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f you went to seminary in the last thirty years or so, odds are good you encoun-
tered a kind of cultural criticism that goes like this: Americans, above all else,

fear death. We hide it away in hospitals, nursing homes, and funeral homes, hand-
ing over the last moments of life and the bodies of our loved ones to professionals
to “take care of things.” This denial of death is cited as explanation for everything
from our rampant consumerism to marital infidelity to the rise of cremation as
standard practice. The fitness craze, the financial crash, and general resistance to
change are all attributed in various ways to this incapacity of the American psyche
to face mortality. As William Willimon put it recently, “We are convinced that
there is no way people as nice as us will ever die.”1

It is still popular among pastoral theologians to point out the thinness of the
eschatology held by middle-class, mainline Christians. We know what we’re up
against. Yet we who aspire to teach and preach a creedal faith that maintains a
steady gaze on the horizon of ultimate things may imagine that our liturgy, our
prayers, and the balance of our preaching sufficiently balance out the siren song of
our culture as it wails, “This is all there is.” I know I did. But I was mistaken.
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Members of a middle-class Lutheran congregation are surprisingly reluctant or
unable to talk about a vision of heaven or the afterlife. The problem with this is
that our visions of heaven and hell are closely related to our vision of God.

1William Willimon, “What’s Next?” Christian Century, June 1, 2010, 29.



The list of places where faithful worshipers might contemplate the world to
come is pretty long: the creeds, the prayers (always ending with a reminder of those
gone before), the Eucharist, baptismal rites, multiple quotes in the liturgy from
Revelation, a wealth of hymnody, and, of course, good preaching. And that doesn’t
even cover the more obvious occasions when we confront death head-on—All
Saints’ Sunday and funerals, for starters.

In spite of all these times that I imagine we are confronting death, however,
my conversations with parishioners for the purposes of this article revealed that
much of this language is either ignored or simply unnoticed. My parishioners start
out a discussion about heaven and hell with the insistence that they don’t dwell on
it very much in their everyday existence until they are confronted personally with
the reality of death and decay. Aging, illness, the death of a loved one, even a dis-
cussion with a child about the death of a pet—these occasions lead them to try to
articulate what they believe, but they tell me that these matters don’t consume a lot
of their energy. My conversations confirmed Peter Hawkins’s introduction to his
masterful lectures on Dante’s Divine Comedy:

Does anyone think of the afterlife apart from the experience of loss? My guess is
no. The land of the living is so preoccupying that it takes some radical disen-
chantment to get most of us to entertain anything beyond the here and now.
Or, to put it another way, somebody has to die before the hereafter comes up.2

And yet…take a random group of called-for-the-world, not-afraid-of-hellfire
Christians, and a discussion of heaven and hell rapidly leads to the most essential
questions of faith, to the nature of faith, to deep sharing, and even tears. Although
the discussion might begin with a shrug and level-headed musing about what we
cannot know, a few minutes into the conversation people often reveal deep struggles
about their faith. Their theological imaginations cannot be separated from their
musings about what the next life holds.

SO, WHAT DO THEY THINK?

One can look, for starters, at the broad-based polls conducted on such issues.
Gallup’s latest work on the issue in 2007 revealed that 81% of Americans polled
said they believed in heaven, while 69% believed in hell. Belief in heaven actually
rose in the last decade, up from 72% in 1997. Hell experienced a more significant
gain in believers in the same decade, up from 56% in 1997. The polls show that in
both cases, however, there are fewer people in the muddy “I’m not sure” category
now than in the 1990s. Belief was on the rise, but so was disbelief.

Or, maybe it all depends on how you ask the question. As one analysis of the
numbers notes:

There has been some change in these measures of belief in the Devil over time.
In several surveys conducted in the 1990s, less than 60% of Americans said that
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they believed in the Devil. The three surveys conducted since 2001 have all
shown roughly 7 out of 10 Americans saying that they believe in the Devil. It is
important to note, however, that there have been changes in the context in
which the belief in the Devil question has been asked. Some older Gallup sur-
veys included the Devil in a list of things such as witches, reincarnation, and
ghosts. The three surveys conducted since 2001 have included the Devil in a list
of more directly religious entities. These changes make it difficult to ascertain if
there has been a real change in belief structures, or if the changes are due more
to respondents’ views of which “type” of Devil is being discussed.3

In other words, it may be important to ask, “Just who is this devil, or this hell, that
you don’t believe in?”

