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heart work holy mystery
The Big Stone Gap District has 
a big heart for feeding people 
through  their food banks.
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Teaching the sacrament and 
improving the practice of Holy 
Communion     
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The Call

Strroud, continued on page 5

By Annette Bender
It was a proud moment for a congrega-

tion that has opened its doors to a group of 
deaf people who drive as far as 25 miles to 
worship.

�How would you feel if you went to 
a foreign country, and no one ever spoke 
English to you?� says Gary Grubb, reflect-
ing on his church s̓ deaf ministry as he 
waits patiently for soda and cookies. Like 
some of his fellow parishioners, Grubb is 
learning sign language so that he can con-
verse with deaf members and guests. 

�Even though I donʼt sign well, theyʼre 
very patient. It really tickles them when 
you try.�

Through the efforts of the Rev. Steve 
Johnson, West End is one of a handful of 
Holston congregations and individuals 
reaching out to a segment of society that 
some say are being neglected. 

Although there are 28 million people 
with hearing loss in the United States, 
less than 1 percent of them identify them-
selves as Christians, and even fewer attend 
church, according to the senior pastor of 

Christ United Methodist Church for the 
Deaf in Baltimore. The Rev. Peggy John-
son has visited West End UMC and is 
familiar with Steve Johnson s̓ ministry. She 
is a former consultant with the National 
Committee on Ministries with the Deaf, 
Late-Deafened, Hard of Hearing and Deaf-
Blind People. 

�When deaf people become part of 
the community, the Body of Christ is 
enriched,� Peggy Johnson said, comment-
ing on how a deaf young man at West End 
UMC played Jesus in the Last Supper 
drama. �Until then, theyʼre just decora-
tions, sitting on the front pew.�

Steve Johnson became interested in 
deaf ministries while sitting on a plane 
next to Peggy Johnson on the way to 
Israel in 1990. �I do not like sitting in 
cramped spaces,� Steve Johnson says with 
amusement, �so I kept asking her things 
about her ministry.�

Is someone missing from your congregation?

HOLSTON CHURCHES OPEN DOORS TO THE DEAF 

BIG STONE GAP, Va. � The Rev. Ronnie Mutter (above) offers 
sign language at Trinity UMC two Sundays each month.

I t s̓ Maundy Thursday at West End United Methodist Church, and 
the mood is anything but solemn. At the refreshment table, people 

are laughing, talking, celebrating. Moments ago, the Wytheville District 
church did what it does every Maundy Thursday. Several men dressed 
as disciples and reenacted the Last Supper. Except this year, Jesus was 
deaf, and he used sign language to talk to his disciples.

Is someone missing? continued on page 7

Eastern 
Pennsylvania
Conference
will appeal
Stroud
decision 
By Linda Bloom

(UMNS) An appeal of the 
recent decision to reinstate the 
credentials of a former United 
Methodist pastor will be filed 
with the denomination s̓ top 
court.

Bishop Marcus Mat-
thews, who presides over the 
church s̓ Eastern Pennsylvania 
Annual (regional) Confer-
ence, announced May 3 that 
he was authorizing legal coun-
sel �to proceed immediately 
with filing an appeal with the 
Judicial Council of the United 
Methodist Church.�

The appeal will be filed 
within the allotted 30-day 
period, by May 29. The Judi-
cial Council s̓ next regularly 
scheduled meeting is Oct. 26-
29 in Houston.

Last December, a trial court 
of the Eastern Pennsylvania 
Conference found Irene Eliza-
beth (Beth) Stroud guilty of 
violating the denomination s̓ 
prohibition of �self-avowed 
practicing homosexuals� in the 
ordained ministry. Stroud, who 
was associate pastor of First 
United Methodist Church of 
Germantown in Philadelphia, 
lost her clergy credentials but 
remained on staff of the church 
as a lay person.

On April 29, the Northeast 
Jurisdiction Committee on 
Appeals set aside the trial 
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By Annette Bender

T he Rev. Ronnie Mutter has traveled 
oversees on mission trips, but it s̓ 
unlikely that heʼll be doing that again 

soon. �There are people here that we really 
need to help,� says the pastor of Trinity United 
Methodist Church. �I donʼt have to go to Haiti 
or Jamaica to see poverty. People in Southwest 
Virginia understand what poverty is.�

Parishioners in Mutter s̓ church and at 
Midway Memorial UMC seem to agree. The 

two Big Stone 
Gap District 
churches are 
spearheading 
massive food 
pantry efforts that 
feed as many as 
250-300 families 
each month. 

The Big Stone 
Gap Food Bank 
started in Trinity s̓ 
building more 
than 15 years ago. 
In 2003, an old 

grocery building was donated to house the food 
bank. Now the food bank is a community effort 
involving 11 churches that provide volun-
teers and funding. East Stone Gap and Legion 
Memorial UMC are among them.

While Big Stone Gap Food Bank serves 
the immediate area by opening two days each 
week, Midway Memorial s̓ pantry serves all of 
Scott County with a monthly distribution day. 
The Rev. Don Large, the retired pastor who 
helped start Midway s̓ food bank in 2000, and 
the current pastor, the Rev. Phyllis Hankins, 
say they are still amazed by the long line of 
cars appearing outside the church on the third 
Monday of each month.

�It s̓ quite an operation,� says Hankins, 
describing Midway s̓ organized process for 
getting folks in and out with a big box of food. 
With only 70 active members, Midway pays or 
raises most of the food bank s̓ expenses, while 
welcoming donations that come from Holston 
View UMC and other community groups. 

�People are getting laid off. Theyʼre working 
part-time now. Weʼre in an area where there are 
no jobs,� Mutter says. �The people who come 
here are good, deserving people. The Holy 
Spirit lays it on our hearts to help them.� ■

Feeding the hungry in Big Stone Gap District:

�We understand poverty�
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Trinity UMC�s Betty Fleenor is one of 50 volunteers who regularly staff  Big Stone Gap Food Bank. 
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The Rev. Ronnie Mutter (above, left � pictured with Larry Spears) purchases the 
food through federal grants, community fundraisers, and church donations.
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On the Sunday before distribution day, about 20 Midway Memorial mem-
bers gather to load boxes with food. A trucking company donates strong 
boxes, and the community helps with a turkey drive at Thanksgiving.
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The Rev. Phyllis Hankins (above, left) brings in a donation of food with 
the help of Holston View�s Melissa Farmer. Standing in the doorway is 
Midway Memorial�s John Stallard. 

Bob Tyus of Midway Memo-
rial unloads a truck of food.
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WYTHEVILLE, Va. � John Anders (above, right), uses sign language while playing the 
role of Jesus in a Maundy Thursday reenactment of the Last Supper at West End UMC.


