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‘Tsunami of sickness’: Dioceses call for masks,  
vaccinations amid COVID-19 surges

By David Paulsen 
Episcopal News Service

E
piscopal dioceses and congregations 
are responding to the recent surge in 
COVID-19 cases across the United 
States, especially in Southern states 

with low vaccination rates, by implementing 
new face mask requirements at worship ser-
vices and promoting vaccination campaigns.

In Louisiana, one of the states hit hardest 
by the COVID-19 delta variant, the New 
Orleans-based Diocese of Louisiana started 
the week of Aug. 11 requiring worshippers 
to wear masks partly in response to the in-
door mask mandate reinstated by the gov-
ernor.

In mid-August, the state averaged more 
than 5,500 new COVID-19 cases a day, 
more than at any other time during the 
pandemic, according to data tracked by the 
New York Times.

“I have heard and read 
where some individuals have 
raised their objections to wear-
ing masks indoors. This is dis-
heartening,” Louisiana Bishop 
Morris Thompson said in a 
message to the diocese. “The 
primary reason for wearing 
masks is to protect others. 
Choosing not to wear masks 
speaks to the absence of love 
for our neighbor.”

Florida also saw a record 
number of new cases, averaging 
20,000 a day. As in Louisiana, 
Florida’s surge overwhelmed 
hospitals and drove up the number of 
fatalities. As of Aug. 10, an average of 141 
Floridians were dying from COVID-19 
each day, a number that rose exponentially 
the week after.

“We are in a COVID apocalypse right 

now,” a hospital official in Fairhope, Ala., 
recently told Central Gulf Coast Bishop 
Russell Kendrick, according to Kendrick’s 
Aug. 10 message to the diocese, which 
encompasses the southern half of Alabama 

By David Paulsen 
Episcopal News Service

E
piscopal Migration Ministries 
(EMM) and its affiliates mo-
bilized to respond to an ex-
pected increase of people flee-

ing from Afghanistan to the United 
States after the Afghan government 
fell to the Taliban in mid-August, 
expediting the end of the 20-year 
American presence in the country.

EMM is one of nine agencies with 
federal contracts to provide refugee 
resettlement services on behalf of the 
U.S. State Department. The agen-
cies also have helped resettle people 
through the special immigrant visa 
program, which is intended to offer 
sanctuary for Afghans and their families who 
fear persecution because of their work in sup-
port of the U.S. government.

As the Taliban took over most of the 
country and the capital of Kabul, EMM 
officials say they have received inquiries from 
across the United States — from immigrant 
Afghan families wanting to help relatives back 
in their native country and from Episcopal 
congregations and Episcopalians asking how 

they can support those families.
EMM was developing an online resource 

in Pashto, Dari and other languages spoken 
in Afghanistan to point families to available 
resources. Episcopalians interested in helping 
were encouraged to fill out a volunteer form 
or make a monetary donation.

“EMM is working in partnership with the 
government to assist our Afghan allies and 
provide resettlement services through our 

network of 12 affiliates,” Demetrio 
Alvero, EMM’s director of opera-
tions, told ENS. “We remain com-
mitted to providing welcoming ser-
vices and necessary support to ensure 
Afghan arrivals receive the founda-
tion they need to begin their lives in 
peace and safety in the U.S.”

Six of EMM’s 12 affiliates across 
the country already are working to 
resettle Afghan families, and so far 
this year, they have helped nearly 
350 special immigrant visa recipients 
find new homes in the United States, 
officials said. EMM is working with 
its affiliates to increase capacity to re-
ceive Afghan families amid deterio-
rating conditions under the Taliban.

“Thousands of Afghan nation-
als and their family members who gave ev-
erything to help the American military have 
now found themselves in grave danger,” said 
Russell Smith, chief executive officer of Refu-
gee Services of Texas, an EMM affiliate based 
in Austin. Smith said in mid-August that his 
organization has been told it will settle 324 
Afghans through its offices in Austin, Dallas, 
Fort Worth and Houston.
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Migration ministries’ affiliates prepare  
to welcome Afghan families

continued on page 7
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EMM affiliate Integrated Refugee & Immigrant Services in  
New Haven, Conn., helps find housing for Afghan immigrants.

Photo/Diocese of Texas

St. Vincent’s House, in the Diocese of Texas, hosts a 
COVID-19 vaccination clinic.
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By Pat McCaughan 
Episcopal News Service

T
he unique blessings, joys, frus-
trations, challenges and realities 
faced by the first five African 
American women diocesan bish-

ops in the Episcopal Church are explored 
in candid conversations in “This Band of 
Sisterhood: Black Women Bishops on 
Race, Faith, and the Church,” compiled 
and edited by Westina Matthews.

Matthews, an adjunct professor at the 
General Theological Seminary’s Center 
for Christian Spirituality, wrote in an 
August 1984 New York Times op-ed 
article of her own sense of loneliness as 
“the first, the only, or one of the few” 
Blacks in her academic and professional 
settings, a feeling she began having as 
early as age 4 when she was enrolled in a 
newly desegregated school.

Membership in this “exclusive club” 
continued throughout a 40-year career 
in leadership positions as an educator, 
researcher, grant-maker, public servant 
and author.

Matthews is committed to education, 
particularly for women and people of 
color, and she holds bachelor’s, master’s 
and doctorate degrees in the field. She 
was the first woman and first person of 
color to be elected a trustee of the Mer-
rill Lynch Foundation, where she grew 
the company’s annual charitable giving 
from $5 million to $35 million.

“Blacks who have worked hard, 
played by the rules and attained promi-
nent positions,” enjoy this exclusive 
membership, but “even in the 1980s we 
are considered anomalies,” she wrote in 
the Times. “We are continually scruti-
nized and, yes, asked for explanations,” 

as if to have firsthand knowledge about 
the motives of other African Americans 
whose actions are less than perfect.

From a long line of African Meth-
odist Episcopal ministers, including 
her father, uncle and grandfather, Mat-
thews exhibited leadership qualities early 
on, running for president of her Yellow 
Springs, Ohio, third-grade class — and 

losing by one vote. She hadn’t voted for 
herself, an early but enduring life lesson.

Matthews became an Episcopalian 
about 15 years ago. She has served on the 
Trinity Church Wall Street vestry; writ-
ten three books and numerous articles; 
and as an adjunct professor for a decade, 
has taught and supervised prospective 
spiritual directors at GTS.

A chance conversation in a Colorado 
airport in 2018 with West Tennessee 
Bishop Phoebe Roaf became the inspira-
tion for “This Band of Sisterhood.”

The book includes frank, vulnerable 
conversations with Indiana Bishop Jen-
nifer Baskerville-Burrows (consecrated 
April 29, 2017), Newark Bishop Carlye 
Hughes (Sept. 22, 2018), Roaf (May 4, 
2019), Colorado Bishop Kimberly Lucas 

(May 18, 2019) and Vermont Bishop 
Shannon MacVean-Brown (Sept. 28, 
2019).

The rest of ENS’ interview with Mat-
thews has been condensed and edited 
into the Q&A below.

ENS: Your experiences run the 
gamut — preacher’s daughter, teacher, 
grant-maker, vice president of the Jackie 
Robinson Foundation, author, spiritual 
teacher. How do you describe yourself?

Matthews: First and always, I am a 
PK — a preacher’s kid, a child of God, 
and I’ve been faithful and spent my life 
living into the call. This has taken me 
down many different paths. It looks 
eclectic, but there is a divine plan: to 
love, to serve, to teach, to write, and 
that’s the call and that’s what I do, and 
to stay open to paths I might not have 
considered.

ENS: Is that how “This Band of Sis-
terhood” came about?

Matthews: Yes. Bishop Phoebe Roaf 
and I were attending a Gathering of 
Leaders meeting in Colorado, and we 
were waiting for ground transportation 
to the retreat center. At first, I didn’t un-
derstand she was a bishop. She told me 
that Black women clergy really wanted to 
get the five Black women diocesan bish-
ops together in a conference. I thought it 
sounded like a book. She asked the other 
bishops if they would consider it, and 
they all said yes, and then we started.

ENS: This band of sisterhood — the 
women included in the book — are very 
different, from different places, had dif-
ferent careers and training: a lawyer, 
interior designer, human resources pro-
fessional, architectural preservationist. 
What did you discover about them while 
working on this book?

Matthews: I had thought about one-
on-one interviews, but they wanted to 
do the book together. They looked for-
ward to being with one another. I real-
ized it was a gift to them, as well, that 
they could come together and share 
what they were thinking, feeling, ex-
periencing. At the end of each of our 
meetings, I would ask one of them to 
pray spontaneously. Bishop Carlye very 
graciously prayed and talked about this 
band of sisterhood. She was so grateful 
to be with women who get it, who she 
didn’t have to explain things to, during 
one of the craziest times of her life. I 
knew when I heard it, that was the title.

Curiously, the very first thing they 
wanted to talk about was growing up 
Black in the church. Some grew up in 
a Black church, some did not, but they 
shared their formational journey early in 
their lives.

ENS: How do they view their elec-
tions, in most cases, to predominantly 

      FROM THE EDITOR’S DESK 
IN RECENT DAYS, we seem 
to be seeing an astonishing series 
of world humanitarian crises, 
two of which are the desperate 
situation of thousands of Af-
ghanis as the U.S. withdraws its 
military presence, and the urgent 

need of Haitians affected by the latest earthquake. 
The world will never be short of crisis, whether 

nature-caused or man-made, but when people 
need help, Episcopalians are there through our 
church’s international ministries.

Two of these organizations are Episcopal Migration 
Ministries and Episcopal Relief & Development, 
highlighted in articles in this issue. Both agencies 
accept donations (with more information at 
www.episcopalmigrationministries.org and 
www.episcopalrelief.org), but each also outlines 
additional ways Episcopalians can put faith into 
action.  

EMM was established in the 1980s, however, 
the Episcopal Church has been aiding immigrants 
to the U.S. since the 1890s, when port chaplain-
cies were opened on both coasts.   

EMM is one of nine national agencies respon-
sible for resettling refugees in the United States in 
partnership with the U.S. State Department. It “has 

as its core a congregational and community sponsor-
ship model to support the resettlement and integra-
tion of refugees and Special Immigrant Visa holders, 
and asylum seekers,” according to its website.

Individuals and congregations may connect 
with one of EMM’s partners to learn about in-
dividual volunteer opportunities, group volunteer 
opportunities like community sponsorship, and 
other partnership possibilities. A list of EMM’s 
partners is on its website, or interested persons 
may send an email to emm@episcopalchurch.org 
to get connected with a local opportunity.

Episcopal Relief & Development was formed 
in 1940 to assist people fleeing Europe during 
World War II. Soon after the war, its mission ex-
panded to include disaster relief.

The agency now works in approximately 40 
countries, including the United States, and touches 
the lives of close to 3 million people each year.

In Haiti now, the agency is directly helping 
400 vulnerable families in 21 isolated communi-
ties who were identified by the Diocese of Haiti, 
the church’s most-populous. 

Episcopal Relief & Development also has vol-
unteer opportunities identified on its website, 
such as becoming a “ministry partners” at a con-
gregation, diocese, province or seminary.   n
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By Egan Millard 
Episcopal News Service

T
he Episcopal Church is at a cross-
roads, church leaders said during 
the annual Union of Black Epis-
copalians conference and revival; 

if it is to flourish and maintain integrity, 
it must embrace a revolution in values 
both within and beyond its walls.

“Reform has its time and place, but 
reform is not enough,” Presiding Bishop 
Michael Curry said in his sermon during 
the opening worship service. “Mere tin-
kering at the edges — that’s not enough. 
We need a revolution.”

The virtual event, which runs July 27-
30, includes worship services, memori-
als to the victims of COVID-19, panel 
discussions and musical performances. 
It also includes a celebration of the 40th 
anniversary of the original “Lift Every 
Voice and Sing” hymnal that collected 
African American spirituals includ-
ing the title song, which the Episcopal 
Church Executive Council has endorsed 
designating as a national hymn, support-
ing a proposed bill in the U.S. House of 
Representatives.

“Lift Every Voice and Sing” is also the 
theme of the event, with a verse from 
the song setting the tone for each of the 
three full days, which focused on the 

past, present and future of 
Black Episcopalians.

In his sermon on July 27, 
Curry touched on all three, 
preaching on Jesus’ “revolu-
tionary” statements on the 
necessity of being born again 
in John 3. American society 
needs such a rebirth, he said, 
pointing to recent events — 
and it is the church’s mission 
to lead the way.

“Need I mention George 
Floyd and Breonna Taylor 
and so many others? We 
need a revolution,” Curry 
proclaimed. “Need I men-
tion Charlottesville, of just 
a few years ago, with Nazis marching 
through the streets of Charlottesville 
shrieking, ‘Jews will not replace us’? 
… Shall I mention January 6, when 
the Capitol of the United States was 
breached in an attempted insurrection to 
overthrow an election? … Shall I men-
tion the ways in which Christianity itself 
has been compromised by anybody’s su-
premacy over anybody else?

“Oh, we need a revolution.”
Curry recalled meeting writer Ibram 

X. Kendi and discussing his description 
of racism as a cancer that can destroy a 
society unless it is diagnosed and treated.

“I said to him, ‘I speak to you as a 
cancer survivor myself, both of colon 
cancer and prostate cancer, and I know 
exactly what you’re talking about,’” 
Curry recalled. “But with early diagnosis, 
early treatment and proper medical care 
and good prayer, you can make it. I’m a 
witness.”

