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 A popular poem came to mind this week as I studied our two readings. Rather 

than retell it, I will reprint a few stanzas of The Dashi as part of our sermon. 

I read of a man who stood to speak 
At the funeral of a friend 
He referred to the dates on the tombstone 
From the beginning...to the end 
 
He noted that first came the date of birth 
And spoke the following date with tears, 
But he said what mattered most of all 
Was the dash between those years 
 
For that dash represents all the time 
That they spent alive on earth. 
And now only those who loved them 
Know what that little line is worth. 

 
 Paul knew his life was coming to an end as he wrote this letter to Timothy. 
Paul also knew his life was not over yet. His benediction for Timothy, perhaps the last 
words he ever wrote to his heir began “. . . I am already being poured out as a libation, 
and the time of my departure has come.” (2 Tim. 4:6, New Revised Standard 
Version/NRSV) If we read only what is assigned for today, we skip a paragraph, 
reducing it to a small comma. Are we missing something?  

By looking up the passage and reading what the comma in our citation covers, 
we learn Paul asked Timothy to come soon, and to bring his cloak, “also the books, 
and above all the parchments.” Paul wrote that Luke was with him, while Titus was 
sent to Dalmatia, and Tychicus to Ephesus. Timothy was to find and bring Mark with 
him to Paul’s jail. Timothy was to avoid Alexander the coppersmith, who “strongly 
opposed our message.  

All these names sparked my imagination. Imagine Luke, our primary gospel 
writer this year, coming to sit and work with Paul daily while he was jailed between his 
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initial hearing and his final trial. Not only that, but perhaps Mark accepted Paul’s 
invitation and joined them. That, my friends, would be two gospel writers in the same 
room as the rabbi who wrote our earliest Christian theology. How the Spirit must 
have moved among them! 

As we read 2 Timothy 4:16, we learn that Paul was alone and unsupported at 
his first defense. Only the Lord was with him. “At my first defense no one came to 
my support . . .. But the Lord stood by me and gave me strength, so that through me 
the message might be fully proclaimed and all . . . might hear it.” (2 Timothy 4:16-17, 
NRSV).  

One of the great blessings of being a pastor is the privilege to be in the room 
with folks who are preparing to die. Most often we stand in the footsteps of Mark, 
responding to the dying person’s loved one asking us to go with them. Occasionally 
we are more like Luke, coming daily and staying faithfully.  

In our lifetimes, no one has died because the Roman empire was threatened by 
our Christian faith. But there are so many similarities between Paul’s thought and 
what I have witnessed with others who know they are dying. Paul wrote a truth 
known both by a soldier being deployed because of the war in Ukraine or someone 
whose cancer grew silently in their body, coming only to attention at the final stage, 
Stage 4. Common to all who know death is on their horizon is their circle of 
companions grows smaller while the urgency of their life’s purpose grows deeper.  

Our poem goes on:  
 

So, think about this long and hard. 
Are there things you'd like to change? 
For you never know how much time is left 
That can still be rearranged. 
 
If we could just slow down enough 
To consider what's true and real 
And always try to understand 
The way other people feel. 
 
And be less quick to anger 
And show appreciation more 
And love the people in our lives 
Like we've never loved before. 
 

