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“Encounter Christ, Engage the World” 
Diocesan Convention Address of the Episcopal Diocese of Maryland 
Given by Bishop Eugene Taylor Sutton at the Turf Valley Conference Center, Ellicott City, MD 
Saturday, May 14, 2016 
 
Always we pray. Tell us what we need to hear, O God. And show us what we need to do, to be 
disciples of Jesus Christ. Amen. 
 
Well, the 232nd annual Convention of the Diocese of Maryland my sisters and my brothers, I am so 
happy to be here. I was earlier this year, as you may know, on sabbatical. I was on sabbatical in 
January, February and March. It was delayed from a year ago and I want you to know, sabbaticals 
work. 
 
Sabbaticals do what they’re supposed to do. On my three month sabbatical, it was really three parts. 
The first part was detox, meaning from an addiction to work and a schedule. And that schedule has 
been fairly heavy especially in the last couple of years. I will have been ordained as a minister of 
Word and Sacrament first starting in 1981, it’ll be 35 years in June. A couple of weeks ago I have 
been a priest in the Episcopal Church for 20 years as of April 26. 
 
In all that time I had never had a sabbatical. I’ve had some periods of going to monasteries and even 
some study periods. But when I say detox I didn’t realize how fatigued I was. When I came back 
people just said, “Oh Bishop, you look so good.” I was thinking, boy, it must have really been bad 
before. There’s Bishop Sutton with his hang dog expression. I thought I was in pretty good shape. So 
that was just rest. No emails. 
 
And then the second part, about the second month, it was bliss. I was thinking, I could be on 
sabbatical forever. I wasn’t even prepared to think about all the work that’s ahead.  
 
But in the third month, it’s like the Holy Spirit starts working in a new way. The third month I began 
to think about our diocese and of my work here, and this ought to happen, and I want that to 
happen and we could move forward with this and all that. So that by the last week, I couldn’t wait to 
get back. I couldn’t wait to get back to the office, renewed, rejuvenated and refreshed. 
 
So, people of God, and especially you lay leaders, sabbaticals work wonders for your clergy. And 
that means they can work wonders for you, as you will tell in this address a number of things came 
to me on sabbatical that couldn’t have come because there wasn’t the period, there wasn’t the space 
for reflection and meditation on larger issues.  
 
So I call on this Diocese to recommit itself to making it possible, I’ve already begun discussions with 
our Program and Budget Committee about how we can help, especially our smaller congregations 
because you need help to do this. Budgets are tight and it’s usually for full time clergy after every six 
years or so, to have at least of couple of months if not three for sabbatical. And it really sharpens the 
axe as you will have perhaps read when I talked about sabbatical in January. Find it online. And 
those on vestries, print it out to educate others about the importance of it.  
 
And then I had another missive that came out in late February or March, I’m forgetting when, I was 
on sabbatical--I barely had a calendar—about another reflection on rest I had when I was at a 
monastery in South Africa. So you can use those resources, and I would like the diocesan offices and 
our budget to be able to assist in getting clergy to come while yours is away. If you have part time 
clergy—half time clergy really means working, clergy don’t punch a clock, and that’s part of the 
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difficulty when you’re in a profession when you’re always on. You can be called at any time of night 
or day. 
 
Although you may be the boss, you really have a hundred or two hundred or a thousand bosses who 
are making claims and you have to run, you have to be a cracker jack administrator, an incredible 
preacher, you have to be creative and come up with something fresh and new every week. Try 
doing that for years and years without a break. There’s a cost. And you don’t want a burned out 
priest. You want a priest who can lead you from a point of rest and vision rather than leading from 
fatigue. 
 
It’s the emotional labor. All of us, lay and clergy, all of us work hard but that emotional labor of 
always being on is a cost. So we can help, even our part time clergy even if it’s only for six weeks or 
so after some years it really is to the benefit of the congregation. 
 
