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 And so, to my astonishment no less than to anyone else’s, we have reached the 
end (we have made it to the end) of this particular voyage: a voyage on which we set 
sail on the first Sunday of September way back in the far reaches of 2019.  In all: 28 
Sundays devoted to the Apostles’ Creed; 34 if you include the six Sundays which 
attempted to ponder the apparent “gap” in the Creed: the gap between Christ’s birth and 
his passion/death & resurrection.  It has, at least for the preacher, been a very rich and 
rewarding experience: with no shortage of surprises for me along the way...including 
some of the unexpected turns our world has taken over the past six months.  And yes: it 
is a voyage which has definitely reached safe harbour with its concluding affirmations: “I 
believe in “the resurrection of the body and the life-everlasting”.  But surely here.... 

 
 Surely here we have reached that point in the journey at which even the very 
best words I might be able to string together will fall not just short but decisively short of 
the mark.  Isn’t this the place, in the Creed, where the only sound that ought to be heard 
is the “sound of silence”?  Isn’t this the point at which the preacher should--at most--
offer a quick lesson in the contemplative practice known as “centering-prayer”...then 
offer 20 minutes of quiet...followed by a rousing hymn...and (given the online nature of 
our gatherings courtesy of COVID-19) “virtual hugs” for all in attendance, as well as a 
fond wave of farewell as both the preacher and the Creed set-sail for further 
adventures? 
 

***** 
 

 In many ways...that really and truly is a tempting option for this morning.  Those 
who are familiar with the scriptures will recognize that neither the Old nor the New 
Testament are crammed with images pertaining to what I will name as “the life of the 
world to come”.  For its part, the Old Testament (by and large) appears to be unaware 
of the prospect of such a “life”.  As for the New Testament--including the magnificent 
15th chapter of 1st Corinthians from which we have, this morning heard a snippet--
awareness of and interest in such a “life” does not alter the fact that the vast majority of 
New Testament texts evince far more interest in the appropriate living of “this” life rather 
than the rendering of elaborate portraits of “that” life.  No wonder our particular church 
stream--especially during the 200+ years since the Enlightenment--has tended toward a 
studied reticence (especially in preaching, perhaps less so in our hymns) where “the life 
of the world to come” is concerned.  For the most part we seem content to speak of the 
hope we have placed in the God of Jesus Christ: a hope that is clearly seen to 
encompass us “in life, in death & in life beyond death”.i  Beyond that, there is a 
tendency to leave more elaborate pictures to popular piety: a piety which may well tend 



to reinforce the reticence of those who find themselves wincing at obituaries that picture 
Aunt Martha still up there baking apple pies, and Uncle Horace down at the pier fishing 
with the boys. Sometimes silence really and truly is golden...although... 

 
  ...although it might rightly be argued that such silence on the part of the 
Church and those authorized to speak on behalf of the Church, is responsible for the 
vacuum that popular pieties are only too happy to fill. 

 
 That, surely, represents a dimension of what has animated at least a small 
handful of theologians in our mainline Protestant world to suggest that it may well be 
time for the Church to be a wee bit more forthcoming vis a vis the shared hope that is 
ours.  The late-great Robert Jenson, an American Lutheran--in an article he published 
over a quarter-century agoii--made the point that the Gospel is both a “story and a 
promise”, and that we live at a time when the church can no longer presume that the 
wider culture is familiar either with the story or the promise.  What was true in 1993 
when Jenson first published that article is manifestly truer in the year of our Lord 2020.  
In Jenson’s rather stark formulation: “If, in the post-modern world, a congregation or 
whatever wants to be `relevant’, its assemblies must be unabashedly events of shared 
apocalyptic vision.  ‘Going to church’ must be a journey to the place where we will 
behold our destiny, where we will see what is to come of us.” 

 
 Much the same point has recently been made by theologian Katherine 
Sonderegger, an Episcopalian Priest who teaches Systematic Theology at Virginia 
Theological Seminary.  Noting that much of the best modern theology has followed in 
the footsteps of Karl Barth--who rightly emphasized the gulf between things divine (the 
things of God) and things human--there has been a marked reluctance to speak too 
effusively of the “Last Things” which, of all things, are certainly “things-divine”.  Much 
like Jenson, however, Sonderegger worries that “the doctrine of Last Things cannot do 
real work in the Christian life, its gears cannot engage, so long as the very colour of 
Heaven is not made vivid before our eyes. We must peer into Divine Things and long for 
them; we must greet the Promise, even from afar, and yearn to enter into it.  The 
doctrine of Resurrection and Eternal Life must set forth a reality we deeply desire; we 
must know its shape--even if beyond our comprehension--in order to hope for it.”iii  To 
which I am tempted to add a hearty “amen”...even a heart-felt “alleluia”...and then head 
for the exits.  Clearly...clearly that would be a way for me to evade--rather than to 
embrace--the stirring “call-to-arms” issued by Jenson and Sonderegger! 

