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My heart-felt congratulations to you who graduate today, to you nurses, bakers, home visitors, teachers, counselors, catechists, finance experts, spiritual directors, engineers, community builders, social workers, care givers: congratulations to you ministers among the People of God, ministers with the People of God, servers of the Gospel, congratulations!  And congratulations to all your families and friends who have supported and enabled you, including your professors.  Yes, congratulations!
Every moment, we believe, is a moment of grace.  But special moments, moments that mark our lives because they are about endings and beginnings, carry a heavier burden of grace.  This grace not only makes possible for gratitude to well up in our hearts for what we have been able to accomplish, but it is also a grace that makes possible for us to face new beginnings.  There is no going forth without an ending; there is no new beginning without leaving behind yesterday and today.  
This is a particular kairos moment and this ceremony of graduation marks it as a precious kairos moment, as a solemn kairos moment, as one that helps you to gather yourselves with all that you have learned and enables you to move forward.  As humans we live cronos time, we live the passing of the minutes, the hours, the days that mark human life.  But, as we live cronos, the common passing of time, we struggle to turn cronos into kairos, to recognize life as a series of grace-full moments, each of which we embrace as “the” appropriate moment: a kairos moment.  Each moment of cronos is “the fullness of time” for us humans, the moment we are given to be.  Each moment is a present-future, a moment of possibilities, of new beginnings.  Today we ritualize what we live every day.  Every day we graduate, that is, we gather all that we have lived up to now, and with all the grace-full-ness we can muster, we step into the next day, the next hour, the next minute, the next moment.
We are people of resurrection because we live in the present-future.  Oh yes!  We live the fleeting present into the future every minute of our lives.  We are people of tomorrows.  We certainly cannot do without yesterday, without the string of yesterdays that marks us and into which we reach to draw from the resources we have accumulated.  But what we reach for, what we bring forth, is determined by the future into which we live.  We graduate time and again in life for time and again we pause to gather ourselves and step over the threshold of the now into the future.  My first wish for you today, then, is that you may always be kairos people, that you may always live incarnation in the now with your heart set on living the now fully, and that you will indeed do if your now is a present-future now.

We celebrate this graduation in a moment of crisis in the history of the USA, in a moment of crisis in our church.  A moment of crisis is a turning point; it is a moment of decision.  Therefore, a crisis is a moment of possibilities, it is an open moment, it is an either/or moment that puts us in the spotlight, that demands choosing.  A crisis is a kairos moment, the appropriate time of grace, the fullness of time.  The issue is not that we are in a crisis.  The issue is, how do we live this time of crisis?  How do we handle the crisis?  Do we let the moment evaporate?  Do we let the crisis peter out?  Or do we grasp this moment full of new possibilities and live it to the fullest?  Do we transform cronos into kairos?  For the most appropriate way to look at a time of crisis is to look at it as a time of grace, a time of hope.

We live a time of tender hope, a time that makes possible to break with, “this is the way we have always done it,” and to usher in a time of “from now on we will do it this other way.”  Living kairos is not a matter of cursing the past or of ignoring the past.  On the contrary: it is a time of honoring the past by allowing it to throw us into the arms of the future without any heavy weight holding us back.  Tradition is not about the past but it is about the present-future in view of the past.  Some of that past is not good, some of that past in our country and our church has been about not taking care of the poor and the oppressed among us, it has been about not  being hospitable and welcoming, it has been about not being children of the God of Israel who walks with us through many Red Seas, who guides us in the dessert, who cares enough about us to get disgusted with us when we yearn for the flesh pots of the past while giving us the grace to gaze into the future.
We are at a moment of tender hope and we have to nourish that hope.  Please, do not turn kairos into cronos by wanting things only to be as they are or have been.  Please, let us minister to hope by opening up possibilities, by daring to risk, by responding to the challenges presented by those whom we exclude, by those whom we have marginalized as a nation and as a church: the poor, women, gays and lesbians, the immigrants, the elderly, all those who are vulnerable.  The challenge of today, of every today, cannot be met exclusively with what we have gathered from the past.  The challenge of today brings with it its own resources, its own possibilities and, as ministers, we have to grasp those resources of the now, those possibilities of this kairos, so we can live the present-future fully.  

