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Within hours, a crew from Linkous Construction moved out the pews and stacked them three-
high in the chapel. A hazardous abatement team is cleaning out the asbestos now.

Money Raised, Nave Changes Headed to Concrete Reality

In the space of two months, Holy Communion raised more than 
enough money to close the gap and finish renovating its nave – a 

feat so unexpected, even just two years ago, that a sense of awe now 
permeates the church.

Since early May, 
members pledged an 
additional $235,085 
for the nave, more 
than triggering the 
$100,000 challenge 
grant an anonymous 
family offered to 
sweeten the pot.

 “It was 
beautiful,” said Sandy 
Webb, rector of a 
congregation that, in 
2016, was told not to 
expect to raise more 
than $5 million for 
what then were a sea 
of needs, including 
renovations to 
Greenwood, Blaisdell, 
Cheney, plus the 
church’s share of a new 
wellness center to be shared with St. Mary’s Episcopal School.

As Sandy looked over his flock seated in rows of rented folding 
chairs on the congregation’s last Sunday in its nave for a while, he 
saw God’s family, sitting expectantly together.

“There was a newness and unfamiliarity in the space that created 
a real joy,” he said.

It registered right down to the sound waves, which bounced 
energetically around the partially emptied space.

Linkous Construction moved the pews out days before, stacking 
them three-high in the chapel. They will stay there until the nave is 
completed in January.

“I am very pleased. I am beyond pleased,” said Tom McQuiston. 
“I think it’s fantastic. What resonates with me is that the results of 

the entire capital campaign have exceeded expectations.”
Tom is a lifelong member of Holy Communion. He was 

baptized in its nave, has said his prayers there for more than six 
decades, and escorted 
his daughter down its 
aisle last fall for her 
wedding. Everything 
about it is precious 
to him, including 
the way the light 
splashes over the 
pillars and subtly 
changes in color 
and intensity from 
morning to dusk. 

As a former 
treasurer of the 
congregation, he also 
knows exactly what it 
takes to get a group of 
people to commit to 
a project, particularly 
after they had already 
dug into their pockets 
for the first phase.

He credits 
the thoroughness of the process, including listening sessions 
where people's concerns were heard and then acknowledged in 
updated plans.

If the Vestry had proposed wholesale change, McQuiston 
would have balked. Instead, what was approved, he said, enhances 
the space’s beauty.  

“The plans bring more light to places that were too dark. 
They make our front door more welcoming. We maintained the 
beauty and the simplicity of the architecture, but we’re also really 
enhancing it.

“It’s long overdue, but I have to say, it happened when it could. 
The response to the campaign reflects that. This is our time,” 
McQuiston said.

Photo by Cindy McMillion

(Nave continued on page 11)
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Tour Headed to Land, Mist of Walter Anderson 

Photos courtesy of the Walter Anderson family

Holy Communion’s summer pilgrimage to artist 
Walter Anderson’s home in Ocean Springs, 
Mississippi, is shaping up to be a weekend of 

revelation and reflection in one of the 
region’s most quietly revered places.

The Walter Anderson Museum of 
Art, which includes murals he painted 
for $1 for the city of Ocean Springs; 
and the Little Room, a locked room 
in the cottage where he lived 18 years. 
When his wife broke the padlock 
after his death, she discovered 
every inch of wall space covered in 
Anderson’s interpretation of Psalm 
104, which begins: “Bless the Lord, 
O my soul. O Lord my God, thou 
art very great; thou art clothed with honor and majesty.”

The grandeur of creation and flows out in Anderson’s 
whimsical treatment of the flowers and beasts of the Gulf 
Coast, which captured his imagination his whole life. The 
walls are bathed in the light he imagined from the sun’s 
rising in the east through its setting, across the room, in 
the west.

“It is literally a treasure,” said Tony DiFatta, the museum’s 
director of education. “It’s overwhelming. People are affected 

when they go into the Little Room,” he says, noting that he 
watches them fall into a silence that often turns to tears as 
they take in the fanciful creatures that fill the walls, floor to 

ceiling, around the room.
“What drew me to Walter 

Anderson was that he was fascinated 
with God’s creation,” said Hester 
Mathes, who designed the summer 
trip after an outpouring of interest 
in her Adult Forum class in February 
on Anderson’s spirituality.

