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At the time of writing this editorial, we are just a few 
days from electing a new president. It has been a very con-
tentious political cycle to say the least, but I for one will be glad when 
this part is over. 

What has been truly disheartening about this election is the way 
I’ve seen people react to each other. For people on both ends of the 
political party spectrum, if you don’t agree with their candidate then 
you are a horrible, hateful person. If you even think about voting third 
person, you are voting for the other candidate, and you are selfish. 

This behavior is reaction to internal fear. Fear of candidates, fear 
of people with different ideas, fear of the media. When did we start 
viewing “the news” as lies spouting from “those people”? 

I don’t deny that there is bias at times, but the news is supposed 
to act as information. If we just listen to news that we agree with, we 
aren’t getting the whole picture. We are supposed to gather informa-
tion to make informed decisions. You can’t do that by only listening 
to one side or believing that you know what the other side thinks 
without even listening. 

If you notice, my editorial picture changed this month. Now I could 
say that it’s just a dedicated move to make my later metaphor really 
pack a punch, but no, it was a personal style choice. But for those who 
may not have seen me for a while, I also wanted to get the shock out 
of the way—I’ve freaked out a few of my colleagues in the last couple 
of weeks. 

Time for the metaphor. For the guys who are reading, this me-
taphor may not come as easy for you as for the ladies. 

When I was sitting at the hair salon getting my new ‘do,’ I had to 
calm my hairstylist’s nerves and assure her that I knew what I was 
asking. I guess she didn’t want water works after the dramatic change 
of color from blonde to dark brown—but I’ve done this before. 

Now the process of darkening one’s hair is not that glamourous. My 
hairstylist mixed the colors in her small bowl and applied it to strands 
of my hair, the dark paste attached to foil was folded up tight to my 
scalp. 

Once it is all said and done, you sit in the chair with piles and piles 
of this glopped foil atop your head—looking more like a machine trying 
to attract the sun than a human. 

It’s this not-too-pretty process that makes me think of the before, 
during and after of this election cycle. 

After my hair was rinsed, foil was removed, my hair combed out 
and then blown out, the foil-covered Madeline was just a memory. 

I’m hoping the same experience for us. That once a decision is 
made in this election that we can move from the glopped-on-foil stage 
and deal with unifying ourselves and addressing the seeds of hate 
that have spouted from both sides. After all, the Savior we all believe 
in has done some pretty impressive things from unexpected and even 
terrible situations. 
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Finding monthly 
moments to  
remember  
Christmas 

On the afternoon of 
Sunday, Oct. 16, I was 

in a large home improve-
ment store searching for 
materials to reduce an ex-
ceptionally long “honey do 
list." Christmas at the time 
was 69 days away, but not 
in this store. The massive 
display of Christmas deco-
ration items stretched from 
floor to ceiling. I cringed 
when my eyes surveyed all 
this stuff.

While checking out, the 
cashier asked me how I’m 

doing, and I stated, “I’d be 
doing a lot better if your 
fellow employees were not 
setting up all that Christ-
mas merchandise; this is 
October!” 

She laughed, gave me a 
nod of agreement and re-
plied, “I know.”

With my check- out 
complete, I supplied the 
cashier with one final re-
minder, “Now you work on 
getting your management 
team not to set up that 
Christmas merchandise so 
early.” 

Once again, she laughed 
and wished me a good af-
ternoon.

Recently, I’ve scanned 
headlines about a few ma-
jor malls and a growing list 
of large retailers opting not 
to be open on Thanksgiv-
ing Day. I think back to my 
childhood and remember 
the purchases I made that 
Sunday afternoon would 
not have been possible as 
just about every store in 
Burlington, N.C. was closed 
on Sundays.

Clearly, the world and 
all the madness that brings 
us to Christmas Day have 
changed. Try as I might, I’m 
often guilty of becoming 
caught up in all of the com-
mercial trappings related 
to Christmas. In the days 
prior to Christmas, I have 
intentions of blocking all 
that marketing stuff out, as 
the blitzing sound bytes are 
just as annoying as a pesky 
mosquito on a humid sum-
mer evening. Just like my 

swat at that mosquito fails, 
so does my block out.

Last Christmas, my wife 
and I spent our holiday 
in Chicago with our first 
grandchild, her parents 
and our son-in-law’s fam-
ily. Unlike that stable in 
Bethlehem, we couldn’t all 
squeeze into their condo, 
so my wife and I stayed in a 
local hotel. After a wonder-
ful late afternoon Christ-
mas Eve church service and 
a delicious holiday dinner, 
we made the short walk 
over to the hotel.

The fierceness of a Chi-
cago winter was absent, 
some of the homes along 
the way were adorned with 
decorations, but I was cap-
tured by something else; it 
was quiet. The hustle and 
bustle of the normal night 
were tucked away, not 
even a siren or the chaos 
of traffic could be heard. 
I couldn’t believe the still 
quiet peacefulness.

In our calendar year, 
there are 12 days desig-
nated as number 25. It is 
my hope in 2017, on each 
of those 12 25’s to find a 
moment to remember that 
Chicago walk and quietly 
reflect upon the light Jesus 
brought into our chaotic, 
calamitous world at Christ-
mas.  Lord knows I need it. 
Maybe you do too. Merry 
Christmas!
– Bill Pike is director of Operations 

at Trinity UMC in Richmond.
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LETTERS
Words of wisdom 
from mother Mary

Never have the words 
“Let it be” sounded so 

sweet — or so important. 
That is how Mary respond-
ed after the angel Gabriel 
told the virgin that, through 
the Holy Spirit, she would 
conceive the Son of the 
Most High.

“I am the Lord’s ser-
vant,” she says, accord-
ing to the Gospel 
of Luke, chapter 
1 verse 38. “Let 
it be with me 
just as you have 
said.”

Countless 
paintings and 
stained-glass 
windows have 
sought to capture 
this moment. They 
depict a beautiful 
young woman faithfully 
accepting the divine birth 
announcement. However, 
what Christians recognize 
as Good News comes out 
of a very harsh and at-times 
ugly reality — one that 
typically doesn’t get the 
stained-glass treatment.

With an out-of-wedlock 
pregnancy, “she definitely 
would have been in jeopar-
dy,” said Brittany E. Wilson, 
a John Wesley Fellow and 
New Testament professor 
at United Methodist Duke 
Divinity School.

Not only did she 
risk her relationship with 
Joseph and the economic 

stability she only could get 
through marriage; she may 
have risked her life as well. 
Yet, she confronted all this 
danger for God.

As the Gospels show, 
Mary did far more than 
sit silently in a peaceful 
Nativity scene. She defied 
the social expectations of 
her day. Wilson and other 

church leaders say her 
faith, bravery and prophetic 
witness offer lessons for 
Christ’s followers today.

“How can this be?”
At first glance, Mary 

would seem an unlikely 
candidate to bear the King 
of Kings. She was no aris-
tocrat but a young Jewish 
woman in what was then 
Roman-occupied Galilee. 
On top of that, she wasn’t 
from a major urban center 
but from Nazareth, which 
Wilson said was a “Podunk, 
blink-and-you-miss-it kind 

of town.”
The scholar also notes 

that Mary was undoubtedly 
poor. In Luke, Mary refers to 
herself as someone of low 
status. Luke 2:24 also notes 
that when Mary and Joseph 
present the baby Jesus at 
the temple, she sacrifices 
a pair of turtledoves or 
pigeons. Under Levitican 
law that meant Mary didn’t 
have the money to sacrifice 

a sheep. 
Matthew’s Gospel 

hints at the kind of 
trouble a mysteri-
ous pregnancy 
would mean 
for a woman in 
Mary’s tenuous 
circumstanc-
es. In Matthew’s 

account, Joseph 
considers breaking 

off the couple’s be-
trothal, until an angel 

visits him in a dream.
What the Gospel 

doesn’t say explicitly is that 
Joseph had the option of 
pressing charges against 
Mary before the local reli-
gious elders. Such a move 
could have put her at the 
same risk of stoning faced 
by the adulterous woman 
Jesus later encounters.

