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  To my children,
 Nicole, Christopher, and Joseph—
 all great gifts from God
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  PREFACE


  I love kids. They are so full of life. They are all about possibilities. But they are also all about discovery.


  Not long after we arrive here on earth, we find out that we don’t get to stay. A classmate dies. A grandmother passes away. We might even lose a brother or sister, a mom or dad. That’s what happened to sisters Riley and Tyler Knight. Riley and Tyler’s parents were going to have two more children, but those children did not live. Their parents, Deidre and Jud Knight, are my agents who help me get my books published, including this one.


  Not long ago my son, Chris, and I were to meet with the Knight family at a hotel in Jacksonville, Florida, to talk about new books I am writing. On the way to meet me, Deidre and Riley met a famous person in the elevator, comedian Chris Rock. Riley was so excited to meet such a famous person.


  But Riley had some questions she wanted to ask me when she got off the elevator. Her mother had told her about my book 90 Minutes in Heaven: A True Story of Death & Life. After meeting me, she said, “I’ve met two famous people today—Chris Rock and Don Piper!” Well, Chris Rock is famous. I’m not so sure about me. But something did happen to me that didn’t happen to Chris Rock. I died and went to heaven, and then I was able to come back!


  Because I went to heaven, Riley wanted to know what heaven is like. While we ate breakfast together, I told her about the many beautiful and amazing things I had seen, and that one day she would see the children in heaven that she had never met here on earth.


  I receive many letters, phone calls, and emails from kids like you who want to know about heaven. Many of them have friends or family members who have died. These children want to know if they will see their loved ones again, and they want to know what they will see and do in heaven when they get there someday. I have tried to answer those questions in this special edition called 90 Minutes in Heaven: My True Story.


  But kids don’t write or call me just to ask about heaven. Many young people want to know about how to help friends and loved ones who are sick. Some ask me about problems at school. And some are very worried about their parents breaking up or making ends meet. One twelve-year-old recently wrote me to ask about “faith in dark times.”


  Often these letters are sad. Everyone, no matter what age they are, needs hope. This book will help you have hope—hope for eternal life, and hope for a better life now!


  God has blessed me with wonderful parents, a beautiful wife, three very fine children, and a new granddaughter named Carlee. I also have brothers and many friends. I love these people here on earth, but I want to be with them all in heaven someday. And though you and I have not even met, I would like to see you there too.


  As you will discover from reading this book, I went to heaven when I died because I knew the way to heaven. Jesus is the way! I came to accept Jesus as my Savior when I was not much older than you are. And I found that in heaven there is no pain or loneliness or sadness or tears or darkness or failure. Heaven is a perfect place. You will love it there. (Riley Knight, I will see you there, and we’ll meet our other brothers and sisters who loved the Lord too.)


  Yes, heaven is real, and Jesus is the way.


  Don Piper
 March 2009
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  PROLOGUE


  I died on January 18, 1989.


  Paramedics reached the scene of the accident within minutes. They found no pulse and declared me dead. They covered me with a tarp so that onlookers wouldn’t stare at me while they attended to the injuries of the others. I was completely unaware of the paramedics or anyone else around me.


  Immediately after I died, I went straight to heaven.


  While I was in heaven, a preacher came on the accident scene. Even though he knew I was dead, he rushed to my lifeless body and prayed for me. Despite the scoffing of the emergency medical technicians (EMTs), he refused to stop praying.


  At least ninety minutes after the EMTs pronounced me dead, God answered that man’s prayers.


  I returned to earth.


  This is my story.
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  The Baptist General Convention of Texas holds annual statewide conferences. In January 1989, I attended.


  The conference started on Monday and was scheduled to end on Wednesday. On Tuesday night, I joined a friend named J. V. Thomas for a long walk. We walked and talked for about an hour despite the cold, rainy weather. J. V. remembers that time well.


  So do I, but for a different reason: it would be the last time I would ever walk normally.


