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Election inspires 21-day prayer effort 

By Kara Witherow, Editor 

In the pre-dawn hours of Monday morning, Oct. 19, 115 people poured into Park Avenue United 
Methodist Church’s sanctuary to pray. Another 160 or so watched via livestream, worshiping 
and praying from their homes. 

More came the next day. And the next. And every day since. 

They’re taking part in the church’s 21-day prayer initiative, “Talk. Listen. Move,” which began 
Oct. 19 and runs through Nov. 8. 

The timing was purposeful, said Rev. Jimmy Towson, senior pastor at Park Avenue UMC in 
Valdosta. 

“With what we’re seeing in our country right now we felt the call to pray.” 

Meeting at 6 a.m. Monday through Friday, at 9 a.m. on Saturdays, and at 8:55 and 11 a.m. on 
Sundays, the three-week prayer initiative was inspired by 2 Chronicles 7:14. Apolitical in nature, 
it’s a call for revival and for all to acknowledge their need for God, Rev. Towson said. 

“The main thing is to get people to pray and to call for peace in our world and in our country as 
we approach the election and move past it,” he said. “We’re asking God to move and for an 
awakening of our country, to return back to him. We pray for our leadership – locally, in the 
state, in the country, and around the world – that God would use this to awaken us and revive 
us.” 

The morning prayer services include a time of worship, teaching, individual prayer, and 
corporate prayer. During the three weeks the teaching has focused on how to pray, how to listen, 
and how God uses prayer to move people out into the community. 

“It’s a very holy experience for all of us. It’s a meaningful time of prayer,” Rev. Towson said. 

For several months, Eleanor McGowan, who attends Park Ave. UMC with her husband, retired 
pastor Rev. John McGowan, has prayed for the nation and the election. She’s grieved by the 
polarization and divisiveness she’s seen. 

“I have prayed that during this time we would become one nation under God. That’s been my 
prayer,” she said. 

The prayer initiative is a purposeful way Christians can obediently unite, she said. 



“God’s word tells us to pray,” she said. “God can heal our land without our prayers, but He gives 
us a directive and wants us to be a part of it.” 

Through this three-week focus on prayer Rev. Towson hopes lives will be transformed and the 
congregation and those involved will make prayer more a lifestyle. 

“One of the things I’m praying God will do with this is to move us from a people who ‘ought’ to 
pray to people who ‘want’ to pray,” he said. “I also pray that we would clearly see a move of 
God like we haven’t seen before. That may be in individuals, that may be in our community or in 
our church body, or it might be through the election or what’s happening in our country right 
now, but I pray we would see a move of God.” 

 

Crossroads UMC to serve as Conference’s disaster storehouse 

By Kara Witherow, Editor 

Constructed during the church building boom of the early 1990s, Crossroads United Methodist 
Church’s Family Activities Building – a sprawling 3,750 square foot building that once hosted 
community gatherings, large meals, youth events, and more – now sits virtually empty. 

Because of the coronavirus crisis, these large gatherings have, for now, ceased, but the church’s 
leadership didn’t want the building to go totally unused. 

So when they heard of the Conference’s need for space to house disaster kits and supplies, it was 
easy to say yes, said Rev. Grant Abernathy, pastor of Crossroads UMC in Perry. 

“Something we were just talking about as a church was how we could be an instrument for the 
community. We had already had that conversation,” Rev. Abernathy said. “We saw the need and 
responded.” 

It’s important to have a centralized storehouse of disaster kits, hygiene kits, school kits, and 
supplies ready to distribute at a moment’s notice, said Luis Morales, Conference Disaster 
Response Coordinator. Morales said that he’d like to have another collection site in the Valdosta 
area and, long term, one in each district. 

The collection site is just one component of how the Conference is building its disaster response 
capacity, he said, and the kits are an important part of how South Georgia and the United 
Methodist Committee on Relief (UMCOR) help in the aftermath of disasters. 

“UMCOR has been supporting disasters all over this year, from the fires out West to the 
hurricanes in Louisiana, Mississippi, and Alabama,” Morales said. “These kits provide care for 



the most vulnerable after an incident. These kits provide those who are affected – the survivors – 
with something to get started.” 

While hurricane season officially ends Nov. 30, relief supplies would be available for the 
UMCOR network in addition to being staged in South Georgia in the event of a catastrophic 
event.  

“We know from experience that tornados and inclement weather don’t have a season and the 
need for these supplies can develop at any time, said Allison Lindsey, director of Connectional 
Ministries and a General Board of Global Ministries board member. 

Cleaning buckets, hygiene kits, and school kits can be dropped off during the hours of 9 a.m. and 
noon, Monday through Thursday. Prior to delivery, contact Crossroads UMC at (478) 987-3721 
to coordinate. Morales (morhilll@gmail.com) also asks that he be notified so he can keep a log 
of the kits.  

Funds should not be included with the kits, but sent directly to the Administrative Services 
Office, PO Box 7227; Macon, GA 31209 and noted for UMCOR Material Resources. 

Rethinking and reimaging the Family Activities Building for the current time and situation made 
sense, Rev. Abernathy said. 

“It comes down to usefulness,” he said. “We saw an opportunity to do something good.” 

For supply lists and detailed instructions on how to make cleaning buckets, hygiene kits, and 
school kits, visit www.sgaumc.org/relief-supply-collection. 

 

Virtual Thanksgiving Agape Meal planned for Nov. 22 

Bishop Lawson and Mrs. Sherrill Bryan invite the South Georgia Conference to join them in a 
virtual Thanksgiving Agape Meal at 6 p.m. on Sunday, Nov. 22. 

Intended to be a time of Christian fellowship and an opportunity to gather together virtually, the 
Thanksgiving Agape Meal will include music, guided prayer, time for contemplation, and 
personal witness.  

“We held a conference-wide Agape Meal last spring and I was thrilled at the overwhelming 
response of our annual conference,” Bishop Bryan said. “Many participants told me this 
experience gave them the sense of connection to others that they had been missing. So now I am 
eagerly anticipating how this Agape Meal will unite us to celebrate Thanksgiving in a way that is 
deeply meaningful.” 



