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he seventeenth-century Dutch artist
Johannes Vermeer’s (1632–1675) famous
painting A Woman Holding a Balance
(1662–1663) is best understood when you begin
your focus upon the painting in the background
of this particular piece. It is a depiction of Christ’s
final judgment of humanity following his Second
Coming. The pregnant woman in the picture, the
balance, and the goods of this world (as represented
by pearls and fine cloths) in the foreground of
the painting take on new meaning in light of the
eschaton.
The woman is preparing for the joyful birth of
a child that will take place after the pains of labor.
The final judgment will take place after a period
of tribulation. Beyond that judgment will be the
glory and joy of a new heaven and a new earth.
The balance symbolizes the judgment that we will
face at death individually, as well as the communal
judgment that will take place on the Dies Irae.
Will the goods of this world lead us away from the
glorious communion with Jesus and the saints that
we are made for? The symbolism of this painting
becomes clear when we hear the exhortation of
one of the gurus of organization and productivity,
Steven R. Covey: “Begin with the End in Mind.”
This line is also one of the hermeneutical keys to
unlock the theology of Joseph Ratzinger.

I M AGE : Johannes Vermeer, Woman
Holding a Balance, c. 1664, Wikimedia
Commons.
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A L I T U R G I C A L A N D E S C H ATO LO G I C A L E XO D U S

Eschatology is typically defined as simply the
study of the four last things: death, judgment,
heaven, and hell. Eschatology has been a major
theme in the writings of Ratzinger since he wrote
his Habilitationsschrift (a post-doctoral thesis that
qualifies someone for a professorship in Germany)
on St. Bonaventure’s theology of history. Ratzinger’s
definitive contribution to eschatology, Eschatology:
Death and Eternal Life, was published as part of a
series of dogmatic theology books that Ratzinger
coedited with the German dogmatic theologian
Johann Baptist Auer (1910–1989). This work is one
of the most developed in Ratzinger’s theology; he
describes it as his “most thorough work and the one
I labored over most strenuously.”1
The consistent contribution of Ratzinger’s
discussion of eschatology is his balance of the
relationship between the transcendent and
immanent dimensions of the Church’s mission in
this world. The centrality of the incarnate Logos
throughout his theology enables Ratzinger to
develop a theology of liturgy that directs eschatology
to its proper Christocentric end.
The Second Vatican Council, in her Dogmatic
Constitution on the Liturgy, Sacrosanctum Concilium, notes, “In the earthly liturgy we take part
in a foretaste of that heavenly liturgy which is
celebrated in the holy city of Jerusalem toward
which we journey as pilgrims.”2 A peritus and
faithful interpreter of the Second Vatican Council,
Ratzinger asserts “every Eucharist is Parousia.” He
continues, “In the Liturgy the Church should,
as it were, in following [Christ], prepare for him
a dwelling in the world.”3 The celebration of the
sacred liturgy enables the faithful simultaneously to
participate in and prepare for their eschatological
end. Christians prepare for their end by their
conscientious and active participation in the liturgy.

IMAGE: Jan van Eyck, The Ghent Altarpiece:
Adoration of the Lamb, 1432, Wikimedia
Commons.
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The celebration of the sacred liturgy is an anticipation and foretaste of the eschaton. The Exodus of ancient
Israel is foundational for understanding Ratzinger’s theology of the liturgy. The ultimate end of the Exodus is
not simply reaching the Promised Land; the purpose of the Exodus is freedom for Israel to worship God. At
the same time, worship is inseparable from ethics or the Law. True worship is characterized by a life governed
by the Law (the Ten Commandments) and ethically rooted in the liturgy.4 This form of worship anticipates
the eschaton, as it “gives us a share in heaven’s mode of existence, in the world of God, and allows light to
fall from the divine world into ours.”5 The liturgy and the moral life acclimate us to the life we have been
made for in the heavenly kingdom: communion with God and communion with neighbor. The liturgy and
the moral law are never the product of what the human person wants to do. Hence, for Ratzinger, one of his
constant refrains within his work is that the liturgy is above all else the opus Dei (work of God).

Christians
prepare for
their end
by their
conscientious
and active
participation
in the liturgy.

I M AG E : Juan de la Corte, The Israelites crossing the Red Sea ,
between 1630 and 1660, Wikimedia Commons.

