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But I talk about my life anyway because if, on the one hand, hardly anything could be less important, on the 
other hand, hardly anything could be more important. My story is important not because it is mine, God 
knows, but because if I tell it anything like right, the chances are you will recognize that in many ways, it is 
also yours. Maybe nothing is more important than that we keep track, you and I, of these stories of who we 
are and where we have come from and the people we have met along the way because it is precisely through 
these stories in all their particularity, as I have long believed and often said, that God makes himself known to 
each of us most powerfully and personally. If this is true, it means that to lose track of our stories is to be 
profoundly impoverished, not only humanly, but also spiritually. 

From: Telling Secrets: A Memoir, by Frederick Buechner,  

Harper San Francisco, 1991, page 30 



By: Jennifer Baxley 
Stuck Between Grief and Grace 

 My story begins like many of your stories. I was raised in a Christian home by loving parents. They 
weren’t wealthy, our life was simple, but church came first and education came in a close second. My 
parents, two older sisters and I were at church every time the doors opened. I had no idea how much 
my grounding in faith would be tested and shaped in such early stages of my life, but more than 
anything for which I am grateful to my parents, I am most grateful for their part in beginning my 
faith journey. We started out in a small Southern Baptist Church made up mostly of family, and then 
we moved to eastern NC where we joined a church that would become one of the first Cooperative 
Baptist Churches of the early 90s. That was important because it meant my formative years were 
spent in a place where females were valued, where they had a voice, and where they were ordained. I 
was loved and mentored there by a music minister, a Sunday School teacher, and a pastor who 
grounded me and prepared me for all that would lie ahead. 
 
I went off to college at UNC-Chapel Hill and met my college sweetheart during my second semester 
English class of my freshman year. Robert Hoerning was everything you now know Livy to be, only 
in “guy form”—quiet but intense, humble but strong, compassionate, non-judgmental, loyal, smart 
and incredibly kind (and a sports fanatic). Although he grew up Episcopalian, we came from very 
similar family structures with strong values. We were immediately inseparable. We made it through 
the trials of college dating and got married less than a year after I graduated, in March of 1995. 
 
I treasure the next 5 years with all my heart. We made a conscious decision not to have kids for a 
while, we enjoyed our jobs, our church, travel—he did grad school, I built my physical therapy 
resume. Life was ideal. Sometimes it felt too good to be true, honestly, and perhaps it was, but I 
wouldn’t change a thing about that season of my life. If you’re familiar with Garth Brooks’ song, The 
Dance, know that I agree.  It was a beautiful dance and I would do it all over again 
 
A few weeks ago, we were in Charlotte, and I drove past the intersection where my car was sitting 
the Friday Robert called me on my way home from work. It was late summer in the year 2000, my 
cell phone rang and it was Robert calling me through tears to tell me that his dentist appointment 
didn’t go well. His dentist saw the sore on his tongue and immediately sent him to an oral surgeon 
who sent him to an ENT all in a matter of two hours. The ENT predicted that it was tongue cancer, 
and if that were true, it was very serious. Tongue cancers grow and spread quickly, particularly in 
young people with healthy blood and lymph systems. It made no sense to me. Robert had no risk 
factors, he was 29 years old! I was certain they had to be wrong. But life doesn’t always make sense, 
and the following Monday, after the longest weekend of our lives, we got the diagnosis of tongue 
cancer. 
 
After extensive surgery on his tongue and a finding of one lymph node positive for cancer, Robert 
went through aggressive radiation and chemotherapy. For the next several months, he lived in the 
worst kind of hell, and all that got us through that season was faith, prayer, and the love of our 
families, friends and our Wingate Baptist Church family. We also had a strong prophetic voice from 
the pulpit in our church during that season. We had a young, talented interim pastor who seemed to 
bring us a fresh word from God each week and we were so grateful. Perhaps you've heard of him. His 
name was Paul Baxley.  
 



By February of 2001, Robert was pronounced cancer 
free and had a clean bill of health. Before his chemo, we 
had taken the steps necessary to get pregnant through in 
vitro fertilization and immediately worked with fertility 
specialists and shortly after Mother’s Day, I was pregnant 
with twins. But three weeks later, we found out Robert’s 
cancer had returned…this time to his spine and his lungs. 
 
By the time the summer ended, we had lost one of the 
twins (a loss we really didn’t have time to grieve), 
Robert’s cancer had spread to his liver, and we were back 
and forth between Charlotte and  Memorial Sloan 
Kettering in NYC. We were to be living in NYC while 
Robert participated in an experimental study. But before 
we could get started, he became very ill and was 
eliminated from the study. We had no choice but to 
return to Charlotte and extend his life as best we could 
with traditional chemo. We left NYC about 10 days 
before 9/11. That’s another miraculous story for another 
day. Suffice to say, I was grateful we were not there 
when the towers fell. About 10 days after 9/11, Robert 
started feeling worse and became short of breath. By 
11:00 p.m., we were in the Emergency Room. By 1:00 
a.m., we knew he was septic, By 4:00 a.m. on September 
21, he was gone. About an hour before the last time he 
went into cardiac arrest, the doctors told me he wouldn’t 
make it through the night. At 20 weeks pregnant, all I 
could feel in that moment, in this surreal dichotomy 
between life and death, was Livy kicking inside of me. 
That was enough to give me hope to go on. 
 
