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Small Churches, Big Outreach

Church Development / 3

Advent Reflection / 2

Helping Others / 4

The expression “What would Jesus
do?” may seem over-used at times but at
the First United Methodist Church of
Baker and Bethel UMC of Greenwell
Springs, it is being taken to another level.

The congregations of about 50 active
members each are led by the Rev. Gene
Rives and they daily feed more than 500
people through the Baker church’s
Community Café outreach. The Baker
church also recently opened Bright
Beginnings Childhood Development
Center which cares for 14 infants and
pre-school children.

“I don’t ask that question anymore
because, ‘What would Jesus do?’ might
mean what would Gene and Jesus do?”
Rives said in a humble voice. “What I try
to say is, ‘What is Jesus doing now and
where can I go join him?’ That’s what we
do here - that’s how these ministries
come about. 

“We tried to open a child care here
twice and failed miserably because that is
what we wanted to do,” Rives said, “then
all of a sudden this (Bright Beginnings)
lays itself before us.”

Bright Beginnings is a faith-based,
for-profit childhood development center
owned by Stacey and Chris Betz, and is

modeled after their 78 student, Zachary
center that’s rated four stars by the
Louisiana Quality Start Standards.

The Baker center opened in late
September in First’s freshly painted and
renovated Sunday School classrooms and
employs five certified teachers.

Renovating dingy classrooms to bright
lemon, lavender, green and blue, was per-
formed by dozens of volunteers from var-
ious civic and youth groups. A digital
audio and video security system watches
the entire facility and new furniture,
cribs, mats, books and toys fill the carpet-

Baker and Bethel UMCs feed and care for community residents 

The third annual Louisiana Skeeter Run,
focused on raising funds and awareness for
Imagine No Malaria, is slated for Saturday,
Oct. 11, 2014!

Last year’s event was enjoyed in March
by approximately 2,500 volunteers and par-
ticipants and raised nearly $78,000 for the

life-saving INM initiative, sponsored by
The United Methodist Church. 

Mark your calendars, start to gather a
“swat team” from your church, and let’s
get the “buzz” going for next year’s event.
This is an easy way to promote fellowship
in your congregation and to show our com-

munities that United Methodists care about
those who cannot help themselves. It’s also
a great way to get friends and neighbors
involved in the life of the church.

Join us Oct. 11, 2014 for the Louisiana
Skeeter Run. Have fun while reaching out
to help others!

2014 Louisiana Skeeter Run scheduled for Oct. 11 conference-wide!

First United Methodist Church of Baker and Bethel UMC of Greenwell Springs, each with about 50 active members, daily feed
more than 500 people through Community Café Outreach, and care for children through a childhood development center, both
housed at the Baker church. Rev. Gene Rives, pastor, is shown left. Photos by Mark Hunter.

BY MARK HUNTER

See Small Churches, page 5
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I flew to Houston over the weekend to
speak at the Conspire Conference. I stood
on a stage looking out over a few hundred
students in grades 6-12, telling them my
story of having breast cancer in my 20s.

I talked to them about what a dark sea-
son of life it was for me. The chemo and
radiation were difficult, but on top of that I
also lost a good friend to cancer, I was out
of work for seven months, while in my
apartment building’s parking lot, my car
was hit by a truck, and my boyfriend broke
up with me. After all of that, I ended up in
the hospital with a raging lung infection
and a good chance that I would die.

On the nights I spent in the hospital, I’d
lie awake and stare at the ceiling and won-
der where God was. “Do you see me? Do
you love me? Do you care about what’s
happening in my life?” I prayed. “And if
you see me and love me and care about my
life, why don’t you come down and make
this all go away?”

I told them how I eventually got better
and moved from Connecticut to Oregon to
start over. And every Sunday, I’d go to
church and pray for God to find me
because I felt so lost. For six months I
prayed that same prayer, and then one
Sunday I realized that the love of God is
higher, longer, wider and deeper than any-
thing that happens in this world. And so
not only was I now found by God, but
never — even for a single second — had I
ever been lost.

Around that time, I also met a Somali
refugee woman and her girls on the train
one afternoon. I ended up getting involved
with their family, writing a blog about the
adventure of helping them adjust to life in
America, and turning the blog into a book
called The Invisible Girls so I could use the

proceeds to start a college fund for the five
Somali girls.

I told the students how God worked
everything for good — because I never
would’ve been in Portland if my life on the
East Coast hadn’t fallen apart. And I never
would’ve recognized the desperate look in
the Somali woman’s eyes except that it was
exactly the same look I’d had in my eyes

when I landed in Portland after losing
everything but my life.

God had seemed absent, hiding in the
shadows of painful circumstances. But it
turns out he was with me all the time, and
was taking each horrible, painful detail and
working it for good.

At the close of the talk, I looked at the
students and said, “I promise you that at
some point in your life, something will
happen that is difficult and painful.
Something that you don’t understand, that
you don’t want, that you don’t like. And in
that moment, you’re going to think that
God doesn’t love you, that he’s abandoned
you, and forgotten all about you.

