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First Words and Last Words 
 

“ Lo, at [God’s] word, the waters were formed . . .” And the mountains, the plains, the myriad 

creatures:  including us humans, like the rest of creation, spoken into being.  But unlike the rest 

of creation, we speak back.  We humans are distinctively “wordy” creatures, made in the image 

of God who is the Word.  For us, words matter profoundly. 

     

First words and last words, in particular, matter. Some “famous first words” set the tone for a 

whole life.  The poet e. e. cummings’ first word, according to his mother, was “Hurrah!”  The 

future film director Stephen Spielberg reportedly peered at a shadow moving across the wall, and 

uttered a fascinated: “Why?” 

 

Some “famous last words” equally seem to sum up a life.  Harriet Tubman died singing “Swing 

Low, Sweet Chariot.”  Henry Baker left this world whispering a stanza from of his own hymns: 

“Perverse and foolish, oft I strayed, but yet in love God sought me, / and on his shoulder, gently 

laid, and home, rejoicing, brought me.” 

 

Famous first lines from literature have captured our imaginations, drawing us irresistibly into the 

world the author has created: 

Call me Ishmael. 

There was a boy called Eustace Clarence Scrubb, and he almost deserved it. 

 

Famous literary last lines similarly hold our attention, sounding echoes long after the pages of 

the book have been closed: 

 “After all” [said Scarlett O’Hara], “tomorrow is another day.” 

“Excellently observed,” answered Candide, “but we must cultivate our garden.” 

 

The Bible, of course, has its important first and last words.  “In the beginning, God created”: 

setting the heavens with stars, filling the world with works “many and great,” giving us humans 

specific instructions—not unlike Candide—to till and tend the garden. We are called to “Sing 

care.” 

 

And in our hopes for the flourishing of that garden, and of all who dwell within it, we also call 

out, “Maranatha.”  It is the Bible’s last word, a prayer in Aramaic.  It means, “Come, Lord.”  Our 

world longs for your healing presence. 

 

I remember a prayer I learned as a little girl, to use as a grace before meals:  “Lord Jesus, be our 

holy guest / our morning joy, our evening rest.”  Come, Lord Jesus.  Come, Holy Guest.  Dona 

nobis pacem. Teach us to welcome you afresh in every child born into your world. 


