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By David Paulsen 
Episcopal News Service

T
he surge in COVID-19 
cases at the start of the pan-
demic a year ago hit the 
New York City area hard, 

with emergency rooms filled to 
capacity and the death toll rising. 
Among the city’s dead were at least 
15 members of St. Luke’s Episcopal 
Church, a large congregation of 
African American and Black immi-
grant families in the Bronx.

“We know the impact, the neg-
ative impact of the pandemic,” the Rev. 
Pierre-Andre Duvert, the church’s rector, 
told ENS this week as the world marked 
one year since the pandemic was first de-
clared.

Many of those who got sick from the 
coronavirus were longtime members and 
lay leaders at St. Luke’s. Now, with vac-
cination efforts ramping up across the 
United States, St. Luke’s and other Epis-
copal churches are joining other faith-
based organizations in offering their fa-
cilities as vaccination sites.

President Joe Biden, in a nationally-
televised address on March 11, announced 

that vaccinations should be made available 
to all Americans who want them starting 
May 1, with the goal of some return to 
normal life by July 4. Face masks, social 
distancing and hand sanitizer are still rec-
ommended to help limit the virus’ spread.

“Just as we were emerging from a dark 
winter into a hopeful spring and summer 
is not the time to not stick with the rules,” 
Biden said. “This is not the time to let up.”

Parish leaders and other members of St. 
Luke’s got their vaccinations along with 
local residents at the vaccination clinics 
hosted at the church on Jan. 25 and Feb. 

Episcopal churches host 
COVID-19 vaccination clinics

‘Good News’
church-related
gardens flourish

Fe
at

ur
e

artist celebrates
nature through
stained glass

12

ar
ts

Church uplifts
afrocentric 
icons and art

Fe
at

ur
e

10

No
N-

Pr
of

it
 o

rg
.

US
 P

oS
tA

gE

PA
iD

PE
rM

it
 #

12
39

Be
llm

aw
r N

J

8

Photo/via Wikimedia Commons

American artist Millard Sheets was commissioned to 
create a granite mosaic mural for the University of 
Notre Dame’s Theodore Hesburgh Library. Completed 
in 1964, “The Word of Life” represents saints and 
scholars through the ages, led by Christ as teacher. 
It was installed outside on the south-facing wall of 
the library and measures 132’ high x 65’ wide. The 
stonemason was Gilbert Orth. 

He is Risen
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By David Paulsen 
Episcopal News Service

W
isconsin has three Episcopal 
dioceses but, as of Jan. 1, only 
one active, full-time bishop. 
On a cold morning in late 

January, that bishop was working from a 
hotel in the small, northwestern city of 
Eau Claire.

“Presumably, once it feels safer with 
COVID, I’ll be over here with some 
regularity,” Bishop Matthew Gunter, of 
the Diocese of Fond du Lac, told ENS by 
phone from his hotel room.

Gunter, hoping to get “a better sense 
of people here,” was in the middle of a 
weeklong introductory tour of the Dio-
cese of Eau Claire, which had elected him 
in November as provisional bishop for two 
years. He planned later that day to visit clergy 
and lay leaders at Episcopal congregations in 
Owen, Conrath and Lugerville.

This year, the Episcopal Church in Wis-
consin is in a time of transition after back-to-

back bishop retirements.
Bishop Jay Lambert retired in November 

as Eau Claire’s part-time bishop, followed a 
month later by Bishop Steven Miller, who 
retired after 17 years leading the Diocese of 
Milwaukee. Gunter, Fond du Lac’s bishop 

since 2014, took over for Lam-
bert on Jan. 1, and for the first six 
weeks of this year, he also served 
as Milwaukee’s assisting bishop.

The Diocese of Milwaukee, 
which includes six of the state’s 
10 largest cities, welcomes Bishop 
Jeffrey Lee on April 1 for a two-
year stint as part-time provisional 
bishop.

The dioceses of Fond du Lac, 
Eau Claire and Milwaukee share 
historical roots in the Diocese of 
Wisconsin, created in 1847 a year 
before Wisconsin became a state. 
Over the next 80 years, the origi-
nal statewide diocese divided into 
three as Wisconsin’s population 
increased. Today, about 6 mil-

lion people live in the state, though church 
membership is steadily declining in all three 
dioceses — down overall by nearly a third in 
the past decade.

The less-populated northern dioceses 

Wisconsin’s three dioceses eye greater collaboration

continued on page 6
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The Diocese of Texas’ St. Vincent’s House hosts a 
COVID-19 vaccination clinic.

Photo/Christ Church Cathedral, via Facebook

Christ Church Cathedral in Eau Claire, Wisc., is one of only two 
congregations in the Diocese of Eau Claire that averages more than 
80 worshippers on Sundays.
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ONE YEAR, a newspaper in the 
secular world marked Easter with 
several profiles of people who 
embodied the theme of resurrec-
tion — a former alcoholic forg-
ing a new sober life, an ex-prison 
inmate now walking a more pro-
ductive path, a person learning to 

control anger that had harmed someone. 
In Christian theology, of course, Easter 

celebrates the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the 
dead, a bedrock tenet of the faith that Jesus was 
the Son of God and that those who believe in him 
will receive new and eternal life.

At Easter, we look upwards, saying, “He is 
risen,” but we also are saying, “We are risen,” as 
Dean Sam Candler writes on this page. It’s strik-
ing how his sermon, written at the beginning of 
the pandemic, still applies one year later, when we 
are hoping we can see the end of the pandemic. 

Candler quotes Lord Byron’s “Prisoner of 
Chillon”: “A long communion tends to make us 
what we are.” We have been in communion for 
the past year with isolation, forced to face what 
we are, even as we are unable to take our Holy 

Communion at the altar. 
Do our souls hold enough hope to believe that 

the suffering and death of COVID-19 can give way 
to a new life, a resurrection? Episcopal churches, 
as seen on page 1, are hosting COVID-19 
vaccination clinics even as they prepare for a 
second Easter under trying circumstances — 
online or very cautiously in person. 

Our other page 1 story might seem like a Good 
Friday of sorts — the three Wisconsin dioceses are 
coping with membership and financial challenges. 
Yet they are looking at new forms of partnership, 
new ways to collaborate to serve Episcopalians and 
their communities. That looks like resurrection. 

We should not forget that the journey from 
Good Friday to Easter is a rocky path. On page 
14, the new Black vice-chancellor at the University 
of the South in Tennessee is confronting a racist 
incident at a sports event. On page 16, there’s 
news that the Diocese of Fort Worth has lost a key 
property case stemming from the diocese’s split 10 
years ago.  

Often, it’s hard to predict what resurrection 
will look like, or when it will come. We just have 
to hold on to faith.   n
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By sam Candler

Editor’s note: this sermon 
was delivered on Good 
Friday, April 10, 2020, 
at the beginning of the 
COVID-19 pandemic. 

IN YEARS PAST, I have preached on 
Good Friday in the glorious springtime, 
when the weather was so beautiful, in 
the fullness of azalea and dogwood blos-
soms, when people were fancy — when 
the world was alive and thriving and 
beautiful!

And, I remember on all those days, 
how hard it was to put myself into the 
somber mood of Good Friday. It was 
hard to talk about the suffering of Je-
sus when the sun outside was shining so 
brightly in our lives.

This year, of course, is different.
We are living in a tremendous and 

overwhelming Good Friday. With the 
COVID-19 pandemic, our world is shut 
down and living in a global Good Friday. 
We have been experiencing Holy Week, 
we have been experiencing Good Friday, 
for some time now.

Some of us are suffering greatly. Some 
of us are in pain. Some of us are dying. 
All of us are trapped. All of us have been 
in a kind of imprisonment. We don’t 
know what day it is; we don’t know what 
time it is.

I am thinking of prison on this Good 
Friday. It might be that Jesus, impris-
oned and questioned on the cross, has 
something to teach us today. 

I remember reading so long ago, the 
powerful prison poem, by George Gor-
don, Lord Byron, titled “The Prisoner of 
Chillon.” The speaker, one Francois Boni-
vard, much of whose family had been 
killed for political reasons, is speaking 
from a dungeon prison where he and two 

of his remaining brothers were chained:
They chain’d us each to a column stone,
And we were three—yet, each alone;
We could not move a single pace,
We could not see each other’s face,
But with that pale and livid light
That made us strangers in our sight:
And thus together—yet apart,
Fetter’d in hand, but join’d in heart,
Those words remind me of today 

— individuals and households stuck 
together in one place, sharing stories at 
one moment, but also being so tired and 
grumpy the next.

At the very end of Lord Byron’s poem, 
Bonivard says:

My very chains and I grew friends,
So much a long communion tends
To make us what we are:—even I
Regain’d my freedom with a sigh.
That is what imprisonment did for 

the Prisoner of Chillon. “A long commu-
nion,” he said, “tends to make us what 
we are.” 

Being imprisoned, of course, is not a 
gift most of us choose. But, it seems to 
me that we, on Good Friday, can learn 
from people who have been in prison.

In times of crisis, like times in prison, 
I believe that most of us act in the same 
way we usually act — only moreso. Anx-
ious people get more anxious in prison, 
in crisis. Peaceful people get more peace-
ful. Generous people get more generous. 
Selfish people get more selfish.

People who are angry get more angry. 
People’s political persuasions stay the 
same; they just get louder.  

Beautiful people clearly get more beau-
tiful. Remember the beautiful young girl, 
Anne Frank, hiding with her huddled 
family from the Nazis? Even in a kind 
of imprisonment, she wrote in her diary 
that “I’ve found that there is always some 
beauty left — in nature, sunshine, free-
dom, in yourself; these can all help you.”

Her words, coming from the midst 
of sorrow and imprisonment, teach us 
something.

And she said this: “In spite of every-
thing I still believe that people are really 
good at heart. I simply can’t build up my 
hopes on a foundation consisting of con-
fusion, misery, and death. I see the world 
gradually being turned into a wilderness, 
I hear the ever approaching thunder, 
which will destroy us too, I can feel the 
sufferings of millions and yet, if I look 
up into the heavens, I think that it will 
all come right, that this cruelty too will 
end, and that peace and tranquility will 
return again.”

Of course, contrary to what she imag-
ined, it did not come right, for her. Anne 
Frank would die before ever being free 
again. She never saw the literal end to 
the cruelty. But she did become more of 
who she truly was. Her hope, her opti-
mism, her appreciation for beauty and 
love, teach us still today.

The great South African leader, Nelson 
Mandela, also wrote from prison, from a 
political imprisonment. He, too, became 
more of who he was, while in prison.

He wrote, “I am fundamentally an 
optimist. Whether that comes from 
nature or nurture, I cannot say. Part of 
being optimistic is keeping one’s head 

pointed toward the sun, one’s feet mov-
ing forward. There were many dark mo-
ments when my faith in humanity was 
sorely tested, but I would not and could 
not give myself up to despair. That way 
lays defeat and death.”

Finally, these words: “As I walked out 
the door toward the gate that would lead 
to my freedom, I knew if I didn’t leave 
my bitterness and hatred behind, I’d still 
be in prison.”

The time of communion with oneself, 
while in prison, has provided some good 
people with an opportunity to teach us 
good things.

But, first, we have to know truly who 
we are. In our time, can 
our season of imprison-
ment teach us about 
our internal prisons? “If 
I didn’t leave my bitter-
ness and hatred behind,” 
said Mandela, “I’d still 
be in prison.”

How has your Lent 
been? Do you remem-
ber the words of the 
Ash Wednesday service, 
the invitation to a Holy 
Lent, the invitation to 

“self-examination?” In our Lenten im-
prisonment, how is that “self-examina-
tion” going? What have you discovered?

I have discovered, maybe, the same 
thing that Jesus discovered. Jesus the 
Christ knew very fully his inner soul, his 
being. Jesus was familiar with the inner 
turmoil and temptation of his soul.

Well, I have discovered the same 
thing. I have discovered that God is in 
us. God is not only with us, God is in 
us. God is in the courage and stamina of 
medical workers and grocery store work-
ers and delivery persons and construc-
tion workers and mothers and fathers.

The Good Friday resurrection starts inside us

continued on page 13

“ I can feel the sufferings of 
millions and yet, if I look up 
into the heavens, I think that 
it will all come right.”— anne Frank

Photo/Matt Quinn/unsplash.com
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By egan Millard 
Episcopal News Service

E
piscopalians of Asian descent are 
expressing anguish, fear and an ur-
gent call to end anti-Asian racism 
after a white man allegedly killed 

eight people, including six Asian Ameri-
can women, in Atlanta on March 16.

“I am filled with deep sorrow over the 
shootings in Atlanta,” Oregon Bishop 
Diana Akiyama, who became the Epis-
copal Church’s first Asian American 
female bishop on Jan. 30, wrote to her 
diocese.

“When I first heard the news, I was 
speechless. It has taken me a while to 
find the words because my first reaction 
was to weep and wail,” she said.

Presiding Bishop Michael Curry is-
sued a statement about the killings.

“Wherever and whenever hatred or 
bigotry rises up and is directed at any child 
of God, we who follow Jesus of Nazareth 
and therefore stand for love, must act,” he 
said. “We must stand up, speak up and 
show up. Today we do so with and for 
our Asian American and Pacific Islander 
brothers, sisters and siblings.”

The shootings again thrust the racism 
long experienced by Asian Americans 
into the national spotlight. Reported 
hate crime incidents against Asian 
Americans increased nearly 150% in the 
largest U.S. cities in 2020, according to a 
California State University study.

“There is fear among our Asian Ameri-
can congregations and communities,” 
the Rev. Winfred Vergara, the Episcopal 
Church’s missioner for Asiamerica Minis-
tries, told ENS, pointing to other recent 
attacks on Asian Americans in New York.

The primary cause of the attacks, Ver-
gara said she believes, is the racist rhetoric 
used by former President Donald Trump 
and many of his supporters, blaming the 
COVID-19 pandemic on Chinese peo-
ple. Many Americans, he added, do not 
distinguish among the many different 
Asian cultures, making anyone of Asian 
descent a potential target.

However, he explained, the roots of 
this racism go much deeper; people of 
Asian descent have endured discrimina-
tion and violence as long as they have 
been in America.

The pandemic has exposed the white 
supremacy and racism that have “in-
fected the soul of America for centuries,” 
wrote New York Bishop Suffragan Allen 
K. Shin in a statement sent to his dio-
cese.

“It has played out in the racial in-
equalities with a devastating effect in the 
lives of the people of color in the margin-
alized and underprivileged communities 
in terms of the COVID infections and 
deaths, of the economic hardship and 
even of the vaccine rollouts,” Shin said.

