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Beatrice, “Auntie B” to family, is a peach of a gal, a real sweetheart. She's closing in on 90, though she doesn't look a day over 70.  With a cherub-like face and a ready smile, she's loved by all who meet her and reunions are never the same if she misses one. 


She's lived a decent life with integrity and honesty. She never says a bad word to or about anyone, and goes out of her way to say something nice. She is kind and compassionate, caring and considerate, careful with her words, clever with her wit, a joy to be around. She's the glue that holds the family together and when she walks in a room, peace emanates from her to all.


She was never called into the principal's office, unless it was for an award or commendation. She never served detention or had to write “I will not make body noises in class” 100 times on the chalkboard. Her parents, God rest their souls, often pointed out how they could not recall ever grounding her or having to take away the car keys. 


She's a phenomenal cook and if you want to sample a dish she brings, you either have to sneak some beforehand or be one of the first in line. It's always addictively delectable, almost sinful, except this is Auntie B, and sinful just doesn't fit. Heavenly, yes, that's it. Her dishes are heavenly, made by angels, everyone says to her. To which she blushes slightly, smiles that infectious smile, and laughs that laugh that must make even God smile.


She's always ready to lend a hand or a buck or two to family in need. Everyone always pays her back, because you just don't take advantage of someone as kind as Auntie B. The closest she ever comes to swearing are exclamations of “Oh!” She's sweet to the nth degree, so sweet there is not a mean bone in her body, not a bitter thought in her mind, never a careless word. She's a saint, there's just no other word for her. She's destined for heaven, a shoe-in if ever you saw one. 


However, for all that, there's just one black spot on Autie B's glowing resume. It's really a small detail in most every one else's mind. But not yours. For you, this one thing is like a huge mole on her face, even though her face is practically perfect. Every time you see her, every time you talk to her, every time you hug her and can't wait to see her, this . . . thing, like a wet towel, nearly suffocates you. 


Here's the thing. For all her good, clean living, her high morals and proper behavior, Auntie B's  not a church-goer. When someone asks her what church she attends, she says you don't need to go to church to be good person. All one can do, she proclaims with her characteristically gentle demeanor , is live a good, clean life, and well, if that's not good enough for that guy in the sky, well, then she'll pause, smile and wink and say she's pretty sure that fella up there makes exceptions for people who put their nose to the grindstone, make every effort to be kind to one another and live by the Golden rule. She says she's not worried. The man upstairs knows she meant well. 


Which leaves you tongue-tied. And not a little distraught. Oh, how you love her. How you respect and admire her. She's Mother Theresa on steroids. No one, absolutely no one in the family, has ever said a bad word about her. You just can't see her as a sinner.   


What are you to do? On the one hand, she has never attended church or has talked at all about Jesus or God or the “Good Lord.” On the other hand, gosh, how could God possibly slam the door to heaven in her face? Really? Doesn't goodness count for something? 


We've all got an Auntie B in our family. Maybe a cousin, sibling, parent, child. Maybe it's even your spouse. For sure, it's someone you love, someone who's lived a good, clean, honest life, and hasn't done anything criminal or bad or wicked. They've been kind to all, ready to give the shirt off their back if need be, okay, maybe a little ornery now and then, but nothing really worthy of hell and damnation, for crying out loud. 


People such as Auntie B throw us into a great quandary. And Jesus' words today intensify the quandary. “I am the door.” Not a door, not one of many entrances into the sheepfold, that is, the elect, the sum total of all believers in Christ.” The door, the only door. Period. Three walls form the boundaries, three insurmountable walls, with no windows or other entrances, and the Jesus is the fourth side. No one enters without going through Him.


We're not dumb here. We know what Jesus is saying, what He is being very clear about. “No one comes to the Father except by me,” He said four chapters later in John's Gospel. “Unless you believe that I am He, you will die in your sins,” He told the unbelieving Pharisees. “There is no other name under heaven by which you must be saved,” Peter told the Pentecost crowd. “For there is one God and there is one mediator between God and man, the man Christ Jesus” Paul reminded Timothy.  


Which is the reason for the quandary we find ourselves in. It creates an almost unresolvable tension. Do we or don't we? Do we just let Auntie B or Uncle J or whoever it is, alone, blindly content in their conviction, however firmly held it is, that their good works or clean living is enough to get them through the pearly gates, or, and this is the big OR, do we tell them what Jesus has said about Him being the only way to God, the door, The Truth, the only name under heaven by which we are saved? 


The tension exists because all of us, having a remnant of the old nature still alive and kicking back, often slip into the thinking that there should be some credit given for hard work and good deeds and living a clean life. That should count for something with God. In other words, how can God send good people to hell? That's just not love in our book.  


And we think the opposite as well. Bin Laden types should not be allowed to even get a glimpse of heaven. The Hitlers and Stalins and hardened criminals, drug dealers, perverts, etc., have not tried. Not good enough. No question there. We applaud God's judgment them, and are glad they got what they earned. 


But what would be good enough? And who gets to decide? Will anyone know it when we do reach that goal?  If we each get to set the bar according to our own judgment, we'd all make it. Though  I may have a lower standard than you. Or you may set yours very high. Maybe Bin Laden reached his bar, though it was probably radically different from ours. 


