' Vour introduction to a metro Ailanta place of worship

Naw Bethel African

Methodist

Epizcopal Church
2350 Rockbridge Road
Lithonia

770-484-3350
wernewbethelame.com
Sapvices: 745 and 1L a.m.
Sunday; 7 p.m. Monday; 10:30
a.m., 7 p.m. Wednesday (Bible
study)

Members: 1,850

Senjor pastor: The Rev, Mark
Thompson
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The Rev. Mark Thompson
likens MNew Bethel (0 2
“healing station” where God's
love flows freely. “I'm
increasingly finding that
people are suffering in greal
degrees from a lot of things,”
he said. “My mission — and
I've known this since 1 was 7
years old — is to encourage
[people’s] hearts so that they
know God is for them and that
ihere is healing i his presence
... and healing even in abiding
in his divine purpose.”

History

New Bethel AME emerged
in 1891 in the so-called
Promised Land community
amid a backdrop of
plantations and cotton fields.
The DeKalb County
congregation first began
meeting in a little house
perched alongside the Yellow
River, where early members
were baptized. “When the
river would rise, the story is
told, the water would come
right on into the church and
the congregants would arrive
early, because they knew they
would have to sweep the water
out,” Thompson said. ,
Records show members from
the Anderson, Everson and

Livsey families were some ol
the earliest and most failhful
parishioners who helped
establish the church.
Thompson recalls that in the
late 1950s, Georgia’s
Department of Transportation
relocated the chuweh o 2
nearby hilltop to
accommodate construction of
Ga. 124. “The church went
literally from the mouth of the
river to the top of the ill,” he
said. New Bethel moved o
its new sanctuary in 1958,
with the Bev. CH. Adams as
its pasior.

Thompson became New
Bethel’s ministerial leader in
1994, when membership
represented less than 10
percent of foday’s active
members. Four years later,
New Bethel built its current
sanctuary. The old church stili
sits atop the hill and serves as
the New Bethel Senior Center.

Pastor's path

Thompson grew up in a
“well-to-do” family in Akron,
Ohio, where his mother was a
homemaker and his dad an
atiorney. His early interesis
were music — jazz, in
particular. “I played jazz fo get
through college, just to pay
tuition,” the saxophonist said.

After graduating from
Akron University, he set his
sights on corporaie America,
although he had majored in
broadcasting. “I could never
get a job in radio/TV,” he
lamented.

Thompson had his longest
run at Xerox Corp., where he
worked in sales over a span of
15 years. The 49-year-old says
it was about four years after
leaving Xerox that he
answered his call to the
ministry. “Since 1987, people
have always come to me and
sought guidance and help,”
Thompson said. Bui that was
a role he shrugged off injtially.
Today, he embraces his

_counseling abilities, “Bethel

[means] the house of God . ..
and it is in that place that God
uses this strange old dude to
say @ word to encourage
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“religious step de

mall sparked a fairly new
program at MNew Bethel AME,
Thompson recalls a group of
youths hanging <wi in the
shopping center’s Darking lot
and being questione d by police
for loitering. Totlay, New
Bethel's “Youth !Hang In”
gives them an olternative, -
“What we were res nonding to
[was} the need foic youth to
hang out,” Thowpson said.
The ministry provi des children
and teens the opportupity to
congregaie in a supervised
Christian atmosphere and play
computer games, music and
pingpong. There are also
discussion groups 2nd dancing
during the Friday night
gatherings.

On the third Satarday of
each month, MNew Bethel holds
a Youth Summit, in which
students from a BStone
Mountain public housing
complex are bued to the
church for anm :wvening of
high-spirited w rship and
fellowship. Child' :n run the’
entire service, W ch incliudes
zing, poetry
readings and th tiraditional
call to salvation “We have
approximately 6( 3 youth i
our church;” Tho npson said.
“Sp, far be it fro n us o not
reach out to thise persons
who God has seni ”

The minister also talks
about New Beth I's threefold
prison ministry that targets
inmates and thair families.
One compouneni ministers
directly to people in maximum
security prisors and the
Fulion County Detention
Center. Anoiher ddresses the
concerns of pareat§ who are
dealing with chilclren in jail or
detention. And tae third arm
pairs paristioners with lids
whose patonits are
incarcerated. “Statistics say, if
you can get to the kids of
children who have parents in
jail, 60 [percent} to 70 percent
of those kids wun't go to jail
themselves,” The npson said. .

