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Damascus Project receives Lilly Endowment  
Thriving Congregations Grant

Who will lead us? And where are we going?  

Those questions aren’t new to our congregations, though the pandemic made the answers even more 
elusive as churches changed course on the fly. New circumstances demanded that leaders tap veins of 
creativity, flexibility and inspiration that even they didn’t know they had. Fortunately, we confronted 
these questions with a great resource: the Damascus Project, which builds the leadership capacity of 
lay people and pastors through online education. The project is the collaborative educational ministry 
of the UCC’s Minnesota and Wisconsin conferences.  

Now, the Damascus Project is poised to take a giant step forward, thanks to a $500,000 grant to the 
Wisconsin Foundation UCC from Lilly Endowment through its Thriving Congregations Initiative. The 
aim of the national initiative is to encourage the flourishing of congregations by helping them deepen 
their relationships with God, enhance their connections with each other, and contribute to the vitality 
of their communities and the world.  

Over a five-year period, the UCC’s Minnesota and Wisconsin conferences will support the 
development of two Damascus learning tracks: Thriving Congregations and Living Faith.  

“We received this news just days before Thanksgiving, so the week was filled with extra gratitude 
for the generosity of Lilly Endowment, and the opportunity to expand the reach of the Damascus 
Project,” said the Rev. Dr. Stephanie Perdew, director of the Damascus Project and author of the 
grant proposal. “2024 will be a happily busy year as we create new courses, and invite laity, clergy, 
and young people to learn with us toward the thriving of their congregations and our witness in the 
world.”  

Thriving Congregations courses will be geared toward lay leaders and clergy who can learn 
together about good congregational governance, healthy communication and community missional 
assessment. The Living Faith learning track will offer a two-year online Confirmation curriculum that 
draws young people from small congregations into sizable learning cohorts.  

The Wisconsin Foundation UCC also works to support the Damascus Project through Leadership 
Forward, a $2 million fundraising campaign that aims to equip laypeople, clergy and congregations 
with the wisdom and skills needed in today’s church.   
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Kindness flows from Ellsworth congregation,  
with a push from Catalyst Grant 

The kids had aged out of mission trips – they were in college or getting married, embarked on lives 
of their own. Besides, the parents and other grown-ups no longer thought it was fun to sleep on the 
floors of faraway high school gyms. But they still had a passion for mission work, and the vigor to do 
it.  

What do you do with all those good hearts and pent-up energy? 
For a group of people at St. Paul’s UCC in Ellsworth, the answer 
was simple: Engage in Random Acts of Kindness, with help from 
a Catalyst Grant from the Wisconsin Conference UCC. 

The goal of RAK, which celebrated its third anniversary earlier 
this year, is to identify and meet needs in the local community. 
“Every month we come together and ask, ‘What’s another random 
act we can do?’” says Maria Stress, the congregation’s president.  

During the pandemic, for instance, the group provided restaurant 
gift cards to grocery store employees and nursing home workers. 
Other random acts have included providing grocery cards to 
people in need; creating emergency food and shelter kits for 
homeless and disadvantaged youths; purchasing clothing for 
schoolchildren; paying for 20 people to enjoy a free afternoon at 
the community pool; and providing free infant, child and adult 
CPR classes to the public.  

A $3,000 Catalyst Grant awarded in the spring will go mostly to support one of RAK’s newest 
initiatives – a monthly community meal. The meals, which began in January, offer healthy, ethnically 
diverse fare, for free. That’s in keeping with RAK’s philosophy of performing acts of kindness without 
expecting anything in return, and thereby embodying Jesus to the community.   

RAK doesn’t keep track of the number of people it touches. That’s not really the point. 

“Our goal was to make people feel the love of Christ,” Maria says. “It wasn’t to bring in more money or 
people to the church. It was just to share the love. Sometimes, Christianity doesn’t feel very loving.”  

To learn more about the Catalyst Grant program, email Mary Kuenning Gross, grant coordinator 
for the Wisconsin Conference. 



Wisconsin Conference United Church of Christ

Generosity Forward: Growing ministry through financial sustainability

Conversation on Leadership:  
‘Today, we share more authentically’

The Rev. Rob Van Ess, a Green Bay native, returned to 
Wisconsin in 2022 when he became pastor of Pilgrim UCC 
in Fond du Lac. After Rob came out in his teens, a pastor 
offered to send him to camp for conversion therapy—and 
Rob left church until he was 32, eventually finding his way 
to the UCC. “The longer I am in ministry, the more I realize 
that the way I minister and provide leadership is intimately 
tied to my own relationship to my faith,” he said. This 
interview has been edited for length and clarity. 

