
Principal Vissers, faculty members, family and friends and above all, graduates,
I wish to thank Principal Vissers and the Senate of Presbyterian College for inviting me to address this year’s convocation.  I am not only honoured; I am deeply touched.  When principals extend this kind of invitation, they normally wonder if the person so honoured will be able to accept the invitation.  I suspect Dr. Vissers escaped that anxiety in this case.  He knew that if I were in life and health, I would be here.  The truth is, I would certainly be here even if I were not the speaker.  I am here, first and foremost as a father, a very proud father.  And as such I congratulate the graduates and salute all the other fathers and mothers, family members, friends and above all spouses, who have supported the graduates during their programmes.  And may I also extend my congratulations to your teachers knowing, as I do, something of their work.   Of course, it is my role here that has led to the title of this evening’s address, “On Finding a Father.”  I ought to tell you immediately, lest you experience either anxiety or irritation concerning the exclusive language in my title that this is only a play with words on the reason for my presence.  A woman can equally be a “father” in the sense I will speak of.  
The Reformed tradition has been at best ambivalent about the title “father,” usually, perhaps always, avoiding using the term “Father” for its clergy, leaving that to Catholics, Roman, Anglo, and otherwise.  This is probably because of Matthew 23:9:  “And call no one your father on earth, for you have one Father-- the one in heaven.” That is pretty clear though, of course, we manage to ignore most of the similar advice in that part of Matthew and in its parallel in Luke.  Luke warns against those who wear long robes and love to have high seats, prwtokaqedri,aj, a word that may raise echoes in some minds.  And, lest you miss the point, Matthew likewise warns of those who like “to have people call them rabbi.  But you are not to be called rabbi, for you have one teacher, and you are all students.”  That might as well be paraphrased as “beware of those who like to have people call them professor.  But you are not to be called professor, for you have one teacher and you are all students” or, more accurately, brothers and sisters.  But, whatever may be the case concerning professors, we don’t call our ministers, Father, or Mother for that matter.
There appears to have been a problem in the early church with leaders who made for themselves excessive claims of authority and the Gospels address that situation.  The graduates will remember their classes on Form Criticism, the idea of  Sitz im Leben,  life situation, of texts and recognize this.  Sometimes the word is directed to the leaders themselves, warning them against spiritual pride reminding them that they must become least of all and servant of all.  Never let it be forgotten, that Christian leadership is rightly servant leadership. In this part of Matthew, however, the word comes to the follower.  “Don’t call them father, even if they like it.  There is only one father and we are all brothers and sisters.”  This represents an egalitarian and anti-hierarchical streak in the early church that we in the Reformed Tradition have rightly valued and which must not be lost.  That streak explains why we insist, for example, on the parity of all ministers.  The most experienced minister and the most recent graduate newly ordained, hold the same official status and wield the same vote in presbytery.    We resist firmly anything that might threaten that parity and have in our bones a sense that the doctrine springs from a healthy historical resistance to tyranny.  
This is a good thing.  In our society “Presbyterian” has become something of a code word.    It is unfortunate that “resisting the claims of tyranny” is not among the first things people think when they hear the word Presbyterian.   Here’s what the code does represent:  on the good side, financial integrity, even frugality, and on the not so positive side, it is code for “rigid and sexually uptight.”  But both are eminently respectable.  It is an abiding temptation for Presbyterians to become excessively respectable and Matthew 23:9 is, thankfully, a turbulent and not particularly respectable text.  
The resulting attitudes are not always endearing, however.  A former professor of mine, possibly the grumpiest man in the history of Presbyterianism, a hotly contested title, was reputed to have declared, “Bishops are an abomination in the eyes of the Lord!  At least, they’re an abomination in my eyes, so I presume they are an abomination in the eyes of the Lord!”  Ahhh, Presbyterians!  I am not, nevertheless, proposing to change titles for our Reformed clergy nor arguing that we should create bishops.  I should say, however, that the younger graduates may live to see a future, uniting church in Canada which would almost certainly have bishops.  But such guesses, not prophecies, just guesses, would be better left for another address.
It is important to know, however, that Matthew 23:9 is not the only verse about father figures in the New Testament.  Paul has obviously not read Matthew since he describes himself repeatedly as father, to Timothy, to Onesimus, to the Thessalonians and, most strikingly, to the turbulent, divided church in Corinth:
