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Imagine Heaven, John Burke (2015) 
  
I studied Near Death Experiences (NDEs) for 35 years 

as I went from engineering to full-time ministry. This book 
summarizes that investigation and shows how aligned the 
Scriptures are with the common experience. I was not always 
convinced, but as I’ve studied the world’s religions my passion 
is helping skeptical people consider the many reasons that keep 
me believing.  

It was 1943 in Camp Barkely, Texas that George 
Ritchie got double pneumonia, passed out, and had a NDE. 
“Every detail of 20 years of living was there to be looked at…It 
was enough to convince me that our consciousness does not 
cease with physical death—that it becomes in fact keener and 
more aware than ever. And how we spend our time on earth, the 
kind of relationships we build, is infinitely more important than 
we can know.” George made it to medical school, worked for 
13 years as a medical doctor, and eventually formed what would 
be the precursor to the Peace Corps. 
 Funny how it usually takes imminent death or tragedy 
to think about life in light of eternity, but my mothers’ death is 
what got me willing to explore. How we think about Heaven 
affects everything in life. I’ve concluded that the core common 
elements of NDEs are a gift from God to color in the picture 
revealed by the prophets and Jesus. All the great heroes of faith 
“were looking for a better place, a heavenly homeland” (Heb 
11:16).  
 With the advent of modern medicine and superior re-
suscitation techniques, the prevalence of people being brought 
back from clinical death has soared. Over 900 articles on NDEs 
were published in scholarly literature prior to 2011. Alternative 
explanations have been proposed over the years, but none make 
as much sense of the evidence as the simple conclusion: there 
is life after death! When studies done on hundreds of children 
report the same core elements to their NDEs, you have to stop 
and ponder how so many children, completely oblivious to 
NDE stories, could confirm the same common elements as 
adults from around the world. Dr. Long’s collection of over 
3000 testimonies notes that none were paid—they were not ben-
efiting by selling a book—and it takes close to thirty minutes to 
complete his extensive questionnaire. There’s not much to gain 
personally and it took time. Also the reports come from all over 
the globe—verifying the similarities of the core experience. Dr. 
Ritchie discovered that people don’t tell unless asked. They 
don’t want to be labeled “crazy.” Not all NDE experiences are 
good. Per Dr. Rawlings, “The unpleasant experiences in my 
study have turned out to be at least as frequent as the pleasant 
ones.”  

The most common denominator of those who’ve had 
a positive glimpse: they don’t want to come back. The limita-
tions in your earthbound body do not seem to apply to this new, 
upgraded spiritual body. You still have your senses intact; in 
fact, all your senses seem turbocharged and multiplies. “I felt 
like a teenager again, only better.” Gary Wood says, “I have an 
X-ray that shows I have no vocal cords, yet I talk and sing.” The 
present Heaven, or intermediate Heaven, is the primary concern 
of this book.  

Those Marv Besteman met in Heaven seemed to be 
dressed in what they felt most comfortable on earth. People 
were from all over the world and wore all kinds of different 
clothing. Maybe the “white” robe isn’t white at all, or even a 
“robe” as we know it, but what it means to be clothed in God’s 
glory. “Those who are wise will shine like the brightness of the 
heavens, and those who lead many to righteousness, like the 
stars for ever and ever” (Dan 12:1-3). Different people seem to 
have different luminosities. Jesus was the brightest of anybody 
there, but it was incredibly beautiful and warm. It was very in-
tense.  

What you believe about yourself shapes all your deci-
sions and actions. Many NDE survivors talked of attaching 
greater value and meaning to life and less importance to mate-
rial things such as an expensive car, a big house, and a job with 
status and power. Dr. Ritchie’s commented that “Every detail 
of 20 years of living was there to be looked at. What did you do 
with your life? Visible alongside the scenes were my thoughts 
as observable as actions in the all-pervading Light. It was I who 
was judging the events around us so harshly. It was I who saw 
them as trivial, self-centered, unimportant. No such condemna-
tion came from the glory shining round me. God was not blam-
ing or reproaching. The question proceeding from Him had to 
do with love. How much have you loved with your life? Have 
you loved others as I am loving you?”  

