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When the Rev. Eric Rentz came to Blackshear 
last year as the new pastor of First Baptist Church, 
he admits he only knew people from the bridges of 
their noses and up. 

“The circumstances were just so unreal and un-
usual,” the pastor says, chuckling at the memory. 

Mask wearing required as a defense against the 
COVID-19 pandemic concealed many of the faces 
of the congregation he was now called to shepherd.

“I was so new that many people didn’t recog-
nize my cell number and for that reason didn’t an-
swer the phone. I remember one day going through 
the directory and making 45 phone calls and only 
three people answered.”

When Rentz arrived at First Baptist Church 
Blackshear, he came into a pastor’s perfect storm. 
The church had just reopened in the midst of the 
pandemic, the majority of senior adults were quar-
antined and he was following the pastorate of 
a beloved, long-tenured pastor, the Rev. Dr. Bill 
Young. 

Those might seem like daunting challenges, 
but Rentz felt that God had clearly led him from 
serving as the Southeast’s Mission Consultant for 
the Georgia Baptist Mission Board, back into pa-
storing. 

Upon the affirmation of the church, and Rentz’s 
acceptance, his ministry at First Baptist began to 
not only maintain a congregation, but satisfy a vi-
sion for growth and revitalization. 

Rentz notes there was nothing traditional 
about anything that would happen in this major 
transition. 

Even the vote to call Rentz as the church’s new 
leader happened by way of a partial assembly and 
a drive-in vote. 

When Rentz began his ministry here there was 
no reception to welcome the new pastor, there were 
no complete faces to be seen and most listeners 
were online. Because of assembly restrictions and 
social distancing it would be weeks and months 
before the new pastor could so much as exchange 
a handshake or a hug. As for those in need, hospi-
tals, nursing homes and the private homes of the 
medically vulnerable were strictly off limits. 

With so many challenges and limitations, Rentz 
did the only thing he knew to do, “rely upon God 
and the people He has given you.”  

“I was blessed with a staff that had been nav-
igating the pandemic for months. They were well 
versed in technology and they quickly brought me 
up to speed. I had never wanted to be a television 
or radio preacher and the thought of my every 
word going out to thousands every week was quite 
intimidating.”

Making decisions wasn’t easy, either.
“We couldn’t have business meetings and the 

majority of our leadership committees could not 
function due to many of our members being quar-
antined. For the most part, our deacon board had 
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It’s Christmas — in July — in Patterson 
this weekend. 

The event runs 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. Satur-
day, July 24, at the historic Eagle Station 
and at Railroad Avenue in Patterson.

Booths will include indoor and outdoor 
sites and will feature arts, crafts, produce, 
yard art, food and other items. 

Live music will be featured through-
out the day. Entertainers include Eagles 
Wings Commmunity Choir at 9:30 a.m., 
Donna Smith at 10 a.m., Patterson Bap-
tist Christmas Choir at 10:20 a.m., Chris 
Smith at 10:50 a.m., Mollie Chancey at 
11:10 a.m., Addy Cantrell at 11:20 a.m., 
Kameron Ebersole at 11:30 a.m., Sha’dana 
Warren at 12:30 p.m., Sarah Lyn Evans at 
1:10 p.m., Gary Hardee at 1:30 p.m. Wendy 
Walker and Drew Barlow at 3 p.m., Scott 
Birchall at 4 p.m. and Alle Lee at 4:40 p.m. 

There will also be an antique car show, 
a farmers market and a fashion show at 
the event. 

The car show by Randy Godwin will fea-
ture 50 to 100 cars at the historic down-
town site on Railroad Avenue. Proceeds 
from the car show will be donated to the 
Southeast Cancer Unit.

More information is available at www.
eaglestation.myruralwater.com or www.
facebook.com/pattersonartgallery or by 
calling city hall at 647-5776. 

The Rev. Eric Rentz preaches during his first year 

as pastor of First Baptist Church in Blackshear.
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The school board’s expendi-
tures went up by about $10.7 mil-
lion last month — but the increase 
was more about using  about $7 
million in savings than the school 
system going on a spending spree. 

The school board’s expenses for 
fiscal year 2021 increased from 
$28.9 million in the April report to 
$39.6 million in May.

Assistant Superintendent for 
Finance Dr. Walker Todd ex-
plained the school system had 
cash reserves of almost $19 mil-
lion. 

The cash reserves are funds 
the board collected in revenues 
but did not need to pay for expens-
es. The excess funds, sometimes 
called “fund balance,” are held 
in reserve. State auditors recom-
mend local governments keep up 
to 15% in reserve funds to cover 
unexpected expenditures. 

Todd explained that even with 
transferring the school system will 
still have a reserve of $8 million. 

The board of education voted 
in May to move the $7 million 
from its cash reserves to a special 
projects account to help pay for 
improvements underway in the 
system. 

The special projects account 
currently contains about $3 mil-
lion in funds generated by the 
Education Special Purpose Local 
Option Sales Tax (ESPLOST). 

The $10 million in the special 
projects account will be used to 
help pay for improvements and 
renovations to Bear Stadium, in-
stallation of turf at the stadium 
and improvements to the baseball 
and softball fields. 

The school system received 
additional monies from the Coro-
navirus Aid, Relief, and Economic 
Security (CARES) Act/American 
Rescue Plan (ARP) recently ap-
proved by Congress, which helped 
to build up the reserves.

to navigate as the sole governing body within the 
church.”

“Every decision had to be scrutinized in view of an 
ongoing pandemic and what made some folks happy 
brought others increased stress and worry.”

With a very active deacon board, a well equipped 
staff, and a determined shepherd, First Baptist found 
a way to thrive. 

“Our greatest failure came in communicating to 
everyone. We obviously couldn’t broadcast via radio 
all of the decisions we were making but our tech sav-
vy seniors seemed to keep up pretty well.”

The staff of First Baptist Blackshear worked hard 
to make video messages to keep people informed and 
incorporated online viewing opportunities for Sun-
day school, children and youth. 

“Our weekly worship service caught great atten-
tion from our extended online community and at one 
point we were averaging reaching as many as 3,000 
people.”

Throughout Rentz’s ministry, he has always had 
a deep desire to be involved in the community, but 
COVID-19 presented a challenge for engagements. 
With so many regular events canceled and tough re-
strictions in place, learning a new community would 
seem almost impossible. 

“Then it happened, the Georgia High School Asso-
ciation decided that while we could keep people from 
concerts, movie theaters, and even church, you just 
can’t cancel football,” Rentz said. 

“ I truly believe that going to the stadium on Fri-

The Rev. Eric Rentz is shown along with Jimmy Lydon and First Baptist staff Will Emery, Matt Peters and 

Bear Grant as they prepare a meal for Midway Elementary teachers.
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The first of a pair of blood drives in Pierce 
County will be held Tuesday, July 27.

The drive will be held 1 to 6 p.m. Tues-
day, July 27, at the Southeast Georgia 
Regional Agriculture Center (formerly the 
NFC building), 705 College Ave., Black-
shear. 

The second drive will be held 2 to 7 p.m. 
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