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Eternal Life 
 

There were 2 quite different but each in their own way wonderful events this week. 

 

Yesterday’s learn to Salsa night – A fun night full of life and energy – people connecting together 

though I am not sure that that St Mark’s is quite ready for liturgical dance yet!! 

 

An then there was the Funeral service on Friday of Jean Francis –  a member of St Mark’s for some 

55 years. 

 

It was a positive celebration of Jean’s life – Jean having entered into fullness of that life we call 

eternal – which is God’s promise and gift to us in and through the crucified and risen Jesus. 

 

Today I want to link eternal life, the NT reading and this time in liturgical year – Sunday after 

Ascension. 

 

John in 1
st
 letter “I write these things so that you may know you have eternal life”  note not will 

have but have -  present tense!! 

 

What do you think of when hear that phrase eternal life?  - something in  the future - Life after 

death – life that goes on for ever == everlasting  life. Well no! not about quantity but quality. Jesus 

defines eternal life in John’s Gospel “ This is eternal life to know you the only true God and Jesus 

Christ whom you have sent.” (John 17.3)  It is about relationship intimate relationship  – being 

caught up into the fullness of the life of God. That’s not just future oriented but offered to us as 

present reality at least partially.   

 

People such as Jean show and display that reality for us – help us see and know what eternal life – 

life filled with the presence and grace of God is like. 

 

Actually there was a 3
rd
 event this week that I want to make mention of: Tokens of Trust – the 

STJI/St Mark’s seminar with Michael Horsborough focusing on Rowan Williams book of that title.  

- RW seeks to help people understand what is behind the Creeds and how people today might be 

able to understand them and say them with integrity.  

 

There is a phrase common to the Apostles' and Nicene Creeds: 'maker of heaven and earth'. Rowan 

Williams in Tokens of Trust moves straight to dispel a misconception common among both 

religious believers and their secular critics - that God made the world and then stood back from it. 

In the great monotheistic faiths, God is held to be energising and sustaining his creation at all times. 

There is indeed a beginning point, Rowan writes, but it is the beginning of an active relationship 

that never stops. Eighteenth- and nineteenth century deists famously drew on a comparison between 

God and a watchmaker the universe was held to have been 'wound up' and left to tick. In Rowan's 

eyes, a less misleading analogy could be drawn from the relation between electricity and light. A 

light shines because of electric current, but we do not infer from this that power is around only at 
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the moment when a switch is turned on, 'so that the light itself is a rather distant result'. No: 'the 

light is shining here and now because the electric current is flowing here and now. In the same way, 

it is the "current" of divine activity that is here and now making us real' There are radical 

implications to such claims, among them that within every circumstance . . . every person, God's 

action is going on, a sort of white heat at die centre of everything. It means that each one of us is 

already in a relationship with God before we've ever thought about it. It means that every object or 

person we encounter is in a relationship with God before they're in a relationship of any kind with 

us. And if that doesn't make us approach the world and other people with reverence and amazement, 

I don't know what will.” 

 

Some people reflect that white heat of God more than others – people like Jean – you all will be 

able to name others – people who make the whole idea of God real and plausible-  and help us too 

want to say I believe. Even if we are not sure about asserting the traditional Creedal statements we 

use in the Liturgy. 

 

The creedal phrase most relevant to this day in the church’s calendar “ he ascended into heaven and 

is seated at the right hand of the Father” is one of the phrases many have difficulty with. It is a hang 

over from a 3-tier understanding of the universe. The earth was flat with an underworld – the world 

of the dead, Sheol beneath and the heavens above. With such a worldview it is natural to depict 

Jesus final destination as being in the heavens above, the dwelling place of God. We no longer have 

a 3-tier understanding of the world. We know the world is spherical and that where ever heaven 

may be it is not “up in the sky”.  So does this mean we should dispense with this phrase from the 

creed, excise it – hit the delete button? At first that might seem the sensible option. Strike it out! 

 

Sometimes I am very glad that my computer when I am about to delete something from it 

permanently flashes up a message, “are you sure you want to delete this message/file?” because I 

realize I was about to delete something important, which I really need to keep. Now I want to 

suggest that such is the case with this phrase in the creed. That in fact behind it’s outdated out-

moded language there is a truth, a reality that we do well to hold onto. In rightly rejecting a literal 

reading we need to be careful we don’t throw out the baby with the bathwater. What particular 

baby? What particular reality/truth were the compilers of the Creed seeking to convey when they 

decided this phrase needed to be included. 

 

When Jesus died at first it seemed as all was lost- and then whatever one believes about resurrected 

corpses, bodily resurrection – debates about which have continued throughout the 2000+years of 

the Christian era- it is quite evident the disciples and friends of Jesus had mystical experiences that 

convinced them that the same life/love/presence that Jesus had shared with them as he walked and 

talked with them along the highways and byways of Israel and Galilee- that this same reality was 

still present to be known and experienced. And not only the disciples and friends of Jesus but for 

over 2000 years people have had mystical experiences which attest to that ongoing presence and 

reality.  

 

Joan Chittister the catholic Benedictine writer says, “The disciples and the early church’s 

experience was that Jesus had left them but not left them at all. They remember the historical Jesus 

but they live now immersed in the Christ of faith. Their minds and souls are raised to new 

awareness, new insights – to new consciousness of the power of God among them”. Their way of 

describing their understanding of this same yet different experience of Jesus is to say Jesus is now 

completely fully present with God in heaven + the dwelling place of God. Within that extra 

dimension of life we call spiritual or mystical. So Joan Chittister is right when she says, “ to say I 

believe in Jesus Christ who ascended into heaven…is to say I believe in the mystical dimension of 

life” That there is more to the world than first meets the eye, that it is God filled, that every moment 

of every day God is to be known and experienced. To say that Jesus ascended into heaven is not to 
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say that Jesus has gone on along holiday, some how far removed from us and our present reality. 

Rather it is to affirm that Jesus is now fully present with us- in the here and now- in the nitty gritty 

of life, for surely that is where God is and heaven if it is the dwelling place of God is where God is.  

Jesus is exalted, affirmed and given equal status with God but continues to be present with them and 

with us, as we continue the task of bringing earth to heaven and heaven to earth as we share the 

Good News of God’s love made known in Jesus.  

 

As we experience and live out for others to see a new and deeper quality of life – eternal life; life 

filled up with the grace and love and joy and peace and hope of God: to be known now and entered 

into fully when like Jean we are called home and as I said about Jean on Friday held safe in the one 

sure way that any of us are ever safe in that we are held in and by the love of God from which 

nothing and no-one can separate us. 

 

____________________________________ 


