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nation & world news For complete text of these and other United Methodist 
News Service stories, go to www.umc.org

By Charles Ledgercommentary:

Flying high with Pearl

P robably one of 
the most overused 
clichés about 
flying is that it 

allows those involved to 
�soar into the clouds and 
touch the face of God.� 
Yet, for all its repetition, 
there simply is no better 
way to explain the exhila-
ration of flight.

I began my career 
in public education and 
served Lee County, Va., 
for 30 years.  Flying was 
a passion for me, but there 
never was the time, place, 
or funds to make that 
dream a reality.  It was 
an idea, like so many others, that took a place in the dusty 
�Wish I Could� file � submerged by obligations and the 
more mundane things of life. 

After my retirement from public education, Holston 
Conference appointed me to South Bristol United Methodist 
Church in Abingdon District in July 2003. Challenged by the 
work of a new appointment and the needs of the church, I 
did not give flying much thought. That was to change.

In December 2006 a young flight instructor, Amanda, 
took me on my first discovery flight, and God opened a 
door. After several months experience and many flights I 
was finally licensed on Aug.  4, 2007 � my 56th birthday 
� as a private pilot.   

I had taken a couple of men from the congregation on 
short flights, but one day after worship, Pearl, who is 89 
years old, sternly asked when I would be taking the ladies 
on a flight.

On the following Tuesday, Pearl got her first taste of a 
�freedom ride.� Tri-Cities tower ... Cherokee 6359 Charlie 
at runway Two-Three, ready for departure. It was a hot, 
humid day, but Pearl was so excited it mattered not to her 
that the flight might be a bit bumpy. Cherokee 6359 Char-
lie cleared for takeoff. Have a great flight.

Pearl turned out to be my 
liveliest passenger to date. 
The flight over the lakes in 
the Tri-Cities area, a look 
down into the Bristol Motor 
Speedway, and a few banks 
and maneuvers only intensi-
fied her smile. Throughout 
the flight, she talked about 
the changes in the com-
munity she had witnessed 
in nearly a century, as well 
as changes in the church. At 
6,000 feet, she pondered her 
concerns for the future and 
what tomorrow s̓ challenge 
for the church might be.

Suddenly, in the midst 
of the flight, Pearl became 
silent. Then, with an expres-
sion that reminded of 

former students as they tackled the most difficult question 
on a final exam, she spoke again.

�It looks quite a bit different, seeing things from here, 
doesnʼt it?� 

Trying to show off my newly acquired knowledge, I 
started to explain that yes, visibility at high altitudes is dif-
ferent and sometimes confusing.

�No,� she said, �that is not what I am talking about. If 
things look this different to us �  looking down on people 
coming and going and living their lives � how much dif-
ferent does God see the entire world and our daily lives, 
responding to each with love and compassion?�

 There was nothing more to say during that flight. Pearl 
had indeed �touched the face of God� and developed a new 
understanding. Cherokee 6359 Charlie cleared to land. Wel-
come home. That was Pearl s̓ return greeting from the tower.

If only we could all see God as Pearl did that day: A 
loving father, watching over his children and for those who 
follow a course charted to him. ■

The Rev. Ledger is pastor at South Bristol United Methodist 
Church in Abingdon District. 

Here we go again. Another push the 
agenda article. This time [it�s] from a 

semi-Baptist minister, lawyer, and religion 
columnist for a liberal newspaper [�At 
Lunch With Oliver �Buzz� Thomas,� Dec. 
14 edition]. Mr. Thomas seems to say that 
God speaks to people through the Bible 
but only in certain parts of it. He asserts 
that the Bible has errors and some bad 
theology. I suppose I will have to buy the 
book to find out where I went wrong in 
thinking that the Bible is the word of God. 
Please give us a rest from �the agenda� 
articles.

Jerry Hall
Grigsby Chapel UMC
Knoxville District

Quote: �The Bible was written by 
human beings. There are errors in it 

and some bad theology.� And we wonder 
why the United Methodist Church is losing 
members? I understand about �typo� type 
of errors in the Bible, but Oliver Thomas 
is referring to its content � and that goes 
beyond the bounds! 

