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The Mission of Ascension: 
As part of the body of Christ, the Church of the Ascension celebrates God’s love 
in the world and shares it through the gift of His Son, Jesus Christ. We commit 
ourselves to prayer, worship, fellowship and ministering beyond ourselves. We 
encourage and empower our parish and community through His spirit, word, 

fellowship and sacraments, to do His will. 
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Introduction 

 

Our first priority at Ascension is proclaiming the Good News of 

Jesus Christ by offering a place of reverential worship and a 

place for spiritual and theological inquiry. Offering Christian 

formation and outreach opportunities for all ages, Ascension is 

a community that welcomes thoughtful inquiry and 

questioning. At the same time, we are rooted in the ancient 

catholic church and respect the faith as it has been passed 

down from generation to generation while embracing the 

protestant value of holding the Holy Scriptures in high esteem. 

 

Ascension is a multi-generational congregation, serving people of all ages. Rooted in the center 

of Vestavia Hills, many of our members live right around the corner, while others commute 

from as much as an hour away. The center of our community life is Sunday worship, which is 

steeped in the reverence and broad church traditions of the Episcopal Church. We continue to 

sing the ancient hymns of our tradition while exploring the best in emerging hymnody, and our 

parish choir is one of the finest in the community. While Sunday worship centers our 

community life, we express our love for God through outreach to the community through 

service projects, contributions, and volunteering. 

 

 

 

 

“Love the Lord your God with 

all your heart and with all your 

soul and with all your mind. 

This is the first and great 

Commandment, and the second 

is like unto it, Love your 

neighbor as yourself.” Matthew 

22:37-39 
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Our Diocese 

The Episcopal Diocese of Alabama consists of 87 parishes, 

worshipping communities, and student centers across Alabama, 

ranging from just south of Montgomery to the northern state line. 

About 30,000 individuals make up the Diocese. While we are 

different in age, race, gender, location and occupation, we are joined 

together in God's salvation through Jesus Christ. We are led by The 

Rt. Rev. John McKee Sloan, 11th Bishop of Alabama. The Diocese 

offers us ministries and initiatives to take part in, resources to use in our Church and our 

personal lives, and spiritual and fellowship events.  

The Diocese of Alabama is eucharistically centered. The sacrament of Holy Eucharist is the 

worship norm at the principal services of Sunday throughout the Diocese. The 1979 Book of 

Common Prayer is the liturgical customary for the Diocese, and the 1982 Hymnal is universally 

in use and is supplemented with other hymnals, such as the Alleluia II. The Diocese strongly 

supports the ordination and deployment of women and minorities, and is an equal opportunity 

employer. The Diocese supports parishes who wish to offer same sex marriages.  

 

 

 

Camp McDowell is a vital part of our Diocese. At Camp we show the way the world could be 

through worship, learning, rest and play in the beauty of God's Backyard! Camp McDowell hosts 

summer camps, retreats, Cursillo weekends, Special Session camps (which are specifically 

designed for differently–abled people, with all–accessible facilities), various conferences and 

learning events. It is also home to educational programs for youth and adults at the Alabama 

Folk School, McDowell Environmental Center, and McDowell Farm School. Ascension actively 

supports Camp McDowell– currently we are financing a cabin built at Bethany Village (where 

Special Session is held) and we sponsor Special Session scholarships. 
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History and Community 

The Episcopal Church of the Ascension is one of the founding 

churches in Vestavia Hills. It started in a member’s home in 

1953 as the Episcopal Chapel on Shades Mountain, and in 1956 

Ascension was designated an Organized Mission. In 1960, 

Ascension received Parish status.  

Rectors of The Episcopal Church of the Ascension 

Years Rector 

1960—1970 Rev. Josiah W. Ware, Jr. 

1970—1972 Rev. Edmund D. Campbell, Jr. 

1972—2000 Rev. Robert N. Lockard 

2000—2006 Rev. R. Craig Smalley 

2007—2017 Rev. Stephen Hood 

 

In 2016, we were honored to receive Deacon Jane Ellis through the Diocese, and she has served 

a crucial role in ministering to us and assisting with our parish life.  