In his latest Advocate column, Bishop Bryan writes that, “Thanksgiving is about survival … 
With all that is weighing so heavily on us these days, may this be our resolve: in South Georgia, 
we will help each other and our communities survive by being Alive Together at the Table.” 

The Thanksgiving Agape Meal is, planners say, an opportunity for South Georgia United 
Methodists to gather around their respective tables and the communal South Georgia “table” as 
one family, united in Christ. 

“Thanksgiving is one of my favorite seasons of the year,” Mrs. Bryan said. “I am especially 
excited to invite each of you into our home for this special celebration. There is a place for you at 
the table. We’re planning some surprises for you, too.” 

Introduced to John Wesley by the Moravians, Agape Meals became a significant part of early 
Methodism. And at a time when the church is still somewhat scattered because of the 
coronavirus pandemic, the virtual Thanksgiving Agape Meal will hopefully help South Georgia 
United Methodists feel more connected to Christ and one another. 

Lasting about 30 minutes, the Agape Meal unites Christians in table fellowship using bread, cup, 
scripture, and prayer for encouragement and support. Participants are encouraged to prepare their 
favorite meal or snack to eat during the service. 

“This is the perfect opportunity to reach out to friends, relatives, and neighbors wherever they 
may live,” Bishop Bryan said. “Share the link and invite them to a unique experience of 
Thanksgiving. On Sunday, November 22, at 6 p.m., we will be Alive Together at the Table.” 

Visit www.sgaumc.org/agapemeal for more information and to join the meal. 

 

2021 Annual Conference dates, Post-General Conference gathering announced 

The 2021 Annual Conference Session is set for June 6-8 at The Columbus Georgia Convention 
& Trade Center. 
 
The Annual Conference Session program committee met this week to discuss both the June 
session and other potential gatherings needed later in 2021. The 155th session of the South 
Georgia Annual Conference will meet in Columbus, Ga. beginning Sunday evening, June 6 and 
concluding on Tuesday, June 8. In addition to our time together in June, Bishop Lawson Bryan, 
in consultation with the program committee, has set a post-General Conference gathering 
for Saturday, October 9, 2021. The October meeting will be held in a conference-central 
location to be announced at a later date. 
 
The UMC’s General Conference will take place Aug. 29 - Sept. 7, 2021. An October gathering 



allows time for South Georgians to meet prior to the Jurisdictional Conference session which is 
set for Nov. 10-12, 2021, at Lake Junaluska, NC. 
 
“We know our conference will want to gather soon after the conclusion of General Conference to 
reflect upon the outcome and how that will impact South Georgia," Bishop Bryan said. "Our goal 
is to do all we can to equip our laity and clergy with accurate information, provide adequate time 
for discernment, and allow for informed decisions to be made as needed.” 
 
With the continued uncertainty surrounding the global coronavirus pandemic, the committee also 
discussed the feasibility of an in-person gathering.  
 
“While our plan is to meet in person in 2021, the program committee is wisely preparing for 
alternatives should an in-person gathering not be possible or recommended,” said Meredyth 
Earnest, Conference Secretary. “If a virtual Annual Conference is again necessary, we have 
shown through the 2020 session that our conference is able to embrace technology and conduct 
business efficiently online.”    
 
In order to help facilitate the planning of the Annual Conference Session and meet deadlines 
with the convention center and Valley Hospitality - the group that handles the hotel blocks for 
our conference - a decision on the type of meeting (in-person or virtual) will be reached and 
communicated by January 25, 2021. 
 
“We find ourselves in a continued state of flux around guidelines surrounding public health and 
large gatherings. Wesley’s first rule is ‘Do No Harm,’ and the program committee will be 
evaluating all factors to make the best decision possible by the deadlines that are set. We want to 
be fair to all those who are a part of planning Annual Conference - the Local Arrangements 
Committee, the Worship Committee, GNTV Media Ministry, and so many more - as well as 
meet the terms of our contracts with the convention center and Valley Hospitality,” Earnest 
said.  “We all enthusiastically look forward to gathering together in person once more and 
sharing in the joy of fellowship. We appreciate the patience and prayers of the conference 
members as we make plans in these challenging times.” 

Bishop Bryan and the program committee realize that one very important aspect of any annual 
conference session can never be replicated in a virtual gathering: being together.  
 
“It was clear from the 2020 evaluations that we all missed being in the same room, together. 
Fellowship is an important part of our gatherings and something we all highly value as part of 
our connectedness,” Bishop Bryan said. “However, we want to be wise in our decision making 
and make sure we are able to prepare the safest environment for our clergy and laity." 
 
The theme for the 2021 Annual Conference Session, “Alive Together at the Table,” is timely, he 



said. 
 
“The Lord has prepared the South Georgia table for us, and we want to respond to Christ’s 
invitation to come to the table,” Bishop Bryan said. “There is a place for each of us at the South 
Georgia table. Our souls are nourished and our ministries are empowered when we are Alive 
Together at the Table.”   
 
Additional Information 
 
Hotel room blocks: Hotel room blocks will open on January 25, 2021. Valley Hospitality in 
Columbus has already secured more than 600 rooms for our event.  
 
Banquets, Displays & Childcare: Information regarding banquets, displays & childcare will be 
communicated in January. 
 
2020 Conference Journal: The 2020 Journal of the South Georgia Conference will be available 
this fall. When the book is complete, an announcement containing ordering and download 
information will be sent via email. Information will also be available a 
twww.sgaumc.org/conferencejournal. 
 
Alive Together at the Table: As we spend this year focusing on being Alive Together at the 
Table leading up to Annual Conference 2021, watch the Advocate and the conference 
website for stories about churches who are coming to the table in many different ways. If you 
and your congregation would like help creating ways to be Alive Together at the Table through 
your ministries, please reach out to Allison Lindsey at allison@sgaumc.com. The Connectional 
Ministries staff will be happy to work with you to provide resources or help design a program 
tailored to your ministry needs.   
 
