
"Selling Heaven"

Have you noticed that Religion has a lot of sales?  Ads are everywhere.  Clearance 
Events seem ubiquitous.  Promotions and deals and "specials" can be heard and seen 
online, on screens and on streetcorners across this god-saturated globe.  You can't 
throw a rock (or throw a mouse) without hitting someone selling their faith product.  Is 
this simply supply and demand?

Now, maybe it's because I've seen so much hell that the heavenly sales force troubles 
me so much.  But truthfully, just when I hope that the last sky-brained believer's 
bestseller has faded off the list, another comes along to stir me up again.  For heaven's 
sake, what's going on?!

We had Heaven is For Real, then Proof of Heaven.  Both huge bestsellers.  The Big O 
herself (Oprah) was orgasmic about these.  People across America were eating these 
for breakfast.  The gullible God-gobblers never seem to get their fill.  Now, along comes 
The Last Frontier.  Great, another "intellectual" aiming to "prove heaven" and spirits 
and gods and all things Super.  I admit, I haven't read these books, only articles written 
by the authors explaining the essence of their "experience" and "investigation."  I admit 
my bias and my own experience with the subject.  That is, with "spirituality" and a 
deepset belief in the super-natural and the after-life.  And you might be able to tell, I'm a 
skeptic in these matters, especially when there is Big Money to be made and when 
suffering people are finding "consolation" and "proof" where there really is none, in my 
earthbound opinion.  I have to wonder, as I always have, What price (financially, 
emotionally, intellectually) spirituality?  

Julia Assante is the author's name.  I hadn't heard of her, but a family member is 
reading the book, impressed by her "ivy league" credentials.  And indeed, Assante 
seems to have quite an academic resume.  Surely impressive.  And then we read that 
she is also an "intuitive" a "psychic" a "medium" who contacts the dead.  Well, that sure 
adds to one's resume!  

Here are a few quotes from The Last Frontier and the author's website 
(www.juliaassante.com), with my underlines:

“Each person is born with a spiritual and biological faith that is personal, intimate, and 
optimistic. Real faith springs from innate awareness of our connectedness with all living 
beings, with nature and All That Is. It requires only that we retrieve that child part in 
each of us that knows the universe is good. Not good and evil, not even good and bad. 
Just good. It is knowing that every consciousness is uniquely meaningful and charged 
with purpose. That survival beyond the body is the only possible outcome. That the 
afterworld is not about judgment and condemnation. That All That Is is so all-
encompassing, so unfathomably compassionate that even forgiveness is dwarfed into 
insignificance. This faith is what people who have returned from near-death states bring 
back with them. For the dead it is the ever-present state of grace in which they dwell.”  



"The documented fact is, real knowledge of what happens after we die triggers dazzling 
transformations in body, mind and spirit. Life is lived in better health with playful 
intensity. Dying is peaceful and usually pain free. With fear out of the way, we see it for 
what it really is—not life’s greatest failure but a creative act brimming with wonders. This 
recognition alone lifts an intolerable burden on the terminally ill, freeing the sick to live 
more fully to the last. Death is not what separates us from the departed, fear is. The 
terrible finality, the deep grief and remorse we now experience would vanish once we 
truly realize that our departed loved ones are still alive and communication with them 
can continue. One of the world’s best kept secrets anyway is that everyone talks to the 
dead, inwardly, secretly, and often in prayer, no matter what a person’s beliefs are. The 
release of fear allows the emergence of our inborn abilities for real two-way dialogue 
with the dead. One-to-one contact is a startlingly common phenomenon. It sets sea 
changes in motion. It ends grief. It heals. Relationships with the departed grow at 
unprecedented speed in view of their new-found honesty and understanding. The good 
news is, it’s never too late to tell the departed what is in your heart."

"I am especially interested to hear from mothers who have lost a child and from soldiers 
and veterans. You soldiers may not realize that the stress of the battlefield boosts your 
abilities to see, feel, hear and experience things we call paranormal. These abilities, 
which all of us possess, go into hard drive to help you deal with immediate emotional or 
physical threats."

