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The Circuit Rider Published May 29, 2013

Weekly Update for the Mississippi Conference of The United Methodist Church

Greetings! 
Welcome to your connection for up-to-the minute news and information from the Mississippi 
Conference. Featured in this newsletter are the latest announcements, dates to remember, celebration 
stories from across the conference and current employment opportunities. Our hope is for The Circuit 
Rider to become a tool for building the connection across the conference, strengthening our districts 
and local congregations as we go forth to make disciples of Jesus Christ for the transformation of the 
world. Please e-mail your news and information for us to share with others around the conference to 
news@mississippi-umc.org.

Attention: 
2011 Conference Journal, Vol. 2 Now Available on Web Site

2012 Conference Journal, Vol. 1 Now Available on Web Site 
Go to http://www.mississippi-umc.org/pages/detail/990  to view or download.

2013 Annual Conference Links 
• The 2013 Pre-Conference Workbook can be found at http://www.mississippi-umc.org/pages/detail/1365 
for those of you that are lay members or equalizing members and need to print the workbook.

• Clergy Spouses Luncheon: http://www.eventbrite.com/event/6529743639 

• Small Membership Church Luncheon [Banquet]: http://www.eventbrite.com/event/6495930503 

• Register for Youth Day: http://www.eventbrite.com/event/6209578015 

• Laity Banquet: http://www.eventbrite.com/event/6207120665 

• Annual Conference Mission Offering: http://bit.ly/10oYus9

• Additional Conference Meal Gatherings: http://www.mississippi-umc.org/pages/detail/1371?utm_sourc
e=Circuit+Rider+Newsletter+5-29-13&utm_campaign=5-29-13+Circuit+Rider&utm_medium=email

Luke 7:1-10
New International Version (NIV)

The Faith of the Centurion
7 When Jesus had finished saying all this to the 
people who were listening, he entered Capernaum. 
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2 There a centurion’s servant, whom his master valued highly, was sick and about to die. 3 The centurion heard of Jesus 
and sent some elders of the Jews to him, asking him to come and heal his servant. 4 When they came to Jesus, they pleaded 
earnestly with him, “This man deserves to have you do this, 5 because he loves our nation and has built our synagogue.” 6 So 
Jesus went with them.

He was not far from the house when the centurion sent friends to say to him: “Lord, don’t trouble yourself, for I do not de-
serve to have you come under my roof. 7 That is why I did not even consider myself worthy to come to you. But say the word, 
and my servant will be healed. 8 For I myself am a man under authority, with soldiers under me. I tell this one, ‘Go,’ and he 
goes; and that one, ‘Come,’ and he comes. I say to my servant, ‘Do this,’ and he does it.”
9 When Jesus heard this, he was amazed at him, and turning to the crowd following him, he said, “I tell you, I have not 
found such great faith even in Israel.” 10 Then the men who had been sent returned to the house and found the servant well.

And the Next Stop Is...
Mark your calendars to attend events where Bishop 
James E.  Swanson, Sr. will be visiting in the upcoming 
days.  

• May 29 - June 1, 2013 (Wednesday - Saturday)
Bishop Swanson will attend the International Asso-
ciation of Methodist Schools, Colleges and Univer-
sities (IAMSCU) Board of Directors meeting in Nashville, Tennessee.

MS Choctaw Mission  
in Dire Need of Support
By Jasmine Haynes, Web and  
Social Media Specialist
Most Mississippi United Methodists are unaware that the 
long-standing, Mississippi United Methodist Choctaw 

Mission is facing a serious lack of material and financial resources, and worshiping in 
an unfinished building.  Corrine Calvasina, a member at Saltillo First United Method-
ist Church in Saltillo, Mississippi and seven other church members visited the Choctaw 
Mission as an outreach effort.  Calvasina said she was appalled at what she witnessed and 
had many sleepless nights about the shape of the facilities at the Choctaw Mission.

“I was horrified by the condition of the main building which had a huge leak that was 
being contained with a gutter attached to plastic, running into a bucket,” said Calvasina.  
“They are in desperate need of Bibles, financial help, clothes for a clothes closet and they 
could use some volunteers to come in and help with work inside the mission building.”

As partners in mission, Calvasina and some of her church members have contributed 
financially and given the Choctaw Mission three boxes of Bibles.  The group also plans 
to donate clothes and encourage a group of young people to paint and help with repairs.  
Calvasina shared that she feels the Holy Spirit is directing her to bring awareness to 
the Choctaw Mission, so she has written numerous letters asking people for assistance.  
“Mississippi has always been a benevolent state and I think if everyone was aware of what 
is going on within the Choctaw Mission and knew the resolution we have as The United 
Methodist Church to support native people, they would give this mission some prior-
ity,” said Calvasina.

The Choctaw Mission has existed to serve the Mississippi Band of Choctaw Indians 
since the 1800s.  Calvasina is referring to a resolution directed by the Board of Church and Society of The United Methodist 

Plastic from ceiling being used as a 
gutter for large leak in the roof.
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Church. The resolution affirmed that tribal nations were autonomous before the creation of the U.S. government and created 
stipulations for the church to support native people.  The 1992 General Conference comprehensive plan of the resolution man-
dates that United Methodist churches:

• “Develop and strengthen native congregations, ministries and fellowships;
Train and develop native leaders;
• Support the efforts of sovereign Native American nations to create means of economic development that do not depend upon 
gambling or disrupt sacred sites;
• Urge the Board of Global Ministries to support funding of Native American economic development projects; and
• Urge the Board of Pension and Health Benefits to invest monies in Native American financial institutions and community orga-
nizations.”