“And some of you are there right now
— you’ve lost someone you loved, or a
relationship ended badly, or you’re getting
bullied mercilessly. And maybe it seems so
bad that the best way out is to end your
life.

“But you are here tonight just to hear
me tell you this: God. Loves. You.

“He sees you, he cares about you, and

even when you don’t feel him near you,
He’s holding onto you every step of the
way. And he’s going to work this all out for
good.”

After I prayed for the students, I left the
stage and the worship band began to play.
One of the organizers met me backstage
and led me to a table in the lobby where I
was going to do a book signing.

When the kids were dismissed from the
session, they got in line to buy a copy of
The Invisible Girls and get it signed. A
small girl, who was barely 4-feet tall, wait-
ed in line until it was her turn to come up
to the table. “I don’t have the money to buy
your book,” she said quietly. “But could

you sign my name tag?”
One of the youth leaders ran and

grabbed a permanent marker, and I signed
her laminated name tag. Several other kids
saw what was going on, and came over to
get their name tags signed, too. Others
came over and asked to take a picture with
me.

After 20 minutes, everyone had come
through the line, and the lobby emptied as
the kids went to their next session.

And then an overweight teenage boy
with thick glasses came up to the table
clutching a copy of my book to his chest.
He handed it to me to sign, which I did,
and then I gave it back to him. Instead of
walking away, he stood there in front of me
without saying anything, and tears welled
up in his eyes.

Finally, he broke the silence. “Would it
be okay if you hugged me?” he asked.

I walked around the table and held my
arms out. He wrapped his arms around my
waist and clung to me.

“God sees you, God loves you, God
cares about you,” I whispered. And I could
feel his shoulders shaking as he cried.

During Advent, I’ve been thinking a lot
about Immanuel, God with us. And I’ve
been thinking a lot about how, as his fol-
lowers, we get to live out the incarnation
for each other. We get to be the tangible
presence of Jesus in this world — a pres-
ence that shines light and makes peace and
whispers love.

We get to be his feet that walk the extra
mile; his eyes that look on even the most
messy, marginalized people with love; and
his arms that wrap around self-conscious,
bullied, lonely teenage boys.

We get to whisper into the aching ears
of this world, “God sees you. God loves
you. God cares about you. Yes — even
you.”
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In January of 2012, the Conference
Committee on Episcopacy delegated to the
Episcopal Residence Committee the task of
assessing the current residence located at
7344 Woodstock in Baton Rouge. The
Residence Committee is comprised of rep-
resentatives from CFA, Elaine Burleigh;
Trustees, Jim Delaune; the Committee on
Episcopacy, Ellen Alston and lay represen-
tative Mark Montgomery who is an inde-
pendent contractor, architect and member
of Broadmoor UMC in Baton Rouge. After
full assessments, the residence committee
recommended to the Annual Conference
that the conference either purchase or build
a new residence in Baton Rouge and sell
both the present residence and the condo in
Shreveport.

The Annual Conference session
approved the action of the committee and
the committee began a five month due-dili-
gence process reviewing many homes in
the Baton Rouge area. “Because the pur-
chase of an episcopal residence is quite dif-
ferent than the purchase of a personal
home, the committee followed a recom-
mended criteria from the General Council
on Finance and Administration,” said Jim
Delaune. The location of the residence
needed to be accessible to the conference

office downtown, the airport and major
freeways to ease travel in and out of the
city. The residence needed to accommodate
large groups, and because of the state’s
propensity for hurricanes, the residence
also needed to be conducive to serve as
“command central” in times of disaster
response and recovery.

The committee has climbed in attics,
under foundations and after inspections and
appraisals has located and purchased a new
home not far from the current residence in
Jefferson Place. The home is six years old
and meets the criteria the committee has set
and as recommended by GCFA. The loca-
tion of the residence secures the value of
the asset and positions the conference well
into the future.

The Shreveport condo has sold and
yielded $142,000. The current residence is
on the market for $739,500 . The sale of
these two residences along with the
approved $265,000 from CFA places the
purchase of the new residence at $999,500
within the range approved. The new resi-
dence is appraised at $1,150,000 which
gives the conference immediate equity in
the home.

The bishop and her family will be mov-
ing to the new residence over the holidays. 

‘Would it be okay if you hugged me?’ What a tearful teenage boy taught me about advent
BY SARAH THEBARGE

In Memoriam

Rev. Owen Peyton 11/1/2013
William Jacobs 11/19/2013
Rev. Homer Bailes 12/2/2013

Report on the status of the Episcopal Residence
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According to Rev. Dr. Rob Weber, the
work of the conference office of
Congregational Development and
Transformation is continuing and expand-
ing in many areas throughout the state at a
rapid rate. 

After completing one final class of
Town and Country Ministries, the office
has looked carefully at the training proce-
dures needed to assist Louisiana’s congre-
gations that find themselves in a variety of
settings. Not all congregations in rural
areas are small and struggling--and not all
congregations in urban areas are growing
and dynamic with plenty of staff and
money. 

Over the past couple of years, many
United Methodist congregations in
Louisiana participated in a process of con-
gregational self-identification.
Congregations answered a series of ques-
tions, or answered “true” or “false” to a
series of statements about congregations to
determine their “place” in one of four cate-
gories--On the Move, Faithful and Strong,
Rekindling the Vision or Passing the
Mantle. 

