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Why Church? 
Editor’s Note 

Unless you are very different from most of the folks I speak with, making a commitment to 
attending regular worship can be hard. The extra serving of coffee beckons.  Maybe you just 
want to have one morning to yourself. Our culture gives you the freedom to choose where 
you spend your time. There is very little social pressure to regularly attend worship...and yet, 
here you are, Sunday after Sunday. This is especially noteworthy after our covid hiatus when 
it was not just tolerated, but expected that we stay home. I don’t know about you, but I got 
awfully comfortable worshiping in my jammies with a cup of coffee in hand. So why do so 
many make the effort? Why do you set the alarm, wake up the kids and make the drive to  
355 Pulaski Street each week?  
 
This is the question posed to our talented writers for this edition. Their responses are varied, 
but similar. Their reasons resonate with me. But it certainly got me thinking that I’d love to 
know why the pieces of the faith puzzle fit together and connect people.  What do you think?  
What is your why? 



When approached about this journal entry, the ques-
tion posed: “what is your why?” was clearly in the 
context of church. Nonetheless, I couldn’t help but 
revert back to the TED talk that went viral years ago 
with Simon Sinek, author of “Start with Why.”  For 
those drawing a blank, his leadership platform for or-
ganizations was based on what he called the golden 
circle. The outer rim is the “what” – what your or-
ganization produces, which everyone involved should 
know. The middle ground is the “how” – how that 
product comes to be, which only some completely 
understand. Then at the center of the metaphorical 
circle is the “why” – the purpose of the product or 
belief in it, which in many business models, only a 
few are able to grasp. Sinek’s point was that if you 
want your organization to be successful, everyone 
must know the why. How and what are not inspiring, 
but the why can create meaningful change because 
belief inherently drives behavior.  
 
I believe a large part of who I am today is because of 
the church. Not just the construct or institution.  
Though some find that topic interesting, whether 
against or for. From a view of weaponization and nar-
cissism; or on the contrary, from finding comfort and 
familiarity in the traditions and rituals it provides.  
While I certainly lean toward the latter in that side 
conversation, for the topic of what I believe about the 
church, I don’t simply refer to a structure or an affilia-
tion. Rather, the church through the lens of constancy 
and community.   
 
 

I grew up in a traditional southern Baptist home. If 
the doors were open, our family was present. I have 
only fond memories as a young child: Wednesday 
night suppers, Girls in Action, Vacation Bible School, 
fall festivals, Easter and Christmas plays… so many 
delightful events to reinforce the love of Jesus that I 
was taught at home. Still, as I reached my teenage 
years, I began to notice and question the theology. 
Things no longer seemed so black and white, heaven 
or hell. The rigid rules and roles defined by both my 
church as well as the private Christian school I attend-
ed didn’t align with how I felt at times. This version 
of Christianity seemed to put everything neatly in a 
box with a bow on top; but in reality, life is messy and 
Jesus is radical and no one is perfect but we are all 
God’s children. Don’t get me wrong, I had plenty of 
very loving relationships at church, school, and home. 
But the older I became, the less I identified with their 
definition of who I was supposed to be as a young 
Christian woman.   
 
In college, I took the stereotypical hiatus from church. 
When you’ve been raised with something so en-
grained, the presence of God never actually goes 
away, but I didn’t spend much time within the walls 
of a church building. Even so, when life inevitably 
sent challenges my way, the instinct was to go to 
God. If someone were to ask me, why do you believe 
in God / Jesus / the Spirit, the answer is simply be-
cause I have felt that power and presence in both 
times of incredible joy and in times of bottomless 
grief. So, while I walked away from the church for a 
time, it never really left me.   

By:  Anna Randa 

Comfort and Joy 



By: Teresa Granger My Singing  is a Prayer 
You may ask, “Why Children’s Choirs?” My answer would be that there is nothing more beautiful than the sound 
of children’s voices united in song to praise God. I would like to share with you my thoughts regarding children’s 
choirs and my journey in working with the children’s choirs at FBC Athens. During the month of October, thirty-
three years ago Frank, Ben, and I moved to Athens for Frank to join the staff at First Baptist Church as Minister of 
Education. During Frank’s interview process, Jon Appleton shared with me that FBC had a strong music program 
under the leadership of Bob Farrall who was the Minister of Music at the time.  The music program consisted of an 
adult choir, youth choir, and a graded children’s choir program. Jon also shared that he looked forward to my 
meeting Bob Farrall and becoming integrated into the music ministry. I was thrilled with the possibilities of service 
and ministry that FBC had to offer me and my family. Prior to moving to Athens, I had directed the youth choir at 
Trinity Baptist Church in Seneca, SC where Frank was a youth minister. I also directed one of the children’s choirs 
and taught elementary music in Anderson Public Schools District V. 
 
