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This is now our fifth annual meeting together.  I know that our Prime Minister, Stephen Harper also celebrated his fifth year in power but I hope that our reflections and our conversations and our priorities can be somewhat different than his.  I hope that today, we are not celebrating positions of power, but seeing how we are moving into a different understanding of leadership and community.  You and I are different from other kinds of organizations in our society.  I know we have a structure with wardens, bishops and advisory boards.  We have laws and guidelines which help us navigate through uncertain times.  We have a budget and financial responsibilities that support our work together.  But how we approach these things and the language that we use to describe these things is important.  You and I are about forming relationships where God’s presence can be known and shared.   Stephen Harper is not interested in forming living, Christ-centred relationships.  But we are.  And from those relationships rooted in humility, trust, love and forgiveness, we begin to look at things in a new and living way.  And the readings this morning that help remind me of how different we, as a church community, how different we, as a parish family, really are.

The first reading is from the Old Testament, from the book of Micah.  We do not have an opportunity to hear from the prophet Micah very often.  He was one of the great prophets of the 8th century BC, about 100 years before the people of Judah were dragged off into Exile in Babylon.  The Assyrians have come in from the east, but their military campaign which up to this point had been so successful and so destructive, had suddenly ground to a halt.  They had some logistical problems.   Supply lines were falling apart and the chain of command was deteriorating.   So, for the time being, the city of Jerusalem was safe.   Some people also breathed a bit of a sigh of relief when they noticed that there was a new king on the throne, a man by the name of Uzziah.  He was not a bad king, and managed to introduce a number of reforms and proved successful in various military ventures.   While Uzziah and his generals may feel a sense of pride at being able to protect their territories, the prophet Micah is not so sure.  He knows the times are fragile.  He knows how delicate this state of national security really is.  He also knows where and with whom the security of the nation rests and it is not with King Uzziah and his chariots.  And so, Micah begins to preach in and around the city of Jerusalem, asking the people to look not so much at who is on the throne, but who it is who has sustained, protected and provided for them.  Micah calls the people of Jerusalem to look more deeply at their history, at their graced history, at the way the Lord has been faithful to his promises.  Micah invites them to remember a sacred story, an ancient story, a living narrative that begins so long ago with how the Lord delivered them, bringing them up out of the land of Egypt, redeeming them from slavery, setting before them men and women of integrity and faithfulness, like Moses, Aaron and Miriam.  And of course, we all know what happened at Shittim and Gilgal ... that they would remember the saving acts of the Lord.  And upon hearing all this evidence, including the plans that King Balak devised ... there comes the question: “With what shall I come before the Lord?”  The psalms would profess the same kind of question: “How shall I repay the Lord for all the good that he has done for me?”  Shall we come with burnt offerings?  And if so, how big should this burnt offering be  – 10 rams, a hundred rams, ten thousand?  We could offer oil, olive oil, the purest virgin oil that the hills of Lebanon could produce.  But again, how much oil would be adequate to show our thanks to the Lord – 10 bottles, a thousand bottles, 10 thousand rivers of oil flowing down from the hills?  Would that be enough?  My first born – if I would to offer her as a sacred offering, would that somehow repay the Lord for all his goodness?  No.  That is not what the Lord has required.  In the face of all the Lord has done for you and for me, with the evidence of all the incredible ways that the Lord has blessed this our parish family – maybe not with wonders like we saw at Shittim and Gilgal – but still -  you know what he is calling us to do: God is speaking to you this day, to do justice, to love kindness, and to walk with humility alongside this One who redeems, the One who sets us free, we are called to walk with this One who has promised to supply our every need through the riches of the glory we see in Christ.  And so, this is our vestry meeting.   How can we look back and see how the Lord has sustained, protected and provided for us?  And how can we give thanks for all the Lord has done?  What is it exactly that the Lord requires?  Can we live lives rooted in gratitude and trust, and founded on the call of the prophets, who over and over again call us to do justice, are they going to enable us to love kindness, and our the decision we make going to reflect the kind of humility that comes when we walk closer to the heart of God.  

