
 
 

 

 

SOUTH GEORGIA ADVOCATE – DECEMBER 19 EDITION  

 

Christmas brings us together 

A Christmas message from Bishop R. Lawson Bryan 

Throughout the South Georgia Conference I have been lifting up the vision found in Ephesians 1:9-10: 

“God has made known to us his hidden purpose … that the universe, all in heaven and on earth, might 

be brought into a unity in Christ.” What a huge insight! While there are many things we cannot know, 

we can know God’s purpose. God’s purpose is to unite all things in heaven and on earth in Jesus Christ.  

Once we recognize God’s purpose we can start noticing how consistently God works to fulfill that 

purpose. In the birth of Jesus, for instance, we see God uniting those who otherwise never would have 

known each other. In addition to Mary and Joseph, Luke tells us of the shepherds who were working the 

night shift. Matthew adds the Wise Men – Gentiles who come from another culture and seemingly have 

little in common with either the Holy Family or the shepherds. Christmas brought them together across 

social and cultural boundaries. Today, 2,000 years later, Christmas still brings us together. God intends 

it that way.  

The diversity within the manger scene testifies to the unity that God makes possible through Christ. 

What better way to bring people together than to give them a baby to hold? The sheer vulnerability of a 

young life helps us all get in touch with our capacity to provide care, protection, and nurture. William 

Sloane Coffin, former pastor of Riverside Church in New York, said it this way: “I think at Christmas 

God comes to us as a child so that we can finally grow up.”  

As we celebrate the birth of Jesus let us challenge ourselves and our church families to grow up and 

grow together in Christ.  Thanks to each of you for the many ways you are reaching across boundaries to 

bless the lives of others through acts of generosity and compassion. 

In the name of Jesus we can grow up; we can reach beyond dividing walls of hostility so that Christ 

becomes our peace; we can call the world to join the new humanity Christ makes possible. For that 

purpose we have been made Alive Together in Christ. 

Sherrill and I thank God for our wonderful South Georgia Conference family. And we wish you a 

blessed and meaningful Christmas! 



 
 

R. Lawson Bryan 

 

Bishop Bryan sets to work immediately with on-boarding, Appreciative Inquiry 

sessions 

By Kara Witherow, Editor 

Immediately.  

For Bishop R. Lawson Bryan, it’s not just a catchphrase or a slogan, it’s a way of life. 

The word immediately is found 40 times in the gospel of Mark, and it’s the way Bishop Bryan, 

episcopal leader of the South Georgia Conference, has launched his ministry in South Georgia, 

beginning with several “on-boarding” sessions with Conference leaders and pastors.  

Bishop Bryan has embraced “on-boarding,” a corporate technique for getting a fast start in executive 

leadership through early, candid dialogue, assisted by an outside consultant.  

In July, Bishop Bryan attended an on-boarding session for new Southeastern Jurisdiction bishops and 

quickly saw its value and how the process could be used in South Georgia. 

“I realized how quickly it helps people move forward together,” he said of the process, led by Statesboro 

native Claire Bowen, a corporate consultant and member of Peachtree Road United Methodist Church in 

Atlanta. Before leaving the bishop’s on-boarding retreat at Lake Junaluska, N.C., Bishop Bryan invited 

Bowen to replicate the process the next month in South Georgia. “I realized right away that this was 

something that we could do immediately that could give us clarity and alignment.” 

Meeting for two days in August, Bowen led Bishop Bryan and a group of 15 South Georgia lay and 

clergy leaders through the process. 

On the first afternoon, Bowen met with the newly formed Strategic Initiatives Team – the appointive 

cabinet plus other conference leaders and staff – without Bishop Bryan present. She worked through a 

series of questions, recording the team members’ answers anonymously. 

The questions included: What do we know about our new bishop? What do we wish we knew? How 

would we describe our conference’s DNA? What are our hopes and dreams for the church? What does 

our bishop need to know about the South Georgia Conference? 

That session was followed by Bowen meeting alone with Bishop Bryan to go over the answers. The next 

morning Bishop Bryan met with the Strategic Initiatives Team and, in their first extended cabinet 

meeting, discussed the list of questions and answers. 



 
 

The process was a great opportunity to learn one another on a deeper, more personal level, said Bishop 

Bryan, who was even asked his Myers-Briggs personality type (he’s an INTJ). It also speeds the process 

of learning and connecting that sometimes takes months.  

“It’s a way to do what you’re going to do anyway. It accelerates the process of getting oriented to the 

Annual Conference,” he said. “It greatly accelerates it, yet it also gives you a lot of personal time 

together with a group of people who are giving leadership in the conference.” 

In addition to the two-day on-boarding session in August, the same group met Nov. 16 for a time of 

Appreciative Inquiry. A strengths-based model of management and organization, the Appreciative 

Inquiry session brought the Strategic Initiatives Team together to assess the Conference’s assets and 

strengths. 

For everyone, Bishop Bryan said, the key takeaways from the sessions were clarity, alignment, and a 

sense of energy and hope.  

“I always come away with a feeling of clarity. People have a sense of who we are, what we’re doing, 

why we’re doing it, and how we’re going to do it. 

“The great value is that through clarity and alignment you build a cohesive leadership team. You begin 

to build a cohesive team that can address whatever issues need to be addressed, but you have to start by 

having a cohesive team, and you have a cohesive team by getting clarity, alignment, energy, and hope.” 

Rev. Deborah Wight-Knight’s experiences with both the on-boarding and Appreciative Inquiry events 

have been positive. 

“The consultants quickly created environments of lively discussion, productive feedback, and a 

willingness to begin steps to deepen trust among the group,” said Rev. Wight-Knight, the Conference’s 

pastoral counselor. “We all have strengths. By focusing on these strengths while attempting honest 

conversation, I believe some surprising moments for stronger connection lie ahead.” 

The meetings are not just ideological and theoretical, they are practical and applicable. Through the 

process of Appreciative Inquiry, new questions were developed for conversations between District 

Superintendents, local churches, and clergy around appointments.  

Bishop Bryan plans to extend the on-boarding experience to other groups in the annual conference. He 

recently held an on-boarding session with senior ministers of the 25 churches with the highest average 

worship attendance and has an Appreciative Inquiry session planned with the Office of Connectional 

Ministries in February. 

