In the name of the Father, and the Son and the Holy Spirit, Amen.

Good morning 
General: Our gospel this morning contains the passage often referred to as the Beatitudes. Some like to take the word beatitude and mangle it into a phrase, something like ‘be happy’ or try to imply that this passage has something to do with ones attitude. This isn’t quite the point. Each condition listed in the first part being poor; hungry; weeping; being hated excluded or insulted; is something that is imposed on the person suffering it. People do not generally choose to be poor, much less hungry, and our society is geared for pleasure and happiness, anything to remove, or hide the weeping. And as for being hated, well there are more than enough people who hate other for no or little reason, but I can’t think of anyone that would want to be hated. No; rather these conditions are imposed upon us. We weep at a funeral, or when we stand up for our faith, choosing not to follow the crowd, we might be insulted, or ridiculed. Jesus here gives us an assurance that what we experience here and now is not what we are going to experience for all eternity. Things change he assures us, and for the better.

The woes part however is harsher. It speaks directly against the misconception that Christianity will solve all your problems, or to put it another way, the ‘health, wealth, and happiness’ culture that is prevalent in many churches. Here Jesus cautions against those things. This is not to say that we should not be wealthy, healthy or happy, but rather that we should not have these as our only goals. Matthew 6:33 reminds us that we should seek first God’s kingdom and his righteousness, and all these things will be given to us as well. Our Old Testament reading puts it even harsher, ‘Cursed is the one who trusts in man, who depends on flesh for his strength and whose heart turns away from the Lord.’ ‘But blessed is the man who trusts in the Lord, whose confidence is in him.’ And in the end, verse 10, “I the Lord search the heart and examine the mind, to reward a man according to his conduct, according to what his deeds deserve.”

Some other thoughts or lessons we could draw from the readings are:

The constant comparison, Jeremiah has curses and blessings, the psalm has blessings for the one who follows the Lord, but ‘the way of the wicked will perish’ Our New Testament reading offers either that Jesus didn’t rise from the dead and all is in vain, or He did, and all is as is taught. The Gospel has Blessings and Woes. We could use these readings to take stock of our own lives, and see which side we fall on, or where the path that we are following leads to.

Back to eschatology. 

As I mentioned last week, other endings are dealt with under this heading. Death is one of the largest endings we personally face. It might not be something we encounter every day, or even think about, but as the saying goes, ‘Only two things are certain, death and taxes.’

However while death is scary for most people as a personal experience, or rather the fear of dying, or how one dies, we see its greatest effect when someone else dies. If we leave aside the actual experience of dying, the possible pain or loss of dignity, dying isn’t all that bad, or so our faith tells us. Paul has been spelling it out these last two weeks, and next week’s portion is even more hopeful.

His argument is simple. If we believe that Christ died and rose again, then we too will rise again. For if there is no resurrection of the dead, then Christ would not have risen from the dead. It’s a bit like the chicken and the egg question. Which came first? Or rather, that it is impossible to have one with out the other. So death is not an ending. At worse it could be a pause from the moment of dying, to the moment of resurrection. Another description of death that is often used is that of a door, albeit a one-way door, that we pass though into something different.

But that’s the theory. The practice is a bit harder. Because we live in this physical, natural world, it is all we can see, touch, taste, smell or hear. Like a fish that lives in water, the physical world surrounds us, is such an integral part of us that it is very difficult to think of anything without it. All we can do is imagine, or like our readings do today, contrast what is now with what is to come. Paul does this more effectively in next weeks reading, ‘The body that is sown is perishable, it is raised imperishable; it is sown in dishonor, it is raised in glory; it is sown in weakness, it is raised in power; it is sown a natural body, it is raised a spiritual body.’
 A verse earlier he uses other physical elements. ‘The sun has one kind of splendor, the moon another and the stars another; and star differs from star in splendor.’1 So it will be different. However this is one specific case where different is in fact better. Unlike, if you’ll forgive me for misquoting by dad, the norm, where ‘different is neither good nor bad, just different’ here Paul tells us it will be better.
But we still have to get there. We still have to actually pass through the door. We have to die. I am generally not keen on making light of death, or dressing it up in pretty language, like ‘the person passes on’ or ‘they have left us’. People die. Passing and leaving are temporary. Death is forever. For the person that has died, they have gone through the door. They are already in that place where things are different, better. It is for us still living that have to deal with consequences here and now. It is a bit ironic that the living have to deal with dying. 

So how do we deal with it? Here I have to confess that I am not speaking from experience. I have not suffered the loss of a child, or spouse, or even of my parents. I am still young, in good physical health, death might well seem distant from me, however might I suggest that the best time and way to deal with death is not when it has just occurred. No, rather we should prepare now, in advance set in place principles policies and practices that will help us at that time. For once death strikes, all bets are off. I, as prepared, as I might like to think I am, have no idea how I will react on hearing the news. I don’t want to get too much into grief or dealing with it, unless you would like me at another stage, sufficient to say that one should not underestimate it.

The consequences and working out of grief are complex and wide ranging. It can even affect our physical health. Very few unique individuals are able to deal with it alone, so we should not feel that we have to, or that another person might not need us. If you are grieving, I would urge you to reach out to someone, if you know of someone who is grieving, I would urge you to reach out to them. It is through community that healing is able to flow the easiest.

God has also not left us alone. Not only, did Jesus experience suffering and loss. The shortest verse in the bible is John 11 verse 35, ‘Jesus wept’. He wept because he was confronted with the loss of Lazarus, but also because he had been confronted with the pain and suffering being experienced by those that also loved Lazarus. If anyone tells you that ‘grown men don’t cry’ then just point them to this verse, John 11 verse 35 Jesus was a grown man, indeed he was fully human, as we will say shortly in the creed, ‘and was made man’. And yet he cried. He wept even. But not only did Jesus experience suffering and loss, but he also sent us the Holy Spirit, who is described as a Helper or Counselor, to be with us so that we do not need to be alone. Then there is also the Church as a whole and as a group of people to offer support and to assist with dealing with grief.

But what actually happens to us when we die? The shortest answer is that we don’t really know. Even people that have had ‘near death’ experiences haven’t actually died. All we can do is look for clues in the bible, and then make some guesses. As I mentioned before we know that something is going to happen. When, or how soon after we die isn’t clear, however it would make sense that when we die, we step out of time into eternity. Then, because time has no meaning, the steps I mentioned last week would all occur. Jesus will return, and there will be a resurrection. We will be given new ‘spiritual’ bodies, as Paul outlines. Judgment will then occur, and the consequence of judgment. Next week I’ll deal with things like heaven and hell, or purgatory. I’ll just put in my 2 cents now that I believe hell to be empty.

In closing I’d like to encourage everyone to be able to look forward to their death. Not necessarily with eager anticipation, but with a quiet reassurance. We are constantly reassured in the bible, and in our services that this life is but the beginning, a foretaste of what is to come. Or as C S Lewis describes it in his final book in the Narnia series…
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