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Dispatch from the front lines: Hell! Populated by humans or not?

Welcome to Dispatches, I’m your host Michael Voris

One of Christianity’s most distinguishing doctrines, and certainly most 
haunting, is hell.

Nowhere in all of man’s science or mythology is there a place more 
horrifying or more dreaded.

Well, at least, that’s how it used to be.
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Naturally, in this age of “acceptance” and “open-mindedness” hell is 
one of the least talked about, if not outright ignored, doctrines in the 
Catholic Church today.

Few priests even talk about sin, let alone mortal sin, and the new 
cardinal virtue is comprehensive tolerance.

The Funeral Mass … once an opportunity to pray for the soul of the 
dead, is now treated as a mere celebration of the deceased’s life, as if 
his salvation is taken for granted.

In the well-produced 10-hour series: “Catholicism”, hell is mentioned 
briefly for a fleeting five minutes in episode 10.

And those in the Church of Nice who will publically admit to its 
existence, bend over backwards to diminish the threat. 

They concede that Hell must exist because of Human freedom, but 
QUICKLY play down the idea that no one or nearly no one goes there.

Here is what popular evangelist Father Robert Barron has to say:

Roll clip of Father Barron Father Barron Clip Audio
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Father Barron and those in his camp point to the writings of Swiss 
theologian Han Urs Von Balthasar. 

Von Balthasar, who some hold to the most influential Catholic 
theologian of the 20th century, declares that we have a reasonable hope 



that all men will be saved. He makes this point in his seminal work, 
“Dare We Hope”, where he outlines his arguments for the salvation of 
all.

But DO we? Really?
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First let’s define our terms.

What is hope?

Hope is a THEOLOGICAL virtue. According to St. Thomas Aquinas, 
hope is desire of something together with the expectation of obtaining 
it. The desire of something without the expectation of obtaining it is 
just that: a desire.

I HOPE the sun will rise tomorrow. I DESIRE to find that my bed has 
turned into solid gold when I come home from work.

It’s a simple distinction.

So what it boils down to is whether there is a REASONABLE chance 
that all go to heaven. No reasonable chance, no reasonable hope.

The short answer is no, there is not a reasonable chance that all are 
saved. We cannot expect to find everyone in heaven. We may desire for
all to be saved, but we reasonably cannot hope for it, as we will 
demonstrate.

The belief that it is certain everyone will go to heaven will go to 
heaven is called “universalism.” For those that are not certain, but who 
believe that we have a “reasonable hope”, we’ll call them “semi-
universalists.”
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Let’s lay out what we DO know about hell. 

We do know that demons are in hell and have been damned. This is 
Church Teaching and must be believed.

Additionally, teaching that all men will be saved for certain, also 
known as universalism, is heresy pure and simple.

It has been condemned multiple times in several magisterial 
pronouncements most notably the second council of Constantinople, 
which was the Church’s 5th ecumenical council.

No one can say for certain that all will be saved: this is the teaching of 
the Church.
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Von Balthasar ducks the prohibition by cleverly stating that we can 
have “a reasonable hope” that all will be saved instead of a certainty.

But Von Balthasar and his adherents have a daunting task. Scripture has
a wide array of verses describing hell as eternal, painful, and most 
frustratingly of all for them, populated.

Scripture starts talking about eternal damnation in the old testament. 
Daniel says:

“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”

Isaiah also picks up on this thread as well:

“And they shall go forth and look on the dead bodies of the men that 
have rebelled against me; for their worm shall not die, their fire shall 
not be quenched, and they shall be an abhorrence to all flesh.”
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Some people will argue that both Isaiah and Daniel are using symbolic 
language that can’t be taken literally. Fine. Maybe they are. But all 
symbols must rooted in a truth: that’s the entire point of a symbol in the
first place. If they are speaking of some other kind of truth, what 
esoteric meaning can this possibly have? 

At some point you just need to sit down and accept that people in the 
bible actually mean what they say.

But by far the most prolific speaker on hell is none other than Christ 
Himself. Christ speaks in especially dire tones when speaking of Judas.

Let’s break this down.
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Christ says “Woe to that man, by whom the Son of Man is betrayed: It 
were better for that man if he had not been born.”

Several people have tried to dismiss this as hyperbole, but this is 
simply impossible.

A hyperbole is an exaggeration used to make a point. But the difference
between purgatory and hell is a difference in kind rather than degree.

