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Religious Orders in Today's World

A Methodist Pastor on
Capital Punishment
By Garret Parker
Capital Punishment has always
sparked a lot of controversy just
on it's own. Many people believe
that taking the life of someone is
wrong, but others will say that
when it comes to a person who
has commited a horrendous
crime, it is just. A man from
Barnesville, GA named Tom
McElroy of First United
Methodist

Continued on page 2.

Church Tensions:
Homosexuality and
Women in Ministry
By Gray Long
The topic of homosexuality
and women in ministry have
been hot topics for quite some
time in church communities.
There is a wide and diverse
range of opinions on the topic.
Depending on where you are
geographically or the
denomination of church you

Continued on page 3.

By Drew Collins

Religious Orders in Christianity have been
around for thousands of years. Historically
we have viewed friars and monks as people
who live in the same house and just write
books and study. Religious Orders have
been known to teach in schools and do
mission work around the world. In the 21st
centur,y where are the Religious Orders of
Christianity and what are they doing?

To get a glimpse of what it means to be a
part of the 21st century Religious Orders I
interviewed a friar, Brother Damien Joseph of
the Society of St. Francis, who lives in San
Francisco, California. The Society of Saint
Francis is associated with the Episcopal
Church.

1. Why did you join the Society of Saint
Francis?

"I have had a fascination with
monastic/religious life since I was quite
young, even though I grew up in a Protestant
church tradition that did not have vowed
religious orders. My interest was mostly
curiosity, and I don't think I really thought of
it as something I wanted to do, just
something I found interesting. This
continued into my adult life, mostly in
seemingly unimportant ways (such as liking
films or shows set in monastic settings,
like Continued on page 4.
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Equip Missions 2017

By Colin Hadley

God has called his followers to go out and
make disciples of all nations. Not only that but
to spread the love of the gospel. Equip Missions
starts this summer on June 7th at First Baptist
Barnesville in Lamar County and is lead by
Jason Teal. It's to help train students in the
process of missions, spiritually disciplining and
giving their lives to Jesus as a reassurance of
their faith or as a new believer in Jesus Christ.
As far as missions go we will be doing block
parties in the community as well as going to
other areas in the community to meet their
needs.

The passage and verse for the event is
Philippians 1:27 “ Only let your manner of life be
worthy of the gospel of Christ, so that whether I
come and see you or am absent, I may hear of
you that you are standing firm in one spirit, with
one mind striving side by side for the faith of the
gospel. ”Our goal is to bring area churches
together to accomplish a larger goal."

This event helps others grow in Christ and
begin the creation of a serving heart. It has the
potential to change lives of those attending. It
also has the ability to change lives we’re willing
to bless. Equip Missions gives back to the
community and serving all who need the
everlasting love of God. When you see a need
you want to meet that need.

Capital Punishment (By Garret Parker) Continued...
Church, had a few things to share on capital punishment as a
pastor. When it comes to the legal system in America, Rev.
McElroy, says “In some form or fashion there has been a legal
system even in the Old Testament, but human beings are not
perfect so the legal system will not be perfect either. There is a
need for law and order and those who are involved in the legal
system are to represent those assigned to them to the best of
their ability and truthfully.” Meaning that the legal system isn’t
perfect, never was perfect, and never will be perfect due to
imperfect humans running it.

When it comes to capital punishment, it can be argued that it
is both right or wrong to take a person's life who has committed
terrible crimes. Many people argue that it is immoral to take the
life of someone. Capital punishment can be traced back to the
Bible. Many will say that when Jesus was crucified, it was a
form of capital punishment.

Should capital punishment be abolished? When speaking
with Rev. Tom McElroy, he said: “Immanuel Kant said a society
that is not willing to demand a life of somebody who has taken
somebody else’s life, is simply immoral. A question is, when the
system works and when you manage to identify somebody who
has done such heinous evil, do we as a society have a right to
take his life? But at the time everything is working in the legal
system so I am not for abolishing capital punishment.”
Abolishing capital punishment is hard due to how Exodus 21:24
says: “an eye for an eye, tooth for a tooth, hand for a hand, foot
for a foot.” while Matthew 5:9 says: “But I tell you, do not resist
an evil person. If anyone slaps you on the right cheek, turn to
them the other cheek also.” So after reading those two
passages in the Bible, it is very hard to side with either capital
punishment or abolishing it.

