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Dearly beloved, two years ago, some of us were in attendance at

this annual meeting of our Council.  Some of us were not, but all of us

know that it was a season of weeping and a time of tearing.  In the

Book of Ecclesiastes, the Preacher says, “For everything there is a

season.”1  With the Preacher, I have to agree.  As your Interim Bishop,

I have lived among you for the past year and a half, and I can testify

that a new season has dawned.  The season of weeping has passed.

The season of throwing stones is finished.  The season of tearing at the

heart of the Church in the Diocese of Southern Virginia is over.  There

are some things in our life here in the Diocese of Southern Virginia

that point to the arrival of a new Season: last year’s annual meeting,

the special Councils, and the recent Pre-Council meetings in all of our

convocations.  And as Peggy and I have traveled about this diocese

1 Eccl. 3:1
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and among its people, we have sensed a deep desire among you to be

the Church to which we are called by the Lord of the Church.    

Notice my graying hair.  That condition, plus a few other

afflictions, confirms that I am among the elderly, and the more so I

become, I find that there are fewer matters over which I am absolutely

certain.  However, among those matters about which I am certain,

there is this one.   I am quite certain that the heart of God is sorely

grieved when his people are out of sorts with each other.  I am certain

that when the Lord of the Church, Jesus himself, prayed that his

disciples should be one, as he and the Father are one, his prayer arose

out of a heart of deep yearning.  He learned unity and oneness from the

Trinity of the eternal Godhead.  In my own heart and in my own mind,

I am certain that the divine plan for our fellowship and communion

with each other here in the Diocese of Southern Virginia is for us to

imitate the spiritual unity of the Triune God.  The pattern for our unity

with each other is to be found in the unity of God—Father, Son, and

Holy Spirit.  Being one with each other, especially among the saints, is

just the way it should always be.
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That said, I do not mean to imply that we should not put forth

differing ideas and suggestions for the ordering of our common life

and for the mission of the Church here in the Diocese of Southern

Virginia.  It is “[R]ight, and a good and joyful thing”2 to have healthy

debate, but when decisions, and especially hard choices, have been

made, it is even more “[R]ight, and a good and joyful thing” for the

world to know that we are all here for each other in a fellowship of

mutual caring, the pattern for which is the Cross, upon which Jesus

willingly laid down his life for the world—for each of us.  We need to

be certain that the communion we share will not be broken because we

sometimes disagree.  Our mission in the Diocese of Southern Virginia

and in The Episcopal Church is “[T]o restore all people to unity with

God and each other in Christ.”3  Thus, we have this partnership that

demands our best efforts, especially at this annual Council meeting.

So again agreeing with Preacher of Ecclesiastes, “For everything there

is a Season. [Let this be] a time to Heal and a time of Peace.”

It has been and continues to be my ambition and goal to assist in

the building of a stronger and more vibrant diocese.  We look forward,

with eagerness, to the calling of a new episcopal leader of this diocese;
2 BCP p. 367
3 BCP p. 855
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yet it is very important that we do not mark time.  To stand in place is

to remain in an old season.  In moving ahead with our life as a Church,

we begin a new season.  To that end, I want to give you some reports,

to make several observations, and to propose some matters for your

consideration.

I begin by making an observation that the Chanco on the James

Camp and Conference Center is a very special place for Episcopalians

in the Diocese of Southern Virginia.  It is a holy spot for many.  It has

served as a place where lives have been spiritually renewed, hearts

have been warmed, and journeys toward God have begun and grown.

Chanco is an institution that would be sorely missed if it were not a

part of our life.  All can appreciate that material things must be

properly maintained and even renewed from time to time.  We are

blessed with an excellent board and professional staff at Chanco.  They

have determined that we must, through a professional feasibility study,

determine if there is sufficient support across this diocese for a capital

campaign to address the pressing needs for renovation and expansion

of the property so that Episcopalians, young and old, will have this

asset for years to come.  All of the rectors have been asked for

information to help get the feasibility study completed.  Sadly, the
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response was partial, when the help of so many is needed.  A

feasibility study that reflects the real support for Chanco is absolutely

essential.  

