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�Fuel is subsidized by the three 
youth leaders because of our convic-
tion that we will not turn away when 
there is need,� Thompson says. �It is 
not unusual for the youth leaders to put 
$50 a week into the van.� 

But so far this year, the receipts 
submitted for reimbursement from 
Midtown s̓ church budget have only 
been $250, Thompson said.

Church people are quietly bearing 
the brunt of fuel costs in other ways, 
too. On July 1, the Internal Revenue 
Service increased the standard mileage 
rate for the final six months of 2008 
from 50.5 cents per mile to 58.5. The 
conference office uses the government 
rate to reimburse staff for work-related 
mileage, but not all local churches 
reimburse their pastors according to 
the government rate, according to John 
Tate, conference treasurer.

Also, some travel expenses are not 
reimbursable by IRS guidelines. For 
example, commuter expenses between 
a staff person s̓ home and regular work 
location are not reimbursable. 

For some conference staff, who 
live in Knoxville but whose offices 
relocated 19 miles from Knoxville to 
Alcoa in March 2007, the extra driving 
amounts to about 150 miles per week. 
For pastors like the Rev. Dennis Loy, 
whose family lives in Johnson City but 
whose appointment is in Morristown, 
the 69-mile trip is out of pocket. 

Tate also notes that the IRS �chari-
table mileage rate� � the standard by 
which the conference reimburses non-
staff clergy or laity for attending meet-
ings or other functions � has remained 
14 cents per mile for years. 

�Some people wonʼt take the reim-
bursement anyway, because they want 
to do it for the church,� Tate said. 
�For the others, Iʼm sure they donʼt 
like it. Itʼs always a rub, because the 
14 cents really doesnʼt begin to cover 
the expense.�

District superintendents get to 
hear and see firsthand how the extra 
expense plays out for their pastors and 
congregations. 

The Rev. Chuck Starks, for exam-
ple, is concerned about members who 
must travel from Wytheville District 
to conference meetings in Alcoa. �If 
a person from Radford and a person 
from Chattanooga are traveling to 
the same meeting, the Chattanooga 
person is already in Alcoa by the time 
the Radford person reaches Bristol,� 

he said. (Bristol is about 125 miles, or 
two hours away, from Alcoa.)

A church treasurer recently wrote 
to the Rev. Mickey Rainwater to com-
plain about how the church budget 
was strained by paying for the pastor s̓ 
rising travel expenses.  

�That was before the travel allow-
ance went up to 58 1Ú2 cents in July,� 
says Rainwater, Morristown District 
superintendent. �That particular pastor 
is on minimum salary, and travel will 
be cutting more into her already lim-
ited salary.� (In Holston Conference, 
minimum pastoral salaries range from 
$27,404 to $37,138.)

The Rev. Fred Dearing, Kingsport 
District superintendent, also worries 
about pastors with low incomes, espe-
cially part-time local pastors.

�Low salaries do not pay for the 
cost of fuel, and the pastors are bear-
ing the difference,� Dearing said. 
�Churches need to be educated and 
informed about the financial realities 
surrounding pastoral support and the 
cost of doing ministry. These pastors 
serve without complaint even when 
they themselves cannot always afford 
the extra expense.�

Finding solutions
Some solutions are obvious, like 

replacing Alcoa-based meetings with 
conference calls or online meetings, 
which the conference office will do 
more often. The conference travel 
budget for 2008 was 56 percent 
depleted in July, Tate said. 

�Fall is usually our busiest time, so 
weʼre ahead of schedule,� he said. 

A shorter work week may soon 
become more common for church 
staff. Kathy Livesay, financial sec-
retary for Colonial Heights UMC 
in Kingsport District, says her 22-
mile trip to work necessitated such a 
change: �Iʼve gone from working five 
days a week to four 10-hour days.�

Several members said that they are 
making other adjustments. When the 
Rev. Arturo Reyna is asked to drive 
members of his Morristown commu-
nity to doctor appointments, he tries 
to consolidate trips. When church 
members use Reyna s̓ van to pick up 
other worshippers for services at Rios 
de Agua (based at Liberty Hill UMC), 
they try to fill every seat, reducing the 
number of trips.

Tate, as well as the Rev. Jim Bailes, 

pastor at Kern Memorial UMC in Oak 
Ridge District, said they now pack  
lunches instead of eating out during 
the week. 

