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You may know, especially if you're the kind of person who attends ordinations,
that Episcopalians tend to have rather, shall we say, delicate sensibilities. For instance,
we can get flustered by some of the things Paul of Tarsus says. It's as if we expected
this first century Roman Jew to see the world like, | don't know, someone you'd run into
at a cocktail party of overeducated 21st century liberals. If that's your baseline, Paul
probably will startle you at times. You should also probably get out more.

But not only did Paul live twenty centuries ago in a very different culture than
ours, when he wrote what was read just a moment ago, he was shackled to the walls
of a holding cell in a place called Caesarea Philippi. 'm guessing that this is not how
you spent the past weekend. Yes, | know that your three-hour layover in the air-
conditioned Atlanta airport, among the Cinnabons and endless crop rows of padded
seating, felt like a very deep circle of hell. But .. I'm sorry. | wouldn't trade your day for
Paul's.

So, situate yourself, in your imagination, as close as you can to our bedraggled
apostle in that grim and dusty prison. What would you write to your friends on the
outside? Really. What would you say? Would it be, “Let your gentleness be known. To
everyone'? This is not what came first to my mind.

In fact, how many times in all of your life has someone recommmended that course
of action to you? Because ever since Wesley unexpectedly asked me to preach
tonight, and I looked up the readings he chose, | haven't been able to look away from
Paul's joy-filled, slightly unhinged, gaze. “Be gentle,” the smiling prisoner keeps telling
me. “You. Let gentleness be what everybody knows about you.”

It's such a strange thing to say, | can't help but wonder if there's gospel in it. Let's
see.

Maybe we begin by noting that gentleness assumes both power and agency. It
assumes that these could be deployed, but, at least to some extent, they are not. If
Paul's ankles are chained, we don't give him credit for gentleness just because he
doesn't kick anybody. To have your power bound or stolen is something else.
Resignation or capitulation is not what's being commended. There must be an
element of choice and freedom in the decision to be gentle with your power.

I'd be the last to recommend arbitrarily lifting a phrase from one of Paul's letters
and dropping it, unexamined and unchallenged, into your life. Elsewhere we would
welcome a little more of the gentleness he recommends in Philippians. But this time |
think he may be onto something. An invitation into that holy space that opens up when
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power that could be unleashed is withheld. It shows up very early in the Bible, you
know.

In Genesis 2 the first human ones are warned that on the day they eat of the tree
of the knowledge of good and evil they will die. But the very first judgment of the very
first sin was wielded with almost comical gentleness by God, wasn'tit? Wesley has
been to seminary twice so I'm sure he knows what Genesis 5:5 says. But I'll spell it out
for everybody else. It says, “Thus all the days that Adam lived were nine hundred and
thirty years; and he died.” They didn't die at sundown on the day of the first sin. The
newly commissioned Grim Reaper didn't get around to their doorstep for nine hundred
and thirty years! Taking the story on its own terms, how could this be anything but the
first expression of an extravagant, divine gentleness. A divine refusal to visit all of its
power on us, creating that space in which we all live and move and have our being.

| won't take you on a tour of the whole Bible tonight. I'll be gentle. But here's a
sampling, because once we see it, this gentleness, this mercy thumps as the steady
heartbeat of the whole book, and every violent scene looks more like a stage on which
gentleness will steal the show.

God does not execute the first murderer, but rather puts a mark on the forehead
of Cain so no one else would kill him for his killing as he wandered the Earth. Marilynne
Robinson says, “Who knows? The mark may have made Cain exceptionally beautiful.”
Even in the terrible legend of the flood, in which God succumbs to our violent ways in
an attempt to wipe out our endemic violence, the story ends with the hanging up of
God's bow, God's weapon, in the sky as an eternal message of, “Never again.” Of
course a God like this would announce through the prophet Hosea, ‘I desire mercy, not
sacrifice.” Just yesterday in church we were instructed by Jesus to, “Go and learn what
this means.” Mercy. Not sacrifice. And what is mercy but gentleness in the realm of
justice?

Over and over again in the Bible, the sacred moment, the sacred space, is not the
imposition of the divine will. It is in this gentleness, this pulling back from what might
have been, this mercy. Maybe you've heard a Buddhist describe the three stages of
breath. There is the inhale, the exhale, and then the space just after the breath is
expended. This is sacred space to attend to in a breath prayer. Not a place of action or
control, but a space in which you find the room to be. This also describes how a story
becomes holy to me. Not when it imposes its will or its message on me. But when
there isroom in its gentle strength for me to be.

