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 A couple of years ago I read the gorgeous memoir and meditation by Dr. Paul Kalanithi 
called When Breath Becomes Air.  I can’t remember if I’ve ever told you all about it, but if I 
haven’t, let me say that I highly recommend it.  It’s beautiful - lovely writing about one of the 
most sacred subjects in human life – how we live while dying.     
 The late Paul Kalanithi was a neurosurgeon, still completing his post-doctoral fellowship 
at Stanford University, when he was diagnosed with an aggressive Stage IV metastatic lung 
cancer.  Suddenly, with the unmistakable knowledge that he was terminally ill, he had to figure 
out what to do with the time left to him.  For a time, he continued to practice medicine but 
eventually pulled back from that to write and spend time with his family. He died in 2015, only 
22 months after his diagnosis.          
 Just a week or so ago, I heard an interview with Paul Kalanithi’s wife, Dr. Lucy 
Kalanithi, who is also a physician.  She wrote the epilogue to When Breath Becomes Air and did 
all the touring and interviews and other things that people do to promote books – she saw it as a 
tribute to her husband’s memory to carry on that work for him.  Anyway, Lucy Kalanithi 
recounted a moment, one also described in the book, that she and Paul shared soon after his 
diagnosis.  They were trying to decide if they should try to have a child.  They were at the phase 
of their lives when they had planned to start their family – they were both finished with 
residency, and their schedules had become more manageable.  But, like so many plans that we 
make, their vision of how things would play out was blown up with the news of Paul’s incurable 
cancer.  Everything they had thought they would do, every dream they had hoped to pursue, was 
now up for discussion.          
 “Will having a newborn distract from the time we have together?” Lucy Kalanithi asked 
her husband.  “Don’t you think saying good-bye to your child will make your death more 
painful?”            
 Paul Kalanithi’s response: “Wouldn’t it be great if it did?”  In his book, Paul closes that 
scene with the statement “Lucy and I both felt that life wasn’t about avoiding suffering.”    
 Those words came back to me when I began considering the biblical story that we look at 
today.  Jesus articulated clearly that suffering is part of the deal.  Not all suffering looks the 
same.  We will hear when we get to Holy Week about the agony Jesus’ enemies inflicted on his 
physical body.  That was horrible, made worse by the deliberate cruelty of it.  But there are 
afflictions that we will all face, even if we are never arrested or tortured.  If we live long enough, 
we cope with illness, injury, loss, sorrow, disappointment, regret.  We think that we want to 
completely eliminate suffering from the world, from life, but what would that really look like? 



 I think we all would agree that there is some suffering that we might be able to rid the 
world of, and we should.  Rise Against Hunger has a goal of eliminating world hunger and 
starvation by 2030.  We should pursue that.  No one should have to be hungry in a world where 
there are resources enough to feed everyone.  I feel the same way about access to shelter and 
health care.  Some of these basic necessities that can be available to everyone if we just muster 
the will and courage to make it so – by all means, let’s do it.     
 However, Jesus was clear with Peter that not all suffering can be eliminated, nor should it 
be.  I want to be clear that I don’t think God inflicts our suffering on us, and there certainly is no 
malice involved.  It’s more that if we are fully living life, developing relationships with each 
other and being concerned with people and creatures beyond ourselves, sooner or later we get 
hurt. Peter is distressed that Jesus is speaking about something so uncomfortable in such a public 
setting.  Certainly Peter doesn’t want to think about the fate that awaits his good friend Jesus, but 
maybe he also doesn’t want to face the reality that sooner or later we will all deal with awful 
things.  We are not in control over what happens within our own bodies, let alone what goes on 
out there in the world.  The elements that lead to pain are part of life itself.  I think that is what 
Jesus is getting at when he tells Peter to back off.  If avoiding pain is our primary goal, then we 
also avoid so many of the things that make life worthwhile in the first place.  Paul Kalanithi 
knew that it would be hard to part with his child, especially so prematurely.  And yet, he also 
knew that having a child was something that, for him, would be an experience that would add a 
layer of meaning and purpose and satisfaction to his life.  As he faced the end of his earthly life, 
he had to ask himself ‘What is worth saving?”  He evaluated the hopes and dreams that he had 
previously had and considered what was most important to him – what did he want to experience 
in his life, even if it caused him sorrow and pain later on?   He and Lucy decided to continue 
with their hopes for a baby.         
 These are the words that Paul Kalanithi wrote to his infant daughter Cady shortly before 
his death: “When you come to one of the many moments in life when you must give an account 
of yourself, provide a ledger of what you have been, and done, and meant to the world, do not, I 
pray, discount that you have filled a dying man’s days with a sated joy, a joy unknown to me in 
all my prior years, a joy that does not hunger for more and more, but rests, satisfied.  In this time, 
right now, that is an enormous thing.”  Those do not sound like the words of a person who 
regrets having loved, even when he knew it would lead to the anguish of loss.   
 Today’s word for Lent meditation is “deny.”  “If any want to become my followers,” 
Jesus said, “let them deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me.  For those who want 
to save their life will lose it, and those who lose their life for my sake and the sake of the gospel 
will save it.”   “Deny” and “denial” are peculiar words with lots of connotations.  Some of those 
connotations have theological implications, others not so much.  Some are relevant to this 
conversation, others are not.  The Washington Post has published a history of the psychological  
concept of denial, defined as follows by Paul Applebaum, former head of the American 
Psychiatric Association: “It’s the deliberate, often psychologically motivated, neglect of 
information that would be too upsetting or anxiety-provoking to allow into one’s belief system.”  
The Post’s history goes on to look at things like human denial of climate change, or the truth that 
nicotine is harmful, or any number of truths that are at the very least uncomfortable and in some 
cases require a complete transformation of how we live.  Other definitions or synonyms of 



