
Have you noticed that the news seems to focus on “thick
places”—those places where our world is farthest from
God? For some strange reason, we gravitate to the stories
of murder, corruption, abuse, crime, and war. We often
live in “thick places” where fears and assumptions make
us deaf to God’s voice breaking through the heavens. But
God gives us moments when He comes near, moments
when we sense the fragrance of His presence, and we
hear the whisper of His voice.

Celtic Christianity has a term to refer to those moments
when the separation between this world and heaven
becomes so minimal that we sense the presence of God.
They call these moments “thin places.” They are the
places where love and compassion reign. Where
forgiveness overcomes resentment. Where selfishness is
swallowed up in sacrifice. Where prejudice surrenders to
acceptance. Where the violent flame is quenched, and
people live in peace. They are the times when our soul is
overwhelmed with awe, and we worship God.

For some of us, “heaven meets earth” in nature – on the
oceans or in the mountains. For others, “heaven meets the
earth” through music, relationships, worship and spiritual
disciplines, art, and life moments. Any of these spaces can
create the conditions for those “thin places” or
epiphanies, which allow us to be touched and transformed
in profound ways by God.

On my second visit to the Holy Land, I experienced my
“thin place.” It was in the intimate setting of the
Gabbatha, deep beneath the Convent of the Sisters of
Zion in Old Town Jerusalem. When the convent was being
constructed in the 1860s, archaeologists unearthed a
stretch of stone payment that many believe is the location
of the “Judgement Seat” where Pontius Pilate tried and
condemned Jesus to death by crucifixion and where the
Roman guards cast lots for His garments. See John 19:13. 
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"Is your life focused on thick or
thin places?"

F R O M  Y O U R  S E N I O R  M I N I S T E R

At one end of the pavement is a mosaic of the Lord Jesus
carrying His cross along those very stones. In that quiet
place, deep beneath the bustling city of Jerusalem, I was
so moved that I wanted to fall on my knees in His
presence. It was truly my “thin place” where I felt that
heaven and earth met – touching me in a way that
transformed my witness in the world.

When Jesus came, the reign of God broke through upon
the Earth so that we were able to see, in a brilliant flash,
what God’s Kingdom really looks like. Wherever Jesus
went, He created a thin place. This is why Jesus said, “the
Kingdom of God is at hand.”

When He sent his followers out, Jesus taught them to live
and speak in such a way that people would know that they
had come into a “thin place.” “Whatever city you enter
and they receive you, eat what is set before you; and heal
those in it who are sick, and say to them, ‘The kingdom of
God has come near to you’” (Luke 10:8).

As followers of Jesus, our task is to help create the “thin
places.” We do so by living in such a way that the reign of
God rules in our hearts, controlling our speech, our
actions, and our decisions. We are to create “thin places”
wherever we work or study, among our co-workers, fellow
students, family, friends, and even our enemies.

May you seize the opportunity this Easter to seek out
those “thin places” where God’s light and voice breaks
into the unexpected and ordinary dimensions of your
being. May we embark on this holy journey with open
hearts and minds. Truly, “We’re Better Together!” 

Remember how much I love you ...
It’s an honor to be your Senior Minister!

Dr. John Beyers
Senior Minister



S p r i n g  i s  a  t i m e  f o r  r e n e w e d  h o p e s  a n d  n e w  b e g i n n i n g s ,  a n d  o u r  c h u r c h  w i l l
b e  e x p e r i e n c i n g  c h a n g e  a s  w e l l .

R i c k  F r e e ,  D i r e c t o r  o f  F o o d  S e r v i c e s  &  H o s p i t a l i t y ,  h a s  b e e n  t h e  p e r s o n  w h o
h a s  f e d  o u r  b o d i e s  a n d  s o u l s  a n d  h e l p e d  t h e  m o s t  v u l n e r a b l e  o f  o u r  g u e s t s
f o r  m o r e  t h a n  2 1  y e a r s .  R i c k  b e g a n  a s  o u r  D i r e c t o r  o f  O p e r a t i o n s  i n  2 0 0 1
a n d  m o v e d  t o  h i s  c u r r e n t  p o s i t i o n  i n  2 0 1 1  u p o n  t h e  r e t i r e m e n t  o f  t h e  l a t e
B e t h  G o d w i n .  R i c k  i s  r e t i r i n g ,  e f f e c t i v e  M a y  1 1 .  I  a d m i r e  R i c k ' s  g r a c i o u s
h o s p i t a l i t y  e x t e n d e d  t o  a l l  a n d  h i s  c o m p a s s i o n  a n d  p a t i e n c e  f o r  t h o s e  w h o
a r e  e s p e c i a l l y  d e a l i n g  w i t h  l i f e ' s  g r e a t e s t  c h a l l e n g e s .  I  a m  d e l i g h t e d  t h a t  h e
a n d  J a n e  w i l l  e n j o y  r e t i r e m e n t  t o g e t h e r  a n d  a m  t h a n k f u l  t h a t  t h e y  w i l l
r e m a i n  f a i t h f u l ,  a c t i v e  m e m b e r s  o f  o u r  c h u r c h .

