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WHAT IS PLANNED GIVING? by Liz Sumner

Do you remember Friday, September 22, 
1989? That was the day Hurricane Hugo 
devastated Gaston County. We were all 
left reeling from that horrible storm—roads 
blocked, powerlines down, roofs leaking, 
windows blown out. And our daughter, Katie, 
was scheduled to be baptized that Sunday.

I called our associate pastor Frank Mayes to 
see if we’d have church with no lights, no air 
conditioning, and no microphones. I’ll never 
forget what Frank said, “Liz, of course we’re 

having church. This is when we need each 
other and God’s Word the most.” And Frank 
was so right.

We came in street clothes with unwashed hair.  
We got rides from friends if our driveways were 
blocked. We left our own damaged houses 
and we went to the Lord’s house because 
we knew that was where we’d find comfort.  
Hearing Jesus’ healing words and receiving 

Continued on page 2
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the love and support of our church family helped carry us 
through. And Katie got baptized in a way the Sumner family 
will never forget.

I’m guessing that each of you reading this article has a 
special memory about our church. There’s something in 
your heart that tells you First Presbyterian is your spiritual 
home. And I’m thinking you’d like to see our church and its 
mission continue for a long time.

That’s where planned giving comes in. Whether we like it or 
not, a church needs financial support to pursue its mission.  
And we today can help make sure that First Presbyterian is 
spreading God’s Word and doing His work in 10 years, 20 
years, 50 years. How? By remembering the church in your 
estate planning. That’s all planned giving is—setting up a 
plan now so that your estate provides financial support for 
the church in the future.

There are lots of ways to set up your plan. It can be with 
a bequest in your will, naming the church as a beneficiary 
for all or a part of your retirement account or life insurance, 
making a grant from your donor-advised fund, setting up a 
charitable trust to provide income to you during your lifetime 
and funding to the church at your death. The best plan is 
whatever works for you, in whatever amount feels right to 
you.

And there are lots of ways to support the church’s mission.  
You may want to plan an unrestricted gift that gives the 
church the flexibility to use it where it’s needed most. Or you 
may have a passion for a particular aspect of the church’s 
mission and want to provide long-term support for that. Our 
church’s endowment goes by the name of PET (Presbyterian 
Endowment Trust) and it is set up for long-term support.  
There are several separate funds in PET that support the 
various ministries of the church.  

The Planned Giving Ministry was created by the Session to 

help you sort through all these issues. We’re here to answer 
questions and provide information. So if you’d like to hear 
more about including the church in your estate plan, please 
call, text, or email me (704-616-0389 or lsumner@mhc-law.
com) or anyone on the Planned Giving Ministry.  

Let’s get started!

Planned Giving Ministry members: Cindy Clark, Lee DuBois, 
Anne and Tom Efird, Lee Ann Harris, Spurgeon Mackie, 
Hayley Nester, Sarah Sumner, and Liz Sumner

On Sunday, January 9th, we will collect 
tithes and gifts for the Nickel-A-Meal 
Program. Be sure to keep saving your 

change to contribute to this special 
offering! Offerings can be placed in the red 

buckets on Sunday morning.
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Congregational Cares January Birthdays

 
Condolences to:
Julia and Wayne Shovelin upon the death 
of Julia’s mother, Mildred Harris Manning, on 
December 4, 2021.
Joan Newell upon the death of her son-in-law, 
Charles Nelson Lineberger, on December 11, 2021. 

Our Joy is With:
Cathy and Donald Parrot upon the birth of their 
grandson Charles Wyatt Eaker, on August 12, 
2021. 
Cathy and Donald Parrot upon the birth of their 
grandson Judah Roy Eaker, on December 10, 
2021.
Sarah and Ernest Sumner, II upon the birth of 
their son Ernest David Sumner, III, on December 
23, 2021. Proud grandparents are Mary and 
Ernest Sumner.

Stevie Carpenter 1/1 Bobby Sumner 1/10 Dale Stark 1/22
Kate Doherty 1/2 Reid Jentsch 1/12 Beverly Sumner 1/22
Russell Harris 1/2 Forrest Kelly 1/12 Michelle Vaughn 1/22

Katherine Matthews 1/2 Lori Rutherford 1/12 Lewis Efird 1/25
Reilly Spencer 1/2 Anne Burnett 1/14 Dorcas Moss 1/25
Jeff Vanacore 1/2 David Conner 1/14 Trip Stewart 1/25
Dale Melton 1/3 Jim Brown 1/15 Mary Sumner 1/25
Bob Blanton 1/4 Elias Kelly 1/15 Jacob Walker 1/28