  [image: image]


  On Wednesday morning the weather got worse. A steady rain fell.


  I had packed the night before, so everything was stowed in my red Ford Escort. As soon as we finished, I said good-bye to all my friends and got into my car to drive back to the church where I was on staff, South Park Baptist Church in Alvin, near Houston.


  When I started the engine, I remembered that three weeks earlier I had received a traffic ticket for not wearing a seat belt. A Texas trooper had caught me. Until I received the ticket, I had not usually worn a seat belt, but after that I changed my ways.


  So I fastened my seat belt. That small act would be a crucial decision.


  There were two ways to get back to Houston and on to Alvin. Each choice is probably about the same distance. That morning I decided to take the Gulf Freeway.


  Many times since then I’ve thought about my decision to take the Gulf Freeway. It’s amazing how we pay no attention to simple decisions at the time they’re made. Yet even the smallest decisions often hold significant consequences. This was one of those choices.


  I didn’t have to drive far before I reached Lake Livingston, a large, beautiful lake. Spanning it is a two-lane highway built up above the level of the lake and extremely narrow. I would have to drive across a long expanse of water on that narrow road until I reached the other side.


  At the end of the highway across the lake is a bridge. Immediately after the bridge, the road rises sharply. It was a dangerous bridge, and as I would learn later, several accidents had occurred on it.


  The steady rain had turned into a downpour. At 11:45 a.m., just before I cleared the east end of the bridge, an eighteen-wheeler semitruck weaved across the center line and hit my car head-on. The truck sandwiched my small car between the bridge railing and the driver’s side of the truck.


  All those wheels went right on top of my car and smashed it.


  I remember parts of the accident, but most of my information came from the accident report and people at the scene. From the description I’ve received from witnesses, the truck then veered off to the other side of the narrow bridge and sideswiped two other cars. Although shaken up, both drivers suffered only minor cuts and bruises.


  Because of the truck’s speed, the accident report states that the impact was about 110 miles an hour. That is, the truck struck me while going sixty miles an hour, and I was going fifty.


  After the accident, the truck driver didn’t have a scratch on him. The truck received little damage. However, the heavy vehicle had crushed my Ford and pushed it from the narrow road. Only the bridge railing stopped my car from going into the lake.


  Medical backup arrived a few minutes later. Someone examined me, found no pulse, and declared that I had been killed instantly.


  I have no recollection of the impact or anything that happened afterward.


  In one powerful, overwhelming second, I died.
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  When I died, I had no sense of fading away or of coming back. I never felt my body being transported. I heard no voices calling to me or anything else. At the same time as my last recollection of seeing the bridge and the rain, a light enveloped me with a brilliance beyond description. Only that.


  In my next moment of awareness, I was standing in heaven.


  Joy filled me as I looked around. I became aware of a large crowd of people in front of a brilliant, ornate gate.


  The crowd rushed toward me. I didn’t see Jesus, but I did see people I had known. As they surged toward me, I knew that all of them had died during my lifetime. Their presence seemed absolutely natural.


  Every person was smiling, shouting, and praising God. Although no one said so, I knew they were my welcoming committee. It was as if they had all gathered just outside heaven’s gate, waiting for me.


  The first person I recognized was my grandfather. He looked exactly as I remembered him, with his shock of white hair and what I called a big banana nose. He stopped and stood in front of me. A grin covered his face.


  “Donnie!” (That’s what my grandfather always called me.) His eyes lit up, and he held out his arms and embraced me, holding me tightly. He was once again the robust, strong grandfather I had remembered as a child.


  After being hugged by my grandfather, I don’t remember who was second or third. The crowd surrounded me. Some hugged me and a few kissed my cheek, while others pumped my hand. Never had I felt more loved.


  One person in that greeting committee was Mike Wood, my childhood friend. Mike was special because he had invited me to Sunday school and was influential in my becoming a Christian.


  Mike was the most devoted young Christian I knew. He was also a popular kid and had lettered four years in football, basketball, and track and field. He became a hero to me, because he lived the Christian lifestyle he often talked about.


