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Mission Partnership Leads to 

Play Therapy and Advocacy 
By Dennis A. Smith, retired PCUSA mission co
-worker 

At First, McMinnville these days,  
mission is at the cutting edge. 

Through their partnerships with the   
Reformed Calvinist Church of El Salvador 
(IRCES) and the PCUSAôs Mesoamerican   
Migration and Mission Network, (MMMN) 
folks at First-McMinnville are addressing     
existential issues facing our Central American 
siblings as well as advocating on the hot button 
issue of immigration here in the US.  

A key resource for the partnership has been PCUSA mission co-worker Joseph Russ, who is based in 
San Salvador, the Salvadoran capital.  Joseph serves as staff to the MMMN which is made up of organiza-
tions, communities, and churches that address migration issues through intercultural education, local        

projects, and advocacy work .  
A key responsibility of mission co-workers like Joseph is to interpret to constituencies both in the US 

and their countries of service the cultural, political, and spiritual dynamics that are shaping the witness and 
ministry of partner churches.  

Joseph, originally from Southern California, had moved to El Salvador in 2016 as part of the United 
Methodist young adult volunteer program. He stayed on to work in intercultural education with the local  
human rights organization Cristosal and got his master's degree in Latin American Theology at the Central 
American University Jos® Sime·n Ca¶as, the Jesuit university of San Salvador. In 2021, he helped launch a 
shelter and support center for LGBTQ+ young adults with the Anglican Church of El Salvador. 

Life in El Salvador these days is complicated. After a brutal civil war back in the nineties, El        
Salvador has faced continued political instability, economic unrest, 
and growing vulnerability to climate-induced disasters like floods and 
drought. This has been exacerbated by growing gang violence,       
originally imported from the US when gang members from Los       
Angeles were deported to El Salvador. Neighboring countries         
Guatemala and Honduras have faced similar challenges.  
 These push factors have led tens of thousands of Central Amer-
icans to embark on a risk-filled journey seeking refuge in the US, often 
at the mercy of drug cartels that have developed a lucrative sideline in 
human trafficking.  
 El Salvador is currently under a state of emergency, imposed 
by presidential decree. The government has been under pressure by         
the international community because of increased authoritarian              

      Continued on page two 

 

Joseph Russ, Jan Irish, Lou Savage and Bob Irish from 
First McMinnville advocate for their Salvadoran mission partners. 
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Continued from page one 
tendencies, militarization, and human rights abuses. Over 
78,000 people ï including children as young as twelve - 
have been imprisoned on gang-related charges and hun-
dreds have died in custody. 

In September, McMinnville received a visit from 
Carmen D²az and Santiago Flores, leaders of IRCES, their 
partner church in El Salvador.  Joseph Russ accompanied 
them as their interpreter.  A team from McMinnville had 
visited El Salvador in 2023.  

A major pastoral focus of IRCES in El Salvador has 
been to provide social and emotional support to communi-
ties facing trauma. On their trip, the McMinnville delega-
tion learned from their Salvadoran partners that wherever 
there is violent social conflict, children are especially      
susceptible to major trauma. This sparked a special interest 
in supporting John Calvin Elementary School, an educa-
tional ministry of IRCES.  

The relationship with John Calvin School has      
provided a perfect opportunity for First, McMinnville   
member Cheryl Seagren, who has served as a K-8 public 
school counselor for more than 20 years. Cheryl is a registered play therapist and offered to share her         
expertise in working with traumatized children with John Calvin teachers.  

In consultation with IRCES leadership, in the last year Cheryl prepared a series of Zoom classes for 
the teachers at John Calvin School, who have little access to continuing education, to take the principles of 
play therapy into the classroom. Joseph Russ has provided necessary translation and interpretation services. 

