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Meet Our Leaders 
Staff 

Minister 

Frank Rivas 
minister@firstuuomaha.org 
Director of Religious Education 

Jan Wilson 
dre@firstuuomaha.org 
Office Administrator 

Catharine Dixon 
admin@firstuuomaha.org 
Organist 

Pat Will 
Choir Director 

Bob McMeen 
Nursery Aide 

Jackie Dross 
Custodian 

Bobby Medrano 
Early Service Pianist 

Stan Harper 
Minister Emeritus 

Ronald Knapp 
 

THE FLAME 

Deadlines are the 15th of 
each month. Send your                  
submissions to                  
admin@firstuuomaha.org 
 
Design: Shawna Foster 
Editor: Cat Dixon 
Proofers: Anita Horn, Cyndi 
Nather, Lana Hammel, Scott 
Kemper 
 
Board meetings are held the 
2nd Tuesday of every month 
and are open to all members. 
  

 
Special thanks goes to the 

Flame mailing team. They 

come in and fold and mail 

The Flame each month! 

Thank you, Anne Massoud, 

Evelyn Whitehill, Shelton                        

Hendricks, Howard Bolton, 

and Sara Perkins.  

THE FLAME | FIRST UNITARIAN CHURCH OF OMAHA |FIRSTUUOMAHA.ORG 2

Board Members 

Tony Host (President), Dean Christensen, Lana Hammel,                       
Lynette Ryder, Louise Jeffrey (President-Elect), Stephen Meister,                          
Ron Withem, John Wagner  

board@firstuuomaha.org  

 

Trustees of the Capital Trust 

Tim Duggan (2016); Sandy Host (2015); Steven Hutchinson (2014) 

Pastoral Advisory Team 

Jaime Alexander; Joe Schaaf; Susan Thomas; Alan Volvoka 

Ministry Team Council 

Rev. Frank Rivas, Carolyn McNamara, Louise Jeffrey, Amy Barlow 

mtc@firstuuomaha.org  

 

Ministry Teams and their Leaders 

Adult Religious Education - Crystal DiGiorgi                                  

Archives - Dave Richardson      

Caring - Douglas Lee-Regier      

Chalice Guild - Kay Lynn Goldner     

Community Meals - Dana Meister/Diane Withem  

Fellowship - Judith Wright/Nadine Keith    

Finance - Walt Jesteadt       

Fundraising - Donna Neff/Kathi Oliver     

Governance - Alex Nather      

House and Grounds - Dave Rosser     

Membership - Jackie Anderegg     

Office - Carolyn McNamara            

Omaha Together One Community - Kim Dunovan/Laurie Gift 

Partner Church - Janet West      

Religious Education - Sheri Conner/Donna Neff   

Religious Services - Megan Gustafson    

Women’s Alliance - Mary Bort      

Young Adult Group - Maria Wallace     

Youth Group - Ben Wallace/Shawne Coonfare 
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February 16 

The Spirit and the Flesh Are One 
 
Rev. Frank Rivas 
 
Two days after Valentine’s Day 
we affirm that in this flesh do we 
experience the holy.  

Join us at 9:30am and 11:15am on Sundays! 
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February 9 

State Senator Sara Howard                     
represents Legislative District 9 
which covers a large part of             
Midtown, Dundee and AkSarBen 
areas. District 9 also includes this 
church. She serves on the                
Banking, Commerce and                
Insurance Committee and the 
Health and Human Services  
Committee. She is a graduate of 
Duchesne Academy, Smith              
College in Northampton, MA and 
holds a law degree from Loyola. 
Senator Howard is in her second 
year of service in the Unicameral. 
She has a strong commitment to 
social justice, human services and 
child welfare issues.  

 

Share the Plate  

 

Each month half the loose  

currency in the collection plate 

is donated to a cause with a 

local presence which advances 

important principles of               

Unitarianism.  

 

This month's recipient is  

Community Meals. Our church 

is part of Neighbors United.  

The main task of this                           

organization is to provide a 

weekly meal on Saturdays at 

First Baptist Church. In                   

addition to regularly                         

volunteering at this meal, three 

or four times a year our church 

cooks the meal for about 250 

people living in our neighbor-

hood. 

February 2 

Ecotone 
  
Rev. Frank Rivas 
 
Our tradition has long recognized 
that paradigms shift and under-
standing increases where different 
points of view meet one another.  

 
 

February 23 

“All Ye Know on Earth and All 
Ye Need to Know” 
 
Rev. Frank Rivas  
 
This modestly titled sermon (from 
Keats’ “Ode on a Grecian Urn”) 
celebrates art, music, and                          
literature as partners in our                  
spiritual quest.  
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Sunday Morning in the Sanctuary  



  

 

The First Unitarian Church of Omaha has remarkable strengths: great 

speakers; talented musicians; a dynamic religious education program; a 

beautiful building in a great location, all without a mortgage; committed 

volunteers in virtually every aspect of church life; a congregation who like 

one another. The transition is over, and I’m beginning to set my eyes on the 

future. I invite you to do the same.   

