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On Monday afternoon, Elmer Praul said to me, “I know this isn’t what you thought your first six months as Senior Warden would be like.”  I laughed and replied, “I didn’t have a clue.”  God is very generous in that way.  Sometimes it is best to not know what is in front of us.

So what has happened in these six months?

It has been an extraordinary time since December 2009 when I was selected by the vestry to finish a term and then be elected by the church membership at our Annual Meeting in January.

When the vestry selected me as Senior Warden our priest had just left on sabbatical and our organist passed away within the week.  Good planning last fall allowed smooth transition in our worship with Fr. Bamforth celebrating three Sundays a month.  Deacons David Bustin and Rebecca Grant served with Fr. Bamforth at the altar and also led Morning Prayer one Sunday a month.  John Barden continued his services as Organ Master and has worked with the choir to ensure that our services are filled with the glory of music.  Gwen White and the St. Faith’s Altar Guild have prepared the church for each service.  We have new acolytes to assist at our services under the direction of Skip Ernst.   Peter White is now chair of the Worship Committee to address our church service needs.

The vestry met in February for a one day retreat and all of the members took on roles of leading mission and ministry in the parish.  It was a spirit filled day as vestry members articulated what they saw as the vision for the church and then set lay ministry goals for the year.  We all left the retreat energized and ready to do God’s work for the parish.

One of the goals for the year was to increase communication.  Tina Mann, chair of the Parish Communication’s Ministry, has done a remarkable job with electronic and print media to get the word out about St. Mark’s.  Isn’t it great to have the Mark of the Lion in regular publication again?  Members say they feel connected in ways they did not before.  

Our church tower was repaired this spring and for the first time in many, many years does not leak.  The front doors of the church were repaired so that we can open them to the world. Gary Mann, Junior Warden, has put in countless hours fixing, repairing, replacing things, small and large, so that our buildings are safe, secure and hospitable.  Bernie Shaw has been a positive force in helping to secure workers to repair and maintain our building.  Bernie and Gary have worked in tandem for the good of the parish.

We have been faithful in attendance at church in 2010.  It is “the norm” for church attendance to falter during a time of sabbatical yet our numbers have not dipped.  Our clergy and vestry have been intentional about staying in touch with people; to let them know that members of St. Mark’s parish love them and care about their wellness.  Our Eucharistic Visitors have taken communion to nursing homes, rehabilitation centers, hospitals and to people’s home.  Connie McDonald and Tina Barden chair the In-reach Committee to address the needs of our members.  

Our pledges to the church in giving back to God through stewardship are up 15% from last year.  Phil Judd and I chair the Stewardship Committee and we will be leading a campaign this fall for 2011.  Lynn Allerding, Treasurer, has worked to ensure that our accounts are current and she has provided detailed information to the vestry for informed budget decisions.    

Tina Mann has done an outstanding job in leading our fund raising activities.  The Art Show was a great success.  It was such a joy to see so many craftspeople from across Maine on our lawn and in our parish hall.  I have purchased copies of the cookbook and cards to send to friends and relatives who live away.  My garden is greener from the plants I bought at our plant sale.  Coming this fall is the Fall Festival chaired by Norma Shaw and Betsy Esancy.  

Lynn Allerding and I represent St. Mark’s Church on the Board of Managers for St. Mark’s Home. Gwen White is vice chair of the board and Joan Lane is a member.  I have learned so much about the Home and its 140 years of ministry to the community over the past few months.  The vestry serves as the Board of Trustees and we have worked to better understand our responsibilities regarding the Home.

This spring, St. Mark’s participated in a regional Lenten program and services with St. Matthew’s and Christ Church.  In August, Elizabeth Saxl Ward and her staff will offer a program on working with sex offenders and victims of sexual abuse who participate in our ministry programs.   This fall Fr. Bamforth will lead Christian Formation Classes for those who want to join the church.  Starting in Advent we will have the “Focus of Matthew” sessions as we begin a new church year.  Safe Church Training sessions start again in the fall and we have asked the diocesan staff to plan one for St. Mark’s.

Skip Ernst and Bernie Shaw have coordinated the food ministries at the church.  Skip and Rachel represent the church on the Angel Food Network which is a collective of churches in Augusta that provide community dinners.  St. Mark’s and St. Barnabas work together on our dinners and the Unitarian Universalist Congregation recently stepped forward to help.  Members of other parishes, especially St. Matthew’s, help on a monthly basis to ensure that we are able to feed our neighbors.  Bernie is chair of the Augusta Food Bank Board and works closely with the church to ensure that our mutual ministries are in alignment.  

Deacon Dave Bustin and Elmer Praul have done an outstanding job managing Addie’s Attic.  Every time I stop in, the place is bustling with people and a group of volunteers who are cheerfully serving God and helping our neighbors from the surrounding communities.  Donna and Al Cook receive special thanks for their continuous volunteerism in the Attic.  Thank you also to Jane Robertson who worked with Spirit of America to collect clothes for Addie’s Attic.  

Deacon Rebecca Grant and Pat Bamforth were open to the suggestion of aligning Everyday Basics with Addie’s Attic and the Community Dinners.  Participation soared from 25 people per opening to 75-80.  Having all of our ministries open at one time has allowed people to make one trip to the church for assistance rather than multiple trips.  Rebecca and Pat also secured a Diocesan grant that will allow us to expand our safety net of churches and community organizations that participate in this ministry.

