Easter 4: Little Staughton

Rev Linda Isiorho

After Easter, up to The Feast of the Ascension, our thoughts are pre-occupied with the risen Lord who remained on earth. He appeared many times to his followers and taught them by his words and deeds as he had ever done. Yes, he was changed in some way and now did not seem constrained by corporality, by the rules of how human bodies behave.
He did not teach about heaven very much when one stops to consider the issue. Most of the popular understanding of heaven comes from what John wrote in his Revelations and also from the Psalm set for today, the 23rd. We also have traditions about feasting and sleeping and playing harps, notionally floating about on fluffy clouds wearing rather wispy clothes. All very reubenesque.

Yet, since heaven is where we will spend the vast majority of our lives, perhaps we should think about it more than we do. I remember once remarking to someone: “See you next week; if not, see you in heaven.” The priest of many years to whom I was speaking looked startled and replied: “How do you know you are going to heaven? Do you really believe in it?” “Oh, yes,” I retorted, “I have been baptised, I have been promised.”

And that is often the response I get when I talk about heaven even from people of faith. We are all so caught up in the middle of now that perhaps it is too hard to think ahead into such unguessable futures. 

I once asked my mother what she thought heaven would be like and have always remembered her reply. “Now,” she said very excitedly, “I think heaven will be a very active and energetic state of being. That’s why the stars were made so that we can go out to all of them and take the news of Christ and seed the entire cosmos with the love and knowledge of God through thousands and thousands of different species.” I was stunned. Where had she got that from! Well, she had got it from her own life experience that God does indeed call us to be active, we are at our best when our bodies, hearts and intellects are all fired up and raring to go. At the centre of her vision is the notion that when our entire being is alive, then that is heaven. And she does have something there, doesn’t she.

So, I was musing about this homily the other evening. My beloved husband was out at his church, the dinner was cooking away in the oven. I was lying on our supremely comfortable sofa, my dear dog stretched out beside me, reading a good book (“What’s the Point of Being a Christian?” by Timothy Ratcliffe) a crisp, cool glass of white wine to hand and I thought, “This is heaven.” And I was not being trivial. I was at peace, I was surrounded by a sense of loving and being loved, needing and being needed, knowing and being known, feeling sure of my place in the scheme of things, for that little snatch of time at least.
And as I pondered, I remembered a time when I thought I had gone to heaven. You know those early mornings when you are not sure whether you are awake or still asleep and thoughts and dreams are blurred? One morning I became aware that I was in a crowded place yet not harassed by the many, many people moving around me. I realised I had some kind of guide who was steering me gently through. I could not really see who he was because of the press of people but I trusted him as if I had known him all my life. 

We seemed all of us to be moving with a purpose towards some central point. We were not rushing but going with decided steps, eagerly. The air was clear and beautiful. And the light was intense almost glowing and golden. I realise that we were actually all singing together a wonderful song with rich harmonies. Gradually the sense of being one with everyone grew as the rhythms of the music carried us on. 

Suddenly, as if at a signal, we held our breaths. Then, soaring above everything and everyone came a voice so clear and pure that its beauty was nearly overwhelming. I turned to my guide and whispered, “What a wonderful voice.” He replied, “Our Lady has the sweetest voice in heaven.”

And I was in my own bed, smiling right down to my toes and full of joy and hope and peace and beauty and I thought that is what heaven is. We can’t yet see it fully but we can glimpse it; we can’t yet enter it but in our prayers and dreams we can visit it; we can’t yet fully understand it but we can get flashes of it. And these insights and visions should not take us away from this world but steer us firmly back into it. For here is where we are called to be now, living and loving and sharing our joy; when it is time then we shall be there and we shall see the Beloved face to face and then all the practice here will make sense and our joy will be complete.

Amen .
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