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Let Us Go Forth
Ordination to the Sacred Order of Deacons
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Luke 22:24-27: A dispute also arose among the disciples as to which one of them was to be regarded as the greatest. But Jesus said to them, “The kings of the Gentiles lord it over them; and those in authority over them are called benefactors. But not so with you; rather the greatest among you must become like the youngest, and the leader like one who serves. For who is greater, the one who is at the table or the one who serves? Is it not the one at the table? But I am among you as one who serves.”
2 Corinthians 3:18-4:1: All of us, with unveiled faces, seeing the glory of the Lord as though reflected in a mirror, are being transformed into the same image from one degree of glory to another ... Therefore … we do not lose heart.
Well, this is the day, isn’t it? You’ve been waiting for years, exposing yourselves to all sorts of nosy questions from people who didn’t seem any more Christ-like than you were—and who may well seem even less so by now. We keep trying to make the ordination process humane and supportive, but we couldn’t relieve you completely from the anxiety of knowing that much of your future was in the hands of others. In a way, of course, that’s never going to change. But today, whatever else happens, when Bishop Cate lays hands on you, you’ll finally get to lay some of those anxieties aside—and take up some new ones! 
We have a fairly new label for what you’ll become today—you will be made transitional Deacons. You’ll be Deacons, but you’ll be Deacons with an adjective attached. There was a time when we didn’t need that adjective, because we assumed that all Deacons were transitional—members of an “inferior” Order (as older Prayer Books put it) on their way to becoming Priests. More recently we began to recover what seems to have been the most ancient understanding of the Diaconate as a lifetime calling, so then we started talking about two types of Deacons—transitional and permanent Deacons. But eventually we realized that, if you’re called to be a Deacon, then that’s what you’re called to be, period. You don’t need to attach an adjective to what you are called to be. Some day a Deacon may in fact be called to be a Priest or a Bishop, but that will be a different calling. When you’re called to any Order of ministry—Communicant, Deacon, Priest or Bishop—it’s a full Order in its own right. You’re not thinking of becoming something else. There is no higher calling than the one you have answered.

So where does that leave you? You five were not called to be Deacons. You were called to be Priests. You’ll be ordained as Deacons today, but you’ll be called transitional Deacons—Deacons with an adjective attached to indicate that you are currently dwelling in this full and equal Order of ministry as you prepare to move on to where you were called originally. Make no mistake, this ordination is not make-believe. Your dwelling in this Order is as real as anything can be. Nevertheless, as Deacons you guys are strictly transitional.
I don’t mean that you will ever leave diaconal ministry itself behind. When Jesus said “I am among you as one who serves,” he wasn’t talking about any particular Order of ministry, except for the Order of ministry we all share with him as Communicants in our Baptismal Covenant. As we die to self-centeredness in Baptism, all of us are raised with Christ and empowered into the perfect freedom of serving a world that will keep ignoring and rejecting us. We are all among our neighbors as those who serve, and we’ve been taught that anybody we might meet counts as our neighbor. This is diaconal ministry, and it is not optional or temporary for any of us. 
We’d rather forget that, of course, because we and that dysfunctional body we call the Church have only begun to recover from self-centeredness. That’s why we have the Order of Deacons—to remind all of us over and over, like it or not, that our ministry is diaconal through and through. We are all among our neighbors as those who serve. And part of your ministry as a Priest or, if God should call, as a Bishop, is to keep listening to and supporting the voices of Deacons in our common life. They don’t relieve you of your diaconal ministry, but they do remind you that, like it or not, your ministry had better not take any other shape. We are all among our neighbors as those who serve.
As transitional Deacons, you will experience what it’s like to be that inconvenient voice in our midst. That’s a good thing. Our Church has debated whether it’s really necessary for you to be ordained to this Order to have that experience, but we don’t have to debate that today. It’s enough to know that, even if we changed our Constitution and Cannons, you still need to have this experience. You need to glimpse what it’s like from the inside. And if, as a Priest (or maybe a Bishop), you don’t forget what you’ve seen, you’ll be that much better at prompting all of us to make connections between our celebrations in a set-apart space like this and the wider world we inhabit. May we all be diaconal.
And while we’re at it, let’s all be transitional too—Communicants, Deacons, Priests, Bishops, all of us. There’s nothing second-rate about being transitional. There was a time when people thought that the natural state for anything was to be at rest, not having to change. That was a huge assumption. For several hundred years people have challenged it, but even today it still shapes us more than we realize. We still assume that transitions are good only when they’re over and done. Maybe it’s OK to be a work in progress, but we assume it’s definitely better to be a completed work. 
