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I am not a prophet. I am not here to report to you the facts about Heaven. To the 

best of my awareness, I am not in possession of any private revelation that would grant 

me a sure understanding of Heavenly matters. What I am is a reader of books, one who, I 

hope, reasons while he reads. And what I want to share with you this evening is some of 

my reasoning about the idea of Heaven as I believe that idea to emerge in a couple of 

texts. The texts I have in mind are likely not known to all of you, and so I will have to 

tell you about them. The frrst text, the text that provoked me to attempt this lecture is 

Anton Chekhov's short story "In Exile." 

Heaven: dark, cold, bare, hollow, and grumbling 

"In Exile" is set in Siberia, a place where human beings go after they have been 

judged. At the beginning of the story two men are sitting on a riverbank near a campfrre. 

The older In;an is called Semyon and the younger man is merely referred to as the Tartar. 

Semyon also has a nickname, "Preacher," and he is called by both names throughout the 

story. Thus we have two men, one with two names and one with none. Preacher is old 

(around sixty), lean, toothless, but still healthy-looking. He is drunk, and he is only 

staying awake, and outside of the nearby hut, because he is afraid the men inside the hut 

will ask him to share his bottle of vodka. The Tartar is young (around twenty-five). He 

is pale and sick and he looks like a boy. Although he is weary and ill, he is awake for a 

different reason. He is talking about how nice it was back in his home province and how 

beautiful and clever the wife he left behind is. 

1 



The Tartar does not like it in Siberia, and yet what I will try to show is that this 

Siberia is an image of Heaven. My interpretation is made immediately more difficult, but 

I hope not rendered null or, worse, perverse by Semyon's response to the Tartar's talk of 

back home. "To be sure, it is not paradise here ... You can see for yourself, the water, the 

bare banks, clay, and nothing else .... " (Chekhov, p.90). One could take this denial as 

decisive, but I do not. First off, why say this Siberia is "not paradise"? Who would be 

tempted to think that it was? And yet if I proclaimed that this auditorium is not Heaven, 

the very proclamation would point to the idea of Heaven, and the next natural step for 

thinking would be to explain how the auditorium differs from the idea I have of Heaven. 

And so ifl consider Semyon's whole initial statement, the matter goes like this. The 

Tartar is talking about another place that is nice and has beautiful and clever wives; it is a 

place where he would rather be. Semyon responds by saying this place we both are in is 

not Heaven, which presumably would be a place the Tartar should prefer, even to 

Simbirsk province. The reason this place, this Siberia, is not Heaven is said to be 

something "you can see for yourself," with your own natural senses. And what you can 

see here is water, bare banks, clay (I will say mud hereafter), and nothing else. 

Now what is wrong with these things, such that their presence tells our eyes that 

this is not Heaven? Will there be no water in Heaven? This water we can see here is 

partially frozen due to the season, but ten paces away it is flowing. The narration tells us 

in the next paragraph that this river is dark and cold and that it is making grumbling 

noises. If it were bright and warm and burbling would the situation be any different? 

Perhaps any water is not good enough for Heaven. Its taste is bland; its transparency 

does not delight or beckon the eye. It does not please our senses very much. The 
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wetness perhaps also does not please, especially associated with the cold. Perhaps water 

does not figure heavily in the dreams of happiness of any human beings other than the 

desert dwelling. 

The bareness of the banks does not give pleasure if we think of the eyes as 

things that long to see something, for which the banks are a kind of nothing. Perhaps this 

is why the banks are called hollow in their next narrative description. We are meant to 

think of what is not there on the banks. Our eyes when they see the banks as bare are 

seeking something. A power of vision that adds adjectives to nouns is already modifying 

the world. The likeliest thing that our eyes are missing when they see the banks as bare is 

vegetation. There is water bounded by soil, but there is no greening life as a natural 

consequence. Whether our eyes expect this consequence or merely wish for it, the 

absence still renders the banks bare, hollow to our vision. 

Next comes the clay. I am mainly inclined to think ofthis detail as equivalent to 

mud, but it does occur to me that clay is notoriously not a kind of soil that is good for 

growing most plants. With this in mind the water, bare banks, and clay all work together 

to give an image of lifelessness. The water raises the expectation of thriving life; it is one 

of the preconditions. But this expectation is dashed by the bad soil, hence the bare banks. 

But the clay bespeaks lifelessness at an even deeper level, and this is what makes me 

want to treat the clay as just mud, not some special kind of mud. Dirt, dust, mud is what 

everything solid breaks down into. Mud is an image of decay, an image of corruptibility. 

