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May the words of my mouth and the meditation of my heart be acceptable in your sight, O Lord, my strength and my redeemer?  Amen
Good Morning!
On Sundays, as I sit in the pew during a typical church service, I find myself glad to be back in a place with friends, to worship together and pray for those in my thoughts. I enjoy the varied aspects of the service from the reverent passages from the book of common prayer, to the beautiful singing by our choir and congregation, to the announcements that help build our community, and the heartfelt expression of thanks and concerns during our prayers of the people, there’s the receiving of the Eucharist as a ritual of gratitude, and the inspirational lessons we hear from Chris’ sermons.  Today my viewpoint has changed, for I have the pleasure to see the congregation from a different perspective having the opportunity to share with all of you what St Paul’s has meant to me.  

St. Paul’s is not just the church I go to, which may have been my view of church before first coming to St. Paul’s. But rather it’s the church I make, the church we make. It’s our church. The church of our spiritual family.

As a member of St. Paul’s for over 18 years, I have collected many cherished memories. I realize that St. Paul’s has been a home to me longer than any other place I have worshipped, studied, worked or lived. It is so, because my family and I have found St Paul’s to be a loving, caring place to worship and be ourselves.
In today’s Gospel, Jesus is asking us to look beyond our own desire for glory and fame so that we can see more clearly that the meaning of life is about serving others instead of focusing on ourselves.  This is not to say that we shouldn’t take care of ourselves but rather that the ultimate goal should be caring for those around us.  
Many of my memories at St. Paul’s are rooted from serving. I’m sure many of yours are as well. For me, some of the memories involve serving at Coffee Hour and at Shrove Tuesday pancake suppers, serving with others on the Vestry, serving as a Church School Teacher, or serving at a St. Paul’s Clean up day. The serving that we do at St. Paul’s is in some ways out of duty and obligation,  but to me and the feeling I get from those of you I’ve served with, it is actually a joy to do and just the caring, loving and respectful nature that St. Paul’s embraces.
Many times a year we find ourselves faced with questions that require reflection, contemplation and an inevitable decision.  We may need to decide if it’s time for a new car, or a vacation.  We may be considering whether to move into a smaller, more manageable home or change jobs. Or more everyday decisions such as what to have for lunch, what tv show to watch, what gas station to fill up at.
But I asked myself, and I ask you, “Do we really take enough time to think about how we can serve others more.”
Serving others is an act of kindness. Often we do it out of the goodness of our heart without thinking about it.  But we can easily get distracted, as I often do, with day to day life and lose the very sense of the need and desire to serve. 
I wish to thank our vestry, who serves us all year long, each month facing new questions that require discernment to determine the needs of our church and our ability to provide for them.  This includes the care of our building, the options we have for conserving energy and other resources, the calendar of events and programs to be offered, Outreach initiatives to support, and so much more.  
Some examples of recent building improvements over the past few years include.

· Adding Drainage around the building to avoid basement flooding

· New Energy Efficient Windows in the Sanctuary and Classrooms

· New roof and Solar Panels

· Paving the parking lot and side driveway

· New Siding

Each of these required effort to identify, investigate and implement. But none of these would be possible without the contributions received from our pledge payments. 

I give to St. Paul’s time, money and whatever talents I have to offer.  These gifts I give from the heart and are given with joy knowing that the goodness that sparks and grows within this building, radiates far beyond.

During this Stewardship season, I not only reflect on the ways St. Paul’s has given me an opportunity to serve, but the ways I have been served by the people of St. Paul’s
I think of our Church School and Catechesis teachers, and our High School and Middle School youth leaders, who have nurtured my children, providing them knowledge and opportunities to discover Jesus and discover themselves.
I think of the role models within our church that have had an amazing impact on my life such as our priests Frank Fornaro and Chris Wendell as well as upstanding and dedicated servants such as Ken Larson and Paul Ciaccia. I also think of the youth that have babysat, played with and been role models to my children such as Andy Saladino and Shea Kuhl, Tommy and Becky Waghorne, Kerry and Heather Marasa. 
I am appreciative of the outpouring of cards of sympathy from the inreach committee and others from the parish when my cousin and her daughter tragically died and again with the recent loss of my mother.

St. Paul’s has been the warm, friendly, caring community I have longed for and have come to know.
As a youth, my siblings and neighborhood friends would venture out on a blustery, cold late December evening going door to door Christmas caroling to all our neighbors. We were serving Gods call to share the joy of Christmas even if we didn’t know it. Unfortunately, my siblings had no better vocal talents than I, so the music was marginal but those that we sang to, were glad we did and sometimes they showed their appreciation with tasty treats.  Years later, Cathy, Nate, Sonia and I joined St. Paul’s for a night of Christmas Caroling and progressive dinner. I am especially grateful to our very own Jan Gurley and Jan Blake who graciously watched Andrew that night so we could participate. The camaraderie we shared as a group that evening was special, as it always is, and seeing the joy on the faces of those we sang to, especially those at Carleton Willard, was moving and rewarding. It was especially moving to me to sing to Jan Blake years later when she was in the nursing home herself. All this caroling reminded me of my youth except this time it was like singing with a choir of angels. As Nate had said to me after one of the nights we caroled years ago, “Dad standing between Mr. Mitchell and Mr. Witbeck made us sound really good.” This similar statement, that has been repeated by Nate, such as at this past year’s youth Sunday service, stands true for me and equally so during the five St Paul’s tonight musicals that I’ve had the pleasure to participate in. Thank you for letting me be part of such a wonderful collaboration.
Several years ago, with the spirit of St Paul’s backing me, I was moved to go on a mission trip to New Orleans with a group from our Diocese.  I had a yearning to serve others in need and there was tremendous need in New Orleans after hurricane Katrina. Amongst the devastation, sadness, crime and poverty I witnessed there, I was touched by the hope of the survivors we met and the appreciation of those we helped.  Knowing how much it meant to me, I’m so grateful to John and Emily Mitchell for providing our children an opportunity to serve others on the ASP mission trips and I pray this continues to be a growing movement at St Paul’s.
I cannot give a sermon on stewardship and serving without mentioning the annual St. Paul’s Thrift Sale.  When I first learned about our Thrift Sale, my impression was it was strictly a fundraising effort. With the enlightenment from Frank along with taking part in the Thrift Sale for many years, I have come to know that it is far more than a fundraising event. I am grateful to all who have served at the Thrift Sale. I’ve enjoyed the fellowship we’ve shared.  Each year folks come from Bedford and our neighboring towns to find goods they need at very reasonable prices. All who come leave grateful and pleased that we have fulfilled some of their needs. And to all those who’ve donated to the sale, you’ll be glad to know we are doing our part to protect the environment by seeing these goods find a useful home instead of potentially finding their way to landfills. The Thrift Sale truly provides stewardship of our neighbors, of our budget, of our environment and of our relationship with one another and God.
During this time of year, one of the ways we serve our community is by pledging to St. Paul’s.  I ask you to please take this opportunity to reflect on how St. Paul’s brings us closer together as a family so that we can collectively serve each other, serve our community and beyond, and serve God.  Your pledge to St. Paul’s greatly helps to meet the expenses of the church and enables us to continue to be a place of welcome, comfort, challenge and strength for all who come.   Amen
