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A Homily by             “The Bucket List”
The Rev’d Jo Popham    Fifteenth Sunday after Pentecost

September 25, 2011
Matthew 21:23-32

The 21st chapter of the Gospel according to Matthew chronicles the beginning of the

last week of Jesus’s ministry among us here on earth as a mortal. His ministry continued

after his resurrection, of course. And it continues today. We know that Jesus was fully

human, but when he took on our humanness did he take on all predispositions, or did he

overcome them with his mission. Matthew tells us that Jesus continued to teach up until

his last moments.

I wonder what we would do knowing that we had only a short time to live. What

would be on our “bucket lists?” It is interesting how certain phrases – like “bucket list”

have taken on new meaning in our culture. Bucket list has become a turn phrase

prompting lists like the Canadian Bucket list of things to do in Canada before we die and

even the Canadian Rockies bucket list.

Some months after 9/11, I heard some teenaged girls in a mall use the phrase: “O, that

is so pre-9/11.” That was a turning point for them. Young people in America have lived

under the threat of terrorism ever since that day just over 10 years ago. Their world had

changed. Rules governing their curfew, their safety changed that day and caution became

their way of life.

That is not the case for the two terminally ill men depicted in The Bucket List. The

characters in that movie escaped from a cancer ward and headed off on a road trip with a

to-do  list – a wish list – of what they hoped to accomplish before they died. They cast

caution to the wind and set out to live fully as long as they could before they kicked the

bucket.

These two unlikely companions – Carter and Edward – share the end of their life

journeys with one another checking off line items on their bucket lists. They go
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skydiving, climb the Pyramids, drive a Shelby Mustang  (now that resonates with one of

things on my list – I want to have another car that goes va-room – a muscle car with a 5

speed overdrive again.), but continuing, they fly over the North Pole, have dinner at a

famous French restaurant in Province, they share the beauty and history of the Taj Mahal

in India, ride motorcycles on the Great Wall of China, and go on a lion safari in Africa.

They talk to one another about their faith and their families. The fruit of their ministry to

one another is the reconciliation of Carter’s marriage and Edward’s reunion with his

estranged daughter where he crosses off “kiss the most beautiful girl in the world” from

his list when he meets and kisses the granddaughter he never knew existed. Carter kicks

the bucket after checking off  “laugh til I cry” from his list telling Edward that the last

three months of his life were the best in his life. Carter also extracted a promise from

Edward that he would finish both lists. Edward delivers the eulogy at his traveling

buddy’s funeral allowing him to cross off “help a complete stranger for the good” from

his.

“Before they kicked the bucket” – I wondered where that idiom came from. Here in

North America it has been shortened to “kick-off.” Sometimes this is expressed as

“handing in one’s dinner pail” – a bucket that contained a worker’s last dinner. Some say

“Kick the Bucket” comes from a children’s game where the one who kicks the bucket is

the loser. When my children were small they played a similar game – “kick the can.”

Another theory comes from the Middle Ages when executions were accomplished by

kicking a bucket out from under the feet of the convicted person whose neck was tied in a

noose hunge over a rafter. The meaning could be from the French word for balance –

trébuchet –or from the line in Shakespeare’s Henry IV “Swifter then he that gibbets on

the Brewers Bucket” –also indirectly from the French taken to mean faster than one who

is on brink of death balanced on a large fermentation vessel for the making of beer. But

my favorite etymology of the phrase “kick the bucket” comes from a Catholic custom –

after the death of a parishioner, the priest would come to the home where the body was

laid out and place a bucket of holy water at the feet of the deceased.
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What would we do with the time to make and complete our bucket lists, if – like Tim

McGraw’s song says – we had the chance to live like we were dying?

I have had the profound experience and true privilege of being at the bedside of the

dying – some young, some older, some who left no legacy, some who left children and

family who loved them desperately, so desperately that they would have gladly taken the

place of the one who was dying. I have seen remarkable reconciliations near the time of

death. And I have been at the bedside of some who wish they had known they were dying

so they could have had the chance to love deeper, to speak sweeter, to offer forgiveness

they had been denying. I know some men who would have liked to finally have been the

husband that most of the time they weren’t, women who would have liked to have been

the friend a friend would like to have. I have seen grandfathers who would have liked to

have gone fishing with their grandchildren as though it wasn’t an imposition. And how

many of us would like to have the time to read the good book and take a hard look at

what we would do if we had it all to do again – before that bucket of holy water is placed

at our feet.

Three times Jesus had foretold his death and resurrection. Three times he had spoken

to the disciples and all his followers about the end of his life on earth as a human. He

knew well that he was dying. And his bucket list of things to accomplish on earth was

still long. Our Savior did not shrink from his mission to turn hearts to God. He had taught

using pithy and puzzling parables about the Kingdom of God. He had blessed the little

children. He had healed many on his way to Jerusalem. And finally he had entered into

the city of Jerusalem to triumphant songs and honour because he had come in the name of

God. He was hailed as the prophet from Nazareth in Galilee who had come to turn their

world upside down. And he did just that when he cleansed the Temple. Then the

authorities who were threatened by how he had touched the crowds questioned his

authority. And so Jesus attacked the leaders – the chief priests and scribes – to expose

their greed and the injustices they had done – all in the name of God, of course. He used

three parables to do this, the first of which we have in today’s reading.
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In his last days before he was handed over to these same authorities to be tried and

tortured and killed, Jesus did not go out to find joy and happiness just for for himself. No,

he continued to fulfill his calling to turn the hearts of the people – even the corrupt

authorities – to God. The Pharisees and Sadducees themselves had been baptized by

John, yet they did not repent. These elders were authorized to teach in the Temple. And

here was this Jesus – teaching. They questioned his authority. From where – from

whom – did he get his permission to teach in their house of God? He behaved with such

confidence. He knew Torah. He acted as though this were his Temple. So Jesus used

questions to expose the leaders’ corruption, and in answering correctly they only exposed

themselves further. They were not doing God’s will. They had had a chance to repent, a

chance to change their minds and their ways, but they had missed it. Jesus drove home

his point at the end of his teaching saying: “Even the tax collectors and the prostitutes are

going into the kingdom of God ahead of you,” because the tax collectors and prostitutes

did repent and change their ways. Once again the authorities missed their opportunity to

turn around. They were not living as though they were dying. But he was.

Jesus knew that he was dying, and he chose to complete his mission – to continue to

teach God’s will to those who would listen and to some who would not listen. He lived

like he was dying so that we could experience joy and happiness.

For us, Jesus’s ministry continues in us. We should all be making our bucket lists

filled with all the joy and happiness that Jesus earned for us. We too should live like we

were dying. We who were baptized in his name have been commissioned to spread the

Gospel to all people, spread the joy of living a life fully so that everyone may come to

know the happiness that comes from being held in Jesus’s embrace. That’s on my bucket

list. I pray it is on yours.

Lord, let it be so.

Amen.