Racism — and the selfishness in 
which it is rooted — “is the most de-
structive power in the world,” he said. 
“It will tear a nation apart. It will render 
governments ineffective. It will make de-
mocracy itself impossible. It could undo 
human life, even, on the planet. We don’t 
need just reform. We need a revolution.”

Curry’s call for radical change was 
echoed when he participated in a ple-
nary panel discussion on the history of 
Black Episcopalians — and how history 
is reflected in their present experience 
— with Byron Rushing, vice president 
of the House of Deputies and a former 
Massachusetts state representative, and 
Ora Houston, a former Austin, Texas, 
City Council member.

Rushing stressed the importance of 
understanding and honoring Black Epis-
copalians’ origins, as personified by the 
Rev. Absalom Jones, the first Black Epis-
copal priest.

“When we picked our first Black 
priest to be our hero, we picked a typical 
Black person to be our history because 
that was a person who was born in slav-
ery, and we cannot separate our history 
from slavery,” Rushing said. “That is im-
portant not because it’s exceptional; it’s 
important because it is the history of all 
of us.”

Rushing pointed out that African 
Americans lived under slavery much 
longer than they have as free people, 
and decisions being made today must be 
informed by that context.

“We will not be free in the United 
States until 2111 as long as we had been 
enslaved before 1865,” Rushing said.

Rushing and Houston added that the 
effects of post-emancipation forms of op-
pression, such as Jim Crow laws, redlining 
and other racist urban planning strategies 
aimed at segregation, are still embedded 
in neighborhoods and school districts. 
Houston attended segregated public 
schools in Austin and lives on the city’s 
east side because that was where the city 
moved Black citizens as part of a master 

plan to segregate them from 
the rest of the city.

Episcopalians, Houston 
said, need to “understand 
how those interactions hap-
pen and why some Black 
people live in one part of 
town, and you live in an-
other part of town — that 
disconnect you don’t pay at-
tention to.

“There was a system that 
made some of that happen,” 
she told the panel. “And 
Episcopalians who are some-
what entitled and privileged 
— I admit that I am — we 
have to do a different way 

of reaching out and reaching over to the 
brothers and sisters that are left behind.”

Houston also expressed frustration 
that the church’s work of racial justice 
and reconciliation often falls to Black 
people. White Episcopalians must take 
up that burden, she said.

“We are the minority in this church, 
yet we’re doing the majority of the work. 
So when do we shift some of that work 
over to the dominant culture?” she 
asked. “Perhaps we need to encourage 
the dominant people in the Episcopal 
Church to have a revival.”

Rushing described Black Episcopa-
lians as having two major mission fields: 
reaching out to the Black people in their 
neighborhoods and challenging white 
Episcopalians to adopt a new culture 
that respects and uplifts Black Episcopa-
lians.

“White people need to be converted,” 
Rushing said. “For a variety of reasons 
we have found ourselves in the Episco-
pal Church surrounded by them — the 
majority of the members of the Epis-
copal Church are them. And we have 
a responsibility as Christians to convert 
them. Because if we are not about that, 
why bother with them?”

If the culture in the church 
surrounding race is not going to change, 
Rushing said, Black Episcopalians must 
make it clear that they will not be taken 
for granted.

He reminded participants that while 
Absalom Jones led his fellow African 
Americans out of a segregated Episcopal 
parish and created a new one, his con-
temporary Richard Allen chose a differ-
ent route, creating a new denomination 
now known as the African Methodist 
Episcopal Church.

“We can still decide that,” Rushing 
said. “I think we need to say that to 
white people: We can still decide that we 
don’t have to be here. We don’t have to 
be here in this ecclesiology that is always 
working against us.”

The UBE conference and revival con-
tinued with more discussions, worship 
services and a gospel/spiritual singalong 
in celebration of the 40th anniversary of 
the “Lift Every Voice and Sing” hymnal.

Worship services were being 
livestreamed on the UBE Facebook page 
while other events were held on Zoom 
and limited to registrants.   n

      NEWS

At Black Episcopalians’ conference, leaders call for revolution over reform

white dioceses?
Matthews: It’s not bishop talk. They 

started right in, talking about being 
Black women. You can’t untangle it, 
being a Black woman in the church. 
They’re prayer warriors, struggling with 
being leaders. They talked about their 
concerns and family demands and man-
aging their own self-care during this 
challenging time — with the pandemic 
and racial unrest and the election.

ENS: What are some of those chal-
lenges?

Matthews: They talk about healing 
the church and community and having 
fierce conversations. Bishop Shannon’s 
brother was arrested in the middle of all 
of this. He was arrested because he was 
a Black man, walking where he wasn’t 
supposed to be. I wondered if we should 
include it in the book and she said, “Yes, 
tell it. It happened.”

Bishop Kym is in an interracial mar-
riage, and she talks about raising biracial 
children and how she’s helping them un-
derstand their responsibility to the Black 
community.

It’s a great book because it’s their voic-
es, them talking about when we say, “We 
are the church,” who’s “we”? And who’s 
at the table and how do we get more 
people at the table? How are we a place 
for everyone?

ENS: What were their similarities?
Matthews: I don’t think any of 

them thought, initially, that they’d be a 
priest. Other people saw that in them. 
But they all shared leadership qualities, 
early on. Several talked about having no 

role models, no Black women priests. 
A couple were very honest about how, 
when they got to college, they decided 
they were giving up religion and almost 
walked away from it all.

They talked about their experiences 
of being in seminary and as new priests. 
Bishop Shannon was tall and pregnant 
in seminary and the one other Black 
woman was short and not pregnant, but 
everyone kept getting them mixed up. 
She experienced a lot of racism in semi-
nary, which surprised her. She started 
praying for whatever church some of 
those people would be going to. Those 
experiences are real.

ENS: What else would you like our 
readers to know?

Matthews: Bishop Jennifer said she 
wondered if there would be seven now 
(since the book was conceived, two 
other African American women have 
been elected diocesan bishops: Chicago 
Bishop-elect Paula Clark and Pittsburgh 
Bishop-elect Ketlen Solak) if it had not 
been for Presiding Bishop Michael Curry.

The book is dedicated to Bishop Suf-
fragan Barbara Harris, the first woman 
and first African American woman elect-
ed a bishop in the Episcopal Church 
(and the Anglican Communion). And 
let’s not forget Bishop Gayle Harris, who 
succeeded her and who, for 13 years, 
was all we had. She and Barbara Harris 
(who passed away in March 2020) are 
the foremothers that started this band of 
sisterhood.   n

The Rev. Pat McCaughan is a priest in 
the Diocese of Los Angeles and an ENS 
correspondent.

Photo/via Zoom

Presiding Bishop Michael Curry preaches during the opening worship 
service of the Union of Black Episcopalians conference and revival.
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A new report has 
highlighted the 
economic and 
social impact of 

England’s cathedrals on 
the cities and communities 
they serve and the effect 
the pandemic has had 
on their contribution, 
according to a news 
release from the Church 
of England.

In 2019, England’s 
42 Anglican cathedrals 
contributed £235 mil-
lion (US$320 million) 
to their local economies. 
They provided 6,065 jobs 
full time equivalent jobs 
and volunteering posts for 
15,400 people who gave 906,000 hours 
of their time. They welcomed more than 
14.6 million visits, including 308,000 
by schoolchildren for educational events 
and 9.5 million by tourists. 

 Cathedrals hosted programs of arts, 
music, heritage and culture — amount-
ing to 9,580 events equivalent to two 
every three days — as well as provid-
ing the venues for film shoots such 
as “The Crown,” “Doctor Who” and 
“Avengers:Endgame.”

They played a huge role socially, re-
sponding to local need by running food-
banks, support groups for the vulnerable 
people such as the unemployed and the 
homeless, outreach activities in schools, 
residential homes and hospitals, lunch 
clubs, parent and toddler groups and 
community cafes. More than two-thirds 
of the cathedrals are part of a program 
helping the Church of England achieve 

its carbon reduction targets by 2030.
“The Economic and Social Impact of 

Cathedrals in England” was produced 
by independent research consultancy 
Ecorys for the Association of English 
Cathedrals.

This latest research builds on previous 
studies of 2004 and 2014 and continues 
to prove that cathedrals successfully pro-
vide a multitude of community-focused 
services alongside worship.

It enables cathedrals to demonstrate 
their social and economic impact as 
good stewards of their buildings, their 
history, their musical and spiritual 
inheritance, and, as good servants of 
their communities, to the wider church, 
local and national government, and 
other stakeholders.

Research on the year 2020 showed that 
during the COVID-19 pandemic — which 
saw government-mandated closures and 

restrictions on gather-
ings — visitor numbers 
slumped by 75 per cent 
compared to 2019, visi-
tor spending was down 
proportionately and more 
than 70 per cent of cathe-
dral staff were furloughed. 

The report also stat-
ed that the decline in 
visitor numbers had a 
significant effect on ca-
thedrals’ income levels, 
particularly those cathe-
drals more dependent 
on the visitor economy. 

It also found a sig-
nificant plunge in cathe-
drals’ average non-visitor 
income, driven by a re-

duction of almost 80% in income gener-
ated from the use of cathedral facilities.

Closure and restrictions on congre-
gation size also meant fewer people at-
tended services, down from a midweek 
average of 362 adults and 108 children 
in 2019, to 84 and 25 respectively in 

2020, leading, inevitably, to a drop in 
congregational giving.

But the research also found that CO-
VID-19 had given rise to new pastoral 
and creative opportunities. While 75 
percent of cathedrals’ existing social 
projects stopped due to closures and re-
strictions, new services like food deliv-
eries, shopping and online one-on-one 
pastoral support developed. 

In 2020, worship services moved on-
line with cathedrals providing on average 
two Sunday services and six midweek 
services. Digital technologies enabled 
cathedrals to reach more people with 
creative online initiatives such as prayer 
walls, candle lighting, tours, pilgrim 
trails, and some, like Salisbury Cathe-
dral, took a major art exhibition online. 

In Durham, a new community of 
worshippers, the Community of Prayer, 
was born out of the growing online 
community of worshippers that formed 
around its live-streamed Daily Offices 
and Sunday Eucharists which started in 
the first lockdown.

— Church of England

T
he Diocese of 
Chicago Stand-
ing Committee 
announced that it 

had called Bishop Chilton 
Knudsen back to the dio-
cese to serve as assisting 
bishop, beginning in early 
October. She will visit 
congregations and provide support for 
the Standing Committee, the bishop’s 
staff and other diocesan leadership 
bodies, according to an Aug. 3 letter 
to the diocese from the Rev. Anne B. 
Jolly, the committee’s president.

On July 29, Jolly and Presiding 
Bishop Michael Curry announced 
the ordination and consecration of 
Bishop-elect Paula Clark had been 
postponed from Aug. 28 to a date to 
be determined in consultation with 
Clark, her doctors and Curry.

Clark continues to recover from 
brain surgery after experiencing a ce-
rebral bleed while exercising in April. 
The bishop-elect addressed the diocese 
alongside Curry and Jolly in a video 
announcing the third postponement 

of ordination and consecra-
tion.

Knudsen began her or-
dained ministry in the Dio-
cese of Chicago. She gradu-
ated from Seabury-Western 
Theological Seminary and 
was ordained a deacon in 
1980. In 1981, she was or-

dained a priest. She served both St. 
Benedict’s, Bolingbrook, and Church 
of Our Saviour, Elmhurst, before join-
ing then-Chicago Bishop Frank Gris-
wold’s staff in 1987. In 1997, she was 
elected bishop of Maine, where she 
served from 1998 to 2008.

Since her retirement, Knudsen has 
served as interim or assisting bishop 
in six additional dioceses, including 
the Diocese of Washington, where 
she worked closely with Clark. She 
will maintain her residence in Mary-
land while spending the majority of 
each month in Chicago. The Standing 
Committee will remain the ecclesiasti-
cal authority of the diocese, according 
to the letter.

— Diocese of Chicago

Knudsen

TRANSITIONS
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Report describes English cathedrals’ social and economic impact

Knudsen called as Chicago’s assisting bishop

Source
The economic and social impacts of England’s cathedrals 2021. Ecorys

England’s 42 cathedrals...
In 2019 contributed  
£235 million to their 
local economies

Direct cathedral spend

Visitor related spend

£107 m

£128 m

3615

2350

In 2019 cathedrals 
activity accounted for 
6,065 jobs

Directly employed

Local visitor spend related

In 2019  
cathedrals 
received 14.6 
million visits

tourists

attending events

school children

9.5 m

4.8 m

308,000

In 2019 visitor 
related cathedral 
income was  
£52 million

Cathedrals 
received at least 
96 CRF and HEF 
awards totalling 

£27.8m.
£5m went to 

the 10% most 
deprived areas in 

England

In 2019 15,400 volunteers helped 
cathedrals and donated 906,000 
hours (equivalent to 500 FTE)
Most common volunteering tasks were welcoming 
visitors and assisting at services; other volunteer roles 
include providing guided tours, flower arranging, bell 
ringing, and admin support.