 

I would like to see us move in the following directions: 

 

• Toward a more active role in the Omaha community. Our leadership in 

Community Meals makes a significant difference in our neighbor-

hood, and support of OTOC (Omaha Together One Community) 

makes a difference in a broader arena. I would like to see our 

church, perhaps in concert with our sister church, the Church of the 

Resurrection, make a greater positive impact in Omaha. 

 

• Toward deeper spiritual development. I too find the word “spiritual” 

mushy, but the need is real. I envision a children’s program that 

helps kids develop and articulate their faith in a way that prepares 

them for college and adulthood, and I envision a college-level     

program for the adults in our congregation. I hope that we can find a 

way to make both programs accessible to non-members, even                

non-attenders.  

 

• Toward richer religious diversity, a diversity that challenges us to          

engage, to consider, to recognize the limitations of each perspective, 

including our own; a diversity that foments change.   

 

• Toward even greater lay leadership. No one―no minister, no priest, 

no rabbi―has been to the mountaintop to carry down stone tablets; 

so it’s always a mistake to rely on entirely on another for spiritual 

development. We already have strong lay leadership, but I would 

like to develop even more voices to teach, to share odysseys, and to 

preach.  

 

The future, however, does not belong to me. It belongs to us. We have some 

thinking and some talking to do. 

 

Blessings and love,  

Frank 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

UU & YOU Offered  

on Wednesday, February 19 

 

Visitors, newcomers, and the just 

curious are cordially invited to 

this introduction to Unitarian 

Universalism class meeting on 

Wednesday, February 19, at 7pm 

in the Merritt Lounge. UU&You 

classes provide an  introduction to 

Unitarian Universalism and our 

church along with an opportunity 

to share our religious journeys in 

a theologically diverse “safe” 

place.  Conversation will include 

some history of Unitarian Univer-

salism and our church, what the 

church does, how it functions, and                 

opportunities and paths.   

RSVP or questions can be  

addressed to                                          

uuclass@firstuuomaha.org  

or call class facilitator  

Jaime Alexander, 712-328-7550.          

  

 

 

Rev. Elations 
Monthly Column from our Minister, Rev. Frank Rivas 
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Tolerant Atheist 

Group 
 

Rev. Frank will Kick Off              

February 6 TADG Meeting 

 

When inquiry was made to                     

Rev. Frank about the possibility of 

talking a few minutes at the                  

Thursday, February 6 Tolerant 

Atheist Discussion Group meeting 

on a subject something like the             

future of Atheism in Unitarianism, 

he thought a few moments and              

replied that he would rather                  

approach through a different path 

that he will be talking about in his 

sermon on the previous Sunday 

(2/2).  He went on to say the subject 

will be “Ecotones.”  Looking at my 

blank stare he explained that many 

major evolutionary things happen in 

ecotones and implied that on a                  

metaphorical level our church may 

be one. The opportunity to look up 

“ecotone” is homework. 

 

All of these theological viewpoints 

(and more) were mentioned in our 

2011 church survey and provide us 

with a magnificent theological 

“wetland”:  (alphabetically)               

Agnostics, Atheists, Buddhist UU, 

Christian UU, Humanist, Mystic, 

Panentheist, Pantheist, and more.   

Anyone with any of these (or other) 

theological viewpoint is cordially 

invited to the Thursday, February 6 

TADG meeting. The conversation 

and fun start in the Common Room 

at 6pm with a BYOD (Bring Your 

Own Dinner). The meeting starts at 

7pm.  Questions and RSVPs can be 

addressed to Jaime at 

jaimealexander@cox.net.                

Our Chili Cook-Off 
Happens on               
Saturday,                      
February 1st at 6pm 

Sign-ups are encouraged here: 

http://www.signupgenius.com/
go/10C0D44A9AE29A02-chili 

Last minute attendees are                  
invited to come, too! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Pictured to the left:                       

Dave Rosser and Katrina Schmidt at 

the Give Our Regards to Broadway 

show on January 11.  
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Spirit Circle 

 
Sunday, February 2 at 6pm — 

gathering in the Common Room 

 

Everyone is welcome to learn 

about the pagan and               

Christian traditions that surround 

Imbolic, a traditional Irish festival 

that celebrates the goddess-turned

-saint Brighid and the first                 

whispers of spring, the precursor 

to our modern Groundhog Day. 

After our chat, we will light                

candles to take home from the 

Kildare flame and do a short ritual 

centered around transformation. 

Kids are welcome; a Brighid’s 

cross craft project will be                   

available to them. We will gather 

at 6pm in the Common Room, and 

ritual will begin at 7pm. Please 

join us!  

 

mailto:jaimealexander@cox.net
http://firstuuomaha.us2.list-manage.com/track/click?u=f3d5c6a7185503aa1f6c769d7&id=df4f401d65&e=8c8615a963
http://firstuuomaha.us2.list-manage.com/track/click?u=f3d5c6a7185503aa1f6c769d7&id=df4f401d65&e=8c8615a963


  

 

Company is Coming! by Tony Host, 

                     Board President  
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Various leadership teams and the Board have been working with the Web-

site Project Team (Catharine Dixon, Shawna Foster, Nathan Kramer, and 

Bill Ross) in incorporating recent information we have been presented with 

concerning Unitarian Universalism’s future, going into the 21st Century. 

