
I am thankful for all the ways we loved God and our neighbors in 2017. I hope that, if you think 
for just a few moments, you can easily remember several times when you experienced the 
presence of God through our worship, service, formation, and fellowship last year. This is at the 
heart of our mission as a church: that each and every person is growing in their knowledge and 
love of the Lord. And I fully believe such growth is the inevitable outcome of our mission to seek 
and serve Christ in all persons. When we are looking for our Savior in one another and in the 
world, we wind up getting closer to him all the time, because the profound reality is that even as 
we’re seeking him, he’s seeking us. 

Celebrating Good Work
As I consider 2017, a few things stand out as highlights worth celebrating. 

•	 Children’s Ministries, under the skillful direction of Cindy Hauser, continues to flourish and 
thrive. We have over 100 children enrolled in Sunday School, 37 teachers to serve them, 
and on an average Sunday there are typically 23 kids in the nursery, 26 in Children’s 
Chapel, and another 15 rehearsing with our children’s choirs. Last year we also had nearly 
100 participants in Vacation Bible School, led by 65 volunteers, and the Christmas Pageant 
featured nearly 60 kids helping to tell the story of Christ’s birth. Children who participate 
in our formation program are learning the sacred stories of our faith, making connections 
with how we are to live as disciples of Jesus, and being immersed in a loving, nurturing, 
and inspiring community that cares about each child uniquely. 

•	 In response to Hurricane Harvey, the people of Transfiguration donated nearly $35,000 to 
alleviate the suffering of the storm’s victims. Roughly $15,000 was given to Episcopal Relief 
and Development, and another $20,000 was donated to our congregational response. 
This made it possible for us to hire Colin Hills for three months to coordinate a diocesan 
hurricane response effort, and lead four separate trips to the Texas coastal bend, which 
was most directly hit by the storm.

•	 In December, thanks to the concerted efforts of the Endowment trustees, Joel Martinson, 
and the Transfigured Nights Executive Committee, the Endowment approved the 
formation of a new sub-fund for music, and it begins with $80,000. This sub-fund will be 
managed according to the policies of the rest of the endowment, ensuring a steady 
return for the future support of our music ministry at Transfiguration.  

•	 Two sets of pilgrims journeyed from Transfiguration in 2017. A group of 18 went on 
pilgrimage to the Holy Land in May through St. George’s College in Jerusalem, and a 
group of 11 youth and adults went on pilgrimage to Scotland in July. A pilgrimage to South 
Africa is planned for June 2018, with 18 scheduled participants. 

•	 Transfiguration partnered with First United Methodist of Dallas to bring bestselling author, 
activist, and popular speaker Glennon Doyle to speak on the topic of building a more 
compassionate society. The highlight was the luncheon for 125 civic, religious, and non-
profit leaders, at which I had the chance to “interview” Glennon about how to continue 
the hard work of building a compassionate city. This event was sponsored by the St. 
Catherine’s Fund, which was established in 2016 to enable us to host speakers and events 
that inform, inspire, and enlighten the faith of our church. 

•	 In February we launched a brand-new website, thanks to a grant from the Endowment. 
This greatly enhances our ability to communicate with our wider community and share the 
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story of how our church seeks and serves Christ in all persons. Anecdotally, I have spoken 
with many newcomers in the past year who first experienced the mission and witness of 
Transfiguration through our website, and then decided to visit in person. This tool, along 
with social media outlets, are fundamental tools for evangelism in this digital age, and 
they will help us reach out with the message of God’s love to our hurting and hungry 
world. 

•	 Nearly half of all the pledges of financial support made for 2018 represent increases, and 
the average pledge is 7% higher than 2017. This is a remarkable sign of ever-growing 
spiritual health in our congregation, and a sign of the deep commitment by our members 
to our mission. Jesus said again and again that what we do with our money, and whether 
we’re willing to give it away for his sake, is a testament to our faith and discipleship. We 
must always aspire toward greater sacrificial generosity, whether we’re giving 1% or 10% of 
our income away.  