While this was informative work, many
have looked upon the exercise as “one
more thing we’ve been asked to do.”  
But by completing congregational self-
identification, churches are well on the way
to being able to develop strategic plans for
congregational transformation. “Not all
plans will look the same. Some congrega-
tions might need to start a second campus,
while others might need a new worship
service. Others might need to freshen up
their physical plant, while others need to
recognize that after years of faithful serv-
ice, the world around has changed and the
ministry of that particular congregation in
its present state has come to its fullness of
time. In those cases, churches can either
close or turn the facility over so that a new
congregation can start in its place,” said
Weber.

After reviewing numerous resources for
congregational transformation,
Congregational Development and
Transformation decided to start with the

following programs:  Discovering the
Possibilities, SHIFTS and Discipleship
Coaching Training.

Discovering the Possibilities (DTP) is a
five- hour facilitated process designed to
assist congregational leaders in understand-
ing the realities of their ministry context
and current ministries, and to begin dis-
cerning possibilities for their future in min-
istry.  This process is also designed to give
congregations a realistic sense of what ful-
filling their ministry potential might mean.
A user friendly, written report capturing
data and findings, as well as next steps for
each congregation is provided as part of the
process.

Dr. Phil Maynard (a Path 1consultant
from the General Board od Discipleship) is
training facilitators to lead the Discovering
the Possibilities workshops throughout our
state. Once several facilitators are trained,
this will enable the conference to begin
scheduling congregations across the state to
participate in this transformational opportu-
nity. To date, Discipleship Coaching
Training has trained around 95 discipleship
coaches in the Louisiana conference.

Discovering the Possibilities has been
completed at First UMC, Alexandria, and
Munholland UMC in Metairie. Events are
scheduled in the first part of the year for
University UMC in Lake Charles, Bethany
in New Orleans and at least one congrega-
tion in Monroe. “The response to the
process has been very positive,” said
Weber.  In the early first quarter of 2014,
there are DTP events scheduled for
University UMC in Lake Charles, Bethany
UMC in New Orleans and St. Mathews
UMC in New Orleans.

SHIFTS is yet another congregational
process designed to help a church live into
its God-given potential. It includes training
around both cultural and leadership shifts
that are necessary to move toward vitality.
The training is complimented by a coach-
ing relationship that supports the congrega-
tional leadership in identifying potential
opportunities for growth, planning for con-
gregational development, and implementa-
tion of the plans. The experience includes a

one-day Saturday workshop and monthly
coaching through video conferencing. A
network of 12 churches is participating in
the first SHIFT experience for the
Louisiana Conference, which should be
completed just before conference. 

The first SHIFTS Network began Nov.
16 in Alexandria with 11 churches partici-
pating in the process. Dr. Phil Maynard,
who will be onsite for all of the group
meeting, will work with certified and expe-
rienced coaches Jim Robey and Larry
Ousley. “The first group event was well
received as people focused on ‘shifting’
from fellowship to hospitality and from
worship as an event to worship as a
lifestyle,” said Weber, shown above at a
recent event.

Discipleship Coaching Training is a
workshop designed for congregations hop-
ing to strengthen the process of developing
mature disciples of Jesus Christ.  The
Discipleship Coaching process clearly
establishes three important guidelines:

•In addition to learning about Jesus, dis-
cipleship is about becoming more like
Jesus.

•In addition to education about Jesus,
discipleship is about transformation.

•In addition to gaining knowledge, dis-
cipleship is about behavior. 

A newly designed Discipleship Internet
Portal with quality resources for guiding
people along the discipleship journey as
well as multiple models for implementing
Discipleship Coaching within any size con-
gregation is a key component of this
groundbreaking process.

A total of 69 coaches were trained dur-
ing an event at Grace Community UMC in
Shreveport. The training was also held at
St. Luke Simpson in Lake Charles this past
October. The tentative date for a
Discipleship Coaching Training in the
Monroe District is set for Feb. 8, 2014
from 8:30 a.m.-5 p.m.

“It is recommended that clergy seek out
two to four lay persons interested in sup-
porting the discipleship process within their
congregation to participate in this process,”
said Weber.

Another area that is central to all con-
gregational vitality and transformation is
that of authentic, quality and relevant wor-
ship, said Weber. “In many cases, we have
moved past the majority of  ‘worship
wars,’ but are still working to help congre-
gations and leaders effectively envision,
design and implement transformational
worship,” he added. 

The office plans a Transformational
Worship Initiative to train local church
leaders, allowing 10-12 persons per event
to have hands-on training and acquire valu-
able resources to more effectively leading
worship in their local context. The first
event should be in place soon after Annual
Conference of 2014.

The office of Congregational
Development and Transformation is work-
ing on increasing access to and the use of
MissionInsite materials. Working with Rev.
Valerie Robideaux, Weber is hoping to
increase the use of demographic materials
and hopes to recruit and train at least one
person in each district to be facilitators for
increasing the use and effectiveness of the
MissionInsite resources available to confer-
ence churches.

