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The Nominating Committee received its charge from the 
Standing Committee and Bishop Johnston on March 12, 
2011, to present to the Special Council for the election of 
a Bishop Suffragan on April 21, 2012, not fewer than four 
nor more than six nominees. Bishop Jones set a wonderful 
tone for the work of this committee when he shared the 
following with our chaplain: “God already has in mind 
who the next Bishop Suffragan for the Diocese of Virginia 
will be, and all we have to do is listen.” Prayer was a 
key component of our time together, and our work was 
planned to allow time throughout to listen and discern 
where the Holy Spirit was leading us in this process. 
The committee is extremely grateful for the pastoral care 
of our chaplain, the Rev. Charles Sydnor. The members 
of the committee developed a high degree of trust for 
each other and hence were able to cooperate remarkably 
well. The respect and affection which grew among us 
progressively allowed us to reach our decisions by 
prayerful consensus. 

Before we could begin to receive names, the Nominating 
Committee first had to survey the Diocese of Virginia, 
conduct interviews with the three bishops and diocesan 
staff, and receive a job description for the bishop 
suffragan from the diocesan bishop in order to create 
a profile of the Diocese of Virginia. This work began in 
March and was completed by July 1. We wish to thank 
the 1,124 respondents to the survey of the Diocese in 
May 2011, which was created and analyzed pro bono by 
the President and CEO of Customer Care Measurement 
and Consulting, Mr. Scott M. Broetzmann (St. Paul’s, 
Alexandria). Many thanks to Scott and his staff for 
sharing their time and talent on behalf of the Diocese of 
Virginia for this very important ministry. 

The Nominating Committee received names for 
consideration July 1-31. We actively sought out as 
many potential nominees as possible, both within and 
outside the Diocese. In an effort to attract as diverse 
a pool of candidates as possible, we reached out to 
23 organizations (ethnic ministry officers for the 
Episcopal Church, deans/retired deans of seminaries, 
black civic organizations, fraternities and sororities). 
Despite casting a wide net, we regretfully did not 
receive as strong a response as we had hoped for 
from traditionally underrepresented constituencies. 
The committee will offer suggestions to the Standing 
Committee and Bishop Johnston about how to ensure a 
more successful response in the future. 

A total of 78 names were submitted to the Nominating 
Committee. Of these, 38 agreed to enter into the 
discernment process with us and provide the committee 
with the following documentation:

t A resume or curriculum vitae

t  A copy of their current Office of Transition Ministry 
(OTM) portfolio 

t Answers to eight essay questions 

t  The names of three people who can speak 
knowledgeably about their ministry

t  The names of the bishops under whom they  
have served

t  A transcript or manuscript of a sermon they  
have delivered

In order to prevent any bias (even subconscious bias), 
our initial screening was conducted “blind”; names were 
removed from the essay questions before the committee 
read them so that we could respond to each nominee’s 
answers with no preconceived notions about what kind 
of person the nominee might be. Screening criteria were 
developed for each stage of the process (initial round of 
paperwork, telephone interviews, site visits and the retreat) 
to uniformly screen our candidates based on the skills and 
abilities they offer to determine who most closely matches 
the profile of Bishop Suffragan that we seek. 

Through careful and prayerful discernment, the 
committee then narrowed the field of potential nominees 
over the course of several months. The initial round 
of screening was completed in the month of August. 
Telephone interviews for 22 potential nominees were 
completed in the month of September. Ten potential 
nominees were visited by committee members in 
the month of October. In November, eight potential 
nominees were invited to the Diocese for a discernment 
retreat with the entire committee. The final slate of 
nominees was prayerfully determined and unanimously 
supported by the committee. This slate was received with 
commendation and gratitude by Bishop Johnston and the 
Standing Committee in January. 

NOMINATING COMMITTEE PROCESS
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The Nominating Committee would like to thank Bishop 
Johnston and the Standing Committee, particularly the 
Rev. Ed Miller, as well as JP Causey, for their support 
throughout this process. In addition, we would like 
to thank the entire diocesan staff, particularly Anna 
Moncure and Emily Cherry, as well as Bishop Jones 
and Bishop Gulick for their support and guidance; the 
Rev. Jim Dannals, Chair of the Transition Committee, 
for his support, as well as the great staff at St. George’s 
Fredericksburg who graciously and cheerfully 
accommodated the needs of our committee for the past 
10 months. And on behalf of the Nominating Committee, 
our thanks to the staff at Roslyn and to Howard 
Wells from St. Andrew’s for all their help with our 
discernment retreat. 

Faithfully, 

Ms. Allyson Getlein, Chair - St. Andrew’s, Richmond

Mr. Sam Bridges - St. Francis’, Great Falls 

Ms. Ellyn Crawford - St. George’s, Arlington 

The Rev. Ross Kane - St. Paul’s, Alexandria 

The Rev. Lucia Lloyd - St. Stephen’s, Heathsville 

The  Rev. Alexander MacPhail - Beckford Parish (Emmanuel, Woodstock & St. Andrew’s, Mt. Jackson) 

Ms. Kendall Metz - Grace Church, Alexandria 

Mr. Russell Randle - Christ Church, Alexandria 

Ms.  Mildred Robinson - St. Paul’s Memorial, Charlottesville 

Mr. Alex Slaughter - St. James’s, Richmond 

The Rev. Sven vanBaars - Abingdon, White Marsh 

The  Rev. Charles Sydnor - Grace Church, Kilmarnock, chaplain to the committee
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After 11 months of prayerful discernment, the Nominating Committee 
for Bishop Suffragan announces the following slate of nominees: 

ANNOUNCEMENT OF THE SLATE OF NOMINEES

THE REV. RANDY ALEXANDER
Rector of Christ Church, Pelham

Diocese of New York

THE REV. CANON SUSAN GOFF
Canon to the Ordinary

Diocese of Virginia

THE VERY REV. DAVID MAY
Rector of Grace Church, Kilmarnock

Diocese of Virginia

THE VERY REV. DR. HILARY SMITH
Rector of St. Paul’s on-the-Hill, Winchester

Diocese of Virginia

THE VERY REV. SHIRLEY SMITH GRAHAM
Rector of St. Martin’s, Williamsburg

Diocese of Southern Virginia

THE REV. CANON SUE SOMMER 
Subdean and Canon Pastor of Grace & Holy Trinity Cathedral

Diocese of West Missouri 

The slate of nominees has been received with commendation 
and gratitude by Bishop Johnston and the Standing Committee. 
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THE REV. RANDY ALEXANDER
Rector of Christ Church, Pelham

Diocese of New York

INTRODUCTION OF THE NOMINEES TO THE DIOCESE OF VIRGINIA

The Rev. Joseph Randolph Alexander, Jr. (Randy) has been the rector of Christ Church, 

Pelham in the Diocese of New York for 11 years. He is also serving as a trustee of the 

Diocese of New York and as chair of the Finance Committee of the Trustees, as a 

member of the Disciplinary Board, and as a member of the Congregational Support Plan 

Committee. He is married to the Rev. Patricia Phaneuf Alexander, and they have three 

sons: William, Peter and Andrew. Before coming to Christ Church he served as curate at 

St. John’s Church in Larchmont, New York; as assistant at St. Paul’s Church in Baltimore, 

Maryland; and as assistant at Holy Trinity Church, Sloane Street, London, England. He is a 

graduate of the University of Virginia and the General Theological Seminary. Alexander, 45, has 

been ordained 17 years.

I sometimes challenge people to try out the following 
response when asked to describe themselves: “I am 
a child of God!” So, here goes: I am a child of God, 
blessed beyond measure to have been called to God’s 
service. I lead with this introduction because I really 
do believe it is my fundamental identity. Everything 
we believe about ourselves as Christians flows from 
that core reality. I am now humbled and honored to be 
among the nominees for the next Bishop Suffragan of 
the Diocese of Virginia.

I am further blessed to be married to a wonderful 
woman and a true partner, the Rev. Patricia Phaneuf 
Alexander. I can honestly say that, in many ways, I am 
the person I am today because of my relationship with 
her. My growth and development also entered a whole 
new chapter when I became the father of three amazing 
boys; I learn something new from them every day, often 
having something to do with the art of patience. I am 
also blessed to serve a fabulous parish, Christ Church, 
Pelham, right outside New York City in the Diocese of 
New York, where I have journeyed with God’s people in 
ways I will never forget.

I grew up in the small town of Rural Retreat, Virginia, 
and was confirmed and ordained through the Diocese 
of Southwestern Virginia. I first came to know the 
Episcopal Church in the Diocese of Virginia at St. Paul’s 
in Charlottesville while I was a student at the University 
of Virginia.

Partly as a result of my small town background, travel 
has long been an interest of mine. I always wanted to 
venture beyond, to experience more of the world and 
its rich diversity. A love of music has been a constant 
throughout my life. I started playing the piano in third 
grade, and still play whenever I can. I was also in bands 
throughout high school and college. I love to spend time 
outdoors, whether biking or hiking, or just lying in a 
hammock. Friends are a vital part of my life and I value 
those deep, nourishing relationships. 

