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Surprised by Hope (4): Church—A Thin Place 

By Myung Sun Han (3/31/19, United Methodist Church at Demarest) 

 

 For the last three Sundays, we explored the teaching of the New Testament on Heaven, Resurrection, 

and Final Hope for Christians.  Through the previous three sermons, we learned that, in the New Testament, 

God’s Kingdom or the Kingdom of Heaven is more like what is coming down on earth at the end of time than a 

place where we go to after our death.  We also saw that the New Testament teaches that when Christ comes in 

final victory, we will rise again from the dead with the new, spiritual, and glorious body.  And, last Sunday, we 

made it sure that the New Testament does speak of the place or the state of peace and rest that we go 

immediately after our death.  But, this place of peace and rest is not the final destiny for us.  Rising from the 

dead and being a part of God’s New Creation at the end is the ultimate destiny of those who follow Jesus. 

 

  Today is the fourth and last Sunday for this sermon series.  I know there are a lot of topics and 

questions that I didn’t cover.  Two of you have already asked me if I would preach on the doctrine of Hell.  

Another also asked me about the final judgment.  I could extend this sermon two more weeks by including those 

topics. But, next Sunday, we will have an infant baptism and the following Sunday after next Sunday is Palm 

Sunday.  I do not want to speak of Hell or Final Judgement on Sunday that I baptize a baby.  Also, Palm Sunday 

is the day that we celebrate the kingly entry of Jesus to Jerusalem.  To speak of Hell or Final judgment wouldn’t 

make the best sermon for the Palm Sunday.  If you want to know about the things that I didn’t cover, please, 

have a chance to come to the Bible Study on Tuesday evening.  We already had a good discussion on Hell.  On 

this coming Tuesday, we are planning to discuss the Final Judgement.  So, please, come to the Bible study on 

Tuesday if you want to know more about the things that we didn’t cover on Sunday morning. 

 

 Since today is the last day that we think of Heaven, Resurrection, and the Final Hope for Christian, I 

would like to address this question today.  If the Kingdom of God (or Heaven) is what we learned for the last 

three Sundays, what could be the mission of the church?  For example, if God’s Kingdom is not a place we go 

after death, but what is coming down on the earth at the end, what is the church supposed to do?  If the final 

destiny of Christian is not going into the place of peace after death and stay there forever, but rising again from 

the dead and proclaiming the victory over death, what could the mission of the church and the mission of 

Christians as well? 

 

 I brought an image from the internet.  I thought It 

could be a good way to begin our conversation today.  

Let’s look at it.  [image]  I do not know where this picture 

was taken.  The sign in the picture says, “Turn to Jesus or 

Burn in Hell.”  It is a very unpleasant experience to come 

across this kind of sign.  By all means, I do not appreciate 

such a judgmental sign like this.   

 

But, I have to admit that, for so many years, this 

was a sort of the main message that a church preached to 

people.  Church has been saying: “If you believe in Jesus, 

we will go to heaven after death.  If you don’t, you will be 

ended up on the opposite side of heaven.”  Sounds 

familiar?  So, the church has been further preaching, “If you want to go to heaven, or at least want to avoid hell, 

you have to believe in Jesus.”  This was the church’s message for the world for a long time.  And, at the bottom 

of this message, we can see two underpinning ideas, which are 1) heaven is the place we go after death and 2) 

the mission of the church is leading the people into heaven after death and preventing them from falling into 

hell. 
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 However, now, we know what we know about heaven.  We know that, in the New Testament, God’s 

Kingdom is something that is coming down on earth when God’s entirely comes true.  Not only that, now we 

know, after death, we will be at peace with Christ or reside in the dwelling in Father’s house.  It will be as 

peaceful as a sleeping.  But, when Christ comes in final victory, we will wake from this sleeping and rise again 

with a new body, and live forever with Christ.  Additionally, now we know, the final destiny for Christians is 

not staying in the peaceful place after death forever, but rising again from death, conquering the death, and, 

being a part of God’s New Creation.  Now, we know what we know about God’s Kingdom or heaven.  Then, if 

we seriously take what we know about God’s Kingdom or heaven, could the mission of the church still be 

“leading the people into heaven after death?”  If we take such teachings on Heaven in the New Testament 

seriously enough, could we, who are the church, still preach, “Turn to Jesus or Burn in Hell?”   
 

