





Abstract

“CELEBRATING BLACK CHURCH IDENTITY IN POST-PANDEMIC
RECOVERY: A CASE STUDY OF HISTORIC SAINT LUKE’S EPISCOPAL
CHURCH NEW ORLEANS”

JANE-ALLISON ELAINE WIGGIN

Project under the direction of Professor Andrew Thompson

This case study focuses on the post-pandemic recovery process from 2021-2024
at Historic Saint Luke’s Episcopal Church in New Orleans, Louisiana. Its parish history is
detailed beginning in 1855 through the multiple 21st century disasters that have affected
the church. The navigation of the relationship with the diocese is included. St. Luke’s
unique historical connection with and devotion to the educator, evangelist, and juvenile
Justice advocate Blessed Frances Joseph Gaudet is highlighted. St. Luke’s identity as a
Black Episcopal church living into an extended season of Pentecost with its multiethnic,
muitiracial, multicultural congregation is explored. The sanctuary’s physical depictions of
the dignity of Black lives through Biblical sacred art are described in detail as an antidote
to Black erasure. An action-reflection model of methodology engaging in
trauma-informed pastoral care and leadership is offered.

The church’s current post-pandemic state is at a crossroads with potential for
further recovery as well as continued financial obstacles. It is showing signs of

congregational growth as an increase of individuals joining who are specifically looking
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for a vocally anti-racist church and an authentic experience of Jesus Christ that is not
aligned with white supremacy and Christian Nationalism. St. Luke’s model of distinctly
celebrating its Black identity in liturgy, cultural celebrations, and newcomer integration
supports its post-pandemic and post-traumatic growth. Changes in the wider Episcopal
Church, U.S. Census Data, and postcolonial Anglicanism, and their connections fo

Historic St. Luke’s, are explored.
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Chapter One

An Introduction to Historic Saint Luke’s

Historic Saint Luke’s Episcopal Church is the oldest and only surviving
Black Episcopal Church in New Orleans. It is exceptional in the state of
Louisiana, as it is currently the only Black Episcopal Church with full time clergy
in either Louisiana diocese.' According to 2020 census data New Orleans is 55%
white and 31% Black.? As a major port city, New Orleans is a racially, culturally,
and religiously diverse part of the Deep South due to centuries of chosen and
forced immigration and human trafficking. Roman Catholicism remains the
majority denomination while there are many Protestant churches as well as
multiple mosques, temples, and synagogues. According to the Episcopal Diocese
of Louisiana’s website, as of 2024 it has 48 churches total. In Orleans parish there
are 13 churches.

St. Luke’s is located on tribal lands once inhabited by the Chitimacha,
Houma, and Choctaw nations that were also frequented by the Atakapa, Caddo,
Natchez, and Tunica nations. After the indigenous populations were forcibly

removed from the trade center the Choctaw called “Bulbancha,” the place of

! St. Michael and All Angels’ in Baton Rouge, Louisiana was formed in 1942 and is visited by
supply clergy twice a month. In 1979 the Diocese of Louisiana divided into two dioceses, forming
the Western Diocese of Louisiana. No Black Episcopal Churches are listed in Western Louisiana
on the Union of Black Episcopalians’ website.

? “Racial and Ethnic Diversity in the United States: 2010 Census and 2020 Census,” Resource
Library, United States Census Bureau, last modified August 12, 2021,
https://www.census.gov/library/visualizations/interactive/racial-and-ethnic-diversity-in-the-united-
states-2010-and-2020-census.html.

% Schmelzer, Paul “Bulbancha Forever: From NOLA to Minneapolis, a movement to revitalize
Indigenous names grows,” Ostrachan (the Creative Capital, an Andy Warhol Foundation Arts
Writers Grant Program) January 4, 2021,

202 1https://theostracon.net/bulbancha-indigenous-naming-jeffery-darensbourg/.


https://theostracon.net/bulbancha-indigenous-naming-jeffery-darensbourg/
https://www.census.gov/library/visualizations/interactive/racial-and-ethnic-diversity-in-the-united-states-2010-and-2020-census.html
https://www.census.gov/library/visualizations/interactive/racial-and-ethnic-diversity-in-the-united-states-2010-and-2020-census.html

many tongues/languages, French, Spanish, British, and American colonial forces
dominated the area and profited from human trafficking and enslavement. St.
Luke’s is located within the 7th Ward, a longtime Creole ward, and closely
borders the Faubourg Tremé, the oldest African-American neighborhood. Due to a
later Greek immigrant presence in the neighborhood for several decades, Holy
Trinity Greek Orthodox Cathedral was erected in 1951, on the site of the oldest
Greek Orthodox structure for worship in North America.* In 1977 the St. Luke’s
congregation moved into this building at 1222 North Dorgenois Street as the
Greek Orthodox congregation moved to its much larger church campus on Bayou
St. John. Less than 3 decades later, Hurricane Katrina devastated the church and
most of New Orleans. The early efforts of disaster relief volunteers rebuilt St.
Luke’s physical church. As disaster relief trips waned, the majority of those
churches did not continue lasting allyship with the now dwindled congregation.
With only 25-50% of the congregation remaining after Katrina, the COVID-19
disaster exacerbated an already depleted church.

Throughout COVID-19, St. Luke’s felt the magnitude of pandemic deaths
in the larger Black community within its close-knit congregation. St. Luke’s stood
out in contrast to white churches within the diocese who quickly returned to
pre-pandemic patterns. Amidst all of the challenges the pandemic wrought, this
church is an example of a Black Episcopal congregation, a minority within its
denomination and diocese, deliberately celebrating its Black identity as a means

of recovery. This has led to increased pride in the multiple cultures present in the

* “History,” Holy Trinity Greek Orthodox Cathedral, last modified 2014,
http://www.holytrinitycathedral.org/history.html.
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congregation, leading to early signs of church growth. This case study respects the
church’s past and anticipates its future in this new landscape.

St. Luke’s has chosen to actively resist the nation’s persistent and systemic
white supremacy and prior diocesan racially motivated paternalism by celebrating
its Black identity and culture as having God-given dignity. It is one of the few
Episcopal churches in the diocese where the sacred art in the sanctuary and the
music and style of the liturgy do not suppress Black worshiping traditions. This is
not an isolated experience or a recent phenomenon. In the 1970s Black Episcopal
clergy wrote:

[T]he Episcopal tradition supplanted or suppressed, if you will, the

black experience, particularly the black religious experience, in its

liturgy and worship. Instead of incorporating and appropriating the

black experience into Episcopal worship, blacks were encouraged

to become black Anglo-Saxons. Consequently, blacks had to give

up, deny, or “check” their religious heritage as we entered

Episcopal doors. Needless to say, this has had profound negative

effects on the spiritual development of black Episcopalians, and

has constituted a tremendous loss to the Episcopal Church of the

rich and unique religious experiences of black people....The black

experience in America, and in the Episcopal Church, has been one

of strife and struggle, often with only the balm of Gilead to

comfort us.’

Because of this long standing denial of, or apathy towards, Black culture
and identity throughout the denomination, St. Luke’s Sunday worship, with its
African drumming, African-American spirituals, call and response preaching,
Kente altar cloth, and representations of Black Saints, is a healing practice and an

act of anti-racist resistance. The church’s Black identity is intertwined with

sharing cultural legacies through storytelling, communal meals, ancestor

3 “Preaching in the Black Episcopal Tradition: Lectures and Addresses from Conferences Held at
the College of Preachers,” Washington D.C., March 12-16, 1979, pages I1I-V.



reverence, and the celebrations of life’s milestones, especially in grief. While St.
Luke’s longest members celebrate it as a Black church, its Black culture is
multifaceted, not monolithic. In that respect, the church gathers physical
representations in its sacred art of the multiple races, ethnicities, and cultures
coming together to become a community of believers in the spirit of Pentecost.
Theological Grounding

In the Pentecost narrative presented in the Acts of the Apostles, many
different nationalities and ethnicities were present, Jews and Gentiles alike. “All
of them were filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in other languages, as
the Spirit gave them ability.”® Attracted to the Spirit at work in and through this
diversity, “the crowd gathered and was bewildered, because each one heard them
speaking in the native language of each.”” The gift from the Holy Spirit that was
poured out was in both the sharing of different languages and the understanding
which built up the community and made it compelling for thousands to join.
Today, St. Luke’s also represents such a diasporic congregation, with multiple
languages and countries of origin and races and ethnicities worshiping together in
the continued spirit of Pentecost.

Anti-racist, unique, diverse, multifaceted, gifted, wounded as well as a
source of healing, all describe St. Luke’s. It has much to offer the Episcopal
Diocese of Louisiana and The Episcopal Church in this specific time. St. Luke’s is
an example of the difficulties inherent in a church continuing to choose to move

from overwhelming grief to joy in the aftermath of tragedy. While this movement

5 Acts 2:4 (NRSVUE).

7 Acts 2:6 (NRSVUE).



from grief to joy is readily seen in the story of the Resurrection, I think it is
important to locate St. Luke’s within this lens of Pentecost instead of Eastertide
because 1) some time has passed since the traumatic incident (pandemic or
crucifixion) 2) the church after Pentecost has entered into a time of learning to
navigate as a community with some structure but has continued unease about
accepting new people who have not been through the same traumatic experiences
(for St. Luke’s this is Hurricane Katrina, immigrating to New Orleans, growing up
Black in a hostile racist environment) and 3) in that time there is a lot of
experimentation and risk taking when it comes to evangelism and newcomer
incorporation. St. Luke’s faces dire circumstances post-pandemic. So, too, did the
earliest believers who chose to persist, speak boldly, act on behalf of others, and
share the Good News of Jesus’ resurrection. At St. Luke’s, that joy is found in
deep personal relationships with Jesus as savior and liberator, the strength of
decades-long relationships with one another, a sense of belonging and safety,
responding to the presence of the Holy Spirit, and rekindling hope for the future
of the church adding more followers of Jesus into this fellowship.

Scope of Thesis

This thesis will address my observations of post-pandemic recovery,
healing, revival, and growth alongside the financial and emotional challenges
which occurred at Historic St. Luke’s Episcopal Church in New Orleans from
2021 - 2024. My claim is that this Black Episcopal church is a rich example of
taking Gospel-centered risks and engaging in experiments in outreach and

evangelism for an emerging modern postcolonial Anglicanism. Its increased
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celebration of Black diasporic identity, intertwined with its evangelism and
newcomer integration efforts, is a revival in the Spirit of Pentecost.
Gospel-centered risks at St. Luke’s are the opportunities taken to serve Christ in
the least of these, especially immigrants and the economically disenfranchised,
and call out systemic forms of injustice and oppression. These risks are also
Gospel-centered by de-centering the isolation of the congregation; they require
opening up, being outwardly focused, and some sacrifice of comfort or the safety
of silence in order to bring Good News to those who are in distress, despair, and
danger. At St. Luke’s, its identity as a Black church is intertwined with its calling
to be the voice of those who are most in danger due to the sin of racism in this
country. Kelly Brown Douglas in The Black Christ writes,

Christ’s blackness indicates his deep and personal identifications

with people of color as they suffer the pain, heartache, and death

exacted on them by the insidiousness of white supremacist culture.

And so, we might paraphrase the Gospel question for today; ‘But

Lord, where did we see you dying on the cross?” And Jesus would

answer: ‘On a Florida sidewalk with Trayvon, or at the

U.S./Mexican border with an immigrant refused asylum, or in a

detention center with a brown child separated from his or her

parents, or in a juvenile court with the black child trapped in the

poverty-to-prison pipeline. As you did to one of the least of these,

you did it to me.”®

Examples of post-pandemic Gospel-centered risks at St. Luke’s have been
expanding cultural celebrations like Black History Month and introducing

Caribbean Heritage Month as well as the public liturgy partnership with “Little

Amal” bringing awareness to the unaccompanied refugee child crisis, among

8 Kelly Brown Douglas, The Black Christ: 25th Anniversary Edition (Maryknoll, New York:
Orbis, 2021), xvi.
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other justice focused events like protesting racialized police violence and
Juneteenth lessons during summer camp programming.

As a church with antiracist values, St. Luke’s refuses to let the racism of
the wider church’s past define its future. However, it is still navigating a diocesan
system that historically excluded and harmed it. The church is polycentric,’ a sign
of postcolonial Anglicanism, as it is a gathering place largely for immigrants from
formerly colonized countries and descendants of the African diaspora. St. Luke’s
engages race and culture through liturgy and congregational fellowship, all
grouped under the umbrella term “Black” reflecting the diversity of experiences
in the congregation. Enhancing and celebrating these liturgical and fellowship
traditions have increased the number of visitors and newcomers to the church
since the pandemic. Considerations of whether St. Luke’s is an example of an
antiracist church or also a postcolonial example of Anglicanism are expanded on
in the fifth chapter.

I believe that these or comparable experiments, recounted in more detail in
the following chapters, can be replicated in other similarly aging Black
congregations depleted by the pandemic. For parishes that want to embrace
cultural celebrations, this study shares how it can be a life-giving part of
pandemic recovery.

My qualitative research focuses on St. Luke’s navigation of its
intersectional identities as a multiethnic, multicultural parish. It is complicated by

its long-held anxieties of losing its Black church identity to a potential increase of

® Kwok Pui-Lan, The Anglican Tradition from a Postcolonial Perspective (New York: Seabury
Press, 2023), 20.
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non-Black membership. My historical research led me to read Black and Latino
authors in the fields of trauma, evangelism, and racial healing. The ethnographic
observations made of this congregation began when I was a limited supply priest
in 2019, then the regular supply priest beginning in 2021, and have continued as |
was named full time rector in January of 2024. Serving in this context I
intentionally engaged with Black, Latino, Indigenous, womanist, and postcolonial
forms of criticism of the Episcopal Church as I am a white priest who is still
unlearning much of the “Religion of Whiteness”' in this country.

This ethnographic research within St. Luke’s adds to literature on
pandemic recovery in American churches. When I began this research, I found
pandemic recovery books for churches to be largely dominated by white
Evangelical authors. I also struggled to find materials on pandemic recovery that
took into account Black Episcopal churches. The ones I did engage with initially
were how-to guides for interventions. These included Anatomy of a Revived
Church: Seven Findings of How Congregations Avoided Death, The Church
Revitalization Checklist: A Hopeful and Practical Guide for Leading Your
Congregation to a Brighter Tomorrow, and The Post-Quarantine Church: Six
Urgent Challenges and Opportunities that Will Determine the Future of Your
Congregation. A much more robust book on interrupting church decline was

When Church Stops Working: A Future for Your Congregation beyond More

Money, Programs, and Innovation. What all of those books left out was the

' Emerson, Michael O., and Glenn E. Bracey, 11, The Religion of Whiteness: How Racism Distorts
Christian Faith (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2024), 46-56, Kindle.
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importance of being connected to one’s culture. None of them mentioned
celebrating culture as a post-pandemic strategy. Books that took into account the
long-reaching effects of trauma were much more helpful, like Trauma Informed
Evangelism: Cultivating Communities of Wounded Healers. Books specifically
speaking about Black congregations acknowledged generational trauma like Black
Church: This is My Story This is My Song. I looked for grief-centered books like /
Refuse to Lead a Dying Church but those were not specific to Black churches.
Now there are books like Black Liturgies:Prayers, Poems, and Meditation for
Staying Human, The Night is Long but Light Comes in the Morning: Meditations
for Racial Healing and The Church Cracked Open:Disruption, Decline, and New
Hope for Beloved Community among others which identify the deep wound of
racism and, in their own ways, acknowledge lifting up Black culture as a healing
practice and a spiritual discipline. Books like The Pain We Carry: Healing from
Complex PTSD for People of Color, that look at racialized trauma but are not
shelved under church leadership, reminded me of coping measures that may or
may not be found in worship, like movement, breathwork, and self compassion.
Trauma is the imprint of chronic, toxic stress in our minds and
bodies...Trauma robs us of our self-love and completely changes
our sense of safety in the world...And, when it comes to
experiences of racism and oppression, even when you receive love
and support you can still develop PTSD or CTPSD, because being
othered every day can rob you of your sense of safety in the
world.”"!

When I created a methodology to navigate the fallout from the pandemic, I

attempted to center the church’s Black cultures as much as possible and to be

" Gutiérrez, Natalie Y. The Pain We Carry: Healing from Complex PTSD for People of Color The
Social Justice Handbook Series (Oakland, California: New Harbinger Publications, 2022), 3,
Kindle.
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more educated on and mindful of the trauma specific to Black Episcopalians.
Black and Episcopalian: The Struggle for Inclusion is especially striking in that
regard. Specific to St. Luke’s has been the overwhelming presence of PTSD from
Hurricane Katrina; usually not a week goes by without at least one parishioner
sharing a story from that time or connected to that event. Navigating the trauma,
both historical and immediate, both racially motivated and more broadly defined,
within this church, stood out to me as very interconnected with the persistence of
cultural celebrations. Rev. Marcus Halley writes, “I know I am not alone in
wanting to experience this recreation and renewal. I know that we live in a society
filled with people yearning to be seen, named, and celebrated.” '? I have done this
research in the hope that I can be better trauma-informed and the church will
become less trauma-bound.
Methodology

My methodology can be summarized by five movements: 1) entering into
the system as a participant observer and engaging in historical and cultural
research, 2) building on this growing understanding to provide culturally
competent trauma-informed pastoral care, 3) exhortation to bring the congregation
into future-focus instead of past-rumination by amplifying its cultural assets and
expanding its cultural celebrations, 4) realignment of the church as outwardly
engaged, and 5) analyzing the results. In each of these movements, the importance

of understanding the church’s Black culture, celebrating that culture, and

12 Halley, Marcus G. Proclaim!: Sharing Words, Living Examples, Changing Lives. (New York:
Church Publishing, 2020), location 1887 of 248, Kindle.
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expanding the widest number of authentic cultural celebrations was the common
theme.

Any priest can learn to embrace the role of ethnographer if they care to
listen with humility and engage with curiosity; the space, the history, and the
people. Upon entering the church, I observed the physical surroundings. I asked
questions about what these artifacts say about the people who worship here, their
values, and lived experiences. I entered into the emotional/ social system as a
participant observer to observe the cultures present. I asked, which cultures are
celebrated the most? The least? As these are not cultures I grew up with, I
researched those cultures to better understand. I valued the time spent listening
deeply to stories that were anxiously or non-anxiously shared.

Ethnographic listening involves suspending judgment and going

for fuller understanding instead. Staying curious, probing for

clarity, and allowing stories to be told-these are the conscious

intentions that we adopt. Our job is to notice as much nuance as
possible and to help a person magnify their story, make it larger,
clearer, and more available to the teller.'

After hearing many examples of trauma in the church’s life, I engaged in
further research, constructing a timeline based on those stories shared. I paid
attention to the major traumas in the life of the church and witnessed the
symptoms of PTSD, especially living in the past and resistance to imagining a
better future. That necessary pastoral care required me to become more culturally
competent in this cross-cultural setting. I have largely focused on the role of the

priest as a non-anxious presence within an anxious system stemming from recent

pandemic trauma and its historical trauma. To counter the emotional contagion

'3 Moschella, Mary Clark, Ethnography as a Pastoral Practice: An Introduction, Second Edition
(Cleveland, Ohio: The Pilgrim Press, 2023), 180, Kindle.
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effect of anxiety, I did my best to amplify joy as a gift of the Spirit. I encouraged
the practice of post-traumatic growth'* as I applied it to post-pandemic growth. In
the narrative development stage of post-traumatic growth, the objective is “to
produce an authentic narrative about the trauma and our lives afterward so that we
can accept the chapters already written and imagine crafting the next ones in a
meaningful way. Your story—and the stories of people you’re helping—can and
should be about a traumatic past that leads to a better future.”'> Leading through
preaching became important in order to reflect back to the congregation the
importance of their stories and encourage their response to the call as Christians
to embrace an unfolding future of serving the least of these.

Instead of focusing solely on the limiting beliefs stemming from trauma, I
looked for the most profound sources of healing within this worshiping body. In
St. Luke’s case, this was the healing power of music and the joy of musical
evangelism. After identifying that strength, I focused on cultivating it. Collective
singing has many physiological benefits, and this became a tool to care for the

PTSD and collective pandemic grief as well as the complicated grieving process

14 Tedeschi, R.G. and L.G. Calhoun, “The Posttraumatic Growth Inventory: Measuring the
Positive Legacy of Trauma” Journal of Traumatic Stress, Vol 9, No. 3 (1996):
https://sites.charlotte.edu/ptgi/wp-content/uploads/sites/9/2015/01/The-Posttraumatic-Growth-Inve
ntory-Measuring-the-positive-legacy-of-trauma.pdf. “This 21-item scale includes factors of New
Possibilities, Relating to Others, Personal Strength, Spiritual Change, and Appreciation of Life.
Women tend to report more benefits than do men, and persons who have experienced traumatic
events report more positive change than do persons who have not experienced extraordinary
events. The Posttraumatic Growth Inventory is modestly related to optimism and extraversion. The
scale appears to have utility in determining how successful individuals, coping with the aftermath
of trauma, are in reconstructing or strengthening their perceptions of self, others, and the meaning
of events.”

15 “Growth after Trauma,” Tedeschi, Richard G., Harvard Business Review, July 1, 2020.
https://hbr.org/2020/07/growth-after-trauma.
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of the aging congregation. Congregational music continues to expand the sense of
pride in the cultural assets in the church.

Exhortation and diligent leadership are gifts of the Spirit listed in Romans
12:8. In pandemic recovery, encouraging and leading the congregation into a
future-focus instead of the confines of past-rumination was a crucial step. I am
indebted to Andrew Root’s recommendation to carefully listen for the
“watchword” that is like the heartbeat of the congregation.'® At St. Luke’s, this is
intimately tied to the church’s Black identity and its support of all the various
cultures present in the congregation. There’s no other Episcopal place like St.
Luke s was the first “watchword” I heard. Preaching on this often led me to build
a bridge from the past to the present with the church’s most revered saint, Blessed
Frances Joseph Gaudet. What first stemmed from senior members’ gratitude for
her school that educated their parents led to St. Luke’s National Gaudet Shrine in
her honor. Her strong historical connection to St. Luke’s and her passion for
advocating for and educating Black youth and demanding criminal justice reform
speaks to both longtime and new church members, giving them a common bond
and mission to ask “What Would Gaudet Do” today? Having an inspiring
touchstone to the church’s past like Gaudet made it more comfortable to talk
about the future. It also made it possible for me to cast a vision for a future in the
church where the most engaging and life-giving attributes of the church are
celebrated and clearly attract and incorporate more people into the mission and

fellowship of the church.

16 Root, Andrew, and Blair D. Bertrand. When Church Stops Working: A Future for Your
Congregation Beyond More Money, Programs, and Innovation..Grand Rapids: Michigan, Brazos
Press: 2023), 101.
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Encouraging the congregation spiritually and emotionally, from a guarded
fortress to a gathering place that celebrated its Black culture loudly and proudly
meant applying “extroverting” strategies online and around the neighborhood.
Making the church findable was a learning experience after the pandemic sent so
many people into greater isolation habits. I incorporated evangelism as a common
preaching theme. In St. Luke’s case, the congregation became even more
committed to its revived tradition of greeting visitors and returning members with
its Welcome Song following the Peace. In this part of the process, trials and errors
were plentiful, but the common theme was in celebrating culture more. Better
alignment with celebrating culture meant expanding Sunday liturgies during
Black History Month, Women’s History Month, and Caribbean Heritage Month,
and also the public liturgy of the “Little Amal” interactive theater project
supporting refugee children. The congregation began to take steps to move from
an inward focus to an outward focus with an outdoor food pantry and the return of
children’s summer camp which it had previously operated for decades for
hundreds of students. All of this came with the need to navigate the discomfort of
practicing post-traumatic hope, which is difficult for those with PTSD whether
from the pandemic or previously, but comes with the reward of giving one’s self
for the sake of others.

