
 1 

April 29, 2018 
Fifth Sunday of Easter 
Grace Lutheran Church 
Colorado Springs, CO 
Preacher: Pastor Michael Tassler 
 
Several weeks ago, someone here at Grace shared with me that another member of our church 
has a complaint: that I don’t preach enough (or, more likely, at all) about hell. Although the 
original observation was meant as a criticism, I of course took it as a compliment.   
 
I’m fairly sure that in 25 years of ordained ministry I have never preached about hell.  So, I have 
no real defense against the charge that I don’t preach about hell.  I have no desire to mount a 
defense, because I give exactly zero hoots about it.  But, if you come to adult Sunday school 
today, I’ll tell you more about why.   
 
To cut to the chase on hell, I like to quote the presiding bishop of the Evangelical Lutheran 
Church in America, Elizabeth Eaton, who recently answered the question, “Is there a hell?” 
with this answer: “There may be, but I think it’s empty.”   
 
Bishop Eaton’s response is located in a Christian theological tradition that goes back nearly to 
the beginning of Christianity.  Melito of Sardis, writing in the late second century, in his work 
On Pascha, imagines Christ, on Holy Saturday, proclaiming this, when he descended to the 
dead: 
 
“It is I,” says Christ, 
“I am he who destroys death, 
And triumphs over the enemy, 
And crushes Hades, 
And binds the strong man, 
And bears humanity off to the heavenly heights.” 
 
This tradition in Christianity is called, “The harrowing of hell.”  As the writer Joel Miller says, 
“While his body rested in Joseph’s crypt, the Lord entered hades. In this event we call the 
harrowing of hell, Christ entered not as victim, but as victor. He came to raze the place. There in 
the realm of the dead, Christ blasted through Satan’s gates like a battering ram.” 

The 5th century bishop Cyril of Alexandria wrote, When the gatekeepers of hell saw him, they fled; 
the bronze gates were broken open, and the iron chains were undone (Ancient Commentary on Scripture 
11.107). 

The 4th century theologian and hymnographer Ephraim the Syrian saw it: The voice of our Lord 
sounded into Hell, and He cried aloud and burst the graves one by one. Tremblings took hold on Death; 
Hell that never of old had been lighted up, into it there flashed splendors, from the [angels] who entered in 
and brought out the dead to meet Him, who was dead and gives life to all. (Nisibene Hymns 36.11) 
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This is the teaching that Christ really does defeat sin, death, and the devil.  It’s the teaching that 
we are all saved by grace.  It’s the teaching that God forgives sin, for Christ’s sake.  It’s the 
teaching that Christ emptied hell and that grace wins.  Period.  And, dear friends, this is not 
some new, modern, liberal anti-American doctrine: it’s the Bible’s story of God and us.   
 
But of course, hell can be loads of fun, especially when we try to send others there. So and so must 
surely be going to hell, we say, promoting ourselves to the place of the Almighty Creator and 
Redeemer of the universe, relishing in a bit of Schadenfreude, because even though we’ve done a 
bit of bad stuff, it isn’t nearly as bad as what those people have done.  And, of course when we 
do that, we stand in another grand tradition.  The one Jesus reminds us of in Luke when he 
quotes the Pharisee’s prayer: “God, I thank you that I am not like other people: thieves, rogues, 
adulterers, or even like this tax collector. I fast twice a week; I give a tenth of all my income.”  If 
you don’t remember how that story turns out, look up Luke 18 later and find out. 
 
But here’s where my sermon takes a hard turn, so if I’ve bored you so far, listen up.  Because if 
there is a proper place to apply the threat of hell, I think it probably comes best into play in 
addressing folks who show themselves to be utterly without love at best, and, at worst, utter 
hypocrites by how they treat others.   
 
Here’s an example.  A few weeks ago, an old friend of mine from the Washington DC area, who 
was a member of my congregation in Virginia, posted this on Facebook: 
 
On Sunday, I posted a picture from when I had a full head of hair.  I’ve posted other pics from my less 
follicle-challenged years in the past.  Each time I post a picture like that, at least one person will 
inevitably comment something like “Whoa! Who’s the dude with the hair?” Or “What happened? You 
had so much hair?” 
 
I wonder whether these same people would ever comment, “Wow! You really got fat!” Or, “Dude, you 
used to have a leg!”   
 
I’m comfortable with my baldness.  I’ve embraced it (no comb-over for me). This isn’t about my vanity or 
my feelings. I’ve got a gene that made my hair fall out just like a good portion of the men my age out 
there.  It’s something that’s part of my physical appearance that’s beyond my control.  I actually like the 
way I look, and I’m comfortable in my skin (except when I forget a hat and get sunburned on my scalp – 
that hurts).  But, to be clear, it’s teasing and mocking regardless of how I take it. And, please, if you really 
want to mock, at least be original. Going for a physical attribute I have no control over is so passé.  
 
