Domestic Missionary Partnership Forum – Sept. 27 – Oct. 1, 2009
Arriving at the Domestic Missionary Partnership Forum one and a half days early, gave me a wonderful opportunity to make contact and connect with the Diocese of Mississippi through its Youth Ministry and youth ministers. Since I was the only passenger in the van going to the Gray Camp and Conference Center from the airport, I had an opportunity to chat with the driver, John Dreyfus, a young man who just finished university, is involved with youth ministry in the diocese, and works for the Duncan Gray Camp and Conference Center, while he discerns where God is calling him to go and what God is calling him to do.

Our conversation led to an invitation to visit and have dinner with the ninety- six High School young people and their friends from across the diocese in camp for the weekend, and to share our diocesan story with them. This further led to participation in their model of Stations (of the Cross), several stops along a pilgrimage, where students gave a testimony of their faith journey and what the camping weekends meant to them. Some of these young people had been to camp from the third grade, so they were among friends. This was most profound as one listened to the young people sharing their stories of tragedy, insecurity, low self-esteem, mask-wearing, the effects of peer, parent, and community pressures, and family relationships, and how the ministry experienced in those camping expeditions, helped to develop their faith in God.    

This was not the end of the story of my visit. The Diocesan Youth Ministries Coordinator, the Rev. Annie Kay Cumberland, spoke with John Dreyfus and her ministry team, and before you knew it, they were all excited as to how they can bring to fruition what was planted in their hearts. The students also came up to me with expressions of gratitude for my visit and volunteered to come and visit with us if some mission project can be arranged.  
The youth leaders communicated with Bishop Duncan Gray, the grandson of the Bishop for whom the Camp and Conference Center is named.  Bishop Duncan Gray is also interested in assisting us in developing our Youth Ministry. The Bishop stated that the young people from the Diocese of Mississippi had been going to other dioceses across the Anglican Communion on mission trips for quite some time, and youth from other dioceses as far as York in England had been to Gray Camp Center.  
Our Missioner for Youth Ministries, Roger Speer, was put in contact with the Youth Ministries team of the diocese of Mississippi. Together they will develop a model of mutual ministry that will be beneficial to both dioceses. 

The Domestic Missionary Partnerships Forum was centered on prayer three times a day. After dinner and a brief welcome the first evening, we were given a general orientation of the facility and our purpose for the rest of the time at the center. Next, we paired off and told our story to each other; then each person shared what was learned about the other. After our sharing, we were given an overview of the history and heritage of the Domestic Missionary Partnership (DMP) from its beginning early in the last century as Coalition 14, the original fourteen dioceses supported by the budget of the Domestic and Foreign Missionary Society, when they were known as Missionary Dioceses, to their elevation in 1973 with the deletion of Missionary, though none of their circumstances had changed to make them self-sufficient.   Over the years dioceses seceded from the coalition for various reasons and others were added. The criteria seemed to be the same for all to join; a diocese with small congregations and a significant scarcity of resources, thus making us eligible. The current partner membership include, Alaska, Arizona, Central New York, Eastern Oregon, Eau, Claire, El Camino Real, Idaho, Mississippi, Nevada, North Dakota, Utah, Western Kansas, and the Navajoland Area Mission of the Episcopal Church covering three states, New Mexico, Arizona, and Utah, and serving Native American people.  
I learned about DMP during the Legislative Committee hearings on Church in Small Communities at the 76th General Convention 2009 in Anaheim, California, during discussion on funding for congregational revitalization. That was when I inquired about membership and participation in the partnership, and later received an invitation to attend the September 2009 meeting. The constituency of the Partnership Forum consists of the Diocesan Bishop and two others. Travel and accommodation for the Forum is supported by the Grant received from the Domestic and Foreign Missionary Society, The Episcopal Church (815).

After our regular morning activities, the rest of the morning and early afternoon was given over to a workshop/ presented by The Revs. Alan Hansen and Frank Baltz from ACTS 29 Ministries. Through the ministries of ACTS 29 congregations are being revitalized. Both clergy are willing to make a few visits to the Diocese to help us in our revitalization process. One of the clergymen knows clergy and parishioners who visited his congregation while on the mainland. By the way, the Book of Acts has twenty-eight chapters, and the purpose of ACTS 29 is to continue the work of the Apostles by continuing in the Apostles teaching and fellowship in the breaking of bread and in the prayers.  

