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Bishop Coadjutor's Address 

112th Council of the Diocese of West Texas  

McAllen Convention Center        February 20, 2016        9:15 a.m. 

 

 Good morning, and welcome back! Thanks for showing 

up...Saturday mornings at Council are always a little iffy. I imagine 

most of you have checked out of your hotels, but I hope not from 

Council. 

 We've been blessed and privileged these last two days to see, hear 

and participate in the life and ministries of the Diocese of West Texas. 

We have, I hope, in big and small ways, experienced joy in the strength 

and power of our Lord...and have been strengthened by the Lord's joy 

and delight in what we, by the grace of the Holy Spirit, have pledged 

and joined our lives to: the mission and adventure of following Jesus. 

 Bishop Lillibridge, Bishop Folts, clergy, delegates, alternates and 

visitors; los obispos y amigos de Mexico y Honduras: it is a great honor 

to stand before you as Bishop Coadjutor. Considering the wild ride of 

this transition over the past year, I feel lucky to be standing anywhere. 

But if you wonder why I keep showing up, if you wonder--as some of you 

have said to me--"What were you thinking?"--you need to remember 

what we have seen and heard these last two days together. You need to 

stand where I'm standing, travel to the places--your places--where 

Bishop Lillibridge and I travel week by week. And then you'll 

understand better why I love this work to which you and God have 

called me. I can't express this more eloquently than St. Paul, writing to 
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the Philippians. Keep in mind that Paul was about as clear-eyed about 

Christians and the Church as anybody can be, knowing first-hand what 

a motley crew of half-hearted saints and clumsy sinners we are. Still, he 

saw the Church like Jesus does, and he wrote: "I thank my God in all 

my remembrance of you, always in every prayer of mine for you all, 

making my prayer with joy, thankful for your partnership in the gospel 

from the first day until now. And I am sure that he who began a good 

work in you will bring it to completion at the day of Jesus Christ. It is 

right for me to feel thus about you all, because I hold you in my heart, 

for we are all partakers together of grace..." (Phil. 1:3-7a) 

 Though by now, almost everyone has been thanked at this 

Council, I want to add "un mil gracias" to the people of St. Alban's for 

their amazingly awesome hospitality, and their many months of hard 

work, culminating, finally, in their getting to tell us, "Adios" in a couple 

of hours. Thank you to my bishop and friend Gary for another year of 

partnership in the ministry and mayhem of the diocese. I still have a 

hard time wrapping my brain around the fact that he's going to retire. 

Heartfelt thanks, also, to the diocesan staff. We are all lucky to have 

them. The way they work and serve here is the same way they work 

and serve you and your churches all year round. 

 And thank you to Patti, whose love and support are so steady--

celebrating the good days, reassuring when I'm freaking out and always 

(or almost always) welcoming me home again. 
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 I won't spend much time this morning reviewing the past year, 

but I do want to speak to three items. 

 As I officially became your Coadjutor at Council a year ago, Bishop 

Lillibridge officially turned over to me three areas of his episcopal 

oversight:  

 Vocational discernment, clergy deployment and 

congregational development.        

 As one of our priests was bold to say to him, "So what does that 

leave for you to do?"  Trust me, he's busy. And, apparently, there are 

plenty of golf courses in the diocese he hasn't played yet.  As 2015 

progressed, the transition continued, and more responsibilities have 

come my way. "Transition" may be too benign a word for this kind of 

thing. Sometimes it feels like learning to fly while the plane is in the 

air...and I'm rolling the beverage cart down the aisle...and someone is 

complaining about how I lost their luggage. As the Bishop hands things 

over to me, I don't have someone to hand my stuff to. I'm counting on 

you to elect a really fine suffragan. With hands like Kawhi Leonard. 

 Though the Bishop jokes--I think he's joking--about his delight in 

giving responsibilities to me that, canonically, he can't take back, the 

lawyers I've secretly hired have pointed out that there's nothing in the 

canons that says I can't give responsibilities back to him. 

