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HELL 

A MODERN APPROACH 

Fr Leo Watt OFM 
 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

 At long last a new and healthier attitude to hell is developing among Christians. 
In the face of widespread skepticism and confusion, scholars are re-thinking the 
doctrine of eternal punishment. These pages aim to provide some indication of this 
modern approach. 

 

 

Popular Conception of Hell 

 There are many people today who say they cannot believe in hell. Why? 

 The main reason would be that, in the past, we have presented hell in the 
wrong way. We seem to have placed all the emphasis on God's vengeance and 
punishment. A great deal of Catholic literature, preaching and catechism instruction 
has forced people to believe in an idea of hell which seems and is incredible. 

 In books and in sermons we have been nourished on the teaching that hell is a 
fiery furnace under the earth, where sinners and Satan burn for eternity as God 
punishes them for their evil deeds. Little children received the impression that God, the 
almighty Judge, watches the people in hell calling out for relief and help, only to be 
told by God: "You had your chance during life. Now I am going to make you suffer for 
all eternity, for ever and ever and ever." 

 This, I feel, is the popular conception of Hell. And the tragedy of it all is that 
many sincere people feel that they have to believe it.  

 The popular conception of hell is not the teaching of the Church; it is false, 
grotesque, and blasphemous. It encourages people to believe in a God who is cruel, 
sadistic, and unmerciful. No wonder, then, that so many Christians say or feel that 
they can no longer believe in hell — the misconception of hell which they feel they should 
accept.  
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The Modern Approach 

 It is now time to strip the doctrine of Hell from all its trappings of 
superstition and legend. 

The modern approach, suggested by leading theologians in the Church today, is a 
positive one. It is not interested in "demythologizing" the old ideas of hell; it goes further 
and takes into account the recent advances in scriptural research and the findings of 
modern psychology. 

  The result of their discoveries will be developed in future years as more research 
is done. But I feel it most worthwhile to publicize what has already been achieved, in 
the hope that people, who find it hard to believe in the old concept of hell, may retain 
their faith in the teaching of Christ and the possibility of eternal loss being open to 
man's free choice. 

 

The Gospel Message 

The "good news" of Christianity is not damnation, but salvation. 

 Our religion is based on the creative love of God, who called us into existence. To 
express this love, the New Testament writers used the Greek word "agape" — to 
denote the free, unselfish nature of God's love; it is a gift from "he who has" to "he 
who has not." This love exists in God, regardless of our response, for he "makes his sun shine 
on the evil and the good" (Mat. 5:44). 

 St. Paul proclaims God's plan for humanity when he writes that God chose us in 
Christ "before the foundation of the world, that we should be holy and blameless 
before him", and that "he destined us in love to be his sons through Jesus Christ, 
according to the purpose of his will." (Eph. 1:4-5). "In this is love, not that we loved God 
but that he loved us" (1 Jn.4:10). 

 God's creative love became a merciful, saving love when the human race sinned 
through solidarity with our first parents. He did not disown us, but chose for himself a 
people (the Jews) and promised that from their race a Saviour would be born, and salvation 
given to the world. 

 The Old Testament is thus a history of salvation, where God reveals himself as a God 
who saves. Every event in the history of the chosen people was seen as the saving power of 
God, affecting the group and the individual. God made a covenant with his people, but they 
so often turned their back on Him. The great lesson of the Bible is that, despite Israel's 
infidelity and inconstancy, God was ever faithful to his promises, constant and merciful. 
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 With the coming of Christ, a saviour is born (Lk. 2:11), and a new era begins. By 
his death, resurrection and ascension, Jesus not only gained deliverance from sin (1 
Thess. 1:10) but also gave us a chance to regain eternal salvation and heaven. "I have 
come that you may have life, and have it more abundantly" (Jn. 10:10). 

This was the "good news" that the apostles preached (Acts 20:24), and it is the basis 
of our hope. Salvation is offered; what is our response? 

 

Our Response to God's Friendship 

 One of the recurring heresies of the history of Christianity has been the belief 
that salvation could be finally and completely achieved by a single act, whether that 
act be conceived as the predestination of God, the saving death of Jesus Christ, or the 
reception of faith and baptism. 