The rest of the afternoon was devoted to Mission Stories of Vitality 2009, hearing from participants who had received funding for projects. The stories were of the mission priorities established and projects accomplished, thus continuing the work of our Baptismal Covenant or following in the footsteps of ACTS 29. Remember, these stories of resurrection come to us from congregations with small memberships and very little resources. We heard stories of feeding, clothing, water treatment, sewage treatment, literacy, money management, preschools, addressing delinquency, truancy, recidivism, intergenerational activities, after-school activities for children while parents are learning some skill, and the list goes on. We heard of all the simple ways congregations began to make a difference in their communities and the communities were responding. The funding dioceses received from DMP, come from a Grant by the General Convention for the Triennium 2010-2012. It is not intended to cover the entire cost of any project.  Additional funding must be sought from other sources to make up the deficit. The DMP Grant served as seed money to get the mission started. In all the deliberations, the feeding of the five thousand was the guiding light.  The question was frequently asked, How much is enough?  Matthew 14:14-21was read repeatedly. 
The morning session on the second full day began as usual; then we went into small groups to discuss a selected topic concerning The DMP Operating Covenant Discernment  Criteria.  I had an opportunity to question the criteria for membership, since the drafted covenant did not specifically cover new membership. After some time proposing suggested topics for consideration in the larger group, we returned for full discussion.     
The entire afternoon and evening sessions were devoted to presentations from dioceses requesting small Grants to fund mission projects for 2010. Presentations were made with power point and circulated material in support of the Grant request. Grants are not generally given for bricks and mortar, or for staffing, though based on the circumstances presented, consideration may be given. Over and over again, we heard of congregations and communities becoming vital and healthy because of the vision casted, and the willingness to take the risk and do what we have not done before.  

 The morning of the final full day’s session began with the group having a conversation of the DMP and a vision of the future. We broke up into small groups, with the bishops meeting together to discuss the role of partner bishops on the Forum. The bishops concluded that it was important for bishops to participate, thereby supporting the mission projects presented for funding, but more so demonstrating by their presence their support for all the other struggling congregations across the Episcopal Church. 

The afternoon session demonstrated the generosity of team spirit among the DMP. The requests for funding exceeded the amount of money allotted for the year. The group divided into small groups and reviewed the proposals they presented, and attempted to reduce their asking to conform to the allotment. As each diocese reduced their asking, another diocese would agree or disagree with the decision, based on the perceived needs of that diocese. Each diocese returned to the main meeting place with their reduced asking.  When this still exceeded the allotted amount, right there, each diocese further reduced their asking, with the same thing happening, others agreeing or disagreeing with the reduction.  There was a real spirit of generosity and self sacrifice permeating our deliberations. Finally, we were able to balance our budget through the process sacrificially reducing our asking. Please be mindful that this entire process was undergirded by silent reflection and prayer, which produced a spirit of corporation and a willingness to dying to self , so others may live. 

Our evening ended after Dinner with the celebration of the Eucharist which brought together all that we had shared throughout our time at the DMP Forum. This service included a Liturgy and Theology of Healing. We also brought water from the east, west, north, and south and poured it into the Baptismal vessel from which we are later aspurged, after the Renewal of Baptismal Vows. The Baptismal Vows were a different format from the Book of Common Prayer. Acts 2:42 became a part of the Bishop’s charge to us. For example, “Those who are baptized are called to worship and serve God. From the beginning of the Church, believers have continued in the Apostles’ teachings and fellowship, in the breaking of bread, and in the prayers.” Then the Bishop went on to ask the question, Will you continue in this life?  Acts 2:42 formed the premise from which the questions were asked. At the end of the Eucharist this being our final evening together, we had fellowship.

The final session of the Forum, the following morning, consisted of elections for the various offices of DMP, setting dates for various meetings, some discussion of relationship building, and an evaluation of the process. All the former leaders were elected.  It was agreed that the consensus among the group far exceeded previous years. There was an overwhelming sense of listening and caring for each other and the issues represented in the presentations. The fact that all the grant requests were honored was evidence of the fruit of prayer and discernment. The frequently asked question, what is enough, and the reading of Matthew 14:14-21, the feeding of the five thousand, helped to keep us focused on the mission priorities before us.  The next general meeting of the DMP is scheduled for September 26-30, 2010, at the Duncan M. Gray Episcopal Camp and Conference Center, Canton, Mississippi. The Episcopal Diocese of the Virgin Islands will be invited to join the DMP. The Bishop, a clergy person and one lay person from each member diocese are invited to attend. 
Having completed the Start Up, Start Over Conference, prior to attending The DMP Forum, where we were given tools for the revitalization of our congregations, the DMP Forum gave us living examples of the congregations engaged in Mission and Ministry, thus revitalizing itself through the ministry of all the baptized.  We heard stories of congregations on the brink of extinction, who became healthy and began to live again. We had seen power point clippings of congregations fully engaged in Ministry and Mission, thereby transforming their communities through the Ministry of Jesus Christ. Healthy Trees Grow, Healthy Congregations Grow. Healthy Congregations Grow a Healthy Diocese.            + Ambrose  

