Hell Is Not God's Creation

When we read our scripture today, we have to put ourselves back in the time of Christ. Few of us have been subject to a king, and the few kings left in the world do not have the power over their subjects’ lives that a king in the time of Christ had. When Jews of that time imagined what it would be like for God to finally take complete control of the world, they used imagery of kingship and of great battles between good and evil. The most powerful use of that language, however, made its point by turning typical ideas of kingship on their heads, as our readings today show.

	In the first reading, Ezekiel sees that eventually the devastating reigns of Israel’s recent kings, as well as the kings of other nations who conquered Israel, would come to an end. And for Paul, in our second reading, Christ’s resurrection signaled that the end times had begun, and very soon, he thought, Christ will reign as king. But again, he will be a king far different than the Jews were experiencing under the Roman emperors. Christ the King will bring not more money and prestige to the rich, but life eternal to those who belong to him. He promises just judgment, both for them and for those who have oppressed them.

	The Gospel tells us how to belong to Christ. Jesus’ parable of the sheep and the goats continues the theme of the messianic king who will judge justly. We all know and believe that Jesus will "come again in glory to judge the living and the dead." We affirm that belief each week when we pray the Creed. But it is possible that we have not thought deeply enough about the meaning of this final Judgment. We know that God is infinitely merciful. But in today's Gospel, Jesus welcomes some people into his eternal Kingdom, while others go off to eternal punishment. It is hard for me to understand fully how God's mercy can go together with eternal punishment. 

[bookmark: _Hlk151555563]	What helps me to understand is when Jesus addresses the first group of people, the sheep entering heaven, he says to them: "Come, you who are blessed by my Father..." But when he addresses the goats entering eternal punishment, he says to them: "Depart from me, you are accursed." Notice how the blessing received by the sheep came from God ("blessed by my Father"), but the goats are accursed because they purposely and freely chose to live their earthly lives with a tendency to focus on one's own ego and stresses. They didn't befriend God, because they didn't want the lifestyle of love and self-giving that goes with it. They freely chose to live separate from God. It would be cruel, not merciful for God to force them to spend eternity in his presence. Hell is not God's creation; it is the creation of those who freely and consistently choose to live without God. 
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