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 Despite all our advances in the sciences, technology, and the arts; despite the global, 

multicultural milieu modern communications and transportation have fostered, death still 

confounds us. Thoughts of death fill us with resignation at best and often with dread or denial. 

Confronted with death, modern man is as helpless as ever; he has no satisfying answers to the 

questions surrounding death. Even our rituals and behaviors related to death are in flux. 

Traditional funerals are less common, cremation is popular1, and scattering ashes is replacing 

burials. More often people request no rites, no services, no memorials, no fuss when they die. 

 Putting death aside for the moment, one might suppose that modern man would be more 

optimistic, more hopeful given all our advances. But as Anthony Kelly2 and others have noted, 

there seems to be a dwindling sense of hope in the world. Kelly notes that “basic human 

experiences that once held their own promise are now far more ambiguous.” Marriage and 

family life are swiftly eroding. People who entered professions such as teaching, medicine, 

politics, and law with youthful enthusiasm determined to help make the world a better place are 

faced with a world that seems to be growing worse despite all their efforts. The rapid pace of 

technological change has disrupted personal and social relationships and ushered in a pluralism 

that eschews moral norms. 

 Why juxtapose these two things: death and hope? What does death have to with hope, 

except perhaps to diminish it? What we hope for is not death, but life. “May they live to see their 

children's children” reads the nuptial blessing in the Roman Catholic rite of marriage. In both 

                                                
1 “Cremation Trends.” Cremation Association of  North America. http://www.cremationoptions.com/trends 
(accessed 1 May 2009) 
2 Anthony Kelly, Eschatology and hope, (Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis Books, 2006)p. 1 
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sacred and secular traditions a long life, not death, is a blessing. But for the Christian there is 

more. The nuptial blessing continues: “and, after a happy old age, grant fullness of life with the 

saints in the kingdom of heaven.” Death is not mentioned. The hope of the Christian isn’t in 

death but in what comes after,  

 “Genuine hope begins where optimism reaches the end of its tether” writes Kelly3. “It 

begins when we lose expectations that we can manage what turns out to be unmanageable. Hope 

requires humility.” Although the Christian humbly acknowledges that his hope rests not on his 

own efforts but on God’s, the paradoxical result is not an attitude of resignation but of 

empowerment. Pope Benedict, discussing the faith-based hope of Christians, has written: 

Faith draws the future into the present, so that it is no longer simply a ‘not yet’. 
The fact that this future exists changes the present; the present is touched by the 
future reality, and thus the things of the future spill over into those of the present 
and those of the present into the future.4 

 
 This insight that our hope for the future and our present lives interact is what makes the 

study of last things, of “eschata” so important for our times. Although Eschatology concerns 

such last things death, judgment, purgatory, heaven and hell, it studies them with the purpose of 

understanding how we should live in the present – which gives Eschatology a very pastoral 

nature. But this is not a new understanding. It is an understanding that goes back to Jesus5 and 

the first Christians6. But to see how our Christian faith draws the future into the present we have 

to look first at what we believe and what we hope for. So we will begin with death and what 

comes after and then return at the end to life in the present. 

 

                                                
3 ibid. 
4 Pope Benedict XVI, Saved in hope : encyclical letter of the supreme pontiff Benedict XVI, (San Francisco; Vatican 
City: Ignatius Press; Libreria Editrice Vaticana, 2008 (2007)), 107. sect. 7. 
5 See the many references to the Kingdom of Heaven: Mt10:7, Matthew 12:28, Luke 10:8-9, Luke 17:20-21 
6 For example 1 Corinthians 15:57-58, Hebrews 10:23-24, James 2:14-17  



3 
 

 � Death � 

 Death is evil7. The scriptures are clear that death is the consequence of sin: “From that 

tree you shall not eat; the moment you eat from it you are surely doomed to die”8  and “… just as 

through one person sin entered the world, and through sin, death, and thus death came to all 

inasmuch as all sinned.”9 Paul says simply “the wages of sin is death.”10 

 In the writings of the Old Testament death marked the end of life. There was no 

developed religious thought about life after death, at least not until the very late apocalyptic  

writings. Although although the Hebrew scriptures acknowledged that death may bring suffering 

and misery to an end,11 they do not portray death in a good light: it is an enemy to be overcome, 

to be defeated time and again, often with God’s help12. In the  New Testament the attitude 

toward death itself did not change, but a new hope arose that death need not have the final say: 

“For Christ must reign until he has put all his enemies under his feet. The last enemy to be 

destroyed is death ..."13.  

