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Melita House

Offering Safe Harbor and Hope

By CHRISTINE PALM

With our nation’s preoccupa-
tion with national safety since
the attacks of September 11,
2001, few Americans pause to
consider how those events con-
tinue to affect refugees seek-
ing to become Americans. But at
Melita House, a stately 1912
New England clapboard near
the beautiful Guilford Green,
the Rev. Linda Carleton and

her husband Peter (below) run an interim housing ministry which has
helped more than three dozen political and religious refugees find safe
harbor during these xenophobic times. Each day, they deal with a pletho-

ra of problems ranging from intricate
Immigration and Naturalization (INS)
regulations to locating a cooking pot
with a lid that fits. And the minute one
family leaves, the Carletons are eager for
another to take its place; the cycle of
challenges begins all over again. = Melita
House opened on Aug. 30, 2001, as a
Connecticut affiliate of the Church
World Service Refugee Resettlement
Program, which works directly with the

UCC’s Wider Church Ministries. The home operates under the aegis of
First Congregational Church of Guilford, where Linda Carleton serves as
Assistant Minister for Refugee Programs. Melita House’s name derives
from the ancient name of the island of Malta, where, in the King James
version of the Bible, Paul was shipwrecked, given provisions, and fortified

for his journey. Continued on page 2
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Colombian Refugee
Family Finds Both

Two months ago, Colombian human
rights worker Juan Rodriguez, his fiancée
Patricia* and their three children were
holed up in an apartment in Quito,
Equador. For five years, Juan had worked
tirelessly with the human rights group
FUNDAEMPAZ in Colombia to assist vil-
lagers in the midst of civil conflict
between the FARC guerrillas and govern-
ment-supported paramilitary groups. He
helped them organize small economic
cooperatives and repeatedly risked his life
as a driver evacuating children and the
elderly caught in the crossfire. As Juan
described to Pam Johnson, a reporter
from the Guilford Courier (February 13,
2003), “Colombia is bleeding.” The peo-
ple of the country have become pawns in
the struggle to control both the govern-
ment and the lucrative drug trade in
Colombia. Both sides in the conflict use
terrorism to intimidate villagers and
enlist their support. “They take children
as young as eight or nine years old and
use them for intelligence,” he said. “They
assassinate the villagers, then say they’ve
eliminated the enemy.” Those who
escape join the over two million dis-
placed people in Colombia. With no
homes, no food and no support, many of
these families flock to urban centers ill-
equipped to handle the influx. When
asked to tell a rescue story that had a
happy ending, Juan replied, “For the peo-
ple of Colombia, there are no happy end-
ings.” Continued on page 8
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In the midst of Lent, as
Jesus turns his face more
and more toward
Jerusalem and the sure
knowledge of what awaits
him there, I invite you to
reflect on both your own
journey in these days, and
that of our nation and the
world.

We describe ourselves as

people of faith on a jour-

ney, after all, a pilgrim
people. We’ve often heard it said that life is a jour-
ney, not a destination. So this Lent, as war and vio-
lence seem to envelop the world, as our economic
lives are far less certain, as racial justice and civil lib-
erties are undermined, as fear seems to grip our peo-
ple, I invite you to step back and think about what is
truly important.

I was in San Diego during the duct tape and plastic
days in February, astounded by the scramble. Perhaps
if I had been home, | too would have been out buy-

real effect

these purchas-
es would have, and never did figure it out. But it
induced panic, made the threat seem more real and
personal, and moved us one step more toward war as
inevitable.

People who are caught up in fear are not a people of
faith. When we are fearful, we are not faithful. Yet
the fear is palpable now. Whether it is the fear that
other nations will invade us stealthily and destroy us,
or the fear that by our nation’s move to war we will
trigger a global war of permanent effect, it is all
around us and hard to resist. | find myself at once
gripped by the news channels, and avoiding them,
hoping to carry on a “normal” life and ministry.