One of the things that we can give thanks for this past year is further growth in our music ministry.   I know that music is a sensitive issue, as it is in all churches.  While this part of our life together continues to be in a period of transition, the response we have heard as we have included more and more musical instruments and voices in our worship has been very positive.  I want to thank Aldythe Bell and Andrew Fortier and the many other volunteers who offer their talents on the organ, piano, guitar, drum, trumpet, trombone and French horn.  While we do not have a choir every Sunday, we are able to provide a rich variety of voices on special occasions such as Christmas.  I know that the ways we are doing music reflects a different model from the way things have been done in the past.  So, it is a work in progress.  It is not perfect.  Some Sundays are better than others.  And it is not done yet.  But I can say that the work Nadia Stogryn has done to co-ordinate these things has been a great benefit to our worship on Sundays and I look forward to the coming year with even more growth, vitality and life. 

I also want to give thanks for all the time and energy that went into the Diocesan Fund Raising Campaign, Our Faith-Our Hope.   Archbishop Johnson asked us here at St Paul’s to serve as a pilot parish in the Diocese and I am glad we decided to respond to his invitation.  While we did not reach our goal of 120,000 we did raise 80,000.  And 40% of these funds will be coming back to our parish family to support the various ministries that we want to do in this place.  Through our participation in the Campaign, we will also have access to Diocesan Funds to do the kind of work that God is calling us to do, but work that may be beyond our capabilities to do by ourselves.  We are part of a Diocese, a very supportive Diocese that wants to see the mission and ministry of small congregations like ours grow.  

During the Campaign, we suggested that the money we receive as our parish share would go towards our financial shortfall.  As of the end of December, our expenses were about 14,000 over our income.  This is money that we owe the Diocese.  All other bills have been paid including things like our insurance, utility bills and staff salaries.  It is a shortfall that resulted from a sudden and unexpected reduction in offerings during the first three months of 2010.  Since that time, the shortfall has not grown significantly.  The wardens have done an exceptional job in keeping it under control.  However, this shortfall is not the warden’s problem.  It is something that we as a parish family need to pull together to resolve.  To help work on this together, there are three things you need to know.  First, our Area Bishop is very supportive of the wardens and the work that our parish is doing here in Brighton.  Bishop Nicholls is not alarmed about this shortfall because mission and ministry are continuing.  She trusts us that we will work hard to making up this difference.  Second, we are in conversation with the Diocese about how this debt will be retired.  We have not worked out all the details but the conversation is friendly and open and honest.  I have the letter right here!  Third, there is a possibility of us doing some special fund raising events this year to help retire this debt.  We have done these kinds of events before when we owed money for the tower restoration.  The Diocese wants to see a concerted effort to deal with this short fall and I believe we can offer them some reassurance.   What the Diocese does not want is a parish that simply allows debt to continue unchecked with no plan to pay it off.  Next year will be the 150th anniversary of our church building.  I wonder what it would look like if we could retire our shortfall and live more fully in a life of abundance by the end of 2012.  It is possible.  Working together, it is not as difficult as it might seem.  

There are two areas of life that I want to look at for the coming year.  One is Christian Education.  If we were to look at our anticipated costs for ministry for 2011, it would appear that we devote very few resources to this important part of our life together.  Even looking at our narrative budget, the money set aside for learning and education is quite meagre.  I believe that this year, and in the coming years, more attention needs to be put on adult education: education is about faith development, it is about deepening our understanding, it is about equipping the saints.   I also believe that we need new models of Christian education.  Christian education is more than sitting with the pastor in the Doucette Room having a bible study.  Even if we end with a really good bowl of soup, there is more we can do.  What that will look like, I am not entirely sure.  At the same time, I think there can be a great deal of value in looking at things such as how do you pray, questions about what the bible is, questions about who Jesus is.  How do our lives fit in with the lives of those in the biblical story?  Where are the connection points between your struggles and those of Abraham and Sarah, or Naomi and Hagar and how can looking at that question help you to live more faithfully?  I believe we also need to do more work around Stewardship Education.  And this is not about what it means to give more, but what it means to give sacrificially, what it means to give proportionally, regardless if you are on a fixed income or not.  Do you know the freedom that would come for mission and ministry if each of us gave as little as 3% of our household income to St Paul’s?  This is something that all of us can do, all of us can participate in, all of us can learn about.  And I need to say that some are tithing 10% of your income.  This can serve as an encouragement to others moving us to a place where stewardship is not about raising money, but it is about raising disciples.  And we can learn from one another about these things.  Education – it is about becoming a learning congregation, it is about sharing our faith, exploring our faith, deepening our commitment, it is about living lives of wisdom and wonder.  