Last but not least came the analysis of preliminary results of church
growth. Through observation, deep listening, research, and pastoral care, I
learned what matters most to this church at this point in time: its Black identity

and Blessed Gaudet’s undiluted hagiography. After that, I had much more to
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research and pastoral relationships to continue to cultivate. The most inspiring or
effective experiments during these years of pandemic recovery, were
community-oriented experiments in liturgy and outreach centered around Black
culture. Seeing the congregational and community responses to these experiments
led me to analyze changes in the church’s membership and other signs of church
growth like average Sunday attendance and financial stability. Celebrating Black
identity and culture at St. Luke’s came with an increase of financial support from
several grant sources. However, the overall financial challenges St. Luke’s faces,
and the advanced age of its congregation, remain. While there are signs of revival
present, greater financial stability and future longevity is not a bygone conclusion.

This study documents my research, experiments in liturgy and outreach
that I initiated or collaborated with lay leaders on, and limitations in COVID-19
pandemic recovery of Historic St. Luke’s Episcopal Church New Orleans. My
gratitude is extended to the post-pandemic actions of the congregation and its lay
leadership related to healing, evangelism, and church growth. The ongoing
recovery in the parish is far from linear. This study in the power of celebrating
Black identity in church recovery that leads to revival is compelling and may be
replicable for other churches, not just Black churches.

In Ethnography as a Pastoral Practice by Mary Clark Moschella, the most
compelling non-survey model of “approaching softly” came from a culture

different from the researcher during a time of acute trauma.'” Based on this

17 Moschella, Ethnography as a Pastoral Practice, 180, Kindle. “Todd Whitmore, a researcher
who was compelled to completely pivot practices in Uganda, could not rely on surveys at all... He
writes: ‘The Acholi have a phrase for it: cito mato yamo, to drink the wind. It means to meander,
greet whomever you happen to see, and if asked, to hang out a bit with them...Over time, specific
relationships emerge and take direction.” Whitmore calls this practice 'approaching softly.”
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example, I relied on growing relationships and listening to the recurring stories
that were most often organically shared with me instead of conducting a formal
study through surveys with parishioners. After I listened to the natural stories that
bubbled up while “approaching softly,” I set out to research those periods of time
in historical documents to compare the oral histories to any data points and
previous records. This narrative shares my own observations, and when it
references conversations shared during church gatherings, those are shared
anonymously. “Narrative theorists claim that storytelling is the primary way in
which human beings structure and understand their experience...Inviting someone
to tell their story is a way of calling forth their agency—their power to imagine or
to “compose” their own life.”'® I am presenting these most important and often
shared stories chronologically in chapters two and three. The most important
themes seem to be 1) always being a Black church since 1855 2) a strained
relationship with the diocese spanning several bishops and multiple relocations
leading to suspicion and distrust 3) the church’s devotion to Blessed Frances
Joseph Gaudet through its connection with the Gaudet School 4) the importance
of music in its history and its present as a source of healing through the power of
the Holy Spirit 5) parishioners moving to New Orleans and “finding home™ at St.
Luke’s usually as first generation Anglican immigrants or after experiencing
spiritual trauma through being turned away from other churches.

In this first chapter, I have introduced my pastoral approach and
ethnographer method entering into this context. In the second and chapter I reach

back to its origin, to share the long history of St. Luke’s as a Black church,

'® Moschella, Ethnography as a Pastoral Practice, 181, Kindle.
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including its most influential Black historical figures: educator, evangelist, and
juvenile justice advocate Blessed Frances Joseph Gaudet, the liturgist the Rev.
Curtis Sisco, rector, and the composer Moses Hogan, a former organist. In the
third chapter I look at the most challenging traumas of Katrina, pandemic-induced
signs of post-traumatic stress in the church, and trauma-informed evangelism,"’
pastoral care, and leadership choices. In the fourth chapter I expand on the
reviving power of Pentecost in the liturgical cultural celebrations, share the
example of the truth telling and healing power of music by Dr. Courtney Bryan
who was inspired by growing up at St. Luke’s, and discuss the development of the
revisioning of Gaudet’s story in the wider diocese. Post-pandemic recovery
through experiments in liturgy and outreach are shared in more detail. This leads
to the fifth chapter, where I expand on the uniqueness of St. Luke’s situation as an
example of what Black millennials and others concerned with racial justice are
looking for in a church, what it means to be a postcolonial church within the latest
evolutions of the Episcopal Church, the construct of race in the church, and the
resistance to discussions of race such as legislation banning Critical Race Theory
that Black churches face today. In the final chapter pandemic recovery research
from various national surveys is shared and compared to St. Luke’s experience. I
conclude with the challenges that threaten the future of the church and the lessons

St. Luke’s can offer the wider Episcopal Church post-pandemic.

1 Kiser, C., & Heath, E. Trauma-Informed Evangelism: Cultivating Communities of Wounded
Healers. Grand Rapids, Michigan: Eerdmans Publishing, 2023.
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Chapter Two

Introduction

Long before 1855, when St. Luke’s first iteration as a Negro Sunday
School without a patron saint’s name was segregated as subset of the white
Episcopal churches in New Orleans, Black Episcopalians in northern states were
struggling to be recognized formally in the structure of the Episcopal Church.
Absalom Jones, enslaved at birth, freed in 1784, walked out of St. George’s
Methodist Episcopal Church in Philadelphia in 1792. He was the first
African-American man ordained to the priesthood in the Episcopal Church in
1802 and the founder of St. Thomas African Episcopal Church in Philadelphia,
the first Black Episcopal Church. In 1843, “the delegation from Christ Church,
the black congregation in Providence...were seated at the convention of the
Diocese of Rhode Island. They were the first African Americans granted this right
in the Episcopal Church.”® The second Black Episcopal Church in the country,
St. Philip’s in New York City, as detailed in Faith in Their Own Color: Black
Episcopalians in Antebellum New York City, valiantly petitioned for years until
finally being admitted as a congregation to diocesan convention in 1853. The
situation was markedly worse in the South and the mountain was much higher to
climb to be recognized as a Black church with its own rights within a white
denomination. While describing St. Philip’s in New York, this observation also
applies to St. Luke’s struggles in New Orleans:

[T]he oppressive measures imposed formally and informally by
white citizens created both strictly parallel black and white cultures

2 Craig Townsend, Faith in Their Own Color (New York: Columbia University Press, 2023), 113
of 243, Kindle.
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and the simultaneous necessity for interaction between those

cultures in order to regulate or negotiate their relationship [and] the

desire of black Americans to be accepted as equals by white

Americans led to the creation of separate and autonomous

institutions by the black community in order to demonstrate their

equal capabilities.?!

A strength that both St. Luke’s and St. Philip’s share is a sense of pride in its
people, its form of worship, and its place in the wider Episcopal Church, even
when its clergy, congregation, and sanctuaries have been systematically
disrespected or disregarded by diocesan entities and other congregations.

St. Luke’s in New Orleans does not have a chapter dedicated to it like
other Black churches nearly 200 years old in George F. Bragg’s History of the
Afro-American Group of the Episcopal Church, originally published in 1922.
While not mentioned by name, it is at least included in the table for the “Province
of Sewanee” as the only “1” church in the state of Louisiana with “106”
communicants.”? “[T]he statistics here given pertain only to the congregations
composed exclusively of colored persons. By dioceses, the number of separate
colored congregations are given, and the total number of communicants reported
from each congregation.”” In that same volume, there is a brief mention of the
Gaudet School, but not its connection to St. Luke’s.**

This chapter continues with the most important points of the history of St.

Luke’s from the Antebellum Era through the year 2000. Researching its history,

21 Townsend, Faith in Their Own Color, 3 of 243, Kindle.

22 George F. Bragg, History of the Afro-American Group of the Episcopal Church (Baltimore,
Maryland: Church Advocate Press, 1922).

2 Bragg, History of the Afro-American Group of the Episcopal Church, 215.

% Ibid., 223.
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and how its current parishioners interpret its history, helped me to begin to
understand the anxious responses to the pandemic connected to historical wounds.

The Antebellum Era

Kelly Brown Douglas writes, “Black faith was born in the crucible of
slavery.”” St. Luke’s history begins in Antebellum Louisiana, the only period of
time when the majority of Louisiana Episcopalians were Black due to forced
baptisms of enslaved peoples on Episcopalian-owned plantations until the end of
the Civil War. The founder of the Diocese of Louisiana, Bishop Leonidas Polk,
established the first Negro Sunday School mission in 1855. St. Luke’s uses the
year 1855 as its own origin, reaching back to the racially segregated mission
called St. Thomas, despite not yet having a physical building or cornerstone laid.
Using 1855 is significant as it is a date not connected to a building, but to a
people, mostly likely freed as well as enslaved people, worshiping in New
Orleans and not tied to a specific plantation that limited the movement and
freedom of religious choice of those enslaved.

The white Episcopalians who wrote the lengthy early history of the
diocese, So Great A Good, began with its dedication “to the memory of Leonidas
Polk, first Bishop of Louisiana, a loving and mighty soldier of God and of the lost
cause of the Confederacy for which he died on the field of battle...” who was also

described as “the warrior who ranks with the foremost of the Church’s sons.”

% Douglas, Kelly Brown, Stand Your Ground: Black Bodies and the Justice of God, (Maryknoll,
New York: Orbis Books, 2015), 138.

% Hodding Carter and Betty Werlein Carter, So Great a Good, A History of the Episcopal Church

in Louisiana and of Christ Church Cathedral, 1805-1955, (Sewanee, Tennessee: The University
Press, 1955), 43.
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This militarism is a part of the mythical origin stories that the pervasive Christian
Nationalism in this country still feeds on today. There is no way to eliminate Polk
from the history of the Diocese of Louisiana. “The Bishop’s Chair was carved on
Leighton Plantation and is now owned by Christ Church Cathedral.”?’ He forced
enslaved craftsmen to construct that sign of ecclesial authority without pay. Polk
is entombed in Christ Church Cathedral on St. Charles Avenue and that cathedra
is still used to this day, having taken on a different resonance after the Union of
Black Episcopalians liturgy that seated Presiding Bishop Michael Curry in that
chair.”®

As a practicing Christian and clergyman Polk kept more than 400 enslaved
people from freedom for his own financial gain, did not see any liberation in the
act of baptizing on his plantation, and instrumentalized Black people into separate
church services in the cities. Polk used the church as a means of moral policing
and controlling the movements of Black Episcopalians before, during, and after
the Civil War. Polk did not have a monopoly on God, however. “God was not with
the slaveholders. Their ways and thoughts were not Gods. God was not the
property of the white people.”” Polk’s plantation based paternalism spread
throughout the diocese during his bishopric, a time of rapid expansion in the

diocese that benefited from an enslavement-centered economy.

27 Carter and Carter, So Great a Good, 128.

8 “Listen: Presiding Bishop’s Sermon and Opening Eucharist of the UBE Annual Meeting,”
Diocesan News Out and About in EDoLLA, The Episcopal Diocese of Louisiana, last modified
Wednesday, August 3, 2016,
https://www.edola.org/listen-presiding-bishops-sermon-and-opening-eucharist-of-the-ube-annual-
meeting/.

2 Douglas, Stand Your Ground, 149.
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While the diocese was growing with the establishment of new
missions and parishes among the white people of Louisiana,
Bishop Polk interested himself also to see that Christianity should
be advanced among the slaves. On his own plantation he had
provided a resident clergyman and had held regular services
himself, assuring that the people were baptized and brought to
confirmation and that the Holy Communion would be equally as
available to his slaves as to his family. From 1855 on, the bishop
requested that the clergy report specifically what they were doing
to the Negroes—'the sons of Africa,” as he called them... That year
the Episcopal Church in the Diocese of Louisiana had Negro
congregations totalling 3,500 on 31 plantations; and special
services were being held in many of the churches at hours set aside
especially for the colored people.*

Out of all of the plantation churches for only the enslaved on the
properties, or separate services in city churches for those who were enslaved or
free, St. Luke’s is the only early Black Episcopal congregation to survive. In
2025, the church will celebrate 170 years of faith in the God who frees, but the
date of its inception is complicated. St. Luke’s was not first organized under that
patronal saint’s name.

In 1854...[Polk] encouraged [the Reverend] Mr. Williamson to

undertake work with another group which, while it did not then

bear permanent fruit, was none the less [sic] a credit to the diocese.

In accordance with one of the bishop’s major emphases, within

three weeks of the time he had settled in the city, he had met with

the free people of color in New Orleans....At that time...a

congregation called St. Thomas’s was duly organized...’’

Free people of color would have also been more prevalent in the city of
New Orleans; they risked their safety traveling in more rural areas. It is unknown

whether St. Thomas also had enslaved congregants, though it is possible. They

met as a congregation in the afternoon instead of Sunday morning. Mr.

39 Carter and Carter, So Great a Good, 112-113.

3! Ibid,, 86-87.
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Williamson resigned in 1856 and this congregation did not have their own
building.

At times, mission and church are used interchangeably in historical
documents. St. Thomas was presumably only a congregation, and if recognized
more than that, it would have been a mission, which would have been dependent
on the diocese. That mission was reorganized after some time as St. Philip's which
had some sort of building. “The Negro church which had been founded by Bishop
Wilmer, second Bishop of Louisiana, as St. Philip’s ran into financial problems
not of its own making.”* Thus, St. Thomas’ became St. Philips’ and when that
building was sold, several other changes in property followed until the church
reappeared as St. Luke’s.

The troubles through which St. Philip’s had passed had focused the

attention of the diocese on that mission. The Committee on the

State of the Church tried to analyze why the Church had had so

little success in its work with Negroes when some denominations

were developing large congregations. The principal reason for the

apparent success of others was that while the Church reached out

to all people, preaching only the Gospel of the Lord Christ,

ministers and lay helpers of other religious bodies could point to

the immediate practical benefits they had obtained for the

Negroes.™
It is as if using the church as a means of controlling Black bodies was not a
successful model or means of church growth. It did not have the “immediate

practical benefits” other churches provided. After the Civil War ended and

Emancipation was granted, Black Episcopalians—for the first time granted the

32 Carter and Carter, So Great a Good, 196.

3 Ibid.
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autonomy of freedom of religion and freedom of movement—chose to leave both
the Episcopalian-owned plantations and Episcopal churches in droves.
The Beginning of Reconstruction

After Emancipation, “the white people were impoverished, many churches
were destroyed, few clergymen remained and there was a new prejudice to
contend with, that of the Negroes against the whites, encouraged by agitators from
afar who preferred to keep native white people and native colored people apart.”*
This blame directed towards outside forces, not from southerners, straining the
otherwise racial harmony between Blacks and whites, is a way of shifting
responsibility away from long held practices in the Episcopal Church in the south.
This is evidenced in the way white Episcopalians and the diocese conspired to
move St. Luke’s church against its will.

Dr. C. H. Thompson, listed as rector, appears to have been a Black
minister as the congregation could meet at his primary residence at 362 '
Baronne Street.*® In 1887 it started to construct a church at Carondelet and Fourth
street. St. Luke’s has had at least three different names as it was reorganized and
several moves to different physical locations:

Joseph Wilmer who acquired a church building at the corner of

Calliope and Prytania Streets and set up a Negro Mission in 1877

named for S. Philip....this building was sold in 1885 to settle

church indebtedness to the Protestant Episcopal Association.

Membership declined and in January 1887 the church was

reorganized during a meeting with the Bishop at the rector’s home

on Baronne Street (where services were held). The reorganized

church became known as St. Luke’s. The congregation purchased
two lots and a house on Fourth Street at Carondelet Street.

3% Carter and Carter, So Great a Good, 153.

3 Ibid, 212.
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Construction for the new church building began in July 1888 and

the first service in the new church building was held on Easter

Sunday, April 21, 1889.

As of 1889, the mission was finally renamed St. Luke’s and is referenced
as a church with a church building. This is all to say that St. Luke’s was never
described as a subset of a large white church and congregation. It has been spoken
of and written about as a separate entity from any white church since the very
beginning. It has been served by many white clergy over the years, reflecting how
few Black clergy have always been in the denomination, but it has not been
merged with a white church, which is a source of pride and protection, to be
separate and apart for so long. The evangelism employed to grow Black churches
in the early days of the diocese still maintained white oversight and control as was
commonplace on plantations.
1900s to 1950s

There are three histories that I refer to for the period of the 1900s to the
modern day, all of which assume knowledge of St. Luke’s connection to the
Gaudet School. Some of those histories refer to So Great A Good as well.

Rev. George Swallow, a white priest, documented the relationship between
St. Luke’s and the diocese in the late 1960s. When Rev. Swallow was rector of St.
Luke’s from 1966 to 1973, he wrote a master’s thesis based on the oral histories

he collected at the church. “Both air conditioning and Rev. Swallow came to St.

Luke’s in 1966 as he put it.*® The rest of his words are decidedly less cheerful.

%Swallow, George, “The Negro Episcopal Church in New Orleans, 1855-1968,” (Master’s thesis,
Tulane University, 1968), 35.
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The church he refers to is at General Taylor Street, as the congregation did not
move to N. Dorgenois until 1977.

Rev. Swallow’s paper is largely sympathetic to the overall congregational
distrust of the diocese. Rev. Swallow looked at multiple records in the diocesan
journals. What stands out to me is that as a white priest, Rev. Swallow stayed for
almost a decade at St. Luke’s, which is not the norm in its history. His choice of
content for his thesis makes it seem that his support of the Black identity of the
church and his sympathetic view of the resistance towards the diocese helped him
gain trust within the congregation and maintain his position. Rev. Swallow’s
paper largely looks at the racist treatment of the church and its members, as told
to him.

Dr. Clifford Bryan was an active member of the congregation until his
death in the 1990s. A concise version of his history of the church has been
included in the church’s websites over the years. Dr. Bryan was Jamaican and
Black. As senior warden at the time of the church’s final relocation in 1977, his
name is included in the front cornerstone of the current church building on N.
Dorgenois. As a lifelong Episcopalian and member of St. Luke’s until his death in
1991, he updated the written history of St. Luke’s through the late 1980s and
made several references to Rev. Swallow’s paper. Dr. Bryan, likewise, began the
church’s history in 1855 in New Orleans, the congregation to be named St.
Thomas. The third author is Dr. Violet Harrington Bryan. She is the

daughter-in-law of Dr. Clifford Bryan, a practicing Episcopalian, and longtime
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member of St. Luke’s. She wrote the paper “Frances Joseph-Gaudet: Black
Philanthropist” in 1986.%

Frances Joseph Gaudet was not a parishioner of St. Luke’s, but many St.
Luke’s parishioners were educated at her school. In addition, several of its priests
either served as chaplains or on the school’s board. St. Luke’s today calls itself the
National Shrine for Blessed Frances Joseph Gaudet. She is not a very well known
saint nationally, though she has been included in Lesser Feasts and Fasts since
2006.% The history of St. Luke’s cannot be told without also telling the history of
Blessed Gaudet, as she is referred to by the parish.

New Orleans has always had a need for Black education and Black
institutions to fight racism. People of faith did much of this organizing. The icon
of Blessed Gaudet, written by a white parishioner of Trinity Episcopal Church
New Orleans in the traditional style, shows several buildings around her stoic
formal portrait: the Orleans Parish Prison, a dormitory at the Gaudet Colored
Normal and Industrial School, and a schoolhouse. With a bright golden halo and
head held high, Gaudet holds a rolled piece of paper with the words “He Leadeth
Me” from Psalm 23, which was the title of her autobiography.

Frances was born free in Holmesville, Mississippi, in 1861, with both
indigenous heritage and Black parents. She is rarely, if ever, referred to as
multiracial, as most prefer to claim her as a Black saint. Her specific Native

American tribe is unknown. She moved to New Orleans at an early age to live

37 Violet Bryan, “Frances Joseph-Gaudet: Black Philanthropist.” Sage 3, no. 1 Periodicals
Archives Online (Spring 1986): 46-49.

38 “Report to the 76th General Convention,” Standing Commission on Liturgy and Music,
https://www.episcopalarchives.org/e-archives/blue_book/reports/2009/bb_2009-R015.pdf..

32



with extended family. After leaving her alcoholic husband to rear her three
children by herself, she supported herself as a seamstress at first. She was a
parishioner at Historic Saint James African Methodist Episcopal Church, which
still exists in New Orleans. Historic Saint James AME’s last website says:

In 1844, as the [African Methodist Episcopal Church] AMEC

spread to the Deep South, the “Mother Church” established was

Historic St. James. We are proud of our history, and in keeping

with the social justice-oriented focus of the AMEC, we are equally

proud of our various ministries that represent our present.*
Only men are listed under “most famous parishioners” on its current website.*’
The AME church formed Gaudet into an avid evangelist, yet she did not seek
church leadership, or ordination. In reading her autobiography and other works on
Gaudet, she seems to have preached as often as possible, though not from a pulpit
on Sunday mornings. Chanta Haywood included Gaudet as a ‘“Prophesying
Daughter” as an example of the women who through their writings, preaching
outside of established pulpits, and vocations, shared

“their own long and arduous travel excursions, emotionally

charged conversion experiences, profound interpretations of the

Bible, and undying passion for social change...their close

relationships with and commitments to God...” and “the use and

application of religion and religious perspectives...to (re)negotiate

religious belief and conviction in the context of the

nineteenth-century’s sexist, elitist, and racist climate. ..

As she felt it was her God-given vocation in life, Gaudet was very active

in prison ministry, visiting the notorious Angola Prison, and meeting with both

% https://www.stjamesameno.com/ site currently under construction.

40 «A Brief History of Historic St. James AME Church,” https://www.stjamesameno.com/, site
currently under construction.

“ Haywood, Chanta M., Prophesying Daughters: Black Women Preachers and the Word,
1823-1913. (University of Missouri, 2003) 111-112, Kindle.
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Black and white prisoners. She advocated that juveniles should not be kept with
adults. Her message largely fell on deaf ears at first, but she persisted. She is
largely responsible for the shift to keep juveniles separately from adults while
incarcerated. It was her evangelism efforts in the prison ministry that led her to
care for children of those incarcerated. “To help remedy the conditions mentioned
in previous chapters I have founded an industrial home and school, where the
homeless children of my race may be cared for and trained for lives of
usefulness.*” The Gaudet Colored Normal and Industrial School opened in 1902 in
the Gentilly neighborhood, close to Dillard University, the precursor of which was
Straight College which she attended, and also nearby St. Luke’s current location
on N. Dorgenois.

At the end of her autobiography, she explains her name, and with it, the
name of the school associated with her. She is referred to throughout this paper as
Gaudet or Blessed Gaudet.

Nor could I fail to give due credit to the board’s first secretary, Mr.

A.P. Gaudet, who has labored most earnestly, giving his time and

money to the work among the children of his race whom he loves.

Mr. Gaudet was at my first meeting, taking note of all that was

said, entered zealously in planning to help for the success of the

project which I presented. This was not a spasmodic interest but an

untiring one, increasing with the years so much so that he

persuaded me to retract my vow to remain single June 11, 1905,
and agree to write my name FRANCES JOSEPH-GAUDET.”*

2 Gaudet, Frances Joseph, He Leadeth Me (African-American Women Writers, 1910-1940, New
York: Macmillan Library Reference, 1995), 126.

4 Gaudet, He Leadeth Me, 144.
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From the early 1900s through the 1920s, the school grew at an increasing rate and
the land was increasing in volume, but Gaudet was also aging and her health,
especially her sight, was rapidly deteriorating at that time.

By 1921 the school and land were estimated to be worth $100,000,

and there were accommodations for about 100 boarding students.

By that time the school had become known for its academic

excellence...Because of her age and impaired eyesight, Gaudet

began to look around for a long lasting sponsorship of the school.

