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MINISTER OF HOPE

Now faith is being sure of what we hope for and
 certain of what we do not see.

—HEBREWS II:I***

These days, I am often introduced as the Minister of Hope, and I like that title. I don’t take that term lightly or boastfully, because I feel God has called me to bring hope to all and to point the way to heaven.

My story is simple. On January 18, 1989, I died in an automobile accident—and it wasn’t a near-death experience. Two EMTs pronounced me dead and I spent ninety minutes in heaven before a pastor prayed me back to earth.

Because of my heavenly experience, I know what awaits us after this life on earth is finished. I’ve already visited heaven and I’ve come back to talk about it. Because I was there, I don’t have to guess or imagine what heaven will be like. I only have to tell what I saw, felt, and heard. That’s why I can offer  encouragement and help others prepare for the great experience that lies ahead once we leave this life.

Hope is the most important message I have to offer. In this book, when I use the word hope, I mean it in the biblical sense. In the Old Testament, the Hebrew word always implied an expectation of good—never a word of dread or fearful torment. In the New Testament, elpis is the most common Greek word translated as hope. In every one of its fifty-four uses, elpis  conveys certainty and assurance. It’s not a wish or a desire; it’s a reasonable expectation.

We don’t hope for those things that are already present because we see them now. Hope refers to those things we can’t see and yet we’re positive they exist, and we anticipate seeing them sometime in the future. The words hope and faith are tied closely together. Hope anticipates, and faith believes. We can’t hope unless we believe something better lies ahead.

Along with hope, the New Testament urges us to wait patiently. That means to hold on and to endure because we know the end result. Hope, in the Bible, implies that, because we earnestly look forward to a glorious future, we can endure any sufferings along the way as we wait for what we will one day inherit. It’s like the painful experience of a marathon runner—the pace is grueling, but the reward is worth pushing on to the end. Because we have the words of the New Testament to assure us of our eternal hope, we live in joyful anticipation. Then God sends a person like me, who comes along and says, “It’s  real. I’ve been there.” When I speak publicly, I can see the expectation level rise in the eyes of my listeners.

In this book, I stress hope, because I believe that’s the important factor that many people haven’t grasped. No matter what the trial, the hardship, the pain, or the suffering, for God’s people there is something yet ahead. If we’re assured of that fulfillment—if we truly hope—we can face our daily trials and hardships, and God gives us the ability to hold on during the worst of times.

Anticipate the best because it’s yet to come. I can say that because I’ve already seen what’s to come.

My Heavenly Father, fill me with hope—true hope—that looks forward to the joyful life ahead when I will live forever in your holy and loving presence. Amen.
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ALONE AT THE GATE

Whom have I in heaven but you? I desire
 you more than anything on earth.

—PSALM 73:25*

I was in Florida and a number of people crowded around me after I preached. This often happened and I gladly signed books, answered questions, and tried to offer hope and reassurance to all who reached out to me. But there was one woman who stood at my side for a long time saying nothing. Finally I turned to her and asked, “Can I help you?”

“I need to talk to you.”

Her words alone were not unusual, but the intensity of her voice made me realize she wanted to talk about something highly significant to her. “I’ll be glad to talk to you,” I said and I invited her to talk while I autographed more books.

“No, I’ll wait until everyone’s gone,” she said.

“I don’t know how long that will be.”

“I’ll wait,” she replied and sat in a chair a few feet away. At  least half an hour passed before the others left. As soon as we were alone, she scooted her chair over and sat close to me.

“Thank you for allowing me to visit with you,” she said before she dropped her head and began to weep.

I have had the pleasure of meeting tens of thousands of people at my speaking events, and I am honored that I have been able to touch their hearts. Many share their pain, their doubts, and their fears, and tears are often shed as they relate their stories.

I patted the young woman’s hand and gently asked, “What’s troubling you? You’re obviously very hurt.”

Still looking down, she caught her breath and said, “Last year, I lost Justin, my nine-year-old son. He drowned.”

“I’m so sorry for your temporary separation from your son.”

