The Texts of the Convivium

WHEN JESUS THREATENS US WITH HELL

The Gospel, the Eu Anghélion, is the Good News, the greatest good news that we humans can ever hope to receive: the news of a God who loves us, and everything that this means for us and our good. 

He is not a God on the sidelines, indifferent to the fate of men. He is not like the Supreme Being of many primitive-archaic religions, who creates the world and then leaves his creation halfway, abandoning it to other entities, minor and more earthly gods. 

His creative initiative aims at an ultimate goal of perfection. And thus this God who loves us infinitely – as only he can – gives us all the good things, gives us everything. He renders us perfect and happy beyond all limits. 

He loves us so much as to incarnate himself in us, to donate his very divinity to us. He is a God who makes himself man, so that man may become God. 

The religion of joy then falls into the hands of ecclesiastics who seem – first and foremost – anxious to enhance their power in the Church. They work in a spirit that at the beginning may seem one of paternal vigilance, but ends up by becoming a police action, an inquisition. 

A police action for good purposes, why not? A threat of punishments intended to forestall many evils, especially in “more ferocious and less graceful times”. How many violent and domineering people, how many proud scoundrels have been made to toe the line by the threat of spiritual punishments when the temporal ones are not enough! How many barbarians, converted and turned into pilgrims, induced to fall on their knees before an unarmed and purely spiritual authority, eventually to have many good principles taught to them, together with the rudiments of a superior civilization! 

The spiritual penalties that this terrorism for good purposes threatens unclude one that impresses in a very special manner: hell, with the atrociousness of its punishments and, to make the measure full, their eternity. 

Here we have a deterrent of undoubted efficacy. In certain situations an acute political observer would say that, if it were not already operating, one would have to invent it. 

On the other hand, are not the more archaic legislations strewn with prohibitions and taboos of every kind? Is it not true that even the Ten Commandments consist for the most part of prohibitions? Leaving aside the invitation to sanctify the Sabbath and to honour our father and our mother, is the remainder in any way different from a long series of “don’t do” this, that or the other? 

With Christ there was at long last proclaimed, and in the most positive manner, the great law of love. “Love the Lord your God with all your heart and all your soul and with all your might” and “Love your neighbour as you love yourself” These two fundamental articles of the great law of love undoubtedly existed even before in the Old Testament (Deut 6, 5; Lev 19, 18), where they are cited, but with how much greater force did Christ proclaim them as the supreme imperative that contains all the rest! Later, Saint Augustine was to re-express it all in the principle Ama et fac quod vis, “Love, and do what you wish”, opening, indeed, throwing wide open infinite horizons of positivity and freedom for love.

 Nevertheless, the ecclesiastic ravens continue to circle high in the sky, ready to pounce on the first occasion they may find to translate the great law, far too vast and free in its concept, into a series of tiny laws, minute, exact, restrictive, each with its sanctions for failure to comply, and in the background there is always the terrible fresco of hell. 

Every violation of the law must be punished, they say, otherwise what kind of a law would it be? The need for punishment is affirmed as something absolute. 

Dear sinner, it is not that I punish you to correct you, in a traumatic but effective manner, so that you may learn a lesson and learn to live. If I punish you, it is because you have broken the law. And every violation must be punished with the “proper” penalty, the one that befits the breach. Only in this way will the famous two sides of the scales achieve equilibrium at the same height. That is what really matters! 

It would be difficult to conceive a more maniacal line of argument. And yet it is the axiom that sustains the entire juridico-justicialist conception and construction. Fiat justitia, pereat mundus! “Let the world perish, as long as justice is done”. “Justice” – and the inverted commas are really needed here – “justice” as idolatry. 

As far as I’m aware, the Old Testament does not have a great deal to say about the eternal punishments of hell. The only exception is the prophet Daniel (12, 2) when he speaks of the final resurrection. ”And many of those who sleep in the dust of the earth shall awake, some to everlasting life and some to shame and everlasting contempt”. When Jesus announces universal resurrection, he evidently has this verse in mind. 

Allusive image of “a worm” who “shall not die” and a “fire” that “shall not be quenched” can be found in the second Isaiah (66, 24). 

According to the Book of Judith (16, 17), “fire and worms” will be sent “into the flesh” of the enemies of Israel on the day of divine judgment and “they shall weep in pain forever”. 

