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Hell is talked about cautiously, if at all, in mainline churches. Yet the notion of a divinely 
ordained place of punishment for the wicked after death is deeply embedded in the Christian 

imagination. How should we think and talk about hell? Why don’t we talk about it? 
 
Gehenna, the term often translated as hell in the New Testament, refers to the valley of 
Hinnom (Ge-Hinnom) southeast of the city of Jerusalem. It was the site for the cult of 
Moloch, an idol represented by a bull, into whose fiery arms little children were thrown to 
be offered as sacrifice. According to rabbinic tradition, the pagan priests would sound 
cymbals and beat drums to buffer the screams of the burning children from their mothers 
and fathers. After Josiah’s reformation the cultic place was destroyed, and it became a 
landfill for disposal of the waste of the city and for the carcasses of animals and executed 
criminals. Fire was set to burn the waste. The imagery of hell as a lake of fire is associated 
with the forgotten cries of the innocent and the burning waste of the city. More vividly than 
the idea of Hades or Sheol, used to describe the underworld where the souls of the dead 
dwell, Gehenna evokes images of hell of consummate literary quality as in Dante’s 
description of the place in which all hope must be abandoned. Hell is no waiting room. 
 
From the place that it was, hell became a trope to describe a condition of utter 
despondency where hope is no longer a companion. Condemnation to hell is comparable to 
an exile from where the departed has no longer the resort to return, has not even 
recollection of what was home. Even better said is the poignant description of those who 
descend to Sheol in the book of Job: “their places know them no more” (7:10). That one’s 
place is the subject of knowledge reveals hell as radical forgetfulness even of that which is 
most familiar, a place of no return, of no re-collection. But this forgetfulness is not the 
obliteration of memory; instead, memory is frozen, and the deeds of the past are hardened 
and have no future. All that has gone before are items no longer collectible. From a place of 
condemnation it becomes a place of closure from where there is neither retrieval  nor 
redressing. 
 
Yet, in a paradoxical way, for the Christian there is a hope against all hope. As it is confessed 
in the Apostles’ Creed: God in Christ descended into hell. That nothing is out of God’s reach, 
even the depths of hell, is what affords hope, the promise of life. All hope has indeed been 
abandoned. But this hope that defies all hope becomes the gateway to heaven. However, 
this can be known only if one has been there, in hell, to meet the Christ and hear the 
promise, the one made to the thief dying by Jesus’ side in the horror of Golgotha: “Today 
you will be with me in Paradise” (Luke 23:43). The promise is elicited by a simple petition: 
“Remember me.” This remembrance unlocked the ultimate gates of the domain of evil and 
included that criminal in the last petition of the Lord’s Prayer: “Deliver us from evil”—the 
daring, prayerful supplication that evil, the devil and hell be no more. 
 
—Vitor Westhelle, who teaches at the Lutheran School of Theology at Chicago 



Hell is an integral part of the Good News. If there wasn’t something to be saved from, why 
would we need a Savior? One is saved not only for something good, but also from 
something bad. Slaves are saved from captivity for liberty. The ill are saved from sickness 
and death for health and life. Even politicians promise to save us from present difficulties 
for a better society. 
 
It would be unhealthy nostalgia for someone saved to obsess about the past; one should 
focus on growing stronger in renewed liberty and health. However, that new life fit tingly 
includes gratitude proportionate to former misery and present joy, which requires 
consciousness of both. 
 
Hell’s gospel character is especially revealed in Christ’s descent into hell: after Christ died, 
his human soul (united to the Word) descended to the souls of the holy men and women 
who had died before him. As originally professed, hell could refer to any abode of the dead 
that was not heaven. Since our relation to God in this life determines our fate after death, 
those who had died loving God prior to Christ’s opening of heaven were not in the same 
condition as those who had not. Thus hell in the original profession is plural. It implies 
Christ’s “preaching” to the dead in their different “prisons”: the announcement of freedom 
to the holy souls and of the truth about God to those who had rejected him. That original 
plurality suggests why major controversy about the doctrine erupted only in the 16th 
century, when noncreedal uses of hell were increasingly understood in the singular and to 
refer only to eternal punishment, as in modern English. 
 
Christ’s descent shows how hell is integral to the Good News, because it encapsulates the 
message of salvation: in virtue of Christ’s death on the cross, we may be saved from eternal 
separation from God and for eternal communion with him. But there are these two, 
communion and separation, and which will be our ultimate fate depends on our separation 
from God or communion with him in this life. We may sometimes oscillate between the two 
as we sin grievously or repent sincerely. Yet Christ’s descent reveals the great hope we have 
in him: that is, similarly to the holy souls who awaited him then, if by his grace we now 
persevere in believing in him, keeping his commandments and desiring his return, we shall 
likewise someday see him coming to bring us into his heavenly glory! 
 
Thus Christ’s descent reminds us that God truly became man and died a human death, his 
body going to the tomb and his soul going to the realm of death. It reminds us how he is our 
Savior, what he saves us from and what he saves us for. Children can easily learn these 
truths from the vibrant traditional Christian artwork of Christ’s descent, while the rest of us 
can also deepen our appreciation for our moral freedom and the friendship to which Christ 
invites us. 
 
