
                               
           May 17, 2020 

First Christian Church    1609 East Ash St.  Goldsboro, NC 27530 
   Church Telephone/Fax: (919) 735-3092   Minister’s Cell: (919) 920-4192     Church email: 

fccgb1609@gmail.com      Minister’s email: pbziemer@gmail.com 

Weekly Conference Calls every Sunday at 9:45 AM and every Wednesday at 6:45 PM.  

Here is all you do: Dial 712-770-5505 and then wait for instructions to enter access 

code, which is 300904#. 
   

Welcome to Worship! Visit us online at www.firstchristiangoldsboro.org  for 

several videos posted by 9:00 AM each Sunday: our Sermon, our Old 

Testament and Epistle Readings by Elders. Our lectionary readings this Sunday   

are: Ps. 66:8-20, Acts 17:22-31, I Peter 3:13-22 and John 14:15-21. 

 
Ready for some more special music?  Yes, we are! Please enjoy the following 

music: Tom Casey’s musical medleys posted online, a link to Donna Griffin 

Davenport’s Mother’s Day Piano Duets Concert from Snyder Memorial Baptist 

Church Facebook page, which is posted on our website. Watch on our website  

after May 17 for another link to a violin and piano concert in memory of the 

birthday of Donna’s father, and Norma’s husband, A. W. Griffin. Also, look for 

three more medleys from Tom Casey in the weeks ahead: a Communion Medley,  

a Memorial Day Medley, and a Pentecost Medley with some of our favorite 

“Spirit” songs!    

 
  A reminder to send Andrew (goacanes87@gmail.com) pictures of any graduates 

you would like us to remember and send Penny (pbziemer@gmail.com or text to 

919-920-4192) names, family connections, school info, and future plans by May 

24, 2020. We want to celebrate them in our June Newsletter Thanks!  

 
Some addresses:  Mary Ellen Ham  Willow Creek Nursing/Rehab Center Room 1007                

                                         2401 Wayne Memorial Drive Goldsboro, NC 27534                                           

                  Mary Anne Cowley 225 West Park St. Cary, NC 27511  
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Coming to the Altars 

Aren’t you ready to go somewhere? How many of you remember being greeted by a 

friendly face as you entered the office of the American Automobile Association – 

AAA? Maybe you watched as the agent produced a small book for you -with pages 

you could turn. Next you watched the meandering of a neon colored marker wind 

its way from the top of each page to the bottom, or vice versa, as the person 

traced your route. What you left with was a terrible waste of paper and this curly 

spiral plastic binding that wouldn’t decompose for many years, (true, GPS is better 

in so many ways), but leaving the AAA office, you also had in your very hands a 

potential narrative, a real story about to unfold!  

Alright/allright, we have been cooped up inside too long and are ready to go 

somewhere. I know we are keeping our distance as we move out, and I suspect 

when folks venture out for Memorial Day vacations, they may still be lured to 

move off road, away from crowds. That’s a good thing. Amazing things happen 

when we move off road.  Often in the middle of nowhere, we find God when we are 

wandering, lost, off the beaten path. Have you found that to be true? It’s possible 

to take a trip and not leave anything of ourselves behind, nor receive anything to 

carry with us, but a pilgrimage is different.  A pilgrimage is a journey we make in 

expectation of leaving something of ourselves behind and encountering something 

or someone who will transform us. If the goal of traveling is merely to get from 

point A to point B with no expectation of encountering the unexpected, of meeting 

God, others or even running into ourselves along the way, we have lost our biblical 

calling and our imagination.  As Paul stood in front of the Areopagus in our reading 

from Acts 17, he found an altar with the inscription, “to an unknown god.” 

Ironically, altars in our Biblical story were places where God might be found so 

today let’s take a pilgrimage retracing the paths of some folks there who were 

transformed at altars. 

