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Can We Really Take the Bible Seriously? 

Growing up in the South, the chances of finding a progressive church were far outweighed by 
the smorgasbord buffet of slightly different evangelical congregations. When I was young, my family 
didn’t attend church regularly. By high school, I was searching for spiritual meaning on my own, and 
eventually I found my way into church. 

What I found there was a theology centered largely on guilt and shame. I was told that I was a 
sinner, born into sin, fundamentally broken, and in desperate need of a savior. I was told there was 
only one possible savior: Jesus. 

Even as a young person, something about this way of seeing the world didn’t quite sit right with 
me. I sensed that there was something wrong with a faith that seemed to begin with telling me what 
was wrong with me. Maybe you have felt something similar. Maybe you have encountered Christians 
who used scripture to shame, exclude, condemn, or control. Maybe you have read enough of the 
bible yourself to find passages that seem troubling, contradictory, or even cruel. And perhaps you 
eventually reached the conclusion that the easiest thing to do was simply walk away. I understand 
that. 

One of the surprising gifts of pastoral ministry has been discovering that sometimes the 
problem isn't the stories the bible tells. Sometimes the problem is what we have been taught to see 
when we read it. The bible is a strange and remarkable collection of ancient stories, poems, 
arguments, songs, letters, questions, contradictions, hopes, failures, and encounters with God. It 
contains people who get things profoundly wrong and then keep searching. It doesn't hide the 
messiness of human life. In fact, it seems determined to tell the truth about it. I don’t know about you, 
but I find that tremendously relevant. 

Again and again, the movement of scripture is toward a God who sees people others overlook, 
welcomes people others exclude, restores people others have written off, and calls people toward 
lives marked by love. That doesn't make every passage easy to read, it doesn't answer every difficult 
question, and taking scripture seriously does not require pretending that the bible says only beautiful 
or comfortable things. Perhaps taking it seriously means being willing to wrestle with it. To question it. 
To argue with it. To put one passage alongside another. To acknowledge the places where human 
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beings have clearly shaped the text and its interpretation. And sometimes, to discover that the God 
we were taught to find in the bible is not quite the God we encounter when we actually read the 
stories. 

That is what we are beginning to explore together on Monday mornings over coffee in the 
Spiritual Arts Center. Come with your questions. Come with your doubts. Bring the passages that 
have bothered you, the stories you love, the things you were taught that never made sense, or the 
parts of faith you thought you had left behind. 

Because taking the Bible seriously doesn't have to mean believing everything we've been told 
about it. It can mean being willing to encounter it again with open eyes, honest questions, and 
enough curiosity to wonder whether there might be something there we haven't seen yet. 

Mondays at 10:00 a.m. in the Spiritual Arts Center. Come as you are. 

On the Journey Together, 
Pastor Barlow 
 
 
 

Thank you to our September liturgists: Mike Rundle, Elizabeth Newby, Neil Deupree, and 
Nathan Roehl. 
 

If you would like to be a liturgist, sign up in the Fireside Room on the clipboard. 

 

Thank you to our September Coffee Hour hosts: Membership, Outreach, and Seekers. 
 

We would love to have you host Fellowship/Coffee Hour. Please sign up on the clipboard in 
the Fireside Room. 

 

 
Our Parish Care members provide a confidential PRAYER CHAIN. You are 

invited to send your prayer requests to them any Sunday by using a yellow slip 

found in the pews or by calling the church office.  

   
 

 

 

Are you fascinated by First Congregational’s history?  You can 

help us preserve it by volunteering to serve on our new 

History Committee. Planned activities include a video and 

updated displays.  To volunteer, contact the church office. 

 
 



Thought for the month: My favorite thing to do is try to remember 

something that I told myself to remember, but all I can remember 

is that I wasn’t suppose to forget it. 

 

 

 

October BIRTHDAYS, Happy Day to All!            

2    Carter Dieckhoff 17  Beth Jensen  

7    Rob Swenson 18  Jeanine Fry  

8    Jim Cripe 23  Diana Kjendle   

15  Neil Deupree 28  Debi Cox 

15  Jo Green 30  Dawn Endl 

16  Matthew Knutson  

     

 

October ANNIVERSARIES, Congratulations  
 

18  Tony & Jamie Dieckhoff   26  Mark & Marlene Gilmore 

21  Mark & Janet Carlson  27  Ben & Emily Arndt-Rein 

24  Richard & Colleen Eddings  28  Andrea & David McCabe  

   

  

     ECHO is always in need of food and non-perishables, which you can drop off 

  during their business hours, or at church. Thank you to everyone who  

 contributed.          

         Life is an echo… 
          what you send out,  

             you get back! 

