
The House celebrated this spring with five 
graduates from the Master of Divinity program. 
For the first time since 2019, we held our 
traditional Graduation Dinner the night before 
the graduation ceremony. At the dinner, we 
recognized each graduate with a few words of 
appreciation by a fellow resident, a small gift, a 
‘sparkling’ toast, and cake! The DDH graduates 
of 2021 graciously provided the meal. 

On Friday, May 12, degrees were conferred at 
Vanderbilt Stadium followed by a ceremony 
for the Divinity School in Benton Chapel. In 
addition to their degrees, our residents received 
several prizes (see below). Each Master of 
Divinity graduate who participated in Field 
Education during the 2020-2021 school year 
was recognized with the Nella May Overby 
Memorial Award, in recognition of their 
significant effort and creativity to adapt their 
field education in the midst of a pandemic.

We celebrate with the following graduates:

Ashley Buchanan, Woodmont Christian Church - Nashville TN, also received the St. James Academy Award for composing 
the most outstanding sermon during the 2021-2022 year. She served as a graduate assistant for the Cal Turner Program in 
Moral Leadership.

Sir Cole, a member of New Covenant Christian Church in Nashville TN. They served as a 
LBTQ+ Faith and Policy Fellow for the Carpenter Program in Religion, Gender and Sexuality.

Will Compton, a member of Independence Christian Church in Independence KY received the 
Disciples Divinity House Scholar Award, recognizing him as the outstanding DDH student. He 
was also one of three recipients of the John Olin Knott Award for scholarly and creative writing. 
Will has begun his new role as Resource Coordinator with Open Table in Nashville.

Emma Gautney, ecumenical resident from Dallas TX/Kansas City MO. She plans to pursue 
further graduate work in Biblical studies.

Mediatrix Kisienya, ecumenical resident, Nairobi, Kenya. Mediatrix will continue her 
residency at the House as she pursues the Master of Theology degree at VDS.

We also celebrate with Farrell Mason, Minister of Pastoral Care, Woodmont Christian Church, who received her Master of 
Divinity degree. Farrell was also one of three recipients of the John Olin Knott Award for scholarly and creative writing.
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DISCIPLES DIVINITY HOUSE
@Vanderbilt
Shaping outstanding ministers for the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) Spring 2022

Newly minted Master of Divinity graduates Will Compton, Mediatrix Kisienya, 
Emma Gautney, and Ashley Buchanan.

Assistant Professor of the Practice 
of Ministry Viki Matson with new 

graduate Mediatrix Kisienya.
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From the Acting Dean
Returning to DDH, although unexpected, has been a tremendous blessing. The 
students are the reason to engage in this work, and I am blessed to walk with them 
in this time and space where there are often more questions than answers. As 
an alum, I know that I was once in their shoes. Living at DDH and studying at 
Vanderbilt Divinity School equipped me for the last three decades of ministry. We 
are excited not only for this year’s graduates but for the students of the future. 

I’ve already begun recruiting for the Fall 2023 incoming class. Thanks to the 
Dowell gift and the generosity of our supporters, a debt-free theological education 
at DDH is possible. If you know of a college student, young adult, or any adult 
who might be interested in learning more about VDS and DDH, please reach 
out to me. (beth@discipleshousevandy.org) We would love to talk with them and 
invite them to visit. 

I have only to look at the work of our alums to know why DDH-Vanderbilt matters. Please keep us in your prayers as we prepare for 
next fall and a new school year. And know that God is still working here at the corner of 19th and Adelicia!

A mere seven and one-half months after her graduation from Vanderbilt Divinity School, 
three-year DDH resident Erin Perry, MDiv 21, made her first gift to DDH! Not only that, but 
she has followed up on that gift with three additional gifts! When we asked Erin what inspired 
her to start giving to DDH so soon after she graduated from VDS, she said, “I could not wait 
to give to DDH the minute I started making money. I want everyone to have the chance to 
live through the DDH experience – the love, the pain, the chaos, the history, the incredible 
community that loves you, holds you, and transforms your VDS experience.” 

She adds, “I will always be grateful and be indebted to DDH for keeping me afloat during 
my divinity school Experience – and I hope my gifts mean students have more snacks, more 
guidance from administrators and Disciples in Nashville, and more financial freedom to soak 
in every part of the VDS experience they can.”

