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Last week, in response to another great question from a curious kid about “where God
and Jesus live,” Pastor Ellen turned us to the Book of Revelation, the final book of the Bible, to
remind us that “the home of God is among mortals.” God does not live far away, but right here,
with us and within us and around us! We do not have to look up or beyond to find God, because
in Jesus God has taken on human likeness and come to dwell with and among us. God created
this world and called it good, and God does not intend to abandon it or us now. Salvation is not
about saving us from a dying Earth, but rather about God’s continued commitment to breathing
new life into this entire world and everything in it.

Still, curiosity does compel many of us to wonder what might be beyond this world that
God loves so deeply. And others of us may have inherited notions that God or Jesus lives in a
place called heaven. This week’s question from a curious kid asks us to consider what “it looks
like in heaven.” Unfortunately, the Bible does not tell us much about what heaven looks like.
The authors of the ancient books of the Hebrew Bible thought that when human beings passed
away, they returned to rest in the earth from which they had been made rather than ascending to
heaven above. We are dust, and to dust we shall return. Heaven, meanwhile, was thought to have
been elsewhere, a realm that no human had ever been to.

Yet across the many chapters and verses of the Hebrew Bible, we are afforded glimpses
of another world. At the beginning of the Book of the prophet Isaiah, we are given the image of
“the Lord sitting on a throne” in a temple, surrounded by angels called “seraphs.” Yet these
angels do not look anything like the angels we see in our Christmas pageants or nativity scenes.
Instead they have “six wings. with two they covered their faces, with two they covered their feet,
and with two they flew. And one called to another and said, ‘Holy, holy, holy is the Lord of hosis,
the whole earth is full of his glory.’”

If those words sound familiar to you, I applaud you! They are the source of the words that
we sing during our communion prayer every month. We join “choirs of angels and apostles” in
singing words of adoration that date back as far as the date of King Uzziah in the eighth century
before the common era. These words tell us something about what heaven looks like to Isaiah: it
looks like worship. The angels are singing God’s praises, worshiping the One who created them
with six wings and gave them the gift of flight. When we worship the One who create us in their
image, when we join in with the angels in their song, this world and this place looks a little bit
more like heaven than it did before.

The next verse in Isaiah’s passage, however, tells us that “the pivots on the thresholds
shook at the voices of those who called, and the house filled with smoke.” Again, what heaven
looks like in this particular passage does not quite conform to the way we generally imagine
heaven in our twenty-first century culture, is it? How many of us, when we think about heaven,
recall “the pivots on the thresholds™? How many of us know what those words are even supposed
to mean? There is an inscription by the word “pivots™ in my New Revised Standard Version that
notes that among the greatest and most educated scholars of ancient Hebrew, the “meaning of
this word is uncertain.”

I say all of this to emphasize that we do not know much about what heaven looks like.
The angels that Isaiah sees are difficult to wrap our heads around, and we do not have enough
information from this glimpse to paint a reliable picture of how heaven appears to human beings.
We know what it sounds like: worship. Yet even the angels use two of their wings to cover their
eyes in the presence of God. 1 am not sure that any of us will ever fully know in this lifetime
what heaven above looks like. We could conclude from this that the best we can do is hope and
hypothesize that heaven will look this way or that.
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Nevertheless, when we pray as Jesus taught us at the end of our communion prayer or
during our weekly prayers of the people, “thy kingdom come, thy will be done, on earth as it is in
heaven,” Jesus himself reminds us not to think or talk about heaven in otherworldly terms, but to
imagine what heaven will look like here, in this world. Just as the angels in the first chapter of
Acts tell the earliest disciples not to keep gawking at the clouds after the ascension of Jesus, the
messiah teaches us to pray in a way that is not about figuring out how we get up there, but how
we join the holy spirit in turning this world upside down. The images of heaven that we may be
able to really process and hold onto come, therefore, not from peering upward at seraphim,
cherubim, thrones, and whatever pivots are, but by looking ahead, into the prophetic vistons of
what earth will one day look like when God’s will prevails.