God made you for himself—not to prove your glory, 
but to be his glory. We want our lives to count, to matter, to be 
worth something. God has “set eternity in the human heart” (Ec-
clesiastes 3:11). The promise of Heaven is that one day you will 
truly know who you were created to be. Yet, apart from God, 
your name will not be remembered. We don’t feel fully known, 
understood, or valued by others or even ourselves—that’s why 
we labor to prove ourselves, get people to notice us, make a 
name for ourselves, or try to be someone else. Imagine how in 
Heaven, all this gets replaced with an unbelievable clarity of 
who God created you to be. NDEs say “I feel like I’d been here 
before.” In Heaven we get clarity on who he intended us to be 
before we were born.  
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Howard Storm said, “God brought my wife and me to-
gether to learn love. I saw it in my life review. God gives us 
each other to learn how to love.” Crystal said, “What I experi-
enced in heaven was so real and so lucid and so utterly intense, 
it made my experiences on Earth seem hazy and out of focus—
as if heaven is the reality and life as we know it is just a dream. 
It was like being bathed in love. It was a brightness I didn’t just 
see, but felt. And it felt familiar, like something I remembered, 
or even recognized. The best way to put it is this: I was home.” 
I’m awestruck by how everyone who experiences the Being of 
Light describes a love that would run toward them, embrace 
them, value them, no matter what—and simply want them 
home. And home is what they describe!  

Tamara insisted, “It made my earthly existence seem 
like a foggy dream. What I was experiencing was far more real, 
tangible, and alive than anything I had ever known. As he came 
to, Jeff heard a question, “echoed into every cell of my being. 
The question was simply, ’To what degree have you learned to 
love?’” Love is the only thing that makes sense of why God 
allows so much hurt and pain in the meantime. Those who get 
a glimpse of Heaven agree on one thing—love is the point of it 
all. Everything God claims to have done through the prophets 
and Jesus is for the sake of love—to restore people to a love 
relationship with God, so he can teach us to love one another as 
he loves us. He intends those relationships to last in Heaven, 
and to find their fulfillment in Heaven.  

Real people and real relationships do not end when this 
life ends, they go on to new depths. Your temporal life on earth 
will transition into the most joyous, exciting, celebratory part, 
welcoming you into Real Life. In fact, the whole point of this 
life is the creation of a spiritual family for God. Our earthly 
families seem to be really important in Heaven. Of the human 
figures seen in visions of the dying, the vast majority were de-
ceased close relatives. We will be ageless, yet we will have the 
ability to appear to others at the age they knew us best. Alt-
hough some form of time seems to exist in heaven, no one aged.  

I could not believe how many people I could telepa-
thize with simultaneously. “Before they call, I will answer; 
while they are still speaking I will hear” (Is 65:24). Crystal de-
scribes it as “instant access to everything you’ve ever said or 
thought or felt or written or believed in your life: past, present, 
and future. Instantly, I had a more complete understanding than 
is possible on Earth. Dean states, “There was a rule that you did 
not go into any other’s thoughts without them giving you per-
mission to do so.” It’s like Jesus said, “There is nothing con-
cealed that will not be disclosed, or hidden that will not be made 
known. What I tell you in the dark, speak in the daylight; what 
is whispered in your ear (implying this direct-to-mind com-
municating from God), proclaim from the roofs.” With perfect 
communication and perfect love come perfect unity. Dale Black 

recalls, “Part of the joy I was experiencing was not only the 
presence of everything wonderful but the absence of everything 
terrible.”  

Jeff Olsen, “I could feel, touch, and taste everything as 
if I had not 5 but 50 senses. It was amazing.” Somehow I knew 
that light and life and love were connected and interrelated. Re-
markably, the light didn’t shine on things but through them. 
Through the grass, trees, the wall, and the people who were 
gathered there.” Perhaps the reason we possess such imagina-
tive fictional capacity is because of a longing for eternity that 
God placed in the human heart. 40 different writers of Scripture 
have revealed a consistent picture of Heaven’s super-reality. 
Moses warned when he was about to build the tabernacle, “See 
to it that you make everything according to the pattern shown 
you on the mountain: (Heb 8:5). This suggests that God created 
Earth in the image of Heaven, just as he created mankind in his 
image. Scripture and the NDEs attest that earthly realities are 
derived from Heaven’s counterparts, not vice versa. They all 
describe the same intriguing way that God’s light comes out of 
nature.  

Leonard said, “God has a fantastic sense of humor; I 
never laughed so much in all my life. The sense of timelessness 
made all hurry foolish,” Dr. Eby recalls. “Everything seemed to 
produce its own light. Jesus was speaking inside my mind and 
I was answering with a rapidity that can only be imagined. If I 
asked a question, he had the answer ready before I even asked 
it.” Dean said, “If I wanted to be somewhere else in Heaven I 
just had to think it, and I was there.” 