“That initial meeting was so helpful. I am doing this more than once, and with different groups, to 

include more people,” he said, explaining that the ideal size for such a group is between 15 and 25.  

Though he’s been in South Georgia less than four months, through the on-boarding and Appreciative 

Inquiry processes Bishop Bryan says he has already learned a lot about the Conference and its people. 



 
 

“I have learned of the wonderful spirit of our people who truly want to serve Christ and be a vital 

Conference of churches,” he said. “I’ve also learned that we have a lot of talent. We have people who 

have done so much in their families, communities, and businesses, and they are ready and willing to use 

that for the good of the mission of the South Georgia Conference. I’ve learned of the readiness and 

willingness and talent of people throughout the Conference, and I’ve been inspired by their devotion. I 

want all the people in the conference and all the churches to realize that they are the great resource we 

have.” 

 

United Methodists give hope to foster children, families 

By Kara Witherow, Editor 

Hope. 

Christ put on flesh and came to earth to offer hope to people who have no other way to be saved. 

The Heart Gallery of Georgia and Foster Hope are offering hope and healing to children who have no 

resources and no one to turn to for help. 

Founded by South Georgia United Methodists, these two organizations – and the people who run them – 

strive to help children in seemingly hopeless situations. 

Healing gives way to hope 

The Heart Gallery of Georgia, founded in 2014 by Ally and Michael Christianson, members of The 

Chapel, and Amy Houston, a member of Taylors Chapel, both United Methodist congregations in 

Brunswick, is an advocacy agency that works with the state to help place children into adoptive homes. 

Part of the Heart Gallery, a national organization that seeks to pair children in the foster care system 

with loving families though a gallery showcasing each child’s background, goals, hobbies, and even 

what they are looking for in their future family, the Heart Gallery of Georgia gives potential adoptive 

families a chance to get to know children who are waiting to be adopted through photographs, videos, 

and larger-than-life displays. 

“Our mission is … to offer hope in a hopeless situation,” Ally Christian said. “If that hope ends up 

leading to a forever family then that’s wonderful. But we also want to offer them hope while they wait.” 

Children who are deemed most in need – those who have been waiting longer than five years, who may 

be part of a large sibling groups, or have special needs – are nominated by the state and featured in the 

exhibit and invited to Heart Gallery of Georgia’s Day of Hope event at Callaway Gardens. There they 

take part in recreational and therapeutic activities while professional multimedia teams capture their 



 
 

stories via photographs and videos to add to the galleries, which are displayed online at 

www.heartgalleryofga.org.  

More than 100,000 children are in Georgia’s foster care system, and the Heart Gallery of Georgia works 

with the 400 or so most in need, those whose parents have terminated their rights and who have no 

resources, no family able to care for or adopt them. 

The exhibit travels around the state throughout the year to churches with adoption ministries, 

introducing potential adoptive families to waiting children, but the traveling exhibit isn’t the only 

avenue for those interested in adopting. Just last month, more than 10,000 people visited 

www.heartgalleryofga.org’s online gallery, and this year the organization has fielded more than 400 

inquiries from families who are ready to adopt.  

The Christiansons have always been passionate about helping children in helpless and hopeless 

situations, and see the Heart Gallery of Georgia as one way to offer the hope they have in Christ to the 

world. 

“Our dream is to see healing take place and to be a tangible source of hope for these children who exist 

in the shadows of our society,” Ally Christianson said. “They live waiting for a forever family.” 

Hope for foster families 

Foster Hope is a Glynn-County based organization that strives to equip foster families with suitcases of 

essential items needed when a foster child first moves in to a new home. 

Co-founder Amanda Holt discovered firsthand the need for such a ministry when she and her family 

welcomed a foster child into their home.  

“She came with the clothes on her back,” said Holt of the infant, who was dressed in a boy’s onesie that 

was too large for her small body. Holt and her husband, Jarrod, are members of Taylors Chapel in 

Brunswick and are parents to two girls. They were also providing respite care to two 2-year-olds at the 

time.  

Only getting approved for the additional child late in the afternoon, the Holts were unprepared to 

welcome a baby into their home and didn’t have the needed essentials when she arrived with the social 

worker at 6 p.m. 

“That first night was so hard,” Holt said. “You’re really in the trenches and need someone to just show 

up.” 

Foster Hope’s mission is to support foster families and provide them with a bag of items to get them 

through the first two days when a child arrives. Bags are filled with diapers, wipes, bottles, pacifiers, 

swaddle blankets, pajamas, toothbrushes, socks, and other essentials. They also arrange to have a pizza 

delivered for dinner the first night. 

http://www.heartgalleryofga.org/
http://www.heartgalleryofga.org/


 
 

One of their main goals for 2017 is to set up “communities of care” around each foster family. 

The idea is that each foster family will have eight to 10 families supporting them to help provide meals, 

babysitting, transportation, and other help for the entirety of the child’s placement. Foster Hope would 

provide coordination and training for each volunteer. 

“It’s an unknown world,” said co-founder Meghan Davis, also a member of Taylors Chapel. Davis and 

her husband, Steven, adopted their son through the foster system, so they’ve seen the needs firsthand. 

“There are too many gaps. There’s no way to solve the foster care crisis without supporting the families 

who are already doing it.” 

Foster Hope also hosts, through The Chapel Ministries, a monthly community wide small group for 

foster parents. It’s been helpful to have a venue in which to share and support one another, they say. 

Davis and Holt both want to bring awareness to Georgia’s foster care crisis and bring more normalcy to 

foster care itself. 

“It’s okay to say, ‘yes, I will take care of other people’s children,’” Davis said. “The more we have it in 

our churches and support these families with baby steps of support the more we’ll see that it’s normal 

families who do this and hopefully this will open people’s eyes.” 

The number of children in foster care in Georgia has grown rapidly in recent years, and it’s an issue that 

can’t be ignored, they say. According to new state records, the number of children in state-sponsored 

foster care jumped from 7,600 in September 2013 to 13,266 last month. The 75 percent increase in three 

years is the highest in the nation.  

“You can’t un-see the problem once you see that it’s there, and it’s definitely there.” 

How to help 

Interested in knowing more? Visit www.heartgalleryofga.org and Always Foster Hope. 

Both The Heart Gallery of Georgia and Always Foster Hope welcome partnerships with local churches. 