 Yet there is a paradox when we think about death. Although we want a long life, we 

understand it must come to an end. The bishops at Vatican II noted this: 

“It is in the face of death that the riddle of human existence grows most acute. 
… Man rebels against death because he bears in himself an eternal seed which 
cannot be reduced to sheer matter.  … The Church has been taught by divine 

                                                
7 This may be a somewhat distinctively Jewish and Christian outlook. See David Bentley’s interesting sections on 

“Religion and Meaning without an Afterlife”  and “Final Judgment and the Reorientation of Religious 
Consciousness”  in Jerry L. Walls, The Oxford handbook of eschatology, (Oxford ; New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2008) p. 478-485   

8 Genesis 2:17b  -- All scripture references are from: New American Bible : Translated from the Original Languages 
with Critical use of all the Ancient Sources : Including the Revised New Testament., Saint Josephed. (New York: 
Catholic Book Pub. Co., 1987), 63, 1103, 453. 
9 Romans 5:12 
10 Romans 6:23 
11 Job 3:21, Sir 40:28,  
12 Psalm 30: I praise you, LORD, for you raised me up and did not let my enemies rejoice over me. O Lord, my God, 

I cried out to you and you healed me. Lord, you brought me up from Sheol; you kept me from going down to the 
pit. 

13 1 Corinthians 15:25-26 
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revelation … that man has been created by God for a blissful purpose beyond 
the reach of earthly misery.”14 

 
 Long life is a blessing, but it must end. We want life, but life beyond the reach of earthly 

misery. There are always those who hope for immortality in this life, and as Callahan notes, there 

are those who believe in a medical utopia in which aging and death will banished by future 

medical research.15 But most people would probably share the view of the Catholic writer J.R.R. 

Tolkien that immortality as simply unending life is not really our hope. 

 In  The Lord of the Rings” Tolkien portrays immortality as a curse. The immortality 

bestowed on mortals by the power of the ring becomes something to be endured: they do not die 

but become “thin and stretched” until they are as insubstantial as ghosts. In the end, immortality 

is only an addiction that can not be overcome.  

 In Tolkien’s mythology the elves, possessing a natural immortality, are the envy of the 

mortals. Their lives are filled with wisdom and understanding. Their arts and skills far surpass 

those of men, yet they live simple lives and delight in nature. But with the passing of time they 

have become a melancholy race because the world is forever changing and the things they love 

are forever passing away. For the elves, the rings create islands in the current of time, yet they 

know that eventually time will sweep even them away. When the burden of time becomes too 

much, the elves too must pass away over the sea and leave the world behind. We can not live 

forever in time and be happy, says Tolkien: in the end, our hope lies outside of time. 

 Karl Rahner has linked death to human freedom as a limit to freedom in time: it brings 

                                                
14 Gaudium et Spes §18  
15 Daniel Callahan, "Death, Mourning, and Medical Progress," Perspectives in Biology & Medicine 52, no. 1 (2009): 
103-115. 
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freedom to a definitive end.16 If human freedom is “a force for growth and maturity in truth and 

goodness”17 so that we can freely choose to become what God created us to be, then death brings 

soberness and urgency to freedom. We can not put off forever the choices we must make. 

 Death ties together Soteriology and Eschatology. Death is evil, but Christians understand 

that they share in Christ’s victory over death and so, in faith, must face death with hope: 

Or are you unaware that we who were baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized 
into his death? We were indeed buried with him through baptism into death, so 
that, just as Christ was raised from the dead by the glory of the Father, we too 
might live in newness of life.18  

 
 Many Christians express their hope by envisioning life’s trials and disappointments as 

little deaths from which they are resurrected and begin anew. Thus the trials and disappoints of 

life are moments to participate in some way with Christ’s dying and rising. But what is the nature 

of the hope that motivates these and all Christians? 

 
 � Resurrection � 

 Christians believe in the resurrection of the body.19 So fundamental is this belief that it 

was included by the early church in the Apostles and Nicene Creeds. This belief in bodily 

resurrection has its foundation in the creation stories of Genesis and in the Hebrew understanding 

of the person as a living body whose existence was corporeal.20 Thus the Catholic Church 

teaches: 

                                                
16 Peter Phan, "Eschatology," in The Cambridge companion to Karl Rahner, eds. Declan Marmion and Mary E. 
Hines. Anonymous (Cambridge ; New York: Cambridge University Press, 2005), 
17 Catholic Church, Catechism of the Catholic Church, 2nded. (Vatican City; Washington, D.C.: Libreria Editrice 
Vaticana; distributed by United States Catholic Conference, 2000) sect. 1732 
18 Romans 6:3-4. 
19 These passages refer to the resurrection of the body or of the dead: Mt 22:30-31; Mk 12:23; Lk 20:33; Jn 5:29; Jn 
11:24; Acts 17:32; Acts 23:6-8; Acts 24:15,21; Rom 1:4; Rom 6:5; 1 Cor 15:12-58; Phil 3:10-11; 2 Tim 2:18; Heb 
6:2; Heb 11:35; 1 Pt 1:3; 1 Pt 3:21; Rv 20:5-6. Of course several more are specific to Jesus’ resurrection. 
20 Monika Hellwig, "Eschatology," in Systematic theology : Roman Catholic perspectives, vol 2, eds. Francis 
Schüssler Fiorenza and John P. Galvin. Anonymous (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1991), p. 356 
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The unity of soul and body is so profound that one has to consider the soul to be 
the "form" of the body: i.e., it is because of its spiritual soul that the body made of 
matter becomes a living, human body; spirit and matter, in man, are not two 
natures united, but rather their union forms a single nature.  The Church teaches 
that every spiritual soul is … immortal: it does not perish when it separates from 
the body at death, and it will be reunited with the body at the final Resurrection.21 

