
1 

 

Joshua M. Caler  Epiphany 4, Year C, February 3, 2019 and Annual Parish Address 
2019 
Christ Episcopal Church, Pottstown, PA 
 
Today this scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing. 

 
It makes a huge difference if it is your financial advisor or your oncologist who says to you, 

“We’ve seen significant growth over the last six months.” Likewise, if you hear someone yell 
“Fire!”, you’ll respond very differently depending on whether you are in a crowded theater or if 
you are playing toy soldiers with your children. That is: the meaning of words and phrases 
depends heavily on context. Their meaning is their use, and that use is only intelligible in context. 

And for us, the context in which we encounter today’s epistle lesson is almost always a 
wedding. Today, in fact, is the only Sunday in our three-year cycle of readings in which this 
famous passage appears. So, when we hear St. Paul’s catalogue of the characteristics of love, our 
minds’ eye immediately go to a wedding day; to white dresses, flowers, finger sandwiches, and 
second cousins who have had a bit too much to drink. As a consequence, this passage is forever 
caste in the soft, sentimental light of romantic love; the New Testament’s equivalent of a 
Hallmark movie. Nice, sweet, and harmless, it is among the most likely passages of Scripture to 
be embroidered on a pillow or tea towel. 

Yet nothing could be farther from the situation that prompted St. Paul to write these words nor 
his intention in writing them. The Acts of the Apostles tells us that Paul spent a considerable time 
in Corinth and made many lasting relationships there. And yet, shortly after he had left for 
Ephesus on his continuing missionary journey the young congregation of Christians in Corinth 
seems to have descended into chaos, in-fighting, false belief, and at least some resurgent 
paganism. Today’s epistle lesson, then, comes from one of at least three letters Paul wrote to the 
Corinthians, encouraging both unity among them and a return to faithful belief and practice. In 
one respect, Paul is holding up a mirror to this congregation: describing love in order to indict 
them by comparison so the Corinthians can see how their current practices fall short. Yet, he is 
also pointing toward that to which they should strive: what he calls a to return to “a still more 
excellent way” namely the way of love. 

Here, context matters more than ever, because few words are as variable, pliant, and slippery 
as love. Making sense of the kind of love St. Paul is point toward is no easy task and the 
consequences of confusion are profound. The heavy associations we have with romance, fostered 
in part by the context of hearing this passage most often in the course of the marriage rite, does us 
no favors. Compounding our difficulties is the confidence most have that we know intuitively 
what loves is or means. But this lies right at the heart of St. Paul’s exhortation this morning, and 
indeed at the heart of the Christian faith as a whole. 

A base-level claim of the Gospel, friends, is that we do not intuitively know what love is. 
Left to our own devices, we neither understand love nor can we practice it. That is a 

foundational proposition of Christianity. Within the biblical tradition, we call this sin. Likewise, 
within the biblical tradition, the solution to sin is not learning, practice, teamwork, therapy or 
strategy: it is salvation. Only in this context can we begin to make sense of St. Paul’s exhortation 
this morning: love is not a game plan, nor a feeling, nor a rule book, nor an attitude: love is a 
person called Jesus of Nazareth who is the eternal Word made flesh, who died and was raised 
from the dead for us and for the forgiveness of our sins. Only in him and by him do we become 
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acquainted with what love is. Only through him do we become able to practice this love. And 
with him and for him, we become servants of love; who even if feebly and faltering, enact love 
wherever we go so that, through us and our good works, the world might come to be acquainted 
with its salvation through the One who is love incarnate. 

It is this last part — enacting Christian love in the world as a signpost pointing to Jesus — that 
led me to take the call to come to Christ Church almost a year ago. As I’ve said to colleagues and 
friends many times since, Christ Church is a parish that in almost every way punches above its 
weight class. I continue to be amazed at how many of the folks I see on Sunday I see again at 
some point during the week, doing something else at the church for the building up of the 
Kingdom of God. Whether in Christian education opportunities, outreach, liturgy and music, or 
engagement with the diocese, Christ Church is remarkable as community in its works of love and 
energy for the Gospel. As I have gotten to know many in the parish and tried to learn as much as 
I could from histories and annual reports and vestry minutes, it is evident to me that this energy 
and commitment and dedication is nothing new to Christ Church. It has been a mainstay across 
Rectors and generations, even seemingly being sustained during times of transition and setback 
for the parish. 

