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Dedication
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TO SUSAN JEAN BLACK—THE KINGDOM OF HEAVEN COMES EVER CLOSER WHEN YOU ARE NEAR.





Epigraph
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Were a star quenched on high,

For ages would its light,

Still traveling downward from the sky,

Shine on our mortal sight.

So when a great man dies,

For years beyond our ken,

The light he leaves behind him lies

Upon the paths of men.

—HENRY WADSWORTH LONGFELLOW, “CHARLES SUMNER”
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Foreword
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I thank God for Preparing for Heaven. We can be grateful that Gary Black Jr. has been able to bring to us the penetrating insights of Dallas Willard on the subject of death and the life to come. And Gary does it all with exceptional skill and sensitivity. Dallas made a wise choice in asking Gary to bring this material into published form.

I consider it providential that God would bring a world-renowned philosopher and a bright, young theologian together in a unique working relationship for the final years of Dallas’s earthly life. Their prolonged discussions about life in the Kingdom of the Heavens (beginning now and continuing on into eternity), especially as Dallas was facing his own death, make for riveting reading.

I was particularly moved when, in the midst of their work on several writing projects, Dallas emphatically insisted to Gary, “You must immediately stop flattering me.” After Gary recovered from the shock of this statement, Dallas went on to challenge Gary that he must be willing to “take apart every one of my ideas, hold it up to the light, scrutinize every word, as if the truth itself hangs in the balance. . . . You’ve got to be hard on me and my ideas. I’ll have it no other way.” After Gary agreed to this new arrangement, Dallas declared, “Okay, let’s start. Where do you think I am wrong?”

I am so glad for this turn of events. Following this crucial conversation, the relationship between them changed from a starstruck student trying to faithfully record the words of the master teacher into a collaborative search for truth. And it was by “talking tough,” as Dallas would sometimes put it, that the insights found here began to emerge. Good for Dallas. Good for Gary.

The genesis for this book grew out of extensive material Dallas had written down for a course he taught at the University of Southern California on death and immortality. And now, with Dallas’s own impending death, the issues became highly focused and personal. Here is someone who had read, studied, and thought long and hard over the philosophical, religious, and theological dimensions of death and the life to come and who now was himself preparing to make this very transition.

Many will be taken by the moving conversations the two of them had in the final weeks and even hours of Dallas’s earthly life. And they are moving indeed! But there is more, so much more. Together, they wrestle with thorny questions such as: “Is there an intermediate heavenly state before the final resurrection?” and “Is there work for us to do in heaven?”

Perhaps for me, the most striking aspect of this book is Gary and Dallas’s contention that we will continue to learn and grow and even increase in personal character formation following our bodily death. They take deadly aim at the popular notion that at the moment of death, every ounce of sin is simply erased as if it never existed and that we will become perfectly completed, whole, and finished. Dallas called this the “cosmic car wash” view of heaven. He clearly understood how devastating this approach was to any serious transformative change in this present life. Given this approach, character development and the transformation of heart, mind, and soul into Christlikeness could then be viewed as nonessential or simply a luxury in the Christian life, certainly having no actual connection with the life to come. In contradistinction, Dallas saw a deep connection between the spiritual formation we are developing now in this life and the formation we will continue to experience into eternity. Our life and death and the life that is to come are delicately and deliberately interconnected. With laser-like insight, Dallas perceived that we would need to grow, develop, learn, and mature in character if we are “to endure the eternal realities of the Kingdom of Heaven.”

In these pages, Gary explores what Dallas expected would likely be the course of human existence in heaven. Black writes, “If you are looking for a grand vision of the type and quality of life that lies far beyond the reach of the current imaginings . . . if you are looking for a purpose that is worthy of devoting your life to, if you are wondering about the enduring reality of heavenly existence and its eternal call, this book is for you.”

At this point, if you are anything like me, you are wondering exactly what biblical evidences or rational justifications there might be for such convictions. Well, friend, you will want to read Preparing for Heaven and then judge for yourself.

Richard J. Foster

May 2015         






Prologue
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Eternity in a Peach Box


The genesis of this book was a series of initially unplanned conversations during Dallas Willard’s final few months on earth. Beginning in January 2013, Dallas and I spent a good deal of time together working diligently to finish The Divine Conspiracy Continued. When we started our research, Dallas was reasonably hopeful he would recover from his cancer, if not fully, at least enough to finish a few lingering writing projects. He was optimistic about having at least several months, perhaps even years, of life still ahead. This hope was justified by a cautiously optimistic prognosis.