“He would spend hours observing 
one animal,” she said. “And he would 
marvel at it. It would be like van Gogh 
- the beauty he saw he had to paint in 
hopes that others would see the same 

beauty. It makes me think of how God sees us. He sees all the 
beauty and awe and wonder, and he so much wants us to see 
that too and break that open for us.”

Scholars believe Anderson was influenced by the simple 
lines in cave paintings.

“For me, it wasn’t just the simplest form that captivated 
him,” Hester said. “It was the most gracious form, the bold 
drawing of birds as a way of showing motion. I think, it gives 
us a sense of the spirit of the animal.”

The Reverend Hester Mathes is leading a weekend tour to Ocean Springs, Miss., in late July. “Walter Anderson’s work makes me think of 
how God sees us. He sees all the beauty and awe and wonder, and he so much wants us to see that too ….”

(Anderson continued on page 3)

“This is a terrific 
reminder that even 

people we don’t 
understand carry the 

light of God …. ”
– Hester Mathes



Anderson cont'd from page 2

The group leaves Friday, July 26. Cost is $180 for 
admission, transportation and meals, and $210 for two 
nights in a hotel.

“Saturday, we’ll spend at the museum, which will include 
a hands-on project led by the museum staff”, Hester said. 
“My hope is we will have some time for reflection going 
down to the water.”

The museum is also showing the 34-year retrospective 
of student work from the Memphis College of Art trips 
to Horn Island, “The Sound and the Gulf.” The college’s 
12-day trips to Anderson’s hideaway on Horn Island 
have produced stunning work that will hang through 
September 20.

Before heading home, the group will attend church at St. 
Peter’s By-The-Sea in Gulfport, Miss., where the Reverend 
Patrick Sanders is rector.

“Patrick helped us lead our annual giving stewardship 
Celebration Sunday in 2014 and 2015,” Hester said. “Holy 
Communion and St. Timothy’s in 
Southaven, where he was serving at the 
time, had a such a wonderful partnership. 
We did a staff day 
there, and he brought 
his congregation 
up here for our 
contemplative services.

Part of the 
reflection around 
Walter Anderson is 
how he was ostracized 
from society and we 
how treat people who are different from 
us,” Hester says.

“Anderson and van Gogh were completely misunderstood. 
Their mental health issues had a way of isolating them. It 
created a distance so that people did not appreciate the gifts 
they had in their time and place.

“This is a reminder that even the people we don’t 
understand carry the light of God and can teach us about 
God in such beautiful ways,” she said. “Sometimes, it 
takes generations for us to see it.”
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These images 
are details from 
the Little Room 

that was discovered 
after Anderson 

died. It is covered 
in Anderson’s 

interpretation of 
Psalm 104. 

Dates: July 26-28  |  Cost is $180 per person 
plus $210 for two nights in a hotel. All ages 
welcome – scholarships available.  A $50 
deposit holds your place. Make check payable 
to Holy Communion with Walter Anderson 
in memo line.  Call Hester to sign up. 

Pilgrimage Details
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Future pilgrims, live 
deeply and journal! 

Dear future pilgrims, 

I had such an amazing experience 
and I know yours will be just as 
special. Here are a few things I 
recommend to make the most of your 
pilgrimage    

Journal! I highly recommend taking time to journal. I 
did, but not nearly enough. After reading some of my journal 
pages, I really regret not writing more because I know in the 
future I am going to want to look back at all the details of 
our trip and wish I had more detail about what I thought 
and felt.

Camera! I brought a camera and I ended up taking over 
800 pictures and videos. I will always look back on those 
pictures, and they will always make me smile. I am so glad I 
took all those photos because they make up for the times I did 
not journal and help me remember everything I did. So, make 
sure you bring a camera with lots of storage. 

