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Eve of the Nineteenth Sunday after Pentecost • September 29, 2018 
Numbers 11:4-6, 10-16, 24-29 • Psalm 19:7-14 • James 5:13-20 • Mark 9:38-50 

  
Tomorrow morning, Scott Schantzenbach is going to be here. Scott is the New Jersey Synod 

Assistant to the Bishop for Stewardship. And he’s going to be preaching, presumably, about 
stewardship. And so I thought about what I wanted to do tonight, and I thought maybe I could do 
something on stewardship, too. But I thought I’d follow Jesus’s lead and talk a little bit about hell. 
 So hell isn’t something that I talk about a ton. But it’s something that most Americans 
believe in. According to Pew, who asked people in 2014, fifty-eight percent of Americans believe in 
hell.1 Most people who believe in hell are women, baby boomers, registered Republicans, very 
religious, and married. Now, it’s interesting to comb through the data. But data like this often 
ignores a very important question, which is what do we mean when we talk about hell?  
 So when we think of hell, when the people who write those surveys talk about hell, what 
they usually mean is a place God sends you after you die. It’s possible to get lost in the weeds of 
how this doctrine actually developed. But let’s stick with that basic definition for now. We usually 
think that hell as a) a place, b) a place God sends you, and c) a place God sends you after you die.  
 So let’s look at how Jesus talks about hell. In today’s gospel reading, Jesus says that “if your 
foot causes you to stumble, cut it off; it is better for you to enter life lame than to have two feet and 
to be thrown into hell.” When Mark writes about Jesus’s teaching, the Greek word he uses here for 
hell is “Gehanna.” Now “hell” isn’t a bad translation, but we have to pump the brakes for a second. 
Because if you hear “hell,” your mind is going to go in a million directions at once with all these 
ideas you’re picked up in the culture. But “Gehenna” you have to unpack a little more. 

