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Beyond the Hopeful Universalism 
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I do not recall when I first read 
Metropolitan Kallistos Ware’s article 
“Dare We Hope for the Salvation of 
All?”1 Whenever it was, it powerful-
ly confirmed the hopeful universal-
ism that had formed in my soul in 
the mid-90s after reading Hans Urs 
von Balthasar’s Dare We Hope That 
All Men Be Saved? To my surprise, I 
found Ware more persuasive than 
Balthasar—more persuasive, perhaps, 
than he intended. His eschatological 
optimism permeates his article. One 
might even be excused for concluding 
that he truly believes that all will be 
saved, though he qualifies his confi-
dence with this maxim: We may hope 
and pray for the reconciliation of all, but 
we must not teach it as doctrine.

Ware’s article has been remark-
ably influential in English-speaking 
Orthodoxy. It appears to have given 
permission for clergy and laity alike 
to publicly confess a hopeful universal-
ism. In some Orthodox quarters, it has 
gained the status of both permissible 
theologoumenon and unofficial dog-
matic boundary. 

I am convinced that in the depths of 
his heart, Metropolitan Kallistos was 
a confident believer in universal sal-
vation. He presents the case for the 
greater hope with full conviction. His 
language glows with warmth and 
evangelical passion when describing 
the beliefs of Origen, St Gregory of 

Nyssa, and St Isaac the Syrian. He is 
not just dabbling in historical theology. 
He is teaching their respective eschatol-
ogies in the light of the Gospel. Ware’s 
is not a “maybe-all-will-be-saved-but-
probably-not” universalism. He is con-
fident that our heavenly Father will 
never abandon his children to eternal 
alienation and torment. Despite our 
disordered desires and passions, de-
spite our obduracy, malice, and pride, 
the conclusion of our lives will be good. 
Love will triumph:

Αs a God of infinite compassion, 
it is argued, the Creator is not 
grudging in His mercy and for-
giveness but immeasurably pa-
tient. He compels no one, but He 
will in fact wait until each and ev-
ery one of His rational creatures 
voluntarily responds to His love. 
Divine love is stronger than all the 
forces of darkness and evil within 
the universe, and in the end it will 
prevail. “Love never fails” (1 Cor 
13:8); it is never exhausted, never 
comes to an end. This appeal to 
the invincibility of divine love is 
the strongest argument in favor of 
universal hope.

Ware recites a story told by St 
Sophrony of Essex about his spiritual 
father, St Silouan the Athonite:

It was particularly characteristic of 
Staretz Silouan to pray for the dead 

1 Kallistos Ware, 
“Dare We Hope for 
the Salvation of All?” 
The Inner Kingdom 
(SVS Press, 2000), 
193–215.
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suffering in the hell of separation 
from God. . . . He could not bear to 
think that anyone would languish 
in “outer darkness.” I remember a 
conversation between him and a 
certain hermit, who declared with 
evident satisfaction, “God will 
punish all atheists. They will burn 
in everlasting fire.”

Obviously upset, the Staretz said, 
“Tell me, supposing you went to 
paradise, and there looked down 
and saw somebody burning in 
hell-fire—would you feel happy?”

“It can’t be helped. It would be 
their own fault,” said the hermit.

The Staretz answered him with 
a sorrowful countenance. “Love 
could not bear that,” he said. “We 
must pray for all.”

“Love could not bear that” — the 
sentence is pregnant with meaning. 
Whose love, we might ask, God’s 
or Silouan’s? Both of course, yet 
differently. 

God is love. In this the love of 
God was made manifest among 
us, that God sent his only Son into 
the world, so that we might live 
through him. (1 John 4:8-9) 

He destined us in love to be his 
sons through Jesus Christ, ac-
cording to the purpose of his will, 
to the praise of his glorious grace 
which he freely bestowed on us in 
the Beloved. (Eph 1:5-6)

God our Savior, who desires all 
men to be saved and to come to the 
knowledge of the truth. (1 Tim 2:4)

