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Let your light shine before others, so that they may see
your good works and give glory to God in heaven.
Matthew 5:16

OUR GIFTS TO YOU
In celebration of Pentecost and God's gift from
the Holy Spirit, we have two gifts for you:
Place this FPC sticker on your car or water bottle as a
symbol to all that Christ's love is sent out into this world.
Hang this strip of red tape on a tree or your mailbox,
somewhere the wind can catch it and remind you of
the Spirit at work even while we are apart.

May 2021
The month of May marks the anniversary of my ordination to the Ministry of Word and
Sacrament. I don’t remember the sermon or the prayers that were said that day, although I’m
sure they were thoughtful and eloquent. What I remember so vividly is the sensation of the
weight of the hands upon my head and shoulders.
In our Presbyterian way of being the church, whenever women and men are ordained to the
offices of Deacon, Elder, or the Ministry of Word and Sacrament, they are invited to come
forward and kneel while those previously ordained gather around them and lay their hands
upon them, symbolizing the apostolic ministry of the Church. Then, the whole congregation
prays for the Spirit’s wisdom to guide and sustain those being ordained in their ministry.
When we ordain women and men to the offices of the church, it’s not solely an act of the
local congregation; it’s an act of the whole Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.). When we ordain
people at First Presbyterian Church, those in the sanctuary are acting on behalf of well over a
million Presbyterians across the nation.
I will never forget the feeling of both the warmth and the weight of those hands upon my
head and shoulders as I knelt and the congregation prayed over me. After the prayer was
concluded, I stood up, and then a colleague in ministry charged me to be always on the
lookout for God’s “fingerprints,” and to point them out to people wherever and whenever I
came across them.
Within the pages of this edition of Summer@First, you will learn more about the Matthew 25
initiative of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.), in which the entire Church is called to come
together around three missional foci: building congregational vitality, eradicating systemic
poverty, and dismantling structural racism.
As I think about the critical theological, moral, and ethical tasks before the Church in the
coming years, it strikes me that God is already in the world doing these things. God is in the
business of building vital congregations. God is in the business of eradicating poverty. God is
in the business of tearing down the dividing walls of racism. As Presbyterians, we believe that
God moves in the world, and we respond. Matthew 25’s foci aren’t “new initiatives” so much
as they are places where Presbyterians across the nation have seen the evidence of God’s
“fingerprints” already at work in the world, and we are joining our hands and hearts together
as one Church in the work that God is already doing.
I’m prayerful that you will engage thoughtfully and prayerfully with the bible study materials
provided within these pages. Bible study is best done in community in “real time,” but such is
life in the waning days of the pandemic. As you read, should you have questions or insights as
you engage with the material, I’d welcome the chance to have a conversation with you.
Peace be with you and yours,
Ryan, Senior Pastor
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From Christmas through Easter this year, we read and preached our way through the gospel of
Luke. This summer, we’ll be reading and preaching our way through the Acts of the Apostles, or
simply Acts for short. One way to think about Acts is as the “sequel” to the gospel of Luke. Most
biblical scholars believe that Luke and Acts were written by the same author, and Acts tells the
story of the Holy Spirit and the good news about Jesus spreading from Jerusalem to Judea and
Samaria and to the ends of the earth.
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In addition to monthly food collection for Athens Area Emergency Food Bank, we are hosting two
big mission drives this summer. In June, we'll collect school supplies. In July, we'll collect items for
hygiene kits. And in honor of 200 years of mission, our goal is to collect at least 200 of each!
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On the Day of Pentecost we celebrate the gift of the Holy Spirit descending in a mighty rush of
wind and flame to inspire the church’s proclamation of Christ’s rising and to empower its mission
and ministry to the world. Learn more about this special day.
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The season of Easter (Eastertide) extends the experience of Easter Sunday for six weeks, but it also
helps prepare for the coming of Pentecost. This period is a transition between Jesus' earthly
ministry and the coming of the Holy Spirit. It is a time when the disciples and others began to
know Jesus in a new way. Knowing Jesus in a New Way, Godly Play Story
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In January, the Session voted to become a Matthew 25 congregation, an initiative of the PCUSA
focused on building congregational vitality, dismantling structural racism and eradicating
systemic poverty. This summer, we invite the congregation to learn more about Matthew 25
through weekly reading and reflection. Sunday nights, we'll host a community conversation over
zoom. The Summer Study will be the foundation for more opportunities to learn and grow
together beginning in the Fall when we are back together again in person.
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Enjoy this coloring page, designed by A Sanctified Art, to celebrate the PCUSA 2021 Pentecost
Offering benefitting children at risk, youth and young adults.
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Join us on YouTube for worship.
YouTube.com/c/firstpresathensga