Calvasina explained that Mississippi United Methodists can uphold the resolution by helping alleviate the missions budgetary 
stress of trying to produce enough monthly income for operations.  According to the Choctaw Mission’s executive director, Dr. 
Al Styron, on average, $8,150 a month is essential to support its ministries.  Monthly donations average around $4,160—barely 
half of what is needed.  Styron shared that mission teams usually increase financial assistance but there has been a decline in the 
scheduling of mission groups over the past two years. 

“We are hoping to create a broader awareness of the mission opportunities at the Choctaw reservation,” said Styron.  “You don’t 
have to go overseas to experience meaningful hands-on ministry. You can do it right here in our state.”

For those who would like to give to the Mississippi United Methodist Choctaw Mission please send donations to: The Mississippi 
United Methodist Choctaw Mission; 10971 Road 2606, Philadelphia, MS 39350.

Myrlie Evers to Present MS Conference Award
By Tamica Smith-Jeuitt, Senior Communications Specialist 
The presentation of the 2013 Mississippi Annual Conference’s Emma Elzy Award will likely capture 
the attention of many people from outside the conference, as Myrlie Evers, wife of slain civil rights 
activist Medgar Evers is scheduled to present the award.  Evers will help recognize the group of 
Mississippi Methodist ministers who signed a 1963 document known as the Born of Conviction 
Statement, which declared the ministers’ disapproval of discrimination, the closing public schools 
to create private schools with tax funds and communism.   

The presentation will take place on Sunday, June 9, during the 10:00 a.m. session of the Mississippi 
Annual Conference gathering at the Jackson Convention Complex in Jackson.  

The Mississippi Conference of The United Methodist Church’s Commission on Religion and Race 
chose to honor the group after reviewing several nominations for the award.

Emma Elzy, described as a woman of great faith, was an active member of the Methodist church for 70 years while attending 
more than 50 annual conferences. Elzy was known to go beyond the norm in order to bring unity and inclusiveness to the body of 
Christ. She spent her life advocating for better race relations, church relations and family relations. Elzy died in 1985 at age 98.

The Emma Elzy Award encourages reconciliation by honoring an individual, group or institution that has shown outstanding 
achievement in race relations in the state of Mississippi. Nominees must have shown outstanding achievement in race relations 
through the building of interracial relationships, the establishment or operation of a program emphasizing race relations, work 
beyond the “call of duty” or any other significant activity that promotes reconciliation. Although United Methodists may receive 
preference, the selection process does not exclude persons or agencies from other denominations or faith traditions.

The Born of Conviction Statement can be viewed at:
http://www.mississippi-umc.org/console/files/oFiles_Library_XZXLCZ/Born_of_Conviction_4QQJSQYW.pdf?utm_source=
Circuit+Rider+Newsletter+5-29-13&utm_campaign=5-29-13+Circuit+Rider&utm_medium=email.

Myrlie Evers
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MS Conference Sign, Last ‘Article’  
to Move New Location
Almost every item belonging to the Mississippi Conference of The United Method-
ist Church was transported in early November 2012, when the conference moved its 
headquarters from downtown Jackson to Briarwood Drive, but the last delivery was 
made Friday, May 24, 2013—five months after the big move. 

The Mississippi Conference sign was first placed at 321 Mississippi Street--the previ-
ous conference building—in 2003 and weighs 240 pounds per cubic foot.  Made out 
of Georgia black marble, the nearly 3000-pound, United Methodist marker required 
more assistance than moving trucks could provide.  With a lot of elbow grease, a 
wrecker truck and a flat-bed trailer, workers were able to bring the last object of the 
Mississippi Conference of The United Methodist Church to its new home at 320 Bri-
arwood Drive—just in time to greet out-of-town annual conference attendees who 
will be looking for the cross and flame.

No Childcare at Annual Conference
Please be advised that childcare will not be available during the 2013 annual gathering of the Mississippi Conference of The 
United Methodist Church due to no participation. Your assistance with sharing this announcement will be appreciated.

Costs Are In, Implications Still Debated, In Bishop Bledsoe Controversy
Sam Hodges, United Methodist Reporter
The arguments go on about whether the victim in the failed effort to 
oust Bishop Earl Bledsoe was accountability for bishops or Bishop 
Bledsoe himself.

What’s beyond dispute is that the episode came at a cost, including 
financial.

The South Central Jurisdiction recently paid nearly $100,000 to cover 
legal fees and other expenses of Bishop Bledsoe, as ordered by the 
UMC’s Judicial Council, which reinstated him last November.

That money comes from apportionment payments--in other words, 
from people in the pews across the South Central Jurisdiction.

Highland Park UMC in Dallas contributed another $75,000 for 
Bishop Bledsoe’s legal defense, from a benevolence fund.

The South Central Jurisdiction episcopacy committee, which sought to 
retire Bishop Bledsoe for ineffectiveness, went went about $14,000 over 
budget due to extra meetings over his status.

