Easter 5A   2011
John 14:1-14

“Do not let your hearts be troubled.” Today, of all days, our hearts should be joyful. Why? Because the Rapture wherein God takes to heaven all true believers leaving the remainder of us sinners here on earth to suffer horrible tribulations did not happen. Today is a joyful day because if the Rapture had happened and we are all in here today…..well, that would be a bit embarrassing for anyone who claims to be a Christian believer------especially for me, a clergy person, having been “left behind.” Thus, “Do not let your hearts be troubled.” 

However, I must tell you that I was a bit dismayed that the prognosticator didn’t predict that the world was to end today at 6PM instead of yesterday. You see, I am thinking if the Rapture were to have happened today, Sunday, that it just might have boosted attendance as well as money in the plate. Heck, perhaps one of you faithful might have dropped your life savings in the plate. I wonder if Mr. Harold Camping, evangelist/radio broadcaster, gave away his life savings or did he hedge his bets? 
It was reported that Mr. Camping spent the day with his family gathered around him in prayer and reading the Bible. Do you think he might have read this first verse from John’s gospel----“Do not let your hearts be troubled”? He certainly could have read this in order to assure his family and followers. I would think they would have needed reassurance especially the children. Just think of the trauma to a child, gathered with parents who are awaiting the end of the world---the end of the world! How do you think that would have affected a child? Wouldn’t it be unquestionably terrifying? Think about it! Everything you have ever known is going to be destroyed. And there is to be mass destruction, weeping, wailing, people dying, earthquakes, thunderous sounds as buildings and civilizations crumble. Wouldn’t that be frightening to a six year old? Isn’t making children experience such destruction and tragedy (all from a loving God) and seeing horrible----hell on earth disasters occur earth----tantamount to child abuse? Isn’t scaring children half to death a category of child abuse? I think it is. What kind of God will these children go on to believe in as a result? 
Well, the Rapture didn’t happen. Thus, since life seems to be going on as usual, allow me to repeat Jesus’ words one more time, “Do not let your hearts be troubled. Believe in God, believe also in me. In my Father’s house there are many dwelling places. And I will come again and take you there so that where I am, you may be also.” Seems to me these words actually have a lot more meaning knowing the world is continuing rather than ending. Jesus’ words at the beginning of John’s fourteenth chapter are comforting words. They are words I have spoken countless times to those gathered at the edge of a freshly dug grave. It is there as we mourn the death of a loved one, when we are at one of our most vulnerable, troubled and painful times in life……it is there that Jesus with reassuring comfort speaks to our hurt, need, dismay and despair. Jesus says, “Don’t let this get you down. Trust me. There is plenty of room for everyone in my Father’s house. Actually, I am on my way right now to get your room ready for you. And like Tom Bodett says, “I’ll leave the light on for you.”
These few verses are extremely important. First of all, they express what I think is the central core of God’s relationship to humanity------love, comfort and guidance. Unlike the doomsday people, I don’t think God is about wrath and judgment. And there is a reason for this. I think much of our image of God depends upon our relationship with our parents (especially our fathers) when we were young children. I was raised by three very loving adults----my mother, aunt and uncle. They loved me to pieces. They sacrificed for me. I was never hit, verbally denigrated, ignored or sent to bed without dinner because I was late for supper. Instead, I was loved, forgiven and comforted through pure grace. And, thus as a result, that is my image of God. I think those persons for whom God is wrathful, exclusionary, judgmental and legalistic they most likely had a father or parent who was wrathful, punishing and unforgiving. And it is difficult to overcome such impressions from childhood. If you raise your child to kill in the name of God, then by God your child will kill in the name of God and feel good about it. If you raise your child to love and forgive in the name of God, then they will love and forgive. 
“Do not let your hearts be troubled” are the words of a loving, sacrificial God-----a God of the cross not the switchblade…..a God with an open hand not a clenched fist.
These beginning words of the fourteenth chapter of John are also extremely important because we see and hear our loving God tell us not to despair because when we die there is lots of room in God’s house (God’s being) for all of us. I choose to interpret this to mean that when it comes to salvation (going to heaven) that we are all in. God redeems everyone. Everyone goes to heaven. 
I understand that humanity must live in a world of justice. However, I happen to believe that God’s justice is redemption not wrathful punishment. Like the resurrection, God redeems in a flash that which we spent a lifetime despoiling. Thus, when we die, I don’t think that God gives up on anyone. We are all redeemed. We all go to heaven. And the sooner we accept this the sooner we can let go of our anxiety over death and the sooner we can live a life of joy here and now. John 14 is my favorite funeral gospel reading because it gives assurance that our deceased loved ones are with God in eternal bliss and someday we will be there, too, bar none. 

“There are many rooms in my Father’s house.”

However, I must tell you that a large portion of Christianity today twists Jesus’ words to say actually quite the opposite. What they say and emphasize is that there are many rooms in Satan’s house. Dante, who wrote the Divine Comedy, the classic text on Hell, claims that there are 27 circles of Hell and goes on to graphically depict each level. 
For instance, the lustful will wind up in the second circle of Hell being blown around for eternity in a turbulent wind, and yet the depressed wind up in the lower fifth circle of Hell completely submerged underwater spending eternity gasping for breath. The guy who stole Janice’s purse from our car years ago at Santa Monica pier will, along with all other thieves, wind up in the seventh pit of the eighth circle of Hell where they are chomped on by snakes and serpents.

