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THE PRESBYTERY OF WESTERN NORTH CAROLINA

COMMITTEE ON MINISTRY
REV. WHIT MALONE, CHAIR 

JANUARY 28, 2017 

FIRST SECTION

RECOMMENDATIONS FROM THE COMMITTEE ON MINISTRY, AN ADMINISTRATIVE
COMMISSION, OR A TASK FORCE THAT REQUIRE ACTION BY PRESBYTERY:

I. RECOMMEND TO PRESBYTERY FOR EXAMINATION AND ORDINATION:
A. LISLE GWYNN GARRITY

From: Candidate, Presbytery of Western North Carolina
As: Creative Director, A Sanctified Art LLC
Effective: Upon Ordination
(See COM Attachment 1 for Biography and Statement of Faith.)

II. RECOMMEND TO PRESBYTERY THE VALIDATION OF MINISTRY FOR:
A. Lisle Garrity, as Creative Director, A Sanctified Art LLC, through January 28, 2018.
B. Katie Cashwell, as Director of Programs, Montreat Conference Center, through January

28, 2018.
C. Evelyn Coleman, as Director for Programs, Montreat Conference Center, through

January 28, 2018.
D. Kitty Rankin, as Pastor to Seniors, Holy Trinity Lutheran Church, through January 28,

2018. 
E. John Pope, as Associate Professor of Counselor Education, Montreat College, through

January 28, 2018.

SECOND SECTION

The Book of Order provides that the Committee on Ministry may be given authority by the Presbytery
to find in order calls issued by churches, to approve and present calls for service of ministers, to
approve the examination of ministers transferring from other Presbyteries, required by G-11.0402
and G11.0502g, to dissolve the pastoral relationship in cases where the congregation and pastor 
concur, to dismiss ministers to other Presbyteries, and to approve administrative commissions to 
ordain/install with the provision that such actions be reported at the next stated meeting of the
Presbytery.  (G-11.0502h) This permission was granted to our Committee on Ministry; therefore, the
following actions are to be simply admitted to the record. 

I. APPROVED FOR TRANSFER OF MEMBERSHIP:
A. WANDA NEELY

From: New Hope Presbytery
As: Transitional Pastor, Morganton First Presbyterian Church
Effective: February 15, 2017
(See COM Attachment 2 for Biography and Statement of Faith.)
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B. JOHN NELSON POPE

From: Presbytery of the Pines
As: Associate Professor of Counselor Education, Montreat College
Effective: January 10, 2017
(See COM Attachment 3 for Biography and Statement of Faith.)

C. THOM NELSON
From: Great Rivers Presbytery
As: Honorably Retired
Effective: January 10, 2017
(See COM Attachment 4 for Biography and Statement of Faith.)

II. APPROVED TRANSITIONAL PASTOR RELATIONSHIPS:
A. Bryan Hovey and Mount Holly First Presbyterian Church

Effective: September 1, 2016 - August 31, 2017

III. APPROVED STATED PASTOR RELATIONSHIPS:
A. Kent Smith and West Asheville Presbyterian Church

Extended: January 1, 2017 - December 31, 2017
B. Chris Wingard and Dorland Memorial Presbyterian Church

Effective: October 4, 2016 - October 3, 2017
C. Theodore Grant and Brittain Presbyterian Church

Extended: January 1, 2017 - December 31, 2017
D. Keith Freeman and Pineola Presbyterian Church

Extended: January 1, 2017 - December 31, 2017
E. Robert Abel and Hayesville Presbyterian Church

Extended: January 1, 2017 - December 31, 2017
F. David Morgan and Oak Forest Presbyterian Church

Extended: January 1, 2017 - December 31, 2017
G. Patrick Hardy and Walnut Presbyterian Church

Extended: November 1, 2016 - April 30, 2017
H. Jay Rabuck and Brittain’s Cove Presbyterian Church

Effective: January 15, 2017 - July 15, 2017

IV. APPROVED COMMISSIONED LAY PASTOR RELATIONSHIPS:
A. Russell Reighley and Sherrill’s Ford Presbyterian Church

Extended: August 1, 2016 - July 31, 2017
B. Marcia Reighley and Sherrill’s Ford Presbyterian Church

Extended: August 1, 2016 - July 31, 2017
C. Linda Abel and Hayesville Presbyterian Church

Extended: January 1, 2017 - December 31, 2017
D. Kenneth Humphreys and Conley Memorial Presbyterian Church
 Extended: March 1, 2017 - February 28, 2018   

