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Sanctuary 
By: Matt Marston  

 
Why sanctuary? A word for a bird. 
 
In the silent dark of this room 
A voice cries 
And so do his eyes. 
His little girl was 10 when she died. 
 
Other places are dark. 
Many are hidden. 
This place has ears and 
remembered tears. 
 
Here they sang “Amazing Grace” 
The Sunday after 
A world was shattered. 
Hope in tatters, not gone. 
A blessed trace. 
 
 
 

Groom and bride, 
body and blood, 
Lost and found. 
Empty, until they happen to you. 
Here, they do. 
 
The beat, the drink, the score 
Erase the pain, one moment more. 
You find these elsewhere. 
Here, the Lord’s Prayer. 
 
Serenity in memory, not forgetting.  
The ears are God’s, 
The tears are mixed. 
They speak a secret, hushed and heard. 
The Word.  
 
“Surely the LORD is in this place.” 
A mother hen making space 
for stranger and friend. 
A sanctuary. 



Ordination in this Space 
By:  Emily Harbin 

My ordination is perhaps the most unlike any of the 
others that have occurred in the long history of First 
Baptist Athens. For one thing, the service utilized online 
capabilities like the livestream and pre-recorded videos. 
Archived on YouTube, more of my friends and family 
have been able to go back and re-watch the service on 
their own terms. In addition to the technological 
differences, of course, the most glaring difference would 
be that we held the service in the midst of a global 
pandemic.  
 
The ordination process began for me in November of 
2019. I expected the formation of an ordination council 
and successive meetings to take a few months, but as we 
all know, the entrance of COVID-19 exacerbated the 
timeline. The first meeting of the council was planned 
for mid-March, then early April, and finally we were 
able to meet behind masks in the dimly lit Fellowship 
Hall on July 19. I now know preaching and sitting 
before an ordination council in the same day, is ill-
advised.! 
 
After the unanimous approval of the ordination council, 
I re-entered the room and the group looked at me and 
asked, “So how are we going to do this?” It was time to 
decide whether to wait or move forward. I began 
weighing my options for the ordination service. 
Waiting meant, well….more waiting, more unknowns 
and more questions and I’m not the most patient person. 
Moving forward meant, a unique “laying on of hands”, 
limited in-person participation, and the potential for 
regret knowing the service wasn’t the way it “ought to 
be.” My pro-con list was relatively balanced, but I 
couldn’t shake a gut feeling or perhaps, Holy nudge, 
that I needed to live into the present moment. I felt a 
persistent voice telling me that I need not shy away 
from the reality of our current situation. I had a strong 
sense that moving forward, setting a date and figuring 
out “how we’re going to do this” despite the unique 
challenges presented by Covid-19 was the most faithful 
decision for myself and the church. So, we moved 
forward.   
 
 

And it was beautiful. Here is what I shared in a 
Facebook post the week after the service. 
“Going into this process I understood on paper that for a 
Baptist minister, it’s the local church who does the 
ordaining. Until Sunday night; however, I didn’t/
couldn’t fully understand what that practice means. 
After a week of this whole Reverend thing, here’s what 
I know...  
Ordination is not just a celebration of my story, but the 
story of God’s faithfulness in the lives of an entire 
community. It’s a celebration of God’s good work in all 
of us. It’s a celebration of Sunday school teachers, youth 
retreat leaders, sleep deprived chaperones, choir 
directors, children who eagerly grab at the microphone 
in the children’s sermon, students who surprise you with 
their deep questions and big hearts, and preachers who 
use faithful imagination to draw new meaning from the 
ancient Biblical text.  
 
It’s an extension of the ongoing celebration of the body 
of Christ (imperfect and messy as it is) rising from the 
ashes and walking out of the tomb over and over again. 
Looking out across the sanctuary and reading through 
your notes this week, I suddenly realize with renewed 
clarity...we’ve walked out of a lot of tombs, you and I. 
And somehow, in the midst of a global pandemic and a 
devastating year like 2020... my hope for the church 
grows. Let’s go roll some stones away, together.” 
 
I’m so glad I followed that Holy nudge to press on and 
move forward. I think it’s an important testament to the 
church of Jesus Christ for this time. Though everything 
we do looks and feels different in these days and it seems 
like it would be easier to put it all on pause-- for the 
sake of the gospel, we can’t sit around and wait. Just 
imagine if Mary had stayed behind with the other 
disciples to wait it out instead of following a “Holy 
nudge” to visit the tomb on that ancient Easter 
morning. As Paul Baxley stated in his sermon, even 
when it appears we are hemmed in on all sides by a 
pandemic, national unrest, fear, and anger —  we are 
being called to “speak, lift, stretch, and go.” 
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If my memory serves me correctly, I believe I walked down the center aisle at First Baptist Church of 
Athens at the age of 14 and joined the church. I made my profession of faith and was soon baptized on 
a Sunday night on a later date. Dr. Jon Appleton was our new senior minister at First Baptist Church 
of Athens.  Dr. Appleton offered a special class to teach us about what it meant to join and be a 
member of the church, to dedicate your life to Jesus and to be baptized. Now before all of this 
happened, every Sunday morning at the home of George (Bill) Adams Jr. my sisters (Carolyn, Judy, 
and Nancy) and I dutifully woke up, ate a light breakfast, got dressed for church and were seated and 
waiting in the family station wagon ready to make our way to Sunday School and church at FBC. Dad 
would always be the driver on Sunday, I do not know why. We knew the routine well and there was 
no reason to change or even suggest a change to the schedule. After arriving at the church parking lot, 
the Adams Family would make their entrance into FBC and find our places for Sunday morning. 
 