•	 In addition to all that, we baptized 11 new Christians, and facilitated the confirmation 
of 5 adults in 2017! Over 30 began The Way last fall, and we have six youth preparing for 
confirmation this spring. 

Vision and Goals
At the 2017 Annual Meeting, I presented a new vision statement and set of goals to guide our 
church over the next five years. The vision and goals came at the end of a year-long Vestry 
discernment process, and they are split into five categories: Inclusive Community; Reverent 
Worship; Formative Education; Compassionate Service; Sacrificial Stewardship. Beneath each 
category were three or four specific goals, some that the Vestry was confident we could attain in 
a year or two, and some that we knew would take the full five years to truly complete. 

As the year went on, the Vestry came to realize just how ambitious these goals really are! They 
are big and bold, and they will require the fullness of our skills and dedication for the full five 
years. We mailed them out last year, and they have been posted on the walls of the Gathering 
Space at various times over 2017, so hopefully they are beginning to sink down into all our minds. 
Because the truth is that these goals are not just “for the Vestry,” but for all of us. The Vestry can’t 
enhance the inclusivity of our community on their own, any more than they can foster reverent 
worship or facilitate formative education by themselves. We’re all in this together! 

In 2018, the Vestry will work to be even more available to answer questions about what’s 
happening in the life of our church, and they are eager to invite everyone to find a meaningful 
way to get involved. “I am Transfiguration” was not just a pledge campaign slogan, it is a 
statement that reflects the way each and every one of us are vital to the flourishing of our 
church.  

Staff Transition
2017 was a year of significant transition in our staff, and at times it may have felt difficult to keep 
up with all the coming and going. Some of the departures involved retirements after lengthy 
tenures of service and leadership in the church:

•	 Fr. Michael Merriman retired at the end of August, after 50 years of ordained leadership 
in the Episcopal Church, with nearly 10 here at Transfiguration. He has been an enormous 
blessing to me, both pastorally and personally, and I simply cannot imagine what my first 
three years would have been like without his presence, effort, and wisdom. I am grateful 
to all who helped us present Michael and Cherrie with gifts on the day of their retirement 
celebration, including the sponsorship of their pilgrimage to South Africa in June 2018. 

•	 Deacon Liz O’Donnell retired after nearly eight years on the staff, having come to 
Transfiguration from the Diocese of Maine. Liz led our pastoral care ministries, and helped 
ensure everyone in our church felt the love of God when they were pastorally in need. She 
remains a part of Transfiguration in retirement, thanks be to God. 
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Neither Michael nor Liz are “replaceable,” but we have been blessed to welcome two new 
clergy members to the team to succeed them. 

•	 Deacon Ginny Kivel began in May, and has picked up in Liz’s role helping coordinate our 
pastoral care ministries.

•	 Deacon Shea Gilliland began as Curate in June, and he works with pastoral care, 
welcoming ministries, and our young adult ministry.

•	 In addition, we recently contracted with Mother Hiltrude Nusser-Telfer to coordinate a 
brand new Grief Group, to add another layer to the broader pastoral care ministries.

We also experienced some additional staff departures in 2017, related to folks pursuing other 
callings. 

•	 Christopher Thomas resigned in May as our Chief Administrative Officer in order to 
finalize his requirements for ordination in the Diocese of Fort Worth, and he was ordained 
a deacon by Bishop Scott Mayer of Fort Worth in October. He is now the Curate of St. 
Elizabeth and Christ the King Episcopal Church in Fort Worth. 

•	 Colin Hills resigned in August from the role of Director of Youth Ministries after nearly three 
years with us, and he is discerning what his next steps will be. 

•	 Wilhelm Sollie left in June after two years as Organ Scholar to return to Norway

•	 John Moody resigned as Controller in June to take a position at a Methodist church in 
Richardson, which is his own denomination. 

