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Heaven itself cannot be described, but the human concept of heaven can be. Jeffrey Burton Russell, A
History of Heaven: The Singing Silence (1997), 3.

Dwight L. Moody: “Soon you will read in the newspaper that I am dead. Don’t believe it for a moment. I
will be more alive than ever before.”

Heaven. Does it exist? If so, what is it like and how do people gain admittance? While
interest in these questions has been greater in some eras and places than others, human beings
have pondered and debated them for millennia. Most members of virtually every society in
history have believed that people will live forever somewhere. The ancient Babylonians,
Egyptians, Greeks, and Romans all depicted a future existence where heroes rested, pharaohs
resided, or the righteous picnicked in Elysian Fields. Australian aborigines as well as early
Polynesians, Peruvians, Mexicans, and Native Americans all had concepts of an afterlife.

Like people in other cultures, Americans have been deeply interested in life after death.
From the works of Puritan Increase Mather, to the sermons of theologian Jonathan Edwards and
Yale president Timothy Dwight, to the writings of such nineteenth-century revivalists as Dwight
L. Moody, to the books of positive thinker Norman Vincent Peale, evangelist Billy Graham, and
novelist Mitch Albom, many have offered visions of heaven and/or explained how to get there.'
Throughout most of American history evangelicals have led the way, but mainline Protestants,
Mormons, Catholics, Jews, spiritualists, New Agers, Muslims, and numerous others have also
described heaven and discussed the entrance requirements.’

The study of heaven is a complex subject. It involves examining works of art, music,
sociology, psychology, folklore, liturgy, sermons, poetry, fiction, first-hand narratives, devotional
books, and systematic theologies. Artists, musicians, social scientists, philosophers, theologians,
pastors, evangelists, and novelists have portrayed the nature of heaven, described its wonders,
speculated about the requirements for entry, or analyzed people’s beliefs about the afterlife.

Americans who have described and analyzed heaven have often not clearly distinguished between



the life of its residents before and after the last judgment and general resurrection when,
according to the Bible, people will receive new bodies. Space does not permit a detailed
appraisal of the differences between the intermediate and post-resurrection states but, wherever
appropriate, distinctions will be noted.

Speculation about life in heaven has been very appealing throughout most of American
history. Hymns about heaven have been greatly cherished and widely sung. Thousands of books,
articles, and essays on heaven have been published, and countless sermons have been preached
about the subject. Jokes, works of art, and kitsch about heaven have proliferated. American
authors penned more than fifty books about heaven between 1830 and 1870. The novels of
Elizabeth Stuart Phelps, most notably The Gates Ajar (1868), sold hundreds of thousands of
copies in the United States and Great Britain.” Between 1870 and 1900 dozens of additional
books, mostly written by evangelical Protestant pastors and revivalists, provided vistas of heaven
and urged people to prepare properly to meet God after death. The literature about heaven
published per year declined slightly between 1900 and 1970, but still a considerable number of
books and articles were issued. Fueled in part by world events, especially those in Israel, and
conjecture about the end times, a new surge of literature about heaven filled the shelves of
bookstores between 1970 and 2000. Meanwhile, numerous accounts of near-death experiences
(NDEs) increased Americans’ interest in the afterlife. Philosopher Jerry Walls calls Raymond
Moody’s Life after Life (1976) the book most “responsible for a renewed fascination with life
beyond the grave in contemporary Western culture.”*

Recently, interest in heaven has become even greater. Polls consistently find that high
percentages of Americans believe in heaven and expect to spend eternity there. Gallup reported
in 2004 that 81 percent of Americans believed in heaven, while, according to a 2005 Fox News
Poll, 87 percent of Americans believe in heaven.” An earlier Gallup Poll found that 77 percent of
Americans rated their chances of getting to heaven as “good” or “excellent.” Alice Sebold’s The

Lovely Bones (2002), the tale of a murdered fourteen-year-old girl who watches events on earth



while exploring heaven, has sold more than three million copies. More than eight million people
around the world have purchased Albom’s The Five People You Meet in Heaven (2003), a story
about an octogenarian amusement park worker who dies while heroically saving a little girl from
a runaway ride, and made into a television movie in 2004.° Anthony DeStefano’s A Travel Guide
to Heaven (2003), a detailed, highly speculative tour of the wonders and joys of heaven, reached
number one on Amazon.com several times. These imaginative portraits of the afterlife both
reflect and fuel Americans’ interest in heaven.” In a 20/20 special on ABC that aired in 2005
titled “Heaven—Where Is It? How Do We Get There?”” Barbara Walters examined the meaning
of heaven and the afterlife, interviewing evangelicals, Catholics, Muslims, Buddhists, and atheists
as well as people who claimed to have had near-death experiences and scientists who analyzed
them. Current New York Times best seller 90 Minutes in Heaven, in which Texas pastor Don
Piper recounts his return to life after being pronounced dead, is replete with memories of
inexpressible heavenly bliss. Researchers in religion, philosophy, sociology, psychology,
biology, medicine and neuroscience have all examined these experiences, and the media reaction
to them has been “nothing short of spectacular.”® Descriptions of NDEs appeal to many because
they can be adapted to many different worldviews and because they support the presupposition
that life continues after death.” NBC’s The Today Show featured a five-part series in 2006 that
explored Jewish, Muslim, Buddhist, Christian, and secular views of the afterlife. Evangelical
Randy Alcorn’s four novels that portray life in heaven and his book, Heaven (2004), have sold
very well.'” Nevaeh (heaven spelled backward) is a popular name for girls today, and numerous
pop, rock, country, and religious songs focus on heaven.'' Perhaps the most well known of these
songs is Los Lonely Boys’” “Heaven,” which is widely played on both the pop and country charts:

How far is heaven, Lord can you tell me?
Cause I've been locked up way too long
In this crazy world, how far is heaven
Lord can you tell me?

Cause I know there’s a better place
Than this place I'm living.

How far is heaven?'?



Speaking for many, Alcorn argues that every culture and religion affirms an afterlife because
God has built that belief into us. “We know we were made for something more than a life where
pleasures and joys are mixed with suffering and death.”"

Although many Americans’ picture of heaven is rooted in a religious tradition—
Protestant, Catholic, Jewish, or Muslim—the way Americans depict heaven is directly related to
what they have most valued at particular periods in history. Like people in other places and
times, Americans have tended to describe heaven as the most ideal and desirable place they can
imagine. As religion professor Alan Segal argues in Life After Death (2004), Americans “tend to
project on our view of a happy afterlife those things that we think are best, most lasting, virtuous,
and meaningful in this life, while eliminating those things we think are the most difficult,
frustrating, evil, and inessential.” Definitions of the afterlife, he adds, “are mirrors of our cultural
and social needs” and goals that can be promoted and manipulated." “The kinds of heaven men
hope for,” argues historian Paul Carter, “can be taken as unconscious commentary on what they
cherish or regret in this world.”” The general political, economic, and social climate has helped
shape the prevailing view of heaven as reflected in music, art, and literature. When peace and
prosperity prevail, Americans have typically either ignored the afterlife or emphasized its “kinder,
gentler aspects.” In times of depression and war Americans have tended to think more about
heaven either as a means of escape from problems or a remedy for sin.'® Moreover, heaven has
often appealed more to the downtrodden, poor, and enslaved than to the rich, powerful, and
sophisticated.

