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There is a sort of complacence that comes with the prospect of heaven.  Faith in an eternal (and idyllic) afterlife, aside from making almost any life bearable, can also leave one with the notion that “as long as I do enough in this life to get accepted into the next, I’m home free.”  If that’s your take on your earthly existence, St. Francis has a message for you:  “Forget heaven.”


St. Francis de Sales was a 16th century priest, related to French royalty.  He was socially savvy, intellectual, good-looking, and regularly invited to attend the royal court (inclusive of periods of all-out revelry).  From the time of his early school years, Francis was convinced of the then-popular notion that each individual was predestined to live eternal life in either heaven or hell.  One horrific day in December of 1586, probably following a too-close-for-comfort encounter with temptation in the royal court, the young priest became obsessed with the idea that he was actually predestined to go to hell.  He became morbidly depressed for a full six weeks (the historical accounts read like textbook descriptions of melancholic depression), during which time he essentially never emerged from his room.  Worse even than the depressing prospect of his own mortality (or the now commonly held belief that there simply is no afterlife), Francis actually believed that there was an afterlife, but was certain that he was going to hell, and that there was nothing he could do about it.  


The question is: how did he ever emerge from his room?  

The secret of how he embraced his life despite the “knowledge” of his hellish fate is a lesson for all time—for theologians, philosophers, psychiatrists and counselors, people who believe in God and people who don’t, you and me—a lesson in overcoming despair and creating meaning out of a finite life.  In the words of Francis himself, “Whatever you have decided, Lord, in the eternal decree of your predestination, I shall love you in this life at least, if it is not granted to me to love you in eternal life.”  In the words of a confidant, “He resolved and declared that he would remain in the service of God and virtue with as much love as if he had been infallibly assured of being saved.”  

This singular decision, to love now with all the intensity he could muster, to live each day as if it were truly his last, became the driving force for one of the most phenomenally productive lives in the history of the Church.  Francis’ works, his writings, his founding of a religious order, and the countless lives he touched in his time and in our time—together rival the accomplishments of the most influential men and women in history.  It was a life predicated not on wishful thinking, but on the here and now; not on abstract ideals but on the nitty-gritty of earthly life; not on function (despite his incredible record of achievement) but on love.  The essence of Francis’ decision can be deconstructed into three distinct themes that provide a kind of road map for human happiness, in the most existential meaning of the term.


First, is that God can be touched and embraced in this life because God is no more and no less than love itself.  The unlimited option to love (it ultimately entails the choice to unconditionally place the needs of other before the needs of self) is available to every human being, irrespective of the circumstances in which one finds oneself.


Second, is that boundaries (such as mortality—the ultimate boundary on human life) are not always a bad thing.  Two brief stories come to mind.  When my son, Ben, was a 6 year old little boy, he spontaneously confessed one night that he was not sure that he wanted to go to heaven, because “forever is a really, really long time and sooner or later it would get boring and everybody would be standing around with nothing left to say.”  He told me that he was happy with his life as it was, and as long as he could live to be a grown-up, he didn’t really want there to be a heaven.  

Related to this was the case of a very bright 13 year-old patient of mine who began contemplating the fact that his life was finite, and concluded that nothing was really meaningful if, no matter what you do, it all ends in death.  He became depressed about this and seriously contemplated ending his own life “to get it over with rather than prolong the misery” of such an inevitable outcome.  No amount of reframing of his premises or discussing with him the waste of prematurely ending a life helped him.

Then, remembering Ben’s perspective (this was before I knew anything about St. Francis), I asked the young teenager to imagine that he was granted his wish and would never die.  As we talked about it, it began to occur to him that this, too, would be an unbearable outcome, not so much because of boredom, but because nothing would have meaning.  For example, no matter what harm he could do to another person, there would be an eternity to make up for it.  No decision would have any consequence because there would be unlimited time to reverse the decision or compensate for it or duplicate it a million times over.  The absence of an end point would take away the opportunity to make decisions that would have lasting effects which could not be reversed—decisions that could affect the course of all things that flow (forever) from the moment of that decision.  Decisions that had meaning.  Once the boy realized the mercy of boundaries, and their consequence for creating opportunities to make choices that mean something, his sadness lifted, and he has done very well ever since.  Francis had this insight and capitalized on it in every imaginable way through his love and his work.

The third theme has to do with the power and meaning of transcending self.  In placing the needs of others before the needs of one’s self (the essence of love), “self” becomes part of a larger whole.  The whole, in turn, is greater than the sum of its parts and is passed on from generation to generation by finite beings, each of whom takes his or her turn to contribute to it.  This is the eternity—a different sort of heaven—that Francis made himself an integral part of.  He, in fact, created that eternity by embracing the here and now, and giving of himself to humanity, without expectation for anything in return—not even the reward of heaven.  The “unconditionality” of his giving (the ineffable difference between somebody who gives to you because it will be good for them versus somebody who gives to you because they love you) make his gifts all the more precious and sustaining, especially to those who, in turn, can pass it on to others.  This was the core of Francis’ theology, and the core of his earthly happiness.

So, if thoughts of an eternal afterlife leave you wanting, or more importantly, leave you strangely satisfied with not milking this life of every conceivable opportunity to love, forget heaven.  If you’re anything like St. Francis (or even if you’d just want to be like him), it may do you a world of good.
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