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St. John's Episcopal Church and the Rev. Roger Haenke

by Nancy Fisk

For the past few years, the South Bay Campus has been
searching for a new home for its worshiping community
and food pantry. We're excited that First UU will be
partnering with St. John’s Episcopal Church in Chula Vista
in the coming church year. This is not only an opportunity
to share physical space but also to engage in shared
ministry, particularly around social justice and outreach in
the South Bay.

The Rev. Roger Haenke is the Priest and Rector at St.
John's. When First UU approached him about sharing
space, he saw it as an exciting opportunity. What
impressed him about First UU was the importance of

social justice in  our ministry—specifically, our
commitment to creating a just society where all people
are respected.

The values of the two congregations align in many ways.
The Rev. Haenke believes our congregations are walking
the same path. The path of love. For him, it's crucial that
congregations are inclusive, welcoming, and accepting.
He also appreciates our 8th principle, which talks about
the beloved community—a concept often discussed by
the bishops of his denomination.

On the practical side, his congregation, like many others,
has been diminishing since the pandemic. This shared
space agreement will help make the future more
sustainable for both communities. The Rev. Haenke has
also shared space with other faiths before. When he
worked at Holy Cross in Carlsbad, they partnered with a
Jewish  congregation. He welcomes this new
collaboration.

The Rev. Haenke was born in Hastings, Minnesota, and
raised in Rugby, North Dakota. He earned two bachelor’s
degrees: one in business administration with a
concentration in healthcare, and another in nursing. He
also attended St. Paul Seminary School of Divinity at the
University of St. Thomas in Minnesota. Ordained as a
Roman Catholic priest in 1991, he served several churches
in Jamestown, Grand Forks, Fargo, and New Rockford,
North Dakota.

After much discernment, the Rev. Haenke left active
ministry as a Roman Catholic priest and worked as a
pediatric nurse, medical center administrator, nursing
director, clinic director, and nursing teacher.

In Seattle, he joined an Episcopal church and found a new
spiritual home. When he moved to San Diego in 2008, he
pursued transferring his Catholic priest orders to the
Episcopal Church. In 2017, the Rt. Rev. James Mathes, the
fourth bishop of the San Diego diocese, received the Rev.
Haenke into the San Diego diocese as an Episcopal priest.
Since then, he has served St. John's, Chula Vista; St.
Andrew’s, Encinitas; and Holy Cross, Carlsbad, as interim
vicar.

The thing the Rev. Haenke enjoys most about being a
priest is walking alongside others on their faith journeys.
He considers it an honor and privilege to celebrate the
intimate moments of
people’s spiritual lives.

The Rev. Haenke is
married to Cliff
Berkowitz. They live in
the Talmadge
neighborhood of San
Diego with their two
dogs, Cody and Oliver.
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Navigating Turmoil & Uncertainty Together

by Rev. Kristen Kuriga, Assistant Minister

Dear Beloved First UU Community,

| am writing to you during the week of
the inauguration, and it's hard to
describe how challenging this week
has been. The highest office of our
government is now led by people who
openly sow hate and division and seek
to deepen injustice and oppression.

Already, we have been bombarded by Executive Orders and
rule changes that target immigrant communities, transgender
and non-binary people, and access to life saving healthcare.
We know more is coming.

Wildfires have also been raging across Southern California,
with larger fires in San Diego this week. Our members and
friends are evacuating their homes, and we're praying for the
safety of our communities.

These very real threats to our loved ones, neighbors, and
communities stir up trauma, bringing with them feelings of
fear, despair, anger, helplessness, and apprehension. I've
noticed within myself and those around me a heightened level
of reactiveness: everything feels harder and more emotional.

In the midst of all this turmoil and uncertainty, we are also
grieving the deaths of several community members. The
sense of loss is palpable as we come together for candles of
life rituals in worship and celebrations of life, both at church
and at our members’ homes.

There are moments when it feels like too much. | thought it
might be useful to share a few things that might help us
through this time. | invite you to:

* Be gentle with yourself and others. Allow extra time to
rest, take slow walks, engage with your spiritual
practice, and feel your feelings.

+  Be mindful of how much news you consume, and take
breaks to reset your body, mind, and spirit.

