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The mission of the American 
and Foreign Christian Union is 
to support the international, 
English-speaking, ecumenical 
churches in Europe whose 
ministries bear witness to
Jesus Christ. In partnership 
with our member churches, 
we will strive to develop and 
manage a strong financial 
base to further their
programs. We will nurture 
and strengthen our alumni 
ties and lend support to the 
pastors, leadership and 
members of these churches 
through our care and prayers. 
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THE BRIDGE   FALL-WINTER 2025 

FROM THE EDITOR 

THE GIFT OF OUR HERITAGE: FROM THE PAST TO THE FUTURE
In this issue we celebrate the ways in which the gifts of the past
encourage us today and live on for future generations. These gifts 
are often from ordinary people, gifts of time and talent, of vision and 
prayer, of leadership and hope. Of course, the financial gifts given to 
each church’s endowment allow for the rich ministries in Paris, Berlin and 
Vienna to continue and thrive. The endowments, grown over years of 
faithful giving, help to pay the pastors and fund the missions in each 
city. The AFCU itself, and each church, have a story from their past 
that can inspire us today and in the future. 

We thank you for the gifts you have brought to these ministries and the work of Christ in the world. 
We wish you a blessed and happy Thanksgiving and Christmas season. 

Rev. Dr. Tina Blair, Editor, The Bridge    							       Donate at afcubridge.org

Visitors step back in time upon entering the doors of the 
Presbyterian Historical Society (PHS) and its archives in downtown 
Philadelphia. Among its 40,000 cubic feet of records resides much 
of the history of the ACP and the AFCU. However, in perusing these 
materials, one realizes they represent not only the past but also the 
present, which has evolved from that past. 

Among the documents are elegantly handwritten minutes from the 
February 12, 1857, AFCU Board meeting, discussing the purchase of 
land for the first ACP church building on Rue De Berri. Also to be 
found is a letter to the AFCU Secretary, announcing a 1929 bid of 
$150,000 to build the ACP church tower, with the hope that the 
AFCU would help produce that amount. Building concerns have 
permeated the minutes since 1857! The name Roosevelt occurs at 
least twice in connection with substantial monetary support of the 
ACP: once in 1926 for the Quai d’Orsay building and again in 1937 
for the ACP Endowment, which still supplies funds today. Another 
example of notable history finding its home in the PHS is a copy 
of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.’s letter of appreciation for his 1965 
visit to the ACP. 

Old photos from the ACP also comprise the plethora of materials documenting the many years of God at 
work there. The PHS offers a fascinating treasure trove, one to be consistently updated in the preservation 
of the histories of the ACP, the ACB and the VCC. 

We can be what we are today because of those who have gone before us. Maintaining and exploring 
that heritage is of value. PHS website: www.history.pcusa.org/services.

Ardith Meier

Rev. Dr. Tina Blair, Bridge Editor; afcueditor@afcubridge.org  Bridge Team: Jenn Cavanaugh, Ardith Meier, Jody Smith

A TIME CAPSULE

AFCU Board, Fall 2025
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On October 24, 1965, Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. visited and stood in the pulpit of the American 
Church in Paris (ACP) to preach a sermon on love. Sixty years later, ACP honored the legacy of Dr. 
King’s visit with a celebration that united congregation and local community around his enduring 
vision of the “Beloved Community.” 

From October 4-12, 2025, ACP hosted a series of events themed around Dr. King’s dream of a world 
knit together by love, justice, and reconciliation. While no official record of Dr. King’s 1965 sermon at 
ACP exists, insights from a rare eyewitness help preserve its spirit. One attendee, Joan S., recalled, 
“Dr. King preached on ‘You must love the Lord your God with all your heart with all your soul and 
with all your strength, and your neighbor as yourself.’ I have heard many sermons based on this 
text but never one based only on what it means to love yourself.” 

The commemoration began with the Dare to Dream Concert, where ACP’s children and youth 
offered their own interpretation of Dr. King’s iconic “I Have a Dream” speech. Their heartfelt 
performances, interwoven with Dr. King’s quotes and speech excerpts, paid tribute to the critical 
role young people played in the Civil Rights Movement and the importance of passing his message 
to new generations. 

The celebration’s featured lecturer and preacher was Rev. Dr. Nathaniel 
Holmes, Jr., a distinguished professor of religion and philosophy and a noted 
Dr. King scholar. Dr. Holmes delivered a thought-provoking lecture, “Martin 
Luther King, Jr.’s Beloved Community & American Personalism: Viewing King 
Through the Eyes of Rufus Burrow, Jr.” On Sunday, October 12, Dr. Holmes 
preached two sermons on the “Beloved Community.”

On Saturday, October 11, the ACP theatre came alive with the International 
Jazz Brunch, a vibrant celebration that reflected ACP’s diverse congregation. 
Attendees enjoyed a selection of dishes prepared by African and Filipino 

Fellowships alongside ACP members. The menu featured not only classic American breakfast 
items but also a variety of international flavors. Rev. Dr. Ozzie Smith led the lively International 
Jazz Brunch band, which infused the brunch with spirit, rhythm, and a lot of dancing. 

