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communion with the risen Christ”124 is a fulfillment of the hope for the resurrection. In his view, 

the universe will be transformed into something that human beings cannot begin to fathom. 

Haught, therefore, does not overemphasize the spiritual or the physical, but instead eschews 

these categories by opting for the qualified identity of soul and cosmos, the primacy of the 

future, and the non-competitive nature of cosmic hope and the hope of the bodily resurrection. 

Haught and Benedict 

 There are some points of consonance and other points of dissonance between Haught’s 

and Benedict’s theological outlooks. The themes of consonance between the two thinkers are 

their views of original sin, cosmic redemption, and the preparation of the universe for its future, 

while the themes of dissonance are their views of evolution and providence and their convictions 

on the significance of analogical metaphysics. It will become evident that Haught and Benedict 

have views on suffering as expiation that are similar in certain respects and are different in 

others. Despite the differences in the thought of these thinkers, there is a lot of common ground 

between Haught and Benedict’s theologies. 

Original Sin, Expiation, and Cosmic Redemption 

Benedict anticipates Haught’s suggestion that original sin must be modified when he 

reinterprets the meaning of original sin as “the antihuman element in all traditions.”125 Benedict 

maintains that  

the doctrine of original sin says basically only this: that man’s history is the history of an 

alienation that is contrary to his nature, so that he can only become himself only by faith, 

which marks him as a “sojourner” in relation to current history, and can come into 

                                                 
124 Ibid. 

125 Ratzinger, Principles of Catholic Theology, 93. 
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contact with even this essential part of his self only by way of the tension between his 

political existence and his existence as a “sojourner”.126 

In this view, original sin is transmitted culturally rather than biologically.  

Abandoning the literalistic interpretation of the existence of a primordial sin that led to 

the fall of the human race, Benedict makes a similar move regarding the Anselmian doctrine of 

satisfaction, which emphasizes in juridical fashion the balance of humanity’s infinite offense 

against an infinitely good God with the expiatory sacrifice of Christ that has an infinite worth, 

thereby emphasizing God’s justice over his mercy.127 

In Introduction to Christianity, Benedict writes that many Christians view St. Anselm’s 

theology of atonement as the  

expression of an attitude that insists on a precise balance between debit and credit; at the 

same time one gets the feeling that this balance is based, nevertheless, on a fiction. One 

gives first secretly with the left hand what one takes back with the right. The “infinite 

expiation” on which God seems to insist thus moves into a doubly sinister light.128 

It is no wonder that Benedict concludes that Anselm’s expiatory view of Jesus’ death is 

unsatisfactory.129 

While there is some overlap between Benedict and Haught’s views regarding original sin 

and suffering as expiation, one important difference is that for Haught, all suffering must be 

reinterpreted, whereas for Benedict it is the juridical quality of Anselm’s theory of expiation that 

needs to be modified. It is not as though Benedict does not see suffering as having any expiatory 

power; Benedict describes how human suffering can be transformed into “the Yes of obedience” 

                                                 
126 Ibid., 161. 

127 See Anselm of Canterbury, “Why God Became Man,” in Anselm of Canterbury: The Major Works 

Including Monologion, Proslogion, and Why God Became Man, ed. Brian Davies and G.R. Evans, trans. Janet 

Fairweather (New York: Oxford University Press, 1998), 282–315 (I.11-24) for Anselm’s satisfaction theory. 

128 Ratzinger, Introduction to Christianity, 281. 

129 Ibid., 282. 
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so as to become an offering to God.130 Jesus’ sacrifice was expiatory, in Benedict’s view, but not 

in an Anselmian way. Christ’s sacrifice was not meant as personal expiation without regard to 

the rest of creation; instead, Benedict describes the time of Jesus’ death as the “cosmic day of 

reconciliation.”131 Benedict has essentially described in theological terms what Haught has 

recently suggested, namely that redemption is not merely limited to human beings but must 

include the entire universe in its purview if Christianity is going to make sense in the modern 

world. 

Evolution vs. Providence 

Although Benedict accepts the theory of evolution, Haught finds fault with his view of 

divine providence and raises the question of whether his theology offers a sufficient theodicy in 

response to naturalists’ claims that God is cruel. The passage that Haught finds fault with is from 

Spe Salvi: “It is not the elemental spirits of the universe, the laws of matter, which ultimately 

govern the world and mankind, but a personal God governs the stars, that is, the universe; it is 

not the laws of matter and of evolution that have the final say, but reason, will, love—a 

Person.”132 In Haught’s view, the former pontiff’s remarks are unconvincing. He claims that 

Benedict has unwittingly made science and theology competitors. Additionally, Haught critiques 

him for failing to provide a theodicy that is convincing to educated people since it leaves the 

question of how divine governance trumps the laws of evolution unanswered.133 Haught asks, 

                                                 
130 Ratzinger, Spirit of the Liturgy, 56. 

131 Ratzinger, Introduction to Christianity, 287. 

132 Haught, Resting on the Future, 86, quoting Benedict XVI, Spe Salvi, 5, 

http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/benedict_xvi/encyclicals/documents/hf_ben-xvi_enc_20071130_spe-

salvi_en.html. 

133 Ibid. 
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“Are ‘governed’ and ‘guided’ the most appropriate terms in which to speak of how providence 

relates to the meandering, experimental, and ungainly, not to say cruel, ways of evolution?”134 

For many, remarks Haught, “the excessive and absurd suffering of sentient life vindicates the 

ancient tragic interpretation of existence and decisively refutes Pope Benedict’s providential 

theology.”135 Haught also faults the International Theological Commission’s (ITC) 2004 

document, Communion and Stewardship: Human Persons Created in the Image of God, for 

assuming that Thomistic metaphysics is capable of explaining the excessive suffering that occurs 

in the natural world as a result of evolution, observing that Cardinal Ratzinger was the head of 

the ITC at the time.136 In contrast to the views of Benedict and the ITC, Haught proposes the 

“possibility that Darwin’s science requires a much more sweeping overhaul of theological 

understanding than a prescientific metaphysics allows.”137 Haught presents his anticipatory 

metaphysics as the version of metaphysics that Catholic theology ought to adopt since he 

believes that it adequately addresses the challenges with which the theory of evolution confronts 

Christianity. Benedict, however, insists on the significance of what Haught calls an analogical 

metaphysics, even as Benedict recognizes the significance of the future. As a result, Benedict has 

one foot planted on the ground of participatory metaphysics and the other in the stream of the 

theory of evolution. 

  

                                                 
134 Ibid., 88. 

135 Ibid., 92. 

136 International Theological Commission, Communion and Stewardship: Human Persons Created in the 

Image of God (2004), 

http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/congregations/cfaith/cti_documents/rc_con_cfaith_doc_20040723_communion-

stewardship_en.html, accessed April 22, 2016. 

137 Haught, Resting on the Future, 87. 
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Metaphysics 

As a young theologian, Benedict was on the cutting edge of theology and sought to 

synthesize the insights of Teilhard into his own vision. There are passages in Benedict’s oeuvre 

that emphasize the importance of futurity vis-à-vis the Paschal Mystery, human action, and 

eschatology, often coupled with paraphrases of Teilhard’s thought. In one such passage, 

Benedict writes that “the Resurrection has both a cosmic and a future-oriented character and . . . 

the corresponding Christian faith is a faith of hope in the fullness of a promise that encompasses 

the whole cosmos.”138 Haught emphasizes the Abrahamic trust in the fulfillment of God’s 

promises; this same attitude, as well as an openness to the significance of the future for Christian 

hope, is discernable in Benedict’s thought as the above quote illustrates. Benedict’s theology, 

grounded as it is in what Haught calls a participatory metaphysics, is not paralyzed by an 

unhealthy focus on the presence of the eternal in history. Benedict states that the Christian “can 

and must cheerfully and intrepidly do the work of history.”139 Perhaps most significantly, he 

describes Teilhard’s account of the emergence of mind in the cosmic process and his view that a 

super personality will be the next evolutionary leap in the universe, culminating in what Teilhard 

calls the Omega Point, as a modern expression of Pauline Christology.140 Benedict contributes to 

this vision by suggesting that one can view Teilhard’s vision as being in accord with Johannine 

theology. 

“And I, when I am lifted up from the earth, will draw all men to myself” (Jn 12:32). . . . 

The event of the crucifixion appears [in the Gospel of John] as a process of opening, in 

which the scattered man-monads are drawn into the embrace of Jesus Christ, into the 

                                                 
138 Ratzinger, Principles of Catholic Theology, 187. 

139 Ratzinger, Introduction to Christianity, 358. 

140 Ibid., 239. 
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wide span of his outstretched arms, in order to arrive, in this union, at their goal, the goal 

of humanity.141 

The cross, however, somehow simultaneously stands in the past as well as the future. The man-

monads Benedict refers to are human beings who are scattered throughout all of history; the 

cross of Christ draws them all together at the end. This is why Benedict writes, “The future of 

man hangs on the Cross—the redemption of man is the Cross.”142  

Benedict anticipates Haught’s proposal for a metaphysics of the future by adopting a 

perspective from Teilhard who, as it has already been noted, had a profound impact on Haught’s 

theology, when he states that  

Christian faith is not just a look back at what has happened in the past, an anchorage in an 

origin that lies behind us in time; thinking along those lines would finally end in mere 

romanticism and reaction. Nor is it just an outlook on the eternal; that would be 

Platonism and metaphysics. It is also above all things a looking forward, a reaching-out 

of hope. . . . he who is to come [is the one] in whom God and world will touch each other, 

and, thus, God in world, world in God will truly be the Omega of history.143 

Using Teilhardian nomenclature, Benedict makes the case that neither an inordinate 

preoccupation with the past nor a hyperopic concern for metaphysics is sufficient for capturing 

the significance of Christianity; instead, it needs a future orientation in which God is at the end 

of history drawing all things to himself.  

 These passages suggest that although Benedict does not adopt what Haught describes as 

an anticipatory metaphysics, he does anticipate many of its elements. The contours between the 

two thinkers’ views share much in common. Both thinkers are cognizant of the limitations of a 

metaphysics that is not sensitive to the importance of the future, and both advocate a schema in 

                                                 
141 Ibid., 239–40. 

142 Ibid., 241. 

143 Ibid., 242. 
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which metaphysics is complemented with the forward vision of faith. Haught’s proposal and 

Benedict’s cosmic eschatology are both related, among other reasons, because of their mutual 

affinity for some of the revolutionary insights of Teilhard. 

Preparing the Cosmos for the Future 

Both Haught and Benedict imply in their theologies that human beings ought to prepare 

the cosmos for its future, an idea that has profound implications for Christians’ responsibility 

toward creation in light of the ecological crisis that confronts humanity. According to Haught, 

“the present cosmos will continue to remain deeply implicated in the world’s eventual 

eschatological fulfillment.” He elaborates, “Without a hope that nature has such a future, our 

present ecological commitments might indeed have entirely too flimsy a footing.”144 Human 

actions in the present, therefore, have profound ramifications for the transfigured universe in 

Haught’s theology, for if this were not the case, God would be like a parent who always picked 

up after his or her children; God’s children would be irresponsible toward creation since they 

would be convinced that God is going to clean up the mess they have made. If the actions of 

human beings in the present can have such a profound impact on the transfigured cosmos, this 

implies that human agency is significant vis-à-vis the transfigured universe, which is something 

that seems as though Benedict would reject because of his insistence that human beings cannot 

save themselves. 

                                                 
144 John Haught, “Ecology and Eschatology,” in “And God Saw That It Was Good”: Catholic Theology and 

the Environment, ed. Drew Christiansen and Walter Grazer (Washington, DC: United States Catholic Conference, 

1996), 54. 
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Yet Benedict does not simply reject human agency, but rather suggests that human beings 

are able to have an impact on the universe through what he calls “spiritualization”. Benedict 

explains, 

Christian spiritualization is simultaneously an incarnation… To spiritualize means to 

incarnate in a Christian way, but to incarnate means to spiritualize, to bring the things of 

the world to the coming of Christ, to prepare them for their future form and thus to 

prepare God’s future in the world. In St. Irenaeus’s work we find the lovely thought that 

the meaning of the incarnation was for the Spirit—the Holy Spirit—to get used to the 

flesh, as it were, in Jesus. Turning this around we could say: The meaning of ongoing 

incarnation can only be the reverse, to get the flesh used to the Spirit, to God, to make it 

capax spiritus and in this way to prepare its future.145 

In this passage, Benedict suggests that human beings should prepare the things in this world “for 

their future form,” indicating that there is a strong correlation between human agency in this 

world and the form of the world to come. Although the concrete application of this statement is 

unclear, it implies that the actions of human beings with respect to ecology and the environment 

impact the future status of the world, which is remarkably similar to Haught’s view. 

Evaluation 

Haught’s proposal to update participatory metaphysics with an anticipatory metaphysics 

initially appears quite desirable: it is as though he were describing traditional metaphysics as an 

old Cessna that is no longer capable of staying in the air, and is instead proposing a supersonic 

jet that is capable of transporting humanity safely to the future. Despite the appeal of Haught’s 

proposal, there is reason for caution. There is no ready-made supersonic jet that people can 

simply board; instead, theologians must construct this jet (i.e. anticipatory metaphysics) from the 

ground up. Just as aeronautical engineers must use the same principles of flight no matter if they 

are designing a Cessna or a jet, so too theologians must use philosophical principles in 

                                                 
145  Ratzinger, New Song, 92; italics Ratzinger’s. 
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constructing a new kind of metaphysics. Furthermore, reconstructing metaphysics so that it can 

accommodate the theory of evolution runs the risk of giving too much import to the theory of 

evolution. Some of the individual points of Haught’s proposal, e.g. the suggestion that the future 

impels entities toward their fulfillment, that the universe is in a state of change toward 

perfection, and that the universe should be thought of as a drama as opposed to something 

constructed by a craftsman, look compelling enough; it is only when one steps back from the 

details of the proposal to assess its underlying assumptions that problems begin to emerge. 

Perhaps the most crucial issue with regard to Haught’s thought is whether theologians 

ought to unquestioningly accept the theory of evolution as it is presented by scientists. Put 

another way, should theologians place evolution or faith in a position of primacy? If they give 

the place of primacy to the former, all other theological doctrines must be subject to the theory of 

evolution whereas if they give the place of primacy to the latter, faith will be able to make 

decisions about the validity of a scientific theory, which the case of Galileo has shown to be a 

dubious practice. Most Catholic theologians view themselves as following in the footsteps of 

Thomas Aquinas, who advocated the compatibility between faith and reason, when they describe 

the compatibility between evolution and faith. There are, however, some thinkers who reject the 

compatibility between the two. For instance, Philip Sherrard, the renowned Greek Orthodox 

theologian, translator, and poet who wrote extensively on the environmental crisis, laments that 

for Teilhard de Chardin, “the theory of evolution is a categorical imperative to which all thought, 

scientific or religious, must adjust itself as a condition of its viability and truth” and that 

evolution has become a “dogma, a light that must be applied to all facts.”146 The opening 

sentences of Haught’s introduction to Resting on the Future indicates that, like Teilhard, Haught 

                                                 
146 Sherrard, Human Image: World Image, 107. 
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has adopted the assumption that theology should be reconsidered in light of evolution: “Science 

has now demonstrated beyond all doubt that our universe is unfinished . . . If we take seriously 

the fact that the universe is still unfolding, we may think new thoughts about God and other 

perennial themes of theology, and we may do so without losing any of the tradition’s great 

treasures.”147 Although Haught does not explicitly claim that evolution takes precedence to 

theology, in almost the same breath, he seems to indicate that the theory of evolution (if this is 

what Haught means by the statement that the universe is unfinished), is true and that theologians 

may come up with new insights in light of the theory. 

Benedict’s view on the matter is closer to Sherrard’s than it is to Haught’s since he 

believes that evolution must not be a criterion of theology, but rather that theology must maintain 

its autonomy vis-à-vis the theory of evolution. Acknowledging that evolution is a phenomenon 

for which there is evidence, he nevertheless maintains that scientists still have to work out the 

finer points of evolution. In a passage from Salt of the World, a book-length interview with Peter 

Seewald, Benedict states, “I think that in great measure the theory of evolution has not gotten 

beyond hypotheses and is often mixed with almost mythical philosophies that have yet to be 

critically discussed.”148 By not accepting the theory of evolution as a perfect scientific theory and 

by describing it as a system of hypotheses that need further analysis, Benedict, like Sherrard, 

intends to safeguard the autonomy of theology vis-à-vis evolution and not place evolution in a 

position of primacy. 

                                                 
147 Haught, Resting on the Future, 1; italics added. 

148 Joseph Cardinal Ratzinger, Salt of the Earth: The Church at the End of the Millennium - An Interview 

with Peter Seewald, trans. Adrian Walker (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1997), 31. Benedict does not elaborate on 

what he means by “mythical philosophies.” 
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The following excerpt from God and the World lends further support to the conclusion 

that Benedict wishes to protect the independence of theology: “The Christian picture of the world 

is this, that the world in its details is the product of a long process of evolution but that at the 

most profound level it comes from the Logos.”149 For Benedict, what this means concretely is 

that “the idea of the world” is prior to the world, so that the world is “the physical embodiment 

of the idea, of the original thought [of] God.”150 This means that in Benedict’s view, the Logos is 

prior to evolution and that one can legitimately interpret evolution as a vehicle that God uses to 

bring the universe to its fulfillment. Benedict critiques Teilhard for “a not entirely 

unobjectionable tendency toward the biological approach,”151 thereby distancing his own 

theology from an evolutionary foundation. Benedict founds his theology on the Logos, not 

evolution. Over and against the philosophical presuppositions that often accompany adherence to 

the theory of evolution, Benedict maintains that the description of the Logos in the Gospel of 

John indicates that reason is the basis of being itself, which means that reason does not randomly 

spring out of a primordial cosmic stew of irrationality.152 The Eternal Word, therefore, takes 

precedence to the evolving cosmos. 

In my view, Benedict effectively keeps evolution from usurping theology’s prerogative to 

interpret all other facts in light of itself, thereby simultaneously accepting the relatively nascent 

theory of evolution and the position of theology as the queen of the sciences. This implies that 

Christians can and ought to accept both evolution and theology, but that Christian faith in God is 

                                                 
149 Joseph Cardinal Ratzinger and Peter Seewald, God and the World: Believing and Living in Our Time, 

trans. Henry Taylor (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 2002), 139. 

150 Ibid., 114. 

151 Ratzinger, Introduction to Christianity, 236. 

152 Ratzinger, Church, Ecumenism, and Politics, 148. 
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different than the kind of faith with which one believes in the theory of evolution. Christians 

believe in God, who is the basis of everything, including evolution, which is why evolution 

should not be the basis for restructuring theology. At the same time, Haught is correct that 

evolution can potentially lead to new insights about how God works in the universe, and that 

theologians should research how the theory of evolution can enhance humanity’s understanding 

of God. 

Conclusion 

 This overview of cosmic eschatology in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries provides 

an aerial view, as it were, of some of the features of the eschatological landscape, including a 

serious consideration of the relationship between modern science and theology and a 

reevaluation of certain traditional Christian teachings, such as the resurrection of the body, 

immortality, heaven and hell, and the biblical description of salvation. Weiss and Schweitzer 

usher in a new way of thinking about eschatology with its emphasis on Jesus’ expectation of an 

imminent apocalypse and what his focus on eschatology implies for Christians in the present 

moment. 

 Teilhard de Chardin endeavors to devise a grand synthesis between science and 

Catholicism that he bases on his scientific, philosophical, and theological reflections. The Omega 

stands at the beginning and the end of the cosmos; it stands at the beginning since the Omega 

constitutes the radius of every being and at the end since Omega draws all things toward their 

fulfillment, i.e. a universal super-conscious state centered on God. In this path toward perfection, 

however, wars, technological disasters, and human suffering are necessary concomitants to an 

elevated state of being. Benedict maintains that by equating technological progress with 
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Christian progress, crude Teilhardianism jeopardizes the uniqueness of the kind of salvation that 

human beings can experience at the spiritual level of their beings. 

 Moltmann’s cosmic eschatology is characterized by its universalism since he maintains 

that all beings, including the demons, will be saved. In his view, God’s goodness trumps the 

selfishness of human beings. Furthermore, he widens his circle of redemption to include fauna 

and flora, and insists that human beings need to relate soteriology to ecology so as to be more 

environmentally responsible. At the end of time, all time will be refocused into eternity and God 

will inhabit the universe, a concept that Moltmann refers to as the cosmic Shekinah. Moltmann 

also insists on the ability of human beings to have an impact on this world so as to hasten God’s 

coming, thereby attributing great significance to human agency with respect to the Kingdom of 

God.  

 One of the most recent developments in cosmic eschatology is Haught’ proposal of 

supplementing participatory metaphysics with an anticipatory metaphysics that significantly 

acknowledges the advancements of modern science. The universe is fundamentally dynamic, not 

static, in Haught’s view, and this has significant repercussions for theology. The universe is not 

so much something that God creates as it is a story that God composes, a vast drama that has an 

ending that, while impossible for human beings to predict, is full of meaning and promise. This, 

in Haught’s view, is the basis for Christian optimism not only for human beings but also for the 

entire universe. 

From this perspective, it is possible to see more clearly the place of Benedict XVI’s 

cosmic eschatology in the contemporary theological milieu. When Benedict’s thought is 

considered in relation to the theological models of Teilhard de Chardin, Moltmann, and Haught, 

four themes begin to emerge in his cosmic eschatology: (1) since salvation is ultimately a gift 
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from God, it cannot be fabricated by humanity, (2) matter will participate in salvation, (3) 

salvation, which is cosmic in scope, is founded on the cross and resurrection of Jesus Christ, and 

(4) metaphysics is indispensable to Catholic theology. The first of these themes is concerned 

with the agency of cosmic perfection and salvation, and is therefore related to liberation 

theology. The second indicates that for Benedict, the entire universe is saved, matter and spirit. 

The significance of the third theme is that for Benedict, the salvation of the universe is 

Christocentric and is also related to the liturgy. The last of these themes highlights that in 

Benedict’s view, metaphysics cannot be disregarded since he believes that Christianity has fused 

elements of Greek metaphysics with Hebrew theology. The basis of Benedict’s cosmic 

eschatology is the Logos, who permeates the cosmos. Through the omnipresent Logos, God 

mediates salvation to the world. 
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Chapter 2 

Logos and Cosmos 

 In the last chapter, I limned eschatology’s dramatic transformation through the work of 

Weiss and Schweitzer, the cosmic eschatologies of Pierre Teilhard de Chardin, Jürgen 

Moltmann, and John Haught, and the ways these three thinkers’ cosmic eschatologies compare to 

that of Benedict XVI. While these comparisons enabled me to describe some of the elements of 

Benedict’s thought, I did not give a systematic in-depth account of his cosmic eschatology. In 

this chapter, I will outline some of the major features of his cosmic eschatology.  

My goal in this chapter is both descriptive and persuasive. I endeavor to provide a 

detailed description of the groundwork and some of the facets of Benedict’s cosmic eschatology, 

namely his sacramental theology, Logos1 theology, and his view on the fate of the cosmos as it 

relates to the resurrection. In the persuasive part of the chapter, I contend that Benedict’s view of 

cosmic eschatology as it pertains to the physical cosmos has changed over the years from a view 

that was inspired by what Patrick Fletcher calls a “Rahnerian-Teilhardian schema”2
 that depends 

on an evolutionary outlook to a view that is based on the liturgy. This is not to say that the 

liturgical vision of Benedict XVI supplanted his earlier evolution-inspired vision – his emphasis 

on cosmic liturgy is an omnipresent feature in his oeuvre – but that when the Rahnerian-

Teilhardian schema receded into the background, his emphasis on liturgical theology became the 

prominent feature of his cosmic eschatology.  

Logos and cosmos in Benedict’s cosmic eschatology are the overarching themes of this 

chapter. The following is a summary of this chapter’s itinerary: (1) an overview of Benedict’s 

                                                 
1 Except when I solely refer to the Eternal Word, I keep “logos” uncapitalized. 

2 Fletcher, Resurrection Realism, 120. 



85 

 

cosmic eschatology, (2) his sacramental vision of the cosmos, (3) his Logos theology, (4) his 

vision of the fate of the cosmos in light of the resurrection, and (5) conclusion. 

In the first part of the chapter, I will provide a brief overview of Benedict’s cosmic 

eschatology and soteriology. The overview serves two purposes. First, it gives a concentrated 

account of Benedict’s eschatology that can be compared with the other cosmic eschatologies that 

I described in the last chapter. It also serves as an introduction to the content that is in the rest of 

the dissertation. 

Benedict’s Cosmic Eschatology/Soteriology: An Overview 

Early in his theological career, when he was working as Cardinal Frings’s theological 

adviser in preparation for the Second Vatican Council while he was a professor at Bonn, 

Ratzinger began to outline the rudiments of a cosmic soteriology. The young theologian wrote 

what would become a programmatic speech for Cardinal Frings comparing the state of the world 

during the First Vatican Council and the state of the world at the dawn of the Second Vatican 

Council.3 He brings up the topic of cosmic soteriology in the following passage from the speech: 

Perhaps the Christianity of the last century had actually restricted itself a little too much 

on [the issue of] the spiritual salvation of the individual found in the afterlife, and had not 

proclaimed loudly enough the salvation of the world, the universal hope of Christianity. 

Thus, it has acquired the task of thinking through these thoughts anew, and of 

simultaneously juxtaposing the fervor for the earth felt by modern people with a new, 

positive interpretation of the world as creation bearing witness to God’s glory and, as a 

whole, destined for salvation in Christ, who is not only head of his Church, but is also the 

Lord of creation (Eph. 1:22; Col. 2:10; Phil. 2:9f.).4 

                                                 
3 Cardinal Frings gave this speech at the dawn of the Second Vatican Council on November 20, 1961in 

Genoa. Ignorant of the true author, when John XXIII read the text, he thanked Cardinal Frings for it and said that it 

reflected his own sentiments (Wicks, “Six Texts by Ratzinger,” 235). 

4 “Frings über das Konzil,” 172–73; translation and italics mine. 
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While Benedict does not explain what he means by the phrase, “Heil der Welt” (“salvation of the 

world”), one gets the sense that for Benedict, at least early in his theological career, it is 

important to conceive of the salvation of human beings as somehow connected to the salvation of 

the whole world – indeed, of the whole universe – and that only such a soteriology does justice 

to the Pauline scriptural passages he cites. 

 Benedict’s openness to the thought of Teilhard and Rahner has changed over the years. 

Although the work of Teilhard and Rahner served as a catalyst for Benedict’s early thought on 

cosmic eschatology, there is a discernable shift in his thought on these theologians. Benedict 

begins citing Teilhard shortly after Vatican II, thereby signaling that he approves of the 

rudiments of his cosmic eschatology. Along with Teilhard’s thought, Benedict bases his theology 

of resurrection on Karl Rahner’s idea of the pancosmicity of the soul. Patrick Fletcher refers to 

this hybrid view as a “Rahnerian-Teilhardian schema.”5 In Fletcher’s assessment, this view 

characterizes Benedict’s early thought.6 What can be observed when comparing Benedict’s 

eschatology in the early and late stages of his theological development is that his advocacy of the 

Rahnerian-Teilhardian schema eventually recedes into the background. 

The following is a brief description of Benedict’s Rahnerian-Teilhardian schema. 

Benedict attempts to explain the resurrection of the dead and its relationship to matter by 

utilizing the thought of both Rahner and Teilhard. First, he explicitly links Rahner’s concept of 

the pancosmicity of the soul after death to the Thomistic understanding of the function of the 

soul vis-à-vis the body. 

                                                 
5 Fletcher, Resurrection Realism, 120. 

6 Fletcher maintains that 1977 is the last time Benedict used this concept in his work (ibid., 132), noting 

that Benedict’s tone in the forward to the sixth edition of Eschatology was apologetic. This indicates that he does not 

necessarily (and perhaps probably) hold the same view today (Fletcher, 132-133n97). 
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One of Rahner’s most original and influential ideas is the “pancosmicity of the soul.” He 

posits that when a person dies, instead of being cut off from the world, he or she enters into a 

more intimate relationship with the rest of the world than before. The first part of Rahner’s 

argument for this idea is the observation that the soul is related to the material universe “since 

the soul is united to the body . . . [and has] some relationship to that whole of which the body is a 

part.”7 From here, Rahner states that the question may be raised as to whether the soul has a 

continued relationship with the universe after death.8 His answer to this question is that the soul 

has a relationship with the material universe after death, a relationship that may be called 

pancosmic. The basis of the pancosmicity of the soul is that after death the soul is no longer 

bound by space and time in the same way as it was when it was informing the body. The 

significance of Rahner’s conjecture is that it becomes manifest that the individual person is 

inextricably connected to the universe after death. Rahner indefinitely prolongs this relationship, 

claiming that in no way is it severed by death.  

For Thomas, the soul is responsible for the ordination of the body’s matter to the soul. 

Rahner’s anthropology looks not so much at the ordination of the matter to the soul but of the 

soul to the matter. According to Benedict’s interpretation of Rahner’s insight, the soul’s 

“essential ordination to the material world remains, not in the mode of giving form to an 

organism as its entelechy, but in that of an ordering to this world as such and as a whole.”9 

Benedict then links this idea with Teilhard’s vision of the complexification of the universe, a 

process in which more and more complex unities emerge until the unities themselves are all 

                                                 
7 Karl Rahner, On the Theology of Death, trans. C. H. Henkey (New York: Herder and Herder, 1961), 18. 

8 Ibid., 19. 

9 Ratzinger, Eschatology, 191. 



88 

 

united in a perfectly open exchange in which “matter belongs to spirit in a wholly new and 

different way, and spirit is utterly one with matter.”10 In Benedict’s view, this can happen “only 

from the outside, through the entry onto the scene of something qualitatively new and different”; 

in other words, it must be the result of a divine act.11 Only when such a unity is realized, insists 

Benedict, will God be all in all.12 

Benedict, at around the time of his appointment as archbishop and cardinal, chose to take 

a different approach to cosmic eschatology. While Benedict’s Rahnerian-Teilhardian schema 

receded into the background, what appeared in the foreground is an eschatology Benedict 

developed along liturgical lines. In other words, Benedict essentially refocused his eschatological 

sight, which was previously set on his Rahnerian-Teilhardian pan-cosmic schema, on a 

Maximian/Thomistic liturgical vision.  

