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In purgatory, we are told, there is duration, but not time
know it in our present wortld of sense. God in his mercy gives ¢
time here to become saints, and saints we must become if we %
to fulfil our destiny. Fidelity to whatever obedience our vocatio?
brings us makes us saints. Yet we shrink from fajthfulness t(;
that steady plodding, so often apparently unrewarding. .
shrink because it is hard, ordinary and uninteresting. Do E’w
think enough of purgatory, that unknown second stage Pf
life that is granted us, that lies between death and the visio? &
God? It may be a long dreary period of hard frustrating purt
tion, all the harder because it is purely passive, a lonely Waltfng
for what we long for so intensely, more rigorous and wea d
in its demands than anything we could have suffered here. Yt;c
necessary because of the graces we have neglected an o
opportunities we have missed; necessary to fit us, as they WO e
have done had we used them, for the vision of God’s purity:
sharing of which will be our eternal joy and satisfaction.
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Church, for enlightenment concerning the doctrine of v

lasting punishment, we shall find two things stated in *i3,
with painful clarity by our Lord himself. There is a final Pul;: ol
ment for the unrepentant; it is eternal and it is fire. If thy ol
scandalize thee, cut it off. It is better for thee to enter into life @ bt
than having two hands to go into hell, into unquenchable fires W 2
their -worm dieth not, and the fire is not extinguished (Mark 1% ﬁith
And again: Depart from me, you cursed, into everlasting fire, Wthc
was prepared for the devil and his angels (Matt. xxv, 41-42)- ot
moving passage too, in St John’s gospel, where our Lord s¢% (¢
his teaching about himself as the way, the truth and thelife, uﬂon‘
the image of the vine and the branches, the same warning ¥ Clcte
tained; that burning by fire is the inevitable result of comP

IF we turn to the Scriptures, under the gnidance of the
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?;priiatlon frpm him. I am the vine; you the branches; he that abideth
an g and Lin him, the same beareth much fruit: for without me you
a ra:; ;:“’thmg. If any one abide not in me he shall be cast forth as
into thc » and shall wither: and they shall gather him up and cast him
the fire and he burneth (John xv, 5-6).
. 13 OfCO}lrse clear that this language is the language of imagery;
trace% Anine passage is expressly so, those from the synoptics
ehim:wk to th(? Jewish apocalyptic literature, in which the name
Wheg Oﬁn, der’lved from the valley to the south of Jerusalem
W erf: tile city’s refuse was burned, was applied to the place
ar the wicked were punished. The Greek word geenna in the
Can teX‘t, translated ‘hell’ in the English versions, comes from
beenAtﬁlmalc Gehinnam, the valley of Hinnom. This must have
ity ﬁword used by our Lord, and the imagery associated with
hearerc osen by him as his way of teaching truth to his immediate
Contins' We cannot doubt that he intended this way to be
shou] dulid In use as the permanent standard by which that truth
Whig] ; e preser'ved and passed on down the ages. The Church,
face g f}s commissioned by Christ to do this passing on, has in
Ciined very little about the doctrine of hell, but when it has
€2 1t has always done so within the context and meaning of
T}EYdWOrds used by our Lord: efernal and fire.
S does not mean that these words do not need interpretation.
ese v;’rd used the common thought forms of his own age;
ut g ¢re readily adaptable to the understanding of his hearers.
ought forms change and develop in succeeding ages, and
obsmd"ught forms of a past generation sometimes become
of ... o> 10 their literal acceptance, toa more perfect understanding
sheg € truths they were designed to express, because the light
kno\nlolé them by new scientific, historical or philosophical
ang ¢dge reveals their limitations. On this account the better
cha, T HeT=secing minds in each generation seck to set the un-
deﬁn%fllg_ truths that Christ has revealed and his Church has
thyy ¢ > 12 3 new context of contemporary thought. It is here
Parg, Ti S_Cholars, in their various disciplines, play an important
lon, . "I work is fruitful for the understanding of the Faith so
Chut(?]i’lt 1 carried out under the authoritative guidance of the
§ magisterium. .
the dus all down the ages, from the New Testament until today,
gma of Redemption has never changed in its essentials.



