»

Heaven

A sermon presched by the Reverend Theodare S. Atkinson, minister, Uxford Presbyterian Church an the
sixth Sunday of Easter, May 172, 1998. Scripture Lessom Aots 169 15; Psalm 67; Revelation
21:10; 21:22~ 225 John1423 29.

IN THE NAME OF THE FATHER AND OF THE SON AND OF THE HOLY SPIRIT. AMEN.
Listen to a story. It's 8 true sturg but the names and pisces have been

changed to protect the quilty. | remembered the stary while thinking sticul the
vision shout the New Jerusalemn which msny Christians understand to réfer
symbolically to heaven. In dohn’s vision, heaven is 8 city. Hesvenis & community
of nations with God Almighty and Jesus Christ at the center of their lives. Heaven
is a city where everybady will drink from the water of 1ife. And the leaves from
the tree of life will hesl warring nations Heaven is 8 place where sin and evil will

have no place Heaven's gatec: will always be apened throughout eternity. | believe
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in heaven I want to go heaven when I d;e But rmore than that T loak Tar the dau
heaven, lhe holy city Jerusalem, will come down Lo earth. Now, a tot of people in
America, especislly well educated people, don't believe in hesven sny more. And
that’s whal the story I'm qoing to tell you is about. | want you think about what it
has to with hesven and what you believe stout heaven.

Jimmy Smith grew up in Mississippi. None of his family hed ever gone to
college. In fact, his father and mother never got beyond fifth snd sixth grade.
Jimmy’s older brothers and sisters gradusted from high school, but Jimmy was the
first to go to college. He went to a smell Christisn college where he had ta take
some courses in the Bible. He loved what he was leaning and believed that God was

ealling him to the ministry. After college he went to seminary. After seminary he



went on to graduate school where he earned a Ph.D. in religious studies. His family

Was qmte proud of him although they weren’t too sure about some of his thinking.
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e got a job teaching in @ small

college up North.
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One day Jimmy got a phone call from his mother in Mississippi. “Jdimmy, you

know your Uncle Buford has cancer. Well, it’s got real bad. They say he ain't got
hut about six weeks to live. He don’t have a preacher, Jimmy. He’s scared. Come
down here and talk to him! Tell him about heaven! Jimmy’'s family believed he was
something of an expert on heaven. After all, he went to school for years and
studied the Bible in the original Greek and Hebrew. He certainly knows all about
hesven. That’s what his family thought,

Jimmy remembered that, long before the phone call from his mother, he was
talking with his father and his dad asked him, “Jimmuy, tell me, what’s it Tike in
heaven. | mean, are there really streets of gold up there?”

Jimmy answered somewhat cavalierly, “well, Daddy, | don’t have the
foggiest idea.”

His dad was dumbfounded. “What in the world you been doing up there in
that fancy seminary of yours?”

Jimmy didn’t answer. He just kept quiet. Nevertheless, his family still

believed that he knew all kinds of things about heaven that his uncle Buford needed
to hear. So, in response to his mom’s urgent request, he drove six hundred miles to

Mississippi to talk to his dying uncle.
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His Aunt Viola met him &t the door. She and Buford had one of the finest
marriages Jimmy had ever known, She invited him in, hugged him, and pointed to s
lounge chair in front of 8 TV with ite back to the doar. Jimmy went around the
chair and over to Buford. He wasn’t prepared for what he found. His uncle now
weighed only ninety-five pounds. when Jimmy sat down, he tried to hide his
discomfort by making himself look right at Buford.

Jimmy had always liked his Uncle Buford. He was slways fun foving. Inhis
younger yesrs he’d been tall and handsome with 8 mane of shiny black hair that he
parted down the middie and slicked back with Yaseline hair oil. Buf ard was a
proud man. He slways walked tall despite the paverty in which he and his family

had lived most of their lives. He had two great Toves in his life. His greatest love

e was-Viola-his.wife of 40 years. His second great love in life was Bud Weiger

which contributed heavily to his poverty. He used to brag that he helped build
Busch Gardens.

But now Uncle Buford was wesk and unable {o speak sbove & whisper., Jimmy
stood there before his uncle trembling. “Tell him about heaven,” his mom
whispered. But that was 8 problem for Jimmy. 1t seems like the more Jimmy
learned the less he knew about heaven. Yhat should he tell his uncle? He thought
ghout telling his uncle about the histerical development of the ides of heaven in
the early church snd middle ages. He thought sbout telling his uncle about the
Marxist critique of the idea of heaven as p/e i the ski by &nd by He thought about

telling his uncle how 19th century thenlogiane secularized the ides of heaven

[¥A]



talked shout inevitable histerical pregress. He even thought sbout telling his
uncle that many madern, well educated people don’t even believe in heaven
anymare. But he couldn’t say & of this so he just sat there feeling
uncorfortable. He felt so inadequate. He even feltl a little anger towards some of
his professors who spoke of heaven as an abstract ides rather than & reality.

Then semebody burst through the door without knocking. It was his mother’s
cister, Aunt Nellie. She came inh smoking & cigeretie and carrying a coffee cup.
Although it was late in the afternoon, she still had curiers in her hair snd was
srearing her pink bathrobe, The thick make lip she’d put an three dags gno was still
plainly visible. Jimmy admired his Aunt Nellie because she had overcome a twenty-

five year bout with alcoholism but the years of shuse had taken their sffecl. She

looked.much-olderthen her 40 years..

She walked over to her brother, Buford, and gave him & big juicy kiss and &
hug. She told & couple of terribly insppropriste off-celor jokes. Afte:r each joke
- Mellie broke into @ 1augh. Then she’d cough her head off and lsugh sorme more.
Buford chuckled quietly after each story.

Then Nellie changed her tone. él‘se lanked right at her brother and spoke to
him. “I gqotts say something to you, Buford, and you're not going to Hke it. A lot of
folks are telling you that you're sick but that you're gonna get better. | came 1o
tell you that they're 1yin” to you. You're gonna die. Mow we're sll gonna die, but
you’re probahly gonna die in the next month or so. The doctors say three 1o siX

weeks. But | gotta tell you, just trust in Jesus. Listen to him. | know what I'm



talking abaut. Jesus told me to guit cirinking whiskey and | done it with his help.
Buford, just trust in Jesus. He'll take care of you. And if you live, that’s good.
And if you die it’s gonna be 811 right because you're gonna see God. He's got &
mansion for you in s beautiful city. You'll get to drink st the river of the water of
life. You'll get to est from the tree of life. There’s going to be 81l Kinds of people
living there, Red and Yellow, Black and White and you're going to heve to get used
to living with them. There not going to be snymore long dark nights for you. You'll
get 1o meet God face to face. Just trust in Jesus, Buford.

Jimmy says this happened about 25 yests ago. Buford died three weeks laler
snd went to heaven. Aunt MNellie is still sober and goes three times a week to the

little Pentecostal Holiness Church that meets aon main street in the sbandoned

maviethesterand. Jimmy - he’s g Presbyterian minister and, and despite o1l his
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learning, he really believes in heaven - just like the Bible says.

Let us pray:

[The story is adapted from Tex Sample, Ministry in an Oral Culture: Living with
will Rogers, Uncle Remus & Minnie Fesrl.




