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     Last time I spoke, I talked about the harm that a belief in Hell can cause.  It harms relationships, causes people to live in fear, and creates a warped view of God, in which  the Almighty either desires or is compelled to torture a majority of humans for all eternity.  I focused on Christianity and Islam, as these two religions emphasize Hell more than any other.  Indeed, few other religions have such an abhorrent concept.

     Today I want to tell you about some who have rejected the concept of Hell.  I had hoped to talk about both Christian and Muslim groups, but I have been unable to find a single group, movement, or organization within Islam that doesn’t believe in Hell.  Try googling “Muslims reject Hell” or any variations.  You will find endless Muslim websites describing the agonies of Hell, usually in graphic and gruesome detail, or debating whether bad Muslims remain in Hell forever.  I could not find a single site dedicated to Muslims who believe we all go to heaven.  If any of you find one, please let me know. 

     Happily, at least on the Christian side, many are coming to their senses and rejecting the doctrine of eternal torment.  Before I cover some of these, lets see where we stand today.  I went to the home pages of many Christian denominations, to see what they believed about Hell.  So while there are undoubtedly many with these groups that don’t believe in Hell, I wanted to see what the official, published position was.  If your average person starts checking out these sites, here’s what they will find.  I tried to cover all the denominations in Tullahoma, and a few extra as a bonus.  

- Those who clearly teach that Hell entails eternal torment:

Presbyterian Church in America

Southern Baptists

North American Baptists

Evangelical Lutheran Church in America 

Missouri Synod Lutheran Church

Assemblies of God

Church of God

Church of God of Prophecy

Church of Christ

Independent Baptist

Independent Bible Churches

Roman Catholic Church

Evangelical Free Church

- Those that have no official creed or statement concerning Hell

- United Methodists 

- African Methodist Episopalian Church

- United Church of Christ

- Church of God in Christ

- Disciples of Christ

- Presbyterian Church USA

- And finally, a few that have other ideas, or statements that allow room for individual interpretation

- Episcopal Church  

- Cumberland Presbyterian Church

     Hell is a permanent state of separation from God that can be freely chosen, not God's angry punishment for misdeeds.

- Nazarene Church

     The finally impenitent are hopelessly and eternally lost.
- Jehovah’s Witnesses, Seventh Day Adventists

     Unsaved are destroyed and cease to exist, no eternal torment

- Mormons

     Good luck trying to get any doctrine from their website

--------------

If you like to keep score, the highly unscientific tally is:

Hellfire and damnation – 13

No mention of Hell – 6

Others - 5

     Eternal torment wins, 13-11.

Historic Universalism

     In the 1770s and 1780s Universalism began to develop in the United States.  Universalists rejected the teachings of Calvinists, who believed that Got elected some to be saved, and others to be damned, to suffer eternal torment in Hell.  Universalists either believed in a temporary punishment to cleanse our sins before entering Heaven, or in no punishment at all.  This teaching was quite radical at the time, and Universalists were often persecuted or shunned for these beliefs.  John Murray, often considered a founder of American universalism, was a chaplain for the American forces besieging Boston at the beginning of the Revolutionary war.  The other chaplains opposed him, and wanted him removed from this position.  General George Washington himself confirmed John Murray in this position, despite their objections.

     As the years passed, the doctrine of Hell became less of a requirement in many mainline denominations.  Slowly the distinctiveness of Universalism was lost, as more people from many different denominations became Universalist themselves, even if they did not use that name.  Further, even those groups which still officially claim that Hell is a real place, will have large numbers of dissenters within their ranks.  For example, Pope Benedict XVI recently said in the modern world many people, including some believers, had forgotten that if they failed to “admit blame and promise to sin no more”, they risked “eternal damnation — the Inferno.”  Hell “really exists and is eternal, even if nobody talks about it much any more.”  Despite the Pope’s proclamation, there are many Priests, Bishops, and Cardinals who do not believe Hell is a place of eteral torment.  Even Pope John Paul II did not believe this.

Some Examples

     Now I’d like to share some examples, both of groups and individuals, who claim to follow Christ, who love Jesus, yet have taken a stand against the teaching of Hell.

Carlton Pearson

     Hell is still embraced as a foundational doctrine in fundamentalist and Pentecostal churches, and preaching that Hell is not real can get you in trouble.  Carlton Pearson was a Bishop in the International Council of Charismatic Churches.  Oral Roberts treated him like an adopted son, and he was on the Board of Regents of Oral Roberts University.  He prayed with President Bush.  His New Dimensions megachurch had 6,000 members, and he had his own TV show on TBN.  But something terrible happened.  He stopped believing in Hell.  Not only that, he preached against it, developing a theology he calls the Gospel of Inclusion.  This heresy caused his megachurch to shrink to a couple of hundred members, who ultimately ended up meeting at the All Souls Unitarian Universalist Church in Tulsa.  Pearson moved to Chicago to start a new ministry, and he encouraged his congregation to stay at All Souls.  Person’s story has appeared on the NPR program “This American Life.”  Here’s the link if you want to listen.

Radio Program “This American Life – Heretics”

http://www.thisamericanlife.org/Radio_Episode.aspx?sched=1273
Martin Zender

     Martin Zender is the bad boy of modern Universalists, though he doesn’t use that term, and states in no uncertain terms he is not a Universalist.  In one of his books, he called us a cult, which caused me to write him and point out that while we were certainly heretics, we aren’t a cult.  This has led to a pleasant exchange of e-mails, and perhaps one day we might even have him speak here.  

