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Salin

Y oung Joseph, a seminary student
in a Russian Orthodox monastery, was
taught by Christ-loving and dedicated
priests. He was charged to memorize
large blocks of the Word of God, and
knew his Christian theology. Yet
within his soul there was a restless and
rambunctious spirit; eventually he was
released from his theological training
and took up with revolu-
tionaries. In later years he
would name himself “man
of sted” or Stalin, and
eliminate over 20 million
fellow Russian citizens.
What turned this promising
young man so far towards
evil as he built the Soviet
Empire?

He had read and
memorized the Word, he
had prayed, and he had
been discipled by good
Christian leaders. Surely these should
have formed a very different man.
Each author | read cataloguing Stalin’s
personality seems agreed that he
lacked any compassion for others, and
al sense of remorse. He was ever jus-
tifying his hideous acts as a matter of
self-survival. Contrition seemed alien
to him; there was no broken spirit
within him, and guilt was foreign to
his emotional vocabulary.

The uphill path to the cross is
paved with the guilt-fired bricks of our
remorse and self awareness of certain
imperfection, that we have grieved the
hearts of God and of our neighbors.
We are not to live in this guilty reality
any longer than it takes to admit our
sin and leap into Christ's awaiting
arms, yet thisfirst step is essential.

Then as our Christian walk ma-
tures into a steady march, we occa
sionally return to guilt, when we dis-
cover new portions of our personali-

ties that remain embedded in the atti-
tudes of the old Adam. We ask for-
giveness for these and we repent of
them. Perhaps Stalin lacked this per-
sona accountability with the Living
God, seeing himself sufficient and in
no need of redemption. His heart
hardened quickly thereafter, and the
world paid the cost.

A season of seek-
ing forgiveness,
where we ask God to
cover our sin, and blot
it out from before His
and our own memory
by His grace in Christ
is the grand first step.
But it necessitates a
second step, repen-
tance. Repentance
goes beyond the cov-
ering of our sin by
grace, for it entals a
change of behavior so as to avoid
temptation the next time. It is fueled
by knowing a portion of the grief we
have caused in God's heart and al-
lowing that painful grieving to moti-
vate change in how we think and act.

Once quilt has motivated these
changes, guilt is no longer appropri-
ate, and we are to let it go. Today's
American Christian culture is quick
to seek forgiveness, but repentance,
that essential second step, is rarely
considered. Repentance is what the
New Testament calls metanoia, turn-
ing 180 degrees about in our mental
and physical actions. The ancients
thought this second stage so impor-
tant that they designed Lent, forty
days of focus upon our grief as we
prepared for the liberation of Easter.
Our church in worship will aim to
move to repentance on a regular ba
sis, aswe learn anew to practice this
old truth.

Becoming Who We
Already Are

As you know by now, I've be-
come quite a Henri Nouwen fan. |
recently read his classic book, Life of
the Beloved, which is smply a series
of thoughts he wrote for a secular
journalist friend over a period of time.
At the request of his friend, Nouwen
attempts to communicate deep truths
of our identity as beloved children of
God.

It is interesting that his friend ul-
timately doesn’t understand what
Nouwen is talking about but that
Nouwen’'s words have ministered to
thousands who believe in Christ. First
Corinthians 2:14 says, “The man
without the Spirit does not accept the
things that come from the Spirit of
God, for they are foolishness to him,
and he cannot understand them, be-
cause they are spiritually discerned.”

Nouwen suggests that, just like
the progression in the Eucharist, we
are taken, blessed, broken and given.
These four verbs are the backbone of
Nouwen’'s ideas in Life of the Be-
loved. Nouwen asserts that we, as
believers, ought to look every day for
how we've been taken, blessed, bro-
ken and given. Nouwen became dis-
illusioned with the Ivy League culture
of the world's academic elite and
chose to become a priest/pastor for
the L’ Arche community in Toronto,
Canada. The depth of wisdom and
insight in his booksistruly profound.

First, Nouwen suggests that a bet-
ter word for “taken” is “chosen”.
Each day, you and | are chosen by
God to be in relationship with Him
and given opportunities to claim our
“chosen-ness.” Can you see where

(Continued on page 4)



Echoes From Alpha

We asked two people who

recently participated in

the ALPHA Experience @

First Pres to share the
meaning of the experience for
them. ALPHA is a 10-week course
of messages on basic Christian faith
and living followed by friendly small
group discussions, combined with the
relaxed atmosphere of sharing a
tasty meal together. It's a fun way to
learn for all ages. Peter Scheer and
Peter Cooper tell how ALPHA im-
pacted them.

