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This book is dedicated in loving memory to James Wills, the greatest PawPaw a girl could ever have. And also to my dear sweet friend Wendy Cralley—it brings me great comfort to know that one day I will meet you both again at the gates of heaven.


Introduction

[image: image]

FIVE YEARS AFTER I DIED, I found myself standing on the filthy sidewalk of a desolate street in the worst part of town in the dead of night—on my way into a strip club.

“Hey, church ladies,” an absolute giant of a man dressed in all black said to me and another woman as we stepped out of a van in front of the club. “What you got for me tonight?”

While he spoke to us, he ran a metal detector up and down the legs of the men waiting to get into the club, checking them for guns and knives.

I looked down at the small paper bag in my shaking hands. It was filled with cookies. With a plastered-on smile and my heart pounding in my chest, I offered the bag to him.

“Ohhh, chocolate chip,” he said. “My favorite!”

Then he waved us inside.

As I walked through the front door, everything hit me all at once. The strong smell of smoke. The thumping, jarring music. The dollar bills and bottles of liquor on the tables. The men, young and old and in between, eager to spend their money. I swallowed hard.

This was no place I should ever have been.

I was a wife and a mother and a schoolteacher, and I lived in a small suburban town smack-dab in the middle of the country. Waiting for me back at home were my precious twins, Micah and Willow, not yet six years old. I also had two teenage children, who knew me as the woman who pestered them to clean up their rooms, not a woman who had to be searched for weapons by a bouncer.

So how in the world did I end up there?

I was there because, through tears of desperation one dark night, I called out to God.

“Break my heart for what breaks Yours,” I cried.

And God did.
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My name is Crystal McVea and on December 10, 2009, I died.

While I was being treated in a hospital for pancreatitis, I went into respiratory arrest. My heart stopped pumping and I stopped breathing for nine minutes while a team of doctors performed CPR and managed to revive me.

And in those nine minutes, I went to the gates of heaven and I stood with God and I was forever changed. The story of those glorious nine minutes, and of the difficult, sinful, mixed-up life that led to them, is a story I told in my first book, Waking Up in Heaven. And since that book came out I’ve read thousands and thousands of letters from people who tell me all the ways they relate so deeply to my story. Not just the heaven stuff, but everything that came before it—the fears and the doubts and the bad decisions that defined who I was for my first thirty-three years on earth.

I’ve heard from teenagers who are lost, like I was, and single mothers who are struggling, like I did.

I’ve heard from women wrestling with the terrible consequences of abortion, same as I did and still do.

I’ve heard from women bound and broken by child abuse, same as I was for the longest time.

And I’ve heard from people who want to believe God is real but need more proof—just as I did before I went to heaven.

And what I want to tell these people—what I need to tell them—is that what happened to me after I came back from heaven was every bit as life-changing and miraculous as my trip to heaven was.

And best of all, it is something that can happen to them. To you.

Because ever since December 10, 2009, my life has been profoundly changed. I have been utterly and fundamentally transformed, straight down to the core of who I am. In every conceivable way—heart, mind, soul, and spirit—I am a brand-new person.

By dying, I learned how to live.

And now I know that while heaven is real and our true home and the place we all want to go to someday, we are meant to have meaningful lives full of passion and purpose in Christ right here, right now, this very moment.

We are meant to chase heaven while we’re still here on earth.

So how, exactly, do we do that? What does chasing heaven mean?
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For me, it meant going to a dark and dangerous strip club. Actually, not just one strip club. Sixteen strip clubs.

In one night.

Why?

The short answer is that, after I returned from heaven, I felt a great longing to go back—to find a way to be close to God again. I could never just return to the life I had, as beautiful as it was and as much as I loved it. I was different, and my life had to become different, too. Somehow, I had to find heaven again.

And so I started chasing heaven here on earth.

At first, though, I didn’t really know what that meant. I didn’t know how to change my life. I didn’t know how to chase heaven. And so I did what we all do in moments of need—I prayed. I asked God to bring me closer to Him and to heaven.