In this new vision, the liturgy becomes the means by which salvation is mediated to 

human beings and to the cosmos.  Benedict emphasizes the universal range of the impact of the 

Paschal Mystery, the effect of liturgical worship on the cosmos, and the eschatological 

unification of the cosmos in Christ.13 These three moments correlate with past, present, and 

future respectively. Benedict makes this clear in Spirit of the Liturgy: 

In the first stage the eternal is embodied in what is once-for-all [i.e., the Pasch of Jesus]. 

The second stage is the entry of the eternal into our present moment in the liturgical 

action. And the third stage is the desire of the eternal to take hold of the worshipper’s life 

and ultimately of all historical reality. The immediate event—the liturgy—makes sense 

                                                 
10 Ibid., 192. 

11 Ibid. 

12 Ibid.; cf. 1 Cor. 15:28. 

13 Vallery, “Benedict XVI’s Cosmic Soteriology,” 178. 
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and has a meaning for our lives only because it contains the other two dimensions. Past, 

present, and future interpenetrate and touch upon eternity.14 

The remarkable thing about this theological vision is not so much that it unites past, present and 

future, but that it takes the initial insight of Weiss and Schweitzer, i.e. that Jesus’ preaching was 

thoroughly imbued with eschatology, and points to Jesus’ person as the catalyst, so to speak, of 

the eschatological action that takes place within history.  

For Benedict, the liturgy is not a mere ritual that recalls the death and resurrection of the 

Lord, but is an eschatological event in which human beings can participate. At the same time, 

liturgy is a participation in the Pasch of Christ, and is therefore a participation in an event in the 

past that has eternal significance. For Benedict, the three dimensions of time are folded into the 

liturgy, a concept that he borrows from Thomas Aquinas.15 The Christian who participates in the 

liturgy is simultaneously linked to the person of Jesus, to the event of his death and resurrection 

in the past, and to the future coming of Christ in glory at the end of the world. 

 To appreciate this vision, it is necessary to analyze the three moments, i.e. Paschal 

Mystery, liturgy, and cosmic transfiguration. First, Benedict pinpoints a particular event in 

history, namely the crucifixion and resurrection of Jesus, as the moment when the universe was 

redeemed: “His Cross and the exaltation is the Day of Atonement for the world, in which the 

whole of world history—in the face of all human sin and its destructive consequences—finds its 

meaning and is aligned with its true purpose and destiny.”16 This means that in addition to 

                                                 
14 Ratzinger, Spirit of the Liturgy, 60. 

15 Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, III. Q. 60, a. 3, resp. 

16 Pope Benedict XVI, Jesus of Nazareth: Part Two, Holy Week: From the Entrance into Jerusalem to the 

Resurrection (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 2011), 79. Benedict is aware that “the conviction . . . that makes one 

individual the center of history and of the whole” is “a scandal to men of all periods,” yet is convinced that this is 

theologically necessary since “it is not just some force or other that finally ends up victorious; what stands at the end 

is a countenance . . . a ‘you’, a person, an individual” (Ratzinger, Introduction to Christianity, 322). 
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obtaining redemption for human beings, Jesus obtained salvation for the cosmos, even though 

the cosmos has not fully experienced it yet just as the redeemed in this life have not experienced 

the fullness of salvation.17 Scripture proclaims that Jesus is the savior of all, but if this is so, there 

must be some sort of means whereby his saving grace is able to be distributed to human beings 

who exist in space and time. In Benedict’s vision, liturgy is that vehicle. 

 The second moment in Benedict’s cosmic eschatology is the liturgy. “Christian worship 

is surely a cosmic liturgy, which embraces heaven and earth,” states Benedict.18 Through the 

liturgy, God intends to “transform us and the world.”19 This has remarkable implications for the 

relationship between human beings and non-human creation. It also calls for a reconsideration of 

the liturgy, which in the past had been considered primarily as an anthropological (and 

angelological) phenomenon.20 The time has come, in Benedict’s estimation, to consider the 

                                                 
17 This view is biblical and is based on Pauline Christology. The letter to the Colossians states, “For in him 

all the fullness of God was pleased to dwell, and through him to reconcile to himself al things, whether on earth or in 

heaven, making peace by the blood of his cross” (Col. 1:19-20, RSV).  

18 Ratzinger, Spirit of the Liturgy, 53. 

19 Ibid., 175. 

20 Scripture depicts angels participating in the liturgy: “Another angel came and stood at the altar, holding a 

gold censer. He was given a great quantity of incense to offer, along with the prayers of all the holy ones, on the 

gold altar that was before the throne. The smoke of the incense along with the prayers of the holy ones went up 

before God from the hand of the angel” (Rev. 8:3-4, NAB); “[Y]ou have approached Mount Zion and the city of the 

living God, the heavenly Jerusalem, and countless angels in festal gathering, and the assembly of the firstborn 

enrolled in heaven” (Heb. 12:22-24, NAB). The great liturgical texts of the western and eastern churches mention 

angels participating in the liturgy. For instance, in the Liturgy of St. John Chrysostom the priest prays the following 

Entrance Prayer: “Master, Lord our God, Who has established the orders and hosts of angels and archangels in 

heaven to minister to Your glory, grant that holy angels may enter with us, that together we may celebrate and 

glorify Your goodness” (“The Divine Liturgy of Saint John Chrysostom,” Greek Orthodox Archdiocese of America, 

https://www.goarch.org/-/the-divine-liturgy-of-saint-john-chrysostom, accessed August 4, 2017). Similarly, in 

Eucharistic Prayer I of the Roman Canon, the priest prays, “Almighty God, we pray that your angel may take this 

sacrifice to your altar in heaven” (“Liturgy of the Eucharist,” The Catholic Liturgical Library, 

http://www.catholicliturgy.com/index.cfm/FuseAction/Text/Index/4/SubIndex/67/ContentIndex/11/Start/9, accessed 

August 4, 2017). Furthermore, the Sanctus is patterned on the prayers of the seraphim in the book of Isaiah. In the 

Preface of the Roman Rite, the priest prays, “Countless hosts of angels stand before you to do your will; they look 

upon your splendor and praise you, night and day. United with them, and in the name of every creature under 

heaven, we too praise your glory as we say,” at which point the congregation joins the priest in praying, “Holy, holy, 

holy Lord, God of [hosts], heaven and earth are full of your glory. Hosanna in the highest. Blessed is he who comes 

in the name of the Lord. Hosanna in the highest.” “Eucharistic Prayer I (Roman Canon),” The Catholic Liturgical 

Library, http://www.catholicliturgy.com/index.cfm/FuseAction/Text/Index/4/SubIndex/67/ContentIndex/22/Start/9, 
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liturgy as an action that is cosmic and that has an impact on all creation. This is good news for 

God’s creation and shows the gratuitousness of God, for God did not confine salvation to the 

realm of humanity but was pleased to extend it to the whole universe. 

The final stage of the eschatological process is the definitive unification of the cosmos in 

Christ at the end of time. The liturgy has always been oriented toward eschatology, which is why 

early Christians always celebrated their liturgies facing the east, the place where they expected 

Jesus to return in glory. In Benedict’s eschatological vision, the transformation of the bread and 

wine in the Eucharist prefigures the transfiguration of the cosmos.21 The universe will be saved, 

insists Benedict, and the salvation of the individual will only be complete when this cosmic 

salvation has occurred.22 

The three moments of cosmic salvation are so united together that they cannot be 

separated. Past, present, and future are fused together so that in the moment of Christian worship 

in the context of the liturgy, the Christian is at once united to Christ’s salvific action in the past 

and is spiritually joined to the world to come by way of anticipation. In this sense, Christians 

experience salvation during their earthly life and are called to extend the grace they receive from 

this encounter to others and to all creation. Having given a brief overview of Benedict’s liturgical 

vision, I will explore why the Rahnerian-Teilhardian schema lost currency in Benedict’s 

theology. 

                                                 
accessed August 4, 2017. This echoes the following Scripture passages: “Seraphim were stationed above; each of 

them had six wings: with two they covered their faces, with two they covered their feet, and with two they hovered. 

One cried out to the other: ‘Holy, holy, holy is the LORD of hosts! All the earth is filled with his glory!’” (Isa. 6:3, 

NAB); “Holy, holy, holy is the Lord God almighty, who was, and who is, and who is to come” (Rev. 4:8, NAB). In 

sum, both eastern and western liturgies recognize the role of angels in worship; the action of the congregation is not 

strictly an anthropological phenomenon, but is a participation in a heavenly worship in which the highest creatures 

participate. 

21 Ratzinger, Spirit of the Liturgy, 173. 

22 Ratzinger, Eschatology, 238. 
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It is unclear whether Benedict rejected the Rahnerian-Teilhardian schema or merely made 

the decision not to develop this line of thought. There are a number of possible reasons why 

Benedict opted to center his cosmic eschatology on the Paschal Mystery rather than staying the 

course with his Rahnerian-Teilhardian schema. Fletcher points out some possible reasons as to 

why Benedict changed his approach.23 First, it is possible that when he moved to Rome in 1981, 

he began to consider different ways of advancing his theology. Another possible reason why he 

changed his earlier position is that as a result of his activity in his role as head of the 

Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith he started to embrace more traditional formulas in the 

line of St. Augustine. Whatever the case may be, he did not continue to develop his cosmic 

eschatology along Teilhardian and Rahnerian lines of thought. 

I believe that the key to understanding why Benedict gave up the pursuit of his 

Rahnerian-Teilhardian schema lies in Jesus of Nazareth: Holy Week. There are two parts to the 

answer. The first part is that the person of Jesus becomes the most important reality in 

eschatology, thereby relativizing the cosmic context of eschatology. In a commentary on the 

eschatological discourse in the Gospel of Mark (Mark 13:24-27), after noting the passage’s 

reliance on the book of Daniel24 Benedict claims, 

The old apocalyptic text is given a personalist dimension: at its heart we now find the 

person of Jesus himself, who combines into one the lived present and the mysterious 

future. The real “event” is the person in whom, despite the passage of time, the present 

truly remains. In this person the future is already here. When all is said and done, the 

                                                 
23 Fletcher, Resurrection Realism, 250. 

24 Benedict states that the passage from Mark relies on the following text from Daniel: “I saw in the night 

visions, and behold, with the clouds of heaven there came one like a son of man, and he came to the Ancient of Days 

and was presented before him. And to him was given dominion and glory and kingdom, that all peoples, nations, and 

languages should serve him; his dominion is an everlasting dominion, which shall not pass away, and his kingdom 

one that shall not be destroyed.” (Dan. 7:13-14, RSV). 
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future will not place us in any other situation than the one to which our encounter with 

Jesus has already brought us.25 

Not only does Benedict interpret Jesus as the key to eschatology, but he also comments that this 

refocusing on the person relativizes the importance of the cosmic context, citing Mark 13:3126 to 

justify his claim. Benedict comments, “The cosmic elements pass away; the word of Jesus is the 

true ‘firmament’ beneath which we can stand and remain.”27 Benedict turns to the Paschal 

Mystery and the liturgy; this is essentially a turning to the person of Jesus Christ and to his words 

as the key to eschatology. The Logos, therefore, in the double sense that Jesus is the Logos of the 

Father and that the words of Jesus as transmitted through Scripture are messages of the Logos, is 

essential to Benedict’s eschatology. Before I describe Benedict’s theology of the word, however, 

I will describe his sacramental theology. 

The Sacramental Vision of Benedict XVI 

For Benedict, the sacraments unite word with matter, but this union is itself based on 

another union, i.e. the hypostatic union. In Benedict’s words, 

The sacrament, as the fundamental form of the Christian liturgy, embraces both matter 

and word, that is, it gives religion both a cosmic and historical dimension and points to 

cosmos and history as the place of our encounter with God . . . The sacrament’s double 

structure of word and matter . . . receives its ultimate deepening and grounding in 

Christology, in the Word made flesh, in the Redeemer, who is, at the same time, the 

Mediator of creation.28 

Because sacraments unite word and matter, I will describe Benedict’s account of sacramentality 

before I unpack his Logos theology. 

                                                 
25 Benedict XVI, Jesus of Nazareth: Part Two, 50. 

26 “Heaven and earth will pass away, but my words will not pass away” (RSV). 

27 Benedict XVI, Jesus of Nazareth: Part Two, 51. 

28 Ratzinger, Principles of Catholic Theology, 30. 
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Benedict’s sacramental theology is significant for his cosmic eschatology in three ways. 

First, it is significant because for Benedict, as for St. Thomas Aquinas, the basis of sacramental 

theology is the Logos, the primordial symbol who by becoming united to matter in the 

incarnation has become the pattern for the sacraments29; it follows that just as the Logos has 

become glorified, creation is destined to undergo glorification or apotheosis. The second way 

sacramental theology is important for Benedict’s cosmic eschatology and soteriology is the way 

the particular sacraments impinge on the salvation of the cosmos, in particular the Eucharist. For 

Benedict, Jesus of Nazareth is the historical and spiritual basis of the sacraments and, as such, is 

central to the semiotic nature of the sacraments. The threefold semiotic valence of the sacraments 

that corresponds to past, present, and future is indispensable to Benedict’s sacramental and 

liturgical theology. For Benedict, therefore, the sacraments bear a promise of salvation to the 

cosmos and help to effect said salvation through the sacraments. 

Sacramental theology has a third implication for Benedict’s eschatology. Recently, 

Jonathan Martin Ciraulo has described Benedict’s eschatology as “sacramentally regulated.”30 

Ciraulo writes that in Benedict’s theology, 

Sacramental theology . . . regulates, or at least confirms, what Benedict considers to be an 

eschatology in concord with Scripture and tradition. The Eucharist, as the eschatological 

banquet, then prohibits a utopianism that awaits fulfillment in a political future because it 

                                                 
29 The following is Aquinas’s view: “[T]he sacraments have a certain conformity . . . [to the Word 

incarnate] . . . in that the word is joined to the sensible sign, just as in the mystery of the Incarnation the Word of 

God is united to sensible flesh.” Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologica, trans. Fathers of the English Dominican 

Province, vol. 4 (New York: Benzinger Brothers, 1948), III. Q. 60, a. 6. Benedict makes a similar observation: “The 

sacrament’s double structure of word and matter . . . receives its ultimate deepening and grounding in Christology, 

in the Word made flesh, in the Redeemer, who is, at the same time, the Mediator of creation” (Ratzinger, Principles 

of Catholic Theology, 30). 

30 Jonathan Martin Ciraulo, “Sacramentally Regulated Eschatology in Hans Urs von Balthasar and Pope 

Benedict XVI,” Pro Ecclesia 24, no. 2 (January 1, 2015): 216. 
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allows for an abiding in what has already been given. It equally negates a purely 

existentialist reading because the sacraments are, despite their mediation, veils.31 

Ciraulo’s description of a “sacramentally regulated eschatology” describes in a specific way how 

the semiotic valences of the sacraments regulate Benedict’s eschatological conclusions: the 

sacraments anticipate the fulfillment of the universe and contain a deeper meaning than what can 

be acquired through the senses since they are veils. In sum, the sacraments in Benedict’s 

eschatology (1) conform to the Logos, who in the glorification of the Incarnate Word through the 

resurrection anticipates the divinization of the universe, (2) facilitate the sanctification of the 

cosmos by sanctifying human beings who in turn sanctify the cosmos, and (3) regulate 

Benedict’s eschatological ideas. 

Before getting into the details of sacramentality, it is important to establish the meaning 

of “sacramentality” and “sacrament”. I have divided this sacramental part of the chapter into the 

four following sections: (1) the definitions of “sacramentality” and “sacrament”, (2) Benedict’s 

account of the different levels of sacramentality, (3) the cosmos as sacrament or church, and (4) 

the ecological implications of cosmos as sacrament/church. I will describe the particulars of 

Benedict’s sacramental theology in the next chapter where I explore his liturgical theology. 

“Sacramentality” and “Sacrament” 

Although conceptually a sacrament is related to semiotics since it deals with signs, the 

original meaning of the word “sacrament” comes from a Roman soldier’s oath to the emperor; 

however, when Christians adopted the term, it came to mean a sensible sign that confers on the 

recipient the grace and promise of God.32 The Christian adaptation of the word “sacrament” 

                                                 
31 Ibid., 230. 

32 Toolan, At Home in the Cosmos, 33–34. 
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changed it so that whereas previously it meant a promise that issues from the lower and is 

directed to the higher (i.e. from soldier to emperor), in the Christian tradition it acquired the 

additional meaning of a promise that proceeds from the higher and is given to the lower (i.e. 

from God to the recipient). Christian sacramentality is therefore bound to the notion of promise, 

specifically to the promise of God to human beings to aid them with grace.33  

In addition to the anthropological dimension of sacramental promise, there is also a 

cosmic dimension of sacramental promise. According to David Toolan, the natural world can be 

considered sacramental. In his view, the sacramentality of the natural world means that it bears 

God’s promise that it will be transformed.34 While Benedict does not explicitly use the phrases 

“world as sacrament” or “cosmos as sacrament,” he recognizes in the Bible (Rev. 21:21) God’s 

promise to renew the world.35 In Benedict’s theology, therefore, the world bears a promise of 

renewal just as in the story of Noah’s ark the rainbow was a sign of God’s promise not to destroy 

the world by water.  

Nature, however, also conveys a meaning to human beings. It proclaims the glory of God 

through its beauty and mediates God’s presence. The sacramental quality of nature in Toolan’s 

view, is not static but dynamic. In his words,  

If the sun is hazy or blocked by smog, if the water is unclean, the air poisonous, the wind 

full of dust and smoke, the soil eroded or desiccated, and biological diversity consumed 

                                                 
33 This does not abrogate human beings’ responsibility toward God. Benedict points out that Tertullian used 

the word “sacramentum” to denote the promises of baptism that the recipient makes to God. Johann Auer and Joseph 

Ratzinger, Dogmatic Theology, trans. Erasmo Leiva-Merikakis and Hugh M. Riley, vol. 6, A General Doctrine of 

the Sacraments and The Mystery of the Eucharist (Washington, DC: The Catholic University of America Press, 

1995), 10–11. A complete theory of the sacraments would, at the very least, recognize that the promises flow both 

ways, i.e. from human beings to God and from God to human beings. I refer to this as the anthropological dimension 

of sacramental promise. 

34 Toolan, At Home in the Cosmos, 38. 

35 Benedict states that “by announcing a new heaven and a new earth, the Bible makes it clear that the 

whole of creation is destined to become the vessel of God’s Glory” (Ratzinger, Eschatology, 237). 
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by the fires burning up the rain forests, the sacramental “light” of nature grows dim. To 

degrade the earth is to interfere with the message of its Creator.36 

Human beings, therefore, have a responsibility to safeguard the Earth so that it can continue to 

proclaim the glory of God. 

Like Toolan, Benedict believes that creation has a symbolic function. He explains that 

“the early Christian concept of sacrament included an interpretation of the world, of man, and of 

God that is convinced of the fact that things are not just things and material for our labor; rather, 

they are at the same time signs pointing beyond themselves.”37 In the example that Benedict 

gives to describe how “things can be more than things,” he points out that water is more than 

H2O; water holds a multiplicity of meanings such as the “mystery of refreshment that creates 

new life” for one who is parched and “the glory of creative love” to one who sees the sun 

reflected on the ocean surface.38 In these examples of the many meanings that water can 

transmit, Benedict is essentially describing the same kind of sacramentality that Toolan affirms, 

i.e. the kind that is inherent in creation. 

There is another sense in which the sacramental quality of creation is different from the 

sacramentality Toolan describes. In a meditation on the Holy Spirit, Benedict XVI compares the 

Holy Spirit to air. 

What air is for biological life, the Holy Spirit is for spiritual life; and just as an 

atmospheric pollution exists that poisons the environment and living beings, thus a 

pollution of heart and spirit exists that mortifies and poisons spiritual life. In the same 

way that one must not become inured to the poisons in the air and for this reason 

                                                 
36 Toolan, At Home in the Cosmos, 37. 

37 Joseph Ratzinger, Collected Works, ed. Michael J. Miller, trans. John Saward et al., vol. 11, Theology of 

the Liturgy: The Sacramental Foundation of Christian Existence (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 2014), 161. 

38 Ibid. 
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ecological commitment is a priority today; likewise one must not become inured to what 

corrupts the mind.39 

Although similar to Toolan’s description of the sacramentality of creation, Benedict ascribes to 

creation another dimension of meaning. Whereas Toolan generically describes creation as 

bearing the glory of God, thereby pointing from creation to God, Benedict describes how 

creation can convey something not only about God but also about humanity’s relationship to 

God, thereby pointing from creation to human beings. It follows that creation can convey both 

the glory of God and human life as well. 

In addition to its promissory character, sacramentality also has a symbolic character. The 

ability to interpret the world through symbols is essential to living a meaningful and fully human 

life. Human beings communicate through signs and symbols everyday through words, 

conventional signs, body language, computer code, etc. There is a consensus among semiologists 

that human beings are “symbolic animals.”40 While there is no question as to the intrinsic 

importance of symbols to human beings, there are widely diverging views as to whether the 

universe and the multitude of things therein can function symbolically. While materialists 

undoubtedly are cognizant of the role of symbolism in human interaction, their worldview more 

often than not evacuates the non-sentient world of symbolic value. This makes it even more 

difficult for human beings today to make sense of the sacraments. 

Benedict describes the inability of people in the modern world to comprehend the 

meaning of the sacraments as a “crisis of sacramentality.”41 He elaborates, “In a time when we 

                                                 
39 Benedict XVI, The Garden of God: Toward a Human Ecology, ed. Maria Milvia Morciano (Washington, 

DC: The Catholic University of America Press, 2014), 30. 

40 Michael G. Lawler, Symbol and Sacrament: A Contemporary Sacramental Theology (New York: Paulist 

Press, 1987), 10. 

41 Ratzinger, Collected Works, 11:153. 
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have grown accustomed to seeing in the substance of things nothing but the material for human 

labor . . . there is no room left for that symbolic transparency of reality toward the eternal on 

which the sacramental principle is based.”42 What has replaced the sacramental worldview, 

according to Benedict, is a functionalist view of the world.43 Here, Benedict is borrowing from 

the thought of Martin Heidegger who, according to Benedict, explains that materialism does not 

consist of the interpretation of everything as matter, but rather of the idea that all matter is 

merely for the purpose of labor and fabrication.44 In Introduction to Christianity, Benedict 

describes a distinction made by Heidegger between calculating and reflective thought, explaining 

that calculating thought “is concerned with ‘makability’” in comparison with reflective thought, 

which “is concerned with meaning.”45 In their preoccupation with functionality and calculating 

thought, modern human beings tend to find it difficult to engage in philosophical introspection 

and meaningful reflective thought. 

In addition to these reflections, Benedict’s encyclical letter, Spe Salvi, sheds light on his 

view of the origins of the modern consciousness and its consequences. Like Toolan, Benedict 

faults the beginnings of modernity for bringing about the current crisis that human beings 

experience, but rather than describing it as an ecological crisis, he characterizes it as a 

diminishing of the scope of salvation. According to Benedict, what was formerly a holistic view 

of salvation, in which salvation was conceived as a communal affair, salvation becomes viewed 

as a personal affair that entails “a flight from responsibility for the whole.”46 In Benedict’s view, 

                                                 
42 Ibid., 11:153–54. 

43 Ibid., 11:154. 

44 Ibid., 11:166. 

45 Ratzinger, Introduction to Christianity, 71. 

46 Benedict XVI, Spe Salvi, 16. 
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the major soteriological shift from the religious to the secular can be traced to Francis Bacon, 

whose “correlation of experiment and method that enables man to arrive at an interpretation of 

nature in conformity with its laws” leads many to conclude that “the dominion over creation—

given to man by God and lost through original sin—would be reestablished.” 47 Whereas 

previously the recovery of Paradise was expected to be restored through Jesus Christ, now 

redemption has become recast so that the restoration of humanity’s ascendency over nature is 

now brought about by science.48 Although Benedict does not explicitly link Bacon and 

ecological degradation in Spe Salvi, it is not difficult to connect the dots from Bacon’s recasting 

of redemption to technological dominance and the abuse of the environment. 

The sacramental crisis of which Benedict speaks, along with his view of the new 

relationship between humanity and nature envisioned by Francis Bacon, complements Toolan’s 

view that the ecological crisis is a result of the scientific consciousness that coincided with the 

advent of the modern scientific revolution. Toolan claims that “Lynn White had it mostly wrong” 

and that “real environmental problems start not with Abraham and Moses but with the new 

scientific consciousness of the seventeenth century” which essentially replaced the prevalent 

sacramental vision of the cosmos that had flourished in human cultures for thousands of years.49 

Both Toolan and Benedict begin with a sacramental worldview and end up with more or less the 

same diagnosis: the scientific consciousness that accompanied the modern scientific revolution—

                                                 
47 Ibid., 16. 

48 Ibid., 17. 

49 Toolan, At Home in the Cosmos, 42; Toolan misconstrues White’s argument since White’s main 

contention is that Christianity is responsible for the ecological crisis, not Abraham and Moses. See Lynn White, Jr., 

“The Historical Roots of Our Ecologic Crisis,” Science 155, no. 3767 (1967): 1203–7. White never mentions 

Abraham or Moses in his article and although he mentions Judaism in passing, he squarely pins the blame for the 

ecological crisis on Christianity: “Especially in its Western form, Christianity is the most anthropocentric religion 

the world has seen” (ibid., 1205). 
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which Benedict associates with the exchanging of the view that Jesus Christ is the source of 

redemption for the view that humanity’s mastery over technology constitutes its redemption—is 

responsible for the current ecological crisis. The conclusions of Benedict and Toolan imply that 

if human beings are going to foster the ecological healing of nature and the reformation of 

humanity’s relationship with the Earth, it is imperative for people to recover a sacramental vision 

of the world. Yet people cannot merely recover a one-size-fits-all view of sacramentality since 

there is no such thing. Sacramentality is not a monolithic reality; there are gradations, which I 

will describe in the next section. 

Levels of Sacramentality 

 There are several levels of sacramentality in Benedict’s theology. This may be seen more 

clearly in his explanation of why the inaugural volume of his collected works is about the liturgy: 

“The essential purpose of the work was . . . to place the liturgy in its larger context, which I tried 

to present in three concentric circles that are present in all the particular topics.” 50 The three 

circles to which he is referring are (1) the relationship between the Old and New Testaments, (2) 

the relationship between Christian liturgy and the religions of the world, and (3) the cosmic 

context of the Christian liturgy. Elaborating on the third concentric circle, Benedict notes that 

“the liturgy is celebrated in the expanse of the cosmos, encompassing creation and history at the 

same time.”51 The three concentric circles widen from the smallest circle, i.e. the 

interrelationship between Old and New Testaments, to the largest circle, i.e. the cosmic context, 

                                                 
50 Benedict XVI, “On the Inaugural Volume of My Collected Works,” in Collected Works, by Joseph 

Ratzinger, ed. Michael J. Miller, trans. John Saward et al., vol. 11, Theology of the Liturgy: The Sacramental 

Foundation of Christian Existence (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 2014), xvii. 

51 Ibid. 
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which contains the others. After describing these concentric circles, Benedict remarks that “the 

liturgy also always contains a love for creation and the responsibility for it.”52 He clearly sees a 

profound connection between the liturgy and ecological stewardship. 

The image of the concentric circles, while aptly describing the purpose of the work, does 

not fully elucidate the broader anthropological setting of sacramentality, a setting that must be 

regarded as the basis for the Christian notion of sacramentality. Benedict fills this gap when he 

explains that the roots of sacramentality are the biological functions of human beings and the 

major events in their lives, such as birth, eating, conjugal relations, and death.53 As such, 

sacramentality exists in the context of communion with other human beings during the course of 

their lives.54 Sacramentality, in its broader sense, is therefore something that is not exclusively 

Christian, but is something that can be experienced by people of diverse cultural and religious 

backgrounds. Lizette Larson-Miller concurs: “From the broadest perspective, it is important to 

say that Christianity itself does not have a monopoly on sacramentality, nor are Christians the 

only ones to use the term.”55 Benedict summarizes this common experience of sacramentality as 

follows: 

The sacrament in its universal form in the history of religion is therefore at first simply 

the expression of the experience that God encounters man in a human way: in the signs of 

common humanity and in the change of the merely biological into the human, which 

when accomplished in the context of religion undergoes a transformation into a third 

dimension—the authentication of the divine in the human.56 

                                                 
52 Ibid. 

53 Ratzinger, Collected Works, 11:156. 

54 Ibid., 11:157. 

55 Lizette Larson-Miller, “Introduction,” in Sacramentality Renewed: Contemporary Conversations in 

Sacramental Theology (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 2016), xiii. 

56 Ratzinger, Collected Works, 11:158. 
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Out of the most common human experiences, sacramentality is derived. It is based on the 

structure of human existence in which the biological is experienced as a “transparent” dimension 

through which human beings “can glimpse the spiritual and the eternal.”57 

 The distinctive element in Christian sacraments, in comparison with non-Christian 

sacraments, is that it inserts people “into the history that originates in Christ,” and therefore 

introduces a “historical dimension,” a new feature that “gives to the natural symbolism its 

binding force and its concrete claim, cleanses it of all ambiguity and makes it into a more certain 

guarantee for the nearness of the one true God.”58 While Benedict is cognizant of the universal 

scope of sacramentality, he believes that sacramentality is perfected in the Christian sacraments. 

That the distinctive element of Christian sacraments is insertion into the history of Christ and 

that this history should be “the decisive factor in human history” should not be so difficult for 

modern people to grasp, Benedict maintains, because human beings are historically determined.59 

The significance of historicity and the insertion into the history of Christ, Benedict notes, leads 

him to the particular dogmatic definition of the Christian sacraments, which includes the 

institution by Christ, the outward sign, and the interior grace.60 In this way, Benedict begins with 

a general description of sacramentality and arrives at the more specific definition of Christian 

sacraments. In the next section, I will examine if it is possible to apply the concept of sacrament 

to the cosmos as a whole. 

