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Giving Back
Friends Congregational Church members don’t keep their resources to themselves,

whether spiritual, temporal, or financial. 
 

During the past 15 months when the pandemic left many ravaged by job loss and
healthcare costs, the congregation still found room to give to others. 

 

One Great Hour of Sharing (OGHS) is one of four special
mission offerings of the United Church of Christ. This
Lenten offering supports the disaster, refugee, and

development ministries of the United Church of Christ
within Wider Church Ministries.

 
Friends Church members donated $2,935 for OGHS. 

The federal government approved one-time payments to
American families during the pandemic. Apart from an income
cap, the “stimulus checks” were distributed indiscriminately of
need. Therefore, many Friends members chose to donate all or

some of their checks to organizations making a difference. 
 

In the second round of these donations, Friends was able to
distribute $4,756 donated dollars split evenly among Brazos

Interfaith Immigration Network, Scotty’s House, and Pilgrims in
the Park.

The Prenatal Clinic provides exceptional prenatal care at no cost to
families across the Brazos Valley. In 2020, more than 500 people were
served and delivered healthy babies. The need for the Clinic’s services

continues to increase as families struggle to find funds to pay for
pregnancy related medical expenses. Access to prenatal services saves
lives and reduces lifelong costs associated with lack of adequate care.

 
Friends Church sponsored the Prenatal Clinic’s recent fundraiser at the

silver level, providing $600 for its mission of healthy parents and
healthy babies. 
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Welcome back, Pastor Dan!

Senior Pastor Dan De Leon is coming back from sabbatical healthier--and he
thinks his church is, too. 

While Pastor Dan was able to retreat and
reflect during his two months away, he
says Friends Church itself was able to
take a step forward: gaining perspective
apart from his particular leadership (now
16 years strong). 

And a big step was taken. In-person
worship resumed on May 23 as COVID-19
vaccinations rise and new cases fall. 

“Sure, it made me sad that I couldn’t be
there for our first Sunday worshipping
indoors after more than 14 months,”
Pastor Dan commented to a peer, “but it
made me happy to see our congregation
make that decision without me at the
helm. That’s a sign of a healthy church. It
makes me proud.”

Pastor Dan approached his sabbatical
with goals, large and small. He spent
time reconnecting with friends, old
bandmates (“played song after song
after song”), mentors and family (“just
being an uncle”). Plus a longer list,
including...

“Get vaccinated. Check. Go to the Texas-
Mexico border with Texas Impact’s
Courts & Ports program to see firsthand
what’s happening there now. Check. 

Find a therapist. Check. Worship at other
churches. Check. Read, and not just for
my job. Check. Cook a vegan dish.
Check. Rest. Check.”

Yet he says there were unexpected
outcomes from sabbatical, too. He
realized how being a pastor in a
pandemic was “heavier than I allowed
myself to believe, let alone admit.”

“But the reflection was about more than
the recognition that I was tired; it was
about how the
onslaught of anxiety-producing factors
that the pandemic brought did not
topple the life-giving
resiliency of our church,” said Pastor
Dan. 

That’s the number-one tool he’s bringing
back, he says--a renewed perspective
and deeper appreciation for this
congregation. 

“This body of Christ in this moment of
rampant misinformation, hyper-
individualism, and bitter division; of
racial injustice and readaptations of
white supremacy; of hostility toward
LGBTQ+ people and attacks on their
rights and personhood;  of ecological 
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degradation and anthropocentrism has
so much to say and do in witness to
God’s overflowing love,” said Pastor Dan.
“And I believe we’re uniquely equipped
for it as an Open and Affirming,
Accessible to All community of faith
committed to extravagant hospitality,
social justice, deepening our spirituality,
caring for creation, and loving the hell
out of people.”

Pastor Dan says he also learned what
people mean when they say, “It’s like you
were preaching directly to me!” Toward
the end of his sabbatical, he was on the
receiving end of one such blessing at
First Congregational UCC in Houston. 

“A great lesson/reminder I took from the
message came when John stretched his
arms out, looked over the congregation,
and said with shepherding kindness and
sharp truth, ‘You cannot lead if you are
tired and anxious,’” recalled Pastor Dan.
“Coming out of my sabbatical, I feel like I
can be a more non-anxious presence
than I was capable of being before, but I
hope, too, that we can all take whatever
moments we can for self-care and rest to
be centered in the replenishing calm of
God, our Rock and our Redeemer.”

Pastor Dan shares his favorite
content consumed during

sabbatical:

The Sound of Metal: “Really
powerful story about self-
acceptance.”
Pixar short Us Again 

Better, Not Bitter: Living on Purpose
in the Pursuit of Racial Justice by
Yusef Salaam, one of the
“Exonerated Five,” otherwise known
as the “Central Park Five” 
Devotions, a book of poems by Mary
Oliver

Them: “Not for kids, this 10-episode
psychological horror show tells the
story of a Black family of four that
moves into Compton during the
1950s, an all-white suburb at the
time, and how that family is
terrorized not only by their
neighbors who want them to move
out, but by demonic spirits that
mess with their minds.”
The Falcon and the Winter Soldier:
“For the fam, a Disney mini-series
that follows Falcon/Sam Wilson and
Winter Soldier/Bucky Barnes on an
adventure after the events of the
MCU’s Avengers: Endgame.”

