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“Paradise is a center whither the souls 

of all men [and women] are proceeding, 

each sect in its particular road.”

-- Napoleon
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Meditation:  from the 13th century Italian poet Dante Alighieri’s “Divine Comedy.”  In this excerpt from “Paradiso” he is traveling through heaven and given insight into the workings of God.

“Among all things, however disparate,

there reigns an order, and this gives the form

that makes the universe resemble God,”

[…] “therein God’s higher creatures see 

the imprint of Eternal Excellence –

that goal for which the system is created,

and in this order all created things,

according to their bent, maintain their place,

disposed in proper distance from their Source;

therefore, they move, all to a different port,

across the vast ocean of being, and each

endowed with its own instinct as guide.

This is what carries fire toward the moon,

this is the moving force in mortal hearts,

this is what binds the earth and makes it one…”

Reading: a poem by Malena Mörling entitled "Seemed Pleased" 

Just after the plane lifted

off the ground with all of its

weight, a small hand, its nails with

partially chipped off red nail

polish, worked itself back

from in between the seats in

front of me and sort of waved.

The next I saw of the person

with the hand was a blue eye

peering back at me and then

the girl stood up on her seat

and smiled. She had brown, just

above the shoulder length hair

and bangs and she wore a blue

and white striped sundress. A

red rose of the same material

as the dress was attached to

the middle of the upper

lining which was also red.

"My mother is dead," she told

me suddenly. "She is already gone—

She is in heaven." The girl seemed

pleased, almost proud at that

moment, to be able to inform

me of this, perhaps as a

handy way of meeting. "This

is my dad," she said, and pointed

to the back of his head of

blond thinning rather unruly

cap of hair. "My dad." She

exclaimed again and again

and hugged his face with all

of her might until she knocked

his glasses off and they ended

up in the aisle. Then she introduced

her brother, engrossed in a book:

"This is Marcus, he is eight.

I am four and a half." And then

she proceeded to demonstrate

the workings of a doodle pad.

On the cover of it was a clown

riding in an airplane waving

his hands in the clouds. And that's

when the trays of food arrived and the girl

whose name I never learned was told

by her father to turn around

and sit down and eat what was

being unwrapped for her on her tray.

Reading: by Mary Gordon from a piece entitled “Appetite for the Absolute”

It cannot be denied that people who are attracted to a religious way of looking at the world are attracted as well to something that is beyond the human, beyond what would be called human self-interest, beyond what is thought to be the most essential instinct of all animals: the instinct for self-preservation; therefore, most importantly perhaps, beyond death.  Beyond the failures of the body, of desires, of will.  Beyond what most people would think of as this life.  Even if one’s religious perspective has no place in it for life after death, the impulse to worship is at least a hope that there is something other than what our senses can apprehend.


Does this otherness necessarily have in it the flavor of the absolute?  And what do we mean by absolute?  The dictionary defines it this way: perfect in quality or nature; complete, not mixed; pure; not limited by restrictions or exceptions, unconditional, unqualified in extent or degree; total, […] not to be doubted or questioned; positive, something regarded as the ultimate basis of all thought and being, something regarded as independent of and unrelated to anything else.  When I read this dictionary definition, I am struck by its enormous mysteriousness.  Not that it is difficult to understand.  The mystery stems from the fact that it is not difficult to understand, that it is entirely comprehensible.

Reading: from a poem by William Blake entitled "Auguries of Innocence"

To see a World in a grain of sand,

And a Heaven in a wild flower,

Hold Infinity in the palm of your hand,

And Eternity in an hour.

A robin redbreast in a cage

Puts all Heaven in a rage.

A dove-house filled with doves and pigeons

Shudders Hell thro' all its regions.

A dog starved at his master's gate

Predicts the ruin of the State.

A horse misused upon the road

Calls to Heaven for human blood.

Each outcry of the hunted hare

A fibre from the brain does tear.

A skylark wounded in the wing,

A cherubim does cease to sing.
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Where do we go when we die?  Silly question.  Heaven, of course.  

This is the simple answer many a child may offer when asked.  Like the four and a half year old girl who seems pleased to inform us that her mother, who died, is now in heaven.  Her mother is safe.  Her mother is taken care of.  She is living in God’s house.

It is a comforting thought for a child to imagine there is a beautiful and peaceful place, somewhere, where we and those we love go when our time on earth is over.  The pain of loss and the fear of death are much less distressing when we can trust that there is a place called heaven. 

Heaven offers comfort not only for children.  I have attended many a memorial service in Christian congregations, at which the minister spoke with great certainty about the fate of the deceased.  Don’t be sad, the minister said.  Your loved one is now in a better place.  Relieved from earthly toil and pain, she is now in paradise.  God has taken her home.

