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Beloved,  

Our board met last week to discuss how we are doing ministry in the midst of the pandemic, and we wanted to share an update with you 
about all of that. First, I would like to thank the leaders of our church — board members, staff members, and so many of you — for 
stepping up and providing good leadership and vision to St. Stephen’s in these uncertain times. As a board, we had meaningful 
discussion about our faith, about our church mission and vision, and about what we can do to live into who God is calling us to be.  

Based on these discussions, we have decided not to start planning to reopen for Sunday worship yet. We talked about what worship 
means to us as a church — centered largely around our core values “worship connects us with God and with each other” and “we are all, 
without exception, beloved children of God” — and also looked at recommendations from our Bishop, Methodist Hospital, and city and 
county officials.  

If we chose to open right now for worship, we would need to follow the following guidelines to ensure safety:  

• Temperature checks and requirement of masks for people coming to worship 

• A registration requiring people to “sign up” to come to worship ahead of time ensuring we didn’t eclipse 25% capacity of the 

        sanctuary       

• No responsive readings 

• No congregational singing or choral singing  

• No passing the peace or other similar interactions 

• No passing of the offering plate or sharing of Communion elements 

• Strong cautions to anyone considered high risk to avoid coming to worship  

• Rigorous cleaning and disinfecting of all pews and surfaces between any services 
 

With all of these considerations, we felt as if we could not in good conscience start worship. Worship that excludes so many of our 
community members and does not allow for new people to connect with us is not consistent with who we are. As time continues, and 
treatment and spread measures improve, we will continue to evaluate the situation, but for now, as imperfect as it may be, we will 
continue with online worship streamed to YouTube and Facebook.  

Even though we cannot do many of the things we are used to, we are committed to serving the spiritual, emotional, physical, and social 
needs of our community. We are sending out an email with a link to a church-wide survey this weekend. If you would like to participate 
in the survey but do not have internet access, please call the church office and leave a voicemail for Mary Ellen (prompt 6), and someone 
will assist you with the survey by phone.  

To help us continue to be the church God calls us to be, the board is implementing two separate task forces. The first task force is 
focused on new ministries and ways of connecting with people. The second task force is focused on ways to safely clean and use our 
facility. If you would like to help with either of these teams, send me an email (nathan@stshtx.org) or call and leave me a voicemail at 
the church.  

Personally, I have to end by saying that I love you and I miss seeing you and connecting with you, but I am so proud to be your pastor. 
We are really living into our understanding that God is in our neighborhood and not just in our building, we are serving those in need, 
and we are the church. Thanks be to God!  
 

Paz, 
Nathan 
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VBS attenders, parents, volunteers, and friends: 
 

After much deliberation, we have decided to cancel on-campus VBS this year. We believe the best and safest decision for all involved 
will be to switch to a virtual option and we are confident that it will still be a wonderful VBS experience for everyone.  
 

How we arrived at this decision 
 

The number one reason we are here is participant and volunteer safety. Since our postponement email went out on April 27th, Texas has 
not seen the hoped-for reduction in cases. During that time the figures suggest a steady increase in the daily numbers of cases and 
deaths. Whereas much of the state is reopening, we are cognizant of the groups our VBS serves. Although most childhood cases of 
COVID-19 have been mild, some aren’t. On the other side of the age spectrum, many of our registered volunteers are part of the highest 
risk groups. Our VBS packs over 150 children, teens, adults, and seniors into one room daily. Rapid virus transmission is a very real 
concern. 
 

Outside of virus risks, your children’s safety is also dependent on the number of volunteers we have. At this time, we have the lowest 
volunteer to child participant ratio we have ever had this close to VBS. There have been no volunteer sign-ups since March 11th. For 
reference, this was the same day that it was announced the Houston Livestock Show and Rodeo was to shut down. To put it another 
way, we haven’t seen a volunteer sign up since the first community spread of the virus in Houston. Our current volunteer numbers also 
assume that all our registered volunteers still plan on attending. It’s possible our volunteer pool may be lower than our records show and 
this in a year where, with more stringent cleaning protocols, we have a need for more volunteers than ever before.  
 

It was also deemed important to make this decision now so that any families who were still interested in summer programming would 
have the time to seek out and register at different facilities. We are aware that many families rely on away from home camps to navigate 
summer. For those who will be looking for alternative non-virtual summer activities, we wanted to give you as much opportunity to do 
so. 
 

We know this decision will disappoint many. Believe us when we say that it disappoints us, too. We are known throughout the 
neighborhood and many areas of Houston for our VBS and our Bible Village. We have had volunteers take part in unbroken streaks for 
decades. We have watched children arrive in pre-k, age through all of our classes, volunteer as high schoolers, and come back to help 
over their summers in college. Our annual VBS is a big part of who we are and one of the best ways we work together to love our 
neighbors, and especially their children. 
 

We wish it wasn’t this way but it would be irresponsible of us to host an on-campus VBS just because we always do.  
 

So what’s next? 
 

