“Jesus at the Pearly Gates”
September 26, 2001 – Proper 21C – Luke 16:19-31

The Rev. Canon Steven C. Bonsey
“An Episcopal priest, a Methodist minister, a Baptist preacher and their wives were driving to dinner together when they were hit by a train and found themselves standing at the gates of St. Peter.”

That’s the beginning of a very bad joke that I used to tell.  Maybe you’ve heard jokes like it.  If I were to repeat it now, which I won’t, you would know that the point of the story was to poke fun at the stereotypes of Episcopal priests, Methodist ministers and Baptists preachers and not to reflect theologically on the mysteries of eternal life.  

We could say the same about Jesus’ parable of the rich man and Lazarus.  It uses heaven and hell to make a point about the here and now.  Jesus is telling something like a folktale; one hint of this is the use of the word “Hades,” which is a word from Greek mythology and not from the biblical tradition.  
Like any good “pearly gates” story, the parable of the rich man and Lazarus involves a heavenly judgment that turns worldly status upside down and exposes the hypocrisy of society.  When we hear of the poor, miserable Lazarus reclining on the bosom of Abraham, while the callous rich man suffers the torments of the hell, we recognize the sin of using wealth to cut oneself off from the needs of the poor.
In the context of Luke’s gospel, the parable is aimed squarely at the Pharisees, whom Luke condemns as “lovers of money,” and who represent for Luke all those who fail to hear the message of “Moses and the Prophets,” and who are not convinced even when “someone rises from the dead.” 
In our own day, the parable challenges all of us: where are the sinful barriers in our own lives that divide us and cut us off from one another’s lives? I think of our own community of Boston and the ways in which we are so pervasively divided black from white, Spanish-speaking from English-speaking, prosperous from poor.  I think of our nation and the literal wall we are constructing on our southern border.  And I think of the walls of our churches that too often symbolize a division in our own minds between believers and non-believers, the saved and the unsaved, those who will recline on the bosom of Abraham from those who will suffer the torments of Hades.
Now, there’s an irony.  Jesus warns against walls that divides us one from another.  But what is our Christian notion of heaven and hell, of eternal judgment and the great sorting at the pearly gates – what is that but a cosmic projection of our sinful human divisions?
This Sunday at the Cathedral Church of St Paul we will celebrate our “Welcome Back Sunday.”  We will share a potluck lunch and encourage members to sign up for various ministries.  We will also take time to remember who we are as a church and recommit ourselves to our vocation as a community of radical welcome.  
Our cathedral faces Boston Common, the nation’s oldest public space, and for nearly a century we have been called to be “a house of prayer for all people.” We don’t always rise to the challenge of that calling, but for me the joy of working here springs from those moments when social barriers come down and the grace of God shines through:  when our Muslim neighbors cook turkeys for Thanksgiving; when lovely Gloria, in her eighties, serves tea to lovely Charity, in her tattoos and piercings; when shelter residents put on aprons alongside suburban volunteers to serve lunch on Mondays; or when Rafael shares his testimony of struggle and faith on Sunday morning, and we hear it together in Spanish and English.
From our pulpit we preach a gospel of barriers broken down and unity found together as the people of God.  We tell of Jesus reaching out to the broken and rejected and sharing table fellowship with the marginalized.  We proclaim that all are welcomed at the Lord’s Table.  We experience the grace of increasingly sharing fellowship and leadership in the church with many of our homeless neighbors.
This is our gospel.  We pray it, we speak it, we feel it, and, as God gives us grace, we live it. This is the good news we receive from the one who did return from the dead, and, in the light of his resurrection, from Moses and the Prophets.  This is how we follow the one we know as the Way, the Truth and the Life.  It’s not an easy way, or a tidy truth, or a comfortable life.
It’s not easy, tidy or comfortable because it brings us so often face to face with our fears, our blindness and our prejudice.  Ten years ago I was hired onto the staff here with a specific charge of helping the congregation to grow in size.  I thought I knew how to do this.  I’d had training; I’d had success in other places.  But morning after morning, as I arrived at work, my heart sank.  How in the world could we possibly bring more people into our congregation with all those homeless people hanging out on our front steps?
Ten years later, I can’t say that our congregation has grown significantly in size, but I can say this:  As I stand in the pulpit, on Sunday morning I can now point to where some of those folks who once sat on our front steps now sit in our pews.  This has happened more in spite of me than because of me, but I know that it’s good.  It’s good.  It’s very good.

Some barriers within me have indeed fallen, but others remain in place.  The gospel continues to challenge me – in my personal life, in my work in the church, and in my faith as a Christian.  What other walls need to come down?

This brings me back to the pearly gates.  In what ways do my ideas of heaven and hell look too much like my old ideas of the cathedral steps and the cathedral doors, and my old notions of who belongs inside and who belongs outside?

What would heaven look like if it were true to my understanding of the gospel – the good news of radical welcome, of reconciling embrace, of human barriers torn down?  What would the heaven of Jesus look like?  If there were any who were turned away at the pearly gates, wouldn’t Jesus choose to be on the outside, with them?                    Amen.
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