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Bernie Siegel is a retired surgeon, a lecturer at Yale University and the author of several best 
selling and very helpful books.  In the first of them, Love, Medicine and Miracles, he asks what, 
for most people, is the worst thing that could be said to us.  The three most dreaded words in our 
language, Siegel says, are "You have cancer."  People who hear those words, Dr. Siegel reports, 
experience many emotions - denial, anger, fear - and they are heard, by many, as the end:  the 
end of hope, possibility and any sense of personal power over the future.  The great risk, he says, 
is that they cause people to give up and turn over their future to fate, or their illness, or their 
doctor. 
 
So Siegel talks a lot about being responsible for life regardless how sick you are, and making 
choices, and the will to live.  He puts his patients in support groups to help them be responsible 
for their lives, their illness, and their treatment.  The first question he asks after saying the 
dreaded three words is, "Do you want to live to be 100 years old?"  Siegel is convinced, as is a 
growing portion of the health care community, that the will to live is deep within us, that it is not 
at all an abstraction but a physiological reality, and that we have some responsibility for it ... it is 
our will.  It is, finally, a matter of choices.  And in that fascinating sentiment he reflects an idea 
found in an account of an event that happened more than 3,000 years ago. 
 
It was an occasion of high anxiety, fear, excitement, potential, and not a little dread.  The 
children of Israel are standing on a hill, over the Jordan River, looking across and seeing for the 
very first time, the Promised Land.  They had escaped from Egyptian slavery a generation 
before.  For 40 years they had lived as nomads in the vast desert of Sinai, wandering from place 
to place, oasis to oasis.  Moses, their liberator and leader, always prodding, pulling, pushing, 
scolding, teaching, preaching.  But now Moses is old.  He isn't going across the river.  His time 
has come.  And so he says a lot of things to them by way of summing up and gives them a lot of 
advice, and admonishes them to do the right thing and obey the law and hold on to one another.  
And the climax of what he says on that occasion is this:  "I call heaven and earth to witness 
against you today that I have set before you life and death, blessings and curses.  Choose life so 
you and your descendants may live." 
 
What Moses wanted the people to choose was to obey the commandments, the law of God, and 
to resist being intimidated by or assimilated into the culture of the people who were already 
living in the Promised Land - the Canaanites.  They would not survive as a people if they did 
that.  It was going to require discipline, strength and courage to be God's people.  Moses was 
clear.  The matter was in their hands and hearts.  The choice to survive, to live or not to live is 
theirs.  Life is their responsibility. 
 
Until that time people were convinced that someone or something else is in charge; how things 
turn out in life is a matter of the whim of the gods, or fate, or luck.  Here is a new idea - the 
responsibility belongs to the people.  Life or death is their option.  It is an idea that has intrigued 
the philosophers, theologians and artists.   
 



Rollo May, a psychiatrist, philosopher, has written a lot about it.  He was a student and admirer 
of the great theologian, Paul Tillich, who wrote one of the pivotal books of the last century, The 
Courage to Be, from which Rollo May took the title for a book he wrote:  The Courage to 
Create.  In that book May argues - consistent with Moses - that you and I are responsible for our 
being. 
 
He is also enough of a psychiatrist to know that it is not simple and certainly not automatic.  
What he calls "an assertion of self," the decision to be, is for many people a difficult challenge.  
It requires moral and spiritual courage.  Because the truth is that life sometimes knocks that out 
of us.  Fear of cancer can knock it out of us.  Fear of the future, fear of the people who are 
already living in the Promised Land can cause us essentially to give up and give in and to choose 
non-being, instead of being. 
 
Sometimes an institution, a large powerful structure, can do that to us.  It is difficult to get 
enough distance away from the slavery and the deep, deep racism which allowed it and then 
continued to grow out of it - to understand its effects on the spirits of its victims.  But this we do 
know - slavery was itself an evil, life denying structure, which said an uncompromising "no" to 
everything we understand to constitute meaningful life.  How to affirm yourself - in a system that 
denies that you are a self? 
 
