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This month we are celebrating that First Baptist Church is 
open! After more than a year of extensive renovations to 
our campus, that work is almost complete and all of our 
spaces inside are open again and ready not only for our 
use but also the use of our community. The last twelve 
months have required much from us, particularly both 
agility and generosity, and I celebrate the ways both have 
been present in abundance in our life together. So it is right 
that we celebrate that after twelve months of disruption 
due to renovation, we are open again!

The renovations to our facilities have also made them 
more open. Now we have more spaces in our building 
for us to gather for conversation. Now our building is 
configured in a way that brings us closer together for 
Sunday School. The new design of our Sanctuary chancel 
makes our worship space more open, improving lines 
of sight and enabling us to experience worship in new 
ways. The new configuration of the restrooms nearest our 
Fellowship Hall makes it even easier for us to host mission 
partners and community groups in our building. So it is 
not just that we are open again after twelve months of 
renovation, we are also experiencing a greater openness 
due to the changes we made in our facility.

Openness is not just a virtue for congregations, it is a 
necessity in the Christian faith. Have you ever noticed that 
the first work of the Risen Jesus after Easter was to open 
the minds of his disciples so that they might understand 
Scripture better and see him more clearly? To read the 
ends of the Gospels and the entirety of Acts is to watch the 
early church become more and more open not only to the 
presence of Christ but even to all the ways he is moving 
in their world and calling them to new relationships and 
new ways of serving. I believe the entirety of the New 
Testament can be read as a description of Christ’s work 
of moving his disciplesty away from a place of fearful 
defensiveness (the posture required by Good Friday and all 
it embodies) to joyful openness to Him and all He seeks to 
do in the world.

That work of the Risen Christ didn’t end with the close of 
the New Testament. It very much continues in our time. In 
so many ways, the world around us is still trapped in Good 

Friday. The terrifying anger and extraordinary violence 
that was evident on Good Friday still rages in the world 
around us. That anger and violence tempts us to withdraw 
into ourselves and take on a closed-off posture of self-
protection. But the Risen Jesus comes to us and seeks to 
open us to his power, open us to one another, open us 
to others in the world among whom he is working. As we 
become more open in all these ways, we become a witness 
to the reality of resurrection. 

In recent months, I have been challenged by the Risen 
Jesus to be more open in many different ways. The 
opportunity to join with other clergy in our community 
in the establishment of a genuinely interfaith and racially 
diverse clergy partnership has challenged each of us to 
be more open to the ways God is at work not just within 
our own experience of faith, but also far beyond it. The 
friendship I am building with Wilson Lattimore and our 
congregation is building with Chestnut Grove Baptist 
Church is giving us a chance to be open to new friendships 
across racial lines where for too long there has only been 
distance and division. Even though it is more than a year 
ago, our Let’s Talk series of sermons and conversations 
challenged me to be open to thinking differently and 
hearing the stories of people even in our congregation 
whose faith journeys have been different from my own. 
In Let’s Talk and in other opportunities I have come to 
know more and more Christians who are gay and lesbian, 
and though there is much I still have to learn from them, 
and some things about which I am not sure, I have 
unmistakably seen the evidence of Christ’s presence and 
courage in their lives. In all these ways, and others still, I 
have sensed Christ pushing me to greater openness even 
as I live in a world that wants to close all of us off from 
each other and especially from those who are different. 
Jesus is still doing his first work after Easter, seeking to 
open his followers to his presence and all the surprising 
ways he is at work in the world. The question I must ask is: 
will I allow him to open me, or will I dig in to the posture of 
Good Friday?

At a personal and pastoral level, I also sense Christ calling 
me to be more open. The longer I preach, the more aware 
I am that preaching begins with openness and curiosity 

By: Paul Baxley, Senior Minister
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about how God is speaking now 
through the Scriptures. There was 
a time when I assumed preaching 
meant being absolutely sure about 
what the text said and then forcing 
a sermon to emerge from that 
certainty. But now I am learning 
that preaching begins with listening 
to the text and being open to the 
ways it might speak and challenge. 
In the same way, as a pastor, I am 
constantly reminded of how much 
I need to be open to new ways 
of thinking and living faith, new 
relationships in our congregation 
and our community that can help me 
grow in faith. 

