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Carolyn McCone, CFRE, executive director of the Methodist Family 
Health Foundation and a member of Pulaski Heights UMC, Little 
Rock, believes raising funds to help Arkansas children aged 3-18 
rebuild their lives has been a highlight of her career.

“Though most United Methodists are familiar with the Methodist 
Children’s Home, many are not aware of the other important 
programs we provide at Methodist Family Health,” Carolyn said. 
“One program is the Rev. Regnier Memorial Summer Camp that 
allows kids from our group homes to spend a week at Camp Tanako 
having the total camp experience.”

In recent years, the United Methodist Foundation of Arkansas has 
provided grants that allow campers to experience swimming, 
canoeing, fishing, and other activities, many for the first time. 
Previously, UMFA funded field trips for children with 
emotional and behavioral problems to visit places like the 
Arkansas Art Center, the Little Rock Zoo, and Toltec Mounds. 

The Methodist Family Health Foundation holds some of its 
endowment funds at UMFA. In working with UMFA staff on 
administering the endowments and grants, Carolyn has found 
them dedicated to their mission, accessible, and responsive. 

“We love that our youth have the chance to make priceless 
memories, while having fun and simply being a kid,” Carolyn 
said. “Without UMFA funding, it would be difficult to allow 
the children in our care to participate.”
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Originally from Arkansas, the late Martha Bell 
Shanks worked for 25 years with the U.S. 
Geological Survey in cities all over the world. 
After retirement, she moved to Russellville where 
she cared for her mother. There she met the late 

Rev. Herschel McClurkin and his wife, Mardell.
“Herschel was preaching at Wesley UMC, and Martha came 

to hear him,” Mardell recalled. “She wanted to help the church 
and was very generous with her time and finances.”

Martha became close to the McClurkin children and 
grandchildren since she had no children of her own. An animal 
lover, she had a yard full of bird feeders and always had a dog. 
After her mother’s death, she moved to Colorado where the 
McClurkins visited her. Later in life, she decided to come back 
to Little Rock. Martha was a volunteer for churches and libraries 
and was a member of Highland Valley UMC. 

She became a trust client of the United Methodist 
Foundation, and the Foundation staff helped care for her during 
the last few years of her life. She passed away in December of 
2011 at the age of 95. At her death, Martha left a portion of her 
estate to Highland Valley UMC and more than $40,000 to the 
UMFA permanent endowment account used to make grants that 
enhance church ministries throughout the Conference. 

“She was a wonderful person,” Mardell said. “She was most 
generous to everyone, always having extra bedrooms and lots of 
visitors.”

Gifts from Martha 
Shanks support 
her local church, 
Conference 
Ministries
By Jessica Szenher
UMFA Contributor

Mardell McClurkin (left) and her close friend, Martha Shanks.  | Photo 
provided by UMFA
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Choose from five Arkansas State Park lodges that offer first-class 
accommodations in the most scenic settings in the state. Whether it’s a private 
getaway or corporate retreat, we can help personalize your experience.   

DEGRAY LAKE RESORT STATE PARK

888-AT-PARKS • LodgesofArkansas.com

#ARStateParks
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Exhausted, in more ways than one

Caleb Hennington
Digital Content Editor,     @arumceditor

I am exhausted.
The past few weeks, I’ve been in St. Louis, 

Missouri, reporting on the news from the Special 
Session of General Conference, which took place over 
four days from Feb. 23 to 26.

As many of you know, I am new to the United 
Methodist Church, and this was my first General Conference 
ever to attend.

And what a General Conference it was.
The session was called to address the church’s stance on 

human sexuality and whether the global church would allow 
LGBTQIA clergy to be ordained and same-sex marriages to 
be performed in Methodist churches, or if we would retain 
the Book of Discipline’s current standing on the issue with 
more robust punishment for those who violate the rules.

This is not a new debate within the church.
United Methodists have been debating the topic of 

human sexuality since the sentence “The United Methodist 
Church does not condone the practice of homosexuality and 
considers this practice incompatible with Christian teaching” 
was added to the Book of Discipline at the 1972 General 
Conference in Atlanta.

And so from my bird’s-eye view, way up in the press area 
of a former NFL stadium, I had the perfect seats to witness 

all of the debating, amending, name-calling, grieving, anger, resentment, numbness, resistance, 
tears, and joy at the results of the delegates’ votes.

The Traditional Plan passed. The church’s stance on human sexuality did not change. 
More restrictions were added, and in the end, people from both sides left St. Louis feeling hurt.

One could argue that any plan that passed out of General Conference, whether it be the 
One Church Plan, the Simple Plan, or something else, would’ve still caused pain and division 
in the church. As Bishop Mueller has stated, those divisions were probably already there before, 
but this General Conference has made them more apparent.

People keep asking me how I’m doing after coming back from General Conference, and 
every time my answer has been the same; I am exhausted. In more ways than one.

My job as a reporter is hard because I’m not supposed to get emotionally involved in the 
stories I have to cover. I have to remain neutral. I have to cover the facts, and that’s it.

And, surprisingly, with such a heavy topic to cover, I managed to keep my emotions in 
check while in St. Louis.

I’m typically not an emotional person, but I grieved and wept when I returned home to 
Arkansas. Because I was physically, emotionally, and spiritually drained.

Suppressing those feelings and emotions can only be managed for so long before the weight 
of the situation comes crashing down on top of you.

Many people are feeling the same way right now, and it’s going to take some time for those 
wounds to be healed.

But it’s okay to grieve, and it’s okay to feel sad.
Take some time to think about General Conference. Don’t push it aside as I did. Don’t wait 

for those feelings to bubble up and burst out of you because it will hurt even worse if you ignore 
it.

Continue praying for the United Methodist Church. There are a lot of people who need 
your prayers right now. We can’t continue the mission of the church if we stop praying for each 
other.

Rest assured that I will keep praying for all of you.
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Gary E. Mueller
Bishop of the Arkansas Conference

Let God Surprise Us

Greetings in the name of 
our Lord and Savior Jesus 
Christ. 

General Conference is 
over. We’ve been in the news 

nationally and locally and as you are aware 
the basic stance of the church concerning 
human sexuality did not change. 

A number of accountability measures 
are now a part of our Book of Discipline 
and there is much pain and uncertainty 
about our future. 

As your bishop, I wish that I could say 
the right prayer or utter the right words to 
fix where we’re at. I can’t do that. But I can 
do three things for you. 

First, I can lead with compassion. 
I know there’s great pain, hurt, even 
anger, and I understand that. I know that 
congregations are feeling the ripple effects 
and that there is great division in our 
church. I am a pastor and my heart hurts 
with your hearts and I’m holding you in 
prayer. And I will reach out any way I can 
to share the love of Jesus. 

The second thing I can do is tell the truth. 
We are a divided church. That is reality. We were probably 
divided already but now we know for sure. And that is a painful 
thing for us to face. This past January, I wrote a commentary 
for the United Methodist News Service about the Connectional 
Conference Plan and I want to share a few of those words I wrote 
then. They are still true today.

I share the concern of so many about the growing 
polarization in our church. Sadly, our hearts are increasingly at 
war at the very time we need Hearts of Peace.

Rhetoric is becoming increasingly strident as more voices 
from both ends of the theological spectrum are indicating 
they feel as if their only viable option is fight or flight. Perhaps 
most powerfully and painfully the United Methodist Church 
is increasingly looking like every other historic mainline 
denomination that already has traveled this road. The winners 
stay, the losers leave, and the church that remains is far less 
vibrant. We are in a painful place; a place we’ve never been 
before and our future is uncertain. That is the truth. That is 
reality.

