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Reading
“Life is Always Unfinished Business” by Rev. Richard S. Gilbert   (copy included at end) 

Sermon 
The Art of Good-Bye

When I was preparing for ministry, in one of the many evaluations (and believe me you are prodded, assessed, and labeled for years), I was described as ‘Earnest.’  

Really? Earnest. I was in seminary in my 50s. I had left a long career. I was learning to preach. I was attending protests and speaking out. I felt I was a bit edgy, even irreverent. 

So, “Earnest.” Really? 

Yet, ok, it sort of does fit. Dependable and trustworthy. Not necessarily a prophetic voice moving mountains, but someone who doesn’t miss deadlines. I show up. I’m reliable. I’m consistent. I try hard to do things right. 

If I just own the label, surely there must an ‘earnest’ way – a right way – to “do” good-bye well. To do so for your sake, and for mine.  

So, I read and checked in with peers. And yes, there are recommended practices for ‘good-byes’ in ministry; there are good practices for ‘good-byes’ in life. 

We’re doing some it right now. We’re taking time to say good-bye in stages. We’re telling stories of our connections. We’re sharing gratitude. We are going through rituals - the amazing party last Tuesday, this sermon, messages in the newsletter, a final Board meeting this coming week, and individual meetings. While not all good-byes come with the luxury of time and choice, this one does.

Here’s the thing. Doing good-bye well, or well-enough, does not make it easy. Doing good-bye well will not take away feelings of sadness. Doing so well will not take away regrets or doubts, or the uncertainty of what “after the good-bye” may be like. 

In his book “Transitions” author William Bridges notes that all transitions have “an ending, a neutral zone, and a beginning.” 

While it’s often said everything has a beginning, middle and an end, Bridges finds endings often gets short shrift; that endings are rushed through. By putting ‘ending’ first, he puts the spotlight on the exit as a necessary element of any transition. 
Sara Lawrence-Lightfoot in her book “Exit” notes, “Our culture seems to applaud the spirit, gumption, and promise of beginnings. We admire the entry, the moment when people launch themselves into something new, plans and execute a new project…moments of hope, optimism, and expectation. By contrast, our exits are often ignored or invisible.” 

Together we’re making my leaving from this congregation visible.

Bridges finds that the work of good-bye involves letting go both outwardly and inwardly. 

Outwardly, this congregation is part of what makes me recognizably “me.” When asked, for the last seven years I have replied, “I serve two congregations on the eastern shore of Maryland – one in Easton, and one in Chestertown.” 

It is a role that comes with expectations. Think of roles that do or have defined you – vocation, family, or skills. It’s part of how people know you. It is going to be hard to let go of this part of my public identity. 

Inwardly, when I plan my days and months, the questions of this congregation – individually and collectively – turn over in my head.  What are your challenges? Your hopes? How might I meet needs and aspirations? How might I lead and adapt?  

We’ve built our sense of one another over these years. We show up on Sunday mornings and greet one another. We sit and stand in rhythm. When you check emails, or read a column, or are thinking through life’s next steps, maybe you think of me. As your ties to this community have deepened, I’m some part of the swirl. At times in front, often to the side. 

We’ve built trust. When I say something that I think is risky – my take on the world or an invitation toward courageous action, you take it in. You ask questions, look skeptical or bored. You laugh. When the Board discusses concerns about the future – on finances, leadership, membership, or children – when we are at our best, there is an intimacy and honesty in the conversations. 

Before I ever interviewed for this position, this congregation had already experienced many endings…endings of ministries, of meeting locations, and of programs. You’ve said good-bye when members moved, and when they have died. 

Some of you who are newer are possibly thinking, “But I wasn’t here back then.” Yet, these endings are part of the group’s story, part of UUCR’s identity. 

My leaving is finding its way into your history. We’re naming of what has been, we are starting to have a glimpse of what is next. We are honoring our partnership. We’re being clear I will no longer be your minister after June 30. There is a blessing when there is the space to do ‘good-bye’ gracefully.

