
Proper 23 

Empty me out, oh Heavenly Father, and fill me with Your Holy Spirit, so that I may preach 
Your Holy Word to Your Holy People. Amen. 

SHA was walking back from the Post Office in Placerville one hot afternoon. Someone 
drove up and offered him a ride. “This is a gift from heaven!” he thought. It ended up being 
the ride from Hell. To be continued. 

Today, I am going to conflate the concepts of  saving a life, salvation and heaven, without 
any attempt to make any distinctions between these concepts. The following old joke shows 
all of  this confusion at work: 

A man was sitting on his rooftop, trying to stay away from the rising flood waters. Another 
man came along in a rowboat, and said “Come on in!” “No thanks! My salvation is in the 
Lord.” The rowboat moved on. As the waters kept rising, along came a motorboat. The 
driver said, “Jump In!” “No thanks. My salvation is in the Lord.” The motorboat sped away. 
As the waters came up to the roof, along came a helicopter with a rope ladder. “Grab the 
rope!” “No thanks. My salvation is in the Lord!” With that the helicopter turned away. 
Finally, the waters went over the rooftop, and the man drowned. He found himself  at the 
pearly gates, in front of  St. Peter. The man said to St. Peter, “Why didn't you save me?” St. 
Peter got out his notebook, and started flipping through the pages. “Well according to my 
records, we sent a rowboat, a motorboat and a helicopter.” 

Today's Gospel is about not accepting salvation when it is offered. It is not about rich is bad, 
and poor is good. It is about letting go, so that you can be born into your new life. Just as the 
baby lets go of  the uterus, the placenta, and the umbilical cord, we have to let go of  our 
earthly attachments. Here are some stories of  people who accept salvation, and some stories 
of  people who don't. No one is rich, and almost all are either homeless or at risk of  
homelessness. 

DEB was worried. There was always more month than money. A door opened, and salvation 
was offered. She would never go hungry. She would always have a safe place to sleep. All of  
her health care needs were covered. She would have companionship and entertainment, 
company and solitude, all in the right mix. But did heaven have McDonalds? No, but you 
could have free hamburgers and French fries as often as you want. DEB was not ready to 
accept salvation, ostensibly because there was no McDonalds. In reality, she was not ready to 
trade in the Hell she knew for the heaven she did not know. 

JOE asked me to talk to her father. “He's ninety years old, lives alone, and I am worried 
about him.” I described an offer of  heaven to him, with everything taken care of. Including 



French fries. He said, “I’m not quite ready yet.” I had an epiphany. “I know what they’ll put 
on your tombstone.” “I wasn't quite ready yet.” 

It is possible to get into heaven and leave again. MAG had escaped heaven. They were 
considering putting up a memorial to those who fell in combat. The problem was, some of  
those to be honored may have been on the wrong side, so she ran. The real problem was 
that flight or fight had always served her well. She did not need that skill in heaven, but she 
did not yet realize it. Not to worry. There are other heavens. Maybe the next one will be 
closer to her daughter. 

Meanwhile, back to SHA. When we last saw him, he thought he had scored a ride to heaven. 
It sort of  was. Sure, they beat him. They robbed him. They tasered him. They threw acid on 
him. But if  they hadn't, he would never have met St. Dana. He would still be doing what he 
had been doing for fifty years, shooting up with heroin. St. Dana got him to the ER, motel 
rooms, and finally a dormitory with the Salvation Army. Now this dormitory may not be for 
everyone. There was some meth use, some heroin, some bad behavior. But it was a start. 

Finally, SHA was ready. Although he had the shakes from withdrawal, he braved out ER. 
The next step is detox. He tried to remain in control of  his own failure, so he snuck out to 
have a beer. He was kicked out of  detox. 

St. Heather intervened. The next step was recovery. “Take him!” she said. “He’s been clean 
of  heroin for the required time. We’re not treating him for alcohol.” Recovery took him. 
Then a transition home while he waited for heaven. 

Heaven opened up. It turns out you do not need to be perfect to get into heaven. SHA had 
done his time. Heaven was ready to reward him for his hard work, and support him on his 
path. 

Knock and the door will open. You have to knock. And you have to go in. When SHA saw 
that he was sharing an 80 square foot room with one other person, he knew he was in 
heaven. Subsequent to his homelessness, he had been in tightly packed dorms. This was a 
huge step up. The food was free and copious. The opportunities for companionship and 
service were endless. 

And it turns out if  this heaven does not suit, there is another south of  here. On the coast. 
And SHA had been a ship captain. 

Would you be able to leave this life for heaven? What if  you had to leave your cat behind? 
Or your tools? Would you be able to let go so that you can be saved? 



I was chatting with some folks at Green Valley Community Church. They were worried 
about a member of  the congregation who would do anything for the church outside, but 
refused to set foot inside. Would he ever be saved? 

Another epiphany. In heaven, there is all the work that you want. If  you want, it is outdoors. 
And stuff  will break, but you'll always have the right part and the right tool. 

So, let go of  your toolbox. There is something better waiting for you on the other side. 

Heavenly Father. We thank you for the salvation of  SHA. We pray that each of  us will have 
the wisdom and discernment to let go of  what is false, and grasp what is real, Your heavenly 
embrace. We ask for this so that we can let go of  self  inflicted suffering, and embrace Your 
heavenly vision for each of  us. We ask for all of  this for the sake of  Your Son's Holy Name. 
Amen.