My conversations with parishioners have taken place in many informal con-
texts, but for this article I led three structured conversations with three discrete
groups of adults. Two conversations were with members of my own congregation,
a third with a group from a different congregation. Obviously this skews what I
heard. Every congregation I have served has been well-educated and thoroughly
shaped by secular culture. These are church-going people who, generally, do not
feel obligated to conform their beliefs to that of any orthodoxy. They pride them-
selves on finding a living faith that affects their choices in this world. They range
in age from the midtwenties to the seventies, but are largely white, Lutheran, mid-
dle-class, and English-speaking. They show up on Sunday mornings and at funer-
als. They participate in All Saints’ Sunday, and when they sing “Shall We Gather at
the River” tears come to their eyes. They hear the resurrection proclaimed regu-
larly in explicit and implicit ways. I have no doubt that a more diverse sample
would have turned up a broader diversity of beliefs. On the other hand, the shape
of these conversations convinced me that the theological issues at stake when we
speak of heaven and hell are fairly consistent.

DUST TO DUST

Some people are so deeply shaped by modern cosmology that they can no
longer imagine their way into a post-death existence. Heaven, after all, is supposed
to be “up there,” and hell somewhere below. Since we can no longer locate a heav-
enly realm in our spatial universe—where would it be?—many people found they
could not imagine any sort of eternal existence at all. Some took a vague comfort in
knowing their bodies would return to the earth and nourish life in that way. Others
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3Frank Newport, “Americans More Likely to Believe in God than the Devil, Heaven More than Hell”; online
at http://www.gallup.com/poll/27877/americans-more-likely-believe-god-than-devil-heaven-more
-than-hell.aspx (accessed October 1, 2010).



imagined their existence “out there” as stardust, but not necessarily with any kind
of consciousness.

They know what happens to the body, and in fact many have actually held in
their hands the remains of a loved one—not heavy and ponderous in a coffin, but
reduced to a small box of ashes. The temporality of the body—and in some cases
ecological concerns about how we handle those bodies—leads these people to
imagine their post-death existence in highly reduced terms. Since there is barely
space for our bodies on earth, how can there be “room” for generation upon gener-
ation of those who have gone before? Such a heaven, they imagine, would be
crowded. Even the memories of the dead fade over time, they argued. How then
can something like a soul endure?

WE ARE HUMAN—BUT WHAT’S SO SPECIAL ABOUT THAT?

The second most common occasion for pondering heaven seems to come
with the death of a pet, often because parents are then obligated to talk with their
children about this death. Cynthia Rylant’s Dog Heaven4 is the number three
bestseller in the genre of canine children’s stories and the number one children’s
book on death and dying. Perhaps because it’s harder to deny that we will likely
outlive our pets, conversation circled around why we humans should get any dif-
ferent treatment from other creatures. Is there a heaven for animals? What would
that mean? Do they have souls?

These kinds of questions prompted my groups to ask whether human beings
are really all that special. Why are we so concerned with eternal existence for hu-
mans, but not for anything else? Is it only our relationships with other human be-
ings that matter, or is there something significant, even sacred, about how we relate
to other living things? Might God have some concern for these nonhuman crea-
tures as well, some relationship that extends beyond their very short lives here?

IS DEATH REALLY SO BAD?

Most parishioners professed to be pretty comfortable with human mortality.
They understand, at least in theory, that their own life will end, and they know that
they stand between the generations of those who have gone before and those who
are yet to come. The “circle of life” is a phrase that came up frequently in our con-
versations, and in the absence of a particular death to talk about, few people had
any sense that life should be otherwise. Most, in fact, seemed to sense that it would
be selfish or ungrateful to ask for anything more than the full lives they have al-
ready had. Even when confronted with specific examples of people who, we might
hope, could receive the fullness of life that they did not receive in this life, not ev-
eryone was eager to imagine heaven as a place of restoration or justice. Some, in
fact, questioned whether we can even evaluate what is a “full life.” “Who’s to say
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my grandmother, who struggled with pain most of her life, didn’t have a full life?”
one woman asked. “Maybe that’s just my criteria at work.”

