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Church no longer in limbo about Limbo 
The evolution of Catholic sacramen

tal life since the Second Vatican Council 
provides a helpful example of die man
ner in which die church changes in sig
nificant ways widiout any essential cor
ruption of its identity. 

Before Vatican II Uiere were seven 
sacraments. Today there are-still seven 
sacraments. 

Before die Second Vatican Council the 
Eucharist was regarded as die most im
portant of die sacraments. Today die Eu; 

charist is still regarded as the most im
portant of die sacraments. 

Before die Second Vatican Council 
couples sanctified tiieir mutual love and 
fidelity in die sacrament of marriage. To
day couples still sanctify tiieir love and fi
delity in marriage. 

In spite of die many changes in die life 
of die church since, and because of, Vat
ican n, die essentials remain the same. In 
diat sense, die late Cardinal Alfredo Ot-
taviani's motto was correct: Semper idem 
("Always die same"). He was referring to 
die church, of course. 

There is an equally valid sense, howev
er, in which die church does not remain 
die same. It changes, just as any living or
ganism changes. 

An 80-year-old woman is surety the 
same person she was when she was only 
6, but she has changed so significandy 
not only in appearance but in profound
ly personal ways that she is not really the 
same person she was 72 years ago. 

essays in 
theology 

Indeed, if she were exacdy die same, 
she'd have been institutionalized and spo
ken of, with much regret and sorrow by 
her loved ones, as having die mind and 
emotional makeup of an 8-year-old child. 
Semper idem, indeed. 

Before die council baptism was re
garded primarily as die sacrament diat 
blotted out original sin ratiier than die 
first sacrament of initiation into die 
church. 

Babies had to be baptized as soon as 
possible after birth. If diey died before 
baptism, they could not go to heaven. Ob
stetric nurses were carefully trained in die 
art of emergency baptism. 

In the tragic case of an infant death, 
die child was consigned forever to a place 
called Limbo — neither heaven nor hell, 
but a place of natural happiness. 

Have you noticed, especially you older 
readers like myself, who have vivid mem
ories of pre-Vatican n Catholicism, that 
no one talks about Limbo anymore? 

Mind you, it's not even mentioned in die 
Catechism of die Catholic Church! 

Catholics who hark back nostalgically 
to die 1950s really ought to be more con
cerned about die disappearance of Lim
bo dian about die relatively minor issues 
that seem'constandy to irritate diem. 

Widiout Limbo, what happens to ba
bies who die widiout baptism? Some of 
the earliest fathers of die church — and 
some of die biggest names among diem 
— had no problem answering die ques
tion. These babies go to hell, of course. 
Where else could diey go? No grace, no 
heaven. 

To be sure, dieologians of St Augus
tine's stature weren't completely heart
less about die matter. He conceded diat, 
in die mercy of God, children who died 
widiout baptism do not suffer all of die 
pains of hell because diey committed no 
personal sins. But hell is still hell. Its 
wretched inhabitants will never see God, 
nor enjoy the company of die saints. 

It took a fairly Jong period of time — 
measured in centuries, not years — before 
the church came gradually to acknowl
edge diat diese unbaptized children were 
not really condemned to eternal hellfire. 
But die medieval dieologians had to in
vent a place for diem, because diey still 
couldn't fathom how unbaptized chil
dren could make it into heaven. Their in
vention was called Limbo (from a Latin 
word meaning "edge"). 

Limbo remained a practical part of 

Cadiolic teaching right up to die Second 
Vatican Council. Any one of my readers 
over die age of 50 can attest to diat 

They can also attest to die fact that 
Limbo provided little or no real spiritu
al comfort to those unfortunate women 
who lost^dieir babies in childbirdi or very 
soon diereafter. 

Limbo was offered by die church as a 
kind of consolation prize, but the be
reaved modiers knew better. To be sepa
rated eternally from tiieir deceased child 
was a form of hell in itself. 

BuKhen, in 1962, die Cadiolic Church 
passed through a door marked "Vatican 
II" and, in 1965, came out anotiier door 
marked "Exit" The church had Limbo in 
its doctrinal luggage when it went in; it 
didn't have it when it came out. And no 
one saw anyone take anydiing. 

The late Jesuit tiieologian, Karl Rahn-
er, once wrote diat the council "tacidy 
buried" die doctrine of Limbo. It had to 
have been a private funeral. 

Widiout l imbo, die primary purpose 
of baptism can no longer be the "re
moval" of original sin and die First infu
sion of saving grace. Instead, baptism is 
our rebirth in Christ and our initiation 
into his body, die church. 

But we don't come empty-handed. 
God is already lovingly present to us from 
the beginning. The church calls that pres
ence grace. 

Father McBrien is a professor of theology at 
the University of Notre Dame. 

Forget the weeds, nurture the wheat 
Sunday's Readings: (R3) Matthew 

13:2443. (Rl) Wisdom 12:13, 16-19. (R2) 
Romans 8^6-27. 