My sisters and I were active in Sunday School, children’s choir, Vacation Bible School, choir festivals, 
Bible studies, Wednesday night suppers, mission groups, and the program for boys - Royal 
Ambassadors. As I grew older, I was active in the youth choir, youth mission trips in Georgia, Florida, 
and the Southeastern states, helping with Vacation Bible School each summer, playing in the 
instrumental group during the Sunday morning service, Christmas caroling in December, Baptist 
Music Camp in Toccoa, traveling overseas with the youth choir, Bible studies at friends’ homes during 
the summertime, participating in “Youth Sunday” at FBC, fund raisers and many other activities. Over 
the years many different members of our church touched and impacted our lives. They taught us how 
to study and learn the stories from the Bible, how to apply those teachings from the Bible to our 
everyday life at home, school, and church, how to sing in a choir and sing in parts and harmony, how 
to enjoy fellowship with one another as the body of Christ, how to pray together and pray for one 
another, to share with others about the love of Christ and the impact he has made in our lives, and they 
taught us what it meant to be “Christ like.”  As I think about the members of FBC who spent time 
guiding me, teaching me, leading me, growing with me, helping me, praying with me, and 
encouraging me, it was a team effort! I am reminded of the proverb believed to be an African quote 
shared these past few years, “It takes a village to raise a child.” I have seen and experienced throughout 
my life at FBC. I have witnessed it as a parent with our son Christopher and our daughter Kate who 
grew up at FBC and are now in their mid-twenties. Some of the members of this “village” who  
impacted my life include Dr. Jon Appleton, Virginia Appleton, Robert T. Farrall, Betty Jane Farrall, 
Dr. Bill Hale, Helen Hale, Dr. J.W. Fanning, Cora Lee Fanning, Mr. R.E. Cox (The Candy Man), 
Almonte Howell, Guy Smith, Scott Walker, Beth Walker, Tom Dunn, D.C. Rhoden, Ralph Johnson, 
Martha Nan Meyers, Al Henderson, Greg Yoder, Jean Lovell, Howard Germany, John Knowlton, and 
many others. 
  
One member of FBC who played a significant part in my faith journey would be Mr. Robert T. Farrall 
— a wonderful person to call my friend. When my family decided to attend FBC of Athens beginning 
in the early 1970’s, Mr. Farrall had just begun his music ministry. My family had settled in the Athens 
area in the fall of 1969. After attending different churches in the community, my parents decided to 
visit FBC and we soon became members. My mother loved to sing and the music program in the 
church was especially important to her. After joining FBC, my mother, sisters and I were regularly 
active and participated in the music program. Mr. Farrall was the first person I met at FBC when we 
began attending. It was then that I found out that his birthday was on May 24.  Mine is May 23, so I 



thought it was cool that his birthday was the next day. I 
sang in the Joyful Singers and the Youth Choir. Mr. 
Farrall created a music ensemble for those youth who 
played a musical instrument. I was active in this group 
and I played the trombone. The music ensemble played 
many times during the Sunday morning worship 
services. Mr. Farrall was invited to be the guest 
conductor at the Youth Music Camp held at The Baptist 
Assembly in Toccoa which occurred during the 
summer. I attended the summer when he was the 
conductor and again the next summer. During the 
1970’s FBC did not have a youth minister on staff. 
Besides the many responsibilities Mr. Farrall had at FBC 
and the community, he served as 
the youth minister for several 
years. During this time the 
majority of the active youth at 
FBC were also singing in the 
youth choir. Youth choir met on 
Sunday afternoons for weekly 
practice. After we finished 
singing, we would eat a snack 
supper and then perform a song 
during the Sunday evening 
worship service. It was during 
these years that Mr. Farrall became 
a particularly important mentor, 
teacher, minister, and friend to 
me. I remember sitting with him 
at music camp and he answered 
many questions that I had about 
God, my faith, and my prayer life. 
I went to his office often and he coached me with my 
singing voice and supported me through the music 
ministry. I remember a great deal of laughter, smiling, 
and feeling good about myself when I was around Mr. 
Farrall and participating in the music ministry at FBC. 
When I was in high school, Mr. Farrall was the choir 
director at the Baptist Student Union at UGA. I was 
invited to travel with the BSU Choir one spring break 
and play my trombone in their performances at the 
churches around North Georgia and Tennessee. In the 
summer of 1984 Mr. Farrall planned an overseas trip to 
Europe for the FBC Youth Choir. I was attending the 

University of Georgia at the time and still active at FBC. 
He invited me and several other college students to 
participate and go on this overseas trip. At the end of 
each of our musical performances on our tour, the choir 
always closed with our favorite song – May the Road 
Rise to Meet You. The lyrics to this song is from a 
traditional Irish blessing. Several years later in the 
summer of 1991, my wife Becky and I were teaching 
overseas with the United States Department of Defense 
Schools. We were teaching at an elementary school in 
Southern Germany in the state of Bavaria. Mr. and Mrs. 
Farrall were traveling and performing with a singing 
group called The Sons of Jubal in Germany. This all-

male chorus is composed of ministers 
of music and others who serve in 
music ministries of Georgia Baptist 
churches. Mr. Farrall had contacted 
me and Becky to ask if he and Mrs. 
Farrall could visit us after they 
finished the tour. Becky and I were 
so happy to have them come and 
visit us. We spent three days sharing 
where we were living and visiting 
the beautiful city of Nuremberg. 
Several years later when Mr. Farrall 
retired from FBC he sang the bass 
part in the adult choir, and I had the 
privilege of sitting and singing next 
him each Wednesday night at 
practice and standing next to him 
each Sunday morning. When Mr. 
Farrall passed away in May 2019, 

many that attended the funeral that day were adults that 
had participated in his youth choirs for many years. The 
closing song that day was sung by the members of his 
youth choirs – May the Road Rise to Meet You.  
 