What excites me about this possibility? It represents a 
new ministry and much potential for growth. As Bishop 
Suffragan I would be working with a team of bishops 
and working with Bishop Shannon.  The breadth of areas 
of focus in this position (parish visitation, pastoral care 
of clergy, work with college chaplaincies and youth, 
with congregations who worship in other languages, 
and working with new and continuing congregations) 
absolutely appeals to me, along with having a share in 
the councils of the larger Church. Finally, most anyone 
who knows me will say that I am still a Virginian at heart, 
even though I have loved and benefitted enormously 
from my time in New York. 

I look forward to meeting you and to hearing your stories. 

Yours in Christ’s service,
The Rev. J. Randolph Alexander, Jr.

Dear fellow servants of Jesus in the Diocese of Virginia,

Continued on the next page
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VISION

FAITHHow do you nurture your faith, prayerfulness 

and relationship with God?

The most fundamental element of my 
spiritual life is my ongoing prayer. I usually 
begin my prayers with a (hopefully!) generous 
measure of thanksgiving – for the gift of life 
itself, for my family and friends, for being called 
to God’s service, and for the manifold blessings 
which surround me on every side. I continue with prayers 
of confession for the areas in which I fall short, and 
proceed with prayers of intercession for others, for those 
in need and for many causes and concerns. I try to adore 
God as God, and then to present my own needs. This 
prayer life and my walk as a Christian is nurtured and 
challenged by ongoing reading of Holy Scripture, and I 
have benefitted enormously from working with many 
spiritual directors over the years. I have recently begun a 
new spiritual direction relationship, which is proving to 
be very valuable. Together, we look for evidence of God’s 
presence and activity in what I might have thought only 
to be coincidence. I have also experienced this approach 
in depth on retreats, and I have found private confession 
of enormous help on occasion.

A key element of my spiritual development and practice 
is the great gift and responsibility of preaching—writing, 
praying, delivering sermons—while always asking 
how what I am preaching relates to my own life and 
experience and how I am living what I am preaching. As 
I have heard others say over the years, I firmly believe 
the call to ordination, and specifically preaching and 
leading worship, are part of the ways in which God 
works with me, and in which I am “working out my 
own salvation in fear and trembling” (Philippians 2:12). 
I am also deeply sacramental, and I find my spiritual 
life is strengthened even beyond what I can understand 
or explain by participating in the sacraments, both 
as celebrant and as recipient. The late Rev. Dr. John 
Claypool spoke of the blessing of the two key elements 
of the Eucharist: wrangling in the pulpit with all that 
we have with ancient texts and then bowing before the 
mystery of the Altar. He said the Altar kept the pulpit 
from becoming too heady, and the pulpit kept the Altar 
from becoming too superstitious. 

Living the life of husband and father also strengthens me 
in untold ways as it calls me beyond selfishness to love 
and support my family. As I tell couples in pre-marital 

counseling, “I hope it will take your breath away 
when you realize moments when you are far 
more concerned about your family than about 
your own needs.” It is little wonder marriage 
was often called a school for loving. 

An increasingly important aspect of my spiritual 
life has been the practice of stewardship. More and 

more I am viewing all of life as a gift, a gift which I 
am called to tend, and a percentage of which I am called 
to give back for God’s purposes in the world. My wife 
and I have paid attention to the proportion of our total 
income we give to the Church for many years, with 
an eye towards increasing that percentage each year. 
2010 represented the first year we, together, met the 
biblical standard of 10 percent. There is a freedom and a 
rightness in that, even when fear threatens it. 

I also believe God has a great sense of humor, and the 
ability to laugh often and loudly is deeply spiritual and 
must gladden God’s heart. Church people, themselves, 
provide a lot of fodder for this. I am reminded of one 
of my own parishioners, who recently told someone 
to “meet her in the anthrax!” She meant, of course, to 
meet her in the narthex. You just can’t make some of 
this up! And yet I am regularly brought up short in the 
midst of that humor, sometimes on the verge of tears, 
as I see all of those outstretched hands at Communion. 
Having served at Christ Church for a long time, I know 
the stories behind most of those hands, and in many 
cases, the fact that they are still there, ready to receive, is 
incredibly moving to me. Their witness inspires me. 
Lastly, I find reading from the lives of the saints and 
mystics, as well as modern pioneers and prophets in the 
faith, to be restorative for my faith. They challenge me to 
“walk the walk” and to emulate their examples. 

What is your vision for the Episcopal Church in the 21st 

century and how do you hope to participate in fulfilling it?

I have long envisioned the Episcopal Church as a very 
broad, generous tent, under which many kinds of people 
can, and do, find a home. I believe we possess all of 
the essentials of apostolic order, such as the Scriptures, 
the Creeds, the Sacraments and the Historic Episcopate 
(Chicago-Lambeth Quadrilateral, BCP, page 876), as 
well as the freedom of evangelical truth. Hooker’s 

THE REV. RANDY ALEXANDER
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JESUS

three-legged stool gives such a helpful image, that of 
the central role of Scripture, as being interpreted by 
tradition and reason. There is a generosity to this tent. 
Well beyond the essentials like the Prayer Book, there is 
the freedom to live this expression of Christianity in quite 
different ways, as evidenced by visiting any two or three 
Episcopal churches in a given area. 

I value the fact that we do not believe we are the 
whole Church. We are a part of the one, holy, catholic 
and apostolic Church, but not the totality. We are 
ecumenically minded, always looking for common 
ground with our brothers and sisters in Christ for 
mission and cooperation in ministry. I think it is 
extremely important that we are part of a world-wide 
fellowship, the Anglican Communion. This international, 
multi-ethnic context challenges, explodes and deepens 
our experience of Christ in an American context. It 
gives me great joy to see folks from vastly different 
backgrounds finding a home here, such as former Roman 
Catholics, former fundamentalists and former atheists. 
We can be a home for the most intellectual types, the 
most mystical, the most socially conscious and the most 
contemplative. We welcome conservatives and liberals, 
and a whole lot of moderates in between. Our heritage in 
music and worship has buoyed the souls of millions, and 
continues to do so. But all of that being said, there is also 
a humility in our tradition, a passion and a love of life. I 
believe all of these elements are buttressed by our historic 
stress on the Incarnation. 

Also, although we don’t always do it elegantly, we try 
to balance our historic catholicity with the imperative to 
ask what new thing the Spirit is doing, even when that 
exploration may result in taking a costly, prophetic stand. 
I’m glad we don’t take those stands lightly, but reverently, 
and with due regard both for our history and for the 
universal, ecumenical implications of such stands. Our 
polity is also a mixture of democratic and hierarchical 
elements, with checks and balances on powers. We have 
a rich history this is deeply intertwined with that of this 
country, and that history is now deepened and made 
more Christ-like by our growing diversity.

My chief vision, hope and prayer for the Episcopal Church 
in this century, however, is that it may be a vehicle for 
more and more people to come to know the living Christ 
and to experience the abundant life that He offers, a life 
that begins now and is only more fully revealed in the 

next life. Evangelism has not been our strong-suit but it is 
absolutely key for the Church, and we have so much Good 
News to offer. I regularly say that, at the least, we can all 
say, “Come and see!” My vision is that we will all become 
more comfortable and competent in sharing that Good 
News. I hope to play a part in forming and encouraging 
people to invite and to share. To do this, we need healthy 
parishes which are training and forming people in the 
faith, being clear about the essentials and leaving room for 
disagreement around the edges.

As a bishop, I would work hard to make sure parishes 
and clergy were as healthy as they could be, with clergy 
who feel supported and finances and procedures that 
were as transparent and accountable as possible. I would 
encourage a lot of talk about the Good News and I would 
put a lot of stress on welcoming newcomers and paying 
attention to areas where the Spirit might be saying we 
need a new church or a revitalized church.

Tell us about a time when your relationship with Jesus 

underwent a change?

I was raised in a fundamentalist tradition in a small town 
in Virginia, within a devout and believing family. I give 
thanks for this heritage, for the deep exposure to biblical 
truth and wisdom, and for the ongoing belief that God 
is actively involved in our lives. And yet, there was an 
element of fear and foreboding in that background. 

For example, I remember going forward at the Altar call 
many times to be “born again.” Yet I never seemed to be 
able to drink deeply of God’s love and mercy. I remember 
times when I could not go to sleep for fear that I would 
die during the night and go to hell. There was an element 
of our religious heritage that seemed to portray God 
as just waiting for us to mess up so that we might be 
punished. There was also a heavy emphasis on personal 
sanctification, the belief that the Christian gets to the 
point where he or she does not sin. This just did not seem 
to ring true to my experience, or even to the experience of 
St. Paul, for that matter. Romans 7 has always spoken to 
me, when Paul says that when he wants to do right evil 
lies close at hand (Romans 7:21).

In high school I was a member of a local Methodist youth 
group, along with several of my friends. They had a new, 

THE REV. RANDY ALEXANDER
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young pastor who welcomed questions, who effused a joy 
in living the Christian life. This had an impact on me. My 
piano teacher was also a Lutheran organist, so I learned 
bits about the broader liturgical tradition from her.

When I arrived at college I made a concerted attempt to 
visit churches of various traditions, although I can’t say 
I always made it to church on Sunday! During this time 
I began taking several wonderfully helpful classes in the 
history of Christian thought, and I also visited St. Paul’s 
Church in Charlottesville. I was moved by the welcome I 
received, as well as worshiping with friends and faculty 
members. I was heartened by the invitation to question, 
even to disagree, and the reminder that God gives us 
the gift of reason for a purpose. I became increasingly 
involved at St. Paul’s over the years.