WORSHIP CALENDAR

MAY 23
Acts 2:1-21
Day of Pentecost
At Pentecost they were filled with the Spirit.

MAY 30
Acts 2:42-47
They devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and fellowship, to the breaking of
bread and the prayers.
JUNE 6
Acts 3:1-10
Peter and John healed a lame man at the temple. Peter told the people, "Faith in Jesus
has healed this man. Repent of your sins."
JUNE 13
Acts 4:1-22
They were taken before the rulers. Peter and John said, "We cannot stop speaking
about Jesus." The believers prayed for boldness.
JUNE 20
Acts 5:1-11
Ananias and Sapphira told a lie and fell dead.
JUNE 27
Acts 5:27-42
An angel released the apostles from prison. Gamaliel advised, "Leave these men alone."
JULY 4
Acts 6:1-7
The disciples chose seven men to distribute food.
JULY 11
Acts 8:26-40
Philip baptized an Ethiopian official.
JULY 18
Acts 9:1-22
Saul went to arrest the believers. Jesus said, "Why do you persecute me?" Saul was
baptized and began preaching.
JULY 25
Acts 10:23-48
Cornelius sent for Peter. The Lord said to Peter, "Do not call them unclean." Peter
preached to the Gentiles and the Spirit fell.
AUGUST 1
Acts 15:1-29
Some men taught circumcision for the Gentiles. Peter said, "God gave the Spirit with
no distinction."
AUGUST 8 Acts 17:16-33
In Athens Paul said, "I proclaim the God who gives life to all. He will judge the world."
AUGUST 15 Acts 19:23-41
Paul laid his hands on the disciples at Ephesus to receive the Holy Spirit.
Demetrius, a silversmith, started a riot in the city.
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JUNE

SUMMER SERVICE

BACKPACK BLESSINGS
Many of our neighbors in Clarke County can not
afford all the school supplies needed for the new
school year. You can help by filling a shopping bag
with some of the suggested school supplies below
and we'll get them to students in need.
Drop off at church anytime during June.
#2 pencils
ballpoint pens
crayons
markers
colored pencils
college ruled paper
glue sticks

composition notebooks
spiral notebooks
pocket folders
highlighters
three ring binders
box of tissues
hand sanitizer

JULY

KINDNESS KITS
We have many neighbors in downtown Athens
who are in need of basic necessities, like soap
and a toothbrush. Fill up a gallon size zip lock
bag with the items listed below, include a note
of encouragement or prayer if you'd like.
Drop off at church anytime during July.
bar of soap
washcloth
small shampoo
comb
deodarant
pair of new crew socks

tooth brush
tooth paste
toothbrush holder
bottle of water
granola bar

WHAT IS PENTECOST?

On Pentecost, the Holy Spirit spread and moved among and within the
people. But Pentecost is not just an ancient story, it is about us, here and
now. It is about the ongoing life of the followers of Jesus.

The Holy Spirit, one part of the Trinity, is offered in Scripture as a life-sustaining, energizing force,
which not only guides us, but pushes us into all we are meant to be as people of God. The many
symbols of Pentecost remind us that the Holy Spirit takes many forms, speaks many languages,
moves in many ways, and offers unexpected gifts.
Symbols of the Holy Spirit and Pentecost include:
DOVE: The Holy Spirit descended “like a dove” at Jesus' baptism
WIND: Representing God's breath, which is the core of our Great Story from the very beginning,
when God blew into the darkness, shaping the chaos and breathing all creation into life. It is God’s
breath that is our life force
FIRE: Representing the all-consuming presence the Holy Spirit offers, filling our ancestors then,
and us today, with passion and verve, power, strength, and beauty
WILD GOOSE: The Holy Spirit cannot be contained or controlled, it is free and wild
FEMALE ETHOS: The Holy Spirit is often referred to as "she"; sometimes "Lady Wisdom"
RED: The color red represents the zest and life of the Holy Spirit and the fire that burns in our
hearts when we open ourselves to all the Spirit offers