£52
million

£235 m 6,065
Jobs

14.6 million
visits

7% 
growth
on 2014

6% 
growth
on 2014

30% 
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Covid effect: 
2020 tourism visits  

down 75%

Covid effect: 
worship services moved 
online, with cathedrals 
providing an average 
of two Sunday and six 

midweek servicesCovid effect:
Covid effect: grant income 

rose by over 10% with 
new coronavirus grants 

from government, Church 
Commissioners and 
independent trusts

Covid effect: 
2020 visitor 

income dropped 
significantly

Covid effect:
majority of cathedrals 
furloughed over 70% 

of staff 

Trinity Church Wall Street to mark  
anniversary of Sept. 11 attacks

T
he 324-year-old parish of Trinity Church 
Wall Street in New York will hold online 
and in-person events over two days to ob-
serve the 20th anniversary of the Sept. 11, 

2001, terrorist attacks. 
Trinity and its affiliated church, St. Paul’s Cha-

pel, are located in downtown Manhattan, blocks 
from the site of the former World Trade Center 
twin towers that were destroyed in the attacks. 

Following a live-streamed service at Trinity 
Church on Friday, Sept. 10 at 8 p.m., EDT, St. 
Paul’s Chapel will be open to all those who are 
seeking, in person, a place to pray, reflect, mourn, 
or simply sit with their memories. Clergy from the 
Episcopal Diocese of New York will be present to 
offer support and prayers. On Saturday, Sept. 11, 
brief musical interludes and readings will be of-
fered on the hour throughout the day.

St. Paul’s served as a relief mission for recovery 
workers at Ground Zero for nearly a year after the 
buildings fell. This year’s observations are called “A Time and Space for Remem-
brance and Healing.”

An exhibit displaying artifacts from the events of Sept. 11 will be available 
at St. Paul’s Chapel, along with interactive digital exhibits on our website. On 
Sunday, Sept. 12, Presiding Bishop Michael Curry will preach at Trinity’s live-
streamed 11:15 a.m. EDT, Holy Eucharist. At 8 p.m. on Sunday, there will be a 
live-streamed Compline service from Trinity Church.   n

Photo/Luigi Novi/Wikimedia

“Healing Hearts and Minds,” 
an exhibit at St. Paul’s 
Chapel, is covered with police 
and firefighter patches sent 
from all over the world. 

A 
capital campaign has begun to 
purchase, renovate and open an 
Anglican Center in Santiago de 
Compostela, Spain, a significant 

site of Christian pilgrimage, according to 
the Friends of the Anglican Pilgrim Cen-
ter in Santiago.

The $10 million project is intended 
to establish the center as an “ecumeni-
cal place that offers hospitality, learning, 
healing, hope and love,” in the words of 
Bishop Carlos López of the Spanish 
Reformed Episcopal Church.

For over 1,200 years, pilgrims have 

been walking the 500-mile Camino de 
Santiago — the Way of Saint James — 
from the base of the French Pyrenees to 
the Cathedral of Santiago de Compostela. 

In 2019, more than 300,000 pilgrims 
arrived in Santiago. As the number 
of walkers has increased so also have 
the number of non-Roman-Catholic 
pilgrims risen. An Anglican Center in 
Santiago would join those in Rome, 
Jerusalem and Canterbury.

To learn more, go to  
www.anglicancentresantiago.org. 
— Friends of the Anglican Pilgrim Center in Santiago

Group plans Anglican center at Santiago pilgrimage site
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By David Paulsen 
Episcopal News Service

S
t. Bede’s Episcopal Church, 
a congregation in Santa Fe, 
N.M. with about 250 members, 
sets aside 10% of its plate and 

pledge collections each week for out-
reach efforts. This year, St. Bede’s used 
that money to join a growing number 
of Episcopal congregations that are each 
helping hundreds of people they’ve nev-
er met by paying their overdue medical 
bills through an organization called RIP 
Medical Debt.

The charity, founded in 2014, ne-
gotiates the purchase of medical debt 
from collection agencies and hospitals 
for pennies on the dollar, and instead 
of making the patients pay, RIP Medi-
cal Debt sends them letters saying their 
bills have been forgiven with no strings 
attached. The nonprofit estimates it has 
eliminated $4.5 billion in debt this way, 
benefiting more than 2.6 million people 
in the U.S.

Compared to those numbers, the 
$15,000 donated by St. Bede’s may seem 
like a drop in the bucket, but the church’s 
gift was enough to wipe out nearly $1.4 
million in debt owed by 782 households 

in New Mexico and parts of Arizona — 
an accomplishment that generated news 
headlines across New Mexico and be-
yond.

The Rev. Catherine Volland, St. 
Bede’s rector, referenced the donation in 
a Sunday sermon about the Gospel story 
of the loaves and fishes: “How a little 
money goes a long way when God’s hand 
is in it,” she said.

At least 29 Episcopal churches have 
contributed to RIP Medical Debt since 
January 2019, according to info provid-
ed to ENS by the nonprofit.

Emmanuel Memorial Episcopal 
Church in Champaign, Ill., was one of 
the earliest of those church donors, when 
the congregation eliminated $4 million in 
debt with a $15,000 gift. An April 2019 
ENS story about Emmanuel has been 
cited by some of the other congregations 
as their inspiration to participate.

“Ever since the ENS story, I hear 

probably about every three months from 
an Episcopal church somewhere in the 
U.S. that is considering working with 
RIP Medical Debt,” the Rev. Beth May-
nard, Emmanuel’s rector, told ENS. She 
sees the charity’s work as a natural fit for 
churches looking for ways to serve their 
neighbors.

“Something I tell people every time 
is that a church putting forgiveness into 
action in this way makes intuitive sense 
to people, whether or not they come 
from a faith tradition,” Maynard said. 
“It’s a great way to testify to how much 
grace means to us and to put into action 
the Gospel we proclaim.”

RIP Medical Debt was founded by 
former debt collection executives who 
wanted to use their insider expertise to 
turn the industry’s model on its head. 
Health care providers sometimes resort 
to selling unpaid bills to the secondary 
debt market to recoup part of the bills’ 
value while writing off the loss. 

Collection agencies treat the debt as 
an investment product, bought at a dis-
count in the hopes of turning a profit by 
collecting on the debt.

Instead of profiting from patients’ 
payments, RIP Medical Debt eliminates 
them. By buying up discounted debt 

portfolios from collection agencies and 
directly from hospitals, it can leverage 
even small donations to wipe out the 
overdue accounts of thousands of pa-
tients at once.

RIP Medical Debt often can target 
its debt relief in regions requested by 
churches, though it is somewhat limited 
by the availability of debt portfolios. It 
estimates that $1, on average, can pur-
chase about $100 in debt. Various fac-
tors, such as the age of the debt, can 
drive that cost higher or lower. The or-
ganization also limits its relief to people 
living at or below 200% of the federal 
poverty line, or $53,000 for a family of 
four, and it ensures that credit reporting 
agencies update the patients’ records to 
show the repayments.

“Medical debt is an enormous chal-
lenge for many, many people in the 
United States, and even being wealthy 
doesn’t necessarily insulate you from this 

problem,” Scott Patton, RIP Medical 
Debt’s director of development, said in 
an interview with ENS.

The scale of the problem was under-
scored recently by new research pub-
lished in the Journal of the American 
Medical Association that showed col-
lection agencies held $140 billion in 
unpaid medical bills last year, far higher 
than previously known.

Researchers also found that 18% of all 
people living in the United States have 
some medical debt that has gone to col-
lection. Although the debt forgiven by 
RIP Medical Debt is a small fraction of 
that national total, the organization’s fi-
nancial capacity has grown exponentially 
in recent years, partly thanks to word of 
mouth and the support of Episcopal 
churches like Emmanuel and St. Bede’s, 
Patton said.

Medical debt is a rare problem in 
most other developed nations, he said, 
and he acknowledged that debt forgive-
ness doesn’t address the American health 
care system’s underlying problems, 
which leave many people with medical 
bills they can’t pay.

RIP Medical Debt is helping to raise 
awareness of those problems while pay-
ing down debt, he said, though that ap-
proach also is different from organiza-
tions that respond directly to requests for 
assistance from struggling consumers.

“We’re supply side, so we look at the 
debt that’s available to purchase and then 
we buy it. And we buy as much as we 
can,” he said.

The donations that fund those pur-
chases mean a lot to each individual 
whose debt is eliminated, he said. He 
credited churches across all denomina-
tions for participating and spreading the 
word. “Churches are inherently interest-

ed in providing service in their commu-
nities, even outside their congregation.”

The widespread examples of par-
ticipating Episcopal churches include 
Zion Episcopal Church in the Doug-
laston neighborhood of Queens, N.Y. It 
launched a campaign during Lent this 
year to raise $10,000 for RIP Medical 
Debt. Churches in the Diocese of Ar-
kansas launched their own Lenten cam-
paign, led by All Saints’/Todos los Santos 
Episcopal Church in Bentonville.

“It’s really just loving your neighbor 
unconditionally and without expecting 
anything in return,” said the Rev. Sara 
Milford, the vicar in Bentonville. By Eas-
ter, the campaign had raised more than 
$20,000, helping to eliminate about $2 
million in medical debt across Arkansas.

St. Thomas Episcopal Church in Ma-
maroneck, N.Y., announced in Janu-
ary 2020 that its donation had retired 
nearly $10 million in debt for more than 
10,000 people.

In Walla Walla, Wash., St. Paul’s Epis-
copal Church attracted the attention of 
local news outlets in July 2020 for do-
nating $21,000 to RIP Medical Debt to 
pay off the bills of about 1,300 people.

The Rev. David Sibley, rector of St. 
Paul’s, told ENS that donations from 
his congregation of about 125 families 
ranged from a couple dollars to one gift 
of $5,000.

“The parish’s response was just com-
pletely overwhelming,” he said. “We are 
in a position where we feel the church is 
in a decent spot, and so the right thing to 
do is to give generously and abundantly.”

Volland, the Santa Fe rector, said that 
“medical debt, unlike other debt, is al-
most always involuntary. You don’t ex-
pect to get sick or injured,” and it can 
happen to anyone.   n
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Episcopal churches give to nonprofit helping to eliminate patients’ medical debt

www.clergyrelocation.com  •  info@clergyrelocation.com

800-733-0930
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Ask for a clergy moving specialist and discover 
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have relied on us for over two decades.
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Photo/St. Bede’s via Facebook

St. Bede’s Episcopal Church in Santa Fe, N.M., gave $15,000 from its outreach fund to 
RIP Medical Debt, which eliminated about $1.4 million owed by 782 households. 

Source of data/Kaiser Family Foundation  

From January 2020 to March 2021, an additional 2.5 million Americans fell into 
medical debt, adding over $2 billion to the total medical debt burdening families today. 
The pandemic has worsened the medical debt crisis. 
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and the western end of the Florida 
Panhandle.

Amid the recent surge in COVID-19 
cases and hospitalizations in his diocese, 
Kendrick called on Episcopalians to of-
fer prayers, praise and thanks for health 
care workers on the pandemic’s front 
lines. “We are now nearly drowning in a 
tsunami of sickness,” Kendrick said.

The vaccinations that now are widely 
available in the United States have prov-
en to offer effective protection against 
COVID-19 infection, with hospitaliza-
tions and deaths rare among vaccinated 
individuals. Across the United States, 
50% of the population is fully vaccinat-
ed, though vaccination rates have varied 
widely by state and region.

Since the pandemic began in March 
2020, at least 36 million people in the 
United States have tested positive, and 
more than 600,000 people have died. 
For the past month, new COVID-19 
cases have been increasing in every 

state, prompting diocesan leaders from 
Hawaii to Rhode Island to consider 
new guidance for reducing the risk of 
transmission in churches.

Some of the worst outbreaks are in 
the South where vaccination rates have 
lagged. Alabama and Mississippi have 
the lowest vaccination rates in the coun-
try, each at 35% of residents, and 38% 
of residents in Louisiana and Arkansas 
are fully vaccinated. Those four states 
also are recording new COVID-19 cases 
at some of the highest rates per capita in 
the country.

In Texas, with 45% of residents 
vaccinated, hospitalizations have 
quadrupled in the past month, and at 
least one health care system, in Houston, 
is setting up tents to accommodate the 
surge in patients.

“I want to strongly encourage all 
members of the diocese, if you have 
not, to get vaccinated,” Thompson, the 
Louisiana bishop, said in a message last 
month. “Studies show being vaccinated 
is our best defense against COVID. Our 

goal is to care for one another. Let us all 
do our part in caring for our neighbor.”

Florida’s statewide vaccination rate 
matches the 50% national rate, but 
county rates tell a different story. Miami-
Dade County, for example has 63% of 
residents vaccinated, while some other 
Florida counties, especially in the Pan-
handle, are just now approaching 25%.

The Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention updated its guidance on 
masking late last month to recommend 
that all Americans, whether vaccinated 
or not, wear masks in indoor public 
places where transmission rates are high.

The Diocese of Southwest Florida 
responded by asking clergy leaders 
to advise parishioners to wear masks 
indoors. The Diocese of Southeast Florida 
also is emphasizing mask usage while 
encouraging people to get vaccinated. 
Central Florida Bishop Gregory Brewer 
ordered masks to be worn at the diocese’s 
offices in Orlando but stopped short 
of extending that requirement to the 
diocese’s churches.

“While not mandating masks indoors 
at this time, all persons are encouraged 
to wear masks (covering the nose and 
mouth) when indoors,” the diocese said 
in an Aug. 3 update. “The risk of expo-
sure exists for all people, regardless of 
vaccination status.”

Missouri, with 42% of residents vac-
cinated, is another state dealing with 

alarming new COVID-19 outbreaks and 
a corresponding rise in hospitalizations. 
Clergy and lay leaders in the Diocese of 
West Missouri have encouraged people 
in their communities to get vaccinated, 
and the diocese has allowed each con-
gregation to established local policies 
for ensuring the safety of worshippers, 
including mask requirements, according 
to Gary Allman, the diocese’s communi-
cations director.