An 84-year-old man from Thailand 
died after he was slammed to the ground 
in San Francisco, a 61-year-old Filipino 
man was slashed across the face with a 

box cutter while riding the subway in 
New York and a 56-year-old Malaysian 
man was attacked on the street in Chi-
natown in Manhattan.

The Rev. Yein Esther Kim, rector of 
St. Alban’s Episcopal Church in Los An-
geles, also said that COVID-19 ampli-
fied a long-simmering hatred in Ameri-
can society.

“Anti-Asian racism … is not new, 
but the ‘permission’ to openly act on it 
was given since the outbreak of the pan-
demic,” she said. Kim also co-leads The 
Gathering, a ministry of the Diocese of 
Los Angeles that provides a space for 
Americans of Asian and Pacific descent 
to talk about spirituality. She told ENS 
that she has been experiencing the ha-
tred firsthand.

“Since last year, I myself have been 
avoided [in the] aisles of a high-end su-
permarket and screamed at by a [truck 
driver] in front of my house, which 
changed the dynamics of my everyday 
living,” she said. 

In the New York borough of Queens, 
Peter Ng, the former Asia-Pacific part-
nership officer for the Episcopal Church, 
has seen it too. Since he immigrated to 
the United States from Hong Kong, he 
has never felt afraid to leave his home 
until now. Since he retired, he has made 
a habit of walking around his neighbor-
hood every morning. Now he and his 
wife aren’t sure that it’s safe to do that 
anymore.

“It’s getting more and more serious,” 
he told ENS. “Throughout my 50-plus 
years living in this country, I’ve never 
experienced the [anti-Asian] sentiment 
being so high.”

The church’s Asian American-focused 
ministries are responding to the increase 
in overt, violent anti-Asian racism and 

the fear that it brings with prayer, pasto-
ral care and calls to action.

“The violence in our communities is 
staggering,” Akiyama wrote. “It is dif-

ficult to resist despair as we struggle 
with feeling helpless. … While reason-
able laws about owning guns would help 
protect the innocent, the quest for peace 
will persist. We can legislate for civil 
peace, but no law will help us find spiri-
tual peace … at least no human law.”

Kim told ENS that times like this 
underscore the importance of ministries 
like The Gathering that “provide a safe 
space to talk, unpack and share the pain 
and anger within the Asian American 
communities.”

“Absolutely there has been a need for 
pastoral care,” said the Rev. Peter Huang, 
co-leader of The Gathering. “Whenever 
The Gathering has held events this past 
year, our members have wanted to con-
nect with others to find comfort, sup-
port and solidarity while living with this 
ongoing stressor.”

Kim added that her parish has also 
been a haven of support.

“I am a rector in a white-dominant 
parish, and I did receive overwhelming 
support from my congregation,” she said. 
“Not only Asians/Asian Americans are 
reaching out for help and pastoral care, 
but people who are aware of the severity 
and un-Christian nature of these incidents 
are looking to participate in ways that are 
practical and with unprecedented vigor 
— which is encouraging.”   n

asian american Episcopalians see atlanta shootings  
as latest manifestation of racism

Photo/Rachel Wisniewski/REUTERS

Melissa Min attends a vigil in Philadelphia with her son James in solidarity with the 
Asian American community after increased attacks on the community since the onset of 
the coronavirus pandemic a year ago. 
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By egan Millard 
Episcopal News Service

O
ne year after the death of the An-
glican Communion’s first female 
bishop, the COVID-19 pan-
demic continues to prevent the 

kind of in-person memorial service befit-
ting her stature in the Episcopal Church, 
but celebrations of the life of the Rt. Rev. 
Barbara C. Harris will be held virtually in 
the coming days around the church.

Harris, who served as suffragan bish-
op of the Diocese of Massachusetts from 
1989 to 2002 and assisting bishop in 
the Diocese of Washington from 2003 
to 2007, died at age 89 on March 13, 
2020, just as the COVID-19 outbreak 
began to prompt lockdowns in the Unit-
ed States.

Her remains were interred in Penn-
sylvania in a small, private ceremony. 
At the time, the diocese announced that 
public memorial services would be held 
at Washington National Cathedral and 
the Cathedral Church of St. Paul in Bos-
ton when travel and indoor gathering 
restrictions were lifted. Those plans are 

still pending, according to the Diocese 
of Massachusetts.

The cathedral in Boston held a com-
pline service, with a reflection from By-
ron Rushing, vice president of the House 
of Deputies, on March 12. It is acces-
sible by Zoom and free registration is 
required.

The Union of Black Episcopalians, of 
which Harris was a member, held a re-
membrance on March 14, with readings 
of Harris’ writings, personal remem-
brances and a panel discussion with the 

Very Rev. Kelly Brown 
Douglas, dean of Epis-
copal Divinity School at 
Union Theological Sem-
inary, and other guests. 
It is accessible by Zoom 
and free registration is 
required.

The Diocese of West-
ern Massachusetts held a 
morning prayer service 
in Harris’ memory on 
March 13 at via Face-
book Live and YouTube. 
Planned by the diocese’s 
Beloved Community 
Commission, it will in-

clude “soul-stirring music and collects 
created especially for the first female 
bishop in the Anglican Communion.”

The Diocese of Los Angeles held a ser-
vice of lessons and spirituals on March 
13. Bishop John Taylor presided at the 
service, which included readings, reflec-
tions and music and were streamed on 
Facebook Live and YouTube.

Recalling her as “a courageous pio-
neer, an outspoken prophet, and an 
indefatigable champion of God’s jus-
tice and witness to God’s grace,” Mas-
sachusetts Bishop Diocesan Alan Gates 
and Bishop Suffragan Gayle Harris last 

month invited Episcopalians to include 
remembrances of Harris in their prayers 
and liturgies during March, publishing a 
collect, sermons, suggested propers and 
other resources.

“It has ever been the delight of the 
faithful to recollect with gratitude the 
lives of those in whom Christ’s love has 
been manifest,” the bishops said in their 
invitation. “We commemorate their lives 
for the inspiration and strength which 
we derive from their witness. We turn to 
them also as continuing companions in 
the Spirit, forebears of whose love and 
prayers we remain assured.”   n

Episcopalians commemorate Bishop Barbara harris

O
klahoma Bishop Poulson Reed, 
in a message to his diocese on 
March 9, revealed he had tested 
positive for COVID-19 despite 

receiving his first vaccination two weeks 
earlier.

Reed said he first began feeling ill on 
March 7. Because he had received his 
first vaccination dose and had continued 
to wear a face mask, “I thought COVID 
was unlikely,” he said, but the test came 
back positive. He is resting for 10 days in 
isolation at home.

“I’m glad for your prayers, but ask 
them especially for those far more affect-
ed than I in our state,” he said. “Please 

get your vaccinations, and continue to 
mask up. We are making progress in this 
fight, but are no means at the end.”

More than 500,000 
people have died from 
COVID-19 in the 
United States, and 
nearly 30 million coro-
navirus cases have been 
reported during the 
yearlong pandemic.

Two other Episco-
pal bishops tested positive in January, 
Atlanta Bishop Rob Wright and retired 
Southeast Florida Bishop Leo Frade.

— Episcopal News Service

episcopal News service

W
ashington National Cathe-
dral announced March 10 it 
had chosen Jon Meacham as 
its first canon historian, a role 

that is part of a cathedral initiative that 
will turn part of a long-vacant building 
into the new College 
of Faith and Culture.

Meacham, an Epis-
copalian, is a former 
Newsweek editor and 
prize-winning nonfic-
tion writer, best known 
for his biographies of 
American presidents 
and other historical figures, from Presi-
dent Andrew Jackson to civil rights icon 
John Lewis. Meacham also has preached 
in the past at the National Cathedral, and 
in his honorary canon role, he is expected 
to return to the pulpit for future sermons.

“For many years, we in the Cathe-
dral community have been fortunate to 
count Jon as a friend, guest preacher and 
trusted counsel on matters of faith, spiri-
tuality and civic life,” the Very Rev. Ran-
dy Hollerith, the cathedral’s dean, said in 
a news release. “In his new role, we look 
forward to Jon’s ability to enlighten and 
to elucidate, bringing together his rare 
insights on history, theology, culture and 
the American story.”

Meacham will begin his open-ended 
term as canon historian with a March 23 

installment of the cathedral’s “Honest 
to God” series, discussing the legacy of 
Lewis, a Georgia congressman who died 
last year.

“Remembrance lies at the heart of our 
tradition, and I believe, deeply, that a 
contemplation of the past can shed light 
on the present and the future,” Meacham 
told Religion News Service.

While continuing in several roles at 
Vanderbilt University in Nashville, Ten-
nessee, Meacham will devote his time at 
the cathedral to preaching, leading dis-
cussions with clergy and thought leaders 
and contributing to the its mission at the 
intersection of the sacred and the civic, 
according to the cathedral’s release. Dur-
ing the pandemic, events led by Meacham 
will be offered to the public through the 
cathedral’s YouTube channel.

The cathedral’s College of Faith and 
Culture, scheduled to open in 2022, is 
under construction in a 27,000-square-
foot building that once housed the Col-
lege of Preachers. The building, adjacent 
to the cathedral on the northeast side, 
has been vacant since 2008. The cathe-
dral is renovating it as the Virginia Mae 
Center, with help from two gifts totaling 
$22 million.

When it is up and running, the ca-
thedral intends the College of Faith and 
Culture to be a hub of faith program-
ming and spiritual formation, including 
conferences, forums, retreats and pil-
grimages.   n

Photo/David Zadig/Diocese of Massachusetts

Bishop Barbara C. Harris gestures at her
consecration service on Feb. 11, 1989.

Photo/Matthew Cavanaugh/Diocese of Massachusetts

Retired Bishop Suffragan Barbara Harris speaks at the 
Diocese of Massachusetts' 2014 electing convention.

Meacham
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meacham named canon historian as part of 
national Cathedral’s ‘Faith and Culture’ initiative

W
ashington Na-
tional Cathe-
dral on Feb. 22 
tolled its bell 

500 times, once for every 
1,000 people who have 
died from COVID-19 
in the United States. As 
the cathedral marked the 
death toll topping a half 
million, millions of people 
were receiving vaccina-
tions against the corona-
virus.

The National Cathe-
dral, the seat of the Diocese of Wash-
ington (D.C.) in the nation’s capital, 
has tolled its bell each time an addi-
tional 100,000 coronavirus deaths 
have been reported. The livestream of 
this week’s bell tolling also included 
prayers of mourning from interfaith 
leaders.

“This gesture cannot replace the 
lives lost, but we hope it will help each 

American mourn the toll of this pan-
demic,” the cathedral office said in a 
statement.

The cathedral also has launched a 
memorial project for COVID-19 vic-
tims. Survivors can submit the names 
of loved ones who have died, and the 
latest submissions will be read during 
virtual prayer services each week.

— Episcopal News Service

Photo/YouTube screen shot

Names of those who died of COVID-19 are 
memorialized at Washington National Cathedral.

national Cathedral tolls bell for 500,000 who 
died of COVID-19 in united states

Oklahoma bishop tests positive for COVID-19
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By edie Gross 
Faith & Leadership

A war-weary Abraham Lincoln 
sought solace in one of its weath-
ered pews, and Franklin D. Roo-
sevelt prayed for guidance inside 

its domed sanctuary. In fact, every sitting 
president since James Madison has attend-
ed at least one service at St. John’s Episco-
pal Church in Washington, D.C., earning 
the Greek Revival-style house of worship 
its nickname: “Church of the Presidents.”

Since its opening in 1816, St. John’s 
has also amassed a long tradition of com-
munity engagement and equal rights ad-
vocacy, something the Rev. Robert Fish-
er wanted to emphasize when he became 
rector in June 2019.

So he asked his congregation: How 
can we let our neighbors know that St. 
John’s is as much a sanctuary for them as 
for any president?

It’s safe to say that barricades and 
boarded-up windows were not the look 
they were going for.

That’s been the reality for St. John’s 
since June 2020, after someone set a fire 
in the church’s basement amid protests 
over the murder of George Floyd. Even 
then, the church pledged to serve as a 
safe space for protesters, hosting prayer 
vigils and providing water, food and 
hand sanitizer.

However, on June 1 police forcefully 
cleared protesters from the property, ar-
resting those who resisted and tossing 
their tents, bicycles, laptops and other 
belongings into a pickup truck.

After acts of graffiti and a growing en-
campment on church grounds, St. John’s 
reluctantly agreed to the district’s plans 
to erect 8-foot fencing 
around the property.

Although the 
church’s history, lo-
cation and recent 
events make it unique, 
churches in cities 
across the country 
struggle with the same 
issues: how to make 
the physical space both 
secure and welcoming.

“All of us — the 
bishop, the wardens, 
me — hated the idea 
of a fence and reluc-
tantly said OK be-
cause we felt it was 
the responsible thing,” 
Fisher said. “But it was 
an extremely uncomfortable thing.”

Since then, Fisher and his congrega-
tion have tried to get out from behind 
that fence, reaching out to neighbor-
hood activists with offers of support and 
solidifying relationships with organiza-
tions that can help them better serve 
their community.

That includes a Washington, D.C.-
based nonprofit that recruited local art-
ists of color to paint images of healing 
and hope on the plywood that conceals 
the church’s stained-glass windows.

Eight months after the barriers 

went up — Fisher still comes and goes 
through a padlocked gate — the stun-
ning works created by artists affiliated 
with the P.A.I.N.T.S. Institute are like a 
salve on an open wound.

P.A.I.N.T.S is a nonprofit that serves 
as an incubator for local artists and a 
support for underserved communities. 

The murals created by 
P.A.I.N.T.S. — which 
stands for Providing 
Artists with Inspiration 
in Non-Traditional 
Settings — are catalysts 
for conversation.

“Relationships are 
better security than 
fences, and we now 
have deeper and more 
meaningful relation-
ships than a year ago,” 
Fisher said.

security concerns
At Metropolitan 

African Methodist 
Episcopal Church, 
several blocks north of 

St. John’s, hospitality and security have 
never been mutually exclusive, said the 
Rev. William H. Lamar IV. As a predom-
inantly Black congregation in America, 
Metropolitan has always been mindful 
of who gathers near its 135-year-old 
building, he said.

When members of the far-right Proud 
Boys descended on Washington for pro-
Trump rallies in early December, they 
stole and destroyed the church’s Black 
Lives Matter sign — but never gained 
access to the building, Lamar said.

“We’ve been schooled to pay atten-

tion, because there is a constant threat,” 
he said. “We’ve got to be vigilant … We 
open our hearts. But we’re not going to 
be sitting ducks.”

