HEAVEN

s a pastor, I am uncomfortably
Alware of my own reticence to

peak of heaven. Like a lot of
mainline pastors 1 know, I'm caught
between honest belief and embarrass-
ment. The result of this uneasy truce is
silence. Several forces have led to this
ambivalence. Most obvious is that main-
line clergy have reacted against heaven’s
being used for manipulation: the ulti-
mate carrot dangling on the stick of con-
version—or worse, used as a

every relationship worth preserving—
will be mercifully affirmed. This experi-
ence taught me that if I present heaven
only as an abstract realm where we are
lost in wonder, love, and praise before
God, I may have said what is most
important, but I have not said enough.
A robust theology of heaven for our
time would attempt two things: It would
articulate the yearning beneath the cul-
ture’s preoccupation with heaven, and it

they are likely to envision the therapeutic
ideals of deep consolation and genuine
human flourishing—two worthy goals
that the forces of this world and the con-
flicts in our hearts do not seem to allow.
Christians can help people recognize
that embedded within this desire is a
longing for God. The desires to be con-
soled and ultimately to flourish are good.
God has implanted them in our hearts.
Yet they will remain unfulfilled if obliv-

ion is our end. True conso-

crass fund-raising tactic by If I pI'CSCIlt heaven Only as an abStI'aCt 1ati0n and genuine flourish-

televangelists.

A few months ago, a man
who had lost both his wife
and son to cancer spoke up
in a Bible study group: “I
remember hearing a preach-
er say that we would recog-
nize our families in heaven
but we would not have any
family relations. They would be familiar,
but we wouldn’t share intimately as we
had done on earth. And I thought to
myself, How awful! I would hate to pass
my son or my wife on the street in heav-
en and then go back to my own little
house. I know this is a terrible thing to
say, but if that is true, then heaven
sounds a lot like hell to me.”

He was obviously looking for some
guidance, but I had no idea what to say in
response. I wish now I had simply
assured him that heavenly union with
God will not wipe out our essential iden-
tities. Every part of us worth saving—
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realm where we are lost in wonder,

love, and praise before God, I may

have said what is most important,
but I have not said enough.

would seek to address this yearning with
the hope that arises from the resurrec-
tion of Jesus Christ.

The desire [for heaven] is not merely a
wish to survive death or to be compen-
sated for earthly struggles. It is more
substantial, more vital than that. It is a
desire for true fulfillment, an indescrib-
able fullness that will somehow make
sense of the emptiness of our existence.

What is different [today] is that people
are likely to interpret this desire through
the dominant cultural metaphor of our
age—the therapeutic. So when they expe-
rience this universal, timeless yearning,

ing call for the merciful
presence of God. This is
the yearning that God
addresses in the resurrec-
tion, the one event that is
central to all Christian
hope. As Archbishop of
Canterbury Rowan
Williams reminds us, the
message of the risen Christ is not only “I
am risen” but also “I am with you.” Thus,
at the point where our yearning is most
acutely felt, we also receive the promise
that Jesus’ resurrection is the sign of our
own, that those who “hunger and thirst”
will ultimately be satisfied.

"This is why one can’t help noticing that
missing from best selling novels such as
The Five People You Meet in Heaven by
Mitch Albom and The Lovely Bones by Alice
Sebold is the central character—God.

That is a troubling omission, and it
represents in part an indictment of
Christians. When there is more talk of
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Their desire for heaven is a kind of homesickness, a restlessness
of soul that will remain unfulfilled until we are united with
the One who created us—the One who remains the source

of all true consolation and genuine flourishing.

heaven in novels, television shows, and
pop songs than in sermons, Christians
must shoulder some of the blame for the
fact that visions of life beyond death fail
to include God.

It is also a sign of how thoroughly
contemporary culture has misunderstood
the essence of human flourishing.
Augustine puts the Christian alternative
best in his oft-quoted words at the begin-
ning of the Confessions. “O Lord,” he
prayed, “you have made us for yourself,
and our heart is forever restless until it
rests in you.” With this prayer, Augustine
points to the summum bonum of both this
world and the next: not the only good,
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Counseling Survivors of
Traumatic Events: A
Handbook for Those
Counseling in Disaster and
Crisis, by Andrew |. Weaver, Laura
T. Flannelly, and John D. Preston.
What do you do when the call
comes from a distraught
parishioner who needs help in
dealing with a murder, rape,
traffic accident, miscarriage, or
the effects of a natural disaster or
war? Weaver, Preston, and
Flannelly use case studies to show how to handle such
tough situations. Treatment options, referral possibilities,
and procedures are explained so that the caregiver knows
how to help those in their care cope with catastrophic
emotional distress. Includes lists of national, religious,
cross-cultural, and self-help resources which caregivers and
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but the highest, the one that gives life to
all the rest. On earth and in heaven, we
thrive and grow ultimately in relation-
ship to God. People need this reminder.
They need to consider the possibility
that their desire for heaven is a kind of
homesickness, a restlessness of soul that
will remain unfulfilled until we are unit-
ed with the One who created us—the
One who remains the source of all true
consolation and genuine flourishing.

I believe our culture is ready to hear
this message. Perhaps, as Paul put it, they
are even “standing on tip-toe.” For me,
the only question that remains is whether
I will be too embarrassed to tell it. 0
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The Places You Go: Caring
for Your Congregation
Monday through Saturday,
by Urias Beverly. Effective pastors
minister in a variety of settings.
Each setting—whether hospital
room, nursing home, funeral
home, jail, or even the pastor’s
study—nbrings its own unique
dilemmas and rules. Beverly offers
concrete steps and illustrations on
how to artfully minister in a
variety of common settings as

well as how to cope with the dilemmas pastors face in
facilitating ministry in these settings.
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