                                                 
57 Ibid. 

58 Ibid., 11:162. 

59 Ibid., 11:162–63. 

60 Ibid., 11:164. 
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Cosmos as Sacrament or Church? 

 I have already mentioned that nature has a sacramental character in Benedict’s theology. 

Things are not always what they seem since they often contain several layers of meaning, a 

position exemplified by Benedict’s analysis of the symbolism of water and air.61 I also showed 

that Benedict recognizes the promissory character of God’s eschatological promise to renew the 

cosmos, which is connected to sacramentality. The universe is a bearer of God’s promise of 

renewal just as a baptized person receives God’s promise of grace and deliverance. While the 

cosmos can be viewed as a kind of sacrament since it portrays a hidden reality, i.e. the glory of 

God, it can also be compared to the bearer of a sacrament since it is destined to be redeemed and 

is a bearer of a divine promise.62 Since the universe is redeemed, it raises the following 

questions: How is the universe related to the church? Is the church the community of the 

redeemed? If so, it seems as though the cosmos can be considered as church. 

 The cosmos as church is an idea that seems to be more ensconced in eastern Christianity 

than western Christianity since theosis (deification) is such an important theme for the former. 

For instance, Ion Croitoru, an Orthodox, wrote an article entitled “The Cosmos (the World) as 

Church in the Making” in which he describes how the cosmos participates in deification, 

especially through the liturgy.63 Dumitru Staniloae also believes that the church impacts the 

cosmos. Radu Bordeianu, a commentator on Staniloae’s thought, states that for Staniloae, “The 

                                                 
61 A potentially fruitful subject for further research is a comparison of the way Benedict interprets 

symbolism in nature with his biblical hermeneutics. There is an obvious analogy between the scientific conception 

of things, i.e. their chemical compositions and physical characteristics, and historical-criticism. Benedict maintains 

that while both are important, they cannot convey the truth of things or of the sacred words of Scripture. 

62 In the ecclesiology of Dumitru Staniloae, the church is a sacrament. Commenting on Staniloae’s thought, 

Radu Bordeianu states that the church “[acts] as the sacrament of the Trinity in the world.” Radu Bordeianu, 

Dumitru Staniloae: An Ecumenical Ecclesiology, Reprint edition (New York: Bloomsbury T&T Clark, 2013), 216. 

63 Ion Croitoru, “The Cosmos (the World) as Church in the Making,” Teologia 55, no. 2 (2013): 110. 
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liturgical life of the Church encompasses all creation, which was made to praise God in a cosmic 

liturgy.”64 Bordeianu continues, stating that the Holy Spirit “empowers creation to become fully 

Church.”65 For Staniloae, not only does the church embrace the whole creation, but it also is 

transfigured into the church. The concept of the cosmos as church is connatural with eastern 

theology and is most notably present in Maximus the Confessor’s Mystagogy. 

While there is undoubtedly an eastern affinity for relating the church to the universe, the 

idea of cosmos as church can be found in western theologians as well. Jürgen Moltmann, for 

instance, suggests that the church is more expansive than a community of people. In his words, 

“Limiting the church merely to the world of human beings was a dangerous modern 

constriction.”66 Moltmann seems to imply that the church is comprised not only of human beings 

but the entire creation, although he does not explicitly state this. He does, however, state that the 

presence of Word and Spirit in the church is “the initial manifestation of the presence of the 

Word and Spirit of God in the renewed creation of all things,” and that the church is “cosmically 

oriented.”67 Immediately after making this suggestion, Moltmann ties it to ecology by stating that 

if the church is more expansive than humanity but is “oriented towards the cosmos,” then the 

modern ecological crisis “is also the crisis of the church itself” since “it will be destroyed if the 

earth is destroyed.”68 

                                                 
64 Bordeianu, Dumitru Staniloae, 215. 

65 Ibid., 216. 

66 Jürgen Moltmann, “The Scope of Renewal in the Spirit,” in To the Wind of God’s Spirit: Reflections on 

the Canberra Theme, ed. Emilio Castro (Geneva: World Council of Churches, 1990), 35. 

67 Ibid. 

68 Ibid. 
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 Benedict’s position is similar to Moltmann’s and Staniloae’s. In a book on the sacraments 

that he co-wrote with Johann Auer, Benedict states, “The church not only encompasses 

humankind but, as Body of the cosmic Christ, it also encompasses the human world and the 

cosmos itself.”69 The phrasing is different from Moltmann’s and contains a different nuance, 

since something can encompass something else without being identical to it. Benedict seems to 

carefully choose his words so as not to indicate that non-human creatures are explicitly a part of 

the church in the same way that human beings are, whereas Moltmann insists that the modern 

anthropological limits of the church must be overcome, thereby implying that non-human 

creatures are in the church, although he seems to qualify this when he speaks of the church as 

having a cosmic orientation. 

 Whether non-human creatures can be considered as “members” of the church depends on 

one’s definition of the church. If one defines the church as the collective whole of rational 

entities that are joined in Christ’s mystical body, it follows that non-rational entities, e.g. 

minerals and microorganisms, plants and animals, stars and galaxies, nebulas and supernovas, 

cannot be considered as members of the church, even if they are oriented toward the church; 

however, if one defines church as the collective recipient of redemption, since the cosmos is to 

be redeemed through Christ (Col. 1:19-20), it follows that the universe itself ought to be 

considered as church. If one defines the church in this way, it becomes evident that the church 

must, in some way, transcend the anthropological institution and be connected to all of creation 

even if this connection is not quite clearly defined. Although Benedict never explicitly defines 

church in this way, he holds the position that through the perfection of the “Lord’s body” (i.e. the 

                                                 
69 Auer and Ratzinger, Dogmatic Theology, 6:133; Cf. Ratzinger, Eschatology, 237–38, italics added: 

“[T]he presence of Christ, so far only inaugurated among us, will reach its fulness and encompass all those who are 

to be saved and the whole cosmos with them.” 
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Body of Christ, the church), the cosmos itself will be perfected, and that “the individual’s 

salvation is whole and entire only when the salvation of the cosmos and all the elect has come to 

full fruition.”70 This suggests that for Benedict, church and cosmos are not antithetical but that 

the cosmos and the church are inextricably related in such a way that the perfection of the latter 

brings about the perfection of the former. Benedict points out that Scripture indicates that “the 

whole of creation is destined to become the vessel of God’s Glory” and that “Christ is the temple 

of the final age; he is heaven, the new Jerusalem; he is the cultic space of God.”71 Juxtaposing 

these two statements together, one can invent a logical chain that indicates that the redeemed 

cosmos is the Body of Christ, the church. Since redeemed creation is the vessel of God (i.e. 

temple) and Christ is the space of God (i.e. temple), it follows that redeemed creation is the Body 

of Christ (i.e. temple).72 

The doctrine of the cosmic scope of the church should be analyzed in light of two 

doctrines: (1) the doctrine of the omnipresence of the Holy Spirit and (2) Augustine’s 

interpretation of Noah’s ark. If the Holy Spirit is present in all things that exist and it animates 

the church, it seems to follow that the church is coextensive with the cosmos. One might 

legitimately object that the mode of the presence of the Holy Spirit in the church and in creation 

are different. According to this manner of thinking, the Holy Spirit as creator is present in all 

things but as sanctifier is only present in Christians in the state of grace. Be that as it may, it 

cannot be contravened that the Holy Spirit exists in all things. 

                                                 
70 Ratzinger, Eschatology, 238. 

71 Ibid., 237, 234. 

72 Scripture seems to corroborate this conclusion since the book of Revelation states that there was no 

temple in heaven since the God and the Lamb are the temple (Rev. 21:22), but it also indicates that the dwelling 

place of the people of God, i.e. the New Jerusalem, is itself a temple or sanctuary since the shape of the New 

Jerusalem, a perfect cube (Rev. 21:15-16), is patterned on the shape of the Holy of Holies (1 Kings 6:20). 
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Augustine’s interpretation of Noah’s ark (Gen. 6:14-22) offers an intriguing insight. 

Augustine compares Noah’s ark to the church, indicating that the former is a type of the latter.73 

He goes on to explain that the ark has the same proportions of a man lying down and that the 

door in the side of the ark foreshadows the wound in the side of Christ. If the ark is a symbol of 

the church, it implies that the animals are included in the church just as they were in the ark. One 

might protest that the animals were not a part of the ark, but were encompassed in it, just as 

Staniloae and Benedict suggest that the church encompasses creation without being identical to 

it. While this is true, the animals were in no different situation in the ark than Noah and his 

family; both humans and non-humans alike were encompassed by the ark during the flood. 

While this observation is insightful, it also highlights the ambiguity of the issue since through the 

interpretation of this passage alone, it is not possible to come up with a definitive conclusion 

regarding the extent of the church. My own stance is that in addition to encompassing human 

beings, the church encompasses non-human creation.74 Despite the ambiguity of the concept of 

cosmos as church, it has some important ecological implications.  

Cosmos as Sacrament/Church and Ecology 

The ideas of cosmos as sacrament and cosmos as church have significant ecological 

ramifications: (1) cosmos as sacrament – as the elevation of earthly elements to the realm of the 

divine, the liturgy, which is the context of the celebration of the sacraments, is necessary for (a) a 

renewal of the sacramental vision of the cosmos, which in turn promotes environmental 

                                                 
73 See The City of God, XV.26: “[Noah’s ark] is certainly a figure of the city of God sojourning in this 

world; that is to say, of the church, which is rescued by the wood on which hung the Mediator of God and men, the 

man Christ Jesus.” Augustine, The City of God, trans. Marcus Dods (New York: The Modern Library, 1993), 516. 

74 In chapter four, I will attempt to articulate a theory that explains more fully how non-human creation can 

be considered as part of the church by extending the subsistit formula to the cosmos. 
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responsibility and (b) the actual fulfillment of the purpose of creation, which is divinization and 

(2) cosmos as church – the doctrine of the ordination of all creation to the church, or in other 

words, that the church encompasses all of creation, helps foster just attitudes and actions toward 

the environment by emphasizing the importance of human solidarity with non-human creation 

and designates the blatant degradation of nature as blasphemous since creation is destined to be 

the dwelling of God. 

Cosmos as Sacrament 

The cosmos is fundamentally good and sacramental. In the liturgy, which is inspired by 

this view, earthly signs are elevated for the purpose of transforming human beings and the 

cosmos. Liturgical rituals are necessary for the relating of human realities to divine realities, and 

as such are indispensable for the renewal of a sacramental vision of the cosmos. Without the 

liturgy, there may be some understanding of spirituality, but it would be rather nebulous and 

non-empirical. By conditioning human beings to see that God makes use of his creation to 

sanctify human beings and the rest of creation, the liturgy affirms the dignity of creation. As a 

result, it could be said that the liturgy has a positive subjective effect: liturgy changes the 

perspective of human beings and orients their minds toward the good of the cosmos. Liturgy also 

has a positive objective effect by bringing about the fulfillment of creation through divinization. 

Subjective Effect: Renewal of Sacramental Vision 

The recovery of a sacramental vision of the cosmos is indispensable for promoting 

environmental responsibility. In Toolan’s view, the scientific consciousness that arose as a result 

of the modern scientific revolution is responsible for the current ecological crisis.75 His 

                                                 
75 Toolan, At Home in the Cosmos, 42. 



110 

 

assessment is generally accurate since the scientific method conditioned scientists and others to 

think empirically and mechanistically about the world. Toolan goes so far as to claim that the 

sign that the classical Newtonian cosmology conveys is death, in comparison with the 

sacramental view of the world that is found in the Hebrew scriptures.76 The Hebrew Scriptures, 

in turn, are rebelling against the theology that undergirds the Enuma Elish, the Babylonian 

creation account, in which the god Marduk creates heaven and earth from the corpse of his 

mother, Tiamat, whom he has slain. After committing this shocking matricide, Marduk creates 

human beings out of the blood of one of the slain gods.77 The sign present in the Babylonian 

cosmos, like the sign of the Newtonian cosmos, is the sign of death, since everywhere human 

beings look in this worldview, there is evidence of death. Rather than being created in the image 

and likeness of God, human beings are formed out of the blood of a dead god in the Enuma 

Elish. Commenting on the Enuma Elish, Benedict remarks, “At the very origin of the world lurks 

something sinister, and in the deepest part of humankind there lies something rebellious, 

demonic, and evil.”78 In a subtler way than in the Enuma Elish, the Newtonian vision of the 

cosmos is a sign of death since it offers no hope to human beings and strips nature of promise.79 

The creation account in the book of Genesis and the liturgy both highlight the goodness of the 

world and God’s providence. 

  

                                                 
76 Ibid., 54. Yet Toolan is also aware that Newton was a religious man who saw his scientific and 

mathematical endeavors as uncovering God’s design of the universe (ibid., 52). 

77 Lawrence Boadt, Reading the Old Testament: An Introduction, 2nd edition (New York: Paulist Press, 

2012), 91–94. 

78 Benedict XVI, “In the Beginning...”: A Catholic Understanding of the Story of Creation and the Fall, 

trans. Boniface Ramsey, O.P. (Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans, 1995), 12. 

79 Toolan, At Home in the Cosmos, 54. 
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Objective Effect: Cosmic Apotheosis 

While Benedict does not directly relate liturgical theology to environmentalism per se, he 

does relate the liturgy to the apotheosis of the cosmos, which can be related to environmentalism. 

In Benedict’s theology, the cosmos and God’s covenant with human beings are closely 

connected. The covenant is the goal of creation, which means that creation is “a space for 

worship.”80 As the soul of covenant, worship “not only saves mankind but is also meant to draw 

the whole of reality into communion with God.”81 The purpose of creation is, therefore, the same 

as the purpose of humanity: divinization.82 

Cosmos as Church 

There is a consensus among Benedict, Staniloae, and Moltmann (who happen to be 

members of the three great traditions in Christianity, i.e. Catholicism, Orthodoxy, and 

Protestantism) that creation should not be entirely equated with church in the present world, but 

that it should instead be recognized as “encompass[ing]”83 creation, to use Staniloae and 

Benedict’s term, or, to use Moltmann’s phrase, that creation is “oriented towards the cosmos.”84 

In my view, the ordination of the cosmos to the church is a potency that will only be fully 

realized in the eschaton, but human beings are capable of initiating this process through the 

liturgy and through responsible stewardship and environmental practices. This position aligns 

with Benedict’s concept of spiritualization, which he describes as the opposite of incarnation.  

                                                 
80 Ratzinger, Spirit of the Liturgy, 26. 

81 Ibid., 27. 

82 Ibid., 28. 

83 Bordeianu, Dumitru Staniloae, 215; Auer and Ratzinger, Dogmatic Theology, 6:133. 

84 Moltmann, “Scope of Renewal,” 35. 
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The incarnation . . . becomes final, so to speak, at the moment the movement is reversed. 

The flesh becomes “logicized,” but precisely this process of the flesh becoming word 

produces a new unity of all reality, which was obviously so important to God that he let it 

cost him his Son on the cross. . . . It is not only the incarnation of the Word, but at the 

same time the spiritualization of the flesh.85 

If the flesh, not simply the flesh of human beings, but the flesh of reality, i.e. matter itself, 

becomes Word, 86 it implies that the cosmos itself will be divinized and will be redeemed. This 

redemption can be anticipated by a renewed concern for the Earth, destined as it is to share in 

this redemption.  

One might legitimately wonder why it is necessary to care for creation if it is destined to 

be redeemed. The rationale behind environmental stewardship according to Haught is that human 

actions have eternal consequences. Haught explains, “In transfigured status, then, the present 

cosmos will continue to remain deeply implicated in the world’s eventual eschatological 

fulfillment. Without a hope that nature has such a future, our present ecological commitments 

might indeed have entirely too flimsy a footing.”87 In other words, a relationship exists between 

nature in its current state and in its divinized state such that humanity’s stewardship somehow 

defines the cosmos’s future status, in a way that is not dissimilar from how a person’s actions 

effect his or her state in the afterlife.  

Moltmann maintains that the broadening of the limits of the church would have a positive 

effect on the struggle to combat the ecological crisis, stating that “if the church is indeed oriented 

towards the cosmos, the ‘ecological crisis’ of the earthly creation is also the crisis of the church 

                                                 
85 Ratzinger, New Song, 122. 

86 Benedict explains what he means by “flesh” in the following passage: “The incarnation is only the first 

part of the movement. It becomes meaningful and definitive only in the cross and the resurrection. From the cross 

the Lord draws everything to himself and carries the flesh—that is, humanity and the entire created world—into 

God’s eternity” (ibid., 121). 

87 Haught, “Ecology and Eschatology,” 54. 
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itself, for as ‘flesh of its flesh and bones of its bones’ it will be destroyed if the earth is 

destroyed.”88 Bracketing what Catholic theology has called the “church triumphant,” or the 

assembly of those in heaven, Moltmann is essentially correct, even more so if one takes into 

account the genetic closeness of the human race with other animals as the theory of evolution 

and gene theory has made clear. Moreover, plants, animals, and human beings are made of the 

heavy atoms that were forged in the heart of a star that was most likely dispersed by a super 

nova, which highlights the affinity between living things and the rest of the cosmos. For 

Moltmann, the church should reflect in its attitude what is true at the physical level; simply put, 

the church needs to be in solidarity with the rest of creation. For Moltmann, there is another 

reason why the church should be concerned about the environment: “Not only our ‘human 

environment’ suffers, but also creation which is ordained to be ‘God’s environment’: every 

assault on creation that cannot be made good is a sacrilege.”89 Moltmann echoes St. Paul who 

states that an assault on Christian communities is an assault on God because the church is the 

temple of the Holy Spirit (1 Cor. 3:16-17), but extends the domain of God’s temple to include 

the universe. 

Creation is destined to be the dwelling place of God in both Moltmann’s theology90 as 

well as in Benedict’s, 91 but whereas Moltmann explicitly connects this idea to 

environmentalism, Benedict does not. Instead of relating the destiny of creation to become God’s 

dwelling to environmental issues, Benedict focuses on the relationship between creation and 

                                                 
88 Moltmann, “Scope of Renewal,” 35. 

89 Ibid. 

90 “The holiness and glory of the eternal indwelling of God is the eschatological goal of creation as a whole 

and of all individual created beings” (Moltmann, Coming of God, 318). 

91 “[T]he Bible makes it clear that the whole of creation is destined to become the vessel of God’s Glory” 

(Ratzinger, Eschatology, 237). 
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worship by rejecting Gisbert Greshake’s claim that “[m]atter . . . cannot be perfected” and 

insisting that matter as such can be redeemed and even divinized.92 Moreover, he does not write 

anything comparable to Moltmann’s equating the destruction of nature with blasphemy. 

Nevertheless, the fact that Benedict strongly indicates that the cosmos will be the dwelling place 

of God suggests that his views regarding the gravity of the destruction of nature is not that 

dissimilar from Moltmann’s. 

In sum, Benedict’s account of sacramentality helps to frame and govern his cosmic 

eschatology and his theology of the word. The sacraments are patterned after the incarnation, 

since they are essentially the union of matter and form, and in this way mirror the hypostatic 

union, point to the semiotic character of creation, hint at matter’s perfectibility and even 

“divinizibility,” and regulate Benedict’s eschatology. Maintaining that there are different levels 

of sacramentality, Benedict describes the cosmic context of sacramentality, sacramentality’s 

interreligious connections, the narrower field of sacramentality stemming from the Old 

Testament, and finally the most focused, concentrated, and perfected form of the sacraments, i.e. 

those that exist in the church. For Benedict, the cosmos can be seen as sacrament and as church. 

Both of these concepts have ecological implications. Cosmos as sacrament has two implications: 

a subjective effect (the renewal of the sacramental vision) and an objective implication (cosmic 

apotheosis). Cosmos as church implies that it is imperative for human beings to foster solidarity 

with non-human creation and that to attack nature is to attack the house of God. I will unpack 

Benedict’s Logos theology in the next section before demonstrating how his cosmic eschatology 

vis-à-vis the resurrection morphed over the years. 

                                                 
92 G. Greshake, Auferstehung der Toten (Essen 1969), p. 386, quoted in ibid., 192. 
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Logos: Benedict’s Theology of the Word 

In Benedict’s view, worship must be in accordance with the Logos, which is one of the 

reasons why it is important to describe Benedict’s Logos theology before delving into his 

liturgical theology in the next chapter. According to Benedict, the Jews in Alexandria came into 

contact with the idea of logikē latreia, which he describes as “worship and sacrifice with spirit 

and mind.”93 The Greek aspiration was to achieve “a mystical union with the Logos, the very 

meaning of all things.” Yet because the Hellenistic Logos-mysticism still enabled the body to be 

reduced to insignificance, it had Gnostic tendencies and this kind of mysticism did not arrive at 

full maturity until the incarnation enabled the ultimate sacrifice of the Word.94 

It is essential to understand Benedict’s Logos theology to appreciate the significance of 

his liturgical theology. According to Christopher Collins, in Benedict’s theology “there is always 

present what might be called a dialogical principle in which the Eternal Word is continually 

being spoken in history, in human words.”95 In fact, Collins claims that this dialogic structure is 

present in Benedict’s theology of creation, Christology, ecclesiology, liturgy, and eschatology.96 

For Benedict, logos is a multifaceted reality that undergirds the whole of his theology. 

The different levels of the logos that Benedict considers are based on the roles of 

speakers and listeners. For Benedict, logos at its deepest level is primarily the second person of 

the Trinity, the Logos of the Father. In Jesus, the Father has spoken his perfect word and in the 

incarnation, the Father has revealed himself most perfectly to human beings. Secondarily, the 

                                                 
93 Ratzinger, Spirit of the Liturgy, 45. 

94 Ibid., 47. 

95 Christopher S. Collins, The Word Made Love: The Dialogical Theology of Joseph Ratzinger/Benedict 

XVI (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 2013), 18. 

96 Ibid., 19. 
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words in Scripture are the Word of God addressed to human beings. In a third sense, there are 

other words, logoi, that serve as the patterns of created beings, which God spoke into being. I 

will address these three themes sequentially. 

The Eternal Word 

 The first component of Benedict’s theology of the Word is his account of the Eternal 

Word (i.e. the Pre-incarnate Word) of the Father. For Benedict, the person of the Eternal Word, 

who has become incarnate in Jesus of Nazareth, is the center of cosmic eschatology and the key 

to apocalyptic texts, as I pointed out in the overview of Benedict’s cosmic eschatology.97 In 

addition to being essential to eschatology, the Eternal Word also has a relational and 

soteriological significance in Benedict’s theology. According to Benedict, “man is able to 

participate in the dialogue within God himself, because God has first shared in human speech 

and has thus brought the two into communication with one another.”98 Human beings are capable 

of entering into a relationship with God because God is inherently relational. This, in Benedict’s 

view, is the basis of prayer and the ability of human beings to commune with God. For Benedict, 

therefore, the Eternal Word is essential for eschatology and soteriology since the Word, through 

which all things were made, existed before creation, is the key to uncovering the meaning of 

eschatological texts and is the foundation for communication between God and human beings 

through whom salvation is transmitted. Although much more could be written about the role of 

the Eternal Word in Benedict’s Logos theology, I will restrict my comments to these few 

                                                 
97 Benedict XVI, Jesus of Nazareth: Part Two, 50. 

98 Joseph Cardinal Ratzinger, The Feast of Faith: Approaches to a Theology of the Liturgy, trans. Graham 

Harrison (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1986), 26. 
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remarks. Now that I have described the role of the Eternal Word in Benedict’s theology99, I will 

give a synopsis of his Biblical theology and hermeneutics. 

The Written Word of God 

The Eternal Word is the basis for God’s communication with human beings. As Benedict 

explains, “[T]he Incarnation of the Logos means” that “he who is speech, Word, Logos, in God 

and to God, participates in human speech.”100 The eternal one steps into time so that human 

beings, who exist in time, can enter into a relationship with God. Yet God also communicates 

through Scripture, which can also be considered to be incarnate inasmuch as human words are 

united to the truth of God. For Benedict, all of creation is capable of participating in salvation, 

but in what sense can Benedict’s cosmic soteriology be justified on a biblical basis? 

Scripture says little by way of cosmic soteriology, although there are some passages that 

hint at the salvation of creation. One of the most pertinent passages on cosmic soteriology is 

from the following excerpt from the letter to the Colossians: 

He is the image of the invisible God, the first-born of all creation; for in him all things 

were created, in heaven and on earth, visible and invisible, whether thrones or dominions 

or principalities or authorities—all things were created through him and for him. He is 

before all things, and in him all things hold together. He is the head of the body, the 

church; he is the beginning, the first-born from the dead, that in everything he might be 

pre-eminent. For in him all the fulness of God was pleased to dwell, and through him to 

reconcile to himself all things, whether on earth or in heaven, making peace by the blood 

of his cross.101 

                                                 
99 While emphasizing the role of the Eternal Word in cosmic soteriology/eschatology, Benedict also 

recognizes that there is a pneumatological dimension to eschatology. See Joseph Cardinal Ratzinger, Pilgrim 

Fellowship of Faith: The Church as Communion, ed. Stephan Otto Horn and Vinzenz Pfnür, trans. Henry Taylor 

(San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 2005), 50. The Holy Spirit, as love and as communion, is a signpost for salvation 

since it is ultimately love that is constitutive of salvation. For the sake of brevity, I will describe Benedict’s account 

of the tension that exists between the Christological and pneumatological aspects of the church in the last chapter. 

100 Ratzinger, Feast of Faith, 26. 

101 Col. 1:15-20, RSV. 
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This passage ties the salvation offered by Christ to the event of his crucifixion, and explicitly 

states that all things are reconciled in the person of Jesus Christ. At the same time, there are other 

passages that seem to hint at the destruction of the universe. For instance, 2 Peter insists that 

heaven and earth will pass away. 

But the day of the Lord will come like a thief, and then the heavens will pass away with a 

loud noise, and the elements will be dissolved with fire, and the earth and the works that 

are upon it will be burned up. Since all these things are thus to be dissolved, what sort of 

persons ought you to be in lives of holiness and godliness, waiting for and hastening the 

coming of the day of God, because of which the heavens will be kindled and dissolved, 

and the elements will melt with fire! But according to his promise we wait for new 

heavens and a new earth in which righteousness dwells.102 

There are other passages that are simply ambiguous as to whether creation will be redeemed. The 

book of Revelation, for instance, describes God making a new heavens and a new earth, but if 

God will make a new earth, it seems to imply that the old one has been completely done away 

with, much in the same way as the author of 2 Peter implies. At the same time, there is also in 

Paul’s epistles the notion that those who are baptized have become a new creation. This is not to 

say that there is no ontological connection between a person before his or her conversion and 

after his or her conversion; it simply means that the old person, so to speak, has been replaced by 

a new one capable of being filled with God. Benedict does not explicitly address these passages; 

their function here is merely to highlight the difficulties of interpreting different Scripture 

passages relating to cosmic eschatology.103 

 How does Benedict approach Scripture? To answer this question, it is first necessary to 

describe one of Benedict’s theological epiphanies. In the course of his research for his 

                                                 
102 2 Pet. 3:10-13, RSV. 

103 In chapter four, I will attempt to reconcile those parts of Scripture that imply that the universe will be 

destroyed with those that insist that it will be redeemed by pointing out that the two propositions are not mutually 

exclusive. 
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habilitation on St. Bonaventure’s theology of history, Benedict discovered that for medieval 

theologians, revelation was first and foremost an event of divine self-disclosure.104 He states that 

“both in the Middle Ages and at Trent it would have been impossible to refer to Scripture simply 

as ‘revelation’, as is the normal linguistic usage today . . . revelation is something alive, 

something greater and more.”105 Consequently, Benedict’s approach is not simply to smooth out 

the tensions inherent in different biblical passages since truth is not confined to Scripture alone. 

Furthermore, this is germane to the subject of biblical exegesis since “if [revelation] transcends 

Scripture, then [the historical-critical method] cannot be the last word concerning revelation.”106 

Since revelation and Scripture are not coextensive realities and the former is more expansive 

than the latter, the phenomenon of revelation lies outside the scope of historical-critical methods. 

Benedict critiques historical-criticism in Eschatology: Death and Eternal Life by 

explaining one of its limitations, namely that it has nothing to say concerning the “issue of 

appropriation . . . of the past into the present.”107 Historical methods are only concerned with 

historical and textual facts and cannot make value judgments. What happened in the past is set in 

stone and, to an extent, can be recovered using historical methods, but the question of what 

significance that has for those who are living in the present cannot be answered using these 

methods. As Benedict explains, “The historian seeks the correct interpretation of texts but the 

                                                 
104 In his habilitation, Benedict describes the Bonaventurian conception of revelation as a “mystical 

contact” between God and the individual. Joseph Ratzinger, The Theology of History in St. Bonaventure, trans. 

Zachary Hayes (Chicago: Franciscan Herald, 1971) 91. 

105 Joseph Cardinal Ratzinger, Milestones: Memoirs, 1927-1977, trans. Erasmo Leiva-Merikakis (San 

Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1998) 127; italics Ratzinger’s. 

106 Ibid. 

107 Ratzinger, Eschatology, 20. 
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leap to truth itself lies quite beyond his method.”108 Benedict expresses this point positively in 

Feast of Faith by explaining what is required for such a “leap to truth”: “We cannot reach Christ 

through historical reconstruction. It may be helpful, but it is not sufficient and, on its own, 

becomes mere necrophilia. We encounter him as a living Person only in the foretaste of his 

presence which is called ‘Church.’”109 In Benedict’s view, historical-criticism is insufficient 

insofar as it is incapable of explaining to the contemporary world what the biblical texts mean for 

today. Historical-criticism on its own cannot lead to a personal encounter with Christ – for this, 

the church is necessary. 

