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The Year of the Lord’s Favor
Dear Friends in Christ,
As we prepare to step forth into 2021, the lessons of this
most recent Advent and Christmas seasons continue to
linger. The hope, love, joy, and peace that helped us
prepare our hearts for the coming of Christ will also give
us strength in the year to come, and the good news that
God is with us will compel our lives and ministry. In the
third week of this most recent Advent, we heard that the
prophet Isaiah had been sent to “proclaim the year of the
Lord’s favor,” (Isaiah 61:2) and I like to think that now,
just a few weeks later, that year is upon us.
That might sound too good to be true, especially in light
of the year we are leaving behind. After all, global
pandemics, political movements, and natural disasters
don’t give calendars the same pride of place that people
do. Much of last year’s trouble is bound to roll along with
us into this one. But as we mark the turning of time from
December to January, from Advent and Christmas to
Epiphany and beyond, I trust that God’s hand will be
guiding us into a year that is actually brimming with
promise.
When Isaiah writes that he has been sent to proclaim the
year of the Lord’s favor, he is alluding to an ancient
practice introduced in Leviticus 25: Every 50 years, God’s
people were to observe a year called “Jubilee.” This was
something like a year-long sabbath for the people and the
land: Slaves were to be released and allowed to return to
their families; property that was held in payment or
collateral was to be returned to its original owner; tired
fields and vineyards were to be left fallow in order to
regenerate; debts were to be forgiven. It was a year that
allowed the people of God to collectively re-set: To shake
themselves free of the accumulated burdens of the last
50 years and make a fresh start as a community. This was
possible because the people understood that they were
not forgiving debts and releasing slaves at a loss to
themselves. Rather, they knew that all they had came
from God, and by observing the year of Jubilee, they
ensured that God’s blessings continued to be available to
everyone.
Isaiah wrote about the “year of the Lord’s favor” after the
people of Israel themselves have become captives in

Babylon, following the sacking of Jerusalem by the
invading armies of King Nebuchadnezzar in 587 BCE. The
people of God were carried into exile and held in
Babylon until it was conquered by the Persian Empire in
539. Most historians agree that the People of Israel
spent about five decades in exile—or approximately the
span between Jubilee years. So when Isaiah comes to
pronounce “the year of the Lord’s favor,” the prophet is
announcing that the people of God are about to be
released from their ordeal, that they can return home
and begin to rebuild.
This scriptural story gives me hope, because I find in it
echoes of our present circumstances. For many of us,
this last year felt like one spent in captivity, mourning
what we lost. Now, as we face a new year, I pray that
2021 brings opportunities for release, return, and
rebuilding. As the distribution of vaccines begins, I am
hopeful that we will be able to return to in-person
gatherings for worship and small groups. As our nation
inaugurates a new administration, I look forward to
working with others in our community to heal wounds
of division and strife. The year of jubilee, the year of the
Lord’s favor, was ultimately about trusting in God’s
provision, living into God’s call to love one another, and
sharing God’s abundance freely with the community. I
believe the year of the Lord’s favor is upon us now as
God beckons us into a future in which we move forward
from the sorrows of 2020 and rejoice in chances for
renewal.

New years offer opportunities for new beginnings, and I
look forward to what 2021 has in store as together we
discern where God is leading us in the time to come. I
am excited to see how we continue to help one another
grow in our faith and deepen our relationships in the
greater Peoria community. This year will undoubtedly
bring changes of many kinds, but I know that we will find
Christ along the way. This last year was unlike any
before, and I am grateful to you for twelve months of
wonderful ministry in the midst of it. Thank you for your
care for one another, your faithfulness to God’s mission
for our congregation, and your financial support of
Grace and Peace throughout 2020. Happy New Year—
May it be blessed! Yours in Christ, Pastor Mary