As I reflect on my thirty-three years of working with children’s choirs at FBC Athens, I am reminded of the hymn 
titled, My Singing Is a Prayer. The text of this hymn has inspired and guided me as I have worked with children in 
church and school for forty years. The words are written by Novella D. Peterson Jordan and the music was by 
David Williams. The text is as follows: 

My singing is a prayer, O Lord, A prayer of thanks and praise; 
In music Lord, I worship thee; Thy beauty fills my days. 

 
I give my talents, Lord to Thee, my mind and heart and voice, 

For Thou alone art worthy Lord; In Thee I do rejoice. 
 

Accept the worship of my heart, accept my music too: 
Help me to live always for Thee Lord, keep me strong and true. 

 
O bless me, Lord, and help me sing Thy love so full and free; 

And bless all those who listen, Lord, Help them to worship Thee. 

A turning point in my adult life was the expectancy of 
our first child. Perhaps it sounds strange that I had little 
concern about growing in faith for my own wellbeing. 
but the thought of responsibility for someone else’s 
soul… I’m gonna need some help! My mother had been 
such a prevailing influence in my life, and to know her 
was to know the love of Christ. In order to fill those 
shoes, I needed to re-engage with the church. Looking 
back on our few years in another congregation in Ath-
ens, I realize that we found a church membership but 
we didn’t find a church home. We never felt a true 
sense of belonging, and as that church went through 
staffing changes, we realized it was time to move on.   
 
FBC Athens felt right from the start. By then expecting 
our third child, we knew this was a church where our 
children would be loved, where they would learn about 
that radical love of Christ, where we would be encour-

aged to ask questions, where I could serve just as my 
mother had, but without restrictions based on my gen-
der. And to come full circle, our signatures were barely 
dry on our membership card when Jeff and I were 
asked to be Mary and Joseph with our soon-to-be baby 
boy as Jesus in the children’s Christmas play. Another 
fond memory to add to the list.   
 
In the end, when asked why I come in person – why I 
make it a priority, my answer is actually quite selfish. It 
makes me feel good. It makes me feel safe. It brings me 
joy to serve others. It gives me comfort as a parent. 
These overarching questions amid a worldwide culture 
shift that is defining church and religion and spirituality 
in new ways. But to hear our children talk about our 
ministers, their friends, this community of faith… I can 
rest in the fact that it was the right decision to come 
back, to come here…. For them and for me.  



Singing in a children’s choir allows a child to praise God and participate in worship. Singing in a choir also allows 
children the opportunity to learn how to sing appropriately and develop their individual singing voice. Some other 
benefits of singing in a children’s choir at church are: 
• Learning how to be a worship leader and use their voice to praise God 
• Learn how music can be used to enhance the worship service. 
• Develop an appreciation for music from various genres. 
• Learn how to read basic music signs and symbols found on a score. 
• Develop leadership skills and learn how to work together as a group towards a performance goal. 
• Develop emotional and aesthetic responses to music. 
• Develop memory and perseverance. 
• Develop social skills. 
• Instill self-discipline and punctuality. 
• Singing in a choir allows children to fully participate in the worship experience. 
 

At FBC Athens, we have three choir groups for children. We have the Brownie Bear Preschool Choir, the Music 
Makers younger elementary choir for first through third grade, and the Joyful Singers older elementary choir 
which has children in the fourth through sixth grade age group. These choirs sing regularly in worship during the 
school year. Additionally, these choirs present a Christmas musical each fall, sing on Palm Sunday, and provide 
worship leadership for Children’s Sunday. As soon as a child enters the Brownie Bear Choir as a three-year-old, we 
begin working on singing, listening, playing instruments, and moving to music to develop the skills listed above. 
Each Sunday evening, the choirs spend time singing, moving, playing instruments, and learning about to how to 
express themselves and the love of God through music. In choir, the directors and choir workers spend time 
explaining how songs will be used in worship and what the lyrics mean so that children will develop an 
appreciation for how specific songs are used in worship. In children’s choirs, we sing a variety of hymns so that the 
children will develop a repertoire of hymns that they know and recognize. We also work to develop an 
appreciation for the singing of hymns. 
 
When I first started working with the children’s choirs at FBC Athens, we had a limited number of musical 
instruments and we were using the Lifeway choir curriculum. Over the last 8 to 10 years, we have acquired 
classroom sets of rhythm instruments, boomwhackers, drums, and other specialized percussion instruments. These 
instruments were purchased through our church Fine Arts’ Camp and from donations. We received a gift from the 
Doug Martin family to purchase a set of Orff instruments for our children’s choir program after their daughter-in-
law passed away. When the church renovated the downstairs area and moved the children’s area there, we acquired 
storage space for costumes, robes, musical instruments, and each choir currently has its’ own choir room for 
rehearsals.  