Our website is a major entry point for people who are interested in finding 

out more about us; who we are as a community (are they weird or people 

like us?), what happens here, and what they could expect visiting us.  

 

As members, we know (or think we know) the “secret handshakes”, the 

“techno babble” of UUism, the “cool” people and when to stand when a 

hymn starts. (Hmm, guess we are still working on that!). It is sometimes 

hard to remember what it was like for us the first time we visited a UU 

church. For me, it was in 1980 in San Diego and I immediately felt like            

I had found a spiritual home with like-minded people. But I didn’t                          

immediately join. I got involved with the religious education program 

(Melanie was a toddler at the time), attended adult education classes on 

Unitarian Universalism and read up on the history of the faith. I also started 

mixing during coffee hour and talked with people. It was a process of being 

welcomed and included by the church community and education and                          

participation on my part. I ended up being co-chair of the Hospitality/

Membership Committee (or HO/ME, as we called it.)  

 

On thing I learned about UUs is that there is a commitment to growth and 

change. To be open to new information and examining that information to 

see how it fits with current beliefs. And then integrating what holds to be 

true to you. The person I am today is different than the person I was in 

1980; hopefully, a better, more rounded individual. Definitely wiser and 

more accepting of others and their beliefs. But it is that commitment to 

learning that makes us Unitarian-Universalists. The community, the sense 

of sharing, the raising of our youth in our religious education programs, our 

social outreach activities makes us Unitarian-Universalists. We have a lot 

to offer others. And studies show there are a lot of people who identify 

themselves as UUs but do not go to church.  

 

In today’s age, people “shop” by using the internet. Take some time to go 

to the church’s website, http://www.firstuuomaha.org/, to explore it through 

a visitor’s eyes. What information do you think you would want to see? 

What time services are? What happens at church? What activities are    

available for children and youth? Where the church is located? What is 

dress code expectations? Where do you park? Who can you reach out to for 

more information? What happens at each of the services? Is there other    

information you would want to 

know about? Is the above             

information prominent on our web-

site and easy to find or navigate to? 

What are your impressions of the 

website? Please let the Website   

Project team know what you think. 

As part of Board homework, we 

have been asked to look at other 

church’s websites, and this has been 

interesting. I encourage you to     

explore other sites and let us know 

what you think. 

 

I always have the goal for our 

church that we should operate as if 

“Company is Coming!” Our church 

facilities, programs and personal 

interactions needs to be our best    

efforts. It is how we treat each     

other. Here, you will find people 

who will listen, hold you fully     

present in their lives, and if you so 

desire talk with you about the       

situation you are facing and assist 

you to handle this burden in your 

life. We do this in community, not 

alone. This is what makes us a    

community, acts of what I call 

“witnessing.” Others may call it 

ministry.  You will not get this      

interaction on-line. This is what 

makes us unique.  

 

In faith,  

Tony 

http://www.firstuuomaha.org/


  

 

Special Heart & Hand Event  

on Sunday, February 16 
 

The Circle Theatre is remounting Gertrude Stein and a Companion for a brief engagement around                 

Valentine’s Day and the February 16 matinee is being presented as a fundraiser for First Unitarian Church. 

 

In his World Herald article about the top ten plays of 2013 in Omaha, theatre reviewer Bob Fishbach says, 

 

The inspired pairing of Barb Ross and Laura Marr as the literary innovator and her longtime lover, 

Alice B. Toklas, meant transcendent moments of both humor and sadness. Daena Schweiger                          

directed. 

 

American expatriates Gertrude and Alice were a well-known couple in Paris literary society during the 

first half of the twentieth century.  They were noted art collectors and close friends of Pablo Picasso                                

and Ernest Hemingway.   

 

Last year’s original production of the play was nominated for both Theatre Arts Guild of Omaha and the 

Omaha Entertainment and Arts awards.  Both Barb and Laura were nominated for best actress, Daena was 

nominated for best director, and the show was nominated as best drama. 

 

Tickets are $20 and optional pre-show lunch is $10.  Lunch begins at  

1pm and the performance begins at 2pm. Tickets may be purchased     

from The Fundraising Team at Coffee Hour.  

 

Photo credit Omaha World Herald 
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YRUU Wants Your Stuff!!! 
 

Are you gearing up for some spring cleaning? Please save your donation items and books for the 

YRUU!  The Youth are planning a Garage Sale and Book Sale on May 3, and would appreciate any 

and all donated items! Proceeds will assist greatly in funding a YRUU trip to Colorado where they 

will commune with nature and participate in a social action project!  More details to follow regard-

ing the trip and dates for item drop-off.   

 

Questions? Please contact: omahayruu@gmail.com (which reaches both Shawne and 

Ben) Shawne Johnson-Coonfare (402) 677-4931 or Ben Wallace (402) 680-6226. 

http://www.omaha.com/article/20131229/GO/131229061
http://www.omaha.com/article/20130425/GO/704259979
mailto:omahayruu@gmail.com
tel:%28402%29%20677-4931
tel:%28402%29%20680-6226


  

 

Religious Education 
 

   

We’re Looking to the Sky in RE 

 

The children in RE are discovering the 

ancient religions, beginning with those 

focused on a celebration  of the sky,    

including the sun, moon and stars. I have 

been collecting images in art of these 

ancient religious symbols, and have   

become even more aware of the power 

of the heavens to awaken our imagina-

tion. Countless stories have been record-

ed of the creation of the Earth, starting 

with the sun. The sun, of course, was the 

power that was everywhere, an all seeing 

presence. The phases of the moon were 

marked in the Caves of Lascaux,  and 

the ancients were intimately knowledge-

able about the stars. They knew there 

were special stars that were unlike the 

others. These were the planets. They 

shone differently in intensity and color, 

and moved in unique ways. The constel-

lations migrated across the sky, accord-

ing to the time of year, and could give 

seasonal clues about migrating animals 

and seasonal weather changes. 

