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recent Midmorning program on Minnesota Public Radio featured Kerri Miller
interviewing Sally Binham, an Episcopal priest and founder of The Regenera-

tion Project, a nonprofit ministry dedicated to deepening the connection between
faith and the environment.1 The conversation was based on the results of a recent
Pew Survey to determine the percentage of Christians who consider faith to be op-
erative in opinions of environmental issues. While faith had a significant impact
on confessions and decisions with regard to the usual suspects such as abortion,
immigration, and the death penalty, only 6% of Christians said that faith was rele-
vant to how they assessed their environmental commitments.2 When Kerri Miller
asked Reverend Binham how she would respond to rebuttals that place the impor-
tance of the afterlife before the present life, Binham answered, “But, what if we are
wrong? What if this is it?” Could these startling statistics be one of the reasons why
the loudest voices on heaven and hell tend to reduce them to predictions about
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An interview with a “real-life twenty-something” provides insights into the mind
and heart of at least one member of this “lost” generation. What do these young
Christians need or want to hear about heaven and hell from their preachers?

1The interview from September 23, 2010, is available online at http://minnesota.publicradio.org/display/
web/2010/09/23/midmorning1/ (accessed November 12, 2010).

2The report of the survey is available online at http://pewforum.org/Politics-and-Elections/Few-Say
-Religion-Shapes-Immigration-Environment-Views.aspx (accessed November 12, 2010).



one’s future fate? How can preaching address heaven and hell when their meaning
is determined to be decidedly outside daily existence?

Indeed, the unasked question when it comes to teaching and preaching
heaven and hell is what they have to do with life now. Conversations about heaven
and hell rarely concern only how to determine or secure the future; they raise the
larger question of how we should be living life in the present. While many of us
would question the claim that our living determines the life to come, to what ex-
tent do we all hold a latent belief, perhaps unvoiced or never even admitted, that
when it comes to our eternal home, there is going to be some assessment of and ac-
counting for our presence on earth?

The results of the poll also expose the selective understanding of the function
of faith. The issues that call upon our faith in its immediacy are less of a concern
than those things that might determine a future about which we have no idea.
Faith negotiates extremes, navigating between “your best life now” and the certain
hope of a future secure in God’s presence. How do we talk about or preach into
these extremes? Do we abandon any talk of heaven and hell altogether in favor of
foolproof programs toward Christian living? Or, do we give up on how to live life
now because we can compete neither with megachurch methods nor with the mass
media that promulgates them?

The question, “What if this is it?” forces us to imagine our lives theologi-
cally—to consider that how we live our life matters, and that it matters to God.
Moreover, it matters to God beyond the narrow connection to death and eternal
life. This issue puts into focus how the theological scales have been tipped to grace
alone and asks where there needs to be some tipping back into living out grace on
earth. Can the idea of heaven and hell help us imagine living, and not simply dy-
ing? Of course, this line of questioning reveals another assumption associated with
heaven and hell, namely, the ideology of place. When heaven and hell are under-
stood as spatial locations alone, there are certain theological correlatives. Where
does this locate God? How are we helping our parishioners grow a theological
imagination for the purpose and meaning of their lives now? If we do not, they will
find someone or someplace that does, a place where there are no religious, ritualis-
tic, confessional, or creedal stipulations demanded of them. No church is required,
for that matter; all of this is at your fingertips, as close as your grocery store, or any
place where magazines are sold. A recent featured topic on the cover of O, the
Oprah Magazine is a telling example: “What’s Your True Calling? An Easy-Does-It
Guide to Finding (and Fulfilling) Your Life’s Purpose.”3 And let’s face it: more peo-
ple listen to Oprah than listen to their pastor. Whether it is called your best life
now, a purpose-driven life, finding your vocation, living your passion, or embody-
ing your true self, the same deep-seated issue is at stake—a belief that life does mat-
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3See “What Oprah Knows for Sure about Finding Your Calling” (October 12, 2010), online at
http://www.oprah.com/spirit/Oprah-on-Finding-Your-Calling-What-I-Know-For-Sure (accessed November 12,
2010).



ter here and now and that I need help in figuring out how my future is God’s
in-breaking on my present.

