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So, for those of you who don't know me, | am the Reverend Tyler Connolley. | use they them
pronouns, and | am the conference minister for the Central Pacific Conference of the United
Church of Christ. That means that | am responsible for supporting and working with UCC
churches in southern Washington, all of Oregon and southern Idaho. And since we are one of
those churches, we are the Central Pacific Conference together. And so the first thing that |
want to say when | come to a local church is thank you. Thank you for being the United Church
of Christ for this time and for this place. Thank you for being the United Church of Christ here
in Eugene in 2025. You see, my home church is Waverly UCC in Southeast Portland.

We also have a church in Medford and one in Ashland. We have churches in Boise. We have a
church in Corvallis, and we need each of those churches to love the people who are closest to
them. And we need you to love the people here in Eugene. | don't believe that | can love the
whole world, but | do believe that if each of us loves the people who are closest to us, that
together we can love the whole world. And so thank you. Thank you for being the church
where you are, for being the church to the people in your life, for loving the people around you
because that is the way that we love the world.

| also want to say it is really great to be here on a momentous day when Beth Pfeiffer is having
her ecclesiastical counsel. And | am really grateful for the people who are planning to be with
her in wherever you're having the watch party. And I'm going to be in a different room hosting
on Zoom on a different laptop, but it's so great to be able to be here in this place on this day
when Beth Pfeiffer is taking this final step toward ordination and being affirmed by the entire
body of the Central Pacific Conference. She's been affirmed by people in this church. She's been
affirmed by the Committee on Ministry, and now she gets to be affirmed by the entire Central
Pacific Conference for ministry. With all that aside, let us pray.

Spirit of love, spirit of wisdom, thank you that when | take a breath, you are right there in that
breath. We know that you are already present with us. | pray that you'll help me to say what
you would have me to say. Help us to hear what we need to hear today. God, even if what | say
is not exactly what, hear, we know that you have the power to translate my words into our
hearts. And so | ask you to do that in your name we pray, amen. People of God, we live in
dangerous times.

We live in dangerous times. If you don't know, if you yourself are not afraid, you know
someone who is. This is usually the moment in the sermon when | talk about immigrants that |
have sat with or people with trans children who have wondered how they will get medical care.



Today. | want to be a little more personal in the sermon because this past week we learned
that the FBI is considering naming trans and gender queer people as nihilistic violent extremists.
They've already floated the idea of taking guns away from trans and gender queer people. And
as we know in the Republican mindset, guns are human right. If you take guns from people, you
are saying they're not human.

And my husband and | as a gender queer person, as a public figure, have had to think about
what might this mean for us? And my husband has said, | want to make sure that we're ready if
we need to flee. This doesn't mean I'm going to leave, but we need to be ready. And so |
actually spent yesterday talking to my sister saying, can | send you the family heirlooms?
Because if | have to flee, | want to make sure they're already in your hands. We live in
dangerous times. And if you are not afraid, you know someone who is because you know me
and you have friends and neighbors from other countries. We live in dangerous times.

And then if that's not bad enough, we also live in a climate that is changing. Now I'm the
executive director of a small nonprofit. That's essentially what the Central Pacific Conference
is. And that small nonprofit owns a Forest Camp Adams, right? Which many of you have been
to. And one of the things that | had to learn as the executive director of this small nonprofit is
how to tell when a western red cedar is dying. You see, cedars don't die from the bottom up.
They die from the top down. And so if you're walking through Camp Adam's forests, you might
not even know that the western red cedars are dying. They can't survive in the climate that we
currently have. And so when you're walking around and you look up, you see that some of
them are browning from the top. And when there's part of our forest that is managed and part
of it's that's preserved the managed forest we're allowed to harvest in. And when one of those
trees is dying, we sometimes cut it down. Or if it falls down, we harvest the wood. We try to
do good with it. We do the good that we can with what has died. And then our forester, who
knows a lot more about forests than | do, says we need to plant trees from southern Oregon
and from Northern California, incense cedars and other kinds of cedars because he believes
those will be able to survive and the climate will have 50 years from now.

