54th   Diocesan Convention, March 5-7, 2009
Hosted by the STT/STJ Deanery

I will see it and remember the everlasting covenant between God and every living creature on the earth. I have set my bow in the clouds and it shall be a sign of the covenant that I made between me and you for all generations. (Gen. 9). 
We have entered the Lenten season with God’s promise of a sign to assure us of His abiding presence.  Over the years many have heard the language of a signpost, something to give us direction and encouragement on our earthly pilgrimage. Sometimes I know where I am going from one congregation to another and sometimes I am lost between the signs, but I can always go back to the last sign and retrace the way forward. Our 54th Diocesan Convention was called to order earlier today with the people of God, clergy and laity, who have come together for a time of renewal and a deepening of our sense of mission. We are called together for “purposeful discussion.”  
This is the second year we have held convention hosted by the entire deanery rather than a particular congregation. The goal is to get each congregation in the deanery feeling like an equal participant. If this is being accomplished, we are succeeding in leveling the playing field, thereby giving the smaller congregations an integral role in the accomplishment of such an event.
At this time let me express heart-felt thanks to Bishop Taylor for accepting our invitation to lead the Clergy Retreat and be our celebrant and preacher at this evening’s Eucharist. Bishop Taylor transitions into other areas of ministry this fall. His retirement service is scheduled for May 9, 2009 at The Cathedral of St. John the Divine, NY. Thank you also to the Regional Dean, Canon Rymer and the Deanery’s Executive Committee Lineth Sylvester and Sharon Kendall, the Ad Hoc Committees and all those who worked to accomplish all that we will experience at this Convention. Thank you to the Rector of St. Andrew’s, Fr. Cabey, the Vestry, and congregation for making their facilities available to the Deanery and the Diocese for this event. We also thank the staff of the Diocesan Office for all their gifts, talents and labors of love for having brought to fruition this Convention. While giving thanks, let us not forget the caterers, one of whom is a member of St. Andrew’s congregation, for the nourishment for our bodies that they have prepared. Thanks to all of you for the work you have done in preparation for our time together for meaningful discussion in Convention and for what we will continue doing until its conclusion. We take this opportunity to thank all those who worked behind the scenes to bring us where we are today even with late notice. Thanks to all who have volunteered their time, talents, and resources to move this Diocese forward.  We will all experience something different as we experiment with the technology of our time. Thanks to Mr. Roger Speer, and all those who worked with him to accomplish this ‘new thing’.   We will now spend a moment of silence as we remember Deacon George Quinland and the Rev Dr. C. Warren Smith both of whom departed this life last year.  
Today we have begun this address to the 54th Diocesan Convention in what one may consider a rather unique way than the previous ones. We began with Bible Study. You see, our understanding of the reason we are here must be informed by our understanding of Scripture and the call to mission and ministry laid on all of us.  We are to be reminded of our Baptismal Vows and the mission and ministry of the Church while we meet to make decisions for our common life. This convention is designed to bring a new vision of unity and purpose to the diocese. Through the Indaba process we will communicate with each other after which we will recommit ourselves to the empowerment of a representative bodies, our regional deaneries who will work jointly to enact the actions and sense of the convention in the life of the Diocese and report to the 55th Convention as to the ways we have implemented the actions and sense of this convention. 

To make a right beginning, borrowing here from the Ash Wednesday Liturgy, for the first time in recent history we will have no guest speakers or presenters to share with us their understanding of the work of mission and ministry to which all of us are called by virtue of our baptism. We will not hear about congregational development, stewardship, evangelism, or outreach from some expert unless it comes from among us in our small groups.  We will decide at this Convention who we are, whose we will be, and what we will be about as a Diocese for the rest of this year and in the future. You see, from the handwriting on the wall, we will be forced to accept the inevitable. The time has come for us to face honestly the situation in which we find ourselves and take responsibility. 
Ecclesiastes 3 tells us that there is nothing new under the sun. Most things that had been said in recent times at clergy meetings, it is said, was said before and was recorded in documents that were made available to us. We have to be proactive, acknowledge our situation and not wait until we are placed in the position where our resources are cut from The Episcopal Church to take action. 
The Episcopal Church continues to make the news with dioceses and congregations withdrawing and attempting to take the property, as well as bishops being deposed. We have heard of the Diocese of Forth Worth, Quincy, and Pittsburg all attempting to withdraw from The Episcopal Church and align themselves with the Southern Cone or some other Province of the Anglican Communion. The jury is still out on the Virginia eleven congregations that seceded taking their property with them. All this makes the news but we seldom hear of the congregations remaining loyal to the doctrine and discipline of the church. We seldom hear of the dioceses all across this Church reaching out in mission and ministry to the end of the earth, those dioceses enabling others to see the reign of God as lives are changed. Speaking of dioceses making a difference, this diocese has responded to the human needs of the church in the Dominican Republic, Haiti, Myanmar, and to the Episcopal Church Relief and Development Fund. Individual congregations have also made contributions to various dioceses or appeals without sending it through the Diocesan Office. 
During summer last year the Archbishop of Canterbury, The Most Honorable Rowan Williams, invited most of the bishops of the church to the Lambeth Conference on the Campus of the University of Kent, England. As I wrote to the Diocese on my return, the conference was a resounding success. Some of the essence of the conference will be experienced during our small group bible study and Indaba sessions. 

