                                                         THE JOURNEY OF THE PEWS
It was a gray, overcast morning as 5 of us began a journey northward.  But in reality, it was a journey that had started many months before, in a simple conversation between Jerry Tibbs and Adela Kills Pretty Enemy at the funeral service for Anna Mae Reede which was held in Selby, SD.  Jerry is a member of the Oahe Association, (an association of United Church of Christ churches in central SD) and Adela is the wife of a Dakota Association pastor (an association of Indian United Church of Christ churches serving Indian country).  Jerry asked about needs in their congregation and Adela told him that they worshipped sitting often on concrete blocks, old tree stumps and backless benches and how they would love to have pews to sit on during worship.  A vision began forming in Jerry’s heart and mind and on the way home we began thinking about how to meet this need.  Quickly Jerry mobilized the rest of the Association and we decided to find pews for this small church near Bullhead, SD called Pine Little Eagle (or to many, the Brown Church).  
The Association began receiving gifts from our various churches to purchase pews.  Folks scoured the internet looking for just the right set of pews.  They could only be 6’ long as the church is not large.  Finally, only a month ago, the pews were found, in Stromsburg, NE.  The pews were for sale, but when they found out what we wanted to use them for, they said, ‘take them, they are free! Truly God’s grace in motion.  When the announcement was made at Pierre UCC, applause broke out – in great joy!  And when told that we were looking for someone to pick them up in Stromsburg, NE, Larry Lyngstad would tell you he saw his name written on that task.  He and his wife Gail picked up the pews, greeting the brothers and sisters from Stromsburg Evangelical Covenant church and thanking them for their part in this mission.  They drove back to Pierre and let the rest of us know that they were raring to go to get the pews in!  We had the crew ready within a week to travel the 200 miles north to place the pews in their new home!  
We left Pierre, heading to Mobridge where we would pick up the rest of the crew.  We prayed for good weather, as we’d been told that the road into the church was little more than a cow path.  Arriving in Mobridge we added more members to our mission group.  Now the group was complete: Larry Ice, Virgil Papstein, Larry Lyngstad, Sandra Kangas and Susan Carr;  Keith Kraft, David Lawrence, Don Waddell, David Siemon, John Leff; and Dianne Rood Kiesz.  With good directions from David Lawrence, we wound ourselves through Indian country to Bullhead.  A few miles away, we finally arrived at the church.  Waiting for us were Helen Kills Pretty Enemy, Noah Kills Pretty Enemy and Mike and Adela Kills Pretty Enemy.  As the weather was worsening, we wasted no time in opening up the church and beginning to plan the process of installing the new pews.  In an amazing show of ‘working together’ the men put together a plan.  We would clean out the church from top to bottom and then put the pews in.  Working with minimal tools we got that done and then the transformation began!  By the end of 3 hours, the task was complete!  There were 6 new 6’ pews, 2 altar rails and a new pulpit and communion table which had come from Mobridge and was originally in one of our other Congregational Churches, Grace Congregational in Mobridge. So many churches having a hand in God’s work – truly we saw God’s hand providing! God continued to provide as the weather held throughout the day.  
Mike Kills Pretty Enemy said of the pews, “It’s awesome.  We never thought we’d see pews here.  We have sat on cement blocks and concrete blocks and benches and tree stumps, but never pews.  I’m speechless.”  None of us could imagine when we first saw the church how everything would fit. But at the end we all agreed it was ‘custom built for this church.’

Mike Kills Pretty Enemy has served this congregation for the past 7-8 years and another congregation in Cannonball, which is almost 80 miles away.  He and Adela are truly circuit riders, serving these congregations and their people in many places and many ways.  They worship at the church as regularly as possible given the weather and the road.  Helen, Mike’s sister spoke with great joy about these worship moments, especially the one at Memorial Day where many of the soldiers and young families return.  

The church has a long history, having been started with the help of the American Missionary Association of the Congregational Church (the precursor of the United Church of Christ today).  The church has been there since the late 1800’s or early 1900’s.   His grandparents lived on the land where the church now stands and donated that property to build a church.  He remembers his grandparents living in a dugout and in the summer bringing the children there and giving them soup and sharing with them stories of faith and teaching them how to pray.   The first church building was built nearer to the river, the second church building burned down and the foundation remains.  This is the 3rd church building.  Throughout it all, the church, the Body of Christ has remained.   

As the day wound down, Adela and Mike began bringing in coolers of food.  A lunch was hastily put on the new table and a feast of sandwiches and chips and drinks was enjoyed by the whole crew.  Dianne Rood Kiesz, pastor at Eureka United Church of Christ called our attention to the fact that we were eating at the Communion Table of Jesus Christ.  Surely no great tribute to him could we think of offering, our hands and hearts and minds, working together to help one another.   May God richly bless this first small step and lead us into new places together. 
