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As I write this report, I am reminded that it was this weekend exactly one 
year ago that I was formally installed as your Rector. The weekend that 
honors the life and ministry of The Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. 
You might remember my friend and colleague Dr. Alicia Lola Jones 
preached on that Saturday morning.  The dean of our region gave me a 
certificate. “Care alike for young and old, strong and weak, rich and poor,” 
the certificate says. 

The following Monday was the 2020 Lobby Day Second Amendment 
protest. Thousands of people gathered outside our doors with signs and 
flags and much to say. We had our parish meeting, elected our Vestry. 
Soon, it was Ash Wednesday. We began our Lenten Lunches with the usual 
flare. Leaning Into Love was our theme. And then, without further ado, 
COVID-19 made its appearance. We had to stop our lunches. We also had 
to stop gathering for worship. The staff had to work remotely. Our beloved 
Sonny Harris went on to be with his Lord. How would we have a funeral?  
And so it went.  But somehow, through the mercy of God, and in the 
enduring spirit of this congregation, we kept going.  

What exactly have we done? 



It was spring. We quickly realized that Worship needed to stay at the 
center of our life together. We moved our worship to live streaming.  Now, 
we have participants and supporters as far away as San Francisco, CA. 

We learned more and more about technology and being Church Away. 
Remember that at the beginning of all of this, Sarah Nolan transitioned to 
the position of communications Director. She’s ushered us along as we’ve 
shaped and shifted. Dichelle Jordan came on board to help with designs 
and graphics and live streaming. Gene Harris has faithfully been at the 
video booth each Sunday. Our musicians learned how to make videos. Our 
preachers learned how to preach to empty pews.  

We had Maundy Thursday, Good Friday, and Easter.  Alleluia. Christ still 
rose! 

We called each other – we made new friends. We learned how NOT to be 
scared of Zoom.  We kept having our meetings and Bible Studies.  We 
started Evening Prayer on Facebook live and it has continued every week 
day since that very first week.  

It was summer. It got warmer outside, but we went more deeply into 
isolation. But we kept on going. We even hired a new associate (Yay, 
Gwynn!). We learned that our beloved Linda Pitts had been struggling 
with cancer for some months. She loved this church and this congregation 
so much, but she had to turn over her keys and accompanied by this 
community and her sister, she went to be with God. Mike Dabney took the 
keys to the kingdom, becoming St. Paul’s Facilities Manager. 

We kept serving meals to those who needed them. We baked bread. We 
maintained our connections to our friends in Mwitikira, Woodville 
Elementary, and many other outreach partners. We started the COVID 19 
Relief Fund and gave over two hundred thousand dollars to local 
businesses and nonprofits in need. We started a process of discernment to 
help us look at how we reach out and engage our community. You’ll hear 
an update from Community Engagement at the Annual Meeting. 

We tolled bells and mourned 200,000, then 300,000, and we’re approaching 
400,000 dead from the virus.  



On a brighter note, Linda Willis reached out to our families to make sure 
they were remembered and cared for. She and her faithful teachers led 
Sunday school, sang songs and shared about favorite pets and home 
activities. Kids at Zoom Sunday School, can you believe it? We hired Travis 
Tyler to keep an eye on our youth and make sure they know the church is 
still here for them. 

And, around Pentecost, protests and some rioting broke out around the 
death of George Floyd, creating a more public conversation about issues of 
racism in our nation and local communities, a conversation that St. Paul’s 
had already begun. Helicopters flew overhead. Feelings of hope and 
possibility arose, as well as, anger, uncertainty, fear and sleepless nights. 
Especially, Richmonders who lived in the areas where protests occurred 
night after night experienced all of this first hand. Our church building and 
congregation, too, were touched in many ways by the events. 

Your Vestry came together to develop thoughtful and compassionate 
responses to the changing currents of our culture and society. 

