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“Our giving during 
this challenging time 
has been inspiring. A 
special ‘thank you’ to 

everyone who has been 
able to prioritize our 

responsibility to 
support the work 

of the church.”
Marlene Shaw, 

Senior Warden

Dear Fellow Parishioners,
As I sat to write this letter to update you on our 

parish status, I was reminded of the opening lyrics of 
an old hymn that was sung in the Baptist church where 
I grew up — “Will the circle be unbroken….by and 
by, Lord, by and by.” Those cycles of beginnings and 
endings in our parish — the never-ending circle of 
continuous beginnings and endings — may they never 
be broken. Let’s not let this pandemic break our circle of 
shared faith. Given the probability that the pandemic’s 
challenges will continue for some time, it is imperative 
that we all work together so that our Holy Communion 
Circle is never broken, that we continue to worship, to 
serve, to learn, and to practice our hospitality albeit in 
new ways that keep us all safe.

Our Circle needs each of us to maintain the faith 
community we have. Indeed, the Vestry and the 
Executive Committee of the Vestry have been hard at 
work along with our clergy and staff.  Many of you also 
are engaged in the work of the Re-Entry Task Force or 
with the many lay-led groups that are reaching out to 
others who need food or assistance.  Each of us has a 
part to play.

The Vestry is Calling 
During this pandemic time, it is more critical than ever 
to communicate as best we can with one another since 
we are without the face-to-face communication that is 
so enjoyable. To that end, members of the Vestry began 
making calls to parishioners in late July.  These are not 
fundraising calls. We are calling to touch base and ask 
several questions that will help us in planning how we 
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FOUR YEARS AGO 
in the aftermath of Ferguson 
and the protest in Memphis 
on the I-40 Bridge, Pastor 
Rufus Smith of Hope Church 
recognized the importance of 
strengthening dialogue among Christian pastors across 
Shelby County.  Under his leadership, the Memphis 
Christian Pastors' Network was born with the goal of 
bridging the racial divide in our city by bringing black and 
white clergy in closer relationship with one another. MCPN 
has been meeting regularly since that time, most recently 
in July in a simultaneous in-person and Zoom meeting 
hosted from St. Patrick’s Catholic Church. Reverend Hester 
was asked to offer reflections to the gathered clergy on two 
questions posed by Pastor Rufus.   

❶  What’s different about the racial 
discussion today, than 4 years ago with 
the shutdown of the I-40 Bridge?

I liken the racial discussion today to my experience 
raising children.  When my two children were young and 
wanted something, they would ask and occasionally get 
the answer, “Sure. We can do that later today.” Perhaps 
later they would ask again and get the answer, “Give me 
a few more minutes.” By the third time, their patience 
was wearing thin and their trust in my being true to my 
word was becoming diminished.  Four years ago, with the 
protest on the 1-40 Bridge following Ferguson, we were 
already at the point where we were all asking ourselves why 
we were still having to ask the same old questions of racial 
justice. Today in the aftermath of George Floyd and other 
recorded instances of racial injustice, we are exasperated and 
exhausted as we ask ourselves what has changed and why are 
we back at the same questions yet again.  However, this time 
we are energized as we recognize that some ears are hearing 
the calls for racial justice with increasingly open hearts as it 
becomes harder to turn a blind eye to the systemic racism 
that continues to plague our country.  

❷ How does the Bible, the Gospel 
of Jesus Christ, speak to the current 
racial and civil unrest?

In Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.’s Mountaintop speech 
in Memphis in 1968, he reflected on the Parable of the 
Good Samaritan as he spoke to the people gathered at 
Mason Temple:  

That's a dangerous road. In the days of 
Jesus it came to be known as the "Bloody 
Pass." And you know, it's possible that the 
priest and the Levite looked over that man 
on the ground and wondered if the robbers 
were still around. Or it's possible that 
they felt that the man on the ground was 
merely faking. And he was acting like he 
had been robbed and hurt, in order to seize 
them over there, lure them there for quick 
and easy seizure. And so the first question 
that the Levite asked was, "If I stop to help 
this man, what will happen to me?" But 
then the Good Samaritan came by. And he 
reversed the question: "If I do not stop to 
help this man, what will happen to him?"  

The first question is based in fear while the second 
question is based in faith. Helping others who are hurting 
involves a certain amount of risk and vulnerability. There 
is a reason that the phrase “Do not be afraid,” is a refrain 
in the scriptures. It takes shifting our focus from the fears 
of this world to our faith in God’s eternal kingdom in 
order to act as people of God and ask the second question. 
It is up to us to be the counter-narrative that shows that 
a person’s worth is not dictated by the Empire (whatever 
that might be in each context) and instead proclaim the 
Good News that each person is a beloved child of God 
made in God’s own image.  