In my thirty-three years at FBC, our children’s choirs 
have participated in variety of choir festivals. For five 
years FBC Athens participated in a choir festival 
exchange weekend with FBC Greenville, SC. All of 
these experiences have allowed our children to worship 
and share the gift of music with children from other 
churches. Currently, our children’s choirs use the 
Growing in Grace Children’s Choir curriculum which is 
published by Celebrating Grace. This curriculum is 
theologically sound and has a strong music education 
emphasis on singing, hymn singing, moving, and the 
playing of instruments. The strength of this material is 
because the writers are music educators as well as church 
musicians.  
 
Working with the children’s choirs at First Baptist has 
provided me with a number of special opportunities. I 
have had the opportunity to write curriculum units for 
Growing in Grace and have had the opportunity to write 
Christmas programs as well. I have also traveled to 
Baylor University to teach children’s choir leaders on 
multiple occasions as a clinician for the Alleluia Church 
Music Conference. Additionally, I have been a clinician 
for Growing in Grace at conferences in Alabama and 
Tennessee. 
 
 

Children’s Choirs are important at FBC Athens. Our 
church and community supports our children’s choirs. 
During the pandemic, our children’s choirs and missions’ 
groups met each Sunday night via  Zoom. We made 
instrument bags of manipulatives and song sheets and 
delivered these to our families so that the children could 
actively participate in these calls. Our children sang in 
worship during the pandemic via recordings made 
through iMovie. I feel that our children’s choirs survived 
the pandemic because we worked hard to make sure 
they knew how important singing in worship and 
singing in a choir was to our church family. 
 
When children sing in a choir, they share their talents 
and gifts with the congregation as worship leaders. They 
also share the word of God in a most powerful way that 
can capture the attention of the congregation. It 
continues to be a joy to work with the wonderful 
volunteers, music educators, choral scholars, and church 
musicians who teach our children about the love of God 
through music each week. Once again, I offer you this 
line from the hymn quoted above:  
 

My singing is a prayer O Lord,  
a prayer of thanks and praise. 

In music Lord, I worship Thee;  
Thy beauty fills my days. 



Still Singing after 14 M
oves 

By:  Cathy Blake 

I am a nomad...but I come by it honestly. My 
dad, a south Georgia farmer boy, met my 
mother, a city-girl from Marietta, in Oklahoma 
at college. My dad said he first laid eyes on my 
mom as she was be-bopping and snapping her 
fingers to music in the back of my (now) uncle’s 
convertible (I love this story!). Dad and my Uncle 
Charles were two Georgia boys far from home in 
Oklahoma who became friends and carpooled 
home on holidays, and Mom joined them when 
she started to the same college too. 
 
After their wedding, Mom and Dad moved to 
Texas to continue Dad’s education. Two masters 
degrees and four children later, we moved to 
Missouri where Dad started work at a small 
Baptist college. As he tells it, the head of the 
Religion Department approached him and said 
that he had more churches calling him for supply 
preachers than he had “preacher boys” to fill. He 
persuaded my dad to be a “lay speaker” to help 
him out and the honorariums really helped out 
with many mouths to feed at home.   
 
Dad did a few random ones on his own before he 
was sent to a church ~ 40 miles from our home. 
As it turned out, they were without a pastor and 
wanted Dad to serve as an interim. This was 
where we were to meet the first (that I 
remember) of our adoptive grandparents...the 
wonderful Dehners who were happy to serve as 
grandparents to four unknown, rambunctious 
children who were far from their own 
grandparents. My fondest memories of Missouri 
were the Dehners, the painted red line that 
showed where the Great Flood had completely 
submerged the downtown area with the waters 
of the Mississippi River, and singing Dead Skunks 
in the Middle of the Road on the long drive home 
from church because...you guessed it...the dead 
skunks in the road (thank you Ray Stevens!). 
 
 

Two years later, we packed up and headed to 
south Georgia to another small Baptist college. 
As a bonus to Dad’s new job, we got to live in 
the girls’ dorm in a separate apartment...the 
stories we can tell of that experience! Even 
though we were <2 hours from Dad’s family, we 
gained another set of adoptive grandparents.  
Dad continued to speak and do interims too 
where we sometimes accompanied him, and 
other times went to church in the local town. I 
think he didn’t want us to come all the time 
because we had heard the sermons before (like 
you do when you re-use a sermon in a different 
church) and we had the hand motions down to 
his parable of the sower and didn’t hesitate to 
help from the front pew. Not long after, he 
began to fill in as music leader and that lead us to 
more churches. Deep connections were made 
and continue to this day from many of them. 
 