5

The people present at the original Pentecost felt a holy sense of unity, despite the differences
between them. They came from different geographical areas and spoke different languages, yet they
all experienced the same powerful presence of God and all could understand the message of the
Spirit as it blew and danced among them

READ: Acts 2:1-21, NRSV (adapted)
When the day of Pentecost had come, the disciples were all together in one place. And suddenly from
heaven there came a sound like the rush of a violent wind, and it filled the entire house where they
were sitting. Divided tongues, as of fire, appeared among them, and a tongue rested on each of them.
All were filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in other languages, as the Spirit gave them
ability.
Now there were devout people from every nation under heaven living in Jerusalem. And at this sound
the crowd gathered and was bewildered, because each one heard them speaking in the native
language of each. Amazed and astonished, they asked, "Are not all these who are speaking Galileans?
And how is it that we hear, each of us, in our own native language? All in our own languages we hear
them speaking about God's deeds of power." All were amazed and perplexed, saying to one another,
"What does this mean?" Others sneered and said, "They are filled with new wine."
But Peter raised his voice and addressed them, "Listen to what I say. Indeed, these are not drunk, as
you suppose, for it is only nine o'clock in the morning. No, this is what was spoken through the
prophet Joel:
`In the last days it will be, God declares,
that I will pour out my Spirit upon all flesh,
and your sons and your daughters shall prophesy,
and your young men shall see visions,
and your old men shall dream dreams.
Even upon my slaves, both men and women,
in those days I will pour out my Spirit;
and they shall prophesy.
And I will show portents in the heaven above
and signs on the earth below,
blood, and fire, and smoky mist.
The sun shall be turned to darkness
and the moon to blood,
before the coming of the Lord's great and glorious day.
Then everyone who calls on the name of the Lord shall be saved.'

WONDER:
If able, stand outside and feel the wind on your face. Imagine that wind as the Holy Spirit.
How does it feel? Choose your favorite symbols of Pentecost to share among the people of
your neighborhood. Create a representation of that symbol with supplies you have at home
like markers, sidewalk chalk, old magazines, or leaves and flowers from your yard. Share that
image by posting it on your door, in your yard, on your sidewalk, and/or social media. How
does it feel to share Spirit with others?

PRAY:
God of power, may the boldness of your Spirit transform us, may the gentleness of your Spirit
lead us, may the gifts of your Spirit be our goal and our strength, now and always. Amen.
Created by The Rev. Jennifer McNally, priest at Saint Anne's Episcopal Church and convener of dinner church Table 229, St.
Paul, Minnesota, and The Rev. Anna V. Ostenso Moore, Associate for Family Ministry at St. Mark's Episcopal Cathedral,
Minneapolis, and author of the picture books "Today Is a Baptism Day" and "We Gather at This Table."

6

GODLY PLAY STORY
KNOWING JESUS IN A NEW WAY
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KNOWN BY THE HOLY SPIRIT

We are nearing Pentecost and coming to the end of Eastertide and the Godly Play story, Knowing Jesus in a New
Way. We have included the last part of this story in this summer devotional booklet. Take a moment to read
Known by The Holy Sprit or experience it virtually by clicking on the Godly Play Button on the church’s website.