Benedict’s critique of historical-criticism in Feast of Faith is somewhat overstated. It not 

only “may be helpful,” but is certainly helpful. Elsewhere, he describes historical-criticism is an 

“indispensable tool” and a “fundamental dimension of exegesis” that helps Christians understand 

the literal meaning of Scriptures.110 Theologians should have a balanced view of historical-

criticism that upholds its merits while recognizing its limits. 

For Benedict, Scripture has a remarkable dynamism. The word of Scripture “was not 

frozen at the moment it was written down,” Benedict remarks; instead, it had a long oral history 

prior to being written down, and once it was written, it “entered into new processes of 

interpretation—‘relectures’—that further develop its hidden potential.”111 In Jesus of Nazareth, 

Benedict explains that it is because of the text’s relation to history that it is able to carry multiple 

meanings. According to the former pontiff, 

                                                 
108 Ibid., 21.  

109 Ratzinger, Feast of Faith, 28. 

110 Pope Benedict XVI, “Forward [to Jesus of Nazareth],” in Pope Benedict XVI, Jesus of Nazareth: From 

the Baptism in the Jordan to the Transfiguration, trans. Adrian Walker (New York: Doubleday, 2007), xvi. 
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When a word transcends the moment in which it is spoken, it carries within itself a 

“deeper value.” This “deeper value” pertains most of all to words that have matured in 

the course of faith-history. For in this case the author is not simply speaking for himself 

on his own authority. He is speaking from the perspective of a common history that 

sustains him and that already implicitly contains the possibilities of its future, of the 

further stages of its journey. The process of continually rereading and drawing out new 

meanings from words would not have been possible unless the words themselves were 

already open to it from within. 

At this point we get a glimmer, even on the historical level, of what inspiration 

means: The author does not speak as a private, self-contained subject. He speaks in a 

living community, that is to say, in a living historical movement not created by him, nor 

even by the collective, but which is led forward by a greater power that is at work.112 

In Benedict’s view, the polysemy of the words of Scripture is not primarily the result of the 

many ways that an individual is able to interpret Scripture based on his or her personal 

experiences; the real basis for the numerous potentialities of the meaning of Scripture is its living 

on in the future-oriented tradition of the church, a tradition that continuously bears Scripture 

throughout history and makes it come alive to people of every generation. In other words, the 

reception of the word of God in and by the church is able to disclose the multifaceted dimensions 

of the words and to push beyond the mere authorial intention of those who put words onto papyri 

eons ago. 

 One of the major implications of Benedict’s insistence on the multivalent quality of 

scriptural passages that are able to be unfolded within the community of the church is that the 

passages that pertain to cosmic soteriology need not be interpreted in terms of what the scriptural 

authors originally intended, but rather can be interpreted in a way that goes beyond the intention 

or imagination of the sacred authors. This, in short, is the justification for Benedict’s 

interpretation that the universe will be redeemed even though there are ambiguous passages in 

Scripture as to whether the universe will be destroyed. Now that I have described Benedict’s 

                                                 
112 Benedict XVI, “Forward [to Jesus of Nazareth],” xx. For a lengthy analysis on the relationship between 

Scripture and the church, see Ratzinger, Pilgrim Fellowship of Faith, 32–34. 
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theology of the word as it pertains to the Eternal Word and to the scriptures, I will address the 

image of the Word in creation. 

Logoi in Creation 

The Word is at the heart of Benedict’s theology since his thought is centered on the Word 

of God not only in its dimension as Scripture, but also in its role as the foundation of the world. 

One can see both emphases at work together in his homilies on creation. Commenting on the first 

creation account’s portrayal of God, Benedict writes, “This is the living God, and this same 

power (which created the earth and the stars and which bears the whole universe) is the very one 

whom we meet in the Word of Holy Scripture. In this Word we come into contact with the real 

primordial force of the world and with the power that is above all powers.”113 In this excerpt, 

Benedict makes it clear that there is a fundamental relationship between the Word in Scripture 

and the Word that creates all things. In his theology, the God who addresses humanity through 

the Word of Scripture also created the world. 

In addition to this general understanding of the relationship between God’s Word in 

Scripture and God’s role as creator of the universe, Benedict advocates a Johannine and Pauline 

Logos Christology. The Christological relationship between Scripture and creation is that the 

written Word of God reveals that all things are created through the Word of God (John 1:3; 

Colossians 1:15-23).114 While Scripture highlights this relationship in these passages, it does not 

adopt a particular metaphysics. The doctrine of logoi, which in the West took the form of the 

doctrine of divine ideas, developed after these writings. Some of the exemplary theologians who 
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developed this doctrine include St. Maximus the Confessor, St. Augustine of Hippo, and St. 

Thomas Aquinas. In the next section, I will briefly describe the doctrine of logoi in the theology 

of Maximus. After I describe his doctrine, I will describe Benedict’s Logos theology in more 

detail, occasionally comparing it to Maximus’s view. 

Logoi in the Theology of St. Maximus the Confessor 

 St. Maximus the Confessor’s doctrine of the logoi is based on the scriptures, in particular 

the Gospel of John.115 His starting point is the biblical concept that the Logos, the Eternal Word 

of the Father who is the second person of the Trinity, is the Word through whom all things were 

made.116 Just as the Word is the Word of the Father conceived in the mind of God, so too are 

created things words created in the mind of God, though they are different from the Word since 

they are not eternal or divine. According to Maximus, “a logos preceded everything that receives 

its becoming from God.”117 In his view of the cosmos, God “completed the primary principles 

(λόγοι) of creatures and the universal essences of beings once for all,” yet keeps all things in 

existence and brings to actuality what is potential in created things.118 This means that while God 

created everything once and for all at the beginning of time, he also actively preserves everything 

in being and helps them to develop to their full stature. 

                                                 
115 While Maximus was certainly influenced by neo-platonic philosophy, there are significant differences. 

For example, Maximus utterly rejects the neo-platonic and gnostic view that all things were one in the Pleroma 

before the fall, something that Origen of Alexandria believed in. See Maximus the Confessor, On the Cosmic 

Mystery of Jesus Christ, trans. Paul M. Blowers and Robert Louis Wilken (Crestwood, NY: St Vladimir’s Seminary 

Press, 2003), 45–46, 46n2. 

116
 “All things came to be through him, and without him nothing came to be” (John 1:3, NAB); “For in him 

were created all things in heaven and on earth, the visible and the invisible, whether thrones or dominions or 

principalities or powers; all things were created through him and for him” (Col. 1:16, NAB). 

117 Maximus the Confessor, On the Cosmic Mystery of Jesus Christ, 55. 

118 Ibid., 99–100. 
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 Maximus’s doctrine of the logoi may be considered as a form of the divine ideas.119 The 

doctrine of divine ideas, also known as exemplarism, holds that everything that exists and that 

has ever existed must exist in the mind of God, and that these divine ideas are the exemplars of 

creatures existing in time and space. I will demonstrate how this is similar to Benedict’s 

idealism. 

Logos and Logoi in Benedict’s Theology 

In his discussion of logos in Introduction to Christianity, Benedict begins with a 

metaphysical consideration of the structure of reality. For Benedict, Christian faith entails the 

option for three different primacies: idealism, the particular, and freedom.120 The first feature of 

Christian faith is that it is a response to the ancient philosophical question of whether all being 

can be reduced to matter or mind (i.e. materialism or idealism).121 Benedict explains that 

Christianity opts for the position that reality at its core is not matter but is thought: “Christian 

faith in God means first the decision in favor of the primacy of the logos as against mere 

matter.”122 Christian faith recognizes the fundamental rationality of being and posits that it is 

rational only because there is a higher mind that has created everything, which is why for 

Benedict, “all our thinking is, indeed, only a rethinking of what in reality has already been 

thought out beforehand.”123 Appealing to one of the most famous scientists of the last century to 
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support his point, Benedict quotes Einstein to demonstrate how modern science gives humanity 

insight into the rationality of creation: “Einstein said once that in the laws of nature ‘an 

intelligence so superior is revealed that in comparison all the significance of human thinking and 

human arrangements is a completely worthless reflection.’”124 The rational structure of reality, 

therefore, is something that is not merely a philosophical predilection, but is something that can 

be evidenced by scientific inquiry. 

 Although he does not cite St. Maximus the Confessor, Benedict agrees with certain 

elements of his doctrine of the logoi. Both Maximus and Benedict take for granted the Gospel of 

John’s theological assertion that all things were created through the Logos, and both take the 

position that all things are thought by God. If one accepts Tollefsen’s theological assessment that 

St. Maximus’s doctrine of the logoi constitutes “a kind of doctrine of Ideas,” then it becomes 

clear that for both Maximus and Benedict, all things that exist are constructed by the divine 

mind, since Benedict affirms that “all being is a product of thought and, indeed, in its innermost 

structure is itself thought.”125 

 Despite these similarities, Benedict rarely uses the term logoi in his theological oeuvre 

whereas this term plays a prime role in the theology of Maximus. Benedict does, however, 

describe the being of man as logos when he states, “Man can rethink the logos, the meaning of 

being, because his own logos, his own reason, is logos of the one logos, thought of the original 

thought.”126 In addition to applying the term logos to human beings, Benedict also acknowledges 

the role of the logoi in non-human creatures as well. In a reply to a book written by Piergiorgio 
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125 Tollefsen, Christocentric Cosmology of Maximus, 21; Ratzinger, Introduction to Christianity, 152. 
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Odifreddi, an Italian mathematician and atheist, entitled, Dear Pope, I am Writing to You, 

Benedict states, 

Lastly, I cannot follow you at all, if from the start you do not write Logos with a capital 

‘L’ but rather the mathematical logos in lower case . . . The Logos that stands at the 

beginning of all things is a Logos above all logoi. 

Of course, the transition from the logoi to the Logos made by the Christian faith together 

with the great Greek philosophers is a leap that cannot be simply demonstrated: It leads 

from empiricism to metaphysics and with this to another level of thought and reality. But 

this leap is at least as logical as your dispute against it. I also think that whoever cannot 

make this leap should yet regard it as a serious question.127 

Although Benedict rarely writes about the logoi, he recognizes that everything that exists 

essentially plays the same role as the divine logoi in the doctrine of St. Maximus the Confessor. 

The second facet of Christian faith is the fundamental option of the primacy of the 

particular, which is inextricably linked with the primacy of the logos over and against the 

metaphysical hypothesis that all that exists is simply matter in motion. According to Benedict, “if 

the Christian option for the logos means an option for a personal, creative meaning, then it is at 

the same time an option for the primacy of the particular as against the universal.”128 This 

becomes especially clear in Benedict’s consideration of divine revelation, which he describes as 

a kind of stumbling block on account of its positivistic nature.129 Revelation is necessarily 

particular. God reveals himself to a particular people in a particular point in time. The 

incarnation also manifests the primacy of particularism since the Word of God became united to 

a particular man. The Omega of the world, being identical to the creative Logos, is a person, 
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which further underscores the significance of the particular in Benedict’s eschatology. The 

primacy of the logos ultimately indicates that the Logos, the source of all creation, “is not an 

anonymous, neutral consciousness but rather freedom, creative love, a person.”130 It follows that 

the idea of Christianity or the idea of God can never be prior to the significance of the individual. 

In Benedict’s words, “Man, the person, always takes precedence over the mere idea.”131 The 

importance of the particular, therefore, is something that is central to Christianity and follows 

upon the heels of the option for the Logos and idealism against materialism. It indicates that the 

Logos is personal and has a benevolent interest in people. 

To acknowledge the primacy of the particular is to give a nod of assent to the proposition 

that, contra Aristotle, God is not self-thinking thought engrossed on himself since he is the only 

thing that is worthy of being contemplated. In Benedict’s words, 

It means nothing else than that the creative thinking we found to be the precondition and 

ground of all being is truly conscious thinking and that it knows not only itself but also its 

whole thought. It means further that this thinking not only knows but loves; that it is 

creative because it is love; and that, because it can love as well as think, it has given its 

thought the freedom of its own existence, objectivized it, released it into distinct being. 

So the whole thing means that this thinking knows its thought in its distinct being, loves 

it and, loving, upholds it.132 

It is possible to discern in this description of the primacy of the particular the Maximian 

emphasis on the relationship between the Logos of God and the logoi of creatures. Benedict 

recognizes that God sustains all things in existence and highlights that the reason why he does so 

is love. 
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The third facet of Christian faith is the primacy of freedom. In creating the world freely 

and sustaining all things in existence, God has stamped the mark of his freedom upon the 

universe. As such, “the supreme factor in the world is not cosmic necessity but freedom.”133 At 

this point, Benedict elaborates on some of the implications of the primacy of freedom. One of the 

implications is that the world can only be properly understood as incomprehensible. While this 

might seem oxymoronic at first glance, Benedict explains that what he means by this is that since 

freedom is the underlying structure of the universe both in the role of God’s freedom in creation 

and his bestowal of freedom on human beings, this means that the world is essentially 

incalculable.134 

According to Benedict, incalculability means that “the world can never . . .  be 

completely reduced to mathematical logic.”135 This also means that the Newtonian mechanistic 

worldview and the Cartesian anthropology according to which human beings are machines with 

minds oversimplifies reality by ignoring the issues of freedom and love. In other words, 

everything cannot simply be reduced to material causes; existing, living, growing, and thinking 

all have the primordial Logos as their source. Since freedom and love fundamentally structure 

the world, the world cannot be reduced to mathematics or to material causes.136 

                                                 
133 Ibid. 

134 Ibid., 160. 

135 Ibid. Tracey Rowland points out that Benedict’s insistence that mathematics does not have the final 
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the upper hand, all technology would become impossible. Only because our mathematics is reliable, is technology 

reliable” (Benedict XVI, The Garden of God: Toward a Human Ecology, 92). While Benedict appreciates 

mathematics, his view of chaos theory is dubious, depending on what he means by “[having] the upper hand.” 
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The primacy of the logos does not in and of itself differentiate Christianity from idealism 

for Benedict; the second and third primacies of the particular and of freedom separate 

Christianity from philosophical idealism, which is something that is crucial for Christianity, 

especially in its consideration of the anthropological terminology it developed in its attempt to 

understand the doctrine of the Trinity. The development of the word “person” arose in such a 

context, according to Benedict; for the Greeks, people were merely individuals, copies of an idea 

that were instantiated in matter, which implied that fundamentally the one and the universal is 

the prime reality. In contrast, the Christian anthropological view identifies the human being as a 

person, not an individual who does not matter in the grand scheme of things but an element of 

reality that contains in him- or herself the significance of the divine drama of the incarnation. 

The primacy of the logos, along with the primacies of the particular and of freedom, 

constitute a Logos theology that may be described as personal insofar as Benedict’s theology of 

creation is predicated on the Creator who can be known and loved, and who in knowing and 

loving people upholds them in being. Yet the Logos theology of Benedict pertains to more than 

human beings. Like Maximus the Confessor, Benedict acknowledges that other creatures are also 

created through the Logos. As he mentions in Spirit of the Liturgy, “The Logos, through whom 

all things were made, who bears within himself, so to speak, the archetypes of all existing things, 

is the guardian of creation.”137 For Benedict, the universe is a creation of God who desires to be 

known and loved and to enter into a relationship with his creatures. 
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Ecological Implications 

Benedict’s Logos theology ties in with the general thrust of the thought of some eco-

theologians, in particular Phillip Sherrard and David Toolan, with regard to science and 

mathematics. In Sherrard’s view, the harmonious integrated worldview of people in the Middle 

Ages fell apart with the rise of the modern scientific revolution.138 According to Sherrard, the 

scientists and mathematicians of that era, including Kepler, Galileo, Descartes, and Newton, 

“identified their God with the great cosmic mathematician.”139 One implication of this view is 

that nature essentially has a mathematical structure and is governed by mechanical operations; 

the universe is like a clock, which means that it is material, not spiritual.140 The interpretation of 

the universe as essentially mathematical in structure, according to Sherrard, has led to what could 

be called a despiritualization of nature. In his view, a mathematical conception of nature is 

inextricably associated with the idea that the universe functions mechanistically, which implies 

that necessity governs the universe.141 If necessity governs the universe, it follows that there is 

no hope for human beings and that human beings are subject to cosmic necessity, something 

more akin to fate than providence. Although Sherrard is concerned with the environment, he 

does not specifically describe how the rise of modern science has led to environmental 

degradation. Toolan fulfills this task when he states, “Scientists have been sorcerer’s apprentices, 

aides and accomplices in the Promethean efforts of industry . . . to tear up the earth, to remake it 
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in our own doubtful image and for our own often narrow interests.”142 The modern scientific 

worldview interprets nature as raw matter to be manipulated at will, often with little or no regard 

for the morality of such actions. 

Benedict’s view is similar to the views of Sherrard and Toolan. He emphasizes that the 

universe should not be viewed as simply mathematical since such a view ultimately ignores the 

benevolence of God and the significance of love. The universe cannot be reduced to mathematics 

because there is more to it than matter. Benedict interprets the universe more as a stage than as 

being mathematically structured. The universe itself is history and vice versa.143 The 

interchangeability between universe and history implies that the universe is the stage on which 

the ultimate destiny of human beings and of the cosmos is determined.144 In this sense, 

Benedict’s view of the universe is more closely aligned with John Haught’s vision of a dramatic 

cosmos145 than with a view that interprets the universe like a clock, i.e. a mechanized universe 

that obeys precise mathematical laws. This, in turn, has implications for the identity of God, as 

Sherrard correctly points out. If God is like a clock-maker, it strips the divine of any personality 

since it implies that God can abandon the universe to its own devices instead of necessarily 

maintaining a relationship with creation by preserving it in being. If, rather, the universe is like a 

drama, then it protects the personality of God, makes him accessible to human beings, and 

highlights the importance of divine benevolence and love, thereby opening up the path of hope. 

Benedict, like Sherrard and Toolan, insists that human beings need to recognize the spiritual 

                                                 
142 Toolan, At Home in the Cosmos, 46. 

143 Ratzinger, Introduction to Christianity, 320. 

144 At the same time, he believes that the universe cannot be reduced to a drama. In his words, the cosmos 

“does not merely form the scene of human history; before human history began and later with it, cosmos is itself 

‘history’” (ibid.). 

145 Haught, Resting on the Future, 36. 
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within the created realm. The implications of the need to interpret the universe as not only 

structured by the Logos but also as loved by the Logos are profound. For Benedict, it means that 

human beings should love others as they have been loved by God and that they should act with 

such virtues as solidarity, sustainability, and responsibility. 

What follows is a brief recapitulation of Benedict’s Logos theology, which has three 

different facets: (1) the Eternal Word, (2) Scripture, and (3) logoi in creation. Each of these 

facets impact Benedict’s cosmic eschatology/soteriology. The Eternal Word is both the basis for 

the human capacity to commune with God and the key to eschatology. Scripture passages 

concerning cosmic eschatology can be interpreted in a way that maintains hope for creation since 

revelation is more expansive than Scripture and the multiple levels of the written Word require 

an interpretive community, i.e. the church, to uncover their meanings. Finally, the logoi are 

related to freedom and love and the particularity of the incarnation, which means that 

mathematics is not the basis of creation and that, instead, love is the foundation and goal of 

creation. Now that I have adumbrated Benedict’s Logos theology, I will expound on how his 

view of the resurrection and of the fate of the universe have changed over the years. 

Cosmos: Resurrection and the Destiny of the Universe 

The resurrection of Jesus Christ has cosmic implications in Benedict’s theology. Like a 

pebble that creates ripple effects that impact the surface of water in all directions, the 

resurrection impacts all creation. It not only is a promise of and a precursor to human 

resurrection, but it also holds a promise for the universe. As such, the resurrection of Christ 

could be said to have two spheres of influence: the human and the cosmic. Benedict insists that 

the resurrection is tied to the future of the world when he states that the new life offered by the 

resurrection “is ordered to the transformation of all life, to a future wholeness for man and for the 
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world.”146 Indeed, Benedict goes so far as to describe the resurrection as “a pledge to the future 

of man and the cosmos, and in this sense a pledge to space, time and matter.”147 For Benedict, 

the resurrection clearly does not merely exist on the anthropological plane but instead is related 

to the entire cosmos. The question that remains is: What kind of impact does the resurrection 

have on the universe? 

Benedict approaches this question differently in different stages of his theological career. 

In the first stage, which is exemplified by Introduction to Christianity (1968), he appeals to the 

idea that the cosmos is history and to the Teilhardian concept of complexification. The middle 

stage, represented by Eschatology: Death and Eternal Life (1977), continues to appeal to the 

Teilhardian idea of complexification but describes more explicitly Benedict’s idea of the 

salvation of matter and makes use of Rahner’s idea of the pancosmicity of the soul. Finally, in 

his more mature writings, such as his 1998 speech entitled “The End of Time”148 and Spirit of the 

Liturgy (2000), Benedict noticeably relativizes the Teilhardian idea of complexification and the 

significance of the cosmic process; rather than placing Teilhard’s vision at the center of his 

eschatology, Benedict demotes it to one possible way among others of conceiving the vast 

movement of the universe. In this section, I will go through these three stages in succession, 

describing Benedict’s view of resurrection with respect to the salvation of matter and of the 

cosmos and how it changed over time. 

In the early stage of Benedict’s theological career, which could be said to have 

culminated in Introduction to Christianity, he displays excitement about Teilhard’s cosmological 

                                                 
146 Ratzinger, Eschatology, 119. 

147 Ibid., 116. 

148 Joseph Cardinal Ratzinger, “The End of Time,” in The End of Time? The Provocation of Talking about 

God, ed. Tiemo Rainer Peters and Claus Urban, trans. J. Matthew Ashley (New York: Paulist Press, 2004), 4–25. 
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vision, perhaps since Teilhard’s works had recently been published since Teilhard was censured 

during his life149 and, as a result, there was a general fervor for Teilhard’s work in Germany 

during the sixties.150 Benedict’s early writings are peppered with positive references to Teilhard, 

whereas his later writings make fewer references to him and the times that he does mention him, 

his approbation is often mitigated and his tone more critical. 

Early Stage 

 According to Fletcher, Benedict’s earliest works on resurrection indicate that he had a 

somewhat physicalist approach to the topic.151 Benedict changes his position, however, in 

Introduction to Christianity, where his resurrection theology is characterized by a view of the 

resurrection that emphatically rejects the resurrection of physical bodies. Commenting on 1 

Corinthians,152 he claims that Paul does not teach “the resurrection of physical bodies, but the 

resurrection of persons.”153 This view could be described as anti-physicalist. 

                                                 
149 Teilhard died in 1955 and many of his works were published only posthumously. 

150 Modemann, Omegapunkt, 75. 

151 Fletcher, Resurrection Realism, 182, citing Joseph Ratzinger, “Auferstehung des Fleisches,” Lexikon für 

Theologie und Kirche 1, 2nd ed. (1957) 1048-52 and Joseph Ratzinger, “Auferstehungsleib,” Lexikon für Theologie 

und Kirche 1, 2nd ed. (1957) 1052-54. 

152 “I tell you this, brethren: flesh and blood cannot inherit the kingdom of God, nor does the perishable 

inherit the imperishable” (1 Cor. 15:50, RSV). 

153 Ratzinger, Introduction to Christianity, 357–58. It is surprising that Benedict makes this claim since in 1 

Cor. 15:51-53, Paul emphasizes that some people “shall be changed” (presumably those who will be alive during 

Jesus’ return) and that the “perishable nature must put on the imperishable,” thereby implying that physical bodies 

and glorified bodies are not entirely discontinuous. 
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Almost immediately after declaring that Paul does not believe in the resurrection of 

physical bodies, Benedict raises the following question: “Has, then, the resurrection no relation 

at all to matter?”154 Benedict opines,  

If cosmos is history and matter represents a moment in the history of spirit, then there is 

no such thing as an eternal, neutral combination of matter and spirit; rather, there is a 

final “complexity” in which the world finds its omega and unity. In that case there is a 

final connection between matter and spirit in which the destiny of man and of the world is 

consummated, even if it is impossible for us today to define the nature of this 

connection.155 

To describe the relationship between resurrection and matter, Benedict makes use of three ideas: 

the idea that the cosmos can be conceived as history and Teilhard’s concepts of complexification 

and Omega.156 Benedict emphasizes that history ought not to be considered as something that 

could occur in another universe, as though the universe were a container that could hold a 

different history. History does not simply exist in the cosmos as a beverage is held in a glass. 

Although he does not use this analogy, history in Benedict’s mind is like an infant in a mother’s 

womb; history’s identity is contingent on the cosmos being itself and nothing else. In a sense, 

“the cosmos itself is history” since the cosmos is in motion, and could be considered to be 

motion.157 This raises the issue of human history and its relation to the cosmos. 

Benedict situates human history in the context of natural history and contends that before 

human history, the cosmos is history, which means that “there is only one single all-embracing 

world history.” The nature of history is not a neutral process that arbitrarily brings about random 

                                                 
154 Ibid., 358. 

155 Ibid. 

156 For Teilhard’s ideas of complexification and Omega, see the section on Teilhard in the previous chapter. 

157 Ratzinger, Introduction to Christianity, 320; italics Ratzinger’s. Benedict repeats this view in Spirit of 

the Liturgy: “The cosmos is not a kind of closed building, a stationary container in which history may by chance 

take place. It is itself movement, from its one beginning to its one end. In a sense, creation is history” (Ratzinger, 

Spirit of the Liturgy, 28; italics Ratzinger’s). 
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entities; instead, pre-human natural history forms “the prehistory of spirit or mind.” 158 

Borrowing heavily from Teilhard, Benedict maintains that the arrival of mind or spirit in history 

was an evolutionary leap—a process that Teilhard describes as complexification—which 

prefigures another evolutionary leap, the arrival of an Omega Point whose significance points to 

the truth of idealism over and against materialism.159 Complexification is related to history from 

the beginning. For instance, carbon atoms, which are necessary for life, were forged in the hearts 

of fiery stars. Cosmic history is necessary for evolutionary history, and evolutionary history in 

turn is necessary for human history. Following Teilhard, Benedict asserts that the end of this 

history, i.e. Omega, is personal: “the omega of the world is a ‘you’, a person, an individual.”160 

This personal center is Jesus, who is also the axis around which the liturgical action of the church 

revolves. The second coming can be understood not only as salvation but also as judgment since 

the development of the final phase of complexification “is based on spirit and freedom,” which 

implies responsibility.161 

 In Benedict’s early analysis, the complexification that is a part of evolutionary history 

implies that “there is a final connection between matter and spirit in which the destiny of man 

and of the world is consummated, even if it is impossible for us today to define the nature of this 

connection,”162 which means that the resurrection does have an effect on matter by introducing a 

new relationship between matter and spirit, which he explains with the following analogy: 

In reality’s susceptibility to manipulation, the boundaries between nature and technology 

are already beginning to disappear; we can no longer clearly distinguish one from the 
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160 Ibid., 322. 
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162 Ibid., 358. 



137 

 

other. To be sure, this analogy must be regarded as questionable in more than one respect. 

Yet such processes hint at a kind of world in which spirit and nature do not simply stand 

alongside each other but in which spirit, in a new “complexification”, draws what 

apparently is merely natural into itself, thereby creating a new world that at the same time 

necessarily means the end of the old one. Now the “end of the world” in which the 

Christian believes is certainly something quite different from the total victory of 

technology. But the welding together of nature and spirit that occurs in it enables us to 

grasp in a new way how the reality of belief in the return of Christ is to be conceived: as 

faith in the final unification of reality by spirit or mind. 163  

Benedict believes, at least in this stage of his career, that the way technological innovation 

refashions matter hints at how the current state of the world can be imagined as undergoing a 

process in which the universe is capable of becoming more than what it currently is in and of 

itself. 

 Benedict was deeply influenced by Teilhard when he was a young theologian. Although 

he does not yet appeal to Rahner’s idea of the pancosmicity of the soul, it is evident that he is 

already moving toward a view of the resurrection that is interpreted “not as an unexpected, 

sudden event but as the completion of a process which corresponds to the inner tendency of all 

cosmic being toward greater spiritualization and unity,”164 a vision that Benedict depicts during 

the middle stage of his theological career. 

Middle Stage 

 In the middle stage of his career, Benedict considers the resurrection of the body in light 

of the question of the resurrection in death, an idea formulated by Gisbert Greshake. He also 

considers the relationship between resurrection and matter, this time explicitly asserting that 

matter can be saved. An essential piece of Benedict’s vision of the destiny of the cosmos during 
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this stage is Rahner’s idea of the pancosmicity of the soul. I will go over each of these themes in 

some detail. While Benedict incorporates some new elements into his thought, his vision of 

cosmic eschatology is quite similar to his account of resurrection and cosmic eschatology that he 

gives in Introduction to Christianity. 

Resurrection in Death? 

In the 1970s and 1980s, a theological debate erupted in Germany between Gisbert 

Greshake and Gerhard Lohfink on the one hand and Benedict on the other, concerning the 

question of whether resurrection occurs in death. According to Benedict, a new kind of 

anthropology became commonplace in modern theology, one that holds an essential 

identification between human beings and their bodies. He insists that neglecting the place of the 

soul renders the resurrection of the body meaningless.165 In Greshake’s view the time of waiting 

between one’s death and the resurrection of the body is in fact only temporal from the 

perspective of human beings; it actually occurs immediately, so much so that according 

Benedict’s reading of his view, “every death is an entering into the new heaven and the new 

earth, the Parousia and the resurrection”; Benedict caricatures this when he writes, “Resurrection 

is now being claimed for the person still lying on his deathbed or on the funeral journey to his 

grave.”166 This explanation strikes Benedict as unsatisfactory, although to be fair, the polemical 

tone of some of his remarks directed against Greshake is rather harsh and dismissive, as Fletcher 

points out.167 

                                                 
165 Ratzinger, Eschatology, 106. 

166 Ibid., 108. 

167 Fletcher, Resurrection Realism, 85–86. 
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One of the reasons why “resurrection in death” is problematic for Benedict is because it 

assumes that time is inextricably related to corporeality.168 While it is true that people in this 

world experience time, Benedict questions the presupposition that they only experience time 

because their souls are embodied. Following Augustine, Benedict appeals to the mystery of 

memory as an explanatory key that is capable of making sense of how human beings can 

experience both time and eternal life in this life. He comments on Book X of Augustine’s 

Confessions, 

[This analysis] tells us that man, insofar as he is body, shares in physical time measured 

as that is in terms of the velocity of moving bodies by parameters which are themselves 

in motion and thus also relative. Man, however, is not only a body. He is also spirit. 