She looked up. “Yes, yes, it is temporary, isn’t it?”

“You bet it is. Absolutely.”

“Justin became a Christian early last year,” she said. She gave me a terrible account about a dysfunctional family situation and added, “Justin and I were the only Christians in our family.”

“I’m glad Justin had the opportunity to turn to the Lord before he went to be—”

“That’s what I wanted to speak to you about. Tonight I heard you talk about heaven and the fact that you were so happy to be there because of the reunion you had with other people who went before you. You felt such great joy being with those other Christians you had known on Earth.”

“That’s exactly what happened.” I started to add, “It was glorious,” but the troubled look on her face stopped me.

“Your testimony touched me and it was just wonderful. I can’t wait to have a reunion with Justin.” She wiped away fresh tears and said, “But I’m also heartbroken.”

Confused, I leaned forward and asked if she grieved over Justin’s death.

“Of course I do, but it’s not that. You see, at the time he drowned, both of us were new believers. Justin didn’t know any Christians—not any who have, you know, have died—and . . .” She stopped and burst into tears again.

I still wasn’t sure what troubled her so deeply. I waited until she finally told me.

“I’m so concerned that he got to heaven and no one was there to meet him.”

I paused and felt her pain, this poor woman imagining her little boy all alone in heaven. But I also knew God doesn’t abandon those who love Him. I looked the concerned mother in the eyes and spoke to her words that I knew in my heart were true.

“Justin wasn’t alone in heaven.”

“You think so?”

“I know it. Even if there were no friends or relatives to greet him.”

I saw the confusion in her eyes so I patted her hand and  continued, “If there wasn’t anybody at the gate to meet him, Jesus came and met him. He wouldn’t let Justin stand at the gate by himself.”

Her face brightened instantly. “I’ve been so concerned that he had to be there all alone.”

“No one is ever alone,” I said. “Never. Not ever.”

As she stared at my face, the words sank in. “Yes, I understand that now. Jesus is with him even if there’s no one else.”

“And if he has Jesus—”

“Yes, that will be enough, won’t it?”

“I can’t think of anything better.”

Lord Jesus, remind me that I’m never alone. Remind me that even when I feel alone, you’re with me. You’re by my side now; you’re already waiting for me in heaven. Thank you, Lord, that I’ll never, ever be alone. Amen.
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HOPE: A REASON TO LIVE

Remember your promise to me, for it is my only hope.
 Your promise revives me; it comforts me in all my troubles.

—PSALM II9:49-50*

For me, the saddest word in English is hopeless. It means we give up; we stop trying, and we can’t or won’t put the effort into fighting. I also believe that hopeless isn’t part of God’s vocabulary.

Yet hopelessness seems to abound at certain times. After great tragedies such as hurricanes, tsunamis, or the killing of soldiers in war, the level of hope declines. But it is during times of hardship and suffering that we need hope the most, for when we have an “all-is-lost” attitude we truly are lost.

This truth is vividly illustrated in the classic book Man’s Search for Meaning by Viktor Frankl. After World War II, Frankl wrote of his experiences in a Nazi concentration camp. One of the things that struck me when I read the book twenty years  ago was that between Christmas of 1944 and New Year’s Day (the last year of World War II), more prisoners died than at any previous time. Frankl said it wasn’t because they worked harder or that their food supplies had been cut, or even because of diseases in the camps. The problem was that all of them heard rumors and knew the end of the war was near. They lived with the expectation that they would be liberated before Christmas. As the days passed and they received no encouraging news that the Allied Forces would be there soon, many prisoners became discouraged. They lost hope. As each man lost hope, he stopped fighting to live, and within days, he died. When one prisoner lost hope, that was bad enough, but one man’s dejection infected another and soon that negative, hopeless attitude spread like an epidemic.

What Frankl realized, and what we need to see today, is that we can’t stop tragedy from striking, and we can’t just tell people, “Stop that! Think positive! Stop whining!” What we have to do is help them find a reason to live, or to focus on a future goal of some kind.

