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Dr. James C. Howell 
Senior Pastor

elcome to another issue of Intersection! This beautiful publication got 

its name from a couple of intersecting ideas: Our church is perched 

at the intersection of Queens and Providence, one of Charlotte’s best known 

and most beautiful. And our business is finding and living at the intersection 

between God and the world, between human need and our determination to 

serve God, between holy living and dreams for our lives. Mostly it all boils 

down to relationships – which is where we discover God and embody God’s 

love. Enjoy this issue, and be grateful to our Communications Team, Ken and 

Melissa, for consistently putting together something so marvelous for us!
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In this issue celebrating rela-
tionships – with God and each 
other – where better to begin 
than with Sarah Sumner and a 
life devoted to children. Sarah 
retires in September as head 
of our Children’s Ministries, 
which is all the inspiration we 
needed for the cover shot. 
Church member/photogra-
pher Bill Walton took the 
photograph on the first day of 
Vacation Bible School – Sarah 
surrounded by some of the 
little ones whose lives she 
helped shape. Turn inside for 
more stories of hope, crisis, 
faith, friendship, love and rela-
tionships. And look to Pages 
4-5 to learn all about you, 
your money and your church. 
We love telling stories! Please 
share yours with us by calling 
704-295-4819 or e-mailing 
ken@mpumc.org.

– Ken Garfield

ABOUT THE COVER

MYERS PARK UNITED METHODIST CHURCH SUMMER 2017

Thanks,
Sarah!Thanks,
Sarah!

Dr. Howell shares two photos from the recent pilgrimage to Israel: 
1) “I love taking selfies with children. These two Palestinian girls ran 
up to me in Bethlehem and asked for one. Reminds us that news sto-
ries and international conflicts are really about people, young people, 
beautiful people.” 2) “In the newly opened underground tunnel from 
the Pool of Siloam to the Temple Mount in Jerusalem.” Turn inside for 
more about the pilgrimage to Israel.

A MESSAGE FROM THE SENIOR PASTOR
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arah Sumner’s legacy?
Sunday mornings at church and 

most any Tuesday at the grocery store, 
Sarah will run into a Mom or Dad she 
taught years ago – and those parents will 
be toting little ones learning now about 
God’s love from the same teacher. Sarah 
smiles at the thought, not of a legacy but 
of a life devoted to what matters most in 
this restless world, from one generation 
to the next…

“That beautiful continuity,” she calls it.
Sarah, our Director of Children’s Min-

istries for the past 17 years, is retiring in 
September. The plan is for her to overlap 
with her successor, and help that person 
figure out how to minister to 1,100 chil-
dren without losing a one in the process. 
Keep an eye out for plans to celebrate 
Sarah’s time with us, and for the chance to 
say “Thank you!” And not to worry. Sarah 
and Thom plan to remain in Charlotte 
and continue worshiping at our church, 
where they’ve belonged since 1967.

Sarah’s call didn’t exactly begin with 
a voice from on high. After graduating from Meredith Col-
lege in Raleigh, she figured she’d teach school. But she never 
forgot the people, and the values that shaped her growing up 
in Enfield Baptist Church in eastern North Carolina: The 
steadfastness of Pastor Felix Arnold. The way Miss Virginia the 
church organist smelled like lavender. How the Sunday School 
teachers took her by the hand and led her toward God.

When she finally arrived at her destination – church work, 
children, Myers Park United Methodist Church – she could 
hear God saying to her, “Finally you’re here.”

We’re celebrating relationships in this issue, and it’s fasci-
nating to see how Sarah has related over the years to a – how 
can we put this politely? – rather rambunctious age group. 
Sarah’s never in a hurry, even when summoned to a classroom 

Story by Ken Garfield

S

CHURCH PARTNERSHIPAN APPRECIATION

Sarah And The Children

Director of Children’s Ministries Sarah Sumner, sharing another special 
moment with a child. Photo by Bill Walton.

because you won’t believe what little Fill-In-A-Name has done 
now. She never raises her voice. When we first wrote about 
Sarah’s retirement, there was mention of all the ministries she’s 
helped guide here: Sunday School, Vacation Bible School, God-
ly Play, Wonderfully Made, Summer Fun Days and on and on. 
But I was partial to what folks said, not about Sarah’s programs 
but about Sarah. That she is kind and gentle. That she is always 
smiling. That she saves the drawings children give to her.

   Sarah, mother of three, grandmother of four and friend 
to thousands, believes they are all God’s children, filled with a 
forever hope that this sometimes heartless world cannot take 
from them. All she ever tried to do was plant a seed and let 
Him do the rest.

