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From Monsters to Monuments
Reply to Manis

C. A. McIntosh

Abstract: I respond to R. Zachary Manis’s wide-ranging critique of the spec-
trum view of the imago Dei, and further explore the possibility that the damned 
are preserved for eternity not in a state of conscious suffering, but as monuments 
to the significance of the earthly travail.

I’m grateful to Zachary Manis for his thoughtful and challenging reply. 
In my humble estimation, Manis has written perhaps the finest book on the 
problem of hell to date, so it is a real honor to interact with him.1

The bulk of my essay “Hell and the Image of God” was devoted to bibli-
cal motivations for the claim that we can cease to be human (by losing the 
image of God), which then served as the foundation for brief speculation 
about what happens to the damned postmortem. And “speculation” is the 
right word here, though I don’t think it unduly freewheeling. It is in line with 
the biblical data as I understand them, respects tradition, and is consonant 
with philosophical and ethical intuitions.2 But that speculation isn’t wedded 
to the spectrum view, so it will be useful to have a different name for it. I’ll 
call it the from monsters to monuments view, or M2M for short. M2M is this: 
the damned undergo an initial period of suffering as their resurrected body 
and affective senses deteriorate (whatever is left, if anything, of the imago Dei 
is irreversibly expunged), after which they become rarefied nous that serve as 
monuments for eternity.3 Manis first raises an ethical challenge to the spec-
trum view, then turns his attention to M2M. I’ll follow that order in response.

1. R. Zachary Manis, Sinners in the Presence of a Loving God: An Essay on the Problem of Hell 
(Oxford University Press, 2019). See also his more recent Thinking through the Problem of Hell 
(Cascade Books, 2024).

2. I agree with Manis that these are at least necessary criteria for an adequate solution to 
the problem of hell. See Sinners in the Presence of a Loving God, 5–9. But more than that, I’m 
interested in broader theoretical virtues: explanatory power, scope, unity, depth, fruitfulness, 
richness, elegance, and so on. Consider, for example, how M2M gives a natural way of interpret-
ing otherwise puzzling passages about the resurrection of the wicked, second death, death of the 
soul, etc. (see next note below).

3. The rationale for the damned becoming rarefied nous is this: Death is the separation of 
body from soul. Hence, resurrection is literally the undoing of death in that it is the reunion of 
body and soul. There will be a final resurrection for both the righteous and the wicked (Dan. 
12:2; Acts 24:15; John 5:29; Rev. 20:12ff.; possibly Rom. 2:5–8; 2 Cor. 5:10). The resurrected 
bodies of the righteous will be glorified (1 Cor. 15:43; Phil. 3:20–21) and incorruptible (1 Cor. 
15:42ff.). In contrast to glory, the wicked are resurrected to “shame and contempt” (Dan. 12:2). 
We may reasonably assume the parallel contrast to incorruptibility: the resurrected bodies of the 
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1. Premortem Monsters

If, as I argue, some people can cease to resemble Christ in any salient way 
and thereby cease to be human, an important question is when this might 
occur—does it only occur postmortem in the hereafter, or can it occur pre-
mortem, in the here and now, such that there could actually be monsters 
among men?

Manis is emphatic in rejecting the latter, premortem monsters thesis as 
“perilous.” Why? Because if some people among us really aren’t human, “it 
appears to follow straightforwardly . . . that not all people deserve humane 
treatment,”4 and, accordingly, it would not be wrong to treat them inhumane-
ly. “No treatment is too harsh, it seems, for those who have lost their human-
ity and (literally) joined the ranks of the demons.”5

But do these ethical implications follow? Mē genoito! It’s not as if the ima-
go Dei is the only thing that confers value and grounds for humane treatment. 
Take my dog, Acres, for example. Does it follow that Acres doesn’t deserve 
humane treatment, or that it’s not wrong to treat her inhumanely, on account 
of her not being human? Of course not. Same goes for monsters.6 As I see it, 
the imago Dei confers additional degrees of value on created persons beyond 
the minimal degree had by all. So, not all people have the same degree of 
value, but all have some minimal degree of value enough to ground humane 

