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Year B, Fifth Sunday after Pentecost (Proper 8) 
June 27, 2021 
The Reverend Dr. Brent Was 
 

“13God did not make death, 

   and he does not delight in the death of the living.” 

 Good morning everyone!  Death.  That is what the propers have set before us today, and it 

is fitting, because we have had some deaths around here.   

 But first, I just want to tell you how great it is to be here with you all.  This is a good church.  

I knew we were a good online church, but that goodness doesn’t need qualifying.  Last week, I 

joined a lot of you leaving here with a spring in my step, that lasted.  You all can sing!  There is 

energy and life here.  You all take care of each other.  I have heard from a newcomer that you 

welcome new comers warmly, not the creepy set-upon-like-fresh-meat church welcome, or the we-

say-we-want-new-folks-but-only-if-nothing-changes-I-mean-nothing... not that, but an honest welcome 

to this little outpost of the Commonwealth of God.  There is grace afoot here.  Life and love.  It is 

good. Bless ya’ll.  (I think that is the correct usage).  But that’s enough about all that light and life 

stuff, let’s get back to the topic at hand: death. 

 This is timely.  We have had deaths around here recently.  We celebrated Patty Deetjen 

yesterday, we’re dedicating the Mass to her today.  This afternoon Flo deGozzaldi will be laid to rest.  

This past year we buried Ralph, John, Nancy, Ed, Virginia...  Who in your life died over this past 

year? ____  That is a lot of people.  With COVID abroad we had 600 and something thousand more 

deaths than normal over the past year, but in a regular year, say 2019, 2.8 million of us died just 

because that is what people do.  Our lives end.  It is as natural a thing as there could be, death. 

 But we humans, blessed as we are with memory, reason and skill, oh gifts from God to be 

sure but gifts that keep on giving because through them we know that we die.  And we know that 

time continues after we cease.  Life, other people’s lives, the lives of dogs and cats and forests and 

tidal zones, the whole living organism that is the interdependent web of life that coats the surface of 

this planet, it all keeps going on after we cease to participate in it consciously. And those things will 

all die, but their descendents, and the creatures that evolve from them take on the mantle of life and 

on it goes, on and on and on after we die.  Life and death: as natural as a sunrise or a rain storm or a 

mourning dove cooing up in an old oak tree.    

 And death is an end, definitively.  Not the end, but an end.  And so much always surrounds 

it.  Death is laden with meaning, or the need for meaning because it is the great unknown.  Our faith 
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gives us images of heaven and paradise and light perpetual shining upon us.  Those are mythical 

descriptions, apt and divinely given metaphors for don’t worry; it will be ok.  These images help in 

us facing our end without fear, though being afraid of death is hardly a character flaw.  Because 

death is serious, it is un-understandable, and that which we do not or cannot understand is scary. 

 One of the ways that fear manifests in our tradition is the idea that sin is the cause of death.  

From the Wisdom of Solomon, that apocryphal text that the lectionary treats us to today, 

  23For God created us for incorruption, 

 and made us in the image of his own eternity, 

 24but through the devil’s envy death entered the world, 

 and those who belong to his company experience it. 

“The devil’s envy?”  “those who belong to his company experience it.”  His  is the devil.  Only the 

devil’s buddies die.  That’ll put the fear of God in you.  This is where the dark flip side of heavenly 

imagery comes from, molten lakes, unquenchable fire, perpetual.  Most of our Hell imagery and lore 

comes from Dante, but scripture does its part in instilling the fear of God around death for us, how 

sin and death are so intertwined. 

Now this is not saying that we die because we are naughty, that is not the case scripturally or 

in the Inferno.  Here we are tip-toeing into some theological and philosophical territory here.  When 

we talk of sin in relation to death, we are speaking existentially.  Existentially physical death can be 

interpreted, as one theologian wrote, as the “sign and seal and sacrament of sin.”  This is not about 

death itself, the cessation of life processes, it is about our experience of death.  This is all about what 

death means. 

Because death can mean some many different things based on the circumstances.  Death can 

be tragic, crushing.  It can be a mercy, a relief of suffering and witnessing suffering and grinding 

labor.  (That can be a gift to the one dying and a source of deep guilt for those left behind, though it 

need not be).  Death can be merciful, hoped for, prayed for (righteously and otherwise).  Death can 

be chosen.  It can be heroic, self-sacrificial, accidental.  It can be a punishment.  It can be lonely, it 

can be crowded.  It can be a definitive conclusion, it can be a big mess of loose ends and unresolved 

issues.  It can be agonizing.  It can be peaceful. It can be far too soon by our reckoning.  It can be 

far too delayed out by our reckoning.  Every death story, like every birth story is snowflake-like in its 

uniquity, and simultaneously its fading into universality with all of the others.  The fact of death is 

death: what it means, now that is the provenance of faith. 
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The traditional reading of the story within the story in St. Mark’s gospel that we hear today is 

the revelation that in Jesus Christ we are delivered from sin and death.  The woman with 

hemorrhages would have been considered sinful.  That poor woman.  Her actions, her society 

believed, somehow accounted for her condition and it made her “unclean.”  (I guess they hadn’t 

internalized Job).  All of the hang-ups about women in that culture (and so many others right up to 

the most recent meeting of the U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops), and their hang-ups about 

blood, and in this story, it is about a woman’s blood – O heavens to betsy, she was just beyond the 

pale.  And in just touching Jesus’ cloak, she was healed.  Physically, that’s the story, but the physical 

healing is the outward and visible sign to her culture and self that she was restored inwardly and 

spiritually by Jesus Christ.  She was cured of her supposed uncleanness, she would be welcomed 

back into communion with her community. 