The third thing I can do for you is show a way to move 
ahead that is not shackled to the back of a unicorn. By that I 
mean we need to be real about our future, honest about how to 
get there, dealing with reality the way it is and not the way we 
wish it were. 

You’ve heard me talk a great deal about the Connectional 
Conference Plan. The reason I spoke about it before General 
Conference, and will continue to speak about it, is I believe that 
it is our best hope forward to give the space people need to live 
with theological integrity and to stay connected in a new form of 
unity here in Arkansas. 

The pain is real. The division is real but I’ve been here 
almost six and a half years now, and one of the things I most 
appreciate about the United Methodist Church in our state is 
the reality that we are family. We lead with our relationships 
with each other, and across the differences we find ways to 
communicate, love each other, and work with each other. I Think 
that is going to be our strength as we move into the future. 

I have great hope that we are going to be able to live out 

Bishop Gary Mueller of the Arkansas Conference shared a video message of the next steps after the Special Session of General Conference. Below is a 
transcript of his video message. You can view the video on the next page, or online at http://bit.ly/2EFgE2k.
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Paul’s words in Colossians 3. “As God’s chosen ones holy and beloved clothe yourselves with compassion, kindness, humility, 
meekness, and patience. Bear with one another, and if anyone has a complaint against another forgive each other; just as the 
Lord has forgiven you, so you also must forgive. Above all, clothe yourselves with love, which binds everything together in perfect 
harmony.” 

There are three ways that those of us here in Arkansas can show the United Methodist Church -- can show the world -- how 
we will not be divided by polarization. 

First, we are going to be providing a resource for pastors and churches to enter into Family Conversations. This is not just a 
conversation for me to have with you as Bishop; it is the work you need to do with each other. 

Second we are going to double down on our commitment to 200,000 Reasons. Everyone has talked about the necessity 
of reaching out in mission and the importance of the mission field. This is our chance to prove it. While we have made great 
progress, there are still 165,000 children in Arkansas who go to bed hungry each night, and whether you are more progressive or 
more traditional or somewhere in the middle, that is something we can all join hands together and deal with. 

And finally we are going to keep making the mission the main thing. Your church will continue to worship, your church will 
continue to serve, and we will continue to be about our work of making disciples of Jesus Christ, who make disciples equipped to 
transform lives, communities and the world. We have a tough road to travel, but through the grace of Jesus Christ and the power 
of the Holy Spirit, I believe with all my heart that we’re ready to let God surprise us. God bless you.

Bishop Gary Mueller shared a message of unity following General Conference 2019. You can view the video above. If you are reading the print 
version, visit http://bit.ly/2EFgE2k.
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I have been trying, in the days since the end of General 
Conference, to respond instead of react.  I’ve seen many 
reactions on electronic and print media.  It’s been hard.

As the late Yogi Berra once said, “It’s like déjà vu all 
over again.”  I believe we have been here before.  By a margin 

of 50-something to 40-something, the coalition of American 
and Central Conference traditionalists upheld and attempted 
to strengthen the 47-year-old statement of “incompatible with 
Christian teaching” as well as the subsequent prohibitions against 
gay marriage and ordination.  Déjà vu.

For some, this felt like a great victory.  For others, it was a 
devastating disappointment.  I understand both.  Ironically, for 
many years I breathed a sigh of relief and a prayer of thanksgiving 
when the established principles of the church squeaked by once 
again.  I wrote about it in this publication.  I was happy that the 
words of Scripture and the long tradition of Christianity had been 
vindicated. 

Then I changed.  I began to understand the deeper spirit of 
Scripture and the faulty exegesis of exclusion.  I looked at the way 
the church had interpreted the Scriptures around slavery, divorce, 
and women in leadership.  I got to know gay people and gay 
couples who were loving, faithful, stable, and deeply Christian.  I 
learned that science had pretty much ruled out sexual orientation 
as a choice.  I experienced a divorce and discovered how healing 
grace and acceptance could be.

So now I understand the pain that the General Conference 
has caused.  I have friends who are rejoicing, and I have friends 
who are weeping and gnashing teeth.  And we’re all in the same 
church—for now.

What can we do?  Where do we go from here?
As followers of Christ, we have to love one another.  As a friend 

of mine said, there’s a reason why, when asked about the greatest 
commandment, Jesus didn’t say, “Oh, they’re all pretty much the 
same.”  Love is the key.  Love is the foundation.  “Faith, hope, and 
love abide, but the greatest of these is love.”  Those who rejoice at 
General Conference shouldn’t gloat in their victory.  Those who 
were hurt shouldn’t hate those who voted their beliefs.  We are all 

brothers and sisters in Christ, and that is a deeper connection even 
than our strongest convictions.

As local churches, we have to unite around faith and mission.  
We are deeply divided about gay marriage and ordination.  Every 
church is, if everybody talked about it honestly.  But we are united 
in our basic beliefs.  We believe in the authority of the Bible, even 
if we interpret it differently.  Jesus is the Lord over all of us.  We 
want to make disciples of Jesus for the transformation of the world.  
That’s not a problem.  This greater unity can be a way we can 
survive and even thrive together.  In my church, the people know 
there are those who disagree on sexuality issues.  It may matter, 
but it doesn’t come up when they are singing a hymn or kneeling 
at the communion rail or helping with Vacation Bible School 
or feeding the hungry.  Our unity is not based on uniformity of 
thought, and issues of church polity are not the priority.

I think it’s providential that the season of Lent comes on the 
heels of General Conference.  For me, Lent is the holiest time 
of year, as we prepare for the Passion and Resurrection of our 
Lord.  It is not an easy season, as it involves prayer, sacrifice, and 
repentance.  But it is the deepest time of year as we focus on the 
awesome act of God that changed history, defeated evil, and made 
eternal life available.  

After this General Conference, we need us some Lent.  John 
Wesley’s first General Rule was, “Do no harm.”  We blew that big 
time, on both sides. Our continued divisions are a stench in the 
nostrils of God. We are far short of the Kingdom potential in our 
lives, our churches, and our denomination.  We need to repent of 
our sins.  

But in a positive way, following General Conference with 
Lent reminds us of our core identity.  God’s plan of salvation does 
not depend on getting our church organization right, even if the 
issues are very important, as they are.  We are all people Jesus died 
for on the cross.  We are blood-related through Jesus.  We are all 
hopeful in the resurrection.  We are one family.  And our mission 
includes everyone.

This conversation is not over.  For my two cents, the Wesleyan 
way is still the best approach to Jesus.  We just need to keep talking 
until we can form a more perfect union of justice and love.  We 
need to unite around faith and mission.  God is not through with 
the United Methodist Church.  Neither am I.  

What do we do now?
By Rev. Bud Reeves
Featured Commentator
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I am grateful that my work 
for the Center for Vitality of the 
Arkansas Conference allows me 
to travel the state to work with 
our amazing congregations. 

Lately, I have been focused on working 
with about 20 congregations who are 
developing intentional discipleship 
systems (appropriately these churches 
are referred to as The Twenty). 

These churches are spread all 
around the state, which means I have a 
lot of time in the car, and when I am in 
the car, I am listening to the radio. So 
as I drive, my thoughts about my work 
invariably mix in with the lyrics of the 
songs I hear. Recently, two songs spoke 
to me as the two poles of discipleship: 
Fall Out Boy’s “The Last of the 
Real Ones,” and Camila Cabello’s 
“Consequences.”

