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Abstract 

 
 
This thesis offers a renewed vision of Christian liturgy situated in a sacramental 

ontology in order to address the possibility of liturgical formation. In it I bring together a 
variety of sources in an attempt to demonstrate that the Christian liturgy is an 
epistemologically valid and rich experience which forms the ecclesial community into the 
people of God. I first argue that the possibility for such formation through the liturgy is 
based in a sacramental ontology which conceives of the world as sharing in the divine life 
and reality of God. This requires a shift in our present cosmology so as to undergird the 
centrality and functionality of the liturgy.  

 
After sketching the contours of this cosmology and participatory ontology, I argue that 

when properly oriented towards worship of God in Christ, the liturgy offers the primary and 
most thoroughgoing opportunity for enriching our knowledge of God. This knowledge 
comes through both the mind and body, particularly through the embodied and material 
nature of the liturgy and correlated actions.  Furthermore, the aesthetics, physical and 
material space, as well as the beauty of the liturgy are necessary considerations to understand 
God’s self-revelation and mediation through the liturgy. Together these contribute to 
moulding the people of God into one body through repeated actions which serve to shape 
our communal and individual imaginations. This formation transfigures our vision and 
enables us to see the world in and through Christ while also preparing us to engage in the 
eschatological beatific vision and share in the divine life. 

 
While the principles that I explore in this thesis will apply in general across a wide range 

of liturgical traditions, I will make many specific references to the liturgy of the Anglican 
Church of Aotearoa New Zealand, as followed in the particular church to which I belong. 
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Introduction 
 

The whole strong clamour of a vehement soul 

Doth utter itself distinct. Earth’s crammed with heaven, 

And every common bush afire with God; 

But only he who sees, takes off his shoes, 

The rest sit round it and pluck blackberries, 

And daub their natural faces unaware 

More and more from the first similitude.1 

Thus argues the title character of the epic poem ‘Aurora Leigh’ by Elizabeth Barret 

Browning, suggesting that though the world is full of beauty, each individual must learn to 

see the glory of God. Browning’s work is a tangled story of love, jealousy, misplaced 

worship, personal identity, and the crucial importance of sight. The lines quoted above 

reference Moses’ vision of the burning bush but offer a significant caveat to any vision: only 

he who sees, takes off his shoes. Moses was permitted to see the burning bush for what it was, and 

only then could he respond appropriately. But how did Moses reach this response? 

This theme of sight and interpretation plays a significant role in the following thesis; it is 

only as the church comes to see God that it may properly understand itself and the world 

around her. When it does receive this knowledge – through conversion, training, and 

ongoing formation – the church is able to respond to God in rightly ordered worship. In 

order to be God’s people and offer proper worship, the church requires ongoing formation; 

the ecclesial community must grow into its identity as the people of God. As God forms his2 

people, God teaches the church how to see, so that they may recognise the holy ground upon 

 
1 Elizabeth Barrett Browning, Aurora Leigh, Bk. 7 lines 820-26. 
2 Throughout my thesis I strive to utilise inclusive language for the church, God, and individual persons. 

However, I have at times followed biblical and traditional theological practice and included masculine 
pronouns when speaking of God. I do this where pronouns for God make sense stylistically and 
grammatically (rather than relying exclusively on proper nouns). There are feminist concerns that such 
language lends itself towards a patriarchal view of God. These are important concerns which must be 
honestly addressed by the church. However, that argument is beyond the scope and purpose of my thesis. 
With that in mind, my use of masculine language should not be taken to suggest that God is somehow male 
or primarily masculine; indeed, God is spirit and thus without gender. However, human language is limited and 
faulty, there are always difficulties in how we speak of God. With this limitation in mind, I have chosen to use 
masculine pronouns where they make the reading smoother and less convoluted; this choice is also due to the 
biblical use of such language which I have allowed to guide my writing.  
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which they stand and remove their shoes. Such formation occurs most naturally in the 

various forms of Christian liturgy. 

Accordingly, this thesis considers the nature of Christian liturgy, how the church 

participates in liturgy as a community in worship of God, and how the church and its belief 

are formed through that regular, participatory worship. This study brings together several 

aspects of theological discussion (which are often treated separately) to provide a better 

understanding of how the ecclesial community is formed through participation in the liturgy. 

I will argue that the liturgy provides an epistemologically rich and effective means of 

knowing God and contributes to the process of persons being conformed to Christ’s image 

through the ecclesial worship of God. 

It is my belief that a proper understanding of Christian liturgy is based in a sacramental 

ontology and involves a reorientation of modern cosmology. Such a shift would facilitate a 

richer understanding of sacramental participation. This, in turn, overcomes the temptation to 

instrumentalise the liturgy. The liturgy’s primary and proper goal is the worship of God and 

it cannot be reduced to a tool. To avoid such reduction, I will establish how sacramental 

participation and the corresponding cosmology fund the belief that liturgical actions are a 

means by which we are participate in the divine life. It is important to distinguish between 

the sacraments, which are particular actions performed by the liturgical community and 

peculiarly invested with God’s presence, and the sacramental nature of the universe. The 

sacramentality of creation lies in its relationship to God; as his creation, the universe bears a 

relationship to God and thus participates in the divine life. The sacraments (namely baptism 

and eucharist) offer particular manifestations of God’s presence and distinct ways in which 

the community is united with Christ and enters into a relationship with the Triune God that 

is distinct from the rest of creation.3 Formation of God’s people is a natural consequence of 

this participation as they become like the One they engage with in worship.  

The liturgy offers a rich setting to know God, both linguistically and sensorially. Thus, I 

will demonstrate how liturgical practices engage us as whole persons, forming us through 

body, mind and spirit. This belief is based in the incarnation wherein Christ assumes and 

redeems human nature as a whole. Because our bodies are the means by which we inhabit 

the universe and know God, the entire liturgical experience is significant for our formation. 

 
3 Various traditions in the church differ in their counting of the sacraments and the particular details related 

to their performance. I focus on baptism and eucharist which are both accepted by almost all Christian 
denominations and which are explicitly instituted by Christ in Scripture. 
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This experience naturally includes the aesthetics, physical structures, and material realities of 

liturgical services. Theological aesthetics are often studied separately from other topics 

discussed in my work. However, my choice to bring these subjects into conversation 

enhances our understanding of how God mediates his presence and forms the church as his 

people. By emphasising sacramental participation, it is possible to properly anchor creative 

and aesthetic contributions to the liturgy. 

 

Outline 

In order to explore the various aspects of our formation through the work of Christian 

liturgy, I begin by providing a broad and inclusive description of Christian liturgy. Chapter 

One discusses the nature of liturgy and the various overlapping movements within a 

eucharistic service. 

Chapter Two offers an epistemological framework which recognises the importance of 

embodied knowledge. Our knowing does not take place solely as an activity of the intellect.  

I will draw here upon the work of Michael Polanyi and Joel Green, among others. Such a 

perspective recognises the significance of neural pathways that form our understanding and 

are activated through bodily sense experience. This framework also gives space for the 

importance of tradition, community, and practice as we learn how to see and know the 

world in which we dwell. Additionally, I highlight the possibility of conversion and change in 

beliefs. 

As we seek to understand how we might be formed into God’s people, it is necessary to 

consider the one in whose image we are being formed. We must recognise as well, that the 

first and primary actor in Christian liturgy is God. For this reason, I examine in Chapter 

Three how Christ has revealed the Father to us through the incarnation. Given that the 

liturgy is an ongoing drama taken up and maintained through each successive age of the 

church, I also address how God mediates his presence through time and through material 

realities. Thus, the second critical discussion in Chapter Three is how the transcendent God 

utilises the created order to engage his people and draw them into rightly oriented worship. 

Chapter Four begins the analysis of the liturgy in earnest. It describes the first of two 

clusters of activity in the liturgy, namely how we attend to God’s presence through the Word 

of God. This chapter focuses on the spoken components of the liturgy, their didactic 

character, and how they reveal God and simultaneously offer us a chance to respond. 

Chapter Five naturally follows with a survey of a second cluster of liturgical actions: the 
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Eucharist and baptism, which secures our entrance to the eucharistic feast. These actions 

place the church in the realm of the coming kingdom and draw it into the divine life. They 

nourish the ongoing life of the church and enable the gathered community to know God 

more fully.  Through embodied actions, the sacraments tangibly express our union with 

Christ and shape our ecclesiology in significant ways. 

While God is present through the sacraments, God is also reveals himself and shapes 

the church through both the media of sacred art and works of beauty. Thus, Chapter Six 

provides a brief theology of beauty and specific examples of how the apprehension of beauty 

contributes to liturgical formation. With Christ as the source of all beauty, our creative 

efforts can be conceived, when properly oriented towards the gospel and divine life, as a 

participation in his self-revelation.  

In Chapter Seven, I draw attention to the teleological orientation of the liturgy. 

Importantly, worship forms the church to look through the eucharistic liturgy towards God. 

Indeed, the liturgy is inherently eschatological as God’s people anticipate the coming 

consummation. The liturgy’s eschatological nature informs the daily life of the church, 

shaping it through worship to reach beyond the present age by living in the inaugurated 

kingdom. This entails that our work of reconciliation serves the entire cosmos as we seek to 

draw all things towards their proper end in Christ. A sacramental ontology provides a secure 

basis, therefore, for our present participation in the coming eschatological kingdom. 

Finally, my thesis closes with comments on the need to intentionally integrate 

theological education with liturgical formation. Together, these ensure a holistic experience 

of formation for disciples of Jesus, learning to live in the way of God and approach the 

eschatological kingdom. 

 

The Broader Landscape 

My thesis draws together research from various fields and attempts to bring these into 

conversation with one another. Considerable work has been done in the field of 

epistemology utilising the paradigm of Michael Polanyi. In particular, his work has informed 

research by Esther Lightcap Meek and Dru Johnson, both of whom address what it means 

to know through the body and how this manner of knowing parallels biblical and 

sacramental knowing. I utilise the findings of Meek and Johnson in my own work. The 

anthropologist Catherine Bell similarly considers what it means for bodies to be inscribed 

with meaning and significance through repeated ritual actions, particularly in social settings. I 
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will bring their work into dialogue with the sacramental theology of Oliver Davies, and with 

the work of Hans Boersma and Hans Urs von Balthasar.  

I have attempted to examine how these fields, when taken together, mutually 

complement each other. I suggest that this interdisciplinary approach funds a richer 

understanding of the liturgy both as an act of worship and as an instrument through which 

the formation of God’s people takes place. Boersma, Davies, and others provide the 

grounding for my epistemological work. Following Davies’ arguments for a sacramental and 

dialogical cosmos, human knowledge, action, and being, take on greater significance as they 

can now be understood to participate in God’s divine life. For his part, Boersma advances 

the retrieval of nouvelle théologie and a patristic understanding of God, the church, and the 

liturgy. His work provides a central anchor to my thesis as I advance the argument that 

embodied knowledge shapes us to better participate in the life of God and move towards the 

beatific vision through redemption in Christ.  

While conscious of the vast scope of eschatological studies, I have chosen to focus on 

two aspects of eschatology in order to show their particular relevance for my thesis. As the 

liturgy forms the church to see God, much of my eschatological discussion concentrates on 

this issue of sight, namely the coming beatific vision. As we look forward, through Christ, in 

the Spirit, what is it that we hope eventually to be able to gaze upon? How is our sight 

redirected through the liturgy to prepare us for that future vision? The retrieval of an 

emphasis on the beatific vision is vital in today’s culture. As Charles Taylor, Wolfhart 

Pannenberg, and others have noted, much of Western culture focuses almost exclusively on 

the present age and its immediate rewards. Reorienting our focus on the beatific vision can 

help us to recognise the significance of this world without unduly separating it from the 

eschatological age with the result that we expect the present age to supply meaning and 

significance which it is incapable of providing. My work on eschatology seeks to recognise 

the importance of the coming beatific vision while also discerning how we might begin to 

participate today in the eschatological promise. I draw here on Pannenberg’s emphasis on 

the proleptic power of the eschaton. 

Given that my thesis is interdisciplinary there is a vast array of sources with which I 

could engage on each subject. However, to maintain a viable project, it has been necessary to 

narrow my focus to select sources which I believe are either representative of a particular 

area or whose scholarship is particularly pertinent to my research. In theological material, I 

have not relied on one tradition but have selected sources who can speak to one another in 
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helpful and significant ways. The rich tradition of the global and historical church is one that 

should be explored in such a way as to mutually inform differing traditions and strengthen 

unity within diversity. The entire Christian tradition can contribute to our understanding of 

what it means to worship God. There are certainly emphases which individual traditions do 

not share with others, but attention to these particularities can serve to enrich the life and 

understanding of other traditions. While this thesis is certainly not a project in ressourcement, I 

have heavily relied on historical sources in order to demonstrate continuity with the great 

tradition while simultaneously offering an original approach by utilising interdisciplinary 

scholarship.  

Finally, far from instrumentalising the liturgy or providing an exhaustive, dogmatic 

account of services, my thesis seeks to unveil the multivalent meanings that are evident in 

the liturgy. The sheer breadth of the liturgy and human experience means that no single 

interpretation is entirely sufficient to explain our weekly interactions with God. Romano 

Guardini makes this argument when he compares the liturgy to a child’s play. He notes that 

in play, a child ‘does not aim at anything. It has no purpose.’ Likewise, the liturgy ‘cannot be 

said to have a purpose, because it does not exist for the sake of humanity but for the sake of 

God’.4 The liturgy is its own end and its ultimate purpose is worshipful engagement with 

God. It is just such worship of God and sacramental participation in the kingdom through 

the liturgy which transforms us – body and mind – to be the people of God. 

  

 
4 Romano Guardini, ‘The Playfulness of the Liturgy’ in Primary Sources of Liturgical Theology: A Reader, 

ed. Dwight W. Vogel (Collegeville, MN: The Liturgical Press, 2000), 41. Romano does not deny that the 
liturgy forms believers. On the same page he states, ‘In the liturgy the soul forms itself, not by means of 
deliberate teaching and the exercise of virtue, but by the fact that it exists in the light of eternal Truth, and it 
is naturally and supernaturally robust.’ Simply by engaging in worship of God, the church is transformed into 
Gods’ image. 



Chapter One 

Worship: An Act of  Participation in A Cosmic Liturgy 
 

Introduction 

In his work Theologia Prima, D.W. Fagerberg makes the significant argument that liturgy – or 

rather leitourgia – is focussed on the work of God’s people and performed ‘on behalf of the 

many’.1 He couples this with a later statement that the Christian liturgical cult does not entail  

‘‘‘cultivating the god;” but rather creating the Church, the Body of Christ’.2 For the liturgy to 

effectually shape believers into a united people for God, the Holy Spirit must be involved. 

The claim that the liturgy is an event through which we are enabled to know and interact 

with God rests on the assumption that God gives himself to be known. This supposition is 

foundational to my thesis, and I will begin by exploring what is entailed by such a belief. To 

do so, I will first offer a cosmology which can account for how we can know God and share 

in the Trinity’s life through the liturgy. Second to the worship of God, the liturgy aims to 

increase our knowledge of God, through worship and sacramental participation, which 

subsequently transfigures believers to participate in the divine life. This transformation offers 

believers the opportunity to be shaped as a particular people, thereby forming them into the 

image of Christ by the work of the Spirit. 

We begin by addressing God’s self-giving which requires an understanding of the 

created order and its role in mediating or fostering our engagement with God. Christianity 

has consistently asserted that the world is accessible and available for our genuine 

knowledge. This is an essential belief for my argument because Christianity has affirmed that 

we can know God through the world because it is God’s creation.3 The nature of the world 

has been understood in variable ways throughout history. Today, most Westerners do not 

see the world as endowed with spiritual or transcendent significance. Suspicion of the 

transcendent has grown exponentially since the Enlightenment.4 The universe is more 

 
1 Fagerberg, D.W. Theologia Prima: What is Liturgical Theology (Mundelein, IL: Hillenbrand Books, 2004), 110. 
2 Fagerberg, Theologia Prima, 112. 
3 This is what we typically term general or universal revelation: knowledge of God which is, in principle, 

available to all people at all times. 
4 It is not strictly the fault of the Enlightenment, but that intellectual movement certainly facilitated the 

expansion of a ‘disenchantment’ with regard to the universe. Charles Taylor traces the various aspects of this 
shift in his book A Secular Age. Charles Taylor, A Secular Age (Cambridge, MA: The Belknap Press of Harvard 
University Press, 2007). 
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commonly understood primarily in materialist terms or as ‘the interplay of measurable 

forces’.5 This opens up a significant deficiency in our ability to see and experience God 

through the world. While we cannot simply revert to a premodern understanding the 

cosmos, I believe a shift is still imperative. Oliver Davies’ and Hans Boersma’s recent work 

offers a way forward so that we may begin to recapture a rich understanding of the world as 

deriving from God and having significance through his gracious, sacramental presence 

within it. 

Following the discussion of how God gives himself to be known and the manner of this 

knowledge, I will move to consider the liturgy as a particular domain and means of knowing 

God. Thus, in the second half of this chapter, I will consider the liturgy’s internal structure 

and what each movement involves. I will argue that the liturgy is not only an 

epistemologically valid means of knowing God; it is the primary locale to engage with God, 

and the means by which we may be formed into God’s people and enjoy the opportunity to 

respond to God. I will thus examine the liturgy’s structure in greater detail and discuss the 

purpose of its various movements. This account will provide a foundation for the rest of my 

thesis to consider how the liturgy shapes God’s people and to what end that formation aims. 

 

Towards a New Cosmology 

In his book, The Creativity of God, Oliver Davies argues that the world is a unified whole. To 

illustrate the cohesive but complex nature of the universe, he utilises two images. The first 

suggests that reality is like a fabric, woven from words and experiences. Each is a different 

strand, but together they make up the whole. His second image is that of a text. The universe 

is akin to a dialogue which can be read and to which humans may respond. God invites 

humans to read, and after interpreting, they respond to God. This interpretation and 

response joins to the text of the world, broadening the universe and creating more space in 

which to know God. Thus, for Davies, the universe is inherently dialogical. This dialogue 

relies on God’s initiative for God is the one who speaks first, both to create the universe and 

enable humanity’s authentic response. Our interpretation and response may take various 

forms, but they are embodied, utilising both the senses and language. Davies argues that 

humans are inherently linguistic even before possessing the written word. Language is ‘part 

 
5 Oliver Davies, The Creativity of God: World, Eucharist, Reason (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

2004), 57. 
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human and part divine in its origins, part conceptual and part sensual in its structure, [it] is 

the true medium of our knowing’.6  

This linguistically-oriented way of knowing the world follows from the manner in which 

God creates and sustains the universe. God actualises the entire world (Jn 1; Gen. 1-2) 

through his speech. That same breath which is God’s speech, may bring life (Jn 20.22) or 

death (Rev. 19.13-15, 21). Not only does God create with the Word, but God is also disclose 

by the Word. Jesus Christ speaks to the crowds, saying that all who have seen ‘me have seen 

the Father’.7 Even before the incarnation, Trinitarian speech makes God available in the 

fabric of the universe. God calls creation into a relationship and reveals himself by speaking. 

The speech acts of Genesis reveal God’s presence and establish an intimate relationship with 

the recipient who hears.8 As Davies says eloquently, divine speaking ‘bestows not just 

proximity but even the spatio-temporal parameters which enable proximity. Out of the will 

of God to exercise intimacy in speech, the structured world is born, and the human race as 

the creatures who receive the divine speech, and who participate in it, are conceived.’9 God 

speaks to create the universe, and in so doing, God also creates those who may speak, who 

may respond to and thus know God. It is God’s creative action and breathing into Adam 

which endows humanity with the imago Dei. Our ability to interpret and respond is based in 

this image. 

Though God remains differentiated from the world, God also chooses to enter the 

same space in which his creatures dwell. Both the Old Testament and the New Testament 

revolve around divine speech or disclosure. This revelation may be mediated by prophets or 

come directly from Jesus Christ. In either case, it is intended to elicit a response from 

humans.10 Our response is made possible in two ways. First, God upholds the universe 

through the divine speech which creates and sustains. Second, is by virtue of Christ’s 

incarnation that we may speak to God. In the incarnation and ascension, Jesus first comes to 

humanity and then returns to the Father with sanctified human speech. That is to say: Christ 

carries in himself the speech of those to whom he has given life by union with himself.  

During Jesus’ time on earth, we hear not only revelatory speech about God. The Son 

invites us to witness inter-trinitarian dialogue. This continues with Christ’s ascension as 

 
6 Davies, The Creativity of God, 71.  
7 Mt. 13.43; Jn 14.9-10. 
8 Davies, The Creativity of God, 76. 
9 Davies, The Creativity of God, 77. 
10 The way in which God’s ongoing speech in the reading of Scripture or the homily is intended to elicit a 

response will be considered in Chapter Four. 
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Christ carries our human nature into heaven and continues to mediate on our behalf as our 

true High Priest. In Israel, the High Priest vicariously presented the people to God in the 

Holy of Holies. Christ now does the same for believers, presenting us to the Father. By 

uniting our human nature to his divine nature, Christ heals and restores our ability to speak 

with God. In this way, we see through Christ’s work, ‘history itself is taken up into the 

redemptive drama of divine speech, in and through Father, Son and Spirit.’11 

Davies thus explains that our reading and interpretation of the universe is a dialogical 

movement between human beings and God, enabled by both Christ and the Spirit. It is also 

a continuous dialogue that expands rather than draws to a close. Its teleological end – the 

eschaton, where we will see God face to face – is not a termination but a goal which will 

only serve to deepen and enrich our dialogue.  

When the Son hands over creation to the Father, it will not be the end but rather a shift 

in our manner of being (1 Cor. 15.24-28). This change will involve growth in our ability to 

engage the beatific vision and participate in the divine life. Our future orientation is not a 

sign of deficiency but rather of the universe’s teleology and humanity’s design.12 Only by 

participation in the Trinity’s life can we come to know God and ourselves.  

To properly know and participate in God is also correlated to our ability to interpret the 

world’s text. To rightly understand this text relies on our participation in Christ. It is not 

aimed at an exhaustive understanding of God, nor indeed to mastery. Rather to know God 

implies relationship and a continuing openness to God’s self-disclosure. We grow in 

knowledge only through relational participation in God. To use Davies’ imagery, we know 

God more fully as we are immersed in the world’s text; but we come to read that text 

properly the more we know God. God gives himself to be known in creation, redemption, 

and providence. He does this to fulfil the promise that we will participate in the divine life. 

We need not fear coming to the end of God. The abundance of God’s being is never 

exhausted by our knowing. As Davies notes, ‘the divine author fulfils the text and 

overwhelms the recipient,’ and God’s fecundity ‘excessively fills our minds and senses’.13 

 

 
11 Davies, The Creativity of God, 85. 
12 Wolfhart Pannenberg makes a similar point in his discussion on evil and theodicy, noting that limitation 

is not evil or problematic in itself. Rather, the ‘revolt against the limit of finitude, …the refusal to accept 
one’s own finitude, and in the related illusion of being like God (Gen. 3:5)’ constitutes the basis of evil. 
Wolfhart Pannenberg, Systematic Theology (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing, 1994), 2:171-2. It is 
claiming to be autonomous interpreters without dependence on God that is the source of sin, evil, and 
requisite suffering.  

13 Davies, The Creativity of God, 111, 145. 
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Christ the Centre 
Humanity is drawn into dialogue with God by the work of Christ and the Spirit. It is through 

Christ that we may understand and interpret the world’s text. This is for two reasons. By 

uniting humanity to himself, Christ offers us the chance to be transformed into his image 

and enter into conversation with God. Second, Christ is the centre of reality. As that centre, 

Christ enlivens our participation in God and our ability to know God through the world. 

Not only is Christ the centre of the universe, but he is also the interpretive key to reading the 

world’s text. 

Christ is the centre of reality in three ways. First, it is through the Son that creation 

comes into being. Jesus is the beginning and sustaining power of all things. Through him 

everything was made; thus, all of creation reflects him in some manner. The early church 

readily grasped this idea in their christological reading of Scripture. All of the Old Testament 

could be read as pointing towards Christ. The New Testament similarly progressed in 

revelation from his incarnation into the future.14 Christ is the warp and weft of our reading 

the Bible and could be found, however literally or allegorically, throughout the written word 

of Scripture.  

The medieval mindset similarly involved the belief that all creation served as an icon of 

Christ and his work. This method of reading the world as an icon and symbol involved a 

sacramental understanding of the universe. Symbols were not considered separate from their 

corresponding realities. Rather, they overlapped with and shared in those realities. (This is a 

point Boersma addresses in greater detail as I will demonstrate below.) Umberto Eco 

describes how the ‘Medievals inhabited a world filled with references, reminders and 

overtones of Divinity, manifestations of God in things. Nature spoke to them 

heraldically…[it] appeared to the symbolical imagination to be a kind of alphabet through 

which God spoke to men…things were more than they seemed. Things were signs.’15 As 

scholars such as Charles Taylor, Henri DeLubac, Umberto Eco, and others have noted, the 

modern mind has lost much of this rich tapestry in how it views the world. We would do 

well to recover this perspective if we are to comprehend what it means for us to be united to 

Christ and to see him through creation. 

Second, Christ is the logos or the order of creation; through him the creation has order 

and rationality. Further, God not only generates the world through Christ but also redeems 

 
14 Hans Boersma, Scripture as Real Presence: Sacramental Exegesis in the Early Church (Grand Rapids: Baker 

Academic, 2017), 15. 
15 Umberto Eco, Art and Beauty in the Middle Ages (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1986), 53-54. 
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it.  According to Colin Gunton, the order and purpose of creation ‘comes to a kind of 

climax’ in the person of Christ and is directed towards its eschatological end. 16 It is through 

the incarnation that, ‘the Father both prevents the creation from slipping back into the 

nothingness from which it came and restores its teleology’.17 After Christ’s ascension, the 

Holy Spirit continues this work of drawing reality out of entropy and back towards its 

original, intended rationality and harmony. Christ is thus the centre of the universe, both as 

the Word through which the universe is made and by restoring the fallen creation in his own 

person as the God-Man. 

Finally, as the incarnate Word, Christ brings together both divine and human natures in 

himself, thus enabling their mutual dialogue. By his hypostatic union, Christ holds together 

both the divine utterance and the human response. The same Word which created and 

sustains creation also entered into creation. In the words of Chalcedon, Jesus Christ is ‘of 

one substance with the Father as touching the Godhead, the same of one substance with us 

as touching the manhood’.18 This union of natures does not entail confusion or the 

emergence of a third kind of being. Instead, Jesus Christ maintains the two natures ‘without 

change, without division, without separation’.19 In so doing, Jesus Christ was the one divine 

man who also carried the many within himself. This union of the one and many, divine and 

human, facilitates our dialogue with the Trinity. Christ takes up our speech and presents it to 

the Father, perfected, as his own.20 Maximus the Confessor makes much of Christ’s 

hypostatic union as the means by which Christ draws all humanity and the cosmos towards 

unity and restored harmony. Christ’s unique nature allows him to be the centre of the reality, 

the bridge between created and uncreated. 

To carry over Davies’ imagery of the world’s text, we can say that it is Jesus Christ who 

both opens the pages of the world by creation and stands now in the eschatological kingdom 

which is the close of the text. Christ continues to issue a call for our response and draws all 

of creation toward its proper end. Christ is also the centre of the text of reality. By Christ’s 

hypostatic union, he bridges the moral and ontological gap. We might say Christ is the 

binding of the text which holds the world together. We read the world’s text at Christ’s 

 
16 Colin Gunton, “The Spirit Moved Over the Face of the Waters: The Holy Spirit and the Created Order,” 

International Journal of Systematic Theology 4, no. 2 (July 2002): 197. 
17 Gunton, “The Holy Spirit and the Created Order,” 198. 
18 Stephen W. Need, Truly Divine and Truly Human: The Story of Christ and the Seven Ecumenical Councils 

(London: SPCK, 2008), 100. 
19 Need, Truly Divine, 100. 
20 Thomas F. Torrance, Theology in Reconciliation: Essays towards Evangelical and Catholic Unity in East and 

West (London: Geoffrey Chapman, 1975), 139-140. 
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invitation and only correctly understand when we read through Christ – his life, cross, and 

resurrection – and read towards him in his current eschatological position from whence Christ 

governs. In so doing, Christ becomes the central point for all of history, the fulcrum from 

which flows all of reality’s text and enables its proper interpretation. In the liturgy, the 

church learns to read this text as the Spirit forms believers to know God and see the world 

through Christ. 

 

Participatory Ontology 
Though it did not begin with the Enlightenment, the Western world has experienced a 

profound divide between nature and the supernatural since the eighteenth century.21 That is, 

we do not see our everyday lives and the world around us as sharing in the divine life or 

being derived from God’s creative grace. This has had substantial, problematic repercussions 

in the church, particularly in the understanding of our work in the liturgy. Rather than seeing 

our worship as connected to Christ’s work or participating in the unfolding of the kingdom, 

we tend to see the natural world as distinct and separate from God. He might intervene and 

work among us, but that work is superimposed on a virtually self-sufficient natural order. 

Various scholars have recently called attention to the problems this causes in Christian 

faith and have suggested how to correct this divide. In what follows, I will utilise the work of 

Hans Boersma, Oliver Davies, and Robert Jenson, among others.22 In particular, Oliver 

Davies’ cosmology, coupled with Hans Boersma’s lucid account of problems in our 

epistemology is key to the framework developed in this chapter. 

Throughout much of church history, believers have affirmed a sacramental nature to the 

universe.23 That is to say, the idea of symbols is insufficient to describe the nature of reality 

and particularly those items in the liturgy which are intended to draw us into the life of 

Christ. A symbol presupposes a distinction between the signifier and the signified. Boersma 

explains that X may reference Y in a sign but they do not coinhere. Instead, the modern 

propensity is to ‘unhinge’ objects from their ‘transcendent source’.24 However, in a 

sacramental ontology, X may indeed reference Y, but it may also share in the reality of Y. For 

 
21 Cf. Henri deLubac, The Mystery of the Supernatural (New York: Crossroad, 1998). 
22 This is not an exhaustive list of theologians whose work gives insight to the present theme, of course, but 

they are three whose insight serves my purposes in this thesis. 
23 Taylor, A Secular Age, 15-16, 25-26. 
24 Hans Boersma, Heavenly Participation: The Weaving of a Sacramental Tapestry (Grand Rapids: William B. 

Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2011), 30. 
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Boersma ‘a sacramental relationship implies real presence’.25 Because reality derives its being 

from God, it inherently shares in the divine life in some mysterious way. As Paul explains to 

the Athenians gathered at the Areopagus, ‘For “In [God] we live and move and have our 

being”’ (Acts 17.28). Paul’s statement extends beyond the sacraments (baptism and Eucharist, 

among others). His description of God is characteristic of our whole lives, and the entire 

created order. Grace is not somehow superimposed on creation. Instead, it is woven into the 

created world because all creation comes from God, who sustains it.26 

The sacramental participation of all things in God is an underlying assumption for much 

of what follows. It is addressed more fully in various sections, but it undergirds the entire 

project. Throughout my thesis, I seek to bring this sacramental understanding to the 

forefront as it supports the Holy Spirit’s work through Christian liturgy. In doing so, I will 

continually affirm the significance of not only the liturgy for shaping us into God’s people. I 

will also draw attention to how embodied existence, the created order, and our 

understanding of teleology play a part in this formation, particularly if we come to see reality 

as inherently sacramental. 

 

Presence: Hearing and Responding 
Knowing God through the text of the world requires an act of divine self-revelation. Davies 

suggests this with his idea that God binds the world to himself by first creating and later 

entering it.  This kind of general revelation, however, is limited. To better enable our 

participation in the divine life as described by Boersma, a more personal mode of revelation 

is required. While maintaining transcendence, God engages with his people – the church – in 

the liturgy. God’s transcendence should not be construed as an aloof distance. It rather 

protects and enables a commitment to otherness. That is to say, God’s freedom is God’s and 

as such it has a particular shape which is enacted in Jesus Christ. It is impossible, therefore, 

to understand God’s freedom as something other than what we see in Jesus. In Christ, God 

chooses to be available to creation, becoming imminently present to his people, yet without 

being governed by external constraints.  

 
25 Boersma, Heavenly Participation, 22, 23. 
26 Of course, this is profoundly disordered in the current state of reality. We have chosen to go away from 

God and move into chaos, death, and disruption. But that does not mean that the current situation is the 
inherent nature of creation. Chaos and disorder are a result of the privation of the good, because we have not 
sought God’s glory and goodness, but rather attempted to satisfy ourselves in our own way, through our own 
means. 
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As Davies argues, God may be known throughout the entire text of the world, given 

that it all derives from the Trinity. However, God’s self-giving and revelation are particularly 

apparent in the words, images, and actions of the liturgy in which Christ makes himself 

present as pure, overwhelming event. God’s freedom enables him to graciously descend to 

God’s people and interact with them (Mt. 18.20). This view of transcendence and freedom 

ought to govern discussion of Christ’s presence in the eucharistic liturgy. Christ is only 

available to us based on his free choice. 

Christ’s presence in the liturgical service is emblematic of the dialogical nature of the 

universe which Davies describes. Creature and creator meet in an intimate relationship 

despite their ontological disparity. The creator calls creation into being and continues 

speaking to them so that through Christ, creation can respond. By making himself available, 

Christ draws the church into fellowship with himself and the Father, through the work of 

the Spirit. The author of Colossians tells us that Christ presents the church holy and 

blameless to the Father. Christ does so by uniting us with himself, healing our moral 

transgressions and our orientation towards entropy and death which comes as a result of the 

fall.27 Our worship is feasible because of our union with Christ. Furthermore, union with the 

Word transforms us towards participation in the divine nature.28 As part of this relational 

and dialogical union, we learn to read the world as text and interpret it, responding by our 

speech, actions, and lives. Such call and response are evident throughout the liturgy’s 

conversation. As Davies says, all God’s speech is ‘itself kenotic and compassionate, since—

in the revelation which is through the Son and in the Spirit—God speaks with us and not 

with Godself alone’.29 

When considering the nature of our response, it is essential to remember that our 

language is always approximate. It is enabled by God’s invitation, which reveals his presence 

first in the act of creating by the Word. Subsequent events of divine self-giving and presence 

are also related to God’s speech, whether mediated by prophets or Christ. This speech 

necessitates a response so that God’s word does not return empty or void but graciously 

brings to life our own voices as those created to respond to God in love.30 

 
27 Pannenberg, Systematic Theology, 2:172. Cf. Col. 1.21-23; Eph. 5.27. 
28 Cyril sees 2 Peter 1.4 as the explanation of how and why the sacraments are necessary to the believer’s 

life, for without them we would not be able to ‘partake as of the Body and Blood of Christ,’ and thus ‘come 
to bear Christ in us’. Cyril of Jersusalem, Lectures on the Christian Sacraments: The Procatechesis and The Five 
Mystagogical Catecheses, ed. F.L. Cross (S.P.C.K.: Oxford, 1978), 68. 

29 Davies, Creativity of God, 10. 
30 Is. 55.11. 
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The church responds to God explicitly in the liturgy but also in its common life. Human 

beings are thus responsible ‘for what we have said or will say,’ and each has ‘a voice by 

which we give expression to what needs expressing’.31 While our responsive speech to God 

may be only provisional (there is always more to be said), our words can still offer genuine 

response and acknowledgement of the world. God’s speech is expansive and continually 

calls forth our own – both as individuals and as a community of true human being. Our 

language’s provisional reality and ability to respond leaves us always desiring a fuller 

encounter with God. The approximate and provisional nature of human language directs our 

attention to the eschaton, when we shall know God fully. However, even in that age, the 

beatific vision will not sate human desire but rather increase our capacity and longing for 

God. As it directs our vision forward to the coming age, our speech in the liturgy is 

inherently eschatological.  

This cosmological and eschatological emphasis is an essential means for understanding 

the meal as well as the liturgy and the actions of the community as a whole. Having 

established a rather sweeping view on the nature of the universe and how God gives himself 

to be known, I will turn to examine the liturgy specifically. It is amidst the work of the 

liturgy that the Spirit forms a people for God and engages them to participate in the divine 

life through the material aspects and embodied rituals. 

 

What is the Liturgy? 

Fagerberg makes a distinction between liturgy and leitourgia, the word from which our 

modern term derives. At first glance, it appears to be splitting hairs. For Fagerberg, however, 

the precise definition of leitourgia has a critical nuance. He argues that a church is not 

liturgical based on the use of a prayer book or particular rubric. Instead, a church is liturgical 

when the community comes together to do more than worship. Utilising language from both 

Aiden Kavanagh and Alexander Schmemann, Fagerberg argues that a liturgical community’s 

service ‘does the world as it was meant to be done’ through behaviour ‘that is eschatological 

and cosmological’.32 

 ‘Doing’ the world as it was intended moves us to the belief that the liturgy involves 

forming us into the people who belong to God. Before the fall into alienation, human beings 

 
31 Steven DeLay, Phenomenology in France: A Philosophical and Theological Introduction (London: Routledge, 2019), 

120. 
32 Fagerberg, Theologia Prima, 114.  
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were in right relationship with God and one another. Large swaths of the liturgy (from 

confession to creeds to the sacraments) are involved in recapturing this rightly ordered life. 

To do liturgy on behalf of others draws on the classical Greek use of leitourgia which typically 

referenced a service or public work performed by one individual for the benefit of many. In 

some cases, an individual might do this on behalf of the state. For instance, the act of 

serving in the military or providing a public entertainment at one’s own expense was 

considered a leitourgia. Not restricted to civic use, leitourgia could also be an act of piety. An 

individual might sacrifice to the gods, for example, for the sake of another. In the first 

century Diaspora, Greek-speaking Jews used leitourgia to reference Temple worship and 

rituals.33 Transferring the language of leitourgia to the rites and rituals of Christianity was 

natural. 

Christianity maintains the Old Testament hope that the world will turn to Zion and the 

God within her. To facilitate this, Christianity quickly became oriented towards Gentile 

conversion, shifting to a religion of missionaries intent to draw the nations to God and 

declare Christ’s cosmic sovereignty. In light of this evangelistic mission, the Christian 

leitourgia takes on almost unparalleled significance. It is done by God’s people first so they 

may be formed in Christ’s image and second so that they may eventually draw all of creation 

into a similar process of transfiguration.34 Christian liturgy aims to develop believers to read 

the world’s text and subsequently transform those aspects of the world not yet in line with 

God’s kingdom. This is the ongoing response of the church enacted each week in the 

liturgical service.   

Thus, to say that Christian liturgy is a mere ‘style’ of worship is a feeble understatement. 

Instead, Christian liturgy – with all its associated rites, creeds, prayers, material aspects, as 

well as its many implications for a ‘whole style of Christian living’ – intends to demonstrate 

 
33 Susan R. Holman, The Hungry are Dying: Beggars and Bishops in Roman Cappadocia (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2017), 13. 
34 This thesis incorporates the language of both transformation and transfiguration. 
Transformation is an important category which involves the process of sanctification and 
moral change towards increasing holiness. Transfiguration is a much broader category 
which includes transformation but is not limited to moral growth. Instead, transfiguration 
also describes our eschatological shift, which is, ‘a complete change of form or appearance 
into a more beautiful or spiritual state’. I believe this helpfully describes a wholistic change 
which involves body, soul, and mind as we are changed ‘from glory to glory’ (2 Cor. 3.18). 
Lexico Powered by Oxford Dictionary Online, s.v. ‘Transfiguration,’ accessed May 14, 2021, 
https://www.lexico.com/definition/transfiguration. 
 



 18 

and do the world as it is meant to be done.35 It is the means by which the world, through the 

church, is being moulded into the people of God and prepared for God’s coming kingdom.  

 

Encounter and Conversation 
Formation of God’s people is carried out through repeated encounters with God. To this 

end, the Christian liturgy emphasises regular, habitual actions. These are governed by or 

oriented around a rubric such as a prayer book. Such rubrics provide a sense of cohesion 

and theological intentionality. 36  This pattern means that an Anglican from North America 

may visit a Lutheran church in Denmark and recite many of the same prayers and creeds 

despite differences of tradition and language. Liturgical structures often boast overlapping 

orders of service, creeds, and prayers. These components have existed with little variation 

for hundreds of years across the world. However, these forms are not maintained simply due 

to usefulness. They are enacted each week with the hope that God will manifest his presence 

through the liturgy. Without this kenotic condescension, the liturgy would be nothing other 

than a human ritual with no power to effect communion between God and his people. It is 

the presence of Christ, by the Spirit, which makes the liturgy effectual. Without God’s 

presence, the liturgy is merely an inert tool, incapable of genuinely shaping believers into the 

people of God. 

There is more to the liturgy than a set of repeated and well-practised actions. Framing 

the liturgy as an encounter or conversation gets at the relational aspect of the liturgy. The 

liturgy involves at least two parties in dialogue – the church and God – whose speech is not 

esoteric or hidden. Instead, it is public and accessible; their conversation can be overheard. It 

is an orchestrated dialogue, whose movements are governed by texts and symbolic meanings. 

However, that does not make it any less candid or formative. 

The notion of conversation helpfully links the respective approaches of both Davies 

and Boersma. First, the liturgy is a specific dialogue within a dialogical cosmos. Since the 

whole world exists as the text of God’s speech and our responses, knowledge of God is 

available throughout the world. Despite this pervasive availability, the dialogue between God 

and humanity is concentrated explicitly in the liturgy and within the church. In the liturgy, 

we are formed to read the world’s text rightly. Our participation is the means by which we 

learn to correctly interpret and respond appropriately to the Father through Christ, in the 

 
35 Aidan Kavanagh, On Liturgical Theology (Collegeville: Liturgical Press, 1992), 100. 
36 Nicholas Wolterstorff, The God We Worship: An Exploration of Liturgical Theology (Grand Rapids: William B. 

Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2015), 5. 
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Holy Spirit. Christ is the interpretive key for understanding both the text of reality and 

ourselves. Christ’s sacramental presence in the liturgy enables a genuine encounter with the 

Triune God, which transforms participants.  

Importantly, God initiates this dialogue. However, our response is paramount; God 

enters into relationship with us in the space of the liturgy and invites us to reply. Genuine 

participation is possible insofar as the various elements of the liturgy, its symbols and signs, 

manifest the reality of the objects towards which they direct our vision. Our response to 

God takes a variety of forms, both in the liturgy and beyond. I will address the body’s role in 

greater detail when exploring the structure of the liturgy and how we participate bodily in the 

liturgy’s various movements. It is important to acknowledge here, however, that our 

response to God is not only cognitive. It involves our whole being. We respond with our 

bodies just as much as we do with our minds or hearts. In the liturgy, we eat, drink, speak, 

and move towards God and one another.  

It is also important to acknowledge that objects are more than they seem at first 

glance.37 Boersma notes that the world encompasses a more profound, often hidden reality 

in which we may participate.38 It is the work of the Spirit to open our eyes to the hidden and 

heavenly things. Then, by the power of the Holy Spirit and our careful attendance to the 

word, we may learn to see and interpret reality properly. In so doing, we respond in praise to 

God merely by our right being in the world. 

Properly inhabiting the world involves many modes of action. Through art, music, 

architecture, and even in simple things such as gardening, we may gather and offer creation 

to the Creator as praise. God often initiates dialogue through the work of beauty which is 

itself anchored in him. Beauty thus calls us to God by its presence in the world. In response, 

believers gather creation (including ourselves) to praise God and then find ourselves called 

by that same beauty to praise its origin. In a sense, our dialogue with God is reciprocal and 

expansive as our response comes to include ourselves and the world with which we interact. 

We encounter beauty and transcendence most clearly in the redemptive work of Christ. Jesus 

comes to the world in the incarnation, and through the ongoing presence of the Spirit, he 

continues calling for our reply. Our response to this encounter determines how we enter into 

 
37 2 Kings 6.15-17 shows this quite dramatically as Gehazi’s eyes are opened to see the invisible, heavenly 

armies of God which outflank that of the Arameans. 
38 Boersma, Scripture as Real Presence, 12. 
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dialogue with God, both as individuals and as the church community. Our speech and acts 

of creativity are responsive as God’s call always precedes our being in the world. 

Encounters with God can and do occur outside of the liturgy, just as our reply is not 

limited to the liturgical service on a given day. However, regular participation in the liturgy 

shapes our ability to discern those encounters and to answer rightly. Indeed, the liturgy best 

expresses the nature of our response. There we speak to the Father, through Christ, in the 

Holy Spirit. This takes place for individuals and entire communities that make up the global 

body of Christ. 

As the church gathers to worship and know God, it rightly trusts that God precedes and 

initiates the liturgical dialogue. The liturgy, then, offers a particular domain and embodiment 

of God’s hospitality. As host, God calls to the church through the spoken components but 

also through the beauty, the space, the movement, and the character of the liturgy. 

Ultimately the entire liturgy belongs to God who makes himself available throughout the 

service. Just as God precedes the church, Christ’s approach also subverts our presumption 

of control and management over this relationship. Drawing on the work of Jean Louis 

Chrétien, Steven DeLay notes that God comes to us from a future which ‘completely resists 

our powers of expectation, imagination, and anticipation’ as it overwhelms the recipient(s). 

The unhoped-for opens dimensions of the future, permitting the possibility of genuine 

newness.39 Such newness is available to us in each reiteration of the liturgy. 

The liturgy revolves around a feast in which God is the host. This meal centres the 

orchestrated conversation of the liturgy. The immediacy of Christ’s presence at the table 

confounds precise rational explanations, but it involves the drawing of believers ‘into 

dialogue with God through the Word of the Trinity’.40 The voice of those gathered in 

worship is embraced by the Spirit who ‘inhabits our own speaking as celebration and 

intercession’.41  

Our encounter and dialogue with God during this feast involves both remembrance and 

looking forward to the future. Through the liturgy, the church remembers the work of God 

in the world. However, the church looks not only to the past. Liturgy also involves the work 

of bringing creation towards its fulfilment in praise of God. It is forward-looking to how this 

world will be. Amid our present worship, the liturgy recognises that there is something 

 
39 DeLay, Phenomenology in France, 133-34. 
40 Davies, Creativity of God, 145. 
41 Davies, The Creativity of God, 145. 
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deeply wrong with the world as it is. This produces a lament, one which we hold in tension 

with the hope that eventually the world will be just as the liturgy represents it. Thus, our 

response both in the liturgy and beyond is inherently eschatological. 

Finally, the liturgy is a work done by and among the people, and a dialogue with God 

which testifies to the world about the nature of God. All these concepts, I believe, can be 

encompassed within the analogy of a conversation. One may listen to God, recall the past, 

speak of the present and the past’s continuously unfolding influence, and look forward to 

the future, all while eating and drinking and being physically present in a communal 

conversation. 

 

Formative Event 
The purpose of the liturgy is not to showcase pristine musical prowess, offer a lecture series, 

or facilitate fellowship among like-minded persons. Instead, as I have said, the liturgy is 

intended to form a people for God as a natural outcome of worshipping God.42 As God 

comes to the church in the liturgy, the church finds its gaze oriented towards the coming 

fullness of redemption. Just as the bread and wine are transformed, believers are also 

transfigured.43 This is ultimately the purpose of the liturgy: to mould people towards 

participation in God so that we might perfectly share in Christ’s communion with the 

Father. 

It is crucial to keep in mind that the liturgy is only provisional. It gestures to the future 

and forms us towards our eschatological end. However, the liturgy is not itself the end. The 

Holy Spirit utilises our engagement with word and sacrament to transfigure and eventually 

deliver us to God who draws us towards the Trinitarian life of the eschaton. French 

Phenomenologist Jean Louis Chrétien notes insightfully and poetically that the  

Visible manifests in its responsive inadequacy the excess of origin over itself. 
For indeed what do the elements answer by means of the visible voice of their 
beauty? They say no, non sum, non sumus deus, tuus—I am not, we are not your 

 
42 Following Saint Augustine, James K. A. Smith addresses the idea that we become like what we worship 

and love in both his popular level writing You are What You Love and his more academic trilogy Cultural 
Liturgies. Smith has valuable things to say with regards to liturgical formation. However, he at times 
unintentionally evacuates Christian liturgy of its authority by suggesting that everything is liturgy. I find this lack 
of authority and distinction to be problematic. While I do not explicitly interact with Smith in this thesis, he 
and other recent scholars such as Catherine Pickstock and John Milbank have done research on embodiment, 
sacramentality, and liturgical formation.  

43 Saint Maximus the Confessor, Ad Thalassium 2 in The Cosmic Mystery of Jesus Christ, trans. Paul M. Blowers 
and Robert Louis Wilken (New York: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 2003), 100-101. 
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God…[yet] by delivering their verb to our restless and changing gaze, things 
deliver us as well to that which gives them voice.44  

Thus, the liturgy exemplifies the dialogical and interpretive nature of reality as part of 

our formation. Communion with God thus directs the church towards a particular view of 

the universe’s purpose or teleological end. Saint Maximus the Confessor sums up this 

eschatological orientation saying, ‘God will also completely fulfil the goal of his mystical 

work of deifying humanity in every respect, of course, short of an identity of essence with 

God; and he will assimilate humanity to himself and elevate us to a position above all the 

heavens.’45 The liturgy facilitates our ongoing formation, shaping us through action and 

speech, and realising our true identity.  

Creating a people carries over from the Jewish celebration of the Passover feast, the 

meal which Christ reinterpreted at his Last Supper. The Passover Seder is a central event in 

Jewish life, shaping both imagination and identity. It is also a repetitive event; creating the 

Jewish people and renewing their covenant identity with each new year. That the Christian 

community picked this up is not insignificant. Re-enacting Jesus’ last supper with the 

disciples became a central rite in the early church even as the Passover itself was 

reinterpreted.  

Thus, the Passover is key to understanding Christian liturgy and formation. For this 

reason, I will discuss three significant aspects of the Passover Seder before moving to 

Christian liturgy. First, the Passover demonstrates that memory is not only cognitive and 

propositional. Instead, the Seder’s act of remembrance employs symbolic re-enactment and 

narrative to recall the Exodus. Second, through this act of recollection, the Jewish people 

not only worship God but are formed as the people of God. The celebration of the Passover 

is an identity-forming practice. One cannot be a Jew (or Israelite) without remembering and 

celebrating the Passover. Finally, the Jewish understanding of time and the past is 

sacramental. The past is not distant or closed off but rather continues to unfold in the 

present. Early Christians drew upon this idea in creeds and sacramental actions. For instance, 

the church affirms that we are baptised into one baptism which occurred two thousand years 

ago but continues to be present with each new immersion. According to both Jewish and 

Christian belief, material objects and embodied actions enable us to share now in the reality 

 
44 Jean Louis Chrétien, Call and Response, trans. Anne A. Davenport (New York: Fordham University Press, 

2004), 37. 
45 Maximus, Ad Thalassium 22. 
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of things that have taken place in the past and are represented in those material objects – 

such as unleavened bread and bitter herbs, or the eucharistic bread and wine. 

 

Passover: Narrative Remembrance 
Jews celebrate the Passover to remember when God delivered Israel out of slavery and 

established them as a nation. Despite the overt focus on Exodus, the Seder liturgy recalls 

God’s many works on behalf of his people. However, the entirety of God’s work is summed 

up, for Jews, in the Exodus. In that event, YHWH is revealed as the one who delivers the 

people from bondage.  

The service was (and remains) oriented around a meal, typically within a household. It 

would originally have included immediate family, servants, and any visitors staying in the 

household. Their participation depended on belonging to or joining the community (through 

circumcision for the men). For Jews, belonging and participation in the Passover ritual go 

together. The meal leader – typically an older male – moves the household through a 

carefully scripted ritual. He begins first by acknowledging the work of God on behalf of the 

people. The first prayer, attached to the candle-lighting ceremony praises God ‘Who 

sanctified us with His commandments…Who gave us life, and sustained us, and enabled us 

to reach this season of joy.’46 Here and elsewhere, Jews begin their liturgical life by recalling 

that only by God’s initiation do their people exist and enjoy a relationship with God. 

The meal leader then begins to unfold the history of the Exodus, which the Passover 

explicitly commemorates. This remembrance also includes God’s work in other ways. The 

meal, the story, and the recitations all comprise a liturgical worship service, one which is a 

significant act of praise. It is not merely the verbal act of saying ‘baruch attah Adonai’ which 

blesses God. The ongoing narrative remembrance and the retelling of God’s mighty, 

historical acts also blesses God. Through narrating God’s work and the redeeming nature of 

his relationship with them, God’s people honour and praise him. 

The knowledge of God’s work attained by Jews through the Passover’s celebration is 

not only cognitive. Much like riding a bicycle, we attain knowledge through bodily 

enactment. The Passover confirms this as it involves performance to engage those eating. 

Throughout the night, as the narrator speaks of the meal’s various elements, their symbolic 

meaning is understood through the acts of eating and drinking. The leader holds up the 

 
46 Rabbi Alfred J. Kolatch, The Concise Family Seder (Middle Village, NY: Jonathan David Publishers, Inc., 

2007), 6. 
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flatbread saying ‘Behold this matza—the symbol of affliction and poverty. It is the bread that 

our ancestors ate as slaves in the Land of Egypt.’47 Then, as the people partake of the bread, 

they come to know and experience the salvation of God through the very elements of the 

meal. Interestingly, the Haggadah does not call the matza a symbol of what the Israelites ate. It 

is called the bread of the ancestors, a further way of identifying with the people whom God 

has redeemed. Understanding the relationship between God and his people comes through 

the body: eating, drinking, standing for the kiddush, searching for the afikomen.48 As the 

Passover liturgy itself explains, by eating the meal ‘we learn the meaning of freedom’.49 

The Passover is also a haggadah or a teaching exercise. It passes the tradition, belief, and 

history on to the youngest and newest in the community.50 On the one hand, only those who 

are formally a part of the community can participate. Men must be circumcised and ritually 

clean. However, as we will see below, the meal also creates God’s people, forming them 

through covenantal participation. The meal renews the Jewish people each year as they hear 

once again, how God has chosen them, saved them, and decisively formed their nation.51 

Through educative storytelling and eating, the meal is a means to induct into the community 

new children and converts each year.52  

 

 
47 Kolatch, Concise Family Seder, 12. 
48 There are four cups of wine drunk over the course of the meal. Ceremonial hand washing occurs in 

between various stages, specific foods are eaten and discussed, and the people move through different stages 
both verbally and with their bodies. For instance, ‘all are seated around the table,’ and ‘all stand during the 
recitation of the Kiddush’ and raise their glasses, Concise Family Seder, 8-9. After the meal finishes, children 
search for a bit of hidden matza called the afikomen and if they cannot find it, it must be ransomed from the 
elder who has hidden it, before being distributed to everyone at the table. Concise Family Seder, 39. The entire 
meal engages all the senses of the body in order to teach and form the people involved. 

49 Kolatch, Concise Family Seder, 15. 
50 Much of the meal centres around a narration of Jewish history which is inaugurated by the youngest child 

present who asks the Four Questions: ‘Why is this night different from all other nights? (1) On all other 
nights, we can eat bread or matzah: why, tonight, only matzah? (2) On all other nights, we can eat any kind of 
herbs: why, tonight, bitter herbs? (3) On all other nights, we don’t dip the herbs we eat into anything: why, 
tonight, do we dip twice (First into salt-water, and then into Haroset)? (4) On all other nights, we can eat either 
sitting up straight or reclining: why, tonight, do we all recline?’ The answers to these questions develop the 
story of God’s work on behalf of his people, the gift of Torah, Jewish identity, and the confident expectation 
that the Messianic Age will come. “Passover Haggadah,” in Raphael Chaim, A Feast of History: Passover through 
the Ages as a Key to Jewish Experience, with a new translation of the Haggadah for use at the Seder (New York: Simon and 
Schuster, 1972), 27.  

51 George Hunsinger notes that the Passover was tied up with more than just a political deliverance of 
Israel. ‘The people were delivered, through no merit of their own, not only from bitter oppression, but also 
from all that Egypt represented in idolatry, judgment, and death.’ George Hunsinger, The Eucharist and 
Ecumenism: Let Us Keep the Feast (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008), 143. 

52 After the first cup of wine is drunk, the host invites to the meal ‘all who are hungry come and eat. Let all 
who are in need come and celebrate Passover. This year we are here: next year, in the Land of Israel! This 
year we are slaves: Next year, free men!’ Raphael, A Feast of History, 24. 
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Passover: Identity Formation 
In addition to praising God, the teaching of the Passover and the communal worship 

actualises the Jewish people of God. It not only reminds them of who they are; it makes them 

who they are by grafting them into the community through participation. Chaim Raphael’s 

Haggadah makes this explicitly clear as he states: ‘In every generation, every Jew must feel as 

if he himself came out of Egypt.’53 By participating in the Passover meal, each generation 

returns to Egypt and finds that they too are delivered from slavery and numbered among 

God’s people. There is a sense in which the distinctions of time are lowered because ‘God 

did not only redeem our ancestors but he redeemed us with them.’ 54 Rabbi Alfred J. 

