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This weekend celebrates the Second Epiphany. The Son of God is baptised in the River Jordan. The Trinity is manifest: the Spirit visibly descends as a dove, and the Father’s voice resounds from heaven.  

The first Epiphany, last Tuesday, was the revelation of the Christ Child to us Gentiles, in the Magi.  The Third Epiphany, next Sunday, is Jesus’ first miracle at the wedding feast of Cana.

Today, the Feast of the Baptism, we ask how necessary baptism is to salvation? Indeed, how necessary is anything to salvation? Doesn’t everyone go to heaven as a matter of course these days?  Or is this the “salvation optimism that is rampant today and is both thoughtless and a temptation to thoughtlessness?”

Baptism and the Sacraments are certainly Jesus’ established route to salvation. It is folly to rely upon special provision for extreme cases, upon the abnormal, when the normal means lie readily at our disposal. 

If I wish to attend a meeting in London, it is better that I plan ahead, booking a rail or coach ticket in advance. If I make zero preparation, imagining that I can go out moneyless on the day to hitch-hike, steal a car, or break into Manchester Airport to stow away on board an internal flight – well, I might reach London in time, I probably won’t. I might end up very far from my intended destination.

There is some analogy here with reaching heaven.

St Peter tells us: “God does not have favourites, but that anybody of any nationality who fears God and does what is right, is acceptable to Him.

Certainly God is no racist and has no national preferences. He is not even a Brit, thank Him! Let us not interpret St Peter’s words in isolation from Jesus’ other injunctions: “Whoever believes in me and is baptised, will be saved, whoever does not believe will be condemned.” And “Unless you eat my flesh and drink my blood, you will not have life within you.”

“To fear God” implies keeping and respecting His laws. “To do what is right” is to believe in the Son of God, to be baptised, and to live as a member of the Christian community, strengthened by the Eucharist and other Sacraments.

Whoever is invincibly ignorant of Christ, failing through no personal fault to realise that He is the unique Saviour of mankind, may be saved through some extraordinary provision of God, if he leads as good a life as he can. 

However, the individual who knows or suspects that the Christian message is true, but avoids investigating it because he fears it will restrict his lifestyle choices, refusing baptism and active membership of Christ’s Holy Church, jeopardises his eternal soul. 

Vatican II insists that anyone who knows that the Catholic Church was made necessary by Christ and refuses to enter her cannot be saved. 

In the USA recently there has been an incandescent debate between Richard Neuhaus, and Dale Vree of the New Oxford Review, on “The Sense and Census of Hell.” Cardinal Avery Dulles too pronounced upon this subject both fascinating and horrifying, as readers of Dante’s Inferno or Milton’s Paradise Lost can testify.

It is an urgent question, how many of us will be saved, and how many, if any, will go to hell.

As one of our only two options in the afterlife, hell is a constant Gospel theme of Jesus. God Incarnate uses such metaphors as everlasting fire, outer darkness, tormenting thirst, a gnawing worm, and weeping and gnashing of teeth.

The apostles, understandably concerned, ask: “Lord, will those who are saved be few?”

Jesus’ answers fail to reassure:: “Strive to enter by the narrow door; for many, I tell you, will seek to enter and not be able”. . , “for the gate is wide and the way is easy that leads to destruction, and many are those who take it.”

 In Matt 22:14 Jesus warns that “Many are called but few are chosen.” “Goats” will be condemned at the Last Judgement. The obvious implication of the Lord’s words is that a majority of the human race go to hell, not heaven. Passages in St Paul, St Peter, and John’s Apocalypse furnish lists of sinners ripe for damnation.

After the apostolic era, the Church Fathers debated the relative numbers of the elect and the damned. Irenaeus, Basil, and Cyril of Jerusalem are typical in interpreting Matthew 22:14 to mean that the majority will go to hell.  

St John Chrysostom was particularly pessimistic: “Among thousands of people there are not a hundred who will arrive at their salvation, and I am not even certain of that number, so much perversity is there among the young and so much negligence among the old.”

In the west, St Augustine is typical.The number of the elect is large, he writes, but their number is exceeded by that of the lost. In City of God Book 21 he refutes the idea of the salvation of all humans or baptised or Catholics.

In the Middle Ages St Thomas Aquinas clearly taught that God reprobates some persons. Only He knows the number of the elect. Aquinas believes their number is relatively small. For our human nature is fallen. Eternal blessedness is a gift far beyond the powers and merits of every created nature. (Summa Theologiae)
Suarez, a 16th century Jesuit, concluded that even if most practising Catholics are saved, by grace, a majority of Christians (including heretics, schismatics, and baptized apostates) and of humanity go to hell. Suarez is optimistic in comparison with his contemporaries -  St Peter Canisius and St Robert Bellarmine were convinced that most of the human race is lost.

There was a virtual consensus among the Fathers and Catholic theologians to the effect that the majority of humankind go to eternal hell fire. However this general consensus is not binding, and the opposite view is not regarded as heretical.Clement of Alexandria, Origen, Gregory Nazianzen, and Gregory of Nyssa are among those rare optimists who hope that most will be saved.  “God in His wisdom has seen fit not to disclose any statistics.”

The mid-twentieth century witnessed a rupture in the longstanding, pessimistic tradition. Several influential theologians suggested that almost all human beings may eventually attain salvation. First Jacques Maritain contemplated the possibility that the damned, although eternally in hell, might at some point be able to escape from pain, in a kind of limbo.

Karl Rahner headed up the liberal tendency, suggesting that no one ever goes to hell, invoking the effectiveness of  God’s omnipotent will to save all. He claimed there is no clear revelation to the effect that some are actually lost, although Judas poses a problem. 

Rahner asserts that Jesus’ words about hell are a warning, not a prediction. Jesus, he claims, aimed to persuade his hearers to pursue the safer path by alerting them to the danger of eternal perdition. Universal salvation is a real possibility. Rahner’s view amounts almost to the allegation that Jesus told lies, inventing a bogeyman to keep us in line.

Recently, von Balthasar has suggested that we have a right, even a duty, to hope for the salvation of all. The question is speculatively open. We should think primarily of the danger in which we ourselves stand, he adds. 

Though Rahner & Co’s ideas run against the obvious interpretation of Jesus’ words, against the dominant theological opinion of 19 centuries, against recent Marian apparitions, against the counsel of Padre Pio, Teresa of Lisieux, the Cure d’Ars, they do not actually contradict any defined dogmas. But are they merely a temporary pustule upon the face of Catholic theology?

Critics like Jean Galot have warned that the hypothesis of hell as a mere possibility “removes all effectiveness from the warnings issued by Jesus, repeatedly expressed in the Gospels.”  Dulles notes that “Today a kind of thoughtless optimism is the more prevalent error.”

According to the Catechism of the Catholic Church  “The Church prays that no one should be lost” (CCC §1058). 

Indeed, but popular piety has become saccharine. Christians fail to grasp the rationale for eternal punishment, consequent upon the obstinate abuse of free will, which God does not desire but respects. We delude ourselves, imagining that that the prince of darkness, landlord of hell, has no power to blind humanity to the truth. 

Many now take it for granted that practically everyone must be saved. Funeral Masses become beatification ceremonies, celebrating the salvation of the deceased, without reference to sin or punishment. 

Rather, ought we not to fear God who, as Jesus taught, can punish soul and body together in hell? And to evade Satan, whose power over us is broken by baptism and a holy life? The search for statistics in the demography of hell is problematic, but wherever the mention of hell is suppressed by quiet connivance or hierarchical conspiracy of silence, the impetus towards saving souls seems to wither too. 

