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			For my children, for my own inner child, and for the children still squirming anxiously in the pews

		

	
		
			
				Salvation is not precipitated by the terror of being consumed in hell: this terror itself places one in hell…. Salvation is not flight from the wrath of God; it is accepting and reciprocating the love of God. Salvation is not separation. It is the beginning of union with all that is or has been or will ever be.

				—James Baldwin

				Religion is for people who fear hell. Spirituality is for people who have been there.

				—David Bowie

			

		

	
		
			Introduction

			It was a bright Sunday morning, and I smiled on my way to church. I’m an inconsistent churchgoer, but always a cheerful one. My history with church is complicated. After over eight years as an evangelical pastor, I don’t consider myself an evangelical anymore. But I am still a Christian, and I do still go to church, at least when I feel like it. That’s the key to smiling on the way to church—actually wanting to go. I don’t do spiritual activities out of guilt anymore. I have absolutely no reason to do that, because I don’t believe in a God who is out to punish me.

			I still like going to worship gatherings because it helps me feel connected to myself and to other people, and it reminds me that we are all connected together through the Spirit of God. This Sunday, I was also going because I had invited another couple. Yes, I still invite people to church. Old habits die hard. But I didn’t invite this couple out of guilt—I honestly don’t care if anyone goes to church or not. Some people would be better served by a quiet morning alone with their dog, or a walk near a lake, or an intimate coffee date with a friend. Opportunities for spiritual connection abundantly surround us. No, I invited this couple because they’re among the many people who have left evangelicalism behind but miss aspects of their former church communities. Such people often struggle to find a church that doesn’t spark shame or religious guilt. I’m thankful that I’ve found a church community that welcomes and celebrates every kind of person, just as God made them to be, and I enjoy inviting others into it if it suits them too.

			When I got to church, I was happy to meet my friends and excited to see what they’d think of the community. As the service ended, and we took Communion together, I wondered how the ritual was hitting my church-weary friends. Even when a church approaches this ancient Christian practice with a spirit of love and welcome, some people may still find that it transports them back to the terror they felt in their bodies when they were young, worried about whether they were “worthy enough” to partake of the body and blood of Christ.

			I approached my friends cautiously after the service, curious if they found it refreshing, if they felt triggered by the experience, or anything in between. They told me that it was pretty good, for a church. But then the wife said, “Can I ask you a question?”

			“Of course,” I replied.

			“If you don’t believe in hell,” she said with sincere curiosity, “then why do you still even go to church?”

			On some level, her question surprised me. After all, what does going to church have to do with believing in hell? But of course I knew that for evangelical Christians, the answer is: just about everything.

			Christianity has a hell problem. There is so much beauty and truth in Christianity. The golden rule is a brilliant piece of moral wisdom. The Beatitudes are a revolutionary way of looking at the world. Jesus’s nonviolent path of enemy love inspired beacons of justice like Martin Luther King Jr. and the civil rights movement. And yet, no matter how much good you can find in it, at the end of the day, there is a big black hole right at the center: the belief that everyone who doesn’t follow the right faith is going to hell to suffer for eternity.

			This isn’t a problem simply because I personally find it to be distasteful (though I do, and that’s putting it mildly). This is a problem because hell—with the fear it inspires, the exclusivity it demands, the judgment it promotes, and the punitive God it portrays—corrupts Christian spirituality.

			Evangelicals have sought to minimize the centrality of hell in recent years. Fire-and-brimstone preaching is less common than it used to be. The word hell is rarely heard in megachurches, which prefer “seeker-sensitive” messages. And yet, as long as hell is a part of the story, it will take center stage, even when we don’t realize it. When my friend asked me why I still go to church even though I don’t believe in hell, I realized her view of Christianity was, quite understandably, inseparable from fear and punishment. If there is no punishment to avoid, what’s the point?

