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Ad says: Political parties don�t have

monopoly on God

Reading ListReading List

nation &&  world

  Calendar  Calendar

We asked these newly commissioned 
probationary members, �What book is 
lying on your nightstand?�

● Jason Brown
First Alcoa UMC
Maryville District
Seizing Your Divine Moment: 
Dare to Live a Life of Adventure, 
by Erwin Raphael McManus

● Cheryl Caruso
Tasso UMC
Cleveland District
Engaging the Powers: Discernment 
and Resistance in a World of 
Domination, by Walter Wink

●  Aaron Pierce
Ketron Memorial UMC
Kingsport District
The God Youʼre Looking for, 
by Bill Hybels

●  Debbie Stokes
Broad Street UMC
Cleveland District
Gift From the Sea, 
Anne Morrow Lindbergh

The Rev. Alta Raper is making up for lost time. 
For 19 years, while she worked in an insurance 
agency, she fought the call to ministry, believing 

she was not worthy. (�Who is?� one has to ask.)
 Since her appointment to three small churches in 

Maryville District, she starts at 6 a.m., goes hard until 
10:30 p.m., and prays at the end of the day, �Lord, 
couldnʼt you give me three or four more hours a day to 
do your work?�

She is petite and energetic, quick to smile and offer a 
hug. Her silver hair is the only clue to her age. Creamy 
skin and gray-blue eyes belie her 64 years. She grieves 
the wasted years, but acknowledges that she is a differ-
ent pastor than she would have been in 1981. She admits 
that her life experience has made her more compassion-
ate, capable and committed. 

We sat down together at the Royal Tea Cup near 
Gatlinburg for lunch, but only after she had taken me on a 
tour of her churches. We shared a plate of scones slathered 
with lemon curd as she talked about her flocks.

Raper serves the Pittman Center Circuit, which 
includes Burnett Memorial, Webb s̓ Creek, and Shults 
Grove United Methodist Churches. She went into 
churches where there were no existing membership 
records, no committee structure, no record of a past, and 
no hope for a future. �It was obvious they were dying 
churches,� Raper said. That was in 2001.

In 2002, all three were Five-Star Churches and ranked 
as Churches of Excellence in Evangelism (Webb s̓ Creek 
as a gold church, and Burnett Memorial and Shults 
Grove as silver). 

The certificates are displayed proudly in each church. 
Worship attendance has doubled at two churches 
(Webb s̓ from 37 to 70, Shults from seven to 14) and 
tripled at another (Burnett from 12 to 36).

Evidence of outreach is visible everywhere. Burnett 
Memorial has a bassinet sitting in Fellowship Hall, filled 
with baby blankets and diapers to be distributed to moth-
ers in need. Webb s̓ Creek collects good used clothing 
for a mission project in the area. Shults Grove hosts a 
community ladies  ̓grief support group. 

Pittman Center (today s̓ population 478) began as a 
mission project of the Methodist Episcopal Board of 
Home Missions and Church Extension. John Burnett, 
who had grown up in North Carolina, approached the 
Board about building a community from scratch. Eli Pit-
tman, superintendent of the Elmira District, Central New 
York Conference, was sent to East Tennessee to help 
plan the project, and in 1921, a village was born. 

They built an elementary school, a high school, an 
infirmary (whose foundation now supports the parsonage 
where Raper lives), a shop, a home economics building, 
and a girl s̓ dormitory. Some of those buildings were 
washed away in a 1938 flash flood. 

�When I first came here,� she says, smiling, �I 
thought I was in the middle of nowhere. Now I know that 
I am in a little bit of heaven on earth. I love this place 
� it is so beautiful � and I love these people. I came here 
determined to love them, and it has been easy to do.�

It has been easy for them to love her, too. Retired 
pastor Rev. John Trundle, now one of Raper s̓ parish-
ioners, stopped us as we left Webb s̓ Creek. �You can 
quote me on this,� he said to me. �She s̓ a goodʼn.� ■

The Rev. Hutton is minister of music at Middlebrook Pike UMC.

By Lynn Hutton

At lunch with Alta Raper:

Fresh starter

Photo by Lynn Hutton

Rev. Alta Raper takes a visitor on a tour of her three 
churches before lunching on scones in Gatlinburg. 

Sept. 21: International prayer day   
(UMNS) His Eminence, Sunday Mbang, Prel-

ate of the Methodist Church of Nigeria and chair-
person of the World Methodist Council, is calling 
on all Methodists to join the International Day of 
Prayer for Peace on Sept. 21. 

