
Sermon preached at Scots!
25 May 2014!!
Readings:! I Peter 3:13–22!
! ! John 14: 15–21!!
"…he went and made a proclamation to the spirits in prison,"!!

There is no Hell where the love of God in Christ cannot reach us.!!
Not everyone believes in Hell, at least not as traditionally described in the church’s teaching and 
depicted by artists down through the centuries. I don’t know whether you believe in it or not. In 
fact I’m not even sure how much of it I believe, but I have never yet met anybody who doesn’t 
believe in the experience of Hell. !!
We speak sometimes, of having a taste of heaven. We probably don’t speak as often as having a 
taste of Hell, but I suspect that’s only because we try not to think about it. You don’t have to live 
too long or look too far to witness the sickening sight of people trapped in what can only be a 
living Hell.!!
Turn on the news and listen to the stories told by villagers in the towns of Syria. See the images of 
smoke rising and bloody bodies from the car bombs and missile strikes there. See the pictures 
from ongoing outbreaks of fighting in Palestine. See the children in refugee camps in Uganda as 
the troubles in the Congo continue.  Hell exists all right.!!
See the young girls and teenagers from Myanmar, Cambodia, Indonesia and the Philippines lured 
under false promises into the sex industry in South East Asia. See them beaten, drugged, starved 
and raped for someone else’s financial gain. Hell exists all right.!!
Walk down town late at night and find kids taking “P” to blow away the pain of living with no 
hope, no love, no future. And going out and beating up strangers to pay for the poison. Hell exists 
all right.!!
Look behind the curtains of many a respectable suburban home and find men, who by day appear 
to be successful managers, but who at night can’t hold in the frustration of working harder and 
harder for less and less security, who hit the bottle and hit their kids, lashing out in blind fury 
against the only bit of the world they can still control. Or find women who can only lurch from 
pill to pill in an effort to stay numb from being in relationships that are no longer sustaining, 
enriching and life giving, but are the opposite in fact. Hell exists all right.!!
Whatever Hell is, I’m quite sure God didn’t create it. God wouldn’t have needed to. The human 
race has mastered the art of creating Hell for itself.!!
The church has always taught that Hell is the ultimate alienation from God. We have a tendency 
to think of that in spatial terms - God’s over there, we’re way down there. But it’s much worse 
than that. You see, God is within us and all around us. As people made in the image of God, if we 
become alienated from God, we become alienated from ourselves, from who we are. We fragment. 
We disintegrate. Spirit is torn from flesh and we fall apart. Look into the eyes in those visions of 
Hell and you will see that. Life disintegrating. A whole personality crumbling to dust. Alienation 
from life and being itself.!!
Yes, people are free in this world to live for themselves alone if they want to and let the rest go 
hang, and they are free to live out the dismal consequences as long as they can stand it. The 



doctrine of Hell proclaims that they retain this same freedom in whatever world comes next. That 
means the possibility of making damned fools of ourselves would appear to be limitless.!!
Then again, maybe Hell is the limit. Since the damned are said to suffer as dismally in the next 
world as they do in this one, they must still have enough life left in them to suffer with, which 
means that in their flight from Love, God apparently stops them just this side of extinguishing 
themselves utterly. So the bottomless pit is not really bottomless. Hell is the bottom beyond 
which God in his terrible mercy will not let them go.!!
There is a limit to how alienated from God you can be. In our reading from the Epistle of Peter 
we heard that though put to death physically, in his spiritual existence Christ went and preached 
to the imprisoned spirits. We heard that the good news was preached even to the dead, so that 
they may live as God lives.!!
“He descended into Hell,” the Creed says, and “If I make my bed in Sheol, you are there,” the 
Psalmist (139:8). It seems there is no depth to which God will not sink.!!
There is nowhere you can go, there is no Hell you can descend into, that is beyond the reach of 
the love of God in Jesus Christ. There is no pain you can know, no suffering that can afflict you 
that is beyond where Jesus Christ has been. There is no refugee road or sleazy alleyway that Jesus 
Christ will not enter to offer love and mercy and healing and freedom.!!
Dante saw written over the gates of Hell the words “Abandon all hope ye who enter here,” but he 
must have seen wrong. If there is suffering life in Hell, there must also be!
hope in Hell, because where there is life there is the Lord and giver of life, and where there is 
suffering he is there too because the suffering of the ones he loves is also his!
suffering.!!
There are some traditional icons used in the Eastern churches during Easter. They are called the 
Harrowing of Hell, and show Christ, robed in white or gold, with the doors of Hell trampled 
under his feet, greeting the dead beginning with Adam and Eve. And at the bottom are those 
imprisoned and tortured, who have fallen into the black abyss, about to be released..!!
There are two ideas from that title. The first is the word ‘Hell’ which derives from an Anglo Saxon 
word that means ‘to conceal’ or ‘cover up’. That is kind of what Hell is like for some people. They 
try to hide within what is most bitterly wrong. While we often talk of a harrowing experience, 
meaning painful or gut wrenching, that is not the image here. Instead it is the farming image 
where the harrow tears open the ground to expose the soil beneath so that seed and nutrients can 
be fed into the ground. Christ has broken open that which is concealed. Christ has created the 
possibility of new life by overcoming all that is wrong in life, in our lives.!!
That is the truth we celebrate in this Easter season. Christ has burst through the doors of death to 
proclaim freedom for the prisoners, sight for the blind, good news to the poor, hope for the 
despairing. The powers of death could not hold him, and the powers of Hell, in this life or beyond, 
cannot hold those who will follow him. Violence and hatred have done their worst—you only have 
to turn on your TV to know that—but for now we know death shall have no dominion. !!
Love wins!!!
The Lord of Life will have the last word—Christ is risen.!!
The Word of Jesus is among us. ! Hear that Word. 