 
***** 

 
 It’s at this juncture, I think, that a personal note needs to be added; for better or 
for worse, I am the person who needs to add that note.  I say that, having long ago 
reached the conviction that we live at a time when the preacher should not be “coy” 
when it comes to what Sonderegger refers to as the “Last Things”, what I earlier spoke 
of as the “life of the world to come.”  And so, it’s here that I think it only fitting for me to 
place at least a few of my cards on the table: not because I have any need for listeners 
or readers of these remarks to agree with my take on things, but because listeners and 



readers alike have the right to anticipate a willingness on my part to stick my neck out 
and share my thoughts with at least a token measure of honesty.  And so, what I need 
to say, right off the bat, is that the “fighting words” Paul offers in the 19th verse of the 
15th chapter of 1st Corinthians have long represented a kind of “bottom line” for me: a 
conviction to the effect that the message of the Gospel and the way of life enjoined 
upon Christians is beyond pathetic if that message and that life are “for this life only”.  
Indeed! 

 
 I have recently read a fine book by Alec Ryrie, a first-rate historian who teaches 
at the University of Durham and who also serves as a licensed lay-minister with the 
Church of England.  The book’s one word title, Unbelievers, is followed by the far more 
substantial sub-title: “An Emotional History of Doubt”.  What especially struck me, as I 
followed this moving account of modern “unbelief”--with its focus on those, largely within 
the Protestant world who had no desire to experience a loss of faith--was the extent to 
which loss of belief in “the life of the world to come” was often the first step in a 
subsequent loss of all faith in the Gospel and its God.iv  I suspect it has been an 
awareness of that possibility which has drawn me--with a fair degree of consistency 
over the years--to an ongoing acquaintance with the “near-death” literature that has so 
proliferated over the past half-century.  Not surprisingly, that literature is of a highly 
mixed character; some of it must surely be regarded as “spiritual junk-food”.  Not all of 
it, however!  I would, in fact, be prepared to go so far as to insist that one of the defining 
ironies of the age in which we live, is that skepticism of “things heavenly and things 
divine” resides side-by-side (thanks to the marvels of modern medicine) with a 
remarkable array of credible testimonies which powerfully suggest that Hamlet knew of 
where he spoke in his insistence that there are “more things in heaven and earth than 
are dreamt of” in Horatio’s philosophy or, for that matter, anyone else’s philosophy.  
That having been said! 

 
 I also believe that near-death testimonies do a far better job of hinting at the 
“that-ness” of the things to come, than they do at conveying a picture of the “what-ness” 
of the things to come.  For that we, as Christian disciples, ought to turn to the Gospel!  
(Where else would we turn?) And yes: for my purposes, this morning, I am going to do 
that by turning (where else would I turn?) to the weighty affirmations of the Apostles’ 
Creed, affirmations which--I believe--point us in the right direction as we seek to ponder 
“the resurrection of the body and the life-everlasting”. 

 
***** 

 
 I want to share with you--in the bulk of the time remaining...share with you a 
handful of affirmations I wish to make, all of them grounded in the affirmations contained 
in the Apostles’ Creed, with the occasional side-glance in the direction of the Nicene.  
Needless to say--given that there will be nine such affirmations offered--these will have 
a very quick, sketch like character to them.  

 
 The first affirmation I wish to offer, involves the “affirmation” that God will be at 
the centre of the Last Things, much as God was at the centre of the First Things and 



remains at the centre of All Things. That may sound like something of a truism, but it 
remains an important starting point.  One of the things of which the Creed serves to 
remind, is that the central Christian drama is a drama in which the defining role is 
played not by us, but by the Triune God whose ways form the heart of the Creed 
because this, our God, forms the heart of the Gospel.  It goes without saying that any 
talk of “the resurrection of the body and the life-everlasting” transports us to a realm far 
beyond the limits of human possibilities and human capabilities: in short, a realm in 
which God alone--in which the active grace of God alone (sola gratia!)--will need to take 
the initiative. 

