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Life Is Good 
 
Let us pray... 
 
Once upon a time, as most fables begin, there was a wise, old woman.  The children in her 
village were a bit afraid of her, and were always trying to think of ways to trick her.  One 
day the children caught a little sparrow, and the oldest child said, “I will hold the bird 
hidden in my hands, and I will ask the wise woman, ‘This bird I am holding, is it alive or is it 
dead?’  If she says it is dead, I will open my hands and let it fly away and she will be 
wrong.  If she says it is alive, I will crush it and it will be dead and she will still be wrong.  
Either way, we have tricked her.”  So they went to the wise woman, and the child held out 
his hands with the tiny bird cupped inside, and asked the question:  “Is this bird alive of 
dead?”  The wise woman didn’t say anything for awhile, just looked into the eyes of the 
child standing before her.  “It is in your hands,” she said. 
 
Moses was coming to the end of his days; he was 120 years old, after all.  He knew his 
people were about the enter into the Land of Promise… and he knew they would be going 
there without him.  The Israelites had endured slavery, they had escaped the Egyptians, 
they had survived the desert.  And now, they were getting ready to enter the land in which 
they would be able to create a community based fully on God’s instruction for their lives, 
they are getting ready to enter the land where all of God’s promises will be realized.  The 
Israelites were in a threshold moment; they were going from the wilderness to the 
promised land, they were also going from one leader to another.  Moses was relieved that 
his journey was over; he was done, he was tired.  But he worried for his people, that they 
might underestimate the challenges ahead.  All that they had worked for, all that they had 
gained, everything that mattered, could be lost in a snap if the people did not remember 
the One to whom they belonged.  For 30 chapters Moses has been reminding them of how 
to live as God’s people.  But I get the impression they’ve started tuning him out;  “Yeah, 
yeah, obey the Lord, eat like this, worship like this, dress like this, yeah, Moses, we know.” 
 
And so, in the passage from Deuteronomy, Moses preaches to the people:  “Look, there 
are two choices:  life, and death.  If you obey God, love God, walk in God’s ways, observe 
God’s commandments, then you will live and multiply and be blessed over and over into 
Canaan.  But, if your heart turns away, and you bow down to other gods and serve them, 
then you will die.  I call heaven and earth to witness these words:  I have set before you life 
and death, blessings and curses; Choose life, so that you may live, you and your children 
and your children’s children.” 
 
Remember the fable I began with, a version of which is found in countless traditions.  The 
boy holds the precious creature in his hands.  The wise old woman looks him in the eyes, 
and answers his question, “Is that bird alive or dead?  It is in your hands.”  It is your choice, 
she tells the boy, whether there is life or death here and now.  In your own two hands you 
hold life and death, creation and destruction, blessing and curse.  Which hand will win, the 
hand that releases the bird to fly, or the hand that will take the bird’s life away? 
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Moses and the woman come to us with one message:  we have the ability to choose life or 
death, and when we choose death there is misery and destruction, but when we choose 
life there is abundance and joy…  Funny, though, how often it doesn’t seem that way.  
Sometimes it feels like the choices for life or death are all made by terrorists and 
governments, our bosses and our customers, the weather and the market…  It’s like we’re 
not the boy with the strong hands, we’re the bird waiting to get squashed.  The “Concern” 
portion of our pastoral prayer is regularly filled with stories about cancer or multiple 
sclerosis or Alzheimer’s, families grieving the deaths of fathers and mothers far too young, 
unemployment stretching on for years, loved ones serve in the military, a friend 
disappearing into depression or mental illness.  Some days it feels like the choice of life or 
death is all around us, but we’re not the ones doing any of the choosing. 
 
Perhaps that’s how the Israelites responded to Moses’ sermon.  “First, the Egyptians 
chose whether we lived or died, then the desert tried to starve us, we’ve been lost for 40 
years, and there are enemies waiting for us in the Promised Land.  How can you say that 
we have the ability to choose life?!”   
 
