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A New Heaven: The Afterlife According to Bernard of Clairvaux and N.T. Wright 

 

Christian interpretations of heaven have been the subject of much debate throughout 

history, but there is no uniform consensus. This discussion seeks to highlight the thoughts of two 

Christian theologians on the topic of heaven and put them in dialogue with one another: Bernard 

of Clairvaux and N.T. Wright. These two thinkers are separated by nearly a millennium, but 

there is an intriguing amount of overlap in their descriptions of life after death. Equally important 

are the differences in their interpretations of heaven, with Bernard writing in medieval Western 

Europe as an abbot and ecclesial leader, while Wright writes in twenty-first century England as a 

New Testament scholar. I will begin with a general overview of both Bernard’s conception of 

heaven in On Loving God and Wright’s idea of heaven in Surprised by Hope. I will then directly 

compare Bernard and Wright on two major areas of their descriptions of heaven: the two stages 

of heaven (before and after the resurrection), and the union of humanity and God in heaven.  

  

Heaven According to Bernard 

Bernard of Clairvaux (1090-1153) held the title of abbot, but also worked outside the 

monastery as an active leader in the political, papal, and ecclesial affairs of his day.1 His treatise 

On Loving God is primarily concerned with love, as its name suggests; however, his conception 

of heaven plays a prominent role in the text. Bernard separates the experience of heaven into two 

distinct stages: before and after the resurrection of the body. After death but prior to the 

resurrection of the body, the soul enjoys a time of rest. However, the soul is left feeling 

incomplete and desires to be reunited with its body. After the soul is reunited with its body, the 

 
1 Paransky, “Loving the Self for God: The Many and the One in Saint Bernard of Clairvaux’s De Diligendo Deo,” 

239. 
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second stage of heaven begins, when the human person is “intoxicated” with pure love and desire 

for God. Bernard uses Song of Songs 5:1 as the basis of his imagery of heaven as a multi-part 

wedding banquet: “Eat and drink, friends; be intoxicated, dearest.”2 First, every person must pass 

through mortal life on earth (eating), followed by the time of rest where the soul and body are 

separated (drinking). The human being will then come to the culmination of the wedding feast, 

where they are finally allowed to drink from the pure wine of God, and thus will become 

“intoxicated by immortal life, abounding in wonderful plenty.”3  

The human being in heaven, now complete as resurrected body and soul, will then be 

able to focus all of her desire on God without distraction or hindrance. During life on earth, the 

soul was occupied with taking care of the mortal body. During the time of rest after death, the 

soul is preoccupied with getting is body back. Distracted by the desire for its body, the soul 

cannot give itself completely to loving God. However, after the resurrection the human person—

body and soul together—will be able to channel all of their attention and love exclusively 

towards God. The human being who is able to devote all of her desire and love on God will 

eventually lose herself in God’s presence and become one with God. She retains her 

consciousness and individuality, but at the same time is held in perfect unity with God.  

 

Heaven According to N.T. Wright 

N.T. Wright is a New Testament scholar, writer, and Anglican bishop, who writes about 

nine hundred years after the time of Bernard. Wright’s conception of heaven is firmly rooted in 

his study and interpretation of the New Testament, which creates notable similarities and 

differences from Bernard’s thought. In his book Surprised by Hope, Wright highlights two 

 
2 Song of Songs 5:1 
3 Bernard, On Loving God, 199. 
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central components of his conception of heaven: the unity of heaven and earth and the bodily 

resurrection of the dead. He contrasts this vision of heaven with the popular notion of heaven as 

merely a place where disembodied souls go up to when they die.  

The first essential component of Wright’s conception of heaven is that humans do not “go 

to heaven”; instead, heaven comes to earth. The prominent image that he uses to discuss and 

justify this claim is the vision of the “New Heavens and the New Earth” and the coming of the 

“New Jerusalem” in Revelations 21 and 22. Heaven is the future fulfillment of God’s renewal of 

all creation here on earth, not a spiritual realm up in the clouds populated by disembodied souls. 

In this new creation that is to come to earth, human beings will continue the work of building 

God’s Kingdom which they began during their mortal lives. Wright explains that “the redeemed 

people of God in the new world will be the agents of his love going out in new ways, to 

accomplish new creative tasks, to celebrate and extend the glory of his love.”4 Life after the 

unification of heaven and earth will involve new ways of loving God and loving our neighbors; it 

will not be an eternal vacation in a heavenly resort paradise.   