He talked about his outlook for the future one chilly winter morning as we walked through the garden toward his library. The library was located in a little white house that sits on a lot adjacent to the Willards’ home, which at the time was filled to the rafters with books and boxes of all shapes, conditions, and sizes full of a myriad of subjects. Forrest Gump’s momma used to say, “Life is like a box of chocolates. You never know what you’re gonna get.” The same was true of the bookshelves and boxes in the Willard library. One never knew what treasure could be found packed away in some lonely corner. It was a perfect space for quiet study and contemplation, where I routinely got lost for hours in deep and meaningful reflection.

Dallas was in good spirits that day. Having recovered from a recent chemotherapy treatment, he shared with me his excitement about starting our new project together. With deliberate movements, he took his time finding the books and papers we needed. We found a collection of used grocery boxes, high atop a row of bookshelves, full of notes and teaching materials he had used in his philosophy classes at the University of Southern California (USC). Many of the subjects covered in The Divine Conspiracy Continued originated from the notes and lectures gathered in an old Brawny paper towel box labeled “Professions.” Next to it was a Del Monte peaches box labeled “Death and Immortality.”

“Death and Immortality? What’s that?” I asked.

“Oh, that’s something I taught now and again. Not a class for the faint of heart,” he quipped with a chuckle.

He asked me to take both boxes down from the bookshelf. As I worked through the Brawny box, he began to thumb through the Del Monte box. He continued thumbing for quite a while—long enough that I got him a chair so he could sit while he rummaged. It was a surprise for me to discover a subject he had thought so deeply about but had never published. More importantly, in suffering through his illness, and considering the prospects of a terminal diagnosis, Dallas was now experiencing firsthand some realities he had previously only considered in theory. He was facing his own mortality, and immortality was now closer than ever before. It was a poignant moment for me to watch Dallas read over his now aged, faded notes and ideas on the subject of death and eternal life. The emotions on his face ranged from surprise, thankfulness, and irony as he engaged in an internal conversation with an earlier version of himself. The box of insights acted as a time capsule of sorts opened at just the perfect moment. He spent a couple of intensive hours silently skimming his writings and reflections.

Finally, after I had organized my stacks of material, I asked, “Do you want to do some work on that?” He took a while to answer.

“Maybe so. If we have time.” Those words floated ominously in the air. “If.” That was the operative word. Neither of us knew if he would be given the time. As we were about to leave the library, he suggested I look through the box of material on immortality as well. He gave it to me with a casual “Just see if you can make anything of it.”

I spent the long Presidents’ Day weekend sorting through large portions of his notes and lectures. The box also contained a few books covering a range of philosophical arguments for or against the continuation of personal spiritual existence after physical death. Dallas primarily used the course to investigate how death affects the human condition, what unites and sustains the human personality before and after death (including whether one could or should infer the continuation and integration of personhood after death), and what religious and nonreligious viewpoints exist regarding the survival of the person, or soul, beyond bodily death (immortality). The last section of the course dealt with the meaning of life in light of death and with what kinds of human existence are implicated in worldviews that either accept or reject the concept of the immortality of the soul. There were also several pages on the subject of near-death experiences.

Dallas used several different core texts in the class. Since I am trained as a theologian and not a philosopher, only a few texts were well known to me: C. S. Lewis’s The Great Divorce, Peter Kreeft’s Heaven: The Heart’s Deepest Longing, and Saint Augustine of Hippo’s The City of God. I was surprised and delighted to find Richard Matheson’s book What Dreams May Come. I only skimmed through the other texts, choosing instead to spend a fair amount of time reading through Dallas’s very thorough syllabus. Some sixty pages into the syllabus, I came across a reference to Mitch Albom’s book Tuesdays with Morrie. The title leaped off the page. Tuesdays with Morrie describes the life lessons journalist Mitch Albom learns from regular meetings with his former sociology professor, Morrie Schwartz, who is in the process of dying of ALS. A heartrending premonition began to loom over me.

I returned to the faded Del Monte box and found a well-marked copy of Albom’s book. Dallas used Tuesdays with Morrie as a modern-day example to highlight the classic concept of a good death and to illustrate the significance and goodness in the lives and deaths of other historical figures such as Socrates and Jesus. Dallas suggested that Albom’s description of Schwartz’s life and death demonstrated the moral goodness available even in the process of dying. For Dallas, dying with principles was as significant an accomplishment as dying for principles.

Yet that was not what caused a lump to grow in my throat and a knot to twist in my stomach. As I thumbed through Tuesdays with Morrie, looking at Dallas’s highlights and underlined passages, it was as if I were gaining a bird’s-eye view of the very situation Dallas and I were in, and the fog of my denial slowly began to lift. The more I realized the harsh probabilities of Dallas’s future, the more overwhelmed with grief I became. All the hope and energy I was giving to our book projects had blinded me to the harsher reality of Dallas’s illness. Albom provided something of a guidebook for navigating whatever time I had left with Dallas, and I began to realize I must follow Albom’s lead.

