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INTRODUCTION: THE STORY THAT CAPTURED A
GLOBAL AUDIENCE

In 2010, a small  Christian book from a rural  Nebraska pastor
quietly landed on bookstore shelves. No one could have predicted
that Heaven Is For Real Todd Burpo would soon become a
worldwide publishing phenomenon, spending years on the New
York Times bestseller list and igniting conversations about the
afterlife  in  living  rooms,  churches,  and  coffee  shops  across  the
globe. The book tells the remarkable account of Todd Burpo’s
then-four-year-old  son,  Colton,  who  claimed  during  a  family
emergency  to  have  visited  heaven  and  returned  with  vivid,
detailed memories. What makes this story so compelling is not
just the supernatural elements, but the authenticity of a young
child’s  testimony  and  a  father’s  struggle  to  reconcile  his
theological  training  with  his  son’s  astonishing  declarations.
Today, Heaven Is For Real Todd Burpo remains a touchstone
for those seeking comfort about what lies beyond, and its legacy
continues to inspire millions.

THE MAN BEHIND THE MESSAGE: WHO IS TODD
BURPO?

To understand the impact of Heaven Is For Real Todd Burpo,
it  helps  to  first  know  the  man  himself.  Todd  Burpo  is  a  pastor,
author,  and  speaker  who,  along  with  his  wife  Sonja,  leads
Crossroads Wesleyan Church in Imperial, Nebraska. Before the
book  made  him  a  household  name,  Burpo  lived  a  relatively
ordinary  life—pastoring  a  small  congregation,  coaching  little
league, and raising his two children, Colton and Cassie. He is a
down-to-earth, practical man who describes himself as skeptical
by nature. In interviews, Burpo often emphasizes that he did not
seek fame or notoriety; instead, he felt compelled to share his
son’s  story  after  verifying  the  details  as  best  he  could.  His
background as a pastor gives him a unique perspective: he is
both a spiritual leader and a father who had to examine his own
beliefs when his son described meeting Jesus and seeing relatives
he had never known.

From Skeptic to Witness
One of the most striking aspects of the Heaven Is For Real
Todd Burpo narrative is Burpo’s initial skepticism. When Colton
first  began  talking  about  seeing  heaven  during  a  near-death
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experience following emergency surgery for a ruptured appendix,
Todd admits he was cautious. He did not want to manufacture a
story or project his own hopes onto a child. However, as Colton
offered  specific,  verifiable  details—such  as  describing  what  his
parents were doing in different parts of the hospital while he was
under anesthesia—Burpo began to take the account seriously.
This  transformation  from skeptical  pastor  to  convinced father
gives the book its emotional and spiritual core.

THE STORY THAT CHANGED EVERYTHING: COLTON’S
ACCOUNT OF HEAVEN

At  the  heart  of  Heaven  Is  For  Real  Todd  Burpo  is  the
testimony  of  Colton,  who  was  just  four  years  old  when  he
underwent life-saving surgery. Months later, while driving past
the  hospital  where  the  procedure  took  place,  Colton  casually
mentioned that he had left his body during the operation and
visited heaven. According to Colton, he sat in Jesus’s lap, met
angels, and saw his great-grandfather—who had died decades
before  Colton was born—as a  young man.  He also  described
meeting a sister his parents had never told him about, a child
Sonja had miscarried years earlier. For Todd and Sonja, this was
the detail that confirmed something extraordinary had happened.

Specific Details That Defy

Explanation
What makes the Heaven Is For Real Todd Burpo account so
intriguing  are  the  specific,  often  inexplicable  details  Colton
shared:

The appearance of Jesus: Colton described Jesus with
brown hair, blue eyes, and a loving demeanor—an image
that closely matches traditional artistic depictions, despite
Colton never having seen such artwork at home.
The throne room: He spoke of a rainbow around God’s
throne, a detail that corresponds with biblical descriptions
in Revelation.
Angels singing: Colton said angels sang constantly and
that he joined them in worship.
No aging in heaven: He reported that people in heaven
appear young and healthy, including his great-grandfather,
who died as an elderly man.
Horses in heaven: Colton claimed there were horses in
heaven, a detail that surprised Todd but resonated with
biblical passages.

These details, while personal, align with many common themes
found in near-death experience literature, which adds to their
credibility for many readers.

THE WRITING AND PUBLICATION JOURNEY

The  path  from  family  story  to  published  book  is  itself  a
fascinating chapter in the Heaven Is For Real Todd Burpo
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saga. Initially, Todd and Sonja shared Colton’s story only with
close  family  and  friends.  It  was  a  church  member  who
encouraged Todd to write down what had happened. What began
as  a  small  self-published  manuscript  caught  the  attention  of
Thomas Nelson Publishers,  who recognized the potential  for a
much wider audience. Co-written with Lynn Vincent, the book was
released in 2010 and quickly gained momentum through word-of-
mouth  and  church  groups.  The  title  itself—Heaven  Is  For
Real—became a rallying cry for those seeking reassurance about
the afterlife.

