
 
 

Sermon by Mack Dennis, Pastor 
 
“Do you with your acts of favoritism really believe in our glorious Lord Jesus Christ?” James 
asks.  Then, with withering rhetoric, he lays it on thick:  If a man decked out in Armani and gold 
walks in, you usher him to the reserved seating.  But when someone shows up in tatters, you 
make them stand or even sit at your feet.  Isn’t it strange that people following a Lord who 
privileged the poor and the destitute, the weak and the powerless, would arrange their 
gatherings to do the opposite?  Don’t you know that the very people you sideline are God’s 
chosen people?  Heirs of the kingdom?  Why are you taking pains to make life easier for those 
who make life more difficult?  But love your neighbor as yourself, for to show partiality even to 
one person is to transgress the whole law…   
 
James’ question and rhetorical response is so bracing, we may be inclined to read his words as an 
overstatement.  Does this happen in real life?  Could this ever happen in our church?  Back then, 
sure.  It was customary practice in James’ time to smile at the rich and frown at the poor.  But I 
recognize no such partiality in our common life.  In this church, both rich and poor enjoy one 
another’s company.  In fact, some of the coolest people here wear shorts to worship. 
 
And yet, while we know we’re a welcoming church, it isn’t clear Asheville knows this.  Our 
reputation took a hit this week when a local radio station depicted us as a barrier to racial 
inclusion in our city.  This came as quite a surprise to our members who heard or read the story.  
For to know this church and be a part of this congregation is to participate in the breaking down 
of barriers.  So, I have reached out to all the parties, the “interviewee,” and the “interviewer” and 
received sincere apologies and regrets.  But, I also wanted you to know that I invited the radio 
station and the reporter to come and do a more thorough investigation about our life together, to 
come and see our missions and ministries firsthand, and to visit us for a worship service.  I’ve 
also invited them to take special note of our attention to the arts.  When it comes to the musical 
arts, anyone in western North Carolina would be hard-pressed to find a more compelling 
demonstration than the AFTA-sponsored Asheville Youth Choirs.  On the other hand, let’s allow 
this story to be a motivator for us to set the record straight with our good works.  We will let 
bygones be bygones, and we will answer with God’s love... 
 
On the other hand, though the radio story doesn’t tell about who we are today, it is true that there 
is a long chapter of our history that is still hard to look back on if you lived through it.  It is true 
that, at one time in our history, white people said to one another, “Have a seat here, please,” 
while black people were told, “Stand over there.”  It is important that everyone here know this 
important story. 
 



It happened just after worship.1  August of 1964.  Cecil Sherman, 36 years old, presiding over 
worship on the sixth Sunday of his 20-year pastorate.  A young, black woman who had been 
attending church with 8 or 9 of her classmates from the old Allen School, approached Cecil after 
worship.  “Pastor, may I join your church?”  Cecil asked, “Have you professed faith in Christ as 
your Lord and Savior?”  “I have,” she said.  “Have you been baptized by immersion after you 
professed faith?”  Again, she said, “I have.”  Cecil said, “Miss Chaney, we will be happy to 
receive you into membership.  Come forward next Sunday and I will present you to the 
congregation.” 
 
But waiting in the wings was the chair of deacons.  He said to Cecil, “Pastor, when people have 
greeted you I would like to see you in your office.”  They met there, and the chairman pulled out 
a copy of the church’s constitution.  It read that membership was granted only by unanimous 
vote of the congregation.  In a civil tone, he asked Cecil to go meet Miss Chaney and tell her not 
to come forward.  She wouldn’t get a unanimous vote, and it would draw unwanted publicity.  
Cecil responded gently and firmly, “I work for you people.  Under normal conditions I would do 
anything you ask me to do.  But what you have asked me to do I believe immoral.  It would be 
like asking me to rob a bank.  I can’t do what you have asked.”   
 
This created a firestorm for the next 5 months.  Cecil was accused of having an agenda, of being 
sent by the NAACP.  He and his family, including their then 6-year-old daughter Genie, received 
threatening phone calls at their home.  The sheriff of Buncombe County tried to intimidate him.  
One lawyer in the church stirred up a group of members to oppose integration.  The chief of 
police said we wouldn’t even have this problem if the search committee had gotten someone 
“dry behind the ears.”  Members of the church suffered persecution.  A dentist who supported 
Miss Chaney’s inclusion lost patients.  A bank president lost major accounts.  Forty families left 
the church or stopped coming and stopped giving.  Nevertheless, though the majority of the 
church voted to welcome Miss Chaney, it wasn’t enough to satisfy the policy.  In what Cecil and 
his wife, Dot, recall as a heartbreaking conversation, he had to go and tell her what happened.  At 
least for the time being, church policy would continue to say to white people, “Have a seat here, 
please,” but to black people, “Stand over there.”  Carol Chaney never came back to First Baptist 
Church.   
 
In 1970, Clarence and Scarlett Batts would join the church as the first African-American 
members in over 100 years.  Clarence not only became a beloved youth leader, but eventually led 
the Sunday School department as superintendent for several years.  The Batts were and are gifts 
to all of us.  They moved to South Carolina, but recently came and spent time with the youth at 
Caswell.  I’m so grateful our youth had the opportunity to meet Clarence and hear this story.  I 
am grateful to Casey Callahan, our Minister to Students, for recognizing the need for our 
students to hear this story, and to know our history.  
 
