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If you were around in the late 1990s you may remember a particularly odd 

evangelical or fundamentalist interpretation of haunted houses. They were called 

Judgement House, and well-meaning youth pastors would create these houses, where 

well-meaning youth groups would perform scenes of God's judgment on various scenes 

for other well-meaning youth groups. A whole industry sprung up to support these 

well-meaning youths. I want to read a couple of these because ... Well, they're a doozy ... 

ABDUCTED 

After cheer practice, teenager Kate Davis and her younger sister Becca decide to go to a 

movie with Wendy and Abby Colson. Abby and Becca had no idea that their worst 

nightmare was awaiting them in the shadows of the dingy theater parking lot. 

Kidnappers snatch the girls and kill their friend Justin in the process. Will SWAT arrive 

in time or will the girls' lives be lost in the wake of abduction? 



WAREHOUSE 

A condemned local building has become a hot spot for teens, but more so for drugs and 

alcohol. What started out as a simple choice years earlier, has turned into full fledge 

addictions. What happens when drugs, alcohol, lies, tempers, and compassion find 

themselves face to face in the unstable building? 

Last one: 

THE SILENT KILLER 

On average, 1000 people in the United States die every year from carbon monoxide 

poisoning. Carbon Monoxide is a colorless, odorless, tasteless gas. It binds to blood with 

250 times more affinity than oxygen and therefore, replaces oxygen in the blood 

resulting in eventual suffocation. It is silent but lethal, and it has just taken the lives of 

four members in the Wood family. 

At the end of these stories would end with an scene of judgement before God; 

inevitably, some have repented before their untimely death in the parking lot of the local 

Cineplex, and others haven't. 



Of course, these were the milder forms of these houses. 'Hell House' was one that took 

these to a new, horrific level. Instead of a story being told, it was simply scenes of what 

the hosting church thought was most morally repellent grotesquerie for their audience. 

Participants could see a junkie shooting up and contracting HIV. Or a school shooting. 

Or a sexually promiscuous teenager be a victim of her boyfriend. And the same teenager 

aborting the child of that assault. At the end, the participants would descend to hell 

itself, and see the Devil and demons torturing the drug addict and the shooter. Or the 

victim of an assault. 

The message of both, though, whether obscene and vulgar or twee and reproachful, was 

simple: turn or burn. Fly or die. Heaven or hell. Your call. 

For whatever reason, and perhaps uniquely, American Christians really enjoy thinking 

of people going to Hell. Usually it's people they don't like, hence the insult: go to hell. 

We have the Hell's Angels. The Devil and Daniel Webster threatens Jabez Stone with 

hell until Daniel Webster can lawyer his way out of it. Even Disney gets in on the act in 

193S's Pluto's judgment Day, where Pluto the dog dreams that he is judged by a 

red-robed feline prosecutor and jury of 12 cats. Fear not, he changes his ways. 



But if the saying is "Hell is other people," American Christians seem to have adopted the 

saying "Hell is for other people ... " It's always someone else who needs repentance. 

Someone else who is at risk of damnation. Someone else who needs to change. 

It's useful, I think to remember the context of today's Gospel. Jewish life had been split 

between three separate parties: the Pharisees and scribes, who put much stock in the 

following of the Torah, with punctilious and tedious self-regulation. This focus was on 

the centrality of the Temple as the locus point between the Jewish people and the God 

that rescued them from bondage, and promised a Messiah to deliver them again. Their 

distinctiveness was drawing away from the Greco- Roman life of their occupiers, seeing 

their influence and presence in the Promised Land as an infection, a rottenness, a cancer 

eating away at the People of God. The pharisees saw Jews who assimilated, like King 

Herod and the JEws of Alexandria, as little more than traitors to be resisted. 

The second group were those who had largely assimilated into the Greco-Roman life; 

adopted Greco-Roman philosophy, which they saw and wholly compatible with Torah. 

Perhaps they married Greek and Roman spouses or spoke Greek in their everyday lives. 



