
My husband asked me an interesting question during Lent.  “Why do we only say the 

words ‘descended into hell’?” My explanation is that we are saying the Apostles Creed 

versus the Nicene Creed during this time.  But that led to a deeper discussion as to, “Why 

did Jesus need to descend into hell?” My thoughts were that he conquered Satan and evil 

by dying on the cross, thus descended into hell to show that God is good.   I had heard 

from a Baptist friend that they believe Jesus descended into hell to retrieve Abraham and 

other good souls who had not yet been saved, and thus were waiting for the Messiah to 

take them to heaven. Can you comment? 

 

Dear Reader: 

 
You and your husband pose some interesting questions. To your husband’s question, I 

believe you give an accurate answer. Perhaps at your parish, during Lent and/or Easter 

the Apostles’ Creed is being used. The General Instruction on the Roman Missal (19) 

addresses this: "The Roman Church's baptismal creed, the so-called Apostles' Creed, may 

be used in place of the Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed, especially in Lent and 

Eastertide."  

The Apostles’ Creed appears to have had a primarily catechetical origin, deeply 

connected to baptism. Perhaps, that is why in your parish it is used during Lent as some 

are preparing for baptism and others are reflecting upon their own baptismal commitment 

in anticipation of the Easter season. While a few parishes have utilized the option for the 

entire year, this is rare, and in most parishes, the Nicene-Constantinople Creed is used 

with regularity. 

As to your question as to why Jesus needed to descend into hell, the Catechism of the 

Catholic Church touches upon this, stating (632) that “Jesus, like all men, experienced 

death and in his soul joined the others in the realm of the dead. But he descended there as 

Savior, proclaiming the Good News to the spirits imprisoned there.”  

In the mindset of biblical times, “hell” or sheol was a place for those who were deprived 

of the vision of God, whether wicked or just. It was sort of like a “waiting room.” Holy 

souls, such as the patriarchs and prophets, awaited their Savior. This is sometimes called 

“the limbo of the Fathers”. The First Letter of Peter (1 Peter 4:6) says that “The Gospel 

was preached, even to the dead.” The redemptive work of Christ is extended to all times 

and places.  

One modern theologian who has written extensively about this is Alyssa Lyra Pitstick 

who has authored a book Light in Darkness. In that book (and in her doctoral 

dissertation), she criticized the famous twentieth century theologian Hans Urs von 

Balthasar.  Balthasar, in his writings on the Passion and Holy Saturday, describes a 

continual darkness coming upon Jesus and an increasing separation from His Father, so 

that his abandonment is a true agony. He speaks of Christ’s descent into hell as a descent 

into darkness, making his triumphant resurrection all the more incredible. Balthasar 

quoted a seventh century theologian, Romanos Melodes, who placed these words in 

Jesus’ mouth on the Cross, “I looked from the immeasurable world to the eye of God…an 

empty socket without foundation stared back at me…..Eternity rested on the Chaos.”  For 

Balthasar, the Word fell silent at His death. Some, such as Father Edward Oakes, SJ, have 



defended Balthasar’s position. Sometimes the “authors are divided” when dealing with a 

great mystery.  

Whether the First Letter of Peter, ancient Creeds or the modern theologians, the Tradition 

strives to make sure that we believe the dead were released from their ancient bondage 

caused by the sin of Adam and Eve; that Jesus really did die on the cross for us; and, that 

that His death has opened the gates of Eternal Life for those who believe. 
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