Sermon and Report for the 291st Annual. Meeting of SPC 1-26-25
"The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to bring good news to the poor.  He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives and recovery of sight to the blind,
to let the oppressed go free, to proclaim the year of the Lord's favor." Isaiah 61: 1-2
In our gospel Jesus quotes this passage from Isaiah when reading in the synagogue in his hometown.  He tells those present “Today this scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing."  Thus, sets in motion the beginning of his being placed in danger for making this claim that he is the Messiah foretold by the prophets.
This gospel passage we read begins “Jesus, filled with the power of the Spirit, returned to Galilee.” Jesus was compelled to speak out, and claim who he was. If we kept reading this chapter, we would have heard Jesus saying “no prophet is accepted in the prophet’s home town.” And, if we read this passage through verse 30, we would learn Jesus’ claim of who he is… made the religious leaders and the towns people so angry they led him to the edge of a cliff determine to throw him to his death.  
This is what happens when the Holy Spirit truly enters a person or a community.  
The Spirit compels us to do things that many think may be odd or out of the ordinary.  However, our Lord gives us the example of what to do when we are truly compelled to act as the Spirit would have us do.  It does not mean it is going to be easy or without risk.  
My experience among you these 8 years is this parish has a long tradition of following the urging of the Spirit.  It began when I realized you shared a portion of proceeds from events with other charitable organizations.  Just a week ago I was approached by a church who sees what we do wants to do the same as part of their community service.  This was remarkable and counterintuitive by the world’s standards.  
The leap of faith continued when the Flour Girl got her start here and is now one of the most successful ventures in town.  It is the Spirit who led us to share our space with other groups like scouts or Business Networking International, the Red Cross, and others.  
	This prompting of God’s Spirit continued with the purchase of 17 acres of land that you will hear good news about at the parish meeting.  We also invited folks to imagine how this space might be improved and we will begin work on the altar area of the church soon.  We have already stored the communion rails for the time being.  And, we believe we have what we need in our Journey to 2026 fund to do the work of improvements, new lighting, insulation, and making the altar safer and more accessible for our altar guild and others.  This is thanks to donations and grants we have successfully received.  We will not require additional funds at this time.
The concerts we hold like the one cancelled last Sunday due to weather, brings together people from across our communities to celebrate the life through the performing arts.  We will reschedule and have some other wonderful concerts planned.  
This year thanks to the commitment of Erica Baez, Cathy Gerke, and our teens we have been able to start up Sunday School again.  
God’s Spirit was present at the book group reading The Book of Joy. Nearly 20 people gathered every week for two months and shared deep spiritual insights and stories over what it means to find true joy even during times of profound loss and pain.  
We see the Spirit though the many people who join hands and come together to prepare a meal for those who rely on sheltered housing during cold months at the No Freeze Shelter.  I saw the Spirit present this year when we invited Maggie Harting to help us with our online presence and website.  We know websites are critical to communicating in the modern day.  However, like most parishes there is no one to take on this work which needs continual maintenance.  The vestry allocated the funds to hire Maggie as a consultant and things are vastly improved and more people are connecting and finding what a special place this is.  
	I see the Spirit moving in the powerful ministry of our Altar Guild who lovingly prepare our space each week for worship.  I see it pastoral care of one another and in the Amarylis we send at Christmas to those who lost loved ones during the past year.  
	I saw the Spirit moving with the installation of the beautiful walkway in the memorial garden that is one the cover of our Annual Report.  This beautiful space is now fully accessible to individuals with assistive devices who previously were unable to join us can now use the garden.  
	Another powerful witness of God’s Spirit happened last week.  You may remember that we helped a Syrian refugee family resettle in CT in 2021-23.  The Alkalifa family has successfully integrated as meaningful citizens into our country.  To show their gratitude they mailed a check of nearly $6000 to help the resettlement of another family sometime in the near future.  A real witness of someone with not huge resources giving out of gratitude for what was given to them.  The hope is that River East Resettlement Alliance will spring back into motion to host another family in 2025, thanks in large part to this generous gift from the family we helped.
	One of the things we will discuss at the Annual Meeting is the use of treasure.  We have succeeded beyond expectations in many areas of our common life that you will hear about in our meeting.  However, you will also learn that there is a deficit to run the operations of the parish.  
	I also recognize many people are in a time of higher anxiety right now about a lot of things.  I want to say that this deficit is not something that we cannot solve and I am confident we shall.  
However, in the interest of transparency I want to tell you the increase to this year’s budget is largely salaries and particularly mine.  I discovered a year ago I was not paid the minimum level required by the larger church and pension fund from the time I was ordained as a priest.  I have been under paid what I was supposed to be paid for 17 years.  A year ago, I told the vestry that I have no intention of asking for those funds from previous 7 years be restored to me.  However, moving forward in 2025 we will pay the correct compensation at the minimum required level.  So, this adjustment is fixed and it will also be fixed for any clergy that may follow me. It is embarrassing to stand before you and talk about my salary like this, but is important that you all know why you will see an increase in my salary.  We can explain it in more detail how this happened and plans to help close the gap, which I am confident we will do.  
Importantly however I see God Spirit most visibly present in the faith of the people of this community.  It is demonstrated in countless ways each and every day.  There is one person whose simple but deep faith stands out for me this year.  Our own Steve Konopka who came back from a struggle with advanced pancreatic cancer will tell anyone who asks, it was the prayers of the people of this congregation that got him through it.  No matter what physical challenges he has endured, he is the first one to step up when anything is needed and asked of him.  His answer is this is my family and I will do whatever I can to help.
Our second reading from Paul’s letter to the people in Corinth builds on last week’s Epistle about gifts.  He writes, “just as the body is one and has many members, and all the members of the body, though many, are one body… Now you are the body of Christ and individually members of it.”  We are each given unique gifts to be used to build up the body of Christ. 
The question I ask myself all the time is what is God calling me and us to do now as a community on this journey of faith?  How are the multiple gifts in this community being best utilized to serve Christ’s Body in the world?  Are we using the gifts God gave each of us, our time, our talent, and treasure to build up this Body to meet the needs for today?  
As members of Christ’s Body, it is now our turn to do what God asks of us in the passage from Isaiah.  You and I are “sent me to proclaim release to the captives and recovery of sight to the blind, to let the oppressed go free, to proclaim the year of the Lord's favor."
We have all that we need right in this room to be Christ’s body, as this parish has done for some 291 years.  May God be with us as we discern where we are called to use these gifts for the benefit of our church, our community, and the world in which we live.  One of the greatest honors of my life is to serve as your rector.  Thank you for giving me the privilege of joining you on this journey of faith.  Amen.
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