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BISHOP ROBERT BARRON ON UNIVERSAL SALVATION, “ALL MEN WILL BE SAVED”
Should We Hope “That All Men Be Saved”?
Theologian Hans Urs von Balthasar’s soteriology has often been misunderstood or misrepresented. Here is a short primer on what he actually wrote.
https://www.catholicworldreport.com/2015/01/19/should-we-hope-that-all-men-be-saved/
By Mark Brumley, January 19, 2015
Editor’s Note: This essay was originally published in a slightly different form in November 2013 as part of the CWR Symposium, “Vatican II, Salvation, and the Unsaved”. It is reprinted here on the occasion of the recent publication of a new edition of Hans Urs von Balthasar’s book, Dare We Hope “That All Men Be Saved”? (2nd edition, 2014), which includes a Foreword by Fr. Robert Barron.
————-

Let me cut to the theological chase: the Swiss theologian Hans Urs von Balthasar wasn’t a universalist. Not if a universalist is one who claims for certain all men will be saved. Or, to put it differently, that no one—including ourselves—will be lost. This side of eternity, according to Balthasar, we simply can’t know, either way, whether all people will be saved or whether “two eternal outcomes”—one of salvation and one of damnation—will be realized. Whatever Balthasar’s position is, and whether or not it is correct, it isn’t universalism.  

“All of us who practice the Christian faith and, to the extent that its nature as a mystery permits, would also like to understand it are under judgment,” Balthasar wrote at the beginning of his book Dare We Hope “That All Men Be Saved”? (2nd edition, 2014). Note the words “under judgment.” These are not the words of confident universalism. He continued:

By no means are we above [judgment], so that we might know its outcome in advance and could proceed from that knowledge to further speculation. The apostle, who is conscious of having no guilt, does not therefore regard himself as already acquitted: “It is the Lord who judges me” (1 Cor 4:4).

Balthasar went on to speak of Paul’s exhortations to confidence and hope in Christ, the judge who “has borne the sins of everyone,” yet he insisted that we can’t for that reason be “quite untroubled in the certainty of our salvation.”  Later Balthasar declared that “we stand completely and utterly under judgment, and have no right, nor is it possible for us, to peer in advance at the Judge’s cards. How can anyone equate hoping with knowing? I hope that my friend will recover from his serious illness—do I therefore know this?” (p. 131).

Writing of theologians contemplating that people for whom Christ died “may fail to reach their final destination in God, and may instead suffer eternal damnation with its everlasting pain,” Balthasar maintained:

If we take our faith seriously and respect the words of Scripture, we must resign ourselves to admitting such an ultimate possibility, our feelings of revulsion notwithstanding. We may not simply ignore such a threat; we may not easily dismiss it, neither for ourselves nor for any of our brothers and sisters in Christ” (Dare We Hope, p. 191).

Right now, we stand under judgment; the outcome isn’t determined and there is the real possibility of damnation, not just for others but for ourselves as well. We have hope, not certainty, of salvation for all, Balthasar maintained. Nor did he see such hope as inconsistent with missionary work—just the opposite. The Christian must care about the salvation of others as well as his own salvation; he must be an agent, by grace, of salvation for others and in this way for himself as well.

Not everyone shares Balthasar’s uncertainty, of course. Some people are confident at least some people will be damned or are damned right now, even if no one would not hazard a guess as to how many or who. Nevertheless, those confident of others’ damnation shouldn’t describe Balthasar’s position as universalism​—at least not in the conventional sense of the term. To claim not to know which outcome will finally come to pass, but to hope for the salvation of all, is not the same as universalism.

True, Balthasar tried to demonstrate from Scripture the real possibility of universal salvation—something that could happen. 
Yet he also contended damnation is a real possibility—likewise something that could happen. (His description of Hell is among the most chilling, by the way.) Dare We Hope “That All Men Be Saved”? focuses on the possibility all will be saved, rather than on the danger of damnation, a danger both Balthasar and his critics accepted.

Balthasar unhesitatingly affirmed the Bible’s warning about damnation. But he saw two sets of biblical texts: (1) the two outcomes passages (Heaven and Hell) and (2) the salvation of all passages. Theologians often try to synthesize these passages, usually seeing the “salvation of all” texts as referring, in one way or another, to God’s offer of salvation to all and the “two outcomes” texts as proof that only some people will accept the offer. Balthasar rejected combining the two kinds of texts. This he saw as making one or the other set subordinate in order to say for certain which way things will turn out. He saw serious and insoluble theological problems resulting from the effort. He even spoke of the two sets of texts as “contradictory.” Why? Because they speak of irreconcilable possible outcomes—either some will be saved and others lost or all will be saved.

