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After more than two years, Colquitt UMC returns home 

By Kara Witherow, Editor 

“Without a doubt we know we shall be revived. Welcome home. Welcome home.” 

After being displaced for two years, four months, and 11 days, the Colquitt United Methodist 
Church congregation had finally returned home. 

In his Ash Wednesday sermon, Rev. Scott Stanfill welcomed the congregation to its renovated 
sanctuary and highlighted many of the challenges Colquitt UMC has faced in its 163-year 
history, including its most recent trial, the destruction wrought by Hurricane Michael. He also 
highlighted how the people of the church persevered, renewed their mission in the face of 
obstacles, and moved forward. 

The Ash Wednesday service marked the first time the congregation worshiped together in the 
Colquitt UMC sanctuary since Sunday, Oct. 7, 2018. Hurricane Michael slammed into southwest 
Georgia as a Category 3 hurricane just three days later, destroying homes, businesses, churches, 
and crops.   

The 28 months that followed were a challenge, Rev. Stanfill said. 

While the journey included a 15-month insurance claim and resolution process, several months 
of architectural discussions and designs, and a 14-month construction effort, Colquitt UMC’s 
story goes beyond the fine print of an insurance policy or building plan and into the heart and 
soul of the church family. 

“To say it is challenging ministering to a hurting church in a hurting community with damaged 
worship facilities is a significant understatement,” Rev. Stanfill said. “It has required an 
incredible amount of work into which many of the Colquitt UMC faithful have poured relational, 
physical, emotional, mental, and spiritual energy. Yet through all of this, God has opened doors 
for the Gospel to be proclaimed, and the mission of Christ has continued through our local 
United Methodist expression.” 

During the past two years, the congregation continued meeting together, worshiping outdoors 
and in Colquitt First Baptist Church’s sanctuary. They’ve continued to serve the community 
through their monthly Food Bank and Agape Thrift Store. And despite their losses and pain, 
they’ve continued to share the love and joy of Christ with others, Rev. Stanfill said. 

“The people of Colquitt UMC persevered in their commitment to follow and glorify Jesus in all 
things,” he said.  

Dubbed “The Pastor of Disaster” by a church member several months after Hurricane Michael 
hit, Rev. Stanfill – with experience ministering through tornadic events in Albany, a Category 3 
hurricane in Colquitt, and the subsequent aftermath – says the name fits.  



“Many a day we have felt, like Paul, as ‘the very least of all the saints.’ Yet the church has 
persevered with the mindset of James 1:2-5. Some days are easier than others, as there have been 
numerous hurdles and pitfalls in recent years, personal reminders of our perpetual need of God’s 
grace. Yet we have sought to live into the power of Christ at work through the Holy Spirit. And 
as a result, I have witnessed how God continues to glorify His name in Colquitt. God has opened 
many doors for the Gospel to be proclaimed and lived out over the past three years, and the 
mission of Christ has continued through our local United Methodist expression.”  

Worshiping in the renovated church sanctuary brings a flood of emotions and feelings, said 
church Lay Leader Vic Hill.  

The COVID-19 pandemic has put a bit of a damper on the homecoming, but the congregation is 
grateful and excited to be back in its home and looks forward to the day when all can safely 
gather to celebrate, he said.  

“The excitement is back. We’re back together for worship again in our home and we’re looking 
forward to Sunday school. We miss coming together. I know we’re going to one day, we’re just 
not there yet.” 

For Brandan McNease, the more-than-two-year ordeal was a dark and depressing time, trying 
and tumultuous.  

But in the midst of it all, God was at work, he said.  

“I know if ever a time in my life God used me, it was this time,” said McNease, who used his 
architectural drafting design degree and electrical/ industrial maintenance degree during the 
reconstruction. 

McNease, who for three years served as chair of Colquitt UMC’s Trustees Committee and now 
serves as vice chair of the Church Council, praised Rev. Stanfill’s determination, adaptability, 
and flexibility and the congregation’s resiliency.  

“This church is their life,” McNease said of many in the congregation. “So this isn’t just ‘getting 
back to church.’ This is getting back to life. Church is such a part of everyone’s life here.” 

In Rev. Stanfill’s Ash Wednesday service, he called on the congregation to remember who they 
are, what they are called to do, to renew their mission, and forge ahead. His hope for the future is 
that they would not look back on the difficulties of the past few years and just see a new 
building, but recall all God has done. 

“My prayer is that we would look back and say, ‘Remember that time when we recommitted to 
the Lord together? Remember the time we wove ourselves together again? Remember that time 
we recommitted to serving others? Has not God done incredible things?’ That is my prayer. And 
I hope it’s yours.” 

 

Between Two Rivers Cluster churches fight COVID with care boxes 



By Kara Witherow, Editor 

“Get off the sidelines and get into the game.”  

That’s what Rev. Dorsia Atkinson heard God saying to him earlier this year. Rev. Atkinson isn’t 
an athlete or a coach, but pastor of Sylvania United Methodist Church.  

As a pastor, Rev. Atkinson understood that his congregation was frightened and worried. The 
coronavirus pandemic hadn’t spared Screven County, and Rev. Atkinson knew he had to do 
something to help. 

“I just felt like we were talking about COVID but not doing anything. Everyone was scared and I 
wanted to be more proactive,” he said.  

During his prayers, Rev. Atkinson felt God nudging him to help bring relief to the rural county 
of about 14,000.  

“When COVID hits these small counties, it’s devastating. We don’t have Walmart and some 
don’t have Dollar General, so people run to the gas stations to get what they need and they 
spread the virus,” he said. “I needed to help keep people home.” 

So like any good coach, he rallied players from several area churches and the Screven County 
Chamber of Commerce to assemble 400 COVID Care Boxes for those who contract COVID-19. 

Full of medicines, vitamins, food, hand sanitizer, an N-95 face mask, other necessities, and a 14-
page devotional book written by community members, the COVID Care Boxes are helping those 
who have coronavirus avoid stores and potentially spread the virus. They’re delivered to people’s 
front porches or safely picked up at a distribution site.  

In addition to the Care Boxes, Rev. Atkinson has arranged for 1,000 bottles of disinfectant to be 
given to Screven County residents. 10 distribution sites also have been set up so residents may 
refill the 32-ounce bottles with concentrated disinfectant solution. 

“The whole point of all this is that the chemical spray will help prevent COVID and the boxes 
will help keep people at home if they do get it,” he said. 

The entire Between Two Rivers Cluster is involved in the project, Rev. Atkinson said, along with 
several other Screven County churches. They’re collecting donated items, packing them into 
boxes, serving as distribution sites, and more. 

Now recovering from COVID-19, Rev. Judson Barnes, pastor of Hiltonia United Methodist 
Church, knows how helpful a COVID Care Box is to those who are sick. 

“Having experienced COVID opened my eyes,” he said. “When I was sick, this community 
reached out and helped us, but it took probably five different people a couple of days to bring the 
same items that this one box contains.” 

Revs. Barnes and Atkinson hope that their efforts help keep people in their community healthy 
and that through them they understand God loves them and hasn’t forgotten them. 



“The world needs to see Christ more than just on Sunday mornings,” Rev. Barnes said. “They 
need to see us reaching out to people who don’t come through our doors. To give back as the 
hands of Christ is what we’re called to do. It’s the reason Christ died for us and asked us to 
follow Him. It’s a way to show people Christ is still in the world and Alive.” 

 

Trainings will help equip, resource local churches 

Knowing church leaders are navigating an ever changing ministry landscape, the South Georgia 
Conference is excited to bring relevant training to help equip local churches in their ministry 
settings. 

Two upcoming trainings include “5 Things Your Visitors Are Thinking But Won’t Ask” on 
Monday, April 12 and “Virtual Tools for Ministry” on Thursday, April 15. Both trainings will be 
conducted via Zoom. 

“Hospitality and evangelism have taken on new dimensions in our BOTH/AND world of online 
and in-person ministries,” said Allison Lindsey, director of Connectional Ministries. “For 
example, churches may have visitors coming to their campus for the very first time, yet do not 
feel like a visitor at all because they have been engaging online for the past year. Also, our online 
presence has now become the front door for people to many of our churches. How does this 
impact the way we connect and follow-up with those watching virtually? We look forward to 
exploring these questions and best practices for online tools in these two workshops.” 

In “5 Things Your Visitors Are Thinking But Won’t Ask,” nationally known worship coach and 
author Jason Moore will share lessons learned from years of providing “secret worshiper 
consultations” in churches large and small. He will help churches identify the five most 
important factors for new visitors and how to address them with easy-to-implement ideas and 
systematic steps. The training will apply to both online and in-person worship. 