   How’s that for a legacy? 



You And Your Money
(And Your Church)

Story by Ken Garfield

ince we’re celebrating the power of relationships in this issue of Intersection magazine,

let’s talk about you and your money. We love in many ways. We study the Bible, sing

God’s praises, labor in missions, comfort the hurting and weep for the bereaved. But

there’s more. Here, then, is a primer on your money and Myers Park United Methodist 

Church – a celebration of where your gifts go, and where your generosity takes us…

We start with the ANNUAL OPERATING BUDGET 
because if we can’t pay for the lights and heat, it’s hard to do the 
work of changing the world. We generally operate on the pledge 
system, inviting you at the end of one year to make a financial 
commitment to support the church in the following year. Nearly all 
pledges are honored. But gifts to the operating budget are welcome 
all year round whether you’ve made a pledge or not. We act on faith, 
setting the annual budget based on what God is calling us to do, 
before all the pledges are in.

JUBILEE PLUS! is extraordinary – our church’s second-mile 

fund devoted to outreach in the form of grants to ministries in 

Charlotte and beyond. Sometimes the best thing we can do is to 

write a check to a nonprofit 

that needs a new truck. Our 

annual stewardship campaign 

at the end of each year 

invites you to make a Jubilee 

Plus! pledge. But gifts are 

welcome all year round, pledged or not. You are encouraged to give 

as generously as you are able, and in response to God’s goodness to 

you. Our goal is to raise at least $1 million each year for Jubilee Plus!, 

and to tell the stories of those whom our money supports.
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PLANNED GIVING is a high priority, 

helping the congregation appreciate that 

remembering the church in your will 

or estate is a powerful way to leave a 

forever imprint. A planned gift goes to 

our church’s Wesley Foundation, which 

focuses on preserving the beauty of the 

campus and buildings while supporting 

outreach. Pick up a copy of the colorful 

brochure around campus. A video this autumn will tell the stories 

of those whose planned gifts are making a difference and leaving 

a legacy. A committee has been formed to give momentum to the 

cause, including speaking to Sunday School 

classes and other small groups.

All this talk about money might seem dry. But remember, in everything we do, we seek 

to learn someone else’s story. To feel their pain. To heal their wound. It all begins, not 

with a check but with our curiosity and heart. As Mother Teresa said, “I want you to be 

concerned about your next door neighbor. Do you know your next door neighbor?”

To explore any slice of financial life of Myers Park United Methodist Church

reach Executive Director Saribeth Dozier at 704-295-4844 or saribeth@mpumc.org.

You can also visit www.myersparkumc.org/give to learn more about giving. And to give.

There’s more…

When disaster strikes, we often 

launch a SPECIAL DRIVE to help 

those affected. CHRISTMAS AND 
EASTER OFFERINGS each season 

support a designated ministry partner. 

SPECIAL CAMPAIGNS for special 

projects are offered from time to 

time, for example, supporting the 

upfit of an organ for Francis Chapel, 

Each time you buy something in the 

GOODNESS GRACIOUS! GIFT SHOP 
(pictured at right), your money goes to outreach. 
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hile church members Emily and Madeleine Wil-
liams face the same mixture of nerves and excite-

ment as most recent high school graduates leaving home for 
college, there’s an added element: The identical twins and 
best friends will be away from each other for the first time.

Says Madeleine: “The main differences between us are 
that I have long hair and dimples and Emily has short 
hair and no dimples.”

Adds Emily: “I am left-handed and she is right-handed. 
But we have the same laugh, and we both laugh at everything.”

The girls have been part of our church family since birth, 
participating in Sunday School and Vacation Bible School 
as children and then Confirmation, retreats and mission 
trips through Youth Ministries.

“In the Fall,” Emily says, “I’ll be attending UNC-Wilm-
ington. I picked this school because I love the beach, but 
also because of their nursing program. I have always known 
where I wanted to go to college so it was really Madeleine 

6

Story by Melissa McGill

W

Emily Madeleine&
Continued On Next Page ...
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Emily and Madeleine Williams 
through the years: Far left, the 
identical twins on the occasion 
of their graduation from Myers 
Park High School. That’s 
Emily on the left. The twins 
as toddlers, with Emily on the 
left. Finally, at right, the sisters 
and best friends at the church 
that means so much to them. 
Emily is in her usual spot, on 
the left!

who had the hard decision whether we stayed together or 
went our separate ways.”