Because Gehenna is an actual place.2 You could plug it into Google Maps or whatever and 
actually go there. And if you go back about six or so centuries before Jesus, Gehenna was a valley 
where Canaanites and some Israelites would go and make sacrifices to idols. And they would 
sacrifice all kinds of stuff and people, including kids. These sacrifices are one of the things the 
prophet Jeremiah condemns and eventually King Josiah goes in and tries to clear the whole valley 
out and put a stop to it. 
 So Gehenna is an actual place, but six centuries later, when Jesus is talking to his disciples, 
it’s taken on some other connotations. Gehenna is a place but it’s more than that. In the case of 
those Israelites who performed all these child sacrifices, it’s a place you go when you’ve been invited 
into this covenant relationship with God, you’ve been invited into relationship with God, and you 
turn away from it. You’ve been shown love and grace and forgiveness and charity, and you don’t 
accept it. And instead you turn back to violence and coercion.  
 There’s a scene from C.S. Lewis’s book The Great Divorce, which is an allegorical story about 
heaven and hell, that gets at this idea in a vivid way.3 To use Luther’s image, selfishness and sin turns 
us further in on ourselves. And the cost of that selfishness, ironically, is a very loss of our self. When 
we’re only concerned with ourselves, we become less like who God created us to be. So in Lewis’s 
telling, the people who have turned the farthest in on themselves have lost so much of their selves 
that they are almost like ghosts. They weigh nothing. They are almost completely insubstantial. And 
when they step out into heaven, there is so little of themselves left that they don’t even weigh 
enough to bend the grass beneath their feet. For these people, Lewis writes, “Walking proved 
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difficult. The grass, hard as diamonds to my unsubstantial feet, made me feel as if I were walking on 
wrinkled rock, and I suffered pains.”  
 So what is hell like? It’s not a place with flames and lava and whatever other ideas we come 
up with. It’s like walking into paradise and complaining that the soft grass is too hard on your feet.  
It’s like being shown love and grace and not being able to accept it. Or as one famous Catholic 
theologian put it, I’m going to paraphrase, if the doors of hell are locked, they’re not locked by God 
holding them shut. They’re locked from the inside by our resistance to God’s grace entering our 
lives.4  
 So think back to that kind of cultural definition of hell I have you a couple of minutes ago. 
We said that hell was a place God sends you after you die. Now does that sound like what Jesus is 
talking about? Not at all. For one thing, the hell that Jesus is talking about isn’t a place. It’s a way of 
being in our lives. It’s a feeling. It’s an orientation. It isn’t some physical place that exists on a map. 
Second, it isn’t somewhere God sends us. It’s a place we send ourselves. And that was what many of 
the first writers in the early church thought too. That hell wasn’t a place God created. It was a place 
people created. And finally, the hell that Jesus is talking about it isn’t something that happens after 
you die. It’s something that occurs during your life. 
 So I’ve been throwing a bunch of heady stuff at you about hell. So why don’t we back up for 
a second and ask what this looks like. We actually have an example of it in today’s gospel reading. 
Jesus has been going around teaching and healing people. And today, his disciple John calls him 
aside and says, “We saw someone casting out demons in your name, and we tried to stop him, 
because he was not following us.” So I think it’s actually kind of helpful here to stop and think 
through exactly what’s happening here. The disciples are walking around. And they see someone 
healing people by invoking Jesus’s name, which was actually common around the time Mark was 
writing, and apparently the healing is working. And what do they do? They try to get the person to 
stop healing people. Why? Why do they try to get the person to stop healing people? Because, John 
says, “he was not following us.”  
 That’s not a bad image of what hell feels like. Someone who is sick is being healed. And 
instead of celebrating this person’s restoration to health, instead of welcoming this person back into 
the community, John says, “Make it stop.” Because John is so focused on himself and his own status 
as a follower of Jesus and being as close to influence as he can, that he’s blinded to goodness in the 
world. He’s like C.S. Lewis’s characters who step into paradise and complain that the grass is painful 
on their feet.  
 See, we like to think that the hell with the flames and lava and whatever is the scary version. 
At least to me, this version of hell is way more disturbing. Because I actually find myself thinking 
like John all the time. Something good happens and because it didn’t happen in my circle or my 
family or my denomination or my group, it’s actually bad. While I was writing this sermon, I heard 
something great about something good that was happening at another church in town. And after ten 
seconds, I thought Good for them. That’s awesome.  But in those first ten seconds, my gut response was 
No. That doesn’t make any sense at all. That shouldn’t be happening. Goodness and mercy come into the 
world, and my reaction is to try to make it stop. 
 Look at how Jesus responds. Jesus says, “Don’t stop him.” Jesus’s answer is basically, “If 
someone’s getting healed in my name. If something positive is happening. If there is goodness and 
mercy coming into the world, then great. If you’re not against me, you’re for me. 
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 And look at what else Jesus says. “If your hand causes you to stumble, cut it off; it is better 
for you to enter life maimed than to have two hands and to go to hell.” So whatever the thing is that 
keeps you from loving God. Whatever the impulse is that keeps you from recognizing and 
appreciating joy and goodness in the world, get rid of it. Cut it off. For John, it was probably a need 
to be an insider. For me, it’s a misguided desire for achievement. For you it might be envy that 
corrodes the way you view other people. Or it might be a need for other people’s approval. But 
whatever it is that keeps you from viewing goodness and mercy like Jesus does, get rid of it. 
 Not because God is going to punish you if you don’t. But because Jesus doesn’t want any of 
us to live without appreciating the fullness of God’s goodness in the world. It’s Jesus inviting us out 
of the hells we create for ourselves and inviting us into the kingdom of God. And here’s the thing. 
God’s tenacity is stronger than our skepticism. God’s love is always stronger than our fear. And 
God’s invitation is always stronger than our refusal.  
   

Joseph Schattauer Paillé, Pastor 


