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The Beauty of Hell? Augustine's 

Aesthetic Theodicy and Its Critics 

Abstract: Augustine was one of the first theologians to approach the problem of 
evil from an aesthetic perspective. Even though Augustine is usually known as 
the champion of freewill theodicy, his anthropological explanation of evil is log
ically dependent on his aesthetic theodicy. In beauty Augustine finds a fundamen
tal logic of contrastive harmony, which integrates even the wound of human 
freedom into a poem of the universe. Heaven and hell together highlight God's 
providential care of the world. After examining Augustine's aesthetic theodicy of 
harmony, I argue that there can be no eternal hell even in the Augustinian uni
verse. God's beautiful justice will not tolerate the eternal frustration of hell. 

This essay examines what I call Augustine's aesthetic theodicy of harmony. 
Even though Augustine is usually known as the champion of freewill theod
icy, his anthropological explanation of evil is also deeply situated within his 
aesthetic theodicy. This theodicy claims that the beauty of the cosmos arises 
from the antithesis of contraries in the tapestry of time, which grants us a fun
damental intelligibility or clarity of being despite the horrendous tragedy and 
evil within it. Augustine's God is like an excellent painter who knows how to 
use occasional dark spots to make the whole picture beautiful, and the total 
beauty of God's providential care is considered as sufficient to balance the 
ongoing reality and individual victories of evil in history. In beauty Augustine 
finds a fundamental logic of contrastive harmony, which integrates even the 
wound of human freedom into a poem of the universe. Heaven and hell 
together highlight the beauty of God's universe. 

I offer some critical observations at the end to show why there can be no 
eternal hell even in Augustine's metaphysical picture of the universe. I suggest 
that a certain instrumentalizing tendency of evil in Augustine's aesthetic theod
icy, which has led many critics to make charges of aesthetic optimism against 
him, is more properly appreciated if the instrumentalization of evil is located * 
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not just on the cosmic scale but within each individual's life. In my revision, 
the beauty of hell is to be replaced by the beauty of God's soul making. 

Augustine's Aesthetic Theodicy of Harmony 

Written in 386, the year of his conversion to Christianity, De ordine (On 
Order) is Augustine's earliest attempt to present an aesthetic theodicy of 
harmony.1 Abandoning his former Manichaean convictions, Augustine 
approaches the important question of whether God's sovereignty embraces 
both good and evil within the monotheistic framework of Christian faith. 
Instead of the views that there has been a change of mind in God or that evil 
is something troublesome and antagonistic to God, Augustine focuses on the 
soul's ascent to the intellectual realm hoping to find possible reasons why God 
permits evil in the world. When the soul advances to the intelligible realm, it 
will find "beautiful reason" why things are as they are in God's providential 
order (Ord. 1.8.25). 

Augustine strongly affirms God's providential care of the world. Is evil 
then within this divine order or not, and if within, how does it not make the 
order disorderly? To answer the problem of evil, Augustine utilizes two aes
thetic values of contrast and totality through the mouths of his two pupils, 
Licentius and Trygetius. According to Licentius, both good and bad things are 
within order to highlight the justice of God: 

And thus evils, which God does not love, are not apart from order; and 
nevertheless He does love order itself. This very thing He loves: to love 
good things, and not to love evil things—and this itself is a thing of 
magnificent order and of divine arrangement. And because this orderly 
arrangement maintains the harmony of the universe by this very contrast, 
it comes about that evil things must need be. In this way, the beauty of all 
things is in a manner configured, as it were, from antitheses, that is, from 
opposites: this is pleasing to us even in discourse. (Ord. 1.7.18)2 

The harmony of the universe is beautifully maintained by the principle of con
trast. The aesthetic effect of the contrast between good and evil enhances the 
overall beauty of the cosmos. Thus, even evil things must need be. God is vin
dicated not despite evil but because of it, since "by the justice of God its own 
is rendered to each according to the merits of the good and the evil" (Ord. 
1.7.19). The offense of evil is balanced by the punishment of soul. 

1. The following abbreviations are used for Augustine's works: Civ. (De civitate Dei, or The 
City of God); Conf. (Confessionum libri XIII, or Confessions); Gen. Man. (De Genesi contra 
Manichaeos, or On Genesis against the Manicheans); Lib. (De libero arbitrio, or Free Will); Nat. 
bon. (De natura boni contra Manichaeos, or The Nature of the Good); Ord. (De ordine, or On 
Order); Ver. rei. (De vera religione, or True Religion). 