Movie

 

Book 

 

TV show 
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15 Years of Chris Hoffman
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Photography courtesy of  Ryan Price

Why did you first take the job at Friends? 
I loved hearing the choir when I visited, and

loved the messages of inclusivity.
 

What snack food can you never resist? 
Anything s'mores (I have a Pinterest board of

over 350 s'mores recipes)!
 

What scares you more than anything? 
Professionally: failure. Personally: spiders.

 
When you were little, what did you say you

wanted to be when you grew up? 
An architect and concert pianist.

 
What is your foolproof method to unwind

after a long day? 
Netflix/Hulu binges and wine. And carbs.

 
What is the number-one thing you do that

annoys your husband? 
Making fancy food when Matt just wants simple

food.
 

Besides Carnegie Hall, what is your favorite
musical venue at which you have performed?
The Salzburg Cathedral - performing Mozart's

"Mass in C Minor" where he was baptized.
 

Friends Church advocates for marginalized
communities. What specific advocacy of

Friends means the most to you?
The care of immigrant families.

This month, Friends Church celebrated 15 years of Chris Hoffman as Director of
Music Ministries. 

 

In honor of his tenure, we posed Chris a challenge: answer our 15 questions in 15
words or less--and share your favorite 15 photos from 15 years at Friends with

friends. 

What is your dream vacation destination for
post-pandemic travel? 

Going back to Paris and London.
 

What is your most embarrassing moment
during your time as Friends’ music director? 

One of my "Hoffman-isms" - when needing
more sopranos/altos: "Why can't I get more

ladies?"
 

What is the very first musical piece you
remember learning to sing or play? 

I taught myself to play Debbie Gibson's "Lost
In Your Eyes."

 
If you could snap your fingers and know how

to play any additional instrument, what
would it be? 

Bagpipes.
 

What is your favorite part about working
with children at Friends? 

They keep you on your toes, and help you be
spontaneous.

 
Music is your job. Why is it still your passion? 

They are not mutually exclusive - when not
making music, my mind still wanders to it.

 
What does your next 15 years look like? 

Continuing to raise the bar on what musicians
at Friends do. Personally: more concert

engagements.
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[Editor’s note: While Pastor Dan De Leon was on sabbatical for two months this

spring, the Rev Dr. Christine Tata served as Acting Senior Minister. Here are her
reflections on her sojourn at Friends Church.]

reflections from the acting senior minister

On the first Sunday I preached at
Friends Church, the gospel lesson

came from the book of John, and it
included this passage:

 
“…there are also many other things

that Jesus did; if every one of them
were written down, I suppose that

the world itself could not contain the
books that would be written.

 
After I read that passage, the
congregation said what they

usually say at the end a gospel
reading: “God is still speaking.”

And I loved how our United
Church of Christ response seemed
to reflect perfectly what John the

evangelist said 2000 years ago—
that the world itself could still be
writing stories of what the risen

Christ was doing in the world.
 

So I talked about stories. I talked
about how a novelist once said that
all great stories begin in one of two

ways: a person sets out on a
journey, or a stranger comes to

town.

I wondered if a stranger coming to
town for even a brief, two-month

sojourn could be the start of
another story line in some small
way in the congregational life of

Friends, and I said I hoped you
would share your stories with me. 

 
Now, as I prepare to move on to

my next ministry, I can share back
some of what I heard and saw

while I was here with you. Two
months ago, I asked: What story is

Friends Church living in the
world?

 
At first, I thought it would be the
story of a people coming home to

their very own sanctuary and
closing the door. That’s what I

heard at first – like so many other
congregations, you were longing

to come together again in your
own sanctuary. And a core group

of people worked hard to make
that happen, doing the math to

determine distances and airflow
and requirements and
reservations—all the 
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considerations for safely

gathering.
 

And yet, now that the physical
space has re-opened, many of you

have realized that the virtual space
is still a viable and sacred space for

you, and there is still plenty of
room in the sanctuary!  So I have

seen that the story Friends church
wants to tell is more than just a

story of returning to one place in
the world. 

 
You have come home; you are

setting forth again
 

When I arrived at Friends, some of
the good people were genuinely

surprised that I did not have in my
head all the local knowledge that

Pastor Dan has in his head! But
once the people saw that they were

needed, they stepped up and did
what good church people do: they

celebrated and nurtured each
other, they managed the

graduation celebration and several
other occasions, and showed me
what a congregation should be.

They lifted me up so that I could
pray for them.

 
The congregation is just a fractal of 

 the kindom of heaven: a network
of relationships of love and care

that exist and abide for the greater
good. And on that network of love

and care, a pastor can stand and
see the horizon.

