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In his 1995 encyclical entitled Evangelium Vitae, Pope John Paul II coined the 

phrase “culture of death.” Karol Józef Wojtyła (18 May 1920 – 2 April 2005), who 

became the Bishop of Rome in 1978, lived through the Second World War and the Cold 

War. He knew intimately what a culture of death looked like. We Lutherans hold a 

confessional position about the papacy (see the Treatise on the Power and Primacy of the 

Pope); nevertheless, Karol Wojtyła’s witness is helpful for us to understand the times we 

are living in. Indeed, we are living in a culture of death. 

A culture of death finds its power in the lies of the evil one. It begins with the 

first lie: “Did God really say that?” From that first lie and our disobedience, sin and 

death became the reality for God’s creation. Once good and flourishing and full of life 

and peace, God’s good creation has been desecrated and shattered by the darkness of 

sin and death. In this darkness the lie is that this is the way it was always supposed to 

be. The lie is that there is nothing else but only our flesh and our pleasure and our 

desires. As such, when an “inconvenient” pregnancy arises or when a disabled person 

or an infirm elderly person is no longer “contributing” or has no supposed “quality of 

life,” the culture of death—which sees no intrinsic value in human life—seeks to 

conclude that life is no longer worthy. 

Here is an example of that: Sixty miles from my parish, where the first Lutherans 

from Sweden settled along the Delaware River in the seventeenth century, an 

abortionist named Dr. Kermit Gosnell ran a gruesome abortion clinic in the Mantua 
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section of Philadelphia. Investigators could hardly describe the “house of horrors” they 

found there. That is one symptom of the culture of death. Gosnell died in a 

Pennsylvania prison in 2026. There is no word on whether he repented of his complicity 

in this culture of death. Here is one more example of the culture of death: Across Lake 

Erie on the other side of Pennsylvania, Canada has, since 2016, legalized euthanasia and 

euphemistically called it Medical Assistance in Dying (MAiD). Since its inception, 

nearly eighty thousand Canadians have been killed as a result. This is the culture of 

death manifested from another horrific angle. 

Sadly, this culture of death is all around us. The methods of killing—of aborting 

infants and killing the infirm and elderly—have changed, but this culture of death has 

been with us since the fall in the garden. Its darkness has been pervasive. From the 

killing of Abel by his brother Cain, death and the evil one have ruled over this place. In 

some shape, way, or form, all of us have contributed to the culture of death in this 

world. St. Paul, writing under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, tells us that on our 

own, lost in the darkness of this culture of death, we are dead in our trespasses and sins 

(Ephesians 2). To be dead is to be a part of the culture of death. In this state, there is no 

hope, only death. 

 Despite that, in the midst of that horror, God started making promises to His 

people: “The seed of the woman will crush the serpent’s head.” From that first promise, 

God kept speaking and making promises. One was coming who would bring the light 
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of salvation to the world. One was coming who would usher in God’s kingdom with 

glorious light, life, and salvation. 

God’s people, in the midst of the darkness—and we often read of that darkness 

in the Old Testament—the sacrifice of children, the wars, the murders—God’s people 

held firm to the promises of God spoken through His prophets.  

The only hope, the only way, is the fulfillment of those promises spoken by God 

through His prophets: Jesus, who is the Christ. Anyone who tells you there is another 

way is a thief who comes to steal hope and keep you in bondage to sin and death. 

Christ is the way! Christ has come for the dead to give them new and everlasting life! “I 

have come not for the righteous, but for sinners” (Matthew 9:13). 

Jesus calls us to what? To the ten steps to climb out of the culture of death? To 

the five ways you can separate yourself from the culture of death? No. Jesus, who has 

overcome the world, says to us, “I came that they may have life and have it 

abundantly.” How does Jesus give to us abundant life in such a dark place so full of 

abiding and fearful death? Jesus continues in that tenth chapter of St. John’s Gospel 

with these comforting words of promise: “I am the good shepherd. The good shepherd 

lays down his life for the sheep.” It is Jesus who comes to us in this culture of death, 

who suffers and dies for us—for you! “For our sake He who knew no sin became sin for 

us” (2 Corinthians 5:21). By His taking your sins and rising on Easter Sunday, the entire 
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forgiveness of all your sins is yours. You are forgiven and free in Jesus! Death has no 

claim over you anymore!  

The culture of death has been broken. It has been defeated once and for all and 

decisively! Baptized into this, we have died with Christ and have been raised to new life 

in Him! New life. Everlasting life. Abundant life! Our Lord Christ, who cannot lie, 

promises this to us! Consequently, set free from sin, death, and the devil, we are His 

witnesses!  As witnesses for Jesus who are now alive in Him, we stand firmly for life. 

We not only stand for life, we seek to protect life—the life of the unborn, the life of the 

infirm, the life of the elderly. This was the witness of the church of Jesus Christ from our 

earliest days. Indeed, it was Christians who welcomed in women, who raised the 

children discarded on the junk heaps of the Roman Empire. That legacy of mercy 

continues with our common witness to Jesus who is the Way, the Truth, and the LIFE! 

May God--Father, Son and Holy Spirit--grant us courage and faithfulness most of all to 

help build a culture of life here and boldly witness to Jesus who is our abundant Life 

forever. Amen. 

 