Okay. Oh, that’s not the end of my speech. (Laughter). I had a break, but you’re not gonna get a 
break from this. You can tell I’m really serious about this and we want to help you do that. We want 
to help our congregations. We want to help our clergy. 
 
 I also stand here in immense thanksgiving for our whole staff and all that they do. As the president 
of the Standing Committee, Paul Durham, said in my absence, not a beat was missed from anyone. 
The whole staff is just superb, cracker jack, second to none in the Episcopal Church. 
 
And I want to express by profound thanksgiving to Bishop Chilton Knudsen, for her presence, her 
ministry among us as assistant bishop, her friendship, her wisdom. 
 
Given our size, the Diocese of Maryland has had for many years - and needs - a second 
bishop. That’s our tradition. There are lots of ways to provide for a second bishop, such as the 
bishop appointing an assistant or assisting bishop. A bishop could call for a coadjutor which 
someone who replaces her or him with someone who replaces him within 15 or 18 months. That’s 
not happening. Or calling for the election of a bishop suffragan. 
+Chilton is with us now, and she and we are very, very happy about that.  
+Chilton will reach mandatory retirement age in 2018. This is by canon of the national church. And 
we want to be sure to be pro-active about this matter. Thus sometime in 2017, we will need, as a 
diocesan community, to discern how we might want to proceed about a second bishop. 
 
So the only thing we have to do now is enjoy the time we have together with her, and talk at our 
next (May 2017) diocesan convention about what we will do about a second bishop. The Standing 
Committee will be talking with me about that and I have conversations with clergy who represent 
the feelings of all your clergy. Let’s just start talking about that next year. So that we can be pro-
active. 
 
One of the great gifts of my sabbatical was the time it afforded me not only for rejuvenation but for 
reading and meditating on the future of the church. Besides doing this kind of rejuvenating work in 
the hills of Italy—Sonya and I were able to spend too short a time in Tuscany walking these hill 
towns having to enjoy their wonderful sunny weather and eat their food and drink their wonderful 
beverages and good wine. I know. You should feel sorry for me. 
 
But I also spent time at three monasteries; the one in Massachusetts, SSJE, the one in Mendham, 
New Jersey, the convent of sisters in the Community of St. John Baptist, and then the other Holy 
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Cross Monastery, an Episcopal monastery in Grahamstown, South Africa, where I have been a 
couple of times before, the last time with Sonya as well. 
 
And the Holy Spirit may be calling some ones here to a vocation. And I don’t mean a vocation to 
ordained ministry, but a vocation to religious life. The Commission on Ministry is also attuned with 
this. When you’re having the stirrings of something it would be wonderful if this Diocese could raise 
up some monks or nuns in our tradition because they have a marvelous ministry among us. Just 
keep that in your heart. 
 
But in meditating at monasteries about the future of the church, I thought about the surveys that 
went out last fall and completed by about 300 people were pretty clear about one thing: the data 
tell us that the diocese yearns for a clearer and stronger direction going forward. Given that the 
Horizons 2015 goal-setting process was only a five-year initiative that ended last year, the time is 
now ripe for us to consider a new ways of talking about what our vision and mission is for the 
coming years. 
 
There may be an expectation that the bishop, diocesan staff and committees have - or should have - 
a working plan that will prevent our diocese from declining in terms of membership and church 
attendance.  But I've come to realize over these past eight years as your bishop that there is no 
magic potion out there that will cure all the ills and meet all the challenges of parish ministry in our 
modern, rapidly secularizing society - nor should there be that one golden cure.  No program can or 
should provide all the answers for how to enable parishes to thrive in a complex world.  I've been in 
ordained ministry for 35 years in a variety of church settings, from very small inner city churches to 
large cathedrals and large parishes, and I still don't have all the answers. 
 