Allow me to explain:

If Judas was merely going to do a lot of hard time in purgatory, he 
would eventually be in heaven and receive the beatific vision. 

By no means would he’d be “better off if he’d never been born.”

Some have tried to pass this off to Caiaphas, but this is totally 
irrelevant, as it would just mean Caiaphas is in hell instead of Judas. 
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kept; and none of them is lost,
but the son of perdition, that 
the scripture may be fulfilled. 
Douay-Rheims John 17:12
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In John 17:12 Christ prays to the Father:

“While I was with them, I kept them in thy name. Those whom thou 
gavest me have I kept; and none of them is lost, but the son of 
perdition, that the scripture may be fulfilled.” This is obviously a 
reference to Judas.

The Church doesn’t say Judas is in hell, not because Judas isn’t in hell, 
but because it is not part of Her mission to declare whether or not 
particular people are in hell including Judas. 

That does not silence the saints however, like St Thomas More in the 
Sadness of Christ who teach that Judas is in hell.

To claim the Church’s silence on the matter as proof of an empty hell is
just a red herring.

It is God who reveals Judas’s fate to us in Scripture
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So what of all the others verses where Jesus warns of Hell?

What about when Jesus speaks of the wide path of destruction? 

Of the goats and the sheep? 

What of the verses about passing through the needle and people being 
cast into the outer darkness?

What about the parable of Lazarus and the rich man?

Christ speaks on hell numerous times, too many to write off 
individually. And he does not just speak of a place, but also as 
inhabited by humans. So von Balthasar has to come up with a blanket 
solution to counter what God has said.
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Instead of accepting that Christ may be speaking clearly, and simply 
means what he says, in a series of intellectual somersaults Von 
Balthasar and those who hold that hell could be empty try to wave 
away any prediction they don’t like as a “contingent” or possible 
future.

This means that whenever Christ makes a prophecy von Balthasar 
alleges that he is REALLY just giving a warning instead. 

For what reason is Christ using doublespeak? Quite literally…God only
knows.

This view is repeated by Father Robert Barron, who states the 
following about the biblical verses in question when challenged by a 
YouTube viewer:

FS text: Voiceover: “Those are warnings, not predictions. In point of fact, it is 
YOU who is straying from Church teaching, for the Church has never 



“Those are warnings, not 
predictions. In point of fact, 
it is YOU who is straying 
from Church teaching, for 
the Church has never 
formally declared that 
anyone is in hell, and its 
liturgy demands we pray for 
the salvation of all. This in 
turn presumes that we may 
hope that all will be saved, 
which is the position I take.”

formally declared that anyone is in hell, and its liturgy demands we 
pray for the salvation of all. This in turn presumes that we may hope 
that all will be saved, which is the position I take.”
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WOAH! That statement is LOADED with questionable logic. 

First, let’s get one thing straight: The reason that we pray for the 
conversion and salvation of all is that every person CAN be saved. We 
pray that they are given the grace to do that. Whether or not someone 
acts on this grace is a decision only they can make.

Second: “warnings not predictions?” All due respect, how can anyone 
possibly construe THAT?
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Well, ladies and gentlemen, here’s where things just get goofy:

Von Balthasar in chapter 3 of A Short Discourse on Hell holds that 
there are two series of statements in the New testament: one speaking 
of damnation for evildoers, which are generally spoken by Jesus before
he rises from the dead and a series of statements speaking of Christ 
drawing “all men to himself”, written in the epistles which were written
after Easter.

Von Balthasar in Word and Revelation, holds that worldly truth can be 
contradict itself and even some scriptural truths can be in opposition to 
each other, and that even Christ cannot bridge the word-less world and 
the superword of God. 

This is nothing more than modernist babble that has been condemned 
by Pope St. Pius X in “on the doctrines of the modernists.” If a scholar 
needs to reject the law of non-contradiction in order to interpret the 
words of Christ you know he’s getting desperate.

Voiceover: 

Von Balthasar cannot find a conventional way to reconcile these two 
ideas, at least, not in the way he wants to. 

His solution is found in another one of his books called You crown the 
year with your Goodness, where he presents a unique and baffling 
Christology.

Father Regis Scanlon comments on this new Christology. He says that 



von Balthazar’s proposes that essentially, Pre-Easter Jesus can be 
wrong. If Pre-Easter Jesus confuses you, well you better get used to it, 
it is a phrase von Balthasar uses frequently.

Von Balthasar claims that Christ “switched off” his omniscience and 
deposited his divine attributes when he began his mission.