wicked will be corruptible. Consider what Paul says in 1 Cor. 15 about different kinds of flesh. 
“When you sow, you do not plant the body that will be, but just a seed. . . . But God gives it a 
body as he has determined, and to each kind of seed he gives its own body. Not all flesh is the 
same …” (15:37–39). As he goes on to say, the bodies of the saved are sown perishable, but raised 
imperishable. Using the same metaphor, Paul contrasts the saved and unsaved in Galatians: “For 
the one who sows to his own flesh will from the flesh reap corruption, but the one who sows to 
the Spirit will from the Spirit reap eternal life” (6:8). Connecting these texts suggests that the 
saved, who sow to the Spirit, reap an incorruptible body (eternal life); the unsaved, who sow to 
sinful impulses of fallen human nature (the meaning of “sarx” in this context), reap a corruptible 
body (subject to death). To undergo corruption is to be destroyed, and the end of the wicked is 
destruction (Rom. 9:22; Phil. 3:19; 2 Thess. 1:9; 2 Pet. 2:12; 3:7; Jude 10). We are to “fear the one 
who can destroy both body and soul in hell” (Matt. 10:28). Imagery for the destruction of the 
body in hell includes being consumed by worms (Isa. 66:24; Mark 9:48), but most often it is by 
fire (e.g., Ps. 21:9; 37:20; Mal. 4:1-3; Matt. 3:10; 13:30). The destruction of the resurrected bodies 
of the wicked fittingly corresponds to the second death (Rev. 2:11; 20:6, 14; 21:8). What of the 
destruction of their souls? This may be understood as the deterioration of the soul’s affective 
senses and being reduced to rarefied nous, unlike a more richly endowed mind able to experi-
ence pleasure and pain.

4. Manis, “The Promise and Peril of the Spectrum View: Reply to McIntosh,” Philosophia 
Christi 26 (2024): 317.

5. Ibid.
6. Obviously, I’m not saying that we treat monsters like dogs. We treat things according to 

their kind, behavior, and as the circumstances require. The question is whether it’s wrong to 
treat a monster inhumanely, not whether it’s wrong to treat a monster differently. Justice in fact 
requires that we treat monsters differently, just as we treat hardened criminals differently (say, 
by imprisoning them). Cf. Aristotle’s definition of “justice.” Different treatment is not necessarily 
inhumane treatment.
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treatment. (I hasten to add that the way we treat other creatures affects, and is 
a reflection of, what and who we are every bit as much as what and who they 
are. A person who tortures an animal for fun harms the animal, yes, but also 
does incalculable harm to himself as an image bearer.)

Furthermore, while it is hard to believe that someone who has mutilated 
himself to monsterhood could become human again, I don’t see why that 
would be metaphysically impossible, as Manis thinks.7 Maybe that never in 
fact happens. I’m skeptical that it does. But the possibility that a monster 
could have his humanity restored (in this life or the next), however remote, 
is enough to regard no one as beyond hope.8 God is in the business of raising 
the dead, after all.

So, as I say, what’s perilous is not what follows from the premortem mon-
sters thesis per se, but its conjunction with other, dubious assumptions. What 
assumptions might these be, Manis asks? Well, assumptions like “x deserves 
humane treatment only if x is human” or “for any x, if x is not human, then 
it is not wrong to treat x inhumanely.” These assumptions strike me as self-
evidently false, at least on our received understanding of what constitutes 
humane and inhumane treatment. Humane treatment includes, I suppose, 
promoting the flourishing of other creatures (within reason), and inhumane 
treatment includes intentionally causing gratuitous suffering and death. 
When it comes to punishing wrongdoers, let justice be done according to 
normal intuitions of moral desert, (ideally) administered by a reasonable jus-
tice system.

