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Bill Countryman Church of the Advent, Louisville, Kentucky
INSTITUTION OF TIM MITCHELL AS RECTOR
John 15:9-16

This afternoon, as the bulletin says said, we're celebrating the renewal of
ministry of this congregation and instituting Tim Mitchell as its rector. It's an
occasion worthy of celebration—and I intend to speak to that. But I hope you'll
forgive me if I begin not with the celebratory element, but by naming the other
side to such moments of change. They can feel a little uncertain, even a little
dangerous, as well. There are memories of the past to deal with, good or bad,
usually some of each. And there are uncertainties about the future.

And this is a far-reaching time of change —not just for the Church of the
Advent and for Dr. Mitchell, but for the Diocese of Kentucky, too, and for the
Episcopal Church and, indeed, for the church all over the world, even those who
are most determined not to change at all. We're living in one of those moments
when uncertainty is all around us.

And what we're doing together here this afternoon isn't an attempt to
ignore this or disguise it. We're celebrating because we're a people focused on
what God has done for the world through Christ—and what God is still doing.
We are a community that gathers to pray because we trust God's good will for us
and for the world at large. However much anxiety we may experience during
times of change and uncertainty, we have the love of God as the center for our
common life and our common prayer. We trust and we hope that God intends
good for us and will actually join with us bringing it about.

And what is the good that God intends here in the Church of the Advent
and in the life and ministry of Tim Mitchell and in the Diocese of Kentucky? We
don't know yet exactly; the answer will emérge in the doing. But we have some
important indications of it in the reading we've heard from the Gospel of John.
Jesus speaks to his disciglesfthat is, to us—and he calls us "friends." And he
gives us a commandment: to love one another as he has loved us.

That, of course, seems like a very tall order, especially when Jesus adds,
"No one has greater love than this, to lay down one's life for one's friends." Yes, a
very tall order. If your idea of God and Jesus and, the church is that of the eternal
judge, jury, and executioner all rolled up into one (and most of us carry at least a
smidgen of that God around in our hearts and minds), you may hear this saying
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as certain doom. Am I ready to do that? Am I able to do that? to give up my life
for my friends?

But that's precisely not the point. Jesus isn't telling us how bad it's going to
be for us. He's telling us how much he loves us. The ultimate expression of love
would be to offer one's life for another. That is what he's about to do for his
disciples. That's how big God's love is. And "As the Father has loved me," he
says, "so I have loved you; abide in my love."

This is the goal and the purpose not just of Christian life but of all human
life: to love one another, to share deeply in the interconnection of friends, friends
with one another, friends with God. And what this love is leading us toward, as
Jesus says here, is not anxiety. It's joy.

"I have said these things to you so that my joy may be in you, and that
your joy may be complete." The immense generosity that God shows us in Jesus
is the critical, the central thing in our faith. The love that leads to joy. "I do not
call you servants any longer. . . but I have called you friends."

People experienced some terrifying times of change in the 14th century:
the Black Death. The great mystic Dame Julian of Norwich lived through that
time. She nearly died herself, and as she lay on her deathbed, she had a vision—
no, really, much more than that, a vivid experience of Jesus' death. She recovered
and spent the rest of her life trying to understand what all that had been about.
And here is one of her reflections:

From the time it was revealed, I desired many times to know in
what was our Lord's meaning. And fifteen years after and more, I was
answered in spiritual understanding, and it was said: What, do you
wish to know your Lord's meaning in this thing? Know it well, love was
his meaning. Who reveals it to you? Love. What did he reveal to you?
Love. Why does he reveal it to you? For love. Remain in this, and you
will know more of the same. But you will never know different, without
end. (Showings, ch. 86, tr. Colledge and Walsh)

That's what our life in Christ is about. That's what our life in the church is about,
even if we're slow to understand and practice it. "You are my friends," says Jesus.
"I love you with the same love that God pours out on me. Abide in my love. Love
one another."
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Now, I suspect some of us are thinking, "It's not that easy." Yes, [ know
that. We're not talking about some simple formula for overcoming the sorrows,
the distresses, the complex conflicts of this world — or the equally complex
conflicts of the church. You and I aren't going to be transformed immediately
into perfect lovers, either of God or of one another.

Still, it's the only path that leads us back to God and to our true selves. We
have a long way to go, a lot of conversations yet to pursue, a deeper knowledge
of God's love to discover. I hear excellent things about the people of Church of
the Advent; but I take it for granted that you're not perfect. (I have no evidence
of that, to be sure; I'm just assuming.) Tim Mitchell —he's good. But he's probably
not perfect, either.

But Jesus in our reading doesn't say, "Be perfect. Then love one another."
And, of course, the disciples he was talking to at that moment mostly ran away
in just a few hours, when he got arrested. No, the command is simply "Love one
another as I have loved you." We begin with the learning of love. We continue
with the learning of love. As Dame Julian wrote: Remain in this, and you will
know more of the same. But you will never know different, without end.

And how do we learn love? We learn that we are loved ourselves. We
practice being respectful of one another. We learn the kind of humility that
allows us to grapple together with the issues that face us, without cutting one
another off, without going behind each other's backs, without simply insisting on
having our own way.

This love doesn't mean "Anything goes." It's not the theological equivalent
of "Whatever." If it's like Jesus love for us, then it's going to be a demanding love.
But it does mean that we keep on thinking of one another as sisters and brothers,
even when we disagree. This is the profound lesson that the church is learning
anew in its present difficulties, the profound gift we're receiving anew.

"You are my friends. Love one another as I have loved you." However
difficult the process of learning and living into this may be, it has the power to

transform.

Exactly how all this will come to life here, you will learn as you experience
it. I pray that you and Tim Mitchell will have a good, long while to pray and
celebrate together, to grieve and hope, to fail and try again. But here's the goal:
to see the immense generosity of God, the inexhaustible love of God, touching
fire to this community. As that happens, you will find new hope and joy in the
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love of one another —and not just within the confines of this parish, but
extending outwards toward the whole world that God also loves.

The warmth of such a love will invite others into the circle of friendship,
into the fire of love that has given us hope and strength and generosity. It gives
life and hope.

A celebration like this one reminds us that, even in the midst of change
and uncertainty, we are also on the threshold of new understanding. The love of
God is not something we can own or get command of, that we can plan into our
calendars and have done with. No, God is intent on making friends of us and is
prepared to dog us until we wake up to the possibility. God is gracious—even as
Julian liked to say, "courteous" (which was a rather sexy word in the 14th
century). But God's purpose is to transform us by love, making our lives larger
and more able both to give and to receive.

And the goal of it all is joy. Remember what Jesus says: "I have said all
these things to you so that my joy may be in you, and that your joy may be
complete." It's not too much to hope for. It's already been promised. I wish you
more of it than you ever dreamed.




