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“It is an odd place. The inhabitants include Plato, Moses, Abraham and lots of babies. Now after more than 700 years of shadowy existence, limbo faces closure.” (The Guardian)


Such journalistic licence is amusing, but misleading. Moses and Abraham are in heaven, thanks to Christ’s resurrection. The point is not whether limbo is being closed down, but whether it really exists at all. 


“Limbo left in limbo” and “Limbo to be cast into oblivion,” chortled the press last 30th November last, when the International Theological Commission met to take another look at the idea. 


Limbus is a late Latin word of Teutonic derivation, meaning literally "hem" or "border" of a garment, hence anything joined on, cf. Italian lembo (hem, strip) or English limb. 


Theologically, the name applies to two places or states:

(a) the limbus Patrum, the temporary abode of the just souls of the Old Testament who, although purified from sin (in purgatory if necessary), were unable to enjoy the beatific vision until Christ had accomplished the Redemption. The Apostles’ Creed refers to this state when it says that Jesus “descended into hell.”  1 Peter 3:18-19 mentions it too: “Being put to death in the flesh but made alive in the spirit, He went and preached to the spirits in prison….”

(b)  the "limbus infantium" or "puerorum” - the permanent dwelling of those unbaptized children and others who, dying without personal mortal sin, are allegedly excluded from the beatific vision on account of original sin alone. This is a much less certain idea.


The concept of Limbo was an attempt to answer the very real question: “What happens to the souls of babies who die before baptism, and babies who miscarry?” In these tragic times, we must add to them the millions of souls of those slain by abortion, malnutrition and disease. 


This is no abstract theological disputation, but a matter of great anxiety to many parents who have suffered a miscarriage or lost a baby.


Because unbaptised children carried the flaw of original sin, it was said they could not enter heaven. Therefore they went to a place of purely natural happiness, rather than to the supernatural bliss.


Here is St Gregory Nazianzen writing in the fourth century: “It will happen, I believe . . . that those last mentioned [infants dying without baptism] will neither be admitted by the just judge to the glory of Heaven nor condemned to suffer punishment, since, though unsealed [by baptism], they are not wicked. . . . For from the fact that one does not merit punishment it does not follow that one is worthy of being honored, any more than it follows that one who is not worthy of a certain honor deserves on that account to be punished.” [Orat., xl, 23]  


St Augustine took a more severe line. He was reacting against the Pelagian teaching that men could earn salvation by their own good works, without any need for Christ. He persuaded the local Council of Carthage (418) to condemn a Pelagian notion of the existence of "an intermediate place, or of any place anywhere at all in which children, who pass out of this life unbaptized, live in happiness." 

Augustine’s unbaptised children suffered in hell the misery of the damned, albeit in a mild form (mitissima poena). They underwent the poena damni – the pain of loss of the vision of God, but not the poena sensi, the tortures merited by the wicked.


Abelard reacted against this stark Augustinian pessimism. Innocent unbaptised children should not suffer any pain in hell at all. He postulated for them a rather foggy but painless place, called Limbo, suspended between delight and pain.

To Pope Innocent III (d. 1216), limbo seemed a convenient spare drawer in the afterlife for souls who didn’t fit in anywhere else.  Souls in Limbo would suffer "no other pain, whether from material fire or from the worm of conscience, except the pain of being deprived forever of the vision of God."


For Thomas Aquinas, the “limbus infantium” was not a merely negative state of immunity from suffering. It was a positive happiness, in which the soul is united to God by a knowledge and love proportionate to nature's capacity. Babies can't miss what they have never known or seen, so the deprivation of the Beatific Vision does not hurt them. 


This became the general teaching. The few theologians who stuck to the severe Augustinian view were often ridiculed as “tortores infantium,” child-torturers.


Limbo did not appear in the Catechism of the Council of Trent. Cardinal Cajetan speculated that unbaptized newborns, fetuses, etc may benefit from a "vicarious baptism of desire." 

