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Don Meisel began virtually every memorial service he conducted in 42 years of ministry with the words of Psalm 90. We opened our worship this afternoon with that Psalm as interpreted by Isaac Watts, in his great 18th century hymn.

Our God, our help in ages past,

Our hope for years to come.

Our shelter from the stormy blast,

And our eternal home.

Our hope for years to come. Those words belong in our worship this day, for here we acknowledge that the years have come, and we are but left with hope.

We gather to give thanks to God for the life of Donald Morrison Meisel. It is our deepest conviction and the central tenet of Christian faith, that in death our eternal hope is realized. 

Yes, there is sorrow. Certainly we all felt that when we heard the news of Don’s sudden and unexpected death two weeks ago. Every one of us recoiled at the word that he was gone. That word was especially hard for Don’s children Don, Nancy, Wayne, and Tim, and for the grandchildren, Robin, Maura, Jody, Abe, Will, Zac, Eli, Oliver, and Penelope. 

We pray God’s healing presence will accompany you through this time of heartache.

We have not come here today to deny the finality of death. We name our sadness; we bear our grief; we mourn our loss. Yet at the same time we hold fast to the hope that is ours for all the years to come.

Thus our hearts made heavy by sorrow also, in the mystery of faith, brim with gratitude. We rejoice that Don’s baptism 85 years ago at Central Presbyterian Church in St. Paul, has now been fulfilled in death. The promise made then and the hope expressed in that sacrament have now been satisfied.

The poet Lisel Mueller says this of hope:


It is the singular gift 


We cannot destroy in ourselves,


The argument that refutes death,


The genius that invents the future,


All we know of God.

We are a people assured by our faith that the last word to life is not, finally, “No,” but, rather, a resounding “Yes!” 

So we can say defiantly, with the Apostle Paul, “I am convinced that neither death nor life nor anything else in all creation will be able to separate us from the love of God in Jesus Christ our Lord.” (Romans 8:38-39)
We can join the Apostle in asking, “Where, O Death, is your sting? Where, O Grave, is your victory?”  (I Corinthians 15:54b-55)
This room is full of people today who celebrate in Don Meisel a life well lived. That life began in rather modest surroundings in St. Paul. Don’s father was a WPA park administrator during the Depression. In a prescient act, Don was chosen “most likely to succeed” in his St. Paul Central High School senior class of 1941. From there followed college at Macalester, seminary at Princeton, a stint in the Navy’s chaplaincy program, and then his ordained service in the Presbyterian Church. Don served three parishes in New Jersey, coming to Minneapolis in 1972 from First Church, Princeton.

Those who belonged to the churches he served knew Don as a fine pastor. From a member of the church in Princeton comes this word: “Don did his best work one on one, in showing love and care for the sick or the hurting.”

A former Westminster parishioner told me how he happened to run into Don many years ago moments after hearing that his father had died. Don was new here; he had just arrived in Minneapolis. He was clearly on his way into a busy day that morning when the chance encounter occurred, but Don dropped everything in an instant. “He stayed with me when I needed someone,” the man said.  

Don understood that our presence with one another in times of need is instrumental to healing in our lives, for both the wounded one and the giver of care. Over the many years of his wife Eleanor’s illness, Don showed the compassion of companionship, even as Ellie showed remarkable strength herself.


Before the hills in order stood,


Or earth received its frame,


From everlasting Thou art God,


To endless years the same.

We remember Don as an outstanding preacher. We recall his wisdom in the pulpit. We are grateful for his authenticity in proclaiming the word and his courage in speaking out in ways that gently confronted and, sometimes, provoked. Don was a master at using good humor to draw his listeners in to the homiletic encounter.

Some of you may recall that he began his farewell sermon on June 7, 1992, in this way: 

“Word has it that members of the Swedish medical community believe that if they speak happily over a patient while operating, the patient will heal more quickly once he or she comes out of the anesthetic and enjoy recovery more. In respect for that tradition, I plan to preach happily over you today so that when you

wake at the end of my sermon, you will feel healed and refreshed.”

Even those who stayed awake felt healed and refreshed – and challenged and nurtured – Sunday after Sunday, with Don in the pulpit. He preached the word of God faithfully and fully. In his words thousands of people found their way to the living Word of God. 

Well done, good and faithful servant.
Don followed the theologian’s advice to enter the pulpit with the Bible in one hand and the newspaper in the other. I noticed on his desk the day after he died that he had cut out of Sunday’s paper the same article I had carefully clipped myself, thinking it “might preach” someday. 

Don was possessed of a disciplined mind, an open heart, a storyteller’s wit, and, of course, that wonderful, sonorous voice. Will any of you who ever heard him say it, ever forget Don intoning, “And now, it is Christmas.” 

Don told me of the time he fired off his trademark Christmas Eve conclusion to the service too early. There was still more music to come – but after the music, Don gamely rose and said it all over again, as solemnly as ever, “And now, it is Christmas.”  He told me that more than one church member came out the door and said, “Don, we know it’s Christmas.”

We remember Don’s great love for his alma mater, Macalester. An alumnus of 1945, as was his brother Arthur in 1941 and his son Tim in 1990, Don later served for over two decades on the Board of Trustees and was named a trustee emeritus. Don may be the world record-holder for participation in Macalester events over the years. He rarely missed anything. 

We remember Don’s leadership in the community, serving on a variety of boards and committing himself to a range of causes. His social conscience was formed in the struggle for Civil Rights, when he marched with Martin Luther King, Jr., in Selma. He came to Minneapolis eager to work for justice in the city, and work for justice he did.

