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INTRODUCTION
Up the Mountain Into Light





   




  I am enjoying getting old. I recommend it for everyone.




  Some people see aging as a slow decline into a deep dark valley where there are lots of woeful things lurking in the shadows. As I write I am in my 70s, and have noticed some changes. After more than a decade of jogging almost daily my ankles fuss at me. Driving at night is a beautiful experience because the cataracts in my eyes turn light beams into spears of glorious color emitting a lavish spray into the darkness. I get to watch my favorite old movies a lot because I have never seen the end of many of them since I fall asleep before they’re over. (“Honey,” my wife said awhile back, “do you know they make movies in color now?”)




  Despite those tints of aging, I have never been more excited in my passage through this world that began in 1941. I don’t see getting old as a descent into a chasm. Rather, aging is an ascent up the mountain into the light.




  I’ve climbed a few mountains in my life, but the most unforgettable was a seven-hour ride on horseback to the peak of a Colorado Rocky. Down at the base it was a pleasant June day near Buena Vista. Leon—one of my best buddies who happens also to be my brother-in-law—and I drove up to the ghost town of St. Elmo, Colorado, where we met our guide and fellow wranglers. We spent the first couple of hours on a pleasant jaunt through lush high meadows. As we approached the base of the mountain we could see snow way up top above the tree-line. As a fellow from south Texas the blanket of white stirred my anticipation.




  The snow up top was deeper than our guide realized. We rounded the summit, and began the trek downward, but lost the path in the snow banks. Staring down and trying to guide my horse’s steps, I noted a miracle: my eyes saw clearer than ever. That’s because way up high, the light is much brighter. It seemed I could see everything better from high on that Colorado peak. I could look back down the mountain and see where we had been, and just beyond the summit I could see the promising area where we were headed just over the top where the snow had melted and footing would be more secure.




  I learned a couple of important lessons on that ride years ago that transformed my way of thinking about aging and death.




   




  The view from the mountain




   




  First, the higher you go up the mountain of time, the more you can see the trail that got you up the slopes, and the meaning of it. Just yesterday from this moment of writing, Irene and I attended the funeral for her mother, who died just shy of 95. On our visits with her in the last years of her life we could tell that she could see where she had been in life. Experiences that had once brought pain were transformed through her lofty perspective into vital components of her life journey that had ultimately brought joy and blessing. Even now, though I am “only” in my 70s, I can look back on mistakes I made, and see how God used them to bring me into the destiny He had for me. From up here on the mount of aging you can see that “all things” really do “work together for good to those who love God and are called to His purposes!” (Romans 8:28)




  I think of what Moses’ view must have been like up on Mount Nebo, as he was about to die. The Hebrew wanderers were down there at the base of the mountain, readying to cross into the Promised Land under the command of Joshua, his successor. Moses could look back up the trail that got Israel to that pivotal point and him up on Nebo. Though he could not enter, the Lord let him see where his people were headed—and he no doubt sensed he was going to an even better place. The past ordeal in the wilderness added up to destiny, and Moses had the joy of seeing the whole panorama.




  Maybe he winced as he remembered the moment he struck the rock from anger. But in the light at the top of the mountain perhaps Moses could also see the grace of God covering his error back there on the road of time, and knew God’s great peace available on the summit for people who, in the words of Proverbs 3:5-6, trust the Lord with all their hearts, refuse to lean on their own understanding, and in all their ways acknowledge Him.




   




  ‘A strong reassurance of ultimate peace’




   




  Such folk turned one of the modern world’s most famous scientists to Christ. Dr. Frank Collins, MD, and perhaps the world’s top geneticist—he was picked to lead the successful mission to read the human genome—started his career as an avowed atheist. In his third year of medical school, as a young intern in a North Carolina hospital, Collins entered into “intense experiences involving the care of patients.” As he dealt with seriously ill people, the “taboos that normally prevent the exchange of intensely private information (came) tumbling down along with the sensitive physical contract between the ill person and the healer.” Collins fought had to “maintain the professional distance and lack of emotional involvement that many of my teachers advocated.”