Eventually, Robideaux and the district
representatives will also be available to
consult with individual congregations or
teams. “This will be a much better model
for the strategic deployment of the
resources rather than the ‘service provider’
model we are currently using wherein peo-
ple call me to provide reports. The new
model will spread the skills, access and use
throughout interested churches,” said
Weber.

Even though there are so many exciting
ministries taking place in churches across
the conference, there is always room for
each of us to stop and assess how we use
our time and energy and how we align our
precious resources. Things can change
around us at such a rate that we need to re-
tool our ministries and refocus our mission. 

If your church could benefit from one or
more of these exciting experiences, visit
http://lacongregationaldevelopment.word-
press.com.

Conference-wide growth, change happening with Congregational Development and Transformation
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The Louisiana Conference Board of
Discipleship (CBOD) recently announced
seven recipients of this year’s Fresh
Expressions of Church micro-grants. The
$500 grants will assist the winners in sup-
porting community outreach initiatives.

In the Shreveport District, one recipient
is the Benton UMC Community Garden.
The project will partner with area food
pantries, other churches, the local 4-H pro-
gram and Lion’s Club to create a communi-
ty garden where people can come together
and learn to grow, harvest and cook fresh
vegetables.Nutrition classes will also be
offered.

A second recipient in the Shreveport
District is Lakeview UMC in Minden. The
church began a Sunday evening contempo-
rary worship service in May of 2013. The
Fresh Expressions grant will help to pay
for outdoor advertising banners and door-
hanger flyers that will help Lakeview UMC
publicize this “LITE” evening service
throughout the Minden area. The service is
designed to reach unchurched youth and
adults in the community.

Lake Charles District winners include
First UMC, DeRidderand a collaboration
between University UMC in Lake Charles
and McNeese Wesley Foundation. First
UMC in DeRidder will use the grant to
“Backpack Manna,” providing ready-to-eat
bags of food for junior-high and high-
school students who’ve been identified by
school counselors as being at risk of going
hungry during school

holidays. Approximately 35 teens will
receive the “manna.”

McNeese Community Garden, a joint
effort between University UMC and the
Wesley Foundation, will begin in January

of 2014. Plots of land sufficient for eight to
nine families will be designated and locat-
ed on the UUMC campus. The garden will
help students and area residents build a
sense of community, learn gardening skills,

appreciate the wonder of God’s creation,
and grow fresh produce to improve nutri-
tion among low-income neighbors.
Gardens will utilize organic practices.

Baton Rouge District churches receiving
grants include Camphor UMC and HOPE
Community UMC. Camphor will offer a
cultural-enrichment program called “A
Gumbo of Art, Music and Culture,” which
will feature lessons and activities for six to
nine-year-old children in the Scotlandville
area of Baton Rouge. Programs will
include etiquette lessons; field trips to
museums, cultural sites and tours of black-
owned businesses; art and music lessons;
and a performance at the end of the pro-
gram for parents and neighbors.

HOPE Community UMC will provide a
tutoring program which targets children in
the 70805 zip code, an area known to have
a high crime rate. The after school project
will offer academic tutoring, training and
other enrichment and remedial programs,
while tending to the spiritual nurturing of
both parents and students.

Monroe District’s Chatham UMC will
offer “Fun in the Son” swimming lessons
in the Summer of 2014. The church offered
swimming lessons to area children free of
charge last summer, and received an enthu-
siastic response in the community. The les-
sons will safeguardlocal children who have
access to many bodies of water (creeks,
lakes and pools) but who may not know
how to swim. Additionally, a “praise
camp” and guitar lessons will be offered.
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United Methodist churches from
throughout the Louisiana Conference par-
ticipated in “Prepare for the Child” by
collecting items for layette kits for distri-
bution through United Methodist
Committee on Relief. From Nov. 17-Dec.
8, congregations collected items for the
kits and received monetary donations to
support the conference initiative.

Luling United Methodist Church was
one of hundreds of local churches that
participated in “Prepare for the Child.”

More than 150 layette items were donat-
ed by church members and delivered to
the UMCOR Sager Brown Depot in
Baldwin, Louisiana. “Even in the face of
a natural disaster, mothers need to bathe
and clothe their children. UMCOR pro-
vides layette kits with basic supplies to
help mothers of very young children in
times of distress. When disaster strikes,
these kits are waiting and available to be
sent out immediately to help those in
need,” wrote Sarah Adcock of Luling

UMC. Sandy Matthews and Ellie Burns
help collect items and prepare for deliv-
ery. 

Also, friends and members of Luling
UMC recently partnered with Z-Deco
Ceramic Pottery of Destrehan to host a
Christmas ornament painting party to
benefit Heifer International, an organiza-
tion that works with communities to end
hunger and poverty. Guests each created
a keepsake ornament, and the proceeds
were used to purchase one share of a goat

and a “hope basket” (including a gift of
rabbits and a starter flock of chickens),
which provides eggs and protein for nour-
ishment and helps boost income through
sales of extra eggs and offspring. Shown
at the party are Caleb Guarisco, Ellie
Milster, Claire Green, Sarah Green and
Thomas Adcock; middle row, Alette
Matthews and Emily Adcock; and back,
Zhana Morrow.