Kolatch’s translation reads, ‘We were once slaves to the Pharaohs of Egypt, and God in all 

His glory and power caused the shackles of slavery to be broken. He redeemed us and 

brought us forth into freedom.’55 It is not only that the past Israelites were redeemed, but 

contemporary Jews are also brought out of slavery. Participation in the Passover meal 

reinforces their identity with every generation of Israel. In contrast, Numbers 9.9-13, 

reminds Israelites that anyone who does not participate in the Passover will forfeit their 

identity. The identity of Jews is not in flux, but – despite being born into the covenant of 

circumcision – every generation must be regularly renewed and affirmed in the covenant. 

Douglas Knight similarly argues that identity formation occurs in the Christian 

community by reading Scripture and participation in the liturgy. Knight notes that reading 

Scripture makes ‘sons’ of the church: ‘It is the sons who may read the Scriptures and tell the 

story of Israel, but equally reading the Scripture makes a son of you. Narrative, parable, and 

enacted symbol are means to conceptualise the Scripture reading in which audiences find 

themselves not only implicated but constituted.’ 56 As we read the story of God or re-enact it 

through the liturgy, that story envelopes us and forms us as God’s people. That identity then 

shapes us to interpret the world through the work of Christ. 

Such communal formation of our identity is possible not merely because repetitive 

action or storytelling shapes our imagination – though that is true. It is also because the 

physical acts of the meal and participation in it are sacramentally joined to the realities which 

these things symbolise. For Jews and Christians, the re-enactment of the meal and 

recollection of either the Exodus or Christ’s life offer genuine participation in those events. 

 
53 Raphael, A Feast of History, 49. 
54 Raphael, A Feast of History, 49. 
55 Kolatch, Concise Family Seder, 16. This section is recited by all present. 
56 Douglas Knight, The Eschatological Economy: Time and the Hospitality of God, (Grand Rapids: William B. 

Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2006), 89-90.  
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It also brings us into the life of God, who acts in those historical moments. It is this 

sacramental relationship which renders them effective. 

 

Passover: Continually Unfolding 
As we have seen, the faith and identity of both Jews and Christians are profoundly shaped by 

what has gone on in the past. The past is not lost; it continues to affect us today precisely as 

the narrative of history continues to unfold.  Chaim Raphael thus describes his translation of 

the Passover liturgy as the ‘living Haggadah of our own day, an unfinished story, ranging far and 

wide, in which we, and not only our ancestors, are the protagonists’.57 The Passover meal intrinsically 

connects the Jews with the past, even joining them to it. 

N.T. Wright, among others, has recently argued that a sense of continued exile pervaded 

Jewish thinking as they languished under Roman domination.58 Thus, first-century 

celebrations of Passover were not only reminders of God’s past acts. They included the 

hopeful and confident expectation that God would again deliver his people.59 The Exodus 

had a continuing impact on the imagination, the hopes, and the lives of the Jews. The 

Passover celebration nurtured the hope that God would draw together the dispersed people 

of Israel and re-establish a unified Promised Land under the rule of a Davidic King. Just as 

the ancient Israelites were redeemed from Egyptian tyranny, so too would the first-century 

Jew be redeemed from Rome. The Exodus involved Palestine not only in the past but also 

the present. This framework is often described as typological interpretation, but it is not 

sufficient to say that the Jews saw a pattern. They also saw the past as unfinished; the drama 

of God’s dealings with Israel was not closed off but persisted to unfold in the present. 

There are a few key places in the haggadah which demonstrate this. First, the Passover is 

celebrated on behalf of the world as it envelops all forms of tyranny. Kolatch’s translation 

states that ‘it is not he [Pharaoh] alone of whom we speak tonight. We speak this evening of 

other tyrants and other tyrannies as well … Passover brands them all as abominations in the 

sight of God.’60 Together the Jewish people bring the lament and brokenness of creation 

 
57 Emphasis mine. Raphael, A Feast of History, 12. 
58 N.T. Wright, Redemption ed. S.T. Davis, D. Kendall, and G. O’Collins (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

2006), 74. 
59 N.T. Wright, Exile: A Conversation with N.T. Wright, ed. James M. Scott (Downers Grove: IVP Academic, 

2017), 19-21.  
60 Kolatch, Concise Family Seder, 8. This kind of prophetic speech against tyranny is also expressed as the 

people remember poverty and hunger ‘because of our history, we understand the plight of the poor; we know 
what it is to suffer. We pray with them, and for them,’ 12. Prophetic work is thus caught up with acting on 
behalf of the world around the Jewish nation.   
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before God and ask that the world be restored just as Israel is redeemed. In this sense, the 

historic Exodus looks forward to all future movements against tyranny.  

The early church retained this perspective on time, thus imbuing Christian liturgy with a 

sacramental dimension. The congregation’s acts of remembrance participated in the events 

of the past which then influenced their present-day reality. This in turn, profoundly shaped 

the community’s worship which was assumed to join Christ, who worships the Father on 

our behalf. As such, material realities like the Eucharist and baptism became the means by 

which Christians participated in the unfolding drama of God’s purposes. For this reason, the 

early church expected such activities to shape and transfigure participants. 

Finally, this view of time is not only related to the past and its impact on the present. 

The Jewish people look through the Passover Seder to the future. Such anticipation is 

notably displayed by a seemingly empty place setting at the Passover table which is reserved 

for Elijah, the hoped-for guest of honour. Just before the last cup of wine, the door of the 

house is opened to welcome Elijah as the leader reminds everyone that Elijah will bring the 

Messianic Age. ‘We too, look for it, hope for it, pray for it…May he soon come, Soon in our 

day, Ushering in the Messiah—son of David!’61 Through awaiting both Elijah and David’s 

son, the Passover Seder is inherently prophetic as it condemns the world’s sin and looks 

forward to the Messiah. This drawing together of past and future is a key feature which the 

early church brought into its own liturgical framework. 

 

The Structure of the Liturgy 

Having established the possibility of knowing God and the liturgy’s formative nature, I will 

now give an overview of the liturgy’s structure. It will be apparent that several Christian 

liturgical features are carried over from Jewish understandings of the Passover and time. 

How those are understood, however, is modified by the work of Christ. We have seen that 

the liturgy functions as a conversation, a microcosm of the universe’s broader dialogical 

nature. This is a helpful depiction of the liturgy. However, in what follows, I will discuss the 

liturgy as three interrelated movements. The language may seem to suggest a chronological 

structure to the liturgy (first we stand, then we process, then we recess – we cannot do all 

three at once). At times this is appropriate. The liturgy does have sequential elements to it. 

 
61 Kolatch, Concise Family Seder, 42. 
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However, one should not assume that each movement is a discreet section of the liturgical 

service. In reality, they are interwoven, and at times they overlap.  

The language of movement is useful in three ways. In the first place, the liturgy is not 

concerned with ideas. It is rather about a person and his relationship with many persons. 

Abstract language, ideas, or concepts do not adequately account for the personal interaction 

in the liturgy. Movement may not entirely or perfectly capture this focus on relationship, but 

it guides us in the right direction. The first person to move in the liturgy is God. As Davies 

claims, God gives himself to be known; coming to the church and initiating dialogue through 

the person of Christ by the work of the Spirit. This first movement by God is prior to the 

liturgy. It occurs first in creation as God establishes a people and a location for relationship 

with them. Most significantly, it takes place in the incarnation as Christ moves to live among 

God’s people. God’s creatures are thus able to reciprocate and move towards God in Christ. 

Second, movement accounts for the embodied nature of liturgical participation. This is 

one of the overriding interests of my thesis. Early Christian belief emphasised embodiment 

and the natural world’s significance, often in contrast to other worldviews. The resurrection’s 

significance is not only Jesus’ being raised to new life but the return to embodied, physical 

life. Christians thus argue that the resurrection confirms both the inherent goodness of the 

body and its role in the spiritual life.  

Human bodies are intended for a life of worship which engages the senses and our 

physical capacities. For this reason, embodied acts are powerful and deeply significant in 

forming belief. In considering the liturgy, I wish to explore the formative role of the human 

body. A holistic anthropology can demonstrate why the liturgy is effectual for transforming 

human persons. Likewise, the liturgy affirms the dignity of the entire human person as it 

engages both the body and mind. Consideration of the various movements that take place 

through the liturgy enables us to capture the significant role played by our bodies in shaping 

our beliefs. It also reveals how the Spirit moves us, through the liturgy, towards Christ.  

Third, the term ‘movement’ is often utilised in the arts to describe different aspects or 

phases of a single piece. In much of what follows, I will focus on liturgical aesthetics and the 

manifestation of God’s presence through the liturgy’s various movements. Movement is also a 

helpful term for it indicates that as we participate in Christian liturgy, we are called to 

journey, to leave the place where we presently are and be formed by God, who meets us 

there. Furthermore, it reminds us that the liturgy cannot be subdivided but must be taken as 

a whole. Even when examining different aspects, those pieces lose their meaning when 
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removed from the larger picture. Whether in the words of the liturgy or in liturgical actions 

such as eating or singing, our participation takes place in three primary movements: 

Remembering (Anamnesis), Present Participation, and Anticipation or Hope. Together these 

capture the purpose and nature of the liturgy, the actions of those involved, and the cosmic 

outlook of the church. 

 

First Movement: Anamnesis 
The first movement in the liturgy is anamnesis. Anamnesis, or remembrance, occurs 

throughout the liturgy as the church rehearses God’s work in history and particularly in the 

person of Christ. Though much of the liturgy is characterised as remembrance, the act of 

memory can be explicitly seen in the Lord’s Supper which evolved from the Jewish Passover 

Seder.  John Drury notes that at least five different practices of the Passover existed in the 

first century. 62  When Christ reinterpreted the Seder to be about himself, he continued this 

pattern of evolving interpretation of Jewish festivals.63 As the church increasingly separated 

from Israel and the liturgy continued to evolve, the Last Supper maintained pre-eminence in 

the Christian faith. 64 Similar to the Seder’s formative power, the Lord’s Supper shapes God’s 

people and their identity as they remember through the meal, the work of Christ on their 

behalf. As Drury points out, Paul could resort to Christ’s work on the cross as taught and 

evidenced in the supper before a written tradition existed and expect it to be transformative in the 

life of a community. When rebuking the Corinthians, Paul does not reach for a text about 

Christian neighbourliness; he utilises the supper. 65 The acts performed in the liturgical 

service shape the imaginations of believers and are sources of authority. 

 
62 John Drury, “Christ Our Passover,” in Crossing the Boundaries: Essays in Biblical Interpretation in Honour of 

Michael D. Goulder, eds. Stanley E. Porter, Paul Joyce, and David E. Orton (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1994), 227. 
Drury argues that the lack of uniformity in first century Passover celebrations allowed the meal to be 
reinterpreted and survive the Temple’s destruction in 70CE. The manner in which Christians did their own 
reinterpretation, then, was part of a long historical pattern wherein Jewish religious communities appropriated 
the existent Passover structure while maintaining their own theological imagination and emphases. We can 
see similar diversity in Christianity and in the early Church as communities have differing emphases. 

63 Not only does Christ reinterpret the Passover to be about himself; in John’s Gospel, Christ had already 
suggested that he was the centre or meaning of several other Jewish festivals. 

64 John M. Barclay, Pauline Churches and Diaspora Jews (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2011), 17-20. As Barclay 
notes, this fits the overlapping nature of the Jewish and Christian communities in the first century. Such 
reinterpretation can be seen vividly in the book of Hebrews, where the author describes Jesus as the high 
priest; Philippians, where Paul declares Jesus’ life to be that which breaks down the dividing wall between Jew 
and Gentile, and John’s Gospel where Jesus’ declarations and miraculous actions serve to reinterpret the 
framework of Jewish festivals, to name only a few possible examples. 

65 Drury, “Christ Our Passover,” 224. 1 Cor. 11.23-34. 
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Furthermore, the supper is formative because of its sacramental nature. When we 

remember Christ’s work by receiving the Eucharist, we also engage with him in that meal. 

This is because the meal which we partake weekly shares in both Christ’s Last Supper and 

the eschatological feast. Such a sacramental vision affirms the ongoing and transforming 

presence of Christ, which moulds us ontologically as we engage the liturgy and particularly in 

those acts surrounding the Eucharist. 66 Anamnesis futher suggests a much closer connection 

than does memorialisation, especially within an imagination shaped by the Jewish 

understanding of the past. The past can be brought forward, into the present.67 Thus, Drury 

suggests that Christ’s ‘power and presence’ came to his people ‘by means of the bread and 

wine’ in the reinterpreted Passover.68  We are drawn to unity with Christ by participating in 

both the last supper and the feast of the age to come.69  

As I mentioned, anamnesis in the liturgy is not limited to communion. The entire 

framework of the liturgy shapes and enlightens our imagination and ability to remember the 

past so that we may rightly live today. We can see this plainly in the creeds that contain 

doctrinal statements but are also acts of memory. We recall creation, Christ’s incarnation, 

and other events when reciting the creeds as the community. For instance, The Apostle’s 

Creed is so invested in history that it names the governing official who presided over Christ’s 

death.  

As the liturgical narrative unfolds, God’s people offer praise through remembering this 

history. Just as the Jews praised God by recalling the Passover’s events, so to do Christians 

praise God by calling to mind the work of Christ. The church also offers thanks through 

various prayers interspersed throughout the service. These bless God and offer him glory 

alongside the narrative remembrance of the liturgy.70 As we enjoy union with Christ and 

acknowledge Christ’s centrality for the universe, we can simultaneously remember and bless 

 
66 Matthew Levering, “Historical Memory and the Resurrection of Jesus: Encountering the Risen Christ,” 

International Journal of Systematic Theology 20, no. 2 (April 2018), 162. 
67 Paul Bradshaw, “Anamnesis,” in The New Westminster Dictionary of Liturgy and Worship, ed. Paul Bradshaw 

(Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press 2002), 11. 
68 Drury, “Christ Our Passover,” 228. 
69 This must be carefully nuanced; it is not as though reciting the institution narrative commands or forces 

Christ’s presence. Instead, the anamnesis recalls the past events in such a way as to invite Christ’s gracious 
presence and to make Christ’s sacrifice, ‘in all its accomplished fullness’ available to the congregation. W. 
Jardine Grisbrooke, “Anaphora,” in A Dictionary of Liturgy and Worship, ed. J.G. Davies (London: SCM Press 
Ltd., 1972), 15. 

70 Robert W. Jenson, “The Supper,” in Christian Dogmatics, vol. 2, ed. Carl E. Braaten and Robert W. Jenson 
(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1984), 339. Many of the prayers are clustered around the celebration of the 
supper. Jenson notes that not only our explicit prayers and statements of praise bless God. Remembering is 
linked with the Pauline-Lukan command ‘give thanks to God for my remembrances’. Only through 
recognizing Christ’s centrality and our union with him by which we are able to bless God. 
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God. I explore the exact nature of this blessing at a later juncture. Though liturgy forms 

God’s people, within a covenantal and sacramental understanding, the words and actions are 

also aimed at God. Just as the Jews bless God for his works during their Passover litanies 

(through verbal statements and reliving the story with embodied acts), so too does the 

church bless God through memory and liturgical actions. 

 

Second Movement: Present Participation 
The second movement of the liturgy is Present Participation. The questions to be explored 

here are, what is it that we do in the liturgy, and how does that engagement shape us for life 

in the present world? I will demonstrate that each service guides the church to be like God 

so as to share in the Trinity’s life, by union with Christ. Such transfiguration is possible due 

to our relationship with Christ which is sealed in baptism. In other words, we are enabled to 

participate through the Spirit in the Son’s communion with the Father, thereby entering into 

the communion of the divine life. Participation in God’s life occurs as we attend to two 

clusters of activity in the liturgy: the Word and Sacrament. 

First, it is imperative to understand that we enter into worship only by our union with 

Christ. Indeed, any possibility of effectual formation through the liturgy hinges on such 

union. Because the Son took up a human body, soul, and mind, becoming both priest and 

mediator for human beings, he may present humans ‘holy and blameless’ to the Father (Col. 

1.22). Similarly, as we share Christ’s mind, our human minds are ‘sanctified and healed in 

him, that we may be associated with him in his priestly presentation of himself and of us 

through himself to the Father’.71 Torrance goes on to say that this is not merely a mediated 

worship experience but one that is carried beyond the external into ‘an ineffable union with 

God’.72 

As Christ is the New Adam and initiator of the New Covenant, we can now engage with 

God in a personal manner. Scripture is clear that we are united with either the first Adam, 

who fell, or with Christ. Christ has become the new Adam on our behalf; he recapitulates 

history or re-heads humanity. In so doing, Christ offers a new covenantal relationship to 

God. Through this New Covenant, we may participate in the actual, sacramental reality of 

the world. In Christ, the breach which hampered our participation is closed, and union with 

the new Adam heals us. This typological interpretation of Christ’s work is common among 

 
71 Torrance, Theology in Reconciliation, 180. 
72 Torrance, Theology in Reconciliation, 181. 
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the Church Fathers. Gregory of Nyssa, Athanasius, Basil, and others regularly speak of Jesus 

Christ as the new Adam ‘in whom all are made alive’.73 In Christ, a new manner of existence 

opens up, thus ensuring, as Athanasius explains, that humanity ‘might walk no longer 

according to that first creation, but there being as it were a beginning of a new creation, and 

with Christ “a beginning of its ways” we might follow him henceforth who says to us, ‘I am 

the Way.”’74 Christ’s presence in the Eucharist similarly holds together the human and the 

divine, thus providing the way for humans to be conformed to Christ rather than the first 

Adam. 

Furthermore, this New Covenant and recapitulation is open to all people. Cyril carries 

on in his robust parallelism of Adam and Christ, saying that the ‘heavenly man … transmits 

through himself good gifts to the whole race’. Just as Adam was the head of all humanity, so 

now Christ is joined to all humanity.75 This union, and the blessings which come from it, are 

conspicuously displayed in the Eucharist. It is demonstrated as the meal brings together the 

ordinary nature of the elements with the divine person of Christ. 

The entire liturgy is a covenantal reminder of Christ’s work in his body and blood. In 

Christ’s acts on the cross, the consecration of the disciples as the new Israel, and his pouring 

out of the cup of the covenant, Christ establishes a cosmically new relationship with God’s 

people. It mirrors the Old Testament view of sacrifice and covenantal promises, thus 

remaining contiguous with that covenant in important ways. However, despite the 

continuity, the covenant which Christ establishes is also substantively new, and redefines the 

present age. Thus, the liturgy demonstrates each week the newness of Christ’s relationship 

with his people, particularly as they gather in community, in Christ’s name.  

Historically God has always covenanted with families or people groups (notably 

Abraham and Israel). In the church, the dividing wall between Israel and her surrounding 

Gentile nations is torn down. The community thus expands from the few to the many (Eph. 

2.14). Pannenberg recalls Athanasius’ typology of Christ as the new Adam, which resulted in 

 
73 Gregory of Nyssa, Oratio Catechetica 16, in Robert L. Wilken, Judaism and the Early Christian Mind: A Study of 

Cyril of Alexandria’s Exegesis and Theology (New Haven: Yale University Press 1971), 102. Likewise, in his third 
Oratio Athanasius says that Christ ‘has not ceased to be God by reason of becoming human, and he does not 
flee from things human because he is God. Far from it! On the contrary, it is as one who is God that he took 
on flesh, and it is as one who was in flesh that he divinized the flesh … [he] has been sent on our account to 
bring salvation to all. And there is no greater grace than that.’ Athanasius, “Orations Against the Arians” 3.38 
The Christological Controversy, trans. Richard A. Norris Jr., (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1980), 75. 

74 Athanasius, Oratio 2.65, in Wilken, Judaism and the Early Christian Mind, 104. 
75 Cyril, In Jo. 19:4, in Wilken, Judaism and the Early Christian Mind, 109. 
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the ‘new creation of humanity in Christ (2 Cor. 5:17)’.76 In sending the Son, the Father had in 

mind the salvation of the many. When gathered in Christ’s name, the covenant is regularly 

renewed under the auspices of the table where Christ invites believers to dwell with him and 

participate in Christ’s resurrection life. In so doing, believers are taken into Christ and given 

a new priesthood. Thus, the promises to Abraham are fulfilled and even expanded beyond 

merely Israel to the surrounding nations and created world.77 The covenant’s ongoing 

renewal regularly confirms the priesthood of all believers by their union with the great high 

priest Jesus Christ. Thus, they are able to work on behalf of the entire world, in which Christ 

is also present as the risen and ascended Lord. 

Union with Christ takes place through baptism; we are baptised into Christ’s death and 

resurrection. The Nicene Creed states that there is one baptism for the forgiveness of sins – 

that being the baptism of Christ by which he carries his people through the waters. In many 

ecclesial traditions, this baptism occurs in infancy, mirroring the sacrament of circumcision 

in the Old Testament. By baptism we are united to Christ and enlivened to join the people 

of God. Union with Christ enables genuine participation in the liturgy by which we are 

formed as members of God’s people. 

During his life on earth, Jesus recapitulated the ongoing narrative of failure by Adam’s 

descendants. Following Adam’s fall, each successive generation failed to fulfil their role as 

eikons.78 Because of the fall, our human nature is corrupted and prone to death.79 However, 

by uniting it with incorruptibility, Jesus healed human nature at the moment of conception in 

the virgin’s womb. This sanctifying act enables us to be united to Christ and to enter God’s 

presence with confidence. As the new Adam Christ redirects human history towards its 

original telos. In his examination of Christ as the second Adam, the second-century church 

 
76 Pannenberg, Systematic Theology, 2:305. Further, Pannenberg notes that in Christ’s incarnation we see that 

the ‘lifting of the human race out of the grip of sin and death’ was the primary goal of Christ’s life and work, 
306. The fellowship of the Son with the Father, the unchanging relationship which rights the wrongs of the 
first Adam, makes this possible on behalf of all humanity. Maximus also approaches this conclusion noting that 
through ‘Jesus Christ, who did not voluntarily turn from the good, human nature underwent a restoration 
from corruption to incorruption for the benefit of all humanity.’ This is at least partially located in the fact 
that Jesus assumed human nature, rather than the sin of individual people: ‘Neither did he assume nor become 
my sin … he assumed the corruption of human nature’ Ad Thalassium 42.  

77 Isaiah 55, for instance, prophesies the coming days when even nations which did not previously know 
Israel will acknowledge and worship her God. Even earlier, Genesis 12 contains God’s promises to Abraham 
that all the peoples of the earth would be blessed through his family. 

78 However one interprets Genesis 1-3, whether allegorically, literally, or archetypically, it is clear that 
something shifts in Adam. There is substantial change from humanity’s original position in the created order 
as God’s image bearers who are in unique, unbroken relationship with God to a compromised relationship 
and the marring of human nature itself. 

79 This focus on death alongside moral decay is more commonly associated with the Eastern Orthodox. 
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father Irenaeus compares Mary to the virgin soil from which God originally moulded 

Adam.80 Irenaeus clarifies that our objective redemption and personal salvation are related to 

our union with one of two Adams. We either follow the first, leading to corruption, or the 

second, which leads to eternal life and the beatific vision. If we are not united to Christ, then 

the liturgy will not effectively shape us to be the people of God who make gaze upon God in 

Christ. 

An emphasis on union with Christ crucially paves the way for higher expectations of 

transformation by the Holy Spirit. This has implications for our understanding of liturgical 

formation, especially its eschatological possibilities. If union with Christ is actual rather than 

merely forensic, that implies an ontological transformation has begun already, though it will 

not be completed until the eschaton.81 Such transformation only occurs as we submit to the 

Spirit. The Spirit effects this transfiguration at the level of our inward being. I propose that 

participation in the church’s liturgy is the primary means by which this transfiguration 

occurs. Such a transfiguration prepares us to enjoy the beatific vision, which is a sharing in 

Christ’s relationship with the Father. Again, all this is possible through our genuine union 

with Christ. Many theologians have developed this imagery, but I will briefly describe John 

Calvin’s treatment of union with Christ to explain what this transformation may entail. 

Calvin uses the language of an empty pot or vessel to describe faith. It has no merit of 

its own. Instead, it is made valuable by being filled with the presence of Christ. For Calvin, 

union with Christ involves the imputation of his righteousness, which then becomes the 

believer’s own. Additionally, Christ gives his life to the believer, bringing them up out of 

death. This is a significant point. Without being genuinely joined to Christ’s person, a human 

being would remain dead ‘in the sight of God and damned by the Law’.82 Further, in uniting 

believers with himself, Christ gives himself. Commenting on Ephesians 5 Calvin says 

dramatically, ‘If we are the members of Christ, we share his substance and by this intercourse 

unite into one body.’83 

 
80 Irenaeus, On the Apostolic Preaching, trans. John Behr (Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 

1997), 61. 
81 Hans Boersma, Seeing God: The Beatific Vision in Christian Tradition (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans 

Publishing Company, 2018), 391. Boersma describes Gregory of Nyssa’s understanding of the beatific vision 
(the ability to look upon God in Christ) as one which is available in the present day, is more glorious than the 
vision which Moses enjoyed, and yet remains to be completed in the eschatological age when it will serve to 
bring us ever more deeply into the life of God. 

82 Marcus Johnson, “Luther and Calvin on Union with Christ,” Fides et Historia 39 no. 2 (Summer 2007): 65. 
83 John Calvin, Commentaries on the Epistles of Paul to the Galatians and Ephesians, trans. William Pringle 

(Edinburgh: Calvin Translation Society, 1843), Eph. 5:30-1: ‘In short, Paul describes our union to Christ, a 
symbol and pledgeof which is given to us in the ordinance of the supper … Paul says that we are members of his 
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Such an intimate union with Christ does not involve the disappearance of the human 

involved. Neither the doctrine nor metaphor suggest absorption into the divine. Calvin 

carefully maintains a clear distinction between the human and the divine. Still, all that 

belongs to Christ – his life, righteousness, and relationship to the Father – now belongs to 

the believer through this mystical union. This enables the believer to worship the Father. 

 Returning to the liturgy, the church enters into fellowship with the Father because of its 

union with Christ. By his incarnation, Jesus Christ assumes human flesh and carries us with 

him into the heavenlies and effects a dramatic change in our human status before God. 

According to T.F. Torrance, Christ’s ongoing work on our behalf makes the ascension vital 

to Christian worship. ‘Coming to us from the incarnate, crucified, risen, and ascended Christ 

the Holy Spirit enables us to enter through the veil of the flesh of Christ into the holiest, and 

connects us with Christ as he dwells in the immediate presence of God in unbroken 

communion with him.’84 Christ’s worship of the Father is ours, perfected. His work is 

ongoing so that our worship may also continue. Because God became human and did ‘for us 

in a human way what we are unable to do for ourselves,’ we are now able to be caught up in 

proper, acceptable worship and dialogue with the Father.85  

Furthermore, such worship entails communion as we are brought ‘in and through 

[Christ] as the incarnate Son, in his inseparable union of God and man, to participate in the 

blessed life and communion of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit’.86 Christ worships, prays, 

and speaks on our behalf. Christ carries our worship into heaven by uniting us to himself 

and bringing us to life. 

Union with Christ enables our participation in the divine life as we share in Christ’s 

relationship with the Father. To know Jesus entails relationship with his Father. 2 Peter 1.3-4 

builds on this, suggesting that everything given to Christ is now given to believers so that 

they might enter into and participate in the divine life.87 Partaking of the divine life refers to 

engagement with the community of God. In the words of James B. Torrance, ‘the prime 

purpose of the incarnation, in the love of God, is to lift us up into a life of communion, of 

 
flesh and of his bones. Do we wonder then, that in the Lord’s supper he holds out his body to be enjoyed by us , 
and to nourish us unto eternal life?’ Luther likewise argues that, “all that he has becomes ours; rather he 
himself becomes ours.” Mark Totten, “Luther on Unio Cum Christo: Toward a Model for Integrating Faith and 
Ethics,” Journal of Religious Ethics 31, no. 3 (2003): 448. However, Calvin’s language is more forceful and, I 
believe, more accurately depicts the inner transformation of believers. 

84 Torrance, Theology in Reconciliation, 140. 
85 Torrance, Theology in Reconciliation, 201. 
86 Torrance, Theology in Reconciliation, 201. 
87 2 Pet. 1.3-4. 
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participation in the very triune life of God’.88 Our present participation in the liturgy draws 

us into this life of communion with the Trinity. 

In some traditions, particularly the Orthodox, our participation in God’s life is called 

theosis, divinisation or deification.89 For Irenaeus and other early Church Fathers theosis was 

the original intention for human beings. Theosis involves a continual and growing relationship 

with God which allows humanity to share in God’s glory or to ‘become by grace what God 

is by nature’ thus funding their participation in the divine life.90 By recapitulating human 

nature, Christ redirects our human destiny away from death as incurred by Adam and instead 

resurrects our teleological aim towards life. That life consists of a relationship with the 

Triune Godhead, a perichoretic relationship in which we will share. This relationship is not 

only a future promise. It is a present reality. We are joined to Christ in baptism and receive 

the promise of a future inheritance based on our present adoption. We await the 

eschatological consummation, and the liturgy plays a role in preparing us for it. 

Nevertheless, we may also engage in the divine life now, albeit in a provisional, limited 

fashion. The liturgy enables conversation between humanity (in the church) and God to 

allow for our sharing in God’s life. Our present participation is grounded in Christ’s work 

and aimed towards a future fulfilment. It evidences the telos of all humanity. In the words of 

Wolfhart Pannenberg, the liturgical community of the church ‘is most effectively a sign of 

the ultimate destiny of every human being and humanity as a whole. The ultimate destiny of 

all human beings is to be one with God.’91 

Our present participation also involves fulfilling our ongoing calling to be eikons, images 

of God and priests over creation. Again, this is related to our union with Christ who is our 

great high priest (Heb. 4.14-16). Christ recapitulates the story of humanity so that we may 

serve under him rather than the old Adam. Throughout the process of our re-creation, 

believers participate in a renewed reign over creation which emulates Christ’s own 

 
88 James B. Torrance, Worship, Community and the Triune God of Grace (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 

1996), 32. Interestingly, this understanding of salvation was central to the christological debates of early 
Christianity: Jesus could only bring his people into such communion if he were of the same being as the 
Father, homoousious. 

89 The doctrine of theosis is not as commonly discussed in the western branch of the church as it is in the 
eastern. I believe that this understanding of participation in God’s life can serve as a necessary corrective to 
much of western, particularly Protestant theology which is often individualised and fails to account for life 
after a particular moment of justification. Theosis reminds us what we are saved into: relationship and 
participation in the divine life. It thus reorients our gaze away from ourselves and towards God, encouraging 
us to participate in him, be sanctified, and grow in purity without reducing such moral growth to an effort of 
earning merit but genuine transformation in the image of Christ. 

90 Timothy Ware, The Orthodox Church (New York: Penguin Books, 1963), 29 
91 Wolfhart Pannenberg, “The Present and Future Church,” First Things (November, 1991), 49. 
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priesthood. This can be seen in the liturgy as believers cultivate a holy use of aesthetics, 

created elements, space, and place to reveal and engage with God. Part of the church’s call is 

to bring creation towards fullness and flourishing – in other words, to draw the created order 

towards its own telos. 

I have already mentioned the importance of baptism as the beginning of our 

participation in the divine life. I will have more to say below about the sacrament of baptism. 

For the moment though, we will focus on how attendance to the word and fellowship 

around the table facilitate our participation in the divine life. 

Attending to the word should not suggest an exclusive focus on Scripture. At its most 

fundamental, the Word is Jesus Christ, the eternal Logos, the Second Person of the Trinity 

about whom all Scripture speaks.92 The Bible itself is not the focus of the liturgical service. 

Instead, through the guidance of the Spirit, Scripture should always point us towards Jesus 

and his Father. The reading of Scripture in the liturgy, as elsewhere, is intended to draw us 

into the communion of the divine life. This allows us to participate in theosis. Insofar as the 

words of Scripture speak of Jesus Christ, they draw us into communion with him and so 

enable our participation in Christ’s relationship with his Father. 

The characterisation of liturgy as a conversation between God and his people suggests 

that the liturgy is itself a ‘word’ to which we attend by participation. It can include verbal acts 

of proclamation, such as reading from Scripture and the preached word.93 After all, Scripture 

is not only about God, but also the words of God to the ecclesial community. Additionally, 

through right exegesis and preaching, the homily may also be God speaking to the church. 

Thus, whether proclaimed from the Scriptures or preached in the homily, to speak of the 

gospel is to declare the word of the Father to his people. 94 Of course, this only occurs 

through the gracious work of the Holy Spirit. 

The centrality of the word raises critical questions about speech in a liturgical service. 

Who is it that actually speaks? Is God’s voice to be heard in the homily, the prayers, the 

absolution? How might we account for mediation of that speech? Is it possible that such 

speech begins to accomplish the transformation of those who hear? As we respond to God, 

 
92 Lk. 24.25-27; 1 Cor. 15.3-5. 
93 Jean Louis Chrétien, The Call and the Response, trans. Anne A. Davenport (New York: Fordham University 

Press, 2004), 17-20, 24.-25. 
94 Jenson, Systematic Theology, vol. 1, The Triune God (New York: Oxford University Press, 1997), 228. I do 

not believe that this relies on a particular view of the inspiration or inerrancy of Scripture. It is also important 
to note that traditions evaluate preaching and proper exegesis under different paradigms. While this certainly 
poses serious questions for how we understand God’s speech in the liturgy, I do not think it prohibits such a 
view of God’s speaking in our midst. 
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it is natural to ask what it means for God to hear us and whether our speech affects God. 

The incarnation’s centrality is evident here: the possibility of God’s hearing and speaking to 

his people is concerned with how Jesus Christ is the Word both from God and from 

humans.95 Such dual speech is only possible by Christ’s presence and the church’s shared, 

divine life effected by union to Christ.  

Attentiveness to the word of God through the liturgy leads us into fellowship at the 

Lord’s table. At this high point of the liturgy, in the sharing of bread and wine understood to 

be the body and blood of Christ, God, physically and tangibly, comes to his people. Through 

this mysterious meal, the risen Christ is made known, celebrated, and united to his people. 

By it, Christ draws the church into the coming kingdom of God. The separation between 

this world and the next is temporarily suspended during our celebration of the meal. As 

Jenson notes, ‘somehow, each celebration is an event “in” the kingdom, in that Jesus joins 

it’.96 

Furthermore, each ‘celebration of the Supper is an anticipation of the last and fulfilling 

fellowship of Christ and his people’.97 Thus, the work of the Spirit and the presence of 

Christ, continue the self-revelation of God in the liturgy. Jesus joins his people at the table, 

breaking down the divide between past, present, and future. By drawing the church into the 

kingdom through the meal (and the preached word) Christ develops and forms the people of 

God to share in the divine life. 

However, despite the genuine possibility of our participating in God through the liturgy, 

we must remember these are still anticipatory or provisional actions. For all the hope and joy 

which our union with Christ affords, the liturgy requires an eschatological focus. As Paul 

poignantly reminds us, creation groans, and not only the creation, but we ourselves (Rom. 

8.20-23). Liturgy is not only a celebration; it is a lament. Though the church may have 

unfettered access to the Father, we still see through a glass, darkly, and our knowledge of the 

Father is limited (1 Cor. 13.12). The same is true of the broader created order, the world 

beyond the church’s door still suffers under the weight of the fall and the curse. 

 
95 Torrance, Theology in Reconciliation, 180: ‘After the glorification of Christ and the coming of the Spirit 

liturgical acts have essentially a typical and indicative function, for they direct us to the actual leitourgia and 
latreia which Christ fulfilled on our behalf, and in which all the prayers and devotions of the faithful are 
gathered up and vicariously mediated through the self-consecration and self-presentation of Christ to the 
Father.’ 

96 Jenson, “The Supper,” 345. 
97 Jenson, “The Supper,” 345. 
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Simply put, we know that the kingdom is not here in its fulfilment. In Wolterstorff’s 

words, ‘the coming of God’s kingdom is slow, painfully slow; for reasons we do not 

understand, it takes time … living with unfulfilled longings of these sorts is intrinsic to the 

Christian life in this present age’.98 This reality of the world around us presents a liminal 

boundary for our present participation. We view the world through both the suffering and 

resurrection of Christ. The liturgy is thus a prophetic act which calls the world to account for 

the ways in which we continue to repress the Spirit of God and pursue that which is apart 

from God.  While dwelling in the present, the church must be eschatologically oriented to 

effectively navigate a world that so avidly rejects God and delights in rebellion which leads 

only to suffering. To not fall into nihilism, the liturgy orients the church towards 

anticipation, forming a people of hope through the liturgy.  

 

Third Movement: Anticipation and Hope 
The third movement of the liturgy anticipates the full revelation of God and the 

eschatological kingdom. It is this movement which enables the church to reject despair while 

awaiting three interrelated events referenced in the service of worship. Explicitly, the liturgy 

looks forward to the return of Christ. In doing so, the church also anticipates the 

resurrection of all humanity and restoration of the cosmos. In this, the community proclaims 

in confidence that Christ’s return will involve the end of chaos, sin, and death. The church 

waits with confidence based on Christ’s resurrection, which is the first fruits of the eschaton. 

Anchoring our hope in this historic reality and the future, gives a cruciform pattern of peace 

and expectation, which allows the church to honestly acknowledge suffering without giving 

in to despair.  

Just as recapitulation provides a rich basis for anamensis and present participation, 

another atonement theory – Christus Victor – supplies a helpful lens to understand the 

liturgy’s final movement. Christus Victor emphasises cosmic triumph. This is a significant 

aspect of Christ’s return which the liturgy explicitly anticipates. Additionally, Christus Victor 

widens our focus from individual salvation to a more comprehensive view of salvation as 

cosmic reconciliation. It focusses on redemption as a cosmic battle wherein sin, death, and 

the devil are all defeated. In an important sense, the Christus Victor theory of atonement is 

 
98 Wolterstorff, The God We Worship, 124. 
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inherently dualist; the created world is in radical opposition to God and resists him, which 

necessitates Christ’s work to redeem the entire cosmos.99 

In the theory of Christus Victor, atonement involves a cosmic drama whereby ‘the victory 

over the hostile powers brings to pass a new relation, a relation of reconciliation, between 

God and the world’.100 With a complete triumph over evil, God reconciles the world to 

himself. This focus offers hope amid lament. Jesus Christ has decisively won and will 

consummate that victory in the eschaton. 

Aware of the overarching cosmic drama of salvation, the church can be said to act on 

behalf of the world in the liturgy. Grounded in the work of Christ, the church interprets and 

proclaims the meaning of history: God’s work to redeem his people. The liturgy speaks to 

the salvific work of Christ as it interprets or reads the past, but is ultimately concerned with 

the future. God reveals himself in history and calls the church to proclaim the Gospel to the 

world. From within creation, the church speaks for the sake of all human beings and the 

universe. Together, the ecclesial community voices both praise and brokenness, as well as 

looking forward to the coming restoration for all things. The church does this through the 

liturgy and the life which is nourished by each week’s participation.  

Through aesthetics and use of created materials in the liturgy, the church demonstrates 

that nonhuman creation may mediate God’s presence in the liturgy. This also points towards 

the cosmic dimensions of salvation and the eschatological age. The created order will be 

caught up with humanity and restored to its true end. Gustaf Aulén calls atonement a ‘drama 

of the world’s salvation’. 101 The liturgy is provisional as it points to the coming age when 

humanity, creation, and God will once again be in right relationship. Thus, liturgical work 

always directs us forward. Just as previous covenants and symbols prefigured Christ, the 

liturgy drives the church towards to our coming perfection of worship and relationship with 

God. In the eschaton ‘we will know in full, just as [we] also have been fully known’.102 

Christianity only rightly interprets the world’s text and properly responds to God in Christ 

by maintaining this eschatological focus. Indeed, we must continue to acknowledge that in 

 
99 Gustaf Aulén, Christus Victor: An Historical Study of the Three Main Types of the Idea of the Atonement, trans. 

A.G. Herbert (New York: The MacMillan Co., 1937), 22, 27. Aulén notes that the dualistic character of the 
Christus Victor theory does not entail a metaphysical dualism, but ‘an opposition between God and that 
which in the created world resists his will,’ 21. 

100 Aulén, Christus Victor, 20-21. 
101 Aulén, Christus Victor, 22. 
102 1 Cor. 15.28 and 13.12. 
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our limited, finite nature, both history and the present are only provisionally understood. 

Until the eschaton, we cannot fully see or know.  

John Zizioulas significantly links this forward-facing nature of the church and proper 

interpretation of the past with the practice of the supper. Zizioulas argues that the early 

church did not merely live ‘by the memory of a historical fact—the Last Supper and the 

earthly life of Christ, including the cross and resurrection—but it accomplished an 

eschatological act’.103 In this sense, the church looks forward, through the supper and 

declaration of Christ’s victory, to the time when cosmic victory will be tangibly expressed in 

the kingdom of God. Pannenberg similarly suggests that the church’s present actions mirror 

all human beings’ future destiny and the broader world. By doing so, the church’s actions 

infuse the present with meaning, when properly focussed on Christ’s triumph.104 

Various aspects of the liturgy declare God’s victory. For instance, the Eucharist 

proclaims the works of God and Christ’s future return.105 The fellowship with God and one 

another around the supper is an ‘acted-out promise of the last fellowship. To be brought 

into the fellowship of this Supper is to anticipate belonging to the fellowship of the 

Kingdom.’106 Thus, liturgy opens up the future and the possibility of participating in the 

kingdom. This is a fulfilment of Christ’s promise to be with and among his people, from his 

place in the eschaton. 

The eschatological tilt and focus on Christ’s coming kingdom guide the liturgical life, 

enabling the church to bridge the ‘eschatological boundary’ that exists. While the gap is not 

fully closed before Christ’s return, the liturgy narrows the divide through union with Christ. 

It does so by uniting the church globally and locally, as well as the historic, present, and 

future generations of the church. The church militant worships together with the church 

 
103 John Zizioulas, Being as Communion (New York: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1985), 21. 
104 Pannenberg puts this eloquently when stating that: ‘the message of the kingdom of God is the 

indispensable condition for meaningful human life, individual and social. The kingdom of God is … the 
horizon and criterion of individual and social life, including the life of the church. The church’s mission is to 
be a sign of the kingdom. The kingdom itself is the content of the eschatological hope for the transformation 
of our mortal lives through participation in God’s eternal glory by the power of his Spirit in the resurrection 
of the dead. The advance pledge of this hope is the crucified and risen Christ. Now in an anticipatory 
manner, and one day fully, we overcome the limits of our present and provisional existence by participating in 
the new life that entered the world in the resurrection of Jesus’ Pannenberg, “The Present and Future 
Church,” 48. Cf. Stanley Grenz, “Sacramental Spirituality, Ecumenism and Mission to the World: 
Foundational Motifs in Panneberg’s Ecclesiology,” Mid-Stream 30 (1991): 22. 

105 1 Cor. 11.26, Lk. 22.16, Mt. 26.29. The Anglican liturgy proclaims this each week when they ‘declare the 
mystery of our faith: Christ has died. Christ is risen. Christ will come again!’ The Episcopal Church, The Book 
of Common Prayer and Administration of the Sacraments and Other Rites and Ceremonies of the Church (New York: 
Church Publishing Incorporated, 1979), 363. 

106 Robert Jenson, Visible Words: The Interpretation and Practice of Christian Sacraments (Philadelphia: Fortress 
Press, 1978), 79. 
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triumphant. By our union with Christ, the liturgy takes human beings beyond themselves 

and into the kingdom. Thus, through the liturgy, the church ‘share[s] the knowledge that is 

part of the life of the Kingdom, only as we in the church overhear the discourse of God’.107 

This relies on both a sacramental understanding of the universe and a focus on theosis. 

Because our present, liturgical acts participate in the kingdom of God, the liturgy shapes us 

presently for the future by announcing the arrival of the kingdom and bringing us in to it. 

Our theosis is ongoing as God forms us into the eschatological people who share in the 

beatific vision. Again, this takes place as part of a dialogue between the human and the 

divine. As Chretién describes, the Word goes out from one person of the Trinity and returns 

through human beings back to the Trinity. 108 We engage in dialogue with the Father, through 

the Son, in the Spirit. This conversation transforms us, along with all that we encounter 

along the way (Is. 55.11). 

Aulén considers this cosmic work of Christ to be possible only through the Holy Spirit’s 

ongoing work. If God is in the process of reconciling creation to himself, then ‘the 

Recapitulation does not end with the triumph of Christ over the enemies which had held 

man in bondage; it continues in the work of the Spirit in the church’.109 By taking believers 

into the kingdom, the Spirit enlivens the church to transform the world alongside God. The 

Spirit thus ‘seals and confirms our ascension into heaven,’110 so that we might announce the 

kingdom and bring it to bear on the present. This occurs as God brings the eschaton into the 

life of the church and transforms the ecclesial people to receive it. We must hold this in 

tension with the acknowledgement that the kingdom of God will never fully come until 

Christ’s physical, victorious return. 

Christ’s kingdom is the new age and the fulfilment of the process begun by his 

recapitulation. As the Spirit confirms the church’s life in heaven, human teleology must be 

redefined in light of the eschaton. While the world asserts that human beings are homo 

competentis, the Spirit calls us to our true nature: homo adorans. Participation in the liturgy 

allows us to reclaim this telos and pursue a life ordered towards the adoration of God. 

Schmemann says that Christ reintroduces Adam into Paradise as he is ‘taken out of 

nothingness and crowned king of creation’.111 Our introduction to paradise means the 

 
107 Jenson, Systematic Theology, 1:230. 
108 Chrétien, The Call and the Response, 17-20, 24-25. 
109 Aulén, Christus Victor, 37. 
110 Alexander Schmemann, For the Life of the World: Sacraments and Orthodoxy (Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimir’s 

Seminary Press, 1973), 44.  
111 Schmemann, For the Life of the World, 15, 45. 
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church can live in light of her true identity, being hidden in Christ and anticipating future 

glory (Col. 3.3). 

The liturgy issues other prophetic judgements. In particular, it calls us to account for the 

failure of human relationships. Pointing towards the world as it will be, the church 

demonstrates how the world ought to be. Human relationships today are misshapen by sin 

and death.112 Each improperly ordered relationship – whether corporate or individual – must 

be redeemed. The church showcases an alternative to present, sinful relationships, thus 

calling our biases, structures, and systems to be held accountable. Accountability should start 

with a lament over our sin and the ways in which our fellow humans suffer due to our 

wrongly ordered affections. Too often, we fail to live for the sake of others. This is a searing 

critique. However, in Christian lament there is also hope. While acknowledging our sin, we 

also recall that ‘he is faithful and just to forgive and cleanse us of all unrighteousness’ (1 Jn 

1.9). Christ is in the process of restoring our relationships and someday they will be 

amended. Schmemann notes that Jesus Christ has ‘broken down the wall between man and 

God. He has inaugurated a new life.’ 113 The new age is a promise upon which we build, 

rather than being overcome by lament. 

Finally, our participation in the liturgy is evidence that God looks on us in Christ. When 

Christ meets us in the liturgy, he does so proleptically; treating our future state as more 

ontologically significant than the present age. God sees us ‘not as we have been, but as we 

will be’.114 This signals not only the eschatological position of Christ (ruling from the 

kingdom of God) but Christ’s ongoing work, drawing the world to its end. Hope enables us 

to remember the world before God rather than seeking escape from it. 115  

 

Conclusion 

The liturgy shapes believers by the gracious work of the Spirit. It reorders our conception of 

time, overcoming the distinction between past, present, and future. This sense of 

reorientation permeates much of church history. The sabbath is a particular image used to 

describe the new reality. Often treated as the seventh day which brings to completion the 

work of creation, the Sabbath could also be viewed as the first day, signalling the beginning 

 
112 This is true of all our relationships: with other humans, with God, with the created order, and even with 

our own selves. 
113 Schmemann, For the Life of the World, 45. 
114 Knight, The Eschatological Economy, 136. 
115 Schmemann, For the Life of the World, 45. 
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of a new age in Christ. In this way, the Sabbath offers an image of the transformation of the 

universe through the resurrection. It is similarly an image of our own transformation from 

homo competentis to homo adorans. By pointing to the new age in Christ, the Sabbath gestures to 

the reorientation of our whole lives which participate in Christ’s cosmic renewal. This vision 

funds our ability to interpret the world’s text and respond to God rightly; a capacity 

developed by the liturgy.  

Many in church history have subscribed to this cyclical relationship between knowing 

Christ and properly interpreting God’s self-revelation throughout the world, particularly in 

their treatment of Scripture.116 Just as Christ is the key to understanding the universe as a 

whole, he is also the one in whose light we may rightly read Scripture. Regardless of whether 

they were preaching from the Old or New Testament, the Fathers looked forward and 

backwards, always interpreting Scripture through the cross and the age to come. Their 

typological reading was deeply christological and offers a helpful example of how reality as a 

whole must be read through Christ. Defining everything in relation to Jesus and in light of 

the restoration of humanity’s true telos of divinisation infused the early church with a rich 

sense of sacramental ontology. In other words, if properly ordered, our lives participate in 

Christ. The liturgy is the primary guide and rubric which enables our sharing in the life of 

Christ and our growth into Christ’s likeness. 

Douglas Knight argues that the Bible and interpretation belong to the church because it 

is united to the one about whom Scripture speaks. Only the community of believers may 

accurately tell and comment upon the story of God.117  Similarly, these same ones may read 

and speak from the ‘text of reality’, to use Davies’ locution once more. 118  Through its 

liturgy, the church tells ‘a better story’ because it tells the true story of the one God. The 

 
116 David C. Steinmetz, “The Superiority of Pre-Critical Exegesis” in Theology Today 37, no. 1 (April 1980): 

37. Steinmetz describes medieval exegesis as multivalent in its conclusions within boundaries guided by a 
reader’s knowledge of God. He notes that ‘The original text as spoken and heard limits a field of possible 
meanings [which] belong to the life of the Bible in the encounter between author and reader.’ Steinmetz 
argues that how one interprets passages such as Matthew 20.1-16 is correlated to our understanding of God’s 
character. In the case of the aforementioned parable, he specifically notes God’s generosity and mercy as 
guiding interpretation, “Pre-Critical Exegesis,” 35. Thomas Aquinas suggests something similar in the 
opening to the Summa Theologiae. He describes how God must reveal himself to be known by human beings, 
but that humans must also ‘direct their thoughts and actions to the end’ of knowing God. I q. 1 art. 1. He 
further adds that once revealed by God, such knowledge ‘must be accepted by faith’. I q. 1 reply to obj. 1. 

117 Knight, The Eschatological Economy, 208-9: ‘There is no talking about history without subsequently making 
clear who is talking, who it is that is telling that history and is able to tell that history because it is one to 
which the speaker is party.’ 

118 Davies, The Creativity of God, 145. 
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Spirit’s work in the liturgy to form God’s people enlivens their faithful discernment and 

speech about the nature of reality.  

We now return to the truth-telling that occurs in the liturgy and the three aspects of the 

liturgy that reveal what an accurate reading of the ‘text of reality’ requires. Anamnesis, present 

participation, and anticipation are not separate movements but occur simultaneously. To 

remember God’s actions in the past is to participate in the unfolding drama of the divine 

economy. To participate now in that drama also involves joyful anticipation of the final 

consummation of all that God has begun. With this framework for knowing and 

participating in God, the following chapter will demonstrate how that formation occurs – 

particularly through human embodiment.119 

 
  

 
119 By embodiment, I am referencing the indwelling of our material bodies and the knowledge of the world 

and God which can be appropriated as we indwell our bodies. My thesis thus intends to bridge the common 
dualistic divide between body and mind, drawing attention to what the mind knows through the body, as we 
materially and physically inhabit the world. There is a good deal of work being done in this arena at the 
moment, much of which I have been unable to exhaustively address due to the scope of my thesis. I have 
chosen to focus on the work of Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Michael Polanyi in philosophy, as well as Dru 
Johnson and Joel Green in theology. Other important voices include Bessel van der Kolk, author of The Body 
Keeps the Score: Brain, Mind, and Body in the Healing of Trauma (New York: Penguin Books, 2014) and Ola 
Sigurdson, Heavenly Bodies: Incarnation, the Gaze, and Embodiment in Christian Theology (Grand Rapids: William B. 
Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2016). 



Chapter Two 

Human Embodiment and Knowing God Through Liturgy 
 

Introduction 

The previous chapter closed with the assertion that the liturgy is particularly effectual for 

enabling the church to know God. Participation transforms believers to see the world 

through Christ; it likewise shapes their ability to respond appropriately to God, through their 

lives and speech. Taking a cue from incarnational Christology, this chapter will explore how 

transformation occurs through our embodied participation in the liturgy. In taking on 

human nature, Christ redeems the body, affirming its dignity and ongoing value. Christ’s 

body secures the importance of our embodied experience, and he continues to uphold the 

dignity of our complete human nature as he maintains – rather than discards – his body in 

his session. 

The apparent worth of embodied existence suggests several implications, many related 

to our mundane, everyday existence. In what follows, I will consider the body’s role in our 

coming to know and how that applies to Christian liturgy. The incarnation points us to the 

importance of a holistic anthropology. It is vital to affirm that both mind and body must be 

formed into the image of God so that we may live as God’s people. With all its sensory cues, 

the liturgy is an aesthetically rich environment which shapes us as whole persons. Christian 

liturgy thus serves to engage our embodiment and anchor our manner of understanding and 

being in the world. 

As with all creation, our minds and bodies have both suffered under the fall. We are no 

longer naturally inclined to seek God and dwell in his presence. Christ, however, 

recapacitates us by becoming the new head of the human race and redeeming human nature. 

I described in Chapter One how Christ recapitulates humanity and baptism unites the 

church with Christ. Christ thus enlivens our ability to be formed in his image, to be 

recapacitated towards proper knowledge and living.  

Fagerberg picks up on this idea of capacity, describing the liturgy as that which 

‘capacitates a person. Capacities differ from a skill or activity in that capacities are formed 

and developed over a long period, and must be practiced consistently.’1 Liturgy addresses 

how we can develop the capacity to engage with God. Liturgical participation empowers us 

 
1 Fagerberg, Theologia Prima, 127. 
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to see God in the world and live properly in light of that vision. The body is intrinsically 

involved in this process. Liturgical events such as Passover, baptism, and movements in the 

service intentionally engage our bodies. In this chapter, I will explain how that engagement 

shapes our imagination and beliefs. While there is a growing body of literature on the role of 

the body in our knowing the world, I will begin by drawing on the work of Michael Polanyi. 

I will also focus on several theologians and biblical scholars who have similarly engaged 

questions regarding the embodied nature of our knowing. Among many crucial insights, 

Polanyi’s epistemological framework synthesises tacit and explicit knowledge, developing a 

manner of knowing that emphasises attentiveness over mastery. Polanyi’s paradigm will be 

supplemented primarily by the work of Brevard Childs, Dru Johnson, and Joel Green, who 

helpfully link embodied knowledge with biblical examples of knowing through participation 

and recent neuroscience. 

Ultimately, liturgical formation shapes our understanding of God and our very way of 

being in the world. Our formation involves slow, deliberate growth that takes place over a 

lifetime. As Fagerberg notes, ‘capacities serve to shape a life; they are not so much the doing 

of something as the way in which something is done’.2 Thus, our way of coming to know 

God through the liturgy shapes not only our experience of God’s presence there. The beliefs 

formed by embodied engagement with God will also mould our way of inhabiting the world.  

 

Michael Polanyi 

The ability to articulate theological reasons behind specific behaviours is sometimes beyond 

the immediate ability of liturgical participants. That does not mean, however, that 

participants cannot know through engagement. Rather, their engagement of rituals and 

movements is understood subconsciously or tacitly. In other words, it is in the background 

of their knowledge. As various frameworks and behaviours compose the background for our 

lives, participants deploy a particular understanding in order to inhabit the world in a specific 

way. This often occurs without an individual’s conscious awareness. The phrase ‘we know 

more than we can say’ aptly summarises the ability to order life around tacit beliefs. 

Michael Polanyi, a chemist who became an epistemologist, structures much of his 

conceptual framework around this concept of tacit knowledge. Much of modern science has 
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attempted to ‘establish a strictly detached, objective knowledge’.3 This effort has gone 

beyond the hard sciences into nearly every other discipline. Polanyi, however, argues that the 

assumption that knowledge consists primarily of cognitive efforts expressed in propositions 

without meaningfully involving the knower is inconsistent with reality. Alternatively, he 

suggests that knowing possesses a ‘from-to’ structure. We attend away from a set of 

particulars towards an object in focus. This is based on two levels of knowing, tacit and 

explicit knowledge. Tacit beliefs are those which we hold beneath the surface of our explicit 

knowledge. These give rise to our formally stated beliefs but are rooted much more deeply in 

our subconscious.  

 

Subsidiary Focal Awareness 
Polanyi’s from-to structure involves a movement from tacit to explicit levels of knowing. As 

I mentioned, explicit knowledge is formal and propositional; it is founded upon a range of 

tacit assumptions, skills, and convictions which are inseparable from the knowing subject.4 

Tacit knowledge, on the other hand, is precognitive. It consists of something that is known 

but cannot necessarily be articulated. A simple example is knowing how to ride a bicycle. A 

child might ride very well, but be unable to explain how they do so, let alone explain the 

physics involved in a scientific account. Tacit knowledge is often more associated with the 

body. We sense things as we interact with the world through our body – even if those 

‘things’ do not give rise to formal reflection. We know how to sit at the dinner table, where 

to stand in line, who to embrace, etcetera. This kind of knowledge develops in us an entire 

way of viewing and inhabiting the world. It is a manner of living which we do not often 

reflect upon or distil into explicit beliefs. Despite this, tacit knowledge composes our way of 

being in the world. Our subsequent manner of living is evidence of a complex belief system 

regarding the nature of reality. 

