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The Concept of Prolepsis

. Enyone who has read Ted Peters’ theology knéws that the concept
of prolepsis is a fundamental organizing principle, a central axis around
which the doctrine of God, undérstanding of creation, and interpretation
of the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ revolve, The ramifica-
tions of his use and interpretation of this concept are far-reaching, and -
they often take the reader in surprising, exciting directions. One example
of this can be found in Peters’ treatment of “our final destinies”—specif-
ically in his discussion of hell. The conclusions he reaches in GOD—The
World’s Future, including though not limited to his version of the ancient
doctrine of apokatastasis, the ultimate restoration of all things to God,
are, in my view, both powerful and compelling.

In Chapter 11 of GOD—The World’s Future, Peters discusses the doctrine
of hell in the context of a debate between two mutually exclusive options
he calls “double destiny” and “universal salvation.” In the course of his
argument, he notes the diversity and ambiguity in the New Testament wit-
ness on this question, but nonetheless goes on to argue for an “evangelical
explication” that leads him to argue the following two hypotheses: “First,
salvation will be universal—that is, it has been given in Christ and will be
applied to all human beings regardless of their sinful behavior on earth.
Second, hell, if it does exist now, cannot last forever. Only God’s kingdom
is everlasting”’” In what follows, then, 1 would like to pick up on Peters’
insights in this area, focusing specifically on the doctrine of hell.

1 Ted Peters, GOD—The World's Future, 2nd ed. (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2000), 368.
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ities already existing within things like an oak tree growing from an
acorn. By contrast, he argues that adventus describes “the appearance
of something new. ... It is a future that can be anticipated or hoped for,
but its arrival is not dependent only upon present potentialities. It can-
not be understood through projections based upon present trends.” In
GOD—The World’s Future, Peters builds upon these two understandings of
the future by adding a third, venturum, which, he argues, “gives us the
sense of prolepsis, the invasion of the present by the power of what is
yet to come.’®

In the section that follows, I want to draw out the ramifications of

the distinction between the first two ways of understanding the future:

Juturum, and adventus. This distinction points to an important difference

in the way in which heaven and hell relate to the present, and it also
gives some insight into how they are radically different.

~ Heaven Is Governed by the-Future

T'want to acknowledge at the beginning of this section the passages
in Scripture that seem to indicte that heaven, like hell, is governed by
the past, and is a reward for what one has done cumulatively in the span
of one’s lifetime. Let me give what are perhaps the two most well-known
examples of this interpretation. First, the sheep and the goats passage
from Matthew 25: after judging the natioris Based on what they have or
have not done to the last and the least, the Son of Man says to the sheep
at his right hand, “Come, you that are blessed by my Father, inherit the
kingdom prepared for you from the foundation of the world . . ” and
then he says to the goats at his left hand, “You that are accursed, de-
part from me into the eternal fire prepared for the devil and his angels.
- . " Second, the Dives and Lazarus passage in Luke 16: Jesus tells the
Pharisees, “who were lovers of money,” the parable of the rich man and
Lazarus—"The poor man died and was carried away by the angels to be
with Abraham. The rich man also died and was buried. In Hades, where
he was being tormented, he looked up and saw Abraham far away with
Lazarus by his side. .. ”

While there are many problematic aspects of this parallelism, as I
hope to show, there is one important feature of this supposition of con-

4 Ibid., 20.
5 1Ibid., 21.
6 Peters, GOD—The World’s Future, 320-21,
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ished in proportion to their misdeeds here on earth; it is a place where
evildoers finally are paid-back for the wrongs they committed to others.

Alan Bernstein, in The Formation of Hell, notes that in the New Tes-
tament, there are three views about what happens to those who fall
outside the parameters of the “saved.” He argues that the possibility we
see in Paul’s letters and the Gospel of John is ““mere’ death”—that is,
those dying outside Christ’s saving grace would simply “remain in their
graves, decompose, and pass into nothingness, That would be natural or
simple death, or what the New Testament calls destruction.”® However,
other biblical texts, particularly those in the Synoptic Gospels, advocate
a different possibility. Bernstein writes, “A second view holds that simple

. degth'does not suffice: justice demands retribution. Those who reject the
Christian message will also be resurrected, but then they will be sent to
a fate separate from, and worse than, that of the blessed. The damned

. will suffer ‘wrath’ or ‘evil; either temporally or unendingly in eternal
. damnation Finally, the third poSsibility follows from the idea that pun-

ishment will not be eternal, and argues that, even if there is a time of
punishment, ultimately, God will draw all thlngs to God’s self in a final,
universal restoration.