Members of Alcoholics Anonymous understand this principle. They speak of living one day at a time. They teach members to concentrate on living and staying sober today. “Just for today,” they say to each other. When an alcoholic survives one full day without a drink, no matter how difficult, it offers hope for the next day. “I did it yesterday. I can do it again today.”

The psalmist expressed this same idea: “For you have been  my hope, O Sovereign Lord, my confidence since my youth. From birth I have relied on you . . .” (Psalm 71:5-6a**).

Hope. A reason to live. The French term raison d’être means a reason for existing or a justification for living. That’s the secret. As long as we have a reason, we can take the next step. And the next. And the next.

God of all hope, forgive me when I become discouraged or want to give up. Deliver me from self-pity and renew my hope. Enable me to see that I can not only make it through the troubles of today, but you give me hope and comfort to make it each day. Amen.
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UNIMAGINABLE

[Jesus said,] “Don’t be troubled. You trust God, now
 trust in me. There are many rooms in my Father’s home,
 and I am going to prepare a place for you.”

—JOHN 14:1-2*

An article in Newsweek magazine reported on people with Familial Dysautonomia (FD), also known as Riley-Day Syndrome. It’s a disease that causes certain nervous systems to malfunction. One symptom is that the sufferers aren’t aware of being hurt. They break bones or damage their bodies, but their pain sensors never feel the injury.

I once talked with a young man with FD who had no inkling of what it felt like to feel physical pain. He had suffered a number of broken bones and had recently received eleven stitches in his forehead. He had heard about pain and his friends talked about aches and hurts, he said, but pain was unimaginable to him.

“Unimaginable,” I mumbled to myself afterward.

As difficult as pain was for the young man with FD to comprehend, it’s also much like that when it comes to our concept of heaven. We read the few references in the Bible about the wonderful life yet ahead, but we don’t get it—not really. We know heaven is real, that it’s a place of perfect joy and complete happiness. We can say those words, but we can’t imagine what lies ahead. We hope and we may yearn for the perfect life, but how can we possibly grasp what it’s like?

I know about the wonder and the perfection of heaven because I spent an hour and a half there. I can assure people, and I often do, that there is no sorrow in heaven. Because I’ve been there, I can still close my eyes and hear beautiful music beyond anything I’ve ever heard on Earth. In heaven is perfect peace, and the joy is beyond my human words to explain.

Unimaginable. Perhaps that is the best word.

I try to describe heaven—and in my heart and head I know what it’s like, but others will know it only when they experience it for themselves. In the meantime, whether people listen to me or read the Bible, they can only try to envision what it will be like, and the reality will far exceed their wildest dreams.

The real thing will make everything they’ve heard about heaven pale in comparison. Years ago, Cec wrote a book about Antarctica with Norman Vaughan, the then last-surviving member of Admiral Richard E. Byrd’s historic trip to Antarctica,  1928-1930.1 Norman’s tales about the white continent filled Cec with excitement and made him wish he could have been there. Cec also read books by others about the last continent, including accounts by Byrd himself. Cec did as much research as he could so he could write the book. He read about crevasses, icebergs, skua birds, sea lions, and a land that was white in every direction, but no matter how much information he had, it wasn’t the same as being there.

Five years later, Cec wrote a second book with Norman about Antarctica and it stirred his imagination again. In 2004, Cec decided to see the ice-covered continent for himself. He flew to the southern tip of Argentina, boarded a small ship, and sailed for two days in extremely rough water. Because only scientists live on the continent, visitors can land but not stay overnight. On motorized dinghies, the forty-eight passengers made eleven landings from the ship.

“Antarctica was so much greater than anything I had imagined” was his first response. He walked within three feet of penguins and about the same distance from seals. He had seen pictures of the pristine white icebergs with blue hues of encased water, but when he saw them in person he stared at them in awe.

That’s what happened when I was in heaven. I had heard and read about heaven’s magnificence, but experiencing it myself was something else. No matter how specific and detailed the descriptions, nothing came close to what I witnessed myself.

