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Scripture: | Kings 8:27; 2 Corinthians 12:1-5; Ascension of Isaiah |1:32-34 (extra-biblical)
I. Rethinking Heaven

You may recall that during our Lenten Gifts of the Dark Wood series, we discovered that the
first words spoken by Jesus in the Gospels of Matthew and Mark are nearly identical—and
among the most tragically mistranslated in all of Scripture:

"The Kingdom of Heaven [or God] has drawn near. Repent and believe the good news!"
(Matthew 4:17 / Mark 1:15)

This rendering makes it sound as if Jesus is warning us that heaven is approaching, so we'd
better clean up our act before it’s too late. But a more faithful translation of the Greek suggests
something far more radical:

"Heaven is already here! Change your whole way of thinking and believe the good news!"

You can see why translators might hesitate. It's a seismic shift. And | can imagine Jesus’ first-
century audience reacting just like we might today:

"Heaven is here? Really? With all this corruption, injustice, and suffering? With war,
persecution, and loss? How can you say heaven is here when all we see looks more like hell?"

In Matthew’s Gospel, Jesus anticipates these objections and responds immediately—with the
Beatitudes. To paraphrase:

Are you poor in spirit? You are blessed.

Are you mourning? You are blessed.

Hungering for righteousness in an unjust world? You are blessed.

Seeking peace amid conflict? Met with resistance? Count yourselves blessed.
(Matthew 5:1-11)

As poet Jack Gilbert observed, “To make injustice the only measure of our attention is to praise the
Devil.”' Jesus isn’t offering trite comfort. He’s reconfiguring—and defragmenting—our
understanding of heaven itself. If heaven is a paradise beyond suffering, then we’ll only look for
it in the afterlife. But if heaven is something we can glimpse in the very heart of suffering, then
perhaps it is already here—not fully, not finally—but truly.

Jesus never denies the afterlife. He seems convinced of it. But he also insists that heaven is
present enough in this world to be the subject of his very first sermon.

' Jack Gilbert, “A Brief for the Defense” (poem)



Jesus wasn’t alone in this view. Paul echoes it in Romans:

“We continue to shout our praise even when we’re hemmed in with troubles, because we
know how troubles develop passionate patience... and keep us alert for whatever God will do
next.”

Heaven is not only where we rest—it’s where we grow. Not only where we find inner peace
but inner strength.

If heaven mattered this much to Jesus and Paul, it must matter deeply to those of us who seek
to follow Christ’s path—even if we’re struggling to see it.

Have you ever played that puzzle with nine dots in a grid? You're asked to connect them with
four straight lines, without lifting your pen. It seems impossible—until you draw outside the
box. Then it becomes not only possible, but simple.
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That’s what Jesus invites us to do: draw beyond the mental box we've been given. Imagine, for a
moment, looking back on your life from the other side of death. What experiences made you a
better person? What struggles shaped your soul?

Il. Reframing Earth

Years ago, | got hooked on a computer game called Railroad Tycoon. Each time | mastered a
level, | advanced to a more difficult one—and found the challenge more satisfying. That’s when
Paul’s vision of the "third heaven" (2 Corinthians 12) began to intrigue me. Heaven has levels?

Scripture seems to hint at it. | Kings speaks of God being greater than even "the highest
heaven." Jesus talks about God's realm having "many dwelling places." While many Christians
seem to think this means relaxing in a fabulous mansion on a golf course, isn’t it more realistic
to understand that there are many ways of experiencing heaven? Early Christian texts like The
Ascension of Isaiah describe Christ ascending through seven levels of heaven. Origen of
Alexandria and others spoke of not one heaven but many heavens.

So what if heaven isn’t just a destination—but a journey? And what if life on earth is one of its
earliest levels?

2 Origin, De Principliis (On First Principles).



Orthodox Christianity has always affirmed that Jesus was not only fully divine—but fully human.
And it’s that second part that stays with me: fully human.

Because most of us don’t live that way. We live in reaction—defended, distracted,
disconnected. But Jesus doesn’t only show us what God looks like. He shows us what a fully
alive, fully loving human life looks like. He’s not less human because he’s divine. He’s more
human than we dare to be.

So what if heaven’s goal isn’t just to get us somewhere else—but to make us more fully
ourselves? To grow us into the image and likeness of Christ?

To live with the joy of Christ.