* Reach out to and spend time with beloveds. Call a
friend, come to church, join a small group. It helps to

FebruaryWorshipSchedule

Hillcrest Worship Time:
Sundays, 10 am, Meeting House,
Hillcrest Patio & Livestream Worship

South Bay Worship Time:
Sundays, 10 am, Suite 104
February's Worship Theme:
"The Practice of Inclusion™

Throughout the month of February, we
are exploring the spiritual theme of
inclusion: the experience of belonging
and the practice of welcome. When have
you experienced belonging? What
helped you feel fully included? How do
we create spaces where people can
bring their whole, authentic selves? Join
us as we learn, both individually and as
a congregation, how to be a place of
welcome and inclusion.

remind ourselves that we're not in
this alone. We have one another.

+ Take small actions that align with
your values. Get educated about
your legal rights, call your elected
officials, deepen relationships with
community partners, get involved
with a social justice action team at
the church, or volunteer at the
food pantry.

My deepest gratitude and greatest hope
are found in the strength of our
community: our ability to care for one
another, to welcome those seeking a
spiritual home, and together, to live our
values of love, justice, and equity.

Sending my care to you and vyour
beloveds.

Blessings,

Khidten

Rev. Kristen
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Thinking About True Hospitality

by Tony Bianca, Director of Lifespan Faith Formation

“True hospitality [and
inclusion] is when
. someone leaves your
home feeling better
about themselves, not
better about you.”

— Shauna Niequist

| came across this quote
while  preparing  the
Wisdom Circle materials
for February, and it
immediately  reminded
me of several conversations I've had recently
about our congregation, our physical spaces, our
programs, and our future. All of these
conversations ultimately boiled down to one
basic question: How do we grow? And, as we
think about growth, we're essentially talking
about inclusion. We're asking: How do we
include others in a way that inspires them to stay
and become a part of us?

So, this month, I'd like to use this article to guide
you through some reflections on inclusivity. Let's
start by thinking about the quote above. When
considering how we might include others, it's
natural to think about what would make us feel
included. “What made me feel welcomed when |
arrived?” we might wonder, and then we
advocate for an approach that replicates that
experience. But let's take a moment to think
about what others might need. | invite you to get
comfortable, take a few deep breaths, and reflect
on the following scenarios in a meditative way.

Scenario 1. If | had young children, what might |
be looking for to feel welcome? When | arrived
on Sunday morning, what might | see, hear, and
experience that would make me feel included
with my children? What could make it harder to
relax and feel welcome? Consider the physical
spaces, the people in them, the words, music,
and messages I'd encounter. What might feel

inclusive, and what might make me

second-guess my decision to stay?

Scenario 2: Imagine you're in a wheelchair. How
many accessible parking spaces do we have in
our lot? If they were full, could you get out of
your car easily? Which spaces on campus are
truly inclusive of your needs? Which spaces
prevent you from fully participating in everything
someone who isn’t in a wheelchair can do? What
adjustments would you need to make in order to
feel included? Could you use the same doors as
everyone else? If you were giving a reflection
during worship, what accommodations would be
necessary? How would that feel?

Scenario 3: You're in your 20s, single, living
paycheck to paycheck, and struggling with
anxiety. You've come on Sunday looking for
community and, specifically, a way to make
friends that doesn’t involve going out in large
crowds or spending lots of money. What would
you see, hear, or experience on Sunday that
would suggest your needs might be met here?
What part of your experience might make you
feel like you'll need to look elsewhere? What
might it feel like to walk through the front gates,
into the Meeting House, or Bard Hall? Even
before anyone speaks to you, what messages
would you form about this community? What
might happen during the service that would
resonate with what you've come looking for?

| hope reflecting on these scenarios gives you
the opportunity to think about inclusion from a
different perspective. We all have different
preferences, biases, and needs. As we continue
to live out our mission, | hope we remain
committed to asking critical questions about
who we're centering and why. I'm deeply grateful
to be part of this community, and it's my hope
that as many others as possible have the chance
to be part of us, too.
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Tomas Acosta, Qur New Choral Director

by Nancy Fisk

Tomas Acosta has been our collaborative pianist for
several years. When Marshall Voit, our previous choral
choral

director, resigned to pursue a degree in
conducting, Tomas stepped into the role
of choral director. Here is a new
introduction to Tomas, in his own words:

Q: What are the singing groups you
oversee right now, and who can join
them?

| currently lead two choirs:

*  Chalice Choir: Open to all adults
who enjoy choral singing.

