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Jh. In the Name of God--Father, Son and Holy Spirit. Amen. 

 Good evening. Muy buenas noches y bienvenidos! What a beautiful 
night to be together and worship in the fair beauty of the Lord. The 
people of St. Alban's have done a wonderful job of preparing and 
fashioning this hall into a church for the Church to gather and 
remember and rejoice that the joy of the Lord is our strength. 
 Normally, I don't worry much about those who are restless and 
fidgety and have a hard time paying attention in church, but I'm a little 
concerned that our host rector, Scott Brown, has put the clergy so far to 
the sides that I can't keep my eye on them. 
 I perceive, sisters and brothers, that you have partaken of the 
plethora of permutations on the meaning of our Council theme set 
before you by our Bishop in his Bible studies, so I won't repeat that 
repeatedly. But pay attention, and see and know that "the joy of the 
Lord is your strength." 
 Sometimes being unprepared and panicky can lead to unexpected 
joy. I'm not talking about right now, but a couple of Sundays back, I was 
in one of our churches--let's call it "St. Peter's, Kerrville"--and as 
sometimes happens, the rector--let's call him "Stockton Williams"--
forgot to tell me ahead of time some of the extra things I was going to 
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participate in. Till we were vesting for services. "Oh," he says, "We're 
going to present the First Communion Class, and we want you to do 
something with them." "Do what?" I asked. "Oh, I don't know. Just do 
something. You know." "So, how many kids are there?" I asked, 
maintaining  my bishoply cool. "Eleven or 12. Maybe 13." And they were 
mostly 5- and 6-year-olds, and there weren't going to be any certificates 
or gift Bibles to distract them with. 
 So what I did--unprepared and panicky--was have a stepladder 
put behind the altar, and I told the children and the congregation how 
blessed clergy are to stand at the altar and see the paten and chalice, 
the bread and the wine, and beyond that to see the Church gathered. 
You don't need a lot to be the Church. Then I invited the children to 
come stand where I stand and see what I see. And they lined up and 
took turns standing on the ladder, and it was happy and fun and 
everyone loved it. Except maybe their parents, who could think of 
several liturgical disasters their children could be involved in. 
 Since it's Lent, I should confess that I was quite pleased with 
myself. But not totally surprised, because God is good and he loves 
children.  But what surprised me--what I totally did not expect--was 
what the congregation saw as those children appeared, one by one, at 
the altar. Several talked to me about how they were moved by how 
"perfect" and "right" and "beautiful" it was. Maybe what they saw was 
themselves, coming to the altar like children, unhindered and joyful. 
Maybe they caught a glimpse of the future God promises through those 
children. It was, for those grown-ups, holiness unfolding in the familiar 
sanctuary. 
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 Bishop Lillibridge and I say this a lot, but only because it's true: 
we wish you could see what we see as we travel the diocese, worshiping 
and working and celebrating and grieving with you. If you stood in the 
places we stand, and saw what we see, you might fall in love with the 
Church all over again, might remember what you love about this 
adventure to which Jesus has called us. 
 Of course, sometimes I wish I could see what you see--what it is 
that made being here worth all it took to get here; what it is about your  
church that gets you out of bed week after week to come and worship; 
what God is doing with your heart and mind as you pray the prayers 
and hear the Word and come to the altar, and then go out in Jesus' 
Name. 
 I've seen enough tears in church, and sadness and anger, to know 
it's not happiness or the pursuit of happiness that brings us. I can 
manage happiness pretty well by myself. I can plan things that make 
me happy, put myself in places of amusement, pleasure and 
entertainment. Most of us can do that. But it's a lot of work, because we 
have to keep doing it. 
 Joy is different. Joy needs other people. Joy comes from outside 
ourselves--we can't conjure it up--and is not governed by circumstances. 
Joy is a gift from God. 
 A lot of things and people make me happy, and I am so thankful 
for that. But God is the maker of joy, and it must give him joy to give it 
to us because he offers it so abundantly. But joy isn't just a thing for us 
to wallow in; it has a purpose. It's one of the sinews God uses to bring 
us more closely to him and to one another.  Joy strengthens us to get 
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over ourselves and leads us to get involved--joyfully--in the lives of 
others. 
 When I consider what has brought me joy, it's almost always other 
people--a solemn and soul-stirring sense of a givenness and a 
connectedness that is moving between us, moments when I know surely 
that I'm both given away and received. Exchanging wedding vows with 
Patti, the births of Kaitlin and Jon, my ordination as deacon and priest, 
becoming a bishop--all times when I was given to others and they were 
given to me, and we became more than was possible on our own, our 
lives became entwined like vine and branches. Joy comes as sheer gift 
from God and calls us into communion--common union--with others. 
