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Bishop Graves: A look forward into 2022 

By Kara Witherow, Editor 

Bishop David Graves doesn’t know what 2022 holds, but one thing he knows for certain: God is 
faithful. 

“I don’t know what 2022 is going to bring to us. It could be challenging in many ways,” he said 
in a new video. “There have been many years (in history) that have been challenging, but God’s 
faithfulness has always been there and God’s faithfulness will be with us. And I want us to lean 
into that.” 

As he looks forward to the new year, Bishop Graves acknowledges the difficulties of the 
previous two years but encourages South Georgia United Methodists to continue doing what they 
do so well – building relationships, loving people, and being the Church. 

“We’re called to be the church,” he said. Having just celebrated Advent and Christmas and the 
hope, love, and peace that has come, “that’s what our world needs now in the midst of whatever 
is coming forward.” 

Bishop Graves praised South Georgia congregations for the ways in which they have pivoted and 
shifted to minister in the past two years. He said he’s encouraged by the ways needs are being 
met. 

“You’ve been feeding people, clothing people, you’ve been meeting needs. You’ve walked 
alongside people that have walked through the valley of the shadow of death,” he said. “You 
have been an encouragement. And so that’s what brings me great hope.” 

The entire Bible – from Genesis to Revelation – reveals God’s faithfulness, he said, and that’s 
one place Bishop Graves finds hope to face an uncertain future. 

“You see God’s faithfulness through all the 66 books of the Bible, all through the scriptures. You 
see the gospels that begin the New Testament begin to radiate this great hope in the ministry and 
vision that Jesus the Christ gives us,” he said. 

He urged South Georgia United Methodists to look to scripture and to the world around them for 
signs of hope and encouragement. 

“And so, in the midst of all that’s happening around us, great is God’s faithfulness. And if you’ll 
just pause and begin to look for that, you will witness and experience that in ways that you just 
maybe didn’t see.” 

WATCH FULL INTERVIEW VIDEO 



 

Central UMC’s Work-Out Bible Study aims to firm body, mind, soul  

By Kara Witherow, Editor 

Like many at the beginning of a new year, in 2021 Kindall Strahan resolved to take her health 
more seriously.  

The wife and mother of four had battled a long-term infection and various health issues since her 
second daughter was born eight years ago. A former dancer, she was tired of being sick and tired.  

“I knew I had to be wholly healthy,” said Strahan, the secretary at Central United Methodist 
Church in Fitzgerald. “I had to turn to God to be healthy.” 

A busy mom, Strahan’s only free time came during her lunch break, so she decided to spend that 
time exercising and studying scripture. She started a midday Work-Out Bible Study and, 
knowing others might be in a similar situation, invited the congregation and community to join. 

“It’s a workout and a Bible study because you need both – you need exercise and good nutrition 
for your body and your mind,” she said. 

An eight-week program that began Nov. 9, Central UMC’s Work-Out Bible Study offers two 
options, a medium-intensity workout on Tuesdays and an hour-long, low-intensity, low-mobility 
workout on Thursdays. 

Each class opens with prayer and includes scripture readings and Bible study.  

“We get into a state of mind that says we’re here, we’re focusing on God, we’re getting our 
minds ready to be in tune with the Lord and what He wants us to do,” Strahan said. “And we’re 
using our bodies as part of that.” 

The Tuesday class uses a 30-minute online program called “SoulStrength Fit.” Strahan 
developed Thursday’s class herself, creating a short Bible study followed by a 20- to 30-minute 
chair workout. 

Strahan laughs at the idea that she’s a workout instructor. Not a trained professional, she just 
wants to be healthy – physically, mentally, and spiritually – and invited others to join. 

“I’m just like the people coming to these workout Bible studies; I’m trying to be more health 
conscious. Anybody can do this.” 

One’s faith can’t be separated from health, Strahan said, and she believes people need to pay 
time and attention to their whole being.  



“My hope is that people will pay as much time and attention to their mental and spiritual 
wellbeing as they do to their bodies,” she said. “I want us to focus not necessarily on just losing 
20 pounds, but maybe on gaining closure for themselves or getting closer to the Lord or using 
their body as a temple and making room for their mind and heart and soul. That’s the biggest 
thing.”  

 

Epworth By The Sea to reopen this month 

By Joel Willis, President/CEO, Epworth By The Sea 

On March 16, 2020, COVID-19 caused all reservations for church and nonprofit groups at 
Epworth By The Sea to be cancelled. To say the least, the future looked bleak. Little did we 
know that when the Golden Ray capsized in the Saint Simons Sound on September 8, 2019, that 
Epworth By The Sea would play a vital role in the wreck’s removal. 

In order to remove the wreck, the salvage workers needed to be housed in a safe place to prevent 
infections from COVID. Epworth By The Sea was identified as the perfect place to provide 
housing, meals, recreational activities, and river access for the salvage workers to reach the 
wreck. We began providing meals September 8, 2020, and the salvors arrived on our campus 
September 22, 2020. The crew departed December 15, 2021.  

For 15 months, our staff provided a “home away from home” for the salvage workers who were 
from all over the world. Many spent months away from their families in order to do the work. 
Epworth staff made it easy by serving them with a “servant attitude” on a daily basis. 

Our Food Service staff provided meals basically on a 24-hour schedule. Housekeeping and 
Maintenance staff attended to any needs. Our Reservations and Office staff continually stayed in 
contact with our groups as the work continued to be extended. It was a very fluid situation with 
workers coming and going and the changes related to the work on the wreck. It was a challenge, 
but all of our staff rose to meet the needs with a hospitable spirit. 

We were advised by T&T Salvage that without the campus and facilities of Epworth, this 
removal of the wreck would not have been accomplished because of COVID. The wreck would 
still be in the sound as a rusting hulk. 

This crew was not the typical group we serve. These workers told us they knew they were on 
Holy grounds and that they have never been deployed to such a positive environment. They 
heard the hymns from the Wright Prayer Tower each day and saw the Christian symbols across 
campus. Spiritual counseling and recorded sermons from the Lovely Lane Chapel worship 
services each week were available. We were told that 37 accepted Jesus Christ during their stay 
at Epworth. We can only imagine the positive impact made on each worker. During their stay, 



Epworth continued to provide a Christian place for worship, study and fellowship just as we do 
for all of our groups each year.  

I know many were disappointed that our campus was closed to the public during this period, but 
the campus closure worked. Not one worker was infected with the virus, and this enabled the 
work to continue. 

Epworth’s campus is now open to the public. However, in order to get our facilities ready for 
groups and individuals in January 2022, we are not taking any reservations.  

Even though Epworth had everything T&T Salvage needed in terms of facilities and location, it 
was our staff that made it work. I am very proud of each team member listed below. By housing 
the salvage workers, Epworth played an integral role in the removal of the wreck. 

During this time, we were able to make improvements to our campus. Some of these 
improvements include: painting interior and replacing carpet with vinyl flooring in the 80 Pitts 
and Booth rooms and the 42 Robertson Inn rooms. We have also added mini-refrigerators and 
microwaves to Booth, Pitts, Robertson Inn and Turner motel rooms. Cabin 9-10 renovation is 
almost complete. An outdoor, open-air pavilion has been constructed near the Strickland 
Auditorium and an amphitheater is being added near the pavilion and gazebo.  

We are looking forward to getting back to “normal” operations in 2022. We will continue to 
provide a Christian place for Worship, Study and Fellowship, just as we did for the salvage crew 
of the Golden Ray. 

Happy New Year! 

Glory be to God, 

Joel Willis 
President/CEO 
Epworth By The Sea 

Thank you to our staff: 

Food Service Maintenance Housekeeping Administration 
Kyah Aldridge John Caldwell Luisa Bautista-Villa Erica Bautista 
Selena Armstrong Edward Carter Reyna Condado Jolie Chaney 
Carl Carroll Carlos Juarez Joy Deliosa June Davis 
Kaylee Crane Junior Lamb Hermelinda Jimenez Tiffany Flavell 
Wandetta Floyd John Logue Busanbong Kirby Mallery Hale 
Cole Hanson Jackie O’Berry Katarina Margarito Tammy Heath 
April Hubbard Victor Salazar Nancy Moncus Renthia Lewis 
James Jackson Santos Santos Estela Morales Ron Nichols 
Charity Keith Carlin Sizemore Jackie Ramsey Kelly Maloy 



Derek Life Blake Spratlin Alex Reyes Wayne Racz 
Karen Parshley David Wills Juana Reyes Trice Roberts 
Jeremy Ramsey  Yuvia Reyes Stephanie Sims 
Tina Reese  Lulu Tresvant Pam Spillers 
Robbie Robinson  Monroe Turner  
Barbara Staten    
Delroy Watson    
Billy Xayavong    

 

 

ICYMI: Our main articles from 2021  

Can you believe it’s 2022? Take a break from the hustle and bustle of the new year and read the 
main 2021 stories from the South Georgia Advocate, listed in chronological order, in case you 
missed any! 

