November 14, 2021 – Trinity-24
Last Sunday we reflected about the Sts in heaven & our place as Pilgrims in a Colony of heaven on earth - we sang “O blest Communion, fellowship divine, we feebly struggle, they in glory shine”.  That communion is made up of the “Church Militant”, the “Pilgrim Church”, & the “Church Triumphant”, those of have “departed this life in thy Faith & Fear”.  Today’s Scripture speaks to the nature & character of the Church Militant, people who live by God’s covenant, in contrast to those who don’t - Old Testament  lesson.  The NT pericope also speaks of 2 kinds of people - those who follow & believe the Lord Jesus Christ, & those who don’t.  
Reformed theologians distinguish between the “Elect” & the “Reprobate”, between “Predestination” & Preterition (“passing by”).  While the Bible has much to say about the Elect, it never uses the term Reprobate, with its strongly pejorative meaning of “morally depraved; unprincipled; bad; rejected by God & beyond hope of salvation.”  The term Reprobation does not appear in Any Anglican BCP, although it does appears in the Homilies (Bk2, 39 homilies), considered part of Anglican theology, like the 39 Art of Religion.  Calvinists often claim that Preterition is necessary, reasoning that “election” of Some also implies “non-election” or “reprobation” for others (Westminster Confession, Presbyterian Churches).   But many Christians reject the doctrine of Reprobation (or Double Predestination) as non-Biblical, - God never “elects” some to doom in spite of Biblical concepts of eternal "separation" in double outcomes of world history:  either Salvation or Ruin, Heaven or Hell.  Such separation appears in the story of Lazarus & the rich man, Dives (Gospel Tr-1, Lk16) or in St PL’s distinction between those who are “a sweet savor of Christ” vs those who reject Christ, to be a “savor of death unto death” - 2Co 2:15-16.
The Anglican doctrine about Predestination is formulated in Art17, p606.  It is the longest of the 39, perhaps telling us that the doctrine is 1 of the most complex, even controversial elements in Anglicanism.  But what is clear is that salvation is Always from God - no contribution of human merit.  Wisely, Art17 concludes “we must receive God’s promises in such wise, as they be generally set forth to us in Holy Scripture, & in our doings that Will of God is to be followed, expressedly as declared unto us in the Word of God” - Promises & response from Bible, not theologians.
The Old Testament lesson speaks to separation through Action - Idolatry & failure to Do God’s Will - v23 - reveals God as “a consuming fire, even a jealous God”.  He cannot countenance Sin & Iniquity.  But isn’t jealousy bad ?  Human jealousy arising out of lacking trust, insecurity, & fear, is bad indeed.  But God’s jealousy is His passionate love for His people, revealed in Holiness & Justice.  He cannot share His glory with any other, His praise with idols, w/o punishment.  In v23, Moses warns Israel, “Take heed Lest you forget”.  He knew human tendencies well, forgetting God’s warnings - Warnings against flirting with sin that offers instant gratification regardless of cost.  Like indebtedness, repayment is far off & so  sin tends to grow ever larger.  But God warns that sin & sinners will be “utterly destroyed” - v26 - “you shall not prolong your days” - phrases that imply Life in exile, hard & short, nothing like the false promise of sin.  So, Doing the will of God seems to be purely a matter of human Free Will - either reward or punishment.
The NT L then speaks also about separation, but not obedient from the disobedient to God’s law.  Here, those who turn to Christ in Faith are separated from those who reject, His offer of Salvation.

The NT readings begins with Jesus warning against placing confidence in perishable things - material possessions, rather than Imperishable treasures that “neither rust, nor suffer theft from thieves ” - Mt6:20.  In v28, the people asked what they must do to accomplish the Work of God - looking for ways to earn entrance into heaven.  But Jesus replied - v29 - the Work of God is the formation of Faith in Christ - it isn’t a human accomplishment.  This answer didn’t satisfy them.  They asked for miraculous signs that bring them to Faith in God - this occurring 1 d after the feeding miracle of the 5,000.  But God’s order is that Faith leads to Spiritual Vision, not the reverse - Vision, then Faith.  Faith accepts Jesus as “the bread of life” - Faith that shall “never hunger & never thirst.”  
Then look at v37 - God the Father gives to His Son All Those who are Saved - God’s work of Election Predestines Believers unto Salvation.  The 2nd part of the same sentence immediately turns on the human response - by Free Will, the believer comes to Christ “& will be in no wise cast out”.  Salvation is accomplished through God’s Election & accepted by human Free Will.  Notice that Jesus says nothing about those who reject Him.

