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Jesus said, “I am the vine and you are the branches. Those who abide in me and I in them bear much fruit.
(John 15:5a)

I participated in the funeral of State Alexander, a pastor who had been on the presbytery staff for more than
ten years and was one of the leaders in forming this presbytery. I remembered others from First Asheville,
Riceville, Third Street and First Hickory who helped us make a smooth transition. When this presbytery was
formed, they and Caroline Grissette, the executive, said they wanted to focus on building relationships and
community in this new presbytery. I wondered how we have done on this goal? 

As many of us recently have been talking about the things that are important to us in the presbytery, over
and over again the word relationships and community keep coming up. This is true for the presbytery, but
it’s also true for our churches.

All that we do as Christians is first built on our relationship with God.  Jesus says, “I am the vine and you
are the branches, abide in my love.” The basis for us in the presbytery is that we are all connected together
through our relationship with Jesus Christ. That is the most important part of who we are together as
churches in the presbytery, and as participants in our churches. As a part of the Vine, we are also to bear
fruit, which is our mission and ministry. We are stronger when we work together. 

The earliest leaders of this presbytery had building relationships and community as a primary goal. They
wanted to operate and start a new life together. They were coming from three very different entities. Two
of those were tight communities. In speaking of “Asheville Presbytery,” people said the ministers knew the
names and birthdays of all the spouses and children of the pastors. This was their way of saying there was
a community of support. The Catawba unit was the same. Concord was a much bigger presbytery. So,
Western North Carolina was formed from all of Asheville, part of Concord and Catawba . It was also a
mixture of PCUS and PCUSA churches. The early founding leaders tried to build community. 

One of the questions we will be wrestling with this year as a presbytery is how can we build better
relationships and be mutually supportive of one another. How can we be part of a Christian community
together? As I have thought about where we can build greater community together, I have also reflected on
some ways that we are doing this now. You may know of other ideas.  How could we do this better?         
           
We are talking about ways our churches can work together. A member of the Dulatown Church recently said
that their church was grateful to people from First Hickory who were coming to Dulatown on Saturdays to
help them recover a wing of their building. That included tearing out old flooring, painting, installing
windows and whatever else was needed. Dulatown members and First Hickory members were working
together, side by side.

When Sweetwater Presbyterian Church had a fire set by a thief, they could not use their sanctuary. New
Vision Church loaned them a pulpit and things needed for worship so the church could worship in its own
fellowship hall. Others reached out in support of the church. Soon, Sweetwater will be having a celebration
of being back in their sanctuary.
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When some people in our presbytery talk of building community, they mention their experience in the
School for the Laity.  The participants in the School for the Laity are from small and large churches, different
theological perspectives, from all over this presbytery, men, women and couples, old and young. Some come
to learn more about their faith, others come because they feel God is calling them to take on a new
responsibility. Courses are taught by retired professors, from pastors and leaders of churches, all who are
passionate about their subjects. The participants form a bond of Christian caring across lines that could
separate them. They understand what it means to be connectional.

The building of relationships and community is also the focus of the Guatemalan Partnership. That
partnership is built on the decision of the three presbyteries together. It is built on church to church
relationships. Partner churches go to visit and be in Christian community with one another. We support
children’s scholarships with pictures because we have relationships with the people. We learn from each
other and hopefully can grow in our faith as we see how each tries to be faithful to our Lord Jesus Christ. 

The Gastonia Area Presbyterians (GAP) are also trying to find new ways that the churches in Gaston County
can work together. Each year, they have built a Habitat House together. They have had fund-raisers for Black
Mountain Home for Children, including a talent show where all the pastors displayed talent, or at least tried!
They work together to be stronger.

Our presbytery is also known to build relationships by hosting events for its members centered around a
common, specific focus. The Christian Education Committee is offering an overnight retreat for spiritual
renewal in February entitled, “Be Still.” This is yet another way for our members to bond and connect with
one another. This event is being led by our very own Dr. Tom Lewis, recently retired Director of Spirituality
from Columbia Theological Seminary.  More information is included in this packet.
  
Along those same lines, the “Let’s Celebrate” annual event has been set for Saturday, August 17, 2013 at
the First Presbyterian Church in Morganton. There will be a host of workshops offered for middle school
through senior adults. This is an especially popular event for our smaller congregations, but we want to
extend the invitation to all churches, especially if you have never attended before. You don’t know what you
are missing! 

A new year is like a fresh slate. It’s full of potential, and ultimately will be what you make of it. Let’s take
this opportunity as we begin 2013 to focus on continuing our efforts to build community and strengthen our
relationships with one another, most especially Jesus Christ.

Peace,

Bobbi