“1 Corinthians 4:14-17  I am not writing this to make you ashamed, but to admonish you as my beloved children.  15 For though you might have ten thousand guardians in Christ, you do not have many fathers. Indeed, in Christ Jesus I became your father through the gospel.  16 I appeal to you, then, be imitators of me.  17 For this reason I sent you Timothy, who is my beloved and faithful child in the Lord, to remind you of me.” Paul probably knew from his version of NT 100 that the Synoptic Gospels had not been written yet, so he probably felt free to say, in effect, ”call me father.”  Well, that is not entirely, serious but I do believe there is a tension here.  In the Presbyterian Church we have tended to dissolve the tension in the direction of one of its poles.  We simply do not call people father.  But sometimes it is more fruitful to live within a tension than to dissolve it.  It appears that some sort of father child relationship is not only possible but desirable in the New Testament.  
I suggest to you that a father (or mother) child relationship is also possible and indeed desirable in our churches.  The parity of all ministers ought to be maintained, perhaps not least because there is always a temptation for leaders to make for themselves excessive claims of authority.  There can be, I think, unofficial though very real hierarchies in our church, perhaps the more dangerous because they are unofficial and thus unchecked.  Neither give in to them, nor join them!  But do not mistake legal parity for equality in experience and skill.  The most experienced minister and the newest ordained graduate have the same vote, but not the same experience, not the same knowledge of how things work, not the same developed skills.  Graduates, you will need help, with everything from the right protocol for contacting interim moderators to the working of presbyteries.  Look for people to give you that help. If Presbyterian College has done its work very well with you, and I believe it has, it has equipped you not so much to do ministry as to learn to do ministry.  To paraphrase Winston Churchill, thoroughly out of context, “This is not the end.  It is not even the beginning of the end.  It is, perhaps, the end of the beginning.”  This ceremony is but the end of the beginning of your theological education.  I earnestly wish that there were a national, well funded, organized and indeed compulsory programme to help you and other new graduates to learn more fully the skills of ministry.  Part of a good educational system is teaching people the right things at the right time, at the time they are truly ready and eager to learn.  The early years of formal ministry are, I am convinced, the right time to teach and learn many of the skills of ministry.  But there is no such programme.  In its absence, look for people who can help you continue your education.
Now so far, all that I have said is:  “You must be lifelong learners and in that task you need a mentor.”  That’s good eduspeak and I could also say that, without the long preamble, in the pharmacy convocation.  Now the advice is none the worse for being applicable to fledgling pharmacists, or for that matter, lawyers and accountants.  But it is not actually what Paul is getting at in his letter to Corinth.  For one thing, he says, “For though you might have ten thousand guardians in Christ, you do not have many fathers. Indeed, in Christ Jesus I became your father through the gospel.” That’s the NRSV.  The word there translated “guardian” is in other versions rendered as “instructor” or “tutor.”  The Greek word is paidagwgo,j.  You can hear in it the English word “pedagogy.”  The paidagwgo,j  is the slave who both guards and teaches the child.  The word is not just about protection but learning.  In all seriousness, a perfectly good translation of the verse would be “For though you might have ten thousand mentors in Christ, you do not have many fathers. Indeed, in Christ Jesus I became your father through the gospel.”  We are familiar with the word and the concept mentor in our society.  A “father” in Christ is something more.
It appears that the basis of Paul’s claim to be the father of the Corinthians rests on the fact that it was he who brought them the gospel.  He was the founding minister of the church and its members were born into their new relationship with God in Christ through his ministry. He dares claim that, “in Christ Jesus, through the gospel, I begot you.”  (My translation)  And the “I” is emphasized in the Greek.  It is a first church in an area in which there never have been any Christians.  As a consequence of this relationship Paul can even urge,” 16 I appeal to you, then, be imitators of me.”  Later in the epistle, at I Corinthians 11:1, he will expand and qualify what he urges here.  Indeed, I think it is possible that he is there consciously correcting a possible danger in what he has written earlier.  ” Be imitators of me, as I am of Christ.”  The point is not simply to imitate Paul. It is to imitate Paul as far as he faithfully represents to them and to the world the person of Jesus Christ.  He is father insofar as he nurtures them in Christ, so that in the end they become not only Paul-like but Christ-like.  
It would be hard to find a direct equivalent to Paul in our contemporary church scene.  In his ministry two realities, normally separate in our time, combined.  In his ministry he both converted the individuals and founded the church.  Moreover, that church is not simply a new congregation alongside many congregations in a country that is a long tilled Christian field.  This congregation is truly and literally First Church, Corinth, or even First Church, Central Greece.  There are still founding ministers of churches but they normally work in the beginning with people who are already Christians.  In some cases it is also possible to identify specifically the person who “led us to Christ” as individuals but that person hardly ever converts a whole church.  And in most cases, it is not even possible specifically to identify the one who brought us to Christ.  That responsibility is widely diffused through the church.  We may even have been nurtured in Christ since earliest childhood so that we can recall no time at which we did not know Christ.  There is not a Paul figure, as such, in our church to imitate so let me shift topics for a moment to the matter of what the church expects and what it needs from its ministers before returning to this business of fathers.