“Over the past few weeks, my ob-
servations have been that our churches 
have assessed local conditions, taken ex-
pert advice and prayerfully considered 
the best steps to take,” Allman told ENS 
by email. “As a result, those I’ve checked 
have self-imposed more rigorous guide-
lines than those required by their local 
authorities.”  n

By Egan Millard 
Episcopal News Service

A
s COVID-19 vaccination 
rates have slowed, a growing 
number of states, companies 
and organizations are offering 

a wide range of incentives for people 
to receive the vaccine, from lottery 
tickets to college scholarships. The Di-
ocese of Northern California launched 
its own campaign to protect its con-
gregations, offering a barbecue party 
with the bishop as the prize.

The diocese’s Max the Vax Cam-
paign, launched in mid-June, chal-
lenged all parishes to register as many 
vaccinated members as possible. Parish-
es that reached 100% or more of their 
average Sunday attendance were entered 
into a drawing to have Bishop Megan 
Traquair and her staff prepare and serve 
a barbecue for the congregation.

Out of the diocese’s 64 parishes, 43 
participated, said diocesan Missioner 
for Communications Alan Rellaford. 
A total of 1,393 people reported being 
vaccinated. Ten parishes that reached 
at least 100% of their average Sunday 
attendance — the highest being St. 

Timothy’s Episcopal Church in Grid-
ley at 226% — were entered into the 
drawing, which took place on July 19. 
On Facebook Live, Traquair selected a 
Ping-Pong ball from the “Barbecue of 
Destiny,” revealing St. Alban’s Episco-
pal Church in Arcata as the winner.

“This has been a great campaign, 
and that’s because the congregations 
and our members have been so good 
about trying to get healthy and strong 
with the vaccination,” Traquair said. 
“Thank you for keeping safe yourselves 
and thank you for keeping our broth-
ers and our sisters safe by getting vac-
cinated. Well done.”

The importance of getting vac-
cinated against COVID-19 has only 
increased as the more contagious delta 
variant spreads among unvaccinated 
people. About 99% of all COVID-19 
hospitalizations and deaths in the 
United States are now among people 
who weren’t fully vaccinated.

The Episcopal Church’s Office of 
Government Relations has released 
a COVID-19 vaccine toolkit, which 
helps individuals and congregations 
learn about the vaccine, get their shots 
and encourage others to do the same.   n

      NEWS
COVID continued from page 1

Curry encourages Americans to get vaccinated

P
residing Bishop Michael Curry re-
leased a video Aug. 10 calling on Epis-
copalians to spread the word about 
the importance of getting vaccinated.

“Vaccines can help us save lives and make 
life livable,” Curry said. “I got mine. We can get 
ours for ourselves, but if not for ourselves, for 
our children who do not have a vaccine yet.”

Pfizer’s vaccine is authorized for admin-
istering to children as young as 12, but no 
vaccine is available yet to younger children as 
studies continue.

Curry urged viewers to share their “I Got Mine” story by posting a photo or 
video with the #igotmine hashtag, tag and invite friends, and tell the world about 
getting the COVID-19 vaccine.

A COVID-19 Vaccine Toolkit is available at www.episcopalchurch.org.
“The #COVIDVaccine saves lives,” Curry said in the video. Referring to the 

hashtag, he said, “#igotmine to do my part to live out the Bible’s commandment 
to ‘Love your neighbor as yourself.’ And I’m inviting my friends to share their 
own #igotmine stories.”

— Episcopal Church Office of Public Affairs

Diocese of Northern California offers barbecue 
with the bishop as vaccination challenge prize

Photo/Diocese of Northern California via Facebook 

From left, Diocese of Northern California Bishop Megan Traquair and Executive 
Assistant Jacqi Seppi draw the winning parish’s name in the “Max the Vax” campaign. 

Photo/ENS via Facebook

Presiding Bishop Michael Curry
receives the COVID-19  vaccine.

A
nglican churches across New 
Zealand were closed to in-per-
son services the weekend of Aug 
21-22, as the country entered 

another lockdown due to several cases of 
the COVID-19 Delta variant. 

Two significant in-person Anglican 
events scheduled for the week of Aug. 
23 were postponed: a youth leadership 
festival that had been scheduled for 
the town of Waikanae and a deans 
conference that had been scheduled for 
Dunedin.

On the eve of lockdown, the church’s 
Maori Facebook page invited all to join 

twice-daily Maori prayers to be streamed 
during the lockdown.

“‘Let peace be the pandemic, let 
kindness be the contagion, let love be 
the miracle,” the post began, reaffirming 
Archbishop Don Tamihere’s call for 
everyone to prioritize love and care for 
one another.

Bishop of Auckland Ross Bay encour-
aged people to go back to virtual services 
and to plan for online worship, as expe-
rience now proves that a slow reduction 
in alert levels is more likely than a quick 
return to the “almost normal” of Level 1.

— Anglican Taonga

New Zealand churches again move to online worship
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Archbishop of Canterbury Justin Welby ad-
dressed the House of Lords on Aug. 18 after 
Parliament was recalled following the fall 
of Afghanistan. The full text of his speech 
follows:

My Lords,
I look forward today es-

pecially to hearing noble and 
gallant Lords, diplomats, and 
others with local knowledge 
in Afghanistan. We rightly 
remember the courage, suf-
fering and sacrifice over the 
last 20 years, and the courage 
being shown by our ambas-
sador and the service people in Afghani-
stan at the moment, together with their 
colleagues and reporters. When we look 
back, I remember a cathedral, full for the 
funeral of a soldier: family and many col-
leagues silent in dignity, some wounded, 
mourning their loss.

The failure we face today is not mili-
tary or diplomatic: they did all they 
could. It is political. Recovery and hope 
will come to Afghanistan with us sup-
porting commitment to the neediest and 
most desperate. We have proven capaci-
ties in soft as well as hard power.

We owe an absolute, lavishly gener-
ous moral covenant to all those who 
are at risk because they served with us 
in Afghanistan or took seriously our 
frequently professed commitment to its 
future, women and girls included. An 
Afghan refugee, now a U.K. citizen, said 
to me this week, “families in such times 
of trouble belong together.” His words 
are not politics, but humanity. This is 
about morals, not numbers. Will the 

government confirm that their policy 
will reflect moral obligation and not be 
controlled by numbers?

In Pakistan, a country facing huge 
pressure including from 
refugees, we must undertake 
dialogue and support, learn-
ing afresh the religious and 
cultural literacy which is es-
sential to effective work. We 
must not put any groups 
there, or in Afghanistan, into 
a corner where they may be 
driven to greater extremes. 
The aid we offer must sup-

port dialogue, inspire hope and prepare 
reconciliation. And that aid must be 
genuinely additional, not a transfer from 
other places of need. Is that going to be 
the case, I ask the government?

We must renew commitment to free-
dom of religion and belief everywhere, a 
point not much mentioned so far. That 
will count in Pakistan and Afghanistan 
for Christians and religious communi-
ties such as Shia, Hindus, Jains, Ahmadis 
and Sikhs.

A WhatsApp [message], from a Chris-
tian in Afghanistan, asked for support 
there and in Pakistan. Memorably, it 
said, “I am willing to die for Jesus, but I 
do not want to die forgotten.”

My Lords, this is a very bad time, es-
pecially for so many in Afghanistan, and 
for those who served there. It is a time 
for prayerful humility — and for us to 
display generosity, virtue, and courage. 
Rebuilding our reputation in such ways 
will give many others hope as well.

— Church of England

      NEWS

Refugee Services of Texas and other 
EMM affiliates have asked supporters 
to contribute in various ways, including 
by helping to find affordable housing for 
the incoming families.

“We are asking our communities to 
help give back to these new arrivals who 
served us abroad,” the Diocese of Olym-
pia’s Refugee Resettlement Office said 
in a Facebook post. It called for spon-
sor families and donations of household 
items.

Another EMM affiliate, Integrated 
Refugee & Immigrant Services in New 
Haven, Conn., issued a similar plea last 
week. “Help us find housing for Afghan 
families!” the organization said on Face-
book. “We’re excited to welcome an in-
flux of Afghans who’ve worked with the 
U.S. government — in some cases, with 
only a 24-hour notice.”

On July 8, President Joe Biden 
pledged to step up efforts to resettle Af-
ghans connected to the American war ef-
fort — an issue that had gained urgency 
after his administration announced its 
plan to withdraw all troops from Af-
ghanistan by Sept. 11.

A first group of about 2,500 Afghans 
began arriving in the United States in 
July, initially to be housed at military 
bases during their completion of the spe-
cial immigrant visa process.

An estimated 18,000 Afghans were in 

various stages of apply-
ing for and receiving the 
special immigrant visas, 
along with about 53,000 
of their family members. 
Congress has autho-
rized more than 26,000 
special immigrant visas 
for Afghans in the past 
seven years. Pending leg-
islation would allow the 
government to issue an 
additional 8,000 special 
immigrant visas to those 
awaiting approval.

The urgency was un-
derscored Aug. 16 when 
large crowds stormed the 
airport in Kabul, desper-
ate to gain access to one 
of the planes leaving the 
country under American 
guard.

Presiding Bishop Mi-
chael Curry responded 
to the fast-moving crisis 
by issuing a prayer for the 
people of Afghanistan.

“There is a profound humanitarian 
crisis,” Curry said. “Countless people, 
mostly women and children, are now 
fleeing and vulnerable. The lives of many 
are now endangered. The hopes of many 
are forgone. Send your Spirit, Lord, to 
rally the resolve of the nations of the 
earth to find pathways to save human 

lives, protect human rights and to re-
solve the hardships of those seeking ref-
uge, asylum and safety.”

EMM is best known for its refugee re-
settlement work. The Episcopal Church 
first began assisting refugees in the 1930s 
and 1940s through the Presiding Bish-
op’s Fund for World Relief, supporting 
Europeans fleeing the Nazis.

Since the Unites States created the 
current refugee resettlement program in 

1980, EMM has resettled 
about 100,000 refugees, 
providing a range of ser-
vices for these families 
upon their arrival in the 
United States, includ-
ing English language 
and cultural orientation 
classes, employment ser-
vices, school enrollment, 
and initial assistance with 
housing and transporta-
tion.

Refugee resettlement 
was reduced to the low-
est level in the federal 
program’s 40-year history 
under President Donald 
Trump. The president 
sets the ceiling, or maxi-
mum number, for refu-
gees to be resettled in the 
United States each year, 
and Trump slashed that 
number to a historic low 
of 15,000.

Biden has said he will 
increase it to 125,000, 

and on May 3, his administration raised 
the cap to 62,500 for the rest of the cur-
rent fiscal year, which ends on Sept. 30.

The refugee cap does not affect the 
number of people eligible for special 
immigrant visas, but EMM and the other 
eight agencies have just begun to rebuild 
resettlement programs that were decimated 
under the previous president. Those 
challenges also will extend to the efforts 
to welcome more Afghan families.   n

Afghanistan continued from page 1

Photos/Wikimedia Commons

Above, Afghan 
citizens crowd 
the entrance to 
Hamid Karzai 
Airport, seeking 
passage out of the 
country. 
Left, Taliban 
militants block 
access to the 
airport. 
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By Mary Frances Schjonberg 
Episcopal News Service

H
aitian Episcopalians spent the 
hours after the Aug. 14 7.2 
magnitude earthquake search-
ing for family and friends while 

assessing the damage to their churches, 
schools and communities as their minis-
try partners across the Episcopal Church 
awaited their news.

The death toll from the earthquake 
stood at close to 2,200 as of Aug. 22, 
Haiti’s Civil Protection Agency said. 
The agency said 6,900 people had been 
injured. Amid the devastation, Tropical 
Depression Grace brought heavy rainfall 
over the island two days later.

After the quake, “the streets are filled 
with screaming,” the Rev. Abiade Loza-
ma, archdeacon at Saint Sauveur Episco-
pal Church in Les Cayes near the quake’s 
epicenter, told the New York Times. 
“People are searching, for loved ones or 
resources, medical help, water.”

He and others were welcoming teach-
ers and parents on Saturday morning to 
discuss plans to return to school when 
the earthquake occurred. Everyone ran 
outside, looking for an open space free 
of trees or buildings that could collapse. 
Lozama said he walked from the school 
to the town center and saw only a hand-
ful of houses that did not have damage.

“People are sitting around waiting 
for word, and there is no word — no 
word from their family, no word on 
who will help them,” Lozama told the 
Times. “When such a catastrophe hap-
pens, people wait for word or some sort 
of confidence from the state. But there’s 

nothing. No help.”
“We know that lives have 

been lost and many build-
ings destroyed,” Elizabeth 
Lowell, a member of the 
board of St. Vincent’s Center 
for Children with Disabili-
ties in Haiti, wrote to sup-
porters. “Episcopal clergy in 
the affected area are safe, but 
shaken.”

Among those clergy mem-
bers, Lowell told ENS, was 
the Rev. Kesner Ajax, known 
to many Episcopal congrega-
tions and schools as the coor-
dinator of partnership efforts 
between the Diocese of Haiti 
and Episcopalians elsewhere 
in the church. Ajax lives in 
Les Cayes.

The Episcopal Diocese of Haiti is 
numerically the church’s largest, with 
92,651 members as of 2019.

“We are deeply saddened by the reports 
coming from our friends and partners 
in Haiti,” Abagail Nelson, executive 
vice president of Episcopal Relief & 
Development, said in a statement posted 
on the organization’s website. “We are 
currently mobilizing to work with an 
array of development partners to meet 
the immediate and long-term needs of 
affected communities.”

