
In college, when I first worshipped in the 
Episcopal Church, I was struck by the title of 
the prayer book, The Book of Common Prayer. 
Did that mean ordinary prayers that perhaps 
weren’t that special, maybe sort of a rainy-day 
backup for when the priest was having a bad 
day? I soon learned, of course, that it meant 
anything but. It referred to the other meaning of 
“common,” namely what we hold together. That 
is quite a clue to our theology and our way of 
being in the world as Anglicans.

During this Convention, my first as a deputy, I have been thinking a 
lot about what really holds together this vast array of folks and ministries 
and causes. In a gathering like this, we can lose perspective when we’re 
focused on resolutions and when we’re staking claims for funding for our 
own important ministries. 

I find it helpful to start from the most obvious place. Many in our 
world do not believe in God, do not believe that there is an intelligent, 
powerful, loving, creative force behind all that we see. Obviously, we 
differ from them, and that starts to pull us together. 

Then, among the major religions of the world, we believe with 
Christians around the globe that God became one with us and for us in 
the Incarnation of Jesus of Nazareth – teaching us, healing us, dying for 
us, rising from the dead, interceding for us now, forgiving us, and calling 
us to eternal life. That pulls us a whole lot closer. 

And then, among this family of Christians, we find ourselves part of 
the great Anglican sub-family, descended from the Church of England, 
and part of that rich tradition of Common Prayer. Our theological life is 

defined by Scripture, as interpreted by the great tradition of the Church 
and our own God-given reason. We just got pulled together further.

Then, we are part of that great Anglican heritage as it has been 
received and lived in the United States and the other countries that are 
part of the Episcopal Church. We are held together in the solid belief that 
we are not the whole Church, but we humbly stake our claim within the 
larger family and we witness to the gifts God has given us – within the 
Jesus Movement. We value shared decision-making among laity, bish-
ops, priests and deacons. We pray together, even as we might struggle 
about what words to use. And we submit graciously (at least on a good 
day!) to compromise for the good of the whole. We invoke the Holy Spirit 
to guide us, to challenge and direct us, and to lead us on. We believe 
that we are called to cooperate with God, to be instruments used by God 
to spread the Kingdom, drawing people and all of Creation into a healed 
and reconciled relationship with God. 

Finally, we might be utterly perplexed about what the next life might 
look like (and for good reason!), but we believe, at the end of the day, 
that all that we see here is most certainly not all that there is. We expe-
rience glimpses while we’re here, a foretaste of the heavenly banquet, 
of what will be in the life eternal. Those glimpses, and our faith and 
hope, draw us all together and relativize so much about which we might 
otherwise fret and worry. 

These are just a few thoughts over morning coffee about what holds 
us together. In fact, maybe I should have mentioned coffee.

The Rev. Randy Alexander is the rector of Immanuel Church-on-the-Hill, 
Alexandria, Va. He’s a graduate of General Theological Seminary and 
has served parishes in New York, Baltimore and London. 

by the Rev. Randy Alexander, Deputy, Diocese of Virginia

Why Formation Matters
by Bill Campbell, Executive Director, Forma

What Holds Us Together, or Getting Back to Basics

“It is my belief that if we are going to 
be the Church that welcomes everyone, 
we must be the Church that is also com-
mitted to forming everyone. Otherwise we 
run the risk of being a very lovely visitor 
center for Jesus, instead of a fully formed 
and healthy body.” – Jerusalem Greer

Jerusalem’s testimony was delivered 
to the Programs, Budgets and Finances 
Committee during a debate on funding Life-
long Formation. There were many impas-
sioned comments from teenagers, “older” 

adults and professionals in discipleship ministry, but Jerusalem’s comments 
have stuck in my brain as I’ve moved around this General Convention.

There are many ways that a General Convention is like a fabulous 
ingathering. Certainly, there is serious work going on here, but it is nice 
to be surrounded by so many people who are in love with this Church. 
The question I’m left pondering is how many of these people are equally 
in love with Jesus?

Think about formation and discipleship as the glue of all that we 
do. Do we want more evangelists? We must form disciples of Jesus 
Christ who can share their faith stories. Do we want more reconcilers? 
We must form disciples of Jesus Christ who are ready to do the work of 
racial and social reconciliation. Do we want more stewards of Creation? 

Then we must form disciples of Jesus Christ who understand their place 
in Creation. Do we want to be a Church ready to embrace the #MeToo 
movement? We need to form disciples of Jesus Christ who recognize 
God in their female colleagues. 

At a recent conference, our Presiding Bishop said, “Sin is the result 
of a lack of formation. Racism is a lack of formation.” Let’s extend that 
idea a bit. If our greatest sins are a lack of formation, why isn’t every-
thing we do pointing us toward further discipleship in Christ? Why aren’t 
we spending every dime we have, using every bit of energy we have to 
reorient ourselves to the life and teachings of Jesus?