 We are free to accept God's offer of salvation. This involves faith: "by him all that 
believe are justified" (Acts 13:39); humility — "unless you change and become as little 
children, you shall not enter the kingdom of heaven" (Mt. 18:3); love — he who loves is 
born of God and knows God" (1 Jn. 4:7); perseverance - "he who perseveres to the end 
will be saved." (Mt. 10:22). 

 The salvation conferred by the death of Christ and accepted by faith and 
baptism and membership in the Church is real and genuine; but it is just a beginning. It 
demands growth, and can only be regarded as finally achieved after death and the 
entry into eternal life. 

 We are entirely free in relation to God's offer of friendship and salvation. We can 
accept Jesus Christ, his message and his work, by faith; or we can reject him and 
salvation by sin. The choice is ours. 

 

The Essence of Sin 

 Even in the Old Testament, sin was seen as the breaking of the covenant with 
God and personal refusal to love a personal God. (cf. Ex. 19:5-8). The real malice of 
serious sin is that it breaks the bond of love. The sinner turns away from God who 
loves us and calls us to communion with himself. "I have my sin constantly in mind, 
having sinned against none other than you, done what you regard as wrong" (Ps. 51:3-4). 

 This refusal to love is also expressed most movingly in the parable of the 
Prodigal Son (Lk. 15:11ff) If the son refused to be reconciled, what could the father 
do? He could offer forgiveness and reconciliation; but he could not force it upon the 
son. The son was forgiven his sin because he "turned back" in repentance. This is a 
necessary requisite for regaining friendship with God: 
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"Come back to me with all your heart, fasting, weeping, mourning. Let your hearts be 
broken, not your garments torn, Turn to your God again, for he is all tenderness and 
compassion." (Joel 2:12-13) 

 According to the Bible, God's own word, sin is our negative response to God as 
a person offering us salvation and friendship. It is a refusal, a resistance, a saying 
"No" to God, and it means that the sinner shuts himself off from God with a hardened 
heart. All sin is really a form of idolatry (1 Cor. 6: 14, Wis. 14.) — whether the idol we 
turn to takes the form of unlawful pleasure, ambition, possessions, or self.  

 

Sin brings its own Punishment 

 God's reactions to sin, his anger and his jealousy (Nah. 1:6), show that he is 
affected by it; but sin can cause him no injury or harm because: of his divine glory and 
transcendence. Job can therefore exclaim: "Look at the heavens and see; and behold the 
clouds which are higher than you. If you have sinned, what do you accomplish against him? 
And if your transgressions are multiplied, what do you do to him? If you are righteous, 
what do you give him, or what does he receive from your hand? Your wickedness concerns a 
man like yourself, and your righteousness a son of man". (Job. 35:5-8). 

 God is affected in his alliance, his love; but he cannot be injured in his own 
being. So, ultimately, it is the sinful person who is harmed by sin. 

 Every sin brings its own punishment.  

 After sinning, we may try to fool ourselves with the delusion that nothing is 
wrong. "I have sinned, and what has happened to me?" (Ecclus. 5:4). We may try to 
escape from our conscience by absorbing ourselves in the preoccupations of life; but 
our guilt remains as a form of punishment. Each offence (whether fornication, theft, 
lying, unkindness, disobedience) brings its own feeling of remorse and defeat. There 
is disorder in the soul, because of the contradiction between our conscience and the 
act done. With each sin, the tendency to selfishness grows. We become more 
hardened and insensitive to God. 

 This sort of punishment can be medicinal — if it leads us to realize our sin and 
the need for repentance, or turning back to God. But this punishment by guilt, 
which is not inflicted by God from without but from the sin itself, can also be an 
anticipation of foreboding of final punishment. This is the theme developed in St. John's 
gospel. 
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We Choose Our Destiny Now 

 Our human freedom is such that we choose our eternal destiny now. We may 
accept God's invitation to "know, love and serve him here on earth and be with 
him in heaven"; or we may refuse his love by a life estranged from him. The possibility 
of eternal loss is not in some future time; it is with us now. 

 St. John emphasizes the importance of our present conduct. 