In the weeks after Easter, we will 
celebrate our church being open 
again! And we will pay attention to 
all the ways Jesus is calling us to be 
more open to him and his work in 
the world. So how is Jesus calling 
you to be more open? Where in your 
faith could you grow through more 
openness? How is Jesus calling our 
church to be more open? Our Next 
Steps process gives us a chance to 
answer that question in embracing 
a plan for our mission and ministry 
for the next several years. How is 
Jesus calling our church to be more 
open to new people? Surely there 
are many in Athens who would 

offer much to our congregation and 
being in relationship with them 
would be transforming for them and 
for us. How can we be more open 
to inviting new people to join our 
ministry and mission together? To 
what new habits of invitation should 
we be open? Who might you invite 
to be part of our church family?

The first work of the Risen Christ is 
to open his disciples to new ways of 
seeing, understanding and acting. He 
is still doing that work in our world, 
and I pray in our church.
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When I was called to First Baptist Church of Athens in April of 2016, I was thrilled to have the opportunity to 
combine ministry to children and families with the ministry of outreach.  My theme verse for children and family 
ministry is Deuteronomy 6: 4-9. “Hear, O Israel: The Lord is your God, the Lord alone. You shall love the Lord your 
God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your might. Keep these words that I am commanding 
you today in your heart. Recite them to your children and talk about them when you are at home and when you 
are away, when you lie down and when you rise. Bind them as a sign on your hand, fix them as an emblem on 
your forehead and write them on the doorposts of your house and on your gates.” This verse commands us to 
love God with all that we are and to pass that on to our children, so that they might love God with all their heart, 
mind, soul and strength. That is the goal of ministry to families and children. Discovering God’s love for us and 
loving God with all that we are. 

In the Gospel of Mark we are given the Great Commandment, Mark 12: 29-31. “Which commandment is the first 
of all?”  Jesus answered, “The first is, ‘Hear, O Israel: the Lord our God , the Lord is one; you shall love the Lord 
your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind, and with all your strength.’ The second 
is this, ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself.’ There is no other commandment greater than these.” Loving 
God and loving neighbor is what we want to teach our children. At First Baptist we strive to be a thriving Christian 
community that is open to love all. That is the environment we want our children to grow up in, to discover God 
in, and to thrive in. 

Not only do we want our children to grow up in this environment but we also want to reach out to our community 
of Athens. As Minister of Outreach I am passionate about reaching out to the city of Athens and getting the word 
out about who we are as a faith community. For over a year our Reach Out Team has been working to do just that. 
We began by taking some surveys about who people think we are. First, we surveyed members who had joined 
in the last two years. Then we surveyed our deacons with similar questions. Finally, we surveyed leaders in our 
community and asked them to describe who we are. We asked each group that we surveyed to describe us in 
three words. When we collected all the data and put the words that were most used together our list looked like 
this: friendly, caring, open-minded, loving, accepting, traditional, welcoming, missional, inviting and progressive. 

To develop a strategy for reaching our community we want to develop a brand for who we are. There are many 
Baptist churches in Athens and the surrounding communities, but we want to communicate our uniqueness as a 
downtown church. So we are going to be promoting a picture of who we are using an updated logo and several 
tag lines. 

By Janet Cleland, M
inister of Children, Fam

ilies and O
utreach
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Open to Love, welcoming all people to join us in discovering God. We value loving God with all of our heart, all of 
our soul, all of our mind and all of our strength. We value loving our neighbor as ourselves. For our children we welcome 
them into a loving and safe environment where they can discover God in all the ways He has created for them to learn. 
Our students in middle and high school as well as our college students are invited to come and discover God’s love in 
the midst of a loving and caring community. Adults from all walks of life are welcome to experience God’s love among a 
people who are striving to love God with all that they are. 

Open to Serve our community. We value service in our community that helps to transform lives: Our Daily Bread and 
working with the food bank is transforming the lives of those who are hungry in our community; IHN transforms the lives 
of those who are homeless in our community; ISC Buddy ministry for the immigrant community is transforming lives of 
those who are threatened in our community; our ministry in Slovakia to the Roma people is transforming lives of those 
who are marginalized. 

