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A few days ago I spoke to you about love, and tried to show that within the experience of human love we may glimpse the depths of the divine love.  In other words there is something in human love through which the divine love encounters us.  Today I want to do something rather similar, but with time rather than with love.  I want to show that there are some aspects of our human experience of time through which or in the midst of which God may meet us.  I want to show the divine depth of time and what this means for our human lives.

Where to start?  I will describe the house of time as having four rooms.  In the first room, we will find human time.  In the second room we will meet the time of God.  This is a very large room, one without walls.  In the third room, our time and the time of God will meet in the eternal present.  And in the final room, we shall find our time redeemed by Jesus Christ.

Time for Us: The first room

Let us begin by considering the nature of time as we experience it.  We know it and live it as being in three forms or modes, that of the past, the present and the future.  We look back upon our past.  We look forward to our future.  The past is what has already happened; the future is the ‘not yet’, the abyss of possibility from which, in what we call the present, we extract action and turn it into the past.

But what can we know of the present?  Sometimes we say that the future is not ours to tell, but if that is true, it is even truer that the present is not ours to tell.  The present as measured by modern scientific instruments breaks down a single second not only into halves and quarters of a second but into thousands and even millionths of a second.  This cannot be experienced by us but is purely theoretical, although measured in scientific observation.  This possibility of measuring time in such virtually infinite smallness invites us to think about the meaning of our present.  Is this the present day, the present hour, or the present second?  For the sentence I am now speaking has its past and its future, and every word I utter also has its past.  Indeed the present shrinks even as we think about it.  It is already passed before our thoughts can grasp it.  We cannot know it, and for this reason philosophers of time have spoken of the darkness of the lived moment.  The present is a nothingness, and we are always in that nothingness, although we may seek to escape from it in the business and distractions of living.

God’s Time

We are now ready to enter the second room.  As we step from the first room, which is time as we experience it, into this second room, which is time from the point of view of God, we notice an incredible change.  The first room, our time, presented us with a wall whichever way we looked, like any other room in a house.  But the room which represents God’s time is limitless: it has no walls.

The contrast between the two rooms suggests something of the difference between the time of God and human time.  Our human time has walls, so to speak; it is bounded.  It had a beginning, our birth, or our conception, and it will come to an end in our death.  We live in this bounded time because time is the form, the fundamental shape or nature of human existence.  On the other hand, God has no beginning and no end.  The time of God is not bounded.  But unbounded time is God’s eternity.  Just as time is the form of human existence, so eternity is the form of the divine existence.

There is more to eternity than endless time, time that simply goes on and on for ever.  That would be immortality.  In The Lord of the Rings the elves of Middle Earth are immortal but not eternal.  They can suffer diminution and they can grow old.  Immortality is endless time but eternity is the opposite of time, it is transcendent over time just as God is transcendent over the human.  To repeat the point: the time of God has no boundaries.

The Eternal Present

The third room is different again.  When we were in the first room, the room of human time, we realised that it is impossible for us to live or act or even think in the present because the present is infinitely small.  The future crowds in upon us, so to speak, so that we are always living toward the future.

In the middle of that first room there was in fact a covering or trapdoor which we did not open.  In this third room, we may open it, and now we see that in the middle of the human room there is a well.  This well is so deep that we can hardly see to the bottom of it.  It represents the vanishing present moment.  In this way, the infinitely small and the infinitely large have a kind of symbolic meeting place.  Infinity touches itself.  The incredible smallness of the present moment over which we exist, even if we cannot consciously dwell in it, is ungraspable and unfathomable.  It is like a tiny speck of eternity set in the middle of our own lives.  But eternity, as we have seen, is the dwelling place of God.

The human present is the meeting place of time and eternity, and thus the meeting place of God with the human being.  We say that our present is a nothing.  It is a crack in the flow of time, a darkness where there is neither past nor future.  To be without past or future is to be without bounds, and so our dark present moment is a mirror of the divine time, the place where God’s unbounded eternity breaks through into our unbounded present.  I call this a mirror, since time considered in this idea of the timeless present is the moving image of eternity.

But our present moment is fleeting.  Does that mean that the presence of God to us is also fleeting?  No, for the divine meets us not in this single moment of the present, but in the next, and the next, and the one after that.  There is an old Jewish proverb that says “thou wilt endow our passing days with eternal worth”.  This is what scripture means when it says of God, “Today, if you will hear my voice, do not harden your hearts!”, and again, “Now is the accepted time, today is the day of salvation!”  This may be described as “The Eternal Now”, for in every moment of our present, the eternity of God meets us.

This is what we may call the grace of God, for that is how God meets us in every moment of our days, always in front of us, always with outstretched arms, always beckoning to us in every moment, although we can hardly recognise it, except when our human spirit cries out to the Eternal Spirit, and we respond by opening up our time to God.

The redemption of time in Jesus Christ

The fourth room: the one at the back of the house.  This is the place where our time is redeemed by Jesus Christ.  You can get to this room by going to the side of the house and round through the back door!  It is not necessary to approach it from the front door, or to pass through the first three rooms.  But if you don’t, if you enter the final room abruptly, you may miss much of its meaning.  This is why we have approached the last room by going through the rest of the house first.

In this final room, we find that God has time for us.  Not only is God the giver of time, who placed us between the boundaries of our past and present, the one who has suspended us above the unsearchable depth of the present, but God has entered human time in the person of Jesus Christ.

Jesus Christ was truly human, and his life, like ours, was bounded by his birth and his death.  In his resurrection and ascension, Jesus Christ took our humanity up into God, and with it our human time.  So Christ became the Lord of Time, the one who in the eternal now stands before the eternity of God on our behalf.  Our time needs to be redeemed from its potential brevity and meaninglessness.  Christ is our Redeemer, continually penetrating the darkness of our lived present with the glory of his endless love.

Conclusion

God is the one who gave us our time, took our time up into God’s own life, and some day, at the far boundary of our time, will meet us as the one who, every day, redeemed our time.  This is the God who stands before us now, in this moment.  Do not let us harden our hearts but recognise the grace of God in our Lord Jesus Christ, who makes this time the fullness of time for us.  Receive Jesus Christ then, in this eternal now, and make every moment a presence of God.

Now to God in Jesus Christ, who took our human time into God’s eternity and thus became for us the same, yesterday and for ever, be glory, thanks and praise.   Amen.