This manner of inhabiting the world through a subconscious framework means that 

tacit knowledge is integrative. We intuitively draw together many disparate factors to 

construct an understanding of the universe in which we dwell. Human beings dwell in many 

 
3 Michael Polanyi, The Tacit Dimension (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1966), 20: ‘The declared aim of 

modern science is to establish a strictly detached, objective knowledge. Any falling short of this ideal is 
accepted only as a temporary imperfection, which we must aim at eliminating.’ 

4 Polanyi, The Tacit Dimension, 20: ‘the ideal of eliminating all personal elements of knowledge would, in 
effect, aim at the destruction of all knowledge’. Further, in The Study of Man (London: Routledge, 2014), 
Polanyi states, ‘I deny that any participation of the knower in the shaping of knowledge must invalidate 
knowledge, though I admit that it impairs its objectivity,’ 13. 
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frameworks: religious, scientific, political, and economic, among others. Within each, there 

are any number of features of the physical and cultural environment and sensory clues. 

These shape a specific message or piece of knowledge but are not that knowledge in and of 

themselves. Instead, they point away from themselves towards the object in view. It is only 

by directing attention away from themselves in a cohesive manner that they may impart 

meaning to the viewer.5 All knowledge is like this.  

Typically, we do not consider in depth the particulars of a situation or framework. On 

some level, this is even preferable. We may find it profitable to examine particular features 

from time to time. Nevertheless, generally speaking, it is best taken as a whole because only 

together do the features of a framework point to that which we are attempting to know.6 Thus, 

we indwell a framework. To indwell means we engage it not as a mere observer but as one 

who is subject to and receives the framework as a whole. We then utilise the connection of 

all the details to comprehend the meaning of what we perceive. In the act of knowing or 

discovery, a range of considerations and beliefs are in play without being directly in view. 

They are actually subsidiary to the knowing process. They are the background which serves 

to orient our gaze forward. Knowing involves attending away from such subsidiaries to the 

entire picture.7 

These clues and connections below the surface of our conscious awareness form a tacit 

dimension to our way of knowing. They are our primary mechanism for knowing the world. 

The tacit dimension then begets what Polanyi calls a subsidiary focal awareness. This 

awareness is the entire framework of particulars, coming together. We attend away from the 

particulars towards that which is focally in view. It is a framework as it integrates various 

details to compose a frame through which we gaze at the world. The framework is subsidiary 

because it falls to the background as we look through rather than at it. Finally, it develops our 

focus by orienting our gaze towards what we are consciously attempting to understand. 

Discovery works similarly. A subsidiary framework or awareness allows knowers to 

sense a problem and possible solution without knowing either explicitly.8 Discovery occurs 

when subsidiary pieces or even multiple frameworks merge into a new, unforeseen and 

 
5 Michael Polanyi, Knowing and Being: Essays by Michael Polanyi, ed. Marjorie Grene (Chicago: University of 

Chicago Press, 1969), 125-6, 128. 
6 Polanyi argues that ‘even when particulars can be identified, isolation changes their appearance to some 

extent’. Knowing and Being, 124.  
7 Polanyi, Tacit Dimension, 9, ‘we are aware of that from which we are attending to another thing in the 

appearance of that thing. We may call this the phenomenal structure of tacit knowing.’ 
8 Polanyi, Tacit Dimension, 24. 
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cohesive framework. The discovery imparts new meaning to the prior framework, often 

reshaping previous beliefs.9 Polanyi argues that one’s entire understanding of reality is based 

upon such integration within and between frameworks.10 

 

The Body and Tools 
Much of our tacit knowledge comes to us through our bodies. Maurice Merleau-Ponty notes 

that this is because we cannot live in the world without living through our bodies. We are in 

the world insofar as we are in it as our bodies.11 Polanyi similarly argues that the human body 

is involved in all knowing because it is ‘involved in the perception of objects [and] it 

participates thereby in our knowing of all other things outside’.12 As Merleau-Ponty suggests, 

we are only able to indwell the world insofar as we do so through our bodies. The form and 

shape of our bodies impact how we experience the world and can know it. Again, this plays 

on Polanyi’s from-to structure of knowing. He argues that only by submitting to the indwelt 

nature of our embodied lives can we attend away from our bodies to the things outside of it. 

If we attempt to act only as external observers, we often ‘tend to look at things happening in 

the body’ and thereby ‘miss the meaning these events have for the person’.13 In other words, 

if we do not recognise the significance of embodiment for our knowing, we risk missing how 

events and experiences have meaning for the knower. We may wrongly focus on the event. 

It is possible to focus on the events of the liturgy as if they are distinct from the 

community. In doing so, one might forget that the liturgy is not a thing in and of itself. 

Instead, an embodied community performs or enacts the liturgical movements. The liturgy 

thus occurs for the community and shaping participants through their bodily interactions. 

During the ecclesial community’s worship of God, the liturgy provides a richly embodied 

manner of engaging with God by serving each of our senses; our spatial awareness is also 

deeply formed by participation. Each sensory engagement informs our manner of knowing 

God. The body does not merely play a role in our knowing and indwelling the universe; it is 

the only means by which we may indwell and know the world. This recognition opens our 

 
9 Polanyi, Knowing and Being, 134. Further, in Tacit Dimension, Polanyi offers the example of Copernicus, 

whose heliocentric understanding of the universe not only suggested but was clarified by Newton’s discovery 
of gravity. Polanyi, Tacit Dimension, 23.  

10 Polanyi, Tacit Dimension, 13, 18; Polanyi, Knowing and Being, 184. 
11 Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception (New York: Routledge, 2012), 140. 
12 Polanyi, Tacit Dimension, 29. 
13 Polanyi, Knowing and Being, 148. 
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eyes to the significance of those repeated rituals in which we choose to participate (whether 

cognizant or not).  

Polanyi also wrote extensively about the use of tools as a means of knowing. Tools can 

include anything from a scientist’s microscope to a blind person’s cane. As a person 

consistently utilises a tool, they develop the ability to attend away from the probe to the 

object with which it connects. By doing so, the tool comes to function as a part of the body. 

In Polanyi’s words, ‘we incorporate it into our body – or extend our body to include it – so 

that we come to dwell in it’.14 For instance, a blind person’s cane would initially only 

reference indeterminate objects pushing against the individual’s hand holding the cane. 

However, through consistent use and increased familiarity, the cane becomes an extension of 

the arm as a blind person subsumes the tool into themselves interacting with it as a part of 

their own body.15 Humans have the ability to live through something by incorporating it into 

our bodies. When using a tool in this way, our ‘interpretive effort transposes meaningless 

feelings into meaningful ones’.16 

Another example would be a belt sander, our first use of which is more jarring vibration 

than anything else. Eventually, we may come to feel through the sander, to the timber and thus 

know when it is smooth or requires further work. The wood is the object to be known, and 

the sander is the means of doing so. This expertise only occurs after many instances of 

engagement. Repeated practice enables such expertise, allowing us to extend ourselves into 

the world through particular tools. 

The liturgy has a variety of tools or mechanisms which facilitate our engagement with 

and knowing of God. Sitting, standing, kneeling, genuflecting, reciting prayers, receiving 

communion, etcetera. These sorts of things often seem alien when first encountered. 

Consistent use, however, breeds a familiarity which allows us to see the world in a new 

manner. Reciting Psalms or the Lord’s Prayer may feel strange and foreign at first. However, 

we slowly come to inhabit the world expressed through the liturgy by learning the words and 

images. By making them our own, we come to see God or the world through the lens offered 

by such prayers, images, and tools. We begin attending away from the particular mechanisms 

of the liturgy and towards God. This sort of repeated engagement forms us to know God 

through the liturgy and shapes as God’s people. 

 
14 Polanyi, Tacit Dimension, 16. 
15 Polanyi, Tacit Dimension, 13, 17, 48-9; Knowing and Being, 127-8. 
16 Polanyi, Tacit Dimension, 12. 
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Clearly, knowledge is not only mediated by the body. The body is actively involved in 

discoveries by assimilating tools and various mechanisms.17 In the Phenomenology of Perception, 

Maurice Merleau-Ponty similarly argues that the human body is not an object known in 

isolation from ourselves or the world. ‘Our body is [not] in space nor for that matter in time. 

It inhabits space and time.’18 That is to say, our bodies are not separate from, but rather 

constitute our way of being in the world. He goes on to state that our bodies are our ‘means 

of communication’; we come to know the world only through bodily engagement.19  

Both Polanyi and Merleau-Ponty explore the ways in which our knowing of the world 

takes shape through bodily engagement and the ways in which it is shaped by our psycho-

social makeup. We indwell various frameworks for knowing the world. These frameworks 

are comprised of tacit beliefs; they include particular tools for engaging with the world and 

are developed and refined through particular habits of engagement. Subsequently, these 

frameworks determine our way of being in the world. Indeed, such, beliefs, habitual actions 

and tools so thoroughly shape our existence that we might even say they ‘are’ our existence, 

at least insofar as they are our way of existing. 

 

Tradition 
Finally, Polanyi also emphasises that each knower dwells within a tradition of enquiry. He 

often uses the hard sciences as an example, explaining that students are typically introduced 

to the traditions applicable to the field of enquiry by a supervisor who is responsible for 

training lab technicians, researchers, and others. Scientific disciplines consist in a tradition 

which has various epistemological structures and presuppositions. New participants in the 

tradition are inducted, through practice, into the broader scientific community both globally 

and historically. A tradition shapes those who belong to it and their perception of reality. An 

individual must trust the foundations of the tradition (or discipline), as well as their 

supervisor’s ability to train them properly. In this sense, we inherit knowledge, and particular 

frameworks form the basis of discovery.20 Participation in a tradition of enquiry entails a 

certain commitment to a body of orthodox understanding. This commitment does not 

constrain genuine enquiry or the discovery of new knowledge but the body of orthodox 

 
17 Polanyi, Knowing and Being, 148, 183. 
18 Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception, 140. 
19 Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception, 95. Indeed, our bodies are the means by which we interact with 

others and engage ‘with them rather than beside them’. 
20 Polanyi, Tacit Dimension, 71-2; The Study of Man, 68, 98. 
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‘doctrine’ constitutes a basis for further enquiry and a framework within which new data can 

be assessed and understood. The bounds of orthodoxy help to determine what is true and 

valid and what is false, albeit, as Thomas Kuhn has pointed out, the framework can 

sometimes be radically reconfigured.21 Polanyi notes that diverse communities of 

practitioners share scientific research. They evaluate one another’s work and disregard bad 

data and treat outliers with caution.22 The church has historically done similar vetting – 

through ecumenical councils which determined consensus based on Scripture and historical 

witness.23  

The process of being inducted to a tradition is thus a communal, relational effort. It also 

involves both ongoing engagement and submission to a particular field’s authorities and 

structures. Marjorie Grene calls this ‘a kind of lay Augustinianism’ as Polanyi argues that 

such commitment precedes genuine knowledge or discovery. As Esther Lightcap Meek, one 

of Polanyi’s leading interpreters puts it ‘we voice our ultimate convictions “from within the 

whole system of acceptances that are logically prior to any particular assertion of our own, 

prior to the holding of any particular piece of knowledge”’.24 

Humans make an a priori commitment to various tacit beliefs or presuppositions. These 

then facilitate further research and discovery. For Polanyi, Augustine’s maxim rings clearly 

here: we must believe before we can see properly or know adequately.25 Grene is correct in 

her estimation of this paradigm. Given his encouragement to trust tradition, it is crucial to 

note that Polanyi does not think of tradition as a static relic of medieval piety or 

scholasticism.26 Instead, his point is that each new generation does not begin from scratch. 

 
21 See Thomas Kuhn, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions, 2nd ed. (London and Chicago: The University of 

Chicago Press, 1970). 
22 An important corollary of this is the recognition that we have access to only limited amounts of 

knowledge and we trust the community of believers’ (scientific or otherwise) for accuracy and insight as we 
build on what they have discovered in their own research. Polanyi notes this saying that science and other 
disciplines practice a ‘principle of mutual control. It consists … of the simple fact that scientists keep watch over 
each other.’ Tacit Dimension, 72. This ongoing dialogue in the discipline of science occurs as scientists across 
the world see and evaluate one another’s work. Murray Jardine describes this process as one in which 
‘scientists in training are “socialized.”’ Murray Jardine, “Michael Polanyi’s Response to the Crisis of 
Modernity and Its Relation to Recent Developments in Theology,” in Perspectives on Political Science (June 2013), 
180. 

23 Of course, this is not a perfect process and has had major faults throughout Christianity’s history and 
failed particularly in recent decades. 

24 Esther Lightcap Meek, Contact with Reality: Michael Polanyi’s Realism and Why It Matters (Eugene OR: 
Cascade Books, 2017), 162. 

25 ‘Traditionalism, which requires us to believe before we know, in order that we know’, is thus a deeper 
insight than moderns often like to admit. Polanyi, Tacit Dimension, 61-62. 

26 The ‘static’ nature of even these two ideas is contestable. Medieval piety, though transfixed in some ways, 
was also multivalent and energetic, spawning new orders of devotion, heretics, and countless movements for 
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Communities transmit knowledge along traditional and communal lines, through reputable 

sources. 

In a similar manner way, the church has a core tradition of interpretation and orthodox 

theology. To be fair, this varies between communities of faith. There has also been 

significant disagreement over the past two thousand years. The church has split several 

times, and the resultant offshoots have also separated further over differing views of 

orthodoxy and proper interpretation. Nevertheless, at its most basic, the church can rally 

around the historic creeds which express the most essential features of the faith. New 

believers must trust their particular tradition to form and shape them to engage with God 

adequately. If they do not, nothing else in the scheme of knowing through participation is 

likely to be effective. 

 

The Body in Ritual Practice 
Catherine Bell develops a parallel understanding to Polanyi in her book Ritual Theory, Ritual 

Practice. Prior to her work, embodied, ritual action was often considered a reflection on 

religious beliefs. Bell, however, argues that the process goes in the opposite direction. For 

Bell, it is actions which are primary and embodied rituals develop rather than reflect upon 

belief. Just like language and body gestures, ritualised actions offer a particular manner of 

inhabiting the world. The body is ‘inscribed’ with meaning through participation in a ritual 

setting. For instance, kneeling does not only convey a message to the participant and those at a 

distance. It also positions the body to be ‘identified with subordination’ as Bell puts it. The 

posture of kneeling may convey other theologically worthy messages too, of course – 

submission, reverence, humility, and so on.27  

Bell argues that the logic of the ritual is thus ‘embodied in the physical movements of 

the body’. It persists at a level beyond (or underneath) explicit articulation.28 As the symbols, 

actions, and words are systematically deployed, they inherit new meaning by participation 

and the actor’s submission to them. This process of internalisation results in a ‘ritualised 

person’ who can generate and deploy beliefs in other situations.29 Such deployment of 

ritualised schemes or ways of knowing occurs after the agent has come to see this particular 

 
political and ecclesial change. Scholasticism, while having its own difficulties, was also lively as it sought to 
answer questions which arose from a certain framework or manner of interpreting the world. 

27 Catherine Bell, Ritual Theory, Ritual Practice (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1992), 99. 
28 Bell, Ritual Theory, 99. 
29 Bell, Ritual Theory, 99. 
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way of being in the world. ‘In other words, the moulding of the body within a highly 

structured environment … primarily acts to restructure bodies in the very doing of the acts 

themselves.’30 Thus, liturgical actions carry the belief in themselves. They train us to see, act, 

and know differently than we did before our participation. 

Participation need not always be direct personal engagement to shape belief and 

imagination – for instance, various facets of Christian liturgy shape belief without direct 

involvement. The priest, deacons, and congregation interact with different aspects of the 

liturgy in distinct ways. Similar formation at a distance also occurred in Israel. Dru Johnson 

points out that ritual participation can be representative ‘for the sake of others’ and that in 

Israel, this was ‘especially important pertaining to sacrifices’.31 If they were not directly 

involved in the enactment of the ritual, community members might nevertheless come to 

know through assisting with preparations for an event, or through participation in 

surrounding festive actions. In Christian liturgy, not everyone supplies the bread and wine 

for communion, nor does the entire community process into the sanctuary at the same time. 

However, some individuals do prepare bread, some receive the offerings, and others witness 

or observe these actions. All can be means by which believers come to know the Christian 

story through liturgical action.  

The human body and our participation play an essential role in knowledge. Rather than 

pure, distanced objectivity, the knower is intimately involved in the process of discovery. 

Much – indeed probably all – of our knowledge is mediated through our bodies. We read 

signals like facial expressions and traffic instructions, train ears to recognise differing 

instruments or animal sounds, and our hands or feet can incorporate other objects into 

which we extend ourselves. These are only a few examples of how knowledge and awareness 

of the world come to us through our bodies. Much more could be said about the capacity of 

the body’s subconscious power – for instance, the unconscious ability of a mother’s body to 

develop antibodies for an unhealthy, nursing infant.32 Such examples are beyond the scope 

of my research. It is clear, however, that we know the world as embodied persons. We 

 
30 Bell, Ritual Theory, 100. 
31 Dru Johnson, Knowledge by Ritual: A Biblical Prolegomena to Sacramental Theology (University Park, PA: 

Eisenbraun, 2016), 149. 
32 Johnson draws attention to a similar phenomenon: ‘a pregnant woman’s body, when malnourished, will 

redirect nutrients to her child instead of the mother’, Knowledge by Ritual, 91. These are remarkable feats of 
unconscious, epistemic choices on the part of the human body, but they are beyond the purview of this 
study. 
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engage with one another, creation, God, and ourselves through the body. To be human is to 

be in the world through our bodies. 

 

Holistic Anthropology 

Given the manner in which our body is involved in knowing, anything less than a holistic, 

integrated anthropology is deficient. Perhaps more fundamentally, the life and resurrection 

of Christ grounded a holistic understanding of human being. By assuming a human body, 

Christ redeems and sanctifies our bodies which have been subjected to the curse. In the 

resurrection and ascension, Christ shows us what our humanity will look like in the eschaton. 

Consideration of the implications of the incarnation for our personhood must be done 

eschatologically – who we will become in Christ ought to determine how we understand 

ourselves today. Christ’s resurrected body still bears the scars of his wounds, and the risen 

Jesus retains the ability to eat, and to be physically present with the disciples. This suggests 

that we too will retain our bodies in the eschaton, along with our minds and spirits. The 

integrated and holistic anthropology evident in Scripture supports the argument I am 

developing that a sensory-rich liturgical service in which we participate through movement 

and bodily gestures contributes significantly to our formation as Christians.33 By ministering 

to all our senses and the mind, the liturgy facilitates the work of the Holy Spirit in forming 

us as whole persons.  

Joel Green addresses some of the neurological and physical reasons why rituals shape us 

and his work reinforces the epistemological paradigm suggested by Polanyi. He notes that 

human beings are born with an excess of neural synapses. By developing connections 

between the synapses, each person builds a framework for conceiving and interpreting the 

world. 34 The body not only maintains those which are used regularly but also remodels them 

when new connections develop. 35  Our development and transformation through 

 
33 It should be noted that this sensory rich service is not about entertainment or a show-like quality. Rather, 

the senses are engaged as the body moves and participates in the liturgical service rather than observing as a 
mere audience. 

34 Joel Green, Body, Soul, and Human Life: The Nature of Humanity in the Bible (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 
2008), 118: ‘in order to make life events meaningful, we must conceptualize them and we do so in terms of 
well-worn paths in our brains’. More technically, Green states that ‘our hermeneutical equipment, then, is 
formed at the synaptic level, is capable of reformation, and is even now providing the conceptual schemes or 
imaginative structures by which we make sense of the world around us…That is, embodied human life 
performs like a cultural, neuro-hermeneutic system, locating (and, thus, making sense of) current realities in 
relation to our grasp of the past and expectations of the future.’ 118. 

35 Green, Body, Soul, and Human Life, 115. On the other hand, we are born with so many synapses that unless 
regularly utilised, some connections eventually fall into ‘disuse [and] are eliminated’. 



 57 

participation in ritual is like the process of learning in science as described by Polanyi. The 

new discoveries made through scientific practice reshape frameworks and offer new modes 

of interpretation. This ongoing process demonstrates that both ‘nature and nurture’ are at 

work in sculpting the brain to ‘form and reform’ the self. 36 This way of knowing the world is 

deeply entwined with our embodiment. Green states explicitly that ‘language, disposition, 

beliefs, behaviours, feelings, experiences … do not belong to the world of the ethereal but 

are embodied’.37 

Over time and through regular repetition, behaviours and habits form pathways in the 

brain. These neural pathways compose a particular hermeneutical structure. Just as we learn 

to feel the wood through the belt sander, we eventually come to see the world through the 

patterns of thinking which we have developed. Often those patterns are established through 

ritualised practices. In a very tangible and physical way, our experiences and behavioural 

practices become the means by which we understand our lives. Our assumptions about what 

is good, true, and beautiful are guided at this subsidiary or tacit level in the brain. In this way, 

through our embodied experiences and interpretations, we acquire a particular way of being 

in the world.38 By repeatedly treading the same territory of the brain in our physical habits 

and patterns, we determine the ‘structure and shape [of] our way of seeing the world’.39 Our 

actions impact how we indwell the world. They are the structure and way of believing, 

inasmuch as they are also the content. 

Ultimately for Polanyi and other scholars such as Green and Meek, the concern is less 

about explicating an exhaustive system of truth and more about the possibility to know truly 

so as to live truly. In the words of Meek, this is because ‘knowing … is being’.40 Indwelling an 

idea or framework is an act of being by a person or community. Our knowing is our action 

 
36 Green, Body, Soul, and Human Life, 115. 
37 Green, Body, Soul, and Human Life, 107. 
38 Johnson argues that the development of these connections does not end with childhood. Even as adults, 

‘we are not merely thinkers who act, but our thinking is shaped by our action and our acts are types of 
thinking’. Johnson, Knowledge by Ritual, 99. Green agrees, stating that our brains continue to be notably 
malleable, even past primary developmental stages, Body, Soul, and Human Life, 119. This should have a 
profound impact on our thinking regarding those activities in which we engage as children and young adults 
while our moral formation is still in process, as well as for adults who may experience a ‘drift’ from ecclesial 
structures. Leisure activities like violent video games, for example, can not only desensitize us to violence but 
also shape the way in which we perceive ‘the other’ or engage in conflict resolution. On that same basis, 
moving away from the practices which shape and orient our vision towards God and the church is likely to 
be detrimental to an individual’s ongoing relationship with God. How does one maintain relationship or 
knowledge without engagement with the subject? 

39 Johnson, Knowledge by Ritual, 110. 
40 Meek, Contact with Reality, 95. 
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just as our actions are types or ways of knowing.41 Knowing is thus an act of both body and 

mind. 

 

So That You Might Know 

Before applying Polanyi’s framework to the liturgy, I will demonstrate that this paradigm 

echoes the ways of knowing that are found in Scripture. Not only does Scripture speak well 

of the body and suggest that integration is involved in human personhood, but the Bible also 

provides many examples of how we know God through embodied practice. Indeed, 

Scripture frequently suggests a link between knowing and being.  

Similar to Polanyi, Scripture demonstrates that our knowledge of God and the world is 

less about mastery and more about attentiveness. Murray Rae notes that a biblical 

epistemology is inherently relational; we attend to God so that we might be formed to know 

him. We must engage with God as a person rather than an object. This ensures our 

knowledge arises not ‘through domination’ but instead ‘conforms the knower to what is 

known’.42 Such an encounter results in the transformation of the knower through the 

knowing process. Israel demonstrates this by living through the boundaries and rituals of the 

Torah. The laws given to Israel following the Exodus are not punitive. They are rather an act 

of grace which provides the context for a relationship with God. The Torah teaches who 

God is while also sanctifying practitioners and redeeming them from the world. Reflecting 

on commands given to the people so that they will remember God and his work, Brevard 

Childs draws attention to the centrality of ritual. Rather than providing propositional 

knowledge or a catechism, God gives Israel actions to develop their knowledge of him. God 

commands feasts, rituals, sacrifice, and rest ‘so that you might know’ (Ex. 31.13; Lev. 23.43). 

In the same way, the Passover demonstrates that the Exodus is not closed off from the 

present; other rituals bring the past forward and shape Israel to know God through them.  

Past and present exist on the same continuum of God’s redemptive purpose, and ritual 

participation forms Israel to see the unity of YHWH’s actions.43 Childs illustrates this with 

the example of Sabbath. By resting from work, Israel recalls that ‘you were slaves in Egypt’ 

(Deut. 5.15). Childs draws attention to the order: ritual precedes memory. He argues, 

 
41 Johnson, Knowledge by Ritual, 110-112. 
42 Murray Rae, “‘Incline Your Ear So That You May Live’: Principles of Biblical Epistemology” in The Bible 

and Epistemology: Biblical Soundings on the Knowledge of God, eds. Mary Healy and Robin Parry (Milton Keynes, 
UK: Paternoster, 2007), 161. 

43 Brevard Childs, Memory and Tradition in Israel (London: SCM Press, 1962), 42. 
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‘Memory does not serve to arouse a psychological reaction of sympathy for slaves. Rather 

the reverse is true. Israel observes the Sabbath in order to remember her slavery and 

deliverance.’44 

Dru Johnson argues that the entire Torah is a framework to teach Israel discernment. 

Rituals enable Israel to recognise through repeated practice the nature of the world, human 

identity, and our relationship to God. An Israelite should be able to deploy this framework, 

developed by the Law, in order to inhabit the world righteously. To demonstrate how such 

deployment functions, I will use a somewhat obscure law and associated rituals – those 

regarding the cleanliness of a woman passing through menstruation (Lev. 15.19-24). If we 

can use Polanyi’s process of discernment here, then it will be apparent that the manner of 

knowing through subsidiary focal awareness and overlapping frameworks is biblically sound. 

Again, this will not demonstrate exhaustive knowledge or a sense of mastery but rather the 

practice of attending to God, through the Law. 

When a Jewish woman is on her menstrual cycle, she is unclean. She remains unclean 

until after her bleeding has ended and she has ritually washed in a mikvah. Her uncleanliness 

is not an issue of sin; the natural function of a woman’s body is not evil or sinful. The 

description of uncleanness is essential, however. It suggests that something has gone awry or 

moved out of alignment with its purpose – in this case, the ultimate purpose of a woman’s 

womb. Men’s and women’s bodies should be oriented towards life. Just as the overflow of 

trinitarian love resulted in God’s choice to produce life by creating the universe, so too our 

marital lives ought to be directed towards giving life, both emotionally and physically. This 

orientation to life also demonstrates that God has life in himself: ‘in him there is no 

darkness’ (1 Jn. 1.5). We who are made in God’s image, who have God’s breath, ought to be 

aimed at life, not death. The effusion of blood at the end of a cycle, however, indicates the 

opposite. As the body releases potential for a new life, it experiences a sort of death, a 

missed opportunity (albeit one which will be renewed again by the time the woman is once 

more ritually clean). The need to be separate and eventually cleansed speaks to the value of 

life. Israel learns that God gives life; he is the source of life, and desires life for his people. 

Because the woman experiences loss and death through her body, she must wait before 

approaching the God of life. Indeed, anyone who comes into contact with her is similarly 

tainted by death and must also be cleansed (Lev. 15.22-24).  

 
44 Childs, Memory and Tradition, 53. 
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Restricting certain activities reminds a woman, her family, and the community of this 

threefold reality: who God is, who we are, the nature of the world. The ritual does not 

explicitly explain the belief. Instead, the restrictions and subsequent ritual washing rightly 

orient our gaze regarding the nature of life, death, and our approach to God. Rituals tell us 

how to be in the world, how to live, what is most important. Thus, engaging in certain 

activities (or refraining from doing so) develops our gaze; it teaches us how to be. 

Speaking of the entire Torah, Dru Johnson suggests that ‘all practices in the life of Israel 

… should lead the Israelite to ask, “What does this practice teach me to recognize which I can 

later discern elsewhere?”’45 As the above example illustrates, how the body is engaged in 

rituals, restrictions from activity, and social parameters forms us to see the world in a 

particular way. Similarly, ritual sacrifices tell Israel who she is or should be. For example, sin 

offerings direct Israel’s gaze to the need for grace and redemption. By having blood 

sprinkled over the people, the Israelites feel that salvation comes from someone other than 

themselves. The ‘practice does something to them, shaping and disposing their bodies 

through habituation’.46 Their actions do not express the belief as a proposition following 

reflection. The sacrifices determine or generate that belief. Israel is more a passive recipient 

in its participation than anything else.  

We must interpret our experiences and subsequent knowledge. To do so, we carefully 

submit to a tradition and community of knowing. Those further along in knowing God and 

interpreting the world in light of God’s self-revelation are key to our proper interpretation. 

Community is central to our knowing and right interpretation. Embodied knowledge is thus 

caught up with our sense of self, knowing God, and our way of living before God in the 

world he has set before us.  

 

Conversion 

What happens when we realise that our prior manner of interpreting the world was 

incorrect? When we discern errors, how can we make a move from one set of beliefs to 

another after seeing the truth? This puzzling query has two critical pieces, one neurological 

and the other based in the work of the Holy Spirit. Conversion also highlights the 

connections between knowing through the body and the cosmology I developed in the 

previous chapter. 

 
45 Johnson, Knowledge by Ritual, 156. 
46 Johnson, Knowledge by Ritual, 141. 
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First, Joel Green notes that the shift in our heuristic or interpretive lens is a significant 

reordering within the brain. A ‘conversion’ is possible only through a change in our 

conceptual structures. This shift then reshapes our manner of living. In the complete 

overhaul, one adopts a new heuristic or way through which to see the world. We begin to see 

the world through the ‘identifying beliefs and values’ of the new perspective.47 The new 

paradigm enables fresh ways of attaching significance to life’s events. The new framework 

also becomes the way to discern between opposing claims – which best agrees with the 

heuristic under which I now live? On the one hand, this ‘conversion’ may occur 

momentarily. However, as it requires a rewriting of neural pathways, it is also a process. In 

some sense, we must be regularly reconverted as we experience a ‘reconstitution of one’s self 

within a new web of relationships, a transfer of allegiances, and the embodiment of 

transformed dispositions and attitudes’.48 

In Christian belief, this momentary and progressive change can almost correlate to 

specific, theological categories: conversion and sanctification.49 The conversion and 

subsequent reworking of habits, dispositions, and attitudes are the results of the Holy Spirit’s 

work. It is the Spirit who shows us that Jesus is more than a historical figure; Christ is the 

divine Son of God. Such revelation is a gift which elicits a response.50 Our conversion results 

in a new way of seeing the world, it engenders new life. It is the Spirit who makes us a new 

people with a new way of living.51 Indeed, the Spirit promises to not only initiate such work 

but to bring it to completion (Phil. 1.6). 

The interplay of knowing, converting, and developing a heuristic for engagement with 

the world is related to the previous chapter’s work on cosmology. Our ability to interpret the 

world’s text is a function of our bodily engagement with it; embodiment shapes our 

understanding of the world, our place in it, and our relationship with God and others. Of 

course, the disruption of our created existence through human sinfulness can also lead to 

distortions and misinterpretations of the world’s text. Our bodies can again play a crucial 

part here.  

 
47 Green, Body, Soul, and Human Life, 139. 
48 Green, Body, Soul, and Human Life, 133. 
49 Sanctification also has two distinctions which correspond to this momentary/process paradigm for 

knowing. Positional sanctification occurs momentarily whereas progressive sanctification takes place over a 
prolonged period of time. 

50 Green, Body, Soul, and Human Life, 139. 
51 Green, Body, Soul, and Human Life, 139. Phil. 1.6. 
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Consider, for instance, a child who has been physically abused and who supposes that 

they are somehow to blame, that there is something wrong with them. Negative inclinations 

are regularly reinforced in an abused child’s body and thus in their brain. A child’s sense of 

culpability for their abuse may be programmed into their neural pathways and their physical 

experience may blind them to the reality of their own dignity and worth as a human being. 

When a victim comes out of an abusive situation and attempts to undo the damage to their 

belief system, they are rewriting pathways in their brain. Such rewriting can take place through 

conversation and counselling but will also require participation in a different set of practices 

– practices of love, and intimacy, perhaps, that are not abusive. Such practices are required 

for the child to learn of their true worth as a human being and beloved child of God. A 

stanza from W.H. Auden’s poem, ‘The Shield of Achilles’ captures the relation between a 

child’s experience of the world and the formation of belief: 

A ragged urchin, aimless and alone,  

   Loitered about that vacancy; a bird  

Flew up to safety from his well-aimed stone:  

   That girls are raped, that two boys knife a third,  

   Were axioms to him, who'd never heard  

Of any world where promises were kept,  

Or one could weep because another wept.52 

Another example might be the person who refuses to forgive the wrong-doing of 

another, precisely because they have never experienced forgiveness themselves. Their 

experience of the world precludes them from understanding aright the forgiveness given to 

them by God, or indeed the true being of God. The conception of a world in which 

forgiveness has no place can be passed on from generation to generation thus contributing 

to enduring conflict and suspicion and perpetuating a false conception of reality. Numerous 

conflicts around the world reveal the prevalence of this phenomenon whereby enemies are 

demonised and the various parties persist with the false belief that justice and peace can be 

achieved through violence and retribution. It is not uncommon for the participants in such 

conflicts to invoke theological arguments in favour of their agonistic positions.  

 
52 W.H. Auden, The Shield of Achilles (London: Faber & Faber, 1955), 36-7. 
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Such instances of misinterpretation of the world text and the resultant misunderstanding 

of reality require both a change of hearts and minds and initiation into a different set of 

practices. They require that we be converted. Theologically understood, such transformation 

comes about through the work of the Holy Spirit. We need the Holy Spirit to help us live 

into a different way of being in the world and to discover the truth of the ‘previously 

incomprehensible’.53 The Spirit, who will guide us into all truth (John 16:13) helps us to see 

the world as it is – through the person of Christ. Participation in the life of Christ directs us 

towards the cross and resurrection and reshapes both our actions and our beliefs. Christ’s 

nature and work guide the actions of those who choose to follow.54  

Indeed, the Spirit may speak in unexpected ways. Polanyi notes that the ability of a thing 

or person to ‘reveal itself in unexpected ways in the future’ can be attributed to ‘the fact that 

the thing is an aspect of reality’.55 I suggest that unforeseen revelation and conversion may 

occur in the liturgy precisely because it points us to and facilities our engagement with the 

reality of God, and the coming kingdom. The liturgy is a reality in which God manifests 

himself and in which the Spirit is at work. Due to this personal interaction of God, we may 

expect that there will be ongoing conversion and formation of those who participate. The 

Spirit consistently calls us to new and deeper understanding of the world, of God, and of 

ourselves. Such discernment comes, among other means, through regular engagement in the 

liturgy and through being formed by the historic creeds, teaching, beliefs, and practices of 

the church.  

We are converted as we learn to undo both the damage done by others and by 

ourselves, and the misinterpretations which have shaped our lives. The Holy Spirit helps us 

in reorienting our vision; recalling the issue of neuroplasticity, we could say that the Spirit 

helps to rewrite the patterns of our neural pathways. We learn to evaluate the world through 

the framework of faith by the work of the Spirit and through the community’s direction. It 

must be noted of course, that participation in the liturgy does not guarantee such 

transformation. It is certainly possible that we may ‘go through the motions’, quite literally, 

while remaining resistant to the Spirit’s work in our hearts and minds. That does not 

diminish however, the potential to be transformed and made new through participation in 

the gestures and practices of Christian worship. 

 
53 Green, Body, Soul, and Human Life, 139. 
54 Green, Body, Soul, and Human Life, 139. 
55 Polanyi, Tacit Dimension, 32. 
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Our way of being in the world and our participation in the life of Christ changes with 

parallel shifts in our beliefs. As Green points out, ‘Persons are not saved in isolation from 

the world around them.’ Transformation takes place in relationship with others.  Each of us 

is formed through interaction with others and through engagement with one another’s 

interpretive and responsive acts.56 Accordingly, our participation in corporate acts of 

worship, and our multiple interactions with others in the world, shape our being in the world, 

for the other, and before the face of God. Again, our ability to interpret reality rightly, to know 

properly, and to live in the world in accordance with God’s purposes, comes through a 

process of ongoing conversion. 

 

Embodied Formation In the Liturgy 

Having covered the epistemological framework of Polanyi as well as the body’s role in 

conversion and knowing, it is time to consider how the liturgy evidences this paradigm. Each 

week (and through shifting church seasons) the body of Christ learns to see and know God 

through Christian liturgy. We also learn to know ourselves and the world. Some of this 

occurs explicitly – on a level akin to Polanyi’s formal knowledge. However, I will draw 

attention to how we learn tacitly through the body in spatial and aesthetic means. If we 

affirm the concept of the subsidiary focal awareness, the importance of the physical and 

auditory environment becomes clear. One’s understanding of a particular reality draws on a 

feat of integrating of a wide range of particulars in the rituals, surroundings, and 

congregation – many of which are not directly in view or are not the focus of attention. 

Instead, they point away from themselves towards the overarching beliefs and object of 

worship.   

For instance, the shape of a room, the lighting, or the orientation of chairs all convey a 

variety of messages. They serve to orient worshippers towards a particular end. Placing 

chairs in a circle to face one another rather than facing a pulpit, directs a worshipper’s vision 

and attention in a particular manner. It implicitly says something about who or what is of 

central importance. It is unlikely that a congregant will attend explicitly to such details or be 

able to expound the rationale for them. In fact, in Polanyi’s paradigm, it would be almost 

better if they did not attempt to do so. Though grasping the various particulars in a 

framework may enrich the understanding of the comprehensive picture, these particulars 

 
56 Green, Body, Soul, and Human Life, 69-70. 
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only truly receive their meaning when directing attention away from themselves – pointing 

towards the object in focus.57 It is a remarkable feat of integration that a believer or 

congregant can merge these seemingly disparate particulars into an integrated whole, thereby 

fashioning their religious experience.  

Similarly, the use of tools in a sacred space follows along Polanyian lines, though with a 

bit more nuance. In most religious spaces, not every individual is engaged in the use of a 

‘tool’ at the same time. For instance, the priest in a Christian liturgical service is the one who 

handles the host and chalice with one or two assistants. The individual congregant does not 

have the chance to familiarise themselves with the chalice well enough to indwell it as an 

extension of their body. However, there are tools which the congregation may indeed share, 

many of them verbal statements or specific body postures. The congregation sits, stands, or 

kneels together. These movements are tools by which a believer indwells the service; they 

convey something to the believer through the body, generating a precognitive awareness of a 

belief that cannot be articulated explicitly but which points towards the overall belief system. 

Another tool might be oral statements, said together by the congregation or otherwise. Over 

time, enough repetition renders prayers and responses more familiar; they can be said 

without over-thinking. Of course, the possibility of rote recitation exists. However, 

familiarity also opens the possibility of engaging the imagination more naturally. As things 

become less cumbersome, tools and pieces of the service may merge and offer fresh 

horizons of awareness in the overall liturgy.  

The ability to interpret and integrate such aesthetic, verbal, or spatial clues often occurs 

through direction. One cannot simply walk into an Eastern Orthodox service and 

understand its various features. Why are people lining up? What is the priest swinging as he 

walks? Where are the chairs? The significance of these particular questions and the beliefs 

they express can only be known through the experience of indwelling the service repeatedly 

and through instruction. A person of authority instructs congregants both in beliefs and in 

the correct actions until the parishioner no longer needs to think about a particular practice 

but may instead perform it in such a way that it becomes an extension of the self. As these 

 
57 There are benefits to this development of a framework which looks towards the centre rather than each 

individual detail. It provides a broader, integrated picture, for instance. However, there are also detracting 
factors, particularly in how a lack of understanding the details may inhibit our full engagement of those 
particulars. This can be particularly true in a liturgical setting where certain features may seem like rote actions 
lacking significant meaning if we have not been sufficiently educated in their significance. 
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elements are habituated, the ongoing dialogue and direction of the religious leader serve to 

correct unorthodox actions or beliefs and subsequent interpretations. 

 We will consider a specific example from the Anglican liturgy to help draw these ideas 

together. Many Anglican churches perform the Gospel lectionary reading in the midst of the 

congregation. The deacon stands in the centre of the people, facing the crucifer or candle. 

They read aloud from the Gospel between two responses from the congregation. First, the 

deacon states, ‘This is the holy gospel of our Lord Jesus Christ, according to [e.g.] Saint 

Matthew.’  The church responds, ‘Praise to Christ the Word,’ and then listens to the 

deacon’s reading of the Gospel text. When the reading is finished, the deacon states, ‘This is 

the gospel of our Lord,’ followed by the congregation’s response, ‘Praise to Christ the 

Word.’58  The deacon then follows the crucifer back to the front of the sanctuary with the 

Gospels or Bible held aloft. 

There is another aspect of this sequence, which many find uncomfortable or startling 

when they first experience it. That is, when the written word comes among the people, the 

congregation turns to face inward, towards the Scriptures and the deacon who reads. This 

calls for an awkward shuffle amid pews and chairs and possible eye contact with someone 

across the aisle. What is going on? Where is anyone supposed to look? Such questions assail 

the uninitiated, just like a child in their first bike ride. Where do I put my hands? 

The liturgical service as a whole, however, informs this particular moment and 

elucidates that which is ultimately in focus. The gospel readings are a part of a larger 

movement: that of the cross. The Anglican service begins with a procession led by the 

crucifer who often carries a cross, followed by the deacon carrying the Gospels, and finally, 

the priest or celebrant who presides over the Eucharist. The crucifer places the cross at the 

front of the congregation. In the first third of the service, it is carried to the centre of the 

congregation, leading the deacon to perform the Gospel reading. After the reading, the cross 

returns to the front of the sanctuary. It is placed in its stand and remains there until the final 

recession when it will lead not only the deacon and priest but the entire congregation out of 

the sanctuary. 

This series of movements creates a framework for the gospel reading, which is then 

developed through the whole liturgy. The liturgical movements and gestures create a 

subsidiary focal awareness for the congregation. Other elements also contribute to the 

 
58 New Zealand Prayer Book, 409. 



 67 

enactment of the reality to which the gospel reading testifies. The cross, for instance, sits 

above the congregation and the priest, thus indicating the Lordship of Christ over all. 

Indeed, the priest will only come close to its height when consecrating the Eucharist. Music 

often shifts or changes tone in line with the various movements of the cross throughout the 

service, thus signalling a shift in attention or emphasis. The cross is always first: it is the first 

thing brought into the sanctuary, and it is first to leave. It is first visually as it stands above 

congregation and priest. The congregation’s movement towards the centre of the building – 

where the cross and gospels stand – requires that parishioners look across the aisle to each 

other. Indeed, they are looking through the cross and the written word, towards each other.  

This sequence of movements and the spatial arrangements surround and provide an 

interpretive framework for the gospel readings. The cross precedes the Gospel into the 

centre of the congregation. Parishioners are guided to face the Gospel and to turn to the 

presence of God in their midst, as witnessed to in Scripture. They are also encouraged to 

look at each other through the One in whose image they are all created. The gestures and 

movements support and enact this most basic understanding of the Gospel and of Christian 

faith: God has come among his people to bring about their reconciliation with one another 

and with himself. Reading the Gospels which speak of God and the redemptive movement 

towards humanity puts this belief in focus. 

Indeed, when the gospels are read under the cross, and the congregation says, ‘Praise to 

Christ the Word,’ the people announce that Christ is among them; the written word declares 

Christ’s presence. The cross and the gospels take on new significance as the means to both 

signal and invite the presence of Christ with whom the church will more fully interact at the 

Eucharist. It is not the priest who presides over the table but Christ who comes among his 

people to bear their sins on the cross. This is the one of whom the Gospels speak. These 

movements, taken together, enable a parishioner to see clearly, to know truly who it is that 

they have come together to worship. 

A new member of the congregation may not at first understand this piece of the 

Anglican imagination, that Christ can be simultaneously among his people in the world, on 

the cross, at the table, and within his people. Only after indwelling the service over many 

weeks or months, can one look away from the awkwardness of shuffling to change direction 

in the pew, or when one does not have to be called to stand but does so naturally. When 

these things become second nature, then believers can look away from, or – better yet – 

through them towards Christ to whom they gesture. Christ is the focal object towards whom the 
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various subsidiary frameworks all point, not only in their particulars but as a full system and 

series of ritual actions. 

The feat of integration often comes subconsciously. However, it may also come as an 

‘aha!’ moment in the same way a scientist suddenly identifies that shred of evidence which 

enlivens her entire project and refashions previously held beliefs. The parishioner knows, or 

at least expects, that there is a rationale guiding the movements of the liturgy, even though 

its full significance and extent may be beyond her grasp. Nevertheless she has learned to 

trust the religious leaders, the practices, and the movements and, over time, through her 

participation in them, they become habitual, a natural extension of her body, and she waits 

for the moment when they become more transparent to the reality of God’s presence with 

her and come together into a cohesive whole. 

Christian liturgy boasts a myriad of other examples of knowing through the body. 

Consider the difference between receiving the Eucharist while kneeling after processing 

forward or sitting in a pew. Each position enables us to see a different theological truth. 

Another example might be how the church receives the host. Today, many receive the host 

in their hands from where it is transferred carefully to the communicant’s mouth. 

Historically, when the wafer is not placed directly on the tongue (oral reception), the wafer 

has been carefully lifted to the mouth in cupped hands, held together in a cruciform shape. 

The action is similar to lifting cupped water from a stream for drinking but is less active as 

another places the wafer, just as grace is given from Jesus Christ and only received by the 

believer. However, David Grumett documents a shift in some modern practice towards the 

host being ‘picked out of the palm of one hand with the fingers of the other’. This suggests a 

more ‘active view of reception’ of God’s grace in the body of Christ.59  

These differing actions in the reception of the host embody different views of God’s 

grace: how is it received, how do we participate in its reception? When we choose to pick up 

the wafer, we signal that we are, in some way, active agents in receiving the body of Christ 

and God’s grace. When it is placed on the tongue or in the cruciform hands, we do not play 

such an active role. What does this manner of interacting with the body of Christ teach us 

and how does it shape our beliefs? What does our kneeling or standing signify? Even before 

we arrive at the table or altar, there are different procedures that may be adopted when 

leaving our seats. Do we move forward according to how we feel – on the basis of an 

 
59 David Grumett, Material Eucharist (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016), 94. 
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individualised emotional or intellectual prompting? Or is each row directed to move forward 

by a deacon, thus abrogating our own choice about when we meet with God? Or, again, do 

we remain seated and receive from fellow believers, blessing one another as we pass on the 

elements of the Eucharist and thereby affirming the priesthood of all believers? Each of 

these variations in eucharistic practice can shape the ways in which we understand the reality 

of God’s presence with us through bread and wine, our approach to God, and our 

understanding of God’s descent to us. 

With this cognitive and bodily work continually shaping our beliefs, we may experience, 

gradually or perhaps quite suddenly, a transformation of our previously held beliefs. Other 

times, we may experience a confirmation of something we only tacitly knew before. Rituals 

serve to deepen and modify our gaze, our way of being in the world. This is particularly true 

with seemingly rote practices, like the ones mentioned above. However, these seemingly 

small practices have a significant impact, ‘one who regularly engages with prayer, for 

example…can also come to see, in the repeated sentences, new depths’.60 Ritualised practices 

enable us to learn many truths and guide us in how we should then live out of this 

knowledge. The embodied practices make it possible for us to see differently than if we had 

not participated in them. We are being trained in the gestures of faith; the practice of 

blessing at meals or times, for instance, is ‘training in awe’.61 At the same time, our vision is 

being trained to see God at the centre of reality, and we are gradually accustomed to ‘partake 

of the divine nature (2 Peter 1:4)’ and we shall ‘reign in it when [we] rise again to behold God in 

this renovated creation’.62  

 

Conclusion 

The liturgy offers a rich, physical and material environment in which we come to see God. 

Indeed, the rituals, tools, and aesthetics of Christian liturgy serve to build out an entire world 

or manner of indwelling the universe. Consistent, repetitive experiences in the rituals and 

embodied movements form us to inhabit the liturgy properly. Through this, we learn to 

interpret the text of the world and respond appropriately to God.  

This formation comes through our bodies. It does not only occur through liturgical 

participation – our entire lives are lived in and through our bodies. We indwell a variety of 

 
60 Howard Wettstein, The Significance of Religious Experience (New York: Oxford University Press, 2012), 208. 
61 Wettstein, Significance of Religious Experience, 206. 
62 Irenaeus, Against Heresies 5.32.1, italics mine. 



 70 

frameworks throughout our lives, drawing them together, making new discoveries, and living 

through them towards a particular end. However, Christian liturgy offers a particular vehicle 

through which we may come to inhabit the world faithfully as the people of God. The liturgy 

uniquely enables us to know through sacred space and rituals, as well as drawing us into 

knowledge through the context of the Christian community.  

Christian liturgy is also effectual because it participates in something real. That is, our 

participation is not merely rote action, but it brings us into the presence of God who makes 

himself known in the liturgy. For instance, our engagement at the table of Christ joins us to 

both the Last Supper and the eschatological feast. Baptism testifies to Christ’s immersion in 

our fallen human reality and unites us with Christ in his death and resurrection. In the 

absolution, we hear the speech of God who forgives us. The liturgy is effectual as it brings 

us into the kingdom and reality of Christ. It brings us to see the world through Christ – 

whose life and work is the fundamental framework which ought to direct our vision. The 

liturgy is ultimately anchored in Christ’s life and the work of God on our behalf. Coming to 

see the world through Christ paves the way for the liturgy to be effectual for belief and 

formation.  

As participation shapes our beliefs, we must respond to the Spirit who is intimately at 

work converting and forming us. The importance of the Spirit’s work and our willingness to 

submissively respond highlights how our disposition matters for our ability to know and 

interpret rightly. Summarising Pharaoh’s failure to understand the plagues fully, Dru Johnson 

notes that what ‘Pharaoh recognises is disjointed, out of sorts with the larger reality [because] 

the way in which Pharaoh participates in this scripted process determines what he recognises 

through it’.63 What Pharaoh knows – and what we may likewise know – comes together as 

we willingly submit to the right authorities and the work of the Spirit. Ultimately, it is the 

Spirit’s transformative work which enables us to see and read the text of reality properly, so 

that we might responsively write something true and holy with our lives. 

Just as we know God through the liturgy, knowing the reality of the world should draw 

us more deeply into the life of the Trinity. Doing so directs our vision to the eschaton where 

we will gaze upon God in the beatific vision.  Not only will we gaze on God in Christ, but 

we will recognise God! Even now, we can begin to see hints of this vision and discern God 

in the universe. However, we must be trained to see them. Again, this is caught up with our 

 
63 Johnson, Knowledge by Ritual, 150. 
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ongoing, reciprocal transformation. As our gaze changes, so too should our way of being in 

the world. When our manner of indwelling the world shifts, so too does our understanding 

of it. As we learn to know the world through our bodies and the tacit beliefs which inform 

our formal reasoning, we can better approach the truth. This should not imply that we might 

come to master the world and knowledge of God. Instead, we will come to see and live 

more truly. As this begins to bear fruit in our lives, we may live fuller, more abundant lives, 

oriented towards God and the reconciliation of the world in Christ (Jn 15). By living in the 

way of Jesus, we are drawn closer to the One who is the origin and goal of all reality. Regular 

participation in the liturgy of the church shapes our ability to discern and to see Christ, and 

to live and move and have our being in him. 

  



Chapter Three 

God’s Presence and Liturgical Mediation 
 

Introduction 

In Chapter One, I presented the idea that Christian liturgy is a dialogue or conversation 

involving two partners. Then in Chapter Two, I explored how liturgy shapes belief. I argued 

that our embodied practices and habits shape how we see the world and form our manner of 

being in the world and that this characteristic of human knowing is also evident in the liturgy. 

I suggested further that the liturgy is the work of God’s people. The church performs a 

series of acts for the sake of the world and does so with the hope of sharing in the unfolding 

of God’s kingdom amid our present reality.  

A critical purpose of the liturgy is the formation of a peculiar people for God. 

Repeatedly the New Testament authors exhort their readers to be transformed, to mature 

(Jas 1.2-4), to renew their minds (Rom. 12.1-2) and be purified (1 Pet. 1.22). These various 

images point us towards Christ as the one whom we should seek to emulate in all things. As 

I have previously argued, the liturgy forms believers by providing a new framework and lens 

through which to understand the world. In all this, of course, the people of God are 

involved in a liturgical conversation with the God who calls us into relationship. 

God initiates this dialogical formation of the ecclesial community long before the liturgy 

comes into existence. In the second account of creation in Genesis 2, God speaks with the 

man whom he has made; God gives the man permission to eat of every tree in the garden of 

Eden, commands him not to eat of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, and later 

invites him to name the animals. From the outset, when God created the world and engaged 

his creatures in dialogue, God began the process of drawing his image bearers to himself. 

Although the fall disrupts this dialogical relationship, God carries on with this work and 

continues the task of forming a people. The long story of Israel’s formation reveals God’s 

communicative presence with his people, a presence that is realised above all in the 

incarnation, in God’s dwelling amongst us in Christ. Our ability to perform and participate in 

the liturgy rests on this prior work of God. 

To better grasp the goal of liturgical formation, I will focus this chapter on Christ since 

we are being transformed into his image. This is appropriate not only because Christians are 

called to have the mind and attitude of Jesus but also because Christ is the fullest revelation 
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of God. As the author of Hebrews explains, God ‘spoke long ago to the fathers in the 

prophets in many portions and in many ways [and] in these last days [He] has spoken to us 

in His Son, whom he appointed heir of all things, through whom also He made the world’ 

(Heb. 1.1-2). The writer goes on to say that the Son perfectly reflects the Father because 

Christ is the ‘exact representation of His nature, and upholds all things by the word of His 

power’ (Heb. 1.3). Thus, the incarnation provides the basis for our further explorations in 

the present chapter of how God makes himself available through the liturgy. In a manner 

established by the incarnation, it will become clear that God manifests his presence through 

material means, thereby making himself available to us in ways suited to our creaturely 

existence in order to form us into his people. 

 

The Goal of Human Life 

As the liturgy shapes believers, it is crucial to understand the end goal of such formation. 

What kind of humanity is God seeking to form by drawing us into communion? We see this 

exemplified most readily in Christ who exhibits a full human nature. Christ is not only the 

image of the invisible God; he also restores our nature by uniting it with his divinity. This 

union reconciles us with God and offers us the opportunity to participate in the divine life. 

On account of his assumption of human nature, Christ is called the firstborn of all creation. 

Furthermore, Christ’s humanity is also the means by which he saves and restores us, as well 

as forms us in his image.1 As the early church noted, the singular difference between Jesus’ 

humanity and our own was Christ’s sinlessness. It is as the sinless one that Christ takes on 

the nature of a servant and becomes one with his creation. By assuming human nature, 

Christ dignifies and heals it, and in his own person, Christ provides the example of human 

being to which we are to be conformed as we mature in faith.  

The Gospels reveal Christ’s humanity and show us the nature of the life towards which 

we are formed. God calls his people to holiness, and does so while empathising with us fully 

because Christ has entered our fallen situation. This entails that Jesus enters fully into a 

particular historical context with all its brokenness and ambiguity. By including women and 

men with questionable backgrounds, Matthew’s genealogy demonstrates Christ’s willingness 

to humble himself and become part of a wayward people. For instance, Bathsheba and King 

 
1 T.F. Torrance repeatedly notes that Jesus Christ offers salvation in his person. Thomas F. Torrance, 

Incarnation: The Person and Life of Christ, ed. Robert T. Walker (Downers Grove: IVP Academic, 2008), 108: ‘it 
is the person of Christ atoning, so that atonement cannot be divided from Christ’s person’. Cf. 82, 231. 
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David’s marital scandal is mentioned explicitly in the genealogy; as Matthew reminds readers, 

Bathsheba was previously Uriah’s wife. Rahab’s Gentile ancestry and Ruth’s Moabite 

background would be dubious in light of Jewish expectations for religious purity in 

marriage.2 Even Mary’s virtue was under question given her pregnancy with Jesus despite 

being unmarried. Jesus, the second person of the Trinity, was born into a family riddled with 

scandalous history. 

Clearly, Jesus willingly enters into the midst of our fallen humanity; he chooses to be 

near his people – even in places of social, economic, and religious disrepute. These stories 

further demonstrate that Christ came to redeem. Indeed, God was already at work in 

restoring the lives of Christ’s ancestors. Rahab and Ruth converted, and Bathsheba’s son 

became a great king in Israel. This pattern of redemption continues throughout Christ’s 

earthly life and establishes the pattern for our redemptive transformation. Despite being 

born into a fallen state, each of us is expected to pursue holiness and fullness of life. We can 

only do this through the work of the Spirit who brings us into the abundant life which Christ 

promises his followers (Jn 15). 

