On Donald Bert Edwards

Friends, when the subject is Don Edwards, it’s of course impossible to say in just a few minutes all
that’s bursting to be said today, and so I'm going to go ahead and begin with the ending before I
do anything else, just to be sure I get there. What all of us here share in common today is that we
know that to be with Don Edwards was to be in the company of one of that small handful of
finest people we’ll ever know; a person of such utter, impeccable, unmatchable goodness, wisdom
and integrity, a person of such depth and range of passion, commitment and conviction, a
person of such generousness and kindness. And: to be with Don Edwards was to get ready to
laugh, to savor and explore ideas and music and poetry, possibilities and longings, sources of
wonder and hope, to share enthusiasms and find new ones. And: to be with Don Edwards was to
know what it’s like to have someone sit across from you and see you with his kind, bright eyes and
listen to you, every word, and make you feel like you were the most wonderful person /e’d ever
met. To be with Don Edwards was to head home from the encounter knowing nothing so much
as how you couldn’t wait for the next.

That’s the first part of the ending and the second of course is simply to say, “Don, we love you;
we miss you; and we know without a doubt that you’re with us, always, that we continue this walk
together. We know that in everything you gave to this world, all you did and all you were, you
made it a better place and that our most essential call here today is to pledge ourselves to doing
the same. We know that we honor you now by dedicating ourselves in our own lives as much as
we possibly can to those causes and commitments that were so palpably yours, that lay at the
center of the call that coursed so unmistakably through you: to service, to the just, the fair, the
equitable, the merciful, to what’s needed, to what’s right. Those causes, those commitments, that
call is now ours.”

But first we go back to the beginning to say Good Morning, welcome, and thank you for being
here today virtually or in person to grieve, to console, to remember and to celebrate. The service
leaflet says it right at the top: amid much else, we are here more than anything else to celebrate
the gift of Don in our lives, and though it may be even a touch warmer upstairs, we hope you will
join us there after the service as the sharing of memories, the sharing of this time together and
the celebration of Don’s life continues. To Jenny and Ricardo, Dave and Helen, Nick, Lucy, Alex,
Sophie, Charlie and Margot; Judy, Jeanie and David: our hearts go out to you. Please know that
every single one of us, this whole roomful, walk this with you and are here when you need us.
And we look forward to sharing memories of Dad, Poppy, of Don with you.

And so, with the few minutes I have remaining, a memory or two. The first 1s from a visit with
Don on a quiet Sunday afternoon in April. I knew Don had been in some pain and so I asked
Jenny if I could visit and bring healing oil. After Jenny and I caught up for a bit, I went in to see
Don. Don looked great, as always, and we shared a brief time of smiles, greetings from others,
catching up. I asked about his pain and offered oil of anointing, and he accepted. I had no idea it
would be the last time I would see Don. But Ricardo called in the morning to let me know that
Don had left this world for another, overnight, in his sleep. Grace, peace and love marked Don’s
death just as they had his life. Most remarkably, to me, in those closing moments he wanted more
than anything else to hear about us, all of us, about the morning service, about this family, about



newcomers and our young people and old friends. And that’s because Don lived his life for the
body, for the family, for the community. He lived for us.

I was with Don at Yale-New Haven on the day he made the decision to choose hospice care. He
had spoken with doctors, considered his options, and made the tough choice. And other than the
view of Harkness Tower, which was quite gorgeous, in the two hours we spent together he wanted
to talk about what mattered to him: family, community, the body, us. He spoke honestly about his
choice and how he felt. He was absolutely present to this threshold moment. But mostly he spoke
about us. “Alan, you know, this isn’t easy, but honestly what I really feel is that I've never known
love the way I know it now. With every family member, with every love in my life it’s only more
wonderful and alive and full. I feel like I finally get all those old mystical poems.” We quoted one
together, George Herbert on Love. His eyes had misted up and he said, “I feel such hope in all
the goodness I see all around me. My only sadness 1s that I won’t live long enough to see what’s
next because I feel some wonderful change coming.” On a day of such significance for him, Don
could only think of us. Don’s commitment was to us.

And needless to say, Don lived for the body, for us, in his remarkable career and his deep, lifelong
commitments. I had a great conversation with Jenny recently about this. Don believed in the power of
us, in the power of us together, in bodies, in organizations in, dare I say it, institutions. Places like
this one, home to an extraordinary parish and Day School, both of which for whom Don was an
indefatigable and significant changemaker. Places like Rutgers and its dedication to opportunities
for those who might not otherwise get them, places like the American Boychoir School where
Don led with strength and clarity of vision through enormous challenges to raise up a body, a
family of young people and all that sustained and nurtured them. Don often invoked writer Joyce
Carol Oates in her conviction that music and art are, as she put it, moral, educational, illustrative; that
they instruct. In Don’s own written reflections, he added, “Music makes community. It serves the
common good.” Don lived for the common good, for community, for us and for our power to do
good.

And so, friends, when we do the same, we honor him. And more than that we sustain his memory
and even share in that eternity he now knows in ways that we can’t quite yet. When we take each
step closer to his vision of hope in us, in the bodies we populate and cultivate for good, we honor
him. There’s a narthex full of clothes right here in this building; it’s full because Don used to
come to the back side door and fill his trunk with its contents to be sure it all got to folks in need.
It’s ours now to be the us he lived for and empty those baskets and fill them again and make our
own way down to the corner of Olive and Chapel. It’s ours now to hear the voices of those in
this city and others who live in fear and anxiety and moreover to be at their sides as he was and
to walk with them because we know what they’re experiencing and enduring is wrong. We honor
him when we follow that same call that defined him to the just and the loving and the merciful
and the good and right. Don lived his life for us. And friends, we are now that “us.”

But oh, before I conclude, I do need to go back just for a brief moment to the beginning again, a
brief but an important moment, back to those times and those places where we’d get to be with
Don, because yes, they were filled with laughs and dreams and the walk together. And: they were
also always, every one of them, filled with memories of and love for Sally. There was not a time I
spent time with Don when we didn’t linger at least for a moment or two over memories, images



and evocations of Sally. “I'm OK,” he would say, “but I really wish you’d gotten to know her. She
was something special. Sally was a mystic.” Friends, at the heart of today, of this time together in
this place, lies most of all the utter conviction and steadfast hope that we now walk our pilgrim
walk with and in the blessed company of saints now enriched by the presence of Sally and Don,
in the loving arms of the God that now holds them both close, in the eternal memory we hold of
them both that will continue to guide and lead us in our own walk, in our own way, in our own
lives of dedication to the good, to the right and just, to the body, to love. 1 close with these beautiful
words written by Sally.

1 hear the seagull’s cry before I see

His outstretched wings against the sun-drenched sky;
And hearing, I shield my eyes to watch him fly
From who knows where, straight toward, then over me.
The water;, satin smooth and gray before,

Is now a lace-trimmed corduroy and blue,

As wind and tide surround this granite pew

With life and secrets from an unknown shore.

The Spirit sighs, “Be watchful and aware;

T hese are not merely seagull, wind and tide,

But holy gifis, revealing you abide

In God’s eternal, steadfast, gracious, care.
Remember; when your strength and vision fail,

This holy place, these gifis. Love will prevail.



