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A TRIBUTE TO JOHN STANLEY from Rev. Lauren Sease Vanacore

I met John in July 2011, a month before I came 
to Gastonia to serve as associate pastor of First 
Presbyterian Church. Over lunch, as we did all of 
the get-to-know-you stuff, I was immediately drawn 
into John’s enthusiasm, his natural curiosity and 
his obvious concern for people navigating fragile 
circumstances. We “clicked” from the get-go. 

When I arrived a month later to begin my new call 
among you, John and I were “flying solo” for the first 
two weeks I was on staff since Dr. Frye and Nisie were 
traveling to celebrate their wedding anniversary. 
This is all to say, after those first two weeks of 
getting settled and John showing me around town, 

helping me secure clergy badges for every hospital 
in two counties, and taking me all sorts of places to 
introduce me to church members, I knew that, in the 
words of Humphrey Bogart, “this was the beginning 
of a beautiful friendship.”

Indeed, it has been a beautiful friendship. John has 
been my cheerleader, my partner in crime, my ride-
or-die companion, my confidante, and my tell-me-
like-it-is buddy. He pours out his care and concern 
for me and my family in full measure, just as he does 
the members of the congregation. He also holds 
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me accountable and speaks hard truths to me in a loving 
way when I need to hear it (which is regularly!) Everyone 
deserves a friend like John.  I hope I have been as much of a 
friend and a colleague to him as he has been to me.  

John and I have been through more together than I think 
either of us could have ever anticipated when I arrived 
a decade ago! What I hope the congregation knows as 
we prepare to say goodbye to John and Rose, is that the 
behind-the-scenes ministry that John has faithfully executed 
for the church is something we will never be able to fully 
comprehend. The bedside prayers he has offered before 
and after surgeries, the bereaved families he has guided 
and comforted, the middle-of-the-night phone calls he 
has answered have each been their own isolated event, 
but when added up over many years they have made for 
a ministry of compassion that has sustained innumerable 
souls over many years.

John and Rose joined First Presbyterian Church in 1972 when 
they moved to Gastonia with their daughter, Susan. They 
have both been involved in the life and ministry of the church 
in a variety of ways through their membership at FPC in the 
past 50 years. When Susan died in a car accident in 1984 
at the age of 16, John and Rose discovered Compassionate 
Friends, a national support group for bereaved parents. 
They established a chapter at First Presbyterian Church in 
the late-1980s that still thrives today, caring for grieving 
parents and maintaining the legacy of their children.

John has been a passionate educator, teaching any class that 
has asked him. In fact, it was when teaching the Henderlite 
class in the late 1990s when he first felt a nudge from the 
Holy Spirit that maybe he could learn additional teaching 
skills. He enrolled in the Presbytery of Western North 

Carolina’s School of the Laity program simply to learn how 
to be a better Sunday School teacher. He had no intention 
of retiring from his “real job” with PSNC and pursing ministry 
full-time. Little did he know God’s plan for him was so much 
more!  

After graduating from the School of the Laity, John did, in 
fact, retire from PSNC and was commissioned to serve as 
a lay pastor at Robinson Memorial Presbyterian Church, 
which at the time was experiencing steady decline. When 
John and Rose began their ministry with the good folks at 
Robinson, the church had a rebirth and has remained active 
and vibrant to this day. John would say it was all God’s 
handiwork and that he had nothing to do with it; but, when 

Through the Years

John and Rose Stanley joined First 
Presbyterian Church of Gastonia in 

1972 and have been caring and faithful 
members of our community ever since! 
Photos of the Stanley family taken from 

previous church directories.
1982 1987
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God sends a good shepherd and an enthusiastic cheerleader 
to a congregation, rebirth and renewal are inevitable.  

Over the last two decades, John’s ministry has included 
serving as Chaplain for McLean Funeral Directors and as 
Chaplain of Oasis Shiners, in addition to full-time ministry 
at Robinson and as part-time Minister of Visitation at First 
Presbyterian. Finally, in 2016, John became full-time at First 
Presbyterian and was able to devote his ministry to our 
congregation. 