Jesus’s life also demonstrates that human culture is not something to be avoided. For 

example, Luke’s description of Christ’s presentation in the Temple explicitly mentions the 

ritual of circumcision. John’s Gospel is organised around several Jewish festivals and feasts 

that John utilises to illustrate Christ’s identity. Such focus on the rituals and feasts of Jewish 

life offers two particularly significant points for this discussion. First, we see that there is 

value and worth in the ritual and cultural life of human beings. Second, it is apparent that 

God works through such liturgical realities in order to shape the ecclesial community. For 

instance, when Christ declares he is the light of the world, his words have additional 

emphasis due to the concurrent celebration of Sukkot in which light has both priestly and 

divine connotations. These examples make it evident that God willingly utilises aspects of 

human culture and liturgy to speak to his people and form them. 

Consistent with taking on human nature, Jesus faced human finitude during his 

ministry. Despite being divine, Christ’s body experienced exhaustion, hunger, thirst, and 

pain. 3  The book of John records how Jesus, weary from travel, sat down at Jacob’s well in 

Samaria. Not only was Christ exhausted, Christ was thirsty enough to ask a Samaritan 

 
2 Ezra 9-10. 
3 Similarly, the Gospels are clear that Jesus experienced childhood just like other humans. He grew and 

developed. Due to human finitude, Christ had to learn and be educated; some might suggest he made errors 
though not sinful mistakes. Torrance, Incarnation, 106. 
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woman to provide him with water. The ensuing dialogue reveals that Jesus knew everything 

about the woman, and the pericope ends with many villagers believing in Christ. However, 

the conversation began with a basic need: water. Even after the resurrection, Christ’s bodily 

nature is similarly manifest by repeated meals with the disciples. The gospels describe Jesus 

as baking fish on the seashore after their night’s work, requesting food in the upper room 

after his resurrection, and breaking bread with disciples after travelling with them to 

Emmaus.  

Jesus’ body and limitations recall our finitude and Christ’s ability to sympathise with us 

in all things (Heb. 4.15). Because Jesus’ perfected human life still exhibits limits, we learn 

that our own embodiment and associated limitations are not a problem to be escaped. Whilst 

suffering marks our present lives, its cause is not located primarily in our creaturely limits. 

Rather than a result of the fall, finitude is characteristic of our existence, and our redemption 

does not annul it. Christ’s experience of finitude in his earthly life and his present human 

nature demonstrate that in the coming age our limitations will no longer be a burden. Our 

subjection to decay will be annihilated, as will suffering that we now associate with our 

finitude; however our finite nature itself will not be removed. Rather than confronting such 

limitations as a constraint upon our true humanity, the liturgy helps us understand them as 

gifts of creatureliness by reminding us that Christ inhabited our human nature and dignified 

it.  

In taking on the whole range of human personhood, Jesus also experienced human 

emotions. At various times the Gospels describe Jesus as ‘moved’ with compassion. When 

Lazarus died, Jesus wept before his tomb, despite knowing that he would raise Lazarus from 

the dead. Christ delighted in children and mourned over Jerusalem. Jesus’ experience of 

emotions offers dignity to our feelings while simultaneously demonstrating how to express 

those emotions in a way which honours God. For example, Christ did not speak against 

anger itself; he felt angry with bickering religious sects and those who kept the marginalised 

far from God. What Christ did condemn was the anger which leads to destruction rather 

than reconciliation.4 

 
4 For instance, consider how Jesus acted angrily in clearing the Temple courts of the money changers and 

those who sold various animals for sacrifice. These people were acting sinfully, because their goal was 
financial gain rather than enabling the people of Israel to draw near to God. Christ’s anger was aimed at 
restoring relationship between the people and God (Lk. 2.13-17). On the other hand, Jesus condemns those 
who would speak angrily against their brothers because that does not build up relationship but rather destroys 
it (Mt. 5.22, 18.23-25). 
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Finally, Jesus knows what it means to suffer. During Holy Week, Christ experienced 

suffering beyond what most of us can imagine. From the garden of Gethsemane onward, 

Christ shows the nature of sanctified emotions, a purified will, and the willingness to suffer 

physically. First, we see that Christ underwent intense emotional strain. He even asked the 

Father to remove the approaching suffering. Christ’s feelings were not avoided or 

condemned but honestly reflected his current situation without dishonouring God. Despite 

Christ’s acceptance, it appears that he was afraid. Luke describes Christ as ‘being in agony’ 

while praying so that his ‘sweat became like blood’.5 

Nevertheless, despite the approaching crucifixion and scourging, Jesus submitted to the 

Father’s plan. At times this peaceful resignation makes Christ appear to possess incredible 

endurance. However, the Gospels allow us to witness Christ’s emotional turmoil in the face 

of the coming suffering. In his submission, Christ demonstrates a purified human will. His 

relationship with the Father and his knowledge of eventual victory empowered Christ to give 

himself up to the soldiers in Gethsemane.  

Christ’s fear and anxiety also deeply humanises the experience of the scourging and 

cross. In the crucifixion, we see that God’s presence among his people extends to the most 

desperate and vulnerable times of life. In light of this, we must not suppose that the liturgy 

provides an escape from the suffering of this world, rather it should prepare and strengthen 

us to follow Christ into the midst of the world’s pain, and to walk alongside those who 

suffer. The life of Christ reveals that suffering itself is not necessarily the result of sin. God’s 

presence among his people did not preclude misery, and we should not expect such 

exclusion until after the return of Christ. 

 Throughout Christ’s life, we see that Jesus affirms the material world’s value in his 

teaching. He frequently speaks about crops, livestock, human relationships, robbery, and 

death and so affirms that through these material realities, something might be learned about 

the goodness of God and about the nature of God’s kingdom. Christ’s full, embodied, 

emotional, and finite human life speaks to the church about the nature of human purpose. 

As each individual engages the liturgy, and the entire community is transformed towards the 

divine life, Christ offers a clear image of who we are called to become. It is into Christ’s 

image that the liturgy aims to form us, so that we might participate more fully in Christ’s 

communion with the Father. 

 
5 Lk. 22.44; the NASB utilises the word ‘agony’ to describe Jesus’ state in the garden; other suggestions 

include ‘anguish’ (NIV, RSV, and HCSB) or ‘agony of spirit’ (NLT). 
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The Transformation of Human Nature 

Despite his full assumption of our human nature, Christ’s humanity remains distinct from 

ours in two critical ways. First, Christ does not take on a sinful nature.6 Even during the 

temptation in the wilderness, Jesus remains holy and pure. Jesus understands the draw 

towards sin, yet he is without the proclivity to sin.7 Because Christ’s human nature is united 

with his divine nature, Christ is posse non pecarre or able not to sin. Following the fall, 

however, the rest of the human race is non posse non pecarre or unable not to sin. While we will 

inevitably fall into a pattern of sinful living, Christ remains steadfastly holy and righteous 

which enables him to offer salvation. 

A second distinction exists between our present human nature and Christ’s resurrected 

humanity. In Luke’s description of Christ’s post-resurrection appearances (Lk. 24.36-49), 

Jesus responded to some incredulity among his disciples about whether he had been raised 

from the dead by saying, ‘It is I myself’ (Lk. 24.39). Jesus offered the wounds of his hands 

and side as evidence that he was not a ghost nor an imposter. However, Jesus’ resurrected 

body had significant, startling differences. For instance, Christ was able to walk through 

closed and locked doors. Upon being revealed to two disciples at Emmaus, Christ 

disappeared from sight and reappeared miles away in Jerusalem. Christ is both recognisable 

and yet not. Mary saw him in the garden by the tomb but mistook him as the gardener until 

he spoke her name. Christ’s resurrected humanity is one which we can recognise, touch, and 

know, yet it is distinctly different from ours.  

These differences, particularly those of Christ’s restored body, offer intimations of what 

our personhood might look like in the eschaton. Presently, Christ dignifies our human 

nature because it is saved and on the way towards full restoration. Christ’s resurrected 

 
6 2 Cor. 5.21, Torrance, Incarnation, 82, 231. Among others, Torrance argues that Christ assumes a fallen 

human nature in order to fully redeem and thus ‘wipe away our impurity’. He advocates a view previously 
mentioned and commonly associated with Gregory of Nazianzus’ famous dictum that ‘that which is 
unassumed is unhealed’. Gregory of Nazianzus, “To Cledonius the Priest Against Apollinarius” S. Cyril of 
Jerusalem, S. Gregory Nazianzen eds. P. Schaff and H. Wace (New York: Christian Literature Company, 1894), 2.  
Thus, Christ takes on our fallenness and in the moment of uniting human and divine he sanctifies that fallen 
nature, thus redeeming and restoring it. It is important to note that there are other viewpoints on this matter, 
including the more pilgrim-like process described by Kathryn Tanner in Jesus, Humanity, and the Trinity 
(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 2001). 

7 This should not be taken as advocating a docetic Christ or one who does not genuinely experience 
temptation as humans do. Scripture is clear that Christ experienced the full range of human personhood, 
including temptation to sin (Heb. 4.15, Mk. 1.12-13; Mt. 4.1-11; Lk 4.1-13). However, Christ is unique in that 
he is able to not sin, whereas the rest of humanity cannot avoid sinning, thus the language of ‘proclivity’ which 
suggests a predisposition or tendency towards a particular way of acting. 
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humanity, however, reflects our future humanity. In other words, Christ has taken up our 

present humanity and sanctified it. In so doing, Christ has not destroyed but transformed it, 

first by union with his divinity and second, by his triumph over sin, death, and the devil. The 

resurrection appearances reveal the character of our future life with God in the eschaton. 

While the liturgy contributes to the process of our being conformed to Christ’s image, we 

must recognise that our full transfiguration is an eschatological reality that will not be 

completed until Christ is all in all. We will never be fully conformed to Christ until after the 

general resurrection and entrance to the eschatological kingdom. 

It appears that the eschatological kingdom includes an embodied human life, complete 

with food, drink, agriculture, building, and gazing upon the face of God. We see this account 

in Revelation, where Christ retains a body and can ride a horse and wear clothing. These 

indications of Christ’s ongoing physical nature in the eschaton suggest that our goal is not to 

escape from our flesh but rather to carry on, into the glorified image of Christ. The 

embodied state described by Revelation and the epistles is more robust than Christ’s body 

during his earthly ministry. Summarising his New Testament anthropology, N.T. Wright 

notes that in the eschaton we look forward ‘not to a disembodied immortality, but to a re-

embodiment in which the body will be more solid, more substantial than the present one’.8  

Given that Christ retains his human nature and physical body, our own bodies, 

emotions, minds, and wills must be formed appropriately. The liturgy shapes us to see that 

the fuller, eschatological existence is the goal of our present human life. Rather than being 

oriented to escape the body, we should look forward to a restoration of our bodies as an 

essential aspect of what it means to be human.9 A significant goal of the liturgy is to teach us 

how to see Christ for who he is – the exemplar of restored humanity – and inspire our 

growth in Christ’s likeness so that we might fully participate in the coming eschatological 

kingdom. 

 

Formed for Relationship with God 

As Christ forms us in his image, he also brings us into relationship with the Father. God 

initiates and provides for liturgical formation so that we may long for and better participate 

 
8 N.T. Wright, “Mind, Spirit, Soul and Body: All for One and One for All Reflections on Paul’s 

Anthropology in his Complex Contexts” Society of Christian Philosophers: Regional Meeting, Fordham 
University, March 2011. 

9 This is in keeping with Jewish expectations of the Messianic or eschatological age and resurrection 
expressed in passages such as Isa. 2, 35, 55, and Mic. 4. 
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in this relationship. Thus, it is crucial to consider who God is, as revealed in Christ. To that 

end, I will analyse a few examples of how the Gospels reveal Christ’s divine identity through 

miracles and through imagery drawn from the Old Testament. This will then provide a 

preliminary framework for considering God’s character. 

Mark 3.1-6, Luke 6.6-11, and Matthew 12.9-13 describe Jesus’ encounter with the 

Pharisees after healing a man’s ‘withered’ hand. In addition to subverting questions about 

healing on the Sabbath, the miracle demonstrates Jesus’ mastery over the created order.10 

While much of his body functions, the man has experienced a physical impairment in his 

arm. This calls to mind that the whole of creation is like this man’s body: it is both alive and 

withered after the fall. Christ exhibits authority over the entire created order because Christ 

can bring creation from death to life. This type of activity links Jesus to both the Father and 

the Holy Spirit, who bring life out of emptiness.  

By unhesitatingly working on the Sabbath (‘to do good’), Christ takes up the work of the 

Father spoken of in Genesis, which is to bring creation to fulfilment. He not only repeats the 

work of the Father in bringing life out of nothing. Christ also carries that work forward 

eschatologically, demonstrating that a new thing is occurring in his ministry (Is. 43.19). For 

this reason, Matthew follows this miracle account with a messianic prophecy from Isaiah: 

God’s servant would lift up and repair the broken and become the Gentile’s hope (Mt. 

12.18-21).11 

The Gospel writers similarly use Old Testament imagery to link Jesus to the Father. 

Two feeding miracles are especially powerful in this regard. The first is found in all four 

gospels and describes Jesus feeding 5,000. The second – found in Matthew and Mark – has a 

meal laid for 4,000. Matthew 14 describes how Jesus withdrew to a remote place but was 

 
10 A number of related things occur in this and surrounding pericopes. Christ initially compared himself and 

the twelve to David and his companions, all of whom ate consecrated bread without condemnation. Christ 
also declared he is greater than the temple, he reinterpreted aspects of the Law and claimed to be both the 
Son of Man and Lord of the Sabbath. Finally, he builds on these audacious statements, saying that it is lawful 
for him to heal (or do good) on the Sabbath. He validates his statements by healing the man in question. 
These acts also associate Jesus with the Father as the one who gives the law and is lord over the law (in 
particular the Sabbath). 

11 A similar example of Christ’s mastery over creation is exhibited in Matthew 14, Mark 6, and John 6. In 
that instance, Jesus’ disciples watch from a boat as Jesus walks on water. We might simplistically see this as an 
example of Christ accomplishing an impossible feat. However, there are other images at work. For the keen 
observer, this scene recalls that YHWH also walks on the water in various Old Testament passages (Job 9.8-
11, Ps. 77.19-20, Ps. 89.9). Indeed, Mark’s reference that Jesus intended to ‘pass by’ the boat may also draw 
upon the imagery of YHWH passing by Moses in Ex. 33.19, 33.22, and 34.6 Even the fumbling disciples 
grasp this association with the Father. Matthew’s portrayal has the disciples worshipping Jesus and saying, 
‘You are certainly God’s Son!’ though their understanding of that title is at that moment incomplete. Cf. 
Richard B. Hays, Reading Backwards: Figural Christology and the Fourfold Gospel Witness (Waco: Baylor University 
Press, 2014), 24-26, 118 note 18. 
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followed by the crowds. When evening came, the disciples asked Jesus to send them away 

because the place was desolate, without food. Though the crowds in Galilee do not complain 

like the Israelites of the Exodus narrative, both groups were without food. The setting and 

situation are also reminiscent of the remote and desolate wilderness wanderings, where the 

Israelites followed God after the Exodus.12   

Mark and John further connect the story with the Exodus narrative by including the 

disciples’ instruction for the people to sit in groups. This detail calls to mind the division of 

the Mosaic camp into familial groups.13 By setting the scene in this way, the gospel writers 

prepare us to recognise that the only one who can adequately provide for the situation is the 

same one who provided manna in the wilderness. As if this were not enough, John explicitly 

states that the events occurred near ‘the Passover, the feast of the Jews’ (Jn 6.4). 

At his direction, the disciples bring Jesus the loaves and fishes. Matthew and Mark both 

note that while blessing the food, Jesus lifted his eyes towards heaven. Christ’s body postures 

recall for us that the manna came down from heaven in the wilderness. This action of 

gesturing towards heaven is later replicated in the eucharistic act of raising the elements 

before the priest breaks the bread and dispenses it with the wine. 

Just like the manna in the wilderness, Jesus also provides more than sufficient food for 

the crowds. The loaves which Christ breaks and the disciples disperse are more than what 

the massive crowd requires, leaving enough to be gathered up in baskets at the end of the 

meal.14 Just as YHWH provided abundantly for Israel in the wilderness, so too does Christ 

provide. This connects Jesus with the Father, who delivered the Israelites and promised their 

eventual redemption through the Messiah. The apparent association suggests Christ’s ability 

to deliver his people and to provide for their needs. 

However, the miracle is not only a repetition. The Passover feast is the making of the 

Jewish people, confirming and nurturing their identity as God’s people. Likewise, Christ uses 

this feeding miracle to help establish the identity of those who will follow him as Messiah. 

Christ widens the scope of the meal and orients it around himself. Just as Israel’s identity is 

intrinsically linked to Passover, the feeding miracles similarly gesture to the inauguration of 

 
12 David E. Garland, Mark (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1996), 253. 
13 Joel Marcus, Mark 1-8 (New York: Doubleday, 2001), 408. 
14 Andrew Benjamin Salzmann, “‘Do You Still Not Understand?’ Mark 8:29 and the Mission to the 

Gentiles,” Biblical Theology Bulletin 39 (2009), 132. 
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the church. Later, the Last Supper amplifies this formation of identity through meal 

fellowship. 15  

All of this is taken up, commemorated, and re-enacted in the eucharistic liturgy, which is 

itself a meal celebrated in the presence of Christ. As the Gospel writers refashion Old 

Testament imagery around Jesus, we see the beginning of a shift away from ethnic Judaism 

to the church’s ethnic diversity. The formation of God’s people through meal fellowship 

should be central in our imagination as we engage the supper.  

When the priest raises and lowers the host and cup, the actions evoke various episodes 

from Christ’s life. Most importantly, it reminds us that Christ was raised on the cross, buried, 

and raised again to life. The actions also recall that Christ blessed the food before feeding the 

four and five thousand. Like YHWH’s actions in the wilderness, in the liturgical feast we see 

that Jesus saves his people and provides for them abundantly. Above all, Christ provides 

new life for his people by offering himself on the cross and in the meal.  

Finally, in Matthew 9.1-8, Jesus is associated with the Father’s divine prerogative to 

forgive sins. Seeing the faith of those who brought a paralytic to be healed, Jesus said to the 

man, ‘Take courage, son; your sins are forgiven.’ The scribes began to grumble and accused 

him of blasphemy because the power to forgive sins was singularly attributed to God. 

Knowing their thoughts, Jesus asked, ‘Why do you entertain evil thoughts in your 

hearts? Which is easier: to say, “Your sins are forgiven,” or to say, “Get up and walk”? But I 

want you to know that the Son of Man has authority on earth to forgive sins.’ So he said to 

the paralysed man, ‘Get up, take your mat and go home.’ (Mt. 9.4-6). The man did so, and 

Jesus’ authority struck everyone. Christ’s ability to forgive sins is significant. Whereas 

prophets can do many miracles, only God has authority over a human being’s body and soul. 

The scribes could not rebuff Christ’s claim because the paralytic’s ability to walk validated 

Christ’s speech. Jesus did not merely claim the same authority as God; Jesus could prove that 

authority. 

Of course, many more examples which reveal Christ’s identity, may be drawn from the 

Gospels. These would further demonstrate the nature of Christ’s saving work, undertaken in 

union with the Father and the Spirit and which brings to fulfilment the salvation begun in 

the Old Testament. This drama of redemption is woven into the fabric of the world’s text 

and is re-enacted through the church’s participation in the liturgy. Each week, as the church 

 
15 Paul Bradshaw suggests it is a transformative meal for participants, not only a partaking of Christ’s body 

and blood. Paul F. Bradshaw, Reconstructing Early Christian Worship (London: SPCK, 2009) 11. 
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gathers to hear the word, move through the liturgy’s actions, and meet with Christ at the 

table, the community tells the story of God’s work and finds itself incorporated into that 

same drama. 

It is through such performance and dramatic engagement that the liturgy provides the 

appropriate context for us to enter into and enjoy intimate relationship with God. Thus, 

regular participation forms the people of God after the image of Christ. In this way, the 

liturgy becomes the means by which we grow in knowledge and participate in the divine life. 

 

Christ’s Transfiguration: Bridging the Gap Between Human and Divine 

It is worth considering the Transfiguration, which offers insight into how human 

embodiment does not inhibit our relationship with the Trinity. The Transfiguration displays 

how Christ takes our human nature into the divine life, thus enabling our participation in the 

life of the Trinity. This should shape our perspective on liturgical formation and properly 

orient our work towards the eschaton. 

In the hypostatic union, Christ holds together both human and divine natures, thus 

enabling mediation of the relationship between God and humanity. Christ works on our 

behalf, bringing us into relationship with the Father by perfecting our human nature and 

mediating the Father’s presence to us. As the true and full image of God, Christ tangibly 

discloses the Father to human beings while enabling us to enter into God’s presence. The 

transfiguration simultaneously exhibits Christ’s dual nature and mediation. 

At the transfiguration, Christ was lifted up and appeared alongside Moses and Elijah. 

Christ’s face shone like the sun, and his clothes were of brilliant white. The comparison with 

the sun in Matthew 17.2 or flash of lightning in Luke 9.29 recalls Moses’ encounter with 

God on Mount Sinai which also exhibited the intensity of God’s glory. Exodus 33.22 

describes how Moses was unable to bear God’s glory, thus requiring him to be hidden in the 

cleft of a rock as God passed by.16 The similarities serve to identify Christ with God. Luke’s 

text suggests the vision of Christ’s splendour and the accompanying events are terrifying for 

the disciples. (Lk. 9.34). Echoing the words spoken at Jesus’ baptism, God declares Jesus to 

be his Son and commands the disciples to listen to Jesus because of his divine identity. At 

this, all three disciples experience terror and fall down.17 Finally, the brilliant clothes and light 

 
16 It might also suggest the manner in which Moses’ face shone after he met with God, thus necessitating 

his use of a veil for the comfort of the Israelites. 
17 This may recall other instances when people have fallen down, typically in response to a theophany. 

Ezekiel 3.23, Gen. 17.3. 
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recall Daniel’s imagery of the Son of Man, who is associated with the Ancient of Days. 

These details demonstrate Christ’s divinity and his ability to reveal the Father to God’s 

people. 

Amidst the overwhelming glory, the disciples still clearly see the embodied Christ, 

making it clear that his human nature is retained. Thus, even in this episode of divine glory, 

Jesus’ human nature is also on display in the transfiguration. While divine nature significantly 

transformed the appearance of his human body Christ did not metamorphose into another 

means of existence. Instead, Jesus preserves his body and even his clothing. Rather than 

forsaking human nature or fleeing it in some gnostic manner, Jesus brought a fuller life to his 

humanity; he displayed a deified human nature at the transfiguration. I previously touched 

on the Eucharist as an example of this transformation and how it gestures towards our 

eventual glorification. Here we have an even more unambiguous indication that though we 

become ‘like God’ and are ‘transformed into his image’ (Eph. 4.22-24; 1 Jn 3.2; 2 Cor. 3.18) 

we will not lose our human, embodied nature, because Christ did not forsake his. 

The transfiguration reveals that Christ mediates on both sides of the hypostatic union. 

He both draws the disciples into the heavenly presence of God whilst also mediating God’s 

presence to the disciples who fall down in terror and worship. This dual mediation – 

bringing humanity to the Father and the divine life to human beings – is discussed by T.F. 

Torrance. He argues that the hypostatic union makes this kind of mediation possible because 

of a ‘complete union between God’s uncreated rationality and Word and contingent 

creaturely rationality and human word’.18 By assuming and redeeming our humanity, Christ 

effects a proper human response to God on our behalf. Jesus thus brings us back to a ‘true 

and faithful filial relation to God’ by healing human nature through its union with his 

divinity.19  

The transfiguration shows us an example of redeemed humanity. This ought to guide 

our understanding of liturgical formation. To know God in Christ involves entering a 

relationship such as is evident in Christ’s discourse with Moses, Elijah, and the Father. As we 

noted with Polanyi, to know an object or person involves personal participation and 

commitment to that which we hope to know. We come into union with Christ through 

participating in the liturgy, particularly through the sacraments. Just as the disciples slowly 

 
18 Elmer M. Colyer, How to Read T.F. Torrance: Understanding His Trinitarian and Scientific Theology (Downers 

Grove: InterVarsity Press, 2001), 104. 
19 Colyer, How to Read, 110. 
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came to recognise Christ’s divine identity, the liturgy gradually teaches us to recognise God 

in Christ. We learn to know Christ by attending to God’s presence in both Word and 

Sacrament. As we recognise God, the liturgy invites us to participate in Christ through 

communal worship and experience deeper union with Christ through the sacraments.   

 

Material Mediation: God’s Presence in the Liturgy Today 

The first half of this chapter established that in Christ, we see the God who invites us into 

relationship. Christ also shows us who it is the liturgy transforms us to be like, through the 

work of the Spirit. I have already suggested that the Second Person of the Trinity offers 

God’s tangible, physical presence. I will now address whether or not God continues to 

manifest his presence through physical or material means. Though no material reality is 

coextensive with Christ; God may still choose to make himself available through material 

reality.  

I previously described Hans Boersma’s perspective on the sacramental nature of reality. 

His paradigm suggests that God does choose to manifest his presence through tangible, 

material realities. Boersma argues that symbols in the world share in the reality of the thing 

towards which they gesture. Consider for instance, the waters of baptism. When a child or 

adult is baptised, it is not the same water into which Christ was immersed. However, union 

with Christ through baptism suggests that the waters and liturgical rite somehow share in 

Christ’s baptism.20 Our baptism participates in Christ’s, not because the waters are the same 

or the one doing the ritual says the same words. Instead, God chooses to make himself 

available at each baptism, drawing people into relationship, through the prior work of Christ. 

In this instance, that earlier work specifically includes Christ’s baptism.  

Other symbols or acts function comparably. When we hear Scripture read, we listen to 

God. The Eucharist brings us Christ’s presence at both his last supper and the awaited 

eschatological feast. In Boersma’s explanation of a sacramental ontology, symbols share in 

the reality of that towards which they point without being the thing itself. Thus, God can be 

genuinely available to us, through created materiality. 

There are several biblical examples of God using material items to reveal divine 

presence, beginning in Genesis when God declares creation good. This statement has two 

crucial facets. First, God affirms that the created, physical world is good because it comes 

 
20 It is for this reason, of course, that the creedal formula states that the church accepts ‘one baptism for 

the forgiveness of sins’, that one baptism being Christ’s. 
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from himself. As James 1.17 notes, nothing which comes from God is evil; thus, because 

creation’s source is God, it is good. This belief formed an essential part of the early church’s 

argument against gnostic tendencies concerning materiality. Furthermore, God’s speech is 

not only descriptive but also declarative. When God pronounces that creation is good, this 

speech generates that reality. God’s words give the universe dignity. 

Closely following the creation account, Scripture also reveals that God designs the 

material world to facilitate a relationship with his image-bearers. Old Testament scholar John 

Walton argues that the garden of Eden should be considered a ‘sacred space’ whose 

‘significance has more to do with divine presence than human paradise’.21 Indeed, the 

accounts of Genesis 1-2 show that God orders the world in a particular way so as to be near 

to creation. In Eden, God mingles with his people. The author highlights this relational 

context when God comes into the garden to be with his people. In his rather unique 

perspective on the creation narratives, Karl Barth similarly argues that the ‘covenant is the 

goal of creation and creation the way to the covenant … It prepares and establishes the 

sphere in which the institution and the covenant take place.’22 In other words, the material 

world is specifically designed as the means by which God attends to his people and commits 

to them for an ongoing relationship. 

Of course, this ideal situation did not endure. Humans lost perfect fellowship with God 

in the fall. Subsequently, various Scripture passages appear to prohibit practices that seek to 

engage God through created and manufactured objects. The second commandment 

explicitly states: ‘You shall not make for yourself an idol, or any likeness of what is in heaven 

above or on the earth beneath or in the water under the earth.’23 Some Christian groups have 

taken this to mean that material realities are not suitable for playing a role in our knowledge 

of God after the fall. 24  

However, there are other ways of reading this command. Many Ancient Near Eastern 

peoples believed that they could channel divine power through objects and rituals. It is this 

 
21 John H. Walton, The Lost World of Adam and Eve: Genesis 2-3 and the Human Origins Debate (Downers 

Grove: IVP Academic, 2015), 116. 
22 Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics, trans. G. W. Bromiley and T.F. Torrance (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson 

Publishers, 2010), III.1, 97 
23 Exodus 20.4. This aversion to visual depictions of deity can also be seen in pseudepigraphal works such 

as The Apocalypse of Abraham. Here, God’s choice of Abraham as father of Israel is due in part to his rejection 
of idolatry. “The Apocalypse of Abraham” trans. R. Rubinkiewicz, The Old Testament Pseudepigrapha vol. 1, ed. 
James H. Charlesworth (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson Publishers Marketing, 1983), 690-691. 

24 For instance, the Amish, who refuse to even have their photograph taken because it might become an 
object of misplaced worship. 
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sense of manipulation which the second commandment seems intent to destabilise. The 

Israelites were not to equate YHWH with any lesser item in creation, nor to assume that 

their making an object would force God to be present or make divine power available.25 Thus, 

the second commandment does not inherently preclude God’s willingness to disclose his 

presence through material means but emphasises God’s complete freedom.  

We see a number of examples of God’s self-revelation in the book of Exodus. For 

instance, God’s presence is manifest through created means in the wilderness wanderings. 

Day and night, the Israelites followed either a pillar of cloud or of fire. The writer of Exodus 

is clear: this cloud was not something simply used by God. Instead, the text says YHWH 

went ‘before them in a pillar of cloud by day to lead them,’ and ‘in a pillar of fire by night to 

give them light’.26 God chose to guide people by employing created material. In so doing, 

God demonstrates a willingness to utilise the natural world to be available to his people. 

God later revealed himself even more dramatically at Sinai. There, God descended to 

meet with Moses and the elders of Israel, coming to the mountain in cloud and fire. We read 

in Exodus 24.16 that God called to Moses ‘from the midst of the cloud’. The passage clearly 

describes God choosing to enter the people’s midst, and being manifest through the means 

of material reality.27 The episode at Sinai is not as intimate as what Genesis 1-2 describes. 

However, the interaction with the Israelites exhibits God’s desire to be in relationship with 

his people and the willingness to utilise the natural world to that end.28  

 
25 We can also see this in the distinction between Israel and the neighbouring nations. Israel’s God is 

unique in his relationship with creation. Other Ancient Near Eastern religions believed that their gods came 
into relationship with them. However, the gods of the peoples around Israel needed their worshippers. 
YHWH, however, has no needs. His use of material mediation is not for his benefit but rather for ours. God 
utilises material matter in specific and intentional ways out of his graciousness. Caroline Walker Bynum, “The 
Sacrality of Things: An Inquiry into Divine Materiality in the Christian Middle Ages” Irish Theological Quarterly 
78 no. 1 (2013): 4. 

26 Exodus 13.21, emphasis mine. 
27 This imagery of God descending in cloud to reveal his glory is so significant that it is included in Jewish 

pageantry of marriage. Wedding ceremonies take place beneath a chuppa, a covered arch meant to symbolise 
the Shekinah Glory which descended over Sinai. Israel’s identity was instituted and cemented in a covenant 
painted in terms of a marriage. In the same way, every marriage initiates a new, covenantal identity. 

28 The expectation of God’s relational presence at covenantal and sacrificial meals must be situated in the 
context of Ancient Near Eastern cultic practices. Several passages in Deuteronomy place sacrifice, meal, and 
divine presence in close juxtaposition; Adam Warner Day notes that this reflects the Ancient Near East 
context where a people’s patron deity was believed to share in the meal with those who sacrificed to them. 
The primary difference between Israel and its neighbours is the question of who initiates and provides the 
means for that meal and relationship. In the case of Israel (and later, the church), covenantal relationship and 
fellowship is predicated on God’s initiation. Adam Warner Day, “Eating Before the Lord,” Journal of the 
Evangelical Theological Society 57, no. 1 (March 2014): 87. 
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Though the biblical authors repeatedly remind us that no place can contain God, he may 

still choose to be available there.29 Exodus also speaks to God’s choice to inhabit a specific 

place. After a lengthy set of instructions on its proper construction, Exodus 40.34 describes 

how God descended over the Tabernacle. Still in the form of the cloud which led them from 

Egypt, YHWH ‘covered the tent of meeting’ and divine glory ‘filled the tabernacle’.30 God’s 

presence in the Tabernacle continued as cloud and fire; when God wanted the people to 

move on, the cloud rose from the Tabernacle and led the people.31  

Similarly, when Solomon dedicated the Temple, God conveyed presence by descending 

in a cloud which filled the Temple so completely that the priests could ‘not stand to 

minister’.32 God came to dwell among the people in order that they might enter into 

relationship and properly worship in ‘his dwelling place’.33 Just as God designed Eden as the 

location for relationship, the Temple would serve for continued relationship between God 

and the people of Israel. 34 

Not only the structures speak of God’s willingness to be available at the Tabernacle or 

Temple; both buildings also included various liturgical objects and accoutrements. By 

commanding their design and manufacture, YHWH blesses their use in worship.35 Some 

liturgical objects also function to reveal God’s will and offer a medium for entering into a 

relationship with him. This holds true for the church today. Throughout the liturgical 

service, the church utilises various manufactured items like bread, wine, or baptismal fonts. 

Even services which occur in natural outdoor environments utilise such artefacts.36 God’s 

 
29 1 Kgs 8.27, 2 Chron. 6.18. 
30 Ex. 40.34 
31 Ex. 40.38 
32 1 Kgs 8.10-11. It is interesting to note that both 1 Kings 8.39 and 2 Chronicles 6.30 (the parallel narrative 

of Solomon’s dedication) describe God descending to the Temple but also remaining in heaven. While he 
makes himself available to his people by physically manifesting himself in the Temple (and previously in the 
Tabernacle or Ark of the Covenant), God’s dwelling place is ultimately heaven. This should appropriately 
shape our understanding of Jesus Christ and how he may be both absent and present in the church, the 
liturgy, and the Eucharist. 

33 Ps. 76.2. We might also cite Psalm 100.4 which instructs Israel to ‘enter’ God’s courts with thanksgiving 
and praise. 

34 Walton, The Lost World, 117-118. 
35 Interestingly, the first person said to be ‘filled with the Spirit’ is Bezalel, a labourer who was given 

knowledge of ‘all kinds of craftsmanship, to make artistic designs for work in gold, in silver, and in 
bronze, and in the cutting of stones for settings, and in the carving of wood, that he may work in all kinds of 
craftsmanship’ in Exodus 31.1-5. 

36 Grumett, Material Eucharist, 133. Grumett notes that this has been the case historically as much as in the 
modern world. The ‘Christian Eucharist may be celebrated anywhere, provided there is somewhere to place 
the bread and wine, and space for the congregation’; this is based on the belief that all the earth belongs to 
and is dependent upon God, thus making it both sacred and an appropriate setting for the worship of God. 
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use of the natural order for his self-revelation provides the basis for our use of these material 

artefacts in the liturgy. 

On the other hand, it is important to acknowledge that God might choose to hide his 

presence. God may reject the same sacred objects which previously revealed him. Ezekiel 10 

describes how the Lord took up his presence from the Temple of Israel and departed. 

Because God rejected Israel and her sinful practices, he refused to offer continued, tangible 

presence to those in the land. This divine withdrawal portrays the character of our 

relationship with God. He is not an idol to be coerced or manipulated. In absolute freedom, 

God can choose to descend to us; God may also choose to withdraw. 

In light of God’s freedom, we must remember that it is not our liturgical actions which 

bring God’s presence to us. Rather, it is only by God’s gracious condescension that we 

interact with God so tangibly. To treat liturgical consecration as a means to enforce God’s 

manifestation in the sacraments would miss a central point in the liturgy: it is only at God’s 

initiative and discretion that we enter into such relationship. It is not our performance which 

brings God near. Instead, it is God’s love which brings him to our midst. While we should 

be intentional and accurate in our liturgical actions, this thoughtfulness is primarily for our 

benefit. Our intentionality is a means of properly orienting our vision rather than 

manipulating God. As we look through the liturgy towards God, a proper christology 

enhances our vision and grounds all our liturgical actions. 

 

Christological Theology of Mediation 

Colin Gunton emphasises that christology plays a central role in our understanding of 

material mediation. He begins by reminding us that God created not as a necessity but as an 

act of sheer grace. It follows from this that the universe is not coeternal with God but 

dependent on God. This contingency means that the world is both ‘real in itself’ in that it is 

distinct from God and ‘yet [it is] only itself in relation to its creator’.37 Similarly, human 

beings are only properly themselves when we recognise our dependency and are oriented 

towards a particular telos of knowing and enjoying God. Indeed, our original separation from 

God is due to rejecting such a rightly ordered relationship with God. Without understanding 

ourselves and the world as related to and reliant upon God, our existence is incomplete. 

 
37 Colin E. Gunton, Christ and Creation (Carlisle, UK: Paternoster Press, 1992), 75. 
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Gunton further reminds us that creation occurs through Christ. This method of creation 

is intrinsically relational and points towards the teleological aim of creation: from the 

beginning, God intends to bring his creatures into relationship with himself.  This intention 

is the basis of the incarnation and redemptive work of Christ. When the Son takes on flesh, 

his work is two-pronged. In Gunton’s words, the incarnation ‘realises the true being of them 

both [creation and Creator], for it perfects at once the Father’s work of creation and the 

creature’s determination to perfection’.38 In other words, through Christ, we see not only the 

perfected relationship between God and ourselves. We also see that the purpose of creation 

was to bring about just such a perfected relationship within the world.  

In Chapter One I discussed how Oliver Davies suggests that Christ is the key for 

interpreting the text which makes up the universe. Gunton’s framework further clarifies that 

creation cannot be adequately understood apart from Christ the mediator. Irenaeus similarly 

suggested that because Christ uniquely enables our access to the divine life, the incarnation 

would have occurred even without the fall.39 By the unity in the hypostatic union, Christ 

provides for our sharing in the Trinity’s life. For this reason, christology must also guide our 

understanding of divine presence and material mediation in the liturgy. 

Gunton argues that by entering the creation and becoming one with his creatures, the 

Son affirms the dignity of humanity’s materiality. Christ was ‘born into a network of 

corruption,’ and took up fallen flesh. By doing so, Christ fully engaged the world’s reality and 

his presence ‘within the structures of time and space’ enabled Christ to redirect the world 

towards the Father in the Spirit.40 Such redirection occurs on behalf of all creation, not 

merely human beings. 

As the incarnation serves to perfect creation, Gunton reminds us of God’s continuing 

purpose which stretches from the act of creation through redemption and to the 

consummation. This continuity, exemplified in Christ’s life ‘guarantees the eschatological 

perfection’ of Christ’s sacrifice and subsequent renewal.41 It is this promise of future 

perfection which enables our use of material items in the liturgy. Since the world and these 

 
38 Gunton, Christ and Creation, 79. 
39 Irenaeus, Against Heresies III.22.3, ‘God having predestined that the first man should be of an animal 

nature, with this view, that he might be saved by the spiritual One. For inasmuch as he had a pre-existence as 
a saving Being, it was necessary that what might be saved should also be called into existence, in order that 
the Being who saves should not exist in vain.’ 

40 Gunton, Christ and Creation, 81. 
41 Gunton, Christ and Creation, 81. 
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items are drawn into the cosmic renewal of Christ’s work, they may mediate God’s presence 

to us. 

United with christology, a proper eschatology helps us navigate the tension between 

creation’s present state and its coming redemption.42 For instance, if the purpose of creation 

is so that all things should praise the Creator, then the creation itself cannot be swept aside 

in order to effect some merely anthropological end. Instead, it too is caught up in the reality 

of the resurrected Christ. It will praise God with us at the end of days. We may recognise the 

present limits of creation, but we can look through Christ to see the created order’s eventual 

state. This vision enables us to treat material reality appropriately in the present age. 

Christ’s life on earth portrayed a proper dependence on the Spirit. Christ’s present 

session (ruling from heaven) has implications for our understanding of the eschaton and our 

own reliance on the Spirit as we follow Christ in the present age. Treating the doctrine of 

creation with a christological orientation enables appropriate attention to the Spirit’s role in 

the world today, even as we look forward to the eschaton. To bring material realities into the 

eschatological age, believers must cooperate with the work of the Spirit in sanctifying 

creation. As image bearers, this task falls to human beings who are called to carry on with 

Christ’s work of expanding the kingdom. We do so by engaging the material world in ways 

which enable it to praise God. Such work is possible only through the Holy Spirit, who 

works to heal the world and support its ability to glorify God.  

The eschaton determines the manner and goal of sanctifying creation because the 

eschatological age is the telos of all creation. The perfection of creation is thus oriented 

towards the eschaton. Gunton suggests that the Spirit enables ‘created things to become 

what they are by anticipating what they shall be, a function inaugurated and instantiated by the 

resurrection of Jesus from the dead’.43 By engaging created items in light of their eventual 

redemption, the Spirit frees them to be provisionally engaged in redemptive activities. Their 

present, incomplete nature notwithstanding, material realities may participate in reality’s 

 
42 Gunton notes that there are two other primary ways of dealing with the state of the world. If salvation is 

oriented only towards humanity, we may treat the world as incidental or ancillary; we might likewise fail to 
account for the cosmos eschatologically. This occurs if we view salvation as God’s attempt to ‘make the best 
of’ a situation gone disastrously awry. Gunton suggests these views are propagated principally by Karl Barth 
and Aquinas, respectively, Christ and Creation, 93-95. 

43 Colin E. Gunton, ed., Doctrine of Creation: Essays in Dogmatics, History and Philosophy (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 
1997), 80, emphasis mine. 
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sacramental nature. The Holy Spirit works in concert with human beings, giving them the 

task of ‘realising this perfectedness’. 44 

Likewise, the suitability of material objects for spiritual mediation is based not on their 

present state but their eschatological nature as part of the redeemed creation (Col. 1.20). The 

eschatological age will be a reality even more substantial than that which preceded the fall. 

Gunton thus concludes that the Spirit is the ‘perfecting cause of creation, whose function is 

to bring the world through Christ to a completeness which it did not have in the 

beginning’.45 The liturgy’s eschatological focus should direct believers’ vision beyond the 

present to the coming age, thereby preparing them for the eschaton. Indeed, our liturgical 

participation shapes us to see the world eschatologically, while simultaneously providing the 

setting for believers to enter into the Spirit’s work of perfecting creation. Just as we are 

growing in our ability to represent Christ properly, we are called to bring the created order 

along with us in worship.  

Our union with Christ initiates our transformation in the Spirit and prepares us to be 

formed by the liturgy. The Spirit then works through the liturgy, enabling all of our acts and 

creative works, our interpretation and responsive speech to be performed in Christ. This 

brings us into conformity to God’s ordering of all things by the Word. Gunton claims that 

this comprehensively includes all our ‘science, technology, craft and art’.46 Interestingly, 

Gunton refers explicitly to the work of art in restoring creation. He argues that art is ‘one of 

the ways by which the Spirit brings about the telos of the creation’.47 When we rightly and 

properly engage creation, we draw it towards its fulfilment, towards worship and praise of 

God. We can bring the results of such work into the liturgy, and God may choose to reveal 

himself to us through such works.48  

According to Gunton, what we do with our bodies and the created order matters. Thus, 

we must learn to be fully human so as to continually engage in rightly ordered worship. This 

learning comes as the Holy Spirit indwells believers and transforms our works and manner 

 
44 Gunton, Christ and Creation, 96. Gunton advances the suggestion that because we are called to deeper 

relationship with the Father, and expected to bring creation to a state of perfection, that ‘had there been no 
fall, it would have still have been the Father’s good pleasure to come into personal relation with us through 
the incarnation of his Son’. He notes that this view is often associated with Duns Scotus and Edward Irving. 

45 Gunton, Doctrine of Creation, 81. 
46 Gunton, Christ and Creation, 123. 
47 Gunton, Christ and Creation, 123-124. 
48 It is important to note that we must be wary of how we apply our efforts—not all our actions are aimed 

at the flourishing of creation. We do not always work to bring the cosmos into harmony. As Gunton boldly 
points out, to ‘turn a desert into a garden is one thing, to turn a rainforest into a desert quite another’. 
Gunton, Christ and Creation, 124. 
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of living in the world. As the Spirit orients our vision towards God and the kingdom, we 

learn how to treat the created order rightly. Such formation naturally occurs through the 

liturgy, among the community of believers who together are the temple of the Spirit. The 

church is imperfect. However, it is the place where we are directed towards a particular 

vision of the world together. 

In addition to the Biblical evidence, Gunton demonstrates that the created order is the 

proper and suitable place for God’s self-revelation. Due to Christ’s mediating work and our 

life in the Spirit, we may utilise the creation and other manufactured forms of materiality in 

our worship of God. Material creation should never act as a substitute for Christ. Even the 

sacraments are not an additional intermediary, and they are not on par with Christ. These 

things lead us to Christ, they may even participate in Christ, but they are not him. It is only by 

engaging with Christ himself that we know the Father, in the power of the Spirit. In 

Gunton’s words, ‘the incarnation demonstrates the utterly free relatedness of God to that 

which he has made, and so provides an instance and paradigm of a form of mediated action 

that requires no intermediaries’.49 Christ comes to us and makes himself available to be known 

by those means which he deems appropriate. 

 

The Emmaus Paradigm for the Liturgy 

It should be clear at this juncture that God graciously manifests divine presence through 

material reality. The liturgy offers a specific domain in which to experience God’s presence 

and engage responsively. This occurs through the embodied and material aspects of the 

service. Our liturgical encounter with God is both relational and dialogical and serves to 

nourish our ongoing formation as God’s people.  

However, despite the promise of Christ’s sacramental presence, the liturgy also exhibits 

the challenging reality that Christ is absent from the church in significant ways. This absence 

presents a tension with which the church must grapple. In this section, I will argue that the 

disciples’ encounter on the Road to Emmaus serves as a prototype for how we might 

structure the liturgy as well as offering a framework to understand Christ’s apparent absence.  

First, the Emmaus encounter holds together the importance of both Word and 

Sacrament in our liturgical structures. This structural development is apparent in the 

chronology of events recorded in Luke 24.13-35. While walking towards Emmaus, two 

 
49 Gunton, Doctrine of Creation, 78. 
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disciples found themselves joined by a stranger, unaware of recent events in Jerusalem. After 

hearing their sorrow over what had happened, their companion rebuffed them. He then gave 

an account ‘beginning with Moses and with all the prophets’ of how the Messiah must 

suffer. As the three companions reclined at dinner, the stranger took the bread, blessed it, 

and ‘breaking it, He began giving it to them’. In this moment of breaking and sharing the 

bread, the man was revealed as Christ himself. The disciples recognised Jesus in the context 

of the meal, which is strongly suggestive of the Eucharist instituted only days before during 

the Passover. 

The church participates in a similar pattern in the liturgy: the preached word unfolds the 

Gospel, and the sacraments follow this proclamation as the community tangibly engages the 

promises of God. Just as the disciples were led through the Old Testament to understand 

Christ’s person and ministry, in the same manner, the people gathered in worship are led 

through the biblical readings and preached word to know Christ, before meeting him at the 

table. Through this liturgical sequence, the Spirit speaks and enables us to attend to God 

through the liturgy. Christ’s interaction with the disciples demonstrates that the church 

comes to Christ through the gospels. It is the proclaimed and preached word which fund our 

engagement with Christ at the eucharistic table. Following their own recognition of Christ, 

the disciples returned to Jerusalem to tell others which points to the ongoing missiological 

orientation of the church: Christ reveals himself to us so that we might bring others into 

fellowship with him. 

Second, the Emmaus encounter illustrates both that Christ reveals himself at a time of 

his choosing and that his apparent absence is not inherently problematic for the church. 

Indeed, despite God’s ongoing presence among the church, the ecclesial community must 

account for Christ’s absence in the world. The two sides of reality must be carefully 

juxtaposed in order to remain faithful to both Christ’s presence through the Spirit and his 

session at the right hand of the Father. The story of Emmaus illuminates this tension. 

Despite having walked with Christ and heard him speak, the disciples do not recognise him. 

In a sense, Christ’s mere appearance is insufficient – Christ must actively choose to reveal 

himself to the disciples in a discernible way. Christ does this when breaking the bread with 

them, a moment when their eyes were opened. 

Luke 24.31 notes that though he almost immediately disappears, Christ is still revealed 

by his actions in the meal.  Louis-Marie Chauvet suggests a similar argument in his work on 

the sacraments. He argues that one cannot ‘arrive at the recognition of the risen Jesus unless 
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you renounce seeing/touching/finding him by undeniable proofs’.50 The disciples had 

previously heard strange tales about Christ being resurrected but could still not believe (Lk. 

24.22-24), because they wanted clear and immediate, sensorial proof. However, even when 

Christ walked alongside them, they did not believe because they were not yet able to see. 

Chauvet asseverates that the disciples, and the church today, must give up our natural 

desire for immediacy. Instead, to experience the presence of Christ requires an instance of 

mediation: first, the disciples hear through the word of the Scriptures, and then they 

recognise Christ in the breaking of bread at the table. Chauvet goes on to note that though 

their eyes were opened, the disciples gazed ‘on emptiness because, as soon as he was 

recognised, “he vanished from their sight”’. However, though Christ disappeared from sight, 

this does not diminish Christ’s self-revelation, the emptiness is instead filled with Christ’s 

presence.51 Indeed, Christ’s act of self-revelation led the disciples to return to Jerusalem and 

relate how ‘He was recognised by them in the breaking of the bread’ (Lk. 24.35). 

Emmaus demonstrates the necessity that the church learn to see God, and that this 

training comes at Christ’s discretion as he reveals himself. Even when he is not immediately 

present, we may still know Christ (Lk. 24.31); conversely, if we do not learn to see, Christ 

may stand before us and still be hidden. Recall Aurora Leigh’s warning that if we cannot 

truly see and recognise the burning bush, we will fail to remove our shoes and end by 

plucking blackberries rather than knowing God.  

Christ’s disappearance at Emmaus likewise reveals that his absence is not inherently 

bad. As Chauvet notes, the void created by Christ’s disappearance is immediately filled. 

When Christ tells the disciples he must return to the Father in John 16.5-7, he assures them 

that it is for their benefit. That Christ is not immediately present to us provides the space for 

the Holy Spirit’s presence. It is through the Spirit that we are then transfigured and prepared 

for the beatific vision. Though the disciples do not explicitly know this at Emmaus, their joy 

and wonder in the midst of Christ’s disappearance can remind the church today to be joyful 

despite our ongoing wait for Christ’s final return. 

As in the meal at Emmaus, Christ manifests his presence through the proclaimed word 

and the Eucharist each week. Like the disciples, the church is brought by the Spirit, through 

the preached word, to the Lord’s Table. We first attend to God in hearing the word, which is 

 
50 Louis-Marie Chauvet, The Sacraments: The Word of God at the Mercy of the Body, trans. Madeleine Beaumont 

(Collegeville, MN: The Liturgical Press, 1997), 25. 
51 Chauvet, The Sacraments, 26. 
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both proclaimed and preached. We then attend to God by participating in the meal, which 

decisively forms the church as a unique people of God. The supper also confirms the 

revelation of the gospel by offering the presence of Christ. While Christ is not seen visibly in 

the bread, it remains a signpost of Christ’s presence. 

In sum, the Emmaus encounter makes it clear that God forms us by both Word and 

Sacrament. First, the proclamation of the Gospel renews and offers genuine knowledge of 

God. Second, the sacraments bring our bodies towards relationship with God by ritualising 

and embedding our knowledge through physical participation in the truth. The sacraments 

materially demonstrate the incarnation and the significance of creation.52 To know through 

both body and mind is a result of the Spirit’s work as the Spirit indwells the church. Thus, 

the Spirit enables and sanctifies the use of the material world for the liturgy and God’s self-

revelation. Finally, despite Christ’s absence, we may trust in the presence of the Spirit who 

will lead the church into all truth (Jn. 16.13-15) and prepare us to gaze upon God in Christ in 

the eschatological age. 

 

Conclusion 

Robert Jenson notes that there appears to have been a full meal in the Corinthian Church 

before the Eucharist. The church served the bread and cup separately, one at the beginning 

and one at the end of the banquet. He suggests that bread and cup were eventually joined 

and migrated to the end of the meal due to the ‘growing feeling for the special holiness of 

the bread and cup as embodiments of the Lord’s presence’.53 This movement recognised that 

Christ mediated his presence through these material realities, and their significance could 

hardly be overstated. Christ makes himself available through bread and wine and invites us 

to eat and drink, taking these elements into our bodies, as a means of receiving Christ and 

entering into communion with him.  

The meal that sustains our faith also demonstrates that God supplies all our spiritual 

and physical needs. The Eucharist is an abundant meal which continually speaks to God’s 

provision. In this way, it mirrors the manna of the wilderness and Christ’s feeding miracles. 

We engage the meal physically, receiving bodily sustenance from the bread and wine. At the 

same time, we also receive spiritual edification and nourishment as the Holy Spirit reveals 

Christ to us and is ‘poured out into our hearts’ (Rom. 5.5). 

 
52 Gunton, Christ and Creation, 112-113. 
53 Jenson, Visible Words, 66.  



 96 

As we have seen in the work of Boersma and Davies, because Christ chooses to make 

himself available at the table, the Eucharist shares in the reality of the Last Supper as well as 

the coming eschatological feast. The Eucharist uniquely enables our access to God because, 

according to his promise, it is a means through which Christ makes himself available to us in 

a tangible, physical manner. The two are not coextensive, but the Eucharist does somehow 

mediate for us the reality of Christ, uniquely enabling us to participate in Christ.  

We can say that the elements of bread and wine are suitable for this purpose because 

they come from a good creation. They reflect the Lord’s willingness to be incarnate in a 

material body, and their consecration mirrors Christ’s transfiguration of human nature. The 

elements are even suggestive of our own coming transformation in that they are common 

goods that can become something more, by the work of the Holy Spirit. Recalling Gunton’s 

argument on our role in creation, we can also note that the elements exemplify how we are 

to bring the created order along with us in the process of transformation. 

As the Emmaus encounter illustrates, Christ makes his presence available through the 

material world. The created order can reveal much about God. However, Christ chooses 

explicitly to reveal himself through particular means. The Spirit illuminates our vision to see 

this manifestation, working through beauty, human persons, and the liturgy. The Spirit does 

so in order to form the church to be God’s peculiar people. 

In the present age, believers share in God’s life not in a forensic manner but genuinely. 

This sacramental foundation assists in carefully balancing the tension between God’s work 

and our ongoing participation in worship. It allows us to affirm the value of creation and 

God’s willingness to mediate his presence through material means. In turn, God’s choice to 

reveal himself through material means grounds our understanding of the liturgy, both its 

practices, and aesthetics. Our genuine participation in God’s life means that other forms of 

materiality, particularly those crafted by human beings such as architecture, art, and food can 

also reveal God’s presence, character, and will. 

While the ascension does present us with a dilemma regarding Christ’s ongoing 

presence in the liturgy, the Emmaus encounter is suggestive for navigating this tension: 

Christ comes to us and also leads us on to the eschatological age by departing from us. 

Through it, we learn that God is available to us, even when God is not visibly seen. In the 

present age, Christ may not be simultaneously present in body and spirit; however Christ is 
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still present spiritually even when absent in the body because he sends the Spirit.54 We can 

infer, then, that Christ continues to be available to the church through both Word and 

Sacrament, by the work of the Spirit. As the Gospel is heard and the sacraments are 

received, we remember that Christ was broken and poured out for us. Indeed, Christ 

continues to be poured out for us, as the Spirit has been poured out into our hearts so that 

we might know Christ’s love (Rom. 5.4-5). God gives and receives – not out of necessity but 

because of a genuine relationship with his people. In some mysterious sense, God’s 

availability to us makes God vulnerable.55 

The liturgy provides the physical and social context for ongoing dialogue with God. It 

facilitates access to the one who promises to be present with us. Through the liturgy, God 

meets with the church in a tangible manner; God shapes us to know and love him well. God 

chooses to act in such a way – mediating his presence through both the natural order and 

manufactured objects – so that we may be formed to share in the divine life.  

 
54 When the disciples encounter Christ on the road to Emmaus, he is present in body but remains 

unrecognized and thereby ‘spiritually’ absent in some mysterious sense. When he is recognised and becomes 
spiritually present, he immediately disappears and is absent in the body. This bodily absence makes space for 
his spiritual presence, which bolsters the disciples’ joy, driving them to return to Jerusalem and witness to the 
others. 

55 Wolterstorff, The God We Worship, 44. 



Chapter Four 

Formed by Attending to God’s Presence through Word 
 

Introduction 

In Chapter One, I suggested that Christian liturgy can be organised around two primary 

clusters of activity – Word and Sacrament. Through both the liturgy shapes the belief and 

imagination of the church. In this chapter, I will address what is entailed by attending to 

God through word and how that forms the congregation into God’s people.  

Throughout the liturgy, the church is attentive to God’s presence by listening to divine 

speech. Christ is the Word of God (Jn 1.1) who makes God’s speech available to the church. 