V. APPROVED MINISTRY INFORMATION FORM:
A. Grace Covenant Presbyterian Church
B. Northminster Presbyterian Church
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VI. APPROVED THE REQUEST FOR HONORABLE RETIREMENT:

A. Joel David Cherry
Effective: January 1, 2017

VII. APPROVED THE DISSOLUTION OF PASTORAL RELATIONSHIP:
A. Michael Bailey and Morganton First Presbyterian Church

Effective: November 30, 2016

VIII. APPROVED THE TRANSFER OF MEMBERSHIP:
A. Michael Bailey

To: Sheppard and Lapsley Presbytery
As: Pastor, First Presbyterian Church, Tuscaloosa, Alabama
Effective: December 1, 2016

B. Steven Barnes
To: Greater Atlanta Presbytery
As: Associate Pastor, Northminster Presbyterian Church, Roswell, Georgia
Effective: August 26, 2016

IX. APPROVED PASTORAL RELATIONSHIP:
A. Rebecca Gurney 

As: Director of Congregational Care, Asheville First Presbyterian Church
Effective: January 1, 2017

X . APPROVED INSTALLATION COMMISSIONS:

A. Approve the Administrative Commission for the Ordination/Installation of Jacob L.
Douylliez as Pastor of Marion First Presbyterian Church on Sunday, November 27, 2016
at 4:00 p.m.

Name Responsibility on Commission Min/Elder Church
Bob Tuttle Moderator/Preside Minister Honorably Retired
Barbara McLean Propound Constitutional Questions Elder Grace Covenant
Lynn Bledsoe Propound Questions to Congregation Minister Asheville First
Helen Hall Charge the Minister Elder Dulatown
Barbara Ross Charge the Congregation Elder Crossnore
Bobbi White Lead in Worship Minister PWNC
Robert Ayers Lead in Worship Elder Marion First
Ken Humphreys Lead in Worship Elder Fairview

Guests
Rick Douylliez Preach the Sermon Minister Savannah Presbytery
Russel Gladding Lead in Worship Elder Savannah Presbytery

B. Approve the Administrative Commission for the Installation of Kimberleigh E. Wells as
Pastor of New Hope Presbyterian Church, Asheville on Sunday, November 20, 2016 at
11:00 a.m.
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Name Responsibility on Commission Min/Elder Church
Bobbi White Moderator/Preside Minister PWNC
Barbara McLean Propound Const. Questions Elder Grace Covenant
Bunk Spann Propound Questions to Cong. Elder New Hope
Heath Rada Charge the Congregation Elder Grace Covenant
Carol Steele Lead in Worship  Minister Montreat Conference

Center
Dwight Christenbury  Lead in Worship Minister Trinity
Tina Joyner Lead in Worship Elder Kenilworth

Guests
Luther Smith Preach the Sermon Minister Professor Emeritus,

Emory University 
Elaine Knight Charge the Minister Elder Presbytery of the James



Lisle Gwynn Garrity is a Pastorist (pastor + 

artist), retreat leader, and creative entrepreneur 

seeking to fill the church with more color, paint, 

mystery, and creativity. In the midst of a rapidly 

reforming church landscape, she is convinced 

that new models for ministry are emerging all 

over the place, we just have to be willing to 

discover and pursue them.  

After many years away, Lisle and her husband 

recently moved back to the beautiful blue ridge mountains and currently reside in Black 

Mountain, NC.  A graduate of Davidson College, where she majored in English (and 

unofficially minored in visual art), Lisle has a long history of formal and informal art 

training. After being offered a wild and unique fellowship to attend seminary, Lisle 

completed Master’s degrees in Divinity and Practical Theology (with a concentration in 

worship), all with a sense of wonder and openness to the unique work she is called to 

offer to the world. 

As a visual artist, Lisle loves to get her hands messy using just about any medium, 

including paint, clay, charcoal, pastel, fabric, and film. She is passionate about 

re-claiming worship as a sacred form of art and inviting all to participate in creative faith. 

Serving the church at-large, Lisle travels widely to share her gifts as an artist and 

pastor. She loves leading retreats of all kinds, facilitating communal art workshops, 

speaking on the intersections of art and faith, and creating live worship art and 

commissions for churches. 
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Luke 2: 8-20

Nearby, in the fields outside of Bethlehem, a group of shepherds were

guarding their flocks from predators in the darkness of night.9 In the

darkness of night, they kept watch over their flocks.

