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Gospel
Sabbatical Planning in High Gear
by Michael Townsend, Senior Warden

With less than two months to go until Paul leaves for a
well-deserved sabbatical, the pace of  preparations continues to
pick up. Paul’s focus during his time away will be what he calls
“21st century evangelism,” finding ways to remain in conversa-
tion with those whose views differ greatly from ours, while also
finding ways to share our own stories and the story of  our faith
community with the “Other.” As Paul has said, his goal is “con-
versation, not conversion.”

Paul, Shearon and the Sabbatical Consultation Team, under
the excellent leadership of  Janice Gregory and Kenn Allen, have
been working to pull together an outstanding line-up of  guest
preachers, flesh out the content of  the sabbatical and begin to
think about ways the parish itself  can address the sabbatical
theme.

The first major opportunity for the community to en-
gage with this sabbatical theme will be the annual parish
retreat at Shrine Mont, scheduled for June 9-11. As content
leaders, Janice and Kenn will guide the community through a
conversation over the course of  the weekend  that will examine
how we respond when confronted with people whose views are
“other,” within the St. Mark’s community and in the wider world.
We also will be talking about how we feel about Paul’s departure
and upcoming absence, how we’re going to engage with the

guest preachers visiting us over the
next seven months and how we can
find more ways to welcome people
for whom St. Mark’s is exactly what
they are looking for—even when
they don’t realize they are looking
for it. I urge everyone in the com-
munity to consider attending Shrine
Mont this year. In an effort to
broaden attendance at this important weekend, the Vestry has
made funds available from the operating budget that will allow
for significantly reduced prices for children.

The second important set of  dates to put on your cal-
endar is Friday, July 7 and Sunday, July 9. On Friday, July 7,
we will do one of  the things we do best at St. Mark’s—throw a
terrific party. A festive send off  for Paul and Pontheolla will take
place that evening, with plenty of  opportunity to eat, drink and
be merry. On Sunday, July 9, we will offer a blessing for Paul and
Pontheolla at both services as they head on their travels, and we
will recognize those in positions of leadership during the sab-
batical period. Following the 11:15 service, there will be a festive
pub lunch in the parish hall. And then Paul and Pontheolla will
embark on their seven months of  adventure, about which you’ll
hear more details over the next eight weeks.

Charles Penniman and Functional Education
by Kitty Donnelly In 1956, Lilly March and Bruce Sladen led the first St. Mark’s

adult confirmation class of  six members. They had little sense
of  what they were supposed to do. Rector Bill Baxter was sup-
posed to supervise, but Penniman was really the supervisor.
Lilly and Bruce mailed class transcripts to him in Culpeper,
Virginia, and he would come into town to discuss them, based
on the detailed notes he had penciled in their margins.

An old-fashioned southern gentleman, Charles Penniman
dressed formally with a hat and wire-rimmed glasses. He al-
ways arrived precisely on time and would first greet the elderly
church secretary and then shake hands with everyone in the
meeting. He knew the Bible intimately and assumed that people
taking or teaching the class would know the Bible. He wanted
to get back to the roots of  religion and was a radical in that
sense.

Bill Baxter led many confirmation classes. After expand-
ing them to include weekend retreats, he introduced the Tom
and Ann role-play at the Claggett Conference Center. Driving

Continued on p. 3

Have you seen a photograph of  a man wearing a bow tie in
the Penniman Room at Baxter House and wondered who he
was? At the Christian Education weekend in January, Lilly March
recalled Penniman’s role in bringing functional education to
St. Mark’s. Here are her recollections.

After World War II, Charles Penniman belonged to an in-
fluential group that realized that traditional Sunday school teach-
ings did not help soldiers function in the face of battle and
death. He began developing radically new materials for the
Episcopal Church in the 1940s. He saw religious instruction’s
goal as helping people as they functioned in life—hence the
name functional education.