Partnerships are great ways for local congregations to extend hope and healing to children and foster 

families. Contact Ally Christianson with The Heart Gallery of Georgia via email at 

allychristianson@gmail.com. Contact Meghan Davis or Amanda Holt at Always Foster Hope via email 

at alwaysfosterhope@gmail.com.  

Praying for each child by name is a vital part of The Heart Gallery of Georgia’s ministry, and they invite 

prayer warriors to select a child from the online gallery and pray for that child, by name, daily. 

 

Christmas greetings from Bishop Bruce Ough and the Council of Bishops 

http://www.heartgalleryofga.org/
https://www.facebook.com/Fosterhopeglynn/
mailto:allychristianson@gmail.com
mailto:alwaysfosterhope@gmail.com
http://www.heartgalleryofga.org/large-grid


 
 

In a Christmas message to the people of The United Methodist Church on behalf of the Council of 

Bishops, Council president Bishop Bruce Ough reminds us that disruptions in our lives are sometimes 

God’s call for us to make room for Him in our hearts and our lives. Watch the video here. 

Bishop Ough’s message follows: 

“The Christmas story is at its core a story of interrupted and disrupted lives. The Christmas 

narrative has become so familiar to us that we can’t imagine what an unexpected intrusion the 

angels and the baby and those gawking shepherds were for Mary and Joseph. 

Imagine how Mary’s life was interrupted when the angel Gabriel appeared and told her she 

would bear God’s son. Imagine how Joseph’s boat was rocked when he learned of Mary’s 

pregnancy. An angel urged Joseph not to fear ... right! How could Joseph not fear when his 

whole world had been disrupted by a pregnancy so unexpected, maybe even unwanted? When is 

the last time an angel intruded on your dreams without it being a significant distraction? 

Imagine the disruption of traveling by foot and donkey to sign the tax rolls when nine months 

pregnant. Imagine the anxiety and disorientation of finding no place to deliver the baby. Imagine 

the chaos and interruption of fleeing to Egypt to escape the paranoia and hatred of King Herod ... 

and seriously, can you imagine the constant disruption of raising the son of God? Any child is an 

intrusion into an ordered adult life, but Jesus? 

Mary and Joseph and the entire Christmas story teach us one of the most difficult yet profound 

truths about God. God fully intends to disrupt our lives. God is constantly seeking to interrupt 

our lives, commanding our attention, disorienting us, calling us to make room for God in our 

hearts and our lives. 

The Christ child is called Emmanuel, which means God with us. Jesus is God’s greatest intrusion 

into the world, into our lives. When God is with us, we are surprised, interrupted, awakened, 

disoriented. When God is with us, our imaginations are stretched, our love is magnified. 

Are you ready? Are you ready this Christmas for the disruptions caused by angels and babies? I 

can see hundreds, even thousands echoing Mary’s response to God’s intrusion in her life. Here I 

am, the servant of the Lord, let it be with me according to your word. Friends, may it be so. And 

may you each have a most blessed, merry, and interrupted Christmas.” 

 

Administrative Services update: Missional and apportionment giving deadline; RMD 

giving 

The last day apportionment payments and mission giving can be applied for the 2016 year is Friday, Jan. 

6, 2017. We know this date is early, due to an early deadline from GCFA.  Payments must be received in 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=piTM9s9MpzY&feature=youtu.be


 
 

the conference office by 5 p.m. If you need to send the payments electronically, please contact the 

Treasurer’s office for information (1-800-535-4224).  Payments received after the deadline will be 

applied toward the 2017 apportionments. 

Many Americans 70½ years old and older have Individual Retirement Accounts (IRAs) and are forced 

to take a required minimum distribution (RMD) each year. Very few know that rather than taking that 

RMD themselves (and paying taxes on the money withdrawn) they can give that RMD directly to a 

charity (like their church) and avoid paying any taxes on the withdrawal. Congress made this tax 

provision permanent in the tax bill passed by Congress last year. There are only a few days left in 2016, 

but act now to benefit both yourself and your church! These gifts do not qualify as charitable 

contributions; rather they are transferred tax free (which usually will save the donor more in taxes than a 

charitable deduction would). Contact Dr. Derek McAleer, Director of Administrative Services, at 

derek@sgaumcadmin.com for more information about RMDs, if you have questions, or if you need 

assistance. 

 

Celebrating the gift of diversity 

FOCUS ON THE VISION 

DENISE WALTON 

For just as the body is one and has many members, and all the members of the body, though many, are 

one body, so it is with Christ. For in one Spirit we were all baptized into one body – Jews or Greeks, 

slaves or free – and all were made to drink of one Spirit. For the body does not consist of one member 

but of many. 1 Corinthians 12:12-14 ESV 

The South Georgia Conference’s Advocacy Team is pleased to announce the inaugural Multicultural 

Luncheon to be held Monday, Jan. 16, 2017. The luncheon will take place at ConneXion UMC in 

Savannah. The event is scheduled from 11:30 a.m. until 1:30 p.m. The Rev. Stacey Harwell-Dye, 

Chairperson of the Advocacy Team, will provide the keynote address. This event is open to all 

congregations.  

The purpose of the Multicultural Luncheon is to celebrate the gifts that God has provided in the South 

Georgia Conference through our local churches. We are a diverse Conference in worship styles, size of 

congregations, along with race and ethnicity. There is a tremendous amount of cultural diversity among 

us. As we learn from one another, it is our hope to grow together as we all strive to make disciples of 

Jesus Christ. 

Click here to register. Registration will close on Jan. 11, 2017. 

mailto:derek@sgaumcadmin.com
https://sgaumc-reg.brtapp.com/CelebratingtheGiftofDiversityMulticulturalLuncheon


 
 

If you would like to host a Multicultural Luncheon in your district and need assistance with planning, 

please contact Rev. Earnestine Campbell, Associate Director, Connectional Ministries, at 

earnestine@sgaumc.com.  

May you have a blessed Christmas and Happy New Year! 

The role of the Conference Advocacy Team is to give coordinated efforts to help the Annual 

Conference, districts, and local churches reflect the best of Christian community as we value awareness, 

respect, trust, equality, and acceptance of our diversity. (¶¶629,632,642,643,644,654,657). 

Rev. Denise Walton serves as the Assistant to the Bishop for Connectional Ministries. Contact her at 

denise@sgaumc.org. 

