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Preface

The Inspiration

The opening night of the 1994 Heaven in the Real World concert tour was scheduled for a Thursday in Anderson, Indiana, where I make my home. Due to overwhelming demand and the pull of the alma mater crowd, Steven Curtis Chapman agreed to open Wednesday at Anderson University.

The concert was full of energy and deep with meaning. The beat of the concert was more than music—it reflected the pulse of a generation.

The message of the Heaven in the Real World album had a profound impact on my spiritual walk. I began to ask God to openly reveal what it really means for heaven to be in our all-too-real world. Our church felt called by God to make “Heaven in the Real World” our theme for the entire year in 1995.

God has granted me the opportunity to share his powerful message of presence in our real world all across America at churches, youth conventions, retreats, and university campuses.

Then the Lord moved the hearts of the people at Howard Publishing to make this book possible. Their dedication to making vital resources available to people longing to experience heaven in their real world inspires me when my real world seems dark and my spirit is parched. I thank you all in the name of Jesus Christ. Listen with your heart to the song, “Heaven in the Real World” by Steven Curtis Chapman.

I saw it again today in the face of a little child
 Looking through eyes of fear and uncertainty
 It echoed in a cry for freedom across the street and across the miles
 Cries from the heart to find the missing part

Chorus:

Where is the hope, where is the peace?

That will make this life complete
 For every man, woman, boy and girl
 Looking for heaven in the real world

To stand in the pouring rain and believe the sun will shine again
 To know that the grave is not the end
 To feel the embrace of grace and cross the line where real life begins
 And know in your heart you’ve found the missing part

Chorus:

There is a hope, there is a peace
 That will make this life complete
 For every man, woman, boy and girl
 Looking for heaven in the real world
 Heaven in the real world

Bridge:

It happened one night with a tiny baby’s birth
 God heard creation crying and
 He sent heaven to earth

Chorus:

He is the hope, He is the peace
 That will make this life complete
 For every man, woman, boy and girl
 Looking for heaven in the real world

He is the hope, He is the peace
 That will make this life complete
 For every man, woman, boy and girl
 Looking for heaven in the real world
 Heaven has come to the real world
 Heaven has come, come to the real world
 He is the hope, He is the peace
 Jesus is heaven, heaven in the real world
 He is the hope
 He is heaven in the real world He is the peace He is heaven in the real world1
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Introduction

“Dear Dad, Please don’t die.”

I received this plea in a homemade get well card in May of 1992 from my eight-year-old son. Two weeks earlier my left knee had been reconstructed following the discovery that volleyball with college students is a full-contact sport. A sports injury at the age of thirty-two is kind of cool. I mean, it’s better than falling down the stairs, and it gives you an excuse for being a little slower out there on the playing field.

But the surgery was not the end. The following week was a living nightmare. I began feeling sick and running a fever. Every joint in my body was filled with the kind of pain I could only liken to the throbbing of a finger smashed by a hammer. Finally, in the midst of delirious pain, a close friend and my wife, Susan, rushed me to the emergency room of our local hospital. After four hours of X-rays, morphine, and frantic phone calls to specialists, they told me I was being taken to a larger hospital in Indianapolis, where I would have emergency surgery to remove infection from my knee.

Infection? Too sick to care and in too much pain to think, I faded in and out of consciousness during the forty-minute ambulance dash to Indy. The doctor was waiting at the emergency room. It was 6:40 A.M. on a Saturday morning. He said, “We’re going to take you to surgery right now and do our best to save this knee.”

I didn’t care at that point what they did, but I did say, “Whatever happens, tell it to me straight. I’m a minister, and I see this from the other side all the time. Don’t tell my wife anything you don’t tell me, and don’t tell me anything you’re not going to tell her.” He shook his head in agreement, and that’s the last I remember of that day.



A sports injury at the age of thirty-two is kind of cool. I mean, it’s better than falling down the stairs, and it gives you an excuse for being a little slower out there on the playing field.