Despite all this, Mary re-
ceives Gabriel’s announce-
ment as a sign of God’s 
favor. In her own way, she 
doesn’t take the news lying 
down. Instead, according 
to Luke, she immediately 
hurries through the rugged 
Judean hill country to share 
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her joy with her relative 
Elizabeth, who by then is 
six months pregnant.

Wilson contrasts Mary’s 
trust in God to the skepti-
cism the priest Zechariah, 
her in-law, expresses when 
Gabriel announces that the 
long-barren Elizabeth will 
bear John the Baptist. 

“Mary demonstrates an 
open inquisitiveness; her 
faith is a process that re-
sponds to the divine,” Wil-
son told United Methodist 
News Service. “And the fact 
that she believes Gabriel’s 
words, whereas Zechariah 
does not, indicates an over-
turning of hierarchal gender 
structures as well.”

“He has lifted up the 
lowly”

Luke’s account of 
Christ’s birth and ministry 
continues to emphasize 
such social reversals, with 
Mary leading the way. 
When Elizabeth hails Mary 
as blessed “above all 
women,” Mary responds 
with not just praise for 
God, but also a description 
of the kind of change God 
brings.

The Song of Mary — 
also called the Magnificat, 
for Mary’s declaration that 
her soul “magnifies the 
Lord” — is not your typical 
Christmas carol. It shows 
Mary to be a prophet, said 
the Rev. Shively Smith, a 
New Testament professor 
at United Methodist Wesley 
Theological Seminary and 

an African Methodist Epis-
copal elder.

She notes that the 
writer of Luke and Acts 
identifies Mary in a slightly 
different way than the 
other Gospel writers or 
even other Marys in the 
text. Instead of spelling her 
name the Greek way as 
Maria, Luke identifies Jesus’ 
mother by the Jewish spell-
ing Mariam.

Smith said Luke’s origi-
nal audience would have 
connected that spelling 
with an earlier heroine in 
the Torah — the prophet 
Miriam. In Exodus, Moses’ 
sister and protector has 
her own famous song cel-
ebrating God’s victory over 
earthly powers.

“Mary treasured up 
all these things”

Jesus identifies his fam-
ily as those who follow 
him rather than his blood 
relations. However, Mary 

proves to be a true disciple 
and member of Christ’s 
adopted family.

According to the Gospel 
of John, she instigated Je-
sus’ first miracle of turning 
water into wine. John also 
says she was one of the 
women at Jesus’ crucifix-
ion. The Acts of the Apos-
tles places Mary alongside 
the other disciples after 
Jesus’ ascension to heaven.

Carol Barton, an execu-
tive with United Methodist 
Women, noted that Mary 
modeled the kind of dis-
cipleship many Christians, 
including UMW members, 
try to follow.

“Mary was faithful. 
Mary also understood 
power, as is clear in the 
Magnificat. She was also 
resourceful,” Barton said. 
She noted that Mary helped 
find the stable and turned a 
feeding trough into a new-
born’s bed. She also joined 
Joseph in fleeing with Jesus 

(“Mary,” continued from page 5.) to Egypt, away from a mur-
derous Herod.

Mary is more than a role 
model; her story is a call 
to help the marginalized 
today, said Susan Burton. 
She oversees advocacy for 
women and children at the 
United Methodist Board of 
Church and Society.

“Mary was vulnerable 
because she was not valued 
by society,” Burton said. 

That’s a problem faced 
by too many women and 
children today. Women can 
still face abandonment or 
worse because of rape or 
an unexpected pregnancy. 
Even now, she said, simply 
giving birth can put a 
woman’s life in danger.

A woman dies in child-
birth on average about 
every two minutes, Burton 
said, citing World Health 
Organization statistics. 
About 2.7 million newborn 
babies also die every year.

Burton and other United 
Methodists are working to 
improve life expectancy 
by helping women space 
out their pregnancies and 
get the prenatal care they 
need. She also is working 
with groups to prevent 
sexual violence.

“Mary is everywhere,” 
she said. “Our love for her, 
our love for Jesus and our 
love for God mandates 
that we stand up for all the 
Marys in the world.”
– Heather Hahn is a news reporter 
for United Methodist News Service. 

December_2016.indd   6 11/15/2016   7:04:30 PM



VIRGINIA ADVOCATE  |   DECEMBER 2016

The United Methodist connection in  
VIRGINIA

7

By Madeline Pillow 

What started as an 
outreach effort 
has grown into 

a partnership between one 
church and elementary 
school in Hopewell, Va. 

Relief supplies were 
collected by members of 
Wesley UMC from students 
at Patrick Copeland Elemen-
tary School on Nov. 1. 

The church had already 
been doing outreach at the 
school, particularly with fac-
ulty and staff, when fourth 
grade teacher Amy Pipetti 
consulted with the principal 
to see what they could do 
to help survivors of Hurri-
cane Matthew. 

Because of their growing 
visibility within the school, 
Wesley UMC pastor Jacob 
Sahms was contacted to 
share ways they could help. 

Sahms shared the UM-
COR flood bucket itemized 
list with Pipetti as an option 
for relief efforts. From there 
the project expanded past 
Pipetti’s fourth grade class 
to include the entire school 
and then finally it was 
shared with every student 
in Hopewell through the 
school board. 

The school collected 
approximately 3,500 supply 
items in about three weeks 
with Pipetti’s class creating 
a graph to chart the num-

ber of supplies brought in 
over that time period. 

When it came time to 
load up vehicles with the 
collected supplies on Nov. 1, 
Pipetti’s fourth grade class 
was eager to take on the 
task and to show off their 
muscles in the process. 

The collected supplies, 
including cleaning supplies, 
are to be placed within 
flood buckets, and clothes 
will be redistributed to 
those in need. 

The beginning of a 
partnership 

Wesley UMC in Hopewell 
began a visioning process 
in July of this year when 
Sahms started his new ap-
pointment there. 

During this process, 
the church discussed their 
strengths and realized that 

many of these strengths 
were internally focused, 
aimed at taking care of 
people who were already 
part of the church. That’s 
when something called 
“The Blue Sky List” came to 
the table. 

“This list was something 
the church had set aside if 
everything was going great 
that they could focus on 
questions like, ‘How can we 
get involved?’ and ‘What 
more can we do?’” said 
Sahms. 

Questions that were 
especially aimed at people 
outside of the church. 

One of the first steps the 
church took to implement 
this list was by adopting 
Patrick Copeland Elemen-
tary School in Hopewell. 
The move has been met 
with excitement by church 

Hopewell church partners with elementary 
school for hurricane relief

members with dozens 
donating supplies to the 
school and multiple groups 
helping feed the teachers 
and staff at the school. 

Already, Sahms said, a 
relationship has formed.

“We’ve seen some of 
the teachers and their 
families show up at our 
church and come to our 
Trunk-or-Treat,” said Sahms. 
“The ability for people to 
see that we’re making 
connections and that we’re 
not just doing service but 
we’re serving with people 
and we’re making our com-
munity better, it’s really 
changed how the church 
sees itself.” 

– Madeline Pillow is  
interim director of Communica-

tions and Advocate editor.
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By Chris Smith

When illustrator 
Tom Messer was 
a child, he had a 

vision of the future. 
“My forecast for the 

21st century was shimmer-
ing glass towers,” he said. 

It makes sense that he 
should see the future in 
terms of its buildings, given 
that for much of his career, 
Messer has worked with 
real estate agents, drawing 
pictures of homes.

Fast forward to 2016, 
and this vision of the fu-
ture is a reality for Messer 
and his neighbors at the 
Lansdowne Woods resort 
community in Ashburn, Va. 

Church’s satellite chapel celebrates 10 years

As a retired active adult, 
Messer’s home is a set of 
gleaming condos poised on 
the edge of the Potomac 
River in the technological 
hub of Northern Virginia. 

“This is a place where 
people are kind and con-
cerned for their neighbors,” 
said Messer. “Most folks 
are happy and out-going, 
and we’re intelligent and 
inquiring.” 

At the center of Lansd-
owne Woods, Messer said, 
is the church. 