2. Robert P. Russell, trans., Divine Providence and the Problem of Evil: A Translation of St. 
Augustine's "De Ordine" (New York: Cosmopolitan Science & Art Service Co., Inc., 1942), 37. 
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Yet Augustine seems to be pleased by Trygetius's answer as well. In con
trast to Licentius's emphasis on the contrastive balance of parts, Trygetius 
focuses on the universal harmony of things as a whole. What is flawed is not 
Divine Providence itself but the human inability to survey its totality. "But if 
he raises the eyes of the mind and broadens his field of vision and surveys all 
things as a whole," says Trygetius, "then he will find nothing unarranged, 
unclassed, or unassigned to its own place" (Ord. 2.4.11). 

Appropriating both Licentius's contrast and Trygetius's totality, Augustine 
offers several concrete examples of his aesthetic theodicy of harmony. Besides 
ordinary citizens, a cruel hangman is needed for the penalty of evildoers in a 
well-regulated state. If prostitutes are removed from human affairs, matrons 
will be in danger of dishonor. Certain ugly members of the body keep their 
proper places, providing a better position for the more comely ones. In a con
test of barnyard cocks, the contrast between the deformity of the vanquished 
and the haughtiness of the victor shows the perfect beauty of the contest itself 
(Ord. 2.4.12). Furthermore, the principle of contrastive harmony is found not 
only in the cosmological order of reality but also in the order of studies. Poets 
know how to use solecisms and barbarisms to enhance the enjoyment of poems 
as a whole. And even fallacious arguments or lies, which are to be despised by 
themselves, become pleasant when placed in their proper positions in certain 
disputations (Ord. 2.4.13; 2.5.13). Evident in all these examples is, Augustine 
concludes, God's beautiful reason, which rules the universe by its two hands of 
contrast and totality. We can hardly fail to notice Augustine's theme of pankalia 
("universal beauty").3 The universe is beautiful through and through. The ques
tion of whether the order of God's providence embraces both good and evil is 
thus given a positive answer. There is no absolute disharmony in God's uni
verse because good and evil together harmonize. 

In De vera religione (True Religion, 390/391), Augustine's aesthetic theod
icy begins to expand itself from a static logical contemplation to a dynamic 
theology of salvation history. The entire human race is arranged by Divine 
Providence into "two classes": the multitude of the impious and the people 
devoted to God (Ver. rei. 27.50). The impious are to be sent to the realm of 
"outer darkness" or "distant parts" (54.104-5). Augustine's theodicy suggests 
two different destinies of humanity. Here Augustine offers one of the most cel
ebrated examples of his aesthetic theodicy of harmony: "The colour black in a 
picture may very well be beautiful if you take the picture as a whole" (40.76). 
God's beautiful reason is thus justified, for "though the parts may be imperfect 
the whole is perfect" (40.76).4 

3. Cf. Wladyslaw Tatarkiewicz, History of Aesthetics, vol. 2, Medieval Aesthetics (The Hague: 
Mouton, 1970), 4-12. 

4. In his poem "An Essay on Man," Alexander Pope expresses a similar insight by his Leibniz-
ian formula: "All partial evil, universal good." 
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The drama of salvation history cannot be judged until it has ended. We must 
use our partial experience wisely, until we can enjoy the whole truth of God. 
Genuine beauty is "a kind of totality" (Conf. 4.13.20; 4.15.24). Genesis 1:31 
says that all partial things are good themselves as long as they exist, yet all 
things taken together are very good (Conf. 7.12.18). There is no partial evil, but 
only partial good and universal supreme good. When we see things myopically 
in isolation, we might wish the nonexistence of these things. Yet with a sounder 
judgment of reason; we find the totality of all things working perfectly and 
orderly. Augustine finally reaches a firm conviction: "I no longer wished indi
vidual things to be better, because 1 considered the totality" (Conf. 7.13.19). 

