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Welcome to the Joyous Season of  Lent! 
“Wait a minute! Joyous?! Lent?! I mean, the two words don’t even belong in the 
same sentence!” This sentiment is understandable. After all, Lent is generally 
regarded as a heavy, dreary period in the church calendar. The fact that it is a 
penitential season and that, in the north at least, it falls during the long, gloomy, 
gray days of late winter contributes to this overall sense of joylessness. But that 
is not how I see Lent, because I genuinely think of Lent as joyous – though, 
perhaps in a somewhat more subdued manner than the ecstatic celebrations of 
Christmas or Easter. Despite its reputation as somber, sad, even depressing sea-
son, I see Lent as a season of hope. Yes, there are no flowers on the altar, yes, 
the church is draped in a somber shade of purple, yes, the ‘alleluias’ have disap-
peared from the liturgy; but more important than these sobering aspects of Len-
ten devotion is the ultimate truth that Lent is a journey characterized by an ever 
closer walk with God...so how could that not be joyous? 

In Lent we are invited to examine our spiritual health and 
shed ourselves of those things that prevent us from feel-
ing a fuller sense of God in our lives. Through the course 
of the year, we tend to build up a lot of negative energy; 
our attention is held by things that promote our selfish-
ness, greed and lack of charity; we become consumed by 
the culture of consumerism that is all around us; and we 
sometimes allow feelings of anger, anxiety or hopeless-
ness to dominate our lives. But Lent is a reminder to us to 
look more closely at these and other spiritually unproduc-
tive elements of both our thinking and our behaviors and 
clear them out of our world, leaving room for God to come and occupy more 
space in our lives. This is joyful! 

This process is often termed “spiritual spring cleaning;” and I suppose the    

analogy is apt, but I would take it one step further, because this is not 

a solitary process - it is not something that we just do on our own but rather 

something that we are all doing together. We observe Lent in community. So, 

the analogy I like to use is that of preparing a community garden for the upcom-

ing season, when all come together to clear the area around the garden, clean 

and repair tools, remove debris, aerate the soil and eventually begin to plant the 

seeds that will bring growth and abundance to our world. And anyone who has 

spent much time as part of a community gathering, whether it be a barn-raising 

or a charity walkathon, knows the feeling of joy that comes from being with 

neighbors and friends all working together on a worthwhile project. How much 

more joyful when we know that we are working to improve our souls in the 

spirit of community as God’s people, seeking to prepare the ground for planting 

season and the abundant harvest that is to come! So, may we all experi-

ence together this Holy Season of Lent!   Fr. Michael 

http://christchurchmiddletown.org/
https://www.facebook.com/ChristChurchMiddletown
https://dioceseofnj.org/
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  Thirsting for Community 
As it is stated in our worship bul-

letin: “In Communion we receive 

God’s promise to set aside all 

that separates us: we strengthen 

our union with Christ and one 

another; and we experience a 

foretaste of the time when all cre-

ation will share the feast God has 

prepared for us.” Therefore, we receive the sacrament 

of communion in community, so that all may share 

this gift.  Communion, therefore, is an essential com-

ponent of our life together in community as a church. 

 But sadly communion in community as it is 

normally experienced is not always available to every-

one. People may find themselves unable to come to 

church due to illness, in which case we send Eucharis-

tic visitors to them to offer communion, sharing with 

them  the Sacrament that has been offered to the com-

munity of worshippers at church. If they cannot attend 

church due to travel, the hope is that they will visit 

other churches along the way and receive communion 

at those places.  

 In this time of pandemic, however, we experi-

enced firsthand another challenge that prevented us 

from receiving the Sacrament when our church was 

shut down. But our Bishop encouraged us to offer vir-

tual services and permitted communion to be received 

in Spirit. Happily, we were able to stay in community 

this way, a compromise that held us together during 

some dark times.  

 Eventually, in person worship was resumed 

but even after we returned to in-person worship, com-

munion was restricted due to concerns regarding the 

sharing  of the Common Cup. So, the Sacrament could 

only be received in one kind: bread, but not wine. 

 While Episcopal Canon Law acknowledges 

that full communion may be made by receiving in one 

kind,  many felt that their full experience of commun-

ion was some how diminished—it wasn’t, but I under-

stood the complaint. So, it was truly a glorious day, 

when months later we were once more permitted to 

offer the Sacrament in both kinds. But  even so there 

are those who still are unable to receive in both kinds, 

namely people whose bodies cannot tolerate bread or 

those whose bodies cannot tolerate alcohol.  

For those who would otherwise be prevent-

ed from receiving the host, because wheat bread is 

not an option,  we offer gluten-free wafers. We 

consecrate a few every week. But for those who 

choose not to drink alcohol, the church’s position 

has always been for them to just receive the Sacra-

ment in one kind and forego the chalice. For many 

this is not an adequate solution. 