Since much of her support had come from members of the

Episcopal Church, she decided to offer the school to the Diocese

and made such an offer to Bishop Davis Sessums in 1919. Under

the terms of the agreement, the school would continue to be

maintained, but if the property were sold, the proceeds would be

used to further the purposes for which the school was founded. The

offer was officially accepted by the 1921 [Diocesan]

Convention...The diocese looked upon the donation (emphasis

added) of the Gaudet School as a great responsibility and
opportunity.*

Blessed Gaudet as Episcopalians call her, though African Methodist
Episcopal throughout her lifetime, had many Episcopal benefactors supporting her
prison and education ministries. These included Episcopal and Presbyterian
women named in her autobiography. It was in Dr. Violet Bryan’s paper where I
discovered that one of these, Mrs. Ida Richardson, was a practicing Episcopalian
who challenged segregated church governance. “She shocked people by attending
the Triennial Convention of the Episcopal Church in the company of the
Convention’s first Negro delegate, Evalina Farrow (Special Collections, Tulane
University), and by calling meetings where Gaudet, a Black woman, would be
present.”® Gaudet drew like-minded women to her, who were bold enough to

cross racial barriers for the sake of the Gospel. Gaudet was also not afraid to

* Bryan, “Frances Joseph-Gaudet: Black Philanthropist, ” 47.

* Ibid.

35



petition white Christians to give to her causes. The letter titled “Recalled by Mrs.
Ida A. Richardson and Other Real Friends of the Blacks Who Are Now Seeking
to Aid in the Cause of Practical Negro Education as Practiced in Industrial
Schools” included in He Leadeth Me shows how well Mrs. Ida Richardson knew

the details of Gaudet’s mission and her willingness to support her philanthropy

2946

“for which Mrs. Richardson appeals.
But all of this support, from Episcopalians and other sources, waned over
the years. St. Luke’s was perhaps the closest Episcopal church to the school in
familiarity and distance. Its rectors would often serve as school chaplains.
Differences in recollection began in the 1920s when Gaudet faced her failing
health and the school's growing debts. In Some Personal Recollections of The
Episcopal Church in Louisiana by The Rt. Rev. Girault M. Jones, he states:

Within the past year [published 1922] this school was formally
taken over (emphasis added) by the diocese of Louisiana. It is
admirably situated about a mile and a half from New Orleans. The
founder and principal, Mrs. Frances Joseph Gaudet, in asking the
Episcopal Church to take over her school (emphasis added) in
which she and her husband have labored for many years for the
benefit of her race, did so with the conviction that only in this way
could the school gain the highest measure of success.*’

Less than a decade later, there was a new bishop, and it appeared, another voice of
support both for St. Luke’s and the still operating Gaudet School. When:

Rt. Rev’d James Craig Morris, Bishop of Panama, was enthroned
as fifth Bishop of Louisiana on October 28, 1930. In his first
address to his new Diocese, Bishop Morris said: This [the Gaudet]
school and St. Luke’s Church, here in New Orleans, are our only
works for the colored people. I do hope and pray that we may do

4 Gaudet, He Leadeth Me, 129.

47 Bragg, History of the Afro-American Group of the Episcopal Church, 223.
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whatever it is in our power to do to encourage them and show real
interest in them.*

The notion that Gaudet bequeathed the school to the diocese upon her
death in 1934, to keep running the school, has been a source of contention. There
are those who have said that Gaudet donated her school, but no will, or a bill of
sale, has ever been produced. Dr. Clifford Bryan’s history spends time explaining
the relationship between the diocese, St. Luke’s, and Gaudet’s original school. He
quoted Rev. Swallow’s paper “In 1919, the Diocese took over” (emphasis added)
the school. The current rector of St. Luke’s, Rev. Taylor, “became the chaplain” at
that time.* Rev. Taylor left St. Luke’s in 1928 according to the list of clergy in its
green record book. Most original records were destroyed in Katrina, and there is
a reconstructed timeline of clergy for the current records. The next priest was Rev.
John Beaufort Boyce, who served for 17 years from 1928 to 1945. He is the last
priest to serve longer than 12 years consecutively.

Rev. Swallow’s research also recounted a strained relationship between the
diocese and the Gaudet School. “During the school’s thirty-three years of
operation, all the clergy of St. Luke’s, and many of its people were involved in the
work of the school. The school was controlled by an all-white board of directors
until 1944, when the first Negro was appointed, a member of St. Luke’s.”" St.
Luke’s is the only church with a long term pastoral and personal relationship with

the Gaudet School, and is understandably protective of its historic legacy.

4 Swallow, George, “The Negro Episcopal Church in New Orleans, 1855-1968,” (Master’s
thesis, Tulane University, 1968), 31.

* 1bid, 27.

%0 Ibid, 13.
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St. Luke’s never had a clear monetary claim or stake in the school but its
priests continued to serve chaplains or on the board in some way for years. A
significant number of parishioners attended the school. There remains for some an
issue of whether the school was bequeathed or donated to the diocese, given with
certain restrictions or intents whether written and recorded or not, or was an
outright sale that the diocese could do as it wished afterwards. There are few
diocesan, bishop, clergy, or parishioner records. In Dr. Violet Bryan’s paper,
“Against great odds, [Gaudet] was able to raise $5,000 to build the Gaudet School
for Black youth, and she had the wisdom to leave her trust to the [Episcopal
Diocese] church (emphasis added) in such a way that her mission would continue
to find new ways of expression in changing times.”' The Episcopal Diocese of
Louisiana did not continue that mission in the form of that school for much
longer.

In 1952, 92 acres were sold, and then in 1955, the school was closed. In
1955 the diocese opened Gaudet Episcopal Home, but that school was closed
shortly thereafter. The current diocesan accounts agree that the remaining land the
school occupied in Gentilly was sold by the diocese in 1966 because of the
developing highway project, and the money from that sale has always been held
by the diocese via Episcopal Community Services of the Episcopal Diocese of
Louisiana. Today ECS administers scholarships and grants for Black students
attending Episcopal schools in the diocese and programs that support the

education of Black youth through the Gaudet Fund Committee.

’1 Bryan, “Frances Joseph-Gaudet: Black Philanthropist, ” 48.
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The history of St. Luke’s cannot be told without an understanding of the
geography of New Orleans, because the location of the church has changed so
many times. According to Rev. Swallow and Dr. Clifford Bryan, it was diocesan
pressure, with episcopal support, to once again move locations. This began in the
1920s and intensified in the 1940s. At the time of the move, this caused
considerable stress on the congregation and fractured the relationship with the
priest. “During the 1920’s, the Episcopal Diocese began lobbying for St. Luke’s to
move its location from Fourth Street and Carondelet...In 1945, Bishop Jackson
convinced members of St. Luke’s Council that moving the location of the church
would increase its membership.”>* This meant Black membership, as the church
was not integrating. Fourth and Carondelet is less than 3 miles from St. Luke’s
current location. Fourth and Carondelet is also decidedly within the Garden
District of New Orleans and .3 miles from Christ Church Cathedral. These Black
Episcopalians were too close for comfort for white Episcopalians on Sunday
mornings. “Then rector, the Reverend John Beaufort Boyce opposed the move
and was later forced to resign. Three-quarters of the congregation signed a
petition protesting the removal of Fr. Boyce. Membership had grown from 17
persons when it was re-established as St. Luke’s to 248 communicants.”® This
interference with the rector of the church was followed by Rev. James William

Temple who served as supply priest from 1945 to 1957.

52 Bryan, Clifford, “History,” http:/stlukesnola.org/, inoperable since 2016.

53 Bryan, Clifford, “History.”
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Calling St. Luke’s a church up until this point is not altogether accurate,
because it had mission status until it was granted parish status in 1946.%* “Title of
the church property on Carondelet Street was not transferred to the parish as
would have been customary. In 1946, the church buildings and property were sold
by the Diocese to a prominent member of the Christ Church Cathedral
congregation for half their appraised value.” This was a wealthy white widow
who was a parishioner at the Cathedral. Given that she was a white buyer of Black
property, the church’s treatment certainly appears to be racially motivated. The
church was forced to sell in part due to its debts, but in selling to another
Episcopalian, to be so undervalued as to only receive half of the appraised value,
is stark.

In So Great A Good, it appears that the majority of the reverends serving
any of the churches in the diocese were white. It is also unclear where the scant
few Black clergy serving in the Diocese of Louisiana came from. It was not until
1954, that “the Reverend Sidney Parker would be ordained to the priesthood, the
first ordination of a Negro priest in the diocese’s history.”*® It took nearly 100
years after Emancipation for a Black priest to be ordained in the Episcopal
Diocese of Louisiana. With that as the case, any Black clergy must have been
relocated from elsewhere. This seems to be another form of bringing Black people

into the diocese to serve an oppressive system instead of raising up vocations

** Bryan, Clifford, “History.”
>3 Ibid.

5 Carter and Carter, So Great a Good, 340.
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from among Black congregants. Rev. Parker is not listed in the names of priests
who have served at St. Luke’s.
1960s to 1990s

While Rev. Swallow served St. Luke’s, he listened to the intertwining oral
histories parishioners shared relating to the Cathedral and of Gaudet School.
“Throughout its existence, the school was a source of conflict between St. Luke’s
and the Diocese; the Gaudet trust, which resulted from the sale of all the land
culminating in 1966, amounts to $1,600,000 today, and the use or misuse of the
fund remains a bone of contention between St. Luke’s and the Diocese.”’

St. Luke’s clergy and parishioners have been left out, whether
intentionally or not, of Gaudet Fund Committee leadership for decades. This
contention has added to the strain on the relationship with the diocese and
fostered distrust. To some, the diocese broke trust by closing the Gaudet School
that parishioners’ parents and relatives attended. In 2009 the St. Luke’s parish
profile says,

Mrs. Gaudet was growing older and becoming too ill to continue

the work she loved. The Episcopal Diocese of Louisiana agreed to

assume the operation and continue to support the school

financially. The Diocese also promised to continue the mission of

the school as she requested. In 1934, Mrs. Frances Joseph-Gaudet

died. Unfortunately, in 1952, the Diocese sold most of the land and

by 1955, Gaudet School was closed. Today, Episcopal Community

Services administers programs funded by dividends made from the

Gaudet Trust and other funding sources to further her efforts of
helping Black youth.*®

57 Swallow, George, “The Negro Episcopal Church in New Orleans, 1855-1968,” 14. From his
footnote: “The author, presently the Rector of St. Luke’s, is a Trustee of the Gaudet Fund, and
confirms this from personal knowledge.”

82009 Parish Profile.
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The intersection of St. Luke’s with the Cathedral also continued to surface
in those collected oral histories. Since it was a wealthy white widowed woman
from the Cathedral who bought the St. Luke’s property, forcing the church to
move, white Episcopalians have made finding a place of worship for Black
Episcopalians fraught with pain. When a parishioner came to this country in the
1960s as a teenager, he went to the Cathedral first. He was told that St. Luke’s
was the place “for your kind” to attend church. Because he was seen as Black, he
was given a “recommendation” but really, specifical instructions, to choose the
one Episcopal church available to him. Once again white Episcoplians who felt
that the Garden District was for white Episcopalians worshiping at the Cathedral
did harm to a brother in Christ. This is illustrative for understanding the
relationship with the diocese and views of other churches. Not all bishops have
regulated St. Luke’s to second rate citizenship within the church, and a few have
even gone so far as to point out the chilly reception at white Episcopal churches.

In 1965 Bishop Jones “recognized that “what many people really

protest is the involvement of our own Church in civil rights issues.

They resent the Church’s speaking out on matters of social

justice.” However muted his voice may be in deference to the

prejudices of some, the Bishop has continued to speak on these
issues, too loud for many, and not loud enough for Negroes. Negro

Churchmen are tolerated only as long as they remain

inconspicuous. Only two other Churches in New Orleans have

Negro members today, one family each. Members of St. Luke’s

have been specifically asked not to attend certain other Churches

when they have gone as individuals. Even at Diocesan or

Convocational functions, to which they are specifically invited,

Negro Churchmen are aware of those host Churches where they

are unwelcome even on such a limited basis, and will not attend. In
general, the situation has not changed greatly in a century.”’

% Swallow, George, “The Negro Episcopal Church in New Orleans, 1855-1968,” 38-39.
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The history of St. Luke’s reads like a Greek tragedy at times. Forced to
move from one side of the city to another, and reeling from the closure of the
Gaudet School, there were multiple storms, floods, and fires to contend with.

The Diocese eventually purchased property at General Taylor and

Clara Streets for St. Luke’s. The church built a rectory and parish

hall in addition to the church building. In 1963, the buildings were

severely damaged by fire. Major renovations after the fire included

the installation of air-conditioning and an organ. The church was

rededicated in 1965 during the tenure of the Reverend George

Swallow.®

Rev. Swallow is still remembered fondly, as one parishioner shared during
Bible Study in 2024: “he loved us.” It is interesting that the longest serving
priests, Rev. Boyce at 17 years and Rev, Swallow with 9 years, were both white
men. After Rev. Larry Ainsley served for 4 years from 1973 to 1977, no priest
served for more than 3 years, and many served closer to 1 year. So since moving
to N. Dorgenois Street, the years have been shaped by rapid clergy departures.

The move to N. Dorgenois Street was a celebrated one, for the church on
General Taylor Street was in disrepair, and the former Greek Orthodox sanctuary
was impressive. At the time, those pews were filled with parishioners. The
congregation grew. Dr. Violet Bryan wrote of a time when St. Luke’s had active
mission and outreach, especially focusing on youth, inspired by Gaudet’s legacy.

Today [1986], the Episcopal Community Services administers

programs founded by the Gaudet Fund, along with other trusts.

Gaudet would be pleased to know [emphasis added] that

neighborhood centers which offer after-school and summer tutorial

and sports programs for community youth as well as food

distribution and senior citizen programs are housed in the Gaudet

Center of St. Luke’s Episcopal Church in New Orleans and St.
Michael’s in Baton Rouge (Negro Episcopal missions in her day).

8 Bryan, Clifford, “History.”
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Such programs in other churches of the Diocese and several

scholarship funds are also outreach efforts of the Episcopal Church

in support of the Black youth of New Orleans.”®!

At different points in its history, mission and outreach were an important
part of the church. The years when the 5,000 square-foot hall was utilized for
outreach have been some of the healthiest times in the church’s history from the
1970s onward. There was a time of liturgical, musical, and visual renewal in the
church especially in the 1980s to 1990s. These include the Rev. Curtis Sisco and
Moses Hogan years. As people who have been a part of past revivals of the
church, they are still cultural touchstones in the church, as seen in the stories
shared and hero-like qualities they have acquired in the retellings. The
internationally recognized composer Moses Hogan played at the church on
General Taylor Street as a teenager before attending Julliard, and then he returned
to the church at its new location and served as organist in the 1970s. His
connection to St. Luke’s is not easily found in online or printed materials.®

The Rev. Curtis Sisco, to whom the LEVAS II hymnal is dedicated, served
at St. Luke’s as rector until his death in 1994. His entry in the Episcopal Glossary

is very short.** When Rev. Sisco came in 1987 he envisioned new stained glass

and a new organ in the sanctuary. He saw the new windows and organ installed

8 Bryan, “Frances Joseph-Gaudet: Black Philanthropist,” 48. Violet Bryan is an active member of
the church and serves as a lector on Sundays and has read from her history at the annual Gaudet
evensong.

62 When I inquired about the African-American collection at Virginia Theological Seminary in the
Bishop Payne library, there were no resources on Historic Saint Luke’s in New Orleans, Rev.
Curtis Sisco, Moses Hogan, or Blessed Frances Gaudet. After closing all of the historically Black
seminaries through integration efforts over the years, the Episcopal Church is left with majority
non-Black seminaries teaching mainly white Episcopal histories to form lay and ordained leaders.

63 “Sisco, Curtis Winfield, Jr.,” An Episcopal Glossary of the Episcopal Church,
https://www.episcopalchurch.org/glossary/sisco-curtis-winfield-jr/,
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before he died in 1992. Rev. Curtis Sisco was a large man, and by many accounts,
had a booming preaching delivery and a beautiful singing voice. He was
supportive of outreach, especially the summer camp, which at that time served
upwards of 200 children and youth. Several members of the clergy in the diocese
took for granted that I already knew that Rev. Sisco was a gay man. Inclusive
Louisiana has asked to hold a Pride Mass at St. Luke’s to honor Rev. Sisco, but it
has yet to be scheduled. When he died in 1992 from AIDS, for years many
members of the congregation would say that he had died of cancer instead of
AIDS. It seems that while his family and close friends accepted his sexuality, the
majority of people were not privileged to understand him fully while he was alive,
and only some parishioners feel comfortable acknowledging his romantic
relationship with Moses Hogan. His death is still grieved, especially among
longtime members and the choir. It may be that the greatest impact Rev. Swallow,
as white priest, had was part of laying the foundation for Rev. Sisco, as a Black
priest, to further champion the Black identity of the church. Rev. Sisco lifted up
the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. and Gaudet as exemplars of faith, service,
and the pursuit of justice, and made sure their stained glass windows set the tone
for the sanctuary. The choir room and the Union of Black Episcopalians chapter
are both named in his honor. He was much more than just a liturgist; he was
supportive of the church being a place that served others.

It can be confusing to listen to the many different ways the history of St.
Luke’s is presented in written sources and shared informally by parishioners.

Though there are many sharp edges to St. Luke’s history, taking a step back to see
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the bigger picture is much like looking at the details of a stained glass window up
close, and then from further and further away. St. Luke’s is far from a new church
plant, and its larger history needs to be taken into account to appreciate the
generational trauma and systemic racism it has reckoned with for centuries. It is
also important to take into account how tenacious the church had to be to survive
so much, only to have to endure modern catastrophes, which is the focus of the

next chapter.
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Chapter Three

21st Century Traumatic Events

Understanding St. Luke’s recent traumatic experiences, especially the
periods in the last 20 years and the last 5 years, was an unsteadily-revealed
process. Many church records and artifacts as well as parishioners’ belongings
were destroyed in Hurricane Katrina. This chapter presents the effects of Katrina,
internal struggles after disaster relief waned, and the difficulty of the modern
pattern of short term priest tenures, all leading up to the COVID-19 pandemic and
exacerbated by Hurricane Ida.

Hurricane Katrina

The last entry from the red Register of Church Services that begins with
services starting in January 2003 is Sunday August 21st, 2005. At the Holy
Eucharist at 8am and 10:30am, 37 and 51 were present at those services. This is
the last time the congregation was large enough to hold two services on Sundays.
Using that record book, the ASA for that year thus far based on 34 Sundays was
103. Pre-Katrina, St. Luke’s was far from a struggling congregation. There is a
waterlogged red Register of Church Services book dated January 1, 2006 to April
13, 2006 that has additional torn pages to August, 2008 tucked inside. In red there
is the note on May 6th, 2008 “Today the Fire Department was summoned to St.
Luke’s at 3:45pm for a report of fire. We have lost our sacristy and its comforts.
There is small damage to the Church itself. The cause of the fire remains
unknown.” The next two Sunday services were held in Gaudet Hall before

returning to the sanctuary. The attendance records from 2006-2008 are erratic. I
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assume that the numbers reflected for services 2006-2008 may also include the
number of various volunteer groups present on Sunday mornings.

Hurricane Katrina made landfall on August 29th, 2005, and shortly after
that on September 24th, Hurricane Rita struck. Hurricane Katrina alone was one
of the strongest and deadliest storms in the country because of the failed levee
system. Overall, Black neighborhoods suffered far worse, and to this day still
have more blight than majority-white neighborhoods.

The most touching memories, to me, shared by congregants who stayed
during Katrina or who returned during the rebuilding efforts, were of the Sunday
Eucharists that were shared under the tent on the pavement in front of the church
building. The brick church structure became the background for a tabernacled
congregation. Gaudet Hall became a site to store and distribute food, cleaning
supplies, and building materials. Volunteer groups had quickly mobilized, and
these Sunday services were almost always celebrated by visiting priests from
different parts of the country. There was no regular local priest for St. Luke’s
during this time.** At this time, the arrival of out of town supply priests for
Sunday Eucharist outside “under the tent” was seen as very positive. The church
was being remembered and cared for by other churches around the country.
According to congregational memory, this was largely a lay-led revival, but many
priests who visited with volunteer groups are commended. In the senior warden’s
report in the 2013 annual parish meeting bulletin, she wrote, “I give thanks to

Rev. Darryl James for officiating at our first service outside in front of the Church

6 After the terrorist attacks on 9/11, there was an immigration visa delay while calling an
international priest to serve at St. Luke’s. According to some, had the diocesan office done more to
support St. Luke’s in this process, there would have been a priest at the time Katrina hit.
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under tents. It was here where most of us would see each other for the first time
since Hurricane Katrina. This was more of a time to cry and greet each other.”®
Within a year, the rebuilding and restoration efforts were completed, and the
church began to celebrate Sunday Eucharist inside the sanctuary again.

Perhaps something was lost between the move from the open air
celebration of Eucharist to the return to the sanctuary, because while they were
gathered outside of the physical building, that was the most open the church has
been in recent memory to outside assistance and incorporating new people into
the St. Luke’s congregation. The church hall was a hub of activity and outreach.
The coping mechanism during Katrina was very much one of heightened
connectivity. During immediate times of disaster relief, there is little time to be
bogged down in differences of politics or theologies or racial differences. That
initial wave of disaster relief usually brings with it a sense of common humanity,
a willingness to learn from one another, and the gratitude of strangers becoming
known as supporters. But with all disaster relief, many of those relationships
waned, yet are tightly held onto by keepers of institutional memory.

In 2005 St. Luke’s had a church campus comprising several buildings,
which all saw considerable damage from the storm and from the flooding
throughout the city.

The building which houses the church hall, formally the

community center which belonged to the diocese, was sold in 2002

to the parish. It is now called “Gaudet Hall”. In 2005, the church,

rectory and community center sustained major damage after the
landfall of hurricane Katrina...The rebuilding of St. Luke’s has

% Annual Parish Meeting Bulletin, January 20, 2013.
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been due in great part to the kindness and generosity of Episcopal
Black Ministries and our Partner Parishes throughout the country.®

The line about the community center belonging to the diocese is not
insignificant, as it was sold to the church for just one dollar just a few short years
before the storm. St. Luke’s has been weighed down by the operation and
insurance costs for that building ever since. There is no gratitude directed toward
the diocese throughout Dr. Clifford Bryan’s history. It is also intentional that
Episcopal Black Ministries are named before the other churches who donated or
brough volunteers to New Orleans.

The bishop at that time was the Rt. Rev. Charles Jenkins. When he was
invited to preach at the National Cathedral in early 2006, he said:

The tragedy has become the opportunity...We saw the effects, the

horror and the tragedy not only of a flood but also of racism,

economic access denied, poverty, and social exclusion. The

temptation is to forget what we saw, build back what was and hope

it does not happen again. Such is not worthy of the people of this

nation; to rebuild the buildings and forget the values is beneath us

as a generous people. We cannot allow this opportunity to slide

into memory and be forgotten; as a mature people we must insist

that the new city which rises from the ruin of the old will be a

place where our collective values speak to the dignity of every

human being, where the fabric, the rhyme and the reason of the

new, New Orleans reflect our values as God’s people.*’

Echoes of the Baptismal Covenant can be heard in this sermon. For those who
knew Bishop Jenkins well, his willingness to speak to the effects of racism was

very much because of his experience with Katrina. It has been said by some laity

and clergy of Bishop Jenkins, that he favored St. Luke’s, making multiple visits

%Bryan, Clifford, “History.”

67 “The Rt. Rev. Charles Jenkins.” Washington National Cathedral. April 30, 2006.
https://cathedral.org/sermons/the-rt-rev-charles-jenkins/.
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and even moving ordinations to St. Luke’s. His personal transformation through
the catastrophe of Katrina also changed his relationship with St. Luke’s and the
wider church. He even went so far as to call the rebuilding efforts that
congregations went through, with the help of thousands of volunteers,
sacramental. As God can use all things for good, so the disaster came with the
opportunity to consider the flooding as another kind of baptismal experience.