Because these two aspects inhere inseparably in man, his belonging to the bodily world 

affects the manner of his spiritual activity.169  

Benedict posits that there are two kinds of time: physical and anthropological. The former is 

measured by heavenly bodies whereas the latter is measured by the mind. He elaborates, “Man’s 

participation in the world of bodies shapes the time of his conscious awareness, yet in his 

spiritual activities he is temporal in a different, and deeper, way than that of physical bodies.”170 

Human beings, then, experience time on the biological level and at the anthropological level. 

Dubbing anthropological time “memoria-time,” Benedict uses this concept to explain how for 

the individual who has died, memoria-time and physical time separate.171 

If memoria-time and physical time are separable after death, this means that human 

beings are capable of waiting for the end of history and for the fulfillment of the destiny of the 
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human race after they have died. Benedict insists that people who have died do not lose their 

connection to history; their relation to history can only be completed when the whole of history 

is completed and the destiny of each particular individual has been fulfilled.172 One of the 

reasons for this is the “interdependence of all men and all creation”: human beings are 

inextricably related to such an extent that it can be said that “everyone exists simultaneously in 

other people.”173 Since human beings cannot lose their connection to history after death, human 

beings must wait between the period of time from their death to the resurrection of the dead and 

cannot experience resurrection immediately after death. For Benedict, the resurrection of the 

body cannot simply be reduced to resurrection in death. 

The Salvation of Matter 

Benedict formulates his ideas on the salvation of matter directly in response to Gisbert 

Greshake’s claim that “[m]atter as such (as atom, molecule, organ . . . ) cannot be perfected.”174 

With this claim, Greshake throws down the gauntlet, insisting that salvation can only be 

experienced by disembodied human beings through the choices they have made during this life. 

Benedict picks up the gauntlet and, despite his polemics, retorts with an impressive systematic 

exposition of biblical and theological data throughout history. 

Starting with Thomistic anthropology, Benedict explains that if the soul is the form of the 

body, the presence of the soul within a person is precisely what makes him or her a person.175 

The salvation that God bestows on men and women is not a salvation of the spirit, but a salvation 
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of the person. “What is saved,” Benedict maintains, “is the one creature, man, in the wholeness 

and unity of his personhood as that appears in embodied life.”176 At the very least, then, matter, 

insofar as it is related to embodied, resurrected, and glorified human beings, can be perfected. 

Although the body continues to waste away, “it is the whole man in his unity who moves 

towards eternity.”177 I believe that this has implications for the destiny of the universe.178 Human 

beings are remarkably complex entities. The redeemed and glorified human being is 

ontologically dependent on a tremendous number of factors, contingencies, and experiences. 

One’s life contains not only one’s own history, as it were, written on the psyche, including a 

myriad of interactions with creatures in this world as we know it, but it also contains a 

genealogical and evolutionary history that extends far into the past. In addition to this, one’s 

biological makeup is comprised of elements that have been forged in the heart of stars. Insofar as 

the redeemed human being, complete with a glorified body, is a microcosm and has this world 

written into his or her very being, this world will be redeemed, even if it physically passes away. 

In short, even if the universe as we know it ceases to exist, it will leave everlasting impressions 

on human beings, who are destined to live forever. 

Benedict observes that Thomas’s anthropology points to the perfection of matter by 

relating the universe to human activity. In Thomas’s theological vision, creation moves toward 

God through human beings. In Benedict’s words, 

The anima, as we have seen, belongs completely to the material world, yet also goes 

beyond this world in going beyond itself. It is in that movement that the material world, 

indeed, comes into its own, by stretching forth towards God in man. In man’s turning to 
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God “all the tributaries of finite being in all its variety of level and value, return to their 

Source.”179 

 

This does not imply that all things are explicitly retained in existence since Thomas himself was 

opposed to the view that plants and animals not endowed with intellect can experience salvation 

in the same sense as human beings and angels,180 but it does indicate that for Thomas, creation is 

brought to its perfection through human beings.181 This is directly related to Benedict’s idea of 

the role of human beings in the cosmic liturgy, which I will describe in more detail in the next 

chapter. 

 According to Benedict, matter can be perfected, contra Greshake, because it is destined to 

be so united to spirit that it will be one with spirit in a way that human beings are incapable of 

imagining in this life. The certainty of the fulfillment of this process in relation to the 

resurrection is, in Benedict’s view, “the concrete content of the confession of the resurrection of 

the flesh . . . especially today.”182 At the end of Eschatology: Death and Eternal Life, Benedict 

reaffirms his view of the participation of matter in God’s salvific action. 

The perfecting of the Lord’s body in the pleroma of the “whole Christ” brings heaven to 

its true cosmic completion. Let us say it once more before we end: the individual’s 

salvation is whole and entire only when the salvation of the cosmos and all the elect has 

come to full fruition. For the redeemed are not simply adjacent to each other in heaven. 

Rather, in their being together as the one Christ, they are heaven. In that moment, the 

whole creation will become song. It will be a single act in which, forgetful of self, the 

                                                 
179 Ratzinger, Eschatology, 153, citing H. Meyer, Thomas von Aquin, 2nd ed. (Paderborn 1961), p. 269. 

180 See Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, Suppl. IIIae. Q. 91, a. 5, resp. 
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John D. Zizioulas, “Proprietors or Priests of Creation?,” Baltic Sea Symposium on Religion, Science and the 

Environment, Gydnia, Poland (2003), http://www.rsesymposia.org/themedia/File/1151679350-Pergamon.pdf, 
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relating to him that the world can overcome its natural finitude and its natural mortality.”  

182 Ratzinger, Eschatology, 194. 
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individual will break through the limits of being into the whole, and the whole take up its 

dwelling in the individual. It will be joy in which all questioning is resolved and 

satisfied.183 

This grand vision is predicated on a new way of envisioning the relationship between human 

beings and the cosmos. Benedict here adopts Rahner’s idea of the pancosmicity of the soul, 

which enables him to maintain that everything will exist in everything else at the end of time. 

Pancosmicity of the Soul 

 Benedict describes Rahner’s idea of the pancosmicity of the soul (which Rahner actually 

abandoned because he thought that the idea of resurrection in death was a better explanation of 

the intermediate stage between death and resurrection)184 in Eschatology: “Rahner . . . noted that 

in death the soul becomes not acosmic but all-cosmic. This means that its essential ordination to 

the material world remains, not in the mode of giving form to an organism as its entelechy, but in 

that of an ordering to this world as such and as a whole.”185 Immediately after describing 

Rahner’s idea, Benedict links it to complexification since he states that the relation of the soul to 

the cosmos after death “is necessarily also relation to the temporality of the universe,” which “is 

a process of becoming.”186 At this point, Benedict recites the stages of complexification, 

concluding with the following claim: “The ‘Last Day,’ the ‘end of the world,’ the ‘resurrection 

of the flesh,’ would then be figures for the completion of this process.”187 Benedict links the 

resurrection to a cosmic process in this passage. At the same time, he insists, like Rahner, that 
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the resurrection is not merely involved in an interior process but that the end is brought about 

through an exterior influence, i.e. God.188 In Benedict’s words, the completion of the cosmic 

process “can happen only from the outside, through the entry onto the scene of something 

qualitatively new and different, yet a completion which corresponds to the innermost ‘drift” of 

cosmic being.”189 Benedict extends the pancosmicity of the soul to everything that is in the 

cosmos so that the universe will reach a point of unification of “all in all,” where every entity 

exists in every other entity so that the identity of each thing is to be in the other and spirit and 

matter are completely unified; in this way, “God becomes all in all.”190 It is possible to see here 

just how important the idea of pancosmicity is in Benedict’s middle eschatology: it provides him 

with a schema for describing the relationship between spirit and matter, the openness of the 

relationships that exist between all things, and ultimately the indwelling of God in his creation, at 

the end of time. 

 Despite the grandness of Benedict’s vision, there are some notable difficulties. As 

Fletcher points out, Benedict does not answer the question, “[W]hat sort of embodiment is an all-

cosmic existence?”191 It may also be asked, Is Benedict’s application of the idea of pancosmicity 

to all things acceptable? After all, the soul is a spiritual reality, which in Rahner’s initial 

                                                 
188

 For Rahner’s view on the action of God with respect to the perfection of the cosmos, see Karl Rahner, 

On the Theology of Death, trans. C. H. Henkey (New York: Herder and Herder, 1961), 28-29: “The total, created 

reality of the world grows in and through incarnate spiritual persons and the world is, in a certain sense, the body of 

those persons. Their death slowly brings the universe to its own final stage. The imminent maturing of the world 

toward its consummation, like that of the individual human being, is, at the same time, in a mysterious dialectical 

unity, a rupture, an ending from without, through an unpredictable intervention of God through his coming in 

judgment, no one knows the day.” 

189 Ratzinger, Eschatology, 191–92. Although it is not entirely clear from this passage that Benedict is 

referring to God or Christ as the exterior agent of the end, it is clear from the following passage: “Of course, faith 

does not see in Christ something simply external, but the proper origin of all created being, which therefore, while 

coming ‘from without’ can fulfil what in the cosmos is most deeply ‘within’” (ibid., 193). 

190 Ratzinger, Eschatology, 192. 

191 Fletcher, Resurrection Realism, 122; italics Fletcher’s. 
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reasoning enabled the soul to have an open relationship with the cosmos after death. While 

Benedict does not address these problematic issues of the middle stage of his theology, he does 

change his approach in his later theology. 

Mature Stage 

 In his later writings, Benedict distances himself from Teilhard to some extent, and 

infrequently cites Rahner. While he is still appreciative of Teilhard’s theology, he no longer 

makes his former Rahnerian-Teilhardian schema the basis of his theological position apropos 

cosmic eschatology. Two remarks by Benedict highlight this point, one from “End of Time” and 

the other from Spirit of the Liturgy. 

There was an exchange between Joseph Pieper and Teilhard de Chardin that illustrates 

their disagreement on evolution.192 Teilhard criticized Pieper for claiming in a 1951 lecture that 

time would simply cease, to which Pieper replied that from an evolutionary standpoint, 

martyrdom is senseless. As a result, Benedict chose to reformulate his understanding of the 

relationship between time and eternity: “Something greater than time ripens within time, so that 

time’s end becomes at the same time its fulfillment.”193 Perfection comes about not as a result of 

a natural process, which means that complexification as a natural phenomenon cannot be the 

primary agent of cosmic perfection; this can only come about through a divine action from 

within history. 

The other passage that indicates that Benedict no longer esteems Teilhard’s thought as he 

once did can be found in Spirit of the Liturgy. When describing how creation can be understood 
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to be history, Benedict mentions two different models that shed light on the idea. The first model 

is Teilhard’s idea of complexification, whereas the second model is the more ancient model of 

exitus-reditus.194 It is possible that Benedict uses such phrases as “Teilhard de Chardin 

depicted,” “Teilhard looks on Christ,” and “Teilhard went on to give” to emphasize that the 

views are Teilhard’s rather than his own. Clearly, Benedict is no longer enamored of Teilhard’s 

doctrine as he was in Introduction to Christianity and Eschatology195; Teilhard’s vision is no 

longer the lynchpin of Benedict’s cosmic eschatology since he has effectively unmoored his 

eschatology from the idea of a cosmic process constituted in part by evolution that would bring 

about the perfection of the cosmos. Fletcher points out that Benedict abandons the Rahnerian-

Teilhardian account. In Fletcher’s words, Benedict’s “appetite” for this schema has “diminished 

significantly” over the years.196
   

In his later years, Benedict continues to develop his cosmic eschatology/soteriology but 

does so along liturgical lines rather than along a Rahnerian-Teilhardian trajectory. This can be 

seen, in a concentrated form, in the following statement from one of his homilies on creation: 

Operi Dei nihil praeponatur: Nothing ought to be preferred to the work of God, nothing 

ought to be placed ahead of the service of God. This phrase represents the correct attitude 

with respect to the preservation of creation as opposed to the false worship of progress, 

the worship of changes that crush humankind, and the calumny against the human species 

that destroys the earth and creation and keeps it from its goal. The Creator alone is 
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195 Cf. Ratzinger, Introduction to Christianity, 236: “It must be regarded as an important service of Teilhard 

de Chardin’s that he rethought these ideas from the angle of the modern view of the world and . . . grasped them 

correctly and . . . made them accessible once again.” 

196 Fletcher, Resurrection Realism, 188. It is also significant that Benedict disconnects the resurrection from 

the universal process, instead preferring to emphasize the discontinuity between the resurrection and the present life 

in his later writings (Fletcher, Resurrection Realism, 193, citing Benedict XVI, Jesus of Nazareth: Part Two, 274). 

Nevertheless, despite his shifting views with regard to Teilhard, Benedict still appreciates his views. In fact, 

Benedict’s juxtaposition of Teilhard’s idea of complexification next to the model of exitus and reditus could be 

interpreted as a compliment. 
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humanity’s true savior, and only if we trust the Creator shall we find ourselves on the 

way to saving the world of human beings and of things.197 

According to this new view, the salvation of the cosmos depends not on a process but on faithful 

service to God through liturgical worship. Although it could be said that Benedict abandons his 

former view in favor of a view that underscores the role of liturgy in the salvation of the cosmos, 

it is more accurate to acknowledge that while both strains of thought are present in his early 

work, the Rahnerian-Teilhardian vision declined over time. Since the theme of cosmic liturgy 

has remained a persistent theme in Benedict’s theology, it has emerged as the key concept 

supporting his cosmic soteriology and eschatology from the beginning of his theological career 

to the present; this will become clearer in the next chapter where I will elaborate on Benedict’s 

view of cosmic liturgy and flesh out the ecological implications of his views that matter can be 

perfected and that the cosmos will be saved. 

Conclusion 

In the first part of the chapter, I provided an overview of Benedict’s cosmic eschatology 

and presented my thesis that while Fletcher correctly posits that Benedict’s cosmic eschatology 

became less dependent on his Rahnerian-Teilhardian schema over time, it is also true that 

Benedict became more concerned with the role of the liturgy in cosmic eschatology in the wake 

of his receding interest in Teilhard. Benedict’s liturgical theology developed rapidly after he was 

appointed a cardinal. In Benedict’s mature liturgical vision, the liturgy, not a cosmic process, is 

the catalyst for the divinization of the cosmos. 

                                                 
197 Benedict XVI, In the Beginning..., 38–39; italics Benedict’s. 
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I then described Benedict’s sacramental vision in the second part of the chapter. After 

outlining his understanding of sacramentality, I went on to enumerate the various levels of 

sacramentality, emphasizing that for Benedict, creation is sacramental. This suggested the idea 

that the cosmos could be conceived of as a grand sacrament, as it were. Finally, I considered 

whether the cosmos can be considered as church in Benedict’s theology. After comparing his 

idea of cosmos as church with Staniloae and Moltmann’s corresponding ideas, I briefly 

recounted Moltmann’s position that this view carries with it a positive message for the 

environment and explained how Benedict’s position, though not directly referencing the 

environment, is not opposed to Moltmann’s view. 

In the third part of the chapter, I gave a rather detailed account of Benedict’s Logos 

theology. The three kinds of logos in Benedict’s theology are logoi in creation, the written Word 

of God, and the Eternal Word of God who became incarnate in Jesus Christ. Benedict’s 

recognition of logoi in creation indicates that he is cognizant of the logical and mathematical 

structure of reality, but he believes that what distinguishes Christian idealism from non-Christian 

idealism is the emphasis on the primacy of the particular and of freedom. Essentially, it is love 

that governs the universe. Benedict’s hermeneutics suggest that Scripture should be interpreted 

in communion with the church, and that the church is capable of unfolding the multi-layered 

meanings of Scripture, including scriptural passages concerning the redemption of the cosmos. 

The Eternal Word is central to Benedict’s cosmic eschatology and soteriology, but this 

Christological emphasis hints at a pneumatological lacuna in his thought that I will address in the 

last chapter. 

In the fourth part of the chapter, I delineated the changes in Benedict’s attitude toward 

Teilhard’s understanding of complexification in which the universe is headed toward a cosmic 
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perfection. At first, Benedict enthusiastically welcomed this idea of Teilhard, but as the years 

progressed, he tempered his language and developed his thought independently from Teilhard 

and Rahner. This account of Benedict’s vision of sacramentality, his Logos theology, and the 

shift in his theology from a Teilhardian vision toward a liturgical vision sets the stage for the 

next chapter, which will focus on Benedict’s cosmic liturgy. 
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Chapter 3 

Cosmic Liturgy 

In the theological vision of Benedict XVI, liturgy is cosmic and eschatological. “One 

recognizes right liturgy in that it has a cosmic . . . character,” states Benedict; “It sings with the 

angels. It is silent with the expectant depths of the universe. And that is how it redeems the 

earth.”1 Consequently, even when Benedict is not specifically referring to the cosmic dimension 

of the liturgy, he views liturgy as a cosmic liturgy. Following this logic, I use the predicate 

“cosmic” not only to describe a dimension of Benedict’s liturgy, but also to describe his entire 

liturgical theology. In addition to being cosmic, Benedict’s liturgy is also intertwined with 

eschatology. In his view, “The Parousia is the highest intensification and fulfillment of the 

Liturgy,” presumably because the liturgy has always anticipated the return of Christ. Conversely, 

“the Liturgy is Parousia, a Parousia-like event taking place in our midst.”2 The liturgy and 

eschatology, specifically Parousia, the second coming of Christ, are inextricably interwoven. The 

liturgy prepares the way for Parousia and Parousia completes the liturgy and makes the earthly 

liturgy obsolete. This intimate link between liturgy and eschatology justifies a close analysis of 

Benedict’s cosmic liturgy. 

This chapter has two parts. In the first part, I present Benedict’s cosmic liturgy and 

defend the thesis that I established in the last chapter, namely that though Benedict has 

abandoned the eschatological view that the perfection of the universe is the result of a cosmic 

process in the vein of Teilhard, Benedict’s idea of cosmic liturgy has become the prevalent 

feature of his cosmic eschatology. The first part of this chapter is primarily expository, although 

                                                 
1 Ratzinger, New Song, 127. 

2 Ratzinger, Eschatology, 203. 
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I also defend the above thesis, i.e. that cosmic liturgy is now the most prominent characteristic of 

Benedict’s cosmic eschatology. In this expository part, I demarcate the origins and features of 

cosmic liturgy in Benedict’s theology. After describing the origins and sources of Benedict’s 

vision of cosmic liturgy, I depict the major features of his liturgical theology, namely the cosmos 

as context of worship, the God-given character of liturgy, the roles of representation and 

anticipation in liturgy, and the Paschal Mystery as the foundation of liturgy with a focus at the 

end on cosmic apotheosis. 

In the second part of the chapter, I give a positive and critical assessment of Benedict’s 

cosmic liturgy. I contend that, while Benedict’s cosmic liturgy is necessary for renewing 

humanity’s relationship with creation in the hopes of combatting the ills of the current ecological 

crisis, it is also insufficient. It is necessary because it affirms a sacramental vision of the cosmos, 

it links the activity of human beings in this world to the state of the world to come, and it affirms 

that through cosmic liturgy the cosmos will be redeemed. Yet Benedict’s liturgical vision is also 

inadequate since his theology, which is characterized by a Platonic top-down approach, does not 

have the attentiveness to social gradations (and the diversity of methods these gradations imply) 

that is required to tackle social justice issues, including the environment. To remedy this, I 

propose at the end of the chapter a renewed openness on the part of the Catholic Church’s 

hierarchy to the theological idea of kairos and a new theological paradigm of time that I 

superimpose onto the ancient exitus-reditus model of time. 

Origins and Features 

 In the natural sciences, both the origins and features of a subject of study aid the scientist 

in investigating the object of his or her investigation. For instance, knowing about the origins of 

the sun and understanding its features, such as the process of nuclear fusion in its core, the 
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sunspots on its surface, and the solar radiation it emits, helps the heliologist to have a more 

complete understanding of the sun than if he or she were to simply study its features. Similarly, I 

seek to uncover the origins of Benedict’s cosmic liturgy as well as its features.  

Origins 

When one writes of origins, one must take into consideration that events, ideas, and 

things generally have more than one cause. In the context of the humanities, the word “origin” is 

ambiguous in that it can be interpreted as the source that inspired an author or the beginning of 

an idea in an author’s work. For lack of a better term, I call the former origin an “exterior origin” 

and the latter origin an “interior origin.” The interior origin of Benedict’s cosmic liturgy 

stretches all the way back to the 1960s, but his cosmic liturgy is indebted to another theologian, 

Hans Urs von Balthasar, who first analyzed the concept of “cosmic liturgy” in the writings of St. 

Maximus the Confessor. In addition to this exterior origin, there is another more obvious but 

often forgotten one: Scripture. My account of the origins of Benedict’s cosmic liturgy is 

chronological since I begin with Scripture, move on to Maximus the Confessor via von 

Balthasar, and finally describe the interior origin of Benedict’s cosmic liturgy. 

Exterior Origins: Scriptural Roots and Sources 

In Benedict’s view, far from being a modern innovation, cosmic liturgy is an ancient 

concept. Referring to Philippians 2:6-11, he declares, “Christian liturgy is a cosmic liturgy, as 

Saint Paul tells us in the Letter to the Philippians,” thereby insisting that the idea that liturgy is 

cosmic has scriptural roots.3 In another passage he states, “The cosmos is praying with us. It, too, 

                                                 
3 Ratzinger, Feast of Faith, 75; The Scripture passage is as follows: “[T]hough he was in the form of God, 

[Jesus] did not regard equality with God something to be grasped. Rather, he emptied himself, taking the form of a 

slave, coming in human likeness; and found human in appearance, he humbled himself, becoming obedient to death, 

even death on a cross. Because of this, God greatly exalted him and bestowed on him the name that is above every 
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is waiting for redemption . . . Christian liturgy . . . is always a cosmic liturgy.”4 In this passage, 

Benedict alludes to a pair of Pauline passages: Romans 8:18-25 and Colossians 1:19-20. In 

Romans, Paul writes about Christians (and creation) waiting for redemption; in Colossians, he 

writes that all things are redeemed through the blood of Jesus’ cross. Benedict incorporates this 

Pauline vision of the cosmic significance of the passion and death of Jesus into his own theology 

when he describes Jesus’ death as a “cosmic and liturgical event,”5 an event that elicits a 

response from Christians, and indeed from everything in the universe, since in the letter to the 

Philippians, Paul writes that every knee shall bend at the name of Jesus.6 Benedict takes this as 

proof that Christian liturgy is cosmic, but it is cosmic precisely because of the momentous event 

of the Paschal Mystery; by bending the knee, the church “enter[s] into the cosmic gesture.”7 One 

could describe Benedict’s cosmic liturgy as a ressourcement project insofar as he is attempting to 

return to the source of Scripture. At the same time, Benedict’s cosmic liturgy is in line with 

ressourcement in another way: it also aligns with the church fathers, especially St. Maximus the 

Confessor. 

Benedict’s vision of cosmic liturgy was inspired by the theology of Maximus the 

Confessor via Hans Urs von Balthasar’s Cosmic Liturgy: The Universe According to Maximus 

the Confessor.8 He describes von Balthasar’s role in reviving contemporary interest in the 

                                                 
name, that at the name of Jesus every knee should bend, of those in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and 

every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father” (Phil. 2:6-11, NAB). 

4 Ratzinger, Spirit of the Liturgy, 70. 

5 Benedict XVI, Jesus of Nazareth: Part Two, 224. 

6 Phil. 2:6-11. 

7 Ratzinger, Feast of Faith, 74. 

8 Ratzinger explicitly cites von Balthasar in one of his references to cosmic liturgy (ibid., 115n33). 
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theology of Maximus the Confessor as follows: “The theology of Maximus the Confessor (ca 

580-662) has proven increasingly to be indispensable for a proper understanding of faith in 

Christ as defined by the major councils. It was primarily Hans Urs von Balthasar who 

reintroduced Maximus’s work into the theological debate.”9 In a recent work on the church 

fathers and medieval theologians, Benedict attributes the expression “Kosmische Liturgie” 

(“cosmic liturgy”) to von Balthasar, a phrase that he freely uses in his own writings.10 

 Although there is no evidence to suggest that Benedict used a particular text of von 

Balthasar’s work on Maximus, it is likely that Benedict was inspired by the following passage in 

which von Balthasar elucidates Maximus’s powerful and captivating vision of cosmic liturgy: 

Maximus presents the Church, and the sign that she imprints on the world, in the largest 

and most open terms possible. The Church lies in the midst of the natural and 

supernatural cosmos like a source of light that sets all things revolving around itself; in 

that she represents everything symbolically, she also is an effective guarantee of the 

transformation of the whole universe. The liturgy is, for Maximus, more than a mere 

symbol; it is, in modern terms, an opus operatum, an effective transformation of the 

world into transfigured, divinized existence. For that reason, in Maximus’ view . . . the 

liturgy is ultimately always “cosmic liturgy”: a way of drawing the entire world into the 

hypostatic union because both world and liturgy share a christological foundation. This is 

something new and original and must be regarded as Maximus’ own achievement.11 

In von Balthasar’s interpretation of Maximus’s theology, the function of liturgy is the deification 

of the universe, and the way it does this is through the world’s participation in the hypostatic 

union of Christ. In the words of Maximus, “[Christ] unites created nature to uncreated nature in 

love . . . and reveals that both, through the relationship of grace, are now but one single reality. 

                                                 
9 Ratzinger, New Song, 8. 

10 Pope Benedict XVI, Great Christian Thinkers: From the Early Church through the Middle Ages 

(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2011), 156. 

11 Hans Urs von Balthasar, Cosmic Liturgy: The Universe According to Maximus the Confessor, trans. 

Brian E. Daley (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 2003), 322. 
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The whole world . . . becomes everything that God is, except for the identity of his nature.”12 

Maximus simultaneously maintains that the world inheres in God in such a way that the world is 

God by participation and that the world and God are distinct, thus avoiding pantheism. The 

cosmos is not divine of its very nature; rather, the cosmos is being deified in a process that 

depends on a prior unifying action by which Christ, the “cosmic Adam,” draws the entire 

universe to himself.13 In this sense, the perfection of the universe could be described as a process 

according to Maximus; however, for Maximus, at least in von Balthasar’s interpretation, liturgy 

itself brings about immediately the “transfigured, divinized existence” whereas for Benedict, the 

liturgy is an efficient cause of this cosmic transformation, which is in the process of being 

fulfilled. 

In my view, the tension between Maximus and Benedict’s view is analogous to the 

tension between a person’s experience of salvation in this life and his or her experience of 

salvation in the life to come. The latent salvation experienced in this life corresponds to 

Maximus’s view of an immediately transfigured world whereas Benedict’s emphasis on a 

journeying towards cosmic apotheosis corresponds to the fullness of salvation experienced after 

death. While the tension remains, the views of Maximus and Benedict are non-competing. 

Interior Origin and Perennial Nature 

Cosmic liturgy is a perennial feature of Benedict’s theology. While Benedict has used the 

phrase “cosmic liturgy” in many of his works, especially those that deal primarily with liturgical 

theology, as far as I can tell, the first time he used it was in 1968 in his Introduction to 

                                                 
12 Ibid., 274, citing Maximus the Confessor, Ambigua, PG 91, 1308C. 

13 Ibid. Cf. John 12:32. 
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Christianity.14 Von Balthasar’s Kosmische Liturgie was originally published in 1941, which 

means that Benedict would have had ample time to stumble upon this work before he became 

recognized as a first-rate theologian. In the table below, I have selected and organized some 

quotes of Benedict on cosmic liturgy that pertain to the early, middle, and mature stages of his 

theological career (as distinguished in the last chapter) to demonstrate how this theme perdures 

in his work. 

Stage/Work15 Cosmic Liturgy 

Early 

Introduction 

to Christianity 

(1968) 

The Lord before whom the universe bows is the slaughtered Lamb, the symbol 

of existence that is pure act, pure “for”. The cosmic liturgy, the adoring 

homage of the universe, centers round this Lamb (Rev 5).16 

 

[Jesus’] death . . . was in reality the one and only liturgy of the world, a cosmic 

liturgy, in which Jesus stepped, not in the limited arena of the liturgical 

performance, the Temple, but publicly, before the eyes of the world, through 

the curtain of death into the real temple, that is, before the face of God himself, 

in order to offer, not things, the blood of animals, or anything like that, but 

himself (Heb 9:11ff.).17 

Middle 

Feast of Faith 

(1981) 

Christian liturgy is cosmic liturgy, as Saint Paul tells us in the Letter to the 

Philippians. It must never renounce this dignity, however attractive it may 

seem to work with small groups and construct homemade liturgies. What is 

exciting about Christian liturgy is that it lifts us up out of our narrow sphere 

and lets us share in the truth. The aim of all liturgical renewal must be to bring 

to light this liberating greatness.18 

 

We also need to be reminded that liturgy involves the cosmos—that Christian 

liturgy is cosmic liturgy. In it we pray and sing in concert with everything “in 

heaven and earth and under the earth” (Phil 2:10), we join in with the praise 

rendered by the sun and the stars.19 

                                                 
14 The following is a list (not intended to be exhaustive) of instances in which Benedict explicitly uses the 

phrase “cosmic liturgy”: Introduction to Christianity, 221, 286; Feast of Faith, 74-75, 115, 143; New Song, 140, 

175, Spirit of the Liturgy, 53, 70, 151, 193; Jesus of Nazareth, 254; Jesus of Nazareth: Part Two, 223. 

