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For my grandson

JOSHUA WAYNE ELSEN



Is there a king of earth with dominion so vast from north to south
that he hath both winter and summer together?
Is there a king of earth with a dominion so vast from east to west
that he hath both night and day together?
So much more hath God both judgment and mercy together.1
ADAPTED FROM JOHN DONNE

“There was a real railway accident,” said Aslan softly. “Your father and mother and all of you are—as you used to call it in the Shadowlands—dead. The term is over: the holidays have begun. The dream is ended: this is the morning.”2

THE LAST BATTLE

“I have come home at last! This is my real country! I belong here. This is the land I have been looking for all my life, though I never knew it till now.”3

THE LAST BATTLE;
JEWEL THE UNICORN ON ARRIVING IN
ASLAN’S COUNTRY, HEAVEN
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FOREWORD

By Walter Hooper

This splendid book has corrected a serious error in my understanding of C. S. Lewis’s works. I have claimed many times that “if you dropped me down onto a desert island with copies of Lewis’s works, my life would be almost as rich as it is now.” I was wrong. I should have taken to heart what Lewis said about friendship: “In each of my friends there is something that only some other friend can fully bring out. By myself I am not large enough to call the whole man into activity; I want other lights than my own to show all his facets.”

Before I reached the end of the first chapter of this book, I found myself saying, “I look forward to reading this again!” Several times I took in my breath at some comment that seemed so natural for Dr. Martindale to make, but that illuminated something about Lewis I had never noticed before. As I went on, I knew the book would become one of my indispensables. Dr. Martindale has shed new light on works I thought I knew almost by heart. If I may paraphrase the passage from The Four Loves, I have learned from this book that “In each of those who write about Lewis there is something only that person can fully bring out. By myself I am not large enough to understand all Lewis means. I need others to show me what I would clearly miss if I read him alone.”

The book is important in another way as well. Shortly after Lewis died, those who knew his works were far fewer than now, and they delighted in giving and receiving new light on Lewis’s books. It was a time of pleasant civility when everyone was saying to the others, “What? You like Lewis?” Those who liked Lewis liked one another. Many of us hung on the latest issue of CSL: The Bulletin of the New York C. S. Lewis Society and the other publications, eager to know what the others were thinking and saying about this remarkable writer. We took it for granted we needed one another.

But whatever attracted such an enormous number of fans to Lewis became, as well, a magnet for those who had different motives. Much of the early camaraderie seemed to have been lost for good. Before I had reached the end of this book, I knew it was a recovery of that friendship that ought to exist between those who love the same truth. It is the product of genuine appreciation and insight, a labor of love that well matches its subject, C. S. Lewis’s brilliant illumination of Heaven and Hell.



INTRODUCTION

I begin with a confession. I have not always wanted to go to Heaven. I can see now that many myths had unconsciously crowded into my mind: Fuzzy logic conspired with pictures of stuffy mansion houses and ghosts walking on golden (therefore barren and cold) streets. Perhaps my biggest fear, until some time after my undergraduate years, was that Heaven would be boring.

I knew I should want to go to Heaven, but I didn’t. I would have said that I want to go to Heaven when I die, but mainly, I just didn’t want to go to Hell. My problem was a badly warped theology and a thoroughly starved imagination. I knew that in Heaven we would worship God forever. But the only model I had for worship was church, and frankly, I wasn’t in love with church enough to want it to go on through ages of ages, world without end. My mental image was of Reverend Cant droning on forever and ever.

Somewhere in the back of my mind, quite unconsciously, Heaven was an extended, boring church service like those I had not yet learned to appreciate on earth—with this exception: You never got to go home to the roast beef dinner. What a way to anticipate my eternal destiny. But then I read C. S. Lewis’s The Great Divorce. It awakened in me an appetite for something better than roast beef. It aroused a longing to inherit what I was created for: that which would fulfill my utmost longings and engender new longings and fulfill those, too. After reading The Great Divorce, for the first time in my life I felt Heaven to be both utterly real and utterly desirable. It was a magnificent gift. Small wonder, then, that The Great Divorce has always been one of my favorite books because when I read it, it awakened me to my spiritual anorexia. I was starving for heavenly food and didn’t even know I was hungry.

