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Griffen-the-Giffen-Gator 
!

“Let the little children come to me and do 
not stop them; for it is to such as these 
that the kingdom of heaven belongs.” 
 Matt:19:14 
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April 18 at Giffen Memorial Elementary School 

Author and Illustrator Day 
By Deb Fagans, Coordinator of Author and Illustrator Day 

WOW!! What a day!! Authors, illustrators, activities, music, art, 
excitement, children, parents, teachers, volunteer tutors, and 
books, books, books! 

This was the third – and best ever – Author and Illustrator Day 
held at Giffen Memorial Elementary School. Everywhere you 
looked there were children and adults, filled with enthusiasm, 
who were chatting in the hallways, examining and selecting 
books in the cafeteria, listening to presentations in the library and 
science room, and munching in the lobby.  Two choral groups: 
Giffen Community Chorus and Giffen School chorus, a band 
ensemble, and a selection of strings from the school orchestra 
enhanced the festivities.  Students’ art work, based on the books 
they had read, enlivened the cafeteria walls.  Even an alligator 
showed up from a nearby swamp to see what all the commotion 
was, Griffen-the-Giffen-Gator.  We were wondering where that 
Giffen ‘gator hung out.  Maybe he is the reason that the food was 
disappearing so quickly. 

Students of Giffen came to hear the authors and illustrator they 
had been studying in class during the year. Author Alexis O’Neill 
from Simi Valley, CA, had children and adults pushing and 
mashing and squishing as they acted out Mean Jean, the recess 
bully, a character in her award winning The Recess Queen. A 
truly lively presentation. 

Katherine Paterson, a Newbery Award winner, read from another 
book, The Same Stuff as Stars, in the many voices of the 
characters and had the children mesmerized and wanting more. 
“Well, you’ll have to take it out of the library and read it to find out 
what happens,” she told them and donated the copy from which 
she was reading to the school library. Then she answered 
questions the audience asked about Bridge to Terabithia, which 
has been made into a film and which the fifth graders have been 
studying through the year. 

James and Lesa-Cline Ransome spoke about the many award 
winning books they have produced together, such as Light in the 
Darkness: About How Slaves Learned in Secret and Words Set 
Me Free: The Story of Young Frederick Douglass.  James 
related how illustrators do not at first consult with writers in 
illustrating their books. The illustrations are their interpretation of 
the words they read, not necessarily how the author pictures it at 
all. 

Continued on p. 2, Author and Illustrator Day. 
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First Presbyterian Church - Called by God to reduce the 
widening gap between rich and poor. 

Author and Illustrator Day, continued from p. 1 
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Of course, none of this could have 
happened without the many, many 
hands that put it together and carried 
it out. The planning team, made up of 
church members and teachers, 
worked to find new ways to increase 
attendance. The visit the day before 
by Griffen-the-Giffen-Gator, to all the 
classrooms was a fine example of an 
innovation that excited the students. 
Having free bus tickets provided by 
the CDTA helped those who live at a 
distance to be able to attend.  Our 
volunteers gathered ads for the 
program to help pay for the books the 
children received and for the door 
prizes and refreshments that helped 
to keep them there through the whole 
event.  And, the major sponsor of the 
event was The First Presbyterian 
Church of Albany. 
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We want to thank all our church members and the many teachers who came 
out to work untiringly Friday night and Saturday, as well as those who 
donated door prizes. THANK YOU!! We couldn’t have done it without you! 

 

Deb Fagans, coordinator of the 
event with Griffen, the Giffen Gator 
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Thanks from Giffen 
 

Dear Mr. Trombley, Mr. and Mrs. Fagans: 
 

I wanted to let you know that the year 
before last I was at Giffen.  However, I 
was assigned to another school last year. 

With gratitude, I am back at my old 
“stomping grounds” this year and I noticed 
that all of the instruments were repaired 
last year.  I was told that they were 
repaired for free from Mr. Trombley who is 
in charge of John Keal Music Company. 

I am not sure if you received a “thank you 
letter” last year for repairing the 
instruments from the former 
teacher.  However, I must say thank you 
for brightening my year this year with the 
repaired instruments!  I was thrilled when 
I saw the number of instruments 
repaired.  It is hard work to do it so the 
generosity cannot go unrecognized. 

