Loving Church

Sermon for the Fourth Sunday of Epiphany, Annual Meeting, January 31, 2010

Readings: Jeremiah1:4-10; Psalm 71:1-6; 1 Corinthians 13:1-13; Luke 4:21-30

Sermon text: The word of the Lord came to me saying, "Before I formed you in

the womb I knew you, and before you were born I consecrated you; I appointed

you a prophet to the nations."  Jeremiah 1:4

Kaji Spellman, a 2006 graduate of Yale Divinity School—so a little before your time, I think, Justin—had an interesting note in the YDS magazine Reflections recently. She comments on a Facebook phenomenon she and her friends have been part of, in which various identity quizzes are passed around and taken that purport to reveal something about one’s identity. After answering a variety of questions, she writes, “I now understand the country I should live in (France), the color of my personality (orange), the decade I belong in (the ‘revolutionary 40s’), and how effective I would be in the case of a zombie attack (very).”

Searching for one’s true identity, however fancifully, is a serious business. Identity is linked to finding one’s way and goal in life. As a young African American minister, Rev. Spellman is determined to find a calling and work in a church that values authenticity above conformity, which is changed by those who join, just as those who join are changed by the communal journey of faith. This is characteristic of the emerging young adult generation—yet it is also a perennial question of humans of all times and places.

We see this deep search for identity in our readings this morning. Jeremiah hears the word of Lord telling him that he was known before his birth, even before his conception, and that he was made to be a prophet to the nations. He accepted the call; “Here am I; send me.” 

We witness the development of identity in Luke’s account of the awakening messianic consciousness of Jesus. At his baptism in the river Jordan by John, Jesus heard the word of his Father calling him his beloved Son, and the Holy Spirit then sent him to the desert to reflect on what comes next. What came next was his announcement in his hometown  synagogue that this day Isaiah’s prophecy of the freeing of the captives and the salvation of the poor was fulfilled in their presence. But he went on to say that this salvation was not only for them, not only for those present then, but has come for all, even the gentiles—just as in the days of Naaman the Syrian or the widow at Zeraphath in Sidon. His own people didn’t know what to make of him. On one hand, they were proud—a local boy now a rabbi—but, on the other hand, listen to what he is saying! This contradicts our cherished self-image as the chosen people. Who is this carpenter’s son to speak, who does he think he is? Let’s get him!

And so we see, identity politics is nothing new. We still like to think of ourselves as especially chosen (we are, but not in the way we like to think); we still want to trim Jesus’ message to fit our purposes.

But the point is not to get God to help us in our purposes, but for us to join God in his. I believe that God has a plan for our lives; we are made to be people of faith, courage, and integrity. We have been given a mission. We are called and sent—just like Jeremiah and Jesus. We are their followers. We are Jesus’ disciples. In following him, we will find our point and purpose, our deep joy and our eternal salvation.

But what are supposed to do specifically? Should we live here or there? France would be nice, but my extended family lives near here. This is home. You are my people, the people I have been given to care for, to love; I am your friend, brother, pastor. Each of us is different, with our own gifts to offer, our way of thinking and doing. How do we work and pray together? What kind of church are we, or ought to be?

Our Church Identity

After worship we will hold our annual parish meeting. We will do some official business—receive the reports of vestry members, elect new members and thank those who have served and worked so hard and so well. We will have a potluck lunch together. But let us now take a moment to think about our identity, both as revealed in what we have done in the past and what we must do in the future.

First our past. St Timothy’s was founded as a place to worship and socialize together, and raise children in the Christian faith. One way of putting this is to say that worship, fellowship and discipleship are the main purposes for which we were founded—our DNA, our formation in the womb—and of course we put our main staff and volunteer energy into these areas. Add to this the character of lay and clergy leadership—I see so many strong individuals in the past and present of this church, whose leadership has sustained and guided us. And finally consider a fifth “ship”—stewardship—how we manage and extend this legacy of land and structure and personal history to benefit the wider community and each of our own lives. In 2008 we celebrated the fortieth anniversary of the consecration of our sanctuary. It is still beautiful, and in good repair. The nine acre grounds are more developed than ever, with plans to add a community garden, woodland chapel and extend our trail connections to the Audubon Sanctuary behind us.