WHY WOULD GOD PUNISH?

The very nature of God quickly became part of the discussion when we
turned from heaven to hell. Few of my participants could imagine that God would
set up a universe in which any kind of eternal punishment might take place. God is
merciful, and they were willing to extend that mercy to just about anyone. One
participant cited his work volunteering in hospice care. Nearing death, he noted,
everyone is pretty vulnerable. Surely, at that moment, God shows mercy to the
weak. (Clearly, I was not successful in finding the 69% that Gallup found who be-
lieve in hell.)

THINGS ARE FINE FOR ME, BUT WHAT ABOUT THAT GUY?

Amidst my overwhelmingly Lutheran sample, the issue of God’s justice does
not come up much. These are folks who know God’s grace, who have heard, if
nothing else, that Jesus loves them. They know that God’s love is for them and for
other sinners as well, no matter what.

What I seldom heard, however, was a longing for justice beyond this life. Yes,
people understand that some lives are cut short unjustly. Yes, they know that a ref-
ugee in Darfur might long for some sense that God has truly seen their suffering
and will not let it go unanswered, in the next life if not in this one. But with surpris-
ingly few exceptions, an understanding of the unfairness of life did not lead them
to a belief that heaven or hell might set things right. Surely, God will welcome a
starving child into paradise, one might say in a sort of abstract way. But what jus-
tice is there toward the one who, knowingly or unknowingly, withheld that food?
No one could or would say.

SINCE WE ARE SO DIVERSE, HOW CAN WE IMAGINE “ONE” HEAVEN?

“OK,” I said, in an effort to give at least some permission for dreaming about
pearly gates and golden streets, “let’s just call this an experiment in imagination. If
heaven were a place, where you could imagine a bodily existence of some kind,
what would it be like? Are there movies, novels, images that have helped you think
about what this is like?”

Surprisingly, few people were willing to go into a full-fledged thought experi-
ment on what heaven would be like. Only reference to fiction writing and film
seemed to get us very far. Dante came up a few times. Damn Yankees! and its suc-
cessors came up. (In settings outside these formal groups, Leif Enger’s Peace Like a
River5 has been cited as a viable image of heaven.) Comedies about hell came up
more often than images of heaven. The trouble, one person pointed out, is that
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we’re supposed to have one heaven. But how can that be when people are so differ-
ent? My version of heaven might seem more like eternal boredom to someone else.
Another person’s heaven might be eternal torture to me. All of us under one roof
does seem like a recipe for a hilarious—or hellish—reality show.

How is it that God will reconcile all people? Do we leave behind our individu-
ality so thoroughly that none of these fleshly differences matter anymore? And if
they do not matter, what does it mean that we are still ourselves?

IF THERE IS A HEAVEN, IT HAS TO BE…

Not one person in my direct conversations on this subject was willing to
paint a concrete, colorful picture of what the afterlife might be like. But a few char-
acteristics came up as essential to what might be considered a heavenly reward:
heaven is relational, dynamic, and close.

Mark Twain once said, “Go to Heaven for the climate, Hell for the company.”
For these believers, though, the company of those they love is essential to any sem-
blance of heaven. (President Obama famously pointed out that he cannot imagine
a heaven that would not include his departed agnostic mother.6) Whatever our ex-
istence might look like beyond the grave, it only makes sense if we can recognize
one another in some sense as who we are. The most vivid description I’ve ever
heard of heaven was from a parishioner facing certain death from cancer; she had a
detailed list of those whom she expected to see. Now and beyond death, our identi-
ties are held in part by the ones we love.

Although we never got to describing how time might function in another
realm, most people were clear that they had no interest in an eternal existence that
didn’t involve some change, some sense of growth. Life is change, and so eternal
life, too, must involve some sense of development, of learning. What would “eter-
nal” growth look like, and how does one imagine it without creating the multi-sto-
ried heaven that smacks of a hierarchy of saints? These folks were too Protestant to
imagine a “higher” heaven, but their longing for further growth and development
made anything eternal hard to imagine.