In this cosmic beauty of justice, even hell has its own beauty: "For neither 
is eternal fire itself, which is to torture the impious, an evil nature, since it has 
its measure, its form and its order deprived by no iniquity; but it is an evil tor
ture for the damned, to whose sins it is due" (Nat. bon. 7.37.38). Even though 
we might think of hell as ugly in isolation, we will come to realize even the 
beauty of hell when we arrive at the eternal Sabbath. 

Augustine's later work De civitate Dei (The City of God, 4\?>ΙΑ2Ί) shows 
that he has quite consistently adhered to the aesthetic theodicy of harmony 
throughout his life. As he did shortly after his conversion in De ordine, Augus
tine still envisions "a beauty that satisfies the reason" in the heavenly city as a 
kind of contrastive harmony of the cosmos (Civ. 22.30). What has changed is 
Augustine's bolder speculation regarding the elements or parts involved in this 
contrastive cosmic beauty: two classes of angels, the present body and the res
urrected body, the monstrous races or monstrous human births and ordinary 
human beings, the first freedom and the second freedom, the saved and the 
abandoned, and heaven and hell. Each contrastive pair promotes the tranquil 
order and beauty of God's providential universe as a whole. 

Augustine suggests that two classes of angels were conceived as a contrast 
from the beginning. Either the offending angels "received less grace of the 
divine love" than the angels of light did, or, if both were created equal, the for
mer fell out of their own pride while the latter had "greater help" to continue 
in the immediate contemplation of God. God uses the devil's temptation for 
the benefits of God's saints, since God, when he created the devil, had fore
seen the good that he himself would bring out of that evil. The double fate of 
the angels will eternally persist (OV. 11.13; 11.17; 12.9). 

Borrowing from Pliny's Natural History, Augustine accepts the idea of 
"certain monstrous races of men" existing at the boundaries of the empire. 
This idea is supported by the examples of "monstrous human births among 
us," like those born with more than five fingers or five toes. Even though the 
observer who cannot view the whole is offended by what seems the deformity 
of a part, Augustine suggests that God decided to create some races or some 
human beings in this way because God has "the wisdom to weave the beauty 
of the whole design out of the constituent parts, in their likeness and diversity." 
It would be foolish to imagine that God made a mistake here. Unfortunately, 
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Augustine also suggests that "the sole purpose of the deformity is to give yet 
another proof of the penal conditions of mortals in this life." Yet the deformi
ties of the human body and the monstrous races will be restored and removed 
in the future felicity of the heavenly city (Civ. 16.8; 22.19). 

In the heavenly city, our mortal body will be transformed into an immortal 
one, which is much better than the first human's body even in its perfect 
health. We will eat only if we wish to eat. Eating will be a possibility but not 
a necessity. It will never again revolt against the rational soul. Furthermore, we 
will be able to enjoy there one another's bodily beauty for itself alone, with
out any lust or impure motivation. The "first immortality" was the ability to 
avoid death, while the "final immortality" will be the inability to die (Civ. 
13.20; 22.24; 22.30). 

Our free will is also to be perfected. The first freedom of will, given to 
Adam before the fall, was an ability not to sin, combined with the possibility 
of sinning. This freedom is contrasted to the second or last freedom, which is 
free from the possibility of sinning. Sinning will be impossible, which is not 
due to an inherent quality of humanity but due to a gracious gift of God. There 
will be no further evil but only leisure for the praise of God (Civ. 22.30). 

Our knowledge will be completed. Rational minds will be kindled to the 
praise of God the great artist by the delight afforded by "a beauty that satisfies 
the reason." We will see the reasons of all the troubled questions of why. The 
soul will enjoy the delight of eternal joys, forgetting all offenses, forgetting all 
punishments. Yet this does not mean a return to the original condition of total 
ignorance. Sins and sufferings will be obliterated insofar as our sense experi
ence is concerned, while our intellectual knowledge of them will persist. A 
trained physician knows all kinds of diseases without personally suffering 
them. Likewise, the saints will have no sensible experience or recollection of 
past evils and offenses. Yet the saints will not forget but prevent "the eternal 
misery of the damned from disappearing from memory," to thank God for their 
own destiny of grace. In the heavenly city none but the worthy can gain admis
sion. The unworthy will be properly ordered to "the eternal fire," which is 
without doubt a subject for praise. Hell has its own beauty in the totality of the 
universe, for its fire is used by God for the punishment of the wicked after their 
condemnation (Civ. 12.4; 13.23; 22.30). 

