All Saints 1st November 2020		Revd Sarah
For a religion which promises eternal life, Christianity is surprisingly coy about blazing this fact across its publicity material!
It is, of course, notoriously difficult to prove, but that just makes it unproven and lots of things share that feature. There are other faith groups who tell of a key figure or god coming back to life, or attaining immortality, but Christianity promises eternal life to all its followers. This assertion rests upon the central belief of Christianity: that Jesus rose from the dead AND that he has defeated the power of death. 
Over time, an idea has sprung up in the popular imagination that there is a separation at death; of the mortal body and the immortal spirit. The death of the mortal body is known to many of us as we mourn the loss of a loved one, and rage against the separation and pain of their death. Yet scripture challenges the dualism of a physical body and a non-physical spirit. When Jesus rose from the dead, he was seen in a resurrection body. It had unusual features, such as being able to pass through walls and locked doors, but he still had a physical presence which could eat and could offer Thomas the opportunity to touch his wounds. It is an embodied spirit which we are promised after death.
In the reading from the book of Revelation, those who worship at the throne of God are able to touch their faces to the ground, they sing praise and wave palm branches to symbolise God’s victory over the powers of evil. These are the saints we are told. They are the faithful followers of Christ, who have been called from every nation, tribe, people and language. Gathered around God’s throne they worship and praise God. They are released from hunger and thirst, from pain and sorrow:  persecution and idolatry will end. Jesus leads them to springs of the water of life. Alleluia!
It is worth noting that Revelation is a wild, apocalyptic vision, drawing upon theological imagination to portray deep spiritual truth. The vision which we are shown is of the final coming of God’s kingdom where God’s authority will be fulfilled. This is both now and not yet. The saints in heaven are singing God’s praise in heavenly realm right now as we join their worship. One day our voices will join theirs in heaven. One day there will be an end to all suffering when all heaven and earth will join with the worship of God.
The first letter to John roots this eternal theme in the experiences of its readers. John assures the community of Christian believers that they are already God’s children, whatever the challenges of their current circumstances. He acknowledges that their future is not entirely revealed, but that they shall be like Jesus and see him in his glory and truth. With this promise before them, the believers are encouraged to purify themselves. Their understanding of the eternal should impact their lives here on earth. After all, if we have a clear view of where we are headed, that will have a powerful impact on how we respond to our current situation.
In today’s Gospel readings Jesus rejects the idea that poverty or suffering is are a direct result of actions which displease God. These people are not cursed; in fact they are particularly precious to God: those who seek righteousness and peace will be blessed. Jesus is not encouraging us to seek suffering, but gives assurance of God’s approval and care, stretching even to heaven.
I spoke last week about the entry sacrament into Christianity being baptism. This is the foundation of our faith and our entry point to eternal life. By immersion or the pouring of water, we act out and proclaim that the person being baptised has passed through death and received God’s gift of being born again. At the end of the baptism service these words are said: ‘God has delivered us from the dominion of darkness and has given us a place with the saints in light’.  The curse of death has been shattered and the baby, child or adult has already entered eternal life. This challenges so many of our ingrained ideas! A tiny baby clearly hasn’t done anything to deserve eternal life – yet however clever and hardworking we are, neither have we!! We just like to cling to the idea that we have somehow impressed God or earned his favour. This was a heresy when it was first raised and it is a heresy now. 
We receive eternal life and salvation through God’s good gift and all we can do in return is to express gratitude. It is this promise of God’s grace which holds us when life seems to grab us by the ankles and pull us down. It will hold us steady when people criticise or speak falsely. This gratitude and faith in eternal life frames our lives and puts our trials and struggles, hopes and joys into a wider context: that of God’s eternal love.
So, we gather each Sunday along with the saints are those who have reached the end of their mortal life and are now swept into the embrace of God’s love. The worship that we offer joins with their endless songs of praise. The feast that we will enjoy together is a foretaste of the heavenly banquet. As we consider our own lives, as embodied spirits, we can look to the saints for inspiration, for their prayers and for assurance of eternal life. Amen.