In the sermon I offered last October celebrating my 10-year ordination anniversary, I recapped parts of our shared ministry, and it has been a shared endeavor. 

Since your generous announcement of my arrival in 2017 in the local Kent County paper, I’ve worked with many Board Presidents - Pat, Dick, Carl, David, Nancy, Lynn and MQ, and the associated Boards, during my tenure. The reality of parish life is that leadership continually changes. 

I’ve led about 150 Sunday services, about 50 of these services shared in virtual format with UU Easton during Covid. 

My first sermon title was, “When the Newcomer is the Minister.” Other titles that jump out - “What Is Worth Our Bravery?” … “Trust: The Essence of Faith” … “Curiosity as a Life Practice” and “About that ‘Love Your Enemy’ Thing.” 

When Covid hit, almost immediately, we figured out how to connect virtually – we only missed one Sunday. Buried in a monthly minister’s report I found a ‘View Count’ sheet showing that during our first 3 months of virtual pre-recorded services – from March 22 to June 28, 2020 – we had 2,559 views of our services. For a small congregation, just wow. We continued online for another year - until July 2021.  

In early 2021, we were in a rhythm of virtual services. We’d figured out pre-recorded services and increased our skill set to include Zoom services. Covid vaccines were starting to roll out. Things were oddly smooth-ish. To kick-off the 2021, we had a light service planned for January 10, 2021: “Lessons from Dr. Seuss.”  

Then our capital was attacked on January 6. We pivoted and the service title became, “An Attack on Our Capital.” We shared where we were emotionally, reflected on a broader picture and offered time for lament. 

On Sundays we’ve reflected on the human condition, from the joys to the challenges. I’ve worked to help us do so through a Unitarian Universalist lens; to lift-up the common good through reason and mystery, and to do so in community. 

Some years we diligently (earnestly?) set specific goals for my ministry. Lynn G may recall for 2021-22 we agreed my focus for the year would be: to “reopen” UUCR well; to strengthen practices of inclusion; to expand leadership; and to deepen the congregation’s connections to Unitarian Universalism.

Did having goals help? Some years having specific guideposts felt useful. Other times, we let the work unfold together. 

You’ve seen a range of my leadership and ministry styles. You’ve witnessed my challenges – times I’ve missed seeing an issue or have been impatient, and you have offered me grace. Thank you. 

I’ve done my best to help you explore our UU theology. And we do have a UU theology. We are not about a single set of beliefs, but we have purpose in lifting our shared values, and caring for one another. We make meaning alone and in community. We are a covenantal faith. We promise in a unique way to form communities and to do so with space for difference. 

I’ve shared (over and over) that don’t see Unitarian Universalism as the best faith, or the right faith. It’s a fit for me. And with that view comes humility and respect for other ways people find truth to support their lives. No one path. That said, I do challenge extremism and fundamentalist strands of faiths which limit people’s ability to exit or to express freedom of conscience. 

And as I start to ramble here about ideas and perspectives, I realize how much we’re still in the midst of “stuff.” 

There is more I have to say. There is the ever-present list of what I’ve been meaning to do – the projects, classes and conversations. What are the next steps with the Transforming Hearts program? the idea for a women’s retreat? the potential to deepen community partnerships? the follow-up and outreach plans on the ‘RE’ letter? 

This coming week I’ll attend national ‘Ministry Days’ and General Assembly. By habit I’ll be imagining ways to bring back to you what I learn, and wondering what we might work on together…AND/BUT … the wake up, the reality: I’ll be gone.  

I am realizing a hard part of ‘good-bye’ is leaving the unfinished (and never-quite-started) work as it is.  

The earnest me wants to make a close to perfect hand-off to my successor. In my head the hand-off conversation churns something like,

“Hey. We got some things done around Issue X and Process Y. We’ve been seriously considering Possibility Z. Really, we did do a lot. I tried. We all tried. Your new ideas, please, please bring them – the congregation is ready. You could start from scratch…but you don’t have to… so much is sort of started …” 

Maybe it’s my plea for partial credit? 