“Use me, Lord,” I prayed. “Fill me with Your spirit. Mold my heart for Your will. Father, break my heart for what breaks Yours.”

And that’s just what God did.

The story of Chasing Heaven is the story of how God called to me, what He told me, and how I found a way to get closer to Him again.

Even if it meant looking for heaven in places that seemed more like hell.

The experience of dying and going to heaven taught me so many incredible lessons about earthly joy and faith and love. It taught me that the secret to achieving true grace on earth—to finding true peace and happiness—is rejecting a passive, lukewarm love for God and replacing it with a powerful, practical, and purposeful faith in His Word and His way. It is turning our faith from a few smoldering embers into a raging fire.

It is allowing our faith to be ignited.

Because the truth is all of us can have our faith ignited through God. This is a book for anyone who wants to feel the incredible strength and power of God’s love in a very practical, purposeful way in their lives right now.

The message of this book is also that we don’t have to die and go to heaven in order to change our lives and ignite our faith. We don’t have to abandon the lives we have or empty our bank accounts or move to another country in order to get closer to God and to heaven. It is about each one of us finding a way, given our own lives and circumstances, to go where God calls us to go.
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Now, it wasn’t easy for me to step out of my safe suburban life and into some dark and desperate corners of the world. Some people might even say it was dumb or naive.

But after I got back from heaven I heard and heeded a call to go into the darkest places there are, so that God could use me to help spread the light of His love there. “And if you spend yourselves in behalf of the hungry and satisfy the needs of the oppressed,” God says in Isaiah 58:10, “then your light will rise in the darkness, and your night will become like the noonday.”

And when I went into these dark places, I wasn’t alone. There was an army of others out there who were already spreading the light of God’s love in the places where it is needed most.

It wasn’t always a huge army—sometimes it was just a handful of other moms and wives and women just like me.

But it was an army nonetheless, because these people were fierce and fearless warriors for God. These people didn’t all die and go to heaven and come back, like me—in fact, none of them did. And they don’t all spread the light of God’s love in the same way—some literally go into dark places; others comfort people who live within their own darkness.

But what they all have in common is a firestorm of faith.

They are all leading purposeful, ignited lives.

They are all finding a way to get closer to God here on earth.

And it is through them I discovered what it means to truly chase heaven.
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CHAPTER ONE

Code Blue
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NOT TOO LONG AGO, MY six-year-old daughter Willow lost a tooth. She was a little shaken up until I told her the good news—she was eligible for her very first visit from the tooth fairy. That evening, when I put Willow to bed, she couldn’t have been more excited. But because she is her mother’s daughter, she was also a bit anxious.

“Mom, did you write the note to the tooth fairy?” she asked me more than once.

“You bet I did, sweetie.”

“Mom, how little is she?”

“Very little.”

“Oh my goodness, Mom, do you think she’ll be able to fit under my pillow?”

“For sure she will.”

“Did you call her to tell her about my tooth or does she just know?”

“She just knows, munchkin.”

“Mommy,” Willow finally said, after giving the matter much thought, “it’s such a pretty tooth and I love it because it’s my tooth, so can you put on the note to just leave me the money and not take my tooth?”

It’s gonna be a long night, I thought.

My husband, Virgil, and I finally managed to get Willow to sleep, and we both enjoyed how excited she was. I even liked that she tried to find a loophole in the child/tooth fairy contract. One of the great joys of having children is that they allow you to relive the magical moments of your own youth, and Willow’s enthusiasm about the tooth fairy—her pure and perfect innocence—warmed my heart. Some of my fondest childhood memories are of lying in bed on Christmas Eve hoping to hear Santa’s sleigh or waking up Easter morning ready to find the eggs the Easter bunny left behind. When I was Willow’s age, I had no problem believing in the tooth fairy or the Easter bunny or Santa Claus or any other mythological figure.

The one being I couldn’t fully believe in, though, was God.
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In order to understand the absolute glory of what happened to me in heaven and beyond, you need to understand how lost and broken I was in my life before I died.

I was a sinner and a skeptic and I believe I broke every one of God’s Ten Commandments. Not just most of them—every single one. Think about that for a moment. Think about how many bad decisions it takes to break ten out of ten.