So what is important in these days? Courage.
Compassion. Discernment about the call of Christ.
Ensuring that our own nation is not led by fear into
domestic and international actions that threaten our
children and grandchildren. Praying for those on the
front lines, supporting those who have stepped up to
defend their nation. Learning to pray for our “ene-
mies.” Defining ways we can respond as a Church
and as churches that exemplify these core Christian
values.

The ministries of our pastors, lay leaders and educa-
tors have been difficult since September 11, 2001.
Generalized anxiety and grief usually yield stress
without clarity. And so we all seek to live and minis-
ter in a context in which many people do not even
know the depths of what they are feeling. Now fear is
roiling the waters, and few will admit to it. People
want to feel safe, and “safe” to them seems to mean
not standing out, not taking risks, cocooning and not
being challenged. Yet these are self-feeding disorders
for our churches and our people. Only courage and
standing firm, only devotion to Christ and his way
will overcome the cycle of fear.

So we must preach and teach, lead and pray, take
bold action that gives people hope and is future-fac-
ing. We need to learn from our partner churches
around the world who have been living with terror
and grief for all their lives. We must be sanctuaries
where people will come from our communities to
pray and act for peace, courageous communities of
faith on a journey with Jesus.

“There is no fear in love, but perfect love casts out fear; for
fear has to do with punishment, and whoever fears has not
reached perfection in love. We love because [God] first loved
us. Those who say, ‘I love God,” and hate their brothers or
sisters, are liars; for those who do not love a brother or sister
whom they have seen, cannot love God whom they have not
seen.” | John 4:18-20

ing. Instead | was privileged to have a catbird seat by

MELITA HOUSE
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“The people who come here for
transitional housing are on a very
difficult journey,” Carleton says.
“They have a legitimate fear of per-
secution based on belonging to a
political, ethnic, religious or social
group, and it’s almost impossible to
understand what they’ve gone
through. They need help with accli-
mating to this culture, learning its
language and finding permanent
housing and employment.”

Since opening Melita House, the
Careltons have welcomed and
helped resettle five families from
Bosnia, three Cuban families, one
family from Ethiopia, one family
from Colombia, two Afghani women
and one Iranian man. Several of the
families have children, and, in addi-

tion to needing shelter from the ele-

ments, all have, understandably,
needed emotional and spiritual sup-
port.

“It’s an incredibly rich and power-
ful ministry,” Linda Carleton says.
“Every single time people arrive,
they’re scared and they’re strangers
and we wonder, ‘Oh, Gosh. How are
we ever going to be able to connect
with this family — do we have any-
thing to offer them?” And then, in
about two days, that ALL changes!”

Amid the profound personal

changes experienced by residents
such as the Mequinent family of
Ethiopia or Suraya Ahad of
Afghanistan, there has been an
equally dramatic change in our
nation. Less than two weeks after
Melita House’s doors opened, the
Trade Center attacks occurred.

“Refugee ministry has been pro-
foundly affected by Sept. 11,”
Carleton says. “The government put
a halt to refugee immigration, and
then, when the INS was incorporat-
ed into the Department of
Homeland Security, the rules got
even tighter. Right now, the house is
empty and we have no idea when
another family will be allowed to
come - it may be months until they
get clearance.”

The Carletons certainly hope not. In
the meantime, they continue to
work with First Congregational and
with Church World Services to plan
for the next guests. And they take
justifiable pride in knowing their
house has become a model for
churches elsewhere in the state. As
they await the next group of
refugees, the Carletons are working
with the Brookfield Congregational
Church, for example, which has
decided to turn its “Parsonage
Cottage” into a temporary refugee

resettlement home. Working six
hours a week for the past 10
months, volunteers there have com-
pletely gutted the cottage’s interior,
and done sheetrocking and all other
renovation work (except plumbing
and electrical) in preparation for
taking refugee families in a partner-
ship with First Congregational of
Guilford. First Congregational
Church of Milford, too, has taken
the initiative, creating an apartment
which alternates between transition-
al housing for a refugee family and
temporary shelter for a local family
unable to meet daily living expenses.
And South Meriden United
Methodist Church, also following
Melita House’s prototype, has pur-
chased a home with the idea of cre-
ating refugee housing there.