While the departure of team members is sad, the Vestry and I worked together to analyze the 
staff structure, revamp our job descriptions, and seek replacements that serve our current needs. 
That has led to the hire of Sophie Lowrance as our new Parish Administrator and Mary Hall as 
our new Bookkeeper. They are both remarkably talented and capable, and have jumped right 
in to ensure healthy and transparent administration of our church. Meanwhile, the Revs. Alina 
and Jared Williams are serving as our Interim Directors of Youth Ministry, and we are beginning 
the search for a new permanent Director of Youth Ministries this January. I am working with a 
committee of six [Louis Guion, Bruce Posner, Beth Kirner, Melinda Wedding, Nathan Jackson, 
Sophia Roper], and it is our hope to call a new director by May.

Finally, this February we will experience one more significant staff transition, as Ellen Dingwall 
retires after nearly 20 years on staff in a variety of roles. Ellen will be properly celebrated at a 
reception on February 4, and end her work in the office in mid-February. Ellen’s legacies are tied 
to our welcoming ministries and outreach, and she leaves big shoes to fill. The staff is working with 
her to help smooth the transition, and we already recognize that we’ll need to develop brand 
new teams of volunteers to help fill the gap Ellen leaves. There will be bumps along the way as 
we come to terms with all the ways we’ve taken Ellen’s ministry for granted, but I am confident 
that her example all these years will continue to inspire us to welcome all people warmly to our 
church, connect them with the community, and serve those in need. 

Pastoral Care
Whenever we are walking through a time of deep difficulty or pain, be it physical or emotional, 
it is crucial that we feel our church walking with us. The love and prayers of our church family are 
the physical manifestation of the presence of God, and they remind us that we are never alone. 
The church is never more the church than when we sit quietly with those mourning the death 
of a spouse, or bring communion to someone who can’t come to church anymore, or visit the 
hospital room to pray with someone who is battling illness. 
I am grateful for the work of Deacons Shea Gilliland and Ginny Kivel, who began their shared 
leadership of pastoral care last summer. They have worked very hard to learn about the needs 
of our parish and lead the response. They coordinate Stephen Ministry and Eucharistic Visitors, 
and they are helping re-launch ROSES. Every week Mother Erin and I meet with Shea and Ginny 
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for 90 minutes to carefully review and update our extended pastoral care list, and divide up 
responsibility for seeing that everyone is cared for. We make calls, go on visits, and arrange other 
methods of support. It’s a major part of our work every single week. I have heard from some 
that we need a “priest for pastoral care,” and I agree that a third full-time priest would be an 
enormous blessing for our pastoral care efforts, but as I will explain in the next section (Budget 
Constraints), the sobering truth is that we cannot afford one. 

In the meantime, it is very important that I’m clear that the clergy of Transfiguration are not 
our church’s primary pastoral care providers. In fact, we are in many ways the second or third 
rung of our pastoral care ministry. By nature of our baptism and covenant, every member of 
Transfiguration is a pastoral care giver, and I trust every person in our church to help, support, and 
pray for others. The clergy cannot personally respond to every pastoral need, but I totally trust 
that our wider ministries comprised of dozens of faithful Christian servants can ensure everyone 
experiences compassion when they need it most. Here are a few examples of how:

Prayer
We have two significant ministries of people who pray for people in need: Daughters 
of the King and the Prayer Chain. They represent over 75 people who are committed 
to praying for people every single day, which is a remarkable ministry! In 2017, we 
discontinued the inclusion of names in the Notices of those receiving pastoral care. The 
reason was twofold: 1) not everyone who is currently experiencing a difficult situation 
wants it known or publicized, and we respect everyone’s right to privacy; 2) the process 
of updating the list each week, as well as ensuring privacy, took significant and precious 
hours away from the clergy, who could have instead been actually visiting folks. Despite 
the absence of names in this public place, we remain committed to praying for all those in 
need every day, and again, I’m so thankful for the 75+ people who do so! If you would like 
to be one of our “prayer warriors” and pray along with the Prayer Chain ministry, or if you 
would like to join Daughters of the King and make daily prayer a rule of life, we welcome 
you! 

