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A Homily by     “One Way Road to Heaven?”
The Rev’d Jo Popham        22nd Sunday after Pentecost

October 24, 2010
Joel 2:23-32

2 Timothy 4:6-8, 16-18
Luke 18:9-14

What must we do to get to heaven? Wouldn’t it be wonderful to have God write

directives to us in the sky – to have sky-writing in smoke to give us guidance as to what

the requirements are, where we are to go, where our ministry is best suited? Some people

have that assurance, they know exactly what God wants them to do and when. I on the

other hand, have not always known what the next step is, but I have trusted that it would

be revealed in time, often just in time. And God has always put that stepping stone under

my faltering foot, just as I took that next step.

Robert Duvall wrote, directed, financed, and starred in a wonderful movie entitled

“The Apostle.” His character was a preacher, a flawed man whose passions had gotten

the better of him and he committed a crime and fled to Louisiana to start over. It was first

screened at the Toronto Film. The Apostle enjoyed a huge success worldwide. Unlike the

usual Hollywood portrayal of Christians and ministers, Robert Duvall’s Apostle was

really a spiritual experience. I first watched it in a movie theatre in a very progressive

part of Washington, DC. And people laughed out loud – loudly – thinking it was a parody

of Southern preachers. But after the Oscar nomination and much talk on the street, I went

to see it a second time in the same theatre, and people “got it.” They knew they were

experiencing something very close to real; they thought it just might be divinely inspired.

The little church the “Holiness” minister planted in the bayou country of South Louisiana

was named “One Way Road to Heaven.”

Is there only one road to heaven?  Did the Pharisees know that road? Or did Christ

provide the sign posts, the road map for the publican, the tax collector, and for us? Has



2 of 4

God laid out all the steps for us? Or are we free to find our own way to heaven. Must we

go the normal route, or can we take an alternate more challenging road to heaven?

What if there was a swarm of locusts and all the crops were devoured? Could we take

another route that does not lead us through the devastated land where there are no

roadside cafes to get a burger and pop to satisfy our hunger and thirst? If we take the

more challenging road, will we be saved?

In our journeys to wholeness, to be with God, to be one with God, as Christ Jesus was

and is and will be forever, on that journey is the road only one way? Or is it a two-way

street? On a two lane – or even a six lane – highway we can take an exit, visit the

country-side, we can even go back the way we came to pick up a child who changed her

mind and wants to go on this trip with us. Can we retrace our steps after going the wrong

way? Can we be led astray by our own wills, or the persuasive wills of others, and still

turn around and go the right way?

Will God rescue us from the Lion’s mouth, as he did Paul? Will God set us on the

right road, going the right way – out of the woods, out of the jungle, out of the open

rescue zoo where we might unexpectedly have put ourselves in danger? Will God save us

and set our feet on the next step on our road to heaven??

Can we take a detour and still get back in time to reach heaven? What if we tithe 10%

to the church? What if we observe a Lenten fast next year – if we really do give up

chocolate? Will that get us to heaven? What if we are faithful and attend church every

week? Can’t we earn our way by the disciplines we take on? What if we keep all God’s

commandments? Then would we be good enough to make it to heaven? We aren’t

thieves, or rogues or adulterers, thank God. And we don’t even know any tax collectors,

well, not personally. We are not like those sinners. We are good. Are we not then on the

one-way road to heaven? Are we not accepted by God? We are righteous, aren’t we?

Shouldn’t we be the ones that are lifted up, the ones that deserve to be exalted? How

could anyone possibly want to be around the unrighteous ones, like that tax collector?
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I want to say, I want to scream out: write in the sky for us, Lord. Tell us which exit to

take to get on the right road. Write it large, God, so that we can see. You know how

easily we can be distracted, so make it plain, make it clear. We want to be right with God.

Show us the way, please, God!

Well, now, God did show us the way. Jesus’s parable should have made it clear that

the righteous Pharisee with his nose up in the air would fall on his face. And the tax

collector who dared not look up towards heaven but rather asked for repentance was

made right with God.

Are we more like the pious Pharisee or the publican, the tax collector? The Pharisee

kept the law scrupulously in the ways he lived, in how he ate, how he spoke and wrote. In

all things he was faithful to God’s ways. Surely he must have been acceptable to God. He

was on the right road, that one-way road to heaven, he thought. Every aspect of his life

was dictated by his interpretation of the law. And he was proud of the way that he kept

Mosaic law. He had a protective shell around himself that reduced his chances of ever

really transgressing God’s laws. In his self-righteousness the Pharisee had planned out

every step that he was to take, he knew that he was on the right road. The tax collector,

on the other hand, admitted that he had sinned. Yes, he had collaborated with the Romans

who occupied the Holy Land. Yes, he had taken advantage of the people when he

collected the taxes for his employer, maybe he even padded his commission a bit. But the

tax collector repented. He beat his breast, because he knew that he needed God’s mercy

to be saved.

Is it really so simple? Are we on the right road, the one-way road to heaven? In God’s

kingdom, in heaven, will the roles be reversed? Jesus tells us that, yes, they will! God

receives those who turn to him and implore his mercy. But God just might reject those

like the boasting Pharisee who parade their supposed virtues about to show off to the

world how good they are.
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So are we headed for a fall if we practice our own piety – if we are faithful in our

worship and prayers and in breaking of the bread with our fellow Christians, our fellow

Anglicans? Aren’t we on the one-way road to heaven? What does that mean for others

who are not on the same road with us? Can we accept that those who do not share our

traditions, those from differing faiths, and perhaps even those of no-faith are worthy of

seeing God’s kingdom? I surely hope so. I cannot imagine that heaven would not reflect

the entirety of God’s creation in all its glorious diversity. Our road takes us through

beautiful churches where expressions of our faith can be seen in beautiful stained glass

windows and beveled glass that reveals the beauty of nature and clear glass that allows

God’s light to shine on and through the faces of those who sit next to us. Others seeking

God might be kneeling facing east on a carpet by the side of a dusty road as their place of

worship. Our road is blessed with beautiful sounds of song and readings and prayers.

Others might crowd into a simple frame house where all the offerings to God are made in

holy silence.

I don’t know about you, but I am fearful of thinking that our way, our road is THE

right one, the only one to heaven. I am afraid that God may not show me the next step on

my journey if I dare to think that I have the right roadmap, if I claim that I am on the

exclusive one-way road to heaven. I pray that God will make me humble, that God will

reveal Godself to me more and more as I travel on the road. I have to trust that God will

turn me around when I take a wrong turn, and that God will set my foot on the next step

so that I do not stumble. But if I should stumble, again, I pray that God will send

someone to help me up and set me on the right path. I pray the same for you. Amen.


