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The Yellow Frame Presbyterian Church

“Heaven” part 2

2 Kings 2 
When they had crossed, Eli'jah said to Eli'sha, "Ask what I shall do for you, before I am taken from you." And Eli'sha said, "I pray you, let me inherit a double share of your spirit."  And he said, "You have asked a hard thing; yet, if you see me as I am being taken from you, it shall be so for you; but if you do not see me, it shall not be so." And as they still went on and talked, behold, a chariot of fire and horses of fire separated the two of them. And Eli'jah went up by a whirlwind into heaven. And Eli'sha saw it and he cried, "My father, my father! the chariots of Israel and its horsemen!" And he saw him no more. 

Revelation 6:9-11
When he opened the fifth seal, I saw under the altar the souls of those who had been slain for the word of God and for the witness they had borne; they cried out with a loud voice, "O Sovereign Lord, holy and true, how long before thou wilt judge and avenge our blood on those who dwell upon the earth?" Then they were each given a white robe and told to rest a little longer, until the number of their fellow servants and their brethren should be complete, who were to be killed as they themselves had been. 

Revelation 20:4-6

Then I saw thrones, and seated on them were those to whom judgment was committed. Also I saw the souls of those who had been beheaded for their testimony to Jesus and for the word of God, and who had not worshiped the beast or its image and had not received its mark on their foreheads or their hands. They came to life, and reigned with Christ a thousand years. The rest of the dead did not come to life until the thousand years were ended. This is the first resurrection. Blessed and holy is he who shares in the first resurrection! Over such the second death has no power, but they shall be priests of God and of Christ, and they shall reign with him a thousand years.

Lasst week during the worship service, I asked those attending to write a response to the following: When I think of heaven, I think of…”

The predominant theme throughout all responses was “peace,” with frequent use of synonyms like tranquil, happy, and phrase such as “no more stress,” and “free of conflicts.”  Yellow Frame’s responses are congruous with national surveys—surveys of both Christian groups and other religious groups, as well as surveys of non-religious people.  In other words, it appears that prevailing beliefs about heaven are the same regardless of religious affiliation or practice.

This is true with the second most common theme—reunion with deceased loved ones, including pets.  Peace and reunion are the by far the dominant thoughts when people think of heaven.

During this American Independence Day week, it has occurred to me that what most people want in their dreams of heaven is also what we want here on earth.  Here on earth we want to have a Fourth of July cook-out with family and friends (and pets), watch and be entertained by fireworks (heavenly display), have everybody get along with one another, and then go to our own beds in privacy (privacy is actually the number one value in America, but that’s a topic for another day).  

After such a wonderful, peaceful cookout, then what?  If, like Bill Murray in the movie Groundhog Day, we could repeat such a perfect cookout everyday for all eternity, would we enjoy it?
The problem is, here on earth, there are no perfect cookouts, and even if the event itself is near perfect, what about the relationships—the personal interactions?  And even if those were good, what about all the other stuff going on in your life before and after the cookout that is less than peaceful, less than reuniting?  

We human creatures always want more.  Oh, it was a good, lovely evening, and yet…and yet something, something somewhere deep within us is not quite fulfilled, not fully content.  

So even when things are good here on earth, this “yet,” this something somewhere deep within, moves us to imagine an even better world where there will be all that is good now—independence, peace, reunion, family, pets—plus even more, even more forever more.  Peace and reunion eternally super-sized just the way we like our French fries and soft drinks.
   Over the next few weeks I want to look with you closely at the Bible on this subject of heaven (the after-life, eternity, the soul).  

   Last week I contrasted the emotional dispositions of Socrates and Jesus in reference to their impending State executions.  Socrates faced death calmly, peacefully, welcoming his soul’s “escape from the prison of his body.” (see Plato’s Phaedo and Euthyphro)  While waiting for the moment to drink the cup of hemlock that would kill him, Socrates engages his disciples in eloquent philosophical conversation about the immortality of the soul—the life of the soul before his body and the life of the soul after his body becomes a corpse.  He reassures his disciples that his true self is his soul, and that his body was a mere outer shell that had nothing to do with who he really was or would be.  Socrates looked forward to being rid of his body.

    In vivid contrast, Jesus is so shaken by the cup of suffering (notice “cup”) that awaits him that he cannot bear for his disciples to see him; so, he goes deeper into the garden of Gethsemane away from his disciples where he sweats blood in anguish.  Jesus asks that he be spared this cup while Socrates looks forward to it.  Then, on the cross, “Jesus cried out with a loud voice, ‘My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?’”  

     For Socrates, his soul was immortal and would not taste death; rather his soul would simply be free of the unnecessary baggage of the body.  For Jesus, dead is dead.  There was and is no life apart from the body. Jesus felt forsaken precisely because he had no Socratic belief in an immortal soul soon to be free of his mortal body.  Neither Jesus nor his earliest believers subscribed to the notion of the immortality of the soul.  Dead is dead. 
     Yet…YET, God resurrected his body, so that what was dead is now alive, as it was before plus even more, even more forever more. The Gospels are clear that there was no body in the empty tomb. The Gospels insist that the body was missing because it was the body that was resurrected. And the resurrected Jesus said to his disciples, “Touch my hands and my side, and see that it is I and not a ghost (a soul) as you suppose.”
     What is this resurrected body, and what does this resurrected body have to do with heaven?  That is what I will get to in the coming weeks. For now, I want to finish by being clear on the differences (because the Socratic view was the popular view in Jesus’ time as well as ours).

     From Socrates, to Plato, Aristotle, and Cicero and beyond, the ancients believed the natural world is made of four elements, arranged in order of weight: earth, water, air, and fire.  The ancients (and their modern/post-modern equivalents with different language) said the body is composed of the heavier elements (earth and water), but the soul is composed of the lighter elements (air and fire).  The soul, after being released from the body by death, rises to its natural place—high up in the heavens with the fire in the stars.

     The implications of this Socratic view are that we humans do not really belong on earth. However, the implications of Genesis are the opposite: God made Adam and Eve with bodies—bodies with feet that are clearly designed for walking on earth (the truth of this example does not depend on a literal reading of the text nor does it preclude evolution as God can be conceived of as the one who designed the evolutionary cycles, and that such designs were “good” according to the Scriptural witness.  These bodies are a good thing in God’s eyes. 
      Furthermore, the notion that good people’s souls go to heaven (or purified souls, or enlightened souls, etc.) when they die is not found anywhere in the Bible.  The one passage which locates disembodied souls in heaven is Revelation 6:9-11, and there they are not happy but impatiently waiting for God to finish his work of judging the world, after which they will be re-united to their bodies (Revelation 20:4-6).   However, in Revelation 21, we see there is a heavenly city, the new Jerusalem where the blessed dwell, but people do not go up to it.  Instead, it descends from heaven so that God may make his dwelling among human beings on earth.

     In the Bible, only two people are described as going to heaven, Elijah (2 Kings 2) and Jesus (Acts 1); but both of them ascend bodily, neither of them are dead, and both are expected to return to earth.