Erin is currently working as the Office Manager at First Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) in Columbia, Missouri, where 
we have no doubt she keeps things in great working order.

In another great example of early generosity to DDH, the members of the DDH Class of 2021 collectively contributed 
funding to cover the DDH Graduation Dinner for the Class of 2022. We so appreciate this thoughtful way of supporting the 
life and students of DDH from this newest group of DDH alums.

Please consider following the example of the Class of 2021 by making your own gift to DDH by June 30, 2022, the last 
day of our fiscal year. You may either use the enclosed reply envelope or go to www.discipleshousevandy.org to make your 
gift online. Thank you!

Donor Spotlight
Erin Perry, MDiv 21, and the Members of the DDH Class of 2021

Acting Dean Rev. Beth Pattillo with Associate Dean 
Ellen Armour and new graduates.
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Jemma Suwa, MDiv 3, is working on a dual 
degree at Vanderbilt – Master of Divinity at 
VDS and Master of Education in Community 
Development and Action at Peabody College. 
She is very involved with the ministry of 
her Nashville home congregation, New 
Covenant Christian Church (DOC), and in 
keeping with her dual degree focus, foresees 
a vocational journey in both pastoring and 
nonprofit leadership. We recently asked 
Jemma to reflect on a few questions about her 
time at VDS and DDH thus far.

Tell us about your field education placement and what 
you’ve learned through it.

Jemma: I did my field education at Faith Matters Network 
(FMN), a womanist led organization that equips faith 
leaders, community organizers, and others with resources for 
spiritual sustainability and more, and it was a great context 
for me to continue to explore some of the different forms that 
ministry can take. At FMN, there are a variety of interests, 
responsibilities, inclinations, and vocational paths represented. 
And the organization’s leadership is made up mostly of 
women of color. I felt so affirmed, seen, and free in that space. 
My supervisors and colleagues modeled the kind of leader I 
want to be – supportive, open, honest, curious, community-

Student Spotlight – Jemma Suwa
centered, collaborative, compassionate, grace-
extending, justice-seeking, and much more.

How has the DDH community been 
helpful in your discernment process?

Jemma: I love the impromptu conversations 
that happen when I run into residents in 
the hallways. It is a reminder that I am not 
alone. There is always someone to laugh 
with, cry with, ponder with, dance with, 
cook with, play with; it’s great! Some of those 
unplanned, impromptu conversations in the 

common spaces have yielded the most timely advice, joke, 
hug, or breath of relief! When we share our experiences with 
one another across years and degree programs, we’re able to 
encourage and challenge one another in the most meaningful 
ways.

What do you dream of doing after you finish your 
programs at VDS and Peabody?

Jemma: I see myself being on the pastoral team of a wonderful 
congregation, working for a non-profit organization, and 
continuing to produce videos that connect people through 
story-sharing.

Isaac Ackerman
 • First Christian Church, Galesburg, 
  Illinois Scholar
 • Eugene M. and Elizabeth Mayhew 
  Regen Scholar
 • Charles Whitaker Scholar

Taylor Ballard
 • Marie Easterwood Scholar
 • Hugh Lewis Scholar
 • Dan and Cynthia Moseley Scholar

Ashley Buchanan
 • Frank Drowota Scholar
 • George Mayhew Scholar
 • Marie and Woodrow Wasson Scholar

Will Compton
 • Esther King Davis Scholar
 • First Christian Church, Paris, 
  Tennessee Scholar
 • Stewart-Long Scholar

Courtney Sells
 • Robert H. and Barbara A. Boyte 
  Scholar
 • J. Phillip Hyatt Scholar
 • Helen and Clifford Love Scholar

Sir Cole
 • Anthony Dunnavant Scholar
 • William Hardy Scholar
 • Edward Rountree Scholar

Jemma Suwa
 • James Chandler Scholar
 • Mark Miller-McLemore Scholar
 • Eugene M. and Elizabeth Mayhew 
  Regen Scholar

Faatoia Tufele
 • Clifford Butler Scholar
 • Oreon Scott Scholar
 • Emily Warren Scholar

Graham Watson
 • Ron and Leah Flowers Scholar
 • Herman Norton Scholar
 • Roy Stauffer Scholar

DDH Named Scholars for 2021-2022



From the Board Chair
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Hope Springs Eternal!