“Every great structure 
needs an anchor to hold it 
steady, and that’s what our 
chapel does for Lansdowne 

Woods,” says Messer.
Originally, the chapel 

was not in the plans for 
the community. Ten years 
ago, there was no space 
or program for worship at 
Lansdowne Woods. Like a 
lot of retirement commu-
nities, Lansdowne Woods 
sought to offer every 
amenity an older American 
could want from golf to 
restaurants. But without a 
designated chapel space, 
residents, who are all 
retirees and older adults, 
could not worship with 
their neighbors, but had to 
visit one of the churches 
in the area. Galilee United 
Methodist Church, which is 
four and half miles down 
the road, is one of those 
churches. 

“I thought what the 
residents of Lansdowne 
Woods needed was a bus,” 
said the Rev. Sarah Calvert. 
At the time, Calvert, who is 
Bi-District Coordinator for 
Church Revitalization and 
Leadership Development in 
the Arlington and Alexan-
dria Districts, was associate 
pastor at Galilee UMC. She 
saw an influx of older con-
gregants at her church, and 
a relationship was born. 

“I learned that the 
residents of Lansdowne 
Woods had to travel some 
distance to get to nearby 
churches like ours. Some of 

Pastor Matt leads worship at the Chapel.
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them could not drive. My 
heart went out to them. 
What they needed was an 
easy way to get to Galilee,” 
she thought.

The answer, it seemed, 
was not that Lansdowne 
Woods residents go to Gali-
lee UMC. Instead, Galilee 
UMC needed to go to them. 
This opportunity arrived in 
2006 when the Lansdowne 
Woods board agreed to 
include plans for a chapel 
space in the blueprints to 
a clubhouse expansion. 
Galilee UMC was invited to 
host worship on-site.

Galilee UMC senior 
pastor Jason Duley is 
amazed that Galilee took 
the plunge to support a 
second-campus congrega-
tion 10 years ago. 

“Multi-site church 
growth is not something 
that denominational 
churches of our size do. It 
isn’t really in the DNA of a 
traditional Methodist con-
gregation to go off campus 
like that. The independent 
mega-churches—that’s 
their strength. Satellite 
campuses require so much 
commitment and coordina-
tion,” said Duley.  

Yet, Galilee UMC did it.
A chapel room was 

constructed in 2006 with 
a maximum occupancy of 
30. The Lansdowne Board 
thought that was more 
than sufficient—after all, 
Galilee UMC had yet to 
show that three people 
would show up on a 
Sunday morning. But the 

newly-born Chapel at Lans-
downe Woods was almost 
immediately too big for its 
purpose-built room. Forty-
five believers gathered 
together for a luncheon 
with their new pastor one 
Sunday, and it was decided 
that the “chapel” had to 
move to the much big-
ger Monroe Ballroom. Ten 
years later, now under the 
leadership of the Rev. Matt 
Sergent, associate pastor 
at Galilee UMC, the Chapel 
regularly hosts 100 wor-
shippers.

"The difference that the 
Chapel has made in the 
lives of Lansdowne Woods 
residents over the past 10 
years has been incredible," 
said Sergent. "This group 
of neighbors has been 
shaped into an active body 
of Christ, serving in diverse 
ministries. They pack food 
for Stop Hunger Now and 
Backpack Buddies, send 
devotionals to service 
men and women through 
Strength for Service, do-
nate school supplies for 
elementary schools and 
help children and those in 
need during holidays and 
in times of instability. Lans-
downe believers have been 
given a focal point for their 
faith and sense of purpose. 
I thank God for it!”

The Rev. Sergent’s 
own story is intertwined 
with the Chapel. He was a 
layperson at Galilee and a 
police officer when the fu-
ture came knocking in the 
form of these grey-haired 

parishioners. “I’d thought 
about going to seminary,” 
said Sergent, “but I always 
put it off because the time 
wasn’t right. I went out to 
the Chapel as a volunteer, 
never expecting that my 
own life would be changed 
by the community that I 
found there.”

On Sunday, Oct. 10, the 
Rev. Sergent led the Chapel 
in celebration of its 10th 
anniversary as a going 
Christian concern with a 
special program of worship. 

“What Pastor Matt, and 
Sarah before him, have 
been able to accomplish at 
the Chapel is astounding,” 
said Duley. “It’s a tribute to 
them and to the congrega-
tion. Think of it—a collec-
tion of believers where 
there wasn’t even a chapel, 
prayed. And a police officer, 
who wasn’t even a pas-
tor yet, responded to that 
prayer to rise up, become 
ordained and lead worship 
that has been going strong 
for a decade.”

“The congregation at 

The Chapel at work: Stop Hunger Now.

Lansdowne Woods is lov-
ing and unselfish,” said 
Duley. “They have a strong 
self-identity and as vital a 
commitment to God as I 
have seen anywhere in the 
Virginia Conference.”

What does Lansdowne 
Woods resident Tom 
Messer, the dreamer of the 
future, make of 10 years at 
the Chapel? 

“It is a proven fact that 
my week goes better after 
Pastor Matt’s message fills 
my ears. The congregation, 
all of whom have become 
my new-found friends, 
make me feel like I belong 
to a world that just might 
make a real difference.” 

– Chris Smith is Communica-
tions Coordinator for Galilee UMC 

in Sterling, Va. 
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To have your church or church organization 
featured in the “Disciples helping to transform the 
world” section, e-mail your story and photos to  
MadelinePillow@vaumc.org by the first of the 
month. Stories should be approximately 100 words, 
and photos should be 300 dpi jpgs.

DISCIPLES HELPING TO  
TRANSFORM THE WORLD

▲ In late summer, in keeping with 
its focus on missions, United Meth-
odist Women (UMW) of Leesburg 
UMC, Winchester District, sponsored 
a panelist-led seminar on poverty in 
the nation’s most affluent county—
Loudoun County, Va. 

The panel consisted of represen-
tatives of six charitable organizations: 
Loudoun Interfaith Relief, Loudoun 
Abused Women, Mobile Hope, Vol-
unteers of America, The Salvation 
Army and Loudoun Cares as well as 
representatives of the county Sher-
iff’s Office, Leesburg Town Police and 
Loudoun County Schools.

These representatives informed 
and responded to approximately 
80 attendees from throughout the 
county.

Pictured are LUMW members who 
undertook leadership roles in planning 
the Poverty seminar: (from left to 
right) Vicky Weaver, Polly Downey, 
Nancy Fixx and Betsy Creamer. 

 
“Messy Church," at Crossroads 

Mission Center, Fredericksburg 
District, created bubbles with a tennis 
racket! Just one example of the fun 

the church has while celebrating God 
in our lives.

Bon Air United Methodist 
Church, Chesterfield County, cele-
brated its125th anniversary on Oct. 2. 
About 400 people attended a special 
Sunday morning worship service and 
celebratory luncheon. It was a day of 
looking back and moving forward as 
church members viewed a commemo-
rative video, featuring members young 
and old. 

Many former members attended 
the service, including ministers and 
those who went into the ministry 
from Bon Air. A highlight of the 
service was acknowledging Bon Air’s 
newest member, one-month-old Susan 
Becker, daughter of church members 
Tom and Megan Becker, and one of its 
oldest active members, 99-year-old 
Kal Skeirik. Kal is a member of Bon 
Air’s usher team and was in his usual 
place ushering that Sunday. A book 
of recollections by members of what 
makes the church special was pub-
lished for members, and the church 
updated its history since its Centennial 
celebration in 1991. 

▲

▲

10
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January 

Candidacy Summit
Jan. 6-7, Richmond Hill Retreat Cen-
ter, Richmond
If you are considering going into min-
istry, you are invited, alongside candi-
dates for licensed ordained ministry, 
to the Candidacy Summit sponsored 
by the office of Clergy Excellence. 
During the summit, you can begin to 
discern your call to ministry with oth-
ers, learn the requirements for becom-
ing a certified candidate and initiate a 
mentor group. Attendees must be 18 
or older. For more information or to 
register, go to www.vaumc.org/Can-
didacySummit.   