In other words, do heaven and hell really matter? Has the meaning or impact
of heaven and hell significantly changed? How do different generations hear it, un-
derstand it, and live it? This essay tries on an extreme version of “texts in context.”
What might we glean for teaching and preaching the concepts of heaven and hell if
we overhear a radical “text” in context, the text of a theology of heaven and hell
against the backdrop of a real-life twenty-something, the “lost” generation that no
one seems to get and no church seems to be able to reach? What would a conversa-
tion sound like that asked some of the hard questions about heaven and hell? The
format for the rest of this essay is a chance to overhear such a conversation.4

A CONVERSATION
5

So, I guess the first question that comes to mind is, to what extent is heaven and hell
an issue? Are we even asking the right question, whatever the question might be?

It’s an issue, but not a significant one. No one is asking this question, really. We
are not wondering whether or not we are going to burn in hell when we die or
whether or not we will be playing football in the big mansion upstairs. The
postmodern generation is simply not talking about, wondering about, or worry-
ing about it.

Why not? How is this not an issue for this generation?

Death is a distant reality for most of us. Both medical and monetary advances
have created the illusion that we are invincible. For most of us, we assume dy-
ing in the next fifty years is not even a possibility, let alone a fear.

This is interesting, because you have just named an issue we named above, that for
many people heaven and hell are associated with death. Do heaven and hell really
not matter? Have we reduced heaven and hell to a connection to death alone?

My first response to that question is that the issue of theodicy is as alive as ever.
I witness the suffering of my neighbor: youth gang violence, families without
homes, refugee women who have survived the horrors of war, and I wonder,
where is God in any of this? And I don’t find, “It’s OK, we are going to
heaven,” or “Don’t worry, it will all balance out in the afterlife,” to be helpful
answers. Just think about survivors of domestic violence. If all a woman hears is
the importance of heaven and hell, her life here and now is totally discounted.
Blame, suffering, pain, guilt—it all comes back on the victim. Then, what do
they think? “You are not living your life right,” or “I can’t wait to have this life
over, because there has to be something better,” or “All I need to do is just suffer
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and Making Sense of the Christian Faith (Minneapolis: Augsburg Fortress, 2009, 2010).

5Karoline Lewis asks the questions. Joanna Flaten provides the answers, given in italics.



through this life and I will get there.” And that becomes a very frightening
manifestation of “works righteousness.” Here’s the thing: the places of hell are
now, and we are called into hell to help our neighbor. That’s a very scary concept.

So, it sounds like, in your answer, you are also questioning the age-old assumption
of heaven and hell as places. If they aren’t, how do you define heaven? How do you
define hell?

I believe hell is absence of God. I find Tillich useful here. Hell is total separation
from God and from the neighbor. This separation serves as a numbing from
which we create hell or ignore a neighbor’s hell. Hell is the experience of utter
disconnection.

And heaven? Is it simply the opposite of hell? How would you define it?

It’s the promise of Revelation—Revelation, the book, that is. God dwells; there
is no more mourning. We know the kingdom of God right here and right now.
God has reunited us into the one body of Christ. When that one body is real-
ized, everyone eats only enough, everyone rejoices in the joy of each person,
everyone knows the feeling of every limb. I guess I am mixing Paul and Revela-
tion here.

Well, this is an important question. On what do we draw biblically for the ways in
which we understand heaven and hell? What might provide our biblical imagination
for thinking about or preaching on heaven and hell?