The generosity of folks has become an outward and visible sign of

an inward and spiritual grace. That is to say there is a sacramental

quality to the compassion we have experienced. There is a new

song being played...entitled “Baptized in Muddy Waters.” The

artist notes that we were twice baptized; once in Church and once

in the muddy waters of the flood.®®
The stress that Bishop Jenkins endured cannot be ignored. His coping
mechanisms involved a reliance on alcohol that affected his pastoral abilities.

St. Luke’s saw an immense influx of volunteers after Katrina, with
churches and youth groups coming from across the country. Those who came
from around the country to help rebuild were repeatedly thanked and are
remembered still as Katrina memories remain close to the surface for those with
PTSD, both in artifacts around the church, and the Katrina stories that seem to
bubble up each Sunday regardless of the time of year. The memorial to Katrina
volunteers is still in the narthex of the church, with letters from youth and rectors
who were transformed by the experience of coming to St. Luke’s in the Katrina
years. In the article “Chicago team brings hammers and hope to New Orleans”

which is displayed in the narthex, one volunteer said “Last April, the week after

Easter, I saw an empty church at St. Luke’s—devoid of pews and ornament and

6 “The Rt. Rev. Charles Jenkins.” Washington National Cathedral. April 30, 2006.
https://cathedral.org/sermons/the-rt-rev-charles-jenkins/.
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people.” Havel said. “On Sunday, I saw a church that was revived both physically
and spiritually.” On April 15th, 2007, All Saints Episcopal Church in Chicago
presented a gift of water and a letter accompanying it.

The Katrina waters have brought us together. Our two cities,

Chicago and New Orleans, share a water existence. You have Lake

Pontchartrain and we have Lake Michigan. We have the Chicago

River, and you, the Mississippi, the better river. You have bayous

and we have the Skokie lagoons. We share a faith tradition that

begins with the waters of creation and the first flood that washed

the whole earth. We share a tradition of baptism where water is a

visible sign of God’s grace and promise of new life and renewal.

Today we present this vessel filled, with baptismal waters from All

Saints, as a sign of our shared vision for a renewed and more just

New Orleans and Chicago...

In the senior warden’s report in the 2013 annual parish meeting bulletin,
she wrote, “After Hurricane Katrina, in 2008, The Rev. Angela Iffiel brought The
Black Clergy from all around the United States to worship at an evening service.
It was then that Bishop Charles Jenkins presented the Icon of Blessed Frances
Gaudet to St. Luke’s as her keeper.”® The role of “keeper” has been taken very
seriously.

Almost 20 years later, during my time I have met just a few visitors who
introduced themselves on a Sunday and said they volunteered at St. Luke’s in
those days of Katrina recovery. Of the more than 100 churches that donated
volunteer time, resources, and financial support, only a few remain on the list of
mailing addresses to reach out to once a year to invite to Homecoming Sunday.

The relationships with the majority appear to have faded with time. This is the

nature of disaster relief: rush in, rush out.

% Annual Parish Meeting Bulletin, January 20, 2013.
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The momentary revival of the Katrina era was community focused
healing. The grief of the tragedy was not faced alone. Neighbors became even
closer to one another, and grassroots organizing was plentiful. Those early
benefits for St. Luke’s included 1) crossing racial barriers 2) being mission
oriented 3) other Episcopal churches giving financial resources and service hours
to rebuild the church’s buildings 4) and the church being “remembered” by the
diocese and feeling like there was support from the bishop. After the initial wave
of relief, the entire diocese was recovering, and St. Luke’s received no lasting
special consideration after Bishop Jenkins retired. It was a church now a shadow
of its former self in size.

Looking at the ASA from 2004 (the pre-Katrina era) compared to 2015,
the tenth anniversary of Katrina, there is marked decline. In 2004 the ASA was
116 according to the red Reister of Church Services from January 2003-August
2005. In 2009 the ASA was 59 according to the remaining paper record of the
parochial report. In 2009 a rector search committee was formed. In the 2009
parish profile the church says it is looking for:

e a “visionary” who will role [sic] up his/her sleeves
e not seeing “pie in the sky”, but seeing the Kingdom as it should
and can be
e A person who desires to be involved in the community
And educator
e A person who is sure of him/herself, and has the charisma to attract

others to follow
e A pastor who can relate to the struggles of the past and present’®

To me, this list echoes the stories of some of the best loved priests’ qualities,

especially Fr. Sisco. Even when there have been full time clergy since Katrina

702009 Parish Profile.
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there have been conflicts that have led to short tenures. This created a
chicken-and-the-egg dilemma: if St. Luke’s had full time, stable pastoral
leadership, it could grow, but not being able to afford a full time priest prevented
it. Clearly, the physical buildings were rebuilt, but trust in a priest to stay has not.
Also, the size of the congregation has not recovered to its pre-Katrina numbers in
the nearly 20 years since the hurricane.

Rebuilding, Renaming, Repeated Conflicts with Clergy

A well worn list of Rectors remains affixed to the narthex bulletin board.
Canon Rex Perry (interim) served 2001-January 5, 2002. Rev. Richard Banks
served 2002-2004. There is not a single priest listed again until Rev. Richard
Easterling (interim) 2008-September 15, 2010. On the second page, the names
continue and the tenures are shorter and shorter.

There was a period of time post-Katrina that hope was rekindled and a
renewed sense of mission was brought about in the Angola prison ministry that a
retired priest brought with him to St. Luke’s. After Rev. Swallow, Dr. Clifford
Bryan’s history praised one more white priest, Rev. Canon William Barnwell, who
came to St. Luke’s in 2012 for the first time. Canon Barnwell was involved in the
Civil Rights movement, especially as a Freedom Rider, and very involved with
Kairos ministry. When Canon Barnwell served St. Luke’s, there was a resurgence
in young adult membership, especially around the Angola prison ministry he

organized. Canon Barnwell was definitely one who celebrated the Black identity
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of St. Luke’s.”! However, his time at St. Luke’s was limited due to his health.
Several more short term priests followed him.

While not all Black Episcopal Churches have “Historic” as a part of their
name, it is a means by which they are more easily identifiable for those looking
specifically for a Black church within the denomination.

In January 2014, St. Luke's proposed three resolutions to the

Episcopal Diocese of Louisiana 178th Convention. These

resolutions passed, stating that the 178th Convention of the

Diocese of Louisiana: Recognize St. Luke's Episcopal Church in

New Orleans as the First largely African American parish in The

Diocese of Louisiana henceforth known as Historic St. Luke's New

Orleans.”

This is not another renaming of the church, though it does expand the
church’s name to more accurately reflect its history and its status as an historically
Black church. Historic is a way to signal both its Black identity and its long
history that it has survived to make it thus far.

Before the pandemic, there were several points of conflict with priests. At
times, relying on supply priests was a way to avoid navigating a new and
continued pastoral relationship. Sometimes these internal disagreements were
theological concerning openly gay priests serving the parish. When an openly gay
priest was called in 2017 and the announcement was made in church, backlash
was immediate and heated. In 2018 Canon Barnwell had returned to St. Luke’s as

a retired supply priest in the rotation and served most Sundays in 2019, but at that

point, he was in ill health. This was the interim time that preceded the pandemic.

™ He is the author of Lead Me On, Let Me Stand: A Clergyman's Story in White and Black (2012),
In Richard's World: The Battle of Charleston, 1966 (2013), Called to Heal the Brokenhearted:
Stories from Kairos Prison Ministry International (2016), and Angels in the Wilderness: Black
Lives, Black Voices of New Orleans (2017).

> Bryan, Clifford, “History.”
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COVID-19

As one parishioner shared with me, he knew personally of more than 12
individuals who died from Covid. In the Episcopal Diocese of Louisiana, this was
new territory to shelter in place not from a visible storm, but from an invisible
threat, and for much longer than a storm generally lasts. All Episcopal churches
refrained from Easter services in 2020. St. Luke’s was much slower to return to in
person worship at least in comparison to all of the New Orleans churches. It met
via a “phone tree” and did not have the technology support to video conference
before returning to in person worship. It also grieved the death of one of its recent
priests. Canon Barnwell’s death from pneumonia, possibly from COVID-197, in
2020 hit the congregation hard, bringing up the pains of when Fr. Sisco died in
1992. This reinforced a limiting or sabotaging belief of priests either leaving or
dying within a few years of coming to St. Luke’s.

The church was already suffering before Katrina and before the pandemic
from the underlying psychological damage done to Black Christians suffering
from betrayal trauma™ and generational trauma.”” The national news coverage
especially in the early days of the pandemic broadcasted the pain of two major
concurrent pandemics—racial injustice and health disparities.

The breath is being taken away from us. That is both the physical

and the spiritual implication of this year of pandemics.” It is not
just a virus that attacks our lungs’ ability to supply oxygen to our

3 Katy Reckdahl, “The Rev. William Barnwell, a crusading minister in New Orleans, dies at 81;
coronavirus suspected,” Nola.com, March 28, 2020,
”https://www.nola.com/news/coronavirus/the-rev-william-barnwell-a-crusading-minister-in-new-o
rleans-dies-at-8 1 -coronavirus-suspected/article_ed2de8d0-7114-11ea-a608-33298ed42c4f.html.

™ Gutiérrez, The Pain We Carry, 8, Kindle.

75 Kiser and Heath, Trauma-Informed Evangelism, 50, Kindle
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bodies; it is not just a uniformed knee that saps the breath from the

lungs of a Black man. It is what has been revealed about our

society and our culture by the catalyzing force of two simultaneous

pandemics linked by the deprivation of breath.”
When St. Luke’s suspended in person worship, like all churches in the diocese,
the sanctuary fell silent. Diocesan protocols banned congregational singing in
person for several months. Being able to gather again, inside, while masked, still
felt like being deprived of breath. Being disconnected from the Holy Spirit,
musically, prolonged the anxiety of the parish. But when singing returned, albeit
with trepidation, it was like the Holy Spirit rushed back in, and with it, creativity,
and hope, and perseverance. “Without [hope] we will fail to move from ‘volatile,
uncertain, complex, and ambiguous’ to vision, understanding, clarity, and
adaptability—which is, after all, what faithful people should excel at.””’ The
acronym VUCA has already been replaced by BANI. As written by Archbishop
Linda Nicholls, primate of the Anglican Church of Canada:

brittle, anxious, non-linear, and incomprehensible”—[which] is a

term created by Jamais Cascio, American anthropologist, author

and futurist. In a BANI world, systems break down unexpectedly;

anxiety rises as solutions are not clear; causes are not predictably

linked to effects; and ways forward do not fit known patterns....

VUCA and BANI may describe the world we live in and

experience. Our faith, expressed through the baptismal covenant,

describes how we can not only live in that world but create

communities of resilience, compassion and hope.”™

St. Luke’s has shown continued signs of anxiety, remaining

fellowship-centric to the point of exclusion at times, and focused on worship to

" Edington, Mark D. W., ed., We Shall Be Changed: Questions for the Post-Pandemic Church.
(New York: Church Publishing, 2020), xi.

" Edington, We Shall Be Changed, 178
"8 Nicholls, Linda, “How Shall We Live, in an Era of VUCA and BANI?” Anglican Journal, May

1, 2023. https://anglicanjournal.com/how-shall-we-live-in-an-era-of-vuca-and-bani/.
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the exclusion of outreach at times. The church is a sanctuary and refuge, but also
a fortress meant to withstand the pressures of a racist world. “Worship in the
Black Church is about empowerment. We come together as the gathered to
become empowered to go back out into a racist and hostile world.”” There is a
strong sense of congregational closeness, even to the detriment of viewing clergy
as outsiders or potential threats. However, records show that several priests before
the 1970s served for 10+ years. Rev. Sisco was the last rector to serve for 4 years
at the current N. Dorgenois location. Prior to that time, on General Taylor Street, a
priest would stay from anywhere from 6 to 17 years. From 1977 and onwards,
priests stay from 1-2 years generally. There is a strong sense of congregational
governance in the church. The recent pattern of part-time priests is in part due to
financial constraints since Katrina. As there was no priest in place before Katrina
and the pandemic hit, that only encouraged the church to continue to be
laity-focused and see priests as necessary to come in for the Sacraments, but not
to have any say in the vision or direction of the church.
Contrasting Katrina and Covid Responses

Understanding just how inherently different the Katrina and pandemic
responses were is important. Hurricane Katrina is one of many traumatic
experiences in the congregation, and also one of the strongest memories in the
parish. The beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic exacerbated that pain by
isolating members from one another. The major coping mechanism shared in the

aftermath of Katrina was a shared community, bolstered by many out-of-town

" Fisher-Stewart, Gayle, Black and Episcopalian, (New York: Church Publishing, Inc., 2022),
105.
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volunteers, and a sense of purpose and vision to rebuild the physical church. By
the time Hurricane Ida made landfall on the 16th anniversary of Katrina, it was
clear that isolation and fear of the virus made sharing in the community through
in-person worship anxiety-provoking for many.

Katrina was very much “all hands on deck” and national news coverage
highlighted New Orleans. But in the pandemic, the news for hotspots and surges
were everywhere and it was “all hands stay home” and stay afraid instead.
Nationally, the pandemic was also not treated as a unified “war effort” of a
bygone era to bring the country together. Very much the opposite of a unified
front for the sake of public health, pandemic deniers spread misinformation which
only continued to hurt those in marginalized communities.

St. Luke’s did not have the same response to the pandemic as it did to
Katrina. In the weeks after Katrina, St. Luke’s became a community organizing
hub. Its services moved outside on Sunday, but other services for the community
were daily out of the hall. There are many current parishioners who remember
those Katrina days and who were present during the pandemic. Nearly twenty
years older, none rallied to open the church for outreach for fear of the virus.

Another small, and itself an aging Black congregation, Bethlehem
Lutheran ELCA, also turned to online worship during the early days of the
pandemic. Yet they had a very different response when they returned to in-person
worship, much more similar to the Katrina days. Pastor Ben Groth, a young white
pastor, moved with his family to New Orleans to serve in a part time capacity

before the pandemic started. Bethlehem Lutheran began as a Missouri Synod
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church but aligned with the ELCA later on. As a Black congregation, it was an
outlier within both the Missouri Synod and the ELCA. After decades of gradual
decline, aging congregants, the effects of Katrina, and the expense of building
infrastructure, Bethlehem Lutheran was in a very similar state to St. Luke’s during
the beginning of the pandemic. Their response to the pandemic changed their
trajectory.

In the early days of the return to in person worship, the congregation of
Bethlehem Lutheran took a good look at itself and asked a galvanizing question:
if this church continued to remain closed, would the neighborhood even notice?
Then the outdoor feeding ministry began and news coverage followed.** Outside
partners and restaurants started donating food, volunteer time, and financial
support. Eventually Bethlehem was feeding thousands of people per week. There
were never thousands at church on Sunday, but that wasn’t the point. With time,
the church took on another project, building affordable housing on its unused land
with the Tulane School of Architecture, raising more than $100,000 through
GoFundMe and other avenues. The church had sprung into action, was more
connected with its neighbors and neighborhood, shared the resources it had in its
kitchen and church hall, and communicated a compelling vision that attracted
secular and faith-based partners.

Hurricane Ida and PTSD

8 Nigell Moses, “Local church continues to serve regular meals for those who need it,” WWL
Louisiana, June 29, 2024,
https://www.wwltv.com/article/news/local/new-orleans-bethlehem-lutheran-church-community-fo
od-meals-refridgerator-serve-years-cook-those-in-need/289-12410aec-d7aa-4cd5-8376-5adbd 1 f4b
bdé.
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Hurricane Ida came in 2021 on the same exact day as Katrina’s landfall. It
was a Category 4 at landfall. While there was no evacuation order for Orleans
Parish within the levee system,®' it was very much retraumatizing to have a storm
that size and voluntary evacuations grew after the power grid failed. After the
assessment of the property with insurance representatives, repairs began at St.
Luke’s, again, this time without any outside volunteers and the need to secure a
SBA loan to augment the cost of the church’s insurance claim.

Grief continued as the deaths of the oldest members grew. Since coming
together to bear the weight of grief together is such an important part of the Black
culture and the life of the church, it was a significant pain that multiple funerals
were not held during the pandemic. The funeral for Mr. Brooks, a longtime
member of St. Lukes, who at 112 was the longest living WWII veteran and
longest living Episcopalian in the United States, was held at the WWII museum.

Mr. Brooks was often quoted as saying “serve God and be nice to everyone”®?

as
his key to long life. The pandemic had already put into sharp contrast one's own
mortality; then the parishioner who seemed to defy all odds finally succumbed to
walk through the gates of eternal life. There is a preemptive grief that many in the

congregation in the upper third of the age bracket feel after attending so many

funerals in the last five years.

8! “Hurricane Ida: Mandatory Evacuations, Federal State of Emergency in Louisiana,” The
Weather Channel,
https://weather.com/safety/hurricane/news/2021-08-27-ida-louisiana-evacuations-tropical-storm-h
urricane.

82 Willingham, Leah, and Rebecca Santana. 2022. “Oldest US Veteran of WWII, Lawrence N.
Brooks, Dies at 112.” AP News. January 5, 2022.
https://apnews.com/article/new-orleans-race-and-ethnicity-racial-injustice-veterans-world-war-ii-7
£524c95f9b3ac8f52ee487ed1 6adcfl.
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There was an immediate sense upon coming to St. Luke’s that the
congregation feared the church dying off and closing. In 2020 there were 4 deaths
but not always funerals due to the pandemic, and in 2021 there were 3, in 2022
that number decreased to 2, in 2023 increased to 4, and now in 2024 there have
been 8 funerals. One could assume that the church is rapidly declining because of
the advanced average age of the congregation. But I have not believed in treating
the church as if it is in hospice. As long as there are baptisms, confirmations,
receptions, and new members, however few those may be, I do not believe in
succumbing to a hospice mentality. In 2020 and 2021 there were no baptisms, but
since 2022 there have been multiple baptisms or confirmations and receptions
each year, and each one is a celebration in the church’s present and its future.

I have made sure to preach that the increased number of funerals wouldn’t
be the end of the church, that the church continues on. Pointing out the ways in
which St. Luke’s was still alive and becoming more alive was also a theme I’ve
relied on. Highlighting the intergenerational aspect and that we stand in a long
line of handing down the faith and traditions that matter, one image I’ve used is to
see ourselves as a continuum and not the end of a family tree.

I made errors and miscalculations of how ready the congregation was to
embrace some changes. Multiple partnerships or rental agreements came through
the doors in 2021, but none were pursued. Another Episcopal church was
interested in renting the kitchen for its expanding feeding ministry. A daycare
facility wanted to rent the hall, as did a catering company. The vestry prioritized

having the 5,000+ square foot hall available for church coffee hour and repasts.
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“Look at the many biblical stories about God bringing something new to people’s
lives. Notice how often people try to avoid God’s new thing, keep their distance,
or at least wrestle with it while trying to come to terms with it.”*?

When I arranged for a local nonprofit to provide a free monthly
lunch-and-learn for seniors, I thought this would speak to the congregation and
have support. The years of 2021-2022 were still too emotionally fragile as most of
the seniors in the congregation either dealt with their own health issues, COVID
anxieties, or were caregivers to other members of their families. The monthly
luncheon fizzled after a few months. Interestingly, that same organization agreed
to try again in 2024 and install a free outdoor food pantry outside the church
doors. The little red box is filled with donations from parishioners every Sunday
after church. It is almost always empty by Monday, the need for food is so great in
the neighborhood. This small act of charity has had the most positive response,
rather than expanding any fellowship-centered outreach. Incremental outreach
change has been possible.

Katrina devastated New Orleans and St. Luke’s as a congregation. There is
no way of entering into a pastoral relationship with this church without
acknowledging that pain. However, it is difficult to want to support honoring as
well as moving past the limiting beliefs of PTSD that accompany those who
survived the hurricane and the church’s period of disaster relief. When newcomers
enter the church now, they may bond with parishioners over Katrina stories, or

they may not have any Katrina stories because they did not live in New Orleans at

8 Richardson, Ronald W., Creating a Healthier Church: Family Systems Theory, Leadership, and
Congregational Life, (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1996), 73.
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that time. There has to be more to bond over in the church than just that tragedy.
However, what the pandemic gave was the gift of commonality in the latest
tragedy that all share a common experience around. The epidemic of loneliness®
is still shared by far too many in the church. However, the need for connection
and community means St. Luke’s has an opportunity to serve those suffering. Post
traumatic growth has been possible at St. Luke’s, as seen in the next chapter. One
of my most important pastoral roles has been to interrupt the emotional contagion
of anxiety and offer contagious joy in its place by celebrating St. Luke’s cultural

assets.

$4Priyanka Dayal McCluskey “Chipping away at the ‘epidemic of loneliness,” one new friendship
atatime,” NPR, September 11, 2023,
https://www.npr.org/sections/health-shots/2023/09/11/1198700202/fostering-friendship-epidemic-
of-loneliness.
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Chapter Four
Introduction

An important part of the congregation’s collective recovery from the
pandemic has been leading through preaching. Through it, naming the pains of the
recent past as well as generational pains of living as Black bodies in a hostile
environment make it possible to continue onwards, casting a vision for a brighter
future and inviting expanding lay leadership. The effects of racism, the limiting
beliefs of PTSD, and yet another disaster, are enough to lead anyone to despair.
Still, as the body of Christ in this place and time, St. Luke’s examples of
pandemic recovery have been successfully intertwined with the church’s diverse
roots. These cultural celebrations, connecting to the Spirit still at work since
Pentecost, are signs of strength and healing. The Spirit is rarely still. “Our great
task is not to stabilize, standardize, or harmonize the people of God, but rather to
be the church in motion.”™®*

In my preaching, I choose to locate St. Luke’s in its overarching liturgical
season, Pentecost, and its year-round celebration of Black history and Black
futures. Enhancing these celebrations were the driving forces behind the liturgical
and outreach experiments the church needed to embrace its surrounding
community again after the isolation of the pandemic. Directing its efforts
outwards, not just inwards, make it clear that St. Luke’s is stronger when it

celebrates its Black identity. This is what William Willimon calls “Change by

addition, not subtraction” in his book Leading with the Sermon.: Preaching as

8 Willimon, Leading with the Sermon, 101.
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Leadership.%® This meant that the attention to preaching the importance of these
cultural celebrations went hand in hand with trauma-informed and racially
sensitive pastoral care.

Dr. Courtney Bryan, composer and organist emeritus, is a sign of St.
Luke’s forming the next generation of artists and activists through its rich cultural
gifts. Experiments in liturgy like the “Little Amal” project show a neighborhood
willing to embrace a church that boldly proclaims the dignity of refugees,
immigrants, and asylum seekers. The accelerating popularity of Gaudet as an
inspiration throughout the diocese, with the concerns that it evokes, points
towards a new era of justice advocacy at St. Luke’s and greater recognition within
the diocese. Those who have come into the physical sanctuary for the first time,
often invited through musical evangelism or to visit the Gaudet shrine, experience
its healing effect as a place where Black bodies have God-given dignity and
representation in sacred art.

Choosing to Live into Pentecost and Black History Month Year Round

While Christmas and Easter are, understandably, the major feasts in the
Christian calendar, for St. Luke’s, there is a feast that has grown into more of a
season than a single celebration. St. Luke’s is not a pentecostal church in a
denominational sense, but in its pride of being a Black church and a multinational
church, it resonates deeply with the story of Pentecost. Bringing up the continued
power of Pentecost began to be a preaching theme I employed most often. It
became the way to involve everyone and all of their backgrounds and identities in

the revisioning of the church’s mission and need for outreach. Jacqueline Lewis

8 Willimon, Leading with the Sermon, 76.
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writes,

[L]eaders who have the capacity to tell multivocal stories in

multiracial and multicultural contexts will increase the possibility

that the compelling story will “fit” with the living texts of

followers...I am referring to this multivocal way of leading on the

border as the Pentecost Paradigm. Leading on the border is

adaptive work, so leaders must create a container in which

conflicts can be negotiated, emotions can be experienced and
addressed, and a new compelling story can be heard. In other
words, border leaders must hold congregants’ anxieties and
tensions in the borderspace between the “now story” and the “not

yet story,” as it emerges.®’

Even my installation as Rector in January 2024 was Pentecost themed.
The installation occurred on a Sunday morning so that the greatest number of
parishioners could attend. The readings were that of St. Luke’s feast day and
Pentecost, and the color red was everywhere. That mattered because it elevated
the giving of the keys to the church and other symbolic elements, to be a
continuation of the power of Pentecost.