 I've spent a great deal of time this past year working in the areas 

of vocational discernment for priesthood,  clergy deployment and 

congregational development. Few things that a bishop can influence are 
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more important to the life and health of our congregations--and of the 

ministry of all the baptized--than these: the raising up of those called to 

ordained ministry and their formation for priesthood; the calling and 

sending of clergy to congregations where they will be effective and 

faithful leaders and servants; and working with congregations of all 

sizes to bring greater strength and commitment to our Lord's mission. 

All we do, directly or indirectly, is about congregational development. 

 Many creative ministries are bubbling up in the diocese--

ministries that look for partners in and out of the Church, ministries 

that draw from more than one congregation, ministries that "go with 

what they've got" and add capacity and build assets as they go. The 

Partners in Ministry in the Eastern Convocation comes quickly to mind-

-last fall the six congregations renewed their covenant and celebrated 

their 20th anniversary as a partnership.      

 Most recently, last month, the Coalition of Corpus Christi 

Churches was established, creating a partnership of five churches-- 

Good Shepherd, St. Mark's, St. Bartholomew's, All Saints', and 

Reconciliation--along with Metro Ministries and the diocese. This 

Coalition, served by the Rev. Bruce Wilson, intends to link the 

congregations more closely and connect them more deeply in their 

community, cultivating opportunities for shared ministries with other 

churches and social service organizations. This coalition is the result of 

two years of prayer, study, dreaming and planning. This is new and 

exciting work, and could well be adapted in other areas.   

 Regarding both clergy deployment and congregational 

development, last Council I talked about a new initiative: the curacy 
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program. A "curate," simply, is an assistant rector just out of seminary 

and serving in his or her first "cure" or church. The curacy program is a 

partnership between a church and the diocese in which the expense of 

having a second priest on staff is shared. As we envision it, it will allow 

churches that need a second priest, but can't afford one, to have one for 

two years. We hope that this will allow us to place newly ordained 

clergy in medium- and smaller-sized churches. Fifty-eight of our 87 

churches have fewer than 100 people in church on an average Sunday, 

which means most of our clergy will enjoy the blessings and challenges 

of serving smaller congregations. The curate provides needed ordained 

leadership and service and the congregation provides important 

formation for the new priest. I'd say there was a bit of a buzz when we 

announced this last Council--what's not to like? A church gets a second 

priest, and the diocese picks up about half the cost...keeping in mind 

"the diocese" is all of you. 

 We have one curate currently in this program, and the good news 

is it is working very well, even as we have asked a great deal of our 

curate and the congregations he serves. The Rev. Casey Berkhouse 

serves as assistant to the Rev. Mike Marsh at St. Philip's, Uvalde, and 

he serves Church of the Ascension, Montell, and Holy Trinity, Carrizo 

Springs. You'll hear more about this in a Ministry Moment shortly. We 

intend to expand the curacy program, as funding and partnerships 

increase, and I will continue working with the Development Committee 

on this, and let's pray God to give the growth. 
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 The idea for a curacy program took shape following a Diocesan 

Development Committee retreat a couple of years ago. For almost 20 

years, the Development Committee has been raising significant 

funding, in support of the mission and ministries of the diocese, 

primarily for capital needs. They have taken the lead in the renovations 

at Camp Capers, the development of the Mustang Island Conference 

Center, increased funding for College Missions and Good Samaritan 

Community Services, the founding of Grace, San Antonio, and support 

for TMI. You've heard that Bishop Lillibridge continues to work closely 

with the Development Committee on both the Capers campaign and the 

TMI  campaign. The rest of the Committee's work he's now given to me. 

 I'm grateful to Mr. Gregg Robertson of Good Shepherd, Corpus 

Christi, for continuing in his role as chair of the committee. We've 

identified several areas for renewed focus and work. Besides the curacy 

program, these include:  the Mustang Island Conference Center, where 

it's imperative that we take the next steps in the master plan to provide 

a welcome center and additional housing;  College missions, which I'll 

say more about soon; and, finally, a serious exploration of how the 

Development Committee might work with our world-class World 

Missions Department to secure long-term funding and the continued 

expansion of mission partnerships across the globe. We are in early 

conversations with our World Missions staff and they are eager to see 

what is possible. 