If we are going to be engaged in Christian education, we need to listen carefully to the newcomers who come in our midst.  We need to be better at newcomer’s ministry here at St Paul’s.  We are a welcoming congregation and without exception people who come to worship with us tell me that they are warmly received by the sidespeople and greeters, and those who share breakfast after the 8 am or coffee after the 11 am service.  We offer rides for people who cannot come and we extend some good information about our life here in our parish.  I send a card thanking them for worshiping with us and I visit our newer members.  And these are important things to continue to do.  But after that, we do not do very much.  We need to follow-up with them in a graceful and gentle way, we need to spend more time with them, to get to know them, to find out what their questions are, allow ourselves to be changed, we need to come alongside them in their walk with God.  It takes a great deal of courage for someone new to walk into this building on a Sunday morning.  It can be quite intimidating sitting in these pews for the every first time not sure which book to use, when to stand, what to say, whether laughing in church is ok.   Something has drawn the newcomer to come and worship with us.  And I believe we need to be more intentional and more deeply engaged in helping people to move from being a visitor to becoming a disciple, we need to come alongside them carefully to help them make those first fragile steps of faith, moving them from that place of being a wanderer to becoming a pilgrim.   

And helping one another in the faith is about keeping in front of us the call that Jesus places upon our lives.  We are a small congregation, we are a strong congregation, and we are engaged in things that most other parishes in our Episcopal Area have not even started to look at.  I am proud to be your pastor.  I cannot think of anywhere else I would rather be that with you, here at this time.  I think of how God has so richly blessed this place, moving out of an atmosphere of anxiety into a more rich sense of blessing and hope.  We heard earlier this morning the reading from Matthew’s gospel.  The beatitudes are a familiar passage of scripture that begins for Jesus that great Sermon on the Mount.  Jesus offers the words of blessing in the Sermon on the Mount because he knows where true life, health and wholeness can be found.  This is how Jesus begins his public ministry – speaking to the crowds about a life of blessing.  We will have our struggles with year, one of which will be financially.  And we can either look at our finances from a perspective of fear and anxiety, saying to one another, “We do not have enough!” or we can look at our life together with that deeply rooted question, “What is God calling me to do?”  And I assure you it is far easier to listen to that question, to hold on gently to that question, to begin to explore that question, if we begin for a point of view of blessing and grace.  Jesus begins the Sermon on the Mount with words of blessing.  What if you and I were to do the same?   Yes, we may feel that pain of a poverty of spirit, we may feel like we have so much to grieve and mourn in our lives and in the life of our parish family, yes, being meek can be uncomfortable at first.   And Jesus comes to us this day to re-introduce us to the richness and depth of what those things are really all about.  We are a small congregation.  We are a strong congregation.  We are in a unique position to look and embrace what the Beatitudes are all about.  We can hear more clearly the call of the prophets, about love, justice and walking humbly with God.  We worship a God whose deepest desire is to bless, set free and raise up.  I see us returning to those ancient traditions of hospitality to the new comer, of giving a reason for the hope that is in us as we teach and learn from one another matters of the faith.  We can return to that tradition of sacrificial giving in our stewardship.  This year, I see us coming back to help us re-define, re-discover what being church is all about.
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