Connecting with the power of the Holy Spirit that has continued since that
Pentecost moment in Acts influenced the church’s new mission statement in 2023.
“Historic Saint Luke's Episcopal Church is a multicultural sanctuary embracing
the diversity of all God's people. Through evangelism, prayer, worship. music,
fellowship and a welcoming spirit we seek justice and healing in Jesus' name.”
Neither the previous mission statement nor the latest specifically says that St.
Luke’s is a Black church. It welcomes those who wish to worship in this way, in

this Black church, inclusive of their various backgrounds. There is no sign outside

that says this is a Black church. While white/non-Black Episcopal Churches may

87 Jacqueline J. Lewis, The Power of Stories: A Guide for Leading Multiracial and Multicultural
Congregations, (Nashville: Abingdon Press: 2008), 82.
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solely remember Black History Month in February, St. Luke intentionally
celebrates Black History, as well as Black Futures, year round. Expanding and
enhancing its cultural celebrations has strengthened its identity as a Black church.
The tradition of the choir wearing Kente stoles during Black History Month has
expanded to additional Sundays during the church year. I consider it an honor that
I was given a Kente stole to wear as well. After years of remembering the Kente
altar cloth lost during Katrina, a longtime member of the choir and I chose new
fabric for the altar from the Community Book Center, the neighboring Black
bookstore on Bayou Road.

St. Luke’s had its first Sunday celebrating Caribbean Heritage Month in
June 2024. While it was my idea to initiate this, the choir and vestry supported it.
In various discussions, there was wonder that it had never been celebrated before,
seeing as it makes up such a large part of the congregation. That first celebration
of Caribbean Heritage Month Sunday was also the invitation to the families who
attended the first two weeks of Summer Camp to come to church. Summer Camp
kids shared “My People” by Langston Hughes and the hymns they had practiced
during the special announcements. The applause swelled. The 2024 cohort of
teachers included two women, now mothers themselves, who grew up at the
previous St. Luke’s summer camp that had hundreds of participants. They were
proud to be a part of the first year of its return. Black and white campers learned
about Caribbean heritage, Black music month, and Juneteenth, unlike any other
Episcopal camp in New Orleans. The church seeing a younger generation learning

Gaudet’s story was a source of pride.
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Outreach like summer camp and Sunday cultural celebrations aren’t just to
grow the church membership. The church may not see immediate results from
inviting others into the cultural celebrations at the church. They are important acts
of healing and liberation for the congregation to value its God-given dignity and
engage in outreach that is true to itself. Kelly Brown Douglas writes, “To be
created in the image of a God that is free means that the human person is meant to
be free. That is, like God, free from all human constraints and contracts that
prevent one from being fully who one is...”*® When St. Luke’s is free to be true to
itself, it sings!

The Healing Power of Musical Evangelism

When in person worship did not include singing, the pneumatological
crisis in the air felt like the Spirit had been barred from the room. The return of
congregational singing after pandemic restrictions was a relief, but a major step in
healing came in the spontaneous return of the welcome song. Having a welcome
song is a tradition in Black churches, and some Black Episcopal Churches choose
to incorporate it liturgically. At St. Luke’s, this was a lay-led endeavor, as I had no
knowledge of a welcome song tradition in any church before arriving. It is in this
incredible space that celebrates Blackness visually, and through music that uplifts
Blackness audibly, that St. Luke’s has honed its musical evangelism. While some
Episcopalians may be wary of the “E” word (evangelism), inviting folks to hear
the music at St. Luke’s is an easy and joyful part of the congregation’s natural
evangelism. People are naturally drawn to live music, especially in New Orleans.

Music at St. Luke's is not simply for entertainment; it is to move the heart

8 Douglas, Stand Your Ground, 151.
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to feel God’s presence and connection to one another. Music at St. Luke’s is a
combination of spirituals and hymns of praise and struggle, which are a part of the
artistic legacy of enslaved people. Spirituals were born from the pain of captivity
and slavery, and used throughout the Civil Rights movement to organize and lift
spirits. They resonate today, to work through the pain of the pandemic. Music has
continued to be the most long term coping skill that the congregation shares at St.
Luke’s. Music is also one of the church’s most important values.

Rivaling even the memories of Rev. Sisco and Moses Hogan, the utmost
pride of the church is in its very own Dr. Courtney Bryan. Currently premiering
her composition works that blend inspiration from the church music she grew up
with and stirring commentaries on racialized police terror and the pandemic, Dr.
Courtney Bryan is a 2023 MacArthur Genius grant recipient. Dr. Courtney is a
modern example of healing through truth telling, incorporating protests of police
brutality and collective grief over the pandemic in her music. Consider her
interview in 2023.% Without St. Luke’s influence on her growing up in the church,
her music wouldn’t be what it is today:

[Interviewer:] How much has being a Black woman from New

Orleans who grew up Episcopalian influenced your palate and

what you offer to the world through your creativity? [Dr. Courtney

Bryan responding:] I realized my church that I grew up in, it’s like

the earliest music memories that I have. There’s so many musical

memories, of course, coming up in New Orleans, but I feel like my

church — it’s called St. Luke’s Episcopal Church in New Orleans —

we always had an interesting mix of styles. We did the traditional

Anglican hymns, and we had Gregorian chant. We also did
spirituals and we did our version of gospel music.

8 Porter, Ira, “Minister of music Courtney Bryan fuses protest with the sacred,” The Christian
Science Monitor, November 15, 2023,
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Growing up in that, we were a very diverse church. Some folks are
from New Orleans, but a lot of folks are from the Caribbean or
from Central, South America — some from West Africa. That
cultural mix, we kind of brought that into the music in different
ways. Sometimes we have West African percussion or some sort of
rhythm that sounded more Caribbean on a tambourine that mixed
with the Anglican hymns. That kind of mixture is natural for me.

And also, I didn’t think about this until much later, but I realized it

was special that I grew up in a church where the artwork we had,

we were surrounded by Black saints [including St. Martin de

Porres and St. Frances Gaudet, who worked with incarcerated

juveniles in Louisiana]. All of the stained glass of Jesus, he looks a

little bit darker. I grew up seeing that. We have a Martin Luther

King stained glass window. I noticed that later. I was like, “Oh,

that was nice growing up with just all these images of important

figures, important Christian figures that look like me.”

Dr. Courtney Bryan was instrumental in bringing “Little Amal” to St.
Luke’s in October 2023.” The vestry approved what was an out-of-the-ordinary
event for the church because, in part, it came with Dr. Courtney’s support. “Little
Amal” is a twelve-foot puppet on an international tour to promote awareness and
raise funds for unaccompanied refugee children. She represents a Syrian girl and
is operated by several puppeteers to gesture, give hugs, and receive gifts. This was
the first big experiment for the church to promote both its regular, indoor liturgy,
as well as a new, public, outdoor liturgy.

The time of year for Little Amal’s visit was kismet as it coincided with the
Feast of Saint Luke, which the church normally celebrates with additional African

drumming, full choir, and then the annual international food festival following

Eucharist. After the dismissal in the church, the choir formed a drum circle to

9 Korkzan, Shireen, “New Orleans parish to welcome ‘Little Amal,” a refugee and human rights
symbol,” Episcopal News Service, October 4, 2023.
https://episcopalnewsservice.org/2023/10/04/new-orleans-parish-to-welcome-little-amal-a-refugee
-and-human-rights-symbol/.
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welcome Little Amal and sang her the traditional Sunday morning welcome song.
Greeters distributed handouts to the over 100 people who came from around the
neighborhood to accompany Little Amal on her second line down Esplanade Ave.
After a moving experience in front of the open church doors reading The
Immigrants’ Creed”’ by Rev. Jose Luis Casal, a Cuban immigrant and
Presbyterian pastor, we followed Little Amal with signs of welcome. Music was
the shared language we used that day to welcome Little Amal and our neighbors.
We followed the second line down Esplanade Avenue. It was a joyful,
intergenerational, multinational day. It was also an example of saying yes to
something new that aligned with St. Luke’s values and enhanced what was
already at St. Luke’s with the joy of inviting more people to experience St. Luke’s
music and sanctuary for themselves. The power of music to heal individually and
the power of healing as a collective is showcased at St. Luke’s even if it cannot be
easily measured. “Music expands and augments the areas of memory and recall in
ways that cannot yet be fully quantified...music and song are able to unlock
memory storage areas and release emotions that have become stuck for many
years.””?

St. Luke’s has hosted the annual diocesan Gaudet Evensong for some
time. While it was originally held close to Gaudet’s feast day in late December or

in early January, after an unexpected surge in COVID-19, I recommended moving

it to Women’s History Month. It has remained in March for several years, and

%! Jose Luis Casal, “The Immigrant’s Creed”, The Book of Common Worship: 2018 Edition. 2018
Westminster John Knox Press. https://worship.calvin.edu/resources/articles/immigrants-creed.

°2 Canaan, Kim. How Music Heals Us: Music, The Mind & The Metaphysical, (Creative
Communique Publishing, 2022), 80 of 109, Kindle.
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continues to grow since that change. It is growing because of intentional
invitations to organizations who have received Gaudet Fund grant awards, which
had previously been encouraged. The Dillard University choir and the pastor of
St. James AME’s pastor accepted invitations to sing and to preach. Bringing
different faith based and secular organizations together to champion Gaudet’s
vision for a more just New Orleans and a brighter future for Black youth has been
a vehicle for healing relationships within the diocese and strengthening other
relationships. It is hard work, taking on the broken systems of education and
criminal justice in Louisiana, and the Gaudet Evensong is a source of strength and
solace for those who walk in Gaudet’s footsteps.

The prayer to be more widely known and utilized as a place of musical
evangelism has been answered, in part, due to an increased online presence. That
is how I received an email from a production company asking to rent the church
to film a documentary on the legendary Irma Thomas. They had seen examples of
other events the church had hosted and saw the beauty of the history and the
appropriateness to film in a Black sanctuary. The director also wanted to channel
the Amazing Grace documentary on Aretha Franklin.

That is how, on a hot afternoon with stage lights warming the church even
more, the sanctuary was packed with 200 people. No service has seen 200 people
in the church for decades, but the invitation to hear Irma sing live traveled fast.
When Bishop Duckworth gave the opening prayer, on the gift of music, I
followed up with a welcome to the space and a brief history on Blessed Gaudet

and the church. Then, Irma took us to church. The ripple effect of the event was
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overheard in the pews. Several women were heard saying something along the
lines of, this church has a woman bishop—that’s amazing! Choir members who
attended the concert were ready evangelists, inviting everyone around them to
come to church on a Sunday to experience it for themselves.

The choir has proven to be the fastest growing ministry at the church.
Since I came to the church in 2021 I have seen the choir welcome new Black,
Latino, and white members, and an openly gay, married member. When Victor
Campbell, a Cuban pianist growing in popularity in New Orleans, was hired in
2023, the church’s pride in its choir grew even more. At his Snug Harbor show in
2024, members of the church, largely from the choir, surprised him to support
him. He surprised us in turn, with a beautiful improvisation of Great Is Thy
Faithfulness, with a longtime choir member singing a solo. The room was electric.
The sermon that Sunday was about taking the good news of Jesus Christ, and St.
Luke’s, on the road, for others to experience. There were 3 visitors that Sunday
who attended because they had been invited at that concert on Frenchman Street.
This is just a sample of the variety of musical evangelism since the pandemic.
The Healing Power of the Sanctuary

Being seen is an antidote to Black erasure. I have observed when
parishioners enter the church’s sanctuary, that there is relief from navigating
white-dominated spaces throughout the week. It was not until I came to St. Luke’s
and visited other Black Episcopal churches that I learned the importance of the
call and response “Good to see you” and “it is good to be seen. ” Coming into the

church is an opportunity to be seen not just by parishioners one has known for
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decades, but also to be seen in the sacred story. Seeing yourself reflected in sacred
art gives God given dignity back to Black bodies. Rev. Sisco understood both the
power of sacred art and sacred music for Black Episcopalians.

The sanctuary’s modern stained glass windows, curated by Rev. Curtis
Sisco during his tenure, shares a story of the sacredness of Black bodies. It is a
sanctuary for God-given Blackness as well as worship of Jesus Christ. The overall
beauty of the space is part of the healing ministry that is communicated even
without words here. The St. Luke’s stained glass windows reflecting Black
figures, and portraying Biblical characters with melanin, is very intentional.
Having the traditional Station of the Cross pieces repainted to Black and Brown
skin tones, also intentional, are credited to the Rev. Curtis Sisco. While he only
served as rector of St. Luke’s from 1987 until his death in 1992, these changes
have made a profound and lasting effect on the church. The stained glass windows
are beautiful, and they are all acts of protests as well, each one saying, Black
representation matters.

When [ began to visit other Black Episcopal Churches, St. Luke’s
continually stood out for just how much sacred Black art it contains. The Religion
of Whiteness” dominates the outside world and has limited Black expressions
even at St. Luke’s. The processional cross, based on traditional Greek
iconography, depicts a white Jesus on a red background.”* Above the altar is a

relatively small, robed and crowned Christus Rex, perhaps olive toned in

% Emerson and Bracey, The Religion of Whiteness, 9.

% It was donated by Mary Stevens Banks after Katrina to replace the one that was destroyed. She
died in 2024 and that was the cross that led her funeral procession.
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complexion, in white robes with a red mantle. The patronal saint window behind
the altar is the only window in a more traditional style with thin lines and a
painted expression on the evangelist’s face. St. Luke is pale, portrayed in sandals,
a green robe, and has balding brown hair and a close beard. The outline of the
church building behind him is white and more ornate than this church building he
is currently in. These “traditional” artifacts are more in line with the majority of
the Episcopal Church, which often takes the history white domination for granted.
By contrast, the rest of the church artifacts celebrate Black futures.

As an ethnographer, and from listening to stories from parishioners, my
interpretation of the more important stained glass windows follows. I have
repeatedly referenced these windows while preaching as well, highlighting the
past for longtime members, and incorporating new members into the history of
the church.

After the narthex doors, the closest two windows are paired across from
one another. Each is looking off in the distance towards the altar at the front of the
church. On the right, is Blessed Gaudet. She has a stoic expression, without a hint
of an upturned smile. Her purple dress has a high collar and her hair, appearing
auburn brown, is in a tight bun at the top of her head. Her complexion takes on a
yellow brown hue. At the base of her window, an open book with blank pages
represents her autobiography, or perhaps her love of scripture. On its pages are
two bowls with huge flames rising up to encircle her. She does not have a halo,
but the flames surround her on either side up to the crown of her head, leading to

a white cross.
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Opposite her is the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. St. Luke’s may have
been the first Episcopal Church in the United States to include King in a stained
glass window inside its sanctuary, just over 20 years after his assassination.” At
the base of his window are two open shackles and the roots of a green bush that is
on fire. In this image based on the Exodus demand on Pharaoh to “let my people
g0,” King is in a black suit and tie and a white starched collared shirt. His hair and
the negative space on his face is black, and he appears darker than Gaudet, but not
very dark in order to still make out his features. Above him is a dove holding a
sprig of green, much like the story of the flood. If this is the dove of peace, then to
me it could also be a symbol of his martyrdom. His mouth is set in a line, neither
frowning nor smiling. Having these two figures, as advocates for the rights of
Black people, speaks volumes that this is a justice-oriented congregation, one that
celebrates strong preaching and the role of education in Black society. These two
had very different opinions of white people in their lifetimes, King with his
“Letter from the Birmingham Jail” calling out white moderates, and Gaudet who
praised her many white benefactors for their friendship and supporting her work
financially. Similarly, not all white priests have been fondly remembered at St.
Luke’s, much like those moderates of whom King spoke. However, a
counterexample is that Rev. Swallow has the St. Luke’s window dedicated to him.

Next to the tabernacle in the far right corner is a window with Black hands

elevating a light brown wafer over a gold chalice with purple grapes and pale

% Paulsen, David, “As Nation Honors Martin Luther King Jr., Some Churches Pay Tribute in
Stained Glass.” Episcopal News Service. January 17, 2020.
https://episcopalnewsservice.org/2020/01/17/as-nation-honors-martin-luther-king-jr-some-churche
s-pay-tribute-in-stained-glass/.

77



wheat underneath. This is a very difficult window to see from the congregation’s
vantage point, but I see it when I celebrate the Eucharist. When Mother A. Ryes,
Rector of St. Patrick’s in Zachary, was being filmed for the diocesan convention
video on the Gaudet Fund Committee, she shared how much it meant to her as an
ordained woman of color, to see hands of color portrayed celebrating the
Eucharist. Tears came to my eyes immediately to hear her speak of the beauty of
seeing Blackness treated as holy and worthy in this space.

I am also often struck by the beauty of the Good Shepherd window in the
choir loft. You cannot see it unless you come to the front of the church. In it, a
very dark-skinned Jesus is walking with a white lamb over his shoulders, with two
other white lambs on either side of him. One lamb is grazing and the other is
looking up at him. In the summer of 2023 there was a film crew across the street
working on edits for a music video for a local Black R&B?® singer. I walked over
and introduced myself and offered to show them the church. They ended up
paying the church a very nominal amount to film a few scenes with the Rev. Dr.
Martin Luther King, Jr. window. One of the members of the crew left her wallet
behind, and when I returned it to her, she hugged me and told me that she had
never seen a Black Jesus before and what a healing effect it had on her to be in
the church with that window. Just being in the church, not even on a Sunday
morning, changed her experience and relationship with Jesus. This is just one
example that the sanctuary as a place of healing in Jesus’ name referenced in the

new mission statement is not just theoretical. It is a lived experience in the church.

% The song is “Lord Have Mercy” from the Album Wait Til I Get Over by Durand Jones. He is an
example of a Black, Queer artist renegotiating his experience with Christianity after coming out.

78



The stained glass window that points to the church’s roots is located in the
narthex, by the stairs to the belltower and choir loft. This window at its base has a
small wooden structure with a pitched roof, similar to a one-room schoolhouse,
with a small cross above the doorway and plain windows, representing the
beginning of the church. Above it are Black hands clasping a plain orange cross.
As if radiating from the cross, down on the wooden structure, is a rainbow in
shafts of light. The cross intersects with the door of the church, which is in white
instead of its actual red brick. Above the church radiates yellow beams and in the
negative space between, a black cross with a pointed base. This initial “origin
story” window seems to say, we have been here a long time, and we have finally
come into this place, to lift up our faith. We shall not be moved. We shall not be
silenced. Negotiating sharing this healing space with new people, who may not be
Black, is a difficult trust exercise for some, understandably so.

Re-Visioning Blessed Gaudet’s Story

All of these examples of healing and evangelism through music are very
reminiscent of Blessed Gaudet herself. She was a true evangelist, educator, and
criminal justice reformer, and she crossed racial barriers for the sake of the
Gospel. She cared deeply for children, and her personal connection to Jesus Christ
was felt through the study of scripture and the singing of hymns. She was also
unequivocally a lay leader, living into her baptism, called to the ministry of the
laity. “Laity are called not to keep up the church but to be part of the mission of
Jesus Christ in the world. The future for the church in our context is in recovering

its core—a countercultural, communal, missionary movement empowered by the
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Holy Spirit[!]””” The “mission drift” that had taken place at St. Luke’s over the
years replaced the mission to reach outwards, like Gaudet, with the protective
stance to protect those already inside the church, and protect the church’s
building, while clinging closely to Gaudet’s memory. I relied heavily on Gaudet’s
inspiration to move the congregation from being focused on maintenance to
embracing mission. “When faced with the need for change, the maintenance
congregation says, ‘If this upsets many of our members, we won’t do it.” The
mission congregation says, ‘If this will help us reach someone outside our
congregation, let’s take the risk!””®® Learning how important Gaudet was to so
many long time members, and then actively introducing newcomers and new
members to Gaudet’s story, and reconnecting the work of the church to Gaudet’s
legacy, made post-traumatic growth possible. The risk to change and try new
endeavors, when connected with a familiar, inspiring figure like Gaudet, was
enough to bridge the gap to imagine mission and outreach happening again.
Telling the story of St. Luke’s in a compelling way has led to financial
benefits. Just like Gaudet was an avid fundraiser, I have made it a priority to seek
outside grants to support mission and ministry in the church. At the end of 2023
when I applied for the Grace Congregational Development Funds from the
diocese to support 3 years of designated funds for full time clergy, I emphasized
St. Luke’s unique role in the diocese, its cultural celebrations, and its connection
to Blessed Gaudet. The current financial picture at St. Luke’s did not persuade the

Executive Board to approve our application. It was St. Luke’s character and

 Willimon, Leading with the Sermon, 100-101.

% Ibid., 101.
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potential that persuaded them.

In the same way, applying for Gaudet Funds for 2024 summer camp meant
sharing a vision of re-starting summer camp from scratch. That grant was
awarded as well. The first non-diocesan grant the church received was in summer
of 2024 for the becoming beloved community grant. Our application was for an
outdoor public pilgrimage site dedicated to Blessed Gaudet, and two new
liturgies, a Stations of the Cross lamenting the slave trade, and a Stations of the
Resurrection celebrating Black Futures. In these ways, I have learned to pursue
grants for outreach that Gaudet would recognize, championing evangelism and
justice for this Black community. These are financial interventions, in support of
moving past the limitations of pandemic, to celebrate the church being a Black
Episcopal Church.

In the summer of 2024 after the joys of summer camp ended, the vestry
visioning retreat met. The summary I shared with the parish stated:

What would Gaudet do? This was the refrain of the 4-hour vision

casting retreat held on Saturday, July 27th. We began in prayer,

reflecting on a shared Bible Study on Luke 4:14-24, before sharing

our hopes and concerns for the future. St. Luke’s has many assets:

A love of music, celebrating the church’s Black and Caribbean

cultures. Its most senior, longtime members, who are faithful

financial givers. The congregation’s welcome of new families and
children in worship. The successful re-launch of summer
programming for children. A rich history in its beautiful sanctuary

and campus. Close proximity to Bayou Road, Dillard University,

and more. The church also has multiple challenges: Summer is the

lowest time for giving, but monthly expenses don’t take vacations.

Large buildings come with large expenses, and there is currently a

small paid staff. Youth and community engagement require many

volunteers.

Blessed Frances Joseph Gaudet was the continued inspiration
during the vestry vision retreat, not only through what she
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accomplished in her lifetime, but also by her invitation for us to
continue the mission. There are many, many opportunities to live
into Gaudet’s legacy: Share the Good News of Jesus Christ, her
love of evangelism. Continue to teach young people and support
them, her love of education and mentorship. Speak up on matters
of justice, her love of advocacy especially in matters of criminal
justice reform. Follow her example to boldly seek financial
benefactors for the increase of mission and ministry, her love of
stewardship.

After reflecting on these assets, challenges, and opportunities,
where do you see yourself responding to the Holy Spirit at work at
St. Luke’s? Will you make a pledge to give of your time and
talents to live into Gaudet’s legacy? Will you begin or increase
your financial pledge this year? Will you answer the call for more
coordinators to take on the work of fundraisers and fellowship
opportunities, both new and returning? Will you invite friends and
neighbors to experience the gift of music and welcome on Sunday
mornings?

This brief summary is also a call for greater congregational
involvement in St. Luke’s worship, fellowship, outreach, and
stewardship. We all have spiritual gifts and talents to be shared for

the good of our extended church family and our neighbors. And we

all have Blessed Frances Joseph Gaudet praying for us, praying

with us, and urging us to take that leap of faith!