Finally, it was the day of Pentecost or Shavuot, as it is known in Hebrew.
It was a time of greening and blooming in the spring. The grain was ripe in the fields. The
streets of Jerusalem were full of Jews from all over the Roman Empire going to the Temple
to remember the legendary fifty days between the Passover and when God gave Moses
the Ten Commandments at Mount Sinai.
The disciples remained in their room, a place some say was the very room where they
shared the Last Supper with Jesus. They talked quietly and prayed.
Suddenly, they heard the sound of a mighty wind. It filled the whole house. Bits of fire
began to dance around each one. The Holy Spirit had come. Even their tongues felt on fire.
In their joy they rushed out into the streets to tell everyone!
The people passing by on the way to the Temple thought they were crazy. Maybe they had
drunk too much wine. Still, what they said was understood by all – no matter what
language they spoke.
Peter stepped into this chaos with a confidence and calm that the disciples had never
seen before. “These people are not drunk, like you think. After all, it is only morning. What
has happened is what the prophet Joel wrote about. He said that God will pour out God’s
spirit on us so that our sons and daughters will prophesy, the young will see visions, and
the old will dream dreams. This is what just happened!”
Many passed on by to keep their great traditions and live good lives. Others listened and
became baptized.
So, this is why the color of Pentecost is red. It is the color of great joy and of fire.
Somewhere the dove that had descended from the heavens at Jesus’ baptism must have
been smiling to see all of this. What was happening was like a baptism, but not one with
water.
This was a baptism with fire.
Holy God, thank you for sending us your Holy Spirit. Blow in and through us, and move us
out into the whole world with the good news of your love. In Jesus’ name, Amen.
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MATTHEW 25 SUMMER STUDY
In January, the Session voted to become a Matthew 25 congregation, an initiative of the PCUSA focused
on building congregational vitality, dismantling structural racism and eradicating systemic poverty.
This summer, you are invited to participate in an eight week study on Matthew 25.
Each week the devotional will introduce a different aspect of the new initiative.
Take time during the week to read and reflect, then join us on Sunday nights for a community
conversation over zoom. The Matthew 25 Summer Study will serve as the foundation for more
opportunities to learn and grow together beginning in the Fall.
The Matthew 25 vision calls for the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) — from members to mid councils — to
be actively engaged in their communities by working toward: building congregational vitality,
dismantling structural racism, and eradicating systemic poverty. It represents a call to congregations,
presbyteries, synods and other entities of the denomination to strengthen the collective work and
witness of the PC(USA) to the gospel of Jesus Christ. This introductory Bible study created by the
Presbyterian Mission Agency provides background and theological reflection for the Matthew 25 vision.
May the life of the resurrected Jesus guide us, may the presence of the Holy Spirit inspire us,
and may the strong word of God direct us as the Matthew 25 vision guides us in actively engaging
our world for the sake of the gospel. - Diane Givens Moffett, President and Executive Director
Presbyterian Mission Agency of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.)

COMMUNITY CONVERSATION
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WEEK 1

June 6

What is Matthew 25?

WEEK 2

June 13

What does the Bible say?

WEEK 3

June 20

Understanding the Matthew 25 Vision, why now?

WEEK 4

June 27

What does building congregational vitality mean?

WEEK 5

July 11

What does eradicating systemic poverty mean?

WEEK 6

July 18:

What does dismantling structural racism mean?

WEEK 7

July 25

What are the needs in Athens? How is FPC currently responding?

WEEK 8

August 1 What is our Matthew 25 vision for FPC?

SUNDAYS AT 7PM ON ZOOM (ID: 706 543 4338)

WEEK 1: INTRO TO MATTHEW 25
WHAT IS MATTHEW 25?
READ
Matthew 25 is a bold invitation from the PCUSA to join with other congregations around the world to
help realize the call in Matthew 25:31–46. Convicted by this passage, both the 222nd and 223rd General
Assemblies (2016 and 2018) exhorted the PC(USA) to act boldly and compassionately to serve people
who are hungry, oppressed, imprisoned or poor. By accepting this invitation, we can help our
denomination become a more relevant presence in the world. We recognize Christ’s urgent call to be a
church of action, where God’s love, justice and mercy shine forth and are contagious. And we rejoice
with how our re-energized faith can unite all Presbyterians for a common and holy purpose: our
common identity to do mission. As part of our Matthew 25 commitment, we pledge to embrace these
three areas of focus:
Building congregational vitality by deepening and energizing our faith and growing as joyful
leaders and disciples actively engaged with our community as we share the gospel of Jesus Christ in
word and deed
Eradicating systemic poverty by acting on our beliefs and working to change laws, policies, plans
and structures in our society that perpetuate economic exploitation of people who are poor
Dismantling structural racism by fearlessly applying our faith to advocate and break down the
systems, practices and thinking that underlie discrimination, bias, prejudice and oppression of
people of color
Take some time to read the testimonies from some of our church members about why they are grateful
our church has accepted the Matthew 25 invitation. Posted on our website: www.firstpresathens.org.
WATCH
Invitation from Rev. Dr. Diane Moffett: https://vimeo.com/327307029
REFLECT
What does it mean to YOU that our church has accepted the Matthew 25 invitation?

