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St. Michael’s Episcopal Church 
The Reverend Canon Michael J. Horvath 
Gospel: Mark 9:30-37 
 
 
The last few weeks we have seen Jesus not only performing miracles to the amazement of 
family and friends, but we also have been experiencing a Jesus who is trying to teach his 
followers exactly what it means to follow the path that he is asking them to follow.  If you 
remember, his followers see him as the Messiah they have been waiting for.  Here to save them 
from the hands of the Romans, to lift up again the fortunes of Israel and to bring together all 
the tribes into what will become the Kingdom of God here on earth. 
 
So, Jesus is performing all of these miracles, he’s making the sick well, the blind to be able to 
see, bringing people from the margins into the center.  Yet he makes clear, and does so again, 
that all of this comes with a price.  And he gives them straight talk about what that price is. 
 
And we know that the expectations of his followers and the message Jesus is sharing don’t 
seem to be in sync.  “The Son of Man is to be betrayed into human hands, and they will kill him, 
and three days after being killed, he will rise again,” he tells them, but they don’t understand.  
Why would the Messiah/King/Deliverer die?  “Whoever wants to be first must be last of all and 
servant of all,” he says, but this doesn’t fit the description of kingly behavior.   
 
And he didn’t stop there. If you want to continue to follow me, it won’t be easy. Following me, 
Jesus said, is like volunteering to die, giving your life away. I wonder if they ever heard the rest 
of it; I wonder if we can hear it—if you lose your life for my sake, you will find it, and if you save 
your life, you lose it. 
 
The joys of having Jesus amongst them has to be tempered with the reality, the cost, of what 
that means in terms of sacrifice and the giving of oneself. 
 
Today is St. Michael’s Homecoming Sunday.  We celebrate all of who we are.  We take time to 
pause and give thanks for everything we have been able to do in the last few years.  If you 
remember my sermon last week, we have been living a very full life as a congregation, even in 
the wake of this pandemic.  We live a life of outreach, we live a life of serving not only this 
church, but more importantly the greater community.  We live a life that allows us to gather 
together for different fellowship ministries, we live a life that seeks to build a community that 
reflects our faith.  That’s the joy of St. Michael’s and that’s the reality we live in. 
 
Today also marks the beginning of our stewardship season.  When I was interviewed to become 
your rector, I was told by members of the search committee that they wanted more 
transparency in our spending, giving, and receiving.  They wanted me to be able to make real 
for the congregation what it costs to have the church we have, and the ministries we want to 
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have in the future as we grow.  They wanted some “straight talk” about money, as on search 
committee member said.   
 
 
So here it is: 
 
There is a cost to all the good things we do here, a lot of it: from providing three public worship 
services every week to classes for adults; from comforting and counseling the anxious, to 
scripture study and music; to maintaining a historic building that is only open to the greater 
community once, maybe twice a week to upgrading AV equipment that barely keeps up with 
our needs now that we are livestreaming. It costs to keep things well-maintained, in good 
repair, to ensure that our grounds don’t become a safety hazard.  The physical plant costs take 
up an exorbitant amount of money – somewhere in the area of 40% of our budget. I don’t 
begrudge that because we are supposed to be good stewards of our assets. But do you want to 
know how much we spend on ministries like liturgy, altar guild and music?  About 6% total of 
our budget.  And outreach?  About 4%. There’s a cost to what we do and it’s out of balance, in 
my opinion. 
 
More straight talk: 
 
St. Michael’s hasn’t had a balanced budget in over 15 years.  We operate on deficit budget, 40% 
of which goes to maintain the buildings as I mentioned. We don’t raise enough money from 
pledges and gifts to cover half of our operating budget of about $300k per year, so we draw the 
other half from investments: money given to the church by faithful members in the past who 
wanted their church to thrive in the future, beyond their own lives. We keep a careful eye on 
those precious investments. Those investments will provide approximately $1 million of the 
needed $2 million to run our church for the next 6 years.  We should actually be a bit 
embarrassed that a church, the body of Christ, an institution that is supposed to bring the 
comfort of the Good News to those most in need, only dedicates 10% of its budget to praising 
God and helping others.  
 
As is the case with every institution that relies, at least in part, on investment income, we 
gratefully feel the effects of a significant increase in market value that has taken place over the 
past few years.  We will also experience decreases in market value, which may limit the amount 
we are able to draw in the future.  It may not happen, but you need to know that that a 
possibility.  
 
St. Michael’s has lived with the myth of wealth. When I first arrived, people, not necessarily St. 
Michael’s parishioners, would attach adjectives like “rich”, “upscale” or “wealthy” and 
“exclusive” to this congregation.  Relatively, we may be comfortable, but our congregation has 
changed dramatically over the decades. We are no longer the church for only the well-to-do if 
we ever were. We aren’t the church of prominent families of the area, whose names are to be 
found pasted on almost every window and plaque found in the sanctuary, and who haven’t 
been on our rolls for generations. Most of our members are retired, living on fixed incomes. We 
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don’t have generational depth to our congregation.  Our children or grandchildren don’t pile 
into pews with their grandparents.  Our per capita giving doesn’t come close to other similar 
congregations our size. And the percentage of our members who make pledges continues to 
hover around 40%. Another 30% contribute when they can and are noted as “regular givers” 
but because they don’t pledge, we really should not be calculating their giving into our budget, 
but we do, don’t ask me why. 
 
The truth is everything we do relies on voluntary contributions. Every pledge, every gift, large or 
small, matters a great deal. 
 
That’s the straight talk. And those are the reasons why you may want to pledge or increase your 
pledge. But that’s not the whole story at all. It’s not even close. If all we wanted was more 
money, we could live a life of constant raffles, sales, and solicitations. 
 
The real reason to give is something Jesus said last week, tying into this week: “Those who want 
to save their life will lose it, and those who lose their life for my sake and the sake of the gospel 
will save it.” In asking for your pledge, or an increase in those pledges if you can, St. Michael’s is 
asking you to look beyond the building.  St. Michael’s is asking you to look into the faces of 
those for whom our lovely sanctuary won’t provide heating oil during the winter months.  St. 
Michael’s is asking you to pledge so that we can actually have a dedicated Sunday school room 
for all the children that you say you want to have in our Church.  Just fyi – children aren’t going 
to come to a church that doesn’t make them feel welcome. In asking for your pledges, again, St. 
Michael’s is inviting you to come to the table to help figure out what you want your church to 
be 5, 10, 50 years from now.  What if we rebalanced our priorities to increase our ability to 
meet the needs of those who otherwise can’t meet theirs on their own?  What if we rebalanced 
our priorities so that we can actually learn what it means to be Christ’s feet and voice in this 
world, rather than simply being glorified property managers.  Why don’t we rebalance our 
priorities so that we can thrive, rather than exist? 
 
I can only ask.  You are the ones who have to decide where St. Michael’s is on your list of 
priorities.  Then you need to ask if your giving reflects the priority, you give it.  St. Michael’s the 
building will be here whether you give or not, but St. Michael’s the faith community can’t exist 
without you.  That’s the honest truth.   
 
Amen. 
 
 
 