To this day, if anyone asked me why I believe in God I 
would point to that night. It seems strange, but the 
“peace that passes all understanding” came over me in 
that moment in ways that I still can’t put into words. If 
God isn’t real, I could have never been strong enough to 
give the doctors permission to stop CPR. If God isn’t 
real, I could not have met Robert’s parents at the door 
and taken them to see his body. If God isn’t real, I 
couldn’t have spoken with the organ donation 
representative to make sure Robert’s eye lenses were 
donated that night. If God isn’t real, I could have never 
had the courage to walk out of that hospital and go 
home. If God isn’t real, I couldn’t have sat in our 
bedroom that day knowing that I had to find a way to go 
on. If God isn’t real, I couldn’t have looked my music 
minister in the eye that evening knowing every hymn I 
wanted sung and insisting that on the last verse of It Is 
Well With My Soul that there better be a trumpet! If God 

isn’t real, I would not have survived that season. But God 
is real, and I did.  
 
The following weeks were harder. I remember not 
wanting to eat or drink, but I told my family if they 
would just keep putting food and water in front of me, I 
would do whatever it takes to make Livy healthy. Robert 
had named her just two weeks before he died. Olivia—
for peace, and Grace—for obvious reasons. I immediately 
went to a grief counselor and I can remember looking at 
him and saying, in a very matter of fact way, “This baby 
is due in early February and you have to get me through 
this grief by then. I have to be ready.” We worked at it 
together, but there was still some fear that when she 
came I would be washed away by the sadness of his 
absence. And yet, the moment Livy came into the world, 
God turned on a giant light in my dark life and it has 
been blazing ever since. Everything made sense again 
and I had reason to go on. Life changed pretty 
dramatically.  
 
By summer of that year, I felt like I was finally getting 
my footing as a single parent. I was reengaged in my 
work and church life. Paul, who had also been the 
campus minister at Wingate University was moving to 
Richmond to take a job at a seminary there, so those of 
us who had been on the search committee that called 
him decided to have a going away party for him—at my 
house. I remember wishing Paul well and giving him a 
gift. It was a book by NC authors. I knew he was 
moving out of state for the first time, so I thought it 
would be a nice reminder of home. Inside the book, I 
inscribed, “As you embark on a new journey, may your 
heart stay close to home.” I handed him the book, 
basically told him to have a nice life, and thought that 
was the last I would see of Paul Baxley. 
 
A couple months later, around the one year anniversary 
of Robert’s death, my sister asked a question as only a 
sister can ask. Do you think you can love again? Do you 
think you would ever be able to remarry? I told her that I 
really thought I could love again. I still had a lot of love 
to give, but what I would require in a partner would be 
basically impossible to find. He would have to 
understand my faith and share a similar faith, understand 
my love for Robert and not feel threatened by it, be able 
to love Robert’s family and Livy as his own, be able to 
manage all of my baggage, etc. On and on, I listed the 
requirements. If that person exists, I explained, it might 
be twenty years before I find him. 



Three weeks later, I was sitting at a dinner table in Richmond across from Paul Baxley. I had a continuing 
education meeting in Richmond that weekend and he and I had emailed a couple of times about a sermon he 
preached before he left Wingate. We agreed to get together and talk about it in person and 5 hours later, we were 
sitting on campus still talking. I remember thinking, “God I don’t know what I’m supposed to be feeling, but I am 
quite certain it is not attraction!” Before the night ended, Paul insisted that we get together again and soon feelings 
began to happen that I knew I wasn’t ready for. I tried to run from it. I was paralyzed by fear and pulled away a 
number of times, but between God and Paul, they just wouldn’t let me go. I couldn’t understand why God was 
sending my bullet point list then. “Not now, God,” I said. “Later on!” It had not even been two years. God 
eventually had to hit me over the head with a brick and say, “NOW, Jennifer! NOW!” I finally gave in and 
recognized that life isn’t perfectly linear—you don’t just get over one chapter and neatly move on the next. It’s all 
messy and sometimes the messiness has to run together until you find your way. Once I finally accepted that, we 
were engaged the following fall and were married in July, 2004. Livy was 2 1/2 years old. 
 
From there we moved to Henderson where Paul had just become the senior pastor of First Baptist Church. I 
jokingly refer to Henderson as Camelot, because that season of my life felt like a dream. For the first time in years, 
people were not looking at me with pity. It was a fresh start and I was so grateful. I loved the people and the 
church. Worship took on new meaning and I loved being married to a pastor. Paul had been the associate pastor of 
that same church when he was a hopeless bachelor, so they all embraced Livy and me like we were royalty. Six 
years flew by and I was content to stay in Henderson for a very long time. By that time we had added Maria to our 
family and were trying for a third child when the call came from Athens. The timing was terrible. I didn’t want 
him to consider it, but I knew I couldn’t stand in his way. So we got deeply involved in conversations with your 
search committee. Then I found out we were pregnant with twins. Nothing made sense about the call to Athens, 
but I am so grateful that we both knew in spite of it all that God was calling us here. It has been one of the best 
decisions of our lives and remains so. A few months later Matthew and Caroline were born and our life here has 
been idyllic. We love our church, this community, and we now love the Bulldogs. I really thought Paul would 
retire here. At times it still hurts me that he will not. And that leads me to my most recent chapter. 
 