That afternoon, a significant weight began to settle across my shoulders. It felt like equal parts burden and blessing. Even as I sit to write these words, I feel the same mixture of duty to represent Dallas’s life and thoughts well and a deep sense of gratitude for having the opportunity to know him as a friend and learn from him as a mentor.

It wasn’t until a few days later that Dallas and I had a chance to discuss the subject again. Dallas was not feeling well that day. He was weaker and uncertain whether he was going to be able to maintain some important speaking engagements. We were all praying for a miracle. He asked, “So do you think we can make anything out of that mess of material in the box?” He was always so humble.

I laughed. Tongue in cheek, I answered, “Yeah. I think there might be just a few ideas that matter in there, like maybe the whole meaning of life thing. That might be interesting to a few people.”

He looked down at his feet with a chuckle and nodded his head. “Well . . . if you think so.” Dallas was simply one of the most brilliant, secure, and unassuming men I have ever met.

It was that interaction that proved to be the spark that set this book into motion. Over the next several weeks, we discussed many more subjects. We covered why and how to convey some key insights on the subjects of heaven, death, and discipleship in light of the nature and realities of heavenly existence. We discussed what he believed was most important, what to focus on, and what should be avoided on the subject and why.

Dallas and I also talked about how we believed Matheson was on to something very important about the human will. In What Dreams May Come, Matheson depicts Chris and Ann, a married couple who are deeply devoted to each other but become tragically separated when Chris is suddenly killed in an auto accident. Much of the book focuses on the process of learning and growth Chris experiences as he navigates the new realities of life after death. Dallas saw the biblical parallels found in Jeremiah 29:13, John 15:7, and Matthew 6:33 and 7:7 as fairly straightforward and easy to discern. Perhaps eternal life is a place where our “dreams,” if we can define them as manifestations and envelopments of our strongest desires, can come true. Perhaps eternity is the place where what we deeply desire eventually becomes a reality, for better or worse. If this is so, Dallas suggested that our overarching priority must be to become the kinds of people who dream dreams worthy of our lives, people who know that what we seek after is both good and best.

Much of Dallas’s work was dedicated to explaining and teaching the idea that we were made to do good by first becoming good people through lifelong apprenticeship to Christ. This is what it means to willfully inhabit, reflect, and share the glory of God. The weightiness, the gravitas, of God is found in his unstoppable goodness, which is sourced by his unending love. So how do our dreams reflect God’s goodness? Are we, or are we becoming, the kinds of people who dream the kind of godly dreams that would benefit us and others should they become a reality?

Dallas also appreciated the habitual power of the will, and thus, he understood the necessity for an authentic representation of God’s never-ending, life-giving sufficiency to progressively invade, and then transform, our hearts and minds. Grasping any paradigm-shifting message requires a clear-eyed, cost-counting, and well-reasoned vision of God, which is especially true for grasping enlightening visions of the Kingdom of God and the Church. People need a compelling vision of the good that lies at the center of Jesus’s good news. The sheer power of such goodness alone carries the potential to subsume all other competing and counterfeiting motives, thoughts, and actions. When this good is tasted and seen, we progressively become willingly and joyfully capable of trusting our entire being to the transforming light of the Spirit of God, who is able to eradicate darkness, fear, and pride from our hearts and minds.

This is the divine effect of the knowledge of God that Dallas reveled in and loved to share with those who desired to live in the realm of God’s love and grace. He knew that knowledge of God, as God is, was the full measure of the easy yoke that binds us to Christ and his loving ways (2 Pet. 1:3). Dallas encouraged us to seek, knock, and ask because God’s grace blesses the pursuit of the “with-God” life and opposes only a prideful attitude connected to earning favor. Blessing and goodness are not earned, but they must be sought. This book endeavors to help us rethink and reimagine our lives in light of God’s design and desire for human flourishing, both now and throughout all eternity. There are ways, and God has made those ways available to us, that we might become increasingly transformed into the likeness of his Son. This opportunity for experiencing life from above has been made available to us by Christ. We can enter into an eternal life that starts now and never ends.

Many of my conversations with Dallas over the years were revolutionary for me, and the subjects we began to cover became even more poignant and profound during his illness. But we never specifically discussed Albom’s book. In fact, I avoided it. At times now, I deeply regret not discussing the similarities between Tuesdays with Morrie and what Dallas and I experienced as he died. Perhaps it was my own insecurity at work. I didn’t want to be caught presuming too much, either of his illness or of our relationship. I rationalized that I didn’t want to focus his energy on something so sentimental. Plus, what if I was wrong? What if God was planning on healing him and his death remained years away? What if the Albom connection only existed in my imagination? I concluded that mentioning the Albom-Schwartz relationship didn’t serve any higher purpose, and therefore, I would hold these thoughts to myself.