In the Episcopal Baptismal Liturgy, we make vows to 
“seek and serve God in all persons” and to “respect the 
dignity of every human being.” We see these as fundamental 
to our life of faith, and it is especially during times of stress 
and anxiety that we lean on God’s help as we strive to put 
our own fears aside and care for the other person.  Our 
call as faith leaders in Memphis is to show our community 
that there is another way, a better way to honor all of God’s 
beloved children as we strive for social justice and fight for 
the dignity of every human being.  

Reverend Hester’s 
Reflections to the 
Memphis Christian 
Pastors’ 
Network 

The Reverend Hester Mathes
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“There’s a reason 
Mister Rogers connected 
well with children – he 

fostered a relationship with 
his viewers by speaking 

directly to them. Likewise, 
worship leaders may need 
to re-orient themselves to 
speak not to the room but 

to the camera.”
Sarah Cowan, Pastoral Intern

Mister Rogers Prompts Important Questions
By Sarah Cowan, Pastoral Intern

EDITOR’S NOTE: The following article originally appeared 
in the Episcopal Church Foundation's Vital Practices For 
Leading Congregations blog on July 17, 2020. 

We’re all longing for meaningful connection 
in this strange, new land of Coronavirus, and 
especially as we try to be church online.

But, in fact, we’ve seen virtual connection that is 
beautiful and holy – in the face of Mister Rogers, that 
Presbyterian pastor-turned-TV personality. Mister 
Rogers knew how to connect with his viewers. 
So much so that many of us who watched 
would answer his deeply personal 
questions, right there, out loud, in 
our living rooms.

How can we ensure Mister 
Rogers moments – and more – in 
our worship, meetings, formation, 
and fellowship? In serving an 
Episcopal parish in my hometown 
of Memphis, TN this summer, I 
am wondering what might guide our 
vision going forward. What questions 
should we ask ourselves about being 
church in 2020? How can the online 
experiences, birthed so quickly in the 
past 15 weeks, be retained, enriched, 
and expanded?

Here are the questions that I have 
developed to guide our work:

Guiding Question #1: 
Does the experience ALIGN with 
elements of the parish’s mission 
and vision?

Figuring out the What, How, and 
When of moving online has been 
consuming; have we remembered to 
think about the Why and the Who? 
Mission needs to be at the forefront 
of our minds as we assess the online 
experiences we’ve crafted in recent 
months, and as we consider what 
online experiences we might create moving forward. Does 
the experience further the vision articulated in our mission 
statement or strategic plan? If it does not, then it needs to 
change or be discontinued.

Guiding Question #2: 
Is the experience MULTI-LAYERED and MULTI-
SENSORY?

A typical, pre-COVID Sunday morning involved a wide scope: 
worship, prayer, formation, fellowship, evangelism. It was also 

multi-sensory: we sang, spoke, listened, 
stood, kneeled. Now, in the online 
environment, we access elements à la 
carte – watching worship from our 
couch, for example, but not necessarily 
participating in fellowship, formation, 
music, or movement.

How, then, can we layer on these 
important elements, even in small 
doses? Can the book study group begin 

their meeting by listening to a piece 
of music while adding their prayer 

requests in the chat box? Can the 
finance committee meeting end with 
Evening Prayer? Can the Bible study 
group stop to pray communally for 
the person who is dialing in from 
the hospital? And, importantly, can 
each of our online spaces have an 
intentional moment of invitation 
for newcomers? Layers like these 
add richness to our experience and 
will help us create offerings that 
can endure.

Guiding Question #3: 
How does the experience foster 
CONNECTION to God, between 
the leaders and viewers, and among 
the viewers?

There’s a reason Mister Rogers 
connected well with children – he 
fostered a relationship with his viewers 
by speaking directly to them. Likewise, 
worship leaders may need to re-orient 
themselves to speak not to the room 
but to the camera.

And let’s not forget the 
community that is present among 
viewers – comments, chat boxes, 
and social media “likes” remind our 
people that they are seen and known. 

An assigned liturgical minister to engage with people online 
in real time might be the acolyte of the 21st century! Online 
community does exist – just ask the self-identified visitor 
at a livestream service I attended several weeks ago: “I hope 
I am welcome here,” he wrote in the Facebook comments. 
The immediate responses from his fellow viewers assured 
him that he was. Whether online or in-person, being seen 
and known by a community is often the first step to feeling 
seen and known by God.