Communion with God via worship is the awaited Promised Land for ancient Israel. The Church, the
new Israel, also finds herself on a pilgrimage toward communion with God in Jesus Christ via the new
worship of the Eucharist. Consequently, the “eschaton is ultimately no one and nothing other than the
glorified Christ as the abode of a new humanity: He is the true ‘land’ of the future, to which all promises
lead.”6 The liturgy becomes a true Parousia in light of the Incarnation.
According to the prologue of John’s Gospel, the eschaton entered into history: “The Word became flesh
and lived among us, and we have seen his glory, the glory as of a father’s only son, full of grace and truth”
(John 1:14). The Incarnation of Christ is the bridge that carries the new Israel into a new worship intended
for all peoples in all times. Ratzinger maintains that “universality is an essential feature of Christian worship.
It is the worship of an open heaven. It is never just an event in the life of a community that finds itself in a
particular place.”7 The new Exodus is now opened up universally so that all may participate in worship of the
new Temple, the Logos made flesh.
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IMAG E : Francis Frith, Mount Hermon, The Mount of Transfiguration, circa 1857, The Met Museum.

The primacy of ethos has led to the view that the kingdom of God can be brought about by the efforts of the human
person particularly through politics. Ratzinger is emphatic that “the Kingdom of God is not a political norm of political
activity, but it is a moral norm of that activity. . . . The issue of a politics that will be genuinely responsible in Christian
terms belongs to moral theology, not eschatology.”11 Politics finds its proper cue from ethics and not the eschaton.
The danger of an immanentized hope is that it leads to a skewed vision of anthropology and eschatology, which
ultimately threatens the human person and the proper mission of the Church. Consequently, Ratzinger claims, “The
setting asunder of eschatology and politics is one of the fundamental tasks of Christian theology.”12 Without this
separation, the kingdom of God will continue to be replaced by the false kingdom of Man, which places its fleeting hope
in one political messiah after another.

During the Transfiguration of Christ on Mt.
Tabor, St. Luke the Evangelist notes that Jesus spoke
with Moses and Elijah about his exodus in Jerusalem
(Luke 9:31). The Resurrection marks the end of
Christ’s exodus, in which every Christian is called to
participate in every aspect of his life. Ratzinger refers
to this participation in the resurrected life of Christ as
a “theology of existence”:
The theology of Resurrection gathers all salvation
history within itself and concentrates it on its
existence-oriented meaning so that, in a very
literal sense, it becomes a theology of existence,
a theology of ex-sistere, of that exodus by which
the human individual goes out from himself
and through which alone he can find himself.
In this movement of ex-sistere, faith and love
are ultimately united—the deepest significance
of each is that Exi, that call to transcend and
sacrifice the I that is the basic law of history of
God’s covenant with man and ipso facto, the truly
basic law of all human existence.8
Through the grace of Baptism, we are by
grace what Jesus is by nature: sons and daughters
of God. Jesus’ exodus from death into life is an
anticipation of the existence that every individual
can participate in through the celebration of
the liturgy.
Theologians have used the theory of play to define
and describe the nature of the liturgy. The inadequacy
of this analogy in Ratzinger’s view is that it does not
express the eschatological nature of the liturgy. The
liturgy is a form or rehearsal or anticipation of the
resurrected life.
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Without this
separation, the
kingdom of God
will continue to be
replaced by the
false kingdom of
Man, which places
its fleeting hope in
one political messiah
after another.

Drawing upon the wisdom of St. Augustine’s
work The City of God, Ratzinger defines sacrifice as
divinization.9 God has become man via the Incarnation
so that the gift of grace available through the celebration
of the liturgy can transform the worshiper into another
Christ. Divinization marks the achievement of the
person’s full communion with God, which is the exodus
or spiritual liberation that Jesus offers as a gift to the
faithful. The eschaton is continually anticipated within
history through the life of the faithful member of the
Body of Christ, who participates fully in the celebration
and fruits of the sacred liturgy.
A L I T U R G I C A L L I B E R AT I O N

The influence of the German theologian Romano
Guardini (1885–1968) impressed upon Ratzinger the
need to affirm repeatedly Guardini’s assertion of the
primacy of the logos over ethos.10 Logos can be defined
as “reason” or “meaning,” whereas ethos can be defined
as “ethic.” When we subordinate logos to ethos, the
celebration of the liturgy and eschatology become subject
to the creative will of the community. Authentic freedom
is replaced with individualistic autonomy. As we have
seen above, the purpose of the exodus is our liberation
that is the fruit of our communion with Christ. A
sacramental logos is characterized by communion that
is ordered to the ethos of selfless love. By contrast, a
materialist logos is characterized by an individualism
that is ordered to the ethos of a selfish utility. How we
define logos and how we relate it to ethos will also have
consequences for the liturgy and eschatology.

P H OTO: Payton Tuttle, Unsplash.