Since then I’ve read everything Lewis has written—at least everything published—and that reading has only expanded both my understanding of Heaven and Hell and my desire for Heaven. Fewer writers bring to any subject Lewis’s theological sophistication, historical grasp, imaginative range, and clarity of expression. My labor and prayer in this study is that our understanding, wonder, and desire for Christ and his kingdom may take wing and soar toward Heaven and home until the day of his appearing, when all shadows flee before the light of his glory.

The Bible tells us plainly that we are “sojourners and exiles here” and that “our citizenship is in heaven.”1 My problem often is that I don’t desire this heavenly home as though I were made for it and it for me. I often feel quite at home here on earth and dread leaving it. Lewis lived in firm belief that this world is transient and that the unseen world of Heaven is permanent.Conversely, theologian Wayne Grudem suggests that if some giant computer could print out our thoughts with those taking no account of the spiritual world in black and those with spiritual priorities in red, there would be precious little colored ink.2 I know the problem firsthand. Lewis battles such stereotypes with weapons of logic, analogy, and imaginative worlds that shatter our rigid fortifications and call us to a new home, our true country, and our legitimate King. The fiction is the chariot we ride into that new country, and I use it liberally in this section to illustrate. But before we can even see into the distant promised land clearly, we must strip away the misconceptions that blur our vision.

In thinking about why I have been afraid of going to Heaven or have desired it so little, I have identified seven myths or false ideas I have held about it at one time or another and that Lewis’s thinking has helped dispel. They are seven forms of fear, really, each veiling a common human longing that has its legitimate fulfillment. In chasing these fears out of the jungle into good light, I have discovered that behind each is the one big fear: that some desire would be unfulfilled. If I went God’s way, I might lose out on something. What Lewis has helped me discover is that all desires are, at rock bottom, for Heaven. All of them. “There have been times,” says Lewis, “when I think we do not desire heaven but more often I find myself wondering whether, in our heart of hearts, we have ever desired anything else.”3 Even the earthly pleasures are but temporary signposts to the “solid joys” of Heaven. If we dig past the myths and fears, we will find something authentic and exhilarating to put in their place. Just as in the Bible every command is the backside of a promise, so every fear is the backside of a fulfillment.4 Here, then, are my hopes and fears, objectified into seven myths or errors and the truth behind them. Similarly, there are six myths about Hell. I haven’t held all of these, but each clarifies something important about Hell, and each drives me back to the positive heavenly quality that Hell by definition excludes. The fictional glimpses of Hell serve the same purpose, salting our thirst for the living water.

Defying Dante’s precedent of putting Hell first, then Purgatory, and finally Heaven—and defying Lewis’s order in The Problem of Pain—I have put Heaven first. I think Lewis would not object to the rationale. Heaven is our natural home in that God created Heaven for us and us for Heaven. There all human personalities and potentials are fulfilled. Hell, on the other hand, is the dustbin of humanity, all ruins and perversions of what could have been, its occupants a grotesque parody of humanity. Since Heaven is the normative state (not the same as the normal or usual destination), Hell is better understood as its perversion. And if someone is going to read only a portion, I’d rather it be the part on Heaven. Purgatory I have put last because it is least important and can wait or be dispensed with as interest dictates.

The sections with numbered myths on Heaven and Hell may be read without the sections on fiction and vice versa, though clearing the undergrowth of misconceptions may help in reading the fiction, while the fiction unfolds and dramatizes the themes introduced in the demythologizing, nonfiction sections. Though reading straight through would be ideal, skipping around among the fictional works of most interest should not create much confusion. I have arranged the discussion of Lewis’s fiction by simple chronology. Though contrary to custom, I have followed Lewis’s usual practice in capitalizing Heaven and Hell. In his Pilgrim’s Guide, David Mills provides a further rationale for the practice: “Heaven and Hell are places, like, say, Oxford and Grand Rapids. Or perhaps more to the point, to Lewis’s point, they are destinations.”5

Since Lewis’s books appear in multiple editions, the page numbers in the endnotes won’t correspond to every reader’s copy. To help the reader navigate this troubled water, in addition to the page numbers matching the edition listed in the “Works Cited,” I have included chapter numbers as marker buoys, along with dates for letters, and part and book numbers, where applicable. Chapter and page numbers are separated by a colon. For example, “10:145” in the Introduction’s endnote #3 refers to chapter 10, page 145, and in chapter 1’s endnote 24, “IV.9:174-175” refers to book IV, chapter 9, and pages 174-175.

