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CHOOSE LIFE 
Deuteronomy 30:15-20 

 
 It will come as no surprise to hear me say that we are living in perilous times.   I can 
never remember a time when the nation seems more divided, a time when a constant war of 
words is occurring not only in the United States but around the world.  Fear of the other is 
rampant—whether it is among our elected representatives or immigrants seeking to come to 
our country or those seeking to roll back Roe versus Wade, or simply God's people seeking 
“A more excellent way.”   Sadly, tragically, the phrase at the heart of today's scripture has 
been a flashpoint for much of the debate:  “Choose Life.”  
 So the intent of today's sermon is to try to pull away the political idea of choosing life 
and instead attempt to uncover its biblical, spiritual roots by seeing it in its moral and ethical 
context.  A tall order in fifteen minutes!  Here goes..... 
 Our lesson today is from the book of Deuteronomy—one of the biggies of the Old 
Testament.  In writing about these important verses from Deuteronomy, one Lutheran pastor 
speaks about organizing his confirmation class for seventh graders.   This is what Edward 
Marquart says about it: 
 Those poor kids in my confirmation class when they get to the book of Deuteronomy.  
During their homework, they will have to underline five to ten verses in many chapters in 
Deuteronomy.  In all the other books of the Bible that they are reading, there are a few verses 
to underline per chapter.  But in the book of Deuteronomy, they will underline almost all the 
verses in chapter after chapter. 
 Quite rightly, then, Pastor Ed asks, “Why?  Why is Deuteronomy so great?”  And then 
he answers his own question:   “Because it was written by Moses, that is why.  Because 
Moses is the spiritual giant of Judaism.  Because Moses is the author of the Ten 
Commandments.  Because Moses is the writer of the moral law that undergirds all Western 
civilization.” (Edward Marquart:  Choose Life:  Abortion and Controversies Epiphany 6A, Deut. 
30:15-20).  I would agree.  It is true that Moses is among a handful of human beings 
throughout history “Who have helped shape the code of civilization.”    
 You may know of the heroic sculpture of Moses by the high renaissance artist, 
Michelangelo.  The towering eight foot, four-inch sculpture was commissioned by Pope Julius 
in 1506, and it was completed in 1545.  “Moses” resides in the church of San Pietro in Rome.   
Clearly it was Michelangelo’s intent to create in marble the reality of this one who was larger 
than life, the prophet who has been called “The Friend of God.”  The seated figure 
communicates strength and wisdom, as one called of God to teach.  The strong face of 
Moses is depicted with a flowing beard and a robe with deep folds.  The torso is overly long, 
and the shoulders are massive; Moses is holding the tablets of the Ten Commandments.  A 
subject of great interest throughout the centuries is that Moses is depicted with two horns—
actually at that time symbols for light. 
 When we meet the law-giver in Deuteronomy 30, Moses tells the people he is 120 
years old. The children of Israel have been wandering in the wilderness for 40 years, and they 
are about to cross over into The Promised Land, The Land of Canaan.  Those who have 
survived this epic trek have “...experienced God's majesty, Mount Sinai, the parting of the Red 
Sea, the manna and the quail to eat in the wilderness” (Marquart). 