It is not so dramatic for most of us.  But the courage to be, the will to choose life can be knocked 
out of us by unemployment, for instance, and its inevitable aftermath of self-doubt, and then self-
dislike, moving toward self-hate and eventually the paralysis of depression.  Or it can be fear - 
fear not so much of death, but of life.  What if I fail?  What if I stumble?  What if it doesn't work 
out?  What if he leaves me?  Or it can be an addiction: a dependency that leaves you feeling 
powerless, out of control of your life.  Or it can be abuse that leaves deep scars and anger and a 
devastated sense of self that is not willing to risk happiness and joy and full life.  Or the will to 
live can be knocked out of us, I believe, by boredom - which Parker Palmer calls the major 
spiritual malady of our age; the dead weight of inertia, the daily grind which saps our physical 
and emotional energy.  
 
One of Bernie Siegel's patients, an 85 year-old woman (Nadine Stair), confronting death wrote a 
poem. 
 

"If I had my life to live over,... 
I would take more chances, I would take more 
Trips, I would scale more mountains, 
I would swim more rivers, and I would 
Watch more sunsets.  I would eat more 
Ice cream and fewer beans. 
I would have more actual troubles 
And fewer imaginary ones.  You see... 
I was one of those people who lived 
Prophylactically and sensibly and sanely, 
Hour after hour and day after day... 
I've been 



One of those people who never went anywhere without 
A thermometer, a hot water bottle, a gargle, a 
Raincoat and a parachute... 
If I had to do it over again, 
I'd travel lighter, much lighter, 
Than I have. 
I would start barefoot earlier 
In the spring, and I'd stay that way 
Later in the fall.  And I would 
Ride more merry-go-rounds, and 
Catch more gold rings, and greet 
More people, and pick more flowers, 
And dance more often.  If I had it 
To do all over again. 
But you see, 
I don't." 

 
"Choose this day," Moses said.  Three times he says it; urgently, "today - this day - today."  That 
is, the choice to be responsible for life is made, not once and for all, but every day.  And, may I 
suggest, it is almost never as clear and simple as it is in that ancient picture of Moses 
admonishing the children of Israel to choose life.  Rather - the choice, the occasion for courage 
to be comes wrapped up in other choices:  to love or not to love; to get involved or to hold back; 
to serve and help or to withdraw; to commit self passionately and completely to some grand 
cause or to stay at arms length, a spectator instead of a participant, safely at home watching 
someone else's fantasy of what real life is on television. 
 
Moses cast the issue in terms of deciding for God.  God's way, God's will.  Deciding simply to 
assert yourself, affirm yourself, be yourself, can, of course, be a rationale for absolute 
selfishness.  The theological dimension saves it, redeems it.  The bold proposal which is as old as 
Moses is that when we say yes to God we are, in a very profound sense, saying yes to life, to our 
life specifically. 
 
To hear the call of Jesus Christ to follow - whether that call comes in your troubled conscience 
over the plight of the poor, or your impulse to care deeply about your neighbor, or your urge to 
give yourself totally and sacrificially to some great Christ-like endeavor; or whether the call of 
Christ comes as you sit in your pew on Sunday morning praying, or singing a great hymn in the 
church.  However Jesus Christ calls you, I believe when you say yes - when you commit your 
life to him - you are, in the most real way of all, saying yes to your own life.  Choosing life, 
starting to exercise your own courage to be. 
 
In that little book on courage Rollo May wrote something I keep close at hand - as a daily 
reminder:   
 

"The essence of being human is that, in the brief moment we exist on this spinning 
planet, we can love some persons and some things, in spite of the fact that time and 
death will ultimately claim us all." 



 
The gift of life is given to us - without condition.  It is ours to use, to enjoy, to live.  How we do 
that is a matter of will .... courage.  
 
If we hoard the gift of life, it becomes stale, hard, like bread, then it spoils. 
 
From our Lord, the one we would follow, we have learned that to live the gift of life we must 
give it away...we must share the bread...in order to live...we need to love... 
 
The choice, is ours, daily ... the Courage to Be. 
 
"I have set before you life and death," Moses said, "Choose life."  Thanks be to God.  Amen. 

 
 


