Are You Going to Heaven,
or to Tulsa?

ARE YOU SURE YOU ARE GOING TO HEAVEN?
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The questions of heaven and hell are of primary importance for the
neo-evangelical in the Bible Belt. In many ways, the concern about the des-
tiny of one’s soul in the afterife is the motivating force for accepting Jesus
into your heart. As we noted earlier, many
neo-evangelicals consider the future salvation
of your soul to be dependent on your conver-
sion, your acceptance of Jesus into your heart.
“If you don’t, God won't save you.” Therefore,
the ultimate reason for accepting Jesus is to
ensure your place in heaven. The life of faith
is really juse a kind of “heaven insurance™ so
that you can be cerain of being fitted with
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wings and a halo. You “take out the policy” by
believing and doing the right things, and then
it's paid off when you die and you get your reward. Heaven is the place for
people who paid the right dividends on their hell insurance. (we never
thought of ministers as insurance salespersons, but it fits this metaphor.)

Obviously, there are a number of problems with this view of the world,
or the afterworld. Not the least is the prevailing actitude that it's always “our
people” who get into heaven and the bad guys, usually anyone who doesn't
quite believe and act the way we think chey should, who end up being case
into hell. Heaven becomes an exclusive country club for the beautiful
people who can look down at those sinners in the ghetto of hell and feel
sorty for them.3

There is an arrogance about this belief that one group has the inside
track into heaven while those immoral people “out there” are doomed eter-
nally. The question soon enough becomes, “Who would want to be in a
heaven filled with a bunch of self-righteous people?” It would be rather
boring, don’t you think? (And surely heaven cannot be boring!)

Another problem with this view of heaven and hell is that life on earth
becomes more concerned with the probabilities of the furare than with the
realities of the present. Historically, living one’s life for the promise of
future reward has often been a justificacion for passivity toward any kind of
change hete on earth. The message is “Be happy even if you are a slave, or
poor, or persecuted because of the color of your skin. Be happy because you
know you will be rewarded in heaven. Don't rock the boat. Don't argue
with authority. Don't question certain beliefs. If you do, you might be jeop-
ardizing your soul.”

This is what Karl Marx meant when he wrote about religion being “the
opiate of the people.” Religion, Marx believed, anesthetizes people in this
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world with the promise that they will get their reward in the next. A major
faw in this kind of belief in heaven and hell is that faith is more about
rewartds in the future than living the faith in the present. In other words,
the neo-evangelical emphasis on heaven and hell can create a kind of
spititual navel-gazing in which the only purpose in life is to make sure
“I get into heaven.” It is, ultimately, a rather selfish outlook on life where I
live not for others but for my own salvation. While I may want to help
others into heaven, in the end, the religious life becomes more about doing
the right things t© get myself (at least) into heaven. In our individualistic
and self-focused culture, it is no wonder this belief system finds so many
adherents.

The final problem, of course, is that the God of this belief system is not
the God of scripture. The God of the Old, or First, Testament (while,
admittedly, sometimes appeating rather cruel in judgment and punish-
ment) is finally the God who continues to forgive and reach out to
humanity, even when people are rejecting God and God’s covenant.
Scripture describes God as one who forgives an adulterous wife,’ one who
comforts despairing children,5 one who forgives over and over again.” The
God of Jesus Churist is a God who forgives and reaches out, not in judgment
bur in suffering love. God is a father who pines for a lost son, a woman who
celebrates finding 2 lost coin, and a shepherd who leaves behind ninery-
nine sheep to find the one that is lost.8 This is not a God who, in the
manner that media movie crirics Siskel and Ebert made famous, sits on a
throne in heaven and gives a “thurnbs up” or “thumbs down.”

DO PRESBYTERIANS BELIEVE IN HELL?

Whenever Presbyterian ministers are asked, “What do you think heaven or
hell will be like?” we often rely on our years of study and intense explo-
tation of the Bible and theology. We rely on knowledge gained through
time spent considering spiritual matters, and we reply with all our wisdom
in a simple response: “Who the hell knows?”