Questions: For questions regarding the business of Annual Conference, please contact Meredyth 
Earnest at meredyth@sgaumc.com. For general inquiries, contact Kelly Roberson at 912-270-
6172 or kelly@sgaumc.com. 

 

Let us help each other survive 

FROM THE BISHOP 
R. LAWSON BRYAN 

This is a good year to remember that Thanksgiving, at its core, is about helping others survive. 
At least that’s the example of the Native Americans in 1620 and 1621. When they came ashore 
in North America, the Pilgrims actually landed more than 200 miles north of their intended 



destination. The captain tried to get back on course, but the weather was so bad they had no 
choice but to come ashore.  

The harvest season was over so there was no way they could plant seeds and grow their own 
food. Plus, they had no knowledge of the climate, soil, or type of crops that could be successfully 
grown. Winter was brutal. Half the Pilgrims died. The rest might have died also, except for the 
American Indians (Native Americans) who came to their aid. Native people were the key to the 
Pilgrims’ survival. Edwin Schupan of the National Museum of the American Indian in 
Washington, D. C., says:  

Not only did Native Americans bring deer, corn and perhaps freshly caught fowl … they 
also ensured the Puritan settlers would survive through the first year in America by 
acclimating them to a habitat they had lived in for thousands of years. 

They showed the Pilgrims how to smoke and dry indigenous meat and fish and how to grow 
corn, beans, and squash. And they taught them how to move from place to place by water and 
over land.  

Think of it: 400 years ago, a group of Native Americans held the lives of those Europeans in 
their hand. It would have been easy to let nature take its course and that would have been the end 
of the Pilgrims. But the Native Americans chose to help the strangers Thanksgiving, at its core, 
really is about helping others survive. 

And that, at its core, is what the Church does. In the name of Jesus Christ, and in the power of 
the Holy Spirit, we help others survive physically, mentally, emotionally, and spiritually. The 
Church helps families survive, helps communities survive, and helps the world survive. 

I am writing this a few days before the national election. I am aware of the political polarization 
that is so much a part of our lives these days. Whatever the outcome of the election, we United 
Methodists are uniquely equipped to provide the spiritual strength our communities and our 
nation need to survive. We unite rather than divide. We bring down dividing walls of hostility 
through the power of the Cross (Ephesians 2:14). We look not to our own interests but to the 
interests of others (Philippians 2:4). We actively practice the non-violence demonstrated by our 
Lord Jesus Christ (Matthew 5:43-48).  

Thanksgiving is about helping others survive. With all that is weighing so heavily on us these 
days, may this be our resolve: in South Georgia, we will help each other survive by being Alive 
Together at the Table.  

Here are the questions I am asking myself this Thanksgiving: Whose life do you hold in your 
hand? How will you help them survive? 

Alive Together at the Table, 
R. Lawson Bryan 

 



Abiding Love 

Fall Quarter: Love for One Another 
Unit 3: Godly Love Among Believers 

Sunday school lesson for the week of Nov. 8, 2020 
By Dr. D. Craig Rikard 

Background Scripture: John 15: 4-17 
Key Verse: I am the vine; you are the branches. If you remain in me and I in you, you will bear 
much fruit; apart from me you can do nothing. (John 15:5) 

Lesson Aims: 

• Why do the vine and branch create an understandable metaphor for the Christian walk? 
• How do love and obedience work together make the Christian life possible? 
• Define the ways that you and others can learn to walk more deeply into the Christian 

faith. 

Life is about varying degrees of relationships. I can speak weekly on Facebook to a friend and it 
is a legitimate friendship. However, it is a shallow friendship compared to the face-to-face 
connections we share with others.  

Not only is the Christian faith about relationships, it is about relationships of spiritual substance. 
There are many connections that create the life I embrace and enjoy. However, many of these are 
like thin threads holding various elements together. I enjoy great friendships with many in life. I 
refer to these relationships as “casual.” However, there is a group of 12 that I share the deepest 
parts of who I am as a follower of Jesus. We are a group of clergy who have shared a non-
pretentious relationship in Christ. We share our joy and our deepest pains. We have been present 
for almost every significant moment in our lives. We named ourselves “The Order.” The original 
intent was to meet for two years. The connection in Jesus was so strong we are now beginning 
our 13th year. All of us have such relationships. Some are casual and some are powerful conduits 
through which Jesus moves in and through our lives. 

Privately, can you distinguish between the casual and deepest spiritual relationships in your 
life? How do you contribute to them? What do you receive? Why are they important to your 
faith? 

The deepest spiritual relationships always involve journey. We do not walk more closely with 
Jesus and each other as quick little steps. Life’s experiences teach us, open the doors of 
understanding of wisdom, and create doors for relationships. Our walk with Jesus lasts an entire 
lifetime.  



This one section of John’s Gospel comprises about 17 percent of the entire Gospel. This section 
offers us John’s insight into Jesus’ “goodbye prayers and teachings.” The prayer for Christian 
unity with Jesus and each other is often called the “High Priestly Prayer.”  

It is not surprising that the metaphor of vine and branches is used. First, wine is a vital element to 
people in Jesus’ day. It did not spoil when traveling. It was often used along with olive oil 
medicinally. Remember, they did not have beverages like tea, cola, or purified water. Wine was 
an essential fluid for life. Isaiah expresses its importance by writing, “without wine there is no 
joy.” (Isaiah 16:10). Thus, the hills of Israel were covered with vineyards. 

The wine is the product of a beautiful process that can begin with a single vine. 

Often, we contemplate biblical metaphors through western thought. It is very important to 
remember the Bible is an eastern oriented sacred writing, read through western eyes. In some 
very import ways, the same words or metaphor may have a different intent for the reader. For 
example, years ago there was debate over an O.T. phrase. The text spoke of tents made of badger 
skins. However, few if any badgers lived in that part of the world. Later they found the word 
interpreted badger actually meant dolphin which did occupy the surrounding seas. The eyes 
through we which we read Scripture matter, and in some cases, matter significantly.  

