All Saints  4th Sunday after Easter       25 April 2021
Acts 4:5-12, Psalm 23, 1 John 3:16-24, John 10:11-18
For some reason I have understood the meaning of Easter in a new way this year.
I have sometimes battled to translate this once off miraculous event into something that is relevant to peoples’ lives.
The once off miraculous event is amazing and gives us a glimpse of what our resurrection life might be like, but if we concentrate on this event rather than its meaning we might just be left with a story that is not relevant to our lives.
So today I am not going to focus on the theme of ‘Jesus the good shepherd’, but rather put the resurrection in the context of Jesus’ proclamation of the Kingdom of God.
The resurrection can never simply be about ‘pie in the sky when you die’.
That would be to reduce something enormous to something very narrow and inadequate.
We need to see the resurrection in the context of Jesus central message of the nearness or inauguration of the ‘Kingdom of God’.
The first spoken words of Jesus in Mark 1 were, ‘The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God has come near/is at hand, repent and believe in the good news.’
Biblical scholars have long debated whether this kingdom that Jesus proclaimed was present or future.
Those who said it was present used many passages with the words of Jesus showing that it was about the present coming of the kingdom in the person and ministry of Jesus to the many people he healed and blessed in some way.
Then there were those who said Jesus was speaking about what would happen in the future at the end of time, when Jesus establishes his reign over the whole of creation.
And they too could find many verses which confirmed their view.
As with many things it is not a matter of ‘either/or’, but rather ‘both/and’.
So recent biblical scholars have emphasized that Jesus inaugurated the kingdom or realm of God with the signs of the presence of the kingdom, but that it would be fulfilled or consummated at the end when heaven arrives and everything is made whole as is pictured in Revelation, but also in many passages from the OT too.
To inaugurate means to start, begin, institute, initiate, launch, get under way.
The Jews believed in two ages – the ‘present age’ and ‘the age to come’.
The present age would last until what they called the ‘day of the Lord’ when God would finally intervene, which would be the end of history.
The NT writers also used this differentiation of time.
But instead of coming at the end of history, the ‘day of the Lord’ came in the middle of history in the person and ministry of Jesus Christ.
And so the ‘end’ has already begun.
That’s why many NT writers use the term ‘the last days’ with reference to what they were experiencing.
Many fundamentalists believe and state that we are living in the ‘last days’ which is true but not in the way they are thinking.
We have been living in the last days since the coming of Jesus. Not just in the last few years.
From a practical point of view, the inauguration of the kingdom means we are experiencing what one NT writer calls ‘a taste’ of the future, of heaven, of the wholeness of creation which will be fully and finally accomplished at the very end.
This taste consists of every experience we have of the divine presence in our lives, either dramatic or subtle.
When we make a difference in the lives of others, by feeding the hungry or standing up for justice or loving the outcast and stranger, they are experiencing a taste of the time when there will be no more hunger and when there will be universal justice and a reversal of fortunes.
So we live our lives in anticipation of the end, the fulfilment or consummation of the kingdom.
So if the end is going to be the perfection of all that is imperfect in this age and this world that means there is some continuity between now and then.
And this means that we should be living our lives with a view to what it will be eventually like.
For example, if our bodies are going to be made whole, then we should be anticipating that now by living in as healthy a way as possible, because if we don’t then we are living contrary to our destiny in misalignment with what will be.
This is true for us personally and for our world too.
If the natural world is going to also be made whole, then we have a responsibility to live in alignment with what that perfection will be.
To live consciously at variance with our ultimate destiny of wholeness is to live at variance with God and our own best interests.
This is the meaning of ‘living in hope’ – anticipating the future in the present.
Now to illustrate what I have been saying.
I am going to tell you two stories of people who have lived in this way without even knowing it.
They are not particularly Christian but that doesn’t matter.
It is how they lived that matters.
Both stories are from books that B has recently read which have been profound each in their own way.
The first story is from a book called ‘The Salt Path’.
An English couple owned a small farm but by a very unfortunate and sad turn of events involving a business partner who cheated them, they lost their property and everything they owned, having to pay back debts.