They saw the Torah and God as a source of wisdom for the World, not necessarily the 

distinctive marker of being Jewish; their presence in Greek-speaking Alexandria had a 

geographic separateness from their Pharisee brothers and sisters. Some of our 

apocryphal books like The Wisdom of Ben Sirach come from this school of thought. 

The Essenes, in contrast to both parties, lived separately from both the Romans and the 

Pharisees and Alexandrian Jews. They saw the Temple and the associated priestly system 

as the corruption; the Romans simply a symptom of a false Temple. The world was out 

of balance, the Messiah would rescue those who renounced the world and destroy those 

who worshiped in the false Temple. The famous Dead Sea Scrolls were produced by this 

community in the hills and caves outside of Jerusalem. 

But the common feature of all three parties was the significance of being descendants of 

Abraham, the people of Israel, who saw in their calling as the People of Israel assurance 

of their salvation. God had made the covenant, God keeps God's promises. We are 

saved. The rest... maybe not. 



\ 

Throughout his ministry, and particularly in this passage, Jesus turns this assumption pf 

all three groups on its head. Jesus gently mocks his listeners, and insists that their 

relationship to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob means little ... And their places given to the 

nations ... from east and west, north and south. An important point in Jesus' teaching 

here isn't that the place "weeping and gnashing of teeth" isn't deep in the earth or 

metaphysically separate from the heavenly banquet ... Its occurs in full view of those who 

chose not to enter through the narrow door, and instead chose the wider, more 

comfortable door of mere belonging. 

As Christians, we would make a mistake if we read the warning against mere belonging 

as something ... intended for other people. Recall that Jesus' most clear and aggressive 

rebukes and condemnations aren't for those who don't' belong ... they're for people who 

do. They're for you. They're for me. They're for people who think they're in the party, 

but who stare from the outside as the drug addict, the assault survivor, the repentant 

mother. .. all make it in before them. 

A few days ago, Tim Keller, a very influential Reformed pastor in New York, tweeted 

this: "Even our repentance has to be repented of. Our heart motivations are never 



pure." And I have to say I find this statement incredibly disturbing, because it swings 

the pendulum to the other side of belonging ... tail-chasing navel gazing that brings its 

own form of inner hell. Like a hamster on a wheel, we think: Did I repent? Did I really 

repent. Did I really really repent? Did I really mean it? Did I really really mean it? Did 

I make it through the narrow door? Did I really turn or will I burn? Will I fly or will I 

die? And once that hamster wheel of despair starts ... There's no getting off. You stay, 

locked in, until something or someone shows you a better way. 

Because, perhaps, the ways of the 1st century 2nd temple ... the Pharisees, the 

Alexandrians, and the Essenes, aren't so far off from Christians today. 

We're given three choices by the Church today: Join the group and follow the rules. 

Assimilate and live as a citizen. Flee from the city, flee from corrupt institutions. 

But here is that better way: Jesus cuts through all of this. He cuts through the false 

judgements of well-meaning youth pastors and their Judgment houses. He cuts through 

the ouroboros of despairing of the works of our own repentance and says ... on "the 

third day I finish my course." On the third day, all of this is done. On the third day, the 



temple is rebuilt. On the third day, death works backward. The narrow door isn't the 

narrow door of possessing a membership in the group. The narrow door isn't the 

narrow door of repenting hard enough or the self-awareness of really, really meaning it ... 

The narrow door is the door of faithin that third day. That demons are cast out, that 

cures are performed and that the work is done on the Third Day. It isn't Blessed 

Assurance Jesus is Mine, but Blessed Assurance, I am Jesus'! For it is Jesus' work, made 

spiritually real here and now in the sacraments, that assures us of our salvation. 

In the words of the old Prayerbook. .. Draw Near with faith. Don't draw near with your 

membership card. Don't draw near with your judgment on others. Don't near with 

judgment on yourself. 

Enter the narrow door. 

Draw near. 

With faith. 