• 2021: a look ahead with Bishop Bryan 
• Bikers deliver gifts, cheer to Wesley Glen residents 
• COVID-19 battle impact’s Pine Forest UMC pastor’s life, faith 
• Hazlehurst UMC turns shipping container into clinic 
• Albany First UMC’s new Alzheimer’s Outreach Center building expands longstanding 

ministry’s reach 
• Conference boards work to save churches money 
• St. Mary’s Road UMC pastor mixes Bible, baking in online devotional series 
• South Georgia apportionment giving remains strong despite difficult year 
• Connectional Ministries launches online book club 
• South Georgia congregations get creative to celebrate Ash Wednesday, Lent 
• Morales elected vice president of Georgia VOAD 
• Thomasville First UMC’s Giving Garden grows food, friendships 
• South Georgia funds being used for mission and ministry in North Katanga 
• After more than two years, Colquitt UMC returns home 
• Between Two Rivers Cluster churches fight COVID with care boxes 
• South Georgia churches awarded more than $200,000 in grants for hybrid ministry 
• Creativity, computers help annual Confirmation Retreat continue 
• Bishop Bryan announces retirement 
• Churches host COVID vaccine clinics 
• Don Barnes elected UMM president 
• Family’s love of music lives on though gift of new bell system to Douglas FUMC 
• Mental Health Awareness Month: How communities of faith can help people heal 
• Conference remembers, celebrates, and honors during worship services 
• Conference completes its pre-1982 pension and benefits obligations 
• Alive Together at the Table through mission, ministry & evangelism 
• Videos highlight ways Conference is alive 
• Laity Cabinet connects laity, conference leadership 



• Americus quilters make quilts for veterans, others 
• Nashville UMC’s men’s group cooks up conversation, connection 
• Focus on friendship, outreach help Brunswick’s Emanuel UMC grow 
• South Georgia UMs resume mission trips 
• Bishop Bryan retires after 46 years 
• Fifty years with Lawson: a blessing and a joy 
• St. Luke UMC opens Ranger Outreach Center to serve military, veterans, families 
• Q & A with Bishop David Graves 
• Brunswick First UMC team focuses on creation care, conservation 
• South Georgia UMW stays connected virtually 
• SEJ College of Bishops appoints Dr. Brad Brady as SEJ Conference secretary 
• New book by Bishop Looney shares humor, inspirational stories from his life and 

ministry 
• Conference’s assistant disaster response coordinator lives faith through service 
• Begun by UM Sunday school class, Lawson Neel MedBank serves Thomasville citizens 
• Connecting, communicating, collaborating are focus of Conference, district lay leaders 
• Statesboro First UMC pastor, children’s minister dance to raise money for local domestic 

violence shelter 
• South Georgia UMW gather virtually for annual meeting 
• 2021 KidzQuest "a gift from God” 
• Clergy promote peace during trial 
• Statesboro First UMC’s revival a “work of God through hundreds of lay people” 
• Revs. Baxter, Duke-Barton to serve as South Georgia mission liaisons 
• Teaching is Colquitt UMC member's "God-given gift" 
• Brunswick First UMC shares hope, comfort, peace through Angel Ministry 
• Higher Education in Georgia: Colleges, universities, and Wesley Foundations reach 

students, communities for Christ 
• Conference awards $25,000 for children’s, poverty ministries 
• South Georgia Conference sends $20,000 to aid tornado victims 
• White Bluff UMC’s Christmas Light Extravaganza shares joy, light of Christ with 

Savannah 
  

If you have ideas for an article you’d like to see in The Advocate in 2022, please email 
kara@sgaumc.com.  

 

United Methodists reach settlement in Boy Scouts’ bankruptcy case 

United Methodist leaders have reached a settlement in the matter of the Boy Scouts of America’s 
(BSA) pending bankruptcy proceedings. Upon final court approval, the settlement would absolve 
any claims of sexual abuse that may have occurred in congregation-sponsored Scouting 
programs.  

Under the terms of the settlement, United Methodists would raise and give $30 million over a 
three-year period into a fund that will be utilized to compensate survivors, and United Methodist 



congregations that charter Scout troops and packs would be released from all abuse claims 
involving Scouting activities. A team has been formed to identify strategies and materials that 
may be used to raise the funds. South Georgia Conference leadership has identified resources for 
the conference’s share, and does not expect to need to raise funds from local churches. 

The church would also agree to work for the healing of survivors and recommit to work toward 
ending sexual abuse of young people. Through the General Commission on United Methodist 
Men, United Methodists will work with the BSA to continue to ensure Scout safety and grow 
Scouting ministry as part of its mandate through The Book of Discipline. 

“We are sorry for what occurred and are praying for all those who experienced harm through 
Scouting activities. We are committed to the protection of children and youth, and the United 
Methodist Council of Bishops will be working with the church, the Survivor Working Group and 
BSA to address policies, programs, and procedures in order to keep Scouts safe from abuse,” 
said Bishop John Schol, chair of the UMC leadership team created to support the United 
Methodist chartering organizations in the bankruptcy matter. 

The settlement follows months of mediation by an Ad Hoc committee of bishops, chancellors 
and general agency employees that has been advocating for United Methodist interests. 

“I want to thank everyone who has been working through the mediation process for the healing 
and just resolution of the survivors,” said Schol. “Our settlement agreement has the support of 
both the BSA and the Coalition of Abused Scouts for Justice.” 

The United Methodist Church has long worked proactively to prevent child abuse. The 
percentage of claims in the last 20 years potentially related to United Methodist congregations’-
sponsored scouting units is less than 1 percent of all UMC claims.  

Under the terms of the agreement, denomination leaders will intensify efforts to prevent and 
raise awareness of child sexual abuse. 

The Council of Bishops of The United Methodist Church has committed to lead the church in 
carrying out the following:  

• Work with all United Methodists to raise funds for the Survivor Trust Fund. 
• Tell the story of harm done to survivors through a series of articles to be published by the 

denomination and by each U.S. annual conference to draw attention to child sexual abuse 
and call upon the church to be vigilant in working to prevent child sexual abuse in 
churches, homes and the community. 

• Carry out a denomination-wide review of all Safe Sanctuaries and other policies to 
safeguard young people from sexual abuse and update policies as necessary and ensure 
the policies are being followed. 



• Provide opportunities for sexual abuse survivors to share their experiences with United 
Methodist leadership if they choose to do so.  

• Work with all United Methodist ministries and with the Boy Scouts of America to 
continue to make programs safe for all young people. 

• Provide leadership to help all BSA chartering organizations to make a $100 million 
contribution to the Survivor Trust Fund. 

• Participate as a member of the Survivors Working Group 

 

Save the Date: Virtual Clergy Time Apart set for Feb. 15  

Bishop Graves invites all Alabama-West Florida and South Georgia clergy to a special virtual 
Clergy Time Apart that will help pastors learn how to more fully care for themselves in order to 
more effectively serve. 

Set for Tuesday, February 15 from 10 a.m. until noon EST via Zoom, the virtual conference will 
focus on “Empathy as Pastoral Leadership: Continuing to Care while Maintaining Spiritual 
Wellness.”  

Joining Bishop Graves will be Rev. April Casperon, Director of Diversity and Inclusion for the 
West Ohio Conference of The United Methodist Church. During the session, Rev. Casperon, an 
ordained deacon, will share practical exercises for increasing empathy. 

Co-hosted by the South Georgia Conference Office of Connectional Ministries and the Alabama-
West Florida Conference Office of Connectional Ministries, the Clergy Time Apart is designed 
to help clergy consider their current struggles with empathy, learn how to better care for 
themselves, and learn practical ways to increase empathy. 

Click here for additional information and registration.  

 

Leadership training, new SPRC videos available for local church leaders 

A series of training videos designed for local church leaders is available on the conference 
website. Laity who are stepping into new roles or who are continuing to serve in key leadership 
positions can take advantage of these video resources. In the videos, leaders will receive tools, 
training, and encouragement that will equip and empower them as they begin the year in their 
roles.  

Bishop Graves has recorded a new Staff Parish Relations Committee (SPRC) video. 



In it, he expresses thanks for those who serve in leadership in the local church and the important 
role laity play.  

“Our shared focus should be winning people to Jesus, seeing the unseen, transforming lives, and 
changing our corner of the world,” Bishop Graves said.  

Matthew 28:18-20 and Matthew 25:40 encapsulate The United Methodist Church’s mission to 
make disciples of Jesus Christ for the transformation of the world, he said.  

“I believe the key for your staff parish relations committee, and for all of us, is asking the 
question: how do we align the mission we’ve been given with our strategy?”  

Trainings for leadership positions and committees include: Stewardship, Finance, SPRC, 
Trustees, Lay Leader, and Treasurer. 

Additional leadership trainings include: S.H.A.P.E., Meetings that Matter, Unleashing Creativity, 
Teamwork in Ministry, Virtual Tools for Ministry, Safe Sanctuaries, and a Strengths Coaching 
overview.  

Click here to find the videos, resource documents, and to see the full listing of Leadership 
Training topics. 

 

Registration for summer camps now open 

Camp Connect, the camping ministry of the South Georgia Conference, is coming back home to 
Epworth By The Sea for the 2022 summer camping season! Weekly camp dates for high school, 
middle school and elementary students, along with registration information, can be found 
at www.campconnectumc.org. 

 

Leadership Team applications now available 

Applications are now being accepted for the 2022 Camp Connect Summer Leadership Team at 
Epworth By The Sea. Applications are open to college students who have completed at least one 
year of college. The Leadership Team will commit to 9 weeks of camping ministry which will 
include serving hundreds of youth and children while making Christian friendships with other 
staff members that last a lifetime. For more information, 
visit www.campconnectumc.org/applytobeonstaff. 