At the 2024 vestry vision retreat “Gaudet is the Key” was repeated again

3

and again. This was the “watchword,” as Andrew Root calls it. We began to
brainstorm around the question, “What Would Gaudet Do?”” From this came the
clear need to continue to expand as much as possible the celebrations of the Black
identity of the church and to bring Blessed Gaudet to the forefront again to inspire
mission and outreach.

Now that the diocesean office has greatly increased lifting up Gaudet in
this post-pandemic era, St. Luke’s parishioners pay special attention to what is

being said about Gaudet throughout the diocese. Bishop Shannon Duckworth, the

first female bishop elected in both the diocese and state of Louisiana, was elected
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in 2022. With a new bishop came a new vision. The 2023 bishop’s diocesan
address mentioned COVID as in the past and the idea of Gaudet as a potential
patron saint of all of the diocese. She also applauded the groundswell of support
for Latino ministry.”

Since Bishop Duckworth’s tenure, there have been a few changes to the
Gaudet Fund Committee. The Very Reverend, now Canon, Rob Courtney, former
rector of St. Paul’s in the Lakeview neighborhood of New Orleans, chaired the
Gaudet Fund Committee for several years. In his report to Diocesan Convention
in October 2023, he reported:'®

Episcopal Community Services of Louisiana (ECSLA) is a social
service agency of the Episcopal Diocese of Louisiana that honors
the legacy of Blessed Frances Joseph Gaudet, a turn-of-the century
educator and activist. The agency’s current activities are
coordinated by the Gaudet Fund Committee comprised of the
Bishop and members appointed from across the diocese. The
committee stewards the Gaudet fund that awards annual
scholarships to African-American students of Episcopal schools in
our Diocese, and offers grants to community organizations within
the geography of the Diocese that primarily serve the needs of
African-American children. Blessed Frances earned a national
reputation in her life as a prison reformer, educator, and
missionary. She was a driving force behind the establishment of
the first juvenile court in New Orleans. Blessed Frances, who was
connected to St. Luke’s Episcopal Church in New Orleans, the
historic African-American parish of our Diocese, is honored in the
calendar of The Episcopal Church on Dec. 31. She continues to
serve as an inspiring example for lay ministers across The
Episcopal Church, and her ministry is ongoing through the legacy
of her namesake fund.

The Fund: The value of the Gaudet Fund at the end of fiscal year
2022 was approximately $4.6 million. Currently, the annual draw
on the fund value is 4.6% of a rolling three-year average. The

% There was not a similar support specifically for Black ministry from convention.

100 186th Annual Convention of the Episcopal Diocese of Louisiana, The Episcopal Diocese of
Louisiana, edola.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/10/Gaudet-Report-2023.pdf.
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committee reevaluates the percentage annually, and has been more
inclined in recent years to prioritize grant requests directly aligned
with Blessed Frances’s passion for criminal justice reform and
environmental based education.

In early 2024, with Very Rev. Canon Courtney’s departure to the diocese
of West Tennessee, Bishop Duckworth appointed the Rev. A. Ryes, newly called
as rector of St. Patrick’s in Zachary and the only Black female priest in the
diocese, and myself to serve as co-chairs of the Gaudet Fund Committee. While
expanding and reorganizing the diocesan office, Bishop Duckworth named
Tamika Gerhardt The Frances Joseph Gaudet Missioner for Congregational
Vitality & Beloved Community. In the September 2024 diocesan e-newsletter,
Bishop Duckworth wrote:

We are thrilled to introduce the Frances Joseph Gaudet Umbrella
ministries and their new logos. Though our Gaudet Umbrella
comprises six individual initiatives, we are intrinsically
interconnected through the overlapping edges of identity, inequity,
and impact inherent in all the challenging issues we face. Through
their symbolic imagery, our logos embody our collaborative efforts
to address injustice, environmental issues, racial healing and
reconciliation, educational opportunity, inclusivity, cultural
competency and humility, and relational youth development. The
work of the Frances Joseph Gaudet Umbrella fosters a community
of compassionate leaders who are committed to making a positive
impact in the world through the lens of faith and empathy. We
extend our deepest gratitude to those who have led the way in
bringing this vision to life. Together, we embark on a journey filled
with hope, unity, and transformation as we strive to walk in love,
make Jesus known, and transform lives!'"!

In the October 2024 bishop’s address, Bishop Duckworth shared how

Guadet’s story came up often as she was journaling through the election process.

W' EDOLA, diocesan e-newsletter, September 22nd, 2024.
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Gaudet certainly seems to be at work interceding for St. Luke’s and the Diocese
of Louisiana, connecting people from very different livelihoods.

Several long time St. Luke’s parishioners are fond of saying “Gaudet lives
here,” and while there is an acknowledgement that she was not Episcopalian in
life, her connection to St. Luke’s is felt deeply. St. Luke’s has adopted her as its
own. With that comes a sense of trepidation that depictions of her life may
become less radical if folks not directly connected to St. Luke’s share her legacy
with a wider audience. Gaudet doesn’t just belong to St. Luke’s, however. She
also cannot go back to being a well kept secret. Gaudet’s story has the power to
change lives, in St. Luke’s, and in the diocese, and in the wider church. By my
initiation and request, in November 2024, Karla Sikaffy DuPlantier, diocesan
consultant for Latino/Hispanic ministries, brought with her a Blessed Gaudet
prayer card to hand deliver to Presiding Bishop-Elect Sean Rowe. She was
successful. Imagining that Gaudet will be known throughout the wider church is
the kind of imagination that shows signs of post-traumatic growth.

Trauma Informed Preaching and Pastoral Care

There was a felt longing for the days of post-Katrina help during the
pandemic recovery; but this time, no one was coming with cards or supplies or
financial aid, because the entire country suffered. I needed to craft a leadership
style and pastoral care for this specific congregation that was trauma-informed as
well as hopeful. What was necessary on my part was to make sure I was providing
trauma-informed pastoral care that acknowledged the past while still directing

towards the future. To make changes and direct towards the future too quickly
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was a challenge. We have discussed at length the post-traumatic stress from
Katrina and the pandemic, as well as the history of trauma that reaches back to the
inception of St. Luke’s. When you have been surviving for so long, it is hard to
imagine thriving instead.

My main interactions with the congregation are in the preaching and
celebrating the Eucharist. Individual pastoral visits depend on the person’s
comfort with receiving pastoral care; some prefer to engage on Sunday mornings
but stay at a distance from the priest unless death is very near. When I came to St.
Luke’s, I entered into a community that is more accustomed to short term clergy
tenures than building a lasting relationship with the priest. “Regardless of the
means of the pastor’s exodus—replacement, retirement, forced resignation, or
death—there is separation anxiety. Not resolved or managed, the anxiety turns into
rejection of the new pastor, withdrawal from the family, or fervid attempts to fuse
with the newly assigned or called pastor.”'* This will continue to be navigated
with time. Having a full time rector is only one area of stability and healing
needing to be addressed. My role is to not react to others’ reactions and instead
continue to imagine St. Luke’s future, inviting all to be a part of its mission. “No
family or relationship can change and heal when focused on damage and blame.
Reactivity is not the cure for reactivity...Relationship systems regain their
99103

balance when they become imaginative instead of automatic and instinctive.

There are already signs of hope and healing. Not all longtime members remain at

192 Steinke, Peter L., How Your 21st-Century Church Family Works: Understanding Congregations
as Emotional Systems (2nd ed.), (London: Rowman & Littlefield, 2021), 41.

103 Steinke, How Your 21st-Century Church Family Works, 40.
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a distance, and new members and re-engaged members are responding to calls for
lay leadership.

Where there are barriers for some parishioners due to my age and being a
woman, these qualities are sometimes vocalized and at other times unspoken but
perceived. However, these same characteristics are a source of healing for others.
Hearing a woman chant the mass for the first time, especially for new members
who have joined since the pandemic who grew up Roman Catholic, has led
several to share with me how important and healing it is for them to know their
children or grandchildren will grow up seeing a woman as a priest. My gender,
age, race, will continue to be healing for some and challenging for others. That all
comes into the pulpit with me.

As I’ve taken a good look around the sanctuary, delved into the history of
the church, and listened to dozens of Katrina and pandemic stories about grief,
loneliness, and loss, I have reflected back to the congregation in my preaching
that I respect where they came from, what they went through, and how important
this church has been as a place of refuge for Black Episcopalians. I also take care
to preach in such a way that everyone hears themselves represented and everyone
can take inspiration from a range of saints and illustrations. Secular celebrations
in the calendar that influenced my preaching were Black History Month,
Women’s History Month, Caribbean Heritage Month, Black music month,
Hispanic heritage month, and Indigenous heritage month. Without abandoning the
lectionary, I kept one foot in the liturgical season, and one in the world. However,

there was one overarching liturgical season that I kept returning to throughout the
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year: Pentecost. There was also one secular season that I kept returning to
throughout the year: Black History Month. In recent years, Black History Month
has been expanded to be called Black History and Black Futures Month. This is
appropriate for St. Luke’s as I tried to encourage hope in the future there.

I believe it is equally important that the church’s depth of discipleship and
spiritual maturity are strengthened. That must be undertaken with every effort to
provide trauma-informed pastoral care. Providing pastoral care at St. Luke’s has
also made me more aware of being racially sensitive in providing care. The
generational and individual racialized trauma most members have experienced is
stark. In addition to this, for many, there was the traumatic experience of
immigrating to a new country and starting over. For those who weathered the
physical storms, the lasting PTSD of Katrina was revisited in Hurricane Ida. And
finally, the twin pandemics of racialized police terror broadcasted and elevated
during the Black Lives Matter movement and the COVID-19 pandemic
highlighted the danger of growing up and aging as a Black person in this country.

Multiple parishioners show signs of religious trauma. In New Orleans
there is a common shared experience around church-induced trauma for those
who grew up Roman Catholic. Usually, it is because of not being able to receive
Communion after divorce or wanting to be married to a same sex spouse. There
continues to be the shared experience at St. Luke’s of parishioners who have felt
they were turned away by or simply unwelcomed by other white Episcopal
churches. “[Slurvivors of spiritual abuse and trauma, and indeed the whole

church, are in need of healing imagination — imagination that writes new scripts
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through the brain in the wake of trauma.”'® Finding an Episcopal Church to
belong to, not to be tolerated in, is a courageous act in healing one’s trauma. For
many congregants, for all the love they had for St. Luke’s as their sanctuary from
the storms of life, they could not imagine a vibrant church again, until the
liturgical cultural celebrations became firmly established again or even expanded.
The many longtime, enhanced, and new celebrations of cultures in this
church have made it possible to imagine a brighter future at St. Luke’s. “Kehinde
Andrews tells us that we must decolonize our knowledge; we must decolonize our
minds about how to worship a God who is the God of all and not just of
whiteness.”'” This is a place where the God of all is celebrated with and through
the importance of Black cultures. There are many white Episcopalians and other
Christians, shielded from the experiences of Black Episcopalians and frightened
by discussions of Critical Race Theory in the news, that may never consider the
theological richness of the Black Christ in their lifetime. These concerns are
expanded on in the next chapter as the Episcopal Church widens its understanding

of race, culture, and postcolonialism.

104 Kiser and Heath. Trauma-Informed Evangelism, 16. Kindle.

195 Fisher-Stewart, Preaching Black Lives (Matter), 8.
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Chapter Five
An Evolving Episcopal Church

The Episcopal Church in the United States is not considered a Black
denomination. In The Black Church: This Is Our Story, This Is Our Song, written
by practicing Episcopalian Henry Louis Gates, Jr.,, the only mention of the
denomination is in its breakthroughs in ordaining the Rev. Dr. Pauli Murray and
electing Presiding Bishop Michael Curry.'® Historically, the Episcopal Church
has been resistant to a deeper understanding that would complement lifting up
entire Black Episcopal churches’ contributions, not just notable “firsts” in
ordained individuals. Rev. Gayle Fisher-Stewart writes in Preaching Black Lives
Matter: “Episcopalians of Color have been, in one way or another, fighting and
demanding that the institution and white leaders recognize their dignity and gifts
since the establishment of The Episcopal Church.”!"’

While white lay people don’t generally join Black churches, there is an
unwritten desire and sometimes vocal promotion to “increase diversity” at
predominantly white churches. This leads white congregations to remain
comfortable, approving of an acceptable number of Black lay people joining, who
do not disrupt their own long held practices of worship, and who do not advocate
for an antiracist church instead of a vaguely multicultural church. This is the

fragility of white comfort. However, there are white churchgoers who can

1 Henry Louis Gates, Jr., The Black Church: This Is Our Story, This Is Our Song, (New York:
Penguin Books, 2022).

197 Fisher-Stewart, Preaching Black Lives (Matter), 21.
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recognize the dignity and gifts of Black Episcopal churches and seek membership
at a place like St. Luke’s.

St. Luke’s tenacity and commitment to its Black identity is a gift of the
Holy Spirit. Its predicament is not the problem. “The problem is an entire nation
founded on the ideology of White supremacy and dedicated to White prosperity
and domination—a nation whose existence depends on consuming and discarding
the lives and bodies of people of color.”'® St. Luke’s has held on through
centuries of racist treatment within the Episcopal Church and in the state of
Louisiana, where the wounds from Jim Crow are deep and painful.

Harold T Lewis, the eminent historian of the Episcopal Church,

offers three reasons Black Episcopalians remain in the Church in

spite of the trauma that constant fighting for recognition of their

humanity causes: Black Episcopalians have distilled the essential

message of the gospel from the corrupted and co-opted message of

the Church and white Christianity; Black Episcopalians believe

they have an inherent right to remain—a four hundred year

history—and they have unique gifts to offer a Church that needs to

face its racism and become the body of Christ; and Black

Episcopalians believe they are in a unique position to be agents for
change if barriers are no longer placed in their way.'"”

The lack of attention, study, and support of Black Episcopal churches,
results in less literature that centers them, fewer discussions outside of Black
spaces, and can result in a blind eye or complacency with the discarding of Black

bodies. Black Episcopalians make up 8% of the denomination.""” They are

1% Spellers, Stephanie. The Church Cracked Open Disruption, Decline, and New Hope for Beloved
Community. (La Vergne: Church Publishing Incorporated, 2021), 21-22.

19 Fisher-Stewart, Preaching Black Lives (Matter), 22.

1% The Episcopal Church Analysis of the 2022 Parochial Report Data prepared for the Executive
Office of the Episcopal Church by Charissa Mikoski,
https://extranet.generalconvention.org/staff/files/download/32274? gl=1*5kg8qs* ga*MTQOMD

Y4NzgINidxNzI4OTkSNzUy* ga 8C0Q9J2J12F*MTcyODk50Tc1Mi4xLjEuMTcyODk5OTgSN
i4wLjAuMA. Of the 3,752 congregations who provided information about the race and ethnicity
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underrepresented in ordained ministry as Black clergy are only 5% of the
ordained.""" Nevertheless, the number of Black bishops being elected and
consecrated continues to increase. The Rev. Canon Kelly Brown Douglas, who
helped Bishop Barbara Harris finish her memoir, wrote, “[t]hrough the years,
Barbara would often remind me that God uses the weak to confound the
strong.”""? St. Luke’s, when given attention, can also be a case of the undervalued
being precious to the life of the church. “[H]ave no doubt,” wrote Harris, “that
God has indeed used this small vessel of a black woman to confound the strong
powers of a church, if not the world.”'"?

This chapter focuses on experiences of race and ethnicity as expressed by
the congregation. A closer look at the sacred art within the sanctuary shows signs
of both the syncretism developed over the years and components of emerging
postcolonial churchmanship at St. Luke’s. Changes throughout the Episcopal
Church and the Anglican Communion when it comes to representation of races
and ethnicity in the Global Majority are discussed. Modern fears of Critical Race
Theory and Black churches’ responses to it in nearby Florida are shown. St.

Luke’s opposes the Black erasure that comes from bans on Critical Race Theory.

of their regular active participants, the average percent American Indian/ Alaska Native (non-His
panic) is 2.6%, 1.7% Asian (non-Hispanic), 8.5%Black or African American (non Hispanic), 8.9%
His-panic or Latino(a), 0.9%Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander (non-Hispanic), 73.5% White
(non-Hispan-ic) and 3.9% Multiracial.

""" Church Pension Group, “The 2023 Episcopal Clergy Compensation Report, “ June 2024,
https://www.cpg.org/globalassets/documents/publications/reports_cpg-clergy-compensation-report
-2023.pdf. In 2023 Black/African American $99,679 110 4.99%, Hispanic/Latino $88,187 63
2.86% Multiple Races $90,143 52 2.36%, White $88,143 1,926 87.35%

12 Harris, Barbara C, and Kelly Brown Douglas, Hallelujah, Anyhow! A Memoir, New York:
Church Publishing, Inc, 2018), 16.

'3 Harris and Douglas, Hallelujah, Anyhow! 17.
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The Construction of Race

St. Luke’s is known as, and considers itself, a Black church, because the
majority of its members are Black. It has dealt with “[t]he interaction of race, or
color or ‘complexion’ as” some expressed themselves or were unceremoniously
categorized for centuries."* St. Luke’s also has an abundance of philoxenia, the
Greek word for love of foreigners” which is the opposite of xenophobia.'”
Having contributed to their church and their adopted country for decades, share
with others that “[t]here are more than enough resources for citizen and foreigner
alike, so we are free to welcome immigrants to our land without fear.”!'® Many of
the parishioners who make up St. Luke’s congregation were either “coded” or
identified as Black when they first immigrated or moved to New Orleans. The
church is multiethnic with those who identify as Black with Caribbean heritage,
African, and African-American members being the majority. There are multiple
ethnic identities under the umbrella of Black identity at the church: Black is used
by many, but more specifically some would choose Afro-Latino, Latino/a,
Caribbean, African (there are parishioners from several different countries in
Africa which is why this can be different than Black), or Creole. There are some
who would self-identify as Latino as well as Black. The smallest demographic by
far is white, perhaps 5%. Even that amount is cause for concern for some

longtime parishioners.

"4 Townsend, Faith in Their Own Color, 84 of 243, Kindle.

"8 Karen Gonzalez, The God Who Sees: Immigrants, the Bible, and the Journey to Belong,
(Harrisonburg, Virginia: Herald Press, 2019), 107.

"8 Gonzalez, The God Who Sees, 138.
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New Orleans Creole residents—those with French, Spanish, Indigenous,
and/or African heritage—through the effects of colorism, often leveraged their
passing privilege and economic opportunities over darker-skinned
African-Americans in New Orleans. Today, St. Luke’s is within a block of Le
Musee, the Free People of Color Museum. Some parishioners will claim Creole
heritage as interchangeable or compatible with Black, while others prefer the term
Black alone.

In sum: the term race is understood today as primarily a

sociological designation that identifies a group sharing some

outward physical characteristics and some commonalities of
culture and history, while ethnicity is a word for something you
acquire based on where your family is from and the group which

you share cultural, traditional, and familial bonds and experiences

with. The end result: people may have racial similarity but ethnic

dissimilarity.”""’

Multiple parishioners take issue when various applications for Episcopal
grants use the terms Race and Ethnicity as if Black and Latino/Hispanic are
mutually exclusive, and that being multiracial means one is no longer Black. “The
Negroid Hispanics are identified as black and thus face the same challenges as
African-Americans.”'"® The solidarity in the struggle for safety and rights in this
country, whether American-born or an immigrant, has meant that multiple
parishioners have deeply identified with the spirituals used in the Civil Rights

Movement. This has been especially resonant for those who came to this country

and St. Luke’s in the 1960s.

"7 Merriam-Webster Dictionary, “The Difference between 'Race’ and 'Ethnicity' ”,
https://www.merriam-webster.com/grammar/difference-between-race-and-ethnicity.

18 pedrito Maynard-Reid, Diverse Worship: African American, Caribbean & Hispanic
Perspectives, (Downers Grove, Illinois: An Imprint of InterVarsity Press, 2000), 166.
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Syncretism in the Sanctuary and Postcolonial Practices

Usually examples of syncretism in New Orleans can involve Roman
Catholicism, the majority religion, and the sensationalization of traditional Vodou
practices. Pouring out libations for ancestors and naming ancestors at funerals
have been West African, not specifically Vodou, incorporations at St. Luke’s, but
on rare occasions since the pandemic. St. Luke’s church has been multinational
for decades, and has incorporated the most African influences in its use of
drumming and Kente cloth. It has a longstanding tradition of Caribbean High
Church liturgical practices and the Latino/Hispanic option of personal devotion
for the Blessed Virgin Mary. St. Luke’s has also acquired a Saint Martin de Porres
statue in its syncretism over the years. Being in a majority Roman Catholic city,
saints’ statues or candles can be found in front of houses, churches, and shop
windows.

For many parishioners, remaining distinct from the Roman Catholic
Church is important in terms of pastoral practices like remarriage after divorce
and acceptance of gay couples and children, but the comfort that devotions to
saints brings remains strong in the church. Longtime Anglicans, if they had a
Marian devotion at home, continue it at St. Luke’s. Other Anglicans who did not
grow up with Marian devotion, view it as Roman Catholic and un-Anglican.
Liturgical practices and devotions at St. Luke’s come from all over the world.
Overall, St. Luke’s is a matriarchal church, typical of many of those churches
around the world that first formed its members. Karen Gonzalez writes, “Our

mothers and grandmothers are the carriers of faith traditions and practices, and as
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in many cultures around the world, they are our first religious teachers.”'"’

Multiple parishioners visit the Virgin Mary altar to feel closer to their mothers or
closer to the Catholicism they feel rejected them.

What is intriguing about the Virgin Mary statue at St. Luke’s is that she is
a generic Anglo-featured brunette with brown eyes, and not a specific devotion
like a Virgen de Guadaulpe or Nuestra Sefiora de Suyapa. Her statue is affixed to
the wall next to the left side altar, and in the stained glass window of the
Annunciation in that nook, she has a visibly darker complexion. A child-sized
tiara in gold with blue gems has been placed on the statue’s head. There is no
Episcoal devotion to Mary as Queen of Heaven, but the tiara remains. On
Sundays there are usually at least six devotional candles lit in front of it.

In contrast, hardly any candles are lit in front of Martin de Porres, who is
affixed to the wall near the right side altar. Gaudet’s icon is hung above this altar.
He is perhaps the darkest skinned figure in all of the sacred art in the sanctuary.
He is dressed in a full Dominican habit, which is anachronistic given he was
never fully accepted into the order because of his appearance. No one has been
able to tell me when the Virgin Mary and Martin de Porres statues were added to
the sanctuary; it is as if they have miraculously always been on N. Dorgenois
Street. Since Martin de Porres is the patron saint of mixed race peoples, it is
interesting that he is next to Gaudet’s icon, as she is described as having both
African-American and Native-American ancestry. There is no denying that Martin

de Porres is a Roman Catholic Saint. Imagine my shock that this statue is

19 Gonzalez, The God Who Sees: Immigrants, the Bible, and the Journey to Belong, 89.
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documented at St. Luke’s on the Britannica website.'™ There are no Peruvian
congregants at St. Luke’s, so it must be his association with racial-based social
justice, his designation as the first Black saint in the Americas, more than his
nationality that speaks to people.

The most important and primary identity of long-time members, and also
new members, who are first generation immigrants is their country of origin first.
Many still keep in contact with their churches “back home” and value belonging
to both as much as they can. This is the benefit of increased technology for church
live streams during the pandemic. For as much as their Anglican (for some,
Roman Catholic) churches come from colonization, they are navigating an
expanding postcolonial experience belonging to St. Luke’s. Postcolonial is not a
concept organically shared at Sunday coffee hour.

