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If today’s Gospel text sounds familiar to you, it may be one you’ve heard from the mouth of a 
20th-century prophet: “I have a dream that one day every valley shall be exalted, and every hill 
and mountain shall be made low...and the glory of the Lord shall be revealed, and all flesh shall 
see it together.” Two millennia before Martin had his dream, the Word of God similarly 
descended upon a young person named John, wanderer among desert dunes and the banks of 
the Jordan River. Luke the Physician orients his readers to the prophetic ministry of John the 
Baptizer, an “outside agitator” of the boldest kind. 
 
The prophetic flavor of the Hebrew scriptures echoes throughout this text. The wilderness we 
hear about, like that the Israelites wandered in, is a place of scarcity and struggle, alongside 
God’s companionship and presence. Wilderness periods – times of transition – often carry the 
potential for risk and chaos. This is as true in the biblical narrative as it is in our lives – new 
births and marriages, adolescence and convalescence, children leaving the nest – layoffs, 
retirements, graduations and deaths...these can be intensely vulnerable periods, marked by a 
lurching sense of unease. Some changes, especially unexpected ones, can even trigger 
evolutionarily-girded our fight-or-flight responses, preparing us to bolt or battle at the first sign 
of trouble. 
 
This is an appropriate theme for Advent, a season when we are asked to pray and long for God 
to make a home among us. Last week, Julianne compared this liturgical season to the 
experience of pregnancy. She gave us a powerful image appropriate for our yearlong process of 
waiting and transition, and the nine-month period of gestation in which the search committee 
labored to discern our new Rector. 
 
So. What should we expect when we’re expecting? And what has this process taught us about 
who we are as a parish? 
 
Like many others, I applied to the search committee brimming with a cocktail of anticipation, 
unknowing, and unarticulated grief at our sudden transition. This was the first time I had been a 
part of a this kind of group, and I wasn’t sure what to expect. I’ve been a part of grueling group 
projects in school, and in other parts of my life where I could literally feel my body tightening 
before each meeting. In these settings, a domineering classmate or a collective spirit of 
sharpness would set me on edge, and I’d find myself mentally preparing for each gathering as if 
readying for battle, strapping on the armor of ideological warfare – pulling on the helmet of 
anxiety, the chestplate of impatience, the chain mail of confirmation bias and hidden 
resentment. 



 
When our committee work began here last February, I quickly discovered that entering into our 
work with such a stiff posture would have been profoundly unhelpful. Though we covered 
administrative content, these gatherings were also shaped with softness, more akin to the 
Quaker practice of Listening Committees, where mindfulness and Spirit are constantly invited 
into the work. 
 
Very little energy was spent on trying to convince others of the superiority of our individual 
insight, or on vitriolic votes that split people into factions. We were a diverse group of nine, 
many of whom had never formally served in a church committee or ministry, representing 
numerous sections of our parish that don’t always mingle. Yet even with so many passionate 
and differing perspectives, there was never a time I felt the need to pull on the armor, to 
retreat behind my bitterness and intellectual defenses. The atmosphere we built was one 
marked not by adversarial stubbornness and the digging in of heels, but by the genuine care 
Paul writes about in today’s epistle: a love that overflowed more and more with knowledge and 
all kinds of wisdom. 
 
Even when we grappled with deep issues and difficult conversations around sexuality and 
gender, race, capital, and power, I was moved by the many unexpected times that people said 
things like “oops” and “ouch,” or “I can see how strongly you feel about this, and though I don’t 
see it the same, I may need to trust your instincts here.” I can honestly only credit constant 
prayer, yours and ours, for soaking us in such a spirit, as I’m sure we collectively filled God’s 
inbox many times over this year. Synchronizing with the Spirit helped us to risk radical 
hospitality with one another, to metabolize your concerns and call upon your centuries of 
accumulated experience of SPR. Towards the end of our work, many of us felt that a tenth 
person had become present our midst, Wisdom Incarnate – what my grandma used to call The 
Holy Ghost. 
 
We spent significant time in prayer as well as in silence. As our chaplain, I worked to help us 
stay grounded in the spiritual nature of our work. One evening, we reflected on a poem by 
Chicago Educator and Superhero Eve Ewing, where she recounts seeing black children on bikes 
being harassed by UChicago police just over on Ellis. She paints an upsetting and distressing 
scene that continues to escalate. Eve closes her eyes and dreams a different reality into 
existence, a world thick with the haze and magical realism of the black prophetic. As she 
watches in amazement, the boys begin to float away from the ground, carefree, climbing atop 
their bikes in midair as the police jump up and down trying to snatch their shoelaces. The kids, 
she observes, “seemed to have forgotten the police and didn't notice me, only looking at each 
other and smiling and singing as they flew.” 



 
Our committee prayed over this poem, and for our parish to become a powerful witness against 
racial oppression, not long before the Van Dyke trial verdict was announced. Earlier that day, I 
had sat in on the courtroom over on 26th and California to observe the trial proceedings, and to 
silently pray for God’s wisdom to dwell with the jury. 
 