Thank you...thank you...thank you...for 
doing the partnership program at Giffen. 
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With Mr. Trombley’s generosity 
and Mr. and Mrs. Fagans’ 
generosity in preparing Author 
and Illustrator Day as well as 
Mrs. Schalit’s tremendous 
amount of help with Co-
Teaching, I must say that I 
have a tremendous amount of 
warmest regards, gratitude and 
deep respect for all of you and 
First Presbyterian Church. 

With your help, we have a 
string program that has grown 
to approximately 31 kids and 
more kids continue to want to 
join the program. 

Warmest regards and deepest 
gratitude, 

Minitria Slade, Orchestra 
Director, String Teacher 
Giffen Elementary School 

Author and Illustrator Day 
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Deacons’ Doings 
By Grace White and Bob Willower 

Spring!  A time for new life and Easter 
joy!  Alleluia!  Also a time for something known as 
“spring cleaning.” 

At the April Deacon’s meeting, the Deacons 
decided to “clean up” our current flock listings and 
Deacon assignments to reflect changes in our 
member demographics.  A new configuration was 
approved and a new map, color-coded to show 
the parameters of the flocks, will be posted on the 
Deacon’s Bulletin Board on the first floor at the 
bottom of the staircase to the second floor. The 
new map is also on our website.  Our hope is that 
the members of the congregation will get 
acquainted with this new configuration and, for 
some members, their newly assigned Deacon. 

So, enjoy the beautiful spring weather, this time of 
renewal, and when you get a chance, check out 
the spruced-up flock information! 

 

More Light Activities 
By Keith Barber 

Your More Light Committee will be bustling about in 
May preparing for a super-busy month of June, 
when we celebrate LGBTQ Pride as well as More 
Light Sunday.  

June 7 is More Light Sunday as observed in many 
Presbyterian Churches across the country and we 
will have an opportunity in Adult Ed to hear from 
Anthony Cortese, CEO of Albany’s St. Anne 
Institute, on their services to homeless youngsters, 
including LGBTQ kids who have been thrown out 
by their families or who have run away due to 
family pressures. And, of course, we will have the 
anticipated festive fellowship time following 
worship, and we look forward to a wonderful time of 
worship. 

Then, on Monday, June 8, we will again host an 
interfaith Pride worship service coordinated by the 
Welcoming Congregations group. It begins at 7 pm. 

Saturday, June 13 is Pride Parade and Festival, 
and once again we will be in it with our 
Presbyterian Rainbow friends.  

And at the end of Pride Week, Presbyterian 
Rainbow will hold a celebration in our sanctuary, 
marking the final formal addition of the marriage 
equality amendment to the Presbyterian Book of 
Order. That will be Saturday, June 20 at 4 pm. We 
were asked to host the celebration because of our 
reputation for leadership on LGBTQ matters.  

Although these are all several weeks in the future, 
they will keep us busy all through May. Your 
participation is, of course, welcome. 

May 3 and 17, 9:30 am 

Inquirer Classes 
Have you been visiting First Presbyterian 
Church?  Are you interested in learning more 
about us? -- possibly about becoming a 
member?  If so, please plan to attend two 
Inquirer Classes on Sundays, May 3 and 17 from 
9:30 to 10:30 in the Library. 

Come and explore with Pastor Miriam church 
membership, the nature of the commitment that it 
entails and your hopes and dreams for what you 
most want your church to be.  

Register to attend by calling the church office 
(449-7332). If you have any questions contact 
Pastor Miriam at the church (449-7332 or 
mleupold@firstpresalbany.org). 

The Upper Rooms 

Peter and Cornelius 
A new rotation in The Upper Rooms (our Christian education 
program for children in kindergarten through grade 8) begins 
May 17 and runs through June 7.  This rotation’s theme is 
“Peter and Cornelius,” and the children will be exploring Acts 
10:1–48 through science, movie, art and games.   
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The elevator 
machinery itself has 
been largely installed 
and is undergoing 
adjustment and 
testing as its 
installation is nearing 
completion.  Here 
you see Ray 
Henrikson, proudly 
standing in front of 
one of our elevator 
doors, soon to be 
enjoyed by one and 
all.   