Do our eyes see this too? Do our eyes see in mud a history of something that used to be 

there, something higher, something nicer, something beautiful, something that promised 

happiness? Do our eyes also see the threat of something yet to come, a breaking down, a 
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passing away? We should perhaps recall the trouble that young Socrates seemed to have 

with mud. He did not want to say that there is a form of mud (see Parmenides 130d). 

Perhaps the sight of mud implies a threat to all such Platonic theories of forms? 

'Our young Tartar responds to Semyon's invitation to look around in a simple and 

characteristic fashion. He looks at this Siberia and proclaims "It's bad! it's bad!" 

(Chekhov, p.90). The Tartar is not an ethnic Russian, and it should be noted his Russian 

is not good. That may make his expressions simpler than they otherwise would be, but it 

may also make him less open to the Heavenly qualities of this Siberia. Perhaps Siberia is 

a Russian kind of Heaven. 

After the Tartar's outburst we are given a little more description of the land about 

this ferry site. It seems strongly significant that Semyon the Preacher is a ferryman. In 

fact, the narrative later reveals that Semyon is the only member of the ferry crew who 

stays and works at this site all year round. Semyon is the ferryman for this afterlife. We 

are told in the narrative that at this moment the people on the other side of the river are 

burning last year's grass. This may be a simple agricultural procedure, but it gives the 

appearance that the land on the other side of the river is writhing with burning snakes. So 

Semyon is the ferryman from where to where? This side of the river is Siberia, it is 

Heaven. The other side is Russia proper, it is Earth, but it is also a field of writhing 

flame. In this image Earth and Hell look the same. 

Welcome to Heaven, You'll Get Used to It 
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After that Hellish image, the Tartar looks around some more, especially at the 

Siberian sky. Though it is a sky like any sky, full of just as many stars, they are different 

stars, and the Tartar finds it lacking. He proclaims again, "It's bad! it's bad!" In response · 

to this second proclamation, Semyon announces his wisdom about Heaven. "You will 

get used to it," he says. He is old and has been here for a long time, twenty-two years. 

He knows this place; the Tartar is just in inexperienced newcomer. Semyon was not 

always like this. He was the son of a deacon. He lived in Kursk. He used to wear frock 

coats. Now he says he can "sleep naked on the ground and eat grass." So speaking from 

his own experience, Semyon says "the time will come when you will say to yourself: 'I 

wish no one a better life than mine."' (Chekhov, p.91 ). 

How good is Semyon's life? When the seasons change all the other ferrymen 

move on. They are said to wander about Siberia begging. Semyon stays put and operates 

. the ferry. His going from bank to bank is a kind of image of change within 

unchangingness. He compares his life to that ofthe fishes in the river. "The pike and the 

salmon are under the water while I am on the water." Is this supposed to make his life 

look like it occupies a kind of natural place? And how does Semyon understand the 

motions ofthe fishes? Does he think they too just swim back and forth? Or does he just 

think of their moving as constituting a kind of life that is in the place where it wants to 

be? Fish want to be in the water. They are not wishing for something better. So too, 

Semyon is where he wants to be. He says, "And thank God for it. I want nothing. God 

give everyone such a life." (Chekhov, p.91). 

Want Nothing 
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In this last statement, Semyon reveals how one comes to see Siberia as a kind of 

Heaven. His movement from bare bank to bare bank is a movement from nothing to 

nothing. Training oneself to want nothing makes one fit for Siberia, for Siberia, to speak 

broadly, has nothing in it that one could want. Wanting nothing might also be 

appropriate for Heaven if Heaven is to turn out to be a necessary idea. 

By necessary idea I mean two things that are not the same but are not wholly 

unrelated. In the first sense, I mean by a necessary idea an idea that emerges out of the 

working through of the logic of other ideas. In the case of Chekhov' s Semyon, Heaven is 

the idea of a place of happiness, and happiness seems to require one to stop wanting 

things. Thus Heaven might have to be a place like Siberia that has none of the things 

human beings want. In the second sense, by a necessary idea I mean an idea that one 

needs in order to think something that cannot be thought by means of other ideas. A 

Heaven that is radically different from the Earth might be such a necessary idea. By way 

of illustration ofthis second sense of necessary idea, consider Semyon's life as sketched 

so far. One might be tempted to think of his life as a kind of Stoicism; some 

commentators on the story have done just that. But Stoicism does not require an idea of 

Heaven that is truly different from an idea of this world and its natural possibilities. The 

freedom of the Stoic is really just the employment of one of nature's capacities, the life of 

the mind, in order to avoid the vicissitudes of the rest of nature's capacities. If one's idea 

of Heaven is just some perfection of the possibilities present in this world, then it is not 

really differe~t from an idea of this world. I am not inclined to think Semyon is a Stoic, 

however, because he repeatedly talks about his life as one for which he ''thanks God," 
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and he refers to lives lived otherwise as giving way to the Devil. However, it may be that 

a Stoic, if he wants to live a life of the mind that gives him freedom, must seek thoughts 

like that ofSemyon's Heaven, thoughts that don't lead him to want things. In the world 

we live in, the very sight of things may give rise to our wanting them. If Heaven is 

really to be free from want it may have to be free from worldly senses or sensibles. 

