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I know it sounds crazy, but over the summer I saw someone drying their 

laundry in hell. Let me explain.  

The ancient city of Jerusalem, Mt. Zion in particular, is defined by three 

intersecting valleys. Those valleys, and a reliable source of water, have allowed 

Jerusalem to survive as a desert fortress for thousands of years. The Kidron Valley 

runs along the eastern side of the city separating Mt. Zion from the Mt. of Olives. 

The Tyropean Valley runs through the middle of the city, separating the lower & 

upper portions. On the southern edge is the Valley of Hinnom. In Hebrew: ge-

hinnom [valley-hinnom]. In English, we turn it into a name and call it, Gehenna. 

That’s important to know, because Gehenna is where we get our imagery for 

hell. 

It all goes back to a wicked event centuries before Jesus when Israel’s kings 

sacrificed children to a foreign god in the valley of Hinnom (2Kgs. 16:3-4). 

Gehenna retained the memory of that wickedness for generations. Today, Gehenna 

is the word Jesus uses three times when he talks about going to hell or being 

thrown into hell. Because in Jesus’ days, Gehenna was a smoldering trash heap of 

filth & decay, where worm never died, and fire was never quenched (Mk. 9:48). 

That’s our picture of hell. 

Before you schedule your next vacation, you should know you can still visit 

Gehenna today. [Ticket prices aren’t even that bad if you want to send someone to 

hell.] This summer when I was visiting the house of Caiaphas, the high priest who 

condemned Jesus, I had a lovely view of hell. And after all these years I can tell 
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you that hell has aged pretty well. There’s a smattering of shrubbery and trees. 

People live there. So I chuckled when I realized how many people string up their 

clothes and dry laundry over hell. Why is no one marketing this? 

I’m not trying to take the edge off Jesus’ teaching, but it’s important to know 

how the language works because the language of hell still surrounds us today. 

Even outside religious circles, hell is one of the most common curse words in our 

language. People don’t even realize they’re saying it. And because the language of 

hell is all around us we can be tempted to do one of two things. We can either 

literalize it or trivialize it. We literalize hell by imagining some people bobbing 

up & down in fire for eternity. We trivialize it by laughing it off as a primitive idea 

we’ve left behind. I don’t want to do either of those things. I don’t want to 

literalize hell by speculating about the temperature. I also don’t want to trivialize it 

by suggesting we can remove the sharp edges from Jesus’ teaching.  

Maybe the image of a smoldering trash heap isn’t our idea of hell, but 

that doesn’t mean we’ve never experienced hell on earth. Last week I read an 

article about the pitfalls of social media and here’s the author’s opening line. In a 

national publication he says, "Twitter, as everyone knows, is Hell. Its most hellish 

aspect is a twofold, self-reinforcing contradiction: you know that you could leave 

at any time and you know that you will not.... [because it’s] engineered to get us 

hooked.”1 The problem is that social media thrives on our worst impulses. 

“Negative emotions,” drive our attention so we end up in a vicious “loop that gets 

                                                 
1 https://www.newyorker.com/books/under-review/the-deliberate-awfulness-of-social-media 
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progressively tighter until it becomes a binding force on [our] free will.” Those are 

his words. Whether that’s your experience or not, welcome to a modern image of 

hell. 

So, whether hell for you is a smoldering trash heap or a relentless wave of 

negative tweets, let’s acknowledge the reality but not get stuck on the imagery. 

Because it’s just imagery. Let’s do this instead. Let’s ask what role hell plays. 

Why should we care about hell? Why does Jesus seem to care about it? Here’s the 

real question: is it possible to have a good theology of hell?  

I think it is. And I think one of today’s readings offers just the right 

perspective. Psalm 124 is a great resource for getting a handle on hell. Look at the 

last verse. It reads:  Our help is in the name of the Lord, the maker of heaven and 

earth. If we’re looking for a good theology of hell, let’s start there. We don’t begin 

by speculating about who’s going to hell (if anyone) or how long they’ll suffer (if 

at all). We begin by turning our attention to the maker of heaven and earth.  

Because whatever role hell plays in our faith, we never begin there. In 

Genesis, God doesn’t create heaven & hell. God creates the heavens & the earth. If 

anything, hell is reflex when we separate ourselves from God and look for help 

somewhere else. That’s what the Garden of Eden is all about. That’s where hell 

on earth is unleashed. So let’s do this. Let’s explore today’s readings as an 

invitation to (re)discover our help in the name of the Lord.  

The Psalm provides our focus. The Letter of James provides our 

motivation (Jas. 5:13-20). According to James we look for help in the name of the 
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Lord because prayer, “is powerful and effective” (Jas. 5:13-20) That’s our 

motivation. He says, “the prayer of faith” will save the sick. The Lord will raise 

them up. Sins will be forgiven. No ifs, ands, or buts. James says God will. Pretty 

good, right? But of course we know, much to our sorrow, the sick often don’t get 

saved. We’re not sure if the Lord will raise them up. Sometimes we don’t know if 

it even matters that sins are forgiven. If prayer was as reliable as a vending 

machine we’d be looking to God for help all the time. But that’s not how it works. 

