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[1
st
 reading: Genesis 31:44-49] 

[Psalm: Sirach 6:7–8, 14–17] 

[2
nd

 reading: Romans 5:1-11] 
[Gospel: John 15:9-17] 

[Liturgical date: Pentecost 7A]  
[Location: USNA] 

Grace to you and peace, from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. Amen. 

Recently there was a gentleman who retired from the US Naval Academy named 

Ernest Smith.  Now, some may have no idea who Ernest Smith is, but you would have 

a hard time finding someone who does not know who Smitty is.  Smitty has served as 

a barber here at the Academy since 1981 – that is 33 years.  That is certainly a long 

time, especially when you consider the fact that he had already been here for a couple 

of years when our Deputy Commandant, Col Shea, arrived as a plebe. 

However, we also had another gentleman retire a few months ago, Tony Tripodi, 

who most people know as “Tony the Tailor.”  Tony retired after a mere 49 years of 

service here.  To put that in perspective, Tony had already been here for 5 years by 

the time Admiral Miller showed up as a plebe, and 6 years by the time the CNO, 

Admiral Greenert, came to our fair institution on the banks of the Severn. 

Coach Al Cantello has been serving as – and continues to serve as the head 

cross country coach since 1963.  That is 51 years and it is startling when you realize 

he began here during the Kennedy administration. 

The big winners to me are Herbert and Zelmyra Fisher from James City, NC.  

You see, Herbert and Zelmyra married on May the 13th, 1924.  In other words they 

married when Bancroft Hall only had 4 wings and the same year that Admiral Rickover 

pinned on LTjg.  In 2010 they celebrated their 86th wedding anniversary, and quite 

nearly made it to their 87th anniversary before Herbert died at the tender age of 105.  

They were interviewed around the time of the 86th anniversary and asked the “secret” 

to their longevity, loyalty, and faithfulness.  Zelmyra, as quick as ever, replied, “There 

isn’t any secret.  It was only God that kept us together.” 

During the course of my tour here I have interacted with many employees, 

professors and staff, and I am continually impressed.  You see, for a typical person on 
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active duty our tours here are 3 years, but our civilians and permanent military 

professors are really just getting warmed up when they reach 10 years.  I would 

encourage you to ask around, as I often have; you will be astounded at how many 

people here have been serving at the Naval Academy for more than 20 years, and 

really see no reason to stop any time soon. 

As I consider their loyalty and faithful service here I am quite positive that most of 

them have been offered more money, more prestige, more power, etc. to consider 

going other places.  Yet, still they choose to stay.  Why?  I mean, really, why would 

they choose to stay when they could get so much more by going other places?  The 

reason: loyalty.  Their loyalty springs from love.  It is not loyalty or love of buildings, but 

instead for the love of the people, and most specifically love of our midshipmen. 

Often, this is not an easy choice to make.  It is often very easy to stray or to quit.  

Yet, love that generates that kind of loyalty really makes this so that it is no burden at 

all.  I am confident that with this loyalty our joy is truly complete. 

As we continue to reflect on the Mission of the Naval Academy, this week we are 

looking at a sense of loyalty.  Specifically our mission begins by stating that we are, 

“To develop midshipmen morally, mentally, and physically and imbue them with the 

highest ideals of duty, honor, and loyalty.”  Over the previous few weeks we have 

looked at Moral Development, Sense of Duty, Sense of Honor, and now – Sense of 

Loyalty.   

Moral development really contains these three elements of duty, honor and 

loyalty.  However, loyalty is a bit different than duty and honor because loyalty is not 

one of those things that you can teach through formal instruction or training.  For us to 

imbue loyalty is going to require a bit more.  Imbuing loyalty requires trust and 

faithfulness.  Imbuing loyalty requires a relationship, and specifically a close 

relationship.  To me, our gospel reading for today gives us a great model for imbuing 

loyalty. 

In John 15 Jesus addresses his disciples as friends.  Now, with Jesus addressing 

them as friends this does not discount the relationship between Jesus and his disciples 
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as Lord and master to disciples.  There were not inappropriate boundaries crossed, 

and there was no violation of the UCMJ Article 134 on fraternization – it is good to 

know that we do not have to put Jesus into the conduct system.  Instead, Jesus took 

the existing relationship to a whole new level.  Jesus took it to a level that we 

experience as loyalty; a level where Jesus said that joy is complete. 

In Jesus’ conversation with his disciples he tells them of love, the love between 

the Father and the Son, as the model for Jesus’ love for his disciples as well.  He then 

went on to tell them to love one another, as I have loved you.1  This is really the only 

commandment that is mentioned in the Gospel of John.  There are no 613 

commandments, rules, and regulations.  It is simply for us to love as Jesus has loved.  

Well, perhaps it is not so simple after all because love as I am comfortable that is easy.  

But, to love as Jesus loved – that is a different story because I am not sure I can go 

that far. 

Jesus told his disciples, “No one has greater love than this, to lay down one’s life 

for one’s friends.”2  Jesus stated this.  Jesus lived this.  Jesus died this.  Jesus laid 

down his life for his friends.  Jesus laid down his life for you and for me.  THAT is 

loving as Jesus loved.  So, perhaps loving as Jesus loved is not so easy, but it is what 

we are called to do. 

Class of 2018, the message in today’s sermon is a bit different than what we 

typically have during Plebe Summer because normally you are the target.  Today, 

however, you are the beneficiary.  That being said, I ask you to still pay attention 

because you are being put on notice.  I am putting you on notice that you have a job to 

do that will be yours to assume on behalf of the class of 2019, and 20, and 21, etc.  In 

short, it will be yours for all who fall under your leadership after this. 