Another perspective needs to be examined. We often forget that parables, metaphors, and stories 
were used by Jesus and his disciples for simplicity. They involve the items, behaviors, cultural 
items, and language that the common Jewish person would know, understand and with which 
they would be familiar. Many often read parables and metaphors from a more complicated 
perspective. For example, the parable of the prodigal son has been taught with significant 
meaning attached to the ring, clothing, and other facets of the story that Jesus had little concern. 
His meaning was simpler, but just as powerful, and I believe, more powerful. Always remember 
that Jesus had one focused story or parable to convey an all-important spiritual life. The prodigal 
son, for example, is almost solely about a father who never gives up on his son, whose love 
never fails, and who holds out the hope of the son returning home. Thus, it is about the loving 
patience of God who is willing to take us back into his home in spite of our mistakes and sins. 

One of my friends in pastoral ministry was preparing his sermon from this text in John related to 
the vine and the branches. He called a professional horticulturalist to be best prepared. I admired 
his determination to enliven the text and help his parish hear the text and all the truth it 
conveyed. He later shared with me that the lesson fell short in its intent to communicate truth. He 
informed me that if he was attempting to prepare a class of horticulturalist it would have been a 
meaningful, helpful sermon. However, Jesus was not training a class on how to grow a vineyard. 
Most knew their crafts through watching their family perform them as a part of daily life. The 
parable about the vine and the branch is most concerned with our fundamental relationship with 
Jesus and his disciples. 



John wanted us to remember a basic truth Jesus taught in this “goodbye” section of his gospel. 
The Jewish man or woman listening would hear that our entire spiritual life, from birth to the 
production of the sweetest life God empowers us to create, began with the vine. One could 
envision a single vine, drawing life from every nutrient and source of life our creator provides. 
This vine’s intent is to begin a process to offer the world the sweetest gift they knew from the 
earth. From the vine springs the branches. Each branch draws life from the same source of life 
the vine uses to grow and reveal the wonderful, eternal life of God. When the wine had been 
depleted at a wedding, Jesus’ mother called upon him to help. Mary most likely was the wine 
steward. To run out of wine on such a festive day would have been embarrassing for her and the 
bride and groom. Notice John records that the new wine Jesus created from the water was the 
sweetest. Bread provides life and sustenance. It is the source of our biological life. But sweetness 
and beauty are also important parts of life. The great artists in ancient Florence, Italy believed 
their task was to capture the beauty of God in their art. They perceived their work of art as their 
sermon. Beauty and sweetness are parts of the Kingdom of God. John shares with us Jesus’ 
metaphor which intends to say, “The most beautiful and sweet elements in life are gifts from 
God to us through Jesus himself.”  

The pruning was done for the purpose of providing Israel with an abundance of fruit and the 
sweetest grapes possible. Jesus is God’s gift of sweet fruit. He is the gift of abundant life. As the 
vineyard grows through him the world can experience the wonder of God’s eternal life. 

Where do you most experience the sweetness of life as a gift through Jesus? What is sweet to you 
as you walk with Jesus? What was the moment when you felt you were in relationship with the 
vine and began your journey towards becoming an expression of who Jesus desired us to be? 

John reveals that Jesus is clearly stating we can never know just how sweet and wonderful life in 
Christ can be apart from that connection with the vine itself. Jesus said, “No branch can bear 
fruit by itself.” Likewise, we cannot grow into the beauty of Jesus’ eternal life apart from 
knowing Jesus.” 

Personally, I interchange thoughts of life, eternal life, and sweetness. My intent is my opinion of 
the core truth I believe Jesus wanted to convey. Jesus was the full expression of all life. Our 
connection with him establishes a relationship that is eternal, filled with the sweetness and 
beauty of God.  

Should we abandon our walk with Jesus and decide to create our own path through life, we have 
chosen our own understanding of sweetness, beauty, life, love, and eternal hope. Is there any 
person who can embody and create expressions of God’s Kingdom? The life Jesus offers is 
rooted in reality and spiritual substance. Being rooted in Jesus opens the way for us to embrace 
the life of Jesus, express that life, and become connected to all other branches of vineyard. 



When Jesus says that if we remain in him and his words remain in us, we will have everything 
for which we ask. This is NOT an open bank account to all we desire. If I am really in Jesus, 
determined to live as Jesus lives, I will desire what Jesus wants, not my own wants. 

Jesus, in verse 9, proclaims that the life streaming into and through him is love itself. The 
scripture proclaims that God doesn’t just love us. HE IS LOVE. Jesus has loved us as the eternal 
Lord of Life and asks us to move through life offering an abundance of this eternal love. Only 
then can the world understand the purpose of life, the richness of life, and the indescribable 
power of being connected to one another in Jesus. Our actions, behaviors, words, and everything 
about us is to spring from that remarkable relationship we have with the vine and lead us to live a 
life that the world desires and finds the truest, deepest love.  

Jesus reveals the he is the divine expression of the eternal purpose. As we live and share the love 
of God together, we experience joy as wide, deep, and full as it can possibly be.  

It is most beautiful that in offering us eternal beauty, Jesus does so by giving all he is to us. He 
sacrifices the riches of humanity that all of us might know and experience the wealth of 
everlasting life. As the vine, he is the greatest expression of love as he allows humanity to live 
through his death. What greater love can one give for another? 

The concluding section of John is really an expression of the Maundy. Jesus said, “Love one 
another as I have loved you. Then shall all men know you are my disciple.” 

Verses 13 forward are quite revealing. Jesus distinguishes between a servant and a friend. It 
would be the greatest privilege just to be a servant of Jesus, but Jesus says we are more. We are 
friends. A servant is allowed only as much as the master wants them to know. The servant’s task 
is to do as the master asks. However, the friend is offered truth and wisdom only a loving friend 
would share with another. Through himself, we are the friends of Jesus. As his life moves from 
him into the branches we journey toward making the sweetest fruit. 