Conference Legislative Network 
Celebration
Jan. 14, Centenary UMC, Richmond
The Conference Legislative Com-
mittee is hosting a 25th anniversary 
celebration of United Methodist Day 
at General Assembly, Saturday, Jan. 
14, 2017, at Centenary UMC, 411 E. 
Grace Street, Richmond, Va. The event 
will start with registration at 11 a.m., 
lunch at noon followed by a program 
at 1 p.m. Pre-registration is necessary 
and child care will be available. Cost 
for the day is $15 or $35 for both this 
event and UM Day in Feb. if you regis-
ter by Jan. 6. Visit this link to register: 
http://www.vaumc.org/UMDay. 

February

United Methodist Day at the Gen-
eral Assembly
Feb. 2, General Assembly, Richmond
The Conference United Method-
ist Day is Thursday, Feb. 2, 2017. It 
is an avenue of faithful advocacy 
that helps participants look beyond 
mercy ministry and join together with 

elected officials to make a difference 
and exercise the Social Principles of 
the UMC. Early bird registration and 
payment of $25 per person must 
be received by Friday, Jan. 15. Final 
registration will be Friday, Jan. 29 and 
will cost $35. Registration questions 
may be directed to the Rev. Barbara 
Lewis at BarbaraLewis@vaumc.org. 
General questions may be directed 
to the Rev. Pat Shipley at plsrevdoc@
aol.com or to the Rev. Randy Harlow 
at crhncboy@aol.com. To register and 
for more information, visit this link: 
http://www.vaumc.org/UMDay. 

May 

Shenandoah University Youth The-
ology Institute (SUYTI) 
May 1, 2017
The Shenandoah University Youth 
Theology Institute (SUYTI) is a new 
program, funded through the Lilly 
Foundation, offered to Christian youth 
as a partnership between Shenandoah 
University, Wesley Theological Semi-
nary and the Virginia Annual Confer-
ence of the UMC.  

The Youth Institute is designed to 
educate and inspire young Christians 
to become better leaders in their lo-
cal congregations through deep and 
thought-provoking experiences.  Each 
day at the institute, modeled after 
ancient monastic pattern, includes 
academic study and religious reflec-
tion balanced with immersive experi-
ences. 

The program is a two-week immer-
sive experience for rising 10th, 11th 
and 12th graders (offered this year 
July 23-August 5, 2017).  For 2017 
there is no cost passed on to student 
participants, except a $50 registration 
fee and the cost of travel to and from 
Shenandoah University. 

Pastors and youth leaders can 
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nominate youth they think will benefit 
from this youth theology institute and 
students can apply at https://www.
su.edu/campus-life/spiritual-life/
institute-for-church-professions/
youth-theology-institute/.  

The 2017 session of the SUYTI is 
now accepting nominations and ap-
plications until May 1, 2017.
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By Eric Seiberling

When done incor-
rectly, church 
marketing feels 

misplaced at least and 
manipulative at worst. 
People see between 5,000 
and 20,000 marketing mes-
sages per day. Their email, 
Facebook feed and mailbox 
are stuffed with people and 
advertisers trying to get 

Focus Christmas outreach on  
relationships, not gimmicks

attention.
Many church “market-

ing” companies are nothing 
more than “tactics” ma-
chines. They offer custom-
ized postcards, a kitschy 
logo or a pretty brochure. 
Don’t get confused. That 
isn’t marketing. It’s just a 
tactic.

Is there a better way 
to connect with 
people during the 
Christmas holidays?

Start by remembering 
that some (but not all) new 
people who walk through 
your church doors want to 
be invisible.

Going to a new church, 
with its own standards 
and rituals, is scary. One 
church leader said, “Every 
new person that walks 
in through your door is 
in crisis.” A person com-
ing to a church for the 
first time may be scared, 
perhaps in pain (missing 
something in their life, 
scared about raising a child 
for the first time, new to 
the community or remem-
bering a problem at an-
other church). This may be 
one reason large churches 
can do well during the 
holidays. Because visitors 
can slip in and out without 
anyone noticing them, 

such churches intention-
ally try to make first visits 
comfortable for the “non-
churched” person.

Offer something of 
value

Ask a simple question, 
“During this Christmas 
season, what ways can we 
be of value to people not 
in our church community?” 
Many people outside the 
church (and even in it) feel 
a mixture of emotions dur-
ing the Christmas season, 
and very few have to do 
with our Savior’s birth. 
Christmas can be excit-
ing, hopeful and full of 
wonder. It also can inspire 
fear, dread and depres-
sion. Think about how your 
church can help those in 
your community to manage 
the expectations and pres-
sure of the “most wonder-
ful time of the year.”

Think about your out-
reach program as a series 
of “dates” leading up to 
Christmas Eve.

If you are married or 
are in a serious, committed 
relationship, you know that 
it did not happen overnight. 
You needed get to know a 
little bit about one another 
before going out on a “seri-
ous date” or “meeting the 
family.”

The same is true for 
Christmas outreach. Think 
about the progression of a 
relationship and then con-
sider having your Christmas 
outreach follow the same 
path.

EQUIPPING FOR MINISTRY
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Are you acquainted?
Every church has a 

reputation in a community. 
It is formed by the way the 
church building looks and 
is maintained, the mes-
sages on the church sign, 
the events and causes the 
congregation sponsors and 
how the church members 
act in the community. Your 
reputation also includes 
your online presence 
through your website, 
email communication and 
social media. 

Take the time to under-
stand your church’s reputa-
tion, both in the physical 
and the virtual world. Do 
people recognize the excel-
lent preschool that shares 
your building? Are they fa-
miliar with the chicken bar-
becue held every year? Do 
people know that your con-
gregation helps the poor? 
Is the church famous for its 
great music program? The 
key is to understand your 
church’s strengths and then 
to create a series of ele-
ments around it leading to 
Christmas.

Create a series of 
opportunities to 
connect during the 
season

Brainstorm a list of 
events and activities that 
are consistent with what 
your church is known for, 
offer value to those you are 
trying to reach and reflect 
the message of love, hope, 
joy and grace of Christmas.

For example, people 
know a church in Cincin-
nati for the quality of its 
traditional music. The 
church focuses on it with 
a Christmas cantata and 
caroling in the surrounding 
community, including shop-
ping malls and downtown. 
If your church is known for 
its food, offer FREE din-
ners and cookie giveaways. 
Avoid the temptation of 
selling items, which runs 
counter to the idea of the 
gift of Jesus. If your church 
has people interested in 
drama, create a public 
Christmas pageant or walk-
through Nativity. If it is 
prayer, place prayer boxes 
in local places of business, 
hold community prayer ser-
vices for peace and other 
events to pray for others. 
Think about how to create 
a series of events that can 
lead up to Christmas to cre-
ate a series of invitational 
moments.

Planning your outreach 
efforts around your current 
strengths and reputation 
makes it feel authentic 
and not a manipulation 
of people to get them to 
engage with your church. 
It also helps the people 
in your church feel com-
fortable because they are 
already good at what you 
plan to do.

Follow up with 
people who attend 
your events

At the events, tell 
people about other events 

at the church and invite 
them to the Christmas Eve 
service. Provide a response 
card for them to request 
more information about 
the church or get reminders 
about other church events. 
Create a way for them to 
respond at the event.

If you have contact in-
formation, send a handwrit-
ten thank-you note. Avoid 
overlooking people in 
need by letting them know 
that you appreciate their 
attendance and would 
love to pray for them and 
see them again. Remind 
them of the next event and 
provide a way for them to 
get more information by 
phone, email, text or Web.

Be patient and  
persistent

Outreach at any time 
of the year takes time, 
patience and persistence. 
It requires everyone at the 
church to be engaged and 
willing to invite others 
so the community can 
become acquainted with 
the church. It takes effort 
to execute events with 
excellence and to create 
a relationship with others. 
It requires sacrifice out 
of love. In the end, isn’t 
this what Christmas is all 
about?

— United Methodist  
Communications 
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Finding support and compassion in small and support groups

When two of you get together on anything at all on 
earth and make a prayer of it, my Father in heaven goes 
into action . And when two or three of you are together 

because of me, you can be sure that I’ll be there.”
Matthew 18: 20b (the Message)

Photo courtesy of Joy Chappell.

December_2016.indd   14 11/15/2016   7:04:35 PM



15VIRGINIA ADVOCATE |  NOVEMBER 2016

In the Virginia Conference, the approxi-
mate 1,200 local churches illustrate the 
diversity and individuality of the state. 