Suddenly, a messenger of the Lord stood in front of them, and the

darkness was replaced by a glorious light—the shining light of God’s

glory. They were terrified!

Messenger: 10 Don’t be afraid! Listen! I bring good news, news of

great joy, news that will affect all people everywhere. 11 Today, in the

city of David, a Liberator has been born for you! He is the promised

Anointed One, the Supreme Authority! 12 You will know you have

found Him when you see a baby, wrapped in a blanket, lying in a

feeding trough.

At that moment, the first heavenly messenger was joined by

thousands of other messengers—a vast heavenly choir. They praised

God.

14 Heavenly Choir: To the highest heights of the universe, glory to

God!

    And on earth, peace among all people who bring pleasure to God!

15 As soon as the heavenly messengers disappeared into heaven, the

shepherds were buzzing with conversation.
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Shepherds: Let’s rush down to Bethlehem right now! Let’s see what’s

happening! Let’s experience what the Lord has told us about!

16 So they ran into town, and eventually they found Mary and Joseph

and the baby lying in the feeding trough. After they saw the baby, 17

they spread the story of what they had experienced and what had

been said to them about this child.18 Everyone who heard their story

couldn’t stop thinking about its meaning.19 Mary, too, pondered all of

these events, treasuring each memory in her heart.

20 The shepherds returned to their flocks, praising God for all they

had seen and heard, and they glorified God for the way the

experience had unfolded just as the heavenly messenger had

predicted.

They were in the darkness.  Those shepherds, hanging out in the

shadows of the fields.  They were considered nobodies, mostly. They

were low-wage workers pushed to the edges of town. Some called

them lazy, shiftless, maybe a little delinquent, not to be trusted.  And

so they kept to the fields--those wide and unpredictable spaces where

danger might always be lurking--watching over the flock by night,

knowing that the safety of their sheep--and maybe even their own

lives--was always at risk.
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I never really thought much about how dangerous a shepherd’s life

might be.  Maybe it’s because, as Christians, we’re always talking

about God as the good shepherd.  We shape the image of our God as

one who lies us down in green pastures, brings us beside still waters,

comforts us with the rod and staff, leads us through the valley of

death, and who makes our cup overflow with goodness and mercy.

This is an image of comfort, of guidance, of unrelenting presence.

But in this story, I’m reminded that half of a shepherd’s job--maybe

even the most important part--is done in the dark.  And here we see

these darkness-dwellers, guarding their flocks against the predators in

the night.

I’ve been thinking a lot lately about those who dwell in the shadows,

and what it means to keep watch by night.

I’ve thought about our homeless neighbors on the streets of Asheville

and Black Mountain who, with the creeping in of winter, are beginning

to seek new nightly routines.

I’ve thought about our neighbors just a few hours away who, in the

darkness of the recent storm, have watched streets, homes,

neighborhoods swell and flood.
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I’ve thought about civilians in Syria who take shifts through the night in

anticipation of the next rumble, the next airstrike, the next split-second

disaster that could leave their children and loved ones trapped in the

mix.

And I’ve been thinking about the many peaceful protesters who have

kept watch by night in Ferguson, Baltimore, Dallas, Tulsa,

Charlotte--all these cities that have erupted with public outrage every

time a black body lies dead in the street.

Keeping watch in the darkness is dangerous, especially when the

darkness seems to get darker.

And I think it gets darker particularly every time a black person is killed

and, instead of tending to the wounds of systemic racism, we shift into

denial and violence. I think it gets darker every time a fatal tragedy is

twisted into a us v. them, a black vs. white, a black vs. blue polarized

war where we all become gross caricatures and echo chambers of

one extreme.

I think it gets darker every time we cut ourselves away from the

shadows, refusing to trust in the promise that, in the darkness, the

light shines. Turning away from the possibility that, with that light, we
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may also be confronted by the words of a strange messenger: “Do not

fear. Listen. I bring good news.”

In our text, we find the shepherds on the outskirts of Bethlehem. I

imagine them in a sleepy, yet alert haze, on edge for any rustle of

leaves or snapping of sticks that might signal a trespassing predator.

And then, all at once, they are wrapped in light.

In the middle of their night shift, they take on a new calling: to testify to

what they have seen in the darkness. To testify to a world born anew,

to the wondrous peculiarity of a liberator who comes in the form of a

child, to a God who takes on flesh even in a world of human suffering.

And so, they are sent out “buzzing with conversation,” and become

the first people to proclaim to all the world that goodness will

overcome evil, that light shines in the darkness and the darkness

cannot overcome it.