It must take really terrible and immoral crime to be sentenced
to death row. Rev. Tom McElroy says: “This is such an
emotional issue. It is wise to be decided on a case by case
basis, because lives on both sides are involved and emotions
may run high. There is no perfect system, but that shouldn’t be
an excuse to not prayerfully and to the best of one’s judgement
and ability to seriously consider their decision in this matter.”

The two choices of sentences for heinous crimes is prison,
where they spend their time doing nothing, or be put to death.
After speaking with about 15 different local Methodists, they
said about the same thing each: If a person doesn’t care at all
about what they did then they should be executed but if a
person does regret their terrible decision, then they deserve life
in prison so they can sit there and deal with what they have
done. That said, according to the United Methodist Church's
national website, "[the church] opposes the death penalty
(capital punishment) and urges its elimination from all criminal
codes" and has for more than 50 years. Even so, there continues
to be debate.
So if the bible says in the Old Testament “an eye for an eye”,

but it also says in the New Testament “to turn the other cheek,”
what should be done?
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Church Security
in a Violent World?

Church Tensions (By Gray Long) Continued...
are in the opinions may lean various ways. For
example, churches like the Lutherans and
Presbyterians are for same gender marriage, while
churches like the Baptists and Methodists are
currently opposed to same gender marriage.

I took this question to Dr. Bill Hardee, who is the
Senior Pastor at First Baptist of Griffin, Georgia. First
Baptist of Griffin is a member of the Southern Baptist
Convention. When I asked him the church’s stance on
gay marriage he said “Each individual has their own
right to read the scripture and interpret it as they see
fit.” I asked Dr. Hardee how the congregation is split on
same-sex marriage. He shared with me that 70% of the
church believes that homosexual activity is a sin
because of two texts by Paul. The other 30% struggle
with the topic because of findings in science or
experiences with friends or family. When I asked him
how he personally felt on the issue, it sparked an
intriguing discussion between the two of us. He said
“the Bible has many voices” referring to differing
opinions of different people in the Bible. He also
referred to an approach to the Bible called the “cookie
cutter approach.” He said that people will take certain
parts of the Bible but leave out other parts. His official
stance on gay marriage is “I trust that God has them
(gay folks) on a journey just as I am on one and I
should be there to love, care, and be a friend to them.” I
asked him if he would marry a gay couple and his
response was “gay marriage would not be allowed in
the church only because it would divide the
congregation, unless it was a child who grew up in the
church.” On the topic of women in ministry his
response was “Women have unlimited opportunities
for roles so they can be deacons and ministers.” The
topic of homosexuality and women in ministry is a
touchy subject but through discussions like these we
are able to better understand the perspectives of
others and find respect for their opinions.

By Sam Murray
In this day and age there is a lot of violence--
whether that's at a school, library, church, or other
public or private place. With the threat of violence
some say to put safety above all else. A few
churches lately have been adding police forces to
their list of security, meaning that the police protect
the church from any outside threats, especially
terrorism. Many view this type of thing as unsacred
or wrong in places of worship. Recently in the news
Briarwood Presbyterian Church in Alabama has
made big headlines for wanting the right to have
their own police department. So do churches need
security to protect them from the outside world?
With recent church shootings and the continuous
rise of terrorism many churches might start to hint
at the idea of having police security protect their
churches.

I spoke with James Voight, Associate Pastor of
First United Methodist Church in Watkinsville, GA
about the issue. I asked how he felt about churches
adding law enforcement to their security. He said
that he personally would not like the idea of law
enforcement supervising his church. He went on to
say that certain churches feel that they need
security because of the area they're in. I then asked
him if he viewed certain kinds of church security as
going against Christian morals.

Continued on page 4
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Church Security (By Sam Murray) Continued...
He said that he viewed church security as an
unnecessary act when it comes to worshipping the
Lord but then went on to say "Terrorism is a dangerous
threat, and I understand why some churches would
feel the need to have law enforcement protect their
church."