While many people’s understanding of heaven is strongly shaped by their interpretation
of sacred scripture, it is usually also significantly influenced by their view of what is reasonable
and their personal life experiences. “We build heaven out of our joys,” suffering, griefs, and
experiences, asserted America’s leading pulpiteer Henry Ward Beecher in 1872, “taking the best

and noblest things, and arranging them so that they shall fill the imagination.” “Thus we



construct our heaven to suit our personality.”"” Views of heaven, Unitarian John Haynes Holmes,
pastor of the Church of the Messiah in New York City, arguing in 1915, invariably assumed “the
form of that particular kind of life which each particular” group considered ideal. Throughout
history most Christians conceived of heaven as “a place where every desire of the human heart
for happiness was realized,” as the fulfillment all people “fondly yearned [for] and earnestly”
strove to accomplish on earth.' “Descriptions of heaven,” insisted Catholic John Shea in 1972,
“reveal the soul of the culture more than the nature of the future life.”"

At various times American have pictured heaven as an unparalleled paradise, an
unending banquet, a celestial city, a refuge of the redeemed, a glorious kingdom, a magnificent
home, an illusory escape from the world’s problems, a posh vacation resort, an eternal
playground, and a therapeutic center. Jonathan Edwards called the saints’ eternal residence “a
garden of pleasures, a heavenly paradise, fitted in all respects for an abode of heavenly love.”*
Those who referred to heaven as a city, the New Jerusalem, emphasized its “security, safety and
stability,” varied occupations, cultural enrichment, educational opportunities, and sense of
community.” The image of a heavenly home connoted reunion with family, tranquility, love,
intimacy, shelter, comfort, and bliss.* Following Karl Marx and Friedrich Nietzsche, some
Americans have complained that their longing for an imaginary heaven gives people false hope
that their privation and exploitation on earth will be redressed above and prevents them from
working to remedy injustice on earth. Others have insisted that their vision of heaven enables
individuals to cope with earthly disappointment, suffering, and sorrow.” DeStefano’s Travel
Guide portrays heaven as “Disney World, Hawaii, Paris, Rome, and New York all rolled up into
one,” “the ultimate playground, created purely for our enjoyment.”** For Albom and Sebold, by
contrast, heaven “is the place where you listen to your inner child, repair your self-esteem, and
finally reach closure.”” Such contemporary pictures of heaven testify to Americans’
preoccupation with personal fulfillment, entertainment, and pleasure. In this heaven, David

Brooks protests, “God and his glory are not the center of attention. It’s all about you.”*



Throughout American history Christian commentators on heaven have agreed that the
Bible focuses much more on how to get to heaven than on what heaven is like. Christ used
parables and similes to describe heaven’s glories, Increase Mather maintained in 1711, because
mortals could not comprehend its riches.”” Providing “a minute and particular description of
heaven,” argued George Whitefield, “would be vain and presumptuous, since we are told that
‘eye hath not seen, nor ear heard’” what Christ has prepared for his followers.”® Boston pastor
Ebenezer Pemberton contended in 1770 that the wonders of heaven were veiled, but enough
could be discovered about them to inspire Christians to ardently desire heaven and actively and
earnestly prepare for it.* Perhaps no one waxed more eloquent about the indescribability of
heaven than James McGready (1763-1817), a key figure in the Second Great Awakening. Were
the angel Gabriel “to leave his shining seat in Paradise, and stand in the midst of this assembly,”
McGready proclaimed, “he could not fully describe the glory and blessedness” of heaven. “Had I
a quill plucked from the wing of a cherub, and dipped in a ray of glory emanating from the divine
throne, and were I to write for millions of ages, I should fall infinitely short of having portrayed
its transcendent glory.”” The Bible, declared Presbyterian Robert Patterson in 1874, does not
provide a very detailed description of heaven; “its great object is to teach us how to get there.”"
“I have tried many a time to describe” what heaven is like, lamented leading late-nineteenth-
century evangelist Dwight L. Moody, “but my tongue seems as if it were tied.” If he could
picture what heaven was truly like, he reasoned, multitudes “would flock into the kingdom.”** To
Billy Sunday, the nation’s principal revivalist in the early twentieth century, it did not matter if
the streets of heaven were paved with literal gold. “God said ‘streets of gold’ in order to convey
to us the highest ideals our minds could conceive of beauty.” God’s revelation of the future,
James Campbell declared in 1924, “is intentionally and wisely limited.” The Bible’s description
of heaven attempted “to portray in human language things for which there are no earthly
equivalents.” Although it did not satisfy human curiosity, it provided enough information to

create faith, inspire hope, assuage sorrow, banish fear, and purify motives.”* If God had given us



a more detailed description of heaven, Don Baker maintained, “we would have been unwilling to
wait.”*® The biblical metaphors that describe heaven, historian Jeffrey Burton Russell wrote in
1997, “are written in the language of earthly delight: sound (melody, silence, conversation); sight
(light, proportion); taste and smell (banquet, sweetness); [and] touch (embracing the beloved).*
One exception to this tendency is Billy Graham during his early crusades. At his 1950
Boston revival, he specified the exact dimensions of hell and heaven: “Heaven is 1600 miles
long, 1600 miles wide, and 1600 miles high.”*’ In heaven, he added, “we are going to sit around
the fireplace and have parties, and the angels will wait on us, and we’ll drive down the golden

streets in a yellow Cadillac convertible.”®

More typical is Bill T. Arnold’s statement in
Christianity Today, a leading evangelical periodical: “When the Bible describes our blissful
existence in the age of the new earth, it consistently uses metaphorical language; indeed, it must
because the next life can only be seen through a glass darkly, even for the inspired authors.”
Therefore, “most descriptions of streets of gold and pearly gates are metaphors for a life that is
beyond our abilities to comprehend.”
Shifting Conceptions of Heaven

In Heaven: A History (1988) Colleen McDannell and Bernhard Lang argue that in the
nearly 2,000 years since Christ’s death several major shifts have occurred in how Christians
viewed heaven. Although changing social, political, cultural, and economic circumstances have
contributed to substantial differences about the nature of heaven, some aspects of American
perceptions of heaven have been quite similar across time. As will be discussed later, throughout
history many Americans have reached similar conclusions about personal identity in heaven,
recognition of friends, the activities of the afterlife, whether people make progress, and how
individuals get to heaven. Some in earlier eras even shared today’s rather pervasive fear that
heaven will be boring. Numerous authors in various periods have stressed that Christians’ true

citizenship is in heaven and have urged believers to adopt a heavenly perspective toward life on

this earth.



From the Pilgrims to the present, many Americans have been fascinated with heaven.
Although the New England Puritans strove to build a “city upon a hill” to help advance God’s
kingdom on earth, they also strove to prepare people to reside eternally in a heavenly city.
Following Richard Baxter’s Saints’ Everlasting Rest (1649), the classic Puritan statement of a
God-centered heaven and arguably the most important work ever penned about heaven, the
Puritans typically depicted a heaven, where the redeemed, both in the intermediate and post-final
judgment state, constantly worshipped God. So committed to education that they founded a
college—Harvard—seven years after establishing Massachusetts Bay Colony in 1629, the
Puritans viewed heaven as a marvelous opportunity for greater learning. Their leaders John
Cotton, and Increase and Cotton Mather, were confident that all the riddles and perplexities of
this life would be unraveled in heaven.* Moreover, the earliest Puritan pastors described heaven
as “a place of unimaginable” bliss without evil or sorrow.*' Michael Wigglesworth’s The Day of

Doom (1662) concluded:

For God above in arms of love

Doth dearly them embrace,

And fills their sprights with such delights,
And pleasures in his grace;