I can’t know if that was the right decision or not, but I am deeply grateful for making the connection between our time together and Tuesdays with Morrie. Looking back, I realize that it prepared me, both mind and heart, to act as a sponge in retaining as much of my experiences and our conversations as possible. You could say that day I was given the gift of recognizing the need for an “eternal suitcase” to pack every precious artifact I would encounter and to store them deeply within my heart and mind. Hopefully, one day I’ll be able to forge these gifts just as deeply into my character.

Since Dallas’s death, I have often wished I had recorded all of our conversations in those last few months. Much of our time together over the years was spent with a recorder nearby. But in the last few weeks, so many of our discussions were spontaneous and personal and a little bit random or unpredictable. Often I would visit with Dallas to work on the book and would end up profoundly surprised at the enlightening and meaningful turns our conversations would take. A few times, I managed to pull out my phone and record a few words, but most of the time, I just didn’t think of recording our conversations. In some ways, I’m glad I didn’t. Sitting next to Dallas’s bed listening to his thoughts on these subjects, as he was encountering them for the first time, was a different experience than that of conversations we’d had before. Many of these moments were simply too raw, too poignant, sometimes revealing his soul in all its frail authenticity. Sometimes, when I thought of setting a tape recorder beside the bed, it seemed it would have infringed upon the sacredness and privacy of those moments. Other times, I wish I had recorded more.

Instead, I remained intentional about treating every interaction as instruction, not just as a casual relation but rather as a window of opportunity into something essential and purposeful for both me and perhaps others as well. I began to engage Dallas as if I were going to lose him sooner than I wanted, and I considered every moment precious because it might have been our last. I now realize that for a few short months I had the opportunity to treat Dallas the way I should treat everyone all the time. Our time was precious to me, he was precious to me, and my actions followed suit.

By March, we learned of his terminal prognosis. Shortly thereafter, sitting in his backyard enjoying the warm sunshine of a springtime afternoon, Dallas and I talked about what lay ahead. I fumbled through a few words of sympathy, appreciation, and sorrow and finally got around to asking how he was bearing up under such distressing news.

That afternoon, in the garden, Dallas certainly had not given up hope of surviving, believing God could heal him, if God chose, and Dallas was continuing to ask for as much. We discussed how his surgery and recovery had been very difficult over the past several months. He said that he felt if he wasn’t meant to regain his strength, he was willing to continue his life in eternity rather than being left to linger with his ailments and their limitations. He was growing weary of the fight for his life on earth. Yet with a sparkle in his eye, he looked up into a cloudless sky and said, “Either way, whatever is best. I am at peace. I am confident things will work out just fine.”

It came as no surprise to me that he was very much at peace placing supreme confidence for his eternal destiny in God’s hands. What was surprising to me was how powerfully that peace manifested itself in him, and on him, and by extension, on me as well. There was a certain level of sorrow that hung in the air between us. At times like that, it is easy to realize how imposing and violent death is to the entire human experience. In years past, I had heard Dallas speak about how easy it is for us to forget that death is a foreign invader into the eternal designs and character of God. Death was never part of God’s overarching plan for humanity. And when it shows its bony face, death’s finality and mystery can sneak up on us in unsuspecting and terrifying ways.

But not for Dallas. Mixed with the tears of loss, there was an unmistakable gleam of anticipation in his eyes as well. I can only describe it as a childlike excitement, and despite the pain and weakness of the disease, and the temporary loss of connection to his loved ones, his expectant joy was unquenchable. He knew he was shortly to experience what he had long dreamed of and hoped for. He was soon to come face-to-face with his dearly beloved Lord and friend, Jesus. That reality carried with it a power that was sustaining us both, allowing us to rise just above all other cares and concerns of this world. I learned that day, like never before, how highly contagious knowledge and faith can be, as can be the joy and peace they produce.

Even though I knew, perhaps even expected, this joy to be a natural product of Dallas’s intimate relationship with Christ, it was an immeasurable gift to witness firsthand the effects of his trusting faith in action. I watched him stand at the precipice of the greatest of unknowns, what some call the void, where knowledge fades and we are susceptible to the dread of a cold, empty, dark, and solitary nothingness. For so many, perhaps most of us, the journey of death and dying is a haunting one through unblinking fears born from the expectation of an unforeseeable measure of suffering and loss. Such gut-wrenching questions and their potential realities did not escape Dallas, nor was he immune to their power for fanning doubt into dread. But his vast experience of God’s goodness, attained throughout the many years he walked with Jesus, dug a reservoir of truth that swallowed such fears, engulfed them, and transcended them, while never needing to deny their presence or potential. His knowledge of God’s loving care produced a joy strong enough to cast dread as far from his heart and mind as the east is from the west. As a result, Dallas faced the beginning of his heavenly existence with a welcoming expectation of engaging and sharing in an even more abundant supply of love, peace, and hope than that he had experienced during his life on earth. To live was Christ. To die was gain. He endured a good death because he chose and lived the good life.