You graduates ought to know that the church has high expectations for you.  In some cases those expectations may be unreasonably high.  Some folk expect the colleges to teach and you to have acquired, already, an intimidating range of skills and abilities.  They want you to preach and to lead, to teach, to get the young people back into the church while keeping the old folks happy and to shake hands gracefully while holding in one hand a teacup and in the other an egg salad sandwich, with the crusts neatly cut off.  Actually, most church folk will be far more reasonable but even reasonable expectations for ministers will be daunting.  But I am convinced that at heart people, both in and out of church want something both simply and more weighty from their ministers.  
Let me speak about preaching here since, it is the subject I know best but what is true of preaching is, I think, also true of all other areas of ministry.  John Henry Newman, a 19th century High Church Anglican and then Cardinal of the Roman Catholic Church, and himself a great preacher, claimed that the key factor was earnestness.  Those who listen must know in their bones that you are deadly serious about what you believe. They must recognize that you truly believe what you say and that you are convinced that it matters to you that your listeners believe it too.  Newman is quite right but perhaps the word earnestness carries the wrong connotations. It is so Victorian and, well, “serious,” serious, in this case meaning heavy or humourless.  Humour is in fact a very considerable ministerial gift.  At heart humour springs from an ability to recognize the incongruities of life, the very ability, I suggest, that makes it possible to grasp a parable.  A minister who is serious all the time is likely to be ineffective because it is very easy for deadly serious to become deadly dull.
The Welsh have a word for the “It” factor for preachers.  They call it hwyl.  The best singers and have hwyl, some rugby players have it and certainly great preachers have it.  It is not so much dramatic delivery, though that is valued, as it is a throbbing passion for the song, for the sermon, for the sermon’s Lord.  While we Saxons may not be able to pronounce it, even we might recognize it when we hear a male voice choir sing “Guide me, O thou great Jehovah,” to Cwm Rhonda.  Though unpronounceable, it may be better than earnestness since, often, there is joy in hwyl.  But this too is not quite the thing.
In our shallow and too often rootless society, I believe that our people long for spiritual depth.  They might not know they long for it until they meet it but when they encounter spiritual depth they say to themselves, “This is what I have needed, this is what I have wanted all along!”  But even spiritual depth is too generic a phrase.  The spiritual depth for which they long is a God centered and Spirit centered depth.  In a Christian church it will be a Christ centered depth.  They long for God.  Our gospel is that the God who made all things and who is also the end of all things, the one for whom are hearts are restless, the one who fills the God shaped hole in every human heart, that ONE, blessed forever, is made known in the face of Jesus.  In a Presbyterian Church, I think they want a minister who has been with Jesus.
In the Presbyterian Church in Canada we adhere to the doctrine of the parity of ministers.  But do not mistake legal parity for equality in spiritual.  The most experienced minister and the newest ordained graduate have the same vote, but they may well not have the same spiritual wisdom.  They may not be equally Christ-like.  When you reject authoritarianism, do not reject authority.  There are those in the church that bear in themselves a spiritual authority.  It is hard to describe but when you meet it, you will say, “This is what I have needed, this is what I have wanted all along!”   There are women and men who can and do nurture us in Christ.  These are people whose lives display a holiness, a Christ-likeness so profound that one can even imitate them for they have imitated Christ.  These women and men can be for us not just mentors, but mothers and fathers in Christ.
It may not be as easy as you think.  At an earlier stage in my life an American Presbyterian minister, Dr. Dean Thompson, was for me both a mentor and a father in Christ.  Some years later, life brought us together again and we picked up our conversation as if it had never left off.  He told me that earlier that day a man had come, very tentatively, into his office.

“Dr. Thompson, may I speak with you.”

“Why surely, please sit down.”  

And very hesitantly, the man did just that.  But he looked embarrassed and hemmed and hawed.  Dean just waited patiently and finally the man came out with it.

“I’d like to talk with you about Jesus,” he finally blurted.

“That’s wonderful.”  Dean replied.

“That’s good,” said the man.  “Most ministers don’t want to talk about Jesus.”

And it’s true.  But find a minister, or someone else who does!
But not talk only.  Talk is never enough if it is empty piety designed to make the speaker look holy and especially not if the name “Jesus” becomes a six syllable word.  The Greek verb that Paul uses for “imitate” has an echo in English.  Do you hear it?  mimhtai, Mime.  There are people, ministers, elders, members, who by the very way they carry themselves show you Christ.  They do not need a higher status.  They do not need a weightier vote.  Sometimes, they don’t even need words.  They simply show you Christ.  Seek them out for they can be to you fathers and mothers in Christ.  Imitate them and through them the one whom they serve.  
Find one for yourself.
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