 



21st annual Join the Journey Confirmation Retreat set for March 4-6  

“Join the Journey” Confirmation Retreat is back! The South Georgia Conference’s 21st 
annual retreat will be held at Epworth By The Sea March 4-6. Online registration is now open for 
South Georgia UMC churches through Jan. 7 when it will open up to all churches, both in and 
out of conference. The deadline is Feb. 18 or until the event reaches maximum capacity. Click 
here for more information about registration. 

Tailored to 5th grade students and above, confirmands will enjoy learning about their United 
Methodist heritage in a high-energy, exciting atmosphere. Participants will also be exposed to 
the diverse leadership that makes up the South Georgia Conference as pastors, youth directors, 
children’s directors, and lay members share during the general sessions and workshops. 
Throughout the weekend, confirmands will journey through the church seasons, gaining a better 
understanding of their role as a United Methodist and a member of the body of Christ.  

For more information, contact Suzanne Akins, Director of Camping and Retreats, at (912) 638-
8626, ext.107 or suzanne@sgaumc.com.  

 

Register today for Youth Worker Winter Retreat 

Registration is now open for the South Georgia Conference's Youth Worker Winter Retreat, Jan. 
20-21 at Little Ocmulgee State Park. This retreat is a time for youth workers to remember their 
calling, their why. The last 18 months have been the hardest times to navigate in ministry; youth 
ministry has changed and youth workers need the tools, the relationships and reliance on God 
(and God alone) to continue. This one-day retreat will give youth workers time together to 
worship, to reset, to learn, to encourage, and to dream, again. For more information, contact 
Suzanne Akins, Associate Director, Connectional Ministries at suzanne@sgaumc.com or call 
(912) 638-8626 ext. 107. More information / Register 

 

Injustice and Fairness 

Winter Quarter: Justice, Law, History 
Unit 2: God: The Source of Justice 

Sunday school lesson for the week of January 9, 2022  
By Dr. D. Craig Rikard 

Background Scripture: Genesis 21:8-21 
Key Scripture (NIV): “God heard the boy crying, and the angel of God called to Hagar from 



heaven and said to her, ‘What is the matter, Hagar? Do not be afraid; God has heard the boy 
crying as he lies there. Lift the boy up, and take him by the hand, for I will make him into a great 
nation.’” Genesis 21:17-18 

Lesson Aims 

1. To learn the value of this narrative as it relates to God’s faithfulness and our obedience. 
2. To learn to identify with emotions and actions of the biblical characters to better 

understand the story. 
3. To embrace the powerful truth that God keeps covenant with us in spite of our sins and 

mistakes. 
Introduction 

The difficulty we experience creating Sunday school lessons from the biblical texts is that we 
create and teach our lesson in a common format. However, the Old Testament narratives were 
not written as Sunday school lessons. They were recorded to tell a story with an intended 
meaning. Thus, trying to force a narrative into the usual Sunday school structure and format can 
be difficult. There is always a danger of trying to make a narrative “fit” the message we want to 
convey. This can cause us to misstate the message or miss it altogether. We always want to be 
true to what God inspired the original author to write and true to their reason for writing it.  

On this occasion we will simply examine the story, highlighting the truth that breathes through 
its people and events. As stated in previous lessons, the Old Testament is concerned with God’s 
Covenant with Abraham and the world. Each narrative adds to the story of that Covenant by 
sharing how the covenant was experienced and affected God’s people. Then, we always deal 
with the question, “What this mean for us today?”  

The easiest manner for us, I believe, to grasp the message of this story is to examine: 1. The 
background of the story; 2. The people in the story; 3. The events in the story; and 4. The 
implications of the story. 

The Background of the Story 

Again, our story occurs in the early days of God’s Covenant with Abraham and Sarah. The 
collective story of the Bible is an inspired saga that recognizes God has initiated and called us 
into relationship with himself (“himself” to be understood without regard to gender; God is 
Spirit). From the onset of Genesis through the end, we have a narrative that reveals who initiated 
this Covenant, for what reason, and with whom. It is the Creator of all who invites us into 
relationship. The relationship was established in Eden and broken through the sin of Adam and 
Eve.  

The following narratives reveal the pattern of God continuing to offer a new beginning in spite of 
our sin only to have men and women abuse, neglect, or violate this offering of grace. Cain will 
slay Abel, yet God marks Cain for protection and life. Noah’s family will experience 



drunkenness and shame, yet God establishes the rainbow as a sign of covenant and hope for His 
creation. God has designed the blessed creation with diversity and beauty, yet at Babel there is a 
neglect of that diversity. There was also the desire to “reach the heavens,” a realm belonging 
only to the divine. Thus, God scatters them. The story of Genesis now makes it obvious that 
humankind cannot “save themselves from themselves” and their sin. Only God can save them. 
Thus, the special covenant with Abraham and Sarah is established, which I refer to as the 
Covenant. God promises to be their God, and opens the door for them to be his people. Their 
descendants biologically and spiritually will multiply and fill the earth. 

Thus, the Covenant is established in Genesis 12. However, since we believe in progressive 
revelation, (that is, God reveals to us what we can understand at the time, in a manner we can 
understand it), this basic Covenant is “fleshed out” over the ensuing years. Eventually the 
question arose, “What does it mean for God to be “our God” and for us to be “his people?” Thus, 
the Mosaic Law is revealed to add “meat to the bones” of the Covenant. However, as Israel 
should be progressing morally, they grow stagnant. The intention of Covenant was to establish a 
relationship of the heart. Thus, Jeremiah foresees a day when the Covenant will be written upon 
our hearts. Finally, Jesus was the Covenant incarnate. He was the Covenant, lived the Covenant, 
taught the Covenant, and fulfilled it in the deepest sense. He made it possible for the Covenant to 
be written upon the heart of a person through faith.  

Our text occurs in early days of the Covenant. The promise of future generations has been given. 
Abraham and Sarah, like most near-eastern people, understood this facet of the promise 
biologically. They would produce sons and daughters to fill the earth. In their patriarchal world, 
sons were perceived as the vehicle through which this family of God multiplied and lived in 
covenant.  

Since Abraham and Sarah understood the Covenant in these biological terms, giving birth to a 
son was to be a ratification of the Covenant with God. If they were to be God’s people upon the 
earth, God would give them a son. As the years passed and Sarah did not conceive, the seeds of 
doubt were sown. They faced the important question, “Should we wait on God, or take matters 
into our own hands?” They took matters into their own hands. This impatience would lead to 
both blessing and heartbreak.  

Have you ever been impatient in prayer? Have you ever taken matters into your own hands, 
acting without proper forethought and prayer? Can you share such a moment? Can you share 
the consequences of such impatience? If you have been patient in prayer, can you share the 
benefits of that patience? 

The People of the Story 

Abraham 



Abraham is known as the biological “father of the Jewish nation.” What many fail to recognize is 
that he was also “father of the Arab nation.” You are encouraged to read the genealogy of 
Abraham for a broader understanding of who he is. His name was originally Abram. In the Bible, 
when people experience a transforming moment through an encounter with God, their name is 
changed. Abram becomes Abraham, Sara becomes Sarah, Simon becomes Peter, and Saul 
becomes Paul.  

Abram is 75 when he encounters God. God initiates a holy covenant with Abram and 
circumcision is instituted as a “mark or sign of the covenant.” In this encounter, and as 
circumcision is instituted, Abram’s name is changed. Furthermore, Sara’s name was changed to 
Sarah. Both were important to the Covenant! Though it was a patriarchal world, Sarah is an 
important person in the fulfillment of God’s covenant with his people. Abraham would be 100 
when he and Sarah gave birth to Isaac in the biblical account. 

Abraham is also known as the “father of faith.” He was asked to leave the home of his father, 
Terah, and walk into the unknown, later settling in Haran. From there, he and Sarah journeyed to 
Egypt during a famine. Later they traveled back to what we know as Israel. Faith isn’t always 
related to stepping into the unknown. Often faith involves trusting God to help us do what we 
“know to do,” and “go to places we know” in life. However, it requires great faith to step into 
mystery and trust God. Remember, it was a hostile world. Traveling from place to place without 
the protection of numbers was risky. Furthermore, Abraham is no longer a young man. He most 
likely was as comfortable in life as possible. However, God is calling him to step into risk. He is 
to step out of comfort and into discomfort. This act of following God into the unknown will 
become one of the great examples of what it means to live by faith for both Jewish and Christian 
communities. Abraham is the father of faith because “he believed God.” 

Abraham’s faith was intensely tested in the days following the birth of the promised child Isaac. 
Surrounding nations often engaged in child or human sacrifice to appease their gods. Abraham is 
called to offer Isaac to God in such sacrifice on Mt. Moriah, later to become the Temple Mount. 
In anguish and faith Abraham raises the knife. However, the Angel of the Lord stills the knife 
sparing Isaac his life and Abraham the greatest heartache he could ever know. Abraham’s God 
would not require child sacrifice! Instead, a lamb was provided. Abraham’s God would prove 
different from the many gods of his neighbors. God was merciful and faithful to the divine word!  

Can you share a time in your faith when you stepped by faith into mystery, into the unknown? 
Were there risks involved? From where did you get the desire and courage to take that step? 
What was the result? What was the personal benefit you received by stepping out in faith?  