“It is what it is,” Bishop Bledsoe said by phone recently. “Obviously that money could have been used for other things. I’m not so 
sure, given the realities of the situation, it could have been any different.”

The UMC encourages amicable resolutions of church conflicts, but this one went the opposite direction, even including, at one 
point, a private investigator.

That may represent another first for the UMC in an episode all agree was unprecedented, one that continues to reverberate with 
accusations of conflict of interest and warnings of dangerous precedents established by how things played out. 

The Bishop Bledsoe saga is painfully familiar to many, but here’s a refresher.

Bishop Earl Bledsoe, now leading Northwest Texas 
and New Mexico Conferences, speaks at a clergy 
retreat earlier this year.

(Top) Marker leaves old downtown location... 
(Bottom) and arrives at new Briarwood home.



Delegates to the 2008 South Central Jurisdictional Conference elected him to the episcopacy, and he was assigned to lead the 
North Texas Conference, at the request of delegates from there. He was the third consecutive African American to lead the confer-
ence.

Bishop Bledsoe would earn admirers, including pastors at Highland Park UMC, one of the denomination’s largest churches. They 
saw him as a change agent, willing to take flak for instituting long-overdue organizational reforms, and willing to support creative 
approaches to ministry-including their own.

But deep tensions developed between Bishop Bledsoe and other North Texas clergy over his reorganization of the conference, 
choice of district superintendents and handling of clergy evaluations and appointments. It didn’t help that he was in Liberia on a 
mission trip when a scandal broke at St. Luke “Community” UMC in Dallas, and went days before releasing a statement.

The South Central Jurisdiction episcopacy committee was led—and still is—by Don House, a Ph.D. 
economist in Bryan, Texas. His oft-stated argument is that the long steady decline of the UMC in 
the United States means ineffective clergy, including bishops, can no longer be indulged.

Under Dr. House, the committee last spring used a three-part system for evaluating bishops of the 
jurisdiction. Bishop Bledsoe got the lowest scores, and went into a May 24, 2012 meeting with the 
committee knowing that, Dr. House said.

That meeting, according to Dr. House, did not go well.

“We wanted from him an acknowledgement that there were weaknesses, and we wanted to know 
what his plans were for improving,” Dr. House said. “His answers were way below par.”

After meeting with Bishop Bledsoe, no committee members wanted him to lead their conference, 
Dr. House said. He added that the committee decided it would be willing to hold a hearing on 
involuntary retirement, if it came to that.

Next, Dr. House and another committee member met with Bishop Bledsoe, giving him the option of retiring voluntarily or facing 
an involuntary retirement hearing.

The process had been private to this point, and Dr. House said the committee hoped to spare Bishop Bledsoe the embarrassment 
of a public airing of the poor evaluation. The committee also wanted to find him another church position, possibly as a bishop-
in-residence, that would better use his talents and keep him at the same pay level.

On May 31, 2012, Bishop Bledsoe told the North Texas Conference by video that he would be taking voluntary retirement. He 
smiled as he said it, but gave no reason.

Some black clergy (as well as others) began to question what was happening, and at the North Texas Conference’s annual gather-
ing they formally asked Bishop Bledsoe to reconsider.

In closing remarks of that meeting, on June 5, 2012, Bishop Bledsoe dramatically reversed course, saying he’d been evaluated 
unfairly and promising to “fight like the devil” to keep his job. He noted the North Texas Conference had begun to see improve-
ment in worship attendance and other key statistics. He also reported his pain at hearing that someone in the conference had said, 
“When are we going to get a white bishop?”

Later, Bishop Bledsoe would write that he did not consider the effort to retire him to be racially motivated.  

The episcopacy committee followed through, holding a marathon closed-door hearing in Oklahoma City on July 16-17, just 
before the South Central Jurisdictional Conference. Bishop Bledsoe was accompanied by clergy advocates.

Outside the hearing room, he had working on his behalf a Dallas lawyer, Jonathan Wilson, who specializes in employment dis-
putes. Mr. Wilson provided the committee videotape depositions of North Texas Conference clergy speaking for Bishop Bledsoe, 
and submitted documents attacking the fairness of the committee’s evaluation and questioning whether the committee had fol-
lowed church law.

Bishop Bledsoe would lose in Oklahoma City. The committee voted to retire him involuntarily (24 in favor, four against and two 
abstaining), and delegates to the full Jurisdictional Conference affirmed the decision by an 82 percent margin.

Dr. House had appeared before the larger group, choking back tears as he described how hard the process had been, but also 
reiterating the committee’s conclusion that Bishop Bledsoe was an ineffective administrator. He added that the committee had, 
through its dealings with him, come to question Bishop Bledsoe’s trustworthiness.
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Dr. Don House, Ph.D.



Bishop Bledsoe also took the microphone, again raising the fairness question and angrily defending his integrity against what he 
described as Dr. House’s “zingers.”

In retiring Bishop Bledsoe, the committee had used paragraph 408.3(a) of the Book of Discipline, the UMC’s law book. The para-
graph says an episcopacy committee can retire a bishop “for performance,” if it’s in the interest of the church. But it doesn’t define 
an unacceptable standard of performance or give many details for how a committee should proceed in doing an involuntary 
retirement.