God calls the church into relationship through Scripture, as well as through Christ’s 

incarnation and the ongoing apostolic witness. Hearing and responding to the word of God 

in Christ draws the church into a relationship with him. In the liturgy, this relationship 

develops as the church is attentive to God’s word by reading Scripture, hearing the preached 

word, and other means such as creeds and prayers.  

In what follows, I will briefly explore how different kinds of speech carry the 

congregation through the liturgy’s movements of remembrance, present participation, and 

anticipation. Without re-examining the particulars of each movement, I will survey how 

certain types of speech primarily exhibit a single movement while others involve more than 

one. For instance, the absolution primarily points us to the past actions of Christ by drawing 

on the movement of remembrance or anamnesis. On the other hand, communal prayer may 

bring to mind both memory and hopeful anticipation, as well as reminding the congregation 

of our ongoing participation in the divine life. 

If a chief part of the liturgy’s purpose is providing the space for God to shape a people 

for himself, then attending to the Word plays a significant role in our formation. Indeed, 

liturgical speech is not merely an expression of cognitive belief. The words are embodied 

acts in that they are spoken and heard. Our language constitutes and shapes much of our 

way of being in the world; thus, the things we hear and say are also embodied in the impact 

that they have on our everyday, lived experiences. The latter half of this chapter will be 

devoted to understanding how liturgical speech is formative. To guide this discussion, I will 

reference previous observations about the liturgy’s power to produce a framework for our 

knowledge of God. I will supplement this focus on the liturgy’s power with the concept of 
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Speech Act Theory (SAT) which illustrates how the church’s speech generates something. I 

will conclude this section on formation with the vital recognition that liturgical speech is 

effectual only insofar as it enables us to share in the resurrected life of Christ, who is the 

Word. 

 

Anamnesis: Remembering the Story of God 

Of the various kinds of speech in the liturgy, one of the most prominent is Scripture reading. 

Though a member of the congregation audibly speaks the words of Scripture to the 

congregation, the speech ultimately belongs to God. He communicates through the reading 

and hearing of Scripture first by inspiring the biblical authors and second by enlivening the 

words of Scripture for the congregation.  

A primary purpose of reading Scripture is to recall God’s character and acts, thus 

engaging in the liturgy’s first movement. We see this particularly through the reading of 

Scripture in the anamnesis at communion, which retells the central work of Christ in the 

crucifixion and resurrection. However, the overarching action of anamnesis and remembering 

through speech takes place on a much larger scale than communion. By reading portions of 

Scripture from both testaments, the church regularly calls to mind God’s all-encompassing 

purpose and covenant.  

For instance, in 1 Corinthians 15.3-4, Paul states that Christ died, was buried, and raised 

on the third day, all according to the Scriptures. Paul’s reference to the Old Testament 

demonstrates that all Scripture testifies to Christ and validates the continuity of the new 

church with the prior promises made to Israel. Scripture calls to mind the work of God on 

our behalf, teaching us to see and know Christ, as part of the liturgical act of remembering. 

Just as the Gospels witness to the work and person of Christ, other portions of 

Scripture crucially shape our understanding of God and the world. For these reasons, 

Scripture reading dominates some forms of Christian liturgy. As we will see in my case study 

on St. John’s Anglican Church, there can be four or more passages read during the average 

service. These readings typically come from the Book of Common Prayer for Anglican 

churches, which has three yearly cycles oriented around the liturgical calendar. Over these 

three years, the vast majority of the Bible is read in the service. Other traditions similarly 

utilise lectionaries to order services; for instance, the Roman Catholic Missal or Revised 

Common Lectionary.  
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The use of lectionaries aims to move congregations through large portions of Scripture 

each year. Such a thorough reading has the effect of demonstrating the value of the entire 

Bible rather than favouring only one testament or particular writer. It also draws the entire 

narrative of Scripture together, helping listeners engage the drama that unfolds across the 

Bible’s pages. Of course, even lectionaries have their weaknesses. For example, some books 

are read infrequently, such as Ruth or Esther. Nevertheless, the emphasis on reading and 

wrestling with the entirety of the Biblical witness demonstrates Scripture’s significance and 

authority for our remembering of God’s work. 

Finally, Scripture tells us the story of God. Kevin Vanhoozer utilises the term 

theodrama to describe a particular hermeneutic for Scripture.1 He argues that to read 

Scripture involves entering into a dramatic work of art; it presents a scene in which the 

reader also has a pivotal role to play.2 Reading the Bible as participatory drama demonstrates 

that remembering God’s works and character has the power to shape us. If Scripture offers 

an invitation and a means for us to participate in the dialogue, then hearing the word focuses 

on both memory and present participation. Hearing the word of God and entering into 

dialogue with Jesus compels believers to remember his works and then to answer the 

question: who will I become in light of this? Who is the church called to be, given the work 

of God? 

As Scripture reveals Christ, those who speak, hear, and preach must recognise this 

revelation. Liturgical speech should declare the reality of God, which is revealed in Christ, 

through the Holy Spirit., and to which the Scriptures testify. In Jenson’s words, Scripture is 

‘living address,’ and those who interpret it for others must treat it as nothing less than the 

continued word of God to his people today.3 This shift from proclaimed word to preached word 

moves us from memory to present participation in the liturgy as the congregation continues 

attending to God’s presence. 

 

 
1 Kevin Vanhoozer, “A Drama of Redemption Model: Always Performing?” in Four Views on Moving Beyond 

the Bible to Theology, ed. Stanley N. Gundry, (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2009), 156. 
2 Vanhoozer, “A Drama of Redemption,” 157-158. 
3 Jenson, Systematic Theology, vol. 2, The Works of God (New York: Oxford University Press, 2001), 273. 

Though Jenson is a Lutheran theologian, his insights to the liturgy are remarkably germane across the lines of 
church tradition. Other sources cited in this chapter who do not precisely represent the Anglican tradition 
provide similarly keen insights relevant beyond their particular church tradition. 
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Present Participation 

The congregation’s present participation focuses on the church’s life which exists between 

the past and the coming eschatological kingdom. Differing types of liturgical speech 

contribute to framing the church’s vision so that it might properly live in the present age.  

For instance, reading and hearing Scripture shapes us to see the world in a particular manner. 

Furthermore, reciting creeds forms a congregation’s belief system, whereas responsive 

sections of the liturgy (such as the confession) teach the church how to understand the 

ongoing process of repentance and redemption.  

As we consider how an ecclesial community attends to God through hearing and 

participating, it is crucial to recognise that the Bible is the church’s book. Scripture is best 

read and interpreted within the community of the faithful, where it is distinctly authoritative. 

This unique relationship between the church and Scripture as God’s word can be 

communicated in two ways. First, laypersons may lead the reading of Scripture. This reading 

can include children as well as adults; at times, the entire congregation reads passages. When 

the church enables individuals of various ages, socioeconomic standing, education levels, and 

genders to read a sacred text, it communicates that the Bible belongs to all those in the 

congregation. Though the preaching and interpretation of the word may be limited to a few, 

access to reading it is not.4  

Second, reading together demonstrates the shared, communal emphasis of the church’s 

relationship with Scripture. This emphasis is most evident with the Psalms which are often 

read as call and response. Corporate reading can similarly suggest an appropriation of the 

text – in which, the psalmist’s words become our own.  

Appropriating the words of the Bible as our own shapes the church’s understanding of 

how we continue to participate in the story of God. This style of reading exemplifies 

Vanhoozer’s theodramatic hermeneutic, in which the words of Scripture are living and active 

in the lives of the congregation. As the congregation speaks Scripture to one another, they 

recognise the continued significance and authority of Scripture. Thus, reading the Bible 

functions as an act of remembrance and as the continued participation of the church in the 

 
4 Of course, this has not always been true. Before widespread literacy and education at all levels of society, 

many could not read Scripture. Similarly, the Bible has often existed only in languages other than the 
vernacular, again making it available to only a few. However, even in these periods, knowledge of the 
narrative within Scripture was still available. Artwork before the Enlightenment often depicted biblical 
themes. Stained glass windows, carvings, stone reliefs in cathedrals and even parish churches, and 
iconography in the East, all served to tell the story of Scripture so that even those who are not in the 
ordained clergy might know God. The wide variety of translations available today provides unprecedented 
access to Scripture. 
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story Scripture tells. The church makes the words its own and together learns to live for 

Christ through engagement with Scripture. 

A second type of liturgical speech derived from Scripture and integral to the church’s 

formation is the sermon.5 This unique speech offers a particular manner of attending to 

God’s presence through hearing. Preaching should interpret and proclaim the words of 

Scripture as God’s authoritative speech in the congregation. This use of the church’s book is 

perhaps the most significant verbal communication in the liturgy. When proclaimed through 

right exegesis and preaching, Scripture comes to life through the work of the Spirit.  

In order to be a form of God’s word, the sermon must be oriented around a Scriptural 

passage. By teaching primarily from the Bible, the church affirms that the word of God is 

‘living and active’ (Heb. 4.12). The Spirit utilises Scripture to shape those who hear it both 

through reading and exposition. As it describes the gospel of Christ’s life, death, and 

resurrection, a sermon becomes the Father’s word to the church. Indeed, a sermon may 

participate in God’s eschatological work by the power of the Spirit and a preacher’s 

attentiveness to divine speech in Scripture.6 At their best, the preacher and sermon ought to 

become almost transparent. Through rightly oriented preaching and attentive listening, the 

congregation learns to hear from God through the spoken words.7 In this way, Scripture and 

the sermon draw us into the life of Christ. 

Physical structures can suggest the sermon’s importance in bringing us towards Christ. 

In many traditionally constructed churches, the sermon is preached from a pulpit on the side 

of the chancel. Being above the congregation demonstrates that the word should be visible 

and accessible for all people to hear. However, the lectern is placed to the side so as not to 

block the congregation’s view of the table. At other times, the sermon may be given from a 

position at the same height as the congregation. In this situation, a minister preaches in the 

centre of the aisle just in front of the pews. Again, this is done with care not to block the 

 
5 While the terms sermon or homily can refer to different styles of preaching – the former is typically longer 

– the terms are largely interchangeable and both are intended to form the church. I use the term sermon 
throughout my thesis primarily as a matter of preference. 

6 Jenson, Systematic Theology, 1:228. I do not believe that this requires a particular view of inspiration or 
inerrancy in Scripture, though some may choose to ascribe such language to Scripture in relating it to God’s 
speech. 

7 This precedent is evident in such Scriptural passages as the prophets who proclaim ‘thus says the Lord’ 
rather than offering their own opinions as well as Christ’s promise in Luke 12.12 that the Spirit will provide 
words for the disciples. This is not to say that every sermon fulfills this goal. However, every person who 
preaches ought to remember that their sermons are not to be given from a place of personal authority but 
should lead the congregation to life in Christ, through the work of the Spirit rather than on their own 
strength. The Spirit’s use of a speaker for such ends is suggested in various Scriptural passages including Jer. 
1.19 and Ex. 4.12. 
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view of the table. This spatial orientation physically and visually signifies who or what is at 

the centre of liturgical life by reminding the congregation that we come to church primarily 

to meet with God ahead of any other purpose.  

When the word of God is read within the ecclesial community, it is ‘not merely text but 

somehow living address’. 8 In the same way, the role of the one interpreting that address 

through the sermon is to ‘keep trying to say what [Scripture] says’. 9 Since the sermon is 

preached from a position that does not obscure the table, both the speech and the visual 

placement of the one preaching should help us look through the sermon to Christ himself. 

Furthermore, as the sermon leads the people through the gospel to meet Christ at the 

table, the congregation enters the very life of Christ. The sermon follows the reading of 

Scripture and helps prepare us to receive Christ’s presence in the sacrament. By pointing the 

congregation towards Christ, the sermon provides the connection between hearing God’s 

word read in Scripture and meeting with Christ at the Eucharist.  

The Reformers took this emphasis on Christ seriously as they worked to reform a 

church which they believed was focused on peripheral aspects of the faith ahead of Christ 

and the gospel. Lucas Cranach visually demonstrates this critical point in his Wittenberg 

Altarpiece. There, Martin Luther stands on one side in the lectern, his left hand on the Bible 

and his right pointing to the crucified Christ. Luther’s congregation is on the far side of 

Christ, their vision directed through the Scripture and Luther’s preaching towards Jesus.  

By attending to Christ’s presence in the preached word, we are invited into relationship 

with him. As we come to know Christ, we may also enter into the inner dialogue of the 

Trinity through hearing both the proclaimed and preached word. When hearing Scripture, 

the church recognises that Christ speaks to us and then carries our response to the Father on 

our behalf. Upon entering the triune discourse, we hear the Father, Son, and Spirit speaking 

to one another. As James Torrance says, ‘worship is the gift of participating through the 

Spirit in the incarnate Son’s communion with the Father’.10 It is the work of the Spirit which 

enables such vision. The Spirit guides us to see through the crucified Christ to the Father and 

thus engage God in fellowship. Given this ambitious goal of the sermon, no one should step 

into the pulpit lightly. It is the preachers’ responsibility to say not only what the 

 
8 Jenson, Systematic Theology, 2:273. 
9 Jenson, Systematic Theology, 2:280. 
10 Torrance, Worship, Community and the Triune God, 20. 
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Figure 1, Lucas Cranach, Martin Luther Preaching, lower panel 
detail of the Wittenberg Altarpiece, oil on panel, 1547, in 
Wittenberg, Saxony, Germany. Image courtesy of The Bridgeman 
Art Library, Object 23264, Public Domain. 
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 text meant but what it means for those listening today, thus bringing us to share in the eternal 

dialogue of the Trinity. 

Formation can also occur through participation as the church responds to God’s word. 

For instance, during the confession, the congregation follows the leader in the process of 

self-examination and then confesses the various ways in which we have fallen short. In some 

traditions, this forms part of a response to hearing the Gospel through Scripture and the 

sermon. By engaging the confession, the church acknowledges several things vital to our 

formation. First, the world no longer functions as originally intended, and we ourselves do 

not consistently act righteously. Second, the confession affirms that because we approach 

the Father through Christ, we can repent and be forgiven. The confession also reminds us 

that we require reconciliation with one another in addition to having peace with God. 

Finally, confessing our sins offers a subtle encouragement to be intentional with our lives. 

When faced with ethical dilemmas, we can reference the liturgy and ask if a choice is 

something we will have to confess. Much like the sermon, the confession shapes the 

church’s vision of the present world and the community’s role within it. By speaking 

repentantly, the church chooses to engage in formation and finds itself reoriented to Christ.  

Participatory engagement in the liturgy is a critical aspect of the church’s formation. The 

church learns how to live as the body of Christ by recognising the nature of its present life in 

Christ. This reorientation comes about in several ways, one of which is the liturgy’s speech. 

Through speaking, hearing, and our embodied responses, we engage with the story of 

redemption, thus coming to understand our place within it. Attending to the word of God 

thus forms believers to better live in the world, as agents of Christ’s redemption. 

 

Hope and Anticipating the Future 

The final movement of the liturgy is anticipation – the church looks forward with confident 

hope and expectation. The liturgy offers several ways in which particular verbal acts mould 

the church to see the world in a particular manner. This formation also develops our ability 

to persevere through our present circumstances, knowing the glory that lies ahead.  

Anticipatory engagement poignantly occurs at the eucharistic prayers as well as the final 

prayers of the liturgy. We also significantly attend to God’s ongoing work in the world 

through the dismissal and benediction. Through each of these verbal acts, the church looks 

forward to when the eschatological kingdom will come in glory. Then, not only the church 

but the whole world will be subject to Christ. This section will survey two particular 
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examples that demonstrate how verbal attention shapes our imaginations and enables us to 

look forward through Christ. 

Two powerful prayers in the Anglican liturgy are the Lord’s Prayer and the Prayer after 

Communion. The Lord’s Prayer has several significant features. It involves our 

remembrance as the congregation recalls Christ’s work in the request for forgiveness. It also 

engages our present reality in the reminder that daily existence is dependent on God. Finally, 

the prayer is deeply eschatological; it requests that God’s kingdom come, and the world be 

ordered according to God’s will. In so doing, the prayer points the church towards that 

future hope and the recognition that the world will change under God’s rule. While 

transformation of the world may begin in our lives, the prayer juxtaposes this hope against 

the recognition that we consistently require forgiveness. In this way, we are pointed towards 

the eschaton and acknowledge the limitations of seeing God’s kingdom before Christ’s 

return. 

A second prayer which trains the eschatological vision of the church is that which 

follows communion. The Anglican New Zealand Liturgy offers two forms for this prayer. 

Both involve call and response from the leader and both direct the congregation’s vision 

towards the future. These prayers form the congregation by anticipating the future, recalling 

the overarching drama of Scripture, and by reminding the church of its role in the 

continually unfolding narrative of redemption.11 Just as we saw with the reading of Scripture, 

prayers can also form us through memory, present participation, and anticipation, all at the 

same time.  

Positioning these prayers after communion itself suggests an important eschatological 

dimension. The church begins by remembering Christ, followed by tangible engagement 

with him through the supper. The prayers follow this and their chronological position points 

towards the future. Through the prayers, the church is encouraged to look beyond the 

liturgy’s immediate confines; they join us to the many petitions of the global church as well 

as drawing our attention towards the needs of the world. The church can only properly 

address the world’s suffering by recognising the world’s teleology and its original intent.12 

 
11 The Church of the Province of New Zealand Te Haahi o te Porowini o Niu Tireni, A New Zealand Prayer 

Book He Karakia Mihinare o Aotearoa (London: Collins Liturgical Publications, 1989), 428. For instance, the 
congregation is encouraged to ‘bring life to others’ and ‘give light to the world’. These images suggest the 
ongoing role of the church in the narrative of redemption. They form the imagination of believers to 
understand how their present day lives should be directed. 

12 A recovery of sacramental ontology is necessary for the church’s vision of the universe’s purpose and 
direction. Without being able to account for the supernatural end of humanity and the world, the church will 
struggle to adequately meet the everyday lives and experiences of its people. Boersma gets at this when he 
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Thus, these prayers remind the church that this present age is not the world’s final end. 

Instead, Christ is in the process of redeeming the world and drawing it towards himself. As 

Christ’s body on earth, the church plays a role in drawing creation towards Christ’s 

redemptive goal.  

In the first form following communion, the church prays, ‘Keep us firm in the hope you 

have set before us, so we and all your children shall be free, and the whole earth live to 

praise your name.’13 Here we see the clear need for hopeful expectation, which is possible 

only through Christ. While the church has a calling to fulfil by working in creation, it is 

ultimately Christ’s return and kingdom that will restore all things. The church, then, is 

expected to look forward with hope. By the work of the Spirit, we confidently expect the 

coming future life in the eschaton.  

In the prayer following communion, the church also hears and affirms that this future 

entails freedom. The parameters of this freedom are not specified – is it freedom from sin, 

death, privation, or perhaps all three? The ambiguity demonstrates that the future has not 

been fully disclosed but remains a mystery. We know only the basic contours of the future: 

in Christ, we will experience freedom, and the entire cosmos will come into right 

relationship with Jesus. The opaque nature of the prayer leaves open possibilities for diverse 

interpretation within orthodoxy, enabling the church’s work to take on various forms. 

The second prayer following communion explicitly ends with the invocation of the 

Trinity. This reminds the church that it should be directed towards relationship with God 

and focusses its vision beyond the present age. Again, because these things are expressed in 

prayer as a request, it is evident that the church must submit to the Spirit’s work to 

experience this confident hope of the future beatific vision and cosmic transformation. 

The dismissal functions like these eschatological prayers. Following the benediction, the 

priest or deacon dismisses the church to enter the world. Formed by the liturgy, the church 

possesses a renewed ability to live as Christ’s people between liturgical services.  The 

dismissal reminds the people of their calling as they take Christ into the world beyond the 

liturgy.  

 
describes the project of the nouvelle théologie, saying they believed that “the supernatural was not a strictly 
extrinsic divine imposition on nature. Such a separation of nature and the supernatural would render the 
realm of nature (as well as people’s day-to-day lives) strictly autonomous or secular, while theology and faith 
would become privatized and disconnected from life in the natural realm.” Hans Boersma, Nouvelle Théologie 
and Sacramental Ontology: A Return to Mystery, 5. Restructuring our cosmological paradigm is a necessary 
prerequisite for understanding participation and the eternal significance of our lives. 

13 New Zealand Prayer Book, 429. 
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Dismissals vary between liturgical traditions, and some have changed in recent years. 

For instance, during Benedict XVI’s papacy, the Roman Catholic dismissal options expanded 

to include four different statements.14 Two of these point to the church’s role in the world. 

Under the Spirit’s enabling, the church should bear witness to the presence of the light and 

life of God. The New Zealand Prayer Book has a similar prayer; the priest or deacon says, 

‘Let us go forth in the name of Christ’ and the congregation responds, ‘Thanks be to God.’15 

These kinds of statements shape our vision as to what our present lives should entail: we are 

to live as the image of Christ in the world and direct the world towards its eschatological end 

in Christ.  

The prayers also point out the grounding for the church’s hope: God’s faithfulness and 

Christ’s work. First, the congregation thanks God for carrying the church forward. Second, 

the prayers acknowledge that it is through the ongoing work of the Spirit that we are drawn 

into the life of the Trinity. God brings us into the trinitarian life with the ultimate aim of 

reconciling the world to the Trinity and restoring the entire cosmos to its intended purpose. 

As we ‘announce the Gospel of the Lord’ or ‘go forth’ in Christ’s name, we are pointing the 

world towards the one whose return we confidently await.16 

In many ways, the entire liturgy involves an anticipatory mode of remembrance. John 

Panteleimon Manoussakis points out that various instances of liturgical speech ‘remember’ 

events which are yet to come. His comments are an important reminder that to view the 

movements of the liturgy in a purely chronological fashion is too narrow. Instead, through 

the actions and spoken words, we remember the future. It is characteristic of the liturgy’s 

mystical, eschatological nature that each week we have ‘already experienced what is still to 

come’.17 In other words, the liturgy breaks down our typical understanding of temporality or 

the tyranny of the present. We repeatedly present past events and speech as if they were 

taking place today;18  we even re-enter the past for the sake of our present lives, yet we do 

this whilst looking forward to the end towards which the liturgy brings us. In a sense, all of 

 
14 John Thavis, “Vatican Prepares Three Alternative Endings for Dismissal at Mass” in National Catholic 

Reporter, October 20, 2008, https://www.ncronline.org/news/vatican-prepares-three-alternative-endings-
dismissal-mass, accessed 20 December, 2020. 

15 New Zealand Prayer Book, 429. 
16 These dismissals are from the Roman Missal, Catholic Bishops’ Conference of England and Wales, 

Roman Missal 3rd Edition, 2011, https://www.liturgyoffice.org.uk/Missal/Text/MCF.pdf, accessed 20 
December, 2020 and the New Zealand Prayer Book, 429, respectively. 

17 John Panteleimon Manoussakis, “The Anarchic Principle of Christian Eschatology in the Eucharistic 
Tradition of the Eastern Church” Harvard Theological Review 100 no. 1 (2007), 39. 

18 Manoussakis, “The Anarchic Principle,” 40. 
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our actions – even those which seem to focus on the past – are eschatological. The liturgical 

hearing of God’s word, the confession and absolution, the prayers and creeds, all point us 

forward to Christ. They gather up our present lives and draw us closer to the inaugurated 

eschatological kingdom. 

 

Formation by Attending to the Word 

In the previous section, I considered how liturgical speech recalls the movements of the 

liturgy – remembrance, present participation, and anticipation. I will now turn to the crucial 

issue of how formation occurs through speaking. It is essential to consider what our attending 

to God through the word entails. Similarly, it is necessary to examine the veracity of the 

claim that formation occurs through such means. 

There are three primary matters to deal with concerning formation through the word. 

First, we will briefly revisit how human beings experience the development of knowledge 

and epistemological frameworks. Second, I will consider how Speech Act Theory helps us 

understand formation and creating reality through speech. Finally, I will conclude with the 

crucial recognition that our formation through attending to God’s word is only possible 

through the work of the Holy Spirit. 

 

Knowledge Through Embodied Speech 
We saw in Chapter Two that human beings come to know the world through their bodies. 

Humans are essentially embodied creatures who not only inhabit the world through their 

bodies but as their bodies. Our identity is intrinsically connected with our physical 

experiences. Liturgy can resonate with a wide variety of persons because it resonates with 

our human nature – liturgy ministers to our physicality.  

Even as we attend to God through the word, the human body is essential for hearing, 

speaking, and interpreting the speech which tells us about God. As we inhabit the world and 

the liturgy through our bodies, the Holy Spirit utilises that embodied nature to bring us to 

the converting knowledge of Christ’s work. We open our lips to proclaim God’s praise (Ps. 

51.15), and we hear the word with our ears (Mt. 11.5), and we respond with our hearts, 

minds, and lives. When the Spirit works in us, through our bodies, the Spirit provides us 

with a new heuristic through which we can see and live in the world. In Chapter Two, I 

demonstrated that conversion shifts our understanding of the world and creates a new 

paradigm that is enriched each week through the liturgy’s words. As new neural pathways are 
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formed in our brains the Spirit continues to enliven our life in God. In order to grow, we 

must continue to hear the word of God to enable further understanding, connections, and 

growth.  

Likewise, participation in call and response, reciting creeds, and engaging other verbal 

portions of the liturgy facilitates the practice of our beliefs. Our frameworks for knowing 

and living within the world are regularly expanded and refocused through engagement in the 

liturgy. Even those who have lived much of their lives in the church may be changed 

through participation. By hearing the word and engaging it each week, they may discover 

corrections or nuance to longstanding beliefs. That power of liturgical engagement to shape 

belief in this way ultimately relies on God who offers knowledge of himself through his 

words. God can also reshape and develop the epistemic frameworks through which we seek 

to understand God, the church, and our role in the drama of salvation. 

I have noted that our attending to God’s presence through the word is an essentially 

embodied act. As the Spirit utilises the words of the liturgy, we come to know God and be 

formed by the Spirit, through the physical actions of hearing and speaking. It is possible to 

extend this concept beyond discreet sections of speech in the liturgy. If the service is rightly 

characterised as a conversation between God and the church, then the entire liturgy might be 

considered the ‘word’ of God. We thus attend to God’s word by participating throughout 

the liturgy.19  

By conceptualising the entire liturgy as the word of God, it becomes clear that no 

particular act of speech supersedes another. For instance, reading and hearing Scripture is 

not greater than the confession of faith, nor is the sermon the sole focus. Instead, all speech 

in the liturgy contributes to the same goal of pointing towards Christ and the Father. 

Through all the verbal acts, the liturgy fosters our transfiguration into Christ’s image.  

This work of transfiguration is the liturgy’s formative goal, as it shapes us to share in the 

divine life. It is the focus of the liturgy that the church is formed towards theosis through the 

community’s worship of God. That is, the various dialogues, speeches, and words of the 

liturgy should always bring us towards Jesus Christ, further enabling our participation in 

Christ’s relationship with his Father. Our participation in Christ is not merely a cerebral 

process but rather takes place through embodied engagement with the whole of the liturgical 

drama. 

 
19 Jean Louis Chrétien, The Call and the Response, 17-20, 24-25. 
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Speech Act Theory and the Power of the Sermon 
According to the paradigm developed by Oliver Davies, and discussed in Chapter One, 

speech and dialogue are intrinsic to the nature of the universe. Indeed, God creates the 

world through his speech. Due to the dialogical nature of the universe, by attending to God’s 

speech and responding with our verbal and embodied lives, we continue the work of 

creation. Hearing God’s word and interpreting or responding wholeheartedly comprises the 

life of the church. This interpretive work should culminate in lives which direct the world to 

Christ. 

This critical process of remaking creation under Christ’s authority is humanity’s role, an 

argument developed by Colin Gunton, which I described in Chapter Three. It is the speech 

and work of humanity which plunges the world into chaos. As we are conformed to Christ’s 

image, our role is to bring the creation with us, out of death and chaos and into redemption. 

After attending to God through his word in the liturgy, we can orient our lives and, 

subsequently, the world, towards God through our speech and corresponding actions.  

One particular way we hear God’s word and learn to live according to his will is through 

the sermon. The sermon has a unique power to effect transformation in the congregation’s 

lives as it is caught up in Christ’s speech to the church. Previously, I mentioned that the 

sermon should proclaim Scripture as living speech. The minister interprets the word of God, 

thus bringing us into the dialogue of Father, Son and Spirit. In this way, the sermon 

comprises a unique kind of speech in the liturgy. It is also a distinctively influential kind of 

speech as it should explain the implications of the Biblical text for our lives today. Given 

this, it is natural to expect the sermon and associated Scripture passages to have a 

demonstrable effect on those who attend to them as authoritative. Speech Act Theory (SAT) 

offers a helpful framework to assess this power and the effectualness of preaching. This 

framework for understanding the sermon is also broadly applicable to the entire speech of 

the liturgy. After considering the sermon through the lens of SAT, I will offer a few general 

conclusions to illustrate the connection between SAT and the dialogical nature of reality. 

As formulated by J.L. Austin, Speech Act Theory identifies three types of speech acts: 

locution, illocution, and perlocution.20 Locution refers to the utterance itself, to the various 

components of a piece of dialogue. The intent of an individual’s speech, such as warning or 

requesting, is the illocution or the act performed by the one speaking. For instance, a direct 

 
20 Cf. J. L. Austin, How to Do Things With Words (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press 1962). 
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illocutionary act could be a command, whereas an illocutionary act of declaration intends to 

bring about a new state of affairs (such as at a wedding).  The final type of speech act is a 

perlocutionary act or the effect of the statement. In a sermon, an exhortation to new life is a 

perlocutionary act just insofar as the words elicit changed behaviour on the part of the 

hearer. Since SAT expects speech to shape the lives of those who hear, it helpfully suggests 

that God uses speech to form our character and relationship with God as we are drawn into 

the life of the Trinity. 

A final important concept from SAT is that certain statements engender greater 

performative force depending on their context. For example, in a particular setting, the 

words ‘I do’ can create a new religious and legal relationship between two individuals. 

Similarly, when a minister states, ‘I now pronounce you man and wife,’ he or she declares 

and inaugurates this new reality. The context of these statements is significant for their 

effectiveness. The sermon and reading of Scripture are similarly effective based, in part, on 

their situation in the liturgy, for the sake of the church’s formation.  

Speech Act Theory has been broadly applied to biblical hermeneutics over recent 

decades. There are several ways in which this has been a useful tool. For instance, SAT 

accommodates belief in authorial intent and the attempt to read Scripture as a cohesive unit. 

The method further countenances the Christian view of Scripture that religious speech is not 

only about God but may actually be from God. In other words, God still speaks to his people, 

and that speech is found in the Bible. Thus, SAT offers a suitable hermeneutic for 

interpreting Scripture and preaching. SAT also affirms that Scriptural communication is not 

primarily propositional; instead, it is personal revelation that induces properly correlated 

behaviour on the hearer’s part. That is to say, transformation occurs for the church when we 

enter into relationship with God through the text. Transformation is the illocutionary intent, 

whilst the church’s response is related to the perlocutionary or performative force of 

Scripture and the sermon. 

Among scholars who utilise Speech Act Theory is Anthony Thiselton, who primarily 

focuses on the illocutionary force of texts as speech from God.21  Thiselton’s emphasis on 

 
21 Thiselton, Anthony, “Speech-Act Theory and the Claim that God Speaks: Nicholas Wolterstorff’s Divine 

Discourse” Scottish Journal of Theology, 50 no. 1 (1997): 97-110. Thiselton is reasonably conservative in his use of 
SAT. His conservatism contrasts with Nicholas Wolterstorff who advocates that we apply SAT 
hermeneutically through what he terms ‘double-agency discourse’. In Wolterstorff’s view, God appropriates 
human speech in Scripture and communicates through it. This suggests that God uses rather than inspires 
Scripture. Like Thiselton, I find Wolterstorff’s view to be somewhat deficient. As Brevard Childs notes, 
Scripture itself attests its own authority by claiming inspiration rather than simple appropriation. Brevard 
Childs, “Speech Act Theory,” Scottish Journal of Theology 58 no. 4 (2005): 379. Child’s lucid description is 
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God’s promises and commands, as well as on their associated outcomes, helps us understand 

Scripture as an ongoing discourse between God and the people of God.22 Thiselton carefully 

draws attention to the lived, practical implications of Biblical texts, and emphasises that ‘the 

biblical writers’ speech is not primarily for transmitting information’ but has ‘performative 

force’.23 For instance, Paul expects a change in his readers, and the Gospels regularly call for 

a response to the person of Christ. When we treat Scripture as a witness to the Word rather 

than being itself the primary object of revelation, we can more easily avoid reducing 

Scripture and our sermons to mere principles. Since Jesus is the truth, then the scriptural 

words which testify to the Word are revelatory of a person and offer relationship.  

As we come into relationship with God through the sermon, we as the church are called 

to respond. This response is related to the perlocutionary force as God effects change in us 

through his words. We similarly enter a dialogical relationship by hearing the words of 

Scripture. We can hold God accountable to his word, thus funding our confidence and hope 

in the future.24  Thiselton suggests that this kind of dialogue is inherent to how Scripture 

works – it creates a ‘habituated attitude or disposition-to-act’.25 In other words, God’s 

dialogue with the world, primarily mediated through Scripture, shapes the believer and the 

community towards a particular way of being in the world. As the believer comes to hear 

and know God more fully, they may live a properly ordered life. 

The performative force of God’s speech happens naturally through the sermon. It is the 

responsibility of the one preaching to give an accurate and exhortative commentary on the 

Scriptures. The sermon should examine the Scriptures, teach the people what it means for 

their lives, and then call them to responsive action. As the sermon offers a commentary on 

Scripture, it invites the congregation into relationship with the Trinity, through the words 

they hear each week. We have seen already that the nature of a relationship is transforming: 

as we engage with God, we are changed. The sermon ought to have this same force and goal 

of transformation. This significance should caution those who enter the pulpit. Our words 

 
evidenced by New Testament authors who describe one another’s words as coming from God, rather than 
simply being used by God. This distinction is important given the breadth of the Scriptural witness. As Childs 
forcefully argues, the apostolic tradition of the Christian canon and church has enough space for Matthew 
and John, Paul and James, Kings and Chronicles. This is due to the nature of these writings as given by God, 
not simply appropriated. It is because God is vast that we need four gospels to tell the one story with all their 
nuances and emphases, rather than a principilised interpretation which negates their diversity. 

22 Thiselton, “Speech-Act Theory,” 105. 
23 Childs, “Speech Act Theory,” 389. 
24 Thiselton, “Speech-Act Theory,” 102. 
25 Thiselton, “Speech-Act Theory,” 103. 
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have the power to either draw others into the life of Christ or drive them away. We must 

consider this illocutionary force of Scripture and preaching’s performative goal when reading 

Scripture and preparing sermons. 

Speech Act Theory thus offers a particular understanding of the mechanics in the 

sermon’s interpretive exhortation. It is highly suggestive with respect to how a sermon and 

Scripture are effectual for the life of the congregation. However, it cannot describe why 

Scripture may be effective in this manner. The Scripture and sermon are only God’s speech 

insofar as he wills this to be the case. We may work with the hope and intent that our 

sermons have performative force for the congregation. However, it is vital to keep in mind 

that ultimately, the sermon’s power relies on God’s work. Only if our words are caught up in 

Christ’s resurrection can they form us for the enjoyment of the Trinity’s life. It is to that 

issue and to the concept of resurrected speech that I will now turn.  

 

The Resurrected Speech of the Homily 
Brevard Childs argues that something different occurs when the church reads the Bible, a 

point to which I have already alluded. Scripture moulds the church, particularly through 

homiletic interpretation. This type of formation has occurred throughout the church’s 

history. Not only did the church form the canon; it too is shaped by the texts which 

comprise Scripture. We can see through this interaction that the authority of Scripture is 

dialogical.  

Furthermore, the canon’s authority is not self-perpetuated. Instead, it is based in the 

person of Jesus Christ, to whom it testifies. The witness to Christ grounds the authority of 

Scripture and constitutes its power to form the body of Christ. This comes through the 

power of Christ’s resurrection which is the validation of his life and death. Christ’s self-

existence as the second person of the Trinity is the ontological reality which posits our own 

existence.26 The same Word through which the Father creates forms the church and allows 

the sermon to participate in that formation – insofar as it authentically engages Christ’s 

resurrected reality. 

Such an authentic act of sharing and participation takes place throughout the liturgy as 

God’s self-revelation which comes through the ‘media of human thought and speech’ and is 

grounded in the hypostatic union.27 Thus, John Webster argues that the significance of 

 
26 John Webster, “Resurrection and Scripture,” Christology and Scripture, ed. Andrew Lincoln and Angus 

Paddison (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 2008), 141, 150. 
27 Colyer, How to Read, 28. 
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Scripture and biblical preaching depends on how both are ‘caught up in the exalted Christ’s 

proclamation of himself and his glory’.28 Because the Spirit mediates Christ’s presence and 

self-revelation to the church through the sermon, we may thus consider preaching to be a 

form of God’s speech to the church.  

The church is formed by hearing and reading Scripture because of the Word to whom 

Scripture testifies. The Spirit inhabits the church, bringing the reality of Christ to his people 

and making them his own. This reality in the church is possible because the resurrection is 

not merely a successful reversal of Jesus’ fate on the cross. It is ‘part of the same free and 

potent divine movement of laying down and taking up life, the Father’s sending and the 

Son’s glad assent to this call; and this movement is the actuality of God’s livingness as the 

one “who was and is and is to come” (Rev. 1.8)’.29 

Similarly, our liturgical speech is eschatological as it shares in the reality of Christ’s self-

offering. It is our union with Christ which enables such ongoing participation in the 

eschatological kingdom.30 Though initiated in baptism, our union with Christ is also 

grounded in Christ’s life and resurrection. We indwell the new reality of Christ by becoming 

his body. Through being joined to Christ, the sermon and all of our liturgical speech 

participate in the eschatological age which overlaps our present day. 31 As Webster notes, 

‘Scripture and its interpreters have their being within the compass of this all-embracing 

reality’ of the resurrection.32 By hearing and appropriating the speech of God, we learn to 

respond and live in accordance with the Word of God. In this way, the church experiences 

the eschaton’s inauguration and may live into this unfolding reality.  

This eschatological vision of the liturgy, shaped by the resurrection, is replete with 

significance. For instance, we see that liturgical formation does not occur at a distance from 

Christ. The liturgy draws us into communion with the risen Christ who offers life to his 

 
28 Webster, “Resurrection and Scripture,” 144, 145. 
29 Webster, “Resurrection and Scripture,” 139. 
30 As we saw with the hypostatic union and the cosmic nature of salvation, all things are formed, held 

together, and directed towards their proper end in Christ (Heb. 1.1-4). Just as our actions participate in 
unfolding the kingdom which is already present, so too do our words participate in creating that new reality 
when oriented towards Christ. 

31 Davies, The Creativity of God, 111, footnote #29. Davies, similarly argues that the whole of creation is filled 
with the life and presence of the Resurrected One. The entire world text is part of God’s commitment to self-
revelation and identity. Though wholly other, God speaks reality into being and ‘fulfils the text and 
overwhelms the recipient’. Even as the church continues to interpret Scripture and the world around her, 
those meanings never eclipse future engagement as human beings are continually ‘coming into being’ while 
progressing towards the eschaton. This connection to the liturgy is explored further in Chapter Seven. 

32 Webster, “Resurrection and Scripture,” 139. 
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people through a relationship with himself. The Scripture is the instrument through which 

we hear God’s revelatory and living address.  

The sermon’s eschatological focus also means that the preached word should teach the 

church to look towards its eschatological end in Christ. Though the sermon draws on a 

tradition of interpretation and connects the congregation to the historic church, it is also the 

preacher’s responsibility to point the church forward. In this way, the sermon propels us 

towards the future as it forms us for participation in the divine life. Without jettisoning the 

past, the sermon should orient our vision to the coming age. When done within this 

framework, the sermon is caught up in the redemptive speech of Christ, thus making our 

efforts of interpretation and preaching forms of worship through which we participate in the 

ongoing dialogue between God and the creation. 

John Webster explains that in the dialogue between Christ and the world, Christ’s words 

are ‘wholly original’.33 That is to say, it is Christ who initiates the dialogue with his creation, 

whereas the church and the world operate wholly in response.34 The response of the church 

is an interpretation of the word of Christ mediated through Scripture. To ensure that the 

church is genuinely formed as the people of God, the Spirit enables believers to understand 

the words they hear. Webster argues that the criterion for the hermeneutical work of the 

church is the divine life of Christ. Our interpretive acts must correspond to and demonstrate 

‘conformity to this [resurrected] order of being in which both Scripture and its readers 

exist’.35 As I have sought to argue throughout this chapter, the church’s response takes shape 

through participation in the liturgy, which in turn informs the responsive work of worship 

through the events of our daily lives. Through the course of this dialogue, God ‘makes his 

people into the community of the Word of God’.36   

The Holy Spirit enlivens our speech in the liturgy, summoning the congregation to 

‘address themselves to his address’.37 The Spirit gives life to the congregation’s responses and 

enables us to converse with God through the prayers, creeds, and other statements (1 Cor. 

12.3; 1 Jn 2.20, 3.24). When the church treats the text of Scripture as relational dialogue, it 

allows ‘the scriptures continually to evoke new and fresh undertakings commensurate with 

the promised Spirit of the resurrected Christ to illuminate and guide his church through his 

 
33 Webster, “Resurrection and Scripture,” 141. 
34 This twofold response is evidenced in Scripture as Jesus speaks to both the disciples who accept him and 

the Romans and Jewish leaders who reject him.  
35 Webster, “Resurrection and Scripture,” 143. 
36 John Webster, “Biblical Reasoning,” Anglican Theological Review 90 no. 4 (2008): 740. 
37 John Webster, “Biblical Reasoning,” 734. 
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living word’.38 The nature of the Spirit’s work through Scripture and preaching should 

consistently form a congregation for a deeper relationship with God. Scripture and the 

sermon orient our gaze to Christ who is the Word, and towards the life he offers. In this way, 

we are regularly reconverted through the liturgical service. Just as the Spirit makes Christ 

available to us, it is also the Spirit who can make the Scriptures and sacraments instruments 

of grace within the church, in part by enabling the preacher to testify to the resurrected 

Lord.39 

This kind of communication is possible in the liturgy because the liturgical community 

enters into relationship with God and the Word. Based on this relationship, the words of 

Scripture and the sermon may do something to the congregation. They have illocutionary 

force because they are relational speech from a living God. Thus, Scripture and the sermon 

should form the people who hear them.  

Formation occurs sacramentally because the church inhabits a new, eschatological 

reality and communes with the risen Christ through the sacraments and the sermon.40 It is 

also the Spirit’s responsibility to cultivate the potency of the gospel in the hearts of the 

ecclesial community. Davies notes that knowing God does not give us control; rather, it 

brings us into relationship and commitment to God. By knowing God, we can appropriately 

interpret and respond to God in the world. Indeed, we come to know the world as a 

‘fecundity and an abundance that excessively fills our minds and senses’.41 This overflow 

continually elicits an expansive response towards the One who addresses us. 

Finally, a preacher or celebrant’s words may go further than inviting response but may 

even declare a new or continued reality over the hearer. Such an event occurs most notably 

in the absolution or offer of peace. At this point, the priest assures the congregation of their 

forgiveness and declares that this reality is true in the name of Christ. The veracity of such 

speech depends on its coherence with the ‘all-embracing reality’42 of the risen Christ.  

 
38 Childs, “Speech Act,” 379. 
39 Webster, “Resurrection and Scripture,” 144. 
40 This new reality is seen most readily in the liturgy, though traces of it may be found beyond church 

doors. We participate in a sacramental world throughout our lives. Nevertheless, the community is central in 
this participation because it is in the church that we engage the kingdom of God through the body of Christ 
vis-à-vis God’s presence, by the Holy Spirit, in the believers. The church also engages with Christ by his 
eucharistic presence during the liturgy in a manner which is not available elsewhere. God’s concentrated, 
tangible presence in the liturgy thus relates to how the church may perform leitourgia, a work of the few on 
behalf of the many in the broader world. 

41 Davies, The Creativity of God, 145. 
42 Webster, “Resurrection and Scripture,” 138. 
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Given the necessary coherence with Christ’s resurrected reality and the eschatological 

nature of liturgical speech, those who preach the word should not do so lightly. They must 

ensure that they communicate from within appropriate boundaries of orthodoxy and 

maintain an accurate witness to the resurrected Christ. Such a witness conforms to the 

‘determinative reality of the resurrection and its effects’.43 Just as the author of Deuteronomy 

claims the covenant is made with past generations and with ‘all of us here, alive, this day’ 

(Deut. 5.2-3), Scripture’s text remains alive for current and future generations.  

Thus, it is the role of the preacher to make the covenant and theological witness of 

Scripture accessible to the people of the church – thereby calling forth their response to 

God. Speech Act Theory illuminates the mechanics of such dialogue. However, it cannot 

explain what is at work behind the mechanics. Instead, we must recognise that God’s self-

disclosure calls forth our response which is possible through the Holy Spirit’s work. As 

Webster so importantly notes, it is only the power of the resurrection and ascension that 

enables us to know the living and exalted Word around whom all Scripture and liturgy 

revolve.44 

 

Conclusion 

By attending to God through the ministry of the word, we learn to hear and speak with God. 

This conversation forms us in the image of Christ, enabling us to participate in the life of the 

Trinity. Such formation is possible when our speech is caught up in the resurrected reality of 

Christ, who ministers to us by the work of the Spirit.  

This resurrected speech is inherently responsive and draws us towards God in Christ. 

Through the liturgy and our everyday lives, we respond to the Word which issues from God 

in the creation. That Word then enters creation at the incarnation, at which time Christ 

speaks face to face. In so doing, Christ reveals God while also demonstrating what humanity 

is to become. Throughout the incarnation, Christ speaks and calls forth a response. Today, 

Christ continues to work in us through the liturgy, speaking and drawing the church towards 

himself as the centre and integrating reality of the cosmos. It is the harmonising nature of 

Christ’s resurrected reality which continually stimulates our responsive speech. 

As the liturgy forms the church, our responses to God become more Christ-like. Jesus 

assumed our human nature, including our speech and minds, so as to heal us. In the liturgy, 

 
43 Webster, “Resurrection and Scripture,” 142. 
44 Webster, “Resurrection and Scripture,” 140. 
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Christ continues this mediating role. He takes up our material nature, through which we 

worship God, and redeems it so that our response to God may be purified. The purification 

of our nature and Christ’s mediation is acutely evident in Gethsemane. There, Christ’s 

human will was tested, and he exhibited both a redeemed mind and will by his verbal and 

physical submission to the Father’s plan. In the liturgy, Christ continues to take our speech 

into his own self and carry it to the Father on our behalf. Christ purifies our fumbling words 

and offers them to the Father, continuously mediating for us. Christ and the Spirit’s work 

enable our ongoing formation through the liturgy, particularly through speech. We 

specifically learn to hear God and speak to God by attending to God’s presence in the word 

of the liturgy. Through the communal, liturgical speech, we participate in the Son’s 

relationship with the Father.  

Further, as we learn to speak with God, we also learn to speak to the world around us. 

Recognising our speech’s prophetic nature to the world and the limitations of our response 

to God, reminds us that our speech is properly aimed towards the eschatological kingdom. 

In the eschaton, we and all God’s creation will be free to speak openly and profusely as we 

dwell in uninhibited communion with the Trinity.  

Utilising the paradigm offered by Davies – that all of reality is essentially dialogical – it is 

clear that words are an indispensable means through which God engages the church. By 

attending to God through the word, the liturgy invites us into the new eschatological reality 

for which the church is a signpost. The liturgy shapes the church to engage in that coming 

reality in specific ways, several of which I have considered above. As we are formed, God’s 

words in the liturgy elicit our response within the church’s relationship with God in Christ. 

This response is embodied as our verbal participation occurs through our physical nature; it 

is also embodied as our entire lives may be considered a response to God’s invitation to life 

in the Trinity.  

However, we do not attend to God’s presence in the liturgy only through its verbal 

components. There are other means through which the church is shaped into the image of 

Christ. As we attend to God through word, this leads us to meet him in the sacraments, 

most notably in the weekly Eucharist. It is to the sacramental components of the liturgy that 

we turn our attention in the next chapter.  

  



Chapter Five 

Learning to See God and Be Transfigured by the Sacraments 
 

Introduction 

In earlier chapters I have discussed the dialogical nature of the universe, utilising Oliver 

Davies’ paradigm alongside the sacramental proposals of Hans Boersma. I have also 

addressed the embodied manner of our knowing and interacting with the world. As a rich 

sensory environment, the liturgy utilises embodied actions to shape the members of the 

church to know and engage with God.  

In Chapter Four, I examined how we attend to God’s presence through the word so as 

to be formed into the people of God. I considered how different types of speech shape the 

church to know and engage with Christ. For instance, in the liturgy, the church hears of 

Christ through the words of the sermon, while the Scripture reading, and other related 

speech draw the church into dialogue with God. These verbally oriented aspects of the 

liturgy form the church as the people of God, insofar as the speech and speaker are caught 

up in the resurrected reality of Christ. 

The second cluster of liturgical activity through which God forms the church is the 

sacraments. While traditions vary as to what is considered a sacrament, I will in this chapter 

focus on the Eucharist, supplemented with a brief consideration of baptism. This choice is 

based on Anglican practices in which the Eucharist is received weekly and baptism is 

considered an entrance to the liturgical community.1 

Furthermore, while God mediates presence in myriad situations, Paul suggests Christ is 

present in the Eucharist (1 Cor. 10.16). This promise has caused significant consternation 

and division over the millennia. Debates in eucharistic theology continue to centre around 

specific metaphysical questions regarding Christ’s presence in the elements. While that will 

be considered below, it is not the primary focus of my chapter. Instead, what follows will 

build on the previous conclusions of how and why material mediation of God’s presence is 

appropriate, especially as it plays a role in our formation. To address this, I will draw on 

 
1 This focus is also appropriate given that we uniquely and tangibly meet with Christ through the meal. In 

many ways, other sacraments may also derive from or be related to the Eucharist. For instance, Holy Orders 
involves those who may consecrate and dispense the Eucharist, Confession renews the church to participate 
righteously, and Extreme Unction prepares the believers to go beyond the Eucharist to an even fuller 
encounter with God. 
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Boersma’s argument that the universe is sacramental, with symbols and signs that participate 

in their corresponding reality. While the entire universe may participate in the life of God, 

Scripture is clear that there are particular instances in which Christ is more readily and 

tangibly present, notably the Eucharist and Baptism. As God mediates presence through the 

Eucharist, we may genuinely engage with God through this symbolic feast. 

As in Chapter Four, I will revisit the movements of the liturgy and consider how the 

impact of the eucharistic meal continually unfolds in history and thus shapes successive 

generations of the church. I will then demonstrate how our engagement with the supper 

forms our ecclesial structures and even imitates the transfiguration of the cosmos. I will draw 

attention to how our engagement with Christ, through the meal, shapes the church 

eschatologically. Finally, I will consider the meal's material nature and how our embodied 

engagement at the table shapes the church to know Christ.  

 

Anamnesis and the Unfolding Reality of the Meal 

Chapter One noted that each new generation in Israel experiences the effects of the 

Passover anew. This allows successive generations of Jews (whether by birth or conversion) 

to be grafted into Israel by participating in the Passover. In the first century, there were a 

number of rabbinical interpretations regarding the nature of this participation and the means 

by which the Passover continued to shape the present Jewish community.2 Christ drew on 

this rabbinic prerogative for diverse interpretations when he reoriented the Seder towards 

himself. In so doing, Christ offered a new perspective on the meal which evolved into the 

church’s practice of communion or the Eucharist. 

In the present section, I will address how this pattern of evolving interpretation is seen 

in the Eucharist. I will draw particular attention to the Jewish view of the Passover which 

suggests that the meal continually impacts the participants. The early church emulated this 

emphasis when considering the manner in which the Eucharist formed the people of God.  

An expectation that the eucharistic meal shapes the people of God does not only 

parallel the Jewish emphases related to Passover. I will demonstrate that our formation 

through meal participation is also supported by a sacramental perspective of the universe, in 

which symbols share in the reality of what they signify, as illustrated previously through my 

use of Boersma’s work. Further, utilising a sacramental view of the liturgy, with the 

 
2 Drury, “Christ Our Passover,” 227. 
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Eucharist as its high point, suggests an ontologically significant interpretation of the meal 

with important repercussions. If Christ is sacramentally present through the meal, our 

participation joins us to Christ and fellowship with one another in a unique manner. The 

meal thus forms our ecclesiology and eschatology as we learn to look through the sacrament 

towards Christ. 

Following the Jewish pattern of remembering God through meal fellowship, the 

Eucharist acknowledges Christ’s salvific work by re-enacting the Last Supper. Remembering 

God’s work shapes the church’s identity and imagination.  In fact, for the early church, the 

meal was a didactic event which influenced the participants. For example, Paul could cite the 

supper as an authority for behaviour within the church (1 Cor. 11.23-30). In addition to 

Christ’s presence at the table, the form of the meal shaped the church's life in a particular 

way – or ought to have done! Paul’s admonition is clear that, through the supper, the church 

is called into a changed life, demonstrating unity with God, and a genuine fellowship in 

which all participants are respected and enabled to participate fully. Regular participation in 

the meal establishes this identity for the church, moulding it to know Christ and be the 

people of God.  

The act of remembering God’s work, the anamnesis, technically occurs in the liturgy just 

before the congregation receives communion. In this prayer, the celebrant and congregation 

together recall the work of Christ. The prayer also serves as an invitation for the church to 

be formed by participating in this unique means of engaging with God. One form of the 

Anglican liturgy has the priest hold up the elements and say, ‘These are the gifts of God for 

the people of God.’ This is followed by the congregation’s hopeful response that they will be 

‘found in Christ’.3 This transition between the anamnesis and the reception of bread and wine 

demonstrates that by receiving the meal, the church attends to – even receives – Christ’s 

presence in a unique manner. As Christ was present at the supper which instituted the 

Eucharist, he is similarly available to those who partake of his meal now; we attend to God’s 

presence through approaching the table and receiving Christ as food for our souls. 

After the prayers and institution narrative, the congregation members move bodily to 

receive communion and further attend to God’s presence in the meal. In Anglican churches, 

the congregation may process forward from their pews or seats. This act of moving forward 

reminds the church that God is specifically available at the table in a unique manner. Our 

 
3 Book of Common Prayer, 338. 
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ability to move towards God is only possible by God’s gracious invitation. As the church 

previously attended to Christ’s presence through the Gospel reading, which takes place in 

the body of the church, amid the congregation, the movement towards the table offers the 

church the chance to respond to Christ. We see in these corresponding movements the 

dialogical nature of the liturgy and our relationship with the triune God. Christ moves 

towards the church and then graciously enables its response. 

As the congregation goes forward to receive, individuals and the congregation 

remember God’s presence and work. When each member receives the bread or wafer, they 

hear that ‘this is Christ’s body, broken for you.’4 A similar phrase regarding Christ’s blood is 

spoken when the recipient is offered wine. These words invite the believer to remember 

Christ’s work on their behalf. 

Likewise, the entire church is called to attend to Christ’s presence at the meal and recall 

Christ’s meritorious death and resurrection. Through the meal, we attend to God with our 

bodies. In some traditions, communion is received while kneeling at an altar rail before the 

table. The Presbyterian tradition commonly brought the altar out to the congregation by 

covering pews with white cloths and passing the elements among the people. However 

enacted, the approach and reception, as well as other practices, may teach something unique 

and offer a particular way to attend to God’s presence. For instance, the Presbyterian 

practice reminds the believers that Christ’s work has united them and made their shared 

priesthood possible. It also reminds the people, in a manner similar to the reading of the 

Gospel in the Anglican liturgy, that God comes among us to serve and save his people. 

These examples demonstrate that how we interact with communion through our bodies 

shapes how we know and attend to God’s presence at the table because each expression 

scripts the body in a particular manner of knowing.5 

The bread and wine shared within the church mediate Christ’s presence in a particular 

way, one which is reminiscent of the table fellowship shared by Christ’s first disciples. As we 

remember the past, we are able to enter into it and be united with Christ. Through 

remembering Jesus, the church joins previous generations’ past actions and is thus united 

with the church of the past and with Christ’s first disciples. According to a Jewish 

 
4 The Book of Common Prayer suggests ‘The Body of our Lord Jesus Christ, which was given for you, 

preserve your body and soul to eternal life. Take and eat this in remembrance that Christ died for you, and 
feed on him in your heart by faith, with thanksgiving’, 337. The specific words vary depending on the 
celebrant. 

5 Cf. The discussion of Catherine Bell’s work in Chapter Two, as well as Joel Green’s focus on creating 
belief through repeated actions and rituals. 
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understanding of time (as discussed in Chapter One), such participation is possible, because 

the past is not closed off from the present.6 Instead, events continue to unfold and unite 

participants with the past. The Eucharist operates similarly. When Christ reoriented the 

Seder to his own work and person, he also changed the events to which we attend through 

the Eucharist. Now, by eating the meal, we no longer revisit Egypt and the Exodus, but 

rather the week of Christ’s death. For instance, the Anglican Church’s liturgy states that by 

sharing the broken bread, we share in Christ. Through it and the cup we are made into one 

body, united with one another and with Christ himself. 