ECHO October Needs: 

Breakfast bars Diapers (sz 4-6)          Toothbrushes       Spaghettios  
Shampoo  Peanut butter & jelly   Feminine products       Tuna Helper  
Paper bags  Spaghetti & sauce    Deodorant        Toilet paper  

Hamburger Helper Diced tomatoes    Canned Tuna       Laundry soap 

 

ECHO as 2 fundraisers in October/November: 
 

Saturday October 17 – Empty Bowls at Woodman’s Convention Center 11:00-2:00 

Soup, Artisan bread, dessert and beverage. Advance tickets $15, at the door $20; 

 

Thanksgiving Kringle orders $18/each, order on line at earthur@echojanesville.org or stop at office. 

Ordering closes Nov 5th at noon, pick up Nov 20th 10:00-noon and Nov 21st 9:00-11:00 at ECHO. 

 

 

 

If your name ever gets  

missed from the birthday  

or anniversary list, please  

let Becky know. 
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SUNDAY SCHOOL AND YOUTH NEWS 
 

 
FALL 2026 SUNDAY SCHOOL 

 We will be keeping the basic format of our time together  

 the same: A brief liturgy to help kids get a sense of worship, 

 Bible time and lesson, a read aloud book that picks up on a 

 moral or social aspect of the Bible lesson, and a craft or game  

 to reinforce the lesson.   

 We are using the "Picture the Bible" materials developed by  

 Rev. Stacy Johnson Myers, pastor at First  Congregational in  

 River Falls, WI.  

 This is a chronological approach and we will be focusing on 

 people in the book of Genesis during September and October.   

 Available from Pilgrim Press.  More information here https://picturethebible.org/ 

 

We are committed to SAFE CHURCH.  You can read about our safe church policy on our website. 

https://janesvilleucc.org/youth-faith-formation/safe-church-policy/ 

In an effort to constantly improve, we are using a new way to check kids in and out of Sunday School.   

There is an ipad in the entryway near the West/back entrance.  Anyone attending Sunday morning youth  

education must sign in on that ipad.  Kids then need to be picked up after church from the education wing.  

There is a second ipad in the education wing hall for kids to be signed out when they are being picked up.   

If you have any questions, please contact Debi.

 

SUNDAY MORNING YOUTH GROUP -  FALL 2026 

We are back!!!! 

Our organizational meeting will be Oct. 11 

I will bring my ideas and I hope you bring yours!

 
                                               

           Beginning in October,    

     Gwen will hang out in             

     The PrayGround area 

     Until after the Children’s 

     Moment.  Littles can  

     accompany her to the  

     Nursery or remain in the 

     Sanctuary.    

 

 

 

COLORING WITH FRIENDS?   

Sign up in the Fireside Room if you would like me to schedule a Coloring with Friends! 
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Consistory Meeting Minutes from September 21 
 

Thanks to BJ and Neil for getting the meal chain started. Thanks for the people who organized and spoke 
at the Peace Service held at the Rotary Gardens on Sunday.  Thanks to Mike Rundle for the shelf installed 
in the Spiritual Arts kitchen.  Thankful the Education Ministry is running again after summer break. 
Appreciation for the music offered during service.  Thankful for the fall weather and flowers.  Thankful for 
yesterday’s service.  There will be an article about Bill Williams and his military service this week. Kathy 
Arndt was thankful for all those who attended the 50th anniversary party and all the cards 
received.  Thankful for the staff gathering hosted by Pastor B.J.   
 

Treasure’s Report: Nancy Stabb, treasurer, reports there is “good news” and “bad news”.  The good 
news is income has exceeded the budgeted estimate year to date.  The bad news is expenses have exceeded 
income by over $3000.  There is an infusion of $5000 per month from investments but we are still failing 
to get ahead of our expenses.  Our checking account balance at month end is not sufficient to see us 
through another month without regular donations. This is not sustainable in the long term.  The 
Stewardship Drive is especially important this year. 
 

Becky Huber, Rock County Human Services Department, presented information and answered 
questions.  Two more partners are providing shelter for the 90 days.  A site has been added for 
families.  There is a new registration system that will be helpful for those in need of further assistance in 
finding programs that will lead to transitioning to permanent housing.  Consistory unanimously passed a 
motion to move forward with the warming site agreement.  
 

Rock River Charter School has asked us to be a temporary secondary evacuation site 
beginning immediately until January 2028 while the School District of Janesville’s Educational Services 
Center is under construction.  The YMCA is the school’s primary site.  Consistory unanimously passed the 
motion.  
 

 A printed copy of a proposed Alcohol Service and Facility Use Policy was distributed to the 
Consistory members.  Pastor B.J. explained that this policy includes steps to be taken for the purpose of 
obtaining legal licenses and permits for events in which alcohol may be provided at church events. 
Consistory approved the policy. 
 

Consistory accepted a new job description for the Organist position. A new Section Choir Leader 
Job Description format was presented and accepted. We are moving from a scholarship format to a job 
description format to be in better compliance with employment laws.  
 

The Personnel Committee presented and moved to accept a written policy for annual review of the 
pastor. The motion passed unanimously. 
 