In accordance with the requirement of our Canons, a reporting of the State of the Diocese since the last Convention is now being presented. Visitations were made to almost all the congregations in the Diocese with the exception of San Francisco. Visitations were made during the Patronal Festival and at other times to many congregations.  A total of 58 persons were confirmed across the Diocese.

Vacancies still exist in some congregations but attempts are being made to provide coverage for Sunday services and pastoral emergencies. The year 2008 brought additional vacancies with the transitioning of Canon Lionel Rymer, former Rector of St. Luke’s Episcopal Church into retirement. Canon Rymer served as Rector for almost thirty years, (from  March 1979 until his retirement November 7. 08. This is in addition to his other roles as founding vicar of St Luke’s. In all Canon Rymer served St Luke’s congregation about thirty nine years. Thanks to Canon Rymer and Mrs. Rymer who served this Diocese in various areas, especially in preparing the liturgy for various deanery and diocesan services.  Also Dean Ashton Brooks resigned as Dean and Rector of All Saints Cathedral Church effective December 31, 2008. Thanks to Dean Brooks for his ministry at the Cathedral and with the Commission on Ministry.  Commendations also to Dean Brooks, who with the assistance of Dean Gibbs, Canon Rymer and others developed the curriculum in your convention booklet for our Diocesan training program; Dean Brooks also sought the funding for theological education.
The Cathedral has asked Dean Thomas Gibbs III, who resigned from active ministry at the Cathedral in 1988, to be their interim Priest in Charge for three months with the possibility of extending.  While Dean Gibbs is serving at All Saints, the Bishop with the assistance of seminarians will take responsibility of the mission and ministry of Holy Spirit congregation.  Presently, San Francisco de asis on St. Croix is still without clergy leadership.  Lastly, Fr. Wilfred Daniel had also announced his retirement from St. John Church at the end of August, 2009.  Thanks to Fr. Daniel and wife Gwen for their ministry among us. 
On the other hand, three vacant congregations received fulltime clergy last year. On August 1, 2008 Fr. Stedwart Lee was assigned for three years as Priest in Charge of Holy Cross, Upper Love, St. Croix. On September 1, 2008 St. Ursula and Nazareth congregations have jointly accepted the appointment of Fr. William Potter as Vicar for a period of three years. We take this opportunity to welcome Fr. William and Cynthia Potter, to the diocesan family. 
On Virgin Gorda after St Mary’s became vacant, Dean David Stedman supplied at that parish until it was decided that they needed more than a supply priest. Thereafter Canon Julian Clarke was asked to serve as Priest in Charge of St. Mary’s congregation which remained without a fulltime clergy person. Canon Keith Gibson continues to assist with services there, as do Deacons Erminie George and Sandra Malone. With the cooperation of the leadership of St. Mary’s Congregation, a resident priest can be deployed to that congregation.  
On St. Croix, St. Peter’s renewed their agreement with Fr. Richard Abbott for the year 2008 and extended it to January 31, 2009. Thanks to Fr. Abbott and wife Mary for their ministry in the St. Croix Deanery, the most recent being at St. Peter’s. Sitting among us today is the Rev. Dr. Dwight Ogier an INTERIM MINISTRY SPECIALIST from the Diocese of Atlanta. He is serving at St. Peter’s with the blessing of his diocesan Bishop, Neil Alexander, a special welcome to Fr. Dwight Ogier and his wife Barbara.    

Thank you is also extended to Fr. Robert Dendtler and wife, Charlotte who served at Holy Cross for the past two winters. This year they are serving at St. John’s, Christiansted, particularly in the area of Congregational Development. Fr. Dendtler has offered to serve the deanery and diocese in whatever way he can in the areas of seminarian training and vestry leadership/ Congregational Development.    
Please do not panic when you hear about the shortage of clergy. There is any number of clergy in good standing with their dioceses seeking positions in this Diocese if we had the resources to accommodate them. Also, let me invite you not to conclude among yourselves that you cannot afford the ministry of a priest. It is not as dismal as it may seem. In times like there when there seems to be a shortage, we are to take comfort in the Word of God, particularly Genesis 26 1, 2 & 12.  It says, there was another famine in the land besides the earlier one during the time of Abraham.  The Lord appeared to Isaac and told him not to go to Egypt, but stay in the land, live there and I will be with you. Isaac sowed crops in that land, and that year he harvested a hundred times as much as he had sown, because the Lord blessed him.   

