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What is eternal life?  When does it begin?  Who is eligible to receive it?  And does it even exist?  Questions about life eternal have attracted the attention of humankind from the beginning of time.  The quest for eternal life appears in a story scholars believe to be among the oldest ever recorded.  In the tale of King Gilgamesh we learn of his insatiable pursuit of immortality and his unending search for eternal life.
  Then, thousands of years later, the myths of the Greeks and Romans proffer the importance of eternal life as mere mortals challenge immortal gods; hoping to attain what was not given them at birth.  Even the epic poem, The Iliad, carries within its plot the temptation of eternal life.  In Book V we find Odysseus struggling to withstand the siren song of Calypso, who promises our intrepid hero immortality if he will but remain with her on her island of Ogygia.  

The ancient quest for, and questions about, eternal life are not limited to great stories of literarture.  The concept of life unending occupies the thoughts of world religions as well.  Hindus believe humans have immortal souls that undergo successive cycles of life, death and rebirth producing ever new reincarnated selves; selves that perpetually seek higher forms of life.  Buddhist’s believe something akin to this with the ultimate hope of reaching the state of enlightenment, such that one becomes one with creation and no longer faces death or demise.  

In the writings of Daniel we find one of the few passages that suggest a Jewish understanding of eternal life.  In the 12th chapter of the prophet’s book we hear these words, "At that time Michael shall arise. . . .  And there shall be a time of trouble, such as never has been since before . . . ; but at that time your people shall be delivered, every one whose name shall be found written in the book. And many of those who sleep in the dust of the earth shall awake, some to everlasting life, and some to shame and everlasting contempt. And those who are wise shall shine like the brightness of the firmament . . . like the stars for ever and ever.”

Yes, eternal life is a subject about which humankind has wondered ever since humankind discovered its capacity for wonder.  But, what of us?  How do we who call ourselves Christians understand eternal life?  Imagine this . . . 
Imagine you awake one morning and find on your night stand a letter made up of pages and pages and pages.  The handwriting seems familiar but it is not immediately clear who has come in during the night and left you this note.  Carefully you pick up the correspondence and begin to read.  

My Beloved, it begins, before you were born, before your parents and those who fill the branches of your family tree were; I was and I knew you were coming.  I knew you were coming and it was my intent to welcome you into a world of harmony and joy, of peace and perfection.  So, before you or those who brought you life were, I stepped in and created a place where pleasure was perfected and all was shalom;
 shalom that perfect state of completeness, a life of soundness, of welfare and  safety; of, prosperity, contentment and peace.  I named this place Eden because the name Eden means a place of perfect pleasure, of shalom.  
But those who knew Eden’s pleasures first, did not know how to receive my gift and choose their way instead of mine.  They choose to do the one thing I asked them not to do and ate of a tree that gave them more knowledge than they had capacity to balance.  They ate of this tree and once they did the sequence of things about which I had warned them began to unfold.  Death and decay, destruction and demise came into being.

My perfect plan for your entry into the world was no more – for the moment.  But my beloved, still I longed for you to know a life of joy and the hope of perfection; so I wrapped myself in flesh and sent myself to show all of creation the way back
.  I sent myself to the earth so that creation might know it would not always tend toward decay;
 that it might know it would not always bend to violence and fear.  I sent myself so that there would be a way for those who chose to follow me to live as I had always planned.  Yes, I sent myself so that all might regain the promise of Eden where death does not reign and life may be lived eternally.  

And the letter continues.  
And that life, eternal life, is your present possession now; right now, even as you walk the earth.  The writer of the Gospel of John has said it well, “Now this is life eternal, that you know me, the true God.”
  For if you know me then you will know that the way of the world as it is, is not the way I desire it to be.  If you know me then you will know I have all power and even now am working for my earth to become a place where the hallmarks of my intended order – righteousness and hope, peace and joy, love and harmony – shall return.  If you know me you will know that I will not lose my creation to decay and that I will use you to help bring about the world I have in mind.  
Yes, this is life eternal that you know me and the plans I have to prosper my world and that together we – you and I – can bring about a new way of being.  Together with me, we cannot fail. It may be hard, it may seem beyond your strength to do as I ask, but this is life eternal that you join with me and move with me toward the world I once intended, the world I still intend.  

This is eternal life that you trust that I will bring redemption to all of creation.  This is eternal life that you live your life now knowing that this is not the end; that there is something more, something better in store for each part of my creation, for you.  This is eternal life; it was begun in Eden and even though it was interrupted, even though it is now incomplete – it has come for those who love me and will fully come when the son I sent once before returns.  This is eternal life that you know this as truth and participate in it now and always.   This is eternal life that you know me, your God, and the son I have sent; and that we will redeem all of the world and make of I eternally what it was meant to be.  
This is life eternal that you know me.  But what do I mean know me.  What is it I want you to know?  I want you to know I love you with an everlasting love and love covers a multitude of sins, love redeems all things.  I want you to know I will never leave you or forsake you, that is why your life eternal cannot be taken from you.  I want you to know that I require you to treat your neighbors with kindness and pray for your enemies because this will help restore the world. I want you to know I am the one who asks for your fidelity and requires your honesty; because it is only as we work together in truth that you will have power.  I am the one who tells you that you are holy because I made you in my image and likeness, I am holy and so you are holy and in your holiness, in your being set apart for me, for that is what holiness means, you are able to help tell of the hope of a new creation.  