We here at Grace have people in our community who talk like this to others.  Those on the 
receiving end of such mean and stupid talk may or may not have thick skin.  Some on the 
receiving end of this may or may not have the strength or courage to confront others face to face 
when they say such stuff.  Regardless, it needs to stop, now.  
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At this point in my life, I have fairly thick skin (although certainly not about everything).  
Here’s one: some of you know that I have a pair of what I call my “Pentecost Pants.” I wore 
them on Pentecost Sunday a few years ago, as part of our community’s general fun of wearing 
red on Pentecost as a community (pro tip: Pentecost is May 20, so get your red out and ready).  
My pants aren’t exactly red.  They’re sort of red with a hint of coral. Regardless, they did the 
trick, and most people had fun with that.  Well, that same morning, a member of our 
congregation felt the need to take me aside and said, “You know, uh, don’t you?  Those 
pants…” He paused.  Yes? I said. “Those sort of pants, that color you know, that’s, uh, what 
those um, those, um, gay fellas downtown wear.”   
 
So, having exactly zero hoots to give about what people think of my appearance, I said, “Thanks 
for the compliment!  But, why should the gay people have all the fun!”  My pants-critic looked 
confused and walked away.  
 
Like my bald friend, I’m comfortable in my own skin. So, I really don’t care what that person 
(who was wearing really boring clothing that day – a horrific sin on Pentecost if you ask me) 
thinks.  But that shepherd’s staff I brought out last week?  You know what it’s for?  More than 
yanking the sheep back into the fold, it’s for beating the wolves away from the sheep.  
Admittedly, this puts me in a tricky position. When do you haul out the staff?  When do you 
beat away the wolves?  You, who believe in an empty hell, what really are you doing?  What’s 
the goal here? 
 
Well, I’ll tell you.  The goal is to protect the beloved community.  It’s to guard the vulnerable. 
It’s to help us create a community based on this: “Beloved, since God loved us so much, we also 
ought to love one another.”  We are here to love one another.  Not mock one another, not 
condemn one another, not to dump on others the passé, typical, moralistic, unloving, and 
hurtful garbage that many so-called Christians live by.   
 
So, today, for the sake of our hell-loving complainer, here’s a little hell: 
 
If you feel compelled to make comments to others about their appearance, whether their 
baldness, a hairstyle that you don’t like, the color of their pants, or whatever: put a sock in it. 
Consider for a brief moment that it’s not your job to judge.  Consider always the tender souls of 
others. To hell with your rude comments and the attitudes that generate them. 
 
Furthermore, if you feel compelled – like that Pharisee, on the basis of whatever it is you think 
you’ve done to give yourself an edge over others before God – if you are compelled to make 
comments that disparage gay, lesbian, transgender and queer people; if you disparage Muslims, 
if you disparage brown and black and yellow and red people, or if you disparage anyone who 
isn’t lily white or as straight as an arrow or isn’t just like you: to hell with your comments (which 
are, in fact, acts of violence) and to hell with the attitudes in your heart that generate them.  
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Here’s the good news: there’s time to repent.  Christ rose from the dead, defeating sin, death, 
and the devil so that we can be rid of such things.  And live just as he lives.  So, I invite you to 
repent of such things.  But, if you stubbornly refuse God’s gift and refuse to repent of such 
behavior and refuse to exercise the gift of self-control (which is the fruit of the Holy Spirit), and 
refuse to love one another (as scripture counsels), I sincerely invite you to leave this community 
for another one – and in Colorado Springs there are plenty of options – that allows you to 
exercise your hatred and bigotry and lovelessness all you want.  You can join any number of 
faith communities whose fundamental creed is, “God, I thank you I’m not like other people.”  
 
And, I will remind you of the words of Jesus we heard on the Second Sunday of Easter: 
“Receive the Holy Spirit: If you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven them; if you retain the 
sins of any, they are retained.”  I am saying to those who willfully do not change their words 
and their actions: your sins will be retained. If you continue to unleash hell on others through 
the arrogant presumption of your allegedly righteous standing before God, then you can live in 
this hell of your own making, but not here, not in this church.   
 
As our lesson puts it: “Those who say, ‘I love God,’ and hate their brothers or sisters, are liars; 
for those who do not love a brother or sister they have seen, cannot love God whom they have 
not seen.  The commandment we have from God is this: those who love God must love their 
brothers and sisters also.”   
 
So, hell is hot, isn’t it!  These words have not been easy for me to say aloud. At the end of the 
day, I still believe that if there’s a hell, it will be empty.  Even of those who stand self-
condemned.  For by God’s immense, renovating grace, we all will be formed into the Beloved 
Community.  Therefore, let us love one another, because love is from God; everyone who loves 
is born of God and knows God.  
 


