A message delivered at The First Congregational Church of Riga on April 5, 2010
Death is the Engine of Life


Thought for Silent Reflection

Every year the dull and the dead in us meets our Easter Challenge: 

to be open to the unexpected, to believe beyond our security and to welcome God in every form.

Joyce Rupp, Out of the Ordinary
DEATH IS THE ENGINE OF LIFE
Mark 8: 34-36
Then he said to them all, “If anyone would come after me he must deny himself and take up the cross daily and follow me. 24 For whomever wants to save his life must lose it, but whoever loses his life for me will save it. 25 What good is it for a man to gain the whole world, and yet lose or forfeit his very self?

I suppose some of you are wondering how I picked this text for an Easter message. This had always been a very confusing text for me until I tried to understand it through the lens of the resurrection. So I thought I share some of my understanding wit you. Just what could Jesus have meant when he said that the only way to save your life was to die? But then when I began to understand Jesus’ death in terms of the empty tomb and the opportunities that presented, it took on a whole new meaning. 

For humans, death is a troubling concept. Sometimes it comes as a result of violence and sometimes it comes quietly. Yet in either case, it is all so final. It is the end of life as we know it. It is unknown - one doesn’t go and come back with stories of what it was like, even if the rich man could have sent Lazarus back from the depths of hell to warn his five brothers it wouldn’t have mattered, and like them, we still wouldn’t believe what we heard anyway. Like his birth, Jesus’ death and resurrection is an event that is ultimately beyond the confines of our ability to comprehend. But the passion of the Lord did not end at the cross. After the cross, Jesus was left in the tomb. The tomb as seen through our eyes is a place of despair, place of disintegration, where the body rots, falls apart and vanishes into dust. This is how we understand the tomb. This is how we understand death. And so all we know and remember about death is the grief of being among those who lost a loved one. Perhaps this is why this particular text, the one that reminds us that that Jesus told us that to save our life we have to lose it, in other words, we have to die. But then he adds mystery to his message when he adds, that whoever loses his life for my sake will save it. (24) is so perplexing for us.

But Jesus’ rising changes all that. More important for us, through his rising we are told we are given the gift of new life. We can begin to understand that in our losing our lives it doesn’t always have to be the end. In that way the empty tomb is not an ending but a beginning and an invitation to a new beginning, to new understanding of life, a life that was lived in a way that must be lost in order to grow and prosper.
When Jesus came, he came with a message of the life God had promised for his children, his beloved; it was a life which focused on others and not us; it was a life which we were taught to treat others the way we wanted to be treated; it was a life where we did not have to be the best, the fastest, the smartest, like we had it all together. It was a life where we were taught to forgive, to turn the other cheek and not to judge; for our worth, our value was not about winning and impressing it was about serving. Everyday we get to make the choice to prop up these misconceptions about life or let go of them in favor of becoming that servant and that is very hard to do. 

What would it be like to be free of all that? Jesus, through his resurrection, invites us to a place where we can let these parts of us die, these parts that tell us that our worth comes from the things we say and do. That part of us that always has to be right, that part of us that always has to look good. Jesus invites that part to die. For it is when that happens new life can begin and we are ready to accept the new way of life Jesus offers.

Can death result in new life? In what ways do we experience death bringing new life? New life pokes up through the last remnants of snow each spring and by the end of summer and fall things begin to die again. Leaves fall from the trees every year and by wintertime its dead, no grass growing, no flowers are blooming; then in the spring new life explodes from the earth. Then we repeat the cycle only to go back through death, life, death, life. So perhaps there is a principle that the death of one thing gives you life, that our survival, our sustenance can be dependent on the death of another thing. Yes, death really can be the engine of all of life. Perhaps this is the truth embedded in the resurrection story.
So when the Bible tells the story of God, through Jesus, bringing new way of life to the world, how does the story go for you? It also can be about Jesus who dies and rises again. It is about death bringing new life. His death on the cross, his resurrection, in some ways it is how the world has always been. Jesus just doesn’t enter into the process with his own flesh and then expect people to take up their cross and follow him! There must be a reason. The message of Easter is much more than the news of an empty tomb. Jesus lived with the awareness that God is doing something, right here, right now and that anybody could be a part of it. He inspired, challenged and invited people to be open to God’s work in this world. He says at one point that unless you lose your life for my sake you will never really find it. He also tells us that unless a seed falls to the ground it can’t produce new life. Jesus teaches us how to die so we can really live.
This cuts right to the core of Jesus’ message. We’ve become so easily deceived that we’re loved because we are moral enough, spiritual enough, right enough, but the essence of Jesus’ message is that we aren’t saved, accepted and loved because how spiritual, moral or right we are, we are saved in our death. Like that plant, our new life can only flourish when we allow the used up part of us to die. We’re invited to trust Jesus because we’ve been told we can never do it alone. But some people refuse to die, they relentlessly cling to their egos and false selves and keep propping up that particular version of themselves that they think is desirable and trusting in their own efforts to accomplish this somehow, someday. Is this you holding on to your life so tightly to your life that you are actually losing it? 
We, too, have been set free, free from death in all its forms—fear, despair, apathy. We cannot linger in the graveyards of hopelessness and resignation. We must seek the living Christ where he is to be found—walking with us, in our midst, as we continue to build the kingdom as he did—among those who had been excluded. In life and in death, we are valued and celebrated not because of our absences, but because of our presence -- especially at the critical junctures in life. It is when we are present –
Present to comfort a friend who has suffered great loss; 
Present to give support to a teetering church ministry; 
Present to give direction to people stumbling in darkness; 
Present to forgive without expecting to be forgiven, 

Present to accept one who has drifted away back with open arms and without any explanation needed, 
Present to serve everyone who God places in our path, 

Present to proclaim life in the midst of letting go of all those old habits – 
For it is when we are present that we best embody the power of the resurrection. That’s when we are ready to take on the Easter Challenge: an invitation to be open to the unexpected, to believe beyond our security and have the faith needed to welcome God in every form.
And this is what I believe Jesus meant when he said, For whomever wants to save his live must lose it, but whoever loses his life for me will save it. What good is it for a man to gain the whole world, and yet lose or forfeit his very self. When we come to understand and live that truth is when we become resurrection people, people who embrace the truth, the truth of the resurrection, astounding and incomprehensible as it is. For it is a truth that forms the very crux of our faith—that Christ has died, Christ is risen, and Christ will come again and that death of all that was, is truly the engine of all that is and all that can be!
Portions of this message have been adapted from:
Rob Bell, Tomato 023, NOOMA DVD Series, 2008.
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