A Futile Effort

In San Jose, California there is something called the Winchester Mystery House.  This mansion has 160 rooms, including 40 bedrooms, 47 fireplaces and 3 elevators.  Construction on the house took place continuously over a 38 year period, round the clock – 24 hours a day, 7 days a week, 365 days a year.  Some of the additions to the mansion show little architectural design as you find doors that open into walls and stairs that lead nowhere.

The story behind the mansion says that Sarah Winchester, grieving the deaths of her daughter Annie in 1866 and her husband in 1881 consulted a medium for advice.  The medium told Sarah that there was a curse on the Winchester family because the guns they made had taken so many lives; the spirits of the departed were now seeking revenge.  According to popular legend she told Sarah that she needed to leave her East Coast home and travel west where she was to build a home for herself and for the spirits who have fallen from this terrible weapon.  ‘You can never stop building the house.  If you continue – you will live.  If you stop – you will die.’  Construction continued for 38 years until Sarah died in 1922.

One can hardly imagine the anxiety and fear that drove this woman to continue work on her home for 38 years, trying to placate the spirits or to atone for the deaths brought about by the Winchester rifle.  Sarah, unfortunately, is like many in our world in their practice of religion.  Whether driven by anxious guilt or a deluded self righteousness, they think that by their good works or their constant efforts they will somehow become cleansed of their sins.
The Pharisees were like that in Jesus’ day.  They were meticulous in paying attention to their hand washings, their observance of holy days, tithings, trying to keep the law, etc.  Or one might look at the Muslims today and their ritual adherence to certain hours of prayer [even bringing lawsuits against employers who would rather have them work instead], their festivals; Ramadan and pilgrimages to Mecca.
Martin Luther was a monk in the Roman Catholic Church seeking to attain forgiveness through all sorts of ritual, performing penance, praying to the saints or to Mary, going to Mass, even ascending Pilate’s staircase on his knees.
As Luther eventually discovered, like the Apostle Paul before him [the zealous Pharisee], the conscience is never cleansed through these methods.  The attempt to make oneself clean by ones own good works is a futile effort.  The only path to cleansing is to cry out to God for mercy and trust in the shed blood of Christ who died for sinners.  It is by faith that we are justified and come to have peace with God.  [Rom. 5:1]
The Winchester Mystery House is a modern day monument to the age old attempts of man to rid himself of his sin by some way other than the path of grace.  Adam and Eve tried it with the fig leaves in the garden to no avail.  It was only when God stepped in and provided an atonement for their sins through the shedding of blood that they found their sins to be washed away.  Maybe you have been grabbing some fig leaves lately or trying to ease your conscience through anxious effort?  Take a step back and ponder the cross of Calvary.  It is only through the finished work of Christ that our sins are washed away.