In Balthasar’s view, which set of biblical texts will ultimately be realized depends on how, exactly, human history plays out. Because we can’t be certain which way things will turn out, Balthasar argued, we shouldn’t write off anybody as inevitably damned, nor should we presume everybody will be saved (including ourselves). We must heed the warning of the “two outcome” set of texts while hoping (and working) for the goal of the “salvation of all” texts.  

Thus, to sum up Balthasar’s controlling principles, we see: (1) there are two sets of texts outlining two irreconcilable final scenarios, a two-outcome scenario of salvation and damnation, and a single-outcome scenario of salvation for all men; and (2) we may and should hope for the realization of the latter, while we must take seriously the real possibility of the former, including the threat of our own damnation.

Was Balthasar clear about these controlling principles? Yes. In my view, people who seem—pardon the expression—hell-bent on characterizing Balthasar as a died-in-the-wool universalist often take relatively subtle points of Balthasar’s deep theological speculation and try to present him as something he avowedly wasn’t. Sometimes critics use passages (usually from Theodrama, Volume V: The Last Act) in which Balthasar hypothesized about how seemingly damned people might, in the end, wind up saved by Christ. Overlooked or minimized is the fact that Balthasar underscored the speculative-hypothetical nature of what he considered and presented his speculation in the context of his taking seriously the biblical warnings about damnation.

Of course just because Balthasar was no universalist doesn’t mean he is beyond criticism or his exegesis is correct. All theologians are subject to critique; that’s part of the theology business. But many of Balthasar’s critics, in order to portray him as a universalist, simply neglect or minimize, or paint as disingenuous, the repeated and clear statements he made about the real possibility of damnation. They also often fail to appreciate the severe, unfair attacks he encountered and they don’t take these into proper consideration when reading his responses.

Some critics raise the practical concern that misuse of Balthasar’s position, or the position itself, undercuts the missionary impulse. “If we can hope all will be saved, what’s the point of evangelizing?” Concerning misuse of Balthasar I have little to say. Tetzel misused the doctrine of indulgences and created a mess, but the Church has not abandoned the doctrine of indulgences. Abusus non tollit usum. If Balthasar is being misused, then people worried about the harmful effects of such misuse should set the record straight, not add to the criticism of Balthasar.

Does Balthasar’s view itself undercut the missionary impulse? I don’t see how it must. How are hoping and working for the salvation of everyone necessarily contrary to the missionary spirit? Is the missionary spirit aided by the settled conviction that some people will be damned? Balthasar did not title his book We Must Presume All Men Will be Saved and Not Preach the Gospel. Nor did he, alongside of affirming hope for all, warn of possible damnation in order to quell evangelization.

The fact is, Balthasar didn’t say we’re all guaranteed heaven. Hoping for all to be saved certainly doesn’t excuse anyone from evangelizing. When we ask Jesus to “lead all souls to heaven, especially those most in need of” his mercy, as we pray at the end of each decade of the Rosary, do we exempt ourselves and others from evangelizing? Why shouldn’t hoping, praying, and working for the salvation of all be among the means by which God realizes such universal salvation?

Recently, some who think Vatican II’s teaching regarding the possibility of salvation for the non-Christians has been misunderstood have criticized Balthasar. Lumen Gentium no. 16, it has rightly been said, is no blank check when it comes to salvation for non-Christians, even though the Church’s teaching affirms such a possibility. According to this passage, “often” non-Christians are at risk of damnation because they do not respond to the saving grace of Christ mysteriously available to them apart from missionary efforts. “Wherefore to promote the glory of God and procure the salvation of all of these,” the passage declares, “and mindful of the command of the Lord, ‘Preach the Gospel to every creature’ (Mk 16:16), the Church fosters the missions with care and attention.”

We could have an interesting discussion of how much factual weight the Council intends us to put on the word “often.” But, in any case, it is hard to see how Lumen Gentium no. 16’s teaching contradicts Balthasar’s views. Contrary to what some suggest, the text doesn’t assert that non-Christians are “often” damned. It says that they “often” turn away from the various mysterious ways saving grace is present and therefore by implication they often risk damnation. The Church’s missionary efforts, the Council goes on to say, seek to procure the salvation of these “at-risk” non-Christians, through an explicit presentation of the Gospel. They would seem to be included among the “all men” for whom Balthasar holds out hope, but not the certainty, of salvation; and the Church’s missionary efforts seem to be the means by which they may be included in the realization of that hope.

Of course, some such non-Christians may seem to have altogether rejected the Gospel before passing from this life. But how do we know what seems to be the case is the case? Perhaps, in the age to come, we shall discover things were other than they appeared, that in fact these seemingly non-responsive people in the end did respond to grace, however mysteriously. 
Who can say for certain, this side of eternity? Since we don’t know, shouldn’t we pray and hope for their salvation? Does this possibility imply that the Church shouldn’t do all she can to evangelize here and now, given that such hope doesn’t contradict the possibility of damnation?