While Bishop Bledsoe wasn’t the first bishop quietly encouraged to retire, he was the first to be subject to a 408.3(a) forced re-
tirement. In Oklahoma City, Dr. House said an appeal of the committee’s action would at least provide clarity from the Judicial 
Council on how episcopacy committees can use the provision.

Bishop Bledsoe obliged by promptly appealing. Jon Gray—a Kansas City, Mo., attorney, former 
state court judge and former member of the Judicial Council—took over as counsel, filing a brief 
challenging the committee’s action generally, and specifically arguing that 408.3(a) violated other 
parts of the church constitution. By late summer, Bishop Bledsoe and his wife, Leslie, had moved 
out of their episcopal residency into temporary housing in Dallas, and awaited his day in court.

The first key Judicial Council action came in October. The Council had been asked by South 
Central Jurisdiction bishops to decide the constitutionality of 408.3(a). The Council ruled tersely 
that “the requisite number of votes needed for establishing unconstitutionality of 408.3(a) was not 
obtained.”

The paragraph remained constitutional. But the absence of affirmative language did not bode well 
for the South Central Jurisdiction episcopacy committee.

The Judicial Council heard Bishop Bledsoe’s appeal in November, in Phoenix, with Mr. Gray arguing 
for him and Dr. House defending the episcopacy committee. Within a couple of days, the Judicial Council ruled that the commit-
tee had committed “numerous violations” of fair process against Bishop Bledsoe, and had failed to follow specific requirements 
of 408.3(a). The Council ordered him reinstated as an active bishop, given an area to oversee and “made whole” financially. At the 
same Oklahoma City gathering where Bishop Bledsoe had been voted out, delegates had elected new bishops, and the episcopacy 
committee had made bishop assignments for all conferences. But one spot was left open-the episcopal area encompassing the 
Northwest Texas and New Mexico Conferences.

Early this year, Bishop Bledsoe and his wife moved to Albuquerque, headquarters for that episcopal area, and he began his new 
assignment.

Once reinstated, Bishop Bledsoe got back pay and benefits through the General Council for Finance and Administration, which 
handles bishops’ pay. The amount was reduced by donations Bishop Bledsoe received for living expenses while awaiting his Judi-
cial Council hearing.

But the South Central Jurisdiction also recently wrote checks totaling $98,930.68, to cover Bishop Bledsoe’s legal fees and other 
expenses, said the Rev. David Severe, executive director of the jurisdiction.

They include $58,542.53 to Shook, Hardy & Bacon, Mr. Gray’s law firm; and $15,895 to the law firm Haynes and Boone, for the 
part of the defense overseen by Mr. Wilson. (He has since moved to another firm.)

A check for $12,596.25 went to GCFA. That’s to cover Bishop Bledsoe’s move from the North Texas episcopal residency to tempo-
rary housing as he awaited appeal. GCFA picked that up, but insisted on reimbursement from the South Central Jurisdiction once 
the Judicial Council had ruled against the episcopacy committee, Mr. Severe said.

The South Central Jurisdiction also paid Bishop Bledsoe $9,625.92 directly, for other expenses incurred, and paid travel expenses 
for the Rev. Zan Holmes ($847.73) who accompanied Bishop Bledsoe in the Oklahoma City hearing and the Rev. Larry Pickens 
($1,423.25) who joined in strategy development and arguments for the Judicial Council hearing in October on 408.3a.

That totals $98,930.68, and represents about a third of the reserves the South Central Jurisdiction keeps in case it has to have an 
emergency meeting, Dr. Severe said.

He noted that the controversy’s costs include the episcopacy committee going $14,000 over its budget.
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Dr. Severe and the Rev. Jim Welch, who heads the Mission Council of the South Central Jurisdiction—the group responsible for 
decision-making between quadrennial jurisdictional conferences—agreed to the Reporter’s request to see billing records for the 
$98.930.68. They said that since apportionment dollars were involved, the records should be open.

The records show Mr. Gray charged $400 an hour for some work. Other services were not broken down by hour.

Mr. Gray said by phone that confidentiality requirements would keep him from sharing how much he charged.

“I think I’m OK to say that a significant reduction from my standard rate was offered,” he said.

Mr. Wilson is a member of Highland Park UMC, and met Bishop Bledsoe through the Rev. Paul Rasmussen, associate pastor at 
the church. With last summer’s drama unfolding, Mr. Rasmussen said he got a call from Bishop Bledsoe, asking for help in find-
ing a lawyer with expertise in employment disputes.

Mr. Rasmussen would give a videotape deposition for Bishop Bledsoe, strongly defending the bishop’s work in North Texas. So 
did the Rev. Mark Craig, senior pastor, who complained that the episcopacy committee had not sought his input as leader of one 
of the denomination’s largest churches.

Mr. Craig and Mr. Rasmussen said in a recent interview that they did not commit early on to helping underwrite Bishop Bled-
soe’s defense. But by August, they had learned from Mr. Wilson of mounting expenses. On Aug. 21, Highland Park UMC sent a 
$75,000 check to Haynes and Boone.

“I said, ‘You know, he’s going to need a defense fund,’” Mr. Craig recalled. “The bishop didn’t ask us.... It was just a good faith 
gesture to a person we thought was abused.”

Mr. Craig said the money came from a fund for the needy that he controlled as senior pastor.

“We felt the bishop was needy,” he said.

Mr. Craig emphasized that the fund comes from a single donor.

