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By Ryan Richins

           Everyone is trying to get to the bar. The name of the bar, the bar is called heaven.










— Talking Heads


When I was twenty, I was given a password that would get me through Heaven’s security. When I was about twenty-six, a gold coin with an angel on it seemed to simply appear in my life out of seemingly thin air, the way an angel might. The coin and password are almost entirely unrelated. 

*


I’m a pack rat. It’s in my blood. It might be the one characteristic that I can clearly and helplessly see spill from my grandfather to my father to me. I hope in years to come I’ll see a second hand-me-down manifested in silvery hair—a head full of the stuff. Unfortunately, in terms of genetics and an unsettling increase in scalp to hair ratio, I’ll probably be following my mom’s father on that front. 


My paternal pack rat grandfather, it could be argued, came by his hoarding nature honestly, having spent his twenties in the Great Depression. As a kid I loved his backyard. Located just West of downtown Salt Lake City in a place called Rose Park, the yard extended between two and three times the depth of my grandparents’ early twentieth-century, three-bedroom home where they raised six children, and was almost twice as wide. When the weather allowed, the backyard was the obvious gathering place for the inevitably large family gatherings hosted there.


My grandfather had treasures. Old, rusty, dented treasures that were once useful and must, certainly, have had some capacity stored in them yet. Why else, I wondered, would they fill his backyard? Some of these treasures were dispersed throughout the yard: old rubber tires housing plants, soda cans fashioned into airplanes and hummingbird feeders hanging from trees, stacks of old greenish-blue and clear glass power line insulators that he had collected while working on the railroad. The mother lode, however, was found in the far reaches of the yard, a patio area full of the most mysterious items. Huge cast iron stove doors with hinges still attached. Hooks and lanterns and old-timey knobs. A shed made of old doors and held together with bungee cords; lots and lots of feathers. The presentation made the area as intriguing as the items themselves, cluttered, labyrinth-esque, and liable to implode with the removal of a load-bearing wheelbarrow frame. We weren’t really allowed to play there. 

My father’s treasures are more condensed than his father’s were. He has his fair share of yard clutter, but it was always the smaller things of his that had draw for me. An Austrian beer stein full of change and a box full of knickknacks: foreign coins, buttons, matchbooks, a quirky scout neckerchief slide that looks like a little man with glasses and is made from a cork. My father’s not an overtly tender man. He’s a caring man—generous, helpful, friendly, and sometimes boyishly excitable, but not someone who seems sentimental. And yet, I’ve watched him deliberately allow these items—whose value could only be measured in some form of sentiment—to age with him. 

I have a drawer in a desk that used to be my dad’s. The desk is in my closet. I don’t ever sit at the thing, but I pack things in its drawers. The top left-hand drawer might be my version of my dad’s box and beer stein, of my grandfather’s patio. It contains a strange conglomeration of guarded items that seem so worthless and unrelated that they could only be invaluable somehow. Plastic Garfield ruler. Chipped and worn and transparently-green, diamond-shaped keychain with what seems to be a pirate ship inside—the hull reads Portugal. Pinewood Derby medal that seems like it would outdate my Pinewood Derbying days by a generation at least. Foreign coins and old luggage keys and matchbooks and a small wooden box with painted Spanish text on the lid that your average person should be able to recognize says something about God; inside is a miniature copper tray. And junk and junk.

I remember seeing my dad truly sob only once in my life. I was eleven, maybe. In the middle of some sunny Saturday or Sunday I slipped into my parents’ room. Most likely to fish quarters out of the beer stein—if it’d been untouched for a while you could score a good haul—three or five dollars. Quiet and hard and hunched on the edge of his side of the bed staring into his box. I moved next to him, he hugged me, and cried into my shoulder. I left without any quarters, and without knowing why those things had made him so sad.

*


“It’s a Celestial Coin—to get into heaven.”

“Fuck you!” she laughed.


“It is! It’s a Heaven Token. I got it for the mission.”


Casey studied the coin half smirking, deciding if she believed me. She’d found the thing hiding with the loose change I keep in an upside-down cd spindle lid. 


“You can have it,” I told her, “I have enough without it. You get them for doing certain things.”


Not remembering ever having acquired an angel-etched coin, I was sincerely confused when she’d first found it. Suspicious that she’d planted it—that it was an elaborate caper—I played along attributing my initial confusion to the fact that I’d just left the thing sitting around. Tokens for Heaven should be kept in a specific and safe place with your passport and social security card, my confusion seemed to say, how could I have so carelessly left it unguarded?

“Doing what things?”


When it became clear that she wasn’t playing an angel-coin-based practical joke, I fully committed to my own illusion.


