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I. Introduction 
J 

1. Eschatology in Christian Consciousness 

This thesis is intended to be a Christo-centric systematic study of applied 

eschatology. With the increasing interest in and awareness of the need for the 

study of practical theology in academic institutions, this is an interest area which, 

for me, unites most clearly theology as an academic discipline and theology in 

pastoral care. It is theology lived out at its best in the daily life and work of God's 

people. 

Central to Christian belief is a pervasive hope; hope which lies in God's 

revealed word, can be viewed in God's creation, is realized in God's son, and 

resides in the hearts and minds of the faithful. We hope for redemption, for 

salvation, and ultimately, for resurrection. Hope and transfiguration are the 

central part of the Gospel message, but their proximity to us is unclear with cryptic 

metaphysical descriptions of what is, exactly, the nature of the Kingdom of God. 

More problematic is their relation to time, and what impact that has upon the 

average Christian life. It is the timeless and timeful nature of "the now and the not 

yet" which is at the heart of this discussion. But before it can be applied, it must be 

understood, and a common hermeneutic of theological dialectic must be 

developed. 

To that end, botl~ in academic theological discourse but also in pastoral care 

and ministry in the world as well as in Christian education, language must be 

simultaneously precise and abstract to maintain its honesty integrity. Cognitive 
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comprehension is one important part, but "thinking theologically" is something 

altogether different which requires the ability to think and reason in the abstract. 

Theological concepts must be discussed in common language while borrowing 

liberally from the field as an academic discipline. Familiar words take on new or 

expanded meanings, while the faithful have to be met very much where they are 

as the Gospel of hope, the apostolic kerygma, is brought to them. 

2. Hermeneutics and Doctrine 

So, like much in Christian theology, this thesis operates under several 

important presuppositions which should be shared. While these assertions may be 

debated on various grounds, they nonetheless remain in effect for the purposes of 

this study: 

1.) There is a specific, solitary, person-a1 God, our knowledge of whom 

comes from that God's self-revelation through scripture, and as written upon that 

God's creation. It is not my intent to prove the existence of God, but to operate 

well beyond that in a dialog of faithful belief. Indeed, "God cannot be proved, 

neither from the cosmos nor from the depths of human exi~tence."~ 

1 Jiirgen Moltmann, Theology of Hope (Minneapolis, MN: Augsberg Fortress, 1993), 54. 

Moltmann continues: "God proves himself through himself. His revelation is the proof of God given by 

himself. No one reveals God but himself alone. Who this God is, is first learned £tom revelation. He 

reveals not this and that, but himself By being the one who acts in his revelation, God is the one who 

describes himself. God cannot be commended and defended in his self-revelation, but he can only be 

believed - and that, too, as a result of making himself credible. His word, in which he himself is present, 

cannot and need not be proved. He vindicates himself." 



2.) Jesus Christ was and is God's son, the perfect revelation of God's self- 

giving and of God's very nature; and our salvation can be achieved only through 

him. Our hope, the subject of this thesis, is in Christ and Christ alone. Certainly 

God can save whomever God wants to outside of those bounds (which actually are 

not particularly binding), however what has been revealed to us through scripture 

and experience is the uniqueness of God's saving love for us, God's desire for who 

he would have us be, found only in Jesus of Nazareth and Jesus the Christ. 

Historically and cosmically, he is the same person and God. 

3.) Basic catechesis should be understood and presumed. This is intended 

to deal with the "what does this mean?" and "what now?" and "so what?" of 

Christian belief. Just as the Eucharist is the "source and summit of ecclesial liferu2 

so is hope the source and summit of Christian faith. 

4.) Doubt is not the opposite of faith; apostasy is. Though this thesis deals 

primarily with meaning for those who claim the faith of Christ, it is not intended 

to further an "advanced Christianity" nor Gnostic wisdom, but rather faithful hope 

and devotion at the most basic but pervasive level, recognizing that perhaps 

'sometimes the most faithful and honest response to the mystery of God is, in fact, 

doubt. 

2 Austin Flannery, ed. "Gaudium et Spes" (10) and "Lumen Gentium" (1 1) in The Basic Sixteen 

Documents of Vatican Council II (Northport, N Y :  Costello Publishing Company) and Roman Catholic 

Catechism 1324. 

Catechism of the Catholic Church, Second Edition (Washington, DC: United States Catholic 

Conference, 1992), 71324, p. 334. 



5.) Christian community or "church is absolutely necessary and essential 

to this discussion.3 Faith and hope are community endeavors which quite simply 

must be explored, supported, conceivably realized, and eventually lived out within 

a faith community. Much like dating websites which inexplicably offer spiritual 

but not religious as a "faith option," those who claim personal holiness on their own 

terms or in their own expression, or who claim "Christian" status outside of a 

Christian community, are ultimately engaging only in spiritual masturbation and 

self-deception. Community is a necessary and sufficient condition for a Christian 

to be a Christian. 

6.) The Holy Spirit is an active presence in the world and in the lives of the 

faithful. Jesus's promise of "another comforter"4 is absolutely central to the 

subsistence of Christian hope and, on an individual pastoral level, is central to 

preaching, modeling, and living-into hope's survival in a sinful, dangerous, and 

broken world. This is true both in the literal act of preaching and in spiritual 

direction or pastoral care in the broader sense. 

3. A Failing in Christian Education and Formation 

A problem arises in that eschatology as religious philosophy is perhaps too 

far removed from the Christian life to be meaningful to and present in the 

conscious awareness of the average Christian. But this is an essential failure in 

3 This is emphatically not a statement of Extra Ecclesiam nulla salus but rather an assertion of the 

necessary communal component of claiming one's life to be in Christ, and it is an implicit part of 

Baptism into a faith community. 
4 Cf. John 14:1, 15-17,25-27. 



basic Christian formation and education which does not engage it as often or as 

completely as it probably should. Our current president's political campaign was 

based upon the concept of hope. For some it represented sincere desire for 

positive and necessary change in American government and foreign (and 

domestic) policy. For others it represented an inescapably fuzzy and rather 

nebulous assertion of hopeful belief and an inappropriate messianic expectation. 

Real hope which abides in our deepest human-ness is, at heart, an issue for 

philosophers and theologians rather than an effective yet rhetorical play on 

emotions by politicians. Hope is an inherent part of our created condition which 

makes us desire goodness for and toward those whom we love, and for ourselves. 

However the challenge in applied eschatology lies not in common hope, but in the 

uncommon, even absurd, hope of the faithful. Ideally, it extends to all of creation 

and all that dwells therein. 

So, how does one bring continuity to this in one's own spiritual life? It is 

my assertion that hope is what undergirds our common life in Christ and dispels 

all evil. As part of our common humanity and seen through the distinct lens of 

'faith - verily through Christ the Eschaton - we hope in and through Jesus Christ, 

uniting us with God, making possible our living into the Kingdom of God now, 

and not then. 

It is this idea of perpetual Advent that I would place at the heart of 

Christian belief and understanding. The constant state of heightened awareness 

that Christ is coming, and coming soon, can enhance faith and bring the passionate 



reality of the Holy Spirit to prayer, worship, and daily life. It can assist in 

combating lip service as well as apathy, and by giving religious boredom the 

nearly assaultive jarring that it rightfully deserves. There is a metaphysical 

C 
aesthetic of absolute beauty in this idea which, properly explored, will carry over 

to common temporal experience. 

The primary theologian cited in this thesis will be Jiirgen Moltmann 

because of his extensive work in the area of eschatological hope. However I will 

then enter more fully the cross-traditional theological dialog of hope among 

Moltmann, Hans Urs von Balthasar and Robert Tenson. 

a study in which one is incapable of functioning without the other. With the 

gravitas of the academy and the applicability of the needs of the faithful, I hope to 

make a genuine contribution to the field of systematic, practical theology by 

exploring eschatological hope in Christian consciousness, what that means for 

those who believe in the healing power of God's love, and how this world and the 

next are inextricablv linked in Christ Tesus who was, who is, and who is to come. 



11. A Brief Survey of Christian Belief 

1. Eschatology and Hope 

Christian hopefulness can be elusive and somewhat ambiguous. It can 

seem primarily speculative and not based in the concrete realty of human existence 

and experience. But hope, differing from optimism,5 is indeed focused in the 

needs and desires of reality while looking toward the future. Real hope is that 

which "hopes against hope" and it is where "optimism reaches the end of its 

tether."6 Anthony Kelly provides a concise survey of the meaning of hope and its 

role within Christian Consciousness. He provides the "features of hope" which 

give a beginning systematic framework for beginning es~hatology:~ 

1 - Hope differs from optimism and confusion of the two is a detriment to 

hope 

2 - Hope operates in a world of meanings and values; it has a conscience 

and intelligence which what one might call "blind optimism" lacks. Ultimate 

meaning is not "simply more of the same," refusing to rest in anything less than 

the truly meaningful and the genuinely good. 