We have not been insular in our Episcopal mission and ministry.  We are regular participants at the Kennebec7 meetings as the parishes in our area meet to discuss how we do mission and ministry together.  Tom and Tina Barden, Phil Judd, Rebecca Grant and I are regular attendees at these meetings.  There may be new opportunities for us worshiping together, learning together, and doing outreach ministry together as a result of these meetings.  Elmer Praul represents the church on the Bread of Life Board of Directors.  Our delegates and alternates will represent the parish at the Diocesan Convention in October when all of the parishes and clergy gather for our annual meeting.  

Tom Barden is heading up our coffee hour scheduling and finds folks who are willing to provide food and hospitality after our services.  

My New Year’s resolution was to find something to laugh about each day.  Finding humor in our church life has generally been easy but some days it has been difficult to find anything to chuckle about.  At those times, someone would send me a joke or someone would call with something funny to tell me.  I am so thankful that God has been with me every step of the way this year – during times of laugher and times of stress.  

One of the difficult challenges that the church faced this spring was the negotiation of a letter of agreement for Elizabeth’s return from sabbatical.  Last fall, the vestry made the decision to reduce the rector’s time from full to half time upon return from sabbatical.  This was in accordance with a letter of agreement from 2006 that for a three year period the rector would be full time and if resources were not available at the end of three years then the rector would be half time.  The period of full time employment actually ended up being four years.  Negotiations for return to half time ministry faltered after the vestry reviewed all of the collective thoughts and comments from the many meetings in 2009 and decided to put forward the ministry expectations of the church in specific terms.  The vestry and wardens attempted to work with Elizabeth on agreement of ministry necessary at St. Mark’s.  Those discussions did not produce positive results and the wardens were invited to come to Loring House for a meeting with Bishop Steve, Elizabeth and Vicki Wiederkehr, Canon for Deployment.  Agreement was not reached in that meeting and a decision was made to enter into mediation.  During this process, the Bishop met with the vestry to hear the needs and concerns of the elected parish leaders. The Bishop selected the Rev. Michael Ambler from Bath to mediate the negotiations.  The Rev. James Dalton Thompson was chosen to be a ministry companion for Elizabeth during the mediation.  The mediation was not successful in bridging the gap between the needs and expectations of the parish and those of the rector.  The church entered into the sessions in good faith believing that Elizabeth would return to ministry among us but through discerning God’s will for our ministries both parties agreed to end the relationship effective July 1, 2010.  We will meet with the Bishop and his staff this fall as we start to plan for the next steps in our parish life.

The other difficult challenge has been managing the budget.  The vestry has made two budget adjustments this year.  We have adjusted our income lines to more accurately reflect what we should expect during the year.  We have also paid careful attention to our expense lines.  We are still in a deficit position that the vestry will have to deal with before the end of the year.  The bright spot in our budget is that you are honoring your pledges.  Thank you.

Even with those challenges, when I start to recount the gifts you have brought to the church they far outweigh any temporal problems we may face.  We are a church that is joyful in being together in Christ’s name.  We are a safe place where groups meet for healing and addressing addictions, we are a place where Girl Scouts can gather, and where members of Weight Watchers can meet.  We are a church where the needy in our community receive ministry.  We are a house of prayer.  This year the Sacred Cotton Quilting group was formed in our parish and has provided a new venue for members to be in ministry.  Our church is used on Saturday morning for prayers in the Chapel and we hold Sunday services in the church. We have started monthly healing services.  We have made our church campus available for other churches to use, as needed.  We have started giving tours of the church during special events.  We have a Home for Women that provides shelter to women who need either short or long term housing.  We are a real and visible presence of God to the Augusta community and the gifts of the parish are manifold.

Some of the most remarkable experiences for me have been the way that God has been working not only in you but through you to serve those in our church and in our community.  We have allowed our guests to participate in ministry, thus providing them with dignity and meaning in their lives.  We have also provided a connection to God through our shared servanthood.  On July 4th weekend, the mission and ministry of our church was brought home to me through several special encounters.  First, one of our guests at the community dinner asked if he could say grace.  I was filled with awe as this gentleman thanked God for his many blessings and to be part of this community.  We asked the assembled guests at the dinner if we needed to pray for anyone in particular.  The response was overwhelming.  St. Mark’s is known as a church of prayer and healing.  I heard from a member of our parish who could not be at church on Sunday morning.  The message was – “I’m ok but I can’t be with you on Sunday morning.  Please let everyone know that I am doing fine.”  It was a way of keeping in touch with the church family.  I was returning home from the Fireworks on the 4th and I saw one our regular dinner guests.  He approached me as a brother in Christ and said, “I couldn’t get to dinner last night and I missed seeing everyone.  I will be back next time.”  It was a grace filled moment for me that he wanted to be connected to St. Mark’s Church and to let us know that he was ok.  Lastly, on Monday I assisted a young woman with medications.  After a series of mix-ups I ended up going to the pharmacy to pick up her medications and delivering them to her apartment.  She invited me in to show me her home and to thank me for the ministry of St. Mark’s.  In three short days God showed me yet again the importance of our church ministry and mission in Augusta. Know this if nothing else, God loves you and is working through the people of St. Mark’s to help those in our church family and the community. 

I thank you for allowing me to serve the members of St. Mark’s and to serve God as your Senior Warden.  It is a pleasure to be in ministry with each of you and I look forward to our next six months together.

In Peace,

Joseph Riddick