“The Last of the Real Ones” opens with an image of 
someone feeling all alone and then finding the one around 
whose life he wants to revolve, even using an image of 
being the planets revolving around the sun (which in 
my head also implies Son). This person will follow his 
newfound companion because this companion is “the last 
of a dying breed,” confessing that the follower is “here in 
search of your glory. There’s been a million before me, 
that ultra kind of love you never walk away from. You’re 
just the last of the real ones.” Later, the singer proclaims 
tunnel vision in which all he sees is this “real one,” and 
then looks toward the “beginning of the end, the end 
of infinity with you.” Since there is no end to infinity, 
this moment marks both an end and beginning, which 
captures that dying/living moment of baptism. This song 
catches for me that turned around, running-after-Christ-
for-all-you-are-worth kind of love that real discipleship 
grows from. I cannot make claims that Fall Out Boy had 
those intentions in writing this song, but certainly, as I 
hear it, it speaks to a longing for an authentic, enthusiastic 
relationship with the one true Christ.

Of course, following Jesus is not always roses and 
sunshine, even if it begins that way. There are struggles 
as we learn to live differently, and we also periodically 
confront profound challenges to our faith, challenges that 
make it seem as if our relationship with Jesus is dying. It is 
Camila Cabello’s song “Consequences” that captures this 
part of the journey of discipleship for me. In particular, I 
can hear Mary Magdalene and Peter and John all singing 
this song to themselves on Holy Saturday. Listen to the 

Two Extremes of Discipleship
By Rev. Dr. Michelle Morris

Featured Commentator

tension in the two versions of the chorus present in the song: 

“Loving you was young, and wild, and free,
Loving you was cool, and hot, and sweet.
Loving you was sunshine, safe and sound,
A steady place to let down my defenses.
But loving you had consequences.”

Then later, she sings,
“Loving you was dumb, and dark, and cheap.
Loving you will still take shots at me.
For loving you was sunshine but then it poured
And I lost so much more than my senses
‘Cause loving you had consequences.”

Following Jesus is transformative, and creates in us a new life 
where we can more fully live as the people we are created to be. But we 
do a disservice to ourselves and to those who are just learning to follow 
Christ if we make it seem like the journey is always an easy one. Even if 
we never waiver in our faith in Christ (which I expect most of us do at 
some point in life), we all face tests of our faith. Some of us are made to 
feel foolish for following Christ. Some of us will lose people in our lives 
because we choose to follow him. There are losses in the midst of great 
gain, and those losses are painful.

These two songs together remind me of my journey, and they 
help me stay focused on the work I have before me to help others grow 
in their relationship with Christ. They remind me of the joys and 
the struggles and keep me grounded in the reality before me even as 
they help me imagine the reign to come. What connects you to your 
journey as a disciple? Share with me at michelle.morris@arumc.org.
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A Moment

with

While we technically refer to our 
campus on Fillmore Street as the 
“Methodist Children’s Home,” we 
have many different programs that 
happen there. One such program, 

Arkansas CARES, is one I was unaware existed as part 
of the Methodist Family Health continuum until I came 
on staff. “CARES” stands for “Center for Addictions 
Research, Education, and Services,” and the clients are 
all either pregnant or mothers with children (ages 12 or 
younger.) CARES is a three-month treatment program 
for women battling both mental illness and substance abuse. 
During their time at CARES, our ladies learn how to better 
care for themselves and their children, while at the same time 
receiving needed therapies.

My favorite part about the program, however, is the fact 
that the women are often able to maintain custody of their kids 
by participating in the program. The women live on campus 
with their kids, and as they are learning how to be better parents 
as part of the education they receive, they are also able to live 
out those newly-improved skills in the cottage with the help of 
behavioral instructors.

While I love all of the programs I can help support through 
Methodist Family Health, I have to say the CARES moms hold 
a special place in my heart. They are so genuine about their 
struggles and past, and the ones who stick it out and graduate 
have such a strong desire to better themselves and put a stop to 
the negative family cycles of which so many of them have been a 
part. Overcoming addiction and mental illness takes hard work 
and courage, and I can see the evidence of this every time I meet 
with them.

Currently, I have a lunchtime Bible study with the ladies 

once a week where we open Scripture and learn more about 
it. We also meet on Friday mornings where we focus more 
on spiritual disciplines and tools they can take with them 
upon graduation. We employ practices such as prayer beads, 
labyrinths, and even some crafting as we learn how these 
things can draw us closer to God. One of the favorite Friday 
morning activities for our CARES moms, however, is yoga. 
Bailey Faulkner, executive director of the Ozark Mission Project, 
volunteers her time once a month to come to lead us all in a 
Christ-centered yoga experience, and the women absolutely love 
it.

Because of the difficult experiences these ladies have faced, 
most of them are so eager to learn about things that can help 
them lead successful lives, including an active relationship with 
God. They ask questions during Bible study, they share their 
prayer requests openly, and they understand the importance that 
Spiritual growth will play in their overall recovery.

Would you join me this month in praying for our CARES 
mothers and their children? Please pray that God would continue 
to strengthen these ladies for the journey and that they would all 
come to understand the unconditional love He has for each one 
of them.

Strength 
for the 
Journey
By Amy Shores
Director of Pastoral Care, Methodist Family Health

An Arkansas CARES mother with her two boys. || Photo provided by MFH
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At the United Methodist Church’s specially called 
session of General Conference 2019, a vote was 
taken to adopt large portions of what is called the 
“Traditional Plan.” This plan primarily reaffirms 
and clarifies the church’s existing stance on human 

sexuality. According to the Book of Discipline, marriage is 
reserved for one man and one woman, and people who are in 
same-sex relationships are not to be licensed or ordained as 
pastors. This was the stance before General Conference and 
this has not changed. Additional statements and practices were 
added to enforce conformity with the Discipline across the 
denomination. And, legislation was passed to offer a path for a 
congregation and/or pastors to exit the denomination at their 
own choosing. 

Other plans submitted, the Simple Plan, the One Church 
Plan, and the Connectional Conference Plan, would have 
allowed pastors and churches who feel so led to offer same-sex 
weddings. Additionally, these plans would have given space 
for individuals to serve in ministry while openly participating 
in same-sex relationships. These plans did not pass. Some lay 
or clergy persons are happy about the decision to affirm the 
Traditional Plan. Some are grievously disappointed one of the 
other plans did not pass. Some are still conflicted as to what is the 
most faithful course of action for our denomination.

What does this mean for Arkansas Methodism? It is our 
hope that United Methodist Churches will always warmly 
welcome anyone who chooses to visit worship or to share in 
congregational life. This is an ideal to which United Methodists 
have always aspired, in our best and most Christ-like moments. 
Our teachings and our messages stay the same. All are indeed still 
welcome at the table of our Lord. And we collaborate in ministry 
together knowing we still have diversity of perspectives within our 

Annual Conference on issues surrounding human sexuality. 
To those who feel a victory has been won: you are called to 

be gracious to those who are mourning the decision. Allow space 
for comments you may consider offensive and choose to “turn the 
other cheek.” Your friends with whom you disagree are still your 
friends, and the General Conference decision should not change 
that. We trust all Arkansas-area United Methodists to share our 
desire to warmly welcome all persons in worship and community, 
and we are thankful for that. 

If you are one who feels an injustice has been done, take 
time for self-care and reflection. Remember again that this 
decision, in large part, reflects the existing practice of our 
Annual Conference. Do not make hasty decisions about your 
participation in your local congregation. The people you worship 
with are still your church family and Arkansas is still your Annual 
Conference. There is a lot of good we can do together to serve 
our community and the world. 

To our members and participants who are LGBTQIA, your 
church family loves you as they did before. You are loved and 
your grief is felt. We believe that you love Jesus. And, we are 
certain beyond a shadow of a doubt that Jesus loves you.  

All should choose to discuss their convictions and their 
concerns with a desire to disarm rather than coerce, to connect 
rather than to judge. We may not feel we are on the same page, 
yet we are all on a journey to seek both the grace and the truth of 
the Lord Jesus Christ. Allow space for someone with whom you 
disagree to experience God’s presence in you each and every day. 