3 - Hope focuses on what is truly important in terms of personal 

fulfillment. 

5 Anthony Kelly, Eschatologv and Hope (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 2006), 5. 
6 Ibid., 5. 
7 Ibid., subsequent list is directly fiom 5-6. 



L 4 - Hove is not merelv wishing: to some thin^: more. It is a conduct of life 

f and a mode of acting: and living. It is, therefore, a virtue, "g;iving vigor and 1 

buoyancy to intelligence." 

The virtuous nature of hope makes it expand from the self to others: and is 

social in its nature. It enables individuals to "join or rejoin the human race with I 

confidence and freedom." There needs to be what Kelly calls a "helping 

community" connected to individual hope which can sustain and nurture it. 
I 

Within the Christian context, hope demands "church of some kind, church which 

is a "community of hope."9 This hope within the individual and within 

community subsists despite the reality of unexplainable evil in the world, but 

relies upon its calling to "share in the patience of Godlo without denying the 

reality of human grief. It is this holistic recognition of the reality of the full range 

of human emotion which gives hope its credibility as a human response to 

existential experience and as a human response to God. 

kk So the existence of hove and our collective human vrovensitv to hove. as an 

action, can only lead to the conclusion that hope is a "God-given virtue." Through 

reliance upon divine help, assistance, or grace, hope "is the capacity to act. . . in 

order to attain our final end in God. Hove relies on God to achieve what faith 

reveals and charity most desires."ll Hope is therefore a theological virtue, 

8 Ibid., 6 ,  1 1. 
9 Ibid., 12. 
10 Ibid., 13. 
11 Ibid., 17 (Kelly paraphrasing Aquinas). 



connected by and with faith and love. The three are mutually reliant and all work 

toward the greater glory of God, and point toward God's ultimate and future 

goodness. Of course it is realized now, but it isfuture because we have not had our 

beatific visions yet, being "united with God the face-to-face vision of eternal 

life." Hope, as a theological virtue, then, sustains the necessary courage to rely on 

God alone for the fulfillment of the divine promise.12 

The movement "from hope to eschatology" is not a large one. There is a 

natural progression from basic human hope to theological rumination and 

interpretation of God's revelation as to what our ultimate disposition will be. The 

"last things" or "final reality" is that to which all hope ultimately points. Not only 

do we hope for ourselves and our own souls, but for those around us, and for an 

eternal reality which is as conscious as our temporal reality, but which is not only 

better, but complete; perhaps a reality where hope itself is fulfilled and no longer 

necessary. It is not the job of theology or eschatology to speculate what that realm 

might feel like or look like, but to address the theological concerns of hopefulness 

in this world. But the issues which still arise are "death, particular and universal 

judgment, purgatory, hell, heaven, the resurrection of the body, and the destiny of 

the universe itself."l3 These are addressed not only in academic theology but in 

various forms of pastoral care from baptism to Eucharist to healing to the burial of 

the dead, in scriptural exegesis, and in personal and communal prayer. Just as 

12 Ibid., 18. 
13 Ibid., 2 1. 





supremely self-giving nature of God becomes clear from incarnation through 

resurrection; in the cross of Christ, the unconditional and far-reaching love of God 

becomes clearer; in the resurrection the transformative power of God's love is 

made real; in the Holy Spirit the communal and communicative love of God is 

experienced, heard, and felt; in community itself love as "sacrament in history" 

unites and even sanctifies; and in eternal life our mutual love, joy, and affection is 

consummated finally and perfectly.18 This is a meaningful expansion of what we 

intend to say when we say that "God is love." 

2. Christian Exverience and the Paschal Mvstew 

within time, though it does also transcend it. As the experience of hope lives in 

"the time after Easter," primary and essential symbolism and structure is 

contained in the paschal mystery of Jesus Christ's death and resurrection. As time 

passes, though, we do not despair in an onward plodding toward death, but rather 

toward God's promise of eternal life. That means, for Christians, time is lived "in 

another mode" looking toward reconciliation and transfiguration, rather than 

'uncertainty and tragedy.19 This is experienced most clearly within the sacrum 

tridiuum, though that will specifically be dealt with in chapter 4. 

Christian experience of death can be viewed as threat or gdt. But "if this 

account of hope is to be realistic, we cannot defer considering the subject that tends 

18 Ibid., 67. 
19 Ibid.. 73-75. 



most to concentrate the mind on matters eschatological: death. Hope would be a 

fantasy of wish fulfillment, and eschatology would be a paper-thin theory if it tried 

to hurry past the fact that we will die . . . increasing longevity may defer the issue, 

but death remains constant."20 Greek philosophers, ancient Jews, and first century 

Christians were all well aware of the finality of death. 

As Christopher Bryan and N.T. Wright point out in their respective DuBose 

I 

Lectures on the subject of the Resurrection, the language employed by the early 

Christians was intentional and precise. Christianity, from the very beginning, was 

emphatically "a Kingdom-of God movement, a messianic movement, and a 

resurrection movement"21 based upon "sure and certain hope" of the resurrection. 

For first first-century Christians, and for us, we must be clear in the language we 

choose to use, and understand its contextual root. Resurrection was not a new 

concept to Christians, Jews, or Greek philosophers. Explained or expressed in 

different ways, any understanding points toward the reasonable belief that "that 

which exists cannot cease to be" and therefore some kind of "life after death is not 

only plausible, but likely. As Bryan and Wright humorously point out, people 

living during the fourth decade A.D. were fully aware that death was a rather 

definitive and final state, from which folks most often failed to return. 

20 Ibid.. 95. 

(2007). 

Nicholas Thomas Wright, "The Resurrection of the Messiah" Sewanee Theological Review, 

41:2 (1998), 119. 



Yet, on the other hand, Christian assertion of life after death and eventual 

bodily resurrection for the faithful is a tremendous, perhaps even fantastical belief. 

And those who claimed resurrection in history were perhaps more aware of its 

absurdity22 than we are, having Easter-language which saturates our experience of 

"religion." But whether death is the fulfillment of divine purp0se,2~ or "the wages 

of sin,"24 it is eventual, final, and non-discriminatory. Even though we are 

encouraged to face death not as those who are without hope,25 understanding 

death as a gift in light of theodicy is difficult at best. No matter how colorful, 

beautiful, serene, or theological we make death, the biological process by which 

death happens is too often neither pretty nor serene. Expression of death as "the 

wages of sin" is an attempt after the fact to philosophically and theologically 

explain what we collectively experience. Too often we discuss death abstractly, 

but that is not how we experience it; not in the abstract and almost ungraspable 

generalizations of war and genocide, but in individual horror and very specific 

22 An excellent argument against using such language can be found in Paul Tillich, Systematic 

Theology: Life and the Spirit: History and the Kingdom of God: Volume 111 (Chicago: University of 

Chicago Press, 1976), 130. "There are few words in the language of religion which cry for as much 

!semantic purging as the word 'faith.' It is continually being confused with belief in something for which 

there is no evidence, or in something intrinsically unbelievable, or in absurdities and nonsense. It is 

extremely difficult to remove these distorting connotations from the genuine meaning of faith. One of 

the reasons is that the Christian churches have often preached the message of the New being in Christ as 

an 'absurdity' which must be accepted on biblical or ecclesiastical authority whether the statements of 

the message are comprehensible or not. Another reason is the readiness of religion's many critics to 

concentrate their forces upon such a distorted image of faith as an object of easy attack." 
23 Kelly, 102. 
24 Ibid., 104. 
25 Cf. 1 Thessalonians 4: 13- 18. 



grief: a 16-year-old shooting victim screaming for his mother as he dies; two 

adolescent girls entrapped in the back of an SUV with their mother dead in the 

seat in front of them; a man whose 28-year-old wife was found dead in the shower 

as their 6-week-old infant slept. That is the unfair and terrifying reality of death 

which challenges faith and hope head-on; when it becomes the most clear that 

faith and hope must exist together to endure suffering which we do not 

understand, grief which is unimaginable, and pain which we cannot bear. 