The highlight of many NDEs is this mystical Being of 
Light who fills them with a love beyond imagination. Though 
they may make different interpretations, what they describe is 
similar across cultures. They see a radiant man clad in white 
who induces in them an inexplicable experience of harmony 
and peace. Miller, a researcher, says, “I found all the common 
western elements in the nonwestern experience.”  

Khalida, from Palestine, said, “It was like I went to 
school and studied everything in one day. All of a sudden Jesus 
made sense to me.” God must be our first love because only 
then can he teach us how to love as he loves us. He wants to be 
our first priority, and he’s jealous for our love, not for his sake, 
for ours—all other things we put first in our lives make bad gods 
that will let us down. Loving relationship motivates God. But 
love requires freedom, risk, and choice. Lisa said, “The being 
of light showed me my whole life in a flash…all the cause-and-
effect relations in my life, all that was good or negative, all of 
the effect my life on earth had had on others. “ 

NDErs commonly experienced in the presence of this 
Being of Light both an overwhelming love and compassion, and 
a life review where this God of light emphasizes the impact of 
their actions on others. Steve Miller said, “In my nonwestern 
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sample, I saw no significant difference in life reviews compared 
to western life reviews.” 

It would be a very bad assumption to presume that 
people who have seen God in an NDE will automatically be 
with him forever. It still requires a choice. Will we give up play-
ing God of our lives, ask his forgiveness, and invite him to come 
rule again?  

Vicki: It was like, you know, I could feel from Jesus 
[his] understanding and compassion about how I felt and why I 
did it. But, you know it was sort of like he talked to me during 
that time. He says, “Yeah, that wasn’t too cool.” 

God connects every one of His creations together. Sa-
maa described it, “I thought what He thought; I dreamed what 
He dreamed; I felt what He felt.” JP said, “In heaven we don’t 
have just 5 senses; we have a ton of senses. In His presence I 
absolutely understood that in every way God’s plan is perfect. 
I was compelled to ask, ‘Why didn’t I do more for You? Why 
didn’t I accomplish more in Your name? Why didn’t I talk more 
about You? Why didn’t I do what You asked me to do? ‘”  

Job went through horrific suffering, lost everything, all 
10 of his children were killed, He had all kinds of questions he 
demanded of God, but when he saw God, he too had no ques-
tions. Like Crystal, seeing God somehow answers everything. 
Job got twice the sheep and cattle and possessions, but only 10 
more children. In Heaven, though, he will have 20! Nothing is 
lost when Heaven is your destination.   

Jesus became the Suffering Servant who, like a judo 
master, takes the hardest punch evil can throw and turns it into 
the greatest good. He wears his scars of love in Heaven for a 
reason—we need to remember! The freedom to choose or reject 
God’s leadership is necessary for love. All of life is a birth canal 
into eternal life. Even in Heaven, God accomplishes his will 
through free-will cooperation of angels. Lucifer’s downfall was 
his pride.  

Crystal said, “Burdens I had been shouldering for dec-
ades were lifted. Seeing myself through God’s eyes made me 
whole and set me free.” We start from the knowledge of good 
and evil (Gen 2:17). We live in a world where we taste 
Heaven—God’s love and goodness, and we also taste hell—the 
absence of God and his ways. This is why God stays hidden. 
NDErs tell us our spiritual senses are about 100X more intense 
than the 5 senses we currently experience. In Heaven we will 
still have free will. We must or we couldn’t love God. Theoret-
ically, we could still sin in Heaven, but unlike the angels, we 
will forever choose God, remembering what it was like to live 
without God’s will and ways on earth. God is teaching the an-
gels as they serve us—God’s purpose in all this was to use the 
church to display his wisdom in its rich variety to all the unseen 
rulers and authorities in the heavenly places (Eph 3:10).  

Dean worked as a psychologist counseling trauma-
tized people. “Sexual abuse of children by adults seemed to do 
more damage than all the other issues I faced as a counselor. I 
asked Jesus about this. He looked at me and said, ‘Who are you 
to nullify what I have done!’” We are eternal creatures tasting 
Heaven and hell so we will choose God.  

