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Center Destroyed by Fire
On the evening of Thursday, December
19, a devastating fire leveled the Health
Center at Silver Lake Conference Center
in Sharon. No one was hurt in the blaze,
which was discovered and reported by an
anonymous passerby.

Although damage to the decades-old
structure was total, according to UCC
Insurance Board representatives, the
building was completely covered for such
an event, and the financial impact on the
Conference will be limited to the $1,000
deductible on the insurance policy.

“I am, of course, deeply saddened by this
event, but I thank God no one was in the
building at the time, no one was injured,
and the fire was quickly extinguished by
the Sharon and Lakeville Fire
Departments,” said Conference Minister
Rev. Davida Foy Crabtree. “We give
thanks, too, for the immediate presence
of mind of Mike and Jennifer White, who
when alerted by a man running across
their lawn, quickly ran out to find the
source of the blaze.”

White, who is Property Site Manager, said
another anonymous citizen saw the blaze
and drove directly to the home of Tom
Casey, the Fire Chief of Sharon, who
immediately drove to the fire. According
to White, Casey made an unofficial deter-
mination (as of press time) that the fire
is not of suspicious origin. State fire mar-
shalls came out the day after the fire and
drew the same initial conclusion.

“My wife and I want to express our
thanks to everyone who called and wrote
with messages of support,” White said.
“And I want to thank my stepson,
Christopher Szymanski, who came over
immediately to help me put up a protec-
tive fence around the site.”

Centerbrook Architects, the renowned architecture
and planning firm based in Centerbrook,
Connecticut, and, since Spring 2002, the architect
of record for the expansion and renovation of the
Silver Lake Conference Center has received 222
national and regional awards for design excellence.
In 1998, it received the highly coveted AIA Firm
Award, the highest conferred by the American
Institute of Architects. Continued on page 4

Continued on page 5
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Within minutes of the
call from Silver Lake say-
ing the health center was
burning, my first
thoughts were to thank
God for the fact that no
one was injured. I then
gave thanks that, given
the building’s isolation,
the fire was not likely to
spread. And I gave
thanks, too, for the good
work of the UCC
Insurance Board and the
coverage we have. 

About a half-hour later, I was
overwhelmed by a powerful
sense that God was working in
the midst of this — opening
doors to Silver Lake’s future in
a new way. I didn’t yet know
what that meant, and as I write,
I still don’t. Yet both faith and
experience teach us that in the
midst of the most unwelcome
events, the Holy Spirit stirs. 

Literally hundreds of people have fond memories
of the health center – from West Haven’s pastor,
Kim Cartwright, who met his wife there years ago
when she was our nurse for a week, to scores of
young people who’ve lived there while they worked
winters at “the Lake.” Numbers of our churches
have invested time and energy to build, rebuild
and refurbish it, and perhaps none more so than
First Church in Stratford. So the loss of the health
center means more than just the loss of a building
and a familiar landmark as one drives in to Silver
Lake. 

We will, of course, rebuild. The fire, however, gives
us the opportunity to think carefully about loca-

tion and needs. It enables us to think about creat-
ing a state-of-the-art health facility for our kids and
volunteers. It might enable us to find a health-
related corporation that is a good citizen and
could help us accomplish that. It might allow us to
think in new ways about other needs at SLCC. 

Coincidentally, the Silver Lake Board had recently
met and established a series of nine listening ses-
sions around the Conference in February and
March to hear what our members and pastors have
on their hearts and minds about future directions
for our ministry there. I hope you will take advan-
tage of these opportunities for feedback and
visioning. By then we will have to have set plans in
motion for the health center so it can be ready for
the upcoming summer. 

So, in faith, whether it is something as personal as
news of a difficult medical condition, or something
as public as a fire at “the Lake,” we find ourselves
drawn to trust in God, to know that even – or per-
haps especially – in the midst of this, we are
accompanied by Christ, and we step forward in
faith with one another!The Rev. Dr. Davida Foy Crabtree,

Conference Minister

Spirit Stirs
Amid Ashes
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Editor’s Note: This remembrance
was written by the Rev. Charles
H. Ericson, Pastor, The Bolton
Congregational Church UCC.

