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    Introduction


    It’s been six years since I had a life-changing preview of eternity, visiting heaven’s gate for about half an hour, give or take.


    In that short round-trip, I was reunited with loved ones; saw babies, children, and angels; peeked at the throne of God and Book of Life; and had a conversation with the apostle Peter, who I must say was a little bit shaggy looking. He always has been my favorite character in the Bible.


    At first, I promised myself that no one would ever know what had happened to me. I knew that it was true, and that it hadn’t been a dream or a hallucination. But I felt others would question my sanity if I told them what I saw and experienced on the other side. And when you get to be my age, you don’t need any more excuses for people to question your sanity.


    Why would anyone believe me? I asked myself. So by and large, I kept quiet, stewing like a stubborn old goat about why I had to be sent back.


    Then one day God gave me a good shove in the pants, basically telling me to open my mouth and start talking. Yes, he spoke to me out loud, and though he didn’t add “or else,” I didn’t want to push my luck. Obviously, God wanted me to tell others about his heaven.


    Soon after, I began sharing my story with grief groups, church groups, and individuals young and old.


    My spiritual mentors, including my pastor, felt that about 20 percent of the people who heard my story wouldn’t believe itsuch is human nature and people’s tendency to be cynical in the face of anything unverifiable. But in reality, it’s been more like 2 percent.


    Maybe that’s because people can tell I’m not the kind of man to put up with a lot of malarkey. I’m a Dutchman, which means I put up with even less bunk than most. I’m a veteran of the United States Army, having served for four years in the late fifties and early sixties. I was in active duty from 1956 until 1958, and then reserve duty until 1962.


    Plus, I’m a banker by trade, someone who likes to deal in concrete numbers and percentages.


    So, yes, most folks have believed my story, for which I am most grateful. Oh, a few here and there chalk it up to my being at a ripe old age“Old Marv slipped a gear or two when he dreamed this one up”but the truth is, I’m old, but I still have all my marbles (although, don’t ask my wife Ruth about that; she might change that to “most of his marbles”!).


    I hope you believe me, but even if you don’t, I am under orders to tell you what happened to me on the night of April 28, 2006, when God gave this grandpa a bonus, a preview of heaven beyond anything I could have dreamed up in my banker’s head.


    And he who commanded me to tell my storywell, I believe he thought of you personally reading this book, and how my story would fill you with wonder and give you the comfort and assurance you’ve been wanting all along.


    At Heaven’s Gate


    In the middle of the night, as I lay in my hospital bed in Ann Arbor, Michigan, visions of celestial beauty were the last thing on my mind. At seventy-one, I had just had surgery at the University of Michigan Medical Center to remove a rare pancreatic tumor called insulinoma. It was after visiting hours, and Ruth and my family had left for the day. I was alone and racked with pain and more than a little bit grumpy as I tossed and turned; more than anything, I just wanted to sleep and escape the misery and discomfort for just a little while. I had no idea I was about to get an escape beyond my wildest dreams.


    Suddenly, two men I had never seen before in my life walked into my hospital room. Don’t ask me how I knew, but immediately I had a sense that these men were angels. I wasn’t the least bit anxious, either.


    Once they had detached me from my tangle of tubes, the angels gathered me in their arms and we began to ascend, on a quick journey that felt light and smooth through the bluest of blue skies.


    I was deposited on solid ground, in front of a monumental gate. And no, I don’t remember it as being “pearly.”


    Standing in a short line of people, I observed the other thirty-five or so heavenly travelers, people of all nationalities. Some were dressed in what I thought were probably the native costumes of their lands. One man carried a baby in his arms.


    I saw color-bursts that lit up the sky, way beyond the northern lights I had seen once on a trip to Alaska. Simply glorious.


    My geezer body felt young and strong and fantastic. The aches and pains and limitations of age were just gone. I felt like a teenager again, only better.


    The music I heard was incomparable to anything I had ever heard before. There was a choir of a million people, thousands of organs, thousands of pianos. It was the most lush and beautiful music I had ever heard. And do you know that every single day since my experience I have heard a few snatches of that music? I am so blessed to remember that heavenly sound.


    And then, a greeting: “Hello, Marv. Welcome to heaven. My name is Peter.”


    Standing before me was one of my best-loved scriptural figures, the hotheaded apostle Peter, the “rock” upon which Christ built his church and alleged gatekeeper of Glory. I think the reason why I’ve always felt close to Peter is because I find him so relatable. He’s hotheaded and I’m hardheaded, just for starters.


    We talked a bit, and even argued (guess who won?), and when I play that conversation over and over in my head, I am thrilled to have had such an encounter with one of the bravest and best men who ever walked this earth.


    I’ll tell you more about that incredible meeting later on, but for now, you should know that Peter leafed through the Book of Life, which was actually multiple books, looking for my name. But of course he couldn’t find it; otherwise I would be in heaven now, possibly having another lively debate with Peter. He left his post at heaven’s gate briefly to consult with God about what to do with mekeep me or send me home. My vote was definitely to keep me there. Surely it was on purpose, but Peter left the door to heaven open, revealing a translucent gate through which I could see inside.


    What I saw beyond the gate is a kind of revelation. I believe God wants me to share it with you, so that you know some of what to expect when this life is over. I can’t wait to tell you about how people were dressed in heaven, how magnificently healthy and happy they all looked, and how the countless babies and children I saw were laughing and playing. One of the biggest reasons I decided to share my story was to offer comfort to those who had lost a baby or a child. So many of you have lost a precious son or daughter, and I know exactly how deeply painful that loss is. Fifty-some years later, we still miss our baby boy, William John, who lived for just ten hours before he was taken from our arms.


    I didn’t get to see my son in heaven, but I know he’s there and I will be with him next time I go. Because next time, I’m not coming back!


    Wonderfully, I did see six loved ones beyond the gate, and I’ll tell you all about how they looked and what they meant to me in chapters 9 and 10.