 The idea of play therapy is that children, until they are about 10 
years old, tend to express whatôs going on in their lives through play. 
When children are given a chance to play, they tend to address their 
trauma. They want to heal, and play allows them to unpack some of 
that trauma. The teachers, in these cases, understand that they are not 
therapists. Rather, they are encouraged to use the principles of play 
therapy and assure their students: ñIôm here. I hear you. I understand. I 
care.ò  

 The teachers at the school have been hungry to receive these 
trainings and are beginning to see dramatic results in their classrooms. 
Unfortunately, there is no quick fix because in many communities, the 
daily exposure to major trauma continues. It is a deeply pastoral       
approach to education, modeled on Jesusô refusal to propose any quick 
fixes and to call on his followers to accompany those on the margins 
and to take up one anotherôs burdens. 

 First, McMinnville is exploring the possibility of a follow-up 
trip to El Salvador in the future. 

 As follow-up to Santiago and Carmenôs visit, McMinnville has 
participated in advocacy on behalf of their Salvadoran partner. Learn-
ing how, when, and where to speak up in support of public policy, in 
close coordination with Central American mission partners, is a focus 
of the Mesoamerican Migration and Mission Network.   

                   Continue on page five 

 

Omnibus  
Omnibus is published six times a year 
by the Presbytery of the Cascades for 
distribution to churches and individu-
als.  

Omnibus welcomes news and views of 
all the churches of Presbytery and all 
its readers. Send all communications 
to Kathleen Waugh, Omnibus editor, 
Presbytery of the Cascades, 245 S. 
Bancroft St., Suite D, Portland, OR 
97239-8526.   Email:  
kwaugh8@outlook.com    

Omnibus retains permission to modify 
submissions for clarity and space limi-
tations. The Presbytery 
ñCommunications and Technology 
Teamò (CATT) is the editorial board. 

Cheryl Seagren shares elements 
of play therapy with Joseph 
Russ, Carmen D²az, and        
Santiago Flores. 

 

https://www.presbyterianmission.org/story/new-pcusa-mission-network-begins-work-in-earnest/
mailto:kwaugh8@outlook.com
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 In my February article, I shared that one of my top priorities 
this year was to make time to listen and build relationships. The pur-
pose was three-fold: to best understand the challenges and issues we 
want to tackle, determine potential solutions we can work on          
collaboratively, and most importantly, to discover othersô values and 
passions in their work within our presbytery. These past nine months 
on the job have been fascinating as Iôve had opportunities to visit 
with well over 100 current and past volunteers who have called 
POTC their home presbytery. 

 From those many conversations, one theme kept floating to 
the surface: relationships. Not just the importance that relationships 

have in our work and the trust we should share with one another, but also how much more difficult it has be-
come to create and maintain relationships within our presbytery in this post-COVID world. That last part about 
creating and maintaining relationships was intriguing to me, especially since I have called Cascades home for 
28 years. So, I did some digging, and hereôs what I found. 

First: Relationships are more difficult because nobody ñlivesò in a presbytery. When we introduce 
ourselves at presbytery meetings, our primary reference point is our home church, and for good reason. Our 
local church is our primary connection point where we live into our faith as a community and live out together 
the mission God has called us to. We gather regularly with the same people to worship and grow together. 
Presbyteries, on the other hand, are one level removed from the local church. While presbyteries are an        
extension of the church, we serve as secondary support to the local churches. By our very nature, presbyteries 
are not set up to be the relational hubs we can live into like we do in our local churches. 

Second: Relationship building must be an intentional goal in a presbytery. The fact that nobody 
ñlivesò in a presbytery doesnôt mean relationships are any less importantéquite the contrary! Instead, it means 
that if we understand the nature of our system, we must be intentional in finding ways to create and nurture 
those relationships. Youôve heard me say this many times - the Presbyterian church is a connectional 
church - and we are always stronger and healthier when we work together. This means we need to continue to 
find ways to connect to build those relational bonds. 

Solution: Strong Presbytery relationships begin at the local and regional levels. Gathering our geo-
graphically large presbytery together twice a year for in-person meetings is a good start, but is that really 
enough? For decades many of our churches would be partnered with ñsisterò congregations, finding times dur-
ing the year for their Sessions to meet together, and occasionally join 
together for joint worship services (did somebody say ñpotluck?ò).  
Many ministers and commissioned pastors would have regional cove-
nant groups, where they could support one another and tackle joint mis-
sional opportunities in their area. Now with the advent of technology, 
we have some churches that are partnering together to share staff, re-
sources and even hybrid worship services, all in an effort to strengthen 
the connectional church. 