A Renewed Faith—
Scheer

My wife Carolyn and | re-
cently had the privilege of at-
tending the ALPHA class at
First Presbyterian Church
taught by Rev. Nicky Gumble
of Trinity Church, Brompton,
in London, England. | was
prompted to take the class after
hearing testimonies from other
people, including prison in-
mates, as to how the class had
changed their lives and relationship
with God through Jesus Christ.

Until recently my faith had been
wavering. Yes, | had been attending
church regularly most of my adult
life, but | had really only been going
through the motions. | had not made
a firm commitment to Christ nor to
the church. Now | know that | had
not come to grips with fully under-
standing God through the love of Je-
sus and the importance of prayer and
being filled with the Holy Spirit. This
knowledge has changed my life.

Nicky Gumble was able through
his teachings and keen wit to catch
my interest as he addressed these is-
sues. His examples put faith on avery
human, down-to-earth level. Many of
my questions have been answered,
and the fog, which hindered my abil-
ity to focus and bring God right into

Peter

the center of my life, has definitely
lifted.

Each of the ALPHA classes
concluded with a round table dis-
cusson. We seldom had a chance
to finish sharing our varied points of
view. We were always made to feel
that we could bring any question to
the table. We were all eager to
learn, and fortunately we had excel-
lent leadership, which provided a
guiding light and kept us focused.

Mid-way though the class we
were offered the opportunity to at-
tend a workshop away from church

on a Friday evening and Saturday.
Those sessions focused on knowing
the Holy Spirit, and the experience
was very insightful and fulfilling.

There is still so much more to
learn, but | have the desire in my
heart to do so. | aready see the dif-
ference that taking this class has
made in my life. Prayer used to be
an occasiona occurrence for me,
and now it has become far more
frequent. | am also reading the Bi-
ble more regularly. | am learning
that, while | still have many ques-
tions and some may never be an-
swered, | do have faith in God
through his Son that He will be my
guide. My pilot light is definitely
lit, and | am hoping that it will burst
into along lasting bright flame, ena-
bling me to appreciate my many
blessings.

Thank you, First Presbyterian
team. Thank you, Nicky. And thank
you, God.

Further Up and Further In, In
Prayer— Peter T. Cooper

| grew up in a Christian family
going to church every Sunday and
Wednesday night. | have a personal
relationship with Jesus Christ. For
me, ALPHA offered a sort of 2back
to the basics® experience. During
each class we watched a video lecture
by Nicky Gumbel and then discussed

what we had heard in a small
group setting. The course pro-
vided an opportunity to tackle
some of life's big questions,
such as; Who is Jesus? How can
| be sure of my faith? Why and
how should | read the Bible?
How does God guide us?

God has brought many posi-
tive changes into my life over
the last twelve months. It has
been a period of mgjor life tran-
sition. | moved back to Fresno
from a seven year stint in Texas,
began a job in my father's busi-
ness, and married a beautiful and

Christ-centered woman, Michele Nil-
meier. | have been undeniably
blessed. Newly married with prayer-
ful hopes of having children one day,
I find myself overwhelmed with an
extreme sense of responsibility to
raise afamily with Jesus Christ as our
head of household. That sense of re-
sponsibility, however, led to feelings
of anxiety as | began to doubt my
ability to become all that God wants
me to be.

God led me to the ALPHA course
in order to encourage me in my walk
with Christ. One of the topics we cov-
ered during the course was prayer.
We looked at what the Scriptures say
about how and why we should pray.
Throughout the course, it was rein-
forced that prayer is the most impor-

(Continued on page 3)



(ALPHA, continued from page 2)

tant activity of our lives because that
is where our relationship with God is
nurtured. The theme verse for this
topic is 1 Thessalonians 5:16-18, 2Be
joyful always, pray continually; give
thanksin all circumstances, for thisis
God's will for you in Christ Jesus.”
It's a short verse that says a lot. Just
by reading this one verse | can tell
that my prayer life could use some
improvement. My prayer lifeisincon-
sistent. Also, it occurred to me that |
tend to be a bit self-centered in prayer
because it seems I'm always asking
for God to improve my own circum-
stances. | certainly don't pray or give
thanks in all circumstances. And as
for being joyful always...well, I'm not
quite there yet. Since taking ALPHA,
| have been encouraged to renew my
commitment to prayer. | am working
on becoming more consistent, regard-
less of how | am afeeling® or what
circumstances | find myself in on any
particular day.