*  Women's Choir: A welcoming
group for sopranos and altos of
all experience levels.

Anyone who loves music and singing in a choir is welcome
to join. Both choirs typically perform once a month during
Sunday services at the Hillcrest campus. Additionally, we
present two concerts a year.

There will be a Music Service on Sunday, February 23.
Both the Chalice Choir and Women’s Choir will perform
their own pieces, and we'll also come together for a
collaborative performance involving all the First UU
choirs. It will be a celebration of music and community,
showcasing the unique contributions of each group and
the power of singing together.

Q: What do you love most about conducting?

It is the opportunity to connect with people through
music. | especially enjoy the non-verbal communication
required to build a relationship with the singers, where
they respond instinctively to my gestures. These gestures
often vary from one rehearsal to another and even during
the service itself. This level of mutual understanding
transcends language barriers and allows us to convey a
unified emotion to the congregation, creating a shared
and powerful musical experience.

Q: What have you enjoyed most about your first year
as our choral conductor?

The warmth and enthusiasm from the choirs and the
congregation have been truly heartwarming. The choir
has responded beautifully to the repertoire selections,

and it's so rewarding to hear kind compliments after each
service. | also love that our rehearsals are generally
lighthearted and productive, leaving the choir with a
sense of accomplishment (and hopefully
a smile) as they head home. Above all,
the experience has been invaluable.
Each rehearsal and service has been an
opportunity to grow, learn, and
strengthen our connection as a
community.

Q: Can you tell us more about your
experience with choral conducting?

My journey into choral conducting
began at a young age, thanks to a
mentor who introduced me to the art of
conducting and inspired my passion for it. That
experience laid the foundation for the work | do today
and continues to shape my approach to music-making.

Since then, I've had the privilege of learning from
outstanding choral directors at different stages of my
career, before, during, and after earning my Master’s
degree in Choral Conducting in Mexico. Each opportunity
has provided valuable lessons that continue to enrich my
work.

| believe in continuous growth, not just as a musician but
as a conductor. | often reflect on my work, revisiting
pieces I've conducted before with fresh ideas and
perspectives. For me, choral music is a living art, always
evolving, and | strive to approach it with curiosity and
humility.

One of my goals is to continue strengthening and growing
the choirs at First UU. Music has the incredible power to
unite, heal, and transform, and | believe we're creating
something truly special together.

Looking ahead, I'm excited to explore a more diverse
repertoire that reflects the beauty of different cultures
and traditions, as well as music that speaks to the values
and mission of our congregation.

I'm grateful to be part of this wonderful community. Every
rehearsal, every service, and every concert reminds me
why | love what | do. Thank you for giving me the
opportunity to share this journey with you all.
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Climate Justice Task Force

by Nancy Fisk

"The purpose of Climate Justice is 'to
create a spiritually grounded, informed,
and action-oriented community that
provides hope for all living beings through
systemic action that stops climate change
and heals our planet.™

Rhea and Armin Kuhlman have been working on
climate and environmental issues since the 90s.
The church's group, initially led by Armin, began
as the Environmental Task Force. It became the
Climate Justice Task Force around 2020 and has
been led by many church members in the
interim. The purpose of Climate Justice is "to
create a spiritually grounded, informed, and
action-oriented community that provides hope
for all living beings through systemic action that
stops climate change and heals our planet.”

Climate Justice holds monthly meetings to
discuss ways to reduce climate change and
advance environmental justice. The meetings are
on the second Sunday of the month at 3:30 PM
via Zoom. You can find the link on their page on
the church website: Climate Justice - First UU
Church of San Diego. You can also sign up for a
monthly email newsletter on that page.

Meeting topics have included renewable energy
sources such as solar power, plastics in the
ocean, the impact of our diets on the climate,
regenerative farming, active transportation, PFAS
or "forever chemicals" and other pollutants in the
water, the impact of the military on climate
change, and air pollution from motor vehicles
and other sources. The discussions often focus
on communities most affected by climate
change, especially marginalized communities in
South San Diego, National City, and other
low-income areas.

In the last election, Climate Justice worked to
get a transit bond (Measure G) on the ballot,

which would have funded better public transit in
San Diego County. Unfortunately, it did not pass.
Another measure they supported would have
allowed voters to decide whether to use a public
power company for electricity distribution
instead of SDG&E. However, the City Council
declined to put it on the ballot.

