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10/22/78
WE ARE THE LORD'S

pilgrim Church, Duluth Royal F. Shepard, Jr.
"If we live, we live to the Lord, and if we die, we die to the Lord;

so then, whether we live or whether we die, we are the Lord's."
Romans 14:8

Last Sunday I referred to a recent prediction that before long scien-

' tists will extend the average human life to eight hundred years. Students
‘reflecting on this possibility forecast the demise of the churches because
they felt that people would lose interest in a hereafter. In my sermon I
did not mention that marriage was also viewed as a likely casualty of such
longevity. However, after the service I asked a well known couple what
they thought of being married to the same person for seven hundred and fifty
years. The wife pondered the question. But the husband spoke up. "Well,"
he said, "if they're as good as the flrst sixty-two... "

One suspects that even if the human life span does stretch to such
lengths, the issue of life after death will remain on the human agenda. The
possibility. of death will remain, every century, every day, every moment,

and when death’ does come it may seem more terrible than now because it is
more rare.

In any case, the issue is very much on all our agendas now. Last Sunday
I said that if we are going to look at this issue of life after death from a
Christian perspective we need to ask what it has to do with our chief busi-
ness, which is to say, the love of God and neighbor. The mere prolongation
of some part of us is not what is essential. Surely the Christian hope is

‘not summed up in the thought of you and me just going on in the same old way.

I said that etermal life is life lived in unity with God's love. That is
something that can begin to happen here and now.

Some people are content to stop with that affirmation. "That is enough
for us to believe and to live by," they say. In a little passage by Alan

Paton that I quoted last week, the author says that he believes he has

entered into eternal life whenever he becomes an instrument of God's peace
in the spirit of the prayer by St. Francis. Then he goes on to day:

What héppens to me after I die, I do not know, nor do I really
want to know.

The Angllcan bishop John A. T. Robinson says much the same thing in one

of his books. He speaks of eternal life being "A quality of life here and

now." He then observes that he can identify with the attitude of those who
say, "Death may be the end. So what?"

But then in the last analysis, Bishop Robinson reall& does not stay with
that "so what' attitude. Philosopher John Hick notes that ‘like a lot of

contemporary Christian writers, Dr. Robinson begins to engage in a kind of

double-talk. On the one hand he says eternal life is a quality here and now
and let's be satisfied with that. On the other hand, he makes statenents
that indicate he believes eternal life really does extend beyond death.
€xample, in the same book he says this:

As a Christian, I knnw my life to be grounded in a love Uhid‘
- not let me go. It comes to me as something completely unc

24,




bus on the way home it
be ¢ an end to by & - |
o ;: “:1:.::‘::1 quﬁt’ I know 1@ to ::'..mz:.c:::lot‘hi::a
:::tbo:ocancer nor the H-bomb can separate-
the last word.....
if words bhave any stable meaning, he is

"Here
C:”T'"tfhf:°f::;:§1xi§§i is a rzlationahip toiﬁoggzzi:: is not terminateq
” ) ‘
byyb:gily death.” I must say I get the same imp ¥

avoid. It is easy for those of us wp,
Well, this ambiguity is hardv::’ R R ire sy

ts to talk in a , d
;:.1:u::::.:::1;:r those of us who are pure materialists. For those of yug =4
who do believe what Bishop Robinson testifigs about the love of God and yet :
who hold a modern view of human nature it i8 not so easy. -

- this matter. I want to |
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affirm as 1 diz last week that for me eternal life is a special dimension ®
to living here and now. But although I do not know any more than A}an Paton t
or John Robinson what thies means in any detail - I also want to affirm witp 5
John Hick that eternal life outlives death itself. 3
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In making that affirmation two considerations come to mind. The first

connmideration has to do with the broken, fragmentary nature of human exis-
tence. 1