One incident, in particular, stands out for me. I was in my 
last year of college, desperately working on my honors 
thesis and worrying about the future. It was Maundy 
Thursday. I thought I should probably go to church, as 
I had never experienced the Maundy Thursday liturgy 
before. I can only say that a quiet, beautiful and truly Holy 
Spirit moved over the place. I watched as people lovingly 
washed each other’s feet. I received the Sacrament. And 
then the stripping of the Altar just undid me. For the 
first time, even after all of those years of training and 
experience, after countless Bible Schools and strings of 
pins for perfect attendance, as that Altar was stripped I 
saw, felt and experienced the depth of God’s love for me, 
just as I am. I felt the pain of Christ’s sacrifice for me. I 
wept tears of absolute joy and profound gratitude. I don’t 
think I have ever been the same, and I think in some ways 
my call to be a priest began then, as well.

I now speak, preach and pray a lot about God’s 
scandalous grace, a grace that is wholly unmerited on 
our part, but which God simply invites us to accept. I 
dwell at length on the life-changing beauty and power 
of the Incarnation—that God loves us so much as to 
become one with us, to wear our skin, to live our life and 
to death our death, defeating death itself in the process. I 
still believe there are standards, sin and judgment, but I 
always believe God comes to us first (1 John 4:10), loving 
us beyond all measure. And I thank God for that. 

t

THE REV. RANDY ALEXANDER
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THE REV. CANON SUSAN GOFF
Canon to the Ordinary

Diocese of Virginia

The Rev. Canon Susan Ellyn Goff is Canon to the Ordinary of the Diocese of Virginia. 

She is married to the Rev. Tom Holliday. Her previous ministries were as rector of 

St. Christopher’s in Springfield, rector of Immanuel, Old Church, in Mechanicsville, 

chaplain of St. Catherine’s School in Richmond and chaplain of St. Margaret’s School 

in Tappahannock. In addition, she taught liturgics and trained seminarian supervisors 

at Virginia Theological Seminary. She is a graduate of Douglass College, New Brunswick, 

New Jersey, and Union Theological Seminary in New York City. Goff, 58, has been  

ordained 31 years. 

Thank you for the marvelous opportunity you have 
given me and the other nominees to engage in this 
journey of discernment with you. Seeking God’s will 
in prayer and conversations, individually and in 
community, is a delight and privilege. Following God’s 
will is our highest calling. It has been a special privilege 
for me these many years to live out my ordained ministry 
in the Diocese of Virginia. I have cast my lot with this 
Diocese and have been blessed by relationship with you.

I was shaped as a Christian in local communities of 
faith; first in the small church in which I grew up, later 
in a college ministry and as a staff member of a diocesan 
summer camp, and later still in the schools and parishes 
I served. Local faith communities are where people are 
nourished, trained and strengthened to live out their 
baptismal promises in daily life. They form the vital 
core of the Church, where the rubber meets the road. All 
of our denominational and institutional structures exist 
for one purpose only – to support local communities of 
faith as they empower Christians to follow Christ every 
day. I am especially excited about the new possibilities 
that have opened for local communities of faith in light 
of the recent court decision about church properties. 
There lie before us fresh opportunities to bring 
continuing congregations home or to help them thrive 
in new homes, to raise up new congregations, and to 
think in creative ways as we live into our future.

My work as an artist gives me some hint of what this 
future might be. I create collages and sculptures from 
found objects. I don’t begin a project with a sketch 

or finished picture in my head. Instead, I gather the 
materials around me and put them together in different 
ways, watching for the surprises that always come. 
In time, a measure of order emerges from the chaos, 
beauty surfaces from disarray and a story arises from 
once disparate elements. Being a part of the leadership 
of the Diocese now is akin to that kind of creation. I 
don’t have a finished picture sketched out in my mind’s 
eye, but I honor the knowledge and experience, the 
questions and hopes, the fears and dreams each of us 
brings to the table. I trust that God will show us how to 
put them all together for the building up of the body of 
Christ in this place. I look forward to continuing to be a 
part of this creative work, whether as Bishop Suffragan 
or as Canon to the Ordinary. I feel so grateful that, 
either way, I can answer God’s call to serve.

Again, I thank you for this moment in our journey 
together. I ask your prayers for me and for all of the 
nominees, and I pledge my prayers for you.

Your sister in Christ,
Susan

My dear brothers and sisters in the Diocese of Virginia,

Continued on the next page
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VISION

FAITHHow do you nurture your faith, prayerfulness 

and relationship with God?

I have said these things to you so you so that 
my joy may be in you, and that your joy may 
be complete. John 15:11

During my year as a deacon, I prayed about 
and pondered what the goals of my life as a 
priest would be. The “mission” statement that 
emerged from that time of discernment was “to be 
faithful and to become wise.” Over the years, I have 
grown to a deeper understanding and practice of what 
it means to be faithful to God and to my own deepest 
calling. I have recognized that the goal of becoming 
wise was a dangerous one for someone so young, since 
wisdom does not come apart from struggle and pain. 
And I have added one more clause: “to be joyful.”

Those goals are for me all about relationship with God 
and relationship with other people. Faithfulness to God 
cannot be lived apart from faithful relationships with 
other people. Becoming wise can only begin to happen 
through relationship with God and engagement with 
the world. And being joyful is a product of faithful 
relationship with God. None of these are goals I can 
attain on my own; they are neither attributes of my 
personality nor accomplishments of my will. They are 
gifts of the Spirit. I grow closer to them by staying in 
relationship with God and remaining open to receiving 
those gifts.

Among the ways I strive to stay open to deepening 
relationship with God are a discipline of daily morning 
prayer time, extemporaneous spoken prayer throughout 
the day, regular communal worship, spiritual reading, 
time with a spiritual director and doing visual art.

I begin every morning by going to my room, closing the 
door and entering into a time of prayer. Over the years 
I have variously practiced centering prayer, prayer of 
silence and prayer with Anglican prayer beads. Right 
now I am praying the St. Patrick’s Breastplate every 
morning, praying to surround myself, those I love, those 
who have asked for my prayers and those with whom I 
work with Christ’s peace and light. 

Praying aloud with others centers me in deeper intimacy 
with them and with God. I am constantly surprised by 

the words that are spoken out loud, words that 
are not my own but come from that deep place 
where God abides.

In my current position, I don’t serve a 
congregation with which I worship regularly; I 

have no “built-in” community. I have to be more 
intentional than ever, therefore, about worshipping 

with others. Every Sunday when I don’t have a 
commitment to preach, teach or celebrate in a particular 
church, I visit and worship with a different congregation. 
Each service offers its own unique blessings and all feed 
me in their own ways. 

My spiritual reading is mostly of Scripture, which I read 
in Spanish as well as English. Reading familiar passages 
in another language helps me hear them again, as if for 
the first time. New depths and facets of meaning and 
relationship are revealed.

Doing visual art is central to my spiritual life. As I create, 
I find myself in deeper communion with God’s creative 
power. I often enter a state of being that is akin to prayer, 
where clock time has no meaning, and I am energized 
and nourished.
 

What is your vision for the Episcopal Church in the 21st 

century and how do you hope to participate in fulfilling it?

Do not fear, for I am with you, do not be afraid, for I am  
your God. Isaiah 41:10a

My vision of the Church of the future is intimately 
connected to the realities of the Church today.  As 
a parish priest in two congregations and now as a 
diocesan leader in relationship with an increasing 
number of congregations, I see consistent patterns 
and documented trends. These include falling average 
attendance at worship, declining participation of 
younger generations in the life of the Church, a decline 
in overall levels of giving as older members die and 
a growing sense among many that the Church, its 
teachings and its values are irrelevant. 

The first step in addressing these trends is naming them 
as frequently and in as many ways as possible. Many 
clergy and lay leaders have taken upon themselves a 

THE REV. CANON SUSAN GOFF
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JESUSburden of guilt in the face of decline, believing that 
decline in their parishes is a measure of their own 
personal failure. Such guilt is crippling. At the very least 
it makes it difficult for parish leaders to admit to and 
speak about the changes in their churches. To combat the 
guilt, fear and silence, I name the patterns in meetings 
with the Executive Board and Commission on Ministry, 
and with clergy and vestries of congregations. Once we 
are able freely to talk about the present, we will be freer 
to live together into the future.

The future of the Church will belong to younger 
generations, so attending to generational transition now 
is vital. Within the next five years, the Church Pension 
Fund tells us, one half of all priests will be eligible 
to retire. The Baby Boom generation of priests who 
have led the Church for years now will have to let go 
and allow a new generation of leaders to lead in new 
ways. This letting go, as I see it, is not simply about 
individuals leaving congregations well; it is about a 
whole generation eventually leaving the leadership of 
the Church in the most healthy ways possible. I have 
begun speaking to and leading in this transition.  

Not only will a current generation of leaders need 
to let go, but the Church will need to raise up a new 
generation of leaders and give them room to lead in 
their own distinctive ways. As a parish priest, I worked 
to shape the next generation of Christians through a 
rich and active ministry with children. We give much 
attention to teens and young adults in the Diocese. I 
think we need to give every bit as much attention to 
children; we need to start early so that we have teens 
to work with later on. In the parish I did a children’s 
sermon at every service and created special children’s 
services for holy days. I continue to work with children 
and youth each summer as a chaplain at Shrine Mont, 
and through support of YPI and campus ministries.  

