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By David Paulsen 
Episcopal News Service

U
ncertainty about the 
future of the post-pan-
demic Episcopal Church 
permeated discussions 

this week as the Executive Coun-
cil gathered online for its latest 
meeting on Jan. 25-27.

After three years of church-
wide budget surpluses, council 
members considered how much 
of those funds will be needed to 
fill potential budget shortfalls, 
while voting to move a proposed 
$101 million budget for 2023-
24 to the Joint Standing Committee on Pro-
gram, Budget and Finance, reporting to the 
80th General Convention.

Council also reviewed proposed updates 
to the parochial report, the statistics on atten-
dance, membership and finances completed 
annually by congregations and filed by dioceses.

Guest speakers shared poignant personal 
stories that underscored how the church still 
has work to do in supporting and welcoming 
historically marginalized groups, specifically 
transgender and nonbinary individuals and 
racial and ethnic minorities.

The pandemic also may have a lasting 
impact on some of the normal routines of 
church governance. Executive Council, the 

church’s governing body between meetings 
of General Convention, has not met fully in 
person since February 2020, when members 
gathered in Salt Lake City a month before the 
coronavirus began spreading worldwide.

Going forward, interim bodies will be 
asked to conduct at least some of their meet-
ings online to save money, as part of Execu-
tive Council’s plan for balancing the 2023-24 
churchwide budget. Executive Council also 
is considering holding at least one of its six 
meetings online in the next two-year term.

“We have found how to do this virtually, as 
we are doing right now, and that is a signifi-
cant cost savings,” Andrea McKellar, an Ex-
ecutive Council member from the Diocese of 

South Carolina, said in a budget 
presentation.

The 80th General Convention 
was delayed by a year because 
of the pandemic, from 2021 to 
2022. As plans move forward to 
hold the gathering in person this 
July in Baltimore, the Rev. Gay 
Clark Jennings, president of the 
House of Deputies, told Executive 
Council this week that additional 
options are being considered for 
safeguarding attendees’ safety. 
Masks and proof of vaccina-
tion will be required, though the 
church’s presiding officers have 
not specified what other measures 

might be implemented.
The postponement of the General Con-

vention was one reason the church ended the 
2019-21 triennium with a surplus of more 
than $15 million, of which about $2.5 mil-
lion was shifted to the 2022 budget to cover 
the expense of gathering in Baltimore.

Expenses were further reduced during the 
pandemic because of restrictions on staff travel 
and in-person gatherings, and the church also 
received $3 million as one of the many U.S. 
employers that qualified for assistance from the 
federal Paycheck Protection Program.

The church’s annual surpluses aren’t expect-
ed to continue, and the draft of the 2023-24 
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Executive Council advances 2023-24 budget  
with eye to post-pandemic church

continued on page 6

By Egan Millard 
Episcopal News Service

I
t might seem far-fetched for an Episco-
pal priest from Little Rock, Ark., to be 
working on an interfaith prayer house 
in Mongolia, a mostly Buddhist country 

between Russia and China. But for the Rev. 
Susan Sims Smith, it’s just the latest stage of 
her longtime dedication to fostering inter-
faith connections.

The project — which is still in its initial 
stages and has been delayed by COVID-19 
— is a collaboration with one of the exiled 
Tibetan government’s top Buddhist advisors. 
It draws on Sims Smith’s experience creating 
the Arkansas House of Prayer — “an inter-
faith haven for silent prayer and meditation” 
in the woods on the outskirts of Little Rock.

Sims Smith’s wide-ranging spiritual jour-
ney has taken her to India — where she has 
learned from a spiritual teacher — 18 times, 
she said.

She was ordained an Episcopal priest in 
1999 and has served on staff at Little Rock’s 
Trinity Episcopal Cathedral in addition to 
her work in spiritual direction and couples 
counseling. She is a co-founder of the In-
terfaith Center, which hosts interfaith pro-
grams and does charitable work — such as 
resettling Afghan refugees — in Arkansas.

“I’m deeply committed to Christ,” she 
said. “And I also have a lot of blessings from 
Hindu and Buddhist spiritual traditions that 
are enriching [my] Christian practice.”

While teaching meditation in Arkansas, 
she saw a photo of the Episcopal House of 
Prayer, an Episcopal Church in Minnesota 

chapel and retreat center open to all on the 
grounds of the Roman Catholic Saint John’s 
Abbey and University in central Minnesota.

According to the university, it is the “first 
time since the Reformation of the Sixteenth 

How an Arkansas priest wound up planning an interfaith 
prayer house in Mongolia with a Tibetan oracle
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The Rev. Susan Sims Smith is seen during a trip 
to Mongolia in 2017.

Photo/ENS

Members of Executive Council attend a committee meeting on Zoom.
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By Teresa K.M. Danieley 

WHEN I SERVED 
as rector of St. John’s 
Episcopal Church in 
St. Louis (2004-2016), 
I belonged to an ecu-
menical Bible study 
made up of clergy in 

the Tower Grove area of the city.  In 
our group, there were clergy from the 
Presbyterian Church USA, Disciples of 
Christ, United Church of Christ, Ameri-
can Baptist, and Mennonite traditions.

St. Louis is a heavily Roman Catho-
lic city. Whenever I officiate at a wed-
ding, for example, no matter how many 
invitations I make during a service, Ro-
man Catholics will not take communion 
from me.

One Tuesday in the winter of 2006 
or 2007, those of us in the clergy Bible 
study were wondering aloud why it was 
that Roman Catholics would not take 
communion from any of us, but they 
would take ashes on Ash Wednesday 
from those of us who offer Ash Wednes-
day services.

Someone joked that we should offer 
“drive thru” ashes or something. The 
Rev. Jonathon “Jay” Edwards, a United 
Church of Christ minister, organized 
the first Ashes to Go. (Since he moved to 
California, the ecumenical clergy group 
has carried it on.)

We realized that offering a brief Ash 
Wednesday liturgy on the corner of 
the business district in our progressive 
neighborhood during the lunch hour 
might actually be a good opportunity for 
evangelism and pastoral care, especially 
since all of the congregations involved 
are open and affirming to LGBT people.

We ordered two weighted A-frame 
signs with “Ashes to Go” printed in 
purple script on both sides. We talked 
to Maureen “Mo” Costello, the owner of 
MoKaBe’s Coffeehouse, which is located 

at a major intersection in the Grand 
South Grand Business District, who 
agreed to put out a tent and free coffee 
to offer those who participated in Ashes 
to Go.

The Rev. Andrew Benko, then curate at 
St. John’s, crafted a shortened Episcopal-
based liturgy for Ash Wednesday to 
use in our brochure/bulletin, and we 
included contact information about all 
the participating churches.

The first year — 2007, I believe — we 
shared the Ash Wednesday liturgy (or at 
the least the imposition of Ashes) with 
at least 100 passers-by, including people 
on bicycles, on foot, and even on public 
transportation!

Although the number of passers-by on 
South Grand depended on the weather 
on any given Ash Wednesday, every year, 
I saw the driver of at least one Metro bus 
pull over so that we might impose ashes 
on passengers on the bus!

Every year that I participated, I heard 
moving conversations with people; I 
even heard some confessions. Most 
years, more people attended Ashes to Go 
than attended the two Ash Wednesday 
services offered at St. John’s.

On the street corner, we encountered 
people who had been hurt by previous 
experiences with organized religion 
and who, through Ashes to Go, took a 
tentative step back towards participating 
in church.

What started as somewhat of a joke 
among a few of us clergy has become a 
meaningful, ecumenical, neighborhood 
event every Ash Wednesday.

Every year since 2007, an ecumenical 
group of clergy from the Tower Grove 
area has offered Ashes to Go on the 
corner of Grand and Arsenal. Every 
year, MoKaBe’s graciously sets up a tent 
and free coffee. On years when it is cold 
outside, MoKaBe’s sets up their fire pit, 

too. The tradition continues to this day. 
The original clergy in the ecumenical 

Bible study are heartened to know that 
Ashes to Go has spread to the Diocese 
of Chicago, downtown St. Louis, 
California, New York City, and other 
places.

I am personally grateful to my friend, 
the Rev. Emily Mellott, for spreading 
the word about “Ashes to Go.” (www.
ashestogo.org) This ministry can be a 
powerful way for people to encounter 
Christ where they are, in the midst of 
their lives.   n

The Rev. Teresa K. M. Danieley, DMin, 
an Episcopal priest, serves as Champions 
Organizer with Missouri Jobs with Justice, 
and as priest associate at St. Mark’s, St. 
Louis. 

      FROM THE EDITOR’S DESK 
IN THE THIRD year of the  
pandemic, with the omicron vari-
ant fading, Episcopal churches are 
gauging the level of ShroveTues-
day/Mardi Gras pancake suppers 
and celebrations that feel safe to 
their congregations. 

However, this is not 2020, 
nor even 2021. Many states are lifting mask man-
dates, vaccinations are more widely spread and 
hospitals are less stressed. 

While each church must judge the level of CO-
VID safety in its own community, it looks hopeful 
that congregations can hold a pre-Ash Wednesday 
event with some kind of Fat Tuesday accessory — 
banners in purple, green and gold; a king cake; 
pancakes and sausages.

Fellowship and fun events, such as Shrove 
Tuesday suppers, have taken a beating during 
COVID. In the worst of the pandemic during 
2020, post-worship coffee hour went online along 
with Zoom church.

While the homemade coffee may have been 
fresher, it certainly wasn’t the same. It’s hard to 
chat while inhabiting little squares on a screen, 
not to mention the problem of having a one-on-

one conversation with a friend when there are a 
dozen people attending.

In-person coffee hour should be making a 
comeback. It’s been said that a church that skips 
coffee hour might as well cancel the Eucharist — 
it’s that important. 

Week in and week out, this lay-led ministry 
strengthens the community’s bonds. Generations 
gather in the church hall, from the kids running 
around and told to behave, to the elders lightly 
wearing decades of history on their shoulders.

There is a profound type of ministry in these 
sorts of conversations: “How is your mom doing?” 
“Is your boy enjoying college?” “I know, renova-
tions are so stressful. Sure you can store things in 
my basement.” “It’s tough being a teacher these 
days. Thanks so much for what you do. How are 
you holding up?”

One year at coffee hour, a friend and I agreed 
upon a Lenten practice that addressed some of 
the day-to-day anxieties we thought were over-
whelming. We both felt better as we headed for 
our homes. 

While worship rightly occupies the center of 
church life, the pastoral importance of fellowship 
shouldn’t be on the margins.   n  
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Photo/courtesy of the Rev. Teresa K.M. Danieley 

The Rev. Teresa K.M. Danieley and the 
Rev. Andrew Benko stand behind one 
of the early signs marking outdoor Ash 
Wednesday ceremonies. 

Photo/courtesy of Episcopal Diocese of Central New York

In 2021, the Rev. Philip Major of St. Paul’s 
Church in downtown Syracuse, N.Y., gives 
ashes to community members who both 
walk and drive through.

Photo/courtesy of Episcopal Diocese of Newark

In 2019, the Church of the Holy Spirit in 
Verona, N.J., takes worship to the streets.



3March 2022    EPISCOPAL JOURNAL

By Rita D. Sherma

GREEN spirituality is 
an orientation to the 
divine, or supreme re-
ality, that is grounded 
in our experience of 
life on planet Earth. It 
respects the miracle of 

life on this planet and recognizes our re-
lationship with it.

Such a spirituality can have God or 
the divine as the focus, or it can be ori-
ented toward the Earth and its ecosys-
tems for those outside of organized reli-
gion. It encourages a contemplative and 
harmonious relationship to the Earth.

Green spirituality seeks to harness the 
spiritual traditions of the world to ener-
gize the effort to restore planetary eco-
systems and stop future harms.

Eighty percent of the world’s popula-
tion practices an established religion or 
a spiritual tradition that offers commu-
nity, support and resources for resilience.

Better technology will help human 
communities restore ecosystems. More 
and better data, such as computations 
to forecast disasters, will also be helpful. 
But both are inadequate in the face of 

human denial and recalcitrance.
In my book, I write: “Planetary sur-

vival is now predicated upon the align-
ment of our notions of both human and 
ecological rights with our highest prin-
ciples. As such, ways of knowing that 
are embedded in religion, philosophy, 
spiritual ethics, moral traditions, and a 
culture that values the community and 
the commons — as an essential resource 

for the transformation necessary for en-
vironmental regeneration and renewal 
— are indispensable.”

In other words, people on Earth need 
to tap into the ways of thinking from 
these faith traditions to address the envi-
ronmental crises we face now.

Catastrophic wildfires across the plan-
et, extreme weather patterns that destroy 
homes and histories, degraded soil, toxic 
air, unsafe water and the desecrated 
beauty of places we have loved are caus-
ing climate trauma and eco-anxiety.

For those who are acutely aware of the 
cliff edge on which we stand as a spe-
cies and as a planetary community, the 
despair evoked by the magnitude of the 
disaster is almost unbearable.

Religions, faiths, and spiritual prac-
tices can help in unique ways. In this 
space people can find community, peace-
ful practices of meditation, prayer, em-
bodied sacred actions that include rituals 
and liturgies, and a ‘long view’ informed 
by the tragedies and triumphs faced by 
spiritual ancestors. Faith can provide 
hope and resilience amid crises.

Religions may disagree on many 
things, but each contains philosophi-
cal or theological orientations that can 
be interpreted and applied in ways that 
protect the Earth.

Some traditions such as Hindu, Yo-
gic, Indigenous and others see the self 
as a microcosm of macrocosm, or a part 
of the greater whole. A profound sacred 
immanence, or integral divine presence, 
is woven through their philosophies.

Christian ecotheology focuses on stew-
ardship and the ethics of Earth justice. A 
well-known Muslim ecotheologian speaks 
of the Earth as a mosque in reference to a 
saying of the prophet — which renders 

the entire Earth as sacrosanct. Jewish eco-
logical thinkers have envisaged the idea 
of “Shomrei Adamah” (Keepers of the 
Earth), which connects humanity and the 
Earth through divine love.

Buddhism’s spiritual aim is the ab-
solute awareness of interconnectedness 
and mutual causality. Ahimsa, or nonin-
jury to living beings and the Earth, is the 
highest doctrinal principle in Hinduism 
and Buddhism, and it is intensely fol-
lowed in Jainism.

Many initiatives and conversations 
are happening among religions, and 
among interreligious leadership and in-
ternational bodies, including the United 
Nations.