In the past few years people have displayed acts of
violence in churches. In 2015, Dylann Roof went into a
church in South Carolina and opened fire, killing nine
people. This is the reason some churches feel the need
to add security--whether that be police officers, ushers
with guns, or undercover cops. I then asked Pastor
Voight if he ever felt threatened in his church. He
looked at me and chuckled and said "Out of all the
churches I've ministered in over the years, I have never
felt the least bit threatened." After talking to Pastor
Voight about the matter I started to wonder to myself if
other pastors show as little concern over violence in
their churches as he did. Which leads me to the
question, are acts of violence as dangerous a threat as
some are claiming?

Religious Orders (By Drew Collins) Continued...
"like the mystery series "Cadfael").

I have also had a recurring sense of religious calling
throughout my life. The first thing I can ever remember
wanting to be "when I grow up" was a minister. When I
finished college, I joined the staff of an evangelistic
college campus ministry. It was while serving with
them that I began reading some writings of monastic
writers, and learning more about what vowed religious
life was about. I also took my first serious look at the
life of St Francis around this time, and quickly
developed a real admiration for him. I went from there
to graduate studies in counseling and theology (I took
classes at two very conservative seminaries) and had
a lot more exposure to the history of monasticism and
to the contemplative tradition (life dedicated to study,
prayer, and meditation, like monastic life). As time
went on, I was drawn away from the evangelical
tradition I had been part of, and toward the liturgy and
theology of the Episcopal Church, which had been my
mother's childhood church. I also learned that the
Anglican/Episcopal Church had religious orders, and
began learning something about them.

I am the father of two adopted sons, now in their
late 20's. As they were approaching time to move
out on their own, I began looking at what might be
next in my life. I had continued my interest in
religious life, and had by now read a great deal by
and about St Francis and other Franciscan writers.
It actually looked like something I might want to
do! I knew that a life that was enclosed (living
inside the monastery walls, focused more or less
entirely on the life of prayer and meditation) would
be difficult for me (that's strictly what we call a
monk). I was interested in a life that combined that
with active service in the world, which is what
Franciscans do. It is for this reason that
Franciscans are properly called "friars" or "brothers"
instead of monks (though most people call us
monks, and it's not a big deal). I visited the Society
of Saint Francis house that was on Long Island, NY,
and immediately felt a connection. I then visited
this house in San Francisco, and seeing the urban
ministry among the poor that we have here, I was
completely sold. About 2 years later, during which I
kept close touch with SSF and worked with my
local church and trusted friends on this decision, I
moved here to "test my call" as we say."

2. Before you joined the order what did you think
the role of Franciscan friar was in the modern
world?

"Because I had done many years of "homework,"
I probably had a pretty solid idea. In the middle
ages, and to a lesser degree later in history, men
went into religious life just as they became adults,
or even in their teens. They probably knew nothing
about religious life, or life in general. These days,
most of us come to this life much later (I was 45
when I arrived here). That means we don't usually
come in with no idea of what we're in for, or how
religious life differs from other ways of life. I saw
religious life generally as a "living symbol." Vowed
religious live in a deeply symbolic way to represent
the things that all Christians are called to in
different ways: We sell our possessions and own
no personal property: all Christians are called to
hold on loosely to "things" and give freely for those
in need. We vow to remain unmarried without
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Religious Orders (By Drew Collins) Continued...
exclusive or sexual relationships: all Christians are
called to various sacrifices, and to relationships that
are faithful and never using or abusing others for our
own pleasure. We vow obedience to the rules and
decisions of the order: all Christians are called to obey
God, and to recognize that we do nothing that doesn't
affect others; we do not ever act alone.

I also viewed the role of Franciscans as being
dedicated to service, most importantly to people that
our world pushes to the edges: the poor, the
homeless, the sick, immigrants, refugees, and various
minority groups (racial minorities, ethnic or religious
minorities, LGBT people, and so on. My great heroes
have mostly been people who did extraordinary things
in service of people in desperate need: St. Francis,
Mother Teresa, Damien of Molokai (for whom I took my
name as a Brother).

Lastly, (but not because it's less important!) the
Franciscan's role is to pursue a love affair with God.
Because we are freed up by our vows from some of the
ordinary distractions of life, we have an opportunity to
spend more time on our spiritual life than many people
can. We are always surrounded by a community of
people (our Brothers and others in other orders)
seeking to do the same thing, and supporting and
encouraging us in our own journey."

