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“A Life Well Lived”

In the name of our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ, grace to you and peace.

When we read the last chapter of the Book of Deuteronomy, which we did today as our first reading,
we are presented with an image of Moses as elder statesman. He has lived a long and fruitful life. We
are told that, at the age of one hundred and twenty years, his “sight was unimpaired and his vigour
had not abated.” Now, he has blessed the community which had been entrusted to his leadership for
the last forty years, reminded the people of the terms of their covenant with God, and appointed
Joshua as his successor. The text tells us that Moses climbed to the top of Mount Pisgah and then
– without apparent fuss, bother, or pain – died there, at the command of God.

For most people, I think, this is an image of a good death. There is no lingering illness, no wasting
disease, no prolonged death bed agony. No one has to make any decisions about heroic measures,
about life support machines or DNR, Do Not Resuscitate Orders. Neither is Moses death a surprise,
however. Everyone has had a chance to make their goodbyes, to say what was needed to be said,
to plan carefully for the future.

But this death, like most of our own, is not quite as uncomplicated as it seems at first glance. Although
Moses has lived a very long life, he has not quite completed the task he had hoped to accomplish. He
has not, in fact, led his people into the Promised Land. Instead, God allows him the merest glimpse
from the mountaintop, a reminder that someone else will be carrying on the work to which Moses was
first called.

Spiritually, or so I think, this suggests a way to look at our own failures, as well as our diminishment
and eventual death, in a way that is counter that of the prevailing culture in which we live. And what
I mean by that is that most of us, like Moses, will probably leave some things unfinished when we die.
Even if we live to 120, our desks may still have piles of unfiled papers, our drawers may still be filled
with snapshots we always meant to put into albums, our baskets may still be filled with clothes we
always meant to mend or give away. But even more than these mundane tasks that may remain
undone no matter how long we live, it is certain that we will never see at least some of our dreams and
hopes come to pass.

Indeed, a long life is virtually a guarantee that at least some of our dreams will die long before we will.
At some point between early childhood and middle age, for instance, most people realize that they
will never be the starting quarterback on their favourite football team or the prima ballerina in the
National Ballet of Canada. Only a very few folks get to be a movie star, the Prime Minister of Canada,
or the richest person on earth. Only a few more get to be the CEO of a Fortune 500 company, an
astronaut, or even a heart surgeon. Reality is though, even those who do achieve the fame and
fortune of their childhood dreams have to let go someday. Eventually, the football player and the
dancer get bad knees, the heart surgeon’s hands begin to shake, and the Prime Minister and CEO
retire, yielding, their power to other people who may or may not carry on their polices.

Most of us, of course, have much more modest lives, having exchanged our childhood dreams quite
early on for something that seemed more practical, more realistic. Even these more humble dreams
do not always come true. Perhaps we have built up a business, only to find that none of our children
is willing to carry it on. Perhaps we never get the job we hope for or having landed it got fired or laid
off. Perhaps our marriages fail, our children forsake us or we forsake them or beloved spouses die
before we get to share a long and leisurely retirement. Perhaps we never do quite learn French, or



see the Eiffel Tower, or write the great Canadian novel, or even spend a whole summer at the beach.

Friends, when we think of all the things that we will never do, or never do again, it is quite easy t get
discouraged, the think that we simply do no measure up to the lofty example set by Moses, who lived
to be 120 years old has sight unimpaired, his vigour not abated.

But the story of Moses’ life and death can help us see things another way. Moses, we are told, was
the greatest prophet in Israel, the only mortal whom “the Lord knew face to face.” Yet, despite all the
signs wonders and mighty deeds that Moses performed, he was not in the end, able to complete the
task to which he had been called. Just like us more ordinary folks who give up at least some of our
dreams in the face of a harsh reality, at the end of his life, as at the beginning, Moses simply had to
let go of the need to be successful.

My brothers and sisters in Christ. Just like us, Moses was not collect to be successful, but rather to
be faithful. It is for his faithfulness that he is honoured and remembered. May the same be said of us.
We are not called to be successful, we are called to be faithful. AMEN.


