
"THE IMMORTALITY PILL"

Text: Mark 8:27-38 
For years I have harbored the fantasy that there is a great work of fiction stored up in my mind, just waiting to be released into print. A few years ago the English department at Presbyterian College sponsored a Writer's Workshop with leaders from across the country, so I enrolled; one of the classes which I attended was on the topic of Writing Science Fiction. 

The instructor discussed with us various ways to generate story ideas. For example, he suggested that we begin by trying to think about things being different from the way they are. We might imagine, for example, 

· aliens invading the earth. 

· Or men bearing children. 

· Or time moving backwards.

Once you have a concept such as this, then you begin to spin out the likely flow of events. What kind of consequences might arise naturally from such a scenario?

After a bit of theoretical discussion, the teacher sought to involve us in a kind of "lab exercise," in which we class members would work together in beginning to develop a story line.

So – what shall we take as the starting point, or the basic idea? After a few minutes the class decided that we would work with the concept that scientists have developed an immortality pill which would enable people to live forever.     Now – what consequences might logically ensue from this? There would of course be issues related to…

· Social Security 

· retirement 

· overpopulation

As the class discussion proceeded, one of the suggestions about the story line that emerged was that the churches would organize in an attempt to prevent this immortality pill from being produced and marketed. If people can get immortality by taking a pill, WHO NEEDS RELIGION?

I'm not sure just where the class discussion went from there, because my thinking got sidetracked at that point. Is the Church in the immortality business? Is this the church's reason for existence?? Is it the church's principal mission to market life that goes on forever? 

Would the Church's work indeed be threatened if Science happened to develop an immortality pill? An immortality pill is in fact just an extreme example of possibilities which medical science is pursuing presently, with efforts to conquer diseases and slow the aging process. If Science can ensure that life goes on forever—-or maybe just for several hundred years—-is Christianity done for?

I

The quest of medical science is to extend our present existence further and further into the future -- to preserve for a longer period what we have now. Resurrection has to do with a quite different reality. The gospel message of resurrection is not about just more of the same.

For those who have "the goods," the prospect of adding more and more years to the present life is quite good news. They would be in favor of things proceeding along the same lines. The people who put Jesus to death liked things the way things were. They did not care for the "Kingdom of God" which he announced; they liked the kingdoms of this world just fine. Jesus' preaching about the first being the last, about peacemakers and the poor and the persecuted being the truly blessed, about turning the other cheek, selling all that you have to give to the poor — this did not comport with their notions of how things should be. They were unsettled by his outrageous acts of friendship with bad people and with those who are different. The crucifixion of Jesus was the establishment's way of saying "No" to the new order which Jesus taught and embodied. The crucifixion was designed to call a halt to all that change. 

The resurrection is God's "Yes" to the new order. Resurrection is not just a tinkering with our present reality to reduce some of the problems endemic to mortal existence in order to extend our life span. 

The immortality pill may serve as a symbol of the effort to preserve what we've got. The immortality pill  brings on more of the same; it leaves in charge those who are already in charge; it leaves intact the prevailing value system. Immortality is an extension of the existence we have now, and it is a prospect envisioned by those who want to extend the status quo. Resurrection is a reality discontinuous with present reality.

Resurrection disrupts what is. It is impossible to fit resurrection into the framework of what is currently real and possible. Resurrection is not the natural outgrowth or extension of what presently is. The resurrection of Jesus was unexpected. It was unforeseen. It was startling. The women at the empty tomb were terrified, according to Mark. The disciples were stunned into disbelief, according to Luke. 

Resurrection is not an event of scientific achievement. It is not the result of human labor or the product of human ingenuity. For Jesus to live again after death—for you and me to live again — there has to be a new act of creation by the God who brought our world into existence out of nothing. In the words of  the apostle Paul, "[Jesus] was crucified in weakness, but lives by the power of God." (2 Cor. 13:4). 
Resurrection means that there is a power at work in our world that is not of this world, not dependent on our labors or resources. The initiative is snatched from our hands. Resurrection is not something that Science can calculate, devise, manufacture, or even conceive.