During Thanksgiving a few years ago, when I was eating dinner with

my extended family, my uncle told us about going to Ferguson to

protest after Michael Brown’s death.  As a minister, he responded to

the call for clergy and stood in the streets with other pastors and

clergy to protest.
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  “Were you afraid?”  We asked.  “Not really.  Not until we were

pushing forward in the line and the cops began to resist.  I wasn’t

expecting the police to be so forceful, but one of them shoved me

back and I almost fell.  That scared me.”

My uncle’s fear, though, was tempered.  Did he fear for his life?

Probably not.  He’s a white minister, after all.

 Cornel West was there protesting too, and was later arrested.  But

during that weekend, he was set to speak at an interfaith rally where

2,000 people were gathered.  Before he took the  stage, some local

protesters demanded a chance to speak. Breaking through the

crowds, they came up to the podium and shared about what they had

seen in the darkness.

“If you can see a dead black boy lie in the street for four hours and

that doesn’t make you angry, where is your humanity?”  One of them

said.

"Nonviolence is really important because you're not going to change

someone's mind by being violent. And also there is just so much more

power in taking a stand and doing it nonviolently," Another said.
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My uncle told me, “It was better that they spoke.  We needed to hear

from them--they are the ones who have been here witnessing what

has happened.”

 They were keeping watch by night and telling what they had seen.

A few summers ago, I was helping my friend, Shelli, keynote for a

youth conference at Montreat. As we were planning our presentations

for the week, Shelli said, “I’m gonna talk about white privilege.  I’m

tired of coming to this conference and never talking about the hard

stuff.”  I was on board, and also braced myself for the backlash I

predicted would occur.

And so, Tuesday of the conference week rolled around and Shelli told

the story of Naomi and Ruth, and Ruth’s deep commitment to Naomi

to stand by her side no matter what.  She preached about the family of

God and how we belong to each other.  Then she told the story of

Jordan Davis.  She told about how a white man named Michael Dunn

became aggravated when Jordan Davis and his friends were playing

loud music in their car at a gas station.  After a shouting match

ensued, Dunn shot Davis to death through the door of his car.

At the time when Shelli told the story, Dunn had not been convicted of

any crimes, as he was protected by Florida’s stand-your-ground law.
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Shelli reinterpreted “stand-your-ground,” to mean that instead of

fearing each other, we should stand our ground for each other.

Speaking to a sea of light-skinned faces, Shelli said, “If we belong to

each other, then Jordan Davis is our brother.  We take care of our

own.”

As you might imagine, this sparked a bit of controversy within the

crowd.  All throughout the rest of that day, we heard stories of a few

unhappy campers.  One of those was a white pastor from Alabama.

He was especially tiffed and had a few choice words for Shelli.

“She has no right to say things like that at a Christian conference.

And she doesn’t know what it means to own a gun in the South.  We

need protection.”  We heard him say.

On the last day of the conference, this same pastor found Shelli in the

crowd after the keynote presentation was over.

“I owe you an apology,” he said.

Not at all worried about what this man thought of her, Shelli decided to

hear him out.  “I was really angry at you for what you said about guns

and white privilege.  But I want you to know that there was a black girl

in my small group.  She broke down after your keynote and began
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crying.  She told the whole group what it was like hearing a white

preacher talk about these things. And she shared about how she has

often been treated because of the color of her skin. I had no idea. Her

courage and the stories that she shared with us have totally changed

my life and I don’t think I’ll ever be the same again.  This changes

everything for me--how I pastor, and how I preach.  So, thank you.”

Shelli certainly didn’t feel the need to take credit for that one.

This man listened to those keeping watch in the darkness--he

witnessed a glimpse of light in the darkness, and he was no longer the

same. And now, like the shepherds, he had to share with others what

he had seen.

Though I’ve certainly ignored the main star of this scripture text--this

peculiar baby Liberator--I think that one of the most miraculous things

about the Christmas story is that it emerges in the dark.

Here we are, in a nation more politically divided than ever before,

simmering in unhealed racial wounds of the past. Here we are, in a

time when we can access the world’s darkness with the touch of a

screen.
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And yet, I think we forget our world may not look so different from the

world in which Christ was born. I think it’s easy to forget that there was

a command sent for this baby’s murder.  It’s easy to forget that there

were shepherds fending off the danger of the night before the angel

appeared.  It’s easy to forget that our beautiful baby savior was born

into a world of oppression and deeply-knit pain.