Balthasar concluded his “Short Discourse on Hell” (published in English along with his Dare We Hope “That All Men Be Saved”?) with the following summary, which also concludes this article:

Let us cast aside what leads to such dead-ends [theologians trying to make sense of things beyond what revelation allows regarding divine judgment and mercy] and limit ourselves to the truth that we all stand under God’s absolute judgment. “I do not even pass judgment on myself”, as Saint Paul says. “The Lord is the one to judge me. So stop passing judgment before the time of his return. He will bring to light what is hidden in darkness” (1 Cor 4:3f.). Not forgetting Saint John: “We should have confidence on the day of judgment” (1 John 4:17).
Bishop Robert Barron on Hell: May we reasonably hope that all will be saved?
https://ronconte.com/2015/10/19/may-we-reasonably-hope-that-all-will-be-saved/
By Ron L. Conte, October 19, 2015
Bishop Robert Barron, prior to being promoted to the episcopate, gave a video talk for WordonFire.org, also found on YouTube: Fr. Robert Barron on Whether Hell is Crowded or Empty.
After discussing a range of views on the topic, Fr. Barron agrees with the position of Fr. Hans Urs von Balthasar:

“My own view, having surveyed this grand tradition, my own view is that Balthasar has it pretty much right. I think that God desires all people to be saved. God has gone to the limits of God-forsakenness to effect this salvation. Can it be resisted? Yes, and that’s why we have to hold to the existence of Hell, at least as a possibility.”

“We have to accept the possibility of Hell. We have to accept the existence of it as a possibility because of human freedom. But, are any human beings in Hell. We don’t know. We don’t know. The Church has never declared on that subject. And we may pray that all be saved, and may even reasonably hope that all be saved…. It’s a theologically-grounded reasonable hope that all will be saved.”

“Bottom line: we may reasonably hope that all people will be saved.”

The video talk begins with a condemnation of the heresy of apocatastasis [Greek for “restoration”], which claims that all human persons and all fallen angels will eventually be saved. Fr. Barron: “Well, the Church condemned apocatastasis, and It said that it wasn’t taking Hell seriously enough.” And here is the text of that condemnation:

Council of Constantinople II, Canon 9: “If anyone says or holds that the punishment of the demons and of impious men is temporary, and that it will have an end at some time, that is to say, there will be a complete restoration of the demons or of impious men, let him be anathema.” [Denzinger 211]

Notice that the condemnation extends not only to the position that all fallen angels and all human persons are saved, but also the position that either group, angels or human persons, is entirely saved.

Now Fr. Barron seems to reject apocatastasis, which he describes as the certitude that all are saved. However, his position is that we may hope and pray that all are saved. His position is that perhaps no human persons are in Hell. He states a lack of certitude, and so he thinks that he avoids the heresy of apocatastasis by this stated lack of certitude. But that is not how heresy works.

For example, suppose a Christian decides that Jesus was just a man, and not Divine at all, as if he had only a human nature, and no Divine Nature. Well, that is certainly a severe heresy. But what if a Christian takes the position that “perhaps” Jesus was just a man, but “we don’t know”. Suppose he says that “we may reasonably hope” that Jesus is the Son of God, but we don’t have to believe that he is the Son of God. Well, that position is also heresy.

Canon law (and the Catechism quoting Canon law) define heresy as either of two things: “Heresy is the obstinate denial or obstinate doubt after the reception of baptism of some truth which is to be believed by divine and Catholic faith.” [Can. 751]. If you deny or doubt, obstinately, any truth that is a required belief, then you are guilty of heresy. In this case, obstinate doubt is not a passing doubt or a feeling of uncertainty, but a definitive choice to consider a dogma of the faith to be perhaps false.

If a person holds to the heresy of the salvation of all angels, or of all human persons, or both, that is the heresy of apocatastasis. But if you instead say that we may reasonably hope and pray that the condemned heresy (that all human persons will be saved) is actually the truth, it is no less heretical.

What Fr. Robert Barron (now a Bishop) has clearly stated as his own theological position is that we may reasonably hope and pray that the heresy condemned by the Second Council of Constantinople is actually the truth: that all human persons will be saved. Bishop Robert Barron, Auxiliary Bishop of Los Angeles, has publicly stated a position which is abject heresy. Now this might not be the sin of formal heresy, since he seems to have misunderstood the extent of the condemnation of the Council. But it is a serious material heresy, which ought not to be found among the theological opinions of any Bishop or priest.
Essentially, anyone who hopes and prays that all human persons will be saved and eventually enter eternal life in Heaven is hoping and praying that Jesus and Mary and Sacred Scripture have all uttered lie after lie about salvation and Hell, and that the various Saints and visionaries who were given visions of Hell were all shown lies. Either Jesus and Mary and Sacred Scripture and many Saints are all liars, or we may not reasonably hope and pray that all are saved.