But that’s what I did, and that’s who I was—busted, damaged, lost. That pure and perfect innocence I saw in my daughter Willow? That was gone by the time I was three. And the reason I had such a hard time believing in God was because I saw so little evidence of Him in my life. The tooth fairy? No problem—lose a tooth, find a dollar under your pillow. That was evidence. The Easter bunny brought chocolates, and Santa Claus brought toys—again, evidence. But God? I simply saw no proof that He was real.

Because if He was real, wouldn’t He have protected me from all the bad stuff?

Where was the evidence of God in my life?
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I grew up in a small, flat town near an air force base in southwestern Oklahoma, not far from the Wichita Mountains. My mother, Connie, was strawberry blond, beautiful, and full of life, while my father was handsome and charming and always called me “Sugar Bear.” As a kid I was a talker, a questioner—I was curious to know why the world was the way it was. I talked so much and asked so many questions, my first-grade teacher couldn’t figure out what to do with me. Finally she devised a plan—she cut a piece of loose-leaf paper into five strips and handed them to me.

“Crystal, every time you want to say something, you have to give me one of the strips of paper,” she told me. “When the last strip is gone, you can’t talk anymore for the rest of the day.”

I think it took me less than fifteen minutes to turn over the first four strips of paper. When I was down to my last one, I came up with my own plan. I cut the final strip into five smaller strips, which meant I could talk five more times! Or so I thought, until the teacher took away all my strips and told me to be quiet for the rest of the day.

I got into lots of trouble by always asking the question, “What would happen if . . . ?” For instance, when I was three years old and in day care, I wondered what would happen if I stuck my metal hair clip in an electrical socket. The answer—you get jolted backward ten feet and your fingertips turn black.

Another time, at ballet class, I wondered what would happen if I hurled myself across the slick dance floor at a group of girls in tutus on the other side of the room. The answer—you knock over a bunch of tiny ballerinas, and your mom gets asked not to bring you back to ballet class.

Then there was the time I kidnapped a girl. She was in my day care group, and when no one was watching, I smuggled her onto the bus that took me to my kindergarten class. Then I brought her to my classroom for show-and-tell. Not so she could see the show-and-tell, but so she could be my show-and-tell. That did not go over so well with the principal.

The big dividing line in my young life, however, happened when I was two years old, and my parents divorced. They married way too young (she was twenty-two; he was twenty), and in the end they just weren’t able to fix what was broken. My mom remarried a short time later, to a diesel mechanic who became my stepfather, Hank. He wasn’t a terrible guy, and I very much remember loving him, but after his brother was found murdered and he felt let down by the legal system, he turned to drugs and alcohol to quiet his demons. My mom tried her best to love him through it, but things came to a head one night when Hank took his gun and fired it into the bedroom where I was sleeping.

“There,” he told my mom, who came running at the sound of the blast, “I killed her.”

Actually, he missed me, most likely intentionally, as a way to terrify my mother. It was a turning point in our lives. My mom scooped up my baby brother, Jayson, and me and fought her way out of the house, never looking back.

Sadly, my life only got harder from there. When I was three years old, I was sexually abused. When it happened again, and by more than one person, I just assumed I was to blame. Something had to be wrong with me. The shame and guilt I felt became chains that bound me and kept me silent for years and years, well into adulthood—all the way up to the day I died.

And that entire time, I felt completely dirty and broken—­beyond all hope and repair.
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Chaos was my normal. My mother took me to church and Sunday school every single week, and I heard a lot about God and how loving and compassionate He was, but none of the sermons seemed to apply to my life in the slightest. The concept of a devoted father figure was foreign to me. My own father was absent from my life due to the divorce, and my stepfather had his own issues, so I simply couldn’t comprehend the notion of a loving, watchful father. As my feelings of shame and worthlessness took root in my soul, so did my doubts about God.