“Righteous things: mission, Eagle Scout... Getting married, I’m sure.” 


I knew I had her—at least half had her. Her willingness to believe in a literal mandatory currency for heavenly passage could probably be attributed to two points: 

· We were brought up in a religion that believes such things. Secret, sacred, and fantastic things that we learned about in steps as we grew and as we made stronger commitments; I’d made more commitments than she had, I’d been brought further into the sacred circle. Heaven meant earning our own planetary systems, we knew the location of the Garden of Eden (nestled comfortably in America’s heartland)—could drive to it using Google Maps—and we were given signs and passwords that we would need when passing from this world to the next. Why not Celestial Coins? 

· We were high. 

*


My heavenly password is a name, my name, a new my name. I’m almost positive that, were ever to get into Heaven, I wouldn’t actually have to go by this new name, but I have to drop it to get in there. From what I’ve learned, Heaven’s security takes shape as a long, white veil—spanning from ceiling to floor, and so wide you can’t get round it—The Lord is its bouncer. According to Matthew, Mark, and John, this veil has an opening that was both symbolically and literally torn when Christ was sacrificed: “Jesus, when he had cried again with a loud voice, yielded up the ghost. And, behold, the veil of the temple was rent it twain from top to the bottom.”
 It is through this tear that we are granted the possibility of passage. If I arrive there He would ask for my new name, and if I can’t produce, I’m not on the list. 


Sometime after receiving my new name and before discovering my angel coin, I was a full-time missionary for my church. I worked with an assigned companion, who was in his early twenties as well. We spent a lot of time walking around and engaging people in conversations about God. We would knock on peoples’ doors, introduce ourselves, and ask people how they felt about God, or if they thought God had a plan for them. We would talk of Heaven in mostly indirect ways. 


During one such conversation with an eighteen-year-old Mexican girl who was hanging out on her front lawn in California, Heaven was addressed head on. 


“Have you seen South Park?” she asked us. 


I had seen some South Park, but my companion hadn’t. We both just smiled quietly. 


“All I know about Mormons is that South Park said that they’re the ones who get into Heaven,” and she laughed.


She explained that, in this episode, some characters die and go to Hell. Once there they ask whoever was organizing things why they were in Hell. They wanted to know, finally, how this whole thing worked and who had gotten into Heaven. Hell’s host checked a clipboard and answered that it was the Mormons, “The Mormons were right.” The show cut to a scene of Heaven and there were guys dressed in ties and bike helmets in Heaven, she explained, “Like you guys.” 


We told her a little bit more about the Mormons, gave her our card, and walked on. My companion asked if I knew about the episode, and I told him that I knew that South Park had poked fun at Mormons, that the creators were somewhat fascinated with Mormonism. 


“But that’s a good thing, right?” he asked, “that it’s saying that we’re right?”


Surprised, I told him that I was pretty sure it was sarcasm. The fact that this representation excited him—made him feel fortified in his position—stumped me, still stumps me. That Heaven would be run like that, that it would open the gates for only those whose names were on a clipboarded list, seems clearly satirical. I had worried he was going to be offended when the girl mentioned the show because I’d found he was sensitive about even mild sacrilege, but the picture she painted happened to be exactly what my companion imagined somehow. How was I to explain that an accurate depiction of his understanding was undermining him? Especially when I was out there with him spreading the good news that the Mormons were right? We’d been given our names, and they were on that list. 

*


After the incident with Casey, I upgraded the angel coin from loose change receptacle to upper-left desk drawer with my other treasures, from passive ownership to active, and, as with most things I keep in my desk’s top left drawer, I largely forgot about it—its physical “it” anyhow. For a while the incident became an inside joke with Casey and a bit we’d share with friends, but those moments never made me think about the coin itself, existing in the dark of my drawer with a single horizon of light, somewhere between plastic Garfield ruler and pocket knife, waiting to be rediscovered by me or found by someone else who might ask about it as Casey had. 


*


Again, I’m almost one-hundred percent certain that, if there is a Heaven, and I get into said Heaven, I’d still get to go by my given name: Ryan. My given name pays tribute to my parents’ romance. In 1970 Ryan O’Neal won an Oscar for his role in Love Story: my parents’ first movie date together. My older brother was supposed to get the name, but it was popular at the time and, apparently, my aunt had dibs. She convinced my parents to give her a few more years to try for a baby boy so she could use it—she ended up with four girls, my older brother is Travis, and I got Ryan. Ryan - 1, Travis - 0.  


