
   

 

NEWSLETTER 
This year, I again give thanks to God for 
the joy and privilege of  serving as Directing 
Pastor at First United Methodist Church of  
Urbana, along with our talented and 
devoted staff, leaders, community partners 
and other very generous and committed 
servants who make up our church. 
Together, we still believe that God is calling 
us to grow in our faith, to be His hands and 
feet wherever and whenever we are able, 
and to serve Him by reaching out to the 
many people in our community who are 
searching for hope and meaning for 
themselves and for their families.  

In the last few months, we have seen the 
presence of  God among the people of  
Urbana First Methodist Church and our 
community in creative new ways. Though 
we don’t know when we’ll be fully back 
together in person, I believe that our future 
is held in our creative God’s hands, and our 
church leadership—both staff  and lay 
leaders—are on board to continue our 146-
year legacy of  ministry in Champaign-
Urbana County for the next year. 
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PASTOR’S REVIEW FOR 2020 YOUR OFFERING 

WE ARE ALL IN FOR 2021! 

Online 

www.urbanafirstmethodist.org 
Click “Online Giving” 

Phone 

Text @ 217-469-5642 

Mail 
304 South Race Street 

Urbana, Illinois 61801 

Let us be “ALL IN” this coming year— joined with 

God’s plan to reach those who need Jesus’ love and 

a faith community that cares about them. We are 

thrilled to have added six mission projects, hold 

three baptisms, and welcomed 34 new members to 

our community of  faith in 2020. First United Meth-

odist Church of  Urbana has a legacy of  faithful and 

committed church members who are consistently all 

in. This year, we recognize the gift we inherit is 

one too precious to keep to ourselves, and we 

want to build on that legacy with creativity and 

generosity to reach the next generation! 
Continued on page 4 
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A Message from Pastor Bob— 
Dear Urbana First Methodist Church Family and Friends, 

I am yearning to be with you, yearning for us all to be back together 
face-to-face. In some ways, the almost seven months since we met in 
person feels like a bad and confusing dream, like we’ve fallen through a 
looking glass into a strange place with a whole different set of  rules. In 
other ways, our experience is all too real: real people are sick or dying 
all around us, some of  us have had the coronavirus ourselves, and the 
news is full of  cruelty and violence, exposing the systemic racism that 
has been a part of  our country for hundreds of  years. If  these weren’t 
dire enough, we have constant reminders that climate change is real. 
The earth is crying out in pain with hurricanes ravaging the Gulf  coast, 
record-breaking temperatures searing Texas, and fires raging in California. Even if  we are fortunate 
enough to have a steady income or work from home, anxiety and loneliness permeate our whole be-
ing. If  your parenting has now crowded your work life with homeschooling, you are especially in my 
thoughts. If  you even have time to read this newsletter, God bless you! 

So—how are you? I really want to know. Are you staying connected to others in the Urbana First 
community through our online Sunday worship at 10:30am or online Sunday School classes, small 
groups, and special classes? Or, for a casual chat, join me on Thursdays at 1:00pm for an online 
“Coffee with Bob.” E-mail office@urbanafirstmethodist.org for links and more information. 

You may not know this, but I have stayed connected with you in a very deliberate way. If  you re-
ceived this newsletter in the mail, you are on our mailing list. At least once a month, I focus in on 
every single family and every person in your family, visualizing your face, listening for your voice in 
my head, and praying for you. It doesn’t feel like enough, but it is one simple way to be your pastor, 
to love you, and to hug you virtually. Please remember that if  you want to meet with me directly, I 
am just an email or phone call away. I want to visit with you. 

You may be wondering how you can support Urbana First and our mission of  sharing the Gospel 
and doing the work of  justice and inclusiveness from home. I want to remind you of  what you’ve 
done since March. In pre-COVID days, Edge of  the Mall Food Donations, spear headed by the 
Gordon’s, typically provided groceries for 50 families per month. You have donated over 700 dollars 
to local food pantries through your Christmas Donation and over 2017 dollars to assist through 
Points of  Hope. Because of  your donations and a generous donation from the Gordon’s,  Urbana 
First was present in a tangible way. Even though the church was empty of  worship, classes, youth 
group, camps, and our  building partners, the building was abuzz with volunteers and loving hearts. 
By continuing to support Urbana First Methodist with your generous gifts, you not only kept the air  
conditioning on for the Children’s Center, and our staff  and building partners during the summer 
heat, but you impacted tens of  thousands of  people in a time when they most needed it by support-
ing our six new mission partners. Additionally, because of  our commitment to our music depart-
ment, tech team, and the childcare workers, we have continued to pay them as if  they were working 
with our kids directly. It has been the right thing to do.  

Continued on the next page 
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Finally, as you know from our virtual services on Sundays, we have continued to take up 
special offerings to support the many causes that help define our commitment as a Christ 
and justice-centered church. Thank you, thank you, thank you. 