Our young Tartar wants things. He wants his mother and his wife to come out to 

him in Siberia. In response to this, Semyon says, "It's the Devil confounding you, damn 

his soul! Don't you listen to him, the cursed one." Semyon classes the Tartar's desire for 

mother and wife into the one category of "women" and also introduces the idea of 

freedom. The Tartar thinks of these things as desirable natural goods. Because of his 

different loves for his mother and his wife respectively he wishes them to come to him 

and fill up the empty nothingness of Siberia. In a way, he wants freedom even more. 

The freedom he wants is a species of justice, for he was wrongly convicted for the crimes 

of others. Those crimes were committed by members of his own family, and his 

wrongful conviction was also perhaps orchestrated by a member of his own family. 

Semyon tries to convince the Tartar that each thing that people want carries with 

it an evil that cannot be escaped. If you try, selectively to fill up the Siberian emptiness 

with only the good things from back in Russia you will necessarily also bring in the 

Russian evils. Each of the things that we are capable of desiring is also a vehicle of evil, 

an imoad for the Devil. 

Semyon lists many things that he does not want. "I want nothing, neither father 

nor mother, nor wife, nor freedom, nor post, nor paddock" (Chekhov, p.91). The list 

seems to articulate just a few examples. The first clause is decisive, "I want nothing." 
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That is, Semyon's broad implied claim is that everything that we want in this world and 

that we think will bring good and happiness into our lives will also bring evil into our 

lives and ruin our happiness. Semyon allows no exceptions to this broad claim, for "if 

anyone gives way to the Devil and listens to him, if but once, he is lost, there is no 

salvation for him" (Chekhov, p.91). Semyon presents his own strict policy of wanting 

nothing as the best there is. "And I wish no one a better life. I want nothing and I am 

afraid of nobody, and the way I look at it is that there is nobody richer and freer than I 

am" (Chekhov, p.91). In this context, Semyon makes a claim that "here you see I live 

well, and I don't complain" (Chekhov, p.91). What he means by "live" in this sentence is 

different from he means later throughout the story where the question of whether one can 

"live" in Siberia is at stake. 

Living in Siberia 

Semyon does not offer here a theoretical defense of his claim that all the 

things of this world that we think of as naturally desirable goods also bring evils into our 

world. Instead Semyon tells the tale of a fellow exile whom he has known and watched 

for many years. That man, Vassily Sergeyich, is not a foolish peasant like the Tartar; 

rather he is a gentleman. But he is still a man who wants things and who tries 

disastrously to bring only the good things to Siberia. That man came to Siberia fifteen 

years ago, and he began his time rather auspiciously according to Semyon. Vassily tried 

to abandon his former life as a gentleman to embrace a new life as a settler. He bought a 

house and land (apparently this did not upset Semyon), and he determined to live by his 
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own work "in the sweat ofhis own brow." This looked promising. Vassily was leaving 

Russia behind him and making a life based upon what Siberia offered. Only "from the 

very first"·Vassily took to riding out and checking the post from back home. This is 

where the trouble started. Perhaps it should also mean that Heaven should receive no 

mail from the earth. That is to say, even the interest of Heavenly beings in the lives of 

the living may be a problem for Heaven. 

The problem with checking up on the news back home may seem a small thing. It 

may look innocuous to bring information into Siberia, but Vassily' s checking of the post 

either reveals itself to be or transforms itself into a concern with money. When being· 

ferried back from his journeys to the town that gets the post (the post is not in Heaven 

proper), Vassily begins complaining that the people back home are not sending him 

money. Semyon tries to dissuade Vassily and to nip the problem in the bud. "You don't 

want money ... What use is it to you? You cast away the past, and forget it as though it 

had never been at all, as though it had been a dream, and begin to live anew ... Now you 

want money ... but in a very little while you'll be wanting something else, and then more 

and more" (Chekhov, p.92). Seeming to prove Semyon correct, two years later Vassily 

has his wife and small daughter brought out to him in Siberia. When they arrive, V assily 

seems extremely happy. His wife is beautiful and Vassily cannot take his eyes off of her. 