  Ultimately, Collins was impacted powerfully by the witness of some of his patients. “What struck me profoundly about my bedside conversations with these good North Carolina people was the spiritual aspect of what many of them were going through.” Many were strong believers in the God Collins did not believe existed. But, he wrote years later, “I witnessed numerous cases of individuals whose faith provided them a strong reassurance of ultimate peace, be it in this world or the next.”




  Once, while working with an elderly patient suffering severe heart pain, Collins faced what he described as his “most awkward moment.” She wanted to know what her young doctor believed about life and death. “I felt my face flush as I stammered out the words, ‘I’m not really sure,’” Collins replied. The woman’s question spurred him to deeper consideration of the possibility of God’s existence, a process that would lead Collins not only to belief in God but to serious commitment to Christ.1




  Patients like her had that “strong reassurance of ultimate peace” not only because of the perspective that helped them make greater sense of God’s work in their past, but because they were high enough up to begin to get a glimpse of where they were going.




  No one saw it better than Jesus that day at Caesarea Philippi when Peter challenged His decision to go to Jerusalem where He would be in danger of arrest and execution. “Get behind me, Satan!” Jesus replied to Peter, doubtless stunning him. Peter could only see the danger, but Jesus could see “over the mountain.” He knew the cross stood at its peak, but also that there was an open tomb beyond.




  Suffering gets us high up the mountain fast. Jesus was only 33 when He moved forward in the assurance of eternity. I have also seen young cancer patients who got the glimpse of Heaven beyond the summit of time and who went forward with immense peace. I think of one in particular, a 23-year old mother, who appeared to be dying with the malignancy. There was a point at which her text messages and verbal communications to me turned to the theme of peace and joy, no matter what. Though young, her ordeal had rocketed her up the mountain. As I write, she is in remission and going strong, but has peace and joy whatever the outcome.




   




  The big ‘if’




   




  These realities are contingent on a big factor: They are possible in their full scope only as we age or suffer in Christ. What does that mean?




  

    	His grace in the past.




    	His hope in the present.




    	His peace and joy about the future.


  




  In more than four decades as a pastor I have walked with many people through their dying-times, and been with a lot of them when they crossed into eternity. Hardly any are as dear in my memory as that of Pastor Bo Adkison, beloved friend and colleague at a church I served as senior pastor. To set the stage for considering your passage (and mine) we’ll first look at “Bo’s Passage.” Then we’ll look in some detail at your first step in Heaven.




  I pray what you read in Bo’s story and the subsequent chapters will be used of God to give you, like the people Francis Collins observed long ago, “strong reassurance of ultimate peace, be it in this world or the next,” regarding your own passage, and that of your loved ones.




   




  
PART 1
PROLOGUE: BO’S PASSAGE





   




   




   




   




   




   




   




   




   




   




   




   




   




   




   




   




   




   




   




  
Chapter 1


  Peace and Joy on a Talladega hillside





   




  There is a breeze-swathed hillside overlooking the quaint, history-wizened buildings of Talladega, Alabama, that is holy ground to me. It bears the graves of my grandmother, the grandfather I remember seeing only once, in early 1945, my father, and aunts and uncles.




  The first time I was there was 1956, when I was 15 years old. The occasion was the burial of my grandmother, my father’s mom. Daddy would be buried there in exactly a decade, followed a few years later by aunts and uncles.




  Scattered here and there in the old pre-Civil War cemetery are the graves of others of my relatives. It was these folk and their neighbors who gave the early definition to “Talladega Nights.” The booming raceway over the hills to the north, near I-20, wasn’t even the wisp of a thought when my kin hunted, fished, played, courted, married and established homes and families in the pine-forested hills and valleys of Talladega County.