 Gregg and I are agreed that we need to push these development 

initiatives further out into the diocese, seeking wisdom, leadership and 
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partnerships in the various convocations as we address longer-term 

needs within the diocese. As Gregg likes to say, "There isn't one inch of 

this diocese that God doesn't care about as much as any other, and we 

need to be that way, too." 

 I've been asked numerous times in the past year to say what my 

vision is for the diocese. I guess it's time, so here goes (and you might 

want to write this down). My vision for the Diocese of West Texas is 

this: THE KINGDOM OF GOD.  

 That's my vision; that's the purpose for which the Diocese of West 

Texas exists; that's what God had in mind when he sent the Holy Spirit 

to birth your church; that's what Jesus has called you to participate in 

when he called you to come and follow and be his witnesses. And I 

believe--because I believe in the resurrection--that when God calls us to 

come and follow, when he calls us to be steadfast in worship and to get 

outside our walls and love and serve, when he tells us to go and baptize 

and make disciples, when the Spirit stirs things up and the Lamb of 

God makes all things new--when God does all that for us, and in us and 

through us...I believe he has not forgotten to whom he's entrusted the 

Kingdom.  Fully aware of our fears and flaws, our hardness of heart and 

our struggles to be faithful, God continues to insist that we are his 

evidence of the resurrection; we are signs and reminders of the coming 

of the Kingdom.  If we believe--if we are convicted by the Gospel truth--

that "neither death nor life, nor angels, nor principalities, nor things 

present, nor things to come, nor powers, nor height, nor depth, nor 

anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of 
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God in Christ Jesus our Lord" (Rom. 8:38-39), then it's time and past 

time for us to stand up, and show up, and press on toward the Kingdom 

of God.  

 The Rev. Chris Cole of Resurrection, San Antonio, said to me a 

few weeks ago, as he was discussing a possible bold initiative for his 

parish, "I feel like we need to go big or go home." Too bad that's not in 

the Bible because it'd make a great Council theme: "Go big, or go home." 

 But the Kingdom of God is in the Bible--a lot. If we're going to 

have a vision for the Church, it might as well be a big one, worthy of 

God, so this is my vision for our Diocese: the Kingdom of God. To be a 

people transformed by the saving love of God in Jesus Christ, a new 

creation inviting and calling others to come join us in this holy 

adventure. 

 For the sake of this vision, for love of you and the churches of this 

diocese, my ministry among you may be summed up in the words of 

those who coach 4-year-olds in soccer: "We're going to go this way." We 

live in a culture easily distracted by shiny things. We are a people prone 

to fascination with the loudest voices, the deepest divisions, the craziest 

reality show and the quickest fix. But we're going to go this way...the 

way of Christ, the way of the Kingdom. When Jesus calls us to lay down 

our lives, take up our cross, lose our life to find it...that's Kingdom talk, 

and he's telling us to be bold, to go big or go home, and if we don't tell 

our world it's gone crazy who will? 



Page	  9	  of	  18	  
	  

 I was asked by a lay leader in the diocese what my vision for West 

Texas was and I told him, "The Kingdom of God." And he pushed back, 

"Ah, that won't get us anywhere. Nobody can get excited about that. 

What do you really mean?"  Well, I was flummoxed. I mean, what more 

can you say after you've said, "Kingdom of God?" 

 But if you need something a little more tangible and concrete let 

me say that my vision is that the Diocese of West Texas become the 

best, strongest, most vibrant diocese in the Church. I think that's not a 

far reach (not that I'm biased or anything), but depending on your 

perspective, you might say, "That'll never happen, because we'll never 

have this or that." Or you might say, as Kinky Friedman's campaign 

slogan in one of his gubernatorial races put it, "How hard can it be?" 