198 THE LIFE OF THE SPIRIT

Yet its interpretation has varried greatly. During a long pcri{){1 of
~ the Church’s history, when the habit of mind of western civiliZ”
tion was predominantly legalistic, it was scen almost exclusively
in forms of a penal substitutionary view of atonement, that
appeared inadequate and distorted to later ages. Similarly whef?
the conception of a three-storyed universe held sway in men ¢
minds, crude and materialistic ideas of heaven and hell were
inevitable, and the Resurrection and Ascension of Christ and the.
great assize of the last Judgment were conceived in spatial ar;ﬂ
terrestrial terms. Even today we may think instinctively o .
in terms of physical agony prolonged in infinite successions
we may picture it imaginatively as we have seen it depicte
some old book of devotion: a very material body devoure /
very materia] flames and under torture from horrible serpents i
devils. This crude horrific imagery, common in the past, can
unconsciously dominate our conceptions and disturb them.
There is then a dress in which successive generations must
necessity clothe the absolute and immutable truth of revela#”
It is the dress of contemporary human ideas, a dress that is SO’?
times crude and primitive, sometimes more sophisticate i)
dress that changes with the succession of discarded theor1es: s
also with the genuine growth of rational knowledge- T
process of change is inevitable, because God willed to r
himself only through the medium of human minds,and, Sinci by
recipients of his truth are human also, never does he transcel! it
his omnipotence the limitations inherent in the nature O °
mind. As Catholics we believe that the supreme teaching autholiless
of the Church, though thus humanly limited, is neVerthﬁt is
divinely safeguarded from error throughout this process- Tg:nce
why we claim that those who place themselves under its g1 4
will be enabled to preserve and live by the essential truth of Ge i
revelation, while labouring to perfect the human knoWledg
the context of which, in any particular age, it must be set- ig
With these presuppositions in mind we can examine the teaiﬁni’
of the Church concerning the punishment of hell. It is by
tion eternal, and it is fire. At once we realize that since it 15 ete s
it must be life of a kind. God does not in fact a aﬁcs 0
creation. Attempts have been made by devout non-Catho ¥
argue for conditional immortality. A saying of our “* "
sometimes alleged in support of this view: Fear ye not

ch‘*l
e
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Kill the body, and are not able to kill the soul: but rather fear him that
2 destroy both the soul and body into hell (Matt. x, 28). It is argued

3t Ratura] immortality is a Greek not a biblical concept. In the
Bible immortality is seen as God’s gift in Christ. Disintegration
O the human personality would follow as the natural result of the
"fusal of God’s gift by persistence in sin.! Universalism too, as
old 55 Origen, is attractive to the human heart; the belief that
Somehowy 4]} men will come at the last, whether in this life or the
XL, t0 crave for and accept God’s mercy by true repentance.

Ut the gift of free will is not subject to force by ommipotent
t: V}iier. God waits to be gracious; men can refuse to return
ver, dim; they do so persistently, why not for eyer? This hard
s et of the head is the answer also to the question: why not a
r-ond chance on the farther side of death? Why must the end of
¢ s Me fix for ever the will of man in submission or antagonism

od who made him. The ultimate answer to these questions is

ot ,hOWever an answer of human reason, it is the answer of
tho s Word interpreting to us through the Church’s authority
€ Writt )

en word of Scripture. .
of . Punishment of hell therefore, in Scripture and the teaching
the Church, is life of a kind, and it is eternal. It is the life given
ozhnatu_re, itself a gift of God. It is the necessary basis of God’s
gifter. 8ift to us in Christ, the gift of supernatural life. When that
eng 1 ﬁnally and irrevocably rejected the punishment which
bo ues aus upon the surviving life, that with which we were
0113 This life is of its nature eternal. It will be lived, that is,
th ide ang beyond time. We can only begin to understand it
i tore if we think of it first in terms of the loss of that sharing
Chr‘e ¢ternal life of God for which, by grace, he has destined us m
iy halst' St Paul expresses this truth in words beyond whlch it
b wdly Possible to go. He speaks of the Church which is Chrlst.s
ﬁuey’ anfi of which we are members as the fullness of him who is
faigh Al in g (Eph. i, 23). And again: that Christ may dwell by
begpy Your hearts: that being rooted and founded in charity you may
angd he 0 comprehend, with all the saints, what is the breadth and length,
€ight, and depth, to know also the charity of Christ, which