  But the grave that I linger over the most is that of my dad, who was born in 1907 and died in 1966. Somewhere in the crunch of gritty poverty, backwoods brew, grim prospects, Depression-era despair, coupled with an overwhelming passion to break free and succeed in life, delusion rooted in his mind. By the time I came along in 1941, dad was already bumping into walls every time he tried to hurdle his crude beginnings. By 1945, to escape the frustration of what he perceived as failure, daddy began crawling more and more frequently into a big cave called “alcohol.” Ultimately, it consumed him, and in 1966, at 59, he died of a bolting heart attack in a hospital while I stood at his side.




  I am now an old man, having lived in this world much longer than my father did. Still, though, when I go to his grave every couple of years from my Texas home, I think about that dying moment I observed so long ago, and, strangely, am bathed in peace.




  Despite his alcoholism and mental anguish, my father loved God passionately. Though he didn’t finish high school, he once wrote a booklet warning readers of the dangers of drinking. He earnestly wanted me to be a preacher, and few things made him happier than seeing me in the pulpit. I have no doubt he is Heaven, in the presence of the Lord. Dad’s mind is clear, his emotions at peace, and the winsome personality cloaked by the alcohol now on full, delightful display.




  That’s why I experience peace and joy when I stand at his plot on that Talladega hillside.




  But there have been lingering questions. His death was so sudden there was no warning, no opportunity to talk, no chance for him to describe his passage. What was it like at that quick fragment of a second when he was passing from this dimension into the Kingdom of Heaven? Was there a flash of time when part of him was in this world and another facet of his being already in Heaven? What did he experience in that passage?




  After forays into politics and journalism, I became a pastor, seven years after my dad’s passing. Over more than three decades, I have now observed death dozens of times. The questions I tossed around in my mind about my father’s death-passage roll around again every time I watch people die. I seek answers as I attempt to help grieving loved ones work their way through their own passage of loss.




  Biology and physiology can tell us all about what occurs to the body and its functions as a person dies. But what about the mind and emotions? Is there mental awareness during the death-passage? Do we experience anything emotionally as we slip away? Where does the human spirit go as we are crossing over? At what point does it leave the body?




  The actual process of dying is a profound mystery. “I am about to take my last voyage, a great leap in the dark,” cried the philosopher Thomas Hobbes, as he lay dying in 1679. Three centuries later, in 1941, the Irish writer, James Joyce, would face the mysterious passage, and ask, “Does nobody understand?”




   




  Bo’s Passage




   




  There was one death-passage I observed in almost 40 years as a pastor that helped me at least begin to get answers to my questions. Bo Adkison was not a blood relative, but he may as well have been. We worked together for a decade. “Brother Bo” was the beloved associate pastor of the church where I was senior pastor.




  Bo was the model pastor, and the people of our church loved and admired him, as I did. He was always perfectly groomed, professionally dressed and rarely took off his coat, even at the office. Bo was the picture of excellence, but also looked and acted like everyone’s grandpa. When he visited sick folk at the hospital, he didn’t keep glancing at his watch and intone a hurried, formula-style prayer. “Who’s taking care of your cat?” he might ask the bedridden. “Can I get your clothes to the laundry?”




  We coined his East Texas drawl and the expressions that rode along as “Bo-isms.” They were priceless, and so was he.




  One of my favorite memories of Bo was seeded during a staff retreat at a ranch on the edge of the Texas Hill Country. Our team had spent an extended time in worship and prayer. Quietness had settled across the gentle, rolling Texas prairies surrounding the ranch. The living room in the 100-year old house where we met was serene as a sanctuary.




  Suddenly a shout shot from Bo that shook us all like a barrage of thunder after a lightning strike. At first we thought something was wrong, but then we heard Bo shouting over and over again, “Hallelujah… Hallelujah… Hallelujah!” Bo had experienced a “Holy Ghost” visitation in a direct, life-changing incursion straight into his heart.