May the Peace of Christ be with You,

Rev. Aubrietta Jones and Rev. Andrew Suite

Allow space for God’s presence

This letter was originally written for the congregation of FUMC 
Maumelle and has been adapted for a broader audience.



A R K A N S A S  U N I T E D  M E T H O D I S T11 A R U M C . O R G

During Ash Wednesday services on the first day of 
Lent, many United Methodist pastors will invite 
their congregations “to observe a holy Lent: by 
self–examination and repentance; by prayer, 
fasting, and self–denial; and by reading and 

meditating on God’s Holy Word” (from the United Methodist 
Book of Worship). While you may be aware of this season leading 
up to Easter, you may wonder how you might “observe a holy 
Lent.”

There is no one prescribed way. Instead, we are each 
encouraged to find our own method of confronting our 
sinfulness, remembering our mortality, and giving thanks for 
the gift of salvation we receive through the life, death, and 
resurrection of Jesus Christ.

Fasting
One of the more common practices is to give something up 

for Lent. Some abstain from chocolate, social media, shopping, 
or something else through the season. This is a religious practice 
known as fasting. We fast to reorient ourselves away from the 
distraction of those things, and back toward God.

Another way to reorient your life toward God, is to focus 
on devotional practices like Bible study and prayer during the 
season.

Bible Reading
Many do not know where to begin when reading the Bible. 

The Upper Room Daily Devotional Guide and Alive Now will 
help guide you in this pursuit. Each day they provide a scripture 
passage and wonderfully thought-provoking and spirit-enriching 
material to read and think about.

Prayer
In the busyness of our everyday lives, prayer can sometimes 

get squeezed out. Lent is a wonderful time to intentionally 
work toward finding more time in your life for prayer. You can 
experiment with different ways to pray during the season, or 

40 Days of Lent: Find your 
own spiritual path
By Joe Iovino
United Methodist Communications
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really delve into a new-to-you way of 
praying. Enriching your prayer life is a 
great way to spend Lent.

Service
Another way to observe a holy 

Lent is to take on a new way of 
serving. Throughout the forty days of 
the season you can adopt a new habit 
of volunteering in the community, 
making special financial gifts to service 
organizations, singing in the choir, or 
participating in a small group.

Rest
An important practice with 

which many of us struggle is the 
spiritual discipline of rest or Sabbath. We don’t have to rest on 
Saturday, the traditional Sabbath day, or even Sunday. You can 
instead find moments during an ordinary day to be still in God’s 
presence. You might choose to spend a few minutes during lunch 
with a desktop meditation, listen to sermons on your commute, 
or read a poem that feeds your spirit. Each can be a great way of 
enriching your Lent.

Daily Lent Quiz
Testing your knowledge with the daily Lent Quiz is a 

wonderful way to be reminded that we are in the season of Lent. 
Every day you have an opportunity to answer a challenging 
question then check out some other resources about the topic of 
the day. Use social media to share the questions and invite others 
to join you on your Lenten journey.

Child Resources
You will also want to find ways to share the meaning of the 

season with the children in your life. While their focus may be on 
Easter baskets and new clothes, you can enter into special times 
to help them find deeper meaning to the season.

Some families set aside money each day during Lent 
through creative ways to collect coins each day or by making 
small “sacrifices” as a family, like skipping a weekly movie 
or meal out, and collecting the money saved each week. 
On Easter Sunday, or soon after, donate the money to help 
people in your local community or across the globe.

Also, consider trying some traditions from other 
cultures to enhance your Easter celebration. Make 
instruments during Lent that you can use to celebrate the 
resurrection in song on Easter Sunday, similar to Christians 
in Zimbabwe. Or try some special Easter foods, like the 
Easter breakfast cakes of Poland.

Even while dyeing Easter Eggs you can creatively 
teach children about your faith by sharing The Importance 
of the Egg: Children and Easter video, which tells of the 
symbolism of the Easter Egg in a wonderfully lively way.

Learning
You may also use Lent as a time to learn about the 

seasons of Lent and Easter, and some of the practices of the 
Christian church.

Common symbols like the cross carry a great deal of 
meaning. A less traditional symbol like an Easter Totem 
Pole from Alaska may also be fun to know more about.

Learning about rituals specific to the season can 
enhance your worship. You may want to know more about 
the ashes used on Ash Wednesday, a Maundy Thursday 
footwashing service you’re considering attending, or the 
Tenebrae service your congregation is planning for Good 
Friday.

You may also choose to learn more about baptism and 
communion, the sacraments of the church. Each has a 
connection to Lent and Easter.

Worship
Many United Methodist churches offer services on 

Ash Wednesday to begin of Lent, and other special services 
during Holy Week, the final days leading up to Easter. 
There may also be special times of prayer, study, and 
other gatherings that will help you continue your journey 
throughout the season. If you are not connected to a United 
Methodist congregation, use Find-A-Church to locate one 
close to you.

Observe a Holy Lent
This 40-day journey called Lent is a wonderful 

opportunity to grow in your faith. Find your path of self-
reflection and spiritual discovery, and invite others to join 
you as you seek to observe a holy Lent.

Joe Iovino works for UMC.org at United Methodist 
Communications. He may be reached at jiovino@umcom.org or 
615.312.3733. This story was originally posted February 10, 
2015 on UMC.org.
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When the Rev. Bryan Diffee arrived at First United Methodist Church in Crossett in the 
summer of 2017, part of the church was closed off and was mainly used for storage.

“There was a whole wing of the church that was built and housed a daycare,” Diffee, 
senior pastor at First UMC Crossett, said. “But when I got here, it was filled up with 
furniture and things like that. 

“We had a sale, and we sold some of it off, but it was still mostly used for storage. We knew we wanted 
to use it for something, and we had lots of ideas around, but we didn’t know exactly what we wanted to do. It 
was something we were praying about, but there wasn’t really anything concrete.”

That’s when Diffee received a phone call from Amy Howard, the director of the Southeast Arkansas 
Community Action Corporation. She asked him what he thought of the idea of having the local Head Start 
program renting or leasing the space.

“She said, ‘We want to move away from our current location because it costs a lot of money, and we 
would like to grow,’” Diffee said. “She said our facility would be a great place to move into.”

Diffee said it was a smooth transition, as God seemed to be in the mix. 
“We figured out our square footage, and what a reasonable amount to charge would be for rent,” Diffee 

said. “We started negotiations with them, and it lasted through the summer. The contract was signed, and 
they moved in the week prior to school starting before this school year.”

The daycare closed in 2016, after being operational for 50 years, but the church was built in 1949 and 
then added on. Diffee said the original church dates back to the 1800s. He said as long as anybody can 
remember, there has been some facility or daycare here.

Head Start is a government-funded program that partners with the local school district, and it helps kids 
prepare for kindergarten. Diffee said it works much like a preschool, but it is free for underprivileged kids and 
those that might be a little bit behind in some areas. He said if a child has some sort of delay, the program has 
a place set up for an occupational therapist to come in to help the kids. The Head Start program in Crossett 
has 34 kids, ages three to five. 

“It helps the kids that may be behind, so once they enter the school system, they can succeed,” he said. 
Marquisha Bridges, the Crossett Head Start center director, said the church is “really helping us a lot 

with the program.” 

By Sam Pierce
Featured Contributor,     @sjamespierce

FUMC
Crossett
gives 
local 
kids a 
head 
start

Local kids attend the Head 
Start program, which 
operates out of the First 
United Methodist Church in 
Crossett. || Photo provided by 
Bryan Diffee
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“It was a blessing, and we had been looking for a place 
to move into for a long time,” Bridges said. “To find it, 
within a church, and our with our community stepping 
forward and helping us out – it has been a complete 
blessing.”