As shall not fail, not yet grow stale
Through frequency of use

Nor do they fear God[’]s favour there,

To forfeit by abuse*

By the 1670s, many Puritan ministers portrayed heaven in a concrete and regimented way that
was similar to the Catholic conception of the beatific state.*

America’s preeminent theologian Jonathan Edwards (1703-58) taught that heavenly life
revolved around glorifying God. As a young man, he resolved to act as if he “had already seen
the happiness of heaven, and hell[’s] torments.”** “We ought above all things,” he proclaimed,
“to desire heavenly happiness; to be with God, and dwell with Jesus Christ.”* In heaven, the
saints would see the splendor of Christ’s “divine nature, consisting in all the glory of the
Godhead, the beauty of all his perfections; his great majesty, almighty power, his infinite wisdom,

holiness, and grace” as well as “the beauty of his glorified human nature, and the glory which the



Father hath given him, as God-man and Mediator.” The redeemed would “eat and drink
abundantly, and swim in the ocean of love, and be eternally swallowed up” by the “beams of
divine love.” During the intermediate state, the saints enjoyed “a glorious and immediate
intercourse” with Christ and shared with Him in “the joy and glory of the advancement” of His
kingdom on earth.*® The “happiness of heaven,” Edwards argued, centered on beholding God’s
manifestations “of himself in the work of redemption.”47 At the same time, however, Edwards
taught that the redeemed would enjoy “very near and dear relations in heaven” as they basked in
each other’s love “in perfect and uninterrupted prosperity.”* Although he exalted the saints’
fellowship with God the Father, Christ the Son, and the Holy Spirit, unlike Thomas Aquinas and
John Calvin, Edwards did not see the relationship of the saints with each other as nonexistent,
minimal, or inconsequential. ‘“The love of the saints, one to another,” he argued, “will always be
mutual and reciprocated.” “No inhabitants of that blessed world will ever be grieved with the
thought that they are slighted by those that they love, or that their love is not fully and fondly
returned.”*’

In the first two great awakenings (1730s-1740s and 1800-1840) “hell was used more
often than heaven to inspire conversions.” The benefits of heaven rarely provided an impetus for
these revivals because most evangelists were convinced that the terrors of hell, more than the joys
of heaven, would produce conversions.” Edwards, Presbyterian Gilbert Tennett, and English
Calvinist George Whitefield, the colonies’ most widely traveled and successful evangelist, James
McGready, who lighted revival fires on the western frontier around 1800, and Charles Finney, the
most important figure in the Second Great Awakening, all used images of hell more than of
heaven to stimulate the unregenerate to repent, most famously in Edwards’ sermon “Sinners in
the Hands of an Angry God.”' Whitefield occasionally employed the allures of heaven to coax
sinners to come to Christ by emphasizing the glories of heavenly life, most importantly
fellowship with Jesus and the angels, as an incentive. In heaven, he trumpeted, “we shall see

Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob sitting, with all the redeemed company; and we shall know the names



of every one mentioned in the book of God. O blessed prospect! O blessed time!” Anyone who
contemplated “seeing the Lamb sitting upon the throne, with all God’s people about him,” would
“desire to go to heaven, and be forever, forever with the Lord.” While believers would derive
wonderful comfort from knowing one another in heaven, those who had “lost fathers, mothers, or
friends” would experience even greater joy when they were reunited in heaven.”> The central
attraction of heaven, Whitefield exalted, is Jesus, “the darling of eternity, admired by angels,
dreaded by devils, and adored by saints.””

McDannell and Lang argue that during the Victorian age (roughly 1837 to 1901)
perceptions of heaven shifted in both Europe and America from a theocentric model, a God-
centered heaven that focused on worshipping and serving God, to an anthropocentric model, a
more human-centered heaven revolving around family and fellowship. Before the Civil War,
American Calvinist clergy rarely described social relationships as being important in heaven.
They asserted that a husband “would be so enraptured with the Lord Jesus that [his wife] might
be at his side for ages before he would think of looking at her.” McDannell and Lang claim that
after the Civil War numerous ministers, “theologians, poets, and popular writers depicted heaven
as a social community” and most Christians came to see the family as “the foundation of
heavenly life. The true Christian merely moved from one loving home to another. Meeting one’s
departed family in heaven” became more important to many Americans “than union with God.”*
This shift was fueled by the nation’s increased emphasis on individualism and voluntarism,
Arminian theology, which accentuated the role of people in choosing to accept Christ as their
savior, and the new conception of revivals as more dependent on using the right methods than
God’s miraculous intervention.

McDannell and Lang conclude that after 1865 “the fatherlike God of the theocentric
system, who demanded the total attention of his saints” was “replaced by the mothering God who
serves her children.” Building on the ideas of prominent German theologian Friedrich

Schleiermacher and other Romantics, American Protestant ministers increasingly insisted that
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family life and love would be extremely important in heaven.” For Lutheran Henry Harbaugh,
Unitarian William Ellery Channing, Congregationalist Austin Phelps, and many other mid- and
late-nineteenth century pastors, heaven featured “homes restored, families regathered and friends
reunited.”® As Harbaugh put it, heaven is “our father’s home, with . . . familiar homelike scenes,
... not the cold ivory hall of a strange king.””’ T. DeWitt Talmage, pastor of the Brooklyn
Tabernacle, declared that heaven was a “great home circle” where loved ones waited for
Christians on earth and families sat together around the fireplace.”® Similarly, the nation’s most
popular late-nineteenth-century evangelist, Dwight Moody, minimized the physical features of
heaven and instead accentuated fellowship with family and friends. “It is not the jasper streets
and golden gates,” but rather the presence of spouses, children, friends, angels, and biblical
heroes “that attract[s] us to heaven,” he declared.”® This shift was evident in consolatory
literature, funerary art, and the rise of the rural cemetery movement.”” Although some of the
hymns Protestants sang at Sunday services continued to portray “a God-oriented heaven,” newer
hymns pictured heaven as the home of the redeemed where joyous reunions occurred.®!
McDannell and Lang label the nineteenth century “the apex of the anthropocentric
heaven.”® Nevertheless, the theocentric conception of heaven remained strong during the
Victorian years. James Kimball argued in 1857 that the chief occupation of “the heavenly world
is praise.” He expected people’s “friendship and fellowship with Christ” to be so deep that they
would not need human companionship.”” “Every redeemed soul, upon being admitted into
heaven,” added James MacDonald, would “for a while, be so completely absorbed in the
contemplation of that DIVINE PERSON” that he would “be incapable of paying much attention”
to anyone else.” Presbyterian theologian W. G. T. Shedd informed Christians in 1884 that in
heaven their adoration of God would “become spontaneous and irrepressible.”® For Robert
Patterson, heaven would feature “magnificent choirs” singing “to the glory of the Most High.”*
Similarly, during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, revivalists portrayed heaven as

a gigantic church service. The redeemed worshipped God either in huge throngs or more
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intimately around His throne while angelic choirs sang hymns of praise.” Moody pictured
heaven as a place of continuous praise, prayer, and singing.”® “Heaven will be a very musical
place,” Torrey added.” “Glory Song,” a frequently sung hymn around 1900, declared,

When all my labors and trials are o’er,
And I am safe on that beautiful shore
Just to be near the dear Lord I adore,

Will thro’ the ages be glory for me.”

As evident in sermons, books, and hymns, worshipping the Trinity in heaven continued to be
strongly emphasized in the post-bellum years.

