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Children’s Talk: Going Up and Coming Down 
 
 If we look around us we can only see the people in this room. We see our 
parents, and friends, and other people. But there are more than just them with us 
right now that we cannot see. Most of the time no one can see them, but a man 
named Jacob was giving the chance to see the people that we cannot: 
 

Now Jacob went out from Beersheba and went toward Haran. So he 
came to a certain place and stayed there all night, because the sun had set. 
And he took one of the stones of that place and put it at his head, and he lay 
down in that place to sleep. Then he dreamed, and behold, a ladder was set 
up on the earth, and its top reached to heaven; and there the angels of God 
were going up and coming down on it.... 

Then Jacob awoke from his sleep and said, “Surely Jehovah is in this 
place, and I did not know it.” And he was afraid and said, “How awesome is 
this place! This is none other than the house of God, and this is the gate of 
heaven!” (Genesis 28:10-12, 16-17) 

 
Jacob saw a stairway going up into heaven; who was using the stairway? Angels, 
both going up and coming down. Jacob was shocked that the place he had chosen 
to sleep, in the middle of nowhere, was actually full of angels from the Lord. 
 If we could see angels, we would be shocked too! We would see the angels 
all around us, right now, bringing goodness and truth to our hearts and minds, lifting 
up our hearts and minds to the Lord. 
 Where do these angels all come from? They are good people who have died. 
Maybe you have a granny or grandpa who has died, and has become an angel too. 
The Lord will give these people jobs in heaven, and they also will be part of those 
angels surrounding us, caring for us, protecting us, and keeping us safe. 
 But it was not just angels; who was at the top of the stairway? It was the Lord 
Himself. Angels do not just work on their own. They always work for the Lord; and 
when angels are around us filling us with good things, it is of course actually the Lord 
who is working through them. 
 We too can be like angels of the Lord for each other: listen to the Lord, do 
what He says, and treat others with love and kindness, and you too will be an angel 
of the Lord. 
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The Journey of Life (and Death) 

A Sermon by Pastor Joel Christian Glenn 
13 February, 2022 

 
 Life is a journey that begins with birth and ends in death. In one sense 
anyway. In another sense, life is a journey that begins with birth and never ends, to 
eternity. Death is just one more milestone in that journey. For all that the physical 
world feels more real than the spiritual, it is nothing but a brief flicker compared what 
will come on the other side. So today we will turn our thoughts to that coming 
eternity, and reflect on how it can affect our present choices. 
 There is a tendency to think of heaven and hell as far off distant realities. 
Perhaps the older folks in attendance see it differently, but for most people the 
afterlife is something that we don’t need to worry about too often. But Jesus pushed 
back against this tendency, on multiple levels. We see this in the incident with 
Lazarus. Lazarus had died; and his sister, Martha, trusted that in the resurrection he 
would live again. The resurrection was the belief that someday in the distant future, 
all those who had died would come back to life; until which time they would 
essentially be comatose, awaiting that day. Jesus however framed the resurrection 
as a present reality. 
 

Now Martha, as soon as she heard that Jesus was coming, went and met 
Him, but Mary was sitting in the house. Now Martha said to Jesus, “Lord, if 
You had been here, my brother would not have died. But even now I know 
that whatever You ask of God, God will give You.” 

Jesus said to her, “Your brother will rise again.” 
Martha said to Him, “I know that he will rise again in the resurrection at the 

last day.” 
Jesus said to her, “I am the resurrection and the life. He who believes in 

Me, though he may die, he shall live. And whoever lives and believes in Me 
shall never die. Do you believe this?” 

She said to Him, “Yes, Lord, I believe that You are the Christ, the Son of 
God, who is to come into the world.” (John 11:20-27) 

 
Death is simply resurrection into a new kind of life, one that continues seamlessly 
from this one. And in fact, part of the transition is so seamless is because even now 
we are living a spiritual life, or can be through faith and obedience to the Lord. If we 
are living that spiritual life, though we may die, we shall live, and in reality not die at 
all. 
 But what actually happens after someone’s body dies? Generally we talk of 
people “waking up in heaven,” but in actual fact there is a gradual process that 
needs to take place. In short, what people are like on the inside needs to rise to the 
surface so that who they are really at heart matches how they think, talk, and behave 
(Heaven and Hell §498). Jesus speaks to this process of what is hidden within 
coming to the fore: 
 

For there is nothing covered that will not be revealed, nor hidden that will not 
be known. Therefore whatever you have spoken in the dark will be heard in 
the light, and what you have spoken in the ear in inner rooms will be 
proclaimed on the housetops. (Luke 12:2-3) 
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This does not mean that all our secrets will be shared with the world. It rather means 
that everything that we have harboured in our hearts will come through in how we 
live. For some people this is something that already happens: they wear their hearts 
on their sleeve as it were; what you see is what you get. For these people there is 
not much processing that has to happen: after death they either ascend into heaven 
or descend into hell and rapidly find their place there. 
 But for the rest of us, whether good or evil, we do need to spend to 
discovering who we really are and learning how to not hide that reality. The place 
where this takes place, midway between heaven and hell, is called the world of 
spirits. Everyone who dies congregates in this place in preparation for their final 
destination. The time spent in this place will at first seem surprisingly familiar: there 
will be house and neighbourhoods, gardens and parks, animals and birds, streets 
and highways, all the bits and pieces of stuff that make up life; except that all of it will 
be based on underlying spiritual reality. In this place life carries on. Time is spent in 
work, in company with others, and in learning. 