He proclaims to Semyon, "Yes, brother Semyon, even in Siberia people can live!" 

(Chekhov, p.92). This claim, that one can live even in Siberia remains a bone of 

contention between V assily and Semyon. Life, if one thinks of it as being happy while 

wanting and pursuing the natural goods of this world, is what Semyon silently claims 

cannot be done in Siberia. 
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With the introduCtion ofhis wife into his Siberian life, Vassily undergoes a rapid 

downward spiral. His wife starts losing her looks. Age and hardship will do that. Of 

course we are all mud. He constantly feels the need for more and more money to 

compensate his wife for her hardships with comforts and then with luxuries. He is 

sending back to Russia more and more frequently for more and more money. Vassily 

also takes to throwing lavish parties full of persons of status but also of dubious 

character, such as politicians, in order to make life in Siberia "livelier" for his wife. Of 

course, the predictable happens and Vassily's wife runs offwith another man across the 

ferry back to Russia. Women will do such things. It is bound up in their natures. 

Vassily wanted his wife with him in Siberia because he loves her. He loves her as a good 

thing. She is beautiful and she is also the mother of his child. But beauty attracts 

attention and interest and will draw other men. In fact just by being a woman, that is a 

being of a particular gender, she will be an object of sexual interest. And by being a 

mother, that is, a procreative being, she will have an interest in sex. And so the evil that 

befell his life, looks to be the consequence of the good he tried to bring into his life. 

Vassily chases after his wife and her lover back in Russia for days, with no 

success. When he returns to be ferried back to Siberia, he flings himself upon the floor of 

the ferry and beats his head upon its boards. Semyon laughs at Vassily's misery and. 

reminds him of the phrase "people can live even in Siberia" (Chekhov, p.93). 

The evil that Vassily brought into the Siberian paradise continues to go on in this 

story for another eight years. In fact more evils keep streaming in. Vassily begins to 

pursue securing his own freedom so that he can continue his pursuit of his wife. He 
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wastes great sums of money pursuing his release from exile. He also grows old and ruins 

his health. His happiness leaves his eyes as he walks about in tears. 

Then a hopeful element enters the story. Vassily's daughter matures and this 

restores cheer to his life. She becomes the "apple of his eye." Vassily is so taken up with 

his daughter that he goes all over singing her praises. And because of her presence in his 

life, Vassily returns to saying people can live even in Siberia, adding the sentence "Even 

in Siberia there is happiness" (Chekhov, p.93). When this is happening, Semyon admits 

that Vassily's daughter has good qualities: she is good-looking and lively. But he thinks 

to himself, she is "young, her blood is dancing, she wants to live, and there is no life 

here" (Chekhov, p.93). Semyon seems to be saying that young women have a nature we 

can know about that leads on to evils that will follow them wherever they are. In a later 

passage, after the official telling of the story ofVassily is over, Semyon says something 

about the daughter that looks like a comment about all women. "They want petting and 

ha-ha-ha! And ho-ho-ho! And scent and pomade" (Chekhov, p.94). There is a lot in this 

ha-ha-ha and ho-ho-ho. The Tartar's own wife is young and beautiful. Vassily's wife 

was beautiful, and she went the way of the other man. But as Semyon's story goes on, it 

turns out Vassily' s daughter gets sick instead, she gets consumption. It seems she did not 

succumb to the particular evil that Semyon thinks attends feminine nature; rather she 

succumbed to the universal evil that attends all living things. Her very disease is named 

consumption, as all transient beings are consumed by the passage of time. Sooner or later 

being corruptible means one will become corrupted. This is the way of all flesh. It is the 

wayofmud. 
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Now Semyon tries to imply that her feminine nature is responsible even for the 

young lady's decline in health. After saying that the young girl wanted to live where life 

cannot be, Semyon simply adds, "And she did begin to pine, my lad" followed by a long 

ellipsis. This pining is then by implication supposed to be the cause of the consumption. 

And the pining occurs because the feminine nature is suppressed in circumstances where 

is cannot pursue its natural course. Thus the thwarted feminine nature brings on the 

disease. When female nature cannot bring on the evil that belongs properly to it, that 

nature thwarted and frustrated brings on the evil that belongs universally to all living 

beings; they do not last. 

Vassily's daughter's illness, like his wife's infidelity, causes him to rush about the 

world with a sense of urgency. This time he goes from doctor to doctor seeking some 

cure for his daughter. When he hears of any new doctor Vassily rushes off to seek his 

help. He even does the same when he hears of any sorcerer that might help. This sense 

of urgency seems to belong to the nature of caring about beings that do not last forever. 

