early services for over three decades now, a fact which should not be overlooked as we pursue new avenues of worship.

In 1995 CUMC began a “New Life Celebration” worship service in Oglesby Hall at        9 A.M. which gave yet another choice to our church members. The service was designed to be “user-friendly” to those with no church experience. At the forefront of “New Life” has been Sandy Blazer, bringing us a more contemporary, casual hour of Praise. Early morning worship at 8:15 o’clock was moved to 8:00 A.M. to decrease stress and tension each Sunday on our Ministers leading the flock. Traditional 11 A.M. service was also bumped to 10:30 o’clock in the main Sanctuary to respectfully accommodate our Korean brothers and sisters’ needs. It is imperative that we continue to lift up the ideas of nurturing flexibility throughout discourse and debate along this difficult path. Indeed, we are instructed in the First Epistle of Paul the Apostle to the Thessalonians, to “Pray without ceasing.” (I Thes. 5:17).

Communication

A distinct message Rev. Jim Hutchison emphasized often was for us to listen for the Word of God by turning off the TV and radios we’ve attached ourselves to in this age. “The world’s noise level continues to steadily increase so much,” he once proclaimed, “That the population of the pigeons in London’s Trafalgar Square has declined since the birds can no longer hear each other’s mating calls above the constant din of motor vehicle traffic, thus decreasing their once prodigious numbers.” Whether our noisy environment will affect regeneration efforts cannot be determined, but Jim’s message is concise to many of us who seek shelter at CUMC from a troublesome world and society, both unmerciful and ruthless.

The impact of unprecedented media access has now changed our youngsters’ methods in which to relate to society. The role of television as a tool began this change as far back as the early 1960s and arguably it is an uncontrolled force which strangles and addicts the masses worldwide – this can easily include Internet resources, cell phones, and the endless choices of video games available in the retail stores.

Are we Christians talking with each other or at each other today? How will we succeed tomorrow with the increasing presence of “mega-churches” and now-available sermons over websites and Internet e-mail functions? Many churches now rely solely on video programs for Sunday School teachings; gone but not entirely forgotten are the fire and brimstone Revival Weeks, popular among both urban and rural church communities. East Contra Costa County and the Tri-Valley area now have several huge churches that are fast growing and lively. Something we must ask is are we to sacrifice Bible Teaching and Christian Values for a secular call to worship? Many “new-age” congregations encourage eating and drinking in their Sanctuaries, with the vestibule and narthex being an outlet for Starbucks coffee and beverages. Would this be an acceptable means of attracting people to worship and church activities, or would we see many of us repulsed at such unorthodox ways?

How we members can reinvent some of the thriving programs of our hey-day is a serious question – bearing in mind that we as a society have jumped from Aerospace into Cyberspace in less than 25 years. The memories of having hired nurses minding the preschool children on Sundays; the Nursery filled with 20-25 kids during Thursday night Choir practice are things we should never forget. Unquestionably, there must be an immediate and new appraisal of our church’s programs, ministries, and needs. These issues must be constantly re-evaluated.

In conclusion, it is by constant prayer and “Standing On The Promises” that we as a unified church can and will succeed in facing the challenges which lie in the future. Our problems, though many, did not arrive overnight. By acknowledgment and coordination of the tasks we are willing to accept, the visions set on paper by the Vision Team and Cloud and Fire Task Force participants will become a reality, but only with fortitude and perseverance and full congregational participation.

Only those people who chose to confront adversity in our turbulent past by continuously moving forward, not backward, were ever successful. In the early 1960s, Malcolm X spoke in forceful, but effective words saying,

“We declare our right on this earth, to be a man; to be a human being; to be respected as a human being; to be given the rights of a human being, in this society, on this earth, in this day, which we intend to bring into existence By Any Means Necessary.”

To remember Malcolm X died as a visionary trying to bring the plight of poor African-Americans and the struggle of the Civil Rights Movement beyond the attention of U.S. leaders into the United Nations is crucial. He was just as misunderstood as was Rev. Martin L. King, Jr. at that time of conflict and determination. Yet, progress was being made in radical increments. Blessed assurance tells us the same progress can be a reality in our own little community at CUMC. With courage we can make an impact on those around us.

In affection, I attach a short letter found in the Ross Room Archive cabinets while in the midst of a three-week period of material gathering and discovery process. It was written by a man few current members today had the privilege of working with during the first days of our church. He was, and should be recognized as a man who exemplified the very ideals of Paul of Tarsus carried forth in bringing forth Christianity to the world.

There is much work ahead, and as a member of the CUMC Cloud and Fire Team I wish to extend my most gracious thanks for your inviting me along this path.

In Christ,

April 17, 2004 




Raymond Olsen

Martinez, California

6830 Eastondale

Long Beach, Calif.










June 8, 1963

Mrs. Wm. F. London

5350 Olive Drive

Concord, Calif.

Dear Sister London:


I wish to thank you for your note and picture.  No 

wonder the Conference Authorities insist that I retire. No 

congregation would face a mug like that for twenty or 

thirty minutes and then feel they must thank him for the 

wonderful message. It takes courage. The Conference 

officers allowed it because it cost them little or nothing 

and added another church unit to the Conference. They were 

helped in their hope that I quit by some bad accident 

caused by a weak heart.


In a week I am going to Rio Vista to be with my 

youngest son till I can buy a small house in which to spend 

my last days. I have cried on your shoulder long enough.



May God bless your days on earth



Till He calls you home



Blessed be the day of your birth



And all the days you roam.








Yours and best wishes,








Wm. F. Oglesby
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