Because this--this--is precisely the type of world in which God’s light

shines. This is precisely the type of world in which God becomes flesh

and dwells among us.

So when we begin to lose heart, when we feel caught in the dark, let

us look to the ones who dwell in the shadows. Let us look to those

who are keeping watch by night. Let us listen to their stories and

testify to the light. If we’re paying attention, we might just hear the

message our God is so desperate to tell:

“Do not fear. Listen. I bring good news.”

 Amen.
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 Committee On Preparation for Ministry 
October 14, 2016 

1:30pm  
Black Mountain Presbyterian Church 

 
Present:  Bob Tuttle, John Lamotte, Marylynn Huff, Margaret Peery, Carol Steele, Katie Cashwell. 
 
This commission, approved the CPM, met for the purpose of hearing Lisle Gwynn Garrity preach and 
approve her sermon. 
 
5 other guests joined us. 
 
Bob Tuttle called the meeting to order with prayer and made introductions. 
 
Bob turned the pulpit over to Lisle Garrity who through prayer, scripture and proclamation brought 
the Word of God to us. 
 
Bob opened the floor for discussion.  Wonderful discussion was had on the impact of Lisle’s sermon. 
 
John LaMotte made a motion that we approve Lisle Gwynn Garrity’s sermon.  Marylynn Huff 
seconded.  Motion was unanimously approved.  
 
Bob Tuttle ended our time together with prayer.  
 
Respectfully submitted, 
[signed] Bob Tuttle 
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Wanda Suddreth Neely 

Brief Biography 
 I have always felt called to be a pastor.  But after years of exchanges with PNCs, I 

decided it was not to be.  Many PIFs were sent, but there was never consideration for a church 

call.  Instead there were other opportunities, wonderful and exciting experiences in ministry.  

Over the years, I have had the privilege of having the following classifications with our Board of 

Pensions:  701, hospital chaplain; 641, college pastor; 305; middle governing body staff; 185, 

interim presbytery associate; 108, temporary supply pastor; 106, stated supply pastor; and 105, 

interim pastor. Yet I always thought, “I’m really a 101,” an installed pastor.   

 In 2001, I received the call for which I had been preparing since seminary, the installed 

pastor of Union Presbyterian Church, Gastonia.  I will never forget the day I drove up, and they 

had put on their church sign, “Welcome to our new pastor, Dr. Wanda Neely.”  I sat there and 

wept; it had been a 27-year journey to that point. It was a wonderful and exciting time in 

ministry, a dream finally realized. Not long after our church was recognized as a thriving 

congregation of the presbytery, I found myself resigning to move with my husband to eastern 

North Carolina where he had taken a call. I assumed my time as a 101 was over.    

 A year passed, and members of First Church Greenville, where my spouse was serving, 

approached me about an associate position to help them build staff.  We met, and the committee 

said an amazing thing.  They wanted to nominate me for the position of co-pastor.  “After all,” 

the chair said, “you are not a 103; you are really a 101.” My task at the church was to help build 

program and staff, applying skills in church development I had obtained in presbytery work.  Six and 

a half years after I began, the church had grown in membership and program and had added three and 

a half associate positions.  Then the economy fell, and I realized that if the church was going to make 

payroll for the staff I had convinced them to call, my work was done, and I needed to step down.  

 I always followed my spouse in ministry, because he could draw the larger compensation.  

This time my husband said it was his turn to follow me, and surely my experience would bring good 

opportunities.  Yet I still found challenges applying for the more competitive positions:  being the 

female half of a clergy couple, sadly still a paradigm committees thought they had to address; having 

experience in many areas rather than one track, like those who topped me for the higher positions; 

my age, even though I had 8 to 10 more years before retirement, and my desire to stay in the 

southeast near family, a mother and a son with disabilities.     

 A year passed while I worked as a hospital chaplain. Once again I thought my time as a 

101 was over.  Then I received a call to serve as pastor/head of staff at First Church, Kinston. 

That congregation has given me more than I could ever give them, and the gift of being their 

pastor has been life transforming.     

 In summary, there were times in my life when I thought that my calling was to boldly go 

where no woman had gone before.  Then there were times when I thought my calling was simply 

to go where no one else would.  And then there were times when I wondered if I would ever get 

to go anywhere.  There were times when people mentioned a stained-glass ceiling for women in 

ministry, and I would say, “No, it is a basement ceiling.” During those times, my recurring 

prayer was always, “Lord, just do not let me end up an embittered old woman.” I had watched 

women in the decade before me make it all the way to retirement saddened because they never 

got a call to be an installed pastor.    