“Heaven must be close,” one person said. They went on to say that physical
location was not an issue, but there was a sense in which they expected a world to
come to be “not far” from this world. Perhaps they simply meant that God is also
close. Or perhaps it was an acknowledgment that the line between this life and the
next is, for all of us, one heartbeat, one breath away.

40

Fickenscher

6Interview with Cathleen Falsani, online at http://blog.beliefnet.com/stevenwaldman/2008/11/obamas
-interview-with-cathleen.html (accessed October 1, 2010).

whatever our existence might look like beyond the
grave, it only makes sense if we can recognize one
another in some sense as who we are



IF I CAN’T KNOW, WHY BOTHER IMAGINING?

“Since I don’t know, I’m not going to worry about it.” Expressed in a variety
of ways, a certain agnosticism about both heaven and hell prevailed in many peo-
ple’s visions. For some, the difficulties of living in this life present quite enough
quandaries without worrying about eternal ones. For others, this final “I can’t
know” was grounded more in a thoroughly Lutheran understanding of God’s
promises. That God promises something called “salvation” is enough comfort,
without needing to know the particular shape or timeline for such a promise.

ISN’T ALL OF THIS “JUST” A METAPHOR ANYWAY?

Over and over again, my focus groups returned to the notion that heaven and
hell may be more a way for the living to talk about their current existence than a
way to describe a true post-death reality. They talked about living with physical
pain as a kind of hell. They mentioned heaven and hell jokes as a way of talking
about who is doing right and wrong. They spoke of righteous living as a way of liv-
ing “into” a more heavenly existence here and now. They seemed very concerned
that too much pondering of the world to come would necessarily lead to neglect of
this world.

Indeed, across the board there was an undercurrent of sadness around the
inability to paint a vivid picture of heaven. For some, the loss of heaven and hell as
textured parts of their universe was a sign of losing a vivid image of God as well.
They were certain that their “grown-up” faith couldn’t really accommodate the
heaven they believed in previously, but there was a sense of deep loss—and per-
haps doubt—about it as well.

WHERE DID ALL THIS COME FROM?

Asking direct questions about heaven and hell led quickly to profound ques-
tions about the very core of our faith: salvation, human nature, and the nature of
God. I suppose I should not be overly surprised by the lack of confidence displayed
in our imaginative exercises, because I know that, in the interest of being true to
the biblical witness, our preaching and teaching on the hereafter has been equally
vague. Yes, we speak of salvation with confidence. Yes, we speak of a God whose fi-
nal word is grace, but that “word” is seldom translated into any invitation to imag-
ine what those promises mean for us as fleshy, thinking, growing, relational human
beings once we take our final breaths.

The lack of interest in eternal justice was perhaps the most surprising portion
of our conversations. My conversation partners are people who do not hesitate to
express strong political opinions, who have great passion for relieving poverty, for
civil rights, for environmental justice. I suspect that in less churchy settings they
might use language like “a place in hell” for those whose actions they deem to be
unjust or cruel. I certainly have heard them pronounce judgment on political fig-
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ures when they see injustice being done. They know that the justice of this world
often falls terribly short. And yet they hesitated to grasp at any sense of God’s jus-
tice setting things right beyond the borders of death. The long arc of justice seems
to bend only within our own foreseeable futures.

I confess I have perhaps “oversold” the idea that when Jesus preaches the
“kingdom of heaven,” he is not only talking of the afterlife. Yes, the kingdom of
God is “at hand,” but is it only at hand? Yes, God is close, but is God only the one at
our side? What does it mean to pray, “Thy kingdom come, Thy will be done, on
earth as it is in heaven,” when one no longer has any transcendent, eternal vision of
heaven? Is God’s salvation simply that transformation that can be pulled off this
side of the grave, with no hope for help beyond that?