“That did not touch our budget,” he said of the $75,000. “It did not cost our congregation a dime.”

In describing his efforts for Bishop Bledsoe, Mr. Wilson shared with the Reporter that he had used a private investigator. He 
would not name the investigator, and said the cost was under $5,000.

The investigator looked into Dr. House’s professional background and found he had collaborated on church-related research 
projects with the Rev. Lovett Weems, director of the Lewis Center for Church Leadership at Wesley Theological Seminary, in 
Washington, D.C.

That interested Mr. Wilson, because Dr. House had enlisted Dr. Weems to help the episcopacy committee. At Dr. House’s request, 
Dr. Weems studied a questionnaire the committee used in getting input on bishops’ performance from clergy and laity in their 
conferences. Dr. Weems ranked the questions he thought were most important in episcopal leadership.

The episcopacy committee report detailing Bishop Bledsoe’s poor evaluation included his scores as calculated under Dr. Weems’ 
ranking.

On June 29, Mr. Wilson wrote the UMC’s Judicial Council, arguing that by bringing his associate Dr. Weems into the process, Dr. 
House had created “an inherent conflict of interest,” and tainted the evaluation of Bishop Bledsoe.

Dr. Weems, reached for this article, said he was only asked to help with the questionnaire, which was used with all bishops. He 
said he did not look at Bishop Bledsoe’s scores or advise the committee on Bishop Bledsoe.

“All that Don and I have done is public,” he added when told about the private investigator. “All they had to do is ask.”

Mr. Wilson said the cost of the private investigator was ultimately covered by the donation from Highland Park UMC. He said he 
made the decision to hire the investigator, and didn’t tell the Highland Park pastors or Bishop Bledsoe about it.

Bishop Bledsoe confirmed that he had not known an investigator was part of his defense team. He said he might not have taken 
all the steps Mr. Wilson did, but praised his work generally.  

“I think Jonathan was trying his best to find the truth and defend me in terms of that,” he said. “He’s a great attorney, and he was 
concerned about justice.”

When asked recently about Highland Park UMC having paid, unwittingly, for a private investigator, Mr. Craig said he was not 
upset, given that the investigation focused on possible conflicts of interest and not personal matters.
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Mr. Craig continues to feel deeply that the episcopacy committee stacked the decks against Bishop Bledsoe. And if Bishop Bledsoe 
has backed away from race as a factor, Mr. Craig has not.

“This never would have happened to a white bishop,” he said.

Meanwhile, from the episcopacy committee side, there have been allegations of a conflict of interest involving Mr. Gray.

Dr. House and Jay Brim, another committee member, raised the question in a recent, unsuccessful petition for reconsideration 
of the Judicial Council decision reinstating Bishop Bledsoe. (They weren’t seeking to re-retire him, but rather to challenge other 
parts of the ruling.)

In their petition, they said that Mr. Gray had, with another former Judicial Council member, been paid to help lead a training ses-
sion for the newly elected Judicial Council late last July. This was just after Mr. Gray had filed an appeal to the Judicial Council for 
Bishop Bledsoe.

Letting Mr. Gray do that training while he had a case before the Judicial Council “constitutes a clear and obvious conflict of inter-
est, by implying an unmistakable bias toward that attorney and the party represented by him,” Dr. House and Mr. Brim wrote.

The Rev. William Lawrence, dean of Perkins School of Theology and president of the Judicial Council, confirmed that he ar-
ranged for Mr. Gray to help with the training and did not ask him to withdraw after the Bishop Bledsoe appeal was filed. He said 
Mr. Gray volunteered his time, though his expenses were covered. He noted that the training was all theoretical, not grounded in 
real cases.

Otherwise, Dr. Lawrence declined to comment on the conflict of interest charge.

Mr. Gray disputed it. He said Judicial Council members have an obligation to recuse if they feel themselves to be biased for what-
ever reason. And he noted that it’s not uncommon for Judicial Council members and parties who come before them to know each 
other.

“It doesn’t honor our process to suggest that members of the Judicial Council would fudge, based on who they knew,” he said.

Dr. House would not elaborate on his and Mr. Brim’s allegation of conflict of interest. But he was eager to talk about what he sees 
as the dangerous implication of the Judicial Council’s awarding of legal fees to Bishop Bledsoe.

That move encourages bringing lawyers into the church legal process, he said, and will create a chilling effect on episcopacy com-
mittees, causing them to avoid trying to retire ineffective bishops for fear of incurring large legal fees.

“The episcopacy committees are paralyzed,” he said.

Mr. Brim, a lawyer himself, foresees a legal “arms race,” and other committee members, such as the Rev. Don Underwood, worry 
aloud that lawyers will take Judicial Council cases on a contingency basis.

Part of the buzz about legal fees owes to a letter Mr. Gray wrote to U.S. bishops on May 14, 2012, offering his legal services on a 
“cost effective” basis. In the letter (a copy of which the Reporter obtained) he notes his Judicial Council background. He says he 
can help bishops “survive Judicial Council review” in answering questions of church law and can help them meet Book of Disci-
pline requirements in processing complaints against clergy.

Mr. Gray confirmed by phone that he did write the letter seeking for-pay work from bishops, and considers the effort a ministry 
to the church.

“We would have far fewer problems if more bishops took advantage of sound legal advice,” he said.