The Interfaith Rainforest Initiative 
brings the dedication, impact, and moral 
authority of different faiths to restore the 
world’s rainforests and help empower the 
Indigenous peoples who view themselves 
as their protectors.   n

Rita D. Sherma is associate professor of 
dharma studies at Graduate Theological 
Union and is affiliated with the Yale Fo-
rum on Religion and Ecology. This article 
was first published at The Conversation 
(www.theconversation.com).
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By Cathleen Chittenden Bascom

WHY WOULD Pre-
siding Bishop Michael 
Curry send a virtual del-
egation of Episcopalians, 
including, a theologian, 
an architect, a state sen-
ator, climate scientists, 

students, priests, and three bishops to the 
recent U.N. Climate Summit (CoP26)? 

And why would the bishop of Kansas 
agree to spend 10 days rising at 4 a.m. (9 
a.m. Glasgow time) to participate? Per-
haps Bishop Curry said it best when he 
told the anchor on ABC News, “If we love 
God, let us love the world God loves.”

For me, a central teaching of Jesus has 
always been Matthew 6:25: “Look at the 
birds of the air … Consider the lilies of 
the field.” And I now see the 23rd Psalm 
which we hold so dear as a portrayal 
of how God will lead and be an active 
companion with us in transformed earth 
stewardship: “The Lord is my shepherd 
… he makes me lie down in green pas-
tures and leads me beside still waters.”

Those gathered in Glasgow, either in 
person or virtually, represented every sec-
tor of human society from the far reaches 
of the globe.

But as leaders shared stories of con-
cern, offered inspired solutions, and 
called for collaboration, I carried with 
me a softy rectangular lens, the shape of 
Kansas. I saw our birds and air, our flora, 
our water and pastures, asking:

What does this mean for our diocese? 
What is God calling us to do?

Episcopalians in Kansas hold various 
opinions about climate change and its 
causes. But changes in our natural environ-

ment are something we can all recognize.
My hometown of Denver experienced 

the longest, driest fall since they began 
keeping records in 1882. The woodlands 
near Estes Park in northern Colorado, 
which have long been a favorite place of 
respite for Kansans, are ablaze. Fires are 
currently more probable than snowflakes.

In Kansas, we have seen varying con-
ditions of flood and drought, reservoirs 
filling with silt or algae blooms, aquifer 
levels diminishing, and duck hunters 
noticing a decrease in migrations to 
the state.

When I contemplate these chang-
es, and the future they foretell, I am 
mindful of the children, youth, and 
young adults of our diocese. I be-
lieve that the Good Shepherd wants 
“green pastures and still waters” for 
them and has already begun to lead 
us in new directions!

The U.N. summit was dubbed 
by some as “The Nature CoP.” One 
significant outcome was the “Action 
on Forests and Land Use,” in which 
137 countries pledged to conserve for-
ests and other critical ecosystems.

Kansas is blessed with grasslands and 
woodlands which God so beautifully de-
signed as part of nature’s way of creating 
clean water, maintaining biodiversity, 
and capturing carbon from the air.

For us, protecting and even expand-
ing our woodlands is encouraged, and 
the health of the prairie is vital. Well-
managed rangeland maintains the state’s 
watersheds and supports two major ag-
ricultural exports: cattle, and the wheat 
that becomes the nation’s bread.

We are an important agricultural state 
and at CoP26 the U.S. presented several 

initiatives that place agriculture, dairy and 
livestock, forestry, and rural communities 
front and center, as well as the creation of 
more vital local and regional markets.

As a child my family would travel from 
Denver to Topeka noting the “Kansas: 
Breadbasket of the World” road signs. My 
father and grandparents survived the dust 
bowl on a wheat farm near Norton, Kan. 
Talk about climate events and resilience!

Kansans are strong leaders with rich 
experience. Private land ownership and 

agriculture can work together for the good 
of all. I recall a wonderful visit to Deacon 
David Butler’s acreage, riding in his ATV 
to see his herd of cattle and new calves.

In the year ahead, it is my desire to in-
clude as part of my episcopal visitations 
what I am calling the “Green Pastures 
and Still Waters Tour.”

I would like to meet with Episcopalians 
who are farmers, ranchers, gardeners, deer 
and pheasant hunters, conservationists, oil 
and gas and cement leaders, and anyone 
who stewards “the world God loves.”

What environmental changes do they 
observe, if any? What concerns them? 
What age-old practices would they share? 

What innovations are they implementing? 
Above all I want to pray with them. “The 
Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want.”

Still Waters
In Genesis 1:6, interestingly God 

said, “Let there be a dome in the midst 
of the waters, and let it separate the wa-
ters from the waters.” It is as if the an-
cient writer of Scripture understood the 
water cycle we must steward.

The Good Shepherd can guide us into 
better stewardship of water under the 
ground, on the ground, and in the at-
mosphere.

I also desire to visit streams, riv-
ers, and bodies of water present 
in each minster [small groups of 
churches] and meet with fishermen, 
those who canoe or boat, those with 
lake-front property, duck hunters, 
and scientists.

What environmental changes do 
they observe, if any?

What concerns them? What age-
old practices would they share? What 

innovations are they implementing?
Above all I want to pray with them. 

“The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not 
want.”

I have brushed off my Wellington 
boots and placed them in my car along 
with my traveling crozier — signs of a 
pilgrimage to continue to discover how 
the Good Shepherd will guide us in wise 
stewardship of the bounty of Kansas. “The 
Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want.”   n

Bishop Cathleen Chittenden Bascom 
leads the Diocese of Kansas. The article 
originally appeared in The Harvest, the di-
ocesan magazine. 

Living the 23rd Psalm in the fields of Kansas

Can religion and faith combat eco-despair?

‘ If we love God, let us love 
the world God loves.’ 

—Presiding Bishop Curry
Photo/Benjamin Davies/unsplash.com 
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By David Paulsen 
Episcopal News Service

Y
our Zoom church? It’s so 2020. 
This year, Episcopal liturgies are 
about to enter the metaverse.

The metaverse is the term in-
creasingly applied to experiences in vir-
tual reality, or VR, in which users wear 
internet-connected headsets and manipu-
late hand controllers to immerse 
themselves in an entirely digital 
world. A team led by Episcopal 
clergy is developing a church 
space in VR called Web3 Abbey, 
and they plan to welcome the 
first worshipers to their avatar-
friendly liturgy on Feb. 28.

So, what will an Episcopal 
liturgy look like in the meta-
verse? “I can’t answer that,” 
said the Rev. Sean Steele. It’s 
still a work in progress, he told 
ENS this week, but its baseline 
will be “a special liturgy that is 
prayer book-rooted” and cus-
tomized for a VR experience. 
“The paradigm-shifting question is, 
what would an Anglican space look like 
if we were creating it here?”

This kind of virtual church will bear 
little resemblance to the video-based 
online worship services that became fa-
miliar to many Episcopalians during the 
pandemic as a safer substitute or alterna-
tive to in-person worship.

Attending a VR church has been pos-
sible for several years, thanks to some 
trailblazing pastors, but the VR experi-
ence has only recently gained widespread 

attention, with big tech companies like 
Facebook and Microsoft investing bil-
lions of dollars on the technology.

“The future of the church is the meta-
verse,” D.J. Soto, who founded VR 
Church in 2016, told Religion News 
Service in January. “It’s not an anti-
physical thing. I don’t think the physi-
cal gatherings should go away. But in the 
church of 2030, the main focus is going 

to be your metaverse campus.”
Steele, a church planter like Soto, 

leads the Episcopal development team 
with financial backing from TryTank 
Experimental Lab, a joint project of Vir-
ginia Theological Seminary and General 
Theological Seminary.

He said he already was thinking of 
launching an online church last year and 
began focusing specifically on the meta-
verse while on a summer sabbatical.

When he returned in September, he 
pitched the idea of a VR church to Rev. 

Lorenzo Lebrija, TryTank’s director, who 
agreed to help purchase the equipment 
needed for the experiment, particularly 
an Oculus Quest 2 headset, which costs 
about $300.

Through a Facebook-hosted interface 
in the headset, Steele began exploring 
VR worlds by just “wandering around.”

As vicar of St. Isidore’s Episcopal 
Church in Houston, Steele, 43, has suc-

cessfully launched and grown 
nine missional communities 
in the past six years, but he’s 
a self-acknowledged neophyte 
when it comes to VR.

“I was in this space for a 
month, and I realized, I’m not 
figuring this out by myself,” he 
said. “The intuitive leap is so 
big.”

TryTank helped Steele re-
cruit a team of 11 tech-savvy 
volunteers. Last fall, they be-
gan meeting twice a month to 
share their exploratory experi-
ences with VR and to discuss 
what an Episcopal space in that 

world might look like. One of them, the 
Rev. Joshua Barrett, a priest in the Dio-
cese of Rochester, joined Steele as co-
manager of the VR experiment.

“It’s sort of the merging of the two 
worlds,” Lebrija told ENS. “I don’t think 
it’s a matter of just putting up a red door 
in the metaverse.” As in the physical 
world, “it’s about community and build-
ing relationships.”

Steele said he also sought advice from 
Soto, the VR Church pastor, and others 
who are familiar with metaverse.

One of their recommendations was 
to host the virtual liturgies on the plat-
form AltSpaceVR, which offers security 
measures to help minimize the threat of 
online trolls crashing the services.

This week, the team settled on the 
name Web3 Abbey. It still has decisions 
to make about what the team’s develop-
ers will include in the services’ visual 
landscape.

Will the space feature stained-glass 
windows and a baptismal font, replicat-
ing what parishioners would expect to 
find in a brick-and-mortar Episcopal 
church? Would majestic mountains be a 
more welcoming background?

Ultimately, Steele said, those details 
must provide a satisfactory answer to a 
central question: “How can we create a 
digital space that helps someone encoun-
ter the holy?”

Anyone interested in attending the 
upcoming services is invited to email 
web3abbey@gmail.com for more infor-
mation.

The first service is set for 8 p.m. 
Eastern Feb. 28, and it will appear as 
an event on the AltSpaceVR platform, 
which can be accessed through Facebook 
in the Oculus headsets. The services will 
continue every Monday evening for five 
weeks, after which the team will assess 
what worked, what didn’t work and 
what comes next.

“We don’t even know the questions 
we’re supposed to be asking,” Steele said, 
but his team hopes to learn from the ini-
tial experiment on their way to offering 
a meaningful spiritual experience to VR 
users.   n
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Episcopal team to launch virtual reality church services in metaverse

Illustration/Episcopal Church

Avatars created by a team of Episcopal church planters explore 
the metaverse as the team develops a virtual reality liturgy.

By David Paulsen 
Episcopal News Service

T
he Diocese of Michigan has 
joined a coalition of faith-based 
and secular organizations in 
launching an initiative called End 

Gun Violence Michigan that will press 
for gun safety legislation in the state and, 
if necessary, put forward ballot initiatives 
to address gun violence.

“From big cities like Detroit to small 
towns like Oxford, gun violence is tear-
ing our communities apart,” Michigan 
Bishop Bonnie Perry said in a news re-
lease about the Feb. 14 launch of the 
initiative. “We can’t stand by anymore 
while more people, including our chil-
dren, are killed.”

Other organizations involved with 
End Gun Violence Michigan include 
the Michigan chapter of March for Our 
Lives, Michigan United, the Charles W. 
Reid Community Center, Oakland For-
ward, Church of the Messiah, Interfaith 
Action of Southwest Michigan and the 
Council of Baptist Pastors of Detroit.

A person is killed with a gun every 
eight hours, and every two hours a 
person is injured in a non-fatal incident 
involving a gun in the state, according 

to a study of the impact of gun violence 
in the Michigan by the Center for 
American Progress.

End Gun Violence Michigan’s initial 
steps will include pressing the state leg-
islature to adopt what advocates suggest 
are popular, common-sense gun-safety 
measures, such as universal background 
checks, safe gun storage requirements 
and prohibitions on guns in the Capitol 
and other government buildings.

“As a person of faith, and all of you 
people of good will, we and I can no 
longer stand by and watch our legisla-
tors do nothing,” Perry said during the 
Zoom news conference. “We can make 
common-sense changes that respect the 
rights of gun owners and keep our chil-
dren alive, safe. We can end gun violence 
in Michigan.”

The new push for gun law reform 
comes as residents in Southeast Michi-
gan grieve after recent deadly shootings, 
including the Nov. 30 killing of four stu-
dents at Oxford High School north of 
Detroit in Oakland County. A 15-year-
old student, Ethan Crumbley, was ar-
rested and charged in that attack.

Student Kiley Myrand said she and 
her classmates huddled in their class-
room for about an hour until law en-

forcement agencies secured the building. 
They were told to grab textbooks to use 
as defensive weapons if necessary. “I was 
trembling holding a textbook just know-
ing that this is what we had been trained 
for since whenever I could remember,” 
Myrand said.

A close friend of hers, Tate Myre, was 
killed in the attack. “Tate had a very 
bright future,” she said. “His precious life 
and others’ were taken decades too soon, 
and it breaks my heart to think about.”

The launch of End Gun Violence 
Michigan coincided with the fourth an-
niversary of the school shooting in Park-
land, Fla., where 17 people were killed. 
Over 292,000 students have experience 

gun violence at school since the 1999 
massacre in Columbine, Colo., according 
to data tracked by the Washington Post.

The Episcopal Church has long advo-
cated for gun-safety measures in response 
to the increase in gun-related violence in 
the United States.

General Convention has passed 
resolutions aimed at reducing gun 
violence dating at least to 1976, and 
churchwide efforts in recent years have 
been led by the Bishops United Against 
Gun Violence network, of which Perry 
is a convener.

End Gun Violence Michigan pro-
moted several advocacy events in the 
coming months, including a “Lobby for 
Our Lives” day on Feb. 23 at the Capitol 
in Lansing organized by March for Our 
Lives Michigan. Another lobby day was 
set for April 13, and a statewide day of 
action was planned for June 6.

If such lobbying efforts fail to compel 
lawmakers to pass gun safety legislation, 
End Gun Violence Michigan says it will 
investigate the feasibility of getting voter 
initiative on the ballot for state elections 
in 2024.

More information about End Gun 
Violence Michigan can be found at 
www.migunsafety.org.   n

Episcopalians help launch End Gun Violence Michigan

Photos/via YouTube

Bishop Bonnie Perry, left, invited Kiley 
Myrand, a junior at Oxford High School, 
right, to share her experience of surviving 
the shooting.
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B
ishop William Hopkins Fol-
well died on Feb. 7 in Hen-
dersonville, N.C., according 
to an announcement shared 

by Diocese of Cen-
tral Florida Bishop 
Gregory O. Brewer.

Folwell was the 
second bishop of 
Central Florida, serv-
ing from 1970-1989.