I find this last invitation especially troubling.  Appealing to extremely vulnerable people 
who are grieving traumatic personal events.  To what end?  To "prove" and "find 
evidence" for something to "end grief" and "heal."  Is there anything else to call this but 
raw, even cruel, hucksterism?  

False promises play into the acute wishful thinking in desperate times.  Hopes and 
dreams and pious pie in the soft and fluffy sky appeal to popular disillusionment, fear 
and disconnect.  We could say disillusion is ripe for illusion.  I understand it, really I do.  
But I'm not buying one bit of it.  Not even taking a free sample.

Merely assuming that we all have "faith," that we all can (and should) "retrieve that child 
part in each of us" and "everyone talks to the dead" convinces no one but the eager 
believers who want so very badly to believe it, any of it, anything that offers a glittery 
"Offer" too good to refuse.  "You mean I can have a chat with my buddy who got blown 
apart in the war?"  "I can actually have daily conversations with my daughter who killed 
herself?"  How do you feel if you choose to refuse such a promise, such an offer?  Like 
a child who says "No Thanks" to a free ice cream cone when all the other kids are 
clambering for more. . .or like a young person choosing to leave the party when the 
drugs are being passed.  Or just depressed.  Perhaps with a lingering question, What if 
they're right?  What if all these others are happily Grief Free, going through their day on 
their cemetery cellphones with direct lines into the Verizon Horizon?  If they can hear 
their loved ones and know what Heaven is like, why can't I?  If their dying is peaceful 
and pain free, what about me, what about my family member who suffered so much?  I 
guess I just don't have enough faith.    



I have a theory and this seems quite obvious, but I could be wrong.  I've read the Torah 
and the Christian "new" Testament; I've read the Bhagavad Gita, the Upanishads, 
the Dhammapada, the Tao, the Analects of Confucius; I've read the Qur'an and the 
Book of Mormon.  I've both read and taught these major bestsellers.  Most of these 
ancient and not so ancient scriptures say something about the afterlife (not so much in 
the Torah or the Tao, unless you count the "afterlife" as the generations of your family).  
But all of them promise or strongly suggest or hint at life beyond death.  Nearly all of 
these "sacred books" offer amazing stories of spirits and angels and a super realm 
above, beyond, behind and beneath the "secular" realm of Nature.  There are incredible 
stories of the divine breaking into the lower realm and meeting humanity face to face. 
 
So here's my theory that is really a simple question:  IF most of the world's religious 
traditions and their scriptures are so convincing to so many billions of the faithful, why 
do people feel they need "proof" and endless stories of "super-experiences" with "the 
other world?"  Why are people so drawn to join the frenzied herds around people like 
Alexander and Assante?  Could this be the greatest indictment of those ancient 
traditions, that they are never enough for those "with faith"?

Let's get some context.  Certainty certainly sells in uncertain times.  And lest you are 
unaware of the sales power relentlessly coming for us (almost makes a person 
paranoid, but they ARE coming), consider these statistics I recently compiled for a class 
I'm teaching on, if you can believe it. . ."World Wisdom."

" The American Bible Society

" -There are over 300 versions of the Bible in over 224 languages 
" (over 100 million copies are sold or given away annually*) 
" -48 million people received Bibles from the ABS in 2012 
" -200,000 Bibles are being sent to China in September 2013 
" (50 million copies have already been published in China*) 
" -"From 1817 through the War on Terror, we have delivered nearly 60 million free 
" Bible resources to America’s armed forces. Today, we look forward to continuing 
" our tradition of providing God’s Word to the military." 
" -The ABS spent over $71,000,000 for their programs in 2012 
" -Net assets in 2012 were nearly $400,000,000 

" The Gideons International

" "God Is At Work In India-
" With 1.2 billion people, India represents 17% of the total world population. And 
" while only 5.8% percent of the population is Christian, the exciting news is that 
" more and more people in India are coming to know Jesus Christ as Lord and 
" Savior."