Not long after the trial’s conclusion, in a televised interview, several jurors expressed the deep 
honor it had been to serve. Juror #243, a thin, bespectacled man, put it this way: “Every 
morning, I got on the bus, and on the train, and I saw hundreds and hundreds of my fellow 
Chicagoans, and I thought: ‘How did I get on this jury? There are all these people. And I’m doing 
this work and nobody knows it.’ It felt really amazing. A privilege.” 
 
Serving on our search committee here, of course, felt a lot less large than helping to adjudicate 
such a painful public saga. But this work, too, was an enormous privilege – a task that felt very 
big and very small, that was soaked in many prayers, and that filled me with a sense of 
gratitude, fear and trembling. Like a jury, our committee worked in the public eye and with a 
commitment to transparency, yet operated in a special privacy, to protect and honor all 
involved in the process. One of the things I love about our church is that we don’t have a very 
small group of very controlling people, a hidden cabal of elders or deacons who have hardened 
into their positions over decades, and who make every important decision about this place. 
Some of us know churches like that. 
 
It is true, though, that I discovered something about the Secret Life of SPR over these past nine 
months. But those secrets are something anyone who spends enough evenings here will 
discover. Visit SPR after dark. You enter the parking lot to see dogs, big and little ones, yelping 
and moving about. At the door cellos, siren-like, beckon you deeper into the bowels of our 
building. There are Jazzercizers Jazz-ercizing, improv actors laughing and shouting, chair legs 
scraping across the floor as folks in recovery share their stories. People are learning music, 
chanting, confessing, praying, singing. 
 
St. Augustine has said that anyone who sings prays twice, and it comforts me to know how 
many prayers have been leaking out of this church in darkness as our choir practices here. 
Anyone who has taken vocal lessons will tell you that to sing to your fullest, you actually have 
to posture your body in a somewhat unnatural, unintuitive way, and let warm air fill your soft, 
swelling belly. 
 
Whether you’re breathing from the diaphragm in song or keeping your head bowed, legs bent, 
eyes closed in prayer, these are very much positions of openness and risk. To sing at all is to be 



vulnerable. This is the complete opposite of the evolutionary fight-or-flight position I described 
earlier, that posture of skepticism and combat that we deploy in times of trouble. Yet the 
Secret, nocturnal life of our parish is one in which our bodies become prayers and we cultivate 
radical openness to God and others, in a world that often shames such tenderness. 
 
There are many communities, even religious ones, that never invite people into this kind of 
intimacy. Stanley Hauerwas says that too many churches practice “a conspiracy of cordiality,” 
where “you don’t get into my life and I will not get into yours.” When conflict happens, we bury 
it. When we’re challenged, we opt out. 
 
God knows that churches our size are just big enough that you can avoid seeing someone if you 
really want to. But church can also be a place where, regardless of what our families of origin 
taught us about how to treat people, in song and in prayer we are re-postured to new ways of 
interaction. We can come to this place, and in the everyday magic of bake sales and youth 
group mission trips, Baptisms and Bible studies, share in the sticky, complicated chambers of 
life without our metallic lenses of suspicion to keep others at bay. 
 
The search committee has formally ended its gestation process, yet our common labor, a labor 
in every expectant sense of that word, is still only beginning. We can’t skip over the lurching 
transitions of this next phase any more than the act of birth can be prodded along by our 
expectations or anxieties. 
 
I’ve spent so much time trying to describe the precious, delicate dynamics of our committee 
work because now all of you, all of us, are being invited into that same sticky soup. You too are 
being invited into moments of oops and ouch, to infuse your judgments with grace, to shed any 
armor you may have plied around your heart this past year. 
 
God’s coming among us, Dr. King and Dr. Ewing’s prophetic dreaming, March 1st – all of this 
feels an eternity away. Advent once again has lessons for us here: all expectation involves 
preparation. We spend time in spiritual practices even when God feels distant. We pray and we 
pledge and we expectantly anticipate  that God will warm our hearts, even in these frigid, 
uncertain days. 
 
One thing I am certain, and genuinely excited about, is that I found Catherine’s personhood and 
posture to be vulnerable, prayerful, musical, and eerily resonant with who we are as a parish – 
and who we are called to become. I am excited for her arrival, and for her to engage with your 
burning questions about her with the same pastoral and prophetic presence that I have come 
to admire in her. As Catherine has sought to build up God’s family in ministries on the West and 



East Coasts, she has also been away from her home of Chicago for more than a decade. She and 
her family will be counting on your wisdom to help them navigate this familiar landscape, as 
they learn to swim in the peculiar currents of Chicago’s South Side. 
 
As I close, I want to thank the entire parish, the search committee, each member of the staff 
and the Vestry, and particularly our Co-Wardens Kirk and Romonda, for their leadership, 
patience, and prayers throughout this entire season. Having now dipped behind the scenes and 
seen a bit of “how the sausage is made” here, I can say with confidence that there’s no one else 
I’d rather gaze at that gristle with than each of you. Something about the tender gravity of this 
place continues to pull such passionate, faithful people into its orbit. To count myself among 
your number feels, in the words of a thin, bespectacled man, “really amazing. A privilege.” 
 
May our love for one another overflow more and more. May the One who planted something 
good in us here bring it to all fullness in the name of Jesus Christ. And may all flesh taste and 
see the goodness of God. Amen. 
 


