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“The secret of heaven is kept from age to age.  

No imprudent, no sociable angel ever dropped 

an early syllable to answer the longings of saints, 

the fears of mortals.”

-- Ralph Waldo Emerson
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Meditation:  a poem by Rainer Maria Rilke, in which he describes what I imagine might be heaven

You are the future

the red sky before sunrise

over the fields of time.

You are the cock’s crow when night is done,

you are the dew and the bells of matins,

maiden, stranger, mother, death.

You create yourself in ever-changing shapes

that rise from the stuff of our days –

unsung, unmourned, undescribed,

like a forest we never knew.

You are the deep innerness of all things,

the last word that can never be spoken.

To each of us you reveal yourself differently:

to the ship as coastline, to the shore as ship.

Reading:  by David Kirkpatrick from an article entitled “In 12th Book of Best-Selling Series, Jesus Returns” (NYT, March 29, 2004)

Over the last nine years, the ''Left Behind'' series, which is based on Dr. [Tim] LaHaye's literal, bloody interpretation of the Book of Revelation, has become one of the biggest surprise hits in American popular culture. The first 11 novels have sold more than 40 million copies. The authors have unseated John Grisham as the best-selling novelists for adults and, in some places…, the books rival the Harry Potter series in sales. Along the way, the ''Left Behind'' books have drawn sharp criticism for elements like their emphasis on the conversion of Jews and their focus on the brutal rule of the Antichrist, who happens to head the United Nations…

Some theologians call the novels a dangerous distortion of Scripture. In an interview, Joseph C. Hough Jr., president of Union Theological Seminary in New York, warned that the novels' preoccupation with the suffering that many evangelical Christians foresee for unbelievers ''leads people to think that Christianity is about cosmic fire insurance.''

Dr. Hough argues that the novels misconstrue Revelation to mean that there are only two sides to every question, God's and the Devil's.

''It's the same sort of vision of the world that is reflected in some of our recent presidential administrations, that there is the world of good and the world of evil, like 'the axis of evil' and 'the evil empire,' '' he said. ''The enemies of America are the enemies of God. It is very dangerous, because it leads you to do things in the expectation that everyone who is against you is evil.''

In an interview last week…, however, Dr. LaHaye,… said that his only agenda was spreading the Gospel, by illustrating both the gruesome perdition ahead for unbelievers and the merciful salvation awaiting faithful Christians…
…The first novel, ''Left Behind,'' opens with a vivid description of the Rapture, the moment when many evangelical Christians believe all the born-again will abruptly disappear to heaven.

Reading:  by Steven Webb from a review of the book Heaven: The Logic of Eternal Joy  (The Christian Century, 12/4/2002)

When I was in graduate school in the 1980s, we took the critique of heaven for granted. The idea of heaven seemed the most egregious example of how the religious imagination will go to any length to disguise the machinations of self-interest. A doctrine that had been the source of moral perseverance and hope for countless generations had become the prime symbol for the pettiness of human desire. Heaven, we thought, was not only a logical impossibility but also a prime example of the selfishness of sin.  


Like most students, we were only parroting the views of our teachers. Theologians like Gordon Kaufman, Schubert Ogden and Rosemary Radford Ruether gave those who longed for the comforts of heaven a cold shoulder. They made no distinction between popular fantasies and sophisticated speculation. Indeed, one of the few points of agreement among theologians who came of age in the '60s and dominated the academy for decades was that heaven is for the fainthearted. They chastised believers for having too much hope. When historians of religion look back at the second half of the 20th century they will marvel at how its theologians could have written so much while believing so little.

Reading:  a poem entitled "Heaven on Earth" by Kristin Berkey-Abbott (from Whistling Past the Graveyard)

I saw Jesus at the bowling alley, 

slinging nothing but gutter balls. 

He said, "You've gotta love a hobby 

that allows ugly shoes." 

He lit a cigarette and bought me a beer. 

So I invited him to dinner.  

I knew the Lord couldn't see my house 

in its current condition, so I gave it an out 

of season spring cleaning. What to serve 

for dinner? Fish—the logical  

choice, but after 2000 years, he must grow weary 

of everyone's favorite seafood dishes. 

I thought of my Granny's ham with Coca Cola 

glaze, but you can't serve that to a Jewish  boy. 

Likewise pizza—all my favorite  

toppings involve pork.   

In the end, I made us an all-dessert buffet. 

We played Scrabble and Uno and Yahtzee 

and listened to Bill Monroe. 

Jesus has a healthy appetite for sweets, 

I'm happy to report. He told strange 

stories which I've puzzled over for days now.  

We've got an appointment for golf on Wednesday. 

Ordinarily I don't play, and certainly not in this humidity. 

But the Lord says he knows a grand miniature 

golf course with fiberglass mermaids and working windmills 

and the best homemade ice cream you ever tasted. 