Finalmente, sabemos que la poblacion latina en los 
EEUU crece dramaticamente. Tenemos la oportunidad 
de crear Iglesias nuevas para servirles. He visto la 
hambresa de latinos catolicos por la libertad de the vida 
de fe que ofrece la Iglesia Episcopal. Por eso, siempre 
trabajo para ganar mas fluidez en espanol por fin de 
participar en la formacion de congregaciones nuevas.

Tell us about a time when your relationship with Jesus 

underwent a change?

“Jesus Christ is the same yesterday and today and forever.” 
Hebrews 13:8

When I was a child I delighted to hold a small statuette 
that my Great Aunt Jo kept in her tiny Queens, New 
York, apartment. It was a white porcelain figure of 
Jesus holding a lamb on his shoulder.  I imagined being 
that lamb, held by those loving arms on broad, sturdy 
shoulders. By the time I was 10, I had figuratively 
jumped down from that shoulder and was anxious to 
explore the world on my own. I never strayed very 
far from the shepherd, though. Like the boy in the old 
Hasidic story whose father says he may run ahead as 
long as he would shout out every few minutes and wait 
to hear his father’s shout in return, I always stayed in 
shouting distance of the Shepherd. Over the years of 
journeying, even when I stepped out ahead or lagged 
behind, my relationship with Jesus deepened as I came 
to know him as Friend, Comforter, Challenger, Teacher, 
Companion. As the relationship grew organically 
through the ordinary trials and joys of life, I grew and 
became more and more the person God calls me to be.

Then, about 10 years ago, my relationship with the 
Living Christ deepened quickly and richly through the 
travails of a family member. One rainy night my nephew 
Jason, filled with the sometimes foolish self-assurance 
of youth, was racing on his motorcycle. He struck the 
back of a parked car, was catapulted off the bike and 
flew over three cars before crashing head first against 
the bumper of a fourth. His helmet cracked under the 
impact. The EMTs arrived at the scene very quickly and 
kept Jason alive on the trip to the hospital. In intensive 
care, Jason was hooked up to life support and, against all 
odds, survived that first night. I flew up to New Jersey 
to be with my sister Nancy, Jason’s mother, that first 
long day. Because of the extent of the brain trauma, visits 
were limited and we were not to touch or speak to Jason. 
The medical team wanted to minimize brain activity 
in order to make room for healing. I was, however, 
permitted to anoint him with oil and lay hands on him 
with prayers for healing. Every week during the time 
he was in a coma, Tom and I drove to New Jersey to 
visit Jason and the family. And during every visit, I laid 
hands on him, anointed him with oil and prayed for 
healing. 
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Finally Nancy called with the good news that Jason was 
awake and responsive. During my next visit, she and I 
went into his room. Before we even said hello, Jason, who 
had been in a coma for weeks, took my right hand in his, 
lifted it to his forehead and said, “Do that again. It always 
feels so good when you do that.” My body trembling 
with a frisson of awe and wonder before the power of the 
living, breathing Christ, I laid hands on my nephew once 
again. I don’t think I had ever doubted the life-giving 
strength of Christ; I had never doubted resurrection life. 
But that day I felt it surging through my body as I saw it 
in the face of a beloved family member. 

Now I continue to walk with the risen Lord, more 
aware than ever of the power of life that surges where 
he treads, in awe and a little afraid of that power, but 
never wanting to stray too far. Christ may be the same 
yesterday, today and forever, but I am not, for I am 
changed in his presence. 
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THE VERY REV. DAVID MAY
Rector of Grace Church, Kilmarnock

Diocese of Virginia

The Very Rev. David Hickman May is the rector of Grace Church, Kilmarnock and 

Dean of Region II. He is married to Emily May, and they have two sons, John and Ben. 

Before being called to Grace, David served as the rector of St. Andrew’s Church in 

Richmond and the assistant at Church of Our Savior, Charlottesville. He holds degrees 

from the University of Tennessee, Knoxville, Virginia Commonwealth University and the 

School of Theology, Sewanee. May, 52, has been ordained 18 years.

By way of a simple introduction, my name is David May 
and I have served here in the Diocese for 18 years. So, I 
may be a familiar face to some but in a diocese as large as 
ours I am glad for the opportunity to let you know a little 
bit about me. My wife Emmy and I have been married 
for 23 years and we have two sons, John, 20, a sophomore 
at JMU, and Ben, 17, soon to graduate from high school.

I made my living (barely!) as a professional actor all 
through my 20s so the creative process is always sort of 
tugging at me. A few years ago, I discovered the Food 
Network and a new creative passion took hold. My 
“knife skills” are barely passable but I love to cook. I 
grew up in a household where Bach and Beethoven were 
always playing. I play piano (with enthusiasm if with 
diminished skill) and guitar. It doesn’t happen often 
enough but I love playing music with others. Music is 
really “food and drink” for me. My creative impulse also 
makes working in my yard a favorite hobby. I don’t like 
anything better at the end of the day than to walk from 
flowerbed to vegetable patch to see what might’ve grown 
during the course of the day. I’m not actually terribly 
successful at it, but I do like trying to make things grow.

I am a fairly rabid sports fan. For starters, I am a long-
suffering fan of the Washington Redskins. I keep trying 
to give up but I just can’t seem to shake it. I’ve loved 
the New York Mets since I saw Tom Seaver pitch at 
Shea Stadium when I was a kid. Obviously, I’m a fan 
who ends up saying, “just wait til next year” a lot. A 
few years ago, a friend finally succeeded in treating me 
to a first golf lesson. I had never imagined that I’d end 

up being someone who studied golf magazines for the 
latest “swing thought” or contemplated wearing lime 
green slacks. But it has happened – the “swing thought,” 
though not the lime green slacks. 

What excites my about the possibility of serving as 
Bishop Suffragan is the vision of the particular ministries 
outlined in the search profile for which the next Bishop 
Suffragan will have special responsibility. It seems to 
me that the heart of these ministries is centered on the 
call to the Church to stretch towards the future that God 
means to give us. These ministries in particular are an 
important part of the answer to the question, what comes 
next for us in the Diocese of Virginia? We are grounded 
and shaped by the past, surely, but we live for and are 
made alive by the future that God calls us to work for. It 
is a happy and always-hopeful life for the Church to give 
itself for that. 

Your brother in Christ,
David+

Dear Friends in Christ,
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VISION

FAITHHow do you nurture your faith, prayerfulness 

and relationship with God?

I would say that my growth in the life of 
faith and prayer and in the relationship 
given from God occurs within the life of 
the community of faith that I serve as well 
as the life I experience in the larger world. 
I am fed deeply each Sunday by the worship 
of the people of this parish. Being a parish priest 
doesn’t mean that I don’t experience being a part of 
this community in its worshipping life. I treasure this 
as one of the gifts of the vocation that God has given 
me. I experience a deepening of relationship with 
God in all that goes into Sunday morning and in all 
that Sunday morning is, as well as all other times of 
the year when we gather for worship. Our gathering 
for worship on Sunday morning nearly always strikes 
me as something of a miracle. God’s faithfulness to 
provide is as immediate as manna in the wilderness 
as we gather to worship Sunday after Sunday and 
day after day. To see and know that others are fed 
and nourished in worship is a deeply foundational 
experience in my own spirit of God’s faithfulness and 
goodness. I would also say that the process of sermon 
preparation is a continuing discipline through which 
God calls me into relationship. I attended a preaching 
conference years ago led by Martin Smith called 
“Sermon Preparation as Spiritual Experience: The 
Moment We Connect” and found it to speak precisely 
to my own experience of seeking and being found 
by God in the wilderness that is sermon preparation. 
My own spirit is deeply nourished by the continual 
engagement of God through the Holy Scriptures as a 
Word given to feed a particular group of people on a 
particular day and God’s goodness to provide. Finally, 
I would also say that I have sustained a passion 
for reading and studying theology since attending 
seminary. I have never lost the passion to continue 
to follow Augustine’s and Anselm’s insights that 
the life of faith is comprised of the journey of “faith 
seeking understanding,” and that “we believe in order 
that we may understand.” For my own part, seeking 
understanding in theological work is of a whole cloth 
with seeking God in prayer and in worship.

My thoughts about prayerfulness I would include 
in the habit of my own spirit to be attentive to God 
and God’s presence and God’s hand at work in the 

world about us beyond the Church and indeed 
beyond the local dimension of my own 
vocation at a parish priest. I am, by habit 
or by constitution, nearly always reflecting 
theologically on the world in which I walk 
around each day. The prayerfulness I am 

given arises from that reflective attentiveness. 
A woman at a 7-Eleven whom I had never met 

saw me (and my clerical collar, I suppose) last week 
and wanted me to pray for her right then right there 
in the store. This is not at all an unusual experience 
but an enduring gift of this vocation in the life of the 
Spirit. I am also deeply grounded – literally – in my 
love for the work of gardening. I find digging in the 
earth and working the soil a deeply meditative, even 
contemplative experience. A group of parishioners and 
I share this passion and regularly work in the gardens 
and grounds of the church and experience our work as 
sacramental such that the grounds of the parish are an 
outward and visible sign of the health and vitality of 
the community that gathers for worship and ministry 
within. And I also am nourished by the astonishing 
spectacle of people being people out there in the larger 
world and my place with them sharing a deep sense 
of kinship and solidarity. Thomas Merton observed 
that one of the clearest examples of infused grace he 
had ever received came to him as he stood at a street 
corner watching the crowds of people moving about 
him and with whom he recognized his own shared 
humanity. That makes perfect sense to me and my 
own experience. My own sense is that this is one of the 
great gifts of the Holy Spirit given in Baptism that we 
may know joy and wonder in all of God’s works.