This was just one of many valu-
able insights that | got out of the Al-
pha Experience. | especialy enjoyed
the small group discussions. It was
encouraging to discuss what we had
learned and experienced in the class
with people from diverse back-
grounds in a no-pressure, ask-
anything, non-judgmental manner.

The experience of ALPHA en-
couraged me to be much more consis-
tent about honestly seeking God's
guidance and building a relationship
with Him through reading Scripture
and spending more quality time in
prayer. | would encourage others to
attend the class and invite a friend no
matter where you are in your Chris-
tian walk. I'mglad | did.

ALPHA is offered this Fall on
Sunday mornings and Tuesday eve-
nings beginning September 25 and
27. An Introductory Dinner is
planned for September 17 in the fel-
lowship hall. Registration begins Sep-
tember 11 on the lawn or by calling
the church office. Information fliers

arein therack in the narthex.

TheTreaure Chest

A Season for Everything
—Corrie Sands

Each year fall ushers in change.
We watch as the leaves change
color, we begin to feel the cooler
breeze that signals relief from sum-
mer temperatures and we send our
children to school. This year we are
also experiencing changes in Chil-
dren's Ministry. You
will notice change in
everything from the
physical appearance of
the lower court on the
church grounds, to the
new name for the chil-
dren's ministry, to for-
mation of classes, to cur-
riculum. God has been
gracious to Marcie and
me in our first year of service on
staff at First Pres. We have learned
many things and have been careful to
observe the church's ebb and flow
throughout seasons and activities in
this year.

In January, we attended the Chil-
dren's Pastor's Conference and be-
gan to seek the Lord for an identity
for the Children's Ministry that
would communicate to the children
and the congregation how important
God thinks children are in the land-
scape of a church. As the months
have passed, both Marcie and | have
felt impressed with the idea of our
children as a treasure. One of the
changes you will seeisthat al things
achildren® at our church will bear the
name 2The Treasure Chest® accom-
panied by the verse 2...storing up
treasuresin heaven. Matthew 6:20.

The nursery and preschool areas
will be changing to accommodate
the growing 2treasure® we have in
that area. The nursery will welcome
babies age 0-24 months in room B8,
and extend to the crib room when the
numbers of babies or variation in age
create that need. The preschool area
will experience the most change. A
new class will debut for children
who are between 24 months and 3

years old. This class will meet in
room B5 and will have its own set of
dedicated volunteers and curriculum
that will be developmentally appropri-
ate for this special age group. The
older 3's, 4's and 5's (who haven't
aready begun kindergarten) will be
adventuring into a new curriculum
called 2Godly Play.° It is an exciting
program based on
the structure of a
Montessori educa
tion focused on
following the tradi-
tional church calen-
dar. It will give our
children a means to
learn, at their level
and pace, about the
language and tradi-
tions of our church. It will encourage
children to explore and wonder about
the mystery of the Bible as God' s Liv-
ing Word given for us.

One of my main motives for shar-
ing about the changes to these pro-
grams is that in order to make them
successful for our treasures, we need
the weekly support of volunteers who
would be committed to building rela
tionships and lending consistency to
the programs that will ultimately build
God' s truth into the moral foundations
of our children.

What part will you play in this
exciting ministry?

God’'sLittle Treasures
—MarcieYork

What do we mean when we refer
to the children of First Presbyterian
Church of Fresno as our 2treasures®
and why do we call our facilities The
Treasure Chest? When God called out
His people, Israel, He referred to them
as His 2treasured posses-
sion,® (Exodus 19:5, Deuteronomy
7:6). He chose them to witness to His
character and truth. In God's mind
their value and worth was without
measure. He shielded them, cared for
them and guarded them as the apple of

(Continued on page 4)



(TREASURE, Continued from page 3)
His eye. However, God in His mercy
and grace did not limit the position of
being His chosen people to the Isragl-
ites only, but extended it to all 2those
who feared the Lord and honored His
name? (Maachi 3:17) Since Jesus
Christ' s death, burial and resurrection,
each one of us, created in His image,
can become His 2treasured posses
sion® when we individually receive
Christ's atoning work on the cross.

The children in our midst are little
treasures-in-the-rough, created in
God's image, just waiting to be honed
into His treasured possession. They
are entrusted to us as a 2heritage® and
a 2reward® according to Psalm 127,
and it is our privilege as parents and
church family to guide them into the
knowledge of Jesus Christ.

