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I imagine most of you remember the movie, Apollo 13, with Tom Hanks as astronaut, James Lovell.  I remember when I saw it thinking, how interesting -- they made a movie about the failure of Apollo 13 before anyone produced a movie about the successful landing of Apollo 11, piloted by Neil Armstrong.  
Well, for a narrative to  be any good, it must have conflict.  The more intense the conflict, the better the art.  I mean, look, art and life are not about supreme achievements;  life is not about making one’s goal.  Life is first and foremost about facing and overcoming adversity.

The stuff of Apollo 13 is what a great story is made of.  It’s about the leadership of Jim Lovell, and the 100 men and women on the ground in Houston after the explosion of a liquid oxygen tank which provided the vital oxygen used by the fuel cells that were Apollo's primary power source.  It was about how they all went without sleep for three days in order to bring that crew home safely.

To those who said the mission was a failure, Flight Director, Gene Cranz, said, “No, THIS was our finest hour."

The power of the end of the Moses story we’re looking into today lies cradled in that ultimate truth. 

Moses was chosen to lead the people of Israel through the fiery baptism of Passover and 40 more years of wandering.  And it would be left to Joshua, his successor, (the Neil Armstrong of the Israelites) to lead the people into the promised land. 

Joshua got there, but look, MOSES is Israel’s main man.

The story of the end of his life is so bittersweet. He’s about to die and God takes him up on Mt. Nebo so he can get a good look at the promised land he has been leading these folks toward, but will not enter.  

Now, it may seem like a cruel joke.  It’s like when your older sister once showed you a bowl of Chocolate Chip ice cream; said it was the last scoop in the caron, and then sat down and ate it herself.

But Moses knows something.  He knows it’s not important ultimately whether or not he gets there.  It’s only important that the people get there.  

It would have been nice, it would have given Moses a real feeling of fulfillment to get there with his people and have a year of retirement – saying goodbye,  blessing all the new babies born in the new land, but life isn’t always like that.
In fact, it isn’t often like that. We do our best with things and then we have to let go and let be.  

I once mentioned in one of  our Thursday church emails a bit of wisdom from the Buddhist tradition that means a lot to me.  In answer to the question, how can one measure the fullness of a life, one answer is this: it can be measured by how much you loved, how lightly you lived, and (this is the key one this morning), and how gracefully you were able to give up things not meant for you.  

I once taught a class on the life and legacy of Abraham Lincoln.  Though he was known to many in the black community as Father Abraham, he actually was much more like Moses, a liberator.  
Like Moses, he went out at the top of his game.  He was fifty-six years old, although the war had aged him so much he looked much older.  On the day he died he took an afternoon carriage ride with his wife, Mary Todd, and he told her how he was looking forward to the end of his second term as President because he wanted to see the European continent.  

Things were just beginning to go right for him. People had heard the ring of history in his second inaugural address and had begun to realize the true greatness they had on their hands.  And in one sick-minded man’s moment he was gone.  

Robert Kennedy Sr (not Jr.) had perhaps an hour to realize that his nomination for president was likely, when suddenly it all was blown away.  What kind of world would we be living in had such moral minded men died old men, in their beds?  There is no telling.  

Perhaps no one is indispensable, though we may think so. I remember another senator,  Huey P. Long of Louisiana, the great irascible populist who, at the top of his game, and obsessed with the idea of  being president, was shot.  They called him, “the Kingfisher.”  He lingered in a hospital for days.  At one time when he realized what the score was he pleaded desperately with a nurse:  “Please don’t let me die, I have so much left to do !”

Unfinished business.

We live a life that has built-in limits.  Those things we are called to do, all of them, have a life of their own. They have a beginning and an ending.  The prophet, Elijah does what he does, and then it’s his protégé, Elisha’s turn and the mantle is dropped from the elder to the younger.

John the Baptist saw Jesus and said, “Now, he must increase and  I must decrease.”

Most things don’t end with as much satisfaction as the last movement of a Beethoven symphony.   

Even things we think come to a perfect end don’t. At the end of the first Gulf War back in 1991, General Colin Powell exclaimed when the shooting ended in Iraq: “Isn’t it great to have a clean ending for a war?”  

Talk about famous last words.

Colin Powell also thought the election of Barack Obama meant the end of the problem of race in America.  

Most “endings” in the world are as full of unfinished business and push-back as they are full of satisfaction.

There aren’t many commencements in life --  

No voice from heavens comes to say:  

Well Bill, “Your marriage just ended.  You did a B+ job as a husband.  It was only 28%  your fault.  Not a bad average: Take care and good luck.”   

No voice ever calls out to us and says,  “Your daughter is 22 now.  Your initial responsibility as a parent is done.  Your over-all parent effectiveness average is 3.6.    Thanks very much.”

We do our best but most often we don’t know what it’s all worth, and then, like Moses, what do we have to do, but fall back into the everlasting arms of our creator who gathers up all the unfulfillment in our lives?
The wisest writer in the Bible, the anonymous one who wrote the book of Ecclesiastes, understood this better than anyone in history

“I saw that under the sun the race is not to the swift, nor the battle to the strong, nor bread to the wise, nor riches to the intelligent, nor favor to the man of skill, but time and chance happen to them all”  (Ecclesiastes 9:11).