Madeleine explains: “Deciding where to go to college 
in the Fall for me was a difficult decision. Growing up, I 
always thought we’d go to the same college. But as it got 
closer, I felt like going to separate colleges would be good 
for us. After a lot of time and thinking, I decided to go to 
N.C. State. I knew I needed to pick where I wanted to go 
in order to be happy, and that Emily wouldn’t want me to 

settle with something just so that we could be together.”
“Though it will be nice to have my own identity separate 

from Emily, college without her will be tough and weird 
after being together for 18 years,” Madeleine says. “The 
longest we’ve been apart is a week.”

Emily gets the last word here, speaking, of course, for the 
two of them: “My favorite thing about being a twin is you have 
an instant best friend and someone to always hang out with. It 
will definitely be different being away from her, but I think it 
will be good for us. Plus we will visit each other all the time 
since we will only be two hours away.” 

Continued From Previous Page ...
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Nathan And Ray
Story by Megan Jones

FAST FRIENDS

o watch Revs. Nathan 
Arledge and Ray 

McKinnon of South Tryon 
Community United Meth-
odist Church interact, you’d 
think they’ve been friends 
for years. In fact, they only 
met last July when they 
helped lead a prayer vigil 
on our church steps after 
shootings in Dallas, Baton 
Rouge (La.) and St. Paul 
(Minn.).

As Nathan says, they’ve 
become “fast friends.”

Ray, who leads our sister 
church in the South Tryon 
community, is quick to echo 
that. While there are many 
clergy in town with whom 
he enjoys working, “There’s 
not another pastor I’ve 
met since starting here with whom I’ve broken bread, with our 
wives.” When asked what makes their relationship unique, both 
cite their shared passions for Christ and social justice, and more 
concrete things, like the fact that their wives are both educators. 
Ray’s wife, Kelly, is enrolled in the same School Executive Lead-
ership Academy program at Queens University of Charlotte that 
Molly Arledge completed a few years ago. 

After the prayer vigil, the pastors scheduled lunch: A 2½-
hour marathon meal at Mac’s Speed Shop. From the start, 
their friendship has been defined by candor and vulnerability. 
They acknowledge that they may not say everything perfectly. 
But that doesn’t stop them from talking about tough topics. At 
first, Nathan says, they’d over-qualify statements, trying not to 
step on each other’s toes. But as their friendship grew, so did a 
mutual trust, that even if a statement was awkward, its positive 
intent was understood. 

Nathan and Ray value being challenged by the other. For Ray, 

T

who is called to political advocacy, Nathan pushes him to keep 
God and the gospel at the center, without apologizing for doing 
so. In Nathan’s case, Ray has encouraged him to move beyond 
preaching and encouraging others to work toward making the 
world more like God’s kingdom, and to put himself into those 
places. Says Nathan, “Before meeting Ray, I wouldn’t have 
had anyone to go with (to the Charlotte Uprising protests last 
summer).” There, the two linked arms with other clergy as they 
walked past the Omni Charlotte Hotel, bearing witness to the 
pain and frustration many neighbors were feeling. Together, they 
leaned into the intense moments, rather than pull away. 

 The biggest gulf the two pastors have bridged might just be 
their college sports allegiances. Ray is a proud Tar Heel. It’s 
no secret Nathan pulls for Duke. Whomever they root for, and 
whatever their calling in life, both men agree this friendship 
would still flourish.

Says Nathan, “It just is.”  

Revs. Ray McKinnon and Nathan Arledge, having fun together. Photo by Bill Walton.
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Christa And Steve
Story by Megan Jones

THE 100K DREAM

Local Missions Coordinator Megan Jones 
shares the story of one of the many relation-
ships inspired by The 100K Dream – our 
pledge to serve 100,000 hours in the com-
munity this year, and to make new friends 
along the way. To learn more, reach Megan 
at 704-295-4820 or megan@mpumc.org.

hrista Valentine has tons of energy. 
A CrossFit athlete and a mom 

who’s been involved with various missions 
at our church, she jumped at the chance 
when a friend shared an opportunity to 
volunteer as a  CrossFit coach with Char-
lotte Rescue Mission’s Rebound men’s 
program.

CrossFit has been a part of the 
Christian-centered Rebound program at 
Charlotte Rescue Mission for more than 
a year. It’s a tool in the men’s recovery 
from addiction that can continue long 
after they graduate. It works well because 
the athletes function as a community, 
just as they do in other aspects of the 
program. “Guys who have been with the 
program longer help the newer ones, and 
need less supervision from the coaches,” 
Christa says. “My co-coach and I work 
out at our gym in the morning, and we 
give the men here the same workouts 
we just did, so they know they’re getting 
something truly challenging.”