Myles Davidowitz 1/4 Hoppy Sell 1/15 Bob Spencer 1/28
Margaret Mackie 1/4 David Efird 1/16 John Stewart 1/28
John McGerrigle 1/5 Margaret Jarvis 1/16 Minor Adams, IV 1/29

Julie Sims 1/5 Ora Mason 1/17 Caroline Cole 1/29
Rebecca Turner 1/6 Quay Williford 1/17 Charlie Melton 1/29

Kwabena Osei-Boateng 1/7 Leila Mackie Turk 1/19 June Murphrey 1/29
Matt Crabtree 1/8 Dianne Rayfield 1/19 Geof Planer 1/29
Tony Murphrey 1/8 Carol Brittain 1/20 Lucy Brown Spencer 1/31
Ben Summer 1/8 Katherine Currence 1/22

Martha Eddins 1/10 Donna Rockett 1/22

Help us celebrate your day! Contact the church office to make sure that we have your birthday and 
contact information correct. Please email Trip Stewart at tstewart@fpcgastonia.com with your information 
or updates. Please note that your full birth date will never be shared publicly, only the month and day. 
Thank you for your cooperation!
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Get Back in the Groove 
with Wednesday Night Alive!

We hope you will join us during the months of January and 
February for our Wednesday night study series - Animate: 
Practices. During this six-week series, we will focus on being 
our best selves as disciples of Jesus Christ. Each week we 
will gather at 6:15 p.m. to watch a video featuring a leading 
voice from the Christian faith, spend time on personal 
reflection and journaling, and share ideas with the group.

Please note that Wednesday night dinner will NOT be 
served as previously planned. Due to COVID-19 concerns, 
and out of an abundance of caution, we have decided to 
suspend Wednesday Night Dinners until further notice. 
If you have any questions please feel free to contact the 
church office.

PW Circle Meetings

Please note the following locations and meeting times for 
Presbyterian Women’s Circles this month. If you have any 
questions, please contact your circle moderator.

Circle 1 will meet on Monday, January 10, at 10:00 a.m. in 
the Parlor.

Circle 2/3 will meet on Monday, January 10, at 10:30 a.m. at 
Covenant Village. 

Circle 4 will meet on Tuesday, January 11, at 11:30 a.m. in the 
Parlor.

Warm Up America

Calling all Knitters and Crocheters! Please consider using 
your skein remainders to create 7” by 9” blocks for Warm 
Up America blankets. Our church has already completed 
and donated four to the Salvation Army this year. Leave the 
7” by 9” blocks at the Reception Desk where Betsy Keith 
will collect them and sew them together. We do ask that you 
avoid using wool yarn for laundry purposes. Thank you for 
your help!

Happy New Year from 
Presbyterian Weekday School!

We have had a wonderful year so far at Presbyterian 
Weekday School!  The children have been so busy! It has 
been a fun and impactful first half of the year!

Enrollment for 2022-2023 will begin at the end of January! 

We are also looking for substitute teachers!  If you or anyone 
you know may be interested, please have them contact the 
preschool office at 704-864-2651 ext 111.  Thank you!

Fellowship Hall Audio Training Sessions

The beginning of the year is a perfect time to pick up a new 
skill! If you would like to learn basic and intermediate audio 
operation for Thrive, (or any other event in the Fellowship 
Hall!) then join us on January 15, and February 12, from 
10:00 a.m. to 12:00 p.m. for our Tech Training Sessions. No 
previous knowledge is required, only basic computer skills 
and a willingness to learn! Contact Matt Smith for more 
information or RSVP to msmith@fpcgastonia.org

Coffee and Guitars... and More!

Bring your guitar, bass, ukulele, or any other instrument for 
a time of fellowship and musical fun at First Presbyterian 
Church! Join us in the Fellowship Hall on Saturday, March 
26, from 10:00 a.m. to 12:00 p.m.

Share the story of your instrument and jam a little bit.  Perhaps 
a group jam session might break out! The first ten people to 
RSVP will receive a free inspection of your instrument by 
Music and Arts Guitar Tech Matt F. Smith. Please use the 
following link to sign up! bit.ly/coffeeandguitars.
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REFLECTIONS AFTER A YEAR NAVIGATING GRIEF 
by Rev. Daniel J. Commerford

In December of 2020 my mother, Gail Turner Viau, passed 
away after a courageous battle with ovarian cancer. Except 
for my wife, hers was the relationship closest to me, and 
she was the first person outside my marriage I’d go to for 
advice and counsel. We lived five minutes from one another, 
spoke almost every day, and shared a meal together at least 
once a week. My mom was also an amazing grandmother 
who loved Hannah and Micah fiercely. Before my mom got 
sick, Hannah cherished her sleepovers and adventures with 
“Honey” that would occur frequently. Grappling with her 
death has been the most difficult challenge I’ve ever faced. 
Amidst a year of massive transition moving from Tequesta to 
Gastonia, I’ve also been navigating a grieving process that 
has been like nothing I’ve ever experienced. After making 
it through the first year without my mom, I’d like to share 
six reflections about my grief journey, especially where it 
intersects with my faith. 

