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Some readings from the gospel are easier to hear than others.  Last week the Gospel of Mark told 

of Jesus taking a small child onto his lap and announcing to the disciples that to welcome a child 

is to welcome God.   There is not much in that image to frighten or to disgust.   

 This morning we have a very different set of images to describe what it means to be a 

follower of God.   This morning we hear very graphic images of hell of severing hands or feet, of 

gouging out eyes as if our hands and feet, our eyes were the cause of sin rather than simply parts 

of our human bodies.  These images are not pretty.  It is tempting though to focus on them, in 

with a sort of ghoulish fascination and to thank God that we are not so bad as to require us to go 

to such extremes.   It is tempting to pray the prayer of the Pharisee in Luke’s gospel.  He who 

stood in the temple and prayed: ‘God, I thank you that I am not like other people—robbers, 

evildoers, adulterers—or even like this tax collector. 

 As the preacher it is tempting to focus on the sin portion of this gospel as well.  Actually 

sin is pretty easy to preach on, there is a reason “hell fire and damnation” sermons are popular 

with some preachers.  The danger is that threats of hellfire through the centuries have tended to 

drown out the proclamations of God’s abiding love for all that God created and called “good”.   

Don’t get me wrong, sin is real, heaven and hell are real, it’s just that they are very difficult to 

describe with the language we have.  And so we are reduced to metaphor, to characterizing hell 

as unquenchable fire, as the worm that never dies.   We have come to speak of heaven as “up 

there” and hell as “down below”.  I am reminded of the cosmonaut Yuri Gagarin, who on 

returning from a space mission announced that he had proved that there was no heaven, no God.  

He’s been up there, looked around and not seen them. 

  

It is interesting that the idea of hell as a place reserved for the punishment of sinners did not 

come into the Hebrew Scripture until after Israel was conquered and the people sent into exile in 

Babylon.  Before that time Sheol was simply the place of all the dead.  To quote Kathleen Norris; 

“This tells me that how human beings treat one another has everything to do with our concept of 

hell.  People who have endured the pain of exile and enslavement are likely to take refuge in the 

thought that there is punishment for their tormentors, if not in this world, then in the next.”   

 Christian theology over the centuries has tried very hard to come to a clear, concise and 

accurate picture of the afterlife, of heaven and of hell.  Even Jesus, in speaking of the 

consequences of sin, was not so much describing hell as telling the disciples that to be lame in 

this life was better by far than to risk “being thrown into hell”.  But the emphasis always was not 

so much about life after death as it was about the way we are to live our lives here and now.   

 There is a rather old-fashioned word, one we do not hear much in general conversation.  

The word is forbearance.  Forbearance: patient self-control; restraint and tolerance.  This, I 

believe is what was at the root of what Jesus was talking to his disciples about.  John began the 

conversation wanting Jesus to admonish those who “were not with us” but who were healing in 

Jesus name. Jesus would not do so. This question of who is legitimate and who is not, who has 

the authentic word and who does not, is at the heart of this teaching.  The sin that occasions all 

the conversation about hell and punishment is the sin of being a stumbling block to the “little 

ones”.  Being a stumbling block to others is another way of saying that we fail to practice 

forbearance, we neglect to exercise tolerance.  That, Jesus is saying is what will get you thrown 

into hell, in this life and the next.   



 If scripture is to be more than a story that happened long, long ago, then we must 

confront the question of current, contemporary relevance in the words and teaching of Jesus.  

There is a reason the books of the Bible do not start out “Once upon a time…”.  The teachings 

contained in the Word are for us now as much or more than they were for the disciples and 

people of Palestine.  Mathew, Mark, Luke and John, and all the rest of the Christian scripture are 

not fairy tales that end with everyone living happily ever after.  They are stories that come out of 

the ministry of Jesus and continue to be told and created in the lives of Christians today.   

 Kathleen Norris speaking of conflict in her local congregation.  “I believe that where 

local congregational life is concerned it is best to give the Holy Spirit all the room we can, 

because the Spirit has a way of reminding us that what we think is right—even what we think the 

Bible spells out as right—is not necessarily letter-perfect in the sight of God.  If God did not 

choose to work in ways that confound us, grace would not be amazing.  It would not be grace.”   

 We make room for the Spirit among us when we bear with one another, when we are 

tolerant of positions other than our own.  We make room for the Spirit when we are able to listen 

more than we speak and to respect the opinion of others even when we disagree.  We make room 

for the Spirit when we acknowledge that we might even change our minds!   

 There are five times when the term “forbearance” appears in prayers of the Book of 

Common Prayer.  Twice in the Prayers of the People, and once each in the Litany for Ordination, 

in the Collect for the Nation and in the Prayer in Time of Trouble.  In these prayers, forbearance, 

toleration is coupled with respect for others and peace.  It seems that when we engage one 

another in a spirit of forbearance and respect the result is God’s peace.  It is not necessarily 

agreement, but something more, in which we can live together as God intended us to live. 

 Salt was an important and basic commodity in the ancient world.   It was used to flavor 

food and preserve it before refrigeration.  It was used for medicinal purposes.  Roman soldiers 

were paid in salt rations.   Salt was understood to have great value.  

  Jesus ends his teaching to the disciples with this admonition. “For everyone will be salted 

with fire.  Salt is good; but if salt has lost its saltiness, how can you season it?  Have salt in 

yourselves, and be a peace with one another.”   

 To be salted with fire was to be confronted with all of the difficulties and challenges of 

life meeting them with faith, forbearance and tolerance one with another.  God’s grace gives us 

the resources within ourselves and within the community to live together in peace.  

 

 


