24 May 2020; Easter 7

Acts 1: 6-14; John 17: 1-11 
(I Peter 4: 12-14; 5: 6-11)

zoomed service 9.30am

1.
Eternal life
Our first reading today tells us of when Jesus was taken out of sight. I was reminded this week of the prayer that opens a memorial service. It contains these words:

We look not to the things that are seen, 

but to the things that are unseen; 

for the things that are seen are transient, 

but the things that are unseen are eternal.
Today I want to spend some time thinking about those unseen things that are eternal  - in our gospel reading Jesus says that he has authority to give us eternal life. This is a phrase that we use a great deal in church. In times when we are able to receive communion in church, the words of distribution that I always use from choice are these: ‘the body (or blood) of Jesus Christ keep you in eternal life.’ This emphasises that ‘eternal life’ is something that we experience here and now, not just when we die. And this is indeed our belief. What we call ‘eternal life’ is something we live every day, not just some sort of ‘pie in the sky when we die’. Jesus gives us a definition of eternal life in today’s reading: ‘and this is eternal life, that they may know you, the only true God, and Jesus Christ whom you have sent.’ (John 17: 3)
2.
Life at different levels
Baptism is the time when we begin this journey that we call ‘eternal life’. For some of us this begins in infancy, for others later in life. It is a time when we, or those responsible for us, explicitly recognise that there is more to life than what we seen and hear – those unseen but real aspects of life that I mentioned earlier. And we promise to nourish and build that unseen life, just as we nourish and build our physical strength. 
Let’s just identify in our own experience the awareness of a difference between life as we usually think of it, and the ‘life which is unseen’.  I wonder if you ever have the experience that everyday life is rather unreal? I do. There are moments when I look around in disbelief at the way we all carry on, and feel a great distance from it. Much of our life is spent getting from A to B or coping with the next thing rather than really living in the moment. A lot of conversation is trivial or just to pass the time or to ‘be polite’.

In contrast there are those moments when we feel fully human – perhaps when we communicate with someone else at a deep level, or when we are caught up in the wonder of the countryside. Even time seems to take on a different pace at such times – a moment can seem eternal, or an hour passes in a flash because we are so absorbed. These times are – in the words of the poet Wordsworth – ‘intimations of immortality’. We catch glimpses of the ‘something more’ that we call God.

It is easy to think of these two aspects of life as somehow separate. Yet they are not. Our faith is incarnational, which means that it is precisely in the ordinary, the everyday, that God is encountered. The poet Gerard Manley Hopkins says that ‘the world is charged with the grandeur of God’. Jesus takes ordinary things like bread and wine to bless so that we may encounter God and have his life within us. Our task is not to escape or deny the things of the world, but to see God in them. Yet there is always the danger that we will miss him and become pre-occupied with superficialities, with busi-ness and rushing past Him.
And that, I believe, is why Jesus prays for protection and help for his followers (which includes us as well as his disciples) who are ‘in the world.’ While we are alive, we need to nourish that unseen life so that we do not lose sight of it amidst the everyday business of life, despite being at the same time fully engaged with these everyday things. 

3. 
So where does this leave us?
So where does this leave us? Well, the disciples of Jesus were promised not just protection, but ongoing help: ‘you will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes.’ (Acts 1: 8) 
All of us face times when the business just of getting through the day seems hard – let alone the challenge of being ‘truly human’ and seeing God within it.  My children remind me that living with young children can often be just a matter of survival – especially when they are all home every day. So for many, this is particularly true at present.
Yet it can also happen when an illness is diagnosed and we do not know the prognosis, or after a bereavement. Times when we must look forward, but the prospect is daunting.  Our question at such times is not just ‘how will I cope’ but ‘how will I make this new situation into something good and real’? How can I, in this new challenge, be true to that unseen eternal life? The disciples were promised help and power, and so are we. They were told not to look backwards, but to return and wait prayerfully and joyfully.  It is our belief that the life in us that is eternal is daily renewed if we rely on the power of God’s Spirit.  This power will transform our feeble attempts at coping with everyday life into something that is much deeper and which contributes to building God’s kingdom – something we are praying for at present.. 
We find the following words in Paul’s second letter to Christians in Corinth. They are particularly pertinent now:

‘Therefore, we do not lose heart. Though outwardly we are wasting away – or afraid, or tired, or discouraged – yet inwardly we are being renewed day by day. So we fix our eyes not on what is seen, but on what is unseen. For what is seen is temporary, but what is unseen is eternal.’     
(2 Cor 4: 16, 18)
Amen
Hymns
God is love, his the care

Give me joy in my heart
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