    Several minutes passed before Peter returned with a divine dispatch: “Marv, I talked to God, and God told me to tell you that you have to go back, that he still has work for you to do on earth. He still has things for you to finish there.”


    But, but, but...! Peter and I tussled a bit over that matter, you can be sure. Trust me when I say that once you visit heaven, you never, ever want to come back to earth. It’s truly a place that is everything good and beautiful you can imagine, where you will feel more free and loved than you ever dreamed possible. It’s really a future to eagerly await, that “home in Glory Land that outshines the sun,” as the song goes.


    In the end, I really didn’t have much to say about whether I was staying or going. Before I could mount a rebuttal to Peter, I was sent back in the blink of an eye. Next thing I knew, I was back in my hospital bed at U of M (the University of Michigan).


    Once again, I was lying flat on my back, riddled with pain and attached to a mess of tubes plugged in all over the place. I made a snap decision then and there never to reveal what I had seen and heard that stunning night.


    Why would anyone believe one word? That good old salt-of-the-earth Marv Besteman was chosen, out of millions of people, to take a sneak peek at eternal paradise? I could just imagine what they’d be thinking:


    “Sure, Marv hitched a ride with a couple of angels to the clouds abovecloud nine is more like it!”


    “Isn’t it sad? That nice Mr. Besteman was hallucinating that he argued with St. Peterhe even thinks he told Peter he was a ‘hardheaded Hollander’! Well, he is hardheaded...”


    I felt it in my bonesno one would buy it. I especially knew I could never tell anyone about seeing Steve, the son-in-law who had asked me years ago to be his dad, the bonus son I loved like he was my own boy. Steve had died just two months before I went to heaven, of Ehlers-Danlos syndrome, a cruel and despicable illness I wouldn’t wish on my worst enemy. How I wanted to tell my daughter how wonderful her husband looked, how vibrant and content! But I felt at the time it would only confuse and hurt her. Her grief was still so raw.


    The only problem was my trip to heaven had happenedand just the way I remembered it.


    I couldn’t stop thinking about my angels, and the radiant and peaceful place called heaven I flew to with them.


    Images from that journey bombarded me: the color-bursts that lit up the sky, the hundreds and thousands of babies and children I saw, and for one twinkle in time, the glimpse I had of God’s throne with two indescribable images upon it.


    In my mind’s eye, I could picture Peter perfectly, his bushy hair, his ancient robes, and the look in his eyes when he told me that he couldn’t find my name in the Book of Life“for today.”


    Would I buy a story like that myself if someone else was telling it? No, probably not, although I’ll never know for sure.


    “You Have Been Truly Blessed”


    For a long time, I was angry at God for taking me to that perfect, joyful place and then bringing me back to life on earth, to an old man’s aches and pains, in a place full of dirt and crime, disease and tears. I’ve since done some reading about people who have visited heaven, and by and large they almost all come back feeling depressed and angry. According to some scholars, even Lazarus, whom Jesus raised from the grave, the brother over whom Mary and Martha wept, struggled in his life after resurrection.


    It’s hard for people to understand, I know. Wouldn’t a heavenly traveler be filled to the brim with marvelous news of things to come for all God’s children? Yet, I know how much I wrestled with negative emotions when I came back. In the end, everyone who sees heaven even for one second wants to stay forever, no matter how nice their life might be here on earth.


    God had plans for me, a mission for this retiree that went way beyond golfing and having coffee at Arnie’s Bakery with my buddies. He had begun a work in me that night, and slowly but surely he showed me his purpose and mission in sending me on a round-trip to heaven and back.


    Five months after my return, I broke down and told my sweetheart of fifty years everything. As tears poured down my face, the whole account came tumbling out, even the part about seeing our Amy’s Steve.


    Ruth’s response changed everything.


    “Marv, you have been truly blessed,” she said, shaking her head, her bright blue eyes wide with wonder.


    After I broke the ice with Ruth, my resolve to keep all the hard-to-believe details to myself began to melt. We shared the story with our three children, Julie, Amy, and Mark.


    That Christmas, Amy gave me a copy of a book I had never heard of90 Minutes in Heaven by Don Piper. Somehow, this bestseller had completely escaped my attention until that Christmas morning after the heaven trip. It occurred to me that God might want me to write a book too. But I’m a banker, not a writer, and writing a book seemed to me then about as likely as traveling to heaven.


    Then, nine months after my surgery, I was experiencing some issues with my stomach, which was swollen and distended. My visit to a doctor, the conversation we had that day in his office, and the crystal clear voice of direction I heard in my spirit sent me deeper down the path of sharing my story. Withholding what I had experienced was no longer an option.


    God had made it perfectly plain: if I would faithfully tell his story, he would use it to bring comfort to the grieving, to encourage those who were dying and their loved ones, and to plant a seed of hope in those who had not yet chosen Christ.


    That’s why you hold my story today. I invite you to be my companion and I yours on a journey to heaven and back. Together, we’ll pull back the curtain separating us from the other side, and we’ll learn many intriguing and fantastic things about angels, the Book of Life, the apostle Peter, and heaven itself, where God prepares a place for you and me. At last, we will be with the Person we were made for, in a home we were made to be.


    One more thing before we start: I have given many talks over the last few years to people eager for information on what heaven is like. At the end of every talk, I tell folks that next time, I won’t be coming back. I’ll be staying there forever with my Lord and those I love.


    “And I’ll be waiting for each one of you at the gate,” I say as I close my talk. “Will I see you there?”


    Will I see you? If you don’t already know the answer to this question, will you do an old man a favor and chew on it as we travel through these pages together?


    Okay then, let’s get going...
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    A One-in-a-Million Case


    I had never heard of insulinoma before I was diagnosed with it. As diseases go, this wasn’t one of the famous ones that cause people to cluck their tongues, grimace, or shake their heads in sympathy. When I told people I had insulinoma, they looked at me like they didn’t know what I was talking aboutwhich they didn’t.


