RECOVERY, cont’d

The broader data underscore why this matters.
According to statements from the Knoxville-Knox
County Homeless Coalition, 161 people experiencing
homelessness died in Knox County in 2025, up from
141 the year before. Many of those deaths were tied
directly or indirectly to substance use and untreated
mental health needs. While those figures reflect
Knoxville, the same pressures ripple outward into
surrounding communities — often with fewer safety
nets.

Oak Ridge’s experience highlights an
uncomfortable truth: Regional recovery cannot rely
solely on urban centers. Addiction is distributed evenly;

resources are not. When smaller communities lack
sustained recovery support, people fall through gaps
that no single system is designed to catch.

First Recovery is not trying to replicate what exists
in Knoxuville. It is responding to the needs where it lives
— with consistency, humility, and resolve. If East
Tennessee wants safer neighborhoods, healthier
families, and fewer names added to next year’s
statistics, it must recognize that recovery doesn’t end at
Knoxville’s city limits.

This opinion piece by Brandon Burley originally ran in the
Knoxville News Sentinel on Dec. 30, 2025. It is reprinted
with permission from the author.

February Special Offering

The special monthly offering for February will support the Wednesday Night Community Meals. Did you know
this important outreach ministry of First Church is not funded through the general budget but rather through
grants and donations? Approximately 180 meals are packed by volunteers each Wednesday evening, meaning
over 9,000 meals are served annually. Your support of the Community Meal Program serves a critical need in our
community while also opening doors to life-giving fellowship. To support the February Special Offering, mail a
check to: First UMC, 1350 Oak Ridge Turnpike, Oak Ridge, TN 37830. Notate “monthly offering” in the memo

line.

First United Methodist Church
1350 Oak Ridge Turnpike
Oak Ridge, TN 37830

Office: 865-483-4357
Pastor-on-call: 865-272-9862
https://fumcor.org

First

Much of East Tennessee’s recovery infrastructure
is concentrated in Knoxville. Treatment centers,
nonprofit headquarters, and public attention naturally
cluster there. But addiction does not stop at city limits —
and neither does the need for sustained, community-
based recovery.

Smaller cities like Oak Ridge are living proof of
that reality.

Oak Ridge faces the same pressures seen across the
region: substance misuse, fractured families, stigma,
and the long work of rebuilding after addiction. What it
often lacks are the layers of visibility and resources
available in larger cities. That gap is where recovery
efforts are most fragile — and most essential.

On a Wednesday night in Oak Ridge, folding chairs
fill a fellowship hall. There’s coffee on a side table,
quiet greetings at the door, and a speaker preparing to
share not credentials, but experience. This is First
Recovery, a Christ-centered 12-step ministry that has
become a steady presence for people seeking help — and
for families who don’t know where else to turn.

Unlike programs built around short-term
intervention, First Recovery operates as a weekly
rhythm. Men’s and women’s open-share groups, family
and friends support meetings, and public speaker nights
provide consistent spaces for honesty and
accountability. These gatherings are open to anyone,
without cost or qualification, and function less like

Addiction is distributed evenly; help is not.

events and more like a community that expects people
to keep showing up.

Matt Holder, the director of First Recovery,
understands the stakes personally. He grew up in Oak
Ridge, struggled for years with opioid addiction, cycled
through incarceration and relapse, and eventually
reached a point where survival itself was uncertain.
Recovery, he says, didn’t come from a single moment
or program, but from sustained structure, truth, and
people who refused to disappear when things got
difficult.

That perspective shapes First Recovery’s approach.
Beyond meetings, the ministry connects participants to
treatment and sober living, offers peer recovery
coaching, provides advocacy and spiritual guidance,
and helps people navigate practical barriers like
transportation, employment, and isolation. Families are
not treated as an afterthought, but as part of the
recovery process — because addiction rarely affects only
one person.

First Recovery has also been recognized as a
Certified Recovery Congregation in Tennessee, a
designation that reflects accountability as much as
commitment. Certified congregations agree to approach
addiction as a treatable condition, provide visible
outreach, offer trauma-informed support, and remain
engaged even when progress is slow.
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Joys and Concerns

New Member:

Recently Hospitalized:
Gerald Boyd, Mike Cates, Beth Crum, Dan Nagle, Peggy Proffit

In Sympathy:

Aaron Johnson—joined by transfer, Christopher Fuller (died 1/3); service arrangements are pending.

Charlene Reynolds (died 12/17); service at FUMC Chapel on
3/7 at 2:00 p.m.

