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 My family has always celebrated Hanukkah in 

December. Growing up I memorized the prayers in 

Hebrew. The first prayer goes: 

Which means, Blessed are you, Lord our God, ruler of 

the world, who has blessed us with the command-

ments, and commanded us to kindle the Hanukkah 

lights. 

 I have to confess, I never really understood 

how the commandments were blessings. Honestly, 

when you “count your blessings” you think about 

sources of joy; family, home, food, friendship and so 

on. But commandments, not so much. I don’t like to be 

told what to do or not to do. I don't like being limited, 

and I don't like being obligated. 

 Today, we prefer to think of God as loving and 

forgiving more than commanding and demanding. So 

why did my ancestors write this prayer? Why did they 

think the commands were blessings? Here are some 

reasons we might start to think of commands more fa-

vorably. 

1. The commands make a stable community possible. 

We take our way of life for granted, as if a stable 

society were the default. If stable society were the 

default, we could rightly ask, why command, let us 

alone! But the unhappy truth is that if God “left us 

alone”, we would have violence and anarchy. The 

default condition of human life is nasty, brutish, 

and short. What keeps us from nasty brutish and 

short lives are the restrictions, demands, and com-

mands of higher authority. Seen this way, God’s 

commands make possible the joys of family, home, 

and food that we normally count as blessings. 

2. The commands tell us where we stand. Nothing 

creates more anxiety than not knowing where we 

stand with someone we care about. Imagine work-

ing a job and never knowing if you were doing 

well or poorly. Imagine being married and never 

knowing if you were pleasing your spouse. The 

commandments allow us to know where we stand, 

whether we are doing well or poorly. Imagine 

never receiving the affirmation or correction of 

your parents. Even worse than disapproval, is the 

neglect or indifference of a parent. By giving us 

commands, God allows us the comfort of knowing 

where we stand. If that involves disapproval, it 

also opens the possibility of redemption. Better to 

know you are far from home, than not to know the 

way. 

3. The commands give us purpose. When I worked as 

a server at a restaurant, we played a trick on new 

employees. After their first shift, when we were 

closing the restaurant, we told the new guy to go 

out to the flag pole and bring the flag down for the 

night. The trick was, there was no flag pole. We 

would make bets on how long they would wander 

the parking lot looking. It usually ranged from 10 

to 30 minutes. We would watch and laugh from the 

windows. Yes, it wasn't very nice, but most of us 

already went through it ourselves, and when it was 

over, they were part of the crew. The point is, there 

was no point. They wandered aimlessly in a park-

ing lot, unable to accomplish anything useful. This 

is no way to live. Sure, we can seek our own pleas-

ure, but for how long? Eventually, I hope, we 

would get bored and look for something better to 

do than amuse ourselves. The commandments give 

us that purpose. 

 Sadly, Christians believe myths about God’s 

commandments. Foremost, they believe that the com-

mandments cannot be obeyed, and that their only pur-

pose is to show us that we need forgiveness. That is 

one, but only one, of the lessons they teach. We cannot 

obey the commandments all the time, but certainly we 

can obey sometimes, and doing so blesses us in each of 

the ways you see above. 

 Another myth Christians believe is that com-

mandments belong to the Old Testament. The Ten 

Commandments enjoy the most fame. But Jesus com-

mands just as often as God in the Old Testament. We 

are in a sermon series now on what Jesus said is the 

greatest commandment. For Lent, we will hear the 

commandments of Jesus. I hope you will invite friends 

and neighbors to come and hear the commands of Je-

sus, because they give us stable communities, a sense 

of who we are, and a purpose to live for. They bless 

us. 

-Pastor Aaron 
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2017 Year-end Financial Report 

2017 Revenue $216,188.39 

2017 Expenses $186,659.68 

Difference $29,528.71 

Healing and Wholeness 
        We will have a Healing and Wholeness service 

on Sunday, January 28th at 4:00 PM.  A Healing 

and Wholeness service is a worship 

service that you would find very 

familiar. We will sing, hear a message 

from the Bible. But at the center of the 

service, we will spend time in prayer 

for one another. If you have anything 

in your life that you want to lift up in 

prayer, this service is for you. It could be an illness, 

grief, sadness, loneliness, or something good, a new 

job, relationship, or any blessing God has given you. 

This is a time to support one another in prayer. Here 

is what our Church’s Constitution says about 

Healing Services: 

W-3.5401:  Healing Services 

Healing was an integral part of the 

ministry of Jesus which the church has 

been called to continue as one dimension 

of its concern for the wholeness of 

people. Through services for wholeness, 

the church enacts in worship its ministry 

as a healing community.  

Thank you 
 Thank you so much for all the 

loving calls, cards, visits, meals, etc. that 

were given following the death of my 

mother, Betty Pearson.  Special thanks 

to those who made sure Mom and I were 

not alone during her final hours at the 

hospital...such a gift and blessing that 

was...words cannot say how much that 

meant to both of us.  We will be having 

Mom's memorial service here at the church 

on Saturday, March 17th, 2018 at 2:00 PM. 

With deep gratitude, 

Jean Stansbury   

A penguin “parable”  
 During storms, emperor penguins huddle for 

warmth, taking turns at the center and 

on the perimeter of the group. While 

incubating eggs, up to 6,000 male 

penguins have been observed 

clustering for shelter against the harsh 

Antarctic winter. Partially grown 

chicks gather in protective “crèches” 

(French for “cribs”); often surrounded 

by a colony of adults, these groupings 

ward off predators and cold. 