My surname, Richins, is English and and patronymic meaning more or less “Richard’s son.” Richard gave it to his son and so on. There are pockets of Richins spread from Utah to Texas to Mexico and back. In the late 1800s my ancestors who were practicing plural marriage fled Utah as the US increasingly frowned on polygamy and passed legislation to match the frown. The church itself officially discontinued the practice in 1890, and six years later gained official statehood in the Union. Union - 1, Mormons - 1. 


Much like my first name, I craftily stole my middle name from my older brother as well—his first born right. My middle name is my father’s middle name, Dee. He uses it as his first name because he didn’t like his given name—didn’t like his peers in elementary school calling him Leo the Lion. My brother was all set to inherit the name when the delivering doctor pointed out the unfortunate pun my parents were about to commit to his birth certificate—Travis Dee. In quick innovation he became Travis Lee, and I got the namesake. Ryan - 2, Travis - 0.


My new name that’s to get me into Heaven is also steeped in family significance. The Mormon temple, where I received the name in a ritual known as the endowment, is about sealing families together—making the family bonds extend into through the veil. If every member of the family worthily participates in the promises made in the temple, you can all continue family time for eternity. You can each present your name to the Lord and gain passage. Heaven.


The draw varies a bit depending on how much you like your family, I suppose. I like my family a great deal, but I have not kept all of the promises associated with my new name; I’ve chosen to leave. My family also happens to like me a great deal, and it’s hard for them to understand why I’ve chosen to break the bonds that tie me eternally to them; it sometimes breaks some of their hearts. They would never ostracize me here on Earth; family is too important. It’s the after here that concerns them. Given my choices, Heaven won’t have me, password or no. What further complicates the issue is that they are promised that they can be with their family forever if they’re righteous and fulfill their end of the deal. But how will that promise be fulfilled if I can’t be admitted?  Ryan - ?, Family - ?, Heaven - ?

*


I have no idea how I obtained my Celestial Coin. I got interested recently, did some cursory research trying to discover where it might have originated, and couldn’t seem to find a nation that uses double-sided angel coins as major currency. I discovered that Albania’s 1 lek coin features a pelican and I experienced that sensation of desperately wanting something I had only just discovered existed. France circulated a 20 franc coin in the late 1800s with an angel on one side, and, in 2008, Britain’s Isle of Man minted a gold coin with an angel on one side and Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II on the other. I learned that gold coins depicting angels in any form have been a sign of luck since the Renaissance; the original was worth 10 shillings and you’d find a ship on the opposing side—Boats? or Angels? coin toss. But still no double-angel currency. 


I found that you can buy double-sided golden/pewter angel coins from www.uncommongoods.com where “...symbolism is in the eye of the beholder. From hope to love, protection to faith, friendship, kindness and gratitude, the meaning you give to each [coin] makes it all the more special.”
 You can find them in the site’s inspirational paperweights section. These coins are fancier (and clearly heavier) than the coin Casey found, but maybe some renaissance geek/hippie friend slipped this similar coin to me for similar good lucky reasons. I only have one of such friend, and she claims ignorance. 


Then I encountered kristina k of Yahoo! Answers. In 2007 she asked “Has anyone ever found a gold angel coin?” She describes a coin that sounds just like mine, asks about its origins, and gets an answer! A somewhat lackluster answer with you’re-wasting-my-time sub-text, but an answer. 

This question has been asked before and you have a medal or token not a coin. Yes, it is from a religious group seeking funds. As to what group, I don’t remember. They are a good luck charm so to speak. I have not seen any lately so it may have been a few years ago. you may never find out who sent them out. They are only gold colored and not real gold. 



- 47 years a numismatist


Numismatics is the study or collection of coins, tokens, and paper money and sometimes related objects (as medals). 
 So, I have a token or medal, not a coin. It was distributed by some church in order to raise money in some undisclosed fashion; not to get me into Heaven—not through direct commerce at least. It’s good luck.

*


One of the promises I made when I got my new name was to keep it sacred. You are to tell no one your name until the Lord asks at the veil. Within a marriage the husband will know his wife’s name, but she won’t know her husband’s; as with many faiths, there are complicated gender issues at play. While the names are regarded as sacred and personal, everyone knows that they are determined by date. Each day of each year has specific male and female names attached to it. The names are changed each year, and, though I’ve yet to find official documentation of this, I assume they’re randomly generated at each Temple. The day one enters the temple to receive the name determines the name assigned to that person. For instance, if next Monday’s names are Kevin and Tracy, every man receiving his name on Monday will leave committing Kevin to memory, every woman: Tracy. Of course, most of the names are scriptural or associated with Mormon history in some way, but there is no specific religious significance or relation between date and name or person and name; it’s a purely record-keeping move. 


