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Here is a thoroughly researched, wide-ranging, objective study of something beyond us all. Restricted to the Christian tradition with its Jewish roots Heaven – a history makes for a rich and inspiring read. The bible and the mystics connect with mortal desire for the vision of God as he is. If heaven in history has been preached as centred on God it has also in different periods been depicted as the reunion of mortals in the resurrection. This study demonstrates a creative tension between aspirations towards God and towards human and social fulfilment. In particular the post-reformation scene with its stark, God-centred vision of heaven opens the door to a human-oriented vision in the influential eighteenth century writings of the visionary Swedenborg. The powerful reality of human longing for the ones we love is always in the equation and is evidenced in so much poetry and art. From Dante and Beatrice to Fra Angelico’s saints dancing a round with the angels and Charles Kingsley’s erotic vision of heavenly union this illustrated study feeds the spirit and the imagination. It concludes with a rather dismal picture of contemporary Christian thought of heaven. Scepticism and rationalism have invaded the church and spoiled the appreciation of traditional symbols. As a resource book this is a powerful reminder and a call to recover these symbols which will only light up by grace, itself the seed of glory. If the central observation of the book is the tension between God-centred and man-centred views of heaven this begs a Christ centred theological focus rooted in the Easter event which is hardly mentioned in the book. Christians can hardly think of heaven apart from the risen Christ who is so central to both the vision of God and of the church triumphant.