			I gave her an honest answer: “I go to church because I’m one of those weird guys who likes going to church. I like singing the songs with everyone and wrestling with big spiritual ideas alongside my neighbors. But if you don’t really like going to church, and you’re going just in case you might go to hell, I really wouldn’t worry about coming! Like seriously, it’s fine.” I smiled at her to make sure she knew I was not judging her (very normal) response to church. “Maybe go to brunch?” I suggested with a laugh. “Parkside has a decent Bloody Mary for seven dollars!”

			She was a bit surprised, but as we talked, I was able to help her unravel some of the spiritual assumptions that were driving her behavior. She had left the church because she could no longer hold to exclusionary evangelical beliefs, but her spirituality was still governed by fear-based thinking and punishment avoidance. She felt in her gut that she should probably go back to church…or else.

			There’s a reason most Christians believe in hell, even though so few Bible verses describe anything like hell (something so eternally significant deserves more real estate, surely?), and even though almost nobody feels good about believing it. The whole system demands it. For most Christians, the whole point of Christian spirituality is salvation. Salvation from what? Salvation from hell. If you remove hell, there is no punishment to be saved from. For many people, that defeats the entire purpose of religion and spirituality. If you discard hell, the whole Christian story must be reconsidered.

			Many of us already have been reconsidering the Christian faith. Between the rampant hypocrisy, the sex abuse cover-ups, and the evangelical embrace of Donald Trump, there are myriad reasons that people are streaming out of the church (evangelical or otherwise) and beginning a process of deconstruction. Deconstruction is the term used by a growing movement of people who have begun to investigate the premises of their faith with new eyes. Through that process, many people find they can no longer believe in a story that is centered on avoiding the eternal hell of a punishing God.

			Rethinking hell was one of the first steps of my own deconstruction. I thought it was just one thread, but as I continued to pull it, the whole Christian faith seemed to be unraveling. I want to help you pull that thread, because I deeply hope that Christians—and everyone else—reject the doctrine of hell. But if the system is built on fear and punishment, ditching hell won’t be enough. After all, if there is no hell, why was Jesus born? Why did Jesus die? Does sin matter if there’s no hell? Is sin even a real thing? If there’s no hell, is there a heaven? If there’s no hell, what’s the point of being a Christian? If there’s no hell, why the hell does any of it matter?

			This may surprise you, but I don’t care if you’re a Christian or not. If you’re a Christian who is confused by the internal contradiction between hell and love, then this book is for you. If you’ve decided you’re no longer a Christian but some aspects of the way of Jesus still stir you, then this book is for you too. And if you’ve left Christianity behind altogether but the fear of hell still creeps around on the edges of your spirituality, I’m writing for you as well. If you were raised in any number of church traditions, you may still be haunted by the specter of a punishing God. That makes sense, because it’s the only God you’ve ever known. I hope this book helps you take a fresh look at the Christian story and recognize how a fear-based message may have affected your spiritual life. Maybe that will help you move forward in peace as an agnostic, an atheist, a Buddhist, or—who knows? There may be a healthy Christian spirituality for you yet. I’m not here to determine your path for you. I’m just here to tell you that hell doesn’t have to be a part of it.

			In this book, I’ll explain why hell is not a biblical doctrine, but I want to go further than that. I want to trace how hell corrupts our spirituality to the very core. When I refer to the spirituality of hell, I mean more than just the belief that everyone who is not a born-again Christian will burn in hell. This is a toxic theology. But this toxic theology also creates a toxic spirituality—a misshapen way of relating to God, others, and yourself. The spirituality of hell is fear-based. It is motivated by avoiding punishment and rescuing other people from a punishing God. It results in guilt, shame, judgment, alienation, condemnation, othering, superiority, and paternalism—and it calls these things righteousness. If your spirituality is animated by hell, you may feel at your most holy right at the very moment you’re behaving at your most unloving. I have had countless conversations with people whose parents disowned them in the name of saving their eternal souls. These parents literally cast their children aside and called it love. Their love is twisted by hell—it is hell bent.

			For many of us, spirituality has been so defined by fear that if we uprooted punishment from our faith, there would be no positive spirituality left. We don’t have a map for imagining spirituality outside of punishment. My goal in this book is to help you rewire your brain and start to imagine a spirituality of love beyond a punitive God. Thankfully Christianity is a rich tradition, with so much depth and beauty beyond hell, and Jesus is a spiritual teacher whose way of love is still worth imitating.