On Saturday, December 21,
2002, I drove to First Church
of Christ in Wethersfield to
join hundreds of others in
celebrating the life of that
church’s retired pastor, the
Rev. Keith M. Jones. Keith
had died a couple of weeks
earlier, but this was now the
day that the church and
Keith’s family had set aside
to gather to honor and
remember his remarkable
life.

Keith’s three children all
spoke, blending cherished
memories of Keith, the
father, with poignancy and
ease and good humor. Three
pillars of the First Church
family also shared their recol-
lections of Keith as a faithful
pastor for 35 years (and pas-
tor emeritus for another
24!); as a champion of civil
rights and peaceful non-vio-
lence in the turbulent 1960’s;
and as a “boss” in the church
structure who never seemed
to act like the typical boss –
who would never fail to work
alongside the laity and staff
of the church rather than
remain detached and aloof. 

We heard how Keith was the
father of the Church Fair,
the town’s fire department
chaplain, the driving force
behind ecumenical and
interfaith affairs in
Wethersfield, a Saturday-
night sermon-writer, a tinker-
er of small appliances, a gift-
ed photographer in later
years, and perhaps most
notably for this historic
church, a great church
builder who oversaw several
major building projects and
property acquisitions.

A Renaissance man of sorts,
one was heard to say. A min-
ister’s minister, colleagues
would certainly agree. 

But I have another recollec-
tion that until today I have
only shared with one mem-
ber of Keith’s family. It has to
do with my adolescence as a

member of the First Church
family in the latter half of the
20th century. Amidst the out-
cries against racism and war,
some will remember that it
was also a time to question
authority and berate institu-
tions – including of course,
ministers and their churches.
I was a critic of Keith in my
foolish adolescence. A critic
of the kind and gentle, yet
principled and faithful minis-
ter who had baptized me in
my infancy, and would later
participate in my own ordina-
tion to Christian ministry.  

As an adult, I came to regret
my unfair and un-Christian
criticism of Keith, but I never
seemed to find the right
opportunity, or be able to
summon up the motivation,
to approach him and apolo-
gize for my youthful lashing
out.

Then, about two years ago,
Keith and I chanced to meet
on the way into a church to
attend a memorial service of
a common acquaintance. He
was now closing in on 90
years, and recovering from
open-heart surgery — but as
bright and optimistic as he
ever was. As we met and
began to walk toward the
sanctuary, I stopped and told
Keith how deeply I had
regretted being critical of
him in my adolescence.
Keith looked back with a sub-
tle smile and said: “I don’t
even remember your being
that way at all. If you were,
though, you were just being a
teenager.” With that humble
act of pardon and forgive-
ness that flowed so sincerely
and so effortlessly from his
wonderful spirit, Keith
reached down and took my
hand and began walking me
on toward the sanctuary.
There we went, hands
clasped together, all the way
down the rest of the corridor
and into the sanctuary where
we would sit together for the
service. An act of pure grace
from a man of incredible
integrity, kindness, Christian
servanthood, and love.

I N M E M O R I A M :

The Rev. Keith M. Jones
A Man of Grace
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The Month of December 2002 will
be remembered for many things by
all of us in the Connecticut
Conference, but only a few will
recall it as the month when two
long-time Conference programs
walked over the horizon into the
sunset. I’m referring to the “Face to
Face” program and the special inter-
est group known as “The Children’s
Concerns Committee.” To make
more visible these two decisions,
and to broaden the memory of the
gifts they leave behind, I propose a
toast: “to the heritage of commit-
ment and compassion of those
involved, to their total focus on giv-
ing children of all backgrounds a
just and healthy society in which to
mature, and to the ways they
enabled the United Church of
Christ to realize that vision.” 
Both programs deserve to be hon-
ored by a larger report of their his-
tory and accomplishments than is
possible in this column. Suffice to
say that in more than a dozen years

of service, both pro-
grams have worked
to open the doors of
opportunity and jus-
tice to children with-
in the Conference
and in the broader
community. 

