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Sermon:  John 10: 22-30 (Eternal life)

“My sheep hear my voice.  I know them, and they follow me.  I give them eternal life . . .”
Eternal life. I remember once hearing someone say he hoped that heaven would have computers, where he could search out all the answers to the questions of the universe.  Not me, at least not today.  Lately my idea of eternal life is exploring some South Sea island.  Palm trees, white sand.  A gentle breeze, pale blue water.  Feeling the sun on my body, the hot sand underfoot.  Followed by the sensation of cool sea and of gritty wet sand on my feet.  Sort of like my dream vacation.  And yes, Paulette is with me.  And yes, it is impossible for me to think of eternal life in heaven as inferior, in any way, to our present existence.  So I have really high expectations of eternal life, if you catch my drift.

Eternal life.  A word pairing, in Greek, used four times in Matthew, twice in Mark, three times in Luke, but seventeen times in the gospel of John.  Clearly a favorite and important theme to him.
The idea of an afterlife came to Judaism rather late.  The basic belief of the OT was that God rewarded the faithful in this life, with prosperity and long life.  Sin brought adversity, barrenness, and an early death.  Reward and punishment after death was not even thought of.  All people, righteous and unrighteous alike, went to Sheol, the abode of the dead.  A dark, listless, dull subsistence separated from God.

The earliest OT reference to eternal life is in Daniel 12: 1-2, dated to about 175 B.C.

“Many of those who sleep in the dirt of the earth will awake; some will live forever, while others will become everlasting objects of contempt and abhorrence.”

While there are many interpretations of this passage, The Anchor Bible suggests the best interpretation is that some faithful Jews will receive the resurrection to eternal life, but the others will never rise, destined to rot away in the dirt of the earth.
This same idea is found in the Apocrypha.  In 2 Maccabees, written between 124 and 63 B.C., we have the story of Judas Maccabeus and his brothers.    Tortured for refusing to eat pork, just before he was to die, the second brother said, “You accursed wretch, you dismiss us from this present life, but the King of the universe will raise us up to an everlasting renewal of life, because we have died for his laws.”
  The fourth brother, suffering a similar fate, said, “One cannot but choose to die at the hands of mortals and to cherish the hope God gives of being raised again by him.  But for you there will be no resurrection to life!”

Eternal life came to mean the reward of the righteous in the ‘Age to Come,’ in contrast to ‘This Age.’  The two Ages are separated by the Day of Judgment, with the wicked condemned to eternal torment or extinction.  This is the view that seems most like that of the NT.
C.S. Lewis wrote a book titled, The Great Divorce.  Written in 1945, it gives a description, couched as a dream, of heaven and of hell.  The main character begins on a bus ride from hell to heaven.  Hell sounds a lot like the bleak parts of London – dingy lodging houses, windowless warehouses, small tobacco shops).  Lewis writes:
“I got out.  The light and coolness that drenched me were like those of summer morning, early morning a minute or two before the sunrise, only that there was a certain difference.  I had the sense of being in a larger space, perhaps even a larger sort of space, than I had ever known before: as if the sky were further off and the extent of the green plain wider than could be on this little ball of earth.”  Lewis continues, describing his fellow bus passengers as mere ghosts, transparent and without substance.  The grass, even the dew, was undisturbed by their presence.

In contrast, those who lived in this region were solid, of some different composition.  Flowers were as hard as diamonds, leaves heavier than sacks of coal.  And the bright people, the solid people, came down to speak with the ghosts.
One conversation is a favorite of mine.  It was between one of the bright people and a ghost.  The bright person was named Dick, and the ghost is called simply the Episcopal Ghost.  The two had know each other in their former lives.  Dick was trying to reason with the former bishop, who had been sent to Hell for apostasy – for rejecting the doctrine of the Resurrection from the pulpit.  Dick says to the bishop, “Will you come with me to the mountains?  It will hurt at first, until your feet are hardened.  Reality is harsh to the feet of shadows. But will you come?”

The bishop replies, “Well, that is a plan.  I am perfectly ready to consider it.  Of course I should require some assurances . . . I should want a guarantee that you are taking me to a place where I shall find a wider sphere of usefulness – and scope for the talents that God has given me – and an atmosphere of free inquiry – in short all that one means by civilization and  the spiritual life.”