George Floyd, Breonna Taylor, Trayvon Martin, “I can’t breathe.” These 
names and words were left, for now, on our steps. They are there for our 
community, reminding all of us of our call to create a life and world in 
which all people can live freely and equally and without fear. Some of us 
thought this was the wrong thing to do. Some of us thought this was the 
right thing to do. 

The Vestry continued to examine their response. Specific plaques in the St. 
Paul’s sanctuary that upheld a Lost Cause theology were removed and 
stored. Some of us thought that was the wrong thing to do. Some of us 
thought it was the right thing to do. You’ll hear a little bit more about these 
plaques in the Annual Meeting. 

Reconciliation Sunday brought The Rev. Melanie Mullen back into our 
pulpit and we reclaimed the stories of Paul and Moses as told in our 
windows. Some of us thought this was the wrong thing to do. Some of us 
thought it was the right thing to do. 

We assisted in the ordination of eight priests. 



A hot and heated summer came and went. Certainly the fall would bring 
some relief. 

We had Bible Studies and meditated and explored spiritual practices. We 
trained facilitators and started Life Groups: Soft landing spots for our 
community to connect and be in conversation. We released a book about 
our history. You read it and we discussed our Blind Spots and had 
amazing, transformational conversations. We had important conversations 
about our endowment and how to be better stewards of what has been 
entrusted to us. A faithful and dedicated team of parishioners guided us 
through an annual giving campaign unlike any other. 

We prayed for an election and rounded the corner for the holidays. 
Certainly all would be normal at Christmas.  Nope.  

But you kept going, St. Paul’s. We sent Advent home in a bag. You 
delivered baskets to those who are most isolated. We created a beautiful 
Christmas Eve film that might help you feel connected. Silent Night, Holy 
Night. 

And all along, adding to the social unrest and the pandemic, a political 
divide was taking shape which resulted in riots on our nation’s capital. At 
the writing of this report, we are preparing for the same thing here, on 
Grace Street. 

In the midst of all of this, people got sick, people experienced loss on so 
many levels. People had babies, lost jobs, changed jobs, visited family, 
didn’t visit family, struggled with family dynamics, had surgeries and 
chemo, had to make incredibly tough decisions, learned how to be teachers 
and be around our kids 24/7. We had funerals and tried in every way we 
could to visit each other and be near each other. 

Why do I bring all of this up, this strange timeline? Not to puff ourselves 
up or pat ourselves on the back, but to recall what God can do while 
leading us in and through a wilderness. Christ was and continues to be 
proclaimed from the heart of the city. 



Our worship and our prayers and our commitment to sharing God’s love 
has kept us moving. Indeed, we have become a new kind of church. 
Certainly, we still value this beautiful building, but we now know that the 
Body of Christ is about you and me and the gifts that we bring and share 
with each other. Church is about God’s decision to get up, get out of the 
tomb, and say, “I’m going that way. Won’t you meet me there?” 

I want to offer a huge thank you to our wardens Joe James and Ellen 
Spong. They’ve walked with me this year and have represented your voice 
well. 

I want to offer a huge thank you to our vestry, for your faithfulness and 
love of this parish. Especially to our outgoing vestry members Joe James, 
Sam Jackson, Matt Stehle, and Maritza Pechin. Thanks to each of you for 
the ministry that you offered during three, very complicated years. Two 
interims, a rector search, a church renovation, and a pandemic. Well done. 

I want to thank every single one of you who has served and led in this 
strange year. 

And finally, I want to offer a HUGE thanks to the staff of St. Paul’s. I am 
honored to serve among such talented and caring and flexible and lovely 
people. 

You are beautiful, St. Paul’s. Thank you for calling me and Matthew to be 
and serve among you. That certificate that I received one year ago hangs on 
my wall right behind my head, reminding me not only of my call . . .  it 
reminds me of our call. 

“Care alike for young and old, strong and weak, rich and poor” 

May it be so. 

 

 