 And so Chapter 30 amounts to a farewell speech.  In the next chapter, Moses tells his 
people that Joshua has been chosen by God to lead them into The Land of Milk and Honey.  
But before it is his time to die, Moses, the spiritual father of Judaism, wants the children of 
Israel to be given courage.  In his final hour, Moses does not want his people to become 
ensnared by the Canaanites:  Their human sacrifices. The burning of children on altars, the 
witchcraft and idolatry and the cult prostitutes.  And so in his last sermon, Moses seeks to 
support those who will survive him with strength for the journey ahead. 
 And so Moses tells the people that a requirement for flourishing in Canaan is that they 
must be “...loving the Lord your God , walking in his ways, and obey his commandments, 
decrees and ordinances...”  But if the people are led astray, and bow down to other Gods, 
then they will perish.  The choice is simple and straightforward, says Moses.  “I have set 
before you life and death, blessings and curses.  Choose life so that you and your 
descendants may live.”  It's been pointed out—quite rightly, I believe--that 
The Christian religion has always been a religion of life.  Life has been a good word, a core 
word, a key word.  Jesus said, “I have come to give you life and give you life more 
abundantly.”  Jesus said, “I am the bread of life.  I am the water of life.  I am the resurrection 
and the life.  I am everlasting life.”  The opposite of God or Jesus is Satan who is The Prince 
of Death, The Source of Death, The Essence of Evil.  And Jesus said, “I have come to destroy 
the powers of death and Hell. (Marquart). 
 Indeed, the love of life can be first found in the opening chapters of Genesis where we 
read about The Garden of Eden and the tree of life, as well as the tree of the knowledge of 
good and evil.  God breathes into Adam the gift of life.  And so all life is considered sacred.  To 
take the life of another, then, is a great sacrilege in the eyes of God.  Throughout the Bible 
there are life-affirming passages.  And then at the very end of the Bible, in the last chapter of 
the last book, all that remains of the tree of life is thrown into the fire of hell and death.  
 And so in a spiritual sense, we sons and daughters of Adam and Moses are pro-life.  
But we know what that phrase means in the halls of congress and across the country.  We 
know that our denomination, The United Church of Christ, is not a creedal church, nor does it 
lay out moral positions and demand that we think and vote a certain way.  These moral and 
ethical decisions are left up to the consciences of us all.  That is why it is often said that The 
National Governing Body of our church, The General Synod, “speaks to the church and not 
for the church.” 
 Be that as it may, The General Synod of the UCC—in keeping with the progressive 
nature of our denomination—voted in 1991 to reaffirm the position taken twenty years earlier 
that all women should have a right to choose with respect to abortion.  That decision of nearly 
30 years ago reminded the delegates and the denomination that the 16th General Synod 
affirmed “the sacredness of all life, and the need to protect human life in particular...”  
(Resolution:  “Freedom of speech and freedom of information regarding medical options for 
women.”  The Eighteenth General Synod, 1991.) 
 To be sure, Christian people know that God loves law, and God loves good law” 
(Marquart).  The Ten Commandments, The Law of Moses, stand as a primary example of 
God's love for good law.  The refusal to compromise by the congress in recent years may 
testify to the fact that our elected representatives are struggling to get the law right, to make it 
good and fair and just.  So while the United Church of Christ does not dictate to the 
membership how we should vote on a particular topic or resolution, that does not mean for a 
minute that the UCC subscribes to a policy of Laissez-Faire; just the opposite!  Our national 
denominational leaders continue to encourage the virtue and value of a passionate and 
informed electorate. 
 In 2015, The Rev. John Dorhauer, the general minister and President of the United 