3. So far has it been what you expected?
"Yes and no. It's standard wisdom in religious
communities that all of us come to this life with
"romantic" ideas of what it will be like --it's the holy and
mysterious life that I saw in those movies, right? While
my age and my "homework," along with a couple years
of routine contact with this community, helped me to
have a pretty realistic view of what life here would be
like, that doesn't mean I was ready for everything. I've
learned that like everywhere else, we have distractions
and stresses. We don't have personal property but we
still have to find ways to raise and earn the money to
feed and clothe ourselves. We're still ordinary people,
not mysterious holy men living some mystical and
ideal life. We annoy each other. We leave the kitchen
a mess, and turn the TV too loud, and drink the last of
the milk and put the empty bottle back in the fridge,
and do all the other normal and inconsiderate things

that people living together do. It's not magic.
Some of my brothers are amazing men of God who
I am privileged to know and endlessly thankful to
have in my life. Some of them are jerks. Problem
is, those are the same people, because all of us are
sometimes amazing and sometimes jerks. And so
am I. Ask my brothers, I'm sure they'll tell you.
That being said, I'm very happy here. I've been here
just over 2 years, and I hope I'll be here for life. That
decision is still some years off, and will be made by
the whole community when the time comes.
Regardless, my life is much richer for the 2 years
I've been here already."

4. Historically Franciscan friars have been huge on
missionary work, is this still a huge part of
Franciscan life?
"Definitely, but that looks much different than it has
at many other times in Franciscan history.
Franciscans have been around for over 800 years
(SSF will be 100 years old in 2019). The stories we
have about Francis tell us that he had a vision of a
Crucifix speaking to him, and Jesus told him to
rebuild his church. At first, he took it literally, and
gathered stones to rebuild the fallen down church
where he had the vision. Over time, he and his
brothers began to rebuild the church by challenging
some of the problems going on in that time, and by
drawing others to live like they really believed the
gospel message. Soon, some became missionaries
in the way we usually use that word: going to far
away places to win converts to Christianity. We live
in California, where Franciscans were at the very
center of the early history of the state. Most of the
state's main cities were original Franciscan Mission
outposts. Those early Friars did some things right,
and some things wrong. It's certainly true that they,
and the other Europeans that came after them,
were not the best thing that ever happened to the
Native Americans already living here.

Today, Franciscans are all around the world.
We're still interested in missions. But most of the
time, that looks different than a group of Brothers
showing up somewhere and convincing everyone to
convert to Christianity. We're far more concerned
with taking care of people's immediate needs, with
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being kind, and with living the gospel, not just talking
about it. My favorite definition of a Franciscan is
"God's compassion with skin." We try to be Christ to
those around us by our presence, our service, and our
love. We don't spend much time trying to convince
people to see things our way. We'd rather convince
them that we, and God, see them as infinitely valuable,
as unique people of great dignity and value. There is a
saying often credited to St Francis (though we can't
prove he ever really said it): "Preach the gospel at all
times. When necessary, use words." We believe we
preach the gospel when we give clean socks, a
raincoat, or a warm blanket to a person living out on
the sidewalk. We preach the gospel when we join a
demonstration against racism, or violence, or hate. We
preach the gospel when we join other volunteers who
serve 2000 meals every day at a dining room run by
our Roman Catholic Franciscan Brothers in the city.
We preach the gospel when we reach out and take the
hand of a person in pain, a person rejected by many, a
person who may not have had a conversation with
another human being for days. That is missionary
work. And yes, we're still all about it!"
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Closing Thoughts:
Brother Damien Joseph and the Brothers of the