A foursome of golfers was watching a 
fellow golfer ahead of diem. He was hav
ing difficulty. On die 13di hole, he put 
two shots into die pond. Finally, in com
plete frustration, he picked up his golf 
bag, spun around like a discus thrower, 
heaved die bag and clubs into die middle 
of die pond and stormed off the course, 
apparendy forever. 

Moments later, however, he returned. 
As he waded into the water the other 
golfers smiled as diey recognized his em
barrassment. Obviously, he had "come 
to his senses." He fished out the drip
ping bag, unzipped a pocket on the side, 
took out his car keys, and flung the bag 
once again, diis time even fardier than 
before. Then he went home. 

I'm sure many a golfer has felt like do
ing the same tiling, from time to time. 
Certainly, all of us at some time or an
other have gotten angry, frustrated, to 
our wit's end; and sometimes we bring 
that anger and frustration to church. 
The homily's too long or too short; the 
church is too warm or too cold; the 
hymns are too old or too new; the the
ology is old stuff, or if updated, it's mod
ernism; and look who's going to Mass. 

One of the parables in the Gospel to-
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day is about weeds in the church. Let's 
face it: People aren't perfect; not every
body is lovable. (Of course, diat doesn't 
apply to us!) 

Researchers say diat 16 percent of the 
members of a church will never change. 
Why concentrate on them? Why not fo
cus on the 84 percent who are trying 
hard to change and to do God's will? The 
servants in the Gospel wanted to work 
on the weeds. Jesus said, "Leave them 
alone until the harvest." 

All of us are susceptible to having 
weeds grow in our hearts. Sometimes we 
say hurtful things; sometimes we do 
unloving acts; sometimes our relation
ships turn sour. There is no one so holy 
diat he or she is beyond the reach of the 
power of sin. But the sad thing is that 
some people judge die Cadiolic faith by 

the weaKnesses of Catholics, 
How do we deal with these weeds? 

First, if God is so good, where do the 
weeds come from? Genesis put the 
blame on two people: die devil and our 
first parents. In his parable, our Lord 
puts all the blame on just one person: 
die devil — "an enemy has done diis." 

What are we going to do about it? De
stroy die evil people? That's what die ser
vants wanted to do. 

Jesus said, "No." He said, "Be patient." 
Even though weeds can never become 
wheat, bad people can become good 
people. That happened to Mary Magda
lene and the thief on the cross. 

So Jesus said, in effect, "Don't magni-" 
fy evil in the world. Don't be too preoc
cupied with it. Good is stronger than 
evil. The wheat will grow despite the 
weeds." . 

In other words, it just doesn't pay to 
worry about any part of God's work. He 
is working in every part of die world, al
ways, day and night. AH worry is athe
ism, because it is a want of trust in God. 
Worry is useless; what is needed is trust. 

We cannot worry about the Weeds, 
about God's church, the parish, the 
school, business, work, people! The 
beloved Pope John XXIII had the right 
idea: He worked hard all day but at night 
he said, "God, this is your church. You 

take care of it now. I'm going to bed." 
All we need do is to pray as if all de

pended on God and to work as if all de
pended on self. And diat is the only way 
to uproot die destructive weeds that can 
take root in our hearts and in the hearts 
of others in church. 

But, as St. Paul tells us, "the Spirit will 
help us in our weakness." To grow in 
prayer, we simply need to let die Holy 
Spirit grow in our hearts and the harvest 
will be wheat, not weeds. 

Father Shamon is administrator of St. 
Isaac fogues Chapel, Fleming, N.Y. 

Daily Readings 
Monday, July 22 

Micah 6:1-4, 6-8; John 20:1-2, 11-18 
Tuesday, July 23 

Micah 7:14-15, 18-20; 
Matthew 12:46-50 
Wednesday, July 24 

Jeremiah 1:1,4-10; Matthew 13:1-9 
Thursday, July 25 

2 Corinthians 4:7-15; 
Matthew 20:20-28 

Friday, July 26 
Jeremiah 3:14-17; 

Matthew 13:18-23 
Saturday, July 27 

Jeremiah 7:1-11; Matdiew 13:24-30 
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ARNDT 
FUNERAL HOME 

^Family Owned & Operated 

RONALD JOHN ARNDT 
ROBERT J. ARNDT 
SHARIL.ARNDT 

Funeral Directors » 

225-6350 _ 
1118 Long Pond Road RS 

. (South of Maiden Lane) I B * 

CALL A HISTORIC 

LANDMARK HOME 

Now leasing for August 
1st Occupancy! 

Spacious Studios, One 
and Two Bedroom 

Apartments from $374 

ST. BERNARD'S PARK 
For Adults 55+ 

2260 Lake Ave. • Rochester 
Call Sherry for 
details today 

(716) 458-9000 

HART 
MONUMENT 
COMPANY 

Since 1856 

Monuments, Markers 
and Cemetery Lettering 

2301 Dewey Avenue 
(OPPOSITE HOLY SEPULCHRE CEMETERY) 

(716) 865-6746 