Indeed, this past year has been a season of transition and change on a number of fronts. As in 
each year since Christ Church’s founding, we have baptized and buried; prayed with and for the 
sick and suffering; celebrated with the joyful; welcomed new members and said goodbye to 
longtime companions in the way. Of course, the search committee also finished its work at the 
beginning of this year. With that, came the sizable task of preparing the Rectory, welcoming me 
and my family so well to Pottstown, and saying goodbye to Fr. Rex after his season of ably 
steering the parish through its interim. In this past year, our faithful deacon, the Rev. Robin 
Robb, concluded her ministry in the parish and we learned of Erma Magee’s decision to retire at 
Easter of this year. Likewise, we have welcomed Amanda Damuth onto the staff, working 
alongside Paula in the nursery each Sunday. The longtime chair of our Property Committee, Bob 
Shanley retired from that role after more than twenty years of tireless, faithful, and vigilant 
ministry to ensure that maintenance and beauty of our buildings and grounds. Edie Shean-
Hammond has very ably assumed leadership and coordinating duties for our weekly community 
meals. Bob Gross concluded his extraordinary work as Rector’s Warden during the interim this 
year, and Stephanie Laidig has seamlessly transitioned into that role. I am deeply grateful for 
each of these faithful servants and their longstanding commitment to the work of love. 

Amid these changes and transitions, there was also significant, good work of the steady variety 
— much of it behinds the scenes — done to further clarify our mission and ministry as a parish. 
These represented, not so much transitions, but evolutions of our work and focus. The finance 
committee spent much of the year organizing, reinvesting, and prudently managing Christ 
Church’s funds, rewriting and updating old policies, and painstakingly preparing a budget for this 
current year. Of particular note I’d like to thank Rick Stoudt and Sharon Johnson for their 
incredible leadership and effort on these vital and often thankless efforts. Likewise, the Vestry 
this year organized an ad hoc committee comprised of eight members to prayerfully discern the 
course and future of our burgeoning Latino Ministry. My thanks to Bob Gross, Olin Mittan, 
Janice Morris, Rita Perez, Kathy Roth, Miriam Spade, and Marge Yanalavage for their hours of 
work, prayer, study, and attention. Their final report and its recommendations are printed, in full, 
in the annual report. I learned much from their work and recommendations and I believe this puts 
us on a surer footing and clearer path forward. Finally, our liturgical practice and customary has 
continued to evolve over the last several months. As a companion to the teaching that has 
anchored the Rector’s forum since the fall, we’ve begun to explore and reintroduce aspects of 
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Christ Church’s historic liturgical practice and ceremony that had been retired for a season. 
Together, my hope is that this exploration and teaching have gone hand in hand to enrich and 
invigorate our life of prayer and praise and sacrament central to our identity. 

Likewise, now at the beginning of 2019, there is much that lies ahead this year worth noting. 
We will be hiring a new parish administrator and reimagining the day to day operations of our 
office. This will be an enormous adjustment for all of us. We’ll continue to expand our outreach 
among Latinos, encourage Spanish-speakers in the parish to share in lay leadership roles, and 
work to more fully integrate the Spanish language into the whole range of parish activities. For 
this ministry to thrive, it will require broad consensus and buy in from across the congregation. 
Our liturgical practices and rhythms will continue to evolve and adapt across the year. Most 
crucially, this needs to be a year of discernment, prayer, and focus on connecting with the 
community that surrounds us, evangelizing among our neighbors, and welcoming newcomers 
into the parish. There are also some hard choices that lie ahead. Though in many ways Christ 
Church is an extraordinary community, our challenges are not unique nor even unusual. We 
continue to run a budget deficit that is not sustainable. Our membership is shrinking and aging. 
Our opportunities and ministry for children and youth are limited. We struggle to communicate 
with and welcome those who have little or no religious background. Finally, while we continue 
vibrant and enthusiastic ministry, some of it now yields less fruit than it once did and merits our 
reimagining. We need to be honest about these challenges without anxiety or despair. They are 
real and will require much prayer, wisdom, labor, and courage to address; but they are far from 
insurmountable. 

As with this morning’s epistle lesson, here, too, it is vital that we remember context. The 
meaning of our successes and failures, challenges and opportunities, strengths and weaknesses 
can be so easily misunderstood if we forget that. Like any organization, we are subject of course 
to the demographic, political, economic, and cultural realities that make up our context. We do 
well to attend to those. But crucially, we are also a church. A church is unlike any other 
institution because it is a sacramental body whose organic life is sustained by the Living God. 
Above all else, we are a community, a body, bound together in Baptism, Eucharist, and the 
ancient rhythm of Common Prayer, rooted in the love of God. As for this love, it is not a game 
plan, nor a feeling, nor a rule book, nor an attitude: this love is a person called Jesus of Nazareth 
who is the eternal Word made flesh, who died and was raised from the dead for us and for the 
forgiveness of our sins. Only in him and by him do we become acquainted with what love is. 
Only through him do we become able to practice this love. And with him and for him, we 
become servants of love; who even if feebly and faltering, enact love where we go so that, 
through us and our good works, the world might come to be acquainted with its salvation through 
the One who is love incarnate. God is at work in the world and he is calling us to share in that 
work of love. Amen. 