Revelation, of course, because it is full of God’s beautiful promises: the image of
the New Jerusalem, a city where we all live together with no death or mourning.
And, I picture the images of the kingdom of heaven in the gospels as they are
described in earthly terms—God in relation with us and we with one another.
Isn’t that indeed what God is going to bring and wants to see? I am also draw-
ing on Paul’s expression of the body of Christ on earth as not just a metaphor
for the church. The church is only a small piece of the kingdom of heaven. Isn’t
that what the whole kingdom should be now, the body of Christ?

I also go to the Gospel of John and Jesus’ claim, “I am the resurrection and the life.”
Several ancient manuscripts omit “and the life.” Why? The scribes copying Jesus’
words here thought he was being redundant, that “resurrection” and “life” are sim-
ply synonymous. Yet, for John’s Jesus, life now is the same as resurrected life only in
that both claim the very abiding presence and dwelling of God. Another way to say
this would be “realized eschatology.” John’s Gospel lacks “kingdom of God/heaven”
language, because “heaven” is present here and now in the Word made flesh.
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And so, life matters here and now because the kingdom of God/heaven is at
hand. Heaven is anywhere that the kingdom of God is at work.

Your first response to my question about biblical metaphors or images for heaven
was to draw on the book of Revelation. Do you think it’s important that the final es-
chatological image according to Revelation is a city? Recognizing that this image has
to do with the promised restoration of Jerusalem, is it still significant to have an
image of a city in and of itself?

Yes. First, because Revelation promises that God will dwell on earth and bring
all the earth, all humanity, into right relationship and not that God will aban-
don the earth. The earth we now live in is where God promises heaven. And yes,
it is significant that it is a city, because it’s communal. More than anything, a
city means a lot of people all together. Not only am I not alone, but what affects
me, affects everyone. Think of pollution: the smog that hangs in the air in sev-
eral major cities. It does not matter if we are rich or poor, Scandinavian or Af-
rican American, we all breathe the same air: smog if we pollute, life-giving
oxygen if we don’t. We are breathing together, we need each other.

I wonder how many people think of heaven as a city? My guess would be very few.

Very few, because people cling to this image of a mansion, the epitome of wealth
accumulation that our society values so highly. The metaphor of place, even a
mansion or room, with servants and wealth, is ultimately individualistic, and it
signifies consumption. We don’t think about others having an impact on our expe-
rience of heaven. But if heaven is the New Jerusalem here on earth, then we need
each other to make that city function. We need one another even “in heaven.”

So, a theology of heaven takes seriously our neighbor’s impact on us.

This is a huge concern for my generation. I see a trend among my peers. In re-
sponse to our experiences of isolation we are seeking community and connec-
tion, and we are not experiencing it in church, so we look elsewhere: social
movements, service corps, community gardens, even coffee shops. In our in-
creasingly global world, we are more and more aware that what we do, if and
what we drive, the clothes we wear, the food we eat, it all has an effect on our
neighbors around the world. The church can and should call us to live these con-
nections in a new way. The church can be the place where we know that, as one
body, everyone has an impact on us and we have an impact on everyone else. The
church can remind us that our neighbor’s pain should affect us, and then we
might learn to live and act differently. The church can be the place that sustains
all of our other communities of connections with shared joys and shared faith.
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So, what does this all mean for preaching on heaven and hell? What does a sermon
sound like with this perspective? What do you want to hear?

I want sermons to take seriously the joys and challenges of a life of faith in this
moment. I want sermons to preach to the here and now. I want sermons to give
us new metaphors. I want preachers to preach texts that have been drowned out
and to preach tired texts in new ways. I want to be able to reimagine the meta-
phors in ways that connect to the lives we are living. I want sermons to provide
in those images the sustaining promises of Christ and Christ’s challenge to live
the beginning of heaven right now.

When you say “challenge” what do you mean by that, and when do you know you
are not challenged?

By challenge, I mean that when I read the New Testament, it is full of being
called, being challenged, to live for the sake of my neighbor. I am constantly be-
ing asked, “What does your neighbor need?”