To that end, Metropolitan AME part-
nered with a security firm in a way that 
Lamar describes as more of a relational 
undertaking than a contractual one. 
Blowout Security’s owner, Leon Russell, 
was already a longtime friend of many in 
the congregation, and as head of security 
at his own Washington church, historic 
19th Street Baptist, he understood the 
balance between securing the premises 
and preserving its feel as a house of wor-
ship.

Russell’s security team worships 
alongside Metropolitan AME’s congre-
gants. Team members escort seniors to 
their cars and are on a first-name basis 
with worshippers, who have been known 
to bake them cookies, Russell said. They 
are vigilant, often armed, and treated as 
family, he said.

“What we’re trying to do here is set 
everyone at ease,” said Russell, a Viet-
nam veteran. “I don’t want uniforms in 

there and for it to look like it’s a fortress. 
It’s a sanctuary. It’s where we pray.”

McCarty recommends that congrega-
tions seek guidance from their insurance 
companies to establish safety protocols. 
And both men noted that it’s important 
to communicate regularly to the congre-
gation that safety planning is happening, 
without broadcasting the specifics — for 
obvious security reasons.

Near St. John’s, New York Avenue 
Presbyterian Church is known for its 
protester hospitality. But it, too, has had 
to balance that hospitality with safety.

In June, members of the church’s ses-
sion, its governing body, met daily via 
Zoom to discuss how they could safely 
support demonstrators amid the pan-
demic, serve as a resource for neighbor-
ing congregations of color, and continue 
to host the popular Downtown Day Ser-
vices Center, which serves the homeless 
and vulnerable populations.

“We’ve been in the thick of it,” said 
the Rev. Heather Shortlidge, the church’s 
transitional pastor.

The session decided that only un-
armed individuals could enter the 
church, Shortlidge said. That meant law 
enforcement could not come inside, an 
issue that remains “unsettled” for the 
congregation, she said.

“Radical hospitality is not ‘anything 
goes,’ which is hard for a bleeding-heart 
liberal congregation to swallow. But it’s 
not radical hospitality if people aren’t 
safe.”

‘You cannot waste a crisis’
First United Methodist Church in 

Charlottesville, Va., adopted a similar 
stance in August 2017, serving as a re-
spite for activists countering the Unite 
the Right rally and a home base for street 
medics and trauma counselors, said the 
Rev. Phil Woodson, the associate pastor.

Two years earlier, after a white su-
premacist shot and killed nine worship-
pers inside Emanuel African Methodist 
Episcopal Church in Charleston, S.C., 
clergy in Charlottesville had begun or-
ganizing. They created the interfaith 
Charlottesville Clergy Collective, which 
began meeting regularly, learning how 
to engage in nonviolent resistance and 
work together to keep people safe amid 
confrontation.   n

This story was originally published by 
Faith & Leadership and is republished here 
with permission.
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The artists of Washington, 
D.C’.s, P.A.I.N.T.S. 
Institute create social 
justice-themed images 
on the plywood-covered 
windows at St. John’s 
Episcopal Church near  
the White House.

Artist Shawn Perkins’ 
murals, including a serene 
pastel Madonna, are seen 
at St. John’s.

The Rev. Robert Fisher and John 
Chisholm stand in front of a painting 
of Archbishop Desmond Tutu. 
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of Eau Claire and Fond du Lac nearly 
merged in 2011, but that plan ultimately 
was defeated in a close vote by the Fond 
du Lac diocesan convention.

Now 10 years later, leaders from all 
three Wisconsin dioceses told ENS they 
are open to greater collaboration, wheth-
er experimenting together or following 
existing Episcopal partnership models.

The dioceses of Northwestern Penn-
sylvania and Western New York, for ex-
ample, agreed in 2018 to share a bishop 
and seek other ways of combining ad-
ministrative functions and pursuing 
joint ministries over five years. The dio-
ceses of Eastern and Western Michigan 
formalized a similar partnership in 2019.

Eau Claire, with about 1,200 bap-
tized members, and Fond du Lac, with 
around 3,900, are two of the Episcopal 
Church’s smallest dioceses. Milwaukee is 
larger, with about 7,800 members. Even 
if Wisconsin were still all one diocese, 
it would have fewer Episcopalians than 
each of the 47 largest Episcopal dioceses.

“There were historical reasons why 
those dioceses were formed. Whether or 
not in the 21st century, given changing 
realities and numbers, it makes sense to 
continue [as three dioceses] is a different 
question,” Gunter said, but at this point, 
he isn’t advocating any particular path 
for the Wisconsin dioceses.

Eau Claire’s diocesan leaders had 
reached out to Gunter last year about the 
possibility of serving as provisional bish-
op. By the time of his election,  Gunter 
and the two dioceses had worked out an 
arrangement in which Gunter would 
spend a third of his time serving Eau 
Claire over the two-year period, with 
Eau Claire reimbursing Fond du Lac 
that portion of his salary.

As bishop provisional, Gunter will as-
sist the Diocese of Eau Claire in develop-
ing a “common vision” for its future and 
“discerning best models and practices for 
continuing its mission-focused strategies 
of ministry,” both within the diocese and 
across the state, according to the dio-
cese’s written agreement with the bishop.

Gunter arrives in Eau Claire amid a 
multiyear diocesan discernment process 
that was slowed by the coronavirus pan-
demic.

“Typically, at the beginning of any 
transition, you’re just trying to get your 
bearings,” Gunter told ENS. “I think it 
would be safe to say that there is a mo-
ment here for the dioceses of Wisconsin 
to do some thinking about who we are 
and who we want to be and how we want 
to be in relationship with each other.”

Today, Wisconsin’s diocesan bound-
aries roughly divide the state into thirds. 
The Diocese of Milwaukee occupies 
the more populous southern third and 
includes the diocese’s namesake, with 
about 600,000 residents. It also includes 
the state’s capital, Madison, as well as a 
diverse mix of smaller suburban and ru-
ral communities.

The Diocese of Fond du Lac in the 
northeastern third of the state, includes 
Green Bay, several smaller cities clus-
tered around Lake Winnebago and part 
of the sparsely populated Northwoods 
region, a popular outdoor seasonal 

tourism destination.
The population of the northwestern 

third of the state is even smaller. The 
Diocese of Eau Claire spans forest and 
farmland from the Mississippi River to 
Lake Superior, including only three cit-
ies with more than 20,000 residents.

More so than the other two dioceses, 
Eau Claire finds itself at a crossroads. 
Most of its 19 congregations count fewer 
than 60 members. All but two congrega-
tions in the diocese average fewer than 
80 worshipers on a Sunday. Priests often 
serve multiple congregations, as does 
the Rev. Aaron Zook, priest-in-charge at 
churches in Chippewa Falls and Lafay-
ette. He also is canon to the ordinary.

Wearing many hats is “kind of the 
way we do it in the Diocese of Eau 
Claire,” Zook told ENS.

Yet even at small congregations, long-
time parishioners remain active and en-
gaged with their churches, Zook said. 
“We’re retaining active ministries [in 
communities] that otherwise would not 
have anything at all, that wouldn’t have 
resources for that,” he said.

Small dioceses still can remain viable 
if they maintain their “capacity to pro-
claim the Gospel,” said Bishop Todd Ou-
sley, who leads the Episcopal Church’s 
Office of Pastoral Development and 

assists dioceses with bishop searches. In 
some scenarios, a larger, well-resourced 
diocese may not match the mission vital-
ity of a small diocese, he told ENS.

“The question on viability is really 
about how mission-focused are you, 
rather than how much money do you 
have,” Ousley said. He sees Eau Claire as 
“a great example for the church, on how 
you can shift models and explore and, 
in the process, discover who you are and 
what God is calling you to be about.”

Wisconsin’s three dioceses trace their 
lineage to Bishop Jackson Kemper, a sup-
porter of the high church Oxford Move-
ment, who was consecrated in 1835 as 
missionary bishop of the Northwest. He 
founded the Nashotah House Theologi-
cal Seminary, in the countryside between 
Milwaukee and Madison, and later led 
the Diocese of Wisconsin until his death 
in 1870.

In the two decades after becoming a 
state in 1848, Wisconsin’s population 
more than tripled to 1 million, and the 
number of parishes in the northeastern 

part of the state grew from three to 27, 
according to a history of the church 
in Wisconsin. In 1874, The Episcopal 
Church’s General Convention approved 
the creation of the Diocese of Fond du 
Lac, and the new diocese held its or-
ganizing convention in January 1875. 
The remaining Diocese of Wisconsin 
changed its name to Milwaukee in 1886.

Initially, the dioceses of Milwaukee 
and Fond du Lac both extended into 
the northwestern corner of the state. In 
1928, General Convention backed the 
creation of the Diocese of Eau Claire, 
which was carved from the northwest-
ern-most parts of the other two dio-
ceses. The state’s geographical breadth 
made it “physically impossible” under 
the previous diocesan structure to serve 
the “steadily growing” northwest region, 
according to that year’s General Conven-
tion journal.

To Wisconsin’s west, the Diocese of 
Minnesota had been facing similar chal-
lenges ministering to a far-flung and 
growing population. In 1895, General 
Convention approved a separate mis-
sionary district in Minnesota’s booming 
northern mining region, and the north-
ern region soon became the Diocese of 
Duluth. But Great Depression-era de-
cline and depopulation forced Duluth 
to reunify in 1944 with its southern 
neighbor. Today, the statewide Diocese 
of Minnesota counts about 17,600 bap-
tized members.

Wisconsin maintained its three dio-
ceses, but in 2008, the Diocese of Eau 
Claire reported “a serious budget short-
fall and shortage of cash.” Eau Claire 
managed to offset its shortfall only by 
an unexpected vacancy: Bishop Keith 
Whitmore resigned that year to become 
assisting bishop in the Diocese of Atlan-
ta. It was the last time Eau Claire had a 
full-time diocesan bishop.

Diocesan leaders, while studying a 
range of alternatives, began talking with 
Fond du Lac leaders about the possibil-
ity of a merger through a process known 
in The Episcopal Church’s Canons as 
“junction,” but in June 2009, the two 
dioceses released a statement calling talk 
of junction “premature.” 

Over the next two years, however, 

talks between the two dioceses resumed 
and gathered steam. In October 2011, 
Fond du Lac and Eau Claire conven-
tions each appeared to approve a plan 
to ask The Episcopal Church’s General 
Convention for a junction of the two 
dioceses. In Fond du Lac, however, the 
votes had been nearly evenly split for and 
against the plan, and a recount revealed 
it had been defeated by just two votes in 
the lay order despite winning the back-
ing of the clergy order.

Lambert, consecrated in March 
2013, was willing to serve as a part-time 
bishop, sparing the diocese the cost of a 
full-time salary. During his tenure, the 
diocese reduced its apportionment rate, 
the amount congregations give to the 
diocesan budget, and tightened diocesan 
expenses.

As Lambert approached the episco-
pate’s mandatory retirement age, he and 
diocesan leaders began considering the 
Diocese of Eau Claire’s next phase. In 
2019, they formed a Transition Com-
mittee, which surveyed clergy and pa-
rishioners and researched the diocesan 
partnership models in Northwestern 
Pennsylvania and Western New York 
and in Eastern and Western Michigan. 
The committee’s final report in October 
2019 suggested four options: recruit a 
new part-time bishop to replace Lam-
bert; partner with another diocese while 
remaining independent; partner with 
another diocese as a step toward “closer 
organizational affiliation”; or continue 
the discernment process without yet 
committing to one of the other options.

The diocese chose the last option, 
with Gunter agreeing to help with dis-
cernment, though that process has been 
slowed by the pandemic, Zook said.

The pandemic also disrupted the bish-
op search in the Diocese of Milwaukee. 
Rather than call a new diocesan bishop 
to take over when Miller retired at the 
end of 2020, the Standing Committee 
decided to postpone the search, instead 
calling Lee as provisional bishop to help 
the diocese discern its own next steps. 
Lee retired at the end of 2020 as bishop 
of the neighboring Diocese of Chicago.

“One of the areas we’ve asked him to 
look into and work on is our relation-
ship and connection with other two 
Episcopal dioceses in the state,” the Rev. 
Scott Leannah, president of Milwau-
kee’s Standing Committee, told ENS by 
email.

Gunter spent 14 years as a parish 
priest in the Diocese of Chicago, serv-
ing under Lee for part of that time. He 
expects the two bishops will keep in con-
versation as Wisconsin’s three dioceses 
plan for the future. Even if the shape 
and leadership of the dioceses end up 
looking much like they have in the past, 
“there’s no reason why we ought not to 
be finding ways to coordinate and col-
laborate and share some of the ministries 
that we do,” Gunter said.

“I think the bottom-line question go-
ing forward is, what is going to enable 
the church to be about the Gospel and 
its mission?” he said. “How in the state 
of Wisconsin, in the several dioceses, can 
we most efficiently and effectively be 
about bearing witness to what God has 
done and is doing in Jesus Christ?”   n

WIsCoNsIN continued from page 1
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Bishop Matthew Gunter has led the 
Diocese of Fond du Lac since 2014. He was 
elected provisional bishop of the Diocese of 
Eau Claire in November 2020. 
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Bishop Jackson Kemper was consecrated as 
missionary bishop of the Northwest in 1835 
and later served as bishop of Wisconsin 
until his death in 1870. 
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16. Duvert, who was among them, said he thinks offer-
ing the church as a host site helped send a message that 
community members need not fear the vaccinations.

“We are not asking them to submit themselves to 
something we are not willing to do,” he said. “If we knew 
it was something unsafe, we wouldn’t be taking it.”

Given COVID-19’s heavy toll on St. Luke’s, the con-
gregation is happy to be part of bringing an end to the 
pandemic, though that sense of mission is driven by more 
than the tragedies suffered by church members, Duvert 
said. “St. Luke’s is a church that serves the community, 
and even if our congregation was not affected, we would 
still extend ourselves because that’s what we do.”

Other Episcopal congregations feel a similar sense of 
mission calling them to assist vaccination efforts.

On March 10, the African Episcopal Church of St. 
Thomas in Philadelphia, teamed up with Main Line 
Health to host a daylong vaccination clinic at the 
church, “to encourage communities of color to receive 
the vaccine following instances in history of racism, 
disparity and inequity within the health care system,” 
according to a news release.

The Diocese of Pennsylvania also is hosting a clinic for 
diocesan clergy and other essential workers on March 13 
at St. Luke’s Episcopal Church in Philadelphia.

