
pages she’d created, a bracelet, and a photo of herself. It meant more than any gift 
I’ve ever received.

Our trip was incredible, and I’m already wishing I was sitting around the dinner 
table with the group, sweating, laughing, and drinking a big glass of jugo de chinola 
(passionfruit juice).  

I’m not the only one who thought the trip was incredible. Read some of the 
reflections of the youth who went.
 
The trip woke me up to the true hardships of a developing country. Their work ethic has 
made me think twice about my own work ethic, and what I take for granted.  
– Will Coker

The Dominican Republic is one of the most friendly and love-filled places I have ever 
visited. Every day when we drove to the church, we were greeted by people we had never 
seen before waving at us and smiling at us, and when we arrived at the church, we were 
greeted by hugs from both the children and the adults of the church. The ladies who 
cooked us food and ate with us every day gave us so much love right from the moment we 
got there and that will definitely stay in my mind forever. – Mary Lewis Simpson

My experience in the Dominican Republic was everything I hoped for. So much love 
and happiness within everyone. I felt united within God’s presence with the people of 
Azua. We became a family and I’ll never forget this. – Ainsley Hawks

My time in the DR was a lifetime of emotions and experiences in one week. Never have 
I ever felt so loved by so many strangers. The sense of community is astounding and left 
me pondering why we can’t have that in America. I love America, but I want to go 
back. – Marshall Rotella

My experience in the DR was one that I’ll never forget. I saw God in the children that 
I played with and in the women of the church at every meal. It’s hard to come back to 
the U.S. and use all the things that I took for granted. I miss everyone dearly and I left 
a piece of my heart in Azua. – Caroline Ferguson

The DR was a lot of fun. The kids touched me with the love that they shared. The food 
was incredible, and I’d love to go back. – Sean Dobb

I honestly had some reservations before going to the DR, but felt comforted and 
supported by the group leaders, my peers, and those we met in Azua. Despite language 
and cultural differences, I felt a sense of genuine connection to the children and the 
women we interacted with each day. For me, this trip reiterated a mindset I find is 
often overshadowed: God is love. – Addison Ratchford

By far, going to the Dominican Republic was the best decision I’ve ever made. The 
community in Azua is so loving, kind, and welcoming. The children are so generous 
and sweet. I loved being able to spend time with them, and I didn’t want to leave! 
 – Mary Clare Abbott  ✤

From July 17 to 24, 11 senior high youth from St. Stephen’s Church went 
to Azua in the Dominican Republic, where St. Stephen’s has had a close 
relationship with the local Episcopal Church for several years. Accompanied 

by Judy Buchanan, Alice Goodwin, Deb Lawrence, Michael Luke and me, the 
group took Vacation Bible School to the children of Iglesia la Reconciliación and 
the surrounding community. We worshiped together, ate meals together, and sang 
and danced together until our feet hurt and our vocal chords gave out. 

After we arrived and prepared for Vacation Bible School, I stood on the second 
floor of La Reconciliación, looking through the metal window vents. Not only 
was I exhausted, but I felt like a fish out of water. I hadn’t spoken Spanish in eight 
years, had never been to the Dominican Republic, and definitely needed some 
food. A young girl came up to me, stood next to me, and looked out the window. 
Feeling awkward, I turned to her and said, “Tengo sueño” (I’m tired). She gave me 
a shy smile before I turned back to the window. After a few seconds, she turned 
and grabbed my hands, initiating a hand clap game like the ones I used to play 
in middle school. Before long, we were laughing as she tried to teach me how to 
play the Dominican way. Pretty soon we became inseparable. We saw each other 
at every meal, helped in the same group at VBS, and were able to hang out during 
our afternoon adventures. Each day, I grew more confident in my Spanish, and we 
were able to communicate. 

Not once did my new friend become frustrated by my lack of understanding or 
jealous that I had my own apartment, car, or job here in the United States. She 
seemed happy to know more about me. In Azua, such differences seem to take a 
back seat to the importance of relationships.