The Rev. Billy Kurtz, pastor at 
Luminary UMC in Oak Ridge District, 
said he thinks twice before leaving 
rural Ten Mile to drive to Oak Ridge or 
Knoxville.

�The thing Iʼve had to do is give up 
some of the things I do for myself. I 
have not played golf in months,� Kurtz 
said. �My wife and I are not eating out 
less, but where we eat has changed.�

Others admit that rising fuel costs 
are not provoking them to seek dra-
matic solutions, although some of these 
shifts may not yet be obvious. The Rev. 
Mat Merker, pastor at Benton UMC in 
Cleveland District, has noticed more 
carpooling and grouping of committee 
meetings. One family, citing the cost of 
gas, transferred their membership from 
Benton to First Cleveland UMC.

Some congregations are consid-
ering how to turn the obvious into 
outreach. A United Methodist church 
in Little Rock, Ark., introduced a 
new building and connected with the 
community by making an arrange-
ment with a next-door gas station. 
While the congregation played host, a 
10-cent discount was offered on each 
gallon of gas for a three-hour period 
on Saturday afternoon. 

Rebecca Kesner, administrative 
assistant at Hulls Chapel UMC in 
Kingsport District, noticed a simi-
lar church outreach as she traveled 
through Pennsylvania and Maryland 
on summer vacation.

�Several of the local churches were 
having a gas relief program. They 

would pick a local 
gas station for a 
two-hour period 
and give a 25 to 
50 cents per gallon 
ʻrebate  ̓on all gas 
purchased during 
that time,� says 
Kesner. �It was 
really unexpected, 
very nice, and 
gave the churches 
a chance to reach 
some people they 
would never have 
contact with.�

For some 
church members in 
Holston, an emerg-

ing concern is how the rising cost of gas 
will affect the poorest people � and how 
churches can be in ministry to them. 

�Those of us who are lucky and 
blessed enough to have fairly decent 
paying jobs will just tighten our belts, 
stop eating out as much, and stop 
jumping in the car for those short 
and unnecessary trips,� said Bettye 
Duncan, Abingdon District administra-
tive assistant. 

�But the real sufferer is the single 
mother with children who was barely 
existing before this happened. If only 
we could do something to right that.�

The Rev. John Slater, pastor at Sun-
bright Circuit in Oak Ridge District, 
said he recently had to stop to help a 
motorist who ran out of gas in a dan-
gerous location. He worries about his 
�least affluent parishioners,� who he 
says were unable to make ends meet 
when gas hit $3 a gallon. 

�Anyone who thinks higher gas 
prices will not impact the way we live 
in this country is delusional,� Slater said 
in an e-mail.�Some of that impact will 
be positive. Some lifestyles do need to 
change for the better, and higher energy 
prices will make alternative sources 
economically viable.

�The real deterioration will begin 
with the poorest people and slowly 
diminish as income level increases, 
just as it did in John Wesley s̓ day,� 
Slater wrote. �We can shake our heads 
and keep doing what weʼre doing for a 
while, but the cumulative effect will be 
to change our American place of privi-
lege in the world order.� ■

Annette Spence is editor of  The Call.

Ouch, continued from page 1

I want  to celebrate this increase, and I trust it is a 
harbinger of growth for years to come. Looking back 
over our records, I noticed that from 1956 to 1969 
we only experienced two years of lost members. I 
believe we can continue our growth if we cooperate 
with the Holy Spirit to �Offer Them Christ.�

I realize that some of you are asking, �Who are 
the ʻthem  ̓of which we speak?�

The �them� are all persons inside and outside the 
church in need of the grace of God. Some are in need 
of heeding the pull of �prevenient grace.� Then there 
are those in need of �justifying grace.� Last but not 
least, those of us who have confessed Christ as our 
Savior are in need of �sanctifying grace.�

I long to hear more people sing, �It s̓ me, it s̓ me, 
O Lord, standing in the need of prayer.� I want to 
hear more persons sing, �He touched me, and oh, the 
joy that floods my soul! Something happened, and 
now I know, he touched me and made me whole.�

And oh, I want to hear our churches filled with a 
thunderous singing of �take my life and let it be con-
secrated Lord to thee.� We have demonstrated that 
we can do it, so let us be about the joyous ministry 
of offering them Christ. I choose to believe that is a 
turnaround. Hallelujah!