While no church is the same in its gifts 
and graces, in the same way, no church 
shares the exact same problems.

It is through the creation of small and 
support groups where a church can tailor 
itself to the needs of its congregation and 
its community. 

At Evergreen Church in Leesburg, LeeAnn 
George was approached by her pastor to 
a lead a group called “Challenging Chil-
dren.” Meeting together for almost a year 
now, this group of moms has something in 
common, children with special needs. 

George said these children run the 
spectrum from behavior difficulty to high-
functioning autism, but all have a type 
of diagnosis. As a mother of a child with 
high-functioning autism, George said the 
group is all about support. 

“We usually share stories, our ups and 
downs, frustrations and joys.” 

Another group, the C.A.R.E (Caregivers’ 
Afternoon Respite Event) Committee, now 
in its third year, offers participants a vari-
ety of activities, giving caregivers an after-
noon off. The group serves the community 
at McKendree UMC in King William County. 

Support and compassion are themes 
for both the creation of small and support 
groups in local churches. It is about shar-
ing and sharing with others. 

Continue reading this feature section 
to learn more about small and support 
groups around the state as well as how to 
form these groups. 

Finding support and compassion in small and support groups

When two of you get together on anything at all on 
earth and make a prayer of it, my Father in heaven goes 
into action . And when two or three of you are together 

because of me, you can be sure that I’ll be there.”
Matthew 18: 20b (the Message)
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Ways to develop 
support and 
small groups
By Lisa McGehee

Small groups, Bible studies and support groups are 
opportunities to meet people where they are on 
their faith journey. At Good Shepherd UMC in Rich-

mond, our Discipleship ministry has grown from seasonal 
studies to multiple groups meeting weekly, including a 
new grief support group and a Mental Wellness Ministry. 
What steps can you take to grow a vital Discipleship minis-
try so that people can develop their relationship with God 
and live as faithful disciples in the world? 

PRAY – Seek God’s guidance. “Without a vision the 
people will perish” and without God’s vision for Good 
Shepherd’s Discipleship ministry we would not be able to 
discern topics, leaders and needs of the congregation and 
community. 

MINISTRY TEAM – It takes a village of people to imple-
ment and grow a small group and support group ministry 
– again, pray. Ask God to reveal potential leaders that have 
a heart for growing in their faith. Who in your congregation 
has the gifts of encouragement, faith, discipleship and/or 
leadership? Who has offered to lead a small group or Bible 
study? For support groups, who has expressed a passion 
for an area of support, i.e. grief, divorce, mental health 
wellness? Invite them to join you in praying and seeking 
where God might be nudging them to become involved.

VISION – Come together as a ministry team and seek 
God’s will for your congregation and community. What 
does faith formation mean to you? How do you define dis-
cipleship? What are the needs of your community?

 For the past two years, Good Shepherd has been in a 
time of discernment and Strategic Design. Throughout this 
process we sought God’s vision for all areas of ministry. 
We prayed together and listened to one another about 
the ways our lives had been transformed through the 
ministries of Good Shepherd. We also reviewed data from 
The Fullnsite Report available through the Conference. This 
report was one way we discovered the needs of the com-

munity. We learned that 33 percent of our neighbors were 
seeking support in the areas of addiction, recovery, grief, 
parenting development, marriage enrichment and mental 
wellness. Additionally, 34 percent were seeking prayer and 
Bible study groups. We added these needs to our prayers.

DISCERNMENT – Equipped with prayer, stories and 
data, our Becoming (Discipleship) Ministry continued to 
discern how we could best live into God’s call on our com-
munity of faith. This discernment occurred during several 
meetings in the summer. We went back to the vision for 
Good Shepherd to be “a place where lives are transformed 
through grace.”

Grace and hope are the foundations for all that we offer 
at Good Shepherd. We heard that our congregation had 
embraced Sunday School, small groups and Bible stud-
ies for all ages but the missing link was topical support 
groups. Parents of children and youth desired to gather to 
support one another. Those grieving the loss of loved ones 
and those who were experiencing mental wellness situa-
tions sought faith-based support. From these conversations 
and prayer, we discerned that for 2016-17 we would offer 
a grief support group, a divorce support group, develop 
a Mental Wellness Ministry and offer parenting support 
groups for parents. These opportunities would be available 
for the congregation and the community.

IMPLEMENTATION – we continue to surround these 
new ministries in prayer. The grief support group began in 
September with three facilitators and eight participants 
(with an equal number of congregation members and 
community participants). An information session was held 
about the ministry and the three facilitators each shared 
that because of their own experiences with grief and 
healing they felt called to the ministry. A group of mental 
health professionals, school leaders and staff have devel-
oped a plan for a Mental Wellness Ministry. A sermon in 
September kicked-off the ministry which includes an infor-
mation page on our website (gsumcrva.org/mental well-
ness) and partnering with the local NAMI (National Alliance 
on Mental Illness) to offer support groups. Our Children and 
Youth Ministries are partnering with parents to discern sup-
port group models that will fit their needs.

We are excited to see not only the development of 
these new initiatives but how lives will be transformed 
through the healing grace of God.

— The Rev. Lisa McGehee is an ordained deacon serving Good Shepherd 
UMC, Richmond District, as Associate Minister. Her specialties include Adult 

Discipleship and Communications.
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By Ida Powell 

Support group. Covenant group. Sunday School class?
Yes, a Sunday School class belongs in that listing 

when three essential elements are present. So it 
has been for the Wesley Chapel Class at Centenary UMC, 
Lynchburg, for more than 60 years. Beginning as a group of 
young adults in their 20’s, many of whom grew up in the 
congregation, it expanded as others starting careers and 
families arrived. During intervening years the nature of sup-
port has evolved with the needs of class members. 

Scriptural support is foremost. The UMC’s Adult Bible 
Studies is generally utilized with expectation of lessons 
read in advance and participation in class discussion. 
Since lessons are based on the lectionary, sermons often 
reinforce that day’s lesson. Class begins with hymns care-
fully chosen to reinforce the lesson theme; the music also 
serves as a call to order of those enjoying lively conversa-
tion. Class time begins with news of absent members and 
prayers on their behalf. The lesson also ends with prayer, 
with the expectation that members continue to pray with-
out ceasing. 

Emotional support is an important second element, 
freely given over the highs and lows of members’ lives. 
Together members have celebrated births of children and 

grandchildren along with career milestones. At retirement 
members have helped each other deal with decision to 
refocus and redirection or withdraw and retreat. Never 
is support more needed or evident than during times of 
illness, injury or death, when the ministry of presence is 
freely given along with tangible support. During ordinary 
times a member exercises her gift of encouragement 
through cards and letters to shut-ins, former members 
now living at a distance, and others meriting a special 
greeting. Beyond the class, members lend strength to the 
congregation by mentoring its next generation of leaders.

As might be expected, physical support often mirrors 
the old advertising slogan, “Nothing says lovin’ like some-
thing from the oven!” In addition to gifts of food when 
needed or when it is offered as a welcomed treat, others 
share transportation with those for whom it is difficult or 
no longer possible, or help with tasks now difficult. Even 
books are shared, either for information or entertainment. 

With evidence of spiritual, emotional, and physical sup-
port, Centenary’s Wesley Chapel Class exists as a support 
group for its members, remembering to “Bear one anoth-
er’s burdens and so fulfill the law of Christ.” (Gal. 6:2)

— Ida Powell is a member of the Wesley Chapel Class at  

Centenary UMC, Lynchburg District. 

Church’s chapel class offers 
support for more than 60 years

Photo courtesy of Joy Chappell.
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Parent support 
group remains 
strong after 13 
years
By Becky Todd York

As the then-parish nurse for Vienna’s Church of the 
Good Shepherd UMC in 2003, Mary Anne Noland 
was aware of a growing number of parents 

experiencing turmoil with their struggling teens. Noland, 
who also facilitated a community Alzheimer’s support 
group, suggested the church start a confidential parent 
support group. She understood the value of support groups 
– providing a listening ear and a sense of community to 
people dealing with similar issues.

