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When I first began the process of trying to discern whether God was really calling me to the priesthood, I had a brief conversation one afternoon with a priest who said something that I have not forgotten and I have often shared with others.  “Trust the process,” he said to me.  About a year and half ago, I made a decision to trust another process that eventually led to my becoming your rector.  After being here now for almost a year, I am glad I was able to trust that process and I give thanks to God for you and for the many, many ways that you have welcomed my family and me into this parish and this community.  
It has been a wonderful year of ministry for me and one filled with lots of good things as I have been able to spend time learning about St. Paul’s and the work and ministry that is taking place here.  I have also intentionally tried to spend as much time as possible getting to know you and I look forward to continuing to do that.  You have been very gracious and generous with your time and patience as the other clergy and our lay staff has worked with me to transition from the interim period into this new time of ministry and for that I am very grateful.  
Our lay staff is made up of a group of people who work hard, and are dedicated to St. Paul’s and I have asked them to be here this morning so that you can join me in thanking them for what they do.  Some were not able to come but many of them are here, and I want to ask them to stand at this time so that they can be recognized.  I also want to recognize your other clergy, Tom, Chantal, Darby and Phillip and thank them for the fine work and ministry they are doing.  I hope you know how fortunate we are to have a group of clergy of this caliber here at St. Paul’s.  It is a privilege for me to have the chance to work with them as together we are looking for ways to exercise our ministry as priests in this parish and to work with and to serve you.
I want to share with you some comments that were made recently about by Dr. Bill Leonard who is Dean of the Divinity School at Wake Forest.  They are part of an interview he did for a web magazine published by Duke University that is sent out all over the country.  The interview is about the future of denominations and what you will hear are his thoughts about how some local congregations of various denominations are developing particular niches.   
“Thriving”.  As you just heard that is the way in which someone like Bill Leonard who studies churches and visits a lot of churches describes this one.  St. Paul’s is a thriving church.  It is a thriving church because of what takes place here day after day as God is worshipped and as the sacraments of the Church are being administered.  This is a thriving church because of what happens through things like our outreach and crisis ministry, our ministry to children and youth, our ministry to senior adults, our music ministry, and our pre-school.  This is a thriving church because of the small groups that gather here to support each other, to learn from each other, and to be shaped by God together.  This is a thriving church because of the opportunities that exist here for fellowship and formation.  This is a thriving church because of the physical and financial resources here that make it possible to do things that many churches simply cannot do.  This is a thriving church because it is a place that is open to many in this community for meetings and other events.  But most of all this is a thriving church because of people like you.  This is a thriving church because you care about it deeply and because you are engaged in the ministry and worship that takes place here and as we go forward that will be what makes all the difference.
St. Paul’s is a thriving parish and one that has for many years been a leader in this city and in the Diocese of North Carolina and my hope and prayer is that we will use that solid foundation of leadership to launch new initiatives and to find new ways to make an impact in this community and beyond.  George Barna is an author who specializes in research for churches.  In his book called Habits of Highly Effective Churches, he describes ministry as being effective when “lives are transformed so that people are constantly able to become more Christ-like” (p.17).  Things like how big the church is, how many people come to church, the size of the staff, and the amount of the annual budget are, he says, simplistic and sometimes misleading measures that overlook the one thing that is most important—the hearts of the people (p. 16-17).  He then offers what he calls the “six pillars of effectiveness” and I want to hold them up for us today as being things that are imperative for us to focus our energy and attention on as work to become a truly effective church that will transform lives.  The six pillars are:  worship, stewardship, outreach, Christian formation, reaching out to invite others into the church, and creating community.  
Based on what I have seen and experienced here, I know we are doing a good job in some of these areas and in some we are doing a great job.  But I also know that we have some work to do and that there is a lot of opportunity for us to develop and expand our ministry as we work to become a place that is solely focused on changing lives and enabling every person who is or who will become part of St. Paul’s to become more like Jesus Christ.  
The state of this parish is good, it is sound, and in these challenging economic times when many churches have struggled and some have even failed, St. Paul’s continues to thrive and for that we can all give thanks to God.  I read an article this week about the Crystal Cathedral in Florida that you may know of or have seen on television.  It’s a mega-church that has been prominent for many years but is now facing a severe financial crisis that has resulted in staff layoffs, the sale of property and even the cancellation of an upcoming pageant at Easter. In a speech to the elders of his congregation, Robert Schuller, the founder of that church, was quoted as saying that he is not surprised that all churches are struggling now because of changes in culture and demographics (Deepa Bharath in The Orange County Register, 1/30/10).  
Well fortunately as Bill Leonard points out, that isn’t correct.  While some churches are struggling for a variety of reasons some of which may be because of culture and demographics, others churches are thriving and this is one of those.  Yes, we have challenges and there will always be things we will need to be aware of that can be distracting and that will threaten to pull us away from God.  There will always be things we will need to talk about and discuss.  But I am convinced that as long as we stay focused on our hearts and on our shared commitment to being followers of Jesus Christ God will work continue to work through us and in us to allow this parish to thrive and to help us find ways to make a real and lasting impact through the ministry that each of us has been called into at St. Paul’s.  God bless you and keep you and may God, through the power of the Holy Spirit, continue to be at work in our hearts and in our minds so that we may know and share the love of Christ.  
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