Fresh Expressions grant winners named by La. Conference Board of Discipleship

Local churches help with layette collection, donations to Heifer project

United Methodists from throughout the Louisiana Annual Conference helped ‘Prepare for the Child’ by collecting items for layette kits that will be distributed through United
Methodist Committee on Relief. Layette items are shown under the Christmas tree at University United Methodist Church, right, which served as a collection site for the
Baton Rouge District. Volunteers are shown with more layette items, left, at Luling UMC. Photos identified in the following story.

Louisiana Conference Now!
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ed and comfortable, sun-splashed rooms.
Both Rives and Betz are planning for

more children and to expand from the cur-
rent six rooms to five more down the hall.
The need is great, they said, and they may
soon be caring for the children of nearby
Baker High School girls.

“We both believe children deserve noth-
ing less than first class treatment - that’s
what the Bible says,” Stacey Betz said.
“During the interview process teachers are
asked, ‘Do you feel led by God to work
with children?’ If you are doing something
you are not called to do you will not proj-
ect that positivity to the children.”

The teachers’ daily lesson plans focus
on fine motor skills, gross motor, social-
emotional, cognitive and outdoor experi-
ences - such as science and nature, and per-
sonal relationships with the teacher and
each other, Betz explained.

“The curriculum is basically 70 percent
child-directed and 30 percent teacher

directed - they are playing - we’re teach-
ing,” Betz said. “They are building with
blocks - we ask, ‘how high is that?’”

Exactly how the for-profit early child-
hood development center fits with the non-
profit church is still being worked out.

“We have the same vision –it’s not
about the money,” Rives said. “We have to
think about this as a ministry and how do
we make that work.”

“Our Zachary center is successful - we
are being blessed,” Betz added. “We feel
when you are blessed you give back. I
believe faith is action - not words.

“This is something we wanted to do -
we want to give quality child care to this
church and this community,” Betz said. “If
it makes us money so be it - if we never
make money so be it - it is in God’s
hands.”

“Our mission statement says each child
is a unique creation of God,” Betz said,
“and we accept them and their family
where they are and who they are and we
are just called to love them and minister to

them and teach them to the best of our abil-
ity.”

Center Director Alison Kirkland, added,
“The love of Jesus shines through our
teachers every day. Our teachers are very
loving and very caring. Everyone is treated
equally, no discrimination, no disabilities.”

Julie Ann Estep, mother of baby Colt,
said, “It’s great to have him in a Christian
environment and having people around him
who love him and who you trust in while
you’re at work.”
Feeding the hungry

Every Wednesday noon, about 100 folks
gather in the sanctuary to sing some hymns
and hear a brief message from Rives before
eating a free meal in the fellowship hall.
The Wednesday lunch was first held for
Hurricane Katrina evacuees in 2005 and
continues to this day. 

Kitchen supervisor Chris Betz, Stacey’s
husband, and a dozen volunteers  prepare
the Wednesday lunch and hundreds of
other meals each day in the church’s
restaurant-quality kitchen. The meals are

distributed to a dozen area pre-schools and
private schools, the Baton Rouge Detox
Center and the local Meals on Wheels.

Charlie Toler, 81, and his wife Marie,
82, Baker UMC members for 45 years,
publish the church’s “The Flame” newslet-
ter and host Alcoholics Anonymous meet-
ings.

“God just provides it all,” Charlie Toler
said. “We don’t know how.”

Rives said they are constantly amazed at
how everything works out. For example,
they never charge a set price and when they
catered a wedding reception, “I expected
about $2,000 but they gave us a check for
$10,000,” he said with a big smile.

“There is a great need in this communi-
ty for the things that we do,” Rives said.
“This is not about First United Methodist
Church - we don’t see ourselves as any-
thing other than a vital part of the com-
munity. We really feel that’s our calling.
Even though we don’t have many people
- the people we do have are incredibly
dedicated.”

Small Churches, from page 1

Bright Beginnings is a faith-based, for-profit childhood development center owned by Stacey and Chris Betz, and housed in First UMC in Baker. The center opened in late
September in First’s freshly painted and renovated Sunday School classrooms and employs five certified teachers. Rev. Gene Rives, pastor of First UMC, is shown top right with
center directors. Photos by Mark Hunter.
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Make plans to attend the Louisiana

Volunteers in Mission Team Leader

Training and Strategic Mission Planning

event Jan. 24, 2014 at The Wesley Center
in Woodworth, La. Participants will discuss
best practices and learn more about effec-
tive mission planning, insurance, team
recruitment, and more. The event will
include “huddle” time for those with inter-

ests in serving in specific regions. Those
attending will receive .75 CEU credits.
Visit http://www.la-
umc.org/console/files/oForms_YJ7JB6/VI
M_TLT_2014_Brochure_DTKS6JPN.pdfe
to find out more. To register, call The
Wesley Center at (318) 449-4500 or visit
www.thewesleycenter.com 

Experience Dr. William J. Abraham and
his focus on leadership practices “rooted in
the wisdom of the Spirit” Jan. 15, 2014 at
Trinity United Methodist Church in
Ruston, La.
Leading Forward is designed to encour-

age pastors, church staff and laity.
Sponsored by Trinity UMC and the

Monroe and Shreveport Districts, the event
is $20 per person before Jan. 3, and $25
per person after Jan. 3. Registration
includes lunch. CEU credits can be earned
by attending. Download and send in the
registration form found at http://www.la-
umc.org/events/detail/4905 

A Gathering of Urban and Rural

Practitioners will be held Jan. 16-18, 2014
in Houston, Tex. Participants will take
home insights from gifted speakers and rel-
evant workshops, best practices for leading
renewal in today’s challenging urban and
rural context, and new connections with
peers facing similar issues.

