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Saints and sinners: Church 1s In the mail as newsletter

Sometimes people come to church. Some-
timesthe church goesto them — in themail.

M ost churchessend out aweekly or monthly
newsletter to their members and friends. It is
often eagerly awaited, particularly by the eld-
erly and shut-inswhoareunabletogettochurch
and don’t get much mail.

Most usliketoseeour namesinthepaper, and
thechurch newsl etter offersusour best chance
for afleeting moment of fame.

You might not get abirthday card, but your
churchwill remember youinthenewd etter with
happy birthday wishes. If youaresick orinthe
hospital, your church friends will know about
it sothey can call you or pray for you.

Inthe May issue of the M eetinghouse News

Conn., | counted the names of 127 members
who madethe newsin oneway or another that
month.

Among otherthings, readerslearnedfromthe
newsletter how to create aMay Day bouquet
(small stemsof pink dogwood blossoms, lilacs
andwhitepeony tulips). They wereencouraged
tohangonebasket over their front door and one
ontheir neighbor’sdoor — alovely idea.

Onpage4 of the25-pagenewd etter, wewere
al invitedtoaham-and-strawberry dinner at the
neighboring North Branford Congregational
Church. Thecost of $9 seemed alittlesteepfor
achurch dinner (we used to call them church
suppers), but, as my mother used to say, “Ev-
erything is so high these days.” (She said that
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Cheryl Martone, editor of theM eetinghouse
News, writesaweekly columntitled“ Fromthe
Heart of the Editor.” Itisathoughtful, helpful,
well-crafted bit of religiousinspiration. Inthe
current issue, she takes usthrough amini-ses-
sion of “touch therapy.”

“It seemsasthough every magazinewepick
uplately hasanarticleon'thehealing power of

saints & sinners

“You can start by taking the hand of some-
one who needs healing. Touch exchanges en-
ergy. Through our touching someone else, we
have begun the healing process. We can hold
their hand, stroketheir arm or givethem afull
embrace.

“Much research has gone into the study of
premature babies and how the infants with
touchthriveover theinfantswithout.” Sheuses
her own preemieasan example.

The Rev. Robert St. Clair publishes another
kind of newsdl etter. A retired pastor wholivesat
the Methodist Camp Grounds in Lancaster,
Ohio, St. Clair puts out amonthly, eight-page
“Fireside Chat,” which is distributed free to
about 100 people.

modifiers, Bible quizzes and puzzles and St.
Clair's own brand of whimsy: “Be careful of
your tongue. It'sin awet place and it'seasy to
dip.”

Sometimes the spell-checker on St. Clair’s
computer can’t spell, but it’s usually possible
to make out thewords.

Many readers' favorite part of the“ Fireside
Chat” isthe country parson’s down-home | et-
ter.

“1 walk daily to the mall, where | often talk
withfolkswhoneed prayer anddirectionintheir
lives. Last week | took oneyoung manto get
haircut and bought another a pair of tennis
shoes. | needed apair for myself, and the dis-
count storewherel gohad asale— buy onepair

of theFirst Congregational Churchof Madison,

even when bread was 1 cent per loaf.)

touch,’” shewrites.

It comes complete with typos, dangling

and get another for $1.”

Appointment of new Venzuelan cardinal sends message to government

By Nicholas G. Jonson
Associated Press Writer
CARACAS, Venezuela— The Ro-
man Catholic Church and President
Hugo Chavez each fight for
Venezuela's poor. But they have
clashedintheprocess, anddon’t expect
the church to back down fromitscon-
frontationswith the leftist leader.
Many herethink Pope JohnPaul 11's
decisiontogivetheCaracasarchbishop
theadded honor of cardinal isasignthe
church won't bow to the government.
“Theattitude of the churchistofol-
low the process of change and support
thosethat appear good for thepeople,”
Cardinal Ignacio Antonio Velasco
Garcia, 72, saidin arecentinterview.
Thechurchwill alsocriticizeleaders
whentheir policiesdon’t advancecivil
liberties and human rights, and do not
“relievethe poverty among themajor-
ity of thepopulation,” thecardinal said.
Sincehis1998 election, Chavez has
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attacked a corrupt political elite for
squandering bhillions of dollarsin oil
revenueswhile half of Venezuela' s 23
million peoplelivein poverty.