I invite you, then, to turn with me as we examine one of the first prophetic visions that
follows the call narrative and throne room vision we have heard this morning. Our second
reading today comes from the eleventh chapter of Isaiah, verses one through nine. Listen now for
what the Spirit may be saying to you today:

A shoot shall come out from the stump of Jesse,
and a branch shall grow out of his roots.
The spirit of the Lord shall rest on him,
the spirit of wisdom and undersianding,
the spirit of counsel and might,
the spirit of knowledge and the fear of the Lord.
His delight shall be in the fear of the Lord.
He shall not judge by what his eyes see
or decide by what his ears hear,
but with righteousness he shall judge for the poor
and decide with equity for the oppressed of the earth,
he shall strike the earth with the rod of his mouth,
and with the breath of his lips he shall destroy the wicked.
Righteousness shall be the belt around his waist
and faithfulness the belt around his loins.

The wolf shall live with the lamb,
the leopard shall lie down with the kid,
the calf and the lion will feed together,
and a little child shall lead them.
The cow and the bear shall graze;
their young shall lie down together,
and the lion shall eat straw like the ox.
The nursing child shall play over the hole of the asp,
and the weaned child shall put its hand on the adder’s den.
They will not hurt or destroy
on all my holy mountain,
for the earth will be full of the knowledge of the Lord
as the waters cover the seaq.

This is the word of the Lord. Thanks be to God.
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I recently re-watched The Good Place, a sitcom written by Michael Schur of The Office,
Parks and Recreation, and Brooklyn Nine-Nine that between 2016 and 2020 explored moral
philosophy through the concept of a “good place™ designed for the very best humanitarians and
philanthropists across history. In the show, Good Place neighborhoods are designed by different
architects who know everything about the people within those communities, and are therefore
tailored to the specific personalities, desires, and quirks of those very particular people. The
primary neighborhood we see in the show has been designed by Michael, an architect played by
Ted Danson, and contains everything from a plethora of frozen yogurt shops to an omniscient
being named Janet who can answer any question imaginable and bring residents whatever their
heart could possibly want.

What do you imagine or hope heaven looks like? What would your architect put in your
Good Place? What would you ask Janet for? There are no right or wrong answers. For a resident
named Pevita, heaven includes her beloved dog Teacup. For the show’s protagonist, Eleanor
Shellstrop, heaven comes with an endlessly-loaded shrimp dispenser. And for moral philosophy
professor and verifiable nerd Chidi Anagonye, in this perfect place he eventually is able to access
any book he wants simply by extending his hand and thinking of the title.

I do not have a dog, nor do I desire an infinite supply of fried shrimp. I would not say no,
however, to Chidi’s book-summoning powers. But I mostly have a hard time imagining it could
really be heaven without all the people I love around me, without a reunion with my papaw who
passed away over ten years ago, without iced mocha lattes with oat milk, without dance parties,
or without the East Coast trees, the Appalachian mountains, or the Piedmont birds and critters
that remind me of the many places I have loved and called home.

When my wife Jordan and I drove home in July from the Presbyterian Church’s General
Assembly in Milwaukee, our route along I-64 to I-77 took us by multiple signs and rest stations
echoing John Denver in declaring the West Virginia hill country “almost heaven.” Almost
indeed. To bring this sermon series full circle, the mountains we drove through along our drive
are older than Pangea itself. They are indeed, as Denver’s song famously and incredibly reminds
us, “older than the trees.” Scientists believe these mountains are even older than Saturn’s rings.
Once, long before God created our earliest ancestors, the range that we call Appalachia stood
taller than any other in the world. Over hundreds of millions of years—an unfathomable expanse
of time—rain has slowly but steadily chipped away at its summits and left us with marvels that
feel to me more gentle, more alive, more ancient than the more recent Rockies, adolescent Alps,
or young Himalayas. There is divine beauty in each of those other ecosystems, of course, just as
there is in every corner of God’s creation.