Positivity! When I woke up the day we were leaving 
Memphis, I had no idea what to expect. I went into the trip 

Pilgrim Journals Sum Up Trip of a Lifetime

The 2019 Pilgrimage included 13 members of the youth group, including Miriam Gardner, from Calvary. 
The team also included the Reverend Jonathan Chesney, Carter Webster, minister to  youth, Kendall and David Visinsky 

and the tour guide leader, Molly Wren from Wonder Voyage.  

Submitted photos

I found God in stone, 
rain and our group 

“A little bit of heaven fell from 
the sky one day; and when the angels 
found it, they called it Ireland.” This is 
how one writer described the Emerald 
Isle. This mystical land is dotted with 

ancient castles, grazing sheep, misty hills, thatched cottages, 
emerald fields, the sound of the sea, and medieval Christian 
ruins. Ireland has a distinct spiritual quality that provides the 
perfect place to meet God.

In early June, 13 youth and four adults from Holy 
Communion traveled for 10 days along the western coast of 
Ireland. The year leading up to our summer pilgrimage was 
an exciting time. While I looked forward to the trip with 
anticipation of the amazing sights, I greatly underestimated 
the number of times I would experience God’s presence.

 The theme of our pilgrimage was finding God in “Thin 
Places,” or those places in which the barrier between heaven 
and earth seems narrow and where one feels strongly connected 
to God’s presence. Before leaving the United States, we held 
a compline service in an airport chapel in Charlotte, N.C., 
an unlikely “thin place,” but a wonderful start to our spiritual 

Miriam Gardner Daniel Russell

(Miriam continued on page 5) (Daniel continued on page 5)
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with a positive attitude and an open mind, which really helped. 
I never had a bad moment. However, there was one day where 
I was a little negative, which I really regret. Everyone gets 
something different out of the trip. My relationship with God 
definitely grew. I always walked away from small groups having 
learned insightful things from my peers and leader. Try to always 
have a positive attitude 
and make the most of the 
moments. After all, you 
are in a foreign country 
with incredible people. 
Make the most of it.

Community! We 
represented eight schools, 
different ages and many 
personality types. But, 
by the end, we all had a 
special appreciation for 
each person’s gifts and 
talents. You learn a lot 
about each other when 
you spend about eight 
days abroad without 
a phone. I hope you 
will take time to learn 
everything there is to 
know about each group 
member, including what 
they enjoy doing, what 
their favorite food is, whether they like to drink coffee, and 
if they like the beach or the mountains (a heated topic for 
our group!).       

 Give thanks! Something that really put things in 
perspective for me was taking time to think about all the 
people who made this trip possible for us. It’s easy to forget 
about all the work and people it took. You will probably get 
tired and hungry and maybe even a little frustrated. In those 
moments, take time to look around and think about how 
fortunate you are to have such an amazing opportunity.       

I learned so much on the trip, and I definitely came back a 
better person. I know I will treasure all the memories I made 
and everything I learned. Our pilgrimage group has such a 
special bond, and I know yours will too. Before you know it, 
you will be boarding an airplane for an unforgettable journey 
of your own. 

Know that all the past pilgrimage groups are praying for you 
and cheering you on from wherever we might be. Go dté tú slán 
(May you go safely)

P.S. Our group has already started planning some reunion 
trips. Shout-out to all the fellow leprechauns; I cannot wait for 
Part II in Bora Bora and London!

journey toward a deeper faith. After this service, I felt certain 
that if we felt God’s presence in an airport chapel, then we 
would certainly feel it as we traveled to Ireland.

When we arrived in Dublin, we drove to the 500-year-old 
Esker Monastery, our sacred home base for the week. One 
day we spent serving at Esker as a way to thank the monks 

for hosting us. The 
remaining days we made 
day trips from Esker to 
various places, all unique 
and many of unparalleled 
beauty. 

The most memorable 
of the week was our visit 
to the majestic Cliffs 
of Moher. Fortunately, 
we experienced the 
cliffs from two different 
perspectives. From the 
top, we marveled at the 
endless Atlantic Ocean 
before us while hiking 
along the steep cliffs 
towering hundreds 
of feet above. From a 
ferry below, we looked 
up at the massive walls 
of stone. Both were 
spectacular and left me 

awestruck. I could not help but feel the presence of God.  
Later in the week, we relocated to Inis Oirr, a small island 

off Ireland’s west coast. It is very remote with fewer than 200 
residents. We had plenty of solitude on the island, allowing 
time to sit on the beach alone and pray. I had never felt the 
call just to sit and really talk to God before now, so what I had 
intended to be a few minutes of prayer turned into an hour of 
good conversation with God.