When the call came from the Cooperative Baptist Fellowship, I wasn’t surprised, but I was absolutely certain that 
the answer should be NO. It was not the right time for Paul to take this job and he agreed. So we said no, and as 
Paul has explained to you all, it wouldn’t let him go. It kept popping up just as the Athens call had played out. 
Eventually we both knew God could not be ignored, but oh what an excruciating decision it was for our family. 
 
Christmas of 2018 was particularly awful for the two of us. The offer had been made, but we couldn’t tell anyone. 
Not even our children. It was miserable. When Paul stood to preach what I knew would be his last Christmas Eve 
sermon, it was all I could do to hold it together. And it’s funny that as I was preparing this testimony, I came across 
a letter that I wrote to Paul that difficult Christmas and I think it sums up so much of my life story: 
 

This Christmas seems rather surreal. What an odd place we find ourselves in—stuck smack dab at the intersection of 
holy terror and hopeful expectation. That sounds really unique until you stop to realize that this is exactly what 
Christmas is. It’s hope for a Messiah right next to the fear of the unknown. It’s the fear of Mary and Joseph and the 
“fear not” of the angels. It is shameful shepherds and dirty animals and revered wise men and everything in between. 
It is messy. And life is messy. And this situation is messy. And God will see us through to the end. But oh what a 
bumpy ride it sometimes seems before the grace really is lying there in a manger. And that is where I find myself—
stuck somewhere between grief and grace. 

 
Maybe someday if I ever have the courage to write my book, I will give it that title…Between Grief and Grace. But 
in that holy space between grief and grace, I think God always does his best work. In the hot mess of life, that’s 
when God is busy making all things new. May it continue to be so for you and for me. Amen. 



By: LaReece Stewart 
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Unlike many of you, I did not grow up in church. We had gone a year or so when I was about 7 years 
old. After some disagreement with church laymen (in opposition to the pastor), we never returned there 
or anywhere else. Fortunately, a friend of mine named Kimi invited me to church youth group with her 
in eighth grade. My life was forever changed! Within First Baptist Church Griffin, I found safety with my 
youth pastor and choir director. My sister, whom I love dearly now, had really been getting into major 
trouble and my parents were understandably consumed with her welfare. These two Godly men provided 
me a safe place to escape family strife and nurtured my participation in church life. This is my reason for 
constantly encouraging the youth to invite a friend to church: you never know what difference you can 
make in someone’s life, even as a young person. 
 
Fast forward many years to 2008.  I had finally re-entered the classroom after eight years of working in a 
law firm as a paralegal and never feeling like I made a difference. My mom and dad had just retired and 
were looking forward to fun years! Then, Mom was diagnosed with advanced stage ovarian cancer. I 
remember my then-spouse (who also worked at the same school) spoke with our principal about my 
mom. That amazing school administrator called me to his office, closed the door behind me, and offered 
the sweetest and most genuine hug. That act was exactly what I needed, and I feel God made me wait for 
that job so that I would have that kind of support around me. My school family, including my students, 
provided constant acts of love during that disappointing and challenging twelve months. God cared for 
me by putting so many pieces of that puzzle together for me. 
 
As many of you know, I was married for quite a while. After weathering in-laws who could be 
overbearing and frustrating at times and helping my spouse complete his undergraduate degree and earn 
his master’s degree, I felt that strife had begun to settle down. Then came June 29, 2013. I received a 
phone call informing me of a terrible accident on a golf course, and that I needed to come to Athens 
Regional. I should say here that I had been frustrated that my spouse and in-laws pushed me to spend 
much of my time with them and that my desires and passions were very much pushed behind 
theirs. Being a dutiful wife, I did what I needed to do to keep the peace - it was easier that way. Well, 
back to that June day, I sat in the OR waiting room knowing the injury was very serious and had 
changed my spouse’s life forever. At that time, I knew physically but I had no idea how much the 
emotional part would change. I remember thinking to myself: This is my new normal. Going to all those 
doctor appointments and surgeries began an isolation process for me. My spouse wanted my attention and 
my engaging with other people became threatening to him. We began to grow apart, and I knew I was 
truly miserable and felt the loneliest of my life. But, how could I leave my damaged spouse? Well, in 
November of 2016, he pushed me to attend the Georgia v. Auburn football game. Now, you know how 
he loves sports, so my Spidey Senses wondered why he preferred to watch the game at home while I went 
to the game. Well, I would get my answer soon enough! Despite all odds, UGA won that game! When I 
arrived home, I was still so excited about the win until he told me: “I want a divorce.” Wow. What a punch 
in the gut. It seemed to come out of thin air, but looking back - it was not unexpected.   
 
I felt like such a failure, and I said to myself: I am now a statistic. All I can say now is that I learned to rely 
on my family and friends and church like never before. I had been accustomed to being the one to aid 
others in their time. Now I was the one in need, and I did not like this side of the proverbially coin. But I 
was immediately surrounded by caring people, and I am forever grateful.   