Love is one of the divine names. As 
defined in the incarnate Word, we 

are inevitably led to contemplate our 
Creator in light of humanity’s escha-
tological destiny. Love is the source 
and consummation of our being. The 
final end discloses the meaning of the 
beginning and therefore necessarily 
manifests the character and nature of 
the eternal Creator. As David Bentley 
Hart puts it: “The end toward which 
[God] acts must be his own goodness; 
for he is himself the beginning and 
end of all things.” We are created by 
Love for union with Love. God wills 
our good, and this good is nothing less 
than transfiguration in the Trinitarian 
communion of Love. To this one end, 
the Father predestines his sons and 
daughters before the foundation of 
the world; to this one end, the eternal 
Word assumes human nature in the 
womb of the Blessed Theotokos; to 
this one end, Christ suffers death on 
the cross and rises into glorified ex-
istence on Easter morning. In the es-
chatological consummation, God will 
be “all in all,” and the cosmos will 
become theophany. In the words of St 
Maximus the Confessor: “God will be 
all things in everything, encompass-
ing all things and hypostasizing them 
in Himself, for beings will no longer 
possess independent motion or lack 
any portion of God’s presence.” The 
abiding presence of evil and suffering 
in the New Creation is thus metaphys-
ically inconceivable. “Love could not 
bear that.” 

“Love could not bear that”—we hear 
the pathos and urgency in Silouan’s 
words. Hell is that intolerable—mor-
ally, personally, divinely. No one 
should have to suffer its anguish 
and torments; no one should be con-
demned to such a horrible form of 
existence. Therein lies the urgency of 
the Athonite’s exhortation. God does 
not need to be cajoled into saving the 
impenitent; he does not need to be 
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persuaded by our prayers to forgive 
and redeem. The answer is “yes” be-
fore the asking; even when the answer 
is an apparent no, he is still giving us 
something greater and more valu-
able—Himself. God is the Lamb slain 
before the foundation of the world. 
God is Pascha. His command to pray 
for the salvation of all flows from the 
infinite depths of his Trinitarian being.

“We must pray for all,” St Silouan ex-
horts. His words confront us as a di-
vine mandate. But can God grant our 
petition to save all? Surely the answer 
is clear: the intercession God invites 
cannot be beyond his omnipotent 
power to fulfill.

No, we are the problem. We do not 
love truly enough, deeply enough, 
widely enough. Like the hermit 
whom Silouan rebuked, we are all 
too ready to abandon the damned to 
their doom. “It can’t be helped,” we 
tell each other. “It’s their own fault. 
They have freely chosen hell.” To 

cure us of our indifference and cal-
lousness, our Father has determined 
to effect the final reconciliation of 
sinners through our temporal inter-
cessions, offered to Him in union 
with the crucified and risen Son in 
the love of the Holy Spirit.

But will God grant Silouan’s petition? 
This is the question for which we 
want a clear answer, yet many main-
tain that every affirmative answer is 
presumptuous. “Leave the matter in 
the Almighty’s wise hands. You must 
not assert what God will or must do.” 
But should we be concerned that we 
might be trespassing upon the Lord’s 
prerogatives? The admonition “do 
not presume” sounds so humble, so 
reverential and pious. But ponder the 
teaching of Christ on prayer from the 
Sermon on the Mount:

Ask, and it will be given you; seek, 
and you will find; knock, and it 
will be opened to you. For every-
one who asks receives, and he 
who seeks finds, and to him who 
knocks it will be opened. Or what 
man of you, if his son asks him for 
bread, will give him a stone? Or 
if he asks for a fish, will give him 
a serpent? If you then, who are 
evil, know how to give good gifts 
to your children, how much more 
will your Father who is in heaven 
give good things to those who ask 
him! (Matt 7:5-11)

If we know the eternal character of 
our Father as revealed in Jesus, then 
we know that his goodness infinitely 
surpasses the finite goodness of the 
most loving human parent. Like any 
loving parent, he delights in our pe-
titions and applauds our audacity 
in daring to instruct him how to run 
his universe. We may therefore trust 
him, not only to hear our petitions but 
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Harrowing of Hell, 
1618-1622, in The 
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Art, Kansas City, KS, 
accessed October 18, 
2025 The Harrowing 
of Hell—Works—
eMuseum.



     113The Wheel 41–42  |  Summer–Fall 2025

to always “give good things to those 
who ask him.”

Silouan’s words resound: “Love could 
not bear that. We must pray for all.” 
These two sentences are the answer 
to the question “Will God save all?” 
If the God who is Trinitarian Love 
cannot bear hell, and if He bids us to 
pray for the salvation of all, then yes, 
He will assuredly fulfill our petitions, 
though we know not how. This is not 
presumption; it is trust—trust that our 
Father truly wills the ultimate and fi-
nal good of his children. 