I’ve been a Constant Reader of Stephen 
King since reading his early works, like The 
Shining, in high school. In 1982, he published 
a collection of four novellas called Different 
Seasons, and each of the 4 has a tagline that 

corresponds in some way to the 4 seasons. The story, Rita 
Hayworth and Shawshank Redemption, comes with the tagline 
“Hope Springs Eternal” to begin the collection.

But, you ask, isn’t Shawshank a bitter prison story filled with 
hardened convicts and a corrupt administration? Well, yes, but 
it’s also a powerful story of hope in the midst of darkness. Near 
the end, one of the main characters, Andy, writes a letter to his 
friend, Red (who has been the narrator of the story), entreating 
Red to come find him in Mexico on the Pacific coast:

Remember that hope is a good thing, Red, maybe the best of 
things, and no good thing ever dies. I will be hoping that this 
letter finds you, and finds you well.

In the end, Red does set out in search of Andy, thinking: I hope 
to see my friend and shake his hand. I hope the Pacific is as blue 
as it has been in my dreams. I hope.

I, too, believe that hope is a powerful thing. Hope feeds our 
souls and guides our passions. Hope inspires us endlessly to ever 
greater heights. But, hope is not a strategy. Hope needs a partner 
to turn passion into reality. Hope needs a plan.

There is no shortage of passion at the House. It’s evident in 
residents, alumni, friends, staff and Board members. The love 
and passion for this institution is etched into every fiber of the 
community as seen in all the stories you are reading in this 
newsletter. I believe that the duty of the Board is to channel that 
passion into plans that will sustain the House, not just for today 
and tomorrow, but for a long, long time to come. 

Our primary responsibility as Board members is to provide 
for the long-term viability of the House to fulfill its mission: 
preparing excellent Disciples ministers through our supportive 
community of faith. To that end, we commit to focusing our 
energy on the various areas of operation that need our intentional 
discernment to plan for a vibrant and sustainable future. This is 
our pledge.

The Board will soon meet in person at the House for the first 
time in nearly 3 years. We have met regularly since 2019 by 
zoom, and I am thankful for that. But, in June, we will come 
together again in Nashville, at Vanderbilt, at the House. We will 
see our friends and shake their hands and hug them. We will 
gather around the crowded table to break bread and talk with 
students, some of whom will have just graduated. We will hope. 
And, we will plan.

Thanks be to God!

Marcus Rafiee
DDH Chair of Trustees

Facebook: @ddhvanderbilt    |    Instagram: @ddhvanderbilt

We encourage you to send any email or address changes as well as alumni updates to: 
admin@disicpleshousevandy.org. Help us to keep you in the know about House happenings!> Stay In Touch!

Thanks to a generous gift from the estate of Dr. William 
“Bill” Dowell, a longtime member of First Christian Church 
(Disciples of Christ) in Chattanooga, Tennessee, DDH will 
offer Disciples Master of Divinity students increased levels 
of scholarship and other forms of student support beginning 
with the 2022-2023 academic year. In this first year, we will 
“top off ” our Disciples MDiv students to 100% tuition. 

 In subsequent years, the Dowell gift will be available for 
additional educational expenses, such as Vanderbilt University 
administrative fees and a book allowance. It also allows for 
the possibility of field education stipends, event attendance 
and travel (Regional Assembly and General Assembly as two 
examples), and other educational opportunities! As a result of 
Dr. Dowell’s generosity, we will be able to lessen the financial 

DDH Receives Generous Gift from Estate of Dr. William “Bill” Dowell
pressure that comes when students must incur indebtedness 
to attend VDS. Moving forward, the news of Dr. Dowell’s gift 
should have a positive impact on the future recruitment of 
Disciples students to VDS and DDH.  

 Many DDH/VDS alums have served First Christian 
Chattanooga as ministers and interns over the years, 
including Rev. Brandon Gilvin, current Senior Minister and 
current Vice-Chair of the DDH Board, and Rev. Stephen 
Underwood, MDiv 21, Pastor of Central Christian Church 
(Disciples of Christ) in Great Falls, Montana. We thank ALL 
of our alums who have served at FCC-Chattanooga over the 
years for the positive impression of DDH that you helped 
create in the mind and heart of Dr. Dowell!