During the antebellum years Southern slaves combined African and biblical ideas about
the afterlife to produce a distinctive portrait of heaven. Central to their views was the concept of
a judgment day when God would punish oppressive owners and reward faithful slaves. In heaven
they would be free and superior to whites. Their understanding of heaven brought slaves hope,
comfort, and consolation in the midst of their exploitation and suffering. Like many whites,
slaves looked forward to being reunited with loved ones in heaven, particularly ones they had
been separated from through sale or death. Numerous slave songs emphasized “meeting fathers,

. . . 71
mothers, relatives and friends in Heaven.”

Many Negro spirituals also focus on heaven. “All
God’s Chillun” declares “When I get to heab’n I'm goin’ to put on my shoes. I'm goin’ to walk
all ovah God’s Heab’n.” The better known “Swing Low, Sweet Chariot” proclaims, “I looked
over Jordan and what did I see? Coming for to carry me home, a band of angels coming after me,
coming for to carry me home.” “Oh Dem Golden Slippers” speaks of walking on streets of gold
in heaven. “Deep River” and “Roll, Jordan, Roll” have similar themes.”

Not surprisingly, the Civil War unleashed a tidal wave of interest in heaven. The fears it
evoked, the tremendous number of deaths it caused, and the tragedy and suffering it brought led
many to contemplate heaven. During the war heaven was seen primarily as a place for which

people should prepare, not a subject for speculation.” Hundreds of diaries and letters contained

biblical images of heaven, but they offered few specifics beyond the Bible’s description of pearly
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gates and golden streets where residents experienced peace and rest and were reunited with
deceased family and friends.”* Some pastors warned soldiers heading to the front lines that their
reward in heaven depended upon their earthly conduct as a means of stimulating them to avoid
the vices of camp life and to perform their duties faithfully, obediently, and courageously.”
Chaplains challenged soldiers to accept Christ as their savior while they still had the opportunity.
Moreover, the war generated great demand for literature about heaven. Between 1871 and 1876
alone, more than eighty books were published on the subject.”

During the nineteenth century, McDannell and Lang contend, “service and education,
hallmarks of nineteenth-century Protestantism,” became the principal occupations of the
redeemed in heaven.”” While focusing more on relationships with other saints than worship of
God, many Americans also substituted a heaven of activity and progress for one of eternal rest.”
Around 1900, historian James Moorhead argues, realizing earthly dreams in heaven became as
important as glorifying God there.” By the 1880s and 1890s as “the strenuous life” and muscular
Christianity became popular and many Christians dreamed of evangelizing the world in a single
generation, Americans increasingly espoused an “energetic conception of heaven.” Teddy
Roosevelt, a pastor argued in 1907, would not be able to enjoy a heaven of everlasting rest.
Instead, the former Rough Rider and current president would seek “new worlds to conquer in the
hereafter.”® For theological conservatives such as Talmage and theological liberals such as
Union Theological Seminary professor William Adams Brown, heaven was a busy place where
service was paramount.®’ Speaking for many, Austin Phelps, a professor at Andover Seminary,
declared that the worship pictured in Revelation was not a literal picture, but rather an emblem of
the gladness, spontaneity, purity, and dignity “of untiring and diversified service.”® Most
depictions of heaven in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries stressed personal growth
and continuous activity. The saints, Baptist Walter Ulyat contended, would have “fresh summits
to scale” in heaven. New York Presbyterian pastor David Gregg expected heaven to involve

ceaseless activity and the full realization of each person’s talents, while popular author S. D.
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Gordon anticipated “a busy[,] purposeful life.”® Some Protestants condemned laziness, not only
because it thwarted earthly progress, but because it failed to prepare individuals for the energetic,
productive life of heaven.**

After 1870 biblical criticism, Darwinism, immigration, urbanization, and industrialization
threatened religious orthodoxy and its conception of heaven. As socialists, labor reformers,
feminists, and others increasingly attacked the Victorian home, Protestant and Catholic authors
exalted the family’s place in heaven to help sanctify and legitimize it. Confronted by all these
challenges to their faith as well as “theological debates, sectarian splintering, and rapid
secularization,” many Victorians exalted “the home as a religious refuge.”® The key revivalists
of the years between 1870 and 1920—Moody, R. A. Torrey, J. Wilbur Chapman, Sam Jones, and
Billy Sunday—preached sermons about heaven and hell primarily to win converts, not explicate
what the Bible taught about the afterlife. Not wanting to antagonize their audience in an age
when the traditional concept of hell as a place of eternal punishment was under attack, these
revivalists used the tantalizing benefits of heaven much more than the punishments of hell to woo
sinners. They “preached a more bright and benevolent afterlife message than their First and
Second Awakening” predecessors, Jon Butler argues, because it helped generate conversions.*
These revivalists typically “associated heaven with an ideal pre-urban world and sentimentalized
it as the place of home, mother, and celestial family reunions.” Conceptions of both heaven and
hell helped “buttress the middle-class Victorian ethos against intellectual and social turbulence.”
“Across the theological spectrum, religious bodies” stressed “the continuity of the world to come
with this one” and ignored or dampened “the fires of hell. Groups as different as Mormons,
Christian Scientists, spiritualists, and theological liberals converted death into a minor incident in

the eternal progression of human life.”*’

More liberal pastors and theologians, most notably
Henry Ward Beecher, Newman Smyth, and William Adams Brown, “softened the evangelical

emphasis on divine judgment,” viewed death principally as a passage to another life, argued that

in heaven people completed the development they began on earth, and strove to “restate views of
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death, immorality, and resurrection in light of modern science.”®®

Yet another shift in the years after 1865 involved placing less emphasis on the kind of life
believers should live to prepare for heaven and more focus on describing heavenly life and on
discussing the communication between the two worlds. Consolation literature, largely written by
females and liberal ministers, encouraged mourners “to follow the journey of their deceased loved
ones to heaven in minutest detail; to inquire what they ate for breakfast, . . . who they met, how
they lived” and “promised them that such facts” were available.*” Meanwhile, after the Civil War
numerous spiritualists and visionaries used their alleged personal experiences and communication
with the dead to meticulously detail life in heaven and justify belief in the afterlife. Although
Protestants and spiritualists had an antagonistic relationship, their views of heaven generally did
not sharply disagree.”

Much more than Protestants, Catholics retained the theocratic conception of heaven,
portrayed a more mystical, reflective, abstract heaven, and stressed the beatific vision of God. In
1870 Jesuit F.J. Boudreaux accused Protestants of neglecting this intuitive, spiritual communion
with and delight in God and instead depicting the happiness of the redeemed as resulting
exclusively from interaction among saints.”’ Catholic hymns and authors writing later
emphasized the wonder of contemplating God and enjoying communion with Him. They focused
more on God’s majesty and splendor and less on Christ as a teacher and friend than their
Protestant counterparts. Continuing this perspective, The New Catholic Encyclopedia (2002)
accentuates the beatific vision as the central feature of heaven and the principal source of human
happiness and only briefly discusses the fellowship of the blessed.”