Certainly, we can pray for any human person in this life, and for the souls in purgatory. Before death, a human person might repent of any and all grave sins, thereby obtaining eternal life. But we cannot reasonably or faithfully pray that God act contrary to the teachings of Sacred Scripture and Jesus and the Church on the need to repent from every actual mortal sin prior to death. We cannot reasonably or faithfully pray for an end result that contradicts Jesus, Mary, Sacred Scripture, and the Saints.

Should we pray that those who are unrepentant from actual mortal sin be sent to Hell? Yes, according to Scripture:

[Psalms]
{30:18} Do not let me be confounded, Lord, for I have called upon you. Let the impious be ashamed and be drawn down into Hell.

Does Sacred Scripture state or imply that some human souls are in Hell? Yes, very clearly:

{48:15} They have been placed in Hell like sheep. Death will feed on them. And the just will have dominion over them in the morning. And their help will grow old in Hell for their glory.

{54:16} Let death come upon them, and let them descend alive into Hellfire. For there is wickedness in their dwellings, in their midst.

[Sirach]
{21:11} The way of sinners is paved and level, and at their end is hell and darkness and punishments.

[Ecclesiastes]
{9:3} This is a very great burden among all things that are done under the sun: that the same things happen to everyone. And when the hearts of the sons of men are filled with malice and contempt in their lives, afterwards they shall be dragged down to hell.

[Isaiah]
{5:14} For this reason, Hell has expanded its soul, and has opened its mouth without any limits. And their strong ones, and their people, and their exalted and glorious ones will descend into it.

{14:15} Yet truly, you shall be dragged down to Hell, into the depths of the pit.

If there is no Hell, or if no human person goes there, then the above verses are lies. And no one can claim that these verses are only a warning, so that people will avoid Hell, since it is useless to warn someone about a danger than never afflicts a single person out of many billions of persons.

Then the sayings of Jesus in the Gospels are even more clear:

[Matthew]
{5:22} But I say to you, that anyone who becomes angry with his brother shall be liable to judgment. But whoever will have called his brother, ‘Idiot,’ shall be liable to the council. Then, whoever will have called him, ‘Worthless,’ shall be liable to the fires of Hell.

If no one goes to Hell, then no one is liable to Hell. A punishment that is never given to anyone is not a punishment.

{5:29} And if your right eye causes you to sin, root it out and cast it away from you. For it is better for you that one of your members perish, than that your whole body be cast into Hell.
{5:30} And if your right hand causes you to sin, cut it off and cast it away from you. For it is better for you that one of your members perish, than that your whole body go into Hell.

But if no one goes to Hell, then this saying is a lie. It is not better to lose a member, if there is no danger of losing the whole person to Hell.

{10:28} And do not be afraid of those who kill the body, but are not able to kill the soul. But instead fear him who is able to destroy both soul and body in Hell.

And why should we fear Hell, if no one is ever sent there? But the situation is not improved by the saying “perhaps no one goes to Hell”. For it is the same as saying “perhaps Jesus is lying”.

{11:23} And you, Capernaum, would you be exalted all the way to heaven? You shall descend all the way to Hell. For if the miracles that were done in you had been done in Sodom, perhaps it would have remained, even to this day.

If no one is sent to Hell, then this saying of Jesus is a lie.

{25:40} And in response, the King shall say to them, ‘Amen I say to you, whenever you did this for one of these, the least of my brothers, you did it for me.’
{25:41} Then he shall also say, to those who will be on his left: ‘Depart from me, you accursed ones, into the eternal fire, which was prepared for the devil and his angels.
{25:42} For I was hungry, and you did not give me to eat; I was thirsty, and you did not give me to drink;
{25:43} I was a stranger and you did not take me in; naked, and you did not cover me; sick and in prison, and you did not visit me.’
{25:44} Then they will also answer him, saying: ‘Lord, when did we see you hungry, or thirsty, or a stranger, or naked, or sick, or in prison, and did not minister to you?’
{25:45} Then he shall respond to them by saying: ‘Amen I say to you, whenever you did not do it to one of these least, neither did you do it to me.’
{25:46} And these shall go into eternal punishment, but the just shall go into eternal life.”

If no one goes to Hell, then Jesus was lying when He said “these shall go to eternal punishment”. As for the saying that we can “reasonably pray” or “reasonably hope” that no one goes to Hell, it is the same as saying we hope and pray that Jesus was uttering one falsehood after another about salvation. And that is neither reasonable nor faithful.