3

The next steps in the project will involve 
completion of the entry lobby; installation of 
doors, windows and interior finishes; and 
completion of the mechanical, electrical and 
plumbing work.  The exterior sidewalk and finally 
the glass canopy installation, scheduled for June 
19, will signal the substantial completion of the 
project and a time to celebrate our achievement 
in making our buildings fully accessible. 

This is an exciting time for the church and 
provides us with the tools to allow full enjoyment 
and utilization of our facilities for our church family 
and broader community.  Thank you all for your 
continued support and enthusiasm in the 
realization of this exciting project. 
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Ted Peterson, age forty, returns to 
Guatemala, his early home, to determine 
the cause of his father’s disappearance, 
and finds himself entangled in a culture of 
violence. But he finds a lot more there, as 
well—overwhelming beauty, and courage 
and celebration, and the surprise of 
unexpected love. 

Rudy and Shirley Nelson 
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Please join us 
for fellowship 
at 6 pm and 
dinner at 6:30 
pm, and a 
book reading 
by Rudy and 
Shirley, former 
members of 
First Pres, 
who now live 
in Amherst, 
MA. 

1

The Elevator is Going Up 
By John Myers 

After enduring a long, long, long cold winter, the 
tall wrapped scaffolding structure on the end of the 
Christian Education Building has revealed the 
tower for the elevator.  The copper roofed brick 
structure that has emerged houses the elevator 
shaft and the extensions of the corridors which will 
provide access to the elevator on each floor.  The 
single story vestibule and entry from the parking 
lot is taking shape, and this portion will provide 
ground level access directly into the elevator 
lobby.  This lobby looks a bit like a temporary 
structure at the moment, but when complete it will 
continue the brick and brownstone cladding of the 
building and feature a glass canopy to provide a 
protected and welcoming entry to our building and 
its elevator lobby. 

1

Potluck Dinner - May 15 

The Risk of Returning 
By Ray Henrikson 

The May potluck dinner will feature a 
reading by Shirley and Rudy Nelson from 
their recent book The Risk of 
Returning.  The book is a novel set in 
Guatemala.   

According to reviewer Robert Brenneman, 
author of Homies and Hermanos: God and 
Gangs in Central America, “The Nelsons 
have written a gripping narrative that 
explores the tragedy and heroism 
coexisting within Guatemala’s religious 
communities.” 
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Easter Brunch 
By Christy D’Ambrosio 

On Easter Sunday a sumptuous brunch was 
organized and served by the youth, with help from 
their parents and generous donations from the 
congregation.  Donuts (some homemade), 
bagels, egg casseroles with ham, sausage, 
spinach and other delicious ingredients, fruit, 
kugel, and a wide variety of baked goods, graced 
the serving table.   

Proceeds from the brunch will help fund the wide 
variety of activities available for youth of all ages 
at church.  Thank you for your support! 

!
Holy Week and the  

Easter Season 
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Holy Week and the  
Easter Season 
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Pause Here a Moment … 

Failure Can Be Success 
Editor’s note: This article is by the Rev. Alex Wirth. 
In light of the big challenge we as a church have 
taken on – that of confronting the widening gap 
between the rich and poor – Alex’s message of 
perseverance and of not fearing failure is a good 
one for us to hear. 

Failure is a zeitgeisty concept right now. Trending 
pieces and management philosophies call us to 
fail big, boldly and wisely. We look to our tech 
geniuses, the great disrupters of our chaotic 
cultural moment, and their failure-to-success 
narratives for enlightenment. Einstein, Edison, 
Jobs, Gates, these nerds all failed at basic life stuff 
(math, school, holding a job, dressing yourself) 
before becoming synonymous with intelligence 
and awesomeness like they are today. If failure 
isn’t exactly a good thing, is it a necessary thing? 

Of course, we don’t value failure itself. We value 
success. No one is going to read your book about 
how big or bold you fell and never got up. In the 
bigger picture, it doesn’t matter if you are failing 
big or bold when you are stuck in the middle of 
failing. Feeling like a failure just doesn’t feel good. 
The moment of failure isn’t full of new 
perspectives. No matter how many times someone 
tells you otherwise, failure doesn’t feel like it is 
leading to bigger, bolder things. I know, because 
I’ve failed epically on my road to becoming a 
minister. I’m a success, I guess… now. 

