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Sam Ervin – the late humble U.S. Senator from 

North Carolina - told the story of his friend George – 

who’d lived a wild life, but made a deathbed repentance 

and got through the pearly gates by the skin of his teeth. 

After a while, George complained to St. Peter: "I'm not 

happy here: the golden streets are hard on my feet…I'm 

tired of hearing the angels twang on their harps…how 

about letting me go to hell for a little while and visit my 

old friends?" 

“Well!,” a shocked St. Peter replied, “I don't 

want anybody up here to be unhappy. So – OK: go visit 

your friends in hell- but be back by 6." 

Well... 

George had so much fun that he forgot the 

deadline: didn't get back to heaven until 9: 3 hours late! 

St. Peter told him he’d have to be disciplined… 

But, george said: "Ahh, don’t bother.  I just came back to 

get my clothes…"  

And then, there’s the one about the Pope 

showing up at the pearly gates, and the Lord inviting him 

for lunch. The Pope was humbled, but, on the way, 

noticed this awesome barbeque going on in hell: hot 

dogs, burgers, sausage & onions… 

Just then, the Lord showed-up with a box: "I sent 

out for pizza," he said… They enjoyed lunch from Roma’s: 

so much that God invited the Pope back for dinner. On 

his way, the Pope looked down again and saw this 

elegant sit-down dinner: everybody in hell had real linen,  

candlelight, fine wine, gourmet entrees….then God 

shows-up with a bucket of KFC… 

Finally, the Pope spoke up: "Lord, I'm not 

complaining – just curious: they seem to be eating 

incredibly well ‘down there…’ but all I've seen up here in 

heaven is take-out.”  

“I know my friend. Believe me, I know,” God said.  

“But, it's really not worth cooking for just two…"  

Heaven: other than mothers-in-law has anything 

been the subject of more humor? From Mark Twain who 

said, “Travel has no longer any charm for me – I have 

seen all the foreign countries I want to…except Heaven 

and Hell and I have only a vague curiosity about one of 

those.” Or when he admits: “I don’t like to commit myself  

about Heaven or Hell – I have friends in both places…”  

We all wonder, don’t we…about heaven?: 

What’s it like, where in the heck is it, will there be 

anybody there I don’t expect – then what do i do?   

Well, the Bible speaks of “Heaven” 246 times in 

the Old Testament and 248 times in the New – about an 

equal number in the New Revised Standard Version 

which we use. The King James version mentions it 327 

times in the Old Testament, and 255 times in the New – 

and the descriptions are quite flowery:  

“A place with a river - clear as crystal, flowing 

down the middle of the city - on each side: a tree of life: 

yielding 12 kinds of fruit every month…streets of pure 

gold and walls studded with jewels…”  

Other than that, we don’t really know much. 

Descriptions of the “Kingdom of God” and it’s synonym: 

the “Kingdom of Heaven” – which we often use as a third 

way for just “Heaven” – show up 61 times in Matthew, 

Mark and Luke - are not that much clearer.  But, at least 

with these we can find more understandable metaphors: 

like with the 3 parables today:  where the first – about 

the mustard seed - seems to focus on “growth”… the 

second – with the yeast – lends itself to images of 

“expansion” - and the third – about the fishing trip – 

seems to me to be about “discovery.”  

Discovery, expansion, and growth…of faith. 

Let me tell you a story about “discovery”: back in 

2009 when I contracted both double pneumonia and 

Swine (oink, oink) Flu at the same time, I was put into a 

medically-induced coma for 17 days, and I’m told the 

hospitalist called the family in 3 or 4 times. 

On the day they woke me up, he came in to do 

an exam – and was about the blandest person I’d ever 

met: stethoscope: off the neck and into the ears; checked 

heart and lungs – front and back, pulse and eyes: all 

without uttering a single syllable.  

He finished, and started to walk out– but, 

stopped:   
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“Mr. Keyser,” he said, “i didn’t expect to be having any 

conversation with you…but, evidently ‘God’ – or 

whatever you call it – has left you here for a purpose, and 

I think you need to figure out what it is.” Never saw him 

again. 

