
A NEW YEAR’S RETREAT WITH DANTE’S “DIVINE COMEDY” 
SESSION TWO: INFERNO, PART ONE 

 
All quotations are from the prose translation by 

Charles S. Singleton (Princeton University Press, 1970) 
 
From Canto 1 
 
“Midway in the journey of our life I found myself in a dark wood, for the straight 
way was lost. Ah, how hard it is to tell what that wood was, wild, rugged, harsh; 
the very thought of it renews the fear!... I cannot rightly say how I entered it, I was 
so full of sleep at the moment I left the true way.” 
 
Virgil: 
 
“It behooves you to go by another way if you would escape from this wild place,” 
he answered when he saw me weep, “for this beast, the cause of your complaint, 
lets no man pass her way, but so besets him that she slays him; and she has a 
nature so vicious and malign that she never sates her greedy appetite and after 
feeding is hungrier than before. Many are the beasts with which she mates, and 
there will yet be more, until the Hound shall come who will deal her a painful 
death.” 
 
Trying to take on sin by oneself is futile; we must submit to Divine grace. 
 
He tells Dante to follow him on a journey to see the horrors of the damned in hell 
(a trip taken by Aeneas in the Aeneid), the hope of those in purgatory, and the 
glory of eternal paradise.  Virgil cannot accompany Dante on the third part of the 
journey, since he himself resides in limbo, the first circle of hell (more on that 
later). Another guide can show him paradise. 
 
From Canto 3 
 
The inscription over the gate of hell reads: 
 
“Abandon every hope, you who enter.” 
 



Dante is moved to tears and terror at his first sight of hell, but as the poem 
progresses he will become unsympathetic toward sin. He will gradually come to 
learn that sin is not to be pitied. (Sin is ultimately a conscious, free and deliberate 
choice, though many are imprisoned by its allure, and that deserves pity.) 
 
Criteria of mortal sin 
 

 Grave matter 

 Sufficient reflection 

 Full consent of the will 
 
In the vestibule of hell they encounter the cries of the uncommitted--neither 
heaven nor hell will have them: 
 
Here sighs, laments, and loud wailings were resounding through the starless air, 
so that at first they made me weep. Strange tongues, horrible outcries, utterances 
of woe, accents of anger, voices shrill and faint, and the beating of hands among 
them, were making a tumult that swirls unceasingly in that dark and timeless air, 
like sand when a whirlwind blows. 
 
“Degrees of punishment” in hell as opposed to “levels.” 
 
The Councils of Lyons and Florence declared that the souls in hell are punished 
with unequal punishments. This asserts not only a difference in the punishment of 
original sin and of personal sins, but also a difference in the degree of punishment 
for personal sins. St. Augustine taught “In their wretchedness the lot of some of 
the damned will be more tolerable than that of others. Justice demands that the 
punishment be commensurate with the guilt.” 
 
Scriptural support: 
 
Jesus began to reproach the towns where most of his mighty deeds had been 
done, since they had not repented. “Woe to you, Chorazin! Woe to you, Bethsaida! 
For if the mighty deeds done in your midst had been done in Tyre and Sidon, they 
would long ago have repented in sackcloth and ashes. But I tell you, it will be more 
tolerable for Tyre and Sidon on the day of judgment than for you. And as for you, 
Capernaum: ‘Will you be exalted to heaven? You will go down to the netherworld.’ 



For if the mighty deeds done in your midst had been done in Sodom, it would have 
remained until this day. But I tell you, it will be more tolerable for the land of 
Sodom on the day of judgment than for you.” (Matthew 11: 20-24) 
 
“[The scribes] devour the houses of widows and, as a pretext, recite lengthy 
prayers. They will receive a very severe condemnation.” (Luke 20:47) 
 
They enter the first circle of hell--Limbo--the place where” virtuous pagans” 
reside. These are people who lived good lives but did not have the benefit of 
Christianity. They do not deserve punishment, but salvation is not available to 
them. This group includes the poets Homer, Horace, Ovid and Lucan, as well as 
the philosophers Socrates, Plato, Cicero, Seneca and Aristotle. 
 