In “Virtual Tools for Ministry,” Rev. David Wood, Executive Director of GNTV Media 
Ministries, will unpack the basic tools for live streaming worship. He’ll discuss cameras to 
software to streaming platforms and everything in between. 

“The skills needed to reach the world today for Christ are not the same as they were even two 
years ago,” Rev. Wood said. “Every ministry has to prepare for how the world is changing and 
that physical gaps and distance may be the new norm.  My family enjoys children’s Sunday 
school from South Carolina, worship from our church in Macon, and a lunch service from a 
church in Colorado almost every Sunday. Our world is changing.” 

United Methodist Communications, the communications agency for The United Methodist 
Church, is also launching a series of virtual trainings aimed to assist all who seek to share the 
gospel. The first offering, The Church Communications Workshops Series: Leveraging 



Communication for Greater Connection, is focused on next level communication methods and 
will take place daily from 11 a.m. to 3:30 p.m. April 20-21, 2021. 

The event offers more than 20 learning opportunities facilitated by professionals and leaders of 
innovative church communications. This two-day conference will help church leaders focus on 
leveraging a variety of communication tools such as social media, digital ministry, and news 
writing to share their church’s story with the members and seekers in their communities. 
Conference attendees will benefit from trusted and proven tactics shared by communication 
experts. Workshop facilitators will also help participants identify best practices and techniques to 
take the next steps toward their communication goals. 

Outside of the conference, church leaders can access United Methodist Communications’ self-
serve online training courses. Each offers professional instruction with the added benefit of 
convenience to accommodate busy schedules. 

 

An update from the South Georgia delegation 

Greetings to the South Georgia Annual Conference from Jim Cowart, Bill Hatcher, and the South 
Georgia delegation. 

Hello friends! 

There are many moving pieces in our denomination right now. And it is challenging to stay on 
top of the most current information. With that in mind, I hope this update is helpful. Let me share 
some key dates, what’s been happening, and what’s ahead. 

Key Dates 

May 8, 2021: Virtual General Conference canceled by the Council of Bishops  

To everyone’s surprise, the Council of Bishops canceled the virtual General Conference 
scheduled for May 8. This was to be a called General Conference to deal with a limited agenda 
proposed by the COB. 

June 7, 2021: Virtual South Georgia Annual Conference 

July 2021: A possible called SEJ Conference 

Many believe that a Jurisdictional Conference can only take place after a General Conference. 
That has been our practice in the past, but there is talk of holding a one day, called SEJ 
Conference in July, if allowed. 

October 9, 2021: A possible South Georgia gathering in Tifton 



We say “possible” here because our Conference leaders are carefully watching CDC 
recommendations regarding crowds and the pandemic, vaccination availability, etc. as well as 
tracking General Conference updates. 

June 5-7, or June 8, 2022: South Georgia Annual Conference Session 

August 29 – September 6, 2022: General Conference Session (postponed from 2020) 

These are the significant dates we know about at this time. 

What’s Been Happening 

A Process for Preparation for South Georgia 

Separation of the United Methodist Church is looming on the horizon. In light of the 
postponement of General Conference until 2022, the delegation has revisited the document, “A 
Process for Preparation,” which was shared at the 2020 Annual Conference Session in order to 
update the process to fit the newly announced dates for General Conference.  

The goal of this plan is to help South Georgia prepare to make a wise, prayerful decision about 
the future affiliation of the South Georgia Annual Conference. The delegation is currently 
sharing its thinking with the Leadership Forum Task Force, the Compass Group, the Appointive 
Cabinet, and the Laity Cabinet in order to invite those groups to speak into the updating of “A 
Process of Preparation.” We anticipate completing this collaborative work during April so the 
updated version of “A Process for Preparation” can be shared in May, ahead of the June 7 
Annual Conference session. 

Episcopal Leadership and Areas 

Bill Hatcher and Don Adams have led the charge for South Georgia as the representatives on the 
SEJ Episcopacy Committee. The delegation has expressed our desire for Bishop Bryan to 
continue as our Episcopal Leader. However, there are conversations in the SEJ about combining 
Episcopal Areas. While the South Georgia Conference would remain intact under this scenario, 
our Annual Conference would be partnered with another Annual Conference, thus expanding 
that Bishop’s Episcopal area of oversight. In other words, we would share a Bishop with another 
Annual Conference. This is not our preferred scenario, but if this is the decision handed to us, we 
are strongly asserting that the South Georgia Annual Conference be paired with another Annual 
Conference with similar theological values. 

The Protocol of Reconciliation and Grace Through Separation 

The Protocol is a document designed by leaders representing Traditional, Centrist, and 
Progressive groups in The United Methodist Church. It is a legislative tool that allows the 
formation of a new Traditional Methodist Church and ends 50 years of infighting within The 
United Methodist Church. 

Diverse advocacy groups such as Good News and UMC Next, representing both Traditional and 
Progressive camps, endorse the Protocol. 



Due to its broad range of support throughout The United Methodist Church, it seemed highly 
likely that the Protocol would have passed at General Conference 2020. This would have 
allowed those who want to maintain the Book of Discipline’s stance on human sexuality and 
those who wish to change those standards, to separate in a peaceful, organized manner. 

The South Georgia Delegation has joined the heads of delegations of the SEJ and others in 
recommending and endorsing this work. We have additionally sent a statement to the 
Commission on the General Conference urging the Protocol to be considered at the earliest date 
possible, whether that be by a virtual General Conference or in person. 

What’s Ahead 

Friends, change is coming.  

At the next General Conference, there is a high probability that The United Methodist Church 
will undergo an amicable separation into two or more denominations. If the Protocol is passed, 
then there will be a new Traditional Methodist Denomination with the suggested name of the 
“Global Methodist Church.” There will also be a “post-separation United Methodist Church,” 
which will be more progressive in nature. There is the possibility of other denominations being 
formed, but essentially, we expect there to be a “Traditional Methodist Church” and a 
“Progressive Methodist Church.” 

The Traditional Methodist Church (Global Methodist Church) will continue to uphold our 
current Doctrinal Standards including the traditional view of marriage between one man and one 
woman. And while loving all people, it “considers the practice of homosexuality to be 
incompatible with Christian teaching” as the Book of Discipline now states. 

The post-separation United Methodist Church is expected to change the Book of Discipline’s 
prohibitions on the consecration of bishops and clergy with homosexual partners, the blessing of 
same gender marriages, and the ordination of practicing LGBTQ persons into ordained ministry. 

Much of the conflict within The United Methodist Church since 1972 has evolved around 
LGBTQ issues. But for those of us who have been engaged in this conversation for a while, we 
believe the division is much more significant than this one topic. Sacred beliefs, such as Jesus 
being God’s son, born of the virgin Mary, His redemptive sacrifice on the cross, and the 
physical, real resurrection…not a metaphor, not an illustration, but literally, Jesus crucified, dead 
and buried and that he rose again…these beliefs are being challenged by a growing number of 
progressive leaders within The United Methodist Church. 

In recent years to present day, this progressive leadership, which now includes some bishops, has 
become more and more defiant of our General Conference decisions, openly ignoring and 
disobeying our agreed upon Book of Discipline. 

Because of these deep divisions, we believe it is time for a peaceful, amicable separation. With 
the Protocol, Annual Conferences and/or local churches could vote to decide which of the two 
denominations with which to align. Annual Conferences and local churches that choose not to 
vote will automatically stay with the post-separation United Methodist Church. Annual 



Conferences and local churches that choose to join the new Global Methodist Church 
(traditional) will take their property, assets, and liabilities with them and own them outright. This 
is new. Property and assets are currently held “in trust” by the Annual Conference. After the 
separation is complete, churches will be reorganized into new Conferences in whichever 
denomination they choose. 

We are striving to reach a fair conclusion for all…for those with whom we agree theologically 
and with those with whom we disagree. We are working to treat everyone with dignity and 
respect and to “disagree without becoming disagreeable” with our actions and words.  

By following the path laid out by the Protocol for Separation, every local church and Annual 
Conference can choose the best way to serve God according to their conscience and separate 
peacefully.  

Of course, we thought we’d be further along in this process by now but the pandemic and related 
travel restrictions have caused General Conference to be postponed until August, 2022. As we 
move toward that date, the delegation is open to your thoughts and questions, and we certainly 
solicit your prayers as we seek God’s wisdom and will. 

Blessings and peace to South Georgia in Jesus Christ our Lord! 

Sincerely, 

Jim Cowart 

 

Bishops cancel May 8 General Conference 

By Heather Hahn, UM News 

The United Methodist Council of Bishops has canceled its call for a special virtual General 
Conference on May 8. 

