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FORT WORTH, Texas —
Once the epitome of Main
Street U.S.A., the United Meth-
odist Church is rapidly becom-
ing an increasingly interna-
tional family.

Put another way: The church
of President Bush and Sen.
Hillary Clinton is also the
church of Liberian President
Ellen Johnson Sirleaf.

And as the Liberian presi-

dent stood before thousands of
fellow Methodists gathered
here Tuesday, she presented
herself as the personification of
the church’s global missions
and urged a renewed effort to
fight poverty in Africa.

Sirleaf, who in 2006 became
Africa’s first democratically
elected female head of state,
pointed to Methodists’ centu-
ries-old health and education
ministries in her nation in
western Africa. Methodists
built the first secondary school
in Liberia, the College of West
Africa.

“For more than 175 years,
you, the Methodist Church, has
stood by and with the Liberian
nation,” Sirleaf said. “The

church must continue to work
to assist us meet the challenges
for the people of Liberia.”

Challenges are abundant
across the world, Sirleaf said. A
widening gap between rich
and poor nations threatens

regional stability; climate
change threatens natural re-
sources; and rising food prices
threaten to unleash a tide of
hunger across the world.

“You are meeting at a critical
moment in the history of the
Christian church and the hu-
man family,” she said.

Indeed, the nearly 4,000
United Methodists gathered
here at their quadrennial Gen-
eral Conference find them-
selves in the middle of an in-
tense debate about exactly how
their church can reflect its
increasingly international
family.

While Methodist congrega-
tions shrink in the U.S., they’re
booming in Africa and Asia —

30 percent of the church’s
11.5 million members live
outside the U.S. Sirleaf’s Liber-
ia has 168,000 Methodists;
earlier this week delegates
formally received its western
African neighbor, Cote d’Ivoire,
into the church. With 700,000
members, it’s now the church’s
largest regional conference.

More than 275 of the nearly
1,000 delegates gathered here
to draw up church policy are
from Africa.

Still, Methodist have yet to
decide how to fully reflect their
diversity in church governance.
On Monday, delegates scuttled
a plan that might have given
more influence to churches in
Africa, Asia and Europe, in-

stead deciding to study the
matter further and report back
in four years.

The meeting here, which
ends today, also reflects a
wider struggle for the soul of
America’s mainline churches,
as conservatives and liberals
increasingly cross national and
hemispheric lines in search of
allies.

Liberal Methodists here say a
conservative coalition also
crossed ethical lines last week
when they handed out more
than 200 free cell phones to
delegates from Africa and the
Philippines. The giveaway
sparked charges of racism,
neo-colonialism and old-
fashioned graft.

Methodist church thrives in Africa, Asia 
Delegates struggle
to reflect, organize
international family 

By Daniel Burke
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“The church must
continue to work to
assist us to meet the
challenges for the
people of Liberia.”
ELLEN JOHNSON
SIRLEAF
Liberian president

WARSAW, Poland — There’s
a new commandment for
Polish priests: “Thou shall not
lift.”

The Roman Catholic Church
in this nation has published a
new book that tells priests how
to find inspiration in already
published sermons without
breaking the law by lifting
passages from them verbatim.

The book, To Plagiarize or
Not to Plagiarize?, is an at-
tempt to set boundaries in the
wake of pulpit plagiarism
claims that have hit not just
Catholic clerics in Poland but
ministers from other Christian
denominations in the United
States.

Temptation is only the click
of a mouse away as more and
more churches post their ser-
mons online.

There is a thin line between
drawing inspiration and lifting
the text outright, said the Rev.
Wieslaw Przyczyna, one of the
book’s editors.

In Charlotte, N.C., the Rev. E.
Glenn Wagner, a former senior
evangelical pastor at Calvary
Church, admitted lifting parts
of sermons and resigned in
2004. Also, the Rev. Robert
Hamm, the former senior

minister at the United Church
of Christ in Keene, N.H., ad-
mitted to similar accusations
and resigned the same year.

Paul Hasser of the Center for
the Liturgy at St. Louis Uni-
versity in Missouri said he
remembered seeing priests
reading their Sunday sermons
directly from a book when he
was a boy.

But with the quick dissemi-
nation of sermons on the In-
ternet, and the involvement of
copyright law, times have
changed.

Now, in Poland, a priest
caught using a plagiarized
sermon can face stiff fines or
even as long as three years in
prison, although no one ac-
tually has been charged.

The concern about ensuring
that priests follow a righteous
path is what led to the publi-
cation of the church’s book last
month, said Przyczyna, who
helped edit the 150-page text,
which is available to Poland’s
28,000 priests for about $13.

Przyczyna, a sermon expert
at Krakow’s Pontifical Academy
of Theology, said that existing
sermons can be used — “but
according to rules” that forbid
a word-for-word citation with-
out properly acknowledging
their source.

It is an issue that is partic-

ularly sensitive in this country
of 38 million people, where
more than 90 percent of the
population is Catholic and
many attend Sunday Mass. 