			Let me orient you to what follows. In part I we will discuss the spirituality of hell: how hell corrupts Christian spirituality by disconnecting us from God, ourselves, and others. I will tell my own personal story, and you may see reflections of your own journey in mine.

			In part II, we will deconstruct and reconstruct what the Bible says about hell, heaven, and the possibility of universal reconciliation. There is more to the story than what many of us were taught!

			In the final section, we will reconsider the Christian story without punishment at the center and begin to dream about a spirituality of love. We will ask questions like, What’s the point of Jesus if there’s no hell? Why did Jesus die if not to save us from hell? What does it even mean to be saved? And how should Christians think about other religions if there is no hell?

			So yes, this is a book about hell, but it’s not just about hell. In fact, it is about the beautiful possibilities that can still exist for us within Christian spirituality. I believe Christian spirituality can reflect the very love that Jesus showed—a love that connects us to the best parts of ourselves. A love that can save the world. However, for many of us, including myself, hell is in the bedrock of the faith we inherited. Many of us feel that it is impossible to rip the fear out of the foundation without tearing down the entire house.

			If we ditch hell, is there a Christianity left for us to salvage? Let’s find out.

			A Few Quick Notes

			My friend Scott Erickson likes to say that life is a combination of sacred moments and dick jokes. In “churchy” spaces, we tend to keep the sacred and profane as far away from each other as possible. This, in my opinion, is a failed experiment, the result of which is shame and hypocrisy. My personal opinion is that if spirituality is about being connected to my authentic self, that includes the part of me that says “fuck.” So I’m talking about holy things in this book, and I will talk about them in the language that comes naturally to me, without censoring myself. Hopefully that will help you feel free to do the same—or at least know you’re in a space where no one is judging you for your “unholy” thoughts.

			Second note: I’m going to use varied pronouns for God. God is a universal Spirit and does not have genitals. Even though we know that God is genderless, many of us can’t help but think of God as a big guy. A big punishing guy. It has been important for me to break this image by reminding myself that God is not only Father but also Mother. The Hebrew noun for God’s Spirit is feminine. To that end, I will use they/them as well as she/her pronouns for God in addition to he/him pronouns. You may find that my use of these pronouns makes you feel uncomfortable. Good! This is how we change our minds.

			All right, babes, let’s talk about hell.

		

	
		
			Part I

			A Spirituality of Hell

		

	
		
			1.

			The Most Sobering Reality

			How Hell Takes Center Stage in Christianity

			
				If you are frightened into God, it is never the true God that you meet. If you are loved into God, you meet a God worthy of both Jesus and Christ. How you get there is where you arrive.

				—Richard Rohr

			

			“The most sobering reality in the world today is that people are dying and going to hell today.” These words echoed through the cavernous auditorium in the Bob Jones University chapel as five thousand students recited them together in a great rumble.

			Bob Jones III, aka Dr. Bob, aka Triple Sticks, was the president of Bob Jones University, the (in)famous fundamentalist Christian college in Greenville, South Carolina, where I was a student. It was a custom of Dr. Bob’s chapel messages to have us all stand up and speak that phrase in unison. I personally felt the motto was both heavy-handed and awkwardly phrased. I’d get stuck on how the word today was unnecessarily repeated. If this was his trademark phrase, shouldn’t it be more tightly worded?

			But even with the knowing cynicism of a nineteen-year-old pastor’s kid who had heard this sort of thing his entire life, it was hard to dodge the impact of those words, which awakened the remembrance of a belief I preferred to keep buried. As a conservative Christian, of course I believed in hell. What else would I believe? This was a foundational belief for us all, and Dr. Bob knew that. His mantra was meant to remind us of what was at stake: everything. And even if I didn’t like that, I didn’t get to pick and choose which parts of Christianity I believed in. I thought that heaven came with hell—it was a package deal.