Diffee said the last thing they wanted to do was be a 
landlord. He said they are continually looking for ways to 
partner with Head Start. 

“We kind of came up with ideas and activities for us 
to be involved in and we came alongside and helped them 
out,” he said. “They hosted Donuts for Dad, and because 
a lot of kids’ grandparents or parents may work, a group of 
our men went down and hung around them for a little bit.”

He said women of the church would help provide the 
refreshments for any of the parties they have including 
Christmas parties or a Valentine’s Day party. 

“The funding they have is for educational purposes, 
and so anything else has to come out of the pockets of the 
teachers, and they don’t make very much,” Diffee said. 

Diffee said it has become an excellent chance to 
minister to the neighborhood and he said as the story 
unfolds and “they get to know us a little better, hopefully, 
we can make an impact.”

“It has been a real partnership,” Bridges said. “If there 
is anything we are in need of, if we call them, they come 
and help.

“It has been an absolute blessing.”

Above: Children and adults from the Head Start program. Below: Crossett 
children participate in a Christmas program. || Photos provided by Bryan Diffee
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When Haley Jones first arrived at First United Methodist Church in 
downtown Little Rock more than a year ago, she felt like she didn’t 
have the appropriate space to meet the needs of the community.

“Our neighbors would come in and share the problems they 
may be facing, such as utilities or transportation, but it would be in 

and out, and see you later,” Jones said. “We wanted to slow down the process and get to 
know people, and we couldn’t do that upstairs in my office.

“Now, people come in downstairs, and they spread out in the café, and I can make 
the rounds and check in on people and find out who they are. This café has allowed us 
to have more of a community feel, and build better relationships, instead of a big scary 
red building.”

Jones, who serves as the pastor of community engagement for FUMC, said the 
church can assist with utilities for those in need, despite only having a certain amount of 
money. They can also help with birth certificates, prescriptions and the café offers coffee 

Where all are welcome
FUMC Downtown Little Rock opens cafe to serve community

By Sam Pierce
Featured Contributor,     @sjamespierce

Haley Jones, Outreach Ministar at First UMC Downtown Little Rock, pours a cup of coffee at the First Cup Community Cafe. || Photo provided by 
First UMC Little Rock
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and snacks.
“We opened the café as a community experiment at our 

church,” Jones said. “We wanted to have a welcoming space, for 
guests to get out of the elements and enjoy a hot drink or a snack. 
We wanted a comfortable place to do that and for them to rest 
for a while. 

“We had pretty good success with it, and we decided to keep 
it open longer. We offer a space where people are more willing to 
engage in conversation.”

Currently, the café doesn’t charge for any of the food, 
including the pastries and coffee. Jones said for those below the 
poverty line or those who are experiencing homelessness, “we ask 
that you take what you need and you leave the rest in love.”

“We can make some noodles for you or make some soup, but 
the rule is, you take only what you need, and you begin to care 
for each other,” Jones said.

“First Cup Community Café has cultivated relationships 
beyond our wildest dreams.

“Conversation has slowed, stories have been told, and needs 
have been met,” Jones said. “We are experiencing church in its 
fullest form.

“We have problem solved life situations, prayed together, 
battled the demons of mental health, and wiped away tears that 
we thought would never stop.”

First Cup Community Café is open Monday through 
Wednesday from 1 p.m. to 3 p.m. and is located right in the 
heart of downtown Little Rock at 723 Center St., between the 
Simmons Bank building and Center Street. 

“We offer a space for people who are willing to engage in 
conversation,” Jones said. “Our ultimate intention is to be able 
to swing open our doors and be a little more radical than in the 
past.”

 In a statement, David Freeman, the lead pastor at First 
United Methodist Church, said the church is very excited about 
the café. 

“Being in downtown is very important to us and being good 
neighbors is as well,” Freeman said. “We’ve always searched 
for ways to engage with our downtown neighbors and the café 
provides an easy way to meet our neighbors, build relationships, 
and provide a warm or cool spot to rest a while.

“It has been fun to have so much activity in our building in 
the afternoons and know that people feel welcome here.”

Freeman said the café allows the church to get to know their 
neighbors, learn their names and hear their stories. 

“Jesus teaches us that loving God and loving our neighbors 
are inextricably tied together,” he said. “Yet, when your 
neighbors are experiencing homelessness or hungry, it can seem 
difficult. 

“Sometimes, as churches, we try to be service providers that 
‘fix’ their problem and send them on their way… (The café) is 
a way for us not just to serve our neighbors, but love them. And 
hopefully, as those relationships grow, we quit thinking of each 
other as ‘us’ or ‘them’ but true neighbors.”

Kyle Hendricks has been serving as a volunteer for the café 

since it opened. 
“I enjoy the satisfaction of being able to help people get off 

the street and in where it is warm,” Hendricks said. “To sit and 
relax and have a conversation and not be hassled by a lot of other 
people.

“It is an opportunity to get to know the homeless community 
with a little more depth, and I think that is always helpful.”

Hendricks, who is a retired minister from Oklahoma, moved 
to Arkansas four years ago. He began volunteering while visiting 
his now wife, starting with The Van, a mobile aid center for 
unsheltered homeless people, and then Lucie’s Place, a shelter for 
young LGBTQ adults experiencing homelessness.

“When I was a pastor at First Christian Church, we had 
a program there that helped a population of people who had 
specific needs,” he said. “We would help with rent, clothing, 
food, anything like that.

“So I have been doing this kind of thing for years.”
As a volunteer at the café, Hendricks helps serve the coffee 

and sandwiches. He said he makes sure everything is stocked, 
including socks and toothbrushes. 

“We have a few of those items that we can give to them, 
as well as cloth bags for them to carry items in,” Hendricks 
said. “Haley works with people for their other needs including 
transportation, help with utilities or food. 

“(Me and the other volunteers) just kind of man the café for 
them.”

Kathy Blair, a member at FUMC, has been volunteering for 
a little over a year. She said she primarily helps to get the coffee 
going and greeting the folks when they come in. 

“I think I enjoy being able to be there with the people,” she 
said. “And give them a smile and some words of encouragement. 

“I’ll cook them some ramen noodles and serve them a glass 
of lemonade – wait on them a little and make them feel like they 
have a place to be and that somebody cares.” 

Jones said First Cup Community Café is transitioning into a 
community space and is partnering with other programs within 
the church, including starting a kids’ day on Mondays from 9 
a.m. to 11 a.m. for parents with kids at home to have coffee and 
pastries as well as connection and prayer. 

“The gym will also be open,” Jones said. “We are looking 
at it from a wide angle, where anybody and everybody can get a 
little bit of something, or extra attention and care. 

“This is the place, where our neighbors can feel comfortable 
to come to. That’s the general idea.”

She said the church does not set out for the café to serve as 
a witness ministry, but she said they did recently have a unique 
experience. 

“One guy came in, desperate for a birth certificate because 
he was looking for housing, and he joined the church a couple 
of weeks ago,” Jones said. “I met him through the café. And we 
have some who come to the 11 a.m. service, who have also come 
to the café. 

“We have built relationships with them, joked with them, 
which we weren’t able to do otherwise.”
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With every church congregation, there is a 
universally understood goal of reaching 
people for Christ while at the same time 
growing your membership numbers.

In the United Methodist Church, and 
specifically in the Arkansas Conference, that goal is understood 
as “making disciples of Jesus Christ, who make disciples 
equipped to transform lives, communities and the world.”

Grace United Methodist Church in Conway, Arkansas has 
taken that trajectory a step further and laid out their plans for 
2019 and beyond into something they call their “Discipleship 
Dashboard 2019 Goals.”