A n d y  R a i n e y  m o v e d  i n t o  t h e  D i r e c t o r  o f  O p e r a t i o n s  p o s i t i o n  u p o n  R i c k ' s
t r a n s i t i o n  t o  f o o d  s e r v i c e s  i n  2 0 1 1 .  W i t h  h i s  e x t e n s i v e  b u s i n e s s  e x p e r i e n c e ,
A n d y  w a s  s o o n  p r o m o t e d  t o  E x e c u t i v e  M i n i s t e r  a n d  h a s  l e d  o u r  s t a f f  t e a m
u n d e r  t h e  d i r e c t i o n  o f  t h r e e  S e n i o r  M i n i s t e r s .  A l l  o f  u s  r e l y  u p o n  A n d y ' s
s t e a d y  l e a d e r s h i p .  H e  i s  o n  c a m p u s  c o u n t l e s s  h o u r s  d u r i n g  t h e  w e e k ,  o f t e n
w o r k i n g  a l l  s e v e n  d a y s .  I  a m  s o  g r a t e f u l  f o r  h i s  d e d i c a t i o n .  A n d y  h a s  r e s i g n e d
h i s  p o s i t i o n ,  e f f e c t i v e  A p r i l  1 5 ,  s o  h e  m a y  h a v e  t h e  t i m e  t o  d e c i d e  w h a t  i s
n e x t  f o r  h i m  i n  t h i s  s t a g e  o f  h i s  l i f e .  H e  a n d  h i s  f a m i l y  w i l l  a l s o  r e m a i n
f a i t h f u l ,  d e d i c a t e d  m e m b e r s  o f  L a G r a n g e  F i r s t  M e t h o d i s t ,  a n d  I  a m  d e l i g h t e d
t h a t  o n e  o f  t h i n g s  h e  s a i d  h e  i s  m o s t  l o o k i n g  f o r w a r d  t o  i s  r e t u r n i n g  t o  h i s
E p i p h a n y  S u n d a y  S c h o o l  C l a s s .  

W e  w i l l  c e r t a i n l y  c e l e b r a t e  t h e s e  g e n t l e m e n ' s  d e d i c a t e d  s e r v i c e  i n  t h e  d a y s
a h e a d .  I  h o p e  y o u  w i l l  t a k e  a  m o m e n t  t o  e x p r e s s  y o u r  a p p r e c i a t i o n  t o  t h e m .

Staff TransitionsStaff Transitions
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TRANSITIONS

Rick Free

E d d i e  G i d d e n s ,  C u s t o d i a n ,  r e c e n t l y
c e l e b r a t e d  a  m i l e s t o n e  b i r t h d a y .  O u r
m i n i s t e r s  a n d  s t a f f  s u r p r i s e d  E d d i e  w i t h
a  b r e a k f a s t  ( h i s  f a v o r i t e  m e a l ! )  b i r t h d a y
c e l e b r a t i o n .  E d d i e  h a s  b e e n  p a r t  o f  t h e
L a G r a n g e  F i r s t  M e t h o d i s t  f a m i l y  f o r  2 2
y e a r s  a n d  i s  b e l o v e d  b y  a l l .  H a p p y
B i r t h d a y ,  E d d i e !

HappyHappy    Birthday, Eddie!Birthday, Eddie!



Andy Rainey



First job?
Server at BBQ Restaurant

What did you want to be when
you were a kid?
Astronaut

If you could have any superpower,
what would it be and why?
The ability to instantly be
anywhere in the world! I love to
travel.

Hard shell or soft shell tacos?
Both!

When eating a brownie, do you
prefer an edge piece or center
piece?
Edge piece

STAFF SPOTLIGHT
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Where is your hometown?
Lawrenceville, Georgia

Tell us about your family?
I'm married to Phill. We have a
one-year-old daughter and two
dachshunds.

Are you outdoorsy?
Depends. How easily can I get
back to A/C?!

Early bird or night owl?
Neither? I like sleeping.

Favorite genre of music?
Indie Folk

Where did you go to college?
LaGrange College. Go Panthers!

A Series of Rapid-Fire Questions with LaGrange First Methodist Staff Members

Leah Chapman serves as our Youth
Minister. She leads efforts to educate our
6th-12th graders about Christianity and
encourages them to worship, do volunteer
work, and get involved in community
outreach. Leah is also a writer, speaker,
and founder of Apologetics Simplified. She
is passionate about fostering discipleship
and evangelism through apologetics and
biblical theology. Learn more fun facts
about her!