After four years and another move to a house of 
our own, Dad felt called to move beyond the 
classroom and into administration and needed 
another degree to do that. So we moved to 
Athens. We lived on the east side, joined Green 
Acres Baptist and added more adoptive families to 
our list. A scant two years later, we were back in 
south Georgia. But a further call to Dad’s heart 
lead us to yet another move to coastal Alabama. I 
was in 8th grade and had racked up six moves.  
 
We settled in for a while, with another church 
and more adoptive families. Meanwhile, I 
graduated high school, went to college, and 
married. But the moving didn’t stop then either. 
When we moved to Athens, I planned on taking 
plenty of time to find the right church. My last 
church in Alabama had been 45 minutes away, 
but it was so worth the drive. Yet, because of the 
distance, I knew couldn’t be as involved as I 
wanted. So I decided that any church in the 
Athens area that I visited must be less than a 30 
minute drive. 



 
Another requirement for me was a church with a choir.  Singing choral music touches my soul like a view from a 
mountain top or the endless vista of a Gulf Coast beach. I hear snatches of songs in the quiet moments and gain 
comfort from the rhythm and words as they drift over me in the low places. Many churches have transitioned to 
Praise Teams and away from formal choirs, but being a part of collective praise is necessary to me. I need to 
actively participate and be a part of communal worship...I need the proximity of others engaged in shared praise 
and joy, reverberating the love and wonder of Christ. 
 
And finally, I wanted a church with a traditional style of worship.  As much as I love contemporary music, I feel 
most connected with the traditional style that I grew up in...it connects me to the past and leads me forward with 
the rich themes of the lyrics and the music. 
 
It was easy to find a home at First Baptist Athens. On my first visit, Jennifer Baxley sought me out from the choir 
loft and made sure to welcome me (yep, you can’t hide from the hawk-eye gaze of the choir). On another visit to 
the early service during the sanctuary renovation, Carl and Bobbie Monk invited me to sit with them and made 
me feel like part of their family.  On yet another visit, Christine Lo said “let’s go to my Sunday School class,” as 
she led me upstairs to the classroom. And finally, someone else (I wish I could remember who) introduced me to 
Randy Brittain who said, “I’ll have a choir folder for you on Wednesday night.” 
 
I love that First Baptist Athens welcomes you and accepts you wherever you are in life. For me, that involves 
sporadic attendance. As a fairly new retiree and a big fan of UGA softball, we use them as a great excuse to travel. 
I still have many friends in Alabama (and a sister too) that I like to visit from time to time. And after living along 
the Gulf Coast, the winters in Athens are just too cold for us.   
 
So, a few months ago, we sold our house with the intention of moving to Gainesville, Florida...another college 
town but with warmer weather, more humidity and few hurricanes. But during the time of preparing to sell and 
actually closing, my Dad began experiencing some severe health issues. Coupled with my Mom’s poor health and 
the prospect of life changing decisions on their part, we decided to just rent here until we can see what the future 
holds and maybe spend the winter further south. My mom’s first reaction was “you won’t have to change 
churches again now,” and she was right. 
 
With fourteen moves, I’ve found that a good church can be a supplement to far-away family.  It can provide 
continuity and support. And it can precipitate strong connections and friendships. At FBC, I’ve found a home 
that can nourish my spirit and swell my soul. I’ve found friends and family that I can call on. And I’ve found a 
warm group of people to travel the twists and turns of life with.   



By: Daniel and Sharon Hulsey 

Easy Like Sunday Morning 
“I’m easy like a Sunday morning.” Our guess is that some of you hummed that line from 
Lionel Richie’s 1970s hit “Easy” that he wrote for The Commodores. Daniel’s father has 
quipped more than once that Lionel Richie must not have been attending church regularly at 
the time because there is nothing easy about a Sunday morning! His quip is particularly true 
when you are trying to get elementary age children to church at 9:45 a.m. on a weekend. 
 
First, there’s the relatively simple act of pulling them out of bed and getting them dressed and 
fed. Then, there is the separation from home with its toys and screens to get in the car and go. 
That’s the real pain. The line, “trust us, you’ll have fun” does not seem to carry much weight 
with our children. They do have fun. Almost invariably we’ll pick them up from Sunday 
school with big smiles on their faces, but then we’ll do the same dance next week. Our 
suspicion is that our children are not the only ones with trust issues.  
 
During the pandemic, we missed most the human connection that comes with church. But, we 
didn’t miss getting the kids ready to go. They could stay in their pajamas all morning if they 
wanted to. If it is so hard for us as a young family, and church isn’t required, then why subject 
ourselves to it? The majority of our neighbors don’t bother. There’s no peer pressure or societal 
expectation that we go to church anymore  so why still do it? Why go to church and why 
now? 
 