The bishops made the decision to cancel during a March 22 online meeting that was closed to the 
public. 

The bishops also announced that they plan to use their regularly scheduled April meeting to 
discuss results of listening sessions and discern a possible new timeline. 

“Much has been learned over the past few weeks and the extended timeline will allow for even 
deeper listening by the bishops at the general church level but also in our residential settings,” 
Bishop Cynthia Fierro Harvey, Council of Bishops president and leader of the Louisiana 
Conference, said in a press statement after the meeting. 

Last month, the bishops called the special one-day session on the same day the Commission on 
the General Conference announced that COVID-19’s threat had forced the postponement of the 
global denomination’s top lawmaking assembly a second time. The full General Conference, 



originally set for May 2020, is now set for Aug. 29-Sept. 6, 2022. The meeting venue is still 
Minneapolis.  

The commission appointed a technology study team to consider ways to hold the global 
conference virtually while ensuring full participation of the nearly 900 voting delegates from 
four continents. 

Ultimately, the team concluded and the commission agreed that no virtual solution could 
overcome barriers that include a 16-hour time difference across the denomination, inequities in 
internet access and the need for vote security. 

The bishops had planned for the May 8 General Conference only to be long enough for a quorum 
of delegates to suspend the rules so delegates could vote by mail on 12 legislative items. The 
items mostly dealt with administrative functioning amid the General Conference delay, and the 
bishops planned to announce the results of the votes on July 13. Not on the agenda were any 
proposals to split the denomination along theological lines. Those proposals, including the much-
endorsed Protocol for Reconciliation and Grace through Separation, will be before the full 
General Conference in 2022.  

The decision to cancel the one-day meeting means that plans to retire U.S. bishops and elect new 
bishops in the central conferences — church regions in Africa, Europe and the Philippines  — 
also are on hold for now. Harvey said the Book of Discipline, the denomination’s law book, does 
not allow for bishop retirements or elections until after General Conference. 

“It’s to be continued,” she told United Methodist News.  

Plans for a virtual one-day meeting faced some of the same logistical challenges the General 
Conference commission identified in considering a virtual 10-day gathering.  

Of the 862 delegates elected to the coming General Conference, 55.9% come from the U.S., 32% 
from Africa, 6% from the Philippines, 4.6% from Europe and the remainder from concordat 
churches that have close ties to The United Methodist Church. 

The bishops’ plan for a special General Conference already was facing pushback across the 
denomination, including from delegates concerned they would be cut out of the deliberation 
process. 

The advocacy group the Africa Initiative sent questions to the Council of Bishops citing the 
General Conference commission’s finding that internet and even electricity is not readily 
available in some areas where United Methodists are located. 

“This is absolutely true for us here in Africa. How can we have this Special Called Session 
without delegates from Africa being disenfranchised?” asked the Rev. Jerry P. Kulah, Africa 
Initiative’s general coordinator, in a letter to bishops. Kulah is also a General Conference 
delegate from Liberia. 

Meanwhile, a group of U.S. delegates also raised concerns about the special General Conference 
session similar to what the Africa Initiative raised, including that the virtual session would 



prevent Christian conferencing. Seven U.S. delegations — from the California-Nevada, Greater 
New Jersey, Iowa, Michigan, New England, Northern Illinois and Oregon-Idaho conferences — 
have endorsed the document “Christian Conferencing: Discerning United Methodism’s Path 
through a Pandemic.” 

As the bishops were meeting March 22, the denomination’s top court also released a decision 
that could help church leaders on one matter before the special General Conference. 

The first of the bishops’ 12 pieces of legislation proposed an amendment to church law to 
comply with a decision of the Judicial Council. On March 22, the church court issued a 
memo clarifying how annual conferences — church regions — can comply with the ruling 
related to clergy due process even before General Conference is able to meet. 

For now, planning for when delegates can meet to deliberate on the denomination’s future 
remains a work in progress. 

“We are thankful for the collaboration fostered with the Commission on General Conference and 
especially grateful for the work that had already begun in the planning for the special session,” 
Harvey said in the press statement. 

Hahn is assistant news editor for UM News. Contact her at (615) 742-5470 
or newsdesk@umcom.org. To read more United Methodist news, subscribe to the free Daily or 
Weekly Digests. 

 

Wesley Glen’s annual gala celebrates residents, raises support 

By Dr. Tyler Plaxico, President/CEO, Wesley Glen Ministries, Inc.  

The Gospel of John tells us that Christ, our Lord, came to give us all life, abundant life. From 
this we see that it was always God’s desire for humanity to have a rich and satisfying life, rather 
than just a mere existence. At Wesley Glen Ministries, we believe that the goal of abundant life 
is the standard by which we seek to provide those under our care with a fullness of life through 
the very best care that we can offer. 

As an organization that believes we have been called by God to provide excellent 24-hour 
residential and day program support to adults with intellectual and developmental disabilities, 
Wesley Glen has, over the last couple of years, sought to recapture this core mission of Christian 
servitude. We have done so by intentionally centering all of our efforts on honoring God through 
service to the people under our care. With this thought in mind, we at Wesley Glen began to pray 
and brainstorm about a new event that would take the place of our Annual Fish Fry. We wanted 
this new event to truly to celebrate our residents and bring in much-needed support that would 
help us to offer the fullness of life we seek to give to all of those under our care.  



The Abundant Life Gala became the product of this prayerful soul-searching. This event was 
held for the very first time on Feb. 22, 2020, and became a huge success. We held the event in 
the gym of our Life Skills Center, located on our main campus in Macon, and the event featured 
live music provided by the wonderful Grapevine Band, a catered dinner, dancing, and a time for 
us to tell the story of what we do at Wesley Glen.  

We had hundreds of guests join us on this night. They were introduced to our residents, were 
given a glimpse into the purpose of Wesley Glen, and were able to celebrate abundantly by 
dancing and sharing laughter with those we serve. On this night, we met our financial goal by 
being gifted more financial support than we had ever received in one setting and we were able to 
tell our story to the largest group ever assembled on our campus. It really was a night of 
abundance! 

The success of this event came just one month before the dark cloud of Covid-19 descended 
upon our world. In just a matter of days after this incredible night, our entire campus and all of 
those we serve were placed under a state-mandated shelter-in-place order that has kept all we 
serve in a year-long quarantine. This has meant that all community activities for our residents 
were prohibited, our Day Program was closed for eight months, and Special Olympics, Night to 
Shine, Camp Twin Lakes, and many other events our residents have come to love were canceled. 

This has all made for a very difficult year at Wesley Glen, and while we can still celebrate that 
our Covid protocols have allowed us to continue a zero-infection rate for all those we serve, it 
has still been very difficult for our organization that seeks to offer the abundant life of Christ. So, 
as the anniversary of our first annual Abundant Life Event began to get closer and closer, we 
decided that not only would we continue with our efforts at planning our second Abundant Life 
event, but that we would make it even better than the first, while still ensuring that it was both 
safe and effective for those we serve.   

This second annual Abundant Life Gala tool place on March 6, 2021, and it was an amazing 
success. This event was certainly different than our first Abundant Life event – this year it was a 
virtual event, there was no live music, there was no formal dinner and there was no large crowd – 
yet in many ways this event had a larger impact than we could have ever imagined. With the 
assistance of Good News TV, we were able to retool this event and to put it out to a wider 
audience, which included reaching people from all throughout the southeast, which greatly 
broadened our reach. In so doing, we were able to raise more financial support on this night than 
we did in the previous year and we exceeded the fundraising goal that we set by more than we 
could ever have imagined.  

We could never have accomplished this feat without the help of our amazing supporters like 
Nancy Grace, a longtime supporter of ours who graciously recorded a video extolling the virtues 
of our organization that reached thousands of people. Our volunteers tirelessly worked to design 
our set, deliver our materials and assist us in any way we needed. The fine members of the South 



Georgia Annual Conference helped by letting their congregations know about the event and by 
giving so generously. For all of this, I would like to say “thank you” to all of you who helped to 
make this Abundant Life celebration a great success, even under difficult circumstances. We 
could not have done this without you. You enabled us to celebrate and to showcase the abundant 
life of those under our care and ensured the financial security we needed to help us continue to 
provide excellent supports to those we serve. You truly blessed us abundantly and we are so 
grateful! 

 

Collaboration is Co-Labor 

FROM THE BISHOP 
R. LAWSON BRYAN  

Easter Sunday worship begins with the joyous affirmation, “Christ is Risen!” And the 
congregation responds, “Christ is risen, indeed!”  This signals the start of The Great Fifty 
Days—the period beginning with the Resurrection of Jesus and continuing through his 
appearances to his disciples, his ascension to heaven, and finally the birth of the Christian 
Church on Pentecost.   

