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Bruce’s Blog
My Friends,

Christmas Pageants are a wonderful way to tell the story of the season! 

I’ve seen my share of them over the course of my ministry, and long before I 
wore a minister’s robe, I wore the costume robes for many a Christmas Pageant.

I was tall for my age, and I was ‘type-
cast’ as Joseph. I guess I looked serious 
enough to pass for a righteous Joseph!

Always Joseph…never a Wise Man. 
I sure envied those silky robes and 
sequined crowns that the Wise Men 

wore. I just stood there silently jealous on the inside as they 
made a big show of presenting their glitzy gifts. They looked 
so cool; all I had was my father’s faded terry-cloth robe!

I am reminded of this every Advent season as we get so stressed out and wrapped up in all the 
personal pageantry and glamor and glitz of our Christmas. 

We become so focused on making sure everything is perfectly in place for us that we forget who 
and what the story is all about. We become so wrapped up in our Christmas story that we neglect 
the baby Jesus wrapped in swaddling cloths.

Let us remember that that we come to the season with our gifts and our songs, our pageants and 
our Christmas memories, all to stand around a manger in a stable, to worship and celebrate, to 
rejoice in the birth of the Christ child.

I pray God’s blessings for you this Advent season.
Thanks and blessings,
Bruce Lancaster, Interim Senior Pastor

Save the Date
December 2

Food Sunday

First Sunday of Advent
“The Story in Song”
Sermon Series begins

Fellowship@First:
Advent Workshop, 12:00 p.m.

December 5
“Once Upon a Story”

Christmas Tea, 2:00 p.m.

December 6
PTP Christmas 

Art Tour, 9:30 a.m.

December 9
Christmas Pageant 

& Dinner, 5:00 p.m.

December 16

A Festival of Lessons & Carols
8:45 & 11:00 a.m.

Holiday Benevolence Market
9:00 a.m. - 1:00 p.m.

December 23
One Service, 10:00 a.m. 
Christmas Joy Offering

December 30
One Service, 10:00 a.m. 

2017 FPC Christmas Pageant

ADVENT + CHRISTMAS @ FPC

Please visit our website, firstpresathens.org, for more information on our 
Advent and Christmas services, activities, and giving opportunities as we 
prepare for the coming of our Savior, Jesus Christ.

Fellowship@First: Advent Workshop
Sunday, December 2, 12:00 p.m., Fellowship Hall

	 4 Brunch         4	Wreath-making 
4	Christmas cookie special project 
4	Christmas Pageant costumes December 24

Christmas Eve
Child-Friendly Service 

4:00 p.m. 

Candlelight Services 
6:00 & 8:00 p.m. 



Music Notes
I wrote earlier about this past summer’s Worship and Music Conference at Montreat, “Sacraments and Seasons,” in which 
we were led through the liturgical seasons. Going through the liturgical calendar, the story of God’s people is read or told 
and heard. We repeat our story (as we should), year after year. At Montreat, I was particularly struck by the Advent and 
Christmas stories, with Mary and Joseph, poor refugees fleeing from Bethlehem to Egypt for their lives and the life of their 
child. I couldn’t help but notice the similarities with current events. When I asked the conference preacher about this, he 
made a good point. He said we read these same familiar stories every year. The stories don’t change but we change, and we 
hear the stories from a new perspective.

The Advent/Christmas season brings traditions that many of us love. Music of the season is particularly meaningful. It brings 
memories, hopefully good, and it brings comfort and beauty into our lives. We are living in troubled times. Recently we 
celebrated Armistice Day, the anniversary of the cessation of hostility in World War I in 1918. A great Christmas tradition, 
Lessons and Carols, was started at King’s College in 1918 by a former chaplain who had served in World War I. People 
then were living in troubled times, dealing with grief over the thousands who died in that war. Many felt their faith shaken. 
That former chaplain, Eric Milner-White, wrote of Lessons and Carols, “the main theme is the development of the loving 
purposes of God, from the Creation to the Incarnation.” 