Toward the end of our pilgrimage, we celebrated the 
Eucharist with our priest, Jonathan Chesney, before an ancient 
outdoor altar. I will never forget taking communion in this “thin 
place,” feeling a sense of community and offering our prayers to 
God in such a unique setting.  

 Although I did not begin my pilgrimage with the pure 
intention of finding God, that is exactly what happened. I now 
realize that, when we seek God, he reveals himself, and often in 
unexpected ways.

This trip gave us a foundation to build a lifelong, personal 
relationship with God. We are so thankful for the adult leaders 
who traveled with us, for our parents’ love and support, and for 
the parishioners who supported and prayed for us.

Our Holy Communion pilgrimage was a little piece of heaven, 
and I have to agree with those angels who named it Ireland.

Miriam cont'd from page 4 Daniel cont'd from page 4

Members of the group in Galway, posing for a sweet shot in the shopping district.
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July at CHC... Tell Your Story | Take a Journey | Make a Difference

ADULT 
forUm

SUNdAyS at 9:15 a.m. 

Sandy's 
Greatest Hits 
July 14-28
Father Sandy 
is reprising some of his favorite lectures for this hot 
summertime series!  Each lecture is independent, so feel free 
to drop in around your summer travel schedule. The common 
denominator will be Sandy on topics he loves!

July 14  Angels Unexpected
Angels are described in similar terms in both scripture and 
literature. After we get a feel for the terminology, and with 
Sandy’s insight, we’ll have a sense of who these often-winged 
creatures are and where we might encounter them.

July 21  Sinning Together
Through the lens of Rienhold Niebuhr, an American theologian 
who suggested we sin both as individuals and through our 
social institutions, Sandy will help us look at our structures 
and systems and their power. 

July 28  The 21st Century Heresy
Here’s an argument that individualisn is the biggest 
theological misunderstanding of modern time.  

Youth 
Formation

Middle- and high-
school youth will 
meet each Sunday 
in a casual format in 
the new youth suite 
when it opens on 
July 14! 

Each week, the group will discuss a contemporary video 
and the themes they see in it and their own lives. 

Children's Formation
Summer Sunday Fun Days will be a children’s “grab bag” this 

year through July 28! It will be a surprise each week!  Will there 
be a movie? Or games? Maybe some crafts or music or outreach? 
Come be part of the fun!

A Book Study & Reflection 
Holy Communion is participating in MIFA’s 

Communitywide Read of the book 
“The Hundred Story Home” by 
Kathy Izard. The book, a memoir 
about finding faith in ourselves and 
something bigger, is available at 
novel., 387 Perkins Ext. or through 
the bookstore’s website. You will 
get a 10-percent discount. Holy 
Communion’s group will meet two 
Wednesday evenings, Aug. 14 and 
Sept. 4. When hundreds of people 
read the same book at the same time, 
things can happen!

Photos by Cindy McMillion
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July at CHC... Tell Your Story | Take a Journey | Make a Difference

Recreation
Registration open for fall soccer and co-

ed kickball! Practices start in mid-August. 
Games begin in early September.

Online registration is available at www.
holycommunion.org. For more information, go to our website or 
email juliefike@holycommunion.org.  

Exercise Schedule at Holy Communion

YOGA INT. YOGA TAI CHI ZUMBA
M, W

4:15 p.m.
T, Th

4:15 p.m.
M, W

11:30 a.m.
M 6:15 p.m.
W 6:15 p.m.
Sa 9:30 a.m.

Words3 is a group of people who like to write 
and read from their work. Group will meet at 6 

p.m., Thursday, July 18 at the church. See e-communicator for room 
number. Topic: Independent Thinking. Listeners welcome!

Words3 Youth 
Summer 
Fun!