In all possibilities, however, what is noteworthy is the way it is as-
sumed that hell is the logical end of 2 a continuum that proceeds from
start to finish along a person’s life. This 1nterpretat10n fits perfectly with
our traditional understanding of the way time works. Peters describes
it this way: “Our commonly accepted idea of temporality is that time
consists of a linear one-way passage from the past, through the present,
toward the future. And, when it comes to causality, we are archonic, We
assume that the power of being comes from the past. We assume that
everything that exists is due to a past cause and a present effect. The
power of being, it is commonly assumed, comes in the form of a push
from the past."*

Regarding hell, one of the most well-known depictions of this un-
derstanding of eternal cause and effect is found in Dante’s Inferno. As is
well known, the Inferno details an elaborate system of circular hells, spiral-
ing downward, peopled with sinners who are being punished according to
their deeds, beginning with the mildest and culminating with the most se-
8 Alan Bernstein, The Formation of Hell (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1993), 206-07.

9 Ibid., 207.
10 Ted Peters, Science, Theology, and Ethics (Burlington: Ashgate Publishing, 2003), 85.
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be born of water and the Spirit to enter it. Further, he proclaims that it
is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for the rich to
enter the kingdom, and he shocks the chief priests and elders by telling
them that the prostitutes and tax collectors will enter into the kingdom
before they will. What's more, in Luke 17, Jesus tells the confused Phari-
sees that the kingdom of God is within them, What conclusions are we to
draw about heaven from this vast and varied treasury of images?

First, heaven will surprise us. One of the main functions of Jesus’
various kingdom of heaven parables is to throw his hearers off guard and
to unsettle their preconceived notions about what heaven will be like. It
is clear from many of Jesus’ examples that the kingdom will not be any-

i t}y;,g like they imagine it will be; in fact, in many ways, it will come as a
prophetic reality that stands over and against all of their expectations.
Second, heaven will be like nothing we can imagine. Jesus chooses the
strangest images to embody heaven, surely none of which his hearers
would have suggested as suitable'representations. It is clear, then, that

- the kingdom of heaven is, at least to some degree, discontinuous with
what has conie before; instead of confirming human probabilities, it will
inaugurate some wonderful new work of God. Finally, heaven will not
follow the patterns of social intercourse established by human society.
Jesus is insistent that there will be a dramatic reversal of fortunes in
heaven, with the children leading the way, and the prostitutes and tax
collectors following at their heels. Those who imagine themselves righ-
teous and deserving are given a rude awakening in Jesus’ many parables,
and it is clear that the heavenly banqueting table will be comprised of
quite a motley assortment of diners—not at all like the exclusive supper
club some of the Pharisees seem to be anticipating,

All of this serves as an important reminder about who the compos-
er of heaven is—whose hands shaped it, whose love generated it, and
whose word brought it into being. Regardless of how much we might en-
joy speculating about heaven, we are entirely on the receiving end of this
work of God: we cannot and do not mold it according to our wishes or
transform it according to our labors. God and God alone is the author of
heaven, and as humans, our task is to receive it gratefully as a gift when
God determines the time is right to grant it.

Heaven, then, is in some ways both the culmination of and the jus-
tification for the creation of the cosmos as a whole; the very existence
of heaven is intimately bound up with the existence of the world. Both
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are interrelated pieces of one whole divine, creative work, which occurs
both at the beginning of the world, and also on a continual, day-to-day
basis sustaining all life. God’s creative activity, tobe fully revealed at the
end of time, in the coming of the kingdom of heaven, is the same creative
activity out of which all life springs; thus, it is only in heaven that the re-

lationship between all the divergent parts, the meaning of all existence,
will be fulfilled.

