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ETERNAL LIFE 
 
INTRO to SCRIPTURE 
 
Ever since humans became self- 
conscious of the reality of mortality, we 
have found ourselves asking, in one way 
or another, “Is this it?”  For some people 
the answer is simply, “yes, this is it.”  For 
others, reincarnation is plausible - our 
energy will return to earthly life in a new 
form.    
 
In today’s reading we will hear allusions 
to three other ways people in our own 
religious tradition have talked about 
eternal life and life after death.   
 
1) We live on through our children. 
2) We will be reunited with loved ones in 

heaven.  
3) We will be transformed into the 

fullness of God’s presence. 
 
Today’s reading begins with a story of a 
woman who marries seven brothers each 
of whom dies leaving no children. I 
suspect the initial listeners were grieving 
for the men.  I’m inclined to say, “Poor 
woman!”  For much of Jewish history the 
primary understanding of life after death 
was that you live on through your 
children.  So when a man died without 
children it was a tragedy.  As a result, the 
Levirate rule was created where the 
deceased man’s brother was to take the 
man’s wife into his household and the 
children born to that wife were considered 
the deceased man’s children, so he 
would have a legacy.   
 

 
However, by the time of Jesus there was 
also conversation in the Jewish 
community about resurrection - life after  
death.  People were wondering if maybe 
there was some other way in which we 
continue after we die.  Maybe these 
conversations resulted from their 
increasing contact with the Greeks who 
spoke of the soul.  Among the Jewish 
leaders of the time there were differences 
of opinion.  The Pharisees believed in 
resurrection.  On the other hand, the 
Sadducees, who are the ones bringing 
the puzzling question to Jesus, did not. 
 
Jesus’ answer, as we will hear, suggests 
a mystical possibility that the connections 
between the living and the dead are not 
so distinct and are in fact interwoven in 
God.   
 
SERMON 
Recently I had a conversation with a 
young woman, in her late 20s. She 
shared with me that last fall her father 
died suddenly and unexpectedly from a 
heart attack.  Her family has been reeling 
ever since. She also told me -
commenting that she didn’t know if I 
believed in this or not, but not waiting for 
a response from me (she didn’t know I’m 
a pastor) - that a friend of hers had put 
her in touch with a medium.   She was 
going to see the medium, hoping she 
would make contact with her father.  
Although this is not a choice I would 
make, I could empathize with her desire 
for connection with someone who is such 
an important part of her life.   



Over the years, I’ve known people who 
tell of visitations from the deceased - 
sometimes in dreams, sometimes while 
awake.  I’ve had many others tell me they 
wish they had such an experience, like 
this young woman desires. 
 
I’ve known others who tell of their own 
near death experiences and “came back 
to life” with renewed appreciation for life 
and less concern about death.   
 
On the other hand, I’ve also met those 
who’ve had horrifying experiences of 
being with people as they die. In talking 
with those who have served in the military 
(which we are mindful of on this Memorial 
Day weekend) we recognize that 
sometimes those memories can become 
nightmares. 
 
Just like birth, death is a profound 
experience.  With the first breath 
something new begins, and with the last 
breath, some other mysterious 
transformation is at work.  In both cases, 
we sense that the universe has shifted.   
 
So let’s consider briefly each of the three 
perspectives on eternal life that are 
alluded to in today’s reading. 
 
1) We live on in our children.  
 
It is not surprising that most of us wonder, 
in one way or another, about the personal 
legacy we will leave behind.   
  
For the early Jews, a nomadic people, 
survival of the whole community 
depended on individual people having 
many children, so it makes sense that 
they put a lot of emphasis on children.   
 
Our world is very different today. With an 
eye to the survival of the whole planet we 

recognize that we need fewer children 
from each individual.  In fact, we’ve come 
to see having no children as a faithful 
choice.  
 
Still, the reality is that life is passed from 
person to person.  In many ways our 
ancestors do indeed live in us.  The DNA 
of both our biological father and mother 
live on in us and shape our lives in ways 
of which we are sometimes unaware. 
 
Yet, these biological forebears are not 
always the people who parent us.  The 
people who have parented us over the 
years have also become a part of us, a 
part our psyche for good and for ill. 
Sometimes we may need to do emotional 
and spiritual work so that those people 
don’t live in us quite so much.    
 
Which brings us to  
2) being reunited with family after we die. 
 
Poet Wendell Berry, who is now in his 
80s, suggests in his own mystical way 
that the dead are already among us.   
 I tremble with gratitude 
 for my children and their children 
 who take pleasure in one another. 
 At our dinners together, the dead  
 enter and pass among us 
 in living love and in memory. 
 

 And so the young are taught. 
 

(This Day: Collected and New Sabbath Poems, 
pg. 268) 
 

It is fascinating how people who are 
nearing death sometimes speak of a 
specific visitation by someone who has 
already died, usually someone who has 
been particularly important to them.  In 
some mysterious way this seems to help 
with the transition people are 
experiencing. 



I often hear people talk of their desire to 
be reunited with family when they get to 
heaven.  However, let’s be honest, for 
others of us that would not be heaven.  At 
least not at first glance.  Who knows what 
kinds of transformations are possible in 
the fullness of God? 
 
Some of us grew up with a lot of talk 
about heaven and hell.  I actually seem to 
remember more warnings about hell.  
However, I’ve come to realize that all our 
talk about heaven and hell use images 
from earthly experiences.  We’ve already 
been to heaven and to hell.   
  
Here’s an example from something as 
simple as eating.  There is a folktale that 
says that there is only one difference 
between heaven and hell. In hell, they 
have chopsticks three feet long and the 
people can't eat. In heaven, they have 
chopsticks three feet long but the people 
feed each another. 
 
The ways we talk about eternal life are 
based on earthly life.  I suspect that may 
be because the two are not as separate 
as we sometimes imagine. 
 
Which brings us to  
3) transformation into the fullness of 

God’s presence 
 
Jesus’ response to the Sadducees 
implies that my individual “me” - my ego - 
will not be the focus of existence after 
death.  Instead our afterlife presence is 
described as “like angels”, an image of 
communion with God.  We will be 
transformed in such a way that the focus 
will be on our connection to God, Being 
itself - the Ground of all Being, as Paul 
Tillich put it. 
 

We will be enfolded into the love which is 
God, so we may be a blessing to the 
world through God’s love.  I like Wendell 
Berry’s expression “living love.”  The 
dead are part of God’s living love.  Maybe 
that’s what is meant when it says that 
Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob are still living, 
in God.   
 
The three perspectives we’ve considered 
look at time differently.  Focusing on 
legacy has to do with what we leave 
behind. Focusing on a “heaven” to come 
has to do with the future. Focusing on 
Eternal Life invites us to be fully alert in 
the present. In some mystical way, when 
we are attuned to God’s presence we are 
involved in a timeless encounter of 
eternal life that engages past, present 
and future – a living love.    
 
In the gospel of Luke (17:21), when 
asked about the future Kingdom of God, 
Jesus replies, “In fact, the Kingdom of 
God is (already) among you.”  At the 
heart of spiritual practice is the journey of 
attuning our spirits to God’s Spirit, in 
which we already live and move and have 
our being.  In so doing we are already 
participating in eternal life.   
 
I leave us with another short poem by 
Wendell Berry. 
 
     Eternity is not infinity. 
     It is not a long time. 
     It does not begin at the end of time. 
     It does not run parallel to time. 
     In its entirety it always was. 
     In its entirety is will always be. 
     It is entirely present always.  
 
(Ibid, pg. 274) 
 
 