Grief Group
In November, Transfiguration launched a new Grief Group led by Mother Hitrude Nusser-
Telfer. Mother Hiltrude has a long history of working with people in grief and pain, so she 
brings considerable skills to this work. The group meets every month, offering a safe and 
loving space for people to share about their feeling of loss. This has been especially 
important for those dealing with the death of a spouse, parent, or child. Mother Hiltrude is 
also available for personal sessions, too.

Second Half
In 2016, several parishioners approached me with a desire for the start of a group like 
iParent for folks in the second half of life (nearing or in retirement). We spent months 
listening to various parishioners describe their hopes for such a group, and recruiting 
leaders to facilitate it, and last fall we launched on Sunday morning. The group provides 
community, insight, and tools to help people wrestle with big questions about life, purpose, 
legacy, and mortality. Second Half meets on Sunday morning.

Budget Constraints and Financial Giving
2016 ended with a significant revenue shortfall, resulting in a deficit of over $100,000. The Vestry 
covered this deficit from a restricted fund, but it diminished that emergency fund significantly 
(that same fund was used to help pay off the rest of the capital campaign debt). The reason 
for the shortfall was primarily on the revenue side, as expenses were very close to budgeted. 
The rate of pledge fulfillment in 2016 was far less than past history (we had nearly 90 under or 
unfulfilled pledges), and it caught the Vestry off-guard. 
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This meant that when, in early October 2017, the rate of pledge payment began to dip below 
projections once again, the Vestry asked the staff to put a freeze on all spending. Anticipated 
capital maintenance work was cancelled and program staff froze their expenditures. The result 
was as hoped: the year-end expense line wound up below budget, which was an important 
factor in how we finished the year overall. But the spending freeze also heightened the feeling of 
anxiety in November and December among the staff and Vestry. 

Ultimately, 2017 finished much stronger than 2016, and there was a wonderful and unexpected 
infusion of “overpayed” pledges in December that resulted in us finishing the year with a 
surprising and comfortable financial surplus. I am enormously grateful to all who chose to give 
generously above their pledge at the end of the year, helping ensure we finished the year 
strong. From a leadership standpoint, however, there was no way the Vestry could know that 
would happen. We simply had to wait and see how you, the good and generous people of 
Transfiguration, would respond to pledge statements and year-end reminders. And again, thanks 
be to God, you responded with generosity.

Stemming from all this financial fluctuation, I have a few humble observations:

1. It is enormously helpful if everyone tries to pay their pledge throughout the year, rather 
than waiting until the final weeks of December. Pledges with zero payment activity for 11 
months are hard to count on, especially when the pledge certificate had no designation 
for when the payments would be made. We have expenses all year, not just at the end 
of the year, and such one-time, end-of-year giving heightens the stress of our financial 
management.  

2. When taken together, the financial pictures of 2016 and 2017 balance out. One year was 
a significant deficit, the other was a roughly equivalent surplus.

3. The main way we’ve been able to maintain balanced budgets the last several years is 
by not replacing staff when they resign or retire. We didn’t replace Fr. Michael, and there 
is no plan to replace Ellen Dingwall after her retirement. It’s not a good strategy for long-
term health, but the Vestry and I have not perceived other good options that allow us 
to continue funding programs, facilities, and outreach. The sobering truth is that the staff 
cannot shrink anymore if we want to maintain what we currently offer as a church, let 
alone grow. 