All begins with Jesus. All of life is expressed and given through Jesus. All of our purpose lies in 
living as a true, faithful branch emerging from the one vine: Jesus! Our greatest joy and deepest 
connection in love are made possible only as we all live in relationship with Jesus and one 
another. This is rather a simple statement of Jesus. Yet, what it gives, accomplishes and makes 
possible is so profound it is beyond full understanding. At best we can experience his life, taste 
the sweetness of God’s love, and be gifted with the knowledge that we are moving toward the 
most beautiful life imaginable. 

Prayer 

Almighty God, the fruit of your life nourishes our soul, our heart, and our spirit. Thank you for 
all the relationships and friendships we enjoy through you. They make our life so sweet. To love 
another, as Jesus loves us, and to be used by Jesus, is an existence far greater than our humanity 



can create alone. Empower us to live in the abundance of the fruit that is birthed in a relationship 
with Jesus Christ, the one true vine. In Jesus’ name, Amen. 

Dr. D. Craig Rikard is a South Georgia pastor. Email him at craigrikard169@yahoo.com.  

 

Confident Love 

Fall Quarter: Love for One Another 
Unit 3: Godly Love Among Believers 

Sunday school lesson for the week of Nov. 15, 2020 
By Dr. D. Craig Rikard 

Background Scripture: 1 John 3: 11-24; 2 John 4-11; 3 John 5-8 
Key Verse: The one who keeps God’s commands lives in him, and he in them. And this is how 
we know that he lives in us: We know it by the Spirit he gave us. (1 John 3:24) 

Lesson Aims: 

• In this lesson, we learn the various ways and means Jesus teaches us to love fellow 
believers. 

• We will examine Jesus’ claim that the world will hate Christians. 
• We will understand the need for an accountability partner to help keep God’s command 

to love. 

Lesson Context 

John has become one of the elders in the early church. Though he was a few years younger than 
some of the other disciples, he is now an elder, not only in age, but in wisdom, love, and in 
possessing a meaningful relationship with Jesus. John’s Gospel and epistles were probably 
written sometime between 80-100 AD. Still, it is important to remember that Jesus’ crucifixion 
and resurrection occurred around 33 AD. That means John is now older in age. We can also 
understand John better when we remember that he understands how the gospel relates to the 
Greek culture which is philosophical and highly values wisdom.  

With astounding speed, the power of the gospel moved into and transformed the surrounding 
Greek world. Paul especially had to be an amazing teacher, but it is more likely that it was the 
message Paul preached that had the most effect.  

Try this exercise to gain a sense of Christianity’s power as it moves from Israel into Asia Minor: 
Imagine you are called to the task of entering a totally different culture that worshiped a variety 
of gods. Those you are called to convert know little about Judaism, and the O.T. is available and 



kept by the rabbis in the synagogues. The common person in the Greek world does not have 
access to Jewish scripture. You join Paul and the early church apostles in realizing the most 
effective evangelistic tool is the gospel itself. The gospel changed the hearts of the first 
Christians and empowered them to walk with Jesus spiritually. Some had actually walked with 
Jesus prior to the resurrection. Therefore, you, from a Jewish culture and a new Christian, are to 
convert Greeks who live before you as a blank slate regarding the Mosaic Law and the idea of a 
messiah. You must not only allow the gospel to speak to their hearts, but also capture their 
philosophical interests. After conversion, you are to ground them in their new faith by teaching 
in their homes or available room. Thus allowing the church to spread throughout the Greek 
world.  

This was the calling of the apostles. Paul especially was the most effective as an evangelist of the 
early church. Now John, who is an elder statesman when writing the epistles, has been engaged 
in such evangelism for years and quickly began to understand the way Greeks looked at life, the 
world, and religion. He becomes influential in the Greek world and church. The opening chapter 
of John’s Gospel reveals just how powerfully he understood the perspective Greek’s held in 
thinking about religion and philosophy. John was able to allow the Holy Spirit to bridge the 
divide between the two cultures. Even with few writings beginning to spread throughout world, 
mostly Paul’s letters, and with the oral teachings of Jesus later becoming the Gospel of Mark, 
Christianity rang so true and was so transforming the church quickly spread. As the Holy Spirit 
changed hearts throughout Asia Minor, a cohesiveness developed. Later a hierarchy would form 
to help the early churches.  

Christianity meant owning a vital relationship with Jesus Christ. The Christian life grew from the 
strong moral roots of Judaism and the Mosaic Law. However, it embraced the one law that gave 
meaning to all others, and that Jesus called “the Law of laws.”  This law was the Shema from 
Deut. 6. Thus, living in a godly manner was an important dynamic in the early churches. Many 
were just developing concepts of sin and determining what was right and wrong. Consequently, 
the understanding of forgiveness, grace, joy and especially love in life spread with great power 
and influence. The human mind had slowed in the Greek world in its ability to influence culture. 
It was still important. When we read John’s Gospel, we begin to understand that philosophy 
could become part of the Shema’s requirement to “love God with all our mind.” Several passages 
from this particular gospel give the reader a sense that one can use their mind as an instrument of 
God’s love. Science was altering the world’s view of the universe, and philosophers like Plato 
created an environment to explore meaning, purpose, and wonder. However, the human heart, 
whether Jewish or Greek, longed for a reality deeper, stronger with great substance and meaning. 
The world needed to know another reality existed, greater than this one. The church helped the 
culture create a moral framework. Yet, it also helped the culture began to connect faith, wisdom, 
and truth, for all existed in Jesus Christ, and the power of the Holy Spirit touched hearts with 
God’s love and all of life began to take on more purpose and cohesiveness. 

False Teaching, Sects, and Other Religions 



Christianity and its community of faith, the church, did not take root in a religious vacuum. 
There were competing religions. The religious entities that most threatened the early church were 
false teachers. These teachers often gained tremendous power over others. The most unsettling 
growth in the teaching of these false teachers was their attempt to blend Christianity with their 
teaching. The Gnostics were just beginning to have effect.  Then there were those early 
Christians who loved their life of depravity and Christianity threatened to reveal the destructive 
nature of a sinful life. Also, the light of Christianity began to expose the darkness lurking in 
certain sects. If one allowed themselves to entertain Christianity as true, they found it difficult to 
keep embracing gods of wood and stone, falsehood and a sinful life. Many did not like the 
crowning ethic that Jesus embodied, taught and died to reveal love, especially unconditional 
love. For love called one to love God, and love another as their own self. 