“Bill Folwell pre-
sided over a remarkable period of spir-
itual renewal and growth in the Dio-
cese of Central Florida. He mentored 
and sent forth at least six bishops from 
Central Florida into the wider church, 
including me,” said retired Bishop C. 
Christopher Epting in an email to 
ENS. Folwell was Epting’s mentor and 
friend for 60 years. “He was a great 
bishop and a great man. I shall miss 
him terribly,” he said.

Born in Port Washington, N.Y., 
Folwell graduated in 1947 with a 
bachelor’s degree in civil engineering 
from the Georgia Institute of Technol-
ogy. He was commissioned as an of-
ficer in the U.S. Navy Civil Engineer 

Corps, serving until 1949.
He entered Seabury Western Theo-

logical Seminary in the discernment 
process toward ordination, graduating 
with a bachelor of divinity degree in 
1953. A lifelong learner, he would go 
on to be awarded in 1970 two doc-
tor of divinity degrees, from Seabury 
Western and from the University of 
the South School of Theology in Se-
wanee, Tenn.

Folwell was ordained to the priest-
hood in 1952 in the Diocese of South 
Florida. He served churches in Plant 
City and Mulberry.

In 1955, he became the chaplain 
at St. Martin’s School in New Orleans 
and the vicar of St. Augustine in 
Metairie.

He returned to Florida in 1956, 
serving churches in Titusville and 
Winter Park before his election as 
bishop. He was elected president of 
the Florida Episcopal Schools Associa-
tion, a position he held until 1959.

Folwell was preceded in death by 
his wife, Chris, and is survived by their 
three adult children and their families. 

— Episcopal News Service

OBITUARY
Bishop Folwell of Central Florida

Folwell

By Egan Millard 
Episcopal News Service

A
n Episcopal church in Orlando, 
Fla., offered free COVID-19 
tests at night to meet the needs 
of neighbors who can’t make it 

to daytime clinics because of work or 
child care responsibilities.

With at-home tests in short supply 
and the omicron variant surging in Flor-
ida, Christ the King Episcopal Church/
Iglesia Episcopal Jesus de Nazaret — two 
congregations worshiping in the same 
building — are adding the later hours 
“to make sure we’re hitting our most 
vulnerable neighbors,” said the Rev. José 
Rodríguez.

The night testing program is part of 
the church’s larger mission to address the 
effects of COVID-19 on its community, 
said Rodríguez, the vicar of Iglesia Epis-
copal Jesus de Nazaret and co-rector of 
Christ the King.

The church has hosted vaccine clin-
ics since the shots became available, ad-
ministering over 2,500 doses, Rodríguez 
said. And it has been offering rapid tests 
in the mornings, which have been very 
popular, but many people who need 
them aren’t able to come during the day, 
especially when they have to wait in line.

“A lot of the workers were leaving be-
cause they had to get to work, and for 
child care,” Rodríguez told ENS. Often, 
people who had to leave for work would 
be allowed to cut in line, but with “ev-
eryone sick and scared,” Rodríguez knew 
they had to do something different.

The situation highlighted one of the 
many inequities of the pandemic in 

the United States: Many of 
the low-paid workers at in-
person jobs who are most ex-
posed to the virus cannot get 
paid time off to get tested or 
to isolate and recover if they 
test positive.

“We had a situation where 
a mother drove in, bawling 
her eyes out while she was 
waiting for her test results,” 
Rodríguez said. “I was like, 
‘Ma’am, it’s going to be fine. 
You’ll recover quickly.’ And 
then she’s like, ‘No, no, no, 
I can’t afford to take time off 
from work if I’m sick.’ So it 
really led us to think hard about the im-
pact on the worker, and throughout the 
pandemic our advocacy work has been 
based on the impact on workers and 
families.”

The church now offers testing from 
6:30 to 10 p.m. on Friday, Saturday and 
Sunday, whereas none of the mass test-
ing sites operated by the city of Orlando 
or Orange County test after 5 p.m.

Though Rodríguez does distribute 
some at-home tests, he gives them out 
“sparingly, because those are like gold”; 
they are often expensive or out of stock 
in stores.

The church’s testing program is made 
possible by partnerships with a web of 
nonprofits and government agencies. 
The testing equipment is provided by the 
Florida Department of Health, but they 
would not provide testing personnel.

Through his relationship with the lo-
cal Mexican consulate, Rodríguez was 
able to get some of the nurses who do 

their testing to come to the church.
“So I had tests, I had nurses and doc-

tors, but I had no funding” to pay the 
testers, he said. For that, he reached out 
to Hispanic Federation Florida & South-
east, which funded the initial round of 
night testing, which ran Jan. 19 through 
22. During those three nights, nurses 
tested 406 people at the church, another 
testing site the partnership set up at a 
Hispanic supermarket, and an addiction 
recovery meeting.

Rodríguez has also partnered with the 
Central Florida chapter of the National 
Coalition of 100 Black Women on a 
pro-vaccination social media messaging 
campaign.

Rodríguez and a local Roman Catho-

lic priest, helped by a social media coor-
dinator, “create pro-vaccine videos to go 
against anti-vaccine messaging, and we 
do it from a faith-based perspective.”

The church is able to form all these 
partnerships partly due to the assistance 
it received from Episcopal Relief & De-
velopment in the aftermath of Hurricane 
Maria in 2017, when many Puerto Ri-
cans were re-settling in Florida.

“They built the capacity for Hurri-
cane Maria, and we’ve kind of gone with 
it,” Rodríguez told ENS. 

“Before Episcopal Relief & Develop-
ment helped us, we had nothing … they 
funded us generously for two years so we 
could serve Hurricane Maria survivors. 
They came in with some emergency 
funding for the earthquake survivors 
that were moving to Central Florida. 
And then we’ve just been going along 
with the relationships we’ve built.”

Rodríguez was worried about whether 
he could continue to get tests and fund-
ing to keep the program going, but on 
Jan. 24, the United Way committed to 
fund three more weekends of night test-
ing “because they were really impressed 
by how we did it,” he told ENS, and the 
state health department will provide the 
tests.

“It was phenomenal,” Rodríguez said. 
“We’re just excited that our partnerships 
have lined up so we can keep moving 
forward.   n

Orlando church offers after-hours COVID-19 tests to meet workers’ needs

Photo/courtesy Christ the King Episcopal Church

The Rev. José Rodríguez gives himself a COVID-19 test 
at Christ the King Episcopal Church in Orlando, Fla.

Learn more: 
Email GFSbranchdev@gmail.com 

or visit www.gfsus.org
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budget that was introduced in October 
2021 started with an $8 million shortfall.

The Rev. Mally Lloyd, chair of the Fi-
nance Committee, said the departments 
of the Domestic and Foreign Missionary 
Society, the Episcopal Church’s corpo-
rate entity, were asked to look for ways 
to cut 5% of their budgets to help offset 
part of that shortfall. Churchwide staff-
ing will remain at 152 employees.

Dioceses’ assessment payments gener-
ally have been in line with their pledges 
during the pandemic, but church offi-
cials warned of potential downturns and 
greater financial uncertainty in future 
years. Executive Council voted to use up 
to $5 million from the past triennium’s 
surplus to balance the proposed $101 
million budget for 2023-24.

“This budget draft reflects, we feel, a 
more realistic approach to what our capac-
ity is in these next two years,” Lloyd said.

Council is still deliberating over what 
to do with the remaining surplus. One 
option discussed would hold the money 
in reserve to help the church weather un-
foreseen financial crises.

That topic will be taken up again in 
April when Executive Council is sched-
uled to meet in San Juan, Puerto Rico. 
The proposed budget, meanwhile, now 
advances to General Convention’s Joint 
Standing Committee on Program, Bud-
get and Finance.

Executive Council has 40 voting 
members, including the presiding bishop 
and House of Deputies president. Twenty 
of the voting members — four bishops, 
four priests or deacons, and 12 laypeo-
ple — are elected by General Conven-
tion to six-year terms, with half of those 
members elected every three years. The 
other 18 are elected to six-year terms by 
the Episcopal Church’s nine provinces, 
with each province sending one ordained 
member and one lay member.

The council held an in-depth discus-
sion of a revised parochial report, which 
was presented by the Rev. Chris Rankin-
Williams, chair of the House of Deputies 
Committee on the State of the Church.

Rankin-Williams’ committee had 
been working on a revised parochial re-
port even before the pandemic, focusing 
on new narrative questions that would 
encourage congregations to tell the fuller 
story of their ministries and community.

The pandemic created a more imme-

diate need to address short-term anoma-
lies in canonically required data, such as 
average Sunday attendance, or ASA, be-
cause of periods in 2020 and 2021 when 
in-person worship was suspended.

As the church adjusts to the latest 
COVID-19 surge and nears the pan-
demic’s two-year mark, the 2022 pa-
rochial report will look forward with a 
focus on “the adaptive challenges facing 
the church,” Rankin-Williams told Ex-
ecutive Council. “It’s really a tool for the 
congregation that is filling it out, and it’s 
something that they can use to guide de-
cisions for their future.”

Narrative questions remain a fixture 
of the 2022 parochial report approved 
by council members. The form will ask 
congregational leaders to summarize 
the opportunities and challenges they 
faced in the year and invite their stories 
of “naming, addressing and dismantling 
the injustices of racism in yourselves, 
congregations and your communities.”

Some data, like “communicants in 
good standing,” may continue to reflect 

pandemic conditions, since not all mem-
bers could receive or felt comfortable 
receiving Communion. They still could 
be counted, if the pandemic gave them 
“good cause” for not receiving Commu-
nion, Rankin-Williams said.

The questions about online and hybrid 
worship services pertain to the ways those 
services are being offered and how atten-
dance is counted — without yet expecting 
congregations to report precise numbers.

Rankin-Williams cited the difficulty 

of comparing different measurements of 
online engagement, and “we don’t want 
ASA 2.0. We really want to get people to 
look at the ministry of the church more 
broadly.”

The 2022 report also will ask congrega-
tions to include the age and racial make-
up of their memberships. The report’s 
addition of demographic data sparked 
a debate among council members over 
whether congregational leaders should re-
cord racial groups as a percentage of total 
membership or provide actual numbers 
of those individuals. Executive Council 
ultimately decided to ask for both per-
centages and numerical counts.

One of the council’s plenary sessions 
included a listening session with seven 
clergy and lay leaders who discussed how 
transgender and nonbinary individuals 
often feel alternately supported by and 
marginalized by the Episcopal Church.

The session featured a presentation by 
Brant Lee, an Episcopalian and law pro-
fessor from the University of Akron in 
Ohio, who spoke about the racism and 

discrimination faced by Asian Americans 
and Pacific Islanders.

One of Lee’s central points was that 
Asian Americans throughout much of 
American history have been perceived 
incorrectly and at times maliciously as 
foreigners. They also are perceived as in-
distinguishable, even though there is no 
monolithic Asian American identity.

Lee’s own ancestors came to the Unit-
ed States from China, bringing a culture 
and identity that was distinct from that 
of other Asian immigrant communities.

A member of the Presiding Officers’ 
Advisory Group on Beloved Commu-
nity Implementation, Lee also said he 
thinks churchwide leaders like those 
on Executive Council generally under-
stand racism and the persistence of rac-
ist systems. The question remains, what 
will the church and its members do to 
change those systems?

“You have to do something affirma-
tively to reverse the systems that are in 
place,” he said. “They will not fix them-
selves.”

During committee meetings, Execu-
tive Council members also discussed the 
latest obstacles to the church’s ongoing 
work toward supporting the financial 
sustainability of its dioceses in Latin 
America and the Caribbean, most of 
them within Province IX.

“We have to find a way to walk the dio-
ceses away from the legacy of dependence,” 
said Honduras Bishop Lloyd Allen, an 
Executive Council member. Such efforts 
in his and the other Province IX dioceses 
have struggled in the face of entrenched 
poverty and the unpredictable impact of 
hurricanes and other natural disasters.

The pandemic has been particularly 
devastating to the people and economies 
of the region, with some experts warn-
ing that COVID-19 set back develop-
ment in the countries of that region by 
as much as 20 years in their anti-poverty 
and economic development efforts.   n

BUDGET continued from page 1

By Egan Millard 
Episcopal News Service

A
t the January Executive Council meeting, 
transgender and nonbinary Episcopal priests 
shared stories of the difficulties they face in a 
church where they are accepted on paper but 

often not in practice, telling council that the church’s 
work toward LGBTQ+ inclusion is not finished.

While much of the Episcopal Church feels comfortable 
with the “LGB” (lesbian, gay, bisexual) part of the LG-
BTQ+ community, the speakers said the situation is very 
different for the “TQ+” — people who are transgender, 
queer or otherwise outside the traditional gender binary.

“We’ve done an amazing job of beginning the pro-
cess of inclusion at the churchwide level but it just isn’t 
translating to the diocesan and parish levels,” said the 
Rev. Gwen Fry, a former president of the Episcopal LG-
BTQ+ group Integrity and one of six speakers, five of 
whom were transgender clergy.

The plenary, or listening session, organized by 
council members the Rev. Charles Graves IV and Julia 
Ayala Harris and the Rev. Cameron Partridge, was 
intended to give transgender and nonbinary clergy a 
platform to share their personal experiences. The intent 
also was to educate council members on the nuances 
of gender and sexuality in today’s culture, Ayala Harris 

and Graves said in their introductions.
“The next frontier, the next greatest growth area in 

our church is … supporting trans and nonbinary folk in 
our church,” Graves said, “and not just acknowledging 
but truly leaning into and understanding the trans and 
nonbinary communities that exist in all of our churches.”

The Rev. Rowan Larson, of Newton, Mass., gave 
a presentation on queer identities and terminology. 
Larson, who uses they/them pronouns, falls under the 
categories of transgender (having a gender expression 
different from the one they were assigned at birth), 
nonbinary (being outside the male/female binary) and 
queer. Queer, Larson explained, is a catch-all term for 
people who are not straight and/or cisgender (the op-
posite of transgender — someone living with the gen-
der they were assigned at birth).

Larson said that while such terms may be new to 
council members, the people they describe have long 
been a part of the Episcopal Church, and the idea of 
breaking out of the gender binary goes all the way back 
to Paul’s letter to the Galatians.

“Jesus, into whom we are all baptized, is the origi-
nal breaker of binaries,” Larson told council. “Over and 
over again, Paul emphasizes that Jesus breaks down dif-
ferences. ‘No longer are there Jews or Greeks, slaves or 
free, male or female.’ We are all one. We are something 
beyond those binaries.”