Sarah 

We are rarely given the genealogies of women in the Bible. Again, it was a patriarchal world. 
Sadly, we only know Sarah as “Abraham’s wife.” In the Genesis account she is approximately 
10 years younger than Abraham. However, just because it was a patriarchal world does not 



diminish the important role in our faith of women like Sarah. She, too, had to follow into the 
unknown, trusting God’s promise to her husband. She was human! She, too, had fears, 
reservations, and even other opinions! However, these were laid aside to follow. She, too, is a 
person of great faith. It is true that it took great faith for Abraham to follow God into the 
unknown. It is also true that it required great faith for Sarah to follow her husband into that same 
unknown.  

Life was difficult for all women in the Old Testament era. It was a hostile world, and often an 
unkind world. A woman was esteemed for one major reason: she could give birth to a son, an 
heir. Sadly, the greatest cause of death for women was most likely childbirth. If she failed to give 
birth she could be divorced, shunned, and rejected. Sarah had to be a person of strong character 
to persevere in her world and circumstances. Thankfully, the narrative does seem to imply that 
Abraham had both affection and respect for Sarah. He wants to make her happy and listens to her 
requests.  

Can you relate to Sarah’s disappointment? Culture and life placed a great expectation upon her 
to give birth to a son. What are some expectations life, culture, and faith place upon you? Are 
they realistic? Can you share a time when patience in your faith made a great difference in your 
life? 

Hagar 

Hagar became a concubine for Abraham, but she was also a victim. She is an Egyptian 
handmaiden of Sarah – a slave. Remember, Sarah “gave” Hagar to Abraham to bear a child. 
Hagar had little or no control over her own life. Most likely Hagar was well treated by Abraham 
and Sarah. We cannot judge whether she was happy with her station in life. There isn’t enough 
information for such an assertion. However, the tone of the narrative indicates she was an 
important part of Abraham and Sarah’s lives. Many slaves were treated like members of the 
family. There most likely had to exist some level of trust between the three of them. Still, her life 
was not her own.  

Some state that Sarah’s giving Hagar to Abraham in the end was a good thing. Her relationship 
with Abraham did offer Hagar the ability to do the one thing that gave a woman’s life meaning in 
the Old Testament era: she gave birth to a son. The child, Ishmael, would become the father of 
the Arab world. Thus, Hagar played a special role in biblical and world history. Though the 
result of her relationship blessed her, we should always remember that she lived under the yoke 
of slavery. The Old Testament history of covenant repetitively reveals moments when God takes 
the sins and mistakes of humanity and accomplishes unimaginable good. A good result in no way 
means that slavery is ever acceptable. 

Though not slaves, in what way do you think we can best relate to Hagar’s feelings and plight? 
Have we ever felt our life was not our own? Has God accomplished something good from a 
difficult situation in your life? What does Hagar’s life teach us about trust and acceptance? 



The Events of the Story 

The cultural and religious pressure upon Sarah to give birth was tremendous. As the years 
passed, the weight of that expectation grew heavier. Consequently, her impatience to give 
Abraham a son is understandable. However, as is usually customary, her impatience led to the 
rash judgement of giving Hagar to Abraham. Remember, Abraham did not reject that judgement. 
He could have simply refused Sarah and Hagar. Thus, he too was either impatient or his frail 
human desire chose not to resist. 

Our narrative pointedly reveals the humanity of the characters. Isaac and Ishmael are normal 
children. The birth of Ishmael was certainly initially celebrated. However, the birth of Hagar’s 
son did little to alleviate Sarah’s feelings of disappointment and failure. There should exist little 
surprise that young Ishmael mocked Isaac. He is witnessing a great feast in honor of Isaac being 
weaned. Another has taken his place as the favored son. Ishmael is a young boy and therefore not 
fully responsible for his jealous feelings. However, Sarah’s response to the mocking proved 
another opportunity for her to act rashly. Isaac is the child of promise, he is the son who has 
granted her favor in life with Abraham, their people, and God. Her attachment to Isaac, as that of 
most all mothers, was strong. It was a biological, emotional, and spiritual attachment.  

Notice the change in her tone toward Hagar. Initially, she entrusted Hagar to Abraham that an 
heir could be born. Now, Hagar is “that slave woman.” Hagar and her son have become a threat 
to Sarah. Though the threat was not real, Sarah felt threatened nevertheless. Once again, 
Abraham does not resist Sarah’s rash judgement and sends Hagar and Ishmael from the camp. 
We would prove rash if we perceived Sarah as the sole cause of the banishment. Abraham is just 
as complicit.  

Again, we are allowed a glimpse into the humanity of Abraham. He is distraught, for Ishmael “is 
his son.” This will not be the last occasion when Abraham is emotionally distraught over the 
possibility of losing a son. In a few years he will be asked to offer Isaac on Mt. Moriah. The 
intervention of the Angel of the Lord granted Abraham some sense of relief in sending Hagar 
and Ishmael away. He hears the promise of God for his son Isaac and also for Ishmael. Both will 
become fathers of great nations.  

The following event is difficult for us to understand. Abraham takes a little provision of food and 
water and places them across Hagar’s shoulders. Imagine a long pole, balanced with bags of food 
and water on each end, and we might have some indication of how Hagar appeared when she 
left. Perhaps the food and water were draped across her shoulders alone. Standing at her side was 
Ishmael, a young boy, Abraham’s son. As they walked into the Desert of Beersheba, Abraham 
had to know that without intervention the two would die. Even though Abraham trusted God to 
take care of them, it would still have proved difficult for him to engage in such risky behavior. 
Most of us cannot fathom the fear Hagar must have felt. She literally has no one, other than 
Ishmael and God.  



What do you think of Abraham’s actions? Even though God promised to care for Hagar and 
Ishmael, do you think it would prove easy to let them go? Do you think this is a great act of faith 
on Abraham’s part? Or do you perceive it as an unthoughtful, risky act? How do you reconcile 
the two? 

Eventually, the provisions dissipate. We can almost feel the mother’s broken heart and fear. She 
cannot watch her son die. Thus, she places him at some distance and walks away to die. In the 
narrative God intervenes and both are saved. God’s promise of covenant with Isaac and Ishmael 
remains unbroken in spite of the rash behaviors, complicities, and sins of His children.  

Implications of the Story 

Once again in Genesis, we encounter the story of humankind seeking to live out God’s Covenant 
in spite of their human frailty and sin. Most of us can relate to every emotional struggle and poor 
judgement in the story. Yet, the story powerfully proclaims God’s faithfulness to the Covenant, 
and thus to us. God refuses to disown us or allow our mistakes to hinder His redemptive will.  

Can you list all of the emotions present in this story in the characters of Abraham, Sarah and 
Hagar? In what ways can you relate to them? How can these emotions and others effect your 
walk of faith? What are the rash and poor judgements? Have you engaged in such behaviors? 
What did you learn from past poor judgement? What did you learn about yourself and about 
God? What does this narrative say to you about God’s faithfulness?  

Prayer 

Almighty God, we confess our sins and weakness. So often they cloud our perceptions and lead 
us into misguided actions. Forgive us and teach us. Reveal to us anew your faithful love for your 
children. In Jesus’ name, Amen. 

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

 

Justice and Fairness 

Winter Quarter: Justice, Law, History 
Unit 2: God: The Source of Justice 

Sunday school lesson for the week of January 16, 2022  
By Dr. D. Craig Rikard 

Background Scripture: Exodus 23 
Key Scripture (NIV): “Do not follow the crowd in doing wrong. When you give testimony in a 



lawsuit, do not pervert justice by siding with the crowd, and do not show favoritism to a poor 
person in a lawsuit.” Exodus 23:2-3 

Lesson Aims 

1. To better understand what it means to pervert goodness. 
2. To recognize the power of the crowd when seeking to act in truth. 
3. To better understand the responsibility we have toward others and God. 
4. To learn to seek the higher path of God’s moral law versus the shadowy path of self-

serving. 

Personal note: Often, an assigned text contains far more areas of inquiry and observation than 
one lesson can explore. Thus, some of the lessons, such as this week’s lesson, appear long. I try 
to harvest all I believe the text offers, even when I know it is most likely too much for a one-hour 
or 45-minute lesson. In spite of all explored, I often feel there is so much more that time 
constrains me from exploring. The purpose of these lessons is to add another layer of exploration 
to the good work already done in the Sunday school books and teacher’s manuals. When a lesson 
is this long you may have to omit some areas of its content. I pray you can use the books, this 
lesson, and your personal study to offer an instructive and informative biblical lesson. Hopefully, 
you can save and use the unused info for another time.  

Understanding the Terms 

Perversion 

The term pervert implies alteration. Perversion, as used in our text, does not imply a wrong is 
created from nothing. It implies that truth and righteousness exists priori, as the gift of God. The 
term priori refers to preexistent, objective reality. In other words, God’s truth, love and 
righteousness exists over and beyond us. We did not create them, we participate in them. 
Perversion occurs when that priori truth, righteousness and all other moral attributes are altered 
by humankind for selfish purposes in contrast to participating in them for the ultimate good. 
Using the words of Jesus, it is taking God’s preexistent light and altering it until it takes on a 
degree of darkness. No person or power possesses the ability to totally eradicate God’s truth and 
goodness. However, that truth and goodness can be twisted until it appears as a dark shadow. 
The truth and goodness still exist; however, we cannot see or experience them in their full light. 
Read Luke 11: 33-36.  