Now Jesus, He was another story. I remember being eight years old and racing to the front of our old Baptist church as the pastor led the alter call. He said that Jesus would save me and cleanse me, and those were two things I desperately, desperately needed. That night, I was baptized at church, but when the sexual abuse continued, I didn’t feel cleansed anymore. So I was baptized again and again and again—four times before I even turned twelve! But nothing ever changed; nothing ever washed away the stains of shame and worthlessness in my heart.

As I got older I grew angry and defiant, and I fought with my mother all the time. I would rage at the world around me because I could not escape the turmoil that was inside me. Over time the fights with my mom got worse, and so I ran. I moved three states away to live with my father in Illinois. My relationship with my dad was complicated: I didn’t see him much, and even when I did we had a hard time bonding. He ran a nightclub, so even when I lived with him in Illinois he worked long hours and was gone most of the time. Looking back, I know he tried his best, and I know he loved me, and today we are closer than ever. But when I ran away to live with him, all I was hoping for was a chance to start over.

But the funny thing about running away is that it doesn’t matter how fast you do it or how far you go, in the end, there you are. It was then, at the age of just thirteen, that I tried to take my life by swallowing handfuls of unmarked pills. The attempt was unsuccessful, and my trudge through the darkness continued.

That was just one of many more bad choices I would make.

After a while I moved back in with my mother. But my continued defiance landed me in the back of a police car, twice, and finally in a home for troubled kids for a night. I turned to drugs and alcohol to numb the pain, and I turned to men for the same reason. At seventeen, I became pregnant. Looking back, I would come to realize that people who feel as if they have no worth behave as if they are worthless.

As rough as things were, there were many moments of great beauty in my life, too. When I told my mother I was pregnant and braced for her reaction, she surprised me by gently putting her arm around me, pulling me close, and crying with me.

“This does not define you,” she whispered to me. “You keep your head held high, always.”

My mother became a rock of support for me during the pregnancy, and even more so after my beautiful baby boy Jameson Payne was born. But the sad truth was that I often repeated the same bad choices I’d already made. At nineteen, I found out I was pregnant again. Panic raced through me and fear took over. Unable to face my parents or the truth of my situation, I made the heartbreaking, horrifying, life-altering decision to have an abortion. That day, in that clinic, my spirit was finally broken into a million pieces. When it came to God, I had long since felt I had only two options—either He was real and didn’t love me, or He wasn’t real at all.

Walking out of the clinic, I remember thinking, If God is real, how could He ever love me now?
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Afterward, I felt like an absolute failure of a human being. I was convinced that I could never, ever be forgiven for this sin. I began to hate myself so much that whenever I passed a mirror I had to look away. I simply couldn’t bear to see my own reflection.

From then on, the only God I could possibly believe in was a God Who would wreak vengeance on me for all my horrible sins. A punishing God. When bad things happened, I began to see them as God’s doing—and many bad things did happen.

In my early twenties I got married and had another child, my beautiful daughter Sabyre, but my husband lapsed into drug addiction and the marriage soon fell apart, leaving me broke and alone with two young children. One terrible day in 2002, a former boyfriend came by my house to pick up some of his things and, without my permission, took my son Payne, then six, for a ride on his motorcycle. A few minutes later, I heard sirens. I ran out of the house and yelled my son’s name, and before long I arrived at a street blocked off by a police car parked sideways.

That’s when I saw my son’s tiny black sneakers—the ones with the Velcro straps because he didn’t know how to tie his laces yet—lying on their sides in the street. To this day, the images of that moment still flash in my mind—the shoes, the blood, the broken glass, the firefighter sitting on the curb with his head in his hands, crying.

The motorcycle had collided with a pizza delivery truck and my little boy had been thrown under the truck. He was thrown at such a speed that his little head wedged inside the front wheel well and he dangled there, his legs and tiny arms limp like a rag doll’s. The firemen arrived and one of them crawled beneath the truck and sawed through the fender well to free Payne. This is my punishment, I immediately thought. God is punishing me for what I did. Miraculously, my son survived, though the crash took away his hearing in his right ear and left him with injuries he still grapples with many years later. For a long time I believed I was to blame for what happened, and that my son was now suffering for my sins.