But whatever your response to that, I'm going to say, "We're on the way 

to the kingdom. And we're going to go this way." By "best" I don't mean 

biggest and wealthiest (though I'm not opposed to that) but as utterly 

given over to Jesus and his mission as we can be--every congregation 

confident in its purpose, drawing people to Christ and sending them 

out. Every church fully the Body of Christ, a missionary station 

engaging creatively the community, going big, offering life in Christ 

without fear because we have already been baptized into his death and 

raised with him. 

 Let me lay out some of the ways I expect us to go "this way" 

toward the Kingdom in 2016. Common threads running through them 

are collaboration, partnership, and local and regional buy-in. Here are 

six initiatives: 
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 +CHURCH PLANTING 

 +EVANGELISM 

 +COLLEGE MISSIONS 

 +YOUNG ADULT LEADERSHIP FORMATION 

 +SMALL CHURCH, BIG MISSION CONFERENCE 

 +VETERANS' MINISTRIES 

 Let me say something about these at the outset. Those whom I've 

called to take the lead in exploring and planning for these ministries 

are being sent out like Jesus sent out his disciples in Matthew and 

Luke: "Take no gold, silver  or copper; no bag, no extra clothes or 

sandals...depend on the generous hospitality of those you meet...and 

whether they welcome you or not, tell them the good news that the 

Kingdom of God has come near." (Luke 10:4; Matthew 10:10) That is, 

they'll be travelling light and there's very little money budgeted for 

these initiatives. So we will look for partnerships, and we will talk to 

people who are passionate about these ministries, and we will walk 

alongside those from whom we can learn, and we will not forget that our 

greatest treasure and resource isn't money, but people and the power of 

the Holy Spirit to move us and make us brave for the adventure of 

following Jesus. 

 CHURCH PLANTING: The population within the borders of the 

diocese continues to increase, dramatically in several areas--along the I-

35 corridor between San Antonio and Austin; here in the Valley; the 
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southside of San Antonio; Laredo; and the far west side of San Antonio. 

Hays and Comal Counties were the 5th- and 9th-fastest-growing 

counties in the United States in 2013-2014. From 2013-2014, Bexar 

County had the sixth largest population increase in the U.S. Our most 

recent new church start is Grace, San Antonio, planning for which 

began about 2004.   Grace remains a strong reminder to all of us of 

what is possible, and of the great and risky work to which we are called 

as a missionary people.  

 I can't throw a rock--not that I throw a lot of rocks--without 

hitting some new church that has sprung up. Big, small, mega, urban 

cool, rural pseudo-cowboy, big brick, small metal, storefront--

everywhere I travel in the diocese, I see signs that, despite all the 

reports, plenty of people still like being part of a church. So why not us? 

Some of the smartest, most deeply faithful people I know are active in 

this diocese. Some of the most creative and successful people at building 

new things are, too. If you're like me, you start counting the cost--land, 

building, priest, infrastructure--and get nervous. But if you're a church 

planter, you think something like, "We get to find a leader, build a team 

of disciples, turn them loose. It's zero-overhead church at the start." 

That's what a church planter said to me a few weeks ago. Got my 

attention, for sure. 

 I have asked the Rev. Ripp Hardaway, St. John's, New Braunfels, 

and the Rev. David Read, St. Luke's, San Antonio, to convene two teams 

to explore opportunities for new church starts along I-35 and in South 

San Antonio. When I talked about church planting at clergy conference 
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last fall, 20 of our clergy signed up to be part of this work. I call that a 

sign that it's time to move. They will be invited to help in this 

exploration. The teams will report to us next Council. 

 EVANGELISM:  You'd have to tie yourself in knots to talk about 

church-planting without taking very, very seriously evangelism, the 

basic Christian work of sharing the Good News of Jesus with those who 

don't know him. Please don't say, "Ooo, he said the 'e-word'." Or "Saying 

'evangelism'  makes Episcopalians scurry for the shadows like 

cucarachas." Please.  I don't care if you ever use that word. That word 

isn't what we're called to proclaim, anyway. We're called to speak the 

Word of God, to tell of Jesus.  And we can do that in word and action, 

individually and together, and I doubt we could add up all the ways it 

can be done effectively and faithfully. 