Many have written books about heaven, but they can only describe what they think it will be like. I can describe heaven because I know what it’s like; yet, no matter how vivid my words, heaven is still beyond human comprehension. Even though I brought back a firsthand report with all the assurances of the overwhelming joy that fills the atmosphere and the hearts of those already there, it’s still unimaginable.

That’s part of the mystery and the joy of our anticipated future home. Heaven is unimaginable, but it’s not untrue or impossible. As Jesus said, he has prepared a place for us. We can’t know what it will be like, but we can live with the sense that it is real. We can imagine the joy, the peace, the freedom from pain, the deliverance from problems, but we’ll never know the experience until we’re there.

God of love, help me to remember that you already have a place reserved for me in heaven. Even though I can’t imagine how marvelous it will be, enable me to live the rest of my life in anticipation of moving into that eternal home. Amen.
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WHY DID YOU WAIT SO LONG?

But I trust in you, O Lord; I say, “You are my God.”
 My times are in your hands . . .

—PSALM 3I:I4-I5A***

“Why did you take so long to write about your trip to heaven and back?” I hear that question quite regularly. During the first few months after we wrote 90 Minutes in Heaven, I said to audiences, “It took me a long time to become comfortable with sharing such a painful, intimate memory.”

That was true. But another reason was that I was afraid people would think I was crazy. Or they would insist I had had only a near-death experience (NDE). Despite the fact that in the book we make a strong statement that it was not an NDE, a couple of the first reviewers either skipped that section or didn’t believe me.

It definitely wasn’t an NDE. Two EMTs—men who knew their business—pronounced me dead and there was no evidence of life for at least ninety minutes. If I had not been truly dead,  either I would have bled out and died, or my brain would have been so oxygen deprived that I would have been a total vegetable.

But some people are so skeptical that the evidence and my testimony mean nothing to them. So why would I want to go around telling people my story? Who wants to be disputed or disbelieved? And I certainly didn’t want to be labeled a kook. So, I was hesitant to speak up.

But then I realized something: There will always be skeptics and my job isn’t to refute them. I have a mission and that is to spread hope to the hurting. I believe I have a divine commission to spread the message of hope wherever I have the chance to speak.

Why God chose me, I have no idea. And to be honest, there wasn’t some great moment when God confronted me and commanded me to go out and preach. I began to share my testimony because it seemed like the right thing to do. I did it because I wouldn’t be at peace unless I did. I understand Paul’s cry to the Corinthians, “Woe to me if I do not preach the gospel!” (1 Corinthians 9:16b**).

When I first began to speak (cautiously) about my trip to heaven, I had no idea how people would respond. To my surprise, they listened. Sometimes they nodded and smiled. But the most common response, and the one that I liked most, was that confused and hurting people found courage to face their ordeals.

I’m proud of being called the Minister of Hope. I can (and do) preach messages on many topics, but hope is what I try to offer. At one point, I wondered if I was doing the right thing by going out and speaking. Was I exploiting an experience? Was I capitalizing on something private?

One thought, however, kept coming to me. If I had a gallon of water and people around me were thirsty, would it be right for me to withhold it?

I’ve come to realize that God prepared me to bring assurance and peace to hurting hearts. Instead of telling why I waited so long, I think I need to say, “I started to speak publicly at exactly the right time.” You see, although I knew that my ninety minutes in heaven was a great gift from God, I needed to realize it was a gift I had to share. I needed to understand that by speaking about my experience I could give a gift to others—a gift of hope.

My story is more dramatic than most, but many others have had experiences when they felt they would never make it, when life became so overwhelming they were sure they would fail totally or die. But then they overcame their obstacles, triumphed over their tragedies, and as they share their experiences, they too offer hope. That’s one of the things we can do for each other: We can hold out hope and the promise of a better future to those who feel alone and discouraged.

Maybe the greatest gift we can offer others in their low moments is what I try to offer every time I speak: God knows your situation and God cares. That is the message of hope I offer.