While this may seem glib, it nevertheless expresses the truth that finally
we have no details about the reality beyond this life. We have ideas and cer-
tain beliefs, but chey will always fall short of the truth of what life beyond
death will actually be like. We declare, with all our faith, a belief in the
promise of resurrection, but we are not able to paint a definitive picture of
what the resurrected life will look like. We hope you would be rather sus-
picious of us if we did. Presbyterians are wary of trite theological answers,

or, at least, should be.
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It is interesting to look at what Jesus has to say about this question.
Three of the Gospels? tell the story about the time a religious group called
the Sadducees questioned Jesus about the resurrection. In order to under-
stand this story, we should know that the Sadducees did not believe in the
resurrection. Another group, the Pharisees, did believe in life beyond death,
and there was a heated debate between the two parties about this subject.

The Sadducees asked Jesus a question designed to reveal what Jesus
believed about the resurrection. According to Mosaic Jaw, when a man died
leaving his wife childless, his brocher was constrained to marry the woman
and raise up her children. The Sadducees then presented Jesus with a puz-
zling situation. There were seven brothers. The first married, and finally
died without children, then the second brother married the widow, and
he also died without children; and then the third, and so on, and so on,
until the seventh brother also died childless. (This woman is tough on
husbands!} Finally the woman dies, and the Sadducees ask, “In the resur-
rection, therefore, whose wife will the woman be? For the seven had
married her.” Rather tricky of these Sadducees, don’t you think?

Jesus’ response is interesting not only in what he says but also in what
he doesn't say. While affirming 2 belief in life beyond death, he argues that
the reality of resurrection is not like that here on earth. “In the resurrection
they neither marry nor are given in marriage.” What Jesus asserts here is
that the life of resurrection is not like anything here on earth. The reality is
different from what we can comprehend. Jesus does not describe the real-
ity, he does not try to give us a description of what exactly it will look or
be like. He simply points out that it will be different from what we have
experienced here.

“God is not a God of the dead, but a God of the living,” Jesus says. God
is not about death, but about life with all its beauty and possibilities. The
God of life we experience here on earth is the God of life we experience
beyond death. Jesus, in responding to the Sadducees, points to something
that cannot be described or understood in earthly terms but only by the
mystery of God who brings life where there is death. Jesus doesn’t give us
an explanation. He gives us assurance of life beyond deach.

In the same way, Presbyterians also believe in the God of life. Presbyte-
rians believe in the resurrection but, like Jesus, we do not have a particular
description of what life beyond death would necessarily look like. While we
each may have our personal opinions about the details, the more important
consideration is our belief in the God of life. In other words, we don’t believe
in heaven as a particular kind of place. We believe (trust) in God, the God
of life. Our faith is in a God who does not even let death become a barrier
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o God'’s love.10 Heaven, then, can simply be described as being in the pres-
ence of God. It is being filled with God'’s love and residing in thar love for-
ever. We do not know what that will look or feel like in particular detail, but
we do know thar the God we experience in Jesus Christ will not let death
be the final word. We can get a taste of this heaven here on earth when we
live in God’s love and when we share that love with others around us, Expe-
tiencing the present-day reality of being in God’s presence, we catch a
glimpse of the promise and joy of life eternal, even in the here-and-now of
this finite and broken world. It’s a far different understanding of heaven
than simply a place filled with golden streets and angels playing harps.

Conversely, we could describe hell as the absence of God. Hell isn’t
some fiery place beyond death where sinners are punished for lax morality
or wrong belief, but hell is the reality of people denying God’s presence and
love. (So hell could equally be an assignment into God’s presence when one
hates being in the presence of the God of grace!)

There are plenty of hells on earth, where people have chosen not God's
love but another reality. The hell of the Holocaust was a total denial of
God, an embracing of an absence of God by people who would make their
cause itself a god. The hell of racism is a denial of God’s presence among
people who ate different simply because of their skin, The hell of addiction
is choosing, for momentary pleasurc and very sad dependency, a god of
death over the God of life. It could be said that we do not need a hell
beyond death because we expertly create our own hell here on earth, Most
Presbyterians believe in hell because they see it everyday on their televisions
in places like Bosnia, Kosovo, Yugoslavia, the Sudan, Somalia, etc.