Jesus says that we should make friends with our accuser on the way to court. And many people
say we have failed to make friends with the earth as she takes us to court. And it seems like the
world is dying. We live in dangerous times. And then to make it even worse for me as someone
who wants to have hope, as someone who believes in hope, as someone who is a positive
person, | go around in my job and | will say, people don't do this as much anymore. I've been
preaching the sermon. But people come up to me after church in the social hour and they say,
do you realize the church is dying!?

The church is dead. Did you know that the church is dying? And it's so easy for someone like
me to fall into despair. I'm afraid I'm dealing with dying trees at Camp Adams. And then | go
into the social hour where | want to have coffee with people and talk about how life is going.
And they want to talk to me about their belief that the church is dying. It's so easy to fall into
despair. Well, | am here today to tell you that the church is not dying. That the kingdom of
God, that Jesus preached about cannot die. It will not die. You see, wherever two or three are
gathered, wherever anyone sides with love and with life, the kingdom of God exists and
persists, and it does not die. It will not die no matter how dangerous the landscape around us



looks. The kingdom of God persists where two or three are gathered, where anyone sides with
love, the kingdom of God is present as a seed.

| want you to believe that, to know that. And as part of that, | want to tell you about something
that scientists call refuge. In this book, Fu Faith. Deborah Rera talks about ugia as a way of
thinking about the church. And she begins with a story that many of us in this room know.
That's the story of Mount St. Helens. You see, when Mount St. Helen's erupted, it lost 1300
feet of elevation and it was completely covered in hot acidic ash. | remember when Mount St.
Helen's erupted. | was at my grandparents' house in Ville, and | remember standing on the bed
of my grandfather's truck and watching that eruption, and | was raised in the duck and cover
generation. So | believed that the world was going to end in a nuclear holocaust. And that
plume looked exactly like a nuclear weapon to me. And my little 10-year-old brain couldn't
understand why everyone around me wasn't panicking.

It looked like the end of the world. And Deborah Tress says that everyone said it's going to be
multiple human lifetimes before anything can grow here on this mountain that has been covered
in hot acidic ash. It wasn't just people like me who don't know a lot about science. It was like
people who know things were like, this is dead for multiple human lifetimes. It is dead, dead,
dead. And 40 years later, it's covered in life. And Deborah says, it's not anything like an old
growth forest. It is going to take several hundred more years for that, but it is covered in life. It
is teaming in life. And the reason for that is something that scientists call now, call Ugia. Ugia is
a Latin word. The singular is refugium, and a refugium is a pocket of life from which more life
can grow. It's the kingdom of God.

So maybe it's a little bit of pearly everlasting. Maybe it's a voles nest. Maybe it's just a little bit of
moss underneath a tree that has been blown over by this blast, but a little place where life
persists and from which life can grow. And | think that that is the kingdom of God, and that
doesn't die. In fact, it is the place from which life and love grows. It is absolutely true that the
slave holding Indian killing, woman hating queer creation, destroying church is dying. Thank
God. Amen. It is also true that we no longer live in a culture where people are required to
show up to church, who are not part of the kingdom, who don't want to be on the side of love,
who think that they need to be there for prestige or because they have to. | am grateful that we
no longer live in that society. I'm grateful that the churches are the right size with people who
actually want to be there, who actually want to be in the kingdom, who actually want to be part
of the ugia of life that can persist and grow. Thank God for that.

And | believe that we get to decide if we want to be a part of that. Do we want to be ugia? Do
we want our church to be a refugium, a place where life and love persists? In his book? Love is
The Way. Bishop Michael Curry says that the opposite of love is selfishness. And we live in an
age when selfishness is worshiped. When people say, if you are in trouble, become more selfish.
If things are hard, make sure you're more selfish. But if love is the opposite of selfishness and
love is where the kingdom persists, we know that selfishness only leads to more loneliness. It
leads to more dying love leads to more companionship leads to more thriving. It leads to life.

And so my challenge to you today is to be on the side of the kingdom. Paul says, all creation
groans. | titled this sermon, love of Creation. And you might've thought that | was going to talk
about loving creation, but what if the groaning is the groaning of love, all creation sides with



love and with life. It's in those mycelial networks that are underneath Camp Adams. It is in a
light that shines and gives life, and we get to be ugia those pockets of life and love on the side of
that groaning, ready to spring forth again even in dangerous times. Amen.