15 The dates are the original publication dates in German or Latin. 

16 Ratzinger, Introduction to Christianity, 221. 

17 Ibid., 286. 

18 Ratzinger, Feast of Faith, 75. 

19 Ibid., 143. 
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Mature 

A New Song 

for the Lord 

(1995) 

Every liturgy is cosmic liturgy, a stepping out of our pathetic little groups into 

the towering communion that embraces heaven and earth. This gives it its 

reach and vitality.20 

Spirit of the 

Liturgy 

(2000) 

The cosmos is praying with us. It, too, is waiting for redemption. It is precisely 

this cosmic dimension that is essential to Christian liturgy. It is never 

performed solely in the self-made world of man. It is always a cosmic 

liturgy.21 

Jesus of 

Nazareth: 

Part II (2011) 

Jesus has accomplished the act of consecration—the priestly handing-over of 

himself and the world to God—right to the end (cf. Jn 17:19). So in this final 

word, the great mystery of the Cross shines forth. The new cosmic liturgy is 

accomplished.22 

  

This table demonstrates that cosmic liturgy is a perennial feature of Benedict’s theology 

since it shows that he refers to it time and again throughout his long career; however, it should be 

noted that the usefulness of this table is limited since it does not indicate whether Benedict’s 

view on cosmic liturgy has shifted over the decades and if it has, how. Though this is a 

potentially fruitful avenue for further theological research, it would needlessly prolong this 

study. 

 Benedict’s cosmic liturgy has become the prominent feature of his theology. This can be 

seen to a certain extent by juxtaposing some quotes about cosmic liturgy and Teilhard that are 

found in both Introduction of the Liturgy and Spirit of the Liturgy. In the last chapter, I related 

how Benedict’s views of Teilhard developed over the years. In Introduction to Christianity, 

Benedict enthusiastically quotes Teilhard at length whereas in Spirit of the Liturgy, he describes 

Teilhard’s vision of the perfection of the cosmos as one way of conceiving the perfection of the 

cosmos.23 Yet when one considers Benedict’s views on cosmic liturgy in both works, it becomes 

                                                 
20 Ratzinger, New Song, 175. 

21 Ratzinger, Spirit of the Liturgy, 70. 

22 Benedict XVI, Jesus of Nazareth: Part Two, 223. 

23 Ratzinger, Introduction to Christianity, 236–39; Ratzinger, Spirit of the Liturgy, 28–29. 
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apparent that his vision of cosmic liturgy is at least as prominent in Spirit of the Liturgy as it was 

in Introduction to Christianity. These considerations evince a relativizing of Teilhard’s thought 

in Benedict’s view, while his vision of cosmic liturgy becomes more fully articulated over the 

years. Whereas Benedict essentially abandons his Rahnerian-Teilhardian schema, the 

prominence of cosmic liturgy in his thought has remained unshaken. Now that I have described 

the origins of Benedict’s idea of cosmic liturgy, I will examine its features. 

Features 

 Benedict’s account of cosmic liturgy has four prominent features: (1) the cosmos as the 

context for worship, (2) the liturgy as a reality that is given by God rather than fabricated by 

human beings, (3) liturgical representation and anticipation, and (4) the Paschal Mystery as the 

foundation of the liturgy. 

Cosmos as Context of Worship (and as a Church) 

For Benedict, liturgy is cosmic not only because it influences the cosmos, but also 

because the cosmos is the overarching context of the liturgy. In a prolonged section in Spirit of 

the Liturgy, Benedict expounds upon the rabbinic idea that God created the universe for the sake 

of the covenant.24 Although he does not use the phrase “cosmic liturgy” in this context, this is an 

important section for understanding his view of the relationship between cosmos and liturgy. 

Following a rabbinic tradition, Benedict explains that without the covenant “the created cosmos 

would be an empty shell.”25 Worship, which in a certain sense is the ratification of the covenant, 

                                                 
24 Ratzinger, Spirit of the Liturgy, 26–27. 

25 Ibid. 
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restores the cosmos to its original dignity. All of this can be summarized in Benedict’s statement 

that “the true location and the true context of the Eucharistic celebration is the whole cosmos.”26 

There is an intriguing observation that follows from the above consideration of the 

relationship between cosmos and covenant that is related to the Mystagogia of Maximus the 

Confessor. In this work, Maximus likens the physical portion of the universe to the nave of a 

church and likens the spiritual realm to a church’s sanctuary.27 This comparison suggests that 

God created the universe not only for the sake of the covenant, but also created it as a place of 

worship. One could even say that just as the human being is a microcosm, the universe is a 

macroecclesia, i.e. the church writ large. Maximus compares the cosmos, which God created for 

the purpose of inaugurating the relationship with human beings, to a church. Even in its 

structure, therefore, the universe is oriented toward worship. 

Benedict’s thought is quite similar to Maximus’s description of the cosmos as a church 

building. While Benedict does not describe the cosmos as a church building, he indicates that the 

crucifixion was a cosmic liturgy in which Jesus played the role of high priest: Jesus Christ, the 

Incarnate Word, gathered the world to himself and offered himself on the cross for its 

salvation.28 The cosmic elements themselves became involved in this liturgical rite: the sun 

became darkened and the earth quaked at the death of the Son of God.29 In Benedict’s view, by 

accomplishing this worship, Jesus precipitated the deification of creation. Furthermore, this 

process of deification is extended in time through the liturgical actions of the church, the Body of 

                                                 
26 Ratzinger, Feast of Faith, 140. 

27 Maximus the Confessor, The Church, the Liturgy and the Soul of Man, trans. Dom J. Stead (Still River, 

MA: Saint Bede’s, 1982), 68–69. 

28 Benedict XVI, Jesus of Nazareth: Part Two, 238; cf. chapter two of this dissertation where I describe the 

views of Staniloae, Moltmann, and Benedict on the idea of cosmos as church. 

29 Ibid., 224, cf. Mark 15:33 and Matt. 27:51. 
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Christ, which would not be possible if the Paschal Mystery were not somehow present in the 

liturgical celebrations of the church and if the liturgical celebrations were not somehow related to 

the world to come. For this reason, representation and anticipation are essential characteristics of 

the liturgy. Moreover, human liturgy would not be cosmic if it were not instituted by God and 

were simply a fabrication of human ingenuity. I expound upon these characteristics of Benedict’s 

cosmic liturgy in the next sections. 

Liturgy as Given by God 

In Benedict’s view, true liturgy is inextricably connected to divine revelation. Religious 

ritual was a ubiquitous feature of pre-modern societies. In Benedict’s estimation, however, 

rituals do not have an equal value. In other words, rituals are not to be evaluated pluralistically. 

The criterion of judgment is whether a ritual is of human or divine origin.30 According to 

Benedict, liturgy is something that human beings do not create, but receive. God must perform 

an act of self-revelation for men and women to worship correctly.31 If God does not lift the veil, 

human beings are simply grasping in the air. Benedict uses the story of the Hebrews and the 

golden calf to show that liturgy that finds its source in people is insufficient.32 He comments, 

“Worship is no longer going up to God, but drawing God down into one’s own world.”33 Just as 

Moses was instructed to follow everything that God showed him on Mt. Sinai, so too Christians 

ought to worship according to the liturgy that has developed as an outgrowth of worship that has 

                                                 
30 This raises another problem: how can one tell whether a religious ritual is of human or divine origin? 

Although one can approach this problem through historical theological research and may discover some convincing 

reasons to view certain rituals as coming from God, in the end, such a view can only be espoused through an act of 

faith. 

31 Ratzinger, Spirit of the Liturgy, 21. 

32 Ibid. 

33 Ibid., 22. 
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been passed down by the apostles. Liturgy is not significant because it is like an artifact, i.e. 

something that is interesting for its historical value; rather, liturgy is significant because it is the 

matrix through which the sacraments – and therefore salvation – are distributed to the People of 

God. 34 For Benedict, the liturgy that has been passed on through the church is the proper way of 

worshipping God. 

Benedict’s emphasis on the divine origin of the liturgy helps to explain his two liturgical 

preferences: Latin and literalness. He has always favored Latin over the vernacular since he 

thinks that the former is more appropriate than the latter.35 Furthermore, he is convinced that it is 

of the utmost importance to translate as literally as possible the Latin into the vernacular. This 

theory, known as “formal equivalence” since it seeks to conserve the form of the words in which 

the liturgical message is conveyed, is the reason behind Benedict’s reform of the English 

translation of the Missal that went into effect in Advent 2011, which is more literal than the 

former version.36 This change was intended to correct the “dynamic equivalence” of the earlier 

translation. “Dynamic equivalence” is the theory that liturgical texts ought to be translated so 

that the texts make sense to modern people rather than slavishly translating the text word for 

word. By implementing the reform, Benedict intended to ward off subjective interpretations; his 

main concern was fidelity to divine revelation. I will assess this vision later in the chapter. 

                                                 
34 According to St. Thomas Aquinas, the sacrament of baptism is necessary for salvation (Summa 

Theologiae, III. Q. 66, a. 2, resp., alluding to Mark 16:16). This does not preclude the salvation of individuals who 

have not been baptized; Aquinas was aware of the predicament of people who have not been exposed to the Gospel 

through no fault of their own. He postulated that such individuals were saved by what has come to be known as 

“baptism of desire” (Summa Theologiae, III. Q. 66, a. 11). Even so, without the sacrament of baptism on which the 

“baptism of desire” is based, it would have no effect, and so it follows that the sacraments are necessary for 

salvation even if a non-Christian who has been saved has never received a sacrament in his or her life. 

35 Mariusz Biliniewicz, The Liturgical Vision of Pope Benedict XVI: A Theological Inquiry (New York: 

Peter Lang, 2013), 197. 

36 Ibid., 198. 
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Liturgical Representation and Anticipation 

In this section, I examine liturgical representation in Benedict’s thought by giving an 

account of his understanding of the relationship between time and the liturgy. After this, I 

describe how for Benedict the Eucharist is the catalyst for the transformation of the cosmos. 

Time and the Liturgy: Representation 

 Understanding Benedict’s notion of time is critical for understanding how the liturgy 

functions as a representation. According to Benedict, “Present and eternity are not, like present 

and future, located side by side and separated; rather, they are interwoven.”37 As interpenetrating 

realities, eternity can be present in time. Benedict elaborates, “In its participation in the paschal 

mystery of Christ, liturgy transcends the boundaries of places and times in order to gather all into 

the hour of Christ that is anticipated in the liturgy and hence opens history to its goal.”38 Liturgy, 

therefore, is not only capable of representing the Paschal Mystery, but it is also instrumental in 

the anticipation of cosmic apotheosis, a theme that I will unpack later. 

In Spirit of the Liturgy, Benedict sets forth his overarching view of the Christian liturgy 

as it relates to time and to the life of Jesus. The following passage merits to be quoted at length 

because of how well it explains this vision: 

The foundation of the liturgy, its source and support, is the historical Pasch of Jesus—his 

Cross and Resurrection. This once-for-all event has become the ever-abiding form of the 

liturgy. In the first stage the eternal is embodied in what is once-for-all. The second stage 

is the entry of the eternal into our present moment in the liturgical action. And the third 

stage is the desire of the eternal to take hold of the worshiper’s life and ultimately of all 

historical reality. The immediate event—the liturgy—makes sense and has a meaning for 

                                                 
37 Pope Benedict XVI, God Is Near Us: The Eucharist, the Heart of Life, trans. Stephan Otto Horn (San 

Francisco: Ignatius Press, 2003), 141. 

38 Ratzinger, New Song, 135. 
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our lives only because it contains the other two dimensions. Past, present, and future 

interpenetrate and touch upon eternity.39 

 

Benedict’s logic in Spirit of the Liturgy follows upon Thomas Aquinas’s description of how the 

sacraments are related to past, present, and future.40  

Both Benedict and Thomas indicate that the passion of Christ is the foundation stone of 

Christian liturgy. Like Scripture, liturgical symbolism is not univocal but instead is polysemant; 

that is, it contains a plurality of meanings. Not only do the sacraments point to the past, but they 

are also a prognosis of the future. In this way, sacraments point to the past, present, and future 

simultaneously, yet in different ways. The liturgy and the sacraments point back in time to the 

deeds wrought by God through Jesus, seek to impact the Christian’s life in the present, and are 

oriented to the perfection of the world to come.  

Eucharist: Anticipation of the World’s Transformation 

In and of itself, liturgy is eschatological in Benedict’s theology. As he expresses it, “In 

the celebration of the liturgy the church moves toward the Lord; liturgy is virtually this act of 

approaching his coming. In the liturgy, the Lord is already anticipating his promised coming. 

Liturgy is anticipated Parousia, the ‘already’ entering our ‘not yet’.”41 Liturgy, however, is also 

                                                 
39 Ratzinger, Spirit of the Liturgy, 60. 

40 The following is Aquinas’s account of the same topic: “As has been stated, the term sacrament is 

properly applied to that which is designed to signify our sanctification. In this three factors can be taken into 

consideration: namely the actual cause of our sanctification, which is the Passion of Christ, the form of our 

sanctification, which consists in grace and the virtues, and the ultimate end which our sanctification is designed to 

achieve, which is eternal life. Now as signs the sacraments stand for all of these. Hence as a sign a sacrament has a 

threefold function. It is at once commemorative of that which has gone before, namely the Passion of Christ, and 

demonstrative of that which is brought about in us through the Passion of Christ, namely grace, and prognostic, i.e. a 

foretelling of future glory.” Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, trans. David Bourke, vol. 56 (New York: 

Cambridge University Press, 2006), 11, 13 (III. Q. 60, a. 3, resp.). Despite Benedict’s preference for Augustine’s 

theology, a strong case could be made that Benedict’s liturgiology is essentially Thomistic. 

41 Ratzinger, New Song, 129. 
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eschatological insofar as it is related to the Eucharist, which in Benedict’s view anticipates the 

transfiguration of the world. 

Benedict essentially accepts the doctrine of transubstantiation, the teaching formulated in 

the Middle Ages that states that the substance of the bread and wine is changed into the 

substance of the body and blood of Christ during the words of consecration, leaving behind only 

the accidents (i.e. physical characteristics) of the bread and wine.42 The most salient implication 

of Benedict’s acceptance of transubstantiation is that in his view, Christ is made present at each 

Mass. Jesus Christ, priest and victim, becomes physically present to the congregation in a veiled 

theophany, as it were, under the appearances of bread and wine. For Benedict, the liturgy is not 

merely a liturgical reenactment of the event of the Paschal Mystery; it is the re-presentation of 

the Paschal Mystery, not merely in the symbolic sense of representation, but also in the more 

profound spatiotemporal sense of making present once again. He explains,  

Whenever we hold it [i.e., the Eucharist], we should be filled with reverence in the face 

of this mystery, with awe in the face of this mysterious death that becomes a present 

reality in our midst. Certainly, the overcoming of this death in the Resurrection is present 

at the same time, and we can therefore celebrate this death as the feast of life, as the 

transformation of the world.43 

                                                 
42

 See the following works listed in chronological order for critiques of transubstantiation: Philip Sherrard, 

“The Sacrament,” in Angelos James Philippou, ed., The Orthodox Ethos: Essays in Honour of the Centenary of the 

Greek Orthodox Diocese of North and South America, Volume 1 (Oxford: Holywell Press, 1964), 133-139; Edward 

Schillebeeckx, “Transubstantiation, Transfinalization, Transfiguration,” Worship, 40 no. 6 (June – July 1966): 324-

338; Peter J. Leithart, “What’s Wrong With Transubstantiation: An Evaluation of Theological Models,” The 

Westminster Theological Journal, 53 no. 2 (Fall 1991): 295-324; Jean-Luc Marion, God Without Being, trans. 

Thomas A. Carlson, 2nd ed. (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2012 [first published in 1991]), 162ff.; 

Fergus Kerr, “Transubstantiation after Wittgenstein,” Modern Theology, 15 no. 2 (April 1999): 115-130; Joseph 

Kahiga Kiruki, “Change and the Church: An Interrogation of the Concept of Transubstantiation,” AFER, 58 no. 3-4 

(Sept. – Dec. 2016): 234-243. The main point in many of these works and articles, which I agree with, is that 

transubstantiation cannot entirely explain the phenomenon of the making present of the body and blood of Christ to 

the congregation since it is a mystery. Marion points out that insofar as transubstantiation leads people into thinking 

that they can control God, it is idolatrous. Nevertheless, I think that transubstantiation is the best metaphysical 

explanation of what occurs, even though it is an incomplete picture since incompleteness is an inherent quality of a 

mystery. 
43 Benedict XVI, God Is Near Us, 44. 
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The representation of the Paschal Mystery bears profound eschatological implications; after all, 

if the past can somehow be made mysteriously present, so can the future. This seems to be what 

Benedict implies when he states that “Liturgy is Parousia, a Parousia-like event taking place in 

our midst.”44  

The substance of bread and wine, this cosmic matter, becomes divinized. In a passage in 

which he approvingly cites Teilhard, Benedict maintains that this transformation is an 

anticipation of the transformation of the entire cosmos.45 In this vision, the Eucharist is the 

impetus for the renewal of the universe. The complete divinization of the eucharistic bread 

manifests the eschatological destiny of the rest of the cosmos. Teilhard de Chardin clearly sees 

the logical implication of correlating the transubstantiation of bread and wine to the 

eschatological reconstitution of the universe; in his view, the universe can be considered as a vast 

cosmic host that is undergoing a consecration.46 In one of his homilies, Pope Benedict elaborates: 

We ourselves, with our whole being, must be adoration and sacrifice, and by 

transforming our world, give it back to God. The role of the priesthood is to consecrate 

the world so that it may become a living host, a liturgy: so that the liturgy may not be 

something alongside the reality of the world, but that the world itself shall become a 

living host, a liturgy. This is also the great vision of Teilhard de Chardin: in the end we 

shall achieve a true cosmic liturgy, where the cosmos becomes a living host. And let us 

pray the Lord to help us become priests in this sense, to aid in the transformation of the 

world, in adoration of God, beginning with ourselves. That our lives may speak of God, 

that our lives may be a true liturgy, an announcement of God, a door through which the 

distant God may become the present God, and a true giving of ourselves to God.47 

                                                 
44 Ratzinger, Eschatology, 203. 

45 Ratzinger, Spirit of the Liturgy, 29. 

46 Teilhard de Chardin, Christianity and Evolution, 73–74. 

47 Benedict XVI, “Homily of His Holiness Benedict XVI” (July 24, 2009), 

https://www.vatican.va/content/benedict-xvi/en/homilies/2009/documents/hf_ben-xvi_hom_20090724_vespri-

aosta.html, accessed December 9, 2015. 
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The first important thing to note about this passage is that human beings are called to transform 

the world; in other words, God chooses to rely on the cooperation of human beings to bring 

about the deification of the cosmos. The second thing to note is that Benedict emphasizes that 

this profound cosmic change must begin with Christians. The reconfiguration of the cosmos 

depends on and begins with the moral reconfiguration of oneself. The human being, therefore, is 

the channel through which God’s redemptive energy and grace reach the rest of the universe. 

 In the next section, I analyze the role of the Paschal Mystery in Benedict’s cosmic 

liturgy. The next section not only functions as a means of explicating the role of the Paschal 

Mystery in Benedict’s cosmic liturgy, but it also sets the stage for the critique of his cosmic 

liturgy arising from other theologians. Once I have presented Benedict’s cosmic liturgy in full 

and described the criticisms of Benedict’s theological vision, I will offer my own assessment of 

Benedict’s cosmic liturgy, evaluate the arguments of his critics, and present my own idea for 

modifying the exitus-reditus paradigm of time, which I contend helps to ameliorate some of the 

criticisms that Benedict’s interlocutors level against him. 

Paschal Mystery: Foundation of Cosmic Liturgy and Catalyst of Apotheosis 

Benedict is cognizant of the semiotic quality of the liturgy, which constitutes the key to 

its structure. In his words, “the theology of the liturgy is in a special way ‘symbolic theology’, a 

theology of symbols, which connects us to what is present.”48 For a symbol to have meaning, it 

must have a referent, something that it points to and represents. Benedict holds that this referent 

is in fact the death and resurrection of Jesus: “The foundation of the liturgy, its source and 

                                                 
48 Ratzinger, Spirit of the Liturgy, 60. 
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support, is the historical Pasch of Jesus.”49 According to Benedict, Christian liturgy would 

crumble into a heap of nonsensical gestures without this foundation.50 As signs, the sacraments 

point to a historical event, which is the foundation of all liturgical action. This historical 

foundation is not only significant in itself but is significant for the role it plays as the referent of 

the sacraments that have been transmitted throughout the ages by acts of representation, and for 

the significance it has on the transformation of the universe. 

In each of the sections below, which deal with the incarnation, the cross, and the 

resurrection of Jesus, I will sketch how these events are foundational for the liturgy and how they 

are related to the transformation of the universe. After describing what role the Paschal Mystery 

plays in Benedict’s liturgical theology, I will explore in more detail his understanding of cosmic 

apotheosis. 

Incarnation 

The Paschal Mystery, which consists of the crucifixion, death, and resurrection of Jesus, 

can only be understood in relation to the incarnation since the incarnation is chronologically and 

logically prior to the Paschal Mystery. Benedict points out that the incarnation does not stand 

alone since “[i]t becomes meaningful and definitive only in the cross and resurrection.”51 

Salvation hinges upon the divinity of Jesus Christ, the Word made flesh. Benedict explains that 

in the ancient world the concept of logikē latreia (thusia) gained currency with the Jews in 

Alexandria and that this notion of spiritual worship, or the sacrifice of the word, became 

                                                 
49 Ibid. 

50 Ibid., 55: “Without the Cross and Resurrection, Christian worship is null and void, and a theology of 

liturgy that omitted any reference to them would really just be talking about an empty game.” 

51 Ratzinger, New Song, 121. 
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embedded in Christian thought (cf. Rom. 12:1), a theme that I touched on in the last chapter.52 

This concept was taken up by the church fathers, who described the Eucharist as the “sacrifice of 

the word”; yet the Eucharist goes beyond the pagan Greek “idea of a mystical union with the 

Logos, the very meaning of all things” since “[t]he Word alone is not enough.”53 If worship were 

merely a matter of raising the mind God, it would fall into the Gnostic temptation to leave the 

body by the wayside. Only in the Word made flesh, in Benedict’s view, does all flesh acquire the 

potential to become glorified.54 

Benedict points out that the incarnation makes God present to us and that Jesus is the 

fulfillment of the Hebrew concept of Shekinah. Commenting on the use of the Greek word skene 

to designate the Word’s dwelling with human beings in John 1:14, Benedict states, 

But in the Greek word for tent—skene—we hear overtones of the Hebrew word shekinah, 

that is to say, the term used in early Judaism to refer to the sacred cloud, which then . . . 

proclaimed ‘the gracious presence of God at the prayer and the study of the law whenever 

Jews were gathered together’. Jesus is the true shekinah, through whom God is present 

among us whenever we are gathered together in his name.55 

 

Through the incarnation, God has become present to human beings. Yet God did not choose to 

become incarnate simply to become present in a new mode; instead, as Benedict explains, “The 

dynamic of sacrifice is comprehended in the Incarnation.”56 The incarnation is a kenotic, self-

sacrificial act that is ordered toward the sacrifice of the Word so that God’s people can be saved. 

                                                 
52 Ratzinger, Spirit of the Liturgy, 45. 

53 Ibid., 46. 

54 Ibid., 47. 

55 Benedict XVI, God Is Near Us, 22. Cf. Pope Benedict XVI, Jesus of Nazareth: The Infancy Narratives 

(New York: Image, 2012), 11: “The man Jesus is the dwelling-place of the Word, the eternal divine Word, in this 

world. Jesus’ ‘flesh,’ is human existence, is the ‘dwelling’ or ‘tent’ of the Word: the reference to the sacred tent of 

Israel in the wilderness is unmistakable. Jesus is, so to speak, the tent of meeting—he is the reality for which the tent 

and the later Temple could only serve as signs.”  

56 Benedict XVI, God Is Near Us, 21. 
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In this sense, the incarnation is the foundation of the Paschal Mystery, which in turn is the 

foundation of the liturgy. In Benedict’s view, liturgy is a vehicle that unites the salvific action of 

Christ in the past to the present moment and to the world to come. As such, it is important to 

explore how the incarnation is related to apotheosis. 

Benedict insinuates in Principles of Catholic Theology that the incarnation is the first 

stage of cosmic apotheosis since by “taking on our flesh,” God “has drawn to his heart . . . the 

burden and the hope of the cosmos.”57 The incarnation ultimately leads to the divinization of the 

universe. Because God took up this flesh, this piece of earth, as it were, the entire cosmological 

context of the Incarnate Word will be sanctified and transformed. The incarnation does not end 

with the union of the Word with the particular human nature of Jesus of Nazareth, but 

precipitates the union of the Word with all of matter. In the words of Benedict, “God’s 

incarnation was his entry into matter, the beginning of a momentous movement in which all 

matter is to become a vessel for the Word.”58 The incarnation is a prerequisite for the preparation 

of creation to become the dwelling place of God. Yet the incarnation cannot affect the 

transformation of the cosmos on its own. Benedict makes it clear that the whole raison d’être of 

the incarnation was for the Son of God to offer up himself on the cross out of love for humanity 

and creation. 

Cross and Eucharist 

The Paschal Mystery is the Pasch of Jesus, i.e. the crossing of Jesus from death to 

resurrected life. It began during the Jewish feast of Passover, the celebration commemorating the 

                                                 
57 Ratzinger, Principles of Catholic Theology, 30. 

58 Ratzinger, New Song, 88. 
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passing of the Hebrews from Egypt to the Promised Land as well as the passing of the angel of 

death over the houses of the Hebrews who had applied the blood of the paschal lamb on their 

door frames. In Introduction to Christianity, Benedict describes the import of the historical event 

of the death of Jesus. This liturgy, i.e., Jesus’ offering of himself on the cross, is the “only liturgy 

of the world, a cosmic liturgy.”59 Jesus acts as both priest and victim and essentially replaces the 

Jewish sacrificial system, whose locus was the Temple, with his own sacrifice. The locus of this 

new system of worship is the Temple of Jesus’ body. Jesus brings about a powerful series of 

changes that Benedict diligently unpacks. 

Beginning with the Last Supper, Benedict envisages cosmic transformation as the 

culmination of a series of transformations. According to Benedict, there are five transformations 

that are causally connected in relation to the Eucharist, which he calls the “Sacrament of 

Transformation.”60 The first transformation occurred at the Last Supper when Jesus offers bread 

and wine to the Father, blesses it, and distributes it to the disciples saying that they are his body 

and blood that will be given up for them. This change occurs precisely because it is an act of 

self-giving.61 When Jesus states that the cup he is holding contains his blood which will be shed 

for his disciples, he irrevocably links the Eucharist to his suffering and death; in turn, Jesus’ 

suffering and death serve as the next catalysts in this series of transformations. 

The second transformation is the changing of unspeakable acts of violence into love. 

Jesus endures the agony in the garden, the scourging at the pillar, the crowning of thorns, the 

carrying of the cross, and the crucifixion out of love for humanity. Suffering and death are 

                                                 
59 Ratzinger, Introduction to Christianity, 286. 

60 Joseph Cardinal Ratzinger, On the Way to Jesus Christ, trans. Michael J. Miller (San Francisco: Ignatius 

Press, 2005), 124. 

61 Ibid., 125. 
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defeated and violence has no more power over the children of God. This transformation alters 

death itself and makes possible the passage of death to life, of crucifixion to resurrection.62 

The third change is the transformation of the gifts of bread and wine into Jesus’ body and 

blood at the Mass. Jesus, who orders his disciples to continue to perform the eucharistic liturgy 

in his memory, is made present once again, along with the event of his death and resurrection. I 

elaborated on this point when I expounded on the function of liturgical representation and 

anticipation in Benedict’s liturgical theology. 

The fourth change is the transformation of the communicants that occurs as a result of 

partaking in the body and blood of Christ.63 For Benedict, the primary effect of the Eucharist for 

those who receive it is unification with God and with others; it is a breaking down of barriers that 

separate human beings from God and from each other. “Communion means the fusion of 

existences . . . my ‘I’ is ‘assimilated’ to that of Jesus,” states Benedict, describing the “vertical” 

unification of the communicant with God. The “vertical” unification is the foundation of the 

“horizontal” unity since, as Benedict explains, “[A]ll who communicate . . . are assimilated to 

this ‘bread’ and thus are made one among themselves—one body.”64 One could describe this as 

the anthropological eucharistic transformation. The purpose of this anthropological 

transformation is to set the world on fire by first transforming the communicants so that they can 

bear witness to the love of Christ to the ends of the world. In Benedict’s words, “His dynamic 

enters into us and then seeks to spread outward to others until it fills the world, so that his love 

                                                 
62 Ibid., 126. Some thinkers who have pursued the theological implications of violence and suffering 

include Simone Weil and René Girard. For a comparison of their thought, see Marie Cabaud Meaney, “Simone Weil 

and René Girard: Violence and the Sacred,” American Catholic Philosophical Quarterly, 84, no. 3 (2010): 565-587. 

63 Ibid., 127–28. 

64 Joseph Cardinal Ratzinger, Called to Communion: Understanding the Church Today, trans. Adrian 

Walker (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1996), 37. 
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can truly become the dominant measure of the world.”65 The anthropological transformation 

does not end in the realm of humanity, but is orientated toward the divinization of the cosmos. 

The fifth transformation is a cosmological transformation: “All of creation must become 

a ‘new city’, a new paradise, the living dwelling place of God: ‘that God may be everything to 

every one’ (1 Cor 15:28)—so Paul describes the goal of creation, which is supposed to come 

about starting with the Eucharist.”66 Here, Benedict uses the language of indwelling, which 

expresses figuratively what he describes elsewhere as the reconfiguration of the relationship 

between matter and spirit; just as matter will belong to spirit in such a way that they are one, so 

too will the Earth become the dwelling place of God in such a way that it will be divinized. In 

addition to the dynamic of death and sacrifice in the liturgy, there is also the dynamic of 

resurrection, which can be applied not only to Christ but also to human beings as well as the 

cosmos. 

Resurrection and Cosmic Apotheosis 

 Resurrection has several dimensions in Benedict’s theology. The following passage 

makes clear the different dimensions present in this reality:  

The third day after Jesus’ death is the first day of the week, the day of creation on which 

God said: “Let there be light!” Where belief in the resurrection keeps its New Testament 

wholeness and concreteness, Sunday and the meaning of Sunday can never be locked into 

mere history, into the history of the Christian community and its paschal celebration. 