We would be remiss if we did not mention that both of us grew up in church. So an obvious 
reason we attend most Sundays is because it has been an ingrained pattern for our entire lives. 
For Daniel, church was an extension of his family life as he went to a small rural church that 
was also attended by his grandparents, great-grandparents, aunts, uncles, and a number of 
cousins. For Sharon, her family was not only involved in their local church, but also 
denominational life as her grandfather was a missionary and later an executive for the Home 
Mission Board. 
 
Although we had no other option as children than to go to church, we had very positive 
experiences. We both have warm memories of a church community that loved and cared for 
us. It wasn’t until later on in our adult lives that church ever hurt us.  
 
For both of us, church was an integral part of a happy and loving childhood. We want that for 
our children. If someone cooks something you enjoy, you can ask for the recipe. When you fix 
it on your own, the obvious thing to do would be to follow the recipe as written if you want 
to enjoy it again. One reason we take our children to church is that we are attempting to 
follow the recipe that gave us happy childhoods.  

 
The above reason can be boiled down to habit. We should not dismiss habit too quickly. Habit 
can sustain a practice that we should continue during times when no other practical or spiritual 
reason would. Habits and traditions can bridge these low periods until we get to better times. 
But, there are reasons other than habit that we chose to go to church as a family. Those 
reasons, both practical and theological, revolve around one word, community.  



We’ve all heard the maxim that it takes a village to raise 
a child. We’ve found that to be true. Growing up, our 
village was our church. At Daniel’s childhood church, 
Ms. Bonnie was the Sunday school teacher for any child 
in Kindergarten or younger. She loved those kids. 
Daniel loved Ms. Bonnie as a child, but only as an adult 
does he realize how much people like Ms. Bonnie meant 
to him growing up. There is nothing more important to 
a child than a loving and supportive home, but how 
much better off is a child that has a community in 
addition to their family that will come into the margins 
and expand that network of love and support? 
That support continues to matter past elementary school. 
Teenagers need support that is both the same and 
different. It is a severe understatement to say that the 
teenage years can be difficult. The relationship between 
a teenager and parents is often fraught with difficulties. 
That tension between burgeoning young adults and the 
boundaries of their parents often blinds both parties to 
the love each has for the other and the truth in their 
words. I’m sure every parent has experienced their kid 
listening to another adult after ignoring you saying the 
exact same thing. Sometimes, parents are just too close 
and a child or teenager needs to hear truth from another 
source. Other adults within the church community can 
bolster our efforts as parents with words and actions that 
center on our common cause of following Jesus. 
 
However, it is not just about other adults that can 
support the raising of our children. Community also 
involves their peers at church. For Sharon, many of the 
most formative influences on her were her friends in the 
church youth group. This is particularly true of the 
youth that were a few years older than her. They were 
on the same road, but just a few miles ahead. They 
willingly shared their own experiences and helped 
Sharon greatly in navigating the fraught teenage years.  
 
Up to this point, there could be any number of 
communities that could fill the same voids we’ve 
mentioned. The kind of community we’ve talked about 
could be found in extended family or in a close-knit 
neighborhood. Our neighbor down the street may be a 
wonderful person, but also may have a different 
foundation. There is nothing wrong with finding 
community in those places; however, church is a special 
community centered around Jesus. 
 
German theologian and pastor Dietrich Bonhoeffer 
describes this Christ-centered community is his 

wonderful little book Life Together:  
Christian community means community through Jesus    
Christ and in Jesus Christ. There is no Christian 
community that is more than this, and none that is less than 
this. Whether it be a brief, single encounter or the daily 
community of many years, Christian community is solely 
this. We belong to one another only through and in Jesus 
Christ. 

 
For a Christian, the foundational axis around which we 
orbit around is Christ Jesus. In him we live and move and 
have our being (Acts 17:28). Something just hits different 
when sharing community with others who share a 
commitment to Jesus and his teaching. As Bonhoeffer 
puts it, “we belong to one another” in Jesus. That kind 
of connection is special. Bonhoeffer risked and 
ultimately lost his life in a Nazi concentration camp 
because he valued that community in Christ so highly. 
 
The amazing thing is that while this connection in 
Christ means the most in the local church, it extends far 
beyond it. We recently celebrated World Communion 
Day. It struck Daniel in that service how we were 
sharing the elements with millions around the globe. 
That “connectedness” reminds us that we are not alone. 



We Need You.... In B.T.U! 
By: Kathy Snow Segars 

Sunday evenings were different growing up in Athens, Georgia, during the 50’s and 60’s. The evenings themselves 
weren’t different for everybody, but how those Sunday evenings were spent was different from the way most other 
people spent the evening hours of their weekly day of rest.  
 