What is your vision for the Episcopal Church in the 21st 

century and how do you hope to participate in fulfilling it?

I begin from the assumption that we are in a time of 
profound flux and anxiety in the Church, as well as in 
the larger cultural context in which we are called to 
be the Church. I take it as a given that we are likely in 
(and will continue to be in for some considerable time) 
something akin to an epoch-making paradigm shift. 
With respect to the realm of human sexuality and our 
struggling to arrive at a fresh, faithful proclamation, I 
imagine we are at least a generation away from a “mind 
of the Church” emerging that is broadly encompassing 
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and redemptive. The issues with which we have and do 
struggle are a critical part of our common life and they 
also occur and will be nourished towards wholeness 
within the larger life of the mission and ministry of 
Christ for the world.

Inasmuch as the mission of the Church is fundamentally 
concerned with the reconciliation of all things in God 
through Christ, one of the great gifts the Church can offer 
is the witness of finding its way through and past a kind 
of habituated and destructive pattern of partisanship 
that is so much a part of the world in which we are 
called to be ministers and ambassadors of Christ’s 
reconciling love. Anglican theology and tradition has 
always included a kind of generous reach among and 
beyond ourselves which has been profoundly put to 
the test. It is too soon to know if the fracturing that has 
occurred in our Church represents a kind of permanent 
reconfiguration or if the great definitive habits and 
patterns of our theology (especially Richard Hooker’s 
foundational and governing theological principle of 
“comprehensiveness”) will reassert themselves. My own 
sense, though, is that the Church must grow through and 
past the partisanship that is so much in evidence in the 
world in which we are called to ministry for the sake of 
our deeper unity and union in Christ. This may be an “in 
between” time that especially calls for a renewed sense of 
our centered-ness in Jesus Christ for his love’s sake and 
for the sake of his cause in this world.

A renewed sense of our common life in Christ would 
also mean a renewed sense of his mission in this world. 
My own hunch is that the generation of those 30-35 years 
of age and younger have already discovered this. In 
some ways disconnected from the conflict over human 
sexuality that are so to the fore for the generations 
older than them, they carry out passionate initiative 
and leadership particularly in the area of the mission of 
the Church in the world. A whole generation of young 
people are going to point to the experience of going to the 
Gulf Coast to serve others following Hurricane Katrina, 
for example, as one of the key moments in their growing 
lives of faith. Those same younger people are finding 
meaning and purpose and growth in faith as the world 
has gotten smaller and smaller and have made the lives 
of people who are hungry or thirsty or sick or brutalized 
by injustice their cause and their calling as an intentional 
decision to be disciples of Jesus. We need to continue to 
build relationships with our brothers and sisters in Africa 

and Asia and South America and elsewhere in common 
mission because it seems likely that those relationships 
are the seeds of the Church that will grow and thrive 
and flourish in new ways on the other side of the current 
fractures in our Communion.

I hope to participate by working to raise up the next 
generation of leaders in the Church and to encourage 
and empower their vision of the mission of the Church. 
I also believe that the future of the Church is included in 
all of those relationships that are happening across the 
Anglican Communion between parishes and diocese, 
often crossing apparent theological divides. I really do 
believe that the future of the Church is already being 
planted in those relationships.

Tell us about a time when your relationship with Jesus 

underwent a change.

What occurs to me first was a retreat I made, probably 
six or seven years ago at a Trappist monastery. I would 
say prior to that my relationship with Jesus was deeply 
warm, personal, intimate and vital. There was a depth 
of longing in me for him that I understand to be a gift of 
grace. I recognize a kind of “Augustinian-shaped” desire 
for Jesus, where desire is confirmation that he has taken 
hold of one’s heart for his own. I would say that there 
was and is a nearly mystical character to the love of 
Christ who first loved me, and my longing heart for him. 
All of these things continue to be true. All of these things 
continue to be the truest thing I know: that who I am is 
found in him.

What happened, or what emerged from that time at 
the Trappist monastery was a new awareness of the 
expansiveness of the ministry of Jesus in this world 
and my own heart for his ministry. It’s too long a story 
to tell all the details, but the abbot with whom I spent 
time each day suggested that rather than spending fixed 
times in prayer each day, I just take walks, nose around 
the library and “see what happens.” He said, “God has a 
way of being fairly explicit, don’t you think?” One thing 
led to another and I ended up reading a book of the 
collected letters of Karl Barth from the 1960s. It was an 
astounding set of documents including correspondence 
with the Pope, various significant leaders in world-wide 
Christianity and some of the towering theologians of the 
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day. I found it to be a revelation that such apparently 
different “kinds” of Christians communicated with such 
love and respect and admiration for each other’s gifts 
and ministries. I suppose it was only a revelation in light 
of how little of that appears to be in evidence as rule 
today. At any rate, the abbot of this Trappist monastery 
and I spent some very happy times reading Paul’s Letter 
to the Romans and Karl Barth together without the least 
thought about denominationalism and only the joy 
of a common fellowship in Christ for whom we both 
longed. I would venture to say that sharing in a common 
fellowship in Christ on that day seemed truer to both 
him and me than the denominations we both happily 
call home.

It’s not that I didn’t know Jesus as the source and means 
of the Church Universal and that I knew that to be a 
truth that would far outlast our “unhappy divisions.” 
I suppose what I came to know was a certain joy that 
my own heart was expansive because of the expansive 
heart of Jesus: that my heart was found in his. And this 
sharing in his expansive heart included that such a 
heart and spirit required of him and me, courage. It is 
impossible to pull all the strands apart of that experience 
because they belong together, but more than any other 
thing – to put it simply – I was called to share a new 
kind of courage in him: to be courageous like him. 
Jesus words from the conclusion of the 16th chapter of 
the Gospel according to John have become for me a 
foundational word from Jesus. “In the world you have 
tribulation; but be of good cheer, I have overcome the 
world.” John 16:33

It was a relatively short time after that that I was elected 
to the Standing Committee and where my own sense 
was that I was called to bring that same expansiveness 
of heart and that same courage of spirit in Christ in 
walking into the deeply conflicted relationships and 
events about to unfold in our diocesan life. 

t
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ordained 11 years.

As you come to know me, you will find that at the top of 
my list of my personal interests is my dog, Maggie. She 
is a three-year-old cocker spaniel who has been with me 
since I brought her home at the age of two months from 
Mount Jackson. The dog trainer at Pet Smart wasn’t too 
sure if it could be done, but I did train her to play Frisbee, 
which I enjoy doing with her often. Raising and training 
dogs is one of my primary interests and relaxation 
activities. Coffee is another interest: I like making it, 
drinking it and enjoying it with others in coffee shops. 
For a year during graduate school at UVA, I worked at a 
coffee shop with a group of my friends. Other interests 
that I have include working out at the gym, collecting 
DVDs that I find to be fun and relaxing, going to a local 
Thai restaurant, and visiting my family in Charlottesville, 
Richmond and New Mexico. Going to New Mexico 
is particularly rejuvenating for me as it enables me to 
connect with the Hispanic/Latino part of my family 
heritage. I am part Costa Rican, on my Dad’s side, and 
I love being in the Latino culture. One of my interests is 
to continue developing my ability to speak Spanish. My 
family members who live in New Mexico—my Dad, my 
Cuban-born step-mom and my sister—are bilingual.

When I think and pray about the possibility of being 
Bishop Suffragan of the Diocese, I experience a clear 
sense of call that energizes me. If called by God and you 
to this position of trust, leadership and responsibility, 
I would enjoy supporting the clergy and the laity 
in your lives and ministry. I see myself doing this 
through preaching, teaching and providing support 
and encouragement for your faith journey by using the 

training and experience I have as a spiritual director. 
My ministry in all its various aspects is informed by my 
spiritual direction background. As well, I love being 
part of a team and building a sense of community with 
every group of which I am a part. I feel called to support 
Bishop Shannon and the diocesan staff through the 
use of my team-building and administrative skills. If 
called to be Bishop Suffragan, I would enjoy using my 
ability to connect with a wide variety of people so as 
to know you and offer my ministry to you as needed. 
Being part of this process of discernment for our diocese 
has been already a great joy for me, and I look forward 
to continuing the discernment with you over the next 
several months. I give thanks for this opportunity and 
pray that our relationships with God and each other will 
deepen as we seek to know God’s vision for our shared 
community of faith, which is the Diocese of Virginia. 

Faithfully yours,
Hilary+

Dear Friends in Christ,
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VISION

FAITHHow do you nurture your faith, prayerfulness 

and relationship with God?