Metaphorically, the change we seek in the world always starts at home. Our values, our vi-
sion of  how the world can be, and our commitment to what Jesus called the kingdom of  
God—especially when it is least visible—are defined in our hearts long before we share the 
gospel or pick up a sign at a march or write a check. However, in these days of  pandemic, 
change literally begins at home. 

March is generally our Stewardship Month, when we consider what we will pledge in time, 
talent, and treasure to support Urbana First in the coming year. Until then will you join me 
in wrestling with it, praying about it, and then giving those gifts that transform what begins 
at home into real, lasting change for our world.  We need you. 

And now— 

may the peace of  God go with us, 

may the power of  God sustain us, 

and may the love of  God keep us together forever. 

Amen. 

United Methodist Men & Ministry Zoom Gathering 
Saturdays @ 7:30 am 

United Methodist Women & Ministry Zoom Gathering 
2nd and 4th Thursdays at 6:30 pm. 
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Happy Birthday to:  
01—Shirley Gordon 
03—Allison Wade 
05—Pat Paul 
09—Steve Moser 
10—Sharon Atkins 
14—Pat Smith 

15—Judith Hinners 
20—John Goodell 
21—Betty Arnold 
28—Charline Jobe 
28—Shirley Roughton 
29— Rev. Robert Freeman 
30—Peggy Pennell  

This year, I would like to encourage us to 
pray about your ability to give to our 
church’s ministries as we seek to grow as a 
family of  faith—both in numbers and in our 

gifts of  service and care. God calls us to be generous givers, thinking not of  ourselves, but of  
others. I am asking the congregation in the next 40 days to take time to look over our ministry 
plan and commit themselves this year to generous giving of  their time, talents, and treasures.  

The 2021 church budget was approved at the November 15, 2020 at our all Board / Council 
meeting.  We ask that you bear with us as we continue to work around this pandemic to finalize 
our 2021- 2022 Ministry plan.  

I am happy to report that we are caring for one another, worshiping together, sharing our faith 
with our community, growing in spirituality, and caring for the space we have been entrusted. And, 
of  course, in addition to your financial support, we also need your time and talents for each of  
these facets of  ministry more than ever.  We can do this, but we cannot do it without each of  you. 

Let us be “all in” this coming year—joined with God’s plan to reach those who need Jesus’s love 
and a faith community that cares about them. We are thrilled to have added six mission projects 
this year,  three baptisms and welcomed 34 new members to our community of  faith.  God is 
good! 

I am incredibly thankful for the volunteers we have at Urbana First Methodist Church, who 
without their generosity and leadership we would not have made it through.  

Robert K. Freeman 

continued from front page 
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Sunday, January 3 

10:30 am— Live Stream Service on Facebook  

 

Wednesday, January 6 
10:30 am— Bible Study with Pastor Bob  
      (on Zoom) 
6:30pm—Worship Planning Meeting via Zoom 
 

Thursday, January 7 
1:00 pm— Virtual Coffee with Pastor Bob 
 

Sunday, January 10 

10:30 am— Live Stream Service on Facebook  
4:00 pm— All Church Board Meeting 
 

Wednesday, January 13 
10:30 am— Bible Study with Pastor Bob  
      (on Zoom) 
6:30pm—Worship Planning Meeting via Zoom 
 

Thursday, January 14 
1:00 pm— Virtual Coffee with Pastor Bob 
6:30 pm— UM Women’s Ministry via Zoom 
 

Sunday, January 17 

10:30 am— Live Stream Service on Facebook 
 

Wednesday, January 20 
10:30 am— Bible Study with Pastor Bob 
      (on Zoom) 
6:00 pm— Children’s Center Meeting 
6:30 pm—Worship Planning Meeting via Zoom 
 

Thursday, January 21 
1:00 pm— Virtual Coffee with Pastor Bob 
6:30 pm— Trustees Meeting via Zoom 

Sunday Service Schedule 
 

Every 1st Sunday of the month—Communion Sunday 
Every 3rd Sunday of the Month—Noisy Offering 

10:30 am— LiveStream & in-person Spirited, 

 Traditional Worship (Fellowship Hall) 

For links to our Online Services and Reopening  
check out our updated website!  

Upcoming Zoom Meetings 
Men’s Zoom Meeting 

Saturdays @ 7:30 am 
Women’s Zoom Meeting 

 Thursday, January 14th & January 28th 
@ 6:30 pm 

JANUARY CALENDAR—URBANA FIRST UMC 
Sunday, January 24 

10:30 am— Live Stream of  Service on Face-
book  
 

Wednesday, January 27 
10:30 am— Bible Study with Pastor Bob  
      (on Zoom) 
 

Thursday, January 28 
1:00 pm— Virtual Coffee with Pastor Bob 
6:30 pm— UM Women’s Ministry via Zoom 
 

Sunday, January 31 
10:30 am— Live Stream Service on Facebook  
 

 
 

CONTACT US 
304 South Race Street, Urbana, Illinois 

217.367.8384—office@urbanafirstmethodist.org 

WWW.URBANAFIRSTMETHODIST.ORG 
Children’s Center 

217.367.0842—ccdc304race@gmail.com 
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The Unveiling of Invisibility  
 