Capital Improvements at The Episcopal Church of the Ascension 

Year Improvements 

1957 Original church (now Ware Hall) opened 

1960 Education building opened. Kindergarten program established 

1974 Expansion of church. Installation of first pipe organ 

1987 Present sanctuary occupied 

1999 Steiner–Reck pipe organ installed 

2004 Construction of foyer and staircase to sanctuary* 

2006 Purchase of the “Allen House” and property on which it sits 

2012 Renovation of kitchen, replaced roofs, added Mother’s Day Out program 
* Made possible through a generous gift which allowed Ascension to retire debt, remodel the campus, and 

establish a fund to support various outreach ministries. 
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Community    

Vestavia Hills is a suburb of Birmingham, Alabama. About 35,000 people call Vestavia home, 

and the population has grown by more than 40% since 2000, due to annexing and new 

development. The median age is ~41 years old, and the median household income is 

~$90,000/year. Vestavia is an interesting mix of young families and retirees, conservatives and 

progressives, and we find a similar dynamic demographic mix in our pews each week at 

Ascension. 

Vestavia prides itself on the quality of its schools, teachers, and educational experiences. The 

school system includes over 7,000 students and 900 faculty/staff over 5 elementary schools, 2 

middle schools, and a high school boasting a 95% graduation rate. In fact, Ascension is 

surrounded by the highest-performing school systems in Alabama. Many families locate to this 

area because of the schools. The schools from Vestavia Hills, Homewood, Mountain Brook, and 

Hoover have been “National Blue Ribbon School” winners 18 times. The University of Alabama 

at Birmingham, Birmingham-Southern College and Samford University offer top-notch 

educational opportunities for college students and adult learners.  

The Birmingham Metro area thrives with business and medical professionals, and cultural 

opportunities such as theater groups, the Alabama Symphony, opera, ballet, art and science 

museums, historical architecture and monuments, and fun sporting events. Birmingham is also 

well known for its wide variety of restaurants and cafes. Downtown is experiencing a 

resurgence of growth and revitalization, while preserving our city’s rich history.  
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Church Facts 

Annual income at Ascension was ~$400,000 in 2016, compared to annual expenses of 

~$385,000. Our current revenues YTD are above budget compared to prior years, and our 

current expenses YTD are below budget compared to prior years. We also currently have a 

Memorial Fund, a growing investment account, and a line of credit which we are paying down. 

Our Parochial Membership is 510 persons, and that number has been consistent since 2010. 

Average weekly attendance is ~150 people between all four services.  

 

In 2015, the Vestry went through a visioning process and outlined our immediate needs and our 

needs 3–5 years in the future. Shortly after, we put in place a plan to accomplish our immediate 

needs: financial stability and increasing parish participation in our ministries. That plan was 

effective. We lowered our expenses and increased our income over time; we established a 

Parish Life committee, began using new Stewardship resources, and intentionally invited others 

to join our projects with a Ministry Fair. We began the Second Sundays and All-Hands Sundays 

traditions.  

Currently, we are making progress on the longer-range goals we set in 2015: improving 

buildings and grounds, growing stewardship, expanding our Welcome-Invite-Connect approach, 

and improving our Children’s Formation programs. Goals for the future include bringing back a 

children’s choir, financial and membership growth, increasing choir membership and funds, and 

making better use of our Facebook page and website to promote our events, our facilities, our 

members, and tell the story of why we love Ascension.  
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Parish Life  

Worship Services  

Sundays at 7:30 am—Holy Communion Rite I and 

Sermon  

Sundays at 10:00 am—Holy Communion Rite II, 

Sermon, Choir 

Sundays at 5:00 pm—Informal, Communion, 

Alleluia III music 

Wednesdays at Noon—Holy Communion 

 

Sunday School—Each week at 9:15 am, Preschool (3–4 years old), K–3rd graders, 4–5th graders 

each meet for lessons and crafts. Preschool–3rd Grade then meet for Children’s Chapel and 

afterwards join their parents at Communion. The 4th/5th grades meet until time for acolytes to 

vest, and then often sit together in church. 