 In stormy times, humans also need 

supportive groups; we can’t survive 

alone. A church family allows us to take 

turns giving and receiving care. Amid 

social upheaval, injustice, illness, natural 

disaster and any loss or crisis, God 

invites us to gather for protection and 

warmth. In the church community, we 

support and strengthen one another and 

are empowered to go out again into the 

less-sheltered world.  
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ñAgain and again Jesus had said they should 

preach forgiveness of sins in his name. Maybe 

Judas was destined to betray Jesus. Maybe it 

couldnôt have gone down in any other way than it 

did. But maybe Judas chose death too soon. Maybe 

he didnôt avail himself of the means of Godôs 

grace, and maybe his community never sought him 

out and offered it. Maybe extending the Word of 

Godôs forgiveness to Judas was simply too painful 

for the disciples because, like with the townspeople 

who became angry when the Gerasene demoniac 

was clothed and in his right mind, it was easier to 

identify Judas as the problem. Judas is the 

traitorénot us. Maybe Judasôs community failed 

him.ò  

ˈ Nadia Bolz-Weber, Accidental Saints: Finding 

God in All the Wrong People 

 This is another article in a series about small 

rural churches who are doing big things in their 

communities. Saint Matthews Episcopal Church is a 

small church in Eastern Oregon with an average 

attendance of 25-30 people per Sunday. Right now 

this church is without a priest but its ministries are 

strong and powerful. St. Matthews has quite a few 

strong ministries. They have a large presence in the 

homeless community and run a sizable food bank 

from their church. This food bank has been a part of 

the congregation’s mission for decades. They are 

also very involved in prison ministry at The Snake 

River Correctional Institute. One of the leaders has 

retired from working as the Malheur County 

Juvenile Department Director and stated that “sadly, 

many problems that arise in the County’s Juvenile 

court stem from kids who lack a strong support 

system or choose not to receive help from the 

support they have. The county is now seeing 4th and 

5th generations of the same families going through 

the system. The same issues arise in the Snake 

River Correctional Institute. St. Matthews has not 

only a presence at the prison, they are now in the 

process of forming an actual church with its own 

governing body in the prison. This will enable and 

help facilitate long-term spiritual care for its 

members and will help the prisoners have a 

Christian community to belong to. Great things 

happen when churches not only make decisions to 

help but they become proactive in changing the 

system. Programs are wonderful, they do so much 

good. “One on one” or “belly to belly” ministry 

transforms through love and grace and can make 

lasting changes. It doesn’t take a mega-church to 

carry out God’s mission in the world. It takes just a 

few members to be a powerhouse of spiritual 

vitality. 

 

Blessings, 

Sean 

Movie Night 
 The next movie night 

will be Saturday, February 

17th at 5:30 PM.  The movie 

is “Wonder” available for 

viewing in theaters.  Watch 

the movie ahead of time and then bring a 

potluck dish to share, your own table service 

and beverage and join in the discussion and 

fellowship.  

Dates for Youth Activities 
È Sunday School is back in session each Sunday.  These 

classes take place after the Children’s Sermon in the 

worship service.   

È Youth Group & Presby Kids Club will meet after the 

worship service on Sunday, January 21st.  We will 

start with lunch and then create Blessing Bags for 

those less fortunate and then we will play games. 
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Special Dates 
Å New Yearôs Day, January 1, 2018  

Å Epiphany, January 6, 2018  

Å Baptism of the Lord, January 7, 2018  

Å Martin Luther King Jr. Birthday Observance, January 15, 2018  

Å Week of Prayer for Christian Unity, January 18-25, 2018   

Bible Study - Discerning the Media Class 
 Our next Bible Study will be a six-week 

class starting on Thursday, January 25th at 6:00 PM.  

 Today, the media saturates us 24 hours a day, 

7 days a week. The radio, TV, Internet 

beam constant news into our eyes and 

ears. Much of it is designed not so much 

to inform us, but to get us angry, afraid, 

and divided from our neighbor. 

        Here are 3 reasons you should 

attend this class. #1 The Bible says 

“Beloved, do not believe every spirit, but test the 

spirits to see whether they are from God; for many 

false prophets have gone out into the world.” 1 John 

4:1. This means that we should test and evaluate 

whatever has power over us. The media has power 

over us, whether we believe it or not. So Christians 

should learn how to test the media, examine it, 

understand when it is deceiving us and how. #2, 

Christians should process the media 

differently because Christians are 

ultimately loyal to only one Lord, 

Jesus Christ. And the intent of media is 

to get us to give our loyalty to lesser 

political causes. #3 Christians should 

set an example to the world that left vs. 

right, Democrat vs. Republican, Conservative vs. 

Liberal do not divide Christians as they do the rest 

of the country. Christians have a unity that 

transcends political ideology. Our church should 

practice that unity, and this class is one way we will. 

Winter gift  
 “God … does great things beyond our knowing. 

He says to the snow, ‘Fall to the earth’; likewise to his 

heavy, drenching rain. He shuts up all humankind indoors, 

so that all people may know his work” (Job 37:5-7, 

NABRE).  

 Snow, ice and cold can make winter a hassle. 

“Snow days” due to a blizzard may thrill students but 

usually inconvenience parents. But now and then, winter 

blankets the earth so heavily that it seems to quiet 

everything. We’re granted permission to hunker down at 

home, snuggle close with family or pets, enjoy a book or 

movie, make cocoa or cookies, and rest. It’s like a surprise 

sabbath — the gift of grace-time — when no one’s 

expected to get out the door or the driveway.  

 Perhaps indeed, as Job declared, God sees fit on 

such days to put our busyness on hold and shut us all 

indoors so we pause and remember his work — his place 

— in our lives. Praise God for snow days!  

 

—Heidi Mann  
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