Larson offered guidelines on language — encourag-
ing council members to Google terms they aren’t sure 
about before asking a queer person what may be an in-
vasive question — and presented statistics that put the 
presentation into context.

“About one in every 250 adults, or about a million 
Americans, as of 2017, are transgender,” Larson said. 
“That means that in a large parish with an average Sunday 
attendance of 250 people or more, there’s probably at least 
one transgender person, whether you know it or not.”

Other speakers described the difficult choices they 
faced in coming out as transgender. Fry said that the in-
stitutional acceptance that helped her come out did not 
trickle down to the parish level. When General Con-

Transgender priests ask church to ‘live fully into’ LGBTQ+ inclusion

‘ This budget draft reflects a more 
realistic approach to what our 
capacity is in these next two years.’— The Rev. Mally Lloyd

‘ Jesus, into whom we are  
all baptized, is the 
original breaker 
of binaries.’— The Rev. Rowan Larson
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Century an Anglican diocese and a 
Benedictine monastery in communion 
with Rome have pledged to live, work 
and pray together in this unique way.”

The building’s distinctive design, 
featuring a round contemplative prayer 
room constructed with wood, glass and 
stone, caught Sims Smith’s eye.

“Teaching meditation is not easy,” 
she told ENS. “I said to my husband, ‘If 
somebody could sit in a room like this, 
the architecture itself would really help 
them move into silence.”

That was Sims Smith’s inspiration for 
building the Arkansas House of Prayer, a 
joint ministry of the Diocese of Arkan-
sas and St. Margaret’s Episcopal Church. 
She led a fundraising drive to build the 
chapel, which opened in 2007. The cen-
terpiece of its design, which has won sev-
eral architectural awards, is the round, 
wood-paneled prayer room that opens 
up toward the sky.

Sims Smith’s new project takes the 
concept of the interfaith prayer house to 
Mongolia, but it originated in Dharam-
shala, India, home of the Dalai Lama and 
the Tibetan government-in-exile. There, 
she met the Nechung Oracle, Kuten-la, 
the Tibetan government’s official state 
oracle, who advises the Dalai Lama on 
spiritual and political matters.

“I knew he was a person of deep medi-
tation and I showed him pictures of the 
[Arkansas] House of Prayer just because 
I thought he would enjoy it,” Sims Smith 
recalled. “And he said to his assistant, ‘Go 
get the drawings.’ And the assistant comes 
in and brings the most gorgeous Tibetan 
drawings of a round meditation center 
that he believes the Spirit is telling him 
to build in Mongolia. I just cannot even 
describe the beauty and the intricacy and 
the detail of the drawings he had made.’

“I said, ‘If there’s anything I can do 
to help you when you get ready to work 
on that, I would be happy to do it.’ And 
after I said it, I was thinking, ‘I cannot 
believe I said that. How could I possibly 
help this man?’”

Sims Smith forgot about the encoun-
ter until several years later, when she was 
recovering from an injury and spending 
long periods of time in deep meditation. 
“And in all that quiet, I heard, ‘You’re 
supposed to try to help Kuten-la,’” she 
said. “I thought that was kind of prepos-
terous, but I found a way to get a mes-
sage to him, telling him that I felt like 
Spirit was calling me to help him.”

She invited him to Arkansas, “not re-
ally imagining he would do it.” To her 
surprise, in 2016, he came with eight oth-
er monks and stayed for three days, visit-
ing the House of Prayer and talking with 
Sims Smith about the calling they both 
felt. That’s when he invited her to spend 
two weeks in Mongolia with him, outlin-
ing their vision to Buddhist leaders there.

Mongolia’s constitution provides for 
freedom of religion, prohibits religious 
discrimination and mandates the sepa-
ration of church and state. Religious in-
stitutions are required by law to register 
with authorities, but how that law is im-
plemented can vary by local jurisdiction.

The Soviet-influenced Communist 
regime that ruled Mongolia since the 
1930s until 1990 repressed religion 

and religious expression, killing at least 
17,000 Buddhist monks and destroying 
most Buddhist temples in the country.

“A lot of the people that I met when I 
was in Mongolia had relatives that were 
murdered for religious persecution rea-
sons,” she said. “They only got their free-
dom to be a democracy, to have capital-
ism and to have religious freedom in the 
early ‘90s.”

Since the fall of Communism, public 
religious practices have rebounded, but 
“there’s no connectedness among the re-
ligions, she said. “Everybody is just so 
thrilled that they can worship their own 
way and believe their own way.” Sims 
Smith also suggested that fostering inter-
faith solidarity in Mongolia might help 
protect religious freedom as a whole in 
the country.

Of Mongolia’s 3.3 million citizens, 
51.7% are Buddhist, 3.2% are 
Muslim, 2.5% practice Shaman-
ism and 1.3% are Christian, with 
40.6% not reporting a religious 
affiliation.

Though the Christian pres-
ence in the country is small, it has 
grown rapidly, from virtually no 
adherents in 1990 to over 40,000 
in 2020.

There is no permanent Angli-
can presence in the country, but 
it is part of the Church of Eng-
land’s Diocese in Europe, and a 
Moscow-based chaplain has per-
formed pastoral services in the 
capital, Ulaanbaatar, according to 
Richard Mammana, associate for 
ecumenical and interreligious re-
lations for the Episcopal Church.

“When you stabilize the local people 
and allow them to worship in their own 
way and teach them to be friends with 
each other, you stabilize the whole de-
mocracy,” she told the Northwest Arkan-
sas Democrat Gazette.

Sims Smith said that when she and 
Kuten-la visited Mongolia in 2017 to 
look at land, “the local Buddhist Mon-
golian leaders [were] very excited about 
this project” and eager to learn about in-

terfaith work, she told ENS.
In March 2020, Sims Smith and 

Kuten-la were in India planning a 
monthlong fundraising tour around the 
United States when the pandemic hit. 
She cut her trip short and returned to 
Arkansas, and the fundraising tour was 
postponed indefinitely. 

Even without a formal fundraising 
drive in place, Sims Smith said, she has 
already received $140,000 in donations. 
She estimates that the total cost will be 
around $1 million. The site selection 
process is still underway and the initial 
architectural drawings are complete, 
though they are currently in India with 
Kuten-la.

“It looks like a gorgeous round, scal-
loped dome — a massive, massive, in-
tricate, highly detailed, Tibetan-looking 
design,” Sims Smith said.

Sims Smith said the fundraising tour 
will begin “as soon as we’re able to travel 
safely,” but she can’t predict when the 
building might be finished. Despite the 
many challenges facing the project, she 
is undeterred.

“There’s no doubt in my mind that 
the money will be raised and we’ll be in 
Mongolia before you know it, opening a 
new meditation center,” she said. “It is 
our prayer and hope that the Dalai Lama 
will go to Mongolia to bless it.”   n

MONGOLIA continued from page 1
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The Arkansas House of Prayer is seen.

Photo/courtesy Susan Sims Smith

The Rev. Susan Sims Smith and Kuten-la meet in 
India in 2013. 

vention passed a resolution affirming that transgender 
people can be ordained, Fry “saw this as the cover and 
protection that I needed to finally come out and social-
ly transition” from living as a man to living as a woman.

Though Fry’s bishop was supportive of her transi-
tion, her congregation was not, she said.

“There were many who were very supportive, but 
there were those who didn’t have a clue as to what I was 
talking about,” Fry said. “I fielded numerous questions 
from parents concerned about the safety of their chil-
dren around me. An employee of the parish tendered 
their resignation immediately. … They were a small 
business owner in town [who said] they could not be 
associated with something like this.”

When the bishop dissolved the pastoral relationship 
between Fry and her congregation, “that pretty much 
ended my formal career as a parish priest,” she said. 
“Since that time all I’ve been able to pick up are supply 
clergy gigs. I have applied for parish [work] since then, 
and I have not received a call. This is the antithesis of 
my experience before I socially transitioned.

“Employability and deployment is an enormous is-
sue for all transgender and nonbinary clergy,” Fry con-
cluded, a point echoed by others including the Rev. 

Lauren Kay, a nonbinary rector in 
Sanford, Me. 

Kay described having to endure 
“the gender interview” during hiring 
processes: “the part of the interview 
where our gender or sexuality comes 
under the microscope and we’re 
asked questions related to that that 
might not be asked of other people.”

In addition to sharing their struggles, the speakers also 
recounted how the church has been a source of support.

“I have had some searingly difficult experiences along 
the way in my ministry, as well as inspiring experiences 
of being met where I am, uplifted and given opportuni-
ties to grow, for which I am profoundly grateful,” said 
Partridge, a rector in San Francisco.

Sarah Lawton, a cisgender woman also from San Fran-
cisco, recalled how her parish supported her and her sister 
Rachel after Rachel came out as a transgender woman.

“These folks took me and my family into their arms 
in the midst of this story,” said Lawton, also a lay mem-
ber representing the Diocese of California in the House 
of Deputies. “They cherished Rachel. The trans folks 
there took Rachel under their wing. They helped me 
find books and theological and Scriptural reflections 
about trans issues and Christianity. They helped me in-

tegrate my family experience and 
my faith.”

Lawton, who is involved with 
the TransEpiscopal advocacy 
group, emphasized the importance 
of names to transgender people 
and suggested that more institu-
tional guidance could help.

“In the Episcopal Church, we 
have passed resolutions and we’re working on rituals for 
naming for trans people who are transitioning,” she said. 
“We are also working on resolutions for changing names 
in our official archives and records. We still have some 
work to do there.”

In the meantime, Partridge and other transgender 
speakers said, the church should work on translating 
the transgender-affirming resolutions it has passed into 
concrete actions on the ground.

“I invite my beloved Episcopal Church to live fully 
into the stances canonical changes and statements we 
have made over the years,” Partridge said. “These moves 
we have made at churchwide and diocesan levels and 
parish levels truly matter and I’m profoundly grateful 
for them. And I want to see them lived into consis-
tently at all levels of our church’s life, especially the con-
gregational level.   n

LGBTQ continued from page 6

Fry Partridge
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For the first time, public may attend
online legislative committee hearings

By David Paulsen 
Episcopal News Service

T
he pandemic prompted dramatic 
changes in how the Episcopal 
Church will conduct its 80th 
General Convention — starting 

with its schedule.
After a one-year delay, bishops and 

deputies will meet in person July 7-14 
in Baltimore, but there’s no need to wait 
until July to offer input on resolutions. 
Committees are holding some of their 
hearings online for the first time, begin-
ning Feb. 17.

Some committees already have met on 
Zoom to organize and to begin reviewing 
any resolutions already submitted.

Episcopalians and other interested 
members of the public can sign up to 
observe those online meetings, and reg-
istration is now open to testify at online 
hearings, through a process set up by the 
General Convention Office.

“I believe the good work we are see-
ing now, and the extra hours our depu-
ties and bishops are spending before we 
gather in Baltimore, will greatly enhance 
our ability to discuss issues important to 
the church’s mission and ministry,” the 
Rev. Michael Barlowe, the General Con-
vention secretary, told ENS by email.

Holding hearings months in advance 
of General Convention is possible this 
year because the pandemic’s forced post-
ponement of 80th General Convention 
from 2021 to 2022 meant reports and 
proposed resolutions were ready for review 
much earlier in the process than normal.

“It is also an example of our church’s 
ability to adapt to the needs of the Gos-
pel — something the Episcopal Church 
has been doing since 1785,” Barlowe 
said.

More than 120 bishops and 483 dep-
uties have been assigned to legislative 
committees for the 80th General Con-
vention. Committees officially began 
meeting last Nov. 1, and the designated 
period for online hearings will be Feb. 
17 to May 21. The first day of hearings 
will take up resolutions in three commit-
tees: Agencies & Boards, Racial Justice 
& Reconciliation and Christian Forma-
tion & Discipleship.

Each proposed resolution is assigned 
to parallel committees made up of 
members of the House of Deputies and 
House of Bishops and tasked with one of 
two dozen focus areas.

The deputies’ and bishops’ commit-
tees typically meet as one committee to 
review their assigned resolutions. If the 
committee recommends a resolution, it 
advances for consideration separately by 
the full House of Deputies and House of 
Bishops, both of which must approve for 
a resolution to be ratified.

“In general, it’s a really good thing 
that we are trying this experiment to 
get things started early,” Louisa McK-
ellaston, a deputy from the Diocese of 
Chicago, told ENS by phone. She chairs 

the House of Deputies Governance & 
Structure Committee, which held its 
first meeting on Zoom on Jan. 5 with 
its corresponding bishop committee. 
“We’ve been in this pandemic for almost 
two years. Folks are pretty much familiar 
with how things work electronically.”

The Agencies & Boards committee 
met Jan. 18 for introductions and to 
review the one resolution submitted so 
far for their consideration: D003, which 
advocates creation of a fund to help un-
der-resourced churches pay their clergy 
pension contributions.

“There was a lot of energy gener-
ated around that at this meeting,” Jane 

Cisluycis of the Diocese of Northern 
Michigan told ENS by email. She chairs 
the deputies’ committee on Agencies & 
Boards, which will receive public tes-
timony Feb. 17. “We look forward to 
welcoming deputies, bishops and others 
who wish to speak to this resolution.”

The new legislative committee process 
was outlined by House of Deputies 
Parliamentarian Bryan Krislock in a 
November article on the House of 
Deputies website. “The goal of this 
process is to balance the need for public 
input with the need to frontload the 

legislative calendar,” Krislock wrote.
While interim bodies propose many 

of the resolutions, dioceses, bishops, 
deputies and other individuals also can 
propose resolutions, up to three each. 
They are encouraged to submit resolu-
tions by Feb. 28 for consideration dur-
ing the pre-convention period of legisla-
tive activity.

Testimony during legislative hear-
ings is not limited to bishops, deputies 
or even Episcopalians, but rather is open 
to the public. All that is required is ad-
vance registration; a computer, tablet or 
a smart phone; and an internet connec-
tion. Though no prior knowledge of is 

required, those wishing to testify may 
benefit from learning the General Con-
vention basics.

What is General Convention?
General Convention is both the 

church’s primary governing body and its 
largest churchwide gathering. It typically 
meets in a different city every three years 
and is a hub for legislative activity, net-
working and fellowship. As a bicameral 
governing body, it splits its authority be-
tween the House of Bishops and House 
of Deputies.

Among its responsibilities is approval 
of a churchwide budget, as well as hun-
dreds of additional resolutions covering 
everything from liturgical revisions to the 
church’s positions on public policy issues, 
from food insecurity to paid family leave 
to comprehensive immigration reform. 
General Convention typically considers 
between 500 and 600 resolutions.