Mr. Gray emphasized that when he wrote the letter, he did not anticipate he would get hired by Bishop Bledsoe. And in fact, he 
wrote it before Bishop Bledsoe’s fateful May 24, 2012 meeting with the episcopacy committee.

As for the Bledsoe case, Mr. Gray argues that the episcopacy committee bears the blame for a deeply flawed effort. It’s inconsistent 
with United Methodist polity and values, he said, for the same group to investigate, evaluate and decide the fate of a bishop.

“If he had robbed GCFA at gunpoint, he would have had more rights,” Mr. Gray said.

Nearly a year out, strong feelings and rhetoric are still the rule in the Bishop Bledsoe matter.

The calmest voice may be his.

“We’re just ready to put that behind us and do ministry,” Bishop Bledsoe said. “Sorry it happened.”
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Rust College President Extends 
Service Award of Appreciation
Rust College President Dr. David L. Beckley presented 
the Rust College Service Award of Appreciation to Rev. 
Milton Whatley of the First United Methodist Church 
of Holly Springs, Mississippi, on Tuesday, May 21, 
2013.

Rev. Whatley was presented the award for his four years of exemplary service 
to the Rust College Board of Trustees. Rev. Whatley rotated off the board fol-
lowing the spring board of trustees meeting which occurred during the 147th 
commencement activities of Rust College in April.  

Rust College is a historically black, co-educational, senior liberal arts college 
founded in 1866 by the Freedman’s Aid Society of the Methodist Episcopal 
Church. The College is related to the United Methodist Church, and is dedicat-
ed to serving students with a variety of academic preparations, through instruc-
tion in the humanities, social and behavioral sciences, natural science, business, 
technology and education. Rust College provides an opportunity for education 
to all, regardless of race, religion, sex, national origin or ethnic background.

Webster Cluster
On Tuesday, May 21, during the Webster County Cluster held at Eupora First 
Methodist Church, a scholarship was presented to Marla Simmons, a member 
of Liberty UMC. Marla plans to attend Itawamba Community College and 
major in business, then go to cosmetology school with hopes of owning her 
own beauty shop. The Webster Cluster awards $200 scholarships each year to 
students.  

However, this year, Marla was the only applicant.The next cluster meeting will 
be at Saint Stephens in Maben, each church of the cluster is bringing box fans 
that will be given to any family that needs one during the hot summer months.

Church Furniture for Sale
The Refuge United Methodist Church in Lucedale could soon answer another 
congregation’s prayer. Refuge UMC has church furnishing for sale. The items 
include: 20 padded pews with hymnal racks on the back, an alter with padded 
kneeler, a baptism font, one pulpit and two chairs. For more information about 
the furniture or make an offer contact the church at, 601-508-8960 or email, 
refuge.umc.ms@gmail.com.

Pearl UMC — 2013 A Year of Service
Pearl United Methodist Church is challenging the members to reach outside of the box in 2013. The church located on the main 
thoroughfare in Pearl, Mississippi, like many other aging congregations, has a desire to serve God even though it is a small con-
gregation with limited resources and energy.  

Still, its missions team developed a program that would involve as many members of the congregation as possible.
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Dr. David L. Beckley, President of Rust Col-
lege, presents Service Award of Apprecia-
tion to Rev. Milton Whatley.

Dan Burchfield presenting Marla Simmons 
the check with left to right: Vickey Patterson, 
Mary Jane Simmons, Alysia Simmons, Karla 
Simmons.



The year began with a Super Bowl party in which the church’s ‘golden agers’ (senior citizens) served bowls of delicious soup. The 
cost was a donation of a can of soup. All the cans were loaded on a truck and delivered to the Wingard Home the next day.

In April, the missions team asked people to participate in the Susan G. Komen Race for the cure. The challenge was to raise $1,000 
and not only did they meet that goal, they exceeded target raising over $1,300.

In May and June of this year, Pearl UMC will be focusing on an independent ministry, Healing Touch Ministries (HTM) (hea-
lingtoughms.org). This after recognizing how much addiction affects every congregation. The church feels God placed John 
Anthony Underwood, the director or HTM in their path as an answer to how they can help address this problem. HTM offers 
Celebrate Recovery, which is a Christ-centered 12 step recovery program and is not just for drugs and alcohol, but also for life’s 
hurts, habits and hang-ups.  

Groups and individuals within the congregation have been providing meals for the Celebrate Recovery programs.

Earlier this year, HTM opened a family thrift store, where they sell items like furniture, clothes, household items, books, etc., and 
of course, accept donations. Pearl UMC spent one Saturday in May sorting items donated and getting them ready for sale and is 
planning to do this again in June.  

Indeed, Pearl UMC is reaching outside its box in 2013, involving itself in many areas of outreach, hoping and praying that their 
hands and feet are moving in the path of someone who needs to know about Christ and who will see Him through the church.   
Stay tuned to find out what the second half of this 2013 challenge will include for Pearl UMC.

St. Matthew’s Packs 40,000 Meals  
for ‘Stop Hunger Now’
The congregation of St. Matthew’s United Methodist Church in Madison 
recently packed more than 40,000 meals for Stop Hunger Now. Financial sup-
port for the missions event came from the church’s 2013 Lenten Offering. Ten 
percent of the Lenten Offering was designated for “One Great Hour of Sharing.”