If the object of our interest were eternal perhaps the interest would not involve us in any 

sense of urgency. In a later episode when some men from the other side of the river call 

for the ferry, Semyon responds very slowly. Ferrying is his life's work, it is his place in 

the divine order, and yet he moves like "a man convinced that there was no necessity in 

this world to hurry" (Chekhov, p.96). 

Semyon concludes the telling of the story of Vassily by asserting that all the 

rushing about will not save the girl. She will die. Even if the consumption were to be 

cured, eventually she would die. And Semyon says that her death will be the ruination of 

her father's life. 
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One Hour of Happiness 

After hearing this whole story, our young Tartar responds by saying "Good, 

good." He does not seem to take from the story the lesson that Preacher intended. The 

Tartar elaborates that having the things we want, such as Vassily's wife and daughter, 

even if only for a limited time is good. "You say, want nothing. But 'nothing' is bad! 

His wife lived with him three years- that was a gift from God. 'Nothing' is bad, but 

three years is good" (Chekhov, p.94). The Tartar goes on to say "that if his wife came to 

him for one day, even for one hour, that for such happiness he would be ready to bear any 

suffering and to thank God. Better one day of happiness than nothing" (Chekhov, p.94). 

With his response the Tartar raises a challenge to the notion that transience is an evil. 

And this is important because transience may be the only natural consequence that 

attends each and every one of the things of this world. He seems to be defending the 

notion that the good things are good even if they do not last. 

Semyon does not stay to dispute the matter. Instead, because of an instance of 

transience, his vodka has run out, Semyon goes into the hut to go to sleep. Left alone 

with his thoughts, the Tartar begins to imagine his wife coming to Siberia. Here we see 

that Semyon' s story has had some of its intended effects. One of the first thoughts the 

Tartar has seems to be about the way of mud. He thinks despairingly about how his life 

will be able to live in Siberia where there is no food. Then his thoughts turn to the way 

of women. He thinks how his beautiful, young wife, whom he also thinks of now as 

spoiled and shy, will ever be capable of wandering about Siberia begging for alms. This 
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thought is too terrible. Finally the Tartar drifts off into a sleep in which he dreams that 

this Siberian Heaven is only a bad dream and he is really back home in Simbirsk. 

The Tartar's sleep and his dream is broken up by another assertion of this-worldly 

transience. Men on the other side of the bank are shouting urgently for the ferry. The 

men repeatedly shout for the ferry to make haste, but the ferry takes its time. When the 

ferry reaches the other side it is revealed that the reason for haste is Vassily Sergeyich. 

His daughter's health has taken a turn for the worse and there is a new doctor that he 

needs to rush and try. Semyon can be seen to be smiling now. He taunts Vassily even at 

such an ugly moment. He throws Vassily's own words back at him. He stretches out the 

word "live" and breaks it into two syllables. "Even in Siberia people can live- can li

ive" (Chekhov, p.96). This is a moment of triumph for Semyon, and he pours it on. Is 

this a kind of cruelty on his part or is it merely a necessary harshness that belongs to the 

strict either/or demanded by the way of Heaven? Semyon tells Vassily out loud, to his 

face, "It is muddy driving now ... You should have put off going for another fortnight. .. 

and it's always been no use" (Chekhov, pp.96-97). This harsh treatment drives Vassily 

off, or perhaps it is just the urgent need to get on with seeking out the new doctor. 

After Vassily leaves, the Tartar in his halting broken Russian condemns Semyon 

and praises Vassily. "He is good ... good; but you are bad! You are bad! The 

gentleman is a good soul, excellent, and you are a beast, bad! The gentleman is alive, but 

you are a dead carcass .... God created man to be alive, and to have joy and grief and 

sorrow; but you want nothing, so you are not alive, you are stone, clay! A stone wants 

nothing and you want nothing. You are a stone, and God does not love you, but He loves 

the gentleman!" (Chekhov, p.97). 
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This prolonged outburst would seem to be a challenge that must be answered, but 

no one takes it that way. All the others just laugh at the Tartar and go back to the hut to 

go back to sleep. All they mention and seem concerned about is that it is cold. The wind 

' 
has blown the door of the hut open and no one gets up to close it because "it was. too 

much trouble." If cold is a kind of absence, it is a kind of nothing. Does it then belong to 

a Siberian Heaven to be cold. In response to the others' complaints about the cold, 

Semyon announces that "I am all right." Perhaps this is also a response to the Tartar's 

accusation. When the Tartar who remains outside starts crying like a howling dog, all 

Semyon says is "He'll get u-used to it!" The word "used" is broken and drawn out here 

too, as the word "live" was earlier. In this case it may be a yawn that draws the word out 

and breaks it. Then Semyon goes to sleep followed by the others. The last words of the 

story are "The door remained unclosed." 