We all know how important relationships areéand the fact that without healthy relationships, we can-
not do the work we are called to as a presbytery, which is to support our local congregations and minister 
members. While we want to rely on our large corporate gatherings to be that intentional space, the reality is 
that our intentional relationship building must begin at community and regional levels first in order for trust to 
take hold and grow. Is your congregation connected to your Presbyterian siblings in the area? Is there an      
opportunity for multiple church leaders or sessions to gather and break bread, and discover together where God 
is at work in your communities? Are there potential worship or missional partnerships that could be explored? 
Each of these will help build on that foundation of relationship, and in turn, help us live 
into our DNA of being the connectional churchétogether! 

  Candid Conversations 

     By  Rev. Dr. Brian Craker, Transitional Executive 

Return to Index 
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By Kathleen Waugh, Omnibus Editor 
 

The Shy Dog 
For everything created by God is good, and nothing is to be rejected,  

provided it is received with thanksgiving 
I Timothy 4:4 

She sat shivering as far back from the gate as she could.  When I stopped to say a word or two to her, she 
pushed back against the wall.   She had on a sweater, so I knew the shivering was a fearful reaction to the world 
around her in this strange new place.    

 It was my day to volunteer at the Animal Shelter and it was somewhat unique to come across this tiny canine 
inmate ð although Iôm told that the Chihuahuas come in quite often.  Iôm new at this venture and started when the 
kennel was over-run with pitbulls.   Big, strong, absolutely lovable creatures that looked way tougher than they      
actually were.   So, coming across this wee, tiny pooch was new to me.  

 I decided to take Gigi (Iôm making up the name) out first ð went to the board, signed her out, got some 
treats and returned to her particular cell.   Reading the notes attached to the gate, I learned that Gigi had come in with 
another dog after the owner had become sick and had to move to an assisted living place ð and couldnôt take her 
animals with her.  This was a dog who had a lot of years on her, who had been loved, and probably pampered and 
was now in a cold, noisy environment.    

 When I walked into the kennel, she began to curl her lip and growl.  The notes had warned me that it would 
take time for her to warm up and advised us to take each step very slowly.   I had watched another veteran volunteer 
sit in the kennel with a dog exhibiting fear and just wait for him to come to her.   So, I did the same thing with Gigi 
ð sat in the kennel and softly invited her to join me.   I showed her the wonderful, smelly and tasty hot dog bites I 
had brought to share with her.   

 She didnôt move for quite some time, was obviously tempted by the hot dog tidbits I threw over in her direc-
tion ð still she continued to growl, but the lip wasnôt so curled.  Finally, she tentatively scooted over to the treat, 
took it and sat down, staying that much closer.  Again, I threw a treat to her, a bit closer.  She took it and looked my 
way.  Another treat. Another step closer.  It took a while but she finally ended up in my lap ð but what broke my 
heart was the fact she was still shaking.  So we stayed that way for quite a while; allowing her to get more comforta-
ble with this human who happened to have some tasty treats, a warm lap, and a soft voice.   

 I sat there with Gigi and marveled at the fact that she trusted me so quickly ð sure, those hot dog treats are 
quite tasty, a favorite for any canine, but it took courage for her to climb into my lap and I vowed to not take that gift 
of acceptance lightly.  One of Godôs beloved creatures trusted me for this moment in time. 

 I sat there and realized that there are a whole slew of Godôs creatures - including the oneôs called human -   
who face abandonment, who face challenges that we can only imagine.   And every one of them needs that comfort-
ing voice, that patient time and space to find trust in a new environment, in a noisy, unfamiliar world; often in a 
place where they are expected to accept and adjust.    

 And I realized that this moment with this wee, tiny creature is teaching me a valuable lesson ð all those 
new faces entering our sacred spaces on a  Sunday morning or a Wednesday bible class ð am I offering a patient, 
welcoming aura?  Am I allowing them to set the pace, or am I pushing them to accept my world, my time-limits. 