But not all is rosy in the garden. Early in my tenure conflict broke out over theological and leadership style issues. A number of our core members left to found a new mission in the conservative Anglican movement. Others felt my leadership was lacking, or wrong headed—and they left after failing to convince me to do so. Others, uncomfortable with conflict and looking for a simpler way to worship, also departed. We were left weakened in numbers and finances. 

For the past five years we have managed to stop declining and in fact recorded modest growth in key categories of stewardship and attendance. But when the recession hit in the fall of 2008 we, like so many other churches, have felt the pinch. And lately we have not seen strong attendance. I am not sure if there are specific local causes, but we may be part of a national decline in so-called mainline Protestant denominations, such as the Episcopal, Methodist, Lutheran and Presbyterian churches. Furthermore, there is a trend since 1970 toward more people attending the largest churches (the so-called megachurches), and the smaller churches facing a crunch between rising costs for clergy and programs, a lower rise in giving, and the demands of people looking for excellence and convenience and marginal commitment. Denominational loyalty, a widespread cultural expectation of church attendance, and the availability of time for volunteering—all these have sharply diminished across the country, and nowhere more so than in New England. 

It is a harsh climate for church growth, that’s the simple truth. Perhaps you, as I, feel the bleak mid-winter wind on this Sunday close to Candlemas, otherwise know as Groundhog Day, the mid-winter point. But let us not give in to a narrative of decline. We have been a strong and vital congregation in the past and we are far from moribund now. I see many green shoots. You can too—all you have to do is read the reports contained in the 2009 Annual Report packet. 

Here we see the present state of the parish. Read the inspiring comments of those who responded to our Stewardship Sunday question: What difference does St Timothy’s make in your life? Read Gene and Russ’ co-wardens reports—and all the exciting examples of leadership and fellowship they report on. I am thrilled with what Amy is doing with and for our children and families---and be sure to take home her hot-off-the-press “Faith at Home” prayer booklet for children and families. We have created exciting programs for youth—look for more on this front. Our work in outreach and mission has been outstanding—with far too many to thank that can be done now—a sign of the broad participation in our membership. Our leadership has been strengthened by the addition of Amy, Deacon Diane and seminarian intern Justin. Our property, as mentioned, in improving thanks to our Preservation Plus campaign. I can’t wait to for church to end so I can see how our new kitchen performs on this its maiden voyage, our post meeting potluck luncheon.

Green shoots—and what more can we expect? How can we continue and strengthen this song of new creation? What can we hope for in the future? Where is God calling us to now?
Look again to our identity as beloved of God, made in God’s image and called to follow Christ. We were made to love, as the song goes. St Paul says it best in his glorious passage on the most excellent way, the way of love. Without love, we are merely making noise. With love, we are shaping ourselves into saints. This is what we are made for! To grow into loving, generous, kind, thoughtful, courageous, hopeful people. Life is a quest! We journey to find our greatest good, our friendship with God who created us, who loves us, who we know and see in Jesus the Christ. We are called to follow his way. 

We still travel in the same ships we set off in: worship, fellowship, discipleship, leadership, and stewardship. We are made to be a community of friends who follow the way of Jesus the Christ. And this, though challenging, is a way of joy. Learn the way. Find the joy. Live your faith. That’s the ticket. 

This is not something that just happens. The culture no longer pushes us to church, or teaches us the Bible, or encourages us to pray. We must be intentional about our Christianity these days. And this is the way forward for St Timothy’s, I am convinced. We must become a church that practices what we preach—a place where we truly meet to worship and learn and serve and love. A community of friends where we learn what it means to be a disciple of Jesus, and become leaders to go out into the world and add light to a dark and confused age. We can be and we must be a church where we learn to love God and our neighbor. What else in life is more important than this?

May God smile on our parish and our people, may we find joy in our friendship, and purpose in our community, through Christ our Lord. Amen.
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