I have read Mr. Thomas� book, and 
I thoroughly disagree with him. He also 
says that �Jesus was fallible.� I can not 
tolerate that. I am not enough of a scholar 
to debate him myself, but simply hold to 
Paul�s writings in 1 Corinthians 1:18: �For 
the message of the cross is foolishness to 
those who are perishing, but to us who are 
being saved, it is the power of God.� 

Betty Newman
Bethel UMC
Knoxville District

M erry Christmas! Just a few lines to 
thank each and every one for your 

work and dedication in publishing The Call 
26 times each year. I truly enjoy reading 
the news from different districts. So keep 
up the good ideas and good pictures.

Eva Oakes
Allen Memorial UMC
Cleveland District

Send letters to the editor to: C-Mail, The Call, P.O. Box 
850, Alcoa, TN 37701, thecall@holston.org, fax (865) 
690-3162.  Printed letters are limited to 150 words.

  c-mail

’Great Debaters’ 
movie spotlights 
black colleges

LOS ANGELES  (UMNS) —  On the 14th floor of the 
toney Beverly Hills Four Seasons Hotel, Denzel 
Washington sits back in an armchair surrounded by 
lights and cameras and promotes his latest film proj-
ect, while also putting in a word for historically black 
colleges. �The Great Debaters,� which opened Christ-
mas Day, is a fictionalized account of the successful 
1935 debate team at Wiley College, a small United 
Methodist-related, historically black school in Mar-
shall, Texas. The story focuses on four young debaters 
and their mentor, Melvin Tolson, who taught at Wiley 
and coached the champion debate team. Washing-
ton directed the film and stars as Tolson, a poet and 
author.

In an interview with United Methodist News Ser-
vice, Washington discussed the significance of black 
colleges for African Americans in the early 20th cen-
tury. �It was the first time they got an opportunity to 
get a college education,� the actor said. �I think these 
professors and the founding fathers of these schools 
understood that importance. They knew that it gave 
these young people more options. ... We were in the 
middle of the Depression, so your options were educa-
tion, or sharecropping or unemployment.�

UMNS photo by David Lee, The Weinstein Co. 
Denzel Washington stars in �The Great Debaters,� which opened Dec. 25 in the United States. The film dramatizes the suc-
cess of the 1935 debate team at United Methodist-related Wiley College in Marshall, Texas. The movie has been nominated 
for a Golden Globe Award for best motion picture. 

Southeastern Jurisdiction 
tackles diversity issues

LAKE JUNALUSKA, N.C.  (UMNS) — Leaders of the United 
Methodist Southeastern Jurisdiction addressed the 
challenge of churches that struggle with inclusive-
ness during a conference aimed at bringing varied 
ethnic groups from diversity into community. A sense 
of urgency marked the �Embracing God s̓ Diversity� 
convocation Dec. 13-15 at the United Methodist 
retreat center in Lake Junaluska. Organizers hoped to 
turn years of talk into action, and for the Southeast to 
take on a leadership role throughout the denomina-
tion. �Across the SEJ, weʼre tired of talking about a 
more diverse and inclusive church,� said the Rev. Carl 
Arrington, the region s̓ director of African-American 
Ministries and a conference organizer. �We want 
people of all backgrounds to know they are welcome 
in The United Methodist Church as equal children of 
God.� (See related column, �Wings,� on page 2.)

Pastor becomes victim of 
racial threats, cross burning

NASHVILLE, Tenn.  (UMNS) — The Rev. Robert Utley 
is recovering from a heart attack after finding a burn-
ing wooden cross and noose on his front porch Dec. 
10. Utley, pastor of Clark United Methodist Church, 
McMinnville, Tenn., reported hearing someone bang-
ing on his door shortly after midnight. When he inves-
tigated, he found a small wooden cross on a stack 
of newspapers burning on his porch. On his gutter a 
thin white rope had been tied into a noose. The Rev. 

Daniel M. Hayes, a close friend and mentor, said 
the shock of the incident sent Utley to the hospital, 
where doctors determined he had suffered a small 
heart attack. Hayes is pastor of Gordon Memorial 
United Methodist Church, Nashville, Tenn.