I don’t think there is more than that in the Old Testament. Reward and punishment are tendentially confined within the sphere of earthly life. The idea of an “eternal life”, to which the Old Testament dedicates a few remarks en passant (2 Mac 7,9; Wis 5, 15), is developed above all in the New Testament. Peter to Jesus: “Lord, to whom shall we go? You have the words of eternal life” (Jn 6, 68).

As I said, the Gospel is Good News. But of what? I would say: it is the announce-ment that, with the coming of the kingdom of God, the last veil opens for us, the exalting prospect of a perfect and blessed life as the final, everlasting condition. 

How sublime this is! Nevertheless, according to what some pettifoggers and accountants of sins and punishments have left us in writing, one might think that, as far as they are concerned, the revelation of the Gospel, its Good News, is precisely the fact that hell exists, with its “eternal life” decidedly turned upside down.. 

Here I concentrate attention on those ecclesiastics and theologians who tend to reduce everything into rational and juridical terms: influence of Greek philosophy and Roman law! This does not mean that I want to ignore the complexity of the factors that have produced all this. 

I might recall, among others, the contribution of those saints whose ascetic intentions are undoubtedly strengthened, both in them and their disciples, by the vision of a hell that is always wide open just below their feet. 

The discourse would become more complex, and here I would prefer not to go into a great deal of detail, and I therefore come back to the theologians and men of the Church with whom it commenced.

And coming back to our hell-peddling theologians, we note that certain of their deductions can be justified by what the Scriptures say. But before we do so, let us try to reconstruct what seems to be the spirit of Christ’s preaching. 

To start with, let us note that he certainly says that the kingdom will come with all its splendour, its beauty and its infinite good, but also that men have to predispose themselves for gathering its advent and collaborate in preparing the way. 

Hence the need for spiritual renewal and a moral reform. The kingdom will gather the good, those who are worthy of it, those who are prepared, those who adopted the right and proper attitude. 

Returning to this earth in glory, the Lord “will send out his angels with a loud trumpet call, and they will gather his elect” (Mt 24, 31; Mk 13, 27). And it will happen that among two men in the field, one will be “taken” and one “left” (Mt 24, 40) and among two women who are grinding at the mill one will be taken, the other left (v. 41). 

If the “taken” enter the kingdom of God, what will happen to the others? They will remain excluded. But forever? The reading of the parable of the prodigal son, the lost sheep, the lost drachma and innumerable other passages of the New Testament induce me to hope that this will not be so. In the Gospels there blows a spirit that is clearly the very opposite of the heavy, suffocating, dusty air of the halls where the sad doctors we spoke about teach and condemn and mortify. 

What will happen to those who are “left”? They don’t seem to be wholly abandoned, even if it is true that they are energically pushed into the “Gehenna of fire”. We should note that in several passages of the Old Testament fire, rather than being an instrument of affliction, becomes a means of purification. 

Zechariah 13, 8-9: “In the whole land, says Yahweh, two thirds shall be cut off and perish, and one third shall be left alive. And I will put this third into the fire, refine them as one refines silver, and test them as gold is tested. They will call on my name, and I will answer them. I will say, ‘They are my people’, and they will say, Yahweh is our God’”. 

Malachi 3, 1-4: “See, I am sending my messenger to prepare the way before me, and the Lord whom you seek will suddenly come to his temple. The messenger of the covenant in whom you delight – indeed, he is coming, says Yahweh of hosts. But who can endure the day of his coming, and who can stand when he appears? For he is like a refiner’s fire and like fullers’ soap: he will sit as a refiner and purifier of silver, and he will purify the descendant of Levi and refine them like gold and silver, until they present offerings to Yahweh in righteousness”. 

We find a similar passage in the Gospel of Mark (9, 49), where Christ says: “Every one will be salted with fire” and adds: “Salt is good” (and therefore, even at the price of straying and simply to complete the thought, one should remember the words: “But if the salt has lost its saltiness, how will you season it? Have salt in yourselves…” (v. 50; cfr. Lk 14, 34-35). 

We can compare this with what Saint Paul says when he speaks of a fire that assays the work of each, purifying the person by freeing it from the slag and everything that is impure and not valid: “If any man’s work is burnt, he will suffer loss, though he himself will be is saved, but only as through fire” (1 Cor 3, 15).