When I awakened the following Sunday morning, my already poor eyesight was blurred even more by the anesthesia. I looked at the bloody wrapping on my left knee, but because of the angle and the Demerol, I couldn’t see or feel my left leg from the knee down.

At least I’m alive, I thought. I can handle losing a leg. Thank God, he spared my life.

“My name is Doctor Buntz.”

Although he must have thought I was awake, his announcement called me from slumber. I stirred and tried to focus on the doctor standing at the foot of my bed.

“I am an infection specialist,” he said, “and I understand from the surgeon that you want to hear the news straight out.”

Although I wasn’t too focused up to this point and was trying to figure out why the orthopedic surgeon had been replaced by an infection specialist, his last phrase riveted my attention on his words.

“Yes, I do want it straight,” I stammered.

“You have a systemic staph infection in your blood. Your blood is like a river of poison releasing deadly toxins in your entire system all at the same time. You are in the advanced stages. If we can’t arrest this in the next twenty-four to forty-eight hours, you’ll die.”

I remember thinking, I didn’t want it that straight!

I looked at him and just said, “What?”

He gave me a quizzical look like, Did I stutter? I said you’re going to die.

He continued very matter of factly, “We have already put you on Vancomyacin, the second most powerful antibiotic available. It will either kill you or save you, but you have nothing to lose and everything to gain. We don’t know how long this will take, but we will do our best. Do you have any questions?”

At that point I thought, I’ve got questions, but they’re not the kind you can answer. As he left, he turned and said, “You appear to be a fighter. If you have ever waited for a moment to fight for all your worth, that moment has arrived!”

I thought, I am a fighter, and I will beat this thing!

It was now 9:00 A.M. In three more hours Susan would be at my side asking what the doctor had said. What would I tell her? When she arrived, I simply parroted exactly what the doctor had told me. Susan looked me straight in the eye, fighting back the tears, and said, “You are not going to die and leave me with four kids!”

Fortified by her statement of solidarity and courage, I now thought, We will beat this thing. The determination I felt that morning quickly faded into the ravaging realities of the infection. My situation steadily worsened over the next few days as my body fought back against the overwhelming enemy invaders. Unable to eat, drink, or even get out of bed, I lost twenty-seven pounds (that I didn’t have to lose), and I looked like an extra for Return of the Zombies.

Then came the card from Bub. All four of our young children entered my hospital room, seeing me for the first time in six days. Although I tried to look strong for them, I could tell that the sight of me was more than Susan had been able to prepare them for. Quietly, they made their way to my bed. Curiosity at all the beeping machines, dripping tubes, and blinking screens distracted them from their fears.

My skin crawled with the longing to touch them. My soul hungered for their nearness. Somehow, Susan got them all on the hospital bed, and one at a time I felt their little arms searching for some part of me to hold. They felt the same longing for nearness that I did.

Then Bub (our nickname for my namesake), the oldest, handed me his card. The message was simple, direct, and powerful: “Dear Dad, Please don’t die.”

His request set off an emotional bomb inside of me, and a flood of realization poured over me. Even though I was willing to fight for all I was worth, even though Susan had declared that I was not going to die, even though the kids wanted me to live—I realized that even all of this together was not enough. I couldn’t save myself, nor could all of my loving relationships. If I was to live, I would need a power greater than this earth could offer. If I was going to die, I would need the power of heaven to face that reality. Obviously, the Lord chose to keep me here for a while longer.

I’m guessing that right now you are living a story of your own. As a counselor and minister for the past fourteen years, I have been stunned, grieved, shocked, and horrified at the suffering I’ve seen people endure. Maybe you are struggling with disease, divorce, downsizing, abuse, or impending death. Or perhaps you are burdened with the daily grind of straining every nerve simply to survive in a going-nowhere-anytime-soon life.

As I have heard people describe their painful existence as a “living hell,” I have often wondered, Why does earth seem like hell for children of heaven? Does it have to be this way? Or is God willing and able to bring his power to bear on our lives right now so that we can experience heaven in our real world?