Fr. David Davenport is the contact person for this effort; so

make it a point to have a conversation with him during this Council

meeting.  As a resource for ministry, I believe that Chanco on the

James is worthy of our support.

The Psalmist reminds us that God sends forth his Spirit and

renews the face of the earth.4  I believe that God wants us to share with

him in this stewardship of the earth.  Every human being can

contribute to the renewing of the earth.  To that end I want to lay down

a challenge.  Can we plan this annual Council to be more

environmentally friendly?  Can we make it “greener”?  I think we can,

and I mention an example of that which is done in the Diocese of

Virginia.  At the Council meeting, that diocese places in the hands of

clergy and delegates only two documents—a copy of the agenda and

the budget.  Every other document related to the Council meeting is

available on their diocesan website, and delegates and clergy who

want them can either download from the website or they can view it on

their computer, saving much paper and conserving many man-hours
4 Ps. 104:31
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needed to assemble the traditional packets.  In this and many more

ways, we can renew the face of the earth; so I am going to ask the

planners of the 2009 Council to color us very green.

 I continue to be amazed at your generosity to the least, the last

and the lost.  After laying before you the great need in Mississippi and

Louisiana arising out of Hurricane Katrina, I was able to take to the

House of Bishops meeting in New Orleans your offering of $40,000,

and then later send another $5,400 representing offerings made after I

went to the meeting.  Your generosity did not go unnoticed; I hope you

have seen the “Thank You” letters from the bishops of those two

dioceses.  This liberality is, of course, in addition to and on top of the

earlier bigheartedness by congregations and individuals in this

wonderful Diocese of Southern Virginia.  Thank you, thank you.  

In that spirit of giving liberally, I want to announce that the

offering at the Council Eucharist on Sunday will be given to the Zion

Baptist Church, in Portsmouth, VA.  Founded by freed slaves in the

mid 1800's, this Church is an historical landmark.  Zion Church, a

neighbor of St. James’ Church, Portsmouth, is deeply involved in a

ministry to the least, the lost and the last; and they are continuing that
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ministry even in their own loss and displacement.  Our offering

Sunday will assist in that work, and I urge you to please be generous.

Some have pointed out, and others agree, that the Diocese of

Southern Virginia is under-funded by its parishes and missions.   Some

of us believe that a proper preparation for the calling of a new bishop

is to bring about a new season in the manner and sufficiency of the

funding of our common mission in this Episcopal Diocese.  Two

funding resolutions are before us at this Council meeting.  They are

being considered by the Committee on Constitution and Canons, and

after due consideration the Committee will make its report to you.  As

most know, I have been an advocate for a mandatory assessment,

which is not contained in either of these proposals.  My advocacy

comes partly out of my experience.  My experience as a diocesan

bishop was in a diocese that had and continues to have a mandatory

assessment.   Today it is on a sliding scale of 14% to 17% of parish

revenue.  I am told that presently 90% of their congregations are able

to meet this expectation, and that those few congregations that cannot

have extenuating circumstances.  This is just one model, but there are

others.  Our fellow Episcopalians in the Diocese of Texas have a two-

tiered system—a mandatory assessment for the episcopate and a
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voluntary missionary budget.  Our friends in the local synod of the

Evangelical Lutheran Church of America have a voluntary funding

system, but they encourage what they call the 10-20-50 plan, by which

they mean that Lutheran households are asked to tithe (10%) to their

parishes, and congregations are then asked to contribute 20% of its

revenue to the synod (diocese), and in turn the goal of the synod is to

contribute 50% to the ELCA.  Then there is our plan here in the

Diocese of Southern Virginia, which is a totally voluntary system, with

each congregation deciding how it shall participate (if at all) in the

funding of the episcopate and missionary activity of this diocese.  I am

reminded of some words from the Book of Judges, with which I take

some poetic license here, "In those days . . . every congregation did

that which was right in its own eyes.”5    As it was then, so it is now.