I want to draw attention to one practical outcome of the Resurrection. It changed how those 
earliest Easter people interacted with each other.  Here is a description of that changed behavior 
from Acts 4:32, 34-35:   

Now the whole group of those who believed were of one heart and soul, and no one 
claimed private ownership of any possessions, but everything they owned was held in 
common.  

There was not a needy person among them, for as many as owned lands or houses 
sold them and brought the proceeds of what was sold. They laid it at the apostles’ feet, 
and it was distributed to each as any had need. 

Amazing! The resurrection of Jesus and the arrival of the Holy Spirit resulted in a desire among 
believers to share their possessions.   

And in the next two verses we meet Barnabus, who will be so influential in the life of St Paul. 
We learn that he is a Levite, a native of Cyprus, and his name is Joseph. The apostles nicknamed 
him “Barnabus” because that name means “son of encouragement.” He sold a piece of property 
and brought the money to the apostles to be used for the common good.  

Amazing! Easter people became collaborators with one another. Whatever each of them had they 
willingly combined with what others had in order to meet the needs of the community.  

This behavior was not limited to the sharing of material possessions. The rest of the New 
Testament shows how they collaborated on everything, from spreading the Gospel, to sending 



out missionaries, caring for widows and orphans, planting churches, and resolving conflicts that 
arose from time to time.   

Easter turns independent operators into innovative collaborators.   

Collaboration is one of the ways Easter becomes systemic rather than being seen as a one-time 
event. This is important to me because over the past five years we have developed a 
collaborative leadership process within the South Georgia Conference. We have such an 
abundance of gifted, devoted laity and clergy. Our collaborative leadership structure seeks to 
honor all that God has given us by empowering our laity and clergy to make their own 
possessions as did the earliest disciples of Jesus. Among those “possessions” are: hopes, dreams, 
ideas, longings, imagination, conversation, insight, and practical experience in life. We’ve got it 
all in South Georgia. By God’s grace we are finding ways to be Alive Together at the Table. Key 
components of our collaborative leadership process are: the Compass Group, the Leadership 
Forum and Task Force, the Appointive Cabinet, and the Laity Cabinet.   

Our approach to navigating the global pandemic has been collaborative – and you have done 
your part very intentionally and thoughtfully.   

Our approach to adjusting to the effects of the pandemic has been collaborative – and you have 
acted adaptively to continue offering worship, Bible study, and community outreach in fresh, 
innovative ways.  

Our approach to the General Conference is collaborative – we will prepare for it intentionally; 
reflect thoughtfully on its outcome; and work with each other to discern the guidance of the Holy 
Spirit in any options that come to us.   

Collaboration is Co-Labor. Those who pool their efforts discover that a lot more can be done 
when we are working together. But note that 2,000 years ago it was the work of the Holy Spirit 
that inspired the earliest Christians to want to collaborate. That is what I see happening among us 
today. 

Come, Lord Jesus. Come, Holy Spirit. Turn independent operators in to innovative collaborators 
– for the salvation of the world.  

Alive Together at the Table, 

R. Lawson Bryan 

 

Survive or thrive?  

LEADERSHIP REALLY MATTERS 
ANNE BOSARGE 
REV. JAY HANSON 

“If we want to survive, we’ve got to get online.” 



I’ve heard versions of this sentence spoken by clergy and laity throughout the last 12 months as 
we have all struggled to find our way in a changing digital landscape. While I (Anne) agree with 
them and think having a digital presence is essential in this season of ministry, “survival” isn’t a 
compelling enough vision upon which to build an impactful ministry. Just getting online isn’t the 
answer. Putting your sermons on Facebook isn’t a magic bullet. Streaming your worship to 
YouTube will not guarantee survival.  

If survival isn’t a solid enough foundation upon which to build an effective online ministry, what 
is? Mission. Contrast that with another statement said to me by another church leader recently.  

“If we want to thrive, we’ve got to get back on mission.” 

Let’s look at the differences in these two statements and see what we can learn about the 
potential impact and mindsets motivating each one.  

“If we want to survive, we’ve got to get online.”  

• A “Survive Mindset” is driven by comfort. What often motivates this statement is the 
desire to maintain the status quo and facilitate the comfort of church members in the 
present and on into the future. This idea of survival indicates you want what is being 
done in the present and future to mimic the comfort of the past. In a survival-motivated 
church, if any evaluations of ministries are done, they are based on how good people feel 
about what was done, not how effective the ministries are in accomplishing the mission 
of the church.  
 

• A “Survive Mindset” is driven by fear. In addition, churches focused on survival are 
driven by fear. They feel threatened because some of the ministries they were doing 
before may not be attractive or even accessible to others. Some of their church members 
have gotten out of the rhythm of a corporate gathering and are settling into new routines 
at home. People are meeting their social needs in other spaces outside of the church. 
Church leaders focused on survival are begging people, saying, “Please come back, we 
need you,” and disengaged church members are saying, “Why? I’m doing just fine on my 
own.”  
 

• A “Survive Mindset” does more of what’s not working. Survival minded church 
leaders think in order to pursue disconnected people and find them where they are, the 
church must go online. “If they won’t come to us, we’ll go to them.” I love that 
philosophy of ministry! But here’s the caveat. If what you’re doing in person isn’t 
meeting the needs of the people you’re trying to attract, what makes you think that doing 
the same thing online will suddenly meet their needs? A church disconnected from its 
intended audience is still going to be disconnected from that same audience online. 



Simply putting something online that is not working to engage the people you hope to 
reach isn’t going to help you survive. It’s just going to make you tired and discouraged.  

Now let’s look at the good news.  

“If we want to thrive, we’ve got to get back on mission.”  

• A “Thrive Mindset” recognizes potential. This statement reveals an underlying belief 
that the universal church still has the potential to thrive and grow in this changing 
landscape. A church leader who is hoping for a thriving church communicates that even 
though things are tough, God is on the throne and the church is still God’s plan A for 
communicating the gospel to a hurting, dying world. The church will thrive, not because 
of what we do, but because of what God is doing. The church thrives when it partners 
with God in the work He is doing, not when it expects God to come and bless the work 
the church wants to do.  
 

• A “Thrive Mindset” prioritizes the mission, not the method. Many churches today 
have forgotten who they are and why they are. In the rush to put Humpty Dumpty (the 
church) back together again, many have tried to pick up the pieces of the past instead of 
leaning into the present and looking for new things in the future. The church is the 
representation of Christ in the world, and we exist to make disciples for the 
transformation of the world. Jesus gave us the Great Commission in Matthew 28:18-20 
knowing full well we would experience wars, famines, pandemics, political unrest, and a 
post-Christian world where being the church on mission would be more difficult. Yet He 
commissioned us anyway and promised to walk with us through it. There are people in 
the world who are waiting for your church to recapture the urgency of living on mission 
so they can hear the gospel. They are struggling through life because they don’t know the 
One who can make them whole. They are ready for your church to reengage in our 
mission so you can be the church to them.  

Do I believe in hybrid ministry? Wholeheartedly! Do I believe online tools and platforms present 
a brand-new frontier for reaching people with the gospel? Absolutely! In order for our churches 
to thrive instead of merely survive, we must approach digital technology as a way to accomplish 
the mission instead of a way to protect and preserve the past. Our mission is too important to just 
survive. Let’s utilize technology and the digital frontier to thrive so we can help people become 
more like Jesus for the sake of others.  

If you’d like to follow what my team and I are doing to make disciples of Jesus Christ for the 
transformation of the world in the digital space, check out The Chapel Online, a new digital-first 
community that seeks to connect those far from God with an online faith community. The Chapel 
Online is right where people are, right when they need us. 

The Chapel Online utilizes the following platforms as tools for ministry:  



Facebook Page: https://www.facebook.com/thechapelonline  
Facebook Group: https://www.facebook.com/groups/thechapelonlinegroup  
Instagram: https://www.instagram.com/thechapelonline/  
YouTube : https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCi8xOTItuAMo2OD5-6qZVMw 
TikTok: https://www.tiktok.com/@lilthingsbigdifference  

Jay Hanson, Director of Congregational Development and Lead Pastor of The Chapel 
Ministries, and Anne Bosarge, Associate Director of Congregational Development and Campus 
Pastor of The Chapel Online, serve at The Chapel Ministries. They love sharing about the ways 
God is moving in their church. Contact them at jay@thechapelministries.com and 
anne@thechapelministries.com.  

