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 Every human culture I suppose has been fearful of and fascinated by death. That’s as 

much true of Roman culture as of Jewish. So Paul understood, I’m sure, why the people in 

Corinth would ask the questions they did. But he was a mystic, and mystics tend to think about 

things less literally than most of us. So most of what Paul has to say about death isn’t really 

about physical death. That kind of language is usually metaphorical for the passage we make in 

our spiritual lives.  

 

 But here he wants to somehow address their concerns while also correcting them. And he 

says something that really gets at the heart of our faith’s understanding of both physical and 

spiritual life. He says, “What you sow does not come to life unless it dies.” Like a grain of wheat 

or an acorn, what comes to life is nothing like the seed that’s sown. In the same way when we die 

what is resurrected is nothing like these frail bodies we occupy now. That way Paul is able to put 

to rest their concerns about what happens physically when we die. But that phrase also speaks to 

our spiritual life now: before we can experience the life we’re meant to know, something in us 

must die.  

 

 For Paul that meant our reliance on our own power, our attempts to earn our way into 

God’s favor. Letting go of our ego, allowing it to die, is the path to a deeper relationship with 

God as imitators of Christ. In other words, we can’t put our trust in what we can touch and see, 

what we can control, to bring us into communion with God; “flesh and blood cannot inherit the 

kingdom of God.” But when we die to ego and its demands, then we can rise to new life and a 

new ethic. 

 

 That ethic is what Jesus describes in his sermon. First century Judea, like many parts of 

the world today, was a shame and honor society. Wrongs were passed on from parent to child in 

blood feuds that could last generations. When you read Hebrew scripture you can see the sort of 

back and forth between what a culture of accelerating violence demands and what the God of 

compassion and steadfast love requires. Blood feuds have no place among God’s people and the 

only solution is to “love your enemies, do good to those who hate you, bless those who curse 

you, pray for those who abuse you.”  

 

 For Jesus that’s the only path to the kingdom of God. It’s a complete transformation of 

values and behaviors. Our egos must be overcome, but more than that an entire system must be 

overcome. Jesus wasn’t concerned only with individual morality, he was interested in changing 

the world. That change begins within, at the center of our lives, through our willingness to 

sacrifice our own needs and desires for the sake of others’.  

 

 What we overcome is the hold status and power have on us. Lately I’ve been reading the 

book White Fragility by Robin DiAngelo. DiAngelo is a white sociologist whose expertise is 

helping organizations overcome their racial biases. She explains how, even though white people 

in our society often believe they are not racist or motivated by racism, in a culture built on a 



belief in white supremacy we can’t avoid being influenced by it. Overcoming our racism is a 

lifetime commitment that requires self- examination and changes in our behavior. As we’re 

willing to do that we discover the resurrection life Paul is talking about; we find ourselves 

dwelling in the kingdom of God.  

 

 But racism and white supremacy have to die for a new life to emerge. As white people we 

have to let go of our privilege and bias. It’s the only way we can overcome our bondage to hate. 

At the beginning of the 20
th

 century the black philosopher and educator W.E.B. DuBois said “the 

problem of the 20
th

 century is the color line.” And it’s fast becoming the problem of our century. 

But if we want to live in the world Jesus describes where we love enemies and give without 

expecting anything in return, then we have to confront that problem.  

 

 This year during Lent I’m encouraging us all to read DiAngelo’s book and consider how 

we can overcome racism in our own lives and confront it in our community. In addition to that, 

during our soup and study time on Tuesdays, we’ll be viewing and discussing the documentary 

Race: The Power of an Illusion to help us understand better the realities that racism causes in our 

society. Racial equity is something the church has promoted for a long time but too often we 

only think about it in the abstract instead of addressing it concretely. I’m hoping we can begin to 

develop real relationships with other faith groups and start bridging the gaps between us.  

 

 It takes a lot of effort and commitment to do the things Paul talks about in his letters and 

Jesus preaches in the gospels. Overcoming the obstacles that stand in the way of our 

experiencing the fullness of life we’re meant to know requires intentional acts of generosity and 

justice, it takes thoughtful and active concern for the well-being of people who are close to us 

and in society as a whole. We can’t sit by passively and hope everything will turn out okay. 

We’re called to act; we’re called to be transformed; we’re called to overcome bonds of fear or 

despair and change the world. That’s what it means to be resurrected, to become children of God; 

and it starts right here and right now. 

 

Amen 