Some of our congregations in the past decided not to contribute

anything.   Other congregations chose to participate, and some of

them, quite freely, giving out of their poverty of resources.  The latter

might be compared to the poor widow, who placed her offering of two

small copper coins in the Temple treasury, causing Jesus to comment

that this “poor widow hath cast in more than they all.” 6  Thus, I would

ask you to consider several thoughts.
5 Judges 17:6
6 Luke 21:2f.
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Let us examine an aspect of our theology of stewardship, and on

this matter I know that we are not all of one accord.  I believe that a

given congregation is not the smallest unit of the Church.  I believe

that the diocese is the smallest unit of the Church, and it is around the

bishop of a diocese—the chief shepherd and pastor—that

Episcopalians gather to engage in the ministry and mission of the

Church and to celebrate their life in Christ.  It is in their bishop that

they find union with each other.  If I am right in this ecclesial

understanding of Church, then it would follow that all of the resources

within a diocese, including financial resources, belong to it.  Thus,

when the Church in the Diocese of Southern Virginia meets in Council

(as we are at this present time) and makes decisions about our common

life, including financial ones, then it becomes our mutual

responsibility to implement those decisions, including those that have

funding implications.

So, beloved, what shall we do?  I hope we will not put this

matter off, for the time is now for a decision.  Shall it be the old season

where every congregation decides what is right in its own eyes, or

shall it be a new season in which we together are corporately
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accountable to and responsible for one another?  In just 238 days, we

will gather in a Special Electing Council to choose a new bishop for

this diocese.  I believe it to be important to have our financial house in

order before we invite our next episcopal leader to be our chief

shepherd and pastor.

Now, before I leave the subject of stewardship and finances, I

must say again that our diocesan support of our national church is

woefully inadequate.  This is not a breaking news story.  It has been a

topic of conversation in this body on previous occasions.  The

Episcopal Church has a funding system similar to that of the Diocese

of Southern Virginia.  While it does propose an assessment based on a

formula, the national Episcopal Church does not exact a penalty if it is

not met.  It is a voluntary funding system, under which each diocese

makes an independent decision as to the extent of its participation.

Generally speaking, a diocese is asked to contribute about 20% of its

Net Disposable Budget Income (NDBI) to our national and

international mission and ministry.  The Diocese of Southern Virginia

is proposing a budget at this Council meeting of about $2.4 million.

The national Church’s asking is, therefore, over $400,000.  Our

response to that is a pledge of $130,000.  Based on the proposed
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budget before us, our “pledge” to the national Church is about 6.5% of

parish revenue.  Realizing that it is difficult to take giant steps, and

easier to take smaller steps, allow me to ask: Would this Council be

willing to consider increasing our current contribution to the national

Church by a mere 1% of the NDBI annually, beginning next year

(2009), until the full asking is reached?  There is a history on this

matter as to how we arrived at where we are today.  We do not need to

rehash it here.  There is no doubt that past decisions were well

intended, but nothing requires us to continue living in the old season.

We can decide to begin a new season of trust and partnership with our

partners in the other 100-plus dioceses of The Episcopal Church.  

One of the core values of this diocese is in the area of youth

ministry.  Currently the post of Youth Missioner is vacant, but it is our

intention to move to a new season of youth ministry in this diocese.

Two things are happening simultaneously.   We have retained a youth

ministry consultant to help us examine this vital and necessary

ministry in this diocese and to assist in our search for a person to call.