¢ . .
' Pe'deGree;w(’;d translated destroy (apolesai) in Matthew 10, 28 and its Vulgate equivalent
, have ¢1.;

15 as their primary meaning, They are however both used to mean to
out being destroyed, notably in this same chapter of Matthew, v. 39. In
Upor, it, t therefore the Greek will not bear the meaning that this view seeks to place
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surpasseth all knowledge, that you may be filled unto all the fullness of
God (Eph. iii, 17-19). ,

When that fullness is reached in the Beatific vision our fint
being will be completed, perfected and wholly satisfied by the
life of God that will be ours in Christ. There will be nothing m
that we can desire or deserve, nothing that we can need. God,
goodness and love, will possess the whole of our being, in sucb*
way that our life will be one of perfect happiness. Of course ot
earth we do not fully grasp its meaning; though grace has al‘rea
begun this life in us, the glory that is its perfection is still hic
from our eyes. If we did comprehend it we should never hesit3®
never Jook back, never fall away. Weshould leave nothing undo?
to secure this vision of God that is his ultimate gift to us. But we®
know it in the obscure light of faith, we can see it with increast® g
clearness by the gifts of the Holy Ghost, which act in answer °
the charity in us as it breaks down the obstacles between ourse¥
and God.

We can even get glimpses of the utter joy of heaven by hunlmz
analogies. We do experience human happiness, sheer and '
diluted, for a fleeting moment or two. The happiness of beﬂlgf
wholly absorbed in something outside ourselves; a stofy 0
intense and gripping interest, a breathtaking glimpse of SCeﬂerZ [
an entrancing sunset, a piece of utterly joyful news, a moment Ie
sheer self-giving in love; these for a space may occupy the wh Our
of us to the exclusion of ourselves and all else besides. Then;’l
total being is filled with the possession of that one thing © );;
in sheer concentration of joy; for an instant or two, and I;n'
passes. That is a pale and momentary image of heaven. Hea! 5
the vision of God is all that, infinitely multiplied in intens! g
contained in a single timeless instant that never moves; no loo o
forward, no looking back, a standing, unchanging instant e
never passes. That is the meaning of being filled with 311 y
fullness of God. Yet having said that we have said vIf mg
nothing, mere words the reality of which only the Holy 551 it
can show us; for eye hath not seen nor ear heard, neither 1
entered into the heart of man what things God hath preparedﬁ’ ! e
that love him. But to us God hath revealed them by his spirit. Fo 10
Spirit searcheth all things, yea the deep things of God (1 Cor. i 9 b

Hell then is the loss of all this, the loss of God, who 319n6 aﬂd
fulfil and complete our finite being. It is to enter eternify
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Zi’:ltibio be Separ.ated there from God, separated by our own
any § Tate choosing. That separation would be more terrible than
Somcmagmable suffering, for God is all that is and tberefore the
noﬂn’i of af happmess. Absence of God means nothingness, and
ogian 8hess is a terrible thought to contemplate. So the theo-
in ants teach us th_at hell reduces the sinner hardened anfi fixed
logs Oagonlsm against God to an almost complete negative, the
st all that is save bare existence; the poena damni. But we