The new theological currents flowing from Germany and Great Britain influenced the
development of Progressive Orthodoxy at Andover Seminary in Boston in the 1880s. The
professors and ministers associated with this school of thought rejected the long-standing
Protestant belief that people’s eternal destiny was determined by whether they accepted Christ as

their savior while on earth. They advocated instead a probationary theory that taught most people
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would ultimately be saved either by accepting the gospel on earth or in an intermediate state after
death. Although not totally repudiating the concept of hell, they largely ignored or rejected the
dogma of everlasting punishment, stressed “a theology of universal salvation through moral
improvement,” and argued that the doctrine of future probation was more just and humane than
the traditional Christian position that many who never heard the gospel were damned. This
doctrine produced great controversy among Congregationalists and some in other denominations
during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.”” During these years liberals reduced the
contrast between the good life on earth and the life to come, concentrated on perfecting people’s
personalities in this world, and argued that moral growth in heaven would continue the process
begun on earth.”*

American Jews, especially Reform Jews, emphasized some of these same themes. Jews
constituted a very small percentage of Americans before 1890 and have been about two percent
of the population since then. Since its creation in 1885, advocates of Reform Judaism have
competed for adherents with the Orthodox and Conservative branches. Jewish traditionalists
contend that a messiah will someday come to redeem the Jewish people. He will gather the Jews
from around the world in Israel, reconstruct the Temple in Jerusalem, and restore the sacrificial
system. Rejecting this view, Reform Jews argue that people must work to bring a messianic era
on earth, characterized by world peace, prosperity, and the end of exploitation and suffering.”
On the whole, in the United States Jews have paid less attention to and have speculated less about
the afterlife than Christians. Jews have typically emphasized leading a good life on earth more
than the hereafter. While Orthodox Judaism retains the traditional rabbinic belief in the
resurrection and heaven, Reform Jews, in their Pittsburgh Platform of 1885, explicitly rejected the
concept of a bodily resurrection and eternal rewards. Reform Jews tend to view heaven as a
spiritual state rather than a specific place and to conceive of immortality as living on through
one’s children or accomplishments. Since God is just, other Jews have countered, an afterlife is

necessary to redress the injustices of earth.”
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From 1890 to 1920 the Social Gospel became a powerful force in American
Protestantism. Concentration on heaven, many of its proponents complained, detracted from
efforts to improve earthly life. Led by Baptist church historian Walter Rauschenbusch and
Congregationalist pastor Washington Gladden, they emphasized building the Kingdom of God on
earth by proclaiming and incarnating the spiritual and social aspects of Christ’s teachings. The
Christian church, Rauschenbusch complained, had long taught believers to fix their attention “on
another world and a life to come.” However, the calling of Christians was to refashion “the
present world” and make “this earth clean and sweet and habitable.” Social Gospelers, he
declared, expected life in heaven, like that on earth, to focus on love and service.”

After 1930 the increasing development of theological liberalism, the fundamentalist
counteroffensive, and the rise of neo-Orthodoxy produced a split among Protestants over the
reality and nature of heaven. Most of those who embraced fundamentalism wrote little about the
afterlife, stressing instead the authority of the Bible, the concept of regeneration, evangelism, and
eschatology. Preoccupied with battling modernists, resisting secularization, and preparing for the
final events in earthly history, they largely ignored heaven. However, other conservative
Christians, both ministers and laypeople, continued to espouse the nineteenth-century consensus
that emphasized worshipping God, recognition of and reunion with loved ones, and spiritual and
intellectual growth in heaven. Meanwhile, most liberal seminary professors and some pastors,
influenced by German theologian Rudolf Bultmann and American theologian Paul Tillich,
rejected belief in heaven and hell as actual places and saw them more as states of mind.”® For
them as well as for most Unitarian Universalists, “eternal life” did not “involve everlasting bliss
beyond physical death” but rather referred to “a quality of life gained through personal encounter
with the Christian revelation.”” Rejecting this position, Neo-Orthodox theologian Reinhold
Niebuhr defended the doctrine of the resurrection of the body as an essential aspect of biblical
eschatology.'®

Although church attendance increased significantly during the 1950s, John Sunderland
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Bonnell, pastor of the Fifth Avenue Presbyterian Church in New York City, complained that “our
secularized and materialistic civilization” displayed little interest in discussing “the nature of the
afterlife.'”’ A leading popularizer of biblical images of heaven around mid-century was Bishop
Fulton Sheen, arguably the most important twentieth-century American Catholic. A prolific
author and radio and television personality, he portrayed the grandeur of God and the glory of
heaven in books, most notably Go to Heaven (1960), devotional readings, and radio and
television programs.'” Beginning in the 1960s the “death of God” theologians who espoused a

radical, more secular worldview abandoned the concept of heaven.'®

Meanwhile, many African-
American and feminist theologians and advocates of the theology of hope, as well as liberation
theologians in Latin American and Africa, adopted a position similar to that of the Social
Gospelers: Christians must strive primarily to establish a just society on earth rather than help
individuals get to heaven; the principal purpose of biblical images of heaven is to inspire people
to improve conditions on earth.'™ Articulating this perspective, Martin Luther King, Jr. exhorted
believers to establish a “colony of heaven” on earth. Christians must not be content to be
“thermometers that record or register the temperature of majority opinion”; instead, they must
become thermostats “that transform and regulate the temperature of society.”'”> While not
depreciating the importance of heaven, some Catholics and evangelicals also urged Christians to
adopt a heavenly perspective toward earthly life and to work to build God’s kingdom here.
Focusing on the post-resurrection heaven, Paul Marshall challenged Christians in Heaven Is Not
My Home to take good care of this earth because God plans to renovate it as a place for people to
live eternally.'” Finally, in recent years evangelicals, Mormons, New Agers, and cults such as
Heaven’s Gate and the Branch Davidians have placed the greatest emphasis on the afterlife.

“To the modern mind,” Jeffrey Burton Russell explains, “heaven seems bland or boring,
an eternal sermon or a perpetual hymn. Evil and the Devil seem to get the best lines.”'”” In more
than 1,000 compositions written in 1892, California students ages six to twenty typically depicted

heaven as a monotonous place with limited activities where residents flew, played harps, and
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praised God.'"™ S. D. Gordon noted in 1920 that many people saw heaven as “one ceaseless
church service on plain, hard, wooden benches with straight, stiff backs” where people sang
hymns and heard “long, proper sermons.”'” W. H. R. Faunce, the president of Brown
University, asserted in 1930 that the imagery of the Book of Revelation and Pilgrim’s Progress
“repels us.” Harps, crowns, psalms, and an unending chorus “would be intolerable.” On the
other hand, simply “expanding our present daily tasks is equally unthinkable.”''’ In 1975 the

U.S. Catholic featured an article titled “Heaven: Will It Be Boring?”'"" Boston College professor
Peter Kreeft complained in 1982 that the Medieval imagery of heaven featuring “light, jewels,
stars, candles, trumpets, and angels” has been replaced with “pathetic modern substitutes of fluffy
clouds, sexless cherubs, harps, and metal halos . . . presided over by a stuffy divine Chairman of
the Bored.”'"? “Our ancestors were afraid of Hell; we are afraid of Heaven,” wrote Carol Zaleski
in 2000. “We think it will be boring.”'"® Science fiction writer Isaac Asimov professed relief that
he did not believe in an afterlife because “whatever the tortures of hell, I think the boredom of
heaven would be even worse.”'"* Rick Warren, author of best-selling The Purpose Driven Life
(2002), puts it bluntly: “A lot of people think™ heaven involves “sitting on a cloud, wearing
angels’ wings, playing harps. To me, that would be hell.”'"