“Our hearts break for our broth-
ers and sisters in Haiti. So many of us 
have visited Haiti and been blessed by 
her faith and resilience,” Atlanta Bishop 
Robert C. Wright said in a news release.

He also acknowledged that many 
Georgia Episcopalians have long-stand-
ing personal and ministry relationships 
with the people of Haiti. “We pray God’s 
grace and mercy on her now as she faces 
the tremendous trials of another earth-
quake and continued political upheaval.”

New Jersey Bishop William H. “Chip” 
Stokes called on his diocese, which has a 
Haitian ministry, to offer special prayers 
for the Haitian people. “Pray for those 
who have died. Pray for those who have 
been injured. Pray for those who have 
lost their homes and shelter. Pray for 
those whose loved ones have been killed 
or injured,” Stokes wrote.

News from other Episcopal organiza-
tions and partners in the quake-struck 
part of the country trickled out to part-
ners in the United States.

The Global Birthing Home Founda-
tion, based in Kansas, reported that the 
perimeter wall at Maison de Naissance 
had collapsed, taking down the power 
lines from its generator building. Howev-
er, its solar power system appeared to be 
intact. The foundation of the main build-
ing was badly damaged. The diocese and 
St. Vincent’s Center are among Global 
Birthing Home Foundation’s partners.

Ajax confirmed that the diocese’s 
Bishop Tharp Business and Technology 
Institute in Les Cayes suffered damage. 
The school’s classrooms were intact, he 
said, but the administration was on the 

ground floor and needed to be com-
pletely demolished. Ajax and others 
confirmed that the earthquake collapsed 
the school’s Epiphany Guesthouse and it 
will have to be demolished as well.

Ajax told ENS via email that he was 
staying in a tent until the aftershocks are 
over. “The most shocking thing is to see 
people under the sun during the day and 
in the evening under the rain.”

In Maniche, about 14 miles north of 
Les Cayes, the 400-student school at St. 
Augustin Episcopal Church sustained 
significant damage, according to a Face-
book post by the congregation’s ministry 
partner, St. Andrew’s Episcopal Church 
in Kansas City, Missouri. The two con-
gregations, along with three other Epis-
copal parishes in the Kansas City area, 
have been partners for 25 years.

In Petit Trou de Nippes, near the 
quake’s epicenter, St. Peter’s School 
suffered major damage, according to a 
report by Locally Haiti, formerly known 
at the Colorado Haiti Project. Many 
people slept outside and the Episcopal 
Church-related group spent the days 
since the quake learning what their 
ministry partners need.

“We are working to secure requested 
items (medical supplies and tents for the 
clinic, for the school, and for families),” 
the group said. “We are communicating 
with multiple organizations in Haiti to 
assure we are coordinating efficiently.” 
Locally Haiti said it also plans to send 
financial aid and a structural engineer to 
assess the state of the ministry’s buildings.

Dr. Paul Farmer, one of the founders 
of Partners In Health, said that Zanmi 
Lasante, an organization based in Cange 
in the central plateau and Haiti’s largest 
health care provider outside the gov-
ernment, “will be able to muster both 
hospital beds and outreach teams, and 
already has a cracker-jack trauma team.”

Zanmi Lasante has Episcopal Church 
roots. The Rev. Fritz Lafontant, 94, a 
veritable icon of the diocese who suc-
cumbed to COVID-19 on June 28, was 
another founding member of Partners in 
Health and was Zanmi Lasante’s found-
ing director.

Farmer noted that after the devastating 

2010 earthquake struck near 
Port-au-Prince, Zanmi Las-
ante had teams in the quake 
zone within 24-48 hours. 
“They can do more, and 
faster, than back then, and 
will be counting on all of us 
for the pragmatic solidarity 
they deserve,” Farmer wrote. 
“That will be, as usual, in the 
form of staff, stuff, space, and 
support, since we now have 
Haiti’s biggest and stron-
gest health system, much of 
it mobile when needed. Of 
course, they are already deal-
ing with COVID and politi-
cal disruption, but we have 
the U.S. coordination team 
on standby too.”

Haiti, plagued by decades of poverty 
and political violence, has not fully re-
covered from the 2010 magnitude 7 
earthquake that struck near the capi-
tal, Port-au-Prince. Between 220,000 
and 300,000 people were killed. About 
3 million people lived in the capital at 
the time, and 1.6 million people in the 
city and elsewhere were left homeless on 
streets filled with the rubble of 80,000 
destroyed buildings.

The latest earthquake hit a country 
suffering from an uptick in COVID-19 
cases, gang violence and the July 7 assas-
sination of President Jovenel Moïse.

The country had seemingly avoided 
the worst of the pandemic until recently. 
Johns Hopkins University’s COVID-19 
tracker shows 20,507 confirmed cases 
and 576 deaths as of Aug. 16. However, 
health experts say that those numbers 
are major undercounts. Haiti received its 
first vaccine shipment on July 14.

In addition to Lafontant, the Rev. 
Lucien Bernard and the Rev. Robert 
Joseph, the rector and vice-rector of 
the Episcopal University of Haiti, 
respectively, both died of COVID-19 
days apart in early June.

The country’s violence and the pan-
demic have prevented the diocese from 
electing a successor to Bishop Jean Zaché 
Duracin, who retired in March 2019. 
Dean Joseph Kerwin Delicat, of Holy 
Trinity Cathedral, was elected bishop 
coadjutor in June 2018; however, the 
validity of the election was challenged. 
Delicat eventually failed to receive the 
necessary consents from the Episcopal 
Church’s dioceses and bishops.

Bishop Todd Ousley, who heads the 
church’s Office of Pastoral Development 
that assists dioceses with bishop searches, 
told ENS in July that Haiti has not been 
able to schedule a new election because 
of the pandemic, government instability 
and civil unrest, and the challenges 
of power outages and lack of reliable 
internet or other communication 
mechanisms.   n

The Rev. Mary Frances Schjonberg 
retired in July 2019 as senior editor and 
reporter for Episcopal News Service.

Earthquake-battered Haitian Episcopalians  
assess damage, link with ministry partners
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A house damaged by the 2021 earthquake is seen in Haiti.

Presiding Bishop Curry’s 
prayer for Haiti

E ternal God, send forth your Sprit 
to encourage and strengthen 
the people of Haiti in these diffi-
cult times. We pray especially for 

those impacted by the recent earthquake. 
Encourage and strengthen those who help 
and support others. In your mercy, receive 
the souls of those who have died; comfort 
their families and loved ones. Surround 
with your presence the sick and suffer-
ing. Aid the work of those who still search 
and rescue. Empower the medical and aid 
workers and all who labor to heal.

Likewise, inspire and empower the 
resolve of the nations and peoples of the 
world to be your instruments of help and 
healing. Stir up the might of your love and 
compassion among the nations to rally re-
sources and stay the course until the hu-
manitarian job is accomplished.

Lastly, enfold and uphold the people of 
Haiti—from the youngest newly born to 
the oldest among us—in the arms of your 
love and the strength of your might. This 
we pray in the name of Jesus Christ our 
Lord, amen.

— Episcopal Church Office of Public Affairs
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By Lynette Wilson 
Episcopal News Service

I
n mid-July, Cubans took to the streets 
in rare anti-government demonstra-
tions, denouncing the government 
for its handling of the coronavirus 

pandemic, food and medicine shortages, 
long lines, price hikes and an ever-wors-
ening economy.

Episcopal leaders, including the Epis-
copal bishop of Cuba, Griselda Delgado 
del Carpio, supported the protesters.

“Expressing concern and frustration 
is the right of every citizen and every 
people. The right to freedom of expres-
sion in peaceful public demonstrations 
is a human right,” Delgado, who has 
served as bishop of Cuba since 2010, 
said in a letter.

The church, Delgado said, is con-
cerned with the lack of space for people 
to voice their civic concerns. “As long as 
people manifest themselves in a peaceful 
and respectful framework, they should 
be allowed to do so,” she said.

The protesters shouted, “Libertad,” in 
a call to freedom, and “Patria y Vida,” 
a play on the Communist government’s 
slogan, “Patria o Muerte,” “Fatherland 
or Death,” according to news reports.

The long-deteriorating economic sit-
uation and food and medicine shortages 
preceded the COVID-19 pandemic, 

which has made the situation 
worse. Cuba is reporting more 
than 5,300 daily infections, the 
highest since the start of the 
pandemic. New government-
enacted economic policies im-
plemented earlier this year also 
have exacerbated the situation.

“Uncertainty, frustration, 
burden, and despair have been 
generated by the constant lack 
of basic food products and 
medicines — among other 
misfortunes. All of us are expe-
riencing increased emotional, 
mental, physical, and spiritual 
deterioration. The average wage 
has been dramatically deval-
ued, while the most important 
products are offered only in new stores 
for foreign currencies. Power plants have 
been put out of operation due to various 
mechanical failures resulting in power 
outages,” Delgado said, as she called 
for dialogue to address people’s urgent 
needs.

“The church urges that reason, san-
ity, and responsibility prevail. That path 
must be chosen by all Cubans. There will 
always be divergences, diverse opinions, 
different thoughts — that is the richness 
and integrality of being a people. The 
value of dialogue must be raised in or-
der to seek understanding and ways to 

resolve this situation,” she said.
Anti-government protests are uncom-

mon in Cuba, where its authoritarian 
regime retains tight control over society 
and the media. International news out-
lets worldwide, including the New York 
Times, characterized the protests as “a 
remarkable eruption of discontent not 
seen in nearly 30 years.”

“The church in Cuba has stood with 
the people and continues to stand with 
the people,” the Rev. Glenda McQueen, 
the Episcopal Church’s partnership offi-
cer for Latin America and the Caribbe-
an, told ENS. To know that the church 

stands with the people and that Episco-
palians from around the world are pray-
ing for the Cuban people, “gives them a 
sense of hope, hope that is needed in this 
difficult time.”

In a letter to his diocese, Western 
North Carolina Bishop José McLough-
lin, whose mother fled Cuba in 1961, 
addressed the situation.

“At present, Cuba is experiencing its 
most significant protests since the early 
1990s. Aggravated by the effects of the 
COVID-19 pandemic as well as a re-
cent spike in COVID-19 cases, many 
protesters, frustrated by the country’s 
struggle to combat the coronavirus and 
resulting poor conditions for many resi-
dents, are calling for the resignation of 
current President Miguel Diaz-Canel. 
Facing a lack of access to food and other 
necessary supplies, lack of communica-
tion and deadly violence plaguing the 
streets, most people fear for their wellbe-
ing,” McLoughlin wrote.

“My family and so many Cubans 
have suffered deeply as a part of this 
six-decade-old regime, a situation only 
complicated by the pandemic and the 
economic collapse brought on by the 
government’s changing of the nation’s 
monetary system,” said the bishop, who 
still has family in Cuba and whose dio-
cese has a companion relationship with 
the Diocese of Cuba.  n

Episcopal Church voices support for Cubans in anti-government protests

Photo/Lynette Wilson/ENS

Presiding Bishop Michael Curry preaches and 
Luz Dinorah Padro, the church’s manager for 
language services, interprets March 6, 2020, during 
a Eucharist in Havana celebrating the Diocese of 
Cuba’s readmission into the Episcopal Church.
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By David Paulsen 
Episcopal News Service

T
he Episcopal Church’s three dio-
ceses in Wisconsin announced 
Aug. 18 that they are launching 
a formal process “to explore ways 

to deepen cooperation and coordina-
tion” among the dioceses. It’s the latest 
example of neighboring dioceses’ em-
phasis on greater collaboration as they 
face the financial challenges and mem-
bership decline that are common con-
cerns across the Episcopal Church.

The Wisconsin news comes less than 
a month after the Diocese of Vermont 
bishop revealed that a looming “financial 
cliff” was driving consideration of closer 
ties to the dioceses of New Hampshire 
and Maine.

Formal partnerships already are in 
place between the dioceses of Eastern 
and Western Michigan and between the 
dioceses of Northwestern Pennsylvania 

and Western New York. In the formal 
partnerships, the dioceses agreed to share 
a bishop and combine some adminis-
trative functions and ministries while 
maintaining separate diocesan identities.

Wisconsin’s two northern dioceses, 
Fond du Lac and Eau Claire, took steps 

in a similar direction when they agreed 
late last year to share a bishop: Fond du 
Lac Bishop Matthew Gunter began serv-
ing as Eau Claire’s provisional bishop on 
Jan. 1.

The Diocese of Milwaukee, facing its 
own bishop vacancy this year, chose to 
welcome Bishop Jeffrey Lee on April 1 
for a two-year term as part-time provi-
sional bishop. Lee had retired at the end 
of 2020 as bishop of the neighboring 
Diocese of Chicago.

“Each diocese is experiencing chal-
lenges of being the church in the 21st 
century while adapting to the challenges 
of the COVID-19 pandemic,” the three 
dioceses said in the Aug. 18 joint state-
ment announcing what they label a “tria-
logue.”

The statement cites the dioceses’ 
shared roots in the former Diocese of 
Wisconsin, which was created in 1847, 
a year before Wisconsin became a state.

“Three Episcopal dioceses share a her-
itage of nearly 200 years after 
the Oneida brought the Epis-
copal Church to Wisconsin,” 
the written statement said. 
“Ministry and congregations 
were developed under the 
leadership of Bishop Jackson 
Kemper as missionary and di-
ocesan bishop. More recently, 
the three dioceses worked co-
operatively by co-hosting con-
ferences, clergy gatherings and 
several other events.”