After a few revolutions around the sun, I have 
learned a lot about myself. I had allowed 
LaReece to be “put in the corner” to quote Patrick 
Swayze in Dirty Dancing. And, I am still 
rediscovering who she is. The journey is just 
that - it is not a dead end and doesn’t have 
finality. It keeps going as do I. thank you to all 
of you who are journeying with me and who 
have put up with my ups and downs. God has 
cared for me by putting wonderful people all 
around me! 
 
Now I want to share a song with you from quite 
a few years ago. One of my favorite movies is 
Pretty Woman - maybe because I am hopeful for 
a prince arriving on a white horse. But, I digress. 
Let’s look at these lyrics from It Must Have Been 
Love by Roxette. This song seems to help me 
pause and just be still for a while, and I am able 
to remind myself that my past was good but 
there is a future devoid of negativity which had 
consumed so much of my time during my 
marriage.   

So, I have started reading Harry Potter books - 
better late than never, right? Towards the end of 
the second book, Albus Dumbledore speaks to a 
frustrated Harry:  “It is our choices, Harry, that 
show what we truly are, far more than our 
abilities.” I love the reminder here that choices 
involve action and are not tied to our abilities. I 
have made choices since my divorce: accept help 
from others, do positive things for myself, take 
time to figure out who I am, appreciate what 
makes me me, be okay feeling sad, and reflect on 
the past while moving forward.   
 
Lastly, I have relied on Psalms during this phase 
in my life. I want to mention 2 chapters: 116 (1-
6) and 139 (1-18, 23-24). Those are amazing 
passages which are very inspirational! 

It must have been love 
But it's over now 
Lay a whisper on my pillow 
Leave the winter on the ground 
I wake up lonely, this air of silence 
In the bedroom and all around 
 
Touch me now 
I close my eyes 
And dream away 
 
It must have been love 
But it's over now 
It must have been good 
But I lost it somehow 
It must have been love 
But it's over now 
 
Make believing 
We're together 
That I'm sheltered 

By your heart 
But in and outside 
I turn to water 
Like a teardrop 
In your palm 
From the moment we touched 
Till the time had run out 
And it's a hard 
Winter's day 
I dream away 
 
It must have been love  
But it's over now  
It was all that I wanted 
Now I'm living without 
It must have been love 
But it's over now 
It's where the water flows… 

It Must Have Been Love from Pearls of Passion by Roxette 



Humor is usually not the first word that comes to 
mind when speaking of Parkinson’s Disease. Quite 
the contrary, discussing any such ailment can cause 
a perfectly fine day to turn gloomy. To counter 
such an unwelcome intrusion into my life, I have 
learned the necessity of humor in my life. In fact, I 
have come to appreciate the pivotal role it plays. 
 
I am not known as one who is intentionally 
humorous. Too high is my count of situations in 
which I was indeed quite humorous, but it was 
certainly not of my choosing. Thus, on a 
Wednesday evening many years ago when FBC 
recognized Frank and Teresa Granger on the 
occasion of Frank’s 20th year anniversary on staff, I 
was asked to participate in a small group who 
recognized, rather, ‘roasted’ Frank. At the 
conclusion of the evening, Genie Chamberlin 
thanked those who had participated, including the 
sidebar comment, “And who knew Paula Hooper 
was funny?!?”  Geez, I thought. I’m funny. Yes, I 
am definitely funny. I don’t recall speaking to 
Teresa nor Frank afterwards, since I surely must 
have been out among the congregation, taking a 
poll to see if anyone thought I was funny.  
 
My reputation of giggling precedes me. 
Frequently, I have had a giggle spasm during the 
most inappropriate times or venues, like the 
midpoint of a sermon, the chapel during a funeral, 
or when I am listening to the prayer of a four-year
-old who asks God to please help Santa remember 
the batteries next Christmas. Having worked in a 
church office for several years, I was given more 
than ample situations in which to stifle a laugh or 
two, or just plain out lose it. 
 
Young children unknowingly provide grand 
fodder for humor, made all the more entertaining 
by their innocence. Many years ago, when I could 
still sit cross-legged on the floor and then get up 
all by myself, I, along with others, assisted a lead 
teacher in a pretend trip to India. In discussing the 
people and culture of the country, the lead teacher 
had us all sit in a meditative position on the floor as 
she described how the people of India meditate, 

focus and find a place within them where they can 
tune out the world. The young child beside me, 
leaned over and whispered none too softly to me.  
“I know what my Pop does to relax, Ms. Hooper. Do 
you know what it is?”  I had a pretty good idea of 
what Pop did, so I whispered to her that we need 
to listen to the teacher; we could talk about Pop’s 
meditation style later. Then, as if she had never 
heard me, she leaned over again, and ‘whispered’ 
in her indoor megaphone voice, “When my Pop 
wants to relax and meditate, he takes him a nip. It 
works pretty good,  too. He gets so relaxed, I can take 
the remote away from him and he doesn’t even know 
it.”  
 