Earlier this year, athletes from Christa’s gym and several men 
from Charlotte Rescue Mission were able to compete in the 
CrossFit Games in South Charlotte. Although they competed 
on different teams, Christa recognized Steve’s face in the crowd. 
“He cheered me on, and I did the same for him. It was so much 
fun, and I’m so proud of how hard these guys are working.”

Steve is about to graduate from Rebound, and looks forward 

C

The 100K Dream and 
Charlotte Rescue Mission 
brought  Christa and Steve 
together, on the road to 
recovery.

to continuing CrossFit workouts as he continues his recovery, 
inspired by Christa and other coaches. He’s become a leader 
within his community at Rebound, inspiring men newer to the 
program to look after their physical health as they move beyond 
drug and alcohol addiction. When he finishes his workout, he is 
often found doubling back to run alongside those who are strug-
gling to keep up. That’s because he remembers how hard it was 
for him in the early days.  
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A TIME TO GIVE THANKS

THE STORY OF

Story by Michelle Moser

Avery And Annie
FROM THEIR GRATEFUL MOM

Michelle and Bruce Moser and their daughters, Avery Louise and Leander “Annie” Huntley 
Moser. Thanks to Mom and Dad for sharing their story, and precious photos.
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A TIME TO GIVE THANKS

met my husband on a blind date on Easter 
weekend of 2015. My mom’s friend thought it 

would be a good idea for us to meet. She was right! 
One thing that bonded us early on was the strong 
desire we shared to start a family. With both of us 
in our mid-30s, we were ready to start a new chap-
ter in our lives.

Bruce and I became engaged in early 2016 and 
married that July. To our delight and shock, we found 
out I was pregnant three weeks after our honeymoon. 
Nine weeks into the pregnancy, we went into our first 
ultrasound anxious to hear the heartbeat for the first 
time. We saw our precious little one on the screen, 
heard the beating sound of a heart and saw the begin-
nings of little arms and legs. A few seconds later, the 
doctor paused, then said, “Guys, there is another one 
in here.” Bruce’s mouth dropped. Tears flowed from 
my eyes as we heard a second heartbeat.

When we told our families, they were beyond 
excited. I was elated, but also overwhelmed at the 
thought of being a first-time mom of twins, facing 
the weight of a risky pregnancy. Early on, we looked 
forward to each ultrasound. Each passing week gave 
us more security. When we made it to our 19-week 
ultrasound, we were on the edge of our seats, waiting 
to hear the sex of the babies. Soon after receiving the 
news about our two little girls, we were told to wait 
on the doctor to come talk with us. In the midst of 
our excitement, a doctor walked in, sat down and be-
gan to explain something else the ultrasound revealed. 
“Baby B is small,” she said. Then she proceeded to 
list terrifying reasons why this could be. We were 
given options we never wanted to hear. The words 
“reduction” and “termination” were thrown out. My 
head started spinning. My blood pressure dropped. I 
blacked out right there on the table. We were referred 

to a specialist and told to come back in two days. We 
drove home in silence.

DARK DAYS, THEN AN OUTPOURING
I was in a daze until we returned to repeat the ul-

trasound with the specialist to learn more about Baby 
B. They found that her umbilical cord was a two-ves-
sel cord instead of three and that she had a condition 
called intermittent reverse flow. We were told that 
most babies with that condition do not make it more 
than a week. If they pass in the womb, their identi-
cal sibling is put in great danger of a stroke. Because 
we were only 20 weeks into the pregnancy, we were 
told our two options were to wait it out or choose to 
reduce the pregnancy, keeping Baby A from the risk 
of a stroke. Bruce and I never thought we’d ever have 
to face such a no-win situation. 

These were our darkest days, not knowing what 
we would find when we went back five days later. 
Did we lose Baby B? Is she fading away? Has her 

I

“We refer to the following week as our darkest days, not knowing 
what we would find when we went back five days later. Did we 
lose Baby B? Is she fading away? Has her sister been affected?”

Continued On Next Page ...

Michelle and Bruce Moser share here their 
emotional journey: On February 2, 2017, 
Avery Louise Moser and Leander “Annie” 
Huntley Moser came into the world prema-
turely. They weighed 1 pound 11 ounces and 
1 pound 4 ounces, respectively. At presstime, 
nearly five months after they were born, 
Michelle and Bruce took their infant daughters 
home from the hospital. We will keep you up-
dated on this story so rich in hope and prayer.