Essentially Christ had “Amnesia, or “Godnesia” if you will.

Anne Barbeau Gardiner further elaborates von Balthasar’s teaching: 
Christ had brief flashes of insight from time to time but for the most 
part was driven about by the Holy Spirit like you’d drive car. 
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Look carefully at what von Balthasar has done here. The implications 
of this theory are that Christ’s statements, especially regarding the 
future, cannot be infallible. By constructing this Pre-Easter Jesus, von 
Balthasar can now ignore anything Christ said before his resurrection. 
The Rich man and Lazarus, the wide path to destruction, all of it is now
ripe for dismissal, and von Balthasar can use Christ’s words to mean 
anything he wants.

Voiceover:

This runs contrary to the Christology of virtually of all the Church 
fathers, as well as being explicitly condemned by St. Pope Pius X. 

Von Balthasar rejected Arianism, but we find him in effect teaching the 
exact same thing.

Cam 2 Cam 2

In the end, all this talk of “pre-Easter” Jesus is pointless anyway. In the 
Epistles of Hebrews and Romans Paul speaks of people going to hell, 
and in the Apocalypse of John, Christ Himself is seen condemning 
evildoers to hell. Even in von Balthasar’s paradigm, all of this is the 
teaching of Post-Easter Jesus.

In the Acts of the Apostles, Peter makes it clear that psalm 109 is about 
Judas. And what does Psalm 109 have to say? “When he is Judged, Let 
him go forth Condemned” and “May his plea be in vain.”

Some translations render the latter verse “May his prayer be sin”, a 
reference to the unforgivable sin of despair.

Did the apostles “forget” what Jesus taught them after the resurrection?

From the Old testament up through the gospels and clear into the 
prophecies of the end times, the Holy Spirit through scripture has 
revealed a consistent truth: Hell is real, eternal, and people DO go 
there.

Voiceover:

And if you think we’ve reached the worst of it, you are gravely 
mistaken. Dr. Alyssa Pitstick, in Her book “Light in Darkness”, 
highlights how Von Balthasar differs when the Church in regard to the 



Fs: Light in Darkness

FS: Fanfiction

descent into hell.

The main mechanism for the hope of all being saved is a series of 
unbelievable theories that we can only describe as “Jesus Fan Fiction”
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For a brief recap, the Church teaches that Christ descended into the 
underworld to release the patriarchs and the other righteous who died 
before his crucifixion.

Ms. Gardiner reports that, according to von Balthasar, an additional 
reason for Christ’s ignorance is so Christ can experience hopelessness, 
which he will need since He’s going to be damned. 

Voiceover:

Yes, you heard me correctly, Von Balthasar has Christ descend into a 
state worse than hell to have the wrath of God inflicted upon him. He 
has the “positive reality of sin” “abstracted to himself” (whatever that 
means). Banished to this “Super-DUPER hell” Christ passively endures
the torments EVEN WORSE than those of the damned.

The son and Father “experience” the Trinity as “destroyed” and both 
suffer the loss of intimacy. 

Von Balthasar has Christ destroy all sin, and now all the damned need 
to do is reach out to Christ in His infinite abandonment. 

Christ’s mission is to outlast each sinner in Hell, and it will come down
to who will hold out longer: God’s “yes”, or Man’s “No.”

THIS is the ultimate reason why von Balthasar feels we may 
reasonably hope that all may be saved.

Cam 2 What we have here is a staggering amount of heterodox teaching. From
denying the finality of particular judgment that each soul undergoes 
immediately after death to some of the most spectacularly heretical 
Trinitarian theology ever put to paper, it’s a total turkey shoot. 
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Von Balthazar’s confusion does not end here. To further prop up his 
theory, he buttresses the adventures of Post Easter Jesus with the 
proposition that the finite will of man cannot resist the infinite desire of
God to save all. 

Here’s his stance summed up in a nutshell by fellow semi-universalist 
Msgr M. Francis Mannion in his column in Our Sunday Visitor. He 
writes:



FS text : 

“To say that Judas’ sin could 
not be forgiven is to say that 
the power of Satan is greater 
than that Jesus. That Jesus’ 
resurrection had limited 
power to redeem and was not
able to grasp the soul of 
Judas. In truth, Jesus’ death 
and resurrection overpower 
the worst evil of what human
beings are capable.”