Youth are going to 
AutoZone Park to see 
the Redbirds play the 
Oklahoma City Dodgers 
at 1:15 p.m. July 14.

On July 31- Aug 2 
our youth are joining 
the rest of the youth in 
the diocese in a rafting 

trip to the Ocoee River. Details to come.  RSVP to cwebster@
holycommunion.org

Book It 5K  This year’s race will start 
at 9 a.m. Saturday, September 21.

   The race benefits Emmanuel Center and 
Books from Birth. Sponsorship forms 

are available on the church website 
under Outreach and Ministries.

     If  you have questions, contact 
Steve Maury at 493-4485.

Before Dawn Peppers  
Wednesdays at 6 a.m., starting July 24. Get ready for the race 

with this men’s running/walking and devotional group. For details, 
contact Robert Propst, 289-0601 or rkpropst@msn.com. 

SPONSORS ... Thank you!

Holy Communion has a variety of outreach projects that work well 
with summer vacation season. You can volunteer once or take up a 
new cause with these offerings. Dig in. Our community needs you!

• More Than A Meal  Holy Communion serves the 
homeless the first Sunday of the month at Grace-St. Luke’s. 
We need peanut butter sandwiches, individually wrapped, and 
cookies. Desserts also– store-bought or homemade, plus lots 
of hands to cook and serve.  Arrive at 1 p.m. Servers needed 
at 3:30 p.m. The SignUp Genius link is filed under Barbara 
Boucher’s email, bib72015@gmail.com.  

• Meals on Wheels  is one of our long-term ministries. The 
church’s route is largely in Frayser. It will take you slightly more 
than two hours to deliver. Insulated hot and cold items can be 
picked at MIFA at 9 a.m. Download MOW app for directions 

to each home. The sign up is on SignUpGenius under Linda 
Thompson’s email, curlytop26@gmail.com. Holy Communion 
delivers on the first and third Fridays.

• St. Luke's Food Pantry needs a consistent volunteer 
to help with packaging food at the pantry at St. Luke’s on 
Highland. Holy Communion works the third Thursday 
morning, from 8:30 to noon. You will learn a lot about hunger 
in three Zip Codes, including 38117. 

• The Mariposas Collective  makes sandwiches and 
hygiene kits for the thousands of refugees who pass through the 
city seeking asylum. A number of Holy Communion people are 
involved. Donations may be dropped off at 6 p.m. at First Congo 
on Cooper. Use the Blythe Street entrance near the hostel. 

Summertime Outreach Opportunities in our Greater Community

Commercial Bank 
& Trust

Mid-South Milling
New South Capital

OrthoSouth
Russell & Oliver, PLC
Campbell Construction

Marco's Pizza
Kathy & Ben Adams
The Straton Family

Linda & Neely Mallory
Lattie Michael

Paragon  Bank
Butler Snow

Murphy, DeZonia & 
Webb

Ideal Chemical
Smith Pools
Clay & Land
Germantown 
Commissary 

Paulsen Printing
Catherine & Bill

Bateman

Semmes Murphey
Fleming Architects

Linkous Construction
Diversitifed Trust

Stratas Foods
Mister Tree

DNA Entertainment
Fleet Feet

Carmine & Bill 
Vaughan

The Maury/McCain 
Family
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Through the Thin Places, We are Transported

The Reverend Dr. Randy McCloy quickly wrote this sermon this summer for the midday Wednesday healing service. It turned out to be 
an insight in to his life and way to grow spiritually.     

Photo from Unsplash

I first learned about the phrase, “thin places” about 15 years 
ago in a book by the late Marcus Borg, entitled, “The 
Heart of Christianity: Discovering a Life of Faith”, as well 

as in hearing him speak later in the Lenten Preaching Series 
at Calvary Church. Borg attributed 
the metaphor, “thin places” to Celtic 
Christianity, prevalent in Ireland and 
parts of Scotland, Wales and northern 
England in the 5th century. He said it 
was a way of thinking about God, that 
God is not somewhere else, but is “right 
here” and referred to the words of the 
Apostle Paul in the Book of Acts: God is 
“the one in whom we live and move and 
have our being” (Acts 17: 28).