 
 The second affirmation I wish to offer, involves the “affirmation” that Creation 
will be upheld and renewed through the “new creation” that has been promised to 
us in Christ.  Here it is important to remember that one of the classic early heresies 
within the Church sought to maintain that creation was something of a mistake: indeed, 
was the work of a “demiurge”, a sort of counterfeit god.  The Church strenuously 
resisted that impulse, consistently celebrating the work of the One who pronounced 
creation “good” and “very good”.  As part and parcel of “the last things” God will 
decisively vindicate “the first things”, not abolishing the created realm, but transforming 
all things so that the deep unity and unsurpassed beauty, truth and goodness of the 
good God’s handiwork will shine forth unmarred by even the slightest hint of ambiguity. 

 
 The third affirmation I wish to offer, involves the “affirmation” that Humanity will 
be upheld and restored as part and parcel of the wider completion and restoration of 
Creation that will greet us at the end of time.  Not only the first chapter of Genesis--
which captures God’s warm affirmation of humanity’s creation as the crowning work of 
the sixth day--but both the incarnation (the Word made flesh) and Christ’s own 
resurrection, his bodily resurrection on the third day, testify to God’s unswerving 
underwriting of the human form and the human cause: despite the many things 
humanity has done to defile its form and betray its own cause. 

 
 The fourth affirmation I wish to offer, involves “affirmation” that the life we have 
lived here within the “life of this world” will have a critical role to play in the “life of 
the world to come.” When the Creed describes Jesus Christ as the One “who will come 
again to be our judge”, it thereby provides a stark reminder of the importance and the 
dignity of the lives we lead in this world: the decisions we make, the actions we take or 
fail to take. None of that is trivial; all of it has enduring significance.  Every ounce of it 
will come before Christ’s judgment seat. 

 
 The fifth affirmation I wish to offer involves affirmation--in some ways this is the 
central affirmation--that the Cross of Jesus Christ (Christ, and him crucified) will 
play a decisive role in the life of the world to come. There is, of course, a direct 
connection between this fifth affirmation, and the one which immediately precedes it; 
were it not for the promise of God’s mercy revealed through the Cross of Jesus Christ, 
how could any of us anticipate the day of Judgment with any emotion other than that of 
stark terror?  Given the intertwined brokenness of our lives within this world, however, 
Christ’s Cross (the woundedness he openly displayed in response to Thomas’ boastv), 



far from disappearing in the Kingdom of Heaven, will in some ways define the Kingdom 
of Heaven. 

 
 The sixth affirmation I wish to offer, involves an affirmation which flows directly 
from the Cross, namely that “the forgiveness of sins” will be a defining aspect of 
the life of the world to come.  I am reminded of a thought I borrowed, last Sunday, from 
my friend Ed Searcy, who insists that “forgiveness is a direction, not an arrival.”  Here, I 
maintain, that the direction known as forgiveness will not come to an end when we draw 
our last breath upon this earth.  Indeed: if the ultimate goal of forgiveness is 
reconciliation, all of us will have a long way to go--an eternity to go--as we carry on in 
that righteous direction, both receiving and offering forgiveness: from God and from one 
another.vi 

 
 The seventh affirmation I wish to offer, highlights the importance of the sixth 
affirmation; this one involves an affirmation of the centrality of community, what the 
Creed refers to as “the Communion of Saints” in the life of heaven no less than in 
the life of earth.  We all realize that the communion--the community--we experience in 
the life of the world and yes, in the life of the church, is but a fragile, partial sin-sick 
communion.  Indeed, our prayer is that the communion we experience here--with God 
and with others--will prove to be but a pale shadow of the genuine article.  To affirm the 
“life of the world to come” is to affirm the reality of that genuine article, and the way of 
“forgiveness offered and received” without which genuine communion would remain 
little more than an unsubstantiated rumour. 

 
 The eighth affirmation I wish to offer, insists that in the Kingdom of Heaven there 
will be time, sufficient time, time-enough for such lofty goals as “the forgiveness of 
sins” and “the communion of saints” truly to be accomplished.  It is fair to suggest that 
there are two classic ways of thinking about the relationship of “time” to “eternity”: one 
which, in effect, sees “eternity” as bringing “time” to an end, the other of which sees 
“eternity” as representing the prospect of “time-redeemed”.  Through this eighth 
affirmation I am clearly taking my stand on the second view of eternity: one in which 
there will be ample time: not our time, but Kingdom time, time enough not only for 
healing and renewal, but time enough for God’s unending infinity to draw us “further up 
and further in”. 