Are there threats to Christianity today? Can you identify some and why you believe they are 
threatening? How do you expose these threats without losing your power to love?  

Power of Love 

John never lost the reality that Jesus was love and loved others regardless of gender, ethnicity 
and class. He also began to understand Christ was willing to give his life to reveal just how far 
God’s love would go to bring one into the kingdom. His gospel gave us the great verse most 
have heard, and Christians revere: For God so loved the world he gave us his only son that 
whosoever believes in him should not perish but have everlasting life. (John 3:16). Even when 
confronting false religions and sects, he did so in love. In 1 John 3: 11 he writes, “This is the 
message you have heard from the beginning; you should love one another.” For John also never 
forgot one of the fundamental truths of their faith in Christ. Faith and works are interconnected 
and complimentary as are grace and works. Paul and James created strong theological statements 
about the need for both to coexist to adequately understand and live out Christianity. 

Apart from the Holy Spirit, some in the early church might have attempted to make the church 
another branch of Judaism, one that had found Messiah. However, the Holy Spirit and the inner 
integrity of the apostles ensured that the church would embody Jesus. If the church embodied 
Jesus, one was embodying the deepest experience of love, and morality became the instrument 
through which the Christian gave substance and validity to the faith. They understood 
Christianity was moral, but must not become a legalistic sect. Again, early Christians did not 
have one sacred Bible they used for personal growth and evangelism. They learned of Jesus from 
a relationship with Jesus, and the apostles. The Holy Spirit gave them the gift of assurance that 
they were children of God through the love of Jesus, with whom they walked spiritually and 
morally through life. 

The World and Hatred 

When John wrote of “the world” in his epistles he was not speaking of a geographical area. He is 
referring to the geographical world of lands and people in John 3:16. However, in his epistles the 



world was a dark, sinful entity. It was that realm where sin is promoted, embraced and unleashes 
its destructive power. It transcended geographical boundaries and populaces. This is why John 
wanted the reader to understand that “the world” would hate the Christian and the Church. They 
by nature have opposing foundations. They are oil and water. There can be no coexistence. The 
world will exist until Jesus brings in the Kingdom of God in its fullness. But Christianity will 
always possess more power than the world. It will always have more power for it is based on 
truth, light and love; and we have the greatest expression of God in Jesus. in Jesus. “Greater is 
He that is in you than he that is in the world.”  

Hate is the dark, deadly spirit of the world. Thus, when Christians hate one another, or anyone, 
they are attempting to enjoy the benefit one has in Christ, but they are living in allegiance to the 
opposing power. The contradiction is easily seen and its ability to hurt becomes easily obvious. 
Jesus allowed no room for hate in life or the heart. When he would bring in the Kingdom, the 
world would fall to the power of God’s love in Christ. It is this love that gives life, whereas hate 
takes life. John uses the O.T. story of Cain killing his own brother Abel as the way the church 
appears when it attempts to walk in Christ while drawing life away from fellow Christians 
through hatred. Notice in his use of Cain and Abel to contrast love and hatred, the earliest 
Christians were Jewish and allowed the important threads of Judaism to continue to live in the 
church. All of the apostles and the early leadership were Jewish. Many of the early converts were 
initially Jewish. Though there was no single bible for several years in the first churches, they 
were learning from O.T. Jewish oral traditions. O.T. stories, psalms and poems were still alive 
and used by the earliest evangelists and teachers in Greek environments. 

Prayer 

Almighty God, we give thanks for the apostles and those who gifted us with writings which 
became our Bible. Thank you for the love we have experienced in Jesus, and for the meaning and 
strength we find in all relationships. Thank you for the high price the early church paid to place 
within our hands and hearts the sacred, the holy, and divine love. In Jesus’ name, Amen. 

Dr. D. Craig Rikard is a South Georgia pastor. Email him at craigrikard169@yahoo.com.  

 

A John Wesley Moment about voting 

JOHN WESLEY MOMENTS 
DAVE HANSON   

On October 6, 1774, John Wesley wrote in his journal: 

“I met with those who had votes in the ensuing election, and advised them: 

1.  To vote without fee or reward, for the person they judged most worthy 



2.  To speak no evil of the person they voted against, and 
3.  To take care that their spirits were not sharpened against those who voted on the other 

side.” 

The Rev. Dave Hanson is a retired pastor and John Wesley scholar. 

 

How to avoid using bad online metrics  

GROWING IN GRACE 
BEN GOSDEN 

There’s not a lot we can agree on in such a hectic year. But surely we can agree on the fact that 
COVID-19 has called into question lots of ways we’ve always understood how to be the church. 
From an over-emphasis on buildings to how we embody the gospel in socially distanced ways, 
this year has been a year where the learning curve has been high for pastors and lay people alike. 

Among the many things called into question is the validity or effectiveness of measuring 
participation in the church. Specifically, online worship has officially called into question the 
ways we measure what we do in the church because counting is very different in a digital world. 
For example, churches tend to make worship attendance the first and primary measurement for 
effectiveness. And that’s fairly easy in a physical world — how many butts occupied a pew on a 
given Sunday and, voila, there you have it. Now that online worship has become such an 
important form of worship, the counting process gets much more complicated. 

I want to cover a couple of basic myths in counting online metrics in the hope that we could 
begin to identify better ways and better things to count instead of the same old, tired metrics… 

Myth 1: Total Views Equals Total Attendance 

Total views measures the number of people who view a post on Facebook. This number is also 
the largest number in the analytics section for any given post. We must learn to avoid the fallacy 
that bigger numbers equal more effectiveness. A view is registered when someone pauses as they 
scroll by your post. It does not count actual engagement. In the physical world we would never 
count the number of cars that drive by our building in our weekly worship attendance. Likewise, 
we can’t count the number of people who happen to scroll by our post. Total views does not 
equal total attendance. Hard stop. 