"God sent the Son into the world, not to condemn the world, but that the world might 
be saved through him. He who believes in him is not condemned; he who does not 
believe is condemned already, because he has not believed in the name of the only Son 
of God. And this is the judgement, that the light has come into the world, and men loved 
darkness rather than light, because their deeds were evil." (Jn. 3:17-19).  

And again: "He who believes in the Son has eternal life; he who does not obey the 
Son shall not see life, but the wrath of God rests upon him". (Jn. 3:36). For St. John, 
faith is the decision by which a person decides in favour of God who has revealed 
himself in Jesus. If we refuse to believe (i.e. if we reject God's grace with full 
knowledge and deliberation, and persist in this attitude), we are already judged, 
and need not wait for any final judgement. We have already condemned ourselves. 

 And so Our Lord could say: 

"I have come as light into the world, that whoever believes in me may not remain in 
darkness. If one hears my sayings and does not keep them, I do not judge him; for I did not 
come to judge the world but to save the world. He who rejects me and does not receive my 
sayings has a judge; the word that I have spoken will be his judge on the last day". (Jn. 12: 
46-48). 

 

Preparing For Our Final Judgement 

 It should now be obvious where "Hell" finds its place in Christian belief. The 
dogma of hell means that our life is threatened by the real possibility of eternal 
shipwreck, because we can freely dispose of ourselves and refuse ourselves to God. 

 Not every sin is serious, and not every sin involves this final choice against 
God. 

 Although the Bible does not make mention of the specific words "mortal" and 
"venial" sin, it constantly has in mind the fact that not all sins are equal. Their 
seriousness depends on the nature of the offence, and the malice or intention in the 
heart. Sin comes from our freedom, the core of our personality. "All these evil 
things come from within, and they defile a man" (Mk. 7.22). 
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 The difference in sins may find a parallel with human friendship, or marriage. 
"It may happen that friends or marriage partners are cold towards each other or 
start quarrelling, while the bond of love is not contradicted by their deeper attitude. 
In other cases one of the partners has been deeply hurt, something has occurred 
which contradicts the bond of love, there is real rupture (as on account of adultery 
in marriage); but a reconciliation is not yet excluded. Finally, the rupture may be be-
yond repair, their ships have been burned, the partners are "dead" for each other.  

 The same degrees of estrangement may likewise occur between man and his 
God." 

 Venial sin represents our coldness or unfriendliness to God; mortal sin occurs 
when we scorn God on account of a disordered attachment to a creature, in direct 
opposition to God's law or his love. And finally, there is the rupture with God which is 
willed for its own sake e.g. final impenitence, real apostasy or direct hostility against 
God. This last sin is the "sin against the Holy Spirit" (Mk. 3:29), and the "sin unto death" 
(1 Jn. 5:16). 

 This final impenitence is something we can freely choose; if we do so, God will 
respect our freedom, even when we use it foolishly and defiantly to reject his love. 

 Our choice for or against it must be made in this life. According to a number 
of theologians, this choice (final and decisive) is made in the act of dying. It is the 
greatest word of love uttered by man or his final hardening — the Greek word 
"anomia", or sin unto death? It is obvious that mortal sins are not equal. "The same 
distance which separates venial sin and mortal sin exists between mortal sins com-
mitted in this life and the final hardening of dying in impenitence".  I t  is  this 
decisive choice that determines our "judgement"; we make the choice, and we  
therefore judge ourselves, even in this world. All other sins we commit may be 
preparing us for this final choice. That is why they are serious; they indicate our refusal 
to love God or our hardening in selfishness and self-love. 

 

HELL 

Eternal Life without Love 

 We do not know of the details about hell. Theology in the past has spoken of the 
"pain of sense", without satisfactorily explaining its meaning. 

 The tragedy of hell is that punishment consists in the absence of God and 
the absence of love. St.  Theresa's statement that "hell is a place where no 
one loves" has been echoed by Dostojevski: "The uttermost depth of hell is the 
realisation that we can no longer love". Both writers express the constant theme of 
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the Bible about the essence of sin, and the truth proclaimed by St. John long ago 
that "if a man is without love, he holds fast by death" (1 Jn. 3:14). 

     If sin means refusal to love God or neighbour, then a person who has lived and 
died without this love freely chooses to spend eternity without love. 