John the Baptist, who “baptizes in water for repentance”, speaks of Jesus as the one who “will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and fire” (Mt 3, 11). At Pentecost the disciples of Christ, united in prayer, receive the Spirit in the form of tongues of fire (Acts 2, 3). Here we are concerned with a special infusion of divine grace, of divine “power” in the most positive sense, but only after a necessary purification, certainly efficacious, albeit less painful. 

Coming back to the Apostle of the Gentiles, but this time to another of his letters, one may note: the selfsame “burning coals” that those who do good to their enemies heap on the latter’s head can be interpreted as flames of remorse that will induce the enemy to conversion and good (Rom 12, 19-21; cfr. Prov 25, 21-22; Mt 5, 38-48). 

These are interpretations strictly in keeping with the instance of love and pardon that – albeit with great difficulty – as then finding its way into the harsh psychological woodland of the ancient people of Israel, and even the Bible, where, notwithstanding its divine inspiration, blood is easily spilt and often flows in streams, and where feelings of hate, revenge and retaliation take root with the greatest of ease. 

To be “salted by fire” and being “save but only as through fire” can be a road, be it even rough and bitter and painful! Jesus decidedly does not counsel it! Rather, he keeps on stressing its hardships, perhaps even accentuating them, rendering them more dramatic. Can we really think that he does so for the pure pleasure that could animate a writer of horror stories? Is it not obvious that he does so in a heartfelt, almost desperate attempt to make man desist from every negative behaviour? Who would not see here above all – indeed I would say exclusively – an immense zeal for our good? 

Jesus thus speaks of  an undoubtedly extremely painful “furnace of fire” (Mt 13, 41 and 50), and of “men who will weep and gnash their teeth” (Mt 13, 50; 25, 29;  Lk 13, 28). 

Speaking of this fire, he sometimes adds that it is an “unquenchable” and “eternal fire” (Mk 9, 43; Mt 18, 8; 25, 41), an “eternal punishment” (Mt 25, 46). 

I frankly admit that I am disconcerted when I read these words. If only one could give some different interpretation of these words, a subtler and more reasonable and human interpretation and also more in keeping with the authentic spirit of the Good Tidings of the Bible. May the Lord forgive me if I keep making this attempt. 
I have formed an idea that the Prophet and, even more so, the Messiah is not a simple soothsayer who predicts the future: rather, he is a man inspired by God who turns to his fellow humans to tell them: “Watch out, you are on a wrong road, a road of perdition. Watch out, for you will end up in woe”. 

He does not tell them: You will inevitably end up in trouble, because it is written so, because that is the inevitable future”. Though he also speaks of hell, he certainly does not do so to chart its geography; he does not do so to say that it is already full of people destined never to come out again, and not even to give it for certain that many others will inevitably end up there. 

The divine plan, the divine intention is not to affirm “justice” by making sinners pay the penalty of their ill-doings and thus to bring the aforementioned plates of the balance into equilibrium again. The divine initiative is wholly inspired by grace and is wholly gratuitous. 

We can be like the workmen of the last hour and, by pure grace, our wages will be equal to those of others who have been at work since the very first hour of the day. True justice has nothing to do with it. Here we are far removed from any legalism or false accountancy of the spirit. The Pharisees are left behind once and for all, just as those who follow the Lord “leave the dead to bury their own dead” and concentrate all their attention on the kingdom to come that he himself is called upon to “announce” (Lk 9, 60). 

And thus, to sum up: “The kingdom of God is coming with all its power and you, man, get ready for it, act in a manner to enter it, and not to remain excluded”. “I agree”, replies man, not exactly inspired by good will, “but for the moment I have other things to do, other deals, other pleasures. Could I have a postponement?” “No. that is not possible, the decision has to be taken right away. It is a question of saying yes or no now”. 

It is with extreme sorrow that Jesus weeps for those who line up on the other side and he admonishes them in such strong terms as to make it seem a menace: “Woe to you, you will bitterly regret it!” 

But all his language is strong and hyperbolic. What is a hyperbole? Let me give you an earthly example that may seem a little trite. I give an appointment to a person whom I want to present to somebody else as a candidate for an important job. But I know that the person in question is distracted and forgetful. And therefore I urge him to come in good time. I insist a great deal on this aspect, to the point of painting in sombre colours the gravely negative consequences that could derive from not being there on time. Why do I do this? Simply because that person is dear to me, because I love him, because I desire his good above all else! 