The stories of deities from long ago are 

good stories. They speak to our universal 

need to understand the unspeakable   

mysteries of life, in terms we can grasp.  

Surely the myths that survive are the 

most telling and  the most descriptive of 

real human truth. It is a great privilege to 

share them with our students. 

 

Sincerely,  

Jan Wilson, 

Director of Religious Education  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
The children’s covenant  

 

 

 

Kids Celebrate    
Kwanza in the Nursery  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Every Sunday the kids 

have fun and learn 

something new 
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Adult Religious Education  
 

Adult R.E. for February & March will consist 

of discussions concerning the book, The 

World's Religions by Huston Smith and the 

accompanying workbook, Exploring The 

World's Religions by Irving Alan Sparks. The 

book is available through various sources 

(e.g. Amazon, Half-Price Books, etc.) and we 

will be using the 50th anniversary edition 

(other editions are acceptable but if you are 

buying your book, please get this                

edition). R.E. program funds will be buying 

the workbook for participants. A tentative 

discussion schedule will be as follows: 

 

Feb. 13 – Part I & II –  

Point of Departure & Hinduism 

 

Feb. 20 – Part III & IV –  

Buddhism & Confucianism 

 

Feb 27 – Part V & VI –  

Taoism & Islam 

 

March 6 – Part VII & VIII –  

Judaism & Christianity 

 

March 13 – Part IX –  

The Primal Religions 

 

March 20 – Part X –  

A Final Examination 

 

A.R.E. will start at 6pm with a brown bag 

lunch and fellowship. Discussion about the 

book and workbook will be from 7pm to 

9pm. Please RSVP to Crystal DiGiorgi 

at adultre@firstuuomaha.org if you have any 

questions, need childcare or would like to 

sign up. I will need definite sign-ups 

by February 6 so I can order enough                   

workbooks for everyone. 
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The Women’s Religious 

Studies Group 

 
We are discussing Zealot: The Life & 

Times of Jesus of Nazareth. This 

book is written in historical context. 

We meet every Thursday in the  

Merritt Lounge from 1pm to 2:30pm. 

 

Our Covenant Group meets in the 

Merritt Lounge from 1pm to 2:30pm 

every third Thursday of the month. 

This group is open to everyone.            

Anyone wishing to join, please             

contact Harriet Major at                          

hmajor323@cox.net for information.  

 

 

mailto:adultre@firstuuomaha.org
mailto:hmajor323@cox.net


  

 

Women’s Alliance –February 10 

 

Women from First and Second Unitarian churches are invited to attend the 

Women’s Alliance (WA) monthly get-together on Monday, February 10. 

  

The evening will begin with socializing and beverages at 6:30pm, dinner at     

7 pm and a presentation about “biobanking” by Dr. Jennifer Larsen at 8pm.   

  

Biobanking, which is done at UNMC, involves the collection of bodily fluids 

and tissue for research into developing timely, tailored medical treatments for 

individuals. Questions about ethics and privacy accompany these cutting edge 

developments. Dr. Larsen – a physician, researcher, professor, and member of 

First Unitarian Church – will talk about practical and philosophical issues            

associated with biobanking. 

  

We ask for $12 which goes to the cost of dinner and our education fund. If this 

will be your first time attending a WA get-together, please let us know and be 

our guest. 

  

Please RSVP to Janet West no later than Friday, February at 

 jmasonwest77@yahoo.com or 402-553-3162. We need your RSVP in order to 

make arrangements for the meal. Please indicate if you want a vegetarian              

entrée. 

  

We hope to see you on February 10! 
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Mystery Pot Matched to Maker! By Suzanne Arney 
 

It began with a pot, a rather rough-looking, wood-fired pot that Nathan Kramer had noticed in the 

Common Room. It seemed to be an orphan, with no identity or history other than a pair of initials, 

“RJ,” stamped into the base. He began asking artists in the congregation, and eventually, by               

moving from one lead to the next, the artist, Randy Johnston, was found and contacted.  

Johnston is a renowned contemporary American potter whose training included a year in Japan 

studying with Shimaoka Tatsuzo. According to Andrew L. Maske, who wrote A Force of               

Nature: The Ceramic Art of Randy Johnston, “His vessels, fired in Japanese-style                                      

wood-burning kilns, are imbued with the mingei ideal: handcrafted, functional and  

representative of the Wisconsin setting where he lives and works.”  

 

The mystery continues…  The second part of this history is learning how it  

came to First Unitarian. Johnston believes it most likely was purchased at an  

exhibition at the Ree Schonlau Gallery or Craftsman Gallery in the early 1980s.  