Last month, about 500 people received their vacci-
nations in a makeshift clinic set up in the parking lot 
of Iglesia Episcopal Jesus de Nazaret in Azalea Park, just 
east of Orlando, Fla. “Our church has too many CO-
VID funerals,” the Rev. Jose Rodriguez told WFTV-TV. 
“We’ve had too many parishioners get sick.”

In Galveston, Texas, the Diocese of Texas’ St. Vin-
cent’s House hosted a Feb. 11 clinic at which nearly 
100 people got their COVID-19 vaccinations. Also last 
month, Old North Church in Boston opened its doors 

to neighbors looking to get their shots while sitting in 
the church’s historic pews.

Such clinics, coupled with similar outreach by ecu-
menical partners, aim to offer faith-based support for 
the American vaccination effort, which this month is 
averaging more than 2 million doses a day, according to 
data tracked by the New York Times. About 64 million 
people have received at least one dose of a COVID-19 
vaccination, or nearly 20% of the U.S. population.

Churches also have assisted community members, 
especially older Americans, in navigating the country’s 
patchwork of vaccine appointment systems. And they 
have paid special attention to the needs of communities 
of color, which have faced greater challenges in access-
ing the vaccinations than white Americans.

“We must not leave anyone behind,” the Rev. Ken-
neth Keke told Religion News Service. Keke is pastor of 
St. Brigid Catholic Church in Los Angeles, a Black and 
Latino parish that is participating in a two-day pilot 
project this week to vaccinate 600 people living within 
two miles of the church.

“We have to change the story that Blacks and Lati-
nos can’t access the vaccine,” Keke said.

St. Luke’s in New York is doing its part to change 
that story. It previously served as a COVID-19 test-
ing site, so when vaccinations became available, public 
health officials asked the congregation to participate in 
that campaign as well.

“We want to get as many inoculated as possible,” 
Duvert said.

He recalled that earlier in the pandemic his assistant 
spent time in the hospital for treatment of COVID-19, 
as did one of the church’s wardens and other parish lead-
ers. The congregation was dealt an even heavier blow by 
the death of Donald Bookal, a longtime church mem-
ber who was well known in the community.

Bookal fell ill in March 2020, Duvert said, just as 

churches and other public gathering spaces were begin-
ning to shut down. Duvert calls Bookal’s funeral the 
most difficult he’s had to officiate as a priest, made 
tougher by the constraints on large gatherings.

“We were only allowed to go with a few selected 
members of the family at the gravesite,” Duvert said. 
If not for the pandemic, “it would have been a packed 
church and a celebration of his life, but we never got a 
chance to do that.”   n

VaCCINe continued from page 1

      nEWs

New from Church Publishing

“This book will make a profound difference for the 
church in this moment in history.”

—The Most Reverend Michael B. Curry, 
Presiding Bishop of the Episcopal Church

9781640654242 | $16.95

Church Publishing Incorporated products are available through Amazon, Bookshop, 
Cokesbury, or your preferred bookseller. Alternatively, you can order directly from 

churchpublishing.org, or by calling 800-242-1918.

9781640652620
$16.95

9781640653849
$16.95

9781640653351
$19.95

9781640653887
$16.95

9781640653825
$19.95

Curry receives vaccine
Presiding Bishop Michael Curry received the first dose 
of the Pfizer COVID-19 vaccine on March 2 in Wake 
County, N.C., according to the Episcopal Church’s 
Public Affairs Office. “I thank God for all of the 
people who have made the COVID vaccines possible 
and available,” Curry said in a Facebook post. “I’m 
thankful to have received my first shot — one more to 
go!” The Episcopal Public Policy Network has compiled 
a detailed COVID Vaccine Toolkit with ideas and 
educational resources for local Episcopal churches, 
available at www.episcopalchurch.org.

Photo/via Facebook
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By Heather Beasley Doyle 
Episcopal News Service

W
hen Heather Zimmerman 
visited St. Luke’s Episcopal 
Church in Philadelphia in 
2019, she spotted vegetable 

boxes “wedged in between some cem-
etery stones,” she recently told ENS. In 
them, the church’s property manager, 
Roberto Morales, was “gleefully grow-
ing tomatoes,” said Zimmerman, yet he 
bemoaned the churchyard’s lack of sun.

The observation prompted Zimmer-
man, who is the executive director of 
Awbury Arboretum, to invite the Rev. 
David Morris, St. Luke’s rector, and 
Morales to expand the church’s kitchen 
garden into one 35-square-foot plot and 
another half its size at Awbury Arbore-
tum’s 16-acre community garden, which 
is less than two miles from the church. 
The harvested produce would go to the 
church’s food pantry and meal programs, 

which fed 9,000 people at the church in 
Philadelphia’s Germantown neighbor-
hood in 2019.

St. Luke’s first growing season at the 
arboretum was last year. Volunteers 
donned masks and stood far apart as 
they grew squash, potatoes, onions and 
other vegetables. “Incorporating another 
area like the one at Awbury, we realized 
we needed some guidance,” Morris said. 
So when they heard about the Episcopal 
Church’s Good News Gardens move-
ment, they joined.

Good News Gardens, an initiative 
of the church’s Evangelism and Cre-
ation Care offices, launched last spring. 
It blends faith and agriculture and asks 
participants to plant, pray and proclaim, 
with the hope of feeding those in need 
while stewarding land and fostering 
community.

Good News Gardens has gained 
enough traction that the church recently 
hired its first coordinator/agrarian evan-
gelist to support a widening vision of 
how Episcopalians can connect and care 
for each other while tending the earth.

The Good News Gardens project be-
gan early in the pandemic, as the pre-
siding bishop’s staff thought about how 
to respond to a crisis that nixed indoor 
meetings and gatherings. Jerusalem 
Greer, staff officer for evangelism, felt 

powerless, she said, to help those affect-
ed, and she worried about the food sys-
tem’s resilience as the coronavirus spread.

Greer planted extra crops in her home 
garden in Arkansas, in the spirit of vic-
tory gardens, which she’d learned about 
as a college history major. The gardens 
became popular in England amid the 
country’s World War I food shortage. 
During World War II, the U.S. Depart-
ment of Agriculture encouraged Ameri-
cans to grow vegetables to prop up the 
food system, and “to make people feel 
like they were contributing,” said Greer. 
“And to give them something to do.”

The moment felt ripe for a similar 
Episcopal movement, so Greer reached 
out to agrarian ministers, including the 
Rev. Nurya Love Parish of Plainsong 
Farm, who was launching a similar ini-
tiative in partnership with the dioceses 
of Eastern and Western Michigan. With 
positive feedback, the offices of Evange-
lism and Creation Care launched Good 
News Gardens. Participants grow more 
vegetables, fruits or herbs than they need 
so they can share the extra with friends 
or donate it to a local feeding program. 
Would-be gardeners are invited to plant 
for the first time, and all are asked to 
pray daily for creation and share stories 
of their gardens via social media and per-
sonal connections.

Greer, along with Associate for Cre-
ation Care and Justice Phoebe Chatfield, 
created the Agrarian Ministries Facebook 
group last April to support Good News 
Gardens; the page quickly became home 
to a loose network of Episcopalians en-
gaged in gardening and agriculture at a 
time when quarantined Americans were 
gardening en masse, triggering a run on 
seeds and chicks. Food insecurity was 
also growing; 50 million Americans — 
up from 35 million Americans in 2019 
— experienced food insecurity last year.

The Agrarian Ministries page steadily 
attracted members; today, more than 
1,200 people share pictures, stories, ar-
ticles and advice. Some participants gar-
den from home, others cultivate church 
land and some are farmers.

A few dioceses developed the program 
(Greer describes it as “very open-source”) 
with local structure, support and social 
media channels. As of mid-February, 
more than 240 people or groups had 
signed up for Good News Gardens 2021.

“Last year was kind of like our ex-
periment,” Greer said. “One of the chal-
lenges was how fast it grew, to the extent 
that we brought Brian (Sellers-Petersen) 
on this year because of how much pas-
sion and excitement there is around this 
work, and the possibilities of what this 
work could be.”

Brian Sellers-Petersen, the coordina-
tor/agrarian evangelist, said that an ex-
panded social media strategy is in the 
works and that his main hope for the 
movement’s second season is for people 
“to see ‘gardens’ as an inclusive word,” 
meaning all aspects of the food supply 
chain. Beekeeping, gardening for but-
terflies, raising chickens, growing herbs, 
composting and gleaning leftover food 

are all part of the move-
ment. In light of last year’s 
seed run, he also hopes to 
create a Good News Gar-
dens seed bank “so that we 
can share seeds between 
ourselves.”

Last year, seeing how 
other members of Good 
News Gardens wove gar-
dening with faith informed 
St. Luke’s six regular gar-
deners in Philadelphia. In 
preparation for his church’s 
second year at Awbury Ar-
boretum, Morris attended Good News 
Gardens’ first 2021 webinar in early Feb-
ruary. “It was really helpful,” he said; the 
event inspired his crew to write a kitchen 
garden mission statement.

Jennifer Blecha and the Rev. Kerri 
Meyer, farmer-scholar and farmer-priest 
respectively, also joined Good News Gar-
dens last year. They moved to Hutchin-
son, Minn., from San Francisco to start 
Good Courage Farm in 2019; their vi-
sion is to grow fruit and asparagus while 
cultivating a faith-based community 
from their land.

When the Agrarian Ministries page 
went live, “I thought, ‘Awww, that’s 
cute,’” Meyer said. As membership grew, 
she realized: “We’re a people. There’s a 
bunch of us out here.” From a handful of 
others in the faith-based gardening com-
munity, Meyer had earlier “sensed that 
there was some energy around this,” she 
said. “Things happened in those minis-
tries, but it was really lonely work.”

Being part of Good News Gardens 
has mitigated that loneliness, and while 
one of the movement’s goals is to ease 
food insecurity, its biggest benefit last 
year, possibly, was boosting morale. “It’s 
done a good job of removing aloneness,” 
Greer said.

The Rev. Anna Woofenden, transi-
tion pastor at Zion Lutheran Church in 
Pittsfield, Mass., and author of “This Is 
God’s Table,” is a member of the Diocese 
of Western Massachusetts Creation Care 
Leadership Circle.

The diocese plans to strengthen its 
Good News Gardens structure and is 
collaborating with the Diocese of Mas-
sachusetts. Woofenden sees Good News 
Gardens as transformative not only for 
participants but for the church as well.

When theological reflection or spiri-
tual formation combines with hands-

in-the-dirt community work, it changes 
people, Woofenden said. “It also changes 
what the church is, or how and who the 
church is.”

In a sense, Good News Gardens is ef-
fectively fueling the church’s evolution. 
Agrarian ministry is a public liturgy as 
the church works to change its culture, 
said the Rev. Melanie Mullen, director of 
reconciliation, justice and creation care. 
The more that work beyond the pews is 
considered part of the church, “the more 
we can do to revitalize the energy behind 
spreading the Gospel in all these differ-
ent ways,” she said.

As Blecha and Meyer look to their 
third growing season, they’re sticking 
with Good News Gardens — and they 
have ideas. “One of the next keys for 
Good News Gardens is to bridge the gap 
between healthy produce and the people 
who need it most” with food kits simi-
lar to HelloFresh or Blue Apron, Blecha 
said. Churches could help to assemble 
them. The time needed to cook healthy 
food creates a barrier, she said; kits mini-
mize that barrier. “We’re not a veggie 
farm, but if we were, that’s what I’d want 
to figure out,” she added.

However the details play out, Good 
News Gardens complements Good 
Courage Farm’s vision. Meyers called 
the mandate to plant, pray and proclaim 
a “beautiful distillation” of the Gospel. 
“You put this seed in the ground and 
you commit to tending it, but there’s a 
certain point at which you realize the 
growth of that seed is not by your pow-
er,” she said. “And so sometimes all you 
can do is pray once you’ve put that seed 
in the ground.”   n

Heather Beasley Doyle is a freelance 
journalist, writer and editor based in 
Massachusetts.

Good news Gardens begins second year of praying, planting and proclaiming

Photo/Courtesy of Brian Sellers-Petersen

Beekeeping is a garden activity at St. Anne’s 
Episcopal Church in Reston, Va. 

Photo/Donna Drake

Photo/Courtesy of Kerri Meyer

At left, a group of 
gardeners from St. 
Luke’s in Philadelphia. 
From left, the Rev. 
David Morris, Donna 
Drake, Roberto 
Morales and Jimmie 
Reed.

Below, Jennifer Blecha, 
left, and the Rev. Kerri 
Meyer, right, of Good 
Courage Farm.
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By David Paulsen 
Episcopal News Service

E
piscopal clergy are highlighting 
the Episcopal Church’s support 
for LGBTQ couples this week 
while condemning an announce-

ment by the Vatican that it would not al-
low blessing of same-sex unions because 
the relationships are seen by the Roman 
Catholic Church as sinful.

A Vatican office that handles matters 
of church doctrine was responding to 
questions about whether Catholic clergy 
can bless gay and lesbian couples. The 
office’s March 15 response, approved by 
Pope Francis, asserted that God “cannot 
bless sin.”

“These words injure LGBTQ+ people 
and all who advocate for justice and eq-
uity for all children,” Los Angeles Bishop 
John Harvey Taylor said March 17 in an 
email message to his Episcopal diocese in 
Southern California. The Vatican’s state-

ment, he said, “risks putting a stum-
bling block between Jesus Christ 
and all who are spiritually hungry 
and who need and deserve the hope 
of resurrection.”

Newark (N.J.) Bishop Carlye 
Hughes called the news “a heart-
breaker” in a video message to her 
northern New Jersey diocese. “I 
can’t speak for any other denomina-
tion. I can speak for mine. I want 
you to know that in this church … 
we recognize your goodness and we 
are delighted that we are all part of 
the same denomination, looking 
for God, celebrating God, sharing 
God’s love.”

The Episcopal Church’s General Con-
vention first approved liturgies for bless-
ing same-sex unions in 2012. After the 
U.S. Supreme Court legalized same-sex 
marriage nationwide in 2015, that year’s 
General Convention approved trial-use 
marriage rites for use by all couples. A 

follow-up measure in 2018 sought to 
ensure same-sex couples had access to 
those rites in all of the church’s domestic 
dioceses.

The Roman Catholic Church does 
not offer the sacrament of marriage to 
same-sex couples. In announcing its 
position against same-sex blessings, it 
sought to differentiate that prohibition 
from its efforts to welcome gay and lesbi-
an Christians more fully into the church. 
God may bless them as his children, the 
Vatican said, but not their unions.

