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Every year I look forward to Annual Meeting Sunday  
 when the elders serve as liturgists.  
For one thing, it’s fun to try and figure out  
 which piece of the worship service might fit each ministry best,  
  and you can make all kinds of arguments for different match-ups.  
 It makes sense for Melanie Smith from Peace, Justice and Global Mission  
  to call for the Confession, for instance,  
   because we all know that none of us do enough  
    when it comes to partnering for God’s justice in the world.  
 But you could also argue that the Fellowship elder, Peggy Kincaid,     
  could call us to Confess 
   since we are always the gathered community of sinners.  
    Instead, Peggy led us in the passing of the Peace,  
     which also makes sense since she is the one in charge  
      of helping us enjoy each other as a community of disciples.  
Brian Smith of Buildings and Grounds  
 is logical to call for the offering,  
  since maintaining our incredible facility  
   requires our stewardship all year long.  
 Brent Opell from Endowment will pray over what we give this day,  
  in honor of all those who came before us, and made so much possible,  
   and so on and so on. 
 
The point, of course, is not to be theologically sharp,  
 but to get the elders up here in front of everyone,         
  including the ones who feel like they are being boiled in oil, so do thank them.  
   But it helps us all remember who is leading us.  
    Thus the rather ridiculous big names tags.  
 The tags do help us to remember  
  that each elder has been elected to serve the congregation,  
   and each one does so in particular ways.  
 
The deacons, too, who serve as individuals, rather than a board,  
 The deacons have a calling to care for us  
  in times of transition or need.  
 We didn’t think to get some of them involved in   
  the service, but maybe we will think to do that next year.  
 At any rate, the deacons are a big part  
  of the pastoral care that goes on around here,  
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   visiting folks who are home-centered, taking them communion,  
    and, providing trips to the doctor or rehab, or the grocery store, 
     and many other kinds of services  
      that help the body of Christ when we’re in need.   
On this Sunday I always debate 
 whether I should pick a single scripture text and preach that,  
  or speak more to the health of the church.  
Every Presbyterian Church is required by the Book of Order  
 to have an Annual Meeting for the purpose  
  of voting on the terms of the Pastor’s call,  
   which is fancy language for voting  
    on the pastor or pastors benefits and pay.   
 That, and voting on whether to call a pastor in the first place, 
  those are the two things that the congregation  
   in a Presbyterian church votes on.  
 Everything else, including the budget, you delegate to elders you elect,  
  who are to administrate the church  
   under the guidance of the one and only head of the church, Jesus Christ.  
 The pastor, as I trust you know, is the teacher and the preacher, 
  not a decision-maker; that role belongs to the elders. 
 
This year as I looked at the scripture for this day,  
 I was moved, as I often am, by the way the Holy Spirit  
  always seems to bring us what we need when we need it. 
All of the scriptures, including the Psalm,  
 which we used as the call to worship and the Children’s sermon,  
  all of them have things to say  
   about what ought to go in the life of a church.  
 
At the same time, none of the readings, except perhaps the Psalms,   
 are the kind of scriptures one can read once and go 
  “Oh, that’s nice and clear.”  
Instead, they reflect the fact that church life is marked by depth and complexity  
 that churches are places where all manner  
  of very complicated things should, and do, go on. 
 
In Deuteronomy, Moses is reassuring the people  
 that, once he’s gone, God will call other prophets to lead them,  
  and when that happens, he says, they had better listen.       
   The prophets themselves had better listen, too,        
    and only say what God commands. 
Imbedded in that seemingly simple statement  
 is the news that the church itself is supposed to be prophetic, rather than  
  a gathering of the comfortable who come to be comforted.  
Hosting and supporting voices that are un-comfortable  
 is part of the life of God’s people,  
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  and the community needs to be aware of, and welcome, that fact.   
Moses was wise to tell Israel this from the very start. 
 In a politically volatile era, we, too,  
  must be willing to host prophetic speech 
   particularly when we don’t like it or don’t agree with it.   
 
In the Mark text Jesus performs a healing— but not just any healing.  
 He exorcises a spirit who happens to know  
  who Jesus is.                 
   Interestingly in Mark the only people who know who Jesus is    
       are woman characters who have no name and so-called unclean spirits.   
Ordinarily, one would think that a healing would lead  
 to happy celebration and joyous amazement,  
  in our story though, the healing increases people’s sense of Jesus power  
   and authority, it also leads to Jesus fame being spread.  
 The word translated here as fame,  
  can also be translated “report.”  
   Reports about him began to spread.   
 Those who witnessed the event were impressed by Jesus,  
  but how might people who weren’t there respond to such reports?   
  
Again we are being told a lot of things at once, 
 that any church would be wise to remember.  
First, we don’t have any control over what  
 the community outside our doors thinks about our ministry. 
Second, there are going to be people in congregations who are disruptive,  
 and when they are, it doesn’t mean  
  they don’t recognize the Lordship of Jesus.  
Note that Jesus doesn’t remove the man from the community,  
 he acknowledges and listens to him.  
  and then he silences him, as the story has it,  
   as he tries to reveal who Jesus is.  
There is a core thread in the gospel of Mark 
 in which Jesus silences anyone who wants to announce  
  who he is apart from the cross  
   that waits at the end of the story.  
Why? One reason certainly is because Jesus does not want to be known  
 simply as a healer or a doer of miracles.  
  That would only attract people with temporary longings  
   or worse, the curious who want simply to be onlookers instead of disciples.  
Mark wants us to know that the good news of who Jesus is 
 can never be separated from his saving death and resurrection. 
He comes to heal the world,              
 not just those who happen to make it to his doorstep. 
 