Myth 2: Use a Multiplier When Counting Online Metrics 

Different “experts” will tell you to use different multipliers in an attempt to get the most accurate 
number of viewers possible. Some measure as high as 2.65 and others measure around 1.5 or 1.7. 
Avoid the trap of fuzzy math! Again, we must learn to avoid the fallacy that bigger numbers 
equal more effectiveness. It’s better to establish a baseline using the more straightforward 
numbers possible. One viewer equals one view. This 1-to-1 measurement will allow you to have 
a more honest baseline and give you a more accurate place to grow from. 



Myth 3: You Should NOT Count Views Only 

The days of counting passive numbers are over. Counting butts in seats or simple views online 
do not correspond to engagement. We must expand how we measure engagement in worship. 
Facebook allows you to see how many people watch, how long they watch, where they watch 
from, etc. We have begun counting the following numbers in our online worship count:  

1) Peak views on Facebook 
2) One-minute views on Facebook;  
3) Average length of view on Facebook; and  
4) Total online numbers across platforms.  

Gauging how long someone watches online worship helps clarify how engaged they are. 

What Really Matters in Our Counting? 

COVID-19 is finally teaching us the goal of worship (and the church) is to drive engagement, not 
just to count people present. Instead of getting overly excited over more views, we need to build 
pathways that measure engagement. This means churches must consider both the digital 1-to-
many experience (worship) AND the 1-to-few (small groups, studies, discipleship opportunities, 
etc.). 

Below are just a few of the ways you can measure engagement beyond just views: 

• New people click on and submit an online connection card 
• New small groups formed online 
• People who engage in online content designed for discipleship growth, not just weekly 

worship 

All of this online measuring is new. And we’re all on a learning curve. COVID-19 may well be 
the final word on whether churches should focus more on how many people we reach versus how 
many people engage and grow in their faith. This could be the greatest opportunity for change 
the church has seen this century! 

Question: What are you learning about online metrics? 

The Rev. Ben Gosden is senior pastor at Trinity United Methodist Church in Savannah. He can 
be reached at ben@trinity1848.org.  

 

Retired Clergy Birthdays – November 2020 
 
11/01 – Sam Collins: PO Box 191; Dexter, GA 31019 
11/01 – Thomas Maddox: 137 Norfolk Pine Lane; Napes, FL 34114 
11/03 – Loretta Dunbar: 7552 Edgewater Dr.; Columbus, GA 31904 
11/03 – Edwin Smith: 305 Grindstone Creek Dr.; Clarkesville, GA 30523 



11/04 – Russell Edwards, Jr.: 385 Ashton Dr.; Athens, GA 30606 
11/07 – Eve Tomberlin: 137 Aston Hall; Macon, GA 31078 
11/08 – Gary Carter: 400 Hill Manning Rd.; Cochran, GA 31014 
11/08 – Mary Ann Traver: PO Box 1934; Richmond Hill, GA 31324 
11/09 – Douglas Force: PO Box 1938; Hinesville, GA 31313 
11/09 – Joe Flowers, Jr.: 390 Brook Hollow Dr.; McDonough, GA 30252 
11/10 – Kirk Loyless: 5677 Hwy. 91 S; Donalsonville, GA 39845 
11/11 – David Johnson: 916 Watermelon Run; Charleston, SC 29412 
11/12 – James E. Davis: 170 Caney Branch Dr.; Homerville, GA 31634 
11/12 – John Mitchell: 123 Lundy Court; Macon, GA 31210 
11/14 – Woody Roberts: 1259 Hwy. 36 E.; Barnesville, GA 30204 
11/14 – David Tart, III: 312 Knob Hill Rd.; Valdosta, GA 31602 
11/14 – Donald Youmans: 287 Pacolet Ridge Lane; Tryon, NC 28782 
11/16 – Sue DeJournett: 4648 Savage Hills Dr.; Macon, GA 31210 
11/21 – Robert Hall: 4221 Stone Mill Ct.; Martinez, GA 30907 
11/21 – Kitty Newton: 187 Newbridge Rd.; Sylvania, GA 30467 
11/22 – John McGowan: #1 Ramblewood Circle; Valdosta, GA 31602 
11/23 – Jack Atkinson: 2317 Bear Creek Rd.; Adel, GA 31620 
11/25 – Carter Berkeley: 77 Bethany Way; Statesboro, GA 30458 
11/25 – Rex Odom: 4062 Vineville Ave.; Macon, GA 31210 
11/27 – Buddy Coss: 356 Manry St.; Edison, GA 39846 
11/27 – Gordon Goodwill: 2911 Charlie Lane; Statesboro, GA 30461 
11/28 – Richard Turnipseed: 12420 Clubhouse Court; Tavares, FL 32778 
11/30 – Enoch Hendry: 306 E. 54th St.; Savannah, GA 31405 
 

OBITUARIES 

Rev. Tom Young 
Thomas N. “Tom” Young, 67, of Lakeland, Georgia, passed away on Saturday, October 17, 
2020, in the South Georgia Medical Center, Lanier Campus. He was born on May 19, 1953, in 
Kokomo, Indiana to the late Lucille (Porter) and Robert Young. Tom was the pastor of Unity 
United Methodist Church and also served several churches in Florida, Indiana, and Illinois over 
the years. He enjoyed watching sports and was an avid fan of his White Sox, Colts, and Pacers. 
He always loved preaching the gospel and leading people to Christ. His sense of humor was like 
no other and he always loved being around people. Along with his parents, he is preceded in 
death by his two brothers and infant sister. 

Survivors include his wife of 27 years, Debby Young of Lakeland; sons Micah Young (Nora) of 
Columbus, Ohio; Chad Young (Kristine) of Avon, Ind.; Tony Young (Shea) of Brownsburg, 
Ind.; stepsons Jeremy Mouser (Kelli) of West Allis, Wis., Justin Mouser of Lady Lake, Fla.; 14 
grandchildren; one great-grandchild; sister Patty Franklin (Tim) of Kokomo, Ind.; numerous 
nieces, nephews, and extended family members. 



