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• {I begin with words from the book of Revelation:} “Grace to you, and peace from 
him who is, and who was, and who is to come.”  It is my joy and privilege to 1

speak to you as Rector, at another Grace Church Annual Meeting. 

• Once again, we have had a good and full year of ministry at our parish 
church, as we continue to live into our mission. We are called to be “a 
church community where every member lives as a disciple of Christ.”  And 2

so, as disciples, we learn the Faith, love the Lord, and live the Faith.  We 3

enjoy being part of a vibrant and healthy congregation, for together we are 
involved in many different aspects of a Gospel-shaped life. God has been 
good to us, blessing us both with committed and capable leaders, and with 
many parishioners who often put the needs of others before themselves. 

• Our primary source of confidence is this: we know that God is at work here 
at Grace Church, within us and among us. Assured of this, we are becoming 
more effective in naming how this is so. And we are learning about how 
better to communicate this fact to others. The more adeptly we share how 
God is at work within us and among us, the more that other people will be 
drawn to join us, and—we hope— to serve with us. 

• This past year, our Vestry engaged in a process of discernment that 
considered two important questions: First, what is going well at Grace while 
giving us excitement and energy? And, second, what are the characteristics 
and structure of the church we are called to become? Two documents vital 
for our future have emerged from this process. The first  is our Grace Church 
in Five Years vision document. And the second is our Principal Ministries and 
Teams Organizational Overview.  {I have included both in your Annual Meeting 

handouts.}   

STEPHEN HOLMGREN / page �1



RECTOR’S REPORT / 2018  ANNUAL MEETING

• As an articulation of vision, the Grace in Five Years document is general in its 
scope and content, and it provides us with the broad horizon toward which 
we—as a parish—are heading. By contrast, our Organizational Overview 
document is specific and identifies particular ministries and teams that are, 
or will be, key components of how we implement our vision. I would like to 
thank our two Wardens and the whole Vestry for their assistance in helping 
produce these documents, and for providing valuable feedback concerning 
the results of our work. We now have a visionary plan, as well as a mapped-
out structure for implementing  our vision, and our new Vestry will play a 
leading role as we live into both. 

• In particular, our new Vestry will lead us in the next stage of our discernment 
work, by helping us identify and recruit team leaders and participants for 
various areas of our mission and ministry. This will help unlock and unleash 
our potential for all kinds of growth. Three factors are critical for 
discernment concerning participation in ministry. The first is self-
discernment by potential team members, often prompted by interest and 
enthusiasm. The second is discernment by the community and its leadership 
concerning the gifts and strengths of potential team members. And third, it 
is vital that all leaders and participants are supportive of the Vestry’s vision 
for the parish, and that they can work cooperatively with one another as they 
help implement that vision. 

• Now, this kind of strategic planning work that we have initiated is valuable in 
its own right. For it can help many kinds of organizations identify and pursue 
their goals, and fulfill their purpose in the process. At Grace, we have an 
additional source of motivation for our work. At our recent Annual Meetings, 
we have explained to the congregation how we have depended too much 
upon our Endowment to support our mission and ministries. Members of 
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the Vestry and of our Finance Team have stated, in unmistakable terms, that 
this pattern of dependence upon the Endowment is not sustainable over 
the long term. We have stressed our need to increase our giving, as well as 
find other sources of income, if we are to continue to benefit from many 
aspects of parish life that we enjoy now. 

• Our message today remains the same. Yet, I would like to express this 
message in a slightly different way. A conversation with some folks at the 
Episcopal Church Foundation helped me to identify an additional 
consequence of our over-dependence on our Endowment for operations. 
By not giving sufficient funds each year to pay for the staff and programs 
from which we benefit, we have effectively diminished how much of a stake 
we have in those ministries. People tend to place greater value in, and feel 
more of a connection with, activities and opportunities that they pay for, as 
compared with those that come ‘free’ to them. We are now at a place where 
we need to increase our personal sense of investment in all the good things 
that are happening at our church. 

• We are at an auspicious turning point in the history of our parish. We are on 
the threshold of a future that is full of promise and potential. And we are 
being called to live forward into the vision we have articulated, and into the 
structures for mission and ministry that we have identified. We are 
somewhat like the early explorers who, with vision and courage, headed out 
over the seas toward a new world.  We have purpose and identified goals, 4

as well as a good map to help get us going. And we are ready to make 
progress, instead of clinging to the apparent safety of the past, or to where 
we are now. We are heading toward a new future in a voyage-like journey 
that will involve risk. As we do, we trust our prior discernment, and believe 
our work will bear fruit in rewarding discovery. New opportunities will lead 
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us to growth, and even to our flourishing. This will happen as more of us get 
involved, and increase our participation in the life of our church. 

• Let give you two compelling examples of how this is already happening. 
Margaret Sottile, and her fellow IHN team leaders, have been very effective 
in sharing their passion and commitment in our ministry to homeless 
persons. They not only volunteer many, many hours themselves; they are 
also quite good at recruiting others to join them in this mission work, which 
benefits our wider community. In a similarly effective way, Andy Saur has 
provided dedicated leadership in our ministry with college and young adult 
members of our congregation. By carefully arranging weekly meals and 
fellowship activities for this group, Andy has been building community 
within the life of our congregation. The missional ministry of both Margaret 
and Andy has been a source of encouragement for all of us. 