Even as John has comforted so many, instructed us about 
grief and how we can console the bereaved, taught 
hundreds of classes and guided us through conversations 
about revitalization, don’t be mistaken: John knows how to 
laugh and how to have a good time. He appreciates a good 
joke, he loves a friendly prank and he brings joy into the 
rooms he enters! One of the things I will miss is when John 
walks into Sherry Moore’s office and begins serenading her 
to the 1960s tune, “Sherry,” first crooned by Frankie Valli. 
John brings the fun, along with a lot of laughter and pep!  

After an 11:00 worship service one Sunday, someone came 
up to John and me and asked, “What were you two giggling 
about up there during the offertory?!” John and I looked 
at each other and just winked and said, “We’ll never tell!”  
Everyone needs a friend where the wink of an eye tells the 
story of a thousand inside jokes and tales of having been 
through more than a few things together. I am grateful to 
have more than a thousand of these moments with John.

The reality is that there have been many weeks over the 
last ten years where I have spent more time with John than 
I have with Jeff or our boys. (Thankfully our spouses are 
deeply understanding people.) Over the years, John and I 
have created a friendship and a bond that is as deep as it is 

wide. I pray that everyone has a friend like John.  

As John and Rose prepare to depart to move to Scotia 
Village in Laurinburg later this fall, my prayer will always 
be that they receive as much joy, as much compassion and 
as much interest in their lives as they have shown others 
over the many years they have devoted to the worship, 
mission, ministry and fellowship of First Presbyterian Church 
and throughout Gastonia. To be clear, I couldn’t be more 
delighted for John and Rose. They deserve every happiness 
in the world as they transition into the next chapter God has 
planned for them. But, I’m still really sad to see them go. 
There will be a void in my daily life for a long while, which 
I know God will ease with time and new colleagues to get 
to know, but there will never in my lifetime be another John 
Stanley with whom to share the joys and the sorrows of 
ministry. He will forever be my ride-or-die friend.

Please join Pastor Dan, the Session and me in wishing John 
and Rose well on their last Sunday among us, Reformation 
Day, October 31. We will celebrate John’s ministry during 
one worship service at 10:00 a.m., followed by a reception 
in John and Rose’s honor immediately following worship at 
11:00 a.m.

In the future, if anyone sees me giggling to myself during 
the offertory, I’ll probably be reminiscing about one of our 
inside jokes. Don’t mind me, I’ll just be giving thanks for 
the memories of sharing that sacred space of worship and 
laughter with John.  

Thanks for the memories, John. Don’t be a stranger, my dear 
friend. We’ll have Oreos and a glass of Chardonnay soon!

1994 1998 2012 2019
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Congregational Cares October Birthdays

Condolences to:
Carol and Steve Brittain upon the death of Judith 
“Judi” Brittain Craig Smith on August 30, 2021.
Beth and Randy Silvers upon the death of John David 
Gwinn, Jr. on September 10, 2021.
The family of Rev. Wilson Rhoton, Jr. upon his death 
on September 13, 2021.
Celeste Crowe upon the death of Charlie Jean Hollis 
on September 13, 2021.

Sherry Moore upon the death of Judy Ruth Moore on 
September 19, 2021.
Martha and Henry Thomas upon the death of Dan 
Briscoe on September 20, 2021.
Betsy and Robert Eaves upon the death of Judith 
Myers Eaves on September 22, 2021.

Ken Eddins 10/1 Roger Rizk 10/9 Pete Allen 10/18
Susan Blair 10/2 Trey Robinson 10/9 Kyra Osei-Boateng 10/18

Dale Bullock 10/3 Meredith Witherell 10/9 Billy Stafford 10/18
Hazel Emmerling 10/3 George Dent 10/10 Graham Renfro 10/20

Sam Kelly 10/3 Jennifer Humphrey 10/11 Braxton DuBois 10/21
Caroline Williford 10/3 Davis Spencer 10/11 Adrienne LaFar 10/21

Doc Bradshaw 10/4 Leslie Wallace 10/11 Brandi Bridgeman 10/22
Kathy Carmichael 10/4 Nova Watson 10/11 Rodney Owens 10/22

Owen Cherry 10/4 Macie Bridgeman 10/12 Gene Matthews 10/24
Emily Cole 10/4 Anne Buchanan 10/12 Preston Bullock 10/25