For Borg, thin places are places where the veil between 
heaven and earth is momentarily lifted, and we behold God. 
Thin places can be geographical locations, such as Island of 
Iona, off the west coast of Scotland, or Jerusalem, or Rome or 
Canterbury. 

They can be experienced through the arts: music, poetry or 
literature. Even times of serious illness, suffering or grief can 
become thin places. Worship, which has the power to draw us 
out of ourselves, can be a thin place.

  Thin places are “accounts of God’s divine guidance, 
mysterious comforts from beyond, inexplicable protection, 

immeasurable reassurance, answers that come in dreams and 
visions, and angels who give aid at the exact right moment…
the veil between heaven and earth is very thin and parts at times, 
giving us a glimpse into eternity” (Sabra Ciancanelli, “Thin 

Places: Touching the Edge of Heaven”).
     I am sure most of you can think of 

your own thin-place experiences.
I’d like to share one. About 10 years ago, 

when I was trying to balance my new career 
as clergy in the Episcopal Church with my 
role as a physician (I retired from the latter 
six years ago), my days were pretty full, 
alternating between visits to the church and 
the hospital. One day, I was driving from 
Baptist East to a meeting downtown. It was 

about noon, and, for no real reason, I decided to call my wife. 
After several rings, she answered, then dropped the receiver. 
When she got back on the phone, she sounded weak and as if 
she was about to faint. I knew something was wrong. 

I was only a few blocks from home. Within a couple of 
minutes I was there, where I found her awake and alert but 
slumped beside a couch in our den. She was short of breath 
and lightheaded. I took her blood pressure, and it was high. In 
addition, her pulse was nearly 200 beats per minute. I quickly 
called 911, and in minutes, EMTs were at our door.

After a brief evaluation, they transported her to the 

“Perhaps this can be a 
reminder for all of us

to reflect upon the ways 
God enters our lives …”
            –Randy McCloy
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Thin Spaces cont'd from page 8

emergency room at Baptist East, where doctors determined 
she had a heart-rhythm disorder. She was given intravenous 
medication to restore the heart to normal. We were sent home, 
enormously relieved that a potentially serious problem had been 
recognized and promptly treated. Later, she had a procedure that 
cured the problem. To say that God poked his head into my 
affairs at an opportune time would be an understatement; this 
was an experience of God’s presence I will never forget.

     Perhaps this can be a reminder for all of us to reflect upon 
the ways God enters our lives, and the times and places when we 
feel his presence through acts of protection, acts of hospitality, 
acts of love and acts of reconciliation.

   

“O God, when work and responsibility 
wrap around my life like a woolen 
cloak, and wonder is closed off from 

my life, throw aside my protection. 
Guide me back to those places where my soul 

lies open to the cool breath of mystery from your 
Spirit. I ask this for the sake of your great love. 
(from Explorefaith.com: “Where can I Touch the Edge of 
Heaven?”)   Amen.

Sandy Will 
Lecture on 
Cruise Ship 

The Reverend Sandy Webb has been 
invited to be guest lecturer for a company 
that has been arranging inspiring travel 
for Christians since 1974.

In October 2020, Sandy will be 
the lecturer on a cruise that will sail 
from Paris to Normandy and back. The 
nine-day trip includes the beaches of 
Normandy, Claude Monet's home in 
Vernon and the last home of Vincent 
van Gogh, Auberge Ravoux.

“I will give four lectures while we are 
underway. They will focus on theology 
and the religious aspect of what we are 
seeing, including the American cemetery 
at Normandy,” Sandy said.

“This is one of the most beautiful 
places in the world, and 75 years ago, it 
was a war zone.”

Rebirth is quintessentially a Christian and 
Easter theme, and at least one lecture will 
focus on the power of life over death, he said.

The lectures are taking shape in Sandy’s mind now, including 
the one for the day the group sees the Monet house. 

“I want to talk about who we co-create with God. Does God 
invite us to create or do we create through God?”

The tours are coordinated through Fishburne and 
Associates’ EO Tours. The company creates dozens of trips a 
year around themes such as mission, Holy Land, heritage sites, 
Oberammergau Passion Play, Journeys of Paul and others. 