Wright also argues that heaven is not merely a future hope—it is also a reality of the 

present that people can experience in this life. In response to Christian language which speaks 

about heaven only as a future destination, he explains: “Heaven, in the Bible, is not a future 

destiny but the other, hidden, dimension of our ordinary life—God’s dimension.”5 This means 

that humans can and do experience heaven together during this life, however incomplete or 

fleeting these moments may be. Wright turns to the New Testament to support this point, noting 

that whenever Jesus mentions the “Kingdom of God” or the “Kingdom of Heaven,” he is 

referring not to the afterlife but to a reality of the present world.  

 
4 N.T. Wright, Surprised by Hope, 105-106. 
5 Ibid., 19. 
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Rest and Resurrection 

Bernard and Wright both divide the experience of heaven into two distinct stages: before 

and after the resurrection of the body. Wright describes the full experience of heaven as “life 

after life after death,” a phrase which could also be applied to Bernard’s view of heaven after the 

resurrection of the body.6 Prior to the resurrection, both thinkers envision an intermediate time 

during which the human person waits in peace and rest until she is restored to her body. Wright 

describes this as a state of “restful happiness” where the dead “are held firmly within the 

conscious love of God and the conscious presence of Jesus Christ.”7 In this state the dead are 

consciously experiencing peace and happiness in God’s presence, but without their bodies they 

are left awaiting the resurrection. Wright labels this intermediate state as “paradise,” and 

considers it a part of the heavenly experience. However, like Bernard, he sees this time of 

“restful happiness” as only the preparation for the bodily resurrection which is to come. 

The resurrection of the body is the central event of the afterlife for both Bernard and 

Wright. In fact, Wright argues that all of our language and discussion about heaven ought to be 

built around the future bodily resurrection. He describes the resurrected body as one that is a 

renewed and immortal form of the previous mortal one: a body no longer affected by disease, 

injury, or death.8 Bernard refers to the resurrection body as a “second garment” which allows the 

wearer to fully participate in God’s heavenly banquet.9 This new garment will be glorified by 

God, and no longer a hindrance to the soul as it was during the mortal life.  

So what will human beings do in heaven with their renewed and glorified resurrection 

bodies? Bernard’s full experience of heaven after resurrection is one of passionate love and the 

 
6 Ibid., 151. 
7 Ibid., 172. 
8 Ibid., 160. 
9 Bernard, 198.  
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eternal growing and fulfilling of the human being’s desire for God. For Wright, humanity 

continues the creative work of stewarding and building God’s Kingdom on earth after the 

resurrection of the body. In the new creation with resurrected bodies, it will be humanity’s role to 

take care of the New Heavens and the New Earth. Instead of “lounging around playing harps,” 

Wright insists that “there will be work to do and we shall relish doing it.”10 He explains that the 

talents and knowledge that each individual cultivated during their mortal life will transfer over 

and be enhanced by God in the future resurrected life. It may even be an opportunity for 

resurrected people to pursue interests that went unfulfilled during their time in their mortal 

bodies. Similar to the way that Adam and Eve were charged with caring for the garden in 

Genesis, humanity will have new projects to undertake in God’s renewed Creation.  

Bernard’s characterization of the resurrected life is different from Wright’s, but it also 

does not consist of relaxing and lounging around. Bernard does not give specifics of what human 

beings will do with their new bodies, but it will be a time characterized by two strong emotions: 

love and desire. Humanity’s love for God will always increase, and Bernard explains that those 

who are resurrected will “burn the more eagerly and fiercely with love for God because nothing 

is now left to them which can trouble them or hold them back in any way.”11 However, it is not 

just love for God which will consume the resurrected human being—that burning love is 

accompanied by a fierce and unquenchable desire for more and more of God. Bernard’s heaven 

does not mean the end of all desires. Instead, the experience of heaven is “an eternal and endless 

desire which knows no lack.”12 The individual’s desire for God constantly grows stronger as it is 

fulfilled, leading to an endless cycle of growth and satisfaction of desire for God. 

 
10 Wright, 161. 
11 Bernard, 198. 
12 Ibid., 199. 
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A notable difference between the two discussions of heaven is the usage (or lack thereof) 

of the term “soul.” Bernard consistently refers to both the body and the soul, treating them as 

distinctive but integrated parts of the human person. Wright on the other hand avoids using the 

term “soul” altogether, in order to avoid confusion with any type of body-soul Platonic dualism. 