(Questions continued on page 7)
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Ethics
The hardest 

questions to 
answer in a 
seminary ethics 
class are those 

that put two goods in tension: If you 
select Option A, certain things will 

happen. If you select Option B, other things will happen. Each 
option has some good outcomes and some bad outcomes, but 
you can’t have your cake and eat it too. How do you choose?

 
The easiest way out of these dilemmas is to appeal to some 

core value – a principle, or a rule – that will give you some 
perspective. If that is your approach, the challenge of your 
moral life is figuring out what your core values are going to be.

 
This pandemic has challenged me to re-think some of my 

core principles, at least in the area of ministry: Suspending 
in-person Sunday worship was unthinkable to me just a few 
weeks ago. Performing baptisms outside of a Sunday morning 
service was something I swore I would never do.

 
Some might say that I relaxed my core principles, but I 

would suggest that I refined them. When it became evident 
that many of the church’s familiar practices were creating a 
threat to public health, I had to ask myself a hard question: 
What really matters?

 
In my prayers around this question, I realized that what 

we do when we gather in the church building on Sundays 
is important, but it is not essential. Our Sunday practices 
are the means to an end, but not an end in themselves. 
The mission of the church is to reconcile all people to God 
and each other in Christ; we have proven in this time of 
separation that we can do that in many different ways.

 
I wonder if you may have faced similar dilemmas in your 

personal or professional life? I wonder if you might have 
refined your core principles or developed a more nuanced 
understanding of what is and is not essential? I wonder if you 
still could?

 
Moral discernment is hardly easy, but it is very important 

and it will serve you well for the rest of your life.

Forgiveness
A few months ago, Holy Communion 

received a loan under the federal government’s 
Paycheck Protection Program. It made a 
big difference in our operations and gave us 
confidence that we could afford to continue 

paying our bills. With that money largely spent, we are now 
preparing to apply for “forgiveness.”

“Forgiveness” is a theological word that bankers have 
borrowed. Financial forgiveness is receiving permission not to 
repay a debt, but theological forgiveness is so much more.

Imagine what it would be like if God approached his 
relationship with us in a transactional way, or if we approached 
our relationships with other people in a transactional way: Every 
debt must be paid. Every transgression must be avenged. Every 
grudge must be carried forever. Perhaps, under certain unusual 
circumstances, and with plenty of explanation, some adjustment 
can be made, but we should never count on it.

That’s no way to live.

God says through the Prophet Isaiah: “Though your sins 
are like scarlet, they shall be like snow; though they are red like 
crimson, they shall become like wool.”

The Psalmist writes, “For as the heavens are high above 
the earth, so great is his steadfast love toward those who fear 
him; as far as the east is from the west, so far he removes our 
transgressions from us.”

Can you hear the love in those passages? Spiritual forgiveness 
is all about love.

Christ came to live among us so that we might escape 
from the hell of transactional relationships. Christ came to 
offer the ultimate example of love and forgiveness. Christ 
came to show us the way to reconciliation, a pathway that is 
paved with forgiveness.

Though businesspeople have borrowed this godly word, we 
should not let them keep it. Forgiveness is more than permission 
not to pay. Forgiveness is the laying down of swords, the ending 
of feuds, and triumph of love.

� �
The Reverend Sandy Webb

� �� �� �� �� �� �� ��
�� �� �� �

�� �� �� �� �� �� ���
From Home to Heart | July 2020
Reflections by The Reverend Sandy Webb during the COVID-19 crisis
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emerge from this pandemic even stronger: How are you 
doing? How do you think the church is doing? What do 
you miss the most? What excites and worries you most 
about Holy Communion’s future? We want to hear 
from each of you to best understand what our Holy 
Communion Circle needs to be.  

Capital Projects

The irony of having completed our facilities projects during 
a time when we cannot fully use them compels us to think 

creatively about our future. Indeed, almost every renovation 
project we set out to do has been accomplished. Cheney 
is refurbished and looks quite nice. Our beautiful Nave 
is complete, though we have a few lingering issues with 
lighting and the dossal curtain needs urgent attention. 
Exterior lighting along the front driveway is complete and 
the front lawn is fully restored.  We can all celebrate the 
very successful completion of our long-awaited facilities 
enhancement!  

The work ahead for The Campaign for Holy Communion 
is to close the funding gap of approximately $1 million 
between the amount that was raised – a tremendous $10.8 
million! – and the final cost of all the projects.  

Operating Revenue and Expenses

During this pandemic, our parishioners have continued 
to be extraordinarily generous. Many have given more than 
they planned to give knowing that others might be forced to 
cut back due to financial hardship. Our giving during this 
challenging time has been inspiring. A special “thank you” to 
everyone who has been able to prioritize our responsibility to 
support the work of the church. 

