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	A woman dreamed she walked into a brand-new shop in the marketplace and, to her surprise, found God behind the counter.
“What do you sell here?”, she asked.
“Everything your heart desires,” replied God.
Hardly daring to believe what she was hearing, the woman decided to ask for the best thing a human could wish for. “I want peace of mind and love and happiness and wisdom and freedom from fear,” she said. Then, as an afterthought, she added, “Not just for me. For everyone on earth.”
God smiled. “I think you’ve got me wrong, my dear”, God said. “We don’t sell fruits here. Only seeds.” (Anthony de Mello, cited in The Godbearing Life). 

It can be hard to see results from ministry, difficult to gauge whether we make a difference. We can wonder if all the prep time and devotion in the church school classroom make an impact, if the long hours at a confirmation retreat means anything to our youth, if the labor that goes into a Valentine’s brunch was worth it, if the hours of practice for the bell choir and adult choir moves those who worship here, if that sermon which took hours to prepare hit the mark with anyone sitting in these pews or worshipping with us online. 

In business, success is measured by the bottom line. In sports, in a span of just a few hours, we know who wins and who loses. In entertainment, the box office figures or Bestseller Lists reliably tell us what is reaching folk and what does not.
We can long for such certainties in our various ministries. And so we monitor attendance figures and number of new members and the number of folk who pledge financial support to our church, intuiting that these are clues to how we are doing. But the bottom line is that, as Mother Teresa was fond of saying, we are called to try, not to succeed.

Shirely Stolte shared with me a short devotional written by Penney Schwab. She writes,

“Whan the teenager in our small congregation left for college, we had one baby and two attendees under thirty. We missed having kids! Without them, the church had no future, but we didn’t know how to attract families with children.
Then a mother with two toddlers moved to town. Another baby was born. With prayer and guidance from a new pastor and his wife, we determined to make sure infants and children were welcome, including when they cry or misbehave. We invited people to worship. We held Sunday School each week, sometimes with one child.
We are making progress. Last year, eight kids were in the Christmas program. A young piano student and his grandma sometimes play service preludes. Two ten-year-olds often light the altar candles, and children regularly do special worship music. We’re planning to start a second Sunday school class.
We’re still a congregation with mainly senior citizens. But we’re also a church where children are learning to love Jesus and know they are valued members of the Body of Christ. When I see them kneel at the altar to pray or hear their voices ring out in song, I know their future, and ours, is safe in God’s care.”

I love the Penney Schwab’s account resonates with our experience here at West Parish. We, too, are largely a congregation of retirees, and we, too, have known the struggles of attracting young families. And yet instead of bemoaning the state of affair, we have worked mightily, and at no small expense, to put together our Saturday service, and staff our Saturday church school. We have met some success, but truth to tell, COVID was devastating for us, as many of the young families got out of the habit of coming to church, although strangely enough – or perhaps not so strangely – they did not get out of the habit of sports teams and drama performances. And yet we have been building back, with a number of new younger families who bring a lot of enthusiasm to our worship and Saturday school. 

They take the microphone to help us sing the Lord’s Prayer, even if one sings “Halloween be thy name.” They serve as Candle Safety Officers as folk come forward to light prayer candles. They join the band in our opening song each week, shaking rattles and banging tambourines more or less – mostly less – in time. 

We don’t hush the children when they are acting like, well, children. So the other week a 4-year-old decided it would be fun to flee his grandmother’s care and frolic in the balcony. It made a terrific racket. Christie carried on with the service, glad to have a microphone, and I headed upstairs. I met the little guy at the top of the stairs, and we sat down together on the stairs, side by side, and I engaged him in quiet conversation about his Spiderman shoes. And then when I heard that it was time receive communion, I asked if he wanted to go down for some bread, which we do, all in good order.
Bottom line, we are nurturing seeds in our Saturday service and Saturday school.

We are nurturing seeds elsewhere as well. Our Friday knitting group has been growing by leaps and bounds, as more and more folk have enjoyed meeting together to sew, quilt, knit and enjoy conversation with one another. Our monthly Men’s Breakfast has enjoyed record numbers, so much so that on occasion the overflow gets relegated to the “Kid’s Table.” The Women in the Spirit group has had great attendance at their monthly meetings. Bible Study has grown by leaps and bounds as Professor the Rev. Besty Garland has attracted 30 folk to the current session, which uses as a resource a book titled “Separation of Church and Hate.” Our Prayer Group has 45 folk in it – a lot off churches don’t even get 45 folk in worship each week. So many of you strove mightily to make our Rooster Crows Fair a wonderful success, not only doing well financially, but more importantly, bringing such joy to the wider community.

God calls us, equips us, encourages us, and so we need to do our part and leave the rest up to God. We throw out stones in the pond, the ripples move outward and beyond our seeing, and we have done what we can do. We set the table and throw open the doors and invite them to come, and we have been faithful to our call. We teach the love of Jesus by modeling that love, by meeting children and youth and adult where they are, by learning even as we teach, by giving at all times, by being seeds and planting seeds.

And thanks be to God, it is enough. So come, labor on, stewards of a living church. Amen.
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