There are many reasons for not drinking 

alcohol. Some parents, for example, may not want 

their underage children to drink the wine from the 

chalice. Other people may have an allergy to alco-

hol or simply not like the taste; but the most fre-

quently stated reason for avoiding the common cup 

concerns our brothers and sisters in recovery, who 

feel that consumption of communion wine would 

compromise their hard-won sobriety. Communion 

in one kind is a perfectly acceptable option for 

these people, but as stated above, the desire to drink 

of the common cup may be for them an important 

symbol of unity with Christ and with each other. So 

We have decided that every effort must be 

made to nourish all who come to the Lord’s Table. 

Just as everyone is welcomed at the table, everyone 

should also be adequately fed. This is as an im-

portant indication of our commitment to radical 

hospitality. With this in mind, during the season of 

Easter, we will begin the practice of consecrating 

grape juice (the biblical “fruit of the vine”) in addi-

tion to wine. This alternative will be offered in spe-

cial, instantly recognizable wooden chalices so to 

avoid mistaking it with the chalice (in silver or pot-

tery) containing wine. 

In this effort, Christ Church is on the lead-

ing edge among Episcopal Churches in its commit-

ment to inclusivity. Not everyone agrees with our 

practice. The Bishop of Gloucester in the Church of 

England suggested that because the Sacrament wit-

nesses to the unity in Christ, the introduction of an-

other “kind” of sacrament – grape juice – compro-

mises this unity, because some will drink from one 

consecrated element while some from another. Our 

feeling, however, is that unity is achieved by all 

participating in Eucharist, all gathering around a 

common table as one people, one family.  This 

feels more in keeping with the unity that the Sacra-

ment encourages us to develop. 



 

 

You may have noticed that we’ve 
tweaked the Vestry portfolios a bit 
over the past couple of years – 
that’s certainly a place where past 
and present meld and I thought, 
with the 2023 Annual Meeting just 
behind us, we might chat a bit 
about that. 
The Constitution and Canons of 

the Diocese of New Jersey, and various New Jersey 
statutory provisions govern the organization, govern-
ance, and property rights of our Parish. Amongst these 
provisions is one that specifically speaks to the Ves-
try, i.e., the number of Vestry members shall be three, 
six, nine or twelve. Christ Church by-laws stipulate 
nine Vestry members, each of which we’ve dedicated 
to a specific portfolio. 

Over time, those portfolios have shifted, ex-
panded, and contracted as Parish needs have dictated. 
The last two or three elections certainly reflect that but 
perhaps with a bit more intention. Just as way of back-
ground, here are the dedicated portfolios/Vestry mem-
bers that we have today: 
Buildings and Grounds – Frank Kerfoot,  Christian 
Formation – John Bailey,  Communications – Vicki 
Schmelzer,  Finance – Cathy O’Flynn,   Inreach – 
Theresa Blackburn-Tuttle, Membership Development 
– Trish Thurman, Outreach - vacant, Parish Life – 
Gloria Clark, Stewardship – Rita Grootenboer 

Those of you familiar with past vestries will 
observe that two portfolios that we have traditionally 
included are missing. These are Worship and an addi-
tional Parish Life role – they were absolutely NOT 
eliminated because we thought them of lesser im-
portance, nothing could be further from the truth. Ra-
ther, since we’re “capped” at nine Vestry members, 
creating new roles was not really an option so as va-
cancies came up, we had to assess where we heard a 
calling. 

We are so fortunate at Christ Church to have 
extremely strong guilds that make up the Worship 
portfolio so in creating a portfolio dedicated to much 
needed Membership Development, we chose to lever-
age that strength and today the Worship guilds do as 
they always did and take direction directly from Fa-
ther Michael.  

The Vestry Corner 
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More recently, the Parish Life positions 
came up for re-election – there have been two posi-
tions over the recent years. This role is one that de-
mands a lot of hands on but, at the same time we 
heard repeatedly a call for more attention to Inreach, 
to caring for our own parishioners. We explored re-
ducing the Parish Life portfolio to one person and 
then creating an Inreach position that could focus on 
what we were hearing at Town Halls, in surveys, 
and coffee hours. This one took some work, but 
Lauren and a host of volunteers have stepped up to 
take on management of key social events – coffee 
hours included – to share the load with Gloria. Pan-
cake Supper was one of these (thank you Barbara) 
and you’ll all agree that that turned out wonderfully. 