In 1794 Pope Pius VI [Auctorem fidei] defended limbo, when the Jansenist Synod of Pistoia wanted to hurl all unbaptised babies back into the eternal torments of hell fire. He said their ideas were "false, rash, and injurious to Catholic education.” 

Limbo surfaced in the influential American Baltimore Catechism of 1885, No.632: “Persons, such as infants, who have not committed actual sin and who, through no fault of theirs, die without baptism, cannot enter heaven; but it is the common belief they will go to some place similar to Limbo, where they will be free from suffering, though deprived of the happiness of heaven.”


In 1905 Pope Pius X said that "Children who die without baptism go into limbo, where they do not enjoy God, but they do not suffer either, because having Original Sin, and only that, they do not deserve paradise, but neither do they merit hell or purgatory."


Despite these statements, Limbo was never the object of the canons of a General Council nor of a solemn papal definition. “No doctrine is understood to be infallibly defined unless this is manifestly demonstrated,” says Canon 749.3. Contrary to widespread impression, the idea of limbo is only a theological speculation. It was never defined as an article of faith which must be believed. 


Nevertheless many older Catholics will remember being taught Limbo at school on the same authoritative footing as Heaven, Hell and Purgatory. If so, the teachers were inaccurate. Mind you, you can’t tell the whole story to eight-year olds.


To some children a place of natural happiness might seem very attractive. In heaven you praise and worship God for all eternity. In Limbo, said the theologians, you have purely natural delights. And what are purely natural delights? Well, mountain bikes and trips to the zoo, as much pizza and ice cream as you want, circuses, football matches, days on the beach …… You can imagine how many youngsters might secretly long for Limbo in preference to Heaven. ….

In 1984 Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger stated his personal disbelief in Limbo: "Limbo has never been a defined truth of faith. Personally, speaking as a theologian and not as head of the Congregation, I would drop something that has always been only a theological hypothesis." 


In German, Limbo is Vorhölle, pre-hell. In popular parlance the English “limbo” is a vague suspended in-between state. Neither really conveys Thomas Aquinas’ picture of a limbo as “natural heaven.” 

Limbo does not appear in the 1992 catechism of the Catholic Church. CCC 1261 reads: 
"As regards children who have died without baptism, the Church can only entrust them to the mercy of God, as she does in her funeral rites for them. Indeed, the great mercy of God, who desires that all men should be saved, and Jesus' tenderness toward children, which caused him to say, 'Let the children come to me, do not hinder them', allow us to hope that there is a way of salvation for children who have died without baptism. All the more urgent is the Church's call not to prevent little children coming to Christ through the gift of holy baptism." 


In Evangelium Vitae Pope John Paul II implies that aborted babies may be in Heaven or Limbo.  Urging their mothers to seek the Sacrament of Reconciliation, he wrote: “You will come to understand that nothing is definitively lost and you will also be able to ask forgiveness from your child, who is now living in the Lord.” 

The Church has two fundamental values she wishes to safeguard in this area:


On the one hand the Gospel teaching, that original sin has badly damaged our capacity to see God, so spiritual regeneration through baptism is normally necessary for salvation: “Unless a man is born from above by water and the Spirit, he cannot enter the Kingdom of God.” (John 3:5) “He who believes and is baptized will be saved.” (Mark 16:16) 


On the other hand, we have God’s will to save all, and the personal innocence of little children. We keep the annual feast of the Holy Innocents – unbaptised children who are in heaven, because they died in place of Christ, by the swords of Herod’s soldiers. Can the grace of Christ’s redemption be applied post mortem to the souls of the good or innocent unbaptised?

We abhor that Calvinistic Deity who in his good pleasure predestines millions of the non-elect to eternal torment – for his infinite glory.

Perhaps Limbo is after all Vorhimmel rather than Vorhölle, the outer circle of Heaven rather than the outer circle of Hell. But just for now, it remains – in limbo.