[Luke]
{16:22} Then it happened that the beggar died, and he was carried by the Angels into the bosom of Abraham. Now the wealthy man also died, and he was entombed in Hell.

Above is another saying of Jesus’ that would be an absolute lie if Jesus knows that no human persons will end up in Hell. He describes a man who died and went to Hell.

Fr. Barron (now a Bishop) claims that the Church has never said that anyone was in Hell. Does he not care that Sacred Scripture and Jesus specifically have said that some souls are in Hell? Does the Church need to repeat every word in the Bible, and every word in Jesus’ sayings in order for us to be required to believe?

[Mark]
{9:42} And if your hand causes you to sin, cut it off: it is better for you to enter into life disabled, than having two hands to go into Hell, into the unquenchable fire,
{9:43} where their worm does not die, and the fire is not extinguished.
{9:44} But if your foot causes you to sin, chop it off: it is better for you to enter into eternal life lame, than having two feet to be cast into the Hell of unquenchable fire,
{9:45} where their worm does not die, and the fire is not extinguished.
{9:46} But if your eye causes you to sin, pluck it out: it is better for you to enter into the kingdom of God with one eye, than having two eyes to be cast into the Hell of fire,
{9:47} where their worm does not die, and the fire is not extinguished.

IF no one is in Hell, then Jesus was lying when He said “their worm does not die”.

[1 Corinthians]
{6:9} Do you not know that the iniquitous will not possess the kingdom of God? Do not choose to wander astray. For neither fornicators, nor servants of idolatry, nor adulterers,
{6:10} nor the effeminate, nor males who sleep with males, nor thieves, nor the avaricious, nor the inebriated, nor slanderers, nor the rapacious shall possess the kingdom of God.

The position which says that perhaps no one is sent to Hell is incompatible with the above verses from Sacred Scripture. Persons who commit these sins and do not repent before death will be punished in Hell.

[Acts]
{24:15} having a hope in God, which these others themselves also expect, that there will be a future resurrection of the just and the unjust.

[Revelation]
{20:13} And the sea gave up the dead who were in it. And death and Hell gave up their dead who were in them. And they were judged, each one according to his works.

Saint Paul, in Acts of the Apostles, states that there will be a resurrection of the just souls in Purgatory and Heaven, as well as the unjust souls in Hell. And the book of Revelation agrees, explaining that even Hell gives up its dead to the Resurrection. It is a dogma of the Catholic Faith that the general Resurrection includes a resurrection of all the souls in Hell (as well as Purgatory and Heaven). But if no souls are sent to Hell, then that dogma is false. And saying “perhaps” or “we hope and pray” does not make the claim any less heretical. It is the same as saying “perhaps Jesus is a liar — I didn’t say certainly, I only said perhaps!”

The book of Revelation also states that the Antichrist and the false prophet who assists him are both thrown into Hell (Rev 19:20). Where does bishop Robert Barron think that the Antichrist and the false prophet are sent? Shall we hope and pray that they and all their unrepentant followers are sent to Heaven?

The claim that every human person eventually arrives in Heaven implies that Hitler and his accomplices in genocide and torture go to Heaven with their victims, that rapists and abusers spend eternity with their victims, that people who will worship the Antichrist or devils or false gods of any kind nevertheless go to Heaven with those who worship God. The claim that all go to Heaven places in the same eternal destination, the unrepentant wicked and the innocent who were harmed by them, together forever. To say that we should hope and pray for such an outcome is sick and twisted. Such a claim has been rightly condemned, infallibly, by the Church.

The position of bishop Robert Barron on salvation is explicitly condemned by the Second Council of Constantinople. It is contrary to the infallible teachings of Sacred Scripture, in both Testaments, on Hell and contrary to Jesus’ own words. It is contrary to the dogma that the general Resurrection includes the resurrection of the just and the unjust. And it is incompatible with the teaching of the Council of Florence:

“But the souls of those who depart this life in actual mortal sin, or in original sin alone, go down straightaway to hell to be punished, but with unequal pains.”

If no one dies in actual mortal sin, this teaching becomes null and void, as well as false. There can be no “unequal pains”, if not a single soul is sent to Hell.

The position of Fr. Barron also makes null and void the dogma that “Outside the Church, there is no salvation”. That teaching becomes a joke, if no one is outside the Church.

I am compelled by reason and faith to state that the position of bishop Robert Barron (expressed before he became bishop) is abject heresy, entirely incompatible with the infallible teachings of Tradition, Scripture, Magisterium on salvation and Hell. 
How any man can be a priest or bishop, while imagining that perhaps no souls are sent to Hell at all, is beyond my understanding. Whosoever says that perhaps Hell is empty in effect says that perhaps Jesus is a liar. Whosoever says that the existence of Hell is only a possibility in effect says that it is only a possibility that Jesus is telling the truth.