At the 80th General Convention, the 
House of Deputies also will elect a new 
president and vice president, roles that 
are limited to three consecutive terms. 
The Rev. Gay Clark Jennings is finish-
ing her third term as president, and this 
is the final term for outgoing Vice Presi-
dent Byron Rushing. Each is serving one 
additional year because the in-person 
gathering in Baltimore was postponed.

Because organizers anticipate on-
line committee hearings will reduce the 
number of in-person hearings needed, 
church leaders were able to shorten the 
80th General Convention from 10 to 
eight days, July 7-14, helping the church 
achieve its goal of reducing the triennial 
gathering’s duration.

The Blue Book reports
Numerous reports make up what is 

known as the Blue Book, which summa-
rizes the work of standing commissions, 
task forces and other interim bodies. The 
reports often are submitted to General 
Convention with suggested resolutions. 
In 2018, the reports were released pub-
licly in February, following the typical 
timeframe that allows a few months for 
committee review before General Con-
vention in July.

Because the interim bodies completed 

      GENERAL CONVENTION

T
he reports for the 80th General Convention, com-
monly referred to as “Blue Book reports,” are posted 
on the convention website.

The report are available in English at www.
generalconvention.org/bluebook2021 and in Spanish at 
www.generalconvention.org/libroazul2021.

The Blue Book contains reports of the committees and 
interim bodies of the General Convention. For questions 
about the Blue Book, contact the General Convention 
Office, gcoffice@episcopalchurch.org. 

The 80th General Convention will meet July 7-14 in 
Baltimore.

The Episcopal Church’s General Convention meets every 
three years to consider the legislative business of the church.  
General Convention is the bicameral governing body of the 
Church, composed of the House of Bishops, with more than 

200 active and retired bishops, 
and the House of Deputies, 
with more than 800 clergy 
and lay deputies elected from 
the 109 dioceses and three 
regional areas of the Church. 

Between sessions, the 
General Convention contin-
ues to work through its com-
mittees and commissions.  
The Executive Council of 
the Episcopal Church car-
ries out the programs and 
policies adopted by the 
General Convention.

— Office of Public Affairs

Blue Book reports available on General Convention website

Photo/Mary Frances Schjonberg/Episcopal News Service 

At the 79th General Convention, held in July 2018, Presiding Bishop Michael Curry opens 
a conversation on racial reconciliation. 

continued on page 9
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F
or the first time in Episcopal Church history, the Joint Nominating Com-
mittee for the Election of the Presiding Bishop plans to be at Gener-
al Convention in July to hear Episcopalians’ hopes and dreams for the 
church’s next presiding bishop, who will be elected in 2024.

The postponement of the 80th General Convention from 2021 to 2022 
created the opportunity for the committee to attend convention to 
speak with bishops, deputies, and other participants. General 
Convention is scheduled for July 7-14 in Baltimore.

“The committee members are committed to hearing 
from as many Episcopalians as possible as we prepare 
to write a profile and call for discernment for the 28th 
presiding bishop of the Episcopal Church,” said Can-
on Steven Nishibayashi, committee co-chair. “We 
feel blessed that we have this opportunity to visit 
with the part of the church that will be in Baltimore 
for convention this summer.”

This will not be the only chance for Episcopalians 
to speak to the committee, said Bishop Mark Lattime, 
the committee’s other co-chair. “We plan to offer a full 
range of opportunities for Episcopalians to communicate with 
the committee,” he said. “And we pray that people will make their voices heard 
about gifts and skills they believe the next presiding bishop will need to lead the 
Episcopal Church into its future.”

Details of the committee’s presence at General Convention will be announced 
when plans are complete.

During the committee’s Jan. 18-20 meeting, members mapped out what they 
must accomplish between now and the 81st meeting of General Convention, 
when the next presiding bishop will be elected, scheduled for the summer of 
2024 in Louisville, Ky.

The committee also reviewed the work of its predecessors leading up to the 
elections of 26th Presiding Bishop Katharine Jefferts Schori in 2006 and Presid-
ing Bishop Michael Curry in 2015. “We are grateful to follow the footsteps of 
those two committees, and we feel blessed to be able to learn from their work,” 
Lattime said. 

— Office of Public Affairs 

Presiding bishop nominating 
committee plans history-making 
presence at General Convention

      GENERAL CONVENTION

their work as scheduled despite the post-
ponement of the 80th General Conven-
tion, the General Convention Office was 
able to post their Blue Book reports on-
line starting in April 2021, giving com-
mittees and the public more than a year 
to review them.

A hard copy of the Blue Book is print-
ed in three volumes, but it also can be 
accessed online as a PDF or as individual 
reports.

The Virtual Binder
Resolutions once were printed and 

included in physical binders for bishops 
and deputies to consult during their de-
liberations at General Convention. Now 
all that information, including calen-
dars of committee activity, is offered in 
an online format known as the Virtual 
Binder that is maintained by the General 
Convention Office.

For people interested in viewing or 
testifying at committee hearings, the 
Virtual Binder provides the full list of 
the 143 resolutions submitted so far and 
the dates and times of upcoming meet-
ings. Make note of the hearing info be-
fore signing up to attend.
Advance registration

No one will be allowed to join a com-
mittee meeting or hearing without filling 
out an online registration form, specify-

ing the committee name, date and time. 
Registration must be received at least 
two business days before the meeting.

McKellaston, the Chicago deputy, 
said that although she regrets that her 
committee’s members won’t be able to 
get to know each other in person until 
July, she welcomed the online meetings 
as an unprecedented opportunity for 
more people to observe and get involved 
in the legislative process.

“I’m enjoying being able to meet dur-
ing times that hopefully more folks are 
available,” she said. “We hope to hear 
from a broader audience.”

The Governance & Structure com-
mittee will meet on Feb. 9 to create 
subcommittees to review their nine pro-
posed resolutions. McKellaston said they 
also plan to determine then which reso-
lutions will go to the hearing scheduled 
on Feb. 23.

One of the resolutions, A097, pro-
poses conducting a thorough evaluation 
of this new online legislative process, 
“with the intent of creating a model for 
evaluation of future adaptive change 
experiments, recognizing that the Epis-
copal Church must continue to change 
and evolve in order to respond to God’s 
mission in all of its contexts.”

“Basically, [we are] looking at this as 
a wonderful experiment,” McKellaston 
said, “what works and what doesn’t and 
how to move forward.”   n

PUBLIC continued from page 8

By Mary Klein

T
he seventh General Conven-
tion of the Protestant Episcopal 
Church, held in Baltimore in 
1808, was a much smaller affair 

than today’s gathering of hundreds.
Meeting from May 17-26, 27 clerical 

and lay deputies, representing seven states, 
convened at St. Paul’s Church. Only two 
bishops attended: William White of Penn-
sylvania, who was the presiding bishop, 
and Thomas Claggett of Maryland.

Bishops Benjamin Moore of New 
York, Samuel Jarvis of Connecticut (who 
had also failed to attend the 1799 Con-
vention) and James Madison of Virginia 
did not attend. The other dioceses — 
New Hampshire, Massachusetts, Rhode 

Island, New Jersey, Delaware and South 
Carolina — were without bishops.

Since there were only two bishops 
comprising the House of Bishops, the 
Rev. Joseph Bend, rector of St. Paul’s, of-
fered the bishops his rectory as “the place 
of meeting during the sitting of the Con-
vention.”

Each day, the bishops met at the rec-

tory and worshipped with the clerical 
and lay deputies at the parish church; 
evening services were held at St. Peter’s 
Church since St. Paul’s was “not fitted 
for service by candle-light.”

Bishop Samuel Parker of Massachu-
setts had been scheduled to preach at the 
opening service, but, having died only 
three months after his consecration in 
1804, White agreed to take his place as 
preacher.

The convention passed legislation 
adding 30 hymns to the Prayer Book.

It also approved legislation mandat-
ing that “Ministers of this Church ought 
not to perform the funeral service in the 
case of any person who shall give or ac-
cept a challenge to a duel,” which was 
passed four years after the famous duel 

between Aaron Burr and 
Alexander Hamilton.

Hamilton was buried 
at Trinity Church, Wall 
Street, and the funeral 
was conducted by Moore, 
who served as rector of 
Trinity and as bishop.

The convention also 
passed a resolution that 
clergy could not unite in 
matrimony any divorced 
person unless the divorce 
was on account of adultery.

Finally, the House of 
Bishops sent a note of 

thanks to Bend, “for the accommoda-
tions which they have received in the use 
of his parlour, and in other attentions, 
during the Session of the Convention.”

General Convention met again in 
Baltimore in 1871, then again in 1892.   n

Mary Klein is the archivist for the 
Diocese of Maryland. 

The 1808 Baltimore convention  
covered a smaller footprint

Photo/Wikimedia Commons

St. Paul’s rectory offered hospitality to bishops attending the 
1808 General Convention. 

T
he Episcopal Church is taking 
the lead among faith institutions 
to intentionally support regional 
farmers during July’s 80th Gener-

al Convention in Baltimore by featuring  
farm fresh regional and local food during 
the week-long event.

The environmental stewardship minis-
try of Province III, which includes 1,149 
parishes across Pennsylvania, Delaware, 
Maryland, Virginia, West Virginia, and 
Washington D.C.,  is key to this effort. 

The Episcopal Church is connecting 
regional farmers with General Conven-
tion caterers, signaling alignment and 
support for those small to mid-scale 
farms which pivoted and played a sig-
nificant role in keeping food flowing in 
2020.

Small to midscale food producers 
have, on average, a higher regional eco-
nomic impact as their income circulates 
more within their respective communi-
ties. At a granular level, they strengthen 
natural systems leading to increases in 

soil and water quality, sequestering more 
carbon and supporting high quality 
crops for communities.

These local farmers have played, in 
many instances, an unsung role in com-
munity resilience which has and con-
tinues to produce a ripple-effect, which 
underscores the church’s creation care 
and environmental justice ministry and 
Province III’s environmental steward-
ship ministry.

— Province III

Episcopal province works to support  
local farmers at General Convention

Photo/Baltimore Farmers Market Facebook

The Baltimore Farmers Market and Bazaar 
offers fresh produce for sale.
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      FEATURE

By Melodie Woerman 
Episcopal News Service

S
t. Anna’s Episcopal Church in 
New Orleans is surrounded by a 
city that for years has had a high 
murder rate. In 2021, according 

to a report by WDSU-TV, 218 people 
were murdered, the most since Hurri-
cane Katrina in 2005. And in January 
2022, 22 people were murdered.

Since 2007 the church has borne 
witness to those lost to violence, listing 
their names on signs outside the church 
on what is known locally as the “mur-
der board.” But St. Anna’s rector, Dean 
William H. Terry, said the parish wanted 
to stem the violence and in 2010 started 
what would become Anna’s Place.

“We equip kids who are at-risk, un-
derserved, mostly kids of color, who are 
at or below the poverty level,” Terry told 
ENS. The aim, he said, is to disrupt the 
community’s culture of violence through 
serving its children.

Anna’s Place NOLA is the parish’s 
arts and education enrichment 
mission program serving children and 
youth in the Tremé and the Seventh 
Ward. In those neighborhoods, high 
rates of poverty and unemployment, 
low education levels, poor access to 
healthcare and homelessness converge in 
a culture of violence in a city where 23% 
of the population lives in poverty.

Anna’s Place grew out of an after-
school arts program started 12 years ago 
by Darryl Durham, a classical clarinetist, 
who continues to run it. Today it serves 
30 children and adolescents ages 5 to 17 
who come to St. Anna’s Place three days 
a week for three hours each day and for 
five hours on Saturdays.

The program provides academic tu-
toring and mentoring, with an empha-
sis on math and science; arts education, 
including vocal and instrumental en-
sembles, and an African dance troupe; 

and wellness and health, through art and 
music therapy.

It has two, full-time paid staff mem-
bers and half-dozen unpaid tutors. The 
church covers the $529,000 annual cost 
to run the program, designating more 
than half its budget to Anna’s Place and 
other outreach ministries.

Each year St. Anna’s, which Terry de-
scribes as a working-class parish, starts 
with a deficit budget, and each year they 
finish in the black, through a combina-
tion of tithes, donations and grants.

“We are in a state of grace continually 
unfolding,” Terry said.

About 1,000 kids have come through 
Anna’s Place, with some staying a short 
time and others for 10 years or more. Of 
the students the program has tracked or 
who have kept in touch with Durham, 
almost every student has stayed out of 
the juvenile justice system and in school, 
more than 95% have graduated from 
high school, almost all are working, and 
some are in college, he said.

One former participant is Derri Park-
er, now a freshman at Xavier University 
of Louisiana in New Orleans, where she 
is majoring in education.

In an essay about her time at Anna’s 
Place, which she started attending when 
she was 7, Parker described her life before 
as “unbalanced and boring” and herself 
as someone who got bad grades “because 
I didn’t take homework seriously.”

Thanks to Anna’s Place, she focused 
on her studies and turned her grades 
around, graduating second in her high 
school class. She also now serves as sub-
deacon for the Anglo-Catholic parish, 
and on the vestry.

The program’s success comes from 
consistent engagement, having kids with 
them for 20 hours a week, plus interac-
tions with their families, Durham said.

“And once they join, we do every-
thing to keep them,” he said. On average 
it takes two years for a child “to trust and believe us,” since they so often have been 

failed by adults.
At that point, he said, they can truly 

benefit from the academic enhancements 
and social skills education the program 
offers. “There is a sparkle in their eyes 
when they realize, hey, I have a future.”

Visits to the program’s local university 
partners allow Anna’s Place to introduce 
the possibility of attending college to 
students early on. “Five-, 6-, 7-year-olds 
are going into a college library, sitting in 
a college classroom. They can begin to 
see themselves in that setting,” Durham 
said.

The program also offers field trips 
to the opera, visits to the New Orleans 
Museum of Art, as well as music lessons 
from members of the Louisiana Philhar-
monic Orchestra. “We want them to see 
that there is beauty in the world beyond 
their communities,” he said.

The only thing keeping more kids 
from benefiting is space in the church. 
Even Terry has to leave his office to make 
room for violin lessons. But those in-
volved with Anna’s Place are working to 

change that.
In 2017 the church began the process 

to buy a large, historic — and dilapi-
dated — house nearby, and plans were 
launched to renovate the space to pro-
vide room for an eventual quadrupling 
of the number of kids served by Anna’s 
Place, as well as space for community 
needs. The house was named Dodwell 
House Community Resource Center, af-
ter a former rector.

The Dodwell House Restoration 
Committee has raised about half the $4 
million estimated cost to renovate the 
building, said the Rev. Leroy “Buck” 
Close, a deacon and the committee’s 
chair. In his pitch to potential donors, 
Close emphasizes “strengthening the 
community from the kids up.”