i e 1ot confine our thought of the punishment of hell to what
s dicaglatllve’ an existence without God. That is no doubt its
Teject h? cment. But God remains the Lord. even of those who
infing, m; he Freated them in love, and, in the sense t}_lat his
loves tehWIH’ as it has ever been, is that they should love him, he
p erpetujlm S.tlu,. even thgugh their finite wills have becom_e set in
Catseg g rejection of his loye. The submission of the ﬁmse will
Ccepye de soul to be filled with all the fuﬂne§s of G_od. God’s lt?ve
ffece of thrills the whole structure of its bemg w1.th the physxca_tl
emptie] 1ts happ,lness. But with the will in rebe]hon,. the soul is
Penetrg, of God’s fullness. Antagonism to God’s rejected love
wd es the very structure of its being with the physical effect
teachmymg hatred. This is the poena sensus which the common
Paiy ing of the Church represents as a real, extrinsically caused
fireo = £ lost soul, effected in it after the manner of material
S0 F(?f}.tetl}ll € image under which the God of love and his power are
bugh of Iepresented in the Scriptures is fire; from the burning
ire xodus to the tongues of flame at Pentecost, and thence to

the pe 'Magery of the Apocalypse. The fire of God’s love when
sog]_ - ved will finally accepts it in the Beatific vision, causes the
becq A, after the resurrection, the body through the soul, to
divine (i.;rdent and glowing with the glory of the fullness of
i H¢. But where it encounters in hell the antagonism of
day thg hate in the created will, there the soul, and with it one
frustmt;3 ody, burns and consumes with the dark pain and
Whic ign 1ts cold hatred generates, a burning and consuming
Jealoys ctenal. Because the Lord thy God is a consuming fire, a

Deut. iv, 24; Heb. xii, 29).

2
15 op);
fhe. Poeng S};n‘)ne of several

i e

s speculations current among theologians as to the nature of
45 of hell, which the Church, interpreting the ipsissima verba of Christ,

on S . .
as €xtrinsically caused, eternal and comparable with material fire,
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We must realize that there is no time in hell, any more thﬂﬂ
there is in heaven. Everlasting punishment means not successio
but a standing instant; no past, no future, just a now of v .
emptiness and frustration; of having lost all, and of hating YCtA
intensely needing, that which has been lost. We must believe s
there can come a moment in the life of an immortal soul, crea® f
in God’s image, loved by him and designed to share the glory ot
his presence, when by consistent and deliberate rebellion g2
the known truth, and wholly through its own responsibﬂlt)" 1,
becomes fixed and static in complete antagonism to Go e;
from friendship it passes to perpetual enmity, from love, howe" )
intermittent, to hatred. When that state is reached there i 2
alternative to the state of separation, for to admit such 2 ¥
were it possible, to the face-to-face vision of God, would be
even greater punishment than its eternal loss. i

We must, as Catholics, face this teaching squarely "'nc
honestly; it is a possibility for each of us, but only if we for
God utterly by giving ourselves utterly to self—apart—ﬁ:om'Go o
We must not run away from this, or try to forget it and the da%,
of it; or laugh it out of court, as the world around us does

which the devil has become a joke. Father Martin D’Arcys S'JS';
has said that the doctrine of hell and the fire of hell is the m?)ﬂ
unpopular and most misunderstood of the Church’s teaching’® 1o
the after life.3 Our world has rejected this doctrine wholes
and in consequence the atmosphere around usis entirely obn?’_“‘;b,
to it. Christ could not have spoken more plainly and decist"" 4
about it. Yet even where his authority is acknowledged:
God is still believed in, the conception of what God is bec"mc
increasingly an idolatry; the projection upon him of the unc i
wishful thinking of the human mind, which will make for 1 ..
a more comfortable god to worship, a god in its own }Ir_’agly
We may well be thankful that the Church, because it is dlvmhas
guided and will not surrender to the false spirit of any 3gc’is 2
always tenaciously maintained this doctrine. Belief in hell 5
salutary balancing element in our religion. It prevents .us’our
without it we easily may, from falling into sentimentality
conception of God’s love for us in redemption. 8
The Cross of Christ is a hard teaching; it is, and alway® e
been, a stumbling block to many. But hell shows us why