3. Hope, hell! 

There is even hope in hell - a healthy fear based in an innate human desire 

for justice and righteous judgment of God not only for others but also for 

ourselves. Hell is not "the defeat of hope"26 but another aspect of it. We hope 

through hell, in spite of it, perhaps just a little because of it. Ultimately, hell is not 

about retribution or punishment, but about God's mercy and grace to those whom 

God spares. It seems most reasonable that true hell would be for those who, fully 

informed in the light of God, choose to reject God, even if God extends mercy and 

grace to them at the last. As Kelly summarizes, "Christians must hope that hell 

exists . . . we are longing not for the damnation of others but for the final state in 

which evil will be revealed for what it is and be brought to nothing . . . hell is the 

human possibility of ending with a heart 'unbreakable, impenetrable, 

irredeemable."27 NT Wright maintains in many of his writings that Christians are 

26 Kelly, 138. 
27 Ibid., 145 and 152. 



caught up in understanding heaven and hell as thefinal state of spiritual existence. 

But that is not the hope we profess and the hope to which we are called. Eventual 

bodily resurrection and the New Jerusalem are at the heart of our Easter faith. It is 

a bodily conversion and a consummation of the spiritual and the physical, the 

veritable materialization of hope.28 Our true "home" is that City of God which is 

tear-less and grief-less, when God has set all time right within God's-self, and no 

light is needed, when Christ will be all-in-all. Hope is, overwhelmingly, 

con~ers ion.~~ It manifests itself in several ways? 

1 - Religious conversion and the reign of God 

2 - Christological conversion and the second coming 

3 - Ecclesiastical conversion and the community of hope 

4 - Moral conversion and solidarity with the hopeless 

5 - Intellectual conversion and hopeful intelligence 

6 - Psychological conversion and the renewal of the self 

7 - Bodily conversion and the materiality of hope 

4. Practical Eschatology 

There is a subjective nature of hopefulness; and "the expression of Christian 

hope will vary." That is, how hope is experienced and expressed. Age, social 

status, physical or mental infirmity, victimhood, and any other influence upon our 

individual and common humanity affect how we hope and what it is for which we 

28 Ibid., 206. 
29 Ibid., 209. 
30 Ibid., subsequent list fi-om 209-216. 



I! are hoping. It could be hope for "forgiveness, release, healing, mercy, liberation, 

wonder, or responsibility . . . ." But however it is experienced, understood, or 

manifested, common hope "looks beyond death and grief to life beyond this 

world."31 The commonality which pervades differences or variations is that hope 

is born out of expectation: joyful expectation, and sorrowful expectation. It looks 

beyond "clear and definitive description" to mystery and uncertainty, "moving 

through time in energy which flows from the heart of Christ, crucified and 

raised.32 

reality of human history. It offers, however, a first and last word on what is 

coming to be. It does not lose its definitive character. For creation as a whole, and 

human historv within it, has been claimed and welcomed bv God.33 

31 Ibid., 206-207. 
32 Ibid., 202. 
33 Ibid., 207. 



111. One 'Catholic' Theologian's View 

1. Ratzinger and the Prevailing of Plato 

Joseph Ratzinger's decision to write a treatise on eschatology began with 

the emerging focus upon and renewed interest in eschatology between 

approximately 1947 and 1969.s4 Certainly Moltmann's influence had not yet been 

exerted upon the theological scene, and the "general realm of a theology of hope" 

was beginning to be explored. But it was during this time that hope was 

'lreconceived as an active virtue" and as "a deed that could change the world."35 It 

was also during this time that the debate between the philosophical immortality of 

the soul, over against a mere hope in an ultimate resurrection, came to the 

forefront of cross-traditional theological dialog. Dismissed by Protestants as 

Platonism and therefore irrelevant to theological discourse, and simultaneously a 

decidedly convicted part of Roman Catholic dogma and tradition, Ratzinger's 

treatise was initially met with some derision as a defense of Platonism.36 In 1977 

he wrote that his very intent was specifically to "de-Platonize" eschatology 

through his own constructive systematic theology.37 Admittedly, that goal seems 

i 

to have been missed. Rather than de-Platonize eschatology, what he has done 

(albeit pre-Vatican 11) has been to take elements of Platonic philosophy and 

34 Joseph Ratzinger, Eschatology: Death and Eternal Life (Washington, D.C.: Catholic university 

Press of America, 1977), forward to the third edition. 
35 Ibid., xviii. 
36 Ibid., xix. 
37 Ibid., xxv. 



Christianize them, claiming them as rightful parts of dogma, doctrine, and 

tradition. Concerning this, he says, "Above all else, I am not concerned with 

empty abstraction or with 'Platonism' but with a strictly theological interpretation 

(in the sense of what Jesus taught) of life beyond death. Accordingly, we live 

because we are inscribed into God's memory. In God's memory we are not a 

shadow, a mere 'recollection.' Remaining in God's memory means we are alive, in 

a full sense of life. We are fully a 'we.'"38 

The argument can certainly be made that Greek philosophical thought, in 

dealing with the same issues as theology attempts to, was inspired by God 

through a kind of intellectual revelation. When united with Christian theology in 

reasonable, cogent argument, ancient philosophy certainly has influence, and 

should not be readily dismissed just because it is extracanonical and outside the 

Christian tradition. That is what I mean to say Ratzinger has done, and what we 

too should do, in the claiming and "Christianizing" of information, philosophy 

and experience which not only jibes with our experience of God (especially God- 

in-Christ), but reflects the God that we claim we know, who has been revealed to 

'us, and who has given us the Gospel of Grace. 

Interestingly, Ratzinger's other key reason for writing the book was to offer 

his own kind of applied eschatology for theologs, though he uses neither term. He 

states that it is intended to "accompany the student, not just in the classroom but 

38 Ibid., xx. 



on his or her meditative walks as we11."39 The connection between doctrine, 

dogma, academic, and true faith belief has not been overlooked. And through 

faith belief we come to community, so Christian hope is "ours" in the community 

sense; not expressly individual. 

2. Community Tension 

But within that community experience, Ratzinger is quick to point out the 

tension between first century Christians' use of "maranatha" and the medieval 

"Dies Irae."40 In the former, joyful and expectant hope requests the coming of the 

Lord (request: 0 Lord, Come! vs. statement: The Lord has come). In the latter, 

God's return and judgment are terrible and to be feared. In Christian 

consciousness, however, elements of both are present, and rightfully so. Advent is 

hopeful, but also dreadful. The coming of the Kingdom of God is to be yearned for 

with proper preparation, but its sudden arrival might find us unprepared. 

Certainly first-century Christians expected an imminent end, and a return of Jesus 

Christ within at least a couple to several generations. Paul writes with a language 

of imminence, expecting that some of his immediate hearers/readers would still be 

alive when Jesus returned. But either way, immediate or far-off, it is in the cross of 

Christ that the community vests itself and therefore despite the long passage of 

time in human estimation, we should still live as though Christ's return is 

imminent. For Christ himself is the "true temple; the world's future in the world's 

Ibid., 5. Cf. "Come, 0 Lord!" versus "0 Day of Wrath!" 

19 









































































V. Jiirgen Moltmann 

1. The Theology of Hope 

For Moltmann, eschatology within the context of revelation serves "not 

merely as an appendix to dogmatics, but as the medium of theological thinking as 

such - [and] has always been the condition that makes possible the adaptation of 

Christianity to its environment and, as a result of this, the self-surrender of 

faith."16* Thus, eschatology is defined by him as "the passionate suffering and . . . 

longing kindled by the messiah."l63 Because of this, eschatology cannot be merely 

a part of the doctrine of the Christian church but rather is "characteristic of all 

Christian proclamation, of every Christian existence and of the whole church."l64 

If relegated to being an "appendix to dogmatics" Christianity risks losing its ability 

to adapt, disastrously resulting in the loss of "the self-surrender of faith."l65 

Eschatology is the "theology of hope" and its centrality to Christian existence and 

belief cannot be understated. God therefore is not "intra-worldly" or "extra- 

worldly" but actually is "the God of hope."166 

Eschatolom for Moltmann is the central and over rid in^ concern. not as 

separation or liberation from the world, but as suffering and passion found in the 

16' Jiirgen Moltmann, Theology of Hope (Minneapolis, MN: Augsberg Fortress, 1993), 41. 
163 Ibid., 16. 

Ibid., (emphasis added). 
165 Ibid., 4 1 .  

