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The authors discuss the necessity of a positive, loving image of God and how negative
images of God can block healing. An alternative Catholic theological perspective on Jesus’
descent into hell on Holy Saturday is examined.
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Linn (due from Paulist Press in 1998) is printed here by permission of the authors and Paulist Press.

We have found that prayer and healing are possible only to the extent that we have a positive, loving
image of God. Few of us will open ourselves or become vulnerable to a God of whom we are terrified. Yet
many of us carry deep fear of God, because we have been taught to see God as punitive. The ultimate
image of this is a judgmental God who keeps a list of our mistakes and may vengefully throw us into hell if
the list gets long enough. Moreover, we become like the God we adore. If our God has the same unloving
attitudes we are trying to heal in ourselves, we are not likely to get very far.
   I (Dennis) experienced in my own life how my judgmental image of God blocked my prayer for healing.
Even worse, the more I prayed to this God the more judgmental I myself became. In our book Good goats:
Healing Our Image of God,1 I shared the story of what helped me. There I recounted that, like some of my
German ancestors (although I don’t wish to stereotype Germans), I was a judgmental, self-righteous
person. For years I prayed for healing of my self-righteousness and nothing worked. And then one day I
noticed that my self-righteousness had disappeared.
   After years of trying, why had I changed so suddenly? I changed because my image of God changed. My
God had been a self-righteous German. My God (I had an all male God at the time) would sit on his
judgment throne and, like a good self-righteous German, see all the mistakes in everyone else. If he didn’t
particularly like what he saw, he could distance himself from others and even send them to hell. And if my
God could do that, then no matter how hard I prayed, I tended to act the same way. Now I realize that we
not only repeat the characteristics of our ancestors and parents whom we “adore,” but we also repeat the
characteristics of the God that we adore. My self-righteousness disappeared when my image of God
changed from a “German God” who vengefully threw people into hell, to one who loves me at least as
much as Sheila or Matt or others who love me the most. In order to continue healing my image of God, I
needed to rethink what I was taught about hell.

Joining Jesus in Hell
   I did this a few years ago when Sheila and I celebrated Holy Week in Jerusalem. On Holy Thursday we
joined thousands of other pilgrims at the site where tradition claims Jesus celebrated his last supper. On
Good Friday the same crowd of people pushed and shoved their way with us up the Via Dolorosa where
the events of Jesus’ crucifixion occurred. But, on Holy Saturday, when we went to the place Jesus called
“hell” in order to celebrate with him his descent into hell (1 Pet. 3:19), we found only one other person
there.
   Hell, “Gehenna” in Greek, comes from the Hebrew “Gehinnom” which means “Valley of Hinnom.” 2

This valley is located in the southeast corner of Jerusalem: Jeremiah cursed this valley because an ancient
cult had performed human sacrifice there. For centuries thereafter, including in Jesus’ time, this unholy and
unclean site served as the Jews’ garbage dump. As long as any Jew could remember, deteriorating garbage
had fueled Gehenna’s continuous fire. Perhaps one reason Jesus used Gehenna or hell as an image of what
happens to us when we behave in an unloving way was to remind us of what psychosomatic medicine has
recently discovered. If we act in unloving ways, not only will we feel like garbage, but we will also find
our physical body and our whole self deteriorating just as did Gehenna’s garbage.
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   The only other person in hell that Holy Saturday was a shepherd caring for a herd of goats. Trying not to
disturb him, we sat down at the far side of hell and began our Holy Saturday vigil. A short while later,
another man dressed as a shepherd entered the valley and greeted us. He walked through hell for about a
quarter of a mile. Then he suddenly turned around and walked quickly back to us.
   He told us he had spotted some Arab children whom he was afraid would come and stone us. (Because of
the recent massacre of Palestinians by an Israeli in Hebron, some Arabs were hostile toward us Americans
whom they perceived as supporting Israel.) He insisted on walking us to the other end of the valley where
we would be safe. For twenty minutes this shepherd with his staff guided us safely through hell, making
sure that no one harmed us. We thanked him and sat down, now at the most extreme edge of hell, to
resume our Holy Saturday vigil.
   About an hour later, as we turned to leave we noticed him sitting high up on the wall of Jerusalem’s old
city that overlooked the valley. He had posted himself there as our sentry, still guarding us to be sure that
nothing would happen to us in hell. When we had finally exited hell, we waved to our shepherd who then
climbed down from his sentry post and disappeared into the old city.

