The State of the Ship -- The Minister’s Annual Report

Matthew 14:22-33 on page 892
Jesus Walks on the Water
22 Immediately he made the disciples get into the boat and go on ahead to the other side, while he dismissed the crowds. 23 And after he had dismissed the crowds, he went up the mountain by himself to pray. When evening came, he was there alone, 24 but by this time the boat, battered by the waves, was far from the land, for the wind was against them. 25 And early in the morning he came walking towards them on the lake. 26 But when the disciples saw him walking on the lake, they were terrified, saying, ‘It is a ghost!’ And they cried out in fear. 27 But immediately Jesus spoke to them and said, ‘Take heart, it is I; do not be afraid.’ 
28 Peter answered him, ‘Lord, if it is you, command me to come to you on the water.’ 29 He said, ‘Come.’ So Peter got out of the boat, started walking on the water, and came towards Jesus. 30 But when he noticed the strong wind, he became frightened, and beginning to sink, he cried out, ‘Lord, save me!’ 31 Jesus immediately reached out his hand and caught him, saying to him, ‘You of little faith, why did you doubt?’ 32 When they got into the boat, the wind ceased. 33 And those in the boat worshipped him, saying, ‘Truly you are the Son of God.’ 

Sir Laurens van der Post has written, “We live not only our own lives but, whether we know it or not, also the life of our time.” We live in ambiguous times. The winds of change are churning up waves, sweeping before them all the familiar buoys that long have marked the channels of our religious lives. And when we look to the state of the ship (our church), ours and almost anybody else's, all we seem to see and hear is canvas tearing and cables snapping. 

For example:

1. Sunday worship attendance in the Northeast is lower than it's ever been and our worship attendance is down as well.

2. Nationally, Sunday school has dropped drastically over the last decade and our Sunday school has as well.

3. More children now play in or go to sporting events on Sundays than are in church and that is true in Branford.

4. The members of our denomination give more money to their college and university endowments, than to their local churches and that is true in our congregation.

5. In our denomination, we’ve been closing more churches than we open and last year, First Congregational Branford, for the first time in 20 years, lost more members than we gained.
It's a stormy sea upon which the ship of Church sails. Most other congregations in our denomination are in the same boat, which for me is slim solace. There are no simple or easy answers to these complex issues. However, many people want answers that are easy and uncomplicated. I do as well, I understand. However, as your Senior Minister, my first allegiance is to be faithful to God and God's calling to us as a congregation, rather than telling myself and you, what we want to hear.

For example, it would be easy to say to you, in these troubled times we have some real financial problems. At our Annual Meeting, we will be presented with a deficit budget of approximately $26,000. Many well intentioned people may say; “Let us this year address the problem by taking money out of our endowments.” This is the simple way to do it. We will just put off to next year or the year after making tough choices. It would be easy to say, we can do it this way, without first really challenging ourselves to be faithful stewards. 

Or, we can be draconian and slash missions, youth and music programs, along with our part-time (10 hours a week) Associate Minister the Rev. Susan Trucksess. Remember last year we had to cut the Rev. Vance Taylor’s salary from our budget. If this year’s budget is accepted as presented to the Annual Meeting, Vicki Dormer, our Sunday School Director, will be cut. The Rev. Theresa Borchetta and others will pick up her duties and this means she will have less time for other ministry duties. These kinds of measures mean that programs will be dropped and as programs are dropped fewer ministries are available and less people find their way into our faith community and into the love of God as experienced in Jesus Christ. We can do this without first really challenging ourselves to be faithful stewards. 

Or we can as our text (Matthew 14: 22-33) suggests, step out of the boat in faith and place our hand in the hand of the Lord. This of course will take a great deal of courage on many people's parts. Undergirding this kind of courage is a faith which says, in our time, if we call upon the name of Jesus, we will find a hand to lift us from the turbulent and churning waters. Courage today is a critical virtue, because we are called upon to live with enormous insecurity. The stewardship of our time, talent and treasure is an issue that every one of us wrestles with. There never seems to be enough. And yet, again and again and again in scripture, the word comes back, “There is enough. Have faith.”

Just think back over our texts in the first three weeks of Epiphany: 

1. On January 10th there was the text of the “Word becoming flesh and dwelling among us...,” giving us enough of everything we need, to do the work of Christmas.

2. Next there was that wonderful text from John about water into wine - the stewardship of enough - where God gives us more than we can possibly ever use - we are awash in good wine!

3. And last week (as far as I'm concerned) that “Word” became flesh in our seminary student, Vanessa Cardinale, as she preached her first sermon here in her home church, just as Jesus did in the text for last Sunday from Luke 4. If there was ever a poster child for what this congregation is about, she would be it; having been baptized and confirmed here, gone through our Sunday school, participated in our Youth Bell programs, youth groups, summer camps at Killam's Point, mission trips, both nationally and internationally, and now preparing to graduate from Union Theological Seminary, taking her place alongside the many others who have been ordained from this church into the Christian ministry. 

