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"In this world nothing can be said to be certain, except death and taxes."   Benjamin Franklin

"There are only three questions worth asking: 

What can I know? 

What must I do? 

What may I hope for? "
Immanuel Kant 

The question of hope - or the absence of hope - is universal for human beings. We are marked out as creatures that can enquire about the future. Such questions have many different contexts: personal, social, and cosmic. Within Christian theology they are part of eschatology - literally the last things. 

Biblical word searches have their limitations, but it is interesting to look at the 170 or so references to hope in the NRSV. Many of them (especially in the OT) refer to the absence of hope, or to the result of hoping in the wrong thing. The Psalms speak of putting hope in God - though in terms of this world rather than another. Hope is not a significant part of the vocabulary of the gospels, but it is very prominent in the Pauline and non-Pauline epistles. 

So, Hopelessness, or Hope? The Dies Irae of Verdi's Requiem, or the In Paradisum of Faure's?

Michaelangelo's Last Judgment or the vision of paradise in Dante's Divine Comedy? 

This already begins to focus our attention on the personal aspect of eschatology. What will happen to me when I die?  And increasingly today, what is the future for the created order, our planet?. As we shall see, for Christians these questions cannot be answered outside of an understanding of the resurrection of Jesus Christ.

I’m going to use a number of clips of Tom Wright, or in some case N T Wright, in developing our case this morning,.

[clip 1  from  ABC interview]

This  sets the scene for us and the ground we will cover.

A 
Death and immortality
We need to be aware of the range of popular, philosophical and scientific ideas in this area.

 E.g.

· Belief in reincarnation - more widespread than we may like to think - is this hopeful or hopeless? 

· A popular sense of "natural" immortality that doesn't seem to depend either on God or on personal responsibility. E.g. films featuring angels and life after death. 

· This-worldly personal eschatology. I can take control of my life and its destiny. Who needs heaven?

· The less hopeful version of this - all is determined by my genetic makeup, and/or my social and family background.

1  
Death and Immortality in the Bible
a) OT 

1. Death as the normal end of life (Ps. 90.10; Gen. 15.15 ) 

2. Death as the opposite of life (Gen. 35.18;  1Kings 17.21) 

3. Death as a force of destruction (Ps 18.4,5) 
4. Death as a force under the control of Yahweh (Amos. 9.2) 
5. Life after death develops in OT from a shadowy existence in Sheol (Ps 94.17)
6. God's overcoming of death (Deut. 32.39; Hos 6.2)

This was where most Jews were in their belief up to roughly   200BC

[Clip episode 1a]

from tom Wright DVD 'Resurrection'
· Resurrection as the coming of the new age - particularly in apocalyptic literature.

· Resurrection as the final judgment. 

b) NT 

1. Death and resurrection of Jesus the central new factor to be added to the understanding of  OT. 

2. Paul (Acts 23.6) seen as making hope and resurrection from the  dead the centre of his trial. 

3. Paul also (1Cor 15) makes a resurrection hope central to the Christian faith.

4. Holy Spirit the key link between present life and resurrection life. 

5. There is radical discontinuity between present body and resurrection body. 

6. Resurrection is in context of the 'end of the age'. 

2 
Some important terms and difficult words
a) Immortality of the Soul

A Greek, Platonic, concept.   This is quite a contentious area as the term ‘soul’ has a long and honoured place in Christian teaching and thought. 

However, many will argue that it has no place in NT biblical theology.  The word translated ‘soul’ can also be translated as life and is so in some contexts ( ‘this day your soul will be required of you’ ).  

This clip from Tom Wright illustrates.

[clip episode 1b]

b) Resurrection of the Body

Oscar Cullmann and many others have drawn a sharp distinction between the immortality of the soul as a Greek concept, and resurrection of the body as biblical understanding. It has to be admitted that there are some fuzzy edges here, in that the NT is recording an event that was beyond their experience and the writers were grappling for the best language to describe what they believed happened.

c) Not a resuscitation. 
Jesus did not come back to life to die again as Lazarus did.  We are talking about something fundamentally very different. 

c) Judgement

The Biblical material moves from an emphasis on God exercising judgement, reward and punishment in this life, to a sense that some vindication of the righteous and punishment of the wicked is required beyond this life. The Maccabean revolt a key point in Jewish history for this.

In our times WW1 produced a move in the other direction.  The immense loss of life of so many caused many to question whether all could possibly have gone to Hell.  Was this a possible solution for a God of love and compassion?  WW2 compounded the thinking and Hell is largely on its way out.