The Rev. Herschel Richardson was appointed as the 
senior pastor at Grace UMC on July 1, 2018. A few months 
into his new role, he – along with a special leadership group at 
Grace – came up with a blueprint for growing their numbers 
in every aspect of the church in 2019.

“I wasn’t looking at the church and saying there was 
anything wrong with the way we were doing things. It was 
more about understanding that as we move forward we had 
to take a very intentional approach about where we were going as a church,” Richardson 
said. “I didn’t really feel we could move forward this year as a church in the fullest capacity 
without first determining where we were trying to go.”

Richardson formed a 12-person committee called the Intentional Discipleship Pastors 
Advisory Committee at Grace with the purpose of reviewing the goals for the church and 
working on ways to move toward meeting their goals.

The committee is made up of congregants from both the 8:30 and 11 a.m. services, and 
both new and older attendees, in order to bring in a diverse group of ideas and perspectives, 
Richardson said.

Through prayer and discussion, the committee identified six areas of improvement for 
2019: baptisms, new members, average weekly attendance, new small groups, their 2019 
budget, and the number of church attendees involved in quarterly missions.

For each of these areas, a specific goal was set; 10 baptisms, 30 new members, 250 
average weekly attendance, five new small groups, a budget of $525,000, and at least 50 
percent of attendees involved in quarterly missions.

By Caleb Hennington
Digital Content Editor,     @arumceditor

Amazing 
Grace
Grace UMC sets discipleship 
goals for 2019 and beyond

The Rev. Herschel 
Richardson stands 
with the Grace UMC 
discipleship goals on 
the first Sunday of 
2019. These goals were 
set by a 12-person 
committee made up of 
church members who 
are invested in the 
growth of the church. 
|| Photo provided by 
Blake Bradford.
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Every week, Grace sends out an emailed newsletter that 
highlights the progress for each goal. Richardson said this keeps 
congregants up-to-date on the church’s progress toward their 
goals, as well as motivates them to see how they can work to 
improve their numbers each week.

According to the latest numbers from the Feb. 17 newsletter, 
Grace has had six new members since Jan. 1, as well as an 
average attendance of 222 people across the two morning 
services and online worship. 

They have also been able to start two new small groups in 
2019; one in January and one in February. Since Richardson 
arrived at Grace in July 2018, the church has started five new 
small groups.

The small groups don’t have a singular focus or topic, but 
they do typically organize themselves based on age and life 
experiences.

A couple of the groups meet off campus from the church, 
including a group of 20-something young professionals that call 
themselves the “Roaring Twenties,” Richardson said.

Jennifer Stanley, a member of Grace and a second through 
fourth grade Sunday school teacher, is one of the new leaders of a 
small group at the church. She leads a group of 30 – 40 year olds 
with children called “Open Door.” 

“We chose the name ‘Open Door’ because that is what we 
want to project. But we welcome anyone of any age and any 
circumstance!”

Stanley said this is her first time leading a group of adults, 
but she believes in the power of small groups to connect people 

from different walks of life.
“Small groups allow for intentional conversation and provide 

opportunities for real spiritual growth. I find our group shows up 
ready to engage in meaningful discussion,” she said. “We are able 
to share in each other’s struggles and triumphs. Small groups add 
another dimension to our relationship with God by providing a 
community of people seeking to do His will in our lives.”

Another of Grace’s small group leaders, Sandra Kennemore, 
teaches a class of older adults. She said her group started a while 
ago and were known as the “Hilltoppers.” Her group typically 
consists of people who are “over the hill” in age.

Kennemore said that at some point, the original Hilltoppers 
group faded away, but when Richardson was appointed at Grace, 
he expressed to Kennemore the desire to bring the group back.

For Kennemore, it’s been a blessing to see the return of a 
group that had once helped connect many of the older members 
of Grace.

“Small groups give people a chance to get together who 

Grace UMC in Conway had a 
mortgage burning ceremony in 
January 2019, the same month 
that the church launched their 
new discipleship goals initiative. 
Pictured in the center, from left 
to right, are the Rev. Herschel 
Richardson, Bishop Gary 
Mueller, and Central District 
Superintendent Blake Bradford. 
|| Photo provided by Rev. Herschel 
Richardson.

“Small groups add another 
dimension to our relationship 

with God by providing a 
community of people seeking to 

do His will in our lives.”
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don’t normally get together and talk and relax and share 
whatever is on their heart,” Kennemore said. “It’s just a joy to 
see.”

Toni Wyre, who leads a group of 30 – 40 year olds called 
the “Cross Walkers,” also sees the value of a small group’s ability 
to connect people who can relate to similar situations and life 
journeys.

“The more we understand the lessons of the Bible and how 
they might apply to us, the greater 
fellowship we can have with one 
another and the better disciples we 
become,” she said.

Wyre also sees how the 2019 
goals have connected members of 
Grace in a more intentional way.

“As we look toward achieving 
our discipleship goals, sharing our 
experiences and perspectives with 
guests and potential members will 
build an even stronger sense of 
community and engagement at Grace.”

When it comes to reaching the goals that Grace UMC has 
set for 2019, Richardson thinks that all of the individual goals 
rely on each other to succeed. 

“We think all of them go hand-in-hand. So, as we bring in 
new members, that will also lead to more baptisms and more 
money for the church as well.”

And it’s not just about setting a goal and then waiting to see 
what happens; the discipleship committee has also come up with 

a strategy for reaching people in multiple ways.
“One of the things we focused on in the month of January 

was membership. And we talked about how we encounter people 
that come to our church, from the time they get out of their car 
until the time that they leave service.”

The committee focused on making it a priority to initiate 
contact with new or reoccurring visitors and finding a way to 
connect with them.

One example that Richardson 
brought up was not only greeting 
a visitor to Grace when they walk 
in the door of the church, but also 
reaching out to the same person – 
through email, text message or other 
means – to invite them to come to a 
small group one night.

Richardson said the committee 
is not exclusive, and anyone in the 
church that’s interested in joining 
the community can do so. They are 

simply looking for people who are dedicated to growing Grace.
As for the future of Grace, Richardson said that even if they 

meet all of their goals in 2019, that doesn’t mean that’s the end of 
their work.

“I don’t think that the Lord ever wants us to be stagnant. I’m 
hoping we exceed those goals, and when we exceed those goals, 
we’ll sit down and pray and ask for goals for 2020.

“I believe we should be a church of high expectations, and 
we should always believe that God will grow our church.”

“I believe we should 
be a church of high 

expectations, and we 
should always believe that 
God will grow our church.”
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Mac and cheese is an American 
treasure. It’s as ubiquitous as 
the good old-fashioned hot dog 
and as versatile as a sack of 
potatoes. Is it a side? Is it a full 

meal? Is it a topping for your hamburger?
As a very well-dressed TV personality once 

put it, “A mac and cheese is something that can 
actually be so personal.”

Although its origins can, of course, be 
traced back to our brothers and sisters and Italy, 
making mac and cheese in the U.S. has become 
something of a tradition.

 There are so many possibilities for 
making mac and cheese – from the type 
of cheese you use to the spices and 
seasonings you mix into it to 
using whole milk or dairy-
free alternatives – that it 
only makes sense the mac 
and cheese craze would 
culminate into a competitive 
cooking scene.

At Pulaski Heights 
United Methodist 
Church in Little Rock, 
Arkansas, they are 
hoping to bring some 
of that friendly and 
fun competition to 
Arkansas, with their 
upcoming Mac-N-Cheez Mania Food Festival.

The festival, which invites mac and cheese 
aficionados around the state to participate, will 
take place from 11 a.m. to 2 p.m. on April 6 at the 
War Memorial Stadium concourse in Little Rock.

