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Father Cantalamessa on Limbo and the Unbaptized 

Offers a Follow-up to Commentary in ZENIT 
  

ROME, JAN. 24, 2006 (Zenit.org).- A commentary by Capuchin 
Father Raniero Cantalamessa, published Jan. 6 in ZENIT, prompted 
questions about the status of unbaptized children who die.  
 
The topic has been under the consideration by the International 
Theological Commission, at the urging of Pope John Paul II (see 
ZENIT, Oct. 7, 2004).  

 
Father Cantalamessa, the preacher to the Pontifical Household, offered these 
further reflections on the topic.  
 
* * *  
 
Some readers have said that they are perplexed by my affirmation that 
unbaptized children will not go to limbo but to heaven, which I expressed in my 
recent commentary on the Gospel of the feast of Christ's Baptism, published by 
ZENIT News. This gives me the opportunity to clarify the reasons for my 
affirmation.  
 
Jesus instituted the sacraments as ordinary means to salvation. They are 
ordinarily necessary and people who can receive them and refuse are 
accountable before God. But God didn't bind himself to these means. Also of the 
Eucharist Jesus says: "Unless you eat the flesh of the Son of man you shall not 
have life" (John 6:53), but this doesn't mean that anyone who has never received 
the Eucharist is not saved.  
 
Baptism of desire and the feast of the Holy Innocents are confirmations of this. 
Some may counter that Jesus is involved in the death of Innocents who died 
because of him, which is not always the case of unbaptized babies. True, but 
also of what is done to the least of his brothers Jesus says: "You have done it to 
me" (Matthew 25:40).  
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The doctrine of limbo has never been defined as dogma by the Church; it was a 
theological hypothesis mostly depending on St. Augustine's doctrine of original 
sin and was abandoned in practice long ago and theology too now dismisses it.  
 
We should take seriously the truth of God's universal will for salvation ("God 
wants everybody to be saved," 1 Timothy 2:4), and also the truth that "Jesus died 
for all." The following text of the Catechism of the Catholic Church seems to hold 
exactly the same position:  
 
"As regards children who have died without Baptism, the Church can only entrust 
them to the mercy of God, as she does in her funeral rites for them. Indeed, the 
great mercy of God who desires that all men should be saved, and Jesus' 
tenderness toward children which caused him to say: 'Let the children come to 
me, do not hinder them,' allow us to hope that there is a way of salvation for 
children who have died without Baptism. All the more urgent is the Church's call 
not to prevent little children coming to Christ through the gift of holy Baptism" 
(CCC, 1261).  
 
I don't think that to affirm that unbaptized babies are saved will encourage 
abortion. People who neglect Church doctrine on abortion are scarcely 
concerned about other doctrines of the same Church. Even if there were grounds 
for such a fear, the abuse of a doctrine should never prevent us from holding it.  
 
I must confess that the mere idea of a God eternally depriving an innocent 
creature of his vision simply because another person has sinned, or because of 
an accidental miscarriage, makes me shudder … and I am sure would make any 
unbeliever happy to stay away from the Christian faith. If hell consists essentially 
in the deprivation of God, limbo is hell! 
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For more Catholic resources to feed your faith, visit the Crossroads Initiative Homepage. 
  

Drink From the Wells of the Church - Video Series Set of Seven Talks 
 

The talks are given by Fr. Raniero Cantalamessa, Franciscan Friar and 
preacher to the papal household. This series is ideal for use by groups 
or individuals and is recommended for adult religious education and the 
third follow-up to the Alpha course after Touching Jesus through the 
Church and Catholics Listening to God. 

 

Retail Price - $99.95 
 