I was 22 before I ever tried anything hard enough 
that failure was a risk. The trapeze of my safe, 
suburban life was not very high and the safety net 
ever-present and really big. College, like it does, 
made me realize that my failsafe life was hardly a 
life at all. I asked God to do something absolutely 
ridiculous with my life and God did, but not after 
dragging me through a few deep valleys of failure 
to scuff up my privileged existence. I signed up to 
be a PC(USA) Young Adult Volunteer and moved 
to Belfast, Northern Ireland, with a duffle bag and 
no idea what I was doing. 

Twenty-two years of never risking failure to a year 
of nothing but risking failure in one long plane 
flight. I had no skills for the work that I was doing 
and I screwed up all the time. I lost every game of 
soccer I played in Belfast, often to children as 
young as 6 (and I played soccer with kids   
everyday as a part of my job). I found myself in 
charge of a weekly youth club and had to close it 

2

early all the time due to fighting. I helped host a 
soccer match between Protestant and Catholic 
youth that devolved into a riot. I overslept worship 
on Sundays at the church where I worked. I was a 
mess! I’d waited too long in my life to risk doing 
something worth failing at and it seemed like 22 
years of pent up failure was raining down on me 
daily from the gray Belfast sky… but I didn’t feel like 
I was failing. I felt like I was trying to be a real 
human for the first time. I felt alive doing big, hard 
things for others. It was a big shock to not 
automatically succeed all the time, but it was a 
shock that I needed. Maybe I’d been failing to live 
for 22 years and, in finally letting myself fail at 
something worth doing, I’d figured out what God’s 
measure of success looks like. 

I’ve tried to articulate how important this sense of 
failure is to me so many times. (Side note: you 
should have read the update letter I wrote to my 
extended family when I got home from Belfast and 
all of this was still raw. My dad said, “Just tell them 
you had a great time in Belfast and that you are 
enrolling in seminary. Don’t make so many old 
people worried about you.” Sage advice.) People 
get stuck on the seeming negativity of it all. And I 
see where they are coming from. We don’t love 
stories of failure. We love stories of triumph over 
failure. What about stories where failure is the 
triumph? 

Sounds like Jesus’ ministry to me. Jesus never built 
a church building or a charity or a hospital. He never 
had a budget or balanced it. He never met anyone’s 
expectations of him and his followers turned on him. 
Jesus’ ministry is the definition of failure, but that’s 
not the end of the story. The story of Jesus is not 
important to us in spite of these failures, 
but because of them. Even the Son of God had a 
hard time being a human, failing like we do, and yet 
Christ tried something big and difficult. Grace 
became real for us in his life, death and 
resurrection. 

I’m sure there’s a way to broaden all this out to the 
wider church that so many of us feel is failing. 
Maybe we’ve been hesitant to risk doing something 
worth failing at for a long time. Maybe we missed 
our chance to do all this decently and in order, but it 
is never too late to fail. There’s an ironic and 
comforting grace in that fact. We are a church of 
resurrection – not a church of doing everything right 
and dying happy. Let’s risk doing things worth failing 
at. Let’s fail at them and then let’s live with Christ to 
fail again tomorrow and the next day again. 
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Thanks to Home Depot 
By Christy D’Ambrosio 

Home Repair Project 
By Christy D’Ambrosio 

During the month of March, Eric Fagans, Bob 
Stevens and Jordan Scarlett repaired the 
kitchen cabinets in Kim Richardson’s home in 
Arbor Hill.  Also during March, a big group: 
Stephanie Kite, Arthur Iyok, Eleanor and Dave 
Haase, Ray Newkirk, Christy D’Ambrosio, 
Katie Myers and three of her friends from 
Albany High’s Key Club completely revamped 
Debra and Clarence Smith’s front porch in the 
South End.  The porch was cleaned, 
weatherized, painted and new carpet was 
laid.  It has been a very busy and productive 
month. 

In April, Eric Fagans, Killala Kite, Ron 
Geuther, Ray Newkirk, more friends of Katie 
Myers, Amy, Mia and Maggie Robinson, 
Arthur Iyok and Christy D’Ambrosio painted 
Shirley Foskey’s first floor kitchen, bathroom, 
hallway, and began to prepare her dining 
room for painting.  On April 25 a crew returned 
to the Foskey residence to finish up 
downstairs and paint the upstairs bathroom 
and kitchen. May work dates: 16th and 23rd. 