4. Many people have asked why we don’t have another Fr. Michael or Mother Amy on 
staff now (i.e. a priest with more years of life and ministry experience to complement the 
youth of our current clergy team). I have heard of a rumor that it’s because “I don’t like 
working with older people,” and I only want “young” staff. The truth is actually much more 
embarrassing that that: we simply can’t afford any more clergy. I love working with clergy 
with much more experience than I have, and I give thanks to God that, in their retirement, 
Fathers Merriman, Roper, and Moore continue to regularly celebrate and preach at Mass. 
But right now, Transfiguration can afford only two full-time priests. The curate’s position 
is partly subsidized by the diocese, and our deacon is, by church tradition, essentially 
unpaid. Adding a cleric with 10+ years of experience would add over $100,000 to the 
budget (salary and benefits). So, the question becomes, if giving remains flat, what would 
we like to cut to be able to add that priest? 

5. Anxiety about money and church finances must not stifle the hope of our mission as a 
church. We have so much to offer the Metroplex – nothing less than the love of God and 
the abundant life of Jesus Christ! – and there are many, many people who long for a 
church such as ours. We must do more to invite them into our life, because it will be their 
presence that will energize a new wave of growth at Transfiguration. 
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Chapel Discernment
The Jubilee Capital Campaign from over a decade ago led to the construction of the South 
Building and installation of the Richards Fowkes and Co. Opus 17 Organ, and it also included the 
proposed addition of a chapel to the campus. Such a chapel would provide a smaller and more 
flexible worship space to host midweek services, small funerals and weddings, the Daily Office, 
as well as provide a quiet space for prayerful contemplation. Due to budgetary constraints, the 
chapel was not ultimately included in the construction phase, but several parishioners had been 
extremely generous in supporting the vision of a chapel, and many others remained hopeful that 
one day it would be built. Still, for ten years the idea lay mostly dormant. 

When the Vestry decided to include the chapel in its 5-year vision and goals, the idea once 
again gained attention and support. Then, last summer, Bruce and Elaine Culver donated 
$500,000 in honor of Frances and Bob Martin to restart the process, and pledged an additional 
significant “matching gift.” George Bienfang also donated $50,000 to assist with design costs 
that would inevitably be incurred. With these gifts in the bank, the Vestry appointed an “Ad Hoc 
Committee” to study the matter. Their goal was to discern how a chapel could be used and 
whether it was truly needed, and then analyze the potential costs of such a project in order to 
advise the Vestry on how to proceed. 

Ultimately, the committee’s work led the conclusion that Transfiguration would definitely benefit 
from the construction of a chapel, but before it may be more extensively considered, we must 
first attend to several urgent capital needs on our campus that are outside the ability of the 
operating budget to fund. Such capital needs include things like a new roof on the church, 
repair of the belltower roof, walkway and entry repairs, safety system upgrades for code 
compliance, and replacement of faulty or outdated HVAC equipment. The Ad Hoc Committee’s 
consensus, which the Vestry came to agree with fully, is that these projects must be performed 
before any new buildings, including a chapel, may be constructed. 

The Vestry has invited the Ad Hoc Committee to remain intact, and facilitate the study of these 
urgent capital needs with the expectation that some sort of capital campaign will be necessary. 
They have also asked the Ad Hoc Committee to explore additional “space usage” of our 
campus, to study what other modifications or improvements to our existing physical plant could 
enhance our congregational life and work. This would entail consideration of spaces like the 
kitchen, childcare wing, sacristy, and welcoming area, among others. It is likely that the Vestry will 
contract an outside consultant to work with the Ad Hoc Committee to facilitate this phase of its 
work, and ensure the analysis is comprehensive and thorough. Here it is important to restate: no 
non-essential improvements will be undertaken before the urgent capital needs are addressed, 
and the chapel remains the only specifically-designated capital project on the Vestry’s goals.

