Sermon 1-23-11 “Retirement Celebration”

A little boy doesn’t know what to say to an octogenarian priest
leaving his church, and so he says, “ Sir, | hear you're tired.”
Well, not exactly! Therearedayslikethat, but I'veretired
before. Sol seetoday as much to celebrate what’'s ahead for
both you and me, as it isalso to look back with warmth and
appreciation for thefiveplusyearswe ve had together at St.
James'. Thanksvery much, Cindy, for giving methe
opportunity to do that today!

Yes, I've donethis retirement sequence before, and it can even
berefreshing. Someyearsago | wasthe clergy representative
on the governing board of the National Cathedral and its
partner schools. When my term expired and Bishop Haines
was presenting me with the traditional letter- opener and pen
giftshe said, “ Elton, you' veretired more times around here
than anyoneelse!” It was my third retirement out of five
during the nearly ten yearsthat | served the National
Cathedral in various capacities. And those fiveretirements
followed my “official” retirement, at age 65, after 26 years as
Dean of St. Paul’s Cathedral in Buffalo, New York.

Asthey say, “ wait! There'smore!” Now it’stimeto celebrate
another period of retirement as| leave St. James'. My first
acquaintance with St. James wason January 9, 2005 when |
was invited to preach hereas Cindy took arare Sunday away
after Christmas. That was right after the devastating Tsunami
in Southeast Asia, and my sermon dealt a lot on how one deals
with catastrophesin life. That led to other timesto preach and
fill in here that spring and summer, and then to acceptingin
September a “ second clergy” position that was new in the
parish.



For those whose memoriesof St. James' go back asfar as 2005
you will remember that the congregation was then coming out
of a very difficult time, mostly revolving around some
members' response to national church decisions. The parish
wastreading water with morale and expectationsin a holding
pattern. Now fast forward fiveyears and we see a new spirit
and attitude here.

Think about it. There have been concerns and questions about
our new fall schedule but this has not slowed things down.
Theimportant thing to noteisthat thereis now a momentum
and spirit in the parishthat can sustain and grow from and
through the changes St. James' hasmade thisfall. It has been
ajoy tosee this happening and to know that | sharedin

helping to recover the kind of spirit and leader ship that opens
up new possibilities here. Thisisa changed parish from the one
| remember in 2005.

Aswe celebrate thismorning | think about lay people who
have made a differencein thelife of St. James' in these years.
Therearedozensthat | think of immediately, many who are
right herethismorning, but | hesitate to single them out.
However let me mention Bob Graf, a choir member and our
first webmaster, who died just over a year ago. If | wanted to
know quickly who was a new visitor in the congregation all |
had to do waswatch Bob and | knew he would be down in the
congregation after the service welcoming that person. Then |
would follow Bob to that person. From such experienceslike
that of welcoming to newcomers| saw an expectation of parish
growth emerging into our life here.

And as| prepared my sermons, if | was pondering how clear |
was in making my pointsand keeping attention, | would think
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about Bob, and visualizing him or someone like him, listening
carefully and pondering to himself—*yes—but.” After the
servicel would wait until he saw melater and said, “yes—but”
or “yes==and then what?” | am grateful for all the Bob Grafs
in this congregation who are seeking and sear ching for life-
hooks in the sermons we preach here. | have always
considered preaching asatwo-way street. | hopeit isalwaysa
timefor feeding our spirits.

And, looking back and forward this morning, thanksto you
and the impressive growth in your annual financial giving
since 2005, St. Jamesis now able to plan ahead with more
confidencein thefuture. Some of that isdueto the months of
behind-the-scenes preparation of attention-getting messages
that have stressed the importance of measuring your church
pledge as a proportion of your personal income.

Along with other responsibilities, | was one person in a small
committee every year who spent weeks preparing those
messagesto you. In all this| perceived my role in that group as
a cheer leader and coach, helping to inspire good people onto
new levelsin their creative planning and performance. We
helped raise the level of giving responses—and at the same
time we had fun doing it!

| still remember one of my mentorsin that kind of role in my
ministry—my choirmaster at St. Paul’s Cathedral back in
Buffalo. | knew that we wer e going to be outstanding when |
heard a member of thegirls choir after arehearsal saying
“gee, | didn’t know we could be that good!” That kind of
inspirational style iswhat | tried to help model hereat St.
James’ through theseyears.



So then what’ s ahead now for you and for me? Obviously |
don’t know the answer on that, but the direction it should take
Isin the gospel reading this morning. Simon Peter and his
brother Andrew arefishermen, casting their netsinto the sea.
Jesus comes along and says, “ Follow me, and | will make you
fishersfor people!” “Follow me’ isatheme of invitation
constantly recurring as Jesus’ ministry opensup: “Comeand
see” hesays. “Go and do likewise”, he says. Have you ever
thought about how often Jesus words are words of invitation?

Probably many of you remember as| do the musical
“Fantastics’ and the unforgettable songinit--“Try To
Remember” If | were Cindy or Newton or a choir member |
could sing it thismorning. “Try to remember the kind of
September when the grasswas green and the grain was
yellow” —--and then it endswith thelyrics* Follow, Follow,
Follow, Follow " ...and theword “ follow” keepson going asthe
music fades away.

Think about it. Jesus was always calling on peopleto follow
him. After | graduated from college | didn’t know what | was
going to do with my life, and | discovered the spirit of Jesus
Christ alivein aparish church and | said “yes’ to following a
path that for me wasto ordination and parish ministry rather
than to law school.

Now | am at another turning point in my life, and St. James' is
at a very important turning point in itslifeaswell. The spirit-
filled word “follow” iswhat keeps me going, and keeps St.
James' going, through all the decades of changesin our lives
and ministries.



“Follow!” | still hear that word as| listen to God’s call for my
next steps ahead. As an octogenarian, | am a young man
compared to peoplelike lrving Berlin who lived to be 101. He
wrotethe World War | tune“Over There, Over There” and
“God BlessAmerica“ and “White Christmas’ -- In fact, he
wrote over 1000 songs and was still writing totheend. He
never stopped making music and thinking about the next song.
When asked about that he responded, “Weéll, | ask myself, am |
going to be a crabby old man or am | going to write another
song?”

| think I know my answer to such a question as| look ahead
thismorning. | still hear Jesus words “follow me” ringing in
my ears. Weall need to hear them if the grassis going to stay
green and the grain stay yellow: “follow,”...” follow....”
“follow” .....AMEN