– Bishop James Swanson

July 24
District superintendents 
react to Holston’s
membership increase

S even of 12 districts experienced membership 
increases in 2007, breaking Holston out of a 
spiraling decline for only the second time in 

40 years.
Holston leaders celebrated immediately after 

Annual Conference, when they learned that the 
recently tabulated numbers showed a 172-member 
increase conference-wide. The 2007 total member-
ship for Holston s̓ 900-plus churches was 166,987.

Knoxville District showed the largest membership 
increase, with 213 more members in 2007 than in 
2006. Other districts showing increases are Maryville 
(137), Morristown (105), Oak Ridge (72), Cleveland 
(37), Johnson City (37), and Wytheville (6).

Districts showing decreases are Abingdon (148), 
Kingsport (105), Tazewell (70), Big Stone Gap (62), 
and Chattanooga (50).

Knoxville is the largest-membership district, 
with 23,822 members. Chattanooga is second, with 
22,158 members. Smallest are Tazewell (7,715) and 
Big Stone Gap (6,216).

The Rev. Doug Fairbanks, Knoxville District 
superintendent, attributed his district s̓ increase to 
leadership and the congregations themselves.

�We have some vibrant larger churches in Knox-
ville, and those are Cokesbury, Christ, Powell, Foun-
tain City, and of course, Church Street,� Fairbanks 

said. �They have the leadership and congregations 
who are in sync with reaching out and creating an 
atmosphere that attracts new members. They want 
to do it, and theyʼre doing it. It s̓ no accident. We 
also have some smaller churches, like Trentville, that 
have that mindset.�

The Rev. Chuck Starks, Wytheville District super-
intendent, said that although some districts experi-
enced decreases, the entire conference should �dance 
a little jig and enjoy a little hope.�

�To not do so is sort of like saying we canʼt cele-
brate a new birth in the family because someone else 
in the family has not yet conceived,� Starks said.

�In the Wytheville District, Iʼve been celebrating 
the fact that we had a net gain of six. That s̓ a small 
number but it s̓ six souls that we get to have the privi-
lege and responsibility of disciplining ... This should 
be a conference-wide joy,� he said.

United Methodist News Service recently reported 
that of 50 annual conferences submitting reports, 
Holston is one of eight (as of July 14) with member-
ship increases.                                – Annette Spence

July 24
Youth ministry news
DON’T FAKE IT! Nine districts and 52 churches 
were represented at Junior High and Senior HIgh 
Assembly, held July 7-11 at Hiwassee College in 
Madisonville, Tenn. The gathering was attended by 
51 junior high students, 109 senior high students, 
and 47 staff members, for a total attendance of 207.

The theme was �Donʼt Fake It!� based on 
Romans 12:1-13. Directors were the Rev. Larry 
Dial and Carol Long for junior high, Jane Currin 
and Laura Lambert for senior high. For an online 
photo gallery, visit http://holstonconference.org/
youth/assemblygallery08/index.htm

OFFICERS ELECTED:  The Conference Council on 
Youth Ministries (CCYM) recently elected its Ser-
vant Leadership Team for the August 2008-July 2009 
term. They are:  President, Cody Quillen (Big Stone 
Gap District); vice president, Megan Lange (Oak 
Ridge District), Youth Service Fund chair, William 
Ballard (Wytheville District); corresponding secre-
tary, Katie Burke (Big Stone Gap District); recording 
secretary, Palmer Cantler (Johnson City District); 
chaplain, Grady Milligan (Knoxville District).

NEW STAFF:  Laura Lambert has been selected to 
serve as associate director of director of connectional 
ministries for youth and college, effective July 28. 
Lambert is a graduate of Emory & Henry College 
and is currently serving as youth ministry director 
at Keith Memorial UMC in Athens, Tenn. She is a 
Cleveland District youth coordinator, a member of 
the Resurrection and Divine Rhythm design teams, 
and a former CCYM member.

Lambert follows the Rev. Dan Gray in a position 
that has been revised to include college ministries. 
She will relate to the five Wesley Foundations and 
campus ministries at three conference colleges. Lam-
bert s̓ office will be located in the conference center 
in Alcoa, Tenn.  ■

Continued from page 8

Highlights  from our weekly e-mail edition
For a free subscription, go to www.thecalltwo.holston.org

“The real 
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who was barely 
existing before 
this happened.  
If only we could 
do something to 
right that.”