Additional
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include a free after-school
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“My mission — and P've known this since I was 7 years old — is 10 encourags
hearts so that they know God is for them and that there is healing in his presence,
Rey. Mark Thompson.
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The Rev. Mark Thompson

Jikens WNew Bethel to a

“healing station” where God’s
tove flows freely. HT'm
increasingly finding that

‘people are suffering in great

degrees from a lot of things,”
he said. “My mission — and
T've known this since I was 7
years old — is to encourage
[people’s] hearts so that they
Tnow God is for them and that
there is healing in his presence
~. and healing even in abiding
in his divine purpose.”

- History
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Mew Bethel AME emerged
ip 1891 in the so-called
Promised Land community
amid a backdrop of

-~ plantations and cotton fields.

The DeKalb County
first began
meeting in a little house
perched alongside the Yellow
River, where early members
were baptized. “When the
river would rise, the story is
told, the water would come
right on into the church and

the congregants would arrive.

early, because they knew they
would have to sweep the water
gut,” Thompson said.

Records show members from

" the Anderson, Everson and

L T

1994, when membersnip
represented less than 10
percent of today’s aciive

rembers. Four years Jater,
New Bethel built its curvent
sanctuary. The old church still
sits atop the hill and serves as
the New Bethel Senior Center.

pastor's path

Thompson grew up in a
wgvell-to-do” family in Akron,
Ohio, where his mother was &
homemaker and his dad an
attorney. His early interests
were music — jazz, in
particular. “I played jazz to get
through college, just to pay
tuition,” the saxophonist said.

After graduating from
Akron University, he: set his
sights on corporate America,
atthough bhe had majored in
broadcasting. “1 could never
get a job in radio/TV,” he
lamented.

Thompson had his longest
run at Xerox Corp., where he:
worked in sales over a span of
15 years. The 49-year-old says
it was about four years aier
leaving XeroX
answered his. call to the

ministry. “Since 1987,

Thompson said.
Today, be embraces his
counseling  abilities.
[means] the house of God vl

and it is in that place that God

" uses this strange

old dude to

say a word to encourage

" [people] that they do have

" master of divinity

purpose; they do have
meaning.”

Thompson received a
degree from
Atlanta’s Interdenominational
Theological Center and is 2
doctoral degree candidate at
United Theological Serinary
in Dayton, Ohio. His doctoral
focus is on suburbanites and
spiritnality. Thompson is
married to Stephanie. They

have two children and two:

grandchildren. :
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during the Friday. night.
gatherings. B

On the third’ Saturday of
each month, Mew Rethel holds
a Youth Summit, in which
students from - a “Btone
Mountain public’ housing’
complex are bused to the
church for an evening “of
high-spirited worship: and.
sellowship: Children’ run: the
entire service, which include

readings and. the” traditional -
call to salvation. “We “have
approximately 600 youth. in
our church;” Thompson said, * |
«Bg, far be it fiom 1§’ 1o 1ot
réach  out to those persons- . |
who God hassent.” o =
The - minister ~also- talks
about New: Bethel's {hreefold -
prison ~ ministry. that - targets
ates. anid their - families.
One- component = ministers
directly to people in maximum
security - prisons: and’ the
Fulton County: Detention
Center, Another addresses-the -
concertis of parents. who- are”
dealing with hildren: in jail ot .
detention. And the third: arm,
pairs’ paris joners. with - kids
whose parents: ‘are
incarcerated, “Statistics: say, it
you ¢can’ get to ‘the kids: of
children who have parents in. L
jail, 60 [percent} to. 70 percent -
of those kids wor't: go to jail M
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Additional ‘ministries - Re
include a free ‘after-school”
tutorial prograim,: which ' is
available to the: cornmunity.
The Senior Centef,: open
Monday, Wednesday- and
Friday, is' also- open to. the
public. Exercise; arts - and
crafts, games and’ gxCursions
are among  the activities

offered.

T.haﬂghts from
the pastor .

“We promise ‘only to love
you,”. Thompson - said. “We
promise only to grow together
im Christ.” oot
Ce e My Daniels,

For the Journal-Constitition