So to be challenged…

…is to know myself as a part of the full body of Christ.

Why is this so hard? Why don’t we hear it?

Our society promotes individualism and autonomy. Preaching this means going
against the grain. It means continuing to work at things that may not see a full
fruition. It means imagining what heaven can be, but knowing that all we do
now is to take little steps.

Why do you want to be challenged?

I want to think that my life counts. Purpose matters.

Sounds like you are going kind of “Rick Warren” on me.6 What do you mean by pur-
pose?

I mean that God is bigger than the hells that are experienced on this earth and
we are called to be a part of creating the kingdom here, of transforming those
hells into heaven. Purpose is being a part of God’s transforming work for the
sake of my neighbor.

What would be the “same old, same old” when it came to a sermon on heaven and
hell?

“Jesus died for your sins so you are going to heaven. Amen.” I don’t want to
hear that. Hearing these words doesn’t mean a thing for me. I know that
sounds really harsh. But the words without illustration have become empty. I
actually want to hear what it means that Jesus loves me, and I want to hear the
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direct correlation: Jesus loves me and calls me to love my neighbor. I want to
hear how the Scripture passage articulates that.

What else do you want to hear?

I don’t want it to threaten me. No hellfire and brimstone. There’s enough hell
here on earth, and frankly, I am not interested in being scared into faith. We
could even use traditional vocabulary. I want to experience the love of God that
encompasses everyone, not just me, and I want to be freed from self-focus to
serve the other.

I wonder if there is something equally threatening about your challenge, though. It’s
not always comfortable, is it? The way you are imagining heaven, for example, is
hard work. Is that why preachers don’t talk about it very often?

I think that’s right. It means preaching a different way of living in the body of
Christ right now. I would have to give up a lot to live differently. If I believe
that I am called to be connected, then I am going to feel my neighbor’s pain,
and I am going to have to give up parts of my comfort for the sake of others.
But, at the same time, when giving things up, I am drawn more deeply into the
work, the meaning, the sharing, and the presence of the kingdom of heaven.
Preaching heaven and hell cannot be telling us that something bad is going to
happen. It is not an “or else,” but rather the promise of a new way of being—a
difficult, perhaps, but deeply meaningful way of being.

So, what is the role, or is there still one, for traditional concepts of heaven and hell?
Can we talk about these anymore in a “traditional” way or are these concepts dead?

I do have this sense that traditional views of heaven and hell are not very func-
tional anymore. The words heaven and hell have taken on their own meanings
in society that are not very biblical and have done some serious damage. People
are so flooded with society’s created images that they are not going to hear what
you intend for them to hear if you use these terms. At the same time, I do want
to believe that there are ways toward reimagining these concepts for a new gen-
eration. Heaven and hell are in the midst of us. Despite the unknowns, we are
not alone. All this goes back to heaven as the presence of God in our midst.
Maybe that’s why Jesus said, “The kingdom of heaven is like….” The fullness of
heaven’s reality is not going to be in our lifetime, but that does not mean that
we don’t participate in it.

Am I accurate in saying that you do not want a sermon to give you some sort of doc-
trinal beliefs about heaven and hell, but you want preachers to show you, to picture
it for you—but picture it in a way that matters for right here and right now? I am
thinking here also about words that I do not let my beginning preachers use in their
sermons, like grace, sin, righteousness, justification. I draw on the Johannine Pro-
logue (John 1:1–18), where grace is used four times (1:14, 16, 17) and then never
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again in the entire Gospel. Instead, the Gospel shows us what grace looks like. A lot
of what you are describing is that preaching needs to show you what heaven and hell
look like right now. Is that fair assumption?

I don’t want to know what to believe, but how to live it. I want faith to be tan-
gible. In my global postmodern context, interacting daily with so many faiths
from so many contexts, I may not be able to say “Christ alone.” I cannot look in
the eyes of the Muslim women with whom I work daily and tell them that they
are wrong and I am right. I just can’t. But I can and I need to hear and to tes-
tify to the reality of Christ in my life today. What I want and need to hear is
how Christ meets me today and invites me into this work. I need to hear how
Christ makes every day significant.