The meaning of the term “postcolonial” is contentious because the

prefix “post” can have various meanings. If “post” is understood in

a chronological sense, “postcolonial” means the period of

colonialism and the transition of political power from the

colonizers to the colonized. However, even as many countries have
regained political independence, many people argue that we have

not entered a postcolonial period, because neocolonialism

continues to dominate much of the world. Apart from a temporal

sense, ‘“post” can also refer to reading strategies, practices, and
actions that challenge colonialism and its legacy. I [Kwok Pui-Lan]

have defined postcolonial imagination as “a desire, a
determination, and a process of disengagement from the whole

colonial syndrome, which takes many forms and guises."!
St. Luke’s is far from irrelevant to the cultures of those who worship there.

St. Luke’s may be considered postcolonial as well as antiracist because it is

120 «“Saint Martin de Porres,” Britannica, written and fact checked by the editors of the
Encyclopedia Britannica, last modified October 30, 2024,
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Saint-Martin-de-Porres.

21 Pui-Lan, The Anglican Tradition from a Postcolonial Perspective, 6.
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continuing in the time after colonialism and it does not center the assumed white
narrative of the denomination which is its colonial legacy. St. Luke’s appears to
be postcolonial because it does not accept that its cultures are in any way inferior
to the culture that came with the British Empire’s colonization. It is also forming
its own postcolonial identity because there is not a substitute in pride for the
American empire.

St. Luke’s may best be considered postcolonial because its members
recognize that colonialism is a sinful limiting of human dignity. St. Luke’s is a
place that celebrates freedom. It centers liberation through Jesus Christ.
“Liberation is experienced in worship, and the fruit is joy and ecstasy” because
Sunday worship is “the high point of celebration when God’s love and redeeming
acts amidst the troubles and trials of the week are affirmed.”'* Strikingly,
“Roberto Escamilla alerts us to the fact that the concept of liberation should not
only be applied to the oppressed. Suburbanites need liberation.”'* St. Luke’s has
never tried to leave the denomination or abandon the Book of Common Prayer. It
is seeing, if not true suburbanites, at least an increase of educated white women
not usually in the category of the oppressed, coming in its doors to learn from this
community. St. Luke’s as a postcolonial church is therefore open to all who
oppose oppression, inclusive of all races and ethnicities. Postcolonial churches

must be responsive to the movement of the Holy Spirit while navigating its

122 Maynard-Reid, Diverse Worship: African American, Caribbean & Hispanic Perspectives, 67.

123 Maynard-Reid, Diverse Worship, 184.
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inherited gifts and baggage from colonizing evangelism and refraining from
barring certain types of people like its colonizers did.

A church infected by colonialism uses the predominant culture imposed by
the colonizers instead of the indigenous and local traditions of those worshiping.
“If worship does not have its grounding in people’s lives and cultural experiences,
it will remain foreign, imposed and irrelevant.”'** If St. Luke’s more directly
engages with identifying as a postcolonial church, it will do so by continuing to
come back to its various cultural roots within the legacy of colonialism. It will not
look like a carbon copy of any other church, as no two postcolonial churches will
look exactly the same. These churches instead have in common putting their own
cultures forward, and may retain the liturgical structure or music or preaching
styles that were ingrained for generations. Postcolonial churches must be
constructed and embodied as well, steering clear of the sins of the fathers.

Inculturation is an important step in decolonizing worship and
recovering the richness and beauty of indigenous cultures. First,
inculturation does not imply nativism or an uncritical approbation
of past cultures and traditions...Second, culture is not monolithic,
and many countries are multicultural and multilingual with
particular local traditions. It is important to honor and respect the
experience of ethnic minorities...Third, Jagessar and Burns
encourage us to go one step further to evaluate the goal of
inculturation and gauge whether this process will reinforce or
dislodge the dominant paradigm and whether cultural and
ideological assumptions are reinscribed in the acculturation or
translation process.'*’

Womanist theologian Diana Hayes, coming from a Roman Catholic

perspective, writes:

12 Maynard-Reid, Diverse Worship, 19.

125 Pui-Lan, The Anglican Tradition from a Postcolonial Perspective, 107.
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I am not calling for a complete upheaval, the throwing out of the

old and its replacement with everything new, but a meshing of

visions and ways of being church, a true discernment of the

movement of the Holy Spirit in our midst, which will enable us to

forge local churches that are viable vehicles of faith for the future,

where liturgies are celebrated not in competition or opposition to

each other (such as Spanish at 9 am., 11 a.m. in the gospel

tradition, 2 p.m. in the traditional format), but liturgies that build

community, that serve ethnicity, or gender—are alive with the Holy

Spirit...it is through out liturgical celebrations that this unified

community can and should be expressed and celebrated.'?

St. Luke’s one service on Sunday mornings usually does not satisfy those who
would rather have one overarching style consistently throughout the liturgy. It
never satisfies those who miss church “back home” which references both the
place and a time decades previous. However, there is usually at least something
included on Sunday morning that appeals to all of these preferences, and the
variety and vibrancy of music and congregational singing within the service
certainly seems to be the most often discussed reason why visitors and newcomers
are thrilled to have found St. Luke’s.

In one sense, the Episcopal Church is postcolonial at its foundation.. “The
postcolonial process began when the Protestant Episcopal Church in the United
States of America separated from the Church of England in 1785 after the
American Revolution, making it the first independent church outside of the

British Isles.”'?” This means that “postcolonial thought is indispensable for the

study of the Anglican tradition” in this country.?® It will be compelling to see

126 Diana L Hayes Standing in the Shoes My Mother Made: A Womanist Theology, (Minneapolis:
Fortress Press, 2011), 48.

127 pui-Lan, The Anglican Tradition from a Postcolonial Perspective, 218.

128 Pui-Lan, The Anglican Tradition from a Postcolonial Perspective, 13.
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more churches, whether Black or Anglo, intentionally engage with postcolonial
thought in the future. It seems to be a compelling opportunity to engage with
younger generations disillusioned by puffed up American grandeur.
Changes Within the Episcopal Church
The United States overall is becoming less white and more multiracial
according to 2020 census data.'” The “New Facts on Church Growth” report in
2014, says, “31% of Episcopal church members are age 65 and older, as
compared to only 14% of the American public.”'*® St. Luke’s is technically
multigenerational, though it is largely made up of seniors, which tends to be the
case across small Episcopal churches. It also says,
“Only 17% of Black congregations are growing and only 18% of Anglo
churches are growing. Although predominantly Black congregations
(which make up 5% of all Episcopal congregations) have some
characteristics which might suggest greater growth possibilities (more
lively worship; clearer purpose), they also tend to be older than Anglo

churches (in terms of origin and members) and are less engaged in
evangelism and recruitment, on average.'!

12 United States Census Bureau by Nicolas Jones, Rachel Marks, Roberto Ramirez, Merarys
Rios-Vargas, “Improved Race and Ethnicity Measures Reveal U.S. Population Is Much More
Multiracial,” 2020 Census Illuminates Racial and Ethnic Composition of the Country, published
August 12, 2021,
https://www.census.gov/library/stories/2021/08/improved-race-ethnicity-measures-reveal-united-st
ates-population-much-more-multiracial.html. “The Multiracial population has changed
considerably since 2010. It was measured at 9 million people in 2010 and is now 33.8 million
people in 2020, a 276% increase. The “in combination” multiracial populations for all race groups
accounted for most of the overall changes in each racial category. All of the race alone or in
combination groups experienced increases. The Some Other Race alone or in combination group
(49.9 million) increased 129% surpassing the Black or African American population (46.9 million)
as the second-largest race alone or in combination group.”

130 Hadaway, C. “New FACTs on Episcopal Church Growth and Decline a Look at the Dynamics
of Growth and Decline in Episcopal Congregations Based on the 2014 Survey of Episcopal
Congregations, in Conjunction with the Faith Communities Today (FACT) Ecumenical/Interfaith
Survey Project.” Accessed October 4, 2024.
https://www.episcopalchurch.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/2021/02/new_facts_on_growth 2014
_final.pdf.

131 Hadaway, C., “New FACTs on Episcopal Church Growth and Decline a Look at the Dynamics
of Growth and Decline in Episcopal Congregations Based on the 2014 Survey of Episcopal
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It is difficult to clearly define St. Luke’s as growing or declining in this
short period of time, because of the increased number of funerals. Its ASA did
increase from 30 in 2022 to 42 in 2023, which is a feat for an older Black church.
Since the return from the pandemic, there have been a steady number of baptisms
and receptions and confirmations; however, there are many new members
becoming active who have not yet transferred membership. Membership decline
predates the pandemic, of course. The children and grandchildren of long-time
members have more often than not chosen to attend Black churches in other
denominations within New Orleans or have moved out of the city in adulthood.
This is interpreted as a feeling by some of St. Luke’s not being “Black enough”
for generations younger than the Silent Generation and Baby Boomers. But some
of those younger generations struggle with the values that are preached at more
conservative leaning churches, and are returning to, or are interested in at least
exploring, an authentic and modern church experience such as the Episcopal
Church, one that is not hypocritical to their values. It is a very good time for St.
Luke’s to take the Gospel-motivated risk to be much more vocal as being an
affirming, antiracist church, because Black millennials are hungry for change in
the wider institution of the Church.

Research conducted by D. Danyelle Thomas indicates that Black

millennials cannot stomach a church that does not feed them.

Pie-in-the-sky theology does not hold their attention. If the church

is not making a difference in society, not engaged in the
transformative mission of Jesus, they have other ways to become

Congregations, in Conjunction with the Faith Communities Today (FACT) Ecumenical/Interfaith
Survey Project.” Accessed November 4, 2024.
https://www.episcopalchurch.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/2021/02/new_facts on_growth 2014
_final.pdf.
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engaged in changing society. In terms of liturgy, Black millennials

don’t see themselves in what goes on in church on Sundays, nor do

they hear themselves in the biblical texts. Rather than

acknowledging racism and anti-Blackness as a systemic issue that

poisons every institution in this country, too many pastors preach

that racism is a matter of personal sin. Black millennials assert that

they are too educated to overlook the fact that churches ignore

injustice in the world and consign their LGTBQIA+ and

non-Christian family and friends to be shamed...Black millennials

also see white supremacy in the church and want to do more than

pray about it.”'*
Even younger predominately white Evangelicals, who support the Black Lives
Matter movement,'** show the changing landscape of American Christianity
among younger generations. Bishop Robert Wright of the Episcopal Diocese of
Atlanta in conversation with Bishop Deon Johnson on the “// in 11 podcast said
“God wants us to be...a mission post in the world...looking, smelling and being a
lot more like Jesus™ in order to attract and grow authentic communities of Jesus
followers."** St. Luke’s is exceptional, and has seen an increase of individuals
looking for a vocally anti-racist church because they are seeking an authentic
experience of Jesus Christ that is not aligned with white supremacy and Christian
Nationalism. Not all of these newcomers are Black, because “the black Christ is

not exclusive. All people, black and white, can receive salvation from Christ if

they accept the challenge to meet Christ in the struggle for freedom.”'** Charles

132 Fisher-Stewart, Black and Episcopalian, 81.

133 Shoemaker, Terry. “White Gen X and Millennial Evangelicals Are Losing Faith in the
Conservative Culture Wars.” The Conversation. June 22, 2021.
https://theconversation.com/white-gen-x-and-millennial-evangelicals-are-losing-faith-in-the-conse
rvative-culture-wars-162407.

134 Johnson, Deon. “PT 2 - The Interior Transformation Called for This Time with Bishop Rob
Wright”. Produced by Easton Davis. 11 in 11, November 11, 2023. Podcast, Length 13:49.
https://elevenineleven.podbean.com/e/pt-2-the-interior-transformation-called-for-this-time-with-bi
shop-rob-wright/.

5 Douglas, The Black Christ, 87.
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Kiser and Elaine Heath write in Trauma-Informed Evangelism, “We are at the
forefront of a new reformation, one that is freeing the Christian faith from the
sinful structures of patriarchy, racism, classism, many phobias, and exploitive
forms of mission and evangelism. The new reformation is all about the emergence
of a generous, hospitable, equitable form of Christianity that heals the wounds of
the world.”'3

St. Luke’s is precious, once found. Without mandating any adult Christian
education forums on human sexuality, St. Luke’s has a congregation with diverse
experiences and viewpoints on marriage, but also openly gay, married members of
the congregation willing and able to contribute to church leadership. Without
anyone requiring any ‘“undoing racism” or multicultural sensitivity training, St.
Luke’s continues to attract first generation immigrants and their descendants,
because it is inherently multicultural and supports this value. This diversity and
multiculturalism, and commitment to antiracism, are all attractive to Black
millennials. The importance of celebrating Black identity is crucial at St. Luke’s
and ties it to Anglicanism elsewhere.

There is something special about the Black Church because at its

heart it is African. It is more than the American Black Church and

reaches back to the beginning of civilization in Africa. The Black

Church reminds us that all people of African descent, wherever we

are, are connected by a proud and vibrant past and history that was

all but destroyed by the white Christian church and white

supremacy...They know Jesus, and Jesus is not white.”'*’

Shifts in Global Anglicanism

136 Kiser and Heath. Trauma-Informed Evangelism, 16. Kindle.

137 Fisher-Stewart, Black and Episcopalian, 75.
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Few at St. Luke would say Jesus is white, because so few at St. Luke’s
identify as white. As a church St. Luke’s is currently multinational, representing
over a dozen countries, the majority of which are Caribbean. There are also
multiple Central and South Americas and the west African countries represented.
The church was even more multinational before Katrina when the congregation
was larger.

St. Luke’s in New Orleans is more than just in step with the progressive
theology Black millennials and those with church trauma long for, but also has a
greater affinity in the shift in Global Anglicanism. As Kwok Pui-Lan explains,
Anglicanism has expanded in the Global South, and for the first time, the average
Anglican is a woman in her 30s in an African country that has declared
independence from England."*® Anglicanism is continuing to grow, especially in
Africa. In contrast, the Episcopal Church USA is currently majority white and has
been declining in the 21st century as younger generations opt out of Christianity
altogether.

In the United States, the denomination has very recently increased
dialogue on racial reconciliation on a national level as seen in General Convention
resolutions, facing the inherent white supremacy of this country and its history of
colonial evangelism.'*” St. Luke’s, as an American Episcopal church, is related to

the church's growth within the larger Anglican Communion and its growing

138 Pui-Lan, The Anglican Tradition from a Postcolonial Perspective, 3.

139 “Summary of Racial Justice Resolutions at General Convention,” Racial Reconciliation, The
Episcopal Church, July 16, 2024,
https://www.episcopalchurch.org/racialreconciliation/racial-justice-resolutions-at-general-conventi
on/.
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postcolonial discussions. Diasporic Black Episcopal churches have more in
common with the new “average” in Global Anglicanism than their American
majority white counterparts. The shifts within the Episcopal Church in the United
States and Global Anglicanism are being seen elsewhere. “Anglican, Roman
Catholic, and other mainline churches have been making steady progress in the
indigenizing of their liturgy as they incorporate gestures, bodily movements and
broader participation—all vital components of the everyday life of the people.”'*
An Introduction to the Black Christ and Critical Race Theory

The day-to-day life of the people of St. Luke’s also includes clinging to
the Black Christ in order to find solace during the ongoing murders of Black
youth in this country due to police and bystander violence from “the various
ideologies spawned by American exceptionalism that have led to the
‘hypervaluation’ of whiteness and the denigration of blackness.”'*! For St. Luke’s
parishioners, and throughout the country, “[t]he black Chrisian experience has
been one in which black people have consistently confirmed the presence of a
sustaining and liberating Christ in their lives.”!*?

St. Luke’s embodies its own theology of a Black Christ. There are many
authors who have written on the Black Christ. I lean on Kelly Brown Douglas’

work while I am specifically making observations of St. Luke’s. She writes,

“[Albert] Cleage, [James] Cone, and [J. Deotis] Roberts understood Christ’s

140 Maynard-Reid, Diverse Worship, 137.
" Douglas, Stand Your Ground, xiv.

42 Douglas, The Black Christ, xxv.
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identification with the black liberation struggle in different ways.”'* Each
parishioner, likewise, has their own personal relationship with Jesus, enhanced or
hindered by race, ethnicity, gender, and age. Through its sacred art, depicting
Christ and other Biblical figures as Black, and the inclusion of Black historical
figures, St. Luke’s offers an important act of healing for its congregation.

Black psychologist Kenneth Clark had already explained, in his

arguments before the United States Supreme Court during the 1954

Brown v Board of Education case, how important it was for black

people, particularly black children, to have positive black images.

His research demonstrated that a bombardment of white images

and symbols severely damaged black self-worth and self-esteem.

Essentially, Clark’s findings supported Malcolm X’s observation

that black worship of white images—even Christ—is unhealthy and

reflective of black people’s psychological and emotional

enslavement to a white racist culture.”'*
These depictions in the sanctuary are an active resistance to outside threats for
personal and spiritual safety. While St. Luke’s has not been targeted for any
racially motivated attacks to my knowledge, it also has no exterior signs or
historical marker showing that it is a Black church, in part due to concerns for
safety. It walks the line between proclaiming on Sundays, inside, that Black lives
do indeed matter, without a visible sign to the neighborhood.

In a country where even classroom discussions of race are being barred,
those who are incensed by the idea of a Black Christ may be threatened by a
Black church openly discussing race and racism in America. Still, some Black

churches have risen to the occasion, to protect and continue teaching Black

history when legislation bans it. Critical Race Theory (CRT) through political

%3 Douglas, The Black Christ, 70.

44 Tbid., 49.
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campaigns has become a growing buzzword; seen as progress by some and seen
as a threat to others. Such is the case with increasing legislation banning CRT.
While Black history is American history, it is systematically left out of public
education. CRT has come under attack in recent years, though it is not a new
topic. Perhaps this is related to how even ideas have been seen as growing threats
that need to be eradicated for safety, whether personally or nationally. “In 2020,
the whitelash came in full force” when it came to CRT.'*

Critical race theory is an academic concept that is more than 40
years old. The core idea is that race is a social construct, and that
racism is not merely the product of individual bias or prejudice, but
also something embedded in legal systems and policies. The basic
tenets of critical race theory, or CRT, emerged out of a framework
for legal analysis in the late 1970s and early 1980s created by legal
scholars Derrick Bell, Kimberl¢ Crenshaw, and Richard Delgado,
among others...Critics charge that the theory leads to negative
dynamics, such as a focus on group identity over universal, shared
traits; divides people into “oppressed” and “oppressor” groups; and
urges intolerance. Thus, there is a good deal of confusion over
what CRT means, as well as its relationship to other terms, like
“anti-racism” and “social justice,” with which it is often
conflated...One  conservative  organization, the Heritage
Foundation, recently attributed a whole host of issues to CRT,
including the 2020 Black Lives Matter protests, LGBTQ clubs in
schools, diversity training in federal agencies and organizations,
California’s recent ethnic studies model curriculum, the
free-speech debate on college campuses, and alternatives to
exclusionary discipline—such as the Promise program in Broward
County, Fla., that some parents blame for the Parkland school
shootings. “When followed to its logical conclusion, CRT is
destructive and rejects the fundamental ideas on which our
constitutional republic is based,” the organization claimed.'*

%5 Emerson and Bracey, The Religion of Whiteness, 71. Kindle.

146 Sawchuk, Stephen, “What Is Critical Race Theory and Why Is It Under Attack?” Education
Week, published May 18, 2021,
https://www.edweek.org/leadership/what-is-critical-race-theory-and-why-is-it-under-attack/2021/0
5.
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St. Luke’s has hosted a grassroots organization dedicated to calling out
racialized police brutality in the Gulf South region, which is little in comparison
to the new network of Black churches that took it upon themselves to resist the
CRT ban in Florida, and are sharing those resources nationwide.

Agape is just one of nearly 300 churches in Florida that have
launched Black history lessons for their communities in recent
months. From Jacksonville to Miami, Black church leaders are
inviting community members — regardless of whether they attend
church or are Christians — to learn about everything from the
Civil Rights Movement to Juneteenth to mass incarceration. This
effort is in direct response to Florida Gov. Ron DeSantis’ statewide
crusade to restrict how race and other subjects are taught in public
schools and colleges. DeSantis, a Republican, blocked the teaching
of Advanced Placement African American history in state high
schools, signed the Stop WOKE Act in 2022 to severely limit
schools from teaching race-inclusive education, and pushed new
public school standards that teach that enslaved Africans benefited
from slavery. Fed up, Faith in Florida created an online toolkit with
books, videos and other resources about Black history. Its goal? To
push back on these Republican-led attacks on education.'*’

On August 27th, 2024, Louisiana followed suit as Governor Jeff Landry banned
CRT in public education.

Critical Race Theory (CRT) includes divisive teachings that
instruct students to view life through the lens of race and
victimhood. Governor Landry believes students should be learning
about American exceptionalism and the principles embodied in
State and Federal Constitutions of the United States of America
that recognize the equal value of every individual. “This executive
order is a much-needed sigh of relief for parents and students
across our state, especially as kids are heading back to school.
Teaching children that they are currently or destined to be
oppressed or to be an oppressor based on their race and origin is
wrong and has no place in our Louisiana classrooms. I am
confident that under Dr. Brumley’s leadership our education
system will continue to head in the right direction, prioritizing

47 Adams, Char, “After a spate of education bans, Florida churches are taking Black history into
their own hands,” NBC News, published February 8, 2024,

https://www.nbcnews.com/news/nbcblk/florida-churches-teaching-black-history-rcnal35724.

109



American values and common-sense teachings,” said Governor
Jeff Landry.'*®

This is the hostile environment in which St. Luke’s exists but continues to
celebrate its Black identity, which is active resistance to the Religion of
Whiteness at work. The antidote is not to make society more color-blind, but
informed of the systemic racial prejudice in this country. St. Luke’s is a line of
defense, by continuing to discuss Black history as an integral part of American
history.

There is a fear, whether unspoken or vocalized, that white people have of
being replaced as the majority and fear of being replaced as the ones in power.
Fears of being replaced in usefulness also happens as we age and see younger
people coming up in our professions or positions of leadership. Fears of being
replaced have even surfaced at St. Luke’s. The construct of race and ethnicity and
the intersectionality of culture are all at work in this.

Discerning Latino/Hispanic Ministry

In 2024 St. Luke’s was invited to be the pilot church for the diocese’s new
Latino/Hispanic discernment guide. St. Luke’s parishioners are majority Black,
and some identify as Latino as well. In this invitation, they are being valued as
experts in this area, rightfully so. Yet this is delicate territory, and I have sought to
communicate personally and while preaching that this endeavor is lay-led and is
not intended to “replace” the Black identity of the church with Latino/Hispanic

ministry. I see it as a positive sign that most of the lay people involved in this

148 “Governor Landry Signs Executive Order Preventing the Use of Critical Race Theory in Public
Schools” Office of the Governor, published August 27, 2024, https://gov.louisiana.gov/news/4618.
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cohort are new to the church within the last 5 years while still engaging multiple
longtime members. It is also positive that this is a lay-led endeavor because it
reflects the desire of some in the congregation to grow and expand. This group
includes those in their 30s to 80s who see the church having a calling to serve
those outside of its walls.

Even in this setting, the application of the watchword, “What would
Gaudet do?” has come up. If Blessed Gaudet were still in our midst, she would be
visiting not only Angola prison, but also the many ICE detention centers
throughout Louisiana that bring industry and ethical concerns to rural areas.'
This proves that the Gaudet story, when shared with new members of the church,
connects them not only to the church’s pasts, but to committing to its future.
“What would Gaudet do?” turns into, “What can I do, right here, right now, in and
through this church?” This work has brought up uncertainty and tensions for
some, and a renewed sense of hope for others, depending on their personal
comfort level with evangelism to Latino/Hispanic peoples who may or may not be
Afro-Latinos in New Orleans.

Why Does Historic St. Luke’s Celebrate?

