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“Then before my eyes, is standing still
I beheld it there, a city on a hill
I complete my tasks, one by one
I remove my masks, when I am done”

As I listened to the incomparable All Souls chamber choir sing this beautiful David
Byrne and Brian Eno song, arranged by our own Shawn Bartels, I thought of completing
my tasks, one by one, as I head into this last week of six years of service on the All
Souls Board. I will say that the phrase “I remove my masks, when I am done” has a
double meaning as we approach two years of living with a global pandemic.

When I spoke on Lay Sunday from this sanctuary four years ago, I could have never
imagined being back here today (in this room where it happens, in the greatest city of
the world!, as the sun shines in through these magnificent new windows) delivering my
final words to you while looking at rows and rows of empty pews - but also with the
knowledge that many people may be seeing me from your own homes via our
livestream.

But as I know I have to constantly remind myself, All Souls is not the building - although
this building does have tremendous meaning to us and it is wonderful to be here in our
beautifully restored home. However, All Souls truly is our community - actually, a larger
community made up of a multitude of smaller communities. And what binds this
community of communities together? I would like to believe that it is love.

The words “I love you” get thrown around a lot these days. In 2015, when SmartKey
was perfecting its predictive algorithm for texting, it analyzed word combinations from
100 million mobile devices. It turns out that the complete sentence most commonly
typed was “I love you.”

I have personally spent a lot of time over the past few years thinking about love. My
oldest daughter was married during the height of the pandemic in May of 2020, and we
were able to celebrate that marriage with a wonderful party during a brief favorable
moment last fall when vaccinations had driven covid numbers down. My youngest
daughter just became engaged to be married a few weeks ago! And this kind of thing is
what we tend to think of when we say the word “love.” In John Cameron Mitchell and



Stephen Trask’s song “The Origin of Love,” they retell a story from Plato’s Symposium,
in which several speeches were given in honor of Eros, the Greek god of love.
Aristophanes dealt with our human struggle to understand the complications of sexual
attraction and partnership, proposing that perhaps we were once joined to another
person as one, were separated by the whims of a angry god, and therefore spend our
life trying to find that other half of ourselves. It’s a way to explain same-sex and
opposite-sex attraction as well as why people will go through so much in the name of
love. This kind of idealized concept of romantic love, portrayed as finding the other half
of yourself, has parallels in the New Testament, which proclaims about marriage “and
two shall become one” and in popular culture, especially in musical theatre. For
instance, South Pacific and West Side Story both feature seeing someone across a
crowded room and knowing they are “the one”. But many traditional wedding vows have
people promise to “love and to cherish”. A vow is a solemn promise to do a specific
thing. How can you promise or vow this kind of love, this finding of the other half of
yourself, this lightning bolt feeling?

I think the answer is that while this is the most pervasive way to think of what love is, it
is actually a very limited viewpoint. The Greeks had different words for different kinds of
love, while the English language seems to lump it all into this one word. Although the
Beatles proclaimed “All you need is love” they could not have meant that this kind of
idealized romantic love would solve the world’s problems. And while in many ways that
seems a very flippant answer - love - to a complicated world, in fact the choice to truly
lead with love is a very difficult and fairly radical one.

The French writer Roland Barthes, in his autobiography, likened love to the Argo, the
ship sailed on by Jason and his crew in search of the Golden Fleece. He noted that
even though they had to keep repairing the ship over the long voyage, completely
rebuilding it over time, they continued to call it “the Argo.”  In Maggie Nelson’s 2015
book The Argonauts, she uses this metaphor at the beginning of her book, in which she
will explore the meaning of love while describing her own relationship. She explains:

"Barthes describes how the subject who utters the phrase 'I love you' is like 'the
Argonaut renewing his ship during its voyage without changing its name.' Just as the
Argo's parts may be replaced over time but the boat is still called the Argo, whenever
the lover utters the phrase 'I love you,' its meaning must be renewed with each use, as
'the very task of love and language is to give to one and the same phrase inflections
which will be forever new."