The first thing we notice about Biblical altars is they were places to sacrifice 

something dead to God.  Even before Israel was given clear and highly ritualized 

instructions on how to prepare sacrifices in the more formal settings of the 

Tabernacle and the Temple, we find altars off the beaten path, so don’t ignore 

that pile of rocks heaped up out in the wild. Chances are that was a place someone 



lost and found God or lost and found themselves and made an altar which told that 

story to those who would pass that way. Noah heaps some stone to burn clean 

animals in thanksgiving for not drowning in the flood; Abraham built an altar at 

the place God appeared to him promising his offspring a place where they could 

prosper. He even built an altar on the place God provided a ram to save his son 

Isaac from dying. Altars were dangerous places, places you risked losing yourself, 

your family, or your future.  

But the second point is this, altars were also places you found new life if you were 

willing to lay your old self down. They were places you and I, like the patriarch 

Jacob in Genesis, whose name means “one who grabs,” might struggle giving that 

nature up, and even wrestle with God, leaving with a limp, but also leaving with a 

new name, Israel, and an amazing new identity and legacy. Altars were the 

evidence you left a different person behind and left as a different person and 

carried this message to all who found them, “I found God here. I struggled with 

God here. I found myself here. Don’t pass by this way until you are transformed 

too.”  I suppose if we all paused to lay down a few rocks  every time God showed 

up to save us, there would be piles all over the place.  

 A third thing comes to mind about altars. There is nothing sentimental about 

them. They were also often gory and gruesome, places where certain animals, 

deemed clean under the law, were sacrificed to atone for the sins of others. They 

died so humans didn’t have to. The animal rights people would have gone berserk. 

Few of us today have the experience of killing animals unless we like to hunt. My 

experiences with hunting began at the age of 8 with a 22 rifle that wouldn’t pose 

much of a threat in my hands to the dove or quail, or deer we pursued. I just 

couldn’t bring myself to love that ritual, but I did love being with my father and 

occasionally some cousins or others; I loved the cold splash of water in my face 

from crouching behind wet ambushes, as the bird dogs did what they lived for, 

jumping through wet areas chasing whatever was shot, and the fresh crisp energy 

in the air on cool fall days. Killing animals was a part of life on the farm. My 

grandmother, Emma Wisianna, thought nothing of slipping her hand in a tow sack, 

grabbing Sunday dinner by the neck and wringing the poor neck off a bird that 

would be heaped on a plate a few days later along with some mashed potatoes and 

whatever was boiled in the pot that day – cabbage, green beans, rutabaga, 



collards. In some Native American lore, there were rituals for asking forgiveness 

of the animal about to be killed before the great hunts and superstitions about 

being haunted by any animals slaughtered without even as much as a thank you. 

This business of Sunday dinner was a ritual for most country folk- the poor thing 

was not called the gospel bird for nothing, but it’s a stretch to say we sacrificed 

him for the sacred, unless feeding the biggest piece of the poor critter to the 

preacher coming to dinner that day counted. My aunt Bobbie, on the other hand, 

vividly remembers how her mama, grandmama Carrie, was so squeamish about the 

thought of killing the poor birds they raised, that Bobbie’s heart sank when she 

was summoned to carry a live chicken from the family coop to the willing 

executioner down the beaten path, her grandmama Laurie, who had no qualms 

getting him ready for the pot or pan.  Bobbie declared the other chickens learned 

to scatter when they saw her coming.  

I say all this because there was a time gory hymns were removed from some of 

our hymnals. There were some who felt singing about all that blood somehow 

celebrated the gruesome way Jesus died or glorified violence. There were others 

who felt sanitizing the Cross was not appropriate either, just as we can’t ignore 

the bloodshed of millions of innocent people who have needlessly died. However 

uncomfortable we are with slaughter and the shedding of blood, there is no way to 

sanitize the death of Jesus on the Cross.  When Jesus Christ comes to live among 

us, preach, teach, die on the cross, he became, according to our Christian 

tradition, the final sacrifice. It’s not that we glorify that he bled or that he was 

horribly killed. All that was wrong. We glorify the one who chose to forgive those 

who caused him to bleed. He is the final sacrifice, the ultimate one. His death 

screams to all who will listen, “This violence needs to end, and Jesus ends it in an 

unthinkable way – forgiving his enemies.” No one else needs to die. 

