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For the past year and especially for the past week, we have been daily aware of our mortality. Over half a 
million people have succumbed to the COVID-19 virus. Shootings in Atlanta and Indianapolis have 
shocked and depressed us. Members of our families and of this faith community have passed away. We 
have to ask, “Why is death necessary?” Let’s explore that question today. 
 
We do not know whether or not animals have an awareness of their own mortality, but it is certain that 
human beings know that they have to die. Yet, Homo sapiens have an uncanny ability to ignore their own 
mortality. Sigmund Freud said, "We have difficulty visualizing the end of our existence...deep down," Dr 
Freud said, "Contemporary man does not really believe in his own death." And, Martin Heidegger 
shrewdly observed that the proposition, "all are mortal" usually involves the tacit reservation "but not I!" 
    
Consider the ways in which we deny our own death in our culture. We have convinced ourselves that all 
diseases will one day be conquered and we will then have a life free from pain and suffering. Look at our 
funeral practices. We encourage our undertakers to do everything imaginable to make the corpse as lifelike 
as possible. And, no doubt, our avoidance of the reality of death is in part responsible for the way we have 
allowed ourselves to be blinded to the true horrors of war and terrorism. 
 
Things were not so very different in the time of Jesus. Remember how Peter resisted the idea that "the 
Son of man must suffer and die"? One of the great questions which has always haunted the human mind 
is "why is death necessary?" The question is posed today as we read again of the necessity of Jesus' death. 
In the Epistle to the Hebrews, St. Paul declares, "in his life on earth Jesus made his prayers and requests 
with loud cries and tears to God, who could save him from death." And, we see that God heard him.  God's 
answer, however, was not to deliver him from this most fundamental human experience, but rather to 
deliver him from the fear of it. 
    
At no other time during the liturgical cycle are Christians more preoccupied with thoughts of their own 
mortality than during Passiontide. If we are to appreciate the Easter gospel, we must allow ourselves this 
time of reflection on the meaning of death. It is not meant to be a morbid preoccupation.  On the contrary, 
it is designed to be a time to develop a spiritually healthy perspective on this frightening aspect of God's 
plan. So, I invite you this morning to join me in looking at why death is necessary. There is a law in nature 
that demands death if there is to be more life. 
    
While it is clear that human beings are highest order of all God's creation on this planet, that belief does 
not mean we are exempted from the laws of nature. We live with the law of gravity, even when we fly 
through the air and outer space, the law of gravity is a force with which we must contend.  If we are to 
live, we must breathe, eat, and sleep. We must live in the natural environment and contend with the rain, 
heat, cold, wind, and storms.  In today's gospel, Jesus shows that death is a natural part of the created 
order: "Unless a grain of wheat falls into the earth and dies, it remains no more than a single grain. If it 
does die, then it produces many grains." 
    
There is in the mystery of death the key to the future of life on this planet and beyond. There is a proverb 
that puts it this way: "Any fool can count the seeds in an apple. But only God can count the apples in a 
seed." What it looks like, we cannot know. But in word and in nature's ways, God has revealed to us that 
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beyond death there is more life than before death. If such may be true for a grain of wheat or an apple 
seed, what may be in store for God's beloved human children? 
    
The leaders of the Reformation of the Sixteenth Century were greatly influenced at many points by the 
thought of St. Augustine. St. Augustine insisted that death is an unintended part of God's creation. The 
Augustinian tradition along with the Lutheran and Reformed traditions which followed, claims that death 
is unnatural because it was not a part of God's original purposes, but was the penalty levied as the result 
of Adam's sin. 
    
Contemporary thought, however, points out that St. Augustine added to the Genesis account that Adam 
was created in a state of original righteousness and fell through sin to a state of imperfection. Today, we 
can see that the recognition of human finitude and mortality are essential elements in the definition of 
what it means to be human. It is natural for finite beings to be subject to death. Human beings are no 
exception. Death is necessary for the unfolding of life. If you live forever there is no reason to create 
anything. 
    
The shortness of life on earth gives urgency to achievement and impetus to reach our goals before human 
powers diminish. The Ninth Symphony of Beethoven, the great art of Michelangelo came because the 
artists were not immortal. They knew they were going to die and the greatest urge was to leave something 
of the progress of their spirits to succeeding generations. 
    
Now, up on Mt. Olympus in Greek mythology, nobody ever dies. Nobody ever does anything, certainly 
nothing interesting except when they bring in a mortal. But mortality has to be wed to immortality to bring 
any spice into immortality, to give it any kind of meaning. And, so, Zeus, who was a philanderer of the 
first order, falls in love with this woman, and Hermes tells him, "Look, you're Zeus, you can do anything 
you want. So, why don't you declare a little war down in Greece, so her husband, who is a young general, 
will have to go off. You can go down masquerading and make love to his wife." Zeus thinks this is a 
splendid idea, so he does it.  
 