He has created a single-chamber
Congress and new Supreme Court,
both dominated by his allies, and en-
acted a new Constitution that upset
church leaders who fear it could ulti-
mately permit abortion in this heavily
Roman Catholic nation.

Chavezandhisallieshaveal sotaken
on the clergy directly. The president
oncecalled church leaders” devilsun-
der their cassocks.”

A “Chavista” governor, Florencio
Porrasof Meridastate, filed corruption
chargesagainst aleading Chavezcritic,
Monsignor Baltazar Porras, in October.
Thegovernor charged Porraswithem-
bezzling donations meant for alocal
hospital. The church strongly denied
theclaims.

Another thorny issue is church
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schools, some of which are govern-
ment-funded. Government attemptsto
influence curricula, and veiled threats
to revoke funding, have provoked in-
tenseoppositionfrom both churchand
private schools.

“Theproblem of Venezuelaisaprob-
lem of moral values, not one of pov-
erty,” said Velasco Garcia, whowasin
Romethisweek for ameeting of cardi-
nals. “Aslong as education, which is
one of the strongest means to convey
moral values to children and young
people, is not presented in thisway, it
won'tbeabletocorrectthesituationin
thiscountry.”

Just last week, theVenezuelan Epis-
copal Conferencejoined inthe debate
by releasing a document that harshly
criticized the Chavez government for
failingtoreduce poverty. Government
officials responded with an invitation
to discussthe document.

The bespectacled Velasco Garcia

says conflict with the president
shouldn’t bethenorm—and hehopes,
ultimately, for fruitful collaboration
with Chavez.

Therehavebeen somesignsof arap-
prochement since the pope’s Jan. 21
announcement that Velasco Garcia,
Caracas’ archbishop for five years,
wouldbecomeacardinal. Chavezcited
the church as a key element of Ven-
ezuela swar on poverty.

Velasco Garcia said he believes
Chavez hasdoneagreat deal tohelpthe
poor, such ascreating the Social Fund,
afoundationto helpthedisadvantaged,
as well as other social welfare pro-
grams.

“Butthemostimportant thingfor the
statetodoisto createastableeconomy
that produceswork for theVenezuelan
population — which has not been the
case up until now,” hesaid.

A smile comes to Velasco Garcia's
tanned facewhen heisasked if hisap-
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pointment wasasignal to Chavezfrom
the Vatican.

“l seeitthisway,” hesaid. “My ap-
pointment to cardinal isaway to sup-
port the church. Thisisthe way the
peopleseeit. Andthepopefeel sthat by
naming cardinals, he hasstrengthened
the church against the public authori-
ties, and against any group, not just
political groups.

““ Although | am a person who likes

agooddiaogue, | trytobelikeabridge,
to exchange ideas, unless there is
clearly something negative that needs
tobesaid. And the church will always
sayit.”

The cardinal doesn’t rule out trying
to patch up hisfaith’sdifferenceswith
the president.

““President Chavez finally, after |
was appointed to cardinal, offered tc
talk. Let'stalk!”

Court affirms prayer decision

ATLANTA (AP) — A federal ap-
peals court has again ruled public
school studentsinaFloridacounty may
chooseaclassmember togiveaprayer
or personal message at graduations.

The 11th Circuit U.S. Court of Ap-
pealsruledlast year theschool’spolicy
— which gives Duval County school
officialsno control over whoischosen
to speak or what the speaker says —

does not violate the U.S. Supreme
Court’sban on graduation prayers.

Several Jacksonville students anc
parentshad sued, contendingthepolicy
wasan unconstitutional establishment
of religion by government.

The Supreme Court last year barred
student-led prayers at public high
school football games in Santa Fe,
Texas.
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