Today we often hear that those who have attacked this country threaten our way of life.  No one should feel threaten for threats make us anxious and when we are anxious we act out of our worse selves.  But I prefer to see this moment of crisis not as a threat but as a kairos that makes us confront honestly our way of life in this country.  The fact is that we live at the expense of two-thirds of the world.  That we live the way we live is a direct consequence of the fact that the majority of the world is hungry, is sick, has no shelter, has been abandoned by those of us who control the resources of this world.  This means, I believe, that we are in danger of being on the wrong side of the fence: to be among those that are sent to the fires of eternal damnation for we have not tended to the hungry, the sick, the poor, those in prison.  You can ignore much of what Scripture says but if you ignore Matthew 25: 31-46, you do so at great risk: you are in imminent danger.  

In a moment of glory, many years ago, the Bishops of our church gathered in Rome, valiantly proclaimed that justice is a constitutive element of the gospel.  Unfortunately our way of life in this country has been to a large extent, at the expense of justice.  So, yes, we are in crisis: our way of life is threaten.  And I say, thanks be to God.  Thanks be to the God of Israel and the God of Jesus, to your God and my God that we are in a moment of new possibilities, in a moment of moving forward and not in one of reasserting the past, of creating a new way of life that has justice at its core.

Any time that you doubt that this is a moment of tender hope, a moment of possibilities, a moment of kairos, please remember the words of our First Lady Michelle Obama a few days ago when she unveiled the bust of Sojourner Truth at the Capitol.  “I hope,” she said, “I hope that Sojourner Truth would be proud to see me, a descendant of slaves, serving as first lady of the United States.”  Yes, it is a new beginning, it is a moment of hope; it is a kairos moment.  The issue is, how do we respond to this moment of hope, to this kairos?  Do we continue to insist on living the past?  Do we continue to enjoy our privileges at the expense of the suffering of two-thirds or the world?  Or do we indeed recognize and accept the fact that the life-style that is being threatened is one of excess?  Indeed, we have to examine our priorities and live as children of grace, as kairos children, as children of possibilities, as children of the light, and not as children of the past, not as children of privileges and excess, not as children of a minimalist justice that regularly turns into injustice.

You all have come through a rigorous training so you can be better ministers in the church.  And I invite you, no, I beg of you, remember that to be a minister of the church is to be a minister among the People of God, for the People of God, with the People of God.  Today, this graduation, is a renovation of your baptism where you and I were anointed as priests, as royalty that shoulders the noblesse oblige those to whom much is given have, and as prophets.  That is the triple burden Christian baptism in our church places on our shoulders and upon which all church vocations rest: priests, royalty, prophets.  This means that our ministry is about gathering the hopes and expectations of the People of God.  It is about proclaiming that God lives among the People of God, in the People of God.  
Please, make your ministry a love story with the People of God.  Fall in love with the People of God every day, every moment, at every turn.  Oscar Romero, the martyred bishop of San Salvador, used to point out that his task was made easy because the People of God whom he served were so wonderful.  His love for the People of God was so great that he could say, with the greatest of humility, that if he were killed he would resurrect in the People of El Salvador.
I think this is our task as ministers: to fall in love with the People of God, to be first and foremost about the People of God, to stand up to principalities and powers for the sake of the People of God.  Fall in love with the People of God and together with them you will be able to minister to hope, you will be able to call our church to accountability for how it uses its institutional resources and its moral power, you will be able to call our church to be about justice, to be about the Gospel.  
You are not alone in this task.  The People of God will help you; they will call you into accountability helping you to continue the life-long struggle to be your best self.  Be about the true church – be about the People of God.  
Oh yes!  I am a daughter of the 1960s, another time of crisis.  Oh yes! I am a daughter of Vatican II that taught us to read the signs of the times, that taught us to see the church as the People of God, that taught us to gather the hopes and expectations of the people.  Engrave in your hearts the opening words of the Vatican II document, “The Church in the Modern World.”  “The joys and the hopes, the griefs and the anxieties of the people of this age, especially those who are poor or in any way afflicted, these are the joys and hopes, the griefs and anxieties of the followers of Christ. Indeed, nothing genuinely human fails to raise an echo in their hearts.”  Like the document says, let your ministry be about, “giving witness and voice to the faith of the whole people of God gathered together by Christ.”  Your homework is to read carefully and meditate on “Lumen Gentium,” particularly #12 of Lumen Gentium.  (No, I am not going to tell you what it says, that is your homework!)  #12 of Lumen Gentium gives us a firm basis for seeing ministry as a falling in love with the People of God.