 But of course, evangelism is not only important for planting new 

congregations. We all know good Christians in need of hearing--or 

rehearing--the Good News.  And as far as I can tell, none of our 

churches are too full to welcome new members. In fact, as healthy as we 

are in so many ways, a number of our congregations are struggling with 

declining membership and participation. Average Sunday Attendance is 

not the final word on a congregation's health, but if we still believe a 

significant part of a Christian's life and calling is to gather with the 

faith community and worship the living God, then that's a number we 

need to pay attention to. Average Sunday Attendance across the diocese 

declined slowly but steadily from 9,262 in 2010 to 8,859 in 2014. Not all 

of us have received the spiritual gift to be evangelists, but we all do 
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have a supporting, collaborative role in the Church's mission to "go, 

baptize and make disciples," sharing the Good News of Jesus. 

 Last year, I regathered the diocesan Evangelism Committee, 

which had been dormant for several years. The Rev. John Hill chairs 

that group. They are not the experts or the hired guns who will go 

around and "do evangelism." But they will be offering ways for your 

congregation to engage in the urgent work of evangelism. They can 

come to you, and are looking forward to collaborating with 

congregations to offer workshops that will result in your churches 

coming up with plans for inviting, welcoming and incorporating which 

make sense for you. 

 COLLEGE MISSIONS:  You've heard already of the good work 

being done in college ministry, which certainly has an evangelization 

component, reaching many college students who have little knowledge 

of Christ or experience with a church community. We've done very well 

in San Antonio. But when Bishop Lillibridge increased funding and 

renewed emphasis on college ministry in the diocese a few years ago, it 

was with the understanding that whatever we put together in San 

Antonio and San Marcos, it would need to be exportable to other parts 

of the diocese. An estimated 300,000 students are on campuses within 

the diocese. Of those, a little more than half are in San Antonio, San 

Marcos and the surrounding area. Here in the Valley, the mission field 

includes about 100,000 students while 40,000 or so are in Corpus 

Christi and other parts of the diocese. That's a lot of need and a lot of 

opportunities for the Church to serve. 
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 On August 31 of this past year, the University of Texas-Rio 

Grande Valley officially opened, combining UT-Brownsville and UT-Pan 

Am in Edinburg into a single entity of nearly 30,000 students. And here 

is where the college mission work of the diocese is coming next. We will 

be in place before school opens next fall. It is essential that we build 

this with local collaborations and to that end, I've formed a Valley 

Advisory Council to support this ministry, in conjunction with the 

diocesan College Missions Board. This team is already being built and 

includes parishioners from across the Valley. I'm delighted to announce 

that I've asked--and she has accepted--Mrs. Anne Rentfro, longtime 

member of Church of the Advent in Brownsville, and long-time faculty 

member and administrator at UT-Brownsville, to chair the Valley 

Council. 

 YOUNG ADULT LEADERSHIP FORMATION: Related to, but 

distinct from college ministry is ministry to and with young adults, 

roughly ages 23-35. We're aware of the relatively small number of 

younger adults in our congregations. This is more keenly felt in our 

smaller churches in smaller towns than in our cities. But I've noticed 

that even in most of our small churches there's a small handful of 

younger adults, one or two families with little children. It occurred to 

me--and it occurred to me precisely during close-together  visits to 

Advent, Alice, and St. James', Hallettsville--that it could be a very 

encouraging thing to get younger Episcopalians together who don't 

often see others in their age group. And not just get them together to 

hang out, but provide them with opportunities for spiritual growth and 
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formation for discipleship and leadership. Though I don't have a clear 

sense of what form this might take, I'm thinking that it might have 

some parallels to leadership courses offered by various Chambers of 

Commerce to new, young professionals moving into a community. This 

is a mission field and an opportunity, and all of us should be mindful of 

raising up our successors.  When I spoke about this initiative at Clergy 

Conference, another 20 of your clergy signed up to help.  

 I'm glad to announce that I've asked--and they have agreed--the 

Rev. Ram Lopez, St. George, San Antonio, and Mrs. Lisa Earl, St. 