A comment on the word myth might also be of use. Lewis uses the word freely in all of its meanings, and so have I. Even on the Contents page, I use myth in one of the ordinary senses of false beliefs for the numbered Myths and in “Demythologizing.” But I also use it to mean a story that organizes and carries special meaning in the term “Remythologizing.” See chapter 2, “Making the Myths of Heaven and Hell,” for a fuller discussion.

Finally, it might be useful to summarize here at the outset the essence of Lewis’s thought on Heaven and Hell:

[image: Bullet] Heaven is being in the presence of God and enjoying all good things that flow from his character and creativity.

[image: Bullet] Heaven is utter reality; Hell is nearly nothing.

[image: Bullet] Although Heaven is a definite place, it is more relationship than place (not unlike the experience we have in our homes).

[image: Bullet] All our desires are, at bottom, for Heaven.

[image: Bullet] Heaven is the fulfillment of human potential; Hell is the drying up of human potential.

[image: Bullet] We choose Heaven or Hell, daily becoming someone more suited for Heaven or someone who wouldn’t like the place even if it were offered.

[image: Bullet] Hell is receiving our just desert; Heaven is all undeserved gift.



HEAVEN

PART I
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DEMYTHOLOGIZING HEAVEN:
THE NONFICTION



1

THE MYTHS OF HEAVEN 
EXPOSED

Since you have been raised to new life with Christ, set your sights on the realities of heaven, where Christ sits at God’s right hand in the place of honor and power. Let heaven fill your thoughts. Do not think only about things down here on earth. For you died when Christ died, and your real life is hidden with Christ in God. And when Christ, who is your real life, is revealed to the whole world, you will share in all his glory.1

COLOSSIANS

[image: 1581345135_0022_005]

MYTH #1: HEAVEN WILL BE BORING

No eye has seen, nor ear heard, nor the heart of man imagined, what God has prepared for those who love him.2

—1 CORINTHIANS

I have confessed that for ever so long, Heaven simply held no fascination for me. Why is Heaven (aside from Hell, perhaps) the last place we would want to go? In part, our aversion stems from a fear of what we don’t know and a subsequent clinging to what we do. Heaven must, in the nature of things, remain as mysterious to us in this life as adulthood is to children. Then cultural caricatures of a cloudy hereafter—a colorless, weightless, and (we presume) pleasureless existence, harp-tuned to perfect monotony—effectively turn us away. I’m afraid it creeps up on me still. My problem was a conception of Heaven as church, and church as an endless chain of bad songs and boring sermons with not even a chance of volunteering for nursery duty. How liberating to find that Lewis understood the sentiment: “The picture of Heaven as perpetual worship, a place, in the hideous words of the hymn ‘Where congregations ne’er break up / And Sabbaths have no end,’ which has tormented many a luckless child (finding one Sabbath per week a ration only too liberal!) comes alright when one sees the real meaning: the perpetual worship is the perpetual vision [of God], the perfect exercise of all one’s faculties on the perfect Object.Of that, one cd. [could] never have too much: of its simulacrum, ‘worship’ as we know it down here, one easily can.”3

Paradoxically, my misconceptions about Heaven also came from reading the Bible, but a blinkered reading that carries over the logic of “thou shalt not” to the very architecture of Heaven. For this mind-set, Heaven is only a place of denials where we don’t do this and can’t do that. Or we read too literally the symbolic language and the “no mores” of Heaven. In an important address called “Transposition,” Lewis acknowledges the difficulty of breaking through such misconceptions: “Any adult and philosophically respectable notion we can form of Heaven is forced to deny of that state most of the things our nature desires. . . . Hence our notion of Heaven involves perpetual negations: no food, no drink, no sex, no movement, no mirth, no events, no time, no art.”4 Against this thinking, Lewis continues, is the positive vision of God and enjoying him forever. But the positive is at a great disadvantage, since little in our earthly experience suggests it. Further, the five senses have stocked our imaginations with vivid associations from this earthly life, suggesting that home is with the old, comfortable shoes; so we plod on in contented worldliness when we might soar.