Music—Ascension prides itself on our choir and music programs. In addition to our organ and 

our very talented organist and choir master, Michael Sparks, we have a dedicated choir that 

practices on Wednesdays and sings each Sunday. The choir is comprised mainly of volunteers. 

The choir also includes a few “Choral Scholars” who are sponsored by special donations and a 

portion of the Choir budget. We also have top-notch performances from nationally-acclaimed 

musicians at the church several times each year, such as vocalists, harpists, and pianists.  

Ascension Episcopal Kindergarten—AEK has been a ministry of 

The Episcopal Church of the Ascension for decades and is highly 

regarded in the community. It operates separately from the 

Church, although we do share a building. AEK is dedicated to 

nurturing children ages 2–5 spiritually, emotionally, academically 

and socially. The 5K program is preparatory for first grade, a 

unique private alternative to public education for members of the Vestavia community. 

Currently, there are 65 students and 10 staff. We also host a Mothers’ Day Out for younger 

children, Monday–Thursday at 9am–noon.  

Weekly Activities 

Acolytes—Parishioners may begin serving as torch bearers, crucifers 

and servers beginning in second grade. Most acolytes are in 

elementary, middle or high school, and we offer an annual training 

session.   
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Lay Eucharistic Ministers—Our weekly volunteers read lessons 

and prayers as well as assist in the distribution of communion 

elements by passing the cup.  

Flower Guild—A group of talented and dedicated individuals 

prepares altar flowers every Sunday, as well as decorations for side 

tables, the Terrill Foyer and other special needs. The guild is 

especially active at Christmas and Easter. 

Altar Guild—Members prepare the altar and church each week. They care for the vessels and 

appointments necessary for worship, liturgical activities and special occasions. Altar Guild 

members also assist with weddings at Ascension, guiding the bride and groom through the 

liturgy and traditions.  

Ushers—Often the very first friendly, welcoming face a newcomer encounters, ushers 

distribute bulletins and take up the offering and are available to assist people who have 

mobility issues. 

Bible Study—Bible Study for adults is held each Monday and Thursday mornings. Additional 

short courses are often planned throughout the year, meeting weekly for 4–6 weeks to take a 

deeper dive into a selected book or topic.  

EFM—On Tuesdays, Ascension hosts Education for Ministry classes, a 

program providing education for people who are called to a ministry.  

Pilates—Monday and Thursdays, a Pilates exercise class meets. Open to 

anyone, there are usually about 5–6 participants in each session. 

Pastoral Care—We have a dedicated Pastoral Care Committee who ensures 

all our congregation’s needs are met in times of suffering or stress. Both lay 

people and clergy actively participate in Pastoral Care.  

Collections—Each week we collect food donations for Urban Ministries, and we collect clothing 

and other items for 55th Place’s Thrift Shop. During Advent, we collect items for families in 

need with themed Sundays 

Monthly Activities  

Vestry—The decision-making group meets once monthly. New members are appointed 

annually, each member serving a three-year term. Budget and finance review also occurs at 

each monthly meeting.  



Episcopal Church of the Ascension  Parish Profile 

9 
 

ECW—The women’s group at Ascension meets quarterly, and elects officers annually. ECW 

projects include the ECW Clara Crossley Smith Scholarship and the Ascension Harriette Wise 

Gwin Scholarship, UTO Ingathering, Freezer Ministry, Guild of the Christ Child (for new mothers 

and babies), St. Bridget’s Guild (for those who have lost a loved one), an annual Birthday Party 

at Episcopal Place in February, Saturday with St. Nick, Fall Food Fair, Holiday Bake Sale, Fashion 

Show, and Silent Auction. 

Youth Group—At least monthly, the EYC participates in a group 

outing, a service project such as preparing a meal at a homeless 

shelter, or fellowship such as bowling or hiking.  

Supper Clubs—Three Supper Clubs, for various age groups, meet 

regularly in parishioners’ homes for fellowship.  