 

A Christmas miracle in April                

PATHWAY TO HIS PRESENCE 

B.J. FUNK 

My lovely Christmas ball hangs on the back door of my kitchen, visible yet hidden away from the rest of 

our family gatherings. I keep the ball there to always remind me of the most influential woman in my 

life, the one who created the Christmas ball when I was a young girl. 

My sweet mama.  

I remember watching her make this and other Christmas balls from a round piece of Styrofoam covered 

with cloth, ribbons and sequins. She kept a bowl of those balls on our coffee table every Christmas. But 

one ball was special, always hanging from the door between our living room and hall. 

Into that ball she placed a music box, with a lever extending below to start the music of Silent Night. An 

artificial sprig of mistletoe hung down from the ball, making it the delight of my sister and me every 

Christmas. We loved to get under the ball and challenge another family member to give us a kiss under 

the mistletoe. 

So many years have passed since those happy days of my childhood, and when mama went to heaven, I 

was so happy to have this ball in my possession. Every Christmas, I carried on the tradition with my 

husband. “Roy,” I would tease. “I’m standing under the mistletoe!” Always, I received a hug and a kiss 

from my beloved. 

In April 2009, Roy, changed his residence from earth to heaven. It seems like yesterday. It seems like 

forever. I didn’t feel like putting up the Christmas ball during those few years of sickness before he died. 

So it had not been touched in at least two years on the day of my Christmas miracle in April. 

mailto:earnestine@sgaumc.com
mailto:denise@sgaumc.org


 
 

The day before his funeral, my large family gathered for a meal friends had provided. After everyone 

filled their plates, I walked slowly behind them. I didn’t feel like eating, but I could try. Alone, since the 

others were already sitting either in the kitchen or the den, I walked by the Christmas ball. Suddenly, it 

started playing a line from Silent Night. Stunned, I asked everyone if they heard what I heard. They did. 

I could never try to explain how this happened. I only know that it happened, and that no one in my 

home had turned the music lever. But, someone had. 

My mama? An angel? I don’t know. But, as quickly as I heard the music, a silent message descended 

into my heart from Mama. “Roy is with me, and you’ll be all right.”  

Sometimes God moves into moments of our lives with unexpected beauty, and because He is wise 

enough not to give us these moments daily, they come to us with believable strength and purpose. On 

the day before Roy’s funeral, God showed up in an ordinary kitchen in Chula, Georgia and graced my 

life with strength.  

“Roy, I’m standing under the mistletoe,” I used to tease. On that day, both Mama and Roy held me and 

kissed me with kisses of hope for my future. I will forget many things in my life. But the beauty and joy 

of that day will forever hold me in its embrace.  

God has more Christmas miracles for His children. Maybe you will find yours this Christmas. 

The Rev. B.J. Funk, associate pastor of Central UMC in Fitzgerald, has written a book with 50 

devotionals on grief based on her personal experience. “Grief is not a Permanent Condition: 50 

Devotionals to Help You Through the Grieving Process” points the reader to Jesus and the hope found 

in Him. Visit www.bjfunkgrief.com for more information and to order. Email Rev. Funk at 

bjfunk@bellsouth.net. 

 

Thomasville First UMC celebrates 10th anniversary of Advent Revolution 

Submitted by Chris Goff, Thomasville First UMC 

Do you really want another ugly tie or a fruit cake this Christmas or would you rather change the world? 

One church in Thomasville is attempting to do just that this Christmas. 

In fact, 2016 marks 10 years of world impact through something they call Advent Revolution. Instead of 

buying more “stuff” they don’t need, each of the church’s members is asked to spend at least $50 less 

than they normally would and instead put the money toward a project that will bless others.  

If everyone participates this year they will raise $30,000 to build a church in Rwanda, complete a local 

Habitat for Humanity House in Thomasville, and start a small business to support their mission partners 

in Pakistan.  

http://www.bjfunkgrief.com/
mailto:bjfunk@bellsouth.net


 
 

Advent Revolution started in 2007 when the people of First Methodist spent less on themselves in order 

to build four homes for orphans in Rwanda. Since then they have developed an ongoing relationship 

with the people of Rwanda and have raised almost a quarter of a million dollars at Christmas to house 

additional orphans, build churches, drill wells for clean water, start co-ops for widows, and support local 

missions like Vashti, The Rescue Mission, and launching the Back Pack Buddies Foundation. 

“We had no idea of the long term impact we’d have when we first started Advent Revolution 10 years 

ago” said Chris Goff, director of missions at Thomasville First United Methodist Church. “But in 

addition to blessing hundreds of others, it has really helped us keep our focus at Christmas and do 

something that would honor Jesus as we celebrate his birth.”  Christmas was, after all, meant to change 

the world.  

Learn more at www.adventrevolution.com, or contact Chris Goff, Director of Outreach, at Thomasville 

First United Methodist Church (229-226-0840). 

 

God’s Promised Savior is Born 

Winter Quarter: Creation: A Divine Cycle 

Unit 1: The Savior Has Been Born 

Sunday school lesson for the week of December 25, 2016  

By Helen and Rev. Sam Rogers 

Lesson scripture: Luke 2: 8-20 

Background Scripture: Luke 2: 1-21 

Merry Christmas! We trust you and your class can share that wonderful greeting this morning. 

Sometimes, churches cancel Sunday school on Christmas morning. We understand the practicality of 

doing so, but followers of Jesus will miss much if this lesson is skipped! We think we know the story. 

After all, we’ve seen countless pageants and have heard, “In those days a decree went out from Caesar 

Augustus…” 

The intersection in space and time of the reign of the most powerful Caesar, who created the Pax 

Romana, with the birth of Him who is the Prince of Peace is never to be forgotten! A census had two 

primary purposes: taxation and military service – the draft! Jews were exempt from service in the 

Roman legions, but not from taxation. Joseph and Mary made the 80 mile trip by donkey and foot from 

Nazareth in Galilee to Bethlehem, south of Jerusalem in Judea. 

We all know the reason they traveled to Bethlehem, right? Bethlehem means “House of Bread,” but it is 

also David’s royal city. The One who said, “I am the Bread of Life,” is also King of kings and Lord of 

lords. Joseph was of the house and lineage of David.  

http://www.adventrevolution.com/


 
 

The timing could not have been worse for Mary. Her pregnancy will end, and her motherhood will 

begin. First, however, they must find housing. Years ago there was a Nativity play in a Charleston 

church. Joseph is begging the innkeeper for a room. He was told, “There is no room!” Joseph points to 

Mary’s condition and the innkeeper says, “That’s not my fault!” Joseph replies, “It’s not my fault 

either!” 