Artists have tried to imagine how the emergence of Jesus from the grave occurred—some show him climbing out of the grave, holding a flag of victory; Grünewald's Isenheim altarpiece shows Jesus virtually exploding out of the grave. The apocryphal Gospel of Peter describes Jesus being led out by two angels who had entered the tomb. In contrast to these various imaginings of how it happened, the New Testament gospel writers keep silence before this astounding mystery of re-created life. We do not have in the canonical gospels any description of the resurrection; what we have is reports of a tomb that has already been emptied. The New Testament writers honor the mystery of God's mighty work by resisting any speculation about how it happened. Resurrection is an event which confounds "the bravado of our intellect."

So:  whatever Science – or any sci-fi immortality pill – might provide for us in the way of extending our life span, it is radically different from the church's message of resurrection. 

II


A few months ago I caught an episode of Larry King on CNN, when his guest was Bill Maher, standup comedian and social commentator. Maher has no use for religion, including Christianity. At one point in his conversation Maher expressed his disdain for religion, in his customarily elegant fashion, "Religion is all about getting your butt saved when you die." Maher would surely echo the supposition that if an immortality pill were developed, churches would be in dire straits.

Maher's caricature of Christianity is possible because the Church has allowed the Cross to slip from the center of the Christian life and message. It is more satisfying to us to focus on the power of God and the glory of Easter. Easter is a lot more uplifting than Good Friday. But the apostle Paul made it clear: "we proclaim Christ crucified; . . . I decided to know nothing among you except Jesus Christ, and him crucified" (1 Cor. 1:23; 2:2). Even after his resurrection Christians referred to Jesus as "the Crucified One." It is the Cross which is the church's symbol—not a crown or a throne or an empty tomb. Easter did not un-do the crucifixion.

There is no resurrection without crucifixion. And for Jesus the Cross is more than just the instrument by which the Empire got rid of this prophet who proclaimed inconvenient truths. For Jesus the Cross was a way of life. Years ago a Sunday School teacher of mine made the observation that when she saw the Cross she imagined an "I" that had been struck through. Not a bad way to construe what the Cross meant for Jesus. His whole life had a cruciform shape.   Some of you likely remember when we used to observe in the church a "Week of Prayer and Self-Denial." A "Week of Prayer and Self-Denial"! How about a Life of Prayer and Self-Denial? Some of our church creeds declare that "Jesus died for sinners." WE could as well affirm that "Jesus lived and died for sinners." 
When Jesus told his disciples that crucifixion was in his future, Peter rebuked him for suggesting this. Part of Peter's problem with his Messiah going to the Cross surely was that the Messiah just might ask the same of Peter. And, indeed, as soon as Jesus rebuked Peter, "Get behind me, Satan! For you are not on the side of God, but of mortals," Jesus went on to challenge Peter and the others, "If any would come after me, let them deny themselves and take up the cross and follow me." The Cross is not just Jesus' destiny; it is also the disciple's calling. In Luke's version, Jesus said "let them take up their cross  daily." Dietrich Bonhoeffer, in his classic study, The Cost of Discipleship, wrote this: "The cross is not the terrible end to an otherwise god-fearing and happy life; . . . it meets us at the beginning of our communion with Christ." 

The way of the Cross is the way of self-forgetting love. Despite Bill Maher's insinuation, there is no consideration of self-interest in genuine discipleship.  The Satan figure in the book of Job understood about the egolessness of genuine devotion to God: in the run-up to the story of Job, Satan asked the question which lies at the heart of the Book of Job, "Does Job fear God for naught?" -- "Would Job worship you if he got nothing out of it?"  (Job 1:9)   Jesus articulated the way of the cross-bearing disciple in words found in Luke 6: "love your enemies, and do good, and lend, expecting nothing in return."

