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INTRODUCTION 

 
2011 was quite a year for weather here in East Carolina: snowstorms, drought, tornadoes, a hurricane and even an 
earthquake. I was in my office when the earthquake happened. After the building stopped shaking, I heard a voice in the 
hall saying, "Bishop, what are doing in there?" Can nothing happen without the Bishop's involvement? 
 
2011 also brought its share of global unrest with faltering economies, peaceful and not so peaceful national revolutions in 
parts of the world, a continuing war in Afghanistan, a difficult economy and joblessness for many in our own nation along 
with the growing gap between the wealthiest 1% and everyone else in this nation, and increasing poverty among the most 
vulnerable: children and the elderly. 
 
That pretty much also describes the world Jesus came to save: a world in which the bad comes along with the good, 
promise is tempered by betrayal, faithfulness tarnished by failure. The world is what it always has been: messy, fractured, 
tragic, noble, comic. The Good News we are called to proclaim as Christians living out God's mission in the world is that 
God does not avoid the complexity, disdain the messiness or run away from the realities or difficulties of life on this planet. 
God does not sidestep hope because there is despair. God does not deny joy because there is sadness. God does not 
avoid loving because there is hatred. When God came to occupy this earth in the person of Jesus, God meant to occupy 
all of life and not just parts of it. There is no sidestepping allowed in God's movement into life in this world, including your 
life and mine. In the words of the First Letter of Peter: "You are to speak as one speaking the very words of God and to 
serve with the strength God provides."
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 What words are we to speak and how are we to serve as followers of Jesus, as 

congregations and as a Diocese seeking to serve as effective witnesses to God's world and God's people in 2012? 
 
Our first word as Christians is always a word of thanksgiving. Thanksgiving for the abundance God continually lavishes on 
us and the world God has made. Part of God's abundance is the people whose presence in our life blesses us: family, 
friends and co-workers. I am always thankful for my family and for my wife Anne. I am thankful for an incredibly vital 
diocesan family. I am thankful for wonderful lay and ordained leadership who lead so ably in pursuing our ministry as a 
diocesan family. For an incredibly wonderful staff, for Bishop Marray and Canon Stockard. And a special thanks for two 
faithful servant leaders who now retire from diocesan service, Canon Phil Craig and Archdeacon Joy Dosher. 
 
 

IMPORTANT DECISIONS WE WILL BE MAKING IN 2012 
 

2012 is a year in which we are being called on to make some momentous decisions in regard to how we structure and go 
about our life and mission as The Episcopal Church (TEC), our local congregations and as a Diocese. 
 
First, at this Convention, we will be crafting and voting on a resolution that will determine how we implement the 
Denominational Health Plan (DHP) as adopted by General Convention. This plan will, in accord with our Baptismal Vows
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help bring parity in benefits for lay and ordained workers in the Church. This will be a transition with some discomforts as 
established patterns are adapted, but I am confident that this is the correct course for us. I have also learned this year that 
many of the worries we are hearing now around the DHP were also voiced when the Church Pension Fund (CPF) was 
established about a century ago. Here we are 100 years later, thankful for the blessing the CPF continues to be for the 
health and welfare of both lay and ordained workers. We will pray and talk our way through this transition as formal 
implementation begins a year from now and no doubt will continue over several years. 
 
Second, we have before us at this Convention a resolution already been passed by a number of diocesan conventions 
beginning last October. The resolution calls on this summer's General Convention to create "...a Special Commission on 
Missional Structure and Strategy to study and propose a plan for reforming [this Church's] structure, governance and 
administration to facilitate faithful engagement of Christ's mission... " TEC last underwent a major restructuring in the early 
1900s when General Convention directed that the structure of the Church be organized along the lines of a "modern 
corporation" with departments and managers and a Presiding Bishop who would henceforth be elected and function as 
the Chief Executive Officer. That model is still in place today. The goal of the proposed restructuring called for in the 
resolution before us is to enable TEC to pursue God's mission in this century more effectively, efficiently and energetically. 
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The Church of the 21st Century will look different from the Church of the 20th Century and will face different challenges 
and opportunities requiring a more flexible structure. But then today's Church looks very different from the Church of the 
18th Century or the 11th Century. The Church is a living body, always changing and adapting as it proclaims the eternal 
and unshakable truths of God's love and redemption. Organizational structures must change from time to time in order to 
retain effectiveness and no structure is an end in itself. Any structural change in the Church should serve only to 
invigorate the Church and liberate energy for mission. I pray that it will be so in this moment. 
 
 

CONGREGATIONAL LIFE: VULNERABILITY, VISION AND VITALITY 
 
2012 is a year of transition for us on various fronts: DHP, consideration of reforming the structure of the Church. As a 
Diocese, we are also in transition around how we organize ourselves most effectively for mission. Let me describe to you 
some issues we are facing in congregational lifeusing three words: vulnerability, vision, vitality. 
 