The mission of the Naval Academy is to imbue in midshipmen loyalty.  Class of 

2018 you are those midshipmen.  We, your detailers, your leadership, your chaplains, 

                                           
1 John 15:12 

2 John 15:13 
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your staff, your professors, your sponsors, your community of faith – this mission is our 

mission on your behalf.  We owe this to you, because we cannot expect from you what 

we do not give to you.  Loyalty never grows in you unless we first give you ours.  We 

are called to love you and lay down our lives for you, our friends, daily. 

Christ did not withhold his loyalty from his disciples until they were first loyal to 

him.  God did not wait for us to love him until God loved us.  God did not wait to send 

his Son to redeem us until we were righteous enough to welcome him.  God did not 

wait to give us life until we deserved it.  Instead, God loves us – always has and 

always will, even before we love God.  God sent his Son, at the peak of our sinfulness.  

God gave us life by grace as a free and undeserved gift.  And Christ, gave loyalty to 

his disciples from the very beginning.  He gave his life to us as a gift of friendship, 

loyalty, and love.  Christ imbued in his disciples loyalty through his love and his loyalty.  

Herbert saw Zelmyra as his treasured bride for nearly 87 years and as Zelmyra said 

there was no secret to it – God kept them together.  For Jesus the church is the “bride 

of Christ.”  We, the church, have been his bride now for more than 2000 years and 

counting, and it is God who keeps us together thorough his love and loyalty. 

Friends in Christ, we cannot possibly expect loyalty from these midshipmen until 

we are loyal to them.  We cannot expect their faithfulness until we prove ourselves 

faithful to them.  The most senior among us are servants to the most junior; not the 

other way around.  Each rank we achieve is so that we may serve more efficiently; not 

so that we may be served.  The extra privileges that we get with rank and position is so 

that we may better serve. 

Smitty the barber, Tony the tailor, Coach Al, they got it.  Herbert and Zelmyra got 

it.  All who get it get the fact that there is true joy in laying down your life for your 

friends.  But, ask those who get it, who are able to demonstrate that faithfulness.  Ask 

them why they give so much and why they do not go for “greater” as the world sees 

greater in money, power, and prestige and I guarantee you will hear that someone 

before them imbued loyalty in them.  You will hear that someone was loyal to them 

first.  And now, that loyalty keeps going strong many years later. 
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During my little over three years here at the Naval Academy I have had the honor 

of laying to rest 62 souls in funerals and committals.  They ranged in age from infant to 

their 90’s, and each and every family was unique as was the person we were there to 

honor.  They were each a unique child of God.  Unique to the Naval Academy alumnus 

however was the loyalty that they demonstrated.  I cannot remember a single alumnus 

that I was involved in their final journey here to the Academy where classmates and / 

or family members of classmates did not show up.  This includes classes going all the 

way back to the 1930’s where still from a sense of loyalty they came and shed a tear 

for their brothers and sisters and bid them fair winds and following seas. 

Recently, I had the distinct honor of presiding at the memorial service and 

reunion for the class of 1945.  The class of 1945 actually graduated in 1944 in support 

of the war efforts.  From that class approximately 35 alumni showed up along with 

about 60 family members, and they came from all over.  Many of them came fully 

aware of the fact that this would most likely be the last time that they saw each other, 

but still they came.  And why did they come?  They came out of a sense of loyalty to 

each other – not the buildings, not the institution itself but their brothers who they love 

so much. 

Class of 2018, you cannot possibly understand this fully today, but in the years to 

come wild horses will not be able to keep you from gathering with one another.  No 

clock will keep time, but you will always be there for each other and your respective 

families.  Your love for each other will astound you.  Nothing – and I mean nothing – up 

to and including the laying down of your own lives will be too great a price to pay for 

your brothers and sisters from the class of 2018. 

Now, for the rest of the congregation, we owe these, our friends, our loyalty – 

first.  Start where Christ started: they are our friends and not our servants.  We love 

them, as Christ loves us – this is Christ’s command to us.  This means that we with joy 

willingly lay down our lives for them, daily.  In this we are loyal to them.  We have and 

we will continue to open our hearts to them.  We have and will continue to open our 

homes to them.  We pray for them, we encourage them.  We laugh with them when 
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they laugh and we cry with them when they cry.  In short, we love them unconditionally 

and sacrificially.  We are their servants.  God imbues us with his love, keeping us loyal, 

keeping us faithful, and keeping us together.  This is a gift that we first received from 

God, and now we are called to give that gift away to others.  This is our holy calling 

and our ministry. 

Dear friends, I stand before you today for my final time in worship here as one of 

your chaplains.  I am mindful of the fact for me that one of my greatest joys ever has 

been to be your servant and serving our Lord simultaneously.  Few have the honor to 

serve at the Naval Academy, and when I was the age of the class of 2018 I truly 

wanted to come here.  Although it only took me an additional 30 years I made it, and I 

am thankful. 

Although we are going our separate ways, my love for you and this community 

does not come to an end and neither does the relationship that we enjoy with one 

another.  You have embraced my incredible wife, Emma, our daughter, Maggie Rose 

and I with the love and peace of Christ, and for that we give your our humble thanks 

and praise. 

Leave you – as Paul left Corinthian community, “Finally, brothers and sisters, 

farewell. Put things in order, listen to my appeal, agree with one another, live in peace; 

and the God of love and peace will be with you. Greet one another with a holy kiss. All 

the saints greet you. The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God, and the 

communion of the Holy Spirit be with all of you.”3 

                                           
3 2 Corinthians 13:11-13 