Dr. Shirley Guthrie paraphrased the words of Jesus in our text thusly: "For those who want to save their life will lose it; and those who lose their life for my sake and for the sake of the gospel will save it. … but those who lose their life in order to save it will surely lose it." The way of the Christian disciple is not self-preservation, but self-expenditure. 

III

It is a betrayal of our calling for the Church to pander to people's self-interest by promoting resurrection as the motive or incentive for discipleship. But we must not let the wrongness of Bill Maher's caricature obscure the genuine joy of Christian discipleship. 

In a time when medical science is indeed already increasing life expectancy toward the century mark, the question for many is in fact not so much, 'Is there life after death?' but rather 'Is there life before death?'" 

In John's Gospel we hear Jesus declaring, "Those who hear my word and believe him who sent me have eternal life; they do not come into judgment, but have passed from death to life." Christ introduces people to a quality of life which begins before death.. 
In the Johannine passage which speaks of Jesus as the "good shepherd," Jesus says, "I have come that they may have life, and have it abundantly" (10:10b). There is no guarantee that as Science lengthens our life span that our longer lives will be abundant living! 

In his prayer at the Last Supper, Jesus further defines eternal life thusly: "This is eternal life, that they know you the only true God, and Jesus Christ whom you have sent" (17:3). To know God as revealed in Jesus is eternal life. It is not a matter of cause-and-effect, of quid pro quo (know Jesus and, subsequently, in return you'll get eternal life). Eternal life is not some kind of deferred compensation. To know Jesus is eternal living.  

To know Jesus is to know him as the one who gives himself completely in love to others, without any thought of gaining power, publicity, prestige, or advantage for himself. The Gospel of John relates that at the Last Supper, Jesus, laying aside all concern for himself, got down on his hands and knees to wash the feet of his disciples!! Here is a man without a bit of pride or self-centeredness. He girds himself with a towel and proceeds to perform an act of service for his guests —- an act which a host normally employed a slave to do. And Jesus did this work without any sense of superiority or any sign of embarrassment. 

After Jesus completed this act of loving, self-forgetting service for his disciples at the Last Supper, he told them, "I have given you an example, that you should also do as I have done to you" (13:15). And he gave his followers a "new commandment": "love one another as I have loved you," even to the point of laying down one's life for one's friends. To know Jesus is to share in his work of serving others, without any thought of self. 

To know Jesus is eternal life.  This is REAL living, abundant living, eternal life. . . and it has nothing to do with how long we live. We might want to applaud the scientists' efforts to extend the duration of our physical existence. But what Christ represents — what the Church proclaims— eternal, abundant life -- is much more substantial than mere LONGEVITY.

IV

Some of you probably have heard the story about the man who thought he was dead.

Once there was a man—Tyrone—who insisted that he was dead. After trying unsuccessfully to convince Tyrone that he was not dead, his wife and his friends took him to the friendly neighborhood psychiatrist. No matter how many logical proofs the doctor presented, Tyrone insisted that he was, in fact, dead. 

Finally, the doctor decided to cure the man by convincing him of one fact that would prove he's not dead. The doctor decided to use the simple truth that dead people do not bleed. So he put Tyrone to work reading medical texts, talking with medical authorities, observing autopsies.

After weeks of this routine, Tyrone finally said to the psychiatrist, "All right, all right! You've convinced me. Dead people do not bleed."  Whereupon the doctor stuck Tyrone in the finger with a needle. As he watched the blood ooze from his finger, Tyrone's face turned pale with shock and surprise, and he exclaimed, "Omigosh, Doc! Dead people DO bleed!"

How do you know you're alive?  Can any of us really be sure we are living? The Bible offers a very simple test to determine whether you have entered into the experience of eternal life. The writer of 1 John puts it this way: "We know that we have passed out of death into life, because we love one another" (1 John 3:14).

In the name of the Father, and the Son, and the Holy Spirit. Amen.