In the pages of this book, I will share real-life stories of people just like you and me—people who saw no way out until they looked up. I will also share the Monday-through-Friday biblical principles that served as guiding lights for these people in the dark tunnels of their suffering. My prayer is that this book will lead you to a fuller experience of the power of heaven in your daily life. In a word, this book is about power—transforming power. Not the personal power of a self-help regimen, but the power of heaven to influence life in your daily world. This power will enable you to live a life you won’t want to quit, to build relationships you won’t want to leave, to weather difficulties without being washed away by the storm, and to serve a purpose higher than any earthly cause.

Heaven in the Real World is about how the power of God can influence the way you face each situation in your daily life—great or small.

Living within the power of God sounds exciting and enticing, but such a life does not come with the flip of a spiritual light switch. His power to drastically improve the quality of your everyday life is not “just a prayer away”—as some would have you believe. Allowing the power of God to influence your life requires more than an occasional last-ditch-effort prayer. It demands your mind, your will, your time, and your energy. Being carried by the power of God means learning new ways of thinking, feeling, acting, and communicating. In short, living in the power of God means submitting your life to the influence of heaven.

This book is divided into three sections. Section one explores the power of God’s message of enlightenment. We live in the information age, yet so little accurate information is disseminated about God. There is an incredible surge of confidence that comes from accepting what God reveals about himself, about heaven, and about his true feelings and dreams for us.

The second section is devoted to the power of imitating the model of heaven in the life of Jesus Christ. Giving attention to God’s Word and expressing appreciation to God are not enough. We must go one step farther—we must learn to experience the power of God by living out the life of Christ on a daily basis. There is no substitute for consciously imitating the example of the most influential man who ever lived.



In a word, this book is about power.



The final section is required reading for those of us who need to learn how to appreciate God’s methods for maturing us. Our world rarely equates love with difficulty or delay, and when we encounter these on our journey of faith, we often feel frustrated with God. Tragedies, the presence of evil, seemingly unanswered prayers, and the hypocritical lives of those professing faith can all mask the true face of heaven. The principles in the third section of this book will help you reshape your view of the hardships encountered on your journey of faith.

You and I are making this journey of faith together. In fact, we join millions of fellow travelers. God told Abraham to “look to the heavens,”1 and Paul declared “I press on toward the goal to win the prize for which God has called me heavenward in Christ Jesus.”2 If you, like me, want your life to take on new meaning, significance, and power, then set your sights heavenward and use this book as your launching pad.


PART ONE
Accepting Heaven’s Message
 [image: Image]Newness through Relationship






Part One Prelude

How dare he say that they had “never heard [God’s] voice”!1

The Jews diligently studied the Scriptures. They had literally thousands of pages of commentary on God’s laws in their Talmud and Mishna. How could anyone, least of all a carpenter from Nazareth, level such a scathing indictment?

Nevertheless, he did. Jesus knew there was a difference between reading the Scriptures and actually hearing the voice of God through the Scriptures.

Accepting heaven’s message means allowing heaven to speak for itself. Too often, we interpret heaven’s message through our own life experiences, or we allow others—human teachers, traditions, television, etc.—to interpret heaven for us. But if we would only allow heaven to speak for itself, we would hear a message that would thrill our souls and satisfy our innermost longings. For at the heart of God’s message for you are two things that every person desires—a fresh start and a meaningful relationship.

I ask one commitment of you before you turn the page: Let God speak for himself. Hearhis voice and not the voice of human distracters. If heaven is to enter your real world and vitally change your life, you must hear its message accurately, “for faith comes from hearing the message, and the message is heard through the word of Christ.”2


1
Heaven’s Priority


Restoring Your Value

Our family rarely goes out for a sit-down dinner. Since there are six of us, eating out often could spawn fiscal disaster. But one Sunday evening, Susan and the children prevailed upon me to dine out at the Cracker Barrel restaurant.

Following a good meal and a great time together, we drove back by the church building. Due to schedules and ministries we are involved in, we often drive two vehicles, so we stopped to pick up my four-wheel-drive Blazer. It was a hot and sticky summer night—about 9 P.M. Since my truck had no air conditioning, I drove home with the windows down. Susan and the kids followed in the van.