Brent Rutherford 10/4 Georgia Nicole Simmons 10/12 Grayson Howe 10/25
Harper Humphrey 10/5 Lisa Dent 10/13 Natalie Jordan 10/25
Laura Lineberger 10/5 Christi Falls 10/13 Malinda Lowery 10/25
David Ratchford 10/5 Tanya Finley 10/13 Alyson Schultz 10/25

Charlton Torrence, III 10/5 Max Morris 10/13 Kassi Sell 10/25
Robbie Bridgeman 10/6 Chris Planer 10/13 Wayne Shovelin 10/25

Hannah Commerford 10/6 Les Dix, II 10/14 Rob Wallace 10/25
Carol Goode 10/6 Michael Eads 10/14 Adam Kessell 10/26

Tabitha Abernathy 10/6 Pat Aunan 10/15 Tripp Matheny 10/26
Taylor Dickson 10/7 Thomas Stewart 10/15 Reilly Hovis 10/27

Ron Digby 10/7 Mamie Buckles 10/16 Lee Spencer 10/28
Frank Matthews 10/7 Carolyn Maiers 10/16 Ann Massey 10/29

Geraldine Johnston 10/8 Grayson LeVeen 10/16 Laura Paschall 10/29
Isaac Melton 10/8 Billie Browning 10/17 Meghan Fuller 10/30
Alex Jackson 10/9 Ron Eads 10/17 Esther Nelson 10/30
Joan Newell 10/9 Ralston Pacetti 10/17 Elizabeth Efird 10/31

Donald Parrott 10/9 Charlie Pacetti 10/17
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Join us on Sunday mornings during October for a new sermon series on the Five Solas of the 
Reformation: Scripture Alone, Faith Alone, Grace Alone, Christ Alone, and Glory to God Alone. 

Paws Pet Pantry

Junior and Cadette Girl Scout Troop 20013 from our church 
has just completed their bronze award by installing a pet 
supply pantry for families in need. The pantry is located in 
our parking lot on the Burtonwood side directly beside the 
Caring Cupboard. The troop is collecting supplies to keep it 
stocked. Please help them by donating small bags of dry cat 
or dog food, cans of wet food, treats, toys, flea shampoo/
collars, leashes, brushes, small bags of cat litter, and any 
other pet supplies. You may stock the pantry yourself or 
give the supplies to the girls or leaders of the troop that are 
members of the church. These girls are Amelia Buie, Anna 
Robinson, and Wynn Farris. Leaders are Sabrina Robinson 
and Jami Farris. Thank you for your continued support of our 
Girl Scout troop.

Wednesday Night Alive! 

Join us this Wednesday night as we begin our new study 
series “Half Truths” by Adam Hamilton. During this series we 
will discuss and explore popular sayings that ultimately miss 
the point. You’ve heard phrases like: “Everything happens 
for a reason,” “God won’t give you anything you can’t 
handle,” and “Hate the sin, love the sinner,” but how do 

these phrases compare to the wisdom found in scripture? 
Find out in this six-week series led by Lauren and Dan! 
Fellowship will begin outside at 6:15 p.m. with the program 
beginning at 6:30 p.m. in the Fellowship Hall. Nursery care 
and children’s programming will also be provided.
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THANK YOU, JOHN by Rev. Daniel J. Commerford

One of the first steps I took when discerning my call here 
was to look at the staff page of FPC Gastonia’s website. 
You can learn a lot about a congregation by looking at its 
staff structure. There, you will see a congregation’s values, 
priorities, and how it envisions ministry being lived out in 
the church and community. Encountering a congregation 
that valued its programmatic ministries enough to call an 
Associate Pastor in Rev. Vanacore, in addition to valuing 
the care of its members enough to call Pastor Stanley to his 
ministry, was encouraging enough to begin a conversation 
with the Nominating Committee that has led me to be writing 
this article to you today.

I remember being immediately welcomed by John’s warm 
demeanor and infectious smile. His optimism and desire to 
lift the spirits of those around him is hard to miss! Before I 
arrived, we spent a few hours via ZOOM talking about life, 
ministry, and dreaming together the future God has in store 
for all of us. It was during one of these conversations that 
John shared his plans to retire and move across the state. 
Even though I had never met this man, I still found myself 
in tears. That was the first time I began to understand how 
special John was. His compassion and Christlike love for 
others was already making an impact on me, and it was 
only a glimpse of what I would experience when I moved to 
Gastonia. 