Some Episcopalians turned to social 
media to condemn the Vatican’s state-
ment while affirming the Episcopal 
Church’s efforts to promote full LGBTQ 
inclusion in the life of the church, in-

cluding the sacrament of marriage.
“As an Episcopalian, I am often 

glad that the Vatican does not speak 
for me,” the Rev. Mike Angell said 
on Facebook. Angell is rector of 
Episcopal Church of the Holy Com-
munion in University City, Mo.

“My church has learned to stand 
proudly with our LGBTQ+ mem-
bers, to declare God’s blessing. I am 
also mindful that there are so many 
Roman Catholics for whom this doc-
ument comes as a slap in the face. … 
The church’s role in blessing is sim-
ply to witness what God has already 
done. You are blessed. Your loved is 

blessed. No church can take that away.”
Olympia (Wash.) Bishop Greg Rickel 

countered the Vatican’s statement by say-
ing his Seattle-based diocese doesn’t see 
sin in LGBTQ couples’ relationships.

“We see you and experience you as 
true blessings, reflections of our living 
God,” Rickel said on Facebook. “Thank 
you for the inspiration and the many 
ways you show us how to love. Thank 
you for the gifts you bring to our collec-
tive body of Christ.”

The Rev. Weston Mathews, rector at 
Grace Episcopal Church in The Plains, 
Virginia, also took issue with the Vati-
can’s justification, based in a claim that 
God “cannot bless sin.”

Episcopalians rally support for lGBTQ community  
after Vatican refuses same-sex blessings

By David Paulsen 
Episcopal News Service

T
he 2018 royal wedding is look-
ing a bit less royal this week, 
after Oprah Winfrey’s interview 
with Prince Harry and Meghan 

Markle about their decision to quit the 
British royal family’s inner circle and 
move to the United States with their 
son, Archie.

But was the royal 
wedding even a proper 
wedding?

That question is up 
for debate, sparked by 
a brief comment made 
by Markle during the 
interview, in which she 
said the couple actu-
ally were married three 
days earlier, in a private 
ceremony with just 
Archbishop of Canter-
bury Justin Welby.

“We called the 
archbishop and we just 
said, ‘Look, this thing, 
this spectacle is for the 
world, but we want our 
union between us,’” Markle told Win-
frey in the interview, which first aired 
March 7 on CBS. The couple’s private 
ceremony was held “in our backyard” 
at Kensington Palace, Markle said.

“Just the three of us,” Harry con-
firmed.

The Episcopal Church’s Presiding 
Bishop Michael Curry preached at the 
public ceremony on May 19, 2018, in 
Windsor Castle at the couple’s request, 
generating international acclaim for his 
sermon on the power of love.

Welby, as head of the Church of Eng-
land, presided over the royal wedding 
and solemnized the marriage, but under 

his church’s canonical law, a second wed-
ding of the same couple is not allowed.

“A couple who are already lawfully 
married cannot choose to re-marry 
each other, unless there is some doubt 
as to the validity of the earlier mar-
riage,” according to a clergy handbook.

Does that mean Curry preached at 
a wedding that wasn’t a real wedding? 
Not necessarily. The invalid ceremony 

might have been the 
private one.

A Church Times 
article noted that a 
Church of England 
marriage isn’t official 
unless it has at least 
two witnesses, in ad-
dition to the officiant. 
If Harry and Markle’s 
private ceremony with 
Welby included no 
other people, it may 
not have passed that 
test.

A spokesperson 
from Lambeth Palace, 
where the archbishop 
is based, declined to 
comment on the mat-

ter, according to the Church Times.
The royal family reacted publicly to 

the interview for the first time on March 
9. “The whole family is saddened to 
learn the full extent of how challenging 
the last few years have been for Harry 
and Meghan,” Queen Elizabeth II, Har-
ry’s grandmother, said in the statement 
released by Buckingham Palace.

“The issues raised, particularly that 
of race, are concerning. While some 
recollections may vary, they are taken 
very seriously and will be addressed by 
the family privately. Harry, Meghan 
and Archie will always be much loved 
family members.”   n

harry, meghan say they married before royal wedding

Photo/Pool via Reuters

Prince Harry and Meghan Markle 
exchange vows in St. George’s 
Chapel at Windsor Castle during 
their wedding service, conducted 
by the Archbishop of Canterbury 
Justin Welby on May 19, 2018. 

Photo/Reuters

Supporters of same sex marriage rally in front of the 
U.S. Supreme Court before the court hears arguments 
about gay marriage in 2015. 

continued on page 16
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By Pat McCaughan 
Episcopal News Service

O
ne of the great moments in 
11-year-old Arri Davila’s life was 
hearing prayers of thanksgiving 
for the beauty of dreadlocks — 

hair like hers — at St. Ambrose Episco-
pal Church in Raleigh, N.C.

“They were talking about blessing 
people with locks, and me and my sister 
were really happy. It was very comfort-
ing because when we are at my mom’s 
church, we are the only two brown-
skinned people there,” Davila told Epis-
copal News Service.

St. Ambrose, a historically Black con-
gregation founded in 1868, intentional-
ly incorporates Afrocentric icons and art, 
lively jazz-inspired music and inclusive 
prayers. The church also gives perma-
nent recognition — even on needlepoint 
kneelers — to Raleigh native Anna Julia 
Cooper, the Rev. Pauli Murray, U.S. Su-
preme Court Justice Thurgood Marshall 
and other Black Americans who are com-
memorated in the Episcopal Church’s 
calendar of saints, as a way to “disrupt,” 
or separate, Christianity from a legacy of 
white supremacy, said the Rev. Jemonde 
Taylor, rector.

“It is challenging to become what you 
cannot see,” said Taylor, who recalled his 
own youth in a historically Black Epis-
copal congregation in his hometown of 
Louisburg, N.C., where European imag-
es, formational materials, clergy, teach-
ing and preaching created liturgies that 
did “more to reinscribe racism than dis-
rupt it. Worship is central to who we are 
as Episcopalians, and that worship tends 
to replicate the very thing that we teach 
against, racism and white supremacy.”

Taylor said the legacy of white su-
premacy “continues to do excruciating 
damage, distorting the divine image in 
people.” While an engineering student 

at North Carolina State University, he 
took a course on intertestamental litera-
ture — the two-century period between 
the composition of the Old Testament 
and the first book of the New Testament 
— and discovered Ethiopian Orthodox 
Christianity.

“The professor said Europeans 
thought the Book of Enoch was a myth 
until the Portuguese encountered the 
Ethiopians and found it in their canon. 
That blew up several paradigms I had. I 
didn’t know Ethiopians were Christians. 
I didn’t know anyone could educate any 
Europeans on anything Christian, since 
Christianity is a ‘white’ religion.

“I went to the residence hall and 
did an internet search on Ethiopia and 
Enoch, and the website for St. Mary 
of Zion Church in Washington, D.C., 
came up. There was an image of Mary 
and the Christ child. I stared at that im-
age for 10 minutes because it was the 
first time I saw a truly authentic African 
representation of the Holy Family. Ev-
erything before that looked like the da 
Vinci paintings with brown skin. And 

here, I saw people who looked like me.
“I did some more research and found 

that Christianity came to the horn 
in North Africa, not through Euro-
pean slave traders and colonialists, but 
through Jerusalem. I began using the 
term ‘indigenous African Christianity.’ 
It liberated me, as someone who grew up 
in the church, coming of age and wres-
tling with what it meant to be a Black 
Christian,” he said.

After seeing Ethiopian Orthodox im-
agery, Taylor adopted Ethiopia as a spiri-
tual home, as opposed to Canterbury, 
though he stayed with the Episcopal 
Church.

“Some people would say, how can 
Black people adopt the religion of the 
enslaver, but it liberated me,” he said. 
“I had Ethiopia as my spiritual home, a 
Christianity to some extent untainted by 
white supremacy and colonialism.”

That experience in 2000 helped shift 
Taylor’s vocation to the Episcopal priest-
hood. That same year, Taylor witnessed 
two examples of Black leadership in the 
church that further inspired him. The 
first was seeing a Black man celebrate at 
the altar of the church of his youth.

“It was the first time in my life I had 
seen a Black man stand at the altar. 
I said, ‘Wow, I can actually see myself 
doing that.’ I was discerning a call back 
then even though I would not have ar-
ticulated it as such,” he said.

The second experience happened 
when now-Presiding Bishop Michael 
Curry was elected the 11th bishop of 
North Carolina. Taylor recalled, “It blew 
my mind.”

Images of God often determine self-
image and even perceptions of leader-
ship qualities, says Steven O. Roberts, 
an assistant professor of psychology at 
Stanford University who studies race and 
racism.

“I grew up in almost an exclusively 
Black church, led by a Black female 
ministry, and in that church, there was 
imagery of a white male God that always 
stood out to me; an entity that didn’t re-
ally look like anyone in the church, and 
I always wondered how that affected us 

psychologically,” Roberts said in an in-
terview posted on YouTube. In the in-
terview, he discussed the findings from 
his studies, which show that how people 
visualize God predicts who they think is 
fit for leadership.

Roberts led researchers in a series 
of studies focused on U.S. Christians. 
In one case, they conducted a Google 
search of the word “God.” “We just 
typed ‘God’ into Google images to see 
how often God is portrayed as a white 
male,” Roberts said. “We found that 
about 72% of all the images that came 
up, that presented God in some kind 
of humanized form, did in fact, present 
God as a white male.”

The research also indicated “that the 
stronger a person’s belief, the more con-
vinced that God was a white man, the 
more likely they were to perceive white 
men as worthy of leadership positions 
and the less likely they were to see Black 
people and women as worthy of those 
positions,” Roberts said.

Taylor’s quest to reflect the beauty of 
Blackness through prayer and worship 
led to a three-year search to commis-
sion Ethiopian iconography from Holy 
Images Icons for St. Ambrose as another 
tool to incorporate a more biblical view 
of Christ, a more diverse imagination of 
God and to “un-suture” or “decouple” 

white supremacy from Christianity.
He cited the work of J. Kameron 

Carter, professor of religious studies at 
Indiana University Bloomington, who 
believes “that Christianity midwifed the 
racial world … and must break with 
what it did.”

Jesus “became the slave to blow up the 
structure itself,” Carter said in a 2019 in-
terview with “The Table Podcast,” a pub-
lication of the Biola University Center for 
Christian Thought, located in La Mirada, 
Calif. The episode, titled “Unshackling 

north Carolina church emphasizes african american  
and african culture at its essence
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Photo/Courtesy of St. Ambrose

An icon depicting Jesus’ death on the cross 
is part of an Ethiopian-inspired Stations of 
the Cross at St. Ambrose Church in Raleigh, 
N.C. The icon was created by Christopher 
Gosey, of Holy Images Icons.

Photo/Courtesy of St. Ambrose

Members of St. Ambrose Episcopal Church in Raleigh, N.C., celebrate Palm Sunday in 2019.
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Oklahoma Episcopalians raise money for Tulsa massacre prayer wall

By David Paulsen 
Episcopal News Service

T
he Diocese of Oklahoma raised 
more than $164,000 in its an-
nual Bishop’s Appeal, but the 
money will not support Episco-

pal ministries this year. Instead, Okla-
homa Bishop Poulson Reed traveled to 
Tulsa to present the diocese’s fundraising 
proceeds to the Historic Vernon African 
Methodist Episcopal Church to bolster 
the congregation’s racial healing work 
and pandemic food ministry.

“We have been so inspired to learn 
more about your ministry here at Ver-
non, the incredible feeding ministry you 
have done to help people since that pan-
demic started, every single day feeding 
the hungry in your neighborhood,” Reed 
said to the Rev. Robert Turner, Vernon 
AME’s pastor, during a January check 
presentation at Turner’s church.

Reed also praised Vernon AME’s 
work developing a Prayer Wall for Racial 
Healing, which will coincide with city 
commemorations honoring the victims 
of the 1921 Tulsa massacre. As many 
as 300 Black residents were killed dur-
ing a white mob attack on the prosper-
ous Black neighborhood of Greenwood, 
also known as Black Wall Street. The city 
is preparing in May to mark 100 years 
since the massacre.

Last September, Tulsa leaders unveiled 
a historical marker outside Vernon AME 
that describes how white residents re-
sponded with violence after the arrest of 
a Black teenager suspected of assaulting 

a white woman. The attack left homes 
and businesses destroyed, and more than 
10,000 Black residents were displaced. 
Police and Oklahoma National Guard 
arrested some of the Black survivors, but 
none of the white attackers was ever held 
accountable.

Community organizations have been 
raising money for the past year for a per-
manent memorial in Tulsa. The Equal 
Justice Initiative in Montgomery, Ala., 
which encourages communities across 
the United States to publicly memorial-
ize local victims of lynchings, is provid-
ing a monument that lists the names of 
those killed in the Tulsa massacre.

“A lot of people who were killed never 
had a proper burial,” Turner, the AME 
pastor, told the Tulsa World 
in May 2019 when plans 
for the memorial were un-
veiled. “This is really a hu-
man tragedy, and I hope the 
people who come to see this 
come with respect for the 
people who suffered.”

The Episcopal diocese 
offered to match all gifts 
to its latest Bishop’s Appeal 
up to $50,000. After do-
nations far surpassed that 
goal, Reed was able to pro-
vide a check for $164,108 
to Turner.

“We were inspired by this beautiful 
vision of this prayer wall and this place 
where people can come to learn about 
the race massacre, to pray, to seek recon-
ciliation and healing in our world and in 

our city,” Reed said, in a YouTube video 
of the check presentation.

Some of the money will go to the 
prayer wall, while the rest will sup-
port Vernon AME’s feeding ministry 

and to upgrade its kitchen. The church 
has served an average of more than 70 
meals a day since March 2020. With the 
pandemic still weighing heavily on the 
national and global economy, churches 
across the United States have stepped up 
efforts to provide food to families strug-
gling financially.

“I know that God can make all 
things new … I am waiting with jubi-
lant expectancy to see what God will do 
through this feeding ministry and prayer 
wall,” Turner said in a Diocese of Okla-
homa news release. “I am grateful to join 
Bishop Poulson in this appeal to the en-
tire Episcopal Church in Oklahoma and 
beyond.”   n

Photo/via YouTube

Oklahoma Bishop Poulson Reed presents 
the fundraising proceeds to the Rev. Robert 
Turner, pastor of Vernon AME. 

the Imagination,” focused on Christian-
ity’s structural injustice and need for more 
culturally sensitive images.

“St. Ambrose is committed to the un-
suturing of white supremacy from Chris-
tianity through worship and educational 
practices,” Taylor said. “The hope is to 
ensure all see themselves as beloved chil-
dren of God. Worship spaces should 
be uplifting and community-centered, 
where one feels connected to the divine.”