Virgil says: 
 
“Do you not ask what spirits are these that you see? Now, before you go farther, I 
will have you know that they did not sin; but if they have merit, that did not 
suffice, for they did not have baptism, which is the portal of the faith you hold; and 
if they were before Christianity, they did not worship God aright, and I myself am 
one of these. Because of these shortcomings, and for no other fault, we are lost, 
and only so far afflicted that without hope we live in longing.” 
 
How Catholic doctrine addresses this: 
 
CCC 1257: “The Lord himself affirms that Baptism is necessary for salvation. He 
also commands his disciples to proclaim the Gospel to all nations and to baptize 
them. Baptism is necessary for salvation for those to whom the Gospel has been 
proclaimed and who have had the possibility of asking for this sacrament. The 
Church does not know of any means other than Baptism that assures entry into 
eternal beatitude; this is why she takes care not to neglect the mission she has 
received from the Lord to see that all who can be baptized are "reborn of water 
and the Spirit." God has bound salvation to the sacrament of Baptism, but he 
himself is not bound by his sacraments.” 
 
CCC 1260: “Since Christ died for all, and since all men are in fact called to one and 
the same destiny, which is divine, we must hold that the Holy Spirit offers to all 
the possibility of being made partakers, in a way known to God, of the Paschal 



mystery." Every man who is ignorant of the Gospel of Christ and of his Church, but 
seeks the truth and does the will of God in accordance with his understanding of 
it, can be saved. It may be supposed that such persons would have desired 
Baptism explicitly if they had known its necessity. 
 
See also Catechism #836-848 handout 
 
They enter the second circle of hell, the first one where sinners are being 
punished. (Each circle is smaller than the previous one.) 
 
First, Catholic doctrine about hell: 
 
CCC 1033: We cannot be united with God unless we freely choose to love him. But 
we cannot love God if we sin gravely against him, against our neighbor, or against 
ourselves…. Our Lord warns us that we shall be separated from him if we fail to 
meet the serious needs of the poor and the little ones who are his brethren. To 
die in mortal sin without repenting and accepting God’s merciful love means 
remaining separated from him forever by our own free choice. This state of 
definitive self-exclusion from communion with God and the blessed is called 
“hell.” 
 
See “Upper Levels of Hell” handout for description of these levels 
 
Dante’s character begins to change at the River Styx. He will be less fazed by what 
he will see than in earlier circles. He is seeing sin as something terrible, and he is 
becoming less likely to feel sorry for sinners. 
  



From The Catechism of the Catholic Church 

Who belongs to the Catholic Church? 

836 "All men are called to this catholic unity of the People of God. . . . And to it, in 
different ways, belong or are ordered: the Catholic faithful, others who believe in 
Christ, and finally all mankind, called by God's grace to salvation." 

837 "Fully incorporated into the society of the Church are those who, possessing 
the Spirit of Christ, accept all the means of salvation given to the Church together 
with her entire organization, and who - by the bonds constituted by the 
profession of faith, the sacraments, ecclesiastical government, and communion - 
are joined in the visible structure of the Church of Christ, who rules her through 
the Supreme Pontiff and the bishops. Even though incorporated into the Church, 
one who does not however persevere in charity is not saved. He remains indeed 
in the bosom of the Church, but 'in body' not 'in heart.'" 

838 "The Church knows that she is joined in many ways to the baptized who are 
honored by the name of Christian, but do not profess the Catholic faith in its 
entirety or have not preserved unity or communion under the successor of 
Peter." Those "who believe in Christ and have been properly baptized are put in a 
certain, although imperfect, communion with the Catholic Church." With the 
Orthodox Churches, this communion is so profound "that it lacks little to attain 
the fullness that would permit a common celebration of the Lord's Eucharist." 

The Church and non-Christians 

839 "Those who have not yet received the Gospel are related to the People of 
God in various ways." 

