
 Our passage from the book of Deuteronomy finds us at the end of the story of 

Moses. His life has spanned four Biblical books: Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers and 

Deuteronomy. He has figured prominently in almost every story contained in them. 

He has led the Israelites for 40 years, out of slavery in Egypt, to Mount Sinai, 

through many trials, and now the people stand at the cusp of the Promised Land, 

about to enter into the promise God made so many generations ago to Abraham, 

Isaac, and Jacob. 

 Yet before Moses passes from the scene, God treats him to a rare delight. God 

takes Moses to the peak of the highest point in the region, Mount Nebo, a striking 

outcrop to the east of the Dead Sea, near Jericho. From the top one can see in all 

directions. It offers a breathtaking view of the wilderness behind and the land ahead 

– past and future. 

 The purpose of this journey was for God to show Moses the land and to 

announce that Moses himself was not going to get there. Someone else, Joshua, will 

complete his work and lead the people into the land. Moses’ tasks are now over, 

and it is time for new leadership to step forth. 

 Starting in the north, and sweeping west and south, Moses sees the land that 

God is giving the Israelites. This had been the goal of his life, toward which he has 

been walking for decades. If Moses is resentful at not being permitted entrance into 

the land that now stretches before him, there is no sign of such emotion in the text. 

In fact, Moses does not speak at all, and the experience is consummated as God 

points to the fulfilment of the divine promise: “This is the land of which I swore...”  

 Such is the poignant climax to the story of the greatest of all the leaders of 

ancient Israel. Moses, with one exception at Meribah, has acted with great trust, 

faithful to God, and to God’s people. Yet he will not live to see the completion of his 

work. 

 There comes a day for all of us when we realize that we are not going to 

accomplish everything we set out to do. The story reminds us that no matter how 

long or how short our lives may be, there are always going to be things left undone 

at the end of them. None of us accomplishes everything we want to accomplish. 

That is to say, no matter how long or how hard we work at it, and regardless of how 

committed we are to finishing it, there are some things that we will never complete.  

 The American theologian, Reinhold Neibuhr, wrote, “Nothing worth doing 

can be accomplished in a lifetime; therefore, we must be saved by hope. Nothing 

true or beautiful or good makes sense in any immediate context of history; 

therefore, we must be saved by faith. Nothing we do, however virtuous, can be 

accomplished alone. Therefore, we are saved by love.” 



 Friends, our life’s work is never finished: our building of family and other 

relationships, our service to institutions and causes we care about, our teaching, our 

mentoring, our learning, our practice of a profession. None of this is ever 

accomplished alone, and it is never finished. Important work, by its very nature, is 

always multi-generational. At the end of our lives there will always be unfinished 

business. And coming to terms with that is about as valuable a life lesson that there 

is. 

 Who then will complete our work? 

 Part of the answer is to be found in recalling those who have gone before us, 

who kept the faith and passed on that faith to us. They were there for us, and we 

have inherited from them. 

 You and I are not alone. We have been preceded by generations of persons 

who have lived, and worked, and died in faith. In our time we have picked up and 

carried on the work they began before us. Their love and devotion, their 

commitment, their courage and faith still influence and inspire us, and we continue 

their work. And in time, you and I will be followed by men and women who will 

take up where we left off, who will continue the work we have begun, people who, 

in the words of the psalmist will “prosper the work of our hands.” That is the promise. 

  

 One of the most striking uses of our text is in the speech given by Martin 

Luther King on the night before he was assassinated. Dr. King’s leadership in the 

non-violent movement for racial equality and human dignity is seen by many as a 

20th century expression which parallels that of Moses. 

 Known as the “Mountaintop Address,” Dr. King concluded, “I don’t know 

what will happen now. We’ve got some difficult days ahead. But it doesn’t matter 

with me, because I’ve been to the mountaintop. And I don’t mind.  

 “Like anybody, I would like to live a long life... But I’m not concerned about 

that now. I just want to do God’s will. God has 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 that we, as a people, will get to the 

promised land! I’m not worried about anything... Mine eyes have seen the glory of 

the coming of the Lord.” 

 Dr. King, like Moses, was denied the opportunity to enter a hoped-for 

promised land of freedom and justice for all. The day following his sermon, on a 

balcony outside his hotel room, the crack of a rifle and an assassin’s bullet ended his 

life. But – again like Moses – his life and witness continued to inspire many to push 

on – not to give up – to trust in God’s great unfolding.  



