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As I went over last year’s calendar to refresh my memory, and also drive away what I call the 
COVID fog that seems to keep me from remembering what I was once able to remember; I 
recalled a quote from CS Lewis that has been a favorite of mine for years.   
 
Lewis writes in his classic text, Mere Christianity, “the real problem of the Christian life comes the 
very moment you wake up each morning. All your wishes and hopes for the day rush at you like wild 
animals. And the first job each morning consists simply in shoving them all back; standing back from all 
your natural fussings and frettings; listening to that other voice, taking that other point of view, letting 
that other larger, stronger, quieter life come flowing in.”  
 
And as I looked back over the last year, I realized that it was not the wishes and hopes of the 
day that came at me like wild animals, as much as my fussing and fretting. I find that I have 
spent many mornings since we last gathered for our convention shoving back my fussings and 
frettings: Anxiety about the economy, distress about threats of war, fretting about the state of 
our church, fussing about the Political ideology and polarization of our country, worrying about 
my Mom’s health, fear of another wave of the pandemic.  
 
Speaking of the pandemic, last summer was a real sucker punch, wasn’t it? In July when I left 
for my vacation our clergy were hopeful and excited about their plans for the Fall. The virus had 
subsided to the point I had not worn a mask on a Sunday for about two months. I had even 
begun to taste again the communion wine on my lips. And then, the variant called Delta hit. So 
once more we pumped the brakes and unhappily mandated the wearing of masks in worship.  
Now I remember sitting in my car in the parking lot of one of our congregations on that first 
Sunday morning when I had to put a mask back on.  I proceeded to have what I can only describe 
as a combination pity party and toddler meltdown. Thankfully, as far as I know, no one heard 
me or saw me.   
 
I shoved all that back, and as I walked into the church, I also wondered what kind of reaction I 
was about to get from people who felt the same way I did. I wondered how long it would be 
until I was confronted by someone angered by my mandate. And once more God surprised me 
and humbled me. When I turned to face the congregation after the procession into the church, 
everyone was wearing a mask - not one person ever complained. There is indeed a wideness in 
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God’s mercy and that mercy is alive and well in Episcopalians. You are a resilient, patient, and 
gracious group.  And for that, I am grateful.     
 
Others have referred to COVID-19 as an accelerator; sometimes for good, sometimes for ill. The 
latter certainly was true for a few of our more vulnerable congregations, including Saint Mark’s 
for the Deaf, which we closed this year due to a lack of activity and leadership. I grieve that 
greatly and I grieve what I must now announce per Canons. In accordance with our diocesan 
canons and as a part of this address, I do hereby declare the extinction [that’s the unfortunate 
canonical term] of Saint Mark’s for the Deaf in Mobile Alabama.   
 
This is a lot to shove back. Some mornings it’s not an easy task and I trust that I’m not alone in that 
feeling. 
 
Still, I know that God’s mercy is at work. Sure, there is much to shove back, but there is still our 
hope in God. There is grief and there is still good news. There is worry and there is peace. There 
is darkness and still the light shines. There are those voices that try to rob us of our life, and still 
there is that larger, stronger quieter call from God to us. To be still and to know that God is God, 
and that God is still at work in this world and it’s in the name of that stronger, fuller, quieter life 
given to us in Christ Jesus, that I speak to you tonight. 
 
The theme of this convention is “Go Forward.” I must confess a little anxiety of just saying that 
out loud, because the theme of this convention is also the theme of our diocesan capital 
campaign. And the previous two times that I’ve gone public with a capital campaign, it has 
ended up on the shelf; once due to Hurricane Michael that hit on October 10, 2018, and most 
recently the pandemic that hit one month after our 2020 Jubilee Convention in Mobile.  And they 
say the third time is the charm. So here we go.   
 
Go Forward is a fitting theme for our convention not just because it’s our campaign but because 
it names our hope for this particular time in our life together. Yes, it still feels much like a 
wilderness, but even in the wilderness, we know that the Spirit of the Lord guided Moses and 
the people of Israel. Go forward. The hope and trust that God is still at work in our lives, our 
churches, our communities and in this wild world. With all that holds us back and weighs us 
down, there comes a time to get up, shake off the dust, and go forward.    
 