What invariably happens is that we will be cruising along in life and think we're doing pretty good so far, and bam, we mess up. Big time. We do something so foolish, so downright dumb, that it takes us a week to get over the shock of it and a month to push the guilty conscience down to a tolerable roar. Suddenly, we realize our bar is too high, too unattainable, impossible to accomplish. What do we do then? What any human does. We lower the bar. Just a little. But just enough so that it is easier to reach, because otherwise, well, that's just too depressing to think about.


And we expect God to understand and go along with us. We almost demand that He give us a break, a little leeway, for heaven's sake. He created us like this, He knows we aren't perfect. To demand that is unfair, unrealistic and well, unloving. Forgive, that's what we are to do. Forgive indisgressions. Forgive mistakes, slip-ups, even hurts. Forgive means to give someone a second chance. A third, fourth, a seventy times seven redo. 


“I am the door. If anyone enters by me, he will be saved and will go in and out and find pasture.” It is hard, it is painful, to think about. For we all know an Auntie B, who does not believe in Jesus. Who, according to Jesus' narrowly defined criteria, will not be in heaven. More importantly, will not be in heaven with us. Not only does that have us nearly weeping with despair, it just seems wrong. Heaven won't be heaven without them. 


Yet we know Jesus is telling us the truth. That causes the tension to tighten around our hearts. How do we convince this loved one that no matter how good of a life they have lived, it will not be enough to meet paradise's high entrance requirements. The thought of them in with the weeping and gnashing of teeth is nearly unbearable. What are we to do? 


We first take Jesus at his word. That is, we confess that all, and that includes us, are undeserving of heaven, for we have sinned against God and each other. We are unworthy of God's love and deserve the judgment we have rightly earned with our sins. We come before God as poor beggars, with empty hands and broken and contrite hearts. We plead to the Father for mercy, mercy that has been earned by another.


Another who has lived the really perfect, upright and clean life. The door. The Way, the truth and the life. Jesus. In our place, for us men and for our salvation, Jesus was born of a woman, born under the law, to live under the law. The Law the Father expects all to obey and the law that we, to a man, woman and child, have disobeyed. Jesus, however, obeyed the Father in all things, keeping the Ten Commandments perfectly. For us, because we cannot. No one can, not even dear old Auntie B.


As beggars, we come before God with empty hands, having dropped all hope of earning God's merit and favor on our own. We come without a single claim, without any expectation of reward for good deeds, for all our deeds are as filthy rags. We come with open hands and God fills them with His grace. He hands us Jesus, crucified for our redemption. He places Jesus right into our empty hands.


And we promptly hand Jesus back to God as the ticket to eternal life. For Jesus is good enough.  He has met the standard, God's perfect standard. He has jumped over the bar. He is our substitute, the atoning sacrifice of his life's blood for ours. Jesus earned the degree and we get the diploma. Jesus lived perfectly and we get the credit for a life well lived. We implore God by His mercy to not regard our works as sufficient, but to regard Christ's atoning work as sufficient on our behalf. 


This is our heart's delight. God's amazing grace assures us that Jesus has done all that is necessary for the forgiveness of our sins and our salvation. Because He is our Lord and Savior, because through Him we have been redeemed from death and sin, we live with the sure and certain hope that though we can't do enough to earn heaven, Christ has earned it for us. His death is all-sufficient and His resurrection is the Father's confirmation that Jesus' work is accepted as what was needed. His sacrifice is credited to us as full and complete righteousness, the righteousness needed for eternal life. 


Now, with a proper understanding of heaven and the doorway, the only doorway, we turn our attention to those whose eternal destiny we are concerned about. To let them live on, thinking their good deeds will be enough to satisfy God, is to let them die a slow death. To not say anything is no longer an option. We are not doing them any favors by remaining silent. Our love for them will no longer be content to keep our lips shut. We know the truth that will set them free. 


Yet, here we are again, with the tension. The tension between the shyness that keeps us silent verses the agony of what might happen to them if we remain silent. The thought of that loved one suffering the eternal torment of the abyss where the worm never dies and the fire never goes out is  unbearable to contemplate. No, not her. No, not him.  


It's going to take some law, no doubt about it. We're going to have to ask some tough questions of Auntie B. Like: How much is good enough? Will you know when you get there? What if you don't reach that standard? What if there is a better way, an easier way, a way that is the real way, truth and life? What if you, dear loved one of mine, are trying to get into heaven by the wrong door?


All we can do is speak the Gospel. We possess no power to convert them or convince them of what we know is the truth and what we know is their error. Oh that we had that power, for we would change them in an instant! We have the power to plant the word and then pray, beseech, beg, the Lord to work his miracle of faith in that heart. For we do not want to be without them in heaven. 


The only way to resolve this unresolvable tension is to proclaim the truth. Jesus is the door, the only door, to eternal life. It's the only truth that will set them free. It's the truth that has set us free, free from having to earn our way into God's good graces. Jesus has done everything needed so that many may come to the knowledge of the truth and be saved. May He grant you the strength and courage to show them the door. Amen.
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