 

Love cannot be Forced 

 You cannot force a girl to love a boy, or a man to love a woman. Either they 
do, or they do not. You cannot force a person to love another. 

 Hell is, therefore, the most convincing proof of the value that God attaches to 
our free and personal love. We have the power to say "yes" or "no". We are not 
machines; we are free, responsible people. If we persistently refuse God's love, know-
ingly and willingly, and die in this state — then God cannot stop us. It may be a scandal to 
many that the power of God's merciful love does not finally result in the conversion of 
every rebellious will. But that is precisely the mystery of human freedom, created and 
respected by God. 

 This is expressed in a poignant manner in the gospel scene of Christ weeping 
over the consequences of human folly. "Jerusalem, Jerusalem... how often have I 
been ready to gather your children together, as a hen gathers her chickens under her 
wings; and you refused it" (Mt. 23:37). God is ever anxious to help, to heal, to forgive 
— but he will not force us to return. Love cannot be coerced. 

 

FREEDOM  

Our Greatest Gift or Risk? 

 Much of modern thought has been influenced by a philosophy of life called 
"Existentialism". While the word covers diverging aspects of living, it expresses an 
outlook where human existence is made up of a series of choices; each decision or 
choice in life involves a risk — a risk of making a mistake. Unless we make our 
choices in life we do not exercise our freedom; but if we make our decisions (as we 
do every day) then we come to maturity as human beings and as Christians. Our 
fundamental human freedom is, in a way, our greatest gift from God; it also involves 
the risk of making the wrong decisions and sinning against the God who made us free. 

 Many people feel uneasy about hell being a punishment for the wrong use of 
our freedom. A modern theologian formulates our feelings when he poses the question: 
"To lose or to win all: Are we really free enough"? 

 Every human decision involving freedom to sin or not to sin is an "existential" 
one, i.e. it involves a particular person, in a special situation, who is influenced by many 
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factors. Behind our decisions (for good or evil) lie our sub-conscious urges and de-
sires, our education, our intelligence, our family background and environment. In the 
context of sin and punishment, there is no "person" who sins; there is this particular 
person, who may or may not be impeded in the use of his freedom in a particular 
situation.  

 It would be wrong to say that we are never free to commit serious sin; but it 
would also be wrong to judge an action on appearances alone, without taking into ac-
count the factors that might, perhaps, diminish responsibility and guilt. God alone can 
judge our conscience if we doubt the extent of our own culpability for some sin. 

 

Judged on Life as a Whole 

 In view of what has been said, this is an unreal question because it ignores 
the "existential" conditions which may affect one's free decision. 

 St. John's gospel presents the teaching that our eternal destiny is decided by 
our life as a whole — whether we accept or reject God's invitation to enter into a 
bond or covenant of friendship with Him. "He who believes in the Son has eternal life; 
he who does not obey the Son shall not see life" (Jn. 3:36). 

 Every decision we make about a moral action is individual; it does not exist in 
isolation, but is related to conditions in the present, past, future (e.g. ignorance, fear, 
passion, conditioning through family, environment etc.) 

 So when it comes to a particular action, certainly few of them will be found wholly 
free among most people, and fewer still that are weighty enough to represent a 
choice of eternal destiny. We are not completely determined by nature; otherwise 
we would be as the animals. We are free, living an existence involving a series of 
choices and a task to do. There are some moments in our life when our choice is a 
critical one, having eternal value, but not always. An individual mortal sin, 
committed with knowledge and consent, is serious because it manifests our inner 
direction — away from God. If the sin is acknowledged, confessed and forgiven, we 
can regain friendship with God. But if we live a life, deliberately sinning against God 
and turning from Him, what can He do? He offers the grace of repentance. If we 
refuse, He will not force our free choice. Hell is the price of freedom. 

 Our Blessed Lord tells us that we are free enough to win all or to lose all, and 
that it is not necessary to recognise God to be able to reject or to love him. That is 
precisely the point of his warning us about God's criterion of judgement:  

"When was it that we saw you hungry, or thirsty, or a stranger, or naked, or sick or 
in prison, and did not minister to you?" (Mt 25: 44). 
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 The wicked protest and ask questions because they feel they are not conscious 
of having had a chance to take sides against God. Our Lord's answer has immense 
significance. 

