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Grace and peace in the name of God our loving Creator and our Lord and 

Savior Jesus Christ. 

 

When I was in college I worked at my uncle and aunt’s retreat center in 

central Minnesota during several summers.  I remember one summer during 

our staff retreat at the beginning of the summer my uncle Johan led a Bible 

Study on our theme for the year and surprised us all by beginning by saying 

“You’re all dead”!  Was this a threat?  Had Uncle Johan gone a little nuts?  

Summer Camp staffs are about happiness and positive themes, why would he 

say something like this?  He of course was introducing a theme that was very 

biblical and echoes the words of Ephesians claiming that we were all dead in 

our sins before Jesus saved us.  What my uncle was trying to tell us was that 

facing our mortality and the reality of death is central to our Christian faith. At 

the start of every Lent, on Ash Wednesday we mark our foreheads with ashes 

and say that we “come from dust and to dust we shall return”. 

 

 We don’t tend to want to focus on death and maybe those of you 

watching at home or maybe even some of you sitting in your cars might be 

thinking maybe I can watch or listen to something else for a minute.  But if you 

do you miss the heart of the good news.  Jesus saves us from something big 

and real in every human life, the reality of sin and death that weighs over 

mortals.  In order to understand the good news fully its important to understand 

why it’s significant…because without it we would remain dead in our sins. 

 



 And yet many churches and theologies try to cut out that reality from 

their teachings and preaching.  On a tour of a mega church someone a friend 

of mine asked where they hold funerals in the worship space that was focused 

on a brightly lit stage.  The pastor told them that they don’t hold funerals there, 

and that they let the smaller traditional churches handle that.  What a loss to 

exclude the reality of death from a community of faith.  What good is it to live 

in the Easter glow year round if you don’t recognize the reality of the cross and 

tomb that Jesus experienced as we do. 

 

 And as we talk about the reality of death we need to acknowledge the 

loss of over a half million lives in the United States to this deadly pandemic.  

How have people responded to this staggering number?  Mostly by ignoring it.  

By looking the other way.  Some have even said, “Well most of the people that 

died would have died anyway.”  Yes that’s true, as it is with all of us, but in this 

context is a callous way to think of those we have lost.  When we say we 

cherish life and promote life and then don’t honor the lives lost during the 

pandemic we are avoiding reality.  I watched the PBS News Hour this week 

which is one of the news outlets that has taken the time to tell the stories of 

some of the people who have died of covid and when I took the time to 

acknowledge the value of these lives that have been cut short, I want to say 

“Not one more”.  Let’s not treat these people as necessary casualties but do 

everything we can to keep more people from dying. 

 

Our congregations have not had the same burden of members succumbing 

to this virus, at First I have not needed to do one funeral during this pandemic 

year, which surprises me and well I celebrate that good news I also felt the 

need with these texts to remind us of the reality of death that has surrounded 

us during these days of the pandemic.  As we get closer to Holy Week we 



need to remember what Jesus’ death is all about.  He meets us in our reality, 

our mortality.  He defeats enemies that we cannot. 

 

In the darkness, Jesus reminds Nicomdemus of the light.  Our text from John is 

part of that conversation.  Jesus reveals at the very start of his ministry, what 

Jesus has come to do.  He tells him that God has sent his only Son, “so that 

everyone who believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life”.  And he 

reminds him of the reality of death that God saves us from, by recalling the 

story of Moses and the Israelites, when they complained and wanted to go 

back to Egypt, a place where many of their children had been killed just for 

being born Jewish, God reminded them of the reality of that death in sending 

poisonous serpents that bit them.  The people cry out for help, recognizing their 

sin and Moses lifts up a serpent on a pole and those that look at it live.  Jesus 

says that he has come to be lifted up as the snake was lifted up.  All humans 

suffer from the pestilence of sin around us.  We can’t escape it.  We are all 

bitten by it and a part of sinful systems and actions.  Jesus says that he will be 

lifted up to save us from the death this sin leads to.  Jesus says he will be lifted 

up. 

 

And He is.  Jesus is lifted up on a cross for all to see.  Jesus takes the symbol of 

sinful power, death and oppression and turns it into the symbol of life.  Life 

eternal given to all who believe that this act is more than what it seems.  That 

Jesus saves!  And saves us not in some general sense but in the very specific 

realities of our own sin and the sin of the world.  We are lifted up with him in this 

glory, but it happens through the reality of death, not around it.   

 

Many choose to remain in darkness and not look at the cross for what it is.  

And not look at the reality of death for what it is, but this denial means many 



remain in darkness when Jesus offers life, real life, eternal life, abundant life 

when we know that we are saved and loved through what Jesus does for us.  

Jesus invites us to live in the light of truth and the light of salvation from the 

darkness of death.  That means recognizing the reality of that death and 

darkness and realizing the value of the salvation he brings us through the cross.  

When we live in the light, we value life and face the reality of death, when we 

lift high the cross and remember all that Jesus does for each of us and the 

whole world.  Thanks be to God! 

 

May the love and peace of Christ be in your hearts and minds and lead you 

into the light of Christ!  Amen. 

 