Those last months with Dallas helped me to begin learning that the eternal significance of a good life and a good death are inseparably interwoven, interdependent, and mutually reinforcing. The degree to which my choices, my thoughts, my relationships, my desires, my fears, my pride, and my faith affect my experience of the eternal kind of life, both now and into eternity, remains perhaps the most altering and fulfilling lesson Dallas ever taught me. A lesson and insight, I am still, and will be forever, working to master.

Characteristically, that afternoon it didn’t take long for Dallas’s thoughts to focus on those around him. He talked about how good his life had been because of those who loved him best. How proud he was of his children and granddaughter. How wonderful his life had been with his wife, Jane. And he made a point of making sure I was committed to accepting his charge to complete this book. I admitted that I had a significant lack of confidence in my ability to successfully carry his words and ideas forward without him. To which he replied, “God is with us in this work. And we have to look for him and expect his help in these things. He will help you as he certainly helped me.” Dallas had a wonderful way of recognizing, yet never validating, fear, so that a growing confidence in God’s enabling grace was the result.

We reminisced for a while longer. When a chilling breeze began to blow through the trees, we decided to return to the house. For the first time since he had taken ill, he gently took my arm to steady himself as we walked across the yard and into the family room, where he settled down into the comfort of his favorite recliner. He then asked me when I would be back. I told him I would return the next day and that we could start right where we left off. “Good,” he said. “That’s a good plan.” Before I turned to leave, he took my hand in his and with his other hand gently tugged at my elbow, pulling me down closer to where he could look into my eyes and whisper with a smile, “You’re going to do just fine.” Somehow I was able to hold my emotions in check until I said my good-byes to Jane and was back in my car. I wept most of the way home.

The most honorable thing I can say about Dallas was that he believed in the truth and lived what he believed. And his last few months on earth were certainly no exception to that rule. In large measure, the reason why Dallas was able to manifest in deed what he professed in word came from what he knew by experience. He understood better than anyone I have ever known what a pivotal role our ideas play in how we live our lives and navigate our world. This was never clearer to me than when I was able to both watch and listen to how Dallas integrated a few key ideas about eternity into the reality he faced during his own demise. It is these ideas, and their impact, that he hoped would be a great blessing to those endeavoring to grasp the larger canvas of God’s enduring plan for life to the full in God’s Kingdom. This book seeks to illustrate and critically engage those ideas.

Over the years, I’ve often caught myself realizing how amazing it was to be sitting in Dallas’s living room, enjoying a meal together, listening to him lecture in the classroom, or sitting at his bedside as he described his experiences of and wisdom on any number of subjects, and I’ve wished there were a way others could listen in on and learn from his unique perspectives and wisdom. I’m certain I am not alone in the longing to share these moments with as many as would benefit from his insights and encouragements. Many of Dallas’s friends and students have conveyed identical yearnings for their friends, family, and colleagues. One of these strongest beliefs and keenest insights centered on the critical and definable role eternity should play in the life of a disciple of Jesus. As Dallas and I discussed these subjects, and what lay ahead for him personally, along with the ideas we had gathered from the Del Monte box, it became increasingly obvious to us how catalytic such insights could be for inspiring Christians to fulfill their potential for living holistically within the realm of God’s love, power, and grace.

The end of Dallas’s life followed in step with the one ultimate motivation he carried for both his life and work. He desired to experience for himself, and to point others in the direction of, the wonderful, majestic person of Jesus the Christ and the eternal reality available for life and living in his Kingdom. That was Dallas’s—and remains my—highest hope and objective for this book.

Like no other person I have known, Dallas had a special manner of intentionally conveying wisdom and beauty in ways that they became forever lodged deep in the hearts and minds of those around him. He also had a way of so thoroughly demolishing a bad idea that I never had to think such thoughts again. Likewise, I pray that God can use these pages to present the beauty and grandeur of the “with-God” life, as Dallas called it, both now and throughout eternity. Living in the reality and knowledge of God and his peace allows us to summon the courage, the will, the desire to take seriously the need for taking captive every thought, preparing, experiencing, and packing away the eternal qualities of faith, hope, and love that are essential for the abundant, eternal life with God. Amen.
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Preparing for Evermore


I don’t like to pack. It’s one of the least enjoyable things I do. Perhaps it’s because I don’t like to fold. Never have. The ever-present wrinkles in my shirts and jeans are a testament to my lack of enjoyment of what feels to me like fashion origami. Another reason I loathe the chore of packing is the inescapable requirement to find things. I can rarely find the things I need when I need them, but packing requires me to try nonetheless. Further, my personality tends to lean more toward the spontaneous than the methodical, and packing requires me to plan ahead, another of my enduring weaknesses. Despite my best efforts to properly prepare for my travel, I invariably arrive at my destination only to discover, far too late, that I’ve forgotten to pack something essential. This is why I have drawers full of cheap Windbreakers, umbrellas, and phone chargers I’ve purchased on innumerable street corners in cities across the country. Once while traveling to Milwaukee in February, I didn’t think to pack my winter gear and nearly froze while ruining a good pair of leather-soled loafers trudging through calf-high salted snowdrifts in a rental-car parking lot. (Think Steve Martin in the movie Planes, Trains and Automobiles.) Of course my parka and insulated boots were hidden safely someplace in my closet. I think.

