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51 Listen, I will tell you a mystery! We will not all die, but we will all be changed, 52 in a 
moment, in the twinkling of an eye, at the last trumpet. For the trumpet will sound, and 
the dead will be raised imperishable, and we will be changed.  53 For this perishable body 
must put on imperishability, and this mortal body must put on immortality. 54 When this 
perishable body puts on imperishability, and this mortal body puts on immortality, then 
the saying that is written will be fulfilled: "Death has been swallowed up in victory." 55 
"Where, O death, is your victory? Where, O death, is your sting?" 56 The sting of death is 
sin, and the power of sin is the law. 57 But thanks be to God, who gives us the victory 
through our Lord Jesus Christ. 58 Therefore, my beloved, be steadfast, immovable, always 
excelling in the work of the Lord, because you know that in the Lord your labor is not in 
vain.  (1 Cor. 15: 51-58 NRSV) 
 
35 Who will separate us from the love of Christ? Will hardship, or distress, or persecution, 
or famine, or nakedness, or peril, or sword? 36 As it is written, "For your sake we are 
being killed all day long; we are accounted as sheep to be slaughtered." 37 No, in all these 
things we are more than conquerors through him who loved us. 38 For I am convinced 
that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor rulers, nor things present, nor things to come, 
nor powers, 39 nor height, nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to 
separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord.  (Rm. 8:35-39 NRSV) 
 
7 We do not live to ourselves, and we do not die to ourselves. 8 If we live, we live to the 
Lord, and if we die, we die to the Lord; so then, whether we live or whether we die, we 
are the Lord's. 9 For to this end Christ died and lived again, so that he might be Lord of 
both the dead and the living.  (Rm. 14:7-9 NRSV) 
 

1 
 “Whether we live or die, we are the Lord’s.”  Paul's words here sounds a bit like a 
riddle…so perhaps other versions of the text may help us along.  
 The New English version says:  "Whether we live or die, we belong to the Lord."  
The Jerusalem Bible translation reads:  "If we live, we live for the Lord; and if we die, we 
die for the Lord, so that alive or dead we belong to the Lord."  The J. B. Phillips translation 
puts it this way:  "At every turn life links us to the Lord and when we die we come face to 
face with him." 
 Do these differing versions help unlock the apparent riddle?  Perhaps words I often 
say during a funeral service may provide a way to understand what Paul was saying…  
 

As people of faith we grieve.  Christian faith does not mean we do not or should not grieve.  
Jesus himself grieved the death of his friend Lazarus.  It is appropriate to grieve when 
someone we have loved dies.  But as people of faith the quality of our grief is different.  
Why is it different?  Because we have hope.  Our hope, grounded in the death and 
resurrection of Jesus Christ, has the power to transform even our deepest sorrow into bold 
statements of confidence and trust.  Because Jesus lives and because his claim upon us is 

http://www.biblestudytools.com/nrs/1-corinthians/15.html
http://www.biblestudytools.com/nrs/1-corinthians/15.html
http://www.biblestudytools.com/nrs/romans/8.html
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invincible, we can have confidence that in him we and our loved ones shall all be made 
alive. 
 

 Do these words help you make more sense of Paul's words?  If so, what are we to 
make of Paul's claim? 
 As for me, I say these words not just because the preacher is supposed to say them.  
I believe them.  But I have to admit there is a sense in which I say these words over and 
over and over in order to believe them.   
 In spite of my awareness there is no dark circumstance with which Jesus is 
unfamiliar,  my faith is sorely tested when my world is torn asunder….when I learn of acts 
of hatred portrayed as goodness…or when a beautiful friendship is ruptured by 
jealousy…or when someone’s long-held dreams are dashed by someone’s greed…or when 
I hear news of the death or impending death of someone dear to me. 
 This Lord’s Day I want to explore what it may mean for you and me to allow our 
lives to be defined to a greater degree by the One who is Lord whether we are living or we 
are dead…or perhaps a better way to put it, whether we are living in this world or the 
next. 