Holy God, sometimes I feel alone, deserted, rejected, and hopeless. Speak to me. Send your messengers with words of hope. Send those who bring me the words of encouragement, the gentle touches, and the loving embraces—because I need them. And, God, as you lift me from my low places, use my life and my experience to bring hope to others. Amen.
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A SOLDIER IN IRAQ

You chart the path ahead of me . . . -
 Every moment you know where I am.

—PSALM I39:3*

He was on active duty in Baghdad a few months after the invasion of Iraq. While on guard duty, a car bomb exploded a few feet away from him. Although another guard died instantly, the twenty-one-year-old soldier survived the bomb; however, he was so critically injured the medics correctly assessed that they couldn’t transfer him to a hospital.

On a stretcher, they carried the young soldier into a field hospital to make him comfortable. “It’s just a matter of time,” one corpsman whispered to another.

A nurse at the field hospital came to the patient. She knew he would die within the next few hours and wanted to find some way to comfort him in his last moments. In her hands, she held a copy of 90 Minutes in Heaven. “May I read something to you?” she asked.

The soldier, conscious enough to understand what was going on, nodded.

She sat beside the young man and read about my experiences after I died and went to heaven. She paused once to make sure he was still alert enough to understand.

“Don’t stop,” he said weakly. “Keep reading.”

A few minutes later, he shut his eyes and she started to close the book.

“Please,” he whispered in a strained voice, “I want to hear the rest. It makes me feel better.”

She continued to read. Seconds after she read the part where I was prayed back to earth, the soldier died. “He had a peaceful look on his face,” the nurse said. “I know he understood. He was also ready and I believe the words prepared him for what lay ahead.”

I learned the story of the young solider because the boy’s mother came to one of my book signings. “The nurse wrote to the family and told us what happened,” she said. “You have no idea what those words meant to me.”

I stopped signing books and focused on her. It was one of the most powerful testimonies I had heard and I was deeply touched.

“Our son was a believer, so we never worried about where he would go after he died.” She wiped away tears before she added, “We found great comfort in knowing that his last thoughts were about his new home. In those final moments, he  prepared himself for what lay ahead.” She grabbed me and hugged me. “And I wanted to thank you for telling your story because it came at exactly the right time for our son.”

I held her while tears coursed down her face. “I have such deep peace now,” she said. “If I had to lose my son, the ending could not have been more beautiful. He was ready to go and you gave him a preview of his new life.”

I never saw the woman again and I can’t remember her name, but it was one of those special moments for me. I felt as if God had used me—thousands of miles away—to minister to dying disciples. That incident took place at one of those times when my body was exhausted from days of nonstop travel and I felt mentally wiped out. When I first began to sign books that day, I thought, “I wish I hadn’t agreed to do this.”

After the mother left, I silently asked God to forgive me for such an attitude. Fresh energy pumped into my body as I realized God had used my life and my efforts to bring comfort to a dying man at an isolated field hospital in Iraq.

God knew that soldier and was with him every moment, even at the point of departure from this life.

This isn’t just about one lone soldier dying in a foreign land. It is also a story that reminds us of God’s presence wherever we are. Whether at home or on a foreign battlefield thousands of miles from people we love, God is always present with us.

One valuable lesson Psalm 139 teaches us is that there is no place in the universe where God isn’t present. The psalmist  used poetic language to say frequently that God always watches over us. In that watching is divine compassion.

Think of the divine intervention in this simple story. One  soldier is dying in Baghdad. One nurse has a copy of a book that brought her deep solace and she wanted to comfort the boy. God brought the woman with the book and the dying soldier together at exactly the right moment. God intervenes and expresses love in the most unbelievable situations. As the psalmist says, “Every moment you know where I am.”

God is present everywhere. As Christians, we say it all the time. But when we have a loved one thousands of miles away and God wraps loving arms around him in his last moments on earth, we’re reminded of that reality.

Dear God of life and love, thank you for touching that soldier’s life in his final moments. Thank you for that nurse who was present. Thank you for your presence with me today, no matter what I face. Thank you that you’ll always reach out to me in my darkest moments. Amen.
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