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    Every year Rev. Ed Saxman of Oakland United Methodist Church near Oil 
City, PA, makes an important day for new ordinands a little more special. For 
23 years Saxman has been making ceramic chalices by hand for every new 
clergy member who is ordained at Annual Conference. Each vessel is a one-of-
a-kind work of art.
   Saxman began making the chalices in 1993 when he was asked by his district 
superintendent at the time to make them for his own ordination class. Prior to 
going into ministry, he had been a full-time potter. He graduated from West 
Virginia Wesleyan College with a Bachelor’s degree in art with an emphasis in 
pottery.
   He starts making the chalices in March, as soon as he finds out how many 
ordinands are approved. He has a studio set up in the basement of his 
parsonage.
   “Typically, I make at least a third more than what I 
need just to be on the safe side,” said Saxman. “There 
have been a few years when it’s been very last minute 
getting them to the Conference because a few things 
have gone wrong.”
   The process begins with him buying the clay and 
preparing it for the pottery wheel. This includes 
wedging it and removing the air bubbles and 
impurities. When the clay is ready, he throws 12 
chalices at a time. The chalices are thrown in two 
pieces – the base/stem and the goblet.
   “Once you throw the pieces, then you’ve got to wait 
for them to dry until they are ‘leather hard’,” he said. 
“Then you attach them with slip and slowly dry it. The 
two pieces dry at different rates.”
   After the pieces are assembled and dried, they go through two firings in 
Saxman’s electric kiln. The first is bisque firing that turns the weak clay into a 
stronger, more durable piece, and then a glaze firing where color is added. He’s 
never really tried to figure out how long it takes him to make all the chalices 
from start to finish, but says “it’s quite the process.”
   More recently, Saxman has increased the number of items he makes for 
Annual Conference. He started making plates four or five years ago to go along 
with the chalices. He also creates a bowl and pitcher for the deacons being 
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Chalices Are Labor of Love

Saxman at work

   The 2015 Western Pennsylvania Annual Conference session will be held June 
11-14, with a day of preparation June 10, at Grove City College. The session 
brings together about 1800 clergy and lay representatives of each church or 
charge to connect through  worship, fellowship and study and to conduct official 
business. This year’s theme is leadership. 
   During the session, voting members will elect delegates to the United 
Methodist Church’s 2016 General Conference, where those elected from around 
the world set policy for the denomination. The General Conference will meet in 
Portland, Oregon from May 10-20, 2016.
   Your pastor, like all clergy, is required to attend the entire Annual Conference 
session. At least one elected lay member from your church or charge also 
attends and has a vote.  Families, friends and other congregation members are 
encouraged to attend any or all of the conference activities. A highlight of the 
session is the Sunday morning ordination of new clergy. 
    Along with Bishop Thomas J. Bickerton, speakers during the conference will 
include Bishop Jonathan L. Holston of South Carolina and study leaders Dr. 
Kevin M. Watson, assistant professor of Wesleyan and Methodist Studies at 
Candler School of Theology, and Dr. Scott Johnson, lay leader of the Upper New 
York Conference and Dean of University College at Buffalo State University. 
   Conference members will package meals for Stop Hunger Now during breaks 
in the proceedings.
   Even if you don’t come to Grove City, you can participate by making and 
sending UMCOR kits, which will be collected by volunteers from the Eastbrook 
Mission Barn, and/or gathering used shoes, which will be recycled by Funds2org, 
with proceeds benefiting the Erie UM Alliance’s homeless ministries and All 
God’s Children Ministries. Find kit instructions and videos at wpaumc.org/
missionbarn. 
   In addition, each church has been asked to send an offering for Imagine NO 
Malaria, which is nearing its $75 million fundraising goal to support efforts to 
end deaths from malaria in sub-Saharan Africa by 2016.  Bishop Bickerton has 
served as leader for the effort and has urged our Conference, which was one of 
the pioneers in INM, to give a final push to meet the goal as the campaign ends. 
   Look for more information on annual conference events at wpaumc.org/AC2015.   
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    In our United Methodist Book of Discipline, paragraph 601 says, “The purpose 
of the annual conference is to make disciples of Jesus Christ for the transformation of 
the world by equipping its local churches for ministry and by providing a connection for 
ministry beyond the local church; all to the glory of God.” 
    I find it interesting that by definition, an Annual Conference is to focus its entire 
work on making disciples, equipping the local church, providing a connection 
with one another, and glorifying God. I wonder how we might best do that as we 
anticipate this upcoming session of the Western Pennsylvania Annual Conference.
    I remember an old story, recounted by Brian Cavanaugh in The Sower’s Seeds, 
about a famous monastery that had fallen on hard times.  At one point in its history 
the monastery flourished, but now it was nearly deserted.  People no longer came 
there to learn, grow, sing and pray together. Now, just a handful of old monks 
shuffled through the halls and praised God with heavy hearts.
   On the edge of the monastery woods, an old rabbi had built a little hut.  He would 
go there every so often to fast and pray. No one ever spoke with him, but whenever 
he appeared, the word of the rabbi’s presence would reach the monks who still 
resided in the monastery.  
    One day, the abbot of the monastery decided to visit the rabbi.  After the morning 
worship service, the abbot set out through the woods to the rabbi’s hut.  As he 
approached the hut, the abbot saw the rabbi standing in the doorway with his arms 
outstretched in welcome.  The two embraced like long-lost brothers.   The rabbi 
invited the abbot to enter the hut.  In the middle of the room was a wooden table 
with the scriptures open on it.  
    Seated at the table, the two men were silent for some time, staring at the Bible.  
After a few moments, the abbot noticed that the rabbi was crying.  The abbot could 
not contain himself.  He too began to cry.  The two men were overwhelmed by the 
opportunity to be together in the presence of God’s word.
    Finally, the rabbi lifted his head and spoke.  “You and your brothers are serving 
God with heavy hearts,” he said.  “You have come to ask a teaching of me.  I will 
give you this teaching, but you can only repeat it once.  After that, no one must say 
it aloud again.”  The rabbi looked straight at the abbot and said, “The messiah is 
among you.”  For a while, all was silent.  Then the rabbi said, “Now you must go.”  
The abbot left without a word.
    The next morning, the abbot called his monks together.  He told them about the 
teaching he had received from the rabbi and that it was never again to be spoken 
aloud.  He then looked at his monks and said, “The rabbi said that one of us is the 
Messiah.”
   The monks were startled.  “What could this mean?” they asked themselves.  “Is 
Brother John the Messiah? Or Brother Thomas?  Am I the Messiah?” They were 
deeply puzzled by the rabbi’s teaching. But no one ever mentioned it again.
    The monks began to treat one another with a special reverence. There was a 
gentle, warm-hearted human quality about them that was hard to describe, but easy 
to notice.  They lived with one another as people who had finally found something, 
but they prayed together as people who were always looking for something.  