My hope is that the music we make in this church during this 
season will offer hope and comfort to all. As Edmund Hamilton 
Sears wrote in It Came Upon the Midnight Clear, “And you, 
beneath life’s crushing load, whose forms are bending low, who 
toil along the climbing way with painful steps and slow, look 
now, for glad and golden hours come swiftly on the wing: O, 
rest beside the weary road, and hear the angels sing.”

Soli Deo Gloria (To God alone be the Glory),
John Coble, Director of Music and Organist

Incarnation
Christmas is all about incarnation, God “now in flesh appearing,” as we 
sing in the carol. Flesh is messy. Flesh is painful. Flesh is vulnerable. Just ask 
Mary, who gave birth in a barn. Or any woman who has given birth, even 
in a modern hospital. Or any human being, for that matter. The human 
experience is messy, painful, and vulnerable.  God becoming one of us is a 
profoundly radical move on God’s part. Beneath all the tinsel and eggnog, 
this is what we celebrate: a drooling baby swaddled in a feed trough, a man 

weeping at the grave of his friend Lazarus, a convict executed by the Roman state. In the 
very human Jesus we see the fulfillment of God’s love and desire to be present and living 
among us, complete with all its blood, sweat, and tears.We see God’s compassion em-bodied.

Paul came up with a striking turn of phrase for the church. He called it the “body of Christ.” Hence, Christians continue to embody 
divine love as we are compassionate toward others. When life’s slings and arrows assault our flesh and our spirit, the church is present 
not just with comforting words but food (think soup kitchens), medicine (think medical missions), and shelter (think programs like 
Interfaith Hospitality Network of Athens). In the wake of hurricanes this fall, members of this congregation gave $500 to Presbyterian 
Disaster Assistance (as well as many members who contributed directly to PDA), $3,000 to relief efforts in Flint River (GA) Presbytery, 
and through members of the New Voices Sunday School class, approximately $2,200 to West New Bern (NC) Presbyterian Church 
for its ministry to those devastated by Hurricane Michael. In these and so many other ways, we are embodying the love of God in very 
tangible terms.  

Christmas grace and peace,
Carol Strickland, Associate Pastor

A Festival of 
Lessons and Carols

December 16
8:45 & 11:00 a.m.

Led by the 
Chancel Choir & 

Celebration Singers

Commitment Sunday Update: Stories of Generosity
The early responses to Commitment Sunday were very good. Thank you to everyone who has already pledged. 

There are still a number of members from whom we hope to hear. It will help our church leaders plan the 2019 
budget if we can receive commitment cards prior to year-end. You may turn in your pledge in the offering plate on 
Sunday, in the church office, or online. Additional commitment cards are available in the Narthex or in the church 
office. Thank you for prayerfully considering your pledge as we share our stories with Athens and the world!



Holiday Meals 
on Wheels 

Each year, FPC members deliver 
holiday meals to relieve regular 
Meals on Wheels drivers. FPC 
also pays for these meals at a cost 
of about $1,100. To help deliver, 
please contact Sally Vandiver, 
sa l ly.vandiver@gmail .com. 
Donations can be made by writing 
a check to FPC with “Meals on 
Wheels” noted on the bottom.

Christmas Joy Offering
December 23

“Every generous act of giving...is 
from above.” James 1:17 Christmas 
is a time for giving in the spirit of 
Christ. Giving to this annual special 
offering assists church workers in 
their time of need and students in 
their time of promise. Please be 
generous on December 23.

Parade of Lights Hospitality
December 6, 5:00 p.m.

We will provide hospitality in the Atrium for the 
Downtown Athens Parade of Lights. We will offer 
refreshments to participants and attendees, and our 
restrooms will be open to the public. 

IHNA Host Week
The very successful term of First Presbyterian IHNA 
Co-Coordinators Patty Whiten and Michelle Clendenen-
Shaw will be coming to a close at the end of December. 
They have coordinated eight successful weeks hosting a 
total of 24 IHNA families over the past two years and have 

facilitated the efforts of an average of 70 volunteers for each week.  

We thank them for a job well done and for the time and 
effort they put forth on behalf of FPC. They contributed 
to the improvement of the lives of these families and the 
Athens community. Thank you, Patty and Michelle! 