In fact, it turns out that Barthes may have had his mythological ships mixed up - it is
actually Theseus’ ship that has created a cognitive puzzle debated from the time of



Plato and continuing through philosophers Thomas Hobbes and John Locke. In the Ship
of Theseus thought experiment, one imagines that the ship was kept in the Athenian
harbor for hundreds of years, and as parts of the wooden ship rotted, they were
replaced. Once the entire ship has been replaced, is it still the same ship? And in a
more complex follow-up, if all the removed parts were stored elsewhere and eventually
reassembled into a ship, which would be the true ship? Or would both of them be?

In Nelson’s use of the metaphor, however, the mental game of what is real is much less
important than the continually renewed promise to love, even as it changes over time.
When you tell another person “I love you” - your partner, a child, a friend - it can and
does mean different things over time. The love you feel for your child as an infant is very
different from the love you have for them as an adult, but is certainly no less powerful.
The love expressed as one spouse takes care of another who is physically or mentally
disintegrating is very different from the “across a crowded room” feeling of early
relationships, but to deny that love is present there is to have a naively narrow view of
what love means. You can vow to love someone because that kind of love is a choice. It
is a decision to behave in a loving way. It is a choice to assume good intentions on the
part of the other and to act with their best interests in mind.

And although it is the hardest thing to do, we can choose love when we interact with our
family, our friends, our fellow congregants.  And I vow to try to make that choice every
day, even as the specifics of that choice are evolving over time, like Theseus’s ship.

And so today to you, the congregation of All Souls, I say, I choose love. I love you, I
have loved you, and I will continue to love you. I wish I could be greeting you with love
in person today.

To the staff of All Souls, present and past, who I have had the privilege of working with
over these six years on the board, I say, I love you, I have loved you, and I will continue
to love you.

And now to my fellow board members, past and present. The hard work of this board
over the past six years has included an ambitious capital campaign, an enormous
restoration project, and navigating a global pandemic, along with a myriad of other
issues. But through it all what has made the work bearable for me has been working
alongside others that I respect - and friendships have developed out of this that I know
will remain long after this time on the board together is over.  I was fortunate enough to
be in attendance the first night the musical Wicked reopened after the 18 month
shutdown on Broadway due to covid. Having seen it multiple times before, I was struck
again that night with what this musical has to say about the power of friendship, and



how friendship can make difficult decisions less so. In the final song, “For Good,” the
two friends, Elphaba and Glinda, sing to each other, knowing that they will likely never
see each other again. They sing,

  I've heard it said,
That people come into our lives for a reason
Bringing something we must learn.

And we are led to those
Who help us most to grow if we let them.
And we help them in return.

Well, I don't know if I believe that's true
But I know I'm who I am today
Because I knew you.

Who can say if I've been changed for the better
But because I knew you
I have been changed for good.

Much of the time as fellow trustees, it has seemed that we could measure our time
together with meetings, reports, decisions, and issues; but I would like to instead
measure my time together with you on the All Souls board the way that Jonathan
Larson suggested in his musical RENT: I will measure it in love. So now I want to call
you out individually, in a list that sorts you alphabetically by first name and
encompasses my entire six years on the board:

Anne Bradley

Beryl Jones-Woodin

Betty McCollum

Carol Emmerling

Carol Kirkman

Cory Labanow

David Poppe

David Rockefeller, Jr.

Ed Harsh



Elizabeth Hutchinson

Heidi DuBois

Judith Moldover

Li Yu

Lynne Randall

Neil Osborne

Ramsey Shahadeh

Robin Bossert
Sabrina Alano

To all of you, who have changed me - for good, with that double meaning intact - I say to
you, I love you, I have loved you, and I will continue to love you.

In one of my favorite passages of all time, the conclusion of Tony Kushner’s Angels in
America, Prior Walter delivers what is overtly a blessing, but is also a deeply felt hope, a
benediction, and a call to action. He says “The world only spins forward, we will be
citizens. The time has come. Bye now, you are fabulous each and every one and I bless
you. More life, the great work begins.”

I would never dare to supplant those inspiring words, but today I would like to add,
overtly as a blessing, but also as a deeply felt hope, a benediction, and a call to action:
More love, the great work begins.