When he comes back to Mt. Olympus, he tells Hermes about it and this is what he says, "She was saying, 
'when I was young,' or 'when I am old,' or 'when I die.' This stabs me Hermes. We miss something Hermes. 
We miss the poignancy of the transient, the sweet sadness of grasping for something we know we cannot 
hold." 
   
What mortality gives us, the fact that we are designed to die, gives us the poignancy of the transient. This 
sweet sadness of grasping for something we know we cannot hold. Our death is, in a sense, the impetus 
for creativity. If we lived on this planet forever, there would be no reason to create, to set goals, to grow 
and to leave a legacy, spiritual or otherwise. Life would not be worth living and we'd want to invent death 
in order to escape the sameness and monotony of it all. The consciousness of our death shapes our values 
and gives life its meaning. 
    
When Dr. Carl Jung died in 1961 at the age of 85, Time Magazine quoted him as having written earlier, 
"Death is psychologically just as important as birth. As the arrow flies to the target, so life ends in 
death...Shrinking away from it is something unhealthy and abnormal which robs the second half of life of 
its purpose." 
    
Dr. Jung was telling us that the way we look at our death will affect the way we look at our life, its values 
and its purposes. Death is the reality which confronts us. It calls us to reflect upon the way we are using 
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the days and the hours we may have left. It forces us to review how we've done so far and to make reso-
lutions about tomorrow and it affects our feelings about today. 
    
Death is the reality which confronts us with the question of life's significance. Death neither gives life its 
meaning nor takes it away. Instead, death is the reality which confronts us with the question of life's sig-
nificance. In the face of death we are concerned with our final destiny and the fulfillment of those values 
and concerns to which we have committed ourselves right now. Christian faith acknowledges the crisis of 
meaning caused by physical death, but it does so in the belief that through the Resurrection of Jesus Christ, 
death's power over us has been defeated. This faith perceives the power of meaning right now as well as 
the hope of ultimate meaning in a life beyond. Death is the necessary instrument which removes the final 
barrier in relationship with God. 
    
Death demands a response from each of us of openness to the future, for this implies openness to God. 
Dynamic faith in Jesus Christ affirms that God holds the future for us, not in a predetermined or prepack-
aged way, but as a call to himself, an invitation to be with him. The first Christians faced the future with 
confidence and assurance because their hope rested in God who is the ground and source of hope. This 
hope grew out of the relationship which they had experienced with God and the community of believers. 
It grew out of love, for it was their experience of love and its personal power that opened the future for 
them. 
    
Jesus' death on the cross was the final act through  which the work of Christ came to completion. The final 
barrier between God and humanity was shattered once and for all. Don't you find it moving to realize that 
the Agent of Creation and the Master of the Disciples is not exempt from this principle of death and life? 
The Paschal Mystery of Jesus passion, death, and resurrection sums up the complete identification of the 
savior of life with us. As Victor Hugo put it, "The tomb is not a blind alley, it is a Thoroughfare. It closes 
in the twilight, and opens on the dawn." 
    
When we look at death in this way, we can be transformed.  No longer do we have to be pitiful creatures, 
afraid of death and dying and reacting in fear and anxiety to every experience which reminds us of our 
mortality.  We can live in hope and confidence in the One who has bone through the experience before us 
and says, "I died, and behold, I am alive forever more. Because I live, you shall live also, and death shall 
have no power over you." In our baptism we are buried with Christ in order that we might rise to new life 
in him. 
    
We can learn a lesson from an 8-year-old boy who was dying. He had the capacity to deal with his mor-
tality. He drew pictures telling just what he was going through as he approached death. In an early picture, 
a tiny figure representing the boy himself is trying to kill a huge, threatening person, with only a little 
popgun. The big figure, Death, stands between the little boy and a house; he was saying that he couldn't 
get home. In the boy's next picture, which he drew before he died, there is an outline of a flying bird. The 
tip of the upper wing is colored bright yellow, as if reaching up into the sunlight. And this boy, through a 
telling lapse in speech, confirmed his self-identification with the peaceful, free-flying bird. He pointed out 
the splash of color and said, "there's a little bit of sunshine on my wing." 
    
There's a little splash of sunshine on your wings and mine today.  And it's there because our Savior Christ 
has shown us that in God's plan, it is death that is the door into a vaster realm of life than we have ever 
known before. 