Throughout American history, many have countered that heaven will be incredibly
stimulating and enjoyable, not tedious and boring. God created heaven for his children, asserted
Timothy Dwight, and “adorned and enriched it with everything” that could “contribute to their
happiness and glory.”"'® God will spend eternity, Anne Sandberg contended, making his children
“happy and fulfilled.”""” Kreeft argued that heaven cannot be boring because people will forever
be exploring God’s eternal love.'"® Heaven will not be dull, John Gilmore maintained, because
its residents want to be there; they will no longer be selfish, will not experience fatigue, pain, or
weariness, and will have no sense of how long they have been there.''* Heaven, proclaimed
Foursquare pastor Daniel Brown, will be “beyond our wildest expectations.” “All the delights

and treasures of our entire earthly life could be contained in each instant of . . . Heaven”'® Since
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“all of our highest desires find their ultimate meaning in heaven,” asserted Gary Habermas and J.
P. Moreland, how could we possibly be bored.'”' Randy Alcorn labeled the widespread

99 ¢

contemporary “belief that Heaven will be boring” “a heresy” because it assumes “that God is

boring.”'*

On the other hand, many Christians argue that heaven would be a miserable place for the
unregenerate. What would “an Unholy sinner” do in heaven, asked Increase Mather. He would
find no delights or any suitable company there.'> Because the essence of heavenly life is a
loving union with God, Edwards maintained, those who do not love God cannot enjoy heaven.'**
Heaven, George Whitefield announced, “would be a hell to your souls, unless you were first
prepared for a proper enjoyment of it here on earth.”'* Similarly, two of the nation’s leading
evangelists—Charles Finney and Dwight Moody—argued that people would hate heaven unless
they loved God. “Oh! what would heaven be” to the unconverted, Finney declared; “you cannot
enjoy a prayer meeting for one hour, and what would you do in heaven, employed in God’s
service forever and ever. . .. Would you feel at home? Would you be happy there?”'** “You
take an unregenerated man in Chicago,” Moody asserted, “and put him on the crystal pavements
of Heaven, and it would be hell!” A person who could not “bear to spend one Sunday among
God’s people on earth” would consider “the eternal worship of heaven to be hell.”'*’

While most Americans have believed in heaven, some in all periods of history have
questioned whether there is an afterlife. Freethinker Robert Ingersoll launched a major attack on
heaven in the late nineteenth century. Following in the footsteps of David Hume, Ludwig
Feuerbach, and Karl Marx, Ingersoll challenged belief in God and life after death in numerous
essays and lectures. Between 1900 and the beginning of World War II the assault gathered
momentum as psychologist James Leuba, attorney Clarence Darrow, philosopher Corliss Lamont,
and journalist H. L. Mencken, joined by Englishman Bertrand Russell and numerous others,

questioned the basis for belief in immortality. In later decades of the twentieth century,

philosophers Anthony Flew, scientist Carl Sagan, and others fired additional salvos against the
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concept of an afterlife.'” In recent years this offensive has intensified. Sam Harris, in The End
of Faith: Religion, Terror, and the Future of Reason (2005) and Letter to a Christian Nation
(2006), and Daniel C. Dennett, in Breaking the Spell: Religion as a Natural Phenomenon (2006),
assail numerous aspects of Christian orthodoxy including its conception of life after death. Also
joining the fray have been Englishmen Richard Dawkins, an evolutionary biologist, and
Christopher Hitchens, a journalist who lives in the United States, whose works, most notably The
God Delusion (2006) and God Is Not Great: How Religion Poisons Everything (2007)
respectively, have been widely read in this country. These naysayers use a variety of scientific,
philosophical, psychological, ethical, and practical arguments to challenge the existence of God
and the traditional Christian doctrine of the afterlife.
Principal Features of Heavenly Life

During all time periods leading American theologians and pastors have generally
agreed that heaven is an actual place of dazzling beauty, unending delight, and greatly expanded
knowledge. Heaven, declared Timothy Dwight, is “the house of God,” “the peculiar and
favourite place of his residence,” “the throne of God,” “the seat of [His] universal and endless
dominion.”"*® “Heaven is strictly and properly a place—a local and material heaven,” insisted
Lutheran Henry Harbaugh in 1849. It is “God’s peculiar dwelling place.”'*" “Heaven is a place,”
asserted R. A. Torrey in 1905, not “merely a state or condition.””' Billy Sunday averred that
“heaven is as much a place as [is] the home to which you are going when I dismiss the
meeting.”"*> “Christians are going to a very real place,” argued Hal Lindsey, author of several
1970s best sellers on the end times, “where Jesus is already preparing an incredibly beautiful
room for each one in His Father’s house.”'*® “The detailed description of the architecture, walls,
streets and other features” of the New Jerusalem, asserted Randy Alcorn, “suggests that the term
city is . . . a literal geographical location.”"**
Various authors have depicted heaven as the antithesis of earth—as safe, orderly, clean,

beautiful, fragrant, a place of “abundant food, splendid clothes, delightful music, and running
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water—all luxuries denied to so many on earth.”"”> “The Happiness of the Saints of God in the
Heavenly World,” Increase Mather wrote in 1711, “will be wonderfully Great and Glorious.”
Even if a minister studied the glory of heaven his whole life, he could not describe a millionth
part of its blessedness.”*® “In the “celestial Paradise,” God made “ample Provision . . . to supply
the Wants, satisfy the Desires, [and] complete the Happiness of the illustrious Residents,”
Ebenezer Pemberton averred in 1770. The saints enjoyed “unfading Honours, “incorruptible
Treasures,” and transporting Delights.”"*” Dwight described heaven as “sublime, alluring, and
delightful.”138 The characteristics of heaven, argued James Kimball in 1857, had “an
immeasurable power” to enthrall people’s souls.””” Reason, intellectual curiosity, imagination,
aesthetic instincts, emotions, and the need for fellowship, argued Princeton Seminary professor A.
A. Hodge (1823-1886), would “all find in heaven exercise and satisfaction.”'*" Torrey labeled
heaven’s beauty “indescribable.”'*' Catholic sociologist and author Andrew Greeley proclaimed
in 1976 that heaven “will be filled with the excitement, the wonder, the pleasures, the activity that
makes life rewarding and exciting here on earth.”'** In heaven, John MacArthur Jr. asserted,
people would see God’s “infinite glory and beauty” and have boundless and eternal delight and
“unmixed and unending joy."* The post-resurrection New Jerusalem, Randy Alcorn argued,
“will be a place of extravagant beauty” with mountains, waterfalls, and other natural wonders,
“which are more spectacular” than those on earth.'**

In heaven, explained Increase Mather, the saints would “have a perfect Understanding
of the holy Scriptures” and “a far greater and clearer knowledge of the Works of Creation.”'*
Before the final judgment, those in heaven, Edwards maintained, would better understand “the
state of Christ’s kingdom,” the connection of events, and “the beautiful order of all things that
came to pass in the church” that appeared confusing to the saints below.'*® Edwards and Timothy
Dwight agreed that in heaven, “all the works of God are studied, and understood, through an

eternal progress of knowledge.”'*’ In heaven, averred Presbyterian James M. MacDonald, God’s

plan “so replete with perplexity and misgiving to our present, darkened understandings” would be
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“cleared up” and would demonstrate His “wisdom, justice, and mercy.” All mysteries would be
explained; “every hard doctrine” would be understood.'** Methodist bishop Randolph S. Foster
declared that God’s plan is to develop “grand, robust, spirits,” who would experience

9 ¢

“magnificent growth and achievement,” “progress together” in “infinite ranges of study,” and
“advance in greatness and power” while in heaven.'” “The difference between the knowledge of
Newton and the most illiterate peasant,” proclaimed the Encyclopedia of the Presbyterian Church
(1884), “will be far exceeded by the difference between the knowledge of the Christian on earth
and in heaven.”'™ In heaven, Torrey claimed, even the most uneducated would fathom the “great
ocean of truth” and have “perfect knowledge of all things. The great perplexing problems of God
and man, of time and eternity,” would all be solved."”' Writing in 1947, Southern Presbyterian
Robert Hough contended that in heaven “every faculty will be quickened and intensified” and the
saints will “have complete understanding of every problem and every question will be
answered.”"”> “Our IQs in heaven,” argues Billy Graham, “will far surpass those of the most
brilliant people on earth.”'>

Most American Christians have also insisted that in heaven individuals will have
personal identity, recognize their friends, fellowship with the champions of biblical times and
church history, engage in similar activities, and worship God. Augustus C. Thompson asserted in
1854 that “no valid objections can be deduced” to show that personal identity will not be
preserved in heaven. Defending the concept, Rauschenbusch declared in 1917, “What
satisfaction would there be in talking to Isaiah or Paul” if people did not “remember what books
they wrote”?">* Speaking for most Christians, Jay D. Robison maintained that the Bible does not
explicitly teach personal identity in heaven, but the scriptures constantly assume it, most notably
in the story of the rich man and Lazarus. Moreover the concept of a last judgment in which
individuals are held accoutable for their earthly deeds implies continuity of personal identity."”

