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Since I arrived here in Raleigh a little less than 2 years ago, I’ve had several opportunities to march with you in the streets for our deeply held values. At one protest recently, I heard someone take up a familiar chant, which you may recognize. “We are unstoppable, another world is possible.”

The chant took me back to the 2011 Occupy Wallstreet Protests.  If you’re willing, I’d like to take you back to that time with me, just briefly.  

It’s late October at the Occupy encampment in Phoenix, Arizona.  Imagine that you’re sitting next to a bunch of other protesters one day, waiting for our People’s General Assembly to begin.

Off to your right the Food Tent is serving people bowls of vegan lemongrass soup.  Off to your left, a group of protesters are just finishing their yoga session in front of the Medic Tent.  The camp is almost quiet.  

Then a lone voice starts chanting from across the camp: “We are unstoppable!  Another world is possible!”  

You stand up to see who’s making all the noise and spot a man making his way toward you.  When he gets to you, he starts telling you a story you can barely believe.  He tells you he’s sold his house and donated most of the money to the Movement.  Now he’s going to work in camp with you to help bring that possible world he was chanting about to life.  

Now, you may be living part or even full time in a camp, but this man, you decide, has gone way overboard.  This man gave up everything over the mere possibility of a better world, and that’s just taking it too far, you think.

But what if another world is possible?  When you know the Kingdom of Heaven is at hand, maybe you’ll give up anything, risk anything, to take it in hand.

The Kingdom of Heaven.  As someone who grew up Unitarian Universalist and Wiccan, I tend to get a little uncomfortable when using language like “Heaven” or even “Kingdom”.  We UUs have many legitimate concerns about that term.  The “Kingdom” part can make us think of something very hierarchical, authoritarian, patriarchal.  There’s not much room in that kind of Kingdom for democracy and egalitarianism.  

And then there’s the “Heaven” part of the Kingdom of Heaven.  The word “Heaven” can make us think of something very exclusive, something far too perfect to ever be obtainable, something very other-worldly.

That’s why I like Clarence Jordan’s take on Jesus’s description of Heaven in Matthew 13:44 so much.  Clarence Jordan was an anti-racist activist and Greek scholar living in Americus, Georgia during the height of segregation.  He translated Matthew 13:44 into the language of his time and place, saying, 

“The Kingdom of God is like a man plowing in a field.  He discovers a treasure, a box.  He’s plowing with his old ox there.  All of a sudden he hits something and thinks it’s a rock or a stump.  Yet he sees it glitter like metal.  He quickly throws his plow aside, scratches around, and finds it is a treasure box.  What does he do?  Well, he might say, ‘You know, this is a wonderful discovery I’ve got.  I think I’ll go to school and write a PhD dissertation on treasure-hunting.’  But this isn’t what he does.  In his great excitement, this guy has the ability to decide on a clear-cut decisive course of action.  He says, ‘I’m gonna sell all I got and buy that field’.” 
Heaven, the way Jordan describes it and I think the way Jesus described it, is not otherworldly treasure tucked away in some afterlife. Heaven is not distant treasure, far away on some pirate’s island.  Heaven is not mythical treasure locked up in some dragon’s cave.  Instead, Heaven is people like the plowman, is work like farming, is discovery like digging, is life like life in this world.  Heaven is right here with us in this good Earth, within reach.

Yet if Heaven is so close that we can touch it, why don’t we live in it?  Why, if Heaven is close enough for us to take it in hand, have we not just plucked it up, like a flower, without any effort at all?  We haven’t taken Heaven in hand, haven’t manifested it in this world, because it’s buried.  So we’ve got to get a shovel.  We’ve got to break up the ground a little in order to take the Kingdom in hand.  

But when we start digging, we realize, wow, there sure are a lot of rocks between us and that treasure! Some rocks look like fear, the thousand fears that keep us complacent.  Fear of pain, of embarrassment, of the unknown.  Fear we will lose our jobs, our friends, or our livelihoods if we stand too long or too far on the side of love.

Digging deeper, there are the heavy stones we use to erect walls between each other.  Walls we build to try to keep one another out of the Kingdom of Heaven because we’re not white enough, not masculine enough, not rich enough, not straight enough, not American enough, not born with the right papers.  

Walls we build to keep others out of Heaven.  Walls we build that instead keep us out, because heaven is beloved community, not a gated community.  Until we break through the soil, break through the fear, shatter the walls between us, we will never see more than tiny glimmers of the life-giving world that awaits us, right at hand but not yet in hand.

Yeah, there’s a whole lot to muck through as we dig down deep to find the Kingdom.  But as we dig, we start to see these little glimmers and sparkles of the Kingdom.  We see them during times of healing or forgiveness, peace or justice.  In those moments, even if only very briefly, beloved community manifests among us.  

But then the stones of hurting and injustice tumble down once again, bruising us, burying Heaven anew.  What happened?  It’s as though our hands are already too full to haul the rocks away.

So what are we to do if we want to live as one beloved community in harmony with this precious earth?  Jesus said the Kingdom is like treasure buried in a field that someone had to dig up.  But digging it up wasn’t enough either.  Because when that person dug up that field and got a glimpse of the Kingdom, do you know what he did to take it in hand?  He sold everything he owned to buy the field.  

He sold everything he owned.  I don’t know about you, but this is where I start getting uncomfortable.  I’m hardly rich, but I’ve got a few nice things that I enjoy having, that make me happy.  And I also like having friends, a job and a place to live.  I like them so much, sometimes I don’t stand up for my values because the risk of conflict is too frightening.

But if we want the whole world to live as one beloved community.  If we do want to live in a world where we are not alienated from one another, the earth or the divine resources that sustain all life.  Then we can’t go on living our lives the way we’ve always lived them and inherit the Kingdom too.  

In places all over the country, people are beaten, tasered or shot to death so that others can enjoy the safety that comes with police departments.  The earth is plundered of its rare minerals and people overseas are horribly exploited and abused by their employers so that we can have cell phones and cars.  

This is not the Kingdom.  We cannot live these lives and live in the Kingdom too.  We have to give up lives that depend upon oppression, exploitation and environmental devastation to take the Kingdom in hand.

That’s hard, when it is something each of us must do alone, but easier when we join together in community.  In community, we’ve seen glimmers of the Kingdom of Heaven.  Gratitude. Reciprocity. Hospitality.  Generosity.  Forgiveness.  

We’ve seen them.  Those glimmers of the beloved community that is the Kingdom of Heaven are seeds hidden all around us, between us, in the earth, in our minds and hearts.  

We’ve got to come together to water those seeds, put a little sunshine on them, and let them grow.  Then they’ll expand to fill the world.  Love will rush into every corner and justice will roll down like waters.  We’ll care for the earth for its own sake because we recognize its worth and beauty.  We’ll be whole because we’ll be together.  We’ll be together with one another, the earth and the divine.

Jesus died thousands of years ago, his mission unfulfilled.  But the invitation to let go of our old lives and accept new life in a new world remains open.  Let us accept that invitation with commitment, courage and joy.  Let us Occupy Heaven together.