I want to emphasize that even back then, at the height of the Civil Rights Movement, two-thirds 
of this church wanted to welcome Carol Chaney.  I believe that courageous and welcoming spirit 
remains the true spirit of this place.  On the other hand, we still have much to learn about racism, 

                                                
1 The following account can be found in former pastor Cecil Sherman’s autobiography, By My Own Reckoning 
(Macon, GA: Smyth & Helwys Press, 2008) 53-65.  Sherman was pastor of the First Baptist Church of Asheville 
from 1964-84. 



white privilege, and what is called the “power of whiteness.”  The kind of  This is the myth that 
to be white is to be neutral.  That a white person is the standard version of human being, and to 
have darker skin is to be a tainted version of the original.  I, for one, can do a better job of 
leading us to this understanding.  All of us can do a better job of understanding what black 
people go through.  America is hard on black people.  Asheville is hard on black people.  But I 
believe this historically white church has the wisdom to be more presently aware of the myth of 
whiteness.  I believe God will make us able in new ways to expose and deconstruct the myth of 
racial difference through true friendships that break down racial barriers.   
 
This has been the pattern of the Holy Spirit’s movement in our fellowship, not only regarding 
race, but in welcoming of women to positions of ministry and leadership.  We ordained first, 
women deacons, and also welcomed women on to the staff of this church.  Can you imagine this 
church without either women deacons or women clergy?  I am still flabbergasted at how many 
churches don’t have women leaders.  How is it that the only way we learned about the 
resurrection is through women, but women continue to have to ask permission from the ones 
who didn’t believe them in the first place!  I know what the clobber verses are.  “Women should 
be silent in the churches…” and so on.  But Paul had women companions in ministry with him 
throughout his ministry.  Many scholars agree that this statement had to do with those gathered 
in the church who didn’t understand what was happening during worship, and so would chatter 
with their question and observations.  Like the fellow in a previous church I pastored who, when 
he was served communion said, loudly, “You got any mustard?!”  Now we would say to him, 
“Be silent in the church!”  But these sorts of circumstances have nothing to do with exclusion in 
the sense that women could not be ministers or leaders.  
 
The Spirit has most recently guided the change of our baptism policy.  With eloquence and 
power, Guy Sayles preached a message of welcome and inclusion throughout his ministry.  For 
several years, he agonized over telling prospective members their original baptism was not valid 
for membership here.  The deacons listened to him and talked it through.  The church made the 
right decision to welcome people baptized by other modes, even while continuing to baptize by 
immersion those who’ve never been baptized.   
 
So, with great confidence in the leadership of the Holy Spirit, I believe the time has come again 
to do the good work of discerning what it means to welcome and include others.  Early this year, 
several hundred members of this church gathered around tables to share their memories and 
hopes for this church.  Stories of welcome and inclusion abounded.  The accounts included an  
array of expressions of the sentiment, “I was a stranger, and you welcomed me. I was an 
outsider, you let me in.  I thought the doors were closed to me, but I was wrong, they were wide 
open to me, and to my family.” 
 
One of the most significant elements of these stories of “I was a stranger and you welcomed me, 
were about LGBTQ people, both among our membership, and those who are friends of our 
congregation.”  Also frequent were those who expressed hope that we would do more to 
welcome people who identify as LGBTQ (to be clear, the acronym stands for “Lesbian, Gay, 
Bisexual, Transgender, and Queer”).  The prevalence of these hopes across our church’s 
gatherings helped give rise to the desired future: to welcome and include all in a way consistent 
with God’s love and wisdom. 



 
As your pastor, from the very beginning, from the day that I was introduced to you, to today, I 
remain committed to Jesus’ mission, “to bring good news to the poor, to proclaim release to the 
captives, recovery of sight for the blind, to let the oppressed go free, to proclaim the year of the 
Lord’s favor” (Luke 4:18-19).  This way of speaking about welcome and inclusion remains one 
of my core convictions about ministry.   
 
As I have gotten to know you better, and to know this city better, I now know that across this 
congregation, families and individuals continue to struggle with deep questions about identity, 
sexuality, and gender.  There are people of every age in this church who have suffered 
discrimination because of their sexual orientation.  Some have kept their identity to themselves, 
choosing to suffer alone.  Others have made their identity public, but wonder before and after 
who really still loves them.  Parents of LGBTQ children sit beside us in the pews and wonder 
what church means for them and their families.  Gay and lesbian couples enjoy our fellowship 
and join our church, but not before carefully engaging our ministries and missions.  Many hope 
that our church will become more welcoming to people identifying as LGBTQ.  Others fear this 
will lead to division.  Some have already left our fellowship because we haven’t done enough.  
Others have left because they believe the church has already done too much.  Still others believe 
we’re very welcome and inclusive just the way we are, so why change anything.   
 