Talk a little bit about your approach to leadership. 

I was mentored by some people in what I consider an old 
model of leadership where you never let people know how 
you’re feeling. Today, we share more authentically in our 
professional lives. I think I and people like me are more open 
in a sermon or in a teaching context about sharing parts of 
ourselves.  

What lessons did you learn from your pre-ministry career? 

I was a hairdresser for over 20 years, and I often tell people it was the experience behind the chair 
that really led me into ministry. I got to know people intimately. I did their hair on their wedding day, 
the day they went to divorce court and the day of their husband’s funeral. 

Where or from whom did you learn to be a good leader? 

A woman at my church in Memphis who had been a nurse for 50 years taught me the importance of 
doing simple acts of kindness. This is what the foot-washing story is about – understanding a level of 
service that’s not only humbling but incredibly empowering. God takes care of all the other stuff. 

What would be your advice for your younger self? 

My advice to young Rob would be to be kinder to yourself, to slow down, and to realize it’s all going to 
be OK. It turns out everything I was afraid of I didn’t need to be afraid of. I just didn’t know it yet. 
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Amid sorrow, ‘this church became my family’ 

By Sarah Conklin 

I love First Congregational UCC of Menomonie.  

In 2014, I transitioned from full-time work as a professor at Northern 
Illinois University to full-time caregiver for both my husband, Roger, and 
my mom. For the next four years, I received support from the palliative 
care and hospice care programs at Mayo, and eventually from The 
Neighbors, a nursing home in Menomonie. 

But the most amazing support came after a hospice team visit that included 
Diane Light and the discovery that she, her spouse, the Rev. Kathleen 
Remund, and I had all attended United Theological Seminary in the Twin 
Cities. 

After Roger died in 2017, I became part of a bereavement support group at 
First Congregational led by Diane. I joined the church in 2018. Since then, 
the church has truly become the center of my life and activities. I have been 
supported and befriended in ways that I never imagined possible. This 
church became my family, welcoming me home. For these reasons, I am 
supporting First Congregational with a legacy gift. 

Foundation Helps you Create a Will

The Wisconsin Foundation UCC brings resources from FreeWill to help members of our 
congregations with estate planning.  

Using the “Bequests” site, people can create a document to 
start a conversation with a lawyer or to be notarized as a will. 
People using the site will be prompted to include a charitable 
gift in their plans, but a charitable gift is not required to use 
the site. The prompts include suggestions to include local 
congregations, the Conference, United Church Camps, Inc., and 
the national setting of the UCC. Most gifts would be received by 
the Wisconsin Foundation UCC to support a local congregation 
or other charitable purpose in the Wisconsin Conference at the 
direction of the donor. 

Learn more about this tool at freewill.com/wisconsinucc.
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Comfort in a Storm 

When Grandma Constance handed a Church World Service blanket 
to her 4-year-old grandson Roland, she could not have imagined the 
sense of comfort and safety it would bring him.  

Grandma Constance and Roland were severely affected by the 
tornado that hit their hometown of Dawson Springs, Kentucky, in 
December 2021. Amid the destruction, they received help, hope and 
a little bit of comfort because generous people gave to the Disaster 
Ministry Appeal of the Wisconsin Conference. 

“We received CWS Blankets and hygiene kits,” Grandma Constance 
said. “They were exactly what we needed at that time in a temporary 
shelter.”  

They weathered the storm, and Roland still takes comfort and feels a 
sense of security from his blanket. “He takes it outside for protection 
in case another tornado comes. This blanket has not only kept him 
warm, but it has also allowed him to feel safe,” Grandma Constance 
said.  

The gifts of generous individuals and congregations to the Disaster 
Ministry Appeals of the Wisconsin Conference ensure a sense of security to children just like Roland. 
Our combined gifts reach people through the work of Church World Service. When you support a 
Disaster Ministry Appeal, you are sharing the love of Christ by reminding neighbors facing unforeseen 
emergencies that they are not alone.  

Blankets
Ukraine Refugees
Israel - Palestine
Hurricanes and Tornadoes
Turkey Earthquake
Maui Fires
Florida Conference - Hurricanes
Indiana Kentucky Conference - Tornadoes
UCC National Disaster Ministries
Total Disaster Ministry Gifts

2022
 $1,407.00 
 $184,887.48 

 $12,767.00 
 $19,210.00 
 $18,850.00 
 $237,121.48 

2023 - Year to Date
 $1,061.00 
 $12,807.23 
 $2,860.00 
 $800.00 
 $23,387.55 
 $30,102.00 
 $1,395.00 

 $72,412.78 
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On Covenant

By the Rev. Rachel Bauman

One of the blessings of life together in the United Church of Christ is attending ordinations and 
installations of colleagues in ministry. These joyful liturgies frequently use the word “covenant.” What 
is covenant? What do mean, theologically and relationally, when we use that word? 