First,vulnerability. Our basic pattern of organizing for local congregational ministry has been (and this is true for much of 
TEC) what I call "the English village model." (EVM) The EVM assumes several things: a stable or growing population in 
the town or village; the parish church being integral to village life; and a full-time rector/vicar. This model has served this 
Church well through the years and continues to serve well as long as the conditions are met: a growing population in the 
community, the parish church remains the nexus of social and spiritual life, and there are sufficient funds to support a full-
time priest. But the world around us is changing. Many of our towns and villages in East Carolina have a static or declining 
population. I have so often heard in my travels: "Bishop, we're afraid for our congregation's future. We need more young 
people but many of them are leaving. Our congregation is aging and our town is not growing. Our finances are stretched 
and we're worried that when our rector leaves, we won't be able to afford the cost of a full-time priest. What are we to do?" 
That's how the anxiousness of seeing a trusted and treasured way of being church sounds when it begins to change. 
There's no doubt about the faithfulness of the congregation, or their love of the church or their desire to continue to 
witness and serve in Jesus' name. But, as the old hymn says, "...new occasions teach new duties..." 
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Sometimes we in the church confuse "success" with "faithfulness." The Church is not called to be successful as the world 
measures success. The Church's success is measured by faithfulness: faithful worship, faithful witness, faithful service to 
a world in need; generous hospitality; vital prayer; Biblical stewardship (10% of income); flexibility and adaptability in 
finding new ways to serve. 
 
When I talk with a Vestry and hear the worries about money or congregational size, I have learned to say, "Well, I know 
you feel vulnerable and worried. What I perceive is that you are having trouble with letting go of one vision for your 
congregational life and struggling to gain a compelling vision for a shape of ministry and mission that is viable and 
energizing." In many cases, this new vision means congregations are going to have to share with one another: share 
resources, share clergy, share leadership. 
 
Let me tell you about some ways we as a Diocese are already rising to engage new visions for congregations and new 
patterns of mission and ministry. Bishop Marray has been at work in the area of small congregations in new and fruitful 
ways, and you will hear about some of that fruitful work tomorrow. 
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 Our commitment as your bishops is that every 

congregation which has adequate organization under the canons, faithful members - be they few or many - and is 
committed to serving the needs of the community in which the congregation is situated is a viable congregation. 
 
The lingering question is not about viability. We have identified the standards for a sufficiently organized and viable 
congregation as described in our Diocesan Canons: an Annual Parochial Report, an annual audit or parish financial 
records, sending delegates to Convention and a pledge of at least 10% of parish income to Diocesan ministry and 
mission. The lingering questions I hear so often are about sustainability: "How can our congregation get along without a 
full-time rector?" "We have trouble paying our bills, how can we pledge 10% to our Diocese?" The answer lies in 
prayerfully finding new ways of organizing congregations for mission and sharing resources with one another. There is no 
denying that many of our congregations, some in rural communities and others within larger cities must re-learn the art 
and gift of mutual and collaborative community; the forging of natural congregational alliances for support and sharing of 
resources, including clergy. Some have already started down this path, and the results are encouraging and energizing - I 
think of St. James, Wilmington, and its collaboration and sharing of resources with St. Mary's, Burgaw. I think of St. 
Christopher, Elizabethtown, and its beginning conversations with Trinity Church, Lumberton, along the same lines. This is 
the opposite of the parochialism that haunts TEC. Parochialism says, "We are self-sufficient and successful. Leave us 

                                                 
3
 James R. Lowell, "Once to every man and nation"  (poem,1845) 

4
 A small congregation is defined as having an Average Sunday Attendance (ASA) of fewer than 60. This describes more than half of 

the congregations of our Diocese. 



alone." Christian faith says, "We are not our brother's keeper, but we are our brother's brother. How can we best serve 
rather than being served?" 
 
In this year, Bishop Marray and the Department of Mission and Development will move ahead in an energetic approach to 
broaden the conversation and the scope of this way of being a community of faith in solidarity with our brothers and 
sisters, rather than an archipelago of isolated entities. And here are the questions and the conversation I envision as we 
embark on this path: First, an honest assessment of the life of the town or area in which the congregation is situated and a 
prayerful asking of the Spirit to guide in discerning to what ministries the congregation is called; Second, a pledge of at 
least 10% to our Diocese; Third, to begin to forge natural alliances of prayer and sharing of resources, including clergy 
and lay leadership with nearby congregations. 
 