Another source of humor often comes from 
miscommunication, language barriers being 
foremost in this category.  One year I ordered a 
new bookshelf from a local merchant, and the day 
came for its arrival. I was so eager to get the 
shelving, that I had already stacked high the 3-ring 
binders, folders and files that would live there. 
About two hours before the anticipated arrival 
time, I received a phone call from the deliverer, 
who was not at all familiar with Athens. As I gave 
him the directions, I could hear the uncertainty in 
his voice, both due to static on the line and a 
significant language barrier. He called three more 
times as he meandered toward town, so I told him 
I would be waiting for him in front of the church 
on Pulaski Street, cell phone in hand. In a bit, I 
saw the truck turn onto Pulaski from Prince, so I 
jumped up and down and waved my arms as he 
barreled past me and turned onto Clayton Street. I 
felt so defeated. So, one more phone call and I 
knew he would have no more problems. And sure 
enough,  here he comes from Washington Street 
onto Pulaski, at which time I jumped up and down 
and waved my arms. Fortunately, he stopped, 
rolled down his window and asked me if I knew of 
a lady who ordered a bookshelf. “Yes,” I nearly 
spun in delight. “That would be me; I’m glad we 
finally got you here.”  Confused, he looked at me 
and said, “No, no; Another lady. The lady who 
bought the bookshelf is at a church.”  Perplexed, 
and scared he might just take off down Prince 
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By:  Paula Hooper 



Avenue before I could stop him, I explained, “But this is the church; it’s First Baptist.”  At this point, the poor guy 
looked like he had jumped down the rabbit hole with Alice in Wonderland. “No,” he countered. “This is the post 
office. It is no church. Where is your steeple?” I could understand this because he was certainly not the first to confuse 
the two buildings.  The scenario was finally over, with me having my bookshelf and the delivery person, finally 
convinced we were indeed a church, went on his way to buy stamps at the actual, real post office. Other than a 
few people who slowed their cars, saying they had heard of a Pentecostal woman jumping up and down in front of 
the church, all ended well. 
 
If I had to tell my all-time personal story that fully indicts me as the Barney of Mayberry and makes me feel guilty 
each time I garner humor from its sad tale of woe, it would be this one, totally true and unembellished. One day at 
4:00 p.m. a lady came to the office, asking if she could go to the 3rd floor to view the painted walls in the children’s 
area. A local artist whom the lady knew had painted scenes from Jesus’ young life along the corridor, and so I led 
her to the paintings and said I would be back to lead her downstairs to the exit doors before I left. She assured me 
she could return to where she entered, but I said I would come back, for the church is large and rambling, and easy 
place to get yourself turned around.  
 
The next morning Bill Ross, the senior minister at the time, arrived at the office just as I had gotten settled in my 
best seat in the house, accessorized by a new bookshelf that previously tried to go to the post office. Bill was 
sorting through a few pieces of mail with a half grin on his face, when he said, “How was your evening, Paula?”  I 
responded that it was fine, nothing out of the ordinary and that I might sign up for Spanish lessons. (OK; that’s not 
true, but you can certainly go and tell Genie that I’m funny.) “So,” he continued, “you didn’t forget anything when 
you left work yesterday?”  Now I’m wondering where he’s headed.  “Well, no, Bill. I remembered my purse, my keys, 
my day planner, and my….”  And herein lies the first time I wished for an OMG key on my keypad. “The lady! I 
forgot the lady! How could I forget the lady!”  The half grin went grand central on Bill’s face. Since I about collapsed 
out of my chair and broke into a sweat, he did not make me suffer long. He went on to tell me that when he was 
visiting members in the hospital, he realized he left his phone. He came back to the church to find someone in the 
parking lot, approaching him as he was getting out of his car.  

I don’t remember verbatim the conversation between the two, but it went something like this:  
“Hey, Preacher? You are the preacher here, right?” 
“Yes,” Bill answered. 
“Well, preacher, you have gone and locked somebody up inside your church. I mean on the inside,” the man 
continued. (I think Bill said this guy was stifling a laugh, but I can’t attest to that. It may have been a hint 
of a wicked little grin though.) 
“Did you see her?” Bill queried. 
 



“I did. She was looking out that 3rd floor window, 
the one that is located across this parking lot; she 
was kinda’ beating on them, like she was stuck or 
something.”  I’ll be totally honest with you. At 
this point I thought I might pass out. 
“So, what else happened?” I quivered as I asked. 
“I mean, please tell me she is alive.” 
“Well, I went on the hunt for the lady and couldn’t 
find her. So, I got on the elevator and as I got off, I 
wondered if possibly she had taken the prayer 
garden door outside.” That door, like others in 
the church, is a crash door, which when fully 
closed, locks automatically.  
“The prayer garden? Was she there?”  I asked. 
“Yep. She had grass on her clothes; I think she had 
tried to go both over and under the fencing, which 
was locked. And I think she said a couple of police 
cars drove past and she waved wildly to them, and 
they waved right back to her. We’ve got a real 
friendly police force here.”  

As miserable as this poor lady’s venture was to simply 
get OUT of the church, I hope she has been able to 
find a shred of humor in this. 
 
You can tell a lot about a person by their sense of 
humor. Some may think I am a bit disrespectful in my 
humor; some may find it real, and thus, funny. If 
Parkinson’s has taught me anything, however, it has 
taught me to find a place to laugh. Search for it, seek it 
out. And when you do, cherish it. Because believe me, 
if you don’t find the humor in your life, you will have 
no place to retreat when you cry so hard you think you 
will never stop. 
 