 I think we have a small glimpse of what Luke was thinking as he sat writing 
with Paul. Imagine Luke and Paul sitting together, working at the same table, Paul 
writing to Timothy, Luke writing his gospel. Now listen again to how Luke introduced 
Jesus’ next parable. “(Christ) also told this parable to some who trusted in themselves 
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that they were righteous and regarded others with contempt.” (Lk. 18:9, NRSV) In in 
the parable, Luke quoted Jesus saying, “Two men went up to the temple to pray, one 
a pharisee and the other a tax collector.” (Luke 18:10, NRSV.) Who was Jesus 
teaching? Peter? Nicodemus? Martha? We don’t know. Luke wrote this person was 
“someone who trusted in themselves that they were righteous and regarded others 
with contempt.” 
 But who was Luke writing Jesus’ biography for? This we can know. His gospel 
begins, “I too decided . . . to write an orderly account for you, most excellent 
Theophilus.” (Luke 1:3, NRSV). Who was Theophilus? It is a Greek name, one that 
means “one who loves God.” Was this person Luke’s patron? Maybe. But I prefer to 
think of Theophilus as Luke introduced him, his reader. Perhaps Theophilus was a 
history bound person. Perhaps Luke meant you and me. Perhaps even both are true. 
 We all have the capacity to think of ourselves as righteous. We all have the 
capacity to think of others with contempt. I can hear Grandma Jeffers from heaven 
once again, “There is so much good in the worst of us and so much bad in the best of 
us, it behooves all of us not to judge the rest of us.”ii  
 I think this was as true of the apostle Paul as it is for any one of us. Paul was a 
mix of good and bad. As he sat writing this letter to Timothy, Paul had no idea his 
words would become Christian scripture. Thinking he was at the end of his letter as 
well as his life, Paul was able to write, “I am already being poured out as a libation, 
and the time of my departure has come. I have fought the good fight, I have finished 
the race, I have kept the faith.” (2 Timothy 4:6-7)  
 Four word pictures all saying the same thing: the practice then of pouring a 
glass of wine on the grave of loved one, the estimated time of departure for an 
expected trip, a good fight like a soldier’s defending his homeland, a marathon runner 
finishing the race—not winning, but finishing. Clearly, Paul “kept the faith.” 
 Although Paul was a Pharisee when the risen Christ met him on the road to 
Damascus, in his conversion Paul showed the penitence of the tax collector in Jesus’ 
parable from that moment on. Jewish scholars still consider Paul one of the ten most 
influential Jews in world historyiii, and yet Paul did not seek his own glory, but always 
gave credit to God. I believe there were things in Paul’s life he would rather have 
changed, but he knew full well we cannot live our mortal lives going backwards in 
time.  
 We humans move from our birth day to our death day one year, one day, one 
moment at a time. Paul knew that. Anyone who knows death is near is acutely aware 
of this obvious truth. Jesus knew that when he taught us to pray like a tax collector 
convicted of his sins rather than like a Pharisee who had everything perfectly worked 
out.  
 In these eight days leading to Halloween and All Saints Day, living as those 
prepared to die is a doable, worthwhile effort. Each of us knows someone whose life 
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inspires us to live well, perhaps a grandparent, perhaps someone from history. In two 
weeks on our All Saints Sunday, we will celebrate their lives as our inspiration.  
 Our challenge between now and then is live as though death could come soon. 
Death may not come soon, but it could. This past week, our son who lives in New 
Mexico called and shared with me how his community of friends there just lost one of 
their own in a drive-by shooting. He thanked me for how we taught his to live with 
grief as a face of love. Friends, neither my son nor his friends expected one of them 
would die soon. We do not always have the luxury of knowing if death is on our 
horizon.  
 We all know that we live with the challenge of being alive today. And we all 
have choices we can make in our living today. Are we willing to be poured out like a 
glass of fine wine to honor those we love? Are we fighting a good fight? Are we still 
running our marathon? Are we keeping the faith?  

I hope so.  
 I believe we all want to live the way our poem for today ends. 
 

If we treat each other with respect 
And more often wear a smile, 
Remembering this special dash 
Might only last a little while 
 
So, when your eulogy is being read 
With your life's actions to rehash... 
Would you be proud of the things they say 
About how you spent YOUR dash? 

Amen. 
 

 

i Linda Ellis, https://hellopoetry.com/poem/1184764/the-dash-poem-by-linda-ellis/ Accessed on 2022.10.21 
ii As is usually true when I quote my grandma, Hazel Mae Kenton Jeffers, the quote is locatable with Google. This 
one is attributed to James Truslow Adams on brainyquote.com.  
iii Jewish History in Context: Who was Paul of Tarsus? Rabbi Henry Abramson, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oLSELg4TNPU&list=PLdiAQwLyKa8LNNHkoOeP5fit1ZyY5wcQn&index=3&t=10
54s. Accessed on 2022.10.18. 
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