But here’s what I know. I don’t have answers but I do have is love. You may not have the answers. 
But you have love. I love this diocese very, very much. And I love all the churches and institutions in 
it.  I want to dedicate the next several years to exploring the meaning of love with you, and what 
that word means for our life together as a diocese.  I want us to go deeper into helping all of us to 
better love God, one another, and our neighbors as ourselves. 
 
As Jesus said in the Scriptures, in John 17 

Jesus prayed for his disciples and said,”I ask not only on behalf of these, but also on 
behalf of those who will believe in me through their word, that they may all be one. As 
you, Father, are in me and I am in you, may they also be in us, so that the world may 
believe that you have sent me. The glory that you have given me I have given them, so 
that they may be one, as we are one, I in them and you in me, that they may become 
completely one, so that the world may know that you have sent me and have loved 
them even as you have loved me.” (John 17:20-23) 

 
When you think about a vision about how you want to be as a community, as an organization, could 
a Christian community be characterized by the quality of their love? 
 
I’ve been reading lately the new book by Pope Francis – which I highly recommend –The Name of 
God is Mercy. He makes a heartfelt and impassioned plea for the church to reposition itself from 
being known primarily as an institution of judgment to a movement of mercy—love and mercy—
for all the hurting people of the world.  In the book he says that 
 

"Mercy is the first attribute of God. The name of God is mercy. There are no situations 
we cannot get out of, we are not condemned to sink into quicksand." 
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If your church is struggling memorize this quote: Mercy, or love, is the first attribute of God. There 
are no situations we cannot get out of. We’re not going to sink as long as we have love. So, would 
love be enough of a vision for our diocese?  What if the diocese—the vision is a picture of how you 
want to be, it’s an attribute. So what if the Diocese were known around the world as this: 
 
 "The Episcopal Diocese of Maryland is a community of love." 
 
It’s a community of love. When you think of the Diocese instead of thinking, “Uhhhhh…”. What if you 
think of it as a community that really tries to explore what it means to love one another? How does 
your bishop love you? How do you love your bishops, the staff, how do you love one another in your 
congregations even if there’s conflict, how do you love one another? 
 
A community of love assumes that it has a mission to do, and that mission can be easily articulated. 
I believe that the mission of this community of the love, the mission of the Diocese of Maryland can 
be summarized in one sentence: 
 
"The mission of the Diocese of Maryland is to encounter Christ everywhere and engage in 
God’s mission of reconciliation in the world." 
 
Let me just take a few moments to unpack that. The mission is what you do. Those are the marching 
orders. The three key words here are encounter, engage, and then reconciliation, but especially 
encounter/engage. 
 
To encounter means more than just a passing by, “Hi.” To encounter someone is to have an 
experience with them. You may meet people on the street—you may say ‘Hi”—but an encounter is 
some of what happened last night on our walk in Baltimore. There were people along the streets 
who were welcoming just seeing people walking in their neighborhood. And they came up us and 
the encounter was when we took some time at various moments, especially Bishop Chilton, who 
always lagged behind because she was talking to everybody.  
 
So encounter is entering into a space with them. But there’s a second step: How do you engage with 
that person? Engagement takes encountering to a deeper level. Engagement means, your life is 
intertwined with my life. We are connected. And when we engage we are doing that ministry of 
reconciliation because when we connect with one another that’s the ministry of reconciliation.  
 
Reconciliation is putting back together things which had been broken. Whatever is broken in your 
life, in your community, in your church, in the world, the mission of the church to reconcile that, to 
put it back together again. 
 
If the school system is broken the mission of the community of God is to help reconcile it, to put it 
back together. If someone shows up on your doorstep hurting and crying, the mission of the church 
is to put them back together; to put them back together with God. That’s reconciliation. 
 
My brothers and sisters, I submit to you I want you to entertain this as a mission statement for our 
Diocese. 
 
There are four levels of encountering and engaging.  
 



5 

The first level is personal, the personal level, which is meeting Christ in our lives and deepening 
that relationship. Meeting Christ. Encountering Christ in our lives and deepening that. 
 
