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Digging Deeper To Find Life's Purpose   
A sermon delivered on April 23, 2017 by the Rev. Scott Dalgarno 
Based on Deuteronomy 34:1-9 

 
Remember John Brown, the half-crazed abolitionist who helped bring on our Civil 
War?  John Brown was something of a terrorist liberator.  His plan had been to free 
a group of slaves at Harper’s Ferry Virginia, and thus, supposedly, to inspire 
thousands of others to revolt.  Things went sour right away and he was arrested.  
 
Brown was written off by northerners and southerners alike as a kook until his trial 
where he spoke so eloquently about the holy cause of liberation and of the evils of 
slavery that even some southerners, began to take another look.  
 
Once he was convicted of murder the whole nation watched as he went to the 
gallows.  He proved to be as unflappable in death as he was at his trial.   
 
He rode to the gallows sitting  on top his own coffin, so serene that some said he 
looked to them like Moses.  He took a long look at the Blue Ridge mountains and 
reflected, “This is beautiful country.”   
 
The collection of men around him there was extraordinary.  There was Colonel 
Robert E. Lee who would be offered the leadership of the Union forces by Abraham 
Lincoln a few years hence and would turn it down because, though he was all for the 
Union, he could not imagine taking up arms against his fellow Virginians.   
 
Lee was there to keep order and to resist any who might come to rescue the old 
prophet.  Also there was Major Thomas Jackson, professor at Virginia Military 
Institute, who would later be called Stonewall.   
 
And John Wilkes Booth, an actor, who assured himself a good view of the festivities 
by volunteering as a Virginia militiaman.  Though zealously pro-slave, Booth called 
John Brown “a brave old man . . . the greatest character of this century.” 
 
There was a sense in John Brown’s sublime resignation that he felt he had 
accomplished something; he had done the work he had been born to do, and 
harbored no regrets.  In this way too, he resembled the man, Moses.   
 
Now, Moses begins his call as a man who thinks very little of himself and who would 
rather stay a simple shepherd in Midian than become the leader of a band of 
Hebrews bound for some promised land.  
 
But as we heard read this morning in Deut. 34: "Never since has there arisen a 
prophet in Israel like Moses, whom the Lord knew face to face." 
 
Let me ask you, is it an example of mercy or cruelty that God takes Moses up a 
mountain to give him this expansive view of the new land?   
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"I have let you see it with your eyes, but you shall not cross over there?” says God.   
What’s up with that?   
 
Tradition has it that God was punishing Moses because of his presumption in 
striking a rock with a magical rod in order to obtain water, but that seems 
preposterous to me.   
 
More likely, Moses isn’t allowed into the land of the promise because the purpose of 
his life is finished.  There is this grand serenity to him when he gives the people a 
final blessing.  The job of subduing the promised land will be a whole new struggle 
of it’s own.  Sometimes a whole new project like that is best taken up by a new 
generation.  There comes a time when the torch has to be passed.   
 
Moses is the great liberator, but Joshua is “the closer” the Hebrew people need 
when it comes to moving into the new land, and God chooses him for that work.  
 
The German poet, Rilke, draws an awesome picture of the final scene in Moses’ life 
for us – his death.   
 
None of them were willing, just the dark 
Defeated angel; choosing a weapon, he cruelly approached 
The commanded one. But even he 
Went clanging backward, upward 
And screamed into the heavens: I can’t 
 
For through the thicket of his brow, Moses 
Had patiently noticed him and gone on writing: 
Words of blessing and the infinite name.  And his eyes 
Were clear right to the bottom of his powers. 
 
So, the Lord, dragging half of the heaven behind him, 
Came hurling down in person and made up a bed from the mountain; 
Laid the old man out.  From its orderly dwelling 
He summoned the soul; and spoke of much they had shared 
In the course of an immeasurable friendship. 
 
But finally the soul [of Moses]  was satisfied.  Admitted 
Enough had been done, it was finished.  Then the old 
God slowly lowered down over the old 
Man his ancient face, and drew him out with a kiss 
 
Into his older age.  And with the hands of creation 
He closed the mountain again.  So it would be like . . .  
One created all over again among the mountains of the earth, 
Hidden to us. – 
("The Death of Moses" transl.  Franz Wright) 
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Earlier Moses had prayed to God in the desert to feed the starving people. God had 
chosen to give manna to feed them, but only enough for one day.  Each day this 
food like soda bread, would be given fresh.    
 