This is not to say however that Bernard held a Platonic idea of the soul either. According to 

Bernard, the soul is not complete without its body, and indeed it desires to be reunited with the 

body during their time apart. This is a far cry from Plato’s vision of the soul which longs to be 

freed eternally from its body. Bernard and Wright are both adamant that a human being is not 

complete without a body.  

  

God Will Be All in All 

The eventual unity of humanity with God is another complex—and perhaps the most 

ambiguous—aspect of heaven that both writers take up. Bernard and Wright both see this 

heavenly unity as a paradox, where the human person loses herself completely in God while 

simultaneously retaining a sense of individuality. Each uses his own metaphors and images to 

describe this paradoxical unity. Wright borrows a biblical image from the prophet Isaiah, who 

proclaimed that “the earth will be full of the knowledge of the Lord as the waters cover the 

sea.”13 Wright uses this image to describe the future unity of God with human beings as God 

flooding all of creation with God’s presence. He explains that “God will fill it [creation] with 

himself so that it will both remain an independent being, other than God, and also be flooded 

with God’s own life.”14 Wright describes a future in which human beings (as well as all of 

 
13 Isaiah 11:9. 
14 Wright, 102. 
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creation) will retain their independent existence, while simultaneously they are completely 

flooded and consumed by God.  

Bernard takes up this paradox with a series of images in which the human person would 

seem to completely lose herself in God: a drop of water disappearing into wine; a burning iron in 

the glow of a fire; and air within the light and brightness of the sun.15 As with Wright’s flood 

metaphor, Bernard uses these images to convey a heavenly future in which humanity and God 

are united as one. However, like Wright, Bernard also qualifies these images by insisting that the 

human being retains her sense of self and identity within this perfect unity: “The substance 

remains, but in another form, with another glory, another power.”16 The individual’s substance of 

humanness and consciousness remains, while at the same time they are as a drop of water in 

wine. Bernard does not explicitly call his assertion a paradox, but the language he uses can be 

interpreted as paradoxical. Wright, on the other hand, does explicitly identify his view as 

paradoxical: “This is part of the paradox of love…where complete freedom and complete union 

do not cancel each other out but rather celebrate each other and make one another whole.”17  

Bernard and Wright both reference 1 Corinthians 15:28 to support their vision of the 

future unity between God and humanity. The verse declares that in the future God will be “all in 

all.” For Bernard, this verse implies that humanity will be completely emptied of its own nature 

and instead filled with the nature of God. He poses the question: “How will God be all in all if 

anything of man remains in man?”18 In order for God to be “all in all,” humanity itself must lose 

itself completely in God. Both thinkers leave this unity as a paradox, where God will be all in all, 

yet the human being remains conscious in perfect love and freedom. 

 
15 Bernard, 196. 
16 Ibid. 
17 Wright, 102. 
18 Bernard, 196. 
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A New Heaven  

 Attempts to analyze or discern any truth claims about heaven can be a tricky business, as 

no one who is alive to write about heaven can ever truly know what awaits after death. Bernard 

perhaps has the clearest idea of heaven among all of us, but he is no longer able to tell us about 

it. I (along with Wright) have not yet died, so any conception of heaven that I have will naturally 

be incomplete. No one alive can say that they have definitive knowledge of what heaven is truly 

like. However, this is not to say that therefore all discussion of heaven is arbitrary and 

unimportant. The descriptions of heaven proposed by Bernard and Wright are important not 

because they can be proven conclusively, but because they expand thinking about heaven beyond 

a paradise of floating souls in the clouds. Their descriptions challenge us to reevaluate and 

deepen the Christian hope of heaven. Too often, heaven is described and portrayed as an eternal 

retirement community: a place of lounging about, idle chit-chat with heroes of the past, and 

carefree living.19 In contrast, Bernard and Wright present a heaven that is active, dynamic, and 

ever-changing.  

 The important question is not whether Bernard or Wright’s interpretation of heaven is 

more accurate. The important question to ask is how these two descriptions of heaven can lead us 

to a more expansive and meaningful understanding of what heaven may be. As God remains 

beyond the full comprehension of the human mind, heaven is similarly incomprehensible on this 

side of death. However, this incomprehensibility should not prevent us from critically examining 

and creatively imagining the Christian hope of heaven. Indeed, it ought to compel us to renewed 

and refreshing conceptions of what it means to experience heaven.20 Bernard and Wright present 

merely two examples of a reality that ought to be imagined expansively and complexly.  

 
19 For a brilliant critique and satire of this prevalent idea of heaven, see NBC’s sitcom The Good Place.  
20 Another noteworthy example of this can be found in C.S. Lewis’ The Great Divorce. 
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