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When Matthew was in Junior High School, we 
enjoyed playing the “best game”. It amounted to 
debating where you could find the best pizza, what 
was the best movie, what was the best hike. 

On one trip to visit my brother in California, we 
had the “best trip” because we had the most 
“bests.” The best hike, along the craggy, rocky 
Pacific coast, the best burrito – in a gas station of all 
places! – the best pizza in Palo Alto (Pizza My 
Heart), and the best wildlife – Banana slugs in the 
Redwood forest! 

A few months ago, Liz and I realized she had just 
had the best year of her life: graduated with a 
Master’s from Clemson, took 52 hikes in a single 
year, been promoted at work, bought her first new 
car, and conquered Angel’s Landing in Zion National 
Park. So, before I get to preaching, I wanted to 
share just some of the ways I count Spartanburg as 
the BEST! 

It has been a place that has blessed my two 
children. As you just heard about Liz, it is where she 
had her best year. The schools positioned Matthew 
for life, giving him an excellent education. Not to 
mention two teachers he had from this church, 
Cesily King and Claircy Purinton, who graciously 
said kind things about him even though he was in 
Junior High at the time!  

The best Clerks of Session. Not one but two 
faithful, devoted, careful clerks that made Session 
meetings run smoothly, efficiently, and faithfully 
while adhering to our traditions as Presbyterians. 
The Personnel, Worship, and Stewardship 
Committee Chairs have all been incredible 
servants, blending the perfect amount of diligence, 
expertise, and grace. I could not have done it 
without them. 

The best Beautification Committee. This may be 
a group that some of you don’t even know about, 
but for years they have quietly made countless 
aesthetic improvements that make this such a 
beautiful place to gather. For those who have not 
been a part of many other churches, you may not 
know most churches might have a nice spot or two 
but then have dozens of places with mismatched 
furniture, peeling paint, and carpet left from Jesus’ 
birth. But not here and it is because of this team’s 
eye for detail and their love of God.  

The best volunteers and leaders. This is truly the 
envy of the church world. Many churches can come 
up with good ideas but rare is the church that can 
bring together so many talented people to do so 
much with supreme excellence. 

The best Columbarium. If you have seen others, 
you quickly realize no others compare. It is simply 
perfect. 

The best renovations. Many have said that the 
Chancel looks like it was always meant to be that 
way and it seamlessly blends with the traditional 
elements, while being very practical at the same 
time. 

The best mission creativity. For decades upon 
decades you have done this with Mobile Meals, the 
Dominican Republic, Haiti, and now CAST, Tuesday 
Meal Ministry, the Spartanburg Interfaith Alliance 
and now the Poverty Initiative. Please do 
something for me. Keep your eyes on this Poverty 
Initiative. Support Leslie and it will be the next 
decades-long blessing for this town. 

First Presbyterian also has the most amazing 
staff. The best administrator, Monteigne, who has 
become like a sister to me, the sister I never had. 
Her bright mind, dedication to her work, and care 
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of this place has all made my workload infinitely 
more manageable. 

Then Joanne, another sister I never had, whose 
gift of visitation taught me how to visit – Southern 
style. Her devotion and tender heart have been a 
true example for me. Craig, the utility player who 
simply does whatever needs doing and spends 
countless hours behind the scenes making things 
run well and does so with a true servant’s heart. 
You all know our online worship would be nowhere 
near what it is without him. Leslie, who seamlessly 
became a part of the staff, who simply does 
everything she does with excellence in both 
faithfulness to God and tactical execution. 

The best musicians. Many churches have 
excellent musicians, and many have musicians who 
are gracious, loving people of faith but rare is the 
church who has both. We have this not only in Holt 
and Marcia in the Sanctuary, but incredibly in our 
MorningSong service with Lisa and Landon!  

The best Youth and Children’s ministry leaders. 
Robert, upon his return, instantly revitalized the 
youth (because he is one) and Holly’s gifts for 
children’s ministry unbelievably outstrips even her 
sensational singing (how could that be possible!). 
And Carrie adds the perfect amount of organization 
and love for our youth to make the program that 
much more effective.  