Final Thoughts
We are living in interesting times. It has been many decades, certainly outside my lifetime, 
since we have experienced such convulsions as a nation and world. White supremacists 
feel emboldened to march openly and unapologetically. New revelations about the 
pervasiveness of violence against women seem to come out every day. Economic inequality 
is widening, and the poor feel as hopeless as ever. Nuclear war is terrifyingly conceivable, and 
is casually threatened by leaders of nuclear powers (including our own commander-in-chief). 
Environmental degradation continues unabated, and science is dismissed by many policymakers 
for its inconvenience. Public trust in the truth and integrity of elected leaders is deeply eroded, 
and the moral compass of our society seems lost. Psychologists studying our society say we’re 
showing more signs of anxiety and stress than ever before, and no matter how much we want 
the church to be a haven from all that anxiety and stress, we are not immune. We bring into the 
church all the worries and frustrations that we fixate on at home or work. We have to name this 
reality if we are going to faithfully and carefully resist the downward pull of anxiety and hostility 
that has so much power in the wider world. We shouldn’t pretend that there aren’t real divisions 
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in our society, or only ever talk about things that are simple or superficial, but we can choose to 
ground our engagement with the challenges of our world in the healing love of Jesus Christ, and 
thereby offer a different and holier witness to the world. 

I want you to know that I weigh carefully when and how to write, preach, or teach about 
“current events,” and I try to only weigh in on issues about which the church has longstanding 
and clear attitudes. I do not assume that I am always right, and I pray consistently for the grace 
of humility to keep me from self-righteousness. I read the Bible nearly every day to steep my life 
in God’s Word, and I pray for God’s guidance and wisdom to know the right and to pursue it. I 
have no desire to promote the platform of a particular political party, but rather to hold fast to 
the saving truth of the gospel. That gospel, not any party or politician, is what leads me to speak 
about care for the poor, the status of immigrants and refugees, the sanctity of life, care for the 
earth, racism and prejudice, the fundamental necessity of truth, and why weapons are not 
Christian solutions to security problems. If my leadership on any of these matters seems contrary 
to the words and way of our Savior, I hope you will hold me to account. 

In the face of all our challenges, we must use more than words. During her remarks to a 
gathering of leaders we hosted back in September, Glennon Doyle lamented the popularity of 
“keyboard activism.” She remarked that too many people believe they are doing something 
meaningful when they post their outrage on social media, when in fact, they are only making 
themselves feel better. We have to do more than simply feel anger at the problems of our nation 
and world. We have to do more than shout at people on Facebook or Twitter. Such behavior is 
only calcifying our self-righteousness, and moving us farther from the sort of holy witness to which 
Jesus calls us. We must not fall into the trap of focusing only on the sins of others, for then we will 
be no different than the hypocrites Jesus repeatedly condemned.   

We are the Church, so we must resist using our words as weapons, even as we speak out about 
the reality of evil and sin in our world. We believe that love is a tool powerful enough for every 
battle. We believe in God’s good end to the story, no matter how strange or dark the story 
gets. We believe in the power of the God to guide us, and we do not have to guess where the 
Holy Spirit is leading for we will see her fruits in our lives: love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, 
generosity, faithfulness, gentleness, self-control (Gal 5:22-23). If we are living according to the 
will of God, those will be our signs. And if our lives bear different fruit – anger, contempt, gossip, 
dishonesty, greed – we should know we’ve left the way to which we were called. 

Finally, to quote two passages from Scripture that seem especially pertinent in these days in 
which we’re living:

“Beloved, whatever is true, whatever is honorable, whatever is just, whatever is pure, 
whatever is pleasing, whatever is commendable, if there is any excellence and if there is 
anything worthy of praise, think about these things (Phil 4:8-9).” 

“Let us lay aside every weight and the sin that clings so closely, and let us run with 
perseverance the race that is set before us, looking to Jesus the pioneer and perfecter 
of our faith, who for the sake of the joy that was set before him endured the cross, 
disregarding its shame, and has taken his seat at the right hand of the throne of God. 
Consider him who endured such hostility against himself from sinners, so that you may not 
grow weary or lose heart. Therefore, lift your drooping hands and strengthen your weak 
knees, and make straight paths for your feet...Pursue peace with everyone, and the 
holiness without which no one will see the Lord (Heb 12:1-12).” 


