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On July 4, 1939, (no, I was not born yet!), on the day of his retirement from the New York 
Yankees baseball team, Lou Gehrig stood in front of the fans to offer his valedictory speech. 
He began by saying, “….today I consider myself the luckiest man on the face of the earth. I have 
been in ballparks for 17 years and have never received anything but kindness and 
encouragement from you….” 

(You know I had to get a baseball illustration in here somewhere, because, after all, baseball is 
in the Bible. “In the big inning…” Get it? In the beginning? It gets pretty bad when you have to 
interpret a pun! But no more of those!) 

But that speech has always made an indelible mark on me through the years because it 
expressed values that were important in my own home, growing up as a kid. “Be thankful for 
what you have. Life as its adversities, but be thankful. Don’t regret what you don’t have.” 

Another reason I love that speech so much is that he mentions his mother and father who gave 
him so much of themselves. And I can’t help but feel that my parents would be proud of me 
today, as they were when I was ordained an elder in Wooster, Ohio. They made the trek up 
there for that; or when I was ordained as a Minister of the Word and Sacrament in Buckhorn, 
Kentucky; they made the trek over the mountains for that; or when I was installed here in 2000. 
Yes, they were here. But we all have those balcony people who are above us, who have inspired 
us to be the best we could be, don’t we? 

I am so grateful to all of you as well for the love and affection, the kindness and forbearance, 
the patience and forgiveness you have always showered upon me. You know, there are a lot of 
people who pass by this grand old church on Union every Sunday, and they have no idea of all 
the goings-on inside this sanctuary. I am today the luckiest man on the face of the earth. 

Through the years of building understanding and sharing concerns, agonizing over issues, 
raising more money than this church has ever done for our renovated Jones building (Yes, I was 
hoping that I could make it 39 years in the ministry without having a capital funds campaign, 
but this was well worth it!) But over the years the fabric of our lives has become closely 
interwoven. Your steadfast loyalty and support, your contagious enthusiasm and generous 
hearts, your acceptance (I don’t know if you have noticed or not, but I have a beard!), your 
elastic spirits, and your preservation of the freedom of this pulpit all mean more to me than 
mere words can express. (which, of course, as I have said before, is one of the reasons we need 
musicians…and artists….and poets….like Isaiah and Wendell Berry) 
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But now to a few final remarks. Notice I use the word final. It’s the same word that the Apostle 
Paul used when he said “Finally, brothers and sisters, farewell.” When I began to reflect on that 
word which Paul used so often, I discovered an interesting thing. Paul had a great difficulty 
ending his letters. Have you ever noticed that? He had difficulty saying good-bye. He would 
write “Finally, rejoice in the Lord,” to the Philippians, and then go on and on and on—pages of 
further words, until he said again, “Finally, whatever is true, whatever is honorable, whatever is 
just, whatever is pure, whatever is pleasing, whatever is commendable…” and he goes on. 
“Finally, be strong in the Lord,” he wrote the Ephesians…and he’d go on and on. 

This morning I can appreciate what Paul was up against. For to summarize some 700 sermons 
(but who’s counting), 330 funerals (but who’s counting), 315 baptisms, (but….) and 135 
wedding homilies (but who’s counting…wait a minute…I’m the one who is counting!). So I won’t 
begin to summarize them, or the 1560 sermons I have preached in my ministry. 

It’s a difficult, if not an impossible task to bring them all together into one “finally.” The way we 
say good-bye is important. We clergy spend a lot of time, as we did twice this week, making 
sure the good-byes of those who have lost loved one, and who we love project a sure and 
certain hope for the grieving families. Indeed, there is a sense in which all of life consists of one 
long sequence of “good-byes,” from the moment the baby says good-bye to the warm, 
nurturing womb, to that moment when we say good-bye to this world and those we love; and I 
would suggest that one of the tests of faith is the degree to which we learn to say “good-bye.” 