 When we take the lesson of the New Testament on Heaven and God’s Kingdom into our heart, we could 

see that the mission of the church is not only leading the people to the heaven but also bringing down the 

heaven to the people.  The core message of the church preaches to the world ss no longer “Believe in Jesus and 

go to heaven,” but it will be “Believe in Jesus, and your life here and now will be changed to be like one in 

heaven.”  Why?  Because, according to the Bible, heaven is not only the place we go after death, but a place 

and a time where/when God’s will is realized.  So, the church becomes an agent of God’s Kingdom which will 

be realized in this world.  As an agent of God’s Kingdom, the church is called to make people to foretaste what 

the heaven, which will come at the end of time, looks like.  A church is a frontrunner of God’s Kingdom.  A 

church is a community where people can see a glimpse of heaven.  Therefore, the mission of the church is not 

only leading the people to the heaven after their death but also transforming people’s lives here on earth to be 

more like that of heaven while they are still breathing and moving in this world. 

 

 Then, you may wonder how a church could do this mission.  Bringing down heaven to the people or 

make people foretasting heaven: it is such a big job.  How, then, could a church bring down heaven to the 

people and let them foretaste what it looks like.  Being a Methodist Christians, I believe there are two ways that 

the church and Christians can so-called “bring down” the heaven and transform the lives of people to be more 

like that of heaven.  Those two ways are the works of mercy and the works of piety.  By works of mercy, I 

mean a church and a Christian create heaven-like reality on earth by being merciful.  By works of piety, I mean 

a church and Christian can create a space where people are connected with heaven or God’s Kingdom. 

 

 Last Wednesday, we had our monthly Walk-In Dinner in Dumont.  I didn’t count the people, but I am 

sure we served more than 120 people.  All of them were mentally challenged people.  Once again, we served 

them with a warm and delicious meal.  I believe Walk-In Dinner is one of the works of mercy we do at our 

church.  We not only feed the people, who are mentally challenged, but also, by feeding them, we somehow 

created a space where we can see the glimpse of heaven.  Let me explain to you why I think so.   

 

Some Christians, who usually belong to the conservative and evangelical side, say that church shouldn’t 

do the thing like Walk-In Dinner.  They say it is meaningless work because we do not preach the Gospel.  We 

do not make any convert by serving dinner to the people.  No one accepts Jesus as his or her savior by this 

dinner program.  And, therefore, no soul will have a chance to go to heaven just because they had a warm and 

delicious meal from us.  

 

Well… if the mission of the church is bringing the people to heaven after death, they can say that.  But, 

if the mission of the church is bringing down the heavenly reality to the earth, they cannot say that.  Why?  

Because we welcomed, embraced and touched more than a hundred soul with our love.  Yes, we didn’t preach 

the Gospel.  Yes, we did not force anyone to believe in Jesus.  But, we created a place where those who are not 

always welcomed is welcomed.  We made a space where everyone can come and enjoy warm food and nice 

conversations.  We shared our love with those who are not as fortunate as much as we do.  Bible says, those 

who love others satisfies all the laws in the Bible.  When someone satisfies all the laws in the Bible, isn’t that 
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enough to call it a glimpse of heaven?  Heaven or God’s Kingdom: isn’t that a time and place where God’s will 

is done?  Then, could we say that Walk-In Dinner that we did last Wednesday was the glimpse of heaven 

because we welcomed, embraced, and even loved our neighbors as ourselves?  When you see the mission of the 

church bringing down the heaven to the people or transform the people’s life more like that of heaven, Walk-In 

Dinner that we did in Dumont is exactly what the church should do.  Not only leading the people into heaven 

after death, but also changing people’s lives on earth to be more like that of heaven: that’s the mission of the 

church. 

 

 Walk-In dinner: that’s the works of mercy.  Then, what about the works of piety?  How could a church 

bring more of heaven to the earth through the works of piety?   Works of piety refer to the things we do for our 

piety at the church.  It includes worship service, prayer, fasting, and reading the Scripture.  Among many works 

of piety we do, I would like to speak of the Holy Communion as a bridging activity that makes a connection 

between heaven and earth. 

 

 When we celebrate the Holy Communion usually on every first Sunday of each month, we read the 

liturgy which is written on our hymnal book.  In that liturgy, there is one part that I feel special whenever I read 

it.  In the beginning section of our liturgy, there is a paragraph going like this: “…with your people on earth, 

and all the company of heaven, we praise your name and join their unending hymn.”  All the company of 

heaven: it refers to heavenly beings such as angles and saints who were gone before us and now resting in the 

arms of our Heavenly Father.  So, when we celebrate the Holy Communion, it is not only us who join this holy 

meal, but all the saints who are in resting place in heavenly Father/Mother join.   