My faith is nurtured in many ways by 
the ministry I do every day. I see God 
at work in the lives of people and the 
Church. Finding God in every-day life is a 
significant part of my spirituality and how 
God nurtures my faith. What nurtures my faith 
in daily life may not always be easy or pleasant, but 
I believe that when I look for God in the challenges, 
my faith is strengthened. 

Prayer keeps me grounded in God. I take time for 
personal prayer daily, normally in the morning and 
in the evening. Sometimes I will say Morning Prayer, 
but most often I will read the readings for the day, 
or some other Scripture that has been on my heart 
and mind, and pray with the reading by noticing the 
word or phrase that speaks to me. In the evening, I 
do a review of the day with God and pray for God’s 
grace for the next day. I have a spiritual director who 
I see once a month, and she helps me go deeper into 
the experiences of God that I have been having. I also 
have a practice of personal confession (Sacrament of 
Reconciliation); I make my confession to a priest three 
or four times a year. For those in the Episcopal Church 
who benefit from this sacrament, many view it, as I 
do, as a devotional practice, one that strengthens and 
deepens relationship with God. In addition, I go on 
a silent, directed retreat once a year for a week at the 
Jesuit Center in Wernersville, Pennsylvania. I have been 
going on retreat to the Jesuit Center since 2003; I find 
that the week there helps me spiritually long after the 
retreat ends. On such retreats, those on retreat are silent 
except for a daily worship service and meeting with a 
spiritual director every day who helps one discern the 
movements of the Holy Spirit in one’s prayer. 

During the summer of 2011, I was on sabbatical and 
the theme of my sabbatical, for me and the parish, 
was “Deepening Relationship with God through 
Spiritual Practices.” I attended a 10-Day Intensive 
Centering Prayer Retreat in Snowmass, Colorado 
in June. I had not done much centering prayer as a 
consistent practice before the sabbatical, but now have 
incorporated it into my prayer practice. The centering 
prayer retreat was a moving experience of praying 
in community; we sat in a circle, 21 of us, for every 

prayer period. There were three prayer periods 
a day of one hour each. I had a deep and 
abiding sense of God with us in that retreat. 
Additionally, the 30-Day Directed Retreat of 
the Spiritual Exercise of St. Ignatius, which I 
did as part of the sabbatical in July, nurtured 

my relationship with God significantly.

What is your vision for the Episcopal Church in the 21st 

century and how do you hope to participate in fulfilling it?

I imagine a historian writing about the developments 
in the Episcopal Church between 2011 and 2100: In this 
period, the Episcopal Church started to attract more 
people with its strong commitment to developing the 
spiritual lives of members, helping those in need and 
welcoming all.

In many ways, my vision for the future is not that 
different from what we see now but includes a focus on 
deepening every church member’s personal relationship 
with God, as well as providing more spiritual support 
for our clergy.

The vision God is giving me has a lot to do with focusing 
on prayer and worship. I want to engage people with an 
inspiring idea of what the spiritual journey can be for 
them. I think we are in a time of cultural transition in the 
United States with regard to how people view and relate 
to their church. In many cases, even those we consider to 
be involved church members do not go to church every 
Sunday. I would like to see that change.

The days of people (most people) going to church 
because that is just what they do are over. And not 
everyone has had a mystical experience of God that 
simply necessitates being part of a church. We need to 
get the message to the people who have never been to 
church that they are loved by God and that they belong 
in the Christian community. Certainly, we can be on 
Facebook, Twitter and have advertising campaigns, but 
the best way to engage people is through their friends 
who are already in church. 

During this century my vision for the church includes 
nurturing and encouraging the spiritual lives of our 

THE VERY REV. DR. HILARY SMITH

Continued on the next page

19



JESUS

members in such a way that they can talk about God and 
church in everyday conversation in a way that inspires 
others. There has been some discussion among people 
in the Diocese about bringing back Cursillo; whether it 
is Cursillo or another sort of program, I would like to 
develop in the Diocese ways for individuals to have a 
spiritual retreat experience as a normal part of nurturing 
their spiritual journey. 

It is easy for clergy to be so busy with the “running” of 
the parish that we become spiritually depleted. I have 
a vision of the Diocese providing more support for our 
clergy so as to nurture their faith and their prayer lives, 
which would perhaps include offering a “retreat” day 
each month for clergy in a different region of the Diocese 
each time it is offered. I see myself leading such a day of 
spiritual refreshment and prayer. 

Tell us about a time when your relationship with Jesus 

underwent a change?

On July 31, 2011, I completed the Spiritual Exercises 
of St. Ignatius at the Jesuit Center in Wernersville, 
Pennsylvania. The Spiritual Exercises are a 30-day silent 
directed retreat, during which I met with a spiritual 
director daily and prayed with scripture for four to 
five hours every day. The 30-day retreat is focused on 
developing one’s relationship with Jesus; I often prayed 
with Gospel accounts of Jesus. The Ignatian method uses 
a practice of contemplation with Scripture, meaning I 
was directed to put myself into the scene, to be in it with 
Jesus, and seek to know him…to know what he was 
feeling in the given situation. Throughout the month, I 
was with Jesus in his life—from birth, through death, to 
Resurrection. I also came to know, on a deeper “feeling” 
level, how he has always been with me in my life. In the 
Ignatian tradition, we often speak of our “friendship” 
with Jesus. I received much grace during this retreat, and 
can say that my friendship with Jesus has developed and 
deepened in profound ways. 
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My deep desire is for you to feel the companioning of 
God as you approach the election of your next Bishop 
Suffragan. It is an honor and a joy to be involved in your 
process of discernment. My hobbies include building 
Legos, gardening, walking, jogging, daily yoga practice, 
knitting, sewing, beading and reading. I have other 
interests too: I love going to the opera and playing the 
violin, but during this season of life these interests take a 
backseat to being a parent.

There are many reasons why I’m excited about the 
possibility of being your Bishop Suffragan. The first 
reason has come to me most recently after having had 
the opportunity to spend time with Bishop Shannon 
at the discernment retreat. It is clear to me that you 
are served by a diocesan bishop who is steeped in 
prayer, maintains unwavering loyalty to the Diocese 
and is deeply engaged with the people and churches of 
Virginia. My sense of confidence in Bishop Shannon is 
important since a significant part of the suffragan’s job 
is to assist your diocesan, in concert with the staff and 
volunteer leadership.

In addition, I have always been impressed by Virginia’s 
commitment to mission which stretches us beyond our 
comfort zone, whether that means working in Sudan, 
Haiti or Belize, or establishing new churches, or sharing 
Episcopal life with people who are not originally 
Episcopalian, or growing churches in Latino and Asian 
communities, or healing the wounds from our history 
of racism and slavery. I’m a person who likes working 
in big systems across a broad range of people, so the 

fact that Virginia spans a large area and includes many 
different types of congregations in various localities 
(rural, suburban and urban) is very attractive to me. 

Furthermore, I’m excited about the opportunity to 
work directly with congregations who find themselves 
being invited to “do church” differently, whether 
because of changes in income, patterns of attendance 
or an awareness that the community around the church 
has changed so much that Christ may be inviting the 
congregation to a new ministry focus. 

Finally, the prospect of the return of Episcopal property 
to the Diocese brings challenge (congregational 
redevelopment and economic sustainability) but also 
the pleasure of having the capacity to engage in new 
enterprises, things that might include opening the 
church’s space to non-profits and providers of community 
services (e.g., social, educational, health or legal services) 
and create the possibility of doing ministry outreach to 
populations of people who haven’t before been included. 
Our tradition’s commitment to respecting the dignity of 
every human being and welcoming anyone who seeks 
Christ makes the Episcopal Church “good news” to a 
lot of people who don’t feel included in the Church. 
I’m interested in opening as many doors as possible to 
include as many people as possible, knowing that, when 
we do, we will encounter also the Living Christ.

Blessings and peace, 
Shirley

Dear Friends in Christ,
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FAITHHow do you nurture your faith, prayerfulness 

and relationship with God?

Busy schedules, opportunities to be 
useful and distractions abound, and often 
God “shows up” in the midst of these 
experiences. However, although these 
serendipitous moments are enriching, I am 
best nurtured when I boundary off time to be 
rooted in study and my relationships, to be engaged 
in contemplative as well as intercessory prayer and to be 
open in a disciplined way to God’s magnificence. This 
time comes at a cost, since I am always saying “no” to 
something in order to say “yes” to my interior life and 
faith development, but acknowledging this practice is 
costly makes it easier to defend.

I find my faith most consistently nurtured in my 
relationships with people and in my study time. My 
relationships are a training ground for me to encounter 
God’s revealing of God’s self and to evermore open 
myself to the community life of the Trinity. My first 
awareness that I was being spiritually shaped in my 
relationships came from friendships in Christian small 
group fellowships prior to seminary. I encountered people 
different from myself, and I would often feel a call to 
adjust myself in order to “make room” for another person 
in their distinctiveness. In parish ministry, I started a long 
practice of loving the one I’m with (parishioners, fellow 
staff, colleagues) and relegating to secondary status the 
matter of whether I liked them or agreed with them. In 
my marriage to Earnest, I have, without losing my self, 
grown into a person who is decidedly different than the 
one who married him 10 years ago. 