The main problem with Bishop Barron’s “Reasonable hope”
https://ronconte.com/2019/04/11/the-main-problem-with-bishop-barrons-reasonable-hope/
By Ron L. Conte, April 11, 2019
It is a dogma taught by several different Ecumenical Councils that some human souls go to Hell:
Bishop Robert Barron on Hell: May we reasonably hope that all will be saved?
https://ronconte.com/2015/10/19/may-we-reasonably-hope-that-all-will-be-saved/
Bishop Robert Barron versus the Magisterium on Hell
https://ronconte.com/2015/11/16/bishop-robert-barron-versus-the-magisterium-on-hell/
The assertion that “we may reasonably hope” that “perhaps” all human persons are saved and will end up in Heaven is heresy. Just as it is heresy to say that perhaps Jesus is not the Son of God, or that we may reasonably hope that adultery is not a grave sin, so also it is heresy to say “perhaps” in contradiction to any dogma. Bishop Barron’s position is heresy.

But there is also a practical problem with Barron’s theological position.

When the average middle class person-in-the-pews hears that “perhaps” dictators, terrorists, murderers, and serial rapists go to Heaven, he thinks to himself, “Well, if they’re a maybe, I’m a definitely. I’m certainly going to Heaven.” And then he doesn’t repent and go to confession after an act of malice, or adultery, or grave theft from his employer, or malicious lie against a friend, or other grave sin. When Bishop Barron preaches that perhaps the very worst of humanity goes to Heaven, the take-away is that you don’t need to repent from your ordinary everyday actual mortal sins, you don’t need confession, you don’t need repentance. Because if Hitler is a maybe, you have nothing to worry about.

So even if Bishop Barron were to correct himself, and admit that the worst of the worst go to Hell, he’d still be harming the path of salvation of millions of souls by his come-on that says ordinary actual mortal sins are nothing to worry about. It’s only the severest and most unusual of grave sins that count, and then only maybe.

So the heresy of Bishop Barron is accompanied by a worse error in his shepherding of souls. He is shepherding them toward Hell, not Heaven, with his claim that maybe everyone goes to Heaven. For he implies that you don’t need to worry about committing adultery in your heart, or murder in your mind. And thus he contradicts Christ:

[Matthew]
{5:20} For I say to you, that unless your justice has surpassed that of the scribes and the Pharisees you shall not enter into the kingdom of heaven.
{5:21} You have heard that it was said to the ancients: ‘You shall not murder; whoever will have murdered shall be liable to judgment.’
{5:22} But I say to you, that anyone who becomes angry with his brother shall be liable to judgment. But whoever will have called his brother, ‘Idiot,’ shall be liable to the council. Then, whoever will have called him, ‘Worthless,’ shall be liable to the fires of Hell.
The perils of popularity” Critiquing Bishop Barron
https://onepeterfive.com/the-perils-of-popularity-critiquing-bishop-barron/
By Steve Skojec, November 30, 2015
There is an oft-cited quote — attributed to Eleanor Roosevelt — which asserts the following maxim:
Great minds discuss ideas; Average minds discuss events; Small minds discuss people.

I suppose the quote is popular because it gives off a certain aura of common sense. After all, one can see some truth reflected in the hierarchy of minds as laid out by Mrs. Roosevelt. There’s a big difference between theoretical physicists, philosophers, theologians, and the like, and the salacious rumor-mongers at the tabloids. As for the rest of us, we tend to aspire to the lofty goal of being idea-makers, trip and fall more often than we’d like into gossip, and spend most of our time existing somewhere in between.

A deeper look, however, reveals the superficiality of the observation.

Ideas exist as a product of human thought and endeavor. Events come about because of the application of ideas in the world. People produce ideas, and applied ideas give rise to events. Whether given ideas or events are good, bad, or evil, it behooves us to understand what we can about the thinkers who are behind them. 
We want to know whose ideas we should support and promote, and whose ideas should be condemned. Mein Kampf, for example, didn’t write itself, and neither did the Summa Theologica. We associate the ideas these texts contain — and the events that have been shaped by them — with those who created them. And because of this, we have no problem speaking disparagingly (and almost interchangeably) of Hitler and Nazism, or with admiration and praise for Aquinas and Thomism.