Hell Has Its Origin in Human Sinfulness and Estrangement from God

Contrast this understanding of heaven’s divine agency with the
origin of hell. Alice Turner, in her book, The History of Hell, notes that
some form of what Christians call “hell” can be found all the way back
on baked clay tablets from Sumer societies, who lived almost 4,000 years
ago in what is now Iraq.*? In fact, in cultures all over the world, perhaps
in all times and all places, evidence for some-doctrine of “hell” can be
- found, whether it be in the context of dying-god vegetation myths, the
stories of great heroes on a quest, such as Gilgamesh or Orpheus, or pass-
ing through a hall of justice to enter some form of life after death, as
in Egypt. As most Christians are aware, thé Jews also had a concept of
a place of the dead; in Scripture, this is typically called Sheol, a shad-
owy pit of death, or Gehenna, a waste dump that, according to Turner,’
“served as a metaphor for an unpleasant place and also as a curse, for
death in such a place would have indicatéd3 life far removed from the
laws of Yahweh.™ It is fair to say, then, that many, if not most human
societies have operated with some concept of a place after death where
at least the possibility of suffering is present, Why is this so? .. .

Obviously, such a broad question goes far beyond the limits of this
chapter; however, certainly the question can be asked specifically with
regard to Christianity. Turner notes that “it is on the Gospel of Matthew
that much of the Christian proof of Hell’s existence and purpose de-
pends.”™ Certainly, there are more direct references and more explicit
descriptions of hell in that particular Gospel than any other single book
in the New Testament. Matthew seems to have two purposes in mind
in his writings on hell: first, to hammer home the point that salvation
comes only through Jesus Christ; and second, bad things will happen to
you if you are not saved. In essence, Matthew is emphasizing that hu-

12 Alice K. Turner, The History of Hell (New York: Harcourt Brace and Company, 1993), 5.
13 Ibid., 41.
14 1bid., 53.
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has destroyed every ruler and every authority and power.
For he must reign until he has put all his enemies under his
feet, The last enemy to be destroyed is death. For ‘God has
put all things in subjection under his feet But when it says,
‘All things are put in subjection, it is plain that this does not
include the one who put all things in subjection under him.
When all things are subjected to him, then the Son himself
will also be subjected to the one who put all things in sub-
jection under him, so that God may be all in all (vv. 22-28).

Certainly, these are not the only texts that can be marshaled in de-
fense of the final annihilation of hell—the number varies depending on
how literally one interprets the “all” in such passages—but these two
have been used most consistently in the tradition over time.

It is believed that Clement of Alexandria was the first Christian writ-
er to suggest, albeit hesitantly, that the fires of hell would, eventually, be
extinguished. Clement used the Philippians passage quoted above, among
others, to argue that in Christ, God has saved the whole world, and ulti-
mately, the whole world will come to serve God and worship God. This
includes, of course, those in hell. Thus, for Clement, the whole purpose
of hell was for purification, and once that function was complete, hell
would come to an end. He used medical imagery, and compared the “dis-
cerning fire” of eschatological pumshment with various types of curative
surgery performed on a diseaséd arm or leg, such as ampytation, and the
removal of diseased tissue by a surgeon. Further, Clement argued for five
specific characteristics of the punishment that occurred in hell, all of
which supported his conclusion that hell itself finally would some to an
end: punishment after death is redemptive in nature and limited in dura-
tion; punishment is pedagogical; punishment is medicinal; punishment is-
discerning—that is, it is appropriate to the person, not identical for each
individual; and punishment is consistent with the character of God.

Certainly Clement was not the only one to make this argument. Most
famously, perhaps, it is found in the writings of Origen, who focused on
the 1 Corinthians text cited above, and reasoned from those verses that
ultimately, all God’s enemies would be subjected to God and would wor-
ship God. For Origen, evil—and consequently hell—ultimately would be
excluded from God’s harmonious universe. Gregory of Nyssa should also
be mentioned here, as he, too, argued for the final destruction of hell,
but using a different logic. For Gregory, evil did not have true existence;
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Let me close this section with a quote from Hans Kiing, who in his
analysis of purgatory and hell, returns in many ways to the arguments
of the church fathers mentioned above. In Eternal Life? he writes, “But
however the scriptural texts are interpreted in detail, the ‘eternity’ of
the punishment of hell may never be regarded as absolute. It remains
subject to God, to his will and his grace. And individual texts suggest—in
contrast to others—a reconciliation of all, an act of universal mercy."?
In both Scripture and the tradition we see variations of this theme over
and over: while God is eternal, hell is not; somehow, in some way, God’s
gracious will and God’s love for creation will have the last and final word,