Though made of body and soul, man is one. ... man is not allowed to despise his 
bodily life, rather he is obliged to regard his body as good and honorable since 
God has created it and will raise it up on the last day.22 

 
 Although there are different schools of thought about what happens to us after death but 

before the resurrection of the body, it’s not unreasonable to think that for a time we are 

disembodied souls as these texts imply, but it is important to understand that if this state actually 

exists, it is only temporary. “Christians appropriated the Greek teaching about the immortality of 

the soul because it supported their hope for life beyond death, but that teaching brought with it 

the danger of a distortion of Christian hope. The notion of resurrection differs significantly from 

the notion of the immortality of the soul.”23 N.T. Wright is quite concerned that modern 

Christians are falling into this Greek way of thinking. “God’s intention,” he says “is not to let 

death have its way with us. If the promised final future is simply that immortal souls leave 

behind their mortal bodies, then death still rules – since that is a description not of the defeat of 

death but simply of death itself, seen from one angle.”24 

 The basis of Christian hope is of course the resurrection of Jesus. After the crucifixion the 

disciples were discouraged and seemed to be without hope. Peter and some of the other disciples 

even went back to their boats, apparently finding some solace with their old way of life. But all 

this changed when they encountered the risen Christ. Thomas exemplifies this change when, 

                                                
21 Catechism of the Catholic Church §365-366. 
22 Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Modern Word - Gaudium Et Spes. (Vatican:, 1965) sect. 14 
23 Otto J. Hentz, The hope of the Christian, (Collegeville, Minn.: Liturgical Press, 1997) p. 62 
24 N. T. Wright, Surprised by hope : rethinking heaven, the resurrection, and the mission of the church, 1ed. (New 
York: HarperOne, 2008) p. 15  
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after Jesus told him to touch him, he answered and said to him, “My Lord and my God!”25  

 We should be careful, in our familiarity with the scriptures, not to pass over the texts that 

emphasize Jesus was present not just in spirit but in body. In Mark, Jesus appears and speaks to a 

number of people including Mary Magdalene, two disciples and the eleven.26 In the other Gospel 

accounts the encounter is more physical: in Matthew, Mary Magdalene and the other Mary 

embraced his feet27; in Luke he journeys with some disciples on the road to Emmaus and then 

shares a meal with them at the end of the day; he tells the eleven and some other disciples to 

touch him and then eats in their presence28; in John he even prepares a breakfast of fish and 

bread for some of the disciples on the shore of the sea of Tiberias.29  

 Yet we also have to note that although Jesus body is real, it is not the same as before. 

People did recognize him at first30, and he would simply appear among them, even in locked 

rooms.31 In the Letter to the Corinthians, Paul says “For the trumpet will sound, the dead will be 

raised incorruptible, and we shall be changed.”32 

 In the Nicene Creed we say “I look for the resurrection of the dead, and the life in the 

world to come.” This brief line is a reminder that Christians also believe in some form of 

“resurrection” or renewal of the world -- a belief which is recorded in scripture: 

For creation awaits with eager expectation the revelation of the children of God; 
for creation was made subject to futility, not of its own accord but because of the 
one who subjected it, in hope that creation itself would be set free from slavery to 
corruption and share in the glorious freedom of the children of God. We know 
that all creation is groaning in labor pains even until now; and not only that, but 

                                                
25 John 21:27-28 
26 Mark 16:9,12,14 
27 Matthew 28:9 
28 Luke 24:30,39,41-43 
29 John 21:10-12 
30 John 20:15; Luke 24:16 
31 Luke 24:36-37; John 20:19 
32 1 Corinthians 15:52 
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we ourselves, who have the firstfruits of the Spirit, we also groan within ourselves 
as we wait for adoption, the redemption of our bodies.33 

Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth. The former heaven and the former 
earth had passed away, and the sea was no more. I also saw the holy city, a new 
Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, prepared as a bride adorned for 
her husband. I heard a loud voice from the throne saying, "Behold, God's dwelling 
is with the human race. He will dwell with them and they will be his people and 
God himself will always be with them (as their God).34 
 

NT Wright argues strongly that it is this earth which will be transformed, and that God will dwell 

with us here. But is scripture definitive about this? 