Sadly, we have witnessed some clergy taking the light and truth of Scripture and twisting them 
for self-serving purposes. Many of us recall the horror of Jonestown. Jim Jones began with a 
passionate desire for social justice. However, he took this righteous cause and created a dark 
existence. Social justice remains a righteous, good cause. However, as Jones perverted it, people 
experienced its dark alteration and its destructive consequences. Painfully, scripture has 
historically been used to justify slavery, sexism, and prejudice. Perversion, therefore, is a most 



grievous sin. When we use goodness for evil intent our sin, and the consequences of that sin, 
create pain and destruction. Sadly, we can use goodness and pervert it through ignorance. 
However, perversion, as understood in our text, can involve intent. That is, we are aware of what 
we are doing, yet our desire for a selfish end drives us to alter truth to reach that end. 

Most of us are acquainted with the moral philosophy of “the end justifies the means.” A person 
can desire a selfish end. We can so desire that self-serving end that we twist and alter that which 
is good to achieve it. Furthermore, we tend to justify this perversion of goodness and truth 
because we believe the end is worth it. Thus, it is not a moral philosophy. In most cases it is an 
immoral philosophy.  

Can you attest to witnessing the perversion of goodness for ill intent? What do you believe is the 
consequence of such perversion? How do you believe people are hurt in this manner? Can you 
share moments and experiences in which you witnessed someone, or a group, adhering to the 
philosophy of the “ends justifying the means?” Can you identify your own adoption of this 
philosophy when you believed it served you well? Do you believe the ends ever justify the means 
when it involves the perversion of light, truth, and goodness? What do you think Jesus meant 
when he warned of the light within us becoming darkness?  

The Crowd 

Perversion can be intensified in a crowd. A crowd can develop its own personality. It is most 
difficult to stand alone for goodness and truth when the crowd endorses and promotes that which 
is destructive. Goodness and truth can swiftly become victims in a forceful crowd. Some refer to 
the power of a crowd as mob mentality. There exists no greater expression of this mob mentality 
than the behavior of the crowd during the trial of Jesus. Many of the crowd in Jerusalem were 
pilgrims. They traveled from all parts of the world to partake of Passover in Jerusalem. It was the 
dream of every Jewish person to celebrate and observe Passover in the Holy City. Many would 
have been unfamiliar with Jesus. Even if some heard of Jesus, they most likely heard opinions or 
rumors. The vast number of these pilgrims, along with the Jews who lived in or near Jerusalem, 
were not violent people. They were people of faith! They were in Jerusalem to observe a holy 
day and event in their history. Individually, most would never take a human life. 

However, how quickly the crowd is moved to demand the crucifixion of Jesus. I’ve only 
attended one political rally in my life. As a young man I was bewildered over how quickly 
usually quiet people became loudly vocal. As a student of theology and human behavior I was 
equally surprised over how quickly individuals seemed to “feed off the emotions” of others. I 
even found myself wanting to agree with the crowd though I arrived with a strong set of opinions 
that differed. Most of us understand and have witnessed the power of a crowd.  

The power of the crowd can serve a good cause. Sports crowds often inspire players. When 
individuals gather respectfully and lawfully around a just cause, they empower that cause. When 
women marched for the right to vote, their crowd amplified the justice of their cause, eventually 



leading to a change of law. Crowds at revival services often strengthen the faith and increase the 
hope of fellow worshippers.  

In contrast, how often have we witnessed a sports crowd turn violent? How often have we 
experienced marches and gatherings around a cause become a riot? How often have we 
witnessed a crowd of good people manipulated into destructive actions? 

Our text warns us about “following the crowd.” Perversion is destructive enough when 
performed by an individual. How destructive it can become when enticed and nurtured within a 
crowd! Just because a majority of people believe in something or support something, their 
number does not make their thought and action right. Often in history, a few people, or even one 
person stood for the right against a sea of wrong. Shannon Adler was correct in writing: “People 
can waste a large amount of their time trying to be accepted by people. Sometimes, God meant 
for you not to fit. You never know, you may hold the unique perspective that when voiced or 
demonstrated will change generations.”  

The Civil Rights Movement in the 1960s is a great example of the few against the crowds. We 
often mistakenly think of the movement as Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. and the massive crowds he 
drew as the norm. Actually, King and a few with him were a minority, a great minority in the 
beginning. The large crowds that later became associated with the movement were first a small 
few, committed totally to the justice and righteousness of their cause. The power and 
righteousness of their cause won the hearts and minds of people.  

A crowd not only possesses the power to arouse constructive or destructive passions within us, it 
can also birth apathy and silence. In silence we attempt to insulate ourselves from the destructive 
energy about us. We may feel like we are non-participants in the wrong by remaining silent. 
Joseph of Arimathea was a member of the Sanhedrin that tried Jesus. We have no record of him 
saying a word in defense of Jesus. He has often been praised for giving his personal tomb for 
Jesus’ burial. However, I have often wondered if this was not an act of guilt on his part for not 
having stood against the wrong being done to Jesus. Only he and God knew his heart. We must 
recognize the power of a crowd to silence dissent, even when that dissent is right.  

We live in community. Most of us live and embody our morals and values in that community. 
The community can inspire and nurture those values, or it can stifle them. As people of faith, we 
must know what we believe while always being open to new light. We must know when to join 
and when to resist. We must know when to speak and when to be silent. We must always be 
aware of the crowd and its power! Even more so, we must always be aware of the power and 
presence of God’s overriding and transcendent goodness and righteousness. 

Exodus is the story of a moral community. The Mosaic Law has been given. Now, the nation of 
Israel must prayerfully and corporately determine how to live as a moral, just, godly society. 
They were not creating a moral life for the community; in contrast they were participating in the 
moral life God had created.  



The crowd has tremendous power in early Israelite history. Remember, unlike the West, where 
we strongly believe in the rights of the individual, the Near Eastern world believed in the power 
of the community over the rights of the individual. If an individual could possibly harm the 
entire community, they could lose their life. Read the story of Achan in Joshua 7. The crowd was 
perceived mostly in a positive, healthy light in Hebrew culture. Yet, against this historical 
backdrop Israel is warned about the power of the crowd to pervert justice.  

Can you share moments when being part of a crowd proved inspiring and empowering for good? 
Can you share moments when crowds took a positive moment and created destruction? Have you 
witnessed “mob mentality?” Can you recall a moment when a crowd, of great or small size, 
influenced your thought or behavior? Can you remember some such moments as a positive? Can 
you recall some proving destructive in your life? Can you attest to a time in your life when you 
felt a crowd silenced you? Can you identify with Joseph of Arimathea during Jesus’ trial? How 
do you think you would have felt to stand in his shoes? 

The Text 

Our text offers five choices we can face when presented with opportunities to engage in truth, 
justice, mercy and goodness. Though these choices were written long ago, we can still identify 
with them. These five do not represent an exhaustive list of all such choices. However, they do 
awaken us to consider our response when facing choices of goodness versus self-centeredness. 
We can either participate in God’s goodness or engage in the perversion of that goodness. 

Since the major thrust of our lesson is related to the perversion of justice and goodness, we can 
only briefly visit the issues involved in these choices. Time will not allow us to explore all 
factors involved in these choices. Our intent is rather to understand how these choices are 
representative of all choices involving our participation in or perversion of God’s goodness and 
justice. 

First Choice: Involvement or Negligence 

In day-to-day life we often witness our neighbor, or even a stranger, experiencing difficulty. In 
this first choice, a neighbor’s donkey has either wandered off or the animal is so overloaded its 
legs cannot withstand the weight, rendering the animal unable to work. On the surface these 
incidences do not strike us in 2021 as major moral dilemmas. However, in ancient Israel such 
moments could lead to hardship and loss. The ass was indeed a beast of burden. It possessed the 
remarkable ability to travel the terrain of Israel with steadfast footing. There existed only two 
means of traveling. A person could walk or ride a donkey, burro, or ass. In this instance, the ass 
is most likely used to transport necessary supplies for home and work. In ancient Israel the ass 
was their car and truck! The loss of the animal could mean great hardship for the family 
involved. Imagine owning a business in which you depended upon a truck to transport your tools 
and necessities. Continue to imagine someone stealing that truck, leaving you to fend for 
yourself. The ancient Israelite would most likely have experienced the same emotions as us. 



In the second part of this incident the donkey is overloaded. Even if items are removed from the 
donkey’s back, allowing the donkey to stand, what happens to the removed items? Do you leave 
them and pray no one steals them? Do you try to hoist them upon your own back, risking injury 
and pain? An overloaded donkey presented a most difficult dilemma.  

In both cases we are being asked, “What should be our godly, righteous response?” Do we help 
our neighbor or continue in our own pursuits? In both cases it is possible to ignore the struggle of 
another and choose not to become involved. We might ask Cain’s question, which we studied in 
our first lesson of January, “Am I my brother’s keeper?” The answer to Cain’s question is an 
emphatic “Yes!” Again, we live in community. All of us are interconnected in life. Failing to 
recognize the pain and struggle of another means that see ourselves as “disconnected” from 
them. If we ignore them we are choosing to believe our time is too valuable and our own pursuits 
far more important than their pain. 