Church of Christ, released a joint statement with 44 nationally recognized religious leaders.  
The statement supported Planned Parenthood and urged Congress to resist efforts to deny 
federal funding to Planned Parenthood’s health centers—which serve 2.7 million people each 
year.”  These leaders represented Christian, Jewish, Catholic, Unitarian Universalist, and 
Muslim faith communities.   So the arguments about reproductive choice and contraceptive 
coverage continue. 
 Through the haze of the battlefield, I would have to say that as a pastor I personally do 
not believe in abortion as being a viable method of birth control.  As an adoptive parent, I 
would also have to affirm adoption as “a loving option” in the right to life debate.    
 As the congress and constituents continue to discuss Roe versus Wade and the 
implications for the Supreme Court, other lower courts have taken up the matter of legalized 
assisted suicide.  Like the questions surrounding reproductive health, many of the same 
issues are raised again; whose choice is it?  Am I in charge of my own body?  On the one 
hand, advocates like the late Dr. Jack Kevorkian were vilified as “Dr. Death,” while others 
praised him for helping release sufferers from intractable pain. 
 In a 2014 article, two UCC pastors wrote about the pros and cons of euthanasia.  
Geoffrey G. Drutchas, who is opposed to assisted suicide, argues for the need to have a more 
holistic approach to those who are chronically or terminally ill.  The Reverend . Drutchas 
supports becoming public advocates of these people by helping to educate society about 
caring alternatives to euthanasia.   
 Robert K. Nance is a 75-year-old retired UCC pastor who supports the notion of 
assisted suicide.  He envisions a day when his health and balance will be poor, when he will 
be incontinent and a widower.  When the time comes, he believes that medically assisted 
suicide is the most humane way to leave this world.  As the Reverend Nance says, “in my 50 
years as a pastor, I have had hundreds tell me that is exactly how they would like to die:  
quickly and painlessly, at home, surrounded by the symbols of their life and their loves.”  
Robert Nance says that you and I are responsible for our lives, but he then asks, “so who is 
responsible for my death?  Do I have a right and responsibility to take an active part in the 
time and manner of my death?  The fact is, I already do”  (assisted suicide:  whose choice is 
it?,” UCC staff reports, November 13, 2014). 
 As you doubtless know, Maine became the eighth state in the country to legalize 
medically assisted suicide.  Governor Janet Mills signed into law the Maine Death with Dignity 
Act on June 12, 2019.   
 In summary, we are a nation of laws and as Christians we have to believe that God is 
concerned about good laws.  To this end, we should all be working to reduce teenage 
pregnancy, and the use of abortion as a means of birth control—which also appears to be 
moving away from the moral law of God.  Moses knew that the children of Israel once they 
entered the land of Canaan were to be faced with moral ambiguity; that is why he 
recommended they “Choose Life.” 
 Dr. Karoline Lewis is Associate Professor of Preaching at Luther Seminary in Saint 
Paul, Minnesota.  I have heard Dr. Lewis preach and lecture various times at The Festival of 
Homiletics each Spring.  She has been one of my favorite presenters—a no nonsense 
redhead who is a captivating preacher.  
 In writing about our passage for the day, Dr. Lewis says that interpreting the law is 
complex and difficult to get exactly right.  So she says, “...before we label someone pro-life, 
pro-choice, pro-abortionist, (or anti all of those things), we might stop and think is what I am 
about to say and what I am about to do something that would be recognizable as life-giving, 
life-upholding, life-empowering?” (Karoline Lewis, Dear Working Preacher, “Choose Life,” 
February 5, 2017). 



 Karoline Lewis ends her piece with a favorite poem which speaks to the idea of 
affirming one another as citizens of the world: 
I   You   Us  Them  Those people  Wouldn't it be lovely  If one could Live 
In a constant state   Of we?  Some of the most Commonplace Words 
Can be some of the biggest Dividers.  They 
What if there was  No they?  What if there Was only Us? 
If words could be seen As they floated out  Of our mouths 
Would we feel no Shame 
As they passed beyond  
Our lips? 
If we were to string 
Our words 
On a communal clothesline 
Would we feel proud 
As our thoughts 
Flapped in the 
Breeze? 
(Clothesline,” Marilyn Maciel, published in Patti Digh, “Life Is A Verb:  37 days to wake up, be 
mindful, and live intentionally,” Rowman & Littlefield, 2008), 42. 
 Would we?   Could we? Choose life! 
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Announcement to the church family 
 

 In my sermon this morning, I spoke about the farewell sermon of Moses.  Well, this is 
the beginning of my farewell sermon, as I am wanting to tell you that I have decided to retire 
this summer—in July—and move to San Antonio, Texas—a place where family life and where 
I once pastored for five years. 
 Needless to say, after nineteen years at Hammond Street, this has not been an easy 
decision.  I first began thinking about it this past summer.  In my mind, I set the date for the 
summer of 2021.  However, my house fire on Christmas Eve changed the timetable and 
moved up my departure by a year.   
 Because the fire was so extensive, I have been told that my home cannot be rebuilt 
and must be torn down.  Very little can be salvaged.  My family and I thought it made no 
sense to acquire another property and furnish it, only to have to sell it in a year or less and 
move my belongings halfway across the country to where my son and daughter-in-law and 
granddaughters live in San Antonio.  
 Hence the decision to move this summer.  I have informed you of this news as soon as 
I was able. You need to be able to make decisions as a church family regarding your present 
and future congregational life. 
 You know how I feel about this great church and about you.  There will be time to recall 
all of that later.  But please know I promise to come back to see you during the summers—
when you actually can fry an egg on the sidewalks of my new home!  Remember the words to 
the hymn we just sang:  “Don't be afraid of some change”! 
 In the meantime, know that I love you and want the best for all things HSCC!  
 