You also have a challenge before you when it comes to the institutional church.  You have the responsibility of speaking truth to power, of bringing the hopes and expectations of the People of God to those in the church who have the grace to govern.  You should never fear speaking your truth to the power of those who govern.  If they threaten you because you speak the truth, then they are unworthy of their calling to the ministry of governing the church.  They have the grace of state to govern.  But we who are ministers in the church have the grace of state of speaking truth to power, of bringing the hopes and expectations that we have gathered from the People of God and laying them out in full force before the institutional church.  The institutional church, and you as ministers are part of it, has as its task to put the resources of the church at the service of the People of God.  The institutional church has to be first and foremost about the People of God, for the People of God, of the People of God.  Never forget this.  Fall in love with the People of God and you will serve the institutional church, you will nurture hope and possibilities in this time of crisis for the church.  If the church insists on its main task being to guard tradition, to guard the past, it will fail in its mission.  There is no church without mission and the mission of the church in a time of crisis such as this is to gather the hopes and expectations of the people in order to live fully the present-future.  

Dear graduates, live life purposefully, live your lives full of intentionality.  You must not allow life to go by without reaching out at every moment, capturing it, holding it firmly and, at the same time, tenderly and filling it with what you consider is good, is honorable, is worthwhile.  If you do not hold life intentionally in your hands, your ministry will become routine, without real meaning, and that, my friends, I believe is sinful.  It is sinful because those who allow life to go by and do not live life fully are rejecting God’s greatest gift to us: life.  Do not waste life.  Live life purposefully.  Find ways to participate actively and decisively in the institutional church and among the People of God.  To live intentionally means to constantly re-commit ourselves to our ministry, to this calling to be servants of the People of God.  You will know you are living purposefully when others turn to you for help, when you are known as the one that gets things done.  And if some complain and are jealous because of your commitment to living life to the hilt, you are blessed.  

In that wonderful poem with which Maya Angelou gifted us at the time of the first inauguration of President Bill Clinton, Maya spoke precisely about this.  She spoke about the intentionality of the whole of creation and called us to the responsibility we have to be intentional.  She said in her poem that only when we are intentional can we face the beauty and surprise, the miracle of every single new day and say with the greatness that simplicity brings, “Good Morning.”  If we let life pass us by, we are not worthy of saying “good morning.”  Not only will we be unworthy of welcoming another day; if we let life pass us by we will not be able to welcome the next day.  Let us live intentionally so we will not die a semi-lived life or an unlived life.  Let us live intentionally so our ministry among the People of God will nurture hope, will sustain hope. Graduates, “rush off;” do so intentionally; do so full of purpose; do so with full conviction that our world will be a better one because you hold life in your hands and help to mold it for the good of all.