Heaven Is Eterngl

The permanence of heaven is hardly ever questioned and, thus, needs
only a few sentences of elaboration. Both Scripture and Christian tradi-
tion have consistently witnessed to the fact that while human life here is
marked with suffering, sin, impermanence, and loss, it will not always be
that way. God has prepared a future for us where we will be restored, and
our reconciliation with God will be perfect and permanént. There will be
no more crying, no more death, no more mourning; God will dwell eter-
nally with God’s'people in perfect peace. This is the meaning of the symbol
“Alpha and Omega” used for Jesus Christ—he was there at the beginning
of creation and will be there at its consummation; when he comes again
in glory he will reign eternally without end, This also is the meaning of
the symbol in Isaiah of the lion lyirtg down with the lamb. In thekingdom
of heaven, there will be no more predation and no more enemies; all will
share in sisterly love and friendship.

This reality is also witnessed to in the Christian sacraments of Baptism
and Holy Communion. In baptism, Christians die a death like Christ in or-
der to share in his resurrection and eternal life. In communion, Christians
experience a “foretaste of the feast to come” a small appetizer to the great
meal that awaits at the heavenly banqueting table. Thus, sometimes in the
church, the language of one’s “heavenly birthday” is used at a funeral, to
indicate that the day of one’s mortal death on earth is also the first day of
her eternal life in heaven. When it is said that one has “joined the church
triumphant;” this language, too, points to this same reality.

One of the main functions of the doctrine of eschatology, then, is to
elaborate a Christian vision for the end time that is grounded in God’s
great love and mercy for the world, and proleptically glimpsed in the

20 1bid., 140.
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life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ. In this vision, Christians see
the culmination of God’s act of creation; in Jesus Christ, we get to jump
ahead and read the last few pages of the book so we know how it all turns
out. In God as Trinity, Peters writes, “The Christian notion of eschatology
points to a future event initiated by God that will not simply put an end
to temporal history; it will unify it and fulfill it. The theological vision
seems to warrant a principle of cosmic holism."*

In light of this principle of holism, then, heaven promises the per-
manent righting of all wrongs, the permanent uniting of all that is
divided, and the permanent healing of all that is broken; creation will be
perfected and live eternally in perfect harmony with God. Thus, heaven
. is asymbol of cosmic redemption, and in some ways, encompasses the
whole of the Christian message in its imagery. For this reason, Wolfhart
Pannenberg can write, “eschatology is not just the subject of a single
chapter in dogmatics; it determines the perspective of Christian doctrine
as a whole”# This holistic vision of the coming of God’s final, perfect
kingdom, in which the glory of God fills creation, and every eye is dried,
every heart mended, is the esch'atologicai promise foreshadowed in Jesus
Christ, and hell has no part in it.

A
3 L

Conclusion

I recognize that some, if not many, will disagree with me at many
points in the above argument. The existence and nature of hell has been
heatedly debated (no pun intended) for thousands of years, and that de-
bate certainly shows no sign of cooling down. However, I would like to
give the final word in this chapter to Hans Urs von Balthasar who writes
that it is, in the end, impossible to state definitively whether or not all
people will be reconciled to God and hell finally will be abolished. It is
only God who judges, and only God who knows.

Nonetheless, von Balthasar argues that Christians should not be in-
different about this matter, and that it is actually incumbent upon us to
desire a certain outcome. He writes, “But love hopes all things (1 Corinthi-
ans 13:7). It cannot do otherwise than to hope for the reconciliation of all
men [sic] in Christ. Such unlimited hope is, from the Christian standpoint,

21 Ted Peters, God as Trinity (Louisville: Westminister/John Knox Press, 1993), 173.
22 Wolfhart Pannenberg, Systematic Theology, vol. 3, Geoffrey W. Bromiley, trans. (Grand
Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1998), 531.
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