Paul wasn’t the only one who stretched his goodbyes out. The Gospels give an inordinate 
amount of space to Jesus’ parting. The Gospel of John alone devotes 5 of his 21 chapters just to 
Jesus’ farewell address to his disciples, including the two sentences in which he summarized 
what he was all about that I read earlier: Love one another, just as I have loved you. He then 
prayed that they be protected, and that they be one. It’s a touching, poignant scene, for he 
loved them; they had been through a lot together; and yet he knew the disciples would never 
rise to their potential until he left. 

Preacher Gordon was a legendary, much loved, long time pastor of the First Presbyterian 
Church of Gainesville, Florida. He was an old bachelor and over the years had endeared himself 
to that congregation, and particularly to older widows and single women of the church—some 
of who took it as their calling to take proper care of Preacher (even coming every Tuesday to do 
his wash!) Well, in time one of Preacher’s devoted ladies moved away. A couple of years later, 
she returned for a visit, came to church on Sunday, and after the service shaking Preacher’s 
hand, she said what no one should ever say, “Preacher, I’ll bet you don’t even remember my 
name.” To which Preacher responded—in what has to be the classic comeback—”Darlin,’ I had 
to forget your name in order to get on with my work.” 

Neither Paul nor Jesus minimized the pain of parting, but both wrapped their partings in a 
promise. “I send the promise of my Father upon you,” Jesus said. “The peace of God will be 
with you,” Paul wrote. Parting is proper when it is empowering. Parting is proper when it 
imparts hope. Parting is proper when it offers promise. 
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So I want to remind you something of the promise today, that which I have tried to make the 
core of my preaching and my ministry, and why (although I don’t know how or where or what) 
why I will continue to be involved in the problems of racism, and homophobia, and politics, and 
children’s rights and more; to continue my questioning of those social processes and 
institutions which degrade and dehumanize and take away our freedom. And that means 
sharing with you what the man, Jesus the Christ means to me. And I want to do it as simply as 
I can. 

I have loved being a Presbyterian. I have served on any number denominational boards and 
committees, and I made connections with really good people far and wide; I have seen the 
church’s work around in this city and around the world, places like Cardenas, Cuba; I could go 
on. But sometimes I have had to caution myself that I not get so involved in the paraphernalia 
of religion, in what people have said and fought over, that I miss the Savior. We talk about 
doctrines (and as you know, I love our theology!); we use theological words that sometime I 
don’t even understand; we pray beautiful formal prayers, we recite ancient creeds, which we 
will do in a few minutes; and we forget all about that Man who walked the dusty roads of 
Galilee and painted word pictures so that people could understand. There have been times 
that I, and perhaps you, have gotten so involved in the busy-ness of the church, that we forget 
the Lord of the church. 

There is a story (that I have never shared with you…so much to share and so little time!), but it 
is about Leonardo da Vinci. When he had finished his famous picture of the Last Supper, he did 
what was often the custom back then, and he invited his students to see it unveiled. When they 
saw it for the first time, they gasped a chorus of ooh’s and ah’s—and each of them commented 
upon the intricate patterns, the delicate texture, the beautiful artistry…of the tablecloth. 
Leonardo reached for his brush, dipped in the paint, and with one sweeping stroke blocked out 
the lacework. “You fools,” said da Vinci. “Look at the Master’s face. Look at the Master’s face!”  

What I’ve tried to say from this pulpit and elsewhere is that we follow a God who has shown us 
the very face of God. Behind all the trappings, behind all the paraphernalia of religion, behind 
all the machinery and organization, behind all the long-range planning, there stands the form of 
the Holy One—the Free One—making demands on us, calling us to “Follow me.” You see, above 
and within this marvelous, mysterious, fascinating, exhilarating universe is a God who loves us 
and cares for us—a God who is interested in you and me. We matter to God. 

And…this is where I love our theological tradition…what goes on in our churches, our homes, 
our hospitals, in our neighborhoods; what goes on in our inner cities, on the border, in the 
White House, the halls of Congress, school boards, and on Wall Street, all matter to God. God is 
concerned about the way we treat each other, about the kind of language we use—language 
that divides or language that heals. God is passionately interested in what we do with this 
world, for it is God’s world. 
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We have two basic functions—to love God with all our hearts, soul, mind and strength-living as 
closely as we are able to do God’s will—and to love our neighbor as ourselves (and don’t forget 
that healthy love for self!), knowing that in each neighbor, each contact you make, each person 
you read about in the paper, each image you see in the mirror, is the very image of God. 