Then, in my twenties, I had something beautiful and remarkable happen to me. After the accident with Payne, I swore off dating. My entire focus was on my children and providing for them. I worked two jobs and went to college full-time, in between trips to see doctors and therapists for Payne. But my life took a new turn one evening when I drove onto the air force base in town to meet a girlfriend, and a security officer said something to me while I waited for clearance.

“You going on a date or something?” he asked me.

The first thing I noticed was his beautiful smile. He had light brown skin and piercing brown eyes and before the crash he was the kind of guy I would have fallen for immediately.

“That’s none of your business,” I snapped. “You don’t need to know that to give me a pass, do you?”

“I’m sorry, miss,” the guard replied, still smiling. “I didn’t mean it that way. I just think you look beautiful.”

We were married within a year.

Virgil McVea—a proud, beautiful, strong-willed, God-­fearing Christian—is one of the great blessings of my life. He showered me with love and attention and became a caring, genuine father to my two kids. Early on I told him everything about my past—in an effort, I think, to convince him he was too good for someone like me. I even told him about the sexual abuse and the abortion, shameful secrets I hadn’t shared with anyone.

“You have survived all that,” is all Virgil said, “and you have become the person I love.”

Virgil was the first Christian man I ever dated, and his faith was a huge surprise to me. I was a skeptic and a doubter, but his belief in God never wavered. We regularly attended church together, and I wanted so badly to believe Virgil when he told me God loved me, but I simply couldn’t fathom it.

Even worse, because of my past, I had trouble trusting men, including Virgil. That lack of trust strained our marriage at first. My mouth was vicious and my words often cut him deeply. I opposed him at almost every turn. When he wanted to give money away to our church or to help others, I fought against it or flat-out refused. Virgil was kind and thoughtful and giving, but I was selfish and concerned with only our own well-being. But over time, Virgil’s shining example, and his love for me, led me to give him something I’d never given anyone—my complete trust.

My life was good. I had a loving husband, two amazing kids, and a job as a teacher. For the first time in my entire life, I felt like I was standing on solid ground. Five years into our marriage, Virgil and I decided to try for a baby. We were unable to get pregnant on our own, so we sought the help of a fertility clinic. Before our first appointment, I went into the bathroom, locked the door, sat down, and cried. I pleaded with God—a God I wasn’t even sure was listening—not to punish Virgil because of my past mistakes. Then I began to bargain with God. I pushed Him to prove to me once and for all that He was real.

“If we get pregnant,” I said, “then I’ll know You’re real.”

A few weeks after my doctor visits and endless shots and tests, we took the pregnancy test in the same bathroom where I had prayed and pleaded with God. Sure enough, I was pregnant.

Later that night, after Virgil had fallen asleep, I slipped back into the bathroom to pray again. I still wasn’t convinced that my getting pregnant was truly God’s work. I needed even more proof.

“I will really know that You are real,” I said, “if we are having twins.”

Several weeks later, in the doctor’s office, I lay on the examining table looking at an ultrasound screen.

“There is your baby,” an attendant said, but before I could even smile she added, “and there is baby number two.”

My husband, who is the most gorgeous black man you’ll ever see, turned as white as me and said to the nurse, “You can stop counting now.”

I threw my hands on my face and cried. It was almost more than I could believe. And yet . . . late that night I retreated to my newest prayer room with yet another request.

“I don’t know what is going on,” I said to God, “but I will ­really, really believe You are real if we have a boy and a girl.”

At fifteen weeks, another ultrasound confirmed we were having a son and a daughter.

Believe it or not, that still wasn’t enough for me and I still wasn’t through with the requests. It was all just too much of a coincidence for me.

“God,” I said, “I will really, absolutely know You are real if one baby has blue eyes and the other has green.”

Look, I know how ridiculous this all sounds. God is not a salesman we can bargain with. He is not a genie in a bottle waiting to grant our every wish. This is one of the reasons that I truly love God so much now. When I was so very lost and in such desperate pursuit of Him, I set up these absurd hurdles for Him to overcome to prove to me that He was real. And He did. Back then I thought what I was doing was chasing God. But in reality it was God Who was chasing me. The problem was, I just couldn’t see it.