166 Ibid., 16. 



messiah, in which the faithful partake and participate, and not just as spectators.167 

It is putting Christianity into practice by transformation of the world through the 

criterion of hope.168 As summarized by Ratzinger, "Accordingly, the main point at 

issue in eschatology is not the status of the present, or the significance of some 

special 'moment,' nor a past 'midpoint of time,' nor eternity itself. The time of the 

eschaton, and this the all-important time for Christianity, is thefiture. The 

contraction between faith and present world order is not resolved by reference to 

some privileged moment nor to the world of eternity. Instead, that contradiction 

is quite consciously preserved by opposing the facts of the present to the hope of 

the future."l69 

From John the Baptizer's cries for repentance in light of the arriving of the 

Kingdom of God, we know that the Advent hope to which we are called is not 

invented but prophesied and fulfilled. It is the coming of Jesus in which the "Son 

of Man lays hold of the wheel of the world to set it moving on that last revolution 

which is to bring all ordinary history to a close." Moltmann insists that "if [that 

wheel] refuses to turn, Uesus] throws himself upon it.  . . then it does turn; and 

crushes him. Instead of bringing in the eschatological conditions, he has destroyed 

them."170 As God's eternal purpose continues to be worked out, Christians play an 

active part in the continued realization of the Kingdom of God. In the continuity 

167 Joseph Ratzinger, Eschatology: Death and Eternal Life (Washington, D.C.: Catholic University 

Press of America, 1977), 57. 
168 Motlmann, Theology of Hope, 58.  
169 Ibid., 57. 
170 Ibid., 39. 



of time and in that conceptual "wheel of history" (borrowed from Schweitzer) the 

Christ still hangs upon it, thereby making eschatology impossible because of the 

experience of two thousand years of delayed parousia.171 

But Moltmann disagrees. He sees the eschaton "breaking transcendentally 

into history, bringing all human history to its final crisis. This, however, makes the 

eschaton into a transcendental eternity, the transcendental meaning of all the ages, 

equally near to all the ages of history and equallyfar from all of them."l72 Rather 

than holding future salvific events and the pervasive presence and reality of God 

in the world as a potentiality or possibility,l73 eschatological hope should "not be 

its end, but its beginning."174 Moltmann clarifies that Christian eschatology is 

concerned with "a definite reality in history" which "announced the future of that 

reality" and its "power over the future." Any statements or claims made are 

"grounded in the history and person of Jesus Christ" which thereby determines 

their legitimacy. It is important to "distinguish between eschatology and utopia.175 

Discussion of the resurrection of historical reality is not fixed in time but is 

transcendent of time. Because of that Moltmann is hesitant to define eschatology 

as a "doctrine of the last things" in a strict sense because of the requirement for 

recurrent experience.176 Christ himself transcends time and "all predicates [of 

'73 Described by Moltmann as "dreams, speculations, longings and fears," 16. 
174 Moltmann, Theology of Hope, 16. 
175 Ibid., 17. 
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Christ] not only say who he was and is, but imply who statements as to who he will 

be and what is to be expected from him."177 That expectation, conditioned by "the 

possibility of new experience" is where Christian hope ideally resides. 

2.) The Life of Hope 

But Moltmann recognizes the paradox in theodicy. "Present and future, 

experience and hope, stand in contradiction to each other in Christian 

eschatology . . . ."178 And this is where hope becomes so important for the faithful. 

In contradiction and paradox, hope is forced to "prove its power."l79 There is 

some difficulty and challenge for the theologian to "formulate statements of hope 

in contradiction to our present experience of suffering, evil and death." Upon this 

realization is built a "believing hope" which is centered in stark contrast between 

"the word of promise and the experiential reality of suffering and death."l80 There 

is a progression or continuum181 which moves from belief to faith to hope. The 

three rely upon each other and, while one may function without the other, all three 

are needed for a theology of hope. Since, ". . . in the Christian life faith has the 

priority, but hope the primacy . . . without hope, faith falls to pieces, becomes 

fainthearted and ultimately a dead faith. . . through faith man finds the path of 

true life, but it is only hope that keeps him on that path. Thus it is that faith in 

Christ gives hope its assurance. Thus it is that hope gives faith its breath and leads 

177 Ibid. 
17' Ibid., 18-19. Cf. Calvin quotation. 
'79 Moltmann, Theology of Hope, 19. 
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[to] keep faith alive and . . . guide obedience in love on to the path towards earthly, 

corporeal, social reality."l88 

Moltmann inquires whether this hope actually might cheat humanity out of 

the happiness of the present.189 If hope is actually deceitful and denies reality, 

perhaps Christian hope is a cruel joke flouting itself in the face of a very real and 

very dark problem of evil in the world. But that is a time-limited perception of 

hope - of the then and the now. Quoting Hegel, Moltmann counters that "the true 

present is nothing else but the eternity that is imminent in time, and what matters 

is to perceive in the outward form of temporality and transience the substance that 

is imminent and the eternal that is present."l90 That is the essence of the 

transcendental reality of Christian hope: transcendental eschatology. It is the 

transcendent "self" of God, projected and perfused into all of time and throughout 

history, that makes eschatology inherently transcendental eschatology,lgl but only 

in the context of revelation. History, then, becomes an "indirect self-revelation of 

Revelation, then, "becomes the apocalypse of the transcendent 

subjectivity of God or of man."193 

188 Ibid. 

Ibid., 26. 
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Moltmaru~ concludes, "Does ,this hope cheat man of the happiness of the 

present? How could it do so! For it is itself the happiness of the present."194 In a 

widely self-centered world focused on the imminent so-called "needs" of the 

individual, a time-pervading, self-reflexive openness to the presence of the future 

as well as obligation195 to the past is conceptually and practically foreign to I 
modern Christian consciousness. This need not be so. There is a connection 

among thought, being, existence, and faith. That connection is, of course, hope. 

Moltmann's question for practical theology is how knowledge of reality and 

reflection upon it can be pursued from the standpoint of eschatological hope.196 

Moltmann raises the objections of Johannes Weissl97 who sees Jesus' 

eschatological message as one of apocalyptic fanaticism, saying that Jesus 

". . . has nothing. . . in common with this world, he has one foot already in the 

next."198 But this is both/and, not either/or. Jesus is in the world, the Christ is not 

of it.199 Jesus delivers a prophetic message of self-dedication based in faith and 

hope, not an unattainable ideal. The incarnation again declares creation itself 

good. The most atrocious and grievous thing creation can offer back to God is the 

, 
crucifixion of God's son. God's response is not destruction and wrath, however, 

but rather resurrection, forgiveness, sanctification, salvation. Certainly we are in 

194 Ibid., 32. 
195 In the Latin sense, obligo/obligare, to be "tied-against." 
196 Moltmann, Theology of Hope, 35. 
197 Ibid., 38 ff. 
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199 Cf. Romans m12:2 and John 17:16. 



need of redemption, yet our atonement is accomplished through death and 

resurrection, and the actual, real, corporeal, temporal raising by God of Jesus 

Christ from the dead. The resurrection of Jesus Christ is God's ultimate 

declaration of the goodness of creation. It is in that transcendental, eschatological, 

revelatory reality, in which our "sure and certain hope" is grounded, that theology 

"speaks of God by speaking of man as he is confronted by God, that is, in the light 

of faith."200 

4. Promise, Revelation, History 

Within time there is a common thread that runs among God's promises to 

the faithful, God's self-revelation201 to the faithful, and temporality itself in which 

the faithful dwell. Hope-in and hope-through are the responses of the faithful to 

God's abiding presence in time. This raises the question of God "in an inclusive 

sense on the ground of the questionableness of reality as a whole, and it is in this 

comprehensive context that it must speak of God's revelation and action."202 

Revelation is to be understood not as a concept or definition but through the 

experience of Christian history. It is a "theology of history"203 that involves our 

1 

collective a posteriori knowledge which cannot be empirically proven but is based 

200 Moltmann, Theology of Hope, 59. 
201 Stated succinctly and somewhat simply, Moltmann's understanding of God's self-revelation 

means that: a.) God "reveals himself as the same and is thus known as the same" 

b.) our knowledge of God requires recognition of God, and, 

c.) "the promise's congruity with reality lies in the credibility and faithfulness of him 

who gives it. Moltmann, Theology of Hope, 116-120. 
202 Moltmann, Theology of Hope, 76. 
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in experience, tradition, and what we interpret as revelation. This presumes, of 

course, that the "language of tradition" is correct as far as the accessible reality of 

historical criticism.204 But our understanding and ultimately our hope are based in 

revelation: God's "self-disclosing"205 throughout human history, as part of our 
i ! 

collective soteriological narrative. This causes a natural drift in Christian 

consciousness, one which looks toward the future while residing in the present. 