Based on his understanding of the Bible, Alcorn expects individuals to retain their “memory,

personality, traits, gifts, passions, preferences and interests” in heaven.'”
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The vast majority of American Christian authors in all time periods have also argued that
the saints will recognize their family and friends in heaven. If the redeemed in heaven did not
know each other, asserted Increase Mather, there would be little comfort or intimacy in their
communion.”’” Presbyterian J. M. Killen insisted in 1857 that the concept of mutual recognition
had been almost universally believed and was “deeply imbedded in our moral constitution.”'™®
God made friendships and interpersonal love an inseparable part of humans’ immortal nature and
a source of great joy, contended James Kimball. Because “God himself is love, and the truest,
warmest friend in the universe,” He would “reunite Christian friends in heaven.”'® Rufus W.
Clark acknowledged in 1854 that he could not adduce many scriptural passages that furnished
“direct and unqualified proof of the recognition of our friends in heaven,” but he insisted that
there was enough scriptural testimony “to satisfy the longing, and sustain the faith, of all true
disciples of Jesus.”'® In 1884 Reformed Episcopal pastor Samuel Fallows summarized the
reasons why Christians believed in this doctrine: The same means that enabled people to identify
themselves would enable them to identify relatives and acquaintances; memory could not exist
without recognition; some tasks could only be completed in heaven if there was recognition such
as thanking those who were instrumental in one’s conversion; the final judgment necessitated
recognition; the doctrine was “highly reasonable”; and the interest those in heaven took in earthly
affairs strongly supported the concept.'®" J. Aspinwall Hodge repudiated the objection that
having one’s friends in heaven “would detract from worshipping Christ” and insisted instead that
full fellowship with the Lord was “only possible in communion with His people.”'®* Paradise,
Charles H. Strong, the rector of St. John’s Episcopal Church in Savannabh, insisted in 1893,
“would lose its blessedness if our loved ones did not share in its bliss and the beatific vision.”'®
“A careful and candid reading of the four Gospels” assures Christians, wrote J. T. Whitley in
1925, that their reunion “with their loved ones who died in the faith and hope of salvation through

Christ is . . . certain.”'® Almost everyone agrees, John Gilmore alleged in 1989, that the

redeemed will “recognize each other in heaven.” That God created each person as unique and
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implanted a desire in people to know family and friends in deeper ways provided support for
heavenly recognition.'® In heaven, Billy Graham declared, “we will have a family reunion like
no other.”'®

In addition to enjoying the company of their relatives and friends, Americans in all time
periods have looked forward to spending time in heaven with the heroes of the Bible and church
history. Although he expected the principal fellowship of the redeemed to be with the three
persons of the trinity, Edwards insisted that the saints would also have companionship “with the
patriarchs and fathers and saints of the Old and New Testaments.”'®’ Charles Hodge, who taught
systematic theology at Princeton Seminary for more than fifty years in the mid-nineteenth
century, rejoiced that the saints would be able to fellowship “with the high intelligence of heaven:
with patriarchs, prophets, apostles [and] martyrs.”'® Torrey was eager to see Abraham, Isaac,
Jacob, Moses, Elijah, Daniel, and Paul as well as Samuel Rutherford and David Brainerd.'® For
Billy Sunday, one of the best things about heaven was its galaxy of stars—Abraham, Noah,
Moses, Joseph, Samuel, Isaiah, Daniel, Jeremiah, John, Peter, Paul, Luther, Calvin, Spurgeon,
and Moody."" “What a privilege it would be,” declares Billy Graham, “to meet the Apostle Paul,
or Peter, or others who served God over the centuries!”!"!

Although a few acknowledged that Jesus said nothing explicitly about the occupations of
the redeemed in heaven, many others confidently explained what their employment will be.'”
We do not know the particular responsibilities of the saints in heaven, wrote Edwards; “but in
general we know that they are employed in praising and serving God . . . .”'” In the future world,
argued Timothy Dwight, the saints would glorify God, study His works and character, reign with
Him, and befriend one another.'” Rejecting the concept of eternal rest, Dwight declared that
glorified spirits were the “most active,” “laborious,” and “unremitting” of all God’s creations.'”
“Incessant and heightened activity,” Robert Patterson asserted in 1877, would occur in heaven.'”®

Boston’s prince of the pulpit, Episcopalian Phillips Brooks, insisted similarly in 1897 that heaven

would entail “active, tireless, earnest work,” not stagnation or idleness.'” “Service of the highest,
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most adoring and enrapturing form,” Edward Bounds argued in 1921, “will characterize heaven.”
Heaven’s inhabitants do the will of God promptly, gladly, and with all possible efficiency,
maintained J. T. Whitley in 1925."” Don Baker contended in 1983 that heaven’s residents will
worship, serve, administer, fellowship, learn, and rest.'” Alcorn predicts that heaven will have
“bustling activity, cultural events, and gatherings involving music, the arts, education, religion,
entertainment and athletics.” “We’ll be busy exploring his universe, working on projects,
fellowshipping with him and each other, listening to and telling great stories.”"™

Like many Christians in earlier eras, some today stress that heavenly life will focus on
glorifying and adoring God. Heaven, insists John MacArthur, “will be a place of eternal, loving,
adoring worship” where the redeemed continuously praise God."®' Hal Lindsey contends that
“the most important thing” about heaven is “that God will be there in person, and we’ll see Him
face-to-face.”'®* Heaven, Joni Tada declares, “is a place of eternal, loving worship” where “the
saints fall on their faces” around “God’s throne and worship their Savior forever.”"™ “[T]he most
important thing about heaven is that we will be with God,” writes Billy Graham. “In heaven, we
will have all eternity to explore the wonders of His creation and the depths of His love.”'**

In addition to describing heaven’s topography, activities, and attractions, many
ministers and authors from the Puritans to the present have exhorted Christians to adopt a
heavenly perspective while on earth. God commanded Christians, asserted Timothy Dwight, “fo
set their affections on things above.”"® “The moment a person becomes heavenly minded and
gets his heart and affections set on things above,” Moody proclaimed, “life becomes beautiful, the
light of heaven shines across his pathway. . . .”'*® Baptist A. C. Dixon urged Christians in 1897
to see everything from a divine perspective and “lay up treasures in heaven by investing [their]
time, talent, and money for God.”"™ Tn 1924 James Campbell exhorted Christians to “live the
heavenly life before men, as Jesus did” in order to bring Heaven into people’s hearts and earthly

life."® Habermas and Moreland labeled the New Testament “perspective on heaven and its

relation to the Christian’s life on earth” “the most revolutionary idea (next to salvation) ever
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penned” and counsel believers to ‘Set your minds on things above’ (Col. 3:2).'"® “Anticipating a
coming world in which all right choices will be rewarded by God inevitably changes the way I
live today,” Alcorn declared." For these Christians, concentrating on heaven is not escapism,
but the highest form of presentism. It gives Christians a transcendent perspective and an
incomparable identity, satisfies their hearts’ deepest longing, empowers them to serve God
enthusiastically and energetically in this world, helps them deal with suffering and failure, and
prepares them to meet God when they die."”!
Getting to Heaven