Voiceover:

“To say that Judas’ sin could not be forgiven is to say that the power of 
Satan is greater than that of Jesus. That Jesus’ resurrection had limited 
power to redeem and was not able to grasp the soul of Judas. In truth, 
Jesus’ death and resurrection overpower the worst evil of what human 
beings are capable.”
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Let’s untangle what want monsignor said, because he is blurring 
several teachings. No one has said Juda’s sin could not have been 
forgiven, objectively. God does forgive every sin in which forgiveness 
is asked for. Judas did not ask for forgiveness. This is despair, the 
“unforgiveable sin”, for if one does not ask for God’s forgiveness, HE 
cannot grant it.

God told St. Catherine of Sienna that it was this sin of despair that was 
most offensive to him.

Therefore Judas could not be forgiven, because he did not ask to be 
forgiven. Secondly, Mannion walks between Judas’ and Jesus’ 
relationship before and after Judas’ death. One cannot be forgiven after 
they are dead.

His idea is that if God’s mercy is more overwhelming than sin, 
shouldn’t it always prevail? From this logic follows then that one day, 
the resistance will finally break, and all will be well.

Dr. Pitstick breaks it down thusly:

Fs text:

"Von Balthasar's primary 
argument in support of hope 
for the salvation of all is that 
the eternal loss of some 
implies a defect in God's 
omnipotence.”

Voice over 

"Von Balthasar's primary argument in support of hope for the salvation 
of all is that the eternal loss of some implies a defect in God's 
omnipotence.”
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However, to hold von Balthasar’s idea as true, you have to ignore 
several things.

It doesn’t take into account the angels who have been damned, who 
obviously have successfully resisted God’s love. They will remain in 
hell forever. Remember, this is infallible dogma.
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Voiceover:

Von Balthasar manages to narrowly avoid rejecting free will, by 
asserting that the damned really do want salvation deep down inside.

But those who do not couch their beliefs as well as Balthasar find 
themselves holding with various sects of Protestantism. They wind up 
denying the central principal of free will: that it is FREE from outside 
coercion.

This contradicts the EXTRAORDINARY lengths God goes to 
throughout history in order to entice us to grace and dissuade us from 
sin. God does not bring us to Himself by attrition.

What do I mean by that? Let’s think about it. 

If we are converted against our will simply by the overwhelming force 
of his God’s love against our will, the bible’s heavy emphasis on the 
freedom of man is meaningless.

God goes to great lengths to get us to CHOOSE Him over sin. Why put
such an emphasis on personal choice? 

At this point we have some serious questions for von Balthasar: Are 
there ANY eternal consequences to our actions on earth? By limiting 
the freedom that GOD GAVE US IN THE FIRST PLACE to make 
permanent commitments, you are also robbing us of the ability to 
commit ourselves in love. Same coin, different sides. 

No matter how you string it, we can’t shove off the responsibility for 
our salvation onto God or anyone else.
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Furthermore, von Balthasar would be hard pressed to find someone 
who shared his views before 1950.

The Church’s entire intellectual tradition is almost unanimous in its 
belief in a populated hell. St. Augustine, St. Thomas Aquinas, St. 
Bonaventure, and St. Robert Bellermine are just a few of the 
theological titans that state that hell has a human population. 
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Von Balthasar cannot ignore this, and to his credit, he does not. To his 
discredit, his response is to assemble a “dream team” of Church fathers,
whose ideas in this particular area have been condemned

This squadron of universalists and semi-universalists include Clement 
of Alexandria, Maximus the Confessor, Gregory of Nyssa, Didymus the
Blind as well as few others.

These theologians are recruited exclusively from the days of the early 
Church, when heresy abounded and many doctrinal questions had yet 
to be settled. 

At the head of the pack is Origen, one of the most famous, or maybe 



more appropriately, infamous figures in the ancient church.

Steadycam Steadycam

Origen lived in the 3rd century, and was a pioneer in theology. He is 
also considered to be a church father. His knowledge of scripture was 
legendary, and some of his work is quite valuable. However he is not a 
saint. Here’s why:

Origen was by all accounts a holy man, but reputedly had an inclination
for let’s just say “do it yourself surgery.” He also has the unfortunate 
fate of going down in history as a raging material heretic.

Cam 2
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Origen allegedly held that the soul was pre-existent, or existed before 
conception. He is also accused of teaching a strain of universalism so 
extreme that even the devil and would be saved. This “Super-
Universalism” is called “Apocatastasis.”