What then can we say to Unbelievers ?  Can we lure them into Faith with descriptions of heavenly rewards?  Can we scare them out of Unbelief with images of Hell & torment?  These methods cannot work because God the HS is the One who draws people to faith in Christ - it is not our winsome arguments about heaven or hell.  We may sometimes serve as loudspeakers for the Holy Spirit, perhaps testifying to our own reasons for coming to Faith in Christ.  But Faith often comes in spite of imperfect images of heaven & hell.  Our understanding of these ideas might mature as we grow in faith & age.

CS Lewis can be very helpful in this area - he urges us not to confuse Ideas & Images.  Images can symbolize ideas & serve as helpful metaphors.  But unfortunately they can also constrict & limit our understanding of heaven & hell.  For example, Hell is often visualized as souls burning in a lake of fire, with demons torturing & punishing them for evil deeds perpetrated during life on earth.  But God is not a vindictive executioner -  though He warns against the consequences of evil deeds unrepented & thus inaccessible to God’s Mercy & remission of punishment.  Lewis suggests that Hell is essentially a place of Separation, Hopelessness, arising from willful hatred of God & man, which becomes the source of torment.
The little bk “The Great Divorce” pictures hell as a small dreary English town, where chilly twilight persists endlessly;  rain passing through roofs of houses that progressively move farther & farther apart.  But Residents in hell have the option of taking a bus tour of heaven.  Some do, but always return unsatisfied, preferring their shadowy self to the bright sunshine & the cheerful demeanor of heavenly residents they meet.  Separation is the essential idea of hell to Lewis, & Eternal separation from God’s presence, from His love & mercy is akin to ceaselessly burning in fire, torture, destruction, & privation.  .Such separation from God & His creation produces a self-absorption, a personal choice that shrivels the personality until it shrinks like a collapsed black hole.  This is not God’s punishment.  Rather, in His mercy, He grants to rebels “thy will be done” when they cannot pray to God “Thy will be done” - it is either God’s will, or the rebel’s will.  But rebels prefer to Rule in Hell rather than Serve in Heaven.  In rebellion they practice their degraded forms of love - hatred, jealousy, manipulation, isolation & possessiveness.
Now Metaphors for heaven are more difficult because we cannot image a world of perfect bliss, love, & joy.  Jesus said that He would go prepare a place for us, speaking of houses, rooms, & light to convey friendly & familiar imagery.  But anything better than This Life Is hard to imagine - that’s why we cling to it.  Rather, we tend to think of heaven in the negative - we won’t have our cars, toys & electronics, not even our marriage, Jesus said in Mt22, Mk12.  Images of sitting on clouds, playing harps & devotion or  endless prayer are just not very enticing.

But Lewis provides an analogy for the unimaginable joys of heaven.  Think of a father who tries to convey to his son the joys of married love.  Finding no fitting analogies for conjugal love, he speaks only in superlatives that have little meaning to the son.  But the son knows the joys of chocolate, while the father explains that parents in their joyful embrace have no need, or want, of chocolates - their closeness is ever so much better than any chocolate.  The son is disappointed & he goes away thinking of conjugal love as - No Chocolates.  This is our dilemma as we try to visualize the joy of heaven, Lewis says.  
But that joy will be ever so much better than any & all earthly joys, including marriage.  There will be no deficit in love, joy, & bliss.  Lewis writes “fullness awaits us while we anticipate fasting” - Miracles p160.  In heaven Nature & Spirit will be Fully Harmonized, with Us being part of that harmony in ways that the arts can only suggest.  All this is contained in Jesus’ promise - v40 - we will “have everlasting life: & He will raise us up at the last day” to unending joy & to “growth in Love & Service”.  AMEN. 
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