The birth occurs where the animals are housed – we know because, after carefully wrapping the infant in 

warm bands of cloth, He is laid in a manger – the feeding trough! The Savior of the world begins life in 

the most common of settings. 

Appropriately, the scene shifts to a hillside outside Bethlehem, where shepherds are guarding their sheep 

from the danger of nighttime predators. Perhaps this was the same hillside where David had been 

keeping the flock of his family when the prophet Samuel came looking for the next king of Israel!  

The social status of shepherds was the lowest in that society. They never were “clean” enough to go to 

Temple. Their word was unacceptable in court. In short, why would the angel choose them to be the first 

to know of Jesus’ birth? Sam is reminded of what a banker told him when we were buying our first car. 

“Never loan money to anyone whose occupation begins with the letter ‘P’ – painters, plumbers or 

preachers!” Profiling is not new to the 21st Century!  

Yet, God’s messenger was sent to these very people to make the birth announcement! The scriptures tell 

us of their reaction – great fear! The angel gives the same message to them given to Mary and 

Zechariah, “Do not be afraid!”  

You will find this admonition is given more often than any other in the Bible. In a recent sermon, our 

pastor pointed to the fact Jesus used variations of this imperative 21 times – far more than any other! For 

example, He uses “love God and love neighbor” eight times. Fear can control our thoughts and actions. 

Certainly these benighted souls were terrified of this extra-terrestrial event that night of nights!  

The first Christmas carol rang out that night when the angelic chorus sang, “Glory to God in the highest 

and peace to all on whom His favor rests.” How many rehearsals had they had before they could sing?  

The angel declares to them three fantastic facts about this new-born infant: He is Savior, He is Christ, 

and He is Lord. Never has there been, nor will there ever be, such a birth announcement! Each of those 

titles carries important information about who this child is, and what He will do.  

Savior is “the rescuer” – the One who will reclaim humanity from the alienation separating them from 

God their Creator. Christ (Messiah in Hebrew) is the “anointed One,” so long expected by the Jews to 

restore the kingdom to Israel. Lord declares Him to be fully divine – with God and of God! (John 1:1)  

Moreover, they are told they will find the baby wrapped, lying in a manger. This specific detail is 

intriguing. 



 
 

Luke tells us they hurried to Bethlehem to see for themselves what the angel had said. They did – then 

they returned to doing their job, but they were changed! These dregs of society became evangelists 

telling everyone what they had seen and heard. People were amazed at the message and the messengers! 

Shepherds! Can you believe? This child is for people like us! 

Luke gives us a special insight into the heart of Mary using the powerful word “Ponder!” Try to imagine 

what she felt! She had just given birth to her first child and was weary. She also carried in her heart what 

Gabriel had said to her. Like every mother, she wondered about the future –what would become of her 

child?  

Luke’s account is not to be dusted off and retold only once a year. The Gospel (Good News) is to be told 

and lived year round. The Lord’s favor (or grace) is to rest on all who will hear and heed the message of 

the Savior, Christ the Lord. God’s gift of grace favors the human race in the midst of all the fears of life 

with the Word of Life. 

John Indermark reminds us Christmas beckons with the news of Jesus’ birth, the favor of God, and the 

kept promise of a Savior. The lowly shepherds give us the example to go and tell. Christ bids us, in the 

example of His life, to go and live. So graced, so favored, so saved: Go and tell, go and live! 

Helen and Rev. Sam Rogers are a retired clergy couple. They can be reached at sgr3@cox.net.  

 

Praising God the Creator 

Winter Quarter: Creation – A Divine Cycle 

Unit 1: Praise from and for God’s Creation 

Sunday school lesson for the week of January 1, 2017  

By Helen and Rev. Sam Rogers 

Lesson scripture: Psalm 33: 1-9 

Background Scripture: Psalm 33 

We begin a New Year and a new unit today. May this be a blessed (happy) year for God’s good creation 

– and all who live in it. That is our prayer for this New Year! 

This unit focuses on five Psalms. The Book of Psalms is the hymnbook of the Hebrew people and gives 

instructions as headings on how to sing them and what instruments to play. In fact, the mysterious word 

“Selah” is thought by some to be an instruction to pause and ponder what has been sung. Like too many 

of us, they sang and never considered the message of the words!  
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More importantly, the Psalms are, as The Disciple Bible Study labels them, “Songs of the Heart.” The 

Psalms cover a wide-range of emotions and circumstances: comfort and pain, joy and anger, praise and 

questions, fear and assurance. The Psalms give expression to everything we humans experience. 

We need a little help in seeing the poetry of these hymns. Our hymns focus on rhythm, rhyme, and the 

sounds of words. On the other hand, Hebrew poetry relies on “parallelism.” There are two kinds of 

parallelism: “synonymous” and “antithetic.” The first has two lines saying basically the same thing in 

different words. Antithetic parallelism expresses opposite meanings. Examples are found in Psalms 

146:2 for the first and Psalm 146:9 for the second. 

The five Psalms for this month’s study emphasize the praise of God for the manifold gifts of creation. 

You will discover “LORD” spelled with capital letters. This device is to alert you to the fact the word 

being translated from Hebrew is “YHWH” – Yahweh, the name of God given to Moses on the 

mountain. Among observant Jews, that name is never to be spoken aloud. 

We see the parallelism in the very first verse of Psalm 33. Beginning with joy, the psalmist declares 

ways and sounds the worshippers can offer their praise to the LORD. In verse 5 a most important 

concept in creation theology is introduced. “The Word of the LORD” is the way God works in the 

cosmos; and the Word is righteous, just, and full of steadfast love.  

This trio of characteristics of the very nature of God runs throughout scripture, but in this Psalm they 

give us an important clue about the universe in which we live. For way too long, a false conflict between 

science and religion has existed. In recent years a concerted effort has been made to “prove” creationism 

with so-called scientific fact. This argument contains a fatal flaw – Biblical faith is not about the how, 

when, or what of creation, but the why, and especially the Who! The essence of the Biblical witness is 

about the nature of the Creator. Here is the heart of evangelical faith – we preach “good news” about 

God and the divine nature. 