It is easy to apply value judgments of this kind to those who have lived in the past and have already made a clear mark on history. More difficult is the application of critical analysis to our contemporaries, inasmuch as we lack the certitude of hindsight. This is a particular challenge when it comes to those who have attained a certain level of celebrity. Cults of personality have always existed, but the rise of big media (and now social media alongside it) have made it easier than ever for a person to become larger than life, and loved (and thus defended) beyond reasonable measure. Often enough, those individuals who rise quickly to prominence do so primarily on the strength of their charisma. They are likeable, camera friendly, and seem “down to earth.” The kind of guy (or gal) you’d “like to get a beer with.”

When it comes to such figures in the Catholic world, few are more noteworthy than Bishop Robert Barron. His apostolate — Word on Fire Ministries — reaches millions through the artful use of multimedia and a state-of-the-art website that follows the latest trends in design, typography, and mobile responsiveness. Everything about Bishop Barron from his downloadable biography and neatly-packaged press kit to pages of products and easily-embedded videos is parceled into conveniently-sized portions and ready to be re-used by providers who seek to feed a content-hungry online audience.

Of course, the best marketing and communications plan in the world won’t do anything for an off-putting persona. Barron is affable and easy going, his congeniality so effortless that it’s almost completely disarming. He riffs on everything from theological topics to current events to movie reviews in his prolific series of YouTube videos. And his numbers are telling: Word on Fire has nearly 200,000 Facebook fans and 30,000 Twitter followers; Bishop Barron’s own Facebook page has another 600,000 fans, his Twitter account has 80,000 followers, and his YouTube channel has 74,000 subscribers. These are numbers that would make many of the best online content producers green with envy. Much of the credit no doubt goes to the clearly talented Brandon Vogt, who acts as the Content Director for Word on Fire when he’s not busy producing and promoting his own series of Catholic books, videos, and educational courses.

As an example of the kind of professional mastery an effective Catholic apostolate should strive for in the 21st century, Word on Fire — along with those responsible for its high production values — are deserving of admiration and respect. In that regard, Bishop Barron is doing exactly what he should be to build a successful online media business and an army of fans and advocates.

Which is why it’s so incredibly important that the content be as good as the packaging. For obvious reasons, the absence of legitimate, corrective criticism can be a very dangerous thing indeed to anyone in Bishop Barron’s position, as well as to the souls they serve. But with so many adoring fans, critiquing anything Barron says invites trouble.

And this is truly a pity. Because Barron, while hitting many of the right notes and no doubt doing the best he knows how to inform people about Catholicism, nevertheless embraces some very bad ideas. When the incisive Maureen Mullarkey sharply identified the fatal flaws in his response to the ISIS attacks in Paris, her larger thesis was quickly lost in the defensive ring that spontaneously formed around the bishop. What was never substantively addressed in all the clucking was the thrust of her piece – that nonviolence is an untenable response to radical, genocide-seeking Islam – unless the goal is to be submitted to dhimmitude. 
She made her case adroitly, but few listened. (She added more on her own website a few days later, though I doubt it was better received.) Meanwhile, Vogt — who stopped into our comment boxes to protest the original article without mentioning his role as the media point-man for Barron — took to his 10,000-fan Facebook page to lambast my editorial decision to keep the piece unaltered despite his objections. There, the number of ad hominem attacks on Mullarkey — the majority of which were predictably attempted puns on her surname — piled up high and deep, while some comments critical of Vogt’s handling of the issue went missing.

Through it all, the impression one was left with was that those who objected to the article think that Mullarkey’s ideas are bad because she is mean, and Barron’s ideas are good because he is nice and we like him.  
It shouldn’t need to be said, but this is a terrible mechanism for discernment.

At the blog Unam Sanctam Catholicam, another analysis of Barron was mounted in the wake of the dust-up, this one moving beyond the question of the proper Christian response to Islam and into Barron’s Christology itself – with particular focus on the influence of the writings and theology of Hans Urs von Balthasar on his thinking. An excerpt:

For years we have attempted to demonstrate that Hans Urs Von Balthasar is not an orthodox theologian, not only due to his controversial theory of a potentially empty hell, but just in terms of his basic Christology. Catholics need to understand that it is not just one theory that makes Balthasar questionable, but a whole slew of bizarre novelties. We recommend reviewing our previous articles “Balthasar’s Denial of the Beatific Vision in Christ” and “Balthasar and the ‘Faith’ of Christ” on the Unam Sanctam Catholicam website,  which both deal with Balthasar’s unorthodox Christology, as well as “The Heresies of Balthasar” on this blog, which reveals Balthasar’s absurd position that sin has its own ontological reality.

One staple of Balthasarian Christology is his teaching that Christ only gradually came to understand His messianic identity, and that this did not happen by any infused knowledge by virtue of the Incarnation (Balthasar strongly rejected the idea that Christ had any knowledge given directly from God about His mission). Instead, Christ had to “learn” that He was the Messiah, basically through regular human intuition. It kind of slowly dawned on his consciousness as He grew.

