Bishop’s 20th Anniversary

May 20, 2007
Introduction:


Allow me to begin this Liturgy by thanking you for your kindness in setting aside this time in order to spend it in prayer with me. It is a moment of thanksgiving, the very essence of Eucharist. That thanksgiving is not for the fact that I have somehow managed to be your Diocesan Bishop for the past twenty years. Nor is it for any accomplishments that might appear to be mine.

Rather, we gather in giving thanks to the Lord for the presence of the Holy Spirit on our journey together into the Reign of God, for which we have been anointed. I, personally, give thanks for having the grace of journeying with all of you.

It is impossible for me to recognize the presence of so many of you, who have touched my life and ministry. Therefore, let me simply assure you that I deeply appreciate every single one of you.


Nevertheless, I need to acknowledge those representing other traditions of our Christian family who have taken time to be with us:
Metropolitan Nicholas Smisko of the American Carpatho-Russian Orthodox Diocese of the U.S.A.,

Bishop Gregory R. Pile of the Allegheny Synod of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in American, and

General Presbyter K. Joy Kaufmann of the Huntingdon Presbytery of the Presbyterian Church.
We continue to walk together in our desire to witness to the one Lord Jesus Christ and his Church.

My brother, Edward, told me a couple of months ago that he would not be coming to this celebration. He was here for the tenth anniversary and, of course, for my ordination as Bishop. His life changed when mine did. For that generous spirit of his, I will continue to be extremely thankful. I trust that he is home with the Lord, along with our parents.

There are others who have been like family to me. I am so very pleased that they made every effort to be with me today.


It is by the grace of the Father that I am here. It is by the grace of the Lord that we all are here. And, I am so very grateful for that grace.
_______________________________________________
Reflections:


Twenty years have passed! So very quickly they have gone.


I have been asked if that has seemed like a long or a short time to me. Actually, neither. It seems to me like I have always been here. These twenty years are a time that is more than twice as long as any time that I have spent in any other one place during my whole life of 72 years. This has become my home.

Not long after my arrival, I was asked about my vision for this Diocesan Church.  At the time, my vision had more to do with how we do Church than with what we do as Church, leaving the latter to the workings of the Holy Spirit. In my first public encounter with the clergy, I used two analogies to describe the dynamics of Church that I would envision taking place.

One was that of our being in the boat together. It would not be a scene where I might be on the destined shore pulling the vessel toward where I had already arrived. Rather, I envisioned myself being in the boat with the rest of you. My role would be to see that we row in a coordinated manner, so that, together, we would arrive at our goal, - as efficiently and as timely, as was possible. We would arrive together.

That journey of ours together has resulted in much progress. As a result of our working together, we can point with justifiable pride at any number of signs that point to our growth as the Household of God. I hesitate to list any of them, knowing that I would leave some out. We now take many of them for granted and as normal within our life as Christ’s Assembly of Believers.


Another analogy was that of a symphony. A Diocesan Bishop is like the conductor who enables each musician, at the appropriate time and in the appropriate way, to blend his or her skills with others, - resulting in a beautiful symphony.

However, it did not take long for me to come to the realization that it was not my own composition that I was sent here to oversee, - but, rather, one of the Lord’s. In that respect, we have had to address situations that I never envisioned and we all would have rather avoided. But, then, neither you nor I are in charge of the concert.

I take comfort in the fact that the Servant of God Demetrius Gallitzin appears to have had the same type of experience. This holy evangelizer of our beautiful Allegheny Mountains brought us, as the Church, to this day of rejoicing. Nevertheless, it did not happen in the way that he envisioned. Nor did it come to pass without personal agony, frustration, and disappointments.

He made mistakes; and, so have I. He did the best that he knew how; and, so did I. He promoted what he thought was best for the Lord’s Reign. I have, as well. While the Lord works for his purpose even through our mistakes, I wish to offer a sincere apology to those whose lives were changed in a way that they would not have wished, - as a result of the decisions that I felt were necessary to make.


I am referring, particularly, to the reconfiguration of our parishes as well as personnel issues that we continue to confront. I know of no bishop that takes particular relish in making difficult the lives of those whom he was sent to shepherd.

A particular goal of mine (actually, it, too, is the Lord’s) has been that of unifying our Diocesan Church. If there were any epitaph that I might wish, it would be, “He tried to make of us one.” 

The Gospel reading assigned for today is most appropriate in this regard. The Apostle John records for us Jesus’ prayer, “Holy Father, I pray not only for them, but also for those who will believe in me through their word, so that they may all be one, as you, Father, are in me and I in you, that they also may be in us, that the world may believe that you sent me.”

“… that the world may believe that you sent me.” How can the world believe in the reality of Christ if those who claim to believe in him and his message are at odds from each other? As you know, we have had our challenges in this regard.

Of course, those words of the Lord refer not only to our Diocesan Church but to the whole Church of Christ, which finds itself splintered and wounded. More and more, we strive to reach out to each other, as we endeavor to find the unity that Christ intended for us. I am so very grateful for the presence of our ecumenical leaders today. They, too, have been of support and encouragement to me.

As on any anniversary, reflecting on the past has the purpose of moving one to give thanks to the Almighty for having reached a certain milestone, as well as to recognize those who have traveled with him. Those, indeed, are my sentiments today. As we celebrate Eucharist this day, let it truly be an act of thanksgiving.


However, it is the future that is ours. Where do we go from here? What is to be accomplished in the few remaining years that the Lord may grant me as your Diocesan Bishop? As in any endeavor, so, too, with the future of this Diocesan Church, - we must entrust it to the next generation, to those who are younger than we, to the youth. 

To this end, I propose that we initiate a focus on the youth of our Diocese. I intend to work with appropriate diocesan offices over the next couple of years, in order to develop the necessary steps for the implementation of such a direction. May we find favor with the Lord in doing so.

This direction can take two parallel courses. One would be to have each of our parish faith communities engage in a deliberate effort to identify young men, who show signs of being called by Christ, to serve his Church as a priest. We need, once again, as parents and as parish congregations, to give the message that being a priest is a good thing.


At the same time, all of our young men and women need to feel welcome in and a part of our communities of faith. Our common life of faith should not exclude them. Whether the context is worship or community building, our youth are vital cells in the Mystical Body of Christ, which is the Church. Being active in the Church is being active with one’s God.

During my comments following my ordination and installation as your Diocesan Bishop, made from this very ambo twenty years ago, I referred to the lyrics of a well-known song: “The hills are alive with the sound of music.” I made it an analogy of our living out together the life to which the Lord has called us. It has been my privilege to sing it with you for these past twenty years.

The Lord continues to compose. There are lyrics yet to come of which we do not know nor expect. Let us allow ourselves to be pleasantly surprised, - looking forward to the symphony that we will fully appreciate only with the passing of time, - a symphony in which we played our part, - and played it authentically according to the notes provided by the Lord.
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