What then prevents Metropolitan 
Kallistos from affirming a strong 
universalism? Free will. He posits an 
antinomy between eschatological rec-
onciliation and human freedom, an 
antinomy he is unable to intellectually 
transcend:

Because humans are free, it is ar-
gued, they are at liberty to reject 
God. His gifts are irrevocable; He 
will never take away from us our 
power of voluntary choice, and so 
we are free to go on saying “No” to 
Him through all eternity. Such un-
ending rejection of God is precise-
ly the essence of hell. Because free 
will exists, there must exist also 
the possibility of hell as a place of 
everlasting suffering. Take away 
hell, and you deny freedom. 

In the oft-quoted words of Paul 
Evdokimov: “God can do anything 
except compel us to love him; for love 
is free, and thus where there is no lib-
erty of choice there is no love.”

We find ourselves at an apparent im-
passe. On the one hand, we have the 
God who passionately loves each 
and every human being and de-
sires their final salvation in deifying 

transfiguration. On the other hand, 
we have human beings who have 
been gifted by their Creator with the 
freedom to reject him. God will not 
coerce anyone to enter his friendship 
against their will. That would betray 
the Love that God eternally is and vi-
olate the Trinitarian communion of 
Love for which He has made us.

But if we stop with the apparently ir-
resolvable antinomy, we are left with 
an eschatological hope lacking com-
pelling reasons for hope—a hoping 
against hope. And that is the illumi-
nating point. Despite the standard 
Orthodox doctrine that repentance 
is impossible after death, despite the 
standard construal of creaturely free-
dom and its synergistic relation to 
divine agency, despite the long-stand-
ing, but erroneous, opinion that the 
Fifth Ecumenical Council dogmatical-
ly condemned all expressions of uni-
versal salvation,2 despite everything 
history and personal experience teach 
us about the depths of human deprav-
ity and incorrigible hard-heartedness, 
Ware dares to hope! His profound un-
derstanding of Love drives him to do 
so. And this is remarkable. He refuses 
to explicitly acknowledge the antin-
omy as irresolvable. He is compelled 
by Christ. Perhaps reason cannot log-
ically solve the paradox, but as Pascal 
famously stated, “The heart has its 
reasons that reason does not know.”

After all, why think that the freedom 
of the rational creature poses an insu-
perable obstacle to the fulfillment of 
the Creator’s salvific will? Why think 
that the divine Omnipotence stands 
eternally helpless before the rebellion 
of the damned? God does not exist 
as a being on the same metaphysical 
plane as his creatures. “Human free-
dom can be neither broken nor neu-
tralized by divine freedom,” remarks 

2 The belief that the 
Second Council 
of Constantinople 
condemned the 
doctrine of universal 
salvation enjoys a 
long history in the 
Church, but since 
the 19th century 
many historians 
have questioned 
the accuracy of this 
tradition. The matter 
is too complex to 
summarize in this 
article. Short answer: 
not only are the 
conciliar canons silent 
on the doctrine, but 
the acts (minutes) of 
the council do not 
record any discussion 
of it by the bishops. 
I refer readers to my 
essay “Did the Fifth 
Ecumenical Council 
Condemn Universal 
Salvation?” in Alvin 
F. Kimel, Jr., Destined 
for Joy: The Gospel of 
Universal Salvation` 
(Amazon, 2022), 
223–275. Also see 
the revised version, 
published under the 
title “Apokatastasis, 
Origenism, and the 
Fifth Ecumenical 
Council,” Eclectic 
Orthodoxy (13 August 
204): https://
afkimel.wordpress.
com/2024/08/13/
apokatastasis-
origenism-fifth-
ecumenical-council-
with-a-dash-of-
theophilus/.  
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philosopher Edith Stein, “but it may 
well be, so to speak, outwitted.” The 
gospel of Pascha compels us to enter-
tain the “impossible” but wondrous 
inevitability that God—fully mani-
fested in the eschaton—will prove ir-
resistible to every sinner. We believe 
that the blessed are incapable of turn-
ing away from God in heaven. Have 
they therefore lost their freedom? No. 
Their freedom is perfected and con-
summated in the perfect love of the 
Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. So, it will 
be for the lost.