The church attends to Christ’s presence in the meal through the words which are 

spoken, and by eating and drinking, all of which both mimic and share in the Last Supper. 

Our weekly meals may share in Christ’s meal because the Eucharist offers a sacramental re-

enactment of Christ’s Passover meal with the disciples. Throughout the church’s history, 

metaphysical questions have challenged this conception of Christ’s presence at the table. 

However, setting those aside, the church can affirm the Jewish understanding of time, which 

teaches us that the past is not inaccessible to current participants (a view described in 

Chapter One). Instead, the meal brings us into the fellowship of Christ, allowing us to see 

and know Christ. Through Christ’s presence, the sign in which we participate today shares 

an ontological overlap with the original Last Supper, on the Thursday of the first Holy 

Week. The supper brings the work of Christ forward, into our day. It simultaneously enfolds 

participants into the fellowship of those who have gone before. Attending to Christ’s 

presence in the meal shapes the church to know God properly; it also serves to form the 

church’s identity. It is to this concept of identity and the metaphysical questions of presence 

in the supper, to which I will now turn. 

 

Meeting Christ in the Meal and the Church’s Present Participation 

As the church engages the Eucharist each week, it is formed by meeting with Christ. This 

entails that Christ makes himself available to the church at the table. Efforts to understand 

the manner by which Christ comes to the table have presented the church with ongoing 

controversy. It is essential to acknowledge that Christ uses the Eucharist to draw us into his 

presence, as Calvin notes in his Institutes, saying that ‘we are lifted up to him’ through the 

 
6 This is also a model proposed by Charles Taylor, to which I will draw attention below. 
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meal.7 This is a significant nuance when debating Christ’s presence in or through the 

elements. The church must remember that ultimately the Eucharist is centred on entering 

God’s presence; the difficulty with this is humanity’s sin, lack of vision, and 

misunderstanding of God. Christ, not the church, utilises the sacraments to draw us toward 

himself and remove the barriers that we erect. Further, as Anthony Godzieba notes, the 

presence into which we enter through the Eucharist is of a wholly different sort than we can 

conceive because God does not enter ‘our field of experience in the fashion that all creation 

appears’.8 These considerations should circumscribe the church’s attempts to define the 

nature of Christ’s sacramental presence precisely. 

 Despite this caution, questions concerning Christ’s relationship with the elements have 

long dominated eucharistic theology. This is important for present purposes because how we 

interpret Christ’s presence during the eucharistic meal also frames our understanding of the 

church’s formation through sacramental participation. Because God forms the church into 

the image of Christ, it is Christ’s presence in the meal which transforms the church and 

enables it to know and worship God properly. The nature of Christ’s presence in the 

elements has significant implications for ecclesiology and our transformation. In this section, 

drawing on the sacramentology of John Wycliffe, I argue that Christ is present in the meal in 

a way that ‘overshadows’ the elements while preserving their essential nature. 

My proposal can be contrasted with three prominent views of Christ’s presence in the 

Eucharist, the views, that is, of Aquinas, Luther, and Zwingli; though these are certainly not 

exhaustive. Thomas Aquinas represents the basic contours of the Roman Catholic position, 

namely, transubstantiation. In the Summa Theologiae, Aquinas argues that Christ’s presence 

replaces the substance of the wine and bread; they are transformed into Christ’s body and 

blood, though their appearance and sensory contours remain.9  In the sixteenth century, 

Martin Luther rejected Aquinas’ view on the grounds that it involved an unnecessarily 

complicated philosophical theory of something he believed ‘defied explanation’.10 By 

contrast, Luther spoke of consubstantiation and insisted on the real presence of Christ. 

However, he did not offer a metaphysical account of Christ’s possible presence. In 

 
7 John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, trans. F.L. Battles (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox 

Press, 2011), IV.xvii.31. 
8 Anthony Godzieba, A Theology of the Presence and Absence of God (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press 

Academic, 2018), 277. 
9 Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, III q. 75 arts. 1-4. 
10 Herman Sasse, This is My Body: Luther’s Contention for the Real Presence in the Sacrament of the Altar 

(Minneapolis: Augsburg Publishing House, 1959), 103. 
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consubstantiation, the elements do not transform into a different substance, but Christ is 

fully present ‘in, with, and under’ the forms of the consecrated bread and wine. Huldrych 

Zwingli, for his part, proposed that the supper was a memorial or a largely cognitive and 

spiritual engagement through static symbols. Under this scheme, Christ is not present in the 

elements of bread and wine, but Christ may be present in the celebration of the supper 

through the Spirit. Zwingli did not account for the possibility that a sign might overlap with 

its counterpart, and his view does not align with the sacramental vision of the world which I 

have developed throughout this thesis. In many ways, Zwingli’s sharp distinction between 

sign and reality fails to allow for our genuine participation in the reality of Christ. 

In the fourteenth century, after Aquinas but before both Luther and Zwingli, John 

Wycliffe proposed a view of the Eucharist which better accommodates the various emphases 

I have drawn together as a backdrop for the formative power of the liturgy and the 

Eucharist in particular. Wycliffe was educated as a medieval realist in Oxford and developed 

an ontological system in which reality was governed by concrete universals which were 

supposed to exist in each particular within creation.11 In light of this, Wycliffe’s argument is 

grounded in the assumption that universals are prior to particulars because they existed in 

God’s mind before creation. His belief in the primacy of universals led to the claim that 

Christ’s eucharistic presence is based in Christ’s person who is the universal behind each 

iteration of the Eucharist.12 On this view, particular celebrations of the Eucharist are 

grounded in Christ, thus avoiding the suggestion that a particular celebration could 

supersede Christ or be separate from him.  

With this paradigm in mind, Wycliffe ably examines the Eucharist and discusses the 

prevailing notion of transubstantiation (not yet considered dogma in his day). Defenders of 

transubstantiation held that only the appearance of the elements remained after the 

consecration.13 However, as Wycliffe winsomely points out, the ‘simplest layman will see’ 

that the bread remains itself after consecration.14 After all, the partaker experiences sensory 

 
11 It is appropriate to be hesitant to adopt a Platonic or Neoplatonist foundation for theological enquiry 

without restraint. However, alongside Boersma and Davies, I want to advance the suggestion that certain 
signs and symbols do share in their corresponding reality, without necessitating a completely platonic view of 
the universe. Such overlap allows for genuine engagement with God through sacramental mediation. 

12 Madison Trammel, “The Ontological Contours of John Wycliffe’s Eucharistic Theology” (paper 
presented at the 70th annual meeting of the Evangelical Theological Society, Denver, CO, November 13, 
2018), 4. 

13 See above statement summarizing Aquinas’ understanding of transubstantiation. 
14 John Wycliffe, Trialogus, trans. Stephen E. Lahey (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012), 4.2.3. 



 127 

realities such as the bread’s texture, age, and the wine’s tannins or quality. For Wycliffe, such 

observations demonstrate that the elements maintain their substance after the consecration.  

Wycliffe maintains, however, that Christ is genuinely present in the bread and wine. 

This follows from his insistence on the precise interpretation of Christ’s words at the 

institution. To maintain this reality without agreeing to transubstantiation, Wycliffe argues 

that the bread and wine are ‘elevated’ (spiritually as well as physically) at the consecration. He 

likens this to how individuals may be elevated to a new rank or position without losing 

themselves. Thus, Wycliffe concludes that ‘this bread, by virtue of the sacramental words, 

becomes … veritably the body of Christ, [yet] no more ceases to be bread’.15  

To add further clarity, Wycliffe argues against the impanation position, whereby the 

elements are assumed to become Christ’s literal, physical body and blood. In Wycliffe’s 

mind, such a view easily results in an idol for each separate church. Wycliffe also points out 

that if each instance of the host were transformed into Christ’s body, then it could easily be 

consumed by rodents or degraded through the human body of participants.16 In other 

words, impanation subjected God to unnecessary disgrace.  

A second important aspect is Wycliffe’s focus on the precise meanings of words. While 

he acknowledges the distinctive use of metaphor in Scripture, Wycliffe’s emphasis on the 

precision of language shapes his interpretation of Christ’s presence in the Eucharist.17 

Wycliffe’s emphasis on language aids his argument against impanation as well. He notes that 

Christ speaks metaphorically at the institution since both Christ and the bread were present. 

Metaphors, Wycliffe asserts, do not require a literal connection in every aspect. Thus, the 

bread can become Christ’s body without necessitating that Christ’s body becomes ‘every 

aspect of the bread.’18 In other words, though the consecration implies elevation of the bread 

and wine, the mystery need not work in both directions in the same manner. That is, though 

Christ’s presence comes to the bread and wine, the bread and wine do not become 

coextensive with Christ. 

Wycliffe’s points regarding the elevation of the elements and the direction of the 

mystery in consecration are significant. I will draw on the first issue – that of transformation 

by being lifted up – in a later section on eschatology in the Eucharist. The second point – 

 
15 Wycliffe, Trialogus, 4.2.3. 
16 This could also suggest that the particular instances of Christ’s presence in the Eucharist could be divided 

from his essential person; a further problem for Wycliffe and others. 
17 Trammel, “Ontological Contours,” 5. 
18 Wycliffe, Trialogus 4.2.8. 
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that the mystery of Christ’s presence is unidirectional – allows for an intriguing inroad to a 

eucharistic theology of present participation. 

Following his argument regarding the direction of Christ’s presence, Wycliffe proposes 

a unique union between the bread and Christ’s divine body. He argues the two natures 

coexist in the supper: the elements maintain their substance while also being taken up into 

Christ for his particular use and for the manifestation of his presence.19 Wycliffe’s 

description is not unlike a Chalcedonian view of the incarnation, in which the two natures 

coexist without destruction of either or comingling. Additionally, in both instances, union is 

achieved by the power of the Spirit.  

Wycliffe’s view allows for the concept of the past as continually unfolding in the present 

(in keeping with the Passover paradigm), it strengthens our understanding of the formative 

power of the liturgy, and he remains open to eschatological implications related to the 

supper. He does this by affirming Christ’s genuine presence at the table and the belief that 

our participation at the Eucharist can share in Christ’s life by linking the church’s meal with 

both the Last Supper and the future eschatological feast. Additionally, Wycliffe’s view also 

coheres with significant Biblical imagery which I believe sheds light on the mysterious but 

genuine nature of Christ’s presence in the supper. Finally, Wycliffe’s view also suggests that 

our metaphysics or categories are the problems, rather than the question of Christ’s 

presence. 

There are biblical precedents which validate Wycliffe’s particular understanding of 

Christ’s presence in the Eucharist. To begin, the manner in which God’s presence 

overshadows the Eucharist is comparable to the incarnation and the virgin birth. For 

instance, we read in Luke 1.35 that Gabriel explained to Mary, ‘the Holy Spirit will come 

upon you and the power of the Most High will overshadow you’. This overshadowing by the 

Spirit would enable Christ’s conception in a virgin’s womb. The Spirit’s work in 

overshadowing Mary provided a suitable habitation for the second person of the Trinity. 

However, this did not make her entire body (or person) divine, nor make her one with God. 

Instead, the two existed side by side. 

In many ways, the manner in which Mary conceived Christ mirrors Wycliffe’s 

arguments that Christ can be present without taking on every aspect of the bread and wine. 

 
19 Hunsinger also points out this connection between the elements and Christ. He recounts noticing (with 

surprise) that 1 Cor. 10.16 speaks of koinonia, leading him to wonder if ‘the relationship between the bread 
and Christ’s body might be one of mutual indwelling?’ Hunsinger, The Eucharist and Ecumenism, ix. 
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Christ’s choice to inhabit the bread is similar to his inhabitation of Mary’s body; it is 

primarily unidirectional. Of course, Christ’s growing as an infant in Mary’s body is significantly 

different from his presence in the elements. However, the imagery of overshadowing, with 

its emphasis on maintaining a genuine distinction and occurring through Christ’s gracious 

initiation is still helpful. 

Further, the Spirit overshadowing and coming upon Mary mimics the idea that Christ 

might make himself manifest in the bread without forcing his nature on it as a substitution. 

Neither host – Mary or the bread – is annihilated or consumed by Christ. Instead, Christ 

temporarily indwells the host while the substance of the host remains. Christ is present 

within Mary or the bread, side by side.20  

Mary’s pregnancy with Christ is not the only example of imagery in which God’s 

presence and power overshadow something. There are Old Testament images that offer 

similar precedents to understand Christ’s presence in the Eucharist. For example, the 

language of Gabriel’s speech in Luke 1.27-38 is particularly reminiscent of Exodus 24. In 

Exodus, the elders of Israel, along with Aaron and Moses go up Mount Sinai to eat and 

drink with God (Ex. 24.10). As the covenant between YHWH and Israel is confirmed, 

God’s glory is described as descending on Mount Sinai. Looking forward from Sinai, we can 

see that Gabriel’s description of the Spirit’s overshadowing Mary draws on this image of 

God’s glory descending upon created matter. God descends in a way that covers and 

transforms the place he comes to, while nonetheless remaining distinct from that place. 

After the meal between God and the elders, Moses further ascends the mountain, and 

the similarities to the Eucharist deepen. Further up the mountain, the descended glory of the 

Lord is likened to a cloud. It rests on Mount Sinai, covering it so that the mountain seems to 

disappear. Similarly, as believers engage with Christ at the Eucharist, they may find that their 

perception of Christ overwhelms the mere act of eating.21 He overshadows or covers the 

 
20 The language of temporary indwelling should also call to mind the language of John 1—God came and 

‘tabernacle among us’. His descent to us involves taking up residence in a dwelling that is inherently 
temporary. The language of tabernacle also highlights the Old Testament precedent of Exodus 40.35 when 
God overshadowed the Tabernacle in the wilderness, again inhabiting human space with his presence. Many 
scholars have thus likened Mary to the Ark of the Covenant in Exodus 25.21 and 1 Chr. 28.18. Raymond E. 
Brown, The Birth of the Messiah: A Commentary on the Infancy Narratives in the Gospels of Matthew and Luke (New 
York: Doubleday, 1993), 327. The gospels carry a variety of overlapping images which would evoke a sense 
of resonance in the minds of listeners well versed in the Old Testament. I believe that the framework of 
‘overshadowing’ is an important corollary to how we might understand God’s presence among his people 
while preserving his absolute freedom. 

21 This overwhelming nature of Christ’s presence may or may not be perceived by the person engaging the 
sacrament. Christ is objectively present in a mysterious manner, however, for a variety of reasons, the 
individual believer may be cognizant and aware or their vision of God may be obscured. The notion that 
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location in question; though God overwhelms, God does not replace or negate the space 

which he inhabits. 

A further connection between Sinai and the Eucharist can be found in the minor detail 

that God’s presence descended to the Israelite elders. God lowers himself to engage in the 

human sphere. This imagery is congruent with how the New Testament authors describe 

Christ’s presence. In Philippians 2, Paul reminds the church that God descends to humanity 

so that they kight know God in Christ. We see this throughout Exodus and Deuteronomy – 

God did not merely redeem his people out of slavery, God redeemed the Israelites so that 

they come into relationship with God (Ex. 3.6-18, 6.6-8, 33.12).22 

These images helpfully relate to our understanding of Christ’s presence in the 

eucharistic elements. As Wycliffe notes, Jesus spoke about his presence both intentionally 

and metaphorically. This emphasis on language and interpretation correlates to how we read 

about God’s presence elsewhere in the Scripture. For instance, Mount Sinai appears to be 

taken up into heaven as the cloud totally covers the mountain, nearly absorbing it. God’s 

glory is likened to a consuming fire, though of course, we know the mountain was not 

consumed. The language is approximate, even as it describes a genuine – albeit mysterious – 

reality. The mountain, even under the weight of God’s glory, did not cease to be, or cease to be a 

mountain. In the Eucharist, Christ similarly makes himself available in such a way that it can 

only be described in metaphorical language. 

Likewise, the bread and wine may be the place of God’s self-revelation in Christ, but 

they do not cease to be themselves. These images from Scripture demonstrate that in the 

Eucharist Christ may descend to his people and come upon the elements’ physical realities. 

The elements are our means of tangibly inhabiting the world and simultaneously engaging 

with Christ. While overshadowing them in order to manifest his presence, Christ allows the 

bread and wine to remain true to themselves as his creation.23 

The church’s formation through table fellowship occurs because Christ is present in the 

meal. Through engaging with Christ, the church comes to know him, and its vision is 

transformed. This is possible because Jesus offers himself to the church through the meal 

 
God’s presence is mysterious or overshadowing does not negate its genuine reality. Many in the Christian 
tradition have associated ‘mystery’ with the ‘reality’ or res of God, as Boersma notes in his discussion of Yves 
Congar’s perspective on time and sacrament. Boersma, Heavenly Participation, 125. 

22 Similar images of God descending to a specific locale in the Old Testament include God’s presence at the 
Tent of Meeting (Ex. 33.9), at the Tabernacle (Ex. 40.34-38), and at the Temple (1 Kgs. 8.10-13). 

23 Similarly, as Christ comes down to indwell the church, he chooses to operate in a manner which enables 
us to remain ourselves. As Wycliffe argues regarding the Eucharist, we too retain our essence, though we are 
transformed in Christ. 
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which nourishes the potential of individual believers to become like God, a potential which 

is previously actualised by God’s grace in baptism.  

The transforming work of the Spirit does not negate the necessity for the individual to 

genuinely engage with Christ while consuming the meal. Both the elders and the people of 

Israel were accountable for their response to God’s invitation to enter into relationship. 

When the bread and wine are rightly received by the Spirit’s work, our union with Christ is 

enriched. This union and subsequent identity are formed by our present participation, which 

I will consider next. 

 

Union with Christ and the Identity Formed by Present Participation 

When instituting the Eucharist, Jesus is recorded in Luke’s Gospel as saying, ‘I shall never 

again eat it until it is fulfilled in the kingdom of God’ (Lk. 22.16). Christ’s words suggest an 

interpretation of the meal which is importantly forward-facing. Through the meal, Christ 

initiates our participation in the eschatological kingdom, inviting the church to look forward 

through the Eucharist to the eventual marriage supper of the Lamb.  

That we look forward through the Eucharist indicates, of course, that we are not yet in 

the eschatological kingdom. That is to say, the church exists between two meals, Christ’s 

Last Supper and the eventual wedding feast of the Lamb, both of which have determinative 

effects on the present reality of communion.24 When the church attends to God through the 

Eucharist, its present reality is shaped in significant ways by both the past and the future. 

Israel’s identity is formed through the Passover, both by looking back to the Exodus and 

forwards to the hoped-for restoration. The church’s identity is similarly rooted both in 

Christ crucified and risen, and in the future consummation of all things when Christ will 

hand the completed kingdom over to the Father. 

As it attends to Christ’s ongoing presence in the Eucharist, the church recognises that 

the New Covenant founded in Christ is not a single event established in a remote past. 

Rather, the Eucharist is an acknowledgement and continual enactment of the covenant 

relationship established by Christ, within which the church continues to dwell. We who have 

been baptised into Christ now also feed on him in the supper. Thus, the meal draws the 

 
24 While this may seem difficult to accept in the modern, western imagination, the concept of linking two 

realities together, despite being ‘separated’ by chronological time was not a problem for much of history. As 
Taylor argues we are unlike our ancestors in that ‘we tend to see our lives exclusively within the horizontal 
flow of secular time’, A Secular Age, 59. To see our eucharistic meals sharing in both the Last Supper and the 
eschatological feast appropriates the rich understanding of the Christian tradition which could link events 
‘through their immediate contiguous places in the divine plan’, A Secular Age, 55. 
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church into a deeper union with Christ and subsequently renews our identity as Christ’s 

body. 

The church’s union with Christ is effected through baptism. Through this initiatory rite, 

individuals are united to Christ in his death, burial, and resurrection. Some baptismal liturgies 

state this, and some traditions even embody this reality through full immersion. Such actions 

recall Christ’s descent into death and his rising to life – just as the baptismal candidate is 

brought up out of the water. Every baptism is a sharing in Christ’s baptism. Though the 

waters are not the same, through the consecration of the water, the church signifies its 

participation in Christ’s prior actions. In addition to union with Christ, our baptism brings 

each of us into the household of God. In other words, we are united to one another through 

Christ and made a part of the one body of Christ. 

The Eucharist, likewise, enacts this union with Christ. Through the supper we are 

brought into communion with Christ; our identity is formed by sharing in the same meal 

Christ shared with the original disciples. This happens in several ways. First, individuals are 

brought into the story of the people of God by hearing the institution narrative and 

participating in Christ by meeting him at the table. As each person approaches the table, they 

experience Christ in a unique, personal manner. The potency of grace conferred in our 

baptism is taken up and strengthened as we attend to Christ’s tangible presence at the meal. 

This meal and the covenant which it seals in us shape our lives and determine the true 

identity of all who participate in them. Like the Passover, which creates and renews Jewish 

identity, the celebration of communion generates and renews the Christian identity of all 

who break bread with one another and with God. 

Second, the identity of those who share in the Eucharist also involves joining the new 

community of God. Just as the Jews were set apart for God, so also is the church. When 

sharing the meal, we are united through Christ with one another. Indeed, we are united not 

only with those receiving the meal in our immediate vicinity. We also enter the community 

of the church throughout the world and the ages.  

Participation in the Eucharist affords a new way of seeing. We are no longer isolated 

individuals nor isolated congregations, but participants in the communion of Christ’s body. 

By attending to Christ’s presence at the table, the church’s vision is expanded, particularly its 

vision of itself. We learn to see Christ’s body as a new people of God, created by Christ’s 

institution of the New Covenant and extended through time and space. Week by week, as 

the church attends to Christ, we are formed and renewed as his people. As I noted 
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previously, in one form of the Anglican liturgy, the celebrant invites the church to partake of 

the ‘gifts of God for the people of God’.25 The words remind the congregation that the 

eucharistic meal is an event that builds the body of Christ and constitutes us as the people of 

God.  

Finally, because the congregants feast not only with God but with one another, we are 

united to each other through Christ’s presence at the meal. Table fellowship has long been 

understood in all human cultures to offer a peculiar manner of creating community and 

unity. To share a meal with others means accepting them to some degree, treating them 

hospitably, and being treated in the same way ourselves. Eating with another person enables 

us to engage with them, and often signals our unity with them. The early church was acutely 

aware of this to the point that it sometimes caused disruption in the community. Jews and 

Gentiles struggled to share any kind of table fellowship throughout antiquity, and this 

difficulty sometimes carried over into the church. This was especially problematic when a 

full-length meal accompanied the celebration of the Eucharist. Recognising the significance 

of sharing a meal, the church repeatedly argued over how to appropriately manage such 

events (Acts 10.9-23; 15; Gal. 2.11-13). The wider meal which surrounded the Eucharist was 

particularly poignant because it intended to forge unity not only with Christ but with one 

another in Christ. The struggle for unity that Jews and Gentiles experienced in the early 

church can be seen in our own difficulties regarding table fellowship at the Eucharist today.26 

As the church seeks to attend to Christ’s presence at the table each week, we also attend to 

Christ’s presence in one another and our shared identity in Christ. 

There are several dimensions to the transformation that takes place through 

participation in the Eucharist. First, each individual is renewed in the covenant community 

and their identity as a new creation in Christ. Second, the church is united around a common 

table and the fellowship with Christ that they together experience through the supper. Just as 

the elements never cease to be themselves but are nevertheless taken up and transformed 

into something more than mere bread and wine, in the same way, through union with Christ, 

 
25 New Zealand Prayer Book, 472. 
26 In the United States context, we might consider the prophetic words of Martin Luther King Jr. that 

Sunday morning was the most segregated time of the week. Martin Luther King Jr., “11 A.M. Sunday Is Our 
Most Segregated Hour,” New York Times, 2 August, 1964. This, however, is not restricted to the United States 
but exists in differing forms throughout the world. For instance, in the New Zealand Anglican Church there 
are three separate streams essentially based on ethnic backgrounds (Māori, Pākehā, and Polynesian). While 
this allows for freedom of governance by each of the three streams, the distinction fails to fully account for 
Christ’s high priestly prayer (Jn 17) for unity and the removal of ethnic boundaries as dividing walls (Eph. 2). 
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the church is made into something more than the mere collection of individuals who happen 

to gather for worship. The church itself becomes the body of Christ. 

 

Anticipation and Hope Through Recapitulation in the Supper  
By being united to Christ, the church is oriented to look through the present world – through, 

that is, rather than past or around it – towards its future hope in Christ. This anticipation of 

the future is more keenly felt when we remember the teaching that in some sense Christ 

chooses to refrain from the meal until the church joins Christ in the eschatological age (Lk. 

22.16). Though we attend to Christ’s presence in the meal each week, it is only a foretaste of 

our coming fellowship with Christ in the eschaton (Rev. 19.9, 21.22-25).  

Given the limitations of our present engagement with Christ, the church must learn to 

look through the meal to the eschatological age and the wedding feast of the Lamb. In what 

follows I will first consider how Wycliff’s eucharistic theology and a conception of Christ’s 

presence as one which overshadows material realities such as the Eucharist and affirms the 

church’s ability to look through the Eucharist to the future. I will then survey how the church 

attends to Christ in the meal, while joyfully anticipating the eschaton. 

In Exodus 24, the meal shared between the elders and God foreshadows both the 

incarnation and eucharistic presence. I noted earlier in this chapter that YHWH’s presence 

on the mountain so overwhelmed the elders that it could hardly be described. Similarly, 

those below the mountain witnessed the glory of God’s presence as awe-inspiring, even 

terrifying. Christ’s incarnate presence among his people is similarly both tangible and 

bewildering. Similarly, in the gospels, the disciples and the crowds both do and do not 

recognise Christ. As much as Peter believes Christ has the ‘words of eternal life’ (Jn. 6.68), 

the disciples are often bemused by his presence.  

Christ’s last supper with the disciples is also foreshadowed by God’s presence at Sinai, 

as God meets with the elders who represent Israel and thus play a role in shaping the new 

nation. The Eucharist is the meal of the New Covenant made in the blood and body of 

Christ, who is the final and perfectly sufficient lamb. Thus Exodus 24 foreshadows Christ’s 

meal with the disciples because both involve ratifying a covenant between God and his 

people. The church’s subsequent eucharistic meals similarly renew the church’s participation 

in Christ’s covenant. Members of the body are enrolled in this covenant through baptism, 

and the rite of communion deepens our relationship with God. 
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There is a further important aspect of the typological relationship between the exodus 

narrative and the Eucharist. That is the temporary element to God’s presence in particular 

locales. The impermanence of God’s presence at Sinai reveals a characteristic of God’s 

presence wherever it is encountered in Scripture – it is not tethered to whatever God 

chooses to overshadow. With regards to the Eucharist, such a provisional presence alleviates 

concerns regarding Christ’s ongoing presence in the host after the conclusion of the liturgy. 

We can affirm that Christ is genuinely present at the Eucharist, but because Christ does not 

become contiguous with the elements; he is not tethered to them. Instead, Christ indwells the 

elements by drawing them to himself, thus making them a suitable medium for engagement 

with his people.27 

The provisional nature of God’s presence with the elders in Exodus 24 is further 

demonstrated by how God moves with the Israelites further into the wilderness, rather than 

remaining at Sinai. God goes with his people as they move forward into the world. Similarly, 

Christ is carried into the world by his people – the church. Those who are brought into 

God’s presence at the Eucharist then move outwards, into the world. The Holy Spirit 

indwells the church and goes with the people of God, continuing to offer the divine 

presence to them.  

The church is significantly formed by attending to Christ’s presence and his nourishing 

of our common life through the Lord’s Supper. Indeed, Christ’s tangible presence enables 

the church to see he is with the community both at the table and as they indwell the world. 

With this in mind, the church seeks to build the kingdom while looking forward to the 

eschatological feast, which guides our work and anchors our anticipation of Christ’s more 

tangible presence which is yet to come.  

 

Anticipation Which Transforms the Church 

Christ’s presence in the Eucharist further implicates how the church anticipates the 

eschatological age. The Eucharist stands at the centre of the liturgy, mirroring Christ at the 

centre of reality. While the Eucharist is not itself the centre of reality, it is our means of 

participation in Christ the centre. As we attend to Christ and participate in him, we are able 

to look forward to the eschatological age when God will be ‘all in all’ (1 Cor. 15.28) and will 

 
27 This is an important detail – it is not our efforts which summon Christ’s presence nor capture him in 

bread, wine, or on mountainsides. God chooses to come to his people. He has promised to do so in the 
Eucharist, but just as he chose to meet at Sinai, he must also choose the bread and wine. He creates the space 
and indwells it at his leisure, he is the one who makes it a suitable locale for his presence. 
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dwell among his people. Thus, by graciously offering divine presence in the eucharistic meal, 

Christ works to transform the church. Despite Christ’s presence, however, our anticipation 

of the fullness of the eschaton is also predicated on an acute awareness of the limitedness of 

our present age. The Eucharist teaches us to hope for greater participation in the divine life 

because when we partake of the meal, we know that Christ is somehow absent, despite that 

genuine presence.  

Drawing again on the imagery from Exodus 24, we see that as Moses went up from the 

meal of the elders further into God’s presence, so too does Christ go up from the disciples 

and into the Father’s presence. Exodus 24.16 records that God spoke to Moses on the 

seventh day, and this is a particular image which the early church seized upon. In the Old 

Testament, the seventh day represents God’s rest from the work of creation and the 

corresponding Sabbath for humans, livestock, and the earth. In the New Testament, 

especially in Hebrews 4.1-11, Sabbath carries the connotation of the rest into which the 

church will enter by Christ’s work. Liturgically speaking, the seventh day is the end of a week 

in which we bring ourselves and our accomplishments as an offering to God. It is also the 

day in which God descends to meet us – an essential point as the Eucharist offers God’s 

continued presence among his people. While Christ may mediate his presence through 

various means, he promises to do so through the Eucharist and at the regular gathering of 

God’s people (Mt. 18.20). 

For the early church, the incarnation was the new seventh day; no longer only a day of 

rest, it was also seen as a day of re-creation in God. Thus, the early church saw Christ’s life 

as the seventh day, which reprises the creation narrative, the fall, and Moses’ work in shaping 

the people of God. Most significantly, the idea of a new creation was seen through Christ’s 

triumph over the grave, witnessed by Mary Magdalen in the garden (Jn 20.14-18).28 This 

garden is seen as a new Eden and thus showcases Christ’s actions as a reformation of the 

world’s primordial trajectory. Furthermore the seventh day is the end of the past age before 

Christ’s coming, and it is the beginning of the recapitulation of the world in Christ’s 

incarnation.29 Christ’s life and teaching announced that the ‘time was fulfilled’ and that in 

 
28 Joachim Schaper, “The messiah in the garden: John 19.38-41, (royal) gardens, and messianic concepts,” 

in Paradise in Antiquity: Jewish and Christian Views, ed. Markus Bockmuehl and Guy G. Stroumsa (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2010), 23. Schaper lists theologians and scholars as diverse as Cyril of 
Alexandria, Aquinas, Raymond Brown, and D.M. Stanley who have suggested this interpretation of the text. 

29 While the seventh day played a significant role in the imagination of the early church, it is not the only 
day of importance. The eighth day also weighed heavily as the furthering of the original creation and 
beginning of a final or different age under Christ, following the resurrection and ascension. St. Basil takes this 
approach in On the Holy Spirit 27.66. This concept does not contradict the Mosaic imagery to which I want to 
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him the ‘Age to come’ had arrived in our ‘present age’. Previously, the Sabbath was a 

‘signpost to God’s ultimate intention to fill the whole world with his presence’ a reality 

which Jesus declared ‘had come at last’.30 The resurrection confirms the validity of these 

claims while also directing the church to look forward eschatologically toward God’s coming 

cosmic triumph. The church is thus transformed by attention to Christ’s presence in the 

Eucharist, in part as it learns to recognise the meal as a sign of Christ’s recapitulation of 

humanity’s history. 

The liturgy draws on this concept of recapitulation in order to point the church forward 

to the eschaton. Indeed, during the eucharistic liturgy, the celebrant calls the church to 

remember that, 

Here and now, with this bread and wine, 
we celebrate [God’s] great acts of liberation, 
ever present and living in Jesus Christ, 
crucified and risen, 
who was and is and is to come.31 

This sequence demonstrates that Christ is the ultimate redeemer whose work 

overthrows the curse. Christ also fulfils the sacrificial system, providing his body and blood 

as the new offering and libation before God. This recapitulation means that we genuinely 

enter God’s presence at the Eucharist just as previous generations entered God’s presence 

through other means. The last line of the prayer reminds the church that though we meet 

with God in the Eucharist, we are still awaiting his renewed presence among us. The liturgy 

points us to anticipate with confidence that Christ will return and complete the restorative 

work which his recapitulation has begun. 

While the recapitulation is definitive, and Christ is present in the meal, we also recognise 

with the author of Hebrews that the church is still waiting to enter into Christ’s rest. In other 

words, the new seventh day points through Christ’s presence in the meal to the future 

manifestation of this meal. Anthony Godzieba suggests that though we enter into God’s 

presence at the Eucharist, ‘the triune God is always already active ahead of our encounter’.32 

As when Moses encountered God’s glory, God is always passing us by while we are looking 

 
draw attention. In fact, it builds on the image of Christ as the new and superior Moses who is not confined to 
seven days but may lead further—to the eighth day, the final frontier in God’s kingdom, as it were. Basil, On 
the Holy Spirit trans. Stephen M. Hildebrand (Yonkers, NY: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 2011). 

30 N.T. Wright, ‘Space, Time, and History: Jesus and the Challenge of God’ (lecture, Harrogate School of 
Theology and Mission, January 12, 2019). 

31 New Zealand Prayer Book, 469. 
32 Godzieba, Presence and Absence, 283. 
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only at God’s back, attempting to keep up with the unfolding of the divine narrative.33 In 

other words, as we anticipate the fuller meal with Christ, we acknowledge that Christ has 

gone ahead of us and is directing us towards the final unfolding of these events. 

Since Christ has gone ahead, the church attends at the table to both Christ’s presence 

and absence. As much as the church is taken into God’s presence to enjoy communion with 

the Trinity, there is a distinct difference between our experience of Christ’s presence and 

that of the disciples. Through this absence, the church is taught not to be satisfied with the 

present age. Instead, we must recognise that Christ is continually at work, bringing us into 

fuller communion with himself. In other words, Christ is drawing the world towards himself, 

in the eschatological age, working to bring the church to the feast. By attending to both his 

presence and his absence, the church anticipates the fuller revelation of Christ’s presence in 

the eschaton. Christ’s presence in the meal offers us the confident expectation of this 

coming reality while Jesus’ absence generates our longing for it. The church is a people ‘on 

the way,’ looking forward to and anticipating the coming eschatological feast in which we 

will know Christ more fully than ever before. 

The purpose of the Eucharist is to enable us to participate in the divine life, which is 

possible as the Holy Spirit draws individuals and the church as a whole community into 

union with Christ. That this may occur is thanks to Christ graciously condescending to meet 

with us in such a manner. Through Christ’s presence and absence, the church is oriented to 

look forward towards the eschatological age. With this understanding of the anticipatory 

nature of our engagement, I will consider how the supper calls for and begins a 

transformation in the church which engenders a new manner of living and shapes the 

church’s ecclesiology. 

 

Ecclesiology in the Eucharist 

I have demonstrated that attending to the presence of God in the eucharistic meal has a 

transformative impact on our understanding of the world, ourselves, and our relationship 

with God. When considering the implications of the Eucharist’s transformative work in our 

 
33 Ex. 33.18-23. We can see this pattern further developed throughout the Old Testament and into the 

New. God is perennially leading his people, going ahead and drawing them to his presence from that future 
point. For example, the wilderness wanderings, God leading his people into battle (or not – when the people 
do not wait for God, things go awry), Jesus leading the disciples by literally walking ahead, Christ’s promise 
that he is going ahead to prepare a place for his people and that ‘where I go, you cannot follow’ at this time, as 
well as the final battle depicted in Revelation in which Christ leads his people to triumph over evil. God 
regularly goes ahead of his people, they are only ever trying to keep up. 
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lives, it is also crucial to consider how the supper shapes the church community as a whole. 

Indeed, this may be one of the most important discussions regarding the Eucharist. In what 

ways does our eucharistic engagement with God shape us to be a particular people united 

through baptism around this shared table? The answer to this has significant implications for 

everything from ecumenical discussions, to the people we allow to receive the elements, and 

the life which flows out of our eucharistic engagement. 

Before attending to the Eucharist’s communal emphases, it must be noted that 

communion is often treated as an individualistic event. This focuses on the meal as a special 

moment between particular believers and God. Such personal emphasis is, indeed, a 

significant aspect of the communion meal. Each believer receives the bread and wine into 

their own mouth, and many traditions encourage private confession as well as the liturgical 

‘general confession,’ before receiving the Eucharist, so that each person is at peace with God 

when engaging his presence in this particular manner. However, the Eucharist is also 

received within the community of believers, and it is this communal nature which is in focus 

below. 

There are two primary parties involved in the eucharistic meal: God, who initiates and 

invites us into fellowship, and the church which responds and receives. It is proper for 

individuals to receive the Eucharist within the community.34 Even those who receive the 

elements apart from a liturgical service, such as shut-ins,35 do so as an extension of the earlier 

liturgy; their share in the meal is carried over from the same consecration. This emphasis on 

the Eucharist as an activity of the church as a whole, suggests that the Eucharist holds clear 

import for our ecclesiology. There are several ways in which the Eucharist shapes how we 

conceive of the church as the people of God. For instance, our perceptions of the family and 

the role of children, ecumenical concerns, and the nature of our future life in Christ are 

caught up in the Eucharist. Such issues also lead, often and inevitably, to broader and more 

difficult ecclesiological conversations regarding who may rightly receive the bread and wine. 

As we consider how attending to Christ’s presence in the Eucharist shapes the church, I 

will offer some preliminary answers to these questions. To do so, I will first address how the 

Eucharist orients the church towards peace within local congregations and how we must aim 

 
34 Of course, this claim sets my thesis in a particular tradition which does not consider administration 

outside the community/church to be a proper practice of the Eucharist. 
35 A shut-in is a person who is confined indoors for some reason and unable to attend services. This is 

common in congregations with a large elderly population, some of whom may be confined to their homes or 
places of care. 
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for similar peace across denominational lines. The section after the following will discuss 

how we might account for those who make up the body of the church and thus may receive 

the Lord’s Supper. This will entail a discussion of the other primary sacrament, baptism. I 

will examine how baptism initiates our conception in the household of God and provides for 

our participation in table fellowship.36 

 

Ecclesiology: Peace Locally and Globally 
In the liturgy, the reception of the Eucharist takes place after the Passing of the Peace. 

During these moments, the priest speaks over the congregation, inviting the people to 

receive Christ’s peace. The congregants then share God’s peace with one another by a 

culturally appropriate greeting such as ‘the peace of Christ be with you’ accompanied by a 

handshake, kiss, or embrace. This structural location of exchanging greetings of peace prior 

to the Eucharist is a critical detail in the service. It shifts our focus away from purely 

individualistic interpretations towards a communal emphasis. The meal consummates the 

unity of the church achieved through Christ’s prior work. Then, as a unified entity, the 

church engages Christ at the table as the eschatological bride.  

This unity has been acknowledged in several earlier aspects of the liturgy, for instance, 

through communal confession, recitation, and prayer. Nevertheless, the passing of the peace 

is a uniquely poignant moment. The effort to ensure peace within the congregation follows 

Christ’s instructions to ‘first be reconciled to your brother and then come and present your 

offering’ (Mt. 5.23-24). Further, Paul calls the believers a living sacrifice (Rom. 12.1), thus 

comparing our approach to the eucharistic table to the earlier Jewish rite of approaching the 

altar with a sacrifice (Ex. 30.19-20; Heb. 10.1). In both instances, believers are reconciled to 

God. However, reconciliation is impossible if believers remain at odds with one another. 

The passing of the peace among the congregants is no mere ‘meet and greet’ but a specific 

time of generating and restoring peace among God’s people, so they receive the meal in a 

holy manner. 

According to Paul, approaching the table while bearing malice towards another member 

of the body risks receiving the sacrament as a judgment rather than nourishment (1 Cor. 

11.29). While we might debate what this judgement involves, it must remain a serious 

 
36 ‘Conception’ may seem an odd word choice but it is an intentional one. Our entrance into the household 

of God (the church) is depicted in Scripture as a ‘new birth’ (Jn 3.3-7). This imagery was picked up on by 
Christian architecture which depicted new birth in Christ rather graphically in the use of yonic shaped 
baptismals depicting the consecrated waters as that through which our spiritual new birth occurs. 
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concern both for those receiving and those presiding over the meal. To protect both the 

congregation and the meal, the American prayer book includes specific instructions for 

discipline with regards to the Eucharist. It suggests that ‘When the priest sees that there is 

hatred between members of the congregation … they may not receive communion until they 

have forgiven each other.’37 Believers are expected to be reconciled with one another before 

the Eucharist so that the church might receive Christ’s body and blood in a worthy manner 

(1 Cor. 11.27).  

On the other hand, Paul’s concern regarding improper reception has at times led to 

unnecessary fear. For instance, some people have avoided the supper, refusing to receive it 

until being near death, for fear of partaking in an unworthy manner. However, with the 

communal confession and passing of the peace, the liturgy mitigates the need for such 

anxiety if the participant’s faith is genuine. It is the work of the entire liturgy to shape the 

church as a particular people; by restoring peace and enabling unity, the liturgy makes the 

church a people distinct from the rest of the world and provides for engagement with Christ. 

The importance of this distinction is a challenge to the church today on many fronts. 

True unity is evidenced when a church participates together at the table. When difficulties 

arise, the church must ask: do we approach the table with anger or division among us? If so, 

then our table fellowship makes a mockery of our union with Christ and fails to distinguish 

us from a world which is full of division. The table and our union with Christ offer the 

church the opportunity to value unity and charity over the often trivial matters which 

separate us. Our union with Christ and one another demands that the church consider what 

it means to offer table fellowship to those with whom we disagree – doctrinally, stylistically, 

politically, culturally, or otherwise.38 

Outside local churches and separate denominations, the success of ecumenical 

discussions largely rises and falls on a similar difficulty to meet in peace at the table. For 

instance, a Catholic and Anglican can be personally amicable, but their unity is incomplete if 

they cannot honestly share the meal. Since this is the case, we must consider how far we 

must go to reach a point of unity and live as Christ prayed in John 17.20-24.39 This is not to 

 
37 Book of Common Prayer, 409. 
38 Further, as the church is transformed and moves towards life in the world, our liturgical practices enable 

us to consider how charity and table fellowship may be evidenced among those in our community even while 
we differ on various matters. This is part of serving the common good for the sake of Christ and working 
towards the redemption of all things. 

39 It is easy for one side to ‘welcome’ the other to come towards them. However, we ought to ask ourselves 
in what way should we be the ones moving towards the other?  
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suggest we meet under a thin veneer of politeness. Instead, it is a challenge to strive for true 

and genuine unity, particularly in today’s world, which is rife with division, hatred among 

differing groups, and sectarian violence.  

Each week, the passing of the peace issues a challenge (and command) that we love, 

bless, forgive, and confess to one another before meeting Christ at the table. It is a challenge 

from Christ to reflect the unity described in John 17 – the church should share life, just as 

Christ and the Father are one. Such a call constitutes a ‘moral imperative,’ in the words of 

Benedict XVI. He further argues that genuine unity among Christians must not be ‘reduced 

to recognition of the reciprocal differences and…co-existence: what we yearn for is that 

unity for which Christ himself prayed and which by its nature is expressed in the 

communion of faith, of the sacraments, of the ministry’.40 

Of course, such peace among believers and traditions is only possible by our union with 

Christ and membership in the New Covenant. That peace precedes our efforts because it is 

based in Christ. However, peace within the church is also a by-product of the supper’s work, 

because the meal unites the church to God in an irreplaceable manner. Union with Christ 

first occurs through our baptism, where individuals are brought into the household of God 

by being buried and raised with Christ. The meal then confirms and nourishes our entrance 

to the covenantal household by imparting Christ’s life to the church. The union we each 

have with Christ also means we are each united to one another, meaning we are to be at 

peace with one another just as we are at peace with Christ.  

Augustine approaches this idea of union in and through Christ when he encourages us 

to see Christ in the eucharistic meal as well as in ourselves. In Augustine’s imagery, 

individual believers are crushed together like the grains of the bread, unified, and risen as a 

church in Christ. By approaching the table together, we offer one another just as much as we 

offer ourselves through our unity to Christ. In turn, Christ offers us all to the Father through 

his priestly mediation.41 Our peace with each other derives from Christ’s peace with the 

Father and should be evident in our approach to the Eucharist. 

 

 
40 Benedict XVI, “Liturgy of Vespers for the Conclusion of the Week of Prayer for Christian Unity: Homily 

of His Holiness Benedict XVI,” 25 January 2011. 
41 Augustine, Sermon 272, in The Works of Saint Augustine : A Translation for the 21st Century. Part Iii – Sermons, 

eds. John E. Rotelle, Edmund Hill, and Augustinian Heritage Institute (Brooklyn, N.Y.: New City, 1990). 
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Ecclesiology: Who Can Receive? 
I argued in Chapter One that the supper anticipates the eschatological wedding feast of the 

church and Christ. Along these same lines, the church’s partaking of the meal prefigures our 

eschatological identity; the church is the new humanity in Christ, the New Adam. The 

previous section suggested an essential aspect of the new humanity: rather than ongoing 

division, the church should reflect the eventual unity of all people (Eph. 2). One form of the 

New Zealand Anglican eucharistic liturgy explicitly states this, proclaiming, ‘We who are 

many are one body, for we all share the one bread.’42 That loaf, of course, is the literal bread 

of which we partake at communion. However, the bread is also Christ, who gives himself to 

the church and unites us to both himself and each other through his salvific work, his 

person, and the offering of his body in the meal. 

Participation in the Eucharist should display unity in more than just the absence of 

conflict between individuals and their interpretive traditions. Eschatologically, the new 

humanity will enjoy uninhibited fellowship with God. It is this freedom and intimacy that 

should be reflected today in our current ecclesiological situations.  

To mirror in our church communities such unfettered access to God in Christ requires 

that we first consider how far and wide we open the meal. With whom can we share Christ’s 

body, and how? By offering table fellowship to others, we invite them to join the household 

of God and declare that household to be constitutive of their identity. To address this 

question, I will consider the standing of those who either cannot speak for themselves or 

whose voices often go unheard, and how their participation might inform our understanding 

of both communion and the eschatological age. To this end, I will reflect on two particular 

groups: people with intellectual disabilities and children. Our treatment of these two groups 

offers keen insight into what we believe about the household of God. 

The importance of belief and confession before table fellowship can be a divisive topic 

between traditions and denominations. Within a Baptistic perspective, it is suitable to expect 

that one be credibly able to confess faith and understand the Eucharist before participating. 

Such a viewpoint, however, is necessarily exclusive of various groups of people. Exclusion 

from the table precludes one’s full participation in the household of God. Even outside the 

church, to exclude someone from a family meal is to significantly cut them off from familial 

relations. When we recall that the Torah equates exclusion from or neglect of the Passover 

 
42 New Zealand Prayer Book, 425. This particular form is one of several in the New Zealand Prayer Book, this 

particular liturgy is entitled ‘Thanksgiving of the People of God.’ Unless otherwise noted, quotations from 
the Eucharistic Liturgy are from this form. 
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with being cut off from God’s covenant people, we see that barring someone from the table 

implies eliminating their covenant participation (previously opened in circumcision among 

Jews or baptism among Christians).  

One might argue that, by contrast with Judaism, exclusion from communion today is 

temporary. It could be suggested that children will eventually demonstrate maturity and 

understanding such that will qualify them for participation in the meal. However, such an 

assumption presents its own difficulties. For instance, it does not account for those who will 

never arrive at some prescribed level of maturity or capability. Those with cognitive 

impairments exemplify this problem, as do children who might die before reaching such a 

point of maturity through accident or illness. Expecting a credible confession before 

participation in the Eucharist may be methodologically consistent with a baptistic theology 

and its emphasis on cognitive assent or faith before membership and participation. 

However, it problematises specific subsets of the population and might be said to fail in 

expressing the broadness of God’s grace for ‘these little ones’ (Mt. 18.2-10) and ‘the least of 

these’ (Mt. 25.40).43 

Magisterial traditions are culpable for similar treatment of the same groups. It has often 

been the practice of many Reformed churches to offer baptism to infants but restrict their 

access to the table. This is due to an expectation that – while covenant blessing and 

membership is open through baptism – a certain level of maturity and confession is needed 

to participate in the table. Similar to the aforementioned baptistic position, the Roman 

Catholic Church similarly fences off the Eucharist from children before their First 

Communion, albeit for different reasons. Thus, whilst acknowledging that children and the 

cognitively impaired may join the household of God in baptism, based on the faith of 

parents or caregivers, many still deny or limit their participation in the meal. This represents 

a shift in theology (particularly covenantal theology). For instance, the Reformed tradition 

would argue that children and the infirm belong to the community based on their baptism. 

However, their understanding of the meal presents a shift to a much more credo-

communion perspective, as it reflects the baptistic expectation of confession before entrance 

into the community.  

 
43 This is a difficult topic to address among both baptistic and magisterial traditions. Baylor University’s 

Center for Christian Ethics dedicated an entire issue of the journal Christian Reflection to address disability in 
church communities in 2012. The article which specifically addresses baptism and disability was somewhat 
inconclusive, despite being well considered and thoughtful. J. Whitt, “Baptism and Profound Intellectual 
Disability,” Christian Reflection: A Series in Faith and Ethics: Disability 45 (2012): 60-67. 
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Such a credo-communion view of the meal fails to demonstrate the new humanity 

which is crafted in Christ and does not adequately carry covenantal theology to its logical 

end. The new humanity will be coextensive with all of earth’s population in the eschaton. In 

other words, we will all be in God’s household – should we not thus anticipate this inclusion 

by giving the sacrament to those of our own household? Especially in carrying covenant 

theology to its end, are children not coheirs with their parents – indeed, are there even 

‘parents’ in Christ or only brothers and sisters? Are the cognitively impaired a part of our 

covenant with God despite their limitations, or are they somehow separate from grace?  

Further, this credo-communion position emphasises our work as substantiating our 

ability to engage with God: it is as if we have said to children and the cognitively impaired 

that their ability is so insufficient they cannot come to God, and his grace is somehow insufficient 

to come to them. When our engagement with the meal takes place in this way, we suggest that 

participation in the meal no longer revolves around God’s gracious work but rather around 

our work of making ourselves worthy to draw near. This stance serves only to hamper a 

proper understanding of salvation by grace. Indeed, it even appears to functionally unravel 

the union with Christ generated in our baptism. In fact, infant baptism presents a rich visual 

demonstration of salvation by God’s grace. There a child is united to Christ by the Lord’s 

discretion, given that the child cannot speak or act for themselves. Everything must be done 

for the child; we ought to naturally carry this emphasis over into our eucharistic theology.  

John Calvin, one of the foremost covenantal theologians, is well worth engaging at this 

point. In his Institutes of the Christian Religion, Calvin approaches a similar line of thought 

regarding baptism, though he does not carry the argument to its logical end. He describes 

baptism as God’s initial way of joining us to Christ. In baptism, Calvin says, God regenerates 

us and ‘engrafts us into the society of his church and makes us his own by adoption’.44 Even 

those who cannot speak for themselves are so totally joined to the body of Christ through 

union with Christ himself that it is incongruous to deny them ‘the only food of our soul’ 

which is Christ received in the Eucharist.45  

Some might cite 1 Cor. 11.28 and suggest that participants should be able to examine 

themselves to ensure they receive properly, and that this should be coupled with some 

measurable kind of intellectual faith. However, Calvin seems to deny such a prerequisite. 

Alluding to those of more memorialist understandings, he states:  

 
44 Calvin, Inst. IV.xvii.1. 
45 Calvin, Inst. IV.xvii.1. 
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there are some who define the eating . . . as in one word, nothing but to believe 
in Christ. But it seems to me that Christ meant to teach something more 
definite, and more elevated … It is that we are quickened by the true partaking 
of him; and he has therefore designated this partaking by the words ‘eating’ 
and ‘drinking,’ in order that no one should think that the life that we receive from him is 
received by mere knowledge.46  

I take him to mean that it is not our belief or faith which ensures Christ’s presence. 

When the church feeds on Christ, receiving his life is not based in the intellect or dependent 

on our ability to accurately assess ourselves before God. Instead, our eating and drinking 

effects and nourishes our faith. Thus, by partaking of Christ in the meal, ‘his life passes into 

us’ and enlivens us.47 It is by receiving Christ’s life that the church is brought into the divine 

life and taught to look upon God in Christ. 

If our reception of Christ’s body and blood through the sacrament nourishes our 

spiritual life, then we must ask if this should be denied to any of those who are members of 

the covenant by baptism. Indeed, if we understand baptism as the new circumcision, the 

discrepancy is even more apparent. Entire households participated in Passover so long as the 

men were circumcised and all were ritually clean (Num. 9.1-14). Baptism broadens this union 

as it is available to all people, not only males. It seems we ought not to deny the meal with 

Christ to those who have been committed and united to him. 

The inconsistency of restricting children from the Lord’s Supper was pointed out by 

Anabaptists early in the Reformation. They argued that ‘if infants had a right to baptism on 

the basis of their former right to circumcision, why shouldn’t they also have a right to the 

Lord’s Supper on the basis of their former right to the Passover Feast?’48 Clearly, our 

participation in the new sacraments should not merely reflect the Old Covenant but 

demonstrate the greater breadth given with the signs of the New Covenant which, as Calvin 

says, ‘attest him[Christ] as already given and revealed’.49  

Calvin further notes that the same spiritual food is available in each covenant and 

through its accompanying sacraments – namely Christ and the promise of eternal salvation.50 

What we experience or receive in baptism we likewise receive in the Eucharist. If we are to 

affirm this overlap, we ought also to affirm the sacramental practice of allowing all covenant 

 
46 Calvin, Inst. IV.xvii.5. 
47 Calvin, Inst. IV.xvii.5, emphasis mine. 
48 Christian L. Keidel, “Is the Lord’s Supper for Children?,” Westminster Theological Journal 37, no. 3 (1974): 

303. 
49 Calvin, Inst. IV.xiv.20. 
50 Calvin, Inst. IV.xvi.23. 
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members to be nourished by Christ, regardless of age or ability.51 Interestingly, in Calvin’s 

Geneva there appears to have been some movement advocating this view. Children who 

could recite portions of the catechism at an oral examination before the celebration of the 

supper were allowed to partake.52 This is a step in the right direction by way of including 

children. However, it remains insufficient and problematic as it places too much weight on 

our efforts alongside Christ’s meritorious work on our behalf. 

With this covenantal understanding of participation in the sacraments in place, I will 

offer brief observations about the relationship between including children and the 

cognitively impaired and the new humanity of the eschaton. First, our fellowship with God 

is predicated on grace; participation in baptism by those who cannot speak for themselves 

declares this in a unique way. It is God who saves, not our belief, or efforts. The baptism of 

a child, who cannot even adequately feed themselves, drives home the point that everything 

in salvation is predicated on God’s prior, gracious work on our behalf. In like manner, 

witnessing those who are cognitively disabled receive the Eucharist draws attention to the 

reality that we receive Christ in ways that are not merely or even primarily cognitive. We 

receive Christ with our whole selves, regardless of our ability to explain clearly and 

coherently what that reception means. The presence of the cognitively impaired also visibly 

demonstrate to the congregation the overwhelming mercy of Christ who comes to us in our 

weakness, whatever that weakness may entail. 

Second, receiving the supper intensifies the reality of God’s grace over our abilities as it 

transforms our identity. As we receive, the church affirms that the new humanity, the body 

of Christ, is a household. It is a new identity and a new way of living in the world – both of 

which are available to all people. Consider that when a child joins a family they are given a 

name, a particular identity. This occurs even in adoption where a first name may not be 

given, but a surname is. This name conveys not merely a living situation but an entire identity, 

a way of being. The identity is developed with various actions and physical meals. Baptism is 

similar: it bestows an identity upon the recipient which is then nourished in the subsequent 

meal of communion and the surrounding liturgical rites. A household may contain those 

 
51 Jesus both narrows and broadens Israel’s call to the nations: He narrows it by making himself the centre 

of the story and broadens by welcoming the outcast and Gentiles. The Sacraments of the New Covenant 
reflect this as they are inherently broader than the Old Testament rites for inclusion. For instance, they more 
readily include women who can eat, drink, and be baptised rather than requiring certain biological features for 
covenantal inclusion (or sign of inclusion) vis-à-vis circumcision. 

52 Herman J. Selderhuis and Albert Gootjes, John Calvin: A Pilgrim’s Life (Westmont, IL: IVP Academic, 
2009), 184. 
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who can articulate what that identity may entail, but it also includes those who cannot, and 

both are fed at the same table. Perhaps this is hard for us to envision today as our meals together 

seem infrequent and we sequester our sick and dying or the infirm to separate locations 

where they are cared for by ‘experts’. Perhaps we ought to reconsider how our home meals 

fail to embody the unity and diversity of the meal and shift our actions accordingly. 