Those who wish to compete in the cook-off 
will be able to submit their recipes for a panel 
of judges to critique. Public tasting will also be 
a factor in deciding the winner of the event. 
Winners will be awarded cash prizes as well as a 
Mac-N-Cheez Mania winner’s trophy, which is 
guaranteed to be the envy of the competition.

There will be three categories for participants 
to enter, each requiring varying levels of 
experience: restaurant teams, business/corporate 

teams, and homestyle chef teams.
Restaurant and business/corporate teams will 

be required to prepare at least 16 pounds of dry 
pasta that can fit into eight 12-inch x 20-inch x 
4-inch pans for judging. Homestyle chef teams 
must prepare at least 10 pounds of dry pasta that 
can fit into five 12-inch x 20-inch x 4-inch pans.

It’s not all about the mac and cheese though; 
the competition’s main focus is raising money for 
local non-profits. 

This year, the all proceeds made from entry 
fees and other profits made at the event will go 
toward five local organizations that work to help 

homeless communities in Arkansas. 
The five non-profits are: 

Lucie’s Place, Our House, 
Women and Children 
First, Little Rock 
Compassion Center, and 

Jericho Way.
The Rev. Betsy Singleton 

Snyder, pastor of preaching 
and missions at Pulaski Heights, 

is excited about the opportunity 
for growth and charity that this 

year’s Mac-N-Cheez Mania will 
bring to the state.

“PHUMC hopes to reach further into 
our community to meet people where they 

are, and to be in partnership with non-profits 
that help our city fight homelessness in a variety 

of circumstances,” Snyder said. “We can help the 
providers and model Jesus’ love of neighbors while 
sharing a meal: Mac-N-Cheez.”

If you or your organization would like to 
be a sponsor of this event, there are different 
sponsorship levels available. 

The sponsorship packet can be viewed at 
http://phumc.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/
Sponsorship-Packet-021019.pdf. 

Vendor spots for businesses are also available, 
and a vendor application can be found here http://
phumc.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/Vendor-
Application.pdf. 

Applications must be returned to Pulaski 
Heights UMC by March 22.

Mac-N-Cheez Mania 
makes its way to Little Rock

By Caleb Hennington
Digital Content Editor,     @arumceditor
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Ten years ago, when St. James was expanding their 
church to add a gymnasium they wanted it to be 
used for more than just youth group 
games and evening parishioner 
athletics. They wanted something 

that would bring the community together 
in fellowship inside the gym walls. A search 
committee set out to see what they could find that 
had already seen success and they found Upward 
Youth Basketball program. They went to Dallas, 
Texas to learn how the program worked and how 
they could build the same outreach program at 
St. James First United Methodist Church in Little 
Rock. 

Upward Youth Basketball program has at 
least one church that houses the program. The 
basketball program is for K-6th graders who want 
to learn basketball and play against other teams. 
The parents register their child’s age and gender 
with the online Upward link which is provided by 
the program free of charge as a simple tool. The 
parents are requested to pay $85 for their child to 
participate in eight weeks’ worth of practices and 
games. The money charged pays for the Upward 
uniform and curriculum which is how the brand 
makes money, and the church does not have any 
investment other than the gym and the balls. 

They build in late fees on registrations that in turn pay 
for scholarships for students who may not be able to afford to 
play. Upward Youth Basketball provides weekly coaching skills 
curriculum and scripture devotion for each practice and half-
time of each game, so no volunteer has to be an expert at either. 
They just have to feel called to serve children and their families. 

Upward Basketball does not keep score and has a system 
in place that if you attend all games, each player will have 
equal playing time. The games played are about team building, 
basketball skill development, learning God loves them, and most 
importantly fellowship of players and parents. 

Sean Dunbar came on staff at St. James six years ago and 
added his love of soccer to the program to get even more families 
to walk into the St. James gym. Dunbar introduced futsal – a 
variation of soccer that is played on an inside court instead 
of outside – because it offered soccer kids some inside soccer 
skill competition in their offseason. He runs basketball all day 
Saturday and futsal Friday nights and Saturday nights. 

The Friday night futsal games just “happen” to overlap with 
Youth Group Live going on in the free space next to the gym, 
so many of the teens from futsal venture over to the St. James 
youth group fun while waiting for their next game. Dunbar is 

passionate about this ministry; so passionate that he finds himself 
working double-time during January and February each year. 
He says that more churches are needed to join in the Upward 
ministry. St. James is the only one in central Arkansas, and 
he thinks churches are missing the opportunity to serve their 

communities. 
Here are some hard numbers that Dunbar was able to share 

about those who take part in the Upward Athletics program at 
St. James. There are currently 279 children enrolled in St. James 
Upward program. He had to turn 100 away because they didn’t 
have enough practice space to add more than the 32 teams they 
already practice. Forty-one percent of those kids are unaffiliated 
with a church. Twenty-six percent are affiliated with a UMC 
church. Thirteen percent of the participating Upward players are 
from St. James. I will end by sharing a quote from a father who is 
not a member but wrote an article about the work being done at 
St. James under the leadership of Sean Dunbar and the St. James 
Mission team.

“Thank you, St. James, for opening your doors to serve the youths 
of central Arkansas – even those who are not church members. It has 
allowed kids to become better athletes in the right kind of environment, 
gives kids an opportunity to play basketball and soccer in ways otherwise 
unavailable, and opens the doors of the church to do it all with the 
presence of God in the background.”

- Matt Dishongh

Upward and Onward
By Melinda Shunk
Children’s Ministry Coordinator
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Top: a group of young girls huddle during a timeout at an Upward 
basketball game.

Left: the young boys groups wait to start their game.

Right: Two volunteer referees for Upward smile for the camera. 
|| Photos provided by Sean Dunbar.
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The theme for this year’s Veritas was 360: Completely Transformed. The weekend 
focused on not only how we could completely transform our lives to be more God-
centered but also the people and environment around us. 

The speaker, Tim Palmer, did an amazing job at relating to us. He not only 
tried to help us develop ways to have a more God-centered view on the world and 

ourselves, but he also gave some of his personal stories and experiences about how his view has been 
completely transformed, or when he witnessed someone with a God-centered life. 

With the special General Conference so close to Veritas, all 1,400 of us stood in that ballroom 
and prayed together. We prayed that no matter what decision was made, we would continue to lead 
with love and openness toward anyone and everyone because that is the Methodist church in which 
we all grew up. We were all completely transformed in that moment of affirmation to ourselves and 
everyone else in that room.

I can honestly say that this was one of the best Veritas events I have ever attended. I can’t even 
give a specific reason why. It was the atmosphere and the people there. It was the worship and 
hearing all 1,400 voices become one as we sang with the band. It was the connection that we all had 
together because of other events. It wasn’t just one thing; it was so many little things that we couldn’t 
pinpoint just one. 

Probably my favorite part of Veritas was at the last worship right after communion, Bishop 
Gary Mueller asked all of the youth who felt a call to ministry to go up to the front, and there were 
so many that walked up there. It was just a really cool moment as we stood there all supporting 
each other. Even if we had never met before, we were all at that specific place in our lives, trying 
to discern a call into ministry. Everyone that went up there had their arms wrapped around each 
other as we sang one last song, then Bishop Mueller prayed over those people with the rest of the 
convention center. 

It was something new, but for me, it was one of the most memorable parts of Veritas.