How is this negligence perversion? The priori moral law of God proclaims we are loved and are 
to love likewise. This moral truth calls us to identify with our neighbor’s struggle. The same 
calamity afflicting them is possible for us. In our human community, pain and struggle are as real 
as joy and triumph. We all live through both together. The only way we can “leave the scene” is 
to twist or alter this moral law of love through rationalization. We might say, “Yes, they are 
important to God, but not as important to me today.” “There is an end I desire more than helping 
them.” “Yes, they are hurting, but they will survive.” Of course, the greatest rationalization often 
facing us can be stated as, “Someone else has more time to help them.” We can add 
rationalization after rationalization, each one an attempt to alter and twist the moral law of love 
for one another. Each rationalization adds shadow to the radiant light of love and compassion.  

In the second incidence the text introduces an interesting caveat. We are to help the person even 
if they hate us. It is of great importance to consider the ramifications of this caveat. This caveat 
forces us to observe there exists no condition with the power to nullify the moral law of God’s 
love. How they feel toward us has no bearing on our responsibility to do the right thing in love. 
The moral attributes of God are eternal. These attributes are the moral attributes of the Kingdom 
of God, later fully embodied in Jesus; thus, they are eternal. Eternal attributes cannot be 
destroyed by human sin. The only way we can leave our neighbor in these situations is to alter 
the truth with rationalizations.  

There are two consequences of such negligence. First, I diminish my own character. I have 
missed the opportunity to identify with one of God’s children, even when they despise me. I have 
missed the opportunity to transform their dislike and hatred into love and appreciation. I have 
forfeited the opportunity to learn and grow through another opportunity in life. Secondly, I have 
left the individual and family in pain. As I move forward in life, I may find a way to put the 
moment out of mind. However, their pain is real, and it continues. In such moments, we have a 
choice. We can choose the higher, noble path of love, or we can walk away in the shadows. 



Can you identify with the owners of the donkey’s in both cases? How do you think they felt, and 
what possible pain awaited them? Can you recall moments in your life when you faced the 
choice of helping or neglecting? Did you find yourself wanting to rationalize your leaving? Can 
you understand why rationalizing and leaving are a perversion of the good? Can you recall 
moments when you did help? What did helping another do for your spiritual life? What were the 
positive consequences of following God’s moral law of love? 

Second Choice: False Accusation or Truth 

The next alternative is presented to us in the courtroom of God’s justice. Perhaps one of the 
darkest expressions of injustice involves accusing another falsely. The tone of our text infers that 
the accusation is intentional. The one accusing knows the charge is false, and thus, doesn’t care 
about the pain the victim experiences. In the Old Testament world, a false charge could result in 
the death of the innocent. 

Justice is the expression and human action of God’s truth in human life. In God’s Kingdom what 
is right is right. Again, it is priori. I can proclaim that all pine needles are purple. I can enlist 
thousands to agree with me. I can sit on the witness stand, having taken an oath to tell the truth, 
and continue to proclaim the color of pine needles is purple. However, the truth is: pine needles 
are green or brown! It doesn’t matter how many proclaim them purple. It doesn’t matter whether 
I state differently in a court of law. The truth about pine needles is real, and thus unchangeable 
by us.  

Justice is based on THE TRUTH! Again, the moral truth of God stands above and beyond us. 
We can choose to participate in that truth or pervert it. When we falsely accuse another, we are 
perverting truth. When we pervert truth, we pervert justice.  

Jesus was innocent. This was the truth. Yet, for selfish ends, the Sanhedrin falsely accused him. 
However, the false accusation could not alter the truth of Jesus’ innocence. Still, human sin could 
pervert the truth and proclaim a twisted, altered expression of truth. The Sanhedrin offered their 
accusation to Rome as truth. That was a day of darkness, great darkness. Thankfully, the 
resurrection of Jesus proclaimed the eternal nature of truth. The truth about Jesus and God was 
indestructible. Still, Jesus suffered greatly because of that dark, false accusation. Biblically, the 
truth in the end always wins. However, that doesn’t mean our perversion of that truth does not 
create pain and destruction in the here and now.  

Sadly, the innocent have often been wrongly accused. On some occasions those false accusations 
were based on ignorance, and yet others falsely accused intentionally for selfish ends.  

False accusations do not only occur in a judicial court for the creation of serious consequences. 
A false accusation on social media can ruin a life. We live in an era of false accusation. Charges 
are tossed about here and there with little consideration of the pain created. False charges must 
never be accepted as a “normal part of life.” The perversion of truth and the dark consequences 



that ensue are always serious and destructive. The Mosaic Law clearly warned against such 
perversion.  

Our text warns against a “bribe” to participate in such darkness. The reason most people falsely 
accuse is because there is a temporary gain. Again, there exists a dark, selfish end that leads a 
person to pervert truth. The temporary gain often appears very appealing. However, the gain is 
very fleeting, followed by the diminishing of character. Guilt arises and fear of the falsehood 
being discovered haunts. Choosing falsehood for gain leads one to walk a different path, a 
darkened path. This path is not a way of light and growth. It is a path of shadows, grief, and 
missed opportunity.  

Have you witnessed the consequences of false accusations? Have you been a victim of false 
accusation? If so, what effect did that accusation have upon your life? Have you witnessed the 
destructive nature of false accusations on social media? Can you articulate the pain you 
witnessed? What does the warning against false accusations have to say about your daily 
interactions with others at home, work, leisure? Have you recognized false accusation and their 
consequences in the routine of life? Why do you think Jesus taught that truth is liberating? If 
truth is liberating, what is the result of falsehood?  

Third Choice: Equality or Favoritism 

The moral truth of God’s love, revealed in Christ, proclaims the equality of all in relation to love, 
respect, value and treatment. Jesus’ entire life challenged every action of favoritism and 
inequality. Since all are equally loved of God, then favoritism is a violation of that moral law. 
Favoritism is perversion. The truth of our equality in Christ must be twisted and altered for one 
to engage in favoritism. 

Even in the earliest days of Israelite life, they recognized how easy it was to treat the wealthier 
person differently. In courts of law, the poor often suffered unnecessarily simply because the 
word of the wealthy carried more weight. In the West we live in a nation offering one of the 
supreme justice systems in the world. However, as long as frail humans are involved in justice 
there will be injustice. Many argue today that the poor are denied the justice offered to the 
wealthy.  

As the Church of Jesus, we should represent equality, and embody the love of God for all. Our 
actions and beliefs should always reflect the transcendent moral law of God’s love for all. 
Embracing this moral law especially means that all within the Body of Christ are treated equally. 
There can be no rich or poor, important or non-important, powerful or weak, etc. Our frail 
humanity is not an excuse for favoritism. Read James 2:1-9. 

Why do you think people find it tempting to treat the wealthy and powerful with favoritism? How 
do we justify such treatment? How is favoritism a perversion of justice and truth? What are the 
consequences in a society that treats some with favor? What are the consequences in the 



Church? What are the personal consequences we experience when treating some as more 
important than others?  

Fourth Choice: Stranger or Friend 

There is only one verse in our text related to this alternative. However, this brevity does not 
lessen its importance. This alternative has everything to do with “identification.” Our text infers 
that we would not oppress a stranger if we identified with them. We too were once strangers! 
When we encounter people outside the Church, let us remember, we once were outside the 
Church. When we encounter people participating in sinful behavior, let us remember we were 
once sinners! The day we forget from where we’ve come, we create a sense of “them and us.”  

The higher moral law reminds us that we are all sojourners with God and with one another. 
Though we may not know each other’s names or understand life in the same manner, we are still 
family. All are members of God’s human family and through faith the Lord’s spiritual family. 
The only way I can treat someone as an outsider, oppressing them, is to perceive and treat them 
as a stranger. I have to accept the erroneous thought, “They are not me, or like me.” Again, we 
must pervert the truth. Read Mark 12:29-31. It is the perversion of this law that causes all human 
relational pain.  

How easily do you think we differentiate ourselves from others? What are some of the major 
“differences” we use to separate ourselves into “us and them?” How is the oppression of 
another a perversion of the Law of Laws in Deut. 6:4? What are the painful consequences of the 
divisions that oppress and separate us? How do you think we can better relate to those we have 
formerly considered “different?” How can our church help us to break down such distinctions 
and more greatly embrace the human family? Do you think most of us look at strangers and 
think, “They are not like me,” or “They are very much like me?”  

Fifth Alternative: Tending or Abusing 

Our text closes by calling our attention to creation. From the beginning we were called to tend 
this beautiful garden of creation. I have personally visited only a small portion of the world, and 
yet I am always overwhelmed. The beauty and design of creation drives me to my spiritual 
knees. Creation inspires us and gives us life. It contributes to our spiritual life as much as it does 
our physical sustenance.  

In our fallen humanity we have placed far more emphasis on using creation to feed and clothe us. 
We use creation to make us happy, and for some, to make us wealthy. All of us are participants 
to some degree in the abuse of creation. We have not cared for our air, water, the forests, etc. as 
those called of God. We have used the garden’s resources repetitively. 

Even in the early years of Israelite agricultural history, they acknowledged the need to care for 
the fields that feed them. Planting crops repeatedly, without allowing the land to rest, drains the 



soil of nutrients. The Sabbath is a God-created time for us to worship, be thankful, and spiritually 
rest. However, we often fail to remember it was also a day that allowed creation to rest as well. 
Included in this rest for creation is also rest for the creatures that enrich our life. Even the poor 
benefit from the care of creation.  

