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    It is our destiny and the destiny of everything in our world that we must come to an end. Every end that we experience in nature and [humanity] speaks to us with a loud voice; you also will come to an end! It may reveal itself in the farewell to a place where we have lived for a long time, the separation from the fellowship of intimate associates, the death of someone near to us. Or it may become apparent to us in the failure of a work that gave meaning to us, the end of a whole period of life, the approach of old age, or even in the melancholy side of nature visible in autumn. All this tells us; you will also come to an end.
                                                                   (Paul Tillich, The Eternal Now, pg 122)

Isn’t that a wonderful uplifting way to start a sermon? I am sure it is exactly what you all came to church for today, to be inspired about contemplating your own death -- that time when you will “come to an end.”
We are in the midst of considering our theme for this year that will give us meaning and focus in our ministry together. Last week we heard about our theme, “Here. Now.” We wanted to make clear that as we consider ministry “here, now,” that we are not moving to a narcissistic understanding of living for the here and now, but that God is calling us to live in the here and now with the grace of Christ and that means there is a specific call to your life. We wish to move through this year in our ministry in a way that helps each of us realize God’s calling on our lives, here, now.

In the next couple of weeks we are going to consider specifically what we mean by “Here,” and what we mean by “Now.” Next week we will consider “The Ubiquitous Here.” But today we begin by considering “The Eternal Now,” a phrase that I freely borrowed from Paul Tillich. Tillich is considered, along with his contemporaries Rudolf Bultmann, Karl Barth, and Reinhold Niebuhr, one of the four most influential Protestant theologians of the 20th century.

I do not pretend to understand the intricacies of all of Tillich’s theology. However, the key to understanding Tillich is through what he calls “method of correlation” -- an approach of correlating insights from Christian revelation with the issues raised by existential philosophical analysis. I.e. God answers humanity’s questions that are anxiously raised by our mere existence. And under the impact of God’s answers, humanity asks the questions.

Also for Tillich, God is not simply a being in the universe that is bigger, better, smarter, and older. God is what being is. And so we receive from Tillich the understanding of God as “the Ground of our Being. God is “being itself.”
In the same way, when we talk about the eternal it is not simply the present time plus all the past and all the future. It is something that transcends time itself. So when we talk about “here, now,’” we too need to consider the “now” not only in existential terms, but with the “eternal” element that moves us beyond time and space, and to that which is the ground of our being -- that which we call God.

You might be thinking to yourself, “Why?” It was a whole lot easier an hour ago when I was drinking a cup of coffee and reading the paper. True, but here’s the rub, to quote Tillich again: “…we are aware of the eternal to which we belong and from which we are estranged by the bondage of time” (The Eternal Now, pg. 123). And as Augustine of Hippo once wrote, “O, Lord, thou has made us, and our spirits are restless until we rest in thee.”
Friends, no matter how good life seems there is a guaranteed ill ease as long as we look for meaning and purpose in the temporal world and in the present now. Our existence, our meaning, our purpose is more than what time can offer. And so we look to the eternal now.

Here is how Tillich approaches it. We speak of time in three ways: The past, the present, and the future. And while we think we have a pretty good understanding of past, present, and future, each comes with its own mystery. It is a mystery we become aware of when we start thinking about our own mortality, when we hear that voice telling us, “you also will come to an end.” Tillich points out that while time runs from beginning to end, our awareness of time begins with our contemplation of the end and runs in the other direction. That is, it is in the light of the future that we see the past and the present.

And the future holds two contrasting feelings for us. First it is a source of joy. It is great to have a future where we look forward to actualizing all our potential. It might be filled with the dreams of home and family; vocation and avocation; places to see and people to meet. “I can’t wait,” we say, “until we go on vacation.” “I can’t wait until I am out of school and earning money.” “I can’t wait until I retire and wake up each day when my eyes open, not when the alarm goes off.”
But the joy of the future is contrasted by the anxiety of what is hidden in the future, and of course by the inescapable end we call death. It’s out there. It is in each of our future.

Humanity, though, has this wonderful coping mechanism. We have this capacity to ignore the very end, the last moment of our future, and look only at the near future. We put the expectation of a long life between the present and the end. We do this even as we grow old and we know that the end is a lot closer.