Second Sundays—Speakers are scheduled by Parish Life for the adults, 

covering any number of topics of interest to adults. A potluck lunch 

and fellowship are also enjoyed by the congregation on 2nd Sundays. 

All-Hands Sunday—On the fourth Sunday each month, our Men’s Club prepares breakfast 

between our morning services. We enjoy fellowship and give Sunday School a break on All-

Hands Sunday, inviting our youngest parishioners to enjoy the entire service and a shortened 

sermon.  

Cursillo—Ascension has a lively Cursillo culture, hosting regular Reunion Groups, Ultreyas and 

R&R’s, and donating supplies and coordinating services with other congregations in the 

Birmingham 2 group. Ascension hosted Happening #69 in November 2016.  

 

 

Merrie Players—Ascension hosts marionette shows upon request, most often for birthday 

parties. For a nominal fee, the party includes the show, special treatment for the birthday girl 

(or boy), a party host, party decorations and ice cream. The party is staffed by parishioners, 

who also take care of the marionettes, the stage backdrops and props.  
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Special Events 

Habitat for Humanity—Ascension participates in 

Habitat building projects each year through the 

Diocese.  

Shrove Tuesday Pancake Supper—Prior to Ash 

Wednesday each year, we join in fellowship. 

Traditionally the men of the church cook the meal, 

while our EYC serves and cleans up.  

Lenten Series—Each year during Lent, Ascension hosts a weekly program including a speaker 

and simple supper. The speakers give us a chance to better understand our spiritual lives, our 

common history, our neighbors, and our opportunities for ministry.  

Gumbo Gala—Ascension fields a team for this annual Diocesan 

event that supports the residents of Episcopal Place. Our 

gumbo team has won trophies for Best Gumbo and the Spirit 

Award. 

First Light—Several times each year, Ascension prepares and 

serves meals for this women’s and children’s shelter. 

 

Sawyerville Day Camp—Ascension supports the Sawyerville program for 

disadvantaged boys and girls in Hale County. We provide towels and new 

books for the campers, a meal for the counselors, letters of 

encouragement for the staff, and in the past we’ve had teen parishioners 

serve as counselors. 

All Hallows Eve party – Annually in the fall, we enjoy hot dogs, fun and fellowship! Our EYC 

provide carnival games for the kids, a bounce house, and our favorite clown, Tootle–Lou, paints 

children’s faces.  

VBS Arts Camp – Each summer, Ascension hosts a VBS 

and invites the whole community to participate. This past 

year, we offered VBS at no cost! VBS is staffed by church 

volunteers and EYC. Each session, campers enjoy a lesson, 

crafts, stations, and dinner. The week concludes with an 

art celebration during our Sunday morning service.  
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Blessing of the Animals—A blessing of the animals is held in 

the Fall, usually around the feast of St. Francis. Anyone is 

invited to bring animals to be blessed. The service is held 

outside if weather permits. 

Holiday Bake Sale—One of our favorite traditions over the 

years has developed into the primary fundraiser for our EYC. 

While youth also raise funds in other ways through the year, 

parishioners enjoy both cooking and donating to the Bake 

Sale, as well as purchasing yummy holiday treats.  

Knitwits—This group meets to knit and crochet together. Annually, 

they provide 200+ hand-knitted and crocheted blankets and vested 

teddy bears. They give the teddy bears to Urban Ministries for 

distribution to the disadvantaged each year at Christmas. 

Rummage Sale—Biennially, Ascension holds a huge rummage sale. The 

funds generated from sale support a wide range of ministries. For 

example, proceeds have been given to support the diocesan hunger 

and medical mission work in Haiti, to the missionary work of Global 

Teams, to the campus ministry at UAB, and to programming for the 

elderly at Episcopal Place. 