Eupora First UMCS Elections for 
Youth Leadership
On June 1, 10:00 a.m. through noon, Eupora First 
UMC will be holding elections for their new District 
Council on Youth Ministry (DCYM). All youth that 
will be in grades 7 - 12 next year are eligible to run.  

Youth should fill-out the application, include a youth leader’s recommendation on the bottom, and bring it with them on June 1.  
Offices that will be filled are president, vice-president, secretary, and YSF fundraiser.

The same applications are used for anyone interested in serving on the statewide CCYM (Conference Council for YOUTH Minis-
try). Age requirements for the CCYM are the same as DCYM.

Madison UMW Event
Madison’s United Methodist Women invites all women to attend their meeting on August 1 at 5:30 p.m. at Madison United 
Methodist Church in Madison, MS. The guest speaker is author, Jeanhee Kang. This is truly an event you don’t want to miss. 
Tickets are $10.00 and will be available for purchase soon. (Cost includes dinner.) For more information contact Crystal Barnes at 
601-572-0001.
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Pastor Appreciation Program
St. Mary’s UMC will celebrate their pastor, Rev. Jackie Holmes and his wife Sharon Holmes during an appreciation program on 
June 2, 2013, at 3:00 p.m. at St. Mary’s UMC, 3009 Harmony Road, Crystal Springs, MS. Rev. Arthur Evans, pastor of Faith Taber-
nacle MBC will be the guest speaker.

Announcement for Clergy Spouses
A table for clergy spouses will be set-up on Thursday, June 6, at the Jackson Convention Center. Clergy spouses should stop by 
and pick up a name tag.  

On Friday Morning, June 7th, as soon as Communion Service ends (approximately 11:00 a.m.), there will be a business meeting 
on the third floor auditorium to elect new officers, review financial statements, hear about the scholarship program, luncheon 
plans for Sunday, the fall retreat plans and other business.

The luncheon is on Sunday, June 9th at 12:30 p.m. in the Jackson Convention Complex.   Clergy spouses can reserve tickets and 
pay dues on line by visiting this link: http://www.eventbrite.com/event/6529743639?utm_source=Circuit+Rider+Newslett
er+5-29-13&utm_campaign=5-29-13+Circuit+Rider&utm_medium=email. 

For additional information contact Nancy Creel at 601-664-1065.

Rust College to Host Luncheon During MS Annual Conference
Rust College will host a luncheon during the Mississippi Annual Conference of the United Methodist Church on Friday, June 7, 
2013 at 12:30 p.m.  The luncheon will be held at the Jackson Convention Center. Tickets are $25.00.  

Persons interested in attending the event may reserve tickets in advance by mailing a check to: Emma Miller, Rust College 150 
Rust Avenue, Holly Springs, MS 3863.  

For more information, email Emma Miller at emiller@rustcollege.edu or call 662-252-8000 ext. 4904.   

Tickets will be sold at Rust College display table at the Jackson Convention Center on Thursday, June 6, 2013 from 12:30 p.m.-
4:30 p.m. and Friday, June 7 from 9:00 a.m.-10:30 a.m. 

Furr Guest Speaker for Laity Banquet
“Make way for an exceptional speaker,” that according to the Mississippi Con-
ference Lay Leader Tim Crisler, who is announcing Dr. Steve Furr will be the 
lecturer for the annual conference laity banquet.  The event will be Saturday, 
June 8 at 4:45 p.m. at the Jackson Convention Complex in Jackson.  Furr is the 
Alabama West Florida Conference Lay Leader. He is also the president of the 
Association of Annual Conference Lay Leaders. Furr is a board-certified family 
physician.  

Tickets to hear him speak are on sale now and can be purchased from district 
lay leaders or on online at the Mississippi conference website, www.mississip-
pi-umc.org.

Please keep the Rev. Bryan Carruba and his family in 
your thoughts and prayers.  His mother recently fell in 
her driveway and was taken to Forrest General Hospi-
tal. Rev. Carruba serves in the Meridian District.

Rev. and Mrs. Hubert Rutherford are asking for 
prayer.  Both are not feeling well and need your prayers 
for improved health and healing.
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Dr. Steve Furr



Brother Kimbrell (Bo) Thomson died Saturday morning on May 25.  He was a local pastor in Indiana before retiring and served 
Friars Point UMC in the Senatobia District after moving to Batesville about 15 years ago.  His widow is Nancy.  His funeral was at 
Batesville at First UMC.  He suffered from Parkinson’s disease but was recently diagnosed with pneumonia last Thursday.  Please 
pray for his family during this time.  

Marguerite Felder age 97, (mother of Bert Felder, retired clergy of the West Jackson District), died Wednesday, May 22, 2013.  A 
memorial service will be held Saturday, June 15, at 11:00 a.m. at Liberty UMC in Liberty, MS   Please keep the Felder family in 
your prayers.

The Reverend E. S. Furr (TUP-Retired), long-time elder, former District Superintendent and mentor, passed away on May 25. Ar-
rangements are incomplete and will be announced later. Please keep the Furr family in your prayers.

Funeral services were held recently for Mary Ruth Ford, mother of Wanda Bursi.  Wanda is the wife of Rev. Chuck Bursi, who 
serves Love UMC.  Wanda and Chuck are both employees of Wesley Meadows Retirement Community in Hernando.