In my Father's house there are many dwelling places. If there were not, would I 
have told you that I am going to prepare a place for you? And if I go and prepare 
a place for you, I will come back again and take you to myself, so that where I am 
you also may be.35 
Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth, the former heaven and the former earth 
had passed away, and the sea was no more. I also saw the holy city, a new 
Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God … The city had no need of sun 
or moon to shine on it, for the glory of God gave it light, and the lamp was the 
Lamb.36 

 
 In the first passage Jesus is preparing a place that is apparently not on earth. Is this a 

temporary abode until the renewal of all at the end of time, or does it imply that heaven isn’t 

really going to be “on earth?” Wright puts great weight on the new Jerusalem coming down out 

of heaven to support his argument that heaven will consist of a transformed earth, yet one has to 

wonder about the other metaphors in the second passage: ‘the sea was no more,’ the ‘city had no 

need of a sun.’ This is not earth as we know it. As with the creation myths in in Genesis, one has 

to be careful not to read scripture as a cosmology textbook. The model of the universe in 

Revelation stills seems to be that of a flat earth covered by the dome of heaven – which makes 

the metaphor of Jerusalem coming down from heaven a little easier to picture. Yet resurrected 

                                                
33 Romans 8:19-23 
34 Revelation 21:1-3 
35 John 14:2-3 
36 Revelation 21:1-2a,23 
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bodies obviously need some sort of world to live in. Will it be as Wright argues, or more like 

something from C.S. Lewis’ Chronicles of Narnia?37  

 C.S. Lewis portrays heaven in very worldly images of grass and trees, plains and 

mountains, laughter with good friends,  yet it is none-the-less a brand new world. Who hasn’t 

experienced moments of heaven in this life, which we hope will be timeless moments in the 

next?  Imaging heaven this way does not preclude imaging it as a new creation that is still in 

continuity with the old. 

 Regardless of whether our imagination follows that of Wright,  Lewis, or something else, 

what matters most is our life in the Trinity. If we get too absorbed in details of how heaven and 

earth are related, we may lose sight of what Jesus told us was most important: 

... so that they may all be one, as you, Father, are in me and I in you, that they 
also may be in us, that the world may believe that you sent me. ... I in them and 
you in me, that they may be brought to perfection as one, that the world may know 
that you sent me, and that you loved them even as you loved me.38 
 

Although our images of life after death are provisional, what Christian, envious of those who 

shared a meal with Jesus, touched him, sat at his feet, walked along the road with him, doesn’t 

hope that heaven makes these encounters possible for us all?  

                                                
37 “Then Aslan said, ‘Now make and end.’ The giant threw his horn into the sea. Then he stretched out one arm—

very black it looked, and thousands of miles long—across the sky till his hand reach the Sun. He took the Sun 
and squeezed it in his hand as you would squeeze and orange. An instantly there was total darkness. / Everyone 
except Aslan jumped back from the ice-cold air which now blew through the Doorway. Its edges were already 
cover with icicles. / ‘Peter, High King of Narnia,’ said Aslan. ‘Shut the door.’ / Peter, shivering with cold, leaned 
out into the darkness and pulled the Door to. It scraped over the ice as he pulled it. Then, rather clumsily (for 
even in that moment his hands had gone numb and blue) he took out a golden key and locked it. / They had seen 
strange things through that Doorway. But it was stranger than any of them to look round and find themselves in 
warm daylight, the blue sky above them, flowers at their feet, and laughter in Aslan’s eyes.” 
Clive Staples Lewis, The last battle, (New York: Collier Books, 1970) p. 157   Note that the door on the old 
Narnia is closed and locked. There is no renewal. 

38 John 17:21,23 
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� Judgment, Heaven, Hell � 

 Modern theologians as diverse as Rahner39, Balthasar40, and Dulles41 all insist that 

Eschatology should not minimize the many references in scripture to judgment, heaven and hell. 

As noted earlier, Karl Rahner argued that death serves to bring human freedom to a definitive 

end making us accountable for what we have freely chosen: 

We cannot be united with God unless we freely choose to love him. But we 
cannot love God if we sin gravely against him, against our neighbor or against 
ourselves. … This state of definitive self-exclusion from communion with God 
and the blessed is called ‘hell.”42 

 
 Yet most people are uncomfortable with the notion of hell, probably because we know 

ourselves to be imperfect: we all sin. So we hope in the most optimistic reading of scripture: 

The Church prays that no one should be lost. … If it is true that no one can save 
himself, it is also true that God “desires all men to be saved” (1 Tim 2:4) and that 
for him “all things are possible” (Mt 19:26).43 

 
 There is a strong dialectic in the New Testament between an optimistic view of God’s 

mercy and a pessimistic view that humans can none-the-less choose against God.  Some 

passages speak about God’s desire that everyone be saved …  

This is good and pleasing to God our savior, who wills everyone to be saved and 
to come to knowledge of the truth.44 
For this we toil and struggle, because we have set our hope on the living God, 
who is the savior of all, especially of those who believe.45 

The Lord does not delay his promise, as some regard "delay," but he is patient 
with you, not wishing that any should perish but that all should come to 
repentance.46  