What excites you most about this initiative? Do you have any concerns?

PRAY
God our helper, by your Holy Spirit, open our minds that we may receive the insights you long to give us
in this summer study. Orient our wills that we may go the ways you show us.
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WEEK 2: BIBLE STUDY

WHAT DOES THE BIBLE SAY?

READ
Matthew 25:31-46, The judgment of the nations
“When the Son of Man comes in his glory, and all the angels with him, then he will sit on the throne of
his glory. All the nations will be gathered before him, and he will separate people one from another as a
shepherd separates the sheep from the goats, and he will put the sheep at his right hand and the goats
at the left. Then the king will say to those at his right hand, ‘Come, you that are blessed by my Father,
inherit the kingdom prepared for you from the foundation of the world; for I was hungry and you gave
me food, I was thirsty and you gave me something to drink, I was a stranger and you welcomed me, I
was naked and you gave me clothing, I was sick and you took care of me, I was in prison and you visited
me.’ Then the righteous will answer him, ‘Lord, when was it that we saw you hungry and gave you food,
or thirsty and gave you something to drink? And when was it that we saw you a stranger and welcomed
you, or naked and gave you clothing? And when was it that we saw you sick or in prison and visited
you?’ And the king will answer them, ‘Truly I tell you, just as you did it to one of the least of these who
are members of my family, you did it to me.’ Then he will say to those at his left hand, ‘You that are
accursed, depart from me into the eternal fire prepared for the devil and his angels; for I was hungry
and you gave me no food, I was thirsty and you gave me nothing to drink, I was a stranger and you did
not welcome me, naked and you did not give me clothing, sick and in prison and you did not visit me.’
Then they also will answer, ‘Lord, when was it that we saw you hungry or thirsty or a stranger or naked
or sick or in prison, and did not take care of you?’ Then he will answer them, ‘Truly I tell you, just as you
did not do it to one of the least of these, you did not do it to me.’ And these will go away into eternal
punishment, but the righteous into eternal life.”
REFLECT
When you picture a shepherd separating sheep and goats, what do you picture?
What impressions or details of this image seem relevant to your understanding of the text?
Does it make a difference in our thinking about what is going on if we think that sheep and goats
are obviously different in many ways, or if we learn that sheep and goats may look very much alike?

Do you have different impressions of sheep and goats?
What are they and how does this affect your understanding of this story?
Do you find the judgment against the goats surprising? Why? What impact does it have on us?

How are Christian readers supposed to respond to this story? (e.g., should this story motivate us to be
more charitable? Should it make us feel secure in God’s grace, or insecure about our eternal destiny?)

PRAY:
So often, O God, we do not recognize you in the poor, the stranger, the sick, and the imprisoned.
Forgive our blindness and open our eyes to human need.
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WEEK 3: THE MATTHEW 25 VISION
WHY MATTHEW 25? WHY NOW?
READ
As we discussed last week, the themes of the Matthew 25 invitation are grounded in the gospel. Jesus
calls us to serve with and for “the least of these” (Matthew 25:40) — not as a group to be pitied, but as
people who are deeply loved by Jesus. They de-center our assumptions about what it means to be a
beloved child of God. They challenge the authenticity of our faith and remind us that what we do
matters to God. The Matthew 25 vision is offered, above all, for the sake of the whole world God loves.
But we believe it will also help the PC(USA) in three particular ways: to connect, clarify and celebrate.
First, sharing in the Matthew 25 vision will allow us to connect with other Presbyterians throughout this
nation and with partners in mission around the world, providing a common language to articulate our
service in Jesus’ name. Second, the Matthew 25 vision will enable us to clarify our self-understanding, so
we can begin to live out our calling as followers of Jesus, sharing the love and justice of God among
those who are most marginalized. Third, being a part of the Matthew 25 vision is a way to celebrate the
witness and work that unites us as people of God in the PC(USA), a vision large enough to embrace us
all, yet specific enough to respond to the needs of local communities. We believe God is calling this
denomination to be more outwardly focused, missionally oriented, and actively engaged in proclaiming
our faith in Jesus through our words and deeds. We pray that people will come to think of this
denomination as a sign of what God is doing in the world.
REFLECT
What are the visions that have sustained and guided our congregation over the last 200 years?