Words cannot express how grateful I am for John’s 
willingness to welcome me and help me begin my ministry 
here. In all honesty, I was expecting to meet a man who 

was slowing down in his ministry and spending more of 
his energy preparing for his next season in life. Instead, I 
met a man whose vigorous joy for life is so abundant that 
I could not help feeling that same joy myself. In the few 
months we have worked together, John has helped me 
learn the culture here at FPC Gastonia and encouraged me 
when I felt overwhelmed. More than that, he has modeled 
for me what it means to joyfully live responding to Christ’s 
love. We’ve laughed together, wept together, and navigated 
the challenges of ministry together, praising God for every 
moment along the way. I consider myself lucky to get a taste 
of the ministry he has provided this congregation for so 
many years. What a gift!

As someone who is “new to the scene,” I can tell you that 
John is a unique blessing to all of us! It’s rare to encounter 
someone who possesses the gifts of leadership, compassion, 
enthusiasm, and faithfulness that John does. I am so happy 
that he and Rose will enjoy the retirement they have earned, 
but I will miss him! We all will. Although I am confident that 
God is leading someone else to continue the many ministries 
John has led during his time here, no one will ever replace 
him. 

Thank you, John, for the many ways you have been a 
blessing to this congregation and to me, personally! I can’t 
wait to see what God has in store for you, next.
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“A ‘good doctor’ makes his patients feel good 
BEFORE they take his medicine. John Stanley 
makes us feel good before he preaches his 
sermon. Strangers are not in his vocabulary. 
His mellow voice, warm smile, and upbeat 
attitude beam from his presence. He will be 
truly missed...but long remembered.” 

-Bob Blake

“Rose and I always seemed to bring church 
issues to you. You listened intently until 
we were through and in a flash reached in 
your pocket for a little white card that said, 
‘Pastor of Visitation.’ End of discussion! Love 
you both!”

-Dotty Blake

“John and Rose will be missed by all for their 
compassion and caring for so many people in 
our church and community.  They have served 
our church with faithfulness, dedication, and 
love. John’s leadership and support in our 
Pastoral Care Ministry have been especially 
meaningful to us and our church family. 
May they continue to bless others as they 
have blessed us. Our prayers and love will 
continue for these special friends.”

-Hub and Gloria Hickson

“Actually, I have known of the Stanleys since 
they came to Gastonia. They kinda hung out in 
the same places as Jim and me…the church, 
swimming pool, schools, etc. Upon becoming 
more than acquaintances, we have had lots 
of fun times together. My favorite story about 
Rose is when a group of ladies were going 
on a beach trip. We had worn ourselves out 
laughing at Rose’s stories before we reached 
our destination. 
Lately, Jim and I have had the privilege of 
being in a small eat out once a month group 
with John and Rose - more laughs and lots 
of love!!! John usually has to politely stop us 
from eating to have the blessing. The name 
of this group is ‘THE FLOCK.’ John does a 
great job shepherding us.
Now, if you want a free meal, eating lunch 
with Rose will almost certainly get you 
one. Everyone wants to buy her meal, plus  
everyone else at her table. I always like doing 
lunch with her. 
They will be missed terribly by so many; 
however, we know their new venture awaits 
them with God’s blessings.”  

-Kay Brown

FROM THE CONGREGATION...
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A Call To Renewal

Renewal is a continual course of action for us as believers. 
“Inwardly we are being renewed day by day” (2 Corinthians 
4:16) as Christ works within us. As we enter fall and the 
culmination of much praying and seeking for our new 
minister, we are finally at the much-anticipated moment 
of having Rev. Dan Commerford and his family here with 
us!  During this new season, we are called to channel our 
excitement towards a renewed focus on the work God has 
planned for us as a congregation. 

Thankfully, we are not called to this work alone. Each of 
us is endowed with unique talents, spiritual gifts, and the 
blessings of time and resources. “There are different kinds 
of gifts, but the same Spirit distributes them” (1 Corinthians 
12:4). I’d ask each of you to take quiet time this week to 
consider which distinctive gifts God has given you and where 

you can best use those talents to bless others. 