 God doesn't necessarily show himself to our free choice with face unveiled, for 
his overpowering beauty and goodness would overwhelm us and restrict our free choice. 
It would not be possible to refuse him. 

 Once more, we must return to St. John's outlook on the "sin unto death". This is 
best expressed in the words of a noted theologian: "... It is not enough to perform 
now a certain good work, a ‘basic good choice', in order to obtain heaven as a 
reward. One must also continue to correspond with the special grace of perseverance. 
A parallel case exists for evil: it is not enough to commit a mortal sin in order to be 
punished with hell; man must also afterwards continue to reject the grace of 
conversion. Ultimately, perseverance in good or evil is, in the act of dying, a most 
intense activity which bestows a direction upon our whole being, because through it 
we accept or reject a last and most important grace. When we speak of heaven as 
reward for good works and of hell as punishment for mortal sins, we should not 
ignore that condition."  

 

A Second Chance? 

 A constant biblical theme is the one of Judgement. In many forms the same 
message is taught: man must use the time here on earth to do penance, to 
change his heart from sin to God. We will be judged on our conduct now: 

"Now is the acceptable time; behold, now is the day of salvation" (Cor. 6:2). "We must 
all appear before the judgement seat of Christ, so that each one may receive good or 
evil, according to what he has done in the body" (Cor. 5:10).  

 It would seem, then, that only during our life on earth can we merit 
eternal happiness or eternal punishment. After death there is no second chance. We 
fashion our own destiny by our free will. Some modern theologians hold the opinion that 
we do have a second chance to repent:— not after death, but at the moment of 
death.  

They would say that the moment of death would allow the "possibility of a 
choice which, for many people, could be the first really understanding and free choice 
they would make". St. John Vianney is said to have assured the widow of a suicide that 
her husband had, between the parapet and the river, received the grace of 
repentance and conversion. 
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 We have no definite idea about the moment of death; but the above opinion, 
for what it's worth, does accentuate the truth that we don't go to hell, just by 
accident. Our freedom of choice, and not God's wrath, is decisive. 

 

The Eternity of Hell 

 There have always been people in the Christian Church who have found Christ's 
words about eternal punishment a little hard to swallow. 

 In the early Church, several holy bishops and doctors of theology held the view 
that all creation (including sinners, the damned and the devils) will be restored to a 
state of perfect bliss. Origen (d.253) taught this; as also, Gregory of Nazianzus and 
Gregory of Nyssa, and individual theologians of medieval and modern times. 

 Over the years the Church has condemned the positive assertion of this doctrine 
(cf. D. 211, 429, 531). The basis of Catholic teaching is the clear testimony of the Bible, 
and, secondly, the fact of human decisions being restricted to this world while we are 
living. A conversion after death, though a consoling thought for one with a lax 
conscience, is clearly contrary to God's revelation: "they who have done good shall 
come forth unto resurrection of life; but who have done evil unto resurrection of 
judgement." (Jn. 5:29) . . . quoted by Vatican II in Par. 48 of the Constitution on the 
Church). 

 

Will Many Lose God? 

 Among the many questions about hell which disturb our peace of mind is this one: 
how many will fail to achieve "salvation", in the sense taught by the Bible? 

 Fortunately, we do not know the answer to this question; nor did Christ 
Himself give any indication of the percentage of mankind who would spend their 
eternity separated from his love. It was not his intention to lead us on with a 
promise implying presumption, complacency or despair on our part.  

 Often in his preaching, Jesus referred to the "many" and the 'few" (cf. 
Mat. 20:16, 22:14). A relevant instance would be these words: 

"Enter by the narrow gate; for wide is the gate and wide the road that leads to 
destruction, and many are they who enter thereby. How narrow is the gate and close 
the way that leads to life, and few there are who find it" (Mt. 7:13-14). 

 Scripture scholars say that the figurative imagery of the "Two Ways" is common in 
literature contemporary with Christ. The essential message of Our Lord's words is the 
urgency of choosing the right teaching and living it thoroughly. We cannot use the 
text as a source of information about the number of saved or damned. Jesus 
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refused to give an answer to the speculative question of the number finally saved, (cf. 
Lk. 13:23 ff.) 