If this sounds rather boilerplate, that’s because, as far as I can tell, the 
practical ethical outworking of the premortem monsters thesis per se should 
be virtually indistinguishable from the same radical Christian ethic that Ma-
nis rightly says has changed the world, and that we take for granted today. 
All creatures great and small deserve humane treatment, and when it comes 

7. “If anyone were to lose the image of God in their earthly lives, their subsequent salvation 
would be metaphysically impossible” (“The Promise and Peril of the Spectrum View,” 318n9). 
Since I see no reason to grant this, Manis’s Kantian argument against the premortem monsters 
thesis (ibid.) is unpersuasive. Similarly, Manis mistakenly includes “the actualization of this pos-
sibility [of losing the imago Dei] is damnation” in his summary of the spectrum view (ibid., 315). 
Though I never claimed this, I can see why Manis would assume it: Manis equates salvation with 
divinization (ibid., 328–9), and so the opposite of divinization, demonization, would presum-
ably be damnation. In both cases, Manis seems to be confusing “If S loses the image of God, S is 
damned” and “If S is damned, then S loses the image of God.” The former is not necessarily part 
of the spectrum view, whereas the latter is.

8. Manis says that if anyone would be beyond hope, it would be those who crucified Jesus, 
yet Jesus’s praying that they be forgiven proves that they’re not beyond hope. In other words, if 
they don’t qualify as monsters in this life, no one would, so I shouldn’t think there are premor-
tem monsters. I agree the crucifixion was the most demonic event in human history (instigated, 
aided and abetted by Satan and demons), but that doesn’t mean the people who helped carry it 
out were especially evil. Indeed, they were probably no more evil than the average person. That’s 
kind of the point, right? It could have been you or I flogging him, crying “Crucify him!” or driv-
ing the nails into his hands.
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to people, our epistemic limitations, biases, and moral shortcomings require 
that we treat everyone as if they are fellow image bearers. And we would usu-
ally be right about that; most of us, I’d like to think, will never encounter a 
monster in this life. But then Manis might ask, If the practical outworking is 
the same, why not just drop the “as iffery” ersatzism and endorse the postmor-
tem monsters only thesis, perhaps along with the modern egalitarian thesis 
that all people actually are equally valuable?9 Because I very seriously doubt 
they are true, and it’s not good to live by lies, however noble. The spectrum 
view, even with the premortem monsters thesis, allows us to keep the revolu-
tionary Christian ethic, but gives us a more honest metaphysic underneath it.

2. Suffering and Punishment

Manis agrees that M2M is a better version of the natural consequences 
annihilationism found (albeit inchoately) in the writings of C. S. Lewis and 
N. T. Wright, because the annihilation of one’s humanity does not entail the 
annihilation of one’s personal identity, which is required for eternal punish-
ment to be just. But Manis does not think M2M qualifies as a version of tra-
ditionalism, as I do, despite its retaining a core component of the traditional 
view of hell, namely, the no escape thesis (once consigned to hell, there is no 
possibility of escape). The problem is its leaving out the core component of 
the traditional view, namely, the eternal suffering thesis (the damned suffer 
for eternity):

The irony, however, is that this conclusion—that hell is not a state of 
suffering—is even more nontraditional than the one advocated by an-
nihilationists. The core of a traditional view of hell is the claim that 
hell is a state of eternal suffering (and that some are finally lost). Mc-
Intosh ends up explicitly denying that hell is a state of eternal suffering 
and implicitly denying that hell is a state of eternal punishment. This 
renders his view not only nontraditional, but also susceptible to cred-
ible accusations of being unbiblical, given Jesus’ description of hell as 
“eternal punishment” (Matt. 25:46).10

It is not correct that I’ve concluded that “hell is not a state of suffering,” as 
the first sentence says. Recall the analogy of a rabid animal caught in a trap. 
There is an initial period of violent thrashing, but it will eventually exhaust 
itself and relax in total resignation. Let’s continue the analogy. Just as some 

9. I note that Manis never explicitly affirms what I’m calling the modern egalitarian thesis 
that all people are equally valuable. Rather, as he puts it, “all human beings are equally worthy 
of love and all humans have value—enormous value, perhaps infinite value—in virtue of being 
made in the image of God” (ibid., 318), and, more succinctly, “every person is deserving of love 
and that every person has great value” (ibid.). What Manis says here is technically consistent 
with the denial of the modern egalitarian thesis, but I suspect Manis thinks denying it is just too 
“dangerous” and “ripe for abuse” (ibid., 318–19).

10. Ibid., 327.
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animals will thrash longer than others depending on the degree of their vital-
ity and defiance, it is natural to think that some monsters will suffer longer or 
more intensely than others, commensurate with their degree of wickedness.11 
I don’t know how time is measured or experienced in eternity, but some mon-
sters, I imagine, are so resolved in their will for evil that their suffering could 
last for eons upon eons.12 So the damned suffer, alright. Probably a whole hell 
of a lot.