The goal now is to find ways 
to formalize and expand that coopera-
tion. With the backing of the three dio-
ceses’ governing bodies, the bishops and 
a small group of lay and clergy leaders 
will meet in person in late September for 
initial discussions about how congrega-
tions across the state can work together. 

They also will discuss ways of engaging 
broader groups of lay and clergy leaders 
in future conversations.

“It’s not a new idea, but I think there’s 
some fresh energy around it,” Lee told 
ENS. He called this “an opportune mo-
ment, when both Eau Claire and Mil-
waukee are in between sitting diocesan 
bishops.”

He already has been fielding questions 
about whether the dioceses are taking 
steps toward reunion, but he said that is 
not the focus of these preliminary talks. 
“All we’ve agreed to is to sit down and 
talk about possibilities, and that could 
be any number of things.”

Eau Claire has grappled with budget 
shortfalls at least as far back as 2008, 
compelling diocesan leaders to consider 
organizational alternatives. The diocese 
nearly merged with Fond du Lac in 
2011, but that plan ultimately was de-
feated in a close vote by the Fond du Lac 
diocesan convention.

Milwaukee’s finances have remained 
relatively stable; plate and pledge rev-
enue increased nearly 5% in the five 
years ending 2019. Rather than a finan-
cial lifeline, Lee said he sees cross-diocese 
collaboration as a way to expand his dio-
cese’s capacity for ministry.

“Three dioceses running entirely sepa-
rate shops, so to speak, in terms of gov-
ernance structures, things like diaconal 
training programs to commissions on 
ministry to chancellors. … Do we really 
need to maintain three separate versions 
of all of those things? Could we be more 
efficient?”

About 6 million people live in the 
state. Church membership is steadily 
declining in all three dioceses — down 
overall by nearly a third in the past de-
cade.

Eau Claire, now with about 1,200 

baptized members and 19 congrega-
tions, and Fond du Lac, with around 
3,900 members and 35 congregations, 
are two of the Episcopal Church’s least-
populous dioceses. In the southern third 
of the state, the Diocese of Milwaukee 
includes six of the state’s 10 largest cit-
ies and has about 7,800 members and 48 
congregations.

“We are starting at how to best engage 
diocesan members in conversation,” 
Matthew Payne, Fond du Lac’s canon for 
administration, told ENS. “This is just 
the beginning of an intentional process 
to discern how we can work together to 
better witness the gospel of Jesus Christ.”

Gunter, who has led the Diocese of 
Fond du Lac since 2014, was on vaca-
tion and unavailable for an interview, 
but he told ENS in January that he was 
open to options that would bring the 
dioceses closer together. “There were his-
torical reasons why those dioceses were 
formed. Whether or not in the 21st cen-
tury, given changing realities and num-
bers, it makes sense to continue [as three 
dioceses] is a different question,” Gunter 
said.

Before becoming bishop of Chicago, 
Lee served in the 1990s in the Diocese of 
Milwaukee as rector of St. Christopher’s 
Episcopal Church in River Hills. Gunter 
spent 18 years as a parish priest in the 
Diocese of Chicago, serving under Lee 
for part of that time. When Lee began 
leading the Diocese of Milwaukee this 
spring, their prior experience together 
helped foster conversations about a mu-
tual path forward for the dioceses.

“There’s a sense of opportunity,” Lee 
said. “It’s the same Jesus we’re proclaim-
ing … This faith we share as Episcopa-
lians, proclaiming the Gospel and engag-
ing in God’s mission, that’s our common 
ground.”   n

Wisconsin dioceses to formalize collaboration plans
Similar efforts gain steam churchwide
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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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‘ Three Episcopal dioceses share a heritage of 
nearly 200 years after the Oneida brought the 
Episcopal Church to Wisconsin.’ 

— Joint statement from the Wisconsin bishops

Photo/Christ Church Cathedral, via Facebook
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Diocese of Vermont faces ‘financial cliff,’  
launches study of collaborative diocesan models

By David Paulsen 
Episcopal News Service

T
he bishop’s message landed in 
Vermont Episcopalians’ email 
inboxes last July with a hopeful 
subject: “Building a Bridge to 

the Future.” But the bottom line was 
dire: the Diocese of Vermont is heading 
toward a “financial cliff,” an expert had 
concluded, and budget cuts alone won’t 
prevent the fall.

“Cost-cutting is only a short-term 
survival strategy that will help us build 
a bridge to our new future,” Bishop 
Shannon MacVean-Brown said in her 
message. She also announced a new task 
force that will consider long-term strate-
gies for sustaining the diocese’s congre-
gations and ministries, and she raised the 
prospect of greater collaboration and re-
source sharing with the dioceses of New 
Hampshire and Maine.

“While I know this news may come as 
a surprise to some of you, the challenges 
to the financial sustainability of our min-
istry were decades in the making, and we 
will not solve them overnight,” she wrote.

MacVean-Brown later said in a phone 
interview with ENS that there had been 
no talk of merger with any other diocese, 
but she felt compelled by the assessment 
of her diocese’s finances to speak frankly 
about the urgent need for a different path 
forward. The challenges facing her diocese 

are similar across the Episcopal Church, 
she said, and she remains hopeful.

“This is about the mission of Jesus. 
What would Jesus have us do in this time, 
and how can we use all of our resources 
to be about that work?” MacVean-Brown 
told ENS. “I don’t know the outcome 
… I just know that we are going to talk 
about the realities and do something new, 
and that we’re going to trust God to be 
with us in it.”

Vermont’s newly formed Taskforce 
for Hope, Revitalization, Innovation, 
Vitality and Efficiency, or THRIVE, will 
study the organizational models being 
tested by other Episcopal dioceses.

In particular, MacVean-Brown point-
ed to the ongoing partnership between 
the dioceses of Northwestern Pennsylva-
nia and Western New York.

Bishop Sean Rowe, who oversees those 
two dioceses, spoke to the Diocese of 

Vermont’s new task force during its first 
meeting on July 26. MacVean-Brown 
has begun discussing options with the 
bishops in New Hampshire and Maine.

MacVean-Brown has led the Bur-
lington-based diocese since Septem-
ber 2019. Her predecessor, 
Bishop Thomas Ely, was in 
that role for 18 years, fol-
lowing what the diocese de-
scribed as a “bishop in part-
nership” model that sought 
to empower local leaders.

The Vermont diocese is 
one of the smallest, with 
about 5,700 baptized mem-
bers in 2019, according to the 
most recently released church 
data. It has 10 full-time clergy 
members and 45 congrega-
tions. Diocesan records indi-
cate most congregations op-
erate without full-time clergy, and all but 
three report average Sunday attendance of 
less than 100 worshippers.

The state, mostly rural, has 624,000 res-
idents. Only Wyoming has a smaller popu-
lation. Ninety-four percent of Vermonters 
are white, according to the U.S. Census 
Bureau. Residents ages 65 and older make 
up 20% of Vermont’s population, and 
MacVean-Brown, the diocese’s first Black 
bishop, noted to ENS that many of the 
church’s members are older adults.

Vermont’s membership trend mirrors 
those regionally and in the 
wider Episcopal Church, 
which recorded an 8% 
membership decline from 
2014 to 2019. Vermont is 
part of the church’s Prov-
ince I, which encompasses 
the seven New England 
dioceses, and those dioceses 
averaged a 12% decline in 
members over the last five 
years. Connecticut, Maine, 
Vermont and Western Mas-
sachusetts saw plate and 
pledge income drop 3% 
to 7% in those five years, 
while Massachusetts, New 

Hampshire and Rhode Island logged 
five-year increases of 4% to 8%.

Financial struggles are still an uncom-
fortable subject in the church, MacVean-
Brown said, and the church’s polity isn’t 
a reliable guide. “It doesn’t say anything 
about what happens when a diocese can’t 
support itself financially, so there’s this 
expectation that it’s not going to hap-
pen,” she said. “And I think that because 
we haven’t talked about that, it’s undis-
cussable.”

The Diocese of Vermont’s membership 
declined by about 13% in the five years 
ending 2019. While its budget has hov-
ered around $1 million in recent years, its 
plate and pledge income has gradually de-
clined by more than 3% since 2014, cre-
ating an unsustainable long-term budget 
deficit, according to the financial consul-
tant the diocese hired this year.

For now, the diocese says it is holding 

its finances steady with 
help from federal pan-
demic relief through 
the Paycheck Protec-
tion Program, but the 
financial consultant 
concluded that by the 
first quarter of 2023, 
“diocesan expenses will 
far exceed revenues.”

MacVean-Brown 
anticipated the verdict. 
When she applied for 

this role in 2018, the diocese said in its 
bishop search profile it planned to main-
tain its existing leadership model but also 
hinted at financial struggles and sug-
gested that much would be expected of 
Vermont’s new bishop. “We are on the 
unavoidable cusp of some important and 
daunting leaps of faith that will call for 
careful tending, creative ideas and the 
willingness to hold onto each other in 
love,” the diocese said in its search profile.

In the profile, diocesan leaders said 
they had considered other leadership op-
tions, such as a part-time or provisional 
bishop or sharing a bishop with another 
diocese, but they ultimately chose to re-
cruit another full-time bishop.

“We recognize that our next bishop 
needs to have an innovative spirit, out-
of-the-box energy and, as one person so 
aptly termed it, a sense of holy scrappi-
ness,” the diocese said. “We don’t know 
what the finances will continue to look 
like down the road and what other cre-
ative structure of episcopacy might re-
veal itself in the future.”

In her interview with ENS, MacVean-
Brown said such cautionary language 
had caught her attention, and while she 
embraced the opportunity to lead the 
diocese, she thought it was important 
to face the tough financial realities with 
honesty and openness.

“I’m not some money whiz,” she said, 
but about a year ago she took a closer 
look at diocesan finances and saw a cri-
sis point looming. Up to that point, she 
said, the dire financial outlook had been 
obscured by layers of diocesan bureau-
cracy, including numerous finance-relat-
ed committees. To get an expert’s opin-
ion, she signed a contract in early 2021 
with Stephen Burnett, a former partner 
at the professional services company De-
loitte who had chaired the Diocese of 
Atlanta’s finance committee for 27 years.

Burnett’s assessment confirmed “trou-
ble ahead” for the diocese. Following his 
recommendations, the bishop and other 
diocesan leaders moved to restrict spend-
ing as a preliminary measure, including 
declining to fill a vacant staff position.

In the past, the diocese had made cuts 
to balance the budget, only to continue 
facing the need for more cuts, MacVean-
Brown told ENS. She had to look for 
new ways of supporting clergy, develop-
ing lay leadership and growing Episcopal 
ministries, while rethinking the organi-
zational and financial strategies of the 
past. Simply “managing decline” won’t 
work, she said. “It decreases our abil-
ity to be present in our communities in 
meaningful ways.”

The partnership between the dio-
ceses of Northwestern Pennsylvania and 
Western New York is one model for in-
novation. Since 2018, they have shared 
a bishop, combined administrative func-
tions and pursued joint ministries.

The dioceses of Eastern and Western 
Michigan established a similar partnership 
in 2019, and in Wisconsin, the dioceses of 
Eau Claire and Fond du Lac are in the ear-
ly stages of expanding their collaborative 
efforts while sharing a bishop. Another 
example is the Diocese of Western Kan-
sas, where Bishop Mark Cowell has served 
since December 2018, while also retaining 
some of his parish priest duties.

MacVean-Brown has begun talking 
regularly with New Hampshire Bishop 
Robert Hirschfeld and Maine Bishop 
Thomas Brown about ways their dio-
ceses can work together more closely. 
Options she cited include sharing staff 
and collaborating on ministries across 
the region, while allowing each diocese 
to retain its own identity.

Although New Hampshire and Maine 
resemble Vermont demographically, 
each state has twice as many residents 
as Vermont and twice as many Episco-
palians — about 11,000 in each of the 
two dioceses.

At the same, the Diocese of Vermont 
is proud of its recent achievements, the 
bishop said. Early in the pandemic, a 
few dozen Episcopalians who had been 
meeting regularly to pray on Zoom es-
tablished a new online congregation they 
call the Green Mountain Online Abbey.

Separately, about 40 people signed up 
for a lay preaching course offered by the 
diocese this year. The diocese recently 
received a grant from the Episcopal 
Church to support a ministry in Killing-
ton that works with a local Indigenous 
community.

MacVean-Brown praised members of 
the diocese for confronting the uncom-
fortable subject of the pro-slavery views 
of diocese’s first bishop, John Henry 
Hopkins.   n

ENS Writer Egan Millard contributed 
to this story.

‘ What would Jesus have us do in this time,  
and how can we use all of our resources to be 
about that work?’ 

— Bishop Shannon MacVean-Brown

Photo/Diocese of Vermont

MacVean-Brown

Photo/Wikimedia Commons

The Cathedral of St. Paul is seen in Burlington, Vt. It was 
built in 1973 and replaced an earlier cathedral that was 
destroyed by arson in 1971.
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By Egan Millard 
Episcopal News Service

A
s the song known as the “Black 
national anthem” achieves wider 
recognition in the United States, 
its significance is also being cel-

ebrated in the Episcopal Church.
“Lift Every Voice and Sing,” sung by 

generations of African Americans as a 
tribute to their struggles and triumphs, 
was introduced to white American 
Christians by Episcopalians and Luther-
ans 40 years ago, and a congressional bill 
endorsed by the Episcopal Church now 
proposes designating it as the U.S. na-
tional hymn.

