St Lawrence, Alton. Acts 1:6-14 and John 17:1-11.
We have the perfect visual aid for Ascension in the stained-glass window above the altar here. When I was shown around St Lawrence, the first week I was appointed as your Simeon Chaplain, Peter explained the damage this window sustained, and how it was repaired using those parts still intact- fortunately Jesus and some of the disciples- yet leaving the figures strangely suspended in clear glass. It serves to heighten the disconcerting effect the Ascension story inevitably has on us. It was disconcerting then… (to put it mildly) and it remains so today.

There’s a lot of looking up to heaven going on in our Bible readings today.  I’ll spend some time considering “heaven” and what we think about it. You can’t be a Chaplain to Older People without frequently being sounded out about heaven. 

Again in my very first week, I was called to the bedside of a dying man; his daughter keeping vigil. He was mumbling certain phrases over and over again and I was having difficulty making out his words. “What do you think he’s saying?” I asked. “He’s asking to be let in to heaven. He’s not sure he’s good enough to be allowed in,” she replied. Here was an elderly man, who’d been a faithful churchgoer- on the threshold of death- anguished at the thought that he might not have done enough to gain entry to heaven. 
Earlier this year there was a series of lunchtime talks in Winchester by the distinguished theologian, (and Reader in the Church of England), Dr Paula Gooder. The  “Space in the City” talks were billed as “A Rough Guide to Heaven and Hell.” They drew record attendances, (but a bit of a dip in numbers the week we were discussing hell, funnily enough,) suggesting that we so want to know about heaven…while we shrink from any prospect… of eternal damnation. 
Paula Gooder drew on references to heaven throughout the Bible from the book of Genesis, to the final pages of Revelation. The Hebrew “world-view” was of heaven existing above the earth, beyond a sort of semi-permeable dome through which came rain and snow. Sometimes the veil between earth and heaven would part and there’d be tantalising glimpses- like Elijah taken up into heaven, for example. 

But rational 21st century Christians with such a very different scientific world view are left somewhat perplexed; our belief suspended? We wonder, whether we are meant to believe in heaven any longer? 
Well, Paula Gooder thinks we should, while at the same time recognising that many people don’t! A Chaplain to Older People might be one of the few people with whom you can even raise the subject?

 The thrust of Paula’s lectures- and I’m distilling them to their absolute essence- was that Jesus’ resurrection refocused for us… all questions of life after death. Post-resurrection, we are to see heaven as very close, and real; inextricably bound up with the “kingdom of God,” which is “at hand” (right here), according to Jesus. 
On the cross Jesus told the thief suffering alongside him “Today you will be with me in paradise.” In other words, today the “end times” start and you will be with me. 
The prayer which Jesus taught us: “Thy kingdom come, thy will be done, on earth as it is in heaven,” emphasises how any talk of heaven cannot be separated from what happens on earth now. One day there will be “a new heaven and a new earth,” we are assured… which we will inhabit in our new resurrection bodies. Jesus came to show us how we might commit ourselves, here and now, to being the agents who help bring heaven… on earth.