A Divorce 

For the moment let us set aside the judgment that seems to be called for by the 

ending ofChekhov's story and take a look at another fictional depiction of Heaven. Here 

I am on firmer ground, for C.S. Lewis's The Great Divorce is explicitly a depiction of 

Heaven. This is a work of fiction, a dream. It is not meant to give the facts about 

Heaven, nor is it intended "to arouse factual curiosity about the details of the after-world" 

(Lewis, p.x). Still the work has a very serious purpose and that is to fight against the 

perpetual attempts of one sort or another to mingle the things of Heaven and Hell, to 

marry them. Lewis writes that such attempts are "based on the belief that reality never 

15 



presents us with an absolutely unavoidable 'either-or'; that, granted skill and patience and 

(above all) time enough, some way of embracing both alternatives can always be found; 

that mere development or adjustment or refinement will somehow tum evil into good 

without our being called on for a final and total rejection of anything we should like to 

retain" (Lewis, p.vii). This depiction by Lewis highlights one of the strengths of 

Semyon's idea of Heaven; it is an absolute either-or. It demands that you say yes or no to 

Heaven, not yes, but. . . Like Semyon, Lewis seems to think one cannot expect Heaven 

just to be a place where all the good things of this world are present and cleansed of the 

evils that seem always to attend them in this world. 

Lewis depicts the attempt to embrace the side of evil as well as that of good as 

similar to trying to make the inclusion of mathematical errors useful to the true 

calculation of sums. He says "A sum can be put right: but only by going back till you 

find the error and working it afresh from that point, never by simply going on. Evil can 

be undone, but it cannot 'develop' into good" (Lewis, p.viii). As Lewis depicts it in The 

Great Divorce, Hell is untruth an unreality and it cannot remain what it is and dwell 

lastingly in the truth and reality that is Heaven. Thus if we want the things of Hell (or the 

things of Earth) as they are, we are not ready to live in Heaven. The Great Divorce is a 

total divorce. The epigraph for Lewis's book is a quotation from a sermon entitle "The 

Last Farthing" by George Macdonald, the Scottish minister and fantasist. It reads as 

follows: "No there is no escape. There is no heaven with a little of hell in it- no plan to 

retain this or that of the devil in our hearts or our pockets. Our Satan must go, every hair 

and feather." 
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A Bus Tour of Heaven 

Most of what I have quoted above from The Great Divorce is from the author's 

preface where he speaks in his own voice. In the text itself of The Great Divorce C. S. 

Lewis appears a character. He is the first person narrator of the story, but he is also 

depicted as a deceased spirit, a ghost. Lewis and a group .of other ghosts are down in 

Hell, although they do not all recognize Hell as Hell. They catch a bus ride up to Heaven 

and each is met by a Bright Spirit particularly suited to help them to let go of Hell and 

come stay in Heaven. 

This Heaven seems to be a very inhospitable and dangerous place for the visiting 

ghosts. The greater reality of this Heaven is,portrayed by all the objects and beings 

having much greater hardness and density than their co~terparts on Earth or in Hell. 

Thus, for instance, Heavenly blades of grass do not bend and give way to the 

insubstantial and light footsteps of the visiting ghosts. Thus walking in this Heaven is 

agony and the ghosts must fear lest a rainstorm tear them to shreds with devastatingly 

heavy and hard raindrops. One of the visiting ghosts is told "it will hurt at first, until 

your feet are hardened" (Lewis, p. 39). Lewis himself"did not entirely like it" (Lewis, 

p.24 ). A ghost called the Hard-Bitten Ghost points out just how unaccommodating this 

Heaven is to beings used to living as they did on Earth. "You can't eat the fruit and you 

can't drink the water and it takes you all your time to walk on the grass. A human being 

couldn't live here" (Lewis, p.52). As if in answer to Semyon's claim that you'll get used 

to it, the Hard-Bitten Ghost offers the following example: "What would you say if you 

. went to a hotel where the eggs were all bad and when you complained to the Boss, 
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instead of apologizing and changing his dairy man, he just told you that if you tried you'd 

get to like bad eggs in time?'' (Lewis, p.55). This encounter made Lewis's ghost 

"question the essential goodness of their country" (Lewis, p.57). How could Lewis not 

question the goodness of such a Heaven? The things that we want and the things that we 

think we want which seem to define our understanding of what is good. And yet those 

things are not present in Semyon' s empty Siberian Heaven and they are not accessible to 

us in Lewis's hardened Heaven. 