My most loving wife knows how packing challenged I am, and one of the amazing gifts she will often give me is to pack my things when I am traveling to a short one- or two-day seminar or conference. If I lay out my things on the bed, she will graciously fold and tuck my things away as if she’s piecing together a jigsaw puzzle. It’s a sublime experience for me to watch. Yet on longer trips, especially family trips where we are gone multiple days and are engaging in multiple activities like bike riding, fishing, swimming, and the granddaddy of all packing assignments, snow skiing, she leaves me to the mercy of my own skills and focuses her gifts on getting the rest of the family organized. I’m not very pleasant to be around during the several hours such endeavors require late at night the evening before we leave. Attila the Hun may have been more congenial.

It may feel ironic, after enduring my packing diatribe, to find out that I very much enjoy traveling. Travel can begin to wear on me if I do too much of it, but I mostly enjoy experiencing new places, eating local cuisine, meeting interesting people, seeing enlightening vistas, and experiencing all the unique tastes, cultures, histories, stories, and dreams of a certain time and place in the world that others call home. However, I can’t get to what I really enjoy about travel without first preparing myself to endure the trip. I have to pack. I have to be intentional in thinking through what is important, what can be left behind, what is too heavy, what I should expect upon arrival, the original purpose of my journey, and what I hope to achieve. All of which leads us to the topic of this book.

See, my wife, Susie, has developed a wonderful system of packing. She starts a week, sometimes two weeks before her departure. She lays her luggage in a corner of our bedroom, out of the way, and as she goes about her day, as things come to mind that she needs to pack, she starts looking for them, finding them, washing them if need be, replacing certain items, getting new items, and so on. She also goes online to find a weather report and search out nearby historical sites or museums. All the while her excitement and anticipation of the trip grows, and the packing and preparation are not stressful but enjoyable. As a result, she’s ready, prepared, and excited about her adventure. She keeps the end in mind, always. She prepares; I just throw items into a suitcase and hope things will work out.

If there’s anything we should all be preparing for, it’s eternity. Yet most of us are more like me in this sense than like my wife. We expect that we’ll just throw it all together and be ready at the last minute. Other than simply planning our destination, we believe that what’s happening day-to-day in our pre-travel lives has very little to do with our upcoming trip. Unfortunately, the opposite is true. If we are unintentional about our day-to-day movements, we are left highly susceptible to the gale-force winds of our circumstances to the point where we only stop to think about what is crucial in our lives when we run aground and our progress comes to a jarring halt. We’re busy, very busy, scattered, and distracted and therefore don’t give much forethought to our overarching purpose, where we are headed, and what we need to achieve. The thrust of this book is meant to encourage us to slow down long enough to reconsider and redirect this increasingly popular, haphazard, off-the-cuff way we go about spending our lives.

For What Do You Dream?

Part of our trouble comes from a few foundational cultural beliefs that underpin our lives. Western society can appear at times to be rushing headlong toward the precipice of total collapse. The never-ending 24/7 media cycle has self-diagnosed contemporary generations as anxious, youth-worshiping, rights-demanding, truth-avoiding, photoshopped, “reality” TV-obsessed, debt-riddled, politically polarized, desire-addicted, angry, morally obtuse, and epidemically depressed. If the essence of these reports is even partly true, we should be very concerned about how these factors reveal the ultimate, underlying motivations that fuel our lives. How did we get here, and what keeps us in such a state? We should think deeply about what foundational beliefs lie at the base of what we hope and strive for in our lives, and the degree to which we either suffer or flourish as we reap the consequences of what we value and dream of. These factors carry huge repercussions, not only now but throughout all eternity.

The unavoidable decision that each of us must face, then live with for eternity, is what kind of human beings we choose to become. God has given us the freedom and responsibility to make such a choice. And God has also given us all the means by which we can make the best choice possible. Our task in this book is to investigate what this most consequential and eternal choice entails, and what eternal life amounts to.

