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     In J.R. Tolkien's trilogy, The Lord of the Rings, the heroes of the story, after their adventures have been completed, are escorted onto a ship.  All of the villagers gather by the shore to say their good-byes.  The ship and its passengers then sail off to a place of which little is known.  I often think of this ending when people speak of

heaven.  In their description, it is a place to which people go after the adventures of this life are completed, and of which little is known.

     Jesus teaches his disciples and any who would listen, a different message.  He speaks of hearing and responding to God's word in our present life.  The adventures of our lives then are not lived in preparation for our leaving this place to go to another, they are rather our living in heaven - or to use Jesus' term, living in the kingdom, now.

Repeatedly Jesus declares that God permeates all of creation!  The birds of the air, the wheat in the fields, the flowers in the meadows, and each is imbued with the Divine spirit.  His experience that God dwells in everything and everyone opens his eyes to experience the Divine spirit, and he responds lovingly to those who are poor, or hurting, are in pain, or in need of healing.  His inclusiveness continues to widen rather than becoming more constricted.

We, then, live in Christ and Christ lives in us, because it is the breath of Christ that gives us life.  Almost everything around us (including our religion) generally tends to deny, redefine, or reinterpret this reality.  Unlike plants and animals who willingly live this reality, we create an identity (in psychology called ego) which is incapable of experiencing this reality because of our limitations.  Yet, because we also are bearers of the Divine spirit – who makes us who we truly are – we are capable of going beyond our limited small self to experience living in the limitless big self who dwells within us.  Somehow, someway, we all eventually come to experience who we truly are.  That is a given, because we are who God creates us to be.

The Gospel of John refers to this as union or oneness.  ‘The Father and I are one,’ we hear Christ repeat numerous times throughout the Gospel.  It is a reality that religion tends to delegate only to Jesus, possibly to Mary, and some of the canonical saints, but never to ordinary humans.  ‘Possibly,’ we might hear, ‘if someday we get to heaven, we might see God from a distance, but we will never be in union with God!  That is reserved for a limited, specially chosen, few.’

The good news proclaimed by Christ (in John’s Gospel), then, is not that through a life of dedication, following the rules, praying particular prayers, agreeing with every dogma, or worshipping in a particular fashion, we might someday enter heaven.  It is rather that our lives are in union with God now, and because we are living in union with God now, we are already living eternally.  The Gospel ends with a final assurance stating clearly that when we experience living in union with God now, no one and nothing can snatch us away, and we experience peace.
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