Thank you to everyone who was so brave to help with the Christmas for
LSSI children
We got our 103 names from Lutheran Social Services and were very busy sorting out items for each
child. We got a wonderful load of stuffed animals, toys, and games from Ken and Sara Armstrong,
books and clothes from Barbara Purple, fleece blankets and some dolls and toys from Roberta D.
We have also received monetary gifts from thirteen of our members. They simply sent a check of an
amount to the church and marked it for the Christmas fund. They were matched with several names
and the gifts were wrapped for them. The Yoders and Joyces decided to wrap their own. Barb and
Roberta did some shopping using a Thrivent card, some Thrivent choice dollars, the members’
contributions, and Kohl’s dollars. Barb and Roberta were very grateful for Deb Meyer, Carol Gard, Pam
Kovach, and Vickie Bittner who wrapped gifts and more gifts. They each spent hours selecting the right
box and paper. Dave Dietrich came over to help move chairs and get the wrapped gifts in the right sized
bag. On Monday, Dec. 14 four drivers and their vans loaded up for the trip down to LSSI in West Peoria.
It took all that space with Terry Goff, Deb Meyer, Vickie Bittner, and Barb Purple involved. We had extra
children because some churches elected not to do the project this year. We were just glad we were able
to work it out. We thank everyone who was involved in any way. All will be blessed by this activity with a
Merry Christmas for everyone. Roberta Dietrich, coordinator

A Message From The Council President
Wow where did the year go? To some it must feel like years, to others the year flew by. I’m not quite
sure where to begin on this note, but to let you all know this is my personal view and it’s coming from my
heart. It’s safe to say this has been a very rough year on Grace and Peace and it’s members. Over the
past 6 months or more the topic at every council meeting has been when do we close in person services
at the church. The church is NEVER closed. Of course we are talking about due to COVID-19. As the
count continued to rise in our area, and after looking at many facts, our first choice was to close down
the Sunday services. As you all are very much aware, Peoria and the surrounding area has been hit very
hard with cases. Throughout the months, as the count increased, we made the decision to stop small
groups from meeting, inside our church also. Believe me these were very tough decisions. I also wanted
to include Grace and Peace members by sending out a questionnaire. I made sure the results were
posted for all to see. This is Your church. Our council had many discussions on this. It’s fair to say we
had mixed views and opinions. Our last meeting in December was probably the hardest personally to
me. I know as I talked to many on the phone , and in person no open church on Christmas Eve is very
sad. All I can say is I’m so sorry. No one took this decision lightly. Our decision has always been based on
the safety for everyone. Now what we can offer and do. Pastor along with the ministries, are trying all
kinds of opportunities to involve everyone and stay in touch. We offer bible study, zoom meetings, drive
up communion, numerous groups call and send out cards to stay in touch the best we can. Kind
thoughtful individuals have been calling everyone. A Grace and Peace Facebook page has been created
to help. Big thank you goes to all involved in the Christmas Eve taped service. We are doing the best we
can with the situation dealt to us. Now what can You do? Keep in touch with each other. Contact the
Pastor, myself or any council members with opinions or ideas. We are always open for suggestions. We
will get through this. Pray for one another. Pray for our council. Tough decision will come in the future
when to open back up. If your frustrated please call me anytime. Pastor is always there. We care about
you all but your safety will come first. God bless. Thank you for allowing me to share. I feel your
frustration. Be strong the end is near. Thank you again for allowing me to share.
Diane Page. Council President

Office Closed for New Year Holiday
The church office will be closed on Friday, January 1 in celebration of the New Year.

A $525 “Fur Baby” Christmas
THANK YOU, THANK YOU! Grace and Peace you are the BEST!

Ministry through God’s word can take many forms.
Have you received a call? Recently the Nominating Committee meet and went
over the openings for next year within our church. Several of you have already
accepted and I thank you. We still need 1 council member for next year. Recently
the council meet and have decided to reduce the amount to 7 members plus
Pastor for a total of 8. We still need your help. Council members meet monthly,
you can also join the meetings through Zoom. Do you feel the call? Have
questions about the position? Please think it over. If any questions or if you would
love to join our lovely council, call anyone on the Nominating Committee. They
are: Ann Joyce, Mark Golden, Carol Gard, Mary Jane Hinshaw, Linda Ericsson and
Diane Page.

Financial News from Grace and Peace
The council is very grateful for the faithfulness of our members. Roberta Dietrich has
kept making deposits for all of 2020 and for the most part we have been able to pay our
bills with a little help from the extra funds invested in the money market and CD’s.
The last Sunday in December is the 27th. The office will accept offerings through
December 30 at noon. Anyone wishing to claim some in-kind gifts should let Roberta
know by December 30 as well. About 2 weeks into 2021 we will have the statements
ready for mailing or pickup. We will be assigning new envelope numbers for 2021. There
will be a letter to that effect with the statement. You may use the new envelope number
when you send in your offerings for 2021. We are 1/5 through the 21st century!