Third, allowing the young and cognitively impaired access to the gift of Christ for the 

nourishment of their souls reminds us that nothing can truly and eternally bar us from 

fellowship with God (Rom. 8.38-39). The engagement of the cognitively impaired or 

children may be limited in our current experience. However, all our experience of the divine 

is limited in some fashion given our fallen nature. Despite our being caught up and 

redeemed in Christ, the problems of fallen existence are not yet subjectively healed in each 

of us. However, we know the supper is not only a current event. It is eschatological. The 

Eucharist faces forward to the time when there will be no disability of a fallen nature which 

impedes fellowship with God or among believers.  

Finally, allowing children and the cognitively impaired to participate forms their vision 

of Christ and the world. By engaging with each person, Christ allows them to see him and 

grow in greater knowledge of him. For children, this may mean that they are raised with a 

constant awareness of belonging to God and as their maturity increases so too does their 

understanding of the faith which they have inherited. Like children in Israel, they will 

eventually face the decision to remain. However, their ongoing engagement before and after 

their cognitive awareness aids in developing their way of being in the world and knowing 

Christ through the body even before they can understand a sermon. Formation may work 

similarly for those with cognitive impairments, enabling them to participate in Christ despite 

limited intellectual understanding. Their perception, of course, will vary according to the 

nature of their impairment.   

Refusing to segregate the supper now, based on rank, age, or ability, emulates what we 

look forward to. It also suggests that the Eucharist is our shared means of participating in 

the future reality. It is this image of the new humanity, already coming to be, which is 

nourished in the Eucharist. This is the beginning of our transformation into that which we 

will become in the eschaton. By partaking of the meal, we come to share in Christ’s 
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incorruptibility as we feed on him. We are nourished so that Christ may grow, as Calvin says, 

‘into one with us, and refresh us by the eating of his flesh and the drinking of his blood’.53 

In our current age, this transformation is largely spiritual. Nevertheless, when we see the 

cognitively impaired and young receiving eucharistic nourishment, we are reminded that 

Christ will transform all of us in the eschatological age, a reality which is now only 

inaugurated. We look forward to a time when disease will not be rampant, and the effects of 

the fall will not impinge on our communing with God. Concerning children, we look 

forward to a time when we will no longer know in part, but in full. We will know even as we 

have been known (1 Cor. 13.12-13).  

Indeed, to see a young child engage the mystery of the table should remind us that just 

as they do not fully understand the rite, neither does any adult. Not until we have been fully 

clothed with the imperishable body which Paul describes in 1 Cor. 15.42-54 will we 

understand the mystery of God’s presence among us.  

This transformation into the image of Christ occurs through our union with him in 

baptism and is nourished in the sacraments. It also has implications beyond the church. Our 

transformation prefigures the transfiguration of the entire cosmos, the final consideration of 

this chapter. 

 

Cosmic Eucharist and Transfiguration 

As I noted earlier, participating in the supper shapes how we understand the world. This 

occurs due to ritual participation which shapes beliefs through both embodied acts and our 

cognitive assent to what we engage. However, it is not only our efforts which generate a 

proper understanding of the world. Instead, the Holy Spirit is responsible for our ongoing 

transformation. It is the Spirit who enables our genuine union with Christ and one another 

by convicting, encouraging, comforting, and affirming our faith. It is also the Spirit who 

works in the supper, not only making Christ available to us but also orienting our gaze. 

Thus, we are enabled to see Christ at the meal and, subsequently, to see the world through 

Christ. Such a reorientation of our gaze allows us to understand the church’s place in the 

world, under Christ.  

Seeing through the Eucharist to Christ certainly involves looking back to consider how 

Christ has saved us. However, we also look forward, which informs our way of living in the 

 
53 Calvin, Inst. IV.xvii.10. 
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world today. Marilyn M. Adams, in her work on late medieval eucharist theories notes that 

this juxtaposition is true of all biblical signs. Sacraments are signs, which always look 

‘backward or forward to the passion of Christ’.54 Just as God’s plans are ongoing, our signs 

or sacraments similarly include the future. 

In this final section, I will consider the eschaton and return to this critical question: 

what does the Eucharist do? More specifically, I will survey what our embodied participation 

does to us eschatologically. Further, recalling Aidan Kavanagh and Alexander Schmemann’s 

claims that the liturgy is a work performed on behalf of the world, I will consider how an 

eschatological vision grounds our understanding of this provisional work. 

A key interlocutor for such questions is the seventh-century saint, Maximus the 

Confessor, whose theological work offers a cosmic view of the Eucharist and its 

implications.55 While Maximus lived before the division of Eastern and Western branches of 

the church, his view of our union with Christ resembles that of the Eastern Orthodox. For 

Maximus, the church is joined to Christ in baptism, placing members in a new covenantal 

identity which is then nourished and affirmed by the eucharistic meal.56 In essence, the 

Orthodox argue that each week the Eucharist ontologically creates the new humanity by 

renewing our union with Christ. In so doing, the Eucharist and other participations in the 

church’s life point to what is potent, by grace, in believers and which will be brought to 

fulfilment in the eschaton. This fulfilment is our completed transfiguration by which we are 

made wholly ourselves and invited to engage the divine life by coming to rest in God. In 

what follows, I will first consider the shape of Christ’s transfiguration and how the Eucharist 

operates as a microcosm of Christ’s work. Second, I will survey Maximus’ understanding of 

Christ’s cosmic work to redeem and integrate the universe through his person. Finally, I will 

consider our transformation, which is built on Christ’s and how our participation in 

communion may begin the transformation of the cosmos.  

 

 
54 Marilyn M. Adams, Some Later Medieval Theories of the Eucharist: Thomas Aquinas, Gilles of Rome, Duns Scotus, 

and William of Ockham (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), 51. 
55 While I draw heavily on Blower’s interpretation of Maximus, others have similarly commented on his 

cosmic view of the Eucharist. Cf. Hans Urs von Balthasar, Cosmic Liturgy: The Universe According to Maximus the 
Confessor (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 2003), Hans Boersma, ‘Nature and the Supernatural in la nouvelle 
théologie: The Recovery of a Sacramental Mindset’ New Blackfriars 93, no. 1043 (2012). Boersma discusses the 
impact Maximus had on von Balthasar, which included the emphasis on cosmology and the liturgy. 

56 This New Covenant is incumbent with responsibilities. For this reason, those practicing infant baptism 
should not do so lightly! By enrolling a child in the covenant, they are subjecting that child to a responsibility 
to follow Christ and keep his commands. We should instead aim for ‘household baptisms’ in the sense that 
children are only baptised if their guardians can be reasonably trusted to impart the faith to them. 
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Cosmic Eucharist: Christ’s Transfiguration 
In the Quaestiones Ad Thalassium, Maximus answers a variety of questions pertaining to 

Christian faith. Several of the questions focus on the eucharistic meal, its import in the lives 

of believers, and the cosmic nature of our participation. Through these writings, it is clear 

that the Eucharist either symbolises or somehow enables our ongoing transfiguration.57 To 

understand how the Eucharist plays a role in our transformation, I will first examine 

Maximus’ perspective on the nature of Christ’s transfiguration. Part of Christ’s redemptive 

work involves taking up the entirety of human nature to restore it, thus enabling our 

participation in Christ. This work also supports the church as the eschatological bride. 

Eventually, the entire universe will be transformed through Christ, who will redeem and 

harmonise the world, thus making it the seat of God’s glory. 

For Maximus and others, the Eucharist testifies to Christ’s transfiguration. This aligns 

with what we have already seen in Wycliffe. In Wycliffe’s view the substance of the elements 

and the essence or being of Christ coexist in the Eucharist, without being mingled or 

confused. This shift occurs as the celebrant elevates the bread and wine during the 

consecration. Communion similarly elevates the church to the heavenly realms so that we 

might meet with Christ.58 This elevation reflects Christ’s transfiguration in two ways. First, 

Christ’s body is taken up into heaven and is visibly seen to belong with his divine nature,59 a 

mystery which Stephen beheld at his martyrdom (Acts 7.55-56). This image corresponds 

neatly to the elements. They are physically raised to re-enact the story of Easter weekend, 

but they are also spiritually raised to serve as mediation for Christ’s presence. Just as Christ’s 

created and finite human nature was suitable for his dwelling among us, so also are the 

elements taken up into Christ and transformed for a particular usage. 

Second, Maximus posits that we might view Christ’s entire life and ministry as a 

transfiguration, one which is highlighted and made vivid and concrete in the dramatic 

episode recorded in Matthew 17. It is through Christ’s hypostatic union that he effects the 

transformation of human nature.60 In Christ, human nature is no longer subject to death, sin, 

or the devil (to summarise a set of baptismal formularies). Maximus follows this by 

 
57 I have already noted that our participation in the Eucharist reflects our new identity as members of the 

church which is the New Humanity. This identity has shifted our allegiance and our being from the Old 
Adam to the New Adam – Christ – who recapitulates history and re-heads humanity. By being joined to 
Christ in baptism, we are placed in a new covenantal identity which is weekly nourished and affirmed in the 
eucharistic meal.  

58 Maximus, Ad Thalassium 22. 
59 Maximus, Ambiguum 7, Ambiguum 42, Ad Thalassium 22. 
60 Maximus, Ad Thalassium, 22 and Ambiguum 7. 
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suggesting that the Eucharist is an image of Christ’s transfiguration as the elements are 

similarly transformed.  

While we can see the transfiguration of human nature in Christ throughout the Gospel 

narratives, it is perhaps most apparent in his ascension. At this point, Christ has finished the 

work of recapitulation, and returns to the Father to continue preparing a place for the 

disciples and eventually for the church. As Christ is removed from the disciples’ sight, we see 

that human nature no longer leads ultimately to death. Acts 7.55 describes Stephen gazing 

into heaven where he saw ‘the glory of God, and Jesus standing at the right hand of God’. 

Thus, the glory of God appears to include the glorified, ascended Christ who carries with 

him our transfigured humanity. This vision demonstrates that Christ has completed his work 

of bringing our nature from corruptibility to incorruptibility.  

There is another way in which Maximus addresses this concept of transfiguring human 

nature. For Maximus, there are two ages of the world: this one which is characterised by the 

incarnation, and the one to come which is characterised by the harmonious work of Christ in 

creating unity. The present age, that of Christ’s incarnation, is visibly manifest in the bread 

and wine. Both their material presence and their potential to become something more 

through the anaphora and anamnesis are evidence of the incarnation.61 Their potentiality is a 

visible promise that by taking our nature into himself, Christ redeems our humanity. While 

human nature does not become divine, it is healed and restored. Indeed, it is made into 

something more than it was before Christ’s incarnation.62 Maximus suggests that this is just 

what we see in the Eucharist: the bread and wine do not become divine in themselves, but 

they are united with Christ in a particular way that makes them somehow more than simple 

bread and wine. The meal thus symbolises the transfiguration of human nature in Christ. 

The meal also demonstrates our individual transformation and participation in the 

divine life.63 On the table, we see the possibility of our deification or theosis as the elements 

are themselves figurally transformed from ordinary bread and wine to sacred materials. Just 

as we will be transformed from glory to glory in the eschaton (2 Cor. 3.18), the materials 

which are taken up into Christ become for us his spiritual body. This exemplifies what Christ 

 
61 Maximus discusses the idea of these two separate ages in Ad Thalassium 22. He delineates them as those 

in which God became ‘human and those intended for humanity to become divine’. 
62 We might almost distinguish this in terms of quality and quantity. That is, human nature does not 

become something qualitatively other than human. The eschatological age does not entail a destruction of 
human nature. However, believers will be more fully and completely human than they are at present. Christ 
himself is the human par excellence, the fullest image of what it means to be human; the eschaton will see us 
endowed with that same fullness of life. 

63 Maximus, Ad Thalassium 6; Ad Thalassium 22. 



 153 

has done in human nature and how we, as individuals, are taken up into Christ. We are being 

transformed both now and in the future. Therefore, we are Christ’s body on earth now (as 

the church) and his future holy bride in the eschaton (Rev. 21). 

Maximus suggests that our deification is not only mirrored in the elements but initiated 

there. For Maximus, the believer’s capacity to grow in the likeness of Christ is a potential 

which is actualised in baptism, by God’s grace. Our spiritual potential is nourished each 

week in communion and signals the coming age when our deification will be consummated, 

allowing us to participate in the divine life. This potential is fed each week in communion. In 

a manner not unlike eating mundane meals for physical sustenance, we eat the Eucharist for 

spiritual nourishment. Along these lines, the early church readily described communion and 

the eucharitised bread as nourishing our spiritual and eternal life. Both Irenaeus and Justin 

Martyr see the ‘eucharistic body and blood of Jesus primarily in terms of nourishment for 

human flesh and so giving it the hope of resurrection to eternal life’.64 Justin focusses on 

Christ’s incarnate, risen, and living body as that which nourishes the church in communion. 

This emphasis facilitates the belief that union with Christ through the meal transforms the 

bodies of believers; indeed, ‘his life enables their new life’.65 Such an ontological 

transfiguration is indispensable for the church’s eventual sharing in God’s own life. 

Transfiguration through the Eucharist occurs not only in the lives of individuals. It also 

takes place in the communal life of each parish and the broader church (both globally and 

historically). Maximus argues that the church is the new humanity or the new creation. 

Indeed, that new humanity is already manifest in the present age despite ongoing limitations. 

The very elements of the meal demonstrate this both in imagery and through their 

transformation. As the grains are crushed to become the bread, and the grapes are mingled 

to become wine, so too is the church brought together in the Eucharist. It is the united 

church which exists in union with Christ and as a whole, it ‘forms a unity, however far she 

spreads and multiplies’.66 

In a manner similar to the transformation of the elements the church is transfigured as 

the community is united both to one another and to Christ. John Anthony McGuckin notes 

that reconciliation within the community is a direct effect of the reconciliation with God. He 

 
64 Paul F. Bradshaw, and Maxwell E. Johnson, The Eucharistic Liturgies: Their Evolution and Interpretation, 

(Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 2012), 46. 
65 Bradshaw, Eucharistic Liturgies, 46. The focus on Christ’s risen life, which gives life to believers, is a critical 

contrast to much of medieval theology which instead concentrated on the sacrificed or dead body of Christ. 
66 Cyprian, The Lapsed, The Unity of the Catholic Church, trans. Maurice Bevenot, Ancient Christian Writers no. 

25 (Mahwah, NJ: The Newman Press, 1957), 48. 
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contends that the Eucharist ‘is the social expression of the reconciliation anticipated with the 

divine’.67 The reality which Christ inaugurates intersects with the ‘praxis of the sacramental 

life of the church.’68 In this way, the Eucharist evidences our personal and communal 

transfiguration. When formed to the image of Christ, the church becomes the new humanity, 

announcing the arrival of the new creation in and through the Word. 

Finally, just as the Eucharist is nothing without Christ’s presence, the church cannot be 

transfigured except by the work of Christ. The sacrament does not provide an empty symbol 

but enables our transformation because it unites us to the one who transfigures by the gift of 

divine grace and the Spirit. It is this union which the Eucharist feeds, nourishing us for our 

future life in the eschaton.69 As the first image of Christ’s transfiguration, the Eucharist does 

not provide an empty symbol. Instead, the meal enables our transformation as it brings us 

into fellowship with the one who transfigures the church by his grace and the work of the 

Spirit. 

 

Cosmic Eucharist: Christ the Centre 
Paul calls Jesus the first fruits of the new creation (1 Cor. 15.20). Given that Christ mediates 

his presence through the Eucharist, we can rightfully call the meal the fruit of the 

eschatological age. For this reason, the celebration of the supper and our participation can 

take place on behalf of the world.  I have shown how the supper evidences the 

transfiguration of Christ and nurtures our own transformation into his image (Col.1.15-20; 

Rom. 8.29). If Christ is the fruit of the new creation, and we are to rule over the created 

order as God’s eikons, then we may expect transfiguration beyond the immediate church 

community, through our works.  

Chapter One suggested a particular cosmological vision for the liturgy, one in which 

Christ is the centre of reality, and the universe is a kind of text open for our mutual reading 

and interpretation alongside God. I also argued that Christ is the interpretive key for a 

proper reading of the world’s text, with the liturgy as a primary means of self-revelation. 

Drawing on those arguments, I will consider how Maximus furthers such a cosmological 

imagination within the liturgy and enables our understanding of how the world, both human 

and non-human, might be transformed by our eucharistic acts. 

 
67 John Anthony McGuckin, The Path of Christianity: The First Thousand Years (Downers Grove: InterVarsity 

Press Academic, 2017), 358. 
68 McGuckin, The Path of Christianity, 358. 
69 Maximus, Ad Thalassium 22. 
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For his part, Maximus picks up on this and proposes a somewhat radical vision of Jesus 

Christ as the centre of the universe. Maximus emphasises Christ’s being the Word through 

whom the world was created. He also draws attention to the hypostatic union that uniquely 

positions Christ between earth and heaven, created and eternal, physical and incorporeal. In 

particular, for Maximus, the moment of the incarnation ‘constitutes a unique event that 

marks an irreversible turning point in the history of the cosmos’.70 Christ is the linchpin for 

reality.  

For Maximus, reality garners its significance and future hope from union with Christ. 

Maximus posits that Christ is like a hinge between the creation and the eschaton because the 

incarnation is the turning point from our previous way of being under Adam to our future 

existence in union with the Son of God. Further, the hypostatic union is emblematic of the 

universe as a whole. Where the fall has caused chaos and disruption, Christ brings peace and 

unity, even in his very person. The peace intended to exist between God and creation is 

explicitly lived out in Christ’s being. Christ invites human beings to join him and be unified 

with him so that they too experience peace, rest, and their true selves.  

Christ’s person – as articulated by Chalcedon – embraces the entire cosmic order. In 

Maximus’ mind, Christ is the pattern for the universe. This pattern includes the unity and 

diversity seen within individual human beings and in the natural order. For Maximus’ 

cosmology, difference does not necessarily imply division; instead, it highlights the possibility 

and importance of integration without collapsing the created order into God. For this 

reason, in contrast with some other early theologians, Maximus is able to find a use and 

purpose for every aspect of human nature, including the body and passions.71 Rather than 

being discarded, these can be appropriately directed toward God and our service as God’s 

people.  

With this relational understanding of the cosmos, Maximus suggests that the universe 

can move in one of two directions: towards division and chaos (as seen in Genesis following 

the creation accounts) or towards integration and union in Christ. This integration is possible 

through the incarnation wherein Christ unites (without confusion) two distinct natures. His 

doing so mirrors (and enables) the possibility that we can also experience intimate relation 

 
70 Thomas Cattoi, “Liturgy as Cosmic Transformation” in The Oxford Handbook of Maximus the Confessor ed. 

Pauline Allen and Bronwell Neil (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015), 431. 
71 Though it must be noted that Maximus, like other theologians, encourages us to move beyond the merely 

physical which will prove insufficient for the full eschatological vision of God. 
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and integration between ‘the whole and the parts’ in the church, as well as the universe.72 For 

this reason, Maximus ardently defends the Chalcedonian definition as ‘the most reliable key 

to understanding the mystery of the created order’.73 As Christ is, so we will be – whole, at 

peace, and resting in God. 

Ultimately, such integration is the goal of all creation. We see this described in Hebrews 

4 when the author encourages readers to enter into God’s rest. Maximus suggests this rest 

consists of ecstatic union with God rather than working against God. To work against God 

inevitably leads to disintegration and chaos. Where the Old Adam led all of creation to a 

state of chaos under the curse (Gen. 3.17), the New Adam redeems the world from disorder. 

Indeed, by taking on a physical body, Christ redeems all of creation by inhabiting its 

materiality. Just as the Spirit was over the waters in creation, he also hovered over the re-

creation in Mary’s womb, thus making Christ’s work more decisive in determining the fate of 

the universe than the work or failures of his predecessors.  

Through Christ’s work, all things will be directed in worship and intimate, relational 

unity in God, in the eschatological age. This end or telos of the cosmos is ‘at once [its] natural 

fulfillment (participation in God) and [creation’s] moral and spiritual vocation’.74 The union 

with Christ which enables deification is available to more than just humanity. Christ is the 

pattern after which all the universe is designed. In that case, union, integration, and 

deification are notably available for the entire cosmos, through Christ’s work in his 

personhood and ministry. Maximus argues that God will eventually ‘deify the universe,’ thus 

displaying both grace and providence.75  

Maximus carefully nuances how Christ’s cosmic triumph integrates the universe. 

Through this victory, Christ brings the world into union with the Father, thus glorifying 

God; yet Christ also preserves each particular creature’s individuality. Eschatological union 

with God maintains distinction, a harmony without loss of individuality, which promotes 

genuine relationship and agape love between God and his creatures.76 Maximus argues that 

the deification of nature is the law and purpose of grace, which ‘transforms nature without 

altering its fundamental character’.77   

 
72 Paul M. Blowers, Maximus the Confessor: Jesus Christ and the Transfiguration of the World, (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2016), 177. 
73 Cattoi, “Liturgy as Cosmic Transformation,” 416. 
74 Blowers, Maximus the Confessor, 177. 
75 Maximus, Ad Thalassium 2. 
76 Blowers, Maximus the Confessor, 177, and Cattoi, “Liturgy as Cosmic Transformation,” 431. 
77 St. Maximos the Confessor, “Various Texts on Theology, the Divine Economy, and Virtue and Vice, 

Fifth Century,” in The Philokalia: The Complete Text, trans. G.E.H. Palmer, Philip Sherrard, and Kallistos Ware 
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For Maximus, this is a feat of integration within the cosmos. Just such a triumph is what 

Christ has in mind when telling the disciples,   

My Father is working even now, and I am working. The Father approves this work, 
the Son properly carries it out, and the Holy Spirit essentially completes both 
the Father’s approval of it all and the Son’s execution of it, in order that God 
in Trinity might be through all and in all things (Eph. 4:6), contemplated as the 
whole reality proportionately in each individual creature as it is deemed worthy 
by grace, and in the universe altogether, just as the soul naturally indwells both 
the whole of the body and each individual part without diminishing itself.78 

It is toward this eschatological end that the church should be oriented. Participation in 

the supper teaches us to look forward to when our union with God will be consummated, 

while also protecting our individual ability to participate in the divine life. Indeed, it is this 

goal towards which the church should point the entire world. To use the words of the hymn, 

‘all creatures of our God and King’ are caught up in this eschatological movement.79 Even if 

we are not knowingly directed towards this telos, Maximus suggests that it is still the 

inevitable direction in which all creatures move as Christ will complete his work in the 

eschaton. 

 

Cosmic Eucharist: Human Participation 
How does this relate to the Eucharist? For Maximus, the Eucharist is a microcosm of the 

universe and the hypostatic union. Maximus lived prior to the crystallisation of views like 

transubstantiation. He does not, therefore delineate a particular view of Christ’s presence in 

the elements. However, Maximus does maintain the supremacy of the sacrament within the 

liturgy. He argues for its ongoing work in realising the grace which is potent in us from 

baptism but which requires further engagement – a helpful corrective to the gaps mentioned 

in Calvin’s Geneva.80 The Eucharist is the sacrament in which the mystery of Christ answers 

our human fragmentation and the disorder of the created realm which exists in disjointed 

relationship with God. Christ draws that fragmentation together. Christ heals it by uniting 

 
(London: Faber and Faber, 2011), 1:499. Maximus locates the possibility of such transformation in Christ’s 
union of natures saying ‘although He is beyond ever being, He entered without changing into our being, 
supra-essentially took on human nature, became man, and wishing to reveal Himself as a man among men … 
became man, so He deified us by grace,’ 399. 

78 Maximus, Ad Thalassium 2, emphasis in original translation. 
79 William Henry Draper, “All Creatures of Our God and King,” in Then Sings My Soul: 150 of the World’s 

Greatest Hymns Stories, ed. Robert J. Morgan (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 2010). Draper’s hymn is based on 
Saint Francis of Assisi’s Canticle of the Sun. 

80 Maximus, Ad Thalassium 6. 
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what is corruptible with what is incorruptible in the hypostatic union. The eucharistic meal 

proleptically suggests union through his overshadowing presence. Just as Christ unites 

human and divine, Jesus unites material substance to his divine presence.81 This harmony 

without collapse both teaches us what we are aiming at, as well as beginning that harmonious 

transfiguration within each of us. 

Further, the Eucharist is able to bring together ‘sacred past, present, and future’ as well 

as ‘merg[e] earth and heaven,’ so that universal transfiguration may commence.82 The liturgy 

points not only up to God but also forward to where history and eternity overlap, thereby 

revealing Christ and inviting us to him through an inaugurated eschatology.83 

Finally, as I have hinted, our partaking of the Eucharist makes possible our deification. 

Through our paraenetic participation – in which the Eucharist’s significance cannot be 

overstated – we are ‘rendered similar’ to God and his goodness.84 Importantly, this does not 

entail an ontological shift into the essence of God – such will always be ineffable to us. 

Instead, we are made children and coheirs by adoption in grace.  

The church, the new creation under Christ, enables our participation as coheirs in Christ 

through the theophanic eucharistic liturgy.85 The participants undergo a genuine ontological 

transformation while retaining their individuality; this both inaugurates and anticipates the 

day when ‘the whole of Creation will be transfigured by the divine energies’.86 Our 

transformation occurs both as we see properly and become new creatures through 

participation. Beyond the immediate participants, the sacrament unleashes a further 

transfiguration of the cosmos ‘through the overflow of divine grace’87 which occurs in its 

event.  

I previously described the weight that Wycliffe places on language; similarly for 

Maximus, semiotics is caught up with ontology. In Maximus’ theology, to read, interpret, or 

understand a symbol ‘is not just a hermeneutic and cognitive activity’. Rather, to read and 

know the sacraments ‘enables the believer to participate in the divine mysteries’.88 This 

 
81 St. Maximos, “Ambiguum 41,” in On Difficulties in the Church Fathers: the Ambigua, trans. Nicholas Constas 

(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2014), 2:114-115. 
82 Blowers, Maximus the Confessor, 176. 
83 Blowers, Maximus the Confessor, 140. 
84 Maximus, On the Eschatological Mystagogy (Yonkers, NY: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 2019) trans. 

Jonathan J. Armstrong, 80. 
85 Blowers, Maximus the Confessor, 173. 
86 Cottoi, “Liturgy as Cosmic Transformation,” 432. 
87 Blowers, Maximus the Confessor, 183. 
88 Blowers, Maximus the Confessor, 186. Emphasis mine. 
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emphasis on participation is also reminiscent of the arguments made by Davies and 

Boersma, who both argue that the universe is inherently dialogical and sacramental. Both 

Wycliffe and Maximus concur with this paradigm. In this way of thinking, the church 

naturally participates in the divine mysteries through the Eucharist. Such activity thus 

transforms our way of understanding and being in the world, insofar as we appropriately 

attend to Christ’s presence in the supper. 

 

Conclusion 

When the church attends to Christ’s presence at the table, the community can expect its 

imagination to be transformed and renewed in greater Christlikeness. As we come to see the 

world eucharistically, we come to see the nature of reality through the person of Christ. To 

explain how the eucharistic presence of Christ shapes our vision, I considered how the 

church attends to God through memory, present participation, and anticipation throughout 

Holy Communion. The church has the chance to attend to Christ’s presence in various ways 

through these movements, all three of which are captured in the Eucharist.  

I also addressed how our practices and beliefs reflect our ecclesiology regarding who 

can receive the supper. Our ecclesiology is challenged by the church's lack of unity and our 

failure to account for those who cannot speak for themselves before receiving. To better 

shape our ecclesiology, I suggested that we look forward eschatologically through the meal. 

This allows us to craft a position on meal fellowship which more accurately reflects the 

church’s identity as the new humanity, which Christ has recapitulated. 

In order to understand the possibility of transformation through eucharistic 

engagement, it is necessary to formulate an understanding of Christ’s presence in the meal. 

To that end, I discussed Wycliffe’s unique view on the meal which involves God’s 

overshadowing presence and does not obscure the reality of the elements. Such a perspective 

avoids several common problems in eucharistic theology while also providing adequate 

foundation for our genuine participation and transformation through the meal. 

As we anticipate our coming transformation in the kingdom, I also surveyed how the 

church is the ‘threshold of the New Creation,’ to use Paul Blowers’ language.89 Maximus the 

Confessor offers indispensable wisdom on how the Eucharist might begin the 

transfiguration of the cosmos, through the work of the church. Such a transfiguration is only 

 
89 Blowers, Maximus the Confessor, 166. 
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possible if we take the presence of Christ at the meal and the cosmic implications of our 

liturgical work seriously. The salvific narrative which the liturgy tells is the recapitulation, the 

restoration of all things. For Maximus, this is the story of the cosmos both historically and 

eschatologically. ‘The Eucharist brings that story into focus as a cosmic liturgy with Christ as 

subject (host) and object’.90 Through Christ and the work of the Holy Spirit, the Eucharist 

has the potentiality to draw all things to the God whose presence the meal mediates. Our 

eucharistic participation may open the gate for nonbelieving humans and disordered creation 

to be brought towards integration, union, and rest in Christ. As Christ’s body in the world 

today, the church carries on this work of gathering all things to God and ‘into the mystery of 

deification’.91  

Furthermore, our partaking of the Eucharist not only renews our mind. As we attend to 

Christ in the supper, we are spiritually fed, and the presence of Christ effects a slow, gradual 

process of divinisation. We are first united to Christ in baptism, and the supper draws us 

further into the divine life by nourishing our theosis.92 Looking beyond the church’s 

immediate confines, when we meet Christ as host and engage him in the liturgy, we begin to 

draw all things towards union with Christ. To enter harmonious integration with the One 

who stands at reality’s centre is the telos of the entire universe.  

This emphasis on integration, healing, and redemption should be evident in how we 

structure our eucharistic participation and who we encourage to participate. We ought to 

consider how this responsibility both redeems and expands the first command to multiply 

and nurture the garden. Along with our fellow human beings, the Spirit calls us to draw the 

entire cosmos into the liturgy, bringing it to its full potential in Christ, by the power of the 

Spirit, for the glory of the Father. This emphasis on the ingathering of creation through the 

liturgy is typical of Eastern Orthodox theology, and something which the West would do 

well to recapture. Thus, receiving the Eucharist actualises the church as the body of Christ 

and the new humanity; these are no mere titular conjectures but entail a rich responsibility 

towards God and the cosmos.93 

 
90 Blowers, Maximus the Confessor, 195. 
91 Blowers, Maximus the Confessor, 195. 
92 Thus, we should also be wary of giving the Eucharist to those who are not believers. Just as the supper 

has an effect on Christians by drawing them further into Christ, Paul notes in his letters that the opposite is 
just as likely among those who receive without belief. 

93 We ought to consider how this responsibility is both a redeeming and expansion of the first command to 
multiply and nurture the garden. Now we are called to bring the entire cosmos into the liturgy, to bring it to its 
full potential in Christ, by the power of the Spirit, for the glory of the Father. I will pick up on this imperative 
in my chapter on the ingathering of creation through the liturgy. 
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However, despite the responsibility incumbent upon the church, we must continue to 

acknowledge the mystery of Christ’s presence in the sacrament and the efficacy of his work. 

Indeed, without the work of the Triune God, no sacrament is efficacious. Our participation 

in the meal is efficient only if our understanding of Christ’s presence and absence is accurate 

(even if somewhat apophatic). Christ makes himself available in the meal, drawing our 

fellowship into Christ’s own relationship with the Father. He does this without 

discountenancing or obscuring us as genuine persons. If we miss this central work of Christ, 

we risk placing undue emphasis on our efforts. To do so is a failure to adequately account 

for the recapitulation and grace only available in Christ. 

The Eucharist is the most significant sacrament as it engages the entire church in regular 

fellowship with Christ. It is our means of participating in the centre of the universe, Jesus 

Christ the Lord, and it allows us to participate in Christ’s work of transfiguring the cosmos. 

Despite its centrality, however, the meal should not obfuscate or displace our vision of 

Christ. The supper is not Christ, and that distinction must remain clear. To use an analogy: 

Christ is the sun and the Eucharist the moon which captures and reflects his light. This does 

not diminish the significance of communion. After all, the moon controls tides and our 

oceans support life for the planet. The Eucharist similarly sustains us for our life in Christ. 

However, it should never be mistaken for the singular source of light and life which it 

mediates. Without Christ, the Eucharist is nothing. 

  



Chapter Six 

Knowing God through the Beauty in Which Truth May Be Clothed 
 

Introduction 

In the two previous chapters, I discussed how attending to Christ through Word and 

Sacrament enables a transformation of the church’s vision. Through preaching, prayers, 

creeds, and sacramental acts, the congregation comes to know God by engaging with him in 

particular ways. This engagement also shapes our manner of living in the world as it 

continually reorients our vision and understanding. The last chapter specifically suggested 

that participating in the meal unites us with Christ, which allows us to share in Christ’s 

relationship with the Father and continue the process of unfolding God’s kingdom in the 

world today. 

There are other ways in which we may attend to God’s presence in the liturgical 

structure. For instance, the significance of beauty for liturgy and the Christian life can hardly 

be overstated. Through beauty, the church is visually, spatially, and audibly oriented towards 

the life in Christ and the eventual eschatological age, which will afford no space to ugliness 

or the grotesque without being transformed. As we participate in beauty – whether by 

viewing, crafting, or other means – we are also beginning the eschatological unfolding of 

God’s kingdom in the present day. Through beauty, we take up materials that belong to God 

and fashion them to worship God even if that worship is not explicitly evident. Beauty plays 

an essential role in the church both in its liturgical structures and how the congregation 

engages the world beyond the service. 

Many theological perspectives on the role of art, aesthetics, and creativity revolve 

around the imago Dei mentioned in Genesis, suggesting that humans are co-creators with 

God. Such an anthropocentric focus is not incorrect. Our poesis or creative work is essential 

and related to the imago Dei. However, my focus for discussing art and beauty will not be 

embedded primarily in human identity. Instead, I will follow a framework offered by George 

MacDonald, a nineteenth-century pastor, theologian, and writer. 

In 1893, George MacDonald published an American edition of The Light Princess and 

Other Fairy Tales. As an introduction, he included his essay ‘The Fantastic Imagination,’ in 

which he sketches the definitions of a fairytale, suggesting forms and genres, mechanisms 

and possible audiences. While exploring the nature of a fairytale, MacDonald also touches on 
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the possibility that such a tale might convey truth. He expressly denies that a fairytale is an 

allegory. No, he says, ‘there may be allegory in it, but it is not an allegory’.1 We might rightly 

ask, then, from where does the truth arise, if not in an allegorical interpretation of said 

fairytale? MacDonald answers that when reading a story, each person ‘will read its meaning 

after his own nature and development: one man will read one meaning in it, another will 

read another’.2 In other words, fairytales and art forms serve to awaken us to the truth, 

which is always, already in front of us. He suggests that art leads us to see the things that 

come ‘from thoughts beyond [our] own’.3 It is this suggestion that beauty comes from 

outside and can guide us to see beyond ourselves, which will govern the rest of this chapter. 

Ultimately, theological aesthetics form part of Christ’s revelation. Our poesis marks 

Christ’s continued life among his people. With that in mind, I will first offer a brief theology 

of aesthetics and beauty. As I noted in my introduction, the interdisciplinary nature of this 

thesis requires selective treatment of scholarship in diverse disciplines. This is perhaps never 

more true than in the present subject. The field of theological aesthetics is vast, spanning 

across church traditions and beyond the two millennia of the church. Though beauty is 

significant for our experience of God, particularly in liturgical settings, given that it is one of 

many topics I cover I have necessarily limited my interaction with scholars to a few notable 

voices. This should not be taken to suggest that my work here is exhaustive; I have only 

touched the surface of a deep well of significant theological reflection. However, I hope that 

my use of individuals such as Hans Urs von Balthasar, George MacDonald, Trevor Hart, 

and others is sufficient to whet the appetite for further engagement in this rich and deeply 

important field of enquiry which has the potential to shape both liturgical settings and 

everyday interactions.4 

After establishing the centrality of Christ, I will move to discuss how we are enabled to 

do art by the Spirit who indwells the church and reveals Christ to us. Indeed, our artistry 

plays role in the Spirit’s process of shaping the church to see Christ. Beauty and specific 

works may even mediate Christ’s presence to his people in a manner reminiscent of the 

Eucharist. This theology of aesthetics will lay the foundation for considerations related to 

 
1 George MacDonald, “The Fantastic Imagination,” in The Complete Fairy Tales ed. U.C. Knoepflmacher 

(New York: Penguin Books, 1999), 7-8. 
2 MacDonald, “The Fantastic Imagination,” 7. 
3 MacDonald, “The Fantastic Imagination,” 9. 
4 I am exceedingly grateful to my examiner Rev. Dr. Jacky Sewell who pointed me to a raft of research that 

has enriched both this chapter and my own personal study on this matter. 
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three forms of art: visual, musical, and architectural. Finally, I will close with an overview of 

dissonance and the grotesque, considering their possible role in liturgical settings. 

 

Form and Shape: Beauty and the Hypostatic Union 
God crafts human beings to be creatures in relationship with himself, through the Second 

Person of the Trinity. Christ is not only the one through whom the world is created; as I 

demonstrated with Maximus’ cosmic Eucharist in the previous chapter, Christ is also the 

unifying principle towards whom all things are moving. By the hypostatic union, Christ 

uniquely brings together heaven and earth, divine and created. Theological aesthetics may 

similarly reflect Christ’s hypostatic union as Christ evidences beauty and glory in both a 

transcendent and immanent manner. First, Christ is the form or ideal of beauty. Since God 

creates through Christ the Word, the universe contains vestiges of beauty even after the fall. 

When taking the form of a creature, Christ offers himself as a specific, visible image of 

beauty by taking on human nature and redeeming it (Phil.2). Other instances of beauty also 

serve Christ’s self-revelation.5 Christianity provides the ability to see these and rightly 

recognise the source of beauty as the Trinity.  

The issue of sight and interpretation is a significant aspect of theological aesthetics to 

which many theologians draw attention. For instance, Francesca Murphy summarises Hans 

Urs von Balthasar’s perspective that the Christian faith is a ‘type of seeing’ which is 

‘empowered from the outside’. It is ‘through the scenes of the Incarnation’ that the faithful 

are enabled to see the form of Christ in the beauty of the world.6 This idea of being enabled 

to see Christ through beauty recalls Polanyi’s paradigm that our framework for knowing 

anything comes through the body and involves all the senses working together. In the case 

of our theological knowledge, the Spirit reveals Christ to us as the cause of all the beauty we 

see. Further, Christ is not only the source of our aesthetics but the one towards whom 

beauty points. 

As the source of all aesthetic endeavours, Christ’s person and work are central to any 

proper understanding of beauty's nature. When considering created or material instances of 

beauty, the incarnation is particularly helpful. Through the incarnation, ‘God places himself 

within the semantic range and patterns of our language, giving himself to be known and 

 
5 Beauty which remains after the fall is also related to God’s ongoing providence in upholding the world. 
6 Francesca Aran Murphy, Christ the Form of Beauty: A Study in Theology and Literature (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 

1995), 144. 
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responded to concretely’.7 Christ’s visibility and tangible, physical presence are imperative to 

our knowing of God. Further, this emphasis on the material and the earthy nature of Christ’s 

person funds our poesis – our response to God by making. Due to the incarnation and 

Christ’s redemption of the material order, human creative efforts are not only possible but 

may be good.  

With particular attention to the liturgy and spiritual formation, Saint John of Damascus 

utilises the incarnation in his vigorous defence of permissible uses of art and other 

adiaphora. In the ninth century iconoclast controversy, he argues that Christ’s incarnation 

subverts the second commandment. ‘If then,’ he wonders aloud to Emperor Leo III, ‘the 

Son of God came to be in human form, taking the form of a servant, and coming to be in 

human likeness, and being found in figure as a human being, how can he not be depicted?’8 

God graciously enables various forms of beauty, symbols, and art to draw us on towards the 

heavenly realm so we might better know and worship him. For this reason, our aesthetics 

should unite goodness and truth as much as they should be visually pleasing. John also 

argues that accepting a broad number of subjects for art is appropriate. He notes that ‘we are 

led by images perceived through the senses to divine and immaterial contemplation and, out 

of love for humankind, the divine providence provides figures and shapes of what is without 

shape or figure, to guide us by the hand’.9 When appropriately used, art and beauty are 

beneficial for our formation. 

Christ also sanctifies our use of the material world. Jesus was himself a craftsman – a 

carpenter. Christ first dignifies materiality by taking on a physical body himself. Secondly, by 

being an artisan, Christ offers value and worth to human efforts. Christ thus suggests that 

our own creative work may be a participation in his work and his self-revelation. However, 

our freedom to pursue beauty must carefully safeguard against idolatry.10 According to von 

Balthasar, we do this by holding in tension the two natures of the hypostatic union and their 

influence on art. Christ’s humanity sanctifies our artistic endeavours, and even ‘integrates 

human experience into the transcendent reality’ of God.11 In other words, we must train our 

 
7 Trevor Hart, Making Good: Creation, Creativity and Artistry (Waco: Baylor University Press, 2014), 11. 
8 St. John of Damascus, Three Treatises on the Divine Image, trans. Andrew Louth (Crestwood, NY: St. 

Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 2003), 48. St. John uses the word eikon meaning ‘image’. Though we often 
associate this exclusively with the Orthodox icons of saints, it could include paintings, sculpture, mosaics, or 
even the cloth given to Abgar of Edessa. 

9 St. John, Three Treatises on the Divine Image, 41. 
10 St. John is explicit on this matter saying, ‘I do not venerate matter, but the fashioner of matter.’ Three 

Treatises, 29. 
11 Von Balthasar, Glory of the Lord, 1:614. 
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vision to see through the specific instance of beauty to the one revealed. Such revelation 

indicates that by knowing Christ, we know the Father. Indeed, by listening to the Son, we 

also listen to ‘the interior dialogue between Father and Son’.12 In Christ, we gaze upon one 

who overflows with meaning and reveals the Father to us. Such a revelation may at times 

overwhelm us.  

However, despite the overwhelming possibility that exists within God, we know that 

Christ is not pure, unlimited event.13 Instead, recalling the arguments I have previously 

surveyed from both Davies and Maximus, it is clear that the Logos makes both the world and 

God intelligible. It is through Christ that we see and recognise beauty’s ability to offer God’s 

presence. Not all beauty is equally revelatory of God’s character and presence. Just as one 

might distinguish between natural and revealed knowledge of God, there are examples of 

natural beauty, such as sunsets or mountains, which reveal something about God. In 

contrast, other instances of beauty may offer a more specific revelation of God’s nature. 

This may include sacred or liturgical art intended to reveal a particular quality or attribute of 

God. These works serve to mediate God’s presence more definitively than their natural 

counterparts. 

Christ’s use of beauty to mediate his presence elicits a reply from his creatures, thus 

drawing us further into the interior dialogue of the Trinity. We might call this the responsive 

nature of beauty – it begins in Christ and calls us to answer and move towards him. Christ is 

the archetype and source of beauty, as well as the most significant example of beauty.  Such a 

claim regarding Christ’s beauty should not be taken to deny Isaiah 53.1-3’s statement that 

Christ had ‘no stately form or majesty that we should look upon Him,’ or ‘be attracted to 

Him’. Christ was beautiful, but in the sense that he lived a fully human, abundant, truthful, 

and holy life. People were drawn to Christ; they followed him and eventually came to worship 

him. However, this kind of inner wholeness and subsequent beauty does not necessitate that 

Christ was beautiful in his outward appearance (even if we could all agree on what that 

beauty and handsome figure should entail). We could also point to the idea that beauty is 

 
12 Von Balthasar, Glory of the Lord, 1:614. 
13 This characterization of Christ’s self-revelation or self-giving as a saturated ‘event’ which overwhelms is 

often associated with Jean Luc Marion. Cf. Jean Luc Marion, Being Given: Toward a Phenomenology of Givenness, 
trans. Jeffrey L. Kosky (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2002). Don Schweitzer argues that while this 
is a helpful paradigm, it is not sufficiently nuanced to account for the New Testament narratives in which 
Christ is accessible and approachable, requiring his people to engage with him. Don Schweitzer, “Jesus’ 
Resurrection as a Saturated Phenomenon?” Studies in Religion 44 no. 4 (2015), 506, 508, 511. 
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related to not only physical appearance but grace – which John 1.14 clearly states Jesus 

exuded as he came ‘from the Father, full of grace and truth’. 

Beauty is also open-ended. As we offer ourselves to God as a sacrifice (Rom. 12), we 

trust that God will respond.14 Our relationship with God leads to further efforts as we 

worship and create more beauty. There is no sense of satiety here, but rather as we grow in 

Christ, he draws us to want more of God. As we know God more – his beauty, truth, and 

goodness – we will continue to desire deeper and richer experiences of God, through Christ. 

Since beauty is expansive, it can inspire others to respond in their own creative 

endeavours. Musicians and visual artists often cite other art as sources for their work. For 

instance, the Basilica of Santa Maria in Montesanto regularly hosts artwork which brings 

together an explicit reflection on the Christian message and a ‘timeless dialogue with the 

great masters of the past … whose stunning works are present in the Basilica’.15 One of the 

gifts of beauty and its grounding in the person of Jesus Christ is the possibility for such 

ongoing dialogue. Christ speaks anew to each generation through the same works and those 

which they subsequently inspire. 

 

Sacramental Beauty 
Though God uses beauty and aesthetics to reveal himself, we must take care not to deify 

objects. Instead, the church must remember that we have a vision of God through art. If von 

Balthasar is right and Christianity is a way of seeing the world, then our vision is tied up with 

how we understand Christ. Aidan Nichols suggests each instance of beauty in the world 

participates in Christ because his excessive beauty is the cause ‘of all things’.16 Though 

craftspeople and artists may not explicitly see the source and goal of their work as Christ, the 

beauty evidenced in their efforts is still objectively grounded in Christ. This is true even before 

Christ’s incarnation – the author of Hebrews notes that the saints before Christ looked 

 
14 My use of the word ‘efforts’ here presupposes a broad understanding of poesis or ‘making’. 
15 In 2019 the installation of “Tensegrity/an Attempt of Unity” by Jwan Yosef utilised the architectural 

space to explore the unity and duality of human persons and their spirituality. The artist purposefully 
incorporated the space as he reflected on questions of evolving identity—an obvious feature of a church 
which has evolved over several hundred years and is situated in the poignant and fluid Piazza del Popolo of 
Rome. Further, the installation was clearly fragile, only supported by the church which must also be grounded 
in something other than itself – Christ – in order to exist. The interplay between architecture, Baroque art, 
and modern installation was clear and powerful. 

16 Aidan Nichols, O.P., Redeeming Beauty: Soundings in Sacral Aesthetics (Hampshire: Ashgate Publishing 
Limited, 2007), 136. This also reflects what we have seen in Maximus and Davies. The world is created 
through the Logos, he is the source of reality, including all beauty. Christ is also drawing all things towards 
greater harmony and unity with himself, since even before the specific event of the Incarnation he stands at 
the centre of reality. 
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forward to the coming redemption of which they had little explicit knowledge, yet their hope 

was still rightly grounded in Christ (Heb. 11.13, 39). 

To see God through beauty is to understand our poesis as a representation of 

redemption. Thus, all excellent artwork is caught up in the divine narrative of loss, 

redemption, and coming consummation. MacDonald argues that if the viewer in question 

‘be a true man, he will imagine true things’.17 In the same way, just as we see Christ through 

the Eucharist, we similarly see the world eucharistically. Beauty functions in this manner. 

When oriented towards Christ, our artistic efforts may participate in God’s self-revelation. 

Beauty draws our attention to God and serves to redeem our sight, so we see the world for 

what it is.18 MacDonald notes that ‘a genuine work of art must mean many things: the truer 

its art, the more things it will mean’.19 However, we only understand the truth by training our 

vision to see in such a direction. Ongoing formation is critical for our ability to see. 

Following this, some might suggest that our poesis as Christians ought to reflect a 

redemptive narrative explicitly. Can we do this without devolving into kitsch? Yes, but it 

requires our aesthetics to be nuanced and thoughtful. Art should also engage in the cosmic 

nature of redemption. Von Balthasar is helpful on this point. He argues that a theology of 

beauty rightly includes a focus on nature and the redemptive work of grace. Our art should 

display a ‘theology of the saving Incarnation as the centre of revelation [which] images must 

serve’.20 Thus, genuine Christian art is not limited to pristine images (though it may include 

these). Christ’s work of redemption involved loss, pain, and suffering – even before his 

crucifixion. In pointing away from itself towards the truth, Christian art includes all that is 

caught up in redemption. After all, Christ is a cosmic saviour whose work is broader than we 

can comprehend. Our poesis ought to display the redemptive nature of God’s grace 

throughout the world. For this reason, Christian art should include or gesture towards all 

that is redeemed in Christ – the animal order, plants, the cosmos, the nature of reality itself.  

In a similar vein, Aidan Nichols notes that for von Balthasar the Christian artist’s most 

critical work is to show ‘the “order of Christ” entering and mastering the abyss of sin’.21 

Christ enters into the world, conquering both sin and its effects. Since Jesus does not avoid 

 
17 MacDonald, “The Fantastic Imagination,” 7. 
18 It should be remembered that this vision is enabled by the Spirit and comes gradually. We are called to 

‘grow up in Christ’ and the liturgy is a means of training by ritual, teaching, bodily engagement, and 
participation. These things of course, enable us to properly see, interpret, and know God.  

19 MacDonald, “The Fantastic Imagination,” 7. 
20 Nichols, Redeeming Beauty, 55.  
21 Nichols, Redeeming Beauty, 66. 
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but steps into our sinful, broken state, art which describes his ultimate triumph may include 

the very things over which Christ is victorious. This enables the crucial distinction between 

beauty and what is merely ‘pretty’.22 As von Balthasar explains, ‘in Christianity, God appears 

to man right in the midst of worldly reality… where the profane human senses…become 

“spiritual” and where faith becomes “sensory”’.23 Christ sees, feels, and hears the same 

things we do. He is not only acquainted with our suffering but also conquers it. The 

Eucharist and anamnesis do not shy away from the brutality which secures redemption, and 

neither should our art, poesis, or craft. Instead, we wrestle with suffering and find our way 

through it to Christ’s hoped-for triumph over darkness and chaos. In this manner, beauty 

can be called sacramental. It presents the work of Christ through created and material 

means. It allows us to participate in Christ’s life and draws our vision forward to what is true 

– namely Christ, his presence among us, and his triumph. 

 

Beauty as Metaphor 

The theology of beauty which I have developed thus far is predicated mainly on an 

analogical understanding of beauty. Beauty parallels Christ’s person and also derives from 

Christ as the Beautiful One. Thus, all beauty somehow participates in Christ, who is the 

unifying centre of the cosmos. Liturgical examples of beauty specifically participate in Christ 

as they bring us into communion with him. 

However, despite the overlaps, beauty is different from the Eucharist because it 

functions metaphorically. Christ overshadows the Eucharist so that the meal mysteriously 

shares in his presence. We cannot say that a specific artwork constitutes Christ’s presence in 

the same tangible manner. The language of metaphor captures this degree of separation. 

However, this does not mean we have less access to Christ due to the ambiguity of 

metaphors. The multivalence simply broadens our ability to engage with God. Colin Gunton 

notes that metaphoric language is ‘cutting the world at its joints’. It enables both knowledge 

and a ‘disposition (habitus) of openness, receptivity, and humility’.24 Metaphors open our 

vision to new ways of seeing while reminding us that we do not master truth but attend to it 

through our experiences. 

 
22 This is particularly true when ‘pretty’ avoids the reality of decay which plagues our current existence. I 

pick up on this thread of conversation later in this chapter, discussing the role of the grotesque in Christian 
art. 

23 Von Balthasar, The Glory of the Lord, 1:365. 
24 Quoted in Hart, Making Good, 23. 
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The metaphorical nature of beauty cautions us to act thoughtfully. The variety of 

meanings reflects continuing diversity in Christian life and faith. We will not come to a final 

stance that ‘this’ is the best way to depict Christ, build a church, or structure a 

neighbourhood towards a life together. Instead, our work is to make Christ known in each 

particular situation. Just as instances of beauty are unique, how we speak of Christ also 

varies. Consider, for instance, Wang Suda’s twentieth-century work below, in which Christ 

gestures to Peter, calling him the rock. Christ and the surrounding disciples are depicted with 

Chinese features and clothing while a building in the background resembles a ‘Chinese-style 

church’.25 The distinctive contours of Suda’s work demonstrate Christ’s ability to make 

himself available to all peoples. Art such as this reminds the church that beauty exists in a 

variety of forms across cultural boundaries. However, like any metaphor, depictions of the 

faith may be genuinely true while also approximate and limited, again requiring intentionality 

and nuance. 

 
25 Just as ur approach to creating art is influenced by culture, time period, and other background features, 

so too is our reception similarly influenced. Consider, for example, that to approach Saint Basil’s Cathedral in 
Moscow as a church promotes a different experience than that which comes from treating it as a historical 
monument. Works of art are thus multivalent in themselves and also in the ways we approach them. 
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Figure 2. Wang (George) Suda, Building the Church, print 

based on original painting, 1939-1941, Reproduced from the 
original held by the Department of Special Collections of the 
Hesburgh Libraries of Notre Dame. 

Variety also testifies to the uninhibited, metaphorical nature of beauty; it offers 

overlapping and interwoven meanings. Hart notes that this is why we revisit or reread. We 

expect ‘new and surprising (and sometimes uncomfortable) “words” will be heard issuing 

from’ the same piece.26 We can regularly revisit many ‘texts’ to find new meaning. Christ’s 

particularity as a first-century Jew affirms the validity of our cultures, and much art reflects 

cultural and historical locations. However, though Christ’s submission and indwelling Jewish 

culture of the first century brings dignity to our cultural locations, Christ is not thereby 

bound to a single culture. Instead, he makes himself available to people in myriad times and 

locations. For this reason, our interpretation of art and beauty may shift over time but still 

 
26 Hart, Making Good, 147. 
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reveal God. Indeed, as individuals or communities look for new riches in old or familiar 

scenes of beauty, our interpretations can evolve.27 

Finally, those works which genuinely reveal God to us are richest in meaning. In the 

simplest terms, God the Creator may be revealed by creativity.  The richness of beauty 

means that specific instances continually demonstrate new meaning, and persistently draw us 

towards God. Von Balthasar considers this progressive unfolding to be a qualitative 

difference in Christianity. Here ‘form does not stand in opposition to infinite light, for the 

reason that God has himself instituted and confirmed such form’.28 Christ is the form of 

beauty but has taken on a particular identity to reveal himself to us, thereby confirming our 

ability to engage tangibly with the transcendent God.  

Our aesthetics are essential as they provide the possibility to push us towards a more 

excellent knowledge of God. For this reason, Balthasar goes on to describe a Christian 

theology of beauty as ‘the superabundant and unsurpassable principle of every aesthetics; 

Christianity [is] the aesthetic religion par excellence’.29 Indeed, as beauty leads us further up and 

farther into the divine mystery, we find ourselves transformed. Such transformation is not 

the work of the images but our encounter with the divine through beauty. As we come to 

know and see Christ more clearly, we can revisit the same piece to find greater meaning. As 

Christ draws us towards himself, our transformed vision should not lead to an isolated life of 

contemplation. It should encourage us to bring others into this encounter with God through 

beauty.30 The church must aim to ‘embody ever more in the world the form of the Son, to 

the glorification of the Father, and to make visible the Son’s form to a world that does not 

believe’.31 Gazing upon Christ through the beauty of the world and the poesis of his creatures 

transforms us to know more truly; it also incites us to draw others to this knowledge, bringing 

them towards the Beautiful One. 

 
27 This should not be taken to suggest that any and all interpretations of art or beauty are equally valid. It is 

hard to settle boundaries on interpretations. However, as far as Christian or sacral art goes, there is the 
advantage of Christian orthodoxy, particularly formed around the creeds. Recall the discussion in Chapter 
Two regarding traditions and orthodox or boundaried interpretations. This is true for science experiments, 
and for art interpretation. Our understanding of art and the ways Christ mediates his presence there must 
align with 2000 years of reflection and teaching, as well as Scriptural authority. These are helpful parameters 
as we consider what works of art – contemporary and historical – mean to me/us, in the here and now.  

28 Von Balthasar, Glory of the Lord, 1:216. 
29 Von Balthasar, Glory of the Lord, 1:216. 
30 We often think of monks and others as withdrawing from society to contemplate God without reference 

to those outside their community. However, there are many examples counter to this. For instance, the 
twelfth-century anchoress Julian of Norwich wrote her visions to be read by others so that they might better 
know and love Christ. 

