
– A Reason To Believe –  
A Reflection on Hell 

 
 
The notion of hell – eternal torment and loss of divine communion – has been raised by non-believers to 
decry faith in a loving God.  It is also rejected by some Christians who cannot reconcile their perception 
of a cruelly disproportionate punishment with God’s love; but God, who is love (1 Jn 4:16), disdains hell 
and sacrificed Himself for us to avoid it.  Speculations about hell, then, should be confined by our faith in 
God’s perfect love and justice, as what we think of hell reflects what we think of God.  It is not an undue 
retribution from a petulant deity, but a natural and sad result of one’s permanent refusal to be saved.    
 
Jesus often raised, and warned against, the reality of hell, calling it the eternal and unquenchable fire 
(Mt 24:41; Mk 9:43), and describing that “there will be wailing and grinding of teeth” (Mt 13:41-42; see, 
also, Mt 3:11-12, 5:29, 18:8-9, 22:13, 25:30, 25:46; Lk 16:22-24; 2 Thess 1:5-10; 2 Pet 2:4, 2:17; Jude 5-7, 
13; Rev 2:10-11, 19:20, 20:10, 21:5-8).  The Church affirms the existence of hell and its eternity, noting 
that to die in mortal sin without repenting and accepting God’s merciful love means remaining 
separated from Him forever.  (CCC 1033, 1035).  Such sin involves grave matter, full knowledge, and 
consent; and brings death to the soul by severing its relationship to God.  It is a profound rejection of 
love and charity by freely and willfully choosing to do something that one knows is deeply wrong, and is 
therefore evil.  The Church, however, has never taught that anyone has actually died in this grave state.  
 
It helps to begin a contemplation of hell with some principles about our Creator.  St. Thomas Aquinas 
noted that God’s essence and existence are one, such that God does not have attributes as we do, but 
rather is His attributes.  As the pure act of Being, God is what He does; and is not simply loving, truthful, 
just, or eternal – He is love, truth, justice, and eternity, and cannot be otherwise.  We must humbly 
acknowledge that we cannot understand this experience, because God is radically not creation.   
 
God as eternity is timeless, a “now” without past or future.  SS Augustine and Aquinas taught that we 
conceive of time because we experience change in successive moments, while God is unchanging.  The 
past and future, they argued, do not exist, as the past is the memory of moments that used to exist and 
the future is the expectation of moments that have yet to exist.  They said the present exists, but is of no 
duration, as any duration would be infinitely divisible.  Eternity is this existent “now” of no duration, 
without the succession of moments we call time (which Einstein also described as “a stubborn illusion”).   
 
Basic to our relationship with God is that, whether in this world or eternity, we are wholly within His 
omnipresence as Being itself.  “In Him we live and move and have our being” (Acts 17:28); and, “…from 
him and through him and for him are all things.” (Rom 11:36)  Accordingly, we may reject communion 
with God and His grace, but we are never without Him as our very being is conditioned upon Him.  
 
Within God, we are subject to His wrath, which Msgr. Charles Pope explained as God’s passion to set 
things right.  It is not like our flares of anger, but is rather a “sovereign and serene act of His will,” as He 
is unchanging.  Pope described it as “our experience of the total incompatibility of our sinful state before 
the holiness of God.”  He notes that we must be purified to enter God’s presence, because we could not 
otherwise tolerate His glory; and that it is we who must change, because God cannot and will not. 
 
From this wrath comes the prospect of hell as a function of the gift and responsibility of our free will, 
which precludes God from forcing our salvation.  Theologians through the ages have presented varied 



positions on the concept of hell, and the Church has left broad room for these vastly different views.  
Within this latitude, and based on some such arguments, is offered the following. 
 
Biblical depictions of hell are images and descriptions to impart some understanding of spiritual realities 
that are beyond our grasp.  The image of fire evokes the burning pain of our sinful incompatibility with 
God, from which we must be purified for union with Him, which is God’s fervent desire.  Augustine 
wrote to God of his own desire for “that day when, [I am] purified and melted in the fire of Thy love and 
wholly joined to Thee.” (Conf., XI, xxix)  We sometimes see this, for example, in the angry, consuming 
displeasures of narcissists and the self-righteous, who will continue to endure their wailing and gnashing 
of teeth in selfish frustration unless and until they turn to the selflessness of true love and humility.   
 
Spiritual fire is eternal because it is God, Himself; a “consuming fire” (Heb 12:29; cf Is 33:14), that moves 
eternally toward the perfection that is He, Himself, as He is eternally self-causing and fulfilling.  Just as 
God sent the Holy Spirit as tongues of fire upon the apostles (Acts 2:3), He calls us into union with the 
fire of His Holy Spirit through our Lord Jesus Christ.  As Christian theologian George MacDonald wrote: 
 

It is the nature of God, so terribly pure that it destroys all that is not pure as fire, which 
demands like purity in our worship.  He will have purity.  … [it] will go on burning within 
us after all that is foreign to it has yielded to its force, no longer with pain and 
consuming, but as the highest consciousness of life, the presence of God.     

 
To those who embrace and thereby become the holy fire, it is the transformative gateway to heaven, 
the beatific vision “that I may apprehend … Him in whom I am apprehended…” (Conf., supra).  Those 
who forego God’s saving grace in favor of their mortally sinful dispositions, remain in the “pain and 
consuming” of the holy wrath’s eternal move to perfection.  If anything, this causes them to hate God all 
the more; and in their preference of sinful disposition they preclude themselves from the beatific vision.  
They do not see God because they will not.  So, they render God’s holiness anathema to themselves, and 
suffer consequences unique to each as a reflection of their personal form of sinful rejection. 
 
This is the natural and invariable way of things, as God cannot but move inexorably toward His holiness, 
which purification in us requires just accountability over our transgressions for our authentic conversion.  
In honoring the free will God grants as love and truth, our potential to turn holy purification on its head 
into ruinous separation from God – hell – inevitably results.  This choice is permanent because eternity is 
immutable (by which there is also no sinning by the saved in heaven).  Contrary to the view of hell as 
being of unending duration, however, it is the opposite – unending because it has no duration at all.        
 
This is far from the notion of a consignment by an indifferent or vengeful God of sinners who “do not 
make the grade” to a netherworld caricature of demonic torture inflicted as a punishing sentence that 
lasts forever.  God’s judgment is simply the truth of our salvation or condemnation carried out by our 
own dispositions.  He is not indifferent; our eternal judge is, rather, a loving father who runs out to 
embrace His prodigal children if they but only come home to be with Him.   
 
God’s wrath, then, is a means to heaven, never meant as an end in itself, which is hell.   Jesus said, 
“Whoever believes in the Son has eternal life, but whoever disobeys the Son will not see life, but the 
wrath of God remains upon him.”  (Jn 3:36; cf Rom 12:19, Eph 5:6, Rev 14:19).  However, “God did not 
destine us for wrath, but to gain salvation through our Lord Jesus Christ, …” (1 Thess 5:9)  The potential 
for hell is an inevitable by-product of our creation; but if it occurs, it is created by man, not God.  He is a 
beautiful mystery; and in any lack of understanding, we have abundant cause for faith in His goodness. 


