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Will you proclaim by word and example the Good News of God in Christ? 

I will with God’s help. 

--- The Book of Common Prayer, page 305 

  

One year ago when we gathered for the 14th Annual Convention of the Diocese of Eastern Michigan, the setting was St.. Paul’s Episcopal Church in the City of Flint and we were a few weeks into a national acknowledgement of a deepening recession following a precipitous decline in the stock market.  What better setting could there have been for our gathering than in the heart of the community in our diocese most visibly affected by industrial and economic decline?  A year later, economists are cautiously proclaiming that the recession is over and that the recovery has begun.  Despite leading the nation in unemployment rates hovering near 16% statewide, Michigan, and in particular, the Diocese of Eastern Michigan have reason to celebrate.  Congregational income has remained steady, diocesan investments are regaining value, creativity is present and a new spirit of collaboration is taking hold among us.  There is indeed Good News to proclaim. 

Congregations are willing to think “outside the box” with some being so bold as to ask, “What box?”  St. Paul’s Flint has chosen to invest in the future of Flint and their ministry to the urban core by boldly staffing themselves for the congregation God is calling them to become rather than the one they currently are and by affiliating with a community organizing group, FACT, Flint Area Congregations Together; St. John’s Midland is exploring team ministry while re-imagining its staffing to enhance gospel proclamation to youth and young adults; All Saints’ Marysville continues to embrace abundance over scarcity and to defy the odds in its strategic redevelopment; Calvary Hillman and Grace Long Rapids have turned the “crisis” of a clergy vacancy into an opportunity to re-imagine their respective ministries; a joint annual giving and capital campaign is in planning stages at St. Christopher’s Grand Blanc; Holy Family Midland has reconfigured its worship and gathering space to be more accessible, more hospitable, more practical --- all of it done with sensitivity to community needs in balance with the local pressures of preserving an Alden B. Dow design; Christ Church East Tawas is not only growing produce for parishioners in its community garden but also sharing the produce with those in need, hosting a local farmers marked, and creatively using Angel Food Ministries to provide food to the hungry; Trinity Alpena continues to work for a gentler and more civil society by hosting a summer music series; St. Jude’s Fenton continues to practice eco-justice by reducing waste, recycling and exploring conversion to partial solar power; refurbished facilities at St. John the Baptist Otter Lake provide much needed community gathering space in a community with a shrinking number of churches and available public space; St. Paul’s Saginaw and St. Andrew’s Flint continue to act as beacons of light and hope in the midst of unimaginable poverty and the downward spiral of violence and despair; Trinity Bay City is leading the way in our ecumenical agreement with the Presbyterian Church U.S.A. by embracing as one of their own the Rev. Valerie “Dr.Val” Fargo, Presbyterian pastor, biblical scholar and faculty-member of our new Coppage-Gordon School for Ministry; all across this diocese, the hungry are fed, the hurting are healed, the sick and prisoners are visited, Good News is being proclaimed and works of justice and mercy are being carried out in the name of Christ. Yes, we do have Good News to proclaim. 

Good News . . . yes . . . perfect news . . . no.  The past year has not been without its challenges.  The population within our diocesan boundaries has declined 1.6% since 2000 while our Average Sunday Attendance as a diocese over that same time period has declined 28.5% with a 2.1% drop from 2007 to 2008. Congregational budgets and programs are, for the most part, in maintenance mode --- having remained essentially unchanged over the past seven years --- while during the same time period diocesan income has remained flat, resulting in staff reductions and creative re-imagining of mission imperatives.  Yet, we do have Good News to proclaim. 