Speakers and workshops will cover
such diverse topics as Congregational
Renewal in both the Rural and Urban
Context, Grant Writing, Asset-based
Community Development, Circles Out of
Poverty, Effective Combating of Racism,
Cross-Cultural Hospitality, Networking
Theory and Practice, and much more.

Bishop James E. Swanson, Sr. will

serve as opening worship preacher for the
event, speaking on “The HOPE Factor.”
Louisiana’s own Rev. Dr. Joe Connelly will
present a plenary with Rev. Sharon Schwab
entitled “Shifts and their Impact.” Rev.
John Edgar will serve as Bible study leader
and Rev. Levy Bautista, with the United
Nations and General Board of Church and
Society, will also present during the event.

This event is sponsored by the General
Board of Global Ministries (UMC) and
coordinated by iRUN (The International
Rural and Urban Network of the United
Methodist Church).

Questions? Contact Dr. Joe Connelly at
(225) 266-7363. To register, visit
http://www.la-umc.org/news/detail/1090 
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Workshop focuses on leadership practices

Bishop Swanson to speak at gathering

LAVIM team leader training is Jan. 24, 2014

Conducted by UMCOR consultants and
staff, participants in this informative work-
shop will improve their volunteer skills in
disaster response. The 2014 Disaster

Response Academy will be held at The
Wesley Center in Woodworth from Jan. 31-
Feb. 1. Participants are asked to register by
Jan. 15, but check with The Wesley Center

at (318) 449-4500 or contact event coordi-
nator Rev. Darryl Tate at (318) 816-2513 to
see if places are still available. To find out
more, view the event brochure at
http://www.la-
umc.org/console/files/oEvent_Calendar_E
UXQLB/Disaster_Response_Academy_VP
F2YRXP.pdf 

Disaster Response event is Jan. 30-Feb. 1

Nurture body, mind and spirit during the
Louisiana 5 Day Academy for Spiritual

Formation, to be held Feb. 9-14 at The
Wesley Center in Woodworth.

Intended for both clergy and layper-
sons, the event provides a space for partici-

pants to rediscover Christianity’s rich, spir-
itual heritage through worship, learning
and fellowship. Find out more about this
event at http://www.la-
umc.org/events/detail/4885 

5 Day Academy focuses on holistic spirituality

A Louisiana Conference social action
event sponsored by United Methodist
Women, United Methodist Men, the Board
of Church and Society and COSROW will
be held Feb. 8, 2014 from 9:30 a.m.-3 p.m.
at First United Methodist Church, 703 Lee
Ave. in Lafayette. 

Although acts of mercy (like donations
to the Food Bank) are vital, and will be a

part of this event’s discussion, the work-
shop will focus on justice, action and long-
term solutions to social problems and
needs.

Cost for the event is $15 (includes
lunch); please register by Feb. 1, 2014.
Registration information may be found at
http://www.la-umc.org/events/detail/4894 

Poverty and the Christian Response is Feb. 8

What is fasting? Why did John
Wesley fast? Get away from your every-
day activities and join us as we examine
the Spiritual Discipline of fasting.

The Academy for Spiritual
Leadership will sponsor Fasting, a spiri-
tual retreat, Jan. 30-Feb.1, 2014 at The
Wesley Center in Woodworth, La. Cost

for the event is $200 single occupancy
and $185 double occupancy. 

For additional information, contact
Rev. Frances J. Hooton, Academy
Director at franhoot@gmail.com or
Linda Gregg at academyforspirituallead-
ership@la-umc.org 

Fasting retreat slated at Wesley Center

Upcoming events around the Louisiana Annual Conference

Disaster

Response
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On Sunday, Nov. 24, Rev. Rob Weber
stood in the back of the small sanctuary of
a church that had been close to closing its
doors--and witnessed what he could only
describe as “nothing short of a miracle.” 

In just four short months, a new and
vibrant congregation was born in the place
of one that had been struggling (fewer than
20 people in attendance) and declining,
reported Weber, conference director of
Congregational Development and
Transformation. 

This “phoenix rising” event was the cul-
mination of plans spearheaded by Rev. Ed
Boyd, Acadiana District Superintendent,
and Rev. Weber as they worked with
Bishop Cynthia Harvey to bring in Rev.
Robert Johnson to start the new church and
set a tone for a new model of ministry.