For many, Christmas is a time of  connecting with family and friends,  celebrating not only 
the birth of  the Christ, Jesus of  Nazareth, but also our redemption resulting from that 
birth, and the inauguration of  the Kingdom of  God upon the earth. This time, it seems 
everyone is trying to be like Ebenezer Scrooge after his epiphany about the meaning of  the holi-
day.  And while many of  us don’t want the holiday hustle, in all honesty, we can’t deny the benefits.  Thus, 
we proceed in celebrating family, life, and I dare say, for this year, breath. 
But how can we celebrate when so many are hurting, when so many are unemployed or un-
der-employed? In my early life, I hated the holidays because I knew it would be filled with 
disappointments and false expectations.  In my small community, some were blessed more 
than others and so many children received an abundance of  toys.  For many years, all I re-
ceived were things I needed for school or life in general, and not a lot of  thrills.  During 
this time, I became invisible—in  the crowd, but out of  sight, avoiding that heart-pounding 
question: “What did you get for Christmas?” As a child growing up, I leaned into my natu-
ral ability to become more invisible, quiet, and reserved. 
 

I became aware of  the birth of  Jesus Christ and the meaning of  Christmas in the mid 70’s 
in a small church in Twin Oaks, Pennsylvania. I learned he too had to become invisible to 
survive.  He was born in an animal barn, a cave hewn from the side of  a mountain.  A 
place filled with the smell of  animals.  He was not draped in royalty at his birth, but from 
the remnants of  cloth ripped from his parents’ clothes.  Jesus was not placed in a crib filled 
with new bedding and cloth bumper pads but laid on the bedding for animals in a trough. 
The mystery hidden for thousands of  years entered the world in the most invisible way. I 
identified with his story.  He was not born into wealth or royalty, but as a simple human in 
a simple cave.   
 

For Mary and Joseph, it was the time when families connected with one another from 
around the region. As the people gathered in preparation for the counting of  the Census, 
their child was born.  As many sought to ensure their sins were atoned for at the temple, 
God came down from Heaven to be amid creation.  As families commenced their celebra-
tions, astronomers noticed a stirring in the stars that caused them to take flight to see this 
once in a lifetime event. 
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Yet, Mary and Joseph were connecting to something that was greater than all of  humani-
ty.  They were celebrating the birth of  their baby boy.  They had no idea they were begin-
ning a journey like none other.  During the chaos they still heard the voice of  God guiding 
them to the place, time, and moment when the Savior of  the world would break forth. 
What a moment!  He was born in an invisible place, at an invisible time, and in an invisible 
way. 
 

Like the Gospel writer Matthew said, they heard God’s invitation and they agreed to be a 
part of  this moment: the Kingdom of  God breaking forth into creation.  To me there was 
no better way to come! He came at this moment to bear witness for all of  those who are 
born invisible.  He came for all who have been waiting for someone to invite them into a 
relationship with God.  Not by tradition, not by ritual, nor by way of  humanity.  Christ 
came for all who are along the side of  the road of  life, wondering if  there is room for them 
in anyone’s kingdom.  He came for those who were wondering what their purpose in life 
was.  He came for those who were not chosen first for a team, so they can be a part of  this 
new community.  He came for people with broken dreams and promises.  He came for all 
who are waiting to be asked to be part of  and be active in a community of  respect.  Christ-
mas is when we take time to let him speak to the world and for the world to respond, “Hear 
am I, Lord.” 
 

This invisible birth has now become visible to the world.  The people who are invisible in 
society now have a place to belong and be seen, a place to be loved and to love, and a place 
to be seen, a place to be loved and to love, and a place to be equal and rewarded equal-
ly.  What is this place? Is it a place? It is the Kingdom of  God on earth, the Church. 
 

He has come to reassure the world that by accepting his invitation, allowing him to come 
with us on our faith journey, he’ll give us the ability to climb the rough side of  every moun-
tain.  Where and when humanity fails, God will be ever-present and will not fail. As you 
hustle through this season, keep in mind that when you come up short God will always as-
sure you of  his love and concern for you.  
 

The late Mahalia Jackson sang a song that gives us insight into how the Christ enabled our 
ancestors to endure.  She sang, “I’m climbing up the rough side of  the mountain, and I am 
doing my best to make it in…give me the strength to climb.”  
The ancient mystery is over, hope is present now, and the Kingdom of  God has been re-
vealed through the infant child, Jesus.  Yes, Christmas celebrates that which was afar is now 
nigh.  Merry Christmas, Joy to the World, and peace to all. 

RKF         
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On our new website, you can find a direct link to our Livestream services on Sunday 
mornings, send your offering virtually, see past bulletins & newsletters, and check what’s on 

the calendar for church events!     
WWW.URBANAFIRSTMETHODIST.ORG 

VISIT OUR NEW WEBSITE FOR ALL THINGS URBANA FIRST METHODIST! 