However, God's revelation does not "bring the ever-threatened present into 

congruence with his eternity. On the contrary, its effect is that the hearers of the 

promise become incongruous with the reality around them, as they strike out in 

hope towards the promised new future."206 Ideally, this incongruity spurs human 

beings to insightful action in the present; though the real danger to be avoided is to 

become too focused on eternity while denying the importance and inherent 

goodness of God's creation, as well as God's presence in the no-ru-ness of corporeal 

reality. 

fundamental or literal lexical definition of the word. As mentioned earlier in this 

khapter, it is not limited to "last things" or "future things"207 but is a combination 

of the two a l o n ~  with the hove which unites them. And this is where. for 

204 Ibid., 8 1. 

205 Ibid., 99. 

206 Ibid., 100. 
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Moltmann, the "basic character of religion" becomes that of a promise208 

experienced throughout history.209 This promise leads to an "unrest which allows 

of no coming to terms with a present that is unfulfilled."210 So the pervasive reality 

of God is therefore one based in the future and resident in the present, which 

points toward a fulfillment-in-progress, but is in itself absolute completion, begun 

in the past, active in the present, and promised for the future. 

5. Called to hope in the Resurrection 1 

Christian hope is resurrection hope. Christian faith is Easter faith. Hope 

and faith reside in actual, literal, Jesus-raised-from-the-dead resurrection. Without 

that, Christianity is in vain and we are a pitiable people.211 But did the decisive 

redemptive event in human history, and the second breaking-into reality of God- 

in-Christ, the resurrection of God incarnate, really take place? Scripture, tradition, 

and reason must be appealed to if one is going to make this case; an 

"eschatologizing of the way of thinking in terms of tradition" that relies upon 

prophecy which "proceeds to construct a tradition."212 The empty-tomb 

tradition213 pre-dates the written Gospel accounts. And first-century Jews and 

~ewish Christians clearly understood the difference between life and death. They 

20X Ibid., 102. 
209 Ibid., 106. 
210 Ibid., 102. 
211 1 Corinthians 15: 12-14, 16-22. 
212 Moltmann, Theology of Hope, 298. 
2 13 Christopher Bryan, "The Resurrection of Jesus Christ," Sewanee Theological Review, 50:2 
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also understood resurrection to mean re-embodiment,21* not ghostly metaphor. 

The resurrection narrative is therefore a narrative which calls to action through 

faith and hope. "It can thus be said that Christian tradition was proclamation, and 

was transmitted in proclamation."215 So eschatology, kerygrnatic proclamation, 

and mission are all part of the same narrative of Christian hope.216 Christianity by 

its nature has a goal beyond itself and does not point just to its own existence. "[It] 

lives from something and exists for something which reaches far beyond itself." 

That metaphysical reality projects into the mission field; "gathering in and sending 

out. . . the community in terms of a horizon of expectation" 217 for a Lord who 

"calls, sends, justifies, sanctifies . . . and in doing so gathers, calls and sends 

humanity] into his eschatological future for the world. The collective call of the 

faithful is "once for all, irrevocqble and immutable, and has its eschatological goal 

in the hope to which God calls us.218 

As such, the historical Jesus and the Christ of faith are closer together than 

history and even theology would have us believe. The Gospel does not "transmit 

doctrinal statements by or about Jesus, but [discloses] the presence of the exalted 

214 Nicholas Thomas Wright, "The Resurrection of the Messiah Sewanee Theological Review, 

41:2 (1998), 111. 
215 Moltmann, Theology of Hope, 299 (emphasis added). 
216 Ibid., 302. "Christian tradition is proclamation of the gospel in justification of the godless. It is 

made possible and necessary by the raising of the crucified Christ, inasmuch as the hope of the universal 

future of salvation for the world is therein guaranteed. It is thus identical with eschatological mission." 
217 Ibid., 325. 
218 Ibid., 333. 



and coming Lord."*19 The resurrection is an "eschatalogically new event" which 

points toward "new possibilities emerging in history."zO Moltmann, quoting 

Bultmann, summarizes that "the reality of the resurrection encounters us as word 

of God . . . to which we can no longer put the question of its historical legitimacy, 

but which asks whether. . . we are willing to belie~e."2~1 But the historical reality 

is present also, one which cries out that actual resurrection in time is the basis for 

our faith, lest we presume that the heroes of faith were liars, or infirm of mind, and 

perpetrated the greatest fraud in the history of the ~or ld .22~ Certainly the gospel 

accounts of resurrection are "biased in that they are written by the faithful, for the 

faithful. But the transcendental realities of Christian faith and hope connect with 

history while looking to a "decidedly eschatological horizon of expectations, hopes 

and questions about the promised future"z3 which has given way throughout 

Christian history to "the tradition of eschatological hope."z4 

"19 Ibid., 299. 
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VI. Jensen & von Balthasar in Dialogue with Moltmann: 
The Dialectic of Hope 

1. Robert Jenson: The Theology of Promise 

Robert William Jensen approaches theology and eschatology as a learned 

Lutheran academic theologian. As a student of Karl Barth, Barth's influence upon 

Jenson is unmistakable.225 But Barthian thought is not where Jenson ends. His 

approach attempts to "dismember its predecessors and use the fragments in 

strange ~ a y s . " ~ ~ 6  His is a systematic theology, but on his own terms, constructed 

and expressed in his own way.227 Since theology is a reflection upon preexistent 

faith, his approach is a practical one concerned with application in faith belief, but 

also recognizes the inherent speculative nature of theological study and 

proposition "Thus, Jenson's theology is centrally about the identification of 

God . . . [since] God himself is identified by and with particular plotted sequence 

of that make [up] the narrative of Israel and her Christ. The constitution and 

development of Jenson's theology is "inseparable not only from the divided 

commwnion of saints but also from the identity and character of the triune God, 

who is the beginning and the middle and telos of human and cosmic life."=8 

225 David Novak, "Theology and Philosophy: An exchange with Robert Jenson" in Trinity, Time, 

and Church: A Response to the Theology of Robert Jenson (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2000) 42-43. 
226 James J. Buckley, "Intimacy: The Character of Robert Jenson's Theology" in Trinity, Time, and 
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James Buckley characterizes Jenson's theology in three ways, and they are 

also applicable to his eschatology:229 

1.) Biblical Drama: "Attention to the identification of the triune God in the 

biblical narrative, or drama." This was a central theme, along with narrative and 

story, even before von Balthasar's Theodrama. Jenson presents a more "generalized 

narrative theology" playing on the fact that God is not described or understood 

through name or identity, but rather through relationship. This is true in Christian 

experience, scripture and tradition. "The way God is identified is extrinsic to the 

identity God has . . . God is therefore identified by and with the temporal events 

displayed in the biblical narrative." Jenson maintains that God's identity "is 

constituted in dramatic coherence." There is a oneness in biblical narrative which 

reflects the oneness of God. It is not many narratives but many stories that contain 

one continuous narrative united in the Trinity. Jenson says "We will follow the 

one biblical narrative to idenbfy the one biblical God, only as we read the Bible by 

the purpose for which the church assembled this book in the first place, to be in its 

entirety and all its parts witness to Jesus' resurrection and so to a particular 

God."230 Buckley continues, "The best way . . . to grasp Jenson's version of the 

biblical drama is to follow him as he summarizes and explores it, although 

following Jenson's explanation of the biblical narrative is not always easy [because 

he] presumes explication of the narrative as he performs it." Jenson self- 

characterizes his theology as "highly abstracted." Buckley counters that "we need 

229 Ibid., 13-22 (all subsequent quotations). 
230 Ibid. (Buckley quoting Jenson). 



to recognize that he is reading this gospel drama with a particular issue in mind - 

namely, showing how Israel. . . and Jesus Christ. . . are the ones by whom and 

with whom God is self-identified." Secondary to Jenson's understanding of 

biblical drama is worship as enactment (or re-enactment) of biblical drama.231 

2.) Revisionary or "Gospel-normed" metaphysics: this is identity-related, 

but primarily within identity as it specifically relates to God's relationship, 

through covenant, with Israel. Jenson maintains that God's Trinitarian 

identification by and with the temporal world is through a metaphysic "normed 

by the gospel," that is, "universal hermeneutic" or "universal grammar." For 

Jenson, there is a "very occasion specific" aspect of the application of metaphysical 

properties or discussion. This contrasts against a broader or more 

"comprehensive" metaphysic. "The one unavoidable metaphysical fact is our 

temporality." Jenson goes on that "God does not create a world that. . . has a 

history; he creates a history that is a world." To continue with the metaphor, in 

that regard, the end is the beginning and our in-drama causality begins with the 

last act. The drama of the gospel then is definitive of time rather than time 

'defining the gospel. God is not active in our temporal world the way we are, but 

rather through what Jenson calls "temporal infinity." So, God is tied to history 

and reality through God's own infinity. 