Anna’s place expects to add an addi-
tional 30 students to its after-school pro-
gram next year.

Seeing a church like St. Anna’s so fully 
serving its community is nothing short 
of remarkable, Close said.

“It’s really something to see what St. 
Anna’s does without a safety net, endow-
ment or rich parishioners,” he said.   n

Melodie Woerman is a freelance writer 
and former director of communications for 
the Episcopal Diocese of Kansas.

In New Orleans, St. Anna’s works with youth  
to eliminate the culture of violence

Photos/courtesy of St. Anna’s Church

The Anna’s Place NOLA Children’s Choir 
for children ages 5-12 stands in the church’s 
nave. The ensemble was formed in 2021 by 
choral director Ken Leach.
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Faith and Cailey learn computer coding 
from NOLA CODE, a local non-profit that 
teaches the principles behind computer 
science and engineering to students in New 
Orleans. 

Below, Lyriic (left), and Cailey, participate 
in a violin lesson provided by members of 
the Louisiana Philharmonic Orchestra.

https://www.episcopalnewsservice.org/
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      NEWS

By Egan Millard 
Episcopal News Service

S
t. Timothy’s Episcopal Church 
in Brookings, Ore., and the Dio-
cese of Oregon are suing the city 
of Brookings, arguing that the 

city’s attempt to limit the church’s min-
istry of feeding the homeless and hungry 
violates its right to religious freedom.

The parish and diocese filed the law-
suit in federal court on Jan. 28 in re-
sponse to a recent city law that cuts the 
weekly number of meals St. Timothy’s 
can serve in half.

“The restrictions imposed by the city 
target and interfere with the congrega-
tion’s free expression of their Christian 
faith which calls them to serve others in 
need,” the diocese wrote in its announce-
ment of the lawsuit, which asks the court 
to declare the ordinance unconstitution-
al and block its enforcement.

On Oct. 26, the Brookings City 
Council passed an ordinance that banned 
St. Timothy’s and other churches from 
operating any kind of food service unless 
they applied for a special permit, which 
would also limit meal service to twice a 
week.

St. Timothy’s has continued to dis-
tribute meals four times a week, in defi-
ance of the ordinance with the support 
of the diocese.

According to the lawsuit, the city 
stated it would begin enforcing the law 
on Jan. 26, but the Rev. Bernie Lindley, 
vicar of St. Timothy’s, told Episcopal 
News Service on Jan. 31 that it had not 
yet done so and had not told the par-
ish or diocese what kind of penalties it 
would impose.

In the city code, violations of the land 
use ordinances can be punished by fines 

of up to $720 per day. City Manager 
Janell Howard told ENS she would not 
answer questions about enforcement of 
the law because of the pending litigation.

“I don’t even understand why they 
don’t want us to feed people who are 
hungry, but clearly, that’s such a central 
part of the ministry of St. Timothy’s,” 
Oregon Bishop Diana Akiyama told 
ENS on Jan. 31.

“So much of the understanding of 
who they are as members of the Body of 
Christ is through their various ministries 
to those in need. So it would be such a 
wound for them to shut down the minis-
try, as if to say ‘This is not a good thing.’ 
That’s ridiculous. So we’re fighting it,” 
she said.

The lawsuit lays out the context for 
St. Timothy’s violation of the ordinance, 
explaining that “rather than create or 
expand social services for Brookings 
residents in need, the city took steps to 

remove their last safety net, beginning a 
campaign to force St. Timothy’s to sig-
nificantly reduce the services that it has 
offered on its premises for decades.

“When plaintiffs did not accept the 
city’s suggestion that they stop engag-
ing in Christian acts of service for the 
Brookings community, the city decided 
to rewrite the laws in an effort to force 
them to do so.”

The lawsuit argues that the city or-
dinance violates the First and 14th 
Amendments of the U.S. Constitution, 
which protect the free exercise of religion 
and due process.

It cites Scripture passages from the 
gospels of Matthew and Mark (“I was 
hungry, and you fed me”) and the Book 
of Isaiah as evidence that “feeding the 
hungry, caring for the sick, and shelter-
ing the houseless are fundamental be-
liefs” of the Episcopal Church.

It also quotes the baptismal covenant’s 
promise to “strive for peace and justice 
among all people, and to respect the dig-
nity of every human being.”

Brookings, a small city on Oregon’s 
coast near the California border, has 
experienced a worsening homelessness 
problem in recent years, with increas-
ing numbers of unhoused and transient 
residents but few resources available to 
them.

The city doesn’t provide homelessness 
services, and there are no homeless shel-
ters in the county. Since the mid-1980s, 
St. Timothy’s has provided a variety of 
services for homeless people, including 
its soup kitchen and pantry; showers 
and restrooms. An advocacy team that 
helps homeless people sign up for afford-
able housing wait lists, get identification 

cards and obtain benefits.
While nearly every other local church 

in the area stopped serving free meals 
during the pandemic, St. Timothy’s ex-
panded its program. Last fall, the par-
ish began hosting COVID-19 vaccina-
tion and testing clinics and the Oregon 
Health Authority designated St. Timo-
thy’s an official clinic in September, 
granting it $405,000 to continue testing 
and vaccination.

“We’ve been serving our community 
here for decades and picking up the slack 
where the need exists and no one else is 
stepping in,” said Lindley in the diocese’s 
press release announcing the lawsuit. 

“We have no intention of stop-
ping now and we’re prepared 
to hold fast to our beliefs. We 
won’t abandon the people of 
Brookings who need our help, 
even when we’re being threat-
ened.”

Citizen backlash against the 
homeless and transient popula-
tion and St. Timothy’s outreach 
has been ongoing since last year.

In June, 29 residents peti-
tioned the city to stop St. Timo-
thy’s homeless ministries, citing 
dangerous and disruptive be-
havior by people staying in the 
parish’s parking lot. The mayor 
and members of the city council 

have been critical of providing services to 
homeless people, saying it attracts them 
— and problems associated with them — 
to the area.

St. Timothy’s and the diocese are be-
ing represented by the Oregon Justice 
Resource Center and Stoel Rives LLP.

Akiyama told ENS that while she 
couldn’t speak to the nuances of the legal 
process, “as bishop and as a member of 
the church, I’m very confident that we 
will prevail. We’re doing what Jesus has 
taught the disciples to do. We’re remain-
ing faithful to our baptismal vows. So, 
yes, in that frame, I’m very confident 
that we will prevail.”

Akiyama added that the significance 
of the lawsuit goes beyond the specifics 
of the situation in Brookings.

“There does seem to be a kind of gal-
vanizing effect that’s happening right 
now, because we’re very clear [in our 
position],” she said. “And in these days 
of COVID, when so much is not clear, 
I think the clarity around what we’re 
called to do as Christians in this situa-
tion is rewarding, refreshing, encour-
aging, and helps people really get clear 
about who they are as Christians.”   n

Oregon parish, diocese sue city for restricting feeding ministry

By Episcopal Journal

F
eeding the body as well as the 
soul is an important ministry 
for churches throughout the 
Episcopal world. Some exam-

ples include:
• In El Dorado County, Calif., a 

group of teenagers from Faith Epis-
copal Church spent their Super Bowl 
Sunday (Feb. 13) collecting food items 
to fill the pantries of those in need. 
The group collected more than 3,300 
pounds of food for the Food Bank of 
El Dorado County.

• In New Paltz, N.Y., St. Andrew’s 
Church joins local United Method-
ist, Reformed, Lutheran churches and 
the State University of New York New 
Paltz Student Christian Center to dis-
tribute free fresh produce on Sunday 
afternoons.

• In Indianapolis, St. Alban’s Church 
was one location where in mid-Febru-
ary free meals were distributed in an 
event sponsored by the faith-based 
nonprofit Cru Greater Indianapolis 
Middle and High School Ministries.

• In Twin Falls, Texas, the Episcopal 
Church of the Ascension held an online 
auction in mid-February as the main 
fundraiser for its Neighbors in Need 
program, which provides food to the 
Twin Falls School District food pantries.

• In Palm Beach, Fla., the Episcopal 
Church of Bethesda-by-the Sea in Feb-
ruary staged the 2022 Palm Beach Emp-
ty Bowls event, selling lunches to about 
500 people and accepting donations for 
the Palm Beach County Food Bank.

• Two North Carolina Episcopal 
churches — St. Mary’s of the Hills in 
Blowing Rock and St. Luke’s in Boone 
— were among the supporters of Dou-
ble Up Food Bucks Fundraising Week 
in February in Boone, which includes 
in-person games at Appalachian State 
University, a Food and Faith Zoom 
event and a fundraising dinner. Double 
Up Food Bucks is a healthy food incen-
tive program that doubles the value of 
federal nutrition benefits (i.e. SNAP/
EBT) spent at farmers’ markets, help-
ing people buy healthy food while sup-
porting local farmers.   

— Journal news sources

Episcopal churches participate in a variety of food programs

PIPE ORGANS FOR SALE by Pfeffer, 
Hilgreen-Lane, Debierre, and Redman. 
Contact Redman Pipe Organs, Fort 
Worth, Texas  817 996 3085

CLASSIFIEDS
ORGANS FOR SALE

ADVERTISING INFO or to submit classified ads to 
Episcopal Journal Advertising Department contact 

patrick@kevinshanley.com

A volunteer distributes food at St. Timothy’s Episcopal 
Church in Brookings, Ore.

Photos/Diocese of Oregon

Oregon Bishop Diana Akiyama and the 
Rev. Bernie Lindley share a laugh during 
Akiyama’s visit to St. Timothy’s COVID-19 
testing clinic. 

https://www.redmanpipeorgans.com/
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By Nathan Webb

Now you are the body of Christ and individually mem-
bers of it. And God has appointed in the church first apos-
tles, second prophets, third teachers; then deeds of power, 
then gifts of healing, forms of assistance, forms of leadership, 
various kinds of tongues. Are all apostles? Are all prophets? 
Are all teachers? Do all work miracles? Do all possess gifts of 
healing? Do all speak in tongues? Do all interpret? But strive 
for the greater gifts. And I will show you a still more excel-
lent way. [1 Corinthians 12:27-31 (NRSV)]

T
here is not a shortage of material for discerning 
your purpose, calling or gifts for serving in the 
church; resources are released each year. But we 
can finally call it quits on developing the latest, 

greatest look at spiritual gifts in the church.
Step aside, Rick Warren — the Disney animated mu-

sical film “Encanto” has perfectly shown us how to live a 
purpose-driven life as the Body of Christ. It reveals how 
we can release harmful expectations and release our true 
gifts. Oh, “Encanto’s” got great songs, too.

Telling the story about the story
“Encanto” pitched itself pretty poorly as the story 

about the only non-magical family member who lives in 
a magical house with her magical family. What the trailer 
didn’t show was that “Encanto” was going to present one 
of the most approachable and relatable family dramas 
ever put on screen. Few of us have enough dollar bills 
to relate to HBO’s “Succession” and most families don’t 
have the comedic timing of [insert generic sitcom here].

But whether it’s by blood, bond, or Bible, I can’t 
imagine a more universal story of familial strife than in 
the family Madrigal of “Encanto.”

The movie introduces us to Mirabel (voiced by Steph-
anie Beatriz), the non-magical girl, as she figures out 
her place in the world. After a refugee situation leaves 
Abuela Alma (María Cecilia Botero) widowed with trip-
lets, a miraculous candle (Pentecost anyone?) blasts away 
her pursuers and imbues her and her three children (and 
their home) with magical gifts. As the family grows, each 
of the grandchildren go through a downright religious 
ceremony where they vow to use their powers for good. 
They then step through the threshold of a door in the 
home and are gifted with incredible talents. 

This goes fine until Mirabel is up for her ceremony 
and no power is given to her. Everyone, including Mi-
rabel herself, wrap this moment up in time and move 
past it, pretending that everything is okay. Mirabel puts 
on a brave face and considers herself lucky to simply be 
in the family. But deep down she is harboring resent-
ment and letting it fester. This growing doubt in her 
and in the family will eventually destroy their home 
and take away their powers with its divisive nature.

Unbalanced expectations
The more that I watched “Encanto” and heard the 

song lyrics, the more and more I saw echoes and rever-
berations of the local church. From the fact that the 
whole family doesn’t talk about outcast member Bruno 
to the controlling but errant matriarch Abuela Alma, this 
movie is simply the story of Christian community.

Stop teaching spiritual gifts, watch ‘Encanto’ instead

By Peter Elliott 
Anglican Journal

I
t’s not subtle; it’s bold and direct, a 
commentary on social norms like 
those its author and director Adam 
McKay developed countless times 

when he was head writer for “Saturday 
Night Live.”

“Don’t Look Up” functions both as 
satire and allegory about climate science. 
It raises important questions about where 
our information comes from as it offers 
commentary on the crucial difference be-
tween facts and opinions.

The premise is simple but 
frightening: Two scientists 
at Michigan State University 
identify a large comet rapidly 
approaching Earth. Its impact 
will destroy the planet. Seeking 
to warn and inform, they work 
through government systems, 
finally arriving at the office of 
the U.S. president. But neither 
the president nor anyone else 
in authority seems particularly 
concerned, and from there the 
plot unfolds.

It’s a collision between facts 
and politics in a culture war where news 
about celebrities grabs more public atten-
tion than information about imminent 
planetary disaster.

“Don’t Look Up” nails the satire genre 
with irony, sarcasm, parody, and exag-
geration. As Jonathan Swift, the Anglican 
dean of St. Patrick’s Cathedral, Dublin, 
did in his monumental work, “Gulliver’s 

Travels,” McKay spares no institution 
from searing indictments for their blatant 
ignoring of obvious facts: the political/
military establishment, media/entertain-
ment business and the high-tech industry 
are singled out and mercilessly satirized.

The political world is depicted as more 
focussed on winning elections than pro-
tecting the public. When a high-ranking 
military officer (Rob Morgan) arranges 
for scientists Randall Mindy (Leonardo 
DiCaprio) and Kate Dibiasky (Jennifer 
Lawrence) to meet President Janie Or-
lean (Meryl Streep) in the Oval Office to 

let her know about the comet’s approach 
to the earth, her response is to calculate 
how this news might affect the mid-term 
elections.

The media/entertainment business’s 
focus is more on celebrity culture than 
the looming cataclysm; our scientists 
appear on a TV program called The 
Daily Rip, where the hosts Brie (Cate 

Blanchett) and Jack (Tyler Perry) joke 
and kibitz about celebrity romance and 
seek to make light of the bleak warning 
about the comet’s trajectory.