Fortunately for us, we are a living flexible 
organization. We can undo or change what doesn’t 
work for us, we can and should continue to shift to 
meet the needs of this Parish. Quite frankly, recruit-
ing for Vestry positions is a challenge sometimes 
and that’s perfectly understandable - sometimes it is 
skill sets, work or time and family commitments. As 
we look forward, maybe we’ll need to change how 
we look at the Vestry entirely. Maybe we should 
contract to six Vestry positions and delegate pro-
gram management to committees? Who knows? It’s 
a journey that we will make together (note: changes 
in the size of Vestry will require an approved 
amendment to the by-laws). 

For today, thank you for your ongoing sup-
port of this Parish, Father Michael and Cathy, and 
this Vestry. We’re grateful for all of their collective 
talents and dedication. We are truly blessed.   

    - Betty 

Your Opinion Matters! 

We kicked off 2023 by conducting a 

survey of parishioners, asking them 

to prioritize the various projects and  

issues that need to be addressed. The 

Results are in and  we are pleased to 

report that among the many items 

parishioners felt worthy of attention, 

the highest priority was given to Repair and Renova-

tion of our church buildings, programs designed to 

serve and attract more young families, an improved 

sound system for the church and an updated kitchen. 

More on this exercise in the next Crier! 



 

 

“Calico Gift Auction”  -  WHAT A NIGHT!!! 
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     November 12 must rank 
near the top of Christ 
Church highlights for 2022. 
Nearly 300 people were in 
attendance in the gymnasi-
um at St. Leo’s Community 
Center in Lincroft for Christ 
Church’s second Calico Gift 
Auction. What an occasion 
it proved to be. Our first 
auction was held before the 
pandemic and considered a 
huge success by everyone. 
This time it was even big-
ger, better and more fun. 
Best of all, this year’s auc-
tion far exceeded the finan-
cial goal set by the auction 
committee. 
     Christ Church is at its 
best whenever it gathers to-
gether to have a good time, 
for a good cause., but  
“Good Time” is an under-
statement in the context of 
this year’s auction. To put it 
bluntly, it was a blast!       
     Many thanks to everyone 
who helped with the auction. 
Special thanks to The Calico 
Auction team (Maria Ker-
foot, Cathy O’Flynn, Ronnie 
Warren and Carol Murray-
Negron). Thanks also to our 
emcee Cindy Balme and 
John Balme, who provided 
musical entertainment.  
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New Partners in Faith  
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Jesus’ prayer for his disciples in John 17:21 is “that 

they may all be one.” This is the simple basis for the 

Episcopal Church’s commitment to ecumenical and 

interfaith relations. Interfaith is a term that is self ex-

planatory. It relates to dialogue between various faith 

traditions. In our case this involves Christians en-

gaged in positive dialogue with Jews, Muslims, Bud-

dhists and other religions, meeting to discover what 

they have in common rather what divides them.  The 

hope is that these relations will promote peace and 

harmony among the world’s faithful.  

 But what do we mean by ecumenical? Ecu-

menical is the adjectival form of Ecumenism, which 

is the concept and principle that Christians who be-

long to different denominations should work together 

to develop closer relationships among their churches 

and promote Christian unity. The two terms--

interfaith and ecumenical--are similar in that they 

both involve people of different religious traditions 

working together; but one refers to different denomi-

nations within Christianity while the other refers to 

different religions. When we work with our friends at 

Middletown Reformed Church, for instance, we are 

engaging in an ecumenical relationship; while rela-

tionships that we hope to build with the local Mosque 

or Synagogue, or Hindu Temple, for instance, would 

be work that promotes interfaith dialogue.  

The Episcopal Church has a long history of 

leadership in both the ecumenical and interfaith 

movements. Our involvement in the ecumenical 

movement dates back to the formation of the World 

Council of Churches (and even earlier).  The Office 

for Ecumenical and Interreligious Relations of the 

Episcopal Church offers prayers for unity and partici-

pates in formal dialogues to nurture a spirit of under-

standing and respect, while collaborating actively in 

mission and ministry opportunities.  

It is truly encouraging that Ecumenical and 

Interreligious work has institutional support on both 

the national church level and internationally through 

the Anglican Communion; but there is much that we 

can do on the parish level to promote the unity of all 

people from all faiths. Increased activity  with our 

partners at the Bayshore Ministry Associations and 

with New Jersey Mosaic is one way of participating 

in these important dialogues.  

What is the Syriac Orthodox Church?

An Oriental Orthodox church that branched from 
the Church of Antioch, this church is headed by the 
bishop of Antioch, known as the patriarch, who 

possesses apostolic succession through Saint Peter. 
Syriac is a dialect of Aramaic, the language Jesus 
spoke. This is one of the most ancient Christian 

churches and has a world wide following over 8 
million people, including the Middle East, India 
and North America. 

Another way is to host a church that is with-

out a place to worship. Typically, this involves 

reaching out to a smaller church or a recently 

“planted” church that does not have a worship 

space of their own. This is the case with Holy Trin-

ity Orthodox Church, a Syriac Orthodox Church 

that has recently formed in our area. 