    But, have it I did, and that’s what led me to the University of Michigan Medical Center in Ann Arbor, Michigan, in April of 2006.


    It all started in 2003, three years before my diagnosis with this strange illness. Ruth and I were in Florida for a few months, basking in the sun and trying to beat each other at golf (at the time, I could still beat her, but barely). It was there I had my first “episode.”


    Apparently (I have no memory of this), one night we were sitting around the condo, and suddenly I just zoned out. According to Ruth, I just stared into space for an hour, not knowing who she was, completely disoriented and confused, and a little bit agitated. One bonus of having a nurse for a wife is that she can often tell what’s wrong with me, or at least she knows what to do to help the situation. She thought it seemed like a case of low blood sugar, and she shoved a bit of chocolate in my mouth to get my blood sugar evened out. Ruth told me I couldn’t even shut my own mouth to chew it, that’s how out to lunch I was. She shut my mouth for me, something she probably wishes she could have done a long time ago.


    Ruth took me to the ER for tests the next day and they couldn’t find anything wrong.


    For the next three years, I was fineno more “episodes” to speak of. Since I hadn’t even remembered what happened, I didn’t think much about it. Ruth, though, being a nurse and my wife both, tucked it away in the back of her mind, wondering if it would ever happen again and why it happened in the first place.


    We were vacationing up north in Boyne Mountain, Michigan, with two of our grandchildren, when I had another spell. It was the same kind of thing as in Florida; I woke up sometime in the night, dazed and incoherent, and had no idea who Ruth was or where I was. When Ruth woke up, she saw that I had pulled my legs up in the fetal position, and I was staring at her without really seeing her. I moaned and moaned, but didn’t appear to have any pain.


    Ruth got me up to go to the bathroom, and she had to hold me up the whole way because I was so shaky.


    She made me eat some more chocolate, but somehow kept me quiet. Our granddaughter was sleeping in the same hotel room, and she didn’t want to scare her.


    The next morning, I felt perfectly fine, once again, and had no memory of anything happening the night before. We took the kids to the water park, went out for lunch, and drove home to Grand Rapids, where it happened again.


    I had fallen asleep on the couch, and when I woke up, once more I didn’t know where I was or who Ruth was. According to Ruth, I was acting anxious and a bit crazy, my heart racing and my limbs shaking. I was moaning again, and repeatedly beating the couch cushions.


    This time, she was freaking out too, on the inside. I began crawling around on the floor, trying to get out of the condo, trying to get away from poor Ruth. She was grabbing me by the belt, attempting to physically slow me down so I couldn’t get out. She finally managed to lock the doors and dial 911. Nurse or no nurse, my wife was definitely alarmed, but her training helped her stay calm and take command of the situation.


    “What’s he doing?” the 911 dispatcher asked her.


    “He’s crawling around on the floor, and he has no idea who I am.”


    The ambulance got there about five minutes later, loaded me up, and took me to Spectrum Health hospital in downtown Grand Rapids. I was at Spectrum for ten days, where I was poked and prodded within an inch of my life. Finally, they diagnosed me with insulinoma, a rare tumor of the pancreas that shows itself as being the exact opposite of diabetes. My pancreas was generating so much insulin it was eating all the sugar in my body, hence the strange spells. I had a blood sugar level of 31, which is apparently very bad news.


    I had the dubious honor of being the first case of insulinoma they had ever diagnosed at this hospital, one of the top hospitals in the United States. Literally, less than one in one million people are diagnosed with it each year. Around 200 cases are confirmed annually in the whole country. I was one of those lucky people.


    The doctors at Spectrum recommended that I see a very specialized surgeon, either at the University of Michigan Medical Center in Ann Arbor or at the Mayo Clinic in Rochester, Minnesota. I had attended U of M for a short time in my college days; I even laced up skates and played hockey for them back in the day. I figured they already had some of my money, so I might as well give them more ofit.


    I had to lie around and wait for a couple of days for a bed to be free in Ann Arbor. Ruth had left the hospital for the night and returned to our home, just twenty minutes away, so I was alone when abruptly I was told they had a bed ready at U of M. They packed me in an ambulance and off we sped to Ann Arbor, two and a half hours away. Ruth decided to come the next day, in the daylight, so she could find the place more easily.


    Once at U of M, I found out just how special I was. There at the hospital, doctors wouldn’t come in my room one at a time; it always was three to five at a time. I guess my condition was so rare the doctors were swarming me so they could inspect this extraordinary guy and his exceptional ailment.


    They had diagnosed me with insulinoma in Grand Rapids, but those doctors and the new ones in Ann Arbor still didn’t know exactly where the tumor was located on my pancreas.


    This was crucial, because apparently a surgeon can’t just go in and poke around someone’s pancreas. Evidently, you can bleed terribly if they go in without knowing the exact spot they are trying to reach. But finding the right spot was turning out to be easier said than done.


    A young doctor at the U of M hospital had a brilliant idea: she would pass a pediatric scope through me to find the exact location of my tumor. It worked, thanks be to God. Ruth and I were so relieved that she had found the tumor. We didn’t want to face the possibility of excessive bleeding in surgery.


    My surgery lasted for five hours. Dear Ruth had already been through such a roller coaster, wondering what was wrong with me, and knowing there was something way off, but not knowing what it could be. My “episodes” were stressful too, and then the drama of my being diagnosed with this extremely rare illness and the worry over whether or not the doctors would find the site of the tumor.


    She says God gave her deep comfort throughout those five hours as she waited to find out how things had gone on the operating table. As it turned out, things had gone well, in terms of the doctor’s goals for the surgery. They had found the site of the tumor no problem, and my blood glucose went from a low 80 to 180 and quickly to a normal 115 once the tumor was out. The only problem was that I awakened in more pain than I thought was humanly possible.