About two miles from our home, I heard an agonizing scream. Instinctively, I looked in my left rear-view mirror to catch some visible explanation. At first I saw just my family in our van, but after we both passed the point of the scream, I was horrified to see a young, muscular man dragging a woman across the street by her hair. He was hitting her so hard with his fist that nearly every punch lifted her writhing body off the ground.

Susan and the kids did not hear the scream since their windows were closed, but when I slammed on the brakes and pulled a U-turn in the road, they followed. I drove right up into the front yard of a house across the street from where I first spotted the man and woman. I honked the horn and flashed the bright lights. Startled, the man dropped the battered woman and ran out of sight into the darkness. She began to stagger toward the truck.

Fearing his return and concerned about her condition, I called out to her, “I know you don’t know us, but we are safe. Please get in the truck, and we’ll help you.” She made her way into the front seat, and as I began to drive out of the yard, she covered her face with her hands. Each time she coughed, her body convulsed from the pain of the pummeling.



He was hitting her so hard with his fist that nearly every punch lifted her writhing body off the ground.



“Can I take you to the hospital, or home?” I stammered.

“Please just take me to my parents’ house around the block.”

We drove in silence for a few moments until we arrived at the rear of their property in an alley. I ran back to brief Susan and told her to notify the police. Sherry (not her real name) began limping along the narrow concrete walkway to the back door. She stopped a few times to cough up blood. I was frightened for her.

Her mom and dad opened the back door. The parental terror on their faces, reflected in the dim porch light, broke my heart. Sherry’s mother quickly but tenderly embraced her and escorted her to the kitchen sink to begin cleaning the wounds.

Her father, a large and fit man of about fifty, bent down and began to lace up his work boots. Envisioning his destination, I gently prodded, “Where are you going?”

His answer made a deep impression on me: “I told him last time this happened that I would handle it my own way if it ever happened again!”

Last time? I thought. This has happened before? This shouldn’t happen even once to anyone.

I told him that we had already notified the police, and I pleaded with him to stay here—where his daughter needed him. We both went over and sat down under the fluorescent light at a small chrome and Formica kitchen table. He wept externally and I internally. He recounted five years of abuse Sherry had suffered at the hands of her boyfriend, beginning in high school. Although they never married, she had continued her relationship with this convicted, jailed, and released abuser.

When Sherry finally turned into the light, I tried to hide my shock at what I saw. Because of the darkness, I had not seen the extent of her injuries. Her eyes were completely swollen shut, and her face was beaten beyond recognition. She needed immediate hospital care. They wanted to go privately, so we said a brief prayer, left our phone number, and drove home.

Our children were remarkably reverent as we readied for bed and prayed for Sherry and her family. The following morning we sent Sherry and her family flowers with a note penned by my wife which read, “Just a note to let you know others care when your family hurts.”

Although we prayed for them often, we did not hear from them for ten months. Then one afternoon the following spring, I joined one of the men from our church for lunch at a favorite local restaurant. We were barely seated at our table when a bright, vibrant young waitress walked straight over to our table, looked right at me with a definite sparkle in her eyes, and said, “Do you remember me?”

For a split second I was unsure, but then I knew. I felt so many emotions, and my eyes began to well up with tears.

“Yes, Sherry, I remember you. Please sit down.”

With a strong and clear voice she shared, “I just want to thank you and your family for what you did that night last summer. You were all so brave. It was so much worse than ever before; I thought he would kill me. So many others just drove on, even when we were near the street.”

I was embarrassed by her statements and momentarily interrupted, “I’m no hero, Sherry; we just did what God has shown us. Besides, I was just going to run over him if I had to. I’m not the brave one.”

She continued, “Later that night I thought about my whole life in a new light. If someone who didn’t even know me cared enough to risk his life to help me, I must be more special than I had ever realized. I moved back in with my parents the next day, started back to college, landed this good job, and have never seen him again. I am prosecuting—for everyone’s best good.”

Both my friend and I were openly shedding tears at her testimony I could barely choke out my feelings.
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