                                                
39 Rahner’s views are summarized by Phan, Eschatology, 
40 Balthasar’s views are summarized in by Geoffrey Wainwright, "Eschatology," in The Cambridge companion to 
Hans Urs von Balthasar, eds. Edward T. Oakes and David Moss. Anonymous (Cambridge, U.K. ; New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 2004), 
41 Avery Robert Dulles Cardinal, "The population of hell," First Things , no. 133 (2003): 36-41. 
42 Catholic Church, Catechism of the Catholic Church, sect. 1033 
43 Catechism  §1058 
44 1 Timothy 2:3-4 
45 1 Timothy 4:10 
46 2 Peter 3:9 
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For in him all the fullness was pleased to dwell, and through him to reconcile all 
things for him, making peace by the blood of his cross (through him), whether 
those on earth or those in heaven.47 

 
But scripture does not promise universal salvation … 

For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so that everyone who 
believes in him might not perish but might have eternal life. For God did not send 
his Son into the world to condemn the world, but that the world might be saved 
through him. Whoever believes in him will not be condemned, but whoever does 
not believe has already been condemned, because he has not believed in the name 
of the only Son of God.48 

And some passages are quite clear everyone will not be saved: 
Then [the king] will say to those on his left, 'Depart from me, you accursed, into 
the eternal fire prepared for the devil and his angels.'  ...  'Amen, I say to you, 
what you did not do for one of these least ones, you did not do for me.' 49 

But whoever blasphemes against the holy Spirit will never have forgiveness, but is 
guilty of an everlasting sin."50 

Do not be amazed at this, because the hour is coming in which all who are in the 
tombs will hear his voice and will come out, those who have done good deeds to 
the resurrection of life, but those who have done wicked deeds to the resurrection 
of condemnation.51 

Do you not know that the unjust will not inherit the kingdom of God?52  
Be sure of this, that no immoral or impure or greedy person, that is, an idolater, 
has any inheritance in the kingdom of Christ and of God.53 

Yet despite the clarity of scripture, we cannot seem to shake the hope in the salvation of all.54 In 

his summary of the eschatological thought of Hans Urs von Balthasar, Geoffrey Wainwright 

writes: 

The key to the Gestalt of redemption in Christ as Balthasar understands it is that 
the eternal Son, in dying as Jesus on the Cross, in utter separation from the Father 
on account of his utter solidarity with sinners, reached the furthest depths of hell, 

                                                
47 Colossians 1:19-20 
48 John 3:16-18 
49 from Mt 25:31-46 (The final judgment) 
50 Mark 3:29, Luke 12:10 
51 John 5:28-29 
52 1 Corinthians 6:9 
53 Ephesians 5:6 
54 Univeralism was condemned in 543 by the Provincial Council of Constantinople. J. R. Willis, "Universalists," in 
New Catholic Encyclopedia Anonymous (Detroit: Gale, 2003), 321-322. 
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so that now no one is finally denied the possibility of a saving encounter with 
Christ.55                                                                                      (emphasis added) 

Again, Balthasar doesn’t say everyone will be saved, but that all are given a saving encounter 

with Christ, although one wonders how a saving encounter with Christ could be anything but 

efficacious. Balthasar obviously has a very strong presumption in favor of God’s will that 

everyone be saved: 

God gives man the capacity to make a (negative) choice against God that seems 
for man to be definitive, but which need not be taken by God as definitive.56  
 

Nor is he the alone in this line of thinking: 

Human freedom can be neither short-circuited nor tuned out by divine freedom; 
but it may well be, so to speak ‘outwitted’ – Edith Stein57 

 
 Yet if we believe in human freedom, we have to wonder if these sentiments go too far. 

Dulles notes that the broad consensus of the Church Fathers and and Catholic Theologians 

through at least the 17th century was that the majority of people probably go to hell, but notes 

that this consensus wasn’t binding “because the theologians did not claim that their opinion was 

revealed, or that to take an opposite view was heretical. Nor is the opinion that most people 

attain salvation contradicted by authoritative Church teaching.”58  

� Purgatory � 

 Hell is troubling to so many people because of the dialectic between God’s rich mercy on 

the one hand and human freedom and God’s justice on the other. It is troubling because we know 

that everyone, ourselves in particular, are both good and sinful, that everyone has some darkness 

and some light in his life. Pope Benedict offers a useful reflection on this issue: 

Grace does not cancel out justice. It does not make wrong into right. … 
                                                
55 Wainwright, Eschatology, p. 115115. 
56 From Balthasar, Exploration in Theology v4, 21 cited in ibid. 
57 ibid. 
58 Dulles, The population of hell, 36-41. 
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Dostoevsky, for example, was right to protest against this kind of Heaven and this 
kind of grace in his novel The Brothers Karamazov. Evildoers, in the end do not 
sit at the table at the eternal banquet beside their victims without distinction, as 
though nothing had happened.59 

 
 Most Christians think of the encounter with God after death as necessarily 

transformative, although many Christians reject the term Purgatory and any notion the 

transformation happens in a place or for a period of time which follows death but proceeds the 

final judgment or entry into heaven. The Catholic Church simply describes Purgatory as a final 

purification of those destined for heaven: 