The Catholic Tradition is that Christ had infused knowledge of His own identity and mission.

[…]

But Bishop Barron chooses instead to promote the heretical novelty of Balthasar that Christ had to learn about His identity through a gradual enlightening of His consciousness. For example, in his Lenten Meditations, then-Father Barron offers this commentary on the Baptism of the Lord:

“Jesus has just been baptized. He has just learned his deepest identity and mission and now he confronts—as we all must—the great temptations. What does God want him to do? Who does God want him to be? How is he to live his life?”

Jesus has “just learned his deepest identity and mission” at His baptism, implying that He was in positive ignorance of his identity and mission before this moment?

The full essay tackles these issues in greater depth, and deserves to be read. These are substantive theological criticisms, and should thus be addressed substantively. The ideas under review from Von Balthasar are the same that infuse Bishop Barron’s work. Mentioned only in passing in the longer version of the above-cited post is an issue that gives me equal — if not greater — cause for concern. Namely, Barron’s all-but-full-throated embrace of universalism – the idea that hell is empty and that we may hope that all men are saved. This is of no small importance in evaluating his larger body of work. It undoubtedly has an impact on the urgency with which he understands our evangelical mission. In point of fact, such a belief cannot help but undermine any desire to convert those of other faiths to Catholicism at all, since in the end, it doesn’t really matter, because everyone is saved. Here is Barron on this topic in his own words:
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In this video, which has nearly 160,000 views, you’ll note, among other troubling comments, that Barron insists that
…hell is not so much a place — we use spacial metaphors for it — it’s a condition, a state of being. It’s having refused in freedom the divine love. And it results in this terrible loneliness. We have to accept the possibility of hell, we have to accept the existence of it as a possibility because of human freedom — BUT — are any human beings in hell? We don’t know. We don’t know. The Church has never declared on that subject. And — and — we may pray that all be saved, and may even reasonably hope that all be saved. So, it’s a kind of universalism if you want…

This is simply not the Catholic view. The Council of Florence taught that “the souls of those who depart in mortal sin, or only in original sin, go down immediately into hell…”, which indicates a belief that hell is indeed a place, as do the many Gospel passages cited in this article on hell in the Catholic Encyclopedia. Hell is a place, in fact, which any reasonable interpretation of the fallen nature of mankind would make us hard-pressed to believe could be empty. As St. Anthony Mary Claret observed:

A multitude of souls fall into the depths of Hell, and it is of the faith that all who die in mortal sin are condemned for ever and ever. According to statistics, approximately 80,000 persons die every day. How many of these will die in mortal sin, and how many will be condemned! For, as their lives have been, so also will be their end.

The vision of hell given to the children at Fatima gives further witness to this:

She [Our Lady of Fatima] opened Her hands once more, as She had done during the two previous months. The rays of light seemed to penetrate the earth, and we saw as it were a sea of fire. Plunged in this fire were demons and souls [of the damned] in human form, like transparent burning embers, all blackened or burnished bronze, floating about in the conflagration, now raised into the air by the flames that issued from within themselves together with great clouds of smoke, now falling back on every side like sparks in huge fires, without weight or equilibrium, amid shrieks and groans of pain and despair, which horrified us and made us tremble with fear. (It must have been this sight which caused me to cry out, as people say they heard me). The demons could be distinguished [from the souls of the damned] by their terrifying and repellent likeness to frightful and unknown animals, black and transparent like burning coals.1 This vision lasted but an instant. How can we ever be grateful enough to our kind heavenly Mother, Who had already prepared us by promising, in the first apparition, to take us to Heaven. Otherwise, I think we would have died of fear and terror.2
Our Lady then explained to the children, “You have seen hell where the souls of poor sinners go.”

The above examples notwithstanding, my point here is not to launch an exhaustive critique of Bishop Barron’s work and thinking. It is instead to point out that there are things in his work and thinking (just as there are in mine) that are deserving of critique. He has a far larger platform and a much louder microphone than most. His influence invokes a higher standard of scrutiny. We should not be afraid to examine these things carefully simply because he is a popular and congenial figure.
For those who have benefited from work of Catholic media personalities like Barron and thus feel compelled to rise instantly to their defense at any perceived slight, I would urge you to consider carefully whether your response is rooted in truth and justice, or in simple affinity. Do the critiques have merit? Do you know your faith well enough to recognize a subtle but important deviation?

I have no doubt that Bishop Barron, Vogt, and others who have demonstrated great alacrity with contemporary communications paradigms could do great and lasting work for the good of the Church if they adhere to the central points of her doctrines. This is why it is so critical that they apply as much diligence to the message as they do the medium.
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