Now how do we know this? Well, we didn’t just dream it up. We know this because God loved 
us so much, was so deeply committed to this world—that God sent Jesus to show us this is the 
way it is. He was a mirror of our humanity, and a window to God. And God was not confined to 
Jesus, but was defined by Jesus. (If we are interested in true inter-faith relationships, that’s a 
good place to start.) And he said in his own way, “Wait, you’ve gotten off the track. You think 
you can find happiness through things, but you’ve missed the joy of a touch. You think you can 
find peace through guns and bombs and threats, but you’ve missed the happy squeal of a child. 
You think you can find security through power, but you’ve missed the humanizing feeling of 
tentativeness, and it’s going to lead to your destruction. So, (God says)here is my Son. Follow 
him, and he will show you what you are supposed to look like. Make yourself captive to His way 
of life, and you will find freedom.” 

And he embodied, he brought to life all that people had heard and read about a liberating God. 
No longer were truth and justice and freedom and love mere words. For he brought love to life. 
Even on his way to Jerusalem, with all that meant, he had time to stop and talk to a blind 
beggar. He was compassion. He brought it to life by eating and drinking with the outcast and 
the socially unacceptable. He was forgiveness. “Let those without sin cast the first stone.”  

And through his life, and death, and resurrection, (for even death could not hold him), through 
that living parable, the promise began to take hold, and his people formed a support 
community called the church, which at its best literally turned the world’s values upside down. 
And everything we do here…everything…stems from that promise. The way we greet people 
and extend hospitality to those entering our doors. They just might be angels in disguise, the 
Bible tells us. If there is a better, dynamic duo of greeters than Delois Cunningham and Mark 
Jones, I have yet to meet them. Delois with her quiet, but radiant smile; and Mark with his 
contagious authentic enthusiasm. 

And there are baptisms in which the parents and the congregation make promises. 315 
baptisms (did I tell you that?). We had a baptism the Sunday after 9/11. It was Olivia Hettinger 
(who is now going off to college!). And I remember quoting Elie Weisel who said that in their 
tradition when a funeral procession meetings a wedding procession at an intersection, the 
funeral procession yields to the wedding procession.  “You know the respect we have for the 
dead,” he said. “But joy and life always take priority.” 
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We’ve had baptisms in hospitals, late at night. There was a baptism of triplets. (Can you imagine 
the planning it took to figure that one out? “Let’s see, do we do them alphabetically? And 
should I carry all three at once down the aisle?” ) And just a few months ago Jared and Jarad 
brought their twin infants to be baptized. Do you know that it wasn’t that long ago that a gay 
man came to me and didn’t know if he could join this church because if he ever had a child, 
could that child be baptized? 

A number of you have asked, “Why retire now?” And the first answer is that, simply, it is time. 
Time for me and time for the church. And the other answer was provided years ago by 
someone else who retired: “You don’t want to make a church happy twice…when you come 
and when you go.” 

It’s been 19 years, which is a long time in pastoral years when the average pastoral stay is about 
seven years. In fact, I have been here so long that Facebook did not even exist when I first 
came. 

And ministry takes a toll on you. It breaks your heart when people you love go through hard 
times; it also lifts you to heaven because of those same people who become a part of your 
life—and who really are better at living the Christian life than I am. 

I mentioned the baptisms. There are also the weddings. The very first wedding I did here was 
Buddy Eddins and his beloved Peggy. Buddy was a young whipper snapper of 70 years of age. 
I had to put aside my pre-marital counseling books for that one…and they are still married.  
Weddings here, in the chapel, in homes, outside. And a very special wedding two years ago, 
very traditional in so many ways…Gina Lopez and Laura Russell sealed their promises to each 
other to live together in plenty and in want, in joy and in sorrow, in sickness and in health like 
so many before them….and then we gathered at the table. 

