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I think I can say with some confidence that all of us want to believe there is SOME kind of life, SOME kind of conscious existence that awaits us after we die.  There are those of us who feel we’ve only accomplished a small percentage of our God-given powers and that the opportunity yet awaits us to do just that in a future time and place.  Many of us want to meet our dear ones once again.  Personally, I would love to learn the answers to questions and problems that we as a species haven’t quite figured out yet.  And of course, as Christians we all want to meet “face-to-face” and experience greater communion with the One whom we profess to believe in and worship on Sunday mornings.  Then there are the insatiably curious as even those who DON’T believe in God would like to know what lies on the other side of life’s greatest mystery, as death is sometimes referred to.  I visited a 103-year-old member of our church the other day who at knows all-too well the restrictions of time upon the flesh.  Other than a few nephews and nieces, her husband, her brothers and sisters, and all her oldest friends are now gone.  She never had any children.  I can assure you SHE wouldn’t mind closing her eyes and then opening them up to a whole NEW world where she no longer had to endure the mental and physical limitations that come with such an advanced age.  

The idea of resurrection can be found in most of the world’s great religions and is the enduring source of many a person’s hope.  In a recent Newsweek poll, more than 80% of Americans professed to believe that when you die, you go to heaven.  However, they were not so united when it came to what form that resurrection would take- only half of Americans think of resurrection as a physical event, a revivification of flesh after death, while more than a third of those polled think of it as something spiritual, as an ascension of the soul that leaves the body behind.  There is now a small group of conservative Christian and Jewish scholars who argue that resurrection is neither purely physical or spiritual but BOTH, that in the resurrection, there will be a reunion of an individual’s body and soul at the end of time, that the entire event represents a miracle from God.  They say that if you believe the Bible is true, then you have to believe that Jesus healed people and that he raised Lazarus from the dead.

There’s never been complete agreement as to what happens to the believer following death.  There are Christians who believe that upon death, both the body and soul die and that the only thing that lives on is the remembrance of those persons in the hearts and minds of their loved ones along with their good deeds.  There are Christians who believe that at death, they lie asleep in Christ, awaiting the resurrection to a new body and soul which will occur in “the Last Day,” the time at which Christ returns and concludes his kingdom.  There are believers who insist that once dead, the spirit separates from the body and it goes straight to heaven.  It then receives a temporary body until the General Resurrection takes place on the Day of Judgment.  There are still others—mainly old Roman Catholics--who remain convinced that when some pass on, they go to some intermediate realm called purgatory where they are to work off their sins until they qualify for heaven.

Much of the confusion regarding this article of faith lies in great part because the scriptures THEMSELVES are never quite clear about it.  The Mosaic Law makes no reference to a life after death at all.  One is rewarded for obedience to the Law or receives punishment for disobedience to it solely within one’s earthly life in the here and now.  The Sadducees, who treated the Law as the only basis of revelation, denied the resurrection for that very reason.  The later prophets, however, came to share a view with the Egyptians and some others that the body and soul, once dead, slept in the grave until the day of resurrection when together they would be re-animated and become a living soul once again.  At that day, individuals would receive their just deserts, either to everlasting shame and contempt, or to eternal blessing and reward.  For this reason, Isaiah could declare, “I will ransom them from the power of the grave; I will redeem them from death.  O death, where are thy plagues?  O grave, where is thy destruction?”(13:14)  Then there was a view that was quite common in the Early Church, that while death is only the dissolution of the material body, the personality is preserved and continues to live on.  At death, the soul departs to be with God while our mortal bodies disintegrate.  Then at some future time, a general resurrection will take place whereupon they will be raised up and clothed in new bodies.  

St. Augustine, in an effort to convince skeptics of the truth of resurrection, argued in his City of God that in heaven we will be our perfect self- unblemished and 30-something.  If we were fat in life, we will become pleasingly thinner; if we were too thin, we will become more muscular in appearance.  According to him, we will be in our physical bodies in a universe that has no dimension, and we will know God just as he is.  Our bodies will be the very same as the ones we had in life, only buff and more beautiful.  Thus we won’t be counting our calories or consulting plastic surgeons about liposuction in heaven, and women in particular won’t have to worry about their private struggles with anorexia or bulimia.