 
Friends Church has lofty ideals,

and it does good work in the world.
To keep doing that good work, it

needs good support on the ground.
In the years between my

ministries, I spent time in the
nonprofit world looking at

policies, personnel systems, and
knowledge management. Based on

those experiences, I have
recommended that Friends spend

time auditing and perhaps
upgrading its internal information

systems as well as reviewing its
internal communications efforts,
to better support the people who

have taken volunteer
responsibilities. 

 
Friends Church has an exciting

time for outreach ahead. The
pandemic has left its mark on

people, and even the extravagant
welcome of Friends church may

need to become even more
sensitive, and more creative. But

you are equipped for this ministry:  
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as you welcome Pastor Dan back to
the community, and you all share
stories of what has been learned,

every member of Friends can now
play an important part in the

ongoing saga that is our narrative
of faith.

 
We have now entered a time when

the greatest gift you can give
another person is the gift of your
personal attention in Real Life. A

phone call. A follow-up phone call.
A genuine interest.

 
Real concern. Real

connection. Real life.
 

All of these real experiences can be
found in the virtual space or in the
physical space, if people align with

the vision of Friends church:
“Rooted in the way of Christ, we

strive to be a community of God's
radical inclusion and extravagant

welcome.” 
 

Clearly, returning to your home is
a necessary chapter in your story,
but it is not the end of your story,
because your future is wide open.

In his sermon on June 6, Pastor
Trent indicated some new

directions that Friends might take.  

And when Pastor Dan returns from
sabbatical, who knows what he

will come up with? You may find
that the future will live in new
small groups who meet in this

sanctuary first and then spiral off
into smaller spaces for spiritual

development, meeting again later
on, ebbing and flowing

throughout the building just like
the breath of the spirit, the people

meeting however and whenever
and wherever they find
themselves longing for

community.
 

You may find that the future is in
the hands of an empowered

congregation that develops and
manages robust programs on its
own, managed through a central

staff resource but aligned with the
mission and vision of the church

cast by the pastors who are freed to
cast that unifying vision, writing it

plain for all to see.
 

You may find that the future will
live in truly understanding how

children enliven the worship
space, bringing with them the

authenticity that challenges and
softens our hearts, so that

eventually you simply take out  



11
some of the chairs here and there in the sanctuary and replace them with

colorful bean bags, for a truly extravagant welcome for tiny restless bodies…
(if we can find some that don't rustle too much when you lie down on them …)

 
You may find that the future lives in ministries of dance, and show tunes, and
drums, and bells, and American Sign Language, and community gardens for
the food insecure on the back pasture, and more weedy growth of faith than

we can imagine today.
 

I am counting on the good people of Friends Church to continue their gentle,
relentless, healing work at the intersections where the wounds of the world

are made on the souls of the people. 
 

And I know that if the redemptive stories of all the people of Friends Church
were written down, the world itself could not contain them.

 
 

Yours in faith,
Rev. Christine

Acting Senior Minister
April 14, 2021 – June 16, 2021
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At the June First Friday event in Downtown
Bryan, Associate Pastor Trent Williams joined
Evangelism & Outreach Chair Kathleen Ninke

and Student Pastor Brooke Dooley at a
community Rainbow Resource Fair at Halo. 

 
Dozens of locals stopped by the Friends

booth to hear that a church in their town not
only is open to their membership, but affirms

who they are. Several filled out Welcome
cards, and some have already attended their

first Friends Church worship service thanks to
the introduction at the Rainbow Resource

Fair.

Along with Pride Month
throughout all of June,

Friends is celebrating the
25th anniversary as a

designated Open &
Affirming congregation--
and celebrate is exactly
what this congregation

did!
 

Check out some of the
sights from our ONA

anniversary party on June
26!
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Dear Dan,

All of us Youngkins were dismayed to see the damage done at
Friends (and all of Texas, our adopted state!). We also read the
story [in the UCC News] and deeply appreciated your hopeful
attitude in the face of disaster!

I hope that none of the altar furniture was damaged. It was
designed and built by an A&M student for the brand new church
building. His name is Kent Buehrer from Maumee, Ohio, where he
grew up. When he came to Friends, he became interested in the
building process of the church and, near the end, he offered to
build the furniture with the help of his dad, who had a
construction company in Maumee, which Kent and his brothers
now own and manage.

Of course, you probably know this story, but it shows another
part of the fantastic creativity put forth by the Friends
congregation in the 1980s.

Please give our best to all! Be safe and well. Stay safe and well.

Betty Youngkin

The following is an excerpt from a letter
Senior Pastor Dan De Leon received in mid-

February, the week after the freeze that
caused Friends Church to be flooded, from
Dr. Betty Youngkin, the spouse of Friends
Church’s first pastor, the Rev. Bill Youngkin,

who passed in January of 2014.

Once Friends Family,

Always Friends Family



@friendsucc

@friends_ucc

Friends Congregational Church, UCC

2200 Southwood Drive
College Station, TX 77845

office@friends-ucc.org
979-693-7021

Our next issue is coming your way October 2022! If your ministry is holding an
event that you would like to see covered in the Fall issue, reach out to

laurenvasselli@gmail.com with pictures and details!

Get Social!
Follow us online to stay in

the loop!