The unveiling and dedication of a newly installed MLK plaque 
on the portico wall of ACP was a historic moment of the 
commemoration. The plaque bears one of Dr. King’s timeless 
quotations: “Hate cannot drive out hate, only love can do 
that.” Now, whenever someone enters the gates of ACP,
they will know that ACP is a church for all people. 

The festivities concluded with a celebration concert led 
by Grammy-nominated jazz musician Nathan Mitchell, 
accompanied by Ozzie Smith and ACP musicians. These 
powerful performances brought the week’s 
commemorations to a joyful close. 

Rebecca Burrow, Pastor

CELEBRATING THE 60TH ANNIVERSARY OF 
DR. MARTIN LUTHER KING JR.’S SERMON AT ACP 

AMERICAN CHURCH IN PARIS
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We are saddened by the recent passing (October 26, 2025) of Robert (Bob) 
DeLuryea. Bob was a long-time friend of Carol and mine and we were 
privileged to have known him and Lynda since the mid-1980s. We met when 
we lived in Paris, France and attended the American Church in Paris. Bob’s smile 
and friendly nature were an early welcome for anyone who met him. We both 
worked as electrical engineers and loved to travel. We hit it off quickly and a 
new friendship was formed far from home. 

Bob, early on, demonstrated his leadership skills and was able to volunteer to be Moderator of the 
ACP Church Council. His leadership abilities led him to become President of the AFCU, which lasted 
for many years and was followed by other important roles with the group. One important 
contribution included bringing a new sense of urgency to foster stronger alumni relationships 
through communications and personal contact. Lynda and Bob hosted many AFCU Annual 
Meetings at their home in Danbury, CT. 

We members of the AFCU have many special memories of our times together. We miss you, 
Bob, and will always remember the times we shared together with you and Lynda. 

IN MEMORIAM: ROBERT DELURYEA
A Tribute from Russ McNaughton

Photos by George Makhshigian, @voiture_volée 

AMERICAN CHURCH IN PARIS
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In the mid-1960s, my father, Art Benson, took a teaching job at the 
Department of Defense elementary school that served the U.S. 
military families in the American Sectorof West Berlin. My brother 
Alan and I each accompanied a parent through the “East Zone” 
to get to West Berlin. My dad drove our light green VW Bug from 
West Germany through the “East Zone.” My mom, Erika, flew in on 
Pan American Airlines to Tempelhof Airport. She was still a German 
citizen. Because her family fled East Germany before the Wall went up, there were concerns that 
the East Germans might nab her back if she tried to cross “The Zone” in a car. My brother Alan and 
I (about five and six years old at the time) still disagree about which one of us rode and which flew. 
This whole story of our family’s twists and turns with the American Church in Berlin will be told from 
a little boy’s point of view and memory, so if it’s utmost accuracy you’re after, please look to other 
sources. 

Mom was raised German Lutheran in the Evangelische Kirche. Dad was a preacher’s kid in the 
Covenant Church in the States. We joined the American Church in Berlin, led by Pastor Siebens, 
a kind, black-robed gentleman. The dwindling congregation, which worshipped in a modern 
German church building not far from downtown West Berlin, found us Benson brothers adorable 
as we passed the offering plates each Sunday—even more so when our parents had another baby 
boy, Benjamin. When old Pastor Siebens passed away unexpectedly, there was a meeting at which 
my parents and a few other members of the congregation decided to take the Lutheran American 
Church in Berlin (LACB) up on their offer to come and worship with them at the Alte Dorfkirche in 
the heart of Zehlendorf in the American Sector.

There were lots of young American families at the LACB, so worship and fellowship were fun for 
us brothers, but we did find it strange that mom would go up to take communion while dad sat 
it out. Turns out that this very Lutheran congregation allowed only Lutherans to partake, though 
there had apparently been congregational rumblings about serving all baptized and confirmed 
Christians. One Sunday morning, we gathered for worship to find that all the hymnals and 
communion vessels were gone, along with that part of the congregation that adamantly 
opposed a more open communion. I believe it was Pastors Ralph Zorn and Paul Wee who led 
us through worship that Sunday morning, although in a somewhat ad hoc way, and after that, 
my dad was able to take communion. 

We saw several beloved pastors, including Pr. Charles Lindholm and his family, come and go. 
Sometime in my teen years my dad became president of the church council, and there was talk 
of the LACB taking on the name, heritage and institutional organization of the old ACB (with its 
connection to the AFCU), which seemed both possible and fitting with my father and our 
family serving as the human link between the institutions. To me and my brothers, it all seemed 
like so much alphabet soup, but those grown-ups made a big fuss about it. 

My father, Art Benson, passed away this year in hospice care at our home in Northern California, 
still pleased to have been the bridge between the original and revived ACBs. My brother Alan has 
continued our father’s legacy of worshiping and serving in leadership roles at ACB. That’s a fact he 
and I can agree on.  