 
 The ninth and final affirmation I wish to offer, is one through which I hope to 
affirm--in awe and wonder, in fear and trembling--Paul’s promise of that “moment” 
when God will be “all in all”. I hasten to acknowledge that those words come from 
one of the most elusive--and, I suspect, one of the most frequently evaded--sections of 
1st Corinthians’ 15th chaptervii: with its mysterious talk of the subjection of all things 
“including the Son” (!) under God, “that God may be all in all”.  I will not pretend that I 
fully understand every dimension of that strong Pauline claim.  What I will insist is that 
God--the One who alone was there in the Beginning--is the One who will beckon us to 
the End: the telos, the ultimate goal of our every thought, our every word, our every 
deed.  If it is correct to claim that it is the “light, life and love” of God which launched the 
divine drama “in the beginning”, it is no less correct to claim that it is “the light, life and 



love” of God that will be there in the end: holding forth the astonishing promise that 
when all is said and done,  “we will be like Him, for we will see him “face-to-face”.viii And 
surely...surely...that is an affirmation, worthy to be affirmed!  Affirmed...and celebrated! 

 
***** 

 
 There you have it: a string of affirmations which bring to a close not only this 
reflection on “the resurrection of the body and the life everlasting”, but this lengthy (at 
times seemingly never-ending) string of reflections on the Apostles’ Creed.  But 
permit...please permit...a final, parting thought: not by way of distancing myself from any 
of those affirmations concerning “the Last Things”, but by way of reminding all of us... 

 
  ...not least the preacher... 

 
   ...that even the most captivating portrayal of the “life of the world to 
come” will prove counter-productive if it has no bearing on the way in which we engage 
the very real temptations and challenges we face within the “life of this world”, not least 
of which is the very real temptation to despair.  And yes: frankly, between COVID-19 
and the fraught tensions that have exploded in our midst around questions of race, 
temptations to despair can hardly be said to be in short supply at the present time. All of 
which...all of which puts me in mind... 

 
    ...puts me in mind of the service of worship we held here at 
Trinity, way back on the afternoon of Sunday, October 21st 2013.  That was the day we 
covenanted together, along with Comox-Nanaimo Presbytery, to mark the start of my 
time in your midst.  The appointed Gospel text for that day was Luke 18: 1-8 which was, 
in fact, that text I requested for that worship gathering.  Why?  Because it powerfully 
speaks to the situation in which, I believe, the Church found itself in 2013, and still finds 
itself in 2020. 

 
 Comprising a single parable, that reading tells the story we know as that of “the 
persistent widow”: the widow who badges a corrupt judge until that corrupt judge gives 
her justice.  Jesus, in one of his more provocative formulations, insists that we ought to 
badger God with the same persistence with which that widow badgered the judge, 
assuring his listeners that God will grant justice to those who so persist.  But then--at 
the very end of the parable--Christ poses a truly stunning question.  “Nevertheless, 
when the Son of Man comes, will he find faith on earth?”  When the Son of Man 
comes...will he find faith on earth. 

 
 I have long been convinced--and I remain convinced--that the question with 
which Jesus ends that parable, is the defining question with which the church needs 
strenuously to wrestle.  Of course we all want “success” for our congregations and for 
our ministries; we would love nothing more than overflowing sanctuaries, filled with a 
wide-ranging assortment of folks of every conceivable description including (it goes 
without saying) folks from the full range of generations, including children and youth.  
We crave that...and we envy those congregations that can boast such numbers and 



such diversity.  But at the end of the day...at the end of the day...I am convinced that the 
question that is put to us is the far more basic question: not, did you succeed, but 
rather, “when the Son of Man comes, will he find faith on earth?”   

 
 Faith.  Basic trust in the good news of the Gospel.  Basic trust in the love of the 
Father Almighty, Creator of Heaven and Earth.  Basic trust in the self-offering of the 
Christ, “who came down from heaven...”, “for us and for our salvation.”  Basic trust in 
the active presence of the Holy Spirit, busily weaving our lives into the life of God. Basic 
trust...and a willingness to stake our lives on that which we have come to believe. 

 
 Upon his coming, may the Son of Man find just such faith.  In our hearts and 
minds.  And in the very lives we are equipped to lead: through Christ...and in the power 
of the Holy Spirit. 

 
 May it be so! Thanks be to God! 
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