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Closing Time

“I am the Alpha and the Omega,” says the Lord God, who is and who was and who is to come.
In the name of the Trinity of Love: God in community, holy and one. Amen.

When I was in my senior year of high school, there was this song that seemed to play constantly on pop radio stations called “Closing Time” by the band Semisonic. As well as being a very catchy tune, the song expressed a lot of what I was feeling as I approached my high school graduation. The refrain of “Closing Time” includes this line, which has stuck with me ever since: “Every new beginning comes from some other beginning’s end.” Only much later did I find out that the song is not, in fact, simply about closing time at a bar, but is also about the anticipated birth of the lead singer’s first child. And only last night, while looking up the year the song was written, did I learn that the words that have resonated so much with me, especially in times of transition, are actually a quotation attributed to Seneca, the Roman stoic philosopher, who was alive and philosophizing during the lifetime of Jesus. “Every new beginning comes from some other beginning’s end.”

Today is the Last Sunday after Pentecost. This week marks the ending of the liturgical year in our church calendar. Next week, the new year will begin again with the season of Advent. On this Sunday, we always look ahead—way ahead—to the ending of all things, which is also their new beginning in the eternal realm of God. As we heard in the Revelation to John, God is “the Alpha and the Omega,” literally the first and last letters of the Greek alphabet, the beginning and the end.

This is also, of course, a time of endings and new beginnings for you and I. Today, I end my ministry with you as your rector. From this ending, will come new beginnings—for you, and for me. This afternoon, we will begin the Farewell Service with a song that I introduced to St. Luke’s when I first came here as priest-in-charge. The song is “All Are Welcome”, with words by Laurie Zelman and music by Mark Miller. We sang it  during my Celebration of New Ministry, as we formally began our shared ministry together, and we will sing it now during my Farewell Celebration, as we formally bring this pastoral relationship to an end.

The second verse of the song goes like this:
Let’s talk together of a time

when we will share a feast,

where pride and power kneel to serve

the lonely and the least,
and joy will set the table

as we join our hands to pray…”
And then the refrain:

Singing welcome,

welcome to this place.

You’re invited

to come and know God’s grace.

All are welcome

the love of God to share

’cause all of us are welcome here;

all are welcome in this place.

Over the past century, this Last Sunday after Pentecost has come to be celebrated widely as Christ the King Sunday, or in the less patriarchal version, The Reign of Christ. It is easy to misunderstand the meaning of this day. The nature of Christ as divine Sovereign or Monarch, is never about domination, or wielding power forcefully over others. As our reading from the Gospel of John reminded us, Christ is and was and always will be the crucified king: the one who gave up power and privilege so that all would have a place in God’s realm, in the beloved community of God that we are even now seeking to become.

We have sung this song together often in the past ten years, because it speaks deeply to who we are. Practically every church community, in one way or another, tries to say that all are welcome. Here at St. Luke’s, you actually embody those words. The welcome you offer to one another is truly unconditional, truly inclusive, truly loving. That was true when I got here, and it will be true long after I am gone. Because you, the people of St. Luke’s Eastport, will continue to make it true. You will continue to practice taking the pride and power and privilege that you have and giving it up in service to the lonely and the least—whether that person is halfway around the world or sitting in the pew right next to you.
There is another line in “Closing Time” that resonates with the transitional time that we are in. In the voice of the bartender, and maybe also of the parent preparing for childbirth, the lead singer sings: “You don’t have to go home, but you can’t stay here.” Dearly beloved in Christ, we cannot stay here. We cannot stay here in this place where we have been together, and it will be a little while before either you or I find our way once again to a place that feels like home. And that is okay. That is a necessary and beautiful part of being on the journey of faith.

And so, as we approach our own closing time, let us join our hearts in prayer: May God bless all of our endings and all of our new beginnings. May God bless those who are leaving and those who will remain. May God bless the faithful, inclusive community of St. Luke’s Church, on this day, in the days to come, and for evermore. Amen.
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