Neither the eschaton nor authentic worship are the fruits
of the human person’s efforts alone. The perfect symbol for
false worship in Ratzinger’s view is the construction of the
golden calf by ancient Israel during their Exodus. Ratzinger
defines the idolization of the golden calf as a “self-generated
cult” whereby worship “becomes a feast that the community
gives itself, a festival of self-affirmation.”13 This myopic vision
of worship is also characteristic of the immanentized hope
whereby eschatology “is no longer seen within the theology
of creation but, rather, replaces creation: the real world worth
living in is yet to be created, namely, by man himself, contrary
to what he finds already in place.”14 The subordination of the
ethos to logos results in the view that worship and eschatology
are solely the fruits of our own labors. The faithful participate
in a foretaste of the eschaton via the liturgy, which is essential
for our authentic liberation in Jesus Christ.
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The Parousia and the liturgy are inseparable in Ratzinger’s
theology: “The Parousia is the highest intensification and
fulfillment of the Liturgy. And the Liturgy is Parousia, a
Parousia-like event taking place in our midst.”15 The eschaton
is liturgical, and the liturgy is eschatological. Further on,
Ratzinger argues, “Every Eucharist is Parousia, the Lord’s
coming, and yet the Eucharist is even more truly the tensed
yearning that he would reveal his hidden Glory.”16 The
Eucharist does not fully realize the eschaton. As a “tensed
yearning,” the liturgy compels the Church to prepare for
the coming of the Lord. Hope transforms the Church in the
present as the “motif of the Parousia becomes the obligation
to live the Liturgy as a feast of hope-filled presence directed
towards Christ, the universal ruler. . . . In the Liturgy the
Church should, as it were, in following him, prepare for him
a dwelling in the world.”17 In modern political discourse,
there is much emphasis placed upon the hope that each
politician or political party offers to its would-be constituents
or supporters. The liturgy offers an eschatological realism that
reorients the faithful to their proper hope in the person of
Jesus Christ.

P H OTO: Josh Applegate,
Unsplash.

“Every Eucharist is
Parousia, the Lord’s
coming, and yet the
Eucharist is even
more truly the tensed
yearning that he would
reveal his hidden Glory.”
—JOSEPH R ATZINGER

REORIENTING OUR HOPE

The French poet Charles Péguy (1873–1914) characterizes
the theological virtue of hope in his poem The Portal of the
Mystery of Hope as a little girl who must rely upon the strength
of her two older sisters: faith and charity. These older sisters
are more like mothers to hope. The practice of these virtues is
easier and more natural relative to hope. According to Péguy,
“Hope does not come on its own. / To hope, my child, you
would have to be quite fortunate, to have obtained, / received
a great grace. / It’s faith that is easy and not believing that
would be impossible. / It’s charity that is easy and not loving
that would be impossible. / But it’s hoping that is difficult.”18
Hope is the virtue that sees and loves what will be, so
from this perspective it is superior to faith and charity. It is
significant that Péguy notes that hope was born “on Christmas
day just this past year.”19 Hope enters into the world when the
Incarnation of the Logos becomes visible for the world. Jesus
Christ alone is the source of our hope.

I M AG E: Juan de Mesa, The Child Jesus
Triumphant, circa 1625, The Met Museum.
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In his encyclical on charity, Deus Caritas Est, Pope
Benedict XVI makes the bold claim that a Eucharist that
does not lead to a concrete act of charity toward our
neighbor is “intrinsically fragmented.”21 Love of God and
love of neighbor are inseparable, yet it is not uncommon
to encounter the opposition of concern for the liturgy
with the practice of social doctrine. This separation
would strike the pioneers of the liturgical movement in
the US, such as Dorothy Day and Dom Virgil Michel, as
odd because their unity has been an essential component
of Christian doctrine.
In his article that explains the raison d’être for the
theological journal Communio, Ratzinger explains,
“Communion with God cannot be lived without real
care for the human community. The ethical and social
dimension found within the idea of God thus belongs
to the essence of communio.”22 For Ratzinger and other
Communio theologians, hope and charity are concretely
expressed through an ethical concern for our neighbor.
Generous, selfless love is an essential eschatological mark
of the Christian community because we are called to
enter into communion with God and neighbor.