Such a task requires us to first better understand the nature of human existence and of eternal life while also seeking to better understand what kinds of people will naturally benefit from the quality and character of a life sourced only from above. Perhaps then we could grasp a clearer vision of how all of this must play a crucial role in how we prepare ourselves to dream dreams worthy of the gift of life itself. We have the ability, and a mandate, to grow and mature into the kinds of people who glorify God and enjoy the nature of his Kingdom and character, right now, precisely where we are, long before we leave this earth. Therefore, I hope to help us better grasp how the lives we live, and the characters we “pack” and carry forward within our timeless souls—both now and in the afterlife—greatly define whether, and to what degree, we will achieve the flourishing we all so desperately seek on our journey through life. Forming our eternal lives begins now and lasts forever. This is your life, your one and only life. Are you the person you want to be?

A helpful illustration comes from Richard Matheson’s What Dreams May Come, a novel that eventually became the 1998 motion picture of the same title.1 Although the visual images of the film are stunning and worth seeing in their own right, the book delves more deeply into the internal troubles and triumphs of human relationships and the impact our lives, together and separately, have on the eternal condition of our souls. In the story, Chris and his beloved wife, Ann, are separated after he is killed in an auto accident. Much of the book focuses on Chris as he learns while exploring life after death. Fortunately, Chris has a teacher and guide, his previously deceased cousin, Albert, who is committed to mentoring him in understanding the new, heavenlike realities of Summerland.

Chris’s thoughts and devotions, however, remain tethered to his living wife, who is suffering from the overwhelming loss of her husband. Chris’s choice to dwell on the pain of Ann’s despair and grief keeps him from living fully in the fruits of his Summerland existence. When Ann succumbs to her grief and commits suicide, Chris decides to leave the bliss of Summerland and risk the dangers of the hellish realms in an attempt to rescue her.

Of course, I don’t endorse all the theology the story advocates. In one sense, Matheson has written a fictional story loosely tied to Dante Alighieri’s poem Inferno, and it should be treated as such. There are several theological claims that would not stand up to the tenets of the scriptures, but there is no reason to assume Matheson ever intended his story to be held to such a standard. Dallas was, however, deeply intrigued by Matheson’s depiction of heaven and hell as states created by the limitation or lack of maturation of one’s mind, experience, desires, and character cultivated on earth. Matheson suggests that if the deceased would simply choose a flourishing existence—marked not by despair and darkness but instead by joy, peace, and goodness—they would be able to achieve that condition in the afterlife. For Matheson, one’s eternal reality is constructed either as an experience of severe limitation (bondage) or unbridled potentiality (freedom), depending only on the power of the will to conceive of, then pursue, one state of being over the other.

To illustrate this point, Matheson describes Ann’s descent into the “lower realm” after her suicide not as an act of punishment, but simply as a result of her patterned unwillingness to accept the fact that a quality of life that transcended her pain and despair was available to her if she chose to pursue it while she was alive. Instead, the habitual devotion to her suffering resulted in the decision to end her own life. For Matheson, in order for Ann to experience any degree of redemption and transformation, she must willfully reject the originally flawed and distorted rationale, ideology, or belief used to justify her suicide. Acceptance of the truth of her life is necessary before she can live in the reality that surrounds her. She must choose to adapt to the irrepressibility of truth, which consequently alters her thoughts, shapes her experiences, and eventually transforms her entire existence.

Dallas believed Matheson was making a crucial argument about how the nature and quality of our afterlife is largely affected by the lives we lead on earth. Matheson holds the idea that whether or not our dreams are sustained or become a reality in the afterlife is determined by what dreams, hopes, values, and beliefs consume our lives before we die. In the end, Matheson believes that a significant determiner of our eternal existence is pre-established by the quality of the life we live and the choices we make while on earth. Dallas argued that the overarching moral of the book is based on the assumption that what our heart most desperately seeks or desires determines what we eventually find. The book and the movie illustrate both the potential and the consequences of such a proposition.

I’ve often heard it said, “You never see a U-Haul being pulled by a hearse.” The idea is that we don’t take anything with us after we die. That’s actually not true at all; we enter eternity as the people we have become. We take our “selves” with us—our memories, our characters, our personhoods, our spirits, our souls. Our entire, holistic beings carry on into eternity. This is similar to what happens when we move from one house or apartment to another. We tend to box up only our most treasured, valuable, or useful possessions with us and get rid of the rest through garage sales or thrift store donations. Likewise when we each enter eternity, we only take one thing with us, and it’s the most valuable asset we ever possess: the sum of our life. The question is, What kind of people will we be when we enter the eternal state? Other questions should naturally follow: Have we done our part in transforming our characters in such a way that our lives are filled with the fruit of a life lived in the power, peace, wisdom, and love of God? Are we preparing our lives, filling our days, and directing our minds and bodies toward the good life Jesus offers us that begins right now and extends throughout eternity? What is it that we will carry forward in the “suitcase” or “boxes” of our lives? Are we prepared to live and experience the abundant life both now and forevermore?