If you have any information, please contact nathan@nathankramer.com. 

mailto:jmasonwest77@yahoo.com
tel:402-553-3162
mailto:nathan@nathankramer.com


  

 

 
 
Chili Cook-off 
Saturday, February 1 at 6pm 
Sign-up here: http://
www.signupgenius.com/
go/10C0D44A9AE29A02-chili 
 
Spirit Circle  
Sunday, February 2 at 6pm in the 
Common Room 
See page 5 for details. 
 
7 Minutes with the Webteam  
Monday, February 3 at 10am and 
noon in the Common Room 
Various dates and times. See page 
14 for more information. 
 
The Tolerant Atheist Discussion 
Group 
Thursday, February 6 at 7pm in the 
Common Room.  
Optional brown bag dinner at 6pm. 
See page 5 for more information. 
 
CommUUnity Night  
Friday, February 7 at 5:30pm in the 
Common Room  
This family-friendly event is a pot-
luck with the main dish provided by 
RE. Enjoy a relaxed atmosphere 
while making new church friends 
and reconnecting after the busy  
holiday season.  
 
Women’s Alliance 
Monday, February 10 at 6:30pm in 
the Common Room 
All women invited to this event. See 
page 10 for more information.  
 
Adult Religious Education  
Thursdays beginning February 13 
in the Common Room at 7pm.  
Optional brown bag dinner at 6pm. 
Go to page 9 for details. 
 
Community Meals 
Saturday, February 15, offsite 
To volunteer for this lunch (either to 
be on-site or to cook ahead of time) 
go here: http://
www.signupgenius.com/
go/10C0D44A9AE29A02-
community4 

 
 
 
Heart & Hand Event: Circle  
Theatre presents Gertrude Stein 
and a Companion  
Sunday, February 16 at 2pm at  
Circle Theatre (726 South 55th St.) 
All proceeds of this show will go to 
First Unitarian Church. For more 
information go to page 7. 
 
UU& You Class 
Wednesday, February 19 at 7pm in 
the Merritt Lounge  
Visitors and the just curious are  
invited to attend. See page 4 for 
more information. 
 
Young Adult Game Night 
Friday, February 21 at 7pm in the 
Common Room 
Join the young adults for our 
monthly game night. If you identify 
yourself as a young adult, then you 
can attend. Questions? Contact 
youngadults@firstuuomaha.org. 
 
RE Council Meeting 
Sunday, February 23 at  12:45pm in 
Jan’s office.  
Everyone interested in church             
religious education is invited to             
attend. A light lunch will be served. 
 
Book Club 
Monday, February 24 at 7pm in the 
Merritt Lounge  
We will discuss Power Foods for 
the Brain: An Effective 3-Step Plan 
to Protect Your Mind and              
Strengthen Your Memory by               
Neal Barnard. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Thursday afternoon  
Women’s Studies Group  

 
 
 
 
 
Women’s Religious Studies 
Group  
Meets every Thursday at 1pm in the 
Merritt Lounge  
We are discussing Zealot: The Life 
and Times of Jesus of Nazareth by 
Reza Aslan. Come join us!  
 
YRUU  
Meets every Wednesday in the  
Common Room at 7pm.  
UU teens are welcome to join us.               
Contact omahayruu@gmail.com for 
more information.  
 
OWL (Our Whole Lives) Class 
Every Monday at 6:30pm 
For more information, contact Jan 
Wilson at dre@firstuuomaha.org.  
 
Choir Rehearsal 
Meets every Wednesday in the  
sanctuary at 7pm.  
 
 
 
 
 

Looking ahead… 
 
All Church Stewardship Brunch 
scheduled for Sunday, March 23 
 
 
 
 
  
 

Church Events in 

February  
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Unitarian ministers are seldom known 

for their passivity and indifference to 

important social and cultural issues.  

The Reverend Dr. Laurence Plank who 

served The First Unitarian Church of 

Omaha from 1929 to 1936 was no              

exception. 

 

Rev. Plank was born in Sauk Centre, 

Minnesota, in 1891. This biographical 

bit is interesting because the American 

novelist, Sinclair Lewis, the first  

American to win the Nobel Prize for 

Literature, was born in the same small 

Minnesota town five years earlier. 

These two men share more than the 

same birthplace. Main Street, Babbitt 

and Elmer Gantry, three of Lewis’  

novels, are classic satires of hypocriti-

cal early 20th Century American pro-

vincial and philistine values. The              

similarities between these two men can 

be seen in an interesting local                

controversy from 1936 regarding the 

views expressed by Reverend Plank.  

 

He came to us from Rochester, New 

York, the same ministerial route that 

brought Newton Mann to our pulpit.  

During Reverend Plank’s tenure here 

the church experienced significant 

growth. It was noted by a board           

member at the time that there were 

overflow crowds for Sunday services, 

often necessitating extra chairs be 

placed in the aisles to accommodate all 

attendees.   

 

His sermons tackled topics of intellec-

tual depth and cultural interest. He did 

a sermon series titled The New               

Unitarianism in which he declared that 

the three greatest prophets of the era 

were philosopher Friedrich  Nietzsche,  

playwright Henrik Ibsen and poet Walt 

Whitman (shades of Ron Knapp)! 