We have the God given tools and the blessing of Dan to 
move us forward into this special new time in the life of our 
church. Please give consideration to where God might be 
leading you to meet a need at our church. Giving to others 
is a response to God’s grace and blessings in our own lives 
and we reap the benefits as a community when we live 
together in generosity. Generosity empowers action to 
move us forward. Let’s amplify our excitement and renew 
our commitment to empowering the mission of our church 
together.

“But those who hope in the Lord will renew their strength.”

-Sarah Sumner, 2022 Stewardship Campaign Chair

“To The Stars”

Barbara Voorhees authors book on the history of the 
Glenn family and Gaston County.

On September 23, Barbara Voorhees was honored at a 
reception hosted by the Glenn Foundation following the 
release of her new book “To The Stars: The Glenns of Gaston 
County, North Carolina.” At this event, Barbara also received 
the Order of the Long Leaf Pine Award!

In her book, Barbara details the history of the Glenn Family 
and subsequently the history of Gaston County. Barbara 
presents a moving story about how the values taught to 
Carrie and Lena Glenn by their father, would go on to have 
an impact on so many lives in Gaston County for years to 
come. Please join us in congratulating Barbara!
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Planned Giving

The Planned Giving Ministry team is excited to get back into 
action! We are meeting again and making plans for activities 
to encourage our congregation to support the present and 
future ministry of the church with a planned gift. You’ll be 
hearing more from us! In the meantime, if you would like 
additional information or if you would like to schedule a time 
to discuss planned giving, please call or email Liz Sumner, 
Chair of the Planned Giving Ministry, at 704-616-0389 or 
lsumner@mhc-law.com, and she will be happy to assist you 
now. 

As we begin this new important ministry for First Presbyterian 
Church, please keep us in your prayers. Planning for the 
future is so critical for the long-term continuity of our church 
and its mission. We need your support and God’s help to 
succeed. 

Chrismon Workshop

First Presbyterian Church is embarking on a project to 
enhance our worship experience with the use of hand-
crafted Chrismons. These beautiful ornaments will be used 
on wreaths, garlands, or trees during the Advent season.

“Chrismon” is a combination of the words “Christ” and 
“monogram,” and means “symbols of Christ.” Chrismons 
are gold and white, representing majesty and purity. Ideas 
for fashioning them are developed from early Christian 
symbols, the Bible, and church histories.

But we need your help. Over a period of several weeks, 
we will offer small classes to teach this art and move us 
forward towards our goal to make about 100 ornaments this 
year. The classes are approximately 2 hours and have been 
scheduled to fit a variety of schedules. All materials needed 
will be provided. Workshops will be held in the Seekers 
Classroom. Classes will be offered on the following days:

Each class will feature a different ornament and will have 
one or two facilitators to help you through the process.  

You can sign up using the link in the Friday E-blast or contact 
the church office. Class size is limited, so call or sign up soon!  

If you have questions, please call Barbara Yarbrough at 704-
867-0887 or 704-900-4510 or email byarbrough03@gmail.
com.

Date Time
Thursday, October 7 6:00-8:00 p.m.
Sunday, October 10 2:00-4:00 p.m.
Sunday, October 17 3:00-5:00 p.m.
Sunday, October 17 6:00-8:00 p.m.
Thursday, October 21 6:00-8:00 p.m.
Thursday, October 28 6:00-8:00 p.m.

Nickel-A-Meal Offering

Check your pockets, purse, and car for any loose coins 
you see. Save them for collection day so we may feed the 
hungry! Please remember a Nickel-A-Meal a day helps 
keep hunger away!

On Sunday, October 10, we will collect offerings for Nickel-
A-Meal! Look for the red buckets or make your donations at 
www.fpcgastonia.org/giving (select Nickel-A-Meal fund) or 
by mailing a check to our church. 

Presbyterian Women’s 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, October 11, at 10:00 a.m. in 
the Fellowship Hall.

Circle 2/3 will meet on Monday, October 11, at 10:30 a.m. 
at Covenant Village. Hostesses are Mary Layton and Tina 
Barringer.

Circle 4 will meet on Tuesday, October 12, at 11:30 a.m. in 
the Fellowship Hall.

Stay tuned for more information regarding how circle 
lesson recordings will be available for viewing online!
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Parish Nurse Updates

Healthy Eating and Nutrition Program

78% of patients who have been hospitalized, needed a 
ventilator, or died from COVID are either overweight (27.8%) 
or obese (50.2%).