 But what we do know is God's explicit revelation of his saving will: 

" . . . his will is that all of you should  attain repentance, not that some should be 
lost" (II Pet. 3:9). And ". . .  it is his will that all men should be saved" (I Tim. 2:4). 

 This does not mean, however, that hell is empty or that no one loses eternal 
happiness. Hell (life without love) has been "prepared for the devil and his angels" 
(Mt. 25:41) and for free men and women who freely prefer to live and die without 
love of God or neighbour. "He who does not love abides in death" (1 Jn. 3:14). 

 The Vatican Council, in its document on the Church, warns of the danger of 
eternal damnation by reference to passages from the gospel concerning the "wicked 
and slothful servant" (Mt. 25:26) and the "weeping and gnashing of teeth" (Mt. 22:13).  

 Man, the pilgrim on life's journey, knows that there are two possibilities of 
salvation or loss, and that he can only make his free decision about what is open and 
un-foreseeable. 

 The Church and Scripture exclude the presumptuous knowledge of the certainty 
of the salvation of the individual before his death, and the certain knowledge of a 
damnation that has actually ensued. The Church can and must — in spite of pilgrim 
man's uncertainty of salvation — firmly proclaim that martyrs and some other men 
who have died in Christ have attained salvation. But it cannot allow itself a 
corresponding affirmation about the certain and actual damnation of other men. It 
does affirm, as seen in Vat. 2, that damnation is a "genuine and inevitable possibility 
for the pilgrim", and not a mere hypothesis. 

 God's revelation leaves us ignorant of whether some are in fact lost and 
whether they are few or many. But we must reckon with the fact that men can be 
lost. 

 The question becomes most serious and urgent when we make it personal: I can 
be lost! 

 At the same time, through Christian hope we can say: "I can be lost; but I 
hope that I shall be saved". 

In view of the sober teaching of Christ, it would seem that we treat with 
caution any reports or embellishments about apparitions to saints or holy people if 
they teach an unworthy idea of God. Vivid descriptions of "souls falling into hell like 
autumn leaves failing from the trees" may serve to frighten the sinner into repent-
ance and incite the lukewarm to action; but, if we forget their figurative nature, we 
may spend our lives stifled by a childish and immature concept of hell. 
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The "Fires" of Hell 

 In the course of his preaching Jesus Christ warned us of the consequences of 
obstinate refusal to love God. He spoke about the punishment of serious sin in 
imagery that was current at that time: because the Jewish audience shared the idea 
of hell as a place of fire and torture, Christ used the same imagery to stress the reality 
of hell: "Depart from me, you cursed, into everlasting fire" (Mt. 25:41); and again, "It 
is better for you to go into life maimed or lame than, having two hands or two 
feet, to be cast into everlasting fire" (Mt. 18:8). 

 But we must distinguish the image from the reality. Fire was and is a symbol of 
punishment and excruciating torment. Punishment is the reality; fire is just one form 
of imagery to express the belief in punishment. The scriptures also describe hell in the 
imagery of a deep pit, a dark dungeon (cf. Mt. 8:12, Job. 10:20, Pet. 2:4). 

 There is, then, no need to misinterpret Christ's words and to insist, quite 
literally on some special "fire" in hell which burns the soul. We know nothing of the laws 
of combustion in the future life; we do know that the soul is spiritual and immortal.  

 Superstition is often the accompaniment of faith. If so, we can relegate to the 
realm of legend and myth all those childish images of hell being full of devils, armed 
with pitch-forks, wandering around in a cavernous region of sulphurous smoke and fire, 
where sinners writhe in agony and remorse for all eternity. Such a concept of hell 
would hardly be consonant with the Bible's revelation that "God is love" (1 Jn. 4:8). It is 
as repulsive as it is false. 

 The Church has not defined anything about the nature and action of the 
"fire of hell", nor even its physical reality. The image is given us by God in revelation 
simply to make us more conscious of the reality of hell; to be without God is such a 
source of anguish and pain, that it seems worse than the suffering of fire affecting the 
body. 