Especially when things began to fall apart.
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At only twenty-one weeks, I began to have contractions. I left my job as a schoolteacher and was placed on strict bed rest. I spent my days watching my tummy move as my precious babies rolled and kicked. Four weeks later, I felt a crippling burst of pain in my stomach. Virgil rushed me to the doctor, and I was put in an ambulance and sent 150 miles to a hospital that had a neonatal intensive care unit. There, the doctors confirmed I was experiencing a placental abruption, which meant the placental lining was ripping away from the walls of my uterus. It was a very serious condition that could prove fatal for all three of us.

I had an emergency C-section. The last thing I remember was the oxygen mask coming over my face as I said one last prayer for my babies. I woke up in a recovery room, not knowing what had happened to the twins.

“The babies are here,” Virgil told me as he held my hand and kissed my forehead. “They’re really little, but they’re here.”

Virgil wasn’t kidding. At birth, my son Micah weighed just three pounds. My daughter Willow weighed only two. They were tested and given Apgar scores, which measure health and vitality on a scale of zero to ten, with ten being completely healthy and zero being all but dead.

Willow got a six. Micah got a one.

My babies showed almost no signs of life. They didn’t wiggle around or move their tiny hands and feet. They didn’t spit or gurgle or open their eyes. They didn’t even make the barest of sounds. We weren’t allowed to hold them or even touch them for several days. All we could do was sit beside their incubators and watch them and pray. The doctors gave us little to no encouragement about their survival. It was at that point that Virgil and I both stopped praying.

I ended my last prayer by saying, “God, if You take one of my babies I will hate You for the rest of my life.”

Virgil ended his final prayer with, “Father, Your will be done.”

From then on, the babies grew stronger every day. After nearly two weeks, we were finally allowed to hold them for the first time. As I held Micah that morning, he opened his little eyes. Later that day I held Willow as she briefly opened hers, too. And it was in those two miraculous moments that I should have found, once and for all, my belief in God, for as I looked at my precious babies I noticed that Micah had the most beautiful blue eyes I’d ever seen, while Willow’s eyes were a wonderful shimmering green.

Unfortunately, like I had so many times before, I convinced myself this occurrence was nothing more than a coincidence, and when I did, I let God slip through my fingers yet again.

After three long months, we got to bring our twins home. Everything was falling into place. I had a great husband and a beautiful family, and my heart was bursting with love for them all. And in turn, they loved me and cherished me, and everything was just as it should be, and I was happy, truly happy, for the first time ever in my life.

Except that something still didn’t feel right.

Deep down inside, I still felt dirty and broken. I felt unworthy of all the happiness. I was still bound by the chains of shame and despair, by the weight of my awful secrets. None of that had gone away. It was all still there, locked deep in the core of who I was.

I began to push away the people closest to me. I harbored grudges, shouldered burdens, and wasn’t quick to forgive. I still viewed the world through negative and cautious eyes. I didn’t believe that God loved me or that I was even close to being worthy of love, anyway. I was still lost, still a sinner, still a skeptic.

Finally, God collided heaven and earth to prove to me how very wrong I’d been.
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On December 8, 2009, I went to the doctor for a routine medical procedure. There were complications, and I was admitted to the hospital with pancreatitis. I was placed on a pain pump that administered calculated doses of pain medication as well as a saline drip to keep me hydrated. Two days later, I cried out from my bed in agonizing pain. I felt like I was burning up. My mother sat beside me and gently wiped beads of sweat off my forehead. The doctors assured us everything was fine, but I felt impossibly heavy and groggy. Out of the blue, I asked my mother, “What year is it?”

“What year do you think it is?” she replied.

“It’s 1984.”

“Well, honey,” my mom said with a laugh, “I’m in 2009, so you better come on back here.”

Then I told my mother I loved her, and I closed my eyes and began to sink into the deepest sleep I’d ever felt.