Despite being a beloved African 
American anthem, “Lift Every Voice and 
Sing” was little known outside Black 
communities until the 1980s, when 
Black Lutheran and Episcopalian mu-
sicians pressed for its inclusion in their 
denominations’ hymnals.

The song was included in the origi-
nal version of the eponymous Episcopal 
hymnal compiling African American 
spirituals, which was originally released 
in 1981 as a supplement to the 1940 
hymnal. It was then included in the 
standard 1982 hymnal, which helped 
introduce the song to a wider audience.

At its most recent meeting in June, 

the Episcopal Church Executive Coun-
cil passed a resolution supporting a bill 
introduced earlier this year by U.S. Rep. 
James Clyburn that would make “Lift 
Every Voice and Sing” the official na-
tional hymn.

“I see this resolution, and this attempt 
in Congress, as a way to accept — on the 
part of this whole country — an offering 
of an important poem and song to all the 
American people, just like Black Episco-
palians offered this song to the Episcopal 
Church,” said Byron Rushing, the vice 
president of the House of Deputies who 
sponsored the resolution, at the meeting.

Though the resolution passed, it 
prompted some debate about whether it 
was appropriate for a secular nation to 
have a national hymn — especially in 
light of the church’s efforts to counter 
rising Christian nationalism.

“A hymn is inherently Christian, by 
definition by the Encyclopedia Britan-
nica. And it’s a song of praise to God,” 
the Rev. Mally Lloyd pointed out during 
the discussion on the resolution.

“I love to stand up and shout it. I love 
to declare it. But putting as a national 

hymn is where I am hav-
ing trouble in terms of 
trying to encourage in-
clusivity and honoring of 
all of our nation.”

The song’s lyrics are 
not overtly Christian, but 
they do mention God 
and heaven several times. 
Despite its description as 
a hymn in Clyburn’s bill 
and its inclusion in hym-
nals, its origins are secu-
lar.

The lyrics were writ-
ten by James Weldon 
Johnson — a Black man 
from Jacksonville, Fla., 
who became a leader in 
the Harlem Renaissance. 
Among other vocations, 
Johnson was a lawyer, a 
teacher, a poet, a diplo-
mat and a civil rights organizer.

He was the leader of the NAACP for 
10 years, the first Black professor hired 
by New York University, and the U.S. 
consul to Venezuela and later Nicara-
gua. He and his brother, composer J. 
Rosamond Johnson, also together wrote 
about 200 songs for Broadway musicals.

In 1900, while serving as a school 
principal in Jacksonville, Johnson was 

asked to speak 
at a celebra-
tion of Abraham 
Lincoln’s birth-
day. Instead of a 
speech, he wrote 
a poem, which 
his brother then 
set to music. It 
was sung by 500 
schoolchildren at 
the event, but the 

Johnson brothers didn’t think it would 
ever spread beyond that. They were 
wrong.

“The school children of Jacksonville 
kept singing it, they went off to other 
schools and sang it, they became teachers 
and taught it to other children,” Johnson 
recalled in 1935. Booker T. Washington 
helped popularize it, its lyrics were print-
ed in Black newspapers and it was select-
ed as the official song of the NAACP.

“Within twenty years, it was being 
sung over the South and in some other 
parts of the country. Today the song, 
popularly known as the Negro National 
Hymn, is quite generally used. The lines 
of this song repay me in elation, almost 
of exquisite anguish, whenever I hear 
them sung by Negro children,” Johnson 
wrote.

It is not clear whether Johnson ever 
considered himself an Episcopalian, but 
he did help organize the 1917 Silent 
Parade in New York, in which about 
10,000 African Americans marched 
down Fifth Avenue in protest against 
lynchings and racist violence, along with 
leaders from St. Philip’s Church, the old-

est Black Episcopal parish in New York. 
Today, Johnson is included on the Epis-
copal Church’s Holy Women, Holy Men 
calendar, commemorated on June 25.

Though “Lift Every Voice and Sing” 
enjoyed a resurgence in the late 20th 
century due to its inclusion in church 
hymnals, it was sung in earlier decades at 
Black secular events as well as churches, 
Rushing told Episcopal News Service.

“Black churches always sang it, but 
when I was growing up, you couldn’t go 
to a large meeting of Black people where 
they didn’t sing it, either at the begin-
ning or the end,” Rushing said. “It was 
always seen as a secular song.

“The other custom that Black people 
had was they always stood” while they 
sung it, Rushing added, “and there 
would be events 
where people sang 
both the national 
anthem and this.”

During discus-
sion of the resolu-
tion at Executive 
Council in June, 
member Diane 
Pollard also re-
called hearing it 
in both religious 
and non-religious 
contexts, and that 
it was revered in a 
way similar to the 
national anthem.

“I was taught 
that when this 
song is sung, you stand up,” Pollard re-
membered. “And my grandmother was 
not telling me to stand up because it was 
a song from the church. Far be it; many 
churches were the last to get on the 
bandwagon with equality for nonwhite 
people. She was telling me to stand up 
out of respect.”

The song has enjoyed new popular-
ity in recent years from secular sources 
again, largely due to the Black Lives Mat-
ter movement. Beyonce performed it at 

the Coachella music 
festival in 2018. The 
NFL will play it before 
all games this season, 
after doing so during a 
week last year. And in 
January, the legislation 
to make it America’s 
national hymn was in-
troduced in the House 
of Representatives.

Making it the na-
tional hymn “would 
be an act of bringing 
the country together,” 
Clyburn said when 
introducing the leg-
islation. “The gesture 
itself would be an act 
of healing. Everybody 
can identify with that 
song.” Episcopalians 
can learn more about 

how to support the legislation at the 
Episcopal Public Policy Network.

Rushing said he was approached by 
Carl MaultsBy, the director of music at 
St. Richard’s Episcopal Church in Win-
ter Park, Fla., encouraging the church 
to adopt a resolution supporting the 
bill. Rushing added that while he un-
derstands the concerns about adopting 
a “national hymn,” he said the word 
“hymn” in this case is only used because 
no song except “The Star-Spangled Ban-
ner” can be called a national anthem in 
the U.S.

“I understand the difficulty with the 
word ‘hymn,’” he said during the Ex-
ecutive Council meeting. “I think that 
if you ask most Black people what they 
would call this, they would have said 

an anthem. But that, of 
course, creates a slight 
problem in this legisla-
tion if we use that term. 
… We’re recognizing 
an important song in 
American culture.”

The Rev. Charles 
Graves IV, another Exec-
utive Council member, 
also argued in support 
of the resolution, say-
ing that there are already 
other national symbols 
that invoke God, but 
the purpose of Clyburn’s 
legislation is not reli-
gious but cultural and 
educational.

“We’re in the middle of this conversa-
tion about critical race theory and what 
will be taught in schools in terms of the 
history of race and the current realities of 
race in this country,” Graves said. “And so 
adding this hymn to our national canon 
helps to ensure that in the same way that 
schoolchildren are taught about the bald 
eagle and taught about the Constitution 
… they will also be taught about James 
Weldon Johnson and about the struggle 
out of which he wrote this hymn.”   n
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How ‘Lift Every Voice and Sing’ became  
an Episcopal hymn and a cultural anthem

Photo/Yale Collection of American Literature, Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library

James Weldon Johnson, left, and J. Rosamond Johnson are seen at the piano. 

‘ There would be events 
where people sang both 
the national anthem and 
this.’      

— Byron Rushing

Photo/YouTube

Beyoncé sings “Lift Every Voice and 
Sing” during the 2018 Coachella 
music festival in Indio, Calif.
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I
n Matthew Taylor’s imagination, the 
historic church in Washington, D.C., 
that sits across Lafayette Square from 
the White House is 144 “studs” long 

(about 45 inches). It is 15 inches wide, 
rises about 2 feet from its base and is 
made from as many as 5,000 bricks, 
many of them purchased online from 
after-market sellers around the country 
and the world.

The parishioners who worship in this 
version of St. John’s Episcopal Church 
are made of plastic and, whether sitting 
or standing, are only the size of a thumb. 
Even so, this yearlong project was an 
outsized achievement for Taylor.

“This is the biggest Lego model I’ve 
ever built,” Taylor, 31, said in an inter-
view. With the model mostly complete, 
Taylor displayed it in mid-August at 
the annual BrickFair expo in Arlington, 
Va., alongside his Lego model of Christ 
Church in Alexandria, where he now 
lives. The Lego St. John’s caught the 
eye of CNN’s Jake Tapper, who posted 
a photo of it to Twitter during a family 
visit to BrickFair.

The first brick, or cornerstone, of the 
real-life, full-size version was set in 1815. 
St. John’s now is best known as “the 
church of the presidents,” since many 
U.S. presidents have worshiped there.

Last year, it was the backdrop to Black 
Lives Matter protests that occupied La-
fayette Square. During those protests, 
the church sustained minor damage 
from vandalism, and the site became a 
focal point as then-President Donald 
Trump posed for a photo outside St. 
John’s after police had forcibly cleared 
protesters from the square.

Taylor’s model of St. John’s includes 
Lego versions of the police officers and 
police vehicles that now regularly patrol 
outside the church, but he said he didn’t 

set out to make a political statement. A 
more central goal in his design was de-
tailed authenticity, and in that, Taylor’s 
biggest hurdle was getting the color 
right.

It’s hard to find Lego bricks in St. 
John’s unique shade of yellow.

“I think it’s probably one of the few 
churches or few buildings that are that 
sort of pale yellow. It’s super distinctive 
in D.C.,” Taylor said. The color is also 
rare in the Lego world. The Denmark-
based toy company has produced 6,233 
different brick shapes in its standard 
yellow, Taylor said, but only 363 in the 
“cool yellow” he needed for his St. John’s 
model.

That still may sound like a lot of 
shapes, but for a Lego builder, an accu-
rate architectural rendering can depend 
on finding the perfect brick. Taylor, for 
example, was having trouble with some 
of the church’s arches and angles un-
til Lego released a Fiat 500 car kit that 
included some of the yellow shapes he 
was looking for. Most other bricks were 
mined from Lego’s “Friends” series, with 
its heavy reliance on pastels.

The model captures other key features 
of St. John’s, from its six street-facing 

white columns to subtle 
details of the interior, such 
as the pulpit, pipe organs 
and chandelier. Taylor 
started the build last Au-
gust, while the pandemic 
was preventing the congre-
gation from gathering for 
worship inside the church, 
so he conducted much of 
his research on interior de-
tails using online resources, 
such as the Historic Amer-
ican Buildings Survey.

“Now that we’re back 
in the church, I’ve been 
able to take pictures of 
things,” Taylor said. He 
began noticing details that 
previously had escaped his 
attention, like a big brass 
cross positioned in the 
balcony. The model took 
about a year to build and 
revise, and he’s still adding 
some finishing touches. 
Only half of the pews are 
installed.

“Building sort of happens in fits and 
spurts because of shipping delays,” he 
said. “It’s been really rewarding to see it 
all come together.”

Taylor began attending worship 
services at St. John’s nearly a decade 
ago while earning his law degree from 
Georgetown University. The church “was 
a real place to find solace and peace,” 
away from the grind of law school, Tay-
lor said, and he continues to be a mem-
ber of the congregation.

He has only the haziest memory of as-
sembling his first Lego set, but he was 
about 3, and he thinks it was a space 
police theme. As he grew older, he was 
drawn to Lego Star Wars kits and once 
won “best in show” at an arts and crafts 

expo for teenagers at the state fair 
in Tennessee, where he grew up.

After moving to Washington 
in 2012 to begin his law studies, 
he began attending services at St. 
John’s and was confirmed as an 
Episcopalian. He graduated from 
law school in 2015 and began 
working for the federal govern-
ment, now specializing in veter-
ans’ law.

Two years ago, his faith and 
his hobby intersected at Wash-
ington National Cathedral. As 
part of the cathedral’s ongoing 
fundraiser, he volunteered to 
help paying visitors build seg-
ments of a growing Lego model 
of the Gothic structure, which he now 
calls the “big Lego cousin” to his St. 
John’s model.

When finished, the National 
Cathedral model will incorporate an 
estimated 500,000 Lego bricks. About 
100,000 have been assembled so far. The 
project “has been in a bit of suspended 
animation” during the pandemic, 
spokesman Kevin Eckstrom told ENS, 
but the cathedral hopes to reopen to 
visitors in the fall and let Lego builders 
resume their work.

Taylor’s Lego projects don’t come 
close to the scale of the cathedral’s build, 
and his first stab at a Lego St. John’s was 
even smaller. A few years ago, he created 
a tiny rendition of the church as a gift 

for a fellow student in his Education for 
Ministry class who was moving to Min-
nesota.

Although the Lego St. John’s took 
Taylor about a year to build, it wasn’t 
constant labor. With a design, bricks and 
instructions in hand, he figures he now 
would be able to rebuild the same model 
during a long weekend of clicking bricks 
together.

He has shared photos of the model in 
progress with the clergy at the church, 
as well as on Facebook, and he recently 
posted a gallery from the BrickFair to 
his personal blog. The model has not yet 
made an appearance inside the church it 
is modeled after, but Taylor hopes some-
day to display it at St. John’s.   n
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Volunteer Matthew Taylor, a lawyer who attends 
St. John’s Episcopal Church Lafayette Square across 
from the White House, in 2019 views the inside of 
the Lego model of Washington National Cathedral’s 
Bethlehem Chapel. 