 

A Mystery of Our Faith 

 When confronted with God's revelation of the awesome reality of hell, we cannot 
help sharing the feelings expressed by the modern writer, Pere Teilhard de Chardin 
SJ: 

"Of the mysteries which we have to believe, O Lord, there is none, without a doubt, 
which so affronts our human views as that of damnation. And the more human we 
become . . . the more lost we feel at the thought of hell. . . You have told me, O God, 
to believe in hell. But you have forbidden me to hold with absolute certainty that 
any single man has been damned. . . .  I shall accept the existence of hell on your word, 
as a structural element in the universe, and I shall pray and meditate until that awe 
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inspiring thing appears to me as a strengthening and even blessed complement to the 
vision of your omnipresence which you have opened out to me." 

 To put the mystery precisely, — we must believe two doctrines: (1) the almighty 
power of God who wants all people to be saved, and (2) the possibility of eternal 
perdition for those living and dying without love and friendship with God. 

 And we must accept these two doctrines without fully understanding how they 
can be reconciled. 

 Fortunately, God can and does achieve this reconciliation. We can glimpse a 
little of the mystery by careful meditation on the scriptures. The rest is in the 
hands of God — a God who says: "Turn to the Lord your God: for he is gracious and 
merciful, patient and rich in mercy" (Joel 2:13) and "The Lord your God is merciful, and 
will not turn away His face from you, if you return to him" (Pet. 3:9). 

 

CONCLUSION 

Hell Really Exists, but. . .  

 The foregoing pages, I feel, may act as a synthesis of the modern approach to 
hell. In an area where theologians and scholars continue their investigations, I can 
only hope that this pamphlet strikes a balanced note of sanity. It seems imperative that 
we disregard all mythical concepts of hell; even though they be traditional, they 
present us or leave us with an unworthy idea of God. 

 I feel that most of us, after thoughtful consideration of the new approach to hell, 
will breathe a sigh of relief and say: "I believe that hell really exists, but . . . not the 
type of hell that was presented as something incredible yet had to be accepted. I 
believe in the hell presented in the scriptures in the context of salvation and human 
freedom. It is a reality, — one that I pray may never be my destiny". 

 What are the main features of the modern approach to hell? 

 It affirms the reality of hell, but sees it from a different point of view. The 
Bible itself urges us to place the emphasis, not on God's punishment, but on 
human freedom to accept or reject salvation. 

 It treats of hell, not in isolation, but in the positive context of God's love and 
his merciful plan. Only then does any mention of eternal loss make sense. 

 The new approach takes into consideration, not only the recent advances in 
biblical studies, but also the findings of psychology and their relevance to any 
discussion of sin and freedom. 
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 It places the accent on the present, not on the future. It does not concern 
itself over-much with speculation about the locality of hell, or the number of 
the damned, or the nature of the punishment. Following the lines of scripture, 
it places the stress on the present... on our existence, our decisions for or 
against God. 

 It also sees sin as a personal offence against a personal God. It is more than 
breaking a law or creating disorder. 

 Hell is seen, not as a "place" (in the physical, geographical sense), but as the 
state of separation from God which begins, even in this life, and continues for 
eternity. 

 Finally, it proposes the view that we are not saved by a single act and we are 
not damned by a single act... that "the basic moral acts and mortal sins 
prepare us for the last good or evil choice in death and for its pre-figurations 
during this life. Thus man expresses himself always more deeply and 
determines himself always more completely through his free decisions, either in 
the good by passing from 'daily good actions' to 'basic moral acts', and from 
the latter to total self-donation and love, or in evil by passing from venial sin to 
mortal sin, and from the latter to integral wickedness, impenitence, and the 
"sin unto death!" 

  

Already, this modern approach to hell is becoming better known, as is evident from the 
Catholic Catechism Teacher's Book, Book 2, as issued by order of the Australian Bishop's 
Committee for Education. 

 This is a healthy sign that we regard the new approach, not with suspicion and 
mistrust, but with thoughtfulness and care. 

 It gives us a view of hell that is both acceptable and authentic. Above all, it allows 
a new insight into the mystery of salvation and freedom, and leaves us with a more 
worthy idea of God Himself. 

 

 

************************* 

 

  

 

 