What visions have guided your faith journey?

PRAY
Calling God, you call us to be your church in the world. Give us vision and courage for our vocation.
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WEEK 4: CONGREGATIONAL VITALITY
WHAT DOES BUILDING CONGREGATIONAL VITALITY MEAN?
READ
Building congregational vitality refers to the intentional and continuous faith development of pastors
and members of a congregation that leads disciples who are members in a church to actively engage
with their community.
Congregational vitality is not determined by the size of a church or its budget, but by a church’s
faithfulness in demonstrating the love and justice of Jesus. One good test of a congregation’s vitality is
to see how its members and neighbors answer the question, “If this church were to close, who would
miss it and why?” When a congregation is committed to the work and witness of Jesus Christ, its
mission becomes an essential part of the local community. This is the example set by Jesus. He would
gather his followers, teaching them and modeling a very different way of life. Then, out of compassion
for those in need, he would send them out in mission to teach, heal and confront evil (see Matthew 9–
10). This rhythm of gathering and scattering is at the heart of the worship and service of the church: We
learn from Jesus and are sent out, then return to experience more of God’s reign of justice, hope and
peace. Congregational vitality arises from the development and practice of faith. It leads to church
growth and the development of new disciples in communities with large populations.
The Office of Vital Congregations (https://www.presbyterianmission.org/ministries/theology-formationand-evangelism/vital-congregations/) has identified Seven Marks of a Vital Congregation:
spirit-inspired worship
lifelong discipleship formation
outward incarnational focus
intentional authentic evangelism
empower servant leadership
caring relationships
ecclesial health
RESPOND
If this church were to close, who would miss it and why?

Which of the seven marks of a vital congregation is a strength of FPC, why?

Which of the seven marks of a vital congregation is an area of growth for FPC, why?

PRAY
Spirit of the Living God, fall afresh on us. Melt us, mold us, fill us, use us. Spirit of the Living God, fall
afresh on us.
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WEEK 5: SYSTEMIC POVERTY

WHAT DOES ERADICATING SYSTEMIC POVERTY MEAN?

READ
Eradicating systemic poverty refers to the elimination of the economic exploitation of impoverished
people through laws, policies, practices and systems that perpetuate an impoverished state.
Eradicating systemic poverty means confronting the systems that create and perpetuate poverty.
This area of focus moves beyond the important acts of compassion listed in Matthew 25 — offering
compassion to individuals who are hungry and thirsty — to address the factors that cause such
outcomes for large groups in our society and world.
There is a saying: If one fish winds up on the shore, one may ask, “What’s wrong with that fish?” But if a
school of fish washes up on the shore, one must ask, “What’s wrong with the water?” Solve the problem
with the water and the fish can swim in safety. Our society focuses on the fish. We try to fix individual
people who end up on the margins. While it is important to respond with compassion to each person
who is impoverished, the bigger question is: What is causing them to end up and remain there?
Jesus was not crucified because he was feeding the hungry and healing the sick. He was persecuted
and executed when he “troubled the waters” — disturbing those with political, social and economic
power. For example, when Jesus cast out a man’s demons and those demons drove a herd of pigs into
the sea, this economic loss and tampering with the system caused some people to want Jesus to leave
their community (Matthew 8). Confronting systems is challenging work — systems develop powerful
defenses.
WATCH
Matthew 25: What Does Poverty Look Like in America (https://vimeo.com/488969133)
Voiceless: A Documentary on Systemic Poverty (https://vimeo.com/222830083)
REFLECT
What stories stood out for you from the documentary?