I don’t remember anything that happened next in that hospital room. Everything I know about it, I was told by someone else. The pain pump had not been set properly, and far too much painkiller was being pushed through my body. My mother touched one of my feet and noticed it felt cold. She pulled a blanket over me, and she saw my lips were turning blue. She listened for my breathing but couldn’t hear it; she felt for a pulse but couldn’t feel it. Then she screamed for the nurses, who called a Code Blue—the most serious code there is.

A Code Blue means someone is dying. That someone was me.

A doctor rushed in and pounded on my chest. A nurse put a mask on my face and began pumping air into my lungs with an Ambu bag. My mother huddled at the foot of my bed and prayed. I was in full respiratory arrest. My brain, my lungs, my body were all shutting down. I was thirty-three years old, and I was slipping away.

But I don’t remember any of it. Because the very instant I closed my eyes in that hospital room, I opened them again in heaven.
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CHAPTER TWO

Heaven
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WHEN WE DREAM, OUR DREAMS are murky and fuzzy—only a shadow of what real life is like. Real life is substantially more vivid than our dreams. But as vibrant as our experience of real life is, it is only a shadow of what I experienced in heaven. In heaven, everything is infinitely brighter and realer and much more brilliant than it is on earth.

It’s as if our life here is the dream, and heaven is the true reality.
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When I opened my eyes in heaven, I knew immediately where I was. In fact, in an instant, a complete knowledge of everything was given to me, almost like a download directly into the core of my being. I knew I had left my physical body and was now in a complete and perfect spirit form. But I also knew I was still “me”—the same Crystal who had existed on earth and just died in that hospital room. The “me” that had existed from the first moment God created me. In that moment, standing in the beautiful glow of heaven, I realized I was the most perfect version of myself—the eternal me, free of all the doubts, fears, and insecurities. I felt certain of how I fit into the vast and beautiful universe created by the same God Who breathed life into me.

In heaven, we get to meet our true selves for the first time.

I also felt something that I hadn’t felt on earth since the age of three—I felt clean. I was bathed in the most brilliant, beautiful light that could possibly exist—so white and pure and so cleansing that it is far beyond any earthly understanding we might have of light and brightness. Being in this light infused me with a sense of purity, cleanliness, and perfection, not to mention love, joy, and happiness. The light was something I could not only see but also feel. The light became a part of me, and I became a part of the light. The light was where I belonged—where we all belong.

I knew I was home.
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When I opened my eyes in heaven, I was also instantly aware that I was not alone.

There were two distinct beings in front of me, standing slightly to the left. They had vaguely humanlike forms—long and slender. The one to the right was a bit taller than the one on the left. I couldn’t make out any features, just a brilliant silhouette glowing with a beautiful golden light.

Instantly, I knew who they were—they were my angels.

And instantly, I was overwhelmed by love for them.

I knew that these two beings in front of me were my protectors, my teachers, my heroes, my best friends, my everything. They had been with me always and they would be with me forevermore. They were an inseparable part of my journey through existence, and now they were here to greet me as I arrived in heaven. And once again I didn’t just see them—I felt them. I was infused by their love and compassion. A complete and instant communication passed between us. The fact that I ever felt lonely on earth seemed unfathomable, given what I now realized in heaven—that I had never, ever actually been alone, that my angels had been there with me for every step along the way and every tear of heartbreak and sadness. Our relationship was pure and perfect—no lies, no shame, no misunderstandings, no apologies. Just love—wonderful, healing, nourishing, beautiful love.

Heaven taught me that we all have guardian angels, and that they never, ever leave our side.
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No sooner was I aware of my angels than I became attuned to another great brightness. This brightness had no distinct form, no face or body, not even a shape—the best way I can describe it is to call it a blinding profusion of love. And just as the brilliant light of heaven made me realize instantly that I was home, this blinding abundance of love made me realize what was happening.

I was in the presence of God.

And in this moment I knew that I wasn’t meeting God. I recognized God. My spirit already knew its Creator, the Father for Whom I had longed my whole life. I was filled with the deeply profound certainty that everything around me—the light, the brightness, the angels, the communication—was a creation of God. I understood that God is everything. And I realized, with unsurpassable joy, that I was God’s creation, too. I felt the indescribable miracle of being intertwined with Him. I felt closer to God than I ever thought possible, and yet I felt the need to get even closer. I was completely humbled by His presence, and I felt an absolute and total surrender to His greatness.