—Alyssa Pitstick, who teaches at Hope College 
 
  



I have a vivid memory of an evangelistic event I attended as an undergraduate. The slick 
multimedia presentation of the gospel focused extensively on the torments of hell. At the 
conclusion, we were urged to trust in Jesus in order to escape this fiery fate. I was appalled. 
It was emotionally manipulative and designed to scare people into faith. The gospel was 
presented as little more than an escape from future agonies. From this perspective, it is 
hardly surprising that hell has fallen out of favor with many Christians. 
 
However, in wrestling with this question over the years, I have come to think that in spite of 
the distortions of hell in some traditions, eradicating references to hell is shortsighted and 
has troubling consequences for the shape of our witness to the gospel. To be sure, there is 
much about Christian teaching on hell that is subject to critical scrutiny. But in its most 
basic form, it serves as a warning concerning the judgment of God against evil, injustice and 
callousness in the face of human need and brokenness. It is a reminder of the righteousness 
and justice of a God who stands over against the principalities and powers that are 
characterized by the oppression of others and indifference to their suffering. It bears 
witness to the hope that in due course God will put things right and evil will be justly 
condemned and vanquished. 
 
The resources for recovering these aspects of Christian teaching on hell are close at hand, 
residing in the Gospels, which repeatedly portray Jesus speaking about judgment and hell. 
While the presence of these texts should work against the elimination of hell from the 
lexicon of Christian witness, the pressing question concerns the communication of this idea 
in the present cultural moment. 
 
I suggest that we appropriate the idea of hell as a witness to the seriousness with which 
Jesus Christ enters into solidarity with those who are poor and disenfranchised. In the midst 
of the tournament of narratives that compete for allegiance in our society and in our souls, 
Jesus calls us to join him in his mission of proclaiming good news to the poor, setting the 
oppressed free and seeking those who are lost. We participate by providing food for the 
hungry, water for the thirsty, clothing for the naked, hospitality to the stranger, 
companionship to the imprisoned and comfort to the sick, and so enter into solidarity with 
Jesus himself. 
 
Narratives that set themselves against the poor, the helpless, the oppressed and the 
marginalized are opposed to the mission of God in Jesus Christ. Christian teaching on hell 
reminds us that at the consummation of all things, when the will of God is done on earth as 
it is in heaven, these inhumane narratives will be consigned to the “eternal fire,” where 
they will be banished once and for all. What of those who have chosen to participate in 
them? 
 
—John R. Franke, who teaches at Biblical Theological Seminary in Hatfield, Pennsylvania 
 
  



The doctrine of universal salvation, often simply taken for granted, is being defended afresh 
on biblical as well as philosophical grounds. This very defense is a testament to the 
importance of taking hell seriously, and shows a clear recognition that universal salvation 
cannot be casually assumed as a matter of course for anyone who respects the authority of 
scripture and the tradition of the church. At the same time, the doctrine of conditional 
immortality, as an alternative to the traditional doctrine of hell, has gained a number of 
defenders, particularly on biblical grounds. 
 
It is a noteworthy that much of this debate is occurring in the more evangelical and 
conservative segments of the church, segments noted for taking a high view of the 
authority of scripture. All of this is very much as it should be for it is simply impossible to 
take seriously orthodox Christian doctrine and not have a lively, indeed passionate, interest 
in the issues of heaven and hell. While there may have been periods in which Christians 
were preoccupied with the afterlife to the neglect of this life, our age is not one of them. 
We have been shamed by Freud, Marx and Feuerbach into thinking that concern with the 
afterlife is a childish fantasy that is not worthy of the attention of mature, responsible 
persons. And in buying into this shame, we have trivialized both the gospel and our own 
lives. 
 
What is ultimately at stake is the extraordinarily dramatic choice of whether we shall 
embrace the love, joy and peace that abides forever in the Trinity and is offered to us, or 
whether, against all reason, we shall reject it in favor of the illusory appeal of sin. One of 
the things that makes the doctrine of hell incredible to many people, and is at the heart of 
current defenses of universalism, is the perception that the choice of hell is simply 
inconceivable. Following the Platonic notion that the choice of evil is simply a misguided 
choice of good, all prodigals must eventually have their illusions shattered by the stench of 
the pigpen and return to the Father. 
 
By contrast, the doctrine of hell aligns with Kierkegaard’s insistence that it is possible for a 
person to be decisively shaped by the choice of evil—though whether such a being is still a 
person in the strict sense may be debatable. We are truly persons only when we relate 
properly to the trinitarian God and other persons who submit to his love. 
 
How to teach and preach hell is a difficult question. When I am asked this, I usually refer 
people to C. S. Lewis’s The Great Divorce, which does a masterful job of depicting with 
remarkable psychological realism the sort of choices that constitute the choice of hell. 
Ghosts from hell take a bus ride to heaven, but it is not heaven to them because of the 
current state of their character. The astonishing thing is that most of the ghosts prefer to 
return to hell rather than embrace the joy offered in heaven. 
 
—Jerry Walls, who teaches at Asbury Theological Seminary 
 

 