Some of you are ready to do so.  Some of you are already running the race again and probably 
need to slow down a little bit. But I also am aware that some of us are still sitting in the rubble 
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and finding it difficult to get up and get going again. If you resonate with that latter group, 
please here me - Peace be with you.   
 
Whatever way and pace we go forward into the future before us, there is strength and 
confidence to be found I hope, by recalling the ways that God’s spirit is with us today, calling to 
us, caring for us, working through us. So, with that in mind, I want to take us back a few Sundays 
in Epiphany. To the day when we read of Luke’s account of the first sermon that Jesus ever 
preached. 
 
If you will lend me your sanctified imagination: The day began like any other Sabbath in the 
local synagogue. Some milled around outside chatting about the events of the day; others sat inside 
saying their prayers and whispering about the hometown boy Jesus who was going to preach: “I 
wonder what he’ll say?” “I wonder if it will be any good?” “I wonder how long he will go on?” 
 
By now Jesus has made a pretty good name for himself and today he is back home, and the local 
rabbi has invited him to say a few words. Jesus reads the scripture, a very familiar segment from 
the prophet Isaiah. “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me because he has anointed me to bring good news 
to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives and recovery of sight to the blind; to let the 
oppressed go free; to proclaim the year of the Lord's favor.” 
 
Then Jesus rolls up the scroll, sits down, and begins to preach. “Today this scripture has been 
fulfilled in your hearing.” Amen. That’s it, depending on your translation; that one is nine 
words. Possibly the shortest sermon ever preached: “Today this scripture has been fulfilled in 
you hearing.”    
 
I wonder how long the silence lasted. Jesus has just made an incredibly bold declaration, hasn’t 
he? People had been waiting for several hundred years for a savior and along comes Jesus 
preaching that these words are not about some distant future; nor are they some promise in a 
dusty past. God is at work today, right now, right here. 
 
And now here we are. I don’t know if the clergy have made any bets; but some of you may be 
wondering how long I will go on. Will it be any good? I cannot do any better than to repeat 
Jesus’ words: “Today this scripture has been fulfilled in you hearing.”    
 
Today. Today, not yesterday; Not tomorrow; Not some time; Not once upon a time.  Today.  
Right here.  Right now. And if God is at work today, does that not give us some reason to join 
God and go forward? 
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Listen again to the scripture, to the quote that is being fulfilled. From Eugene Peterson’s “The 
Message”, (which is a great resource to have) to preach good news to the poor; to announce release to 
the prisoners, and recovery of sight to the blind; to set the burdened and battered free; to announce: “This 
is God’s time to shine!” 
 
I hear a common theme in this scripture that is all about how we live and love people; more than 
it is about doctrine and dogma and religion. It is about the way we build up people, lift up 
people, welcome people, claim people, especially people who are often judged as the “other”:  
people like the burdened, battered, and broken-hearted. The prisoner and the poor.  It is 
scripture that points us again to our mission of the restoration of all people, not just some, not 
just many, but all – all people, to unity with God to unity with each. 
 
This brings me to what I believe is the most poignant part of Jesus’ sermon, the last part. “Today 
this scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing.”  “In your hearing.”    
 
In other words, as much as a preacher stands up and preaches, it is fulfilled, it happens, it comes 
to life in you.  In your ears, in your hearing, in your living. In your flesh and blood. And as we 
seek to go forward, here is the good news: This scripture is being fulfilled in you. And I know 
that. Kind of like Lydia, I get to go everywhere, and I get to see it. 
 
I see the scripture being fulfilled in you who have begun new ministries during the pandemic.  
Lydia and I did not know what each other were going to say. Ministries like The Senior Citizens 
Community Center by the people of St. Francis, Gulf Breeze; the meals being served by the 
people of St. Andrews Panama City; the Try Tank involvement; and the children’s day care 
center by the people of St. John’s Pensacola; and the Gulf Coast Creation Care, a grassroots 
movement in Mobile initiated by Episcopalians, a program about which you will see a video 
tomorrow morning and a program I hope that some of you will try to put to work in your 
parishes.  These are people whose ministries are bringing good news to others and building up 
relationships with people, and even working on our relationship with our world. This is 
scripture being fulfilled.  
 