Open to Explore in an environment that values and thrives in learning. Come ask questions, seek to discover all that 
God may have for you as you journey on your spiritual walk. We are a community of faith that desires to walk with you 
and to discover with you, even if the questions are difficult and the answers are uncertain. 

Open for You to come to be loved and to love, to be involved in service to our community, to explore and discover 
the loving and gracious God we worship. Open for you, for your children and your grandchildren to be a part of a thriving 
community in Christ where we all participate in worship and are transformed by mission. 

The Great Commandment given to us in Mark and the teachings in Deuteronomy 6: 4-9 provide a basis for ministry to 
children, families and outreach. As a faith community and as an individual we are to love God with all that we are and to 
love our neighbor as ourselves. We are to be the example of this to our children so we can teach them to love God and 
to love others as they love themselves. It is my prayer that our church will be known in our community as the church that 
loves all, serves all, explores with all and is open for all. 

May it be so!
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The vision for our church includes 
the statement that First Baptist “is a 
thriving community in Christ.”  What 
does a thriving Christian community 
look like? How do you define Christian 
community? The initial action of 
the community team following our 
vision process in 2013 was to offer 
explanation and definition of the 
phrase “Christian community.” The 
team received many statements which 
you the congregation shared with us 
about your experiences in community 
here as church. Taking these 
statements you provided the team 
developed eight statements about 
Christian community. 
•Christian Community offers an open 
context for discussion and spiritual 
growth.
•Living out my faith would be a bigger 
challenge without Christian community.
•Christian Community: respect, 
kindness, goodness, trust, support, 
fellowship and shared meals. 
•Christian Community: understanding 
each other’s problems and loving one 
another without judgment.
•Christian Community: coming together 
and helping one another.
•Christian Community: people you can 
count on, call on, care about, connect 
with, share thoughts and prayers.
•Christian Community: working together 
with God for the greater good of all.
•Christian Community: How rich life is 
with relationships with people different 
from me.

If these are descriptions of a Christian 
community that is thriving and 
meaningful, how do we cultivate this 
kind of community? Perhaps a better 
question is, “How have we continued 
to cultivate this kind of community 
within our congregation?” I wish to 
highlight a few, though not the only, 
experiences offered during the past 
few years which are testimony to the 

ways in which Christian community 
thrives here at Frist Baptist.  

Let’s Talk Series
 In the fall of 2016 our church engaged 
a series that included small group 
discussions. Three designated time 
slots were offered, and individuals 
signed up to participate during one 
of these times. Small groups were 
then created, and were comprised 
of about 8-12 people across multiple 
generations. While we were all from 
the same congregation, people were in 
groups with individuals different from 
them. The groups provided for an open 
context for discussion and spiritual 
formation. People experienced trust, 
respect, and grew in their fellowship 
with one another in an environment 
free from judgment.  

Reforming Questions Series.
This past fall, in 2017, we participated 
in a similar small group experience, but 
with additional options. These small 
groups once again provided for open 
discussion and spiritual formation, but 
most all of them took place around a 
shared meal. Furthermore, three of 
these groups met in members’ homes. 
As people gathered around the table 
for a shared meal, and with people 
from the church they may not have 
previously known, or known that well, 
relationships grew with depth and 
appreciation for one another.  

Summer Neighborhood Bible Studies 
Each summer a few of our church 
members are asked to serve as hosts 
and open their home for a few weeks 
of summer Bible study. Members are 
free to choose which home to attend 
based on their schedule and location. 
As the group gathers, a facilitator 
provides leadership for discussion and 
exploration of the topic of the evening. 

Special Sunday School options in the 
Summer. 
This past summer in particular, we 
were challenged with our renovation 
project to squeeze all of our adult 
Sunday school classes into two spaces. 
Our solution was to offer three options 
for our adults. Two met at the church, 
and one met at Hendershot’s, a local 
coffee bar which is next door to us. 
One of the topics included members of 
the church sharing a part of their life 
and faith stories. Another offered Bible 
study sessions with different teachers. 
The off-site option brought together 
multiple generations in a different 
environment with an openness of 
discussion on the Bible.  

Young adult community
Young adults in our church gather 
twice a month, on Tuesday evenings, in 
the home of Kelli and Steve Smith for 
a meal around the table followed by 
a Bible study topic and discussion. On 
other Tuesday evenings, the group will 
often get together at a local restaurant, 
or for a trivia night. 

