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Most of us love life. Oh sure, we have our ups and downs. Sometimes we wake up in the 
morning and the last thing we want to do is get up and face the world. Or sometimes 
things just don’t go our way – we have a bad day. Or we’re not on the best terms with a 
friend or family member. But generally, I think it’s safe to say that most of us love life. 
 
We appreciate the beauty of God’s creation all around us. We draw inspiration from the 
awesome sight of stars and planets filling the sky on a clear, dark night. And those of you 
who are parents or grandparents know the warm feeling that wells up inside you when a 
young son or daughter or grandchild runs up to you, and for no apparent reason at all, 
says, “I love you.” These are the things that make life so worth living. We love life! 
 
But what does it mean to “choose” life? After all, what choice do we really have in the 
matter? We’re already alive. Yet, Moses speaks of “choosing” life. 
 
In the Scripture reading from Deuteronomy, we join Moses and the people of Israel at the 
edge of the Jordan River. After wandering in the wilderness for forty years, they are 
finally preparing to cross over the Jordan into the Promised Land. Moses has been 
proclaiming to them God’s law – God’s covenant with God’s chosen people – which sets 
out how the Israelites are to govern their communal life together as a newly settled 
people. God’s covenant includes commands about the Israelites religious life together, as 
well as matters of social justice, such as caring for the poor, the outsider, the widow, and 
the orphan. It includes provisions for sharing food with the hungry, canceling the debts 
of the poor, organizing government in such a way as to guard against excessive wealth, 
prohibiting the charging of interest within the covenant community, promptly paying 
workers what they have earned, and leaving a portion of the harvest in the fields to be 
gleaned by those in need. God’s covenant, if followed by the Israelites, is intended to 
bring about a just and peaceful society where there is wholeness and health, prosperity 
and security, physical and spiritual well-being for all. 
 
As the Psalmist puts it: “Blessed are those whose way is blameless, who walk in the law 
of God. Blessed are those who keep God’s decrees, who seek God with their whole heart, 
who also do no wrong, but walk in God’s ways.” 
 
In chapter 31 of Deuteronomy, we learn that Moses is 120 years old, and God has told 
him that he will die before he is able to cross over the Jordan into the Promised Land 
with his people. So Moses concludes his message to the Israelites with a fervent appeal to 
follow God’s commandments, to walk in God’s ways, for, he warns, to stray from God’s 
path, to turn away and worship other gods and serve them, will mean destruction. 
 
God’s people are given a choice: life or death, blessing or curse, prosperity or adversity, 
success or disaster. With God, they will enjoy lasting security. Apart from God, they risk 
destruction. “Choose life, then,” Moses urges, “so that you and your children may live.” 



 
Back in the 1980s, I associated this Scripture passage with the nuclear arms race and the 
threat of nuclear war. It was the height of the Cold War between the United States and 
the Soviet Union. There were more than 50,000 nuclear weapons amassed in the world’s 
arsenals, enough to destroy the world many times over. And young people at the time 
feared that our lives might be cut short by nuclear holocaust. In college, I saw the film of 
Hiroshima taken after the atomic bomb had been dropped on that city. And I heard the 
Rev. William Sloane Coffin, senior minister of The Riverside Church in New York City, 
make a compelling case for the need to reverse the nuclear arms race. Those experiences 
led me to get involved in the peacemaking ministry of the Presbyterian Church and to 
study Russian and U.S.-Soviet Relations. I visited the Soviet Union four times on “citizen 
diplomacy” missions, meeting face-to-face with Soviet citizens to seek mutual 
understanding between our peoples and to dispel the enemy images we had of one 
another. 
 
At that time, people across the country and around the world were involved in the anti-
nuclear weapons movement. Eventually, the U.S. and the Soviet Union entered into a 
series of Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty negotiations (or START talks), which 
dramatically reduced nuclear weapons stockpiles on both sides.   
 
Today, the world’s nuclear-armed nations possess a combined total of nearly 14,000 
warheads (still way too many in my opinion). More than 90% of them belong to the U.S. 
and Russia. The remaining 10% belong to the other nuclear powers: the United Kingdom, 
France, China, Israel, India, Pakistan, and North Korea. If Iran were to develop its own 
nuclear weapon, it would be the tenth country in this nuclear club. 
 