And the funerals, the memorial services. I remember early on coming into this empty sanctuary 
accompanied by a young couple who had just lost a baby in stillbirth. And as dusk was falling 
and the stained-glass dimming, I read scriptures and prayers with those parents, and even in 
those hard times, the church projected the promise…and the hope…of our faith. There were 
some services that were terribly hard—accidents, suicides, people dying well before their time; 
but also many, many saints of this church upon whose shoulders we are now standing, and 
whom we commended to God, because, after all, as you have heard me say, in life and in death, 
we belong to God. 

There were the hours of counseling where you came to me with burdens that were breaking 
your heart; I wish I had more answers, but together we tried to figure out where to go from 
there. 
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But I also have to thank you for this freedom that you have given me…in the pulpit…but to 
project that promise outside these walls.  It hasn’t always been easy, sometimes downright 
controversial.  Shortly after I arrived here the nation was sounding the drumbeat of war in Iraq; 
I think 85-90% of Americans supported that invasion. But the church did what the church does 
best. We gathered Muslims and Jews and Catholics and Protestants here in our garth, and we 
prayed, we read scriptures from our traditions, we sang, and we projected the promise of that 
day when swords would be beaten into plowshares, and spears into pruning hooks. 

And I don’t know if I have ever been as proud of a church as I was when Idlewild had extended 
an invitation to the Covenant Network of Presbyterians to have a conference here. It was a 
Presbyterian group whose purpose was to work for the full inclusion of the LGBT community 
into the life of the church. I was on their board and on behalf of the session extended an 
invitation to them. Well, some of our brethren and sistren around our presbytery heard about 
this and as time grew closer, we received about 20 letters from other sessions and pastors 
asking us, imploring us to withdraw the invitation. The session met again discussed and prayer, 
and voted overwhelmingly to keep the invitation and open our doors widely, because that’s 
what we do. We lost a few members, but think of what we gained! 

And through it all, you are the ones who have given me the courage when I found it lacking 
inside of me; the hope, when at time I might have found it easy to yield to despair. And all I can 
say is “thank you.” 

Harry Emerson Fosdick, one of the great preachers of the 20th century, said upon his 
retirement, “If I have a thousand lives to live in this century, I would go into the parish ministry 
with every one of them.” I don’t think I would go that far. If I had a thousand lives to live in this 
century, I might use a few to do something else…maybe play first base for the Atlanta Braves, 
or sing tenor for the Metropolitan Opera. But seeing as though I have only one life to live on 
this earth, I am grateful that God called me to be a pastor, grateful to God for Patti, my wife, 
and indeed the luckiest man on the face of the earth.  

So finally, brothers and sisters. “Do justice, love kindness, and walk humbly with God.” “Love 
one another as Christ has loved you.” “For you are no longer strangers and sojourners, but you 
are the fellow-citizens with the saints, and members of the household of God, built upon the 
apostles and prophets, and Christ Jesus himself.” “Brothers and sisters, please keep in mind 
that whenever you meet any person, high or low, rich or poor, you are dealing with God.” 

“Finally, brothers and sisters, be strong in the Lord. Rejoice in the Lord.” “Whatever is true, 
whatever is honorable, whatever is just, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is 
gracious, if there is any excellence, if there is anything worthy of praise, thing about these 
things.” 

“Finally, brothers and sisters, farewell. Live in peace, and the God of love and peace shall be 
with you.” 
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Benediction: 

It was hard for the Apostle Paul to say good-bye because he loved those people. But he didn’t 
always like them. (Read some of his letters!) There are two basic differences between Paul and 
me: I not only love you, but I like you! And the Apostle didn’t have the advantage of knowing a 
Presbyterian minister who often sang this “benediction.” His name was Fred Rogers: 

It’s you I like. 
It’s not the things you wear. 
It’s not the way you do your hair. 
It’s you I like. 
The way you are right now 
The way down deep inside you 
Not the things that hide you 
Not your toys-- 
They’re just beside you. 

But it’s you I like— 
Every part of you. 
Your skin, your eyes, your feelings 
Whether old or new. 
I hope that you’ll remember 
Even when you’re feeling blue. 
That it’s you I like 

It’s you yourself. 
It’s you. 
It’s you I like. 

___________________________ 
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