			The Gospel of Hell

			It is not so easy to define the Christian concept of hell. Christian beliefs about the afterlife have changed many times over the faith’s two-thousand-year history, and they still vary significantly by denomination. Some denominations, like Catholicism, teach the existence of other post-death realms like purgatory, while others, like the Jehovah’s Witnesses, believe that “unbelievers” will be annihilated out of existence.

			What all of the views have in common is that hell is a place of punishment. Whether you believe it is a literal place of eternal torture (complete with real-ass flames) or a more figurative state of spiritual separation from God, hell is punitive. In fact, it is the worst possible punishment, for the longest possible amount of time. When I talk about hell in this book, I do not have one specific view in mind; rather, I am referring to the general Christian belief that God is going to punish everyone who is not a true Christian (however any particular denomination would define that).

			I am the son of a fundamentalist Baptist pastor, which means I was raised with the conservative Protestant version of hell common in evangelicalism. Growing up, I believed that every person was going to stand before God when they died. God (who I imagined as a thousand-foot-tall, faceless, glowing man in a chair, due to the influence of the popular illustrated Chick tracts) would open up the book of life, and if someone’s name wasn’t in it, God would say, “Depart from me, I never knew you,” and send that sorry son of a bitch to hell.

			No matter how good you were, how many babies you kissed, or how many little old ladies you helped cross the street, you couldn’t avoid hell on your own merits. No good works could do it, because your good works were tainted by what we called your sin nature. As a human, you were born inherently sinful, even before you had actually done anything wrong. By default, you were going to hell.

			The only way out of hell was to become a Christian—to be born again. But for us that didn’t just mean generally believing in Christianity, going to church, and saying your prayers. Rather, it meant believing in the very particular evangelical interpretation of Jesus. The most important part was having faith that Jesus died in your place and was punished for your sin. Either you believed that Jesus was punished for your sin on the cross, or you would be punished for your own sin in hell—somebody had to be punished. Evangelicals generally believe that not just some but most people will spend their eternity in hell—everyone without a “saving faith” in Jesus Christ. It was very important to be sure that you believed properly and sincerely, because the evangelical conception of hell is the worst fate imaginable. You’re thrown into the lake of fire, where you’re burned forever but never consumed; your eternal soul goes on existing, just to experience the infinite pain of your rejection of salvation.

			This is the good news of the gospel of Jesus Christ. Thanks be to God.

			Now, many modern evangelicals try to tone this picture down in various ways. For example, Tim Keller, who was considered one of the most intellectual and least fearmongering figures in evangelicalism until his recent passing, believed that the flames of hell are metaphorical, not literal. However, he made it clear that he was not going soft on hell: “To say that the Scriptural image of hellfire is not wholly literal is of no comfort whatsoever. The reality will be far worse than the image.…Away from the favor and face of God, we literally, horrifically, and endlessly fall apart” (emphasis mine).

			Whether the details are literal or metaphorical, the punishment is horrific. It has to be. The punishment is the point.

			Playing the Hell Card

			“The most sobering reality in the world today is that people are dying and going to hell today.” Dr. Bob would usually have us recite this mantra during the last chapel service before we went home for Thanksgiving, Christmas, or summer breaks. He was preparing us to head back home, where we would likely run into “unbelievers” among our friends and family. He was training us to see those moments through the lens of eternity, with the recognition that every person at that holiday get-together had an eternal soul; they were going to live somewhere forever. Whether that somewhere was a place of eternal torment or eternal bliss was something that we were supposed to become very invested in. It absolutely was our business what other people believed, because how could we say we loved someone and yet be indifferent on the issue of them burning for eternity? So, standing in a long tradition of fundamentalist preachers, Dr. Bob played the hell card, knowing exactly what feelings he would produce in us. A deep inner fear, with a thick layer of guilt.

			“When was the last time you gave someone the gospel?” Dr. Bob would ask. “Or led someone to the Lord? Don’t you care about your family and friends who don’t believe? You say that you do, but you seem to stay conveniently comfortable when you spend time with them, almost as if you’ve forgotten the most important truth of all—that if they died today, they would spend an eternity in the white-hot flames of hell, and the truth is you didn’t do a single thing to stop it!”