I recently ran across an internet forum on which Mormons and ex-Mormons share and discuss their temple names in quasi-anonymity. Some simply want a chance to tell someone, or maybe want to just say it “out loud”; I’ve done this myself, said my name aloud in an empty room to see if I remember it and to hear how it sounds. Others on the site want to complain about the name or the disappointment they felt when they discovered the process of name distribution—feel they had been promised something more sacred and personal. I didn’t contribute to the site. 


I’ve broken a lot of promises made in good faith. Promises of chastity and health and wardrobe and conduct and devotion that all bear some heavy significance in the world where I made them. Yet, I can’t bring myself to share my new name, a fact I learned upon finding myself lying about it when asked for the thing. “I don’t remember it,” I said when a friend, unfamiliar with the faith, asked for my new name over the phone. “I don’t remember,” while I recited it silently to myself to ensure that I did, that my lips could form it. 


It was the first time anyone had asked and I felt immediately unfamiliar with myself, suddenly seeing a part of myself I hadn’t known. It’s a strange thing to lie about, but I was stumped, stumped that I was asked and stumped that I hesitated to give it up. Even if the Mormons are right, it wouldn’t work as a password now anyway; maybe especially if the Mormons are right. 

*


As I read, now, about the veil, I find myself intrigued by scripture and religious discourse in a way I haven’t been for years. I find something beautiful in the way the veil is handled. I’m surprised by my response because the veil is related to Heaven and Hell, concepts that troubled me a great deal even at my most devout, even especially at my most devout. But the veil is, of course, more complex than I’ve allowed—more than a red-roped entry to a hip new bar that plays your favorite song all night long, boasting Jesus as its bouncer. The veil is discussed as being the ever-present shield that hides the celestial from us. 


In the 1977 June issue of the Mormon Church’s monthly magazine, The Ensign, an article explores the The Value of the Veil through the eyes of a Mormon. “One of the clearest—yet at times most perplexing—themes in the history of God’s dealings with mankind,” the article begins, “involves his decision to draw a veil between our world of mortality and his world of the eternities. Not only does the veil keep us from remembering our past, which we call the preexistence, but also it keeps us from seeing many things that are going on at the present—for God, his angels, and their activities are hidden from our sight.”


Bruce C. Hafen, the article’s author, attributes the value of the veil to the need that we humans have here in mortality to learn and be tested; could we see the Heavens, we could not practice faith. What really interests me about the article is how it handles the transformations the veil goes through. It can be parted, not only when admitting souls to Heaven, but, Hafen explains, when heavenly beings make appearances in the temporal world. The veil can also be thinned, however. “There is a veil between our world of mortality and... [the]
 world of the eternities. It can become very thin at times, but for most of us the veil remains.”


I was surrounded by language of this kind for my entire religious life, people suggesting that they could feel that the veil was very thin; it is used to describe profoundly spiritual events. I largely ignored the language; suddenly, however, I’m struck by the difference between parting and thinning—tearing and dissolving. When I had been religious, when I was trying to practice faith as allowed by the veil, it was the thinning that appealed to me, enlightenment; parting, on the other hand, giving my password and stepping through, held nothing but confusion, questions, and, like the sublime, terror. Hearing my favorite song for eternity sounds hellishly heavenly.  

*


I have decided to give my new name to my angel coin, to bestow it as arbitrarily as it was assigned a day and as that day was assigned to me—as arbitrarily as www.uncommongoods.com suggests I name it hope or love or protection. Learning that my angel token did not fall through a thinning veil—that it was manufactured to be a mystery, made to represent an intangible—has neither given me greater insight nor destroyed my inclination to carry it with me. I don’t believe in good luck, yet I carry it. Heaven is, for me, problematic at best, yet I see no compelling reason to break my promise to keep the password sacred. Giving it up won’t help anyone else into Heaven. Keeping it to myself won’t ease my family’s concern, or make up for other broken promises, or, of course, grant me passage through the veil if I believed in it or wanted to go. 


So, for perhaps no reason other than that I can’t fully explain why I perpetuate my ownership over both, I have decided to combine them. They become one sign of things lost that I’m not sure I ever really had. I would never abandon my family, yet they have seen me abandon them; I mourn a lost a promise of Heaven that I don’t want fulfilled; I crave the thinning of a veil that I don’t believe in and that I don’t want to penetrate. I think of my father crying over his collection of things, and wonder if this has something to do with it, if he holds these things to remember what he doesn’t have. Tangible loss. And so, my angel coin will persist with me; and someday, perhaps, someone related to me will dig through my drawer and wonder at the unrelated assemblage, will turn the coin between their fingers to discover why I’ve held onto it, try to find its name formed in their lips.
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