Here I mumt acknowledge the possibility that I am biased. Someone I |
knovw rather well accuses me of holding a tragic view of human nature. Iy |
response is to say, "That's right, and you are an excellent case in point." ]
I am not blind to the beauty, the joy, the ever-renewing possibilities
present in human 1ife. I tried to make that clear last week. I am not blind
oither to the fact that often human behavior falls far short of tragedy, that -
mich of the time it is simply pathetic or sordid or "gross" as the young
people say. But the longer I live the more deeply I am persuaded that there
is a tragic thread running through all of human existence and which gives
little hope of running out on this side of the grave. -

So you must discount that personal bias of which a certain tragic person
I know mccuses me. But even after you have done that you must acknowledge
that many thousands of lives have been lived from beginning to end in pain,
loneliness, orime and degradation. Perhaps if you are brave enough you will
acknowledge too that even the brightest and best of lives have suffered from
antrangement from God, from neighbor and from self, that often they have
iock;d on the world with despair and that in the end there were strands hang-
ng doou. We hardly need be reminded in this place that the best of lives
ended prematurely on a cross. Nor can we dispute that a very promising life

may end rather :
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i manded my individual continuance. But when love, that great dis-
coverer of values, comes, I cannot be so nonchalant. I may say

that I do not mind what happens to me, but when a well-loved soul,

nobly worth the loving dies, I may not say, 'l do not mind what

fe is happens to you.'
| nated j
Which is to say, not ‘incidentally, that the great commandment of love
b to neighbor does tie in to this question of life beyond the grave.
us wh. T

“bjectho No, I do not think we can dismiss the human concern for life beyond
B of yug death as but the ultimate in human egotism. It is that to be sure. But it
and yet is more than that. This concern is bound up with our love for others and

with our sea?ch for meaning and purpose. We want to believe, as Fosdick

. said, that life is more than "a brief, blind flicker between two oblivions."
want g 4

@eion Oficouf;e, that desire does not prove anything. But suppose we do
an Pat ‘believe in the kind of God that Jesus believed in. Suppose we do believe
*On that the ultimate power in the world is the power for good and that this

M with power is working out its purposes toward that goal Jesus called "the kingdom
of Godf" an we share Jesus' convictions on those matters and not share as
e first ~ well his faith that God will fulfill his purposes for each person?
éxis- Of course, we can reinterpret Jesus' hope for the future in purely
historical terms. We can see it as the hope for a just and peaceful society
that some day by the love of God and neighbor will come into being on earth.
jme I That is a noble vision and one toward which we all should strive. But it
My does not answer the question about all those unfulfilled, fragmented, indiv-
oint. " idual lives.
-
ot bling This week I heard of the sudden death by accident of a seventeen-year-
dy, that "old girl. Perhaps she has made some contribution to the kingdom still to ;
ung come. The effect of her life will continue down through time like the &
t there " ripples in a pool reaching out. But that fact hardly compensates for the b
ives loss of herself.
Writes John Hick:
& person B § . ¥
Lledge There would be an intolerable contradiction in affirming on the
pain, one hand that God knows, values and loves each of his human crea-
m will , tures as unique individuals and evokes in them the desire to
:d from . realise the highest potentialities of their nature in response,?o
e his claim upon them, and yet on the other hand that he ?as ordained
ils hang- their extinction when they have only just begun to fulfill the
lives . divine purpose which has endowed them with these potentialities
g life . and aspirations. ;
e My first consideration then is the fragmentary and often t;agic nature
- of human existence. The human condition raises the question of a fuller
nce. ' destiny. If one believes in a righteous and loving God one is led to answer
hope that question in the affirmative. - I s >

_ . r . that & -  Bishop Rob-
a My second consideration takes us back to that statement of Bishop
his inson {hat is cited by Dr. Hick. The bishop writes"that'hg knows his life
"to be grounded in a love which will not let me go. i
We may well ask, "How does .this heretical bishop know Uhﬂ!‘ﬁ&?fi_'
will or will not do?" I B 71 7.







