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“Kept in Heaven” 
Apr. 27, 2014, based on 1 Peter 1:3-9
Christian tradition attributes this letter to the Apostle Peter. A number of scholars reject that as a possibility, since the Greek is of a much higher quality than one could expect from a Galilean fisherman. Other scholars, myself included, think it likely that there are several layers of composition in this letter, and that it is entirely possible that the earliest layer really comes from the Apostle Peter, and that the latest layer comes from a writer of highly literate Greek. A disciple of the Apostle Paul was probably the author of a layer in the middle, since some fairly distinct Pauline concepts occur in the letter.

The basic message of today’s passage is probably just what the Apostle Peter delivered, but couched in long Greek sentences crafted by a later hand. Verse 3 shows that our hope is dependent upon Jesus; we have “a new birth into a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ.” Verses 4 and 5 talk about an imperishable inheritance that is “kept in heaven” for us, “undefiled and unfading,” and “protected by the power of God.” These verses give me the title for my sermon, which will concern salvation, but even more, the idea of keeping, of God’s preserving of the Good. 

The rest of the biblical passage speaks of our faith being “tested by fire,” of our believing in Jesus even though we have “not see[n] him,” and of this leading to our sure salvation (vv. 7–9). It is a very encouraging message, just what an apostle should deliver to Jewish Christians living in the Dispersion in Asia Minor, as verse one says.

The message is that God protects our salvation. Our hope is not unfounded or unguarded. What about our hope, our inheritance “kept in heaven”? I think this is about the preservation of the good, and I know no modern author who expresses it better than the poet Robert Browning, who said “There shall never be one lost good! What was, shall live as before . . . . On the earth the broken arcs; in the heaven, a perfect round. All we have willed or hoped or dreamed of good shall exist” (from “Abt Vogler”). In other words, God preserves everything of spiritual value. Nothing of spiritual worth is ever lost in the universe, despite the waste and loss and tragedy here on earth, where things of spiritual value are often lost, or trashed, or persecuted.

There was a great philosopher of the early 20th century named Harald Höffding who defined the essence of religion as faith in the preservation of true values. That is the message in our Scripture, and of the sermon, today. Höffding said “Faith in the conservation of value [is] the core of all religion” (The Philosophy of Religion [London: Macmillan, 1906], 98). 

I think it is the same concept, which Höffding calls “conservation of value,” which Browning calls “not one lost good,” and which First Peter calls “the imperishable inheritance kept in heaven for you.” I think this conservation of value also extends to our creativity. If there was any creative endeavor in pursuit of truth or hope, which we began but did not finish, we will get a chance to finish it. Again from Browning: “Enough that [God] heard it once: we shall hear it by-and-by.” He is speaking of writing music; if you wrote a beautiful strain, then God heard it, and you will get a chance to complete it.

There are many mansions in heaven, where we will live and love and work, where we will learn what is spiritually healthy, and what is not. We are just in the first phase of life here on earth; we should recognize that our work and growth and creativity continue after this lifetime. 

What about the things of value that are not specifically Christian? I think God preserves them, too. God is much greater than Christianity. Jesus is greater than Christianity, too, and greater than any Christian doctrine or belief. So God can also preserve Jewish creativity, Buddhist faith, Muslim hope, or spiritual truth not affiliated with an institutional belief. 

I do think that honest Buddhists and Jews and Muslims will be educated about Jesus, but so will Christians. It is not just other religions that misunderstand Jesus. Christians often distort and misconstrue Jesus. The incomprehension of the Jew cannot continue forever, but neither can the misunderstanding of the Christian. And it is especially the various kinds of bias, hostility, and bigotry that must be removed.

So, does God also preserve the creativity of a Jewish composer, for instance? Why not? I mourn when I think of all the lives cut short by the Holocaust, all the children, all the teenagers, all the mature adults. Among them were many Jewish writers and composers. There was Zygmunt Bialostocki, for instance, composer of many popular songs and tangos in Polish, murdered by the Nazis during a sweep through the Warsaw ghetto. Another was Leon Jessel, author of “the Parade of the Tin Soldiers” and of many operettas, who was killed by the Gestapo even though he had converted to Christianity years earlier. But it is whatever was large-hearted and high-minded in Bialostocki’s and Jessel’s work that will endure, not the pig-headedness of the Nazis.

The pictures drawn and poems written by children held in the Terezin Concentration Camp have been published in I Never Saw Another Butterfly (Schocken Books, 1993). A 12-year-old seems to combine an adult’s voice and a child’s voice, when she wrote 

“Death wields an icy scythe. . . . 

“The victims of its shadow, weep and writhe. . . . 

“Today a father’s heartbeat tells his fright. . . . 

“While friends depart for other worlds. 

“Perhaps it’s better—who can say?—

“Than watching this, to die today? 

“No, no, my God, we want to live! 

“Not watch our numbers melt away.

“We want to have a better world, 

“We want to work—we must not die!”  (I Never Saw, 55).

I have no doubt that such decent and creative people will survive the experience of death, and will be able to resume their creativity, their learning, their living. When a Jew has prayed the prayer of Psalm 138, “The Lord will fulfill his purpose for me. Your steadfast love, O Lord, endures forever. Do not forsake the work of your hands” (138:8), why should God not answer that prayer?

It is still a terrible atrocity, what the Nazis did, and what the Soviets did, and what the Syrian government is doing right now, its latest atrocity being to rain chlorine gas onto civilian areas. These are terrible crimes that rob people of their one chance to live an earth life. Even though there is an afterlife, the earth life is precious and irreplaceable, not to be stolen away by frightened men. Every decent human being feels a deep-seated revulsion at these murders.

There is no revenge that can make up for these atrocities, and revenge is not what we should seek, or what we should want God to impose. What we need is progress, understanding, insight, and political control to restrain evil. While we, in our personal lives, need to live more fully, sing more joyously, and foresee more accurately.

We need to believe the scriptural promise that our inheritance is imperishable, kept for us. We need to believe that God will preserve every good. As Höffding wrote, “The conservation of value is the fundamental axiom of religion” (Höffding, Philosophy of Religion, 12), and he is well aware that the content of what is valuable differs from religion to religion. Does not the content of creation differ from artist to artist, and yet they all are striving to express something of value? Browning says that goodness and melody will be preserved: 

“All we have willed or hoped or dreamed of good shall exist;

Not its semblance, but itself; no beauty, nor good, nor power
Whose voice has gone forth, but each survives for the melodist 

When eternity affirms the conception of an hour.

The high that proved too high, the heroic for earth too hard,
The passion that left the ground to lose itself in the sky,
Are music sent up to God by the lover and the bard;
Enough that he heard it once: we shall hear it by-and-by. “Abt Vogler”