 

Rev. Plank also did a bi-weekly lecture 

series at the ballroom of the Paxton 

Hotel. His topics ranged from reflec-

tions on classical civilizations to con-

temporary issues. The series was          

conducted by The Women’s Alliance.   

Attendees were charged 50 cents per 

lecture or $3.00 for a series of twelve.  

The proceeds helped the financial 

plight of the church during the lean 

depression times.  The lecture series 

also brought Plank considerable           

notoriety in the city. His treatment of 

these topics often sparked controversy 

among the more provincial Midwest-

erners in the community.  This conflict 

came to a head as the result of Rever-

end Plank’s remarks in an interview 

published in The Omaha World Herald 

in 1936. 

 

He noted, among other things in the 

interview, that Omaha was in need of a 

“cultural rebirth.”  He further observed 

that there were many “jealous factions” 

in Omaha impeding civic and cultural 

progress. He also blamed local business 

interests for their lack of commitment 

to community improvement. The 

World Herald perpetuated the debate 

several days later when they devoted a 

whole page to responses to Reverend 

Plank’s remarks by various notable 

Omahans. The Honorable Dan Butler, 

mayor of Omaha, suggested that Rev. 

Plank “must have had the wrong kind 

of tobacco in his pipe” which seemed a 

rather undignified response. “His         

honor” further commented, “Where is 

Omaha going? Mr. Plank doesn’t 

know.  I’ll tell you where Omaha is 

going – rapidly ahead. We are vigorous 

and young. We don’t need a rebirth.”   

Not even Sinclair Lewis’ George         

Babbitt could have said it better. He 

was certainly not alone in his outrage.  

Mr. William Bedford, head of the 

Omaha Realtors Association defended 

the city by pointing out “the beautiful 

homes in Dundee and Fairacres.”       

Mr. Bedford seemed to miss the point 

of Rev. Plank’s critique, or perhaps he 

inadvertently proved Mr. Plank’s point.  

 

Rev. Plank was not without his            

supporters, whose comments were also 

printed on the same page.  Mr. William 

Baxter, a prominent lay leader at First 

Unitarian called him “the most human 

man I have ever known.  He is thought-

ful, frank and courageous.” Municipal 

Judge Fred Wright supported             

Mr. Plank’s stance noting that other 

cities have “passed us up.” largely           

because “public interest has been             

ignored.” He pointed to two facts, first 

that our schools were declining in            

quality and secondly our lack of  

“esthetic concern” for civic projects.  

Controversies of this type are still                 

relevant in our day. 

 

For those familiar with the classic            

lampooning of “boosterism” and               

shallow-mindedness found in Sinclair 

Lewis’ works, the parallels are pretty 

obvious. If you have not read Lewis, 

maybe it is time to visit or revisit his 

classic works. These two native sons of 

Sauk Centre, Minnesota, took               

different approaches to pointing out the 

foibles of their time:  one using the pen 

and the other the pulpit.  

The Rev. Dr. Plank and a Local Controversy 

By Dave Richardson 
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Quilt Presented to Barb Rippey  
Barb Rippey, long-time member of 1st UU (member since October 1959) and former                

director of religious education, resides at Brighton Gardens where she is well taken care of 

in the Reminiscence Community and visited by family and friends, including those 

from church. She recently celebrated her 85th birthday with an open house.  

 

Then Jan Wilson, our current DRE, visited her and presented her with a beautiful quilt made 

by the RE kids. Cards and well wishes can be sent to her at 9220 Western Ave, Omaha, NE 

68114. Those who knew her well can visit her there; please remember to identify yourself 

by name and former association with her. Barb was also professor of English and chair of 

humanities at College of Saint Mary's after years as librarian and then master's student at 

UNO. She completed her PhD at UNL at age 60. 

 

Below: recent photo of Barb, Barb’s daughter Krissa holding the quilt, and Barb in 1960. 
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Hospitality Teams  
We introduced the concept of hospitality teams in the January Flame. Since that time a trial run 

has been scheduled and a group of energetic volunteers has agreed to form a trial run team. They 

have already gathered to learn more about how this idea might work for our church. They will 

blaze a trail for the rest of us to follow. 

 

Beginning February 2 and continuing on the first Sunday of each month, you will see members 

of the trial run team practicing this new group approach to hospitality. You will  recognize them 

by their lime green ribbons. They will be creating a prototype process, working out the kinks, 

and preparing the procedures and documentation needed to support a hospitality team approach.   

 

You can learn more about the trial run team and follow its progress on the team’s project web-

site. After a few practice Sundays, we should have a good idea about whether hospitality teams 

fit our culture. At the same time, the trial run team and your Ministry Team Council will be             

considering how the hospitality team concept might be employed to make our Sunday hospitality 

efforts more efficient and enjoyable.   

 

As you might imagine, it will take some careful organizing and the involvement of many                  

additional volunteers to change over to the hospitality team concept. Many churches think it has 

been worthwhile for them to do it and our trial run will give us the information to know whether 

it is a good option for us. We thank the many trial run volunteers who will be helping us all 

learn.  