The observance is the World Council of 
Churches  ̓effort to coordinate with the Interna-
tional Day for Peace, established in 1981 by the 
United Nations. United Methodist Women also 
is calling upon its membership to participate in 
group and individual prayer vigils and services 
on Sept. 21. More information is available at 
www.overcomingviolence.org.

Sept. 25: Bishop Swanson ceremony
JOHNSON CITY, Tenn. � Holston members 

are invited to a �Service Celebrating the Assign-
ment of Bishop James Edward Swanson Sr.� at 
Munsey Memorial UMC, Johnson City, Tenn. The 
ceremony begins at 2 p.m. on Saturday, Sept. 25.

Sept. 24-26: �Conference on Ministry�
EMORY, Va. � The Wesley Institute and 

Emory & Henry College will present a con-
ference with Neal Christie Sept. 24-26 on the 

campus in Emory, Va. �Conference on the Min-
istry� includes two events: �When Sunday Meets 
Monday: The Practice of the Social Principles in 
the World� and �Bridging the Gap: Inter-Reli-
gious & Cross-Cultural Dialogue.� Cost is $20 
for the �Sunday Meets Monday� event, free for 
�Bridging the Gap.�

Christie is assistant general secretary with the 
General Board of Church & Society. The confer-
ence has been scheduled so as not to conflict with 
Bishop Swanson s̓ ceremony on Sept. 25. For 
more information, call the Rev. Caryl Griffin at 
(423) 928-2156. Visit www.holstonconference.com
/wesleyinst/events.html.

September: Pastoral care training
Holston s̓ Pastoral Counseling Center is offering 

a new continuing education and training program 
beginning after Labor Day in September. The focus 
of the group will be on training and supervision in 
pastoral care and counseling of individuals, couples 
and families for all clergy.

The group will meet at Inskip UMC in Knox-
ville, Tenn. For more information, contact the Rev. 
Gary Mauldin, conference pastoral counselor, at 
(865) 805-9781 or GaryMauldin@comcast.net. ■

A UMNS Report

By Steve Smith

Several prominent United Methodists are 
among 40 Christian leaders contending in a 
full-page ad in the �New York Times� that the 

Religious Right doesnʼt have a monopoly on decid-
ing God s̓ political party or candidate for president.

The ad appeared in the Aug. 30 �Times� with the 
headline, �God is Not A Republican. Or a Demo-
crat.� Sojourners, the national Christian magazine 
and organization, bought the ad.

Sojourners and its supporters 
say evangelists Jerry Falwell and 
Pat Robertson have no business 
telling people that President Bush 
was chosen by God to be president. 
The ad lists information about a 
Sojourners-sponsored petition that 
people can sign to �take back their 
faith� and donate money to get the 
ad in newspapers across the country, 
according to an organization news 
release.

United Methodists signing their names to the ad 
include Jim Winkler, top staff executive of the Board 
of Church and Society in Washington; Bishop Wil-
liam Willimon, new leader of the church s̓ Birming-
ham (Ala.) Area and former head of Duke Chapel 
at United Methodist-related Duke Divinity School 
in Durham, N.C.; Duke Divinity Professor Stanley 
Hauerwas; and Philip Amerson, president of the 
church-related Claremont School of Theology near 
Los Angeles.

�We believe all candidates should be examined by 
measuring their policies against the complete range 
of Christian ethics and values,� the ad states. ��We 
also admonish both parties and candidates to avoid 
the exploitation of religion or our congregations for 
partisan political purposes.�

Amerson said he signed onto the ad because of 
ways he believes religion and politics are mixing 
inappropriately.

�I believe that Jesus Christ is not partisan in his 
politics,� Amerson said. �Frankly, in recent years, 
weʼve taken the Gospel, bent it, broken it and 
wrapped the American flag around it. Iʼm disap-
pointed that some folks are using churches in parti-
san ways as theyʼve never been used before.

�The Gospel has been subverted and reshaped so 
it can fit into political party agendas. Neither politi-
cal party captures the fullness of the Christ who 
spoke about loving your neighbor as yourself.�

By Aug. 31, nearly 44,000 people had signed 
the online petition, and 3,500 had donated money 

to expand the ad campaign to other newspapers, 
according to the Sojourners Web site, at www.
takebackourfaith.org.