All who die in God's grace and friendship, but still imperfectly purified, are 
indeed assured of their eternal salvation; but after death they undergo purification, 
so as to achieve the holiness necessary to enter the joy of heaven. The Church 
gives the name Purgatory to this final purification of the elect, which is entirely 
different from the punishment of the damned. The Church formulated her doctrine 
of faith on Purgatory especially at the Councils of Florence and Trent. The 
tradition of the Church, by reference to certain texts of Scripture, speaks of a 
cleansing fire.60 

 
 The ‘certain texts of scripture’ do not provide an unequivocal basis for the belief in 

Purgatory. In the Old Testament the only scripture that supports the notion is 2 Maccabees 

12:39–45, a book many Protestant denominations do not consider part of the Canon. In the New 

Testament there are only two passages which hint that something happens after death: 

If anyone builds on this foundation with gold, silver, precious stones, wood, hay, 
or straw, the work of each will come to light, for the Day will disclose it. It will 
be revealed with fire, and the fire (itself) will test the quality of each one's work.  
If the work stands that someone built upon the foundation, that person will receive 
a wage.  But if someone's work is burned up, that one will suffer loss; the person 
will be saved, but only as through fire.61 
 
And whoever speaks a word against the Son of Man will be forgiven; but whoever 
speaks against the holy Spirit will not be forgiven, either in this age or in the age 

                                                
59 Pope Benedict XVI, Saved in hope : encyclical letter of the supreme pontiff Benedict XVI, sect. 44 
60  Catholic Church, Catechism of the Catholic Church, sect 1030-1031 
611 Corinthians 3:12-15 
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to come.62 

 As quoted above in the Catechism, the Church acknowledges that the doctrine of 

Purgatory comes mainly from Tradition and the work of the Councils. Although the doctrine was 

not formalized until the First and Second Councils of of Lyons (1245, 1274), the Council of 

Florence (1438), and finally the Council of Trent (1545)63, Augustine mentions a situation that 

sounds very much like Purgatory in The City of God: 

However, not all men who endure temporal punishments after death come into 
those everlasting punishments which are to follow after that judgment. As I have 
already said, some will receive forgiveness in the world to come for what is not 
forgiven in this; and these will not suffer the eternal punishment of the world to 
come.64 
 

 Paul Griffiths sees the emergence of the doctrine of Purgatory in the Middle Ages as the 

almost inevitable outcome of three lines of Christian thought: the notion that Christians have a 

continuing relationship with the dead through the communion of saints, that there is an 

intermediate state or period between death and the final judgment, and that even good Christians 

die with a burden of unexpiated sin.65 But as Griffiths’ also notes the more detailed portraits of 

Purgatory have come from the imaginations of writers and artists rather than from the 

imaginations of theologians. In Spei Salvi, Pope Benedict writes “Some recent theologians are of 

the opinion that the fire which both burns and saves is Christ himself, the Judge and the Savior. 

The encounter with him is the decisive act of judgment. Before his gaze all falsehood melts 

away.”66  

 Regardless of whether one’s notion of Purgatory is minimal or elaborate, Purgatory is 
                                                
62 Matthew 12:32 
63 J. F. X. Cevetello and R. J. Bastian, "Purgatory," in New Catholic Encyclopedia Anonymous (Detroit: Gale, 
2003), p. 825 
64 Augustine and R. W. Dyson, The city of God against the pagans, (Cambridge ; New York: Cambridge University 
Press, 1998)Bk XXI, Ch 13 
65 Paul J. Griffiths, "Purgatory," in Oxford handbooks, ed.  Jerry L. Walls. Anonymous (Oxford ; New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2008), 724. 
66 Pope Benedict XVI, Saved in hope : encyclical letter of the supreme pontiff Benedict XVI, sect. 47 
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always a prelude to heaven. Although an awareness of Purgatory has diminished since the 

Second Vatican Council -- probably for a number of reasons, including a greater emphasis on the 

availability of God’s grace and less emphasis on personal sin and judgement67 -- Purgatory is 

still a doctrine which gives hope for those who struggle with the dialectical tension of a God who 

is both merciful and just. It may serve a pastoral purpose for those confronted by death, who say 

with Paul, ‘I did not do what I wanted, but what I hated’68 or for those who lose a loved in the 

dark and tragic circumstances of addiction, gangs, or depression.  

 
� Hope and the Present � 

 In a recent commentary in the Ecologist magazine on the merits of hope for addressing 

environmental issues, the authors said: “Christian hope has nothing to do with the welfare of life 

on earth; it refers to hope in eternal life in heaven.”69  For anyone with only a passing familiarity 

with Christianity this can seem like a perfectly reasonable statement.  But even within 

Christianity there are those who worry about the possible consequences of misunderstanding 

Christian hope.   