I know this isn’t even necessary. You’ll be at a new beginning and all will be well. 

It is a reality check. Good-byes do happen as our lives and the world continue to flow. Even in predictable transitions, with time and space for a good good-bye, so much will not be tied up neatly. 

In our reading “Life Is Always Unfinished Business” we heard,

Do not rush to finish the picture;
Do not be impatient to complete the drawing.
From beckoning birth to dawning death we are in process,
And always there is more to be done.
But what do we do with this scattered incomplete ‘stuff’ as we say good-bye? 

For me this is where faith comes in. I’ve long comfortably interchanged the words ‘faith’ and ‘trust.’ 

Can I trust that of all we did together, what is useful to move forward will move forward? Can I have faith that your history will hold the important stories from the last seven years? Can I be brave enough to imagine my legacy will be tucked into your story well? Can I trust my hand-off will be good enough?  

In times of transition, parts can be explained and managed. Other parts, especially where relationships of deep care are in the mix, the essence of the transition feels beyond lists. 

For me it is helping to imagine placing all the unfinished ‘stuff’ in the open arms of that metaphorical God I understand as love. For me God is ultimate energy and a steadfast presence. A place for holding what needs to be laid down. 

Where do you go in times when you need grounding beyond what your head can handle? What helps you pause? Maybe nature – music – family – poetry – quiet – 

There is a need for a spiritual pause as a part of leaving. It is in the pause that we can be honest that good-bye hits us deeply. 

Sara Lawrence-Lightfoot reminds us, “Exits are not open-and-shut, not black and white; they are not ‘binary,’ Rather they are layered, messy, and interactive, and they are embedded in relationships.” 

In some mix of the loss, sadness, joy, and liberation, and more, we make changes.

On the ‘what happens next’ for the congregation, your new minister and I are working out a covenant. Literally this is an agreement we are writing out about the transition. It covers how I’ll limit contact with the congregation, and how we’ll work out gray areas. We’ll sign it. Please know this is to be sure you have space to work with your new minister. It's good standard practice during ministerial transitions. I'll be backing away from the congregation. We'll all feel this. 

As colleagues we’ll make ways for this to happen. You’ll help us. And we’re committed to continue to work on the UU Easton/UU Chester River partnership. Stay-tuned. 

Just writing this sermon has taken me a step closer to the ending we know is coming. What is my last paragraph here?

Basically it is this: 

It has been an incredible honor to be your minister. I will miss being in the role. I will miss you. These last seven years we have formed each other, time and again. We’ve trusted each other. We’ve done good work. I trust as we move through this ending into neutral space, in time we’ll in time find our ways to new beginnings. We’ll draw from the energy we’ve shared. What’s useful, will pass forward. I know I’ll always carry these years with me.

For today, let’s hold this special time of ending in a holy way, knowing we have touched one another. 

May It Be So


________________________
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“Life is Always Unfinished Business” by Rev. Richard S. Gilbert 
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In the midst of the whirling day,
In the hectic rush to be doing,
In the frantic pace of life,
Pause here for a moment.
Catch your breath;
Relax your body;
Loosen your grip on life.
Consider that our lives are always unfinished business;
Imagine that the picture of our being is never complete;
Allow your life to be a work in progress.
Do not hurry to mold the masterpiece;
Do not rush to finish the picture;
Do not be impatient to complete the drawing.
From beckoning birth to dawning death we are in process,
And always there is more to be done.
Do not let the incompleteness weigh on your spirit;
Do not despair that imperfection marks your every day;
Do not fear that we are still in the making.
Let us instead be grateful that the world is still to be created;
Let us give thanks that we can be more than we are;
Let us celebrate the power of the incomplete;
For life is always unfinished business.
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