    According to Ruth and our family and friends, plenty of loved ones stopped by to visit me after my surgery. But I didn’t know and didn’t care who was in that room. Phil Mickelson could’ve stopped by to get some golf tips from me, and I wouldn’t have cared.


    A doctor whose sole job was to control people’s pain spent three hours in my hospital room, adjusting my pain medications. From about five p.m. to eight p.m. that evening, she tried to get my pain under control. Whatever she was doing wasn’t working one little bit, though it wasn’t for lack of her trying.


    I’m not being a big baby when I tell you it was horrible. I’ve been told the reason why I hurt so bad is because the pancreas is behind the stomach, so the surgeon had to move my other organs around to get to it. Plus, with a major surgery like this, the nerve endings are apparently severed, and then later they have to reattach and regenerate. At that point, my nerve endings hadn’t regenerated yet, to say the least. Oh, and I almost forgot: the epidural stopped working during the surgery and I had to have a new one midway through the procedure. “Ouch” doesn’t begin to cover it.


    Nurses like to say, “How’s your pain on a scale of one to ten?” This was way beyond a ten.


    I was in and out, dozing, coming to and from that fiery pain. I remember just jabbing my pain control button over and over but nothing seemed to work. Ruth says that because it was my first night, post-op, the nurses would have been in about every half an hour to check on me. Ruth wasn’t familiar with Ann Arbor, and she wanted to get back to her hotel before it got too dark outside. She kissed me on the cheek, told me she loved me, and walked out of the room. She left at about eight o’clock, just after the pain control doc had given up for the night and left my room.


    I lay in my bed, miserable and terribly restless with the pain. There was a clock in my room, but I couldn’t see it (and I didn’t care what time it was, either). That’s why I didn’t know exactly what time it was on the night of April 27, 2006, or early in the morning of April 28, when two strangers entered my room and I instantly forgot about all the pain.
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    Two Angels


    Don’t ask me how I knew the two strangers who had just walked into my hospital room were angels; I just knew they were. Beyond any doubt, these were angelic visitors, come to take me home.


    I wasn’t one bit worried about it, either. A feeling of deep calm washed over me as these two men approached my bed, one on either side of me. They were smiling and quiet. My angels looked like regular guys, except regular guys usually don’t wear white robes. Both looked in their mid-forties and stood about 5′8″ to 5′10″. One had longish brown hair, and the other one had shorter hair.


    Everyone has a mental picture of angels, and so did I. When I had thought of angels before I actually met one, I pictured them as younger than the beings I saw. I also thought angels were men and women both, but maybe that’s just because of that old TV show, Touched by an Angel.


    And no, actually, neither one of them had wings. (I know that’s what you were wondering, because that’s one of the top questions I get about my experience: Did my angels have wings?) A little while later, I did have an encounter with winged creatures, but we’ll get to that part in due time.


    The angels were as tender as tender could be, peaceable and silent as they unhooked me from my tubes. (I was attached to about five different tubesIV, gastric tubes, etc.)


    Now, just hold on a minute. Why would angelswith superpowers that make Spiderman and Superman look like wimpsbother to detach me from the tubes holding me to my hospital bed and this earth? Couldn’t they just beam me up to heaven, like the Starship Enterprise’s chief engineer, Scotty, used to propel Captain Kirk back to the ship?


    Of course they could’ve beamed me up, blasted me off like a rocket, floated me like a balloon, but they didn’t. My angels chose to carefully and gently unhook each and every tube before we took off, and I’m not totally sure why.


    Naturally, I have some theories. They knew, because God told them, that I was a Dutchman, a retired banker, and a Midwesterner to boot. I’m a man who likes my t’s crossed and my i’s dotted, so perhaps they felt it best to unplug me from planet Earth in an orderly fashion.


    My gut tells me they were preparing me for what would come next, easing me into transition from this life to the next.


    My angels each put their arms around one side of me; then I had a sudden upward-trend feeling, and the three of us began to fly to heaven. My angels were carrying me with their arms around me. I wasn’t at all afraid; just the opposite. I felt perfect serenity, yet also a sense of excitement for what was to come. It was smooth and wonderful, I can assure you, not like some commercial airline, bumping along the skies.


    I couldn’t say how long the trip tooka few seconds to a couple of minutes, at the most. My angels and I flew through a brilliantly blue sky, and I had a profound sense of lightness and calm.


    There was just so much peace.


    “Ministers of the Divine Bounty”


    Before I met the two angels who came to take me to heaven, I hadn’t thought too much about the topic. I knew angels were with me when I was born, and that they would be with me when I died. I had believed in angels as long as I could remember. When I met my two angels, though, and flew with them to heaven, it got me thinking later about all the ways in which angels are with us and for us, in between birth and death.


    I can count on one hand the number of good, solid sermons I’ve heard in my lifetime on the topic of angels. When you’re Dutch, you’re stoic, proud of the dose of skepticism that runs through your “orange” veins (orange, for those who don’t know, is the color of the Dutch Royal Family, the House of Oranje-Nassau). I’m not royalty, but I am Dutch and proud of it. What I’m trying to say is that Dutch Calvinists aren’t normally too big on angel sightings.


    Even John Calvin, who founded reformed theology, was cautious in discussing the topic of angels. Too much talk of angels, he once said, is apart from the Bible, and therefore not verifiable. (Good thing Calvin wasn’t around in the mid-1990s, when angels were all the rage and there seemed to be fluffy, chubby heavenly beings floating behind every bush.)


    But even Calvin, with his reluctance to fall into the silliness that can occur when people obsess about angels, said they are “ministers and dispensers of the divine bounty towards us.”


    There’s no doubt the way my angels picked me up in my hospital room, with all the respect and kindness in this world and the next, why, that was a kind of “bounty,” or gift, to me.


    I bet Lazarus felt the same way, when angels carried him to “Abraham’s bosom” in the parable of the poor manand the rich man in Luke 16:22: “Now the poor man died andwas carried away by the angels to Abraham’s bosom; and the rich man also died and was buried” (NASB). Caring for believers at the moment of death is just one of the many jobs angels fill, according to the Bible.