Appropriately, the Apostles’ Creed ends on a positive note, with a clear statement of the Christian hope.  Where it opened with a statement of faith in God, it now ends with a statement of assurance that one day we shall all stand in the presence of that same God.  Because, as Paul says, we are “in” Christ and are the “Body” of Christ, as our Lord was raised from death unto newness of life, we shall one day share in his glorious resurrection and future AS WELL.  The whole teaching of the New Testament is that Christian believers will share the destiny of their Lord.  Thus the corruptible will put on incorruption, the mortal will put on immortality, and death, through Jesus Christ, will be swallowed up in victory.  The testimony of both scripture and the early Church are clear about this one thing- that the Christian Community AS the Body of Christ is directed towards an eternal world through the hope and certainty of a coming resurrection.  As a marathon runner races toward the goal line, so the Christian community races toward this much-anticipated world, drawing energy every step of the way by the hope Christ has given us through his OWN resurrection and in the promise of the coming consummation of his kingdom.  This kingdom for whose coming we pray “thy kingdom come” is the kingdom of the resurrected, a life that knows no more of death or suffering or decay- only the perfection of God and his love.  The expectation of this life meant EVERYTHING to the early Church.  Permeating their very lives and worship, it was that hope along with the promise of his abiding presence and love that enabled them to persevere in faith through some of the most difficult periods of her history. 


There are many reasons why we hold onto this doctrine and refuse to let go of it.  Ask persons why they want to go to heaven and most people will respond, “Because the alternative isn’t quite so attractive, THAT’S WHY!”  Dietrich Bonhoeffer, the Christian theologian and martyr, reproached many Christians for believing in a “life everlasting” as merely “a last escape into eternity,” as an evasion from all the misery and suffering they currently experience.  Then there are those who seek it as a form of “life insurance,” as the rich young ruler did who approached Jesus asking what he must do to inherit eternal life.  He wanted to conserve all the money and power and influence that was his as a rich prince and went looking for a way to retain those privileges right on through this life and on into eternity.  What they didn’t know and what we too often FORGET is that the blessings of resurrection don’t start once we die but NOW, on THIS side of death, and that it begins in a dynamic relationship with the living God through his Son, Jesus Christ.  It is the confidence, the assurance of knowing that our God, our Heavenly Father, loves us NOW with an everlasting love and NOTHING can possibly separate us from either his presence or his love- THAT’S when and how eternal life begins!  


The Greek language, in which the New Testament is written, has two words for life.  One (bios) means mere “biological existence”; the other (zoe) means “life in all its fullness.”  What we are being offered is FULLNESS OF LIFE, one that not even death itself can destroy.  As Jesus himself said, “I came that they might have life, and have it abundantly.”(John 10:10)   We are not being offered an endless extension of our biological existence, but rather a TRANSFORMATION of that existence.  “Eternal” doesn’t mean through all time; it means OUTSIDE time.  Thus the “eternal life” God promises is not so much time of endless duration but life WITH HIM, life enjoying his presence, life in a permanent, dynamic, loving relationship through his Son, Jesus Christ.

By now it’s obvious that I don’t have many answers as to what happens to us at the moment of our death, whether the soul is separated from the body and immediately goes off to be with God, or the soul and body remain together, dead in the ground until the Last Day when the General Resurrection takes place.  I don’t know what we shall look like or what we shall know, whether the relationships and associations we enjoyed so much in this life will continue on into the next or not.  Like the Apostle Paul, I too must confess that I see through a glass darkly, as such mysteries are withheld from the angels themselves.  What I DO know, though, is this one promise- that he who holds my hand ever so securely in the here and now promises never to let go of it, and that he will CONTINUE to hold onto my hand as I am led towards that mysterious threshold we call death.  And when my days on this world are over and the summons arrives as inevitably it must, “This night your soul is required of you,” our Risen Lord will stand beside me to escort me on my journey into the world to come.  Clasping my hand will be the sturdy grasp of the One who declares himself to be “the resurrection and the life,” and that ALONE will give me (and I hope you as well) all the confidence and peace we shall ever need to pass into that dark and mystifying world that yet awaits us all.  Amen and amen.
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