teaches us that mortality, divine judgment, and hell stretch
out toward the renewal and abundance of life for which
we were created and have been redeemed.

The final theme, coming on the
threshold of Christmas, is hell.

Once a favorite topic of preachers, hell is now hardly
mentioned in sermons. Survey after survey has shown
a precipitous drop in belief in hell. And it would be a
brave pastor who adorned the walls of a church with
lurid portrayals of hell like the wonderful medieval Doom
paintings still found in many British churches.

A glance at those paintings shows why hell is important.
Even in the sharply hierarchical world of the Middle Ages
— when the gulf separating the high and mighty from the
poor and lowly was enormous and unbridgeable — those
paintings showed men with crowns and miters among
those dragged toward the jaws of a fearsome Hell
Hell is a great equalizer.

What of hell? The human imagination has take
imagining hell’s terrors. What they all speak to
best is the revulsion we should all feel at the idea of
death having the last word, of life being robbed of lo
of existence apart from God. In ancient times, Christians
imagined hell as lying at the very threshold of oblivion.
Life robbed of abundance and even a shadow of eternity
becomes nothing more than a parody of its old self.

ANGLICANS BELIEVE

Death, judgment, heaven, and hell teach us two
paradoxical ideas: the importance of limitation in this
life and the abundance or absence of that life in the
next. Mortality and divine judgment tell us that this life
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Death, Judgment,
Heaven, and Hell



From at least the high Middle Ages, churches have focused on the Four Last Things during
the season of Advent. Death, judgment, heaven, and hell rouse people from the festivities of
December to ponder matters both profound and, perhaps, profoundly depressing.

The Four Last Things are a popular designation for
eschatology, the study of last things or the end. They
focus our thoughts on our end and the wider context of the
world’s end when Christ returns in judgment. The Christian
Year begins by fixing our attention on the end.

Possibly because of their sharp contrast to the cheer of the
weeks building toward Christmas, the Four Last Things are
now rarely topics for Advent sermons. Yet they continue
to have a central place in Christian belief and practice.
Arguably, they have an even more important place than
ever. To see why, we must begin by looking at the intention
of each topic.

We hegin with death.

In the past, death was an ever-present and imminent
stalker. For most people, life was nasty, brutish, and short,
and one’s demise a constant concern reinforced by the
frightful regularity with which children, friends, fami
neighbors perished. The popularity of preaching
Last Things coincided with the arrival of the
People were understandably eager to know ho
for a good death. They knew their mortality all to
sought to accept the words of Psalm 103:15-16:

As for mortals, their days are like grass; they flourish like
a flower of the field; for the wind passes over it, and it is
gone, and its place knows it no more.

Personal mortality reminds people of what they share with
all things. Everything but God is born, lives, and dies. The

1662 prayer book office includes this reminder: “Man, that
is born of @ woman, hath but a short time to live, and is full
of misery. He cometh up, and is cut down, like a flower; he
fleeth as it were a shadow, and never continuethi

not think they do injury to their office if they show
mercy to those over whom they have the lawful
r of life and death. (Letter 153:8)

e most fruitful characteristics of medieval
as the struggle to demonstrate how justice and
. both found supremely in God, are not contradictory,

Next is judgment. even if we find it hard to see how.

Everyone will appear before Christ Third is Heaven.
Congregations must have breathed a sigh of relief
when they reached the Third Sunday in Advent and the
theme of heaven. Heaven remains the only popular part
of Christian eschatology. Given heaven’s encouraging
nature, it’s all too easy to see heaven as a foil to the
other themes: a major key amid minor
ones. But heaven is the theme that
gives meaning to the others. Heaven
tells us that true life transcends death
and is eternally free from it, that divine
judgment deals once and for all with
everything that seeks to diminish such
life, that hell awaits only those who
steadfastly insist on diminishing that life.
In short, heaven reminds us that eschatology
is about true life.

crime, who are not to be influenced by
their personal anger but are to be agents of
the law, and those who enforce the law against
proven injuries done to others ..., all these
quail before the divine judgment, recalling
that they have need of the mercy of
God for their own sins, and they do

Neglect the life we know as heaven, love, and
God, and the other themes become depressing,
threatening, even meaningless. Heaven is
the touchstone that turns all to gold, for it