The fifth thing about altars is this – some just need tearing down. “The God who 

made the world and everything in it,” Paul goes on to say in Acts 17,  is “he who is 

Lord of heaven and earth, does not live in shrines made by human hands.”  Like 

Israel, we can erect false altars to our many idols. An idol, someone observed, is 

what we think about most of the time, where our heads and hearts are, what we 

spend our time doing. So, what would those be? Where do we hide our secret 

shrines? In Athens, Paul finds an altar “to an unknown god,” and then goes on to 



say, “I see you are very religious.” The word religious simply means “to be bound 

to.”  What are we bound to? How many of us still have shrines dotting the 

landscapes of our lives?  Where are those altars, enshrining our idols? How many 

times a day do we return to the altar of fear, The altar of resentment? The altar 

of competition?  The altar of depression? The altar of unforgiveness? The altar 

of jealousy?  Are we willing to go on this risky pilgrimage to those habitual  places 

of mind, those attitudes, those ways of being which we “religiously” return to, 

those heaps up stones we plop down to feed our egos, those detours which take us 

away from ourselves, God, and others. In the poem Ozymandias, the poet Shelley, 

writes about a kind of self-centered altar a traveler found in the desert: 

 I met a traveler from an antique land, 

Who said—“Two vast and trunkless legs of stone 

Stand in the desert. . . . Near them, on the sand, 

Half sunk a shattered visage lies, whose frown, 

And wrinkled lip, and sneer of cold command, 

Tell that its sculptor well those passions read 

Which yet survive, stamped on these lifeless things, 

The hand that mocked them, and the heart that fed; 

And on the pedestal, these words appear: 

My name is Ozymandias, King of Kings; 

Look on my Works, ye Mighty, and despair! 

Nothing beside remains. Round the decay 

Of that colossal Wreck, boundless and bare 

The lone and level sands stretch far away. 

 

All the altars we erect will come to nothing, like the stone Ozymandias erected to 

himself in the desert.  Maybe we need to sit on a heap of stone somewhere this 

Memorial Day and not leave until we have remembered a few of our idols and 

decide to tear them down so God can fill us with something more. Hosea 10:2 

speaks about this as he writes, “Their heart is false, now they must bear their 

guilt; The lord will break down their altars and destroy their pillars.”  How can any 

of us bear this guilt?  How will we have the strength to tear down the altars we 

have spent lifetimes enshrining with our special touch? The coming of Jesus as 

the ultimate sacrifice is our only hope.  

A seventh thing comes to mind. If our eyes are open and our hearts, we may find 

potential altars, places we can encounter God, all over the place. One of my 

granddaughter Margaret Penny’s favorite things to do near some water and trees 



where Tom and La used to take her while they were living in Texas, is to build 

altars. She would not call it that, but as I watched her on video not long-ago 

heaping stones up, I wondered if more was going on than meets the eye. Perhaps 

she is discovering what Barbara Brown Taylor would call an “altar in the world.” 

“Whoever you are, “ Brown writes in An Altar in the World, “you are human. 

Wherever you are, you live in the world, which is just waiting for you to notice the 

holiness in it.”  “According to the Talmud,” she goes on, “every blade of grass has 

its own angel bending over it, whispering, “Grow, grow…”; and “earth is so thick 

with divine possibility that it is a wonder we can walk anywhere without cracking 

our shins on altars.” 

