
A story from rural Ireland long ago. An old and infirm man was living alone in a

shack on the edge of a forest. One winter’s morning he got up to find he had

only one meal of porridge left. The fireplace was empty, and snow covered the

ground outside. He shivered and felt depressed. He felt like asking God to take

him to heaven there and then. However, he managed to summon up a little

energy and he went out into the forest to collect firewood. He managed to

collect a large bundle of sticks. He put a rope round it and tied a knot. But

when he tried to lift the bundle onto his shoulders, he found that he couldn’t

even move it. With that, a new wave of depression swept over him. He looked

up to heaven and said, ‘Lord, take me now. I’ve nothing left to live for.’ In an

instant a strapping young man appeared at his side. This stranger introduced

himself as the Angel of Death and said, ‘You sent for me. Well, here I am.

What can I do for you?’ Immediately, the old man replied, ‘Ah, my son, would

you be kind enough to give me a hand with this bundle of sticks?’

Sometimes, even a death wish can be postponed with just a little practical help

and encouragement. However, some Christians give the impression that their

faith is a sort of death wish. That it is all about ‘going to heaven.’ Well, that is

indeed an important part of our faith. We are Easter people. We follow Christ

who is risen and who calls us to the place in due time where he is, that we may

find our full union with the God of love. That is a given. We signed up to it

when we were baptized. We do not hope for life after death but life after life,

because in Christ, when the time comes for us to let go of this mortal

condition, life is changed not ended. But we can no more know what the

future state of life will be like, any more than an unborn baby can know what

life will be like outside of the womb.

Today’s Gospel reading shows us that even Jesus could not or would not

explain what the resurrection life is like. To this Jewish sect, the Sadducees,

who did not believe in the resurrection, (as I once heard a preacher say, ‘that is

why they are sad, you see!’) he can only say that it will be very different to life

on earth. But he affirms that God is always the God of the living. The living

includes those who are no longer in this world. I am reminded of my old

theology professor being asked by a sceptical student, ‘Do you believe there is

a life after this one?’ The Prof’s answer was very brief, ‘Yes, but please

understand, different conditions will apply.’



Martin Luther once said, ‘What happens to me after I die is God’s business not

mine.’ Well, we must live in confidence, trusting that God’s business with us

will continue beyond this earthly journey. It is God’s business, God’s company,

God’s enterprise, that we join when we are baptized. We used to call it being

‘Christened’ but that word has now become rather feeble. You can ‘christen’

anything these days – boats, planes, houses….. But if we pronounce the word

‘Christ-ened,’ we retain its meaning: to be made like Christ, to become one

with him in his purpose and values, his mission and destiny. Of course, it isn’t

given to us automatically as a result of our being baptised. We have to learn to

live by its intention, its promise, and that is a long term and continuous

process. When we are baptised, or when we make a mature, independent,

and voluntary affirmation of our baptism, a choice these children will face one

day, we have not suddenly become the finished product of Christian disciple.

As with everything in life, we have to grow, to mature in this faith and calling,

like students or learners, which is what the word ‘disciple’ means.

Our chief focus as Christian disciples is about working with Christ to bring the

life and values of heaven down to earth, working with Christ to build of the city

that is to come, the city or kingdom of God. And this city or kingdom is to be

built on this earth. That is why Jesus came - incarnate, enfleshed, human, one

of us: to show us how to live on this earth in a way that reveals our true

God-given humanity, to discover a way of life that is filled with compassion,

that excludes no one, which seeks to serve others among whom we live, and

wants justice and peace for everyone.

The first Christians were known as people of the Way, the Jesus way. This way

was based on Jesus’s highlighting of the Great Commandment: You shall love

the Lord your God with all your heart, soul, mind, and strength. And you shall

love your neighbour as yourself. Loving God and neighbour (everyone), was,

according to Jesus, the way of the Kingdom of God and the path of salvation.

Love is at the heart of everything we say and do as Christians. When we truly

love God, we learn to love what God loves. As Jesus has shown most clearly,

God loves the world, the creation, each individual human being, and every

living creature.



As Christians we are not to be obsessed with the desire to escape this world,

but to work with God to transform it, so that everyone may have a life, not just

an existence, everyone may have their basic needs met, everyone may be

equal, everyone may live in peace and without fear, and this world may be safe

and free so that everyone may live to their full potential. This is God’s dream

for the world. May we all come to share it. God needs us, everyone, to work

for it. Changing the world may seem like a huge challenge. But, on an

individual level, it may just begin with a kind word to a stranger, a welcome or

invitation, a comforting hug, a hand of friendship, a gesture of forgiveness, any

action which declares that other people in this world matter. Maybe you can

be an angel of life for someone, with a message like, ‘Here I am. What can I do

for you?’