Susan Boatwright and Frank Sherrill, Incoming 
IHNA Co-Coordinators

2019 IHNA Host Weeks:
February 10-17

April 14-21 

August 18-25

October 28-November 3

Food Sunday 
On Sunday, December 2, we 
will be collecting non-perishable 
food items for the Athens-Area 
Emergency Food Bank. 

This month they are requesting:
w toiletries

w cleaning products

w paper products
(tissue, paper towels, etc.)

Thank you for donating 268 items 
on November 4 and 3,251 items 
in Thanksgiving Food Bags on 
November 11! Your generosity 
makes a difference.

Holiday Benevolence Market
December 16, 9:00 a.m. - 1:00 p.m.

This year’s Holiday Benevolence Market will be back in our Fellowship Hall. Come 
visit the nearly 30 local non-profit agencies that will have booths set up so you can learn 
more about the great work being done in our community.

For 24 years, the Holiday Benevolence Market has provided a 
way to give symbolic gifts to friends and families while helping 
non-profit agencies continue their work.

For those who want to shop early, “shopping lists” will be available 
in the Narthex and church office beginning December 2 and a 
table will be set up in the Atrium on Sunday, December 9.

Denise Horton, Mission & Outreach Commission

Casa de Amistad Baskets
Please help provide low-income Hispanic families with 
food for a special Christmas meal. You may write a check 
to FPC for $40.00 marked, “Casa Baskets” by December 
2 and the shopping will be done for you! 

Or fill a laundry basket, large bucket, or other reusable 
container with the items listed on the church website. 
Baskets are due to the church by December 9. Gracias!



Children’s Ministry Update
We are looking forward to a wonderful Advent Season in the Children’s Ministry! Please mark your calendars with these dates: 

Advent Sundays in Sunday School and Children’s Church, December 2, 9, 16
Children ages Pre-Kindergarten – 5th Grade will experience the Godly Play story of Advent in Sunday School during the 
first three Sundays in December. This is a wonderful story that will help the children understand the significance of the Advent 
wreath candles as well as why it is so important to take time to get ready for Christmas.    

“During this time, we are all on our way to Bethlehem. We are all making the journey. We are all getting ready to enter the Mystery 
of Christmas, so let’s go with the prophets, the Holy Family, the shepherds, the angels, the Magi and all the rest to make the journey 
that was not just back then. It is also now.”    – Advent, Godly Play

During Children’s Church, the children will hear many sweet short stories about Benjamin Bear and his 
journey to Bethlehem in the Advent Storybook by Antonie Schneider. This is a lovely book filled with 24 
meaningful short stories that you may want to continue reading at home with your children. 

Advent Workshop, Sunday, December 2, 12:00 -2:00 p.m.
We hope all will be able to join us for this new Advent tradition. We will begin this special 
fellowship time with brunch and then create Advent wreaths, prepare Christmas cookie tins for our home-
bound members, and finalize Christmas Pageant roles and costumes. We will provide the basics to make an 
Advent wreath; please bring greenery from your yard or Christmas tree trimmings and 1-2 dozen cookies.

Christmas Pageant and Dinner, Sunday, December 9, 5:00 p.m.
Children ages three-years-old – 5th Grade are invited to take part in our annual Christmas Pageant. We will have one rehearsal 
on Saturday, December 8 at 9:00 a.m. in the sanctuary. On the day of the pageant, please bring your children to Fellowship Hall 
by 4:30 p.m. so that they’ll have plenty of time to get into their costumes and get ready for this magical evening. The pageant 
will begin at 5:00 p.m. in the Sanctuary and will be followed by dinner in Fellowship Hall. 

There is no charge for the Christmas dinner but reservations are requested online or with the church office by December 3.

A Festival of Lessons and Carols, Sunday, December 16 
All children, Pre-Kindergarten – 5th Grade, are invited to remain in worship to enjoy this special worship service. We will not 
have Children’s Church. 

A Very Merry Children’s Church, Sunday morning, December 23, 10:00 a.m.
All children, Pre-Kindergarten – 5th Grade are invited to Children’s Church during the 10:00 a.m. worship service. Wear 
your favorite Christmas outfit and come enjoy Christmas goodies and an important reminder from Charlie Brown and The 
Peanuts about what Christmas is truly all about. 