 

John Wesley and the Germans singing together 

JOHN WESLEY MOMENTS 
DAVE HANSON 

John Wesley’s diary often indicates that he enjoyed “singing with the Germans.” He would sing 
with them in their worship services. Church of England worship services in Wesley’s day did not 
include singing hymns. Some Psalms were chanted, but no hymns. Wesley loved the German 
music so much that he translated some into English, added a few other hymns, and published a 
hymn book. It was the first hymnal in English in the New World and probably the first hymn 
book in the English-speaking world. He took the material to Charleston and it was printed in 
1736. Only a few copies of this hymnal are available today, however, copies were printed several 
years ago and given to General Conference delegates. 

It was because of John Wesley’s love of the German hymns that English-speaking churches sing 
hymns as a vital part of our worship today. 

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

 

The Faith-in-Action Preacher 

Spring Quarter: Prophets Faithful To God’s Covenant  
Unit 2: Prophets of Restoration 

Sunday school lesson for the week of April 11, 2021  
By Dr. Hal Brady  



Lesson Scripture: Ezra 10:1-12 
Key Verse: Ezra 10:6 

Lesson Aims 

1. Summarize Ezra’s reaction to the people’s sin. 

2. Explain why intermarriage with foreigners caused Ezra such grief. 

3. Write a confession to God for a specific sin and a corresponding course of repentant 
action. 

The writer of the lesson informs us that under the leadership of Nebuchadnezzar the Babylonian 
Empire overtook Jerusalem and exiled the people of Israel in 586 BC. Eventually, however, the 
Persian King Cyrus defeated Babylon. He then released Jewish exiles to return home to 
Jerusalem in 538 BC for the express purpose of rebuilding the temple. 

Now, the exiles didn’t return in one massive number. Following that first wave of returning 
exiles in 538 BC was a second led by Ezra in 458 BC (Ezra 7:7, 13). He desired to restore the 
people to a state of faithful adherence to God’s law (Ezra 7:25-27). The third and final wave of 
exiles returned to Jerusalem in 444 BC and they were led by Nehemiah (Nehemiah 2:1-9).  

Ezra was not only a priest but a teacher of the law of Moses, commissioned by God (Ezra 7:6). 
Ezra was made aware that the people of Israel had committed grave sins (read chapter 9). The 
most glaring violation was that they had intermarried with people and groups outside of Israel 
(Deuteronomy 7:3).  

Note that this prohibition was not based on any racial or ethnic entity. Rather, God warned in 
Deuteronomy 7:4 that foreign faiths “will turn your children away from following me” (compare 
2 Corinthians 6:14-18). Yet even as they returned from exile and sin, the men of Judah were 
marrying pagan women! And as these men were divorcing Jewish wives as well the result was 
abuse of divorce laws and resulting hardship for the foreign wives (compare Malachi 2:13-16; 
Matthew 19:1-9). It is Ezra’s reaction to the people’s disobedience that serves as the subject of 
today’s lesson. 

Conviction of Sin 
Ezra 10:1-4) 

After the initial shock of the report of the people’s disobedience that Ezra received, he 
immediately took it to heart. Ezra led by example. The sincerity of his distress over Judah’s sins 
is emphasized by the intensifying verbs used to describe his actions. Ezra’s physical posture 
matched his spiritual posture before the Lord. Both body and spirit were marked by brokenness 
and sorrow. 



However, some scholars say that “throwing himself down” in front of the Temple may sound 
more vigorous in translation than it was in reality. This may be another way of saying that he 
knelt down during his prayer (Ezra 9:5). In any case, Ezra’s behavior drew a very large and 
inclusive crowd or “assembly.” 

Of course, “The house of God” refers to the temple that had been rebuilt after Solomon’s temple 
was destroyed in the Babylonian conquest (2 Chronicles 36:19; Ezra 3:7-13; 6:13-18). 
Construction was completed in 515 BC, and this second temple stood until the Romans 
destroyed it in AD 70. 

There is no question that people of all ages need good leaders. This is as true in the area of 
repentance as anything else. We are informed that when charting revivals in the Old Testament, 
movements toward God often started with one leader feeling a burden. Though the circumstances 
varied, the initiating factor for revival was someone acting on behalf of the people. The leaders 
may have had a private revelation or realization, followed by the gathering of an assembly, as 
here in verse 1. Here, Ezra’s own conviction and contrition become an example for others to 
gather before the Lord and weep over their sins.  

At this point, a layperson named Shecaniah (pronounced She-kawn-yay), from the family of 
Elam, supported Ezra and added a concrete suggestion. Although he himself had apparently not 
married a foreign wife (he is absent from the list of offenders from the family of Elam in verse 
26), he expressed solidarity with the people in their guilt (v.2). Ezra had also identified with the 
people in their sin (9:7), but Shecaniah moved beyond Ezra’s position to see hope beyond 
judgment. Shecaniah proposed that the people swear an oath to God to expel their foreign wives 
and the children born to these unions. 

The “foreign women” were those not part of the covenant people. Israel had been repeatedly 
warned that “the peoples around” them in Canaan would lead them into apostasy (Deuteronomy 
7:1-4; Joshua 23:12-13). Whether these particular wives were guilty of such a thing is unknown. 
However, the sad example of Solomon—the wise king whose foreign wives “turned his heart 
after their gods” (1 Kings 11:4)—should have stood as a grave warning in the time after the 
exile. Ezra’s contemporary Nehemiah reminded the people of Solomon’s failures, exhorting 
them not to suffer the same fate (Nehemiah 13:26-27).  

Verse 2b says, “But in spite of this, there is still hope for Israel.” A repentant heart is what makes 
“hope” possible for right relations with God to be restored. 

A minister friend had it correct in his Christmas sermon title. He didn’t preach on “I’m 
Dreaming of a White Christmas” but rather, “I’m Dreaming of a ‘Right’ Christmas.” And of 
course, that has to do with our repentance of sins and turning toward God. 

I repeat, a repentant heart is what makes “hope” possible for right relations with God to be 
restored. God’s patience with his people is demonstrated time and time again through the Old 



Testament. The prophets often invoked past episodes of God’s gracious deliverance in order to 
motivate the people toward obedience. Ezra reminded the remnant in Jerusalem that “you” [God] 
have punished us less than our sins deserved” (Ezra 9:13). 

Hope is always grounded in the possibility of God’s mercy. After a moral failure or personal 
tragedy, hope exists because, as King David learned firsthand, God is “good, and what [he does] 
is good” (Psalm 119:68). Hope grounded in God’s goodness led others to write of God’s being 
gracious, also to anger and full of mercy (see Psalms 103:8; 145:8; Joel 2:13). 

In verse 3a, the word “now” signals a step forward from the sins of the past and present, as 
defined in Ezra 10:2. This suggestion from Shecaniah is drastic and may appear cruel to modern 
readers. Some might question if God really wanted the men to “send away” their wives and their 
children, considering Deuteronomy 21:10-14. But in the days following the returns from 
Babylon, the people were very aware of how unfaithfulness had led to their removal from the 
Promised Land. Foreign women could very well lead their husbands back into idolatry, as had 
happened to King Solomon. Thus, the threat the foreign wives posed was too great to ignore. For 
sure, the people had to be intent on being holy in order to please God.  

Before moving on, it should be noted that God’s covenant people were not to mistreat non-
Israelites who lived among them—quite the opposite (see Leviticus 19:33-34; 23:22)! But 
treating non-Israelites with kindness isn’t in the same category as intermarriage. The 
extraordinary circumstances the people faced called for extraordinary action.  

Note in verse 3b that Shecaniah referred to Ezra as “my Lord.” This is only to acknowledge 
Ezra’s authority to decide and lead the people based in what he believed was right. After all, 
Ezra was both a student and teacher of the Law of Moses. His decisions on this matter were well-
informed. 

Verse 3b says, “Let it be done according to the Law.” In view of the law that forbade certain 
marital unions, there were a couple of notable law-breakers. There were Solomon (who married 
Rahab, a Canaanite) and Boaz (who married Ruth, a Moabite). These women are honored as 
ancestors of Jesus himself (Joshua 2:1; Ruth 4:10; Matthew 1:5). However, the captivity from 
which the Jews had returned was a vivid reminder of the dangers of idolatry. Perhaps some non-
Jewish wives were exceptions to the rule like Rahab and Ruth. But the law existed because such 
cases were exceptions, not the rule. Besides, Rahab and Ruth professed allegiance to God in both 
word and action. 

The emotional toll of separating from one’s wife and children must have been overwhelming on 
everybody. It is the difficulty of this demand that produced the strong imperative “Rise up.” And 
this marks the beginning of the shift from conviction to action on the part of the leaders. 