They were then evicted from their farm, but even worse on the day of their eviction Moth, the husband was diagnosed with a terminal illness and he was told that he probably wouldn’t live longer than 2 years, and that he would become increasingly disabled physically and mentally.
They were able to stay with their adult children for a few weeks, but it was not possible for them to continue living with them permanently.
This couple were avid walkers and nature lovers and they had this crazy idea that now they were homeless they would pack some camping gear and some provisions and walk along the well known coastal path in the SW of England from Somerset to Cornwall.
They had no other plans, but to do this trail which actually turned out to be 600 miles which they covered in many months.
As you can imagine it was a life changing experience – to own virtually nothing and to be actually going nowhere – but to be travelling in hope that this journey both an inner and an outer journey would lead them to somewhere or to something.
Moth was starting to feel less well as his illness made its presence felt.
After many months of walking they met up with someone who gave them some temporary accommodation.
Moth actually signed up to study at a university and she started writing a book about their experiences – acts of courage and hope.
The book was published by Penguin and has sold 80 000 copies, a bit of a best seller.
Then a man who had inherited a farm read the book and was so moved by the story that he offered to allow them to run his farm which was virtually derelict.
They moved into a building which could hardly be called a house and by shear hard work transformed it into a comfortable home.
They rehabilitated the farm which was polluted and overgrown and were involved in the process of making it productive again.
The prognosis of 2 years of life for Moth turned into 6 years and he found that the more time he spent outdoors in natural surroundings the slower his illness developed.
This farm owner had been on the point of selling this farm encouraged strongly by his wife who believed that it would just eat up their finances.
On one occasion the owner arrived at the house they had been fixing and was so amazed at what they had accomplished since he last saw it, he burst into tears.
Ray has now written a second book telling the story of the second part of their adventure.
The second story is also about a farmer in England, a titled man who inherited a 3500 estate in Sussex.
He discovered that the farm was not making a profit as the conditions on the farm combined with the expenses of modern farming methods made it unsustainable.
They also seriously considered selling the property but decided that having heard about a process known as ‘rewilding’ they would try it.
This process involved allowing the farm to return to its natural state without human intervention. 
I have worked on farms in England and I found that land is intensively cultivated and there is very little natural vegetation left, which means that the wildlife and natural vegetation has increasingly disappeared.
Neighbours and even agriculturalists poo pood the whole idea, saying it was retrogressive and taking farming backwards.
One of the things they did was to introduce long horned cattle onto the farm which adapted well to the natural situation and returned to their wild habits which are largely prevented from taking place by modern farming methods.
They are now able to sell beef from the farm.
They allow camping or ‘glamping’ and walking on the farm.
The wildlife has returned birds and animals which hadn’t been seen in that part of the country for decades came back.
Among the animals which were reintroduced were beavers. I never knew beavers were indigenous to the UK.
They along with other animals are vital in preventing the flooding in England which we have heard a lot about in recent years.
The farm has been totally transformed and is now profitable again using organic farming methods with no cultivation at all.
What on earth has any of this got to do with the resurrection of Jesus? A fair question!
Firstly both lots of people faced a hopeless situation. 
Moth and Ray had lost everything – all they had was each other and the sense that walking was what they should do next.
It became a walk of hope which yielded totally unexpected rewards both material and non-material.
Charlie Burrell and his wife Isabella faced having to sell a property that had been in the family for a very long time.
They reversed a situation which seemed hopeless, doing things that were counter intuitive and against the advice of so called experts.
The actions of both couples were about the future.
The one couple engaging in all that they could do which was to walk, believing that this action against helplessness and hopelessness would lead them somewhere meaningful.
The other couple refusing to admit defeat and being willing to trust that this outlandish experiment would yield its rewards.
Both couples have been surprised beyond their wildest dreams.
I believe that the resurrection symbolizes that out of death, defeat, failure, hopelessness and despair, can come new life, new purpose, new meaning and a taste of what is to come for us who believe.
That has been my recent experience.
While we need to live fully in the present, we also need a future orientation, knowing always that the best is yet to come.
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