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July 10 22 C SP MV 

 

What must I do to inherit eternal life? 

What a great question! 

 

First of all, what do we mean by eternal life?  If you search on 

line you will find a wide range of definitions. 

 

 Is it living forever?  Never dying? 

 

I remember first thinking about death when I was maybe 10 or 

12.  I had heard one of my grandmothers say that she hoped that 

she would be buried standing up because she could not sleep on 

her back. She may have been making a joke but that thought 

terrified me.  So when we are dead we are alive but buried 

forever?   

 

Church helped me past that fear. Jesus was certainly not still in 

the tomb. And he had said, “Where I go, there you will be also.” 

 

So if I am good enough I can go to heaven?  How will I know if I 

am good enough?  That’s more like a Santa Claus question. How 

good do I need to be to get presents?  I soon learned that the 

presents came no matter how bad I thought I had been. I learned 

that my parents always loved me no matter how frustrating I was 

to them. I fell in love with Psalm 139. It says there is nowhere we 

can go that God is not already there.  

 

“If I climb up to heaven, you are there; if I make the grave my 

bed, you are there also. If I take the wings of the morning and 

dwell in the uttermost parts of the sea, even there your hand will 

lead me and your right hand hold me fast.”  
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There is nothing we can do to earn God’s love. God is love. It is 

God who has created us. 

 

I began to learn that life is a journey from where I am now to 

where God calls me to be. I am not perfect or even close. I am a 

work in progress, practicing living as a child of God, and that is 

what is asked of me. I am a child of God learning how to live into 

the dream of God, the Kingdom of God, Eternal Life. 

 

There is that phrase eternal life again.  Do you know how the 

Episcopal Church understands eternal life or everlasting life? The 

Prayer Book has a section in the back called the Outline of Faith 

or the Catechism. You may have looked at it as part of 

preparation for Baptism or Confirmation.  

I quote, “By everlasting life, we mean a new existence, in which 

we are united with all the people of God, in the joy of fully 

knowing God and each other.” 

 

That’s a mouthful. A life full! An eternal life full! 

 

The lawyer asked Jesus, “How do I inherit Eternal Life?” 

 

How do I get for myself a new existence, in which I am united 

with all the people of God, in the joy of fully knowing God and 

each other?”  I don’t think that was what the lawyer was asking 

as he tested Jesus, and Jesus took the opportunity to tell the 

people gathered what Jesus understood about having eternal life, 

about being united with all the people of God, in the joy of fully 

knowing God and each other. 

 

Jesus was not talking about some far and distant life in a far 

away heaven. Jesus was talking about life now, life lived now, in 

the present. Jesus was saying God’s kingdom is here for you now 
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and this is what it looks like. It is when you love the Lord your 

God with all your heart, with all your soul and with all your mind 

and you love your neighbor as yourself.  

 

Our Presiding Bishop Michael Curry preached at the Cathedral of 

St. John the Evangelist in Spokane in April.  Michael said, “I am a 

follower of Jesus, a disciple. I believe Jesus of Nazareth shows 

us God’s way of life, which is God’s way of love.” “Not to know love 

is not to know God, because God is love. Love is key to life for all 

Christians. Eternal life is about life now and to eternity, about 

God’s will being done on earth as in heaven.”   

 

And what is God’s will? Love the Lord your God with all your 

heart, with all your soul and with all your mind and love your 

neighbor as yourself.  

 

The Lawyer, actually a Scribe, an expert on the Torah, challenging 

Jesus got it right. But he had to ask just one more question. Who 

is my neighbor? 

 

Jesus tells a story of a man attacked by robbers and left naked 

and near dead beside the road. Two people who topped the list 

for purity, for keeping clean under the purity code, did not stop 

for fear of being made unclean by touching the victim. Another 

man, a Samaritan, despised by the people of Judah, stopped to 

help, cleaned the man’s wounds and took him to an inn. He left 

money to cover his costs and promised to pay any remaining debts 

on his return. 

 

Jesus asked, “Which of these three, do you think, was a neighbor 

to the man who fell into the hands of the robbers?” The lawyer 

said, “The one who showed him mercy.” Jesus said to him, “Go and 

do likewise.” 
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 I think most of the time most of us would want to be the one 

who showed mercy. We know what God asks. And yet being a 

neighbor can be difficult and confusing. Things get in the way. 