Why speak of gentleness at the ordination of a priest? Well, it never would have
occurred to this preacher to do so until | met Wesley Rowell. Wesley, you've already
been changing my vision of what a priest is called to be, and I've been at it for more
than twenty years. You've been changing my vision for what a Christian is called to be,
and I've been at that for nearly sixty. Because, | don't know if you know this about
yourself, but are not a, shall we say, small personality. You have been a powerful
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presence in my life since you bounded off the escalator in the Memphis airport for an
interview and | first saw that wide, gentle, “I'm sorry but | just can't help myself” smile of
yours. Since | was still a stranger to you then, it felt like | was being included in a delight
that wrapped its arms around the waist of the world. Tonight this church is filled with
people who know exactly what | mean.

Of course, you and | have talked about the strange fact that much of this
ordination has nothing to do with you. Soon you will be draped in vestments, which are
basically upholstery. They remind us that a priest is really just a piece of liturgical
furniture. Someone a bishop has laid her hands on and given a pretty small handful of
peculiar tasks within the Christian assembly. Gathering, baptizing, blessing. Anointing,
absolving. Sacred and sometimes heavy responsibilities indeed. But when we frame
the priesthood in terms of a sacred gentleness .. when we see our role as inviting
people into the space made by God's mercy, so they can become the lovers they were
created to be, then this priestcraftis less interested in power and less anxious about
authority. It becomes all about being human in a way that gives God's people room to
grow and to be.

Wesley, | do not have to tell you that you are being priested tonightin a violent,
unmerciful world in which power is deployed by drones and warships and data
centers. It takes the form of wealth unimaginable even to the robber barons of another
age, and of collective demons like white supremacy and homophobia and misogyny
and so many others we tried to convince ourselves had been cast out from our midst
forever. | do not set aside lightly the conviction that, in such a world, only more power
and more violence on behalf of the good can save us. This makes great sense to my
mortal mind.

The problem is Jesus. Jesus keeps refusing the empire’s terms for engagement.
And it is a reflection of his fierce, subversive gentleness that | see in you, Wesley. That
holy gentleness that knows the world will never be made whole by the defeat of all our
enemies anymore than | will be made whole by defeating some aspect of myself I've
come to hate. Deep healing always comes in that gentle, merciful space where sacred
encounter is made possible.

You know this because you have lived it. There are people in these pews who
actually did board airplanes and travel through places like Atlanta to be here who
would never have crossed the threshold of a church if not for the space your loving
gentleness made for them. Some of them love Jesus right out loud with their whole
selves. Some of them aren't sure there's anything at all to be salvaged from the
shipwreck of this Christian religion. But here they are. Here we are. Black, white,
straight, queer. We are here because you made space for us in your life. And in the
end, the reason we sense that this gentle way is the only way, is because our deepest
wounds just can't be healed by force or from afar. They require the space gentleness
opens up for genuine encounter. Encounter with the enemy. Encounter with the
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stranger. Encounter even with the stranger parts of ourselves. Isn't that the sacred
story you're being made a priest within tonight?

| will end with a story of Toni Morrison’s. She once met a woman fishing from the
seawall near her house with a homemade pole, wearing the clothes of a man. The
woman was witty and strange, and after they'd gone their separate ways, Morrison
kept thinking about her, imagined meeting up for coffee, starting a friendship. But,
when she asked after the woman to her neighbors, no one had heard of her and she
never saw the fisherwoman again. The loss was strangely unsettling.

‘I try to understand the intensity of my chagrin,” she writes, “and why | am missing
a woman | spoke to for fifteen minutes. | get nowhere except for the stingy explanation
that she had come into my space ... and had implied promises of female
camaraderie, of opportunities for me to be generous .. Now she is gone, taking with
her my good opinion of myself, which, of course, is unforgivable .. It took some time for
me to understand my unreasonable claims on that fisherwoman, to understand that |
was longing for and missing some aspect of myself, and that there are no strangers.
There are only versions of ourselves, many of which we have not embraced.”

Wesley, your firm and gentle presence has created a space in countless lives for
that sacred embrace between people conditioned to fear each other as strangers.
Now God is calling you, in this flawed old tradition of ours, to do your gentle work as a
priestin the Church. To make the room you've been making all your life for people, now
at this font and at this table. To pronounce the blessedness that misses no one, not
just with your smiling delight, as you always have, but from this sanctuary. Now God is
calling you to celebrate these sacraments with a gentleness that makes space for
someone else. Someone who maybe never imagined finding welcome at God's
endless table, but who, through your ministry, will come to see that they too are held in
Love's vast, perfect, gentle embrace.
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