Moser Twins BIRTH STORY
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sister been affected? We faced a dilemma 
no parents should have to face. At the 
next appointment, the excitement of the 
ultrasound was gone. We waited as the 
doctor reviewed the findings. To everyone’s 
astonishment, Baby B was no worse, if not 
a little bit better. A flash of relief came 
over us, but we knew we weren’t out of the 
woods. The doctor told us we could con-
tinue to creep along, being examined week 
by week. At only 20 weeks pregnant, we 
knew that viability for the twins outside 
the womb was still a month away. I was 
instructed to go on modified bed rest at 
home. Each week we came to our appoint-
ment with the same fear as before. Amaz-
ingly, Baby B kept shocking everyone. She 
kept growing despite her condition. The 
doctor referred to her as groundbreak-
ing. During this time, we experienced an 
outpouring of support and prayers like I’ve 
never experienced. 

At 24 weeks, I was scheduled to be 
admitted into the hospital for steroid 
treatments and daily monitoring. Each day 
was a victory. The day before I was admit-
ted, we were scheduled for an echocardio-
gram at Levine Children’s Hospital. They 
wanted to see if there was any correlation 
between Baby B’s umbilical cord condi-
tion and her heart. I underwent two hours 
of anxiety-inducing Doppler sounds and 
waited on pins and needles for the results. 
The cardiologist gave us good news about 
Baby B. Her heart is normal. Our relief 
was interrupted by her next words: “We 
did find something irregular on Baby A.” 
Blood drained from my face again as I 
asked myself how this could be? Baby A 
was not our concern. She had been the in-
nocent bystander this whole time.

We learned that she had developed a 
pulmonary stenosis, a treatable condition 

once a baby is around four pounds. Being 
more than four pounds at birth usually is 
not an issue, but our girls were measur-
ing less than one pound at that point. The 
doctors told us they would have to deliver 
as soon as Baby B stopped growing. This 
could be any day. Our situation grew more 
complicated: On one hand, Baby A needed 
to grow to at least four pounds to assure a 
successful heart procedure. On the other 
hand, Baby B would theoretically grow 
better after delivery, since her umbilical 
cord was holding her back. There was a 
plan in place to help Baby A if she was 
born at a lower weight. But there wasn’t 
a plan for Baby B since she wasn’t big 
enough yet to survive outside the womb. 

REJOICE IN THE LORD ALWAYS
My stay in the hospital was grueling. I 

was monitored up to three times a day with 

paddles strapped to my stomach, keeping 
track of two heartbeats at one time for an 
hour. Add to that three or more ultra-
sounds a week and it was a recipe for anxi-
ety like I’ve never experienced. Each time 
I feared would be the time they’d rush me 
into the operating room. There were days 
I did not feel like talking to anyone. But I 
made it through emotionally, thanks to my 
husband and parents, visits from friends and 

A TIME TO GIVE THANKS

Continued From Previous Page ...

“But I made it through emotionally, thanks to my husband and parents, visits 
from friends and clergy, compassionate nurses, cross-stitching and therapy dogs.”

“I had Philippians 4:4-7 
on constant repeat in 

my head: Rejoice in the 
Lord always. I will say it 

again: Rejoice!”

Continued On Next Page ...
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A TIME TO GIVE THANKS

clergy, compassionate nurses, cross-stitching 
and therapy dogs. Days turned into weeks. 
Baby B kept growing enough to keep them 
both inside of me. It’s at times like these 
that you learn to take life one day at a time, 
and give thanks for minutes, even seconds. 
We began to live by the phrase “What is” 
and not “What if.”

I had Philippians 4:4-7 on repeat in my 
head: Rejoice in the Lord always. I will say 
it again: Rejoice! Let your gentleness be evi-
dent to all. The Lord is near. Do not be anx-
ious about anything, but in every situation, 
by prayer and petition, with thanksgiving, 
present your requests to God. And the peace 
of God, which transcends all understanding, 
will guard your hearts and your minds in 
Christ Jesus.

LORD, GIVE ME YOUR STRENGTH
Two weeks into my hospitalization, an 

ultrasound showed that Baby B had grown 
enough to reach viability. Another two 
weeks went by, and the doctors became 
concerned. Baby B was showing signs of 
distress. I was 27 weeks and six days preg-
nant. My C-section was scheduled for the 
next morning. My emotions were on over-
drive. The day that should have been one of 
the happiest of my life became the most ter-
rifying. How would my 28-week-old babies 
handle the outside world? With my head 
full of doubts and tears streaming down my 
face, I was walked into the operating room. I 
began to pray. “Lord, give me your strength 
and strengthen my daughters. Lord, give me 
your love and care for us now.” I had to put 
it into God’s hands. My husband took my 
hands. They began the procedure.