But below all of these in Hell are traitors of homeland or political party. So, Joe Lieberman and Arlen Specter can expect to spend eternity in the first ring of the ninth circle of Hell where their bodies will be frozen in a lake of ice and their heads will be sticking up above the ice where the giant Antaeus will walk over their heads. All of this because these two guys switched political parties. 
This is crazy stuff. Honestly, who today believes Dante? And yet at one time the entire Western Church believed him. We can laugh off the ridiculousness of a Dante, but it saddens me deeply that junk similar to this continues to pervade Christianity today. Hell is still really popular. Didn’t it just capture our attention all last week? Where exactly do you think all those left behind from the Rapture were to have ended up? Bakersfield? 

Well, as you know, a year ago I came out of the closet………….I came out of the closet in proclaiming that there is no Hell. Since then, I have been told that simply because I don’t believe there is a Hell that this pretty much punches my ticket across the River Styx. I find it interesting that for those persons who believe in Hell or the end of the world in fire or terrible judgment…..I always find it interesting that their belief system works on you (the other person) even though you don’t believe in it. For instance, as a teenager, I had a friend who believed in vampires. Well, I didn’t. And yet, she was convinced that I could very well be attacked by one. “But how can I be attacked by a vampire when I don’t believe they exist?” I used to say to her. And her answer in so many words was, “Because I believe it and my belief covers you whether you believe it or not.” This isn’t like not believing in science. It is not like I didn’t believe in gravity. I didn’t believe in something that required faith. So, then, since it is faith and not provable, why does someone elses’ rules, beliefs and superstitions apply to me? Why can’t they just apply to the believer? My answer is that I think it has to do with control and deep down lack of belief on the believer’s part. If I believe something, I don’t need your ascent to validate what I believe to be true….unless…..I am unsure of myself. You see, if you don’t believe what I believe then that causes me to have doubts. It says that perhaps what I believe in and have staked my life on just might be all false. Is this how Mr. Harold Camping and his followers feel this morning-----the morning after?
A few weeks ago an evangelical, fundamentalist preacher by the name of Rob Bell was featured in Time magazine. He has caused a mighty wind in the Evangelical community because in his recently published book he states that he no longer believes in Hell. He, also, thinks that there are many rooms in God’s house-----room for everybody.
Well, he caught hell for not believing in Hell. Listen to what other evangelical ministers have said about him. “Theologically disastrous. Any of us should be concerned when a matter of theological importance (such as Hell) is played with in a subversive way.” One Evangelical pastor tweeted, “Farewell to Rob Bell.” Another said, “(Without Hell), there is no need for Christ or the Church.” Wow! What kind of world view does this guy have? There is no need for Christ if there is no Hell? How about grace, love, sacrifice and forgiveness? How about a loving God and not petulant, chimerical dictator?
Don’t you see that it is not enough to say you disagree with Rob Bell. Instead, one has to attack him personally and denigrate him. How is this from God? My God doesn’t insult, disparage, verbally abuse, or sentence to eternal punishment people for their honest, rationally thought through arguments. However, the God of a lot people does exactly that! But then again many of us were raised and raise our children to ‘do as I say’ and don’t allow them to think for themselves. Insults, put downs and embarrassment keep children in line. As a result, later on, is it any surprise that so does their God? 

I understand why Hell has to exist for some people. Hell has to exist for some because that is all they knew growing up with unloving, resentful parents. Why should the world and certainly God’s kingdom be any different from the world in which they were raised? 

Who here believes if you like your drink and food to a bit of excess that you will end up in the third circle of Hell floating in sea of excrement? Well, you might say, “Oh, that is old time stuff. We don’t believe that anymore.” Okay, well, then just what do the rooms in Hell look like? What goes on there? And who is in attendance? I know-----not you or any of your loved ones or relatives. Then who? Isn’t it funny that it is always “someone else” who is in Hell? Well, someone else is you to someone else! 
I have done lots of funerals. Out of the hundreds I have done, how many of those deceased, do you think, are in Hell? 10%? 50%? More? I have a church register in my office of all the funerals I have ever done here at St. Andrew and St. Charles. How about after the service during coffee hour we go through and pick out those in Hell? 
It is easy to believe in Hell until you have to get personal and put a human face to it. For instance, a little over a year ago, a Granada High girl was tragically killed in a jet-ski accident on Lake Havasu. She was not Christian. She was a very good friend of one of our high schoolers. Our high school girl actually heard others comment, as a result of her close friend not being a Christian, that she was in Hell. It brought her to tears. Tears! How can people who won’t accept torture under any means on earth accept it as normal in the afterlife? 

It took our high school class’ support and outpouring of love to help our teenage parishioner keep her faith in a God who would never send her friend or anyone to eternal damnation. However, the conversation in the high school class at Shepherd of the Hills or Rocky Peak would be just the opposite. 

Do you believe this girl is in Hell? Do you seriously believe that demons are going to eat her flesh and torture her for eternity? Seriously. If you do, then you and I are worlds apart in the way we see God and the world. However, I am willing to extend my loving God to you despite your resistance to accept it, but do me a favor and don’t extend your wrathful God to me. Keep him to yourself.  As for the rest of us?  Remember Jesus’ words not Harold Camping’s: “Do not let your hearts be troubled. There is lots of room in my Father’s house.”
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