The threat of nuclear war is not uppermost in our minds these days as it was back in the 
1980s, though heightened tensions between the U.S. and North Korea and between the 
U.S. and Russia have raised alarms in recent years. The world has been lucky that nuclear 
weapons have not been used since 1945. 
 
The global threat that is on most of our minds today is climate change. The last four years 
have been the hottest ever recorded. Glaciers and polar ice caps are melting at alarming 
rates, faster than once predicted. Sea levels are rising. Coral reefs are dying. Storms are 
increasing in number and severity, as are floods and wildfires. The catastrophic 
consequences of global climate change are no longer a threat in the distant future. They 
are happening right now, before our very eyes. 
 
And this has not been lost on young people who see the health of the planet rapidly 
deteriorating and their futures being put in jeopardy, while older generations do little to 
reduce greenhouse gas emissions. Young people are angry -- understandably so. And 
they are building a youth movement to push governments and corporations to 
dramatically curtail the use of fossil fuels and move rapidly to a renewable energy future. 
 
This afternoon we have an opportunity to hear from three young climate activists as part 
of the Albuquerque Forum on Faith and Politics right here at St. Andrew beginning at 3 
o’clock. I hope that many of you will come and participate in the Forum. 
 
Some of you may be familiar with a publication entitled the Bulletin of Atomic Scientists, 
which was founded in 1945 by University of Chicago scientists who had helped develop 
the first atomic weapons in the Manhattan Project. Two years later they created what 



they called the “Doomsday Clock” as a way of communicating threats to humanity and 
the planet. Every year, the Bulletin’s Science and Security Board decides whether or not to 
move the minute hand of the Doomsday Clock, depending on their assessment of global 
threats. The closer the minute hand gets to midnight, the closer we are to Doomsday in 
their estimation. 
 
Well, just a few weeks ago, they moved the minute hand on the Doomsday Clock 20 
seconds closer to midnight, making the time 100 seconds to midnight, closer than it has 
ever been before. “In so doing,” they said, “board members are explicitly warning 
leaders and citizens around the world that the international security situation is now 
more dangerous than it has ever been, even at the height of the Cold War.” 
 
Their statement said, in part: “Humanity continues to face two simultaneous existential 
dangers—nuclear war and climate change—that are compounded by a threat multiplier, 
cyber-enabled information warfare, that undercuts society’s ability to respond. The 
international security situation is dire, not just because these threats exist, but because 
world leaders have allowed the international political infrastructure for managing them 
to erode.” 
 
“Civilization-ending nuclear war—whether started by design, blunder, or simple 
miscommunication—is a genuine possibility,” they said. “Climate change that could 
devastate the planet is undeniably happening. And for a variety of reasons that include a 
corrupted and manipulated media environment, democratic governments and other 
institutions that should be working to address these threats have failed to rise to the 
challenge.” 
 
Moses’ words first spoken more than 3,000 years ago to the Israelites who were about to 
enter the Promised Land could just as easily be said to us today in the 21st century given 
the uncertain future that we face on Planet Earth. His words are hauntingly relevant: 
 
“Today I have set before you life and success, or death and disaster. For today I 
command you to love Adonai, your God, to follow God’s ways and keep the 
commandments, the laws and the customs. If you do, you will live and increase, and 
Adonai, your God, will bless you in the land that you are entering to possess. But if your 
hearts stray and you do not listen to me, if you let yourself be drawn into the worship of 
other gods, and serve them, I tell you today, you will not survive. You will not live long 
in the land which you are now crossing the Jordan to enter and occupy. I call heaven and 
earth to witness against you today: I set before you life or death, blessing or curse. 
Choose life, then, so that you and your descendants may live, by loving Adonai, your 
God, by obeying God’s voice and by clinging to the Most High. For that will mean life for 
you, a long life in the land which God swore to give to your descendants Sarah and 
Abraham, Rebecca and Isaac, and Leah and Rachel and Jacob.” 
 
We have the same kind of choice to make today. We can choose to follow the ways of 
God or the ways of the world. Set before us this day is life and death, blessing and curse. 
Let us choose life that we and our children may live. Amen. 
 
 