One of the things that gets in the way is fear. Fear of the other. 

Fear of not knowing what to do. Fear of making a mistake. Fear of 

the cost.  The list could go on and on. 

 

I have a story to tell. Its one that I have told dozens of times. 

Every time I tell it I see something new. Lately I have been 

seeing it in a whole new way. 

 

When I was 10 years old children were allowed to work in the 

berry fields. My Mom drove my brother and me out to the fields 

early in the morning when the vines were still wet with dew. We 

wore my Dad’s old white shirts.  

 

One morning I shared a wide row of strawberry plants with a girl 

about my age named Maria. We didn’t know each other’s languages 

but we would laugh when our hands met in the center of the row 

going after the same berry. It was a good day.  

 

Maria motioned for me to follow her at lunch time. She led me 

into the building that her family and many other families lived in 

during berry season. The odors struck me – of people who had 

worked hard in the hot sun, a smoky fire and warm delicious 

cooking smells. The cooking tables formed a small circle in the 

center of the room. Around the outside walls were benches with 

bedding and clothing. The only light came through the doors and 

the vents at the top of the walls.  

 

After lunch we walked back to our row in the field. The field boss 

stood staring at me. I was in trouble. Anna, hands on her hips, 
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yelled at me. “Don’t you ever go to that building again. And you 

are not to talk to her,” pointing at Maria. I felt Anna’s anger in 

every bit of my body. I was embarrassed and ashamed that I had 

done something offensive to Maria and her family by going into 

their home. I could not look at Maria picking just across from me 

on the other side of the row. I could not stop crying. 

 

When Mom picked us up at 3 pm, I told her what had happened 

and how bad I felt that I had done something bad to offend 

Maria’s family. 

 

Mom listened. Then she said, “You did nothing wrong. You were 

invited. Maria wanted to share her home with you. That is a lovely 

gift. 

 

Anna was angry because she thought she would be in trouble for 

letting you go to a place she thinks of as dangerous and with 

people for whom she has no respect.  Our family does not think 

the same as Anna. Would I have brought you to this field to pick 

berries if I didn’t think you would be with good people? Their 

traditions, their language, their experiences are different than 

ours and that is good. I am so glad you got to see Maria’s summer 

home.” 

 

In the past I have told this story as an early experience for me 

of racism. But the more I have wondered why I couldn’t go back 

to that field the next day and remembered my feelings and my 

mother’s words, I understand more clearly.  I was ashamed, 

embarrassed that I had done something terribly offensive to 

Maria’s family by going with her.  

 

I remind myself now that we can’t know what we don’t know.  And 

I know I still have a fear of doing something or saying something 
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in other cultural settings that would hurt someone or offend 

their culture.   

 

That started me thinking that maybe that is a fear that others 

share. How do we be neighbors to each other, respecting the 

dignity of each other, when we know so little about our different 

cultures, our different ways of knowing and understanding? 

Fear could keep us apart. 

 

Yet the one who we follow, who shows us the way to a full life, 

tells us, “Do not be afraid.”  And says, “Lo, I am with you always.” 

 

It is the same one who teaches us what God asks of us. Love the 

Lord your God with all your heart, with all your mind and with all 

your soul. And love your neighbor as yourself. 

 

Fear is a good thing if we learn from it. We can learn to listen 

better. We can learn to be more aware of those around us.  

 

But fear cannot stop us from being the people we want to be, are 

called to be.   

 

We cannot allow fear to keep us from each other.  

We cannot allow fear to keep us from a full life, eternal life. 

 

We can be people of courage, people of the heart, who live fully in 

the midst of fear practicing loving our neighbors the way we love 

ourselves.  God knows we can. 

 

The Church tells us: “By everlasting life, we mean a new 

existence, in which we are united with all the people of God, in 

the joy of fully knowing God and each other.” 
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And Michael Curry said : 

“Eternal life is about life now and to eternity, about God’s will 

being done on earth as in heaven.” 

 

 

 

 

  