I met Christ growing up as a child at Mount Bethel Baptist Church in Washington and Swan’s Creek 
Baptist Church in Swan’s Creek, North Carolina, in summer times. Thank God for the Baptists. 
 
But I had a strong encounter with Christ when I was 17 years old. At 17 years old someone 
presented the Gospel to me in a way that I could understand. Our youth are doing that at their 
youth retreats. They’re encountering Christ. And that live encounter was life changing. And ever 
since then I’ve been spending the next 40 some years engaging with Christ off and on engaging in 
my relationship with Christ; it has its ups and its downs.  
 
But here are the tools of engagement. I went to church. I read the Bible and scripture meditation. I 
even studied it and just as an ordained person or preparing for ordination but as a young lay 
person. And I asked who can explain this to me? Somebody gave me resources for that. 
 
I engaged with Christ also in prayer. Someone had to teach me how to pray. I’m not alone in that. 
The disciples midway in their earthly ministry with Jesus said, Lord, teach us to pray. They had 
noticed they had already been with him for at least a year and a half but they knew they did need to 
be taught and he did teach them. That was years of engagement. I know my story is similar to yours.  

 
When I said the youth of the Diocese of Maryland have been doing this created lifelong 
relationships and communities at retreats like New Beginnings and Happening. New Beginnings for 
junior high folk where they can meet Christ, some of them for the first time and have a live 
encounter. And in Happening. These weekends are crafted to create holy time within holy space. 
Over-scheduled teenagers making space in their lives in this retreat and adult leaders participate 
together and grow in their relationship with God. 
 
So in our mission—and these are not chronological—our churches need to be very intentional 
about opportunities for people to encounter Christ and in personal ways. We don’t like to talk about 
that in too many of our Episcopal churches. And the youth know, I will do it at retreats. I will say, 
have you committed your life to Christ? We need to be better at asking people for that commitment.  

 
The second level, not personal, but congregational. Learning how to better encounter and engage 
with each other. We’ve been talking at this Convention about slavery and the lingering effects of it 
in racism. And you know as a Diocese that we have a resolution that requires our leaders to get 
diversity training in such programs as “Seeing the Face of God” or “Visions.” But those are not just 
useful tools for identifying and ending racism in each of our congregations, but they are also very 
effective in deepening relationships in your parish at every level. 
 
What if your entire parish were invited to participate in a “Seeing the Face of God” workshop. It’s 
not just about racism. Here’s what happens. You’ll find that you’ll learn tools for how to listen to 
each other; how to make space for each other at various levels. One church I know of is doing this, 
Emmanuel Church in Baltimore is opening up to everyone these types of conversations. We can 
help you do that if you want to do that.  

 
Our small churches—and so many of them do this very well and they can teach larger churches 
some things about caring for one another, showing hospitality, and gift-giving. The quality of 
relationships in our small congregations is eye-opening to me. Not that many of you see that unless 
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you’re in one. We bishops we see it all the time. Larger congregations can do the same thing by 
creating small groups and ramping up, and learn from small congregations.   
 
St. Andrew’s, Clear Spring does live video streaming of their Sunday worship service for those 
members and others who cannot attend church. I know they’re not the only one: St. Thomas-
Hancock, Grace Church-Brunswick. These are small congregations without a lot of money they just 
said we care for one another so much that if you can’t attend church, we’re going to bring it to you. 
They just put up a little stand and smartphone and video the whole service. 
 
At St. Andrew’s close to 3,000 viewers saw, participated, worshipped from that small congregation. 
How can you say it’s a small congregation when you have 3,000 worshipping with you? That comes 
from wanting to continue to encounter one another in the congregational level.  

 
One further word about small-membership congregations. First, it’s through small worshiping 
communities that Christianity has mostly grown for the past 2,000 years.  The vast majority of 
congregations today – including those in the Episcopal Church – have fewer than 75 worshipers in 
attendance.  I love small congregations – they are for the most part some of our diocese’s most 
wonderfully creative, caring and vital churches.  
 