I hope and pray that our church continues to be that 
“village” to support, teach, and guide the children of 
God. Mr. Farrall was a part of that “church village” that 
raised me, what in impact and difference he made in my 
life! Thank you Mr. Farrall for traveling with me on my 
faith journey, I love you. 



By: Chris Conley Immanuel: God with Us 
I had a crush on Amy Grant in the 
1980s.  That may have been true of 
all Southern Baptist young men 
coming of age back then, especially 
those of us with musical inclination 
— if not musical talent. As a result, 
and thanks to her biggest hit, I 
knew way back then that God has 
many names.   
 
Even now, when my Amy Grant 
infatuation has long-since faded, I 
know that God is “El-Shaddai” 
(roughly, “God Almighty”). The 
name of God that has come to mean 
the most to me, though, is one 
reserved in Christian thought for 
Jesus, specifically. “Immanuel.” 
“God With Us.”  It shows up twice 
in Scripture. Both times are telling. 
 
In the Book of Isaiah, Judah was 
facing invasion and exile. As doom 
closed in, many inside Jerusalem’s 
walls were probably crying out for a 
miraculous show of power from El-
Shaddai: one that would deliver 
them from their enemies in an 
amazing way. They were blind to 
the fact that their deepest problem 
was not the threat posed by 
Assyrian or Babylonian troops; it 
was the wound they had already 
inflicted on themselves by 
abandoning their close, loving, 
relationship with God. They did not 
need salvation by God as much as 
they needed relationship with God.  
They needed Immanuel. 
 

Fast forward 800 years to a Palestine 
crushed under the boot of Rome, 
begging God for deliverance. But 
the people cried out to a seemingly 
silent God - one who no longer 
spoke to his people through his 
prophets. Again, the real need was 
not liberation, but revival.  The 
people needed God to draw close to 
them because they had failed so 
horribly at drawing close to God. 
And then, one night, the heavens 
burst, God tore apart time and space 
and all that separated him from his 
children, and a baby slept in a 
manger.  Immanuel. 
 
Flash forward 2000 more years to 
Athens, Georgia.   
 
Many of our neighbors live lives of 
desperation. As of 2010, Athens had 
the third-worst wealth inequality of 
any community in America. The 
top 20% of her residents enjoyed 
54.4% of the community’s overall 
income. The bottom 20% were left 
with 2.2%. Almost 30% of her 
residents (and children) live in 
abject poverty in close proximity to 
others enjoying an embarrassment 
of riches. Downtown Athens was, 
and is, the epicenter of this crisis, 
with crumbling Section 8 public 
housing units backing up to 
glistening new apartment towers 
filled with wealthy college students. 
Scores of homeless people sleep in 
the shadows of our well-kept office 
buildings and churches. 

 
Another often overlooked aspect of 
Athens is its international flavor. 
About 15% of Athenians live in 
homes where a language other than 
English is primarily spoken, and 
more than 10% of our neighbors 
were born outside the United States. 
In addition to feeling the full 
weight of our community’s 
crushing wealth inequality, many of 
these neighbors have been forced 
into the shadows. They have been 
terrorized by ICE raids which have 
broken apart families, and by acts of 
violence based simply on their 
accent or appearance. They have 
fled native lands in terror only to 
find bigotry here in their adopted 
home. They, too, desperately need 
Immanuel. 
 
We know that God’s great promise 
still holds true today.  But what does 
that mean for First Baptist, Athens? 
If God is to be Immanuel in today’s 
Athens, what does he expect from 
our congregation as a living temple 
of a living God?  (2 Cor. 6:16).  
What role do we have in 
manifesting God’s immediate and 
real presence among our neighbors 
— of being not the body of a 
loving, but distant Christ but, 
instead, a here-and-now Immanuel? 
 
While we have miles more road to 
travel, I think First Baptist, Athens 
has made tremendous strides in 
living into this calling over the last 



two decades. Our partnership with Our Daily Bread 
means that starving neighbors have found food and 
fellowship in a safe, welcoming, environment. Some, 
for the first time in years, have been welcomed with a 
smile and a handshake or a hug (depending on which 
FBC members happened to be volunteering that day). 
Some of our homeless neighbors sleep on our grounds 
because we have sought to afford them at least the 
safety and shelter that proximity to our church building 
can offer. Several of our pastors and members have 
taken meaningful steps to make sure that our migrant 
neighbors — and especially those who happen to be 
“undocumented” — know that they are loved, that they 
are welcomed, and that FBC Athens is a safe space for 
all of God’s children.     
 
These steps already taken are why I love First Baptist, 
and why I am a deeply committed member. I pray 
though that, as we take even bolder strides along this 
path of discipleship, we will cling to three great truths 
that Christ has revealed about what it means to be 
Immanuel to a world in desperate need of God’s 
presence. 
 