    I always knew, since Sunday School days, that angels were workers of Christ, like Christ, watching over what we say and do.


    After my time in heaven, I was much more fascinated with angels than ever before, and I decided to study the Bible and find out as much as I could about the two strangers who entered my hospital room and their fellow beings. Plus, after sharing my heaven story with others, folks started telling me their own incredible angel stories, some of which I will pass on to you.


    But first, may I share with you some of the fantastic things I learned about angels in the Bible? I think you’ll be as intrigued as I am.


    Angels 101


    
      	Angels are referred to 196 times in Scripture, 103 times in the Old Testament and 93 times in the New Testament. These references are scattered throughout the Bible in at least 34 books from Genesis to Revelation.


      	Angels are celestial messengers. The Hebrew word for angel is mal’ach, and the Greek word is angelos. Both words mean “messenger” and describe one who carries out the goals and commands of the One they serve.


      	Angels were created before the earth. In the book of Job, when God is questioning Job, we are told that angels were already there when the earth was created:

    


    Where were you when I created the earth?


    Tell me, since you know so much!


    Who decided on its size? Certainly you’ll know that!


    Who came up with the blueprints and measurements?


    How was its foundation poured,


    and who set the cornerstone,


    While the morning stars sang in chorus


    and all the angels shouted praise?


    Job 38:47 Message


    
      	Angels live in heaven but can travel anywhere in the cosmos and creation. In the book of Mark, Jesus spoke of “the angels in heaven,” which strongly suggests that angels have a home or center there for their activities. However, they have many missions to accomplish, and therefore have access to the entire universe, both heaven and earth. In the Bible, angels have served on earth, as in the case of the angel who flew in and brought Daniel an answer to his prayer, and in heaven: four angels described in Revelation stood at the four corners of earth, “standing steady with a firm grip on the four winds so no wind would blow on earth or sea, not even rustle a tree.” From the Milky Way to Milwaukee, from the throne of God to the porch swings of earthangels have access to the whole universe.


      	Angels are superheroes. But make no mistake, they are not as powerful as God. In fact, the Bible tells us they are limited. Still, compared to us humans, angels are much smarter and wiser and possess astounding powers. For starters, they can fly, with or without wings (remember, my angels were wingless), and they can turn into a human or heavenly being in the twinkling of an eye. But so often, as the stories later in this chapter illustrate, angels can show up at any time, and then vanish into thin air. They are incredibly strong too. The stone covering Jesus’s tomb, for example, weighed an estimated 1,000 to 2,000 pounds, the same heft as a midsize car. An angel rolled it away like it was a bowling ball. In Acts, an angel broke into a jail, snapped iron chains with his bare hands, and let the imprisoned apostles go free. The apostle Peter says it all: Angels are our “superiors in every way” (2Peter 2:11 Message).


      	Angels are on a mission. Their main job seems to be worshiping and praising God in heaven (I heard their phenomenal voices when I was at the gate). But angels also reveal God’s will to his children, like the angel Gabriel revealed to Mary that she would be with child. They guide and instruct us, giving instructions to Joseph, the women at the tomb, Philip, Cornelius, and many others in the Bible. God used angels to provide physical needs such as food and water for Hagar, Elijah, and Christ after his temptation. They protect us, keeping us out of physical dangerlike they protected Daniel in the lions’ denand deliver us from danger once we’re in it. Last but not least, one of the angelic duties is to strengthen and encourage us, such as the way an angel encouraged Paul in Acts 27 by telling him that he and everyone else on the ship would survive the impending shipwreck.


      	Angels are spoken of as men in the Bible. Now, I know in Christ there is no “male or female.” Both men and women are made in his image and he loves them equally. My angels were men, and so are the vast majority of angels mentioned in the Bible, at least the ones that took on the appearance of humans. Of course, it’s possible that since angels are spirit beings, they can take on the appearance of women, as well as men (see Gordy’s story below). There is one exception in the Bible, in the book of Zechariah, that contains a clue that there might be female angels: “Then lifted I up mine eyes, and looked, and, behold, there came out two women, and the wind was in their wings; for they had wings like the wings of a stork” (Zech. 5:9 KJV). A stork, huh? Now that hit a nerve for me, for reasons I’ll get to in just a bit. Anyway, it’s possible this verse lends some credibility to the existence of female angels. Some theologians think the winged women here are indeed celestial beings, but not necessarily angels. I’ll let them work out the fine tuning on that particular point.


      	Angels are invisible, unless God opens our eyes to them or they take on the appearance of real men. Since they are spirit beings, we usually can’t see the angels that are here with us, taking care of us, ministering to us, and fighting on our behalf. But sometimes God gives us the ability to see them, like I was lucky enough to do. Balaam, the donkey man, could not see the angel standing in his way until the Lord opened his eyes (Num. 22:31), and Elisha’s servant was blind to the crowd of angels surrounding him until Elisha prayed for his eyes to be opened (2Kings 6:17). Over and over again in Scripture, angels were mistaken for men because so often they looked exactly like men! Abraham thought the three angels who approached his tent in the desert were regular visitors, and he offered them food and drink. His nephew Lot thought the same thing when, soon after his uncle’s angelic encounter, two angels showed up at his house in Sodom. He invited the angels to wash their feet and stay the night. I don’t think he would have thought of clean feet if they didn’t look like regular men.

    


    My angels looked like men I might see on the golf course, or at a hockey game, except of course they were wearing long-sleeved robes. Their clothes were white and gauzy, almost filmy, but not quite see-through, and they hung about two or three inches from the floor. Both angels wore ropes or long rags belted around their waists.


    Angels are sometimes described in the Bible as having faces like “lightning” and wearing blazing white, dazzling “raiment,” which is a ten-dollar word for clothing. At the sight of those angels, people fell on their faces in fear and wonder.