 Now I come to my last years in ministry, old but I do not think embittered.  I thank God 

for the privilege of fifteen great years serving three congregations as their installed pastor.  I also 

give thanks for all those other good experiences that helped prepare me. And now I find myself 

ready to switch roles, feeling privileged and excited to get to serve again as a 105, interim pastor. 
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Wanda Suddreth Neely 

Statement of Faith 

 

         My personal faith pilgrimage began in another Christian denomination, where I was 

nurtured in the Christian faith by loving parents and dedicated Sunday school teachers.  During 

my college and seminary education, it became clear to me that theologically I was not in the 

mainstream of that church’s thought.  Though I spent my early years in Baptist settings, I was 

never really at home until I became a member of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.).  

         I believe that there is nothing I have done nor can do to deserve the grace that God has 

poured out upon me.  The primary message that the church has to offer is that God is in Christ 

reconciling the world. The theological premise that God becomes one of us continues to 

overwhelm my senses and reason.  I continue to stand in awe of a God who loves the world and 

me enough to identify with our humanity. 

         I have always been struck by the beginning of the answer to Question One of the 

Heidelberg Catechism, “What is your only comfort in life and death? That I am not my own, but 

belong with body and soul, both in life and in death, to my faithful Savior Jesus Christ” and the 

statements that follow about the redeeming work of Christ. In The Brief Statement of Faith, I 

resonate with the words that wrap that beautiful statement, “In life and in death we belong to 

God.  Through the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God, and the communion of the 

Holy Spirit, we trust in the one triune God, the Holy One of Israel, whom alone we worship and 

serve.” 

         Over the years I have found the concept of the covenant community to be one of the most 

powerful beliefs of the Presbyterian Church. I find exciting the idea that we are participants in 

God's plan for the redemption of creation by being the covenant people.  God continually calls 

out the faithful to cooperate in God's work.   

         All individuals who are a part of the church are there because of God's will in Jesus 

Christ.  We may be tempted to question how such a diverse group of individuals can become the 

church, but we are reminded that God is no respecter of persons.  God calls equally men, women, 

boys, girls, from all groups of people.  We are all called to be God's instruments in the world for 

salvation, healing, peace, and justice.  

         We celebrate our oneness as we seal individuals into the covenant community at the font.  

We are nurtured each time we gather at the Lord’s Table and find boundless grace through the 

body and blood of Christ in the receiving of the bread and the cup. 

         In the Presbyterian system of connection, all churches can see themselves as part of the 

whole; for it takes all to make the body of Christ.  We are not isolated congregations who are 

struggling to uphold the word.  We are the church in the world.  We are involved in caring for 

the world locally, nationally, and internationally.  In our worship, we struggle to be inclusive in 

terms of age, physical and mental abilities, gender, sexuality, race, and ethnic background.  This 

gives strength to the global message of the gospel. Perhaps our greatest criticism is our major 

strength in that we seek to be heterogeneous instead of homogeneous as we stand with the 

gospel.                                                     

         I see the church as the only institution that can call forth from people an aspiration to work 

for peace and the alleviation of starvation, poverty, and oppression.  At times we think of the 

church as the local congregation, or presbytery, or the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.). But we 

know that denominational or national boundaries do not contain the body of Christ.  In fact, the 

church is the only global community that crosses all political and national boundaries. 

COM ATTACHMENT 2



John Nelson Pope Biography 
January 3, 2017 
I was born in a small town in the coal mining region of southeastern Kentucky.  Ever since I was a young child, I 
was raised in the Presbyterian church, taught bible by my father and paternal grandfather, and sang with my 
mother and my paternal grandmother while they played hymns on the piano.     

When I was six or seven, I began to hear God’s call in my life.  Slowly, I developed a relationship with Jesus Christ 
and understood what it meant to receive the Father’s love and the comfort of the Spirit.  I learned to share, to 
seek peace in conflict, and to try not to judge.  As I grew, I saw that the church brought people together.  There 
were rich people, poor people, troubled people, haughty people, humble people, hopeless people, hopeful 
people, faithless people and faithful people.  It was a place where I and my family belonged.   

