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In his book Surprised by Hope Bishop Tom Wright argues strongly that western Christianity has, over 

the centuries, lost hold of the core of the really good news of hope that was preached and lived by 

Jesus of Nazareth and believed by his earliest followers. That core hope is the coming Kingdom of 

Heaven, validated by the bodily Resurrection of Jesus himself. 

The impact of returning to that amazingly surprising hope is that we should not be thinking of people 

as ‘souls’ that will leave their bodies at death and go to a ‘life after death' in either ‘heaven’ or ‘hell’, 

and certainly not to an after death cleansing process such as ‘purgatory’. 

According to Luke’s gospel account, on the cross Jesus promised the thief who asked about his 

Kingdom coming that they would be together “today in paradise”. But, in the same gospel story, two 

days later Jesus' tomb was empty and he was appearing alive in body to his disciples. And just over a 

month later, those bodily appearances of Jesus ended when he was “taken up to heaven”. 

So, Tom explains that early Christians actually expected a peaceful paradise sleep after death, while 

awaiting a bodily resurrection like that of Jesus himself on the Day when he would appear again, 

returning from heaven to earth to fully complete the Kingdom here. 

Like anyone, Tom struggles to imagine this return. But he chides the church for painting simplistic 

pictures of vertical travel up into the sky and back again as being the physical reality. How then are 

we to imagine heaven – the realm of God’s presence? Tom says that first century believers were not 

naive, literally thinking that reality was a three-storey universe with heaven above us and hell below. 

Rather, they were using pictorial language for a much deeper reality. 

But at this point he too finds himself needing a mental image. So, relying on the theoretical physicist 

turned theologian, John Polkinghorne, Tom begins to talk in science fiction language about other 

dimensions of space and maybe of time too. I’m not sure that that helps. It seems to me that, with 

our rapidly changing scientific and cultural worldviews of physical reality, this just gives another 

hostage to fortune – maybe even more so than did Luke. Luke was evidently struggling in his 

descriptions of Jesus' ‘ascension into heaven’, something which he hadn’t witnessed first hand but 

had tried to report from eyewitness statements. Perhaps we just need to stay honestly 

acknowledging our lack of understanding and explanation, and simply wonder at the historical facts 

as the gospel writers did. 

Tom then turns to rethinking what we should expect or hope for immediately after bodily death. 

What was the apostle Paul imagining when he wrote, “My desire is to depart and be with Christ, 

which is far better”? (p163.) Tom argues against the idea of disembodied souls fleeing the ‘wicked 

and pain-filled' earthly body and escaping to ‘heaven’, concepts which he points out come from 

Plato rather than the Bible. He prefers to talk of personality rather than soul, because of the 

connotations that word has acquired. 

He points to evidence, e.g. in Peter’s letters, of early Christian belief in our “receiving salvation for 

our personalities now, and in fuller form later at the resurrection”. (p164.) Paul describes us putting 

on a new body like clothing or a tent over “the self that will still exist after bodily death”. (p166.) 

The New Testament appears to describe a two-stage process – paradise and later the resurrection. 

(pp174-176.) Paradise, however, does appear to be a time without embodiment. Tom shares with us 



a software-hardware analogy that Polkinghorne uses, but is this really any different from talking 

about a disembodied soul? Tom ends up admitting that using the word ‘heaven’ for the intermediate 

paradise rest is permissible but emphasises that it is not the ultimate Christian hope; that is the 

Resurrection and the Kingdom coming on earth! 

How will that happen? Repeatedly the New Testament writers identify that this will be the work of 

the Spirit. Once again, trying to imagine and describe the future leads Tom Wright into deep waters. 

On p176 he talks of an ‘energising force'. But the Spirit is described by Jesus as a person, a teacher-

adviser-advocate and an indwelling which is deep relationship like that between the Father and the 

Son. We should be careful not lose that sense of personal reverence. 

Approaching the third and final part of his book, Tom focusses on the impact of all this for us in our 

lives now. “People are saved not as souls but as wholes, and not for themselves alone but for what 

God longs to do through them”. (p212.) 

In a chapter entitled ‘Rethinking Salvation' he describes a pattern in salvation – of being chosen and 

saved for the benefit of others and for the coming of the Kingdom of Heaven: Israel chosen to be a 

light to the Gentiles; the Church chosen to exemplify Kingdom life and to teach ‘the powers and 

authorities’ a spiritual lesson by its example; individual believers in Jesus chosen to become a 

Kingdom of Priests, offering prayer and personal sacrifice for others around them who lack and need 

those things; the Children of God being chosen and revealed to bring salvation to the whole created 

order, releasing it from its bondage to decay. (p218.) 

But then Tom says, “He (God) alone will make the ‘new heavens and new earth'. It would be the 

height of folly to think that we could assist in that great work” (p219). I think here he is once again 

trying to imagine re-creation in science fiction terms, and his conclusion seems to contrary the point 

he makes repeatedly elsewhere in the book, that God chose to do the work of redemption and re-

creation through the man Christ Jesus, and that he continues to enrol Jesus' followers in that 

ongoing work of transformation. 

There are two concluding chapters on reshaping the Church for mission, once we have grasped the 

centrality of Jesus resurrection and the surprising hope of his appearing and his Kingdom being 

fulfilled in completeness. The second of these chapters ends by looking at the effect of this hope on 

our Christian spirituality – focussing on 1. new birth/ baptism, 2. eucharist, 3. prayer, 4. scripture, 5. 

holiness, 6. love. 