On our last night, she took my hand and led me into the church, just the two of 
us, so she could give me gift. She cried as she presented me with a few coloring 

Senior high youth go to Azua By Sarah-Keel Crews

One of the universal languages at Vacation Bible School: arts and crafts

By Susan Wilkes

Envisioning our future
Learning the skills (and benefits) of foresight

As I write this, I’ve just returned from a silent retreat at 
the beautiful Seven Oaks Retreat Center and nature 
sanctuary in Madison, Virginia. Located in the 
foothills of the Blue Ridge, the center places a special 
emphasis on the care and growth of the trees on the 
property. As a result, the oaks, cedars and pines grow 
tall and flourish on the surrounding acreage.

One evening, I watched a storm coming in, 
the enormous trees swaying gracefully with the 
gathering winds. Even the tallest trees that had stretched toward the light of the 
sun earlier that day now moved rhythmically with the blowing currents. I recalled 
the effects of previous storms I had seen on my walks through the woods earlier 
that day – some trees had toppled while others stretched to even greater heights. 

What enables a tree to thrive despite the weather is, in part, the depth and breadth of 
it root system. The primary roots, called taproots, often extend as deep as the height of 
the tree, gathering nutrients from the soil and providing a strong anchor during winds. 

This is true for organizations like churches, too. Parishes grow best by reaching 
for the light of Christ. And churches need deep and profound roots that give us a 
strong base during the movement of wind around us. With both rootedness and 
adaptability in the face of change, we become ancient and wise. We flourish.
This fall, St. Stephen’s begins a process where we will together explore future trends 
affecting the church, how society is evolving, and how our ministries can reach 
even greater heights. Parishioners can be involved first through some forecasting 
sessions where we’ll consider societal changes that are already—or might in the 
future—create some wind around St. Stephen’s. Gary Jones will share some tools 
from his recent trip to the Institute for the Future and lead interested parishioners 
in learning the skills of foresight.

Also this fall, we’ll take a closer look at our many ministries – what deeply rooted 
values they embody, how and when they were started, along with how they have 
evolved over time to the present. We’ll ponder how ministries often have adapted 
with the winds of changing circumstances.
 
Many church leadership experts believe, however, that these particular changing 
circumstances now are dramatic, uncharted territory. One has likened the situation 
churches face to what the Lewis and Clark expedition faced as it sought to remain 
true to its mission – to find a Northwest waterway passage to the Pacific Ocean. 
When they got to the source of the Missouri River, they were sure that on the 
other side of this rise would be a gentle slope to the river that would carry them 
gently to the Pacific. Instead, when they crested the rise with their canoes, they 
saw the Rocky Mountains! It was an entirely new journey ahead, and what got 
them to this point would not take them through the Rockies.

So which is it? Is St. Stephen’s like a deeply rooted tree seeking new growth, or 
more like an expedition through uncharted territory? Both! Our convictions and 
our deepest values will allow us to grow and flourish, to press into the future with 
confidence even as we consider entirely new ways to fulfill our inspiring mission.

Thus, parishioners will be invited to gather with others who are involved in 
particular ministries to reflect on these topics. A leadership group has identified 24 
vibrant ministry areas at St. Stephen’s, along with ministry liaisons for each. 

Another way parishioners can be active in Envisioning Our Future is by reading a 
series of four brief articles and perhaps offering a comment about them on a blog 
dedicated to this project. Go to ststephensRVA.org/future. In his introduction to 
these four articles, Gary Jones writes that these remarkable times we live in provide 
“a great opportunity for the church to rise, flourish, and tend to the world’s 
greatest needs.” As it explores new and innovative ways to do so, St. Stephen’s 
enduring values provide it with profound rootedness and strength. ✤

Susan Wilkes is the consultant working with St. Stephen’s on the ‘Envisioning Our Future’ process.
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