Some of the people, not trusting that  it would be given again the next morning, 
gather baskets of it in order to store it up against the morrow.  But it quickly spoils.  
The message being that people will inevitably try to control their own future, but too 
often it only ends up a rotting mess.  God is teaching them about trusting every day.  
It’s why Jesus said:  "Give us this day our daily  bread." 
 
How strange that sounds today to us with our insurance policies, our IRAs, and our 
10 year warrantees on some of our automobiles. 
  
Some Americans are turning into horders, thinking that as long as we have a full 
stockpile of stuff, we will live long enough to use it all.  We will never die.   
 
Well, there’s a funny thing about our relationship to our possessions. We become 
different people slowly, and the things we long ago stored up don’t look the same to 
us, over time.  Years on we look at these things, old books we haven’t yet read, 
fabric we never sewed, tile we never installed, and often we wonder, “who bought 
this stuff?”  It’s a funny business.  
 
Tim Page, a fine editor, has written about this incitefully,   “[As a young man] I 
became enamored of the American author, Dawn Powell, whose life and works I 
absorbed in much the same manner I absorbed The World Book [Encyclopedia as a 
child] and I spent five years editing her novels, short stories, plays, diaries, and 
letters and writing her first biography.  I look back on these projects with a certain 
mystified satisfaction; I’m glad they were done, but it is as though they had been 
accomplished by somebody else, for the particular furies and fevers that impelled 
them have long since evaporated.” 
 
Do you remember some things you once did that now seem like they were done by 
some stranger?  Even good things?  Life is like that.   
 
Everything has a shelf-life. Even the projects we get the most excited about.  We 
wish life would just hold still, but it doesn’t.   
 
Until the day he died, people asked John Lennon this question:  “When are the 
Beatles going to get back together?”  He wouldanswer them in a very John Lennion 
kind of way by saying, “When are you going back to high school?”   You see, he 
knew that everything has a sell-by-date – even the Beatles.  Not the Rolling Stones, 
apparently, but the Beatles and most things.   
 
On the other hand, few people ever accomplish everything they want to -- no matter 
how committed they are or how long they have to work. Part of coming to terms with 
life is coming to terms with its loose ends.  Sometimes we are called upon to give up 
dreams we've nursed for years, even decades. 
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I wonder if perhaps, in fact, the journey to the promised land was, in a way, the 
destination itself for Moses. 
 
That was clearly what he was called for;  that was what he had been created to do,  
even with all its struggle; wrestling with a stiff-necked people and a very demanding 
God. That was Moses' portion in life.  Many people’s lives amount to doing important 
work while being stuck between conflicting forces. Can you relate?  
 
For decades I flirted with the idea of becoming a college professor.  Early on I got an 
MA in English, and figured one day I would do the PhD, but one thing after another 
interferred.  I’ve loved being a pastor, but I have an aversion to leaving big things 
like that unfinished. I was thinking seriously of finishing that course of study up until 
8 years ago.  
 
But deep in me, I think I knew that wasn’t really for me.  The field had changed so 
much since when I was in college. Finally, I realized that what I wanted was NOT to 
be a professor who talked about literature.  What I wanted more than that was to 
write literature myself. 
 
Once I invested myself in writing, well, I felt like I was lucky to find my true path. But 
it had taken me an awful long time to bury the body of that old obsolete dream. This 
kind of thing happens to lots and lots of people.   
 
Some years ago the country witnessed the fall of Eliot Spitzer, governor of New 
York. New Yorkers had very high expectations for him, coming into office.  
Disillusionment set in quickly because of his abrasive style. Rather quickly he 
became an unpopular governor, careening from mess to mess.   
 
Interviewed about his problems early on, he reacted this way:  “The media says, ‘Oh 
Spitzer, you went to Albany, you were going to change everything.  It’s October.  
What’s happened?’  My attitude is ‘Guys, I’m playing for the long game. . . I’m 
patient.  I don’t look it. I don’t act it.  You know what?  I’m disciplined to know this 
isn’t a one- inning game.  And I’m learning that.”   
 
Then he said something very revealing.  He said that though he was governor, he 
missed being a prosecutor.  He said that the pace and range of decision-making for 
prosecutors was slower than for governors.  “You are, by and large, the actor who 
determines the pace,” he said. “But in this job a great deal comes at you.  . . . and 
just the scale . . makes it more likely that you’re going to have decisions go awry.” 
 
