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With today’s tragic account of the death of Absalom, we conclude our summer of Old Testament readings about the life of King David.  In the middle of June we started with David’s selection as a young shepherd boy to be God’s chosen and appointed king for his people Israel.  We heard of his defeat of Goliath. We saw him grow into a great warrior and then king.  We heard him lament the death of Jonathan, arguably the most important person in his life. We saw him fall from God’s grace with his seduction of Bathsheba and murder of Uriah, and finally today we hear his cry as he learns of the death of his son, Absalom, with whom he had had a very troubled and conflicted relationship for all of Absalom’s adult life.  

And in between he heard what is in my mind the most provocative story of the summer.  It was last July 19.  David, now king, decides that it is time to build God a house, especially for the ark of the covenant.  And God says, “No”.  He doesn’t need a house; he doesn’t want a house.  David’s descendant will build God a house, God says, not David; and, as God says, “I will establish the throne of his kingdom forever. I will be a father to him, and he shall be a son to me.”  The Jewish tradition holds that the house was built by David’s son, Solomon, in Jerusalem.  Our tradition holds, and I believe in my heart, that the house sits here in between Ludlow and Main on First Street in Dayton, Ohio.  We, among many, are that house.
So what is the state of our house and Christ’s house here in downtown Dayton, Ohio?  A week ago Monday I attended my eighteenth vestry meeting as your senior warden, which means I am precisely one-half way through my term.  So perhaps it’s appropriate for me to reflect on the state of our house—Christ’s house-- and give you some thoughts on what I see in store for the future.  But before you hear my thoughts, let me give you the thoughts of our bishop, Tom Breidenthal.  This is what he wrote last March in the diocesan newspaper:
What do I see emerging [for our diocese] . . . .?   I see energetic, entrepreneurial priests who are giving power and authority away left and right as they not Only preach the ministry of all believers but stubbornly insist on it and apply all their skills and gifts to it. I see congregations who can no longer support a full-time, seminary-trained priest, bravely casting away every model of the church they are familiar with, and resolving to find among themselves the spiritual resources, gifts and skills needed to do the mission God has called them to.  I see each member claiming his or her own ministry, and working with others to figure out which persons among them are particularly called to preach, which to teach, which to administer the sacraments, which to evangelize. I see big places with multiple clergy on staff becoming resource centers for deaneries or for the diocese as a whole, helping to forge the connections and provide the theological education that we all hunger for….
I see common ministry, like common prayer, at the heart of all we say and do. We’re not there yet, of course, but I have not the slightest doubt that the spirit is bringing common ministry to birth in our very midst, because I see the evidence of it everywhere I go in southern Ohio.
This is what I see today, and what I see in the future that is rising up before us. I believe this is a vision many of us share. In this difficult but spiritually charged time, I call all who can bear witness to this vision to do so with boldness and clarity.
We are being formed anew. Let’s see what happens.”

I agree. In the concept of common ministry, we are being formed anew—but with an old idea.  Two thousand years ago Saint Paul wrote these words to the fledgling Christian church in Rome:
 “. . . . As in one body we have many members, and not all the members have the same function….  We have gifts that differ according to the grace given to us: prophecy, in proportion to faith; ministry, in ministering; the teacher, in teaching; the exhorter, in exhortation; the giver, in generosity; the leader, in diligence; the compassionate, in cheerfulness.” 

And in the fourth chapter of Ephesians Paul wrote:
“the gifts [Christ] gave were that some would be apostles, some prophets, some evangelists, some pastors and teachers, 12to equip the saints for the work of ministry, for building up the body of Christ . . .”
These words are not new to us.  We hear them year after year from the lectern, yet I think it fair to say that not enough of us ponder seriously what they mean to us and how we should respond to Saint Paul’s call for all of us to participate in “building up the body of Christ.”  Our bishop is saying that these can no longer be just words, but they need be translated into action by both clergy and laity.  He is calling on all of us lay folk to discern the active roles Christ intended for us to assume in the life and function of our church and then to embrace the tasks.  At the same time he is asking clergy to step back, let go, assume different roles, and empower the laity.  He is doing no less than asking us to reshape and remake our church. 
I have no doubt that Bishop Breidenthal’s call to us is rooted in the notion that the Holy Spirit has guided us in the development and evolution of Christ’s holy church through the centuries, and the Holy Spirit isn’t done yet.  We have more development, more evolution in front of us.  But his call clearly also reflects pragmatic acceptance of the reality of our present situation.  Within a twenty mile radius of the place I’m standing there are ten Episcopal churches.  And within that area there are enough Episcopalians to sustain one, maybe two, max three.  And we can see the strain of that imbalance all around us.  We have churches that can’t afford rectors.  We have parishes agreeing to demote themselves to mission status because they can’t pay their bills and need diocesan assistance.  Every Episcopal church I know of is running a deficit and searching for ways to remain viable.  
So what do you do?  You have two options: shutter churches or come up with a new model—a new model that spreads the rich talent of our seminary-trained clergy over multiple churches and empowers the laity to take ownership in the operations of our houses of worship in the way first envisioned by Saint Paul.  Our Bishop had chosen the latter course. And I believe we should, too. 
My hope and expectation is that we will be a leader in this effort.  We are, and always will be, the mother Episcopal church in Dayton, and the diocese looks to us to play a leadership role when boldness is required, as it is now.   It is up to us to embrace that role and expectation.  I do.  John does.  And we ask you join us.  We invite you to explore in your hearts your own gifts for ministry and to think about how to use them to sustain our house.  This can be an exciting time; a transformative time for our church and the Episcopal churches in the Dayton region.  As Bishop Breidenthal says, “we are being formed anew. Let’s see what happens.”  
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