We live in a universe “spoken” into being by the Word of the LORD. “And God said, ‘Let there be’, and 

there was!” And it was all good. The goodness of creation is insured because God is righteous, just, and 

full of steadfast love (vs.5). Moreover, the Spirit of the LORD is active in giving life. Just as in Genesis, 

when God breathed life into Adam, so this Psalm affirms: “by the breath of His mouth the starry host” 

came into being.  

Maybe you and your class would like to learn a little Hebrew! Two of our favorite Hebrew words are 

featured in Psalm 33. They are “hesed” (steadfast love) and “ruah” (breath or wind or Spirit.) These are 

gifts the Creator bestows on His creation and the creatures that inhabit it! God enfolds us in His “hesed” 

and bathes us in His “ruah.” 

What we say about the God of creation has important connections to how we live in creation. John 

Indermark gives a very significant reminder from the Westminster Catechism from the 17th Century. The 

Catechism was a question and answer format used by English and Scottish Presbyterians as an 

educational tool. The very first question asked, “What is the chief end of man?” The answer was, 



 
 

“Man’s chief end is to glorify God and enjoy Him forever.” Simplistic? Maybe, but not when you 

realize glorifying God and enjoying the benefits of our relationship to Him implies how we are to glorify 

and how we are to live in that intimate relationship. 

So we hear Psalm 33 bidding us sing and rejoice, praise and make melody, but not as a divorce from the 

world and people around us. Many times we do celebrate with joy: “This is my Father’s world and to my 

listening ears all nature sings and ‘round me rings the music of the spheres.” Other times our 

glorification of God demands we defiantly shout “NO!” to the selfish interests misusing and polluting 

that very creation.  

Right now the world stands at a crucial crossroads related to the entire globe. Global warming is a 

reality many deny because the solutions cost money large corporations and investors don’t want to 

spend. To defer paying the price now can literally cost lives later. As a pastor, Sam fought many budget 

battles over postponing needed maintenance to keep the budget down. Always that decision costs much 

more in the long run. 

“Praising God the Creator” is the title of this lesson and also the title of a hymn used at the close of 

worship to send the congregation into the world to praise and serve. We gather to worship, and we 

scatter to serve. We are sent on a journey into an alien world. As John Newton, author of “Amazing 

Grace,” said to Wilbur Wilberforce, who was fighting the slave trade in Great Britain, “You live in the 

world, just be sure you’re not of it!” Sometimes we feel like the Jewish exiles in Babylon and ask, “How 

can we sing the LORD’S song in a strange land?” 

In this “strange land” of our world today, we have those same three anchor points of Psalm 33 – God’s 

righteousness, justice and steadfast love – so no matter what comes, our faith bids us rejoice in God. 

Paul wrote something similar in Romans 8: “In everything God is working for the good of them who 

love Him and are called to His purposes…So nothing can separate us from the love of God in Christ 

Jesus.” 

Helen and Rev. Sam Rogers are a retired clergy couple. They can be reached at sgr3@cox.net.  

 

All Creation Overflows with Praise 

Winter Quarter: Creation – A Divine Cycle 

Unit 1: Praise from and for God’s Creation 

Sunday school lesson for the week of January 8, 2017  

By Helen and Rev. Sam Rogers 

Lesson scripture: Psalm 96: 1-6, 10-13 

Background Scripture: Psalm 96 
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In beginning of this lesson, we need to accept some insights from scholars like Walter Bruggeman. He 

reminds us the context of Psalm 96 is the occasion when David brought the Ark of the Covenant to 

Jerusalem. Remember there is no Temple yet – Solomon built the Temple. This context is confirmed in I 

Chronicles 16, where the entire Psalm is repeated.  

Another bit of academia – the final version of the Books of Chronicles is post exilic. Again, how do we 

know? A list of David’s descendants includes some from the time of the Exile in Babylon. (I Chronicles 

3:17-24)  

The importance of all this information in interpreting Psalm 96 lies in the sovereignty of God over all 

creation, set against the claims of sovereignty of earthly kingdoms like Babylon. Psalm 96 should be 

read as a resounding affirmation of the LORD, who is above all earthly kingdoms and powers. (A note 

from last week’s lesson: when you see LORD think Yahweh, the name of God given to Moses on the 

mountain.) 

The Psalm begins with three calls to sing: “a new song,” “all the earth,” “bless His name.” These 

invitations to sing are followed by the injunction for believers to bear witness to God: “tell of His 

salvation day to day,” and “declare His glory among the nations.” Hope you can see the “synonymous 

parallelism,” learned last week, in these lines as well.  

Don’t be shocked in the next verse with the reference to other gods. The Hebrew people lived in a 

polytheistic world of many gods. Indeed, they often succumb to the influence of this culture. The 

prophets were constantly battling this temptation to idolatry. The translators use another word for gods 

here. That word is “elohyim,” the plural form of the generic word for god – “el.” Yahweh (LORD) is 

truly above all the gods!  

To distinguish between the LORD God and the other gods, the Psalmist points to creation. The power to 

create resides with only One – the LORD! The LORD is not only the One who created, but is also the 

One who is still involved with creation. God’s involvement is affirmed in verses 10 and 13 with three 

examples of judgement: “with equity for the people,” “judging all of creation with righteousness,” and, 

again, “the people with truth.” God did not create the universe and leave. God remains involved and in 

control. 

The verses for today close in a rousing doxology of praise. From heaven to earth, there is a call for 

gladness and rejoicing. The sea will roar! (As we write this lesson, Hurricane Matthew has just battered 

the East Coast of the United States.) On earth, the fields and everything growing in them are to exult. 

Finally, the trees of the forests are to sing for joy. The wonder of creation is summoned to give 

testimony to the Author.  

When have you stood in awe and transfixed with a vista taking your breath away? On our 50th wedding 

anniversary year, we planned an extended trip out West. Arriving at the Grand Canyon, Sam 

immediately left Helen getting the cabin ready to use and went to the South Rim looking out across that 



 
 

space seen so often in pictures, but never face to face! While standing there, a young elementary boy and 

his mother came to stand beside Sam. The child exclaimed, “Oh mother, oh my, oh my!” 