When bulldozers carved through Texas’ Big Bend National Park last month, tour guide
Mike Davidson told reporters that “the Rio Grande has always been the lifeblood, not only [of]
my livelihood, but just my kind of emotional well-being... [They] might as well send a bulldozer
through the graveyard where my parents are buried.” Everyone has their own place that is sacred,
spiritual, where their happiest memories reside, or where they see glimpses of paradise. If it were
my Good Place, if an architect was designing it for me, I would hope for mountains that never
get above the tree line and the gracious shade supplied by a towering, flowering forest. I would
ask for those eastern ecosystems that are teeming with life and every imaginable shade of green.
Have I convinced you to sign up for our church retreat next April in Montreat, North Carolina?

Still, there is something about driving through West Virginia and western Virginia that
reminds me that the word “almost” is doing just as much work in John Denver’s classic as the
word “heaven.” After all, the way I witnessed all that transcendent beauty was by making my -
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way along two major asphalt scars, carving those eastern ecosystems apart. And too often, as my
eves drifted ever so slightly from the road, I noticed deep gashes in the sides of those mountains
where once pristine peaks were detonated to make way for coal mines and quarries.

I know that those coal mines and quarries generate economic value, tax revenue, and
energy that you and I consume every day when we cool our homes, turn on the lights, or stream
our services so that our whole church family can join us for worship and the sacrament of
communion from home, from hospital rooms, or wherever they may be on the road. Still, it
breaks my heart to know that many of the workers who have extracted that energy from exposed,
subterranean veins have contracted all kinds of pulmonary illnesses in their dangerous line of
work. It breaks my heart to know as well that such activity transports carbon dioxide from deep
within the earth to its atmosphere above us, warming the world around us in ways that correlate
with the forest fires, heat waves, and floods in Nepal that we have become all too familiar with.

And it breaks my heart to see something that the mind of God designed and shaped over
half a billion years detonated and excavated for a resource that “takes seconds to burn... and then
it’s gone forever” (Fulbright and Fulbright 2013). Kate and Sam Fulbright, siblings to one
another and friends of mine, filmed a documentary almost fifteen years ago about mountaintop
removal at West Virginia’s Kayford Mountain. They interviewed Paul Corbit Brown, a local
member of the Keepers of the Mountain Foundation who lamented how we are “talking about
tens of thousands of years of the earth doing her best to heal herself so that we can have sixty
seconds of coal in the furnace” (Fulbright and Fulbright 2013). To me, Appalachia is only almost
heaven because of what we have done to exploit it for private profit and short-term gain. How
many generations will it be before the wounds of West Virginia heal? And when those scars do
heal, will it be in spite of how we humans have acted toward our environment, or because we
have heeded at last what Isaiah called “the spirit wisdom and understanding, the spirit of counsel
and might, the spirit of knowledge and the fear of the Lord”?

Only a few chapters after he glimpses the heavenly temple, the prophet Isaiah predicts or
proclaims that heaven on carth will look like a wolf lying down “with the lamb,” a leopard lying
“down with the kid; the calf and the lion” sharing a meal. Anointed to prophesy by the Holy
Spirit, Isaiah tells us what he sees in his Good Place. He sees nature; and not simply some of it,
but all of it gathered on a “holy mountain.” Everyone and everything seems to be there, “The
cow and the bear” are there, and so are humans as well as our earliest adversaries, snakes and
serpents. When the Creator’s will is at last done, on earth as it is in heaven, when the Lord
returns to “judge for the poor and decide with equity for the oppressed of the earth,” the Good
Place is very full of life indeed. Nothing seems to be left out. But that is not to say everything is
the same. Isaiah recognizes that earth and everything in it will not just heal, but be transformed.

Writing in the wake of the Assyrian siege and deforestation of the Judean countryside,
which visually must have been striking to behold. Isaiah had seen his “almost heaven” decimated
not for coal mining but through war, a different kind of resource extraction that remains all too
relevant in our day and age. His prophecy does not look up to imagine what heaven above looks
like, but peers ahead, perceiving signs of new life emerging from a dead tree stump.