Przyczyna recounted a re-
cent encounter with a nun in
Krakow who said she had
stopped attending Masses by
her favorite priest after he
delivered — word for word — a
sermon she’d seen on the In-
ternet written by someone else.

Parishioners at another
church — suspecting their
priest of plagiarizing — attend-
ed Mass with their own copies
of a sermon posted online for
that specific Sunday.

When the priest delivered it
verbatim, they met with him
afterward and privately re-
buked him for the plagiarism.

Przyczyna, though, hopes
the book will cause priests to
“be afraid and embarrassed” to
speak someone else’s words.
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To Plagiarize or Not to Plagia-
rize? was released last month.

Polish Catholics
fight problem of
copying sermons 
Internet a devilish source of temptation

By Monika Scislowska
ASSOCIATED PRESS

is more of a philosophy than a
religion, Cameron said. Be-
cause the word church has so
many different meanings,
“We’ve chosen to the use the
word spiritual religion,” she
said.

Among the religion’s core
beliefs: People are in part-
nership with God. Its teach-
ings combine science, philos-
ophy and religions of Eastern
and Western cultures, in-
cluding Christianity.

“These are tools on how to
live in the world that we live
in and how to actually change
our experience so that we can
live a happy life despite what’s
going on around us,” Cam-
eron said. “We actually can
impact that which is going on
around us.”

Religious Science, also
called Science of Mind, is part
of the New Thought move-
ment. It honors all paths lead-
ing to God, whether Christian,
Jewish, Buddhist, Hindu,
Muslim or others.

The movement is based not
on dogma, but on universal
spiritual principles, said Rod-
ney Scott, communication
director for United Centers for
Spiritual Living, based in
California.

“I think people are hungry
for spiritual nourishment
where they are loved … and

appreciated,” Scott said. “That
they can walk in a place and
be held in the light of God and
not be told that they are doing
it wrong.”

The roots of New Thought
trace to the late 19th-century
American religion scene, said
Paul Alan Laughlin, a profes-
sor of religion and philosophy
at Otterbein College.

“New Thought is positive
thinking and the denial of
sinfulness of human beings,”
Laughlin said. The traditional
message of Christianity is that
people are sinful, but New
Thought and its derivatives
reject that, Laughlin said.

The belief, he said, is that
“we’ve got the same potential
in us that Jesus had in him or
that Buddha had in him.”

Between 50 and 100 people
worship at the Columbus
Center for Spiritual Living,
which began its celebration
services last month at the
Northwest Masonic Lodge,
2436 W. Dublin-Granville Rd.
The center is the fifth in Ohio.

Vera Nixon drives roughly
90 minutes each way from the
Hocking Hills every Sunday to

attend. She’s been reading
Holmes’ writing for about five
years, since a friend gave her a
Science of Mind daily-med-
itation magazine.

Nixon said she and her
husband visit Columbus for
entertainment and cultural
events and would make the
trek for medical care if need-
ed. She views this as a similar
investment: “I choose to come
for my spiritual health.” 

Sue Miller attended for the
first time on a recent Sunday
at the urging of a friend and
some of her clients at the
Migun Therapy Center, a
thermal-massage business in
Westerville.

“When people used to ask
me what religion I was, I
didn’t have an answer,” Miller
said. She had attended
churches in the past, but just
never found the right fit.

Until now.
“This is all about finding the

God within you,” Miller said.

For more information about
the center, visit www.Spir-
itualLivingColumbus.org.

dwilson@dispatch.com
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Kathi Martin greets a friend at
the Columbus Center for Spir-
itual Living, which opened in
March. It teaches the Science
of Mind, described as “a reli-
gion, a philosophy and a way
of life.”
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EASTON, Pa. — Sister Do-
rothy Fabritze had some free
time on the last day of a mis-
sionary convention in 1996.
She came upon a booklet
about priests and nuns who
travel with the circus.

“I had never known priests
were in carnivals,” Fabritze
told a recent meeting of the
Serra Vocation Club, a lay
group that works to foster
vocations to the priesthood
and religious life in the Ca-
tholic Church.

“Oh, sister, are you in-
terested?” asked a nun re-
turning from lunch to her
station.

“In what?” Fabritze asked
incredulously.

“You’re holding the book,”
the other nun said.

“I don’t know what you’re
talking about,” Fabritze said.
She looked at her watch and
said, “Sister, I’ve got to go.”

Now, 12 years later, she
knows exactly what that nun
was talking about.

Fabritze and her longtime
missionary companion, Sister
Bernard Overkamp, are mem-
bers of the Missionary Sisters
of the Sacred Heart. After
years spent spreading Chris-
tianity in the jungles of Papua
New Guinea, the pair now
serve as traveling nuns with
the Ringling Bros. and Bar-
num & Bailey Circus.

Aside from Fabritze and
Overkamp, there are only two

other traveling circus nuns,
according to the Rev. Jerry
Hogan, chaplain for circuses
and other traveling shows
across the country.