We will be offering an online VBS. There will still be materials to pick up and t-shirts to be worn. We’ll have daily video assemblies, up-
tempo music, skits, Biblical teaching, Bible Village lessons, and more. All registrations are still valid and we will be able to open 
registration once again soon to allow more children to take part. Because the materials cost will be the same, the registration fee will 
remain at $15. Children whose parents or guardians signed up to be volunteers before March 11th will still have their 100% discount 
honored. 

 

This summer’s VBS theme from Cokesbury is entitled “Knights of North Castle.” Cokesbury is putting the finishing touches to their 
virtual version of this and we’ll have more information for you soon. We’re also looking at adding in some elements from other virtual 
VBS curriculum (like the one from Illustrated Children’s Ministry). 
 

If an online option does not work for you, we will of course offer you a refund for all your registration fees. You’ll be given the option of a 
direct refund or we can turn your fees into a tax-deductible donation to our Furlough Kitchen ministry which provides free meals to 
furloughed and laid-off workers and their families twice a week. 
 

To request a refund or if you have any questions, please email our Family 
Ministries Director Steven Fisher at steven@stsumc.org 
 

We love VBS and we love all of you. We hope to see you online, next 
summertime, or anytime in between. 
 

 
Steven Fisher 
Family Ministries Director 
St. Stephen's UMC  
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Furlough Kitchen Houston 
 

COVID-19 has been hard on so many people, among whom are those who have been hurt by the effects the virus has had on the 
economy. In April, St. Stephen’s began a new ministry partnership providing free meals each Tuesday and Thursday to 100 people who 
have been laid off or furloughed from their jobs due to the Coronavirus. The Furlough Kitchen ministry has seen a steady increase in 
demand. On Tuesday, June 5, we "sold out" of meals for the first time, giving out over 120 hot dinners to folks in need. If you would like 
to help provide meals for hungry people in our community who have lost their jobs, you can make a donation by visiting 
furloughkitchenhouston.org.  
 

Order Farm Boxes 
 

Another option to support the ongoing work of Furlough Kitchen Houston AND provide your family with fresh, local produce, is to buy 
a box of produce! The produce will vary week to week, but comes to us from The Common Market, a partner we are so excited to work 
with! Check out their website thecommonmarket.org  for more information about who they are and why they're such a great partner for 
Furlough Kitchen. We sent out a survey about the first produce box, and everyone who filled it out said they wanted to buy another box, 
which is a pretty great endorsement. Order on Friday for contact-free pick-up the following Tuesday outside of St. Stephen’s fellowship 
hall. Visit stsumc.churchcenter.com/registrations to place your order.  
 

Financial Gifts 
 

God is doing great things in and through St. Stephens, and we continue to seek new ways of being the church. The COVID situation has 
made many of our normal ways of making financial offerings unfeasible. If you are able to make a one-time gift or set up a recurring gift, 
it will be put to good use. To set up online giving, visit stshtx.org and click on “give.” Our giving provider, Planning Center, uses Stripe 
to process all financial transactions, and Stripe maintains the highest standards of privacy and security with financial info. If you do not 
do online giving, you are welcome to mail checks to the church; even though the offices are closed we are still monitoring the mail. 
Thank you for supporting what God is doing through our church!  
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What Am I Sayin’? 

 

Languages have always been fascinating to me. Is it not wonderous that each language has its own way of saying things? And often that 
idea literally gets lost in translation. The other day I was trying to explain to my daughter Isabella that in German the auxiliary verb 
usually follows the subject and the main verb stands in the infinitive at the end of the sentence. Someone therefore MUST finish the 
sentence to be able to be understood.  I know, I already lost some of you but please read on. The Korean language has no articles like 
‘the’ and ‘a’ while German has not only two – like French, Italian and Spanish - but three different genders like ‘der, die, das’. A Korean 
speaking German therefore struggles not only with the concept of having to know where to place an article (and why) but also what 
gender the noun is the article refers to. Even though I would consider myself bi-lingual you can still catch me sometimes giving a noun a 
gender. (like the wall in German is female and I might refer to ‘her’ – and no, there is no rhyme or reason to that, it is just 
so.)  Translating from one language into another can be a difficult task due to the differences in grammar, sentence structure, 
colloquialisms etc. Each translator brings his/her own life experience and knowledge of not only the language but also of the culture of 
the people to the task of translating. For example: “I’m fixin’ to makin’ some groceries”. For someone not familiar with this particular 
colloquialism they would think that you are ‘repairing produced groceries’. Indeed, that makes no sense. Now imagine how that would 
look to someone who is speaking English as a foreign language. Like one of my professors used to say to me, any translation is an 
interpretation. Yes, there are ‘wrong’ translations but that is not even what I am thinking of. 