Even so, the next thing we have to hear today   
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 is that the church is and must be a place of healing,   
  a place for the healing of illnesses, of relationships,   
   of sinful brokenness and many other types  
    of human need and sorrow.   
Jesus is in the sanctuary, says this story, whether the pews are full or empty, 
 whether we like the programming or object to some of the spending, 
  whether we agree or disagree about aspects of our mission, 
Jesus is here, listening and ready to offer healing to those 
 who reveal their needs rather that hide them.  
We can have an entire sermon on the meaning of healing on another day,   
 but there is no doubt that healing is one of the church’s central purposes. 
Finally, the story has a great deal to say about authority.  
 The Church today as an institution  
  has less authority than at any other time in my life.  
But Jesus’ authority remains as it has always been, 
 startling, obvious, amazing, a phenomena   
  that spreads beyond the doors and always will.  
The church that relies on Christ’s authority  
 need never wonder about how it is seen as an institution.   
The only authority the Church has ever had or ever will have  
 comes from the man from Nazareth,  
  who is right here among us, whenever we read the word,      
   ready to teach, listen, and heal.  
 
First Corinthians is perhaps the most complicated scripture we have  today,  
 because in order to understand what Paul is asking of the church  
  we have to know rather a lot about the first century church context,  
   and where and how meat would have been sold.  
Fortunately, we had a sermon about that not all that long ago,  
 so, I will not relate it all again except to say  
  that first century people got their meat  
   from markets that were linked to Pagan temples, 
    where meat that had been sacrificed to the local Roman gods   
     was then butchered and sold to the public.  
The long and the short of what Paul is saying to Christians is  
 “Beloved, take note of what [hurts or] bothers other church members.  
  Don’t do things that make it harder for them  
   to be part of each other and hold onto their faith.  
    Put what your fellow believers need  
    ahead of what you might prefer,   
     that kind of sensitivity is what matters the most.”  
 
All that is a lot for one Sunday, much less a Sunday 
 when we are tending to administrative needs, 
  such as fulfilling unexpired terms on Session 
   and nominating folks to nominate folks  
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    to serve in the next class of elders. 
We Presbyterians are an officious bunch,  
 with lots of rules on how to go about things.   
I have always loved that about us as a denomination,  
 because I know that the directives in the Book of Order,  
  which is Part Two of our Constitution,  
   are in there for the best of reasons.   
Every item on how to be church together is here because  
 at some point in some church somewhere  
  somebody got into a muddle or a snit about  
   how best way to do something. 
  
This book [hold up] is the collective wisdom of thousands of congregations 
 on how not to get in a muddle or a snit again.  
 
And for those who may not have grown up among us 
 this same book is very zealous about our freedom. 
Freedom of conscience. Freedom to disagree  
 about things that aren’t essential to scripture.  
Freedom to forebear from telling each other off 
 as if any of us is not a sinner in the arms of grace. 
Freedom to worship with drums or amplifiers or violins or cellos or banjos  
 or an organs or harmonica with hymnals or screens  
  where the words are projected for everyone to see. 
Every Presbyterian church has the freedom  
 to order its worship in its own way,  
  with communion every week if they want ,          
   or the sermon at the beginning or the middle or the very end of the service. 
Because we operate as a democracy whose representatives, the elders, 
 are elected to represent, not each other, but God. 
  That’s what you elect each man or woman to do, 
   to listen for God’s leading and vote his or her conscience 
    as each choice or decision comes along. 
 
You have available today the Annual Report booklet today that tells you 
 about some of the choices we made last year and where the money went. 
  The elders and other church leaders  
   have written these reports based on the questions 
    What were our goals? What did we accomplish? 
     What did we learn? and What do we hope for?  
 
I hope you will read through the book in the coming days  
 and marvel, as I do, at the complex things  
  this one body of Christ is engaged in 
   and at the many lives, including our own,  
    touched by this congregation’s discipleship.  
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I am going to be bold to say that I believe this is a place 
 where it’s alright for people to disagree at times 
  yet remain together in Christ’s service; where healing happens;  
   where prophetic voices are not silenced or ignored;  
     I believe this is a church where Jesus’ authority reigns.  
I know it is place where God’s grace  
 takes precedence over the world’s narrow judgements,  
  and where we try hard to take good care of each other.  
 This is a good place to be a child, 

 and to grow to be a life-long follower of Jesus.  
As you look through the Annual Report, 
  if there are things you want to know more about or get involved in, 
  please tell someone of your interest, or questions, or thoughts. 
Not a single thing about this church stays the same from year to year, 
 except our desire to be open to God’s leading 
  as it comes to us through each person here.  
 
Let me close with a story I read this week 
 from Mike Harvey, one of the Men of the Church   
  who helps cut wood that is given away  
   to people who rely on it to heat their homes in the winter.  
On the way back from a run up Craig’s mountain,  
 Mike saw some unusual colors behind some trees. 
  He stopped and saw a doe beside what he thought  
   must be a Holstein calf, until he realized  
    it was not a calf, it was a piebald deer,  
     and not a common one of those,  
      who are generally buff and white.  
  This deer was a rarity indeed,  
   a gray that was nearly black with white markings.  
He sent a picture out to his fellow woodchucks 
 with the cheery words “You never know  
  what you’ll see on wood deliveries!” 
“That’s nice,” or “That’s interesting,” you might say  
 and you’d be right, but I want to press us further.  
At the start of this new calendar year 
 I dare to press each one to ask  
  if life isn’t filled with wonders that become more visible  
   as we partner with each other  
    in service to God’s purpose and compassion. AMEN. 
 