A Bestseller Beyond
Expectations
The success of Heaven Is For Real Todd Burpo took everyone
by surprise. It remained on the New York Times bestseller list for
over  four  years,  sold  millions  of  copies  worldwide,  and  was
translated into dozens of languages. It also spawned a series of
children’s  books,  devotional  materials,  and  a  major  motion
picture  released  in  2014.  The  film  adaptation,  starring  Greg
Kinnear as Todd Burpo, brought the story to an even broader
audience, sparking renewed interest and debate.

CRITICISM AND CONTROVERSY

No  story  with  such  widespread  reach  escapes  scrutiny,  and
Heaven  Is  For  Real  Todd  Burpo  has  faced  its  share  of
criticism. Some skeptics argue that Colton’s descriptions were

influenced by things he heard at church or saw in books. Others
question the reliability of a child’s memory, especially given the
traumatic nature of his surgery. Some Christian theologians have
expressed concern that the book promotes a sentimental, overly
simplistic view of heaven that does not align with more complex
biblical teachings.

Addressing the Doubts
Todd Burpo has consistently  defended the authenticity  of  the
account,  noting that many of  Colton’s statements were made
spontaneously and that he refused to be coached. For believers,
the lack of physical evidence is less important than the spiritual
fruit  the  story  has  produced:  countless  readers  report  finding
peace, hope, and a renewed faith after encountering Heaven Is
For Real Todd Burpo. The Burpo family maintains that they are
not  trying  to  prove  heaven  exists  but  rather  sharing  what
happened to them, leaving others to draw their own conclusions.

THE CULTURAL AND SPIRITUAL IMPACT

The reach of  Heaven Is For Real Todd Burpo  extends far
beyond Christian bookstores.  It  became a cultural  touchstone,
referenced  in  sermons,  talk  shows,  and  casual  conversations
about  death  and  the  afterlife.  For  many,  the  book  provided
comfort  during  times  of  grief,  offering  a  vision  of  heaven  as  a
joyful, welcoming place where loved ones are reunited. It also
opened  the  door  for  broader  discussions  about  near-death
experiences, with many other similar accounts gaining attention
in the years following the book’s release.
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A New Genre of Testimony
In many ways, Heaven Is For Real Todd Burpo helped create a
new  category  of  Christian  publishing:  the  personal,  child-led
heavenly testimony. Books like The Boy Who Came Back from
Heaven  and  90  Minutes  in  Heaven  followed  similar  patterns,
though none achieved quite the same level of success. The book
also  influenced  how  churches  talk  about  the  afterlife,  shifting
some  conversations  from  abstract  theology  to  personal
experience.

WHAT MAKES THIS STORY ENDURE?

Nearly  fifteen  years  after  its  initial  publication,  Heaven  Is  For
Real Todd Burpo continues to resonate with new readers. Why
does this particular story endure? Several factors contribute:

Authenticity: Todd Burpo comes across as genuine and1.
relatable, not as a celebrity pastor seeking fame.
Simplicity: The book is written in an accessible,2.
conversational style that feels like a friend sharing a
remarkable story.
Hope: In a world filled with uncertainty, the promise of3.
heaven offers profound comfort.
The child factor: A young child’s unquestioning faith is4.
disarming and difficult to dismiss outright.
Verifiable details: The specific, unique elements of5.
Colton’s account invite readers to consider the possibility
that something supernatural truly occurred.

PRACTICAL LESSONS FROM THE BURPO FAMILY

Beyond  the  supernatural  claims,  Heaven Is  For  Real  Todd
Burpo offers practical lessons for families and faith communities.
Todd Burpo often speaks about the importance of listening to
children, taking their spiritual experiences seriously, and creating
spaces where they can share without fear of ridicule. He also
emphasizes  that  faith  does  not  require  a  supernatural
experience—and  that  even  skeptics  can  find  value  in  the  hope
the  story  offers.

Integrating the Story into
Everyday Life
Many readers have used the book as a tool for discussing death
with  children,  navigating  grief,  and  building  a  more  hopeful
outlook on life’s challenges. Churches have hosted study groups,
and parents have read the children’s edition with their kids. The
story’s message—that heaven is not just a distant reality but a
present hope—continues to inspire.

CONCLUSION: A LEGACY OF HOPE

The story of Heaven Is For Real Todd Burpo is more than a
publishing success; it is a modern parable about faith, family, and
the enduring human desire to know what lies beyond. Whether
one accepts Colton’s account as literal  truth or views it  as a
comforting narrative, the impact is undeniable. Todd Burpo went
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from an unknown pastor  in  Nebraska to  a  voice  of  hope for
millions, all  because he chose to share an extraordinary story
with honesty and humility. In a world often marked by skepticism
and division,  the simple,  hopeful  message of  heaven’s  reality

continues to touch hearts and inspire faith.  As Colton himself
might say, heaven is not just for the saints of old—it is for real,
and it is for everyone.