I found the section on prayer especially helpful (p288-293). Tom describes two different natural 

approaches to prayer across all religions – nature mystic and petitionary. He then explains how 

Hebrew prayers like the psalms combine those two approaches in a special way because of the 

psalmists’ trust in a personal and faithfully loving God. Finally, he uses Jesus' prayers in John’s gospel 

and Paul’s letter to the Romans chapter 8 to show how Jesus' death and resurrection has fulfilled 

and transformed that prayer relationship so that we can participate in the same intimacy and 

indwelling that he enjoyed with his Father. 

He goes on to interpret the heavenly worship song of Revelation 5, “Worthy is the Lamb”, as our 

adoration of the One who has conquered death through dying and so opens the way to ‘read’ the 

scroll of God’s re-creation and the fulfilment of his good creation. Similarly, our wordless, groaning 

prayers described in Romans 8, prayed in us by the Spirit, enable us to participate in that work of 

Jesus the true intercessor for the world, the one who knows and understands its suffering. 



“It will of course be costly”, Tom Wright warns. “You don’t get to share God’s life and escape 

without wounds. ... But this is how the central Jewish prayer, the shema, turns into the Lord’s 

Prayer.” 

This has made me see that special prayer Jesus gave us in a new way – as something that Jesus 

himself has already fulfilled – so that looking backwards through it we can see the Kingdom actually 

arriving and begin to experience the presence of God dwelling amongst us. 

Praying the Lord’s prayer backwards 

Lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil. 

Jesus faced his ultimate trial in the Garden of Gethsemane, when he prayed “... yet not my will but 

yours be done.” Somehow there he received from his Father the ability and the way to face and to 

persevere through his betrayal, his sham trials and his cruel execution. He had to rest, dead in the 

tomb, a whole day. But then he rose; it was impossible,  that death should hold him! Death, the final 

enemy of hope, was defeated there and then. His love and faithfulness had defeated first the fear of 

death and then death itself. 

Jesus told his disciples to expect trouble in their lives, persecutions and even martyrdom; then he 

added “... but not a hair on your head will be touched”.  

So, his resurrection triumph is also our guarantee of eventual safety and deliverance from evil. After 

death comes sleep in the grave (or in paradise as Jesus said to the criminal dying alongside him), and 

after that the promise of resurrection on earth in a new body awaits us all, when we shall become 

like him seeing him as he really is. 

Meanwhile, you and I can face any and every disappointment, worry, betrayal or agony in the 

knowledge that our heavenly Father ‘will not allow you to be tested beyond your endurance, but will 

at the same time provide a way through it'. 

Forgive us our sins, as we forgive those who sin against us. 

On the cross, Jesus who, despite being quite uniquely innocent was being cruelly murdered, spoke 

words of forgiveness to all those responsible: “... because they don’t understand what they are 

doing.” 

None of us fully knows what we are doing.  

Our life chances are defined by circumstances quite beyond our control. We may try our best, but 

often find we’ve failed nevertheless. How wonderful to know that Jesus has been confirmed as our 

righteous judge, the One who has shared our sufferings and fully understands our limitations. We 

can have confidence of his love regardless of how we feel about ourselves. 

But how then could we judge others when Jesus has specifically told us not to? We can and must 

condemn all injustice or brutality as he did, and fight against those things. Wrongs need to be 

honestly exposed and faced; but then forgiveness becomes not just possible but essential. It is Jesus 

who is Lord and Judge of all. 

Meanwhile I can trust myself, my loved ones, and even my enemies to his loving judgement. I can 

have full confidence in him because I know he understands me far better than I understand myself – 

and that I'm nevertheless accepted and loved. 

Give us today our daily bread. 



One day at a time is how Jesus lived and what he taught us to do too, because “... each day has 

troubles enough of its own.” 

He was always aware that his ‘day’ would come, but until that time, which he trusted was in his 

Father’s hands, he was present in full compassionate humanity to the people in front of him – whom 

he thought of as his ‘neighbours’ or as ‘sheep of his flock’. 

So, he calls us now daily, ‘while the word “Today” rings in our ears’, to enter into his Sabbath rest; to 

live unworried, unhurried, but urgently active lives of service, looking each moment for ‘what the 

Father is doing' and then doing that only. 

And what he daily provides sustains and blesses us. 

Your will be done. Your Kingdom come on earth as it is in heaven. 

“The Kingdom is at hand – it’s amongst you”, Jesus announced. Now he is the ascended reigning 

King, and we are to be his messengers announcing that good news. 

There is ongoing work to be done in the ‘Garden’ of the Kingdom: sowing, tending, reaping. The poor 

will always be with us, Jesus said, but they are the owners of his Kingdom and it’s a joyful and 

rewarding life to listen to them and serve them with due respect; to fill the hungry and thirsty both 

with food and with truth, freedom and fairness; to be God’s gentle hands wiping away the tears of 

those who mourn; to set prisoners of all kinds free and announce in Jesus’ name the ‘Year of the 

LORD’s Favour’. 

This  requires courage, determination and persistence; but we are fired up with hope because we 

can see the Kingdom already starting to gain ground, and we’re certain it will continue to do so until 

the Love and Justice of Jesus’ presence are fully revealed across the earth. 

Our Father, hallowed be your name. 

Your name, your character, is Love and enduring Faithfulness. It is Presence in each moment and 

Truth too. I want to take on and live in that wonderful family name with all the brothers and sisters 

you have given me – with each and all of your created human children. 

I want to love, respect and care for all your creation, and I long for my life to glorify you, just as the 

hills, the skies, the woodlands, the deserts and the seas do. I want to be my best for you, and to 

come to know you as well as you already know me. 

Open my eyes and let me see you in and through everything you have made. Open my mouth to 

speak to you and the ears of my heart to listen to your voice. 