This is not your normal book on heaven. I didn’t die or come back or receive a divine vision of the afterlife that I am retelling here. Make no mistake: Dallas believed, as do I, that near-death experiences can be real, even though not all of what we read or hear about these events might be credible. This book is about the nature of eternal life, lived in the Kingdom of Heaven, that has already started and will continue for eternity. Jesus reveals to us that eternal life, or what Dallas defined as the “with-God” life, offers us a type and quality of existence that we don’t have to die to experience. It’s available right now, it’s within arm’s reach, and it is literally at hand. What we probe in this book is the nature of what human life is intended to be, one long (eternal) existence that has a very distinct and discernible quality to it. The key questions this book seeks to answer are: What does this eternal kind of life amount to? What is it that we can expect to experience as a result of living in and by the Kingdom of Heaven? And perhaps more important, Would I like or could I endure the reality of heaven, and if so, what am I doing now to prepare for that possibility?

What I learned from Dallas, especially as he was entering the end of this life and beginning the next phase of his eternal existence, was that the degree to which I live in the reality of the Kingdom of Heaven now, will have a huge impact on what it will be like after my physical death. What I also learned is that what we call near-death experiences are actually mislabeled. We shouldn’t think of these experiences as representing what it means to be close to death at all, but as just the opposite. We should call them near-life experiences because it is at these times when we are nearer to true life than we may ever have been before. Learning that fact changed everything about how I look at and approach my life here on earth, and it also changed my view of eternity. The truth is that we can find and live the abundant life to the full long before we die. This fact can and should shape our view of eternal life. It has mine.

Of course, the apostle Paul tried to convey this message nearly two millennia ago when he said, “Set your minds on things that are above” (Col. 3:2). It wasn’t until I heard Dallas say those exact same words to me the day before he entered heaven that my eyes began to open up to the reality of what eternal life really has in store for us. Hopefully, I can help you see what too many of us ignore for much too long. Heavenly existence has already started for those whose life is now hidden in Christ (Col. 3:1–4).

In the following pages we will begin engaging with some of the reasons for, and the benefits of, purposefully focusing our time, thoughts, and energies on preparing our character for what the New Testament describes as a life based on the wisdom “from above” (James 3:17), which is demonstrated in the life of Christ (1 Cor. 1:22–25; James 3:13–18). Matthew’s Gospel describes this life as one lived in the Kingdom of the Heavens. What Jesus argues over and over again is that we can begin now to intentionally practice living our lives in light of this truth. Heaven is actually closer than we have previously imagined. For it is not luggage we carry into our journey through timeless infinity; it is the sum total of ourselves, accumulated into our character, which will largely define not only our experience of life now, but ultimately, the nature of our eternal destinies.

Our first hurdle is to better understand at least some of the crucial implications, phenomenal opportunities, and potentially tragic consequences we face in light of the reality that human existence is eternal. Each of us faces both a timeless destiny as well as an inescapable reality. The heavenly reality already exists, but construction on our destiny in that reality has begun and remains fluid and dynamic in the moment-to-moment decisions we make. In total, our choices forge the character of the person we become (Deut. 30:19). This is paramount when we stop to consider the unalterable reality that as human beings we will never cease to exist. Therefore, we can only be awed at the fact that we are always going to be someone. The question is, Who? In light of the truth that you will live forever, who do you want to be?

Among the greatest assets we have in this quest to understand the essence of eternal life that comes from above are the unique perspectives and valuable lessons, which I’m still learning, from Dallas. In the chapters that follow, I will share some of the key moments that marked the beginning of Dallas’s ultimate voyage into eternity. During his illness, I was also able to see how Dallas and others benefited from his lifelong preparation for entering eternity. He had long ago packed away several crucial truths and treasures into the depths of his own soul. Each chapter to follow will reveal the nature of one of those treasures. I too am attempting to pack away these truths into my own life, and therefore, I will offer some of my own thoughts and reflections regarding the implications of Dallas’s views on these essential, yet often misunderstood or overlooked, treasures of Christian living. Hopefully you can benefit from both Dallas’s insights and my stumbling journey in coming to grips with these essential realities in order to prepare for evermore: ever more life, love, grace, peace, wisdom, and power.

A second important goal of this book is to bless those who may be struggling with facing the reality of their own physical death or perhaps the loss of someone dear to them. Finally, I pray this work provides encouragement and wisdom to everyone longing to live their real life, right where they are, in full view of the eternal realities available in God’s Kingdom, which has already begun and extends forevermore.
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The Problem

What We Misunderstand About Heaven


“If you read history you will find that the Christians who did most for the present world were just those who thought most of the next. . . . It is since Christians have largely ceased to think of the other world that they have become so ineffective in this.”

—C. S. LEWIS, Mere Christianity
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