The Reverend Donald Fishburne works for EO Tours and 

connected them with Sandy. Fishburne, 
retired rector of St. Paul’s Episcopal 
Church in Chattanooga, was Sandy’s 
professional coach when he arrived in 
Memphis. 

“He was assigned to me because he 
had been a rector of a large church for a 
long time,” Sandy said.

The Reverend Fishburne contracts 
with American Waterways Operators.

“We invited Sandy in particular because he is a gifted 
teacher, a person and priest of deep faith, a gracious host and 
pastor to friend and stranger alike,” Fishbourne said. “When 
considering clergy and lay leaders for lecturers, we look for 
people with at least some of these qualities.” 

For details about the trip, go to http://www.eo.travelwithus.
com/tours/rc20101420p/#.XRvcGOhKjIU Be sure to register 
with Holy Communion’s group ID: 59473.

“I will give four 
lectures while we 
are underway."

– Sandy Webb

Photo from Unsplash
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A View from 
the Hill
By Sarah Cowan

This is Aspinwall Hall at Virginia Theological Seminary built by slaves borrowed from George Washington’s nearby plantation, Mount Vernon. The 
seminary will celebrate its bicentennial in four years and is grappling with the disparate parts of its own story. 

Photo courtesy of  Virginia Theological Seminary

Virginia Theological Seminary is built 
on a hilltop, one of the highest points 
in Alexandria, Virginia. The seminary’s 

oldest building is Aspinwall Hall, built by slaves 
borrowed from George Washington’s nearby 
plantation, Mount Vernon. The outer walls 
of Aspinwall bear graffiti from the Civil War 
soldiers that camped outside. With the upcoming 
bicentennial of the seminary in 2023, the 
community is deeply engaged in how its past, 
present and future intersect. 

The architectural history became an apt metaphor for the 
work I engaged during my first year of seminary. I joined my 
fellow first-year classmates in the “trifecta” of three required 
classes – Old Testament, New Testament and Church History – 
and continually pondered how the history and scripture of the 
past had bearing on our present and future ministries. What I 
realized as I attended morning prayer, slogged through Hebrew 
grammar, dove deep into Sarah’s laughter in Genesis, grappled 
with the Jesus of history, interpreted Paul’s letters, discussed the 
legacy of racism, reflected upon my own Christian formation, 
shared breakfast with my formation group and conducted Bible 
study with women incarcerated at the Alexandria Detention 
Center is that God is present everywhere and in everything. 
Indeed, God breaks through in the most unexpected ways: 

yesterday, today and – we can surely expect it – 
tomorrow. 

In fact, the whole Cowan family felt God’s grace 
this year in ways big and small. Seminary classmates 
greeted our U-haul and unloaded everything in two 
hours. Billy and Corinne met friends and sailed 
through the school year. Curt and I enjoyed each 
other’s company during twilight walks around 
campus and museum days in D.C. There were 
challenges as well. Opportunities for small breaks 

helped us weather them: Christmas in Memphis, a few days in 
Pennsylvania Dutch Country and Memorial Day weekend at the 
Diocese of Virginia’s camp and conference center, Shrine Mont. 

Now, I am off to my summer assignment: Eleven weeks 
working in a hospital for my clinical-pastoral education unit. Just 
a few days in, I’m learning to take some risks, model a prayerful 
presence and walk my floor of the hospital in order to learn 
names and faces. 

Not all patients in the hospital want a chaplain’s services, but 
I am reminded of the lesson I learned this first year in seminary: 
Whether called or not, God is with us. We can give thanks for 
God’s presence in our history. We can actively strive to discern 
God’s will in our present time. And, we can confidently expect 
God to break through into the future in ways we can’t even 
begin to imagine.   2

Sarah Cowan
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Senior Warden Mike Murphy notes that nearly 70 percent 
of pledges for Blaisdell, Greenwood and Cheney enhancements 
are in and close to a third of the money to improve the nave has 
been received.