When I speak to a person I love, when I urge him to avoid harm to himself and to pursue what will make him happy, I may be more or less discreet or enticing or pressing: it all depends on my character, my personality, the manner in which I usually express myself. 

As I said, I have given that person an appointment. If he arrives half an hour late, I shall feel sorry and ill at ease. Perhaps I shall still manage to present him, but for the moment I admonish him, make him note that he is late. How do I put it? If I am precise and accountant-like, scientific and also a little on the cold side, I will tell him: “You have come 31 minutes and 47 seconds late”. If I am a more passionate type, more led to expressing myself with strong words and images, I shall say to that person: “But it’s a century you’ve kept me waiting!”. 

Now, somebody could observe that my affirmation  is gravely imprecise. He could wonder: “Apart from the fact that he has waited only some 31 minutes, how could he possibly have waited for a century, seeing that a century ago he hadn’t even been born?”. 

And I could reply that it was not intended to be a scientific affirmation, but simply a hyperbole. And what is a hyperbole? It is a rhetorical figure that consists of an obvious exaggeration with which one endeavours to add more punch to what one is saying. 

Now, it seems to me that the whole of Christ’s way of expressing himself is clearly hyperbolic. Whenever a theologian takes an expression of this kind an analyzes it and deduces from it conclusions as if it were precise and scientific language, it therefore seems to me that he is doing so in a manner that is highly improper and wholly out of context. 

It is one thing to analyze scientific data or mathematical abstractions, but quite another, indeed, profoundly different to analyze a poem or even a religious message. The former is detached and objective, while the latter presupposes that one should immerse oneself in the spiritual experience – poetic or religious as it might be – that gave rise to the text in question, penetrating its meaning by re-living it in one’s own interiority. 

The manner in which Christ expresses himself is always picturesque and, indeed, obviously hyperbolic. Do we need some examples? 

Jesus asks: “Why do you see the mote that is in your brother’s, but do not notice the beam that is in your own eye? (Mt 7, 3 and more generally vv. 1-5). 

Here is a possible comment in terms that we could define as pure intellectualism and, in fact, sounds rather obtuse: How is it possible that an eye should accommodate not just a tiny speck, but nothing less than an entire mote? To say nothing of the beam, what exaggeration! 

“Truly I tell you, if you have faith the size of a mustard seed, you will say to this mountain, ‘Move from here to there’, and it will move; and nothing will be impossible for you” (Mt. 17, 20).
A stupid comment comes readily to mind: A miserable mustard seed can do very little. What is needed, on the contrary, is a truly great faith. Why is it, then, that Jesus speaks of a grain? Another very obvious exaggeration! 

To pardon even seven times? “I do not say to you seven times”, replies Jesus, “but seventy times seven” (Mt 18, 22). 

That seems a lot to me, as our interlocutor of rather sluggish spirits would immediately observe. By compensation, seeing that seventy times seven makes 490, at the end of such a long sufferance, on the four hundred and ninety first occasion there will at least be the satisfaction of making our tormentor settle the score once and for all! 

“If any one comes to me and does not hate his own father and mother and wife and children and brothers and sister, yes, and even his own life, he cannot be my disciple” (Lk 14, 26). 

Foolish comment: How is it that this Jesus, who says that he confirms the whole of the Mosaic law (M 5, 18-19), does not remember the commandment “Honour your father and your mother”? (Ex 20, 12). Fine way of honouring them, and a fine thing to propose to one’s own children! Fortunately, there is another Gospel where Jesus explains himself rather better: “Who loves his father and his mother more than me is not worthy of me... (Mt 10, 37). 

Comments and even translations edited by men of the Church explain that hating one’s parents means not preferring them to the Lord. At times they even arrive at substituting one expression by the other. A little measure in defence of the family and the constituted order! 

“…There are eunuchs who have been so from birth, and there are eunuchs who have been made eunuchs by others, and there are eunuchs who have made themselves for the sake of the kingdom of heaven” (Mt 19, 12).

Are we to renew Origen’s sacrifice? Fortunately, Christ immediately adds: “Who can receive, let him receive” (Mt 19, 12). And whoever cannot receive, let him be literal. 

Another recommendation that is not intended to be literally translated into practice is the one to pluck out an eye rather than run the risk of looking lustfully at a woman (Mt 5, 27-30). 