Not every NDE “welcoming committee” turns out to 
be as benevolent as it may first appear. Just because people get 
a peek at Heaven does not mean Heaven is automatically their 
permanent residence. The exact number of people who have a 
‘hell experience’ NDE is unknown because they often keep 
quiet out of shame and guilt. Studies asking for people to come 
forward if they’ve had an NDE will produce people excited to 
tell others of a good experience. Despite that, one report of 12 
different studies involving 1369 subjects found that 23% re-
ported NDEs ranging from disturbing to terrifying or despair-
ing. Dr. Rawlings postulates that these experiences produce 
such trauma that they get suppressed in the subconscious mind, 
and unless a patient is interviewed immediately after resuscita-
tion, we should not expect as many accounts to come forward. 
Rawlings quotes other doctors reporting a similar blocked 
memory response. Hellish accounts have been documented by 
researchers who categorized them into “the void, hell on earth, 
and the pit.” Paul Ojeda was asked, “Paul, what have you done 
with the life I’ve given you?” He woke up in the hospital, and 
the first thing he said was, “I saw hell, and I’m not going back. 
I want to find the God that pulled me out of hell.”  

All NDErs report the same heightened senses that 
make the heavenly experiences so alive, yet they also make the 
horrific experiences so much worse than earth’s evils. Nancy 
Bush studied distressing NDEs and reports that this last cate-
gory is the least reported, and probably the most written off, yet 
these experiences usually result in extreme trauma emotionally. 
One NDEr Bush interviewed said, “Hell is a pit and there is 
darkness, but there is also fire. After my experience, I could not 
talk about it. I did not want people to know that I had gone to 
hell.” Jesus warned about hell just as much as he taught about 
Heaven. C.S. Lewis: I believe that the damned are, in one sense, 
successful rebels to the end; that the doors of hell are locked 
from the inside…to enjoy the horrible freedom [from God] they 
have demanded. 

I do not think the fact that someone has a peek into 
Heaven or a glimpse of hell is determinate of where they will 
end up. Some people seemed to get an intentional tour of both, 
presumably for the purpose of both inspiring and warning oth-
ers. Some Christians, like Dr. Eby, claim Jesus showed them a 
tour of both for this purpose. When we think we are temporal 
creatures being punished eternally for finite offenses, we are 
wrong. We are, in fact, eternal creatures like the angels. But 
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unlike the angels, we are being given many, many, finite, tem-
poral chances on earth to choose Life instead of Death eternally 
(Dt 30:19-20). Hell is  
God giving free eternal creatures what they want—freedom 
from him. All the sufferings and evils of earth are meant to warn 
us. God did not create hell for humans. He created hell for eter-
nal angels who made an eternal choice to rule themselves—hell 
is where they rule. Currently, the Holy Spirit keeps our evil in-
clinations in check on earth through our consciences and law 
(Jn 16:8). For now, our choices are temporal; they can change 
with time. When we die finally, our choices become eternal.  

As Howard watched his early years relived in 3-D, he 
saw how his father’s anger slowly became his own anger, di-
recting his life. “Although I was not allowed to show anger, I 
was learning what a powerful means of controlling people anger 
could be. If a person is not ruled by the love of God, he or she 
is ruled by hatred of God. The greatest hatred of God is to be 
indifferent to God.” Every little action has relational reverbera-
tions, person to person, down through the generations. “What 
have you done with the life I gave you?” 

Dr. Mary Neal felt Jesus’s embrace as she relived her 
whole life while trapped underwater in her kayak. “I was shown 
events in my life, not in isolation but in the context of their un-
seen ripple effects, and the impact of events or words dozens of 
times removed was profoundly powerful.” The review NDErs 
experience seems to be a preview of Matthew 16: 26-27. People 
can talk for hours or even days about their life review, even 
though the cardiac arrest lasted only a couple of minutes.  

Steve Miller studied non-Western, non-Christian 
NDEs: “In my nonwestern samples, I saw no significant differ-
ence in life reviews compared to western life reviews.” Jeffry 
Long observes, “NDErs generally noted that they were the ones 
who judged themselves.” Lindi realized there’s truly no con-
demnation, and it motivated her to not miss opportunities. She’s 
since started working to free women from sex trafficking. The 
life review is not a judgment. It is simply a clarifying reminder 
that God knows everything about us, and we will all one day 
give an account. There’s no judgment at all until the story of 
the earth is complete, and human history, as we know it, end 
(Rev 11:15018). What NDErs experience is not the judgment, 
because NDErs didn’t “die”—not fully. 