The challenge, however, is mostly financial…in our North American economic and social context, 
still too many believe that a “real” church should have one building and at least one priest all to 
itself.  But this, we know, is simply not financially sustainable for most congregations, and as long as 
that is the only model than some just will not be able to survive. BUT – and do hear this - we do not 
want them to merely survive – we want them to thrive! We want them to thrive. Whether there are 
ten people or a thousand people, we want them to thrive.  
 
Strategies for thriving congregations and smaller ones may include such things as mergers, sharing 
priests, buildings and resources, and training and equipping lay leaders to do more of the things 
that do not require the presence of a full-time priest. You’re not a failure if you don’t have full time 
priest. The only problem is if you haven’t figured out how to thrive. And I know that during my 
sabbatical there was a calling together of smaller congregations and Bishop Chilton was a big part 
of that. In her diocese where she served there were mostly small congregations by a lot.  

 
Local—the third level of encountering/engaging—developing parish strategies for encountering 
Christ outside the walls of the church, and engaging with their communities.  
 
How do you do that? Talk to the people at Church on the Square, Baltimore, a new church start – the 
organizing pastor Jim Hamilton’s role as community pastor. I was walking around that community 
with him one evening. People would come up to him. “Pastor Jim, Padre Jim.” He was known. He 
knew the community and they know him. There were live encounters all the time. And they 
encounter more and engage with the community with things like “Tots at CotS,” kid’s play times 
(with separate “timeouts” for female and male caregivers), yoga classes, meditation, and CPR 
training, they just open the doors up and said, how can we serve. The biggest need was for child 
care and the caregivers in their community. That’s how they’re growing their church.  
 
Or you can do it just by seeking encounters by just getting out into the neighborhood – through 
such things as walking (like the West Baltimore Walk yesterday, or Old St. Paul’s. I walked with 
them a few days after the Baltimore uprising right downtown. We had a little service and choir was 
singing and I said, let’s go. We walked up Charles Street. Some of those stores had their windows 
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broken. And we were singing. The response of the people on the street was terrific; they honked 
their horns, it’s like solidarity. You can find occasions to do that. 
 
Or “Ashes to Go” in encountering and engaging; getting involved in local community groups and 
issues. Engagement with the community includes such mission outreach programs like backpack 
programs to feed hungry children on weekends. So many of our churches do that. Reading camps or 
other summer camps for children and youth. 

 
And finally, there may be parish-to-parish partnerships, such as Good Shepherd, Ruxton (in one of 
the wealthiest communities in Maryland) partnering with St. Luke’s, Carey St. (in one of the most 
economically deprived communities in Baltimore) in providing resources for Camp Imagination, 
the Christmas Café, and providing a micro-loan to a St. Luke’s member to start a catering business – 
one of three loans presently outstanding that they have given to city projects through the 
“Champions” project. Talk to them. We have a 110 churches doing various things, I’m just calling 
out some. Or St. James, Lafayette Square exploring a partnership with Memorial and Redeemer for a 
major school mission for homeless children in Baltimore.  
 
Individual congregations can’t do this alone but they can partner with others. So here’s the 
question. How is your congregation encountering Christ in your community and how are you 
engaging with people in your community? If you are not doing that on any level, you are not doing 
the mission of the church. 
 
The last level is global—becoming intentional about engaging in mission beyond the local 
community.  
 
How do you do it? St. Martin-in-the-Fields, Severna Park, has figured that out. Dan Tootle, lay 
member of that church and an Episcopal Church missionary to Haiti. This retired gentleman has 
some things to give of his financial and business acumen and Haiti is putting it use.   
 
Many other congregations also support foreign missions of evangelism, compassion and justice. 
And our youth have been forever changed by the relationships they’ve formed by meeting with 
their peers and doing projects in the Dominican Republic, New Zealand, Honduras, Italy and 
elsewhere. 

