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On July 1st 2012 Clarkes UMC and I began our 7th year together.  It has been a good connection and I am grateful for it.  They have stood by Laura and me as we weathered difficult times with our son’s health and Laura’s changes in employment.  And I believe I have stuck with this church through the challenges Clarkes has faced in its life as a parish.  Through my time here the church has gained some new members and lost some, primarily through death.  A few families wanted a more conservative theology and church and we have blessed them if that is their desire.  
I continue to be impressed and amazed with how much good Clarkes manages to do in the world and how they care for each other and show it in specific behavior.  How many churches this size have an adult choir with at least twelve choir members, a fully functional and active youth group, a UMW group that is active and in many ways the heart of the church, a history and focus on supporting camping, and a walking group that meets every morning of the week?  

I find worship here vital and inspiring.  Our monthly communion moves me as I see how it moves the people who participate in it.  I also get a great deal of support for my sermons and when people don’t like what I say they speak up.  I try to nurture the church every Sunday with fresh spiritual food hot from the ovens of my own thinking and praying.  I spend a good deal of time studying so that God can most effectively use me and believe the scriptures are the bedrock of interpretive vitality.  I believe the cross and resurrection are the interpretive lens through which all scripture must be seen if we are to understand its message.  

During this year we have instituted two changes in our worship, both designed to increase community participation.  We now use lay readers for some of the scripture and liturgy.  Leah, our worship chair, looks after signup sheets and I send the material via email or snail mail to the readers.  People usually stand up from where they are seated and read from there.  The youth also draw a hymn from a box that I then incorporate into the next Sunday’s worship.  We are also now signing up for who will help me with communion and that leads to some delightful combinations.
We continue with a “moment for mission” every Sunday and we understand that to be a time when someone tells the rest of us how they have been blessed by another or God has given them an opportunity to be a blessing.  We are looking for the common things we do or others do for us that we sometimes forget are forms of ministry.  I am talking about grandparents taking care of grandkids, children helping with a community service project, helping a co-worker or relative fix his car or dig a ditch if we have a backhoe and they need a ditch dug.  In doing this, we learn from each other what really constitutes discipleship in our ordinary, common, run-of-the-mill lives.  Following Jesus in this way gives us meaning even when we are not employed for money or occupy positions of power or prestige.  

Every Sunday we include a prayer of confession and assurance of grace.  We recognize that we are just human and often fail.  We also acknowledge that sometimes we don’t even know we have fallen short.  The prayer of confessions each week cleans our plate and allows us to start afresh.  Monday is always the first day of a new week and we enter it assured that our connection to God is secure and we will have the resources we need to meet the week’s challenges.    

Back to the youth: our youth have developed and led worship several times through the year working with their able leaders, Tony and Kathy Hunt.  We have developed a tradition here of seeing our young disciples as those 21 and younger.  They all come up for “Time with Our Young Disciples” and I find myself engaged in conversation with a much older group than used to be.  We still have “Godly Play” for our younger disciples and shift into action when young ones appear.  I enjoy the challenge of it and I think everyone enjoys overhearing our conversation.  
Another interesting dimension to our worship has been the foreign exchange students brought to us by the Bailey family.  Last year a Buddhist from Thailand worshipped with us and this year a Muslim from Tanzania regularly graces our worship.  It pushes me to think through our Christian relation to people of other faiths and I find myself looking at our worship through what I imagine to be their eyes.  Along these lines, I am happy to announce Pastor Rene Sahir, a native of Indonesia, will be here to play classical guitar and speak of his conversion to Christianity when he comes to worship with us on December 16th.
I have been amazed at the way this little country church intersects with the problems of the world.  Through the Dumolt’s we have been deeply aware of immigration issues and the pressures on our Hispanic neighbors.  Several of us have involvements with family members challenged by mental illness.  Homelessness, police work, veteran’s issues, and of course issues of war make regular appearances in our conversation.  Environmental issues sometimes fire our conversation as do concerns about our health care system and prisons.  
Clarkes Church is involved in gathering food for the Colton and Molalla Food Banks.  It also assembles food packages then sent to our troops around the world.  It assembles care packages handed out to the homeless at intersections.  Twice monthly we cook and serve the homeless at The Father’s Heart Shelter in Oregon City and I try to be part of that.  We have supported Father Tortilla in his ministry to the children in an orphanage in Honduras or was it Guatemala?   We are collecting money to provide malaria nets for those parts of the world were malaria is a threat.  In almost every case these ministries have arisen from parishioners taking leadership and the rest of us pitching in to support them.  I see myself as a spiritual leader who tries to engender an environment where people feel encouraged and supported in doing such projects.  The ministry here is the work of all of us.  I have not named all the things we have done in support of Christ hidden in the vulnerable other.  They are too many to remember and name. Ah, someone just reminded me of two more things we do.  We pray for each other through our prayer chain and we give prayer shawls the whole community has blessed on there way to communion for those in need of comfort.
Beginning in September of this year we have offered a Sunday night series, two nights per month, entitled it “A Year of Forgiveness.”  We started by studying The Crying Tree and invited its author, Naseem Raka to come and speak to us about her book.  She will come a second time on December 16th.  We are planning to continue the series into the New Year.  It has put before us the critical importance of forgiveness if we are to find life.  We are now thinking about it as a real issue and at the center of what Jesus taught us.  We also worked will together as we prepared this series for the public.
We continue to have a web presence due to the work of Rob Williams and Jennifer Millsap and this can be found at clarkesumc.org.  We constantly think about how we can be a light to our community and an attractor to the life transforming gospel of the radically inclusive and non-violent Jesus.  His example and decisive understanding of the human condition stretches us and causes us to desire things quite different from those we used to desire. This gradual transformation sometimes gets expressed on Sunday and in relation to our religion, but more often finds expression in our weekday lives in how we do our work, treat our neighbors and friends, relate to our children, grandchildren, parents and spouses, and sometimes even helps us love our enemies—not the easiest thing to do. 
Last spring two of our young people elected to join our church by profession of faith.  My desire and hope is that many of us are deepening in our faith as we encounter scripture and see it lived in front of us by our neighbor.  I know this is happening with me and I see it happening in the lives of many in this community of faith called Clarkes United Methodist Church.  I am honored to be part of the Body of Christ at Clarkes.