Now it is good to finish things. But show me an ending that isn’t also a new beginning. I’ve never seen one. That’s not very original; I stole it from T. S. Eliot. “…to make an end is to make a beginning. The end is where we start from.”
 To be always in transition is part of what it means to be us, as God created us. Eliot wasn’t that original either. Centuries before, Gregory of Nyssa said that our final resting place in God turns out to be no resting place at all, because God has no limits. To be perfect is to keep growing.
 Gregory imagined God saying to Moses, “the place with me is so great that those who run in it are never able to cease from their progress.”
 Our goal in this life and beyond is never to cease from our progress, never to arrive, or rather, to always be in the process of arriving. Our goal is to be transitional as we participate in the life of a God who won’t hold still but always has to be given away: “God from God, light from light, true God from true God.” Even God is transitional, always on the move.
In our second lesson St. Paul tells us that in ministry we will not lose heart, but we didn’t get hear the reason why. Let’s back up a verse and hear the reason. “All of us, with unveiled faces, seeing the glory of the Lord as though reflected in a mirror, are being transformed into the same image from one degree of glory to another ... Therefore … we do not lose heart” (2 Corinthians 3:18-41). We do not lose heart because all of us are being transformed from one degree of glory to another. We find the strength to go on because God keeps making us transitional. There’s nothing second-rate about being transitional. We reflect the very life of God when we don’t even try to cover up how we’re works in progress now and always.
All ministry is diaconal, living among our neighbors as those who serve. And all ministry is transitional, learning how to be at home as perpetual works in progress. And all of us—Communicants, Deacons, Priests, Bishops—are drawn by God to share God’s transitional, diaconal ministry to the world “as though reflected in a mirror.” 
As an Anglo-Catholic I’m rather obsessed with contemplating what happens in the Eucharist. Too often I’m tempted to think that the high point of the service is when the presider waves hands around like a magician trying to slam-dunk Jesus, with the Spirit, into the bread and wine. You know, this part [demonstrate the epiclesis]. I can never quite dispel the image of trying to get my cat into a pet carrier. 
I see lightning hasn’t struck yet, so let me get serious. That slam-dunk definitely is a high point. But it’s not the high point. The high point, if we have to pick one, is surely when the Deacon dismisses all of us with, “Let us go forth…,” and we respond with, “Thanks be to God.” 
That’s the diaconal moment, the transitional moment, when what we do in a space like this starts moving beyond these walls like ripples in a pond. If we’re attentive, we all get to see how what we have become here—Christ’s body broken and shared—has consequences all week long, consequences that are always beyond our control, but not beyond the reconciling presence of the God who is among us as one who serves.
In the brokenness of our friends and neighbors, and in ourselves, we begin to discern God’s brokenness with us. In the mending of that brokenness around and in us, no matter how many setbacks we encounter, we begin to discern God’s risen life raising all of us from the forces of death. And the more we begin to discern that diaconal, transitional presence of God outside these walls, the more we will discern God’s presence in this celebration. The very point of meeting God here is to meet God elsewhere, and the more deeply we meet God elsewhere, the more deeply we’ll meet God here.
I’m still making all this sound more glamorous than it will actually look. Think about the last time you were bored to tears in a committee meeting. Think about the last time you mentioned the Millennium Development Goals and watched how quickly people changed the subject to something else. Think about the last time you saw somebody at an intersection seeking handouts, and you weren’t sure how to be most helpful to somebody who may well be scamming you. Think about the big questions our nation is haggling over—health care, jobs, relationships, how to call our exceedingly powerful nation to live justly and peaceably with its neighbors. Think about how hateful people get when they disagree about all this. These are the places where God is moving to meet you as one who serves—places filled with tedium, with moral confusion, with conflict and hatred. It’s enough to make you wonder why you ever signed up for this.
That’s why we’re throwing such a lavish party for you now. We’ve made up our minds that you were right to sign up for this. We’re celebrating the gifts we’ve seen in you and your readiness to share them with us. We think you’ve learned that all ministry is diaconal, and transitional, and today we’re asking God to make you a Deacon in God’s Church, so that you will remember who you are and where you are going as you stumble along with the rest of us in this confusing world we inhabit. We’re confident that God can transfigure even those low moments, when you’re ready to give up, into moments of communion with the God who is no stranger to despair. You’re here to get fortified with all that and more, God willing and the people consenting.
You are about to be changed from one degree of glory to another, and you are taking all of us with you in this glorious transition. Remember this day. It’s happening for your sake, for our sake, for the world’s sake, and for the sake of God, who is moving among us right now as one who serves. Let us go forth … into this celebration. Thanks be to God.
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