My faith has been substantially deepened and my ability 
to “be with” another greatly expanded by our son, Evan, 
who is high functioning on the autism spectrum. In a 
way, learning how to best support Evan’s personhood 
has been a sacramental experience. While magnificently 
gifted in many ways, Evan’s disability sometimes 
prevents him from being adaptive and easy-going. I 
have experienced God’s overflowing love filling me at 
times when I had no more natural patience to meet Evan 
where he was and enabling me to be creative in helping 
him find a way out of his “stuckness.” 

Finally, I am an incurable student and life-long learner. 
Reading and study both relax and stimulate me, so I am 

always engaged in some kind of study, whether 
one of my own Hebrew translations of the 
Bible, searching for useful ethical paradigms 
in scripture and tradition, or taking classes for 
my D.Min. program.

My prayer life centers on the daily office, an 
Ignatian-style daily examen, and two or three 

contemplative prayer sessions per week (involving 
Scripture, visualization and imagination). In addition, 
I have found it important to make every encounter in 
parish ministry a prayerful encounter. Usually, I will 
invite the person(s) I am meeting with to have a few 
moments of silence and to pray – simply to make sure 
that I feel well rooted and am functioning in concert 
with God instead of purely out of my head. If a person 
is resistant to praying, I try to introduce some reflection 
on how the business of our meeting is revealing to 
us the presence of God. (I find this often changes the 
conversation, quite significantly!) I continue a 20-year 
practice of receiving spiritual direction.

When I am deliberate about opening myself to God’s 
already-presence, I do not have to work hard to nurture 
my relationship with God. It seems that our Lord is 
rather indiscriminate about which activities to engage in 
and seems willing to be part of whatever I am doing. My 
challenge is to be purposeful about apprehending God’s 
presence and letting that presence transfigure me and 
my activity.

What is your vision for the Episcopal Church in the 21st 

century and how do you hope to participate in fulfilling it?

My vision for the Episcopal Church in the 21st century 
is to be missionary, kenotic, eucharistic and flexible. I 
am passionate about being missionary in the sense of us 
claiming our identity as the next-generation disciples of 
Jesus. Unbelievably, we are the ones who bear the Good 
News and who are agents of God’s power and grace. We 
are the ones called to make hospitable space for people 
to experience God in community; to equip people in 
the formation of their faith so that their spiritual tools 
are as robust as their struggles; and to challenge the 
structures of society when those structures do not enable 
God’s kingdom to come, on earth as it is in heaven. The 
Episcopal Church is already so well equipped to do this 
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work by our liturgy, tradition and serious engagement 
with Holy Scripture. What could be improved is the 
leadership to go about this mission in a forthright, 
unapologetic and “undomesticated” way.

When I dream about the future of the Episcopal 
Church, I see us learning to speak and act as kenotic 
people, who are formed in the pattern of God’s own 
self-giving, which knows abundance and not scarcity. 
I see Philippians 2:5-8 as being a posture we can adopt 
to express the yearning of God for humanity and the 
strength of God to be steadfast with us. Re-made in this 
image, the Episcopal Church can present itself in local, 
diocesan and national communities as people who are 
more interested in giving of ourselves fearlessly than in 
being people who are preoccupied by expenses, fixed 
on maintaining institutional structures and practices or 
defending our Christian credentials.

When I dream about the future Episcopal Church, I see 
the word eucharistic describing not just our worship 
but our very lives. I dream of the Eucharist being the 
sacrament that changes our attitudes and actions as 
we become the pattern we enact: we come forward to 
be fed, while acknowledging our needs and allowing 
God to satisfy them; we make community around the 
altar, prefiguring the community we will more perfectly 
live into in God’s eternal life; and we return from the 
Eucharist in a movement that thrusts us out the church 
doors to be agents of God’s reconciling and healing 
actions. This radically hopeful approach challenges the 
entrenched cynicism and systemic narcissism of our time. 
If this pattern was good enough to go up against the 
Roman Empire, it’s good enough for the cable-news age.

Finally, I dream of the Episcopal Church adding new 
flexibility to our already stabilizing foundation of 
worship, Christian tradition and Anglican history. The 
Church I dream of is not so much an institution that 
provides services as it is a distribution center for grace 
and transformation, more like a network of 7-Eleven 
convenience stores than a gothic cathedral. The Church 
of our future would feature as many outposts as 
possible, increasing exposure to local communities 
across a huge range of demographics, sharing resources 
across the churches and bringing God in word 
and sacrament to people where they are instead of 
attracting “Episcopalians.”

My future in this Church is fairly certain. While I don’t 
know what my job title will be, I know myself and 
my usefulness well enough to realize I will be helping 
whatever body I am serving define useful structures 
and systems to help us achieve our mission; equipping, 
mentoring and commissioning others to do ministry; 
and reminding people that God is not “way out there” 
but right here now, already acting and yearning for us to 
engage in grace-filled action.

Tell us about a time when your relationship with Jesus 

underwent a change.

Before I turned 16, Jesus was One I knew in corporate 
worship. Jesus was the curious and puzzling leader 
of a band of disciples. Jesus was associated with the 
Church that I had loved passionately since I was three 
years old, growing up first in Massachusetts and then 
in California. During my childhood and early teenage 
years, Jesus was both the paradoxical Teacher and our 
“Mediator and Advocate.” 

All of that changed when I, as a teen, was entrusted 
with an adult role. My parish had a Discovery Weekend 
(like a scaled-down Cursillo weekend in one’s own 
home parish). I had been a youth lector, participated in 
the choir and done outreach volunteer work with the 
neighborhood elderly and mentally ill. However, I had 
never composed a talk and shared it publicly. I cannot 
think of any rational reason why the retreat leaders 
picked me, among others. I cannot remember what the 
topic was, but I do remember that in being asked to talk 
about my faith, I discovered a new passion for God, a 
passion that felt like a taste of something bigger. 

As a result, when later a neighboring parish was 
offering a renewal weekend, I attended it. The only 
way I can describe the experience is to say that God 
was waiting for me. The weekend’s theme was 
“Receiving the Baptism of the Holy Spirit.” This parish, 
St. John’s Episcopal Church in Roseville, California, 
had a carefully supervised intercessory ministry that 
included the laying on of hands for healing and growth. 
At the time set aside for private consultations with a 
prayer team, I went forward and asked that the Holy 
Spirit would fill me anew, and in that prayer time, God 
became powerfully personal in such a way that Jesus 
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was no longer God but my God; no longer someone 
else’s healer but my healer; not another’s redeemer 
but my redeemer; not another’s companion but my 
companion. During that weekend, Jesus opened a 
door for me to a more personal and full relationship 
not just with Jesus but with the Holy Spirit as each 
pointed to the Father, and I walked through that door a 
transfigured person. 

As a result of that personal relationship with God, 
everything that I had previously thought beautiful 
and enticing about the Church lit up in 3-D (or techni-
color, as we used to say). The words of the Prayer 
Book were not just beautifully formed words on par 
with Shakespeare; they became words of compelling 
personal invitation. The act of walking down the aisle 
to approach the altar became steps that caused me 
to feel treasured as God’s beloved. The practice of 
receiving Holy Communion became a moment when 
the dimensions of time and space seemed to collapse. To 
this day, I can simply sit quietly and relish being aware 
of the presence of God.

As pivotal as this experience with Jesus was, it proved 
to be the beginning of my equipping instead of the 
high-point, but without this pivot-point, I might still 
be puzzling over the Wisdom-Teacher instead of 
whispering to Jesus every day.

t
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Thank you for this invitation. My name is Susan (Sue) 
Sommer. I am born to a long line of cradle Episcopalians 
who through the generations were active lay ministers. 
I am a second vocation priest, tracing my calling to 
early adolescence when the Church did not extend all 
its sacraments to women. God’s persistence and my 
pushback, post-1976, occupied a good deal of my young 
adulthood. I do not regret that experience because I came 
to learn something valuable about the components of 
pushback as a relationship process: patience, faithful 
engagement, generous listening, trust, staying close. 

I DO regret that it took me 12 years. 

My hearing is diminished, as a result of a fever decades 
ago, mostly but not entirely corrected with digital hearing 
aids. This accounts for why I occasionally answer questions 
I haven’t actually been asked. It has also taught me to listen 
carefully and to clarify what I do not understand.

My husband Rick and I have been married for 33 years. 
We have a 13-year-old daughter, Catherine Grace (Cady.) 
Doing the “Empty Nest” at the beginning of marriage and 
thereby out of sync with peers – however unintentional – 
brings both interesting challenges and immeasurable grace.

I started riding lessons four years ago. I intended it to be 
a fun hobby that I could do with our daughter. I never 
expected to learn as much as I have from the horses about 
leadership, courage and communication – both on the 
ground and in the saddle – or that the stable and arena 
would be such classrooms for honing skills in being 
centered, focused and non-anxious.

Much of my continuing education recently has been in 
Bowen Theory through the KC Center for Family and 
Organizational Systems. Ed Friedman, whom many in 
the Church know from Generation to Generation, was a 
student of Murray Bowen. Working with the “original 
source material” has given me a vehicle for understanding 
emotional processes in my family, and by extension, in my 
parish and diocese.

When I’m not riding with Cady, or taking Advil because 
of it, I can be found listening to Rick play bass in his band, 
walking, hanging with friends, entertaining, cooking and 
baking (bread is my specialty), reading, and writing.

