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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. 

Eschatology is perhaps too far removed from the average Christian life to 
be meaningful to and present in the conscious awareness of the average Christian 
on a daily basis. Yet 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 Christian hope lies not in common hope, but in the uncommon, even 
absurd, hope of the faithful. 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, hoping in and through Jesus Christ, thereby uniting us with 
God, makes possible our living into the Kingdom of God now, and not then. 

The primary theologian cited in this thesis is Jiirgen Moltmann because of 
his extensive work in the area of eschatological hope. However I will then enter 
more fully the cross-traditional theological dialectic of hope among Moltmann, 
Hans Urs von Balthasar and Robert Jenson. 
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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. 