In addition to the good work Ascension does as a parish, the members of Ascension spend 

countless hours each month volunteering as well as financially supporting other ministries, 

youth serving organizations, and social service programs. We charter Venture Club #1020 and 

have previously chartered Boy Scout troops. We open our facilities for use by The Knight School 

(a chess program), Down Syndrome Alabama, Girl Scout and Boy Scout troops. Members of 

Ascension serve on the boards of the YMCA, the Boy Scouts of America, Gateway, Vestavia Hills 

Library and Episcopal Place. Additionally, members serve as Boy Scout and Girl Scout leaders, 

coaches, hospice and hospital volunteers, mentors, and in other ways too numerous to list.  
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Strengths, Challenges and Opportunities 

Strengths—Congregation and Community 

Confirmed by a recent parish survey, Ascension’s strengths include our traditional worship 

style, our location, inclusion and friendliness of our congregation. Music programs, sermons 

and liturgy, and fellowship are also strong at Ascension.  

 

Challenge—Growth 

There is certainly opportunity to promote Ascension and gain new members, though we 

recognize that there are not only many other churches in our area, there are many other active 

and visible Episcopal parishes. We’d like to meet this challenge by being more present in the 

community and inviting others into our space more often. We know that keeping current with 

our communication strategies– especially web and social media – is important in facing this 

challenge. We are focused on growth with the intention of increasing numbers of people to 

volunteer their time and talents, serving the church and community. We are also mindful that 

growth in membership often translates to additional pledging families, which makes the capital 

available to fund new and grow existing programs. 

Opportunity—Engagement 

We have a strong sense of community within the parish, but there is opportunity for us to 

better connect outside the parish—in our city, with other churches in our Diocese—attracting 

and retaining new members. Opportunities exist to better connect our individual parishioners 

to ministries, ensuring that newcomers and long-timers alike feel recognized and “plugged into” 

church life. We have a strong core group of volunteers, but would benefit from broader 

engagement—both more helpers, and being open to new outreach ideas.  



Episcopal Church of the Ascension  Parish Profile 

13 
 

Education is another engagement opportunity for us. We would like to better partner with and 

recognize our Kindergarten program. Many of the students’ families do not attend Sunday 

service, which we see as a clear membership opportunity. Regarding Sunday School, even 

though we have few children in each age group, we must continue to build an effective 

children’s Christian formation program. We know that is key to retaining young families and 

developing Christians. We could benefit from a more structured Adult Formation offering on 

Sundays, as well. 

Opportunity—Leadership 

When asked about our opportunities in the recent parish survey, our parishioners noted that a 

clear vision for future growth is needed to align our efforts to effectively gain membership, 

along with transparency in our goals and plans. We feel that strong leadership would offer 

great direction in meeting our growth and engagement goals.  
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Summary  

We are Ascension:  

 A caring community committed to obeying the commandment of our Lord to love God and 

one another. We raise each other up in times of trial, we encourage one another through 

life’s challenges, and we rejoice together in the celebrations of our lives.  

 A diverse, all–ages congregation that enjoys traditional liturgy.  

 A parish with an honorable and inspiring music ministry, a “something for everyone” 

outreach ministry, youth and education ministries.  

We seek a rector who is right for us: 

 An inspirational and engaging communicator, able to preach according to the liturgy with 

meaning and energy, making the Gospel relevant in people’s lives. 

 A pragmatic visionary with a sense of humor, who can think big, handle the details, and 

engage others in the journey.  

 An engaging servant of Christ who is effective one–on–one with parishioners, attentive to 

our seniors, open to diversity, and thorough with follow–up.  

 A counselor who will guide personal spiritual development and mediate tough situations. 
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The Ascension Collect 
 

Almighty and Eternal God, you call us together as the 
Ascension family and bind us in Christian love and witness. So 

focus our hearts and minds upon Our Lord and Savior Jesus 
Christ and guide us to know your Holy Spirit in the life of our 
parish, that we may realize that our similarities are greater 
than our differences. Help us to recognize your image in all 

people as we work together as one body in Christ to the glory of 
your Kingdom now and forever.  Amen. 

Episcopal Church of the Ascension 

1912 Canyon Road, Vestavia Hills, AL 35216  

www.ascensionepiscopal.com  

 

http://www.ascensionepiscopal.co/#m