First, it is absolutely true that you can’t hope to reach 
those you can’t touch. Christ’s amazing act of kenosis — 
his willing exchange of the glories of heaven and of 
God’s revealed presence for a stinky stable and a brutal 
cross — is something I frankly can’t wrap my mind 
around.  I wonder, though, if what we see is God’s 
realization that it would take a God born in a stable to 
reach shepherds who were not welcome in the Temple, 
and that only a God dying on a cross could draw near 
enough to bring grace to a criminal in the midst of his 
execution.  I am so proud of First Baptist’s commitment 
to remain a downtown church, and to incur the 
expense and difficulty that entails, rather than fleeing to 
the suburbs like so many churches in recent decades.  
We cannot hope to reach our most desperate neighbors 
with God’s love if we don’t remain close enough to 
touch them. This may present logistical challenges, but 
it is essential to our holy mission. 
 
Second, it is equally true that you cannot hope to reach 
those you won’t touch. We’re all familiar with the scorn 
Jesus faced due to his willingness to dine with “sinners 
and tax collectors.”  I think the great scandal of 
Immanuel, though, can best be seen in the Gospel of 
Matthew where Jesus encounters a leper and very 
deliberately touches him and, only after, cleanses him.  

In so doing, Christ was making a statement — that 
God’s reach is so amazing that he is willing to embrace 
the sinner before repentance occurs, acting in hope that 
restoration can follow. That God knows of no children 
of his who are so unclean or undeserving that they are 
beyond the scope of his embrace. I think there are 
always dangers when we view others as unfit (or too 
inconvenient) for Christ’s love — rationing God’s grace 
and forgiveness, instead, to those we deem worthy.  
First, we run the all-too-human risk of condemning 
lifestyles as wrong that God would view very 
differently.  
 
How many of our “illegal aliens” does Christ see as 
courageous refugees, willing to risk all to save their 
children, just like Mary and Joseph did for him in their 
flight to Egypt? How many of our “drunk vagrants” 
does God see as children so abandoned by society (and 
the church) that they have resorted to self-medicating 
wounds nobody seems willing to help them heal?  
Regardless, and even if sin is at play, we make a 
horrible mistake unless we realize that the difference 
between the worst sinner and the holiest church 
member is literally nothing when compared to the 
difference between the holiest church member and the 
Christ willing to die on a cross for his or her salvation.  
If we decide that there are some people who are too 
dirty, too sinful, too dangerous, too troubled… for us 
to treat as our own, we have fallen far from Christ’s 
grace and strayed far from God’s heart.  This is hard, 
not easy, Christianity. It is costly, not cheap, grace. It is 
the only path open to a church that wishes to be the 
Church. 
 
Lastly, we simply cannot expect Christ to be Immanuel 
to us other than when and where we are being 
Immanuel to others. If we take Jesus at his word (and I 
think we must), Christ isn’t simply with those we 
encounter in our community who are most in need of 
our care. He is those people. Like the Jerusalemites of 
Isaiah’s day or Jesus’ neighbors in Nazareth, we are 
confronted with a choice. Will we draw close to the 
God whom we want to draw close to us? If the answer 
is “yes,” then we know where to find him because he 
has told us. My prayer for First Baptist, Athens is 
nothing less than that we will continue to seek Christ 
in our neighbors and to be Immanuel to a world 
hungry for God, often without knowing it.  
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If you’ve been around First Baptist for more than a few years, then you are sure to recognize the joyful voice in 
greeting that comes from Bobbie Monk, “Well, hey, sugah!” Bobbie has been a member here since 1974. She was 
one of the first members of the congregation I met when I came to work at FBC as she and her husband, Carl, in-
vited the office ladies to lunch every year. Few people epitomize unconditional love quite as well as Bobbie. I was 
able to catch up with her to chat about her hopes and dreams for the future of FBC, most of which are rooted in the 
love of Jesus and showing that love to the community. Her faith journey has been enriched deeply by her 
relationships and ministries in this church.   
 
When asked to name a few folks here who had influenced her faith, Bobbie said it was hard to narrow it 
down. From wonderful Sunday School teachers in the Karen and Adderhold Sunday School classes, to 
fellow Stephen Ministers, Bobbie said that there have been a cast of angels from FBC who have been a 
blessing. And then, behind her mask, her face almost glowed when she spoke of her husband. “Carl grew 
up Primitive Baptist, later joined the Episcopal Church but came here with me because he thought I was 
a better Baptist than he was an Episcopalian. It was fun to see him get excited about his faith and the peo-
ple in the Bible. He was hungry for a God that he could wrap his arms around. The God of the Primitive 
Baptist was not someone he felt he could ‘snuggle up to’ but he found that God here at FBC. He read a 
lot of books on theology and that was part of our marriage – discussing those books.” 
 
One of the theologians that Carl enjoyed was Clarence Jordan. His Cotton Patch Gospels and work in the 
black community in Americus and beyond were an inspiration to both Bobbie and Carl. They visited 
Koinonia Farm near Americus and felt like Clarence Jordan was ahead of his time.  Imagine their delight 
when they found out that recent Interim Minister, Joel Snider’s dissertation was on Clarence Jordan. 
Bobbie said, “I read Joel’s dissertation to Carl after he had his ocular stroke. It was such a blessing to us 
both.”  
 
