Sermon, Year A, Easter 2, 2011

Youth service -- A time of thanksgiving

Thank you for coming to this special service honoring our young people, their programs and the people who make these programs possible.  We here at St. Paul’s are a pretty good, healthy congregation. My heart leaps when I see our young people involved in our common life here.
We accomplish much in the face of the Pew research data that has shown that churches in static neighborhoods … established ones like us … are not likely to grow. Why? Families cannot afford to buy here. People who are living in cities like Benicia are aging and children are moving away. Town centers are becoming gentrified and not adaptive to young families. In other words, Suburban churches are growing. Urban churches … not so much. 

Further, our National Church began cutting funds for youth in the 1960s, a time which coincides with the beginning of decline of young people in the church. To this date, support for youth programs in our national structure is non-existent (almost). 

Our own report card is full of ups and downs in how we “do” youth ministries. In good time, the place has bulged with little ones, in other times; everyone seems to have gray hair. But you need to hear some straight facts. Did you know:

1. That we have over 40 families on our Parish role with 1 or more children ages 0-18.

2. That there are more than 73 children listed as having some connection with St. Paul’s.
3. That one of our programs, the Sierra Service Project gathers youth from all over Benicia, the majority of whom are not otherwise related to St. Paul’s, but are drawn to this program because of its efficacy in their personal lives. And some of these youths have no other/previous church affiliation. And the majority of these kids are not counted among the 73 listed.
4. That another of our programs, Kids Vacation Academy also draws children from outside our faith community, many from other churches, and some from our Wednesday night Community meal. And that we will be offering our fifth year of the program in 2011, and four other congregations in our diocese have taken our program and adapted it for their own use. We share templates, props and people to run the week-long program.
5. That every Wednesday night, about 25 children come to us to be fed … food that is. And that children from other faith communities are involved in helping to serve the program as well?
6. That the Wednesday evening Community meal has become an opportunity for youths in trouble to fulfill public service commitments, supervised mainly by Debi Hall. And that doing so has changed their lives. 
7. That following our Confirmation program, youth who participated in the program are mostly still connected to the church in some way. 

These are a few details about young life at St. Paul’s today. I could say so much more about the programs that populate this community. Most of you know them already. I could go on about the people who devote so much of their time in nurturing the faith of our children. The fact is, there have, indeed been a few who have been heroic in offering their gifts, it has taken all of you to get us where we are today with our youth. 
I would like to hear from  them.

First, from a girl whose home has always been St. Paul’s, it seems Emily could have brought a sleeping bag here, so much has the dedication of her family been to this place. She has grown from the moment she was born (or before) to the beautiful young lady she is today. Emily now helps lead worship in the music group:
Emily Sackett spoke to us about music in her life and in the life of the Sackett family. And what it means to be part of the music ministry here at St. Paul’s.
In fact, by the talent and long-suffering gifts of Glenn Walp, young musicians are often seen here in the sanctuary, playing their instruments. Many a young musician began their performing careers in a small church and ended up at Carnegie Hall. What a gift to the world.

Do you know that Bishops are not hatched, but are grown? No kidding. That august woman or man who stands in brocade, miter and crosier had some humble orgins. Most of them began their service in church holding a taper.  The young people who grace our services every Sunday give up a lot to be here. They are integral parts of our worship. They learn a lot. 

Joseph Ellett spoke to us about the importance of being an Acolyte, then a Crucifer and now a Thurifer at St. Paul’s. 

At our last Bishop’s Conference, I was so surprised to find, when I arrived that Barbara and Jim Jewell were featured at the conference as presenters. I shouldn’t have been. The work that they have done with the Sierra Service Project over about 15 years has been absolutely wonderful. They have promoted this program of service for youth and built it from a car-load of young kids to the great, confidence and faith building program that it is today. The program is a hallmark of St. Paul’s and even of our Diocese.

Alex Brien told us about SSP and its impact on his life. 
Over two years ago, a woman came to me with a plan –a plan to serve our young people after school hours on some Friday afternoons. She has taken that plan, and built a wonderful program. 
Aislynn Stotler talked about the Friday Afternoon for Kids program (FA4K) and how her grandmother started it 3 years ago. 
Since I have come to St. Paul’s, ten young people have made adult commitments to their faith and been confirmed. I am honored to have worked with them. The CnC program has involved many, many people and the resources of St. Paul’s. I am so proud of all of our youth.

Arielle Brien talked about her recent completion of the Confirm not Conform program and what she learned their in preparation for her Confirmation. 
Nursery
What a joy it is to have little children excited about being in the nursery! This place is the first point of awareness for emerging personalities. An excited, happy child who feels valued is precisely Jesus message to us all when he said “Keep those little ones coming … they are the key to the Kingdom!”

Thanks to:
Maddie Stewart



Sarah Connor

Sunday School

The education of our children is not important … not important! It is vital. Christian education from the earliest ages through adulthood is ignored at the expense of everyone. We in the Episcopal Church are living witnesses of that phenomenon. That being said -- Times have changed. The way we raise children, and especially how they are educated has changed. We must change with the times. Moving away from the 10 am Sunday school format will involve some growing pains as we work out the kinks.  Please work with us as we move forward toward the goal of serving our youth with the best teaching possible. I believe that at no time has it been more vital to “build disciples for Christ” than these days that we find ourselves now. Dr. Richard Chartres, the Bishop of London said that very thing when he preached at Prince William and Katherine Middleton’s wedding. He claimed that “ … moving forward in love, following the example of Jesus Christ, the Holy Spirit is quickened and our lives grow in the light. This leads to a family life which offers the best conditions in which the next generation can practice and exchange those gifts which can overcome fear and division and incubate the coming world of the Spirit, whose fruits are love and joy and peace.”
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