On February 2, 2017, Avery Louise 
Moser (Baby A) and Leander “Annie” 
Huntley Moser (Baby B) were born at 
8:32 and 8:33 a.m. They weighed 1 pound 

11 ounces and 1 pound 4 ounces, respec-
tively. They were rushed to the Neonatal 
Intensive Care Unit while I was wheeled 
into recovery. The next few weeks were a 
blur. We endured a half-dozen intestinal 
surgeries, a battle with a serious intestinal 
infection common to preemies, a lung 
perforation and multiple eye surgeries. 
We bounced back and forth on a variety 
of breathing supports and had countless 
blood transfusions. Sometimes we were 
awakened in the middle of the night for 
them. We watched in panic as their oxygen 
levels and heart rates suddenly dropped. 
We’d hear the dings of the NICU moni-
tors in our sleep.

 We kept in constant prayer for every 
breath they took. As scary as those first 
weeks were, we began to acclimate to our 
new normal. After a month of holding 

their heads and hands through little holes 
in their isolettes, I was able to hold my 
daughters for the first time. This experi-
ence was both precious and terrifying. As I 
held their fragile bodies against my skin, I 
felt their tiny hands holding onto my fin-
gers and thanked God for the opportunity 
to be the mom to such little fighters. 

A TIME FOR MILESTONES
Each day, we counted gram by gram 

as the girls gained weight. We celebrated 

Continued From Previous Page ...

“I thanked God for the opportunity to be the mom to such little fighters.”

Continued On Next Page ...

“Yet, at our weakest 
moments, God has given 
us the strength to go on.”
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when they reached two pounds. As they 
reached nearly three pounds, the doctors 
became concerned with Avery’s heart. 
The stress of the stenosis and the effects 
of the life-saving medicine were taking 
a toll. They feared her heart would not 
last until the targeted four pounds for her 
procedure. One of the doctors decided it 
was time to act. The risks were great for 
performing a balloon catheterization on 
a baby weighing less than 1,500 grams. 
But doing nothing would put Avery’s life 
in danger. After one of the longest days 
of our lives, the procedure was successful. 
Avery became the second smallest baby 
operated on by the catheterization doctor, 
and the smallest baby to receive this proce-
dure in the new cath lab at Levine. This 
would allow her heart to begin to heal.

Weeks turned into months, and our 
concerns grew less severe. There were more 
corrective surgeries to come, but each day 
put us in a better place. We celebrated 
more milestones. They joined the Four 
Pound Club, wore their first outfits, used 
their first pacifiers, had their first baths, be-
gan regulating their own temperatures and 
moved out of isolettes into their own cribs. 
They became more alert. On April 27, at 
12 weeks old, they reached their original 
due date. I was not quite sure how to feel 
on that day. On the one hand, we made it. 
On the other, I kept wondering how dif-
ferent our life would have been if they were 
born closer to it. I had to remind myself to 
focus on “What is” and not “What if.” 

After four months in the NICU, at 
six pounds each, Avery and Annie had 
follow-up surgeries they needed needed 
before they could go home. Though it 
looks like major surgeries could be behind 
us, we still take one day at a time. There 

June 28, 2017. The girls go home!

We also could not leave out a thank 
you for the support we’ve received from 
Ronald McDonald House. We live in 
Shelby, so being able to stay at the beauti-
ful home on East Morehead Street, a 
short walk from the hospital, has been 
a blessing. So are the families we’ve met 
there. They’ve become part of our story. 
We also cherish the support from Myers 
Park United Methodist and First Baptist 
Church of Shelby, and the many other 
churches and groups from around the 
world who have shared their love and 
continued prayers.  

are a few more hurdles to overcome. But 
there is a light at the end of our NICU 
tunnel. Looking back, it is hard not to see 
the power of prayer at work. From the 
first disheartening ultrasound to the sighs 
of relief after each surgery to seeing six 
pounds on the scale at bedtime, God has 
listened to the prayers of those who have 
walked beside us on this journey. God has 
healed and sustained Avery and Annie 
through the work of our nurses and doc-
tors. There have been times when I felt like 
I could not endure one more monitoring 
session, see my daughters have one more 
surgery or hear another alarm go off on 
the monitor. Yet, at our weakest moments, 
God has given us the strength to go on.

A TIME TO GIVE THANKS
It is difficult to put into words all the 

emotions we’ve felt these past six months. 
Our story is not complete without men-
tioning the nurses, respiratory therapists, 
neonatal nurse practitioners, neonatolo-
gists, specialists and surgeons who feel 
like family. We owe our daughters’ lives to 
them.

