Sipping tea with

Granny (G

A year ago, Elizabeth Gillespie started thinking about
the littfle girls af Lebanon Memorial United Methodist
Church. She wanted them to learn Bible verses that

would guide them through life.

By Annette Bender

LEBANON, Va. — Then Gillespie
remembered a tea set given to her when
she was four years old, and how much
she cherished it over the years. She
wondered: Would the girls be inspired to
learn verses at monthly tea parties — with
the promise of each child receiving her
own tea set at the end of the year?

With the help of Lebanon Memorial’s
United Methodist Women, Gillespie’s
idea has developed into a ministry that
has captured the hearts of elementary-age
girls at the Abingdon District church.

“We Methodists don’t tend to empha-
size memorization very much,” 89-year-
old Gillespie, known to the children
as “Granny G,” explained recently. “I
thought it would be wonderful if they
could learn scripture that would last them
all their lives.”

It all started last fall, when the Joy
Circle set up tea parties in different
homes. Girls were invited to parties
where, in addition to nibbling tiny sand-
wiches and sipping from dainty cups,
they received four verses to learn for the
following month’s party.

At a party in March, the girls made
pinwheels, gluing a verse to each
“spoke” to help them remember the

words. Then, lining up in front of a proud
Granny G, they recited the previous
month’s verses.

Each party has a different theme. For
example, in February the theme was
“love” and the Bible verses were love-
based. In March, the theme was “wind”
and the verses related to the Holy Spirit.

After the crafts and verses, the girls
gathered around picture-pretty tables, set
with the teapots they’ll acquire in May.
The guests looked suspiciously at ham
sandwiches topped with decorative sliv-
ers of tomatoes (“You don’t like toma-
toes?” Gillespie asked incredulously).
But they delighted in the sugar-encrusted
cookies and mini-cups of tea.

“It’s fun,” said Nora Burkett, age 11.
“Everything’s little.”

Meanwhile, the United Methodist
Women worked quietly, pouring tea
and smiling at the interaction between
Granny G and the girls. When the tea
parties are complete, they plan to teach
scripture to other children in the church.
Jamie Rexrode, who Gillespie credits for
doing most of the tea party work, already
has a new idea.

“We need to do something equivalent
for the little boys,” she said. “Maybe
something with fishing in the summer-
time.” M

When the cookies and tea are gone, Granny G gathers with the girls for a group shot.
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In Lebanon, learning
scripture is anything but boring

The guests dine
on tableware
they'll soon earn
by reciting a
year's worth of

il scripture.
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89 and still counting

Elizabeth Gillespie is the wife of a former Holston clergy member. The Rev.
Bob Gillespie died in 1997 after serving a total of 55 churches — sometimes
eight or nine congregations in one appointment.

Elizabeth remembers the churches well, because she painted pictures of all
55. Today, the paintings make a border around her bedroom. She also remem-
bers the children, because it was her mission to teach them about the Bible.
“So many churches, so many children,” she says, sighing.

On April 22, Elizabeth will turn 90. A birthday party at Lebanon Memorial
UMC will be held in her honor on Sunday, April 18, from 2 to 4 p.m. Granny G
hopes that people from her former churches will attend.

For those who can't attend: “| would rather have cards more than anything,”
she says. Her address: P.O. Box 2066, Lebanon, VA 24266. ®
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