  In that moment, the Lord had revealed to Bo the nature of his ministry for the rest of his life. The vision of his destiny connected so completely with Bo’s gifts, talents, skills, heart-desires and passions that everything had come suddenly into perfect alignment. Every experience of his past, all the hurts and pains, joys and successes became a symphony of meaning rather than a cacophony of unanswered questions.




  I will always be grateful to God that I got to share that experience with Bo. It was genuinely extraordinary.




  “What happened?” I asked, when Bo’s tears of joy eased enough he could talk.




  “Gates to Splendor,” he replied.




  When Bo regained his composure he explained that, while in prayer, God showed him that he was to have a special ministry to dying people, those, as he put it, in the “death channel.” Specifically, Bo was to give the dying comfort and encouragement that death for the person secure in Christ, was a journey toward the “Gates” that opened to the glory and wonder of God. It is a passage not to be dreaded, but to be anticipated, not a dismal slide into darkness and hopelessness, but in Christ a wonderful, thrilling flight into peace and joy indescribable.




  That’s what made Bo shout.




  In the ensuing years, I watched Bo carry out this ministry to others. He was a great blessing to the dying and their families.




  And then it came time for Bo to enter the death channel. I had left the church where we served together three or four years earlier, and our contacts had been limited. Then someone told me Bo had been diagnosed with an aggressive cancer. I wanted to comfort this man I loved so much, but I also desired to see if Bo would feel the same way about the “death channel” that had made him shout that day perhaps a decade earlier. So, I visited him in the early stage at the hospital and later at home, as he lay on his death-bed.




  The visits as he neared the “Gates to Splendor” were remarkable. Bo’s mind was clear as a pristine brook. He reported what he was “seeing” in his inner man. I don’t trust most “Near Death Experiences” (NDEs) as authoritative for a couple of reasons. First, they are intensely subjective. Trustworthy authority, on the other hand, is objective in its reality. It’s not based on human perceptions, emotional experiences, or even mental reasoning. Second, it’s possible that some NDEs are induced by medications given in the later stages of the death passage, or by reduction of oxygen to the brain.




  However, Bo’s passage was different. First, he was not comatose or in a drugged state when he described what he was seeing as he lay dying. He was nearing death, but not unconscious or in a hallucinatory state (I have seen such conditions many times over four decades). Second, Bo’s was not an NDE, in which he “died” and “returned” to his body. Third, everything Bo reported was corroborated by the objective standard of Scripture.




  We can trust NDEs—though, again, Bo’s state was not that—when the experience of the apparently resuscitated person aligns with biblical revelation.




   




   




  Verifying experiences




   




  There are many tools and resources for corroborating a physical or natural phenomenon, but how can we verify experiences of the human soul and spirit? The instrument of corroboration must be uniquely qualified to address the specific claims or manifestations of given phenomena.




  If the Bible is the revelation of the reality of a dimension that transcends the time-space-matter (natural) domain, and if death is a passage from the natural dimension into one that transcends, goes beyond, or is outside the natural (therefore transnatural), and if the Bible is revealed by the Intellect, or Mind underlying the transnatural dimension, then the Bible is the corroborating source for all interactions with the transnatural dimension, including interactions within the death passage.




  This is not a study of apologetics, therefore I will not rally all the presuppositional and evidentiary evidences of the Bible’s authenticity. Rather, I will rely on the fact of the existence of the centuries of study and the vast body of work that support the Bible as the Word of God.




  But I will go beyond that. Mature faith recognizes that it is not the “evidences” that confirm the Bible, but the Bible that confirms the “evidences.” Thus, the fundamental presupposition of this study is that the Bible is the revelation of the nature and truth behind the transnatural dimension, and therefore the corroborating source for all claims relating to that realm, including those about human death.




  Bo described to me four different phenomena he was observing as he approached death: a City out on the horizon, the glory of God, especially His absolute purity, and Heaven’s utter abhorrence of evil and the sin that is its expression. His demeanor and composure throughout the process, especially in light of his shock over sin, spoke eloquently about the immensity of God’s grace.




