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Council members meet via monitors at four sites 
A FIRST IN THE EPISCOPAL CHURCH?  DAVID HOWELL AND BILL LEWELLIS 

Diocesan Council members 
sat around tables in 
front of webcams 
and monitors at 
Diocesan House in 
Bethlehem, at St. 
Gabriel’s, 
Douglassville, 
the Church of 

the Epiphany, Clarks Summit, and the 
Church of the Redeemer, Sayre. People 
at each site viewed one another on a 17- 
inch computer monitor which had images 
of the other three sites. 

The meeting on February 23 was the 
first live test of the Diocese of 
Bethlehem’s new video teleconference 
(VTC) system, perhaps the first full-time 
VTC system in use by any Episcopal 
diocese. 

Video teleconferencing fills a vital need 
in the operation of the diocese. Using 
computers and high speed Internet 
connections, meetings can take place in all 
parts of the diocese with a limited amount 
of travel. 

“Our diocese extends from Bethlehem 
to the New York border and includes 
fourteen counties, making for difficult and 
time-consuming travel,” said the Rev. 
Nick Knisely, vice-chair of Diocesan 
Council and chair of the Episcopal 
Church USA’s Standing Commission on 
Communication. “This should help more 
people participate in the governance of 
the diocese at all levels. In some cases, 
people have to take all day and spend the 
night in a hotel just to attend a meeting. 
With this system, no one will have to drive 
more than an hour. It will work 

particularly well for small committees. 
And with gas prices being what they are, 
the savings for the volunteers who serve 
on diocesan bodies will be substantial.” 

The first live test was successful, 
though there were a few glitches. 

“The Internet service provider for 
Clarks Summit was down for half the 
meeting, and we had to use a speaker 
phone,” said Kat Lehman, information 
technology coordinator and webmaster 
for the diocese. “Considering that there 
is a four-and-a-half hour drive from 
Sayre to Bethlehem, with winters during 
which the roads get bad up north, this 
technology could potentially save 
someone’s life.” 

“We will need a few tries to make this 
work comfortably,” Knisely said. “Things 
like voting are difficult. You can’t always see 
who is speaking, so you have to very careful. 
We want to be sure that each voice gets 
heard.” At the same time, VTC makes 
Internet participation more evenhanded. 
“With text conferencing without video, 
which is the system used by our national 
church Standing Commission,” Knisely 
continued, “people who can type the fastest 
tend to have the loudest voice.” 

Lehman, a lieutenant colonel in the 
Delaware National Guard where she served 
as a network engineer, acknowledges that 
these systems are not perfect but do provide 
better stewardship of others’ time and 
resources. While not ideal for large 
meetings, the systems are well suited to 
smaller committees with only a few people 
at each location.  

“Bad weather 
and rising 
gasoline costs 
can affect our 
work together 
less and less,” 
Archdeacon 
Howard 
Stringfellow wrote in his column in the 
February edition of Diocesan Life, looking 
forward to diocesan community use of 
VTC. “While we will want to continue to 
meet face to face when we can, we are free 
to enjoy each other’s company and to place 
more and more attention on ‘the main 
thing.’” 

The system’s cost is estimated to be 
less than $6,000 – paid for from income to 
the Diocese in Bishop Paul Marshall’s 
discretion.. 

An iMac computer was purchased for 
each of the four sites. “The iMac has 
iChat video conferencing built into the 
operating system,” said Lehman, “which 
made the set up much easier. The 
communication uses already existing 
broadband Internet connections in the 
four sites.” 

Diocesan communication minister 
Canon Bill Lewellis called the VTC system 
“a giant step toward realization of Bishop 
Paul’s vision of diocesan communication: 
that it be increasingly clear and direct.” 
Before the Bishop began his sabbatical, 
Lewellis said, “he selected, uncrated, and 
booted the computers. He then crated and 
delivered them during his round of clergy 
Bible studies to the rectors of parishes that 
were to be the remote sites of video 
teleconferences.” 
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