 

This kind of thought is well expressed in Apostle’s Creed that we profess.  In the Apostle Creed, we 

profess, “I believe in the Holy Spirit, the Holy Catholic church, and the communion of saints.”  The 

communion of saints refers to the spiritual communion that we have not only with the saints on earth, but also 

in heavens.  We, Christians, believe that those who are gone before us: they are not detached from us, but they 

are in communion with us through Christ Jesus who is the head of this communion.  This kind of thought is also 

clearly expressed in the beginning part of the book of Hebrews chapter 12.  It says “we are surrounded by so 

great cloud of witnesses…” By great cloud of witnesses, the author of Book of Hebrew refers to the heroes of 

faith who already finished their courses.  The Book of Hebrew said, those heroes of faith surround us and cheer 

for us to finish our courses just as they finished theirs in faith. 

 

 Friends, when we celebrate Holy Communion, we are not only one who is at the table.  All the saints 

who finished their courses and rest in heaven join the table.  The Rev. Katie Shockley, who is a pastor of 

Community United Methodist Church in Alabama, explained this belief of communion of saints in the context 

of the Methodist tradition this way:  

 

When we gather in worship, we praise God with believers we cannot see. When we celebrate Holy 

Communion, we feast with past, present and future disciples of Christ. We experience the communion 

of saints, the community of believers –– living and dead. This faith community stretches beyond space 

and time. We commune with Christians around the world, believers who came before us, and believers 

who will come after us. We believe that the church is the communion of saints, and as a believer, you 

belong to the communion of saints. 

 

Once, I have attended the Holy Communion service at my school, Drew Seminary, on the All Saints 

Sunday, which is the first Sunday of November.  After blessing the bread and wine, the pastor, who led the 

Holy Communion, invited the people to say the names of the people who were already passed and rest in peace.  

He did it because he believed the communion of the saint.  He also believed that it became so real in Lord’s 

Table.  After a brief silence, people began to say the names, names of their father, mother; names of their uncle 

and aunt, names of their cousins and friends.  As they said out those names, I looked around the chapel where I 
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was.  In the chapel at Drew, there are some icons, the sacred picture of the heroes of faith.  I always wondered 

why we had icons in the Protestant church seminary.  I couldn’t understand because Icon is the practice of the 

Orthodox church.  I couldn’t understand.  But, as I looked at those icons during the Holy Communion while 

hearing the names of those who finished their courses in faith, I could feel that I am not alone in this journey.    

A cloud of faithful people here on earth and in heaven are, somehow, present in this mystery of Holy 

Communion.  All Christians who was, are and will be somehow are linked together in this moment of 

remembrace.  They all sit at one table and enjoy a meal, just like a famly, the meal that our Lord Jesus blessed.  

And, I believe I don’t have to tell how much I was encouraged and refreshed after the Holy Communion 

service. 

 

In Celtic tradition, the place where we can feel the presence of God or the presence of heaven is called 

“thin places.”  At thin places, the boundary between heaven and earth is getting so thin that we can feel God’s 

Kingdom much closer to you.  The church is one of the thin places.  This is the place where the boundary 

between heaven and earth are getting so thin that you can almost touch it.  And, a church is not only a building 

but the people who follow Jesus.  It means, you and I, who are the church, is the one who makes this place as 

thine place.  You are I are called by our Savior to bring down the heaven to earth by the works of mercy and 

works of piety.  You are I are called to make the people foretaste what heaven looks like through our actions of 

mercy and piety.  Walk-In Dinner, Hackensack Dinner, Food and Clothes collection for the city of Paterson, 

Family Promise Hosting, and supporting African University in Zimbabwe and sponsoring the Black College 

deep in the deep south of this country—we are transforming people’s lives to be more like that of heaven.  Not 

only that, through the works of piety—worshiping God, always praying, reading the Bible, celebrating Holy 

Communion, and baptizing people in the name of triune God—we are making a bridge between heaven and 

earth. 

 

Please, remember, my friends, the mission of the church is not only leading the people to heaven but also 

bringing down heaven to the people.  And, a church is not a building, but the people who follow Jesus.  

Therefore, I am the church.  You are the church.  We are the church together.  Amen 

 

 