The same timidity appears in conversation about the resurrection. Members
articulated a willingness to “let go” of the body—a sentiment that I did not fully
believe, even as I heard it spoken. They wanted to believe in relationality beyond
death, but hesitated to imagine any way that might take shape with their loved
ones. Did they really mean that the body is “just a shell”? It doesn’t seem like it, be-
cause I have not seen lack of care displayed when those bodies fail, or when they
die. In The Undertaking, Thomas Lynch asks what it means that a family member
will pick up the ashes of a beloved from the crematorium and hesitate before plac-
ing the box in the trunk. What does it mean that she might close the trunk, and put
the ashes in the back seat, then hesitate again, and finally put the container of ash
and bone fragments in the passenger seat, secured with a seat belt?7 What does it
mean when people say that the body does not matter, yet later confess that they
could hardly bear to wash their loved one’s sheets, because they did not want to
erase their smell?

The most rational people will be able to articulate how they miss the physical
presence of their loved ones, how they sense that presence around them for weeks
after a funeral. They confess to speaking to their dead, sometimes locating them in
a favorite chair or place in the garden. And yet… they hesitate before asserting that
they might wish to see their loved ones again, face to face. As if they dare not ask for
such a thing. As if, perhaps, they don’t deserve it.

Where does this timidity come from? Perhaps from preachers like myself,
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who are more apt to say “we don’t know” than “imagine with me.” Into this vac-
uum enter the mix-and-match answers of the culture. The choices they find there
are between a flat materialism on the one hand and self-indulgent wish fulfillment
on the other. Indeed, when those of us who teach and preach in the church evacu-
ate the field of afterlife poetics, our members are stuck with choices like the violent
retribution of the Left Behind series on the one hand or vague sentiment about
good memories on the other. It is the responsibility of those of us steeped in the
imagery of the gospel to make the promises more substantial. It is our duty not
only to state the certainty of the promises but to crack open the door of uncertain-
ties to let in a little light. What if ?

What if [preachers] asked their congregations to bless the moment, fan it like a
coal, and let its light lead them higher up and further in, beyond even the great-
est expectations that have come to mind; to lead them to whatever it is that God
has in store for them in the very next moment or even in the one that follows
upon their final breath—to the divine “whatever” that has always been one of
the Lord’s best kept secrets?8

What if God “is able to do immeasurably more than all we ask or imagine, ac-
cording to his power that is at work within us” (Eph 3:20 NIV, emphasis added)?

It is important for us to open up “whatever” it is that God has in store for
those who believe, because visions of heaven and hell are related to our vision of
God. I worry that members of my congregation are reluctant to envision the glori-
ous “divine whatever”; but I would be equally worried if they lived in fear of an an-
gry, vindictive God dangling their souls over the fires of hell, because that, too, is
not faithful to the promises of the gospel. If we are not able, finally, to ask God for a
life that transcends this one, yet is not wholly divorced from it, or to imagine the
face of a God who might grant such eternal life, our ability to ask and imagine
transformation in this life will also be curtailed. If we cannot even imaginatively de-
scribe what God’s claim upon us might mean for all eternity, our language for
God’s power and compassion will be impoverished. If we cannot imagine that God
honors the fullness of our being—body, mind, and spirit—then our ability to love
God fully with those bodies and minds will also be curtailed.

The “divine whatever”—that promise on the other side of the threshold—must
become more than “whatever” in our preaching and teaching if we are to inspire
confidence in God’s promises that lead to real and sustainable faith in this life.

A friend of our family, a conservative Jew married to a Quaker-Buddhist, was
asked by his five-year-old daughter what happens when we die. In a fashion typical
of his own scholarly bent, he proceeded to lay out the approaches of most of the
world’s major religions, without giving authoritative weight to any one of them.
He concluded with a Buddhist image that we leave our bodies behind and are
drawn into unchangeable light.
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His daughter scowled and objected, “Well, that can’t be right. If you don’t
have a body, how can you see light?”

Her father acknowledged that to be a logical problem.
She was quiet for a moment, and then asked, “Daddy, what is a cement

truck?”
We may never be able to answer questions of heaven and hell with the cer-

tainty of knowing a cement truck, but if we don’t at least imagine what God has in
store for us, what God intends for this world and the next, then we are a people
most of all to be pitied.
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