Americans have debated not only whether there is an afterlife and what it will be like, but
also how people get to heaven. From the Puritans to the present, most Christians have argued that
the only way people gain admittance to heaven is by accepting Jesus Christ as their savior and
Lord. “Jesus Christ is the only Way unto Eternal Life,” proclaimed Increase Mather. “No man
will ever come to the Enjoyment of God in heaven but by Him.”'*> “Those hopes grounded
partly in Jesus Christ and partly on something else,” James Pierpont, the pastor of the New Haven
Congregationalist Church, claimed in 1712, “will surely fail us at last.” Christ alone is the “hope
and refuge, the only suitable” foundation on which individuals could build to attain “eternal
blessedness.”'” Edwards contended that God would admit into heaven only those who had
experienced the “blessed renovation” of their hearts “by the Holy Spirit implanting divine love in
them.”'”* His contemporary Samuel Finley declared that some foolishly hoped “to be pardoned
without an Heart-purifying Faith, and accepted of God without the imputed Righteousness of
Christ.”"” “Works! Works! A man gets to heaven by works!” protested George Whitefield in
1770. “I would as soon as think of climbing to the moon on a rope of sand!”'*® “Jesus Christ,”
Moody maintained, “is the ‘open sesame’ to heaven. Anyone who tries to climb up some other
way is a thief and a robber.”'”” “If people knock on the door of heaven for admittance without
Christ,” T. DeWitt Talmage asserted in 1897, “heaven’s police will say, ‘Depart, I never knew

you.””'”® The Scriptures clearly taught that people cannot earn, “negotiate, demand, or pay for
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salvation,” John Gilmore argued in 1989. Rather, heaven is a free gift based on Christ’s atoning
death on the cross.'” God’s gift of salvation, Randy Alcorn insisted, “cannot be worked for,
earned, or achieved in any sense. It’s not dependent on our merit or effort but solely on Christ’s
generous and sufficient sacrifice on our behalf.””” “We can never be saved because of what we
do,” declared Billy Graham; “we can only be saved because of what Jesus Christ has already
done for us” by dying on the cross to atone for our sins. “Simply believe that Christ has taken
away your sins, and then receive Him into your heart and life.”*""

On the other hand, throughout American history many have believed that their good
works will get them to heaven. They have reasoned that if their good deeds outweigh their bad
ones on God’s eternal scale, then God will reward them with eternal life. Or they have believed
that God is like a college math professor who grades on the curve, so as long as their conduct
places them in the top half, they will gain admittance into heaven. George Whitefield berated
those who trusted in their own righteousness for salvation, who thought their “civil, honest,
decent lives” would enable them to someday enter heaven.””® “The most prevalent and popular
assumption about heaven,” Gilmore insisted in 1989, is “that heaven is earned by the ethical and
upright.” In numerous surveys of his college and adult education classes, writes Peter Kreeft,
“the percentage of people who believe the world’s most pervasive superstition, that good guys go
to Heaven and bad guys go to Hell,” has always been “well over 50 percent, often over 90
percent.” Similarly, in Gallup polls, 70 percent of Americans in 1965 and 71 percent in 1980
agreed with the statement: “Do you think there is a heaven where people who have led good lives
are eternally rewarded?”*” Alan Segal maintains that most Americans today believe that
practicing altruism or achieving self-realization is the path to heaven.***

Unitarians, Universalists, liberal Protestants, Catholics, and Jews have been the most
likely to contend that good deeds play an important role in people’s pilgrimage to heaven.
Rejecting Jesus’ deity, Unitarians and Universalists have generally avowed that “salvation is by

character; religion is a matter of deeds, not creeds.””® Most liberal Protestants have accepted the
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deity of Christ but repudiated the doctrine that He died on the cross to reconcile sinners to God.
They have minimized humanity’s sinfulness and argued that obedience to God’s commandments
brings salvation. In his oft-quoted critique of liberalism, H. Richard Niebuhr complained: “A
God without wrath brought men without sin into a kingdom without judgment through the
ministrations of a Christ without a cross.”*"

Following the teaching of the Council of Trent (1545-1563), most American Catholic
leaders have asserted that salvation involves “faith cooperating with good works.” They have
also argued that in justification God infuses grace into the hearts of believers, changing their
spiritual and moral nature. Many Protestants have countered that in the forensic act of
justification God imputed the righteousness of Christ to those who trust Him as their savior.
These different conceptions have produced many heated debates between Catholic and Protestant
theologians and clergy over the nature of salvation and the role works plays in it. In 1983
American Catholics and Lutherans issued a joint statement on justification, declaring that “our
entire hope of . . . salvation rests on Jesus Christ and on the gospel; ... we do not place our
ultimate trust in anything other than God’s promise and the saving work in Christ.”

Nevertheless, some Catholics and Protestants still disagree about the way people get to heaven,
especially about whether most believers must be purified in purgatory before God will admit
them to heaven.””’

American Jews have rejected the Christian concept that Jesus is the messiah who saves
people from sin by His atoning death on the cross. Instead, they have generally taught that people
should strive to have a close relationship with God, obey His laws, and be morally upright.
Individuals should do this because it is right, not to earn rewards or attain salvation. Focusing on
obtaining rewards or avoiding punishments is selfish, they argue, and diminishes the virtue of
individuals’ acts.*® Speaking for many Christians, Billy Graham argues that people can never
fulfill God’s requirement for admittance to heaven because His “standard is nothing less than

perfection.” A single sin will bar people from heaven. Individuals must accept as their savior,
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therefore, the one who lived a perfect life—Jesus Christ—and died on the cross to reconcile them
to God.*”

In summary, throughout our history Americans have expressed great interest in the
nature and activities of heaven and the grounds for gaining entrance. Based on their
interpretation of the Bible or other sacred scriptures, their varied life experiences, and their
political, social, economic, and cultural circumstances, Americans have reached many different
conclusions about what heaven will be like and the conditions for admittance. Nevertheless, they
have largely agreed that heaven is a spectacular, glorious, beautiful, delightful place whose

residents are aware of their own identities and histories, who fellowship with friends and family,

worship God, engage in meaningful work, and experience fantastic joy.

! See Increase Mather, Meditations Upon the Glory of the Heavenly World; Jonathan Edwards, Heaven is a
World of Love and other sermons; Timothy Dwight, “The Remoter Consequences of Death: The Happiness
of Heaven” and other sermons; Dwight L. Moody, Heaven; Norman Vincent Peale, Life Beyond Death;
Billy Graham, Facing Death and the Life After; and Mitch Albom, The Five People You Meet in Heaven.
The publication data for these works is in the notes below.

* Due to limitations of space, this essay will focus principally on American Protestant views of heaven. I
wish to thank my colleagues Gillis Harp and Paul Kemeny for reading drafts of this essay. I am also
grateful to 2007 Grove City College graduates Leah Ayers Stapleton and Timothy Witt and current students
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