Tillich claims that we can’t hold that deception for long and so we hope for a continuation of this life after death where we might have an endless future. But he muses whether this concept isn’t more of a definition of hell than anything else where we have a future without any final aim. Tillich asserts that this is not the Christian way with dealing with the end. “The Christian message says that the eternal stands above the past and future. ‘I am Alpha and Omega, the beginning and the end.’” Tillich concludes, “There is no time after time, but there is eternity above time.”
Then there is the mystery of the past. We go toward something that is not yet and we also come from something that is no more. As hard as it is for us to imagine our “being-no-more,” it is equally hard to imagine our “being-not-yet.” We think much about life after death, but we have probably given no thought to our being before birth.

You have heard the story before, purportedly to be true, about a three-year-old girl who was the only child in her family. But now her mom is pregnant, and this three-year-old girl is very excited about having a baby in the house. The day comes where the mother-to-be delivered, and the mom and dad go off to the hospital. A couple of days later they come home with a new baby boy. And the little girl is just delighted. 

But after they’ve been home for a couple of hours, the little girl tells her parents that she wants to be with the baby in the baby’s room, alone, with the door shut. She’s absolutely insistent about the door being shut. It kind of gives her folks the willies, you know? They know she’s a good little girl, but they’ve heard about sibling rivalry and all. 

Then they remember that they’ve recently installed an baby monitor system in preparation for the arrival of the new baby, and they realize that they can let their little girl do this, and if they hear the slightest weird thing happening, they can be in there in a flash. 

So they let their little girl go into the room. They close the door behind her. They race to the listening post. They hear her footsteps move across the room. They imagine her now standing over the baby’s crib, and then they hear her say to her two-day-old baby brother, “Tell me about God. I’ve almost forgotten.” 

I find that to be a haunting and evocative story, because it suggests that we come from God. We come from the ground of being and are, even before our time. In the Gospel of John Jesus says, “before Abraham was, I am” (8:58). He didn’t say, “I was before Abraham.” He says, “I am” before Abraham was. He speaks out of a place that is the beginning of all that is. Not the untold billions of years of creation, but from that which supercedes time itself, the eternal.

Tillich expounds on the fact that the past has made us who we are. It is not an unimportant discussion, but let me raise it only as a side bar. For blessing and curse, who we are genetically, socially, spiritually is derived from our past. And it seems that we struggle with the conflict it presents every day of our lives. But that does not have to make us prisoners of the past. We can leave the past in the past, and the act in which we do this is called repentance. And the healing, the blessing, that comes cannot come from today’s medical understanding of body, mind, and spirit because that cannot change the past. Only that which lies above time itself, the eternal, can heal. Not by changing the facts. What has happened has happened and will always remain so. But the meaning of the facts can be changed by the eternal and the name of this change according to Tillich is the experience of “forgiveness.” The very thing offered to us by God in Christ.

So we have the mystery of the future with its joy and ambiguity, which resolves itself not in creating a time after time, but in the eternal, which is above time; and the mystery of the past with its blessing and curses, which begins not in the billions of years before our time, but in the eternal that is before time exists; gives rise to the mystery we call the present. Which, according to Tillich, is the deepest of all the riddles of time.

Now I will be honest with you. I get a little lost in his discussion of the mystery of the present. It begins to sound a bit like a discussion between Spock and Scottie about the “time-space continuum.” The present is gone as soon as we accept it. And yet we live in it and it is renewed for us in every new “present”. This is possible, Tillich says because every moment of time reaches into the eternal. The same eternal that is before our past and after our future gives meaning and purpose to our present. It is the eternal “now” that provides for our temporal “now.” We live so long as “it is still today,” says our lesson from Hebrews.

Sometimes the “Eternal Now” breaks powerfully into our “temporal now.” When it does it gives us a certainty that allows us to rest in the mystery of the present. Without the “Eternal Now” we would always be chasing the next present, running from the blessing and curses of the past; running toward the hope of the future, avoiding the inescapable end of our future by seeking the next present.

God offers us something more -- The Present: not a time on the clock, but a moment filled with grace and peace because it comes not from the past nor aimed at the future, but eternal in the Now. It is in this Eternal Now that God calls us to ministry.

Thanks be to God, the ground of our being, and the eternal of our time, who brings the past, present and future into our Eternal Now. He who was and is and is to come; Alpha and Omega; Beginning and the End, grant you peace eternally, NOW.
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