Matter is involved here; creation is involved; the first day is involved, which Christians 

also call the eighth day: the restoration of all things.67 

                                                 
65 Benedict XVI, Heart of the Christian Life: Thoughts on the Holy Mass (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 

2010), 23. 

66 Ratzinger, On the Way, 128. 

67 Ratzinger, New Song, 65. 
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There are three levels of resurrection that are at least implied in this passage: the resurrection of 

Jesus, the resurrection of the dead, and the connection between the resurrection and the cosmos. 

This could be further simplified into two realms: the anthropological and the cosmic. The 

resurrection of Jesus is the resurrection on which all other resurrections are based. This gives 

hope to human beings because it resolves the issue of death and enables them to have joy.68 At 

the same time, for Benedict the resurrection is also related to the universe: “the Resurrection has 

both a cosmic and a future-oriented character and . . . Christian faith is a faith of hope in the 

fullness of promise that encompasses the whole cosmos.”69 The resurrection is connected to the 

cosmos in Benedict’s theology since the resurrection of Christ links protology to eschatology and 

creation to restoration. Citing Colossians, Benedict points out that Christ is both the “firstborn of 

all creation (1:15) as well as the first-born from the dead (1:18), through whom God wanted to 

reconcile all things to himself.”70 Yet the mission of gathering the cosmos into one and offering 

it to God is not simply an act of the historical figure Jesus of Nazareth; instead, it is a mission 

that has been passed down to the entire Christ, that is, the church together with Jesus.71 

Deification comes about through proper worship, which occurs in the liturgy: “worship is the 

beginning of true transformation, of the true renewal of the world.”72 Through the liturgy and the 

sacraments, the hypostatic union is extended, as it were, to the rest of creation. 

For Benedict, sacramental theology is predicated on the capacity of matter to be 

spiritually transformed by words and saved. This way of thinking about matter is foreign to the 

                                                 
68 Ratzinger, Feast of Faith, 65, 130; Benedict XVI, God Is Near Us, 44. 

69 Ratzinger, Principles of Catholic Theology, 187. 

70 Ratzinger, New Song, 66–67. 

71 Benedict XVI, Great Christian Thinkers, 156. 

72 Ibid., 157. 
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modern mind because of the influence of René Descartes, who saw reality as fundamentally 

bifurcated into that which has physical extension and the mind, which has no physical extension. 

According to Benedict, Cartesian dualism is responsible for the desire of modern human beings 

to place matter under the aegis of science and technology and to allocate the spirit and mind to 

God. In contrast to this Cartesian view, Benedict maintains that the sacraments unite cosmic 

matter and words, thereby offering a more holistic view of reality.73 Matter cannot be separated 

from the divine. 

Despite the inherent difficulties of imagining the world to come, Benedict insists that the 

relationship between matter and spirit will be reconstituted. In his words,  

the new world cannot be imagined. Nothing concrete or imaginable can be said about the 

relation of man to matter in the new world, or about the “risen body.” Yet we have the 

certainty that the dynamism of the cosmos leads towards a goal, a situation in which 

matter and spirit will belong to each other in a new and definitive fashion.74 

Benedict puts forth a liturgiology that embraces the salvation of the cosmos and implies a 

reconstitution of matter itself. 

 In sum, the Paschal Mystery is the foundation of the liturgy in Benedict’s theology. Jesus, 

the Incarnate Word of God, has taken on flesh and has offered himself as a sacrifice not only for 

human beings but for the entire universe and has thereby set in motion a series of transformations 

that leads to the apotheosis of the cosmos. Next, I will assess this grand vision in light of the 

current ecological crisis. 

Assessment 

                                                 
73 Ratzinger, Principles of Catholic Theology, 29. 

74 Ratzinger, Eschatology, 194 Although it is possible to detect in this passage overtones implying that the 

end of the universe as a result of a cosmic process, as I contended in the last chapter, Benedict essentially moves 

away from this view. See Ratzinger “End of Time,” 23-24 and Spirit of the Liturgy, 29-30. 
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 Does Benedict’s cosmic liturgy facilitate care for the environment or does it undermine 

it? On the one hand, Benedict is firmly convinced that the liturgy should inspire Christians to 

become leaven in the world. Christians are to participate in the transforming power of God 

through the sacraments and extend it to the world. Commenting on the transformative power of 

the Eucharist, Benedict states that the Eucharist 

is a process of transformations in which we become involved, God’s power to transform 

hatred and violence, God’s power to transform the world. Therefore we pray that the 

Lord will help us to celebrate the Eucharist in this way and to live it. Therefore we pray 

that he will transform us, and the world together with us, into the new Jerusalem.75 

Liturgy is therefore not a spiritual navel-gazing for Benedict, but is instead oriented toward 

action. On the other hand, he describes such transformation in very general terms and avoids 

applying such language of transformation to social situations because of his conviction that it is 

impossible to establish the Kingdom of God as a political reality. In this section, I describe how 

Benedict’s cosmic liturgy positively impacts the goal of conserving God’s creation and fostering 

environmental stewardship, relate and assess the arguments from theologians critical of 

Benedict’s liturgical theology (or brands of theology similar to Benedict’s), and offer my own 

constructive criticism. 

Positive Elements 

Earlier, I stated that Benedict’s cosmic liturgy is necessary but insufficient for fostering 

an appropriate response to the current ecological crisis. In this section, I will point out some of 

the positive elements in his cosmic eschatology. I identify three necessary components to a 

cosmic eschatology that fosters environmentally sustainable attitudes and practices: revitalizing a 
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sacramental consciousness, reaffirming the connection between our actions and the world to 

come, and broadening the circle of salvation to include the entire universe. 

 First, Benedict’s cosmic liturgy upholds the significance of sacramentality. At first 

glance, it might not seem evident why this is important. In the last chapter, I described David 

Toolan’s depiction of the transition from a sacramental worldview to the modern scientific 

worldview and the ecologically disastrous consequences that followed.76 This implies that 

sacramentality is essential for an adequate ecological ethic, but it lacks an explicit proof. John 

Haught provides this articulation when, contra Lynn White, Jr., he links the ecological crisis not 

to religion but to the disintegration of religion.77 According to Haught, since sacramentalism in 

general depends on nature and religion depends on sacramentalism in order not to slip into 

escapism, secularism, and iconoclasm, sacramentalism is essential to fostering attitudes that 

preserve life on Earth.78 Benedict’s cosmic liturgy exhibits the kind of sacramental 

consciousness that is indispensable for rehabilitating humanity’s relationship with creation. 

 Second, Benedict’s more recent account of the transformation of matter emphasizes that 

human beings have an integral role in helping to bring about cosmic apotheosis. In other words, 

for Benedict it is not as though this world has no connection with the heavenly Jerusalem; our 

actions in this world have implications that carry over to the hereafter by way of causality. Using 

                                                 
76 Toolan, At Home in the Cosmos, 41–42. 

77 John Haught, The Promise of Nature: Ecology and Cosmic Purpose (New York: Paulist Press, 1993), 71. 

This disintegration comes about when one of the four essential characteristics of religion – sacramental, mystical, 
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iconoclasm when it is separated from the other features of religion, and the active feature of religion becomes 

synonymous with secular progress when divorced from the divine (ibid., 86). 

78 Ibid., 85–86. 
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incarnational language, he explains that the impact of human beings on creatures ideally prepares 

them for the next world. According to Benedict,  

To spiritualize means to incarnate in a Christian way, but to incarnate means to 

spiritualize, to bring the things of the world to the coming Christ, to prepare them for 

their future form and thus to prepare God’s future in the world. In St. Irenaeus’s work we 

find the lovely thought that the meaning of the incarnation was for the Spirit—the Holy 

Spirit—to get used to the flesh, as it were, in Jesus. Turning this around we could say: 

The meaning of the ongoing incarnation can only be the reverse, to get the flesh used to 

the Spirit, to God, to make it capax spiritus and in this way to prepare its future.79 

This means that not only is the universe destined to be transformed through the agency of God, 

but also through the agency of human beings. Yet the agency which Benedict writes about is not 

an agency that depends on the human race’s ability to manipulate and control nature; instead, it 

is an explicitly spiritual agency in which human beings are called to incarnate matter. For this 

reason, Benedict’s acknowledgment of the role of human beings in bringing about a future 

reality is entirely different from Marxism, which works for a secular end through human agency 

according to the rules of the dialectics of history. Benedict’s vision therefore militates against 

Cartesian dualism and political Marxism. 

One is able to discern in the blockquote above overtones of Haught who writes, “In 

transfigured status, then, the present cosmos will continue to remain deeply implicated in the 

world’s eventual eschatological fulfillment. Without a hope that nature has such a future, our 

present ecological commitments might indeed have entirely too flimsy a footing.”80 Haught 

seeks to highlight the connection between this world and the world to come. After all, if the 

universe is merely going to be destroyed and recreated with no connection to the previous world 

(in other words, there is a radical discontinuity between this world and the next), it would strip 

                                                 
79 Ratzinger, New Song, 92; italics mine. 

80 Haught, “Ecology and Eschatology,” 54. 
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away one of the motivating factors for working together in an ecologically responsible manner. 

There is nothing to prevent human beings from adopting the attitude expressed in King Louis 

XV’s alleged quip, “Après moi, le déluge” (After me comes the flood). The aforementioned 

blockquote shows that, in a way that is similar to Haught, he adopts a vision of cosmic 

eschatological continuity, a view that fosters ecologically responsible attitudes.81 

At the same time, the continuity that exists between this world and the next does not 

mean that they are ontologically the same. Benedict also upholds discontinuity in that the 

resurrected existence of Jesus exists on another ontological plane; however, it is the same 

Christ.82 If Benedict’s cosmic eschatology is patterned on his Christology, the same would hold 

between the relationship between the present world and the New Jerusalem. Rather than 

dichotomizing the end of the universe as either continuous or discontinuous, Benedict holds that 

there is continuity in discontinuity. Benedict suggests that the continuity between this world and 

the next does not imply ontological uniformity in a comment on the shared fate of Christians and 

Christ: “But something else becomes clear as well: to be fitted into the new house as a living 

stone means to undergo the fate of the passion. The fate of the cornerstone reveals the plan of the 

entire building.”83 As already mentioned, Benedict has described the church as encompassing the 

universe and sees the cosmos as the context of liturgical worship.84 Consequently, it is not much 

                                                 
81 Although there is a similarity between Benedict and Haught’s assertions on the necessity to see our 

actions as being connected to the future state of the universe, Haught, at least in his earlier work, proposes process 

theology as the means of uniting scientists and Christians in their quest for a mutually grounded “myth” that is 

capable of supporting their joint endeavor to conserve the planet (see Haught, Promise of Nature, 31–38 for 

Haught’s advocacy of process theology as a viable “myth” that is capable of fostering an ecological ethic), whereas 

Benedict presumably rejects process theology and its correlative, pantheism. 

82 Benedict XVI, Jesus of Nazareth: Part Two, 274. 

83 Ratzinger, New Song, 84. 

84 Auer and Ratzinger, Dogmatic Theology, 6:133; Ratzinger, Spirit of the Liturgy, 26–27. 
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a stretch to claim that the universe itself can be interpreted as the entire building that ultimately 

must undergo the same fate as Jesus Christ by dying and rising again in glory. If this is the case, 

it further implies that the ontological difference between this world and the next is precisely the 

kind of ontological distinction that exists between the pre-Easter Jesus of Nazareth and the risen 

Lord. In both cases, i.e. in the case of Jesus’ status before and after his glorification and the 

universe’s status before and after it is recreated, there is both continuity and discontinuity: there 

is continuity insofar as the subjects are the same, but there is discontinuity insofar as both 

undergo a glorification that elevates their ontological statuses. 

Third, Benedict in his own way implicitly broadens the circle of moral concerns to the 

rest of creation by claiming that the entire universe is destined to be redeemed by God through 

Jesus Christ, which he explicitly ties to the liturgy.85 Benedict’s soteriology is, at least in 

principle, all-encompassing, which is different from Aquinas’s account as expressed in the 

Summa Theologiae.86 In my view, this broadening of salvation and of moral concerns to include 

the entire cosmos is a necessary component of a cosmic eschatology that is capable of cultivating 

a genuine care for creation since without it, there is the temptation to see non-human creatures as 

ephemeral, provisionary, and dispensable, thereby justifying the exploitation of the Earth. 

One might object that Aquinas’s own view on the matter is that the diversity of creatures, 

including plants and animals, manifest the goodness of God and that this is sufficient reason to 

respect creatures and seek their conservation.87 By the same token, however, the total extinction 

of fauna and flora at the end of time according to Aquinas, in my mind, would seem to diminish 

                                                 
85 Benedict XVI, “Homily, July 24, 2009.” 

86 Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, Suppl. IIIae. Q. 74, a. 4 co.; Suppl. IIIae. Q. 91, a. 5 

87 Ibid., I. Q. 47, a. 1, resp. 
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the capacity of the new creation to manifest God’s goodness whereas Scripture indicates that the 

divine benevolence will be made even more manifest at the end of time by renewing all things.88 

At the very least, I believe that the door must remain open to an all-embracing salvation wrought 

by God through Jesus Christ that is somehow capable of including plants, animals, and every 

kind of life in the universe. 

Benedict’s cosmic liturgy, as a result of its emphasis on a sacramental vision of creation, 

its linking of human actions with the state of the future world, and its broadening of moral 

concerns by extending the realm of redemption to the entire cosmos, manifests some of the key 

sine qua non features of an ecologically responsible cosmic eschatology. Eco-theologians 

everywhere should appreciate these key features of Benedict’s thought. Despite these features, 

some theologians are critical. In the next section, I will describe the arguments of some of 

Benedict’s critics. 

Critical Voices 

While Benedict’s cosmic liturgy is a grand vision of the way God mediates salvation 

through human beings, nevertheless his vision has insufficiencies. Benedict’s critics, although 

not focusing specifically on the insufficiency of Benedict’s cosmic liturgy with regard to the 

ecological crisis, describe limitations in his liturgiology that imply further limitations when they 

are considered from a social or ecological perspective.  

Benedict’s Theology in General 

                                                 
88 “And he who sat upon the throne said, ‘Behold, I make all things new’” (Rev. 21:5, RSV). 
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 Mariuz Biliniewicz broadly describes three main influences on Benedict’s theology, 

namely Plato, Augustine, and Bonaventure.89 In this section, I will describe the Platonic, 

Augustinian, and Bonaventurian qualities of Benedict’s theology. 

Benedict’s Platonism 

Walter Kasper, Thomas Rausch, James Corkery, and Aidan Nichols have all noted that 

there is a Platonic strain in Benedict’s thought.90 Platonic thought is characterized by a kind of 

duality between this world and an ideal world, of which this world is merely a shadow. This is 

seen most aptly in Plato’s famous cave analogy. Biliniewicz finds evidence of Platonism in 

Benedict’s ecclesiology, anthropology, and liturgiology.91 For the sake of brevity, however, I 

will focus on Benedict’s Platonism insofar as it manifests itself in his liturgical theology. 

Benedict acknowledges that he is “[t]o a certain extent . . . a Platonist.”92 In Biliniewicz’s 

reading of Benedict, this Platonism manifests itself in Benedict’s theology of the liturgy in two 

areas. The first is the tendency to view “the earthly liturgy [as] a reflection of the heavenly 

                                                 
89 Biliniewicz, Liturgical Vision of Benedict, 217. Biliniewicz also brings up James Corkery’s observation 

that Benedict’s childhood had a part to play in forming his views on ecclesiology. Ibid., 225, citing James Corkery, 

Joseph Ratzinger’s Theological Ideas: Wise Cautions and Legitimate Hopes (New York: Paulist Press, 2009), 22-

23. Yet Biliniewicz also points out that Thomas Rausch juxtaposes the formation of Benedict and Metz and finds 

that while their backgrounds are extremely similar, their theologies are virtually polar opposites of each other with 

Metz emphasizing the social role of the church and Benedict denying that the church’s primary function on Earth is 

to improve society. Ibid., 280-281, citing Thomas Rausch, Pope Benedict XVI: An Introduction to His Theological 

Vision (New York: Paulist Press, 2009), 14. In my view, Rausch’s observation somewhat relativizes theories that 

view Benedict’s theology as a product of his childhood. I agree with Biliniewicz’s conclusion that “one needs to be 

careful with applying [a] psychoanalysis-like schema to explain theologians’ opinions by referring to their personal 

background. It naturally may be the case that certain strong and emotional experiences influence to a certain extent 

one’s theology, but it needs to be remembered that it is also often the case that it is one’s theology which influences 

the perception of reality” (ibid., 281). 

90 See Rausch, Pope Benedict XVI, 42-47, Corkery, Ratzinger’s Theological Ideas, 74n26, and Aidan 

Nichols, The Thought of Pope Benedict XVI: An Introduction to the Theology of Joseph Ratzinger (New York: 

Burns & Oates, 2007), 146, cited in Biliniewicz, Liturgical Vision of Benedict, 218n10. 

91 Biliniewicz, Liturgical Vision of Benedict, 219–21. 

92 Ratzinger, Salt of the Earth, 33, 41. 
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liturgy,” which implies that the earthly liturgy “should be freed from all kinds of arbitrariness.”93 

The second is Benedict’s “top-down” approach to liturgical development. Biliniewicz points out 

that these views “make scholars of Kasper’s (more Aristotelian) orientation uneasy” since, in 

their views, these presuppositions can lead to a theology that is too rigid since all it needs to do is 

pattern itself on a heavenly paradigm.94 Nevertheless, Benedict does not appeal to Plato to 

defend his view that the liturgy is first and foremost a heavenly reality that human beings cannot 

simply create; instead, he appeals to the Hebrew Scriptures, specifically the Pentateuch, to prove 

his point.95 At the same time, liturgy is not something that falls out of the sky; instead, it is the 

result of traditions that have been inaugurated and changed by human beings.96 This is an idea 

that is perhaps not as prevalent in the West as it is in the East since the western rite is called the 

Roman Rite, thereby tying the rite to a location, whereas eastern rites are frequently named after 

individuals such as St. John Chrysostom or St. Basil. The naming of liturgies in the East after 

specific people highlights that liturgy is more of an incarnational reality than it is a strictly divine 

reality. Yet the venerability of ancient liturgies suggests that there should be organic growth 

instead of arbitrary liturgical innovations that have nothing to do with the past or with 

ecclesiastically recognized theological developments. 

                                                 
93 Biliniewicz, Liturgical Vision of Benedict, 221. 

94 Ibid. 

95 Ratzinger, Spirit of the Liturgy, 22–23; Eamon Duffy criticizes Benedict's use of the golden calf narrative 

to justify his position that the liturgy ought not to be changed in the way that it has been by some liturgists since 

Vatican II, calling the passage “rather savage.” Eamon Duffy, “Benedict XVI and the Eucharist,” New Blackfriars 

88, no. 1014 (March 2007): 201. 

96 See Biliniewicz, Liturgical Vision of Benedict, 247–49 for a panoply of scholarly views from John 

Baldovin, Pierre-Marie Gy, Rembert Weakland, Keith F. Pecklers, and Nathan Mitchell who voice their concerns 

about Benedict’s idea of organic development in the liturgy. 



183 

 

Despite the limitations inherent in Benedict’s Platonic top-down approach and viewing 

reality as a drama between heaven and earth, some accounts of the problematic nature of 

Benedict’s Platonism are unjustified. For instance, the image that Biliniewicz uses to depict 

Benedict’s Platonism, namely that of a man with a Bible in one hand and a newspaper in the 

other trying to figure out how to make the ideal a reality in the real world, is an overly simplistic 

caricature since it seems to imply that people should not read Bibles and newspapers at the same 

time or that they should compartmentalize their spiritual lives and their participation in the public 

square.97 Should a Christian simply carry around a Bible with no concern for current events or, 

on the other extreme, only pay attention to current events and leave his or her Bible on the shelf 

to collect dust? A socially engaged Christian is one who keeps up with the news and knows the 

Word of God. 

There is no doubt that there are many elements of Benedict’s theology that have been 

influenced by Platonism. It is also true that Platonism in theology can have the effect of fostering 

passive attitudes about ecclesiology and liturgy, such as accepting the liturgy as a heavenly 

reality and the view that local churches ought to conform themselves to a particular image of the 

universal church. At the same time, Platonism itself is not necessarily a negative feature of 

theology just as Aristotelianism is not an undesirable feature of theology. As John Paul II points 

out in Fides et Ratio, the Catholic Church does not officially adopt any philosophy as its own.98 

In my view, Aristotelianism and Platonism need to exist side-by-side so that the upward focus of 

theologians who have more of a Platonic bent and the downward fixation of theologians with an 

affinity for Aristotle can both be counterbalanced. The import of Benedict’s Platonism for 

                                                 
97 Ibid., 220. 

98 John Paul II, Fides et Ratio, (1998), http://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-

ii/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_jp-ii_enc_14091998_fides-et-ratio.html, 49, accessed April 26, 2017. 
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cosmic liturgy will become clearer when I analyze his exitus-reditus paradigm which, while not 

an idea that explicitly arises from Plato, is associated with neo-Platonic thought. Next, I explore 

the influence of Augustine on Benedict’s theology. 

Benedict’s Augustinianism 

Benedict describes himself as “a decided Augustinian.”99 Augustinianism is frequently 

juxtaposed to Thomism in theological circles with the former being characterized by a duality 

between the City of Man and the City of God and the latter expressing a greater openness to the 

world. Biliniewicz lists other distinctions that can be found in Augustine’s thought, namely 

“invisible/visible, light/darkness, spirit/matter, sacred/profane, etc.”100 These dualistic tendencies 

in Augustine, some scholars note, are inherent in Benedict’s theology, exhibiting themselves 

especially in his anthropology and ecclesiology.101 For the sake of brevity, I have decided to 

gloss over the Augustinian influence on Benedict’s ecclesiology. 

 In his anthropology, Benedict stresses the brokenness of the nature of human beings and 

the need of grace to heal nature, not perfect it.102 James Corkery elaborates,  

Ratzinger's anthropological writings embody a distinctive position, a definite 'take', on 

the relationship between nature and grace. This position emphasises discontinuity over 

continuity; it indicates that the way of grace is the way of the cross; it puts the stress on 

grace healing and transforming nature (gratia sanans) more than on grace elevating and 

perfecting nature (gratia elevans). In itself, this is unsurprising, given Ratzinger's 

preference for Augustine and Bonaventure over Aquinas.103 

                                                 
99 Ratzinger, Salt of the Earth, 33. 

100 Biliniewicz, Liturgical Vision of Benedict, 222. 

101 Ibid. 

102 Ibid., 223. 

103 Corkery, Joseph Ratzinger’s Theological Ideas, 44; italics Corkery’s. According to Corkery, this aspect 

of Benedict’s anthropology developed as a result of the influence of one of his professors, Gottlieb Söhngen of the 
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In other words, without the grace that comes from the cross, human nature limps; Benedict 

focuses on the fallen nature of human beings rather than the goodness inherent in them. As 

Biliniewicz indicates, this has ramifications for Benedict’s liturgiology, such as his emphasis on 

liturgy as a received reality, not something that is made, and his vision of active participation that 

embodies being, not doing, and is thereby more passive than active.104 

 This negative attitude is unfortunate, according to John Mahoney, since Benedict misses 

an opportunity to “‘recover the patristic theology of God’s Word sown and burgeoning 

throughout creation’ and suggests that ‘a genuinely incarnational missionary activity should ever 

seek to disclose and reveal the God who is love as already tugging at men’s hearts and minds 

(…) and should aim to bring these intimations to fuller voice and expression’.”105 In other words, 

Benedict ought to be open to seeing elements of God’s Word that are active in different cultures 

and religions, and not confine the sphere of activity of the Word to the church. In addition to 

Mahoney’s stance, Biliniewicz also suggests that Benedict’s theology would benefit from an 

openness to not only passive roles but also to more active roles such as “contributing, developing 

and improving,” which “would not have to be understood in a Pelagian way,” but rather “as the 

work of grace.”106 In principle, I agree with Mahoney and Biliniewicz, but I believe that there 

also needs to be caution.107 

                                                 
University of Munich, who “sought to do justice to Karl Barth’s critique of a superficially-held optimism about 

nature that liked to base itself on Thomas Aquinas’s positive concept of nature” (ibid., 45). 

104 Biliniewicz, Liturgical Vision of Benedict, 223. 

105 John Mahoney, S.J. “III. On the Other Hand,” in New Blackfriars. Special Issue. Ratzinger on the Faith: 

A British Theological Response 66, no. 780 (June 1985), 288-98, at 288, quoted in Biliniewicz, Liturgical Vision of 

Benedict, 223-224. 

106 Biliniewicz, Liturgical Vision of Benedict, 224. 

107 Biliniewicz recognizes the need for caution as well when he notes that “Ratzinger is not wrong in 

warning against a ‘scandalous optimism’ which does not see the need for any discernment and is simply naïve in its 

unlimited trust towards the world” (ibid., 226; italics Biliniewicz’s). 
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Another critique of Benedict’s anthropology, which comes from Corkery, is that Benedict 

tends to overlook the goodness of people who heroically go through life and the particular 

narratives of individual human beings. Corkery eschews the starkness of Benedict’s vision of 

humanity.108 After citing John Henry Newman who states that “each good man has his own 

distinguishing grace, apart from the rest, his own particular hue and fragrance and fashion, as a 

flower may have,”109 Corkery goes on to state that he finds such a perspective missing in 

Benedict’s anthropology. Human beings, after all, are not made in a mold; each of them has a 

unique perspective and narrative in this world. Diversity is just as much a feature of human 

beings as a shared humanity. Corkery would like to see Benedict engage with contemporary 

anthropologists and makes the trenchant paradoxical point that “Augustine, with his own oh so 

particular story, could be the perfect person with whom to set out on such a contemporary 

anthropological road.”110 Not only can Benedict’s anthropology benefit from a renewed focus on 

particularity, but the whole of his theology as well, including his theology of time and history, a 

theme that I explore at the end of the chapter. 

Complementing criticisms of Benedict’s anthropology are criticisms of his liturgical 

predilections for Latin and literal translations of the Latin into the vernacular. Benedict’s efforts 

to revise the translation of the Liturgy into English met with resistance. Biliniewicz explains that 

since the previous English edition was translated and edited in such a way that it made the liturgy 

more intelligible to contemporary people, various theologians interpreted the updated translation 

                                                 
108 Corkery, Ratzinger’s Theological Ideas, 50. At the same time, Corkery humbly acknowledges that his 

view “may reflect a failure in spiritual insight on my part, not least about the seriousness of human sinfulness and 

the depth of our need for repentence” (ibid.). 

109 John Henry Newman, “Remembrance of Past Mercies” in Parochial and Plain Sermons (San Francisco: 

Ignatius Press, 1987), 997-1005 (at 1004), quoted in Corkery, Ratzinger’s Theological Ideas, 51. 

110 Corkery, Ratzinger’s Theological Ideas, 51; italics Corkery’s. 
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as a step backwards.111 The supporters of “dynamic equivalence” believe that this theory is the 

fulfillment of the Second Vatican Council’s call for liturgical simplicity and accessibility.112 In 

short, they want to creatively convey the message whereas Benedict, following the principle that 

liturgy is given by God, is suspicious of creativity in regard to translating liturgical texts, and 

instead adopts a posture of receptivity; however, receptivity need not preclude creativity. 

In the first chapter of Spirit of the Liturgy, Benedict appeals to events in the book of 

Exodus, especially the construction of the golden calf, to support his view that liturgy does not 

come from human beings but from God. Yet in Exodus, God commanded Moses to have Bezalel, 

a master craftsman, to construct the Ark of the Covenant (Exod. 31:1-11). Surely, Bezalel used 

his creativity (his “ability and intelligence . . . knowledge and all craftsmanship”)113 to construct 

the Ark of the Covenant, although he had to work within very specific parameters (Exod. 25:10-

22). While some specifications had no room for creative interpretation, e.g. the specific 

measurements and the material to be used, others permitted a creative interpretation, e.g. the 

design of the cherubic faces and forms, with the exception of their orientation and wings. This 

suggests that wordsmiths ought to be allowed a certain amount of creativity within specific 

parameters for the good of the people. This position can be thought of as a “restrictive dynamic 

equivalence” or as a “loose formal equivalence.” I believe that this theory does the most justice 

                                                 
111 Biliniewicz, Liturgical Vision of Benedict, 197–98. 

112 Ibid., 312; cf. Sacrosanctum Concilium, 34. Yet “dynamic equivalence” also has some difficulties as 

well: “Because ‘dynamic equivalence’ presupposes interpretation of the text and requires such a contextualization of 

this interpretation as will be suitable for contemporary receivers, it raises questions: (1) according to what criteria 

should the translator decide which sense of the text should be chosen as the principal one in cases when the text has 

more than one obvious sense, and, more importantly, (2) according to what criteria should he/she decide who the 

contemporary receiver is and what kind of language is suitable for him/her? The risk of a certain (even unwitting) 

arbitrariness occurs here in the 1973 translations prove that this risk is real and not without consequences for 

Catholics’ faith and spirituality” (ibid., 313).  

113 Exod. 31:3, RSV. 



188 

 

to the particularities of different languages and peoples, although it may be necessary to adapt 

cultural elements within liturgical settings to foster a psychological continuity between a specific 

people’s former beliefs and the Faith. 

