For St. James Episcopal Church, Arlington, VT 

November 15, 2009

Come, my Way, my Truth, my Life;

Such a way as gives us breath;

Such a truth as ends all strife;

Such a life as killeth death.

This is the first verse of a poem entitled “The Call” by George Herbert, later set to music by Ralph Vaughan Williams and now #487 in our 1982 Hymnal. When I first read this poem, as part of a college course on the metaphysical poets, I thought it was a beautiful and moving tribute to the power of faith by a poet who was also an Anglican priest. Since I was an English major, specializing in British literature, this wasn’t my first contact with the interconnection of literature and the Church of England but I didn’t know then how much the faith that Herbert served in his life and celebrates in this poem would come to mean to me. 

I am honored to have been asked to talk today about what the Episcopal Church and St. James mean to me. Thank you for the opportunity. Like many of us, I am not a “cradle Episcopalian”. I was raised a Roman Catholic and went to Catholic schools from kindergarten until I graduated from college, after which milestone I promptly left that church and all formal religious observance except for obligatory occasions like weddings and funerals.  

And then, some years later, a friend and I were discussing how much we missed going to church as a ritual and a custom. So he suggested that we go on a quest, with a different church each Sunday, until we found the one with the “best music, the best people and the best building” that suited us. And he suggested we start the following Sunday with the church he had been raised in (but no longer attended) – St. Luke’s Episcopal Church in downtown Kalamazoo, Michigan. (How I got there from being born and raised in Staten Island, New York and a determination never to leave New York City is a much longer and separate story.) 

So we went. And the next day, after work, I went to Evening Prayer, which was read every weekday evening in the chapel. And when John called and asked where we were going to church the next Sunday, I told him I didn’t know about him but I was going back to St. Luke’s. And so I did. I went to the next Inquirers’ Class that was offered and then was received. At the time I made these decisions, I could not have articulated all the reasons why I knew that this was the right thing for me. I just knew it. The words of Brigham Young, when the Mormons reached the end of their trek westward, might have been said by me then: “This is the place.” And so it was and so it has been ever since. 

The reasons why it was so “right” became abundantly clear, of course, as time went on. I loved the beauty of the liturgy. I loved the Book of Common Prayer, the beauty of its language and its history. I was proud that it was not only the book of worship for our Church but it was also symbolic of the Episcopal Church’s commitment to welcoming all people to worship together in a language all understood. I rejoiced in the celebration of music and its essential role in worship. It was important to me that in the Episcopal Church women were accepted for ordination to the priesthood and eventually consecrated as bishops. I rejoiced in the fact that we not only spoke the words of welcome, inclusion and equality, we actually practiced it and continue to do so. I liked the fact that the class I attended was called an “Inquirers’ Class” – that we were encouraged to think and ask questions and even to challenge. And when I was received by the Bishop, in a service that included the sacrament of Baptism, I first heard the words that really express for me the essence of the Episcopal Church. In the prayer that follows the vows of the Baptismal covenant and precedes the actual administration of the sacrament, we pray God to “sustain us in the Holy Spirit, to give us an inquiring and discerning heart, the courage to will and to persevere, the spirit to know and to love God, and the gift of joy and wonder in all God’s work.” It seems to me that it is the perfect outline of the way – not always easy - to fulfillment and happiness.

In the years that followed, through the usual ups and downs of life, I experienced times of great happiness and great sorrow. I learned that the Church was not only a haven when you need a place of safety, security and comfort but also was a foundation from which you could step outside yourself, reach out to others, help in ways you didn’t know you could and might not have been able to do without the Church and its people. I learned that even if your own faith might be likened to a flickering candle at times, the collective faith that you were part of as a member of the Episcopal Church was an unwavering beacon. It is that collective faith, and hope and love that provides the haven and the foundation for the individual person and makes it possible for an individual to be and do much more as part of a group – the communion of saints – bound together in the love of God by sacrament, prayer, praise and work for the greater good.  And to have fun while doing it!   

In the course of my life since I started on the journey to become an Episcopalian – a work still in progress, I hasten to add – I have moved to different cities for various reasons. In each city, I have been fortunate to find a home in an Episcopal congregation. Despite differences in location or size, the essential core is there in each one: The welcome to all; the sustaining liturgy and music that celebrate our belief; the encouragement to learn and grow and understand; the effort to be the best that we can be; the fellowship and the work together. I found that here in St. James, too, and consider myself so fortunate to be a member here – yet another blessing brought to me by that long-ago decision to become an Episcopalian. My life has been enriched and affirmed by the Episcopal Church and its people.  

These are not always easy times for us as our Church, and we, address the issues that confront us as human beings and as Episcopalians. I rejoice in the fact that our Church continues to lead the way for inclusion and equality for all people and, with the guidance of the Holy Spirit, works to bring us all into “love and harmony with God, with ourselves, with our neighbors and with all creation.” I wish we knew better how to convey to others how joyful it is to be Episcopalian so that others might experience that joy. 

I am so grateful for the opportunity to be a member here, at St. James, where we work together to convey our joy in our faith, made evident by our continuing outreach efforts and our participation in collective efforts within our own Church, such as the Partners for Sacred Places. Yesterday, at one session of that latter project, I was privileged to be part of the St. James team, and have an opportunity to be with other Episcopalians from throughout the diocese of Vermont. I was reminded again of the continuum that is the Episcopal Church: Decisions in the present, based on centuries of inspiration and information that will shape the future. There I was, in a “break-out group” (of sorts), with two extraordinary and accomplished women, both priests, both leaders, and both representative of the best qualities of the Episcopal Church – and we were discussing ways in which we build connections and engage other people. And in our own group, with Father Scott, Joanna and Yvonne, at the day-long meeting and in the car on the way to and from Montpelier (thank you, Father Scott, for the excellent driving over the mountains in the pouring rain) – I was reminded again of why the Church is really not a thing apart, or something I do on Sundays, but is really connected to my own life and work – that it has become part of me, however imperfect I may be. Our conversations in the car and at the meeting ranged over a wide variety of topics, about St. James, about our lives, about what we read and things we enjoy – conversations made easy by the trust we have in a shared endeavor and a shared belief. I don’t say this in any pompous way – we were having a very good time – learning, and sharing and laughing all while we were really working at something we each and together believe in. 

And I suppose that is it in the proverbial nutshell – the joy of remaining an individual while connected to others through that shared belief and trust in our collective faith – our one Foundation – a foundation that endures and will continue to endure, with the guidance of the Holy Spirit, despite disagreement and differences. And why, so many years later, I still know in my heart that “This is the place.” I am very grateful. 

“Sustain us, O Lord, in your Holy Spirit. Give us inquiring and discerning hearts, the courage to will and to persevere, the spirit to know and to love you, and the gift of joy and wonder in all your works. Amen.” 
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