Take notice that many of the 
opportunities for engaging and 
experiencing a thriving Christian 
community here at FBC Athens occurs 
outside of our church building. Now, 
return to the beginning of this article 
and reread the list of statements 
about Christian community. Being 
and growing as a thriving Christian 
community includes stepping out and 
being open to explore.  Stepping out of 
the walls opens us to new experiences. 
New experiences open us to new 
learnings. 

New learnings open us to see things 
differently. Seeing things differently 
leads to understanding others and one 
another with respect, trust, and love.

By: Frank Granger, Minister of Christian Community



These things take up space in our homes, on our bodies, and inside of us, integral to who we are and 
how we function in the world. The nice thing about them all is that then can be FREED and OPENED. 

These are the things we have committed to open at FBC Athens, because they’re the real life things 
that get opened up when you claim to live by the ethics of judgment in Matthew 25, which we have. 
It’s the impetus behind all our missions efforts, meaning all our mission efforts must be done with 
compassion and openness. And these come straight from Jesus, giving us the best and truest sense 
of guidance toward compassion and openness. So we crafted a vision statement to help guide our 
ministries of service going forward, saying FBC would live and serve by showing “Jesus Christ’s love 
by engaging in transformational ministry in relationship with its neighbors both locally and globally in 
the community spirit of Matthew 25:34-40.” 

When we rolled out this and other vision statements five years ago, there was certainly the thought 
that words are nice, but let’s see what actually happens. Well, lots happened. But one of the 
biggest things is we immediately became more open.  What’s interesting to me about this as well, 
is that it wasn’t a linear progression of openness but rather a simple openness to listen to God as a 
community that led to a continual interplay of open hearts and open doors. Some of the things were 
expansions of ongoing ministries while some became brand new central parts of our hearts and lives. 
Here’s the timeline…

This graph only deals with ministries and facility use since the last renovation, in 1993-94. There are 
many ministry partners not on the list or graphic and we’ll get back to that shortly. But’s let’s really 
appreciate how over the past 3 decades, this church has been using its facility at an increasing rate, 
with an almost exponential like turn over the past 6 years. 

You’ll notice the explosion of facility usage beginning around 2012, continuing with ministries like 
IHN and Our Daily Bread, even while expanding ODB to bring it in house and committing more space 
and resources to IHN, and to begin hosting a GED ministry. All of these items began before 2012 yet 
somewhere around then, they began to take shape in new and growing ways here at FBC’s physical 
location. On top of that, you’ll notice a vision process section in 2013-2015, out of which came the 
renovation commitments that continue to fuel these ministries. 

By: Brandon Pendry, Minister of Youth and Mission

Plates. Cups. Arms. Hearts. Wallets. 



It’s also important to note the many items that were included in the renovation 
specifically to enhance or increase our missional engagement. A few are…
*  Complete reworking on Fellowship Hall bathrooms and travel patterns, 
adding a dedicated Our Daily Bread pantry, and upgrading ceiling tiles for health 
code. (Our Daily Bread enhancements)
*  Complete renovation of youth space, including new shared-use kitchen/
dining, seating spaces & furniture, new closets, technology, and 2 new shower-
rooms. (IHN enhancements)
*  Newly formed open-concept Mission Room on main hallway, with display 
area to maintain missional engagement for all who pass main hallways. (All FBC 
ministries)

Because of the long-term commitment of people from decades ago to begin 
ministries in town and begin supporting them, the last 6-8 years have become a 
catalyzing time where FBC Athens has really embodied Open to Serve. And the 
good news is that we’re just getting started. Which also means we’ve still got 
work to do.

We’re feeding nearly 100,000 people/year at our church through ODB and other 
ministries, yet that’s less than 0.4% of meals needed to break food insecurity in 
Athens Clarke County. 

We’re opening our arms to serve and our hearts to love by serving nearly 5000 
hours/year together, yet less than 50% of our members are serving together. 

We’re giving more money than ever before and using more of our space for 
missions than ever before. However, we still have tons of space available and 
live in one of the poorest counties per capita in GA and in the U.S. 

