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Breakthroughs

Members of Brooklyn United Methodist Church’s African ministry pray for  
Rev. Henry Dolopel before his January trip to the Holy Land.

Brooklyn UMC’s African ministry  
growing, reaching, healing
By Christa Meland

Earl Zeon is among the 30,000 people 
of Liberian descent who call Minnesota 
home. Although he’s happy here, he 
misses his native country—and he’s 
grateful to have a connection to Liberia 
through Brooklyn United Methodist 
Church’s African ministry.

“It keeps me vibrant,” he said. The Afri-
can ministry has been around for about 
eight years and was at one point an 
independent faith community. In July, 
it became a cultural ministry of Brook-
lyn UMC—and since then, it has found 
new momentum and is growing under 
the leadership of Rev. Henry Dolopei, 
Brooklyn’s associate pastor.

“You go all week at your work place, 
and on Sunday, you come to a place 
where you feel at home,” said Zeon, 
a 31-year-old quality engineering  

technician at St. Jude Medical.

Zeon, who is married and has two 
boys, grew up Baptist. But he was 
drawn to the African ministry because 
of its strong worship and its contempo-
rary African gospel music, which he said 
immediately fed his soul. He now leads 
liturgy each Sunday and cares deeply 
about making each worship service 
meaningful.

Before Dolopei was appointed to the 
African ministry, it had significantly 
dwindled in size and impact. But thanks 
to intentional efforts to revitalize the 
ministry, and a three-year Congrega-
tional Development grant that includes 
coaching and benchmark goals, it’s 
grown from 12 people in July to about 
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Reach • Renew • 
Rejoice resonates 
across MN;  
pledges top $2M

By Christa Meland

Hubbard United Methodist Church 
has many longtime members—and 
they remember several times when the 
church was on the brink of closing its 
doors. Today, it’s healthy and vibrant, 
and those longtime members want 
to do their part to ensure that United 
Methodist churches across Minnesota 
are healthy for generations to come.

That’s why members decided to 
pledge 20 percent of their 2014 income 
(over five years) to the Reach • Renew 
• Rejoice initiative for congregational 
development. Through Reach • Renew 
• Rejoice, over the next seven years, the 
conference will start seven new church-
es, assist 140 churches in revitalizing 
their ministries, and partner with seven 
vital parent churches to multiply their 
ministry beyond their current sites. 

“What we’re doing is investing in 
something that will benefit their chil-
dren or grandchildren or great-grand-
children because, even if they don’t 
grow up and live in Hubbard, we’ll have 
stronger, healthier churches through-
out Minnesota,” said Rev. Laurie Kan-
tonen, Hubbard UMC’s pastor. “God has 
blessed us to be a blessing, and maybe 
some of those churches that we’re 
helping will eventually find themselves 
in a position to pay it forward.”

United Methodists throughout Min-
nesota have pledged generous support
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Celebrating growth, vitality, and progress  
through Reach • Renew • Rejoice



Blessed by annual conference,  
Glendale UMC blesses others

When Rev. Becky Jo Messenbrink was 
appointed to Glendale United Meth-
odist Church in Savage in 2013, the 
congregation was eager to live into a 
God-sized dream. Now members are 
doing just that through the Minnesota 
Conference’s Healthy Church Initiative. 

Just a few years before Messenbrink’s 
arrival, the church had faced significant 
challenges—financial and otherwise. But 
those faded into the background, thanks 
in part to a merger that enabled the Min-
nesota Conference to pay off the church’s 
mortgage in 2012—31 years after the 
conference purchased the land on which 
Glendale UMC was built.

The church—which averages 96 in 

worship attendance—has a heart for 
mission. Mission trips, packing meals 
for Feed My Starving Children, and 
giving blood to the Red Cross are part 
of its DNA. Last summer, Glendale UMC 
became a host site for Ruby’s Pantry, 
which distributes groceries each month 
to neighbors in need.

The church wants to build on its recent 
momentum and is asking: Who is God 
calling us to be and how do we live into 
that vision? The Healthy Church Initiative 
is helping members answer that ques-
tion.