In 2 Corinthians 4:5-7 Paul refers
to the knowledge of Jesus Christ as a
atreasure in jars of clay.° In other
words, God's amazing atonement
story is entrusted to fragile cracked
apots® like us. Week after week, ordi-

nary people faithfully impart the ex-
traordinary treasure of Jesus Christ
to little hearts through Bible lessons,
singing, and reinforcement activities.
And all of this happensin the Treas-
ure Chest.

The Treasure Chest is Children's
Ministry, its rooms and its people. It
holds these little treasures-in-the-
rough while the gospel message is
spoken into their lives. In partnership
with parents and the greater church
family Children's Ministry commits
to @storing up treasures in heaven,®
equipping God's little children to be
salt and light to the world which they
will inherit.

To that end, our mission is to:
win children to Chrigt, train children
to think Biblically and respond Bib-
licaly to their world, train children
to worship in Spirit and Truth, and
train children to take their place in
the Body of Christ. @Train up a child
in the way he should go, and when
he is old he will not turn from
it,° (Proverbs 22:6).

Autumn Acoustics

—

The M Street /K
Encore  Series

will be kicking
off its second
season with a
program on Sunday, September 25 at
3:00 pm in the Sanctuary. Michael
Barba, bass, will present Italian art
songs by Scarlatti, Caldara, and
Carissimi. Soprano, Kathy Barba, will
sing German art songs by Marx and
Korngold.

The concert will conclude with
Eric Thorson, guitarist from Califor-
nia State University, Fresno. Eric will
perform a wide variety of classical
guitar music, including selections by
Bach and by South American com-
posers.

A reception will follow in the
Fellowship Hall. Suggested donation
is$7.00.

(BECOMING—Continued from page 1)
He's chosen you today? How has He
sought you out, revealed Himself to
you, clearly communicated His initia-
tive in your life? It is aways God
who actsfirst. In fact, we love him
because he first loved us. (1 John
4:19)

Secondly, we are blessed. Not
only has God sought us out and
revealed himself to us, but he has
called us 2His beloved with whom
He is well-pleased.° Everyone you
meet has been made by God and is
loved with an everlasting love. Un-
fortunately, so few people respond
to the One who desires to save, love
and nurture them. In our chosen-
ness, we are also blessed by the
love and favor of our Heavenly Fa
ther. He callsus hisown. We are his
children, the heirs of his mighty es-
tate, the very kingdom of God.

Thirdly, we are broken. Each and
every one of us has suffered and con-
tinues to suffer the pain, trials and
hurts from the past and present be-
cause of sin. Those who were sup-

posed to love us most often failed to
do so perfectly, and we have fallen
short of loving ourselves and others
aswe should. Nouwen exhorts us to
take our brokenness and put it under

the blessing. It's not until we place
the depth and breadth of our suffer-
ing under the blessing of being
God' s beloved that we can move to
the fourth stage of our lives.

Lastly, Nouwen encourages us
to be given to the world. The trans-
formation of our brokenness under

the blessing empowers us by the

Spirit to be a gift to a dark and frag-

mented world. God redeems broken

lives by taking the initiative in choos-

ing them Then they are put under the
blessing of his love that they
might be given to a world sorely
in need of redemption. We get to
point others to the saving power
of Christ's love. What could be a
higher caling? What could be
more exciting?

Each day ask, @How have |
been chosen, blessed, broken and
given today?® Ask God to help
you become more aware of His
all-encompassing presence with
you in the midst of the joys and
sorrows of our experience we call
alife°
Invite him to teach you to create

enough space in your heart that you
will be able to hear the still, small
voice saying, @You are my beloved
child. 1 am well-pleased with you.
Let me show you how | want to use
you as ablessing in the lives of others
today.°



Finding a Place at MothersINC.

Two years ago this fall, | found
myself on aleave of absence from my
job, awaiting the birth of my second
child. | was looking for some mom-
connections and socidizing for my
then 3-year-old daughter, so | decided
to visit Mothers INC.

| showed up that first September
meeting not sure who would be there
or what to expect. It's funny; | don't
remember the speaker or
the topic that day. What |
do remember is how | felt
at the end of our two-hour
meeting—welcomed, ac-
cepted, cared for. It was
a nice break from the
usual day-to-day running
around. | was able to
leave my daughter confi-
dently with the caregiv-
ers, enjoy some delicious
food and just talk, absorb
and relax for a little
while.

After my two years of involve-
ment, |'ve come to see that Mothers
INC. at First Pres is a unique group.
We welcome women at al ages and
stages of life. There are new moms,
moms of preschoolers, those with
school-age and college-age children,
and a few grandmas and aunts added
to the mix. Many are regular First
Pres attendees, but we welcome
women from other churches as well.
| think the thing I like the most is the
diversity of the group. That was
something | didn't expect to find.