A TIME TO GIVE THANKS

Continued From Previous Page ...

“As I held their fragile 
bodies against my skin, 
I felt their tiny hands 

holding onto my fingers 
and thanked God for the 

opportunity to be the mom 
to such little fighters.”
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Webb And His Baptismal Gown
Story by Melissa McGill

FAMILY HEIRLOOM

eet Webb Sirota, one of the 
newest members of our faith 

family. His parents, Elizabeth and Brian, 
joined the church earlier this year. Webb 
was baptized in April, wearing a baptis-
mal gown that has been in the family for 
more than 100 years. 

The gown dates back to 1887, when 
Webb’s great-great grandmother, Tinye 
Brunson Webb, wore it for her baptism. 
It was made by Tinye’s mother, Susan 
Elizabeth Terry Webb, lace and all. But 
until Tinye’s death in 1973, no one knew 
it existed.

Webb’s mom, Elizabeth, explains: 
“After Tinye’s death, her children 
unpacked the trunk where her treasures 
were stored. In the bottom of the trunk 
was the gown. It was the color of iced 
tea. Webb’s great-grandmomma, Clara 
Elizabeth Webb Buchan Maxwell, 
washed and washed it to get the color 
out. I was the first great-grandchild to 
wear the dress for my baptism on March 
3, 1985. And now Webb wore it for his 
baptism on April 2, 2017.”

Family heirlooms, like family names, 
remind us of those who came before, and 
those who will come after. This reminder 
is especially sweet in the context of 
baptism – generation after generation 
of parents promising to nurture their 
children in Christ’s holy church as a 
response to God’s grace.  

M

At top, Webb’s mom, Elizabeth Sirota, on the occasion of her baptism in 1985,
with her mother Cathy (left) and grandmomma Clara. Bottom left, Webb on 
his baptism day this year with (from left) grandmother Cathy, mother Eliza-
beth, great-grandmomma Clara and aunt Emily. Bottom right, a Sirota family 
photo with Brian, Elizabeth and Webb. 



ost couples celebrate their first anniversary with a 
fancy dinner or romantic weekend in Asheville or 

Charleston. 
Chris and Savannah Turner thought a bit more exoti-

cally, and Biblical: They opted to renew their vows in Israel 
during the church pilgrimage led by Dr. Howell and Rev. 
Parker Haynes.

“We had this beautiful (wedding) service with Com-
munion, but we didn’t want that to be this one-time thing,” 
Chris says. “We wanted to take a purposeful step (for our 
anniversary) and thought what better way than to go to the 
Holy Land and study and worship and celebrate.”

So on Day 3 of the trip, in the garden of a chapel that 
marks where Jesus performed his first miracle, Dr. Howell 
led Savannah and Chris in a Vows Renewal Ceremony. She 
wore a white tank top; he wore black socks. 

“It was a completely different experience, very spiritual 
and moving,” Savannah says. “For me, it came full circle.”

The circle proved to be so welcoming that, on the spot, 
Dr. Howell invited all the married couples on the trip to 
join in. Among them was Michael and Linda O’Dunne. 
On their first trip to Israel, they renewed their vows on the 
occasion of their 25th wedding anniversary. “We all had 

tears in our eyes,” Linda says, speaking for all the couples.
Says Chris, “It made it feel like a community of marriage.”
Chris and Savannah met at church. When they got mar-

ried in May 2016, they considered doing a mission trip for 
their honeymoon. Savannah suggested maybe they do the 
beach and fruity drink thing for the honeymoon, then look 
at a mission trip for their first anniversary.

Little did they know how serendipitous that decision 
would prove to be.

Their first year of marriage has challenged them. Savan-
nah’s father has started chemo for leukemia. Chris’s mother 
is fighting breast cancer. Shortly before their first anniver-
sary, Chris’s brother, John, died at age 39. Their marriage 
and their families have been their steadying rock.

“We certainly understood the depth of ‘for better or 
worse, in sickness and in health,’” Savannah says. “On your 
wedding day, you haven’t been through those things yet.”

Are there plans for the second anniversary?
The Turners want to travel, so they’ve come up with a 

five-year cycle that includes a mix of beachy/fruity/fun but 
also missions. And perhaps, one day, a return trip to Israel.

“I would redo that exact same trip tomorrow,” Savannah 
says.  

Story by Jen Rothacker

M

 A MILESTONE IN THE HOLY LAND

ON A

Pilgrimage
IsraelTO

SAVANNAH, CHRIS AND THEIR FIRST ANNIVERSARY
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The Vows Renewal Ceremony, led by Dr. Howell (far right) and including the Turners (second couple from left) and 
the O’Dunnes (right).