The tech world is more concerned 
with its own ever-growing profits. Tech 
billionaire Peter Isherwell (Mark Ry-
lance), the CEO of BASH Enterprises, 
is a top donor to the president’s politi-
cal campaign; his team realizes that the 
comet contains minerals used to produce 
digital devices and develops a scheme to 
bring the comet in “safely” so that they 
can harvest the minerals for profits.

Getting elected, getting fa-
mous, getting rich: these are 
the values of politicians, media 
commentators and entrepre-
neurs — and all of them fail in 
their ability to sense the urgen-
cy of the situation unfolding.

It’s a heavy-handed satire 
prone to exaggeration, but it 
makes a point: Most of us re-
ceive information from media 
conglomerates increasingly 
controlled by big tech in a 
time where winning is every-
thing to our elected officials.

This film invites its viewers to 
look up — to gain a broader perspective 
informed by science — and do what we 
can to help turn the tide of climate change.

Religion, too, comes in for its treat-
ment in “Don’t Look Up”: near the end 
of the film, a small group has gathered 
to have one last meal before the comet 
strikes. When someone suggests that it 
would be good to pray, there is an awk-

ward silence where it’s clear that no one 
knows how.

It’s left to one of the guests: Yule (Timo-
thée Chalamet) who was raised by evangel-
ical Christians and found his way to faith.

He offers a prayer, with all those round 
the table holding hands: “Almighty Cre-
ator, we ask for Your grace tonight, de-
spite our pride. Your forgiveness, despite 
our doubt. Most of all Lord … we ask 
for Your Love to soothe us through these 
dark times. May we face whatever is to 
come in Your divine will with courage 
and open hearts of acceptance.” After the 
prayer, Yule’s girlfriend leans over, kisses 
him and says, “That was beautiful.”

It’s to Adam McKay’s credit that he 
adds a tender prayer into this cautionary 
tale. The plea that we “face whatever is 
to come … with courage” speaks to the 
anxiety of this time as the global pan-
demic and extreme weather continue to 
disrupt what once was normal. Without 
the resources of prayer and spiritual com-
munity, it’s easy to despair and lose hope.

While Don’t Look Up is too often a 
smug and cynical satire, it has an impor-
tant mission — to encourage us all to 
look up, to see what’s happening, to pay 
attention, and to stay connected with 
what’s truly important.   n

Dean Peter Elliott is adjunct faculty 
at Vancouver School of Theology. From 
1994 to 2019 he served as dean of Christ 
Church Cathedral, Vancouver, British 
Columbia, Canada. This article first 
appeared in the Anglican Journal (www.
anglicanjournal.com).

‘Don’t Look Up’ contains a surprising moment of prayer

Photo/Netflix 

“Don’t Look Up” stars Leonardo DiCaprio and Jennifer Lawrence 
as scientists trying to warn the Earth of impending disaster. 

Photo/Disney

Disney’s “Encanto” tells the story of the Madrigal family. continued on page 14
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Art exhibition focuses on life journeys
      FAITH AND THE ARTS

By Jerry Hames

T
he online group Episcopal Church 
& Visual Arts (www.ecva.org) 
has opened its first 2022 exhibit, 
“Stories from the Road.”

With the Epiphany journey of the 
Magi as inspiration, contributors were 
invited to offer reflections on how God’s 
grace is at work in people’s lives. Curated 
by Mel Alhborn, a fine artist, manuscript 
illuminator and gilder, the exhibition 
consists of 38 works by 25 artists.

“The Epiphany story is one of graces and 
of trials,” said Ahlborn, a former ECVA 
president. “Stories of the star-gazers and the 
Holy Family, their travels on the road and 
their willingness to listen with the ear of 
their hearts, can teach us something of how 
God’s grace is at work in our own lives.”

The artworks show that the story is seen 
and experienced in their own lives and 
creative practices. Some are color-drenched 
like Alisa Clark’s “From Where I Glean 
My Faith.” Others, like Sally Brower’s 
“Pilgrim Cross,” record moments of private 
pilgrimage.

Steven Schroeder visits Tibet and, in 
“Lhasa,” shares a miracle of the road in 
text and painting. Jack Pachuta visually 
retells the Nativity/Epiphany story in one 
of iconography’s classic presentations, 
“Romanesque Nativity.” 

The exhibited art and reflections from 
five of the artists follow.

The next exhibition for ECVA mem-
bers, to be released in the spring, will be 
“Sacrament and Image,” with Mary Jane 
Miller as curator. “What is liturgy and 
what is ritual and why do we need them 
in our lives?” she asks. Artists are invited 
to submit work until March 18 to the 
curator at millericons@gmail.com

Jerry Hames is editor emeritus of 
Episcopal Journal. 

“On The Pilgrims’ Way” is colored pencil 
on rough paper.

“Heading towards Home”  
is a oil painting.

“Archangel Michael Icon” is tempera and 
23-karat gold leaf on wood.

“Sea to Sky and Back Again” is hand printed and dyed 
fabric art, machine and hand stitched.

Tobias Haller.  Not all pil-
grimages take the form of phys-

ical journeys, believes this artist who is 
a life-professed member of the Order of 
St. Gregory. “Sometimes one is immo-
bile, isolated, literally deserted by others, 
alone in a desert of solitude, yet still and 
constantly inwardly praying, ‘I call upon 
you from the ends of the earth’ (Psalm 
61:2) For many of the desert monks the 
call took the form of the Jesus Prayer, 
‘Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have 
mercy on me a sinner.’” 

In his image, an elderly monk is sur-
rounded by the words of an ancient 
prayer — “a halo not of his own righ-
teousness or virtue, but a reminder of 
the One who has redeemed him, and 
who is with him and upholds him in all 
of his journeys and resting places, in a 
pilgrimage of the heart.”

Elizabeth de Sherbinin.   
We are all on a journey 
somewhere, she believes. 

“Most of us are heading toward 
a home like the Wise Men were 
after seeing the Christ Child, 
or home at the end of our 
earth-bound time. Each jour-
ney is different for each of us, 
yet most are full of challenges, 
hard climbs, dark places with 
little light, restful moments, sad 
times, and joyful celebrations. 
This painting is the suggestion 
of part of our journey home. 
The most wonderful part we 
understand as Christians is that 
we never journey alone.”

Zachary Roessemann.  “All 
journeys end with one journey: 

when we at last go home,” he writes. “On 
that last journey, we have the ultimate pro-
tector, the Archangel Michael, to guide us 
safely to the Promised Land.” 

His icon depicts Michael, “the mighty 
captain of the heavenly hosts, beautiful 
but strong, always listening for God’s com-
mands and acting swiftly on what he hears. 
He is the great protector of God’s people, 
battling evil on a cosmic scale, and protect-
ing and escorting souls on the great jour-
ney out of this life and into the presence 
of God.” 

Frank Logue.  
In August 2020, 
Logue and his 

wife, Victoria, hit the 
road from Georgia to 
Arizona to visit their 
daughter, planning to 
make the journey as 
important as the visit.

“As we crossed into 
Memphis, we saw a 
sign for the Lorraine 
Motel and the Na-
tional Civil Rights 
Museum and, though 
it was unplanned, felt 

that we needed to exit. As we pulled up, we saw another group making pilgrim-
age to the site of the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.’s martyrdom. I heard some 
of the group speaking Kiswahili, which I know a little of from serving as an 
intern in the Anglican Church in Tanzania while in seminary.

“I learned the group was a mix of people from East Africa, and with others 
they met in the Bronx, drove from New York to visit the site. They asked me to 
photograph their visit and I felt doing so was keeping a divine appointment that 
[had drawn] us onto the exit ramp. Victoria and I felt a kinship with these fellow 
pilgrims and gratitude for being on a journey with them.” (Frank Logue is the 
bishop of the Episcopal Diocese of Georgia.)

Lisa Thorpe.  “A while back my husband and I were strug-
gling with some hard decisions…about making an uprooting 
change that would not just affect us but our demi adult son 

and my aging mother living with us. We had a great deal of angst 
and lack of clarity that seemed to be affecting all layers of our lives” 
she recalled.

They decided on a 17-mile round trip beginning at the Pacific 
Ocean near their home in northern California. “The beginning was 
a chorus of gulls circling the small rocky beach with crashing white 
waves. We began our climb up through grassy cow grazing land, 
then into a wood land of oaks and bay trees [and after] a break for 
lunch a sign warned of the impending steep climb. The last two 
miles were a hard push. Near the peak a raven pair began to circle 
and call and cheer us on, ‘you can do it, you’re almost there’ they 
seemed to say. We made it! Proud of ourselves we soaked in the 
360-degree view.”

On the way down the raven gave them one more pass. That 
night they were exhausted but buoyed by their accomplishment, 
according to Thorpe. But what had they learned?

“We came off the hill that day with resolve that it was time to 
change our life. Make a bold move — we learned we are strong, to-
gether we could face the challenge. A day of letting our bodies take 
over the journey had taught us what our tangled heart and brains 
could not.” (The Thorpe family, who subsequently left California, 
now resides in Little Rock, Ark.) 

“Solidarity” is a photograph.
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ENCANTO continued from page 12

From the outside looking in, the fam-
ily appears to be perfect. But the truth 
within the walls is that things are not 
well. Feelings have been bottled. Favor-
ites have been chosen. Humanity has 
been made clear.

The film investigates how these things 
can affect people. Mirabel’s two sisters, 
Luisa (Jessica Darrow) and Isabela (Di-
ane Guerrero), both have incredibly im-
portant songs that are worth their weight 
in gold. Ultimately the songs reveal the 
same thing: unbalanced expectations 
lead to destruction. 

Luisa is physically strong and feels 
like she needs to work constantly to be 
valued by the family. In her song “Sur-
face Pressure”, she laments, “I’m pretty 
sure I’m worthless if I can’t be of service” 
and “Who am I if I can’t carry it all?” 
Whoa. That’s some seriously heavy stuff 
to bear, no pun intended.

Isabela has the gift of making gorgeous 

flowers appear and feels that beauty is 
all that is permitted. She feels that she 
always has to be perfect and do what is 
expected of her in the most beautiful 
way. But when Mirabel forces her to 
make an ugly thorned vine appear, the 
truth is revealed that she doesn’t want to 
be perfect — she wants to be herself.

Even Mirabel is an example of unbal-
anced expectations. Powerless or not — 
the pressure of having a gift weighs on her 
shoulders and it ends up being a breaking 
point for her along with her sisters. 

As a lifelong church-goer, I’ve seen 
more Luisas, Isabelas, and Mirabels than 
I can count. I’ve honestly been in each 
of their roles, too. Some of them live un-
der that pressure until the day they pass 
on to the Church Triumphant. Some of 
them break under that pressure and hate 
the church with a fiery passion. So… 
what can we do about it?

A broken house
I’m not a very violent person, despite 

my affinity for video games. However, I 
think that the truth presented in “En-
canto” is that sometimes the best thing 
to fix centuries of unbalanced expecta-
tions is destruction. In order for Abuela 
to come to her senses, the house had to 
be broken and crumble. In order for 
things to be fixed, they first had to be 
broken. 

Wait — hang on… that sounds fa-
miliar. Wasn’t there someone who told 
us that we would need to die to ourselves 
in order to follow Him? What if Paul’s 
“more excellent way” in Scripture isn’t 
about the spiritual gifts we’ve been given 
at all? Perhaps it’s less important what our 
spiritual gift is and more important that 
we first take up our own cross and live in 
community with the Body of Christ. 

It might be that the church has spent 
a lot of time building up practices, walls, 
and buildings, but not spent enough 
time reminding people of the gift that 
came before all the others: the commu-
nity offered through Jesus Christ. Gifts 

are great — but the greatest gift is still 
and always will be Jesus. If we forget 
that, we’re begging for our foundation to 
give in to the pressure and tick, tick, tick 
‘til it’s ready to blow (whoa). 

So maybe, just maybe, the house 
needed to break in “Encanto.” And 
maybe some destruction is necessary in 
order for us to get back to building upon 
the only true foundation: a relationship 
founded in Jesus. We can figure out the 
spiritual gifts stuff later, let’s break it 
down to the basics and remember whose 
we are first.   n

The Rev. Nathan Webb founded Check-
point Church — “the church for nerds, geeks 
and gamers.”(www.checkpointchurch.
com) He is an ordained provisional elder 
in the United Methodist Church. More of 
his writings and other articles on theology 
and pop culture are available at www.
umc.org/pop-culture.This article origi-
nally appeared on www.umc.org and is 
being reprinted with permission.

By Chad Senuta

I
n the summer of 2020, two Diocese 
of Kansas task forces proposed an 
art project intended to bring great-
er awareness of injustice and of the 

question, “Who is my neigh-
bor?” that Jesus asks in the 
story of the Good Samaritan.

The Task Force for Justice 
and Racial Reconciliation 
along with the Task Force for 
Liturgy, Music, and the Arts 
invited churches, organized in 
regional “minsters,” to inves-
tigate the history of racial, po-
litical, and cultural injustices 
in their communities and seek 
out local art depicting anti-
racism, social justice, political 
action, or protest. 

During Lent 2021, the 
bishop asked each parish to 
engage with the art they had 
discovered, through worship, 
discussion, or prayerful meditation.

The churches then met with their 
minster teams throughout the liturgi-
cal season of Easter to share the artwork 
they had chosen. Each minster selected 
one piece that would be presented at 
both the Gathering of Clergy and Dioc-
esan Convention in 2021. 

The Rev. Mary Donovan was appoint-
ed to lead the Arts Committee, which is 
a subgroup of the Liturgy, Music, and 
the Arts Task Force.

In her role she supported each min-
ster as they completed their projects. She 
explained that “As each project came in, 
I realized how much I didn’t know about 
the state of Kansas; and how much the 
past was still around.” 

One of the first projects to be submit-
ted was a set of pictures from the Doc-
kum Drug Store sit-in that took place in 
Wichita in July of 1958.

The Wichita River Minster chose 
to focus on this non-violent protest of 

segregation led by young black student 
Carol Parks-Hahn, and her cousin Ron 
Walters. The students were joined by 
friends and sitting at the counter would 
politely ask to be served every day for 
nearly a month.

They suffered various forms of deri-
sion and threats of violence, but eventu-
ally convinced the owner to serve them 
because he was “losing too much mon-
ey.” In 1998, the city of Wichita placed 
a life-size bronze sculpture representing 
the Dockum Drug Store lunch counter 
at the Chester I. Lewis Reflection Square 
Park. But the story has largely gone un-
told until recent years.

