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THE LAST WORD:
Reflections on Four and A Half Decades of Ordained Ministry

Just over forty-five yearsago (June, 1963) in the Diocese of M assachusetts, | was ordained a deacon,
and two yearslater a priest. Tonight marks my complete retirement from ordained ministry, and thisis, |
presume, my last word from a pulpit. Oddly enough, | am well prepared for thistransition. At any age
health nuisances can modify our daily living, and in thisregard, my withdrawal from ordained privilegesis
timely.

Although my primary profession wasin private and public higher education, | am very fortunate to
have served in awider “composite career” asawriter and in an eclectic mix of ministriesin New York,
Connecticut, and in recent yearshereat St. Andrew’s. In all of these undertakings, | have discovered a
common humanity with individuals and groupsliving in shades of darknessand Light. Weare all on
continuing expeditions that may include experiences that from time to time glow with joyful radiance and at
other times are shadowy or even dreadfully dark.

My three decades of fulltime service in higher education necessitated sensitive and impartial
clarifications of diver se philosophic and religious issues. At no time was my classroom used as a pulpit. In
fact, thevast majority of my studentshad no clue whatsoever that | also had therole of a clergyman, or for
that matter, that | am in any sense a Christian. Asyou may know, one of the objectives of undergraduate
philosophy professor s — regar dless of a course's specific focus — isto motivate, even provoke, studentsto
think analytically and logically, emotions aside as much as possible. | was not in the classroom to nurture
studentsin a particular faith or philosophy.

However, | am glad to say that within most Episcopal Church congregations, people are not expected
to leave their brainsat the door. Most clergy encourage “loving thoughtfulness” about life as Christian men
and women — which from timeto timeis entirely compatible with secular views. Yet, | readily admit that |
preach the Good News as| comprehend it and within very broad Episcopal Church parameters; in any case,
| am not any prelate’s parrot or puppet. Even though | may stretch the Church’s* generous orthodoxy” in
certain matters, the Episcopal faith community allows reasonable, loyal, infor med exploration, and dissent.
In addition, today’ s Church welcomes scientific information once it is firmly established. We are a body that
blends preservation and pioneering with their inevitable tensions. | certainly could have fit nowhere else!

Both 71 and born 3 daysand 100 miles apart, my partner Bob and | are“cradle Episcopalians’ — a
label for those who are baptized and raised from infancy within Episcopal congregations. Fairly recently we
even discovered that both of usbegan to serve as acolytes (in those days, “altar boys’) when we were 8.
From thetime we were 18, Bob has been at my side, and | at his— even when it was professionally necessary
to live somewhat apart. In any case, as a psychother apist-colleague once commented to me, “ You arethe
kite soaring aloft in a hurricane, and Bob isyour firm and steady anchor.” This metaphor is absolutely on
target — although these days| certainly do not soar at all!

Out of linewith many people's expectations, our family life has always come first for both of us— of
greater priority than our primary professionsin education, and additionally for me, of greater priority than
serving as an ordained minister. When we look at each other, we do not see our vocational roles and titles;
instead, we see a unique “ child of God” called, asare all human beings, to love and be loved as best we can;



we do not see “the other half” but a beloved, whole person who has chosen to live grounded within a great
Abrahamic heritage.

During all of these years, we have experienced the sluggish advance of human rights and
responsibilitiesin both church and state. Perhapslike some of you, in our circumstances (especially during
the 1950s through the early 90s), we chose to live somewhat defensively, rather deceptively, selectively self-
disclosed, and with each new step carefully designed - not only to survive as an employed family, but also to
win to the extent we could!

It was a wonder ful moment of Light in the 1980s when | could be self-disclosing to the Bishop of
Connecticut; he and his successors, aswell astheretired and current bishops of this diocese, have been very
supportive of us. Werealize that many dioceses, including othersin Florida and many other states, would
still exclude usfrom many or all ministries. Now, more happily public than we ever thought possible, we
intend to go to our next June’s fiftieth classreunion at Trinity Collegein Connecticut; therewe plan to
marry legally on the very campus, wherein 1955 our lifein concert originated. In the marriage ceremony
we intend to makeour first actual vowsto each other and thereby take asfar aswe can our relatively
inconspicuous participation in the cultural progress concerned with human diversity and civil rights.

| must confessto you that | am prepared for thistransition to a more complete retirement, not only
for reasons of health, but also because | have no “unfinished business” in my vocational life. In thethird
grade | informed my teacher, a Dominican Sister, that | wanted to become a Dominican priest. My
attraction to the Dominican Order was its commitment to preaching, teaching, sound scholar ship, and,
among ministries, the priest’srole in the Church’s sacramental life.