2 
  There is a Celtic saying that “heaven and earth are only three feet apart, but in the 
thin places that distance is even smaller.” A “thin place” is the notion that, for a brief time, 
the separation between heaven and earth dissolves and we are able to glimpse the 
existence of a world that is beyond what we know through our five senses alone.1 
 I remember hearing George MacLeod, founder of the Iona Community, describe the 
Hebridean Isle of Iona as just such a “thin place.”  According to MacLeod, on that island 
only a tissue paper separates the material from the spiritual.  When I first heard him say 
this I thought it was little more than lovely poetry.  The longer I lived on the Island myself, 
I found I had more than ample reasons to agree with him. 
 There is a sense, though, that because of Jesus' incarnation the whole world is a 
“thin place.”  It was a thin place for Jesus.  He seemed to be ever-mindful of the reality and 
presence of God all around him, through him, in him, under and above him.  For him 
heaven and earth were infinitesimally close.2 
 N. T. Wright, British New Testament scholar and retired Anglican bishop, used a 
somewhat different image to portray this reality.  He said that because of Jesus’ 
resurrection you and I are called to live at the overlap of heaven and earth – where God’s 
future and the world’s present collide.  We live on a small island, if you will, where these 
tectonic plates – heaven and earth, future and present – are scrunching themselves 
together.3 
 The several biblical passages we read this morning never specifically made 
reference to tectonic plates or “thin places” – but I believe the reality is in accord with what 
Paul wrote to the Christians at Corinth and Rome.  The Holy Spirit allowed him to see that 
Jesus’ resurrection changed everything.  It was not simply an odd event within the world 
as it was.  Jesus’ resurrection was an unprecedented event.   
 I can’t tell you how Paul and the earliest Christians realized the depth of what had 
happened…but they realized Jesus’ resurrection was nothing short of a new beginning…a 
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starting point of a whole new world.  They realized Jesus was not just ushering in a new 
religious idea or point of view or way of life.  He was ushering in a new creation.4 

3 
 In his letter to the Romans, Paul said – “nothing will be able to separate us from the 
love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord…not our differences…not our pet theological 
convictions…not illness…not even death.”  How could such a claim be true…unless there 
was something about Jesus’ resurrection that removed the barrier between life and death?  
Later in that same letter he described what Jesus accomplished from a slightly different 
angle.  He said – friends, what matters is belonging to Christ…and since Christ will not 
release his claim upon us whether we are alive or dead, then we belong to him in this life 
and in the life to come…which is another way of saying whether we live or die, we are the 
Lords.   

Paul was making the astonishing claim that our dealings with Christ are not 
confined to this life…that we are in his hands beyond the grave, as well.  It was a way of 
saying that while death is still the last enemy, while death is still shrouded in suffering 
and sorrow…we should not be afraid because ultimately even death will not separate us 
from the Lord who loves us.   
 His message was a kind of freedom Martin Luther would write about in the first 
half of the 1500’s in the hymn, A Mighty Fortress Is Our God.  He said, “The body they may 
kill – God's truth abideth still; his kingdom is forever.”  Luther could only say such a thing 
because he believed belonging to God transcended life and death.   
 I perceive God at work in the Apostle Paul, the Christians in Rome and Corinth, 
Martin Luther, George MacLeod, N. T. Wright, and that great cloud of witnesses the writer 
of the letter to the Hebrews talked about.  Through them I hear Jesus’ saying his claim on 
us is absolute…even though our trust in him may be shaky.  Not anything – not our 
doubts, not our differences, not hardship, not even death can force him to let us go.  In 
short, Jesus invites us to let God’s love shape us, form us, and take over every square inch 
of our lives.5   

4 
 Venerable English mystic, Julian of Norwich (1342-1416), said “all will be well, and 
all will be well, and all manner of things will be well.”  She did not mean we will no longer 
experience hardship or death.  She was talking about the way things were going to be 
because, whether we live or whether we die, we belong to the Lord.  She was talking about 
how all of life looked different because of Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection.   
 In our final hymn this morning we will declare our confidence in God by borrowing 
words from Julian of Norwich.  The 2nd and 3rd stanzas of that hymn capture well the sense 
of the biblical passages we read today and the sermon.  We will sing: 
 

Though we pass through tribulation, all will be well.  Ours is such a full salvation, all, all 
is well.  Happy still in God confiding, fruitful, if in Christ abiding, holy, through the 
Spirit’s guiding; all must be well. 
 
We expect a bright tomorrow; all will be well.  Faith can sing through days of sorrow, “All, 
all is well.”  On our Father’s love relying, Jesus every need supplying, or in living or in 
dying, all must be well.6 
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5 
 In a moment of silence that follows this sermon, I invite you to spend some time 
listening for what the Spirit may say to you in this “thin place.”  This is what the time of 
silence is for each Sunday.   
 This week as we prepare to gather at the Lord's Table I would invite you to ponder 
what it means to belong to Christ in life and in death…and Julian’s claim that “all will be 
well, and all manner of things will be well.” 
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1 Borrowed from something Karla Yaconelli (wife of the late Mike Yaconelli) wrote regarding the Wild Goose Festival 
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5 Bell, e-books location 2353-2356. 
6 From the hymn Through the Love of God Our Savior. 