The Descent into Hell
   My experience parallels what I have recently learned about the meaning of what Holy Saturday
celebrates, Jesus’ descent into hell. Catholic theology contains various traditions and explanations for the
descent into hell. For example, I was taught that Jesus descended into hell in order to free the just souls
who were awaiting their redemption.
   However, in the footnote for 1 Peter 3:19 the New Jerusalem Bible3 offers a second tradition. In this
tradition Jesus descended into hell to preach, teach and heal the hard-hearted and unrepentant. Thus Jesus
goes to heal even “the chained demons mentioned in the book of Enoch” or the unrepentant in Noah’s time
who were punished by the flood because they “refused to believe.” If we define hell as the adamant choice
to close one’s heart to God, then it would seem that hell is the one place where God cannot be. But
theologian Hans Urs von Balthasar4 explains that by going there anyway, Jesus chooses to “enter into
solidarity with those damning themselves.” Thus, although from our side it seems that we can choose to
reject God, from Jesus’ side he refuses to abandon us and will not leave us to our own worst selves. As von
Balthasar says, “Even what we call ‘hell’ is ... always still a christological place.”
   I learned about this second tradition at about the same time that I was doing an internship at a treatment
center for addicts. In treatment, one comes face to face with one’s own hell. We have all probably had
experiences of hell. Hell is alienation, the inability to give and receive love. Probably all of us at one time
or another, like those at the treatment center, have been caught up in a compulsive pattern or an addictive
behavior that alienates us from those who love us.
   During my internship at the treatment center, I met many loving families and friends who refused to
honor the destructive choices of a drug addict or an alcoholic. Rather, they chose to enter into the addict’s
hell in order to intervene. The late Dr. Robert Stuckey,5 whose treatment centers have treated over 20,000
patients, claimed that interventions can be made on the most unrepentant and hard-hearted addicts, those
who have no intention of changing. Recovering addicts often share their stories of how their loving family
and friends entered into their hell. Even though these addicts were powerless over their addiction and had
no intention of ever repenting or changing, their loved ones remained with them until they could take their
first steps toward healing.
   In a similar way, Jesus’ descent into hell is his refusal to accept our choice of destruction as final. Holy
Saturday proclaims that Jesus’ mission is to demonstrate solidarity with us by even, if necessary,
descending into our hell and being with us there until his healing presence renews us enough to take the
first steps in rising with him on Easter. We cannot know with certainty the final outcome of those who
seem to choose hell. However, most major Catholic theologians agree with Karl Rahner,6 perhaps the
greatest Roman Catholic theologian of the twentieth century, that we can hold out the “unshakable hope”
that all will be saved.*
   That Holy Saturday when I visited hell in Jerusalem, I felt this unshakable hope because everything was
just as it should be. The goats, the symbol of those meriting the eternal punishment of hell (Matthew 25),
were there. But so was Jesus. That day in hell we experienced the Good Shepherd who not only vigilantly
watched over the goats but also protected us in our journey through hell and would not leave us until we
had emerged safely.
   The goats and the Good Shepherd set the stage for what I most wanted to do in hell. I had looked forward
to spending Holy Saturday in Jerusalem so that I could give thanks for all the people in my life who have
not left me to my destructive choices or to my worst self. Like Jesus, these people chose to enter into my
hell and stay with me there until their healing presence could renew me. As I gave thanks for each person,
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God became for me less a self-righteous German and more a God who loves me at least as much as those
who have loved me the most.

What About Hitler?
   Perhaps you are thinking, “But Dennis, you’re a basically good person. You have never done anything
really evil. What about someone like Hitler?” Consider the following prayer, composed by a Jewish
woman who died at the Ravensbruck concentration camp. It was written on wrapping paper and found next
to a dead child:

Lord, remember not only the men and women of good will but also those of ill will. But do not only
remember the suffering they have inflicted on us; remember the fruits we have brought thanks to this
suffering - our comradeship, our loyalty, our humility, the courage, the generosity, the greatness of
heart which has grown out of all this, and when they come to judgment, let all the fruits we have
borne be their forgiveness.

If a Jewish woman can pray this for the worst of my German relatives, is not God at least as loving as she?
If we recall those who love us the most, we will discover a God who is at least as loving as the best of us.
Prayer Process (We suggest this process if you are alone.)
1. Close your eyes and breathe deeply, breathing in the love of God that surrounds you.
2. See the faces of the one or two people who have loved you the most. Breathe in the special gift of each
person, such as gentleness, loyalty, listening, wisdom, etc.
3. Take a moment to be with God as you understand God and appreciate how God love you in these same
ways.
4. If there is any way you can’t experience God as loving you at least as much as the person who loves you
the most, be with your hurt and longing. Breathe in God’s love and let God love you just as you are.

Companion Prayer Process (We suggest this process be done in groups of two or three.)
1. Close your eyes and breathe deeply, breathing in the love of God that surrounds you.
2. Recall a moment when you felt especially close to God and able to trust God. Perhaps it was a moment
of healing, a time when you felt deeply loved by another human being, the birth of your child, etc. Return
to that moment in your imagination and breathe in once again your sense of being held safely in God’s
care.
3. Now recall a moment when you felt distant from God, a time when it was more difficult to trust. Perhaps
there was an accident or another tragedy and you could not understand why God would allow it to happen;
perhaps you did something you felt ashamed of and you didn’t know that God loved you just the same;
perhaps you were alone and it was hard to feel God’s love when you were missing human love. Or,
perhaps you are most in touch with an area of your present life where you find it hard to trust God, e.g.,
your finances, your health, your marriage, concern for one of your children, an addiction in which you feel
stuck, etc.
4. Form groups of two or three. Let the person on the right in a group of two (or in the middle of a group of
three) take the role of God. If you are in the role of God, imagine that you have a frightened and lonely
child before you who doesn’t trust you. As God, how would you reach out to your child? Perhaps you
would take his or her hand or reach out your arms and embrace your child. Do whatever God within you
wants to do.
5. The person on the left (or the two on the outside of a group of three) breathe in love from your
companion, knowing that God loves you at least this much. Breathe it in especially into that moment when
you found or now find it hard to trust God. Continue giving and receiving the love of God in silence for a
few minutes.
6. Reverse roles so that the person on the left (or on the outside) reaches out as God and the person on the
right (or in the middle) receives God’s love.
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Because One Knows
Somewhere beneath the Arbor Vitae and the Yucca
A leaching field sucks all: low, soaked, saturated;

Til the leaf tips brown and
Curl in, crumbling against their own ribs.

It is nature’s cycling, again and again.
Sun savored, sun stripped.

Water supped, water washed.
Earth animated, earth interred.

And what of humanity’s desiring?
What is desiring humanity?

Dust composed, dust decomposed.

All that remains is the hollow pain of
Stark dark used-to-be memories.

Trinkets and tokens in a heartbox of Love.
One only misses because one knows.

Then the wind breathless-blown moment
Drains joy down.