How is FPC already addressing poverty at the local, regional, national or global level? Are these at the
individual or systems level?

PRAY
Uphold, Almighty and Merciful God, those struggling on the margins. Help us not judge them harshly
but serve as stewards of your goodness, compassion, and justice.
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WEEK 6: STRUCTURAL RACISM

WHAT DOES DISMANTLING STRUCTURAL RACISM MEAN?

READ
Dismantling structural racism involves breaking down the laws, policies, practices and structures that
reinforce and perpetuate discrimination, bias, prejudice and oppression of “people of color.”
Racism is anti-Christian. In 2016, the General Assembly of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) approved a
comprehensive churchwide anti-racism policy called “Facing Racism: A Vision of the Intercultural
Community.” The policy states:
Racism is a lie about our fellow human beings, for it says that some are less than others. It is
also a lie about God, for it falsely claims that God favors parts of creation over the entirety of
creation. Because of our biblical understanding of who God is and what God intends for
humanity, the PC(USA) must stand against, speak against and work against racism. Anti-racist
effort is not optional for Christians. It is an essential aspect of Christian discipleship, without
which we fail to proclaim the Good News of Jesus Christ.
Structural racism is not only the “opposite of what God intends for humanity,” but is also an example of
how sin is systemic rather than simply personal. As the PC(USA)’s anti-racism policy states, “Reformed
theology offers a nuanced understanding of sin. Calvin did not understand sin to be simply an individual
belief, action, or moral failing (Calvin, 1960). Rather, he viewed sin as the corporate state of all humanity.
It is an infection that taints each of us and all of us. No part of us — not our perception, intelligence, nor
conscience — is unclouded by sin.”
Psalm 14:3 and Romans 3:10 remind us, “There is no one just, not even one.” The PC(USA)’s policy also
reminds us that this realization “does not mean that human beings are awful. Rather, it means that we
must have humility about our own righteousness, and that we must cling to the grace of God in Jesus
Christ.”
While the focus of Matthew 25 is on racial oppression, the intersectionality of racial oppression against
other oppressed groups — including women, LGBTQIA+ people, and people who are disabled — is a vital
consideration. We encourage Presbyterians to include efforts to combat discrimination and oppression
of these groups under the rubric of racism.
WATCH
Matthew 25: Knox Presbyterian Church (https://vimeo.com/512591705)
REFLECT
Using resources from the 21 Day Challenge on www.fpcathenspit.com, we invite you to spend time this
week learning about the history of race, the impact of institutional racism and reflecting on your own
experiences with racism. What did you learn? Where were you surprised? challenged?
PRAY
We are overwhelmed by the complexity and power of racism. As we work to acknowledge and
eliminate it, keep foremost in our minds, Holy God, your command to love our neighbors as ourselves
and the example of humility found in Jesus Christ.
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WEEK 7: MY COMMUNITY, MY CHURCH
WHAT ARE THE NEEDS IN ATHENS? HOW IS FPC CURRENTLY RESPONDING?
READ
31.3% of Athens, GA residents had an income below the poverty level in 2019, which was 57.5% greater
than the poverty level of 13.3% across the entire state of Georgia. Athens Clarke County is a wonderful
college town with much diversity in people and need. Take time this week to learn more about our
community by reading reports from Athens Wellbeing Project (http://www.athenswellbeingproject.org/)
then look at how First Presbyterian Church is responding to these needs through our mission and
outreach commission. Thanks to the generous support of our members, in 2021 FPC provided $80,000 in
grants to local organizations working to improve the lives of our fellow citizens and collected $16,000
from special offerings. Learn more about these important ministries and how you can get involved.
https://firstpresathens.org/home/serve/local-outreach/
All God’s Children
Athens Amistad (Casa de Amistad)
Athens Area Diaper Bank
Athens Area Emergency Food Bank
Athens Neighborhood Health Center
Athens Nurses Clinic
Athens YMCA
Bethlehem Ministry
Books For Keeps
Clarke County Mentor Program
Downtown Ministries (Our Daily Bread)
Extra Special People
Family Promise of Athens (formerly IHNA)
Food Bank of Northeast Georgia

FPC Mission Trips
Jubilee Partners
Meals on Wheels (Athens Division of
Community Council on Aging)
Montreat
PCUSA missionary Cheryl Barnes
Presbyterian Student Center at UGA
Strong Girls Serve
The Ark – United Ministries Outreach Center
Weekday School Ministry
Weekday School Scholarships
Wings Guatemala
Young Life

REFLECT
What do you see as the biggest issues facing our community?