However, very early in my teens| realized that the three vows of poverty, chastity, and obedience
required by Dominicans (Anglican or Roman) wer e not a divine match for meat any level. Fortunately, the
Episcopal Church, which | had never seriously considered leaving, per mitted composite ministries;
however, it iseach aspirant’sresponsibility to preparefor ordination in addition to any other facets of hisor
her vocational roles. For me, it required 4 college years, 3 more of seminary studies, and the equivalent of 4
additional years of university graduate studies. | assureyou that the ambitions of that third grade boy have
been fulfilled with his enormous appreciation and sense of fulfillment. My decision to retire fully from
ordained ministry wasreached, aswith all major choices, collaboratively and optimistically with Bob and
also in consultation with our rector Fr. Rasmus. Indeed, it istimefor my “last word” in this setting.

Aschildren, Bob and | werevery fortunate to have been exposed to life affirming, rather than guilt
inducing, clergy and congregations. We wer e protected from the shadows of super stition, magic, hyperbole,
rigid legalism, simplistic Christianity, and liturgical excess. We never felt censured about sexual matters,
becausein our New England homes, churches, and schools such issues wererarely mentioned. Nonetheless,
psychological and legal oppression was an ongoing threat from the broader culture strongly influenced by
murky religious beliefs, severe gender traditions, and many forms of psychology (in recent decades,
generally an ally).

It isasad, hideousreality that those ill-practiced, formalized religions, certain “spiritualities,” laws,
and views laden with gloomy and per ver se narrow-mindedness, have been (and continueto be) among the
chief, sinister oppressors of their dehumanized human tar gets-of-the-day (or millennium)! Had we not been
nurtured in familiesand faith communities that stimulated Light rather than darkness, had we not studied
our tradition (aswell asothers) with learned professors, | suspect that early on we would have gladly
regjected all religions and spiritualities; we would have experienced them as our enemies lacking in
credibility. We naively took for granted our liberating Anglican/ Episcopal tradition of “agreeing to differ”
while experiencing unity in cor porate wor ship. Sadly, we quickly came to realize that many religious and
secular “schools of thought” and associations do not promote an “agreement to differ” and, in their



murkiness, are frequently destructive of the human spirit - thereby casting their adherentsinto emotional
and intellectual prisons.

For us, thevery foundation of our victory-still-in-progress isinherent in tonight’sreading from the
Gospé according to John. Thiswonderful language conveys its meanings within the beautiful mythologies
and wondrous events of thefirst Christmas. If we interpret this passage within a Semitic (rather than a
Greek philosophical) context we discover a wondrous proclamation. Briefly and perhapstoo simply stated:
in the cour se of time, about two thousand year s ago, the Creator's purposefor all human beings, poetically
speaking God's very Word, was personified in Jesus. In the New Testament portraits of hislifeand ministry,
wewitnesstheglory of God'sLight and plan for usall. We do not need to look any further for God's
common plan for our individual lives! For two millennia, we Christians have confessed that Jesusthe Christ
istheunique, exemplary image of God, like a son who has uniquely disclosed his Father's personal and
active Will of love.

For Bob and me, thisWord, thisanchor, will continue to ground us aswe continue to cherish each
day “in sickness and in health.” Tonight may be my “last word,” but the most significant first and last Word
for usall isevident in the One whose birth we celebrate this Christmas Season. Through God’s own Word, |
pray that we all receive the abiding Light and life of love, comfort, joy, and peace aswell asthe strength to
cope with shadows and darkness, now and always. Amen!

John 1: 1-18

In the beginning wasthe Word, and the Word waswith God, and the Word was of God. He wasin the beginning with
God. All thingswer e made through him, and without him was not any thing made that was made. In him was life, and
thelifewasthelight of all humanity. Thelight shinesin the darkness, and the darkness has not over comeiit.

Therewas a man sent from God, whose name was John. He came as a withess, to bear witnessto thelight, that all
might believe through him. He wasnot thelight, but cameto bear witnessto the light.

Thetruelight, which enlightensone and all, was coming into theworld. Hewasin theworld, and the world was made
through him, yet theworld did not know him. He cameto his own, and his own people did not accept him. But to all
who did receive him, who believed in his name, he gave the right to become children of God, who wer e born, not of
blood nor of thewill of theflesh nor of the will of man, but of God.

And the Word became flesh and dwelt among us, and we have seen hisglory, glory as of the only Son from the Father,
full of graceand truth. ... And from hisfullnesswe have all received grace upon grace. For the law was given through
Moses; grace and truth came through Jesus the Christ. No one has ever seen God; the Son, whoisat the
Father’s side, he has made him known.

[Some information: In Hebrew, the phrase “Davar Yahweh” (that is, the “Word of God”) includes the meaning “God'’ s purposes or
intentions.” “Davar” isalso tranditerated as “dabar.”) Additionally, the Hebrew name “Joshua’ means “Y ahweh is deliverance” (Y ahweh
isaprimary name for the biblical God). “Jesus’ is the Greek rendering of Joshua.]