 Wright worries that if Christians see salvation in terms of escaping to heaven, then they 

will focus on saving souls, not on helping to inaugurate God’s kingdom in the present.70 Without 

a doubt, Christian hope can be misunderstood as Wright fears, but even a little reflection on the 

efforts of various movements in the Church to address problems such as poverty and injustice 

throughout the centuries or by encouraging individuals to perform corporal and spiritual works 

of mercy, shows that Christianity has always had a focus on life in the present. Pope Benedict 

                                                
67John E. Thiel, "Time, Judgment, and Competitive Spirituality: a Reading of the Development of the Doctrine of 
Purgatory," Theological Studies 69, no. 4 (2008): 741-785. 
68 Romans 7:15 
69 Michael Nelson and John Vucetich, "Abandon Hope," Ecologist 39, no. 2 (2009): 32-35. 
70 Wright, Surprised by hope : rethinking heaven, the resurrection, and the mission of the church, 332. This is the 
theme of chapter 12: “Rethinking salvation: heaven, earth, and the kingdom of God. 
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writes that “from the earliest times, the prospect of the Judgment has influenced Christians in 

their daily living as a criterion by which to order their present life … The image of the Last 

Judgment is not primarily and image of terror, but an image of hope … it is an image that evokes 

responsibility.”71 And what Benedict writes reminds us of what Karl Rahner said about death 

bringing a soberness and urgency to freedom.  

 The authors of the Ecologist commentary seem to be quite ignorant of the message of the 

New Testament. Monica Hellwig writes that “If we are to take the teaching of Jesus himself as 

the criterion, then the comprehensive and dominant category for eschatology must be the reign of 

God:”72 

As you go, make this proclamation: 'The kingdom of heaven is at hand.'73 
But if it is by the Spirit of God that I drive out demons, then the kingdom of God 
has come upon you.74 
Whatever town you enter and they welcome you, eat what is set before you,  cure 
the sick in it and say to them, 'The kingdom of God is at hand for you.'75 
Asked by the Pharisees when the kingdom of God would come, he said in reply, 
"The coming of the kingdom of God cannot be observed, and no one will 
announce, 'Look, here it is,' or, 'There it is.' For behold, the kingdom of God is 
among you.”76  
 

 These are not proclamations about the future, but about the present. Yet the presence of 

the kingdom wasn’t obvious when Jesus spoke, nor is it necessarily obvious today. The 

metaphors of the coming of the kingdom in Jesus’ parables tell us that we must be patient for its 

full realization: it is like a mustard seed, like yeast, like seed scattered in a field.77 They also tell 

us that we may surprised when we do discover it and that its discovery may be of a more 

                                                
71 Pope Benedict XVI, Saved in hope : encyclical letter of the supreme pontiff Benedict XVI, 107. 
72 Hellwig, Eschatology, p. 360 
73 Matthew 10:7 
74 Matthew 12:38 
75 Luke 10:8-9 
76 Luke 17:20-21 
77 Matthew 13:31, Mark 4:31, Luke 13:19, Luke 10:21, Mark 4:26-27 
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personal nature: like finding a treasure buried in a field or a pearl of great price.78 

 The key to understanding the Christian’s determination to work for the common good 

and human progress on all fronts comes from this realization that the kingdom of God is both 

present and not yet realized -- that through the atonement of Christ we have a new beginning and 

a sure future in heaven. The kingdom of God is realized for us when our ‘faith draws the future 

into the present, so that it is no longer simply a not yet, but changes how we live in the present.’ 

It is summed up in the commandments to love one another and to love our neighbors as 

ourselves and reinforced by the understanding that we show our love of God through keeping his 

commandments.79 So although the ultimate motivation for Christian living does not come from 

either the present world or the present time, it is none-the-less directed at this world and at this 

time, as is amply illustrated from scripture: 

Let us hold unwaveringly to our confession that gives us hope, for he who made 
the promise is trustworthy. We must consider how to rouse one another to love 
and good works.80 
If a brother or sister has nothing to wear and has no food for the day, and one of 
you says to them, "Go in peace, keep warm, and eat well," but you do not give 
them the necessities of the body, what good is it?  So also faith of itself, if it does 
not have works, is dead.81 
Avoid immorality.82 

So we are ambassadors for Christ, as if God were appealing through us.83 
Do everything without grumbling or questioning, that you may be blameless and 
innocent, children of God without blemish in the midst of a crooked and perverse 
generation, among whom you shine like lights in the world, as you hold on to the 
word of life, so that my boast for the day of Christ may be that I did not run in 
vain or labor in vain.84 

 This linking of our ultimate hope with our proximate actions is stated clearly in the 

                                                
78 Matthew 13:34,46 
79 1 John 5:2-3 
80 Hebrews 10:23-24 
81 James 2:15-17 
82 1 Corinthians 6:18 
83 2 Corinthians 5:20 
84 Phillipians 2:14-16 
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Catechism which draws from the chapter three of Gaudium et Spes (Man's Acitivity Throughout 

the World): 

“Far from diminishing our concern to develop this earth, the expectancy of a new 
earth should spur us on, for it is here that the body of a new human family grows, 
foreshadowing in some way the age which is to come. That is why, although we 
must be careful to distinguish earthly progress clearly from the increase of the 
kingdom of Christ, such progress is of vital concern to the kingdom of God, 
insofar as it can contribute to the better ordering of human society."85 

 
 It is troubling to think that our ecologists, educated men living in a society that is 

predominantly Christian can write “Christian hope has nothing to do with the welfare of life on 

earth,” and also a great indictment of us that we have failed to do as Peter implored us and 

always be ready to give an explanation for our hope.86 Either we have not lived as truly hopeful 

Christians, or our explanations are woefully inadequate. 