Many of the visiting ghosts that came up on the bus reject this Heaven and choose 

to go back down to Hell. A ghost called the Big Ghost is outraged by the Bright Spirit 

sent to meet, for it is the spirit of a man who murdered one of the Big Ghost's 

acquaintances. The Big Ghost claims he wants justice. "I only want my rights. I'm not 

asking for anybody's bleeding charity" (Lewis, p.28). But the Big Ghost is advised by 

his Bright Spirit, who, although a murderer, is one of the saved, to ask precisely for 

bleeding charity. Justice, at least initially, looks like a principle that can be understood. 

The contrasting principle here, charity or mercy does not look to be intelligible. If we 

understand by justice giving to each that which is fitting (which is the one definition of 

justice in the Republic that is not refuted by Socrates) then justice would seem to be an 

adequate principle. George Macdonald endorses this principle in his sermon "The Last 

Farthing"- "Righteousness is just fairness- from God to man, from man to God and to 

man; it is giving everyone his due." There may remain great practical difficulties in 

determining what the fitting is in each case, but the principle of justice is not in need of 

some other principle to supplement or correct it. Mercy is not here a principle that 

corrects justice, mercy is an alternative principle. The Big Ghost is told he does not 
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deserve Heaven based on the principle of justice, because "You weren't a decent man and 

you didn't do your best. We none of us were and none of us did" (Lewis, p.29). Thus 

justice, a principle that could be rationally intelligible based upon the principle of the 

fitting is not a part of Heaven. And mercy which might very well resist being made 

intelligible is a part of Heaven. 

An Episcopal Ghost whose Bright Spirit turns out to be one of his friends from his 

school days is gravely disappointed to find that there is no place for intellectual inquiry in 

Heaven. His Bright Spirit tells him, "I will bring you to the land not of questions but of 

answers, and you shall see the face of God" (Lewis, p.40). The Episcopal Ghost wants to 

hold on to the free play of inquiry, and he fears that the achieved truth of Heaven "puts an 

end to intellectual activity" (Lewis, p. 41 ). The Bright Spirit tries to address this by 

saying, "Once you were a child. Once you knew what inquiry was for. There was a time 

when you asked questions because you wanted answers" (Lewis, p.41). But the 

Episcopal Ghost cannot see in such final answers as offered by Heaven anything that he 

wants. Instead he chooses to return to Hell where he has a little Theological reading 

group going and where "there is plenty of intellectual life" (Lewis, p.43). 

Beyond justice and inquiry this Heaven seems to be lacking many other things, 

activities, and relationships that belong to what human beings tend to regard as making 

up the good things in earthly life. There is no place in this Heaven for poetry and music 

and painting. As one of the Bright Spirits explains, "Ink and catgut and paint were 

necessary down there," to create images pointing to a higher, truer reality, in the Heaven 

that is that reality the creative arts are just "dangerous stimulants" (Lewis, p.85). Even 

parental love as it might like to assert itself as being the surest and truest good is not 
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allowed in Heaven. A female ghost comes up to Heaven to see her son who is one of the 

saved. But she is not allowed to see him. She is met by the Bright Spirit of her brother 

who explains to her that even the "highest and holiest feeling in human nature" does not 

have the right of authority in Heaven. In the course of the conversation it is even implied 

that God took the life of her son in part to try to make her relinquish her claims about the 

height and priority of mother-love. 

In the course the interview with this mother ghost, her Bright Spirit explains 

something that pertains generally to all feelings, all the wants that belong to human 

nature, that is earthly human nature. He says, "no natural feelings are high or low, holy 

or unholy in themselves. They are all holy when God's hand is on the rein. They all go 

bad when they set up on their own" (Lewis, p.lOO). Nature, earthly, human nature then 

has no standing on its own in Heaven. This mother's problem consisted in putting forth 

her own love for her child as the highest thing and leaving God out of the consideration. 

Her brother explains that getting used to this Heaven involves a kind of thickening 

process that will make one more real by giving God priority and centrality in all one's 

relations to things. The brother says "the whole thickening treatment consists in learning 

to want God for His own sake" (Lewis, p.99). 

