 

Late one night last week, Dorothy and I watched a segment from Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings.  Watching the half-ling hero, Mr. Frodo, agree to carry and destroy the ring of power was like watching lightening fall from a clear sky.
Quite unexpectedly, Frodo discovers that the humdrum happiness of his homeland, which he had taken for granted as something normal, is in reality a sort of local and temporary accident that depends on being protected by powers that he dare not imagine and that to protect his home he must venture out and be caught up in the high conflict.
More strangely still, the outcome of that conflict between the strongest of things will come to depend on Frodo, who is almost the weakest. This is his destiny.  Success hinges on his overcoming the hubris, apathy and fear that lives in himself and in others.  His is an impossible journey to save all that he holds to be good, true and holy.
My sister and brothers, I stand before you today to say that ours is the same destiny.  The world is not what it was.  Advances in technology together with the global financial crisis of 2008 have brought about a societal sea-change.
Today, those fields of human endeavor that Aristotle called the “higher ethers” - education, the arts, charity, politics and religion find themselves struggling to survive.  19th and 20th century modes of organization and experience are rapidly losing traction.  The four-year residential college system is now threatened; Washington writhes in gridlock; the NYC Ballet Company is due to close; the Methodist Church in Massachusetts doubts it will even last another generation.
The Eye of Saron is upon Southport.  The humdrum happiness of this village or the beauty and life of Trinity Parish are not something that we can take for granted.  Like Frodo and his friends, we too must claim our destiny and make the same journey to save all that we hold to be good, true and holy.  And because we have leadership potential, the outcome of today’s conflict between the biggest of things may well come to depend on parishes, who are almost the smallest.
According to the U.S. Census Bureau and the national Episcopal Church, church attendance has dropped off dramatically since the 1960’s.  Fewer and fewer American belong to a parish church and of those who do, they give less and less to support their church’s ministry and mission.
Fewer people and less support mean that our parish’s future is not a matter of a few better sermons or a jolly stewardship campaign.  Each year for most of the past 25, this parish has run a sizable deficit. Today’s trends mean that we are never going to catch up.  The 19th Century American model that assumes annual appeal pledges will pay for the building, ministry and mission is no longer a viable model.  We are playing a poker-game that the house always wins, and the house is bankruptcy. 
Not convinced?  Not sure that now is the time to act?  Let me help: in October, the Diocese of Connecticut passed a resolution that should a parish fail to pay its annual assessment for two consecutive years, the bishop is empowered to close that parish and dispose of its assets as he sees fit.
The Vestry and I have discussed and debated the challenge at length.  We believe that the future of our parish lies in changing how we organize ourselves and raise support; that our future lies in forging a new model of parish that involves deliberately evolving from a club to a co-op and from love to devotion.
What I am advocating is not a nostalgic return to the past, but an advance, in fact nothing short of the conquest of new social and spiritual territory.  There is a lot at stake here.  This parish is part of our spiritual heritage and patrimony, who here would not like their daughter or their granddaughter to walk down this isle to get married?  I know I would.  It’s time to shift from defense to offense.
How will we accomplish this?  Hear Peter again: “Come to him, a living stone, though rejected by mortals yet chosen and precious in God’s sight, and like living stones let yourselves be built into a spiritual house, into a holy priesthood…”  We will craft a new model of parish by getting closer to Jesus through study, prayer and action, adjusting our priorities and allowing ourselves to be reshaped by Christ.  Jesus died and rose again that we might have new life in God.  The Lord wants to bless us and help us in the journey to save all that we hold good and true and holy.
Like Frodo and like Christ Jesus, we begin with ourselves. The success of our impossible journey hinges on overcoming the hubris, apathy and fear that lives in each of us.  To be built up as a holy priesthood is to be intercessors between God and the world and a Christian in whom God can be recognized and followed. 
The saints teach that such discipleship requires the holy habits of reading the Word, prayer and kindness.  If you are not reading the Bible, praying and caring for others each day, I urge you to begin.  If you need encouragement, join one of our many prayer, study and fellowship groups.  We will all need strength and faith for the journey ahead.
The next life-changing area of focus for us is this building-complex and the entire parish campus.  December 2012 is the sesquicentennial anniversary of this beautiful carpenter gothic church.  It was originally built to support the parish’s ministry and mission.  Today the ministry and mission support the building.
Over the next two years, the Vestry, staff and I believe that we should make the necessary adjustments to right this.  Does it make sense to expand our nursery school?  Could part of the building provide housing for staff members?  And what about that parking-lot?  Along with exploring these and other ideas, we intend to launch a capital campaign to fund a maintenance endowment of this building.  Because Trinity Church is the face of the Southport, we believe that this campaign will be of interest to our neighbors as well.
That gets me to the last point.  We need to embrace our neighbors.  Trinity Church is a village church and along with everyone else this church should be filled with the village.  Our partnerships with other institutions and entities in the village need to grow and our presence in the village needs to increase.  We would like to know what every resident thinks of Trinity and what they would like from us.  Personally, my goal is for every household in Southport to be involved with Trinity Parish, either as a parishioner, or as a school parent or as someone who regularly enjoys our arts and educational programs.
The journey of our lives lies ahead of us.  Like the half-ling Frodo and like the carpenter-boy Jesus, we feel small.  How can we make a difference?  Yes, the challenge is big.  Yes, the stakes are high, but they are more than worth what its required of us to succeed.  I say this because the rock of Calvary is the stone that the builders of Herod’s Temple rejected.  The prophecy of the psalm is real.  Christ Jesus’ life, death and resurrection for us are real.  The question before us is what are we going to do about it, how are we going to respond?  I hope that you will join me at the communion rail to taste God’s grace, and I hope that you will join the vestry and me on this impossible journey made possible by God’s Holy Spirit.