The consultant’s name is Steve Matthews, and he is with us today.  I

hope that many will have conversations with him about your thoughts

and concerns surrounding youth ministry.  While the permanent
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position of Youth Missioner is vacant, we have called Rick Mason to

be our part-time interim youth missioner.  Rick, son of an Episcopal

priest, lives in Richmond, and has been active in youth ministry in this

diocese for many years.  He is known to many of you.  He too is here

with the youth presence at this Council meeting.  Encounter him as

well.  Both of these men will be recognized today. 

Now allow me to make a few comments about the ordained

ministries of this diocese.  First, the diaconate: I continue to believe

that our goal should be to have a least one non-stipendiary deacon in

every congregation.   The ministry of a deacon is two-fold.  Every

deacon should exercise a ministry to the world, particularly to “[T]he

poor, the weak, the sick and the lonely.”7  Likewise, every deacon is to

exercise a ministry within a faith community—a congregation—

assisting “[T]he bishop and priests in public worship and the

ministration of God’s word and Sacraments.”8  A vibrant diaconate is

an important matter that affects every congregation in this diocese - be

it large or small, urban or rural, common or unique - and because the

ministry of deacons is important to us all, I propose that in 2008 we

dedicate ourselves to the task of educating, recruiting and training
7 BCP p. 543
8 BCP p. 543
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suitable persons for the holy and sacred work and ministry of deacons.

I would ask us to charge our Commission on Ministry for Local

Formation to lead us in this effort.

Regarding the training of men and women for the priesthood, I

think we all agree that a theologically educated priesthood is a core

value of The Episcopal Church.  The fact that there are eleven

seminaries in this Church speaks to this desire to have an educated

priesthood.  In the Diocese of Southern Virginia, it has been our

expectation that the stipendiary priesthood should be seminary trained.

Therefore, in most cases, persons who are preparing for the priesthood,

are expected to be trained in a seminary of this Church.  This is as it

has been in the past and as it should be in the future.  There must be

also other models for the training and formation of some persons

seeking ordination to the priesthood in this diocese, especially for

those who will serve in the rural, or the small, or the unique

congregations of our diocese.  Not too many years ago the Church

permitted the ordination of local non-stipendiary priests.  Such priests

provided the sacraments for the congregation to which they were

assigned.  Other parishioners performed the other ministries within the

congregation—pastoral care, administration, catechetical teaching, etc.
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- all of them together, forming a team ministry.  We believe that there

should be supervision for such ministry teams by a seminary trained

priest.  Oversight is important. In my former diocese, I ordained three

such persons to the priesthood under the former canon, and they were

all very successful in very small congregations, both as ordained

clergy and partners in the ministry team.  I believe that the current

canons permit us to continue this practice with some modifications,

and I hope we will pursue it with vigor.  Prospective persons should

have lived in the local community and been a member of the local

congregation for a sufficient period of time that would allow local

leadership to have confidence in their character, reputation, ability, and

spiritual maturity.   The training of these persons should be appropriate

for the type of ministry they will exercise, and while the training may

be modest to begin with, it should be an ongoing process.  I therefore

encourage congregational leadership, both lay and ordained, to identify

suitable persons within their congregations and encourage them to

enter into a discernment process with the bishop and the Commission

on Ministry.

I should like also to make a few comments concerning our

Church and our Communion nationally and internationally.
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From time to time individual Episcopalians decide, for reasons

known or unknown, to leave this Church and begin to live out their life

within some other Christian fellowship.  For example, an Episcopalian

may marry a member of another denomination and decide to join the

spouse’s Church, or a family of Episcopalians may decide that another

congregation offers more helpful youth programs or Christian

education programs for their children.  Sometimes an Episcopalian

will leave our Church, because of some disappointment in some action

taken, or lack of action, by a parish, or a diocese, or the denomination.