My favorite definition of covenant comes from biblical scholar and theologian Walter Brueggemann, 
who taught me that “covenant insists we are members of one another, prepared to live in sustained 
engagement with each other in ways that impinge on and eventually transform all parties.” I confess 
that my first reaction to this definition was “Yikes! Impinge on?”  

I went to the dictionary and found these 
synonyms: encroach, disturb, leave a mark. 
Even “transform,” a more religious-sounding 
word, seems unpleasant when defined: alter, 
change completely. What’s more confounding 
is that covenant is not compelled, but freely 
chosen. Who would freely choose to enter an 
agreement that “leaves a mark” or requires one 
to “change completely”?  

Well, according to scripture, God does. 

In the covenant with Noah, God cedes God’s 
power (and, arguably, God’s right) to destroy 
creation and start over with a more righteous 
bunch. Throughout scripture God changes 
God’s mind, making radical course corrections 
based on interventions by Moses, Abraham 
and others. God, the original covenant-maker, 
chooses to be impinged upon for the sake of 
God’s relationship with creation.  

Ultimately this is what covenant is for: to bring us into, and help us stay in, relationship with one 
another. (After all, the opposite of impinge is “avoid.”) I’m grateful for our covenant-making God 
whose steadfast love draws us into relationship with Godself again and again. I’m grateful for Jesus, 
who models the covenant practices of forgiveness, honesty, humor and grace that help us do the hard 
work of covenant-keeping, and for the UCC, which holds covenant as central to our life together.  

Yes, our practice of covenant leaves a mark. Yes, it changes us completely. Thanks be to God. 

The Rev. Karen Georgia Thompson’s installation 
as the General Minister and President celebrated 
the covenant between her as a leader, the wider 

Church, and God. All installations remind us of our 
covenants as the people of God.

What covenants are part of your life? How have they or do they “impinge” on you?   
How have they contributed to your transformation? 
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Grants pave path to ministry for future leaders 

The Wisconsin Conference doesn’t want financial constraints to prevent those called to authorized 
ministry from pursuing their vocations. That’s why the Conference makes available a variety of 
scholarships and grants to individuals on the path to ministry.  

“Knowing there is funding to help 
is really important,” says Mike 
Whiteley, designated interim 
minister at First Congregational in 
East Troy. “It is also a source of great 
encouragement when you know that 
other people are investing in your 
own personal vision.” 

That support is especially important 
as congregations struggle to fill 
pulpits amid a clergy shortage. 
Right now, for example, more than 
two dozen Wisconsin Conference 
congregations are searching for 
pastors. The scholarships help 
people answer a call to serve.  

“Books alone can cost hundreds of 
dollars a semester,” says Shannon 
Joshi, director of faith formation 
at First Congregational in Eau Claire. “This scholarship program allows those who feel called to 
authorized ministry to have some of the financial burdens alleviated so that their focus can be on their 
studies as opposed to thoughts of where tuitions payments are going to come from.” 

In 2023 alone, the Conference has awarded nearly $30,000 to Members in Discernment and 
graduates paying off student debt. The Conference’s grant-making capacity grew earlier this year 
when the Freitag Scholarship Fund at St. John’s UCC in Monroe decided to partner with the 
Conference in assisting students preparing for ministry. 

“The scholarship program not only makes a seminary education affordable, but also tells me that 
there is a community willing to support the learning of future pastors,” explained Mark Schmitt of 
Grace Congregational in Two Rivers. “It’s not clear what the church will be in 50, 20, or even 10 years. 
But what is clear is that no matter what the church will look like, faith communities will need people 
willing to serve them.” 

Gifts of congregations to OCWM Basic Support, the support of individuals, and donations at the 
ordination or installation of a pastor make these scholarships and debt-reduction grants possible. 

Rev.  Jacob Nault (center) and clergy colleagues  
at his ordination last March



Smart Giving Ways to Support Your Church and the UCC 

The Wisconsin Foundation UCC created a “Smart Giving” site that makes it easier for donors to make 
charitable gifts.  

FreeWill processes the gifts and gives them to the foundation to 
support a local congregation or other charitable purpose in the 
Wisconsin Conference. 

The Smart Giving site helps donors make the most of their donation 
by giving non-cash assets instead of just cash: a grant from a Donor-
Advised Fund, transfer of appreciated Stocks, a distribution from an 
IRA, or a gift of cryptocurrency.  

Learn more at freewill.com/smartgiving/wisconsinucc. 
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