The paint was left over from this past 
summer’s work camp and the majority of the 
other supplies were donated by Home 
Depot.  There are still many more 
opportunities available, so please consider 
volunteering.  Contact Eric Fagans (371-0131 
or edfagans@me.com) or Christy D’Ambrosio 
(christy@firstpresalbany.org or 423-4763) to 
volunteer your time.   

 

3

Repair Project, sponsored by the Outreach and 
Mission Committee, The Home Depot 
Foundation has donated gift cards to underwrite 
the purchase of vinyl tiling and paint supplies so 
that First Pres volunteers can continue their work 
in our community. 

Thank You Home Depot and a personal thank 
you to our contact at the Schenectady store, 
Bethany Pignatello-Cornier. 

2

Long after the Group 
Work Camp experience 
ended, Home Depot 
just keeps on giving.  In 
support of the Home 
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Ushers and Greeters 

   
 

May 3 8:30 am  Bruce Brynolfson 
 10:45 am Team 3 – Keith Barber, David Haase, Bob 

Stevens, Linda Stevens 

 

May 10 8:30 am First Presbyterian Youth 
 10:45 am First Presbyterian Youth 

 
 

May 17 8:30 am Jackie and Lynn Ellsworth 

 10:45 am Team 5 -- Don Mark, David Munoz, Ron 
Pettis, Phillip Riddle, Barbara Woodruff 

 

May 24 8:30 am John Myers 
 10:45 am Team 6 – Diane Cornell, Lee Helsby, 

Harriet Seeley, Cynthia Winter 

 

May 31 8:30 am John Myers 
 10:45 am Team 7 – Carol Bullard, Joseph Mathias, 

Alice Schrade, Deb Shoup, Ann 
Songayllo 

 

 

Deacons’ Flower Ministry 
 

May 3 Guilderland-Schenectady – Grace White, 
Ellen Kemp, Peg Schalit 

May 10 Albany West – Lee Helsby, Judy Mark, 
Bob Willower 

May 17 Delmar – Stephanie Ragone, Gail Scott 
Barbara Woodruff  

May 24 Albany East – David Hinchen, Annette 
Johnson, Jessica Piacente 

May 31 Latham-Loudonville – Prudence Iyok, Ron 
Pettis, Margaret Zettle 

The Latham-Loudonville Neighborhood Flock 
hosts May Coffee Hours. 

Fair Trade Market is Sunday, May 10. 

First Friday/Good Friday 

2

school. A simple Education Grant Request 
form can be obtained from the church 
office. Completed forms must be received 
by Tuesday, August 11, 2015. 

!
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Education Grants 

By Carol Bullard, Membership Committee Chair 
First Presbyterian Church awards education grants to 
members who seek financial assistance in continuing their 
education. These funds may be used in any way during 
the school year for any type of studies beyond high 
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1  Friday 
 5:30 pm First Friday Art Display 
 6:00 pm First Friday Concert 
 
3  Sunday  
 8:30 am Worship (Communion) 

 9:30 am Education for All Ages 
 9:30 am Inquirer Class 
 9:45 am Chancel Choir 
 10:45 am Worship (Communion) 
 11:45 am Fellowship 
 1:30 pm CROP Hunger Walk 

 
5  Tuesday  
 7:45 am Men’s Bible Study 
 10:00 am Clergy Meeting 
 5:30 pm  Committee Night 
  • Membership 
                     • Outreach & Mission 
                     • Property 
  • Worship 
     7:00 pm  Dinner 
     7:30 pm • Christian Education 
     
6  Wednesday 
 12:00 pm JI/JO 
 4:00 pm Finance Committee 
 7:15 pm Small Group B3  
   
7  Thursday 
 7:00 am Men’s Bible Study 
 6:00 pm Bell Choir 
 7:30 pm Chancel Choir 
 
10  Youth Sunday 

 8:30 am Worship (Communion) 
 9:30 am Education for All Ages 
 10:45 am Worship  
 11:45 am Fellowship 
  Fair Trade Market 