Call to Appear 
Ezra 10:5-8 



Ezra made sure that the leading priests and Levites and all Israel were on the same page. 
Opposition to the task ahead had to be absolutely minimized. So the leaders and lay people made 
a covenant with God to “send away these women and their children” (10:3). 

Ezra then moved to the chamber of Jehohanan (Jeh-ho-hay-nan) where he continued to fast and 
mourn because of the unfaithfulness of the people (exiles). When we think of mourning, it is 
usually in relation to death—the loss of a loved one or someone special. Ezra carried a sense of 
loss as he reflected on years his people wasted as they chased false gods and denied the Lord.  

A proclamation sent throughout the province required that the whole post-exilic community 
convene in Jerusalem within three days. The “officials and elders” (v.8) endorsed this demand—
thus exonerating Ezra from sole responsibility. In addition, severe penalties were attached to the 
proclamation for noncompliance.  

All those who did not show up in Jerusalem within three days would forfeit their property and 
would be banned from the community of exiles. 

“Three days” was a quick turnaround for a message to be proclaimed and journeys to be 
undertaken through all Judah and back to Jerusalem. However, the speed with which repentance 
and action could happen throughout would indicate the importance the people put on rectifying 
their wrongs. 

The severe consequence for not coming to Jerusalem also reveals the utter seriousness of the 
people’s resolution. As we are informed, forfeiting one’s land and possessions and being cut off 
from “the assembly” or community would be the same treatment the foreigner wives 
experienced. Those so penalized would have to find their home elsewhere, away from God’s 
people.  

Call to Action 
Ezra 10:9-12 

Ten of the 12 tribes of Israel had been removed to the Assyrian exile more than 180 years 
previous (2 Kings 17:6). So only the two tribes of “Judah” and “Benjamin” having returned from 
Babylonian exile remained to answer the call to come to Jerusalem.  

“The twentieth day of the ninth month” corresponds to early December. Rain is normal at that 
time in the year. So in addition to the spiritual distress, there was also physical shivering in the 
cold, heavy rain. In such conditions all the people sat outside and waited. 

Then Ezra the priest (the title indicates the basis of his authority within Israel) underscores the 
faithlessness of the community’s behavior and says that the marriages with foreign women have 
added to the guilt of Israel (v.10). Some of the people were guilty because they had married 
foreign women; others were guilty for having tolerated this practice. Ezra’s statement “adding to 
Israel’s guilt” implies that the people hadn’t learned the lesson of the exile. Instead of working to 



decrease sin, they were working for the opposite (compare 2 Chronicles 28:13). In effect, Ezra 
restated the charge. 

At this point, Ezra urges the guilty to confess their sin and to do what would be pleasing to God. 
The guilty’s first response was to “honor the Lord” by admitting wrongdoing, a necessary step 
toward reconciliation with God (1 John 1:9). The next step is to follow through “and to do his 
will,” that is, what he commanded in the first place, what he has desired all long. 

To be required to “separate from (their) foreign wives” was not necessarily a judgment on any 
specific conduct of the wives’ part since no such conduct is listed. Instead, those wives were 
assumed to retain the priorities and religious practices of “the peoples” of the land whom they 
had grown up. It was only by severing their influence that the men of Judah and Benjamin could 
be certain that the wives wouldn’t tempt them to idolatry. 

The community gave its unanimous consent to Ezra’s proposal as they were deeply convicted of 
their sin. To be sure, Ezra’s leadership helped foster that commitment. Point! Any spiritual 
leader worth following will always direct people to God and his glory only. 

Conclusion 

Want to make four points here! 

First, in the Old Testament we have seen episode after episode of Israel’s rebellion against God 
and God’s subsequent restoration of his covenant people (true in today’s lesson). The people of 
God were again in danger of sliding back into idolatry because of their disobedience to God’s 
law. Like the ancient Jews, we too are tempted by the culture that surround us. 

Second, God’s mercy provided hope for Israel to be restored to a right relationship with Him and 
that same mercy provides hope for us. But that required and requires someone with a burdened 
heart to take the lead in that effort. 

Third, God’s forgiving grace is available to us because of the person and work of Jesus Christ. 

Fourth, we are summoned to repent of our sins and be restored to a right relationship with God (1 
John 1:9). 

The late Bruce Larson, a well-known Presbyterian minister, described his experience before 
Christ came into his life. He said: “Months passed. The war ended. Occupation began, and with 
it dullness, boredom and moral stagnation. I felt that I was swimming in a sea of garbage. Even 
worse, the garbage was inside of me. But that was evidently the prologue for God’s next act in 
my life.” It wasn’t long after that Bruce Larson repented and the Savior came. Amen. 

Action Plan 

1. What factors must be present for you to truly regret your sins and repent of them? 



2. Why do you think people are reluctant to repent of their sins? 
3. What leadership role are you gifted to exercise when dealing with communal, collective 

sin? 
Resources for this lesson 

1. “2020-2021 Standard Lesson Commentary, Uniform Series, International Bible Lessons 
for Christian Teaching,” pages 273-280. 

2. “The New Interpreter’s Bible Volume III,” pages 739-742. 
3. “The Interpreter’s Bible Volume 3,” pages 651-656. 

Dr. Hal Brady is a retired pastor who continues to present the Good News of Jesus Christ and 
offer encouragement in a fresh and vital way though Hal Brady Ministries 
(halbradyministries.com).  

 

The Restoration Builder 

Spring Quarter: Prophets Faithful To God’s Covenant  
Unit 2: Prophets of Restoration 

Sunday school lesson for the week of April 18, 2021  
By Dr. Hal Brady  

Lesson Scripture: Nehemiah 2:11-20 
Key Verse: Nehemiah 2:17 

Lesson Aims 

4. Summarize the results of Nehemiah’s nighttime excursion around Jerusalem. 

5. Explain why faith in the Lord and careful planning are not necessarily contradictory. 

6. Prepare a testimony of how God’s hand has been at work in his or her life. 

While the book of Ezra focuses on the rebuilding of the temple, the book of Nehemiah provides 
an account of the rebuilding of the walls of Jerusalem. 

Who was Nehemiah? We are told that he was cupbearer to Artaxerxes (Nehemiah 1:11), king of 
the Persians, who ruled from 465 to 425 BC. Nehemiah was a devout Jew who was the chief 
assistant to the king. 

Nehemiah became interested in renovating an “ugly city,” the once great city of Jerusalem. He 
wanted to address a condition of disrepair and confusion in Jerusalem, but his deeper motives 
and his leadership skill in so doing still have much to teach us today. 



Jerusalem had been a distinguished city, the political and spiritual capital of the nation of Israel 
under David’s leadership (1 Chronicles 11:4-9; 15). Solomon added to its greatness by the 
magnificent temple he built there (2 Chronicles 3). But following the division of the nation and 
the rise of ungodly kings who allowed idolatry and accompanying abhorrent practices to flourish 
in the land, Jerusalem became filled with such wickedness and evil that the judgment of God fell 
on it. Thus, in 586 BC the Babylonians finally breached the city walls, following a siege of 18 
months. The city’s state of massive disrepair still existed in the time of Nehemiah, some 140 
years later. 

The Persians had conquered the Babylonians in 539 BC. Cyrus, ruler of the Persians at the time, 
had permitted any of the Jews who desired to do so to return to their home. We are told that 
approximately 50,000 did (Ezra 2:64-65), but there were those, such as members of Nehemiah’s 
family, who chose to remain in Persia. 

Nehemiah 1 describes what happened in the twentieth year of Artaxerxes, which would have 
been 445 BC. Nehemiah received news from his brother, Hanani, of the sad state of affairs back 
home in Jerusalem:  

“Those who survived the exile and are back in the province are in great trouble and disgrace. The 
wall of Jerusalem is broken down, and its gates have been burned with fire” (Nehemiah 1:3). 

Repeating, the people were in great distress, and the city was in disgrace. Life in Jerusalem was 
not safe, and the pitiful situation of the people was an embarrassment to God’s honor. 

Almost needless to say, this news about Jerusalem hurt Nehemiah deeply. He went off by 
himself for a few days and cried before God in fasting and fervent prayer. He confessed his own 
sins and the sins of his fellow Jews and begged the Lord to honor his promise to bless his people 
if they turned from their sinful ways (1:5-10). 

Nehemiah then asked God that he might receive favor from the king. That involved Artaxerxes’s 
granting permission to Nehemiah to travel to his homeland of Judah and lead an effort to repair 
the wall and the gates of his beloved city of Jerusalem (2:1-9). 