But along the way the goal is to push people’s internal intentions to the 
surface. Take someone who has realized that appearing kind and generous goes a 
long way in this world; and so they put on the appearance of kindness and 
generosity purely for the sake of getting something out of people. At first his same 
manipulative tactic will work after death too: they’ll insinuate themselves among good 
but naive spirits and manipulate them for their own gain. But now they are in a world 
where their hypocrisy cannot remain hidden: the festering evil of their hearts will 
show itself in their faces and tone of voice. Their very surroundings will darken and 
fail as a reflection of their true self. Meanwhile the good will more and more put forth 
a good vibe that will infuriate the evil. They will see through the lies and deception 
and begin to clash with each other. Eventually they will separate, each finding people 
more alike to themselves, the good to heavenly communities and the evil to hellish 
ones. 

Obviously this process is not just about one or another particular evil. 
Everyone is a mixed bag, and I imagine that this process will take place over and 
over again, with the same person at times moving towards heaven but at others 
closer to hell. At the end of the day though there is an underlying love, a ruling love 
that comes down to simply love for the Lord or love of self, above all other loves. It is 
when this deepest love comes out that someone will find their final resting place, 
when they will at least join a community of like-minded, or rather, like-hearted 
people. 

Even people who have good hearts will still need to divest themselves of 
certain evils and falsities. Just because their true self is now showing does not mean 
they are yet prepared for heaven. Much of this preparation is done through a process 
that the Teachings of the New Church label as “vastations:” 

 
In addition to the hells there are also vastations, about which much is stated in 
the Word. For a person brings with him into the next life, as the result of sins 
of his own doing, countless evils and falsities which he accumulates and 
couples to himself. Even people who have led upright lives do so. Before 
these can be raised up into heaven their evils and falsities must be dispersed, 
and this dispersing is called vastation. (Secrets of Heaven §698) 

 
We hear many stories about what these entail. For example, some people have put 
a lot of merit in doing good works. They believe that they deserve credit for all the 
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good they have done and do not credit the Lord for all He has done for them. They 
may spend hours and days working away, chopping wood for example, as they try to 
earn their way into heaven. Of course, at no point will they be able to do enough 
work to be able to say they actually have earned heaven. In time, their exhaustion 
pushes them to see that the good things they have done are all from the Lord, and 
that heaven is not earned. They can then start to find better ways to express their 
good hearts, and to find more useful points of view that fit with heaven. Once they 
have made these realizations they can then join a heavenly community that looks to 
the Lord. 
 I love that the New Church tells us so many details about the process that 
awaits after death. That being said it is important to understand that knowing this 
process is not just an interesting, or even comforting, fact. It is about changing how 
we live in the here and now so that we can be prepared for that process. When the 
process is described in simple terms it can almost sound like people just wake up 
after death, spend some time figuring out if they prefer heaven or hell, and then 
choosing. The reality is that that choice is something that we are already making. It is 
indeed a choice, but not one that we can wait to make on a whim or on the spur of 
the moment. The Lord talks about this choice in terms of salvation and 
condemnation: 
 

For God did not send His Son into the world to condemn the world, but that 
the world through Him might be saved. 
He who believes in Him is not condemned; but he who does not believe is 
condemned already, because he has not believed in the name of the only 
begotten Son of God. And this is the condemnation, that the light has come 
into the world, and men loved darkness rather than light, because their deeds 
were evil. For everyone practicing evil hates the light and does not come to 
the light, lest his deeds should be exposed. But he who does the truth comes 
to the light, that his deeds may be clearly seen, that they have been done in 
God.” (John 3:17-21) 

 
God does not condemn anyone to hell; He offers the choice. But there is inherent in 
evil deeds a choice for condemnation. No one who is evil will choose to come to the 
light, but his very choice for evil is a rejection of the light. If someone hates the light 
while alive on other, and chooses to live evilly, he will continue to reject the light after 
death. 

One way that I find useful to think of it is as a race: if you are preparing for a 
race at a future date you have a choice in how well you are going to do. But you 
don’t make that choice by showing up on race day and deciding then. You make that 
choice every time you prepare through practice. Likewise, although we do get to 
choose heaven or hell, we don’t make the choice after we are dead, not really. We 
are already making that choice every day. Trying to change that choice after death 
would be like only deciding to do well in a race on the day it takes place. It is not 
going to work out well for you. 
 The lesson we can take from this is just how important are choices in the here 
and now are. What we do today echoes into our eternal futures. The Kingdom of 
God is not something that we prepare for and then only enter into at the end of our 
lives; the Kingdom of God is present in every loving and wise deed that serves the 
Lord or that serves our neighbours. As Jesus said, 
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The kingdom of God does not come with observation; nor will they say, “See 
here!” or “See there!” For indeed, the kingdom of God is within you. (Luke 
17:20-21) 


