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Mother’s Day
Dear friends and members of St. Mark’s Church. How wonderful it is to see you here today, you who have meant so much to me and my family. Thank you for being here to wish us well as we move forward into the next phase of our lives. 

I chose the hymns today as part of my goodbye to you. I love the Processional Hymn “Ode to Joy.” It is upbeat, and makes me feel happy. And it includes medicine in it for driving the dark away. All too often religious faith can seem heavy and gloomy, self-righteous, or guilt-ridden. Beethoven’s music and Henry Van Dyke’s words remind us that religion should help lead us to gladness, and that happiness can be a holy thing. The words were written in 1907 when Van Dyke was on a preaching visit to Williams College. He wrote them in the upstairs guest room of the college president’s house, as he looked out his window onto the beautiful Berkshire Mountains. The hymn reminds us that life itself is the realm of the sacred, and that it is good to throw open the windows and let the sunlight and the air in. “Hearts unfold like flowers before thee,” Van Dyke writes. “Giver of Immortal Gladness, fill us with the light of day.” I love sunlight. I love the outdoors. And I love the happiness that can come to us sometimes and make us just glad to be alive. There is so much darkness and worry and suffering and unhappiness in the world. We need to reach out and help the suffering, but we also need to find the tonic of joy. 

After my friend Bishop Paul Moore lost his wife Jenny to cancer, he wrote he was so mortified and grief-stricken that at times he had to push it all away and escape his sorrows by entering into what he called a “bubble of light.” He would go on long walks, soaking up the sunlight, trying to just be in the present moment. “Ode to Joy” knows how much we need this kind of refuge. “Thou art giving and forgiving, ever blessing, ever blest, well-spring of the joy of living, ocean-depth of happy rest.” The hymn is about light and healing and finding happiness even in times of trouble. And finally it is about love. “Thou our father, Christ our brother, all who live in love are thine; teach us how to love each other; lift us to the joy divine.” May each of us find such moments of healing and love! And I hope in the future when you sing this hymn you will remember me.

I love our Gradual hymn for a similar reason—“Dear Lord and Father of Mankind.” (Today it would have been called “O Lord and Father of Humankind” so as not to leave out half of humanity.) It was written in 1888 by the American poet John Greenleaf Whittier and first used with this melody in the 1890s. It is a hymn meant to prepare us for quiet listening and contemplation, which is why I used it before the Gospel and sermon. Incidentally, I learned recently that in England this hymn was voted, in a BBC poll, the people’s second favorite hymn of all time. (In case you are wondering what the number one winner was, it was “How Great Thou Art.” Coincidentally, just a few days ago I heard that hymn being played in a subway station in New York by an old African American man, playing it on a saw with his violin bow. It was hauntingly beautiful and the man’s deep feeling and reverence came through the music.)
My first parish was in Philadelphia, where because of the Quaker influence many Episcopalians called themselves “Quakerpalians.” John Greenleaf Whittier was a Quaker and I love how his poem speaks of a yearning for a “deeper reverence,” and for us to be restored to our better selves—our “rightful mind” as he puts it. The hymn invites us to shed our strain and stress, to let go of our noisy strivings and the heats of our desires, and in the quietness of contemplation to draw near to what Whittier calls the “beauty of thy peace.” And of course I love the ending of the hymn, which revisits the story of Elijah at the cave. You will remember in that story from the Book of Kings how Elijah has been arguing with the Canaanite priests, whose gods include those of earthquake and storm. Exhausted and half-beaten the prophet retires to a cave where he is promptly visited by an earthquake, then a hurricane, then a great fire. It is enough to impress any seeker after God. And for too many people past and present God is principally seen as a great power—a frightening, punishing cosmic power demanding obedience. But Elijah did not find god in the earthquake, or in the wind, or in the fire. Instead he heard a still, small voice. And he listened. It was the voice of conscience, the voice of the God within. And it changed religious history. It would help lead to the sensitivity of Jesus 800 years later. “The kingdom of God is amongst you,” Jesus would say. “It is within you.” We are to let go of seeking after and worshipping power, and instead become deep listeners to ourselves and to one another. And so, each verse of Whittier’s hymn calls us into a deeper meditation, until finally all our noisy internal dialogue is stilled and with a quiet mind and heart we are prepared to listen. “Speak, thou still small voice of calm.”