For Mellisa Smith, 48, who grew up 
in the Anglican church in Trinidad, a 
post-colonial nation rich in cultural and 
religious diversity with strong East In-
dian and African ties, attending St. Am-
brose awakened awareness.

“After you have been here (in the 
United States) for a while, you feel like 
you don’t matter,” said Smith, who 
moved to the U.S. in 2000. “You are not 
represented, and representation matters. 
I never felt that before. I want to matter.”

And yet, “when Fr. Jemonde started 
to introduce the whole notion of repre-
sentation, of Jesus looking like us, at first 
it felt like it was sacrilegious,” Smith re-
called. Even in Trinidad, where approxi-
mately 35% of the population is of Af-
rican descent, and 35% of South Asian 
descent and 25% of mixed races, “there 
were always stock images of a European 
Jesus.”

At St. Ambrose, church bulletins de-
pict Black art and its social media posts 
feature Black saints. “To hear about 
Black people being saints, I didn’t even 
know that was possible,” she said. “I 
know that sounds really bad, but grow-
ing up, the saints were always European 
folks.”

The awareness has “raised my curios-
ity in my faith,” Smith said. “It gave me 
a deeper connection to God, a deeper 
knowledge that God cares about me be-
cause God can look like me.” Of criti-
cal importance, she said, St. Ambrose 
has created a space where her daughter, 
Maya, 13, feels that pride in Black cul-
ture “is normal.”

Now, “I feel part of the service, part 
of worship, part of nourishing my soul,” 
Smith added. “The words we say are 
about me, about my experiences. I can 
see me in the songs. I can see me in the 
images. The more you can add to that, 
the more you help somebody have a 
closer relationship to God.”

For Thomas Johnson, 56, St. Ambrose 
is the first church that feels like home, 
like family. Growing up in Ohio, he 
felt unwelcome in the Catholic church 
his family attended, often wondering, 
“Does God look like me?”

Years later, even at another historically 
Black Episcopal church, Johnson said, 
“there were white images, even though 
it’s a Black church in a Black commu-

nity. It’s fascinating that you don’t ques-
tion it. You’ve been surrounded by these 
images your entire life.”

Images that “have made me recognize 
white supremacy,” he said. “It made me 
realize how these images were intentional, 
a way of keeping you in your place and 
making you feel inferior. It was white su-
premacy at the highest level. … No mat-
ter what the depiction of Jesus is in the 
Bible or other spiritual texts, and what 
they say about Jesus’ hair or skin tone, it 
is not lived out in most churches.”

But at St. Ambrose, there is plenty of 
room for questions and no more won-
dering. “When you see an image of God 
or God’s son and it looks like you, it 
makes you feel good,” Johnson said.

He recalled his son, Jackson, several 
years ago, pointing out that the image 
of Jesus at St. Ambrose “looked like his 
good friend Eli, who’s Ethiopian.” His 
son, Johnson said, didn’t question his 
friend’s resemblance to Jesus because he 
wasn’t exposed only to the more Euro-
centric images.

“They’re both 14 years old now, and 
it makes you realize how those other 
images made you feel like you weren’t a 
member in God’s family,” Johnson said. 
“I always hoped it would feel like this, 
but I never got to experience it till now. 
It was a profound moment in the con-
text of the larger world, but in the con-
text of St. Ambrose, it was just another 

family experience.”
It’s similar for Arri Davila, the 

11-year-old who wears her hair in dread-
locks, St. Ambrose is “a cool place. It’s 
very diverse. It’s a very beautiful place … 
where Jesus is like life,” she said.

Her adoptive mother, the Rev. Mary 
Davila, who is white, recalled the mo-
ment when her daughters heard the 
blessing for the people with dreadlocks: 
“Both of our girls have locks, and their 
little faces just lit up. To have their tra-
dition and their beauty called forth and 
blessed in church, I can’t tell you what a 
gift that is.”

Davila serves part-time at Christ 
Church, another Raleigh congregation, 
but has attended St. Ambrose with her 
adopted daughters twice monthly on her 
Sundays off. Elsewhere, her daughters’ 
hair has evoked uncomfortable respons-
es, she said.

“Out in the world, more commonly, 
they have people reach for their hair 
and touch it and ask questions about it, 
and they don’t always stand tall in their 
hairstyle. But, to hear that God sees you 
as beautiful, I can’t tell you the value of 
that.

“To have visual representations of 
Jesus at St. Ambrose, whose skin color 
is much darker than what we’re used to 
seeing in the literally white-washed Bi-
ble,” is a blessing and a gift to the entire 
family, Davila said.   n

NortH CarolINa continued from page 10
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Historic Vernon African Methodist Episcopal Church is 
located in Tulsa, Okla.



12 Episcopal Journal    april 2021

      FaITh anD ThE arTs

stained-glass artist inspired by natural world
By sharon sheridan

T
he first time Colleen Hintz took 
a class on creating with stained 
glass, she emerged with bloody 
hands and instructions to bring 

her own box of Band-Aids. “I was basi-
cally in tears.”

But, she’d paid for a six-week class, 
and she persevered. “By the 
time it was over, I made my 
first piece.” 

That was in 1980, and 
she’s been working in 
stained glass ever since. 
“It’s been a ton of fun.”

Clergy and churches 
throughout the Episco-
pal Church and beyond 
routinely display Hintz’s 
cloth handiwork in litur-
gical vestments from her 
business Fruit of the Vine 
(www.fruitofthevine.us). 
Hintz’s successive homes in 
Sparta and Randolph, N.J., 
and now Bristow,Va., have displayed her 
stained-glass artistry.

Although now living in Virginia, 
Hintz continues her long-time mem-
bership at the Episcopal Church of the 
Redeemer in Morristown, N.J., in the 
Diocese of Newark.

In April 2020, Hintz finished three 
windows for the family room in her house. 

“I call them part of my COVID blessings, 
to have the time to make them,” she said.

Hintz reworked the new, square win-
dows from transom windows she created 
for a previous house in New Jersey. Wis-
teria vines wind across a background of 
clear glass, visited by multi-colored birds 
from a swooping swallow to a cardinal 
perched on a vine to a humming bird 
sipping flower nectar.

They continue the wisteria theme — 
inspired by the work of stained-glass 
artist Louis Tiffany — in three large 
windows they were installed above. The 
flowers are so lifelike, they once attracted 
a real bird. “I heard this tap, tap, and it 
was a humming bird at the glass ... try-
ing to feed at the wisteria.”

One of the lower windows features a 

flowering crabapple with purple iris at its 
base — “what I refer to as my Dad Me-
morial Window,” Hintz said. 

She since has continued the floral 
theme in a door beside the wall of win-
dows with a stained-glass Jane magnolia 
and iris patterned after flowers at her 
former home in New Jersey. “It’s kind of 
bringing a piece of my old home into my 

new home.”
She also created a pair 

of windows for over her 
dinette window that su-
perimposed flowers over a 
patchwork-quilt-like back-
ground. Among her fiber 
arts, Hintz previously cre-
ated panels displaying the 
secret quilt code of the 
Underground Railroad, 
which she uses in educa-
tional talks.

Her next project is to 
create a grape-arbor lamp 
using Tiffany’s original pat-
tern — which actually was 

designed by Clara Wolcott Driscoll. “I 
always like to channel my inner Clara.”

Much of Hintz’s glasswork depicts na-
ture scenes, inspired by both Tiffany and 
her father. 

“I made my copy of the Tiffany grape 
arbor that is up over my fireplace,” she 
said. “I’ve always admired his work, so 
I’ll use those as a starting point.”

Her spiritual connection to nature 
comes from her father. 

“My dad never really grew up in 
church, but my dad was an intensely 
spiritual individual,” she said. “He knew 
everything in creation, and he honored 
it and cherished it.” In the spirit of St. 
Francis of Assisi, “everything in creation 
was his brother or his sister.”

“Dad and I would fish together all the 
time,” she recalled. “Dad always fished 
from dusk until dawn because that was 
the best time to be on the stream, and 
you couldn’t speak because you didn’t 

want to disturb anything. I guess in 
many ways it was an intensely spiritual 
experience for me.”

In both stained glass and vestments, 
she appreciates “being able to create the 
beauty that surrounds us and that he was 
able to name,” she said. “All the flowers 
and everything I use ... those were all 

things my dad taught me about: the awe 
and wonder of creation; those ‘aha’ mo-
ments in life. ... I like to be surrounded 
by it. And now I don’t need my first box 
of Band-Aids.”   n

A version of this article first appeared in 
The VOICE Online, the Diocese of New-
ark’s online publication. The Rev. Sharon 
Sheridan Hausman is a priest in the Dio-
cese of Newark. 

Above photo/Cynthia Black    All other photos courtesy of the artist

Above, during the COVID-19 pandemic, 
stained-glass artist Colleen Hintz finished 
reworking horizontal transom windows 
from her former New Jersey home into 
larger, square windows to complete a wall 
of windows in her current house in Bristol, 
Va. At right, her mother-in-law, Martha, 
helped create a window with outer-most 
and inner-most borders of glass made from 
the ash of Mount St. Helens, a Washington 
state volcano that erupted in 1980.

An oriole seen through one 
of Colleen Hintz’s stained-
glass windows.

Colleen Hintz’s youngest granddaughter, 
Avery, creates an angel sun catcher. Hintz 
has taught each of her grandchildren how 
to create with stained glass.

The glass in the background of this panel 
incorporates a quilting-inspired patchwork 
design.

Episcopal artist Colleen Hintz draws on 
nature for inspiration when creating both  
vestments for her business Fruit of the Vine 
and stained-glass works. The stole at left 
features life on endangered coral reefs.
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Through poetry and art, new York church marks a lively lent
By egan Millard 
Episcopal News Service

S
t. Mark’s Episcopal Church in 
the New York City borough of 
Queens has had more than its 
fair share of death and suffering 

over the past year. The prospect of an-
other penitential, somber Lent seemed 
like too much to bear.

“2020 has been one long Lent, so I 
didn’t want to encourage more depri-
vation,” said the Rev. Spencer Reece, 
priest-in-charge, who tried to dispel that 
darkness by engaging parishioners and 
neighbors with poetry and art. Reece, a 
well-regarded poet himself, used creative 
programming to restore the lively spirit 
of this Diocese of Long Island parish, af-
ter a dispiriting year.

The church’s neighborhood, Jackson 
Heights, was the “epicenter within the 

epicenter” of the initial outbreak of CO-
VID-19 in the United States last spring.

The area has been acutely affected 
by the virus for a number of reasons: 
overcrowded housing and high percent-
ages of workers in the high-risk health 
care and hospitality industries, people 
without health insurance and people of 

color, who have been dispro-
portionately affected by the 
virus.

Tragedy struck the mul-
ticultural, bilingual par-
ish on April 1, 2020, when 
its beloved rector, the Very 
Rev. Antonio Checo, died 
of COVID-19 at age 67. 
Checo, whose ministry fo-
cused heavily on serving the 
needs of the neighborhood, 
died in the same hospital in 
which he had once worked 
as a mental health clinician.

When Reece arrived as 
priest-in-charge in October 
2020, the church had been 
closed for seven months. See-
ing the flourishing creativity 
in the neighborhood, Reece 
saw an opportunity for St. 
Mark’s to reengage with the community 
by becoming a place for parishioners and 
locals to share and experience art — par-
ticularly Reece’s specialty, poetry.

He is the author of two poetry col-
lections and a forthcoming memoir. 
Previously, while serving in the Spanish 
Reformed Episcopal Church in Madrid, 
Reece organized an international visiting 
poets’ reading series.

He used the reading series experience 
to create something similar, on a smaller 
scale, at St. Mark’s: the Red Door Se-
ries — named for the church’s doors, 
emblematic of Episcopal churches — in 
which a poet comes to the church every 
Wednesday and reads a poem, followed 
by 10-15 minutes of silence, and then 
reads the poem a second time.

“It’s very meditative and quiet,” Reece 
told ENS.

A small number of people come to the 
readings in person, socially distanced, 
but a much larger audience watches via 
Facebook Live. That may be because Re-
ece has recruited some literary superstars 
to read alongside neighborhood poets.

Richard Blanco, who performed a 

poem at President Barack Obama’s sec-
ond inauguration, Pulitzer Prize winner 
Gregory Pardlo, memoirist Nick Flynn 
and former New York State Poet Laureate 
Marie Howe are among the readers, along 
with local talents like KC Trommer, who 
helps curate the series through her con-
nection to the Queens poetry scene. 

The series has expanded St. Mark’s 
reach into the neighborhood and be-
yond. It has dedicated followers like 
92-year-old parishioner Dorothy Moran, 
who told Reece she had never read much 
poetry before but comes every week.

“She just loves it,” Reece told ENS. 
“She’s like, ‘Who’s coming on Wednes-
day?’”

It’s also brought in people who had 
never set foot in the church, like Sahar 
Romani, a Muslim lesbian poet and pro-
fessor who lives in the neighborhood 
and read for the series in February.

“One of the magical things about it 
is that many of the people that come are 
like, ‘Wow, I’ve never been in here be-
fore,’” Reece said. “It’s bringing a lot of 
people into the building. … [Normally] 
a lot of people just don’t go in because 

they feel like they can’t be 
part of it. But the series is 
open to anybody of any be-
lief [or none at all].”

The series has now ex-
panded to include a podcast 
hosted by local community 
activist Alfonso Quiroz, who 
interviews the poet of the 
week. Reece points out that 
because it is a volunteer ef-
fort and requires no special-
ized technological equip-
ment, it doesn’t cost the 
church a dollar.

“This [the series and pod-
cast] has cost nothing, and 
it’s able to generate excite-
ment and interest across the 
neighborhood, across the 
church, across the country, 
across the world — because 

you can listen to Facebook Live in Ath-
ens. People have listened to it there,” 
Reece said. “And so if we can do that — 
and this is a humble church with no en-
dowment — if we can do that, what can 
everybody else do in these times?”

Given the success of the series, Reece 
has decided to make artistic expression 
a theme for the church during Lent. 
Speaking to ENS on Ash Wednesday, 
Reece said he couldn’t bring himself to 
talk to his parishioners about giving up 
things for Lent.

Instead, he encouraged parishioners 
to double down on whatever creative 
projects they feel drawn to, and he 
planned a small-scale, socially distanced 
arts festival in the church garden for 
Holy Saturday.

“Everybody will come to the sacred 
garden, connect to the church and share 
what they did over the last six weeks,” 
Reece told ENS. “If it’s, you know, 
building models, sewing quilts, singing 
a song, painting a painting, writing a 
poem, doing a video, making a meal —
whatever it is each person has in them to 
create. And by creating, I believe we get 
closer to the Holy Spirit, and it taps into 
this positive energy.”