 
12  Tuesday 
 7:45 am  Men’s Bible Study 
 6:45 pm Deacons 
 7:30 pm WPNA 
 
13  Wednesday 

 6:30 pm Small Group B 
 7:30 pm Dads’ Small Group 
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14  Thursday 
 7:00 am Men’s Bible Study  
 6:00 pm Bell Choir 
 7:30 pm Chancel Choir 
 
15  Friday 
 12:00 pm Newsletter Deadline 
 6:00 pm Potluck Dinner 
 
16  Saturday 
 9:00 am Home Repair Volunteer 

Work Day 
 
17  Sunday 
 8:30 am Worship (Communion) 
 9:30 am Education for All Ages 

 9:30 am Inquirer Class 
 9:45 am Chancel Choir Rehearsal 
 10:45 am Worship (Communion) 
 11:45 pm Fellowship 

 1:00 pm Vintage Pride 
 
18  Monday 
 1:00 pm PEO 
 6:00 pm FOCUS Board Meeting 
  Delmar Reformed Church 
 
19  Tuesday 

 7:45 am Men’s Bible Study 
 7:00 pm Session 
 
20  Wednesday 
 12:00 pm JI/JO 

 12:00 pm Staff Meeting 
 7:15 pm Small Group B3 
 

21 Thursday 
 7:00 am Men’s Bible Study 
 5:30 pm South End Development  

Group at Howe Library 
 6:00 pm Bell Choir 
 7:30 pm Chancel Choir 
 
23 Saturday  

9:00 am Home Repair Volunteer 
Work Day 

AA Meeting Schedule 
Mon 5:30 pm 
Tue 5:30 pm 
Wed 5:30 pm 
Thurs 5:30 & 7:30 pm 
Fri 5:30 pm 
Sat 5:30 pm 
Sun 5:30 pm 
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24  Sunday-Pentecost 

 8:30 am Worship (Communion) 
 9:30 am Education for All Ages 
 9:45 am Chancel Choir 
 10:45 am Worship  
 11:45 am Fellowship 

 
25  Monday – Office Closed 
 
26  Tuesday 
 7:45 am Men’s Bible Study 
 
27  Wednesday 

 6:30 pm Small Group B  
 7:30 pm Dads’ Small Group 
 

28  Thursday 
     7:00 am Men’s Bible Study  
 12:00 pm Newsletter Folders 
 6:00 pm Bell Choir 
 7:30 pm Chancel Choir 
 
31  Sunday  

 8:30 am Worship (Communion) 
 9:30 am Education for All Ages 
 9:45 am Chancel Choir 
 10:45 am Worship (Communion) 
 11:45 am Fellowship 

 
Italics = Outside Group 

Heldeberg Music Schedule 
Wed 10:30 am & 4:00 pm 
Thurs 9:30 & 10:30 am 
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See the Newsletter on line and in color at 
www.firstpresalbany.org 

Also see us on www.facebook.com 

Lectionary 
 

May 3 5th Sunday of Easter 

 Acts 8:26–40 Psalms 22:23–31  
 1 John 4:7–21 John 15:1–8 
  

May 10  6th Sunday of Easter 
 Acts 10:44–48 Psalm 98 
 1 John 5:1–6  John 15:9–17  
 

May 17  7th Sunday of Easter 
 Acts 1:15–17, 21–26 Psalm 1  
 1 John 5:9–13 John 17:6–19 
 

May 24  Day of Pentecost 
 Acts 2:1–21 or Ezekiel 37:1–14 
 Psalm 104:24–34, 35b  
 Romans 8:22–27 or Acts 2:1–21 
 John 15:26–27; 16:4b–153 
 

May 31  Trinity Sunday 
 Isaiah 6:1–8 Psalm 29  
 Romans 8:12–17 John 3:1–17  
 

Office Hours 
Monday through Friday 

9:30 am to 1:30 pm 

Office Manager Mary Ann Cortese 
 

Phone 518-449-7332 
Fax 518-449-3104 
Web www.firstpres.org 
Facebook         www.facebook.com 
E-mail  info@firstpresalbany.org 

 
The First Presbyterian Newsletter is 

published 11 times a year. 
Editor Rev. Glenn D. Leupold 
Layout Richard C. Gascoyne 

 
Please notify the church office of any 

change in address. 
 

Recordings of the worship service 
are available from the church office. 

 