The Diocese of Virginia has a history, a presence and a 
level of complexity that I find exciting and in many ways 
unfamiliar. The Episcopal Church in the upper Midwest 
where I was born and bred, and in the Heartland where 
I have spent the last six years, is by contrast, a minority 
voice among mainline denominations. Being shaped in 
a historic faith expressed on the margins has given me a 
perspective for the challenges we face in our increasingly 
diverse, impatient, post-Christian era. God has called and 
shaped us all for mission, and I am both energized and 
hopeful about how the Diocese of Virginia will continue 
faithfully to engage its resources in mission, both locally 
and globally, in our rapidly changing world.

Faithfully, 
Sue+

Dear Friends in Christ,
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FAITHHow do you nurture your faith, prayerfulness 

and relationship with God?

Daily prayer, reflection and journaling 
primarily feed my life in Christ. I also 
commit to regular reading in the areas 
of scriptural scholarship, theology, social 
justice and spirituality. Preaching and 
teaching, in particular, recharge my spiritual 
battery – both the preparation and the activity 
itself. I find that in preaching and in teaching, Christ is 
revealed to me twice; in studying the Scripture and in 
listening to how the Spirit is speaking to me, and again 
in the Sacred Space or in a meeting room, or over a 
meal as I engage parishioners.

Some years ago, I came upon a phrase coined by the 
Rev. Fred Schmidt: the God who moves the goalposts. 
Fr. Schmidt was reflecting on how he sometimes felt as 
though he were the quarterback, moving heaven and 
earth to advance the ball down the field, only to find 
that God seemingly kept moving the goalposts further 
away. Though I never played football in high school or 
college for obvious reasons, his metaphor nonetheless 
resonated with me – and frankly, brought me up short. 
How often we attribute to God things that really belong 
to the shadows of the human heart.

That phrase helped me to focus on a spiritual practice 
of asking God, “Who are you?” and then listening 
carefully. I do this in prayer, and I do this, often, when 
I’m taking my morning walk. Over time, I’ve gradually 
become aware of patterns and images, light and shadows, 
nearness and infinite space that defy descriptive detail. 
I listen for the still small voice, and strive to catch a 
glimpse of the movement of the Spirit out of the corner 
of my eye. I am profoundly aware of being loved by 
God beyond all human reckoning, and am aware that 
I understand it best as mother who loves my daughter 
unconditionally, even as I am aware that mine is but a 
finite and imperfect example of such love. This is the 
God I engage in prayers of thanksgiving, to whom I turn 
over my heart daily, with whom I argue regularly, and to 
whom I occasionally shout in anger or frustration.

I’m also aware that while my spirituality is often 
engaged in an interior way, my day-to-day life as a priest 
in the Church has a significant exterior component 
as well. I connect regularly with trusted others: my 

spiritual director as well as my supervisor in 
Family Systems (Bowen Theory). The latter, 
though not using the “vocabulary” of faith, 
has been extraordinarily helpful in me gaining 
an understanding of my relationship with my 
staff and my parishioners. My supervisor has 

been as insightful with respect to my growing 
edges as my spiritual director is, and her coaching 

often parallels that of my director as well.

I also nurture my embodied faith in God by stewarding 
my self. These practices include: time with my family, 
entertaining, breadbaking, horseback riding with my 
daughter, walking and reading.

What is your vision for the Episcopal Church in the 21st 

century and how do you hope to participate in fulfilling it?

I am enormously hopeful about the Episcopal Church 
in the 21st century. I believe that we have the capacity 
to retain the richness of the finest parts of our Anglican 
heritage even as we re-tool for a future that is moving at 
a pace that leaves me virtually breathless most days.

Here are some of the challenges and opportunities I 
believe we face.

a)  Building discipleship in an environment where we can 
no longer assume people are formed in the stories of 
faith. The fastest growing religious demographic in 
this country is “None of the Above.” The Episcopal 
Church is uniquely positioned to offer our marvelous 
combination of majestic, mysterious liturgical worship 
AND rigorous, rational thinking and discourse 
to a world that hungers for both. The quest for 
transcendence is, I believe, built into humankind’s 
DNA. The question is, will we have the will to keep 
focused on mission, on proclaiming the Good News in 
word and especially in action, on teaching one another 
how to be Christ’s hands and feet in the world, on 
helping successive generations find meaning in a world 
that is increasingly polarized, anxious and defined by 
branded sound bites and 140 character Tweets?

b)  Maintaining comfort with ambiguity in the 
midst of a world that is increasingly intolerant of 
ambiguity. The genius of Anglicanism has been our 
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JESUScapacity to embrace a breadth of piety, theology 
and praxis. The systemic reactivity in which we 
find ourselves – politically, culturally, theologically 
and ecclesiologically – seems to push at least part 
of the Church toward the putative “solid rock” of 
uniformity of belief and praxis, while seemingly 
downplaying our historic, messy practice of finding 
unity in our common worship.

c)  Courageously continuing the conversation around 
whether the Church will permit access to all of the 
Sacraments to every child of God, listening to the 
experiences of those whose opinions differ most  
from us, gaining clarity on the ways in which 
unreflective foundationalism (as distinct from 
fundamentalism) can lead the Church to unintended 
and unhelpful consequences. I find that I am less and 
less interested in devoting the lion’s share of energy to 
issues that have little to do with responding to a hungry, 
hurting world. I am more and more interested in being a 
catalyst for transformation.

I participate now in living into that vision by engaging 
first what some clergy refer to as our first ordination 
vows: as a baptized Christian. In this way, I strive to 
stand in solidarity with other baptized Christians, 
using the Baptismal Covenant as a template and a 
starting point for being most fully the person God 
created me to be. By engaging my second ordination 
vow – as a transitional deacon – I strive to model a 
life of service, by proclaiming the Gospel in word and 
in action, and in holding before the Church the needs 
and concerns of the world. By engaging my third 
ordination vow – as a priest – I preach, teach and build 
relationships with those whom God has called into 
community and whom God has entrusted to my care, 
by celebrating the Sacraments in which we come to see 
glimpses of God’s deepest desires for creation. And if 
it is God’s will that I undergo a fourth ordination – as 
a bishop – I would commit to engaging the prophetic, 
apostolic role in courageously exploring the path God 
sets before us along with fellow bishops, clergy, the 
people of the Diocese of Virginia and beyond.
 

Tell us about a time when your relationship with Jesus 

underwent a change.

I can imagine the amazing accounts you all are reading 
in other potential nominees’ essays. This one won’t 
begin to compare because I can’t speak to a dramatic 
moment when I discovered Jesus anew, or when my 
relationship with him underwent radical transformation. 
I was brought up in a faith-full household and have 
never taken a sabbatical from it. I don’t recall many 
mountaintop experiences of faith in my life, and to be 
honest, I sometimes find myself envying the experiences 
my friends and colleagues have shared with me. My life 
of faith has been spent more, perhaps, on the valley floor.

But here is what I can tell about how I have met and 
continually meet Jesus.

I regularly encounter Jesus in “W,” a parishioner who 
suffers from a variety of conditions which leaves him 
medically, socially and economically vulnerable. He 
stops by several times a week, asking me to pray with 
him, by which he means, he wants to pray. I have never 
heard this man pray anything other than prayers of 
thanksgiving and intercession for others. I would expect 
him to beg God for deliverance from suffering. He does 
not. In his rambling, tender prayers addressed to “Father 
God,” I hear echoes of Jesus’s prayers to his Abba in 
John’s farewell address.

I encounter Jesus at the Kansas City Community 
Kitchen, both in the downtown corporate employees 
who spend their lunch hour serving and eating with 
others, and in the homeless guests themselves who have 
nowhere but a chaotic shelter or a bridge overpass to lay 
their heads.

I encounter Jesus on Tuesday afternoons when a group 
of women in my parish meet to study Scripture. They 
are women d’un certain age who bring their faith, their 
questions, their wisdom, their thoughtful reflections, 
their honesty, their occasional impatience and their holy 
skepticism in equal measure, dump it all on the table 
like a net-full of fish, and sort through it together.
I encountered Jesus with another group of women in 
a different parish, who came together one evening to 
support a friend, who 24 hours earlier had been on 
the cellphone with her troubled son who was driving 
homeward from college several states away, whose 
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voice had become increasingly garbled and unclear just 
before the line went dead. They brought their cellphones 
and their laptops, and started networking with police, 
cellphone providers, hospitals and hotels along the route 
the son was taking. And they did not stop until hours 
later, when one of them miraculously tracked him down 
in a motel two states away where he was seriously ill. In 
that encounter, Christ the Good Shepherd who single-
mindedly seeks the lost (literally!) was palpably present.

I could fill up pages with more examples, but the point 
I’m trying to make is that when we humbly ask God 
for eyes to see and ears to hear, we encounter Christ 
anew – day in and day out – and each encounter has 
the potential for deepening our understanding of the 
fullness of God the Son, of radically transforming each 
of us, by calling us into ever deepening relationship 
with him. So for me, it is perhaps less “a” time but of an 
infinite series of times. And each successive encounter 
with Christ is, as it were, another dot of paint, graciously 
added to the picture – a sort of sacred pointillism.

t
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