TEAM TALK: LEAH CHAPMAN

Where do you really want to go on
a vacation?
England

Where are you the most relaxed?
Sitting on my back porch drinking
coffee

Solve the great toilet paper
debate: over or under?
OVER IS THE ONLY RIGHT ANSWER

Go to scripture passage?
"Rejoice always, pray continually,
give thanks in all circumstances;
for this is God's will for you in
Christ Jesus." (NIV) 
–1 Thessalonians 5:16-18

Upcoming Youth Events
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BETTER TOGETHER

In MemoriamIn Memoriam



G W E N  L O V E L E S S
J a n u a r y  2 3 ,  2 0 2 3




F R E D  B O D I N E
F e b r u a r y  2 1 ,  2 0 2 3




E U G E N I A  " T "  F A G A N
F e b r u a r y  2 4 ,  2 0 2 3




S U S A N  C A R M I C A L
M a r c h  2 ,  2 0 2 3




C L I F F  R A I N E Y
M a r c h  7 ,  2 0 2 3




J A Y  F A G E R
M a r c h  2 6 ,  2 0 2 3




O R I E N  H A L L
A p r i l  5 ,  2 0 2 3









“Peace be to you, and peace be to your house, and peace

be to all that you have” 1 Samuel 25:6. Following the

example of St. Paul and Barnabas as they welcomed

believers to the newly-birthed church, local clergy,

including Rev. Marlon Burns (far left), Dr. John, and Pastro

Liz welcomed our new Bishop Robin Dease (far right) to

the Southwest District at a luncheon held in the Epworth

Dining Room. 

Bishop Robin Dease

April TLC

The music provided by representatives of the Warren
Temple United Methodist Church Choir stirred our souls

at our April Thursday Lunch Club (TLC). Thanks to

beautiful Easter-inspired decorations provided by the

ladies of Ruth Circle, all attendees had “spring fever!” As

always, the delicious meal filled our bodies and fellowship

with friends warmed our hearts. We look forward to our

next gathering on May 4!



CHILDREN 
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Our children are studying the parables of the Bible on
Wednesday evenings. Recently, they learned what it means
to be a good shepherd from Cheryl and Raymond Smith of
Hunt Road Katahdin Sheep Farm. Three sheep joined the
Hunts, including a sweet little lamb that was born that very
morning! It was a great way to illustrate Jesus' Parable of
the Lost Sheep. Jesus tells the story of the shepherd who
leaves 99 of his flock to search high and low for the one that
is lost. This reminds us that the Kingdom of God is accessible
to all, even those who are sinners who have strayed from
God's path.

Mrs. Jeanne Jones, Children’s Minister, and her team of
volunteers organized another search for boys and girls—an
Easter Egg Hunt at Southbend Park! The raindrops stopped
and the sun appeared just before hundreds of children
fanned out to find the prize eggs. Thanks to all who donated
5000+pieces of candy! #BetterTogether



POSTMODERN

PAINTING. Stella


alternately paints in

oil and watercolor

AN UPDATE FROM OUR CHURCH
COUNCIL CHAIRPERSON
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“...my friends, I ask you
to place your absolute
truth in God to show us
our way forward. ”
                              - Nancy Stevens

I would like to provide an update on the
issue of our affiliation with the United
Methodist Church. On March 30, a
lawsuit was filed by 186 churches,
including LaGrange First Methodist,
seeking to restore the provisions
outlined in The Book of Discipline that
would allow our congregation to
determine the future of our church
through a church-wide vote. 

Please be reminded of the steps that we
have taken to date:

December 2022
On December 13, our Church Council
voted to request a Church Conference
to be called by our District
Superintendent, The Rev. Susan Landry,
to determine if we remain under the
umbrella    of    the    United     Methodist 

CHURCH COUNCIL UPDATE

Church or choose to affiliate with a
different Methodist denomination. The
Council believes that this issue is of
such importance that every church
member’s voice should be heard
through a formal vote. A written
request was forwarded to Rev. Landry.

On December 28, Bishop Sue Haupert-
Johnson and her Cabinet announced via
email a “pause” on all disaffiliations in
the North Georgia Conference until the
UMC General Conference meets in
May 2024. This blockage prevents our
church from potentially exercising the
provisions of Paragraph 2553 of The
Book of Discipline which allows churches
to disaffiliate and retain their church
property if the process is completed
and ratified by the Annual Conference  
 prior    to    December    31,                                                                                                                              
 

Church Council Chairperson Nancy Stevens

2023, which is five months before the
UMC General Conference session. 

January 2023
On January 8, 2023, The Rev. Dr. Robin
Dease was installed as the new Bishop
of the North Georgia Conference. Dr.
John Jackson, Co-Lay Leader, and I sent
a letter to Bishop Dease on January 10
to welcome her to the Conference and
to request a meeting to discuss her
position and paths forward for our
church. On January 30, I received an
email from our District Superintendent
that the Bishop would not discuss the
affiliation issue with local churches.

