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One of Jesus’ first public acts in Mark’s gospel consists of driving an “unclean spirit” from a 

man in the synagogue at Capernaum. Whatever the term “unclean spirit” may have meant in this 

ancient context, and whatever modern interpretation we might use to explain Jesus’ actions  

- exorcism, liberation, healing, fill in the blank – actions like this would become an important 

part of Jesus’ ministry. And if we look at this episode in a larger, more expansive context, we 

might say that what Jesus is really doing is freeing this man from the particular thing that is 

keeping him from full and abundant life. In fact, everything Jesus does – healing, raising the 

dead (or those thought to be dead), driving out spirits and demons, teaching, even confronting the 

religious authorities – everything is designed to restore humanity to God’s original intention,  

and for us to have the kind of rich, full life that God wants for his beloved creatures.  

 

Our faith traditions, as practiced it in the church, are designed to give us plenty of opportunities 

to work toward that: hearing and proclamation of the Word, the sacraments (especially baptism 

and eucharist), the confession and absolution, the prayers and praise and singing, scripture study 

and meditation – all of these are designed to bring us closer to God through our relationship with 

Christ, and gradually to form or re-form us in the likeness of Christ whose name we bear as 

“Christians”. When we do/practice these things, and do them faithfully and honestly and with an 

openness to what God has to say to us, then over time we find that there is less and less room in 

us for the things that keep us from God and that prevent us from having that full and abundant 

life, as Christ’s spirit works in us to free us from those things. 

 

That’s true of individuals; but it’s also true of congregations. In fact, without the support of a 

strong, healthy, caring faith community that abundant life becomes elusive at best. We cannot be 

Christians in isolation; can’t practice our faith that way; Jesus works in the community of his 

body, the Church, to establish full, abundant life for congregations. So on annual meeting 

Sunday it seems appropriate to reflect on the ways this community contributes to the health and 

vitality of the spiritual lives of its members. 

 

There are a lot of things we do well here. Liturgy is one of them; and since liturgy, “the public 

work of the people”, is really the basis of everything else, we provide a strong framework and 

foundation for people to integrate faith into their lives the rest of the week. I think we’re pretty 

good at engaging with scripture. I wish more people would take advantage of some of the 

formation offerings, but this is a congregation that takes an interest in the larger story of how 

God relates to humanity and creation, which is really what the Bible is all about. And this is a 

generous congregation, in terms of financial giving, both to this church and to groups and 

charities that need our support. “We feed people”. We give goods and food away, and we give 

away time so that other people’s donated food can get to the mouths and tables of the hungry.  

I hope that as we move forward, we can expand that “giving” to include the giving of time for 

some aspect of social justice: working to end the systemic causes of the kind of poverty that 

keeps people hungry, for example. That will take time and discernment and attention, but it’s 

part of our mission and I hope we can move in that direction.  

 



We are a small congregation, and one of the hazards of being small is that we can easily get into 

“survival” mode and make everything we do about our own survival. Ironically, going in that 

direction is practically a guarantee against the very survival that a parish seeks. Time after time, 

it seems the churches that are attracting attention and getting noticed are the churches that are 

engaged in meaningful, transforming work in the world. And those churches are growing, 

because they are visibly and publicly practicing their Christian faith, helping move others – not 

just their own members - toward full and abundant life.  

 

There is one more thing that I want to address this morning, because it has become a pastoral 

issue. Last week at the budget presentation meeting, a parishioner suggested that one way to 

balance the budget and free up funds for ongoing ministries and new initiatives would be to 

eliminate the position of rector altogether and employ supply clergy to come in on a weekly 

basis. The reaction to this was pretty swift. Some of you were disturbed, confused, or angered;  

I know that because you’ve told me or you’ve gone to a warden about it. There was some shock 

and hurt, and I have done my best to respond to that in an appropriate way as your priest and 

pastor. Some of you reached out to give me pastoral care as well, and I appreciate that. For 

clarity’s sake: the budget that was presented last Sunday had already been approved by the 

vestry. You can see it in your report (don’t look at it right now, please!) and yes, it is a deficit 

budget. The vestry considered this very, very carefully, and are aware of the implications. But 

it’s the budget we have for 2018. I also want to assure you that an Episcopal parish or its vestry 

cannot just decide on its own to eliminate the position of rector; the bishop would certainly have 

something to say about that, and so would the canons (church laws).  

 

One of the reasons I decided to address this openly and as soon as possible is because I’m also 

aware that there’s been a fair amount of second- and third-hand reporting and discussion this 

week among people who weren’t present but “heard things”. (And then consequently I “heard 

things”.) Curiosity is natural, of course; but this kind of triangulated behind-the-scenes talk is 

how stories get out of hand and inflated, statements get misinterpreted (or simply “interpreted”), 

and facts misrepresented. We can do better than all of that. It’s quite common in churches, and 

for all kinds of reasons, for people to talk about and around their clergy leader. I’ve said this 

before: if you’re concerned about something, please speak directly with me. And finally: 

someone mentioned the “R” word last Sunday. For the record: I have lots of energy for ministry, 

and I have no plans to retire. 

 

As I said near the end of last Sunday’s meeting, the vestry will be having some very tough 

conversations as the year unfolds. Like all established parishes, St. Giles has a lot of “sacred 

cows” that need to be examined critically: things like owning a rectory, worshipping in this 

building, keeping the education building open, maintaining the music program and yes, having a 

fulltime rector. No doubt there are others. Some of these things help us to have the kind of full 

and abundant life that I mentioned earlier, and just because a position or program or building 

gets talked about doesn’t mean it’s going away. But everything will be on the table. We will be 

transparent about our process and keep the parish informed but the conversation rightly begins 

with the vestry because that is our responsibility. So pray for your vestry – please! Pray for your 

rector – please! And pray for your parish, as I continue to pray for all of you. That’s the least we 

can do. And, it’s the very best we can do!  

 


