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A Homily by                “Rebirth – from chrysalis to butterfly” 

The Rev’d Jo P. Popham            All Saints – Year B – November 7, 2021 

John 11:32-44 

 

 

 The butterfly has always brought to mind the image of rebirth and freedom. The 

butterfly was a symbol of new life to the early Greeks. The word the ancients used was 

psyche meaning spirit. To them – and to us – the simple and beautiful butterfly represents 

the philosophical and spiritual idea of the soul breaking free from its shell.  

The Episcopal Network for Stewardship has chosen the butterfly and its chrysalis as 

the symbols this year for the campaign entitled “Every Perfect Gift.”1 It is an appropriate 

metaphor for our breaking free from our shells to discover, to inspire, to create, to 

communicate, and to share. We are asked to recall a perfect gift we have received. For 

some here it might be the gift of creating music or seeking opportunities for beautiful 

photography, for another it could be the gift of ministering to others, to someone else, it 

might be the gift of a newborn baby, to me one of the many is the gift of friendship, with 

my best friend Jim and with my new friends here at St. Andrew’s By-the-Sea. Perfect 

gifts bring us joy. If we even think of joy in a religious sense, we might think religion as 

the opposite of joy. But joy is so much more than happiness. Frederick Buechner has said 

that “Happiness is man-made—a happy home, a happy marriage, a happy relationship 

with our friends and within our jobs.” We work for these things, and if we are lucky and 

wise we can achieve happiness. And Christian joy is a gift, the most perfect gift. We are 

never really responsible for the moments of joy. They come when they come. And they 

cannot be hoarded; they must be shared. My friends, we are made for joy. And when we 

are joyous we are doing God’s will, on earth, in our homes, at the Blue door, when we are 

working with the bike ministry, when we are preparing food for one another, when we 

are visiting someone and listening to their story. My brothers and sisters in Christ, when 

we have known joy, we have known him. When we share our joy, we show that we know 

Christ, because we were created to share joy.2  
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It is my joy to share with you this image on the cover of our bulletin (with permission 

of the photographer). Some of our mailings this fall will show this same photo of a 

Monarch butterfly having just broken out of its chrysalis. This was taken by Karen 

Mackey, and her work is a joy filled thing. She is my friend and a dear friend of our 

oldest child Stacy. Karen has a butterfly garden at her home in New Orleans. She plants 

milkweed to attract Monarchs in particular. Milkweed is their primary, really their only 

food source.3 So in Karen’s garden Monarchs flourish. She has tried to capture every 

stage of their development, from egg to caterpillar (think larvae) to chrysalis (think a hard 

cocoon) to mature butterfly. Depending on the temperature the metamorphosis takes 22 

to 37 days, usually it is about 28 days there in New Orleans. So the transformation 

happens quickly. Caterpillars eat constantly; they munch on the milkweed 11-18 days 

then make the chrysalis which looks bright green because the pupae inside is that brilliant 

green from the milkweed. The transformation inside the hard crystal clear shell shows 

what is happening, and towards the end of that part of its life cycle you can see the gold 

and black Monarch pattern through the see through shell that is still binding the butterfly. 

The transformation from one phase to another is dramatic and can happen overnight or 

even more quickly. Karen was taking her dog Chloe on her early morning walk when this 

Monarch broke loose from the bonds of its chrysalis.  

Jesus set Lazarus free from the bonds of death. He told Mary and Martha and their 

friends and the professional mourners to unbind him and let him go. Let Lazarus go free. 

Take away the bands of cloth that covered his body – that had bound him in death; 

Lazarus had been reborn. And he must have been confused, yet filled with joy! He had 

new life, a life in his home with his sisters Mary and Martha and with his friends, 

especially his friend whom he loved and who loved him, Jesus of Nazareth. Lazarus’s life 

would be a different life, to be sure, as anyone who has been brought back to life or has 

been on the brink of death would tell you. He no longer was bound by earthy things for 

his perspective on life on earth had to have changed as dramatically as a butterfly’s 

metamorphosis.  
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This year as we prepare for 2022, we have the opportunity to share the joy of giving 

with one another and our church. Through that service to the world we participate in the 

ongoing creation of abundance and generosity. Our psyches – our spiritual gifts that give 

us joy – and sharing that joy frees us to recreate our thinking about stewardship. We 

break out of our shells to discover what we are called to give to sustain ourselves and 

others, to maintain and grow our church, to reach our full potential, becoming a beautiful 

butterfly to fly high. As we share our time, talent, and treasure with our church and with 

the world, we unleash those same gifts in our communities: discovery, inspiration, 

creativity, communication, and sharing.”4 

Lord, may it be so. Amen. 

                                                 
1   Think about a chrysalis as a hard-shelled cocoon. 
2   Originally published in The Hungering Dark, by Frederick Buechner. 
3   Modern commercial herbicides have killed most of the milkweed that used to grown in 

between the rows of corn and soybeans and such. The result is that Monarch butterflies 

are in decline.  
4   The Episcopal Network for Stewardship for 2022 materials. 