Increasingly in the Bible the concept of God evolves. God begins as a kind of giant man walking in the Garden of Eden in the cool of the day. He becomes a warrior deity in the Book of Exodus, slaying his people’s enemies and demanding utter obedience. In later books of the Old Testament God becomes more feminine, and is associated with the gift of Wisdom.  And in sections of the New Testament God is simply called Love. This de-mythologizing process continues in Christian history. Take for example the 17th century Anglican poet George Herbert, who wrote the words for one of our communion hymns today. The word God is never mentioned in this hymn. Instead Herbert invokes very personal truths—“Come, my way, my truth, my life,” he sings. “Such a way as gives us breath, such a truth that ends all strife, such a life that killeth death.” The images proliferate: “Come, my light, my feast, my strength.” “Come, my joy, my love, my heart.” In strict theological terms all these wonderful invocations point beyond themselves to God. But the poetry can also be looked at the other way around. What we mean by the word “God” points back to our own spiritual journeys and highest aspirations—our personal quests to find our way, to discover our truth, and to be true to our own life. All these things we yearn for and even find from time to time—light and nourishment and heart’s joy—these are sacred to us. If you are looking for meaning these are the places to look—follow your heart, strive to live your own authentic life, be a peacemaker, dare to love, find your joy. These are the realms of the holy Herbert would tell us.

For the closing hymn today I chose another of my favorites—“Nun Danket,” or “Now Thank we all our God.” Like Herbert’s poem, it was written in the 17th century, by the German pastor and poet Martin Rinkhart during a time of terrible troubles in Europe. Three times during the Thirty Years War Rinkhart’s village was attacked and destroyed. But rather than despair he wrote these words of thanks, and they have lived on ever since. Faith is not just about what we believe to be true; it is about how we live our lives. To be thankful may be the highest form of faith. Thankful not just in good times but in bad times too. I’ll never forget the year I ran Thanksgiving Services here, and thirty different people responded to my invitation and stood up in this space and said what they were really thankful for. One person with tears in her eyes gave thanks for her teenage daughter sitting beside her. A husband gave thanks for his wife of many years and she smiled and blew a kiss to him. It was us at our most real and vulnerable. And they were holy moments. And so on this Mothers’ Day we will sing the wonderful words of “Nun Danket,” to the God of life—“who from our mothers’ arms has blessed us on our way, with countless gifts of love, and still is ours today.”

I’d like to close by briefly considering today’s gospel reading. Why on the day that I preach my farewell sermon to you, should the gospel be about Jesus’ farewell to his disciples? The last thing I would ever do is to compare myself with Jesus, and I refuse to rise to the bait. And yet since we are all in transition of one sort or another, maybe we can learn from this reading.

Jesus’ disciples are extremely worried about his imminent departure. They feel abandoned, according to John’s Gospel. They feel desolate. The Greek word for desolate is “orphanos”—they feel they are to be orphaned. And in a later passage in John Jesus acknowledges it. “Because I have said these things to you, sorrow has filled your hearts. Nevertheless, it is for your advantage that I go away, for if I do not go away the Counselor will not come to you.” Or in the words of today’s reading: “I am going away and I am coming to you….Do not let your hearts be troubled, do not let them be afraid.”

So the Gospel is about endings, but also about beginnings; about loss but also about comfort and assurances.

And as I told you in my letter this is not the end of our friendship. It is an important new step in Margie’s and my life, but we will still be around and hope to hear from you as we move forward. And my ministry will continue in new ways, most specifically focused on my NYU students and on my teaching, but also in other ways as life unfolds.

I wish you happiness, joy, light, and love as your lives continue. May Saint Mark’s go on to wonderful new things. May Eileen’s ministry here be blessed. And may God bless you all, and this fine parish. 

Amen