There is another issuc related to the question of hell and evil: the issue
of belief in a devil. In the Bible Belt, the devil runs a close second to Jesus
on the religious top ten list. In fact, the devil sells better, considering peri-
odic lists of best-selling books about the Antichrist and the end of the
world. (We will look at this in chapter 6.)

Do Presbyterians believe in the devil? Some do and some don't. For a
person to be faithful to God, one does not necessarily personally have to
believe in a particular agent of evil opposed to God in the world. The
reasons for this are numerous, but, essentially, too often the belief in Satan
is just another excuse not to take responsibility for our own actions in the
world. “The devil made me do i¢” is an easy way to explain away our own
brokenness and our capacity for evil. If there is a devil, we only have to fook
in che mirror to see his or her face sometimes.

To state a disbelief in a red guy with horns and hooves doesn’t mean we
don’t believe there is evil in the world. There is evil. You can see it in the
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horrific realities of our sinful world and sometimes even in the small cor-
ners of our souls. There is no need for a devil opposed to God in the world.
We humans-fit that role quite nicely ourselves.

Another interesting facet of Presbyterian belief on the question of life
beyond death involves an interesting phrase we speak in the Apostles
Creed. Usually in most Presbyterian churches, we will affirm our faith by
reciting the Apostles’ Creed. We state we believe Jesus “was crucified, dead,
and buried. He descended into hell. On the third day, he rose again
from the dead and ascended into heaven.” Does this mean that Presbyteri-
ans, in reciting this creed, are saying they believe in a literal hell “down
below” or a heaven “up above™? To take this creed literally is to miss the
point. (Literalism has a way of missing these things, if you haven’t noticed
before.)

When we speak these words, some Presbyterians may mean a belief in
a particular hell and heaven, but most often we are affirming something far
more important than this. In stating that Jesus descended into hell, we are
making a theological statement that there is no place God will not go to
bring God’s love in Jesus Christ.!! There is no place God will not travel to
bring light and hope, even to the very gates of hell. The meaning of this
creedal statement is not to affirm a literal belief in hell “down there,” but
the much more important belief that nothing can separate us from the love
of God in Christ! To believe this is also to understand that the hells we
create here on earth for ourselves can be and are challenged by God. Even
in such a hellhole as Auschwitz, we hear stoties of faith and courage that
attest to the presence of God where others would deny God's love.12 What
we are stating when we affirm the faith that “Jesus descended into hell” is
a theological belief that there is no place in heaven or hell where God will
not seek us out and save us. Thank God for that!

GUILT OR GRATITUDE?

We believe in grace. (Are you sick of that word yer?) This belief shapes our
understanding that we live out of graticude rather than guilt. To worry con-
stantly if one is getting into heaven or ending up in hell is to Jive a life either
motivated by or preoccupied with guilt, guilt over wrongs we've done to
ourselves and to those around us. Have I done the right things or believed
in the right things to earn my way into heaven? These kinds of questions
may haunt us, guilt over our failures and human feebleness may obsess us,
because we worry that our failure in matters of morality may hinder our
entrance into heaven. Shame and despair are too easily the result of this
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kind of fear. And shame and fear hinder love more than anything else in
the world. God’s judgment becomes the overriding theme as we envision
ourselves standing before the throne of heaven to be judged according to
our deeds. Life becomes a kind of test during which any wrong move could
get you tossed into the fiery lake of hell. This is a frightening way to live.

We understand thar life is a gift {(grace!) and that God’s love comes not
because we “earned points” or made the right decisions in order to get our
reward later on when we die. Life is lived out of gratitude and not guilt,
shaped by love and not judgment. We live a holy life not because we want
to be sure we get to the “right place” after we die, but because we have expe-
rienced God’s grace and wish to celebrate that gift each and every day. We
live out of this sense of thankfulness and appreciation for all God has done
and will do for us. The basis of life, then, is not shame but celebration; we
do not live in fear bur in freedom.