Knowing that to be true,  how then should we live?  Here is more of what Ecclesiastes says on that  ….
Go, eat your bread with gladness,  drink your wine with a merry heart; for God has already approved what you do.   Let your garments be always white; let not oil be lacking on your head.  

Enjoy life with the partner whom you love, all the days of your  life which God has given you under the sun, because that is your portion in life 

. . . And whatever your hand finds to do, do it with your might


for however long your body and soul hold together
Well, in fairness I should add that the good and talented don’t always die young. 
I once mentioned in a  sermon a visit I made to the Portland Art Museum years ago which featured another Moses -- “Grandma Moses”  the notable American painter. She didn’t begin painting until her 70s when she had to give up embroidery because of arthritis.

A dealer with a good eye spotted her work in a drugstore, bought it all and said, “do you know if she has more?”

The druggist said, “I’m sure she does.”

“Then tell her I will visit her tomorrow. I want to buy 10 more pieces.”

Word got to her.  She only had 9, so she took one rather wide landscape and cut it in half, so she’d have 10.

A few years later, in her 80s, she was a great success, then she saw a car in driveway of her farm.  This was in the 1940s. 

A huge chrome hub cap caught her eye (Detroit really did chrome well in those days).  In that chrome hubcap she saw her farm spread out like a great round quilt.  That’s all she needed; that new vision, for her best work to begin.

There’s a lot of talk about burn out these days, about whether 5 day work-weeks or 4 day work-weeks, or working from home is best.   

Well, people don’t burn out from working too hard, or too many hours. They burn out from having work to do that is meaningless. 

People can go on and on and on as long as they are able to take a fresh look at life.  As long as they keep doing what gives them a sense of purpose.
At 80 Marc Chagall created sets and costumes for the Metropolitan Opera’s Magic Flute. At 81, Benjamin Franklin helped frame the Constitution.  The Rolling Stones just released a new album.  Can you believe it?  

Well, as you know, this is the month we talk about stewardship in the church. This is the time we talk about money and the budget for next year.  But you know, this is what stewardship is really about -- doing what you put your hand to with all your might and leaving the rest to God. 
We don’t know how our lives will turn out, but we know what we can do with them today. And the church is that place where we make sense of much of that, the place we go to ask how God might just gather up all our meanings, fulfilled or unfulfilling.  

Any sermon about Moses would be incomplete without reference to the man who out-Mosesed Moses.  That person was Martin Luther King Jr.  He knew exactly what it meant to go to the mountain top and look over to the promised land.  He said as much the last night of his life – the last evening he had a mouth to speak with.
You often hear the end of his speech that night in Memphis where he went to support the striking garbage workers, but you don’t often hear the other poignant references he made right before those remarks.  Here is some of that.  

You know, several years ago, I was in New York City autographing the first book that I had written. And while sitting there autographing books, a demented black woman came up. The only question I heard from her was, "Are you Martin Luther King?"

And I was looking down writing, and I said yes. And the next minute I felt something beating on my chest. Before I knew it I had been stabbed by this demented woman. I was rushed to Harlem Hospital. It was a dark Saturday afternoon. And that blade had gone through, and the X-rays revealed that the tip of the blade was on the edge of my aorta, the main artery. And once that's punctured, you drown in your own blood—that's the end of you.

It came out in the New York Times the next morning, that if I had sneezed, I would have died. Well, about four days later, they allowed me, after the operation, after my chest had been opened, and the blade had been taken out, to move around in the wheel chair in the hospital. 
They allowed me to read some of the mail that came in, and from all over the states, and the world, kind letters came in. I read a few, but one of them I will never forget. I had received one from the President and the Vice-President. I've forgotten what those telegrams said. I'd received a visit and a letter from the Governor of New York, but I've forgotten what the letter said. 
But there was another letter that came from a little girl, a young girl who was a student at the White Plains High School. And I looked at that letter, and I'll never forget it. It said simply, "Dear Dr. King: I am a ninth-grade student at the White Plains High School." She said, "While it should not matter, I would like to mention that I am a white girl. I read in the paper of your misfortune, and of your suffering. And I read that if you had sneezed, you would have died. And I'm simply writing you to say that I'm so happy that you didn't sneeze."  Martin continued …
And I want to say tonight, I want to say that I am happy that I didn't sneeze. If I had sneezed, I wouldn't have been here in 1963, when the black people of Birmingham, Alabama, aroused the conscience of this nation, and brought into being the Civil Rights Bill. If I had sneezed, I wouldn't have had a chance later that year, in August, to try to tell America about a dream that I had had. If I had sneezed, I wouldn't have been down in Selma, Alabama, been in Memphis to see the community rally around those brothers and sisters who are suffering. I'm so happy that I didn't sneeze.

Well, I don't know what will happen now. We've got some difficult days ahead. But it doesn't matter with me now. Because I've been to the mountaintop. And I don't mind. 
Like anybody, I would like to live a long life. Longevity has its place. But I'm not concerned about that now. I just want to do God's will. And He's allowed me to go up to the mountain. And I've looked over. And I've seen the promised land. I may not get there with you. But I want you to know tonight, that we, as a people, will get to the promised land. And I'm happy, tonight. I'm not worried about anything. I'm not fearing any man. Mine eyes have seen the glory of the coming of the Lord.

Amen