" "Over 121 Million Scriptures Placed In India-
" Since opening India’s first Gideon camp in 1961, more than 121 million 



" Scriptures have been distributed there by The Gideons International. With over 
" 18,000 members now in India, the gospel is being shared there at an ever-
" increasing rate. Our members placed more than 11 million copies of God’s Word 
" in India during the past year."

" "Organized in over 190 countries, The Gideons International continues placing 
" God’s Word at the rate of more than 2.5 copies per second. While we won’t know 
" until we reach heaven the number of souls that will be saved as a direct result of 
" those copies of God’s Word, we do know that the potential reach is far greater 
" than the 72 million Scriptures placed. Often a single copy of God’s Word can 
" touch the lives of many, many people over a period of years."

" "God’s faithfulness can be evidenced in the work of the Gideon camps 
" throughout the [Middle East]. And while there are many places there where 
" Scripture distributions can be dangerous or in some cases forbidden, many 
" Gideons remain persistent in the ministry. Recently, Gideons placed 380 copies 
" of God’s Word in a hotel in Damascus. Two days later, another hotel that had 
" heard about the Gideon distribution requested Scriptures as well."

" The Gideons received more than $128,000,000 in total income in 2012. . .
" "Of this, $120.7 million was directly contributed for the purchase and placement 
" of Bibles and New Testaments in over 90 languages in the 194 countries where 
" the Gideons are organized."

Just in case we missed the ads here, there and everywhere,

" (from the Economist, December 2007) 

" "The most prolific producer of Christian missionaries, on a per head basis, is now 
" South Korea. The biggest Bible publishing houses are in Brazil and South 
" Korea."

" "Americans buy more than 20m new Bibles every year to add to the four that the 
" average American has at home. Yet the state of American biblical knowledge is 
" abysmal."

" "Thomas Nelson (recently sold for almost $500 million dollars) publishes 60 
" different editions of the Bible every year. The Good Book now comes in all 
" colours, including those of your college. There are Bibles for every sort of person, 
" from “seekers” to cowboys, from brides to [bartenders]. There is a waterproof 
" outdoor Bible and a camouflage Bible for use in war zones."

" "There are about 900 English translations of the Bible, ranging from the 
" grandiloquent to the colloquial. There are translations into languages, such as 
" Inupiat and Gullah, that are spoken by only handfuls of people."



" The Saudis (Islamic)

" Saudi oil wealth is supercharging the distribution of the Koran. The kingdom 
" gives away some 30m Korans a year."

" And let's not forget to consider the Mormons with their Book and even the 
" Rockstar Buddhists like the Dalai Lama and Thich Nhat Hanh with their huge 
" libraries On Sale Now.  

In my most cynical and sarcastic moments (that might be my clearest moments?) I think 
of the "hell" I've seen and felt for the 50+ years of my life, the suffering, the poverty, the 
homelessness, the addiction, the injustice, the war, on and on.  And I begin to add up 
the sales receipts in actual cost, in labor cost, in time cost (and lost). . .in human cost.  
Staggering.  Truly.  Does anyone still wonder why I often say that Religion and 
Spirituality are "the Great Distractions" that present some of the greatest obstacles to 
healthy human community?  As long as people are looking up at the sky and waiting for 
the other, the next world, texting and emailing with "the departed," they will not be much 
help in seriously addressing the real down-to-earth issues the rest of us face.  

There will always be the Heavenly Sales Department (that often includes a Hell Sells 
department too).  From the beginning of recorded history, all the way through the 
compilation of "holy writ," there have been those who want us to "buy" what they sell, to 
believe what they say, the stories they tell.  Some are indeed fascinating stories.  They 
will forever have customers buying their "forever promises."  That's a personal choice.  
But the marketers need to keep in mind that there will also be people like this writer who 
will forever and relentlessly resurrect the hard questions, calling out the used-car 
carolers with their old clunkers with new paint jobs.  We need to look close at what we're 
being dealt in these slight-of-hand "deals."  What's the illusion in the "enlightenment?"  
Who is the target audience and how can we help them see behind the wizard's curtain?  

It seems wise to question every spiritual commercial.  In these matters we ought not 
forget, caveat emptor.    

Chris Highland
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