So many people beyond Westminster have spoken to me about Don these past two weeks that I have begun to think of him as a sort of unofficial Mayor of Nicollet Mall. He knew the people along the route from Loring Green down the Mall, which he walked regularly wearing one hat or another. He greeted street people in the same way he said hello to business people and former parishioners. A downtown banker wrote last week, giving thanks for Don’s “deep spirituality, translated every day into the common good.”
I will remember and be grateful for Don’s leadership of this historic congregation. His legacy here is profound. He arrived in the last quarter of the 20th century, at a time of great challenge. He left Westminster a strong and healthy church ready to move into the 21st century. He gave to us the notion that we might be a telling presence in the city. He helped bring the open mind of Westminster into the broader community through the Town Hall Forum. He brought a powerful piece of public art into downtown with Paul Granlund’s sculpture, The Birth of Freedom. He taught us that the door to the church ought always to be open – at least symbolically. 

I also give thanks for the wonderful relationship between the pastor emeritus of Westminster and its current senior minister. Don was gracious and kind to me and to my family, from our first days here through the last nine and a half years.

Don’s children will remember their father as one who loved them through the challenges and joys that are part of life. What a gift you all were given in the family reunion you had with your father and your children only one week before he died. He told me with great delight how it all came together almost spontaneously, after difficulty in finding a time that worked for everyone. 

In retrospect we see the hand of Providence in it all. Your father returned from the family reunion a deeply happy man. The joy of the love of family accompanied him every moment of what were to be his last days. 

As a preacher, Don spoke regularly about the end of life. Oftentimes he addressed the subject with a smile. A Westminster member once spoke with Don about death. Don was surprised to hear that the man had put him in his will. Not knowing what to say to that, Don replied, “Well, I’ll come to your memorial service if you’ll come to mine” – which, if you think about it, would be rather difficult to do! 

Ironically, that gentleman died last week, 24 hours before Don.

Time, like an ever-rolling stream, 


Soon bears us all away;


We fly forgotten, as a dream


Dies at the opening day. 

As is true with any honest believer, Don was able to say that no one knows what happens at the conclusion of our days on this earth. In one of his church newsletter columns he wrote of death:

“While the whole subject is shrouded in mystery, we as Christians can face each day – including our dying day – in the confidence that we as individuals shall endure in God’s presence… The only thing that matters is that…God will be there with us and for us. That is all we need to know.” (Seeing through the Cross, p. 178, p. 184)

Our God our help in ages past, 

Our hope for years to come.

The wisdom of faith understands that although death has within it the burden of sorrow and grief, underneath it all death introduces us to hope. Hope for light in the darkness. Hope for a word in the silence. Hope in laughter billowing up through our tears. Hope in the young growing old. Hope in a strength that will ever hold us, a love that will not let us go.
Thanks be to God for life of Donald Morrison Meisel.


Thanks be to God for a love that cannot be taken from us.

Thanks be to God.


Amen.

Prayer - Katherine S. Michael

Eternal God, Lord of life and death, you are the Alpha and the Omega, the Beginning and the End.  In your Providence you make all things new.  Your steadfast love endures forever, and your faithfulness to all generations.  This day we claim your promise of life eternal through Jesus Christ, and in that hope we thank you for your servant, Donald Morrison Meisel, for the gift of his life as devoted husband, loving father and grandfather, pastor, churchman, community leader, as one who worked for justice, who showed tender compassion for the poor, whose bold preaching touched hearts and changed lives.


We thank you for Don’s humor, his gracious spirit, his commitment to education and acts of mercy.  Thank you for his gift of eloquence that lifted his preaching, praying, even casual conversation to a new level of beauty, and for his dignity in all things.


Thank you, O God, for Don’s love for his family and friends, given and received.  Most of all, we thank you for your faithfulness to Don throughout his life.  Comfort all who mourn his death.  Fill us with your peace which passes all understanding, and embrace us with tender memories of joys shared.  Remind us of your faithfulness, not to fill the empty place born in Don’s passing, but to keep it open as a sweet treasure of remembrance, easing its pain through the gift of time.  Surround us all with the consolation of your Holy Spirit and grant us confidence in your eternal care.


We thank you, O God, for the assurance that in the midst of death there is life.  We celebrate life this day in the power of your resurrection.  Grant us grace both to number our days and to glory in the gift of life eternal, which begins the moment we place our hand in yours, to live with you and serve and worship you with our whole heart. 


Astound us, loving God, with your greatness, as Don was astounded.  We praise you for your love in Jesus Christ which will never come to an end.  This day we claim your divine Yes to life.  Grant that when our time on earth is ended, we may be united with all the saints in the joys of your eternal home.


We give you thanks, O God, that “neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor rulers, nor things present, nor things to come, nor powers, nor height, nor depth, nor anything else in all creation will be able to separate us from [your love for us] in Jesus Christ our Lord.”  Romans 8:38-39


Along with Don, we give you “thanks that absolutely nothing can 

cripple love, 

shatter hope, 

corrode faith, 

eat away peace, 

destroy confidence, 

kill friendship, 

shut out memories, 

silence courage, 

invade the soul, 

reduce eternal life, 

lessen the power of the resurrection, 

or quench the spirit.”*


Hear us now as we are bold to pray together as Jesus taught us, saying, Our Father, who art in heaven, hallowed be Thy name.  Thy kingdom come; Thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven.  Give us this day our daily bread, and forgive us our debts as we forgive our debtors.  And lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil.  For Thine is the kingdom and the power and the glory forever.  Amen.

*Provided by Don and included at his request.
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