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In the Name of God: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Amen. 
 
Yesterday, we made a day trip up to the Poconos for a family reunion. As a native Pennsylvanian, I've come to love 
the ride up to that part of the state -- through farmland, trees and hills, the Lehigh Tunnel, and up through the 
winding roads in the small mountain towns which haven't changed since I was a young child. 
 
Ever since I was that young child going on rides through the country, be it up to the mountains or out to Lancaster 
County, I've looked for certain signs. I noticed that, away from the cities, you often see billboards or signs with Bible 
verses or Christian messages. That's still one of my favorite things about making these drives, that on these remote 
farms you'll almost always find at least a few of these signs -- small, often homemade with hand-painted lettering, 
telling the good news of Jesus with some of his more recognizable language: "I am the light of the world," or "I am the 
good shepherd," or echoing these Gospel lessons through July and August, "I am the bread of life." For me, these serve 
as hopeful reminders out in the world, that even on a small wooden sign on a farm in the middle of nowhere can the 
truth of the creator of all that is be proclaimed. I give thanks for folks who believe in such public witness, that they 
choose to show off the words of Jesus for all to see. 
 
So as we got onto the highway yesterday, I was expecting to see a few of these hopeful messages. On the way up, one 
stood out that read "Who is Jesus -- read Matthew's Gospel." Maybe someone will take them up on that particular 
suggestion. That was the only one going north. I was hoping for a little more variety going back south coming home, 
and to be sure, we found it. Somewhere on the Northeast Extension we came upon a large billboard that featured 
starkly different images on each half of the design: on the left, there were fluffy, white clouds and sunshine, while on 
the right there were large, ominous flames with a dark background. There was also some text which read: "Heaven or 
Hell: Do you know where you're going?" And if that wasn't enough, an 800 number was listed in case you wanted to 
know the answer. 
 
I was half tempted to call. Because one's eternal salvation surely hinges on nothing else besides a phone call and a 
billboard, right? Sarcasm aside, when I saw the billboard, more than anything I was sad and a little frustrated because 
signs from God are not supposed to bring us to a place of uncertainty and fear. Gone was all of the hope of the little 
homemade signs from folks who have heard the words of Jesus and come to know him as the light of the world, the 
good shepherd, and the bread of life -- instead, they had been replaced by the disciples of someone different, of 
another god, perhaps, or at least that's what it certainly looked like to me.  Because certain forms of Christianity have 
heard these same words of hope that we hold dear and have turned them into words of fear. Some Christians seem to 
imply (or really insist upon) the idea that personal salvation comes down to whether or not we believe we are saved. 
But if that's the case, who, exactly, is doing the saving? Is it God or is it us? If it's only up to us to know the 
whereabouts of our eternal habitations, why would we need God? Can't an 800 number tell us, or at least tell us what 
we need to do in order to get to heaven? 
 
That's actually a question I get all the time. "Father, what should I do so that I can go to heaven?" I almost don't 
know how to answer it because it's an apples and oranges kind of question. It's kind of like asking "what color car 
should I get to make sure it runs right?" The two things aren't entirely related. And yet, all the time people are 
looking for things to do -- actions they believe will justify them before God to earn a ticket to heaven. But nowhere in 
the Bible does God ask for us to perfectly achieve a set of goals that will translate into gaining entrance to heaven, as if 
heaven were an Ivy League college. Likewise, I imagine we all enjoy a good-hearted joke about St. Peter checking our 
resumes at the pearly gates, but in reality, that kind of image has done much more to confuse people about what 
heaven is like than to help us understand the eternal truth of the salvation we have in God. 
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When it comes to whether or not we will have eternal life, it is not our resumes we should be checking or our own 
assurance we should be hoping for. Sure there are things we should do to live into our calling as people who follow 
Jesus -- we should pray, we should love one another, and most of all, we should love God, but none of those things 
will earn us salvation. Instead, we must look to Christ's resume and Christ's assurance -- he who is the savior of the 
world, he who gives us the peace and comfort of his hopeful words. It is no mistake that many of our prayers and 
collects begin with the word "Almighty," for there is only one who is almighty, and it is not our might that we put 
our hope on. 
 
So how do we look for the Almighty, for the God of our salvation, in whom we put our trust? Like driving on a 
highway, look for the signs. Signs are always pointing the way to something, something outside of themselves. As 
we've read and heard, in John's Gospel there are signs all over the place -- all of Jesus' signs pointed to the future of his 
ministry -- they built up slowly to show others his mercy and love, first with changing the water into wine but then 
getting bigger, healing the sick and the blind, and then even bringing Lazarus back to life -- all pointing to the 
greatest sign, his resurrection. And that resurrection, that victory over the powers of sin and death and hell is a 
victory he shares with you and all those who are drawn by his Father in heaven. 
 
Look for the signs and choose the ones that point to hope, not fear. Look for where the hope of Christ lives 
abundantly, for there you will not find fear or coercion about who's going to heaven and who isn't -- instead you will 
hear the voice of Christ welcoming you to take part in him forever. Look for where others participate in Christ's life 
and ministry, where people feed the hungry instead of sending them away. Look for where Jesus is active and alive in 
our communities. And then, with God's help, follow him. Follow him in small ways everyday and see that his words 
are true. Follow him and see that the bread that he gives here and now and always is indeed the bread of life and no 
one can tell you otherwise. Follow him and believe in his love that promises you life forever with him. And then 
remain in the mystery of that hope and love for as long as you can, because that is where God the Father will continue 
to draw you, that is what it means to abide in Christ Jesus, and that is much, much closer to the real meaning of 
heaven and eternal life than any fearful image could suggest or any pearly gates can mimic. Because heaven is not 
some elite zip code or exclusive club -- it is the hope and reality of dwelling in the eternal glory, presence, and love of 
God. So look for Christ and look for the signs of his love in your life, and then seek after the bread that he gives this 
day, bread given for you and for all that we might know heavenly life in this age and to the age come. 
 
Amen. 


