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“O God, I cried out to you and you restored me to health. You brought me up O Lord from the Dead; you restored my life as I was going down to the grave. Weeping may spend the night, but joy comes in the morning.”


These words of the Psalmist are joyful and hopeful. They are the words of one who trusts deeply in God. Not necessarily one who thinks that everything in this life will be rosy, but one who trusts God even in the face of death. The Psalmist witnesses to us a faith in a God that rules over life and death and is merciful to all creatures.


Sometimes it seems to me that we in the Church try to avoid the subject of death. We experience it, we counsel its surviving victims, and we analyze its effect upon us. But, we are more comfortable talking about life in this world and in the world to come, while we steer clear of the process of death that joins the two worlds. It would be difficult to look at today’s propers without facing the reality of death.


From the historic book of Kings comes the old story of Elijah, who was being cared for by a widow. Remember how the cruse of oil and the jar of meal stayed full while Elijah lived with them? Then tragedy hits. The son of the widow dies. She blames Elijah, but he takes the boy and prays that God will restore his life. “And the Lord hearkened to the voice of Elijah, and the soul of the child came into him again and he revived.”  God turns death into life. Weeping may spend the night, but joy comes in the morning.


The Gospel of Luke presents us with a story from the life of Jesus who, upon entering the city of Nain, is met with a funeral procession bearing a young man to his grave. Jesus was moved with compassion by the weeping of the mother of the man as she followed his body. To her he simply said, “Do not weep.” He stopped the cortege and touched the bier where the young man lay. I can imagine the almost visible silence that fell over the crowd when Jesus said, “Young man, I say to you, arise,” and the dead man sat up and spoke, and fear seized the people. Fear because Jesus was a powerful force among them, fear because what was dead now lived. God had visited his people. God turns death into life. Weeping may spend the night, but joy comes in the morning.


To the early Church, Luke’s story clearly points to Jesus as the Christ who, during his ministry, held power over life and death, and who, through his resurrection, finally and sufficiently conquered death for all people in all ages; a God strong enough to raise the dead to life, yet a man who was moved to work a miracle out of compassion for a weeping mother. These early Christians were persecuted first by the Jews, then by the Romans, and finally by one another. Yet, even in the face of death they held on to a glimmer of hope that in this man Jesus was the answer to all humanity’s dreams.  God turns death into life. Weeping may spend the night, but joy comes in the morning.


This story reverberates with the power of God who has conquered death. Not only the climactic kind of death that comes at the end of our days on earth, but all the little deaths that take place in each of our lives. We give up old ways to learn new ways. We give up old friends to make new friends. We give up comfortable surroundings to move out into a new land. All this we do in faith that our God who is present in memory is, in fact, present then and now.

I was terribly curious about why this lesson from Galatians was wedged in between these two great lessons of death and life, and then, when I took time for another reading, it occurred to me, Paul is talking about the very sort of little death that takes place in our lives. In his own life and by his own call, he died to a life that was set on persecuting the young church and became instead its chief missionary.  He was thrown from his horse and made blind, and then something like scales fell away from his eyes and he saw all things in a new light. That certainly sounds like an experience of life and death. And a faith that God rules over both.


I truly believe that God does bring life out of the deaths in our lives. That is the only reason I can be here. My own experience is that God does bring life out of the smaller deaths we experience every day, the disappointments, the dead ends, the disasters of our lives. Death hurts, death frightens, death wounds. But even in the face of the reality of death, I see what an important part of life death can be.  No cross, no crown. Without Good Friday there can be no Easter. Without the life of Saul the persecutor there could have been no Paul the Missionary to the Gentiles. I can only imagine; I can only hope that the same is true with the actual death that stands between this world and whatever comes after.  


No matter the scope, God, our God, turns death into life. Weeping may spend the night, but joy comes in the morning.


That does not make death less real or less painful. Each of us remembers and recognizes a point in our lives when we thought this was the end, a dead stump, a place with no hope, a long hallway with no doors. Moving across the country holds a bit of that for me. I still feel the pain of leaving tried old friends, well‑known streets, and memorized schedules. In some ways I miss the comfort of the land of my childhood and youth. But through God’s grace and your ministry I am coming to a new sort of life, being resurrected to new relationships, new priorities, new streets, new names, and with these come new opportunities, new direction, new growth and even new life.

Looking back now, it comes to me that any new life that comes to us comes to us as the product of some experience of death. As it is with these small daily deaths, so it must be with the more dramatic deaths we face.


In the waters of our baptism, we are buried with Christ that we may be raised to new life in him. We renounce the life of sin and death and we turn to Christ as our salvation.


In the sacrament of the Holy Eucharist, we celebrate the resurrection of Christ by sharing the Body and Blood of his sacrifice. We proclaim a mystery of faith that Christ has died, Christ has risen, Christ will come again. We come together as a family to share the gifts which are ours by his sacrifice. And we allow ourselves ever to be changed by that sacrifice. The Christian life is not static, but, rather, ever changing, ever growing, ever seeking to be more Christ‑like. We do this in our lives and in our deaths. Our God rules over both.


“O God, you have turned my wailing into dancing; you have put off my sackcloth and clothed me with joy.  God turns death into life. Weeping may spend the night, but joy comes in the morning.”
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