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

 
Quotation from the prose translation by 

Charles S. Singleton (Princeton University Press, 1975) 
 
The Church teaches that the faithful may experience heaven differently, based on 
how they have lived their lives on earth. (Not so much different levels of heaven 
as in Paradiso, but different “degrees of perfection.” As the Council of Florence 
(1438-1445) taught, “they will see clearly the one and Triune God Himself, just as 
He is, yet according to the diversity of merits, one more perfectly than another.” In 
its Decree on Justification, the Council of Trent affirmed that the faithful will 
experience heaven differently, based on the merit of their good works. Those 
with more merit experience an increase in grace. 
 
Scriptural support: 
 
“In my Father’s house there are many dwelling places. If there were not, would I 
have told you that I am going to prepare a place for you?” (John 14:2) 
 
“Consider this: whoever sows sparingly will also reap sparingly, and whoever sows 
bountifully will also reap bountifully.” (2 Corinthians 9:6) 
 
“The brightness of the sun is one kind, the brightness of the moon another, and 
the brightness of the stars another. For star differs from star in brightness. So also 
is the resurrection of the dead.” (1 Corinthians 15:41-42) 
 
“Whoever breaks one of the least of these commandments and teaches others to 
do so will be called least in the kingdom of heaven. But whoever obeys and 
teaches these commandments will be called greatest in the kingdom of heaven.” 
(Matthew 5:19) 
 
“The one who plants and the one who waters are equal, and each will receive 
wages in proportion to his labor.” (1 Corinthians 3:8) 
 
 
 



Beatrice explains it this way: 
 
“You shall take three mirrors, and set two of them equally remote from you, and 
let the other, even more remote, meet your eyes between the first two. Turning 
toward them, cause a light to be placed behind your back which may shine in the 
three mirrors and return to you reflected from all three. Although the more distant 
image may not reach you so great in quantity, you will there see it must needs be 
of equal brightness with the others.” 
 
Levels of Dante’s Heaven, and who inhabits each: 
 
Moon: Those who broke their vows. 
Mercury: Those who sought fame. 
Venus: Lovers. 
Sun: Scholars. 
Mars: Martyrs. 
Jupiter: Those who championed Justice. 
Saturn: Contemplatives. 
Fixed Stars: The Church triumphant. 
Primum Mobile: The angels. 
Empyrean: Highest Heaven. 
 
On the question of the Jews and Jesus’ crucifixion: 
 

The Catechism of the Catholic Church: 

Jews are not collectively responsible for Jesus' death 

597 The historical complexity of Jesus' trial is apparent in the Gospel accounts. 
The personal sin of the participants (Judas, the Sanhedrin, Pilate) is known to God 
alone. Hence we cannot lay responsibility for the trial on the Jews in Jerusalem as 
a whole, despite the outcry of a manipulated crowd and the global reproaches 
contained in the apostles' calls to conversion after Pentecost. Jesus himself, in 
forgiving them on the cross, and Peter in following suit, both accept "the 
ignorance" of the Jews of Jerusalem and even of their leaders. Still less can we 
extend responsibility to other Jews of different times and places, based merely on 
the crowd's cry: "His blood be on us and on our children!", a formula for ratifying 
a judicial sentence. As the Church declared at the Second Vatican Council: 



 
. . . [N]either all Jews indiscriminately at that time, nor Jews today, can be 
charged with the crimes committed during his Passion. . . [T]he Jews should 
not be spoken of as rejected or accursed as if this followed from holy 
Scripture. 

 
All sinners were the authors of Christ's Passion 
 
598 In her Magisterial teaching of the faith and in the witness of her saints, the 
Church has never forgotten that "sinners were the authors and the ministers of all 
the sufferings that the divine Redeemer endured." Taking into account the fact 
that our sins affect Christ himself, the Church does not hesitate to impute to 
Christians the gravest responsibility for the torments inflicted upon Jesus, a 
responsibility with which they have all too often burdened the Jews alone: 
 

We must regard as guilty all those who continue to relapse into their sins. 
Since our sins made the Lord Christ suffer the torment of the cross, those 
who plunge themselves into disorders and crimes crucify the Son of God 
anew in their hearts (for he is in them) and hold him up to contempt. And it 
can be seen that our crime in this case is greater in us than in the Jews. As 
for them, according to the witness of the Apostle, "None of the rulers of 
this age understood this; for if they had, they would not have crucified the 
Lord of glory." We, however, profess to know him. And when we deny him 
by our deeds, we in some way seem to lay violent hands on him. [Roman 
Catechism] 
 
Nor did demons crucify him; it is you who have crucified him and crucify 
him still, when you delight in your vices and sins. [St. Francis of Assisi] 

 
Pastoral perspective on the question: 
 

From the Exultet: 

 

“O truly necessary sin of Adam, which the death of Christ has blotted out! O 

Happy Fault that merited such and so great a Redeemer!” 
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From Saint Ambrose: 

“We who have sinned more have gained more, because your grace makes us 

more blessed than our absence of fault does.” 

“I thank the Lord our God who created such a marvelous work in which to find his 

rest. He created the heavens, and I do not read that he rested; he created the 

earth, and I do not read that he rested; he created the sun, the moon, the stars, 

and I do not read that even then he rested; but I read that he created man and 

that at this point he rested, having a being whose sins he could forgive.” 

From one of the Prefaces of the Ambrosian liturgy: “You bent down over our 

wounds and healed us, giving us a medicine stronger than our afflictions, a mercy 

greater than our fault. In this way even sin, by virtue of your invincible love, 

served to elevate us to the divine life.” 

From Scripture: 

“I tell you there will be more joy in heaven for a converted sinner than for the 

ninety-nine just who have no need of conversion.” (Luke 15:7). 

Concluding Prayer: The Nicene Creed 
 
I believe in one God, 
the Father almighty, 
maker of heaven and earth, 
of all things visible and invisible. 
I believe in one Lord Jesus Christ, 
the Only Begotten Son of God, 
born of the Father before all ages. 
God from God, Light from Light, 
true God from true God, 
begotten, not made, consubstantial with the Father; 
through him all things were made. 
For us men and for our salvation 
he came down from heaven, 
and by the Holy Spirit was incarnate of the Virgin Mary, 
and became man. 
For our sake he was crucified under Pontius Pilate, 



he suffered death and was buried, 
and rose again on the third day 
in accordance with the Scriptures. 
He ascended into heaven 
and is seated at the right hand of the Father. 
He will come again in glory 
to judge the living and the dead 
and his kingdom will have no end. 
I believe in the Holy Spirit, the Lord, the giver of life, 
who proceeds from the Father and the Son, 
who with the Father and the Son is adored and glorified, 
who has spoken through the prophets. 
I believe in one, holy, catholic and apostolic Church. 
I confess one Baptism for the forgiveness of sins 
and I look forward to the resurrection of the dead 
and the life of the world to come. Amen. 
 