To be clear, cultural celebrations at St. Luke’s are not some kind of
last performance on the slanting deck as the Titanic breaks apart and sinks.
St. Luke’s celebrates because this is the current iteration of a drum circle
that has been continuing for generations; the music it produces calls out to

other travelers to come closer, and to join in. Though multiple brass bands

14 Jennings, Joanne Elgart, “ICE Detentions Bring Profits to Louisiana, but at what cost?” PBS
News, October 20, 2019,
https://www.pbs.org/newshour/show/ice-detentions-bring-profits-to-louisiana-but-at-what-cost.
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have led funeral parties out of the church to begin second line processions,
St. Luke’s is not celebrating its own funeral, not yet. It is celebrating
through the power of the Holy Spirit still at work; expanding, navigating
tensions, cajoling, prophesying, encouraging, leading, guiding, and healing.

St. Luke’s has both the sense of relief that it is an island that
multiple castaways have washed onto its shores, and the hardship to learn
from living life with one another’s idiosyncrasies and differing perspectives
and traditions. There is sometimes gentle ribbing during coffee hour of
whose home country is the most beautiful, prosperous, or the site of the best
coffee. There is often a common discomfort when children and
grandchildren act too “American.” While becoming American citizens, its
oldest members cling to their homelands. There is a critical eye, rightfully
so, to the racism inherent in American culture. St. Luke’s is a place where
there is a demand to be seen, and heard, in resistance to the erasure that
politicians banning CRT seek.

While it is definitely living in a postcolonial age chronologically,
postcolonial theory is not something readily discussed at coffee hour.
Members of the parish would engage in the topic if invited, but no one
comes to St. Luke’s to read textbooks, they come to share stories and
experiences and belong to a community. Since postcolonialism is a lived
experience and not a theory at St. Luke’s, it is not entirely clearly laid out.
The fluidity within it is not static. The part of the congregation that has

been emotionally tied to self-protection has, intentionally or not, clung to
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isolation as a strategy to keep from losing the church’s identity as a Black
church. As seen in the beginning conversations of Latino/Hispanic ministry,
despite having multiple Afro-Latino and Latino members already active in
the church, if it were one day to be called an Latino church instead of a
Black church, that would be a death in the eyes of some. The church would
be another Black body discarded. There are so many Black bodies killed in
this country already, it would be too much to bear. Being excluded from the
white Episcopal churches on all sides have brought many different races
and ethnicities together at St. Luke’s, and they remain distinct, even as the
cultural celebrations bring many different elements together. St. Luke’s is a
hybrid of cultural celebrations within that overarching Black Episcopal
church narrative.

St. Luke’s celebrates because it is a microcosm of the larger
movements of syncretism at work in New Orleans, that gumbo pot of
cultures. It is also a small example of what is happening in the country
elsewhere. If America were not becoming less white, there would not be so
much whitelash in response to teaching Black history. Because more
Americans are wrestling with its racist and colonial legacies, postcolonial
thought is seen by some as a domestic threat to America. Countries, and
churches, and even saints, do not stay static. Their stories continue.

As Gaudet’s story has become more popular, she has moved beyond
the AME church of her adulthood. She had multiple white Protestant

women as benefactors, and now is connected not just to St. Luke’s, but to
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the wider Episcopal diocese. The 2006 inclusion in Lesser Feast and Fasts
has not catapulted her to denominational fame, but within the diocese, the
current bishop’s support is initiating ripple effects throughout the many
churches and schools in southern Louisiana. St. Luke’s continues to
celebrate her even as it may bristle that she no longer belongs mostly to this
church; sharing does not always come easily when the concerns surround
who will tell her story, and who may change her story, to appeal to a
broader audience. Saints within the Episcopal church seem to be growing in
popularity, whether through the fun loving nature of Lent Madness brackets
or more pious devotions. Gaudet’s celebration within the church, and the
church inviting others to know her more deeply, is a sign of the cultural
celebrations and celebrations of Black figures bringing about growth and

expansion at St. Luke’s, and now, moreso in the diocese.
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Chapter Six

I begin this concluding chapter with the hope that there will be more
written on Black Episcopal churches of all sizes and that greater attention is given
throughout the Episcopal Church to its Black parishes. This focus on Historic St.
Luke’s is one limited case study that may encourage others. Its congregation, with
an increase in financial support and resources, can continue to expand its cultural
celebrations and commitment to healing in Jesus’ name as a vibrant Black church.
It has potential for greater engaged lay leadership and continued full-time
ordained leadership. Building on its antiracist convictions, it can expand its
understanding of what it means to be a postcolonial church. With steady pastoral
care that honors both longtime parishioners and welcomes in newcomers to be
fully integrated within the life of the church, more and more young families and
young professionals are joining St. Luke’s, bringing new vitality to the
congregation. Relationships are being formed here that would not happen in the
formal setting of an undoing racism training as Black and white worship together.

St. Luke’s example of preliminary COVID-19 recovery and revival is
relatable because it is far from perfect. The numerical data explored in this
chapter’s concluding analysis is one part of the story. Recommendations to adapt
the methodology are explored. The continued learning this has inspired for me is
included. There are many more stories not shared here that show personal and
congregational growth, because when people find St. Luke’s, their sacred

imaginations expand.
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When Presiding Bishop Michael Curry made his visit to Louisiana for the
consecration of Bishop Shannon Duckworth in November of 2022, there was a
clergy lunch hosted at Trinity Episcopal Church New Orleans. When the
microphone was circulated among the clergy for the Q and A session, I asked
him, What is the future of Black Episcopal Churches? He answered that there will
always be the St. Thomas’s of the wider church, and seemed more thoughtful and
measured when it came to the future of family sized Black Episcopal churches.

The future is unknown. The financial challenges St. Luke’s faces may be
insurmountable without negotiating its building expenses, as the costs from the
climate crisis fall more heavily on BIPOC communities. It is only at the
completion of this project that I have found Partners for Sacred Places’ resources.
It is both comforting and concerning that St. Luke’s is not the only congregation
struggling to grow at a rate that can maintain its current buildings. However, no
other place has the same connection with Gaudet as an asset and inspiration.

Blessed Gaudet is an exemplary model for the Episcopal Church, because
she is a Black saint who lifts up lay leadership, evangelism, and racial justice.
Both St. Luke’s and Gaudet can be known outside of New Orleans.
Re-positioning the church as a place with assets and opportunities, especially in
the stories shared by its people, will add to its post-Katrina narrative. No longer a
church in crisis, but a proud Black church certain of its identity, navigating
challenges by taking Gospel-motivated risks, will be a light that others seek out.
St. Luke’s has already inspired so much more than its Katrina experience:

including sharing Gaudet’s legacy, Rev. Sisco’s contributions, Moses Hogan’s
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work, and Dr. Courtney Bryan’s continued creativity. The church is becoming
more and more well known as a Black church open to its immediate
neighborhood. It is open for those who seek Christ, whether their motivation is to
find an inclusive, anti-racist, multicultural, or postcolonial church in the city of
New Orleans.

Exploring Data

Parochial Reports, Exploring the Pandemic Impact on Congregations
Surveys, and Pew Studies, are referenced in this chapter. In 2012 there was a
letter sent to the diocesan office while Rev. Keith Johnson was rector.

St. Luke’s reported the number of members as 106 on The 2010

Report of Episcopal Congregations and Missions...This number

was incorrect...The error in reporting was due to the instability in

the membership because of hurricane Katrina. The correct number

should have been reported as 75 members.

I assume that the majority of St. Luke’s membership records show the
fluctuations after Katrina and may be difficult to trust as completely accurate.
Many church records are incomplete or missing due to Katrina. I researched
Average Sunday Attendance, ASA, instead of the number of church members
because of this. According to paper copies of past parochial reports, the ASA in
2014 was 67. There are missing parochial reports for the next few years until the
records for the ASA in 2018 which had decreased to 40. The ASA in 2019 and
2020 was 35 but in 2021 it decreased to 32. The ASA in 2022 was 30, the lowest
point in the last five years. But in 2023 there was an incredible increase and the

ASA was 43. The ASA through October of 2024 is 44. In 2024, there have been 8

burials in the church, 6 of which were longtime members. However, there have
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been three baptisms in 2024. This is not the highest number of baptisms in a
single year, but it is close. The 2021-2024 trends of the Average Sunday
Attendance, membership deaths and new membership, and the financial position
including outside grants are still positive. While there is not currently more
growth than deaths on the parish level, the increased number of new members
joining as well as children’s baptisms is very encouraging since the pandemic.
The anticipated number of baptisms in 2025 is 4. The anticipated number of
receptions and confirmations in 2025 is also 4.

When it comes to giving, a small group of longtime members are largely
responsible for sustaining the church financially. Finances were extremely dire
during the onset of the pandemic before the SBA loan and diocesan grants were
secured. In the “Exploring the Pandemic Impact” finances survey, St. Luke’s falls
within the trend that inflation continues to be a major threat..

Key findings reveal that while the median income of congregations

has reached a 15-year high, it’s not keeping pace with

inflation...The study also delves into the direct impact of the

COVID-19 pandemic on congregational finances, noting that about

30% of faith communities felt their financial viability was at risk

during this period."

The pandemic accelerated closures for small churches with few resources or high

levels of debt. The cost of property insurance in Louisiana has also skyrocketed

due to an increased number of catastrophic storms.

150 “Finances and Faith: A Look at Financial Health Among Congregations in the Post-Pandemic
Reality” Exploring the Pandemic Impact on Congregations, Hartford Institute for Religion
Research,
https://www.covidreligionresearch.org/research/national-survey-research/finances-and-faith-a-look
-at-financial-health-among-congregations-in-the-post-pandemic-reality/.
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Looking at the Pew Study on attendance, St. Luke’s looks like the national
average. Black communities simply suffered more than white communities during
the pandemic. St. Luke’s members were reluctant to return to in person worship.
The ritual of worship on Sunday has brought back many who have returned to
attending in person, though some still view online. This is also on par with the
data:

Black Protestants have experienced a substantial bounce in

physical attendance, from a low of 14% in July 2020 to 41% in the

recent survey. But Black Americans also have suffered a

disproportionately high share of COVID-19 hospitalizations and

deaths relative to White Americans, and Black Protestants remain

the U.S. religious group most likely to be viewing services

virtually."!

An online service viewing option will remain the norm, to provide a point of
connection for the growing number of the sick and homebound on the parish
prayer list. Interestingly, the online service has been the first means of attendance
for several newcomers who are not senior citizens; a way to take a look before
stepping in through the front door. New people are discovering the church more
and more, whether by direct invitation or their own search. New members,
re-engagement from current long time members, an increased commitment to
evangelism and outreach, all show signs of emotional and spiritual growth.
Positioning the Church as a Racial Reconciliation Pilgrimage Site

The Grace Congregational Development grant to reestablish a full time

rector and the Gaudet Fund grant to restart summer camp are both examples of

15T “How the Pandemic Has Affected Attendance at U.S. Religious Services,” Pew Research
Center, published March 28, 2023,
https://www.pewresearch.org/religion/2023/03/28/how-the-pandemic-has-affected-attendance-at-u
-s-religious-services/.
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diocesan-level grants needed to stabilize and revitalize the church. In July 2023
St. Luke’s was included in the list of churches and organizations to receive a
Becoming Beloved Community grant from the national church. Being awarded
this grant is the positive feedback needed to continue to pursue outside grants and
donors specifically to support the Black history and identity of the church.

The Becoming Beloved Community grant is dedicated to new outdoor
installations on the church’s campus. Instead of focusing on facilitating
programming strictly within the church, the project focuses on Gaudet’s public
witness and evangelism and is located entirely outside of the church buildings.
This adds value to the lived experiences of those who may never come inside to
worship, but can benefit from the church through another opportunity to engage in
public liturgy. This project will entail adding three outdoor exhibits for individual,
asynchronous, and group pilgrimage focusing on resisting the sins of racism.

There are three parts to this project. The first is a museum-quality
historical display with a modern mural for the entrance of Gaudet Hall on Blessed
Frances Joseph Gaudet's life as prison reform advocate, educator, voice for
juvenile justice, and evangelist. The second is a lament written in the form of the
Stations of the Cross grieving the slave trade. The third is a Stations of the
Resurrection celebrating Black History and Black Futures. This is a creative
project that celebrates the history, resilience, and future of this church. It also
elevates its place as the National Gaudet Shrine. This project embodies the
Episcopal Church’s commitment to becoming Beloved Community in the modern

age by creating expansive evangelism opportunities for “nones” as well as seekers
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and practicing Episcopalians. The hope is for several dioceses to make planned
pilgrimages to the church because of the Gaudet Shrine inside of the church and
these outdoor exhibits. It was through the public liturgy collaboration with “Little
Amal” that we learned that far more people will respond to the invitation for
outdoor gatherings centering social justice rather than attend an indoor church
service. This project builds on that experience.

There is hope that the healing nature of the church can be extended outside
its doors. The physical act of walking an outdoor Stations engages in the power of
prayer with somatic healing. Meeting people where they are, whether because of
church-related trauma or pandemic grief, means bringing prayer into the open air
spaces of the church’s campus. This honors passerby, parents and children
walking to carpool, and parishioners from across the diocese as pilgrims engaging
in sacred work at St. Luke’s. This is another way St. Luke’s is turning its attention
more outwardly than inwardly, for the sake of the Gospel. This public sacred art
and public opportunity for prayer will be an important part of the church’s shared
common life with the neighborhood, the diocese, and the larger Episcopal church.
Adapting Lessons from St. Luke’s

What St. Luke’s is attempting to do, to embrace its new reality, the present
opportunities as well as stiff financial challenges, is worth studying even after this
case study. Other churches can consider how they can adapt the methodology I
engaged with for their own context. I will write this with the anticipated audience

of clergy with the understanding that lay leaders can adapt for their contexts.

121



Triage. Look to the immediate needs in the church. In cross-cultural
settings, do your best to engage with resources on trauma-informed and
racially-sensitive and culturally-competent pastoral care. Be a non-anxious
presence. With the growing rates of clergy burnout, be mindful to attend to your
own needs and boundaries.

Engage. As you engage in person with parishioners, engage their stories as
well. Research everything they share with you when it comes to the history of the
church. Pay close attention to patterns. Who are the heroes in the church’s
history? The villains? The scapegoats? What is the relationship to other churches?
The diocese? How did these relationships evolve over time?

Evangelize. Continue to the pastoral needs of longtime members while
focusing on new members, even if they are not in the door yet. Ask everyone how
they first discovered or were invited to the church. Encourage each and every
member, inclusive of how long they have been in the church, that they are called
to be evangelists. The Episcopal Church’s Evangelism website says, “Through the
spiritual practice of evangelism, we seek, name and celebrate Jesus’ loving
presence in the stories of all people — then invite everyone to MORE.”!*
Incorporate evangelism as one of your major preaching themes.

Preach. If there is resistance to new ordained leadership from past
wounding experiences, model an openness to learning and trying new
experiments for the sake of the Gospel, as expressed through preaching. Whether
you locate the church in the overarching season of Pentecost, like St. Luke’s, or

another season like the incarnation of Christmas or the growing season of

132 https://www.episcopalchurch.org/ministries/evangelism/.
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ordinary time, pepper it throughout the year. Pay careful attention that you are
highlighting Black saints and historical figures much more often than only
February for Black History Month.

Sing. Sing as much as possible. To authentically celebrate the cultures
currently within the congregation as much as possible, look at the variety of music
offered. Liturgically, consider a Welcome Song. Its inclusion can flow into an
increased dedication to mission outside of the church walls.

Look again. Look at the sacred art and fabrics in the sanctuary. For the
Feast of St. Luke, the altar cloth was augmented with a new center runner of
Kente cloth. This was a pre-Katrina tradition, but so much was destroyed and
never replaced after the flood and the fire. It is appropriate at times to bring back
vestiges of the past when they are a source of healing by representing cultural
dignity. Keep in mind that the use of flags in sanctuaries is emotionally charged.
For the International Food Festival at St. Luke’s, countries’ flags are displayed in
the parish hall. The use of an American flag inside of a sanctuary will be
comforting to some and off putting to others. One must take into account
America’s legacy of empire as well. Also, celebrate the cultures you wish to see in
the congregation, as much as possible. Keep and expand, or experiment with
initiating, cultural celebrations that are true to the church’s past and future
members. Invite others to come and see, with the assurance that no one has to
check their culture at the door in order to worship, just like in Pentecost.

Care about new members. Take their perspective upon entering the church

for the first time. Adapt greeting styles to be visitor friendly. Add accessibility
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ramps and changing tables, looking for ways both the very young and seniors
need assistance to navigate your spaces. As you work with existing leadership, be
mindful of cultivating new and reengaged members in leadership roles.

Open up. Be findable online to share all of this joy with others. Be
noticeable in the community. Evaluate the church’s activities to make sure it is
benefiting the community and not just long term members. In a church with
members who feel they are too senior to volunteer in person, an outdoor food
pantry is a way to honor their contributions to a mission that is at least a small
step outside of the church doors and outside of Sunday morning worship.

Take a bold stand. Care about matters of injustice in your city. Engage in
public liturgy, whether that is for refugee rights like Little Amal’s pilgrimage or
an outdoor Stations of the Cross. Ask “What Would Gaudet Do?” Another church
may consider looking towards their patron saint in a new way instead and center
them in this question. At St. Luke’s, asking what Gaudet would do has meant a
steady focus on evangelism, crossing racial barriers to make an inclusive and
brave space, focusing on worship and fellowship that welcomes children and
youth, and advocating for reform in New Orleans systems that are still
systematically oppressing Black people, especially in education and criminal
justice.

Persevere. Reach out to mentors and diocesan staff and partner with other
churches. Look for the deep dive books, not the quick fixes. Expand your reading
as much as possible. This is a robust undertaking that requires an honest look at

histories, patterns of behavior in the church, transparency around finances, lay
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leadership, relationship with clergy and the diocese, and more. Consider how
much you have to gain by leaving the comfort zone and entering into a growth
zone. Celebrate your failures and setbacks as signs of engagement with
post-traumatic growth. When signs of PTSD appear, especially living in the past
and hypersensitivity to protect the church from the outside, cling to whatever gift
of the Spirit is authentic to you and pray that it is counter-contagious: faith, hope,
joy, self-control, patience, and others. Look towards the future more often than the
past. Celebrate strengths and opportunities and joys as often as possible.

170 Years on the Horizon

2025 marks the 170th year of St. Luke’s, using the 1855 founding date.
2025 will also be the 20th anniversary of Hurricane Katrina. It is my intention to
put more effort into the church’s anniversary and the bishop’s visit than the
Katrina anniversary. The joys and the future of the church must be encouraged to
be at the forefront rather than the traumas that continue to hurt it.

St. Luke’s has survived so much in its long history. It is still advocating for
itself that Black Episcopal churches matter. The experience of Black
Episcopalians matters. This study of St. Luke’s in part reveals that it is not just
recovering, that is, returning to its previous state, but it is experiencing revival,
which is a strengthening and a gift of the Spirit. Not since Rev. Swallow’s paper
in the 1960s has there been a close study of the parish by its rector. Perhaps in
another 60 years there will be a great deal more to say of this post-pandemic time.

Since the challenges it faces must be faced and not ignored, it stands at a
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crossroads. Being open to risks and learning from failures is an important part of a
church growing and changing.

Having been called as its priest following the upheaval of the pandemic, I
have needed to continually learn while leading. In Leading with the Sermon, Rev.
William Willimon writes, “The pastor who models being a constant learner is the
pastor who helps the entire congregation become a body of explorers,
experimenters, and mutual students.”'> I believe that my experiences thus far will
continue to shape the way I view the colonial legacy of the Episcopal Church. My
time so far at St. Luke’s has also made me more keenly aware of the need to go
looking for the contributions of Black Episcopalians on the wider church and in
my personal life. Before St. Luke’s, I did not know just how centered the white
experience within the church was and how it was connected to white supremacy.

The hallmark of white moral majority is egoethnocentrism, the

tendency to view oneself and one’s racial-ethnic group as the moral

and cultural center of all things. This is the cornerstone of white

supremacy, the notion that white people (and the culture they

produce) are the hegemonic ideal and thus represent the gold
standard by which all other people and cultures should be
adjudicated.'**

In the ordination examination it says: “As a priest, it will be your task to
proclaim by word and deed the Gospel of Jesus Christ, and ...[i]n all that you do,
you are to nourish Christ's people from the riches of his grace, and strengthen

them to glorify God in this life and in the life to come.”'> Since coming to serve

St. Luke’s, I believe that I owe not just my gratitude, but my action to better stand

13 Willimon, William H. Leading with the Sermon (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2020), 47.
154 TFisher-Stewart, Black and Episcopalian, 64.

%% Book of Common Prayer, (New York: Church Publishing, 1979), 531.
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up for Black Episcopalians. How can [ strengthen them to glorify God, this
congregation whose culture I did not understand inherently or appreciate deeply
before arriving? In part, I have become a student of my parishioners, and more
responsible for my own unlearning.

This is not a church that needed to be “fixed” after the pandemic or the
right program brought in to “save” the church. With the shift to accept help
outside of the parish, it is receiving assistance both financially and creatively from
diocesan and other sources, similar to its Katrina-recovery period. Like that time,
the church needed, and needs, compassion and trauma-informed pastoral care.
Another white Episcopal priest who has worked primarily with Black women in
America and Women of Color around the world to live lives of mutuality,
comfort, grace, and healing, through love and truth telling, Rev. Becca Stevens,
writes:

The connections between all of us are greater than anything that

separates us, and when we see them, our brokenness begins to be

transformed into compassion for others and even for
ourselves...Cultivating compassion for ourselves and others
doesn’t require making drastic changes or giving up our lives as

we know them. It means that we remember healing is possible for

all people. It means asking the question, “What happened to you?”

instead of, “What is wrong with you?” It means inviting someone’s

story and listening to it with gentle ears...It also means we don’t

give up on others—even if it feels like it’s going to be a long, hard

journey toward healing.'>

The most important gifts I brought with me were a commitment to

compassion, advocating for St. Luke’s in the white dominated spaces I am a part

of or invited into, and an openness to learn. As Bishop Barbara Harris wrote,

156 Stevens, Becca, Love Heals, (Nashville, Tennessee: Thomas Nelson, 2017), 53.
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The damnable thing about institutionalized racism is that

well-meaning white folk don’t have to do anything overt to insure

its perpetuation. If they just get up every morning and put one foot

in front of the other, they will continue to benefit from their

unearned white privilege at the expense and denial of people of

color...to eradicate institutional white racism (and I use “white”

deliberately so that everyone understands that people of color lack

the power to oppress anybody other than themselves) demands that

people take intentional steps to identify how it permeates our

society and our global relationships, recognize their own

complicity in it and what they can do to dismantle it."*’
I cannot dismantle what I do not understand. Since serving St. Luke’s, my
continuing education is self-directed and primarily concerned with Black
theology, Black history in the United States, and is expanding into topics in
Latino ministry since identities are intersectional and multifaceted at St. Luke’s
among its Afro-Latino members. Bishop Harris wrote, “What I do know is that
even though things have changed, we aren’t far enough along, not by a long shot.
Black people have to keep on keeping on and to be less patient, not more.”'*® To
that I would add, that white Episcopalians have an obligation to listen to and
respond to the Holy Spirit in the lives of Black Episcopalians and matters such as
these to be less patient as well. In so doing, we as a wider church can learn from
more evolving postcolonial churches and Black churches like Historic St. Luke’s.

Black Episcopal Churches are highly unlikely to become the majority in
The Episcopal Church in the United States as that would be an extreme reversal of

its current population. Still, there will always be a Biblical imperative to respect

the dignity of each member in the body of Christ, whether rich or poor, enslaved

157 Harris and Douglas, Hallelujah, Anyhow! 50. Kindle.

18 Ibid., 134. Kindle.
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or free, male or female.'” From that basis comes the need to expand studies of
Black Episcopal churches in this country. Historic St. Luke’s in New Orleans is
not the first or largest Black Episcopal church, and it is no less important in the
eyes of God. What the wider and whiter church can learn from St. Luke’s history
and the strength of its evolving post-pandemic cultural heritage expansions is to
see its tenacity of faith in calling out the sin of racism while celebrating its Black

identity.

1% Galatians 3:28 (NRSVUE).
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