In sum, Augustine believes in God's providential care of the universe, 
which will eventually culminate in a Sabbath that has no evening. God has 
foreseen all these contrasts contributing to the unending song of degrees. Each 
unequal part is minutely ordained by God to perfect the whole harmony of the 
universe. The principle of plenitude is an aesthetic rendering of the transcen
dental attribute of God's goodness. For all to be, there must be unequal con
trastive parts: 

God would never have created a man, let alone an angel, in the foreknowl
edge of his future evil state, if he had not known at the same time how he 
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would put such creatures to good use, and thus enrich the course of the 
world history by the kind of antithesis which gives beauty to a poem. 
"Antithesis" provides the most attractive figures in literary composition: the 
Latin equivalent is "opposition," or, more accurately, "contra-position." 

The opposition of such contraries gives an added beauty to speech; 
and in the same way there is beauty in the composition of the world's his
tory arising from the antithesis of contraries—a kind of eloquence in 
events, instead of in words. (Civ. 11.18) 

Does this mean that evil has to exist due to a certain aesthetic necessity? "If 
no one had sinned in the world," Augustine suggests, "the world would have 
been furnished and fitted only with things naturally good" (Civ. 11.23). There 
is neither aesthetic necessity nor moral necessity of evil in the beautiful chain 
of being. 

Instead of revising God's transcendental attribute of omnipotence or omnis
cience as we find in certain modern theodicies, Augustine rather focuses on the 
demonstration that God has made a right decision to create the world in his 
omniscient knowledge of how things will eventually turn out. God knew that 
there would be some dark gasping moments in the world. Yet he also knew 
how to make good out of them in "a process of education" for individual life 
and for the history of humanity as a whole (Civ. 10.14). God judged it better 
to bring good out of evil than not to permit any evil to exist. Augustine offers 
us a sense of "history as something unfinished," which still waits for its escha-
tological fulfillment (Civ. 11.18). 

Critics of the Beauty of Hell 

I argue that there can be no eternal hell even in the Augustinian universe. To 
support this claim, instead of adopting an external criticism of different meta
physical paradigms, I revise Augustine's aesthetic theodicy in terms of its own 
central ideas. My hypothesis is that it will be more persuasive if its contrastive 
elements are located not externally or globally within the cosmos as a whole 
but within each individual's internal life memories of sin and grace. The 
"beauty of hell" is to be negated in favor of the beauty of soul making.5 

John Hick consciously develops a contrast between the Augustinian aes
thetic theodicy and his own Irenaean theodicy, which he presents as predomi
nantly ethical or personal. Hick's basic thesis is that God's relationship with 
humanity must be envisioned not as one of a cosmic artist and his artwork but 
as a personal I-Thou relationship: 

Commenting upon this aspect of Augustine's thought, it seems to me cor
rect to characterize its basic standpoint as aesthetic rather than ethical. The 
kind of analogy that is appropriate to his doctrine of creation is that of the 

5.1 have borrowed the expression "beauty of hell" from Frank Burch Brown, "The Beauty of 
Hell: Anselm on God's Eternal Design," Journal of Religion 73 (July 1993): 329-56. 
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Artist enjoying the products of his creative activity, rather than the Person 
seeking to bring about personal relationships with created persons.6 

Hick seems to suggest that an aesthetic approach is itself flawed because it 
cannot convey the personal and moral goodness of God. 

Augustine's position implicitly suggests the idea that the self-creation of 
evil out of nothing is in fact the creation of evil out of God. Angels and human 
beings are virtually predestined to fall. God has chosen some to be saved out 
of the same mass of sinners and has left the rest to their just punishment. 
Augustine does not explain why. If Augustine does offer an explanation of cre
ation and eternal punishment, Hick finds it highly aesthetic and repulsive. The 
Neoplatonic principle of plenitude does explain why a universe contains every 
possible variety or type of creature including the sinners and the damned. 
However, this aesthetic optimism does not faithfully convey the Christian idea 
of the goodness of God, for hell and its damned residents will eternally remain 
as "a blot upon God's creation."7 In Hick's judgment, whatever gain there may 
be in Augustine's aesthetic theodicy of harmony is outweighed by the idea of 
hell as a permanent feature of the universe. If persons and their sufferings are 
viewed as contrastive blots in the beautiful universe as a whole, "the whole 
aesthetic or quasi-aesthetic understanding of the perfection of the universe is 
sub-personal in character."8 