Seeing what is wrong in this mother ghost who puts her own love before love of 

god is key to seeing the faults that keep all the damned from going to Heaven. George 

Macdonald, who appears in The Great Divorce as Lewis's Bright Spirit and Teacher, 

explains the one reason why the damned are damned. "Milton was right. ... The choice 

of every lost soul can be expressed in the words 'Better to reign in Hell than serve in 

Heaven.' There is always something they insist on keeping even at the price of misery" 
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(Lewis, p. 71 ). Holding on to something that can be thought of as belonging wholly to 

themselves, which means holding onto something belonging merely to human nature or 

to the naturally earthy realm, is what keeps human beings out of Heaven. Working 

towards letting go of the kind of things you can claim are all yours is what it means to get 

used to the kind of Heaven that Lewis depicts in The Great Divorce. In this depiction of 

the thickening process that makes a spirit suitable for Heaven there is a final stage after a 

long, difficult walk to the heavenly mountains. In those mountains there is a fountain and 

drinking from that fountain cleanses away the last of one's earthly sickriess. "When you 

have drunk of it you forget forever all proprietorship in your own works" (Lewis, p.85). 

The Value and Intelligibility of the Idea of Heaven 

Both of the ideas of Heaven that we encounter in these works of fiction suggest 

that Heaven requires us to give something up; it is no small thing. What we might say we 

are asked to give up is our human nature. For Semyon's Siberian Heaven we must 

abandon all the wants that we have in this world. For Lewis's Heaven we must abandon 

our sense that things are our own. For Macdonald a man must give every last farthing 

until his personal resources are nothing. After this thorough giving up of our nature we 

then begin anew, we can start afresh, we can be transformed into beings of a different 

sort, suited to life in Heaven. That new life will belong not to natural beings but to 

supernatural beings. 

Perhaps that is the greatest strength of these images of Heaven, they drive us to 

think about the supernatural. One of Lewis's Bright Spirits tells the Episcopal Ghost that 
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this is the question, "The one question on which all turned: whether after all the 

Supernatural might not in fact occur?" (Lewis, p.37). 

What is the value and the intelligibility of the idea of the supernatural? The 

supernatural cannot just be another phusis above or alongside the one with which we are 

already familiar. That would tum out just to be the idea of our world extended to other 

senses and capacities. Heaven could thought of as such a place outside of the range of 

our powers of access, operating according to a nature or set of natures different from 

those we know. Such a Heaven would be an unknown for us. We could not want it. But 

conceptually it would just be another realm of nature waiting to be discovered and 

revealed. 

Perhaps a more adequate idea of the supernatural is to think of it as the breaking 

or abolishing of nature and natures. (One might recall here the breaking of words in 

Chekhov's story). A supernatural Heaven thought of as a place without natures could 

seem on the surface to be familiar to us. We may be capable of being aware of things, 

but withoutnatures could we have senses that add adjectives to things such as a sense of 

vision that sees a bare or hollow bank? The things of such a supernatural situation might 

have individual names, but could they belong to intelligible classes? But do we need 

intelligible classes in order to act and to live? We might need such things if we tried to 

live by the guidance of our human capacities alone. But what if we were given guidance, 

orders, from something beyond the human? At the beginning of George Macdonald's 

sermon, "The Last Farthing," Macdonald says, "There is a thing wonderful and admirable 

in the parables, not readily grasped, but specially indicated by the Lord himself- their 

unintelligibility to the mere intellect. They are addressed to the conscience and not to the 
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intellect, to the will and not to the imagination. They are strong and direct but not 

definite. They are not meant to explain anything, but to rouse a man to the feeling, 'I am 

not what I ought to be, I do not the thing I ought to do!'" Perhaps the idea of heaven is 

like this too. As such it is not exactly friendly to the intellect. It denies authority to the 

intellect to judge and it resists the attempt even to be apprehended by the intellect. 

In reading these fictional accounts I have been driven to seek an idea of Heaven 

that is genuinely an idea of the supernatural. The difficulty of achieving such an idea 

might be illustrated by the difficulty of assessing the ending of Chekhov's "In Exile." 

The door to the hut is blown open by the wind. Is this wind a humdrum aspect of the 

natural world, not deserving any special interest? Or is this wind a symbol or a message 

from the unseen and unseeable supernatural forces that prevail in the world? Is the 

failure to get up and close the door a proper, albeit unexpectedly proper, heavenly 

repose? Is it an acceptance, to our surprise, of the empty cold that belongs to Heaven? 

Or is it a sad pointer to the defeated and depleted lassitude that is the human truth behind 

Semyon's want nothing attitude? Is there a clue in the Chekhov's negative phrasing of 

the last word? He does not write that the door remained open, he writes that it remained 

"unclosed." 
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