Peter's, Kerrville, to chair and convene this group, with the Rev. Dr. 

John Lewis of The WorkShop serving as consultant. I'll look forward to 

hearing how this develops, and this group, also, will report to us next 

Council. 

 SMALL CHURCH: BIG MISSION CONFERENCE; You've 

heard at Pre-Council meetings about this spring's "Small Church: Big 

Mission" Conference, to be held on two Saturdays in two locations: May 

21 at St. George, San Antonio, and June 4, at St. Bartholomew's, 

Corpus Christi. Your response thus far has been great, and you've given 

us plenty of ideas for workshops. What's needed, of course, is for you all 

to show up.  

 As I said earlier, two-thirds of the congregations represented here 

have fewer than 100 people in church on an average Sunday. In fact, on 

Sunday mornings, close to 40 percent of worshipping Episcopalians are 

clustered in our ten largest churches. Travelling the diocese, Bishop 
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Lillibridge and I, and other diocesan staffers, see that many of our 

smaller congregations face the same challenges and seek to faithfully be 

the Church in similar contexts. And yet, often they feel they are the 

only ones. This conference will provide opportunities for smaller 

churches to share common experiences and concerns, to learn what's 

working in other places, and to learn some best practices for leadership, 

stewardship and ministry. Our hope is that participants will be 

renewed and encouraged, finding again that "the joy of the Lord is their 

strength." While Canon Joann Saylors will serve as diocesan 

coordinator for the conference, we need the planning to arise from our 

smaller churches. I have asked--and they have accepted--the Rev. 

James Derkits, Trinity-by-the-Sea, Port Aransas; the Rev. Patricia 

Riggins, St. Philip's, San Antonio; Mrs. Ella Mason, All Saints, Corpus 

Christi, and Mr. Dexter Lesieur, St. Matthias', Devine--to lead the team 

that will organize these two Saturdays. I hope to see you there. 

 Just one more new initiative to set before you today: 

 VETERANS' MINISTRIES:  Our diocese is home to many 

thousands of military personnel--active duty and veterans--and their 

families. In the past few years, we have supported ministry to the 

military through the Wounded Warriors program, providing 

opportunities for growth and healing for wounded military and their 

families at Mustang Island, Camp Capers and Duncan Park. We're 

privileged to serve those who have served so sacrificially on our behalf. 

But the needs are many and complex--not only for combat veterans, but 

for active duty personnel stationed among us and families left behind 



Page	  17	  of	  18	  
	  

and waiting. Not only for those physically wounded, but for those deeply 

scarred emotionally and for the families that seek to love and care for 

them. Our clear message, in word and action, needs to be: "Thank you 

for serving, and we still need you." 

 It is not easy ministry, but how can we not go this way? Many of 

our churches have a number of active-duty personnel, and probably all 

of them have veterans who served honorably. So we will begin by 

"inventorying" our greatest resource--you. Other dioceses have active 

veterans' ministries and we are gathering information from them. The 

Suffragan Bishop of the Armed Forces is aware of what we are 

attempting, and we will have access to him. I'm very grateful to the 

Rev. Karen Brandon, Chaplain Lt. Col. (ret.), U.S. Army, and Chaplain 

Susan Douglas, Chief  Master  Sgt. (ret.) U.S. Air Force, for deploying to 

my office and laying out the need, a vision and a plan. They have agreed 

to head this up, and they will report to you next Council.  

 That's enough...way more than enough...for Saturday morning of 

Council. I thank you for your patience. Let us pray this Lent that the 

Spirit of the Lord might move powerfully in our lives, in the life of your 

church, and in the life of our diocese. Pray that our attention and 

passion not be surrendered to shiny things, but to the things of God, the 

things we and our world need so badly: hope, grace, mercy, kindness 

and courage. May we be renewed in our commitment to the adventure 

of following Jesus, and given grace to seek first the Kingdom of God and 

to live this way toward it.  
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 When you go home, go big...go in the name of Christ...go in the joy 

and the strength of the Lord. 

 Thank you.  

 

   