So before we can look for help in the name of the Lord, we need to get a 

handle on prayer. The first thing to know is that prayer is something we join. 

Prayer is never something we control. It’s never something we use to measure 

God’s love. Prayer is participation. Listen to this passage from Hebrews. We hear: 

Jesus lives forever. “Therefore, he is able to save completely those who come to 

God through him, since he always lives to intercede for them,” (Heb. 7.25). He 

always lives to pray for us. So whenever we pray, we’re joining Jesus in 

prayer.2 That’s what makes it powerful & effective. It’s never about getting what 

we want, although sometimes that happens. It’s about joining Jesus in the midst of 

our suffering. Jesus always prays for us. That’s our motivation. That’s why we 

look for help in the name of our Lord. 

In our quest for a good theology of hell, here’s where we are. The Psalm 

provides our focus: Our help is in the name of our Lord. James provides the 

motivation – Jesus always lives to pray for us. Esther & Mark show us how to 

                                                 
2 Cf. Eugene Peterson, “Jesus Prays,” classroom lecture at Regent College, 1994. 
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receive God’s help. Mark is a negative example because the disciples always get it 

wrong. Esther is a positive example.  

In Mark, the disciples get it wrong, and here’s the key phrase. When they 

run into an exorcist, they say, “we tried to stop him, because he was not following 

us,” (Mk. 9:38). Listen to how it’s phrased: He was not following “us.” You see, 

they weren’t just protecting Jesus. They were protecting themselves; protecting 

their power & privilege.3 The disciples are an example of the hell we unleash on 

earth whenever we look to ourselves for help because eventually we end up 

reducing God to whatever we can achieve. We end up identifying God with 

people who are most like us. Jesus says, no. Jesus cares much more about 

protecting vulnerable “little ones” than protecting any of our in-groups or purity 

parties.4 He says, “Whoever is not against us is for us” (Mk. 9:40). Because God’s 

help has almost nothing to do with our own power or cleverness. Our help is in the 

name of the Lord, the maker of heaven & earth.  

The disciples get it wrong. Esther gets it right. Unlike the disciples who 

were mostly trying to protect themselves, Esther celebrates the gift of life.5 Esther 

is a story of God’s people surviving in a foreign land. It’s a story about sex, 

money, and power. In the midst of the world’s chaos & abuse Esther celebrates the 

gift of life. Here’s the key line. When threatened with extinction, she says, “let my 

life be given me—that is my petition—and the lives of my people—that is my 

                                                 
3 Placher, Mark, p.135 
4 Ibid., p.138 
5 Peterson, Five Smooth Stones for Pastoral Work, p. 199 
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request,” (Est. 7:3). She couldn’t sound more different than the disciples. Esther 

risked everything with that line. All of her life. All of her power. All of her 

privilege. She was secretly part of a people who were scheduled for extermination. 

It would have been like a Jew secretly marrying Hitler at the height of the Third 

Reich – without Hitler knowing she was a Jew. “Let my life be given me,” is a way 

of exposing herself and putting herself at the mercy of her enemies. She doesn’t do 

it because she trusts her enemies. She does it because Esther was less focused on 

the hell surrounding her and more focused on the maker of heaven & earth.  

You see, sometimes it feels like only an act of new creation will make any 

difference in our lives. Sometimes we can’t imagine anything less than a whole 

new world. And that’s the promise we’re given. In Esther, God’s help took the 

form of political liberation. It was a whole new world that was turned, “from 

sorrow into gladness and from mourning into a holiday,” (Est. 9:22). In Jesus, 

God’s help takes the form of resurrection, a whole new world on the other side of 

suffering & death. In Jesus, our suffering & death are never a threat to the maker of 

heaven & earth. In Jesus, they become a reminder that nothing will separate us 

from God’s love (Rom 8).  

So what can we say about hell – other than the fact that it’s a great place to 

dry laundry? We can say this: hell is nothing to fear. For anyone following Jesus, 

hell is a reminder that our help is in the name of the Lord. Our help is never in 

ourselves. Hell is a reminder that Jesus always lives to pray for us. Whenever we 

pray we’re joining Jesus in prayer. It’s a reminder that we have nothing to fear  
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because the resurrection of Jesus prevents anything from separating us from God’s 

love.  

So the next time you hear hell as a curse word, do yourself a favor and turn 

that curse into a spiritual practice. This week whenever you hear hell, just 

remind yourself where our attention really belongs. Let hell become a reminder 

that our help is never in ourselves. Our help is in the name of the Lord, the maker 

of heaven and earth. Amen. 