THEOLOGICAL LISTENING

One of the tasks of a preacher is the shaping of theological imagination over
time. It is our charge to look and listen deliberately for opportunities to ask what
we are communicating theologically. This challenge is particularly acute for us as
lectionary preachers. We are given one passage from a book, but do we examine
the lectionary year and ask, “What have I preached about this book?” Do we ask the
same question of ourselves when it comes to theology, “What have I been preach-
ing about this theological concept?” In the case of heaven and hell, “What or when
have I preached about heaven and hell?” One of the goals of this essay is to imagine
preaching heaven and hell, of shaping theological imagination about these con-
cepts, not simply when a text about heaven and hell comes up in the lectionary but
to cultivate theological listening for opportunities to form theological imagination
about heaven and hell. In other words, How can our weekly biblical texts contrib-
ute to molding a theology of heaven and hell that actually matters for a life of faith?
What follows are Joanna’s reflections on three Year A lectionary texts that specifi-
cally have in mind the questions, concepts, and concerns expressed in the above
conversation and discussion.

Matthew 5:1–12 (January 30, 2011)

One of the first texts that strikes me as an opportunity to preach the images of
heaven is Matthew’s Beatitudes. From our privileged context, this text can fall prey
to preached complacency: It’s good that my neighbor needs justice, God will bless
her one day in heaven. But when we read this passage in the broader context of
Matthew, I hear the promise of a kingdom (of a heaven) begun by Jesus here and
now. Heaven is the community that surrounds us in the midst of grief ’ s despair.
Heaven is the gathering of God’s people, seeking the justice that provides food to
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all people. Heaven is the gracious mystery of the mercy exchanged between people
who might disagree on sexuality statements but who continue to work together to
seek the peace of their neighborhood and community. This text is not future, it
does not say “will be blessed,” it says “blessed” (right here, right now), for theirs is
the kingdom of heaven. The work has already begun.

Matthew 6:24–34 (February 27, 2011)

Jesus says (I paraphrase here): “Do not worry about what you will eat or what
you will wear….But seek first the kingdom of God’s righteousness.” So often, I
hear a preacher off and running on a lecture about not whining, not worrying. But,
I also hear in this text a call to open our eyes and see where God is providing, where
heaven is upon us: See the lilies and the sparrows, clothed in splendor? They are
taking no more than they need, and they all have enough. Go out in the world and
see the person who has two coats and gives one away. Go out in the world and see
the rich young man who does give away everything for the sake of neighbors who
are poor. Go out in the world and see the person who provided for you, without
the left hand knowing what the right hand had given. Go out in the world and see
the glimpses of the kingdom of heaven at hand…and be a part of that heaven.

1 Corinthians 2:1–12 (February 6, 2011)

“No eye has seen, nor ear heard, nor the human heart conceived, what God
has prepared for those who love him….” As we read the rest of this letter we are
filled with the visions of that preparation: God has prepared the unity of all believ-
ers, bringing us into one functioning body. God’s preparations begin in the
church, where the wisdom and logic of creation divides; but divisions of strata and
culture, of racial profiles and labor force delineations, crumble in the Spirit’s wis-
dom. As the Spirit breathes in us, in contrast to the smog of the world’s wisdom,
our lungs are filled with the promise of a place where all are gifted, all are needed,
all are bound together into one body in which lips and liver, veins and muscles
move together in common work for the world. When I hear this text, and think of
preaching an image of heaven, I see that while no eye has seen, no ear has heard,
nevertheless, together we can listen for the Spirit’s whisper of resurrection promise
where love in all its tangible, self-giving, uniting beauty has knit us together into
Christ’s body on earth.
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