1/18


https://www.knoxnews.com/story/news/local/2024/10/01/hand-up-transformed-her-life-now-shes-seeking-a-presidential-pardon/74980794007/
https://fumcor.org/recovery/
https://fumcor.org/about-us/#Leadership
https://www.knoxhomeless.org/
https://www.knoxhomeless.org/
https://www.knoxnews.com/story/opinion/columnists/2025/12/17/knoxvilles-homeless-persons-memorial-day-is-dec-18-2025/87793288007/
https://www.knoxnews.com/story/opinion/columnists/2025/12/17/knoxvilles-homeless-persons-memorial-day-is-dec-18-2025/87793288007/

A Note from the
Pastor

“You can’t argue with prayer.”

As Ken and I have settled into our Co-Lead Pastor
role here at First Church, we have had the
privilege to work not only with the strong
leadership of this church, but also to connect with
some premier church leadership coaches. We are
leaning on them for guidance in leading an
intentional strategic planning process.
Immediately, they went to prayer.

“Is there a group of people that gathers every
week for the sole purpose of praying for your
church? You need to start there, because you can’t
argue with prayer.”

In the same way, strategic planning in a church is
all about discerning God’s will for God’s people
in God’s creation. The best way of us to connect
with God and see God’s will and God’s way is
through prayer.

If you are not already doing so, I want to invite
you to pray for First Church daily. During the
month of February, we will be engaging in a 28-
day prayer experience based on the book,
Dynamite Prayer. Daily scripture readings,
meditations, and “breakthrough” prayers, along
with weekly worship, will guide us together in
praying for God’s wisdom and power to “break
through” in our community as we seek God’s
preferred future in this place.

No matter how you engage the experience, your
commitment to pray daily for First Church is
deeply appreciated. And ‘ '

February
Birthdays

1 Erin Boyd, Tom
Jeskie, Marialice
Wilson

2 David Howard, Steve
Withrow

3 Ginger Meadows, Joel
Watson

4 Kathryn Fenstermaker,
Shelby Robinson

5 Rob Cain, Ethan
Sampsel

6 Gayle Boroughs,
Kathy Boullie, John
Foust, Patty Miller,
Lee Nickle, Jim Smith

7 Emily LeForce, Dan
Nagle, Richard Pack,
Kaz Craven

8 Larry Frye, Laurel
Williams

9 Roger Roach, Alex
England

10 Susan Adkisson,
Sandy Elkins, Anita
Henderlight

11 Darrell Cook, Linda
Glowienka

12 Danielle Tupper,
Mickie Deising

13 Eloise Brockett

14 Laura Anderson,
Annabel Southern, Bill
Thomas, Christina
Young, Rita Davis

15 Natalie Ingle

16 Kristine Sherman, Judy
Stroud, Janet
Townsend, Lauren
Upham

17 Sara Keiser-Mindrup

18 Billy Welch, Dana
Parker, D.J. Fouche

19 Jim LeForce

20 Julie Reynolds, Valle
Murchio

21 Alex Caughman, Carole
Evans, Joe Horton,
Bernadette Riemer

22 Warren Gooch, Hanna
Pelletier

23 James Normand, Linda
Williams

24 Beth Palmer, Brenda
Thornburgh

25 Keith Kile, Ashley
Craven

26 Midori Hammer
28 Owen Sauer

29 George Murchio, Fisher
Brown

Stewardship Report

Do you know how many people work at First Steps, the church’s
full-time child care center? At any given time, there are 23-25
employees, equaling all of the rest of the church staff. Julie Martin
1s the Director of this outreach service to the community, assisted
by Susan Whitney. The Center is licensed annually for 70 children
and has a current enrollment of 69 with 65 attending on its busiest
day. First Steps has an independent budget of around $900,000,
97% of which is funded through student tuition. Compare that to
the total church budget of $1.52 million.

First Steps celebrates that it received a 98% quality rating for the
2024-2025 school year. This was the second highest score in the
greater Knoxville area. The Center’s compliance consultant noted
that First Steps is the most academically credentialed of all the
centers he visits. First Steps is in the process of receiving national
accreditation for its program. When that happens, the quality score
1s expected to be 99%.

First Steps would like to thank the church for its support. The
program is particularly grateful for facilities manager extraordinaire
Mike Corcoran, the patient Finance office, and reliable custodians
Tammy and Jessica. If you would like to contribute to the success
of First Steps, these are ways you can help: serve on the First Steps
Board, volunteer at one of the major events (December holiday
program, start-of-summer picnic, etc.), participate in the classroom
by reading or acting out a book, leading a cooking lesson, teaching
a dance or a song, demonstrating a science experiment, or donating
money to the First Steps Commitment to Excellence Fund. Contact
Julie Martin at 865-483-6291 for details.

As of December 31, 2025

2025 YTD Offering & Other Income: $1,415,209
2024 YTD Offering & Other Income: $1,341,799
December Special Offering (Clean Water): $8,215

Grace and Peace,
Pastor Clair




