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“For everything there is a season, and a time for every matter under heaven; a time to be 
born, and a time to die . . .”  Most days we avoid thinking about death.  We’re like Woody 
Allen, who said, “I'm not afraid of death; I just don't want to be there when it happens.”  
Francis of Assisi had a different attitude.  In his Canticle of the Sun, he praises everything in 
creation including death, calling death our “gentle sister.”  What if we were more like 
Francis of Assisi (facing death head on) and less like Woody Allen (avoiding even thinking 
about it)?  What changes for us when the reality of death becomes our teacher? 
 
Where are you on your life’s journey?  Is most of your life ahead of you?  Or are you in the 
second half of life?  This makes a difference in how we view death:  To those in the first half 
of life, death is a distant reality.  For others of us, it feels closer, more real.  Today I have two 
stories – one of someone relatively young and the other of a person who has lived a full and 
relatively long life.  Both stories have something to teach us about the wisdom that comes 
from acknowledging that Ecclesiastes 3:2 – there is a time to be born and a time to die – 
applies to us too.  
 
The first story is from the life of Martin Luther King Jr. as told by James Cone in “The Cross 
and the Lynching Tree.”  It was the first several weeks of the Montgomery bus boycott, 
which King had agreed to help lead.  He was 27 years old in his second year of ministry.  On 
January 27, 1956 the reality of his own death became all too real.  He received a midnight 
telephone call threatening to blow up his house if he did not leave Montgomery in three 
days.  It was a “spiritual midnight” for King, thinking about what could happen to him, his 
wife and baby daughter.  James Cone writes, “Fear drove him from his bed to the kitchen 
where he prayed ‘out loud’; pleading, “Lord, I’m down here trying to do what’s right . . . But 
Lord, I must confess that I’m weak now; I’m faulting.  I’m losing my courage.” . . . Yet “he 
heard a voice: ‘Martin Luther, stand up for righteousness.  Stand up for justice, stand up for 
truth.  And lo, I will be with you, even to the end of the world.’ ” . . . “Three days after the 
threatening call, King’s house was bombed.  Fortunately, his wife and daughter and a family 
friend escaped harm, having moved to the back of the house when they heard something 
land on the porch.  When told at the meeting that his house had been bombed, King calmly 
asked about the safety of his family and went home to comfort them.”  Later King said, “I 
accepted the word of the bombing calmly.  My religious experience a few nights before had 
given me the strength to face it.”  When an angry crowd of blacks gathered with guns ready 
for revenge, King raised his hand and calmed them, saying, “We cannot solve this problem 
through retaliatory violence.  We must meet violence with non-violence . . . We must love 
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our white brothers no matter what they do to us.  We must make them know we love 
them.” 
 
For the next twelve years – until April 4, 1968 when King was assassinated in Memphis – King 
lived every day knowing it could be his last day on earth.  As Andy Young put it, King was 
hounded by death.  What enabled him to keep going?  How does one live with death being 
so close?  This is what MLK was willing to die for: it was his faith summed up this way: “God 
created everyone for community.  White supremacy 
was a sin separating whites from blacks in America.  
Through Jesus’ cross, God reconciled humanity.  
Therefore white supremacy will never have the final 
word.  God’s reconciling love in the cross empowers 
human beings to love one another – bearing witness 
with our whole being in the struggle against evil; 
whatever the cost.”  Starting at the age of twenty-
seven, he lived and died for that belief.  For King, the 
cross of Jesus was God’s answer to the lynching tree.  
Going to Calvary for Martin Luther King was finding 
redemption from the terror of times of “spiritual 
midnight.”  His faith in the power of the cross was unwavering.  That’s what helped him face 
death and helped him live fully and intensely.  King said, “No one really knows why they are 
alive until they know what they'd die for.”  So, the first take away today is for those whose 
lives have barely reached its likely mid-point, facing the prospect of death focuses your mind 
on what really matters.  It sharpens attention on what you value.  It invites self-examination.  
Am I putting my energies in work, relationships, leisure activities that match my highest 
values?  Am I living for the things I would be willing to die for?  If not, a course correction is 
always possible. 

 
The second story about someone facing death is from the life of Paul, the missionary to the 
gentiles.  It takes place at the end of his life.  The words of 2 Timothy are either Paul’s own 
(or someone writing in the tradition of Paul).  Paul was perhaps 60 (which was old age in 
that era) when he said, “. . . I have fought the good fight, I have finished the race, I have 
kept the faith.  Now there is in store for me the crown of righteousness . . .” (2 Timothy 4:6-8)  
It hasn’t been easy for Paul, spreading the gospel of Jesus Christ.  There had been 
shipwrecks, hostility from fellow/sister Jews, imprisonment, dramatic escapes, false 
teachers in the church, and division in the congregations he founded.  He had been 
abandoned by his supporters when he’d been on trial once before.  Now Paul is in prison in 
Rome.  
 
As he faces death, he’s focused on big ideas: life, death, righteousness, justice.  He speaks of 
the crown of righteousness or crown of justice that awaits him.  He talks about his life as an 
offering to his God, the final arbiter of justice.  This one whose justice is rooted in mercy.  
God had been faithful, delivering him from all the threats he has faced.  Now he trusts God 
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will give him that crown of righteousness: the reward for staying faithful to the gospel 
amidst hardship; the gift given to all who keep their eyes set on God, no matter what may 
come. 
 
In verse 16of chapter 4, Paul remembers those who abandoned him. “At my first defense no 
one came to my support, but all deserted me.  May it not be counted against them!”  As 
death approached, Paul is able to forgive those who hurt him.  This was his final act of love.  
Death reminded Paul his life was lived within a larger framework, one that will be there after 
he is gone.  Forgiveness was the gift he gave to others, because he was confident of the gift 
of the crown of righteousness that awaited him.  He had kept the faith to the end.  He died 
with no regrets.  
 
The take away from Paul’s story for those who are closer to the end of their natural life span 
than the beginning is this: contemplating our death can help us to live and to die without 
regrets too.  There’s a message I give families when death is near for someone they love.  
Don’t leave things unsaid.  Say the words that need to be said, whatever they are, “I love 
you.”  Or “I forgive you” or “Thank you.”  Whatever it may be.  Paul in his letter said what 
needed to be said.  He forgave those who had betrayed him.  I’m sure that was not easy.  
This act was just one of many hardships he had experienced in his missionary life as a 
follower of Jesus.  Why did he forgive?  Because he was grateful for knowing the God of 
justice who is also the God of mercy; and out of gratitude for the mercy God showed him.   
 
Contemplating death: it can focus our minds on what’s important and it can help us live and 
die without regrets.  
 
The story goes that on St. Francis of Assisi’s deathbed, his monastic brothers gathered 
around his bed.  Together they recited his canticle of praise.  It was then that the verse 
about praising death was added.   
Even in the face of death;  
even in the midst of pandemics;  
even in the midst of knowing there is a day when each of us is born and each of us will die; 
we are called to praise God.  
And that is what we’ll do next in this online worship service. 
 
Thanks be to God who gives us the victory through our LORD Jesus Christ.  Amen.  