  When he was nineteen, Mike was killed in a car wreck. It broke my heart when I heard about his death, and it took me a long time to get over it. His death was the biggest shock and most painful experience I’d had up to that time in my life.


  Now I saw Mike in heaven. As he slipped his arm around my shoulder, my grief vanished. Never had I seen Mike smile so brightly.


  More and more people reached for me and called me by name. I felt overwhelmed by the number of people who had come to welcome me to heaven. There were so many of them, and I had never imagined anyone being as happy as they were. All were full of life and joy.


  I saw my great-grandfather, heard his voice, and felt his embrace as he told me how excited he was that I had come to join them.


  I saw Barry Wilson, who had been my classmate in high school but later drowned in a lake. Barry hugged me, and his smile radiated a happiness I didn’t know was possible. He and everyone who followed praised God and told me how excited they were to see me and to welcome me to heaven.


  I spotted two teachers who had loved me and often talked to me about Christ.


  As I walked among all these people, I became aware of the wide variety of ages—old and young and every age in between. Many of them hadn’t known each other on earth, but each had influenced my life in some way. Even though they hadn’t met on earth, they seemed to know each other now.


  Everyone continually embraced me, touched me, spoke to me, laughed, and praised God. This seemed to go on for a long time, but I didn’t tire of it.


  My father is one of eleven children. Some of his brothers and sisters had as many as thirteen children. When I was a kid, our family reunions were so huge we rented an entire city park. We Pipers are affectionate, with a lot of hugging and kissing whenever we come together. None of those earthly family reunions, however, prepared me for the gathering I experienced at the gates of heaven.


  Heaven was many things, but without a doubt, it was the greatest family reunion of all.


  I had never felt such powerful embraces or feasted my eyes on such beauty. Heaven’s warm, radiant light engulfed me. I could hardly grasp the vivid, dazzling colors. I felt as if I had never seen, heard, or felt anything so real before. Never, even in my happiest moments, had I ever felt so fully alive.


  I stood speechless in front of the crowd of loved ones, trying to take in everything. Over and over I heard how excited they were to have me among them. I knew they had been waiting and expecting me, yet I also knew that in heaven there is no sense of time passing.


  I gazed at the faces again as I realized that they all had contributed to my becoming a Christian or had encouraged me in my growth as a believer. Each one had affected me. I knew that because of their influence, I was able to be present with them in heaven.


  Still overwhelmed, I didn’t know how to respond to their welcoming words. “I’m happy to be with you,” I said, and even those words couldn’t express the joy of being surrounded and embraced by all those people I loved.


  I wasn’t conscious of anything I’d left behind and felt no regrets about leaving family or possessions. It was as if God had removed any worries from my mind, and I could only rejoice at being together with these wonderful people. They looked exactly as I once knew them—although they were more radiant and joyful than they’d ever been on earth.


  My great-grandmother was Native American. As a child I saw her only after she had developed osteoporosis. Her head and shoulders were bent forward, giving her a humped appearance. I especially remember her extremely wrinkled face. The other thing that stands out in my memory is that she had false teeth—which she didn’t wear often.


  Yet when she smiled at me in heaven, her teeth sparkled. I knew they were her own, and when she smiled, it was the most beautiful smile I had ever seen. Then I noticed something else—she wasn’t slumped over. She stood strong and upright, and the wrinkles had been erased from her face.


  As I stared at her beaming face, I sensed that age has no meaning in heaven. All of the people I encountered were the same age they had been the last time I had seen them—except that in heaven every feature was perfect, beautiful, and wonderful to gaze at.


  No matter which direction I looked, I saw someone I had loved and who had loved me. They surrounded me, moving around so that everyone had a chance to welcome me to heaven.


  I felt more loved than ever before in my life.


  At some point, I looked around, and coming from the gate—a short distance ahead—was a brilliance that was brighter than the light that surrounded us.
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