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Through Lent we have been looking at the Lord’s Prayer. So far we have thought about “Our Father”, “Thy will be done”, “Give us today our daily bread” and  “Forgive us our sins”. Today, the last in the series, fittingly brings us to “in heaven”. Heaven is mentioned twice in the Lord’s Prayer – Our Father in heaven and then, later, “Thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven”.

So we are going to think this morning about heaven. But when we think about heaven we perhaps need to do a little “myth-busting”. We need to look at the idea of heaven very carefully because most of us probably have some unhelpful pictures in our heads. Like ….

In heaven we all float around in white dresses playing the harp only occasionally stopping to rest on a passing cloud. And this goes on and on and on and on forever ….

That great philosopher and thinker Mick Hucknall of Simply Red put it like this: “Heaven is a place where nothing ever happens” or the writer Julian Barnes pictured heaven as a place where people had a choice between living a life where you got exactly what you wanted all the time – you can have a film star for a lover, score 750 not out against Australia at Lords, get a hole in one at golf every time – or you can choose complete annihilation. In the end, after a while, everyone chooses oblivion out of sheer boredom.

We quickly make the idea of heaven something boring and not only that something but goes on being boring for all eternity. The Other Place suddenly seems more attractive. When I was at school, I thought of heaven as being something like an eternal hymn practice. I couldn’t imagine anything worse. And that is the problem. It’s hard to imagine heaven, hard to imagine eternity. We can only use pictures and images and they all fail us in the end.

So what’s heaven like, then?

I haven’t the faintest idea! It’s easier to say what I think it’s not like but even that is just guess work and word play. The fact is, of course, no one knows. 

But I wonder whether one way to talk about heaven is to think about our relationships. Rather than seeing heaven as a celestial health spa where I get what I want when I want, perhaps heaven is where our relationships with other reach their fulfilment. It is our relationships with others that gives real life and zest here on earth. It is our relationships that also cause us the most pain and heartache. Could it be the case that heaven is where our relationships become all that they can possibly be? 

I say this because in our reading this morning, Jesus visits a family that has been bereaved. Lazarus has died and his two sisters are grieving. Jesus himself is later overcome with sorrow because Lazarus was a friend and he is deeply moved by Mary and Martha’s grief. He sees how death disrupts our relationships, breaks up the bonds of love. In this story, Lazarus is raised from the dead by Jesus and this family – fractured by loss and grief –  are restored to one another. The relationships, dislocated by death, are made good again. Grief gives way to joy. Perhaps this is what heaven is like. God restores us to one another. Heaven is where all our relationships – including our relationship with God – exist as God intended.

Okay, so not fluffy white clouds and angels wings then. But isn’t heaven just wishful thinking? Pie in the sky when I die and all that?

Well, it can be. Karl Marx famously said that religion was the opium of the people. When life is hard and grim it is a consolation to think that, one fine day, I will escape from this terrible world to another better place. It’s a good way for the powerful to keep the poor in their place, says Marx. “Put up with all kinds of injustices in this world because it’ll all turn out right for you in the next. This is how things are –  get used to it!” It’s a kind of drug to keep us quiet.

But we mustn’t get used to it. Marx didn’t read his Lord’s Prayer carefully enough. “Your kingdom come on earth as it is in heaven”. This is a prayer that we should all expect to experience the benefits of heaven now, here on earth. God’s kingdom of love and justice should hold sway on earth and in heaven. What’s good for heaven must be good for earth too and we are to work and pray so that God’s heavenly rule is made present on earth.

But isn’t heaven wishful thinking in another way? Isn’t it because we are afraid of death that we need to believe in heaven?

Well, again, it could be, but actually there’s nothing wrong in wanting to believe that there is more to life than this life. Neither is it completely ridiculous to be afraid of death. Death is frightening. Actually, I think, we are more frightened of death now than were our ancestors but we are also find it harder to talk about heaven. Fear of death and belief in heaven don’t always go hand in hand.

In our story, Jesus was quite straightforward about the reality of death.

So then he told them plainly, “Lazarus is dead..”

He told them plainly because he wanted them to understand what was going to happen next. Lazarus’ resurrection from the dead was really that – not a resuscitation but a resurrection. Death is real enough but so is the power of God to deliver us from the power of death. This not wishful thinking – this is a faith in a God who is a God of life and love and this God offers resurrection to his children.

But I’m worried about getting into heaven!

So you should be!

Seriously though, surely only good people can get into heaven? And I’m not sure whether I’m good enough.

People who want to become British citizens will soon have to pass a test with questions like 

  Where are the Geordie, Cockney, and Scouse dialects spoken? 

  What are MPs? 

  What is the Church of England and who is its head? 

And they will have to prove that they deserve to live in this country by volunteering and paying their taxes and eating fish and chips and moaning about the weather. Is this what we have to do to become citizens of heaven? Pass a test? Prove our worth? Will God only love us if we deserve it? If we fail will we be barred?

When Jesus meets Mary, Lazarus’ sister, outside the village he asks her a question – not as a test but as a challenge:

“I am the resurrection and the life. He who believes in me will live, even though he dies; and whoever lives and believes in me will never die. Do you believe this?”

Whatever heaven is like and however we get there, it has nothing to do with how good, clever or holy we are. It seems to come down to this: ‘Jesus said, “I am the resurrection and the life …. Do you believe this?” Heaven is a gift that comes through faith in Jesus’ power to raise us up from death. This is the life that is offered to these children this morning in baptism. This is the life that is offered to you and me. To live in faith and trust and to walk with Jesus. It is he that will open for us the gate of heaven and lead us on.

So what did Mary say to Jesus?

She said this: Yes, Lord, I believe that you are the Christ, the Son of God, who was to come into the world.”

This is pretty much what we say when we are about to be baptised. 

We don’t have to earn our way to heaven. We simply need to believe and trust that in Jesus we have the offer of life in all its fullness now and in the world to come. This is what God offers to these children in their baptism and as they grow and learn. It is what he offers to parents, godparents, friends, family and all of us who come his morning to worship him, our Father in heaven.