3 Death and Life (Longmans, 1942) page 128.
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f::cf of our salvation was fixed by God our Father at so high a
€ 1t keeps the real and terrible nature of sin before our eyes.
chremlndS us, when in his love God gives us a heavy cross to
o r:Y aftel: his Son, that this cross is a small price to pay in com-
fro Son with the debt of sin; a small price by which to gain safety
oom hell: There was a time when the doctrine of hell occupied
o t€P1'01r11nent a place, perhaps, in Catholic pulpits because it was
ofh?'Preached_. in terms which overlaid God’s love for us by fear
oo ﬁn That time has passed, and we are now in danger of hearing
" tle of God’s judgment upon sin. The truth of hell should
for ?’Sub_ﬁ t.hought of and preached in the context of God’s love,
tis é Is inevitable apart from his loving acts in redemption.
" at‘:hOlllc doctrine that retribution is a real property even of
ben(:an Justice, but that our limited and fallible sentences should
God ba mixed character, both curative and vindicative. But to
whol elongs the supreme power of exercising a justice that is
o, Y and finally retributive. Today we have gone far to
e SSticate God, and men, even in acknowledging his existence,
.- Prepared to deny to him this supreme power of vindicating
~ite majesty. This denial has been perhaps, more than
b i g else, the cause of the almost total disappearance of
Clief in hell.
Towards the end of the first half of the last century, when
- ISt steps towards this denial were being taken, they were
lrmetb}’ d.evout believers such as F. D. Maurice, unguided by the
Teve, eaching of the Catholic Church, but imbued with a deep
ang tenCC fqr. our Lord’s words, the teaching of the Scriptures
¢ tradition of past ages. They started by calling in question
ely and with much hesitation, current teaching in the
. €1 of England and the Free Churches concerning the nature
ver asting punishment. Maurice regarded universalism as too
Y a Solution, taking too little account of the weight of sin.
Wag € wWords of his written in 1849 show nevertheless how crude
Posiy ¢ background of thought against which the traditional
. On was currently held. He speaks of reaching the conclusion
‘CVerll:m-Ch ,h'esitation that the word aionios, translated ‘eternal’ or
Sion tng’ in the gospels, did not mean endless temporal succes-
is o ternal” and ‘temporal must be distinguished. Eternal life
ow the love of God; not to know it is death.
punishment, whatever else it means cannot mean

Cag

Eter(f)lal
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never-ending torments. For the rest he refused to dogmatizc'4

Maurice and his contemporaries were much influenced in thes
doubts and hesitations by theories of the Atonement that appear®®
to them to make of God an arbitrary tyrant. Such theories Wet® .
partial and one-sided explanations of a revealed truth, som¢
puzzles in which can be penetrated under grace by prayer and
thought, though the ultimate mystery contained in it will alway*
be beyond the full grasp of human understanding. But on
these questions had been raised, since with these men the voice ©
the Catholic Church was not decisive, belief in eternal punishment
was pushed more and more into the background. By 1874 ¢
famous Congregationalist preacher and theologian Dr R. W~
Dale was able to write of his own co-religionists: “The doctrin®
of our forefathers has been silently relegated, with or withott
serious consideration, to that province of the intellect which is ¢
house of beliefs which we have not rejected, but which we ?’[C
willing to forget.”S That might not unjustly be held to descri?®®
the attitude of not a few Catholics today, and it is to our loss th?
it is so.
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THOSE THAT LIE IN THE SLEEP OF PEACE

GERALD VANN, O.P.

HEN, in the Mass, we pray for the dead we speak of

\ ; \ ; them as ‘sleeping in the sleep of peace’. There seems w

be an echo here of our Lord’s words, “The maid is 2°

dead but sleepeth’, and again of his use of the same verb W et

speaking of Lazarus. Chrysostom suggests that he is telling

followers not to be afraid of death; and perhaps he is contrasﬂ'ﬂgc

two very different ideas of the after-life: the grey, wraith-
halfiexistence of Sheol or Hades with the christian idea of

ment, glory, peace. Certainly nowadays we need to be taught no

4 Belief and Unbelief Since 1850. H. G. Wood (Cambridge, 1955), page 30. For 3:;3;
interesting letter discussing this matter written in 1849 by F. J. A. Hort to Fred
Maurice see The Life and Letters of Fenton J. A. Hort, vol. 1, page 116. (Macmillaﬂ)'

s Life of R. W. Dale, by A. W. Dale (Hodder and Stoughton, 1894), p. 312.
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