� Conclusion � 

 Eschatology does not seem to have the cachet of Christology, Ecclesiology, or almost any 

other area of systematic theology. Of the four topics it takes as its major subjects – death, 

judgment, heaven, and hell – three are certainly somber in nature. Besides, these are the Last 

Things -- how relevant can that be to anyone who is struggling with the concerns of everyday 

life? Pope Benedict who wrote so eloquently about “faith drawing the future into the present 

isn’t saying anything that hasn’t been said before, beginning with Jesus, the apostles, and all the 

theologians down through the centuries. Yet today people don’t seem to give heaven a thought, 

or when they think about it, it doesn’t excite their imaginations. 

 Earlier this year, listening to the radio in my car, I heard someone say “If heaven means 

sitting on a cloud playing a harp forever, then I’d rather go to hell.” Otto Hentz tells a similar 

                                                
85 Catholic Church, Catechism of the Catholic Church, sect. 10491049. 
86 1 Peter 3:15 
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story: “One day a happily married mother of five children remarked to me quite spontaneously, 

‘You know, I really do not look forward to heaven.’” Knowing that she was happily married to a 

wonderful man and that her family was a source of deep joy for her, Hentz realized that her 

picture of eternal life was boring in comparison to the happy life she was living.87  

 Recently I was visiting a shut-in88. She is a woman who recently turned ninety. I asked if 

she ever thought about life after death and heaven. “Yes!’, she said. She told me that she found it 

frustrating that people were afraid to speak with her about it. Then she said something quite 

interesting: at each important transition in our life, she went on, we imagine what the change will 

be like. Teenagers imagine what it will be like to get their drivers licenses, young adults what it 

will be like to get their first real job and begin life on their own, brides-to-be put so much effort 

into imaging and planning their wedding day, young couples imagine becoming parents, older 

people imagine retirement. Why don’t we imagine death and what comes after? I guess, she 

concluded, it’s because we have no experience to draw on, no examples to follow, like we do 

with all the other changes in our lives. 

 If we have a poor imagination of heaven, then how can our hope draw the future into the 

present. If it can’t, then what are the consequences? While the trend among lay people seems to 

be a diminishing interest in the ‘last things’, scholarly interest in Eschatology seems to be at least 

holding steady if not growing slightly over the last several decades.89 Perhaps the theological 

community has noticed the declining public interest. N.T. Wright certainly has and, as noted in 

the opening paragraph, the funeral industry and clergy have noticed the same trend. 

                                                
87 Hentz, The hope of the Christian, p. 41 
88 Late winter 2009. 
89 A search of the WorldCat database found 185 titles on eschatology for 2000-2009, 122 for 1990-1999, 91 for 

1980-1989, and 82 for 1970-1979. (English language books with the word eschatology in the title or series title 
which were held by at least 5 libraries). The trend in the ATLA database is less pronounced: of the English 
language non-book review records in the ATLA database 0.8% concerned eschatology in 2000-2009, 0.5% in 
1990-1999, 0.7% in 1980-1989 and 0.6% in 1970-1979. 



20 
 

 But it won’t be theological statements that rekindle people’s imaginations about heaven. 

Theology won’t work for the man on the radio, the mother of five, or the any of the people who 

won’t talk with the shut-in. Of all who have written about the last things, C.S. Lewis has done 

the best job, but he seems to a singular author in this regard. Lewis imagines heaven as being like 

this world, but better: more vibrant, more real. All the things that give us joy, all the people we 

love, all the little glimpses of heaven we receive throughout our lives, these are the things that 

populate the heavenly imagination of C.S. Lewis. It’s not a heaven of disembodied spirits and 

time running on forever, but a bodily existence with all the good things (and only the good 

things) that bodily existence entails -- not forever, but timeless. And  Lewis is wise enough to 

limit his descriptions. He gives us enough, but not too much. He leaves us wanting more. 

 What Lewis does with regard to heaven, Tolkien has done with our imagination of death. 

But Tolkien is very subtle. He speaks about the problems of immortality in a way that reminds 

one of what Rahner attempted in less accessible philosophical language.  

 The problem of our eschatological imagination requires dialog, not only among 

theologians, but between theologians and writers, theologians and artists, theologians and 

filmmakers – theologians and anyone who can help us rekindle dying imaginations. Without an 

imagination of heaven what kind of hope can we have? If we lose our hope of heaven, what 

happens to our sense of sin and grace?  What animates our present and calls us to virtue and 

concern for the common good? Without a hope of heaven, how do we view the crucifixion, the 

resurrection, and the ascension? Without a hope of heaven, who is Jesus, who is God? 

Eschatology may be the study of the last things, but these need to be some of the first things in 

our imaginations or we end up with a faith without hope … which for many, will be no faith at 

all. 
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