I see the scripture being fulfilled in you who are involved with the Beloved Community 
Outreach Center in Mobile, a mission enterprise sponsored by our diocese and the wider 
Episcopal Church and supported by many of our Mobile congregations.  You’re going to see a 
video of their work tomorrow, too.  One of the parts of their ministry is something they call 
Prayers in the Park.  They meet in public park in a spot just between the playground and 
skateboard park. I made my official visit to them in November, on All Saints Sunday.  
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As a part of my visit we, not I, we baptized a woman, who just recently was homeless. She’s 
about 50 years old. She started to weep when I took my thumb and marked her with the cross 
and said those familiar words: “You are sealed by the holy spirit in baptism and marked as 
Christ’s own forever.” You know usually at an Episcopal baptism the tears shed are because a 
baby doesn’t understand what’s going on. But she wept because she knew exactly what was 
going on. And with the help of ministers in this same group she now has an apartment that she 
calls home. This group may not have a building, but y’all they are most certainly a church, and 
they are powerfully preaching the liberating power of God to people who did not know it could 
be for them. Thank you Mary Alice. 
 
I see the scripture being fulfilled in you who are working to the restoration of people of various 
ethnicities and races, especially the ministry of our Commission on Racial Justice and 
Reconciliation. You know the mere mention of the word racism, and I bet it happened 
somewhere just right now, continues to stir up in us assumptions, perceptions, and judgment. I 
kind of tend to think that if just the mention of that word stirs us up that much, then it must be 
something that we must still continue to address. And I am grateful to those who are trying to 
open our eyes and open our hearts to God’s dream for truth and reconciliation.  
 
Regarding reconciliation, on April 2nd of this year, our diocese will host at our Cathedral a 
Service of Repentance. When it comes to racism there are some who wonder about the need for 
such a service of repentance. 
 
My answer to that is: Well, you know for one thing, we Episcopalians are wired to do ritually 
what we long for in reality. Take for example our ritual for Ash Wednesday; it’s a service of 
repentance. After we submit ourselves to the imposition of ashes, we pray a litany of penitence.  
Go take a look at it and look at how our prayer expresses our theology of sin. It holds up the 
need for repentance not only for our actions, but our inaction and our indifference.  
 
Still, I understand that talking about repentance stirs up other issues like guilt and shame. And 
yet when John the Baptizer and Jesus our Savior told people to repent, I don’t think it was an 
admonition of wrath and shame. It was the gift of possibility and a new start. I always kind of 
think that when people at the Jordan river heard the call to repent, that someone in the crowd 
yelled out: “You mean we can?” 
 
When we repent, we acknowledge that there is wrong to make right, whether or not it was our 
wrong or not. When we say I’m sorry, we are giving ourselves once more to the gift of God’s 
grace. We are released from the past, and we are fulfilling the scripture of being about the work 
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of restoring unity in our world. And too, when we say we are sorry, we are also acknowledging 
the reality of pain and prejudice and hurt that our neighbors may be feeling in their own flesh 
and blood. Why would we not want to be a part of that? 
 
I see the scripture being fulfilled in you who are striving to restart in your parishes, the events, 
programs, and classes that have been dormant in the past two years. Y’all it is hard work to start 
something up again. It’s hard work it’s slow work, but please don’t ever forget it’s sacred work. 
 
This is also true for those working to restart two important programs in our diocese: Happening 
and Cursillo. Last November, five (5) teenagers, and about the same number serving on staff 
gathered for a weekend called Happening at Beckwith. Several of the staff who served were 
actually college students, who returned to our diocese in order to give their time and energy to 
help us get this going again. I cannot thank them enough. A couple of those teens will be with 
us and are here as youth delegates at this convention, and one of the staff is back from college 
and she will be our preacher tomorrow morning. You don’t want to miss it. And too, Cursillo 
will start up again next month at Beckwith. I bid your prayers for that work. To all of you who 
are committed to the work of restarting, I give you a quote from the Senior Warden of St. 
Andrew’s, Mobile, who said to me one Sunday: “Jesus never told Peter to count my sheep, he 
told Peter to feed my sheep.” 
 