In contrast, Hick offers a view of universal salvation that is beautiful in its 
own way without requiring the beauty of hell. The reason of creation must not 
be understood in terms of an aesthetic principle of plenitude but in terms of the 
creation of "the deliberately mysterious environment," in which a personal, inti
mate relationship with God is freely nurtured throughout many life careers of 
metempsychosis, including this life.9 This mysterious environment of the world 
is deliberately constructed as a kind of "epistemic distance" from God. Human 
beings are created at an epistemic distance from God "not because he has fallen 
from that goal but because he has yet to arrive at it."10 But why did God not cre
ate the soul in an intimate and personal yet free relationship with God in the first 
place? At this point, Hick introduces a crucial presupposition that a hard-won 
value is intrinsically more satisfying than a ready-made one: "The answer, I 
suggest, appeals to the principle that virtues that have been formed within the 
agent as a hard-won deposit of right decisions in situations of challenge and 
temptation are intrinsically more valuable than ready-made virtues created 
within her without any effort on her own part."11 The soul-making process must 

6. John Hick, Evil and the God of Love, rev. ed. (New York: Harper & Row, 1977), 53. 
7. Ibid., 89. 
8. Ibid., 195. 
9. Ibid., 197. 

10. Ibid., 282-83. 
11. John Hick, "An Irenaean Theodicy," in Encountering Evil: Live Options in Theodicy, ed. 

Stephen T. David, new ed. (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox, 2001), 43. 
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be endured for a person to be morally responsible. "A Christian theodicy must 
be centred upon moral personality rather than upon nature as a whole, and its 
governing principle must be ethical rather than aesthetic," Hick concludes.12 

Only Hick's general contention that a Christian theodicy must be ethical 
rather than aesthetic will be treated here. Our challenge to Hick's sharp dis
tinction is that Hick misnames his own Irenaean theodicy of soul-making as 
"ethical." His suggestion that a hard-won virtue is intrinsically more valuable 
than a ready-made one does not obtain within a purely ethical theory. It is an 
axiological judgment and not an ethical one. Suppose that two persons have 
made the same moral decision in different life contexts. We cannot say that a 
moral decision not to kill a person, which is hard-won after having actually 
killed six million Jews and having gone through several life careers of purifi
cation (Hitler's moral maturation in heaven), is intrinsically more valuable 
than that of a person who has never dreamed of killing a person (a saint). Eth
ical theories deal with the truth of moral maxims (e.g., "Do not kill") and not 
with their acquiring process. D. Z. Phillips's response to Hick's suggestion is 
instructive here: "I do not accept, for one moment, Hick's conception of matu
rity, since we frequently praise people for the fact that inferior alternatives, to 
which we are prone, do not even occur to them."13 What Hick means to say is, 
it seems, that a personal, intimate relationship with God cannot be handed over 
as something ready-made but must be interactively nurtured in time. As Hick 
clarifies later, we should not take a "too narrowly moralistic view of 'soul-
making,'" since this is not primarily "a matter of acquiring certain specific 
moral virtues, such as courage and compassion, but of entering into a certain 
relationship with God."14 

Since Hick himself disowns the characterization of "moral" in regard to his 
Irenaean theodicy, we have no reason to maintain his sharp contrast between 
an aesthetic theodicy and an ethical one. In fact, if we are compelled to choose 
one from the traditional threefold division of philosophy (logical, ethical, and 
aesthetic), it seems that Hick's soul-making theodicy can be characterized 
more adequately as an aesthetic making or weaving of the soul's personal 
drama. The story of soul-making cannot be given at once like a moral maxim 
but must be told in time. For the soul gradually weaves its own life story tra
versing a cosmic Odyssey with its terrible memory of personal ruins and happy 
experience of grace. Thus, Hick's critical posture against Augustine's aesthetic 
theodicy is perhaps not due to its aesthetic dimension per se but due to its spe
cific contrast between hell and heaven. Hick's universalism offers us a certain 
insight or direction for the revision of Augustine's theodicy. Aesthetic theod
icy must reflect not just on God's cosmos-making process as a whole but also 
on his person-making process of individuals. 

