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“SOUNDS pretty boring to me. Sitting on a cloud dressed in a long white nightie playing hymns on a harp. Century after century. Give us a break. Rather be with my mates down in hell having a good time. That’s where they’ll all be for sure.”

This popular picture of heaven does look unappetising. No wonder many people can’t be bothered to exert themselves to inherit so insipid a paradise. Perhaps modern Christianity has lost its imagination and its taste for the supernatural. Without heaven and glory and triumph it is all ‘pretty boring.’

The devil has had considerable success In convincing mankind that sin is fun and virtue or sanctity is boring. We have been led to believe that doing our own will all the time brings happiness, whereas doing God’s will is ‘right but repulsive’, like the Puritans in “1066 and All That.” 

All Saints’ Day invites us to gaze once more towards heaven, to fire our imaginations and hearts and to strive for a share in that communion of saints. We look forward to meeting again those we have known and loved, but who have ‘gone on before us, marked with the sign of faith.’ Then we shall be together with the Lord forever.

The Beatitudes in today’s Gospel describe the type of people we need to become, by God’s grace, in order to share his eternal mansions. We cannot do it on our own. It is the Holy Spirit, who chisels and moulds our characters, if we let him. On the other hand, it is sin which leads to stagnation and boredom, while grace brings in the end joy and a very good time indeed.

The Book of Revelation provides us with various Images of heaven - the new Jerusalem, the crystal city, the millions of angels, the river of life, the fruit of eternal youth, the light of the Lamb. Today’s text of the 144,000 i.e. a very large number, saints and martyrs shouting and praising God suggests the type of exhilaration and excitement one feels in a huge football crowd or rally.


It also gives us the answer to the old question: ‘Dad, will there be animals in heaven?”
The four animals with six wings and many eyes - one like a lion, the other a bull, the third a man, the fourth an eagle - sing the Holy, Holy and join with the 24 elders in worshipping the One who sits upon the throne.

They are the angels who direct the physical universe, and their forms suggest all that is noblest, strongest, wisest and most swift in creation. They have long been used as symbols of the four evangelists.


No doubt the ‘new heavens and the new earth’ will contain all the plants and animals we could wish for. Indeed everything good which brings joy in this world -the beauty of the mountains and seas and sunsets, glorious music and splendid buildings, all that is attractive in human beings, the fun of children’s games, the awesome energies of nature - all this is but a dim reflection of heaven. Let our imagination play.

At least we may avoid the joylessness of the minister who was asked by a colleague what he expected after death, and replied “Well, if it comes to that, I suppose I shall enter into eternal bliss, but I really wish you wouldn’t bring up such depressing subjects.”

The Qu’ran promises to the just Muslim a paradise of beautiful gardens with fountains and running water, where he is ‘arrayed in fine silks and rich brocades’ and reclines upon soft couches in shady groves, beneath palm and pomegranate and fruit frees.

Adorned with golden bracelets, the Muslim hopes to be wedded to dark-eyed houris, virgins as fair as corals and rubies, as chaste as sheltered eggs of ostriches, whom neither man or jinnee has touched before. Boys graced with eternal youth will wait upon them, serving them with fruits of their own choice and fresh fowls they relish, on golden dishes and golden cups, brimful with ginger-flavoured water. In this Eden there run rivers of delectable wine (which doesn’t give you a hangover), of clearest honey, and milk forever fresh.


Well, now you Christians, beat that if you can! Even a paradise where all natural appetites are satiated might pall after the first few thousand years. Mediaeval Christians spoke of heaven in terms of the vision of God, and of ‘tota simul omnium possessio’ - possession of all things at the same time. All our life experiences will be present to us at once. We are the building whose foundations we laid upon earth.

We can speculate that heaven involves three overlapping stages. Hardly anyone on earth dies completely perfect and finished. There is still work to be done. Our lives upon earth are incomplete in all three essential relationships: (i) to ourselves (ii) to others (iii) to God. Our first task after death is to know and understand our lives in God’s light.


This process of moral re-education corresponds to the traditional doctrine of Purgatory. The second stage involves the Communion of Saints. We grow to know and understand everyone else’s life as if from within - far more intimately than we know our best friends here on earth.


Every human sin becomes an occasion to thank God for His mercy. Every virtu​ous act gives us a reason to thank God for his sustaining grace. Mercy will heal our shyness and shame.
As we appropriate the sum total of all human experience, we can begin the endlessly fascinating task of exploring, learning and loving the facets of infinity, the inexhaustible nature of God, the Beatific Vision. 

Knowledge, love and joy together comprise the heavenly blessedness. In a sense everything is Heaven. Earth is Heaven as a seed. Purgatory is Heaven’s kindergarten. Hell is Heaven refused Heaven is heaven accepted. ‘Blessed are the pure in heart, for they shall see God.’


In St Paul’s words: ‘No eye has seen nor ear heard; nor has the heart of man con​ceived, all that God has prepared for those who love Him.’


p