We need to celebrate how far we’ve come in compassionate service, being 
Open to Serve. And we need to be aware of the still vast opportunities for the 
Holy Spirit to move in and among and through us. We shouldn’t feel guilty or 
depressed but rather encouraged and challenged by how much God has been 
able to do through FBC already. And we should start asking more questions 
about how we can be open to serve going forward. 



We have many hymns in our Celebrating Grace Hymnal that speak of the beauty and strength of belonging 
to an open and diverse community of Christ followers such as FBC Athens. I have chosen one that we will 
sing as an anthem with congregational participation on Sunday, April 15 as a part of our grand re-opening 
to the Athens community. Christian People, Sing Together was written by Marjorie Dobson, a Methodist 
local preacher in the United Kingdom and a writer of hymns, prayers, poetry, and short dramatic pieces for 
use in worship. Marjorie has served for many years as a member of the Hymn Society of Great Britain and 
Ireland’s Executive Committee. She has also served on the editorial team of the Worship Live periodical and 
was a member of the Music Resource Group that compiled the new hymn resource for UK Methodism.

I recently reached out to Marjorie who lives in Scarborough, North Yorkshire to inquire about the genesis of 
her hymn Christian People, Sing Together. Marjorie writes,

Your request really set me on a search through my memory, Randy. Sometimes it’s so difficult to look 
back and remember the specific reason for writing a particular text – if there was one. At the moment I’m 
trawling through all my hymn texts, poems, prayers and drama pieces to compile another collection for 
Stainer & Bell and I often come across pieces that I have no memory of writing.  They must be mine because 
they’re in my files, but I’ve possibly never looked at them again since the day I entered them into the laptop.
 
‘Christian people, sing together’ is slightly different, as I have a first publication date of 1999, when New 
Start Hymns and Songs was published in the UK to 
provide material for Millennium year and afterwards. 
For several years before that my husband and I had 
been attending the annual Easter People event held 
during the week following Easter Sunday. Methodist 
based, but ecumenical, there was lively worship, 
Bible studies, workshops and exhibitions and people 
came from all over the UK to take part. The mix of 
denominations, ages and outlooks was refreshing and 
we shared with each other, discovering new insights into 
work and worship as we went along. There was a lot of singing and we found a lot of common ground!
 
I think it was the phrase ‘all united in one voice’ that triggered the rest of the text. My own voice is not 
strong, but in a large gathering like that it simply didn’t matter. Anyone and everyone could join in and 
create the magic of music. The idea then moved on to the fact that everyone has a place in God’s work and 
the text grew from there. I have always been uncomfortable with hierarchical attitudes in churches, as it is 
my firm belief that every person matters, whether as prominent preachers, or competent cleaners – each of 
us is important to God. 
 
Originally I used the line ‘though we come from many backgrounds’ but the publishers suggested the 
substitute of the word ‘cultures’ to give the line a broader implication.
 
Because of its inclusion in ‘Celebrating Grace’ I am certain that this hymn has been sung many more times in 
your country than in mine. The Millennium material seemed to fade away very quickly and the text has not 
been published elsewhere in the UK, as far as I know. And even though (or perhaps because of the fact that) 
I was on the selection committee for the UK Methodist hymnal ‘Singing the Faith,’ published in 2011, the text 
was not even put forward for consideration.

I hope that your grand reopening goes well and I’m grateful for the fact that you think my hymn might 
enhance it.
 
Every blessing,
Marjorie

By: Randy Brittain, Minister of Music

 
     I have always been uncomfortable with 
hierarchical attitudes in churches, as it is my 
firm belief that every person matters, whether 
as prominent preachers, or competent 
cleaners – each of us is important to God. 



 
Christian people, sing together, all united in one voice.
Though we come from many cultures, yet in Christ we all rejoice.
In our daily lives we’re scattered, serving God in various ways.
Then in worship we’re united giving Him our thanks and praise.

God created countless faces, yet in Christ we all are one.
Though we look from many angles, all our views reflect the Son.
So we bring each gift and talent, offering what we have to share, 
and God blends us all together in one body of His care.

Teach us, Lord, to trust each other, though our ways are not the same.
As you call us to Your purpose, bless our working in Your name.
In the world of daily living each uniquely serves Your will.
Show how every person matters as our calling we fulfill.

Marjorie Dobson, 1999

Christian People, Sing  Together
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