12. Hick, Evil and the God ofUwe, 198. 
13. D. Z. Phillips, "Critique," in David, Encountering Evil, 58. 
14. Hick, Evil and the God of Love, 382. 
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Adolf von Harnack finds a fundamental connection between Augustine's 
Neoplatonic contemplation of the cosmos and his Christian doctrine of God. 
Through the ascent of the soul in a Neoplatonic aesthetic contemplation, Augus
tine discovers the unchangeable permanent being of God. Consequently, Augus
tine views the nondivine creation from two heterogeneous perspectives: "On the 
one hand, it appeared as the absolutely transient, therefore as non-existent; for 
no true being exists, where there is also not-being; therefore God exists alone 
(God the only substance)."15 The cosmos is almost nothing in comparison to 
God's eternal being. Harnack finds that Augustine deeply believes in "this acos
mic Pantheism, which threatened to degenerate into cosmic Monism." In his 
judgment, Augustine never wholly abandoned this Spinozistic acosmism. On the 
other hand, there is the other pole of Augustine's thought on creation, that is, 
what Harnack calls "aesthetic optimism."16 The creation as a whole is good, 
indeed, very good. 

Augustine never tires of realising the beauty (pulchrum) and fitness 
(aptum) of creation, of regarding the universe as an ordered work of art, 
in which the gradations are as admirable as the contrasts. The individual 
and evil are lost to view in the notion of beauty; nay, God himself is the 
eternal, the one and new, the only, beauty. Even the hell, the damnation of 
sinners, is, as an act in the ordination of evils (ordinatio malorum), an 
indispensable part of the work of art.17 

Even hell and its inhabitants are required as indispensable parts of the con
trastive beauty. These seemingly two contradictory perspectives of the cre
ation are in fact mutually supportive. For only when Augustine's acosmic 
pantheism is presupposed, that is, only when the intrinsic value of the cosmos 
is somewhat relativized in comparison to God's eternal being and beauty, can 
we have a sense of optimism despite the presence of partial yet actual evils in 
the cosmos. Without the sense of the unreality of the world, our world would 
not be the best world in a quantitative sense. 

Perhaps the most detailed and thoroughgoing critic of aesthetic theodicy is 
Arthur O. Lovejoy. He suggests "the principle of plenitude" as the thesis "that 
the universe is a plenum formarum [fullness of forms] in which the range of 
conceivable diversity of kinds of living things is exhaustively exemplified."18 

According to the principle of plenitude, the totality of ideal forms must be 
actualized into concrete realities regardless of their excellence in values, for 
their actualization is itself the supreme value of plenitude. The essence of the 
principle of plenitude is "that the desirability of a thing's existence bears no 

15. Adolf von Harnack, History of Dogma (1899; repr. New York: Russell & Russell, 1958), 
5:114. 

16. Ibid., 5:114-15. 
17. Ibid., 5:114. 
18. Arthur O. Lovejoy, The Great Chain of Being: A Study of the History of an Idea (Cam

bridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1939), 52. 
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relation to its excellence"19 Lovejoy observes that this metaphysical assump
tion has offered the foundation of an aesthetic theodicy, especially of the usual 
eighteenth-century argument for optimism. 

To promote the belief in the intrinsic value of diversity of being as the 
meaning of the goodness of the Creator is, Lovejoy argues, in fact "a radical 
transvaluation of values." It is not true to the good God that the world is bet
ter the more things it contains, for what ultimately matters is the quality of 
creaturely life. God's goodness must not mean chiefly a delight in fullness 
and diversity of finite being, but rather a more conventional conception of 
God's benevolent care of his finite creation. When this conventional meaning 
of divine goodness is abandoned, the Christian God is in danger of becoming 
"the God of things as they are" or the ultimate conservationist of evil—meta
physical, moral, and physical. Lovejoy finds that Augustine's God in this 
aspect is not very different from the God of William King, an eighteenth-
century theodicist. "The God of the De origine mali loved abundance and 
variety of life more than he loved peace and concord among his creatures 
and more than he desired their exemption from pain."20 Like Harnack, what 
ultimately dissatisfies Lovejoy in the principle of plenitude is the fact that 
God's goodness is understood in terms of "the perfection of the Universal 
System as a whole" and not in terms of "the happiness or the excellence of 
the finite parts of the system."21 Hick, Harnack, Lovejoy, and other critics 
consistently urge us to see the horror of parts within the beautiful whole. 
Viewed from the eyes of the loving God and his saints, no hell should be 
beautiful if it is eternal. 