     Martin believes the Bible to be God’s word, and makes no bones about it.  However, his study has led him to conclude that while God is sovereign, His (I use the masculine pronoun because Zender does) desire is to save us all.  Martin has also rejected the doctrine of the Trinity (which makes him a Unitarian, though again he hates the term), and believes that churches as they exist today are unBiblical.  Prayer should be quietly dwelling on God and being grateful, not an incessant groveling and asking for things.  He believes that while we are sinners, we shouldn’t be crushed by guilt.  God made us this way, so just do your best and don’t worry about it.  I’ve told him he would be a great UU, but since he doesn’t like churches, holds the Bible in high regard, and may still think we are a cult, I doubt it will ever happen.  But he would be very welcome.

     Zender’s books are a delight to read.  They are funny, snide, and thought provoking.  He gets straight to the point, and while you may not agree with what he says (you are certain to find something, perhaps a great deal, you don’t accept), you won’t come away confused.  I highly recommend his books.  “Martin Zender Goes to Hell” is a great, Bible-based, denunciation of Hell.  Want to know why Christians should stop preaching about eternal torment?  Try the book.   

Here’s a link to his website:

http://www.martinzender.com/
Christian Universalist Association

     Begun in 2007 by the Rev Eric Stetson, this interdenominational organization seeks to reform Christianity and reclaim the Christian universalism of John Murray and Hosea Ballou.  This is not merely another version of liberal Christianity, but rather a serious effort by conservative Christian to counter the doctrine of Hell, and return to earlier versions of Christianity, such as that of Origen and Clement of Alexandria.  They publish books, hold conferences, and have a directory of member churches.  You can check out their website here: 

http://www.christian-universalism.com/
Unitarian Universalist Christians

While certainly not in any way a fundamentalist organization, the Unitarian Universalist Christian Fellowship is a movement and organization of women and men-members of a UU church or of other churches or who are unchurched-who are interested in exploring liberal Christianity as they walk freely in the spirit of Jesus, growing their souls and the soul of the world.  This organization has been around since 1945.

http://www.uuchristian.org/S_Welcome.html
Other Sites on Universalism and Hell

Tentmaker

http://www.tentmaker.org/
Complete Restoration in Christ

http://completerestorationinchrist.org/index.html
What the Hell is Hell?

http://what-the-Hell-is-Hell.com/

Conclusion

     What should we take away from this?  There are people who might otherwise be called Christian Fundamentalists who reject the doctrine of Hell.  They can no longer ignore the horrible ramifications of such a doctrine, and they are taking steps to oppose it.  I wish I could say the same thing about Islam, but I haven’t found anything out there yet.  Perhaps I will in the future.  I certainly hope so.

     Any time a group rejects Hell, I feel it is a good thing for humanity.  As I mentioned last time I spoke, Hell is a divisive teaching that hardens our hearts.  I am truly thankful for the work of all those who spread the teachings of love that Universalism entails.  Finally, it shows that there may be a way for fundamentalist Christians and Unitarian Universalist to find common ground.  It provides hope for dialog and perhaps unity in the future.

     I’ll close with this story, which I heard very recently in a meeting with ministers from the area.  They lamented the fact that children are enticed into summer vacation Bible schools at other churches, or after school Bible clubs.  While they get to play games and have snacks, they are also taught that Hell is a real place, and they must do or believe the right things, or God will send them there.  In some cases, they are also told that if they convert, not only will they get to go to Heaven, Jesus will take care of the problems they have here on Earth.  After this, these children go back to their home churches, and the ministers have to deal with children who are now terrified that they will go to Hell.  These ministers now have to try to undo the damage.  In some cases, the children go home to abuse or poverty, and can’t understand why Jesus hasn’t made everything better.  

     The folks teaching these children about Hell aren’t doing it because they are malicious; they do it because they believe that God will indeed condemn a vast majority of humanity to eternal torture.  I know this, because I was, to my eternal shame, one of those doing the teaching.  This sincerity of belief is, of course, the very root of the problem.

     When we argue that Hell is nonsense, fundamentalists will argue that we are false prophets, teaching doctrines that are pleasing to the ear, rather than faithful to the Bible.  In a sense, they are correct; what we teach should be pleasing to the ear, since we use reason to develop our beliefs.  It is not reasonable that God will punish people for eternity.  How could the punishment possibly fit the crime?  It would not  be reasonable to worship God out of a sense of fear for your eternal security.  How is that love?  It is simply self-preservation.  And if God really did delight in the eternal torment of humans, why in the world would you trust such a God?  God sets humans up to fail, then issues the most insanely unjust punishment imaginable when they do.  Why would you believe anything such a God told you?

     So call me a false prophet; call me a heretic; call me an unbeliever.  It doesn’t bother me.  Using my reason, which is all I can use, I am willing to give any deity out there credit for being far too humane to torture billions forever.  If some day I stand before a god, goddess, or other supreme being, this entity will know my heart.   I give this Being credit for goodness beyond our imagining.  The alternative is not only unreasonable, it is too depressing for words.  Thank goodness there are people coming out of the camps of Bible believers that have combined faith and reason to proclaim, as John Murray once said, “Hope, not Hell.”