 Jesus saved the woman from sin.  Not sinful actions, but the sin of distance from God, 

though of course she was not responsible for that distance, that was on society, but this is a story, it 

is communicating something to us.  It is communicating that Jesus restored her to right relationship.  

He brought her back into life, the fullness of life.  And He will do that for us, too. 

That’s what Jesus does, He brings us back to life.  You go down the dead end of alcohol, 

drugs, gambling... whatever your poison is; you lie, cheat, treat your employees poorly, spread 

divisive gossip, are cruel and selfish, greedy, slothful... you know your preferred category of 

sinfulness, and Jesus always is there to remind you that all is never lost.  No matter how far you have 

fallen, and it is unimaginable to many how far some of us have fallen, even then you have value, you 

are beloved of God.   

Jesus who suffered for you also suffers with you; you are never, ever alone.  Death comes 

and snatches someone beloved of you.  Or a whole bunch of people in a tragedy like down in 

Florida, or in a plague, or war or genocide...  There may not be an answer, but you are not alone.  

Jesus has been there, and He is with you,  inscribed on the fleshy tablet of your heart. 

Jesus stoped the hemorrhages, and the woman was restored to life in the community.  But 

that story is imbedded in the story of healing Jairus’ daughter.  There is so much here.  Jairus was a 

leader, probably a Pharisee.  He was prominent and privileged, and he begged Jesus to come to his 

daughter.  It was on the way there that Jesus encounters the woman who was at the opposite end of 

the social spectrum. 

He head to Jairus’ home, cures the woman along the way, then arrives and declares the girl 

not dead.  “Do not fear, only believe.”  Now this is not a faith healing story, that if you only believed 
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enough you wouldn’t die, or bad things wouldn’t happen to you. It is about death happening, and 

life happening, too.  That life in faith, in love, in Christ, continues, nothing can defeat it.  That is 

what Jesus means here.  The story of the cross, there are so many stories told by the cross of Jesus 

Christ, one of the stories is that life conquers death.  The Easter story, though, is a pretty special 

story.  It is resurrection in real time.  Like the story of Jairus’ daughter, it is an amplified story of the 

defeat of death.  It is told beyond the proportions of our lives to teach us that Jesus has the power 

to defeat death. 

Jesus Christ, the light and life of the world, defeats not physical death, but the power of 

death, the power of death to crush us, to sap us of hope.  “O death, where is your sting.”    Because 

life, the will to live, is indomitable: spiritually and as the world can demonstrate, physically, too. 

 We used to have this goat, a buck... we have a borrowed buck now, Gerald, he’s getting 

stinkier by the day which the does find irresistible (I don’t), but it has been a slow process.  But we 

used to have this buck, Sweet William... he was a good buck.  He was a dwarf Nigerian, about a foot 

and a half tall, but the will to life, the unstopable might of life itself, the force that through the green 

fuse drives the flower, radiated from Sweet William maybe even more than his eau ’d buck.  

Remember the Wisdom of Solomon, “...the generative forces of the world are wholesome...”  Sweet 

William was brimming with these wholesome generative forces. 

 Windy had him separated from the does.  They were in the same barn, but Sweet William 

was behind a sturdy five foot high cattle panel wall.  He’s a foot and a half tall.  Five foot high fence.  

Dwarf Nigerians are shaped like a Tylenol with legs, and their middles don’t bend.  And yet...  the 

life force in that young buck propelled him to run at the wall opposite the gate, bound up it like in 

the movie The Matrix, and launch himself over the gate like an Olympic high jumper.  Foot and a 

half goat.  Five foot fence.  Life wins. 

Life cannot be destroyed by physical death.  A life can be, a physical organism dies, but life 

cannot be destroyed, try as we might, and humans have tried and tried to kill so many, many things, 

and it never works. Because no life is lived alone.  You are in me and me in you and we are all in 

God in Christ with the Holy Spirit.   

 We end our Burial office with a rite called the Commendation.  In it is the essence of what 

the church teaches us about death, death in the faith of Jesus Christ.  Gathered over the body, or 

urn, the celebrant begins, 

Give rest, O Christ, to your servant with your saints, 
where sorrow and pain are no more, 
neither sighing, but life everlasting. 
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You only are immortal, the creator and maker of mankind; 
and we are mortal, formed of the earth, and to earth shall we 
return.  For so did you ordain when you created me, saying, 
“You are dust, and to dust you shall return.” All of us go down 
to the dust; yet even at the grave we make our song: Alleluia, 
alleluia, alleluia. 
 
Give rest, O Christ, to your servant with your saints, 
where sorrow and pain are no more, 
neither sighing, but life everlasting. 
 

 And then the office ends with the great commendatory prayer, 

Into your hands, O merciful Savior, we commend your 
servant N. Acknowledge, we humbly beseech you, a sheep of 
your own fold, a lamb of your own flock, a sinner of your 
own redeeming.  Receive them into the arms of your mercy, 
into the blessed rest of everlasting peace, and into the 
glorious company of the saints in light.  Amen. 

 
 “Death be not proud.”  “O Death, where is your sting?”  “Do not fear, only believe.”  In 

Jesus Christ, our Lord Almighty, death can be peaceful night and a perfect end.   May it be so.  

AMEN. 

 

 