Benedict’s Bonaventurianism 

The third characteristic of Benedict’s theology that Biliniewicz faults him for is his 

Bonaventurianism, in particular what Biliniewicz describes as Bonaventure’s “anti-

intellectualist” tendencies.114 Although Benedict does not describe himself as a Bonaventurian, 

Benedict prefers Bonaventure to Thomas Aquinas. Benedict comments in his Memoirs that he 

“had difficulties in penetrating the thought of Thomas Aquinas, whose crystal-clear logic seemed 

to me to be too closed in on itself, too impersonal and ready-made,” but remarks that this could 

have been because his philosophy professor “presented us with a rigid, neoscholastic Thomism 

that was simply too far afield from my own questions.”115 Since Benedict had a great love for 

Augustine, he saw it as natural to write his habilitation on Bonaventure, specifically on his 

theology of history and his conception of revelation.116 

Bonaventure was concerned about the new tendency in theology to split philosophy and 

theology, which granted autonomy to secular learning. Because of this, Bonaventure advocated a 

view of theology that could be described as holistic in that for Bonaventure, theologizing as an 

intellectual exercise in and of itself cannot bring a theologian closer to God if he or she is not 

                                                 
114 Biliniewicz, Liturgical Vision of Benedict, 227f. 

115 Ratzinger, Milestones, 44. 

116 Ibid., 104; See Ratzinger, History in Bonaventure for his habilitation. 
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properly disposed. In other words, for Bonaventure, theology “was also a way of life.”117 

Consequently, Bonaventure’s theology has been called anti-intellectualist, although he was not 

against knowledge as such. An example of the anti-intellectualism of Bonaventure can be found 

in a passage from Itineraris mentis in Deum that emphasizes that if one wants to have a mystical 

knowledge of God, one must not rely solely on reason. In the last part of this work, Bonaventure 

quotes Pseudo-Dionysius, thereby firmly rooting himself in the apophatic theological tradition.118 

After quoting Pseudo-Dionysius, he comments,  

But if you wish to know how these things come about, ask grace not instruction, desire 

not understanding, the groaning of prayer not diligent reading, the Spouse not the teacher, 

God not man, darkness not clarity, not light but the fire that totally inflames and carries 

us into God by ecstatic unctions and burning affections. This fire is God, and his furnace 

is in Jerusalem; and Christ enkindles it in the heat of his burning passion.119 

Insofar as Bonaventure follows Pseudo-Dionysius, his anti-intellectualism is not something that 

he is making up, but is rather a part of a long theological tradition that stems all the way to the 

East. 

It is unfortunate that Biliniewicz uses the term anti-intellectualist since the term is 

somewhat of a misnomer; after all, Bonaventure was a theology professor at the University of 

Paris. Furthermore, Bonaventure begins his quote with the words “if you wish to know,” thereby 

preserving the intellectual aspect of union with God.120 In the apophatic tradition, it is not as 

though union with God is anti-intellectualist, but rather that it is supra-rational in the sense that it 

                                                 
117 Biliniewicz, Liturgical Vision of Benedict, 228; This view has some parallels to the views of most of the 

ancient Greek philosophers that philosophy is a way of life. See Pierre Hadot, What Is Ancient Philosophy?, trans. 

Michael Chase (Cambridge, MA: Belknap, 2002), 55. 

118 Bonaventure, “The Soul’s Journey into God,” in Bonaventure: The Soul’s Journey into God, The Tree of 

Life, The Life of St. Francis, trans. Ewert Cousins, The Classics of Western Spirituality (New York: Paulist Press, 

1978), 114–15. 

119 Ibid., 115; italics Cousins’s. 

120 Ibid.; italics mine. 
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is above natural human capacity apart from grace since it cannot be achieved by human reason 

and effort alone. In this sense, it could be said that Bonaventure has an anti-intellectualist 

tendency since he does not believe that the intellect alone is capable of uniting oneself to God. 

Some scholars detect in the writings of Benedict a similar anti-intellectualist attitude. 

Biliniewicz, for instance, brings up Benedict’s concluding remarks in his Theological Highlights 

as an example of Benedict’s anti-intellectualism, yet when one reads the text, one does not find 

so much a critique of intellectualism as an extolling of the faith of those who are simple.121 For 

Benedict, “The faith of those who are simple of heart is the most precious treasure of the 

Church.”122 Like Biliniewicz, Corkery critiques Benedict’s handling of theological dissent and 

asks, “Is extolling the simple faithful not a justification for ignoring the un-simple faithful: 

educated men and women who are also members of the church but who wish to contribute 

reflection based on their genuine competencies – theology included?”123 Though Corkery’s 

frustration is well-founded, especially in light of the irony that although Benedict forbade 

theologians who had dissenting opinions from expressing them to the media when he was head 

of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, he had a number of book-length interviews 

with Peter Seewald, Benedict’s concern to protect the little ones is also legitimate, especially in 

light of texts such as Matthew 18:6, which states that it would be better for someone to have a 

millstone be tied around his neck and cast into the sea than to lead one of the little ones astray. 

                                                 
121 Ratzinger, Theological Highlights, 262–63, cited in Biliniewicz, Liturgical Vision of Benedict, 228 

(Biliniewicz identifies the pagination of this passage as 263-4). It must be granted that it is possible to discern an 

anti-intellectualist allusion in this passage. In Benedict’s words, “Israel lived [with simple faith] even in the times 

when Pharisaic legalism and Sadducean liberalism defaced the countenance of the chosen people” (ibid., 262). It is 

not difficult to detect here a jibe aimed at some modern theologians by implicitly comparing them to Pharisees and 

Sadducees. 

122 Ratzinger, Highlights, 262–63. 

123 Corkery, Ratzinger’s Theological Ideas, 85. Biliniewicz’s view is also the view of Corkery, who was 

Biliniewicz’s thesis supervisor (Biliniewicz, Liturgical Vision of Benedict, vii). 
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This is why Benedict forbade leaking dissenting opinions to the press. Yet Corkery seems to 

agree with Richard McCormick that it is impossible for theologians to “disagree with the 

magisterium in a manner that avoids all public disclosure of the disagreement”; “In any case,” 

notes Corkery, “theology is a public enterprise, seeking . . . to mediate between a culture and a 

religion.”124 While Corkery points out the public nature of theology, doing theology also requires 

caution and mutual respect between the magisterium and the theologian.125 

Another feature to note about the Bonaventurian anti-intellectualist strain in Benedict’s 

theology is that it shares something in common with postmodernity, namely the view that the 

                                                 
124 Ibid., 87. 

125 It is impossible to cover all of the material relating to the issue of the relationship between theologians 

and the magisterium. For a sampling of works covering this topic, see Richard R. Gaillardetz, By What Authority?: 

Primer on Scripture, the Magisterium, and the Sense of the Faithful (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 2003), 

Bradford E. Hinze, Prophetic Obedience: Ecclesiology for a Dialogical Church (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 2016), and 

Avery Cardinal Dulles, “The Freedom of Theology,” First Things, no. 183 (May 2008), 

https://www.firstthings.com/article/2008/05/001-the-freedom-of-theology, accessed August 26, 2017. According to 

Hinze, communion ecclesiology eclipsed the people of God ecclesiology that emphasizes the prophetic role of the 

laity during the pontificates of John Paul II and Benedict XVI; however, Hinze notes that the period of the eclipse is 

ending with the pontificate of Francis (Prophetic Ecclesiology, 37). At the same time, Hinze does not portray 

communion ecclesiology as the culprit, maintaining instead that the “vision of the church as communion is both 

beautifully simple and richly complex” (ibid.). What he does take issue with is the exclusive emphasis on this kind 

of ecclesiology to the detriment of the ecclesiology of the people of God. Gaillardetz similarly critiques the view 

that theologians are obliged to conform to the hierarchical magisterium of the Catholic Church in By What 

Authority? Avery Dulles, whom Pope John Paul II raised to the cardinalate in 2001, acknowledges that theologians 

sometimes “disagree with the magisterium on some point or other or . . . to nuance its declarations,” although he 

also maintains that “the first instinct of the theologian should be to accept and build on what is officially taught in 

the Church” (Avery Cardinal Dulles, “The Freedom of Theology”). There is a wide spectrum of views on the issue 

of the magisterium, but I believe that Dulles’s centralistic stance best conceives the relationship between the 

hierarchical magisterium and the teachings of theologians. An intriguing take on the magisterium debate is the 

retrieval of St. Thomas Aquinas’s position that there is not merely one magisterium, but rather two magisteria, “a 

pastoral magisterium and a teaching magisterium.” Francis Schüssler Fiorenza, “Systematic Theology: Task and 

Methods,” in Systematic Theology: Roman Catholic Perspectives, ed. Francis S. Fiorenza and John P. Galvin, vol. I 

(Minneapolis: Augsburg Fortress, 1991), 26. According to Patrick Carey, Dulles “argued for a qualitative difference 

between the ‘authentic magisterium of the hierarchy and the doctrinal magisterium of the scholar.’” Patrick W. 

Carey, Avery Cardinal Dulles, SJ: A Model Theologian, 1918-2008 (New York: Paulist Press, 2010), 337, citing 

Avery Dulles, “The Magisterium and Authority in the Church,” in Theology in Revolution, ed. George Devine 

(Staten Island, NY: Alba House, 1970), 29-45, at 41. It should be noted, however, that Dulles took this position in 

1970. For his most mature stance on the magisterium, see “The Freedom of Theology,” which was published the 

year of his death. I am not opposed to the proposal of two magisteria, so long as the two are not cast in such a way 

as being necessarily antithetical. 
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human mind is incapable of comprehending the entire truth.126 Benedict’s view with respect to 

knowledge is simply a recognition that there is a realm of mystery that cannot be fathomed at the 

rational level, but can only be experienced. This is related to his view that participation in the 

liturgy need not be all about activity, but can also take the form of the lifting up of hearts since 

there is something ineffable about the divine mysteries.127 

The general pattern of the critiques against Benedict’s theology is that he takes a top-

down approach and uses an essentially Platonic lens that has also been influenced by Augustine 

and Bonaventure. I contend that Platonist and Aristotelian tendencies are neither good nor bad 

and that they ought to be permitted to exist in different theologians so that the temptations to 

over-universalize and the drive to fixate on the particulars will mutually check each other. 

Having gone over critiques of Benedict’s theology in general, in the next section I will relate 

some of the criticisms of Benedict’s cosmic liturgy. 

Benedict’s Cosmic Liturgy 

Although there are a fair number of scholars who have critiqued Benedict’s liturgiology, 

there are few who have sufficiently described Benedict’s cosmic liturgy, much less critiqued it. 

At the same time, Benedict’s theology shares much in common with other theologies, 

specifically the theology of Hans Urs von Balthasar. As it so happens, by critiquing von 

Balthasar’s theology of history, which is related to cosmic liturgy, Steffen Lösel, a Lutheran 

theologian, in a circuitous manner critiques the heart of Benedict’s theology of history, which 

plays no small role in his cosmic liturgy since the sacraments are related to past, present, and 

                                                 
126 For an intriguing interrelating of postmodern thought with traditional western mysticism, see Peter 

Tyler, The Return to the Mystical: Ludwig Wittgenstein, Teresa of Avila and the Christian Mystical Tradition (New 

York: Continuum, 2011). 

127 Biliniewicz, Liturgical Vision of Benedict, 229. 
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future in various ways and are ensconced in an exitus-reditus model of time. In addition to the 

critique of Lösel, I will also consider the criticism of Donal Dorr and Jürgen Moltmann. 

Lösel contends that Hans Urs von Balthasar’s view that the egressus and regressus (or 

exitus-reditus) model is the key to understanding the relationship between God and history 

reinforces the social status quo by denying the ability of God to break in to other moments of 

history other than the crucifixion.128 In Lösel’s analysis, von Balthasar’s emphasis on the Paschal 

Mystery as the turning point from egressus to regressus and as providing both the pre- and post-

Christian histories with meaning detracts from God’s significance for history.129 Lösel explains, 

“For Balthasar, history is merely the stage for the one-time epiphany of God’s eternity onto the 

earth which happens on the cross of Golgotha. The course of history is at best a preparation for 

or a consequence of the eternal theo-drama’s epiphany in time.”130 If this analysis is true, it 

would effectively mean that the significance of God in history for human beings, except insofar 

as it prepares for the cross or is affected by it, is evacuated. 

As Lösel acknowledges however, it is not as though human beings are incapable of 

experiencing God for von Balthasar, but rather that their encounter with the Holy Spirit, who 

enables them to have simultaneity with the Paschal Mystery, requires them to be oriented 

backwards in time rather than oriented toward the future coming of Christ.131 Lösel concludes 

that von Balthasar’s eschatology is “unapocalyptic” since it diminishes the importance of 

salvation history for Israel, fails to take seriously the New Testament’s prophecies of the second 

                                                 
128 Steffen Lösel, “Unapocalyptic Theology: History and Eschatology in Balthasar’s Theo-Drama,” Modern 

Theology 17, no. 2 (April 1, 2001): 203, 217. 

129 Ibid., 211, 217. 

130 Ibid., 217. 

131 Ibid. 
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coming of Christ and of an actual end of history, and downplays the “social dimension of the 

Christian concept of salvation and in so doing cements the status quo of a yet unredeemed 

world.”132 

Is Benedict guilty by association and complicit with the unsavory implications of von 

Balthasar’s theology of history? Lösel’s critique of von Balthasar’s theology of history impacts 

Benedict’s since, like von Balthasar, he too appeals to an exitus-reditus schema of history, 

although it is not initially apparent to what extent Lösel’s critique affects the openness of 

Benedict’s cosmic liturgy to social justice issues, including the current ecological crisis.133 

In response to the first question, namely, whether Benedict’s appeal to the exitus-reditus 

scheme reinforces social apathy, one should first note that Benedict’s theology of history is not 

nearly as developed as von Balthasar’s and that although their views of liturgy, history, and time 

are closely related, they are not identical. It follows that, if one were to grant the validity of 

Lösel’s critique of von Balthasar’s eschatology, Lösel’s allegations need not all equally apply to 

Benedict’s eschatology. For instance, Lösel critiques von Balthasar for diminishing the 

significance of history by making it into “no more than a stage on which the epiphany of the 

theo-drama can occur in a once-and-for-all-fashion.”134 Von Balthasar’s idea of theo-drama 

implies that history is like a play on a stage, which implies that the stage (the world) could 

potentially have a different play on it than the one it does. Benedict describes history somewhat 

                                                 
132 Ibid., 218. 

133 Cf. Ratzinger, Spirit of the Liturgy, 32–33. One significant difference between von Balthasar and 

Benedict’s views of exitus and reditus is that whereas von Balthasar, in a way similar to the Gnostic understanding 

of exitus, associates it with the Fall (Lösel, “Unapocalytpic Theology,” 203), Benedict associates it with creation 

itself (Ratzinger, Spirit of the Liturgy, 32). 

134 Lösel, “Unapocalytpic Theology,” 216. 
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differently. He states that the cosmos “does not merely form the scene of human history.”135 As I 

mentioned in the last chapter, Benedict maintains that the cosmos is not like a vessel that can 

hold a different kind of history; instead, “cosmos is itself ‘history’” since movement is intrinsic 

to the modern conception of the cosmos.136 The contention that the cosmos can be conceived as 

history is based on the philosophical position that natural history and human history are 

constitutive of the cosmos rather than accidental features. While Benedict would agree with von 

Balthasar that the Christ-event is the most important event of history, his exposition of history is 

more impervious to Lösel’s critique of von Balthasar than von Balthasar’s view of history. 

The second thing to note is that other views can offer a more objective insight into von 

Balthasar and Benedict’s theologies. Jonathan Martin Ciraulo has a different reading of von 

Balthasar than Lösel; it is positive, or at least expository, in comparison with Lösel’s polemical 

tone. Ciraulo contends that eschatology in von Balthasar and Benedict XVI’s eschatologies is 

regulated by the sacramental economy.137 Ciraulo’s exposition clarifies von Balthasar’s vision of 

time and eternity and gives perspective to Lösel’s critique. 

While Ciraulo recognizes that for von Balthasar eschatology is concerned “firstly with 

God and then with an extended analysis of the problematic of the relation between God and the 

world,” he does not see this as a deficiency.138 Instead, Ciraulo points out that for von Balthasar 

the conversation between the persons of the Trinity is a “prototype of all prayer,” which means 

                                                 
135 Ratzinger, Introduction to Christianity, 320. 

136 Ibid. 

137 Ciraulo, “Sacramentally Regulated Eschatology,” 217. 

138 Ibid., 222. 
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that human liturgy is patterned after “an ‘eternal, reciprocal worship’ within the Trinity.”139 Von 

Balthasar therefore rightly relates liturgical worship with eschatology. Within the liturgy, the 

Eucharist takes the preeminent place. Ciraulo observes, “the Eucharist . . . should be read as the 

center of his eschatology.”140 What does this imply about von Balthasar’s theology of time? 

Jesus said, “Whoever eats my flesh and drinks my blood has eternal life, and I will raise him on 

the last day.”141 According to Ciraulo’s analysis of von Balthasar, “Eternal life does not belong 

to ‘after’ this life, because it does not belong to chronological time (χρόνος) but is always 

perpendicular to it and accessible in a veiled form.”142 It also implies that for von Balthasar, 

eternity and time, as well as heaven and earth, are not phenomena that are entirely closed off 

from each other; instead, they are “permeable and mutually indwell one another, primarily 

because of the sacraments.”143 More dramatically, according to von Balthasar “the drama of the 

Passion, to which the Eucharist belongs, embraces all past and future points in time.”144 Is Lösel 

correct to suggest that von Balthasar’s theology of history relativizes all time and as a result 

fosters an apathetic attitude with regard to the social status quo? 

I believe that Lösel is not correct for two reasons. First, von Balthasar envisions the 

Passion of Christ as the hub of all times not to relativize other times but to imbue them with the 

potential of sanctifying grace. Secondly, von Balthasar writes about social justice, which Lösel 

                                                 
139 Ibid., 223, citing Hans Urs von Balthasar, Theo-Drama: Theological Dramatic Theory, Vol. 4: The 

Action (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1994), 96. 

140 Ibid., 225; italics Ciraulo’s. 

141 John 6:54, NAB. 

142 Ciraulo, “Sacramentally Regulated Eschatology,” 226. 

143 Ibid., 224–25; cf. Benedict XVI, God Is Near Us, 141: “Present and eternity are not, like present and 

future, located side by side and separated; rather, they are interwoven.” 

144 Hans Urs von Balthasar, Theo-Drama, vol. IV: The Action (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1994), 363. 
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does not mention in his article on von Balthasar’s vision of time. “We have a strict Christian duty 

to fight for social justice on behalf of the poor and oppressed,” von Balthasar affirms, but “such 

fighting can only be one element within a more all-embracing struggle, namely, the battle of the 

Logos.”145 Social justice, in von Balthasar’s mind, ought to be contextualized within the 

overarching framework of God’s grand design. For von Balthasar,  

All the intermediate zones [of liberation theology], in spite of their urgency, must be seen 

to be relative, at least where they have political and economic liberation in the 

foreground. Other liberation movements merit theological credentials only if they are 

carried on within the horizon of that ultimate liberation won by Christ and for him.146 

Von Balthasar recognizes the necessity of social justice, but correctly puts it in perspective vis-à-

vis the entire movement of theo-dramatic salvation history. After all, when Jesus was asked 

which is the greatest commandment, he said it is to love God with all one’s being; only then did 

he say that the second commandment is to love one’s neighbor as oneself (Mark 12:28-31). 

Although the two commandments are inextricable, by contextualizing social justice in the 

broader horizon of God’s action for human beings, and human beings’ response to God, von 

Balthasar is implicitly acknowledging the ordering of the two greatest commandments. 

 Lösel disparages “Balthasar’s specific understanding of the theo-drama as a vertical event 

between heaven and earth.”147 In Lösel’s reading of von Balthasar, the way he approaches exitus-

reditus is problematic since he seems to emphasize looking backwards to the Christ event rather 

than keeping one’s eyes on the reditus, i.e. the return of Christ and the restoration of all things. 

For Lösel, von Balthasar’s interpretation of the Christ event as the center of history, his view that 

the horizontal dimension of theo-drama ought to be interpreted in light of its vertical dimension 

                                                 
145 Ibid., 486. 

146 Ibid., 487. 

147 Lösel, “Unapocalytpic Theology,” 203. 
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since the latter is the source of the former, the truncation of Israel’s salvation history and the 

retrospection caused by an emphasis on the cross and resurrection as opposed to the second 

coming of Christ produce an eschatology that is “unapocalyptic” and discourages engagement 

with social justice issues.148 

Does the exitus-reditus schema that is present in von Balthasar’s theology of history, as 

well as Benedict’s, stunt motivation to seek a more just society? In nascent form, exitus-reditus 

can also be found in the writings of St. Paul even if he does not explicitly use this concept. This 

can be seen, for instance, in the letter to the Colossians in which Paul states that all things were 

created through Christ (1:16) and that all things are redeemed through the blood of the cross 

(1:20). For Paul, the entire economy of creation and salvation comes through Christ and, through 

Christ, is offered back to God the Father. Not only this, but the cross takes the center position of 

this drama, just as it does in von Balthasar’s theo-drama. Yet Paul encourages people to be 

socially engaged as well. He asks Christians to pray for the state (1 Tim. 2:1-3). Furthermore, he 

distributes money to the poor (Rom. 15:25-26) and heals the sick (Acts 14:8-16). In my view, 

von Balthasar takes a Pauline approach when he simultaneously affirms what could be described 

as an early version of the exitus-reditus model and the importance of social justice. The exitus-

reditus schema does not in itself reinforce the status quo. Yet there is also a case to be made that 

von Balthasar does not fully recognize the need for social engagement and the dire straits of the 

poor. A more ideal approach would be to affirm von Balthasar’s position of contextualizing 

social liberation within the traditional economy of salvation while emphasizing more strongly the 

need for siding with the poor. 
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Because Benedict’s view of history is somewhat different than von Balthasar’s, this same 

line of reasoning does not necessarily apply to Benedict. What is required is a separate analysis 

of Benedict’s exitus-reditus model to see whether it reinforces the social status quo. Though 

similar to von Balthasar’s model of time, Benedict’s vision of exitus-reditus has one significant 

difference in that Benedict discerns “many small circles of the lives of individuals . . . inscribed 

within the one great circle of history as it moves from exitus to reditus.”149 The overall pattern, 

therefore, can be found repeated at smaller levels. Furthermore, the small circles, which describe 

not only the movements of individuals but also of societies, give the overarching circle “concrete 

forms that are ever new, and so provide it with the force of its movement.”150 The way Benedict 

models the individual circles on the great circle is instructive since it essentially mirrors his 

ecclesiology and, arguably, the way he approaches liberation theology. One might point out that 

this exitus-reditus model is nothing new since Pseudo-Dionysius implies that there are smaller 

circles since he states that “the things that have gone forth from [God] return to [God] again.”151  

Yet if this is the case, what this implies is that since Benedict’s model is at least related to, if not 

based on, Pseudo-Dionysius’s model of exitus-reditus, then the somewhat archaic model of 

Pseudo-Dionysius needs to be revised.152 

                                                 
149 Ratzinger, Spirit of the Liturgy, 29. 

150 Ibid. 

151 Dionysius the Areopagite, “The Divine Names,” in The Mystical Theology and The Divine Names, trans. 

C. E. Rolt (Mineola, NY: Dover, 2004), 168 (9.9). 

152 This is not to say that Pseudo-Dionysius’s exitus-reditus model is no longer relevant, but that to account 

for social situations, it is important to have a more nuanced account of time. Pseudo-Dionysius wrote The Divine 

Names as a mystical theological treatise, not as a practical theology. I put forth my proposal on how Pseudo-

Dionysius’s theological template of exitus-reditus may be revised in light of Michel Serres’s contemporary 

philosophical theory of time in the section below in which I offer my constructive criticisms of Benedict’s thought 

regarding cosmic liturgy, time, and social justice. 
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Although Benedict seeks to affirm in this passage the priority of the individual by 

specifically noting that the small circles are unique and give the large circle its general thrust, by 

modeling the smaller circles on the larger circle, Benedict’s model of time nurtures the illusion 

that a uniform theological method is sufficient for analyzing the smaller levels of the individual 

and particular communities. Such a view of the relationship between individuals and the church 

at large is like noting that atoms are similar to solar systems since in both phenomena, there are 

less massive entities orbiting a more massive entity. Such an observation, though true, does not 

do justice to the different kinds of approaches that each level requires.  

Donal Dorr’s critique of Benedict’s view of liberation theology demonstrates how 

different approaches are sometimes necessary. After noting that although Benedict does not ever 

explicitly say so, the overall impression his writings give is that he does not approve of political 

or economic confrontation, Dorr points out that Benedict offers an alternative approach 

characterized by opening oneself to God, fostering Christian love in one’s relationships with 

one’s neighbors, and bringing God’s gratuitousness in the economic and social spheres.153 Yet 

Dorr essentially rejects Benedict’s dichotomy of either accepting liberation theology or rejecting 

it for his alternative approach. Dorr proposes instead that both approaches be affirmed and used 

as different situations demand. He contends that there are some circumstances that require those 

in positions of ecclesial authority to respond. As an example of such circumstances, Dorr brings 

up the 1986 People’s Revolution Movement in the Philippines and the galvanizing actions of 

Cardinal Jamie Sin that led to the exiling of the corrupt President Marcos.154 I believe that 

                                                 
153 Donal Dorr, Option for the Poor and for the Earth: Catholic Social Teaching (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 

2012), 390–91. 

154 Ibid., 351–52. Another example is Oscar Romero who spoke out on behalf of the people of El Salvador, 

only to be shot while he was celebrating Mass. 
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Benedict’s position that the laity should be the primary political participants should be the 

default position; I base my opinion on an episode in the Acts of the Apostles of a social crisis; 

the Greeks were being treated unfairly while the Hebrew widows received special treatment.155 

The apostles decided to appoint deacons who were practical to sort out this issue so that the 

apostles could devote themselves to prayer and to preaching the Word of God. When necessary, 

however, bishops and ecclesial leaders should become involved to care for their flock, to avoid 

scandal, and to pursue justice. I agree with Dorr’s position that there needs to be different 

approaches in different circumstances and that Benedict’s approach is not particularly sensitive 

to the different methods that diverse problems demand.156 

In addition to Lösel’s critique of von Balthasar’s exitus-reditus paradigm, which has 

implications for Benedict’s exitus-reditus paradigm, and the closely related critique of Donal 

Dorr that Benedict is not open to the possibility that a liberation theological approach may at 

times be a justifiable response to the injustice of a particular regime, there is another important 

allegation that needs to be taken into consideration when assessing the relationship between 

Benedict’s cosmic liturgy and social justice. Jürgen Moltmann takes issue with theologies that, in 

his view, overemphasize the role of liturgy or that push eschatological fulfillment into the 

transcendent realm. Cyril O’Regan has pointed out that Moltmann prefers not to use Revelation 

since Moltmann “discourages an emphasis on the liturgical, which, in Moltmann’s view too 

                                                 
155

 The scriptural passage reads as follows: “At that time, as the number of disciples continued to grow, the 

Hellenists complained against the Hebrews because their widows were being neglected in the daily distribution. So 

the Twelve called together the community of the disciples and said, “It is not right for us to neglect the word of God 

to serve at table. Brothers, select from among you seven reputable men, filled with the Spirit and wisdom, whom we 

shall appoint to this task, whereas we shall devote ourselves to prayer and to the ministry of the word’” (Acts 6:1-4, 

NAB). 

156 I do not believe, however, that ecclesial leaders should ever condone violence. The People’s Revolution 

Movement was a nonviolent revolution, which shows that even though Cardinal Sin was politically involved, violent 

resistance was not the objective. 
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readily suggests a controllable site for the presence of the kingdom.”157 Does Benedict’s 

theology fall under this category and if so, does it thereby imply that in his view the institutional 

church has a monopoly on grace and that the Holy Spirit cannot blow where it will (John 3:8)?  

While it is apparent that Benedict does not seem to afford to social justice issues the same 

kind of gravitas he gives to liturgical activity, he would not describe the sacraments as a realm 

that human beings control. Like Moltmann, he also critiques the attempt to control the divine. 

Commenting on the ancient religious belief of the cycle in which human beings need the 

blessings of the gods, Benedict remarks, “Of course, distortion and abuse also lurk behind the 

door: man somehow has power over the gods; in some small way, in his relationship to them, he 

has the key to reality in his hand.”158 Yet the question remains, Does Benedict envision the 

sacraments as enjoying a privileged role as the primary source of grace, thereby relativizing the 

significance of non-liturgical channels of grace? I believe that he does, but that the significance 

of social encounters need not be relativized even as liturgy is emphasized, as I make clear in my 

proposal to adopt a new model of time. 

Conclusions  

 Having gone over the positive implications of Benedict’s cosmic liturgy for the 

environment and various criticisms of Benedict’s theology in general and his cosmic liturgy in 

particular, I will put forth two conclusions about Benedict’s cosmic liturgy: (1) Benedict’s 

cosmic liturgy is oriented toward social action, which is empowered by kenosis, (2) but despite 

                                                 
157 Cyril O’Regan, Theology and the Spaces of Apocalyptic (Milwaukee: Marquette University Press, 

2009), 40 quoted in Ciraulo, “Sacramentally Regulated Eschatology,” 220-21. Ciraulo also notes that “Moltmann 
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this orientation, it would benefit from (a) utilizing the concept of kairos and (b) taking into 

account the historical developments in the liturgical and social spheres, an appreciation that can 

be gained by applying a Serrian model of time to the exitus-reditus paradigm. 

Openness to Social Justice 

On the one hand, there are some theologians who maintain that Benedict does not 

sufficiently link liturgy and social justice. In a 2005 article at the beginning of Benedict’s 

papacy, Christopher Ruddy states that Benedict “will . . . need to affirm more explicitly that 

worship and justice mutually reinforce one another.”159 Ruddy, looking ahead, does not have the 

luxury of being able to witness the evolution of Benedict’s papacy and to analyze his papal 

documents whereas Donal Dorr utilizes this perspective in his 2012 edition of Option for the 

Poor and for the Earth: Catholic Social Teaching. 

Assessing Benedict’s position on social justice issues, Dorr, though not explicitly 

commenting on Benedict’s liturgical theology, maintains, “There can be no serious doubt about 

Pope Benedict’s commitment to having the church play a major role in the establishment of 

justice in society.”160 This becomes more evident when one considers that, following Pope John 

Paul II, Benedict insists that Europe has Christian roots.161 In his view, the values of freedom, 

rights, and human dignity are Christian in origin, which implies that the values that inspire social 

justice in the western world are supported by the church in principle.162 Despite his vehement 
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