A few years later, my family moved to the Tampa Bay area.  I was terribly homesick for my childhood home and 
longed to go back to the mountains, to its people, and their embrace.  My family joined the First Presbyterian 
Church in Bradenton, Florida.  My sister and I joined the youth group and choir.  We were ministered to and 
mentored by the assistant pastor, Jimmy Morrow.  He encouraged us to deepen our relationship with God.   The 
church sponsored a number of missionaries who told of their ministry in faraway places—the Congo, Korea, or 
Japan.  They talked of preaching the gospel, building houses, digging wells, teaching school, or treating diseases.   

When the family visited family in Kentucky one Christmas, I realized how economically impoverished many of 
the hill folk were.  The acrid smell of coalsmoke no longer evoked pleasant childhood memories.  I saw the world 
in a harsher light.  One thing, however, remained the same: I realized how vital, muscular was my kin’s faith in 
Jesus Christ was.   

After High School and during college, I would return to my parents’ home in Florida during the summer. I sang in 
the choir, and worked with the youth group.  Some of family and most of the members of my home church 
thought I would make a fine preacher, but I would have none of it.  No, I wanted to go to law school.  But that’s 
not what my heart was telling me.  When I graduated college, I had not applied to any school.   I returned to my 
home church and began assisting the new Associate Pastor, Jim McNaull with the youth group.  One day, he 
asked me, “John, have you given any thought to attending seminary”?   And my heart filled with joy. The 
ministry is where God wanted me. Three months later, I began my studies at Columbia Theological Seminary.   

I’ve traveled through some deserts since ordination.  Working with some of God’s people have been challenging 
and nothing like my idealized vision of the church as a child.  I’ve learned that all of God’s people are broken and 
need healing which only Christ in His Spirit can bring.  I’ve learned that I am broken and could never ever fix 
myself or make myself right with God.  It is only Christ who brings that sort of rightness to me and others.   It’s 
all about His grace given freely and sacrificially to us.  It’s like the hard scrabble faith that drives and animates 
my mountain kin.  Despite lives of hardship, God is their lodestone.  

I’ve also traveled through a few oases.  I’ve been blessed with an exceptional spouse to whom I’ve been married 
for 34 years and three grown children.  I’ve served as a Navy and hospital chaplain, held hands and prayed with 
dying sailors or marines as they faced the final mystery and then saw their joy.  I witnessed the resurrection of a 
church thought dead, how it seized a new vision of what God would have it do.   

A few years ago, I heard God calling me to another form of ministry.  After thirty years in the ministry and 
chaplaincy, I entered the doctoral program in Counselor Education and Supervision at Texas A&M University-
Corpus Christi.  It was a natural transition.  Much of my education at Columbia was geared to counseling and 
pastoral care.  My work as a Navy and hospital chaplain involved counseling informed by a Christian world view.  
My ministry has always been relational and circle-widening.  
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I believe in the Triune God—the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, maker of the stars and who formed all 
living things from dirt and calling it good. I believe in God who loved His creation so much that He allowed 
it to decide to separate from Him.  I believe in the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, causing them to leave 
cities of wealth to a virtual wilderness.  I believe in the One who broke Moses and then called him to 
leadership, who led a stiff-necked people out of bondage to the edge of the Promised Land.  I believe in the 
God who rose up the Judges, prophets, and kings—even the bad ones—to forth-tell the only Truth that 
matters and who foretold the coming of a Savior to reunite all humankind and even creation itself to God..    

I believe that the same God, who spoke the universe into existence, touched a young virgin in a time 
and place long ago and faraway in such a Holy way that she gave birth to His Son. It was His Son that 
proclaimed the Good News to all who would hear it and could bear it.  He preached redemption.  He healed 
the disabled and gave purpose and joy to the lives of those who had lost hope.  Despite this men and 
women rejected him and killed him unjustly. Just before He died, he cried, “Father, forgive them, for they 
don’t know what they are doing”!  Cast away and buried, most believed they had destroyed Him.  But on the 
third day, His Father raised Him from the dead.  He appeared to the few followers who remained despite 
their despair. He broke bread with them and they rejoiced.  Before He returned to His Father, he breathed 
God’s Spirit upon them.         

And so the Church was born—carried by Jesus’ followers and their descendants to this day.  It is 
these Christ-followers who experience God’s joy, even when they are oppressed.  Christ has charged them 
to proclaim His message with love and seek those far away from Him.  Even when they stumble and it’s 
difficult to tell the difference between Christ-followers and those who are evil-followers, Jesus Christ will 
love His Church.  During those times, He will reform and revitalize it.   Jesus Christ gives us His sacraments-
-Baptism and Lord’s Supper--to draw us and seal us in His Presence.   Even when Christ’s Bride is 
corrupted, God calls forth truth-tellers who herald repentance and constant renewal and reformation.    