After Bill Baxter became rector in 1954, he made Penniman
a consultant. They had worked together in St. Louis where
Penniman’s Educational Center created church study guides.
Baxter introduced functional education to St. Mark’s and hired
Lilly March (then Lilly Kester) as parish assistant. As one of  her
many duties, she was put in charge of  the Sunday school.
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I Found a Home, Now  I’m Lost by Kevin Sockwell
Director of “Lost in Yonkers”

I have been a part of  the St. Mark’s
Players for over two decades, but I must
soon say good-bye as I move into a new
chapter of  my life in a new town. Since I
hate good-byes, I must displace my feel-
ings by making my farewell a big one. So
I am producing and directing a fundraiser
for the St. Mark’s Players—a Neil Simon
comedy called Lost in Yonkers—the pro-
lific comedy writer’s only Pulitzer Prize
winner.

I chose Lost in Yonkers for this benefit because of  its mes-
sage about family and survival. Through both drama and comedy,
Lost in Yonkers speaks to the struggle for survival in a dangerous
world.

As a former professional actor back in 1984, I was intrigued
when an enterprising woman named Ellen Cardwell invited me
to be in a show by a new theater group. I agreed and soon found
a home with the St. Mark’s Players. I have traveled to many
professional venues as an actor/director since then. Yet I wan-
der back to 3rd and A Streets, SE, because I recall the beauty of
the nave and the magic I have been a part of  in such an exquis-
ite space. I also recall the people that have permanently touched
my heart through the Players.

I recollect compatriots in productions named Allen, Bugge,

Butt, Dobson, Emery, Gay, Hoptman, Moody and Rutherford.
I recall the toil of  people named Hudson and Rupp. I remi-
nisce about directing Fiddler on the Roof with a rabbi named
Eveleth, a butcher named Cardwell, a tailor named Bayard, and
“dancers,” who had never danced on stage, balancing real bottles
on their heads and never letting one drop. I recall my pride
when Fiddler won the Players their first of  many Ruby Griffith
Awards for Community Theater Excellence.

I smile about the children I have seen grow up on the
St. Mark’s stage and choke up every time I have the guts to look
at my name on a plaque, located just outside the parish hall, for
Lifetime Achievement in the Players.

For Lost in Yonkers, there will be just two performances:
8:00 p.m. on June 16 and on June 17. The tickets cost $15 for
adults, $13 for members/students/seniors, $8 for children un-
der 12. If  you can’t come, buy a ticket and give it away to
someone else. I am paying all costs, and the Players get to keep
every dime that is taken in. For tickets and information please
call 202-546-9670 or visit www.stmarksplayers.org.

Editor’s Note: Kevin directed or co-directed 11 shows
for the St. Mark’s Players, including Hans Christian Andersen,
Fiddler on the Roof, The Music Man, West Side Story, Runaways and
performed in The Mikado, H.M.S. Pinafore, The Pirates of  Penzance,
The Gondoliers, Oklahoma!, An Evening at the Tonys, 10th Anniver-
sary Gala, 20th Anniversary Gala.

Liturgy Of Departure Richard Dobson, May 7, 2006
The time has come to say goodbye…I first came to St. Mark’s

on a spring evening in 1990 to see a performance of  Carousel.
I had never heard of  St. Mark’s before. I was enthralled by
the show and felt drawn to a church that had such a talented
acting troupe in its midst. Wanting to learn more, I came back
the next day for the 11:00 service, and I have been coming
back ever since. These past few years, however, poor health
has prevented me from playing as active a role as I would
have liked.

Earlier this year I decided to move to Chicago to be closer
to my daughter, Sophia, and her husband, Jesus, and my two
grandchildren, Zacharius and Lucia. I bought a duplex on
the north side of  the city where I will live with them.

In recent weeks I have had a keen sense of  what has
made St. Mark’s so special for me and what I will be losing
when I leave. I felt this very strongly at the parish meeting
two weeks ago. I will miss joining with you to celebrate com-
munion in the round. I will also miss this congregation’s
welcome to both believers and skeptics and its vibrant lay
leadership. I am confident that Paul’s upcoming sabbatical
will be a stimulating time for him and Pontheolla and for the

parish as a whole. The list of  guest preachers that our senior
warden announced is truly impressive.