Christmas Eve Child-Friendly Service, Monday afternoon, December 24
Children of all ages are invited to our child-friendly service at 4:00 p.m. on Christmas Eve.   

Merry Christmas everyone!   Natalie Bishop, Director of Children’s Ministries



Youth Ministry News

Advent in the Neighborhood
Like many of you, I grew up with Mr. Rogers Neighborhood. From listening for the trolley to watching him put on his 
sweater and lace up his shoes, Mr. Rogers brought a sense of comfort and peace to my young world. I did not get to see the 
new documentary on his life, Won’t You Be My Neighbor, when it came out in theaters, so I took a risk and decided to show 
it in youth group. Almost all of the 11-17 year-olds present had never watched this classic PBS show before. I was nervous. 
There are no special effects. His voice is quiet and cadence, slow. There are literal puppets. What would this generation 
used to Cartoon Network and video games think? SILENCE. The room was silent as our young people experienced the 
same sense of wonder that we did as children watching him. Mr. Rogers was one-of-a-kind and his radical message needs 
to be heard today as much as it was needed in 1968. This Advent Season, I encourage you to watch this movie as a family 
and to choose one of his many quotes to help shape this time of waiting for the birth of Jesus. Here are a few of my favorites:

Kim Ness, Director of Youth Ministries

Youth Group This Month
December 2

All families are encouraged to participate in the Advent Workshop from 12:00-2:00 p.m.!
No Middle School youth group

High School Christmas Party at Kim’s house 

December 9
We hope to see everyone at the Christmas Pageant and Dinner at 5:00 p.m.!

Middle School Christmas Party in The PIT
No High School youth group

“Love isn’t a state of perfect caring. It is an active noun like ‘struggle.’ 
To love someone is to strive to accept that person exactly the way he or she is, right here and now.”

“If you could only sense how important you are to the lives of those you meet; how important you can be to the people 
you may never even dream of. There is something of yourself that you leave at every meeting with another person.”

“It’s not so much what we have in this life that matters. It’s what we do with what we have.”

“There are three ways to ultimate success: The first way is to be kind. 
The second way is to be kind. The third way is to be kind.”

 – Fred Rogers

Snapshots from the 30 Hour Famine

Reflections from the 30 Hour Famine 
This year’s 30 Hour Famine focused on hunger here in Athens and used Micah 6:8 as a framework 
for response to the needs of our community. Here are a few of their commitments:

DO JUSTICE
I will try to understand other people’s point of view and not judge.
I will stand up for people that can’t defend themselves.

WALK HUMBLY
I will pray for other people and be respectful to them because we are all the same just with different circumstances.
I will pray for others and listen for God.

LOVE KINDNESS
I will always be there to help others and tell their stories through writing.
I will be a friend to everyone and get to know my community.



Flower Dedications 
The following dates are available to 
dedicate flowers for Sunday worship: 
December 9, 16 and 23. The cost 
for two arrangements is $100. Please 
contact Lucy Bell Johnson, lbell@
firstpresathens.org or (706) 543-4338 
to schedule a date.

Looking Ahead
January 9

Fellowship@First: Pizza Night
January 15

Martin Luther King, Jr. 
Day of Service

January 16
Wed@First Programs Begin

January 27
Congregational Meeting and Lunch

February 3
Youth Sunday
February 6

Fellowship@First: Pizza Night
February 8-9
Session Retreat
February 8-10
Youth Ski Trip

February 10-17
IHNA Host Week

February 10, 17, 24
New Member Class

February 17
Red Cross Blood Drive

October Financial
Information

Total Oct Revenue      $86,674
Budgeted Oct Revenue     $91,324
Total Revenue YTD        $978,643

Total Oct Expenses   $98,803
Budgeted Oct Expenses  $102,812
Total Expenses YTD       $1,094,307

PTP Christmas Art Tour
Thursday, December 6, 9:30 a.m.

Have you visited the “best two art places outside Atlanta in 
the state of Georgia?” Southern Living magazine described 
Happy Valley Pottery and the Chappelle Gallery, in Oconee 
County just south of Athens, as local artistic treasures. 