Nehemiah’s request included protection for the journey and also provision of supplies needed for 
the projects that were planned. While the king did indeed grant Nehemiah’s request, Nehemiah 
knew that any favor he had been shown had come from the Lord to whom he had prayed (2:4) 
and whose “gracious hand” (2:8) would be seen time and time again in the upcoming endeavors. 

When Nehemiah arrived, he gave the territory administrators the letters provided by King 
Artaxerxes verifying the king’s support for the project. In addition, the letters also confirmed the 
king’s allocation of the resources needed for the rebuilding efforts (2:7-9). 

Surveying the City 
Nehemiah 2:11-16 



The journey from Susa, the capital city of the Persian Empire, to Jerusalem was nearly 1,100 
miles. It is reported that a daylight walking pace of two miles per hour for six days per week 
(resting on the Sabbath) means a trip of about three months’ duration. The “three days” therefore 
provided some needed rest for Nehemiah after such a long journey. The break also gave him the 
opportunity to plan his strategy, always the mark of an effective leader. 

Now, Nehemiah was aware that not everyone in the territory was on board with what he was 
planning to do (Nehemiah 2:16). Thus, under the cover of darkness, Nehemiah makes a secret 
inspection of the walls of Jerusalem to assess what needed to be done. And Nehemiah is 
accompanied by only a few men whom he has not informed of his mission but who presumably 
can provide information about Jerusalem and its defenses. Nehemiah alone rides on an 
unidentified animal, probably not a horse or a mule, lest it raise suspicion or concern that he was 
politically ambitious, as his opponents later charge (6:6-7). 

So Nehemiah was secretive about his intention to rebuild Jerusalem’s walls and gates. Disclosing 
his plans too early could put the entire enterprise in jeopardy, so Nehemiah bided his time to 
gather information. Nehemiah’s sense of appropriate timing was a quality that made him a 
capable leader. 

We are informed that it appears that Nehemiah did not make a complete circuit of Jerusalem in 
his investigation but only of the southern area (see Nehemiah 2:14-15). At the same time, 
locating precisely some of the places cited is difficult. The “Valley Gate” appears to have been at 
the southwestern side of Jerusalem. Second Chronicles 26:9 records that King Uzziah of Judah 
built a town there. Nehemiah 3:13 notes the repairs done to the gate itself and this section of the 
walls and includes the details that it covered “a thousand cubits,” or 1,500 feet. 

The location of the “Jackal Wall” is disputed, though it is often identified with the Pool of 
Siloam on Jerusalem’s southern side. The “Dung Gate” may describe the gate leading to the trash 
dump in the Hinnom Valley, to the south of Jerusalem. This also required repair (Nehemiah 
3:14). 

The scene before Nehemiah was very much in keeping with what his brother Hanani had 
described to him (Nehemiah 1:3). Nehemiah’s survey of the walls had to have disturbed him. It’s 
one thing to hear a report of destruction and quite another to see it firsthand. 

While serving as pastor of St. Luke in Columbus, Georgia, a tornado ripped through a section of 
our community. Of course, like everybody else, I heard about the damage it had caused. But 
when I saw the damage firsthand on homes and property the impression was much stronger. 

Moving on in verse 14, the “Fountain Gate” was possibly situated in the southeastern wall of 
Jerusalem. The “King’s Pool” may have been a part of King Hezekiah’s project to bring water 
into the city to improve its odds of survival in a prolonged siege. And the rubble at the pool was 



so excessive that the “mount” Nehemiah was riding could not get through. This detail 
emphasizes the terrible devastation Nehemiah found in Jerusalem. 

“The Valley” mentioned in verse 15 is probably the Kidron, a name also attached to the 
accompanying brook east of Jerusalem. Nehemiah then retraced his path, going “back to the 
Valley Gate” where he started (Nehemiah 2:13). 

As yet, the “officials” (or “administrators”) of the city did not know what Nehemiah was up to, 
nor had he told the Jews in general or their authorities (priests, nobles, and officials) his plans. 
“Jews” in verse 16 may refer to a wealthy elite who had returned from Babylon (Nehemiah 5:1, 
17). 

So Nehemiah’s first step toward rebuilding Jerusalem’s walls was assessing the damage caused 
by the Babylonian siege many decades earlier. The Bible also encourages us—by example and 
command—to regularly assess our personal spiritual condition (see Romans 12:1-3).  

Someone stated that there are three marks of a Christian: a self to live with, a faith to live by, and 
a love to live out. A good assessment of our spiritual condition could hinge on how we are doing 
in those marks. 

Summoning the Leaders 
Nehemiah 2:17-18 

Nehemiah then brought together the leaders of the people and, having told them of the 
impression the moonlit sight had made upon him, urged them to unite in a great effort to put the 
city in proper repair. One reason for doing so was that the condition of the wall left Jerusalem 
vulnerable to attack. 

In addition, there was an important emotional reason to have strong walls in a city. The city was 
an object of derision and mockery (a disgrace) in its current state (compare 2 Chronicles 7:19-22; 
Psalm 14:13-14). Jerusalem was the holy city, the site of God’s temple. It needed to be 
maintained in a way appropriate to this distinction. Thus, Nehemiah described the decrepit state 
of Jerusalem as something that was not only troubling to the residents of the city but also 
disdainful to outsiders. Rebuilding the wall offered protection as well as went a long way toward 
rehabilitating the feeling that Jerusalem itself was in ruins. Three considerations determined 
where ancient cities were built: (1) access to water, (2) access to trade routes, and (3) 
defensibility. A great city needed all three. 

Evidently, Nehemiah was speaking to people who had become rather skeptical concerning God’s 
plan and purpose for them and for the city of Jerusalem. We are told that over the years since the 
return of the exiles from captivity in Babylon, various attempts to rebuild Jerusalem had been 
thwarted (see Ezra 4). 



At first, Nehemiah’s proposal may have sounded like just another failed plan that would add to 
the people’s disillusionment. But when Nehemiah spoke of “the gracious hand of my God on 
me,” he offered reason for new hope of success. Throughout the Old Testament, the mention of 
God’s hand represents the work that God does in the world (Exodus 6:1; Joshua 4:24; Isaiah 
41:17-20). 

When Nehemiah came to the Lord in prayer after hearing of the sad condition of Jerusalem, he 
noted how the Lord had redeemed the covenant people, of whom Nehemiah was a part, with his 
“mighty hand” (Nehemiah 1:10). Nehemiah was able to provide evidence that God’s hand was at 
work on his people’s behalf. In the past, rebuilding had been stymied by opposition. But this 
time Artaxerxes had given his approval to the work in Jerusalem, but even more, the true King of 
Kings was the one in ultimate control of his people’s welfare. 

Nehemiah was so convincing that the people committed themselves to the common good. Now, 
the fact of God’s powerful hand leading and blessing does not eliminate the need for human 
hands to do their part. God seems to prefer to work through people instead of just accomplishing 
his purposes all on his own (Isaiah 6:8; Ezekiel 22:30). 

A second lesson of Nehemiah’s leadership is that he realized he needed “buy-in” from 
Jerusalem’s leaders if he was to have success rebuilding the city’s walls. Church leaders who 
forget this will be in for a rude awakening. A ministry or program will succeed only with the 
congregation’s support. And what does all this say about prayer practices to get God’s buy-in? 

Scorning the Critics 
Nehemiah 2:19-20 

Sanballat (San-bal-ut) the Horonite and Tobiah (Toe-bye-uh) the Ammonite official have already 
been introduced as villains (see Nehemiah 2:10). Any worthwhile undertaking for God is bound 
to encounter opposition of some kind. Consensus is always desirable but not always achieved. 

So Sanballat, Tobiah, and their new colleague Geshem still tried to thwart Nehemiah’s mission, 
even resorting to political propaganda. They charged that this project was an act of rebellion 
against the king of Persia. 

An accusation of rebellion against the king had succeeded in halting an earlier rebuilding effort 
(Ezra 4). But Nehemiah had the full backing of the king, and he knew that the claims of his 
critics were baseless.  

Interestingly, there is no record of Nehemiah’s mentioning King Artaxerxes in his reply to the 
scoffing of his enemies. Instead, he appealed to a higher court: “the God of heaven.” Since God 
had guided Nehemiah to this point, Nehemiah knew that God was not going to abandon him or 
the people who had committed themselves to start rebuilding. 



Verse 20b says, “but as for you [the scoffers], you have no share in Jerusalem or any claim or 
historic right to it.” The Hebrew word translated “share” is used to refer to God’s division of the 
Promised Land among the tribes of Israel (examples: Joshua 14:4; 18:5; 19:9). Any portion 
Sanballat had as an Israelite was revoked when God sent the 10 northern tribes into exile for 
their faithlessness (2 Kings 17:6-23; compare Ezra 4:3; Acts 8:21). 