3.) Liturgical Test: The way in which the God of the gospel is "with us in 

full intimacy is inseparable from our intimacy with each other and the church's 

23 1 Carl E. Braaten, The Futurist Option (New York: Newman, 1970), 159. 
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sacramental anticipation of our final telos" and the ultimate coming of Christ the 

eschaton. The Liturgzcal Test, then, and sacramental participation, "[calls] us to 

both God's story and the metaphysics thereof challenging us to do it better - either 

bit by bit, or more comprehensively." 

Theology at this level is akin to religious philosophy in the broad sense, and 

certainly includes aspects of philosophical thought as a sub-discipline. Like 

Ratzinger, Jenson appropriates philosophy as needed to explore his theological 

and eschatological thought. Both disciplines are dealing with issues of ultimate 

concern or "first things." The questions raised and addressed by both reveal that 

one is not necessarily more "particular" than the other but that "at the ontological 

level, both philosophy and theology are universal inasmuch as they are assertions 

about the entire cosmos. Both are also particular inasmuch as they both stem from 

the constructions of cosmic reality by particular cultures . . . each, then, is universal 

in principle, but particular in fact."232 That is especially important in eschatology, 

which deals with an issue of ultimate concern. Philosophy might ask "why are we 

here?" Theology attempts to answer the question and ponder "what now?" 

'Eschatology then considers "what are we moving towards, and what will be our 

ultimate end?" For Robert Jenson, the inherent relationship between theology and 

philosophy (and therefore eschatology) is unmistakable. 

Jensonls eschatology is based strongly in his dramatic concept of God's 

relation to the world as a relation of established historicity. The Christ event is the 

232 Novak, 45. 



central event in-time while creation and the eschaton are divine bookends on the 

reality of existence. "From the accounts of creation on, the grand narrative [of the 

gospel] is not a mythical account, with purely ontological, a-temporal claims, but 

rather a purposive entity with a history."233 The very existence of humanity could 

only have been made reality "in anticipation of the incarnation and is made 

identifiable as one human community by Jesus' life and death for all." So there is 

equalizing liberation and freedom in the incarnation which extends throughout all 

of history. The established human community itself, as "church," provides the 

N space . . . for the dramatic location of the persons of the Trinity." Likewise, the 

incarnation is "not simply a remedy but also the provision of the very conditions 

for participation in the divine community, according to God's intention. It is 

through the dramatic coherence of the life of the incarnate Son that our self- 

identity as human beings is even possible."234 

As part of this divine dramatic play within reality, human life is necessarily 

limited by death as an intrinsic part of the human condition. Jesus' acceptance of 

the reality of death testifies to his full humanity; resurrection therefore raises 

'humanity into its own reality and conquers death but does not do away with it.235 

"At the heart of all things"236 is the Christ who died and was raised and now fully 

233 Jeremy Ive, "Robert W. Jenson's Theology of History" in Trinity, Time, and Church: A 

Response to the Theology of Robert Jenson, ed. Colin E Gunton (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2000) 
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shares in the identity of God the Father. Jenson considers the resurrection to be 

both historical and eschatological. "Apart from faith," he says, "there is nothing in 

the story of Jesus to ground faith."237 AS historical and eschatological reality, it is 

the central point and foundation for Christian faith and hope. This all dabbles in 

Christology and soteriology, but points toward eschatology. When Jenson asserts 

that "God is the temporality of the world"238 he is saying that to live in Christian 

reality is, quite literally, to live in God. He has a Trinitarian understanding of the 

reality of God-in-time: God the Father is the sheer given of creation; God the Spirit 

is the perfecting freedom that animates creation; God the Son is the mediator of 

creation." That means that "the Father, as the past, is bracketed with the Holy 

Spirit as the power of the future while the Son is the spacious present between 

them."239 Jenson's understanding of Trinitarian involvement in history is 

tremendously engaged. As such, "he has consistently urged the church to take 

seriously the grand narrative that it has at its root, centered on the resurrection of 

Jesus. This forces us not the least to take time and temporality seriously and to be 

open, as an embodied community, to the work of the Spirit as the power of the 

!future."240 Surely that is the case for responsible and realistic eschatology, which is 

for Jenson, and hopefully for us, the starting point and the beginning of faith and 

hope rather than their end. 

237 Ibid., 149. 
238 Ibid., 152 (emphasis added). 
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Jenson's eschatology is, essentially, a theology of promise. The Christ 

event, in its entirety and as a historical/theological reality, has made the future - 

God's future - present, though not fully. His eschatology points toward the future 

in hope when God's ultimate purposes will be fulfilled. It is "the element of 'not 

yet' that keeps the church on the way to the world proclaiming a message of hope 

for salvation." Otherwise, such evangelism would be pointless. The church's 

message is one of hope borne out of inaugurated-but-yet-incomplete eschatology. 

There are present and future aspects, but both lack completion. "The Christian 

mission is the means by which the gospel of God's coming kingdom announces a 

future of fulfillment not only for the church but for the 

Central to Jenson's eschatology is a call to action and not just dormant 

expectant hope. It intimately connects eschatological faith and hope to active 

missionary practice. That remains true within four major themes: theology's task, 

God's identity, the church's purpose, and the meaning of es~hatology.~4~ "All of 

these themes are linked to the controlling theme of Jenson's entire eschatology, the 

confession of Jesus as the risen Lord."243 And Jenson's eschatology is "radically 

'historical."244 That means that rather than being focused in the past, it is historical, 

yet focused in the future. A "future-less" eschatology is no eschatology at all, and 

241 Carl E. Braaten, "Eschatology and Mission in the Theology of Robert Jenson" in Trinity, Time, 
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"does not correspond to the historical nature of human existence."245 Nor does it 

correspond to the reality of human experience. We are beings that exist in-time 

and all our experiences are somehow time-related. Existence is being; time is the 

placement-in-reality in which we experience our existence or being. 

Most importantly for Christian experience, however, is that Jenson 

approached eschatology by asking "what does the gospel promise?" That is the 

central source to determine why we believe what we believe. What did Jesus say? 

We are children of God, beloved from our mother's womb, known to God by name 

before creation. And "the gdt of final salvation is to be in union with Christ, and 

thus included into the life of the triune God, to participate fully in the glory of the 

life of the Trinity without ceasing to be finite creatures."246 I think the temptation 

and danger in eschatology is to become too speculative and to attempt to 

determine lohat that ultimate existence will be like, or likewise what the 

intermediate state of "heaven" will be like. But eschatology cannot provide those 

answers, and Jenson does not pretend to. Linear future-historical events cannot be 

uncovered. Our believed-in reality is that "the entire Christian hope for the future 

'is directed to Christ. He is the one and only way of entry into the life of the triune 

God. There is no other way."247 Likewise, Jenson affirms that if non-Christians are 

able to achieve salvation, they can only do so through "incorporation into Christ." 

Jenson says, "If followers of other religions enter the Kingdom proposed by the 

245 Ibid., 308. 
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Gospel, this is not because they have arrived at the salvations proposed by their 

religions." It is ultimately up to God to figure out how, when, and why that takes 

place. Jenson's rather appealing comment is that "it would be entirely useless to 

make guesses."248 To do so would certainly go beyond the limitations and 

usefulness of speculative theology. 

For Jenson, eschatology is still very real and applicable, despite many 

aspects being unverifiable. It is a notion of faith that can be tested against the 

Gospel to verlfy its cogency with Christian experience. Jenson clarifies in three 

the doctrine of the Trinity, or the experience of Christ through the Gospel and 

through faith. 

and end with God and his purposes for the community of creatures." 

the New Testament and the church's single word for the future the gospel holds 

out, whether for this age or for the [eschaton]. It could not be otherwise. The Spirit 

is the agent of love in the triune l+, and the Spirit is the agency of eschatologzcal 

peufection.250 Therefore love must be the summary reality of all that blessed 

creatures can have in God." Interestingly, like other theologians, Jenson also holds 

248 Ibid., 3 10. 
249 Ibid., all from 3 10-3 1 1. 

250 Emphasis added. 



an eschatological musical aesthetic of the reality of God. The polyphonic Trinity 

creates a metaphoric continuity of music, as it were. "The last word to be said 

about God's triune being," he says, "is that God is a great fugue. The end is 

music."251 So for Jenson, our ultimate eschatological hope, as created beings, rests 

in the "triune infinity" of God who is "event,"252 "being,"253 and HOPE. 