Everybody wants to change the world; nobody wants 
to love their neighbor! Yet all God needs us to do to change the 
world is to love God so we can love our neighbor as much as 
ourselves. When we take time to build into our kids, God will 
reward it—it’s our first duty! But it’s fairly easy to care about 
developing our kids. When we take time to also help others find 
faith, or develop God’s other “kids”—he will reward us! “What 
will be our proud reward and crown as we stand before our Lord 
Jesus when he returns? It is you!” (1 Thess 2: 10).  

What’s uncanny is now many NDErs refer to the 
books of Heaven. Just like we have historical movies and 
books, Heaven seems to have both a panoramic visual replay 
and books of record. Across the globe, NDEs confirm books in 
Heaven. God does not send anyone out of his presence; he gives 
them what they want. Whatever we do with the motive of doing 
it well to please God, gets rewarded! Isn’t that encouraging to 
realize? You can succeed anywhere, doing anything. Jesus told 
us very clearly that all our money is Monopoly money, and all 
our possessions—we can’t keep one. At the end of the game, it 
all goes back in the box.  

Dale Black described the City, “Between the central 
part of the city and the city walls were groupings of brightly 
colored, picture-perfect homes in small, quaint towns…The 
dwellings in these townships were not arranged in a uniform or 
symmetrical manner but appeared perfectly balanced somehow. 
Each home was customized and unique yet blended harmoni-
ously. Some were 3 or 4 stories; some were even higher. Just 
like the best properties have the best locations, image having a 
view of God’s throne! There were no 2 the same. Jesus told us 
if we are faithful managers of the property we can’t keep, God 
will give us property that we can keep.  

You’ll never be bored! In fact, people will have im-
portant roles, responsibilities, projects to complete, music to 
compose, and cities or nations to govern. It will be life, but with 
the people in charge who fully submit to God’s will and ways. 
Colton said, “Jesus gave me work to do, and that was my favor-
ite part of heaven.” In Heaven we keep on learning, growing, 
discovering, and creating because all of it ultimately points 
back to Good—back to the glory of his infinite wonders that 
will take ages of eternity to explore.  

People who love God deeply are deeply moved in his 
presence, while the ones who love him less deeply do not expe-
rience the same depth of love. Those who reject God find his 
presence intensely painful. Some NDErs knew they could not 
yet go to the City of God.  

One angel stated, “The sphere of God’s house is of 
pure gold.” It’s not like the gold on a watch or the gold on a 
wedding ring. Heaven’s gold is clear, yet having a golden look. 
I could clearly see through the golden sphere, a transparent 
gold. I could see through the gold sphere onto the most beautiful 
spring-green land… Looking like an electrifying jewel embed-
ded in the center of the circular land stood a city-cube of daz-
zling, colorful, golden splendor! Awesome rainbows of inex-
pressible colors flower over, around, and into the city-cube. 
“The city you see inside is New Jerusalem. It is Heaven’s Heart. 
The Father and the Lord Jesus are inside on their thrones. The 
surrounding land is called Paradise.” Gary notes, “A NASA sci-
entist later told me there is an impurity in god, and when it’s 
removed, the gold is no longer yellow, it’s crystal clear.” 
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We have every reason to believe that the same activi-
ties, games, skills, and interests we enjoy here will be available 
there. God didn’t say he’s destroying all things, he said he’s 
renewing all things (Mt 19:28, Rev 21:5). If God uses animals 
to teach children (and even adults) how to love, don’t you think 
renewing all things would include pets we’ve loved as well?  

 
[You still have your senses intact; in fact, all your 

senses seem turbocharged and multiplies. What I experienced 
in heaven was so real and so lucid and so utterly intense, it made 
my experiences on Earth seem hazy and out of focus—as if 
heaven is the reality and life as we know it is just a dream. The 
whole point of this life is the creation of a spiritual family for 
God. I had instant access to everything you’ve ever said or 
thought or felt or written or believed in your life: past, present, 
and future. God created Earth in the image of Heaven, just as 
he created mankind in his image. God has a fantastic sense of 
humor; I never laughed so much in all my life. Everything 
seemed to produce its own light. Jesus was speaking inside my 
mind and I was answering with a rapidity that can only be im-
agined. The highlight of many NDEs is this mystical Being of 
Light who fills them with a love beyond imagination. Love re-
quires freedom, risk, and choice. Even in Heaven, God accom-
plishes his will through free-will cooperation of angels. You’ll 
never be bored!] 

 