I understand the worthy intentions of my Christian colleagues who use belief in this kind of heaven as a way to ease the anguish of the grieving.  But I confess it goes against the grain of my own beliefs.  When a life comes to an end, it is more important to celebrate the life that was, the joys and challenges well-known to those who gather in memory of the deceased, than to seek comfort in imaginings of a life after life.  What awaits us after we die is, after all, shrouded in mystery.  

 * * *

The skeptic within me has long had difficulty with the idea of heaven.  Even as a child I wondered, where is this place called heaven?  There are no people living in the clouds.  What would we do in heaven?  Twiddle thumbs for eternity?  Play on heavenly harps?  Wouldn’t that get awfully boring?  

There’s a story of a man who died and found himself in a beautiful place, surrounded by every conceivable comfort.  A white-jacketed attendant came to him and said, “You may have anything you choose - any food - any pleasure - any kind of entertainment.”  The man was delighted, and for days he sampled all the delicacies and experiences of which he had dreamed on earth.  But finally one day he grew tired of all this.  “I need something to do.  What kind of work can you give me?”  The attendant sadly shook his head and replied, “I’m sorry, sir.  That’s the one thing we can’t do for you.  There is no work here for you.”  To which the man answered, “Well, that’s just great. I might as well be in hell.”  The attendant said softly,  “Where do you think you are?”

Tough-minded child that I was, I wasn’t easily persuaded to believe things that didn’t make good sense to me – like a heavenly life after death.

But skeptics are clearly a minority.  A shrinking minority, in fact.  According to a Gallop poll conducted a few years ago, 81% of Americans believe in heaven.  This is a marked increase from 1997 when 72% said they believe in heaven.

I wonder, what is this heaven so many people believe in?  The news reports on polling don’t say.

* * *

According to the Hebrew scriptures that inform Judaism, Christianity and Islam, God made heaven on the first day of creation.  Heaven is a seven-layered dome that rests above the earth.  The first heaven, the one that is visible to us from the earth, covers up the light of heaven during the night, and disappears every morning.  The planets and stars are fastened to the second heaven.  In the third heaven manna is made, which serves as sustenance for the pious souls in the hereafter.  The fourth heaven contains the new Jerusalem along with the Temple in which the archangel Michael serves as minister and high priest.  In the fifth heaven the angel host reside and sing praises to God.  However, the angels sing only at night, since in the daytime it is Israel’s duty to give glory to God.  The sixth heaven is filled with snow and hail.  It is stocked with storms, lightening and smoke.  Finally, the seventh heaven contains nothing but beauty and goodness, justice and mercy, the storehouses of life and peace, the souls of the faithful and the spirits of unborn generations.  It contains the dew with which God will revive the dead on resurrection day, and, most importantly, the Divine Throne, surrounded by the seraphim, the ofanim, the holy Hayyot, and the ministering angels.  (Louis Ginzberg (1873-1953) from The Book of Heaven edited by Carol and Philip Zaleski, p.89)

This idea of heaven may have worked well at a time when people imagined the world as flat.  But as our understanding of science and astronomy developed, ideas of heaven changed as well.

Reflecting on the effect of modern thought on religion, the Episcopalian bishop John Shelby Spong writes, “people began to grasp the fact that God did not sit on a throne beyond the sky looking down….  As the knowledge of the universe grew, the religious community tried to adjust.  Christianity began to shift the location of God from “up there” to “out there,” as if somehow that new spatial image made God more believable.  Finally, however, distances overwhelmed even this concept of God’s dwelling place.  The nearest star to our sun, Alpha Centauri, is about 4.3 light-years away.  The large Magellanic cloud, the nearest galaxy to our galaxy, is about 150,000 light-years away.  Andromeda, the nearest clearly defined galaxy, is 2,000,000 light-years away.  What is a light-year?  The distance light will journey in a year traveling at the approximate rate of 186,000 miles per second.  One light-year equals almost three trillion miles.  Our embrace of the vastness of space had the effect, finally, of removing God from the sky and then increasingly even from our human consciousness.” (Why Christianity Must Change or Die, p.32)
* * *

In Spong’s mind the ancient images of heaven and God are no longer meaningful in the modern world.  And yet, as Mary Gordon writes in our second reading, there is an impulse within us that is attracted to something beyond the human, beyond our animal instincts of self-interest and survival.  There is something within us that is drawn beyond the world we know, beyond the life we know.

We have an appetite for the absolute.  We yearn for something perfect and pure, something unlimited and unconditional, the ultimate basis of all thought and feeling.