The Vestry is doing its part to be good stewards of the 
money that is given to God’s work at Holy Communion. 
We are working with the parish staff to control costs and 

are pursuing every opportunity for financial assistance. We 
received a CARES Act Paycheck Protection Program loan 
from the federal government in June and are now beginning 
the process of applying for forgiveness.

Sabbaticals for Sandy and Hester

As you know, the rector qualified for sabbatical leave 
under diocesan guidelines more than a year ago, and 
the Vestry gave him the gift of some extended time in 
recognition for his work on our capital restoration efforts. 
Sandy had planned to be away this past spring and summer 

as construction drew to a close, but felt that his place was 
here with the parish during the onset of this pandemic. 
The Vestry is committed to seeing that the sabbatical grant 
is there for him at a time when he can avail himself of the 
opportunity. This will most likely take place in the spring or 
summer of 2021.  

We are in such a great place with our wonderful clergy, 
and now our Senior Associate Rector, the Reverend Hester 
Mathes, has also qualified for a sabbatical under diocesan 
guidelines. Sandy and Hester are the first two clergy who 
have served Holy Communion long enough to qualify for 
this privilege since the days of Reynolds Cheney, more than 
twenty years ago.

The Vestry is working with both of these seasoned priests 
to schedule sabbatical leave at a time that works best for 
them and for Holy Communion’s ministry.

Plans for Re-Entry

The Vestry continues to weigh our desire to resume in-
person programming as soon as possible with the very real 
health and safety issues that are involved. There are no perfect 
solutions. We appreciate your prayers and welcome your input. 

Yet, even in this time when so much is unknown, we have much 
to celebrate. We also have much to do as we seek to ensure that our 
sacred Circle remains unbroken – both now and in the future.

From Home to Heart | July 2020
Reflections by The Reverend Sandy Webb during the COVID-19 crisis

Letter cont'd from page 1

“It is imperative that 
we all work together 
so that our Holy 

Communion Circle 
is never broken.”

-Marlene Shaw 
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Stewardship Message from a Former Treasurer

I remember my first few years 
at Holy Communion: I was 
wonderfully oblivious to what it 

took to run a church. I was in the 
young, married, just starting 
a family demographic that 
hadn’t been a regular 
giver in the past, let 
alone one who 
would make a 
stewardship 
pledge. 
My, 

how things have changed. 
After spending five years 

on the Vestry’s Executive 
Committee, with 
three of them as 
Treasurer, my 
eyes were 
opened 
to 

how 
much 
it costs to 
run the church. 
I started with 
a simple equation: 
I took our annual 
budget ($1.4 million at the 
time) and divided it by what I 
assumed was about 150 services a 
year where we have a collection – yes, 
I know we can give in other ways, but 
stay with me, I’ll get to that.  This amounted 
to over $9,000 per service – and that equation 
included the less-attended 8:00 a.m. and 5:30 p.m. 
services! This number floored me. This was our annual 
budget and the church was depending on us to make our 
gifts and pledges, so the church could continue to provide for all 
of us in ways that I have come to value so much. 

At the end of my first year as Treasurer, I did some analysis of 
how donations fluctuated throughout the year:  Did you know 
that in December, we receive about 25% of our donations for 
a given year – many coming in just before the new year? At the 
same time, we’re trying to create a budget for the following year 
without really knowing how we’ll end up in the current year.  
(Sandy found himself sitting on my couch late at night more than 
once getting everything balanced!) This was nerve-wracking for 
me initially, but I understand that is the way that some people give.

Did you know that, by mid-year, almost 25% of our 
giving units have not made a significant dent in their 
pledge? Did you know that only about 10% of our giving 
units are on automatic monthly payments? It would make 

things easier if more members would consider monthly 
automatic payments to smooth out the cash flows 

or even consider prepaying their pledge before 
the year starts.  In a given year, most people 

do fulfill their pledges, but please consider 
making it easier on you and the church 

by spacing it throughout the year. We 
also have a host of new options 

for making our contributions 
these days. (The amount of 

money coming in through 
online donations has 

quadrupled since 
the pandemic 

began!)  
Whether 

it is 

through 
cash 

or writing 
physical checks or 

gifting of stock, there 
are all sorts of ways you 

can make a gift to our church. 
During my time on the 

Vestry, I was also on a committee 
that monitored weekly attendance 

numbers and evaluated how our number 
of giving units has fluctuated over time. As a 

church, we have about 300 individuals or families 
that make a pledge in a given year.  I quickly did the 

math and noted the average gift was around $4,500.  I 
completely understand that people are in different stages 

of their lives and all have different abilities to make a financial 
contribution to the church.  I think the most important thing 
is that no matter how big or small your gift, to make that 
commitment. 