“deny” include “to disavow,” “to declare untrue,” or “to give a negative answer.”  We all know 
the regret Peter experienced instantly when he denied his friendship with Jesus during Christ’s 
passion.  Indeed, he denied that he even knew Jesus.  Each of these definitions of “deny” or 
“denial” could lead the way to an interesting conversation about how we practice denial in our 
faith, to our detriment.  But Jesus is using “deny” in a specific, affirmative way.  What is that 
about?             
 Jesus is using “deny” in the sense of renouncing self-centeredness.  When we become 
followers of Christ, it can no longer be just about us and what makes us comfortable and happy.  
Relationship and service bring responsibility and burdens that sometimes are terribly hard.  The 
marvelous paradox is that so often those hard things are tied up with what brings us joy and 
make life worth living in the first place.  If we spend all our time and energy trying to protect 
ourselves and save ourselves from hurt at all costs, we will look up one day and realize that we 
have created a life that doesn’t include much worth preserving.  When Peter denied his 
friendship with Jesus, he was so worried about protecting his own physical body (which I can 
understand) that he forsook the one who promises us life more abundant than we can ever 
imagine.  I can’t get inside Paul Kalanithi’s head, but I wonder if he knew at some level that 
having a child would be a comfort to his wife Lucy after he was gone, and he was willing to bear 
the sorrow of leaving his baby to give Lucy that gift.  He went so far beyond his own self-
protection that he literally brought new life into the world.      
 And here we are again, soon to be facing down the reality of Jesus’ death, and he says 
that if we are to follow him we must take up our cross.  That is some haunting foreshadowing of 
Christ carrying his own cross and stumbling under its weight.  But what does it mean for us to 
pick up our own cross?  Perhaps we’ve approached that when we recognize that loss is the price 
we pay for love, and sorrow is a part of any life well lived.  But I want to close with this one 
other facet of cross bearing – sometimes we carry the cross on another’s behalf, or we willingly 
share the burden with them, just as Jesus carried the cross not just for himself but for all of us. 
 Perhaps that is just part of living in relationship – a tacit agreement to show up and help 
each other to bear the burdens that weigh us down.  Yes, sometimes that is very hard.  It may feel 
like more than we can endure.  But, when we ask ourselves what of our lives is worth saving, my 
guess is that it isn’t material things, regardless of their monetary value.  It’s not power, or 
position, or privilege, or prestige.  It’s moments of connection with God and each other, a sense 
of being part of some Divine whole, a life that moves beyond fear to grasp LIFE in all its 
possibility.            
 Even before his own illness, Paul Kalanithi appears to have had some comprehension of 
the price we pay to truly live.  I’ll finish with one last statement from his beautiful book, in 
which he describes the work of neurosurgery and why it was so meaningful to him.  He writes: 
“Don’t think that I ever spent a minute of any day wondering why I did this work, or whether it 
was worth it.  The call to protect life, and not merely life but another’s identity; it is perhaps not 
too much to say another’s soul-was obvious in its sacredness.  Before operating on a patient’s 
brain, I realized, I must first understand his mind: his identity, his values, what makes his life 
worth living, and what devastation makes it reasonable to let that life end.  The cost of my 
dedication to succeed was high, and the ineluctable failures brought me nearly unbearable guilt.  
Those burdens are what make medicine holy and wholly impossible: in taking up another’s 



cross, one must sometimes get crushed by the weight.”  May God help us carry our crosses, and 
each other’s.  Amen.        