Climate  Justice has worked with the
Environmental Health Coalition (EHC), an
organization focused on environmental justice in
the San Diego/Tijuana region and throughout
California. Founded in 1980, EHC has worked to
reduce pollution and improve health and
well-being for thousands of people in
underserved, low-income communities.

Climate Justice invited EHC to speak at the
2022 and 2023 First UU Earth Day services. In
2024, they partnered with | Am Green (I Am
Green and So Are You). | Am Green's goal is to
help community members identify sustainable
practices passed down through generations and
explore how these practices can be combined
with modern innovation to live more robust,
resilient, and regenerative lives. Stay tuned to
welcome our new climate justice partner in April
2025.
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Sacred Texts Adult Education Class

by Nancy Fisk
T

Connor (Barrow) Hamdi has been attending
First UU for about a year and will soon
become a member. He is currently a
member of the Young Adult Group and has a
deep interest in theology, hoping to pursue
a degree in Philosophy soon. He discovered
Unitarian Universalism g

through reading about it
online.

Connor has always been §
interested in world
religions and their sacred
texts. Lara Andersen, First
UU’s Youth and Young

Adult Director,
encouraged him to start a group for
discussing the Bible in a safe and

responsible environment. The group’s first
discussions will focus on the Hebrew Bible,
specifically the Five Books of Moses.

The Five Books of Moses—Genesis, Exodus,
Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy—are
also known as the Pentateuch, a Greek term
meaning "five." These books form the first
five sections of the Old Testament and are
central to Jewish instruction and guidance,
known as the Torah. Connor wants to
emphasize that the class will focus on the
history and composition of the text, based
on scholarly consensus. The class will also
explore who wrote these books, why they
were written, and who would have read
them. For example, Genesis alone has three
different literary layers that scholars can
identify.

Connor was raised Mormon and traveled
around the country with his parents, who
currently live in Delaware. While he no longer
identifies as Mormon, he summarizes his
beliefs as, “l believe in God, but | don't
believe in miracles or revealed religion.”

Connor has planned six
sessions to discuss the
Five Books of Moses. The
first session has already
been held, but all those
interested are welcome to
join future discussions. The
next session will be on
Sunday, February 2, from
11:30 am to 12:30 pm in Room 114A.

Connor recently married Mohamed Mazen
Hamdi and is taking his husband’s last name.
Mohamed will soon graduate with a
computer science degree from UCSD, and
Connor plans to pursue his own degree at
that time.

For more information about the class,
contact Connor at to27ac@gmail.com or
contact the church'’s office administrator for
his phone number.

Next session:

Sacred Texts Study Group

* February 2, Sunday
« 11:30 am -12:30 pm
* Room 114A
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Our Sustainable Future (OSF) Update and February Forums

by Dave Hunt, OSF Team Leader

At our mid-year membership meeting held
on Sunday, January 26, your OSF team gave
a detailed presentation on the reasons our
congregation is facing financial challenges
and why we will eventually need to make
decisions about where we meet and worship
in Hillcrest or at another location. We also
examined the various options being

considered. The presentation included two
question-and-answer periods as well as 30
minutes of open discussion.

If you were unable to attend and would like to
watch a recording of the presentation, or
view it again, please click here. To view just
the information that was presented in PDF
format, you can access it here on the OSF
members-only webpage. There you can also
find additional referenced documents
including a breakdown of the substantial
costs that we expect to be incurred over the
next 20 years as we perform needed repairs
and replacements.

Your OSF team understands there's a
continuing need for discussion and
discernment. Whether you attended the

January 26th presentation or not, we invite
you to come to one or more upcoming small
group forums, where you can meet with OSF
members and fellow congregants to ask
questions, provide input, and share your
views. The forums are scheduled between
February 1 and February 19 and will be held in

person and online via zoom. We may add
additional dates depending if these initial
twelve forums quickly fill. Please sign up now

to attend.

In early to mid-February, we'll send a survey
to all members and friends to help us best
understand what next steps the congregation
wants the OSF team to pursue and what
additional information is desired. Results of
the survey will be published two or three
weeks after the final forum. Additional
information, including responses to
questions not yet answered, will be published
on the OSF website page as it becomes
available.

Much work remains as we move to a time
when we can fulfill our goal of choosing a
path forward favored by most and
acceptable to everyone.

On behalf of the entire OSF team,

Dave Hunt
OSF Team Leader
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