Clarence Jordan’s writings inspired both Bobbie and Carl to engage in the community around FBC. And 
the decision of earlier members of the church to remain downtown and serve the people of Athens al-
lowed them to find avenues to share the love of Christ. Bobbie recounted, “Carl was on the Community 
Mission team and we started teaching Sunday School at Denny Towers. It was born out of the decision 
to do renovations to this building and not move away from downtown. We encouraged other churches 
downtown to participate and typically had 15 residents of Denny Towers join our Sunday School class 
each Sunday afternoon for years.”  Bobbie and Carl organized the teachers and were inspired by the 
many members of FBC who were so willing to teach. I asked Bobbie to recount a few special memories 
from the time she spent working in the Denny Towers ministry and she quickly recalled the faces of the 
residents when they received Easter baskets made by the Virginia Appleton Circle. “Oh, they talked 
about those Easter baskets all year long,” said Bobbie. She also recalled a resident, Deborah, who collected 
prayer requests from the residents. Each Sunday, Deborah would bring these requests, neatly written, and 
the group would offer prayer. Bobbie said that this ministry made her feel like what they were doing 
made a difference in the residents’ lives. She treasures both the people and the time spent there. 
 
The ministry at Denny Towers was certainly a blessing.  But it is not one that Bobbie said she would 
have felt comfortable doing had it not been for the encouragement from Becky Snow. “Becky asked me 
to be her Associate Deacon and that set me on the course to later be elected as Deacon. That was one of 
the most humbling experiences I’ve ever had.  I didn’t feel like I was good enough to serve.” But Bobbie 
appreciated the confidence given by her church family and took the opportunity to serve in other ways, 
like taking communion to residents of Iris Place.  “I felt like I could represent FBC in the community,” 
she said.  



Bobbie has seen a few renovations in her time.  But, in 
her opinion, the most recent renovation made it possible 
for FBC to serve more of God’s children. “FBC has al-
ways had a reputation for making forward thinking de-
cisions. When you are thinking about the future, you 
are not getting mired down in what happened yester-
day. We don’t have to be tied to ‘the way we’ve always 
done it.’ As an example, Bobbie spoke about the facilities 
we now have to better serve Family Promise of Athens 
and Our Daily Bread. 
 
“I remember when the congregation voted to support 
Interfaith Hospitality Network (now Family Promise). I 
was so excited that we had a program coming to Athens 
that would not separate families. It was wonderful seeing 
so many people working so hard for something like that. 
The church owned the building that IHN used for 
home base. This gave the clients an address and a home 
they could use. It was beautiful to see so many people 
doing all the jobs. From washing clothes and cooking 
meals to driving the van, it gave so many people an op-
portunity to get involved.... and thank goodness that is 
still going on today. The last renovation we installed 
showers and made sure that we could be great hosts.”   
 
Another benefit of renovations was when we improved 
the kitchen to better serve Our Daily Bread. “Carl and I 
came every Thursday for lunch for a long time. We en-
joyed it because we started learning people by their 
name.  And that was nice because everyone wants some-
one to call them by their name.” Bobbie went on to re-
call her memory of a particular young man who had a 
brain injury but still knew the Bible by heart. “He called 
Carl his spiritual father and me his spiritual mother. Eve-
ry Thursday, he would have a Bible verse for Carl and 
Carl would have a Bible verse for him. Getting to know 
the guests was as much of a blessing for us as we hope it 
was for them.” 
 
Not too long ago, one of Bobbie’s friends called and said 
she wanted to provide a meal regularly for ODB in hon-
or of Carl.  “I was thrilled,” Bobbie said, “because I was 
feeling like I wanted to do more. So ‘Friends of Carl’ 
sponsor breakfast for Our Daily Bread twice a month, 
every month.  
 
But service to others is not the only facet of Bobbie’s 

faith journey at FBC. God has been with her here as 
well.  She credits Eleanor Beck with influencing her 
prayer life. “Eleanor was funny... but she prayed like my 
mother,” says Bobbie. “She ended every prayer with the 
petition to honor God through our thoughts, words and 
deeds. I pray every day that God will help me honor him 
in all that I do.” 
 
I asked Bobbie to recall a moment when she felt the 
presence of God at FBC. She remembered a special mo-
ment when Len Willingham was Minister of Music. 
Bobbie said, “Len invited an artist to come and sculpt 
the head of Jesus while the choir sang in the back-
ground. The choir sang very softly. It was so incredibly 
moving. To watch that artist and take a shapeless piece 
of clay and form it into a likeness of Jesus. I remember 
the last thing he did was fix Jesus’ eyes. I felt like God 
was definitely in the sanctuary at that time.” 
 
Bobbie begins every morning in prayer and keeps a 
journal of her prayers. “My gratitude for FBC informed 
my faith journey as has my participation in AA for near-
ly 30 years. So much of AA is spiritual, so the two to-
gether go hand in hand beautifully.”  
 
Going forward, Bobbie has great hopes and dreams for 
FBC. But they are rooted in her experiences of the past 
– service, prayer, and a love of learning and reading the 
Bible. With a twinkle in her eye and passion in her 
voice, Bobbie said, “I hope that we can entice more folks 
who live close to the church to come and participate. I’d 
love to see more events like the Bluegrass band, the Fall 
Festival, Vacation Bible School and more.  Certainly, the 
pandemic interrupted our work, but I believe God is 
calling us to do even more of this in the future. We are a 
downtown church for a reason.” 
 

Fairer than morning 
lovelier than sunlight 

dawns the sweet consciousness 
I am with thee 

       --Harriett Beacher Stowe 



2 Samuel 6:1-5 
Here we are in the sixth chapter of 2 Samuel, during 
the coronation proceedings of King David, which 
seemed appropriate for this service of installation—very 
similar celebrations, I think you’ll agree. 
 