Meanwhile, behind Melita House is
a one-bedroom rental cottage.
Income from this rental pays the
utilities and operating costs of
Melita House. A standing committee
at First Congregational oversees pol-
icy and helps manage the house.

“The Church established a commit-
tee which studied the feasibility for
one-and-a-half years,” Carleton
recalls. “They didn’t go into it light-
ly. Continued on page 3
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Moving Ahead
At Silver Lake

Though it may be hard to believe with snow piled
high around Connecticut, summer is coming and
plans are moving forward for the upcoming season at
Silver Lake. The Silver Lake Board has been working
on many fronts to support the ministry of this impor-
tant UCC resource.

As reported last month, Joyce Hatton Yarrow has
been named Transition Director. Her extensive expe-
rience in leadership and executive development, as
well as youth recreation programs, makes her an
ideal person to direct SLCC through this transition
period. “Joyce is doing a fantastic job,” said the Rev.
Ron Brown, SLCC Board Chairperson. “She brings
management skills that are building a foundation for
the future of the ministry of Silver Lake. Even in the
midst of transition, she continually remind us of the
importance of Silver Lake in the lives of our kids.”

Two of those now-grown-up kids will work with
Yarrow this summer. Chris Mereschuk has
been named Summer Director, and will
support Yarrow as a full-time presence at
the camp. Mereschuk, 25, is a first-year
student in the Master of Divinity program
at Andover-Newton. He remembers his

first conference at the age of nine, when he took part

in “The World According to Garfield.” His other

Silver Lake experience includes Camp Family, ETF,

and positions as a counselor, coordinator and confer-

ence dean.

Mereschuk credits those experiences with helping to
shape his life and pointing him in his present direc-
tion. “I’m committed to moving forward with all of
the positive heritage we have here,” he said. “I’ve

Melita House continued from previous page

And the genesis of the House was actually two years
before that.”

Linda Carleton came to her Melita House ministry
along a path not entirely unknown to anyone who
has felt called to a special kind of ministry. She was a
high school history and comparative religions
teacher who began taking in the occasional Church-
sponsored refugee family, once her own children
were off at college and some bedrooms in the house
“opened up.” The experience of living with people
who didn’t speak English brought about a sea-change
in her.

“As a teacher, 1’d relied on my ability to communi-
cate well,” Carleton remembers. “But suddenly, all
my verbal defenses were useless. The frustration
these people felt really touched a part of me and - |
can’t quite explain it — led to my decision to go to
divinity school to learn how I could be of use. I was
drawn to the church.”

She started at Bangor Theological School and then
took classes at Yale Divinity. Almost immediately, she
“began to question that process; it became clear that
I had splintered my faith in my mind. But the experi-
ence ultimately proved very positive — | did an intern-
ship with refugee ministries there and saw an enor-
mous difference between the experiences of refugees
sponsored by churches versus those sponsored solely

never felt so enthusiastic going into a summer at
Sliver Lake. It comes from the spirit and the love that
we put in, and get back, from the place.” He will
begin working full-time in mid-May, and will move to
Silver Lake in early June.

Mereschuk will be joined by Matt Peters, who was
named Summer Assistant Director. Peters,
21, will graduate from UConn in May with
a degree in Chemistry. His Silver Lake
4 | experience goes back to 1988, and
includes time as a member of Camp
Family. The past two years he has been in
a leadership role at the Lake, as coordinator of the
Challenge Course. “The idea of the ropes is for every-
one to have fun and challenge themselves,” he said.
“It’s about team building, problem solving and work-
ing together, ” qualities he expects to build on this
summer. Peters is the son of the Rev. Kathy Peters,
Associate Conference Minister for Local Church
Ministries.