“We have been really blessed by the an-
nual conference,” said Messenbrink. “The 
annual conference positioned us for suc-

“The Reach • Renew • Rejoice initiative 
has helped us think not so much about 
what we can do for our church, but what 
we can do for our community. As Mis-
sional Journey participants, we looked 
at the needs of our community and 
what other programs were offered. We 
launched two outreach programs:

1.  We help those who need a free meal at 
the end of the month by giving them 
the opportunity to enjoy the company 
of one another over a good meal. Dif-
ferent members of the congregation 
help plan, make, and serve the meal. 

2.  On Wednesday nights, we bring our 
children and the children of the com-
munity together for a meal, worship, 
and small group study. This has been a 

great outreach to children who do not 
have a church home or simply like the 
fun and fellowship. Some children come 
with their parents and some are picked 
up and dropped off from their homes.

Faith United Methodist Church in Sleepy 
Eye is a tithe goal partner with Reach 
• Renew • Rejoice because we want to 
help other churches experience the joy 
of new ministries. We envision that this 
seven-year plan will impact people’s lives 
and that it will have a ripple effect. We 
are the planter of seeds; God is the one 
who will bring it to fruition. We just need 
to be faithful to what God has asked us 
to do.”

Shirley Tennant
Lay Leader, Faith UMC, Sleepy Eye

TITHE GOAL PARTNER

Minnesota United Methodist churches are challenged and encouraged to become tithe goal partners—meaning 
they pledge 10 percent of their 2014 income over five years (2 percent each year). More than one-third of 
churches that have pledged thus far have made this commitment.

Faith UMC community outreach  
spurred by revitalization process

At the end of each month, Faith 
United Methodist Church in Sleepy 
Eye provides free meals and a 
fellowship opportunity for the 
community.
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Last summer the church became a host 
site for Ruby’s Pantry, which distributes 
groceries to those in need.

cess.” That’s why it was an easy decision 
for the church to pledge to be a Reach • 
Renew • Rejoice tithe goal partner, she 
said. Glendale UMC is now called to bless 
other churches. 
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for the initiative. More than $2 million 
had been pledged as of mid-February, 
and more than $500,000 had been 
given. The initiative’s “breakthrough” 
goal is $2.5 million, and its “rejoice” (or 
ultimate) goal is $3.7 million. 

All Minnesota churches have been 
invited to hear a presentation about the 
initiative, and most of those presenta-
tions have been scheduled or completed. 
Pledges will continue coming in during 
the months leading up to the 2015 An-
nual Conference in late May. 

“The money is important, but just 
opening the door to hearing our Congre-
gational Development story in Minnesota 
is an inspiring first step,” said Dan Johnson, 
director of Congregational Development 
and Reach • Renew • Rejoice. “When 
we share and receive stories of God’s 
life-changing work among us, we become 
the stories we tell.”

More than one-third of the churches 

What we’re doing is 
investing in something 
that will benefit [our] 
children or grandchildren 
or great-grandchildren 
because, even if they 
don’t grow up and live 
in Hubbard, we’ll have 
stronger, healthier 
churches throughout 
Minnesota.”
–Rev. Laurie Kantonen,  
Hubbard UMC

Members of Hubbard United Methodist Church celebrate 
Christmas during a party in December 2014. Today the church is a 
healthy and vibrant congregation with a thriving youth ministry.

REVITALIZATION PROCESSES

The Minnesota Conference has three transformational processes to revitalize 
existing churches: Missional Journey (for small churches), the Healthy Church 
Initiative (for mid-size churches), and the Missional Church Consultation 
Initiative (for large churches); Reach • Renew • Rejoice will enable 140 
churches to go through one of these processes over the next seven years.

“

Pledges 

that have pledged thus far have agreed 
to be “tithe goal partners”—meaning 
they will give 10 percent of their 2014 
income over a five-year period (2 percent 
each year).

STORM Faith Community—a coalition 
of three house churches across the Twin 
Cities that has 25 to 30 active mem-
bers—provided 45 percent of its 2014 
offerings upfront in support of Reach • 
Renew • Rejoice.

