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Most of us have a hard time saying good-bye. 
I imagine most of us might agree with the English novelist  
Jane Austen when she wrote, 
Of all horrid things, leave-taking is the worst. 
Nevertheless, as painful as many leave-takings can be, 
saying good-bye well is just as important,  
perhaps even more important, than saying hello. 
The first time I considered the importance of  
how we say good-bye was during my chaplaincy 
training summer at Overlook Hospital. 
Our final discussion unit was on  
the importance of how we say good-bye. 
Our supervising chaplain warned us against  
a wide variety of leave-taking maneuvers,  
the worst one being what he called 
the “Lone Ranger” good-bye— 
you know, slipping out when no one is looking  
without even saying good-bye  
so that everyone ends up looking around at each other  
saying “who was that masked man?” 
That discussion made me realize that saying good-bye  
with thoughtfully and with thankful intention is a blessing. 
It lays the groundwork for healing and for going on.  
Most of all, it is important to bear witness— 
to acknowledge the blessings of God in our 
relationships, and the times and seasons of our lives— 
from their beginnings to their endings. 
And so it is especially important . . . as difficult and even tearful as it may be . . .  
to bear witness today of the times and seasons  
of this congregation’s life together, 
it’s mission and ministry that, by the grace of God, 
planted and nourished seeds of faith, hope and love for almost 87 years. 
 
We’ve come together today because we are saying goodbye 
with thanksgiving and thoughtful intention  
to one particular form of the body of Christ.  
We are sad, even heart-broken. 
It is certainly not something we ever wanted to do.  
And yet, it is a faithful and bold decision. 
Which makes today particularly bittersweet. 
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Over the past 86+ years from the time  
of the 60 founders in May of 1927 to now,  
members of Redeemer devoted countless hours 
and a goodly number of years to sharing the gospel. 
As Pastor Charles Austin likes to point out— 
The real story of a congregation, [however,]  
cannot be fully told by recounting the events and dates of its history— 
its pastors, activities, building programs and finances. 
The real story of a congregation probably can never be told  
because that story would involve the deep spiritual  
and secular lives of the many thousands of people 
touched by the gospel as proclaimed  
from [this] congregation’s pulpit, taught in [these] classrooms, 
and celebrated at [this] altar . . . 
[What is more, it] would have to include the impact of the global ministry of the entire 
Church— 
Because, the worldwide body of Christ, 
which all of us here today and all those who have ever sat in these pews take part in 
are a part of our history as well. 
 
And so, our mission as members of the body of Christ 
does not happen as much here in this place as it is to happen out in the world. 
Our mission, our directive is always to be agents of the gospel in the world, 
proclaiming good news in word and deed, 
serving with and for the poor, and seeking justice in the name of Jesus. 
 
In each and every generation, and throughout its times and seasons, 
the members of this congregation did many of these good things by faith  
in the name of Christ. 
 
To be sure, over these 87 years, there were seasons of conflict  
as well as times when difficult decisions needed to be made. 
After all, whenever two or three are gathered in the name of Christ,  
someone’s toes are going to get stepped on 
and invariably someone spills the milk. 
Through all the very trying times, even during the times of hurt and even betrayal, 
God’s grace has been sufficient for us. 
 
And God’s grace is sufficient and will continue to be sufficient for us always.  
And to this gift of God’s amazing grace we bear witness with thanksgiving today. 
 
Hear once again, the words of Jesus to us— 
“Very truly, I tell you, unless a grain of wheat falls to the earth and dies, it remains just a 
single grain; but if it dies, it bears much fruit. Those who love their life lose it, and those 
who hate their life in this world will keep it for eternal life. Whoever serves me must 
follow me, and where I am, there will my servant be also.” 
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In the context of the John’s gospel, Jesus was referring  
to his imminent crucifixion and resurrection,  
but in a broader sense, Jesus speaks to every treasure we have,  
especially the greatest gift—life itself. 
It includes his teaching found in the gospel of Matthew  
about the talents given to the different stewards— 
a teaching that applies to each of our lives.  
If we hang back, protecting ourselves from the challenges of life, we remain no more 
than a seed, valuable for our potential, but otherwise useless. 
  