    Angels Unaware


    After my trip to heaven, I marveled at how many times in my life I must have been surrounded by angels and hadn’t known it. How often had I been teeing off on the same golf green as an angel, or sitting next to an angel at a hockey game, strangers who look and act as normal as canbe?


    So many people have asked me about what my angels were like, and some have even told me their own stories of encountering angels here on earth. I picked several of these stories to share with you, hoping and praying you’ll be as captivated, inspired, and encouraged as I was by them.


    Janet’s Angel


    Janet was the kind of lady people didn’t even see. Awkwardly lacking in social graces, Janet seemed to be about as unimportant a person as you could possibly imagine.


    A worker on the assembly line of a cookie factory, Janet went home each night to a cramped and dingy apartment, where she would call her elderly mother, Millie, to chat, or else turn on the TV and heat up a frozen meal of some kind. Her life was about as dull as you could imagine.


    But God, her heavenly Father, loved her so much that he would send an angel to her funeral to deliver a message so powerful that the handful of attendees would never forget it.


    One day, when Janet was just in her late forties, she died suddenly of a massive heart attack. With few friends and even fewer family members, it fell to the members of her mother’s church small group to plan the funeral of a woman they barely knew.


    For Millie’s sake, the small group members tried to make Janet’s funeral nice and meaningful. They ordered purple flowers for the service, because Millie told them it was Janet’s favorite color. Her best-loved songs were sung by a sparse crowd of about thirty people who dribbled into the five-hundred-seat sanctuary. The apples of Janet’s eyeher two little grand-niecescuddled up to their mother and great-grandmother in the front pew, nearly empty except for the four of them.


    It was a risk, but Millie had responded favorably when asked if she thought there should be time given for people to share their memories of Janet. Their worst fearsthat no one would walk up to the microphone with a memoryalmost came true as an awkward silence fell over the small crowd.


    Just as the pastor began to clear his throat to bring the dismal sharing time to a close, a young African-American man seated in a side pew, several rows from everyone else, stood up.


    “I have a message,” he said in a clear, strong voice that rang out like a bell. The young man was wearing a green T-shirt with three crosses on it. With deep conviction, he began to read from Hebrews 12, starting in verse 22:


    But you have come to Mount Zion, to the heavenly Jerusalem, the city of the living God. You have come to thousands upon thousands of angels in joyful assembly, to the church of the firstborn, whose names are written in heaven. You have come to God, the judge of all men, to the spirits of righteous men made perfect. (vv. 2223 NIV’84)


    The man with the crosses on his shirt continued to read the passage, with perfect clarity and a resounding, authoritative tone. Janet’s family stared at him; they had never laid eyes on him before and they were fairly sure Janet hadn’t either. The pastor and head elder began to trade glances with each other. With over thirty years in ministry together, they could just about read each other’s minds. Who is this guy? Let’s check him out when the service is over. They nodded at each other in understanding as the man’s voice got even more booming and decisive as he got to the last verses in the chapter:


    Therefore, since we are receiving a kingdom that cannot be shaken, let us be thankful, and so worship God acceptably with reverence and awe, for our “God is a consuming fire.” (vv. 2829 NIV’84)


    The young man was almost shouting as he delivered the last words of the passage, “Our God is a consuming fire.” He closed his Bible and quietly took his seat as the stunned members of the congregation gawked at him. Was he a friend of Janet’s? If so, he wasn’t sitting with the handful of co-workers and other acquaintances. Several curious attendees made a mental note to meet the mysterious man after the service was done, and they turned their attention to the front and the pastor’s sermon.


    But when the service ended, and Millie and her tiny family trooped down the aisle to the church foyer, with the other attendees following suit, the young man was nowhere to be seen. Had he slipped out sometime during the pastor’s sermon? The head elder, seated up on the stage at the front of the church, had been keeping a close eye on the man. He never saw him leave. In fact, no one remembered seeing the man leave, even though at least a dozen people had a clear view of him from across the church.


    It was strange, but then again, Madison Square Church is situated in the inner city, and they have had their share of odd visitors come in off the street over the years. Besides, there was Janet’s family to comfort, and a funeral lunch to partake of. Most people forgot about it for the time being, but not the pastor or the head elder.


    Both of them knew very well that this stranger was unlike any they had ever received in all their years of ministry. He was clearly sober, tidy (if oddly dressed for a funeral), and completely in command of his speech and delivery. It was as if he had a message to deliver, a message on behalf of someone else.


    “Our God is a consuming fire.”


    How bold and commanding his voice had been as he read those words from Hebrews 12! The pastor stole away to a quiet room and opened his Bible to Hebrews 12, rereading the passage the visitor had delivered so compellingly. What an unlikely message to be delivered at a funeral, especially for a funeral of one as meek and mild as Janet. Yet somehow, the pastor and everyone gathered there felt the fiery missive was oddly fitting. The takeaway seemed to be that Janet may have lived a quiet life, nearly unnoticeable to all but a few loved ones, yet she believed in the God of “consuming fire,” and was with him now in heaven. Her choice, to believe in this God, had been brash and daringeverything she seemed not to beand it meant that Janet had now joined “thousands upon thousands of angels in joyful assembly.”


    Speaking of angels, the pastor’s suspicion was growing. How had their eagle-eyed head elder, who never missed a single thing, missed the young man’s leaving the sanctuary? For that matter, how had everyone missed his leaving?


    The pastor read every word of the Hebrews passage carefully, praying for wisdom to receive the message in the way God had intended. He came to where the young man had stopped, and instead of ending there, he decided to keep reading, hoping to gain some context for the passage.


    A chill ran up his spine as the pastor took in the very next passage following the stranger’s reading: “Keep on loving each other as brothers. Do not forget to entertain strangers, for by so doing some people have entertained angels without knowing it” (Heb. 13:12 NIV’84).