Initially for the first few months, the group for parents 
of teens struggling with emotional or behavioral problems 
met weekly. Then the group settled into a regular monthly 
meeting, a schedule that continues today. Now it also 
includes parents of struggling young adults.

Like other parent support groups, Good Shepherd’s 
group is designed to provide a setting in which parents 
can find ways to cope with a troubled teen or young adult, 
reduce stress and exchange information as appropriate. 
The format is to allow each member to briefly share what 
he/she wants, knowing that it will be held in confidence. 
The group is not there to “fix” a given situation, but to be 
a place of acceptance, trust and caring for parents who are 
often truly suffering in difficult family situations. The group 
opens and closes each meeting in a brief prayer.

“The support group gives me a place where I don’t 
have to sugarcoat our child’s problems and where I can 
see kind, loving parents who are trying so hard, just as I 
am,” said one parent in the group. “It is okay to be truthful 
about some of the hard, messy, sad parts of my life.”

Living in a community with many well-educated 
parents with many highly successful children can be 
challenging for parents whose children are struggling. 

“It’s hard not to feel like a failure talking with other 
parents sometimes,” the parent added. “It’s a relief to go to 
a group where you feel people actually do want to know 
the truth.”

The group through the years has regularly drawn 
members from both inside and outside the church and 
from other faiths as well. Some have come after hearing 
of the church group through other community support 
groups or have been referred by a friend. 

One parent in the community drove by the church 
one day and saw the meeting advertised on the church’s 
roadside electronic sign and came that night for support. 

Some members learned of the group after the church 
hosted several community forums with educational 
consultant Carol Maxym, author of the book Teens in 
Turmoil: A Path to Change for Parents, Adolescents, and Their 
Families.

“Our meetings have been an oasis of sanity for me, 
especially in the days when I seemed to be lurching from 
one crisis to another,” said a parent, who has continued 
to attend the support group though her children are now 
young adults. “The encouragement I receive from the 
other parents sustains me and gives me hope, and we 
always find something to laugh about in the midst of the 
turmoil. One of the biggest lessons to come out of these 
meetings is learning how to parent without being co-
dependent. Unfortunately, I can’t say I’ve mastered this 
skill, but I know that I can count on getting a refresher at 
the next meeting!” 

“It’s a place where I feel it’s safe to share and even 
vent,” another parent said. “I’ve also felt my faith has been 
strengthened by being supported by this group that has 
stood with me during some trying times.”

—Becky Todd York has facilitated the parent support group since Mary 
Anne Noland and her husband, The Rev. Jim Noland, moved to Richmond, 

Va., in 2006. Mary Anne passed away this May. 
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Social group at 
two churches 
welcomes 
community 
adults with 
mental 
disabilities 
By Ann Journell and Debbie Tanis 

Windsor Hills UMC and Northview UMC, Roanoke 
District, welcome adults with mental disabilities 
into their churches once or twice each month 

for socialization, fellowship, good food and fun. We are 
among a group of six local congregations that host groups 
such as ours. We have received referrals from our lo-
cal Community Services Board or private providers. Each 
Church group serves around 25 people, and that number is 
limited due to the transportation we are able to provide.

The purpose of Church Social Club is to provide a sense 
of community and support to adults living in adult home 
situations or living independently. We want to reduce the 
isolation of our friends and give them something to look 
forward to. We want to take them out of their homes and 
bring them into a safe and comfortable setting where they 
are greeted with hugs and smiles from people who care 
about them. 

We remember their birthdays, which for many will be 
the only card or gift they will receive. We encourage social-
ization by engaging each person in conversation, as we are 
blessed to have willing volunteers who circulate around to 
each table, addressing our members by name and asking 
them how they’ve been since the last time we met. Our 
special friends need someone to listen to them. Listen-
ing is the most important skill set our volunteers bring to 
the meetings. We then provide activities/programs which 
include music, games, devotions, and refreshments. Good 
food motivates, and our attendance is excellent with the 
anticipation of breaking bread with people who care about 

them. We also enjoy two special events each year when 
the six Church Social Clubs gather together for a Spring 
Dance with about 125 attendees as well as a Fall Picnic 
with games and prizes at the local American Legion facility.

And, Christmas, well, you need to be present in the fel-
lowship hall to fully appreciate the excitement that builds 
as we await the arrival of Santa bringing gifts to each 
Church Social Club member. The laughter and the shouts 
of delight tell the story! It is truly the highlight of the year. 
We also share the story of the birth of our Savior and 
many are willing to read Scripture and witness what the 
true meaning of Christmas is all about. We sing Christmas 
carols and pass out “stocking” gift bags filled with fruit and 
candy! Come and visit. You will be blessed.

We encourage socialization by 
engaging each person in conver-
sation, as we are blessed to have 
willing volunteers who circulate 
around to each table, addressing 
our members by name and asking 
them how they’ve been since the 
last time we met. 

Each time we meet it feels like a homecoming. Ev-
eryone is greeted with hugs and affirmation and there is 
joy and laughter filling our fellowship halls. These special 
groups embracing our special friends reflect their name: 
Church Social Club. 

— Ann Journell is a member of Northview UMC and Debbie Tanis  
is a member of Windsor Hills UMC. 
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By Joy Chappell 

It took me two years to find my home away from home 
in college. Until my junior year, I had not stepped out 
of the bubble that was my major and met others who 

shared my same desire to dig deeper into my faith and ask 
hard questions. 

“Home Sweet Home,” a group Bible Study led by The Rev. 
Dr. Justin Allen, Shenandoah University’s Dean of Spiritual 
Life, changed my college experience for the better. I quickly 
learned the importance of setting aside time each week to 
lift people up in prayer and truly think about this message 
we all want to live out. 

In a university setting, it can be difficult for students to 
find a group that feels like home, a place where they can 
share what is on their hearts and minds without concern 
for being judged. The challenge of finding a support system 
and a safe place to talk about life and God’s message, when 
balancing academics, extracurricular activities and a social 
life is something many college students have to face. John 
Wesley believed in the support, accountability and relation-
ships that small groups, or rather his class meetings, can 
create. When others are relying on your presence and you 
on theirs, you are more likely to make the time to gather, 
be still and worship together. This idea of having strength in 

numbers with regards to ministry is also modeled by Jesus 
as he sends forth his disciples in pairs. 

There is a focus within Spiritual Life and throughout 
campus to welcome ALL people to the table; therefore, the 
Office of Spiritual Life strives to provide groups that every 
individual can be a part of, including both gender specific 
and co-ed groups. There are even groups that are focused 
on specific topics. “Q in Question” provides a safe space 
for students to discuss sexual orientation, gender identity 
and Christianity, with people who offer love, support and 
guidance. For students who are passionate about justice, 
diversity, Christian Scripture and God’s call to be one with 
each other, there is a group called, “Racial Identity and the 
Spiritual Journey.” Both groups allow for students to open up 
about tough subjects, knowing that they are respected and 
safe.

Having the opportunity to meet off campus is some-
thing the students enjoy as it often means a home cooked 
meal. One of Shenandoah’s staff members, the Rev. Colleen 
Preuninger, has students over to her house once a week for 
dinner. In inviting students into her home, she models how 
people should be in community with one another, exploring 
ways to invite others to their table. 

Over time, small groups at Shenandoah have multiplied 
and developed in many ways. A group of women who met 
initially at Home Sweet Home, decided to form an all female 
group and continue to gather every Sunday. This particular 
group became my family through my junior and senior year. 
The success of this group of women, as they enter their 
third year, is a testimony to their devotion to studying the 
Lord’s message as well as their support and dedication to 
each other. 

The small groups that we have at Shenandoah are out-
lets for students to form relationships of love and trust. Stu-
dents from different years, majors, backgrounds and circles 
of friends have an opportunity to meet and love people 
who they may not have otherwise taken the chance to get 
to know. These small groups are important as a means for 
studying Scripture and talking about faith, but more impor-
tantly they are an example of how we live out God’s mes-
sage of loving all people, and welcoming all to our table. 

— Joy Chappell is a candidate for her Bachelor’s of Fine Arts in Dance at 
Shenandoah University as well as an intern with the Office of Spiritual Life. 