As Jesus ascended after the forty days of his resurrection appearances the stunned disciples were left gazing at the sky. Enveloped in cloud, Jesus disappeared from their view. “Men of Galilee, why stand there looking up into the sky? He will come in the same way you have seen him go,” said the mysterious men who had appeared beside them. Jesus had told them, (hadn’t he?) that they had work to do; “You will bear witness for me in Jerusalem, and throughout all Judaea and Samaria…(in Alton and Holybourne, he might have added!) “even in the furthest corners of the earth.” 
One definition of chaplaincy is someone who “keeps the rumour of God alive.” A chaplain is frequently confronted with the big questions, the ones that prey increasingly on our minds as we get older… like whether we have been good enough? Such questions require some re-framing perhaps? Could it be that for us it is not so much “what is life like after death?” than: “how do I live my resurrection life now?” 
I believe God is calling us to our resurrection existence right NOW. “This is eternal life” he says. “This is eternal life: to know you… the only true God, and Jesus Christ whom you have sent.” And a little further on in this great farewell prayer: “I am no longer in the world; they are still in the world, but I am coming to you, Holy Father, protect them by the power of your name, the name you have given me, that they may be one, as we are one.” 
Two former hospital chaplains, Dennis and Matthew Linn, have studied much research into people who have experienced what are called “near death” experiences; those who were “clinically dead,” and then were successfully resuscitated. There are striking accounts in common of just what it was like, despite the patients’ coming from very different racial and cultural backgrounds. 
They frequently report finding themselves outside their own physical body, floating in an amorphous cloud. Relatives and friends who have already died come to meet the individual and bring them to a “Being of Light,” who accepts and loves them more than they have ever known before. The personal compassion and acceptance of this dazzling “Being of Light” is what they, commonly, describe afterwards. Shortly after appearing, this “Being of Light” poses a question, they report, along the lines of:  “What have you done with your life to show me?” The resuscitated often speak of being presented with a panoramic review, like a film, of their whole life which provokes reflection… reflection on how they have loved others, how they might have learnt from their experiences and mistakes. 
Now, even if such “near death” experiences could be proved to be solely within one’s mind, rather than an entrance to another world, write Dennis and Matthew Linn, what is clear is that the encounter is perceived as a healing time. The question “What have you done with your life to show me?” isn’t framed accusingly or threateningly but is pervaded with a totally loving acceptance- the inference being that if, and when, we do meet our Maker he will love us so much that we shall feel the agony and guilt of all the ways we failed to respond… to so much love. 
God is love and his love judges us. “Repent for the kingdom of God is at hand,” was the cry of John the Baptist heralding Jesus’ mission on earth. Repent, turn around, turn away from all that is worthless, in order to worship the one true God. 
We may still have time for amendment of life. But who knows? “It is not for you to know about dates or times which the Father has set within his own control” says Jesus in response to his disciples’ questions. That God is love, and his love judges us… is the reason why repentance matters. 

As Rowan Williams has put it, repentance requires “a disentangling of God from what we like to think matters most. “Only,” maintains Dr Williams, “when the last traces of self-serving and self-comforting have been shaken and broken are we free to receive what God wants to give us. Only then shall we have made room for God’s reality… we must let go in order to make room.”

A lot of what I see when visiting older people is a tenacious holding on, a deep unwillingness to let go. It might be to a house, to certain possessions, to a self-image… a fear of admitting failure. Part of the process of ageing involves a loosening of that fearful grip, a coming to terms with loss, a realisation that there are some compensations to no longer having to live up to the expectations of other people, that this is a time for stripping away the superfluous, and focusing on what really matters.

Old age may be the stage when fruits of the spirit can flourish- love, joy, peace, patience, kindness and self-control; it can be a time of profound gratitude for all that has been… and for saying “yes” to all that is to come. 
If that sounds like the sort of maturity, never to be achieved this side of the grave, then come with me to some of the town’s care homes and I will show you people who display these qualities. (Not always, they’re only human). But I see people in the process growing into the full stature of Christ… on a daily basis.
Contrary to a prevailing sense that when we are old, we’re past it, sidelined, finished… there is actually much work to be done in old age; spiritual work, as we continue our own spiritual formation… in fellowship with others, who are part of the mystical Body of Christ. 

“This is eternal life: that they may know you, the only true God, and Jesus Christ whom you have sent.” Heaven, in a very real way, begins now… for all of us. Formerly we were slaves of fear, but through faith in Jesus, the Spirit gives us a new standing. As joint heirs with Christ, we share his cross (and old age can be a burdensome cross to bear, for so many) but we also share his glory. And what could be a greater destiny? 
‘Back to that window and its Ascension Day scene…? Yes, there remain bits of the total picture missing…God does not (yet), give us all the answers. But through Jesus- his life, death, resurrection… and glorious ascension- he enters with us in to the questions. 
Jesus is THE one authentic window into God. 