The celebration of the liturgy is an extension of the
Incarnation, so it becomes one of the primary ways in
which we encounter hope. In Sacrosanctum Concilium,
the Second Vatican Council emphasizes that the faithful
participate in the Paschal Mystery of Jesus Christ within
the celebration of the Eucharist. Our share in the life of
Jesus through our divinization is the reason for hope in
our pilgrimage in this world. Although we cannot and
should not create heaven on earth or the kingdom of God
according to our own calculations, we can offer the world a
reason for our hope through a life of charity.
On the one hand, hope and eschatology anticipate
what is “not yet.” On the other hand, the liturgy is “already”
a realization of hope and the eschaton. In the liturgy, the “I”
of the individual believer joins the “we” of the entire Body
of Christ and enters into worship of the eternal “Thou.”
Hope is never an individualistic virtue. In his encyclical on
hope, Spe Salvi, Pope Benedict XVI comments on the story
of the Tower of Babel as representing sin, which brings
about disunity. Consequently, redemption brings about
the reestablishment of unity.20 Communion with God is
not mutually exclusive with communion with others. The
opposite is the case. The more we live in the communion
of love with God, the more we will seek to live in the
communion of love with our neighbor.
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The liturgy reorients us toward the authentic
communio, which we cannot create through our
own efforts but rather receive as a gift from God.
Ratzinger has promoted the practice within the
celebration of the liturgy for the celebrant to
either offer the Mass ad orientem (toward the
east), facing our Lord in the tabernacle, or to
place a crucifix on the altar when the liturgy is
celebrated versus populum (toward the people).
This liturgical gesture is an eschatological
reminder to the Church of our need to orient
ourselves toward God in worship.
The primacy of God in worship enables
us to love our neighbor fully. Consequently,
the fundamental definition of the liturgy for
Ratzinger comes from St. Paul’s Letter to the
Romans. The liturgy is described by St. Paul as
“spiritual worship” (logikē latreia), which can be
translated literally as “worship according to the
logos” (Rom. 12:1). We “logicize” our lives and
become “a living sacrifice” by entering into the
sacrificial love of Christ in worship and sharing
this same love with others.

We need eschatology to help us
reshape the narrative the world
has lost with the eclipse of God.

The liturgy
reorients us
toward the
authentic
communio, which
we cannot create
through our own
efforts but rather
receive as a gift
from God.

The French film Of Gods and Men is based on the true story of seven Trappists monks who were martyred in
Algeria. The film has relatively few lines of dialogue, yet when the monks are engaged in dialogue they sometimes have
very thought-provoking quotations. The superior of the community, Brother Christian, encourages one of his fellow
monks who is struggling with the prospect of dying in their monastery: “We’re martyrs out of love, out of fidelity. If
death overtakes us, despite ourselves—because up to the end, we'll try to avoid it—our mission here is to be brothers
to all. Remember that love is eternal hope. Love endures everything.” Throughout the film, the monks must wrestle
individually and as a community with the reality of death.
The Trappists monks are wrestling with the question of whether they should stay in the monastery and face death or
go to serve elsewhere. Toward the end of the film, they are of one accord to become “martyrs out of love.” Throughout
the film, the monks participate in the rhythm of the liturgy through the Divine Office and the Mass. Ultimately, they
allow their liturgical worship to form and orient their lives. They model what it looks like for Christians to become a
living sacrifice and live with the end in mind.
The liturgical eschatology of Joseph Ratzinger offers the Church insight into how we can reorient our lives toward
a loving communion with God and neighbor. Eschatology may seem abstract and removed from daily life, yet when we
understand it in relation to our encounter with Christ in the liturgy it becomes very practical. Christian praxis or ethos
is built upon the sacramental logos given to us by God because above all else, “God is love” (1 John 4:8).

P H OTO: Josh Applegate, Unsplash.

Notes

HOW THE STORY ENDS

In his 1993 essay “How the World Lost its Story,” the Lutheran theologian Robert Jenson underscores the
challenge of evangelizing a world that has lost a sense of the narrative. The premodern world viewed God as the
author of the story. The modern world has persuasively and consistently argued that the autonomous human
person is the author of the story. Modernity’s anti-narrative was on full display during the 2020 Golden Globe
awards as Michelle Williams championed her “right” to author her own story during her acceptance speech for
the Best Actress award: “I wouldn’t have been able to do this without employing a woman’s right to choose. . . . To
choose when to have my children and with whom, when I felt supported and able to balance our lives.”23
How the story ends in our view directly guides the content on every page of the story leading to that
moment. The speech of Michelle Williams reveals her ethos of autonomous choice, that she is the sole author of
the story—and the arbiter of the life and death of another human person. We need eschatology to help us reshape
the narrative the world has lost with the eclipse of God.
The four last things are about communion with God and the human person. Death is the separation of
the soul from the body. The Christian has already died in Christ via Baptism, so the Christian hopes in life
with Christ, as death marks the beginning of the eschatological life that began with the gift of divine filiation.
Judgment is the measurement of our communion with God and others. Heaven is the saintly communion of
believers in the love of God, and hell is the separation of someone from that communion because they cannot live
in the presence of this same love. The celebration of the liturgy is constantly acclimating us to live in communion
with God and others now (hodie) and for all eternity.
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