Singing with the choir was one of  the highlights of  my
life here. It was not only a fulfilling experience in its own
right, but it also deepened my appreciation of  church music
and the liturgy. I am grateful to Keith Reas for his ministry
and the choir for its dedication and fellowship.

My life has also been enriched by the lively arts commu-
nity at St. Mark’s. I am indebted to the Arts Council, the
dance studio, our graphic artists and the Players, with whom
I was closely involved for several years. These groups add so
much to our community.

From the Christian Education program, I learned how,
in community, to fashion meaning from the material of  my
life and the teachings and lore of  the church. Each class,
including this year’s “Losses and New Beginnings,” has helped
me appreciate life more fully and deal with life’s trials.

In conclusion, let me thank all of  you who have given
me so much. I am grateful especially to Paul and Shearon for
their leadership and concern and to Lilly March and the
caregivers for their abiding support.
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Photo by Gavin Drake/Diocese of  Lichfield

Guest Preachers
During Paul’s sabbatical, Associate Rector Shearon

Williams will be our resident cleric and, as such, the primary
preaching voice. To relieve the burden on Shearon and also
help engage the community with some of  the questions at
the heart of  Paul’s sabbatical, the grant we received last year
from the Lilly Endowment has allowed us to invite a dynamic
group of  guest preachers. The line-up includes individuals
who have experience in facilitating cross-cultural and cross-
religion dialogues and people who are different from us,
with different religions and different perspectives. It should
be an engaging, provocative and stimulating series of
sermons over the seven-month period.

A full schedule of  dates will publish shortly, but below is an updated
list of  confirmed guest preachers.

• Bishop John Spong, the retired Bishop of  Newark,
New Jersey, and one of  the most articulate and
passionate voices for a more inclusive church;

• Father Robert Drinan, a Catholic priest, former
Member of  Congress, a professor of  law at Georgetown
and a powerful advocate for human rights;

• Ray Suarez, correspondent with the NewsHour with
Jim Lehrer and a long-time National Public Radio
personality;

• Gayle Harris, the suffragen bishop of  Massachusetts;
• Rabbi David Saperstein, Director of  the Religious

Action Center of  Reform Judaism and a member of
the Board of  the Interfaith Alliance, a coalition
dedicated to promoting religious freedom and
challenging religious bigotry;

• Tara Brach, a renowned Buddhist author, teacher and
psychologist;

• Robert Prichard, a professor of  church history and
linguistics at the Virginia Theological Seminary and a
prominent voice from the conservative side of  the
Episcopal spectrum;

• Imam Yusuf  Saleem, a leader at Masjid Muhammad,
a Muslim house of  worship in Washington, and a leader
in the national Muslims in America organization;

• Sister Simone Campbell, the national coordinator of
NETWORK, a progressive Catholic organization that
lobbies Congress on social justice issues;

• Ben Pratt, formerly from Pastoral Counseling of
Virginia, and a popular preacher here at St. Mark’s
several times in the past; and

• Jim Wallis, the founder of  Sojourners, the Christian
organization for justice and peace and the author of  a
book published last year called God’s Politics: Why the
Right Gets It Wrong and the Left Doesn’t Get It.

Paul’s excellent sermon on May 7 raised a number of
issues for our consideration, particularly with regard to the
Church’s role in public policy advocacy. Bishop Chane’s ser-
mon the following week further emphasized the importance
of  involvement in these issues by religious people. Their call
to concern is reinforced by the fact that the national Episco-
pal Church has strong positions on the issues Paul
mentioned—the federal budget and the war in Iraq—as well
as on many other topics, including global poverty, on which
Bishop Chane focused.

The policies are adopted by the Executive Council and
the General Convention. These policies then guide the work
of  the Office for Government Relations, headed by our own
Maureen Shea, and the Episcopal Public Policy Network,
which sends alerts to activists all over the country to encour-
age action at key points in the legislative process. We support
this work through the part of  the Diocesan Asking that is
passed on to the national church.