 

Finding a Place at the Table: 
Small Groups at Shenandoah 

Photo courtesy of Joy Chappell.
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National 
organization 
provides 
structure for 
church’s grief 
support group

Griefshare.org is a worldwide organization that 
supports persons going through the stages of 
grief. At St. Matthias UMC, Fredericksburg, Carolyn 

Hendrickson leads a Griefshare group at the church. 
Based on Christian ideals, the group mainly provides 

comfort and guidance. This past year, St. Matthias UMC 
has offered two 13-week series as well as a “Surviving the 
Holidays” series right before Thanksgiving which can teach 
participants healthy ways to get through the holidays as 
well as how to start new traditions. 

Though not a goal of the program, Hendrickson said 
that the support group has attracted new members to 
the church, showing that the group fills a need within the 
community. 

“We become like a family. Members often repeat the 
series and they are able to get new meaning even the 
second time around,” said Hendrickson. 

For the Rev. Pat B. Tony, pastor at St. Matthias UMC, the 
group provides hope as well as support. 

“Our vision for this ministry continues to be to nurture 
disciples as we involve and train new leaders reaching out 
into our community with the transforming love of Christ,” 
said Tony. “The impact on the congregations continues to 
be loving connections, meeting needs together across the 
denominational lines, all for the glory of God.”

For members of the congregation including Margaret 
Ann Holt whose husband Dr. William H. Holt died about 
a year ago, the group is a space to share pain and to talk 
about faith. 

“Grief is hard work,” Holt said. “For me, as a Christian, I 
can’t really discuss my grief without including my thoughts 
about my faith. I can’t imagine getting through the difficult 
journey without God being with me through it all.” 
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Devotions from International Lesson Series

LIVING THE WORD

Your Advocate editor 
decided it was time 

to dust off her brain 
this month and revisit 

her Catholic high 
school days filled with 

religious courses and 
her Hebrew Scripture 

college days, bring out 
the concordance and 

take a crack at the 
devotionals for the 

month herself. 

Jan. 1, 2017 
“Praise is active, not passive” 
Psalm 33:1-9 

I remember sitting in a religion class, probably 
when I was in middle school, and we were 
discussing heaven and what our life in heaven 

would be like. 
I wish I knew exactly how the conversation 

went but the only image that I remember was the 
idea that I would become a blob of light. I have 
held onto that idea all these years — this image 
of myself bobbing up and down as a little light: a 
golden-white light, small, bobbing up and down.  
I didn’t even get crazy in my imaginings — I could 
have become a little blue or multi-colored light I 
suppose, but maybe a golden-white light seemed 
more heavenly. 

My point is that for a good amount of time, 
I imagined my time in heaven as praising God 
and bobbing up and down as a light. Can you say 
exciting? Insert my sarcastic face. 

Christians have allowed the idea of heaven 
to slowly filter down into the boring images of 
lounging angels on clouds and believe that this 
is heaven, this is praising God on earth and in 
heaven. It makes me think: how often do I let 
praise of God become a stale, passive thing? 
How often does praising God on Sunday morning 
become a habit rather than an active opportunity 
to talk and praise God?

In our verses today, our psalmist describes 
praise to the Lord. Notice the action of this praise 
in these verses. There is praise with a lyre, cre- 
ation of melody, praise with a harp, song creation, 
praise with strings and shouting. 

Even in this psalm, the active praise here 
reminds us of our need to be active in creation 
around us. When God created the heavens “and 
all their host by the breath of his mouth," we 
weren’t supposed to be separate from His creati-
on, from the work of His hands. Our active praise 
should point to the work of God’s hands to the 
greatness and true beauty of nature. In my opi-
nion, a blob of light just isn’t going to cut it. 

Jan. 8, 2017 
“At the sound of the drum”  
Psalm 96:1-6, 10-13

In the key verse of this passage, the psalmist 
says, “O sing to the Lord a new song” which 
occurs in several other places in the Bible inclu-

ding Isaiah 42:10. 
In this psalm, the repetition reminds us that 

we are all woven into this song. And this is not a 
short song. Think Mozart, think Beethoven. This is 
a feat of notes, timing and passion. We are swept 
up in a song that involves people we have never 
met and never knew existed. We are all singing 
now, and I think importantly to note here, for the 
second coming. 

The phrase “for he is coming” is repeated 
twice here. Can you hear the music? At these 
words, the loud boom of the drums sound out. 
The strings and horns are at their peak. The nature 
imagery in this psalm in not just pointing us to our 
surroundings, it is also reminding us of what God 
will do. It is a reminder that we have not been left 
here anchor-less. 

“He will judge the world with righteousness, 
and the peoples with his truth.” (Psalm 96:13) 

This psalm combines our sence of awe in natu-
re and our belief in the Creator’s justice and truth 
which ultimately culminates into our hope at the 
second coming. 

Jan. 15, 2017 
“Lessons in grammar” 
Psalm 65; 67: 6-7

I can still remember my mom pulling down her 
grammar book from the bookcase and imprin-
ting in my brain that I could not end a sentence 

with a preposition. My love of writing has spanned 
almost my entire life and you can easily trace 
how my mom traveled the journey with me and 
influenced me. 

It might also be this same part of my brain that 
recalls how much she hates the word “awesome.” 
So whenever I see that word, that is always my 
first thought. 

She might just hate how it sounds, but it also 
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“Hallelujah” chorus from Messiah in a 
food court (I beg all of you to look it 
up). 

I have great appreciation and love 
for music and especially after so many 
years of singing the type of music. 
There’s nothing quite like being part 
of a choir singing this piece together, 
hearing all voices raised—soprano, 
alto, tenor and bass—in exultation and 
praise. 

Now not everyone has the same 
appreciation for this type of music or 
for religious music for that matter. 

But in this video, as the voices  
raised, there was wonder all around 
from the crowd. Most stopped walking 
to watch and listen, others stopped 
eating to gaze. 

It was a moment of sheer wonder.  
A “wow” moment. 

There is something about the way 
this music is arranged that translates 
even to those who aren’t religious, 
how it translates to awe-inspiring  
praise to the One above from his 
creations.

The wonder is the melding of voices 
even as they break off into different 
melodies and words. We are part of the 
song. We all sing the song. 

23

might be that she finds that the word 
doesn’t fully encompass what it means. 
I think so. 

We as humans have tried our best 
to sum up the greatness of God, the 
full beauty and wonder of creation. But 
I think that the word “awesome” fails 
almost every time. 

In this passage, the psalmist, in 
my eyes, is doing the utmost best to 
describe the majesty of God’s creation. 
There isn’t a reliance on one word to 
try to encompass all of nature; it  
probably isn’t possible. But the descrip-
tion is abundant at trying to grasp the 
sheer magnitude of what God has 
created and takes part in continuously.
Explore this through phrases like “you 
water its furrows abundantly," “soft-
ening it with showers” and “your 
wagon tracks overflow with richness.” 

This psalm teaches us our own 
grammar lesson in the use of adject- 
ives. In their flagrant use of adjectives 
and in the descriptive language here, 
there is a form of praise and liturgy. 
When we highlight what God has 
created, and really see it, there is a 
different kind of praise. 

Jan. 22, 2017 
“Created in God’s image”
Psalm 104:1-4; 24-30

I saw a picture on the Internet recent-
ly that pictured Donald Trump and 
Hillary Clinton with text that said, 

“Remember that both are created in 
God’s image.”

It was a picture that gave me pause 
especially in the angry and confronta-
tional light of this election season. A 
lot of hate has risen to surface in our 
nation and the major political parties. 
I have seen a lot of Christians in the 
news and on social media engage in 
this anger and hate speech, and I know 

that they have forgotten this 
fact. Both these people are 
created in God’s image. 

As hard as it might be to 
take—it is true. Here, the psalmist uses 
a more relational tone stating what 
God has done and how they connect 
to humans. 

In reading this passage, all I can 
think about is how bad, at least to me, 
the world has seemed during the  
election period. And because of the 
ever shrinking world with social media 
and the media, bad news travels faster 
than it ever has before. It would be 
easy to say the world is no longer a 
good place. This passage reminds us of 
all the good though. All of the wonder-
ful and imaginative and good. 

There is a quote I really like that 
says, “All sunshine makes the desert.”