   When visitors came, they were deeply moved by being around the monks.  Before 
long, people were coming from far and wide to be nourished by the life and witness 
of these monks, and young people were asking once again to become a part of their 
community.  Before long, the monastery was flourishing as it had in years gone by 
all because they lived each day with the thought that the Messiah was living in their 
midst.  
    I wonder what would happen if we benefitted from the same teaching and treated 
each day we are together as a day when, perhaps, the Messiah is in our midst. What 
would it look like if we saw everyone around us as the potential Messiah who had 
come to bless us with her/his presence? How would the possibility of having the 
Messiah in our midst change the way we welcome others? How would it alter the 
way in which we offer grace to one another? How would it open our eyes to the ways 
that each of us embodies the presence of Christ through the gifts we are blessed 
to share? How would it temper our debates, silence our criticisms, and lessen our 
skepticisms about one another? Might it make every time we are together a holy 
time of joy and anticipation – all because we gathered with the unspoken teaching in 
our hearts, “the Messiah is among you”?
    As we look forward to the annual gathering of Western Pennsylvania United 
Methodists at the session in Grove City, let us pray that we might fulfill the Book 
of Discipline’s directive of making disciples, equipping our churches, providing a 
connection for ministry, and giving glory to God. And perhaps, just perhaps, we can 
do one more thing that might make all of those disciplinary requirements come true.
    What is that one thing? Whenever and wherever we gather, let us anticipate that 
the Messiah is among us and eagerly look for the presence of Christ all around.
    May it be so. 
    The Journey Continues, . . . 

From Potter to Pastor
ordained, and last year added  
crosses.
   “I started making the crosses 
for the memorial service. It’s a 
small ceramic cross that is handed 
out to each family as a memorial 
remembrance.”
    With an impressive pottery 
background that includes serving 
as an artist in residence at the Art 
and Ethnic Center in Pottsville, 
PA, an exhibiting artist at various 
galleries, and teaching community 
classes, Saxman remains humble 
about his contributions.
   “I do it for the Conference because this is a gift that God has given me,” he said.  
“It’s an opportunity to give back to the community. It’s a wonderful thing to be asked 
to do it. I’m honored. For me it’s a privilege. The Conference could probably find a 
much better potter than I am, and yet they continue to ask me and I’m humbled by 
that.”
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