Face to Face, which
began in 1991, called itself a “part-
nership venture for children.” It
sought to help kids develop skills
and attitudes pertinent to living in a
pluralist world of many nationali-
ties, races and faiths. They were
especially successful in bringing
together middle-school students of
the Milner School in Hartford and
the Wells Road School in Granby
but they also worked with the
Wexler School in New Haven. In
addition to many activities between
the schools during the year, Silver
Lake Conference Center became
the site of annual three-day outings
full of team-building events, story-
telling, music, stargazing and jour-
naling, all focused on creating
mutual awareness across racial and
socio-economic boundaries.

The Children’s Concerns
Committee was initiated in the late
80’s as the State of Connecticut was
embroiled in redefining the legal
rights of children in juvenile court,

and the Connecticut Conference
was seeking to strengthen their pro-
tection in society as a whole.
Resolutions passed in the last
decade reflected their concerns:
urging advocacy and action to pro-
vide child care, housing and educa-
tion for teen parents (1990); sup-
porting the United Nations’
Convention on the Rights of the
Child (1992); and promoting efforts
to counter the effects of violence on
children (1994). Those resolutions
and the problems they addressed
are still relevant today, and provide
the policy base on which the
Connecticut Conference is still
working at the State Legislature.

That is, of course, the point of this
brief article: the folks who ener-
gized these two programs have
fought the good fight, they have run
their course and they have left a
stronger foundation on which we
can stand today. There is no shame
in “sunsetting” a program, however
much good it has done. No particu-
lar effort or group or structure lasts
forever. But there are question
marks before us. Who will step up
to the plate next? What form will
the next wave of UCC advocacy for
children take in these early stages of
the 21st century? How long will it be
before a new generation of CT
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Soundings 
by the Silver
Lake Board

Since Silver Lake Conference
Center is in the midst of transi-
tion, the SLCC Board of

Directors thought this would be a good
time to take some “soundings” around
the Conference about the ministry of
“the Lake” and its future direction.
The SL Board was formed four years
ago to ensure that focused attention is
given to this important ministry. Their
role is in policy oversight, program
development, visioning and planning. 

Following are opportunities to partici-
pate in these sessions at which two
board members will facilitate, listen to
and record your concerns and ideas.
Directions to each location will be
available on the Conference web site:
www.ctucc.org. 

Wednesday, February 19, 7:00 p.m.
First Congregational Church of Essex
6 Methodist Hill Road

Thursday, February 20, 7:00 p.m.
Congregational Church of Naugatuck
One Division Street

Sunday, February 23, 3 p.m.
First Church of Christ, Congregational
75 Main Street, Farmington

Sunday March 2, 3 p.m.
South Congregational Church
9 Pleasant Street, Middletown

Sunday March 2, 3 p.m.
Center Congregational Church
155 Main Street, Torrington

Sunday March 2, 3 p.m.
First Congregational Church of
Willimantic
199 Valley Street

Wednesday, March 12, 7 p.m.
First Congregational Church of East
Hartford
837 Main Street

Sunday, March 16, 3 p.m.
Saugatuck Congregational Church of
Westport
245 Post Road, East

Tuesday, March 25, 7:00 p.m.
North Haven Congregational Church
28 Church Street

Now Available in the 
Ruth Dudley Resource Center

And God Cried, Too
b y  R a b b i  M a r c  G e l l m a n

Rabbi Marc Gellman of the
delightful “God Squad” duo of
Gellman and Hartman
(Monsignor Thomas Hartman)
has written a little book to help
children cope with their ques-
tions about September 11 and
other losses.

A little guardian-angel-in-training
named Mikey is the literary
device Gellman uses to express
children’s deep feelings about
the loss of a pet or about a large
tragedy. Mikey, whom we first
meet sitting alone in tears on a
cloud, almost resigns from his
training program because he
can’t understand how God could
permit such bad things to hap-
pen in the world. His supervising
Guardian Angel, Gabe, gently
and wisely helps Mikey face the
difficult questions and leads him
through his pain to hope.