• As we can see in their examples, and in those of many others, through 
discernment and recruitment of effective team leaders, and by providing 
carefully defined team responsibilities, we can unleash passion and energy 
for ministry through Grace Church. More of us need to put Grace Church 
and its mission first, especially when it comes to our discretionary time. By 
being open to serving on teams, and giving ourselves to their various 
ministries, our excitement about mission will build. And we will strengthen 
our parish community. 

• We can’t be complacent about this, and we need to be committed and very 
intentional about moving forward as a church. This will challenge all of us, as 
we work together to grow two very important assets: we need to grow our 
congregation, and we need to grow our financial giving. 
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• Let me first address our giving. There are two main reasons why we need to 
grow in our giving. First, we need to make this spiritual practice a more 
substantial part of our personal lives, which will enhance the wholeness and 
flourishing to which we are called. Second, we need to grow in our giving 
for the sake of our parish church, to ensure that we can continue to provide 
the staff, programs and ministries that we value so much. When we give, we 
offer sacrifices that make us holy. And when we give, we offer and provide 
opportunities that help others, in their growth toward holiness. Our parish 
church therefore does not exist only, or even primarily, for us. It exists just as 
much for those who have yet to discover it, and who have yet to embrace 
the Gospel that is at the heart of our common life here. 

• Therefore, we need to grow our congregation in order to fulfill our missional 
call to engage in evangelism. By becoming more clear and confident about 
how God is at work within us, we are more prepared to help others discover 
how this is equally true for them. This discernment, about how God is at 
work within us and among us, is the most valuable discovery we can ever 
make. Therefore, it’s the most valuable thing that we can share with others, 
as well. 

• The spiritual practice of proportional giving is our first step toward 
embracing and living into intentional giving. Instead of guessing, or of 
waiting to see, how much we might have left at the end of the month, we 
can decide in advance how much we want to give. And the best way to do 
that is to figure the amount as a percentage of our income. Since 1982, the 
tithe—or ten percent of our income—has been the official minimum standard 
of giving for Episcopalians.  We are committed to this standard here at 5

Grace Church, and to working toward this goal if we’re not there yet. When 
we become a congregation of tithers, we will experience a huge spiritual 
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transformation within ourselves, and we will behold a transformed church 
here in our midst. 

• Based on my personal experience, I can assure you that this is true. I can’t 
recall exactly when Martha and I decided to take this step and make this our 
personal practice. Just like everyone else, at first we wondered how we 
could get by with less, after giving to the church. But then we discerned how 
the spiritual practice of tithing is not a matter of having less. It’s actually 
about having more ~ having more assurance that we were making good 
financial decisions; having greater financial peace; and, most especially, 
having an increased sense of involvement with our faith community and its 
work. By giving more, we have helped the church do more, and be better 
able to fulfill its mission and support its ministries. This is truly rewarding! 

• In terms of growing our congregation, inviting friends, neighbors and 
colleagues to church is a great way to do this. Who wouldn’t want to visit a 
place and a community where God is truly at work? This is what a hungry 
and needy world is looking for. People want to experience being found by 
God. And what better way to have this experience than in a place where 
being found by God happens—and where it will happen to others, as well? 

• We are at the beginning of a new year, a year that is bright with promise and 
potential. This is a year in which we are called to give, and give, and give 
again.  And a year in which we are called to grow , and grow, and grow 
again! Let me challenge every one of you to join me in this process. Join me 
in being open to new ways that we can give ourselves, both to and through 
our wonderful ministries and programs here at Grace Church. 

• I close by offering you some words from James Taylor. “Shower the people 
you love, with love. Show them the way that you feel.” Yes, here at Grace, 
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let’s shower the people we love with love, as we worship and serve 
together! And let’s show others, who don’t yet know Grace, how we feel 
about our parish church. God is ready and prepared to make an even more 
beautiful thing of our community. What incredible possibilities lie within our 
reach! 

• And finally, as blessed Julian of Norwich is remembered as saying, “All shall 
be well; and all shall be well; and all manner of things shall be well.” 

{about 2000 words / or roughly 20 minutes} 

Notes:
 From Revelation 1:4.1

 The mission statement of Grace Church Grand Rapids, at the time of their search process for 2

a new rector in 2007.

 These phrases echo and quote the phrases on our parish letterhead logo.3

 Here, I am building on some themes that are developed by Edwin Friedman, in chapter 1 of 4

his very helpful book, A Failure of Nerve: Leadership in the Age of the Quick Fix; ed. by 
Margaret M. Treadwell and Edward W. Beal (New York: Seabury Books, 2007).

 The General Convention of the Episcopal Church, Resolution 1982—A116: “The 67th 5

General Convention affirms the tithe as the minimum standard of giving for Episcopalians 
and each bishop and deputy pledges to tithe or to work towards tithing.”
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