Without hesitation, I collapsed in worship of Him. Not like I worshipped Him in church, by singing or mouthing the words to a prayer—no, I truly worshipped Him. I wished to devote every last fiber of my being to worshipping Him. And though on earth I had so many questions I wanted to ask God—“Where were You when I was abused?” “Why didn’t You protect me?” “Why do You let so many bad things happen to Your children?”—in heaven, outstretched before Him and in complete and utter awe of Him, I had only one simple question for God.

Why didn’t I do more for You?

In heaven, all my questions were answered without my even asking them. God’s plan was revealed to me to be perfect in every conceivable way. On earth I didn’t understand why bad things happen, but in heaven everything was absolutely clear. All that remained for me to do was to question why I hadn’t done more. My feelings of inadequacy and failure to live up to God’s glory were not negative feelings—in heaven, nothing is negative. They were just part of the complete surrender of myself to God. I didn’t feel regret, and I understood my question didn’t even have an answer. It wasn’t even really a question at all. It was simply a way for me to convey that God deserved so much more from me, because His love for me was so complete.
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Along with my realization that I was with God and my angels, I became aware of the majestic beauty of the tunnel of light we were standing in. Many descriptions of heaven include passage through a tunnel. I had imagined the tunnel as a dark, blackened place. Nothing could have been further from what I experienced. For me, the tunnel was a swirling, shimmering circle of brightness, too brilliant for human words to describe. At the end of the tunnel was an even greater radiance, a sparkling, pearlescent coloring that seemed to drawn me to it. I understood immediately what the burst of radiant light was—it was the entrance to heaven.

Then, as I lay outstretched before Him in worship, a peaceful, effortless communication passed between God and me. I was aware that once I made it to the end of the tunnel, I would be irreversibly home.

“Once we get there,” God said, “you cannot come back.”

Here, two separate emotions flooded through me. The first was sheer joy and elation. I wanted to go through the gates of heaven more than I’d ever wanted anything before. But the other emotion had to do with my four children. It was then that another communication passed between us, and God showed me a vision of my children, and He filled me with the assurance that they would be okay without me should I choose to continue on my journey toward heaven. God poured into my spirit the certainty that His plan for my children’s lives, though not without heartaches or trials, was perfect. That I was not truly leaving them, just as He never leaves us. I knew I would still get to watch them grow and love and live, and that, in a way, I would be even more a part of their lives than I was before.

And God spoke to the core of my heart by assuring me that I would be rejoined with my children again, for eternity, with Him.

God was giving me a choice—stay and be my children’s mother or continue toward the gates with Him. And once again, without words, a perfect understanding passed between us.

“God, I want to stay with You.”
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How could I not want to return to my children? How could I not want to be with my family? All I can say is that being with God was where I belonged. That is not to say I do not love my children with my entire heart. I simply loved God more. The decision I made was the only decision I could make. I wanted nothing more than to continue toward the gates, into my eternity.

In the tunnel, God, my angels, and I continued toward the beautiful gates. My attention, though, was diverted by what I saw ahead of me. There was something else God wanted to show me.

It was another being, another presence. It was different from my angels—it had a much more distinctly human form. In fact, unlike every other entity I had encountered in heaven, this figure was fully human.

It was a little girl.

She was small and no more than three or four years old, and she was wearing a white bonnet and a frilly white summer dress with sparkling yellow flowers. She was carrying a white wicker basket. She was skipping and dancing and laughing, just like little kids do on earth. She began dipping her basket into the brightness of the light at her feet, as if it were a resplendent pool of water. She filled her basket with the brightness and poured it out, and the brightness cascaded like a waterfall at her feet. And every time she dipped the basket, she threw her head back and laughed a little girl’s wonderfully innocent laugh.

And as I watched her, I felt myself begin to absolutely swell with love for this little girl.
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