In his letter to the Church in Ephesus, St. Paul reminds us of the power of God at work within us that is able to accomplish abundantly more than we can ask or imagine (Ephesians 3:20).  Power from God . . . at work within us . . . able to accomplish abundantly more than we can ask or imagine.  Power from God.  Not power from me.  Not power from you.  But power from God.  On the evening of June 12th of this year, I sat in my living room with my feet up, relaxing while watching a movie with Ann and Josh, our youngest son.  At first I thought the pressure in my chest was the pepperoni pizza I had eaten earlier that evening coming back to revisit me.  Shifting in the chair did not relieve the pressure and the discomfort only increased.  Within twenty minutes the pressure had also become a tingling in my arm, shortness of breath, a clammy feeling and waves of nausea.  Four weeks shy of my 48th birthday, I was experiencing my first heart attack.  I pray it will be my last.  Over the next few weeks I was forced to re-examine my diet, my lifestyle, my exercise --- or lack thereof --- in short, all those things which might have led to a heart attack.  My cardiologist and my primary physician both said the same thing.  I’m lucky.  There’s no lasting damage.  All my numbers look good, but I must be more attentive to my diet and exercise.  That’s good news --- not necessarily fun or easy to do, but certainly doable with some concerted effort.  And one more thing:  I must reduce my stress. So, how am I doing?  With support from my physician, my wife and children, the wonderful staff at the Diocesan Center and your continued prayers and encouragement, I feel good today. But what about the stress?  It’s still there.  It still needs a bit of reduction; maybe even a lot of reduction.  But I have been reminded that the greatest stress reliever is to remember that I’m not called to use my own power to effect change, to usher in the reign of God, to turn around the economy or to solve the challenges presented to the Diocese of Eastern Michigan, The Episcopal Church or the worldwide Anglican Communion.  It is the power of God that will do all those things. 

A heart attack was a gift to me, a wake-up call, an opportunity to re-prioritize my life and to make some changes before it’s too late.  And we have the same opportunity as the people of God called the Diocese of Eastern Michigan.  We can continue with our old habits, our well-worn paths, and we’ll get predictable results: more of the same that we’ve been getting.  How does that sound?  Declining population, declining revenue and declining attendance.  Or we can get out of the way and allow the power of God working in us to do infinitely more than we can ask or imagine.  The stark reality is that we have a choice between life and death.  Which will we choose?  I choose life. 

Sean Rowe, Bishop of Northwestern Pennsylvania, the youngest bishop in the Anglican Communion at age 34, may be young but he has a depth of wisdom well beyond his years.  In the midst of sometimes tedious discussions in the House of Bishops, he is fond of reminding us of the foolishness of continuing down paths that have led to unwanted results like broken relationships and institutional decline.  He asks us, “How’s that working for you?”  How’s that working for you?  How has our past behavior worked for us?  Is it the behavior we want and need for the future that God intends for us? 

The time for this diocese to acknowledge the power of God working in us is now.  Not our own power or our own designs about how to be church but the power of God working is us that can do infinitely more than we can ask or imagine.  I believe that God is continuing to call us into partnership for great things.  We are being called to shed institutional structures that inhibit our growth and fuel our decline; we are being called to travel more lightly and to risk more imaginatively for the kingdom of God; we are being called to stop hoarding our private treasure and to share the abundance so graciously given to us by God; we are being called to focus our energies on life not death; we are being called to work together, to set aside selfish agendas and allow the power of God to work through us to do infinitely more than we can ask or imagine. 

Over this past year I have shared with you through the fruits of an ongoing process of listening to people from around this diocese as you have expressed your hopes and dreams for this Church.  The result is not a flowery and lengthy vision or mission statement or purpose but rather four simple words:  Pray, Learn, Serve, Grow.  You have said that those are the priorities.  You have said that you want a collaborative partnership that enables you to Pray, Learn, Serve and Grow.  Those four words are guiding me and the rest of the people and structures of this diocese as we strive to serve God through serving you. As the Diocesan Review Task Force continues its work over this next year --- having convened for the first time a couple of weeks ago --- they will be seeking to find ways to further align our structures, our program, our Constitution and Canons to facilitate our life together as we Pray, Learn, Serve and Grow.  Those four words are, in essence, a reminder to us to return to the fundamentals of what shapes us as we strive to live out our Baptismal Covenant.  It is a call to focus our efforts and energies, to be good stewards of the gifts given to us by God, and to use those gifts for furthering God’s Reign of peace and justice. 

Glory to God whose power, working in us, can do infinitely more than we can ask or imagine: Glory to God from generation to generation in the Church, and in Christ Jesus for ever and ever.  Amen.                        Ephesians 3:20,21 