I never thought I would voluntarily write an article 
about stewardship.  Like I said earlier, things have changed.  
We all derive so much value from the church.  Let’s 
continue to give back. Or, if you haven’t given before, 
start giving.  Make a commitment to the church through a 
stewardship pledge this fall.  

David Visinsky
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Book It 5K/10K Goes Virtual! 
Sign up to participate in the Book It 5K/10K this year!  If a 

5K isn’t quite long enough, you can sign up for the 10K.    Or 
you can sign up for the 1 Miler if that’s more your style!  

Race Date:   The race day is set for September 19, 2020,  
but participants will have a one-week window (September 
13-September 19) to complete your distance and submit a time.  

What is a virtual race?  It is a race where participants 
walk, jog or run any route they choose.  It may be through a 
neighborhood, through the park, on a trail, on a treadmill or on 
a track.  You can it complete it any time of day or night.  Time it 
with your own watch and then send in your time.

5K – 10K – 1 Mile
Our goal is to have at least 300 participants this year.  Sign 

up for any of our race distance options and recruit family and 
friends from near and far to sign up too.  While we can’t run 
safely together this year, we can race virtually in support of 
Books from Birth and The Emmanuel Center.     

To sign up for the Book It, go to www.bookit5k.raceroster.
com.  Registration is $25.00 and will include a race t-shirt.  

SPONSORS
Our previous Book It races would not have been so 

successful without the generous support of so many sponsors!  

Over the last 9 years, the Book It has raised $231,200.00, 
which has been split evenly between The Emmanuel Center 
and Books from Birth.   

Books from Birth makes its mission to advance childhood 
literacy by delivering one book per month to every child in the 
area from birth to five years old.  During these times of working 
from home and home-schooling, the time to read with children 
is even more important. 

The Emmanuel Center serves aeas in Downtown 
Memphis with after-school programs that include tutoring. 
Its mission is to empower at-risk children, youth and 
adults through ministries designed to help lift them out of 
poverty.  It has conducted a Family Needs Assessment in its 
area and, as a result, has been delivering food boxes, books, 
educational activities, and art supplies to its students during 
the pandemic.  Also, during the time while students are 
not at the Center, its staff is volunteering with the 38126 
COVID-19 Response Project which provides community 
residents with food and hygiene supplies.

If you or your company would like to consider being 
a sponsor for the Book It, at any level, please contact 
Steve Maury at 493-4485 or by email at 
steve.maury@BankParagon.com.

Guiding Question #3:  
What are the EASY ENTRY POINTS for both members 
and newcomers?

Amidst all of this newness, let’s not forget to double check the 
basics, whether we are planning for an experience online or in person. 
Are the service times easily found on our church homepage, social 
media, and outgoing voice messages? Are links working and accessible, 
and what is the process by which newcomers can ask to join? One 
parish I know started sending a Sunday morning email with links 
to the services, Zoom coffee hour and adult formation, and online 
giving. Members didn’t have to search for the e-newsletter from earlier 
in the week; it was waiting in their inbox on Sunday morning. 
And, if they wanted to invite a friend, it was easy to forward.

Final Contextual Questions

Finally, there is context to our pandemic life in 2020 that 

is so important that it must weave throughout our online 
experiences and receive the final word. First, what elements 
of grief and loss are hovering around all of this newness? The 
pandemic has pushed us to innovate, but it has also forced us 
to give up many of the familiar anchors to which our lives have 
been tethered. Second, as moral leaders, we must ask how our 
online spaces can acknowledge and bridge divisions, modeling 
justice and equality. We must not overlook these important 
contextual questions.

Mister Rogers asked important questions when I was 
four, and now, much later, he’s helping me ponder important 
guiding questions in a rapidly changing vocation. I’ll apply these 
questions to the newly created ministries in my parish context 
and share my summer learnings in a future post. For now, my 
question is this: How will you bring a Mister Rogers moment to 
your people?

Questions cont'd from page 3

Photos by Cindy McMillion and Unsplash
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Church of the Holy Communion, an Episcopal Church 
in the center of Memphis, seeks to be a sacred presence, 

grounded in the servant ministry of Jesus, offering 
spiritual growth opportunities for all.

WORSHIP TIMES
Sundays (Online): 8:00 a.m. and 10:30 a.m.
Sundays (In-Person): 9:00 a.m. and 5:30 p.m.

Wednesdays (Online): 12:15 p.m.
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In memory of 
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