With the historical ordinations taking place in the Diocese last year, the ministry of Deacons is deployed to various congregations. A total of eight persons were ordained in or for the Diocese. Four Deacons: Ann Russell, Delores Gumbs, Elaine Francis, and Basil Bartlett were ordained in the Diocese to the Vocational Diaconate, also Erminie George, Sandra Malone, Gregory Gibson, and Wesley Williams to the Transitional Diaconate with Deacon Williams being ordained at Emmanuel Chapel of the Virginia Theological Seminary. Deacons Sandra and Erminie are assigned to St. Paul’s, Sea Cow Bay, and Deacon Ann to St. George’s, Tortola.  
Deacon Delores is assigned to St. Paul’s, Frederiksted, St. Croix. Deacon Basil is assigned 
to St. Andrew’s and Deacons Elaine and Wesley are assigned to All Saints, St. Thomas.  
All the deacons with the exception of one are non stipendiary.  Deacon Gregory, who is 
entering fulltime ministry, wasn’t deployed by a congregation because of financial 
restraints. The Bishop of Barbados Bishop John Holder has graciously offered Deacon 
Gregory a position at St. Peter’s Parish Church. 

A few postulants, candidates and a deacon came before the Commission on Ministry seeking advancement to the next level in the ordination process. Those seeking such are Mrs. Amonteen Doward, Mr. Clarence Scipio, Mrs. Kimberly Woodbury, Ms. Lowe Davis and The Rev. Dr Wesley Williams.  

The postulants, candidates, and all deacons need to be mindful of the state of the church in this diocese and what are we doing to address it. Material had been given or made available to all to help equip them to understand and respond to the needs of this diocese.  
Right now this diocese needs the ministry of specialists, clergy and lay people skilled to 

serve in areas of conflict resolution, ministry development, congregational empowerment, 
team building, empowerment of the people of God. We need to come to terms with our 
history and its relationship with previous clergy, we need to discover our special identity. 
Through the ministry of those so trained, we need a shift in leadership roles allowing new 
leaders to come to the fore constructively. We need a renewing and reworking relationship 
with the diocese, and a commitment to new leadership as we move into the future with 
openness and new possibilities.     

The Commission on Ministry has been hard at work developing a curriculum to be used in this Diocese for the preparation and development of leaders in the church.  The courses will be open to everyone, including those called to be ordained. The document is in your convention journal for your review. Thanks to the clergy who worked on behalf of the Commission on Ministry.   

During the past year, two clergy asked to have their canonical residency transferred to another diocese, Fr. Benjamin Santana to Southwest Florida and Fr. Bruce Taylor to San Joaquin.  
We’ve had several visits from Bishops during the year. The Presiding Bishop, The Most reverend Katherine Jefferts Schori visited the diocese and spent one day and a half in the St Croix deanery. One of our former bishops, Bishop E. Don Taylor visited the diocesan office.   Bishop Gayle Harris, Suffragan of Massachusetts visited the Diocese as guest of the Rev. Dr. Wesley Williams. Bishop Kenneth Price, Suffragan of Southern Ohio visited the Diocese while on a cruise and gave tangible support to youth ministry.  
In the area of Youth Ministry, Mr. Roger Speer joined the Diocesan Office staff September 1, 2008 as Missioner for children, youth, and young adult ministries, having previously served the Diocese of Southern Ohio. Roger is still supported by the Diocese of Southern Ohio. This ministry is slowly taking root in some areas.  It is my hope that we will experience the development of deanery youth ministries in addition to what may be created in congregations. Congregations with no youth ministries can join with a neighboring congregation rather than trying to go it alone. The Diocese now has a new web site, www.episcopalvi.org, thanks to Mr. Speer Roger. 

Last year several clergy were invited to CREDO, a ministry of the Church Pension Group.  Those invited received letters of encouragement from the Diocesan Office. Several clergy were recommended to the Clergy Leadership Project, a program of continuing education aimed at strengthening the leadership of this church.  Congregations must provide in their budgets for continuing education for clergy and lay leaders and encourage active participation.  Many seminars and workshops are held across the church in seminaries, conference centers and congregations that can help us better understand our mission and ministry to the communities around us.  The Church Pension Group hosted a Seminar in the Diocese for clergy entitled “Clergy Health Care”. 

The Bishop was the guest speaker at the Daughters of the King first assembly at St. Paul’s Church STX. The theme was “Living a Life of Compassion and Forgiveness.”  There were guests from the provincial body. The Bishop also attended the ECW Convention at St. John’s Church, STX.  

