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John 15:9-16: 9As the Father has loved me, so I have loved you; abide in my love. 10If you keep my commandments, you will abide in my love, just as I have kept my Father’s commandments and abide in his love. 11I have said these things to you so that my joy may be in you, and that your joy may be complete. 12“This is my commandment, that you love one another as I have loved you. 13No one has greater love than this, to lay down one’s life for one’s friends. 14You are my friends if you do what I command you. 15I do not call you servants any longer, because the servant does not know what the master is doing; but I have called you friends, because I have made known to you everything that I have heard from my Father. 16You did not choose me but I chose you. And I appointed you to go and bear fruit, fruit that will last, so that the Father will give you whatever you ask him in my name. 

Here’s one way to look at how we all got here today. St. John’s just finished a long search process for a new Vicar. You wanted to find a gifted Priest who liked working in a small parish and who might be able to attract more people. With the Diocese acting as a go-between, you chose the freshly ordained Jeff Bower, who is slightly younger than the median age for Episcopal Priests, and who has demonstrated pastoral skills as a hospital chaplain. This search was finally over.
For his part, Jeff has been involved in an even longer search process. About twelve years ago he decided he wanted to be a minister of music in a Baptist Church, so he enrolled at Christian Theological Seminary. After earning a Masters in Church Music, he decided to stick around, earn a Masters of Divinity, and become a Baptist pastor. But that did not work out. Toward the end of his degree, he discovered quite painfully that he was no longer a match for most Baptist parishes, so he had to leave. He joined the Episcopal Church. He loved its liturgy. But he discovered that he would have to go through years of interviews and even more seminary education before he could be ordained a Priest. It was a major test of patience, but it was also a chance for him to decide if this was something worth doing. It was. Along the way he found a job as a hospice chaplain, and he seemed to excel at it. But all that time he longed to be a parish Priest. Finally this year, again with the Diocese acting as a go-between, he met the people of St. John’s. He liked you. He liked the dreams you had. It looked like a good match. So he decided to accept your offer become your new Vicar. Jeff’s search process was finally over too.
That’s one way to look at how we got here. Everything you’ve heard is true. I’ve been an eye-witness to most of it, and so have some of you. It summarizes how Jeff and St. John’s found each other. The only thing I’ve failed to mention is … well … God. 
Huh! Imagine that! Some of you may have been wondering if we’d get around to that, but I’m wondering just how many might not have noticed. Don’t worry, I won’t ask for a show of hands.
But the truth is, there is another way of looking at how we all got here. Most of us showed up today because we do believe that God has something to do with all this. I mean, really, what’s the point of all this if we don’t think it’s somehow mixed up with God? What’s the point of going through that long search process? What’s the point of trying to keep the doors open here while you look? What’s the point of Jeff taking out student loans, working all those part-time jobs, writing papers and taking exams, putting up with other people’s agendas, and spending years waiting to see if he’ll ever get to put any of that to work? If the point was financial security, if the point was winning friends and influencing people, if the point was to keep an organization going, I’ve got news for all of you: There are much easier and much quicker ways to do that! Maybe getting to this point was worth some of the effort, but the only way it could be worth all of the effort that you and Jeff have put into this is if it’s somehow mixed up with God.
And, by God, it is! God has been a major player at every step along the way, whether you noticed or not. Jesus told his disciples, “You did not choose me but I chose you.” It’s not recorded, but I can imagine some of the disciples, especially Thomas, the honest one, saying, “Well that’s not how it looks to me. What about all the choices I made?” And of course Jesus’ isn’t denying that everybody else made choices too. He was constantly calling people to choose life at its fullest. He wasn’t claiming to be a puppet master. But he was and is denying that any of us ever makes a choice all by ourselves. Whether we notice it or not, our choices always have company—all of our choices, even our most intimate choices. You may not want to hear it, but you don’t ever get to run off somewhere to make choices completely on your own, because there’s no “somewhere” that isn’t already inhabited by God—the God who inhabits Jesus, the God who inhabits us, the God who inhabits that person you can’t stand.
I think a lot of us overlook that, because we’ve bought into the habit of thinking that our choices aren’t real unless we’re totally in control, unless we keep them totally isolated from any other influences. But think about the most important choices in your life. How much control did you really have? When you fell in love, were you in control? Sure, nobody was holding a gun to your head, but were you in control? Those of you who’ve had children, did you have any control over loving them? Again, nobody held a gun to your head, but could you have done anything to stop the love that was welling up in you? If you were fortunate enough to have some say in how you earned a living, did you just write down a list of occupations and pick one on a whim? Or was it more a matter of discovering what you love to do and finding people who would help you do it? Now choices like those are about as real as you can get. But when you made them, you were not in complete control. You were being drawn by something more than just you, something that sometimes seemed downright irresistible.
You were not in complete control, because all these choices were about some kind of love. And choices made from love are choices made in the presence of God. They may not always be the wisest choices, they may not always be the purest of choices, but if there was any real love involved, that’s where God was involved. “God is love, and those who abide in love abide in God, and God abides in them.” So says 1 John (4:16b). St. Augustine tells us that we glimpse something of God even in the most trivial attractions we have (De Trinitate, 8.5.11-14).
So make no mistake about it: The reason we’re here today is because God has been busy drawing us together. You can count on that. This is not just a story about Jeff getting what he wanted, or St. John’s getting what they wanted. It’s a story about all of us joining in what God has always wanted—God’s children coming together, daring to imagine how they might make the love of God a reality right here on West 30th Street.

Right now, of course, you’re in the honeymoon phase. It’s a time when maybe all sorts of things seem possible. It’s time to celebrate. But Jesus’ words to us in today’s Gospel are about after the honeymoon. “Abide in my love,” he says. Don’t lose sight of the love that brought you together in the first place. Don’t forget that it doesn’t belong just to you. It belongs to God. Indeed, it’s who God is—love taking flesh among you even when it’s a challenge just to get along.
Jesus said these words right before his arrest. And the following days were anything but a honeymoon. Yes he came back, but not the way his friends had known him before. That’s why he needed to tell them that he wasn’t abandoning them, not even when they couldn’t explain how he was still with them. They needed to know that the love that brought them together couldn’t be broken even by betrayal or death. And if that love couldn’t be driven away by crucifixion, you can be assured that it won’t be driven away the next time the Vestry gets into a fight.
That’s all for later. Today we celebrate. We celebrate all that God has done, all that God is doing, to bring such peculiar people as we each are together into one body. We see headlines about churches breaking up, but today we’ve come together to say this is the real news story—the story of a God who keeps bringing us together, bringing love to life in us, no matter how long it takes, no matter how many twists and turns our stories may take. Here we are: the body of Christ given for the world God has made.
Jesus told us all this so that his joy, God’s joy, might be in us, and that our joy might be complete. “You did not choose me but I chose you … And I appointed you to go and bear fruit, fruit that will last.” And it will last. Count on it. Amen.