 This great modern-day prophet used the story of Israel’s first great prophet to 

speak of hope and faith to a people who needed both. The story continues to speak 

of hope and faith to people today who, even in the midst of disappointment and 

injustice, live by faith in God, the God who does indeed fulfill promises. 

 The bedrock conviction of our faith is that God’s steadfast love is not confined 

to our lifetime but is eternal, that God’s love for the world and for us is a reality 

before we were here and after we are gone. 

 “Lord, you have been our dwelling place in all generations,” writes the psalmist, 

“from everlasting to everlasting, you are God. So teach us to number our days.” 

  

 Friends, in a paraphrase of a prayer often called The Romero Prayer, after the 

El Salvadoran Archbishop Oscar Romero, who himself was assassinated, let our 

prayer be:  

 Teach us, O God, to number our days.  

 Teach us, O God, to plant the seeds that will one day grow.  

 Teach us to water seeds already planted knowing that they hold future 

promise. 

 Teach us to lay foundations knowing that they will need further development. 

 Teach us that we cannot do everything. Our work will be incomplete, but it is 

a beginning, a step along the way, an opportunity for your grace, O God, to enter 

and do the rest. 

 And teach us, O God, the depth and length and breadth of your love we have 

seen in Jesus Christ, a love from which nothing will ever separate us, not even 

death, a love that has taught us to love our neighbour as we love ourselves. 

 “O Lord, may your favour be upon us and prosper for us the work of our hands. Lord, 

prosper the work of our hands.” Amen  



PASTORAL PRAYER  
 

Let us pray 
 Loving God, you have been our dwelling place throughout all generations 
from everlasting to everlasting you are God. With praise and thanksgiving we come 
before you now.  
 In prayer you walk us to the highest point of the mountain from which we are 
offered an opportunity to view the world as you see it, and the world as you would 
want it to be. As we look around, we are amazed at the greatness and majesty of all 
that you have made. We thank you for the mystery of creation: for the beauty that 
the eye can see, for the joy that the ear may hear, and for the unknown that we 
cannot behold filling the universe with wonder. Words cannot adequately express 
the magnificence of all you have created. 

 We thank you for making us a part of a community that has a wonderful story 
of love and faithfulness, forgiveness and sharing to tell to the neighbours and to the 
world. We thank you that we are not alone, that you have given to us each other on 
our journey of faith, and that most of all you have given us yourself, that you are 
with us and within us.  

 We thank you that from the very beginning you have called people to serve 
you. We have also heard that call to serve. We pray that we will be strong in our 
commitment and that together we will proclaim and live Christ’s compassionate 
love and passion for justice.  

 From the vantage point of the mountain, draw our eyes from our concerns to 

those of our neighbours, our community, our world. 

 In prayer our eyes are drawn to see those in need of love, both here in the 
church and in our community. Help us not to be afraid of what is different or 
unknown to us, but instead let us be willing to offer friendship and accept the 
opportunities to grow in knowledge and experience. 

 We pray for our families. By all that we do and say, help us to build up the 

faith and confidence of those we love.  

 From the vantage point of the mountain, our eyes are drawn to places of 
power and leadership as we look for those who govern to offer leadership in 
difficult times. We pray that we may be good citizens. Make us willing to accept 

responsibility when we are called to it. 

 From the mountain, our eyes are drawn to places of hunger and need. Teach 
us to share resources, and enable us through the activity of your Spirit, in prayer 
and with action, to be part of a creation where all are treated with respect, and all 
have enough to eat.  



From the mountain top, our eyes are drawn to those who mourn. We ask that 
they may know your healing strength, and know that underneath them are your 

everlasting arms.  

We pray for those who are ill, the lonely, those in despair and those whose 
hearts are aching. Grant them comfort and a hope that surpasses all human 
understanding. In silence hear us as we pray for those we know who are in special 
need - they include within our MacNeill family - Nancy and Ray and Martina, and 
we remember Nancy, a friend in our community and Beverley, the mother-in-law of 
Sara Douglas, who has been diagnosed with stage 4 cancer. .... God hear our prayers 

and in your mercy answer .....  

And now, God of vision, as you draw our eyes back to the world of which we 
are part, may our lives be shaped by you to offer others a vision of your love shown 
through our faith in Jesus Christ.  

We ask these things in the name of Christ, who taught us to pray saying, Our 
Father who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name. Thy Kingdom come, thy will be 
done on earth as it is in heaven. Give us this day our daily bread. And forgive us 
our trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against us. And lead us not into 
temptation but deliver us from evil. For thine is the Kingdom and the power and 

the glory forever and ever. Amen 

 