Police are investigating the incident as a pos-
sible hate crime. Nashville Metro Police spokes-
woman Kristin Mumford said a note left at the 
scene contained �threats of a racial nature� toward 
Utley and a co-worker. Utley is a supervisor at 
Caremark, a pharmaceutical services provider. 
�There is some thought that the incident may be 
related to his work (at Caremark), but that is still 
under investigation,� Mumford said. �We decry 
any form of racism and violence against other 
people,� said Bishop Richard Wills Jr., who leads 
the Tennessee Annual Conference.

Workshop teaches churches 
to be servants, not suckers

GREENEVILLE, S.C. (UMNS) — The woman looks 
lost and helpless. Tears run down her face. There 
she stands as you look up from your desk in the 
church s̓ front office. She asks for money to buy 
food for her children. Or, a man approaches as you 
return to your car at the mall loaded with Christ-
mas packages. �I lost my job, my car broke down,� 
he says. �Any little bit you can spare would help.� 
Do you hand over a few dollars and, if so, do you 
walk away feeling like you have just been �taken�? 
You are not alone, according to Beth Templeton, 
who has spent 25 years working with homeless and 
poor people. She offers a workshop called �Servant 
or Sucker� through her work with United Minis-
tries, a faith-based organization of about 100 con-
gregations that aids local people who are homeless, 
experiencing financial crisis or lacking education 
or employment skills. The ministry began in 1970 
by the South Carolina Annual Conference and 
today involves many faith groups.

  

Hispanics decry hostile 
climate for immigrants 

NASHVILLE, Tenn.  (UMNS) — In an open letter to 
United Methodists, a church-related organization is 
declaring that a hostile U.S. climate toward immi-
grants has resulted in �millions of Latinos and Lati-
nas living in fear, threat and intimidation.� The letter 
from Methodists Associated Representing the Cause 
of Hispanic Americans � known as MARCHA 
� calls upon United Methodists to remember the 
plight of immigrants this Christmas and beyond. 
�During this Christmas season, when we remem-
ber the Christ child born to parents journeying in a 
foreign land for the sake of their survival, we invite 
The United Methodist Church to join MARCHA in 
standing against the negative and anti-Latino forces 
and voices around us,� the letter says. �Let us be 
truly The United Methodist Church.�  ■

Pearl prepares for flight at Tri-Cities Regional Airport in Blountville, Tenn.

Cabinet asks 
for prayers  
C ongregations are asked to par-

ticipate in an Epiphany prayer 
series that will guide the Cabi-

net in making 2008 pastoral appoint-
ments. �A Season of Prayer� is a 
seven-week spiritual guide that begins 
Jan. 6 and concludes Feb. 23. 

�Weʼve always asked for prayers in 
the midst of making appointments,� 

said the Rev. Don Nation. �This is just 
a way of formalizing it and reminding 
people that, indeed, the process should 
be bathed in prayer.�

Nation, Tazwell District superinten-
dent, co-authored the prayer guide with 
the Rev. Carol Wilson, Maryville Dis-
trict superintendent.

The appointment-making process 
begins in January and February with 
reviews considering the desires of the 
local church, needs of the conference, 
and circumstances of the pastors  ̓per-
sonal and family lives, according to the 
prayer guide. The process continues 

this year through March 2-7, 2008, 
which is designated as �appointment-
making week� on the Cabinet calendar. 
Appointments are finally �fixed,� or 
set, at Annual Conference in June.

�The Bishop and Cabinet ask our 
churches and people to use the season 
of Epiphany as a time of prayer for dis-
cernment and the guidance of the Holy 
Spirit in the work of the appointment 
process,� the prayer guide states. 

Download the guide at http://
ac.holston.org, or contact your district 
office for a hard copy that can be re-
copied for congregation members. ■

january:
10: Treasurer�s deadline for 2007 
apportionments; books close at 5 p.m. 
18-20:  Resurrection spiritual retreat for 
youth, Gatlinburg, Tenn.
20:  Human Relations Day
25-27:  Resurrection spiritual retreat for 
youth, Gatlinburg, Tenn.
25-27:  Divine Rhythm spiritual retreat for 
young adults, Pigeon Forge, Tenn. ■