That positive energy, he said, abounds 
in the neighborhood. Sometimes, it just 
takes a venue and a little organization to 
bring it out.

“There’s a lot of possibilities here in 
Jackson Heights,” Reece said. “Given 
our limitations, we can realize their pos-
sibilities. No matter what the limitations 
are, there are possibilities. And this series 
has just grown and mushroomed and 
been very positive for people.”   n

New ReadiNg guide to isaiah 
Yeshayahu Isaiah: 30 Days with the Text 

in Context by Charles Thomas. $6 paper or 
eBook. Barnesandnoble.com and elsewhere 

ClassIFIEDs
BOOKS FOR SALE

ADVErtiSiNg iNfo or to submit classified ads to 
Episcopal Journal Advertising Department contact 

patrick@kevinshanley.com

Courtesy photo

Sunlight illuminates rising incense at St. Mark’s Episcopal Church in 
Jackson Heights, N.Y. 

Courtesy photo

The Rev. Spencer Reece of St. Mark's 
Episcopal Church is seen with his dog, Coco.

True contemplation reveals the same 
thing in each of us, individually. There 
is life in us, because God is in us. We 
are saved, by the energy and spirit of the 
God who is in us.

It was Pontius Pilate, famous for put-
ting lots of people into prison, who asked 
the famous question, “What is truth?” 
Good Friday is our Christian response to 
that question.

The truth is that God loves us, God 
loves all of us, all of humanity, with a love 
so deep that God becomes the depth in 
us. In Jesus the Christ, God moves inside 
us and absorbs the suffering and pain 
of the whole world. The love of God is 
never more manifest than the love of a 
suffering Jesus from the cross. This, to-
day, is when God saves us — when God 
becomes human in the cross.

And, it turns out, this is when the 
Resurrection starts, too. The Resurrec-

tion is not merely an earthquake explo-
sion moment on Easter Sunday. The 
Resurrection starts when Jesus knows 
himself, is alert and mindful of God’s 
spirit of love, deep within himself. It 
started from the inside in Jesus, on Good 
Friday, and it burst forth and outward 
on Easter morning.

That same Resurrection starts in us 
the same way, from the inside. Even 
when that inside looks like darkness, it 
starts with us, on Good Friday, when we 
face the truth of ourselves with the eter-
nal love and grace of God.

When our depth and solitude enable 
us to know ourselves, when our solitude 
empowers us to be aware of truth in a new 
way, that is when new life begins to occur. 
We call that self-awareness: Resurrection. 
We call that enlightenment, new life.

And it begins on Good Friday, in the 
depth of self-knowledge and awareness.

In this season of contagion, we sure 
have discovered lots of things that are 

contagious. The coronavirus is, for 
sure. But peace is contagious. Anxiety is 
contagious, but so is calm. Fear is con-
tagious, but so is love. Self-knowledge, 
inner awareness, is contagious. The more 
we realize who we, ourselves, truly are — 
the more people around us will realize 
who they themselves truly are. 

Good Friday saves us. It gives us the in-
ner power of new and ever-refreshing life.

God raises us from the inside out, 
from inside the tomb. God frees us, by 
starting from inside the prison.

Good Friday is the depth, the depth 
of that long communion, that long com-
munion that actually tends to make us 
what we are, that actually shows us who 
God is. The Resurrection starts with 
Good Friday, from inside us.   n

The Very Rev. Sam Candler is dean of 
the Cathedral of St. Philip in Atlanta. This 
was originally published at the Episcopal 
Café website (www.episcopalcafe.com).

GooD FrIDay continued from page 2
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By David Paulsen 
Episcopal News Service

R
euben E. Brigety II, a former 
U.S. ambassador to the African 
Union, was serving as an aca-
demic dean at George Washing-

ton University in the nation’s capital late 
in 2019 when he got a call from a 
firm that was recruiting potential 
nominees for vice-chancellor of 
the University of the South in Se-
wanee, Tenn.

A native of Jacksonville, Fla., 
Brigety initially had only a pass-
ing familiarity with the Episcopal 
university, commonly known sim-
ply as Sewanee. “The first thing I 
asked them was, are they ready for 
a Black vice-chancellor?” Brigety, 
47, said in an interview with ENS 
as he approached the anniversary 
of his election. “And then I asked 
the opposite question: ‘Are you just 
calling me to diversify your candi-
date pool?’”

Assured that Sewanee took him and 
his leadership credentials seriously, 
Brigety agreed to apply and interview 
for the job. He was elected by Sewanee’s 
Board of Trustees on Feb. 28, 2020, and 
on June 17, he became the first Black 
vice-chancellor and president of an in-
stitution that is historically rooted in 

racism. Founded by a Southern Epis-
copal church in 1857 to serve a white, 
slaveholding society, it refused for nearly 
a century to allow Black students to at-
tend.

After Brigety spoke with ENS, he 
revealed that vandals had repeatedly at-
tacked the on-campus home where he 

and his wife and two teenage sons live. 
Brigety cited the incidents — from liquor 
bottles and other trash left on his lawn to 
threatening signs posted by his door — as 
a call to affirm Sewanee’s values.

“It is up to us to decide who we are, 
what we will tolerate and how we will 
live together,” Brigety said. Afterward, 
he sent a letter to members of the cam-

pus community, thanking them for their 
support.

In the interview with ENS, Brigety 
said one challenge facing Sewanee is 
diversifying its student body. He noted 
it wasn’t until 1970 that Sewanee first 
awarded a degree to an undergraduate 
Black student, and even today, Black 

students are only about 3% of its 
mostly white student body.

“We are located in the heart 
of the region [the South] that we 
claim our name from,” he told 
ENS. “That is also where 60% of 
the country’s African Americans 
live, so we have an issue” — and 
not just a moral issue. “If you’ve af-
firmatively shut the door to your 
house for 150 years and then you 
crack it open, you have to do more 
than simply assume that people are 
going to want to come in, particu-
larly when they have other options.

Sewanee, governed today by 28 
Episcopal dioceses in the South-

east, began researching and confront-
ing the legacy of its past complicity in 
white supremacist systems in 2017 when 
it launched the Roberson Project on 
Slavery, Race, and Reconciliation under 
Brigety’s predecessor, John McCardell Jr.

The project’s researchers compiled 
some of their initial findings in a report 
that was cited in a statement issued Sept. 

8, 2020, by the Sewanee Board of Re-
gents. The board declared that the uni-
versity “rejects its past veneration of the 
Confederacy” and commits to “an ur-
gent process of institutional reckoning.”

Brigety, in a parallel letter, called the 
board’s statement “a pivotal moment in 
the life of the University of the South,” 
and he outlined several initiatives that 
the Sewanee administration would 
take to demonstrate its commitment to 
equality and inclusion while reckoning 
with the university’s past.

The following interview took place 
before the March 13 racist incident de-
tailed in the above story.

Ens: First of all, could you tell us 
about your faith background?

BrIGETY: I’m an almost-Episcopa-
lian. [Laughs.] I was raised in the Black 
Baptist church. At the Naval Academy, 
where I went for undergrad, the prin-
cipal Protestant service is kind of mod-
eled on an Episcopal service, and when 
I went to England for graduate school, 
obviously Anglicans everywhere. When 
I came back to the States, I was a naval 
officer stationed in Virginia Beach and 
started worshipping with Episcopalians. 
At the time, I was dating a woman who’s 
now my wife, Leelie [Selassie], who grew 
up in the Ethiopian Orthodox Church, 
so when we got married and were figur-

Q&a: sewanee’s first Black vice-chancellor reflects on efforts to confront racist history

Photo/Wikimedia Commons

All Saints’ Chapel is seen at the University of the South.

By David Paulsen 
Episcopal News Service

Editor’s note: This story points out the use 
of racially offensive language. 

O
fficials at the University of the 
South, owned and governed 
by 28 Episcopal dioceses in the 
Southeast, are investigating a 

March 13 incident in which some stu-
dents shouted the N-word and other 
racial epithets at an opposing team dur-
ing a lacrosse match hosted by the uni-
versity in Sewanee, Tenn.

Vice-chancellor Reuben E. Brigety 
II called the incident “inexcusable” in 
a March 14 letter to students, faculty 
and staff at the university, commonly 
known as Sewanee. A day earlier, Se-
wanee had hosted a multiracial men’s 
lacrosse team from Emmanuel College 
in Franklin Springs, Ga. About 120 
Sewanee students attended the match, 
Brigety said.

“To our great dismay, a few of the 
Sewanee students hurled the most vile 
racial epithets,” Brigety said. “So pro-
nounced were the shouted slurs in the 
third quarter that the game officials on 
the field ordered that Sewanee fans be 
cleared before play could continue.”

Brigety was elected a year ago as the 
university’s first Black vice-chancellor. 
Sewanee was founded in 1857 by a 
slaveholding Episcopal bishop and other 
pro-slavery Southern clergy, who saw the 
university as a way to represent the in-

terests of Southern slaveholding society.
For nearly a century after the Civil 

War, Sewanee and its School of Theol-
ogy refused to allow Black students to 
attend, and for most of its history it 
maintained tributes to the Confederacy 
in monuments, names and symbols 
on campus, many of which have been 
moved or removed in recent years.

Even today, only about 3% of Se-
wanee students are Black, Brigety told 
ENS in a Feb. 3 interview. “We have to 
do the work to figure out how we make 
Sewanee a place that is truly welcoming 
for everybody,” he said.

On Feb. 7, the vice chancellor re-
vealed during a Sewanee worship ser-
vice that vandals had repeatedly at-
tacked the on-campus home where he 
and his wife and two teenage sons live. 
Brigety, who took office in June 2020, 
cited the incidents — from liquor bot-
tles and other trash left on his lawn to 
threatening signs posted by his door — 
as a call to affirm Sewanee’s values.

Brigety has declined to elaborate on 
the nature of the threats, though “there 
were not any conventionally under-
stood racial epithets included in them,” 
he told the Washington Post for an ar-
ticle this week.

Sewanee began researching and con-
fronting the legacy of its past complici-
ty in white supremacist systems in 2017 
when it launched the Roberson Project 
on Slavery, Race, and Reconciliation.

Citing some of the project’s findings, 
the Sewanee Board of Regents declared 

in a September 2020 statement that the 
university “rejects its past veneration of 
the Confederacy” and commits to “an 
urgent process of institutional reckon-
ing.”

Brigety, in his March 14 letter to 
the campus community, said he wasn’t 
present at the March 13 lacrosse match 
but learned of the racist incident from 
Athletic Director Mark Webb. Brigety 
then went to the field, met with the 
team from Emmanuel College and 
apologized for the Sewanee students’ 
conduct.

“I told them that Sewanee does not 
tolerate such behavior, and that we 
considered the assaults on their dignity 
completely unacceptable,” he said.

On March 15, hundreds of students, 
faculty, staff and community members 

staged a walk-out and gath-
ered on the campus’ quad 
to protest racism and racist 
incidents at Sewanee.

And on March 17, the 
Student Athlete Advisory 
Council organized a March 
Against Racism. Hundreds 
of students braved the rain 
to march across campus, ac-
cording to a university Face-
book post.

Webb is conducting a 
comprehensive review of the 
incident and will consider 
new protocols to prevent 
similar incidents at future 
sporting events, possibly by 

dispatching Sewanee staff and security 
to monitor fan behavior.

Brigety said Webb also will meet 
with student-athlete groups to under-
score Sewanee’s values, including treat-
ing competitors with respect.

“We are also determined to iden-
tify those who were responsible for 
yesterday’s hate speech so that appro-
priate measures can be taken,” Brigety 
said in his letter, adding that none of 
the offenders had yet been identified. 
He asked for anyone who knows who 
shouted the epithets to report that in-
formation to campus officials.

“Though this is a painful episode for 
our community, I am hopeful that the 
demonstration of our commitment to 
our values of dignity and decency will 
help us to heal,” Brigety said.   n

sewanee seeks to identify students who shouted racist slurs

Photo/University of the South, via Facebook

University of the South Vice-chancellor Reuben Brigety 
speaks at a rally held March 15 to protest racism and 
racist incidents on the campus in Sewanee, Tenn. 
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ing out our faith life together, we de-
cided to meet in the middle and became 
Presbyterians.

Ens: Sewanee was founded by a 
slaveholding Episcopal bishop, Leonidas 
Polk, to educate the children of other 
white slaveholders. I’m curious if you 
knew much of that early history before 
coming to Sewanee.

BrIGETY: I knew some of it. Quite 
frankly, a lot of what I have subsequently 
learned was not readily available. We have 
something called the Roberson Project, 
which predates my arrival by several years, 
which has been interrogating our history 
as it relates to slavery and race. There are a 
lot of things that really started to come to 
light with the preliminary findings of the 
Roberson Project. I knew that Sewanee 
had connections with the Lost Cause [the 
revisionist movement that sought to por-
tray the Confederacy as failed but noble]. 
I asked those questions directly in my in-
terview process: “Am I going to be expect-
ed to defend and uphold the ideology of 
the Lost Cause? Because I’m not doing it, 
if that’s what you need.” And they said no.

Ens: After your election, the coun-
try was hit by the coronavirus pandemic, 
and then three weeks before you took of-
fice, the May 25 killing of George Floyd 
in Minneapolis set off protests around 
the country against racial injustice. How 
did those crises affect your first few 
months as vice-chancellor?

BrIGETY: On the one hand, be-
coming a university president anywhere 
has its own challenges, particularly as the 
country approaches the so-called demo-
graphic cliff, in 2026, where we will see 
a national contraction of the cohort of 
18-year-olds across the country. I knew 
that was going to be a thing. I knew that 
being the first Black vice-chancellor was 
going to be a thing. I had hoped to not 
have to deal with race my first year, just 
let people get to know me and me get 
to know them. Then the pandemic hap-
pens, and Sewanee’s evacuated. To deal 
with COVID, we accelerated the time-
line for my arrival. And then the world 
exploded on matters of race. For my first 
public speech, I declared, yes, Black lives 
matter. I also declared that I categorically 
oppose violence to address any civic is-
sue and that we would not have it here at 
Sewanee, but I knew our Black commu-
nity members and Black students needed 
to be seen and valued. And I understood 
the hurt.

Ens: In September, the Board of Re-
gents issued its statement rejecting the 
institution’s racist past. You put out a 
statement as well, as did the School of 
Theology. How did the board’s state-
ment come about?