My internal criticism or revision begins with Augustine's Ciceronian idea 
of proportionate justice. The idea of justice shows, I submit, why hell cannot 
be eternal. Augustine's aesthetic theodicy of harmony is a "global" theodicy in 
which God overcomes evil globally or cosmically without saving all "individ
ual" human beings.22 My goal is to revise it as a theodicy that God overcomes 
evil globally or cosmically through saving all individual human beings. Given 
the protest about the transvaluation of values from the critics of the beauty of 
hell, it seems highly desirable to develop a theodicy of universal salvation out 
of Augustine's own thought. 

Augustine reduces all evils to voluntary sins. God maintains the cosmic 
order of justice by the condemnation of sinners, the proving of the just, and the 
perfecting of the blessed. Since "souls pay the penalty for their own sins" (Lib. 
3.22.63), the justice of God cannot be blamed. For "justice is to give each his 
due" (Gen. Man. 2.27.41 ; cf. Cicero, De officiis 1.15), and the order of the uni-

19. Ibid., 222. 
20. Ibid., 221-22; cf. 67 about Augustine. 
21. Ibid., 211. 
22. For the distinction between a "global" approach and an "individual" approach in theodicy, 

see Marilyn McCord Adams, Horrendous Evils and the Goodness of God (Ithaca, NY: Cornell 
University Press, 1999), 29-31. 
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verse cannot be defiled for a single moment. The fire of purgation or eternal 
punishment seems to be logically required. 

However, this seemingly purely negative idea of the proportionate justice 
gives us unexpected support against the eternity of hell. Frank Burch Brown's 
deconstructive and reconstructive reading of Anselm is very helpful here.23 He 
shows the possibility of an internal criticism, which rehabilitates Anselm's 
theodicy by following through Anselm's own aesthetic principle of proportion 
itself instead of abandoning it. I apply Brown's analysis to Augustine's theodicy, 
insofar as there seems to be no major distortion of Augustine's thought. I sug
gest that Augustine's principle of proportionate justice cannot be compatible 
with the idea of eternal hell, while the idea of purgatory may be compatible with 
it. Punishment should be proportionate to offense. The reasoning is as follows. 

First, the one who is actually harmed cannot be God but the sinner himself 
or other created beings. Augustine makes it clear that God is absolutely 
unchangeable and incorruptible in his being and knowledge (Gen. Man. 
18.14). Even the sinner's wicked deeds cannot surprise God, since "a being 
who does not know all the future is certainly not God" (Civ. 5.9). Thus, only 
the created being can actually be harmed by sin. Second, if nothing created is 
of infinite value in itself (cf. Harnack's criticism of Augustine's acosmic pan
theism), then a proportionate punishment of sin would surely be in every way 
finite—in duration as well as in intensity. Any punishment that is infinitely 
prolonged would be excessive, ugly, and intolerable to God, for it would vio
late God's beautiful justice. Third, and consequently, the principle of due pro
portion itself suggests that no finite sin committed in time deserves an eternal 
punishment of hell. Time and eternity are of two different orders. The beauty 
of hell is refuted. 

We find that Augustine's idea of divine justice as a way of balancing off evil 
can be compatible with a certain universalism. If we cannot intelligibly think of 
the eternity of hell, our thought can perhaps move to a certain Hickian univer
sal recovery through many life careers. Does this mean that Augustine's aes
thetic theodicy of "contrastive" harmony is itself abandoned, since the ultimate 
contrast between heaven and hell is negated? We know that Augustine uses the 
principle of contrastive harmony in regard to the redeemed souls' inner or inter
nal knowledge of "their own past misery." If beauty requires a contrast, this 
intellectual knowledge or memory of sins seems to offer a sufficient contrastive 
point without requiring an additional external contrastive point of "the eternal 
misery of the damned" (Civ. 22.30). It seems to be more plausible to suppose 
that the saints' eternal rest in and contemplation of God would surely not be 
assisted but painfully offended by this blot upon God's creation. 

23. Brown, "Beauty of Hell," 329-56. 
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