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“Go To Hell”

October 6, 2024 20th Sunday After Pentecost 
Text: Mark 9:42-50

Reed Baer West Parish of Barnstable

Introduction to Scripture

Our reading for today comes from the Gospel of Jesus Christ according to Mark. The scholars tell us these are a chain of originally detached sayings about radical self-sacrifice.

42 “If any of you cause one of these little ones who believe in me, it would be better for you if a great millstone were hung around your neck and you were thrown into the sea. 43 If your hand causes you to sin, cut it off; it is better for you to enter life maimed than to have two hands and to go to hell, to the unquenchable fire.45 And if your foot causes you to sin, cut it off; it is better for you to enter life lame than to have two feet and to be thrown into hell.47 And if your eye causes you to sin, tear it out; it is better for you to enter the kingdom of God with one eye than to have two eyes and to be thrown into hell, 48 where their worm never dies and the fire is never quenched.
49 “For everyone will be salted with fire. 50 Salt is good, but if salt has lost its saltiness, how can you season it? Have salt in yourselves, and be at peace with one another.”
--------------

You don’t hear much about hell from this pulpit, or from many mainline pulpits these days. I think its an avoidance thing – we preachers want to accentuate the positive, we would rather give you the carrot than the stick, we have a distaste for the tel-evangelist and the revivalist fire-and-brimstone preacher of old who want to scare you into being a Christian by threatening you with hell -- never mind that nowhere in the gospels can you find Jesus threatening anyone with hell. And yet, Jesus did speak of hell, as he does in today’s text. 
The best known biblical image for hell relates to a steep, narrow gorge outside Jerusalem called the Valley of  Ben Hinnom. It is a place where legend had it that early unfaithful Israelites had offered up child sacrifices to the pagan gods, and so it was considered to be an unholy place. Later the valley was used as a garbage dump, the place for destruction of refuse by fire. The Greek word gehenna, or “hell”, commonly used for a place of final and eternal punishment, is derived from the Hebrew name for this valley. 

Hell, then, is a dump, a trash heap, the end of the line for the worn-out, the used up, the useless, the unwanted. It is the place Jesus warns us about in today’s text. It is a place, he says, we want to avoid at all costs. He wants to dramatize for us the stakes in choosing the kingdom of God, so he uses hyperbole to make his point – all that stuff about cutting off your arm or tearing out your eye. What he is saying is, “Your life if precious; I gave it to you; guard it, keep it safe, use it properly. As the saying goes, ‘God don’t make no trash,’ so don’t you go and throw your life on the dump. Don’t end up in hell.”

But let us not miss the deeper message here. For his message goes way beyond a simple concern for your individual life, for your soul, for your personal salvation through keeping your nose clean and not giving into the world of temptations which surrounds us.  For what Jesus is concerned about is the kingdom of God, something which is much bigger than you or me, something which encompasses the whole community and all its inter-related parts and members. Even as Jesus warns us to use our lives with care, to not let them slide into nothingness and despair, he reminds us that our lives are to be lived for God and for each other. And that, he tells us in word and in deed, has everything to do with hell.

What is this hell like? Paulette Theresa, a member here some years ago, plodding along beside me one Sunday as we did the Walk to End Homelessness through the lovely neighborhoods of Hyannisport, told me of a personal glimpse of hell she once had. Hell, Paulette told me, looks like the streets of Hollywood, California, on a late Friday afternoon, as Paulette exited her job helping homeless teenagers. Hollywood is a magnet for runaway teens – and throw-away teens, as well. They come lured by the prospect of the glamour of the movies and television, but many end up jobless and on the street, willing to do anything for a break in the industry, or for a meal.  What is hell like? Paulette will tell you – hell is a teenage girl, infant baby in arms, standing on a street corner, obviously disoriented and visibly shaking in fear. “Fresh meat”, in the slang of the street, ripe for exploitation. Not a runaway, a throwaway – her parents, angry that she had become pregnant, threw her out when the baby was born.  No money, no family, no job, no place to stay, alone with a baby at the start of a weekend when all the social service agencies are closing. What is hell like? Ask Paulette, she has seen it.  

What is hell like? You veterans know – whoever first said “War is hell” has never been refuted by those who have been there, who waded ashore on the body-strewn beaches of Normandy or a Pacific island, who knew the terror of a night ambush in the Mekong delta, who witnessed the fire-bombing of one of Europe’s most beautiful cities. 