The Gastonia Parish Nurse Ministry often coordinates 
healthy eating programs because getting to a healthy 
weight has lots of benefits. But this time we are promoting 
it for a couple of different reasons... Obesity can triple the 
risk of hospitalizations due to COVID-19 infections. Obesity 
is linked to impaired immune function. 

Please join us for this FREE nine-week series taking place 
on Monday nights from 6:00-7:00 p.m. beginning October 
11. During each session we will offer practical tips, guidance, 
and support on healthy nutrition and fitness options. Open 
to anyone, anywhere! Register to ashlyn.wadsworth@
gastongov.com to receive the Zoom link.

This is a partnership of Gaston County DHHS-Public Health 
& Gastonia Parish Nurse Ministry.

Trauma-Informed Yoga

On Tuesday, October 19, at 6:30 p.m. join us in the 
Fellowship Hall for Trauma-informed Yoga, led by Rachel 
Harper. Rachel is the founder of On Track Yoga, a cultivated 
space for healing and connection for all. This class is a 
gentle, mindful practice that is accessible for anyone and 
specifically intended for survivors of all types of trauma 
and PTSD. This includes providing survivors a safe space to 
focus on the power of their body and their decision making, 
to create breath and body awareness, and to learn tools to 
calm their nervous system. The first 20 people to sign up 
will receive a free yoga mat! Contact Lisa Marisiddaiah at 
nurse@fpcgastonia.org for more information!

Domestic Violence Awareness Event

On Thursday, October 14, 
from 6:00-8:00 p.m. join us 
in person in the Fellowship 
Hall or on Livestream at www.
fpcgastonia.org/parish-nurse-
ministry for our awareness 
event, “Behind Closed Doors.” 
Special guest speaker is 
author and domestic violence 
survivor, Cassandra Farmer. 
Free dinner and childcare will 
be provided for those who 
RSVP to (704) 864-2651 by October 7. 

Re-writing Your Personal Narrative 

All of us have a story to tell. Some of us can remember some 
of the smallest details of our past, while others struggle to 
get through our present circumstances. Those struggles may 
overshadow our true story. The reality is that we are made 
up of a multitude of stories that are all worthy to be heard. 
Come join us on November 4, at 6:30 p.m. as Counselor 
Russ Keeney explores some practical ways to rediscover 

the amazing storyline that makes you who you truly are. 
Rewriting our personal narrative helps us to remember that 
our current struggles do not define who we are. We are 
much more!

This is a virtual event hosted by the Gastonia Parish Nurse 
Ministry. Join us on Zoom using the Meeting ID: 819 8247 
7673 and Password: 706709.
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Faith Formation Updates

Bike Night
All children and their families are invited to join us for Bike 
Night on Sunday, October 10, from 3:30-4:30 p.m. Let’s enjoy 
this beautiful weather, fellowship together, and have some 
fun racing around the church. Parents, we hope this will be 
a time of good fellowship for you and all children are invited 
to bring their bikes, trikes, and scooters to follow some fun 
tracks. We will meet in the side parking lot by the big field. 
Don’t forget your helmets!

Pumpkins and Pizza

The children of the church are invited to come for Pizza and 
Pumpkins on Sunday, October 24, at 12:15 p.m. We will meet 
outdoors, share some lunch after church, and have some 
spooky fun as we decorate pumpkins. Children are invited 
to bring their Halloween costumes to wear if they choose. 
Please let us know if you plan to attend using the sign up 
in the Faith Formation Weekly Newsletter. We hope you will 
join us!

First youth Fellowship
Come join us for First Youth Fellowship! All Youth in 6th 
through 12th grade are invited to come be a part of First 
Youth Fellowship as we have fun, grow in our faith, and 
build our community each week. Check out our Fall Youth 
schedule and be sure to note our new meeting time! Most 
Sundays we meet from 5:00-6:00 p.m. but be sure to look 
for our special Sundays when we have different events, 
trips, or retreats. 
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Service Views and Attendance

Date Thrive Thrive 
Livestream Traditional Traditional 

Livestream

September 5 - - 80 77

September 12 75 30 116 79

September 19 48 37 75 61

September 26 72 22 69 52

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