The Primetime Presbyterians invite anyone interested to our next event. It will 
include a charming 20-minute drive along a winding road by pastures, beautiful 
homes, ranches, and lakes arriving at our destination: an abandoned chicken farm 
turned into an artists’ community in the 1970s. We will be greeted and receive some 
background history of the site by owners Jerry and Kathy Chappelle. Demonstrations 
of raku, glass-blowing, and pottery making by resident artists will follow. Ready 
to begin your Christmas shopping? Browsing in the gift shop concludes our tour. 
Afterwards we will enjoy lunch at Girasoles in downtown Watkinsville. 

We will meet at the Kohl’s parking lot at 9:30 a.m. The church van will be 
available. Please RSVP to Phyllis Crowell, 706-543-9561 or crowellpm@aol.com 
by December 4.

“Once Upon a Story” Christmas Tea
Wednesday, December 5, 2:00 p.m.

All are welcome to the annual Christmas Tea hosted by the 
Senior Adult Ministry. This year’s event will feature The 
Mellows, a reading of the Christmas Story, and special music. 
We are happy to assist with any transportation needs.

Christmas Pageant & Dinner
Sunday, December 9, 5:00 p.m.

Everyone is invited to embrace the true meaning of Christmas as told by our children. 
(Parents, please see the Children’s Ministry Update, 
page 4, for details.) The pageant will begin at 5:00 
p.m. in the Sanctuary and will be followed by dinner 
in Fellowship Hall. 

There is no charge for the Christmas dinner but 
reservations are requested online or with the church 
office by December 3.

Website Interns

Thank you to Yamini Pulusu, who has just completed one and a 
half years with us as our Website Technician. During her time at 
FPC she was invaluable in the maintenance of our website. Yamini 
also implemented much of our new emphasis on Facebook. We 
congratulate her on her graduation from the Terry College of 
Business at the University of Georgia with a degree in Management 
Information Systems. She will begin a position in January as a 
consultant at Manhattan Associates in Atlanta.

Pavani Gadde joined us in November as our Website Technician. 
She is currently in her fourth year at the University of Georgia 
seeking a degree in Management Information Systems and 
Finance. Pavani grew up in India and moved to the United States 
in the fourth grade. She loves to hike, look for new places to eat, 
and spend time with her family. 



Stories of the Faithful: 
The Christmas Story

Our Church Family
Congratulations to:

Tristan and Jessica Padgett Venables on the birth of their daughter, 
Hollis Brooke Venables on October 17, 2018. 

Hollis is the granddaughter of Lee and Becky Padgett.

Will Corry, son of Mac and Jody Corry, on being named Player of the Week 
for the Old Dominion Athletic Conference. Will is a junior linebacker at 

Washington and Lee University in Virginia.

Christian Sympathy to:
Sara Kipp and family on the loss of her brother, Thomas Harold Webb. 

Tom Landrum and family on the loss of his mother, Mary Steel Landrum.

Jean Martin-Williams and family on the loss of her father, Raymond Jones Martin.

Carol Strickland and family on the loss of her mother, Frances Dudley Strickland.

Chuck Swank and family on the loss of his mother, Norma Jeanne Swank.

Dec  1 John  1:1-5
Dec  2 Luke  1:5-17
Dec  3 Luke  1:18-24
Dec  4 Luke  1:26-38
Dec  5 Matthew  1:18-21
Dec  6 Luke  1:39-45
Dec  7 Luke  1:46-56
Dec  8 John  1:6-9
Dec  9 Luke  1:57-66
Dec  10 Luke  1:67-80
Dec  11 Luke  2:1-7
Dec  12 Matthew  1:22-25
Dec  13 Luke  2:8-14
Dec  14 Luke  2:15-21
Dec  15 Luke  2:22-24
Dec  16 Luke  2:25-32
Dec  17 Luke  2:33-35
Dec  18 Luke  2:36-38
Dec  19 Matthew  2:1-6
Dec  20 Matthew  2:7-12
Dec  21 Matthew  2:13-15
Dec  22 Matthew  2:16-18
Dec  23 Matthew  2:19-23
Dec  24 Luke  2:39-40
Dec  25 Isaiah  9:2-7
Dec  26 Psalm  98:1-9
Dec  27 Isaiah  11:1-5
Dec  28 Isaiah  11:6-9
Dec  29 John  1:10-13
Dec  30 Isaiah  40:27-31
Dec  31 John  1:14-18