We have seen the majesty of creation: in both a sunrise and a sunset cruising on the Atlantic Ocean; a 

towering Sequoia that was here before Jesus lived; a majestic snow-capped mountain like Denali in 

Alaska; a pack of wolves in Yellowstone; a herd of bison crossing the road stopping traffic; a grizzly 

bear lumbering across an open field; the delicate beauty of a hummingbird at the feeder; the distinctive 

call and color of a pileated woodpecker on a bare tree in the snow; a herd of elk with their unique 

trumpeting call in the Smoky Mountains; a whale jumping out of the water for the sheer joy of it; a team 

of huskies pulling a loaded sled; a huge piece of ice breaking off a glacier and crashing into the sea – the 

list goes on and on. Creation is God’s primal witness to the wonder, beauty, intention, grace, and love of 

the divine character and nature of the One we can call “Abba – Father!” 

Unfortunately, there is another theme in some versions of the Christian faith which focus totally on 

human sinfulness. We cannot deny the destructive role sin plays in rupturing the relationship with God. 

However, this false version of the faith obliterates the reality of the beauty and wonder of the physical 

world by declaring only spiritual realities matter. This view of the natural world was expressed 

dramatically a few years ago when a Secretary of the Interior declared saving the natural world was 

unnecessary because ultimately the physical world would be destroyed at the end of time. Why bother to 

preserve something not going to endure because of the consequences of sin? 

One of the earliest heresies faced by the early Church was Docetism where the physical world only 

seemed to exist. The Docetists even denied the reality of Jesus’ physical existence. The Incarnation was 

denied, His suffering did not happen, and all other physical references were only illusions. For them, 

only matters of the spirit were believed to be real, and the physical world, basically evil. 

We still struggle with those who would use the wonders and resources of the physical world for 

economic and selfish ends. The love of God, of which we sing and preach, includes the whole world – 

indeed the cosmos! – everyone and everything in it. “Sing to the LORD a new song” – for you are, with 

all of creation, a member of the choir!!   

Helen and Rev. Sam Rogers are a retired clergy couple. They can be reached at sgr3@cox.net.  

 

Harper Chapel UMC hosts annual Christmas cantata 

Submitted by Rev. Abra Lattany-Reed 

Harper Chapel United Methodist Church in Baxley held their annual Christmas cantata, “When Heaven 

Came Down to Earth,” on Sunday, Dec. 11. Based on Luke 2:8-14, the cantata featured the Harper 

Chapel UMC youth choir and included representatives from all aspects of the church’s ministry. 

The sanctuary was full as more than 120 worshiped together and celebrated the Advent season.  
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Under the direction of Choir Director Linda Jackson, the presentation featured musical talent of every 

generation in the congregation. The 25-member youth choir is growing each season and serves as the 

centerpiece and greatest investment of the church’s ministry. The cantata event allows the congregation 

to present their best praise as they anticipate Christ’s arrival. 

Present to worship with Harper Chapel UMC were Hopewell United Methodist Church, Baxley First 

United Methodist Church, members of Grace United Methodist Church in Brunswick, and several 

members of Baxley-area churches.   

“I am grateful that I get to serve a congregation where our gifts and grace abounds and become 

infectious,” said Rev. Abra Lattany-Reed, pastor of Harper Chapel UMC. “Our congregation proved 

once again that the local church is thriving and witnessing to the community of Appling County that our 

Savior is present in us.” 

Community means everything to Harper Chapel UMC, and the cantata provides a venue to share and 

proclaim as the body of Christ Jesus, Rev. Lattany-Reed said.  

 

AndrewServes hosted week of activities for Habitat for Humanity awareness 

The AndrewServes Servant Leadership Program of Andrew College kicked off a week of awareness 

activities for Habitat for Humanity on Nov. 14. The first project was a campus-wide scavenger hunt 

which led students to discover and share information about the Habitat for Humanity organization.  

Later that day, the AndrewServes freshman class traveled to Americus, Ga. to tour Habitat for 

Humanity’s Global Village and Discovery Center. There, students were able to gain a better 

understanding of the work that Habitat does in other countries as they explored the many different styles 

of homes that are built.  

Andrew student, Aish Palekar, of Lawrenceville said, “It was amazing to see the different structures that 

Habitat customizes for each country. They really take into consideration the culture and needs of each 

community to bring simple, decent homes to those in need.”  

The rest of the week was spent in preparation for one of AndrewServes’ biggest on-campus projects. 

ShantyTown was held on Nov. 17. For this event, students were challenged to construct cardboard box 

houses in which they stayed overnight. After an 8 p.m. arrival, students were not allowed to leave until 8 

a.m. the next day and were only allowed to use the supplies they brought with them.  

During the evening, Jennifer Harris, manager of the Global Village and Discovery Center, spoke to 

students about Habitat’s work and her role in the Global Village. She encouraged students to think of the 

simple structure occupants and reminded students that usually these simple homes are occupied by many 

people, not just a single person. She asked students to imagine having their parents, grandparents, 



 
 

siblings, and their entire family in similar circumstances and challenged students to make a difference by 

volunteering to help bring an end to homelessness and poverty housing.  

More than 30 students completed their stay in the cardboard ShantyTown. They were able to gain a 

better understanding of poverty living as temperatures dipped to 42 degrees. Director of AndrewServes, 

Malanie Burnett, said, “I’ve done this project for several years and you never get used to it. This year 

was especially difficult as we weren’t able to have a fire, but facing the cold is always worth it when you 

get to hear the discussions from students as the sun rises the next morning. Every year I hear students 

discussing how they can’t imagine sleeping in these conditions every night and then being expected to 

live a productive life. They have a better understanding as to why it’s not so easy to start the day on a 

positive note, much less get out and accomplish something, when you’re running on very little sleep and 

you can’t feel your toes.” 

AndrewServes wrapped up the week by participating in a Habitat build with the Flint River affiliate in 

Albany. The Flint River affiliate is completing rehabilitation on several homes and AndrewServes 

scholars were able to go in and help remove a wheelchair ramp, pressure wash, trim bushes, rake and 

bag leaves, and clean up the yard of one of these homes.  

Aish Palekar said, “Learning that over 1 billion people live in poverty worldwide has made this week 

such a humbling experience. I’m looking forward to being able to help on our mission trip to Louisiana 

in the spring!” 