 
But you don’t have to be a foreign missionary to connect with the world! Some of us are doing a lot 
of work to reduce gun violence. We’re trying to do work to end racism, poverty—you’ve heard me 
say it before, the unholy trinity of poverty, racism and violence has caused so much pain, so much 
pain in our society, we need to engage with it. That’s also “global” work that engages us in issues 
that are hurting our world. 
 
The question, you see, is not "how can we get more people into the church?" If that’s the only 
question, you’re missing the mission.  The more significant question for us in our new reality is 
"how can we get church members to move out to encounter Christ and engage with more people 
outside the church?"  
 
The more people we can engage with, the greater the possibility that they may be inspired to join 
us. And what will keep them inspired to worship with us on a continuous basis?  That other great 
call that I preached about at last year’s convention:  inspiring liturgy done well, uplifting music 
done well, and solid preaching well delivered.  There should be no dichotomy between these two 
efforts by the church to connect with people; it’s worship AND mission, taking care of each other 
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AND going out into the world.  Both movements are very important; don’t neglect the one over the 
other. 
 
So how can we tell our story…how can we engage with the wider community? 
  
One way is using social media. On our new diocesan website we are reminded each one of us now 
has to power to live out Jesus’ commandment to preach to all nations. We have the power to do so 
in the palm of our hands.  
  
There are more than one billion people on Facebook. If it were a country, Facebook would be the 
third largest nation on the planet. There are people there, and our communities, who’ve not heard 
the transforming story of Jesus. I’m guessing in one way or another most of us in this room, and in 
our congregations, have been transformed by Jesus. 
  
We can tell that story on social media. You say you’re not on Facebook or you don’t know how to 
use it? Our media team hosted a workshop in January in Baltimore in partnership with our friends 
and colleagues from the Delaware-Maryland ELCA synod. Look for more social media workshops to 
be scheduled in the future. 
 
Those of you who are already using it, Google “Social Media Sunday.” It’s scheduled this September 
across the country. It was started two years ago by a vestry member at a parish in Connecticut. 
There’s tips and ideas online to help you plan for Social Media Sunday. Again, you’re learning how 
to connect, how to encounter Christ everywhere and engage in the mission beyond the walls of the 
church. 
  
We have Good News to share. We have the tools to share it widely. Let’s get to posting, tweeting, 
and Instagramming, and sometimes during the worship service itself—yes, that’s the new way. I’ve 
heard of churches take a break and share what they’ve heard in the worship service, to tweet it out. 
 
We’ve heard your requests for more training for leadership, and we agree! In this new reality of 
encountering and engagement we need to train more people to do this. 
 
Thus I call for the diocese to explore more intensively how we might sift through and “package” the 
many excellent resources that are already available into modules or “course tracks” that are easily 
accessible and affordable to more of our lay members. I am eager to commission more lay pastors, 
lay catechists, lay missioners, lay preachers, lay Eucharistic ministers, lay bishops—oh no we 
already have those, they’re the senior wardens. (Laughter). 
 
Many of you are hungering for more opportunities to receive quality Christian education and 
instruction in a number of areas that can help the church, but you are not sure how to begin and 
where such training might lead you. Through such existing formation pieces as parish-based 
educational programs, courses at seminaries, online courses, the Chapman Dialogues and possibly 
more educational offerings at our Claggett Conference Center, we might be able to help guide our 
lay members into programs of study that best meet the needs of a diocese that is sharpening its 
focus on encountering Christ and engaging the world in deeper ways. 
 
This will take some time – probably years – to piece together into a coherent whole, but I am 
pleased to announce that the Christian Formation Commission has already begun this work. 
 
(Leads the convention in singing the African hymn “Jesu, Jesu”). 
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This community of love. Encountering Christ everywhere. And engaging the mission of 
reconciliation in the world. God bless us all.  
 