CHRIST’S RESURRECTION FUNDAMENTALLY 
SHAPES HOW WE GRIEVE

1 Thessalonians 4:13-14  But we do not want you to be 
uninformed, brothers and sisters, about those who have 
died, so that you may not grieve as others do who have no 

hope. For since we believe that Jesus died and rose again, 
even so, through Jesus, God will bring with him those who 
have died.

My mom was a consummate example of living a life 
transformed by Christ’s love. More than anyone, she taught 
me how to keep Christ at the center of every facet in life. 
She rejoiced in the Lord when times were good and relied 
on the Lord when times were hard. Throughout it all, 
she proclaimed the resurrection of Jesus Christ that has 
conquered death for all of us.

For that reason, I have no doubt that my mom is experiencing 
the fulfillment of God’s promise to walk with us for eternity. 
Knowing that my mom is in God’s glory has fundamentally 
shaped how I grieve. My grief doesn’t arise from any 
existential dread about her eternal fate. Rather, my grief is 
centered on acknowledging the loss her death has created 
in my own life and adjusting to living on earth without her. 
This does not make grieving easy by any means, but it 
has prevented me from descending into despair. Christ’s 
resurrection gives me the assurance that we will be together 
again as a new creation in God’s glory. For that reason, I 
grieve with hope instead of despair.
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WE CANNOT BEAR OUR GRIEF ALONE

2 Corinthians 1:3-4 Blessed be the God and Father of our 
Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of mercies and the God of all 
consolation, who consoles us in all our affliction, so that we 
may be able to console those who are in any affliction with 
the consolation with which we ourselves are consoled by 
God.

There is no way my family and I could have made it through this 
year without the support of others. In the first couple weeks 
after my mom’s death, when I was largely incapacitated by 
the trauma one often experiences in the initial stages of 
grief, my congregation in Tequesta stepped in to care for 
my family and me. Amidst a particularly bad COVID spike, 
they provided enough meals to feed my family for two full 
weeks. Even though it was Advent, they encouraged me to 
stay home with my family until I was ready to come back 
and showered us with messages of love and support. I will 
forever be grateful for the Christlike care they provided my 
family and me in that vulnerable time.

God has also blessed me with amazing friends who have 
consoled me and helped carry the burden of my grief 
this year. Longtime friends from Minnesota, Georgia, and 
Florida, friends from seminary and colleagues in ministry, 
and now new friends we’ve met in Gastonia have provided 
needed comfort and support. The staff and leadership 
at FPC Gastonia who knew about my mom have been 
gracious in allowing me to weep or withdraw when I need 
to. I have a therapist who has helped me process my grief 
and move forward in a healthy way. I share all of this not 
only to express my profound gratitude, but to acknowledge 
the many sources of support God gives us when we grieve. 
Normally, I rely on my family to be my support network when 
times are tough. But when our entire family needed support 
in our grief, God showed me how big Christ’s family can be.

GRIEF IS NOT LINEAR; IT’S CYCLICAL

Psalm 34:4  I sought the LORD, and he answered me, and 
delivered me from all my fears.

In 1969, Elisabeth Kübler-Ross wrote about the five stages 
of grief (denial, anger, bargaining, depression, acceptance) 
that have become a common way people articulate their 
grief. Over the last year, I’ve discovered that these stages 
aren’t experienced in a linear fashion, but rather cyclically. 
Even a year later, I experience all of these emotions as 
I grieve. There are moments I reach for my phone to give 
my mom a call. I still feel anger that Hannah and Micah will 
not grow up with a grandmother whose dream it was to be 

their biggest cheerleader. Some days, I find myself playing 
the “what-if” game, where I ponder if there was anything 
we could’ve done to save my mom’s life (there wasn’t). 
Sometimes, my grief will suck all my energy away and leave 
me on the couch weeping. Thankfully, I’ve also experienced 
moments when I am able to be grateful for the time I had 
with my mom and look ahead in life with hope.