The group meets twice a month
on Tuesday mornings in the Adult
Lounge. We officialy start a 9:00,
but many are latecomers (often me)
and there is no stigma attached to
that. On the second Tuesday of the
month, we enjoy a brunch-spread and
social time and then get to hear a
speaker of some sort. Last year we
had some fantastic speakers. Every
month | was surprised to hear, yet
again, a great speaker on a timely
topic. Just a sampling from last year:
Susan Glover shared about her long-

term care-giving road, Denise Fink
told us about God's working in her
life through difficult circumstances,
and Tom Granata spoke on raising
children with values. God used each
of these men and women mightily
as they spoke from their hearts.
These are informa times with
plenty of opportunities to ask ques-
tions and interact with the speakers
before and after
their talks.

On the fourth
Tuesday of the
month, we went
through a devo-
tional book, shar-
ing applications
from our lives, get-
ting to know one

another more
deeply and praying
together. These

were adways neat

times to let your
hair down and really explore some
life issues. (This year we will be
reading and discussing the Jill
Briscoe book 8 Things That Will
Change a Woman's Life.) At the
end of these sessions we usually did
stamping or another craft, getting to
know each other further.

Since | was co-chair of child-
carelast year, | got to know our two
wonderful childcare providers. Tor-
sten Grunberg and Dee Xiong are a
great team! They come faithfully
each Tuesday with a real heart for
service to our children and moms.
They play with the children, serve a
snack and do a short Bible lesson
and activity. It's easy to see that
they really enjoy what they do.

| guess you can say that I've
found a great small place within the
larger place of First Pres—aplaceto
know and be known, to grow and be
stretched, but also just to relax and
have fun. If you' re a mom, grandma
or woman looking for a small group
and you've got some free time on
Tuesday mornings, you might want

to come see for yourself. Our theme
this year is the importance of friend-
ships for women throughout their
lives. We will have some terrific
speakers (Colleen Evans and Marcie
York will kick us off in September
and October) and fantastic food, of
course. But | hope you'll also come
for the great group of supportive
women. Perhaps you'll find your
place too.

Session Summary
For August, 2005

Here is the budget report for Au-
gust. Giving as of 7/31/05 was 10.41
per cent below budget. Spending as of
7/31/05 was eight per cent below
budget. Cash available for operations
is approximately two months of budg-
eted spending.

Members are encouraged to mark
the fourth day of the month on their
calendars to pray for our Presbytery.
They should pray for the churches,
the seminary students, our pastors and
their families.

Following are some important
events at First Pres. Construction on
the Basement Play Area will com-
mence on August 17, 2005. Movie
Night in the Media Room is sched-
uled for August 26, 2005, starting at
5:00PM.

The church office will be closed
on Labor Day. Pastors Prayer Partners
will meet on September 10, 2005 at
8:00AM. The Long Range Planning
Prayer Time is planned for 7:00PM
on September 14, 2005 in the Adult
Lounge.

The Second Haf Trip to the
Getty Museum is scheduled for Sep-
tember 10, 2005. September 24, 2005,
is the date scheduled for the Women's
Brunch, starting at 9:00AM.

Suppers-for-Seven will be sched-
uled again in September. Members
may call Skin Mead for information.









The deadlinefor the October -
Challenger is September 23. It
will be mailed out October 5.
Please submit articlesto: Carol Va-
lencia (454-9467), cjm44@cvip.het
or leave in newsdletter box in church
office. The deadlinefor “A Place
for You” iseach Monday at 5
p.m. Please submit announcements
to Cheryl Eaker (485-6460) or
ceaker @fpcfresno.org.
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Rev. James Evans, Senior Pastor
jevans@fpcfresno.org

Rev. Thomas Par sons, Pastor to the Congregation
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dabdo@fpcfresno.org
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Susan Glover, Administrator
sglover@fpcfresno.org

Terry Jaurena, Mission Director
tjaurena@fpcfresno.org

Lana Roberts, Worship Arts Director
Iroberts@fpcfresno.org
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Do What You Love To
Show God’sLove

It®not too late to join the Chancel
Choir! If you loveto sing and seek a
place to serve at First Pres, consider
joining the Choir. Rehearsals are
Sundays from 9:40to 10:55 am. in
the choir room. There will be afall
kick-off retreat on Saturday, Sept. 10
from 8:15 to 3:00 near Shaver
Lake. For more information contact
Dr. Julie Carter at 432-2858.
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