When Paul goes to the General Convention in June as
leader of  the Diocese of  Washington’s delegation, he will
vote on policy initiatives on immigration, global poverty, vot-
ing rights, health care and many others. Several resolutions
approved by the Convention of  the Diocese of  Washington
are also on the agenda.

For more information on church policies and the Gen-
eral Convention, go to www.episcopalchurch.org. To join
the Episcopal Public Policy Network, go to
www.episcopalchurch.org/eppn.

The Church’s Role
In Public Policy

to the center with Lilly, he coached her to play the role of
Ann Church. He had asked Jim Adams to play Tom Fletcher.
This was years before Adams became rector of  St. Mark’s.

Baxter later hired Harriet Gregory, who had trained with
Penniman, to lead Christian Education. She also led short
courses on personal exploration. After Eleanor Whitman
missed a class, Harriet asked her brusquely at the next ses-
sion, “Don’t you know this is a matter of  life or death?” She
was so committed to functional education that while she was
dying of  cancer, she supervised a class from her sick bed.

For all the changes St. Mark’s has seen in the past 50
years, the principles of  functional education have continued
to play a vital role in the life of  St. Mark’s.

Charles Penniman Continued from p. 1

Mary Cooper, Volunteer in the Office for
Government Relations
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Paul’s Sabbatical Plans
Paul’s sabbatical plans have been coming together over the

last several weeks. Following the festive pub lunch on July 9,
Paul will be officially on sabbatical.

His first several weeks are fairly open and flexible, with
ample time for rest and relaxation. Paul and Pontheolla plan to
spend some of  the time attending to family matters.

In late August, they will head to New York City, where Paul
will spend about six weeks in residence at the General
Theological Seminary. He plans to spend time reading, writing,
meeting with faculty and perhaps checking in on some classes.

In October, Paul will be in residence at St. James Church,
Piccadilly, a progressive member of  the Anglican Communion
in London. I encourage you to read about this interesting
community on its Web site at www.st-james-piccadilly.org.

In November, Paul and Pontheolla will head to South Africa
where they will spend time at one or more churches in that part
of  the world. The formal details of  that portion of  the sabbatical
are still being developed.

Finally, beginning in December, Paul and Pontheolla will
have the pure vacation phase of  their time away and plan to
spend that period in Italy and other parts of  Europe. Paul’s first
Sunday back with us will be February 4, 2007.
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Congratulations!
On the day this issue is distributed, May 21, Banner Sun-

day, St. Mark’s will honor those who are graduating from high
school: Molly Blumgart, Abby Byrne, Dan Hickle, Claire Thibeau
and Joel Yatsko. Abby Byrne will be our preacher at sermon
seminar and at the 11:00 service. Molly Blumgart will be sing-
ing during communion. How proud we are of  the mature
young adults they have become.

Summer Dates to Note:

May 28 – Marsh restoration with the Anacostia Watershed Society
2:00 – 4:00 p.m.

May 29 – Hospitality in the parish hall for the 99th Infantry Brigade
on Memorial Day.

June 3 – Wake Up the Earth Festival, 6:30 – 10:30 p.m., to support a
youth service trip and our ongoing work in Honduras.

June 4 – Introduction to St. Mark’s, 3:00 – 7:00 p.m. in the Adams
Room.

June 9-11 – Annual parish retreat weekend at Shrine Mont.
June 16-17 – Lost in Yonkers (two performances).
June 18, 25 & July 2 – Sunday worship planning and participation

by Third Agers.
July 7 – Send-off  party for Paul and Pontheolla.
July 9 – Blessing of  the sabbatical travels of  Paul and Pontheolla and

recognition of the parish leaders on the home front.
July 23 – Annual “July 4” crab feast.
July 30 – Sermon by Honduras trip participants.

Editor’s Note:
This is the last issue of  the Gospel until September.