The best parish nurse because Beth Cecil is 
organizing ecumenical blood drives, making sure 
we get our flu shots, driving people to the doctor, 
and convening a Health Committee who are 
working hard to help us understand how best to 
navigate this virus. Thank you! 

I measure the skills of a trainer by who can 
motivate me sufficiently to punish my body into 
shape while having fun at the same time! Colleen 
has perfected this – telling us to back off just when 
we see the bright light in the middle of the 
workout! 

Kris who has worked with the Weekday School 
with deep devotion to not only try to make it safer 
than ever before but to seek a way to bring them 
back in a very tricky time of COVID and has done it! 

Even our part time pastors: Ansley the 
firecracker who dives headfirst with excellence, 
especially in teaching!; Kirk with his counseling and 
stories; and now Susan Oldham whose creative 
ideas of free hugs sealed the deal with two 
members of the Brick Church PNC when two came 
to visit back in February – before COVID hit! That 
was one of the best parts of the day they said! 

The best custodians: William the unflappable; 
Tiffany who covers so much real estate between 
three buildings; Keith who not only cleans but 
bakes as well; and Judith the dependable. And Chris 
who organizes them all and cares for and protects 
this facility with a zealous devotion to its 
excellence. 

Then there is Andy who makes this place not 
only beautiful for our members, but endless 
wedding photos, prom pictures, and more. Our 
grounds are the envy of the denomination. 

Lynise who tends to our finances (and 
paychecks!) so very faithfully and leads the Finance 
Committee with the perfect amount of humor, 
welcome, and precision. 

Shannon who has adapted so well to 
administrating both in the Weekday School and the 
Children and Adult Educations; Joanie who 
meticulously and confidentially keeps up with 
critical pastoral care issues; Caroline who brought 
to us not only outstanding desktop publishing skills, 
but can write, organize, and distill an hour-and-a-
half meeting into three perfect, succinct 
paragraphs that somehow capture every pertinent 
detail; and Didi who warmly welcomes people to 
our building whether member or guest and 
expertly and confidentially works with people who 
need aid. 
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So, to all you staff, God bless you for your 
service and for granting me the privilege to work 
alongside you these past years.  

And now I suppose I better get to scripture and 
to preaching! 

2 Corinthians 13:11-13 

Finally, brothers and sisters, farewell. Put things 
in order, listen to my appeal, agree with one 
another, live in peace; and the God of love and 
peace will be with you. Greet one another with 
a holy kiss. All the saints greet you. The grace of 
the Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God, and the 
communion of the Holy Spirit be with all of you. 

Paul found great joy and great frustration in the 
churches he founded and, at times, things here 
were very hard. The most difficult, in all my 
ministry, with the denominational debates. And, 
truth be told, I was tempted to leave in the midst of 
that, for it was difficult not only for me but my 
family. But I remember the voice of my grandfather 
telling me the responsibility of the pastor was not 
only to serve when things were going well but to 
persevere; stay true to the Gospel and the Lord will 
carry you through.  

I trusted his words and tried to stay true to a 
single principle throughout all of it and through all 
of my time here. The words of Paul and the very 
end of this letter. “The grace of our Lord Jesus 
Christ, the love of God, and the fellowship of the 
Holy Spirit.” 

The grace of our Lord Jesus Christ. I know I did 
not always succeed, but I always tried to extend 
grace to others in the same way I received it from 
the Lord. Jesus’ words, “judge not lest you be 
judged” were constantly in my ears. 

The love of God. Again, I know I never hit this 
mark all the time, but I prayed for the strength to 
love all, which means understanding them, which 
means listening. And I discovered even amongst 

deep differences with some people, we shared a 
common love for God that still binds us together.  

The fellowship of the Holy Spirit. We are all one 
people of God and it is through this common calling 
to Christ that we are brothers and sisters. Not as an 
abstract notion but a bedrock reality of our life here 
on earth. All of you are my brothers and sisters. 