No matter what stage of grief I experience, I’ve learned that 
I can go to the Lord as I am in that moment. God wants to 
hear from us when we are happy, sad, angry, and everything 
in between. With that, I try to follow my mom’s example and 
involve God in every facet of my life. I’ve prayed to God 
asking for strength and comfort; I’ve questioned God why 
my mom had to die when she did, and I’ve thanked God for 
everything I’ve been given. No matter what shape my grief 
takes, I worship a God I can approach and rely upon to give 
me what I need to persevere through anything. 

Recently, David Kessler has written about a sixth stage 
of grief where one finds meaning in remembering those 
we’ve lost. I’m not quite there yet, but am confident that I’ll 
experience that one day with God’s help.

WE NEVER CONQUER GRIEF, BUT WE CAN 
LEARN TO CARRY IT

Matthew 5:4 “Blessed are those who mourn, for they will 
be comforted.”

A couple months after my mom’s death, a church member 
told me that she still grieves the loss of her mother who 
passed away twenty years earlier. Even though I was sorry 
to hear about her pain, I was grateful that she shared her 
experience with me. It helped set my expectations for how 
long my grief journey will be. Grief is not something we 
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conquer. Rather, it’s a reality of living in a mortal world that 
will accompany us for as long as we are on this earth. Grief 
is not only a process of healing, but also one of learning. As 
our hearts heal from the trauma of loss, our brains rewire 
themselves while learning how to experience life without 
a relationship that has been a part of our identity. For that 
reason, grief can be exhausting at times! The best we can 
do is learn to carry our grief in a healthy way that doesn’t 
consume other areas of our life.

Carrying my grief this year has taken the shape of learning 
how to respond when it hits me. Sometimes grief creeps up 
slowly and smothers me like a thick fog. Sometimes it hits 
me as powerfully and quickly as it does unexpectedly. When 
the latter happens, I find myself overwhelmed with a range 
of emotions that arise to the surface suddenly and can only 
be released with genuine weeping. I’ve experienced this in 
expected and unexpected moments. I broke down during 
communion on All Saints’ Day, but also wept through my 
friend’s wedding service. In both moments, I was confronted 
with the loss of my mom and had no choice but to navigate 
my grief in that instant. I’ve also had many more private 
moments when my grief has bubbled up and caught me by 
surprise.

When grief hits, it’s tempting to resist the pain when it 
arises, to ignore it’s there, or to numb it in various ways. 
Admittedly, I’ve tried all three of those coping techniques, 
but none of them work as well as letting the grief hit you as 
you experience it and seeking comfort in a healthy way. God 

has promised those who mourn will find comfort, and I’ve 
experienced that comfort best when I face my grief instead 
of running away from it. As time has passed, I’ve found that 
the intense episodes of grief have decreased in frequency 
and that I can carry my grief without letting it consume me. I 
believe comfort is the gift Christ gives to those who mourn, 
and it’s the gift I ask to receive every day. 

GRIEF CAN PAVE THE ROAD FOR GRATITUDE

Psalm 106:1 Praise the LORD! O give thanks to the LORD, 
for he is good; for his steadfast love endures forever.

Revelation 21:1-4 Then I saw a new heaven and a new 
earth; for the first heaven and the first earth had passed 
away, and the sea was no more. 2 And I saw the holy city, 
the new Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, 
prepared as a bride adorned for her husband. 3 And I heard 
a loud voice from the throne saying, “See, the home of God 
is among mortals. He will dwell with them as their God; they 
will be his peoples, and God himself will be with them; he 
will wipe every tear from their eyes. Death will be no more; 
mourning and crying and pain will be no more, for the first 
things have passed away.”

God is good! I proclaim this while fully acknowledging my 
pain and grief. As powerful of a hold death has on this world, 
it will never be able to contain God’s love in Jesus Christ that 
has been given to us abundantly. Because Christ lives, I can 
be grateful no matter my circumstance. I am grateful that 
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God gave me 35 years with my mom and that the quality of 
our relationship far exceeded the quantity. I am grateful for 
the many ways I’ve seen her memory come to life. Whenever 
I push myself to realize my potential and help others to do 
the same, her memory comes to life. Whenever I exude a 
resilient joy from the Lord that transcends circumstance, her 
memory comes to life. Whenever I wrap my children in the 
deepest hug, making it impossible for them to deny they 
are fiercely loved, her memory comes to life. If anyone gets 
excited about something after seeing me get excited about 
it, her memory will continue to live and impact the world as 
much as her life impacted me.

Above all, I am grateful that the pain of our separation is 
only temporary. One day, we will be reunited with all the 
saints and worship God together in a New Heaven and New 
Earth. I look forward to that day, but until then I’ll do what 
my mom taught me to do best, which is to live joyfully, love 
boldly, and pursue Christ wherever I go. Again, I proclaim 
that God is good!