Forty-two conferences will be offered this summer,
including 39 on-site. Conference descriptions and
dates are available now online at www.ctucc.org.
Printed brochures, including complete registration
information and forms, will be mailed out very soon.

Following the fire that destroyed the Health Center
building last December, plans are in place for a tem-
porary structure that will serve SLCC’s needs this
summer. Permanent replacement plans are being
developed now. Insurance will cover the cost of
rebuilding the infirmary, and restocking supplies.

A weekend chef, Jennifer Bettinger, has been hired
for retreats at SLCC between now and summer, and a
full-time, year-round chef is expected to be named
soon. In addition, Vocational Training Service has
been engaged to provide for the cleaning and house-
keeping needs of all facilities at SLCC until confer-
ence sessions begin in June. VTS serves the needs of

by social service agencies. | began to imagine ways a
church could actively bridge that gap.”

For some time, she and her husband Peter, whom
she lovingly calls “my full partner in this ministry,”
kicked around the idea of a home for refugee fami-
lies. Eventually, they went to the Rev. Kendrick
Norris of First Congregational and proposed the
idea: Linda and Peter Carleton would donate the
house itself, purchased with money she inherited; the
various agencies would arrange the resettlement; and
the Church community would provide hospitality
and moral support.

After she got the “green light” from the Church, the
Carletons called upon their neighbors in Guilford for
donations and help.

“The three or four neighbors abutting the property
were strongly supportive, but some others in town
were resistant,” Peter Carleton recalls. “There was no
outright hostility or harassment, but there was a lot
of trepidation expressed. Then one day, the people
who had been the most outspoken against us showed
up with cookies and a baby stroller.”

Enthusiasm is spreading throughout the town.
Guilford resident the Rev. Kent Siladi, Connecticut
Conference UCC Regional Minister says, “Melita
House is a powerful example of how a vision of trans-
formation might become a reality. What began as a
dream has become an amazing demonstration of
love and justice. This ministry of hospitality and wel-

mentally challenged young adults, who will again
provide these community services in the fall. We are
excited about this ministry and the opportunity to
work with the VTS staff.

The Silver Lake Soundings sessions conducted
around the Conference over the last two months
have gathered valuable feedback. This input will
help us look at the SLCC ministry in a way that will
build it for the future, making sure that we offer year-
round programs that meet the needs of our church-
es, pastors and youth.

During this time of transition at SLCC, we have seen
an outpouring of support, with a number of volun-
teers on hand each week since early January. Many
are former staff members or Silver Lakers themselves,
and we are very grateful for this turnout. Under diffi-
cult circumstances in this particularly long winter,
Mike White and the volunteers have done a terrific
job of maintaining operations. For example, the
garage roof was repaired in a timely manner over the
last few months, in spite of early snow. And weekend
retreats continue fully functional and staffed. Mike’s
passion for keeping SLCC in the best condition for
everyone that sets foot on the grounds is evident.

Our Conference Minister, Rev. Davida Foy Crabtree,
commends the work by all involved with SLCC. “The
Board has been hands-on , helping coordinate the
summer program, including the development of con-
ferences and the recruitment of deans, as well as this
year’s brochure,” she said. “And various committees,
including Program, Finance, and Buildings and
Grounds, are all working with the staff to help man-
age the camp operations. The volunteer turnout has
been remarkable and our staff continues to give their
very best. We are incredibly grateful to everyone for
working so hard to ensure that the ministry of Silver
Lake continues with strength.”

come has broadened the outreach of this local
church to touch the corners of our world. In a time
of uncertainty, the leadership of the Carletons and
Melita House proclaims, ‘There is another way.” This
welcome of the ‘least of these’ changes both those
who engage in this ministry and those for whom it is
provided.”

Siladi is not alone in these feelings. These days, many
more people in town — both associated with the
Church and not - regularly donate items or help
teach English to the residents. They even formed a
“tag sale brigade” of inveterate shoppers who stock-
pile inexpensive kitchen items the refugee families
can take with them once they move on to permanent
housing. The Carletons also encourage people set-
tling their parents’ estates to consider donating
unwanted but serviceable items. In the basement of
Melita House, towers of cooking pans, buckets of sil-
verware and piles of sheets and blankets testify to
such generosity.