BrIGETY: Over the course of that 
summer, everybody was releasing state-
ments. And because of our particular his-
tory and the power of that moment, we 
understood that we needed to say some-
thing, but we also didn’t want to put out 
a statement that was virtue signaling. We 
actually wanted to commit to a series 
of actions that would meaningfully put 
us on a different path. The important 
thing about [the regents’] statement in 
my view: one, obviously the categori-

cal repudiation of the institution’s past 
veneration of the Confederacy and the 
ideology of white supremacy. At least as 
important is the charge that came out 
of that, which is that we are to become 
a place that is a model for diversity and 
inclusion in American higher education.

Ens: The goals identified by your let-
ter ranged from improving the diversity 
of the student body and faculty to form-
ing a commission to perhaps consider 
renaming buildings and monuments on 
the campus. Since then, are there any 
updates on some of those efforts?

BrIGETY: With regards to diver-
sity among the student body, we’re ac-
tively working on that. I spend a lot of 
my time personally engaging potential 
candidates, both candidates of color and 
those who are white, saying, “I want you 
to come. We believe in creating people of 
character and consequence at Sewanee.” 
We talk for about 30 minutes, and then 
I say, “Here’s your homework. You call 
every other college you want to go to and 
ask for 30 minutes with their president 
and get their commitment they’ll be per-
sonally invested in your development. 
You see what happens.” That is very im-
portant; it’s the very core of who we are 
at Sewanee.

Ens: If you could put me in that 
conversation, given what’s come before 
at Sewanee and given the new Sewanee 
you hope to realize here, what is your 
pitch to those students, white or Black 
or anyone?

BrIGETY: First of all, we have a first-
rate liberal arts education. The second is 
that we believe deeply in community 
and in individual development. Third, 
the argument that I’m making is we are 
turning [Sewanee’s] history on its head. 
Our commitment to diversity, equality, 
inclusion is all the more powerful pre-
cisely because of our history. Come be 
a part of this amazing new story of the 
new South. For some, it works. For oth-
ers — I had a young woman we offered 
a full scholarship to. She was coming out 
of D.C. And her mother was like, “I’m 
sorry, I just can’t send my child there. 
Not only is it too far, it’s the University 
of the South. The country’s angry. There 
was a bombing in Nashville over Christ-
mas Day.” And so I got on the phone 
with her, the mom and the student, and 
we talked for over an hour. I think we 
almost had them. Then the [U.S.] Capi-
tol was assaulted on Jan. 6, with a man 
walking though the Capitol with the 
[Confederate] Stars and Bars. And the 
mother was like, “I’m sorry.” We opened 
the whole world to her. And she’s like, 
“It’s just not worth it.”

Ens: On the surface you would 
think, that’s in D.C., you’re in the mid-
dle of Tennessee. How are those related? 
But that family saw a connection.

BrIGETY: Absolutely. She said, 
“Look, vice-chancellor, I’m sure you mean 
well. But I see what’s happening in the 
country. I see where you are. And I just 
can’t entrust my daughter to go there.”

Ens: This was a Black family?
BrIGETY: Yeah. Now, I would say 

that that is a distinctly minority view 
among the students that I engage. The 
vast majority are ready to come.

Ens: Other Episcopal institutions 

are trying to eliminate Con-
federate symbols and names 
from public display. Sewanee 
has its own examples, such a 
monument honoring a Con-
federate general that the uni-
versity relocated to a nearby 
cemetery. Are there any re-
cent examples of Sewanee’s 
removing representations 
of the Confederacy or Lost 
Cause?

BrIGETY: We will convene a com-
mittee this semester to begin looking at 
this. Our university, like the country, has 
a challenging inheritance to deal with. 
In every instance, we need to carefully 
evaluate what are the relative merits of 
the honorees to the founding of the uni-
versity compared to their actions, which 
do not reflect our values. This notion 
that we’re erasing history, that’s ridicu-
lous. We’re not erasing history. When 
you have public honorifics, the purpose 
is not to remember a set of facts. The 
purpose is to advance a set of ideals. And 
so the question is, in every circumstance, 
are we appropriately honoring a set of 
ideals that match who we are and who 
we want to be? The other thing is, if any 
history matters, then all of it does. Tell 
it all. For example, there is nothing on 
this campus to recognize the fact that the 
land on which we sit was initially cleared 
by slave labor, rented slave labor. Like 
the rest of America, all of this land at 

one time was populated by 
Indigenous people. There’s 
not so much as a doorknob 
on this campus to recognize 
the Native peoples who once 
lived here. If we’re going to 
be intentional about history, 
tell it all. Tell it all, and let us 
decide what we’re going to 
honor and what we’re simply 
going to remember.

Ens: The Sewanee board’s statement 
acknowledged that many “do not recog-
nize their Sewanee” in some of the sto-
ries you’re talking about, stories of the 
past complicity in racist systems and ide-
ologies. And then others see Sewanee “all 
too clearly” in those details. There’s also 
that divide in the country, how people 
see the same set of facts differently. Is 
that reflected on the campus today?

BrIGETY: First of all, Sewanee’s a 
lovely place that has helped to form gen-
erations of young people, and Sewanee 
alums love this university. And it is far too 
easy to enjoy the beauty of the [campus], 
engage in the rigor of your classes, enjoy 
the parties and the athletic competitions 
here and, if you are not paying attention, 
to not once give any thought about the 
roots of this university or to not think 
critically of the many Confederate sym-
pathizers whose names grace our build-
ings and places of honor and reverence. 
And yet, we continue to live with the 
ramifications of that history.   n
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Fort Worth Episcopalians lose 12-year church-property battle
      nEWs

By David Paulsen 
Episcopal News Service

T
he church property at 4301 
Meadowbrook Drive in Fort 
Worth, Texas, has long been a 
hub of Episcopal activity, even 

during the COVID-19 pandemic. St. 
Luke’s in the Meadow, a congregation 
of about 100 members, has worshipped 
there since 1948. Its Sunday school wing 
now houses Fort Worth’s diocesan offic-
es. A thriving feeding ministry, 4Saints 
Food Pantry, operates from the parish 
hall every Friday.

The congregation, the diocese and 
the feeding ministry will carry on, but 
church leaders and parishioners are pre-
paring to say goodbye to 4301 Mead-
owbrook Drive. The diocese is grieving 
the loss of a 12-year-old court battle that 
likely will leave St. Luke’s in the Meadow 
and dozens of other diocesan properties 
in the hands of a breakaway group that 
is affiliated with the Anglican Church of 
North America, or ACNA.

 “The task at hand is not easy, but our 
sights are set on continuing to love God, 
each other and our neighbors,” the Rev. 
Karen Calafat, rector of St. Luke’s in the 
Meadow, told Episcopal News Service by 
email. She politely declined a request for 
a phone interview, citing the “many tight 
deadlines we are working toward at the 
moment” as church leaders search for 
new locations.

St. Luke’s in the Meadow is one of 
six congregations in and around Fort 
Worth that may need to give up their 
worshipping spaces after the U.S. Su-
preme Court on Feb. 22 declined to 
review the diocese’s court case. The dis-
placements would be the latest and likely 
final round in a legal dispute that dates 
to 2008, when then-Bishop Jack Iker 
led a majority of the diocese’s congrega-
tions out of the Episcopal Church over 
doctrinal differences, particularly 
the breakaway group’s opposition 
to the ordination of women and 
LGBTQ clergy.

Since 2008, Episcopalians 
who remained faithful to the 
Episcopal Church have reorga-
nized the diocese as 15 congrega-
tions across 24 counties, now un-
der the leadership of Northwest 
Texas Bishop Scott Mayer, who 
has served as Fort Worth’s provi-
sional bishop since 2015. Mayer said in 
a phone interview with ENS that Epis-
copalians in north central Texas remain 
upbeat about the church’s growth in the 
region.

“There really isn’t any question that 
we will continue,” Mayer said, citing 
examples of Fort Worth Episcopalians’ 
perseverance and dedication. The diocese 
has consistently paid its full assessment 
in support of the churchwide budget, he 
said, and church members have commit-
ted time and resources to growing new 
ministries that serve the community.

“When this diocese reorganized 12 
years ago, they made decisions initially, 
right off the bat, that they were going to 

choose living over surviv-
ing, and love over fear,” 
he said.

The property dis-
pute now returns to the 
Texas trial court judge, 
who will determine in 
the coming weeks how 
his ruling will be carried 
out. “There are still some 
loose ends,” Mayer said, 
and he declined to dis-
cuss ongoing discussions 
with the ACNA group, 
other than to say that six 
Episcopal congregations 
are preparing for the pos-
sibility of losing their 
worship spaces.

In addition to St. 
Luke’s in the Meadow, 
those Fort Worth congregations in-
clude All Saints’ Episcopal Church-
Fort Worth, St. Christopher Episcopal 
Church and St. Elisabeth’s & Christ 
the King Episcopal Church. About a 
two-hour drive northwest, St. Stephen’s 
Episcopal Church in Wichita Falls also 
may need to vacate its building, as well 
as St. Mary’s Episcopal Church in Hills-
boro, which has been sharing a worship 
space with an ACNA congregation in 
the town a little over 50 miles south of 
Fort Worth.

The diocese affiliated with the Epis-
copal Church estimates that more than 
$100 million in property would be lost 
in the lawsuits, though a fraction of that 
property is at stake in the new congre-
gational displacements. The majority of 
the diocese’s church buildings have been 
occupied since the 2008 diocesan split 
by congregations now affiliated with 
ACNA, which also will maintain posses-
sion of Camp Crucis in Granbury, Texas.

ACNA leaders praised the latest court 
decision in favor of the breakaway Fort 

Worth diocese. “Today’s decision marks 
a turning point for us as a diocese,” Bish-
op Ryan Reed said in a statement issued 
after the Supreme Court said it wouldn’t 
intervene. “After directing so many re-
sources to this dispute, we can now put 
our entire focus on Gospel ministry and 
Kingdom work.”

The Rev. Jay Atwood, canon to the 
ordinary of the ACNA-affiliated diocese, 
told ENS that no decision had yet been 
made about the fate of the buildings that 
still were being used by congregations af-
filiated with the Episcopal Church.

The Texas court rulings apply to 
church buildings that predate the 2008 
split and shouldn’t affect Episcopal con-

gregations that already have established 
new locations after being displaced. All 
Saints’ Episcopal School, which has its 
own board of trustees and sits on a cam-
pus in Fort Worth separate from the All 
Saints’ church building that is claimed 
by the breakaway diocese, is not affected 
by the litigation.

With the end of the litigation in sight, 
the diocese is in mourning this week, 
Mayer said. In a video message to the di-
ocese, he acknowledged the “shock and 
anger and grief ” caused by the news, but 
also offered words of encouragement.

“Anytime there’s significant loss, 
there’s corresponding grief,” he told 
ENS. “We invested 12 years in this; 
obviously, we think it’s wrong. But in 
these 12 years, we’ve been busy being the 
church, and you won’t meet a more cre-
ative and imaginative and resilient bunch 
of people than you will here. There’s no 
loss of hope, nothing like that. This is a 
group that’s looking forward.”

The ongoing legal battle initially 
leaned in the diocese’s favor. In January 
2011, Tarrant County District Court 
Judge John Chupp cited the hierarchi-
cal nature of the Episcopal Church in 
ruling that all property taken by Iker’s 
group must be returned to the continu-
ing diocese affiliated with the Episcopal 
Church.

On appeal, however, the Texas Su-
preme Court sent the case back to 
Chupp, ordering him to decide it on 
“neutral principles of law,” essentially 
throwing out the argument that the 
Episcopal Church’s hierarchical structure 
was enough to protect diocesan proper-
ties. Chupp returned a new ruling in 
2015, this time siding with the break-
away group.

An appeals court reversed Chupp, but 
the Texas Supreme Court reinstated his 
ruling in May 2020. The dispute over 
the diocesan name and logo is expected 
to be among the details to be addressed 
when the case returns to Chupp in the 
coming weeks.

“You come to this current crisis 
equipped with knowledge, not only of 
your own gifts but of God’s uncondi-
tional love,” Mayer told the diocese in 
his video message last week. “Episco-

palians in north central 
Texas may not be rich in 
buildings, but we are rich 
in talents, generously of-
fered to the larger good. 
We are rich in generous, 
faith-filled lives.”

Other dioceses have 
won more favorable legal 
outcomes, from Califor-
nia to Pennsylvania. In 
such cases, the dioceses 
affiliated with the Epis-
copal Church retained 
or regained possession 
of their church proper-
ties. “We have prevailed 
in a high percentage of 
cases all over the coun-
try,” Mayer told ENS, 
“whether it be a diocese 

or a congregation. But that is not the 
case in the state of Texas.”

He acknowledged the diocese had 
faced long odds in asking the U.S. Su-
preme Court to review the case. After 
the court declined last week, the news 
sparked an outpouring of support for 
Mayer’s diocese from across the Episco-
pal Church, including from Presiding 
Bishop Michael Curry.

“We very much feel the support and 
the prayers of Episcopalians around the 
country,” Mayer said, “including Bishop 
Curry and his staff and [House of Depu-
ties President] Gay Jennings and leaders 
and friends all over the church. We know 
we’re being lifted up in prayer, and we 
know we’re not alone.”   n
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The congregation of All Saints’ Episcopal Church gathers for Sunday worship 
in Fort Worth, Texas, before the coronavirus pandemic forced the suspension 
of large in-person gatherings. 

Iker Mayer

“The church has real sin to repent 
from. Can we stop scapegoating beloved 
people of God who seek love and care 
in this transitory life?” Mathews said on 
Facebook. “Sending love and light to 
LGBTQ+ Roman Catholic friends and 
family in Virginia and around the world 
who are in pain and mourning today. 
God loves you whether you’re single or 
married or in a relationship or [it’s] com-
plicated.”

In the Diocese of New Jersey, Bish-
op Chip Stokes issued a statement of 
“sorrow and concern” and called the 
Vatican’s conclusion discriminatory and 
hurtful. Stokes also compared it to a re-
cent anti-gay statement by the Anglican 
archbishop of Nigeria that labeled ho-
mosexuality a “deadly virus.”

“Both the recent Vatican statement 
and the statement of the Archbishop of 
Nigeria are unacceptable and dehuman-
izing of the people to whom they refer,” 
Stokes said.

“The witness, experience, faithfulness, 
and love of countless LGBTQ persons, 
many in exemplary, faithful partnered or 
married relationships, continues to evi-
dence and reflect the divine love of God 
in Christ. This has been a great gift to us 
as church; one that we would urge other 
parts of the wider church to recognize, 
embrace and bless.”   n
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