At this Convention, Bishop Curry introduced us all to a new disciple-
ship tool. “The Way of Love: Practices for Living a Jesus-centered Life” 
is a free offering to the Church. We are all invited to take on this new 
way of living. It is past time for the entire Episcopal Church to acknowl-
edge that we have a Church worth loving, but as Evelyn Underhill once 
wrote to the Archbishop of Canterbury, “God is the interesting thing 
about religion and people are hungry for God.” The Episcopal Church 
must make intentional Christian Formation the forefront of its action in 
this world. We must fall more deeply in love with God. Our commitment 
to Jesus must be lifelong, life-wide and life-deep. 

Bill Campbell is the executive director of Forma, an international 
network for Christian Formation for the Episcopal Church and other 
Christian denominations. Visit www.forma.church for more information.
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Your Last Stand in Austin
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What should you be sure to do, eat or see before you go home? 
Check out these four things to round out your trip to Austin: 
1. See or Create Public Art – Funky murals seem to pop up 

out of nowhere all over downtown Austin – Janis Joplin, Willie 
Nelson or a rainbow unicorn. If you’ve got time to create some 
public art of your own, check out Hope Outdoor Gallery, a graf-
fiti park where you can leave your own mark on Austin before 
you head home! Hope Outdoor Gallery, Baylor St. downtown. 
To register to paint, email murals@hopecampaign.org.

2. Listen to Live Music – Austin is known as the Live Music 
Capital of the World for a reason! If you haven’t had time to 
check out the music scene, a good place is to start at Antone’s 
on 5th street, a classic Austin blues club that’s been rocking 
Austin for over 40 years. 

3. Binge on Breakfast Tacos – Whether it’s the simple and 
classic potato, egg and cheese or something more exciting 
like barbacoa, breakfast tacos at any time of day is an Austin 
must. If you can’t find a food truck nearby, hail a ride down 

to Torchy’s on South Congress or Juan in a Million on East 
Chavez. 

4. Shop for Souvenirs – If you’re looking for something fun or 
funky to bring home, start at the shops on South Congress. 
Known as SoCo to the locals, this neighborhood offers every-
thing from classic cowboy hats and boots to vintage clothing 
and totally bizarre kitsch. Starting at the 1200 block and 
heading south, the highest concentration of funky shops is in 
the 1500 – 1700 blocks. 

Amanda Kotval is a seminarian at Virginia Theological 
Seminary, a member of the Privince III Mid-Adlantic 
Task Force on the Opioid Epidemic, and a former 
Texan. 

by Amanda Kotval, Staff Writer

How to Spot an Episcopalian 
in the Wilds of Austin
by Celal Kamran, Staff Photographer
Our non-definitive guide for spotting Episcopalians out and around Austin: 
• They are wearing a button-laden nametag in an establishment that has 

no affiliation with the Convention Center or surrounding hotels. 
• They introduce themselves by diocese and/or committee.
• They break into a legislative planning session at Royal Blue Grocery. 
• Their small talk is peppered with phrases like “Rule of Life,”  

“nimble,” and “We need to own that.” 
• They are talking excitedly about meeting a bishop, liturgist, Twitter-fa-

mous priest, or talking really 
excitedly about taking a 
selfie with the Presiding 
Bishop. 

• They are rocking Birken-
stocks with socks, a bowtie, 
a dressed-up collar, a 
dressed-down collar, a pur-
ple shirt, a pectoral cross, or 
generally resemble a Jedi 
warrior. 

• They are jogging because they’re late to a committee meeting, joint session, 
worship, or because Center Aisle usually won’t ask joggers if they want a 
copy of today’s issue.

• They are keeping Austin weird, in a somehow more ordinary way. 
Celal Kamran is the office and ministry assistant at St. Andrew’s Church 
in Richmond, Va., and a soon-to-be seminarian at Virginia Theological 
Seminary.

Strike the Phrase 
‘Motivated by Fear’
by Ed Keithly, Digital Editor

The Episcopal Church is anti-fear. And we 
should be. We need to be courageous to do Christ’s 
work in the world. But, on occasion at GC79, I’ve 
heard complex, multi-faceted, passionate debates 
shut down when it’s said that the other side is “mo-
tivated by fear.” Nobody wants to be on the side of 
fear, and it helps me to assume that nobody is. 

Questioning a person’s motivations, whatever 
I think they might be, never does what I hope it 
will—especially not when we’re trying to find a way 
forward together. I’ve yet to see the scales fall from 
someone’s eyes because I told them they were 
acting out of fear (or out of hatred or for personal 
gain, for that matter). 

I hope we can commit ourselves to understand-
ing our theological and political opposites. We need 
to hold each other accountable when we veer from 
the path of justice and reconciliation, but let’s start 
by assuming we’re all motivated by faith in Jesus 
Christ. 

If you don’t, you’re a scaredy cat. Sorry, bad 
habits die hard. 

Ed Keithly is the digital editor of Center 
Aisle and a transition minister with the 
Diocese of Virginia. 

4 Things to Do in the Time You Have Left