Photo/St. John’s via Facebook 

Photo/Courtesy of Matthew Taylor 

Matthew Taylor, a parishioner at St. John’s Episcopal 
Church, spent about a year designing and assembling his 
model of the church with about 5,000 Lego bricks.

St. John’s church in Washington gets full Lego treatment

Photo/Matthew Taylor

Matthew Taylor’s Lego 
model of St. John’s Episcopal 
Church Lafayette Square in 
Washington, D.C., is seen at 
BrickFair in Arlington, Va. 

Episcopalians in the Diocese 
of Washington gather outside 
St. John’s Episcopal Church, 
Lafayette Square, on June 2, 
2020, to support protesters 
calling for justice after the 
killing of George Floyd. 
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T
ikTok, the video editing and 
streaming app on which mostly 
millennials and Generation Z 
share funny dance challenges, vi-

ral moments and memes, might be the 
last place you’d expect to find a 45-year-
old priest evangelizing.

But the Rev. David Peters isn’t your 
average priest, and his style of evange-
lism is less about preaching and more 
about laughter.

“It’s just another way of relating. 
It’s also the town square,” said Peters, 
a church planter in Pflugerville, Texas, 
near Austin. Peters became perhaps the 
first priest to go viral on the app when 
his videos — including “Outfits I’m 
Afraid to Wear” and “Anglican Priest 
Problems” — unexpectedly took off in 
the summer of 2019, garnering interna-
tional media coverage.

He and other Episcopal clergy have 
made a ministry out of providing an af-
firming alternative to harmful variants 
of Christianity and explaining what they 
love about their faith, often through the 
offbeat language of memes.

Peters, who leads a congregation that 
meets at a wine bar as well as online, 
wanted to reach more people in his com-
munity, especially young people. And 
since the pandemic, they increasingly 
gather in virtual spaces like TikTok. A 
November 2020 survey found that 69% 
of American teenagers use TikTok at 
least once a month; a 2021 study found 
that 48% of 18- to 29-year-olds use it.

“One of the reasons I went on TikTok 

was I felt a real burden for the teenag-
ers of Pflugerville,” Peters told Episcopal 
News Service. “Teenagers really do live in 
a separate universe, and there’s probably 
good reasons for that. But as a church 
planter, I’m thinking of every group in 
my community, how is this church con-
necting with them?”

Peters had been making videos on 
other platforms and downloaded TikTok 
mainly for its ability to easily edit short 
video clips, “and the minute I did that, 
I was like, this is brilliant. I discovered 
that it was a very young community, and 
really funny, really positive. Joyful things 
really do well on there.”

Peters is especially concerned with 
young people’s mental health, and he 
tackles serious subjects, including his 
own divorce and mental health struggles, 
alongside slapstick stunts and pop cul-
ture parodies — sometimes in the same 
video. He points out that he was not the 
first clergyperson to embrace TikTok as 
a way to meet young people where they 
are, but his success has inspired other 
clergy to take up TikTok ministry.

“I had seen some of his videos and 
thought, ‘Wow, that’s really charming 
and such a cool evangelism tool,’” said 
the Rev. Lizzie McManus-Dail.

She is the curate at the Church of the 
Cross, a new church currently meeting 
online and at a ranch in Bee Cave, Texas, 
near Peters in the Austin suburbs. Since 
downloading the app “in the pandemic 
doldrums” of April 2020, she has devel-
oped a following of her own — nearly 
36,000 strong — with her mix of affir-
mations, prayers, Q&As, social justice 
and cat antics.

“There was a very clear understand-
ing in my mind that this was something 
I wanted to do as a deacon and then a 
priest, and as an extension of ministry,” 
McManus-Dail, who is in her late 20s, 
told ENS.

Others, like Sister Monica Clare of 
the Episcopal Community of St. John 
Baptist in Mendham, N. J., stumbled 
into TikTok ministry unintentionally. 
The 55-year-old had never heard of Tik-
Tok until a friend encouraged her to get 
on it.

Her account, @nunsenseforthepeople, 
started with observations of an ornery 
turkey that stalked the convent grounds.

Originally intended just for four close 
friends, her videos — through the myste-
rious workings of the TikTok algorithm, 
or perhaps the Holy Spirit — were sud-

denly reaching hundreds of thousands of 
people.

Many seemed to be endlessly curious 
about her life, asking everything from 
her reasons for joining the convent to 
her skin care routine.

She responds with the deadpan hu-
mor she has developed over the course of 
a particularly varied life. She studied act-
ing at New York University and moved 
to Los Angeles, where she “failed spec-
tacularly” at acting but enjoyed doing 
improv and stand-up comedy

After a 20-year career designing mov-
ie posters and promotional materials, she 
entered the convent at age 46, but she 
never lost that sense of humor. For her, 
life as a nun is full of joy and she wants 
to share it with the world.

Episcopal clergy enter the virtual ‘town square’ of TikTok

Review by Mel Schlachter

S
ome years ago, a prominent 
American cathedral with lots 
of visitor traffic reflected on 
its purpose in opening to tour 

groups and tourists. Was it just tolerat-
ing tourists, or was it in fact welcoming 
pilgrims who might be in those very 
groups but find themselves yearning for 
more than checking off another site? 
Thinking of pilgrimage changed some 
of the cathedral’s procedures and the 
mind-set of its staff and volunteers.

Pilgrimage is nearly back to pre-
Reformation levels, and international 
travel writer and Episcopal deacon the 
Rev. Lori Erickson is all about teaching 
pilgrimage in her books and blog.  

In her previous book, “Holy Rover,” 
she takes us to a variety of well-known 
and scarcely-known “holy places,” writ-
ing as a keen observer of the place and of 
her response to it.  She is skilled at guid-
ing the reader in how pilgrimage could 
work for their own spiritual insight.

Her latest book, “The Soul of the 
Family Tree,” digs deeper into her intui-

tive working out of identity by means 
of both pilgrimage and family of origin 
research.

In the course of her quest for 
ancestors of blood and imagination, 
she writes that she went beyond 
genealogical “begats” and found what 
she calls “soul identity.” Soul identity 
may rely on ancestors you “adopt” as 
much as those in your blood line.

As she says, “I am interested in the 
stories,” much more than the names on 
the chart. So she boldly chooses about 
half her “ancestors.” She is mostly Nor-
wegian—81%, according to Ancestry.
com, with Swede added and 3% from 
lands that Vikings raided. Viking stories 
grabbed her early; feeling the skill, cour-
age and wanderlust from the 10th and 
11th centuries struck a chord, a deep one.

The author’s intuition leaps toward 
Leif Erickson (she also likes the name 
coincidence) and a strong woman, 
Guidrid the Far Traveler. She matches 
her imaginative speculations with 
excursions into culture and character 
and history that flow from reading 
Norse history and myth, plus pilgrim 

trips to Newfoundland, 
Iceland, Norway and (yes) 
Minnesota.  

She feels a connection 
to her identity with these 
people, so who were they? 
What can we imagine of 
them?  She gives full rein to 
the humor in the trips and 
insights, too.  As she notes, 
“The question of how far 
out this fluidity goes is a 
thorny one.” Indeed.  

In the final portion of 
the book, Erickson in-
vestigates, with guides in 
various places, her identity 
from Norwegian forebears 
who settled in Iowa in the 
19th century. 

This involves travel to far 
reaches of the “Holy Land” (Norway). 
It also means coming to terms with her 
family history and personal ambiva-
lence toward her growing-up area, the 
Norwegian colony of Decorah, Iowa.

This latter part of her pilgrimage is es-
pecially instructive for those who would 

derive meaning and emo-
tional/spiritual inheritance 
from their clan, to make 
them more than names on 
a page with dates of land-
ing in the New World.   

But in fact does she do 
all the choosing, all the 
adoptions? She seeks her 
ancestors in such a deep 
way that the words from 
John’s gospel come to 
mind: “You did not choose 
me. I chose you.” (15.16).

What she achieves for 
herself (and shows us) is 
a several-year meditation 
on identity. This inner pil-
grimage itself is instructive 
(or reassuring) to readers 
expecting instant insight. 

“The Soul” is primarily about grasping 
one’s place and way in the world, and 
what is perhaps a calling.   n

The Rev. Mel Schlachter is retired 
rector of Trinity Episcopal Church in 
Iowa City, Iowa.

Photo/ENS

The Rev. David Peters, the Rev. Lizzie McManus-Dail and Sister Monica Clare are among 
the members of Episcopal clergy and religious orders who maintain a presence on TikTok.

The Soul of the 
Family Tree
By Lori Erickson

Westminster John 
Knox, 2021,  
pp. 217, $18.00

Author uses imagination in researching family history

continued on page 15
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“People really responded to the hu-
mor,” she told ENS. “Some of my vid-
eos are still, of course, serious. I answer 
serious questions about the Episcopal 
Church. But I think people are put at 
ease when somebody is funny because it 
makes them more human, and I think 
the church’s public image has been really 
devoid of humor.”

McManus-Dail was also drawn to 
TikTok’s upbeat atmosphere “because 
I think the church is often perceived 
as really serious and focused on suffer-
ing and feeling bad about ourselves, and 
that’s not how I encounter God. And 
2020 was really hard, and I knew that 
I needed lighthearted things to get me 
through the day. And I thought that was 
something that we could offer.”

Many progressive Episcopalians with 
ministry on TikTok, including Peters, 
Sister Monica Clare and McManus-
Dail, focus especially on reaching out to 
LGBTQ+ people and people who have 
had bad church experiences.

“I wanted to be very clear from the 
beginning that I’m a queer-affirming 
clergyperson and that the Episcopal 
Church welcomes all people,” McMa-
nus-Dail said. “To say, ‘Not only are you 
welcome here, we want you here and you 
belong here; we’re done with the debate.’ 
I’m so humbled to hear people’s stories 
of church harm and moved by their 
bravery to reach out and say, ‘I still care 
about Scripture. I still care about God. 
The church has hurt me, but I’m not 
done with it.’”

Answering viewers’ questions, espe-
cially about sexuality, is also a significant 
part of their ministry.

“People started asking me, ‘Do you 
think the LGBTQ community is going 
to hell?’ and they were absolutely shocked 
when I said The Episcopal Church is 
fully inclusive of the LGBTQ commu-

nity,” Sister Monica 
Clare said. “They just 
couldn’t believe it. 
That’s a message that 
really needs to get 
out there.”

Other questions 
range from some of 
the oldest theologi-
cal quandaries to 
more prosaic ones, 
Sister Monica 
Clare said, like 
“How do you 
do your hair like 
that?” and “Can 
Episcopal nuns 
get married?”

“I have a list 
of like 30 questions right now,” 
she said. “Somebody just 
asked what 
our cross rep-
resents. I’m 
also trying to 
throw in a bit 
of history be-
cause a lot of 
people have 
no clue what 
The Episcopal 
Church is and 
what we believe.”

“I get a lot of 
questions about 
pain,” McManus-
Dail said, “about 
‘Why does God 
let me suffer? Why 
did God let people 
in the church hurt 
me?’”

“The one that I 
think is most common,” Peters said, “is 
like, ‘My grandfather died’ or ‘I’m go-
ing through a breakup’ — not necessar-
ily questions but prayer requests, and to 
me, that is what the Christian church is 

really supposed to be 
doing: being there for 
people.”

All three agree that 
TikTok ministry is a 
form of evangelism — 
though their goal isn’t 
necessarily to convert 
their viewers. It doesn’t 
have to be preachy, Peters 
said.

“Progressive Christians 
today, especially Episco-
palians, are so terrified of 
evangelizing our friends 
and neighbors and family 
or whoever we encounter, 
that we keep it a secret,” 
he said. But viewers want 
to see simple, sincere de-
pictions of people just 
doing what they love, or 

what they’re good at.
“How-to videos on YouTube are, like, 

the most watched thing,” he said. “People 
are repairing their sinks with them, and 
Christianity needs to do that: to show 
people how we’re doing our faith and 

not really talk about why they should.”
However, TikTok ministries have 

brought people into Episcopal churches 
— at least virtually. Peters’ church now 
has an active member from Scotland 
who encountered his TikTok videos 
and has been attending virtual services 
since the pandemic started, as well as 
others who sometimes come to events. 
In McManus-Dail’s virtual Bible study, 
about 75% of the participants found her 

through TikTok or Instagram. Her 
church also has “a fairly consistent 
stream” of visitors to virtual and in-
person services who found her that 
way, including about five regular in-
person worshippers.

Peters stressed that his goal is not 
necessarily to get people to come to 
his services, and he reminds viewers 
that there is probably an affirming 
church near them. He recalled when 
a campus missioner at Texas A&M 
University told him about a woman 
who had come out to her evangeli-
cal church and had been rejected, 
but after learning that the Episco-
pal Church is LGBTQ+-affirming 
through Peters’ videos, she joined the 
Episcopal campus community.

Though Peters, McManus-Dail 
and Sister Monica Clare say TikTok 
ministry isn’t for everyone, they want 
others to know that it’s not as difficult as 
it might seem.

“Be approachable,” Sister Monica 
Clare advises. “TikTok viewers seem to 
love a person just talking sincerely into 
the camera. You don’t have to get too 
elaborate.”

“I think it’s real simple,” Peters added. 
“Social media is just stuff that you’re in-
terested in. And if you’re not interested 
in church and you’re a clergyperson, 
maybe your church isn’t exciting enough 
to share! And I’m not saying your church 
should be exciting, but the Gospel 
should be.”   n

TIKTOK continued from page 14
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