David has been crowned king of Israel as a young man, 
much younger even than Matt and his baby face, 
though both have rightly been described as ruddy and 
handsome. And among his first major acts as King Da-
vid brings the ark of the covenant on a long tour 
through Israel en route to Jerusalem, what will be his 
new capital city. And along the way as the ark passes 
through different towns there are great celebrations, 
and caught up in the fervor and excitement of it all and 
in gratitude of God’s presence and provision, we’re told 
that David and all the house of Israel “danced before the 
Lord.” And not just did they dance, but they danced.  
 
They “danced with all their might,” it says. It was fer-
vent dance, a wild dance, even a risqué dance. We’re 
told how during this dance, David himself, the new 
pastor — I mean king — was “girded with a linen 
ephod,” what we would call today a “loin cloth.” And 
wearing this loin cloth he nonetheless proceeded to leap 
and dance before the Lord—which all the people 
loved—as you might imagine. Everyone, save for the 
queen, who, when David arrived in the palace later, 
approached him and said to him, “How the king of Is-
rael honored himself today, uncovering himself before 
the eyes of his servants’ maids, as any vulgar fellow 
might shamelessly” do. I’m not sure exactly what Eliza-
beth would say should Matt so delight this congrega-
tion, but I would love to find out! 
 
But such is the nature of dancing: few things are more 
demanding of a reaction—good or bad—than dance.  
 
I. Dancing is powerful—you don’t have to tell a group 
of Baptists. Who knows what will happen when you 
dance? Who knows what it will lead to? Dancing can 
be a little reckless, and little rebellious, a little wild. If a 
person will dance there’s no telling what else he’ll do! 

I’m told that back in the Cold War years, there was a 
Jewish congregation in Sudbury, Massachusetts that 
held an annual celebration on Simchat Torah, when the 
synagogue completes its yearly reading of the Torah. 
And people would come from all around to be a part of 
this great celebration, where they would dance in front 
of the synagogue well into the night.  
 
The rabbi there once asked a newly arrived Soviet Jew-
ish immigrant what he thought of their Simchat Torah 
celebration here in the states, and the man said it was 
fine but that it was better in Leningrad. The rabbi was a 
little insulted and asked how it was better. In Leningrad, 
the man explained, if you dance in front of the synagogue 
on Simchat Torah you must assume that the secret police 
will photograph everyone. This means that sooner or later 
your employer will be notified. And since such a dance is 
considered anti-Soviet, you must be prepared to lose your 
job! And so you see, he went on, to dance on such an 
occasion, this is a different kind of dance. 
 
There’s an inhibition required to dance, a shameless-
ness, a freedom— maybe even a faith—that not all of us 
come by naturally. The old rabbis used to say that to 
dance is an “achievement.” They said it was an achieve-
ment to struggle with your sadness or embarrassment 
or pride enough to “bring it into the joy.” I love that—to 
bring something into the joy. They even said, “by 
means of dance one can transform evil forces.” 
 
Some years ago Audrey and I went to a party that a 
friend of ours was throwing for his mother who had 
recently been diagnosed with ALS. It was moving 
quickly and this party was part fundraiser for her treat-
ments and part fulfillment of her wish that they recreate 
her wedding reception. And so friends and family all 
gathered in a big ballroom in downtown Boston, and 
we had a nice catered dinner around tables with linen 
cloths. And there were toasts, and tears and the raising 
of glasses, and then there was dancing. And the first 
dance, of course, was reserved for the bride and groom. 
They made their way out to the dance floor, the loving 
husband pushing his dying wife in her wheelchair, and 
upon reaching the center, he stopped, pushed down the 
brakes, and moved in front of her. But as he began to 
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lift her up, she waved him off, and began to slowly lift herself up. She took hold of his hand and his shoulder, and 
they danced. It was an achievement. 
 
Children, we should say, have no idea what this means to say that dancing is an achievement, because children 
dance instinctually—which is to say that people dance instinctually. We come into the world hardwired for dance. 
As the father of three young boys, I’m convinced of this. Our boys dance constantly, enjoying their bodies with 
reckless abandon. Of course I know a day will come when that will end, and they’ll become just like the rest of us, 
just like we train them to be in so many subtle ways. Which makes their dancing now all the more special. Come 
to think of it, that’s part of what makes any dancing, all dancing, special: that we know it will end. 
 
II. David and all the house of Israel were dancing before the Lord with all their might. All their might, it says. And I 
wonder what it would it look like for us to do the same? Not in a literal sense, with all of us filing out of the pews 
and dancing in the aisles of the church—that would never happen! But then again, what would happen if we did? 
Better yet, what would it take for it to happen? What would it take for the upstanding members of the First Bap-
tist Church of Athens, Georgia to be so overcome with joy or wonder or gratitude or love that you knew no other 
way to respond than to literally pick yourselves up from your pews and dance before the Lord and each other?  
Don’t worry, I won’t ask you to do this for Matt. Maybe one day it will come naturally. But for now, let’s take a 
step back from this idea of us all dancing here in the church. What it would take for you to dance like that any-
place at all? What would have to happen in your life for you dance before the Lord with all your might? What has 
happened in your life for you to dance in that way—to achieve that kind of joy? 
 
A friend of mine told me once about his grandfather who passed away some years ago. He was a Russian immi-
grant, who came over just before World War II, and was promptly drafted into the war by his new country. He 
missed the first two years of his son’s life, my friend’s father, so much that for several years his son knew him as 
“Uncle Dad." And the family remembers how the war changed him, even as a young man. He took to drinking, 
was sometimes violent but more often just distant. But years later, not long before he died, he was telling his 
grandson about those years before the war, and the carefree days of his youth, and his eyes welled up and he began 
to shake his head slowly, and said, We used to dance; we used to dance. Sometimes even the memory of dance feels 
like an achievement. 
 