Speaking of the idea of “historic right,” the opponents did not have the historical ties to the city 
that Nehemiah and his coworkers did. They had absolutely no legal claim to interfere with what 
Nehemiah was doing. Thus, Nehemiah did not underestimate the evil that was present in his 
three opponents, but he did make the decision not to compromise and not to negotiate. 

Summary 

There is a third and fourth lesson in Nehemiah’s leadership. Lesson number three is that a great 
or noble purpose will enable us to face and overcome criticism. 

However, Nehemiah’s lesson number four is the most important. That is, there is great wisdom 
in asking for help when a task is too big for us at any time. 

There is a story about a father who watched through the kitchen window as his small son tried to 
move a large rock in the yard. The boy couldn’t get quite enough leverage to tip the rock over. 

At one point the father came outside and asked the boy, “Can’t you lift the rock?” 

“No, Dad, I just can’t do it.” 

“Are you using all the strength you have?”  

The boy responded, “Yes, but I just can’t move it.” 

The father replied “No, you’re not using all the strength you have because you haven’t asked me 
to help.” 

Nehemiah would have many rocks and rubble to move in rebuilding the wall of Jerusalem, but 
heavenly and earthly hands would provide him with more than enough help. 

Action Plan 

4. What factors should cause you to determine that a strategic, multi-day delay on a project 
is not merely procrastination? 

5. What kinds of ministries may need to be conducted with a level of secrecy at first? 
6. How does your review of God’s past guidance encourage you about the guidance you 

now seek? 
Resources for this lesson 



4. “2020-2021 Standard Lesson Commentary, Uniform Series, International Bible Lessons 
for Christian Teaching,” pages 281-288. 

5. “The New Interpreter’s Bible Volume III,” pages 758-762. 
6. “The Abingdon Bible Commentary,” Robert W. Rogers, pages 469-470. 

Dr. Hal Brady is a retired pastor who continues to present the Good News of Jesus Christ and 
offer encouragement in a fresh and vital way though Hal Brady Ministries 
(halbradyministries.com).  

 

Retired Clergy Birthdays – April 2021 
 
4/01 – Ed Chance: PO Box 524; Wrens, GA 30833  
4/01 – Danny Treadway: 1417 Peabody Dr.; Maryville, TN 37803  
4/03 – Jennifer Sherling: 2447 Tuxedo Place; Albany, GA 31707 
4/05 – O.C. Dean, Jr.: 265 Three Oaks Dr.; Athens, GA 30607  
4/05 – Kay Stanaland: PO Box 905; Murrells Inlet, SC 29576  
4/07 – Jim Hamlin: 322 S. Houston Springs Blvd.; Perry, GA 31069 
4/08 – Terry DeLoach: 209 Dixie St.; Brooklet, GA 30415  
4/09 – Sandra Henry: 111 Laurel Overlook; Canton, GA 30114  
4/09 – Glenn McCranie: PO Box 493; Grandy, NC 27939  
4/12 – Tim Bagwell: 192 Barrington Hall Dr.; Macon, GA 31220 
4/12 – Gerald Goodman: 1572 Fluker Kiel Rd.; Coffeeville, AL 36524 
4/15 – Leigh Ann Raynor: 212 Torrington Blvd.; Thomasville, GA 31757 
4/16 – Nick Hazelton: 517 Ferncliff Terrace; Macon, GA 31204  
4/16 – Wesley Kaylor: 855 Chokee Rd.; DeSoto, GA 31743 
4/16 – Barbara Nelson: 1106 Merrill Dr.; Dublin, GA 31021  
4/16 – Tom Nichols: 414 Cardinal St.; Pooler, GA 31322 
4/16 – Jimmy Sharp: 2225 Teate Rd.; Vienna, GA 31092  
4/18 – Frances Howell: PO Box 658; Midway, GA 31320  
4/22 – Fred Maddox: 200 Highland Rd.; Statesboro, GA 30458  
4/24 – Willie Lucas: 607 Holloway Ave.; Albany, GA 31701  
4/27 – B.J. Funk: PO Box 187; Chula, GA 31733  
4/28 – Bert Alexander: PO Box 964; Pine Mountain, GA 31822  
4/29 – Sam Watkins: 1937 E. DeRenne Ave., Savannah, GA 31406  
4/30 – Don Kea: 5300 Zebulon Rd., Garden Home 20; Macon, GA 31210 
 

Scripture Readings – April 6 

April 11 
Second Sunday of Easter 
Acts 4:32-35 
Psalm 133 (UMH 850) 



1 John 1:1-2:2 
John 20:19-31 

April 18 
Third Sunday of Easter 
Acts 3:12-19 
Psalm 4 (UMH 741) 
1 John 3:1-7 
Luke 24:36b-48 

April 25 
Fourth Sunday of Easter 
Acts 4:5-12 
Psalm 23 (UMH 754 or 137) 
1 John 3:16-24 
John 10:11-18 

 

Events in the South Georgia Conference – 4/6/2021 edition  

Connectional Ministries’ Book Club – April 6 
Connectional Ministries invites South Georgia clergy and laity to join a virtual book club via 
Zoom. From the comfort of one’s home or office – anywhere, really – participants will discuss 
the week’s book, its important themes, and faith. The group’s first book is “How to Be an Anti-
racist” by Ibram X. Kendi. Leading the discussion will be Lindsey and Rev. Andrew (Drew) 
Young, pastor of Mosaic Church in Savannah. The study will begin March 2 and run through 
April 6. Find more details and registration information online at www.sgaumc.org/book-club. 

5 Things Your Visitors Are Thinking But Won’t Ask, Zoom – April 12 
Join nationally known worship coach and author Jason Moore as he shares lessons learned from 
years of providing "secret worshiper consultations" in churches large and small. Jason will help 
your church identify what the 5 most important factors are important for new visitors and how to 
address them with easy-to-implement ideas and systematic steps. 5 Things will include 
instruction on how to develop and train a more intentional/welcoming hospitality team, how 
to/why to develop a formal child check-in procedure, how conduct a signage audit, and what to 
do with your existing space. All of these things and so much more will help you recognize the 
things that you may have been missing for years. This training will apply to both online and in-
person worship. Bring your whole team for an experience filled with laughter, fun and practical 
learnings. The live Zoom event will be held April 12, 2021, from 1 p.m. until 3:30 p.m. a follow-
up Zoom Think Tank with Jason will be held at 10 a.m. May 13, 2021. Register now / More 
information 



Online Basic Lay Servant Ministries Training via Zoom – April 13, April 15, April 20, 
April 22 
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 basic class is based on Cokesbury’s book, “Lay 
Servant Ministries Basic Course,” which teaches a basic understanding of ministry in the United 
Methodist Tradition. Included in the course is the following: Wesleyan Tradition and 
Foundations, Spiritual Gifts, Servant Leadership, Caring Ministries, Communicating, and 
Sharing Your Faith. You must complete all of the scheduled dates to complete your training. To 
participate you will need either a cell phone that will allow you to download the Zoom app 
(please do so ahead of time) or a laptop, a steady wi-fi connection, and a willingness to learn in a 
modern way. Registration fee for the class is $25. For more information, contact Anne Bosarge 
at anne@thechapelministries.com. 

Virtual Tools for Ministry, Zoom – April 15 
As local churches continue to explore and experiment with new digital platforms for worship and 
discipleship, it can be a daunting task to figure out the best tools to use to enhance the experience 
for your online audience. In this workshop, Rev. David Wood, Executive Director of GNTV 
Media Ministries, will unpack the basic tools for live streaming – from cameras to software to 
streaming platforms and everything in between! If you are looking to start hosting online 
worship, or if you are currently hosting services online but are looking for ways to improve, this 
workshop will explore affordable tools available to you. With the right tools, managing your 
online presence doesn't have to be so daunting! The live Zoom training will be held April 15, 
2021, from 10 - 11:30 a.m. Register now / More information 

Native American Ministries Sunday – April 18 
On Native American Ministries Sunday, United Methodists cultivate and support urban missions 
with Native Americans and fund scholarships for Native American seminarians. 

Alive Together at the Table with Bishop Bryan, Zoom – April 20 
Come together at the table with Bishop Bryan for reflections and conversations. How is it with 
your soul? What is going on in our conference and the general church you need to know? The 
conversation will begin at noon and will last approximately one hour. We will use the same 
Zoom link for all of these conversations, so once you register and receive the Zoom link you can 
save it for future conversations. If you misplace the link at any point, feel free to register 
again. Register now 