My way out of this muddle lay straight through Lewis’s The Great Divorce and (later) Perelandra . These two books hooked me on Heaven.More on these stories later, but never doubt the power of fiction to tell the truth, often better than cold theological prose. Jesus knew this: He constantly taught with stories. It is impossible, I came to see, that Heaven could be boring. Heaven is that place where all that is and all that happens issues from God’s creative genius. In that sense, it is like earth, except that in our present earth even nature groans, waiting for its deliverance from the curse of sin. Do you like earth? You’re going to love Heaven! Do you enjoy earthly pleasures: the taste of cherries, the smell of morning after a rain, the feel of cool water rushing over you as you dive into a pool on a warm summer’s day? Then recall Lewis’s reminder that God through Christ invented all the pleasures. He is the same one who is preparing a place for us and will come again to receive us to himself. The psalmist says, “In your presence there is fullness of joy; at your right hand are pleasures forevermore.”5 In his excellent article on Heaven, Harry Blamires gets it right:

Whatever form your most moving earthly experiences of beauty have taken, they were foretastes of heaven. Wherever you have found loving kindness in human hands and human eyes and human words, you were confronting Christ’s personality operative in God’s creatures. Since the source of all that beauty and all that tenderness is God, the full opening up of his presence before his creatures can be nothing less than the aggregation and concentration and intensification of every loveliness and every goodness we have ever tasted, or even dreamed of. All the love we have ever known in our relationships with others—all that collected and distilled into the personal warmth of him from whom it all derived, and he standing before us: that is the kind of picture that the Christian imagination reaches towards when there is talk of the ultimate reward of the redeemed.6

Similarly, when Ransom returns from the unfallen world of Perelandra, having experienced whole new genres of pleasure, and attempts to explain these to his friend, he despairs of the task because words are too vague, imagery not concrete enough. The pleasures are too real for earthly language. As the well-known eighteenth-century hymn writer John Newton puts it:

Fading is the world’s pleasure,
All its boasted pomp and show;
Solid joys and lasting treasure
None but Zion’s children know.7

Next to the “solid joys” of Heaven, earth’s are airy, misty will-o’-the-wisps. On the other hand, Hell has no pleasures and offers the world only counterfeits of Heaven’s genuine article. In The Screwtape Letters, Lewis has senior devil Screwtape lament while cautioning junior tempter Wormwood: 

Never forget that when we are dealing with any pleasure in its healthy and normal and satisfying form, we are, in a sense, on the Enemy’s ground. I know we have won many a soul through pleasure. All the same, it is His invention, not ours. He made the pleasures: all our research so far has not enabled us to produce one. All we can do is to encourage the humans to take the pleasures which our Enemy has produced, at times, or in ways, or in degrees, which He has forbidden.Hence we always try to work away from the natural condition of any pleasure to that in which it is least natural, least redolent of its Maker, and least pleasurable. An ever increasing craving for an ever diminishing pleasure is the formula.8

David Fagerberg reminds us of the Devil’s lie, repeated by Screwtape, that “sin affords a more robust variety of pleasure than virtue.”9 Even the movies often get right the hatred and murder that flow in the wake of sexual unfaithfulness, whether pursued for physical or egocentric pleasure. In Narnia Edmund learned this lesson the hard way with the White Witch’s candy, the enchanted Turkish Delight: “anyone who had once tasted it would want more and more of it, and would even, if they were allowed, go on eating it till they had killed themselves.”10 Fagerberg finds in this idea God’s reason for expelling Adam and Eve from the garden: “He wanted to save their lives.” Edmund further learns that “nothing spoils the taste of good ordinary food half so much as the memory of bad magic food.”11 Sinful pleasure infects legitimate ones. Explaining how our desires become Hell-bent, Fagerberg continues, “Our appetites have been misdirected, leading us to believe that there is a contradiction between God’s glory and our own happiness, that we cannot submit our lives to God and still have what we really want.”12 If we think that, we have believed a lie.