MINISTRY

Hello Everyone,
Amid the stress of the no contact, I read an article from the President of the Synod WELCA. She
found an article in the Gather magazine and shared with us.
The article by Daniel Darling of In Touch Ministries: “How To Find Peace In a Pandemic”. Darling
talked about being an optimistic person, but with the uncertainty of the coronavirus ravaging our
communities, he was gripped with terror at times. He asks “how do we open our hearts again to
faith in a time of uncertainty?” He had 6 major suggestions that I will list here. 1. Back away from
bad news: Shut off your phone and television and take a break. 2. Lean in to spiritual disciplines:
Read the Bible, watch your church service on YouTube/Facebook/Zoom, attend Bible studies on
line. 3. Reach out toward community: Use technology to connect; pick up the phone and call or
write a note to friends, neighbors, church members. 4. Rest in new healthy rhythms of work and
play: If working, retired or homeschooling kids at home, allow yourselves to relax, enjoy each
other and take breaks. Central/Southern Illinois Synod Women of the ELCA Newsletter
December 2020 5. Refocus on what we can control: Some things are out of our control, so let it
go. Make wise choices and trust in God. 6. Fresh Grace for the next day for every believer. With
God’s grace and love we can make it through this pandemic.
The website womenoftheelca.org has prayers for giving Thanks to God for our ordinary blessings
of daily life. They are beautiful, short prayers for friends, meals, getting up, getting dressed, etc.
They can be found under Giving Thanks to God – All Day and Every Day.
I certainly hope that this gives you some hope and peaceful ideas for living through this
pandemic.

The Women's Board of Grace and Peace will be looking for and inviting one or two ladies to join
our board this year. We certainly miss our friend Roxanne Hochsprung. She served many years
on the board and was the treasurer for us. If you are interested, please contact one of the board
members: Ann Joyce, Deb Meyer, Pam Kovach, Carol Gard.
Remember January 6th is the date of celebrating Epiphany. Your challenge for this is to look up
what this celebration is and when it started . How do you and your family celebrate Epiphany ?
Trust God and give thanks for each day.
Ann Joyce

Dear Beloved Saints in the Central / Southern Illinois Synod,
God’s rich grace be yours in this Advent season! With ultimate gratitude to God as we near the end of 2020, let me
thank you for your faithful generosity to the ministry of Christ’s Church through the C/SIS and the broader ELCA. Your
financial giving is appreciated and is a sign that God is moving among us.
What a year 2020 has been. I have heard it said many times, “I will be so glad to be done with 2020.” At the same
time, 2020 may be the year that forms our future Christian witness more than any year in the previous twenty.
There is good reason to lament 2020. We have not been able to gather in our sanctuaries to lift our voices together
in singing to God, to receive Christ’s body and blood in the assembly of believers, and to enjoy in-person Christian
fellowship. We have lost congregational members to COVID-19, we or family members have been struck by the virus,
we have wearied of being isolated in our homes and separated from those we care about.
Yet, the Holy Spirit continues to enlighten and sanctify our ministries.
•

Our congregations have discovered that, for the sake of the proclamation of the gospel, they are able to generate
sweeping change in conducting worship and Christian education, when that is necessary.

•

The reach of congregational online worship and Bible study goes beyond our church membership.

•

The pandemic prompted a new opportunity to connect congregation council presidents and parish council
presidents for generative Zoom conversations.

•

Despite a three-month drought in clergy mobility in the ELCA last spring, this year eight of our congregations have
called and received new pastors.

•

Generosity within the C/SIS blossomed in response to our COVID-19 Special Appeal for Madagascar pastors and
their families. More than $20,000 was given and has been sent out to our companion synods.

Please join me in gratitude to God for the dedication and work of our Synod Council.
•

The Synod Council strengthened our synod’s ministry by leading us to deeper engagement with the Scriptures
and by fostering new connections between congregations.

•

The Synod Council’s Statement in response to the brutal and unjust killing of George Floyd and the establishment
of a C/SIS anti-racism working group strengthened our witness to constructive anti-racism.