“We exist because of the annual confer-
ence,” said Rev. David Brown. He planted 
STORM in 2010 with conference support 
and still has a quarter-time appointment 
as its leader. He has seen firsthand the 
way that new churches can reach new 
people and wants to make sure the con-

ference is able to continue to facilitate 
those opportunities. 

At a church planting conference he 
attended a number of years ago, one 
of the speakers said something that’s 
stuck with him: “Every Christian should 
be a church-planting Christian and every 
church should be a church-planting 
church.”

“It’s true—Jesus calls all of us individu-
ally and corporately to build the king-
dom,” he said. “As we witness to others 
and people decide to follow Jesus, that’s 
building the church. And as a whole 
church body, we should be looking for 
ways we can plant other churches. That’s 
what Reach • Renew • Rejoice is.”
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55 in average worship attendance today, 
most of whom are young adults. The 
ministry now has its own Sunday wor-
ship service and its own Sunday School.

The growth has happened largely 
through word of mouth and through 
evangelism efforts on the part of the 
ministry’s members. Dolopei regularly in-
vites them to share their “God moments” 
with each other and with those they 
encounter in everyday life—and they’ve 
embraced that invitation. Approximately 
100 people came to a Thanksgiving meal 
that the ministry hosted for members of 
the community.

To facilitate further growth, Zeon 
recently created a social media presence 
for the ministry, and other members are 
working on a website.

The African ministry has created some 
unique opportunities for its members. 
Many of them work evenings but want 
to remain connected during the work 
week. So every Wednesday night, they 
come together in a conference call for a 
“Bible and prayer line.” After reading and 
discussing scripture, they spend the rest 
of the time in collective prayer.

Dolopei led the Bible and prayer line for 
the first three months, but since Septem-
ber, it has been driven by members.

In recent months, many prayers have 
been for family and friends fighting Eb-
ola back home. Almost everyone within 
the ministry is connected to someone 
who has the disease—and some have 
loved ones who have died from it. In 
November, members of the ministry 
came together for a memorial service to 

remember and honor those who they’ve 
lost to the epidemic.

“They didn’t have the opportunity 
to go back to Liberia for a memorial 
service,” said Dolopei, who also provided 
one-on-one grief care. “This was an op-
portunity for them to share and pray.”

Perhaps one of the most significant 
ways the ministry has transformed lives 
is by bringing together people from dif-
ferent socio-economic backgrounds, said 
Dolopei. Status is heavily emphasized in 
Liberia and created divisions there, but 
members of the African ministry have 
found common ground.

“Everybody now sees one another as 
brothers and sisters despite their status 
in Liberia,” Dolopei said. “During fellow-
ship time, they try to find something 
in common…Even if you get back to a 
certain [economic] status in the U.S., you 
remember where you came from.”

Dolopei and Zeon are both committed 
to continuing to growing the ministry—
and they’ve been working together to 

do just that. One of the things they’ve 
made an effort to do well is follow-ups 
with both members and visitors. For 
example, one woman who had been 
coming to Sunday worship suddenly 
stopped showing up. They heard she 
had a baby, so they brought a gift to her 
home and told her she was missed. Soon 
after that, she returned—this time with 
other members of her family.

Zeon is an introvert, but he doesn’t hes-
itate to go out of his comfort zone for the 
sake of the gospel, whether that means 
introducing himself to newcomers at 
church or telling people he encounters in 
other facets of his life just how much the 
African ministry means to him.

“It’s amazing how God has taken me 
from where I was to where I am today, 
and I’m always eager to let people know 
that,” he said. “I am honored to be part of 
something greater than me. The African 
cultural ministry is my heart, and I will do 
everything possible to keep up and grow 
that ministry.”

l  Start one new church where 
demographics and opportunity align 

l  Assist 20 existing churches in 
revitalizing their ministries

MAKING A DIFFERENCE

The Minnesota Conference’s seven-year plan for congregational development has two components: starting new churches and 
growing existing churches through three transformational processes. 

Through Reach l Renew l Rejoice, each year for the next seven years, we will:

l  Partner with a vital parent church to multiply 
its ministry beyond its current site

Every Sunday, Earl Zeon leads liturgy for Brooklyn UMC’s African ministry.
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