A true and legitimate pleasure is one that sweetens our lives whenever we remember it. An authentic pleasure is one we love to recall and rejoice to share. A part of both Heaven and Hell is this multiplication factor. As memories stack upon memories in Heaven, these will add luster and expansiveness to every new experience—indeed, an experience for one with a perfect memory will never get old but remain “a joy forever,” to borrow from Keats. Lewis imagines such a Heaven-sent pleasure multiplied in the unfallen planet of Malacandra in Out of the Silent Planet. For his first extended time on Malacandra, the space-traveling earthling, Ransom, is mentored by a rational but quite different creature, a hross named Hyoi. Ransom learns from his new friend what must be one of the key ingredients of the increasingly layered richness of our unfolding heavenly experience: the mounding up of memories that are only and always ennobling. Hyoi explains:

A pleasure is full grown only when it is remembered. You are speaking, Hman [human], as if the pleasure were one thing and the memory another. It is all one thing. . . . What you call remembering is the last part of the pleasure. . . . When you and I met, the meeting was over very shortly, it was nothing. Now it is growing something as we remember it. But still we know very little about it. What it will be when I remember it as I lie down to die, what it makes in me all my days till then—that is the real meeting. The other is only the beginning of it. You say you have poets in your world. Do they not teach you this?13

If this is true of earthly memory, how much more of heavenly memory, which will take not only the good of earth, but the infinite accumulations of Heaven into the celestial memory bank? For this and other reasons, the hrossa are content and embrace each day without regret for the past or anxiety for the future—which itself is an element we long for in heavenly perfection. Hyoi tells Ransom, “every day in a life fills the whole life with expectation and memory and . . . these are that day.”14 Ransom learns a bit of what it means to live life in light of eternity. By contrast, in Hell the memory of evil chosen in this life, joined with whatever issues out of the unredeemed hereafter, will be a mounting horror. What a difference this truth would make in our earthly choices if we could keep it before us. We can see the huge implications for even our earthly lives. This explains the look of contentment and innocence in some people’s faces, however old. They have no regrets dogging their consciences; their sleep is unalloyed. To be so at peace perfectly and always is very Heaven. 

Christopher Mitchell reminds us of the function of pleasure: What we experience with our senses “serve in their own God-ordained way to point us to an image of the greater beauty and reality of heaven.”15 John Piper concurs that “there are merciful foretastes everywhere in this fallen world, and God is glad for us to enjoy them.”16 A common mistake is trying to grasp these pleasures with all we’re worth, living as if earthly pleasures were our only reality. Lewis sets us right.

The settled happiness and security which we all desire, God withholds from us by the very nature of the world: but joy, pleasure, and merriment He has scattered broadcast. We are never safe, but we have plenty of fun, and some ecstasy. It is not hard to see why. The security we crave would teach us to rest our hearts in this world and [pose] an obstacle to our return to God: a few moments of happy love, a landscape, a symphony, a merry meeting with our friends, a bathe or a football match, have no such tendency. Our Father refreshes us on the journey with some pleasant inns, but will not encourage us to mistake them for home.17

Perfection—Boredom ad Infinitum

Everyone knows that Heaven and all in it will be perfect: The Bible says so—and even the biblically illiterate associate perfection with Heaven. The book of Hebrews, the book of “better things,” is chock full of the word perfect and its many forms. For example: “You have come to Mount Zion and to the city of the living God, the heavenly Jerusalem . . . and to the spirits of the righteous made perfect.”18 We will take up the bothersome idea of being “spirits” in Myth #3, but for now, we will explore the idea of perfection. I have asked several of my classes over the years if they would choose to go to Heaven “two minutes from now” if they could, and sometimes I ask, “if I could do it, who would want me to make them perfect right now?” No small number demur. How would you answer these questions for yourself? You might try this experiment with a group of your own. Usually, most want to stay here and stay as they are. Even those who would choose perfection and Heaven often have a qualm or two about it.Why should that be so?