Do you talk about this as a church: about when you used to dance? This is occasionally a topic of conversation at 
First Baptist Church of Christ in Macon. When we had 1,000 in Sunday school, and 100 on the cradle roll and 
everyone in town was just breaking their backs to get to old First Church. Back in the “good old days,” as they’re 
known—which used to be decades ago, but now could refer to just January of last year. In the “before-times,” 
when everything was right in the world and easy in the church. Isn’t that how you remember it? 
 
For the last 24 months or so we’ve all been trying just to survive, to figure out how and when to gather, what’s 
safe to do when we get there. How could we think about dancing when it feels like we’re just learning to walk 
again? Can we even afford to dance? If we threw a dance party would people even come?  
 
And it’s without a doubt true that the church looks different now than it did just 2 years ago, and we are relearn-
ing to do some of the most basic of things and wondering who we are and what we’re called to do, how we can 
and should meet the world as it is now. And so now, more than ever, most of the dancing we do as a church not 
many people see. Maybe we don’t even see most of the time. But sometimes, if we’re lucky, we can sneak a look. 
 



The Irish poet Brendan Kennelly remembers such a dance in this poem: 
 

I See You Dancing, Father 
No sooner downstairs after the night’s rest 

And in the door 
Than you started to dance a step 
In the middle of the kitchen floor 

 
And as you danced 

You whistled. 
You made your own music 

Always in tune with yourself. 
 

Well, nearly always, anyway. 
You’re buried now 

In Lislaughtin Abbey 
And whenever I think of you 

 
I go back beyond the old man 

Mind and body broken 
To find the unbroken man. 

It is the moment before the dance begins, 
 

Your lips are enjoying themselves 
Whistling an air. 

Whatever happens or cannot happen 
In the time I have to spare 
I see you dancing, father. 

 
Conventional wisdom would tell you there’s not a lot of dancing happening in churches these days, maybe espe-
cially in old “First Churches” like ours. Even before the pandemic it seemed like every week we’d hear of some 
new poll or read some new report telling us we’re dying or already dead and good riddance. And if you hear 
something enough, it’s hard not to start believing it. Especially when the air conditioning is always going out 
and there’s another leak in the roof, or there’s another surge in the virus, or when we’ve got to wear masks to 
sing, or you’re just exhausted from everything being so hard.  
 
But I wanted to tell you, just in case no one else has in a while, and maybe especially on a Sunday like today, 
with its hope and smiles and laughter and goodwill, that I see you dancing, church. 
 
I see the church dancing each Sunday when I gather with my congregation in Macon, knowing that you and so 
many other congregations have gathered too, it feels, against all odds. I see you dancing especially on those Sun-
days when your knees ache, or your hearts, your spirit. I see you dancing on those Sundays when the kids are 
going nuts, and it would be easier to do just about anything else than drag them up to church, or when you find 
your way to your computer screen or iPad or TV and join in the service with your coffee and pajamas. When 
you sing along with the hymns, and bow your head in prayer by yourself. When you pick people out from the 
back of their heads on the screen and say a prayer for them to yourself. I know those mornings may feel about 
the furthest thing from dancing, but I see the church dancing anyway. 
 



And when you gather your children to teach them the music of the faith, or share with them how the Christian life 
calls us outside of ourselves and into the world around us, is that “children’s choirs” and “missions,” or aren’t they 
dance lessons? And don’t we teach them to dance so they can one day soon teach us, if we’ll let them? 
 
I’ve seen you dancing as you’ve committed yourselves to engage issues and concerns of consequence, taken on calls 
for justice and problems of equity and privilege, and done these things with integrity if not always with complete 
uniformity — which is quite a dance. I’ve seen you dance in all the innumerable ways you have chosen, week in 
and week out for these many months, to continue to be church for and with one another, when it’s never been eas-
ier not to. 
 
I see you dancing, church, because it turns out that you can’t not dance. The church itself is a dance, because God is 
a dance. This is how the ancient church described the Trinity, our best effort to speak of the nature of God. Peri-
choresis, they called it, as in “choreography," and it means, literally, “to dance around.” They imagined the three fig-
ures of the Godhead dancing with each other,  with all the tension, the fluidity, the grace, the joy. The dance. And 
so the Christian life, you see, what we’re invited into as the church, is, in essence, to join in the dance. To bring 
ourselves into the joy. 
 
IV. It’s a dance, this life we live together as the church, as a congregation. It’s not always an easy dance. Sometimes 
we just can’t get in sync with each other. Some want to go this way when others want to go that, to the point that 
sometimes we wonder if we’re hearing different music. But it’s a dance we decided a long time ago is better to do 
together. Maybe one that can only be done together.  
 
And so this is my prayer for you in this season ahead. That together you’ll take your tiredness and your frustration, 
your sorrow for all that’s been lost, and worry for what could be, and all the things we all carry with us that would 
keep us from dancing, and I hope together you’ll find strength enough to bring all of it—all of you—into the joy.  
 
I see you dancing, church, and I hope every now and again you see it too. I hope you see how you dance before 
the Lord. 