Ware does not concede the possibility 
that some may in the end be eternally 
damned, though he refrains from ex-
plicitly stating the logical conclusion 
of his universalist hope. Balthasar 
concedes this possibility, constrained 
as he was by the magisterial teaching 
of the Catholic Church, but Ware does 
not. He cannot provide a rational solu-
tion to the antinomy he believes rea-
son must affirm, and therefore insists 
that we should not preach and teach 
the salvation of all. Nevertheless, he 
remains resolutely committed to his 
deep conviction that, in a mystery, 
God will find a way to accomplish his 
salvific intentions. The line between 
Ware’s hopeful universalism and the 
confident universalism of St Gregory 
of Nyssa, St Isaac the Syrian, and 
Sergii Bulgakov is fine indeed.

God will save all! Is this not the most 
sublime and magnificent conclusion 
to the biblical story we can imagine? 
The Gospel is glorious because its 
end is glorious. The Good Shepherd 
will search for every lost soul and 
will not stop searching until he has 
restored each one to himself (Luke 
15:3-7). The hopeful universalist, too, 
has been given to share in this vision, 
yet at the last moment balks, as if our 
heavenly Father would ever think it 

presumptuous for his evangelists to 
boldly proclaim the eschatological 
victory of his love. Hart identifies 
the problem of stopping with mere 
hopefulness:

Anyone who hopes for the uni-
versal reconciliation of creatures 
with God must already believe 
that this would be the best possi-
ble ending to the Christian story; 
and such a person has then no ex-
cuse for imagining that God could 
bring any but the best possible 
ending to pass without there-
by being in some sense a failed 
creator.

Consider all that the hopeful univer-
salist already knows by Faith. Like 
the confident universalist, he or she 
knows that Love . . .

has created human beings for one 
purpose and end—to enjoy eternal 
blessedness in the divine life of the 
Father, Son, and Holy Spirit;

has placed in the heart of every 
human being an unquenchable 
and inextinguishable desire for 
happiness in union with Him;

would never have created ratio-
nal beings if an everlasting hell 
were a possible destiny for them;

would never condemn his chil-
dren to an eternity of suffering 
and torment;

will heal and transfigure the cos-
mos—in its entirety—in resplen-
dent theosis.

The eschatological vision of universal 
apokatastasis is the best, most beau-
tiful and inspiring conclusion to the 
Gospel story.
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Why then the hesitation to proclaim 
as true what the heart knows must be 
true if the Gospel be true. Hope is but 
faith projected into the Final Future. 
As the great Scottish preacher and sto-
ryteller George MacDonald observes:

We do not hope half enough. 
“This is too good to believe,” we 
say. But, if there be a God, noth-
ing is too good to believe; and, if 
Christ be His Son and messenger 
and image, humanity is divine, 
and God is human. A father’s 
heart, a heart like our own, only 
infinite in tenderness, will be 
found at the bottom of things.

I am not suggesting (au contraire!) that 
Metropolitan Kallistos did not pos-
sess the humble and childlike faith 
in the Father that MacDonald com-
mends. His life and ministry bespeak 
otherwise. A vigorous defense of a 
hopeful universalism was what was 
needed at that specific moment in the 
history of Orthodoxy—a stronger af-
firmation would no doubt have been 
condemned by his fellow bishops as 
heresy. Yet he left us hints.

I give the last word to St Isaac of 
Nineveh, whom Metropolitan 
Kallistos clearly loved and admired:

I am of the opinion that He is go-
ing to manifest some wonderful 
outcome, a matter of immense 

and ineffable compassion on the 
part of the glorious Creator, with 
respect to the ordering of this 
difficult matter of Gehenna’s tor-
ment: out of it the wealth of His 
love and power and wisdom will 
become known all the more and 
so will the insistent might of the 
waves of His goodness.

It is not the way of the compas-
sionate Maker to create rational 
beings in order to deliver them 
over mercilessly to unending af-
fliction in punishment for things 
of which He knew even before 
they were fashioned, being aware 
how they would turn out when 
He created them and whom none-
theless He created. . . .

Among all His actions there is 
none which is not entirely a mat-
ter of mercy, love and compassion: 
this constitutes the beginning and 
the end of His dealings with us.

Metropolitan Kallistos has opened 
the door and created a possibility 
that was unavailable to the Orthodox 
Church through most of the second 
millennium. It is time for bishops and 
theologians to challenge the tradition-
al doctrine of eternal damnation and 
boldly proclaim the apokatastasis of 
the risen Christ. Let the gospel of the 
greater hope ring out in every diocese, 
every parish, every heart! 
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