We are okay with perfection as a goal, but not as a steady state. That’s the problem: a steady state. Perfection implies stagnation for us, a kind of fossilized goodness that goes nowhere. Where could perfection “go,” anyway? It’s already there. This emphasis on the journey, as opposed to the destination, comes to moderns largely from the influence of evolutionary thought: what Lewis calls “the myth of progress.” All of us know that both we and the world are a mess at present; so we console ourselves that the world will be a better place in some distant future. We content ourselves to be on the way, while in earlier eras, most by far focused on the destination. Our culture conditions us to be uncomfortable with “arriving.” It’s no compliment to say of someone, “She thinks she has arrived.”

And come to think of it, once they arrive, what do the morally pure do for kicks? If you are not getting better or working to improve, do you just sit? Adding to the problem for the biblically literate, we know that Scripture promises heavenly “rest.” Perhaps we remember being forced to take those grammar school naps when what we really wanted was to play. The negative idea about rest is reinforced by the old “Rest in Peace” on tombstones, which invokes images of just lying there—insentient, dumb, and crumbling into dust.

It may help to begin by thinking of what we rest from. We rest from labors that are unfruitful, from infertile ground, unyielding clients, intractable relationships. But we won’t be eternally sitting in the corner, which would be more like punishment; we’ll work. But we’ll work without the battle for survival and without the resistance and frustration caused by sin and its curse. It will be gardening without weeds. Work will mean the thing we love to be doing, as when an artist or hobbyist speaks of “my work.” This poem by Joe Bayly helps with the relationship of rest and work. 

What’s a home like,
one that he prepares?

A place of peace and beauty,
of joy and glory, of celestial music,
of fresh, unchanging, purest love.

I’ll say, “Hello, Lord. I’m tired.”
And he’ll say, “Rest,
because I have
work for you to do.”19

I think our work will feel more like Sabbath recreation or, if you prefer, play. The only problem with play is the suggestion of triviality, but reigning with Jesus and helping to run the new Heaven and earth will be anything but kids’ play. In fact, the reward for doing good work here on earth will be more work in Heaven: “And [the Lord] said to him, ‘Well done, good servant! Because you have been faithful in a very little, you shall have authority over ten cities.’”20 Such work will be a reward. Anyone who has been without a job knows the relief that comes from getting one, along with a sense of significance and purpose.

What form reigning in the new Heaven and earth will take is open to imagination. Perhaps the Lord will say, “You washed those dishes as unto me; now go make a star,” and you’ll know how. Maybe next he will call for a group project: “When you’ve all finished your stars, make a new constellation.” In “Harleys in Heaven,” John Stackhouse reviews several recent books on Heaven and observes encouragingly that “several themes stand out among the riches of these volumes. Perhaps the most crucial of these is that heaven in fact has not been portrayed as a boring place, but the location of the highest aspirations of the human heart.”21

In John’s Gospel, Jesus prays, “Father, I desire that they also, whom you have given me, may be with me where I am, to see my glory.”22 We will follow along after Jesus like apprentices. Remember that he made all that is, seen and unseen. It won’t be boring in Heaven because we will always be learning. God is infinite, we are finite. We’ll never get to the end of him. A pastor I know is fond of saying that the most common expression in Heaven will be, “Oh, I didn’t know that!” That’s the idea.

We fear that Heaven’s perfection might put us in a straitjacket, that we won’t be able to “be ourselves.” In fact, Heaven is the only place where we can safely let our hair down. Very often, Lewis observes, when we suggest that we want to “be ourselves,” we mean letting go of the demands of civility and kindness: “What often distinguishes domestic from public conversation is rudeness. What distinguishes domestic behaviour is often its selfishness, slovenliness, incivility—even brutality. And it will often happen that those who praise home life most loudly are the worst offenders. . . . The freedoms in which they indulge themselves at home have ended by making them unfit for civilized society.” In our earthly lives, we must be vigilant even at home. So where can we be “comfortable and unguarded”? The answer is, “nowhere this side of Heaven.”23

Here is where perfection comes to our aid. Dante understands it supremely well in his Divine Comedy. Surprisingly, perhaps, the favorite part of this work for many, including myself, is not Paradiso (Heaven) but Purgatorio (Purgatory), even though I don’t believe in Purgatory. In explaining why, we will see how it is possible to be “comfortable and unguarded” in Heaven. Dante’s Purgatory is portrayed as a mountain with seven terraces, each representing one of the seven deadly sins (pride, greed, lust, envy, gluttony, anger, and sloth or laziness). As Lewis’s great friend Charles Williams explains, each is a failure to love—either the right thing at the right time or in the right proportion. In Dante’s Purgatory, each person willingly undergoes the discipline to correct the sin of each terrace until the sin is turned from a perversion of love to true love. Each pilgrim on the way to Heaven emerges from Mount Purgatory fully purged of sin and loving everything perfectly. Then, truly, each can be “comfortable and unguarded.”