And God Cried, Too
(HarperTrophy, 2002) is a com-
forting book for both children
and those who care for them. It
is an inexpensive paperback (less
than ten dollars), but it may also
be borrowed from the Ruth
Dudley Resource Center.

To reach the Ruth Dudley
Resource Center, call toll-free
866.367.2822 or e-mail Amy
Beveridge at amyb@ctucc.org. 

Weed It and Reap!
(Ministry with All God’s Folk) 

Spring Planting

March 29, 2003 8:30 a.m. 
to 3 p.m. 

Church of Christ Congregational
1075 Main Street

Newington, CT
Sponsored by the 

Local Church Ministry Team 
of the Connecticut Conference 

United Church of Christ
For information contact Sarah Annis

866-367-2822 Toll Free CT
860-233-5564

saraha@ctucc.orgContinued on page 7
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Continued from page 1

The eminent architect Robert A.M. Stern, dean
of the Yale School of Architecture, said of
Centerbrook: “They are probably one of the top
half-dozen architectural firms nationally known
for quality. They do powerful, unique, special
buildings that are not so powerful, unique or
special that they cast everything around them
into doubt. They just do them much better than
anyone else.” And Paul Goldberger, the Cultural
News Editor and Senior Architecture Critic for
The New York Times, said, “…To these architects,
buildings being warm and inviting and enhanc-
ing a sense of place…(is) as important a part of
architectural functioning as making the plumb-
ing work.”  

The firm’s services are broad-based; their pro-
jects range in scope from private residences to
planning and design for entire communities.
Their impressive client roster includes colleges
such as Amherst, Bard, Brandeis and Brown;
municipalities from Austin, Texas to Dayton,
Ohio; and several beloved state tourism sites,
including the Mystic Seaport, the Florence
Griswold Museum in Old Lyme and the
Goodspeed Opera House in Haddam. In addi-
tion, Centerbrook recently completed a major
project for the national UCC headquarters
which included The Church House, offices, the

Amistad Chapel, the Meetinghouse and hotel.

“We are thrilled and blessed to be able to retain
Centerbrook as a moving force behind the excit-
ing proposed changes at Silver Lake,” said
Crabtree. “The firm’s creativity, integrity and
vision are second to none, and we expect great
things to come. Despite the recent fire at the
Health Center, we are feeling enormous
momentum at Silver Lake, and Centerbrook is a
part of that, owing to their highly collaborative
style and enthusiasm.”

Centerbrook Principal Jefferson Riley is a mem-
ber of First Church, Guilford, and the chair of
the Fellowship of UCC Architects, a nationwide
association that assists churches with architectur-
al needs. He was the primary architect of The
Church House at the UCC headquarters. He has
also worked with UCC churches in Guilford and
Clinton, as well as the Church of Christ at
Dartmouth and First Church in Battle Creek,
Michigan. 

“The architectural search committee selected
Jeff Riley as architect specifically because of his
extensive experience, the integration of spiritu-
ality into his work, and his commitment to
architecture that honors the environment and
builds community,” Crabtree said. “We look for-
ward to a long and productive association with
him and his firm.”

The 2003 session begins under a
dark cloud caused by the budget
deficit of $1.5 billion. How could
this happen in a state where just
two years ago taxpayers received
up to $150 in tax rebates? Let’s
take a look at some hard facts:

The state budget grew an aver-
age of 4.5% annually from 1995
through 2003. This is less than
the national average for state
budget growth, which is 5-6%
per year due to inflation, and
that the populations needing
state services increase each year.
It is also far less than
Connecticut’s 10.8% annual
growth in 1987-1991 or its 6.6%
growth in 1991-1995. The econo-
my’s decline, along with that of
the stock market, contributed to
reduced income’s throwing off
state revenue projections by $1
billion. Numerous tax breaks
and cuts were passed in the late
’90s, which sets the state up for a
structural deficit. 