 Itôs something to think about, something to consider as we enter the holiday season when new faces often 
join us.  May the season be a blessing to you and yours.  May it offer opportunities to slow down, sit and enjoy    
moments of peace, and may it give you the opportunity to welcome both new and old friends to do the same.  

http://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwiuxduR7o7LAhUJSiYKHeIdBPUQjRwIBw&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.istg-africatomorrow.com%2Fonline-publications.html&psig=AFQjCNEPghB5nrPTp004GQQEUfE7R04p9w&ust=14563503426191
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On September 11, Joseph Russ accompanied Jan Irish, Bob Irish, and Lou Savage to meet with the 

staff of Senator Ron Wyden (D, OR) to advocate for a more just and humane immigration policy.   
Among the issues discussed were: 

¶ How the US Agency for International Development (USAID) can address issues that lead 
people to migrate by supporting programs in Central America that combat corruption and 
anti-democratic tendencies while strengthening human rights.  

¶ Receiving more refugees and processing more applications by supporting the Refugee Pro-
tection Act and/or the Grace Act, as well as increasing funding to US Citizen and Immigra-
tion Services (USCIS) for processing applications. 

¶ Providing more support for immigrants arriving to or already in the US by supporting 
the Asylum Seeker Work Authorization Act and the Keep Families Together Act. 

Because of the current troubled political climate in El Salvador, the delegation asked Sen. Wyden's 
staff to stay updated on the situation there and to be aware of proposals developed by the new El Salvador 
Congressional Caucus in the House of Representatives.  

Sen. Wyden's staff reiterated their commitment to addressing migration issues. They emphasized the 
importance of grassroots organizing - like First, McMinnvilleôs mission partnership with IRCES and the new 
MMMN - to support much-needed comprehensive immigration reform. 

Those interested in participating in the work of the MMMN can reach out to Joseph Russ 
(joseph.russ@pcusa.org) with questions. 

The PCUSA has engaged in mission in Central America since the 1880s. In recent decades, the      
General Assembly has published several detailed reports looking at the pastoral challenges facing our mission 
partners as well as the impact of US and regional politics on the region.  

The most recent study, Seeking Hope Amid Despair in Central America (2022), was commissioned by 
the General Assembly in 2018. This report, based on extensive visits to Central America, presents the voices 
of mission partners as well as political and economic actors in the region, with recommendations for public 
witness, mission partnerships, and education for local congregations. Before I retired as a PCUSA mission co-
worker, I served as a staff resource to the task force that prepared this report. 

 

Warm Springs and Springwater            
Congregations Worship Together 
By Pat Berger, Northeast Region Reporter 

It is not often that our congregations have the oppor-
tunity to worship together on a Sunday morning. Yet, there 
are so many blessings and faith stories we have to share with 
one another. On Sunday, October 20, twelve members of 
Springwater, Estacada and their new pastor, Rev. Debbie 
Garber, canceled their regular worship service and made the 
drive to worship with Warm Springs Presbyterian Church 
in their sanctuary. Our gathering also included Trustees from the presbytery.  

We prayed and sang together, listened to Godôs Word together, shared our stories and a pot-
luck meal afterwards. For those who could not go with us from Springwater, they were encouraged to 
worship at a different church that day and share their experience with us in worship the next week. 

Pastor Debbie preached on Mark 10:35-45, with the challenge to both congregations: ñAre we 
able to fill our cups with healing words and actions, abundant love, and life-giving hope, and pour 
these out intentionally in service and in new relationships, seeking nothing in return?ò Yes, we are 
able! And what a joy to faithfully follow Christ together on a Sunday morning.   