When we are in Heaven, like these pilgrims, we can act on every impulse because every impulse will be good and right. No need to second-guess or hold back or check our feelings. There will be no need to watch our backs or guard our emotions against hurt from others because they will all be perfected in love, too. That will be true freedom, and that is the right way to think of perfection.

Lewis captures both the exhilaration and trepidation implied in being made perfect. In the core of our beings we want this perfection; yet we sense how very far we have to go and fear the cost in pain, whether seen as Purgatory or sanctification of our earthly lives:

The command Be ye perfect is not idealistic gas. Nor is it a command to do the impossible. He is going to make us into creatures that can obey that command. He said (in the Bible) that we were “gods” and He is going to make good His words. If we let Him—for we can prevent Him, if we choose—He will make the feeblest and filthiest of us into a god or goddess, dazzling, radiant, immortal creature, pulsating all through with such energy and joy and wisdom and love as we cannot now imagine, a bright stainless mirror which reflects back to God perfectly (though, of course, on a smaller scale) His own boundless power and delight and goodness. The process will be long and in parts very painful; but that is what we are in for. Nothing less. He meant what He said.24

Here is a further implication of perfection. In discussing miracles, Lewis classifies them into two large categories: miracles of the Old Creation and the New Creation. All biblical miracles are consistent with the character of Christ and consonant with his chosen way of doing things. Jesus refused to turn stones into bread, but he multiplied a boy’s loaves and fishes, which he is always doing in nature. Fish produce more fish, corn produces seeds and more corn. These are miracles of the Old Creation, focusing on what God has done or is doing. Another example is Jesus’ first miracle: of turning water into wine at Cana. This, too, is just a focused instance of what he does all the time, only on a larger scale and more slowly: making vines that turn soil and water into juice, giving it properties that allow for fermentation.25 Miracles of the New Creation are hints at what our glorious future will be like. They include walking on water, which illustrates first Jesus’ power over nature, but also the control of spirit over matter—including such control over our own bodies—that will characterize the New Creation, Heaven. It may be worth repeating here Lewis’s reminder that we will not be magicians asserting ourselves over others or over nature on egotistical whims. Our transformed character will be among the most exciting elements of the new order, and since every impulse will be a good one, what we do with nature or each other will be in every way beneficial. What a relief that will be. Does all this sound like a bore? Of course not; it sounds, well, just perfect.

MYTH #2: WHAT! NO SEX?

You make known to me the path of life; in your presence there is fullness of joy; at your right hand are pleasures forevermore.26

—PSALMS

[God] made the pleasures.27

—SCREWTAPE

My hunch is that a house church full of persecuted Chinese Christians meeting in secret would respond to the prospect of going to Heaven very differently from churchgoing Americans. I think we comfortable Americans don’t much want to go to Heaven because we are afraid of losing something. We encounter this all the time in people who don’t want to come to Christ for a new life because they are afraid of missing the old one. We ourselves are afraid to turn loose of the reins of our lives in the here and now, to give everything to God, to say to him, “anything, anyplace, anytime,” because we don’t know what he will do with us. We are afraid we won’t like it, that it will be unpleasant and difficult—maybe even, God forbid, no fun. We have the same fear about Heaven.

There are lots of “no more’s” in Heaven that we happily embrace: “no more tears,” “no more sorrow,” “no more death.” But at least one of the “no more’s” we might like to have been consulted about, namely, sex. Jesus said, speaking of saved people, that “in the resurrection they neither marry nor are given in marriage, but are like angels in heaven.”28 I remember reading that and thinking, Poor angels—poor me! Or so I thought. As a teenager, I used to pray that Jesus would not come again until I had had my honeymoon. I didn’t want to leave earth before enjoying God’s great gift of sexuality. It was a mostly silly prayer, but it was nonetheless sincere, and I suspect that among those who grew up with Bible training, I was not alone.