•

To deepen its role as trustee of the synod’s mission and ministry, the Synod Council has added two meetings per
year dedicated solely to tending to the vision of the synod.

As we thank God for you and for the blessings that have sustained us during the challenges of 2020, we look ahead
to the needs and opportunities of 2021. Your end of the year giving to our shared ministry in the synod will
strengthen ministry across the synod, including:
•

to move forward on the Synod Council’s goal of providing staff focused on digital connections with disciples
across the synod and being able to give technical assistance to congregations that are currently without an
online presence.

•

to fund stewardship and evangelism training for congregations, pastors, and deacons, and to maintain our
constant efforts to seek out high quality interim pastors and called pastors.

If you can, please consider additional giving that would continue the financial partnership with our two companion
synods in Madagascar. That is especially important now, since the Synod Assembly offering is a major source of this
support and there was no Synod Assembly in 2020.
Psalm 126 is the psalm assigned to this coming Sunday – a fitting Scripture for 2020. The psalm directs our
attention to the Lord as the provider of our Advent hope and our Christmas joy:
The LORD has done great things for us, and we rejoiced.
Restore our fortunes, O LORD, like the watercourses in the Negeb.
5 May those who sow in tears reap with shouts of joy.
6 Those who go out weeping, bearing the seed for sowing, shall come home with shouts of joy, carrying their
sheaves.
(Ps. 126:3-6)
3

4

In Christ, S. John Roth Bishop, Central/Southern Illinois Synod
Evangelical Lutheran Church in America

Grace and Peace Lutheran Church

Church Council Meeting
December 17, 2020
Present: Pastor Beenken, Diane Page, Terry Goff, Nan Goff, Cheriz Kunkel, Andrew Loebach, Craig Lorentz,
Pam Bebber, Deb Meyer, Roberta Dietrich
Announcements & Dwelling in the word: Pastor Beenken & Diane Page
Minutes approved: Motion by Andrew Loebach, second by Pam Bebber, approved by all

Old Business / Ministry Reports
•

By-Laws/Constitution: Terry Goff made motion to approve the Constitution and by-laws updates, Andrew
Loebach second. Approved by Council.

•

Finance/Budget: Terry Goff moves to approve the Budget as provided to council. Second by: Pam Bebber.
Council Approved.

•

Property Committee updates: Roof discussion. The new sign base is installed. Plan to install top sometime
around/ after December 20th.

•

Annual Meeting: Sunday, January 31st at 10:30am. Zoom link available. In-person depends on current
guidelines at the time.

•

Local Guidelines: No change currently

•

Drive-Thru Communion: available by appointment. Contact Pastor to set up.

New Business
•

Soup for thought: Well attended. Future meetings will be topic focused.

•

Pastor 2021 Housing Allowance Acceptance: Terry Goff moved to approve Pastor’s housing allowance
compensation, should any change in compensation numbers happen at the annual meeting those changes
will be incorporated in this document. Terry Goff moves to approve the housing allowance, Andrew
Loebach second. Council approved.

•

Phone/ Internet upgrade discussion: Updates January 25th. New hardware and upgrading, Terry is applying
for a grant. Changes to be made in time to avoid a lapse in coverage.

•

Member update: Discussed by small committee, currently being updated.

•

Stewardship: Responses for intent cards. Following up with a Thank you (possible 2nd intent card to those
who haven’t responded).

Communication & Thank you’s to congregation, etc.

Treasurer Report – Roberta discussed a bill payment that is the 5th billing (but quarterly bill). Pension Bill came
early and increased amount. Mark and Roberta discussing Pension Bill.
Pastor’s Time- Pastor Beenken
President’s Time- Diane Page
Terry Goff motioned to close meeting, Andrew Loebach second, Council approved.
Adjourned with Lord’s Prayer
Council Reminders

Next Executive Meeting (TBA) January 14th 5:00 PM
Next Council Meeting – January 21h 6:30 PM
Annual Meeting: January 31st 10:30 AM
Dwelling in the Word: Pam Bebber & Nan Goff
Ministry reports should be written every month and distributed in advance of the council meeting to the
church office manager.
Pastor Beenken

pastor@graceandpeacelutheran.org
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