 

https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/senate-bill/5353
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/senate-bill/5353
https://www.congress.gov/bill/118th-congress/house-bill/63
https://www.congress.gov/bill/118th-congress/senate-bill/255#:~:text=This%20bill%20provides%20expedited%20work,States%20since%20this%20bill's%20enactment.
https://www.congress.gov/bill/116th-congress/house-bill/541
https://gaetz.house.gov/ElSalvadorCaucus
https://gaetz.house.gov/ElSalvadorCaucus
mailto:joseph.russ@pcusa.org
https://www.presbyterianmission.org/resource/compassion-peace-justice-resource-title-seeking-hope-amid-despair-in-central-america-2022/
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New Community Partners at First, Medford 
By Mike Hubbard, South Region Reporter 
 

Last year First, Medford adopted a new mission statement. Written as a call and response, it asks 
two questions: 

ñWhat do we do here?:  Nurture people in body, mind, and soul for the glory of God. 
What do we want to be?:  Faithful to God, grounded in Love, responsive to the world.ò 

 

First, Medfordôs responsiveness to the community has long been at the center of their identity. Like many 
congregations that bodily nurture people, First, Medford has a long history of providing food for the hungry. For over 
25 years, First, Medfordôs food bank, in several forms, has nurtured those experiencing food insecurity. Currently, 
the church provides leadership and many of the volunteers for the West 
Medford Food Bank. Today, the need is great. The Tuesday afternoon 
drive-thru distribution typically serves 150 families weekly.  

For the past 14 years, the churchôs Brown Bag Caf® has fed the 
communityôs hungry by giving out thousands of sack lunches each year.  
A recent week saw over 500 lunches cheerfully placed in the hands of 
anyone who asked for oneðno questions asked. 

Clearly, First, Medford has been responsive to the community. 
Just as clearly, they havenôt done all of this on their own. In many ways, 
the community has been responsive to their efforts. Large scale partners 
like ACCESS, the local Oregon Food Bank affiliate and the Cow Creek 
Umpqua Indian Foundation provide food and funds.  

Just as important are the many volunteers from Medfordôs United 
Church of Christ & Ascension Lutheran churches who contribute        
sandwiches, baked goods, and are onsite assembling lunches and handing 
them out. Other community members lend a hand as well on a drop-in 
basis. Many of these same folks show up every Tuesday to staff the food bank.     

This year, the National Red Cross became a valuable new Brown Bag partner. For many years, the Umpqua 
Cow Creek Foundation has been the programôs primary funding source. However, they will only accept grant        
applications for two years before requiring one-year pass. This being a Cow Creek off year, the Red Cross grant was 
crucial. Firstôs sack lunch program received an operational grant of $20,000, plus funds for a new kitchen floor     
covering, three freezers, and one refrigerator.     

Beginning early this year, an innovative Oregon Health & Science University (OHSU) program is allowing 
us to care for a different part of our neighborôs bodiesðtheir feet. To say the OHSU Street Nursing Team is unique is 
an understatement. Located in OHSUôs Southern Oregon University branch, the Street Nursing Team is the only 
thing like it in the country. Under the direction of Clinical Assistant Professor, Rachel Richmond, the program brings 
student nurses and folks living on the street together in weekly foot soak clinics.   

 Held outdoors in the churchôs covered breezeway, the clinic 
shares space with sack lunch distribution, creating a lively and energizing 
atmosphere. Much of the liveliness begins with volunteer Mike Leigh and 
his hot drink and pastry table. Foot soak clients and sack lunch patrons 
drink coffee, eat pastries and instant oatmeal while waiting their turn for 
one of the nurses to attend to their tired feet.  

 As exciting as the two new relationships are in their present form, 
both the Red Cross and Street Nurses bring with them the possibility of 
expanding the churchôs mission along with their own. In addition to the 
Red Cross contribution to the Brown Bag Caf®, the organization is doing 
a multi-year assessment of the entire church campus for use as a disaster 
resiliency center. 

 Beginning with the fall semester, the OHSU Street Nursing Team 
will be accompanied by an RN from La Clinica, a local affordable health provider. The team has asked for an        
additional room that will afford privacy for health consultations and wound examination.  

Nurturing people in body, mind, and soul for the glory of God at First, Medford.  

 

Mike Leigh Serving refreshments while 

folks wait for lunch bags and/or foot 

washing 