The Outreach Ministry reports that the school supplies collections went well.  Supplies and financial 
donations were split between Wilson School and Rock River Charter School.  Outreach continues to accept 
donations to the Caring Corner.  They have a movable cart which will be brought closer to the rear 
entrance of the church during Community Meal times, and possibly to the area of the warming site.   
The Education Ministry reports that Debi Cox is working with a new curriculum for Sunday 
School.  Students will now be signed in and out by their parent/guardian, on a tablet.  This will help in 
tracking attendance and who accompanies the child.  Youth Group will resume meeting in October.   
Barbara Bendlin reports that Seekers continues to grow with 18-20 at every meeting.  Church of the Wild 
had 14 attendees in August. 
The Finance Ministry reports the balcony ropes are in place.  The fellowship hall dishwasher was 
sold.  They discussed the estimate for repairing the organ, the need for a new contract for snow removal, 
and bat removal.  Christmas in July fundraiser was $1944.  After purchasing a new refrigerator and some 
electrical work, about $1150 remained. This will be used toward making the third floor bathrooms more 
accessible.   
The Membership Ministry plans an October Potluck on October 25.  A holiday cookie bake is set for 
November 14.  The Craft and Bake Sale is scheduled for December 12-13.  
The nominating committee is adding Mary Williams to the Stewardship Committee.   
The Immigrant Task Force reports there will be a presentation next Sunday at Faith Lutheran Church.   
 

Next Consistory meeting will be held on October 19, 2026 at the church.  Deb Lalor 



BE AN INFORMED VOTER 

 

On November 3  Voters in Wisconsin have the opportunity to cast votes regarding 3 
referendums.  If approved,  the State Constitution will be changed. Once enshrined 
in the Constitution, it will be difficult to remove the provisions if we don’t like the 
consequences.  The language of the STATE-WIDE REFERENDUMS sounds 
innocuous on the surface but each will have significant implications to Wisconsin 
government policies.   
 

Members of the League of Women Voters will be available after church on Sunday October 11 to 
explain the language of the statewide referendums and intended consequences of each. Sources of 
non-partisan information will be shared so you can cast an informed vote. The League will also be 
hosting a program at Hedberg Public Library at 6PM on October 12 regarding the 3 state-wide 
referendums. 
 

There are also 2 LOCAL REFERENDUMS in Janesville to vote on: Funding the schools and 
Development of the GM/JATCO property. There will be information on those as well. 
League members can also assist you in knowing if you are registered.  

 

 

SEEKERS BOOK CLUB NEWS 

Seekers book discussion group meets on Thursdays from 4:00-5:30 pm in 
the Atrium of the church. They are reading “How to Know a Person: The 
Art of Seeing Others Deeply and Being Deeply Seen” by David Brooks. 

You are invited to attend the discussion even if you haven’t read the book. 

For further information, contact Barbara Bendlin  at Barbara.bendlin@gmail.com 

 

 
Community Meal is an outreach that our church has participated in for 
several years. We serve a freshly prepared meal to those in our 
community who need or desire one. We serve it on the first Saturday 
of each month as a to-go style meal. We currently serve over 120 
meals each month. Everyone is welcome. 

The next Community Meal will be on Saturday, October 3rd at 4:00.  
This month’s menu is BBQ pork sandwich, coleslaw, fruit, chips, 
brownies. 

 

       Guests can walk into the church’s west parking lot door and pick up 

       meals until 4:30 pm. 

 

We always need volunteers. Would you like to help? Sign up on the green sheet clipboard in the 
Fireside Room. Shifts include: 1) food prep and 2) assist serving meals on the Saturday of the meal. 
See clipboard for times needed. Desserts may also be needed and can be dropped off during church 
office hours, or a pick-up can be arranged. Contact CM leaders, Nancy Stabb, Jeanine Fry or Bonnie 
Stalker (phone numbers are on the clipboard), or email bonnie17brewer@gmail.com, for more 
information. 
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First Congregational United Church of Christ 
Office Hours: Tuesday, Wednesday & Thursday mornings 9:00 - 1:00 or by appointment. 

 
 

Ministers All Members of First Congregational UCC 

Pastor Rev. Benjamin ‘B.J.’ Barlow  

Christian Ed. Director Debi Cox 

Music Director Robyn Doege-Brennan  

Interim Pianist/Organist Megan Barlow 

AV Technician Kaydence Troia 

Secretary Becky Kingsbury 

Bookkeeper Denise Caldwell 

Nursery Coordinator Gwen Charlet 

Custodian Matthew Charlet 
 

 

Church Leadership & Volunteers 

 President                                  Darla Dernovsek 

 Treasurer                                 Nancy Stabb 

 Finance Chair Mike Rundle 

 Gardeners Barbara Bendlin, Jeanine Fry, Nancy Stabb, Patti York, 

 Lawn Mowers Mike Rundle, Martin Huckstep, Tim Green, and Doug Newton 

First Congregational Church 

54 South Jackson Street 

Janesville, WI  53548 
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