    Though there was no proof this stranger was an angel (there never is, by the way), the pastor felt a wave of gratitude wash over him. He felt sure that he and the small crowd of mourners at the funeral had entertained an angel without knowing it. They had been reminded by this heavenly messenger in no uncertain terms of God’s overwhelming, all-consuming holiness.


    And no one who attended the humble funeral of lonely, unimportant Janet ever thought about her in the same way again, nor did they forget that they had been visited by an angel in a green T-shirt.


    “My Name Is Otis”


    Janet’s angel was on a mission to deliver a message from God, but some of the angel stories people have told me revolve around other purposes. Just as God used angels to supply water for Hagar’s thirsty little boy, a cake baked on coals for a hungry Elijah as he hid in the wilderness, and sustenance for Jesus after his temptation, angels are all around us, helping us in often very practical ways. Jamie’s story features a hands-on angel called Otis, who couldn’t be more down-to-earth.


    Jamie is a bubbly young mother from Texas, and she shared three stories of how she believes God had sent angels to watch over and rescue her and her loved ones.


    When I was little, I was traveling with my grandparents on a camping trip, when we had some car trouble. My granddad pulled the camper over and looked under the hood of the truck to see what was going on. A man stopped his car and offered to help. He and Granddad looked under the hood together and worked on the engine for quite a while, chatting as they worked. When Granddad followed the man to get something out of the trunk of the man’s car, Granddad noticed some fishing gear in there and asked him about it. The man said he and his brothers were fishermen. It seemed odd, because we were nowhere near a body of water big enough to fish commercially.


    My grandmother is Southern, and Southern ladies write thank-you notes for all occasions. She tried to get him to write down his address for her so she could send him a thank-you note. The man politely refused. Grandma and Granddad offered to pay him, but he wouldn’t accept a thing or give them any information. “At least let us take you out to eat,” Grandpa begged him, but the stranger just smiled and said that wasn’t necessary, that he was glad to help them. “My name is Otis,” he said, when my grandparents asked for his name (Grandma was probably hoping for a last name so she could look him up and send that darn thank-you card anyway!). But he didn’t give a last name and they didn’t want to push him. Otis followed us in his car, a good bit out of his way, to a dealership where he knew we could get fixed up. He waved to us as he drove on by, and we never saw him again.


    Agents of Rescue


    Like the mysterious “fourth man” who rescued Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego from the blazing furnace in Daniel 3, angels are sent out to liberate us from grave danger. King Nebuchadnezzar and his astonished entourage actually saw the rescuing angel, who looked like “a son of the gods” (v.25), standing in the fire, cool as can be, with the trio of men the king had supposed he had sent to their deaths. But so often, we don’t see anyone at all, as the angels who save us from harm are invisible, or maybe just manifested as a flash of light. This was true in Jamie’s other stories, the first of which happened to a friend of hers, and the second hit her very close to home.


    Missy’s Story


    “A friend’s dad always specifically prayed for his children’s protection every time they left the house. On this occasion, he prayed for Missy to be safe on the road before a particular trip. She was driving behind an 18-wheeler, and she saw a flash of light. Her car suddenly died, stopping right in the middle of the road and she watched as the semitruck pulled away from her, swerving wildly as it had had a tire blowout! She knew if her car had not stopped right there at that specific spot on the road, there would have been no way she could have avoided colliding with the semi. There was nothing wrong with the car, before or after it died, and it started right up again as if nothing had happened. She believes her dad’s prayers were answered and an angel protected her that day.”


    Zackary’s Story


    “Last summer we were at a benefit golf tournament and our one-year-old son, Zackary, was run over by a 700-pound golf cart, driven by an 8-year-old with no adult supervising him. I didn’t see it happen as I had turned my back for just a few seconds and was talking to someone. I heard screaming and turned around to see my baby boy under the golf cart. My heart stopped, of course. I have never been more terrified in my life. Someone called 911 and a bunch of men tried to pull him from underneath the cart. When they finally pulled him out, I frantically checked him out, and to my profound relief Zackary only had a few light abrasions on his neck and cheek, and a small scrape on his head. Later, the medics and doctors couldn’t believe he had not been seriously injured or killed. One of them said to me that there was just no explanation for it other than an angel had put himself between my baby and the golf cart and saved him.”


    


    Just for good measure, and because I want you to go away from this chapter with your eyes wide open to the possibility of angels working in our midst, I want to share two more tales, passed on to me by others full of wonder at what they had experienced.


    Sharon’s Story


    “My girlfriend and I were at a work-related conference in Philadelphia and we went into the city one night for dinner. We didn’t realize how late it was getting, and when we finally paid our bill and went out to our rental car, the parking lot was deserted except for one other car across the lot.


    “Two guys were standing over by the car, watching us intently, and it seemed to me, in a predatory way. I had a creepy feeling about them and the whole situation. I felt so vulnerable at that moment. Suddenly, the two guys were joined by about eight other men, wearing white robes, who surrounded the two men and their car. My friend and I jumped in our car and locked the doors, watching in amazement as the two men abruptly drove off the lot. We blinked and the men in robes had vanished.”


    Gordy’s Story


    “I work as a custodian at an inner-city Christian school, a job I have been blessed to have for years. The children and their joy and laughter make it all worthwhile; they even have a ‘Mr. Gordy Day’ every year where everyone wears a funny T-shirt like the ones I like to wear.


    “I live not too far from the school, and my neighbors also know they can count on me for help with fixing things. One day, I was up in the branches of a neighbor’s tree, trying to help him trim a huge dead limb before it fell off and hurt someone. The crotch of the tree was about twenty feet off the ground, and the branch was about twenty-five feet off the ground.


    “There was a rope between my neighbor and me (he was standing on the ground). I told him to pull west, but he pulled north, which made me lose my footing and I began to fall.


    “As I was falling, I saw a post down below and I knew I had to avoid it or else be impaled by it. I twisted to avoid the post, and landed on a cement riser between the sidewalk and the grass. My pelvis made full contact with the riser, and I knew it was busted. I got up and hobbled two steps before I collapsed.