Each of the top two floors of Melita House has two
bedrooms and two baths, plus a separate kitchen.
The first floor is the public space, open to anyone
who wants to use the donated computers that are
often used for Teaching English as a Second
Language (TESOL) classes.

All that’s needed now is more families with clear-
ance to come to their new life in the vast United
States, by way of the small town of Guilford,
Connecticut.
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from the Ruth Dudley Resource Center at the Connecticut
Conference, 125 Sherman Street, Hartford, CT 06105
Call: 860-233-5564, toll free in CT: 866-367-2822

Some of the resources shown on these pages are new in the Rut
Dudley Resource Center; others have been here a while but are
especially relevant to current world issues.

All these books may be borrowed from the RDRC. Stop by, call
or e-mail RDRC@ctucc.org.

Kids® Travel Guide

to the 10 Commandments.
From Group Publishing.
This book contains activi-
ties, stories and ideas for
introducing young people
to the 10 commandments.

Rights Conference in Vienna,

© PBS HOME VIDEO

ITHG'DOL

AT GROUND ZERO

Stand Up for Your Rights: A book about
HUMAN RIGHTS written by and for the
young people of the worldom World
Book, in association with Peace

Child International. Young people

who attended a 1993 UN Human

Austria decided they wanted to make
a book of poems, reports and pic-
tures on human rights produced
entirely by youth. This colorful book

is the result.
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Faith & Doubt at Ground Zerie a PBS
Home Video. Our Connecticut
Conference Theological Working
Group has been meeting since the
events of September 11and highly
recommends this resource, which
explores how spiritual lives have

been affected by the terrorist attacks.

The QuiltmakerOs GIfy, Jeff
Brumbeau. This beautiful, lavish-
ly illustrated children’s book is a
treat for all ages. Read it to find

out how the quiltmaker who "CJ ] J
gives her beautiful quilts only to —- i |
ALE 4
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Violence

TO

Wholeness

From Violence to Wholeness: a ten
part program in the spirituality and
practice of active nonviolertgeKen
Butigan and Patricia Bruno. The
writers say the program is

designed to “explore nonviolence
as a creative, powerful and effec-
tive process for addressing and
resolving the conflicts in our lives
and in the life of the world.”
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Homosexuality and Christian Faith: Questions
of Conscience for the Churddited by

Walter Wink. This book is a collection of
short writings from 19 church leaders, rep-
resenting the evangelical, conservative and
liberal traditions. The editor says he hopes
the volume will facilitate helpful discussion

in congregations and shed light where

there has been much darkness.

HOMOSEXUALITY
AND
CHRISTIAN FAITH
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JESUS & HIS
KINGDOM
OF EQUALS

Jesus & His Kingdom of
Equals: An
Interdenominational

. Curriculum for 4th-7th Grades

Peace Papers Packedm the Institute
for Peace and Justice. A resource that
consists of 161 reproducible activity
papers for teaching kids caring and
respect for others. The pages can be
used in a variety of ways, from distrib-
uting them with Sunday bulletins to
giving them as take-home pages from
church school classes.

the poor helps to transform a T APERS Y
wealthy but unhappy king. “PRGRET
Chikdsen's ActiviTy Sheets
hat bl

b Cheryl Gibbs Binkley
& Jane Mitchell M EKeel
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on the Life and Teaching of
Jesudyy Cheryl Gibbs
Binkley and Jane Mitchell
McKeel. This 33 lesson cur-
riculum introduces children
to the Jesus who brought a
message of equality to the
powerless people of Galilee.

September 11: Religious Perspectives on the
Causes and Consequeligescommend-

ed by the same Theological Working

Group. This book was written and edit-

ed by both Christian and Muslim faculty

at the Hartford Seminary who look at

the difficult issues with sensitivity.
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