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Readings for this Sunday: 

First Reading Acts 13:44-52 

Second Reading Revelation 19:1,4-9 

Gospel John 13:31-35 

 

While preparing the sermons for this Sunday, I thought for a moment that I had 

turned to the wrong page of the lectionary. The readings seemed more appropriate 

to a couple of Sundays in the future: after the celebration of Ascension Day on the 

20th, and just before Pentecost closes off our official fifty-day celebration of Easter 

this year. There’s a lot of talk about heaven in today’s readings: references to Christ 

in glory or Christ about leave the disciples to venture out into ministry on their own. 

It’s as though we are being warned halfway through the Easter season that all of this 

is coming to a bittersweet end. But part of that is the process of growing up, as all 

young creatures have to do: leaving the nest, facing life the way it really is. 

 

There’s another reason to think about heaven today, too. For part of the world, 

including the U.S. and the Philippines, today is Mothers Day: an occasion beloved by 

the greeting card and floral industries, and giving those of us with mothers yet 

another reason to feel guilty! So phone at least by tomorrow morning to get Mom at 

home on her day! 

 

For some, though, Mothers Day is also a heavenly time because many people have 

mothers or grandmothers or, as I like to add: “mother figures,” who have left this 
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earth and are now in that place or state that is mentioned several times in today’s 

readings. And if we are thinking about what heaven is like for those we love, the 

chances are we are also thinking about it for ourselves, too. What is heaven like? 

 

For most people, the tradition image of paradise is the stuff of cartoons, not excited 

expectation. Playing harps all day while floating on clouds- which is, after all, the 

traditional, comic image- is not everyone’s cup of tea, especially if that is what we 

are expected to be doing all the time, “24/7,” for the rest of eternity. 

 

Modern secularists would say that heaven happens here on earth and it is “what we 

make it.” Those who say that usually have the means to make it a bit more 

comfortable than those living in shacks by the railroad here in Makati. 

If you are a Moslem fanatic male, death in jihad assures you a place in a special 

Valhalla where you will be served (in various ways) by forty virgins. I have never 

heard what happens to Moslem women and wonder if they have a similar deal being 

served by a harem of hunks. If you are an old-style Catholic or a new-style Iglesia ni 

Cristo, paradise will be an exclusive, probably gated community for members only.   

 

In any case, since there are no photos in the Bible of what paradise is like, we have 

to rely on the inspirational descriptions in various passages, most of which are meant 

to suggest images rather than describe details of what life there will be. In once 

place, for example, the poor man Lazarus’s heaven in the “bosom of Abraham” as 

presented in Jesus’ parable seems to be within hailing distance from hell, and quite a 

different place from the very church-like ceremonies of the heaven of Revelation. If 

taken literally, some of these images can seem just as uninviting as those cartoons 

of floating on the clouds, and just as boring. [Not everyone would enjoy the high-

church worship of the book of Revelation for all eternity the way that deacon Joe and 

I would, for example.] 

 

For some, the biblical images of heaven need to be interpreted and finessed into 

concepts that mean something positive: in other words, to make it something that 

you actually want to experience. A friend of mine who is a Methodist minister was 

once leading a bible study of the passage from Revelation that we heard read today. 
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A woman in the group took great exception to the mention of the Church as “a bride 

adorned for her husband.” She thought it sounded patriarchal and harkened back to 

the times when women were valued only for their attractiveness and childbearing 

capacities. But then my friend asked her if she remembered her own wedding day- 

the way she looked, the way she felt. The woman looked into her past and smiled, 

because the memories were pleasant and affirming of her specialness on that special 

day. My friend then told her: “How you felt, and how you looked just now- that’s 

what it’s going to be like for all of us in the new heaven and new Earth, when we see 

Jesus face to face.” 

 

That story underlines how important it is to let Scripture speak not only to our 

minds, but also to our hearts or else we may lose some of the important messages 

God is communicating to us. Heaven, for example, is a state or a condition as much 

as a physical place. It is something that is as much felt as seen. It will be the final 

consummation of all of our loves, even the disappointed and misguided ones. It will 

be the answer to our longings, even our aching need to be with those whom we have 

loved but whom we see no more. We believe that God is just that good that he will 

give us what we need to make us complete- perhaps the most “heavenly gift” of all. 

 

So talking about heaven on Mothers Day isn’t half as inappropriate as it sounds, and 

not only for those whose mothers have actually gone there. The image of love that, 

ideally, is felt by human beings for the maternal figures in their lives is one of 

nurture, comfort, defense and unconditional acceptance. For some that is an almost 

heartbreaking wish if it has been betrayed by those to whom they have turned for 

these wonderful characteristics. But just because goodness can be betrayed doesn’t 

mean that goodness doesn’t exist. The ideal of maternal love is the reason that some 

Christian traditions balance the theme of Christ’s love on the cross with Christ’s love 

in the arms of his Mother Mary. Both involve sacrifice, and both speak to our feelings 

as much as our thoughts or ideas. 

 

May both your thoughts and feelings today be about the love of mothers and also the 

love of Christ who wished to gather the people of Jerusalem under his wings “like a 

mother hen.” And may you never to be so jaded or disappointed that you cannot 

bear to hope and to dream of what lies in store for the friends of God. 
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