Many of you have seen over the years the well-done 
St. Jude’s Children’s Hospital’s promotional TV 
commercials. I recall when Phil Donahue married 
Marlo Thomas; he said Marlo told him up front that 
much of her time and hopefully his as well, would be 
spent at St. Jude’s campus, around the country 
educating people about it and raising money for it. It 

was a burning wish for her father, and she has carried 
the torch faithfully. A current commercial bears the 
words of Danny Thomas, “No child should die in the 
dawn of life.” We would all agree. How unfair is it that 
in this world some children never live to see their third 
birthday or their first Christmas? How painful is the 
emptiness left that nothing in this world can ever fill. 
To die in the dawn of life is cruelly unfair. But then, 
we all know this world is not fair, nor were we ever 
enticed or tricked to believe that. 
 
In my daily battle I have come to believe we are all in 
our own personal dawn of life. We may not be a 
child’s age or cognitive ability, be we are in a place, 
each and every day of our lives, where we were not 
yesterday, nor will we be tomorrow. We must offer 
the dawn of life that resides in us for the day and for 
the hour, to those who are around us. Today may 
represent a thousand lessons you have learned over 
your lifetime, or it may represent what you only 
grasped last night. Whatever it is, you can offer it 
today in no way that you can offer it tomorrow. 
Today has a dawning of its own. If finding a shred of 
humor can cause you to look upward and see the light, 
then celebrate it. It is your dawn today. 
 
If I can use a disease for one ounce of good, or for one 
smile among tears, then I will thank God for the dawn 
of my life. 
 
I am forever mindful of a lady I locked inside the 
church building. I am actually glad Bill left his cell 
phone and returned to his office. I am thankful for a 
man who awaited the preacher to tell him about a lady 
pounding on a window pane. I am glad we have 
friendly police officers in Athens. And I am grateful for 
the gift of humor amid pain, and after a night of tears, 
joy that comes in the morning.  
 
I hope in my Lenten journey this year, I will live the 
dawn of my life. 



Beauty instead of Ashes By: Emily Harbin 
I grew up in Dalton, GA, the middle child of three. Until high school, my mom was a full-time mom and my dad 
was a physician in town. My family was always heavily involved at First Baptist, Dalton. I made my profession of 
faith as a second grader, and continued to grow in faith throughout my childhood. As an elementary student, I 
regularly told people that I was going to be a missionary like Lottie Moon (that’s what Girls in Action will do!). My 
parents served on committees, the deacon board, and taught youth Sunday school. I never resented my parents for 
bringing us to church. Church was home to me just as much as my actual house. Looking back at this time, it is no 
wonder I wound up in ministry. 
 
In middle and high-school I continued to take on leadership roles in school, sports, and youth group. As a junior, I 
started the Fellowship of Christian Athletes prayer breakfast and opened it up to non-athletes. I led devotions in 
those groups and taught Bible study for my friends. My childhood was idyllic in many ways. 
 
On Thanksgiving Day, when I was 16, my dad called a family meeting. We all came in and sat at the kitchen table 
and he told us he was leaving. And thus, began years of sorting and sifting through the fragments of a life left 
behind. 
 
My brother had begun his freshman year at UGA that same fall, so as the oldest sibling in the house, I assumed the 
role of the fixer. I helped plug the holes and did what I could to keep things together. There are many painful 
details not worth revisiting here, but suffice it to say, that time and the years that followed were very hard for me 
and my family. To this day my relationship with my father has not recovered.  
 
I graduated high-school and headed off to UGA without looking back. My entire life I’d been looking forward to 
UGA (my parents met at the Baptist Student Union here in 1984) and my last 18 months of high-school made the 
pull to college even stronger. But as you can imagine, having been recently launched into such a dark time, college 
was difficult for me. College is difficult enough as it is under normal circumstances. It is a time of testing your new 
insights, relationships and learnings against the backdrop of how you were raised. And all of this happened for me, 
but my backdrop wasn’t as clear to me as it had once been. If you’d met me during college you would probably 
have no idea I was struggling. I was outgoing, social and involved with a number of campus groups. Internally 
however, I had lost all sense of who I was. I put God in a box on the shelf — my faith felt inactive, like the batteries 
had died. I forgot how to trust God.  
 
Having taken summer courses each year, by the end of my junior year I was feeling burned out and wanted to do 
something different, but I didn’t know what. I was deciding between a summer internship or a physics class. One 
week I came across an email from my academic advisor about an internship at a summer camp where they needed a 
student who could balance relationships with children living in poverty in Greensboro, GA.  I called my mom and 
read the ad to her. When I finished with the name of the contact, she said “Wait a minute, read that again!” and so I 
repeated the name Becky Matheny. My mom was so excited, because Becky had been her campus minister and she 
told me to contact her immediately, “You need her in your life right now.” 
 
I completed my summer internship at Lake Oconee Community Church with a strong sense of calling to ministry 
and spoke with Becky about it. After our conversations, I got scared because ministry sounded too difficult and not 
worth it, so I pursued nonprofit work. The following summer I worked at Camp Twin Lakes in Rutledge with 
children and teens who had developmental disabilities, chronic illnesses, and a host of other life challenges. 
 