Voiceover:

Balthasar himself rejects this idea, believing it to go too far, but 
nevertheless props up Origen as his main theological backer.

The interesting point here is that even von Balthasar admits that the 
inspiration for Origen’s ideas comes not from Christian tradition, but 
rather the philosophy of the pagan Neo-Platonists, which state all 
endings must correspond to their beginnings. The Neo-Platonists also 
believe that all divine punishment is corrective.

While insightful, Neo-Platonist views are not compatible with a 
Christian understanding of punishment. All punishments outside of hell
have a potential to be corrective, but the punishment meted out in hell 
is solely retributive.
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Few people in the history of the church have had their teachings 
slapped down as hard as Origen. He was declared anathema at the 
Synod of Constantinople in 543. Apparently this was not enough, so he 
was declared anathema AGAIN in the second council of 
Constantinople in 553. Not on one charge of heresy, but on FIFTEEN 
separate counts.

Since then, the Church has followed a “scorched earth” policy in regard
to Origenism, quickly anathematizing the works of his closest 
followers as well, including Didymus the Blind, in the 2nd council of 
Constantinople. The early church felt so strongly about the matter that 
all of his writings were destroyed or edited to reflect orthodoxy.
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Von Balthasar claims that these anathemas are unfair, that Origin spoke 
in hypotheticals, and proceeds to pit him against the one of the greatest 



Christian thinkers in the Ancient World: St. Augustine.

Augustine believed in a “Massa Damnata” or a Mass of Perdition, of 
people who go to hell.

Von Balthasar states that St. Augustine was manipulated by his time as 
a pagan and therefore had a pessimistic view of the flesh and salvation. 
He states that Origen may have gone too far by sayings that all go to 
heaven as a certainty, but St. Augustine erred in the other direction by 
saying some go to hell certainly.

He also claims that later theologians like St. Thomas Aquinas simply 
took Augustine for granted, and for the next 1500 years, the theology of
hell has been dominated by St. Augustine’s assumptions. 
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The attempt to get some academic street cred by unleashing Origin on 
Augustine is admirable in its boldness but predictable in its outcome.

St. Augustine MIGHT be tainted by paganism, but we know for a 
FACT that Origen and his theology as it was understood by the early 
church was steeped in Neo-Platonism. 

Furthermore, St. Augustine merely says “many go to hell.” Origen is 
making the claim that ALL go to heaven, including demons. This is 
HUGE difference in degree.

Origen’s theory contradicts a host of scripture verses.

St. Augustine’s position on the other hand, is greatly supported by the 
plain meaning of Scripture. 

Furthermore, the Church has ruled on the issue, using St. Augustine’s 
own theological language.
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In the councils of Quiersy in 853 and the Third Council of Valence in 
855, speak presumptively of hell and the reality of human souls in it. 
They may not be ecumenical, but they are reflective of what our Lord 
reveals to us through the prophets

And the scriptures

Then Christ to the Apostles

Then the Fathers of the Church,

Then the Doctors of the Church

And a host of various saints who all represent or expound upon the 
public revelation of the reality of Hell.

For the sake of time and theological argument we will not here go into 
the further discussion of the Church’s tradition supported through 
private revelations that hell is real and people continue to go there.

In order for von Balthasar’s oddball theories to be true, he needs to 



oppose 2,000 years of established Catholic tradition from Jesus on 
down. He’s throwing a paper airplane at a Tsunami.

There is simply no way von Balthasar’s reasonable hope can be 
reasonable.

Let’s recap. Here’s father Barron one more time:

Play father barron clip Fr. Barron audio
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Von Balthasar’s theories may look smart and sound “nice”, and can be 
scrubbed shiny and clean by smooth talking-intellectuals. But the truth 
is that this theory is built on a foundation of explicitly condemned 
teachings.

Instead of reaching into the rich deposit of Faith and Tradition, von 
Balthasar turns to Neo-Platonism, along with some of the most 
ludicrous teachings German Idealism has to offer, and finally a self-
authored account of the adventures of a damned, naïve Christ. 

People, this is not a legitimate school of thought. The fact that it is 
being taught as if it was illustrates truly how grave the crisis in the 
Church is.

Hell is real, and people go there. The way to save them isn’t by 
concocting outlandish theories that absolve us of the need to 
evangelize, but by girding ourselves for war, grabbing a rosary, and 
reporting for the front lines for duty.

CATHOLICS ARE BORN FOR COMBAT

God love you, I’m Michael Voris