- By Shelby Kirk
ACCYM Youth, Greenbrier First UMC

Completely Transformed
Veritas 360 brings 1,400 youth to Rogers, Arkansas



Above: Bishop Gary Mueller leads communion at Veritas 360.
||All photos by ACCYM Media Taskforce
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Tim Palmer, speaker at 
Veritas 360.
|| Photo by ACCYM Media 
Taskforce

For All Seasons 
led worship 
during the 
Veritas 
weekend.
|| Photo by 
ACCYM Media 
Taskforce

John Mark Mathis, president of 
ACCYM, leads a prayer before 
communion on the last day 
of Veritas. || Photo by ACCYM 
Media Taskforce



A R K A N S A S  U N I T E D  M E T H O D I S T25 A R U M C . O R G

Pictures from
General
Conference

The called Special Session of General Conference took 
place from Feb. 23 - 26 in St. Louis, Missouri. The 
conference was called to address human sexuality 
and the church’s struggle with ordaining LGBTQIA 
clergy and the performance of same sex marriages 

within United Methodist Churches.
After a day of prayer on Saturday, delegates began their 

work on Sunday and continued debating and amending petitions 
through Tuesday evening.

At the end of the conference, the Traditional Plan, which 
reaffirms the church’s current understanding on human sexuality as 
well as adds new measures to discipline those who violate the Book 
of Discipline, was passed by a vote of 438 to 384.

The One Church Plan, which was presented as the moderate 
or centrist approach, failed to pass by a minority report by a vote of 
374 to 449.

Before the conclusion of General Conference, a motion was 
passed for the Judicial Council to review all petitions which passed 
through the plenary session. The Judicial Council will review these 
petitions at their next scheduled meeting, April 23 - 25 in Evanston, 
Illinois. For more on General Conference, visit the News page of 
arumc.org to find all of the daily reports.

Arkansas delegates to General Conference. From left to right (top): Asa Whitaker, John Miles II, 
Karen Millar, Mark Norman, Todd Burris, (bottom) Rebekah Miles, Karon Mann, and Dede Roberts. 
|| Photo by Stephen Coburn

Siblings John Miles and Rebekah Miles share a 
conversation during General Conference. 
|| Photo by Stephen Coburn



Left: Bishops join delegates to 
pray before the final vote on 
the Traditional Plan at General 
Conference.

Bottom Left: Bishop Gary 
Mueller prays during the 
Saturday Day of Prayer at 
General Conference.

Below: Arkansans from all over 
the state gathered together 
to watch General Conference, 
including a group of students 
from Hendrix College, the 
University of Arkansas at 
Fayetteville, Arkansas State 
University, the University of 
Central Arkansas, and others.
|| Photos by Stephen Coburn
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A New Form of Church

Top: Rev. Michael Beck, pastor of 
Wildwood UMC in Wildwood, Florida, 
speaks to the gathered group at Vision 
Day to speak about Fresh Expressions of 
the church.

Left: A group of clergy and laity gathered 
at Trinity United Methodist Church on 
March 2 to hear ways in which they could 
implement Fresh Expressions in their 
own communities.   || Photos by Caleb 
Hennington

Pastors and church leaders 
from across Arkansas 
gathered together on 
March 2 at Trinity 
UMC in Little Rock to 

hear about Fresh Expressions, a way 
of cultivating new forms of church 
alongside existing congregations.

The Rev. Michael Beck, pastor 
of Wildwood UMC in Wildwood, 
Florida, and Travis Collins, senior 
pastor of the First Baptist Church in 
Huntsville, Alabama, presented an 
all-day seminar called Vision Day.

Attendees learned that church 
doesn’t have to exist only inside 
the walls of a church building and 
were given examples of new forms 
of church, like restaurant church, 
addiction recovery church, and 
tattoo shop church.

According to its website, Fresh 
Expressions is about “empowering 
and equipping God’s people to 
develop creative expressions of 
church that can reach the increasing 
diversity of our society.”

Check out pictures of the day, 
and visit https://freshexpressionsus.
org/ to learn more.

Fresh Expressions Vision Day brings church to unreached communities
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Top Left: Bishop Gary Mueller opens Vision Day with a word of prayer.

Left: Rev. Keith Coker purchases a book on Fresh Expressions from Rev. 
Dede Roberts on Vision Day

Bottom: Travis Collins, a Baptist pastor, speaks to the group on how 
his church has partnered with UM churches for Fresh Expressions 
communities.   || Photos by Caleb Hennington

Rev. Andrea’ Cummings sings during morning 
worship, led by Rev. Bud Reeves.  
|| Photo by Caleb Hennington



A R K A N S A S  U N I T E D  M E T H O D I S T29 A R U M C . O R G

Tornado
There was a lot going on in the middle of the country to 

begin February. It felt like winter to the north and west, but 
conditions were more like spring in Arkansas. With vastly 
different air masses colliding, there was a wide variety of weather 
conditions. Areas of snow and ice were ongoing during the wee 
hours of Feb. 7 from the Plains to the upper Midwest. In milder 
air from southern Missouri to the Ohio Valley, there was a  
potential for severe storms in Northern Arkansas.

The event started with thunderstorms moving from 
Northeast Oklahoma into Northwest Arkansas around 2 a.m. 
CST. Initially, storms struggled to become severe. One storm 
managed to ramp up as it headed from Northwest Searcy 
County into Southern Marion County.

According to the National Weather Service in Little Rock, 
shortly before 4:30 a.m. CST, this storm produced a weak 
tornado (rated EF1) south of Yellville (Marion County). It 
was the first tornado of 2019 in the state. Numerous trees and 
power lines were downed, with a few trees landing on houses 
and blocking Highway 14 temporarily. Several mobile homes 
were destroyed. At least three people were trapped in damaged 
structures, with one injury reported.

Preliminary assessments by emergency management 
identified nine homes damaged and two destroyed as of Feb. 12.

The American Red Cross referred two survivors they feel 
will need further assistance. Emergency Management referred 
one and confirmed the previous two from Red Cross. 

Byron and Janice Mann of Arkansas Conference Disaster 
Response spoke with the three families whose homes were 
destroyed and who needed assistance in recovery. Resources are 
very limited after completing the last recovery project. Anyone 
wanting to help can donate at www.arumc.org or designate 
“Disaster Response” and mail to:

Arkansas Conference
P.O. Box 55588
Little Rock, AR 72215  

Disaster Response WANTS YOU!  
Local church involvement when disaster strikes is vital in 

assisting individuals and families affected. Disaster Response 
wants to help local churches understand how important they are 
as partners in this ministry. We would love to come talk to your 
group, class, or church and begin a partnership that will make 
a meaningful difference when disaster strikes. Contact Janice at 
disaster@arumc.org to find out more.

Disaster Basic Early Response Team 
Training

Saturday, April 6, 9 a.m. - 5 p.m.
Harrison FUMC 
Email disaster@arumc.org to register.
Registration deadline is Monday, April 1.
Registration fee is $20 to cover training materials and lunch.   

Temporary housing
Many times after a disaster, temporary housing in the form 

of a camper home is a good match for an individual, couple or 
small family. Sometimes other forms of temporary housing are 
not feasible for whatever reason. Disaster response has provided 
a used camper home on several occasions in certain situations.  
Anyone who has a retired camper trailer and is ready to part 
with it, please consider donating it to a family affected by disaster.  
A donation receipt for the market value can be provided.  
Contact Byron at vim@arumc.org for more information.

Current In-Conference VIM projects:
• ECHO Village
• Crawford County Tornado Recovery
• Delta Dream Facility Repair
Contact Byron at vim@arumc.org for more information and 

to schedule.

Follow us on Facebook - https://goo.gl/tPV1mE

We’re on the website now!!
Arkansas Volunteers in Mission and Disaster Response now 

has a page on the arumc.org website.
Check it out at https://arumc.org/our-ministries/vim-and-dr/
There is lots of good information there for individuals, 

teams, and local churches.

Disaster Response aids in 
aftermath of Yellville tornado
By Janice Mann
VIM/Disaster Response Coordinator
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Damage from an EF1 tornado that hit just 
south of Yellville in Marion County on Feb. 7. 
|| Photos provided by Janice Mann