During last year under the leadership of Dean Brooks, All Saints retired its mortgage and had a Celebration in Thanksgiving to God.  St. Ursula renamed their multipurpose center in honor of the Rev. Dr. C. Warren Smith, their former Vicar of 21 years under whose leadership the multipurpose center was created. St. Paul’s Sea Cow Bay is in the midst of the restoration of their parish hall. St. Georges also has begun negotiations to build a new primary school as their present building has asbestos. St Andrew’s has changed the plain glass over the altar to beautiful stain glass. Holy Spirit has begun their building program. That have a steel frame structure on erected on site.  St Mary’s is also working on the restoration of their bell tower. You may not find St Peters such is the work going on there with the building of the wall along the street. It warms the heat to see the men hard at work and the women there with food and encouragement.  St. John’s formed a Restoration Committee to begin the process of a complete restoration of the entire facility: Rectory, Sunday School Hall, Cottages, Church building and Cemetery. This restoration is the largest the parish has faced in recent time and will need the support of the entire diocese.    
The future of this Diocese rests with us guided by the Holy Spirit to develop new models of ministry. To this end, conversations have been taking place among the diocesan clergy during our gatherings. This convention will give us another opportunity to discuss and propose new models for consideration.  By the time we leave here, we should be more determined to want to do things differently and encourage others to joins in so doing.  

It is now twenty months since we first met to develop a vision for ourselves in this Diocese, and we accepted the committee’s work at our last Convention. Brethren, it is time for the work to begin in fulfilling that vision. Our vision must come from our understanding of our Baptismal Covenant and the Mission as outlined in the Book of Common Prayer.  A fundamental understanding and acceptance of such a mission only needs clarification as the individual seeks the Holy Spirit’s guidance in understanding his or her role in the scheme of things.  What role do you play in your congregation at this time? What gifts and talents do you bring to the mission and ministry at the congregation you attend?  Secondly, because our vision is God given, it will be informed by our history, past and present.  I have seen attempts to impose a vision without input from those who must carry out the vision, and the resulting frustration and perpetuation of the myth that we do not support one another. 
Last year we sent a number of persons to an Upward Bound Seminar on Transformational Leadership in the hope that they would have brought back a spark to kindle a fire in the Diocese, but to date, we have not received a report. Some clergy find every excuse not to attend clergy gatherings, and this goes on repeatedly with what seems to be immunity; there is a level of hostility and/or passive aggressive behavior that is infectious in some congregations.  

Delegates, alternates, visitors and guests of this 54th Diocesan Convention, we have sought to do something a little different from what we had grown accustomed in the hope that we would all recognize our responsibility and accountability for what has been entrusted to our stewardship.  Having a vision is one thing, but having the human resources to serve in the fulfillment of such a vision is another thing.  It is my hope that our Scripture Reading and Bible Study prior to this address and during the rest of this convention will challenge us all to recognize our responsibility as stewards of what has been entrusted to our care. We are responsible for taking some of what is given to us and sharing with others. We are here because we have committed to pray and work faithfully for the success of the diocese. We are to become the sign in our congregations of what the mission and ministry of the church is all about. 
You see, I am looking for a sign, and I am sure others are also looking for a sign from this convention and the committees created out of this convention, a sign that will interpret the will of God for us as a community of faith.  Our present structure is not working, it is broken and all of us must fix it.  The late Bishop Mills our first diocesan bishop recognized the ineffectiveness of our present model. Succeeding bishops recognized it, and sought to address it. Their methods did not work. To the point that they made us aware of our deficiency, they were a sign along the way. 

Now is the time for us to rise up and become the sign of what the future of this diocese will be. Not a group of independent congregations but through our deanery systems, the body of Christ working to build up God’s Kingdom in the world.  Your presentation to the congregation on Sunday should serve as a sign and a call to service in the fulfillment of our common mission and ministry. Just as each year Lent calls us to make a right beginning, so let this gathering, our gathering for ‘purposeful discussion’ serve to fulfill Lord Alfred Tennyson’s quote, “The old order changeth, yielding place to new, and God fulfils himself in many ways.”  This is what we prayed for our new president. May it also be said about our mission and ministry in this Diocese with a relatively new and evolving method moving toward new models! Of course mistakes will be made along the way. But that gives an opportunity to acknowledge our own frailty and our dependence on the wisdom from God and the counsel of those who had gone this way before. 

May all our proceedings help us move forward thus fulfilling what Isaiah proclaimed, “So shall my word be that I speak, it will not fail to do what I plan for it, it will do everything I sent it to do.” I have said all this mindful of the famine that is in the land but also mindful that in a land experiencing famine God can bless what is planted and give its increase, thus giving us a sign of His grace and favor.   (Gen 26 & Isaiah 55) 
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