 

Events in the South Georgia Conference – 12/19/2016 edition 

 

Multi-cultural luncheon - Jan. 16, 2017 

The South Georgia Conference’s Advocacy Team will host an inaugural Multicultural Luncheon on 

Monday, Jan. 16, 2017. The luncheon will take place at ConneXion UMC in Savannah. The event is 

scheduled from 11:30 a.m. until 1:30 p.m. The Rev. Stacey Harwell-Dye, Chairperson of the Advocacy 

Team, will provide the keynote address. This event is open to all congregations. The purpose of the 

Multicultural Luncheon is to celebrate the gifts that God has provided in the South Georgia Conference 

through our local churches. We are a diverse Conference in worship styles, size of congregations, along 

with race and ethnicity. There is a tremendous amount of cultural diversity among us. As we learn from 

one another, it is our hope to grow together as we all strive to make disciples of Jesus Christ. Click here 

to register. Registration will close on Jan. 11, 2017. 

Fresh Expressions: Imagine Church For Those Who Don't Do Church – Jan. 25, 2017 

The Center for Mission Innovation of the UMC's Global Ministries, along with the North and South 

Georgia Conferences, are offering a Fresh Expressions Spark Day on Wednesday, Jan. 25. Join us if ... 

https://sgaumc-reg.brtapp.com/CelebratingtheGiftofDiversityMulticulturalLuncheon
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 You are interested in building relationships and serving the communities where you live or work, 

 You have questions about fresh expressions and mission-shaped church, 

 You have started something new and need some practical help. 

LEARN MORE 

 

Epworth By The Sea Winter Conference 2017 – Jan. 29 – Feb. 1, 2017 

Ever since the days of Winter Camp Meetings and revivals, Christians have thrived on passionate 

worship, intense Bible teaching, prayer and fellowship. Winter Conference 2017 will deliver this and 

much more.  Designed to bring top-notch information and inspiration to clergy, church leaders and 

teachers, the conference will offer opportunities to deepen your relationship to Christ. You will learn 

from the best.  Bringing years of experience, conference leaders and teachers will focus on ministry, 

provide encouragement and show you how to sharpen your skills for Christian service. For complete 

information and registration visit www.epworthbythesea.org.  

Sexual Ethics Workshop at Camilla UMC – Feb. 4, 2017 

The Saturday, Feb. 4 Sexual Ethics Workshop will be held from 10 a.m. until 4 p.m. at Camilla United 

Methodist Church. According to the Conference Sexual Ethics policy, this workshop is required every 

three years for any person serving under appointment by the bishop (clergy, local pastors, extension 

ministers, appointed lay speakers). The cost is $35, which includes lunch (collected at the door). Checks 

can be made payable to the South Georgia Conference. Click here to register for the February 4 

workshop. For questions, email cpcassistant@sgaumc.com. Please note that spouses and lay employees 

who are not appointed by the bishop are not eligible to attend the workshop. 

SBC21 Celebration of Leadership Development Conference – Feb. 18, 2017 

An SBC21 Celebration of Leadership Development Conference will be held Saturday, Feb. 18, 2017, 

from 10 a.m. until 2 p.m. at the Hampton Inn and Suites in Dublin. Registration will begin at 9:30 a.m. 

This event is being sponsored by the Office of Connectional Ministries. For more information or if you 

have questions, contact Rev. Earnestine Campbell at earnestine@sgaumc.com. Click here to register. 

Sexual Ethics Workshop at Epworth By The Sea – Feb. 23, 2017 

The Thursday, Feb. 23 Sexual Ethics Workshop will be held from 10 a.m. until 4 p.m. in the Nalls 

Building at Epworth By The Sea on St. Simons Island. According to the Conference Sexual Ethics 

policy, this workshop is required every three years for any person serving under appointment by the 

bishop (clergy, local pastors, extension ministers, appointed lay speakers). The cost is $35, which 

includes lunch (collected at the door). Checks can be made payable to the South Georgia Conference. 

Click here to register for the February 23 workshop. For questions, email cpcassistant@sgaumc.com. 

Please note that spouses and lay employees who are not appointed by the bishop are not eligible to 

attend the workshop. 

Join the Journey Confirmation Retreat – March 3-5, 2017 

Designed for students in the fifth grade and above, the “Join the Journey” Confirmation Retreat will 

provide churches of all sizes an opportunity to connect with others through worship, study, and 

https://www.eventbrite.com/e/fresh-expressions-spark-day-tickets-28371790790
http://www.epworthbythesea.org/
https://sgaumc-reg.brtapp.com/SexualEthicsWorkshop-February42017
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https://sgaumc-reg.brtapp.com/SexualEthicsWorkshop-February232017
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fellowship.  The event will also include large group gatherings around the church seasons and breakout 

sessions with topics of grace, United Methodist History and United Methodist lingo as well as Holy 

Clubs throughout the weekend. Not meant to be the only confirmation youth go through, the 

Confirmation Retreat should be complimentary to what a church is or will be doing. For more 

information, visit www.sgaumc.org/confirmation or contact Event Coordinator Suzanne Akins at 

suzanne@sgaumc.com or (912) 638-8626. Click here to register your church group. 

Save the date for #millennial: opening our doors – May 4-6, 2017: The Southwest District of the 

South Georgia Conference and Next Step Ministry will sponsor a conference at Veterans Memorial State 

Park in Cordele, Ga., for clergy and laity May 4-6, 2017. The purpose will be to aid churches in 

attracting and engaging young people in our congregations. For more information visit the event website 

at www.swdistrictumc.org.  

 

Scripture Readings – December 19 

December 24 

Christmas Eve 

Isaah 9:2-7 

Psalm 96 (UMH 815) 

Titus 2:11-14 

Luke 2:1-20 

December 25 

Christmas Day 

Isaah 52:7-10 

Psalm 98 (UMH 818) 

Hebrews 1:1-4 (5-12) 

John 1:1-14 

December 31 

New Year’s Eve/Watch Night 

Ecclesiastes 3:1-13 

Psalm 8 (UMH 743) 

Revelation 21:1-6a 

Matthew 25:31-46 

January 1 

Epiphany Sunday 

Isaiah 60:1-6 

Psalm 72:1-7, 10-14 (UMH 795) 

http://www.sgaumc.org/confirmation
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Ephesians 3:1-12 

Matthew 2:1-12 

January 8 

First Sunday after the Epiphany 

Isaiah 42:1-9 

Psalm 29 (UMH 761) 

Acts 10:34-43 

Matthew 3:13-17 