I truly believe we are witnessing the consequences of our perversion of the moral law to care for 
creation. Caring for creation is a means of expressing to God our gratitude for home and life. The 
beauty of the earth is a gift. Beauty inspires and enlivens. We can identify with the earth in such 
a manner that we refer to certain parcels of land as “home.” We are not only morally connected 
to each other, we are connected to creation. It is interesting to note in the creation hymns that 
care is taken to remind us we were made from the dust of the ground. Thus, we are a part of the 
earth and the earth is a part of us. 

When creation is abused we live in estrangement. We were not created to live disconnected from 
the gift of creation. Again, we are part of it! We suffer spiritually when we create a disconnect 
from the world and earth. When we use and abuse instead of caring and nurturing we suffer 
spiritually and biologically. 

Again, the only way I can abuse and use creation for my benefit is to twist the truth. I must alter 
the truth that instead of creation being a gift to be nurtured, it becomes something to which I feel 
entitled for my personal happiness.  

Do you believe our present world lives in a disconnected manner from creation? Do you believe 
we embrace creation as a gift from God? Are we tending the garden or abusing the garden? 
What consequences do you recognize from the abuse of nature? In what ways do you feel a 
kinship with the earth? What do you believe can be done to foster a greater appreciation for the 
gift of creation? What do you think happens within us spiritually when we are disconnected from 
creation? In what ways has the gift of creation become perverted for the selfish purposes of 
humanity? 

Summary 

The above scenarios are windows into life. They represent moments when we are confronted 
with embracing the higher moral truth of God or perverting that truth to accomplish our selfish 
purposes. 

Prayer 

Almighty God, thank you for the truth that enlightens and enlivens. Thank you for the 
meaningful lives we enjoy as people who follow Jesus, the light of the world. Forgive us for 
succumbing to the temptation to pervert justice and goodness. Save us from our selfishness and 
egocentrism. By your Holy Spirit, continue to reveal the higher way that leads to life eternal. In 
Jesus’ name, Amen. 



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

 

How Methodism got its name 

JOHN WESLEY MOMENTS 
DAVE HANSON 

In the sermon “The Foundation of City Road Church,” John Wesley gave a brief history of 
Methodism’s beginnings. He says that in the year 1725 a young Oxford student (himself) was 
moved by reading two books (Kempis’s “Christian Pattern” and Bishop Taylor’s “Rules of Holy 
Living and Dying”). He sought to live in accordance of these teaching and sought others to walk 
along with him, but found no one. But in the year 1729 he found one other person who would 
join with him and by the end of the year they were joined by two others. They soon agreed to 
spend two or three hours together every Sunday evening. Soon they were spending two evenings 
together and then, six evenings a week, spending that time reading the Bible and provoking one 
another to love and good works. 

This regular, unusual behavior provoked a young gentleman of the college to say, “I think we 
have got a new set of ‘Methodist,’” alluding to a set of physicians who began to flourish in Rome 
about the time of Nero and continued for several ages. The name was new and quaint. It stuck to 
the group immediately and from that time forward, those four young men and all who were 
connected with them were distinguished by the name METHODIST. 

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

 

What will our legacy be? 

By Rev. Garth Duke-Barton, Conference Secretary for Global Ministries 

What is new to us is not really new. Long before we thought to send missionaries into the 
continent of Africa to share the Gospel message they sent messages and shared the Gospel with 
the world. Gifted writers, theologians and preachers took what they learned in Africa to the 
world. 

One of the most well-known theologians of the early church is St. Augustine of Hippo. 
Augustine was born in 354 in what is today Algeria, in Africa. He was a well-educated man, 
even teaching Latin grammar to students while still a teenager. He was also a member of a group 
that taught against Christianity. 



Augustine converted to Christianity at 31, after 20 years of prayers by his mother. He then began 
a prolific career as both a writer and speaker of the faith. Over the 50 years of his life as a 
Christian he wrote numerous sermons, books, letters, and articles telling of his understanding of 
the faith. It was estimated that he preached between 6,000 and 10,000 sermons in his lifetime. 
500 or more still exist today.  

Many people have come to the faith or deepened their faith due to the teachings of Augustine. 
Augustine influenced people like Martin Luther and John Wesley. John Wesley sent missionaries 
around the world. Some of those missionaries came to America. Here in America they taught 
others the faith. These men and women taught others who decided to share their faith across the 
world. 

Some of these men and women went to Africa. In the Northern part of Africa, European 
Christians sent missionaries. In the Southern portion of Africa, missionaries came first from the 
United States and then from other African countries. Below the Sahara Desert there are now 
three central conferences, 13 bishops, 30 annual conferences, and two missions of the United 
Methodist Church in 26 countries. 

These conferences are now some of the largest in all of United Methodism. The African Central 
Conference has more than 585,000 members. The Congo Central Conference has more than 
2,901,000 members. The West Africa Central Conference has more than 1,900,000 members. 

What happened in the past is happening again. Theologians, preachers and lay people from 
Africa are spreading the Christian faith across the entire world once again. God is still at work 
using people who are willing to serve. 

Where can we serve? What will our legacy be? 

Rev. Garth Duke-Barton, pastor of Epworth United Methodist Church in Jesup, also serves as 
Conference Secretary for Global Ministries. 

 

Could 2022 (finally) be the year for non-anxiousness? 

GROWING IN GRACE 
BEN GOSDEN 

Our world is filled with anxiety. I don’t know if that’s a new thing, but it’s certainly been 
amplified over the years through vehicles like cable news and social media. And certainly, this 
anxiety has been ratcheted up during the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic. As Methodists, we bring 
our own baggage because our General Conference — the one where we finally promised one 
another we’d solve our 50+ year division over LGBTQ inclusion in the church — has been 
postponed since May 2020.  



I was first introduced to the phrase “non-anxious presence” in seminary when we read a book by 
Edwin Friedman entitled, “A Failure of Nerve: Leadership in the Age of the Quick Fix.” This 
book was transformational for me because, by nature, I tend to be a little tightly wound and 
anxious. I’m what you would call a worrier. Sometimes I play out worst-case scenarios before 
they ever have a chance of happening. But, Friedman notes, the best gift a leader can offer any 
situation is to be the least anxious person in the room.  

Friedman best defines what he means by “non-anxious presence” when he writes: 

I mean someone who has clarity about his or her own life goals, and, therefore, someone who is 
less likely to become lost in the anxious emotional processes swirling about. I mean someone 
who can be separate while still remaining connected, and therefore can maintain a modifying, 
non-anxious, and sometimes challenging presence. I mean someone who can manage his or her 
own reactivity to the automatic reactivity of others, and therefore be able to take stands at the 
risk of displeasing. 

How does one grow into the non-anxious leader we all need, especially in seasons of potential 
crisis? I think three things can help us grow to lean less on our anxiety and more into the leaders 
God calls us to be: Understanding what’s most important; Understanding our value (and the 
value of those around us); and understanding where we end and where everyone and everything 
else begins.  

To understand what is most important in any given situation requires that you take the 50,000- 
foot view. Leadership guru Ron Heifetz would say every leader should “get on the balcony” in 
order to get a full view of what’s happening so they can give level-headed, rational, and 
insightful leadership. I would argue that before any leaders can do that, they must turn inward 
and ask what God is calling of them first. I did a podcast awhile back with Jorge Acevedo where 
I asked him about what he was reading. He said 30 years ago he read two to three leadership 
books for every book on prayer and the spiritual life. Now he’s reversed that ratio and wishes he 
had done so 30 years ago. To understand what is most important as a leader is to understand 
yourself — who you are and who God is calling you to be — first. Pete Scazerro says that all of 
our leadership is simply an outpouring of God’s love in our life and our awareness of that God. 
So we become a non-anxious presence by understanding ourselves first and what’s really going 
on second.  

The next place you arrive when you understand who you are and who God is calling you to be is 
to begin to understand your value, both as a leader and as a disciple. One of the unhealthiest 
things we do in our culture of conference leadership is posting the annual salaries of clergy 
online. This practice only breeds things like competition and resentment among clergy. And it 
does so because we can’t help but look for our worth in a number and compare it with someone 
else’s.  



But in reality, our value begins in a place where we can’t assign merit or earning potential — our 
baptism. Before we ever knew it or could claim it, God claimed us. We say that this gift comes 
without a cost to us. Before we were a listing on a salary sheet, we were one who, though we 
wandered, Jesus left the other 99 to claim us as His. Our value as leaders and disciples comes 
from the value of the presence of Jesus in our lives and the fruit we bear as witness to such 
presence.  

Understanding where we end and where everything else begins is a tricky thing to learn. 
Counselors will tell you this is how we understand transference — not imposing our own stories, 
assumptions, etc. on others and not letting theirs impact us in a way that would lead us away 
from who God calls us to be. We often see this crop up in subtle ways — the disgruntled pastor 
or lay person who leads a meeting off the rails because they couldn’t help but bring the 
frustration from a previous situation into the room only to bleed all of it over people who have no 
idea what they’re struggling with. That person, and those who leave the meeting totally 
frustrated, have to asses where they end and others begin. In doing so we set boundaries to help 
us navigate frustrating situations with patience, grace, and a clear-headedness to seek to 
understand what’s really going on.  