Sounds like Heaven to me.
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What is heaven like?  In 1822 the poet Lord Byron wrote:
“St. Peter sat by the celestial gate;

His keys were rusty, and the lock was dull,

So little trouble had been given of late,

Not that the place by any means was full…
The angels all were singing out of tune,

And hoarse with having little else to do,

Excepting to wind up the sun and moon,

Or curb a young runaway star or two,

Or wild colt of a comet, which too soon

Broke out of bounds o’er the ethereal blue,

Splitting some planet with its playful tail,

As boats are sometimes by a wanton whale…
* * *

Today, if we believe the pollsters, heaven is on the rise in American consciousness.  Gallup reports that over 80% of us believe in heaven and 70% believe in hell.  This is a 10% increase over ten years ago.  But what sort of a heaven do they mean?

Is heaven the place on the other side of St. Peter’s gate?   Or is it a prime symbol for the pettiness of human desire?  Is heaven a logical impossibility? Or is heaven the place where the faithful will dwell, recipients of merciful salvation?  Is it a place to which some of us could be transported at any moment, leaving those remaining here on earth to face the Antichrist?

The authors of the “Left Behind” series believe only a small minority of us will be granted entry into the realm of heaven, and amidst innumerable unbelievers will end up in hell.  Clearly this idea provides great fodder for popular fiction.  But according to a Harris Poll, it does not reflect what most people actually believe.  According to the poll, of those of us who believe in heaven 63% trust that they will end up there.  Some of us are uncertain.  Only one out of a hundred expect they are going to hell.

While there are only a few of us who believe we ourselves are damned, it seems there are many more of us who believe others are going to hell.  That’s my experience, anyway.  I have had far more conversations with people who were firmly convinced of their own salvation.  Damnation was not something they were not concerned about for themselves, but rather for me. 
I have found it difficult to carry on a conversation with folks who are certain they are going to heaven and you are going to hell.  Though I have tried.  

Sometimes the person with whom I am speaking is openly hostile, and makes no effort to disguise her disapproval of my stated beliefs – my belief that religious truth can be found in any number of religions, that Jesus is in no way superior to the Buddha, to Muhammad, to Lao Tzu or Krishna, my belief that human conscience offers more reliable moral guidance than any creed, and my belief that every person must shape their own understanding of God, whether or not you decide to believe in God.

Sometimes the person with whom I a speaking is sincerely concerned for my well-being, my eternal well-being, and I can see he is truly pained by the thought that I will be victim to the horrible fate his faith imagines for me.  

* * *

But is heaven real?  Historian Alister McGrath writes that for many skeptics in the 19th century, writers like Lord Byron, “the idea of a ‘heaven’ was pure non-sense.  The 19th century philosopher Ludwig Feuerbach argued that the human fear of death and longing for immortality is the driving force behind the notion of heaven.” The human longings are real enough, but heaven itself is not. 

Karl Marx took this idea further.  Marx thought “the hope of heaven is just a spiritual narcotic, dulling humanity to the pain and sorrow of the world. Instead of encouraging people to fight an unjust social order, religion offers them consolation within its existing structures. Heaven enslaves, and dulls the human appetite for radical social change.”
And finally, Sigmund Freud argued “Religious ideas such as heaven [are] 'illusions, fulfilments of the oldest, strongest and most urgent wishes of [humankind]', whose origins lay in the hidden psychoses of the human mind.” (“The Great Illusion?  On the History of Heaven” by Alister McGrath, History Today,  Feb 2003

Feuerbach, Marx and Freud all agree that whatever it is that drives humanity to believe in heaven can be scientifically explained.

Others have argued that “the hope of heaven… leads to war among the nations; abandoning belief in heaven would lead to a more peaceful and stable world.”  This is the point John Lennon made in his song “Imagine.”  He asked us to envision a world without heaven, where people would live for today.   Without religion there would be little to kill or die for, and people could live life in peace.

And yet the idea of heaven simply will not go away.”  McGrath cites the example of Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., for whom the imagery and symbolism of heaven was an integral part of his effort to persuade people to engage in political action with the goal of a social transformation.

Dr. King's final sermon delivered on April 3rd, 1968, in Memphis, Tennessee, is saturated with calls to action, coupled with a strong affirmation of the importance of the hope of heaven linked with the imagery of the promised land. The sermon ends: “We've got some difficult days ahead. But it doesn't matter with me now. Because I've been to the mountaintop. And I don't mind. Like anybody, I would like to live a long life. Longevity has its place. But I'm not concerned about that now. I just want to do God's will. And He's allowed me to go up to the mountain. And I've looked over. And I've seen the promised land. I may not get there with you. But I want you to know tonight that we, as a people will get to the promised land. And I'm happy, tonight. I'm not worried about anything. I'm not fearing any man. Mine eyes have seen the glory of the coming of the Lord.”

“We have not seen the end of heaven,” McGrath writes. 

* * *

I think McGrath is right.  The idea of heaven, as ancient and antiquated it sometimes seems, is not likely to go away anytime soon.  Heaven is an image that sits too deep in our collective consciousness and unconsciousness.