I grew up as part of the church family of First Baptist Church, Athens, Georgia. For me, as well as for my fellow 
Baptist boomers, Sunday evenings were a far cry from sunset on regular people’s Sundays. Why, you ask? Weren’t 
you out driving around with your mama, daddy and siblings looking at peaceful nature scenes throughout the 
countryside around Athens? Weren’t you enjoying a game of Rook with ten or fifteen cousins out on the front 
porch? Weren’t you settled with a good book, relaxing while rain gently fell outside? NOPE – to all these things. 
“Why not?” you ask. The reason is simple and explained in two words - Training Union. 
 
Around five thirty or six on the first day of the week, you put your Sunday clothes back on, got in the car and 
drove back to Hancock and Pulaski for what resembled Sunday School in many ways; but wasn’t. What it was - 
was Training Union. And, it was held at the church in the evenings for an hour or so before Evening Worship 
Service- which was a reasonable facsimile of Sunday Morning Worship Service, except it was at night and the 
lights in the church and Sunday School Annex were on full tilt. 
 

We are not alone in sharing the bread and wine of communion that teach us that we are loved by Jesus, who gave 
his body and blood for us. This love shown to us by Jesus binds us all together in love both in and through Christ 
Jesus. We know we need that love and support. We want our children to drink from these same waters.   
 
It feels right to end this article on the spiritual connection within the church community with prayer. We have a 
local church community that prays for each other. We have a global church that prays for each other. We have an 
entire history of the church with Christians praying for those that will come later. That starts with Jesus. John 
17:20-21 records Jesus’ prayer,  
    I do not ask for these only, but also for those who will believe in me through their word, that they may all be one, just as 

you, Father, are in me, and I in you, that they also may be in us, so that the world may believe that you have sent me. 
Jesus began that prayer praying for his disciples, but here prays for “those who will believe in me.” Jesus was 
praying for us and for our unity. That’s incredible, and there is also a 2000 year history of other Christians praying 
for one another. Curtis Freeman considers this in Pilgrim Letters writing, 
Yet when we cannot pray, we know that we are a  part of a worldwide community of prayer, the pilgrim people of God, 
which, along with the church at rest, prays with us and for us as we seek sustenance and strength to continue on the way. 
 
We pray together. And when we cannot pray, others pray for us. This is a great comfort. All of us have 
experienced times when we just could not pray. Or we did not know what or how to pray. The most acute 
moments that we have experienced this feeling have been tied to our being parents and not knowing how to pray 
for our family. Praise God that we have a community that has our back when we struggle. They pick us up. They 
pick our children up. They pick our family as a whole up. It’s been that way from the beginnings of the Church. 
Bear one another’s burdens and so fulfill the law of Christ (Galatians 6:2). We were never meant to live the Christian 
life alone. We were made for one another, and these bonds we share in Christ as one gigantic family are beautiful. 
   



I most remember Training Union from seventh grade 
through high school. In our church, seventh grade 
meant you were promoted from the Junior Department 
to the Intermediate Department and life as you knew it 
changed dramatically. It was grow up time for us – you 
were learning all of the responsibilities of adult church 
members, and which grownups were on which 
committees. You learned what Deacons were and what 
their role in the church was, along with Associate 
Deacons and their role. You learned that the old men in 
the church probably had the classification of  Deacon 
Emeritus. (And the use of the pronoun men was totally 
accurate here. There were no women who were 
Deacons, regular, associate, or otherwise.) The women 
had their own little kingdom to run  - the WMU, 
Women’s Missionary Union, a story for another time 
and place. 
So, somehow Training Union fit into the category that 
implied we were being trained to be responsible, skilled 
soon-to-be adults who would know what they were 
doing when they grew up the rest of the way and 
served on committees, were elected to the board of 
deacons, and were congregationally running the 
church. 
 
It isn’t there now; but our Intermediate Training 
Union was held each Sunday evening high up on the 
very top floor, the same floor as the closet where the 
cleaning supplies were kept and above where the 
baptismal font is located. Oddly, although that top floor 
looked like a New York City tenement building, it 
smelled wonderful. Maybe because of all the Fuller 
Brush products hanging out in the supply closet. The 
part of the top floor set aside for the Intermediates had 

an assembly room with smaller tiny classrooms all 
branching off from the assembly room. There was a 
piano — I don’t know much about music; but that 
piano was skipped over every time the piano tuner paid 
a visit. Even I knew it was out of tune. But none of that 
bothered Mrs. Giddens. 
 
Mrs. Gladys Giddens was the wife of Dr. Howard P. 
Giddens, longtime pastor at First Baptist and was senior 
pastor during my childhood and most of my high 
school years. Mrs. Giddens centered her influence 
around teenagers and their potential as up and coming 
adult citizens of First Baptist. Mrs. Giddens divided her 
time between Intermediate Training Union and 
Y.W.A (Young Women’s Association, a graduate 
school for G.A.s, again, another story).  Her Y.W.A. 
girls helped out in Training Union - playing piano, 
checking people in (more on that in a minute) and 
welcoming new people to our Training Union fold. 
(There really weren’t many new people to welcome.) 
 
