
! Last year I stood before this meeting saying that it was a bit odd to try 
to offer a report about a job that I’d only had for six weeks.  I didn’t know 

the church; I didn’t know the people; I didn’t know the town.  Well, that has 
changed.  I still don’t know everyone.  I will never know everything about 

this church or about LaGrange.  But we’ll keep at it.  We’ll keep showing 
up.  We’ll keep finding out what God has in store for us.

! I want to take just a few minutes to talk about what 2011 looked like, 

about what our life together in the past year has held.  The Celebration of 
New Ministry in January was a wonderful time for me, for my family, and I 

hope for this church too.  We had a joyful service and a great party!  During 
that same time period we made a few changes to our Wednesday evening 

service.  For the past year we’ve used the “Celtic Evening Eucharist” and it 
has been well received.  I certainly love it and it’s a wonderful service.  The 

language is beautiful and meaningful, and the service is short enough that 
young children can easily participate.
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! Our Lenten series kicked off about the same time that we moved to 
the Celtic service.  We meet each Wednesday at 5:30 for the service.  

During Lent, and now Advent, we move at about 6:00 from the church to 
the parish hall for “soup and study.”  Our Lenten series focused on a book 

about our Episcopal liturgy and the ways that we take that worship out into 
the world and also bring the world into the church.  It was well received and 

well attended with about 30 people at each of the five sessions.

! Having presided over the Celebration of New Ministry,  Bishop 
Whitmore came back to St. Mark’s for his Episcopal visitation on the first 

Sunday in Lent.  We confirmed 10 teenagers and received 2 adults into the 
church!  It was a great day and a wonderful way to begin our Lenten 

journey.

! A highlight of the year was my first Easter at St. Mark’s.  With 
attendance of about 280 people, our church was overflowing with life and 

energy.  There was nearly as much energy the very next week as we 
celebrated Youth Sunday.  I am always in awe of our teenagers as they 

lead the service and preach.
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! Just after Easter, Bill Elliot our former organist and choirmaster 
announced that he would be leaving St. Mark’s for a job in Florida.  I 

wished Bill all the best as I, for the first time in my career, began the 
process of hiring a staff member.  I can’t tell you how pleased I am with the 

results!  I appointed a committee of enthusiastic people made up of two 
choir members, the parent of a children’s choir member, and one of the co-

leaders of the Christmas Pageant.  They received resumes and conducted 
interviews.  We didn’t receive a flood of applicants, but we got the one we 

needed.  Paul Culp began his work on the first Sunday of September and 
has fit in beautifully here at St. Mark’s, both as a member of my staff and 

also with the choir.  I am grateful for his presence here.
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! That leads me very easily to talk about what a wonderful staff we 
have here in every position.  For the past year I have been excited and 

relieved to work with a competent, caring, and enthusiastic group of people.  
Whether it’s Zed Beasley keeping up our facility and always having an 

encouraging word for everyone he sees, or Jane Brubaker and her care 
and knowledge about Christian Education, or Debra Edwards in our church 

office, ensuring that what needs to be done gets done, and with a smile 
and good humor.  I enjoy working with her on a daily basis, and she takes 

great pride in working as part of a team.  I have already mentioned Paul 
Culp and his work with our music ministry.  I just want to say again what a 

pleasure it is to work with and get to know him.  Our Pre-school director 
Gayle Oliver is an invaluable gift to St. Mark’s and I give thanks every day 

for her leadership, dedication, and genuine affection for our students and 
our program.  Jane Dorman, our faithful Deacon, has been, over this past 

year, a source to me of wisdom, compassion, humor, and insight.  I am 
grateful for the occasional breaks from preaching week in and week out, 

but more I am grateful for a colleague in ministry and for the ministry that 
she provides to this church and to the community.
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! Looking ahead to 2012, I am very pleased to say that Dean 
Thompson has agreed to serve another year as Senior Warden.  That 

relationship and friendship has been one of the most wonderful things 
about my first year at St. Mark’s.  Dean not only has the business sense to 

see things rationally, he also possesses the spiritual sense to know that 
God is always calling us into something more.  I couldn’t have asked for a 

better companion in these first two years of my journey as rector.

! In the past year, we increased our average Sunday attendance from 
91 to 114, representing an increase of 25%.  Our Pledge Campaign for 

2012 has also been enormously successful, thanks to you and to the hard 
work of the committee.  Last year pledges totaled $270,000.  This year we 

have already received more than $300,000 in pledges.  This is an increase 
of more than 10%!  Much of this is due to the generosity of longtime 

members, people who have increased their pledge because of their love of 
this church and their own spiritual commitment to giving.  But it must be 

said that this increase would not be possible without the more than 10 or so 
new pledges we received for 2012.

!

!
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! You have heard Dean talk already about growing the church, about 
the need to reach beyond ourselves to share the message of St. Mark’s to 

people that have not heard that message.  There are certainly practical 
benefits for doing so: more people to do more ministry in education, in 

worship, and in outreach; more people to offer money to help pay for those 
ministries to happen.  These practical concerns are not immaterial.  But 

they pale next to the real reason for growing the church, the real reason for 
sharing your story of St. Mark’s with someone that you meet.

! When you share your story, you offer a gift.  When you share the way 

that you have met God in this place, then you are sharing the gift that has 
been offered to you.  Pledging is only part of stewardship: offering the gift 

of money that has been given to you by the grace of God.  Stewardship is 
so much more, but it is always about offering back what has been given to 

you.  And one thing that you can always offer back is your story of grace; 
your story of forgiveness; your story of the love of God, found at St. Mark’s.  

This will be a gift not only to you, but to the person you invite into our 
community, the person you invite to meet God, here at St. Mark’s.

!
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! I plan to work with the staff and the vestry this year on ways to 
empower the congregation to share our story of St. Mark’s.  We all have a 

story to tell.  Much of our Christian Education this past fall has been geared 
toward learning how to tell that story: Bible study from the Episcopal point 

of view; how to articulate your relationship with God, even when that 
relationship seems difficult; different views on prayer discussed in the 

Advent series.  Look for more of that in 2012.  Look for more opportunities 
to feel empowered to share your faith.
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! Now, I promise you that you have not hired a Baptist minister.  But I 
know it is vitally important for us to reclaim words like faith and evangelism 

and scripture.  These are powerful words that mean more than what we’ve 
been led to believe.  Evangelism does not mean standing on a street 

corner, waiving a floppy Bible, telling everyone you meet that they are 
going to hell if they don’t get right with the Lord.  Believing in Scripture does 

not mean believing that the world was created 6,000 years ago, in seven 
24 hour days.  Faith does not mean the absence of doubt.  St. Mark’s has 

a different message.  A message that says faith is a journey, a journey in 
which God will never leave your side, no matter how messy things get.  A 

message that says that scripture is the story of God constantly seeking 
after us, no matter how lost we get.  A message that says evangelism is 

telling someone, even yourself, about the resurrection that God has worked 
in your life.  I invite you, I challenge each and every one of us to do just 

that.  To learn to tell your story; your story of faith, your story of 
resurrection.
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! St. Mark’s has a voice.  And it is your voice and it is my voice.  
Together we can be a voice of hope, a voice of love, and a voice of faith in 

this community.  We are called to this work.  In so many ways, we already 
do this work.  But there is work yet before us.

9