Dick says, “No.  I can promise you none of these things.  No sphere of usefulness: you are not needed there at all.  No scope for your talents: only forgiveness for having perverted them.  No atmosphere of inquiry, for I will bring you to the land not of questions but of answers, and you shall see the face of God.”

His argument falls flat, of course.  Dick tries a different tack.  “Can you, at least, still desire happiness?”  The Episcopal ghost says, “Happiness, my dear Dick, lies in the path of duty.  Which reminds me . . . Bless my soul, I’d nearly forgotten.  Of course I can’t come with you.  I have to be back next Friday to read a paper.  We have a little Theological Society down there . . .”  And back to Hell he goes.
Happiness vs. duty.  Reminds me of a sermon that was written by William Willimon, United Methodist bishop of the North Alabama Conference.

He tells us, “About a month after my mother died, as I was conscientiously prolonging my grief, I was offended by the impertinence of an undeniably glorious sunny day, and in February too.  What sort of God would rub such beauty in my sorrow-contorted face?  It made me wonder which was more real – my ugly loss or the gift of a beautiful day?”
He goes on to talk about the weekly dispatch he receives from his denomination, telling him of all the terrible events of the past week.  And that at a large church meeting there is always someone who seems to derive perverse delight from pointing to the tragedies the rest had missed.  He gave this example.  “I think it sad,” she said, “that in three days there hasn’t been mention of the horrible tragedy of landmines in Iraq.  Children are being maimed by landmines purchased from the United States.”
As Bp Willimon put it, “An already deflated meeting rolled over and died.”  He was quick to point out all the other work that the Methodists were doing, eradicating killer diseases, curing malaria, fighting AIDS, funding pensions of African pastors, and sending water purifications systems to Haiti.  Commenting wryly that they had “missed the one good work that could have certified us as a church that really, really cares.”
Then Bp Willimon asks, “But is this what God wants?  If God had desired our constant mournful earnestness and concern, why did God make a gloriously effusive world filled with peacocks and hummingbirds and bright February days to mess with our grieving?  If we look at the world from this angle, it’s almost as if God wants us to be happy.”

In dealing with the tragedies of this world, we sometimes forget to hear the laughter of children in Haiti, along with their raucous singing.  As darkness fell upon Port-au-Prince after the earthquake, people danced in the streets and sang hymns.  We forget that Luke’s good news doesn’t end with the disciples’ grim determination to right what’s wrong with the world, but to turn toward Jerusalem “with great joy.”

In the gospel of John, eternal life is presented in a way that is fully grounded in Christ’s teaching, but was largely unrecognized.  It is that eternal life is not something that comes to us after we die.  It is something we possess now.  “He who hears my word . . . has eternal life; he does not come into judgment, but has passed from death to life” (John 5:24).  “Those who eat my flesh and drink my blood have eternal life, and I will raise them up on the last day.” (John 6:54).
After the death of Lazarus, Jesus tells Martha, “Your brother will rise again.”  Martha responds with the traditional belief, “I know that he will rise again in the resurrection on the last day.”  But Jesus doesn’t leave it at this.  He says to her, “I am the resurrection and the life.  Those who believe in me, even though they die, will live, and everyone who lives and believes in me will never die.” (John 11:23-25).

So what’s the lesson for today?  Enjoy your eternal life, now.  Reach out to those who suffer and are disadvantaged, but don’t think that since God isn’t going to help with the heavy lifting, it’s up to us.  Look around at the beauty of creation.  Today is officially Camp Stevens day.  Fitting, since both Fr Paul and Fr Michael are there today, for Cursillo.  If you have never been to this Episcopal Camp in Julian, try to get there.  They have wonderful programs both for children and adults.  So appreciate the beauty of creation.  Marvel at the gift of life.  Love as widely and deeply as you possibly can.  Hold fast to the gift of everlasting life.  You have it right now, you know.

In his preface to The Great Divorce, C.S. Lewis writes, “But what, you ask, of earth?  Earth, I think, will not be found by anyone to be in the end a very distinct place.  I think earth, if chosen instead of Heaven, will turn out to have been, all along, only a region in Hell: and earth, if put second to Heaven, to have been from the beginning a part of Heaven itself.”

Jesus tells us, “I am the good shepherd.  The good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep.”  “I came that they may have life, and have it abundantly.”

We have been given the gift of eternal life, now for forever.  A life of joy and peace and love.  A life of laughter and music and dancing.  What is your vision of eternal life? I’ve told you mine, already.  A South Sea island.  With Paulette. 
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