The relationship of the Church with the Jewish People. When she delves into her 
own mystery, the Church, the People of God in the New Covenant, discovers her 
link with the Jewish People, "the first to hear the Word of God." The Jewish faith, 
unlike other non-Christian religions, is already a response to God's revelation in 
the Old Covenant. To the Jews "belong the sonship, the glory, the covenants, the 
giving of the law, the worship, and the promises; to them belong the patriarchs, 
and of their race, according to the flesh, is the Christ", "for the gifts and the call of 
God are irrevocable." 
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840 And when one considers the future, God's People of the Old Covenant and 
the new People of God tend towards similar goals: expectation of the coming (or 
the return) of the Messiah. But one awaits the return of the Messiah who died 
and rose from the dead and is recognized as Lord and Son of God; the other 
awaits the coming of a Messiah, whose features remain hidden till the end of 
time; and the latter waiting is accompanied by the drama of not knowing or of 
misunderstanding Christ Jesus. 

841 The Church's relationship with the Muslims. "The plan of salvation also 
includes those who acknowledge the Creator, in the first place amongst whom are 
the Muslims; these profess to hold the faith of Abraham, and together with us 
they adore the one, merciful God, mankind's judge on the last day." 

842 The Church's bond with non-Christian religions is in the first place the 
common origin and end of the human race: 

All nations form but one community. This is so because all stem from the 
one stock which God created to people the entire earth, and also because 
all share a common destiny, namely God. His providence, evident goodness, 
and saving designs extend to all against the day when the elect are 
gathered together in the holy city. . . 

843 The Catholic Church recognizes in other religions that search, among shadows 
and images, for the God who is unknown yet near since he gives life and breath 
and all things and wants all men to be saved. Thus, the Church considers all 
goodness and truth found in these religions as "a preparation for the Gospel and 
given by him who enlightens all men that they may at length have life." 

844 In their religious behavior, however, men also display the limits and errors 
that disfigure the image of God in them: 

Very often, deceived by the Evil One, men have become vain in their 
reasonings, and have exchanged the truth of God for a lie, and served the 
creature rather than the Creator. Or else, living and dying in this world 
without God, they are exposed to ultimate despair. 

845 To reunite all his children, scattered and led astray by sin, the Father willed to 
call the whole of humanity together into his Son's Church. The Church is the place 
where humanity must rediscover its unity and salvation. The Church is "the world 
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reconciled." She is that bark which "in the full sail of the Lord's cross, by the 
breath of the Holy Spirit, navigates safely in this world." According to another 
image dear to the Church Fathers, she is prefigured by Noah's ark, which alone 
saves from the flood. 

"Outside the Church there is no salvation" 

846 How are we to understand this affirmation, often repeated by the Church 
Fathers? Re-formulated positively, it means that all salvation comes from Christ 
the Head through the Church which is his Body: 

Basing itself on Scripture and Tradition, the Council teaches that the 
Church, a pilgrim now on earth, is necessary for salvation: the one Christ is 
the mediator and the way of salvation; he is present to us in his body which 
is the Church. He himself explicitly asserted the necessity of faith and 
Baptism, and thereby affirmed at the same time the necessity of the Church 
which men enter through Baptism as through a door. Hence they could not 
be saved who, knowing that the Catholic Church was founded as necessary 
by God through Christ, would refuse either to enter it or to remain in it. 

847 This affirmation is not aimed at those who, through no fault of their own, do 
not know Christ and his Church: 

Those who, through no fault of their own, do not know the Gospel of Christ 
or his Church, but who nevertheless seek God with a sincere heart, and, 
moved by grace, try in their actions to do his will as they know it through 
the dictates of their conscience - those too may achieve eternal salvation. 

848 "Although in ways known to himself God can lead those who, through no 
fault of their own, are ignorant of the Gospel, to that faith without which it is 
impossible to please him, the Church still has the obligation and also the sacred 
right to evangelize all men." 
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