Ah!  But there is a twist to this intentional living.  It is not just a matter of doing something, a something that is anything.  It is not just a matter of being intentional and full of purpose.  We have to examine what is our purpose, what is the meaning that we give our lives, what is that we struggle to bring about, to accomplish.  To live life intentionally is to be about justice.  It is the struggle for justice that gives meaning to my life.  Seek the poor and the oppressed and be in solidarity with them.  Cast your lot with them.  Start by listening to the poor and the oppressed.  Allow yourselves to listen to the cries of the poor and the oppressed, allow yourselves to be touched and to be moved by their cries, and make your ministry a response to their cries.  You will not be able to minister effectively if you do not listen.  The starting place for all justice is to listen to the poor and the oppressed and not our own ideas about what they need.  So as ministers committed to justice we have to learn how to be silent, we have to learn to listen, to let others tell us what they need, what are their solutions to the problems they face day in and day out.  It is difficult for us to understand ministry as enabling the People of God to lead.  But if this is what ministry is for us, our ministry will be effective; it will be blessed.  Let your ministry be guided by the needs of the poor and the oppressed.  Be justice-seeking ministers; listen to the voices of the poor and the oppressed. 

Pursue hope, create hope, sustain hope, tenderly nurture hope. Never let your ministry be the same today as it was yesterday.  Each day brings its own possibilities and you will have to take hold of those possibilities if you want to nurture hope.  Hope is a virtue, and it is not an easy one.  Hope is not about fluffy wishes, flimsy utopias or selfish dreams.  Hope is about holding the present in our hands and marching with great purpose into the tomorrows of our lives.  Hope for us is born of the reality of the present, a reality that is not what it should be for there is the violence of war and of teenagers going on killing sprees in their high-schools, the violence of abuse against women, the violence against lesbians and gays simply because they are different, the violence of being thrown out of one’s country simply because one is not of the group that is in power, the violence of racism and ethnic prejudice, the violence against immigrants.  Hope is not a rosy piece of glass through which to look into the future but the realistic expectation that things will be better because you are committed to making them better.
Hope’s daughters, said Augustine, are anger and courage: anger at cowardliness and lack of vision; anger at violence and injustice; anger at fixation with the past.  And courage?  Courage is that rare virtue that, as Julia Esquivel tells us, makes us fear only what does not demand of us to risk our lives, for, only what is worthy of us dying for, is worthwhile for us to live for.  Courage makes it possible for us to live life purposefully, to listen to the poor and the oppressed, to be about justice at all times.

As we know from Scripture, “hope sees what is not but yet will be.”  Hope is the daily bread of the prophet whose task it is not to predict the future but to gather the hopes and expectations of the poor and the oppressed, of those that are excluded and who do not count.  Hope takes what we have gathered and creates inclusion, justice and love – a beautiful horizon of the tomorrows that we walk into today and every day.  

Graduates, be people of hope.  Never give up!  Never give in!  Be ministers of hope and courage.

My wish for you today, in the words of Adrienne Rich, is that you will stand shoulder to shoulder with those who with so few resources, but undauntedly and with great perseverance, each day set out to reconstitute the world.  My wish for you today is that you will indeed fall in love with the People of God over and over and over again.  That each and every day of your lives you will rush off and pursue, find, build, create hope.  For hope to flourish we have to live life intentionally, we have to seek justice, we have to shoulder our responsibility for this church of ours, for this world of ours.

And if you grow tired along the way, if you waiver in your desire to be ministers of hope, ministers madly in love with the People of God, remember today.  Look around; look around at your classmates and all of us who accompany you on this day.  Friends, we are each other’s hope.  If you ever doubt that you can be ministers of hope, remember today and this cloud of witnesses of hope who have gathered here today to cheer each and every one of you on.  The world awaits you.  Graduates, rush off, pursue hope, nourish hope, fall in love with the People of God, take hold of this moment as a holy kairos moment.  Be blessed; be blessed; blessed may you always be.
St. Bernard’s Graduation                 

Rochester, NY

May 8, 2009

PAGE  
1