The ad takes issue with statements by Falwell in 
July that �Evangelical Christians ... need to get serious 
about re-electing President Bush,� and by Robertson 
saying earlier this summer that �George Bush is going 
to win in a walk. ... the Lord s̓ just blessing him.�

The petition also appeared in full-page ads in Aug. 
30 editions of �The News & Advance� newspaper 
in Lynchburg, Va., where Falwell lives, and �The 
Virginian-Pilot� in Norfolk, Va., near where Robert-
son lives. In previous interviews, Falwell and Rob-
ertson said they have a right to state their political 

opinions and urge Christians to vote 
a certain way. Falwell told the �New 
York Times� that he was speaking as 
a citizen, not as a representative of his 
church, and accused his opponents of 
trying to �silence� evangelical pastors.

Sojourners spokesman Deryl 
Davis told United Methodist News 
Service that the ad and the petition 
arenʼt endorsements for U.S. Sen. 
John Kerry, Bush s̓ Democratic rival 
for the presidency. The ad states that 
�sincere Christians and other people of 

faith can choose to vote for President Bush or Sen. 
Kerry�for reasons deeply rooted in their faith.�

Throughout the years, Davis said, Sojourners has 
criticized Democrats, such as in editorials earlier 
this year that condemned party leaders for not taking 
seriously religious issues, poverty, hunger and other 
social problems.

�We simply want Christians to know that they 
have a choice among candidates and they should 
consider all moral issues, not just a single issue, 
before voting,� Davis said.

Figures on how much the �Times� ad cost were 
not readily available, he said.

In the press release, the Rev. Jim Wallis, editor of 
�Sojourners,� said, �When poverty has risen each of 
the past three years, that s̓ a religious issue. The war 
in Iraq, that s̓ a religious issue. Taking care of the 
environment, that s̓ a religious issue. This behavior 
by the Religious Right � ordaining George W. Bush 
as �God s̓ candidate  ̓� is theologically outrageous.�

Well-known Christian leaders signing the ad 
include evangelical author Philip Yancey; Glen Stas-
sen, an ethicist at conservative Fuller Theological 
Seminary in Pasadena, Calif.; Robert M. Franklin Jr. 
and Alton B. Pollard, professors at United Method-
ist-related Candler School of Theology in Atlanta; 
Duke Divinity Professor Richard Hays; and Baptist 
pastor and evangelical speaker Tony Campolo.■

Smith is a freelance writer and former associate 
editor of The United Methodist Reporter newspaper 
in Dallas. 

Court rules Fresno church 
may keep its property
United Methodist News Service

For centuries, the United Methodist Church 
has stated that all local church property is 
held in trust for the denomination.

The 5th District Court of Appeal in Fresno, 
Calif., has ruled that St. Luke s̓ United Methodist 
Church is not the property of the denomination.

The decision, the latest in a four-year battle 
between the church and the denomination, was 
issued Aug. 13.

St. Luke s̓ severed its affiliation with the United 
Methodist Church in 2000 but continues to meet on 
the disputed property.

A centuries-old clause in the United Methodist 
Book of Discipline, the denomination s̓ lawbook, 
states that all local church property is held in trust 
for the denomination. A Superior Court judge ruled 
in 2002 that the local church could not revoke the 
trust clause.

In a statement released by the California-Nevada 
Annual (regional) Conference, Bishop Beverly J. 
Shamana reiterated that the responsibility of the local 
United Methodist Church is to hold in trust church 
property �that enables us to be a United Methodist 
presence in the community. We are living in stress-
filled times and the United Methodist Church, with 
its unique message of �Open Hearts, Open Minds 
and Open Doors,  ̓is a spiritual presence we want to 
see maintained in the Fresno community.�

Robert M. Shannon, trial attorney for the Cali-
fornia-Nevada Conference said, �We believe the 
trial court [in June 2002] made the right decision 
after hearing all the evidence in the case and we 
strongly disagree with the contrary ruling by the 
Court of Appeal.�

Attorneys for the conference are reviewing the 
decision to determine what options they will exercise.

The Rev. Kevin Smith, pastor of St. Luke s̓, said 
he feels the conference will probably appeal but he 
wishes they would not.

�Enough money has been spent in this case 
already,� he said.

A split between members of St. Luke s̓ and the 
denomination led to a court battle over who owns 
the property. The conference and members of St. 
Luke s̓ have been struggling with each 
other for four years, ever since the
gregation withheld apportionment
protest of the conference s̓ decisio
to discipline pastors for participat
same-sex union service.

 �I love the United Methodist 
Church,� Smith said. �But they 
canʼt just pick and choose which 
parts of the Discipline they want t
adhere to. This has never been jus
about homosexuality.�

In the 2002 ruling, the judge sa
the state Corporations Code sup-

�This behavior 
by the Religious 
Right � ordaining 
George W. Bush as 
�God�s candidate� 
� is theologically 
outrageous.�

Court rules Fresno, continued on page 7


