All Saints’ Sunday – November 7, 2021 – Year B (RCL, Track 1)

St. Luke’s Eastport – The Rev. Diana Carroll, Rector

The Saints of St. Luke’s

The faithful will abide with [God] in love.

In the name of the Trinity of love: God in community, holy and one. Amen.
Last week, as we celebrated ten years of Dr. Ildar Khannanov’s ministry as our Musical Director, the choir shared a wonderful video they had put together, with new lyrics that they wrote to the hymn “For all the saints”. As part of the video, our senior warden (and digital verger extraordinaire) took an orthodox painting of the procession of saints and superimposed Ildar’s face in among them. If you haven’t seen it yet, go take a look on our Facebook page. It is wonderful.
On the first Sunday in November, we celebrate the Feast of All Saints. This year, this day especially brings to mind for me all those in this community whose lives I have been a part of: both the living and the dead. In the back of the sanctuary, there is a plaque bearing the names of those who are buried in St. Luke’s Memorial Garden, whom we will remember in our celebration of Holy Communion today. These names also signify many others whom we love and see no longer: the saints of St. Luke’s.

Whenever I make a communion visit, I try to include a reminder that this sacred meal connects us to all those who belong to the Body of Christ, across time and space. Whatever table we may be gathered around—whether in an apartment or a nursing home, or a hospital room—it is always the same table: God’s table. It is quite poignant for me to be joining in this holy feast on this holy day with more than one other member of Christ’s body physically present at the table with me. And it is a joy that we are able to regather in this hybrid way, some in person and some online, before my ministry at St. Luke’s comes to an end. Whether you are here physically or remotely, whether you receive literal bread or spiritual communion today, we are all “knit together” by this meal that we share.

Even after I have left St. Luke’s, we will continue to be connected to one another by this sacrament in the community of all those who “abide with [God] in love”. Although I realize that technology could now make it possible for me to continue to worship with you from afar, or even—as some have suggested—preach an occasional sermon, I will not be doing so. As hard as it may be to accept, two weeks from today, I will cease to be your pastor. It is vital that I step back at that time from all aspects of my priestly role here, both to allow St. Luke’s to move forward into the next chapter of your life together, and to allow whoever serves you next as clergy to form their own pastoral relationship with you in a healthy way. This is so important, in fact, that the Episcopal Diocese of Maryland now requires a formal leave-taking agreement, which the bishop, the senior warden, and I will all sign.

Thankfully, stepping back does not mean that you and I have to cease all communication! I would, quite frankly, love to hear from you, from time to time, as to how you all are doing. Just don’t ask me to weigh in on any discussions or decisions taking place in the parish, or to assist with worship services—not even baptisms, weddings, or funerals. My Maryland phone number will soon be going away, but you will still be able to reach me through my Gmail address—which our admin Dalyn can provide, if you don’t already have it—and on Facebook and Instagram. (Side note: I do have a Twitter account, but I hardly ever look at it.) Even if we aren’t directly in contact through any of these means, you will still be in my prayers, as I know Sarah and I are so often in yours. Each time that one of us comes to God’s table and is fed by the presence of Christ, we will be reunited with one another and with all of our loved ones who have gone before us.

This is my tenth All Saints’ Sunday with you, and it is the first time I have not inflicted on you one of my favorite hymns: “I sing a song of the saints of God.” (Don’t worry, we sang it at the outdoor Eucharist in September, so I got my annual fix then.) The heart of this song is its simple refrain: “I mean to be one too.” You see, we are all the saints of St. Luke’s. Not only those who have died, but also all of us who are here right now. And, best of all, those who will come and join this community in the future, because of the ways that we have embodied the love of Jesus Christ together.

The gospel reading for this morning is a story we more often associate with Lent and Easter: the raising of Lazarus. There are many powerful moments in this text, not least the image of Jesus weeping at the tomb of his friend. But the words that got my attention this time are the ones that Jesus speaks at the very end: “Unbind him, and let him go.” Tom Clammer+ spoke to us last week about the need for St. Luke’s to let go of me, to give me up as an act of stewardship. What he did not say, but I will, is that the same thing is true for me. I am being called to let go of St. Luke’s, to give you up for the greater good—yours, as well as mine and my family’s.

Many of you will have heard me say that I don’t believe in being rector for life. It isn’t healthy for church communities, and it isn’t healthy for clergy, either. I tend to think that 8 to 12 years is kind of the sweet spot—long enough to form deep and meaningful relationships, and to do some big things together (as we have done), but not so long that we all get overly comfortable and stuck in our ways. The pandemic, of course, prevented the second scenario from befalling us anyway. There has been nothing comfortable about the last 20 months. Yet the wisdom of moving on remains true.

One thing about Lazarus we can easily overlook is that he is given his freedom. He is released from death, certainly, and from the tomb itself, as the stone is rolled away. And then Jesus gives the command: “Unbind him.” Free him. Let him go. I know my leaving will be difficult for many of you. Even as you move through your grief, I hope that you will look for those places where some part of you is whispering, “Freedom!” Because letting go of each other truly is an opportunity for all of us to be unbound, set free to explore new possibilities that we have not previously considered. Through this time of transition, we will all grow more and more into the people—and the community—that God dreams of us becoming. The new heaven and new earth, where God dwells with us and within us, and where all of us are at home. Amen.
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