Dec 1 Lucy Attaway, Fran Sullivan, 
Liam Towles IV 

Dec 2 Chris Bruner, Matthew Eidell, 
Bill Ramsey, Jr., Sam Thomas

Dec 3 Maggie DeMaria, Gay Neighbors
Dec 4 Lilli Ramsey, Phyllis Razor, 

Chris Rogers, Caroline Smith,  
Chuck Swank

Dec 5 Julia Collins, Jimmy Klein, Sr., 
Caroline Randa, Debbie Veness

Dec 6 Jan Noble
Dec 7 Harris Earl
Dec 8 Vera Lee-Schoenfeld
Dec 9 William Kirch
Dec 10 Lillian Beck, Evie Doornbos, 

Debbie Schab
Dec 11 Brett Bawcum, Martha Braswell
Dec 13 Gloria Bennett, Matt Bishop, 

Lia Bruner, Sara Kipp, Wallace 
Trapnell

Dec 14 Bert Prestegard, Will Toney, 
John Toney

Dec 15 Harold Maxwell, Mason 
McConnell, Scott Simpson, 
Laura Toney

Dec 16 Bill Adams, Jr., Reid Bangle, 
Thomas Blount, Paula 
Crosby, Hank Logan, Mary 
Catherine Smith

Dec 17 Rachel Carpenter, Ted 
Chaffin, Will Hays III

Dec 18 Nicholas Waldrip
Dec 19 Lee Epting, Katie Milner
Dec 20 Mike Castronis
Dec 21 Claire Coenen, Donna Means, 

Greg Price, Carolina Turner, 
Pat Waldrip

Dec 22 Henley Cook, Leslie 
DeSimone, Barb Laughlin, 
Carlton Mell, Jr., Erin 
Osborne, Lauren Thurston

Dec 23 Edwina Ferguson, Tim Ledford, 
Ernie Lowe, Ally Simmons

Dec 25 Melinda DeMaria, Andy Ward
Dec 26 Elisabeth Hughes
Dec 27 Natalie Bishop, Emily Cox, 

Phyllis Crowell, Gail Smith
Dec 28 Dottie Doornbos, Wallace 

Michalek
Dec 29 Lynn Bowden, Jason 

Doornbos, Carol McKay, Anne 
Hathaway, Kaitlin Messich

Dec 30 Tootsie Adams, Amy Coenen, 
Cate DeMaria, Sue Gray, 
Robyn McDonald, Doris 
Ramsey

Dec 31 Carole Black, Will Donaldson, 
Isabelle Wallace

Newsletter Reminder
Please contact the church office at 
frontdesk@firstpresathens.org or 
706-543-4338 by December 15 if 
you would like to continue receiving 
the paper copy of the newsletter.
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Return Service Requested

Sundays at First Presbyterian Church

1st Sunday of Advent, December 2
The Story in Song: O Come, O Come Emmanuel

Dr. Bruce Lancaster Preaching
Communion Sunday, Food Sunday

2nd Sunday of Advent, December 9
The Story in Song: 

Come, Thou Long Expected Jesus
Dr. Bruce Lancaster Preaching

3rd Sunday of Advent, December 16
A Festival of Lessons & Carols

4th Sunday of Advent, December 23, 
10:00 a.m.

The Story in Song: O Little Town of Bethlehem
Dr. Bruce Lancaster Preaching

Christmas Joy Offering

Christmas Eve, December 24
The Story in Song: Silent Night, Holy Night

Dr. Bruce Lancaster Preaching

Sunday, December 30, 10:00 a.m.
The Story in Song: Song of Simeon

Dr. Carol Strickland Preaching

Worship Schedule 
8:45 & 11:00 a.m.

Except December 23 and December 30

Sunday School for All Ages
9:45 a.m.

No Sunday School on
 December 23 and December 30

Children’s Church
Children Pre-K through Grade 2 may leave with 
Natalie Bishop, Director of Children’s Ministries,  

during the 11:00 a.m. service for Children’s 
Church held in the Children’s Ministry Suite.