I see the scripture being fulfilled in you who are involved with our School for Ministry, raising 
up leaders, both lay and ordained, which will expand our future options for being the church in 
the 21st century. This school is not a reactionary band-aid. It is a creative response to the Spirit, 
who is anointing people to lead and serve in their churches. Something surprising has happened 
too. A kind of cross-pollination has happened between some of our smallest rural congregations, 
where it can be difficult to secure supply clergy. They’ve invited each other, to come to their 
churches and lead Morning Prayer and preach. This building of a network of shared leadership 
in our diocese is amazing. 
 
And finally, I see the scripture being fulfilled in the capital campaign, as odd as that may sound. 
It is about financial resources and placing our diocese on a firm foundation for the next 50 years. 
But this campaign is also about relationships. It is about our relationships to each other as the 
Body of Christ. It is about our relationship as Episcopalians. We need strong, sustainable 
Episcopal churches in our larger cities and in our smallest towns. And we need each other to 
make that happen. As I make my way around the diocese to discuss the campaign, I see people 
getting excited about being a part of this diocese, being proud to be Episcopalians, people 
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remembering and rediscovering the best of bonds between us and recommitting themselves to 
caring for each other as the Body of Christ is meant to do. And for that I am deeply grateful. 
 
You see once you get the hang of it, I’d be willing to bet that you could begin to name how the 
Spirit is working and the scripture is being fulfilled today, in your churches, and in your own 
life. Name those stories and claim those stories. 
 
Now as we also look over the horizon and go forward into tomorrow, I am unsure of what the 
future will hold, but this convention is designed as a way to help navigate the way ahead. 
 
When we began to plan the two days before us, I said to your diocesan staff, that I want to 
minimize business and maximize mission. Because of that, we will spend most of our time in 
worship, fellowship, and learning. Each of the workshops tomorrow deal with ministries and 
mission that focus on forming leaders, building relationships, partnering with others, and being 
present in our communities. Tomorrow morning, we will hear our Presiding Bishop discuss his 
hope and dreams for our church. And then Saturday morning Dr. Bertice Berry will spend time 
discussing with us ways that we can learn how to simply talk with each other, when the topic 
to discuss is a difficult one. We Episcopalians pride ourselves on being a messy church. We say 
that we can even disagree and differ on topics and issues, and yet, too often we do not engage 
in conversations about difficult topics. Why is that? What is it that gets in the way of honest, 
faithful, respectful dialogue?    
 
I will close with one more story, of the scripture being fulfilled. It happened not long ago in one 
of our smaller congregations. A 13-year-old teenager was there to be confirmed. This young 
woman had spent her life in the state foster care system, moving from place to place, house to 
house, even town to town, and most recently lived in a group home.  She ended up in this small 
town because a couple had decided to adopt her. A couple that belonged to this particular 
church. When she and her new parents-to-be stood before me for her confirmation, she had been 
with them for just six weeks. Imagine moving to a small Alabama town at 13 years old. To a 
town where everyone knew everyone, and doing so as a foster child. I watched her as she 
claimed Jesus as her Lord, and I can tell you she meant it. But that’s not the moment that I saw 
the Spirit of the Lord at work. It happened later. 
 
She and I had just taken a photo together when the patriarch of the church walked up. And 
when I say patriarch, I say that with great respect. He is a good man, in his 70s, and even at that 
age, he’s probably about a 3rd generation member of that church. He came up to her and he said 
to her, “I am so glad you are here.” And like any good grandfather would do, he embraced her.  
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He welcomed her. He raised her up. He gave her good news. And he claimed her. And, with 
that, that girl began to shine.  
 
To preach good news to the poor; to announce release to the prisoners, and recovery of sight to the blind; 
to set the burdened and battered free; to announce: “This is God’s time to shine!” 
 
That is the power that is with you. That you and I have been given, by the Spirit of Jesus.    
 
The Spirit of the Lord is upon you. I want you to say it out loud: “The Spirit of the Lord is upon 
you. 
 
Now say this: “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me.” Say it one more time: “The Spirit of the Lord 
is upon me.” If you say it enough, you may begin to believe it.   
 
May that good news lift us from the rubble of the past. May it shove back the fretting and 
fussings of our time, and quiet the worries of our life. May it empower us to be God’s very 
presence and power in this world.   
 
The Spirit of the Lord is upon us; Right here, Right now, Today.  
 
May you not only hear this good news, but may you go forth and fulfil it. May today and every 
day be God’s time to shine. May God shine through us. 
 
Let us pray. 


