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 This past Friday I attended a woodlot management conference. We had may 

interesting speakers, including one man who told the story of growing his maple syrup 

business from a 15 tree operation with an old barrel to boil his sap, only to learn that oak 

trees are not maple trees! Within 7 years he operates flourishing 700 tap operation, 

shipping his syrup all over the world. Learning and growing is often like that - we try, we 

make mistakes, we learn and we keep moving forward towards our purpose.  If we can 

keep will focused on our end, we carve a path through the sometimes overwhelming 

obstacles and entropy that ensue. 

 Another speaker spoke to us of planning for the forests of tomorrow. He 

recommended variation in planting as key. Growing a variety of species with different 

functional strengths such as density, bark thickness, ability to re-sprout, shade resilience, 

and adaptability for a variety of conditions. Planning our forests for the future is tricky, 

because nobody knows what the future will bring.  

 The days of rolling sugar maple forests for example of our ancestors even 100 

years ago are no more. Did you know that earthworms are a foreign species that are 

changing the North American biosphere? Globalization, and the movement of disease and 

infesting pests are a quickly growing and unpredictable concern but most of all climate 

change is altering the environment. The forest industry, at best, can make guesses about 

how the landscape will be altered, what species will survive. He also illuminated the 

fascinating discoveries of the interconnections of root systems, the passing of electro 

magnetic signals from tree to tree and the incredible interconnectedness of the world of 

trees and nature that seem to communicate, respond, and adapt in amazing ways.  

 In short, there is no silver bullet, no assurance or clear path ahead. There is an 

intention, however. There is a clear “why” to forestry. Trees clean the air, they transform 

carbon into oxygen, trees turn death into life. They are a renewable resource with almost 
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unlimited possibilities if managed properly and they are home to many ecosystems, life 

itself thrives there in tremendous beauty and richness. The choices these leaders make in 

navigating the uncertain future of our forests are driven by that clear sense of purpose.  

 We too, the Church, face a similar set of questions as we look to the future. The 

place and context of church in secular Canada has changed dramatically even within a 

generation, let alone 100 years. We are at the crest of a tidal wave of cultural reformation 

and the Church simply does not know what the future will bring. We can be assured that 

we will see drastic decline in mainline religious participation in Canada… but smaller 

does not mean weaker. Like our forests, certain species may die out completely, to make 

room for new, with different functional diversity, strengths and ways of behaving. 

 We, this species called “Anglican”, may be well set for the future as we have a 

broad variety within our family. The Bishop himself has affirmed that the issues related 

to our building here at St Matthew’s are not ours alone to solve. He says that 

congregationalism is dead, perhaps like those interconnected roots of trees, it is our larger 

network of relationships that will see us through the coming seasons. The wider 

community has also affirmed that St Matthew’s is thought of as an anchor parish. It is a 

large thriving church in an affluent area, we seem well suited to our environment and 

most of all we have a tremendous asset: YOU. St Matthew’s will be here for a long, long, 

time. But just how, or what that will look like, we do not know.  

 The main question, I think the Church needs to clarify, is what is our purpose? 

Why is the Church worth preserving? What is it that the Church is or does that is 

different, unique, necessary?  

 The church offers community, but then there are many ways to participate and 

belong to community. Is it spirituality? Yes, and then again, there are many opportunities 

to engage in spirituality or meaning making. Is it social organization, a volunteer club to 

do some good things and find something to do with our time - it could be, but then there 

are lots of groups that could feed those needs. It would be certainly difficult to find a 

finer choir and musical offering than St Matthew’s - and yet there are many religious and 

secular music opportunities in Ottawa. What about social justice and service? That is sure 

- but there are also many organizations that engage in that important work. Is it the 

passing of morality? I think we do have some good things to say about morality, but 
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again, the Golden Rule is a rule shared by most. Surely it is not to maintain a building, or 

to be a historical memorial centre for reminiscing of ages past… 

 So what is it?  

 What did those first martyrs give their lives for? Why did they confess with their 

blood? What was so compelling about this ragtag group of slaves, peasants, tax-

collectors, prostitutes, criminals, jews, sick and handicapped illiterate graveyard gatherers 

who denied the empire and its gods that the entire Roman Empire came to adopt it as its 

official religion and changed the world forever? 

 “Tradition is not the worship of ashes but the preservation of fire”, says Gustav 

Mahler.  

 These past few weeks we have been speaking of the human person, that at the root 

of person is desire, an intention, a will ordained towards its completion. It is the careful 

cultivation, edification, pruning and orienting desire towards its completion - to nurture 

human beings towards their ultimate end and source which is CHRIST - that is the 

marrow of our very being as the church. Friends, I say to you that the first and sacred 

vocation of the Church is this - the preservation of fire, the refining fire of love that 

transforms us into Christ, blessed, broken and given, for the life of world: “Just as we 

have borne the image of the man of dust, we will also bear the image of the man of 

heaven” (1 Cor 15: 47). 

 Before we are any commodity or service, before any task or function, we are 

preservers of the holy fire of true life, yielding and making the paths straight for a new 

kingdom that is already arriving. We are called to plant and nourish a future, a future of 

those who bear the image of the “man of heaven.” 

 We Seek and a seed is planted. We Discover new life as the sprout is tended. We 

Live into the image and likeness serving the world, transforming suffering, pain, hunger, 

violence, loneliness and grief: We have a purpose -maybe even like a forest - The body of 

Christ are keepers of a fire that transforms death into life. 

 Just as we have borne the image of the man of dust, we will also bear the image of 

the man of heaven. And just what does this new kingdom look like, how does one live 

into the image of the man of heaven? What does it mean to be the Body of Christ? 
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 I say to you, Love your enemies, do good to those who hate you, bless those 

who curse you, pray for those who abuse you.  If anyone strikes you on the 

cheek, offer the other also; and from anyone who takes away your coat do 

not withhold even your shirt. Give to everyone who begs from you; and if 

anyone takes away your goods, do not ask for them again…love your 

enemies, do good, and lend, expecting nothing in return. And Be merciful, 

just as your Father is merciful (Luke 6:27-36). 

 

 How many of us can claim to live such a way?  

 

 If you are anything like me, I am learning how to be a Christian, a beginner- I 

bare very well the image of the man of dust - and I need all of you to help me discover 

the image of the man of heaven somewhere within. I need you to help me stay wet in the 

water of the covenant of new life made in my baptism. 

 As I gather with you for our third Annual Vestry together, facing a new world, I 

have never been more inspired and assured in hope for the future of St Matthew’s. 

Tradition is not the worship of ashes but the keeping of fire. We are claiming this torch 

passed on to us bloodied from the hands of martyrs and those who have gone before us, 

and even in the face of an unknown future, I am sure beyond doubt that we’ll plant the 

seeds that are needed to continue to sow, grow and tend God’s glorious kingdom right 

here in the Glebe.  

 

 

Prayer for Vestry 2019 

	 We pray for the Church, the seed of your Kingdom, your earthly body in 

communion with the saints of every age. Help us to welcome the seeker, to create space 

to discover Jesus in our midst, and to live into His risen life, becoming the story we 

tell, becoming his heart and hands: blessed, broken, and given for the life of the world.  

	