For Moses, life, any life worth living, was life in relationship with God.  Living had nothing to 
do with having a pulse; he knew there were plenty of people walking around who certainly 
looked alive, but in their hearts was death, for they were not connected to God.  Being 
alive, for Moses, meant choosing to live according to God’s vision for our lives.  Being alive 
meant being a responsible member of the community, and looking out for those in need.  
Being alive meant worshipping God with gratitude and praise.  Being alive meant 
remembering where the people had come from and everything they had been through.  
Being alive meant honoring God’s creation and being good stewards of it.  Being alive 
meant treasuring relationships and treating each other with respect and compassion.  This 
is the life Moses called on his people to practice, this is the way to live that God promised 
would bring life to God’s people.  This is the life Moses calls his people to choose, as he 
stands in the shadow of his own death.  A dying man’s words of wisdom to the ones who 
will carry on:  choose life. 
 
We are all dying.  Sooner or later, quickly or slowly, with a bang or a whimper, our bodies 
will wear our, our minds will wear down, and we will be no more.  We can’t choose to be 
immortal, we can’t choose not to die; but we can choose to be fully alive until we do.   
 
Sometimes I have a tendency to be negative.  I have to try really hard to not take it 
personally when other cars seem to refuse to let me merge into traffic.  When my husband, 
Paul, leaves me with an empty gas tank, I have to remind myself multiple times that he 
didn’t do it on purpose.  I tend to be pessimistic concerning every word and action of 
political and religious leaders I disagree with, and so I have to turn off NPR.  I can get 
caught up in the petty issues between my colleagues.  I am too easily distracted and 
diverted by the way of death, by the words that kill relationships, by the actions that kill 
wholeness, by the attitudes that kill compassion… I too easily choose the way of curses 
and adversity.  And I tell you, when that happens, the world seems darker and colder and 
more hopeless. 
 
But in my 20s, I discovered that I could actively choose to let go of that negative way of 
life.  I have found that when I practice being generous, forgiving, understanding, hopeful, 
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or any other positive attitude and action, I feel clear and whole, the world seems brighter, 
things generally go better.  The choice is mine:  life, or death.  Maybe the circumstances 
don’t change – although sometimes they do – maybe the traffic is still obnoxious and my 
husband still forgets to put gas in the tank.  But how it all affects me changes, how I relate 
to the world around me changes, how I live changes.  I can live full of life – full of hope and 
compassion and abundance and peace – or I can live overwhelmed by death – focused on 
anger and resentment and bitterness and jealousy.  Life or death; it is in my hands. 
 
Indeed, life and death are in all of our hands, and what fragile birds we carry with us 
wherever we go.  Just think of all that you hold in your hands; your children, your spouse, 
your parents, your friends… the hungry, the sick, the oppressed, the outcaste… the 
created world, this community of faith, your neighbor in the broadest sense.  All of this and 
more is in our hands, and it is up to us whether these things live or die.  What power we 
have!  We can speak words of encouragement that will inspire others to grow.  We can 
spend our money in ways that will increase opportunity and justice for those at the bottom 
of the economic ladder.  We can practice patience with the endless questions of our 
children, nurturing their creative thought.  We can take only what we need and plant trees 
and change light bulbs so we can save the planet.  We can call our congresspeople, and 
write letters to members of the military, and decide that it’s not acceptable that so many of 
our children live in poverty.  We can give our dollars, and our time, and our prayer.  We 
can choose life, so that we, and our children, and our children’s children, will live.  Look at 
your hands.  See their strength to hold together someone who is hurting.  Look at your 
hands.  See their gentleness to sooth places of conflict and strain.  Look at your hands.  
See their ability to hold together this precious, fragile world.  Look at your hands.  See how 
they choose life. 
 
And when, as in Canaan, we are hurt and scared and haunted, when we are the little birds 
with the fluttering hearts and paralyzed wings, when we yearn for life but death lurks near, 
know whose hands are there that hold us safe.  The God of Moses, of Abraham, and Isaac 
and Jacob; the God who has set before us the ways of life and death; the God of Life holds 
us in loving, living, life-giving hands.  Amen. 