Society of Saint Francis have served San Francisco
and the surrounding area with open hearts and open
minds. The Franciscan Friars make a point to not
discriminate against who they serve instead like
Brother Damien said, "[Great leaders] in service of
people in desperate need: St. Francis, Mother
Teresa, Damien of Molokai." The Franciscan Friar
also made the point that the Franciscan Friars are
careful not to force their religion on others like the
Order has done in the past but to serve them and
share the Gospel. Brother Damien gave a quote of
Saint Francis, "Preach the gospel at all times. When
necessary, use words."
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little religious freedom and where religious persecution
has become more common, but have not been listed or
reported like other countries. According to Amanda
Prestigiacomo, a reporter for the Daily Wire, this is a
problem that more people need to be concerned about.
Ever since the Coptic Church bombings in Egypt, many
reporters and news sites have begun to raise
awareness to this global issue that is on the rise.
These awareness attempts have been going on for
many years, but only recently have they to begun to
catch on, and things are beginning to look up in terms
of more religious freedom in many places. People
around the world have begun working on solutions to
prevent religious persecution. According to Neal
Samudre, a writer for the Huffington Post, educating
yourself on what is currently happening in the world,
praying, and volunteering your skills are the three
easiest ways to contribute to putting an end to
religious persecution. Everyday people all across the
globe can help stop this major issue that is ruining
lives and relationships before our eyes.

Religion...That Comes at a Price.

By Butler Matthews
Around the world, people are persecuted for their
beliefs and culture. Some examples of this
persecution are confiscation or destruction of
property, public hate, arrest, imprisonment, torture,
and execution. This growing problem in our world
has caught attention of many, and there are
working efforts to put this to an end. In many
countries, religious persecution has resulted in so
much violence that it is considered a human rights
problem. As of right now, North Korea is ranked
number one for Christian persecution, followed by
Somalia, Afghanistan, Pakistan, and Sudan,
according to opendoors.org. Christians are heavily
persecuted in the Middle East, but Christianity isn’t
the only religion that is targeted across the world.
All religions are persecuted around the world in
some shape or form. According to the United States
Commission on International Religious Freedom in
their 2017 report, the sixteen countries under the
CPC (Countries of Particular Concern) are Burma,
China, Eritrea, Iran, North Korea, Saudi Arabia,
Sudan Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan, Central
African Republic, Nigeria, Pakistan, Russia, Syria,
and Vietnam. These countries are considered the
worst in terms of religious freedom and religious
persecution. Other countries have been placed
under advisement in recent time, but are not to the
extent of the sixteen countries above. There are
various other places around the globe that have
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The Religion News of the World Class met in the
spring semester of the 2016-2017 school year. The
class was an elective course comprised of six high
school students (Drew Collins, Colin Hadley, Gray
Long, Butler Matthews, Sam Murray, and Garrett
Parker) and was designed to promote religious
understanding and literacy, especially in the
context of today's current events. Rather than read
about each religion through a textbook, the course
attempted to engage religious headlines through
discussion, research, and relational connection.
The class also aimed at equiping students with the
ability and resources to find and engage in news
articles in a healthy and constructive way.

One of our class highlights was the opportunity
to have a discussion with Mansoor Shams via
Skype (see picture). We watched a segment on
PBS NewsHour which featured his story. Mr.
Shams is a U.S. Marine Veteran who also happens
to be a Muslim. He has made it his mission to help
Americans unfamiliar with Islam better understand
the faith, and breaks down the many false
stereotypes and conceptions that some people
have about Muslims. One way he does this is by
standing on street corners with a sign that reads
"I'm a U.S. Marine Veteran and a Muslim. Ask me
anything." We may not have encountered Mr.
Shams on a street corner, but having heard his
story on PBS, we decided to email him some
questions of our own! Mr. Shams was gracious
enough not only to answer, but to also Skype with
us, first thing in the morning at our normal class
time.

Mr. Shams spoke about the love for his religion
and how his faith also inspires him to love his

country. He also spoke about the importance of
digging deeper into your faith to make it your own.
While his own religious journey led him into a
commitment to Islam, he encouraged our students
to follow whichever path God leads them down.

Having spoken with Mr. Shams, our class is not
only better at understanding Islam as a religion, we
are better able to relate to and understand Muslims
(and people of all faiths) as humans--those made in
the very image of God. We may not agree on
everything, but peace is fostered in love,
compassion, tolerance, and in listening. In the spirit
of Jesus' meeting with Samaritans or Romans, we
are learning how to speak with a person of another
faith with compassion and to better fulfill our
school's Episcopal mission "to seek and to serve
Christ in all persons, loving one’s neighbor as
oneself; to strive for justice and peace among all
people; and to respect the dignity of every human
being" (Episcopal Church Baptismal Covenant, BCP
305).