Father John Pappan of Holy Trinity asked if 

we would be willing to share our Chapel space with 
his new congregation; and we were delighted to say 
“yes!” Holy Trinity began to offer services on Feb-

ruary 19 at 9 am, following our regular 8 am Eu-
charist. This promises to be an exciting partnership 
as we both seek to advance the mission of the God 

of Love to a wider audience. If you see members of 
Holy Trinity on our campus, be sure to welcome 
them and look for news about social opportunities 

that may arise to promote the partnership of our 
two communities of faith. 



 

 

Questions:  

      Q:    What first brought you to worship at Christ Church?    

 

 Q: How long have you been coming to Christ Church?  Kristin: 7 years 

 

      Q: What is the biggest change that you have seen at the church over the years? 

        Kristin: I think the biggest change has happened in the past few years - with Covid. I think the biggest        
 change has happened in the past few years– with Covid. But, I am impressed with CC community's 
 ingenuity and adaptability. Anywhere from how services were held - live-stream then as they continue 
 to be now. And, how you still feel connected to that community even when you attend virtually.  

  And the other things didn't fall by the wayside either- things that are important to Christ Church and 
my family  Outreach. Everyone was very focused on safety and doing everything the best way possible 
to keep all involved healthy. But, we were still able to do food drives, and diaper drives and charity 
works to give back to the community when it was most needed. And also Fellowship - we just like to 
have fun. I remember that the Parish Life committee sponsored a Road Rally Scavenger hunt that my 
family and I participated in. Following the clues and driving around the area to find very interesting 
sites, historical sites - some that we've driven by a million times and never appreciated.  But, (we) real-
ly had a lot of fun and it was a great way to connect with our CC community.  

 

 Q: What challenges do you see ahead for our church and churches as a whole? 

 

 

 

 

 

Watch the entire interview with Kristin by clicking on the below link or typing the link in your  browser.          

                                                               https://youtu.be/Bk99NBO2D2M 

 

Wisdom from the Pews  
 

   —  A conversation with Kristin Sparaco 
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Kristin: Well, I grew up attending Episcopal church. I grew up in Christ Church in Needham, MA and 

my husband and I were married there. And when I moved to New Jersey, we attended Episcopal 

churches. When my oldest started elementary school, we went on a search for an Episcopal church 

that was dedicated to young families and the education of their kids. We attended a summer service 

actually here in the historic church and we felt very at home and saw they had a director of children's 

Christian education, which spoke volumes to us. So, we have been attending ever since.   

I think it's a challenge to attract and engage families - especially families with young children.      

Everybody's very busy - has lots of activities and  commitments that no longer stop for Sunday.     

To be able to show a commitment to young families and Christian Education of their kids and to re-

ally find ways to give them a message that they can really relate to in their life and cope with all the 

challenges that we all face is what we all strive to look for.   



 

 

WHAT’S HAPPENING 

AT CHRIST CHURCH 

March 3-4 

Rummage Sale 

March 26 

Rise Against Hunger 

April 2-9 

Holy Week 

Good Friday, Tenebrae, 

Maundy Thursday,  

Good Fridays 

April 9 

Easter Sunday 

May 21 

Blood Drive 

June 4 

Children’s Communion 

Check the calendar on our 

website for regular updates 

Christ Episcopal Church 

90 Kings Highway 

Middletown, New Jersey 07748 

Office: (732) 671-2524 

Email : office@christchurchmiddletown.org 
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The Episcopal Diocese of New Jersey has elected the Rev. Canon Dr. Sally French to serve as the thirteenth 

bishop of the diocese. She will be consecrated and installed as the bishop of New Jersey on June 24, succeed-

ing Bishop William H. “Chip” Stokes, who is retiring. French currently serves as Canon for Regional Minis-

try and Collaborative Innovation in the Diocese of North Carolina. Prior to joining diocesan staff, she spent 

twenty years in parish ministry, serving congregations of many sizes and types. Raised in Toronto, Canada, 

French earned a bachelors degree from Trinity College, University of Toronto (Economics, History), a Mas-

ter of Divinity through the Toronto School of Theology, and a Doctor of Ministry degree from Virginia The-

ological Seminary. She was ordained a priest in 2001. She and her husband Clarke have two children living 

at home. At the 10 am Sunday service after French’s election,  the Rev Cathy Bickerton spoke movingly 

about what the election of the first woman bishop to the position meant to her.  Cathy explained that two of 

her granddaughters were visiting the day of the vote and she had them push the button signifying her choice 

and thus “voted for the first woman bishop in our diocese.” Cathy also noted that French’s election further 

helped in “breaking the glass ceiling for women clergy.” 

Meet Our New Bishop 