And so, in the challenging years, as a 
congregation we refused to let the differences 
distract us from the core calling we have of the 
ministry of the Gospel: worship, service, fellowship, 
mission, and more. We not only came through, but 
we did so with a keener focus, a deeper love for 
each other and Christ, and a more wholistic 
understanding of the nature of Grace. 

Over the past few years, this grace, love and 
fellowship has grown so incredibly and palpably 
that the hard times are faded; a cloudy memory 
that has parted with the exceeding joy I have 
known in you and through you. So much so that 
without reservation, equivocation, or dissimulation 
I can confidently and honestly proclaim that these 
have been the most joy-filled, fulfilling years of my 
ministry. And together I believe that we have been 
forever changed by one another, so that I will 
always have a sacred, special place in my heart for 
you. 

And because of that I want to share one more 
“best” I have yet mention. The best chefs! Not one, 
not two, but three over these 8 years. And so I will 
wrap up this sermon by offering a charge to you in 
the form of a Southern style meal: Meat and Three! 
Three desserts that is! I know it’s supposed to be a 
meat and three vegetables, but this is my last 
Sunday so I am going to splurge – on Brisket pot 
roast, Jane’s pound cake, Pano’s baklava, and 
Patricia’s pimento cheese. I’ll explain in a minute 
why Pimento Cheese is a dessert! 

The brisket pot roast we enjoyed on 
Wednesday nights was a stick-to-your-ribs, no 
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fooling, last-you-three-days entrée! It was 
incredibly delicious and filling.  

Brothers and Sisters of Spartanburg... continue 
to give people the meat! That is the spirit-filling, 
Good News of the Gospel. Proclaim God’s love in 
worship, in mission, in fellowship, and do so with 
that same energy, expertise, and faithfulness you 
do in everything.  Give them that spiritual meat and 
it will sustain and nourish them for their entire 
lives. 

Pano’s baklava: this delectable treat from 
Greece combines light flaky pastry with nutty 
goodness and an international flavor.  

Perhaps this is your greatest challenge. This is a 
wonderful congregation, but indeed, we need more 
ethnic flavor. Find ways to grow partnerships and 
be more welcoming to become a congregation that 
reflects the full breadth of the beautifully diverse 
kingdom of God. More baklava in all things! 

Patricia’s pimento cheese: this is a dessert for 
me because I would rather eat it than just about 
anything. It is a uniquely southern blend that opens 
with a savory cheese, then a “pimento-y” oaky 
burst, and finishes with a spicy kick that bites back 
a little bit.  

Friends in Christ, keep your quintessential 
Southern charm, friendliness, and welcome but 
also your spicy backbone that bites back when it 
sees injustice and God’s precious children suffering. 
Do not let your mission intensity diminish even the 
smallest iota as you work hard to create a just world 
that enables everyone to thrive.   

Finally, Jane’s pound cake: I don’t know if 
everyone had the chance but, on occasion, she 
would “level up” her sublime pound cake by 
pouring icing in the middle until it overflowed!  

Siblings of Spartanburg, there is so much 
sweetness, so much wonderfully sublime Southern 
grace that is overflowing in this place. The best 

example I can think of is the 175th Anniversary 
celebration. If I had planned it, we would have sung 
a song and eaten a piece of cake. But the duo who 
planned the 175th created a yearlong party, with 
event after event, with cleverness, with fun, with 
history, with skits and education, with food, music, 
newspaper boys, and yes, CAKE! It was 
phenomenally, wonderfully over-the-top. But of 
course, our thanks to our Lord must be and should 
be over the top so that we might show him how 
thankful we are! Keep finding those moments to 
express grace beyond grace and gratitude upon 
gratitude with super abundant joy! 

I rejoice in God my savior who granted me this 
precious time in my life and to share the ministry of 
the Gospel with you. I exalt the Lord Jesus Christ for 
his superabundant grace. I am in awe at God’s 
overflowing love I have known in this time. And I 
will forever love each and every one of you for the 
fellowship of the Spirit we have shared. 

Finally, brothers and sisters, farewell and may 
the love of God, the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, 
and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit be with you all. 
Amen. 


