DIOCESE OF WESTERN MICHIGAN

PARISHES IN PARTNERSHIP

March 20, 2007

Dear Western Michigan Episcopalians:

This year marks the 50th Anniversary of the building of the Mackinac Bridge.  An engineering marvel, that great bridge is a testament to human faith and perseverance.  We Michiganders are justly proud of it.

The Golden Gate Bridge in California is another national landmark.  It too is beautiful.  It too is a testament to human faith and perseverance.  Californians are justly proud of it.

Bridges aren’t all built alike.  Engineers may even disagree on what kind of bridge is best.  What matters to the public, however, is whether the bridge works.  Does it get you where you want to go?  

This diocesan convention is called to “build a bridge”.  A way of connecting one to another that will enable us to move forward in mission--the mission that we have agreed we want to do--the mission that we have been called by Christ to do.

As you are well aware, under the system of voluntary giving, our diocese has faced a perennial “budget crisis”.  Before Bishop Gepert began his ministry among us, annual shortfalls were covered regularly by expenditures of investment fund principal.  Under Bishop Gepert’s leadership, annual shortfalls have been addressed primarily through budget cuts.

Budget crises pose problems for households, whether they are our individual households, or God’s household, the Church.  They raise anxiety levels.  They distract us and keep us from achieving our goals.  They consume energy, and lead to arguments.

After repeated attempts to address our ongoing budget crisis—to little avail—last year’s diocesan convention appointed and empowered a representative committee to devise a formula for a diocesan apportionment.  The committee was asked to bring the proposal back to this year’s convention for ratification.

We are writing to you now to apprise you of our work on your behalf.

Your diocesan apportionment committee has worked faithfully to bring you a plan that we believe is both fair and realistic.  Doubtless, it will pose challenges for some congregations.  We are prepared to deal with those on an individual basis, with the intention of helping to strengthen those congregations in their work of ministry.

We believe, however, that the plan is eminently doable—especially over a five year period.  We are calling the plan, “Parishes in Partnership”.  Parishes in Partnership is a tiered system of giving.  If implemented, it will assure adequate funding of diocesan needs, as well as enable us to give faithfully to the program of The Episcopal Church.

Every parish has been given extensive opportunity to review this plan, and the lay and clergy volunteers who make up your Parishes in Partnership Committee have given of their time to visit every church that has requested a personal visit.  We have listened to your feedback, and tried to incorporate it into the final proposal we will be considering at convention.

What we are asking for now is your vote of confidence in our work, on your behalf.  Work you appointed and commissioned us to do, for you.

And that brings us back to the idea of bridges.  What matters in the end is not precisely how they are made.  What really matters is whether they will get you where you need to go.  Engineers can choose to argue over which bridge is best.  Or they can choose to celebrate crossing the river together.

In his high priestly prayer, our Lord Jesus prayed that his disciples would learn to work together as one, promising that the world would know we belong to Him because of the love we show for one another.

What new power might we find if we could finally lay our budget battles aside?  What new hope might we be able to provide to the world around us if we could be in the news for mission, as opposed to budget wrangling?  What new pleasure might we provide to God who calls us to bear fruit for the Kingdom?  What new blessings might we inherit for showing faith, and taking a “can do” attitude?

Isn’t our God a God of abundance?  Wasn’t it Jesus himself who promised that all things are possible for those who believe?  Wasn’t it St. Paul who taught us to exclaim, “Glory to God, whose power, working in us can do infinitely more than we can ask or imagine”?

Do we really believe these words?

In the end, that, perhaps more than anything else, is what today’s proposal is really about: the measure of our faith.  Our willingness to “put God to the test” as Malachi suggests, and see whether God will not pour out an abundance of blessing upon us.

We hope that when you reflect on the Parishes in Partnership Proposal -- the Canon for Parish Apportionment -- the proposal you empowered us to write and bring to you—you will look at it as a challenge to faith and spiritual growth.  We hope that you will choose to see it as a way to cross the river together, so that we may begin to inherit the blessings of the promised land God desires to give us.

In short, we hope we can count on you to vote in favor of the plan.  Let’s move forward together in love, faith, and hope.
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