The next week – in the post-hospital visit with my 

personal physician, I told the bizarre story, and he nearly 

collapsed into his chair. “I’ve known him for over 30 

years,” my doctor told me.  “He’s the finest scientist I’ve 

ever met – bar none…but, never - not once – has he ever 

acknowledged that there might just be something more 

to this healing thing than him and his skills.  In fact, he’s 

often even denied it, more or less.  I think, Cam, you 

already found God’s purpose – and met it right there in 

the room.” 

That’s how “discovery” of the Kingdom is: 

unexpected, potent, and overflowing – like the net of 

fish. That was an “Ah-hah!” moment of “discovery” for 

that gifted physician which God managed to bring about 

thru me. 

Then, there’s “expansion”: like the yeast in the 

dough today -  our faith: slowly, almost imperceptibly - 

but steadily - expanding. I have no idea what – if anything 

– that doctor did with his “discovery”…I’d like to believe 

that – like us: new experiences and revelations in the 

years to follow have helped “expand” his understanding 

about the mystery of that “Something More” he 

discovered that day. It really wasn’t a huge discovery: 

more like a mustard seed than anything else, I would 

suspect. But, it was startling enough for him to take note 

of it, and to share it with me. So, I hope that by now it’s 

grown into a huge tree in his life, and its helped him save 

many more people. 

That’s pretty much the pattern our journey of 

faith takes us thru life:  we, first, “discover” – even the 

size of a mustard seed – the presence of God in life – 

often when we’re not even looking for it. Happened to 

C.S. Lewis who – at the time – was a staunch intellectual 

atheist. In the book Surprised By Joy, he writes: “There I 

am: alone in that room” – I like to think it was the room 

of his soul – “night after night, feeling the steady, 

unrelenting approach of him whom I so earnestly desired 

not to meet…Finally, I gave in, and admitted that God 

was God, and knelt and prayed: perhaps, the most 

dejected and reluctant convert in all England.”  

Not all of us are all that happy when we get 

‘caught by God.’ And, like Lewis – after we are – we still 

try to sort out why we took the bait – and what we should 

do with it. 

Like the pearl merchant this morning: we’re all 

searching for something more - not just for more, but for 

something greater in our lives, aren’t we? Jesus says 

that’s the ‘Kingdom’ - and that it’s already here. Hell 

doesn’t wait until we die: some of us are living in our own 

hells right now -  so, why should the Kingdom? The 

unique of the Kingdom is not its hiddenness, but its 

“everydayness.” That’s why Jesus was always saying, 

“The Kingdom of Heaven is at hand!” It’s all around us. 

And, if you’re not searching for it, you might just stumble 

on it some day and find yourself – like C.S. Lewis: 

“surprised by joy.” 

But, buying into the Kingdom means giving up 

everything: especially old habits and ways of doing things 

that are destructive to ourselves and others. It means 

giving up the stinginess that finds us holding back from 

God; and the arrogance of putting ourselves first.  But, 

it’s worth the effort: as Paul confesses in Philippians: 

“Whatever gain I had… I count everything as loss because 

of the surpassing worth of knowing Christ Jesus my 

Lord…’ 

Whether you stumble across it like the poor man 

in the field…or search for it until you find it like the rich 

merchant in the marketplace…or are caught by it like the 

fish of the sea: not all of us may be prepared for its kind 

of joy. Like in the third parable: it’s a Gospel net of such 

Good News and forgiveness that catches all of us – fish 

of every kind - whether we like it or not – and brings with 

it just what we pray for every Sunday: “Thy Will be done.” 

If you’re still fixated on trying to describe 

‘Heaven,’ I caught – by happenstance – a rerun of “Last 

Man Standing” Friday – where Tim Allen’s grandson had 

expressed a fear of dying. Allen explained that “we 

humans are lucky – because “when we die, we go to a 

really neat and fun place.  It’s called ‘heaven.’ And, you 

know what?” he told his grandson?:  “There’s no cat 

poop in the sandboxes.” 

That’s a joyful surprise, too!  Amen.
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