I believe that one day, perhaps soon, Jesus Christ will return again to reconcile humankind and the 
universe with God.  On that day, everyone who believes and receives His Spirit will join in a heavenly 
celebration that will last forever and ever.  Sadly, there will still be those who will reject Christ’s offer of His 
Presence.  

Several years ago, when I was seeking a new call, a pastor nominating committee asked me what I 
thought about the importance of preaching in the lives of the congregation.  I wrote:  

God willing, I preach with enough skill not only to inspire people, but also challenge them, even 
reminding them of their sinfulness.  Artful preaching challenges the listeners to allow God to 
transform them.  It permits the listener to reduce his or her anxiety and accelerate the process by 
which the listener grows spiritually, emotionally, and even intellectually.  
So it happens that I attempt to cause grace to fork down from Heaven and consume the people’s 
anger, faithlessness, and grief and fill them instead with Spirit, faithfulness, love, and power.  A new 
language of Zion must be constructed, word-by-word, phrase-by-phrase, and meaning-by-meaning, 
so that people may once again hear and embrace the Truth.  The preacher conveys God’s truth by 
‘holding the Bible in one hand and a newspaper in the other’.   
Aside from sounding a little too sure of my skills, I was attempting to demonstrate how vital the 

proclamation of the scripture is to God’s people and to whomever will listen.  It can be life changing. It is His 
inspired, complete, and perfect Word and yet it constantly changes—transforms—those who embrace it. 
Followers of Christ, simply have to hear His message:  

Jesus Christ, as he is attested for us in Holy Scripture, is the one Word of God which we have to hear 
and which we have to trust and obey in life and in death (The Theological Declaration of Barmen 8.11).  

The problem is that in our common post-modern times, there are fewer and fewer listeners who 
will come into sanctuaries to hear the Word proclaimed.  Those churches that are growing seem to cater to 
those who wish to be entertained during worship.  They forget Bonheoffer’s admonition to remember the 
cost of authentic discipleship.  Christ calls us to take up our crosses and follow Him (Luke 9:23).  Jesus’ 
command can be interpreted with any number of nuances, except that a follower models his or her 
existence after the Christ.  
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We also live in a post-Christian era.  Our worldview has changed. We don’t believe the same things 
as our grandparents.  Whereas God was once the center of peoples’ beliefs, He has now been deposed.  
Although the shards of Christendom remain embedded in some of our government institutions, such as the 
military, government and legal system and in many volunteer organizations, they have been excised from 
public schools and universities, and most noticeably throughout the various media and popular culture. 
And the worldview of the prevailing culture is often skeptical and increasingly overtly hostile to 
Christianity.  

And people are hurting, mentally and spiritually traumatized. Too many children are abused, 
thrown away like garbage or neglected.  People crave love, so they seek it from whomever will show 
attention.  Sometimes a young woman is trapped in a brutal relationship.  Sometimes a man sells his soul to 
get ahead with his career.  Other times, life becomes too difficult and people descend into alcohol or drug 
abuse.   Too many folks follow their hearts, desires, temporal things, trends, and are anesthetized to the 
loving call of Christ.  And yet, all are God’s children and all need succor-healing.   

However, they don’t trust the Church.  They’d heard stories about the preacher and “hypocrites” 
judging them, condemning them, and rejecting them.   

This is why I counsel and why I prepare people [as a teacher] to provide counseling to all people 
[God’s children].   This is my particular cross.  He has called me to minister to the outsider, the poor in 
heart, the broken, the profligate, and the rigid.  He called me to counsel those who’d never let the shadow of 
a church steeple fall upon them.  So, I listen to their stories and realize that we share together in that 
therapeutic hour—a sacred, grace-filled place.  And I am privileged to witness God transform them, heal 
them, even if they never utter His Name.   
Respectfully Submitted,  

 
John-Nelson Pope, M.Div., Ph.D., LPC-S (LA), ACS, NCC 
Program Director, Clinical Mental Health Counseling,  
Associate Professor of Counselor Education, 
School of Adult and Graduate Studies 
212 S. Tryon St., Suite 1700 | Charlotte, NC 28281 
704-357-3390 ext. 1013; C: (941) 704-0561 
Home:  
73 Ashton Bluff Circle 
Mt. Holly, NC 28120 
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