Your Ministry Team Council, Amy Barlow, Carolyn McNamara, Rev. Frank, and Louise Jeffrey  

http://bi1228.wix.com/firstuuomhospitality
http://bi1228.wix.com/firstuuomhospitality


  

 

The Web Team was formed in                

November after your Board of             

Trustees and Ministry Team Council 

decided that it was time for a               

thorough review of our church web 

site. We are entering the last month 

of our four-month exploration phase.  

You will find full information about 

this initiative on our project website 

at:  http://bi1228.wix.com/

firstuuomahawebteam. 
 

We are meeting with the individual 

church ministry teams and staff. We 

would really appreciate your                   

individual input as well. There are 

two ways that you can help the web 

team and make sure that your wishes 

are known. 

 

1.) Talk to any team member or send 

your thoughts to 

webteam@firstuuomaha.org. 

 

2.) Research other websites and             

present your findings at one of our 

Seven Minute Show & Tell                 

gatherings.  

 

3.) See our project website for more 

information and the complete list of 

dates. 

We are scheduled to finish our               

exploration phase by the end of             

February. After we get our thoughts 

together, we will work with the 

Board and the MTC to decide how to 

proceed.  

 

 

 

7 Minutes with 

the Website Team 
 
Join us on these dates for the 7 

Minutes Show & Tell (7MS&T): 

 

February 3 at 10am and noon 

 

February 4 at  5:30pm and 7pm 

 

February 9 at 12:45pm 

 

February 12 at 4:30pm 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Website Team  
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Shifting groups of people are talking excited-

ly about the service, the music, a social event 

they have attended. New people are being 

passed from group to group to be               

introduced. People are excited to be a part of 

this!!! This is OUR CHURCH! 

 

As chairpersons of last year's Stewardship 

Committee (AKA the Pledge Campaign), it 

has been amazing to observe and participate 

in a remarkable year that has seen us “weave 

together” successful fundraising, wonderful 

learning through thought-provoking                      

Religious Education programs for all ages, 

and enriching community and social events. 

We have learned together, and we have                  

established new or re-strengthened old                  

relationships. These activities we have shared 

seem to have boosted the very nature of our 

congregation—members, friends, and visitors 

alike. First UU is an exciting place to be and 

a source of rewarding personal growth for all 

involved! With the increased involvement of 

old members and friends, plus the added         

input of enthusiastic newcomers, we are                      

experiencing a renewal of                            

enthusiasm and growth. First UU is COOL! 

 

Which brings us to our point: It will soon be 

time to begin the 2014/15 Stewardship           

Campaign. We have come so far—and now, 

it is time to think about the future of this 

wonderful church that means so much to 

each of us. It is time to plant some new 

seeds. We all have great ideas of where we 

can go and to work together to water and  

fertilize the old. Join with us as we follow 

this year's theme: "Grow Our Dreams."   

 

Be a part of the excitement and the rewards 

of commitment. Our church community is 

growing and evolving and we hope we can 

count on you to help its growth with a re-

newed personal commitment. This year's 

campaign will run throughout most of March, 

beginning March 2nd and culminating with a 

single intergenerational service, followed by 

a catered buffet brunch on Sunday, March 

23. (Details will be mailed out following the 

completion of next year’s budget.) 

 

Please help as "inch by inch, row by row"  

we make this garden of dreams grow! 

 

Diane and Ron Withem 

All Church Brunch 

Date: Sunday, March 23  

Place: Common Room 

Atmosphere: Energizingly chaotic.  

.  
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A Letter from Rev. Kati: 

 

 

Hi Janet, 

 

First of all, we wish you and all our 

dear friends in Omaha a Happy New 

Year. We often recall the pleasant 

moments when we stayed in your 

house. Thank you again for your kind 

hospitality.   

 

During the holiday season I had a lot 

of things to do. Christmas is very 

beautiful here. On December 24,                 

I invited the children to the church.  

This year, the Christmas tree was the 

theme and I built the activities 

around that theme.    

On December 25, we had                           

communion and sang Christmas                

carols during the service. On                 

Christmas night, the children went 

from house to house singing                   

Christmas carols to the villagers.  

On Christmas eve, Boti put up a 

Christmas tree for Matte. The   

Christmas "angel " brought him 

many gifts.   

 

We hope you and your family had a 

wonderful Christmas. Write and 

tell me what your family’s 

Christmas rituals are. 

 

Welcome to all our dear friends, 

 

Katalin, Boti, and Matte 

 

 

 

Pictured to the right: children at 

the Christmas Eve service at our 

Partner Church  

 

Partner Church Update  
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Partner 

Church —  

Thank you! 
 

Thank you to all who donated to 

the Partner Church Fund in the 

month of December.  

 

You donated $979! 

 

These donations will be used to 

fulfill our church’s commitment of 

sending $330 per quarter to the  

Firtosmartonos Church. Most of 

this money will be used to provide                         

electricity and heat in the church 

building. 

 

Jan, Gabor, Rev. Kati, and Boti 

Information: 

 

First Unitarian 

Church of Omaha  

has a Partner 

Church in                 

Transylvania,               

Romania. We help 

the church by send-

ing funds quarterly 

for the building and 

the minister. For the 

first time, the                

minister of our             

Partner Church, 

Rev. Kati, came to 

visit Omaha in              

October. Many 

Omaha members 

have visited the 

Partner Church in 

years past. Janet 

West is the Partner 

Church Team              

Leader. Interested in 

joining the team? 