We met together in the Assembly Room where Mrs. 
Giddens told us about our “opportunities for the week,” 
gave a devotional, and led us in singing a few of her 
favorite hymns (Mrs. Giddens’ favorite was Be Still My 
Soul which used the theme from Finlandia and was on 
page 437 of the Broadman hymnal.). The Y.W.A. girls 
played the unfortunate piano and then we went to our 
classrooms for The Program. Full disclosure here, 
although Be Still My Soul was a moving piece, I was 
thinking about Wonderful World of Disney, the 
television show that shared the same timeslot as 
Training Union.     
On our way into our little room, we went by the 
person checking us in. At Training Union, everyone 



filled out a timecard- looking form detailing important facts such as whether you had brought your Bible with 
you, if you had brought your offering with you, made any contacts ( i.e., invited someone to come to Training 
Union or checked on someone who had been absent), or, if you had done your Daily Bible Readings. – Bible 
passages for each day of the week, printed in our Training Union Intermediate Quarterly, if you arrived on time 
to Training Union AND, the door prize give-away that worked for everyone, you needed to check the box to 
indicate if you were “Present.” To my little pre-OCD mind, completing the form was a religious experience in 
and of itself.  I strove for 100%, the Training Union definitive- meaning that I completed everything on the form 
with an answer in the appropriate square block provided.  I remember wondering if they saved all the forms 
forever and anyone in the future could look back and note my admirable form completion skills. 
 
So, on to our small rooms where we had The Program.  The Training Union Quarterly provided The Program in 
printed form and divided into six or seven parts – a couple of paragraphs which six or seven young people 
delivered independently to the rest of the class. Presenters were to put their assigned part into their own words, or, 
if necessary, simply read the words provided by the Quarterly. I loved having a part on the program! If you played 
your cards right and sat next to one of the shy or reticent attendees, you could have a part on the program every 
single week. Most were more than delighted to forgo their moment in the sun not to have to read aloud in 
public. They gladly took me up on my offer – meaning that the part was presented clearly and distinctly, in a 
strong voice and I could fantasize that I was on television. 
 
After we had Sentence Prayers (boy, could I milk those), Mrs. Giddens came in to remind us once again of our 
Opportunities for the Week, all of which we were going to go to anyway because our parents would be 
going.  She then dismissed us to go downstairs from this ivory tower to the sanctuary for a somewhat less formal 
Sunday evening service. If nobody joined the church during the Hymn of Invitation, we’d make it home for 
“Bonanza”. 
 
You can tell that although a sitcom could be made based on my Training Union days, it is difficult to put into 
words how much being a part of Training Union meant to me. But it did. Granted, it was for another time in this 
world; but I want to keep its value vouchsafed and to remember it authentically.   
 
It may not appear from my description how much value I took from my years of Baptist Training Union. But it 
impacted my life then and played an anonymous, yet significant role in my grownup future. Of course, I didn’t 
know it then, but my profession as a management and organizational training consultant was born in Training 
Union. Being there taught me leadership skills, not from just having a part in the program, but from absorbing 
what responsibility was like, feeling okay about taking it on and knowing that if it didn’t happen the buck stopped 
with me. I learned how committees functioned and how very valuable each person with their unique gifts and 
skills could be as a committee member. 
 
When I meet up with my old (and that’s what we are now) buddies, usually at Athens High Reunions, we don’t 
talk about what significant life lessons we learned from Mrs. Giddens in that high up room that smelled like pine 
tree cleanser. We’ll reminisce about the funny stuff at Training Union. But when I look at the people we’ve 
become, when I look at our collective positions of church leadership, when I review the lives we’ve all led, every 
one of us with our own unique life story is grateful and (if we thought about it) proud that we could take our 
Baptist Training Union Attendance Form and mark with utmost confidence - 
 
“PRESENT” 
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On May 8, 1994, Rev. Jon Appleton, senior minister at First Baptist Church Athens stood be-
side me and faced the congregation following the Sunday morning service. Rev. Appleton 
spoke to the church members telling them that I was asking to become a member of FBCA. 
After the congregation’s approval by uplifted hands, Rev. Appleton asked me if I wanted to say 
anything. My ensuing words, a humorous quip created upon my decision to seek membership 
at FBCA went something as follows: First, I thanked the members. Then I told them that I was 
raised as a Presbyterian, but that I was predestined to be a Baptist.       
 
The joke drew the expected chuckles, but my intentions about becoming a part of First Baptist 
Church Athens were deeply sincere. My wife, Phyllis Barrow Nelson, was a life-long member 
of this wonderful Christian community and represented the third generation of her mother’s 
family to participate in the life of this congregation. 
 