Tom Wright observes that 9/11 produced a similar questioning regarding Heaven and Hell.

Judgement for many Christians has been confused with condemnation.
d) Heaven

What do we mean when we talk of heaven?  And what does the NT teach? In most common usage it is where we go to (if we are judged righteous) after death

Originally a spatial term - heaven is the realm above the earth. Because it was associated with the rule of God, it came to be seen as the focus of resurrection hope. In spite of immense literature/artwork, there is little apart from hints as to what life beyond death consists of.

e) Hell   

Older versions of the bible and creeds translate  the Hebrew "Sheol" and Greek “Hades“ as hell when more appropriately it should be ‘death’ or ‘the place of the dead’.  The NT also uses "Gehenna", taken from the city rubbish tip as a term of the final destiny for the wicked.  What exactly this means is open to debate.

Yet we have an extensive history of teaching about Hell.   Seen as punishment through experience of the presence of God and experience of pain. Place of Hell much reduced in Christian theology of last 200 years. Barth (and others) have believed and hoped that hell may be empty. A serious question is whether all are ultimately bound to be drawn into the loving presence of God, whether they want it or not. 

f) Purgatory

Idea developed in Western medieval Church as  the place where those who have been saved are purified before taking their place in the presence of God. It is reward, not punishment

In popular Christianity it came to be seem more as punishment, so that the prayers of the living were needed to release the soul from torment.  The abuse of this was one of the triggers of the Reformation.
The idea is making something of a comeback in protestant circles of late.
So, let us now see a final clip for Tom Wright as he makes the case for a thoroughgoing belief in the bodily resurrection  of Jesus.

[clip from episode 2]

3
Some problems and issues
a) 
Identity of the resurrected person with the one who has died


If my resurrected body is different, how can it be really me? 

b) 
Does scientific view of humanity leave room for the soul?
If my mind and personality is really a function of brain activity/chemical activity, how can any of me survive the death of my body? 

c) 
What evidence can we have about life after death?


Is belief in life after death wishful thinking? 

d) 
Do all share in eternal life?
Is immortality conditional on our faith, or goodness? Will my ex-husband, mother-in-law, vicar or boss be there? 

e) 
Does my dog go to heaven?


The  future of non-human created beings. 

f)
Do they play cricket in heaven?


will I enjoy it there?

B 
Resurrection and Eschatology.

1 Cosmological perspective

Cosmologists are agreed that the world will end – the question is ‘How’?

Heat death or the big crunch?  One or the other.

2
Biblical tradition

The end of the age was widely anticipated in both Jesus’ time and the apostolic era.

Is a new world the product of human activity or divine? What happens when human beings (US government or extreme Islamic terrorists) believe they are God's agents for decisive change?
Have we already reached the "end of history" (Fukayama)? (who is not using this in an eschatological sense by the way)
NT hints:  
we are to receive a new city, not a restored garden.


There is no Temple – because there is no need.  God is all in all.



All creation waits with eager longing . .   Rom 8. 18-25



Powers & dominions subject and bound up in the cosmic Christ

3
A radical discontinuity
Resurrection appearances were all ambiguous in some way – not recognised.   Appeared only to believers it seems.

Polkinghorne explains this as the new creation being made out of the old, ex-vetero in comparison to the original ex-nihilo
Resurrection body: not just enough to want all our bits to re-form.  Radically different.  We are all made up of atoms 7 molecules that have been elsewhere, and we are not made of the same particles as we were 5 years ago.

(see the consequences in the song 'On Ilkley Moor ba t’At'  ! )

Yet is some way all the created order is made holy and new:  we and creation all need each other, we are part of each other and need the resurrection life together.

The piece of fish that got there first?

4
Polkinghorne

Holds that the new creation must by nature be sacramental whereas this one is only sacramental in the specifics of grace.

But is this so?

Cannot all of life potentially be sacramental – Quakers certainly believe this.

Whether you hold to a panentheist view of  creation hangs on the answer here.

5
Empty tomb

a) not strictly necessary if we attain a heavenly existence.   But problems over identity and psychology for disciples.

b) absolutely necessary for a resurrected order.

6
So: Some final points

a) is language of soul  unhelpful?

b) what exactly do we mean by ‘heaven’?

c) what happens at death?

     Some sort of holding state?

     Which could be purgatory re-badged

Or is this a mistake concerning time?

However, finally:
ALL OUR HOPE ON GOD IS FOUNDED
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