All around us are these potential altars, places where God is ready to meet us. I 

have shared before the origin of the license plate of my car. Some years ago, I 

was leaving Duke hospital after visiting several people who were incurably sick. As 

I came out of the hospital parking lot, overwhelmed, I cried out, God, “Where are 

you? Where are you in all this?”   Immediately, a car with this license plate pulled 

ahead of me -B4UIAM. I was so struck; I kept my eyes glued to this plate. I even 

wanted to take the same exit when we parted ways. Now maybe this was simply 

someone saying “Hey, I’m ahead of you,” but for me, it was an altar in the world 

that day, not made of stone, not stationary, but made of metal and moving away 

fast. When I told the young people of the church I was pastoring, they said that I 

needed a license plate to commemorate this encounter, and since I could not have 

the same plate, we came up with WITHUIAM.   

“God is always present,” Rob Bell is credited with saying, “we’re the ones who show 

up.”  I guess so, or who don’t show up. God called me to an altar once in rush-hour 

traffic when all movement stopped. The heap, it turns out, unfortunately was not 

made of stones, but of cars. There was a wreck which brought us to a halting stop 

from which we did not move for quite a while. Once stalled bumper to bumper, I 

felt God inviting me to join the conversation.  I, on the other hand, was in no mood 

to make small talk when there were places to go. God, it turns out, never makes 

small talk.  In that visit, God called me to open my eyes and look all around, to feel 

God’s own heart yearning to heal those injured, to enter those in the car in front, 

behind and on either side, yearning to enter me, calling me away from my list to 

listen to another voice. At an unlikely altar on Hwy 40 East that day, I learned all 



moments are sacred; we are the ones who rush past them, choosing to fill our 

minutes rather than be filled by our moments.  There are so many prayers waiting 

to be prayed, with the help of the Spirit, which often are never prayed. And so, I 

chose to enter the conversation and that spot on the highway became holy ground.  

I would never meet those on that road in the flesh, but I will always know them in 

the spirit, and cherish what might happen any time we let some things in us die, 

whether it is our schedules, our timetables or our misplaced priorities, and then 

lay them lovingly down so God can quicken real life in us, connecting us to the 

needs all around us, by gifting us with tiny sabbaths we fight to suppress, kicking 

and screaming. 

I know you are sick of being stuck inside, but please promise not to ever take 

another road trip.  Ever. Take pilgrimages instead. Take spiritual pilgrimages  to 

the altar Noah piled some stones on and sacrificed on to praise God for not 

drowning, to the altar Abraham piled some stones on and sacrificed the ram God 

provided, no doubt with tears in his eyes that his son got to live that day, unlike 

the day God watched his own son die that day on the Cross. Take a pilgrimage to 

the altar of the Cross, where Jesus made the ultimate sacrifice for our sins, 

dying with an undying love we will never understand. Never forget that he came to 

earth so God would not remain unknown to us; he came to reveal the very heart of 

God. The tabernacle and temple were divided into three sections and the holiest 

part was the Holy of Holies which only the High Priest would risk going in once a 

year with the blood of an innocent lamb to smear on the mercy seat for the 

atonement, the forgiveness of the people. As the Book of Hebrews puts it, Jesus 

is both our high priest and our sacrifice, going at last into the Holy of Holies, 

carrying not the blood of an innocent animal, but carrying his own blood to place 

upon the altar of the Mercy Seat.  Let’s revisit these altars. Let’s praise God, 

laugh with God, thank God, cry with God, argue with God, even wrestle with God, 

but let’s promise not to leave until we all accept the sacrificial love of Jesus by 

sacrificing something too – our deadness, so that through the miracle of grace, we 

might leave with new identities, new names, a new direction, and a new hope. 

When we left the AAA office all those times with that horrid little book we loved, 

we left with the potential that those pages would, at the end of our travels, be 

filled with more than the distance between point A and point B. God gives us these 



amazing invitations to find him at the altars. If we choose to, our  pilgrimage will 

join many sacred stories of folk who stopped where they were, let God find them, 

left themselves behind and through grace, left as completely different people to 

form very different communities.  If we choose, our pilgrimages will lead us to the 

altar of the Cross, so we might leave our deadness and sin behind, so we might 

find Christ, so we might live, transformed by his forgiveness and his love. May it 

always be so! 