  Bo was lucid and calm when he discussed these observations, like a scientist reporting on the findings of an experimental project. Bo was comfortable, and eager to move forward in the journey.2




  Three times in the Bible we have accounts of the dying process on the microcosmic scale of individuals. Two of them have to do with people who followed God transitioning to Heaven, and a surprising example shows graphically the horror of the individual passing into death without God.




   




  The example of Enoch




   




  Way back in time’s early morning a godly man named Enoch had a dying experience that gives hope for everyone in true relationship with God. The Amplified Bible translates it like this:




   




  So all the days of Enoch were 365 years. And Enoch walked [in habitual fellowship] with God; and he was not, for God took him [home with Him]. (Genesis 5:23-24 AMP)




   




  The Bible refers often to a person’s “walk with God.” For example, Romans 6:4 says, “as Christ was raised from the dead through the glory of the Father, so we too might walk in newness of life.” Paul writes that the man and woman of God walk “by faith, not by sight” (2 Corinthians 5:7). He also encourages us to “walk by the spirit” so we won’t “carry out the desire of the flesh.”




  To walk with God, then, is to maintain a closeness of relationship with Him that impacts and sets the standard for our behavior and work.




  What Enoch’s passage tells us is that the walk with God is a continuum. The person who was walked with God in the natural dimension, is, in a sense, already walking with Him in the transnatural realm. Therefore, the death passage for a man or woman in fellowship with God is simply a continuation of the “walk” on which they’ve already embarked.




  Jesus said that in His Father’s “house” are many “dwelling places” (John 14:2). We enter His “house” when we come into relationship with God through Jesus Christ. That happens in the world of space, time, and matter. Therefore, dying is simply moving from one “dwelling place”—or room—in that great house to another!




   




  The example of Elijah




   




  The second experience reported in the Bible that helps provide a model for the dying process is that of Elijah. The Bible tells us that as Elijah and his protégé, Elisha, walked along they were talking, when suddenly,




   




  “a chariot of fire and horses of fire parted the two of them, and Elijah went up by a whirlwind into heaven. And Elisha saw it and he cried, My father, my father! The chariot of Israel and its horsemen! And he saw him no more. And he took hold of his own clothes and tore them in two pieces.” (2 Kings 2:11-12 AMP)




   




  There are several important insights about the dying process that we discover in Elijah’s experience. First, the chariots and horses of fire are probably an angelic manifestation, as would be indicated by Ezekiel’s vision:




   




  As I looked, behold, a storm wind was coming from the north, a great cloud with fire flashing forth continually and a bright light around it, and in its midst something like glowing metal in the midst of the fire. Within it there were figures resembling four living beings. And this was their appearance: they had human form. (Ezekiel 1:4-5 NASU)




   




  Apparently, as Elisha watches Elijah’s passage from this dimension, he is observing the manifestation of an angelic presence accompanying Elijah as he goes into the presence of God.




  This is also the witness of Psalm 104:4 and Hebrews 1:7,




   




  Referring to the angels He says, [God] Who makes His angels winds and His ministering servants flames of fire... (AMP, quoting Psalm 104:4)




   




  The “angel of death” is to those who die without God a terrifying reality, just as Christ as Lord is a frightening prospect to those who have rejected Him. However, Jesus Christ as Lord is a wonderful truth to those who know Him, and so angels are glorious companions to Christ-redeemed people in the death passage. They are, as Hebrews 1:14 puts it, “ministering spirits” to human beings who receive Christ’s salvation.




  Jesus Himself, in a parable, refers to angels as the “vehicle” by which human beings are transported from this world into the spiritual. "Now the poor man died and was carried away by the angels to Abraham's bosom,” says Jesus, in telling the parable. (Luke 16:22, emphasis added)
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