I want you to know me and my son, for he came, wrapped in flesh to make amends for what occurred in Eden.  He came to make whole what was broken.  He came to take away the sin of the world.  I want you to know this because in this knowledge is the confidence that I will make all things new and complete the return of Eden’s shalom.  

I want you to know me and the Christ beyond the pages of a book.  I want you to know us as you know the contours of your own body.  I want you to know us as you know the sound of your lover’s voice.  I want you to know us in the intimacy of a relationship that goes beyond and before any other relationship you have known; for it is only as we love each other that we will trust each other and rely on each other.  That is what I mean by the use of the verb know, know me as one whom you know in the intimacy and trust of true love.
Yes, this is eternal life that you know me, truly know me, your only true God, and you know him, the Son that I have sent so intimately that your understanding of our plan for the world deepens and becomes your own.
You stop reading for a moment.  Is eternal life really as simple as knowing God and the son whom he sent?  How is this so?  The letter continues.
Yes, it is this simple.  For if you know me and my son, if you know that I love my creation beyond what words can convey, if you know my plan that those who love me will live forever in the perfection of a redeemed and restored world, then you know the life you have begun now will continue and be made more and more whole as you walk toward the goal I have set for the redemption of all things.  It’s just this simple, know me with the intimacy of the beloved, and trust that what I have said is true; you have eternal life.
Yes, this is your eternal life, begun now.  Do not worry when the trials come.  Nothing can take you out of my hand, you already have eternal life.  Do not worry when the challenges rise, for nothing can steal your gift of life, you already have eternal life.  Do not worry even when they threaten your life, for I hold your life in my hand; as the Psalmist says I have compassion on all that I have made, I am merciful in all my acts and I am faithful to all of my promises; even those made first in Eden.   Know that I am here, watching and waiting and when it seems as if you are all alone, say to yourself, I have eternal life for I know God and the son whom God sent.  Say it and believe it.

I know it may not make sense to some that you live as if you are heir of perfection, but live that way anyway.  It will not be easy to always see beyond the brokenness of this world but live your  life fully and productively because your efforts when tied to mine are never in vain and never without affect.  It will bring you the criticism of others if – when life is difficult – you will live as if your problems are temporary and what is eternal is joy but live that way as sign and symbol that you know what is lasting and what is true.  Live as if you believe to have eternal life is to know God, the true God, and Jesus the son.  Live that way, for you already have eternal life . . .  and I will see you in the moment that is right.  
And then the pages go blank.  But there are so many pages left.  Yet, they are all blank.  
But as you turn to the last page of the letter you see writing.  At the bottom of the final page it says.  
The blank pages between will be filled in by your life, but do not worry, I am with you and your place in my new Eden is already prepared. In faith I write this with my hand.  I love you so.  Abba

This is eternal life.  It began before you were born in the perfection of Eden’s story.  It is a promise given to all who would know God and God’s son.  And this is a place where I invite you to stop and pray.  It is not the habit of this church to invite people to the altar, but it is the habit of our Savior to pray.  This promise is made with certainty to those who know God and the Son.  I am not expert in other religions; I do not know the promises made for adherents of other faiths.  But I do know the promises made to you and to me.
So would you pray with me, Gracious God, you know the content of every heart in this place.  You know whether they know you and your Son.  It is my prayer that as you invite us into an intimate relationship of life redeemed and life eternal that there will be the desire, the hunger in each heart to know you, as Creator, redeemer and sustainer.  It is the promise of your Spirit, that if anyone asks for relationship with you, you will respond with a resounding yes.  No one is left out, no one need be alone.  So, if there be one here today who wants to know you more, by your Spirit be there for them, and use us who know you to share your love and your light, for this is eternal life, that we, as individual men and women know you and your Son.  Amen
This is eternal life that we know God.  Do any of us know it all?  No, but just as in the bulb there is a flower; just as in the seed the apple tree, just as in cocoons, a hidden promise, butterflies will still be free; just as after the cold of winter a spring awaits to be; unrevealed until its season God’s wisdom, God’s love, God’s power, God’s presence, God’s gift of eternal life waits for you and me.  
And what is eternal life; that we know the true God and the son whom he has sent.  This is eternal  life, this is for you and for me.
Amen.
� For more information on Gilgamesh see http://www.ancienttexts.org/library/mesopotamian/gilgamesh.


� Daniel 12:1-3.


� In the Hebrew shalom (שלום) is understood to mean: completeness, soundness (in body and in being), welfare, peace, safety, prosperity, peace, quiet, tranquility, and contentment.


� Genesis 2:17.


� Were there more time in this sermon we would take up the point that eternal life does not presuppose we will be taken out of a dying and unsalvageable world; no instead the promise is that all of creation will be saved and that a new heaven and a new earth, a renewed earth are part of God’s eternal plan.  See following footnote for a Biblical citation.


� II Peter 3:13.


� John 17:3a.
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