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Deut. 34:1-12 and Matt. 22:34-46
Today’s first reading from Deuteronomy teaches an important lesson about dying—a part of life that all of us must face.

Now, a group of us from St. Mary’s just returned from a three-day pilgrimage of Virginia Colonial Churches, where we had a fabulous time together.  And my fellow pilgrims probably are thinking, “Oh great, a sermon on death and dying, how dull is this going to be.”  But bear with me, friends!  Death is an important thing to talk about.
That’s because most of us are terrified of death.  From the time we’re little kids, we’re taught to be afraid of it and avoid it at all costs.  Like Lord Voldemort, in the Harry Potter story--the evil wizard who terrifies the wizarding world so much that many of them are afraid to say his name.  They refer to him indirectly as “He who must not be named,” so as not to somehow invoke his presence and wrath.  And we, when speaking of someone who died, will often say, “Well, he passed,” so as not to say the dreaded “D” word and possibly summon its presence into our midst.

Death is that mysterious, haunting and threatening presence lurking in the shadows of every day life, mocking us as we go about our causal business and pretending as though death doesn’t exist.  Yet all the while knowing, deep in our hearts, that one day, we too will meet death face-to-face.  So, in today’s first lesson, we might be appalled to hear the circumstances surrounding Moses’ death.
What a cold and callous way for this great man’s life to end!  I mean, here’s a man, who was called by God to do a job he really didn’t want to do—to lead the Israelites out of slavery in Egypt; who was coerced, more or less, by God into going toe-to-toe with a ruthless, tyrannical Pharaoh in order to win their freedom—only to escape Egypt by the skin of their teeth.  And then Moses had to lead this rag-tag group of whiners and complainers for 40 years through the desert trying to reach the land of “milk and honey” promised to them by God.  He even climbed Mt. Sinai to fetch the Word of God and bring it back to the people.  And then, after a lifetime of devoted service, God has the audacity to take this poor, old man to the top of Mt. Nebo and show him for the first time this glorious, panoramic view of the entire Promise Land, only to say, “Here it is Moses—but sorry, you’re not going!”

And then, Holy Scripture doesn’t record Moses as saying anything—which seems hard to believe.  He at least had to be thinking to himself, “Come on, God.  You’re kidding me, right?  I mean, where’s the gratitude?  At least let me put one foot in it!”

But Holy Scripture doesn’t give us any indication that Moses complained or resisted.  It appears he quietly and peacefully embraced the inevitable and entered into death.  And there he was buried, right outside the Promise Land looking in, and no one even knows where his grave is.
Well, for a long time, I didn’t know what to make of this lesson.  The way in which Moses died seemed wrong.  What a tragedy!  After all the great work he did, it was cruel to be treated this way.  A life that goes unfulfilled—cut short before reaching its goal.  What a shame!
But then, I began to think—can’t the same thing be said about most people when they die—that death comes too early, too unexpectedly, a bright light is snuffed out, well before its time; how harsh, how cruel, how unfair; even in extreme circumstances—a terminal illness, a comatose state—the tragedy of it all seems inevitable.  After all, how many people do you know who die happy?

Part of our Christian formation is to transform our attitudes about death—from one of fear and intimidation to one of faith and confidence.  When someone close to us dies, we of course grieve our loss.  Our pain is real and should not be dismissed casually.  But, it’s important to remember the truth the Christian faith proclaims.  It proclaims, not that death is insignificant, but that death is not the ultimate state: death does not have the final word.  It does not have dominion over us.  It is not the end for which you and I were created.  Yes, we have bodies that will die, but we are not simply bodies; we are embodied spirits, created by God for eternal life.

I once asked a person, whom I regard as deeply spiritual, “how should we, as Christians, prepare for death?”

He paused quietly for a moment or two and then answered, “Well, if we’ve done our work properly, if we’ve said our prayers regularly, if we’ve done our best loving God and our neighbor, then death should be as simple as walking through that door over there and reaching the other side.”

And that, I have come to believe, is what the Christian journey is all about—doing our work properly, living a righteous life, loving God and our neighbor, preparing ourselves for our ultimate confrontation with death and knowing that life exists beyond.
In a few moments, we will baptize Lucy Giesler and initiate her into the community of faith and her journey of formation as a Christian—that journey of dying to our selfish needs so that we are born again in Christ!  And by being reborn in Christ, we will know salvation and eternal life.  This is the solemn promise made to us by God!]
As Moses stood on the top of Mt. Nebo and looked into the Promise Land, I suspect he was ready to walk through that proverbial door of death.  Not feeling fear or shock or defiance, but confidence and faith grounded in the love of God formed over a lifetime.  As children of God, we too have that capability, that promise, that death is not the end, but is, in fact, a new beginning.