The grace of Christ.

The inner peace and self-awareness of Christ.

The compassion of Christ.

The deep union of heaven and earth that lived in Christ.

That kind of growth would surely take more than a single lifetime. But if we ever reached it—
maybe we’d glimpse the connection between being fully human and fully divine. And if the
journey starts not later and elsewhere, but right here and now—what better place to begin
than here? What better time than now?

This brings us to Near-Death Experiences—the focus of our series.

While not all NDEs offer detailed visions of the afterlife, many speak of a journey—an ongoing
evolution of the soul. One of the most compelling accounts I've encountered is from Vincent
Tolman. At 25, Vinny was pronounced dead after ingesting lethal bodybuilding chemicals
imported from overseas. Over an hour later, a rookie paramedic unzipped the body bag Vinny
had been placed in and tried the defibrillator. On the third attempt, Vinny’s heart began to beat.

| read Vinny’s book, The Light After Death, then spoke with him personally. His story mirrors
much of what Jesus and the early Church suggest.

Vinny describes being met by a spiritual guide named Drake. When asked if this was heaven,
Drake responded, “If by heaven you mean the place where you're fully one with God and
Jesus—no. That’s a far higher place.”

Vinny protested, "But I'm a Christian! | already know what | need to get to heaven."

Drake smiled: "I'm glad you think that. But let me show you how far you still have to go."
Heaven, as Vinny was shown, has levels. Each one expands the soul’s capacity for love and
compassion. No soul is forced to grow. But those who seek to evolve more rapidly enter what
Vinny came to call Earth School.

Vinny drew on his bodybuilding experience to explain: the soul is like a muscle. It grows under

strain. The heavier the strain, the greater the muscle becomes — provided you're using the right
technique.



Earth School may be strenuous—but it’s sacred.
The Bible affirms its sacredness. James writes:

Consider it a sheer gift, friends, when tests and challenges come at you from all sides. You
know that under pressure, your faith-life is forced into the open and shows its true colors. So
don’t try to get out of anything prematurely. Let it do its work so you become mature and
well-developed, not deficient in any way. (James 1:2-4)

Continuing with Vinny’s experience, Drake asked Vinny, “Why are you here?” meaning not in
that moment but on earth.

“l don’t know,” he responded. “Growing up, | was taught Christian values and principles |
should live by—that life was a test to see what kind of soul we have.”

Drake smiled. “Your mortal existence is not a test. It's more of a classroom, where souls are
able to learn, grow, and be sorted.”

“What's the difference?” asked Vinny.

“With a test, you can pass or fail,” Drake responded. “But God loves every single spirit and
creation—every single one. God did not create a system of passing and failing. God created a
system where everyone succeeds, but only at the speed they are able to grow.

“The life you have on earth is a reflection of the life you can have afterwards. God has given
you this life, and it’s up to you to show what you can do with it. After we show what we will do
with what God gives us, God wants to give us more love, more responsibilities, and more
opportunities to create and grow and love in ways you have never imagined. But you have to be
ready for it.””

Whether you take NDEs like Vinny’s literally or metaphorically, they can help us do what Jesus
invites: change our thinking. See heaven not only as something to hope for—but something to
practice. Right here. Right now. So we’re ready for the fullness to come.

Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.
Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be comforted ...
Blessed are the merciful ... the peacemakers... those who hunger for justice...

These aren’t conditions we endure on our way to heaven. They are the very places where
heaven begins to break in. If Vinny’s experience reflects Reality, we chose to be here. Perhaps
we have even chosen to experience specific struggles because they hold the potential to
connect us more deeply with our destiny in heaven.

? Vincent Tolman, The Light After Death: My Journey to Heaven and Back (2022: Living In God’s Light), 49-51.



While we can’t know such things with certainty, when we start drawing outside the lines, as
Jesus did, we begin to see what once seemed impossible: That heaven’s blessings aren’t
postponed. They’re planted.

As James reminded us earlier, even trials have the power to shape us into something whole.
The writer of Hebrews puts it this way:

“God is doing what is best for us, training us to live God’s holy best... It always feels like it’s
going against the grain. But later, it pays off handsomely.” (Hebrews 12:10-11)

This is the curriculum of Earth School.

And the rewards for our efforts? They begin here and now—like roses offering their fragrance
in bud, while others await full bloom in the life to come.



