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Envisioning our Future, St. Stephen’s process for reviewing our ministries and 
ensure future vitality, finished the “looking back” phase in December. 
Parishioners from 24 areas of parish life reflected on each area’s 

unique history through an exercise examining its roots, how it has 
evolved over time, what changes have affected it, and where we have 
felt God’s call in the work. The reflections from each cohort were 
heartfelt and beautiful, as captured in the note from one participant 
that “the mystical body of faith is shared in everything these minis-
tries do.”

Since the founding of St. Stephen’s in 1910, the ministries of the church 
have continued to grow and evolve. At times, ministries were formed 
in response to clear needs in the community. For example, while St. 
Stephen’s had been giving food to those in need for some time, the formal food 
pantry was established in response to an increase in food insecurity during the reces-
sion. Services in Palmer Hall were begun to meet the needs of the growing number 
of young families coming to St. Stephen’s. At other times, ministries have grown out 
of the passion of an individual or small group of parishioners who envision sharing 
God’s presence through, for example, a prayer shawl knitting group, a chapter of 
Daughters of the King, visitors to the Richmond City Jail, or icon writers. 

Ministries have adapted well as societal changes came about and as the church grew. 
The influx of women into the workplace and women’s ordination brought about 
changes in women’s ministries in the 1970s, while growing interest in wellness and 
nutrition catalyzed the formation of the farmers market and wellness ministries. 
Many groups spoke about the impact of technology, at times from a positive per-
spective such as how St. Stephen’s is in many ways a global congregation via elec-
tronic communities or how the contemplative practices at St. Stephen’s meet a deep 
longing for stillness and quiet. Others noted the challenges of technology such as 
their addictive nature, their impact on children, or the way they can lower our sense 
of connection. 

Throughout the summaries provided by ministry liaisons, one gets a sense of the re-
silience of the ministries and how the most difficult of circumstances can lead to new 
beginnings. One moving example of this is how our partnerships in the East End 
grew out of the shooting death of Jamie Knight, son of David and Jeannie Knight, 
and the healing work of the church in its aftermath. (David was then associate rector, 
and both Jamie and Jeannie taught in St. Stephen’s Preschool.) The realization that 
this violence, while unusual for the St. Stephen’s community, was happening with 
tragic regularity in the East End, led to new awareness and a commitment to know 

Let’s get metaphysical
John Donne, George Herbert, and Sir Thomas Browne were three of 
the most important and influential Anglican writers of the Renaissance. 
Their work, coined “metaphysical,” is characterized by intellectual inge-
nuity and inventiveness and an insistence on the complete, transforma-
tive union of head and heart, of knowing and mystery.

John Donne, poet, essayist, preacher, and eventually dean of St. Paul’s 
Cathedral in London, is generally credited with establishing the 
metaphysical style. If you know the phrase “no man is an island,” then 
you already know one thing by Donne. George Herbert, also a poet, 
essayist, and Anglican priest, wrote The Temple, a volume of poems 
that another famous Anglican poet, T. S. Eliot, called “a record of the spiritual struggles of a man of 
intellectual power and emotional intensity.” (If you’ve sung the hymn “Come, my Way, my Truth, my 
Life,” you’ve sung a poem by Herbert.) Writing about the same time as Herbert, Sir Thomas Browne, 
neither poet nor priest, but a learned physician who practiced in Norwich, England, is perhaps 
less well-known than Herbert or Donne, but his work is no less fascinating and powerful in its 
meditations on faith, love, and the mysteries of life. To study these writers today is to open our minds 
and souls to the splendors, mysteries, and struggles of a life of faith. 

Last year during Lent, Gardner Campbell, associate professor of English at Virginia Commonwealth 
University, taught a series on John Milton’s “Paradise Lost” in the Sunday Forum, riveting his listeners. 
He follows that fascinating series this Lent with a three-part meditative study of these revered writers, 
called “A Lenten Reawakening.” Join us at 10:10 a.m. in the Fellowship Hall, March 17, 24, and 31. 
No reservations are needed for the Forum. ✤
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Fasting as a Lenten 
practice

In the Book of Common Prayer, the liturgy for Ash Wednesday 
calls us to observe a holy Lent “by self-examination and 
repentance; by prayer, fasting, and self-denial; and by reading 
and meditating on God’s holy Word.” Fasting is a doorway to 
all the other spiritual disciplines. People of faith have practiced 
fasting for millennia as a way to grow closer to God. It enriches 
our prayer life, takes us out of ourselves, and opens us up to 
the Spirit. By refraining from our normal diet, our focus shifts 
and our awareness heightens. Our connection to one another 
deepens. Fasting as a means of spiritual growth is a part of all 
major religious traditions. Jesus himself fasted before he began 
his ministry and John the Baptist ate nothing but locusts and 
honey.

There are many ways of fasting. In the past at St. Stephen’s, 
we have supported groups of people undertaking a three-day 
Lenten fast. This Lent we are taking on a slightly different 
practice. Rather than one three-day fast, we will pick one day, 
say a Tuesday, and fast every Tuesday for all six weeks of Lent.

If you would like to explore the practice of fasting, to see if it is 
something you are being called to do this Lent, please come to 
an introductory meeting on Monday, March 4 at 7 p.m. in the 
Lounge. If you have questions, please contact Claudia Merritt, 
cmerritt@st.stephensRVA.org. ✤

Full of grace and power

By Susan Wilkes

our neighbors more deeply, to learn from them, and to do what we could to address 
issues that affect them.

St. Stephen’s has grown not only in size but also in the diversity of 
its membership. Many groups talked about their commitment to 
welcoming all who come here. Newer offerings such as our Sun-
day evening services (Celtic Evensong and Communion, and sung 
Compline) and Sunday Community Supper strive to reach those 

not traditionally affiliated with church. One group indicated that 
an important message of the St. Stephen’s brand is “There is a place 

for you here.” Indeed, the “Village Green” concept so evident in the 
development of the Sunday supper, café, grocery store/food ministry, 
and farmers market, seeks to make the church a common area where 

people can come together as a community even if they are not “members” in the 
traditional sense.

Perhaps the most moving aspect of the groups’ collective reflection is the clarity 
with which participants sense God’s calling in their work, where they “feel the pres-
ence of the holy and experience joy,” as one person put it. Whether it’s the parish-
ioner taking fruit to a senior citizen, the healing prayer minister laying hands on a 
congregant’s shoulders, a member of the men’s group sharing a deep challenge, or 
the greeter who looks for God in each new face, all report a sense of their powerful 
spiritual growth through ministering to others. As one person noted, “The Holy 
Spirit leads us to listen and respect. We receive in our giving.” 

Also evident is the depth of participants’ dedication to and love for the ministries 
in which they are involved. One liaison wrote beautifully regarding her tears “at the 
love and gratitude and enthusiasm from these committee members” towards their 
work. 

May our “love and gratitude and enthusiasm” continue as we envision what lies 
ahead for our vibrant offerings. May we continue to follow in the way of Stephen, 
our patron saint, who “full of grace and power, did great wonders and signs among 
the people.” (Acts 6:8) ✤

The Envisioning our Future project will continue this spring as ministry areas 
analyze their current state, including strengths, aspirations for the future, 
opportunities for improvement, needs in society, and trends. Everyone is 
welcome to participate. Meeting times will be noted at ststephensRVA.org/
future, and in the weekly eSpirit emails and printed Spirit newsletter.