It is correct, however, that according to M2M, the suffering of the 
damned eventually comes to an end as their body and affective senses de-
teriorate. “As wax melts before the fire, so the wicked perish before God” 
(Ps. 68:2). Thus, Manis thinks M2M does not qualify as a traditional view 
of hell. But why think the eternal suffering thesis is the essential core of any 
traditional view of hell? Manis submits as evidence for this claim the fact 
that conservative Christians of all stripes are open to a variety of views of 
hell that include the thesis, but regard as “beyond the pale” views that don’t.13 
Moreover, “because of how widespread this belief [the eternal suffering the-
sis] is in the history of the church, and how firmly it has been held, and how 
central it is to any understanding of hell that includes it, it seems reasonable 
to conclude that if this belief were false, it would mean that the church has 
fundamentally misunderstood the revealed doctrine of hell.”14 And to say the 
church has fundamentally misunderstood revealed doctrine is very close to 
denying God’s providential guidance of the church.

Fair enough, but I’m not convinced that the eternal suffering thesis, at 
least narrowly understood, is as central to the traditional view of hell as Ma-
nis thinks.15 Different senses of suffering will yield different versions of the 
eternal suffering thesis, some of which a proponent of M2M could avail him-
self of. For example, it might be possible to suffer pain without feeling it, or 
suffer pain without feeling bothered by it, which would yield versions of the 
eternal suffering thesis that don’t involve subjective feeling of pain for eter-

11. This fits well with the biblical passages that suggest there are degrees of punishment in 
hell (Matt. 10:15; 11:22–24; Luke 12:47–48; Heb. 10:29).

12. As to the nature of this suffering, I quite like Manis’s view that it is the terrible experience 
of being in the presence of God as a person still in rebellion against him. The suffering may or 
may not be exasperated by their nature being in conflict with their present condition—an in-
sightful suggestion by Manis I had not considered. “Nature,” however, must refer not to human 
nature, for they have ceased to be human, but their nature as created persons more generally.

13. Manis, Sinners in the Presence of a Loving God, 246–7.
14. Manis, Thinking through the Problem of Hell, 58.
15. Manis denies other theses that are arguably just as central to the traditional view, the 

retribution thesis (God himself freely inflicts punishment on the damned as recompense for 
their wickedness) and what we might call the different places thesis (heaven and hell are different 
places). So, there is an arbitrariness to insisting that the eternal suffering thesis is the one that’s 
nonnegotiable. He seems to recognize this: “In making this judgment about what is the unrelin-
quishable core of the doctrine of hell, I am of course making a subjective judgment. But it seems 
to me that many others make a similar judgment” (Thinking through the Problem of Hell, 59).
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nity.16 There is also an objective sense of suffering (and punishment) that is 
eternal on M2M. It makes perfect sense to say that the damned “suffer eternal 
punishment,” where suffering and punishment here refer not to the subjec-
tive feeling of pain (mental or physical), but to the objective condition that 
is their permanent fate: rarefied nous that serve as monuments. It’s not clear 
to me why suffering the punishment of this tragic fate for eternity would not 
satisfy traditionalist sensibilities, especially considering that it is preceded by 
potentially eons upon eons of subjective experience of pain. If M2M turned 
out to be true, it would be gross exaggeration to say that the revealed doctrine 
of hell has been fundamentally misunderstood.

3. Eternal Monuments

Annihilationists and universalists offer similar critiques of the tradi-
tional view of hell, but, in the end, draw very different conclusions. Both ar-
gue that eternal conscious suffering is too severe a punishment. Universalists 
conclude that the suffering of the wicked ends when they eventually repent 
and are restored, whereas annihilationists conclude it ends when God even-
tually snuffs them out of existence. Similarly, both argue that the traditional 
view cannot account for God’s final victory over sin, since the wicked remain 
in rebellion against Him for eternity. Universalists conclude final victory is 
achieved when the wicked eventually repent and are restored, whereas an-
nihilationists conclude it is achieved when the wicked are eventually snuffed 
out of existence.