			The sense of guilt I would feel during sermons like this was such a familiar sensation in church that, from a young age, I associated that feeling with true spirituality. In other words, I felt at my most spiritual when I was taking hell the most seriously. In my heart, I would recommit to placing this sobering reality at the center of my actions, determined to strengthen my own faith and save other people’s souls.

			This was not an easy thing to do. The belief that most of the people in the world are going to endure obscene suffering for eternity is a difficult thing to keep front of mind! Unless you wanted to be very weird socially, you had to compartmentalize it. If you believed in hell, you learned to accept cognitive dissonance. Angry preachers screaming fire-and-brimstone sermons on street corners to urban passersby may have sounded crazy, but they were living perfectly in line with their beliefs; I, believing in hell but not spending every waking moment trying to save people from it, was not. Their socially abrasive street evangelism was perfectly sensible in light of a truth that I preferred to keep tucked in the back of my mind.

			If hell was real, we should have all been screaming about it.

			If you’ve never spent time as an evangelical Christian, you may be tempted to think that they revel in the reality of hell or take joy in the fact that everyone except them is completely screwed. This is not the case. Most evangelicals don’t like thinking about it at all, because they’re not sociopaths. Unfortunately, even though we avoided dwelling on it, that actually made us feel like worse Christians. After all, if hell was real, we needed to be talking about it more, not less. If the stakes are really that high, and if we really believed that everyone who didn’t believe in Jesus was going to experience the ultimate level of suffering for an infinite amount of time, then it was hateful, not loving, to avoid talking about hell.

			The celebrity magician and outspoken atheist Penn Jillette had a viral video in which he pointed out the hypocrisy of Christians who said they believed in hell but weren’t constantly talking about it. “I don’t respect that at all,” he said. “If you believe that there’s a heaven and hell and people could be going to hell…and you think that it’s not really worth telling them this because it would make it socially awkward…how much do you have to hate somebody to not proselytize?”

			Jillette was right, of course, that if an evangelical was living in integrity—bringing their behavior in line with their beliefs—they’d be shouting the gospel of hell from the rooftops. His challenge exposes the cognitive dissonance that many evangelicals experience when it comes to the doctrine of hell. But this cognitive dissonance isn’t the true problem; rather, it points to a deeper problem with the doctrine itself. I believe that most evangelicals would prefer to avoid preaching to others about hell not because it’s awkward or because their faith is weak but because they intuitively know it is a wicked doctrine that does not reflect the love of God.

			Their intuition is right.

			A Spirituality of Hell

			Hell, being the worst possible thing that could ever happen to anybody, has a way of crowding out other spiritual priorities. It sucks the air out of the room when it comes to any positive vision for spirituality. It shapes Christian spirituality in its punishing image.

			For example, evangelicals often speak of good deeds like caring for the poor as a distraction from the “main thing.” After all, no earthly justice is as important as keeping people out of hell. What good is feeding the hungry if we don’t save their souls? Alleviating worldly suffering means nothing if we don’t save people from the eternal suffering that is waiting for them.

			This focus on hell doesn’t just make conservative evangelicals ignore social welfare—it frequently causes them to actively oppose it. When I was a pastor, I once had an argument with another pastor who believed that the government shouldn’t provide welfare programs because that took the opportunity away from the church. “If the church was providing for the poor instead of the government,” he said, “then it would open up an opportunity to give them the gospel, which is what they really need. The government might lift people out of poverty, but it won’t save them from hell!” His view was not unique; in fact, it is incredibly common in evangelicalism. One of the hallmarks of toxic theology is that it causes you to reason yourself out of doing obviously good things for people in the name of your theology.

			I argued with him, saying, “We should be serving and loving people for love’s own sake! If we’re only doing works of love to save people from hell, then our love isn’t pure—it has an agenda!” I don’t know why I was surprised by his line of thinking, though. Of course our loving deeds had an agenda. How could they not? If you believe hell is real, then hell will always set the agenda.