2. Hans urs von Balthasar: The Pattern of Redemption 

Writing from a 20th century Roman Catholic perspective, von Balthasar also 

approaches eschatology as a biblical-dramatic reality which includes an aesthetic 

of beauty within Christ the eschaton, who establishes a "new and everlasting 

covenant."254 The New Testament is a "prelude" of what is yet to come and Jesus 

Christ as "word incarnate" has his own destiny in-time.255 The anticipation to be 

found in Christian hope "must be understood perfectly realistically as a share even 

now in Christ's eschatological perpetuity and supratemporality,"256 concluding, 

ultimatelv. in "endless ~lorv."257 The eschaton. as the ultimate destinv of the 
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world is "dramatic not only for creation, but also for G0d."~58 This considered that 

not only is humanity's destiny God, but God's destiny is man. The final volume of 

Theo-Drama which deals with von Balthasar's eschatology was made possible by 

Moltmann's Theology of Hope.259 Every 10 years, between 1945 and 1975, von 

Balthasar wrote an essay to assist readers through his own theology.260 In one of 

them, he wrote, "Almost my entire work can be understood . . . as an attempt not 

to underestimate the utterly mysterious step that revelation takes beyond the 

eschatology of the Old Covenant. . . into the eschatology of the new and eternal 

covenant."261 Early on, he was keenly aware that all theology eventually pointed 

toward eschatology. Eschatology, for von Balthasar, is the existence of "being" 

between God and humanity that establishes ultimate meaning. Christ then 

perfects it as "the concrete enactment of the analogy of being."262 We were already 

in a covenanted relationship from of old, and that remains, but we are now in a 

graced relationship as the undeserving recipients of God's penultimate gift: a 

complete and thorough gift of himself. God's ultimate gdt is salvation and 

eventual bodily resurrection. 

Jesus Christ was the eschaton for von Balthasar. He was "the whole essence 

of the last things." He was the "accomplisher of eschatological communion 

258 Nicholas J. Healy, The Eschatology of Hans Urs von Balthasar: Being as Communion (New 

York: Oxford University Press, 2005), 1. 

259 Ibid., 1 1. 

260 Ibid., 13. 

261 Ibid., 14. 
262 Ibid., 213. 



between God and creation." He was, and is, the ultimate mediator. Through the 

incarnation, Christ becomes "concrete and personal" and reveals the true meaning 

and ultimate destiny of creation. 263 Within the divine life, Christ is the final and 

ultimate fulfillment of creation in G0d.264 The themes of liberation and freedom in 

and through Christ are central for von Balthasar. Freedom, vision, and creation265 

are united and perfected in Christ. "Eternal blessedness can by no means consist 

of [mere vision] but must involve genuine creative activity. For spiritual creatures, 

life in God cannot consist merely in beholding God . . . God is not an object but a 

Life that is going on eternally and yet ever new . . . the creature is meant to 

ultimately live, not over against God, but in him . . . scripture promises us even in 

this life a parficipation - hidden under the veil of faith - in the internal life of God; 

we are born in and of God, and we are to possess his Holy Spirit."266 

Again, sacramental participation is as close as we can come to immediate 

participation in the full reality of God and God-in-Christ. It is a "life giving 

exchange"267 in which we and God are actively participating. It is not one-sided. 

Though we do not become God, we become more like God in a holistic way from 

' Eucharistic and sacramental participation. All things are in Christ and Christ is in 

all things; God will be all in all. This is a common thread through eschatology and 

263 Ibid., 9 1. 
264 Ibid., 159. 
265 Hans Urs von Balthasar, Theo-Drama: Theological Dramatic Theory, Volume 4: The Action 

(San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1980), 402. 
266 Healy, 180 and von Balthasar, Theo-Drama V: The Last Act, 486. 
267 Healy, 188. 



scripture, and also across Roman Catholic, Protestant, and Reformed traditions. 

The central reference point in history and for the life of the church is Christ.268 

Some mysteries of God the Father are and have been revealed in the Son and 

recorded in scripture. The gospel account provides us with a fuller understanding 

of God and God's will for us. The resurrection makes quite clear God's ultimate 

desire and plan for us. "The whole of Christ's existence, including especially his 

death and resurrection, provides a moving image and interpretation of the eternal 

Trinitarian love, together with the interpretation of God's original plan for 

creation." The Holy Spirit then becomes the interpreter of Christ for us and the 

All of this makes us partakers of the current reality of the Trinity as well 

as the future and ultimate reality of the Trinity. "Taken together, these three 

aspects of the mission of the Son provide a pattern for understanding how the rest 

of creation already has been and will be taken into or included within Christ." 

This shared love and our sacramental participation are realized in the liturgy and 

it is always "on a cosmic level" by "assuming into Christ all of creation." 

Simultaneously, it is also always historical, for it takes place in temporal reality, 

!"assuming into Christ all time." That makes it properly eschatological thereby 

making us true and real participants now in the Kingdom of God which is yet to 

come.270 

268 Ibid., 191. 
269 Ibid. 
270 Ibid., 193. 



All of this sounds quite similar to Moltmann and Jenson; however von 

Balthasar's uniqueness in eschatology "lies in his understanding of the eschaton as 

the divine and human enactment of an analogy of being that reads in Trinitarian 

term~."2~1 It hinges upon relationship among the Trinity and between the 

members of the Trinity and the Christian faithful. But that is also true of Jenson. 

There is a universal aspect of God's presence and love which extends to all of 

humanity. But like Rahner, Jenson, and others, this kind of universalism leaves the 

particulars up to God. It fully recognizes God's providence and divine will that 

surpass our understanding. It leaves salvation up to God. The "last things" have 

been re-cast so that death itself becomes a Christological reality and a beginning- 

in-Christ rather than an end.272 Connected to that reality is von Balthasar's 

insistence that we are actually called to hope that all will be saved, based in the 

"universal salvific will of God."273 Luckily for us, in the light of the Gospel, that 

love is more akin to that of the father in the prodigal son parable, than to that of 

the son who stayed and cared for his father while his brother was off spending the 

family fortune. Similarly, we are not always content with hearing "servant, well 

done" but are more concerned with why we toiled and worked for the same 

"wage" (i.e., salvation) as the person who "showed up" (or was saved) at the last 

271 Ibid., 201. 
272 Ibid., 204. 
273 Ibid., 206. 



minute. Yes, we should "leave room for God's wrath274 but we should also leave 

room for God's mercy. 

This kind of grace is present "in the mystery of the Eucharist" wherein we 

see in Christ "an infinite humility and a patience that is willing to wait for the very 

last creatures to accept God's offer of love. And it is this patient love that is the 

basis of our hope 'that all may be saved.' But this is just that, a hope, and not a 

hope with certainty. There is no position outside of the theo-drama from which 

we could survey its outcome in advance."275 But the real concern might be 

remaining open to that possibility out of truly Christ-like hope for our fellow 

created beings. Allowing God to be God and allowing us to be us is a responsible 

and necessary part of eschatological hope. In the light of the Gospel, it seems that 

we should whole-heartedly proclaim Christ and him crucified as the sole method 

of salvation, while maintaining hope that others who believe differently might still 

receive the opportunity of salvation - not with certainty, but with hope, and with 

trust in a merciful God who decided to show us the very pattern of salvation 

through, with, and in Christ. This kind of "universal hope" does not do away with 

'hell, but it makes hope synonymous with following Christ.276 Followers of Christ 

become followers of a living Eucharist who was given for the salvation of all. 

- 

274 Edward T. Oakes, Pattern of Redemption: The Theology of Hans Urs von Balthasar (New York: 

Continuum, 1994) 309. 

275 Healy, 207. 
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Hope of this kind is meant to be "grasped, wholly and without reserve, by 

its urgency." Advent Urgency! This urgency, in turn, becomes "possible only if 

Christ has already overcome the world through the consummation of his 

mission."2~ The eschaton then becomes "the definitive and irreversible handing 

over of his flesh and blood." When that ultimate reality is established through the 

Holy Spirit, Jesus Christ's complete and total "self-surrender in love is given to the 

church as her innermost source of hope, and as an invitation to enter into the Son's 

offering himself for the salvation of the world."278 

277 Ibid. 
278 Ibid., 209. 



VII. Toward an Applied Eschatology279 of Christian Hope 

"What, then, shall we do," and "how, then, shall we live?" are the questions 

presented to the theologian or the pastor who is attempting to form an applied 

eschatology of Christian hope - that is, understanding eschatology within common 

modern Christian experience, and putting faith into action through the lens and 

experience of common human despair which leads to common Christian hope. 

Basic and important questions about that experience bear witness "to the way in 

which eschatological doctrine invades our everyday life."280 And it is the church's 

duty to attempt to "answer the ever recurring questions which people ask about 

the meaning of this present life and of the life to come, and how one is related to 

the other."*gl Likewise, the duty of the "average" Christian, but also including 

pastors and theologians, is to live "between scripture, tradition, and the unfolding 

presentJ'282 while remaining keenly aware of our connection to and hope for the 

future. 

