Bolnhurst, Easter 5, May 6th 2007

Last week I preached about heaven and I intend this week to preach about hell. I re-read some of my books and trawled the internet. I talked to people about their beliefs in hell.
Much of what I read sickened me, and I have parental controls on my pc as the web, wonderful resource though it be, used unguardedly can take you into hell on earth. And at this point I nearly gave up.
We know what the traditional  depictions of hell are like. They are about as far away from what I believe as are the traditional descriptions of heaven. 

In order to get some clarity, I even consulted the Thirty Nine Articles of the Church of England. They were no real help. 

By the way, is that why so many children do not come to Church because they cannot entertain themselves by reading the Thirty Nine Articles, the Athanasian Creed and, best of all, the Tables of Consanguinity that feature in the murkier pages of the Book of Common Prayer! Well, that gives away the truth about what I did on Sundays at Mattins!

Some of the early Church leaders used hell as a doctrine to terrify gullible people into the faith. A terrible stick of the carrot of God’s love did not work. And yes, I am using trivialising terms advisedly. 
Some of the early Christians believed in universal salvation but, perhaps due to the politics of the day, something freely available to all was not considered valuable enough and the universal salvation doctrine was condemned. 

Some of the softer looked at the notion of hell as privatio bono, deprivation of the goodness of God’s presence. But that cannot work as God is omnipresent which is perhaps one of the best logical arguments for saying that hell is a misconception. A God of goodness and love could not, of the divine essence, exist in hell, therefore hell itself cannot exist in the cosmos of an omnipotent God.

However some of the Church Fathers that I regard as saner did not, notably people like Gregory of Nyssa who felt that these matters were best left to God and that faith would guide us through. He also felt that a God of love would have certain difficulties with the eternal torture of the damned.

And that resonates with the Jesus that I encounter in the Scriptures, the one who spoke as in today’s gospel, giving us the commandment to love one another. 

As Anglicans, we belief in Scripture, tradition, Prayer Book and reason. That last is where we acknowledge that the Holy Spirit leads us in different eras to varying conclusions. As the Cappadocian Fathers declared so long ago: All that has been revealed is true; but not all has been revealed yet. We do not have a closed religion. We see our faith as bringing us new insights in each and every age. 

Yet, we do have a problem. Would you be glad to meet Adolph Hitler in heaven, or bump into Idi Amin over a celestial banquet. Maybe you recoil in horror at the mere thought. And yet, if we are all made in the image of God and redeemable in the blood of Christ, then that could happen. And maybe that is what heaven is, a state of being where we can celebrate everyone as they were meant to be.
In our present post Enlightenment age, we do not have the notions of kingship in the West that would lead us to the rigidity of penal violence that absolute dictators impose. We do not talk about being ruled by fear or by righteous wrath. Neither do we expect to be told what to do and what to believe. In many parts of the world that is still the case but we are more fortunate, as I am living proof considering the number of campaigns, marches and demonstrations that I have been on.
In this atmosphere, maybe judgement day is when our judgement is made clear and we finally see straight and can then acknowledge our transgressions fully. Who would want to see themselves with the eyes of God without the strength and the love of God to sustain them. 

Yet if we are immortal souls then eternity must have some links with this world otherwise we functionally become a different species when we enter it and that is not suggested anywhere in works that I have come across.

For me one of the most useful interpretations of the doctrine of hell comes at the end of The Last Battle by C. S. Lewis. Aslan, Lucy and the other children finally come into a stable with a door on the far side. Aslan guides them and invites them to go higher up and deeper in for the new Narnia lies on the other side of the door. As those who love Aslan and who relish freedom and joy realise what is happening they stream through the door in their countless hordes in tumultuous and great joy. Meanwhile bumbling about in the stable are the apes and other such creatures who cannot understand what Aslan is roaring, who will not take the time and trouble to listen and who do not look up to see the open door with the glorious light of the new Narnia pouring through it. 

Lucy is troubled by this and asks Aslan what can be done. He replies that they are, in fact, choosing not to see but that eventually they might, given time. Hell like that I can get my head around.

I can also understand Purgatory the way that Cardinal Newman interpreted it as a place for recollection, repentance and remoulding through which all could be saved but our Thirty Nine Articles are stout in their rejection of the concept of Purgatory although seen differently from Newman’s theories.
One of the techniques I use in my work is a system called Restorative Justice, or RJ for short. In RJ there are four magic questions:

· What happened?

· Who was affected?

· How can we involve all those affected?

· How do we move forward from here?

In this there is no condemnation but a requirement to think clearly and to be able to empathise with the victim of the crime or the offence. I was trained by the Probation Service to use RJ. We would take a victim and an offender, often a young man who had mugged or burgled an old person who had been hurt and frightened by the event. You do not just get the parties together. You meet with the separate individuals and get them to talk through what happened. You get them to think about who was affected by the event. The goal is to get the victim and the offender together just as human beings; not objects that can be abused or monsters that nightly stalk in sleep. 

I have seen an old lady who had been traumatised hold her young attacker as they wept together. She even insisted that the boy keep the handkerchief she had loaned him to wipe his face. 

In school, as the children – and the staff – fall out, we try to use RJ as a means of putting the victim at the centre of proceedings.  If our broken hearts and minds can come up with such a system where the badness is acknowledged and denounced as unacceptable in order to free the perpetrator as well as the victim, then surely God can do better.
Hell seems to be about being stuck in evil, and “stuck” is not a word I associate with God. It comes from the notion, perhaps from the Jewish tradition, that to break one law is to break them all. Even a minor infringement therefore justifies incisive damnation with no argument, discussion or notion of context. That just does not seem fair.

So, am I saying that hell does not exist? No. For a start, like Jean Paul Sartre, I do believe that “L’enfer, c’est les autres.” Hell is other people. 

I have been to hell. I sat in a house in Wellingborough where the occupants had taken up the floor boards to burn as their benefits had run out and they had no tokens for the electricity and the gas and their baby was sick with a shocking cough. 

I visited a baby in Selly Oak Hospital who was going through cold turkey as she was born to a mother addicted to heroin.

I have held a dead child in my arms who weighed just over 3 kilos yet , by her teeth, must have been three years old. Her dying mother never spoke. We never knew their names, their story nor where they had come from.

On television, I watched Jan Palach set fire to himself as the Russian tanks rolled into the then Czechoslovakia in the sixties.

Again on TV, as I pray the news, I watch in horror as babies and old people are pulled, dead and smashed, from rubble as Iraq splinters into shattered fragments. 

I deal daily with children whose lives on this earth are already beyond hope. 11 year olds who use drugs and alcohol, self-harming even to the point of suicide. Oh yes, hell does exist. 

It is us. We do not accept our real stewardship of this world and its resources which include our time, our care and our compassion with justice. We collude by our lack of action in the oppression, deformation and denial of our most marginalised and helpless. Like Dives, the rich man, we do not even see we are doing it.

And those of us who think like this must be on the right lines because of the reaction that we get from the powerful and from the dormant.  Do you remember that modern martyr from South America, Dom Helder Camera. He said, “When I feed the poor, they call me a saint. When I ask why they are poor, they call me a Communist.” And they killed him for it in the end.
So, can we say what hell is like and if it definitely exists after death? No. What we can do is to visit the hell holes of this earth physically and with our time, our money and our prayers. We can call for justice, we can bind up the broken hearted and serve, with love, the down trodden and the oppressed. 
And so the kingdom will slip a little closer. Even so, come, Lord Jesus, come. 
Amen.
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