Upon graduation, I was offered a position in Memphis 
working with a nonprofit healthcare center. But after 
praying about it, I had this unexplainable gut feeling 
that I wasn’t supposed to take that job. Later that week, 
I got a text from David Key asking if I was interested in 
a “summer position with youth.” That’s all it said. No 
mention of a church, so I told him yes. A few weeks 
later, I got a call from Charles Smith at Madison Baptist.  
 
Despite being a college graduate needing full-time 
employment, I took the position and within 2 months 
they asked me to stay full-time. I served two years at 
MBC as Director of Youth and Children’s Ministries 
while I wrestled with my call to ministry. Becky was 
right, there were plenty of days I thought I should drop 
the whole idea because ministry is hard.  
 
Each time I felt like forging a new path, something 
happened and I knew God was with me in this work. 
Over and over, things happened to make me recognize 
God was re-filling the holes in my spirit with deep 
affirmations. God was re-introducing me to relationship 
with him and proving to me that I could trust him. 
 
Just one of the many stories from those 2 years that 
helped me know I was on the right path was with a 
young girl in the youth group who had a congenital 
heart defect and also suffered from juvenile arthritis. She 
was also developmentally delayed. When I first arrived 
at MBC, I saw how she struggled to fit in with the 
youth group and never went across the street to the 
youth house. I noticed that the other youth didn’t 
interact with her, and her church experience was very 
isolating. But I kept speaking to her and inviting her to 
join us and little by little she warmed up. One day, she 
appeared in my office doorway. All she said was “hey!” 
but I knew it a huge step for her. Then the youth 
started speaking to her and she slowly opened up. 
Eventually she crossed the street and joined in youth 
group activities. After some months, she made her 
profession of faith and was baptized and when she came 
out of the water she was beaming. Needless to say, tears 
of immense joy were shed in celebration that day. Her 
dad called me and said, “Emily when you came here, we 
were so thrilled because our daughter remembered you from 
Camp Twin Lakes and we knew God sent you to us.”  
 

When you hear those affirming words it’s impossible to 
deny God is speaking to you. You know without a 
shadow of a doubt that God never left you. I realized 
that even as I ran from my calling in fear, God was still 
weaving my story together. And when you hear those 
words enough... you go to seminary.  
 
I knew it was the next step, but I was worried about 
working full-time and taking part-time classes. I just 
couldn’t see how it was all going to come together, but 
I applied to McAfee anyway. Meanwhile, a young 
female minister from Athens came to preach at MBC — 
her name was Amanda Lewis. She later sent me a 
Facebook message asking if I would be looking for part
-time work while I was in seminary. She said she would 
be vacating her position at First Baptist Athens and 
thought I might fit in well there. I thanked her for 
thinking of me, but I just didn’t see how to work part-
time and pay for seminary.  
 
A month later I was awarded a full scholarship, which 
would allow me to be a full-time student and work part
-time. I got a call from Paul Baxley, met with the 
college minister search committee and was blown away 
by the offer to come minister alongside college students 
at the same university that I know and love, but also the 
same place where I lost all sense of who I was, and the 
place that re-introduced me to who I was.  
 
Throughout my parents’ divorce and the years after, my 
mom’s refrain through the shared tears was, “beauty 
instead of ashes Emily, beauty instead of ashes. That’s 
what God promises us.” And there were days when I 
threw those words back at God and shook my fist, but 
on this side of my story I see how God took those 
fragments of me, the ashes of my story and pulled them 
together for a picture and a calling more beautiful than I 
could have ever dreamed for myself. (Isaiah 61; John 
6:12) 
 
 



Journey Through Addiction 
“God grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change; the courage to change the things I can; and the 
wisdom to know the difference.” 
 
“For I know the plans I have for you, plans to prosper you and not to harm you, plans to give you hope and a  
future.”  — Jeremiah 29:11 
 
Today I am going to share with you how the Serenity Prayer and Jeremiah 29:11 came to be a part of my story. 
 
 Dear Gaines, 
 Letting you go on this trip was one of the hardest things I have ever done, but I know it is time for me to let  you 
 go. As your mother, I only want to protect you from all the bad things in this crazy world in which we live.. And 
 help you to become a man of honor and integrity. But you are a man now and no matter how much I want these 
 things for you... You have to want them for yourself. I hope that this trip has/will help you put your life into  
 perspective and inspire you to pursue your dreams and achieve great things.  
 
 I can’t begin to imagine the physical, emotional, and  mental challenges you are facing each day on your journey. I 
 know it would be easy to get discouraged and feel like giving up.  But I know you are not a quitter and will embrace 
 all of your experiences, good and bad, to help you make positive changes in your life. Not many people get a second 
 chance at life. But you have been given the chance and I know you will make the best of it. Put forth your very best 
 effort in every aspect of your trip for yourself and for the others in  your group who depend on you. Remember, you 
 will get out of this experience what you put into it. 
 
This is a letter that I wrote to my oldest son, Gaines, in June 2011 while he was in the Sierra, Nevada mountains 
with Outward Bound. This letter marked the beginning of my journey through addiction with my son — as for 
the previous two years I had known that something was not right with him while he was in college at Ole Miss. I 
just could not accept that Gaines had an addiction issue and tried to justify, rationalize and deny. I even prayed that 
he had some kind of physical illness or condition that could explain his behavior.  I begged God daily, “Lord, please 
not my Son.” 
 