This is not a magic formula, and no one has a magic wand to wave. But here is a way in which we might move ahead as a 
body by doing what Scripture calls us to do: "Bear one another's burdens, and in this way you will fulfill the law of Christ."
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THE AD HOC COMMITTEE REPORT 
 

At last year's convention, I asked the Standing Committee to undertake a study of several congregations that were 
perceived to lack sufficient organizational viability under our Canons.
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 The Standing Committee has visited all of these 

congregations, evaluated the current status of the congregation (if any), the state of the property, and has considered 
what potential for renewal or growth there might be in that setting. This committee, made up of members of the Standing 
Committee, the Trustees and the Executive Council has done a most thorough job, and I commend and thank them.
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A copy of their report will be placed on your table for your study and consideration. 
 
I report all of this to you in fulfillment of Diocesan Canon II.6.1.
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 Tomorrow, the Standing Committee will present for the 

Convention's consideration and possible action a resolution based on their findings and evaluations. 
 
 

YOUTH AND UNIVERSITY & CAMPUS MINISTRY 
 

I thank God for Emily Gowdy Canady, our Diocesan Program Officer for Youth, University & Campus Ministry, and for the 
energy and organization she has brought to this critical piece of our Diocesan life and ministry. I thank God for Debbie 
Luke (St. Andrew's-by-the-Sea, Nags Head) for her leadership in the now annual spring Acolyte Festival. I thank God for 
the continuing ministry of Happening for our teenagers, and for Cookie Cantwell's (St. James, Wilmington) leadership in 
that good ministry and for Kim Willis (St. Paul, Edenton) and her leadership in New Beginnings.  
 
Thank God for all the young folk who are here at this Convention!  
 
Emily has spent much energy in this past year rethinking and reorganizing our University & Campus Ministry, including a 
forming Task Force on University & Campus Ministry. With thanks for what has gone before, we are well on the way 
toward revitalizing and restructuring University & Campus Ministry. A special thanks to St. Paul's, Greenville and Church 
of the Servant, Wilmington for their hosting of this good and important ministry. 
 
 

SAVING TRINITY CENTER 
 

 I believe all of us agree that our beloved Trinity Center is the spiritual heart of our Diocese and embodies the very spirit of 
hospitality and mission that Jesus calls us to extend to our communities and the world. Sometimes I think of Trinity Center 
as a mother to all who visit that blessed place. We drive into the Center and are embraced with peace and serenity. We 
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are served comforting and nourishing food. We sleep in comfortable beds, we splash in the water, meet friends, pray and 
learn at our mother Trinity's board. It is a lovely picture and it is a true picture. The only trouble with the picture is that 
MOTHER IS FALLING APART. 
 
More than twenty years ago, this Diocese responded to God's call with a bold vision to build Trinity Center. Some said it 
could not be done, some said it should not be done. But it was done and the fruit that has been born of that bold decision 
has been rich and bountiful. Thank God for the leaders and visionaries of that generation who did what God called them to 
do! 
 
St. Francis of Assisi wrote a prayer that includes these words: "I have done what was mine to do. Now you must do what 
is yours to do." Just as the earlier generation in this Diocese did what was theirs to do in building Trinity Center, now you 
and I in this generation are being called to do what is ours to do: To save Trinity Center from physical deterioration and 
decline.  
 
What we have learned spiritually over the 20 years of the life of Trinity Center is that there is a great hunger for the 
hospitality offered there in the name of Jesus. What we have learned financially over those same years is that while Trinity 
Center can support adequate staff and program through income from those who come to Trinity Center, another source of 
income must be established to do the continuing maintenance on a facility that is exposed to the corrosive effects of a 
marine environment as well as constant and daily use by tens of thousands of people over the course of each year. 
 
To that end, a feasibility study was undertaken over the last year and that study indicates that there is sufficient support 
and enthusiasm for Trinity Center to establish a fund in the Diocesan Foundation (endowment) the interest from which will 
be able to support the ongoing maintenance needs. We will hear more about this tomorrow from Carl Ragsdale (St. 
Francis-by-the-Sea, Bogue Banks) who has led his committee through a year of preparation and planning in a strong and 
capable way. 
 
Join me in praying that God fills us in this generation with the same spirit of generosity through which Alice Hoffman was 
moved to give 62 acres of land on Bogue Banks to our Diocese. Join me in praying that in this generation we are moved 
by God's Spirit to rise to the call in the same way that our forebears did. And pray that in answering God's call by following 
their bold example, we will do the work we are given to do in this generation - to save Trinity Center - so that we might 
hand it on to coming generations with the words "We have done what was ours to do."  
Brothers and Sisters, let us rise up with boldness and confidence as we hear and follow God's call to us in our day. Let us 
thank God for the abundance with which we are blessed and provisioned for our ministries. Let future generations say of 
us, "They did what was theirs to do in their day." And then let those future generations do what they will be given to do in 
their generation, building on the firm foundation of God's love and the work of those who have come before. Amen. 