One interesting thing to notice in scripture is that often the first words
out of the mouth of God and God’s messengers when they encounter
human beings is, “Do not be afraid.”3 This is important because so much
human behavior is driven by fear; and when fear is the motivacor, life is
diminished. In fact, it’s been argued that the opposite of love is not hate but
fear. There cannot be compassion for another when you are afraid of that
person; there cannot be mercy for the stranger when the stranger evokes
fear. At the root of most of our inhumanity to each other, for example,
racism and anti-Semitism, is a basic fear of the unknown. So how can fear
be the motivating force for our love of God? How can guilt and fear be at
the heart of our relationship with the Source of life and love?

We Presbyterians don't believe that this can happen with any significant
degree of health. We take seriously God’s commandment not to be afraid.
What morivates our behavior is a sense of gracitude for God’s gift of love.
God has been so giving and welcoming, we must respond out of thanks-
giving,

Our communities are characterized, then, as places of graticude rather
than guile, of hope rather than fear. Paul beaurifully states, in his leteer to
the church in Thessalonica, “Rejoice always, pray without ceasing, give
thanks in all circumstances; for this is the will of God in Christ Jesus for
you.”14 Reformed and Presbyterian churches have, for centuries, scared thar
the “chief end of [every human being] is to glorify God, and to enjoy [God]
forever.”!5 Another, more recent statement of belief also puts it beautifully:
“In gratitude to God, empowered by the Spirit, we strive to serve Christ in
our daily tasks and to live holy and joyful lives. . . .>16 Our purpose then is
to rejoice, enjoy, and live joyful lives in response to che gift of God’s love
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and compassion. Life is more a celebration than a test to see the fitness of
our souls.

A convincing argument can be made saying that, when we meet God
in the afterlife, God’s first question may well be “Why didn't you have
more joy?”

One final story before we “get the hell out of here.” This is a story about
how Alex’s mother joined the Presbyterian Church. She was living in
Omaha, Nebraska, and pregnant with him when, one day, a Presbyterian
minister knocked on her front door. She invited him in, and he began to tell
her that they were starting up a new Preshyterian church just down the road.
He wanted to invite her to actend their worship service. Having been raised
in the Southern Baptist Church, she had a few questions about what
Presbyterians believe. She said, “Well, my husband smokes, and, while I
wish he wouldn’, I dor’t chink he is going to hell for that.”

The Presbyterian minister said, “Presbytetians believe that is between
you and God, and that it is no one else’s business. There are some
Presbyterians who smoke, and there are some who don’t.”

Mom wasnt quite satisfled, and so she asked again, Now, I like to have
a drink now and again, and I don’t think that is sinful either.”

The minister said, “Well, some Presbyterians drink, and some don’.”

Finally, Mom said, “And I really love to dance and don't see anything
wrong with that either.”

The minister replied, “Ma’am, all Presbyterians dance!” The next week
she joined the Presbyterian Church.

We dance because we are grateful! Amen!

Is Jesus “Lord,” or
Just a Good Guy?

llison and Seth are next-door neighbors.

Both are fifteen years old, and neither is

from a family that regularly participates in
the life of a community of faith. One evening, ten
days before Easter, Seth is at Allison’s checking on a
chemistry class assignment he'd missed because of an
appointment at the doctor.

The television is on, and while taking a break from molecular reconfig-
urations during chemical changes, they notice a commercial being
broadcast for an upcoming Faster drama at a large church in a nearby city.
First, there’s a ten-second preview of Jesus carrying his cross through the
crowds, collapsing along the way, then a ten-second scene of the crucifix-
ion, which leads to a fifteen-second scene from the burial garden early on
Sunday morning. As the name of the chusch and a schedule of the pageant’s
performances are printed along the bottom of the screen, Allison said,
“That looked a little weird to me.”

“What's that?” asked Seth.

“Jesus and those followers giving ‘high-fives’ to celebrate his being
raised from the dead.”

“Guess I hadr't thought about it,” replied Seth, “but now that you
mention it. . . .”

“From what I know,” Allison said, “Jesus must have been a good guy,
but what's a thinking person supposed to make of a scene outside a tomb,
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