Well, what that said to me was, “This guy is clearly in over his head, and he knows 
it.”  We’ve all seen that kind of thing happen with people, and when that happens, 
watch out;  uou’re likely to see the man generate a kind of death wish and then act 
on it.   
 
I believe that’s just what Eliot Spitzer did, getting embroiled in a huge scandal.  He 
couldn’t just quit so he manufactured a way to just get out of it.   
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Maybe not intentionally, but that’s what happened, and soon he didn’t have to be 
governor any more.  I wonder if we might see it happen again before too long.   
 
Abraham Lincoln was called by some a northern Moses.  He felt he’d gotten in over 
his head, too.  He never thought of himself as fit to be a war president.   
 
But he read books on generaling and did his best a day at a time, believing he would 
probably not be re-elected in 1864.  But by 1863 I believe he sensed a special 
calling -- to rectify the wrongs done by the blight of slavery. 
 
When Lincoln went to Ford's theater for diversion on Good Friday, April 14, 1865, he 
had only laid the foundation for healing the wounds that split the North and the 
South, but who would say that he had not accomplished what he had been created 
to do?   
  
What have you accomplished in your life?  Is there more to be done?  Is it yours to 
do, or is it best left to others?  Or do you know? 
 
Looking back, what thing were you once fully committed to, and because of some 
circumstance found yourself excluded from?  An engagement that went south, 
maybe?  
 
A pregnancy of some sort that ended in a still birth.   
 
A career that never materialized.  A dream job that went to someone else.   
 
A degree, a certification, a graduate degree that you didn’t finish.   
 
Is there a God place in any of that? 
 
Can you possibly say, “I dodged a bullet there?”  Or, “I’m a better person because 
that didn’t happen.” Or, “I’m a different person because that didn’t happen and it’s 
okay.”   
 
If you had a choice, would you go back and try again?   
 
Look at Tiger Woods.  His goal since he turned pro was to be the greatest golfer to 
ever swing a club.  He had quite a run, but this week he had his fourth back surgery 
and it looks like he will probably be shut out of that dream.  
 
But it also looks like his heart has been under reconstruction the last 6 or 8 years as 
well, and I bet his two kids now mean more to him than any prior dream. 
 
In her book, PLAN B, Anne Lamott notes that there is sublime pun in the word 
holiness – because the first syllable of holiness is the word hole – which is to say 
that though there is holiness in organ music and stained glass, there may also be 
holiness in brokenness and loss, and final blessings, and boundaries like the one 
Moses bumps up against with his very mortality.   



 6 

 
In September of 1944 Dietrich Bonhoeffer sat in prison in Germany awaiting 
execution. He had been in New York teaching at Union seminary in August of 1939 
when Hitler invaded Poland and the second Great War began.   
 
He went home to work in the resistance, knowing it may cost him his life.  That work 
in the resistance led to his arrest and a death sentience.  In prison with the end of 
the war and his own end looming he wrote a poem/prayer,  “The Death of Moses”   
 
   Grant me to witness through the veil of death 
my people at their high triumphant  feast. 
   I fail, and sink in thine eternity, 
but see my people marching  forward, free. 
   God, quick to punish sin or to forgive, 
thou knowest how this people has  my love. 
  Enough that I have borne its shame  and sin 
and seen salvation—now I need  not live. 
  Stay, hold my nerveless hands, let  fall my staff; 
thou faithful God, prepare me for my grave. 
 
Amen 
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Tradition has it that the Buddha lived 40 years or more beyond his experience of 
becoming enlightened.  In those two score years he traveled all over India teaching 
and setting up his new religion, kind of like a combination Jesus/Apostle Paul.   
 
Jesus, himself, only lived to be 30.  Yet, from his Good Friday cross his last words 
are said to have been, "It is finished, meaning, it is accomplished."   
 
But it did not happen until he gave his final blessing to his disciples – at a last 
supper that was more about life than it was about death.   
 
So, if you knew you were going to die tomorrow or next week, let me ask you,  what 
would lie unfinished?  What loose ends could you tie up if you had the time and 
ability?   
 
 
Tiger Woods long wanted to be the world’s best golfer ever.  He wanted to surpass 
Jack Nicklaus. Now he has just had his 4

th
 back surgery, and from what he’s saying 

is he wants most to be pain-free and be a good father to his two kids.   
 