This is the good news of Epiphany, which is the unfolding of Jesus' message that there is more than enough. All we need to do is muster in faith the courage to step out of the boat; knowing the Lord will be with us. It is terribly important for us to realize, that as our small ship is buffeted one way and then another by the secular winds of our age, we need to have the courage to be faithful in our action. For while in many matters it is prudent to first see, and then act; in matters of faith, first we must do then we will know, first we will be and then we will see. One must, in short, dare to act wholeheartedly without absolute certainty. Or as our text suggests, first step out of the boat and then you will feel the hand of the Lord holding and guiding you through the troubled waters. But you have to first step out!

So here is the good news: the state of the ship is just fine! We are held in the hand of God; there is more than enough! So take heart; do not be discouraged, for as Vanessa spoke last week, "The [hand of the Lord is upon us] to bring good news...."

How can we then be vessels of this “Good News” in ambiguous times?

First, in regard to the statistics which I presented at the beginning of this Annual Report:

1. Encourage one another to be at Worship. 

In the stormy seas upon which we sail, we need all hands on deck. Sunday morning is where together we receive the Captain’s orders. In prayers, anthems and hymns, preaching and teaching, and in the little eddies of conversation here in there (perhaps with a Stephen Minister), we find encouragement to continue our faith journey knowing full well that we go not alone, but together; held up by the hand of God, as we understand God was in Jesus Christ. Giving thanks for the hand of God upon us, is the reason we worship.

2. Teaching our youth and learning ourselves.

In these turbulent times, we have to be examples to our children and grandchildren. Too many times, we say to our children, "Do as I say, not as I do." And you know as well as I do, children learn more by example (by what they see us do), rather than what we say. And when it comes to worship and Sunday school, today often times, one of two things happen: adults use the excuse they are just too tired from their week’s work to get going on Sunday morning, or a child's athletic schedule runs Sunday morning. Either way it says, “Worship or Sunday school is not that important.” Every one of our young people will be seduced by the secular culture to live in a hedonistic manner - "Me first, because there’s not enough for everybody." "Eat, drink and be merry, for tomorrow we die!" The only way I know to keep our children’s heads above this sea of hopeless despair, is the graciousness of God as seen in the hand of Jesus Christ. However, our children are not going to know this hand of grace and truth, if they are not in worship and Sunday school. And, just as important, neither will we if we do not continue our own reading of scripture and a disciplined prayer life.

3. The stewardship of our time, talent and treasure.

The steward on a boat is the one who takes care of the needs of the other passengers. A steward is a servant. All of us together are the stewards of this ship, First Congregational Branford. Our boat is not the building, the staff who works here or the programs which emanate from here. Our boat is first and foremost people. Without people, what good is a building, ministers and programs? Unless each member of this congregation sees themselves as a steward, this ship will sink! It takes all hands on deck to hoist up the anchor, lift the mainsail and with our time, talent and treasure, to set sail on a turbulent sea. 

· The Stewardship of time

On our ship, we need some servants - some stewards who will contact the Nominating Committee, because there are a half a dozen openings to fill on the Board of Deacons. The Nominating Committee reported that they are having a difficult time filling this board which deals with the spiritual life of the congregation. Your church needs your stewardship of time. Are there some of you, who are willing in faith to step out of the boat and be a steward in your church?

· The Stewardship of Talent

On our ship, we need talented stewards to do everything from cleaning the galley and welcoming people up the gangplank on Sunday morning to light office work. The list goes on, but suffice it to say, whatever it is; your church needs your talents. All you have to do is; in faith, have the courage to step out of the boat. 

· The Stewardship of Our Treasure

Close to 100% of all the people who pledged last year pledged this year. That's wonderful. However, pledges were down by about $15,000. We believe most of that's due to the economy. However, we also know that there are many people who could pledge quite a bit more. We need those of you who are able to do this, to get out of the boat and trust in the hand of God to lead you in your stewardship of generosity. There will be enough!

Our Scripture tells us that the disciple Peter was lifted from the swirling waters by the Lord's hand and when they got back into the boat, "the wind ceased. And those in the boat worshiped him, saying, ‘Truly you are the son of God.’" 

And “the winds ceased.” And the winds of these ambiguous times in which we live will cease. Our ship, First Congregational Branford, will sail through this “Great Recession,” as it sailed on through the Great Depression, world wars, Civil War, Revolutionary War and all the other gales, which in 366 years, have threatened to blow our ship against the rocks, dashing it into so much flotsam. Today is no different than those times. With a faithful hand upon the tiller, let us not be afraid to trim the sails and head out to sea. Remembering, that most church boats don't like to be rocked; they prefer to lie at anchor rather than go places in stormy seas. Let’s not kid ourselves, this crew is no different. But that's because we Christians view the church as the object of our love instead of the subject and instrument of God's grace. So, let's hoist up the anchor and get under way, remembering, faith cannot be passive; it has to go places, and the Lord has places for us to go! Ministries that need to be done!

O God, may your stewards here this day, reach out in faith and feel the hand of Jesus lifting each of us into the boat, as we worship him saying, “Truly you are the son of God." Amen.  