Members of Trinity Episcopal Church 
in Atchison shared another powerful 
story which had emerged in their com-
munity because of the research of Dr. Jo-
shua Wolf, assistant professor of History 
at Benedictine College.

When asked by one of his students 
if there had ever been a lynching in the 
town, he was compelled to find out. He 
uncovered the story of George Johnson, 
who accidentally injured a white man in 
a hunting accident and turned himself 
in to the authorities. He was jailed for 
over a year and later lynched by a mob 

of townspeople. 
Wolf submitted his research to the 

Equal Justice Initiative (EJI), which is 
a non-profit organization that seeks to 
recognize the victims of lynching in the 
United States.

As part of Atchison’s Ju-
neteenth celebration, the 
city held a memorial walk 
and dedication service for 
a new historical marker to 
commemorate the site of 
Johnson’s death. George’s 
name was also added to the 
National Memorial for Peace 
and Justice in Montgomery, 
Ala., which memorializes 
lynching victims.

The Rev. John Hulinger of 
Trinity, Atchison noted that 
members of Trinity are also 
active with Atchison United, 
a local activist group that was 
instrumental in coordinating 
the memorial walk and dedi-

cation service in partnership with EJI 
and other local organizations.

Hulinger said that the church’s par-
ticipation in both the Minster Art Proj-
ect and the Memorial for George John-
son was “just something beautiful that 
brought the community, parish, and 
diocese together.”

For St. Paul’s Episcopal Church in 

Kansas City, the project inspired a ban-
ner sewn together from liturgical gar-
ments, spanning the 164-year history 
of both St. Paul’s and Ascension, a black 
congregation which merged with St. 
Paul’s in 1998.

Ross Warnell, who is a member of 
the altar guild at St. Paul’s, wrote in the 
description of the project that “as we 
considered this, we reflected on the ways 
that the church has contributed to both 
the ills that affect our community as well 
as the healing of those very same ills.”

The banner tells a visual story of the 
church’s history from a time of racial in-
justice and segregation when people of 
color could not live near St. Paul’s or wor-
ship there, to a hopeful present where the 
church is now poised to become a center 
for Hispanic ministry and outreach. 

To Ross, the banner is a symbol for 
how our faith is interwoven through all 
ages and time, representing our unity as 
we become “one in Christ Jesus.”

All of the Minster Art Projects can 
be viewed on the Episcopal Diocese of 
Kansas website (www.episcopal-ks.org) 
or Facebook page.   n

Chad Senuta is director of young adult 
and communication ministries for the Di-
ocese of Kansas. This article was originally 
published in The Harvest, the diocesan 
magazine. 

In Kansas, Lenten art project highlights little-known injustices
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A sculpture of the Dockum Drugstore counter is seen in Chester I. 
Lewis Reflection Square Park, Wichita.

Photo/Erin Wolf

The Rev. Jon Hulinger speaks at the dedication of the Reflections sculpture and George 
Johnson Lynching Memorial.
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T
he Diocese of Ala-
bama passed a res-
olution in Febru-
ary at its diocesan 

convention that seeks to 
bring a greater spirit of 
truth-telling to its racial 
reconciliation work by 
raising up “the stories, 
voices and experience of 
those who have been his-
torically silenced.”

The diocese’s action 
follows a nationwide de-
bate over how the racism 
and oppression present 
throughout American history should be 
taught in taxpayer-funded primary and 
secondary schools. 

Alabama is among the states where 
state and local officials have passed mea-
sures prohibiting or restricting the teach-
ing of concepts like critical race theory, 
an academic approach to examining the 
traces of racism still manifested in Amer-
ican systems and institutions. Critics of 
such prohibitions point out that critical 
race theory typically is discussed in col-
lege classes, not in K-12 schools.

The Diocese of Alabama resolution 
doesn’t mention critical race theory, 
though its preface laments that “some in 
positions of power and influence,” acting 
in fear of the truth about racism, want to 
“prevent our schools from teaching this 
history now because it might make our 
children feel bad or ashamed.” 

The resolution empowers the diocese’s 
Commission on Truth, Justice and Racial 
Reconciliation to serve as a resource 
for congregations, schools, Christian 
formation groups and other Episcopal 

organizations as they invite racially 
diverse guests to share their stories and 
perspectives.

“The history that we have been taught 
is the history that has been brought 
down to us from the dominant culture, 
and many times it has very minimal, if 
any, voices outside of the white culture,” 
the Rev. Carolyn Foster, a co-chair of the 
commission, said in a phone interview 
with ENS.

Foster, who is Black, serves as a dea-
con at St. Mark’s Episcopal Church, a 
historically Black congregation in Bir-
mingham. She told ENS she recently 
was invited to preach a guest sermon at 
another church in the diocese for Black 
History Month.

The diocesan resolution, proposed 
by her commission, encourages more of 
those kinds of interactions across racial 
differences, especially on holidays and 
church feast days that have special mean-
ing for people of color, such as Martin 
Luther King Jr. Day, Juneteenth, His-
panic Heritage Month and Indigenous 

Peoples Day.
Some Alabama congrega-

tions already have been en-
gaged in that kind of work, 
and the new resolution will 
allow the commission to 
“nudge just a little bit more,” 
Foster said, toward telling 
the truth about racist sys-
tems and the church’s past 
complicity in those systems. 
“If any diocese ought to be 
leading in this particular 
effort, it ought to be Ala-
bama,” she said.

The state was the site of 
some of the most entrenched 
segregationist sentiment in 
the United States during the 

civil rights movement of the 1950s and 
1960s, with Montgomery, Birmingham 
and Selma each being a flashpoint on 
the path toward eventual passage of the 
Civil Rights Act in 1964 and the Voting 
Rights Act in 1965.

Today, Alabama has become a fre-
quent destination for racial justice pil-
grimages, including one underway this 
week by a group of Episcopal bishops.

Stops in Montgomery often include 
the Equal Justice Initiative’s Legacy Mu-
seum, with exhibits spanning the full 
history of racial injustice toward African 
Americans, and its National Memorial 
for Peace and Justice, which remembers 
the hundreds of documented victims of 
race-based lynchings in the country.

The Diocese of Alabama includes all 
but the state’s southernmost coastal re-
gion, which is part of the Diocese of the 
Central Gulf Coast.

The preface to Alabama’s recently 
passed resolution on racial reconcilia-
tion mentions the death in late Decem-
ber of Archbishop Desmond Tutu, who 

organized the Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission in his country of South Af-
rica after apartheid.

“Following in his footsteps, we, the 
Episcopal Diocese of Alabama, are com-
pelled to recognize that the truth of our 
own history, as a church, as a state, and 
as a nation, has not been told,” the dio-
cese said. “We were taught our history 
almost entirely from the viewpoint of a 
dominant race, with much omitted from 
the story. The history that we learned in 
schools omitted the realities of racial in-
justice on a massive scale, from slavery 
to lynching, to segregation, to mass in-
carceration.”

As co-chair of Alabama’s Commis-

sion on Truth, Justice and Racial Rec-
onciliation, Foster has led numerous 
anti-racism trainings and workshops 
for diocesan and congregation leaders. 
Truth-telling is always an important 
component.

“What we always stress in our train-
ings is to tell the truth, because it is the 
truth that will set us free,” she said. “The 
essence is … to speak your truth and to 
listen to one another.”   n

Diocese of Alabama elevates diverse perspectives on racial injustice
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Executive Council members walk slowly through the National Memorial 
for Peace and Justice in Montgomery, Ala., in October 2019.

Photo/Douglas Sparks

A statue depicting enslaved Africans is on 
display at the National Memorial for Peace 
and Justice in Montgomery, Ala. 
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A
fter the Athens, Tenn.-based 
McMinn County Board of Ed-
ucation removed “Maus,” the 
Pulitzer Prize-winning graphic 

novel about the Holocaust, from its 
middle-school curriculum — an act that 
drew international media attention — 
some local Episcopalians decided to host 
an online talk about the book.

The Tennessee school board’s action is 
part of a recent rise in attempts to censor 
what is taught in public schools across 
the United States. Such book bans ex-
tend well beyond “Maus.” For instance, 
Harper Lee’s “To Kill a Mockingbird” is 
a frequent target, according to American 
Library Association.

St. Paul’s Episcopal Church in Athens, 
a small community southwest of Knox-
ville, decided to offer the community a 
chance to discuss the book’s narrative. 
Ninety-five people joined the conversa-
tion that the Rev. Claire Brown, St. Paul’s 
rector, described as “warm and curious 
and generous.” That feeling was exactly 
what the parish hoped for, she added.

Two days before the Feb. 3 discus-
sion, after getting inquiries from all over 
the country, she and others decided to 
limit participation. “We really wanted to 
protect the space to be focused in on our 
local county” to assure participants “that 
they had a safe space to share and learn 
together,” Brown told ENS.

That space was needed because of 
the heated attention that followed the 
school board’s unanimous decision on 
Jan. 10 to remove the book from the dis-
trict’s eighth-grade English language arts 
curriculum. 

The board issued a statement on Jan. 
27 saying that the members removed the 
book “because of its unnecessary use of 
profanity and nudity and its depiction 
of violence and suicide” The board said 

“Maus” was “simply too adult-oriented 
for use in our schools.”

Speaking to the perceived implica-
tions of its decision, the board acknowl-
edged “the importance of teaching our 
children the historical and moral lessons 
and realities of the Holocaust... The 
atrocities of the Holocaust were shame-
ful beyond description, and we all have 
an obligation to ensure that younger 
generations learn of its horrors to ensure 
that such an event is never repeated.”

In his two-volume series, Art Spiegel-
man presents two narratives. One re-

counts the stories his father, Vladek, told 
him about the years leading up to World 
War II and his and his wife’s liberation 
from Nazi concentration camps.

The other depicts Spiegelman’s trou-
bled relationship with his father and the 
absence of his mother, Anja, who died 
by suicide when he was 20.

Spiegelman said in a PBS interview 
the same day of St. Paul’s discussion that 
the school board apparently wants “a 
kinder, gentler Holocaust.” The removal 
of his book is being cast as part of the 
parents’ rights movement “rather than 
about education and making sure that 

children are prepared for the world that 
is barreling at them,” he said.

Sales of “Maus” skyrocketed after the 
ban. Some bookstores gave away copies 
of the book to students, especially those 
in McMinn County. At least one person 
during St. Paul’s online discussion re-
called reading “Maus” years earlier when 
she was a McMinn County High School 
student.

St. Paul’s called on Jack Seitz, who 
teaches about the Holocaust at Tennes-
see Wesleyan University; graphic nov-
elist Nate Powell; and the Rev. Lauren 
Winner, an Episcopal priest and associ-
ate professor of Christian spirituality at 
Duke Divinity School, to facilitate the 
discussion.

Books such as “Maus” can aid stu-
dents’ moral education, Seitz said, be-
cause it helps to show the Holocaust is 
both a simple story about good and evil, 
and a complex story of how to be good 
in a world in which something like the 
Holocaust can happen.

Students can consider, for example, 
how they would react to being required 
by the state to turn in a neighbor harbor-
ing a Jew or having to choose whose life 
to save, he said.

Powell, who lives in Bloomington, 
Ind., and is the first cartoonist to win the 
National Book Award, produces both 
fiction and nonfiction.

He co-wrote the “March” trilogy with 
the late Georgia Congressman John 
Lewis. He told the group that comics’ 
“magical combination of words and im-
ages” have a unique ability to objectively 
move readers through a story and to also 
give them the subjective experience of 
inhabiting the space of the story.

Winner offered the participants ways 
to “think about this faithfully.” She sug-
gested that they consider what Christi-
anity has to say about human beings’ ca-
pacity for domination and mass murder.

She challenged them to remember 

that “most of the non-Jewish characters 
in the book are baptized Christians” and 
that the history of the Christian church 
in Europe is filled with examples of 
antisemitism, including directly from 
Martin Luther.

Winner also suggested that partici-
pants look at the role of Scripture in the 
church’s history of anti-Judaism, defined 
as the Christian aversion toward the Jew-
ish religion. 

She noted that General Convention’s 
Prayer Book, Liturgy and Music legisla-
tive committee on Feb. 19 will hear testi-
mony on potential revisions to the Holy 
Week lectionary readings, including selec-
tions from the Gospel of John that some 
have been interpreted as antisemitic. The 
resolution is due to be considered at the 
80th General Convention in July.

The Episcopal Church has struggled 
for at least eight years with how to ad-
dress John’s Gospel and its historical 
connection to anti-Jewish sentiment in 
the Christian church.

“The church should be a place where 
we can accompany each other into hard 
conversations in order that we might 
grow in love and understanding,” Brown 
told ENS the day after the discussion.   n

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

Episcopal parish hosts ‘Maus’ conversation after school 
board removes Holocaust book from curriculum

      NEWS

Philadelphia cathedral hosts fabric art exhibit, 
physically and online

T
he COVID-19 omicron variant affected Phila-
delphia Episcopal Cathedral’s in-person ex-
hibit of fabric artist Laurie Wohl’s “Birds of 
Longing: Exile and Memory,” postponing the 

opening reception, however the exhibit is available on-
line. The exhibit was open for in-person viewing by 
appointment from Jan. 10 to Feb. 27.  

The video on the cathedral’s YouTube channel 
(https://youtu.be/SKEeCRbKnRs) features detailed 
images of Wohl’s artwork, readings of Scripture and 
poetry in English, Hebrew and Arabic, and music by 
cellist Maya Beiser.

Wohl developed the artworks, described as “exquisite 
and profoundly spiritual,” over the last two decades in 
response to the terror attacks of Sept. 11, 2001.

The soundscape on the YouTube video was origi-
nally created by the artist for use with an iPod while 
viewing the exhibit in person. Exploratory videos 

of each individual piece were then attached to this 
soundscape by the cathedral’s Canon for Music and 
the Arts, Thomas Lloyd. 

The readings consist of the Scripture and poetry 
chosen and painted into each tapestry. Wohl has said 
she believes that the spiritual messages of these texts are 
best experienced through a combination of the sounds 
of the original languages and the visual elements of 
calligraphy, color, design, and an original technique 
she calls “unweaving.” 

The music was adapted by Daniel Wohl from 
Beiser’s album, “Provenance.”

Links are provided with the video in YouTube so 
that viewers can make a daily meditation practice 
starting with any of the 17 individual tracks.

— Philadelphia Episcopal Cathedral

“Birds of Longing” is fiber art completed in 2012.
Art/courtesy of Laurie Wohl 

‘ The church should 
be a place where 
we can accompany 
each other into hard 
conversations ... that 
we might grow in love 
and understanding.’— The Rev. Claire Brown