2 
a.m

. F
rie

nd
s 

By: Rachel Graves 

I see God in the small moments—the laugh or song of a child; the music of instruments; the 
smile of a friend, new or old, on a difficult day; the gleam of sunshine through stained glass; 
the feeling of belonging to a group. First Baptist Church Athens does the work of God by 
making space for and honoring these moments. During the five years I was in Athens, I  
craved these moments during times of stress and homesickness, as well as times of joy and 
happiness. My first relationships here were formed in the Young Adult community. I spent 
each Tuesday night during my first fall in Athens in fellowship with this group, wrestling with 
difficult questions of faith, telling jokes and stories, and sharing meals. I found God moments 
in the simple act of sharing a table with people as we read books that challenged us to think 
about the ways we see the world. The new friends I made accepted me quickly and then Zach 
once he came to Athens as well. We have been blessed to be a part of this group that provided 
support through health crises, life changes, new jobs, and more. 
 
The church where I grew up has a phrase that I have truly understood during my time at FBC 
Athens: “2 a.m. friends.” These are the friends who would be there in an instant, even at two 
o’clock in the morning. These are friends who will laugh with you and cry with you, friends 
who will sit in waiting rooms, friends who will share meals after sad news or happy news alike, 
friends who will sit in the difficult silence of grief, friends who will endure. These are the types 
of friends I have made at FBC Athens. I am so grateful for the friends God has given through 
FBC Athens, in the Young Adult community, in the sanctuary choir, in the youth group, and 
through being a part of the life of the church. 
 
A little more than three years ago, my husband, Zach, was diagnosed with Hodgkin’s 
lymphoma. At the time of his diagnosis, I was spending the summer in Los Angeles to 
complete an internship required for certification in my field. As soon as we heard the probable 
diagnosis, we jumped into problem solving mode. We had our plan all worked out. The two 
of us could handle it. And then we actually started his treatment. Clearly, we needed help. I 
was trying to finish my master’s degree at UGA while balancing medical caregiving. That help 
came in the form of 2 a.m. friends we made in the young adult group and sanctuary choir. 
Through this tough time, God moments presented themselves in the small things. The smiles 
of other patients, the kind words of nurses, the meals delivered — all God moments for me 
because they remind me of the goodness God created in each of us. 
 
Fast forward a couple months when Margaret McDonald was also diagnosed with cancer. We 
started noticing the God moments in the small things then too. We started receiving good 
news in the same week and bad news in the same week. Zach, Margaret, and I were able to cry 
together and laugh together. When one of us received good news, we would call the other and 
know something else to celebrate was coming. My favorite example was on Margaret’s final 
day of chemotherapy. We were walking out of the oncology clinic to celebrate the end of that 
stage of treatment, and I got the job offer I had been waiting for. She was there to celebrate the 
possibilities this new job had to offer just as we were celebrating no more chemo for her. What 



a clear God moment to have the exact friend I wanted 
with me right when I needed her. Margaret, and so 
many others, were our 2 a.m. friends through it all. 
 
Now that chemotherapy and radiation therapy are 
finished for both Zach and Margaret, we spend time 
together reflecting on those experiences and what it 
meant to have each other to lean on. From Zach’s 
steroid-induced extreme appetite to Margaret’s 
penchant for Phase 10 during treatment, through the 
laughter and tears, God was also there. When I didn’t 
think I could make one more pot of macaroni and 
cheese, one of the only things Zach would consistently 
eat, we got a restaurant gift card in the mail from a 
church member. When Zach didn’t have the energy to 
get out of bed one day, we received an encouraging 
note from a sanctuary choir member. When we needed 
emotional release, we sang the most beautiful anthem 
about friendship. Without paying attention to the God 
moments experienced during their cancer journeys, I’m 
not sure I would have recognized the feeling of God 
supporting us during that difficult time. Even 
surrounded by a crowd of 2 a.m. friends, there were 
times of loneliness—until the God moments appeared. 
 
The bond Zach and I formed with Margaret through 
the shared experience of cancer treatments during 
young adulthood reminds me of friendships we see in 
biblical tales. Ruth and Naomi, David and Jonathan, 
Moses and Aaron. Each friendship reflects love and 
loyalty during difficult times. These biblical friendships 
were founded on mutual trust and respect for each 

person’s strengths and speak to how those strengths pair 
together to form the greatest teams. For example, God 
called Moses to be the great leader and liberator of the 
people of Israel, yet Moses felt he could not speak well 
in front of crowds. God led Aaron to Moses, and 
together, they followed God’s plan for the freedom of 
the people, with Aaron as Moses’ voice. Aaron and 
Moses must have been 2 a.m. friends who helped each 
other see the God moments in their lives. Even with a 
burning bush and miracles at Moses’ hand, my guess is, 
they still needed each other as a reminder to pay 
attention to the small God moments. 
 
The great thing about 2 a.m. friends is that they aren’t 
just for the tough moments. Those are the friends who 
celebrate and laugh until you cry together too. The 2 
a.m. friends we made at First Baptist Athens not only 
supported us through the difficult moments of our lives 
over the past five years but also through the triumphs 
and celebrations. Zach, Margaret, and I have all 
celebrated the completion of a master’s program in the 
last four years, and each was there for a celebration 
dinner for the others. It was not just the bad we shared. 
2 a.m. friends are there for the life journey. I can’t think 
of many other God-given gifts so rewarding as the 
lasting 2 a.m. friendships we will always treasure. 
Wherever our lives lead, I will forever be grateful for 
the relationships we built at First Baptist Church 
Athens and hope the 2 a.m. friendships we have are the 
kind that reflect back into the world.  