Let’s look at how Connecticut
residents fare during these tough
times: We are still the wealthiest
state in the nation, with the top
fifth of residents’ incomes grow-
ing by over 21%. However, for
the bottom fifth, things aren’t as
rosy.

Hourly wages of Connecticut’s
poorest workers fell by 62 cents
an hour. At least 20,000 more of
our state’s children live in pover-
ty now than in 1992. The num-
ber of working poor families
doubled. In Bridgeport alone
there are 9,500 Food Stamp
cases; many of these people are
working and paying taxes. 

The answer to the state budget
crisis is not to simply cut services
and lay off state employees.
Rather, it involves taking our pre-
sent revenue structure and mak-
ing sweeping changes that
involve: a graduated personal
income tax that would more fair-
ly distribute the tax burden;
repealing corporate tax breaks
unless their economic benefits

are clearly demonstrated; and
requiring businesses to pay their
fair share of taxes.
Increasing taxes is never a pleas-
ant thing to do, but tough times
demand tough solutions. ���
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While the fiscal crisis is the main
focus of the 2003 UCC
Legislative Agenda, there will be
other social justice items that
need our advocacy efforts. Here
is a summation:
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Established under Public Act 01-
151, the Commission has made
several recommendations that go
a long way in assuring that an
innocent person would not be
executed. The Conference, while
opposed to capital punishment,
will be making sure that many of
these recommendations are
made into law.
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While Connecticut passed
ground-breaking legislation with
our hate crimes statutes in 1990,
neither gender identity or per-
sons with disabilities was includ-
ed at the time. As other states
have followed in our footsteps,
17 have included both cate-
gories. Hate crimes, including
gender based, and PWD’s, have a
special psychological and emo-
tional impact that extends
beyond the original victim.
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This session may see an attempt
to repeal the “Las Vegas Nights”
statute that allowed the establish-
ment of two casinos.
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B Y K I M H A R R I S O N

(���	 Continued from page 1

Over the years, many people
have contributed to the build-
ing and its maintenance, espe-
cially First Congregational
Church, UCC, of Stratford,
whose members had recently
contributed greatly to its refur-
bishment, and Bridgeport
United Congregational
Church, whose members put a
roof on the building in the fall
of 2001. 

“We are grateful to the people
of the Stratford and
Bridgeport churches for their
generosity over the years, and
we share with them the sorrow
at this loss,” Crabtree said. 

Several people in the United
Church of Christ family have
deep and abiding memories of
their time at the SLCC Health
Center.

Sarah Annis, Administrative
Assistant for Local Church
Ministries and the Office of
Programs and Resources,
reflects: “All of us have some-
place that brings back memo-
ries. For many, that place is
Silver Lake and for me, the
Health Center, specifically, is
that place. This building,
always recognizable by the big

sun and moon on it, during
the summer was transformed
into a place where the confer-
ees and even the staff went to
be ‘patched up’ by one of our
nurses even if the malady was
only homesickness. Yet the
memories of the Health
Center go even further for me.
During my freshman year of
college, my cohorts in crime
and I turned the Health
Center into our home as we
served as year-round staff. We
would look forward to looking
out our bedroom windows in
the morning to see what
wildlife was grazing in the mist
on the ball field, or would sit
and eat dinner on the porch
while the sun sank low, waiting
as one-by-one the stars came
out in the deep blue sky.
Memories like these are just a
few that are conjured up by
reminiscing. Although the
building is physically gone,
those memories will be in my
heart forever.”

Although no plans were being
announced at press time,
Crabtree stressed that the
Health Center’s loss may prove
to be an opportunity for
growth at the cherished con-
ference site. 

The Spirit of God is upon me, 
because God has anointed me...
to comfort all who mourn...
to give them a garland instead of ashes,
the oil of gladness instead of mourning, 
the mantle of praise instead of a faint spirit.
They will be called oaks of righteousness,
the planting of the Lord, to display God’s glory. 
They shall build up the ancient ruins,
they shall raise up the former devastations. 
Isaiah 61