    “As I lay on the ground, in horrible pain, my primary thought was sadness, because I knew I wouldn’t be able to work for a while and I love being around those kids. Then I saw an African-American woman around forty years of age cross the street and come toward me. ‘I’m going to pray for you,’ she said, kneeling beside me and laying her hands on me. She prayed a very simple, short prayer for peace and healing in my body, and then she was gone. I had never seen her before, and I knew almost everyone in the neighborhood.


    “Later on, after rehabilitation in the hospital and at home, I asked around the community and no one knew who this woman might be. I wanted to thank her so badly. What really convinced me she was an angel was the way my older body healed. My doctor kept asking me if I had lingering pain, and I kept telling him no, not really. He finally told me that almost everyone who had this type of pelvic ring injury experienced chronic pain afterward, and he couldn’t believe I was fine. I truly believe that this woman was one of God’s angels, ministering to me as I lay broken in pieces on the sidewalk. This experience taught me you have to be open to God’s work, because it’s all around us.”


    A Brush of Angels’ Wings


    Janet’s angel delivered a message from God. “Otis” and the African-American woman cared for God’s children in their moments of need. And angels on rescue missions delivered Missy and Zackary from terrible harm or even death.


    My two angels cared for me at a most critical hour, comforting me with their gentleness and strength.


    This bears repeating: they didn’t have wings, even though they flew me to heaven. Still, winged beings do play a part in this story, as I’ll explain in a little bit.


    In the Bible, some angels, especially the cherubim and seraphim, are represented as winged in several passages, including Exodus 25:20: “The cherubim shall stretch forth their wings on high, covering the mercy seat with their wings, and their faces shall look one to another; toward the mercy seat shall the faces of the cherubim be” (KJV).


    These verses in Isaiah talk about both the throne I saw in heaven and the winged angels:


    In the year that King Uzziah died, I saw the Lord seated on a throne, high and exalted, and the train of his robe filled the temple. Above him were seraphs, each with six wings: With two wings they covered their faces, with two they covered their feet, and with two they were flying. (Isa. 6:12 NASB)


    Cherubim, I learned, not only have four faces (one of each: a man, an ox, a lion, and a griffin), they also have four conjoined wings covered with eyes. After the fall, they guarded the way back to the Garden of Eden and the Tree of Life. They also attend the throne of God. St. Thomas Aquinas had a theory that Satan was a fallen cherub.


    Seraphim also serve as caretakers to God’s throne as they continuously shout praises to him. I find it fascinating that their name, seraphim, means “the burning ones.”


    Was it the cherubim or seraphim whose wings brushed against my arms and face and head as I stood at the gate of heaven? I couldn’t see the creatures that brushed against me, but they felt like the flutter of wings against my skin. To be more specific, the feathers felt soft yet sturdy, like that of a large bird, a Canada goose, a swan, or yes, a stork. The feeling wasn’t that of a fluffy, downy baby chick at all.


    Peggy’s angel story was also told to me after my heaven trip, and when I heard it, I was instantly reminded of how those angels’ wings had felt brushing against me.


    The Touch of Angels’ Wings


    Peggy, a Canadian mother of five children, was the kind of mom who always prayed for her kids before they walked out the door to school each morning. One day, Peggy was praying for her two little girls as they were about to leave for school. Immediately after she finished praying for them and opened the door to let them out, she felt a rush of wings graze her head gently. It felt as if a large bird had flown past her, out the door behind the girls. But as Peggy spun around to see what it was, she saw nothing behind her. Still, whatever it was had flown out of the house and not into the house. She looked out to the sidewalk where her daughters were walking toward school and saw nothing. No large birds were anywhere to be seen. Suddenly, she knew in her heart of hearts that what she had felt was an angel, following her children and watching them every step of their way.


    Isn’t that a wonderful, heartening story of God’s watch-care for his little ones?


    Angelos


    I am leaning toward my two heavenly visitors being the most “ordinary” order of angels, simply angelos, or messengers. They are the angels most concerned with the affairs of people on earth, and fulfill lots of jobs and undertake all kinds of missions, including flying me to heaven on that incredible night.


    As I said, my flight was as smooth as could be, a gliding sensation I’ll never forget, because it was like no other flight I ever took on earth. We flew upward at first, for a few seconds or maybe a full minute. Then, I noticed two things: my angels all at once changed course slightly, veering to the right a little bit, before beginning our descent.


    Yes, it was a descent, definitely a distinct drop and no longer a climb.


    I’m absolutely sure of it. We were gliding downward on an angle when I realized something else. I looked down and saw that my dangling legs had pants on, and that somewhere midair, between this world and the next, my clothes had changed. When my angels picked me up, I had been wearing my blue hospital gown. In the air, I saw that I was now wearing a light brown golf shirt, tan pants, and shoes, the kind of thing I might wear to take my wife out for dinner.


    Later, when I would get a glimpse of my precious mother, grandparents, son-in-law, and friends, I would notice that they too were dressed very similarly to what they wore as they lived their lives on this earth.


    There’s something else I want to tell you about the way I was set down in heaven. Ruth and I are fortunate enough to live in a condo with a bunch of older folks like us as neighbors. I like to relax from time to time in a deck chair by the man-made lake right below our sliding doors, watching the migratory birds that flock to the banks of the lake.


    If I’ve watched one, I’ve watched a thousand Canada geese come in for a landing by the lake, their brownish-gray wings alight as they coast smoothly toward solid ground.


    When I “came ashore” to heaven’s gate, I felt like one of those Canada geese, gently gliding toward the ground.


    As soon as my feet touched down, my two angels disappeared and I never saw them again.


    I had landed in another realm, in the very kingdom of heaven, where I was to see and hear and feel things beyond my wildest imagination. Already, in those sacred seconds in the cloudless sky, I was enjoying myself very much.
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