Annual Address 2009

 

The Third Sunday of Epiphany, Annual Meeting, January 25, 2009
Readings: Jonah 3:1-5,10; Psalm 62:6-14; 1 Corinthians 7:29-31; Mark 1:14-20

Text: Now after John was arrested, Jesus came to Galilee, proclaiming the good news of God, and saying, “The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God has come near; repent, and believe in the good news.”

 

 

Two guys are sitting in a bar. They look morose; times are tough. The one says to the other, “Do you want to dwell on the wasted years behind us, or the terrifying years ahead?” (a recent New Yorker cartoon).

 

This is what our new president in his inaugural speech called a false choice. First of all, the past is not wasted, even in its sins and losses. We must learn from past mistakes, but we are not defined and enslaved by them. We are freed from the burden of sin by the grace of God. As John the Baptizer proclaimed, we have a baptism of repentance for forgiveness of sins. Whatever was done is done and can be forgiven; our slate wiped clean. Whatever was good, and fruitful, and shaping of our character—that we can build on.

And we also have the good news about the future.  After Jesus picked up the mantle of prophetic leadership following John’s arrest, he not only proclaimed a baptism of repentance but a coming of a new way of life ruled by love. This is the good news of the coming—the nearness already--of the kingdom of God, the coming of the messiah, the Christ (he was his own message), and the coming of the gift of the Holy Spirit with which he will baptize us, empowering us to transform our selves and shape a new and better future.

So our news is different than the kind you read in the paper or see on TV. We have a different gospel, even in hard times.  The kingdom of God has come near. The time is full.  Come home to the Father’s house, said Jesus. Believe in the gospel. Trust in him.

 

My custom on this Sunday of the Annual Meeting is to use this time to speak about the coming year. In the written Rector’s Report you may read of our ten-point plan, its progress to date and designs for the future. But in this address I want to go to the level above the strategic plan, to the question of why we are here and what we are doing together. What is our mission and our vision?

It is written on this banner: “To know and love Jesus Christ and to share him with others.” And I believe that is accomplished through worship, community and service.

We are here to worship. As Rick Warren wrote as the first sentence of his book, The Purpose Driven Life, “It’s not about you.” We come here to worship and connect with God. That is the fundamental reason why we gather, to be a community of faith. 

My core commitment as your priest is to this Sunday morning hour, so that it may be what the great Jewish thinker Abraham Herschel called, “a cathedral of time,” a sacred hour in which we can come into this serene and light filled space and worship our God together. Here we join the communion of saints past, present and future. Here in one hour we can hear the word of God spoken and preached, sing songs to God and say our prayers. Here we join with our Lord Jesus Christ through the mystery of Holy Communion. Here we are fed spiritual food, so necessary for the rest of the week in a tough world. Here we join others and lift up our hearts together. I promise to do what I can to make this hour a time in which we may, perhaps more easily than other times, come into the presence and peace of God. 

I will need your help. We need your hands to dress the altar, light the candles, bring the offering, open the door to strangers. We need your voices to sing the hymns, say the prayers, read the lessons. We need your bodies in the pews, your children in our church school. We want our children with us in Communion as they experience something beyond cognitive knowledge, the mystery of God’s presence in the bread and wine. I need your feedback, what moved you, what lost you, what could be better said or better ordered. Later I will set apart time for you to write down memorable moments.

As I said last week, God speaks to each of us by our own name, as individuals, giving us unique gifts—but for the good of the body, of the community. We need to hear and learn from each other.

Our second purpose is to build community; we are a community of faith. This is my core commitment to you as your pastor, to work to connect us one with the other. The cross reaches vertically and also opens its arms. We are connected through the bread and wine but also through coffee and potluck dinners. We need community, for the American culture is not very good at building not true, genuine community. What other groups include every generation, have a mission to teach the children, care for each other, share the tasks and costs of our maintenance and mission, and serve the world’s deep needs? Not to mention, worship God. Not to mention have fun together—and we do that well, don’t we? Let us keep building our community into a community of true friends, known to each other deeply, through one on one conversations and small groups, though shared tasks and time working side by side. So that when we come into church we may look around and know twenty or more people as friends to call on in need, or invite to celebrate. So that the strangers who come to visit are welcomed as Christ. So that we can as a gathered, diverse and unified community serve the world effectively.

For that is third purpose I want to raise up this morning. We called to serve the world in Christ’s name. Before I became a priest I was ordained a deacon, one who serves. We all can help serve the world in Christ’s name. The mission of the church is an awesome one: to heal the world, tikkun olam as the Jewish phrase has it. To reconcile God and creation, beginning with ourselves and then going out, proclaiming by word and example the good news of God in Christ. Our mission is defined by our individual passions, gathered and discerned together. Thus we are connected to our local region, through outreach in Bridgeport and Fairfield, and to the world, to Colombia, the Philippines, Tanzania--in each place cultivating a connection so that we may build relationships. 

We are here to worship, form community and serve. Of course we need a place to do this—and is it not a beautiful place, a great gift of God and those who founded this church, nine acres in beautiful Greenfield Hill? We hope in our turn as stewards to care and improve this place—and we will talk about plans to do this after church. Of course we need to raise money and pay for clergy, staff, maintenance. But all of that is to support the mission and advance the day when our vision becomes reality.

Let us now take a few minutes to write down on the sheet in your leaflet memorable moments of this past year, whether in worship, fellowship or service. Or all three. Write down also what you would like to see more of—and what less of. We will collect these during the offertory and collate and report them back to you and to the Vestry. 

Let us pray. Almighty and everliving Father, ruler of all things in heaven and earth, hear our prayers for this parish family. Strengthen the faithful, arouse the careless, and restore the penitent. Grant us all things necessary for our common life, and bring us all to be of one heart and mind within your holy church; through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.

The Rev. Matthew Calkins
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