			Because it was such a severe and all-encompassing reality, hell had a way of shaping all our spiritual priorities. Being a good neighbor didn’t have to mean caring for the vulnerable in our communities or learning to embrace and center marginalized people; it could just mean that you tried to keep your neighbor out of hell. This made hell a trump card. The most unloving beliefs could be called loving when they were done in the name of saving people from hell. Even the very definition of what it meant to love was poisoned by hell.

			Here is a true and common story to show you what I mean. My friend June came out as a lesbian in her forties, after deconstructing her evangelical Christianity. She was the daughter of an evangelical pastor, and her family had already had a difficult time with the fact that she’d left the church. When she told them that she was gay and planned on bringing her partner to Thanksgiving that year, the pot of fear boiled over. They drew the line there. She was not welcome to come with her partner. June sobbed to me on the phone about this, asking me how they could uninvite their own daughter from Thanksgiving. “How could they say they loved me on the same phone call where they rejected me?” she asked me. I told her that I wasn’t sure if it helped to hear, but they almost certainly did love her—it’s just that, unfortunately, a spirituality of hell twists and corrupts love into something that feels a lot more like hate.

			This story is familiar to many queer children of evangelical parents. In the name of saving their children from hell, these parents have excluded, condemned, disowned, and otherwise traumatized their own kids. And I’m sure that just about every time this has happened, those parents assured their children (and themselves) that they were doing these things out of love. June’s parents probably felt that they were doing the hard thing that needed to be done. In their mind, her sexual orientation was “unrepentant sin,” which meant she was going to hell. They felt they were being good Christians by prioritizing their daughter’s soul over her momentary happiness. They likely felt at their most spiritual, even as they wounded their daughter’s spirit. This is the spirituality we’re living out when hell is in the foundation.

			Based on the way many Christians speak about hell and punishment, it would be easy to think that hell was Jesus’s central message. I will explain in depth in later chapters how that couldn’t be further from the truth, but I think it’s also helpful to look at the point Jesus was making when he did speak about something like hell. It is almost always the exact opposite of the point that evangelicals are making, and reveals almost the exact opposite priorities.

			For example, one of the most commonly cited sayings of Jesus on hell is Matthew 25:46, where the wicked “go away to eternal punishment, but the righteous to eternal life.” But if we zoom out and look at what Jesus was talking about in these verses, we see that it has nothing to do with “becoming a Christian,” believing the right doctrines, or Jesus being punished in our place so we could be forgiven. This passage is about our behavior in this world, and specifically our behavior toward “the least of these” (Matthew 25:45). Jesus is warning us that when we neglect vulnerable, marginalized people, we create hell for ourselves and for other people.

			You don’t need to die to see that this is true. You only have to open your eyes to a world on fire with climate change, where the gap between rich and poor continues to increase, and the wealthiest country in the history of the world spends its riches on bombs instead of health care. Going by Jesus’s priorities, the most sobering reality in the world today isn’t a hell that waits for us when we die. It is the poor being neglected, the hungry going without food, the immigrants being refused at the border, and the incarcerated being ignored. It is a hell of our own making, right here and now. Jesus was not “hell bent” on saving souls for the afterlife but on bringing the wholeness and love of God into this world, on this side of eternity.

			But the evangelical doctrine of hell makes it very difficult to have the priorities of Jesus. Hell has the gravitational pull of a black hole, sucking in and crushing every other priority under its weight. It leaves us with a spirituality of fear instead of love, one that is focused on the afterlife at the expense of this life.

			As I have begun to unpack the impacts this doctrine has had on my spiritual development, I see that fear and disconnection were cemented into the foundation of my faith from the very beginning, damaging my relationships with God, with other people, and even with myself. And I see that the same is true for many other people coming from a variety of different Christian backgrounds, who are on a variety of different deconstruction journeys.

			For those of us who were raised with this kind of spirituality, evangelical or otherwise, there is work to do. If we want to reclaim a healthy, connected relationship with God, ourselves, and other people, we will first have to deconstruct the fear-based spirituality that has so damaged us.
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