Homily for Wednesday Evening 
“You did not choose me but I chose you.” Let that sink in.
We tend to tell the stories of our lives in terms of the choices we have made. We choose a school, a career, a place to live, the people with whom we will share our lives. And tonight, Joe will make a very deliberate choice. He will stand before God and this community and promise to order his life according to our vows of justice, tenderness, humility, and contemplation.
And yet Jesus reminds us tonight that beneath all of our choosing is something deeper:
“You did not choose me. I chose you.”
That is one of the great mysteries of vocation.
Perhaps you already know something about that mystery, Father.
Joe has already stood before the Church and offered his life in a particular way. He has already answered a call to ordained ministry. He has already spent years discovering what it means to serve God's people as a priest.
And now, the call continues.
That’s worth noticing.
Because we sometimes imagine vocation as something we discover once, make a decision about, and then possess. We say, “I found my vocation,” as though vocation were a destination at which we finally arrive.
But I don't think that’s quite how God works.
Vocation is not something we finish discovering.
It continually unfolds.
The call of God can often become deeper, stranger, more expansive than we first imagined. Sometimes what we thought was the destination turns out to have been yet another doorway.
And so tonight is not about Joe leaving one vocation behind in order to take up another. It is about allowing the call he already received to continue to unfold—to ask what it means now, in this community, in this particular way of life, to give himself more completely to Christ.
Which brings us back to those words:
“You did not choose me but I chose you.” 
Christ chose us.
And Christ has not stopped choosing us.
The call continues.
The invitation continues.
The friendship continues.
That may be why Jesus makes such an extraordinary statement in this passage, “I have called you friends.”
Friends.
Not servants. Not people who have finally figured everything out.
Friends.
The vocation to religious life is ultimately a vocation to friendship with Christ. And friendship is not something we accomplish. It is something we inhabit.
We learn another person. We spend time with them. We listen. We become familiar with their voice. Slowly, sometimes almost imperceptibly, we begin to see the world differently because we have learned to see it with them.
And perhaps that is what these vows are ultimately about.
They are not four spiritual achievements that we must somehow accomplish.
They are four ways of learning how to remain close to Christ.
Justice teaches us to see as Christ sees—to notice the person who is overlooked, to care about the wounds of the world, and to refuse the easy temptation of indifference.
Tenderness teaches us how Christ loves—not in the abstract, but in the particular. It is easy to love humanity. It is much harder to love the person standing right in front of us. Tenderness asks us to become gentle enough to receive another person's vulnerability and patient enough to remain when love becomes inconvenient.
Humility teaches us that this vocation is not ultimately about us. It frees us from the exhausting need to be important, successful, right, or even noticed. Humility makes room for God. It allows us to say, again and again, “This life is not mine to possess. It is a gift I have received.”
And contemplation teaches us to remain.
To stop long enough to notice that God is already here.
To receive rather than grasp.
To listen first rather than speak.
To become attentive to the presence of God that is closer to us than we often realize.
Perhaps we might put it this way:
Contemplation teaches us to receive God's love.
Humility teaches us to make room for it.
Tenderness teaches us to embody it.
And justice teaches us to extend it.
And all of it begins with the simple truth Jesus gives us tonight:
“I chose you.”
The psalmist gives us another beautiful response to this mystery.
“How shall I repay the Lord for all the good things he has done for me?”
It is a wonderful question for a night like this.
What do we do with grace?
What do we do when we realize that our lives have been given to us as a gift?
How do we respond when we recognize that God has loved us long before we understood what that love meant?
We cannot really repay love.
We can only receive it—and then allow it to change what we do with our lives.
That, I think, is what profession is.
It is not paying God back.
It is not proving that we are worthy.
It is not announcing that we have finally become the people we hope to be.
It is saying:
“Here is my life.
I have received it as a gift.
And I am willing to give it back as a gift.”
And Joe, perhaps that’s what is particularly beautiful about tonight.
Your profession does not erase the priest you have already become.
It asks what kind of priest you are being called to become now.
It does not close the question of vocation.
It opens it more deeply.
What does it mean for you to be a priest whose ministry is shaped by these vows?
This is a question you do not have to answer tonight.
In fact, I suspect it is a question that will accompany you for the rest of your life.
And that’s all right.
Because Jesus doesn’t say, “Figure it all out.”
He says: “Abide in my love.”
Stay here.
Remain.
Keep company with me.
That is, perhaps, the deepest meaning of these vows. They create a way of life in which we can keep saying yes—not once, but again and again.
And that is why tonight belongs not only to Joe, but to all of us.
Whenever one of us makes a profession, we are all reminded of our own promises. We remember that we, too, are still becoming people of justice, tenderness, humility, and contemplation.
None of us has mastered these things.
We are still learning.
Still being formed.
Still being surprised by God.
Still discovering what it means to love.
And that is exactly what Jesus asks of us in the final words of this passage:
“Love one another as I have loved you.”
Not perfectly.
Not impressively.
Not without failure.
But as I have loved you.
A love that chooses us before we can choose it.
Joe, tonight you make these promises in the presence of this community. But beneath the promises you make is a promise God has already made to you:
You are chosen.
You are beloved.
And you are not alone.
The call that brought you to the priesthood was not the end of the story.
The call that brings you to this profession is not the end of the story either.
There will be other invitations from God that you cannot yet see.
There will be other ways in which Christ will surprise you.
And so the most important thing tonight is not the strength of the promise you make.
It is the trust beneath it.
The trust to say:
I will remain.
When the way is clear, I will remain.
When the way is difficult, I will remain.
When I feel close to God, I will remain.
When God seems silent, I will remain.
Because I know that underneath my choosing is the One who chose me first.
And so may these vows become not burdens you carry, but paths by which you discover more deeply the love that has been carrying you all along.
And may you hear, throughout all the years ahead, the quiet voice of the One who called you first—and who continues to call us all  friends.
Amen.


