
1 | P a g e  
 

A Question of Partnership 
Text and Photos by Jim Nedelka 

(except where noted) 
Special to the Presbyterian News Service 

 
Part III - The Invitation 

 
Vendula stands before me in her black robe. Looking me straight in the eyes, she offers the Cup, 

reminding me in perfect English that this is “the Blood of Salvation.”  I lift the Cup to my lips – it is deeper than 
I expect. I find the comfort point between a sip and a splash in the face, drink, and 
return the Cup. 

As the distribution of the Sacrament continues, my mind shuffles through the 
range of questions I’ve had since we left the States on October 13th.  

Few clear answers have come to me through our first days in Prague.  
During a busy week of conference 

seminars and field trips arranged during two 
years of planning, our PC(USA) delegation 
has shared the Eucharist in the Church of St. 
Martin-in-the-Wall: received a quick history 
lesson about the ECCB; met with the Synodal 
Council, the denomination’s six-member 
guiding body equally divided between clergy 
and lay people. 

We have prayed, sung and lunched with 
members of The Diakonie, the ECCB’s Social 
Service branch, which provides centers for the 

care of runaway teens, unwed pregnant mothers along with community 
centers, assisted living residences and nursing home facilities for 
seniors. During a wide-ranging question-and-answer session with the 
Deans of the Evangelická teologická fakulta Univerzita Karlova v Praze 
(the Protestant Theological Faculty of Prague’s Charles University), we 
heard how, during the Communist era, their library survived nearly 
intact through the most bizarre of circumstances: instead of carting the 
books off to a warehouse, the Party simply locked the doors and took 
possession of all the keys! 

During these first days together, , we began interacting with the 
representative(s) from our potential-partner Czech congregations in a 
situation similar to nervous first-year college students meeting their new 
dorm mates (an ECCB review panel had paired us based on the church 
profile forms we submitted prior to our arrivals in Prague.) 

At this early stage, both Jan Hus Church delegations have 
wondered what prompted the panel to pair the church from the “Big 
American City” with the one from the small Czech village.  

The model ECCB – PC(USA) partnership has existed since 
2001 between First Presbyterian Church of Annapolis, MD, and the congregation in Letohrad. Their partnership 
blossomed from the friendships formed during initial visits between both continents; further discussions 
fleshed-out their “formal” agreement. The First Annapolis-Letohrad success prompted the ECCB, in 2006, to 
suggest PARTNERSHIP CONFERENCE ’08.  

Logistically, the bulk of planning fell to the ECCB team of Gerhard Frey-Reininghaus and Petr Sláma, 
both of Charles University, and ECCB’s Magda Matuliková. The Partnership details were developed by the 
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First Annapolis team of Betty McGinnis, Steve Hays and First Annapolis’ pastor, Bill Hathaway, along with 
Pastor Jiřina Kačenová of Letohrad parish. 

Their attention to detail is apparent, from the 50-page Conference workbook developed by the First 
Annapolis team, to Sláma’s expertise in assembling the multi-media history presentation and other study 
materials, to Frey-Reininghaus’s wise guidance during the initial church pairings to Matuliková’s always-
smiling face, doubling as our translator and most energetic Point Person. 

For added perspective, the Rev. Tim Havlicek, First’s pastor when the project began, is with us in 
Prague. Now the pastor of First Presbyterian, Morehead City, NC, Havlicek and elder Steve Anthony are 
exploring new partnership possibilities. Also with us is the Rev. Joyce Michael, as PC(USA) liaison to the 
ECCB. 

First Annapolis and Letohrad are enthusiastic evangelists for partnership. Their candor about the highs 
and lows during the formative stages of their partnership is refreshing and a great help in easing some of the 
skepticism that has naturally crossed the minds of those of us new to this concept. 

I wonder what shape a partnership between our two Jan Hus Churches will take - if one even 
materializes! Despite being from polar opposite-sized communities, there seem to be few obstacles to a positive 
outcome: both congregations are small in number…both have female pastors: Rev. Moira Ahearne in New 
York, Vendula Kalusová here in Hvodznice; both are mothers…both have significant community outreach and 
social programs: Moira with the Jan Hus Neighborhood House, Vendula with her work as a prison chaplain top 
the list. 

I also wonder: are the pleasantries and friendly environment of our weekend here in Hvodznice being 
repeated in Trutnov with the team from Omaha’s West Hills Church? …Boskovice and The Presbyterian 
Church, Sewickley, PA? …Olumuc and Covenant Church, Athens, GA? …Sloupnice and First Presbyterian 
Morehead City, NC? …Brandýs nad Lebem and Trinity Church, Independence MO? What is going through the 
minds of the folks from Klobouky u Brna and the team from Missouri River Valley Presbytery, which includes 
a member of the PC(USA)’s Czech Mission Network Leadership Team? 

It’s been apparent to Holly and me that this is truly not a “mission trip” in the classic sense – the 
Hvozdnice congregants don’t seem to “need” anything. Not only do they have 
“means” but they also seem to be so much more “in the Spirit.”  

Is a partnership necessary? 
As Vendula continues distribution of the Cup my own family memories 

flood over my internal questions. It strikes me: perhaps I, born in Brooklyn, NY, 
am in a similar situation that my grandfather, Franck Josef Nedelka, a son of 
Bohemia, found himself in during the summer of 1920. I asked him about his 
coming to America in 1988 while Grandpa and I were standing on the observation 
deck of the World Trade Center looking down at Ellis Island, the former 
immigrant processing center in New York Harbor;.  

During that summer of 1920, he was a 17-year apprentice tailor in Světlá 
nad Sázavou. His father’s brother, now living in America, was back in his home 
village, offering to sponsor my grandfather’s immigration to the States along 
with a job in his tailoring company. Grandpa recalled being upset by his family’s 
excitement about the offer; his father took him for a walk and an encouraging 
heart-to-heart.  

“Times were still hard after the war. I thought maybe he was trying to get rid of me but he said ‘no.’” 
Grandpa remembered how his father encouraged him to take advantage of this opportunity, that he should give 
it a year. 

His father then told him “if things don’t work out, I could always come home.”  
Grandpa turned 18 within weeks of his arrival, married an American-born dressmaker of Czech decent 

at NY’s Jan Hus Church in 1926, opened his own tailor shop, raised three sons in New York City, eventually 
retired to Florida and passed away in December 1993. 
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