 At the Last Supper, Jesus says to his disciples, "I've said these 
things to you so that my joy may be in you, and that your joy may be 
complete. His joy is given to them, and because it's his joy, their joy will 
be complete. 
 But what are "these things" he's said to them? Back up a few 
verses. Jesus says his friends abide in him as he abides in them--there 
is a deep connection, a sharing of life, a participation in Christ's life. He 
also says that God is glorified when we "bear much fruit," when we 
grow in Christ--grow more truly human, more really alive. God is 
glorified when we reflect and echo his glory...when we "repeat the 
sounding joy, repeat the sounding joy." In the late 2nd century, St. 
Irenaeus said, "The glory of God is a human being, fully alive." 
 Listen: the glory of God is you, fully alive...your church, fully alive. 
 And if you want to know what "fully alive" looks like, look to 
Jesus. 
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 Jesus also says, "As the Father has loved me, so have I loved you; 
abide in my love." That is, "I love you just like my Father loves me, 
which means God loves you like he loves me." 
 Then Jesus says, "I've said these things to you so that my joy may 
be in you, and your joy may be complete. Among the gifts Christ gives 
us--among the fruits of salvation--is joy. 
 We're gathered here tonight, just like the disciples were gathered 
there, that night. The words Jesus speaks to them, he wants us to 
overhear. They are for us, too. His joy is in us. So, let's look around for a 
minute. Really. Look and see if you can see signs of joy. It's tempting--
and it lets us off the hook--to say, "You don't have to feel it--it's bigger 
than emotion." But it's not less than emotion--the thought of joy, of 
expressing joy, without being moved, well, it seems to make joy 
pointless. Why bother? 
 But if joy is given to us by Christ, and in that, God is glorified, 
then joy might be central to what it means to be human, to come fully 
alive. In joy, we are involved in other people's lives, and joy needs to 
find a voice in us. 
 Think of back home, at your church. Where are the signs of joy in 
your worship, in your life together, in the ways you move out into the 
world to serve others? Is there rejoicing? Not because we're happy all 
the time, but because we know ourselves to be grafted to Christ's life, 
like branches on a vine, and his joy is in us, and we have been given to 
one another. Does your church raise its voice--in word and action--in a 
Jubilate? That's Morning Prayer talk for "Be joyful...Rejoice!", as in 
Psalm 100: 
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 Be joyful in the Lord all ye lands;* 
  serve the Lord with gladness and come before his presence  
  with a song. 
 Be ye sure that the Lord he is God; 
  it is he that hath made us and not we ourselves;* 
  we are his people and the sheep of his pasture." 
 When you wonder about the health and vibrancy of your church, 
consider joy. I'm not talking clown ministry and Christian cartoons on 
the big screen, but about the willingness to express and embody what 
Christ has given us--joy--and our willingness to be involved in--in 
graceful and grace-giving ways--the lives of others. People don't need 
the church to find entertainment and happiness--there are plenty of 
places for that. But what we've been given and what we can give is joy. 
Joy seeks and creates community and connection. Joy needs people; it's 
not a solo flight. There are lots of reasons why churches decline, but it 
will never be because they are too joyful. 
 Writing about information overload via internet, phones and social 
media, priest and author Barbara Brown Taylor  says, "The last thing 
any of us needs is more information about God. We need the practice of 
incarnation, by which God saves the lives of those whose intellectual 
assent has turned as dry as dust, who have run frightenlingly low on 
the bread of life, who are dying to know more God in their bodies. Not 
more about God. More God." (Christian Century, 1/27/09) 
 We need to remember that joy is not dependent on circumstances 
or what happens to us. It runs deep beneath the surface where the 
storms and craziness and uncertainty of life can overtake us. Joy often 
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becomes stronger, more incarnate, in bad times. Jesus speaks of the joy 
he gives "on the night before he died for us." In the reading from 
Philippians, Paul is writing from a prison cell, facing the real possibility 
of his execution. And what does he say? "A-LE-grense siempre en el 
Senor. Insisto...Again I say, rejoice in the Lord always." 
 Novelist and philosopher Albert Camus wrote, "In the midst of 
winter, I found there was, within me, an invincible summer." This isn't 
a good February for wintery references, but here's another by G.K. 
Chesterton on English Christmases: "A religion that defies the world 
should have a feast day that defies the winter." 
 That's the mystery we inhabit, that's the vocation to which the 
Church has been called: That in spite of all, in the midst of everything, 
we are joyful. We are given joy, and in giving it away in a world where, 
like Narnia, it often feels like it's "always winter and never Christmas," 
we participate in an invincible summer. We celebrate in defiance of the 
evidence around us. 