The theoretical beauty of M2M is that it gives the traditionalist a way 
to accept the central motivation of these arguments without embracing ei-
ther the annihilationist’s or universalist’s conclusions. The wicked do not 
consciously suffer for eternity, not because they eventually repent and are 
restored or because God eventually euthanizes them, but because their ca-
pacity to suffer feelings of pain eventually deteriorates.17 The wicked do not 
remain in rebellion against God for eternity, not because they eventually re-
pent and are restored or because God eventually snuffs them out of existence, 

16. See Peter Carruthers, “Suffering without Subjectivity,” Philosophical Studies 121 (2004): 
99–125, who argues there can be pain without a phenomenal experience of feeling it. There is 
clinical evidence supporting this. E.g., cases of patients who received lobotomies for pain treat-
ment, and cases of “pain asymbolia.” They report still having pain, but no longer feeling “both-
ered” by it. See David Bain, “When Pain Isn’t Painful,” Philosopher’s Magazine 3 (2015): 34–41. 
By way of application, a proponent of M2M might envision the damned as having something 
akin to a metaphysical lobotomy, in contrast to the metaphysical capital punishment envisioned 
by the annihilationist.

17. I can’t help but be amused by Manis’s observation that “this is remarkably Buddhist,” as 
if that’s a bad thing, for it ironically implies that Buddhist soteriology amounts to nothing better 
than what happens to the damned in Christianity. The Buddhist’s “heaven” turns out to be the 
Christian’s hell!
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but because they eventually rationally accept their fate as just.18 The damned 
are preserved for eternity for the same reason we sometimes preserve sites of 
tragedy, such as Dachau, now. As I put it, the damned become living eikóns 
(lit. “statues”) that can tell their stories—unvarnished, unbiased, unembel-
lished—all to God’s glory and their shame. Preserving them in this way is 
testament to both God’s justice and to God’s mercy, for they deserve eternal 
punishment, but they neither subjectively suffer forever nor are they snuffed 
out of existence.19 I’m disappointed that Manis did not comment on this as-
pect of M2M, because it could fit nicely with his own divine presence model, 
supposing that the damned, as eternal monuments, are not in a place, hell, 
separated from the saved in heaven.20 The saved may visit them just as we 
might visit Dachau. The difference is that the role of tragedy in history—
God’s perfect story—will not be seen “through a glass darkly,” as it is now, but 
be transparent to all.21

18.  Why, if they accept their fate as just, doesn’t God then restore them? Because that’s 
not what they deserve. Think of a serial rapist and murderer in court being read his sentence. 
“Guilty!” the judge says. No surprise, because the criminal, for all his other sins, was at least 
honest in pleading guilty on all charges. He accepts the verdict as just but doesn’t regret or feel 
remorse for what he did. Such a criminal is not in rebellion against the judge, the verdict, or 
the justice system. This is actually characteristic of criminal psychopaths, who often say they 
know what they did was wrong; they just don’t care, for they don’t “care” about anything the way 
normal people do.

19. Preserving them as monuments could also be a way of making heaven our home country. 
Dan Demetriou and Ajume Wingo caution against diminishing the importance of monuments 
and memorials in making a country feel like home. A big part of what makes our homes feel like 
home is the personalized décor. Likewise, “our country ought to be decorated with what stirs 
sentiments, fires imaginations, and inspires love,” which may well include things that “showcase 
traumatic events.” They conclude that a “country without its monuments is at best territory con-
trolled, but not one a people has terraformed into a home.” See their “Offensive Heritage in an 
Era of Globalization and Mass Migration,” Journal of Applied Philosophy (2024): 3.

20. The language of “different places” need not be abandoned if we understand it figuratively, 
as we do when we say things like “You should talk to Steve. He’s in a bad place right now.” Alter-
natively, we may understand hell as a specific region of the same spatiotemporal arena occupied 
by all. Hell, then, would be like a graveyard, or, more apropos, a museum.

21. Many thanks to Dr. Manis, T. Allan Hillman, Elizabeth McIntosh, and Todd Jefferson for 
helpful discussion, and to Ross Inman and Betty Talbert for featuring this exchange in Philoso-
phia Christi.