Why do we have this fear? It is because we think, perhaps subconsciously, that Heaven will mean deprivation. What, no sex? What will people do for fun? Isn’t that implied in our thinking? Of course it is. But in truth, we will be uninterested in sexuality in Heaven not because it is “atrophied” but because it is “engulfed.”29

To explain this phenomenon, Lewis uses the apt analogy of a small boy who loves chocolates. Upon being told that “the sexual act is the highest bodily pleasure,” the boy immediately asks 

whether you [eat] chocolates at the same time. On receiving the answer “No,” he might regard absence of chocolates as the chief characteristic of sexuality. In vain would you tell him that the reason why lovers in their carnal raptures don’t bother about chocolates is that they have something better to think of. The boy knows chocolate: he does not know the positive thing that excludes it. We are in the same position.We know the sexual life; we do not know, except in glimpses, the other thing which, in Heaven, will leave no room for it. Hence where fulness [sic] awaits us we anticipate fasting.30

What really awaits us is a fulfillment of our sexuality that is as unimaginable to us as sexuality itself is to a child not yet through puberty. But is that prepubescent child asexual? No. The sexuality is there, shaping crucial aspects of personality and self. It is just not yet in full bloom. I believe that death will be a kind of spiritual puberty for us and that Heaven will fulfill desires we don’t even know about yet, but which are very much there in potentia, working even now in our personalities and our sanctification.

To help us imagine new levels of intimacy, we will look briefly to recent developments in astrophysics. Lewis often says that time and space are God’s creation. To get the hang of how our earthly lives may be connected to the spiritual world, he asks us to imagine being flatlanders living in two dimensions, trying to imagine a third and how it would be related to the other two. Modern physicists are imagining in just that way. If God could invent one dimension of time, why couldn’t he invent another? Astrophysicist Hugh Ross suggests the staggering implications of another dimension of time for the closeness of relationships in Heaven. First, how he came to think of it. In solving the equations for the big bang, or earth being created ex nihilo (from nothing), scientists came to an impasse in trying to push the mathematical possibility back toward the moment of creation until someone introduced an extra dimension. Then came more. By introducing eleven dimensions of time and space, scientists can push back to within a split second of the creation event. One speculation is that if God has time and space dimensions, he has at least eleven.31

Lewis believes that God is beyond time and space: They are his invention and do not contain him; rather, he contains them. But we will likely occupy both time and space in Heaven, and it is possible to think of ourselves as having more than three dimensions of space and more than one dimension of time.32With just one more dimension of time, we would be able to spend an infinite amount of time with every person, all the time.33 Such intimacy we can’t even have with just one person in our single dimension. The usefulness of this idea is mainly in stimulating our imaginations to think of Heaven as more than earth, not less: to see Heaven as adding to, not taking away. If there is no marrying in Heaven, it is because even our earthly best relationships are subsumed by Heaven’s new relationships, with deeper intimacy unspoiled by sin. No sex? No problem. It is not that sex is taken away, but taken up into something even greater. Once again where we fear fasting, there is really feasting.

Indeed, if we consider the unblushing promises of reward and the staggering nature of the rewards promised in the Gospels, it would seem that Our Lord finds our desires not too strong, but too weak. We are halfhearted creatures, fooling about with drink and sex and ambition when infinite joy is offered us, like an ignorant child who wants to go on making mud pies in a slum because he cannot imagine what is meant by the offer of a holiday at the sea. We are far too easily pleased.34

In The Four Loves, Lewis gives us another idea of how we might actually gain from the new arrangement that precludes marriage and sex with one person.

The event of falling in love is of such a nature that we are right to reject as intolerable the idea that it should be transitory. In one high bound it has overleaped the massive wall of our selfhood; it has made appetite itself altruistic, tossed personal happiness aside as a triviality and planted the interest of another in the centre of our being. Spontaneously and without effort we have fulfilled the law (towards one person) by loving our neighbour as ourselves. It is an image, a foretaste, of what we must become to all if Love Himself rules in us without a rival. It is even (well used) a preparation for that.35
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