As we have seen, eschatology permeates theology and hope is central to all 

Christian faith and belief. Eschatology therefore cannot be a separate or restricted 

279 I used this term during the planning stage of this thesis and thought that it was original, however 

during the course of my research I found a chapter entitled "Applied Eschatology" in Graham Neville's 

The Advent Hope: A Study of the Context of Mark 13 (London: Darton, Longman & Todd, Ltd., 1961), 

95. Neville develops the theme slightly differently from what I have intended to do here. 

Graham Neville, The Advent of Hope (London: Darton, Longman and Todd, LTD, 196 1) 1 1 8. 

Austin Flannery, ed. "Gaudium et Spes" in The Basic Sixteen Documents of Vatican Council II 

(Northport, NY: Costello Publishing Company), 165. 
282 James W. Fowler, "Future Christians and Church Education" in Hope for the Church: 

Moltmann in Dialogue with Practical Theology, ed. Theodore Runyon (Nashville: Abingdon, 1979), 93. 



theme within theology, but rather "must embrace the entirety of the0logy."~83 

Christ the eschaton "brings complete recognition of what is already real in God 

because it has conclusively happened in Christ."284 SO it is essentially an issue of 

Christian education and homiletical concern, "the church's central taskslu285 that 

the Christian faithful are brought to a basic understanding of eschatological 

thought. The faithful must understand that our hope, absurd at times as it may 

seem, is based in scripture, tradition, reason, following in the form of C.H. Dodd's 

"realized eschatology."286 

Worship itself takes on eschatological character287 but it is not always 

obvious or explicit. It is something which must be taught, identified, and 

contextualized for the faithful as part of basic and continuing catechesis. Then 

they can quickly realize that they already have participated in an applied 

eschatology through the transcendent reality of liturgical worship itself, for as long 

as they have been part of a worshipping community. 

The eschatological theme is most present in funeral rites, which take on a 

celebratory Easter theme of hope and resurrection. As we commemorate our 

! beloved dead we find that "in the midst of life, we are in death . . . 0 Lord."288 In 

- 

283 Gerhard Sauter, What Dare We Hope (Harrisburg: Trinity Press, 1999), 78. 
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Theology itself, as an academic discipline and as Christian experience and 

worship, must be Kingdom-of-God-theology to be authentically Christian and in 

order to "distinguish hope from optimism"295 and not paint it "as merely an 

idea1."296 It must also be communal or public as a matter of "~tility."29~ But 

"deeper than its utility is the fact that Christian learning must be Eucharistic,"298 

and therefore properly eschatological. Yet that does not make the task simple or 

easy. In fact, it can be "extraordinarily complex . . . obscured by growing 

secularism . . . that writes history from a desire to interpret it in terms of non- 

theological ends."299 

The doctrine of the last things and associated hope is therefore not optional 

or "deta~hable"30~ from our Creed, the Holy Spirit, our experiential belief, or our 

faith, but is intimately connected to all four. Hope is the basis for all four. "If we 

believe that we have glimpsed the goal towards which God's creation moves, we 

may attempt to reason back from that, the End, to other matters which concern us 

295 Nicholas Wolterstorff, "Public Theology or Christian Learning?" in A Passion for God's Reign: 

Theology, Christian Learning, and the Christian SelJr ed. Miroslav Volf (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 

1998), 65. 

Robert Davis Hughes, 111, "The Historic Ought-To-Be and the Spirit of Hope" in "A Heart for 

the Future: Writings on the Christian Hope, ed., Robert Boak Slocum (New York: Church Publishing, 

2004), 109. 

296 Ibid., 112. 
297 Cf. Wolterstorff 87 with Hughes 1 10: "The Christian tradition can supply this need only if it 

resumes the burdenn of the truly public and historical in its account of the last things." 

29X Wolterstorff, 87. 

299 Hughes, 1 10: 
300 Neville, 107. 



in the present. And so eschatology comes alive. For it is no longer a matter of 

academic study alone; it is the clue to present questions which must be 

answered."301 These questions are basic, timeless, existential, and eschatological. 

As Christians, we quite literally live-into these beliefs though we often do not 

realize or express it. 

Basic prayers or collects which saturate Anglican experience are really 

eschatological in nature: 

"Direct us, 0 Lord, in all or doings, zuith thy most gracious favor, and&rther us 

zuith thy continual help; that in all our works begun, continued, and ended in thee, zue may 

glorih thy holy name, andfinally, by thy mercy, obtain everlasting life; through Jesus 

Christ our Lord. Amen. "302 

This is a prayer of active, applied eschatology; of belief-in-action, and of 

reliance upon God for past, present, and future guidance, protection, and ultimate 

salvation. Certainly there are other important elements to it, but this is one of only 

many prayers or collects that can take on an overtly eschatological hue when 

considered for theological content. Christian hope, and therefore eschatology, is 

1 pervasive in every aspect of theology. It is the undergirding basis for theological 

thought, discourse, and action. Like Chauvet's diagrams of sacramentality,303 

which express an unspoken divine discourse with humanity, our hope is not our 

301 Neville, 106. 
302 Prayer for Guidance, BCP 832. 
303 See Appendix, noting that these diagrams are meant to be aids in understanding and are in no 

way definitive. In fact, they seem somewhat rigid after exploring the "flexibility" of eschatological 

dialectic. 



own invention and self-perpetuating. Hope originates in God, is given to us 

through grace, and returns to God as hope-realized, through action, faith, and 

prayer. 

So, what is Christian hope? The Episcopal catechism says "The Christian 

hope is to live with confidence in newness of life, and to await the coming of 

Christ in glory; and the completion of God's purpose for the world."304 The 

Roman Catholic catechism says that hope is "the theological virtue by which we 

desire and expect from God both eternal life and the grace we need to attain it."305 

These are perfect lexical definitions as a matter of "mindset," however, they sound 

remarkably and unacceptably passive.306 Confidence in newness of life and 

awaiting Christ's second coming are part of the "Advent Urgency" mentioned 

earlier. Within that urgency and God's call to participate in and maintain a vigil 

state of perpetual Advent, there is an emphatic call to action in the current 

transitory state of the Kingdom of God, as well as a spurring to bring about change 

that will further make the Kingdom evident in this realm before God finally 

establishes it in the next. Only at that time-beyond-time will we find ourselves 

' "crossing the threshold of hope."307 The ultimate fulfillment of all human activity 

304 BCP, 861. 

305 BCP Catechism, 882. 
306 Cf. Roman Catholic Catechism 447, paragraphs 18 17 through 1 8 19. 
307 Cf. 225 in Pope John Paul II's book of the same name. 



and hope - of all our life and work - is in the Paschal mystery,308 the Kingdom of 

God, and the all-surpassing, transcendent, absolute beauty of Christ the eschaton. 

308 Austin Flannery, ed. "Gaudium et Spes" in The Basic Sixteen Documents of Vatical Council 11 

(Northport, NY: Costello Publishing Company), 203. 



Appendix: The Divine Discourse 

The following are theoretical models of the discourse between God and 
humanity. Based on the exchange which takes place in the Sacraments, these 
models are also helpful in understanding the interplay and relation between God 
and humanity because "faith and "hope" can easily be substituted or added to 
Sacramental understanding and experience within the diagrams. 

God Sacrament Humankind 
~~d + - - - - - - - - -  s acrament 4 - - - - - - - - - - Humankind 

Rather than constant exchange, thefloru of the above diagram is& God through 
the Sacraments & humanity, and back. Another version exchanges the positioning of 
Sacrament and Humanity, thereby changing the emphasisfiom God's communication 
through sacrament (or faitmope) to our reliance upon them to "connect" with God. A 
third version, set as a pyramid with God at the top and Sacrament/Humanity at the 
bottom, does indeed shorus the exchange as continuous. 

Subject ("things") - Reality - the universe 

\ - temporal experience 
- oneself 
- others 

Language, communication, prayer 

For eschatologzcal discourse, the diagrams above and be10711 sho-tu horu our 
perception and experience of reality affect how rue verbalize it, along with horn zue 
communicate about faith and Christian hope. 

\ 
\ 
\ - \ 

\ 

Subject . --- -  - - - - - -  \ LANGUAGE , - - - - - - - - - - Reality 
/ 

/ 
/ 

/ 
/ 

Source (with minor modification): Louis-Marie Chauvet, m e  Sacraments: The Word of 

God at the mercy of the Body (Collegeville, MN: The Liturgical Press, 2001), xvi, xix, xxiv, 3,8. 
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