Contact Janet West.   

mailto:jmasonwest77@yahoo.com


  

 

Community Meals  
 
First Unitarian’s next voluntary opportunity with Community Meals will be Saturday, February 15. We will be   

preparing beef stew and desserts. Hopefully we will have lots of leftover cornbread from our fabulous Chili Cook 

off! If not, we may ask for that, too, but we will have to wait and see. Details, sign-up sheets and sample recipes 

will be available in the Common Room on Sundays. Check out our online sign-up here:  

http://www.signupgenius.com/go/10C0D44A9AE29A02-community4. 

 

Every week at First Baptist Church there is a meal served. This is lunch put together by Neighbors United.  

 

Neighbors United is an inter-faith group of local faith leaders and parishioners in the Park Avenue neighborhood in 

Omaha working to collaboratively, creatively and dynamically respond in service to the assets, needs and concerns 

of local neighbors. First Unitarian Church is a partner with Neighbors United, and a few times a year First U is the 

organizer of the Saturday lunch. 

 

The purpose of the group is to bring the area inter-faith community together in service to the local neighborhood, 

each participant being motivated by his or her individual faith perspective to respond relationally in service to 

pressing local needs, concerns, and assets. 

 

(Information about Neighbors United taken from its website.) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Minister Postscript  
 
 

First Unitarian Church of Omaha has more musicians per capita than any church I know. More talented speakers 

and more teachers. More commitment to work through differences. More respect for one another. Our joy to               

complaint ratio is out of the ballpark.    

  

It’s great to be part of such a church, and it’s an honor to support it.  The month of March, a month that includes 

bright colors in the sanctuary and weekly testimonials about our faith, will be a month of celebration.  I’m looking 

forward to it. 

 

Blessings and love, 

Frank  
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New Members: Carol & Floyd Prine  
by Carolyn McNamara 
 
Carol and Floyd Prine were attracted to First Unitarian for its openness and tolerance of diverse views, the              

opportunities for exposure to many faiths and beliefs, and the chance to get involved with community and social 

justice issues. After visiting off and on for three years, they both decided to become part of a community of like-

minded people. (Plus, they think the music, sermons and presentations are great!) They joined membership on 

December 22. They have served as greeters and look forward to getting even more involved. 

 

Both Carol and Floyd were born and raised in Omaha. They have been married for 34 years and have three 

grown children, one grandson and a granddaughter due in May. Floyd is an account executive with OPPD                 

and Carol was an accountant at Building Bright Futures until her retirement last year.  

 

Carol’s interests include travel, gardening, biking and running. She hopes to complete the Lincoln half marathon 

in May. Floyd enjoys building and construction of all kinds. He is skilled in masonry, carpentry and electrical 

work. Most importantly, he is a home brewer of beer. They like to spend time at their cabin on the Platte River 

where they work on projects, hike and just relax.  

 

Please say “Hello!” 
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New Members: Wendi & Troy Jensen  
by Carolyn McNamara 
 
Troy and Wendi Jensen were attracted to First Unitarian because they were looking for people who were like-

minded. They found what they feel is much more important—people who are open-minded. After attending for 

two years, they joined membership on December 22, convinced that they were a good fit and had something to 

give to the congregation. 

 

Both are Nebraska natives. Wendi was born and raised in Grand Island and Troy is from Norfolk. Their son              

Peter is 7 years old and a second-grader. They try to impress upon Peter the importance of doing the right thing 

and doing things the right way, explaining that even though it may take longer or be more difficult, it is always 

the right course of action.  

 

Wendi works in the Office of Research and Creative Activity at UNO where she assists faculty who obtain 

grants and contracts to fund their work. Troy oversees web development at Modus Persona, an advertising              

agency. He is participating in the review of our church website by our Website Team and Wendi plans to get                

involved with religious education for the youth. 

 

Wendi enjoys reading, cooking, live music, and discussing religion while Troy’s interests include science fiction, 

mythology, history, architecture, movies and art. They share a love of travel and enjoy spending time with 

friends and family. Both Wendi and Troy have participated in head-shaving events through the St. Baldrick’s 

Foundation, shaving their heads voluntarily, thereby inspiring others to donate money to support childhood              

cancer research. Wendi and Troy love old houses and have recently put countless hours into the renovation of 

their Dundee home built in 1908. 

 

Please welcome them. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



  

 

Can you help?  

 
 

Do you have audio to text software that the church could use so that we can see 

whether it would work to transcribe sermons and odysseys? 

 

Do you like to take photos? Help us out by taking pictures on Sunday mornings! 

Take a photo of our greeters in the entry way or a photo of our services in the  

sanctuary or of the fellowship happening during coffee hour.  

 

Please email the church office at admin@firstuuomaha.org if you can help out with 

either of these requests. Thank you! 

 

 

 

First Unitarian Church of Omaha First Unitarian Church of Omaha First Unitarian Church of Omaha 
3114 Harney St.3114 Harney St.3114 Harney St.            
Omaha, NE 68131Omaha, NE 68131Omaha, NE 68131   
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