
by Rev. Stephanie Gottschalk
In his book, Why Jesus?, retired Bishop Will Willimon writes, “All the Gospels present Jesus on a 

continual road trip - God in motion…If you want to know about Jesus, if you want to know him, you’ve 
got to meet him on the road.”

This idea is backed up by human history and experience. John Wesley began a renewal movement 
within the Church of England precisely by going outside the bounds of 
a local church or parish. Wesley launched Christians out into the world 
to preach, to serve, to heal, and to teach - all things that Jesus had sent 
his followers to do during his ministry on earth. In both of these cases, 
the movements brought hope and transformation to the world, revival to 
God’s people, and individuals into new life through Christ. 

Centuries later, in 1976, the United Methodist Church launched a new 
official ministry to equip, support, and send its members into short-term 
mission at home and abroad. This ministry is known as United Methodist 
Volunteers In Mission or UMVIM.  Since then thousands of people have 
criss-crossed towns, nations, and the globe in the name of Jesus Christ to 
use their gifts to ‘preach with their deeds.’ Those involved in movements 
have no time to stop and debate whether physical, spiritual, or emotional 
needs are more important. They are simply there in the chaos where all 
these needs collide in the reality of life. 

Simply put, UMVIM is about “Christian love in action.” Teams are constantly 
handing the baton of service and evangelism off to one another, keeping a 
constant momentum of grace moving in the world. UMVIM is the steward of a 
common United Methodist witness by providing both opportunities for service 
and the resources for training and equipping local church members to serve. 
We continually develop and nurture our relationships with domestic and 
international leaders. This network helps everyone to respond effectively to the 
needs of local communities and assist team leaders to prepare their teams for 
the mission field.

In doing our work, we strive to serve in such a way that local, on-going ministries are 
strengthened and enabled to continue long after a short-term group leaves. It is more than a one-
shot attempt to fix a problem; it is about building servant relationships that reflect Jesus and honor all 
who love and serve him.  In the words of Paul in 1 Corinthians 3:5-7  “After all, who is Apollos? Who is 
Paul? We are only God’s servants through whom you believed the Good News. Each of us did the work 
the Lord gave us. I planted the seed in your hearts, and Apollos watered it, but it was God who made it 
grow. It’s not important who does the planting, or who does the watering. What’s important is that God 
makes the seed grow.”

Where will your faith take you this year?  Consider this your invitation to part of a movement once 
again.  After all, Jesus is waiting for us out there on the road. 

UMVIM: Grace Gets Going
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Bishop Names New Cabinet Members

Bishop Thomas J. Bickerton has named Greensburg District 
Superintendent William B. Meekins Jr., to serve as assistant 
to the Bishop and selected three pastors to become 
district superintendents, effective July 1.  The Rev. Patricia 
Nelson, currently associate pastor at First UMC in Butler, 
will become superintendent of the Greensburg District. The 
Rev. Paul Taylor, pastor of Bethel UMC in Lower Burrell, will 
lead the Pittsburgh District, and the Rev. Pat Lenox, pastor 
of Glenwood UMC in Erie, will move to the Kane District as 
superintendent.  Current Pittsburgh DS Don Scandrol has 
served the maximum eight years in the post and will retire. 
Kane DS Thomas  Strandburg has been appointed senior 
pastor of Mt. Lebanon UMC in the Pittsburgh suburbs. Find 
out more at wpaumc.org/news.

UMVIM Awareness Sunday

UMVIM Awareness Sunday is any Sunday in March You 
may set an alternative Sunday to hold this day.) Have a 
celebration of your hands-on ministries, share the stories 
of how people have been changed, invite community 
groups to speak, and/or cast a vision for how your church 
is going to reach out in new ways.  The special offering 
for VIM Awareness Sunday goes to Volunteer In Mission 
Scholarships (or VIMships) which help give financial support 
to those who feel called to be part of a VIM experience, but 
have limited resources. All funds sent in to the Conference 
Center should be labeled with the VIM Scholarships 
Advanced Special Number - #SS004000V.

UMC.org Gets a New Look

Our denomination’s website has a new look. It makes 
finding information and resources easy. UMC.org is the 
official online ministry of The United Methodist Church. 
More than 350,000 people visit UMC.org. each month. The 
new UMC.org provides up-to-date news from around the 
globe, exclusive stories, thought-provoking commentaries 
and award-winning photos. Visitors can find many 
resources, focus on ways to improve their spiritual lives, or 
learn about all things United Methodist: our history, beliefs, 
missions, structure and happenings in churches around the 
world.

Learn More About Your Church Job!

The United Methodist Church’s General Board of 
Discipleship offers a variety of resources, including a series 
of webinars to help church leaders. They are free. To see 
what’s available, visit gbod.org/lead-your-church.

Are You Social?

Are you on social media? 

Find WPAUMC at facebook.com/wpaumc; twitter.com/
wpaumc; instagram.com/wpaumc and youtube.com/
wpaumc. Join the conversation!

Rev. Stephanie Gottschalk is the missions coordinator for WPAUMC and can be reached at stephanie.gottschalk@wpaumc.com.



 The year was 1986.  I was a young pastor in my first appointment following seminary.  I had two young 
children, both in diapers.  Life was good and full.  
 Then came the phone call that changed my life and ministry.  The call was from the Mission Secretary 
of the West Virginia Annual Conference.  She was calling with an invitation for me to join her and a team 
of others to assist the General Board of Global Ministries in evaluating the mission projects our church 
supported in Africa.
 At that point in my journey, I did not have a heart or calling for missions.  I was raising a young 
family.  Professionally, I was growing a struggling church and making disciples.  Still, the invitation was 
intriguing.  