Tom Benson, AFCU Associate Board Member

ART BENSON: THE ACB-LACB-ACB BRIDGE

AMERICAN CHURCH IN BERLIN
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GIFTS FROM THE PAST INTO THE FUTURE

AMERICAN CHURCH IN BERLIN

One of the gifts of serving at the American Church in Berlin is 
discovering just how deeply our past still shapes our present. From
the very beginning, ACB was a gathering place for people who didn’t 
quite fit neatly anywhere else—students, diplomats, military families,
travelers, Berliners from every background. That heritage still lives
in us today.

Each Sunday I look out and see people who have arrived from every 
corner of the globe. One young adult recently told me, “I come 
because this is the one place in the city where I feel seen exactly 
as I am.” Another said, “This community helps me keep my faith alive.” 

And our mission now is the same as it has always been: to feed our 
neighbors. We give out hundreds of meals each week through our 
food pantry. The hands and hearts of volunteers serving today 
stand in continuity with the generations who built this church.

The past has blessed us with a foundation of welcome. The present is shaping a community of 
compassion and courage. And the future—well, the future will depend on the gifts we offer now: 
our generosity, our commitment, our willingness to believe that what God started here is worth 
carrying forward.

Ryan Birkman, Pastor
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VIENNA COMMUNITY CHURCH

SAYING GOODBYE TO PASTOR NEIL PARKER: 
THANK YOU FOR YOUR MINISTRY!

Without Pastor Neil the path of my husband’s 
and my life might have been completely 
different. I will never forget the first time we 
met him – we were confused and seeking 
peace, a place to rest our troubled hearts. 
Pastor Neil welcomed us with warmth, kindness, 
and a smile full of grace. In that moment, he 
embraced us with the love of Christ and made 
us feel we had arrived in the right place. Since 
then, I view him as a 
father – safe, wise, and 
deeply compassionate.  
-Shiva                                          

Neil, we love you! Neil has 
been a wonderful pastor 
and friend for our 
family and our church. 
From warmly welcoming 
us on day one at VCC, 
to being one of the first 
to know our family was 
growing to three, he has 
been a loyal friend, 
mentor, and leader. 
He encourages us to see 
God in all the small things 
and in the unexpected 
places, gently reminding us that our world is 
full of - and in need of - God’s abundant love. 
Seeing through Neil’s eyes, we now understand 
God to be so much bigger, yet so much nearer 
to every individual than we previously 
imagined. Neil is a precious person in our lives. 
-Sam, Derek, Rosie                                         

Pastor Neil, thank you for all the wonderful 
times. I will always remember how you taught 
us to see the world with different eyes and 
to trust totally in God. You also made my
confirmation an experience that I will 
never forget. You not only led meaningful 
church services but you were also able to 

interact with others. I am thankful you were there 
for us and held our church community together. 
We will miss you. -Isabella  
                                                              
Dr. Rev. Neil Parker’s life and ministry in Vienna 
have been a true reflection of God’s grace and 
wisdom. He not only shared the Word of God, 
but also his compassion, humility, and tireless
dedication to nurturing faith in others. His 

sermons have inspired 
us, and his leadership 
has strengthened our 
community in times of 
both joy and challenges. 
We thank him for his 
patience and sincerity. 
-Sherley & Alex                                                 

Neil, your humble, caring 
nature has made VCC a 
safe place for my family 
and me. Your honest 
and compassionate 
acceptance makes 
everyone feel at home. 
Thanks for being a 
leader, encourager, friend 
and mentor to me. -Tamika            

Pastor Neil, thank you making me feel at home 
at VCC from the start. Your grace-filled lessons 
have challenged me to grow each week, and 
your example has been a wonderful influence
on my kids. Your impact on our family (and
 on VCC) will endure. -Bartosz                                                                                

Thank you for always making us feel welcome. 
-Victoria                

Neil was an amazing pastor, who taught many 
great lessons with “heavy” messages while 
keeping the mood light and positive with his 
humor and charisma. -Krystian 



VIENNA COMMUNITY CHURCH

NEW YEAR BRINGS NEW PASTOR TO THE VCC
The VCC is happy to announce that Rev. Rebekah Davis has accepted the call 
to the VCC. Rev. Davis is originally from Nebraska, USA. She was ordained as an 
ELCA pastor in 2013, and since then has served parishes in California, and most
 currently has pastored a congregation in Cairo, Egypt, and been chaplain to 
their refugee services. 

Rev. Davis and husband, Robert Forrest, will soon be moving to Vienna.     

Photos @Kitty McKinsey 

We have been so blessed with our Pastor 
Neil – with his humanity, spontaneity, his way 
of connecting with the children and with all of
 us in his sermons. -Sita      

Thank you, Pastor Neil, for making our little 
ones so special. We are so delighted that
Gabrielle loves lighting the candle and also 

going up for the children’s time. We are so
blessed? - Noel and Lorna                                        

As a 2nd generation VCC member, I have 
experienced the phase of peace and unity
Pastor Neil brought to VCC. And now the 
baton passes. The old is gold but the new 
is hope. -Sheila                               