I convened meetings with our
Executive Leadership Committee to
review options and a path forward. 



This Committee is comprised of Church Council Chairperson (Nancy

Stevens), Board of Trustees Chairperson (Lea Rawlinson), Finance

Chairperson (Rhonda Mitchell), Staff-Parish Relations Chairperson (Jan

Mallory), Lay Leaders (John Jackson and Martha Pirkle), Lay Member of

Annual Conference (Jennifer Emery), Memorial Foundation President

(Esther Rainey), and Vision 2028 Chairperson (Libba Bowling). 

February 2023
On February 9, John Jackson presented a recommendation on behalf of

the Committee for the Church Council to authorize our Board of

Trustees to join other North Georgia Conference United Methodist

churches in retaining the counsel of the National Center of Life and

Liberty (NCLL). This nonprofit legal firm will seek to restore our rights to

exercise the provisions outlined in The Book of Discipline. The

recommendation was approved by a vote of 15 in favor and 1 opposed. 

Our church joined NCLL and signed a retainer agreement with the firm.

All costs associated with our representation (not to exceed $3500) have

been covered through private donations; no church budget funds are

being used.

March 2023
 Throughout the months of February and March, Attorney David Gibbs

of NCLL participated in discussions with Harold Buckley, Chancellor of

the North Georgia Conference. A formal settlement agreement was sent

to the Conference for their consideration. Our preference has always

been to settle this matter amicably.  However, time is of the essence

since the provisions of Paragraph 2553 of The Book of Discipline expire

at the end of this year, and the Conference continues to delay

responding to the requests of our legal counsel. Therefore, we joined

185 churches, including 22 of the largest 100 churches in the

Conference, in filing the lawsuit on March 30. The lawsuit requests that

the pause be lifted so churches may proceed with congregational votes

on the issue of our affiliation.

This Easter
As resurrection people, we see the great meaning of Easter. This is no

casual celebration, for we know that it came at great cost. When we

experience the events of Holy Week, we see the agony and the suffering,

the anguish of the garden of Gethsemane, the torture and pain Jesus

endured, and His awful death on the cross of Calvary. Understanding the

darkness Jesus faced makes the light of this Easter triumph even more

glorious. The atrocity of the cruel cross is overcome by the victory of the

empty tomb. And for you and me, it is what gives greater depth and

meaning to our celebration as a follower of Christ.

So, my friends, I ask you to place your absolute truth in God to show us

our way forward. Each Sunday when we gather for worship, we

commemorate Christ being raised from the dead. Because the victory of

Jesus over the grave has such great implications for the living of our

faith, we can truly proclaim in the words of a great hymn, “Every day to

us is Easter with its resurrection song!”

May we remain in prayer for one another, for our ministers and staff,

and for our mission to Make and Grow Disciples of Jesus Christ for the

Transformation of the World!




CHURCH COUNCIL UPDATE

T H E  F L A M E  -  E A S T E R  2 0 2 3   |     7



T H E  F L A M E  -  E A S T E R  2 0 2 3   |     8

FELLOWSHIP



FELLOWSHIP
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On the first Palm Sunday, Jesus entered Jerusalem on a donkey. People gathered, laid down palm branches and
cloaks throughout Jesus’ procession and shouted, "Hosanna to the Son of David! Blessed is He who comes in the
name of the Lord! Hosanna in the highest heaven!" Our Altar Guild handmade almost 1,000 palm crosses this
year as a reminder of how much Christ loves you! 
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Staff Servants
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T H E  F L A M E

The Rev. Dr. John Beyers
James Camp
Leah Chapman
Jeradean Collins
Page Estes
Rick Free
Mary Elizabeth Gerick
Eddie Giddens
Scott Hill
Jeanne Jones
The Rev. Liz Millar
Maxine Ogletree
Don Papenbrock
Dr. Richard Prior
Andy Rainey
Sara Grace Todd
The Rev. Dr. Dane Wagner

Senior Minister
Pianist
Youth Minister
Nursery Worker
Director of Development & Stewardship
Director of Food Services & Hospitality
Minister of Modern Worship
Custodian
Facilities Maintenance Coordinator
Children's Minister
Senior Associate Minister
Nursery Worker
Principal Organist & Pianist
Minister of Music
Executive Minister
Director of Member Engagement
Minister-in-Residence

Our Church Office is open from 8:30 am to 5:00 pm, Monday to Thursday
and 8:30 am to 12:00 pm on Friday. After hours, you may drop off
correspondence in the secure mail slot to the right of the Trinity Street door
or the locked mailbox under the portico outside the Vernon Street entrance to
the Children's Building.
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Did you know that LaGrange First Methodist has sponsored Troop 21 since 1927?