GRIEF IMPACTS US ALL IN ONE WAY OR 
ANOTHER, BUT GOD GIVES US HOPE

Romans 8:38-39 For I am convinced that neither death, nor 
life, nor angels, nor rulers, nor things present, nor things to 
come, nor powers, nor height, nor depth, nor anything else 
in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of 
God in Christ Jesus our Lord.

Finally, I’d like to encourage all of us to recognize how grief 
impacts us. Grief doesn’t only occur when a loved one dies. 
We can experience grief when we lose a job or don’t get 
the job we were seeking, when a relationship is strained 
or estranged, or when life takes a different path than what 
we planned. We grieve when we lose an ideal or become 

disillusioned, when a dream we’ve been pursuing doesn’t 
come to fruition, or when we journey from one life stage to 
the next. Grief arises from many different circumstances and 
takes many different forms.

I don’t think it’s possible for any of us to have persevered 
through these past couple years without experiencing grief. 
If you are struggling with grief in any form, please do not 
lose hope or try to bear it alone. If you need someone to 
talk to or a silent shoulder to weep on, please reach out 
to me or someone close to you!  More powerful than the 
grief we endure is the truth that there isn’t anything in this 
world that will ever separate us from God’s love. God gave 
us Jesus Christ and one another so that we will never be 
without hope or have to grieve alone. May Christ’s peace 
that surpasses our understanding meet us wherever we are 
and provide us the hope to meet a new day until he returns 
again.

God is good!
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Parish Nurse Updates

Physical and Spiritual Wellness Initiative

Walk to Jerusalem is a fun-filled, physical and spiritual 
wellness program designed for families and individuals of all 
ages and abilities. This 10-week program will be self-guided 
and begins on January 31st! We’ll then come together for 
the Community Foundation Run on April 9th.

A comprehensive guidebook with physical and spiritual 
activity conversion charts and weekly devotions will be 
available at the Reception Desk or at www.fpcgastonia.org/
parish-nurse-ministry.

The Impact of Resilience on Health

A special presenation by Dr. Crystal Bowe, MD, this event is 
sponsored as a partnership of FPC Gastonia Adult Ministries 
and The Gastonia Parish Nurse Ministry. This event will 
happen in place of Wednesday Night Alive! on February 
23rd. Dinner will begin in the Fellowship Hall at 5:30 p.m. 

followed by the presentation at 6:15 p.m. All are welcome 
and invited to attend! Free dinner will be provided for those 
who RSVP to (704) 864-2651 by February 16. Livestream 
will also be available for this event at www.fpcgastonia.org/
parish-nurse-ministry.
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Faith Formation Updates

Children’s Christmas Eve Service
Our Children’s Christmas Eve Service was a huge success! At 11:00 a.m. on Christmas Eve, our children and families gathered 
in the Chapel for a special service aimed specifically at our young disciples! We listened to the story of Christ’s birth and 
participated in worship stations and activities together. Thank you to all who joined us as we experienced the Christmas 
story in new and exciting ways!

Scholarships Available!
Scholarships are available for high school students 
preparing for college and for college students! Apply 
today! 
A new year may have high school seniors thinking about 
college scholarships for 2022. Some families may need 
financial help more than ever this upcoming year. The 
Presbyterian Women of the Presbytery of Western North 
Carolina offer college scholarships in the amount of $1500 
per academic year. Applicants (male or female) must be 
members of a Presbyterian Church of the Presbytery of 
Western North Carolina, with scholarships available to both 
high school seniors or those already in college. The criteria 
for awarding scholarships are: need for financial assistance, 
scholastic ability, leadership of applicant in church, school, 
and community.

Packets containing information and applications forms are 
available at the Reception Desk. The scholarship application 
is also posted on the website of the Presbytery of Western 
North Carolina. Look under Items of Interest for PW 
Scholarship info.
Application deadline is February 15, 2022
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The Confirmands got to pick out their Bibles for their 
Confirmation journey. Together with their leaders they got 
to look at many different translations and styles and find 

the one that they connected with to make their own.

Wrapping up 2021!
The children and youth of the church had a good year in 
2021! We played games, took trips, learned in our classes, 
connected at youth fellowship, and worshiped together. Be 
sure to come join us for the fun, faith building adventures 
that we will have in 2022. All are welcome as we grow in 
faith, deepen our friendships, and share our love with the 
world!
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Service Views and Attendance

Date Thrive Thrive 
Livestream Traditional Traditional 

Livestream

December 5 41 41 102 56

December 12 43 15 109 63

December 19 - - 218 108

December 26 - - 52 51

Please note service views do not include those watching via closed circuit 
television at Covenant Village.