“It’s amazing,” Murphy said. “People responded very quickly.”
On July 2, hazardous removal crews were at work, taking up 

the linoleum flooring and the asbestos. As soon as Linkous 
Construction receives 
a clean-building 
certification, its work 
can begin, starting 
with the hole it will cut 
in the roof to remove 
decades-old heating and 
cooling equipment.

“While they have 
the slate shingles off, 
they will cut a hole 
in the roof and use 
a crane to take out 
the AC equipment. 
These are the air-
conditioners that are 
giving us all the trouble,” Sandy said. “It will be dramatic.”

Taking them through the roof saves cutting a hole in the 
ceiling. As soon as the units are out, the roof will be closed and 
the church will be shingled with the same shingles contractors 
put on Blaisdell and Greenwood early this spring. Each shingle 
comes with a 50-year warranty.

Work will continue from the narthex to the chancel, including 
new flooring - similar to the pattern in the Children’s Chapel - 
new lighting, amplification and ceiling restoration. When the nave 
reopens in the winter, the altar will be closer to the people in the 
pews, a significant part of the modifications to the chancel.

The Vestry’s executive committee will work with Linkous and 
Fleming Architects to finalize the budget for the nave. The final 
contract is expected before the end of July. It’s possible it could 
include some portions of the extra projects.

“I am most excited about what the church’s mission will be 
when it doesn’t have to worry about facilities,” Sandy said. “I am 
most excited about what we are going to be able to do after we 
finish all these things.”

In the meantime, 300 chairs are set up in Cheney Parish 
Hall, now the temporary worship space for every service and 
funeral until the nave is finished.

The chairs are arranged in a semi-circle around the altar, an 
engraved wooden piece from St. Elizabeth’s,  with the Greek 
letters chi and rho, the first two letters of Christos and an 
ancient Christian symbol.

“The idea of the Eucharist is that we gather around the 
table,” Sandy said. “Part of the reason we are moving the altar 
table forward is that we are closer to the table, not far away 

and separated.”
Work is also progressing on the new music suite on the third 

floor of Cheney. The walls are framed. Work will continue on the 
suite through the summer and in the kitchen on the main floor.

 “We are going to take out the interior wall so there is 
more kitchen space. We’re getting all new appliances,” Sandy 
said. “The old ones that still have life left in them are going 
downstairs to the Blaisdell kitchen.”

The kitchen will expand to include the dishwashing room on 
the south and the pantry on the north.

“The old kitchen was designed to be a catering kitchen, and 
we’ve tried to use it as a cooking kitchen,” Sandy said. “This will 
be a cooking kitchen.”

Bishop Phoebe Roaf will dedicate the new spaces in Cheney, 
Greenwood and Blaisdell on Sunday, September 8.

“She has very generously invited me to preach,” Sandy said. 
“I am so honored. This has been a very personal journey for me.  
To be able to preach the word of God on the day we mark the 
completion is very special.”

Barbara Wilson was a new 
member on the first “folding chair 
Sunday” on January 1, 1950.

She was 27 or 28.
“The people who had been 

going to the little chapel - the Crumps, the Pryors, the 
Quinlans – they were the ones who loaded up all the 
folding chairs. I had just started coming to the Chapel 
of the Holy Communion. I didn’t haul any chairs. I 
was not part of the “in” crowd,” she says with a laugh.

But the event was a big enough deal that Barbara 
wasn’t going to miss it. Her husband, Rich, stayed home 
to watch the children.

“They filled the nave with folding chairs. The church 
was very full,” she said.

She sat in the balcony and remembers looking down 
at the throng, gathered for the first service in the nave of 
the new Chapel of the Holy Communion on a “terrible, 
rainy afternoon.”

“The choir from Calvary, and maybe from other 
churches, was there and sang. There was probably a 
reception afterward, but I don’t know where,” she said. 
“We didn’t have a parish hall.”

“The mood was joyful. Everybody was really so happy 
to be able to worship in their new church,” she said.

“I have never forgotten it.”

Barbara Wilson

First ‘folding 
chair’ Sunday left 
indelible memory

Brad Boucher writes his memories of the 
nave on Sunday, June 30.

Photo by Cindy McMillion
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