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MERCY AND MINISTRY 
A sermon preached by
Rev. Dr. Randle R. (Rick) Mixon
Lake Avenue Baptist Church, Rochester, NY
Sunday, June 28, 2026

Text: Isaiah 43: 1-7; 2 Corinthians 3:17-4:6

In the fall of 1969, a bright-eyed, eager young student began his studies at the American Baptist Seminary of the West in Berkeley, California. His journey to this point had not been without conflict. At the age of 16 he had committed himself to “full-time Christian service,” walking the aisle at the invitation of his pastor father. But then the next year his father had died unexpectedly, and he was burdened by both the loss of that fatherly guidance and the insistence of his grieving mother that it was his responsibility to “fill his father’s shoes,” to “complete his work.” 

By the time he began college the next year, his anger and confusion had led him to say that ministry was the last thing he would ever do. Fortunately, an infinitely wise and patient God had other designs on the young man’s life. By the time he finished college, he had come to realize how deeply rooted his life was in the Christian tradition and the church. Practically, it was clear that ministry made sense as a career track, and then of course, there was that promise he had made a few years earlier to say yes to Christ’s call to “full-time Christian service.” He did not make commitments lightly and once made he felt obligated to follow through. 

Seminary proved to be the right decision. It was intellectually stimulating and spiritually deepening. It also provided several good experiences with congregations.  It’s interesting that these years in seminary were at the height of the Vietnam conflict when many were fleeing to seminary to avoid the draft. During his time at ABSW, he was one of only two students set on working as a traditional parish pastor.

However, that commitment was derailed for a time while he tried to understand how he could be both a pastor and a gay man. It was an enormous challenge in the early 1970s. The first openly gay man had been ordained by the United Church of Christ. So, it seemed like there might be a path forward. On the other hand, the American Baptist Churches USA was not the UCC, and the opportunities seemed slim to none. After spending time wrestling with these realities, he chose to step away from his calling once more and explore other career options.

But at the end of the summer of 1973 after he had graduated from seminary and spent time studying acting, he made a road trip from Berkeley to Boise to see his family, then on to Seattle to see friends, and back to the Bay Area. Driving all those miles alone he had time to reflect on the course his life was taking, and it became clear to him that he was running from his call. He returned to the Bay Area that fall and asked the pastor of his home congregation to pursue ordination as an openly gay man. Though somewhat surprised, his pastor agreed to support his request, and a long process was begun.

Of course, you recognize the young man was me. This was a crucial part of my coming to own my true identity as a gay man while also honoring my true call to ministry. That long and winding road covered 23 years with three failed examinations by a regional ordination commission before Lakeshore Avenue Baptist Church voted to give me local ordination in 1996. In a significant sense, this was enough for me, not only because ordination has historically been the work of local congregations in the Baptist tradition, but also because the good people of that congregation and I had journeyed together all those years. While not unanimous, their support had been unwavering. I believe with all my heart that ordination is not a formality; it comes from the heart of a beloved community that has examined a candidate, found them both called and worthy, and claimed them as their own.

So, on a hot Sunday afternoon, Gay Pride Sunday 1996, LABC west ordained me in a long and moving service. There were too many hymns, too many anthems, too many readings, and too many charges and it was all worth it to me. After all those years of waiting, it was a huge relief to finally have my call honored officially and ritually. It was not particularly surprising that I had over the years accumulated a lot of material which I wanted to include in a service. Today, we are reprising some elements of that service all these years later. And in a footnote, as far as I know, I was the first openly lgbtqia+ Baptist to be ordained.

Eventually the Evergreen Region of the ABCUSA officially recognized my ordination and made it standard in the ABCUSA system. In 2001 I was called to my first interim pastorate. Over the past 25 years I have served one settled and six interim pastorates. Complete with all the joys and challenges of parish ministry, this work has felt like a fulfillment of that long ago calling.

OK, enough history and background for now. Today’s texts are the same ones my friend and mentor, David Bartlett used at my ordination service, and I have even borrowed his sermon title, though I won’t be sharing his sermon from that day. But what of these ancient words? This week I wrote a piece for the national ABC Ministers’ Council’s newsletter in which I reflected a bit on Isaiah 43 and the meaning of ordination. I titled it “By Name I Have Called You.” This is some of what I shared with my clergy colleagues.

Ordination to professional ministry is a complicated thing, especially for a people who profess to hold to the “priesthood of all believers.” To address this, many churches record some announcement such as “pastor, So and So; ministers, the whole congregation.” And it is true, in the end, we all are called to serve. Much has been written to explain and justify the role of professional clergy – institutional guardian, servant leader, first among equals, shepherd of the flock, leader of the pack, even CEO. 