“They’re like pioneers,”
Hogan said of circus nuns.
“There’s a need for more
sisters. But it’s hard to find
them. We get a few people
who get all excited. Then they
see the lifestyle — it’s a 24/7
lifestyle — and they say, ‘Oh,
that’s not for me.’”

At first, it wasn’t for Fabritze
and Overkamp. After 15 years
in Papua New Guinea, the
idea of working with the
circus didn’t seem to fit. Liv-
ing in a cramped trailer?
Traveling the country with
performers and animals?
Working circus jobs? As nuns?
That sounded foreign.

But Fabritze kept the book-
let the other nun had given
her. She tucked it in her cabi-
net, where it stayed for four
years. And every time she
opened the cabinet, there was
that word. It grew more irre-
sistible each time she read it
until, she said, it appeared as
though it was written in
blinking lights.

Circus, it flashed.
Fabritze now was consid-

ering the job that four years
earlier she couldn’t under-
stand.

Fabritze called Overkamp.
She suggested they scout the
circus together. Fabritze per-
suaded her friend to go to a
show in Hershey, Pa. They
started raising money for a

truck and a trailer, and
bought them. They turned
the trailer’s master bedroom
into a small chapel, complete
with a miniature wooden
sculpture of Jesus.

“It’s not a huge chapel but
it’s very nice,” Overkamp said.

Then they hit the road. In
2000, they joined the Roberts
Bros. Circus. In 2002, it was
Circus Chimera. In 2004, they
hit the big time: Ringling
Bros. and Barnum & Bailey,
where Fabritze teaches per-
formers’ children and Over-
kamp is a wardrobe manager.

But they didn’t join the
circus for those jobs. And they
didn’t join to perform. The
extent of their performance is
the time Fabritze spends
raising and lowering curtains.

They joined to ensure that
wherever this transient show
goes, a church will follow.
They pray for those who tease
the lions and take to the tra-
peze. They find priests to
squeeze in sermons between
shows. They reassure the
performers headed to the
ring. They listen. They advise.

When it comes to the cir-
cus, the elephants, in a sense,
have it better than the people.
They get food, water and heat
at every stop. Fabritze, Over-
kamp and all the other hu-
mans are responsible for their
own heat and nourishment.

“For the animals,” Fabritze
said, “people are there
around the clock.” Then she
laughed. “Nobody’s there for
the sisters.”

Circus nuns try to keep
religion in center ring 
By Douglas B. Brill
RELIGION NEWS SERVICE

ican soldier she later married.
A 1995 documentary about her
earned an Academy Award. 

The public is welcome, Sa-
gan said, but needs to RSVP to
Hillel at 614-294-4797. 

Several other events are
planned today and this week-
end to mark Yom Hashoah, the
Israeli day of remembrance for
the Holocaust. Yom Hashoah
always is celebrated eight days
before Israeli Independence
Day. This year is the 60th anni-
versary of the state of Israel.

Murray Ebner was the only
member of his family to sur-
vive torture and avoid being
killed at the hands of the Nazis.

He did come close to dying.
The 79-year-old East Side man
was a 13-year-old in Poland
when he was taken off the
streets of a Jewish ghetto,
where his family had been
forced to live after hiding in
woods for more than a month.

For three years, the Nazis
imprisoned him in a succes-
sion of four camps. He escaped
during a forced march from
Auschwitz by hiding in hay in a
barn. 

His parents, three brothers,
two grandfathers and 13 aunts
and uncles were killed. Of
4,000 Jews in his hometown,
Wisnich Nowy, five men sur-
vived World War II. All the
women and children died.

Ebner didn’t talk about the
Holocaust for years. He just

couldn’t. “It was too heart-
breaking for me,” he said. 

Eventually, he decided he
had to. “I want everybody to
know about it so it will never
be forgotten,” he said. 

Ebner will speak at tonight’s
“Shabbat of Remembrance” at
Hillel at Ohio State University.
The event is the capstone of a
24-hour vigil on the campus
Oval. Six yellow candles repre-
sent the 6 million Jews who
were killed and the yellow Star
of David they were forced to

wear, said Susannah Sagan,
associate director of Hillel. 

Yesterday evening, students
began reading the names of
Holocaust victims and will
continue for 24 hours, with the
last hour of names to be read at
Hillel. They should finish about
6 p.m., when the service be-
gins.

The service will be followed
by dinner, which will feature
speaker Gerda Weissmann
Klein, a Holocaust survivor
who was liberated by an Amer-

Today at noon, Mayor Mi-
chael B. Coleman will host a
Holocaust remembrance pro-
gram featuring Klein at City
Hall.

On Sunday, the synagogues
of Columbus will come togeth-
er for the Board of Rabbis’
community program at 7 p.m.
at Temple Beth Shalom in New
Albany. Ruth Messinger, presi-
dent of the American Jewish
World Service, will talk about
the genocide in Darfur. 

mheagney@dispatch.com

Holocaust survivors will speak at OSU Hillel commemoration
By Meredith Heagney
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