“The New Church on Louisiana Avenue
in Lafayette--what it is known by until a
new name is selected--is progressing quite
well. Rev. Johnson (pictured top) has a
powerful vision for meeting people with
the love of Christ no matter where they are,
and he isn’t afraid to do things differently.
He demonstrated his propensity towards
change when he first arrived and dissolved
all the offices of the existing congregation
in order to make room for the ‘new thing
that God was about to do.’ While there was
already a building and a small congrega-
tion, the potential for the work of the
church in than important location was not
being accomplished,” said Weber.

The work of renewal and rebuilding
became contagious. With Rev. Johnson’s
uncontainable excitement for ministry, and
Rev. Weber’s vision and out-of-the-box
thinking, the two worked on a process and
timeline for the birth of the new church.
Robert went to work, meeting school prin-
cipals, business owners, homeless people
and anyone who would talk to him. His
skills in sales and in the business world
proved to be a tremendous asset in the re-
birth of a congregation. He has created an
active presence on FaceBook to evangelize
through social media. He shared his vision
with other churches in the district, many of
helping with hands-on services and mone-
tary donations. “This is the way our United
Methodist Connection should work,” said
Rev. Boyd. “Churches helping other
churches become all that they can be in

order to fulfill the Gospel.”
The New Church on Louisiana boasts

newly installed audio and visual media
equipment, an elevated sound booth in the
back of the worship space, new drums and
and some fresh paint in the gathering area
and sanctuary. Over the next year, rooms
for nursery and children’s facilities will be
renovated and crucial improvements will
be made to improve restroom and parking
capacity. The church’s outdoor sign--passed
by almost 60,000 people each day--will
also be improved.

The church hosted a Friends and Family
Event Nov. 23-24, serving as the “soft
launch” for the new church. “I wouldn’t be
surprised” said Weber, “if they need more
space before they officially launch in
August of 2014.”

Describing his experience at the Nov. 24
worship service, Weber went on to say, “I
stood looking at the room where only a few
months ago, we had met with 15 or so peo-
ple who were unsure about what we were
asking of them--and now I was witnessing
a gathering of over 150 people giving
themselves to vibrant worship and praising
God. I looked with tears in my eyes at the
line of people in the front of the room who
had come forward to make an affirmation
of faith or to dedicate their lives to Christ.

“There was one man who has been a
child at the church years before who had let
life carry him down the wrong road. He
was standing in front of that gathering and
said, ‘I found my way in to dealing drugs.
That life style is filled with promises. I had
the cars, the houses, the women, and I’d be
lying if I told you that I hadn’t held a mil-
lion in cash, but the truth is, and I know it
now, that none of it can compare to this…
to the love of God and the new life I feel
with my family in Christ.’”

Weber also pointed out that this is the
conference’s first church plant that has
been rooted in African American leader-
ship and tradition in a couple of decades.

In the Lake Charles District, progress is
being made in developing a new church in
the Morganfield area of the district. Similar
conversations are being held for possible
new church plants in the Monroe and New
Orleans Districts.

“Donnie Wilkinson, Steven Spurlock,
Jack O’Dell, Josh Milliron and I held a

meeting of the Lake Charles Church
Location and Building group (currently
serves as the group interested in developing
new ministries as well as approving build-
ing and land issues). We are in discussion
with the developers of the Morganfield
Development planned community in the
southeast corner of Lake Charles just out-
side of the incorporated area. This section
is slated for major development along two
significant north-south traffic arteries. We
hope to obtain land for the development of
a new congregation. Both University and
St. Luke Simpson are interested in provid-
ing some support for a new congregation in
this area. We hope to have in place a poten-
tially significant congregation ready to
intersect with the economic growth that
will come with the new companies that are
already moving or are slated to move into
the area in the near future,” said Weber.

One of the areas of interest that the
designers of the planned community have
for a church in the area would be the provi-
sion of a quality early childhood education
program. “This will be a project that
requires a special individual to serve as a
lead pastor,” said Weber, who believes that
through such a church, the conference will
be able to serve and care for people starting
a new chapter of life as well as getting the
opportunity to create a nurturing environ-
ment for a new generation of children,
forming relationships in a developing com-
munity. An appointment to this ministry
will be needed in the next year or two.

Another possibility in Lake Charles
involves Fairview UMC, located in an area
of the city slated for major growth. “We are
considering the best way to involve the
members of the Fairview congregation in
the conversation and determine how to help
them develop a vision for an increased
ministry to an area about to undergo rapid
transformation – or to look at other options
which might include sharing a location,
etc.,” said Weber.

In the New Orleans District, work is
happening through what is called the
“Planting Zone.” 

“We are bringing many resources and
areas of expertise to work on the issues fac-
ing the church in the area. Work has begun
with Rev. Jon Lord and the members of
Carrollton in New Orleans in preparation

for a re-start. Our goal is to launch the
restart in 2014 as a fitting celebration of the
centennial of the construction of the historic
sanctuary building that stands on Carrollton
Avenue. Discussions include pressing main-
tenance and remodeling issues with the
Carrollton facility. We also continue to
work with Beth Tu’uta and the combined
congregations of El Mesias and Kenner
UMC to form a new church. The congrega-
tion is working on a new name and a year-
long evangelism plan. Plans are also under-
way for refurbishing the sanctuary and sev-
eral areas of the building to make it more
functional as a place for a multilingual con-
gregation as well as increasing usefulness
for weekday ministries with the community.
Rev. Tu’uta is excited about the possibility
of hosting people who would like to serve
as ministry interns at the church. Details are
being formulated for work in the areas of
children’s ministry and community out-
reach,” said Weber.