 

Why do I bring this up? Even with this tiny glimpse into the complexity of languages you can easily see how any language can be 
translated into another in many ways. You have probably noticed that at St. Stephen’s we like to use the Common English Bible to read 
scripture. Some of you might have been raised reading the King James Version and others might prefer the New International Version, 
or the New Revised Standard Version. Google tells me that there are 450 different English Translations of the Bible. Many of these are 
translated from the original Hebrew/Aramaic or Greek and others are secondary translations. Why so many? Again, every translation is 
an interpretation. I am not saying that a translation has to have an agenda but nevertheless it reflects the person/s who translated. Even 
though I was not raised in the faith in Germany, I often go to a German translation of the Bible because the words speak differently to 
me than English does. That language is still home to me. The language reflects the people!  As we just celebrated Pentecost and heard 
many people say the same scripture passage in different languages, we got a glimpse of what a seat at the table in the Kingdom looks 
like. And just as God loves each of us in our differences in culture and language, we are asked to do the same. Do not be afraid! Learn 
the language of your neighbor, even if it is English.    

 

Gottes Segen - God’s Blessing, 

Rev. Suzi Byrd  

 

Be a Reader in Worship 

Each Sunday while we are worshipping away from the sanctuary, we have two roles available 
to be filled by our congregation: Liturgy and Affirmation of Faith Reader, and Scripture 
Reader. If you would like to be a liturgist or a scripture reader for us in the weeks to come, you 
are invited to sign up at stshtx.org/events. Before you register, please read all of the details on 
the sign-up as there are a handful of requirements. 

 

Music Fellowship 

St. Stephen’s Music Fellowship meets on Zoom Wednesdays at 7:30pm. Join us! Visit https://stshtx.org/2020/03/instructions-on-zoom/  
for instructions on using Zoom. Choir membership is not required! 
 

 
 
 

Current Worship Series 
      (through July 5) 

https://stshtx.org/2020/03/instructions-on-zoom/


Dorothy Artz, Anita Bishop & daughters, Jeanie & Janya; Rhonda 
Boehm, Sandra & Ray Bonnin, Debbie Bradley, Annie Brew, Tom 
Burton, Dawn Butterwick, Julia Byrd, Arlene Caler, Jess Chambers, 
B.C. Chavarria, Doug Cherry, Gloria Collins, Janet Cummins, Alec 
Eads, Allen Ebelt, Kayla Ebelt, Walter Ebelt, Sarah Elolf, Kathleen 
Heath, Charm Hensley, Leif Hoijer, Stephanie Holmes & family, 
Diane Johnson, Mary Ellen King, the family of Jeannette Klemola, 
Gloria Lastovica, Penny Loy, Wayne Meyenberg, Danny 
Niederhofer, Dian Parker, Brenda Paulk, Mary Peek, Liz Powers & 
family, Rogers & Jane Roberts, Barbara Smith, Terry Sullivan, 
Preston Taylor, Jan Weeks, David & Carolyn Williamson, Todd 
Wilson, the Zanelli family, Shara Zatopek  
 

Social Justice Prayers: Members of the CITGO6: Tomeu Vadell, 
Gustavo Cardenas, Jorge Toledo, Alirio Zambrano, Jose Luis 
Zambrano, Jose Angel Pereira; and all who are imprisoned or 
persecuted unjustly 
 

     Allen Clutter, Keanna Piercefield      

Paul Wieting—Methodist Willowbrook 

We believe that prayer works, and we seek to be a 
congregation that prays regularly. To help us to direct our 
prayers, we will be updating our prayer list weekly. To be 
added to the prayer list, please visit https://stshtx.org/prayer/ 
Please let us know when and how God answers. 

JMS officially wrapped up the school year on May 13 with a special Movin’ On Ceremony, COVID-style. Our staff wore masks to greet 
families and pass along congratulatory gifts (books and bubbles!) to students during a drive-through parade full of balloons, cheering 
and tears. What an emotional end to a bizarre school year! We are so proud and thankful for all of our teachers who worked diligently to 
pivot and develop creative virtual learning experiences for our preschoolers these past eight weeks. Not an easy feat as many of them also 
homeschooled their own young children during this school closure. Mrs. Paulk even has her own YouTube channel full of fun videos of 
her JMS Music Class songs alongside her sweet grandson and JMS student, Thomas. Happy summer, JMS families!  

Florence Bowman moved to Austin in May to be closer to her 
daughter. She has been an active  member of St. Stephen’s since 
the 1950’s, serving in many ministries as well as administrative 
positions. Florence served as coordinator for our Homebound 
Visitation ministry for several years. We will miss her greatly. If 
you would like to send your love to Florence, here is her new 
contact info: 

4100 Jackson Ave #238, Austin, TX 78731  ·  (512) 243-6305 

 

 

We extend our prayers and sympathy to the family and friends of 
Jeannette Klemola, who passed away May 4, 2020. Although she 
never formally joined St. Stephen‘s, Jeannette was active in 
worship, as well as ministries and small groups, for several years. 
She had been residing at an assisted living facility for the past few 
years due to declining health. At this time, no public memorial 
service has been planned for Jeannette. 

https://stshtx.org/prayer/
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PERIODICA L  

PAID  

HOUSTON,  TX  

mailto:suzi@stsumc.org
https://slack-redir.net/link?url=http%3A%2F%2Fstshtx.org