There is little point in trying to disprove heaven, by showing that astronomers have scanned the skies, explored galaxies thousands of light years away, but found no evidence of a New Jerusalem as described in the Book of Revelation – a city 1500 miles across, made of pure gold, as clear as glass.  A city the foundation of which is adorned with every jewel, the wall made of jasper, and within the wall twelve heavenly gates, each of which is made of s single pearl, and at each gate twelve angels.

Heaven cannot be found with a telescope.  It is not a place we will ever find on a map.  The scholar of mythology, Joseph Campbell, says we need to remember that heaven is a metaphor, a symbol that suggests something else.  For example, the Christian scriptures say Jesus ascended to heaven.  This would seem to mean that somebody ascended into the sky.  

But we know that Jesus could not have ascended to heaven because there is no physical heaven anywhere in the universe.  Even ascending at the speed of light, Jesus would still be in the galaxy.  Astronomy and physics have simply eliminated this as a literal, physical possibility.

However, Campbell says, “if you read “Jesus ascended to heaven” in terms of it metaphoric connotation, you see that he has gone inward - not into outer space but into inner space, to the place from which all being comes, into the consciousness that is the source of all things, the kingdom of heaven within.” 

Campbell says, “Heaven and hell are within us, and all the gods are within us.  This is the great realization of the Upanishads of India in the ninth century B.C.  All the gods, all the heavens, all the worlds, are within us.”  (The Power of Myth p.39, 56)

It is the same idea that is found in the Zen Buddhist story of the samurai who wanted to learn the meaning of heaven and hell.  Perhaps you have hear the story: a big, tough samurai comes to see a little monk.  “Monk,” he says, in a booming voice accustomed to instant obedience, “teach me about heaven and hell!”

The monk looks up at the imposing figure, and replies to the mighty warrior in utter disgust, “Teach you about heaven and hell?  I couldn’t teach you about anything.  You’re dirty.  You smell.  Your blade is rusty.  You’re a disgrace, an embarrassment to the samurai class.  Get out of my sight.  I can’t stand you.”

The samurai, of course is furious.  He shakes all over, gets red in the face, is speechless with rage.  He pulls out his sword and raises it above his head, and is about to slay the monk, when the monk softly says, “That’s hell.”

The samurai is overwhelmed.  The compassion and surrender of this little man who had offered his life to give this teaching to show him hell!  He slowly puts down his sword, filled with gratitude, and suddenly peaceful.  And the monk says softly, “That’s heaven.” (Stories of the Heart, Stories of the Spirit,  by Feldman and Kornfield)
* * *

This same idea can be found in the Christian scriptures themselves.  In the Gnostic Gospel of Thomas, when Jesus is asked where the kingdom of God can be found, he says, “The kingdom of God is within you.”  It isn’t “out there,” it is “in here.”

In the Gospel of Luke, Jesus is asked,  when is the is the Kingdom of God coming? He answers “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.” 

* * *

I do not believe in the kind of heaven, into which some people will be whisked away, while others will be sent to a fiery furnace.  I do not believe in heaven, as a place set apart.  I do not believe in heaven that serves as a kind of divine incentive system – like a set of Godly steak-knives we will win, as heavenly reward for having played the game of life according to the rules allegedly laid down by God, and so forcefully put forth by those who claim to speak on God’s behalf.

There are those who imagine heaven as a world divided, in which our small human notions of good and evil are given divine endorsement, and eternal application.  But I dream of heaven as a world made one. 

Heaven is not some gated community, in which the bliss of those within is protected by high walls and angelic security forces.  The gates of heaven are neither guarded and nor locked.  They are open to all.  The foundations of heaven are not built in the clouds, they are built right here, on earth.

Heaven is an inward transformation that allows us to see the world, and our place in it in a radically different light.

The appropriate question is not, how do we get into heaven, but how do we let heaven into our lives?  We need to make room.  We need to open the windows of our souls to let the winds of heaven blow through us.

Heaven, the story of the samurai teaches us, is gratitude.  Heaven is compassion. Heaven is humility. Heaven is awe.  Heaven is not an escape hatch out of this world.  It is a way into the world, a world of beauty often overlooked, a world of justice waiting to be realized, a world where everyone longs to do good. 

* * *

I do not want to give up heaven.  Because the idea of heaven reminds me, we should not be resigned to the world as it is.  Heaven reminds me that there is more to life than meets the eye. Amidst the banalities of our lives, there is breath-taking beauty and a world sublime 

It is a mistake, to look for God only in heaven, in church, or in the pages of religious writings.  If those are the only places we are looking, we will miss the God who slings gutter balls in the bowling alley.  We will miss the God who has a healthy appetite for sweets.  The God who finds heavenly bliss amidst the fiberglass mermaids at the miniature golf course, and in the taste of homemade ice cream. 

Heaven is not some faraway place.  It is right here, in the red sky before sunrise / over the fields of time.  Heaven creates itself in ever-changing shapes / that rise from the stuff of our days – unsung, unmourned, undescribed, like a forest we never knew.  It is the deep innerness of all things, which reveals itself to each of us differently. 

May we open our minds and hearts

to such a heaven.  

Amen.
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