Here Jesus undoubtedly wants to tell us that any sin, including the sin of adultery, is an interior fact before it becomes an external one. But, as our insensate friend would add, is plucking out an eye rather worse than using it discretely for looking with admiration, be it even a little ambiguous, upon a woman? 

Again: Is it possible that one should end up “thrown into Gehenna, into the eternal fire”, for no more than this? 

And is it possible that one should end up in the same place for having called one’s brother an idiot, which, surely, is one of the most innocent of all the possible outbursts of an exasperated soul? (Mt 5, 22). 

And will “eternal punishment” also be suffered by all those who in life refrained from giving food to the hungry, drink to the thirsting, clothes to the poor, who have not visited the sick and the imprisoned? 

It is fully legitimate to scourge and lash our all too frequent omission to succour our neighbour, it is altogether right and proper to be scandalized by this lack of social commitment or volunteerism (as one would say today), this indolent withdrawal into the egoistic shell of the family without caring a damn for the world as a whole. 

But let us now consider the panorama that is being offered us by this epoch of renewed biblical migrations, of misery spread far and wide throughout our planet. Who can say to be wholly at peace with his Christian conscience? Who could save himself from this eternal damnation? May God have mercy on us and pardon us all. 

And, lastly, the poor rich! “It is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than  for a rich man to enter the kingdom of God” (Mt 19, 24). A commentator observes that “the image of the camel and the eye of the needle means exactly what is being said; they do not refer to a thick rope or small gate of Jerusalem. Fortunately, when the apostles ask him: “Then who can be saved?”, Jesus replies: “With men it is impossible, but not with God; for all things are possible with God” (Mk 10, 26-27; cfr. Lk 18, 18-27). 

I confess that the parable of the rich glutton (Lk 16, 19-31) is the one that makes me suffer more than any other: not because I am accustomed to a daily feast, quite the contrary, but on account of the mercilessness of the words put in the mouth of Abraham (here vainly and undeservedly called Father). Compared with his tough and fiscal reply, more in keeping with a Father Inquisitor, how much more human is the rich glutton, who from the depths of hell worries about the fate of his brothers! How far removed we are from the parabola of the Good Shepherd, the Father (who is a good father in every possible sense) of the young prodigal, from the language of the “Son of Man”, who “came to save the lost” (Lk 19, 10). 

I have neither the science nor the documents to conclude that the parable in question could have been interpolated or, in any case, added by someone – be it even as a terrifying tale for exhortation purposes of the kind that sisters and priests and prefects were wont to tell us at boarding school when I was still a boy – but I really wish it would be so. 

A last confession: I am almost ashamed to associate such a crude and depressing analysis with the eternal words of life of Our Lord. I am well aware that what I am saying may seem fatuous and even altogether idiotic. I am trying to draw the attention of my more benevolent readers to the fact that I am here arguing by reductio ad absurdum. 

Starting from what Jesus tells us about the furnace of fire, the eternal fire, the weeping and the gnashing of teeth, theologians of scholastic formation proceed to draw a series of strictly rigorous and logical conclusions:  and thus, in their Summae, we have the chapter about hell with its line-up of questions and articles. 

But I am asking myself whether their arguments are really so very different from those I have put in the mouth of a Simplicius – of Galilean memory – to comment the sayings of Jesus that seem among the most hyperbolic and picturesque, in short, the strongest and most forceful. 

Do we in this way have to empty the admonishments of Christ of all their urgency and drama, so that Christianity, rather than a toilsome progress along a very narrow road, may become a large and comfortable modern Pullman equipped with every possible comfort, a truly comfortable manner – as people might have said a couple of centuries ago – of being driven to paradise in a coach? That far from being my intention. 

But let us also keep well away from every temptation of reading the Gospels as one reads books written by a professor or, in any case, a man with a rigorously analytical mind: for example, as one reads Kant’s Religion within the limits of pure reason or Spinoza’s Ethica more geometrico demonstrata. 

The Gospels rely on our illumined intuition. Let us therefore accept the invitation that Jesus addresses to each one of us: to make an effort of comprehension, each according to his possibilities, each according to the brain and, above all, the heart he has: “Who can receive, let him receive” (Mt 19, 12). And what shall we say to those who neither receive nor want to receive? Absolutely nothing: as if I had never said a word! 
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