Gaines did not return to Ole Miss the fall of 2011 but lived with us that next year. I spent that year still not fully 
recognizing or accepting that he had a problem. Over the next year I developed my own addiction to fixing my 
son and trying to control him. Despite my best efforts to “love him to death” he continued in a downward spiral 
and at that point I had no other choice but to accept the fact that he had a serious problem. 
 
Because my husband and I had no understanding of opiate addiction we naively thought that by we enrolling 
Gaines in a 30-day intensive outpatient treatment program that he would be cured. But we quickly learned that 
was not the case. 

By: Joanna Hill 



 
 Dear Friends and Family, 
 This has been one of the worst yet best days of our life. Bert and I are on our way back to Athens after leaving our 
 precious son, Gaines, at Willing Way Rehabilitation Hospital in Statesboro. Gaines has an addition to prescription 
 pain pills and has been struggling to beat it on his own for the past several months. We have known for some time 
 now that things were not right with Gaines and have tried to do everything in our power to help him through his 
 struggles. Gaines attended an intensive out-patient treatment program this past spring in Athens. This program 
 included individual, group and family therapy, Imagine sitting in a room with a group of people and having to hear 
 your son say, “My name is Gaines and I am an addict.”  It was devastating to say the least.  
 
 However, as we looked around the room we did not see a group of sketchy, scary-looking people that we had  
 expected but rather a group of normal people struggling with addiction: a teacher addicted to pain pills, a preacher 
 and a grandmother both addicted to alcohol, a young mother addicted to Ritalin, two UGA students both addicted to 
 heroin and many other normal people.  During this process our family learned more about addiction than we ever 
 thought possible and also about the many misconceptions that surround addicts. 
 
  Addiction is not due to a character flaw or poor parenting (although we have asked ourselves what did we do wrong 
 or what could we have done differently) but rather a disease just like cancer or diabetes that can be treated but not 
 cured. As Gaines’ counselor told us, many kids experiment with drugs and can walk away but others cannot. Gaines 
 is one of them. The best description we have heard for addiction is it is like wearing a vest and someone is putting 
 lead pellets in the vest.  You don’t notice that the vest is getting heavier because the change is so slight.  But when 
 you take off the vest, that is when it hits you.   
 
 Gaines, like many 21 year-olds thinks he is invincible and wanted so badly to be able to beat this on his own, but we 
 all knew the odds were against him. He gave it his best shot, but his brain that has been chemically altered overruled 
 his heart and he couldn’t do it on his own. He told us a week ago that the needed and wanted help to beat this ad
 diction that has ruled his life and ours. We left Gaines at Willing Way today with sadness and with joy. Sadness 
 that he is so young and has a difficult journey ahead of him, but joy in the fact that he reached out for help and 
 wants to be there.... 
 
 Please pray for our family but especially for Gaines that God will give him the strength that he needs to beat his 
 addiction.  Also pray that Gaines’ situation will serve as a wake up call to other young men and women of the  
 devastating effects of addiction. God has a plan for Gaines’ life.  We just wish we knew what it was right now.  All 
 we can do is trust in Him and take it one day at a time.  
 
This is a portion of the e-mail I sent to our family and friends on October 20, 2012. Prior to writing this letter I 
had been burdened with shame and guilt about my son’s addiction and felt totally alone. Keeping this secret had 
taken a toll on both me and my husband, as well as, our younger son, Asa, as addiction is truly a disease of the 
mind, body, spirit, and FAMILY!  Bert and I decided that we could no longer do this alone and that it was time to 
tell our story because it was important for those that loved us to know. Once I hit the send button on the e-mail 
the shame and guilt that we both had felt ceased to exist. 
 
Over the next four years Bert and I educated ourselves about addiction, we listened to and counseled many families 
who had loved ones who suffered from the disease of addiction and we stood beside Gaines and supported him 
throughout the challenging times and celebrated his successes in  recovery.   
 
 



Although, this story is not the story I would have 
chosen for me or for my son it was the story that 
God chose for us and I am grateful for the things I 
learned along the way and trusting that things are 
as they should be. 
 
#1.  Power of prayer: It works and our family felt 
it everyday 
#2.  The blessing of Christian friends: “No one 
brings you casseroles when you have a loved one 
suffering from addiction.” But this was not the 
case with us as people reached out to us in letters, 
phone calls, kind words, and helping with Asa.  
Your church family is important! 
#3.  God is faithful, he is always there and he is 
able to handle my anger, fear, doubts, questions 
and frustrations. 
#4. Trusting God’s plan for your child’s life can 
be difficult in the midst of addiction or any other 
life changing experience: but his plan is far better 
than anything we could ever imagine. God 
always works for good! 

 
This is a picture my son, Gaines,  
recently shared on Facebook. 
The caption read, “Looking out the 
window waiting on me to get home. My 
world.” 
 
“For I know the plans I have for you, 
plans to prosper you and not to harm 
you, plans to give you hope and a future.” 
Jeremiah 29:11 
 
Thanks for the opportunity to share 
my story. AMEN! 