The sun is life-giving and it makes 
the surroundings glow with its fullness. 
But too much sunshine creates an 
inhabitable place. A place that makes it 
hard for survival on the surface. 

This passage reminds us of the 
good and reminds us that all the bad, 
even the bad of this election, is part 
of something bigger and is slowly, 
maybe almost imperceptibly to us, 
being molded before our eyes into the 
wonderful. 

Jan. 29, 2017
“Praise through a flash mob”
Psalm 148

Have you ever heard of a “flash 
mob?” It’s a group of people 
who come together in a public 

place at an agreed upon time and 
usually sing or dance together and then 
disband as if nothing happened. The 
results are fantastic. 

A video on YouTube shows a flash-
mob singing George Frideric Handel’s 
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CLERGY & DIACONAL
DEATHS

The Rev. William Eugene “Bill” 
Richards died Oct. 16, 2016, at his 
home in Falling Waters, W.Va.  Bill 
served the Stephenson/Burnt Factory/
Welltown/Brucetown Charge (1971-
76) and the Middletown/Hites Chapel 
Charge (1976-79) on the Winchester 
District. 

Louise B. (Bell) Lyons, 93, of 
Winchester, Va., died Oct. 14 at 
Winchester Medical Center. She was 
born in 1923, in Berryville, Va., the 
daughter of the late Alice and Leonard 
H. Bell, Sr. Louise was a chemist for 
DuPont in Richmond during World 
War II and was a teacher in Atlanta 
and Fairfax County, Va. 

She was a member of the Brad-
dock Street United Methodist Church 
where her husband served as minister 
from 1963-1971. She was a Sunday 
School teacher and was very involved 
with other aspects of the church after 
his death. She was also a member of 
the Lord Fairfax Garden Club and the 
Sigma Sigma Sigma Sorority.

Her husband, Dr. William A. 
Lyons (Braddock Street UMC 1963-
1971), whom she married on June 14, 
1947 at Duncan Memorial Methodist 
Church, in Berryville, Va., preceded her 
in death on December 12, 1981.

Louise is survived by her two 
daughters, Barbara L. Kahler, M.D. 
(Richard) and Nancy L. Sargeant (Tim); 
son, William “Wim” B. Lyons (Peggy); 
six grandchildren and four great-
grandchildren.

The Rev. James “Jim” Lough 
Wilson, serving in retirement at 
Ridgeway United Methodist Church, 
Danville District, died at his farm in 
Henry, Va., Oct. 11, 2016.  Prior to 
serving churches in the North Carolina 
Conference until his retirement in June 

2011, Jim also was pastor at Galilee 
UMC in the Arlington District. After 
moving back to Henry, Jim served 
the Anderson Chapel and Ridgeway 
churches. Early in his pastoral career, 
Jim served the Mount Bethel United 
Methodist Church in Martinsville. 

David Roberts, 56, died Oct. 6, 
2016, after his courageous battle 
against melanoma. David was the 
brother-in-law of the Rev. Kurt 
Ludwig, pastor of St. Mark’s UMC 
in Manassas Va. He was a founding 
member of Church of the Resurrection 
in Leawood, Kan. 

Bobby J. Copeland, 81, of Oak 
Ridge, Tenn., died Oct. 6, 2016, after 
battling cancer for over a year. Bobby 
was the father of the Rev. Michael 
Copeland who serves at South Roa-
noke UMC, Roanoke District.  

David Arthur Russell, 75, died 
Sept. 30, 2016. He was born to 
Elroy Arthur and Esther Mae Russell 
in Marshalltown, Iowa, on April 3, 
1941. When Dave was four years old, 
his parents moved from Iowa to the 
mountains of Kentucky, to serve as 
home missionaries at The Red Bird 
Mission. Dave developed a heart for 
people from an early age. He would 
ride on horseback (or a mule) behind 
his dad on Sunday afternoons to hold 
services for a small group of people in 
an isolated area. 

He met his wife Phyllis, while at-
tending Red Bird Mission High school, 
graduating in 1958 and moved to 
Virginia in 1964. They married in 1962 
and just celebrated their 54th wed-
ding anniversary. 

David loved God and always 
served in some capacity in his home 
church and community. He was a 
Stephen Minister and an Industrial 
Commercial Ministries Chaplain. He 
always said he could serve God best 

as a layperson, but God has a sense of 
humor and later in life Dave felt the 
call to pastoral ministry. He became 
a licensed local pastor in the Virginia 
Conference and served Salem UMC 
and later as pastor of Congregational 
Care at Ebenezer UMC, both in Staf-
ford County. 

Katherine Anna Cox Cheatham, 
93, of Lynchburg, died Sept. 23, 2016.  
Katherine was the mother of the Rev. 
Russell Cheatham, who serves the 
Memorial United Methodist Church in 
Appomattox.

She was the wife of the late 
William Stanley Cheatham. Born in 
Lynchburg on Aug. 1, 1923, she was a 
daughter of the late Robert and Lonie 
Jane Harper Cox. She was retired from 
CB Fleet and was a member of Memo-
rial UMC in Appomattox. 

She is survived by son Russell (Julie) 
Cheatham; daughter-in-law Enid Ellis 
Cheatham; sister Louise Woody; eight 
grandchildren and eight great-grand-
children. 

Oscar J. Olson, Jr., 83, husband 
of the late Rev. Patricia W. Olson, 
died August 28, 2016, in Alexandria, 
Va.  A career Foreign Service officer, 
he served in economic/commercial 
positions in Venezuela, Spain, Mexico, 
West Berlin, Panama and Ecuador. 
He took an active part in the second-
career ministry of his late wife at 
Hopewell UMC and Richardsville UMC 
in Culpeper County; Trinity UMC and 
Mount Horeb UMC in Catlett; and 
Springfield UMC in Springfield. He was 
also a longtime member of Mount 
Olivet UMC in Arlington and Messiah 
UMC in Springfield.  

Oscar is survived by his brother, 
John Olson (Claudia) of Corpus Christi, 
TX.; a son, Michael Olson, of Amster-
dam; two daughters, Kirsten Pruski 
(Ken), of Dallas, TX., and Kathy Olson 
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(John Beatty) of Allentown, Pa.; and 
five grandchildren. 

Shirley R. Mercer, a retired local 
pastor in the Virginia Conference, died 
July 27, 2016, at her residence in Big 
Island, Va. She was preceded in death 
by her parents, Clarence and Ruth 
Strandburg; and her husband, the Rev. 
Ira Vincent Mercer. She is survived 
by two loving children: Ruthie Mercer, 
and Vincent Mercer, along with other 
relatives and friends.

Shirley served the East Nottoway 
Charge from 1996 to 1999. She then 
served the Massanutten Charge until 
her retirement in 2006. During her 
retirement, she also served the Big 
Island-Cove Charge for three years.

BIRTHS

Leonard Holland Gooch was born 
Oct. 26 to the Rev. Katie B. Gooch 
and her husband Matt. Katie is the 
director at the Pace United Methodist 
Student Center in Richmond.  
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FROM THE BISHOP
Words of wisdom 
from Bishop Lewis' 
travel around Virginia

“As long as you are 
biblically and  
theologically sound, 
the sky is the limit.” 
Bishop Sharma Lewis,  
Church Leadership Institute on Oct. 12. 

“Fair is an action;  
fear is a reaction.” 
5 Talent Academy on Oct. 4 in Stafford, Va.

“Faith is believing, 
obeying and  
persisting.” 
5 Talent Academy on Oct. 4 in Stafford, Va.

(Clockwise from top left): Bishop Lewis and Confer-
ence Lay Leader Warren Harper leading commu-
nion on Nov. 3 in Jacksonville, Fla. 

Bishop Lewis flashing a smile at a dinner for The 
UMC Episcopal Leaders and Spouses Class of 2016 
at the Florida gathering. 

Bishop Lewis in a candid shot while visiting Ivey 
Memorial UMC, James River District, for worship. 
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ONE LAST WORD

Luke 1:38 nrsv
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Then 
Mary 
said, 
“Here 
am I, the 
servant 
of the 
Lord; 
let it be 
with me 
according 
to your 
word.” 
Then the 
angel 
departed 
from her.
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