Christ calls us and equips us for discipleship— 
Which, as Dietrich Bonhoeffer both preached and experienced, 
means that in answering the call to discipleship  
we are called to die to our selves in order to serve others, 
to risk failure and even destruction  
so that we might live out our baptismal identity, 
that we might throw ourselves completely into arms and the will of God.  
 
Some seeds serve a dual purpose:  
they serve as food, as well as filling their essential function as seeds.  
But all seeds share an inherent power to become something far greater than what they are.  
By God’s grace, we share this inner dynamic with seeds.  
If we fall into the ground and die, as a seed does when it is planted,  
we can become radically greater—and of greater use—than we are now. 
 
Falling into the ground and dying is  
the necessary precondition of this growth and greater usefulness.  
But, without doubt, it is a risky, frightening, even painful thing to do.  
We tend to resist it.  
When we meet the challenges of life, our natural inclination is to work,  
to fight, to do what we have to do to overcome them.  
But our greatest power to accomplish things  
is a power we find only when we surrender;  
only when we let ourselves fall into the ground and die.  
That is, we succeed best when instead of trying, we surrender,  
that is when we let ourselves serve as a medium, an instrument for the power of God. 
 
It takes courage to move into the unknown,  
even when we know that the safe place offers false security 
and the unknown promises us a greater intimacy with God  
because it requires faith and hope.   
Giving up the familiar and reaching out  
with open hearts, minds and hands towards the One  
who promises transformation and new life makes us feel vulnerable— 
maybe even foolish or naïve.   
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But, this is the very place that Danish theologian and writer  
Soren Kierkegaard described as “the leap of faith at the crossroads.”  
This is the nature of our Christian identity and daily living. 
It is also the nature of our human condition.   
It seems the only way to go forward,  
in fact to become spiritually mature in Christ,  
is to give up our illusions of control and stretch out our hands to God,  
trusting that God wants nothing less than for us to be holy, brave and free. 
But first we have to surrender, to die to the old, and rise again to new life. 
Throughout these past weeks of Advent and through Christmas, 
we have heard good examples of all this 
in Mary’s humble openness to God’s will, 
in Joseph’s obedience of faith, 
in the shepherds rejoicing and proclaiming the good news, 
in the Wise Ones following the light of a star 
that led them to the most improbable place to find God— 
in a child wrapped in strips of cloth, 
lying in a dirty, smelly animal’s manger. 
The leap of faith at the crossroads nearly always brings us to places  
we could not imagine or even choose for ourselves. 
It is—as many of us have come to experience—so often the road less traveled. 
 
This is what Christ wants for us not just individually  
but also corporately as the living stones of the Church— 
I fear, while this building is precious to our memories and to us, 
it is not necessarily as precious to God. 
What is precious to God is each one of you— 
your life of faith, your discipleship, your royal priesthood. 
 
And so I want to say to each of you—God is not done with you. 
The One who promises is faithful . . . in all times and in all seasons and in all places. 
 
It has been a blessing to me to serve with and for you  
and to be partners in the gospel with you in this place. 
Thank you for making me a pastor. 
 
You have done everything possible to honor the legacy of those who came before you.  
You’ve done it by loving your neighbor.  
You’ve done it by being good stewards.  
You’ve done it by trusting that God never forgets God’s children.  
And that God sometimes calls us to a different home 
in order to make all things new. 
 
It is a time of ending but it is also a time of new beginning. 
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I’d like to share some words of Bonhoeffer  on the pain of leave-taking,  
loss and good-byes taken from his Letters and Papers From Prison: 
Gratitude transforms the torment of memory into silent joy. 
One bears what was lovely in the past not as a thorn 
but as a precious gift deep within, a hidden treasure. 
 
Dear and beloved friends in Christ, 
let gratitude transform any torments of our memories here into overflowing joy. 
May we ponder in our hearts as Mary did all these things 
and bear what was good and lovely of our time here at Redeemer as a precious gift . . .  
not just as a hidden treasure  
but as a blessing which has been entrusted to us 
and which much now be used to bless others. 
 
Jane said a mouthful when she wrote that leave-taking is difficult. 
 
In the coming days, weeks and all through coming new year— 
lean on the promises of God in Christ—surrender and fall into his grace  
and may the God of hope fill us with all joy and peace in believing,  
so that we may abound in hope by the power of the Holy Spirit (Romans 15:13) 
 
May our lives and our legacy always bear bold and courageous witness to these things. 
 
 
 
 