Conversations with all six District
Superintendents have been held regarding
the work of Congregational Development
and Transformation. In The Monroe
District, work is happening in a cooperative
effort among the District, several local
churches and the Office of Congregational
Development and Transformation to devel-
op a new congregation and outreach min-
istry that should receive an appointment in
July of 2014.  In the Shreveport District,
the office is in conversation about several
ministry possibilities. There are merger
possibilities, relocation possibilities, rebirth
possibilities, and the possibilities of creat-
ing one or more new congregations. 

“This is not simply a story of throwing
money at a problem and hoping it gets bet-
ter; it is looking strategically at some of our
locations, realizing that there are many
people who need to be reached who are not
being reached under the current congrega-
tional model, and making the hard deci-
sions and the changes necessary to build a
growing and vibrant congregation that
reaches where the people are,” said Weber.

The budget allocated by the conference
is a strong statement as to the importance
of this tremendous work, yet, the cost of
buildings, equipment, land, salaries, etc. is
so much more that one might imagine, he
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New Church on Louisiana Avenue brings renewed life to a declining church in Acadiana District

See New Church, page 8
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Always consult your fi nancial advisor before making any signifi cant estate planning decisions.

 Tax-Smart Christmas Giving

Charitable Gift Annuities

A charitable gift annuity is a contract that pays 

you an income for life and then provides a 

permanent gift for your church.

• Dependable income for life

• Tax-free income

• An immediate tax deduction

• A legacy for your faith

The IRA Rollover

If you are over age 70½, the Federal 

government still permits you to give up 

to $100,000 from your IRA to charity 

without tax through December 31, 2013. 

You may benefi t from this law for tax-

smart giving if you:

• Do not itemize but still make gifts to 

your church

• Are required to take an unneeded IRA 

distribution (RMD), or

• Wish to make a special gift but your 

major assets are in your IRA

(225) 346-1535  (800) 256-9317

www.umfgiving.org

Call us to fi nd out how you and your 

United Methodist Church can 

benefi t from tax-smart giving!

The IRA Rollover offer is good only 

through December 31, 2013.
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Merry  Chr i s tma s  f r om 
Bishop  Harvey  and  th e  

Lou i s i ana  Con f e r enc e  Sta f f

For clergy planning
to retire in 2014

If you are planning to retire at the 2014
Session of the Louisiana Annual
Conference, we would like to have your
retirement request in the Bishop’s office by
Monday, Jan. 6, 2014 and no later than
Friday, Feb. 28, 2014. The early deadline
helps us make sure that all preparations for
your retirement are completed in a timely
manner.

Please send a copy of your request for
retirement letter to:
Your District Superintendent
Ralph Ford, Director of Administrative
Services, email: ralphford@la-umc.org
Juan Huertas, Chair of Conference
Relations, email: pastorjuan@stjohnsbr.org 
John Edd Harper, Coordinator of the
CBOM, email: johneddharper@la-umc.org 

If you have any questions please feel
free to call (225) 766-4594 or write pastor-
juan@stjohnsbr.org 

Trinity UMC seeks
youth/student director

Trinity United Methodist Church in
Ruston, La. is searching for candidates for
the position of Director of Youth/Student
Ministries. Trinity UMC is a large, active,
growing church with just under 2,000
members. Student Ministry is a key com-
ponent of our ministry program.
Compensation is commensurate with edu-
cation and experience. Bachelor’s degree
or higher is preferred. Contact Rev. Jerry
Hilbun at jerryh@trinityruston.org or call
(318) 251-0750.

The NOLA Wesley Foundation (Tulane
& Loyola Universities) is searching for
candidates for the position of Campus
Minister/Director. Located in uptown New
Orleans, NOLA Wesley is a ministry of
both students and non-students with a pas-
sion for loving God and serving others.
Compensation will be based upon level of
experience.  Ordained or Provisional Elder
is preferred. Deadline to apply is Jan. 31,
2014. Please contact Dr. Lisa Settles (lset-
tles@tulane.edu) to inquire or to apply.  

NOLA Wesley Foundation
seeks Campus Minister

added. Additional sources of funding are
always needed. “New Church Starts
Ministry” was formed by the Board of
Laity to take the place of the Bob Lay
1000 Club. The principle behind New
Church Starts Ministry is to provide
resources to help churches be born and to
create space where new relationships with
Christ can be cultivated. Donations to New
Church Starts Ministry will be used to help
provide space, or to renovate (not for con-
venience or simply to be more attractive)
in order to help new or renewing churches
be more faithful in reaching new disciples
for Christ. Each district will have a repre-
sentative responsible for communicating
the purpose of the ministry. More informa-
tion will soon be available about the New
Church Start Ministry.

New Church, from page 7
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