He tells us that vegetarian cow and omnivorous bear graze alongside one another and
their “young shall lie down together,” just like the wolf lies down with the lamb. Animals of
every kind seem to abound in this vision, but no longer are they divided between predators and
prey. Isaiah adds that “the lion,” a creature he uses in earlier verses to depict the devouring might
of the Assyrian empire, “shall eat straw like the ox.” A decade ago in the Western Cape of South
Africa, I got to see a couple of lions out in the wild that did not appear to ascribe to a straw-based
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diet, and I take it from the distance our tour guides kept between us and those lions that if we had
gone much closer, my classmates and I might have been on the menu. But that is today. One day
in the future, Isaiah insists, without clarifying if he is speaking metaphorically of Assyria or
literally about lions, “they will not hurt or destroy on all [God’s] holy mountain.”

The carnivores are there, but they no longer consume their neighbors. The victims of
yesteryear and of the prophet’s present are there too, but they are no longer afraid. Human beings
participate as well, joining the symphony of creation neither as hunters nor as the hunted, but as
fellow creatures free from fear, conflict, and chaos. The presence of the whole, holy mountain
indicates that in the future Isaiah glimpses we are no longer detonating and devastating ancient
ecosystems for our own gain. Nor are we continuing to do the destructive work of war that has
continued from Isaiah’s day until our own. In the Good Place to come, people no longer feel the
need to conquer, own, or dominate that which frightens them, and therefore a “nursing child”
plays with and around what is generally translated as “asps™ and “adders,” venomous snakes
native to the Mediterranean. In the world transformed by the will and work of God, this snake
poses no threat, and the baby is as safe with the snake as it is in its mother’s or father’s arms.

Isaiah adds also that “a little child shall lead them.” Some theologians have interpreted
that child as Jesus, the messianic shoot that we believe emerges from the stump of Jesse, the tree
of life that grows in Bethlehem’s fields of deforestation. But with a few brief exceptions, we
know very little about Jesus as a child. What scripture does tell us is what he says about children,
as Jesus instructs his disciples that “unless you change and become like children, you will never
enter the kingdom of heaven. Whoever becomes humble like [a] child is the greatest in the
kingdom of heaven.” (Mt. 18:3-4).

In his book on Isaiah, the Jesuit priest and pacifist Daniel Berrigan does not assume that
Isaiah is speaking about Jesus. He takes Isaiah at his word, that he is speaking about a little child.
And just as cognizant of the presence and power of war as Isaiah, Berrigan writes that when we
“speak of growing out of childhood... it is usually to our loss. We grow out of childhood—into
war,” he writes. “The gods of our adulthood are diplomatic, which is to say glib, mendacious,
insipid... or they are bellicose... treacherous, callous, ferocious, One kind or another,” Berrigan
tells us, the false gods of adulthood “drive us toward moral oblivion” (41).

Jesus teaches his disciples to be like children, who do not drive us toward moral oblivion
but who invite us to curiosity and incline us toward the day to come when we will see heaven on
carth. The questions children have posed to us over the last six weeks do not have easy answers.
They force us to wrestle with the mysteries of faith and the moral, ethical, existential problems of
our universe. 1 still cannot quite say what heaven above looks like. Still, the leadership, guidance,
and imaginative curiosity of young ones who are still working things out, who have not grown
accustomed to the gods of war or adulthood, who do not accept things at face value but keep
asking why? and how? helps me in my journey to not get too settled. The questions of children
remind us to keep wrestling, to keep asking, to keep coming back to these stories and these
visions that do not solve everything, but which nevertheless remind us that we will not achieve
safety or security through the deception and destruction that we grown ups often justify and
depict as necessary evils. We will never fight our way to freedom or save ourselves by the
sword. We will only get to the Good Place of healing and peace, the future that looks like wolves
lying down peacefully beside sheep, and lions sharing a meal of straw with oxen, when we allow
God to change us to “become like” the curious children who know that they—that we—are safe
asking questions. Amen.






