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This report is compiled from my experiences as a  St. Matthews delegate to the Atlanta Diocese' annual Council conducted on November 11-12, 2022.  Based on voting tallies, I estimate there were approximately 300 voting members; of which approximately 100 were clergy and 200 were lay delegates.  The Council debated and voted on several proposed resolutions.  While I will leave the reporting of the resolution debates and votes to others who attended, I would like to focus on three specific observations of mine during the conference. .

Observation #1:  Bishop Wright is the right person to lead this Diocese at this time.


As is his responsibility, Bishop Wright chaired the Diocesan Council.  While I have seen Bishop Wright officiate church services and preach sermons before, I was struck by the his presence at this event.  Words such as patient, thoughtful, focused, articulate, informed, and authentic came to mind as I witnessed him masterfully conducting the business of the Council.   Several controversial issues were debated during the conference.  Bishop Wright navigated the discussion of these issues in a way that respected everyone's opinion.  All participants who wanted to comment were allowed to have their opinions heard, yet he did not allow the discussions to become sidetracked by partisan attacks.  His sense of humor and wit allowed him to assuage sometimes very emotional discussions.  He skillfully navigated the conversations to stay focused and moving forward.  We should count ourselves blessed to have had Bishop Wright at the helm of the Atlanta Diocese over the past ten years.

Observation #2:  We need to encourage increased leadership participation at St. Matthews.


Early on in the conference, Bishop Wright asked the assembly to raise their hand if this was their first Diocesan Council.  Only about 20 of over 300 participants indicated this was their first council; with myself included in the count of 20.  That struck me as an incredibly small amount of new blood.  That revelation got me to thinking of the leadership at St. Matthews.  While we have a group of wonderfully dedicated parishioners serving in leadership roles, there seems to be a lack of new volunteers willing to step up and assume leadership roles within the Parish.  Yes, I am including myself in this indictment as I have been a member of St. Matthews for almost 20 years now, yet have not served in any type of leadership role for several years.  We seem to be rotating the same small group of volunteers performing parish leadership roles with little diversity.  That reminds me of the definition of insanity; doing the same thing over and over, while expecting different results.  We absolutely must encourage new talent to serve as parish leaders.  However, I believe some of the hesitancy to volunteer for a leadership role in the parish may be rooted in a lack of understanding of what is expected of the volunteer and how they fit into the overall parish governance.  While I would love to take credit for the following idea, it was actually Jay Jones who mentioned it in our discussions.  Every county in Metro Atlanta encourages community participation in county governance by conducting Leadership Academies.  In this training, they expose potential volunteers to the roles and functions of the various county departments and committees.  I believe the came concept can be beneficial at St. Matthews.  I am convinced that if we offer a St. Matthews Leadership Academy, we can encourage more parishioners to step up and offer their time and talent and assume a leadership role.  I believe if, during the Fall months, we offered a short series of  informational “classes” focused on the roles, responsibilities, and commitment required of each leadership position within the parish, it will encourage more volunteers with fresh ideas to assume leadership roles within the parish.

Observation #3:  We must grow our youth participation.


One of the things that attracted me to St. Matthews was the active youth program in the parish.  I would constantly hear the sounds of children's voices and laughter in the congregation.  It wasn't distracting; rather I viewed it as evidence of a vibrant church.  The sight of youth and teens giggling and enjoying each other's company while they performed acolyte duties was heart warming.  The din of excited youth rejoining the congregation after Children's Chapel  was endearing.  The stories of youth participation in church activities such as Camp Mikell, Curseo, and New Beginnings was evidence that the congregational youth wanted to be at St. Matthews and learn about God and life in the Church.  I remember the difficult conversations we had as a parish in deciding whether we needed a Director of Youth Programs or an Associate Priest.  We felt we could not afford both.  The conversations centered around whether it would be better to have a paid staff member solely focused on youth development or an Associate Priest who could perform a myriad of duties, including running the youth program.  We made the difficult decision to eliminate Sally Ulrey's position as Director of Youth Programs.  I now believe that decision was wrong. Since then, we've relied on volunteers to run our youth development program.  While these volunteers have devoted enormous amounts of time and talent in their devotion to our youth, they may not have had the experience and training needed to manage an effective program that nurtures the development of all of the parish youth through high school.  Since we eliminated that paid staff position, our youth programs and participation have suffered mightily.  We have very few children in the congregation.  We used to have 5-6 youth acolytes at each service.  Now, we struggle to have 2.  As far as I know, our Children's Chapel program is gone.  We no longer have a Cherub Choir.  In other words, our youth have very little to look forward to when attending St. Matthews. 


Our youth are, and always have been, happiest when interacting with each other in a positive and structured environment.  Youth who enjoy their church environment invite their friends to join in.  Those new friends encourage their parents to attend the church.  It is through a vibrant youth development program that a church attracts new members and families.  An active youth program is absolutely the key to success in growing our parish.  Without that, we are treading water, at best, and dying as a congregation at worst.  St. Matthews conducts a myriad of community outreach and parish inreach initiatives.  Both Bishop Wright and the visiting bishop from the Diocese of Oregon, made similar remarks on the importance of engaging our youth in the church.  We must be laser focused on increasing our youth presence in the church.


While both the parish and diocese are in stable financial condition right now, we are at risk of losing that stability if we do not increase out congregation numbers.  If we don't grow our church, nothing else really matters.  We can’t be a church run by old folks.  Our youth are too important to the continued survival of the church for them not to be one of our primary concerns.  That is why I believe we absolutely must invest in our youth programs again by re-funding a full-time Director of Youth Programs position.  Is it an expensive proposition? Yes.  Will it reduce funds available for other outreach and inreach programs in the parish? Yes, at least in the short term.  Can we survive as a congregation if we don't spend the money to focus on our youth?  Absolutely not!

Final Thoughts:

I want to thank the parish leadership for selecting me as one of the delegates to represent St. Matthews in this important conference.  It has been an honor.  The Church relies on a cadre of dedicated volunteers to function.  We are blessed to have thoughtful leadership in the parish as well as the diocese.  I am excited to see what our new Rector will bring in the form of new ideas and initiatives.  We should do out best to match that enthusiasm with a renewed focus on growing our parish.

Faithfully Submitted,
Kenny Adkins