Our journey toward a new vision has led us to a point of both crisis and opportunity.  How to 
welcome and include people.  That is the crisis.  It is a crisis, because while we are called to be 
one in the bonds of love, the work of asking God to reveal to us a clearer path remains before us.  
It is an opportunity, because through a natural progression of our common life, we have been 
given another chance to demonstrate the wonder-working power of God’s love as a church that is 
not afraid to engage the most significant challenges of our time. 
 
Later in the service, I will introduce our chair of deacons, Mary Cunningham, to come and 
announce the creation of a Welcome and Inclusion Discernment team.  She will describe their 
charge, and tell us their names.  You will see that this team is representative of our church.  But 
we are not asking them to solve a problem for us.  We are not asking them to lead Roberts Rules 
of Order.  We are asking them to help us do a biblical process of discernment called the Rule of 
Paul.  The Rule of Paul comes from 1 Corinthians 14, and teaches the church how to discern the 
guidance of the Holy Spirit in church meetings.  So, the Discernment Team has not been tasked 
with leading us to a vote where the winners rejoice and the losers go home.  We do not seek an 
an outcome with winners and losers.  The discernment team will guide every member to 
prophesy, everyone who is led to speak, so that we may weigh what is said, and then proceed to 
do “what is good to the Holy Spirit and to us” (Acts 15:28). 
 
But before this team begins their work, I have a threefold charge to share with the whole 
congregation, and everyone else with ears to hear:  
 
First, let the wrong kind of fear go.  Do not fear people leaving because we dared to have a 
conversation.  Instead, worry about who may never come because we took the easy way.  
Remember the words of theologian Stanley Hauerwas, who said, “The courageous have fears 
that cowards will never know.” 



 
Second, if we are going to wrap our arms around Asheville, we cannot show partiality in our 
embrace.  I know this will be uncomfortable for some of us, but here’s what’s at stake, 
Yesterday, my family and I attended the Pride Festival in downtown Asheville.  We stopped by 
the church’s booth to say hello.  And we enjoyed (most of) the sights and sounds.  There were 
some interesting cats there!  But I felt safe there with my family.  And people surrounded my 
children with candy and hugs and bouncy houses and face paint…and glitter hair.  In fact, the 
only people there I didn’t feel safe around were some people claiming to represent Jesus in their 
preaching.  They didn’t spew fresh and brackish water—only brackish.  Some folks were doing 
their best to drown them out with whistles and cow bells, which was both funny and sad.  I stood 
and listened to one fellow bloviate for a little while.  He reminded me of a Yosemite Sam bobble 
head doll.  I couldn’t believe what he was saying.  So, when he wandered off, I spoke to the 
people who’d been listening to him and said, “If you come to First Baptist tomorrow, I promise 
you’ll hear a very different message.” 
 
So, I want to say to every person here and across Asheville who identifies as lesbian, gay, 
bisexual, transgender, or queer, these labels are not the most interesting thing about you, nor is 
the straightness or the whiteness, nor the wealth or the poverty of anyone else here, the most 
interesting thing about them.  The most interesting thing about any of us is our faith.  And that 
also gives me confidence to say to you, “You are welcome here.”  I know this in a deeply 
personal way.  If you have been shut out before, if you have been threatened before, if you have 
been made to feel less of a human being than you are, I can vouch for you.  If you come here, 
there will be people here who will wrap their arms around you with no partiality, and say, “You 
are welcome here.”  I know it’s true precisely because of my own family’s astonishing 
experience of welcome here.   
 
As well—and this is crucial—especially if any of you have ever considered or are considering 
hurting yourselves because you have been told to “Stand over there,” I want you to know that 
you may cross the threshold of this parable church and find rest for your soul.  I don’t know all 
the answers.  But I know I can say that.  I know that at this church, “salvation,” is not just for the 
spirit, but for your whole soul—mind, heart, and strength.  This dome will be a beacon of hope 
for this city, and it will not cast a shadow of despair on any person. 
 
The final part of the charge I give to us all is to set aside the human point of view.  No longer 
will we say to one, “Have a seat here, please,” and to another, “Stand over there.”  For Christ has 
died, Christ is Risen, and Christ will come again, so that, from now on, no longer do we see from 
a human point of view—though we once knew Christ from a human point of view, we know him 
no longer in that way (2. Cor. 5:16-17)… 
 
No longer do we SEE from a human point of view… 
No longer do we SEE Jew or Gentile, 
No longer do we SEE slave or free, 
No longer do we SEE male and female…for all are one in Christ Jesus! 
 
And no longer do we SEE black or white, 
No longer do we SEE rich or poor, 



No longer do we SEE lesbian or gay, 
No longer! Because we are all one in Christ Jesus, who crucified the human point of view on the 
cross, and made it to be like a dried and cracked cistern that holds NO WATER for us!… 
 
So, if anyone is in Christ, new creation! 
Everything old has passed away, 
See! Everything has become new! 
 
Let the good news be, then, that the human *point of view* is no longer welcome here.  To the 
human point of view, we say, “Stand over there.” 
 
But to every human being First Baptist Church has said, and does say, and from now on will say 
all the more, “Have a seat here, please.” 
 

Amen. 
 
 