What is the difference between giving money and giving time?

What organization do you feel called to support?

PRAY
Thank you, Loving God, for the generosity and faithfulness of our church. Continue to nurture our
impulse to give our time, talent, treasure, and willing.
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WEEK 8: SETTING A VISION
WHAT IS OUR MATTHEW 25 VISION?
READ
“Where there is no vision, the people perish” (Proverbs 29:18, KJV). A vision is a picture of a preferred
future. God uses visions to equip us for faithful living.
The Bible is full of visions of God’s preferred future: Abram and Sarai’s vision that they will become
ancestors to “a multitude of nations” (Genesis 17); Isaiah’s vision that the wolf will dwell with the lamb,
and a little child will lead them (Isaiah 11); Mary’s vision that God will bring down the powerful from their
thrones and lift up the lowly (Luke 1); Jesus’ visions of the kingdom of God, expressed through parables,
such as the ten bridesmaids, the talents, and the sheep and the goats (Matthew 25). These visions were
evoked for the people of God in particular times and places — yet they speak to the present moment as
well, and continue to comfort, empower and guide us today.
A vision is not a plan. It provides a picture of a destination, but it is not a set of directions for covering the
next mile. The Matthew 25 vision points toward a new creation in which racism has been fully
dismantled, discrimination has ended and human differences are understood as God’s good gift;
poverty has been eradicated and all creatures flourish, their lives no longer bound by an inability to
meet needs; the church triumphant gathers at the throne of the Lamb, and saints of every time and
place bear witness to the eternal and abundant life that is ours in Jesus Christ. There are many
particular routes that lead to these destinations. Those who join the Matthew 25 vision will follow the
route that best enables them to move toward God’s destination for all creation.
REFLECT
Why is it important to have a vision?

What vision do you have for your life?

What vision do you have for the future of First Presbyterian Church of Athens?
*Use the following page to reflect on how our mission statement and the goals of Matthew 25 can be
aligned to create a vision for the future.
PRAY
Be Thou my vision, O Lord of my heart. Nought be all else to me, save that Thou art—Thou my best
thought, by day or by night, waking or sleeping, Thy presence my light.
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MY VISION

A vision is a clear, challenging, hope-filled picture from the heart of the future of your ministry, as you
believe that it can and must be. Vision answers the question: What does God want to accomplish
through us? What will our ministry look like to accomplish this?
Reflect on our church mission statement.
In response to God’s grace, the mission of First Presbyterian Church is to
create a community where people seek the truth of the Gospel of Jesus Christ, rejoice in worship,
and go forth sharing the love of Christ with Athens and the world!
What is one vision you have for our church related to each of the three components of Matthew 25?

vision

BUILDING
CONGREGATIONAL
VITALITY

ERADICATING
SYSTEMIC
POVERTY

DISMANTLING
STRUCTURAL
RACISM
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From the artist: “I decided to imagine the coming of the Holy Spirit in Acts 2:1-21 as a visual, radial narrative using
the repetitive and circular movement of a mandala. The Pentecost narrative begins in the center with the
people gathered in one place. They are in a circle, divided by their languages and differences. Then, all of a
sudden the sound of swirling, violent winds fills the entire space and tongues of fire appear among them. They
are filled with the Spirit and at once are able to speak in other languages. The division between the people
disappears and the crowd is gathered again in bewilderment because they understand one another. The
mandala expands outward from the circled crowd at its center, imaging hearts full of the Spirit and the smoky
mist of Joel’s prophecy. The mandala mirrors how the narrative spills into our hearts and overflows, expanding
our understanding of the Spirit’s work within us to the ends of the earth.”