2022 is a new year. And there’s something magical about a near year and the possibility it can 
bring. Maybe this can be the year we grow in our practice of being a non-anxious presence. 
Maybe when our local churches are stressing out about the long-term effects of this pandemic on 
the life of the church we can see the opportunities amid the frustrations and help others see this 
as a chance to become something new with the power of God. And maybe when our pastors get 
wound up about what might or might not happen at General Conference (if it ever happens at all) 
we can remind them and one another that God is still in charge and, with patience and a little 
open-mindedness, it won’t all be doom and gloom. Maybe we can remind those lay people, 
pastors, and conference leaders who are wringing their hands incessantly about the future that 
God is already at work in our present with opportunities to reach people with the Gospel that 
can’t be missed when we let fear cloud our vision.  

I don’t know how many years I’ve written an occasional column for The Advocate, but it’s been 
a few. And I want you to know that I count it as a great gift in my life to offer these occasional 
ramblings and musings. It reminds me of the great cloud of witnesses across South Georgia who 
are faithfully living and sharing the love of Jesus day in and day out. Here’s to a wonderful, and 
hopefully less anxious, 2022 together!  

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 - January 2022 



 
1/01 – Cindy H. Autry: 2958 Roswell Lane; Columbus, GA 31906  
1/01 – James Hancock: 4360 Manor Millwood Rd. S; Manor, GA 31550  
1/01 – Larry Roberts: 12 Foxfire Estates Circle; Waynesville, NC 28785  
1/01 – Dan Robinson: 15 Kent Rd.; Tifton, GA 31794 
1/02 – Sharon Loyley: 1544 Harris Ridge Rd.; Young Harris, GA 30582 
1/03 – Marcus Tripp: 3791 Overlook Dr.; Macon, GA 31204  
1/04 – John Harrington: 4820 Oak Arbor Dr.; Valdosta, GA 31602 
1/06 – Joyce Harris: 111 Ingham St.; St. Simons Island, GA 31522 
1/07 – Darrell Carter: 2450 Odum Screven Rd.; Screven, GA 31560 
1/07 – Tommy Martin, III: 606 Chastain Place; Macon, GA 31210  
1/07 – Jerry Sharpe: 192 McElmurray Rd.; Waynesboro, GA 30830 
1/08 – Annette Brooks: 114 Sunset Dr.; Fitzgerald, GA 31750 
1/08 – Ernie Rogers: 1803 Pineknoll Lane; Albany, GA 31707  
1/08 – Gary Starrett: PO Box 113; Bolingbroke, GA 31004  
1/11 – V.L. Daughtery, Jr.: 3713 Bermuda Run; Valdosta, GA 31605  
1/12 – Eddie Braswell: 1110 Moore Dr.; Americus, GA 31709  
1/12 – Grady Vance: 127-B Nina Dr.; Eatonton, GA 31024  
1/13 – Randy Nease: 195 Zipperer Rd.; Guyton, GA 31312 
1/15 – Gary Morris: 2445 Jacqueline Circle; Moultrie, GA 31768 
1/17 – Ed Ellington: 675 Arthur Wolfe Rd.; Dublin, GA 31021  
1/18 – Steve Rumford: 130 Arlington Row; Macon, GA 31210  
1/21 – Billy Wicker, Jr.: 400 Ridgecrest Rd.; E. Dublin, GA 31021  
1/22 – Tom Davis, Jr.: 155 Twin Creek Ct.; Athens, GA 30605  
1/24 – Joe Dunagan: 510 Timber Oak Dr.; Bristol, VA 24201  
1/25 – Frank Harris: 250 Water Tower Court; Macon, GA 31210 
1/27 – James Ford: 3511 16th Street NE; Hickory, NC 28601  
1/27 – Bill Jones: 106 Hilldale Circle; Vidalia, GA 30474 
1/30 – Harold Feightner: 107 Harvest Point; Warner Robins, GA 31088 
1/30 – Holland Morgan: 2 E. 62nd Street; Savannah, GA 31405 
 

OBITUARIES 

Mrs. Carol Sizemore 
Carol Sizemore, age 70 of Rochelle, passed away Monday, December 20, 2021, in the Houston 
Medical Center. A Celebration of Life Service was held Monday, December 27 in the Pitts 
United Methodist Church. Rev. Craig Hutto officiated. 

Mrs. Sizemore was born on August 7, 1951, in Waycross, Ga. She was the daughter of the late 
James A. G. Whitley, Jr. and Mary Ruth Hargreaves Whitley. She was a homemaker and 
member of the Rochelle United Methodist Church and the Administrative Council. She was a 
representative of Wesley Glen Ministry and supporter of the St. Jude's Children’s Hospital. She 
was preceded in death by a son, Jonathan Sizemore and two brothers, Jim and Bruce Whitley. 



Survivors include: husband, Rev. Eric Sizemore; son, James Sizemore; daughter, Jennifer 
Sizemore; nephew, Danny Whitley; niece Tracie Hardaway; and a sister-in-law, Susanne 
Whitley. 

In lieu of flowers, the family request that donations be made to the St. Jude’s Children’s Hospital 
or the Wesley Glen Ministry. 

Frazier and Son Funeral Home and Cremation Services is in charge of arrangements. 

Please sign our online registry at www.fraziersonfuneralhome.com. 

 

Scripture Readings – Jan. 5 edition 

January 9 
Baptism of the Lord 
Isaiah 43:1-7 
Psalm 29 (UMH 761) 
Acts 8:14-17 
Luke 3:15-17, 21-22 

January 16 
Second Sunday after the Epiphany 
Isaiah 62:1-5 
Psalm 36:5-10 (UMH 771) 
1 Corinthians 12:1-11 
John 2:1-11 

January 23 
Third Sunday after the Epiphany 
Nehemiah 8:1-3, 5-6, 8-10 
Psalm 19 (UMH 750) 
1 Corinthians 12:12-31a 
Luke 4:14-21 

 

Events in the South Georgia Conference – 1/5/2022 edition  

Winter 2022 Certified Lay Ministry Training, Brunswick – Jan. 15, Jan. 29, Feb. 12, Feb. 
26, March 12, March 26 
In this six-session course, held at The Chapel in Brunswick, participants will develop a team of 



leaders and supporters within their current congregation who will encourage them throughout the 
course and beyond. Through the classes, they’ll build relationships with other South Georgia lay 
leaders and learn, practice, implement, share, and be inspired to take what they’ve learned and 
put it into action. The coursework includes holistic ministry training covering the following 
topics: worship, discipleship, preaching and teaching, congregational care, communication, 
organizational and personal leadership, and the United Methodist connection. The cost for the 
class is $300 per person, which includes lunch, snacks, and curriculum materials for the entire 
course. If you have questions or need more information, please contact Anne Bosarge at 
anne@thechapelministries.com. Register 

Human Relations Day – Jan. 16 
Sunday, Jan. 16 is Human Relations Day, one of six churchwide Special Sundays with offerings 
for The United Methodist Church. Human Relations Day strengthens United Methodist outreach 
to communities in the United States and Puerto Rico, encouraging social justice and work with 
at-risk youths. 

Youth Worker Winter Retreat – Jan. 20-21  
Registration is now open for the South Georgia Conference's Youth Worker Winter Retreat, Jan. 
20-21, 2022, at Little Ocmulgee State Park. This retreat is a time for youth workers to remember 
their calling, their why. The last 18 months have been the hardest times to navigate in ministry; 
youth ministry has changed and youth workers need the tools, the relationships and reliance on 
God (and God alone) to continue. This one-day retreat will give youth workers time together to 
worship, to reset, to learn, to encourage, and to dream, again. For more information, contact 
Suzanne Akins, Associate Director, Connectional Ministries at suzanne@sgaumc.com or call 
(912) 638-8626 ext 107. More information / Register 

Basic Lay Servant Training, Macon – Jan. 21-22 
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. 
Basic LSM Training includes a basic foundation of the faith and an introduction to leadership.  
The class is a Friday night AND Saturday session. The Friday evening session is from 6:30-9 
p.m. and the Saturday session is from 9 a.m.-4 p.m. at Forest Hills UMC. If you’ve not had 
training within the last three years (or ever), sign up for this Basic Training; otherwise, sign up 
for an Advanced Training. You must complete all of the scheduled dates above to complete your 
training. Registration fee for the class is $40. This cost covers all training materials and lunch on 
Saturday. (Note: Basic Lay Servant class must be completed before taking Advanced Class.) For 
more information contact Anne Bosarge, anne@thechapelministries.com. Register 



Winter 2022 Certified Lay Ministry Training, Leesburg – Jan. 22, Feb. 5, Feb. 19, March 5, 
March 19, April 2 
In this six-session course, held at The Pointe in Leesburg, participants will develop a team of 
leaders and supporters within their current congregation who will encourage them throughout the 
course and beyond. Through the classes, they’ll build relationships with other South Georgia lay 
leaders and learn, practice, implement, share, and be inspired to take what they’ve learned and 
put it into action. The coursework includes holistic ministry training covering the following 
topics: worship, discipleship, preaching and teaching, congregational care, communication, 
organizational and personal leadership, and the United Methodist connection. The cost for the 
class is $300 per person, which includes lunch, snacks, and curriculum materials for the entire 
course. If you have questions or need more information, please contact Anne Bosarge at 
anne@thechapelministries.com. Register 