I realize that the current institutional structures of the church seem to require professional leadership, for both good and ill. It’s useful for the church as it currently exists to have some people set aside and trained to lead the congregation. But it can also be a liability, especially when it results in “Let the pastor do it. That’s what we pay them for, isn’t it?” So, ordination walks a fine line between one who lives among the people, facilitating the ministry of the whole congregation, the body of Christ and those who see themselves as the CEO or “head of the body” (a role scripturally reserved for Christ!)

I have no desire here to unpack this ongoing tension between call and practice. However, I do believe it is important to acknowledge it, if for no other reason than to keep us who claim the title of clergy humble and open to the roles to which we are called by both the God whom we serve and the people whom we also serve in shaping the work that we do. Servant leader is somewhere near where I want to land.

One of the texts for my ordination service was the familiar one from Isaiah 43 that Evann read. Though it may not be a direct application of the intent of this ancient word, over time we have latched onto the beauty of the prophet’s proclamation in which God says “I have called you by name, you are mine” and “Because you are precious in my sight, and honored, and I love you…” What lovely words to read over those who claim that they have heard this call in a unique way and have responded as Isaiah himself did, “Here am I. Send me” (Isaiah 6:8). What a profound gift to be deemed precious, honored, and, above all, loved by the Holy One and to offer oneself in service to such a One.

In the context of ordination these words take on special meaning, but in a larger sense they are fundamental to the Good News we are called to proclaim and, indeed, live out – not in some bid for sainthood or as superior beings but as servant leaders for a people who need to hear and claim the same truth for themselves. In one sense, clergy are mediators of the Word of God to the people with whom we walk and, indeed, to all of Creation. The amazing truth of the gospel is that God who created the universe, who spangled the sky with sun and moon and stars and caused rivers to flow and oceans to teem is also familiar with two tiny sparrows and has even numbered the hairs on the head, at least of those who still have hairs to count. “I have called you by name, you are mine…because you are precious in my sight, and honored, and I love you…” Professional or not, how can one not want to spread this Good News far and wide, even to the ends of the earth!?!

Working now in interim ministry, I recognize my role in both institutional maintenance and helping to envision a God-filled future for a congregation. I have been trained to do the work, and I have experience as part of my professional identity. I value the work I do, but in the end, the piece that most inspires me, that keeps me in the game at my advanced age is a deep desire to follow through on the call I heard now more than 60 years ago at 16 to give my life to “full-time Christian service.”

Then there is Paul wrestling with the church he planted in Corinth. In his context, he was trying to convince those church members of the rightness of his leadership, given competing voices and his distance from them. We don’t need today to dig deeply into the nature and outcome of this conflict, but Paul does offer some real wisdom as he tries to identify for the Corinthians, and maybe for himself, what it means to be their leader. 

As his key text on that hot June afternoon, David focused on this verse, “Therefore, since it is by God’s mercy that we are engaged in this ministry, we do not lose heart. “ He repeated several times the notion that I had been “mercied into ministry.” I suppose, among other things, he was acknowledging that I had not lost heart because I sensed that my call to ministry was by the mercy of God. I’m still not completely sure how that happens. Maybe because it’s still happening. But doesn’t this fit with the claim that God knows us and calls us by name? 

It is then by God’s mercy, God’s compassion, God’s love that we are engaged in ministry of any sort. As a result of this grounding in the Holy, we do not lose heart. We answer the call by saying “yes” and living out this Good News. “For we do not proclaim ourselves; we proclaim Jesus Christ as the Holy One and ourselves as your [ministers] for Jesus’ sake. For it is the God who said, ‘Let light shine out of darkness,’ who has shone in our hearts to give the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ.” To be “mercied into ministry” is, minimally, to let our little lights shine.

It’s true that as a youth, I had an incomplete vision of what it meant to answer the call, but I did feel that strong tug, which has never gone away, that sense that God had something for me to do and I needed to say “Yes.” That call has manifested in many ways over the years, and I pray that I am still learning and growing in my understanding of what it means to be a minister, engaged in “full time Christian service,” called by name, loved by God, mercied into ministry. I hope and pray that’s true for you as well, friends. 

Wherever the road may lead, hold on to these ancient words, these forming truths, “I have called you by name, you are mine…because you are precious in my sight, and honored, and I love you…” “Therefore, since it is by God’s mercy that we are engaged in this ministry, we do not lose heart” and we “let the light shine out of the darkness” in faithfulness to Jesus the Christ. Hear this good news and spread it far and wide as you are called and able. Blessings on the journey. Amen.
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