Philippians 3:17-4:1

17 Brothers and sisters,* join in imitating me, and observe those who live according to the example you have in us. 18For many live as enemies of the cross of Christ; I have often told you of them, and now I tell you even with tears. 19Their end is destruction; their god is the belly; and their glory is in their shame; their minds are set on earthly things. 20But our citizenship* is in heaven, and it is from there that we are expecting a Saviour, the Lord Jesus Christ. 21He will transform the body of our humiliation* so that it may be conformed to the body of his glory,* by the power that also enables him to make all things subject to himself. 41Therefore, my brothers and sisters,* whom I love and long for, my joy and crown, stand firm in the Lord in this way, my beloved. 

St Luke 13:31-35

The Lament over Jerusalem

31 At that very hour some Pharisees came and said to him, ‘Get away from here, for Herod wants to kill you.’ 32He said to them, ‘Go and tell that fox for me,* “Listen, I am casting out demons and performing cures today and tomorrow, and on the third day I finish my work. 33Yet today, tomorrow, and the next day I must be on my way, because it is impossible for a prophet to be killed away from Jerusalem.” 34Jerusalem, Jerusalem, the city that kills the prophets and stones those who are sent to it! How often have I desired to gather your children together as a hen gathers her brood under her wings, and you were not willing! 35See, your house is left to you. And I tell you, you will not see me until the time comes when* you say, “Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the Lord.” ’ 
Glenalmond Morning Prayer

28th February, 2009

Our citizenship is in heaven

Two groups of people I like to have strong confident voices – they are airline pilots and surgeons.  I don’t know if you heard the voice of the orthopaedic surgeon talking in the early days after the Haiti earthquake.  Strong, confident, professional American voice from Washington – he probably spent his working life replacing hips and knees for the well-heeled of Georgetown.  But as he talked it became clear that this was no ordinary situation – between the lines of what he said lurked the unsaid – of amputations carried out without proper anaesthetic or aftercare – of gangrene and worse.  The strong and confident voice cracked.  And there was an agonising pause.  ‘But there’s no place I’d rather be’ he said.

St Paul says in this morning’s reading, ‘But our citizenship is in heaven’.  So what’s heaven for you?  The clothes that make you feel like a million dollars – the company of good friends – warm sand and cool sea …   Yes I’ll have that too.  But you and I know that there’s more.  We know that care and service are part of what we are born for .. that those to whom much is given should give much in return … So it’s gap years and VSO.  I remember helping our younger son to describe in job interviews the experience of taking his physiotherapy skills into an orphanage in Bangkok where he taught young men with cerebral palsey to walk.  Not the first place you would look for heaven – hot and sticky for sure, particularly under the armpits.  But heaven in the sense of being where you are most fully alive – being what you are meant to be – being able to say with conviction, ‘For this was I born.’ 

That strange tension is in the readings this morning.  Jesus talks of his coming journey to Jerusalem – a journey which would end in his death.  So you might say, ‘When was Jesus most fully alive?’  Answer: ‘At the point at which in humble obedience he met his death.’  Born for this.  Born to die  The most painful, undignified moment of human history also being the moment at which heaven broke through.

To say that of course is to play with words.

But there are rich meanings in there.  Some might say that to claim a citizenship in heaven is to be no earthly use – to be ‘head in the clouds’ – to be away with it.  And yet we claim the very opposite.  To have citizenship in  heaven is to be at our most fully alive, to be what we were born for and called to be, to find meaning in our lives by living for others.  And the reality is that often the place where all that will come together will be – as it was for Jesus – a place of suffering.  Like the orthopaedic surgeon with the strong voice in Haiti – speaking the words of heaven in the middle of hell itself – whispering, easy professional confidence set aside, ‘But there’s no place I’d rather be.’