 In Nehemiah, the people of God return home to the ruins of 
Jerusalem after 60 years or more of exile in Babylon.  They are as 
devastated as the rubble they are stumbling around in. They don't know 
what to do and can hardly remember who they are. Then the priest 
Ezra does an old-fashioned thing--he reads the Bible to all the people 
gathered, reads the five Books of Moses from start to finish, helping 
them remember the sacred stories they'd forgotten. 
 And the people hear...really hear...and they weep. Maybe for joy as 
they remember that God is with them in the ruins. But crying also for 
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all they had forgotten and failed to do, weeping as they saw clearly their 
sin and disloyalty. 
 But Ezra says, "Dry your eyes and wipe your tears. This day is 
holy to the Lord. Celebremos la fiesta, and share with those who have 
even less than you. Don't grieve, because the joy of the Lord is your 
strength." Joyful defiance, renewed strength in the Lord's joy, and the 
people rebuild, not just the city but themselves as God's people. It's a 
time of revival. 
 In the hearing of the Word of God, the people become freshly 
aware of their sin. They are convicted. But they also remember that 
God is faithful, and his love is bigger than their guilt. Their amnesia is 
healed and they are restored to God, strong in his joy and joyful in his 
strength.  
 "Revival" is a strong, disruptive word. It's a bit unseemly for us 
Episcopalians, kind of coarse and in-your-face and sweaty.  But revival 
is what God does--must do in his love--when he sees his children dazed 
and confused and wandering in the rubble. As Emmy Lou Harris sings, 
"We all do time in Babylon." But the Babylonians aren't totally 
responsible for the wreckage. We, too, can break and devastate 
beautiful, holy things, and God's call to repentance is a manifestation of 
his abiding love. A serious hearing of God's Word is needed for revival, 
but repentance becomes a homecoming, a time of joy, as we are restored 
and rewoven into Christ's life and into the lives of one another. 
 Writer Frederick Buechner tells of being caught up in improbable 
joy while watching, of all things, a killer whale show at Sea World. "The 
world is full of darkness," he writes. "But in that dazzle of bright water 
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as the glittering whales hurled themselves into the sun, I believe what 
we saw was that joy is what we belong to. Joy is home, and I believe the 
tears that came to our eyes were...homesick tears. God created us in joy 
and created us for joy...We have God's joy in our blood." (Secrets in the 
Dark, p. 240) 
 God has given us everything we need to be his Church in our time 
and places. Truly, if we know the joy of Christ, we don't need much else: 
water, bread, wine, a Bible and (since we're Episcopalians) a Prayer 
Book. Oh, and people. Because joy needs people and the Jubilate is a 
group sing-along. 
 Francis of Assisi, a broken man, sat praying in a broken-down 
church when he heard a voice say, "Rebuild my church." So he spent 
some time trying to repair the old building, until he realized what God 
wanted him to rebuild wasn't the parish hall, but the people. Not repair, 
but revival. 
 We see it over and over. In the ruins of bombed-out churches...in 
the blown-down, wrecked churches in the wake of tornados...on the 
slabs where churches stood before Katrina and Ike...after Memorial Day 
flooding in Wimberley...after murders in a South Carolina church...what 
do Christians do? We know. They gather and worship--not happily, but 
joyfully. In the grief and loss, in the rubble, they remember God and 
find that in the strength of his joy there is new life. They know again 
that what God cares about most is the rebuilding of human beings, fully 
alive. 
 A couple of summers ago, Chris Caddell and Stephen Carson 
invited me to participate in a baptism at Camp Capers in August. Not 
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in a bowl or bucket in the chapel because 13-year-old Kirsten 
Wedgworth wanted to be baptized in the Guadalupe River. So we 
gathered at the river, the whole camp crowding along the limestone 
ledge. And the four of us went into the water--not deep but cold enough. 
And she was baptized by water and the Spirit, and I marked her as 
Christ's own forever, and the campers cheered. And I'm telling you, it 
was as joyfully the Church as Canterbury Cathedral on Easter morning. 
Again, you don't need a lot to be the Church. God gives you all you need. 
He gives you joy and he calls you to revival. 
 I hope and pray that you can see what I can see. I hope I can see 
what you see. For we are--by baptism, by the saving strength of God, by 
the joy we have received--grafted to one another in Christ, caught up in 
each other's lives. The joy that comes feels a little like a child climbing a 
step-ladder and looking over the altar and seeing all these loved faces 
looking back. 
 When you show up tomorrow, rejoice in the Lord. When you go 
home, again I say, rejoice. Jesus says, "I've told you all these things that 
my joy may be in you, and your joy may be complete." AMEN. 
   

 
 
 