We know what hell is like – and so who in their right mind would go there? Jesus, for one. It is where his ministry took him, a ministry that brought him into contact with lepers who knew the hell of a disease that not only disfigured them, but also brought them exile from their communities and a miserable experience scratched out on the outskirts of town. It was where his ministry took him as he sat down at table with the vilified tax collector and defended on a stoning ground a woman who sold her body for a living.  Hell is where his earthly ministry ended up, on a hill outside Jerusalem that overlooked gehenna, the garbage dump, where even as he knew the agony of the cross he could turn to a criminal at his side and offer hope and forgiveness. 
The church fathers knew that this was not the end for Jesus and hell, and it is why there is that line in the Apostles Creed, you remember the one: “He suffered under Pontius Pilate, was crucified, dead and buried; he descended into hell….” They believed that there was no hell, in this world or the next, safe from Jesus’ ministry.

Hell is a place ordinary folk wisely try to stay away from. But hell is where Jesus’ followers go. It is where the army chaplain goes, who can at once both abhor war and the destruction it causes, and yet who is compelled by faith to accompany into hell the men and women who believe it is their duty to fight for their country, bringing to them the love and compassion of Jesus Christ. 
Hell is where the Friends of Prisoners go, where West Parish folk like Tom and Mary Stott, who some of you remember, and Sandy Clark visited those who were paying their debt to society for their crimes, who were hoping to make a new start once their time has been served. 
Hell is where folk like Paulette Theresa go, seeking to help the lost and the impoverished and the at-risk, partnering with Jesus Christ in his mission to save all people. 
Hell is where you go, when you volunteer at A Baby Center in Hyannis and offer not only material help, but emotional support, when you welcome as a person of worth the mom and her infant who are struggling to get by on WIC and donated diapers. 
Hell is where you go, when folk like Bruce and Sue Benwood serve as big brothers and big sisters to local kids who need mentors and guides.

Hell is where Natalia and the Cape Cod Council of Churches go, in our name and with our support, as they seek foster care for children and youth in peril.

Hell is where we all go when we share out of what we have with the church and its mission arm, Our Churches Wider Mission, which supports disaster relief at home and abroad, assistance to refugees in Afghanistan and the Sudan, ministries on poverty-stricken American Indian reservations, and countless other ministries to those for whom home is more trash heap than split-level ranch, more town dump than antique Colonial. 

William Stringfellow reminds us that “there is no corner of human existence, however degraded or neglected, into which [Christians] may not venture; no person, however beleaguered or possessed, whom they may not befriend and represent….The characteristic place to find Christians is among their enemies. The first place to look for Christ is in hell.” (William Stringfellow, in A Keeper of he Word: Selected Writings of William Stringfellow, Bill Wylie Kellerman, ed., Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1994, pp. 164-165).

This is our calling: to be a community which keeps entering hell, always seeking to drag people off the ash heap, always seeking to dust off those who have given up or have been given up on, and remind them that they are precious to God, that God has not written them off and neither (and this is the hard part) neither have we.  

Hell – we like to think it is a place where we can voluntarily choose to go. But don’t be fooled – hell can be something that can come to us as well. Gregory Jones tells how hell came to Jeanette Aldred one night, in the person of one Orelander Love. Love was robbing Aldred's home one night, and thought the house was empty, until he discovered her in bed. Love panicked and hit her over the head. It was anyone’s nightmare, particularly that of an 88-year old woman living alone. Hell had come calling.

As Love tells it, in a letter he wrote to Aldred’s pastor from prison, Aldred “did what Jesus did under the worst circumstance, under the threat of life and limb. She said to me, ‘Jesus loves you. I forgive you. God bless you.’ She said these things even as I beat her, kicked, robbed and cursed her. She did not deserve it, but she did as Christ did.” 

Aldred was arrested a few days later and sent to prison. But he could not get her words out of his head: “I forgive you.” He said that although he knew about Christians and Jesus for a long time, he had never believed until he had finally met one. She changed him forever. He wrote, “I was not saved from prison. She saved me from hell. After that dark criminal night in Ms. Aldred’s home on Providence Road, I have never been the same…. She wanted me saved.  Well . . . I have been saved for six years. Her words . . . never left my heart.”

What gave Aldred the strength to respond with words of forgiveness and love even as hell came her way one night? Jones puts it down to practice, to “a lifetime of faithful Christian living, the slow and often imperceptible development of habits of feeling, thinking, and living shaped by the love of Christ.” 
I like that – what gave this doughty woman the courage to face the hounds of hell was the slow accumulation of ways of thinking, believing and acting shaped by a lifetime’s  love of Christ. A life-time’s love of Christ, the one who, to save you and me and us all, descended to every hell we will ever know. 
Maybe, if we keep at it long enough, you and I as well might discover the courage to respond to Christ’s call to rise up, and go to hell.

--------------

(Thanks to Gregory Jones for the story relayed in this sermon; his article can be found in the Christian Century, Sept. 20, 2003, p.37)