Left, the Turners at Church of the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem. Right, the Turners on the plane ride to the Holy Land.

 A MILESTONE IN THE HOLY LAND
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ometimes you cross paths with some-
one and you can see a plan at work, a 

pattern, a course. Such friendships are a gift 
from God. Let me tell you about my friend 
Daniel Heath.

In the Fall of 2008, I was a newly-married, 
working seminary student, halfway running 
away from my call and without a church 
home. My husband, Eric, and I had moved 
back to Charlotte, and I couldn’t find a place 
to worship that felt right. I saw that Cov-
enant Presbyterian Church had launched 
a contemporary service at 9:30 a.m. and 
decided to give it a shot, mostly because it 
was close and I could be out in time to begin 
my noon shift at Paper Skyscraper. I wasn’t 
particularly excited about the prospect of 
“contemporary” worship. I grew up with my 
own brand of “traditional” worship. That’s 
where I felt comfortable. But I was desperate 
for community. So I showed up. It’s incred-
ible what God will do when we are willing to 
show up, despite our reservations or fears.

I had attended the Covenant service twice 
when a woman sitting beside me took me by 
the hand to meet Daniel Heath, the (then) 
Contemporary Worship Music Director. The 
next Sunday, I was on a mic singing with the 
worship team, terrified but excited to be part 
of something. Daniel made a physical space 
for me. More importantly, he made sacred 
space for me.

I was dropped into a family of faith that 
encouraged me to use my gifts and gave me 
grace when what came out of my mouth 

wasn’t perfect. I sang songs I didn’t know, wor-
shiped in an unfamiliar style, and spent lots 
of time trying to figure out what to do with 
my hands. You know what? It was glorious. It 
required vulnerability from me, and a willing-
ness to try something I wasn’t good at yet. 
Through it all, I met God like I hadn’t before.

It wasn’t until later that I realized how 
much of that sacred space came from Daniel, 
who had previously served here, in fact, 
helping lead worship at our Church In The 
Round service. He will tell you that his main 
purpose in leading worship is to glorify 
God. He lives into it by pulling people into 
community, and by encouraging his flock to 
do the same. He searches for gifts in oth-
ers, some they may not know they have, and 
carves out space for them to use those gifts. 
He drives people toward excellence in music 
and worship-leading, always with grace, love 
and God-given joy.

Over the years, I learned to craft and lead 
worship. Working closely with Daniel, I was 
given a gift. We became good friends. In 
Daniel, I have an example of how to culti-
vate a love for God and God’s people, even 
in unfamiliar territory. I have a true brother 
in Christ. His warm hospitality helped lead 
me on this path to our church as Direc-
tor of Worship & The Arts, where I seek to 
cultivate that same sort of love for God and 
God’s people.

I chuckle now, looking at our life journeys. 
Daniel is about to begin his first semester at 
Princeton Theological Seminary. I’ve been 
welcomed into our church family. I know 
that God’s hand is in it all. As Daniel re-
minds me, to God be the glory.  

Story by Megan Argabrite

S

Daniel Heath and Megan Argabrite. “In 
Daniel,” Megan says, “I have an example 
of how to cultivate a love for God and 
God’s people…” Photo by Bill Walton.

VOICES
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In this issue celebrating the power of relationships, Dr. 
Melanie Dobson, our Minister of Faith Formation, invites 
us now to grow deeper in our relationship with God and each 
other. We thought her invitation would be the perfect note to 
close on. Or, better yet, to begin the next chapter.

ould you like to grow deeper in faith? Would 
you like to give God more than one hour a week 

in worship, but you aren’t sure where or how? Would you 
like to nourish your relationship with God and build 
authentic relationships with other people?

The Faith Formation team at our church wants to help 

you do just that. Faith Formation includes Children’s 
Ministries, Youth Ministries, Young Adults Ministries 
and Adult Faith Formation. We offer opportunities for 
everyone from the youngest to the oldest member to 
grow in faith with God, and in loving human relation-
ships with one another.

You will hear more about this come autumn. Look 
for the striking new logo, shared here. It signifies the 
opportunity for you to develop in your life with God and 
others. You’ll see this logo each time we share learning 
opportunities that invite spiritual growth, as together, we 
grow deeper in faith.  

Want To Grow Deeper?

W

‘If you live to be 100, I hope I live to be 100 minus 
one day, so I never have to live without you.’

– WINNIE THE POOH