 

Prayers of the Parish:  God, thank you that Jesus came so we might know you more fully. Draw 

us into your presence so that we might make sacrifices acceptable to you.  We praise you that 

Jesus made the ultimate sacrifice of love to draw us closer to your heart. We also lift up: 

 
Grace Price, Eloise Kleinert, Mary Ethel Lewis, Kathy and G. A. Spain, June Anderson, Willie and Faye 

Rogers, Rick Rogers (Faye & Willie Rogers' son), John and Becky Selzer, Teenie Wilson, Rebecca Daniels, 

Mary Ellen Ham, Lorraine Loch, Val Watkins (Brantley's sister-in-law), the Spain's great granddaughter 

Katie, Molly McEldowney (Sharon Jones' daughter) and her brother, David Reynolds, Robert Strader (June 

Anderson's son-in-law), Jodie Hudson, Eddie Stewart,  Linda Hilburn, Lee Summerlin, Gary Bartlett, Bill 

Smith, Gordon Aycock (friend of June Anderson), Chuck Allen, and the Kleinert Family, Family of Dennis 

Horne in the death of his Aunt Linda Sides and Family of Ruby Santee in the death of her sister, Margaret 

Medlin, Melissa Acres, Mary Anne Cowley, Mary Ellen Ham, Ruby Santee, Linda McCoy 

 

We ask that you keep us safe from COVID 19 and protect those who have suffered in many ways 

from this pandemic.  We ask for wisdom to make decisions that keep us safe and bring glory to 

you. Please hear all our spoken and unspoken prayers in Jesus’ name, Amen. 

 

Communion You may pick up individual communion packs at the entry table at the parking lot 

entrance Mondays from 10 to 12 or Tuesdays from 10 to 12 or use your own bread and juice at 

home. You may also drop off your offerings at that time. 

 

Preparing the Lord’s Table with Our Offerings –  Let us prepare the Lord’s Table with our 

Offerings.  Thank you for your faithfulness in sharing your offerings during this time. You may 

drop them by the church office from 10 to 12 on Monday or Tuesday of each week, by calling 

Wanda for another time, or by mailing in.  

 

Words of Institution - On the night when he was betrayed, Jesus took the bread and broke it, 

and gave it to his disciples, saying, “This is my Body broken for you. Eat this in remembrance of 

me.”  (COMMUNE)   In the same manner after supper, Jesus took the Cup and when he had blessed 

it, he gave it to his disciples, saying, “This is my blood of a new covenant, poured out for you and 

for many, for the forgiveness of sin. Drink it in remembrance of him.”  (COMMUNE) 

 



 

The Lord’s Prayer   

Our Father who art in heaven hallowed be thy name, thy kingdom come, thy will be done on earth 

as it is in heaven. Give us this day, our daily bread and forgive us our debts as we forgive our 

debtors. Lead us not into temptation but deliver us from evil, for thine is the kingdom, the power 

and the glory forever and ever. Amen. 

   

 

Benediction Prayer  “The Altar” by George Herbert 

 A broken ALTAR, Lord, thy servant rears, 

Made of a heart and cemented with tears: 

  Whose parts are as thy hand did frame; 

No workman's tool hath touch'd the same. 

                   A HEART alone 

                   Is such a stone, 

                  As nothing but 

                  Thy pow'r doth cut. 

                  Wherefore each part 

                  Of my hard heart 

                  Meets in this frame, 

                  To praise thy name: 

       That if I chance to hold my peace, 

 These stones to praise thee may not cease. 

   Oh, let thy blessed SACRIFICE be mine, 

     And sanctify this ALTAR to be thine. 

 

 
 

Announcements and Calendar  

Called Board Meeting on Conference Call Monday, May 18 at 6:45 PM 

Elders on Zoom Thursday, May 28 at 6:45 

NC Regional Assembly Business Session on Zoom, June 6 from 10 AM to Noon  