There was a time when God could simply be imagined as a supernatural person and heaven as a supernatural place.  The Lord’s Prayer begins with the memorable words, “Our Father who art in heaven…”  God was a divine parent and heaven was where he lived.

But today we can no longer take these words at face value.  We can no longer take them literally.  The Protestant theologian Paul Tillich says, in this day and age we need to “emphasize the symbolic character of spatial symbols, in spite of their rather literal use in Bible and cult.”  Heaven is not a “place” in space and time.  

The words “God is in heaven,” Tillich writes, “means that [God’s] life is qualitatively different from creaturely existence.  But it does not mean that [God] “lives in” or “descends from” a special place.”

Where is the Kingdom of God? Jesus is asked in the Gospel of Thomas.  And he answers, “The kingdom of God is within you.”  It isn’t “out there,” it is “in here.”

When is the is the Kingdom of God coming? he is asked in the Gospel of Luke, and he says “The kingdom of God is not coming with signs to be observed; nor will they say, ‘Lo, here it is!’ or ‘There!’ for behold, the kingdom of God is in the midst of you.”  It isn’t coming some time in the future, it here right now.

* * *

There is more to the world than we can see.  There is more to our lives than we know.  There is a deeper reality, a larger reality than the reality of our individual experience.  Tillich calls it Ultimate Reality.  He calls it the Ground of Being.  There is a larger and deeper life within which all of our individual lives exist.

The Buddhist imagines it like this:  each of our lives is like a wave in the ocean.  “Some waves on the ocean are high and some are low.  Waves appear to be born and to die.  But if we look more deeply, we see that the waves, although coming and going, are also water, which is always there… Enlightenment for a wave is the moment it realizes that it is water.  At that moment, all fear of death disappears.  If you practice deeply, one day you will realize that you are free from birth and death, free from many dangers that have been assaulting you.  When you see that, you will have no trouble building a boat that can carry you across the waves of birth and death.  Similarly, you will understand that you do not have to abandon this world in order to be free.  You will know that nirvana, the Kingdom of Heaven, is available here and now.”  (Thich Nhat Hanh, Living Buddha, Living Christ, p.138)
* * *

Heaven is not a place, it is the state of mind when we are able to look beyond the limitations of our small lives, and see how we are inseparably bound to one another.  Heaven does not await us after we die, it is a quality of experience that is available to us every moment of every day.  Because we are so busy, because we are so preoccupied with the countless worries of living, we experience it only rarely.

We may find a taste of heaven, when we are are able to slow down, quiet down. Wendell Berry writes of that rare quality of attention, which he found one leisurely Sunday morning. (A poem entitled “The Wild Geese” from  A Timbered Choir.)  He writes,

Horseback on Sunday morning,

harvest over, we taste persimmon

and wild grape, sharp sweet

of summer's end. In time's maze

over the fall fields, we name names

that went west from here, names

that rest on graves. We open

a persimmon seed to find the tree

that stands in promise,

pale, in the seed's marrow.

Geese appear high over us,

pass, and the sky closes. Abandon,

as in love or sleep, holds

them to their way, clear,

in the ancient faith: what we need

is here. And we pray, not

for new earth or heaven, but to be

quiet in heart, and in eye clear.

What we need is here.

* * *

The skeptic in me warns that belief in heaven, like all beliefs, carries with it inherent dangers.  A belief in heaven can lead us to belittle the realities of this life, to overlook its subtle beauties and hidden blessings, and instead place our hopes in promises of a life to come.  It can lead us to tolerate needless suffering and avoidable injustice, for the sake of an imagined reward in the hereafter.

And yet the believer in me knows a rejection of heaven holds dangers as well.  Without some sense of heaven, we lock ourselves into a small world devoid of mystery and wonder.  Without heaven, we reduce our lives to only our most immediate concerns, to nothing but our short-sighted animal instincts of self-interest and survival. 

The believer in me knows the most precious moments of life cannot be quantified.  Life cannot be captured economic equations, cannot be calculated in dollars and cents, cannot be conveyed in scientific formulas.  The most precious moments of life relate to the subtle qualities of love and selfless giving.  

Heaven helps us strive toward a life greater than the life we know, to strive toward a better world, in which justice rolls down like waters, and peace like an ever flowing stream.

Heaven is not a place that awaits us after we die, it is a world that awaits us the moment we awaken to an awareness of life’s beauty, life’s fullness, life’s promise.  

It is a world within our reach.  We can hold infinity in the palm of our hand, and eternity in an hour.  We can see a world in a grain of sand, and a heaven in a wild flower.

May we have the wisdom to envision 

and the courage to create 

our heaven on earth.  

Amen.
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