At the time of my commitment to FBCA, we had a three-year-old son, Clute, and Phyllis was 
pregnant with our second son, Arthur, who was due in July that year. We had been attending 
Sunday School and church services regularly for several years and felt that church should be an 
important part of our lives and our children’s lives as they grew up. Though I had been a regu-
lar at FBCA on Sundays, I had not sought membership until 1994. 
 
An important part of my decision to join the Baptist church stemmed from my understanding 
and respect of the Baptist concept of the “priesthood of the believer,” a notion that really speaks 
to my heart and soul. True Baptists promote the idea that every person who believes in Jesus 
Christ as Lord and Savior has direct access to God. Each of us, as believers, is responsible for our 
own actions and do not require an intermediary to talk with God. We can interpret the Bible as 
we see fit and don’t require a church leader to tell us what we SHOULD believe. As individual 
believers, we – men and women -- are equal and ensure that our church has many “priests” 
who share the love of Christ.  
 
As for why I love First Baptist Church Athens and its community of faith and why I am proud 
to be a member, there are many reasons.  
 
First and foremost is the true sense of family found in this group of Christians. When members 
experience life’s milestones, whether they are times of exultation or of dark hardships, the peo-
ple in this church open their hearts and hands to supply love and support to their fellow mem-
bers. One example of that Christian love is demonstrated when new deacons are installed, and 
the congregation welcomes those new deacons through a “laying on of hands” ritual in our 



sanctuary during the Sunday morning service. Likewise, 
when our older son Clute was battling a brain tumor, 
the church family shared our journey in so many differ-
ent and important ways, both materially and emotional-
ly. The church held a special “laying on of hands” cere-
mony for Clute in the sanctuary. Words cannot convey 
what that loving experience gave to us. When Clute lost 
his fight with cancer, our church family embraced us, 
serving as conduits of God’s strength and grace in our 
time of deep sadness. 
 
Another strength of First Baptist Church Athens can be 
found in our ministerial staff members who are excep-
tional, spiritual people. We have been blessed with hav-
ing ministers who are scholarly, compassionate, and car-
ing Christians. They go beyond simple pastoral duty 
and care and interact with our congregation as true 
church family members and friends. To the credit of 
First Baptist Church Athens, our ministers comprise 
men and women, another aspect of our church that 
makes me proud.  
 
Having women serve in the clergy and as deacons rep-
resents an important characteristic of our church and a 
major difference between FBCA and the Southern Bap-
tist Convention, from which our church disassociated in 
2000. We are now part of the Cooperative Baptist Fel-
lowship, that offers a much more fitting collection of 
people in the faith. As followers of Jesus, we are guided 
by his response to the question about which is the great-
est commandment. In Matthew 22:37-40, Jesus says, 
“Thou shalt love the Lord thy God with all thy heart, 
and with all thy soul, and with all thy mind… the sec-
ond is like unto it: Thou shalt love thy neighbor as thy-
self. On these two commandments hang all the law and 
the prophets.” 
 
Our church’s pursuit of fulfilling those commandments 
is demonstrated not only by how we treat our fellow 

congregants, but also in the work the church has done 
and continues to do for the larger community.   
 
Through the leadership of Senior Minister Julian Cave 
in the late 1960s, First Baptist Church Athens helped 
bring the community together during the trying times 
of integrating the school system. Cave also encouraged 
church members to take an understanding approach to 
protestors in the 1960s and 1970s. In 1968, church vol-
unteers spearheaded the establishment of Parkview Play 
School, a day care center at the public housing commu-
nity of Parkview Apartments near First Baptist. That 
mission work, supported by the church, continued for 
several decades.  
 
In 2004, First Baptist Athens joined a network of 
churches, synagogues, and other religious affiliates in 
founding Interfaith Hospitality Network Athens (now 
Family Promise Athens), a mission to provide shelter, 
food, transportation, moral support and other help to 
homeless families. Our church continues to serve as a 
core supporter of Family Promise Athens. 
 
Today our church’s facilities serve as the home for Our 
Daily Bread, a mission to feed the hungry, using our 
kitchen and fellowship hall as the setting for this im-
portant service. Our Daily Bread had been the mission 
of Oconee Street Methodist church, and our church 
members assisted with supplying meals and volunteering 
to serve food on occasion. A 2013 fire at Oconee Street 
Methodist, generated a call to our church to use our 
kitchen to continue the mission. Our members encour-
aged our Deacons to engage this opportunity, and the 
Deacon board acted quickly, enabling Our Daily Bread 
to continue serving lunches to those in need.  
      
These are just a few examples of the work and attributes 
that make First Baptist Church Athens such a gift from 
God and why I have found my Christian home here.  