    The cost seemed insurmountable.   Then a 
remarkable anonymous gift, given the day before the 
deadline, opened the door.  It was an undeniable 
confirmation of a calling.  When the door opened, 
I walked through it completely unaware of what I 
would find.
   What I found was a group of people who were 
struggling with disease, malnutrition, poverty and 
conflict.  What touched me most significantly was not 
what they didn’t have.  It was what they DID have.  
What I discovered was a group of people who had 
joy and a deep, trust-filled faith.
   That discovery hit me hard in a couple of ways.  
First, I saw the stark contrast between these people 

who had absolutely nothing but joy and faith and people in our country who struggle to find joy and 
embrace faith despite having everything:  health, food, wealth, and safety.  
 Second, that trip opened my eyes to the need for partnerships between those who have and those 
who have not.  Whether through people of “means” giving of themselves to those who have little, or 
people with joy and faith giving their hearts to those who struggle, our calling and mission is to partner 
with others all over the world to make our journeys more significant and meaningful.
 That’s why I have been such a strong advocate for Volunteers in Mission for so long.  Since that trip to 
Africa in 1986, I have taken work teams all over the country and the world to experience what it’s like to 
give ourselves away in work and witness with those who need our help.  And every time I have taken a 
group on a trip, we have always returned with the realization that we gained more than we ever gave.  
 Friends, there is a world out there – in our country, in another state, in another neighborhood, in 
another house – that needs our help.  And, there are needs within our own hearts that can benefit from 
an opportunity to be blessed by the witness of another.
 I invite you to pray about and ponder how God might be calling you to join us in a Volunteers in 
Mission trip.  Don’t dismiss the opportunity.
 When the door opens, won’t you walk through it?  I guarantee that your life will never be the same.  
 The Journey Continues...

VIM Training Sessions
Rev. Stephanie Gottschalk, Conference 
Missions/VIM coordinator, is leading 
Volunteers In Mission (UMVIM) training 
sessions in March and April at various 
locations around Western PA.  The training 
is open to anyone interested in hands-
on mission opportunities and is required 
for those leading a mission team through 
the United Methodist Church. Register at 
wpaumc.org/missions. Upcoming sessions 
are:
 
 Ebensburg UMC    
 Mon., March 24 9:30 - 3 pm  
   
 Grace UMC, Grove City
 Sun. March 30 2-7:30 pm
  
 First UMC, Waynesburg
 Mon., March 31 9:30 - 3 pm

 Zion UMC, Sarver
 Sat., April 5 9:30 - 3 pm

 Christ UMC, Bethel Park
 Sun., April 6 2-7:30 pm

 UM Center, Cranberry Twp.    
 Sat., April 12 9:30 - 3 pm

 Lakeside UMC, Dubois
 Wed., April 30 9:30-3 pm

Mission Barn Ministry 
Reaches Across the World

The Eastbrook Mission Barn, near New Castle, is an official 
UMCOR supply depot, a place where completed UMCOR 
relief kits and relief supplies are collected and stored until 
they are needed. Volunteers from churches and other 
organizations come to the barn regularly to assemble or 
verify kits. 

Now in its fifth year, the Mission Barn’s ministry continues 
to grow, reports the Rev. Nelson Thayer, pastor of Eastbrook 
UMC and director of the Mission Barn. It passed a significant 
mile marker in late January.

“We have either shipped or prepared for shipment $1.5 
million worth of UMCOR material supplies in four years,” 
he said. The best news about this is that the pace of our kit 
ministry is increasing - it took three years to reach 1 million 
shipped, and only 1 year to add another 1/2 million.” He 
estimated that contributions of material support for UMCOR 
had increased four-or-five-fold conference-wide.  

 “In 2013 we received more than 3,500 empty School 
Kit bags - hand sewn by UMW volunteers across the 
Conference,” Thayer noted. “This donation demanded 
that we begin to purchase kit supplies in major quantities 
- something that we had not done before this.  The result 
is that we have 15+ pallets of School Kits (over 4,200 kits) 
ready for shipment - and 1,200 empty School Kit bags still to 
fill!”

Completed kits were sent in mid-February for distribution 
in Armenia, the Republic of Georgia, and Syria.  In the 
previous two weeks, UMCOR shipments had been sent to 
South Sudan, Lebanon, and the Philippines.  Western PA 
churches and volunteers are truly having an international 
impact through their support of UMCOR and the Eastbrook 
Mission Barn, Thayer said.

As of mid-February, the most-needed kits were:
• Layette kits
• Sewing kits
• Bedding packs
• Health kits
• School kits
 The Mission Barn has developed a satellite network where 

donors can drop off supplies or kits. The first one, at Park 
UMC in North East, has grown into a strong producer of kits, 
Thayer said.  

To learn more about the Mission Barn or how to assemble 
UMCOR kits, visit wpaumc.org/missionbarn.

Extending Our Witness

One Great Hour of Sharing 
benefits UMCOR

One Great Hour of Sharing is 
celebrated in United Methodist churches 
on March 30. One Great Hour supports 
the ministry of the United Methodist 
Committee on Relief (UMCOR). Funds 
received cover administrative costs, 
about 10 percent of UMCOR’s budget, 
so that when disaster strikes or help is 
needed anywhere around the world, 100 
percent of any gift goes to the project 
designated by the donor. UMCOR does 
not receive apportionment funds, so 
without your offerings, UMCOR would 
not exist.

Video and other resources for 
your congregation to celebrate One 
Great Hour of Sharing are available at  
umcgiving.org/onegreathour.