Kim Burkett, children’s director at Johnson Chapel UMC in Summit, Mississippi and daughter of David Stotts, Mississippi Con-
ference Treasurer recently had back surgery.  Please pray not only a recovery but a complete restoration.

Employment Opportunities
• Part-time Coordinator of Children’s Ministries
First United Methodist Church of Brookhaven is in search of a new staff member for coordinating ministries for children. 
This is a part-time position with the responsibility of programming for children 12 and under and their families. Salary is 
negotiable. Interested parties please contact Larry Williams, Chair of Staff-Parish Relations Committee, at the First UMC 
office, 601-833-3519, fax to 601-833-3599 or email; brofumc@bellsouth.net.

• Wesley UMC in Columbus - Programming Assistant
This coordinator will network with the pastor, staff, and church leaders concerning the life of the various small groups 
within the church. He/she will support and assist: 1) pastor; 2) programs. He/she will direct, coordinate, and connect the 
multi-generational groups within the church. They will make observations and suggestions on different aspects of church 
life and report back to the pastor or appropriate committee. They will attend and communicate regularly with the commit-
tees and church council guiding the volunteer workers in the church ministries. Their primary focus is to designate and 
direct, not dominate.
Hours: 30 weekly, divided between office responsibilities and programming. Responsible for bulletins, newsletter, other 
communications, and telephone. Coordinate committee meetings and communications. Responsible for calendar and 
dates. Coordinate building usage by members and non-members according to polices. Consults with pastor regularly as 
schedules are planned and meetings assigned times and places. Supports and aids small groups as needed.
This person should be present on Wednesday nights and Sunday mornings and other evening activities as determined by 
church groups & activities. Should be present and/or available to offer assistance and support to small groups and church 
activities. This is a salaried position with both office and flexible hours, beginning August 15th. Call Wesley UMC for more 
information 662-328-8644.

• Full-time Director of Youth Ministries (Palm Harbor, FL) 
East Lake United Methodist Church (http://www.eastlakeumc.org/), a Christ-centered congregation, worship- ping 350 
weekly in Palm Harbor, Florida, is looking for an energetic and creative full-time Director of Youth Ministries. The youth 
ministry program of 40 active youth serves young people from sixth grade through the transition to college. The Director 
of Youth Ministry will be responsible for a comprehensive ministry that includes fostering discipleship, empowering laity, 
and partnering with parents in the spiritual development of youth. The DYM will also exercise strong, healthy communica-
tion with staff and laity, ensure that all details of the youth program and special events are take care of, and empower adults 
to be involved in youth’s lives – establishing relationships and shepherding them and helping them develop their own rela-
tionship with Jesus Christ. Successful candidates must have a college degree and three years experience as well as a strong 
personal faith consistent with the United Methodist tradition. Resumes can be sent to TCharlton@aol.com.
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Shrimp Vermicelli Salad 
5 c. water
2 lb. med. fresh shrimp
1 (7-oz.) pkg. dried vermicelli
3 hard cooked eggs, chopped
1 (10-oz.) pkg. frozen tiny green peas, thawed & 
drained
1 small green pepper, chopped
6.green onions, chopped
1 c. chopped dill pickles
2 T. chopped fresh dill
1 (8-oz.) carton sour cream
1/2 c. mayonnaise
1/4 c. lemon juice
2 T. Dijon mustard 1 tsp. salt
1/4 tsp. pepper
Leaf lettuce (optional)
Boil shrimp 3 to 5 minutes. Rinse with cold water; peel, devein and chill. Cook vermicelli (broken in half) according to 
package directions; drain well. Add shrimp, eggs and next 5 ingredients to vermicelli in a large bowl; toss gently. Combine 
sour cream and next five ingredients; stir well. Pour sour cream mixture over shrimp mixture, toss gently. Serve on a lettuce 
lined platter, if desired. Serve immediately or cover and chill. Yield: 6 servings.

 – By Jessie S. Pearson in “Trinity Treasures from the Kitchen” published by Picayune Trinity UMC

• Attention: Have a recipe too good to keep? Share it with our Circuit Rider readers. Email your favorite recipes to 
news@mississippi-umc.org.

Submit to The Circuit Rider by Noon Each Monday
The Conference communication team looks forward to getting your stories and events for the next 
issue of The Circuit Rider, but the details are needed no later than noon each Monday the day before 
distribution on Wednesday.

There’s no guarantee that items received after the noon cut off will make the following Circuit Rider, 
so share your happenings soon. Send to: news@mississippi-umc.org.

Thanks in advance for helping tell the Mississippi United Methodist story!

Follow the Conference on Facebook at  
https://www.facebook.com/pages/The-Mississippi-United-Methodist-Confer-
ence/436491529732524 and on Twitter at https://twitter.com/Mississippi_UMC.

Stay Connected with ConnecTText

Mississippi United Methodists with the ability to receive text messaging via phone are encouraged to sign up for ConnecTText.  
The service is another option for people to stay informed about important dates and other Conference happenings. 

To sign up for ConnecTText:
1. Remember, you must have the ability to get text messages on your phone.
2. From your mobile phone, text the letters UMC to the number 601-721-4468 and press send.
3. Wait a few seconds for a confirmation text and you’re connected!