Services were held Saturday October 24, 2020, in Unity United Methodist Church of Lanier 
County, Georgia. Messages of sympathy may be left at www.musicfuneralservices.com. The 
Young family is being served by the staff at Music Funeral Services, Lakeland. 

Mr. Mickey Newton 
Michael “Mickey” Lamont Newton 75, of Sylvania, passed Saturday morning, October 17, 2020, 
at the Ogeechee Area Hospice Inpatient Facility surrounded by his family. 

Mickey was born in Savannah to the late Vance and Pansy Hayman Newton and was reared in 
Rincon. After high school, he enlisted in the United States Marine Corps. He served his country 
in the Vietnam War and was the recipient of the National Defense Service Medal; Vietnam 
Service Medal with 2 Stars, RCN Campaign Ribbon with Vice 60; and Purple Heart with 1 Star. 
He was honorably discharged and began a career as a correctional officer having retired from the 
Effingham County Correctional Institute. He was a member of the Hiltonia Methodist Church, 
the National Rifle Association, and was an avid dog hunter with the Regency Hunting Club in 
Guyton. He was preceded in death by two brothers-in-law, Emory Morel Smith and Bobby G. 
Smith. 

Survivors include his wife, Cathryn “Kitty” Smith Newton of Sylvania; children, William 
(Debra) Newton of Guyton, Henry (Tammy) Newton of Springfield, Sherry Newton of 
Pembroke, Ressa (Ralph) Carter of Midway, Mary Beth Lee-Newton, Katie Lee, Rene Lee, all of 
Sylvania, Tonya Lee Fowler of Riceboro; Joseph Lee, Travis Lee, both of Sylvania; a host of 
grands and great-grands; sisters, Patsy Ruth (Carey) Stuart of Rincon, and Donna Kay (Jim) 
Grant of Rincon and sister-in-law, Sue (Billy) Weaver of Sylvania.  

Services were held Wednesday, October 21, 2020, in the Screven Chapel of Joiner Anderson 
Funeral Home with the Rev. Dr. Karen Zeigler officiating. Military honors were rendered 
following the service. 

Interment was at the Georgia Veterans Memorial Cemetery of Glennville, GA. 

Honorary pallbearers were Frank Owens, Sonny Glisson, Davie Davis, Jim Pope, Richie Dickey, 
Jackie Ray, Bernard Martin, Bennie Lewis, Morgan McCumber, Ronnie Colson, Johnny Warren, 
Carey Stuart. 

Memorial contributions may be made to the Ogeechee Area Hospice, P.O. Box 531 Statesboro, 
GA 30459 or a charity of one's choice. 

Friends may sign the online register book at www.joineranderson.com.  

Joiner Anderson Funeral Home Screven Chapel is in charge of all arrangements. 

 

Scripture Readings – Nov. 3 

November 8 
Twenty-third Sunday after Pentecost 



Joshua 24:1-3a, 14-25 
Psalm 78:1-7 (UMH 799) 
1 Thessalonians 4:13-18 
Matthew 25:1-13 

November 15 
Twenty-fourth Sunday after Pentecost 
Judges 4:1-7 
Psalm 123 or Psalm 76 (UMH 797) 
1 Thessalonians 5:1-11 
Matthew 25:14-30 

November 22 
Christ the King / Reign of Christ Sunday after Pentecost 
Ezekiel 34:11-16, 20-24 
Psalm 100 (UMH 821) 
Ephesians 1:15-23 
Matthew 25:31-46 

 

Events in the South Georgia Conference – 11/3/2020 edition 

Advanced Lay Servant Training, Effingham – Nov. 6-7 
Lay Servant training is designed to educate those persons interested in stretching their faith to 
participate more fully in the ministries of the church. They have three main areas of focus: 
Leading, Caring, and Communicating. The advanced class, based on Cokesbury’s book, “Each 
One a Minister,” by William Carter, is a study of the book of Ephesians and what it teaches 
about how we are called to use our spiritual gifts. Registration fee for the class is $25. (Note: 
Basic Lay Speaking class must be completed before taking Advanced Class.) The class will be 
held Friday, Nov. 6 from 6:30 until 9 p.m. and Saturday, Nov. 7 from 9 a.m. until 4 p.m. Contact 
Anne Bosarge for more information. anne@thechapelministries.com. Register here 

Wesleyan College Sunday – Nov. 8 
Each local United Methodist Church in South Georgia is encouraged to take up a special offering 
to support the ministry of Wesleyan College in Macon. To learn more about Wesleyan College, 
visit www.wesleyancollege.edu.  

Conversations at the Table: Communications - Clarifying your message – Nov. 10 
Grab some lunch, pull up a chair, and join Connectional Ministries for Conversations at the 
Table. This conversation will focus on communications, specifically how a church can better 
clarify their message. We will share ideas, explore various topics, and become inspired. All 
conversations will be held via Zoom. Zoom link will be provided in your confirmation email 
once you register. Register now 



Online Basic Lay Servant Ministries Training November 2020 – Nov. 10, Nov. 12, Nov. 17, 
Nov. 19 
We are offering Basic Lay Servant Ministries Online Training. Basic LSM Training includes a 
basic foundation of the faith and an introduction to leadership. This training will be offered via 
Zoom. Registration fee for the class is $25. For more information contact Anne Bosarge, 
anne@thechapelministries.com.  

United Methodist Student Day – Nov. 29 
The United Methodist Student Day Special Sunday Offering helps provide funds for scholarships 
and loans for United Methodist students. Student Day gifts make a real difference for those who 
hope to attend college. Ninety percent (90%) of the offering goes toward funding the many 
scholarships and loans administered by the General Board of Higher Education and Ministry 
(www.gbhem.org) and ten percent (10%) stays within our state and goes to Georgia UM-related 
schools for merit scholarships. Contact the Georgia Commission on Higher Education and 
Collegiate Ministry (770-854-7283 or www.umcommission.org) for more information.  