Whether it is one or several or many who leave our fellowship and

communion, it is always sad and sometimes even painful, but we

respect the right of any person or group of persons to choose a spiritual

home more suitable for their needs.  We also respect the right of any

person to choose no spiritual home.  William Shakespeare wrote that

“Parting is such sweet sorrow.”   His character, Juliet, viewed

Romeo’s departure as “sweet,” because she could anticipate their

future meeting.  Perhaps we can do the same about anyone or any

group's decision to depart.  No one knows absolutely the future.  That

is why the door must always be open so that we can anticipate a

“sweet” reunion.  It is true that some—individuals or groups—have
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already left our fellowship; but the door is never completely shut, and

there is always the possibility of a return.  

The decennial Lambeth Conference is on schedule to take place

in Canterbury, England, beginning on July 16 through August 3, 2008.

I have been invited to attend (somewhat of a surprise), and having

registered, Peggy and I plan to attend - as have 70% of those invited.

Having also attended the Lambeth Conference in 1998, this will be my

second opportunity to participate in one of the Instruments of

Communion (Unity) of this third largest worldwide Christian body.

The preliminary schedule of the 2008 Conference is quite different

from the previous Conference.  Hear a few words from the Archbishop

of Canterbury, just recently spoken: 

“The Conference has never been a lawmaking body in the strict

sense and it wasn't designed to be one. . . .  The Conference this year

has two key points of focus: strengthening the sense of a shared

Anglican identity among the bishops from around the world, and

helping to equip bishops for the role they increasingly have as leaders

in mission, involved in a whole variety of ways in helping the Church

grow. Because none of this would happen without a deeper
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commitment to prayer and studying the Bible, this year's Conference

will begin with a couple of days' retreat, in which we can spend time

together in quiet and begin to direct our minds towards the central

issues of faith. And as in previous Conferences, every day will begin

with worship and Bible study in small groups.”

It appears that the focus of the upcoming Conference is upon the

bishops spending more time in Bible study and prayer, and more time

getting to know each other, and more time learning from each other,

and less time upon the conducting of business.  Resolutions were

adopted ten years ago.  Some proved to be very divisive, but given the

Archbishop of Canterbury’s recent comments, I expect that there will

be fewer this time.  One would hope that all of them would be unifying

and encouraging of all Anglicans in every part of the Communion.  All

of the American bishops have been invited, except the Bishop of New

Hampshire, but his invitation is still under discussion.  Some bishops

across the Communion have indicated that they may not be present.  I

believe the Conference will be diminished by the absence of any

bishop.  The Conference is still 5½ months away.  There is still time

for circumstances and minds to change.  God willing, I will be there
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representing you and sharing with other bishops about your devotion

to the Lord Jesus and his Church.

You may be aware that several American dioceses have laid the

ground work to attempt to withdraw from The Episcopal Church and

to invite a foreign archbishop to give them primatial oversight.  In

those places, I am certain that our Presiding Bishop will move quickly

to reorganize those dioceses so that Episcopalians who wish to remain

within The Episcopal Church can do so.  As I said earlier, in this

Church we believe that individual members have every right to leave

our fellowship and communion, but parishes, and even dioceses,

remain.  Those that remain are diminished when any leaves, no matter

the reason, but God is able to use even the smallest to accomplish his

eternal purposes.

Dearly beloved, I want to say again how grateful I am to God

that somehow your path and my path crossed in Southern Virginia.

Peggy and I are enjoying our stay with you.  We are blessed to be

among you.  I am enjoying serving as your Interim Bishop.  Well, at

least most of it!  Under very capable leadership—lay and ordained—

the process to choose new episcopal leadership is going forward and
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working well.  I look forward to the day when you will gather around

that new diocesan bishop with renewed optimism and hope.  I can

predict that it will be a very happy time in your corporate life, but that

said, I refuse to be a lame-duck bishop.  In my former diocese, my not-

very-original nickname was: the Energizer Bunny.  Since you and I are

joined at the hip for some time to come, don’t even think that we will

mark time!  Where are my sunglasses and drum?

May God bless you and this great Diocese of Southern Virginia!

Amen.
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