31 Von Balthasar, Glory of the Lord, 1:214. 
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The Promise and Limits of Eschatological Beauty 

I have already mentioned that beauty may contribute to our transformation because it issues 

a call to which we must respond. Jean Louis Chrétien points out the similarity in Greek 

between the words for beauty, kallos, and call, kalo. He argues that the call of beauty and our 

response is the fundamental dialogue in creation.32 It profoundly shapes how we participate 

in the life of God. In the words of Frank Burch Brown, ‘beauty that appeals to our senses 

and imaginations can provide a rung for our ascent up the spiritual ladder, because… even 

that beauty can reflect or transmit something of the divine.’33 Brown importantly draws 

attention to the interconnection of how God descends to us through the realm of beauty, 

and uses it to draw us up into the divine life. 

Von Balthasar describes this relationality as the ‘ekstasis of love [which is] its going out 

of itself’. 34 Beauty does not invite us to mere aesthetic contemplation. Instead, it is the 

visible entrance to knowing truth and goodness. These three are revealed by Christ in whom 

they are perfectly united. As we saw with Maximus in the previous chapter, Christ is the 

centre and cause of order, harmony, and unity. Beauty is similarly evidenced through balance 

and harmony. However, at times, Christ challenges our understanding of the world and 

forces us to adjust our perception. Beauty functions similarly as particular works of art may 

defy our understanding of balance only to express harmony in a unique manner which we 

must learn to understand. For instance, a cantilevered building may appear to float in space 

and be unbalanced. However, it is actually carefully proportioned and designed to be 

balanced in a particular (albeit unseen) manner. As beauty invites us to a relationship with 

the truth in Christ; we also learn to see beauty more clearly, which offers the chance to grow 

in our understanding of Christ’s goodness. 

Importantly, our attempts at creating beauty must not devolve into kitsch or naïve 

sentimentality because entropy, disease, suffering, and evil constitute much of our lives. As 

von Balthasar points out, a Christian both ‘knows and feels that nature has been alienated 

from its origin’.35 Due to this alienation, art must carefully acknowledge the pain which is 

endemic to our present reality. However, the Christian knows that suffering – while 

 
32 Chrétien, The Call and the Response, 7. 
33 Frank Burch Brown, Good Taste, Bad Taste, and Christian Taste: Aesthetics in Religious Life (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2000), 102. 
34 Von Balthasar, Glory of the Lord, 1:216. 
35 Von Balthasar, Glory of the Lord, 1:81. 
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significant and pervasive – is not the world's final reality. Christian art exists between these 

two poles of suffering and redemption. With this tension in mind, the church awaits the time 

when nature’s splendour, caught up in the glory of its creator, is unveiled. Thus, our 

understanding of beauty must be inherently eschatological. As Chrétien claims, Christ issues 

a call to us. We respond by genuinely acknowledging the world’s strife; but the church also 

looks steadfastly towards the future age in Christ. This focus allows us to recognise the 

world’s difficulty without succumbing to it (1 Co. 4.9-17). Until the eschaton, it is the 

church’s responsibility to ‘show forth imagistically how…the saving eternity of God is now 

available in passing time, despite man’s continuing sinfulness and the consequent need for 

perpetual repentance’.36 

Given this eschatological orientation, beauty is always a limited representation. Because 

we have not yet entered the eschatological kingdom, we know only in part. There will never 

be a definitive instance of any art or craft in this present age nor a singular all-encompassing 

interpretation of our perception of beauty. Within God is a divine excess which spills over to 

us in the shape and form of beauty. Thus, there will always be occasion for more art as 

Christ imbues reality with incessant meaning and possibility. In the words of Aidan Nichols, 

‘there can be innumerable relative beauties without surrender of beauty’s objectivity’.37  

This balance between limitation and genuine knowledge recalls Davies’ focus on divine 

fecundity. God’s overabundance imbues the world text with incessant meaning and 

possibility while also making room for our understanding and response. Such an 

understanding is necessarily grounded in Christ, the cosmic redeemer in Maximus’ writings. 

Only Christ may perfectly saturate reality with meaning even while redeeming and recreating 

it. 

 

Beauty in Practice: Visual, Musical, and Architectural 

Having established a brief theology of beauty, its relationship to the Eucharist, and its 

participation in Christ’s self-revelation, I will now turn to practical examples of beauty and 

consider how we might see this theology played out in liturgical settings. To do so, I will 

survey three particular areas of beauty: visual, musical, and architectural arts. While these are 

three critical areas, they are not exhaustive. To restrict beauty to these areas would follow the 

Romantic Era’s assumption that artists and creatives exist as a distinct class of persons, 

 
36 Nichols, Redeeming Beauty, 66. 
37 Nichols, Redeeming Beauty, 138. 
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creating an unhelpful dichotomy between art and craft or other acts of poesis. A carpenter’s 

ability to mill and mould a twisted piece of timber may evidence redemption more 

holistically than painting yet another nativity scene. Interestingly, the first biblical instance of 

someone being filled with the Holy Spirit is the craftsmen who constructed the Tabernacle 

(Ex. 31.1-4).38 Many forms of art may evince beauty and provide insights into truth and 

goodness. Nevertheless, not all forms are included here. Thus, keeping in mind that the 

crafts and other endeavours (mathematics or physics) might display beauty in significant 

ways, I will focus on how fairly typical categories in visual art engage Christ’s beauty. 

 

Visual Art: To See Christ 

Visual art such as painting, reliefs, iconography, and sculpture can allow the church to attend 

to God’s presence and learn about the faith in various ways. These forms overflow with 

meaning, making them visual metaphors. Indeed, in the case of Francisco de Zubarán’s 

Agnus Dei or the Ghent Altarpiece, the metaphorical nature of the art is apparent given that 

viewers gaze upon a lamb rather than the human Christ on the altar. Metaphors also abound 

in visual arts as the works’ meaning may be multivalent.  

 

 
Figure 3. Jan van Eyck, Adoration of the Mystic Lamb, detail from the Ghent Altarpiece, 1432, located at 

Saint Bavo’s Cathedral, Ghent, Belgium. Image courtesy of Wikimedia Commons, in the Public Domain. This 
centrepiece depicts five different groups gathered in worship of Christ the Lamb. 

 
38 It is not the first instance of the Spirit working, but it is the first description of the Spirit filling a 

particular person. 
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In what follows, I will first consider the pedagogical nature of visual arts, suggesting 

ways in which the arts afford a teaching opportunity open to a broader cross-section of the 

church. I will then discuss how visual art helps the church connect to the global and 

historical church, thus offering ongoing dialogue and the reminder that individual parishes 

are not separated from past or global concerns. Visual art is deeply participatory and plays a 

vital role in the liturgical setting for us to know and worship God. Finally, I will suggest how 

God might mediate divine presence through works of art, drawing the church into intimate 

communion with himself. 

 

Knowing God: Teaching and Formation through Art 
Visual art is a useful pedagogical tool, one recognised since the early days of the church. It 

offers the ability to both teach doctrine and form our way of seeing God. St. John of 

Damascus regularly cites this as a reason for maintaining and promoting the use of eikons. He 

notes that even the young and illiterate can come to theological understanding and clarity 

through the use of art. ‘What the book does for those who understand letters, the image 

does for the illiterate … it conveys understanding.’39 This should strike a chord as we 

consider how well our theology and liturgy functions at the margins of life. How are the 

poor, children, or the disabled included in our spaces and practices? Do we expect them to 

fit a particular ‘mould’ of being human? Or do we have a variety of sources available for 

differing needs?  

Artwork enables those who cannot read or process a sermon to be part of a community 

and engage the story of faith. Such images need not be limited to biblical stories but may 

also include the lives of saints or stories from the particular community where God has 

shown himself and his faithfulness. Abstract presentations may require more nuanced 

interpretation, but this should only deepen the community’s relationships as we read the art 

and articulate its meaning together so that even the ‘unlearned’ might understand.  

At times, utilising visual arts can offer the chance to provide education and formation 

through the same piece. For instance, many historic church buildings have highly 

embellished baptismal fonts. The Church of Our Saviour in Copenhagen (Vor Frelsers 

Kirke) offers an ornate example. Built during the Baroque Period, the font, surrounding 

sculptures, and the extravagant piece hanging above the font are characteristically lavish. 

This hanging piece is called the fontehimmel or sky fountain, and it hangs over the baptismal. 

 
39 St. John, Three Treatises, 31. 
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The cherubs in various positions of praise and adoration adorn the golden, crown-like shape. 

The font itself is made of white stone, with reliefs depicting various scenes from Christ’s life. 

Finally, the basin is small, and the space between it and the fontehimmel make it suited for 

infant baptism, in keeping with Lutheran theology.  

 

 
Figure 4. Baptismal Font with fontehimmel (sky fountain), circa 1700, Vor Frelsers Kirke, Copenhagen, 

Denmark. Image by Matthias Schalk, used under Creative Commons License CC BY-SA 4.0. Sculptor is 
unknown but may have been Christian Nerger or Andreas Gercken. The relief on the font depicts Christ’s 
baptism and the journey to Emmaus.  

The feature which most interests us is in the fontehimmel, on the side facing the infant and 

baptismal waters. Here a dove – in the midst of what appears to be a sunburst – hovers 

brilliantly over the waters. This imagery calls to mind the action of the Holy Spirit in two 

biblical accounts. First, it evokes the Spirit over the waters at creation. In so doing, it 

appropriately suggests our re-creation in the font’s water. Second, the particular use of the 

dove, of course, recalls Christ’s baptism when the Spirit descended in the form of a dove. 

Indeed, even the rays of light surrounding the bird’s relief suggest the opening of heaven 

(Mt. 3.16-17) and the subsequent drawing together of heaven and earth. Together this 

reminds us that we are baptised not as autonomous individuals nor on account of our merit. 

Instead, each person (in this case, each child) is immersed into the one baptism – that of 

Christ.  
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Vor Frelsers Kirke also offers a helpful insight into God’s willingness to engage us 

through beauty. The image of the dove is on the underside of the fontehimmel, and the piece 

hangs relatively low. This implicitly suggests that the intimate connection with the Holy 

Spirit is for the child alone, which may seem peculiar. After all, no infant will remember this 

moment between God and themselves. However, it serves to emphasise that the initiation 

and ownership of salvation belong to God. We may seek to know God, but ultimately this 

self-revelation is given when and to whom he chooses.  

All of these features serve to subtly communicate what nearby signs in the church 

explicitly state: ‘Baptism highlights the fact that man is not his own saviour. Baptism is for 

life and does not depend on the baptised person’s mental state, abilities or good deeds. In 

that sense, every single baptism is an infant baptism.’40 

Beauty can also be formative for communities. For instance, multilingual or 

multicultural congregations may find art to be unifying. For one, a piece of art is not in any 

verbal or written language; it is not exclusive in the same way that speech might be. It can 

also unify a congregation by what it portrays. For instance, a painting of the Last Supper can 

both challenge and encourage a congregation by depicting disciples of several ethnicities. 

Such works have the unique ability to subvert and challenge our cultural expectations and 

transform them.  

In this way, visual arts form us and teach us the truth. In a multi-ethnic Last Supper, we 

see how God’s kingdom will look. Another poignant example of the diversity in the kingdom 

of God is the ‘Communion of Saints Tapestries’ at the Cathedral of Our Lady of the Angels 

in Los Angeles, California. The tapestries depict more than one hundred saints who 

represent ‘females and males of all ages, races, occupations and vocations the world over. 

Saints from the Renaissance are intermingled with people from the 1st century and the 20th 

century.’41 They hang on the walls of the cathedral which frame one’s approach to the 

Eucharist. While moving to receive the body, it is evident that we too are a part of the body 

of Christ, united over time and geography. Together, these images speak of the breadth and 

diversity of Christ’s church. 

 
40 Signage posted in Vor Frelsers Kirke in September 2017. 
41 Our Lady of Angels Cathedral, “Art: Tapestries.” 
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Figure 5, John Nava, ‘Communion of Saints Tapestry, 1999-2002, Our Lady of the Angels Cathedral, Los 
Angeles, California. Photograph by Murray Rae, used with permission. Figures were designed digitally or 
with oil paints and then used to create fabric tapestries, This section of the north wall at depicts Gregory 
the Great, Ambrose, Elizabeth of Hungary, Bernadette, Vincent de Paul, Bridget of Sweden, Justin de 
Jacobis, unnamed children, Boniface, Martin of Porres, John Vianney and Andrew Kim Taegon 
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Such beauty should encourage us to seek that unity in our churches today. Other 

questions may also arise: what does it mean to be in God’s image? A certain race? A 

particular type of person? Even works with seemingly obvious meaning can boast many 

interpretations if we sit with them long enough. 

Finally, art can also have a formative impact on our doctrines. It both expresses and 

shapes our framework for belief. To illustrate this, I will turn to another example of 

baptistries. The font at Vor Frelsers Kirke discussed above is a unique design; this is 

particularly clear when considering the fontehimmel. Another, even earlier style steeped in 

metaphor and symbol includes yonic (or vulva shaped) baptisteries which more explicitly tie 

baptism to new birth. These styles are both formed by the congregation’s beliefs and also 

teach the participants who engage them. Jucundus’ Chapel Baptistery and Vitalis’ Baptistery 

in Sufetula, Tunisia are two such examples. Both baptismal fonts are recessed in the earth 

and are large enough for two standing adults who descend into the waters. Vitalis’ has been 

more fully restored and offers a clearer yonic image. However, both baptismals are obviously 

‘lip-shaped’. They have an elongated, lobed form ‘possibly meant to allude to the birth canal 

and the mother’s vulva’.42 Though constructed primarily as sites for specific ritual actions, 

these fonts have clear pedagogical intent. They demonstrate that believers entering from the 

west and exiting to the east are being reborn. They are rebirthed into the kingdom of light 

and born of God. As Robin Jensen notes, the baptismal fonts and surrounding architecture 

‘simultaneously shaped and even remodelled’ both the beliefs they portrayed and how those 

beliefs were enacted.43 Our art is not only an expression of faith but also develops faith.  

 

 
42 Robin Jensen, Living Water: Images, Symbols, and Settings of Early Christian Baptism (Leiden: Brill, 2011), 210. 

Elsewhere in the early church there were also numerous womb shaped baptisteries which offered a similar 
message of rebirth. Jensen helpfully describes some of these on 247 of Living Water. 

43 Jensen, Living Water, 232. 
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Figure 6. Baptistry Basin of Basilica of St. Vitalis, Sixth Century, Sufetula, 

Tunisia,  photo by Dennis Jarvis, used under the Creative Commons 

License CC BY-SA 2.0. 

Fontehimmels and yonic baptismals are not the only styles of fonts. Others include 

octagonal basins to suggest the idea of new creation or the eschatological age that follows 

Christ’s inauguration of the kingdom. These designs recall the patristic and medieval concept 

of the Sabbath as both the first day and the eighth day or the last day.44 Differing designs and 

images do not stand in opposition to one another. Instead, each style of font and its 

surrounding imagery displays an aspect of the truth.  

As I demonstrated in Chapter Two, truth is not exhausted by one explanation. Instead, 

to get at the truth (which is the eternal, infinite person of Christ), we must employ many 

images. Each is a metaphor, a new way of accessing reality, and none are complete in 

themselves. As George MacDonald suggested about beauty, each genuine piece of art 

intends ‘not so much to convey a meaning as to wake a meaning’.45 These examples are a 

metaphor, a new way of accessing reality, and none are complete in themselves. This is the 

inherent possibility and promise of beauty and art: we may not grasp all of the truth to which 

it testifies, but we continue to explore and know further.  

 
God’s Presence: How Art Mediates Heaven 
A final item in visual arts bears mentioning: the specific use of icons, often associated with 

Eastern Orthodoxy. This unique form of artwork lay at the centre of the ninth-century 

controversy and continues to divide the church today. Icons are significant in this chapter, 

 
44 This is a popular design in the West, particularly after the fifth century. Robin Jensen, Living Water, 225 

and 244-45. 
45 MacDonald, “The Fantastic Imagination,” 7. 
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given the Orthodox suggestion that they mediate the heavenly realm. Our understanding of 

this claim, its plausibility, and the appropriateness of icons depends on how we define 

veneration and the sacramental nature of the world.46 

John helpfully delineates two types of veneration. The first involves worship, thus 

making it proper only to God. The second, however, involves honour or respect given to 

both people and places.47 Since God made himself visible in the Son, John argued that it is 

appropriate to depict him. Those who utilise icons do not worship them but are instead 

‘being led by them’ to recall God’s miracles and thus to offer ‘veneration to God who had 

worked marvels’.48 The images lead not to idolatry but a ‘recollection of divine activities’.49 

Throughout his arguments, John is clear that no one should worship the icon itself, only 

Christ whom it reveals. 

Working within a sacramental understanding of the universe, John’s third treatise 

further argues for the usefulness of icons in meeting the needs of embodied worshippers. He 

notes that ‘Christianity is a religion with a twofold character, mediating between the material 

world and the spiritual, answering to the twofold nature of human beings.’50 Our 

embodiment necessitates engaging the body so that we may then move past its limitations in 

our understanding of God. As Andrew Louth explains, John believes the soul attains 

‘transcendent reality through the senses rather than by abandoning them’.51  

Thus, John argues that icons lead the church to proper worship and contemplation 

through images and the senses. This coheres with Maximus’ previous arguments and the 

sacramental nature of the universe suggested by Hans Boersma. First, rather than denying or 

escaping the body and passions, we must embrace them as part of our creation and seek to 

 
46 The sacramental nature of the universe is itself depicted in the particular style of a holy icon which is 

intended to be timeless often by portraying several events in a single image, utilises  disproportionate features 
in the face or body to emphasise spiritual transformation, and is painted in reverse perspective in order to 
draw the viewer into contemplation rather than mere observation. 

47 Andrew Louth, St. John Damascene: Tradition and Originality in Byzantine Theology, Oxford Early Christian 
Studies (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002), 201. To be perfectly clear on the distinction, John employed 
latrei to express the worship due to God and sometimes sinfully given to idols. 

48 St. John of Damascus, Three Treatises, 32. 
49 St. John of Damascus, Three Treatises, 32. In this argument St. John is also drawing attention to those 

items venerated by Israel and Old Testament saints which had similar effect as the icons in his time. His third 
treatise states explicitly that we ought to ‘depict and delineate Christ and the sufferings of Christ in churches 
and houses and marketplaces and on icons and shrouds and reliquaries and clothes and in every place, that 
seeing these things continually [we] may remember them [Christ and his work] and not forget them’. Three 
Treatises, 132. 

50 Louth, St. John Damascene, 207. 
51 Louth, St. John Damascene, 217. 
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orient them rightly. When we engage the body and our senses, our entire person moves 

towards heavenly and spiritual attachments.  

Second, we can acknowledge that because the universe has a sacramental character, the 

icon may share in the reality of that which it displays. Thus, our engagement with God 

through the icons is genuine. The Bible evidences this same kind of sacramental engagement 

as God makes himself known to his people through actions, meals, festivals and symbols.52 

These are tangible means of knowing him. Likewise, the church may expect to encounter 

God in such events for, as Godzieba points out, God himself is event and is met in terms of 

dynamic action within the frame of creation. In light of this, images may offer the chance for 

us to know Christ; they may reveal and even mediate heavenly reality to us. In this way, icons 

are like windows to the aspects of reality which we do not readily observe. They may also 

bring God to us as God enters ‘our necessarily limited frame of experience.’53  

Finally, images may mediate the presence of the saints as the church triumphant, those 

who are a ‘cloud of witnesses’ that encourage and lead us on towards God. We may honour 

those images and through them, honour God himself. In this sense, icons capture our 

current position in the ‘now and not yet’. Just as we attend to God through the Word and 

Sacrament, we similarly do so through images. Icons may recall the past, God's work, the 

witness of the church, and our present needs. They simultaneously push us forward to the 

future, towards worship of God both now and as it will one day be – face to face, rather 

than mediated by something akin to darkened glass. 

 

Hearing God through Music and Being Tuned for Harmony 

In addition to the visual arts, the church has historically celebrated God through the use of 

music. Besides honouring God, music also has the power to be deeply formative, especially 

when it invites participation through singing or movement. Often large portions of liturgy 

are given over to musical engagement. Music in church settings can involve sung liturgies, 

choral arrangements, and participation by the entire congregation through hymns and praise 

music. 

Just as there are many forms of musical engagement in the liturgy, there are also varying 

purposes to guide choices. Such decisions should not be solely based on personal preference. 

Before the Enlightenment, music had a much broader purpose than satisfying one’s 

 
52 Godzieba, Presence and Absence, 278. 
53 Godzieba, Presence and Absence, 278. 
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particular taste. Indeed, because of its purpose – often focused religiously – music was 

judged according to objective standards of criteria. I will similarly argue that some forms of 

musical expression are better suited to meet various human needs and better support a 

redemptive narrative. It is these forms of music which parishes should select for use, with 

appropriate attention given to cultural context. With this in mind, I will suggest that music 

can enable our experience of transcendence to shape the church’s moral and intellectual 

imagination and serve to transform human beings by tuning us to sing in unison with the 

rest of creation. 

 

Shaping the Imagination 
In his letter to the Ephesian church, Saint Paul instructs the congregation to sing hymns, 

psalms, and spiritual songs to one another because this proclaims the work of the Spirit in 

the believers’ lives (Eph. 5.19). Throughout church history, theologians have acknowledged 

the usefulness of music to both draw us into the life of God and educate our understanding 

of the faith. Martin Luther utilised music to educate and shape the hearts of his 

congregation. Though likely an apocryphal story, when asked why he utilised secular tunes, 

Luther is said to have responded ‘why should the devil have all the best tunes?’54 He thus 

repurposed popular melodies for hymns in an attempt to capture the minds of the German 

laity.  

To begin, music and the attached words can shape a believer’s imagination by teaching 

doctrine, often more effectively than other forms of pedagogy. Because it engages mind and 

body (audibly and vocally), music presents the potential to shape our theology more 

holistically, thus enhancing the chance of retention and genuine formation. Many hymns 

(modern and ancient) and similar forms also have the advantage of being accessible to 

children, the elderly, and others who may not undertake formal theological education. For 

children, learning words and ideas that they may not expressly understand suggests that God 

can reveal himself progressively. In this sense, musical instruction plays a vital role in 

preparing the soul to receive Christ who, after all, is the content of the hymns and songs we 

sing.  

Additionally, music may transform the imagination by supplying images on which to 

meditate and focus, particularly in times of difficulty. For instance, music may shape an 

 
54 The origin of this story is almost impossible to trace, but its use in popular culture is widespread. A.E. 

Stallings, ‘Triolet on a Line Apocryphally Attributed to Martin Luther’ in Poetry 186, no 1 (April 2005): 11, is 
only one example of many such instances. 
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entire lifetime of understanding so that as we prepare to meet God in our last days, we may 

dwell on words, illustrations or portrayals of Christ which are deeply comforting. To ponder 

such sounds and words of devotion and beauty allows us to meaningfully participate in the 

progress towards our death, rather than be relegated to the position of an abstract observer 

guided only by professionals. The images and beauty of music can offer hope amid life’s 

painful moments and the failing of our bodies. 

One popular option for songs in the early church was the Psalms. Singing the Psalms 

was encouraged as it enabled the memorisation of Scripture (a cognitive or intellectual 

benefit) and allowed the church to read or enter the prayer book of Christ (a moral benefit). 

In so doing, believers would be conformed to the mind of Christ and the truth of 

Scripture.55 Indeed, the emotional state of believers can be similarly impressed by the Psalms. 

Submitting to the Spirit’s work through Scripture possesses the potential to orient our minds 

and emotions correctly.  

Given that Christ prayed the Psalms, they are also imbued with a unique participatory 

power. Just as the sacraments unite us to Christ, singing, reciting, and praying the Psalms 

provides another means through which the church may come into harmonic union with the 

Lord. This sacramental engagement recalls for us the dialogical nature of the universe: as we 

speak to God – especially through words Christ himself utilised – we are drawn into a more 

intimate relationship with God. Through such engagement, the church also works alongside 

Christ in restoring the harmony of the world.56 Where the fall disrupted cosmic harmony, 

our participation in Christ’s lyrical conversation with the church and the Father may work to 

restore harmony and expand the eschatological kingdom.57  

Sacramental engagement involves more than cerebral efforts. For the church’s 

imagination to be formed by singing, the human body also plays an important role. For 

instance, Athanasius linked the opening of the mouth to the opening and broadening of the 

soul, whereby we are enabled to love God. Similarly, the melody or song that accompanies 

the words can (and should) replicate the cosmos’ inner harmony.58 Engaging the whole 

 
55 Boersma, Scripture as Real Presence, 141. 
56 J.R.R. Tolkien offers a resplendent image of creation and restoration through music in his Silmarillion. 

There, the creator, Ilúvatar not only brings the universe into being through the music of the Ainur (his 
creation), he also restores the attempted disordering of that creation which occurs through the deviant music 
of Melkor but is carefully retuned through Iluvatar’s redemptive musical score. This poetically reflects Christ 
who sings on our behalf and restores our disordered song and tunes us to the cosmic harmony in God. J.R.R. 
Tolkien, The Silmarillion, ed. Christopher Tolkien (New York: Ballantine Books, 1977), 3-6. 

57 Boersma, Scripture as Real Prsence, 156. 
58 Boersma, Scripture as Real Presence, 141. 
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person in worship reflects such inner harmony and unity. The song is sung with the body 

(mouth, vocal cords, lungs), contemplated by the mind, and felt by the heart. All this engages 

in elevating the soul; music tunes the individual to the chorus of the heavens and the song 

sung by the Incarnate Word himself.59 The unity of physical and immaterial aspects of 

humanity draws individuals towards Christ as the centre of the cosmos and the source of 

divine harmony.  

Following this, the unity experienced by a single person is expanded as individuals sing 

together. The combining of many voices into one has several effects. First, it serves to unify 

the church, as individual voices naturally disappear beneath the multitude of others. Second, 

the singing together shows that there is only one body and bride of Christ. To be sure, we 

are individuals, but we are also intimately connected to each other in one primary identity. 

Singing together demonstrates our unity with God and reconciliation with one another. 

Finally, in singing together, we also sing to one another. Just as Paul commanded, we may 

encourage and affirm one another by proclaiming truth to each other through song. Though 

these are primarily truths about God, our music may also speak to the nature of the world, 

our need for Christ, and other essential realities of the Christian life. Though not every 

church body may share an equal amount of musical talent or an agreed-upon style, the 

beauty of such singing is evidenced by its effects on the congregation and the truth of its 

content. 

 

Musica Humana 
Lastly, liturgical music has the power to shape the church towards a particular vision of the 

world. However, much as an instrument is tuned for a musician’s use, it is necessary for the 

church to be tuned a holy manner of living and seeing. Clement of Alexandria adopts this 

paradigm as he describes how music promotes our moral formation and unites us to Christ. 

Clement suggests that by taking up human nature vis-à-vis the incarnation, Christ sanctified 

that which was fallen, putting us in tune with his incorruptible nature and restoring the 

possibility of theosis. He imaginatively associates this restoration with music by calling Christ 

the ‘New Song’ and suggests that Christ sings creation back towards its original telos. 

Human beings can participate in this singing because they are the crown of creation and bear 

the divine image. Clement calls humanity musica humana as we respond to Christ’s song, and 

 
59 This imagery is majestically picked up by CS Lewis (himself a scholar of medieval literature) in his Space 

Trilogy, as well as his description of Aslan creating Narnia by singing in The Magician’s Nephew. 
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he argues that we possess a unique ability to be in relationship with the Father.60 This sense 

of reciprocity – Christ sings, and we respond – evokes a similar image to Chrétien’s 

description of the call issued by beauty. Christ sings to creation through his person and 

work, then gathers our responses as part of his priestly mediation. By this work, Christ takes 

up our songs and music, offering them to the Father, similarly to how Christ sanctifies our 

prayers and worship through his intercession. 

Further, Christ mediates and restores human beings to be the many-voiced (many 

stringed) instrument that praises God. Christ works in our lives as individuals and the entire 

church to tune us towards proper understanding and worship. Engaging with the genuinely 

beautiful, particularly in or through music, leads to our transformation in so far as it falls 

under the direction of Christ and the Spirit’s work. As we enter into harmony and unity with 

Christ, we learn to sing, create, and enjoy beauty properly – all as worship of God. 

Singing to God in adoration and making beautiful music involves being transformed 

into the image of Christ and is thus connected to our moral life. Clement suggests that the 

music of Christ empowers us to resist temptation. He even argues that the song of Christ 

may heal varying forms of wickedness. This occurs because music joins us to the harmony of 

Christ, and thus provides the power to grow in virtue.61  

When joined together, musical instruments and voices evidence unity within diversity. 

When we recall the cosmic unity which Maximus describes, we can see that our use of 

musical harmony reflects the eschatological integration towards which Christ is drawing all 

of creation. By imitating the cosmic harmony, which is the universe’s telos, the church is 

shaped to see the importance of unity in herself, with Christ, and with the natural order. 

Music can also give language and embodiment to the ‘one single beauty’ found in Christ, 

from which all others are derivative.62 As with using icons to mediate heaven, music opens 

an avenue for us to see God and hear his beauty. In other words, liturgical music connects us 

to God because it is ‘not just an expression of unconnected sounds ricocheting back and 

 
60 Boersma, Scripture as Real Presence, 140. 
61 For an extended discussion on this history, see Hans Boersma, Scripture as Real Presence, 137-140 and 

Albert. L. Blackwell, The Sacred in Music (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 1999). For the Greeks (and 
philosophers who followed them) music holds a particular ability to lead listeners beyond the realm of the 
mundane towards the transcendent due to its high degree of originality. Given its lack of imitation, music 
moves us up and into new realms of reality rather than merely repeating the work of the material order, thus 
further relating it to cosmic harmony.  

62 Quoted in Boersma, Scripture as Real Presence, 139. 
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forth’.63 Instead, music gives language and concrete embodiment to that which might 

otherwise be hidden – an audible guide towards truth. 

Overall, music has the remarkable ability to ‘make present a reality greater than its own 

embodied self’.64 It guides our vision towards a greater reality than what is immediately 

present. Perhaps this aids in distinguishing between good music and bad: one draws us out 

of the self towards the other. Good music, suitable for the church’s use, moves us into a 

richer and more variegated reality than our immediate perception suggests. On the other 

hand, bad music remains immured with self and inwardly focused. It is unable to transport 

listeners to a new, imaginative view of the world. When considering music for liturgical use, 

such qualitative distinctions can help determine what is worthy for praising God and 

beneficial for the formation of believers to share in the divine life.65 

Seeking and creating the beautiful entails seeking that which is good and true. As we 

pursue these, one might suggest we are seeking after God’s kingdom, albeit by another 

name. In so doing, we are following after Christ, aiming towards the One who is the centre 

of the cosmos and all genuine harmony. To know God is to be healed, to grow in divine 

love, joy, and peace. All this springs from the power of beauty in musical form – drawing us 

onward to Christ’s presence and the transformative work of the ‘great musician of the 

universe’66 who tunes our hearts to sing anew, to sing and listen rightly. 

 

Architecture: God’s Presence Mediated in Space 

The field of architecture assumes that human persons necessarily indwell space by crafting 

structures to provide for worship, work, play, and learning. As embodied creatures, the way 

we inhabit space moulds our imagination through our bodily perceptions. This is particularly 

true of religious spaces. For instance, the same congregation might engage each other and 

God very differently in an open-air service than in a cathedral. Neither is necessarily better 

 
63 Boersma, Scripture as Real Presence, 139. 
64 Boersma, Scripture as Real Presence, 135. 
65 Making qualitative distinctions in art and especially music is an effort fraught with difficulty, especially 

given that much taste involves personal choices. Brown notes that this is true not only for individual persons, 
saying that ‘the association of patterns of Christian life with styles of art is not just an individual matter. We 
and our worshiping communities tend to identify with certain works and styles.’ Good Taste, 10. Even with 
such distinctions in mind Brown recognises that the church benefits from wide and diverse engagement, 
particularly with music. To that end, he argues that ‘the most useful Christian exercise of taste today might be 
[cultivating] “ecumenical taste.”’ This taste involves attention to aesthetic perceiving, enjoying, and judging, 
which he goes on to describe in detail. Good Taste, 12, 13. 

66 Boersma, Scripture as Real Presence, 140. 
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or truer than the other; both reflect the possibility that architecture offers a didactic 

dimension similar to visual arts.  

As we attend to God’s presence and the Spirit's work, architecture has the power to 

form the imagination and faith in four significant ways. First, different structures offer 

specific ways of engaging with God and coming to know his various attributes. Second, 

architectural configurations also orient the way we indwell a space and the directions we 

look. By carefully orienting the body and line of sight, we direct attention to what is 

significant in the faith according to various interpretations. Third, architecture provides the 

opportunity for communal interpretation of the faith, an essential aspect of Christianity 

which has the potential to bring together communities across the globe and across time. 

Finally, the church may learn to hope and be confident in God’s providence as structures 

that withstand time and decay in a way which the human person cannot. In what follows, I 

will examine each of these possible uses of architecture in turn. 

 

 

 
Figure 7. Bristol Cathedral. Central nave, looking forward to the chancel, Bristol, United Kingdom. Photo by 

Diliff used under Creative Commons License BY-SA 3.0. The building dates from c. 1160, and its current nave was 
completed (needing to be rebuilt since the 1530s) in the nineteenth century. 
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Knowing God and Ourselves 
Human beings indwell reality through the body, and we similarly interpret spatial experiences 

through our physical makeup. As we engage with what surrounds us, we develop a 

relationship with it and the knowledge it offers. For instance, when entering Bristol 

Cathedral in the United Kingdom, one is immediately struck by the height and sheer scope 

of the spaces, coupled with an awareness of one’s diminutive size in comparison. Such 

awareness connotes a variety of messages: that the church exists for more than individuals, 

that one has entered a sacred space, that our eyes (spiritual and natural) should be drawn 

upward towards God’s throne, and that we are tiny in the grand scheme of the universe. Our 

ability to indwell the space through our body guides our relationship with such interiors. In 

the case of a cathedral, we learn by comparing our relatively small size to the vast interiors.  

On the other hand, a small side chapel off the central nave of a cathedral may seem 

almost confined. This differing awareness of the space – a more intimate sensation than that 

which is present in the cathedral’s main chapel – also comes through our body and provides 

a different manner of engaging God.67 The magnificence of the central nave suggests the 

One who is transcendent and whose ways are higher than ours. However, that same God 

may also approach us in the still quiet room of a prayer chapel. A lowered chapel closed off 

from the main sanctuary by wooden panelling and carpets which muffle sound offers a 

distinctly intimate experience with the same God whose greatness overwhelms the features 

of the main cathedral. The two architectural forms direct our body and senses in a particular 

manner, enabling an encounter with God, fitting to what the architecture teaches us about 

the Trinity. 

As the architecture teaches us about God, it also directs our physical footsteps. In 

churches, we must literally move – at the very least from the door to a seat. Beyond this 

basic movement, a church’s structure can offer a range of movements and trajectories for 

our footsteps. For instance, congregants may enter a church at what appears to be the ‘back’ 

of the sanctuary because the entrance is located near the last row of seats and is opposite to 

the altar. Nevertheless, this entrance is both front and back in several respects. In Catholic 

 
67 David Brown notes such distinction between differing styles of architecture. Contrary to the ethereal 

Gothic, Romanesque churches portray a sense of great solidity which could ‘not help but speak of an earthed 
presence. The sheer bulk of the pillars were like great oaks, but oaks that will never rot.’ He notes the unique 
quality of immanence in Romanesque churches which portray how we are drawn ‘into sacred space rather 
than upwards,’ to heaven. God descends to his people, as much as he might draw them heavenward. Both 
realities are true and both can be discerned in the distinctive qualities of various architectural styles. David 
Brown, God and Enchantment of Place: Reclaiming Human Experience (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), 
267. 
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churches, a basin of water rests near this door, often accompanied by a nearby baptismal 

font.68 Each week, churchgoers dip their fingers into the basin of holy water and genuflect. 

By this action, members affirm their baptismal vows upon entering into the physical church, 

making the entrance a front or beginning to their journey within the building. After 

genuflecting, they move forward to sit, and their footsteps also carry them towards the 

eucharistic table. Such repetitive actions mirror the pilgrim life of the believer: having 

entered the faith by baptism, we move forward towards Christ.  

Thus, the architecture teaches an essential lesson to the believer by mimicking the life of 

faith on a smaller, concrete level. The church's doors and nearby font depict our entrance to 

the Christian life through faith and baptism. Each step towards Christ’s presence at the table 

represents growth in Christian maturity. We approach the table in the same way that we will 

eventually approach his eschatological presence. God initiates this process by drawing us to 

himself and uniting us to Christ in baptism. The very space of the church invites us forward, 

just as Christ does.  

The architecture of a church can also demonstrate this forward movement through the 

church building from baptism to the table. The call issued through architectural forms is the 

same call of beauty heard in the musical harmony and evidenced in visual arts. It draws us 

towards God’s presence and invites our response. Whether we continue moving forward in 

our lives and towards the table demonstrates if we have received the call by faith and 

responded appropriately. Our movement through a church space visually and spatially 

demonstrates the pilgrim nature of the Christian life. This embodied experience thus shapes 

us to see Christ properly and learn to move towards him in love.  

 

 
68 A similar baptismal font is also common in Protestant churches which practice infant baptism. When 

located near the entrance it also serves to remind the congregation that they enter the church family through 
baptism; this replicates similar features to the Catholic practice of genuflecting with blessed water upon 
entrance. 
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Figure 8. Saint John the Evangelist Anglican Church,  View towards the altar from 

the rear pew, Roslyn, Dunedin, New Zealand. Photo by Sara Evans. 

 
Dwelling in space is not only about knowing God. Christ also calls us to acknowledge 

ourselves and our need of redemption. Furthermore, when Christ redeems us, he brings us 

into union with one another in the church, an essential aspect of communal gathering in the 

same space. We see this as strangers and family units fill pews and seats during services. It is 

even apparent in locations with less elaborate structures, which may simply utilise a large 

open room filled with plastic chairs or other seating directed towards a central pulpit or 

stage.69 This is particularly true in churches of the majority world or locations with fewer 

financial resources such as Khezed Church in Manokwari, Indonesia, pictured below. Such a 

location is hot and humid, loud with reverberating voices and sounds on the hard surfaces. 

Physical awareness in such a place may be primarily one of discomfort, perhaps even a 

somewhat too familiar closeness with those surrounding us. Nevertheless, God is present in 

 
69 I use the word ‘stage’ deliberately here rather than chancel as many of these types of churches do not 

have a space we would typically call a chancel. This may be because they share the space with a school or have 
bought a space previously designed for some other purpose thus making ‘stage’ a more appropriate 
description of the raised area from where the preacher speaks or others lead the service. 
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such locales, revealing himself (Mt. 25.35-40) and leading people to be reconciled with one 

another.  

 

 
Figure 9. Khezed Bible Fellowship Church, Manokwari, Papua, Indonesia. Photo by Kacie 

Mann, used with permission. 

 
It is into the sweat, tears, and all too common suffering of the world that Christ entered 

in his physical life. Through this engagement and his ongoing reception of our humanity 

through architectural spaces, Christ has redeemed our lowly humanity. Our bodies mediate 

awareness of ourselves, others, and the world. Indeed, how we experience particular spaces 

is often dependent upon the community which those spaces serve and how we inhabit them 

together. God engages us in various locales and through many communities, revealing 

himself in innumerable ways.  

 

Orienting Our Gaze 
As both visual arts and music can lead the church to see through the world to Christ and 

attend to his presence in various locales, architecture performs a similar function. Indeed, it 

is quite clear that structures and buildings serve to orient our gaze in particular directions. 

One need only step inside a building and consider what dominates the field of vision to 



 194 

understand what is of highest importance for the architect and community which utilises the 

space.70  

 
As architecture directs our line of sight, it also serves to orient our spiritual vision, 

through our bodies, to look on the things of God. For instance, in Vor Frelsers Kirke, the 

magnificent altar and luminous golden sculptures demand attention. While much of the 

church's interior is white and uncrowded, the chancel boasts ornate sculptures with an 

intricate sunburst, over a sculpted depiction of Christ being ministered to by angels. At the 

centre of this celestial work of art is the table where the elements and two candles rest, 

awaiting their use by the congregation. Nothing in the church’s structure obstructs this view 

of the table. Not even the altar railing which separates the chancel from the rest of the 

sanctuary blocks visual access. It is clear from the dramatic sculptures and rich colours which 

contrast the otherwise simplistic and stark baroque sanctuary that this is the centre of the 

church’s life and the most significant place of interaction. 

Other locales provide similar examples of our gaze being directed through the building 

to what is of greatest consequence for the community of faith. In fact, what typifies the 

‘front’ of the liturgical space often declares what is most central and shapes the Christian 

imagination to conform with this perspective. Is it the triumphant witness to the gospel, the 

preached word, access to the Lord’s Supper, the community, or something else?71  

 

 

 
70 Of course, there are exceptions to this as some churches operate on smaller budgets, utilise spaces which 

are not purpose-built, or have other limitations. However, even the direction in which seating is arranged can 
be enough of a clue to tell a visitor what is of significance for a church community. 

71 In Vor Frelsers Kirke we can see that there are other important aspects to the faith. For instance, the 
place from which the sermon is preached is raised above the congregation. This aids both audible and visual 
access to the preached word. That it is prominent and ornately decorated suggests the significance of 
preaching, while its position to the right of the congregation rather than directly in their line of sight suggests 
it is secondary to the presence of Christ at the table. This architectural feature confirms what was presented 
earlier through Cranach’s altarpiece (Figure 1): we look through the preached word to Christ. 
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Figure 10. Vor Frelsers Kirke, chancel and centre aisle. Altarpiece designed by Count Nicodemus 

Tessin the Younger. Copenhagen, Denmark. Photo by Ib Rasmussen, in the Public Domain. 

 

Further, various architectural features speak to how a congregation can expect to 

interact with God. At Vor Frelsers Kirke, the raised lectern from which the sermon is 

preached demonstrates that we hear God’s word proclaimed and explained, followed by our 

ready engagement with Christ at the table. It is this attention to Christ’s presence through 

our spatial awareness which Chapter Two highlighted. Our understanding of God comes as 

we live an embodied life. Our frameworks for understanding the world, ourselves, and God, 

come through the body. They may also merge at times, in so doing, they elucidate a 

particular encounter. As we enter particular architectural spaces, the building guides bodies 

to adopt a specific framework for knowing. What is significant to a congregation is 

evidenced by the structure of a space, the ways our bodies are invited to or prohibited from 

moving, and surrounding images (both familiar and those that may seem exotic). As we 

inhabit the space, we may connect with other subsidiary frameworks either directly related to 

the space or more implicitly. For instance, I will better understand Vor Frelsers Kirke’s 

chancel's imagery if I am familiar with the Gospels. Without this prior knowledge, I may not 

fully engage with the pictorial representation before me, though I may still perceive its 

significance and beauty. 
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Just as the church's architectural features direct our bodies, our imaginations may be 

formed by what is absent from a church. For example, the lack of chairs in an Orthodox 

church or pews without kneelers in some newer Anglican churches connote something of 

significance concerning how we engage one another, the liturgy, and God. Without kneelers, 

our posture during confession may be radically different and may convey a lesser sense of 

contrition. Fewer pictorial representations of Christ in a Reformed church do not entail his 

absence, but they do direct our vision to see Christ in other places, perhaps through the light 

or the prominence of the table and lectern. Prominent features, as well as absent things, 

offer a clue to the overall message a building conveys. Recalling Michael Polanyi's work, we 

may say that our ongoing growth in understanding these structures comes as we integrate 

various clues and as the Spirit reveals the connections to us (some of which may not have 

even been intended in the space’s origin).72 Such moments of integration serve to further our 

ability to best indwell and worship in particular places. 

 

Communal Use and Interpretation 
Architectural spaces such as churches, cathedrals, and abbeys serve as helpful reminders that 

the church is a communal organism. Such structures provide the space for community 

gatherings, potentially drawing a broad cross-section of believers who would not otherwise 

overlap in their everyday lives. Architecture serves an additional purpose as it provides an 

opportunity for communal interpretation of space, even promoting this during construction 

and remodelling processes. This ongoing interpretation occurs within the immediate 

community and may also involve others throughout a building’s lifetime. 

There are innumerable ways in which interpretation occurs over the building and 

preservation of a structure. In the modern era, constructing a building requires input from 

several quarters, including designers, government, builders, finish carpenters, and those who 

will utilise the space. Before the Industrial Revolution, large structures such as cathedrals 

were built over multiple generations, ensuring that people who never met worked on the 

same project, thus negotiating with each other’s plans and purposes. Devastation such as 

 
72 An example might be the Orthodox practice of mixing warm water with wine in the Eucharist. While 

there is now theological significance associated with the water’s temperature, this was a later addition. 
Originally, the water was warm to help prevent the possibility of freezing given the cold northern climates of 
many Orthodox congregations (particularly in Eastern Europe and Russia). Now the warmth of the water has 
come to symbolize the work of the Spirit, purifying fire, and other meanings. That this arose from a 
circumstantial need does not negate the eventual theological development. It does, however, demonstrate that 
our spaces of worship, geographic, and cultural locations serve to shape our theology in a reciprocal manner. 
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war, fires, or earthquakes destroys or damages buildings, initiating a similar process: 

members of the community and those whom they will employ come together and consider 

the nature and purpose of the building in question.73  

Such long-standing negotiations with new interpretations and influences in each 

subsequent generation that looks after a space demonstrate both the Christian community’s 

continuity and its fluidity. Each generation must examine the need for the building, its 

purpose as a community, and how God meets with his people through such structures. As 

successive generations indwell the churches and utilise them for particular purposes, it is 

clear that churches are living spaces. That is to say, church buildings are utilised as more than 

historical or religious monuments; they maintain a life for the local congregation, which is 

itself in the midst of change. This ongoing use also contributes to the need for communal 

interpretation. A church community might remodel parts of its structure as needs or culture 

change the community. For instance, uneven flagstones in a medieval church with an ageing 

congregation poses a danger, while the inability to reconfigure space due to permanent pew 

instalments may constitute other difficulties. 

Some spaces – such as a cathedral or an Orthodox church – are intentionally designed 

to amplify the sense of community. In an Orthodox church, there are rarely pews or chairs. 

Instead, the congregation stands and moves together throughout the service. In such a 

setting, one regularly faces the significance of the broader community, forced to 

acknowledge that a particular congregation is together and interprets the faith as one ecclesial 

community. Similarly, the acoustics of a cathedral magnify the voices of many, drawing them 

together into one. By burying believers in churches (or churchyards), we draw further 

attention to the communal nature of Christ’s body. Whether interred in the nave floor or 

resting in a sarcophagus (often overlaid with an effigy), these saints demonstrate the 

connection to and reliance on the past. The sheer scope of the building itself reminds us of 

the many others who could fill the space. This cloud of witnesses should encourage the use 

of buildings as an ongoing – living – space while also adding caution to our daily efforts to 

interpret the faith afresh for each generation.74  

 
73 Recent examples of such negotiation within communities have occurred in Christchurch, New Zealand 

with regards to the Anglican Cathedral which suffered destruction in the 2011 earthquakes. The debate over 
rebuilding the structure has been a drawn-out process and includes decisions over the purpose of the building 
(primarily historical or religious), who is responsible for it, and expectations of the space after its restoration. 

74 As an American, a striking example of this “living space” came during a trip to visit friends in West 
Sussex, England. After attending the parish church, the vicar and his warden spoke with our family and 
discussed the church’s history. Because they served an aging congregation, the leadership was considering 
removing uneven flagstones from the central nave to allow safer access to the Eucharist. At first, we were 
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Progressive interpretation over new generations speaks not only to the purposes of the 

community in worshipping God and being formed as his people. It also testifies to God’s 

character. For instance, we may recognise God’s transcendence: just as buildings often 

outlast individual human lives, our experience of time does not reflect God’s. Each new 

aeon or architectural work does not contain or limit God’s purposes. On the other hand, we 

may also sense the immanence of God in the particularity of each building. Church 

structures offer space for communities to engage with God and one another, but each is 

unique and provides for engagement with God in a particular manner. This is evidence of 

Christ’s willingness to join with his people in various situations, speaking to their individual 

needs and healing their specific wounds. In these places God tangibly meets with his people, 

and intimately engages with them, even as the identity of a community may shift over time.  

An additional example of communal interpretation comes in the form of artwork within 

liturgical spaces. Many churches have permanent installations in the form of reliefs or 

stained glass.75 Temporary art exhibits can play an important role in the liturgical life as they 

engage the church’s imagination in a particular manner and provide another way in which 

God might speak to the ecclesial community. Such exhibits may be oriented to the church 

year, community initiatives, or events in the congregation’s life. This fluctuation in 

collections involves interpretation by the artist (in utilising the space and designing for it), 

the congregation (in viewing the work) and those who solicit such work (whether choosing 

or commissioning what is most appropriate and necessary for the space). Such engagement 

shapes our understanding of our relationship with God, as well as the suitability of cultural 

engagement.76 

 
startled that the vestry would consider removing stones that have been walked on for several hundred years. 
However, the warden pointed out some windows and casually remarked, ‘Those were installed by the 
Victorians.’ I realised then that the building was still being utilised; the congregation’s needs changed in each 
generation and at a certain point, aspects of history must give way because the church is home to a living 
people. 

75 Chichester Cathedral in the United Kingdom, hosts both permanent and temporary artworks. For 
instance, there is a stained-glass window by Marc Chagall but the cathedral also has temporary installations by 
artists throughout the year. 

76 In another manner of negotiation, some artwork may come under fire as inappropriate. Recently, 
churches in England have had to assess the work of Eric Gill, including the Stations of the Cross at 
Westminster Cathedral. Gill’s personal life included incest and sexual abuse of his daughters; when this came 
to light after his death, many began to argue that his works should be removed, especially from churches. 
This in itself tells us something about our understanding of grace, sin, beauty, and the connection between 
artist, work, and recipient. Can we separate the sin of one human from their art? Should we? The 
conversations regarding Gill’s many works (which are not all religious) remain unresolved. Even if a 
conclusion is reached regarding Gill’s works, this will not be entirely conclusive since all art is likely tainted by 
someone’s sin. Rachel Cooke, ‘Eric Gill: can we separate the artist from the abuser?’ The Guardian, April 9, 
2017. 
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Another manner in which architecture encourages communal participation and 

interpretation is with the transformation of existing structures and forms. For instance, we 

might consider the ways that Christianity adopted Roman forms for church buildings and 

baptistries.77 Murray Rae offers another more recent example in his work on Māori 

architecture. Describing the wharenui (meeting house) of Ōhope, New Zealand, he surveys 

how traditional Māori symbols and architectural forms have been transformed or 

reinterpreted for Christian purposes. For instance, Māori meetinghouses embody an 

ancestor whose form is displayed at the apex of the meeting house’s entrance. At Ōhope, the 

ancestor whose arms stretch over the wharenui is Christ. His arms (the barge boards which 

extend from the apex’s koruru) welcome all in unity and fellowship. Rae notes that it would 

be unthinkable for a fight or discord to break out within the wharenui as this goes against 

both Christ’s work (tearing down the dividing wall, per Eph. 2) and the Māori protocol to set 

aside differences before entering the wharenui.78 The building is thus not only a sign of unity 

and peace but plays a role in creating that sacramental unity.  

Such a building process, choosing appropriate elements, and creating a structure that 

respects Māori culture while being explicitly Christian is a long and nuanced dialogue that 

necessarily involves an entire community. Rae poignantly notes ‘one feels at Te 

Maungārongo [the marae] that, while not requiring any definitive account of how it should 

be so, Christ has nevertheless honoured his promise to be present’.79 The architecture 

provides a unique opportunity and space (literally and metaphorically) for communal 

interpretation. Many of the body of Christ may be involved in this interpretation. When 

done prayerfully, God is also present in the community; God both reveals himself and 

teaches us to recognise his presence through the wisdom and work of those around us.   

Communal interpretation reminds believers that we are joined to the body of Christ 

rather than saved to be autonomous. We are also able to experience the presence of God as 

we hear God speak through the interpretation and ideas of others in our community. 

Significantly, communal interpretation can point us to the sacramental and eschatological 

nature of beauty. First, as we share in the ongoing evolution of buildings and their 

adornments, we should come to recognise that the church has a sacramental overlap with 

the heavenly temple wherein Christ continues to intercede on our behalf. As we are always 

 
77 Jensen, Living Water, 234. 
78 Murray Rae, “Architectural Expression of the Body of Christ,” in The Bible and Art: Perspectives from 

Oceania, eds. Caroline Blyth and Nāsili Vaka’uta (London: T&T Clark, 2017), 76-77. 
79 Rae, “Architectural Expression,” 80. 



 200 

moving towards God, the buildings we utilise should continue to draw us towards that 

relationship. Second, communal interpretation of architecture reminds us that we are not the 

first nor the last Christians. Instead, we are living in that in-between time. We look forward 

to the time of union with Christ and all the believers who have either gone before or who 

will follow after us. 

 

Withstanding Time 
Finally, architecture has a unique ability to withstand the ravages of time, concretising its 

transcendence beyond the individual or community which designs and erects it. Bristol 

Cathedral was founded as a monastery in 1140 but became the seat of the Bishop of Bristol 

in 1542 and is still in use today. While its main congregation and ecclesial purposes have 

shifted, its ongoing service testifies to the ability of structures to withstand time, tragedy, and 

political disruption. In an important sense, we may see God’s power evidenced in this 

endurance. Unlike humans, God does not experience time as degradation; God redeems 

time. It may appear to slip through our grasp, but time is never genuinely lost, as Rae notes.80 

Instead, it is gathered up in God who sustains us even through our death. The various 

tombs, effigies on the sarcophagi of saints, and artwork that spans from the medieval era to 

the modern, visually speak to God’s sustaining power and our ever-present connection with 

the church of the past. As one tours the various chapels and paces the worn flagstones of 

the central nave, we should realise that the monks who first inhabited this place are not lost 

to us. Neither they, the gospel they proclaimed, nor the vibrant community which developed 

around them is very distant from us. Instead, the one for whom time has no corrosive effect 

has taken them into himself. The ancient walls of the cathedral declare to us that ‘the 

supposed tyranny of time can exert no final power’.81 

Just as God redeems time and keeps it for us, God also gives us time. We should say 

that our salvation and present circumstances are not isolated from one another. Instead, our 

present reality is ‘determined by a convergence of past events and the coming realisation of 

God’s purposes as they are anticipated in the resurrection of Jesus from the dead’.82 We can 

see this, even feel it spatially, in a church where the baptismal font is near the sanctuary 

entrance (such as Saint John’s Anglican, or others). Such an arrangement signifies the 

beginning of our life in Christ (for many, an event correlated to their physical life’s start). We 

 
80 Murray A. Rae, Architecture and Theology: The Art of Place (Waco: Baylor University Press, 2017), 223.  
81 Rae, Architecture and Theology, 223. 
82 Rae, Architecture and Theology, 224, emphasis added. 
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move past the font down the aisle towards the Eucharist table, both as we progress in our 

lives and draw closer to God in our maturity and approach God in our eventual physical 

death. At the table, we are greeted by the death. It is the death which carries ours with it and 

also triumphs over the grave. In partaking of the Eucharist, we receive Christ’s resurrected 

life and are pointed forward to the eschatological feast. The time we live in and the time we 

look forward to are both felt through the church’s architecture. The liturgy and the space in 

which it occurs provide a kind of gathering in space and time. We have been saved, we are 

saved, we are being saved. Our present lives are caught up in the reality of Christ’s 

resurrected and eternal life.  

The building, maintaining, and community’s use of such structures is evidence of God 

giving us time, participating with us in time, and always moving us forward to himself.83 

Thus architecture serves to enable our living, as the Christian life is one to be lived, not frozen 

or memorialised. God enables our architectural efforts to bring the past into the present for 

our way of living today so that we might better know God and ourselves, and rightly 

anticipate the future.84 

 

Dissonance and Ugliness 

Before closing, I want to address the reality of ugliness at which my prior theology of beauty 

only hinted. Each day the church must wrestle with the existence of dissonance and the 

grotesque in the world at large. Theologians and artists must both ask: what role, if any, 

should the grotesque play in our understanding of beauty and Christian art forms? If we 

focus on redemption, is there space for ugliness? I contend that the grotesque is not only 

appropriate but plays a vital role in grounding our understanding of art and beauty. Indeed, 

intentional use of dissonance demonstrates the redemptive power of beauty through ugliness 

rather than by avoiding it and thus holds significant possibilities for our liturgical art.  

I previously argued that Christ is both the source of art and the end towards which 

beauty points. This is both liberating and constraining. Christ has triumphed over death, and 

brings an abundance of life to his creatures (Jn 10.10). However, Christ’s triumph has not yet 

been consummated. Instead, we are presently awaiting the fullness of his kingdom. Until 

then, the suffering of Christ is emblematic of our current state. It is this in-between existence 

 
83 Rae, Architecture and Theology, 222-223. 
84 Rae, Architecture and Theology, 228. 
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and the hoped-for redemption which art should capture.85 While we know Christ is 

resurrected, it is fair to say we know Christ more intimately as the Suffering Servant.86  

 

 

 
Figure 11. Guido Rocha, The Tortured Christ, 1975, housed at All 

Africa Conference of Churches Training Centre, Nairobi. Photograph 
reproduced from On A Friday Noon: Meditations Under the Cross by Hans-
Ruedi Weber (London: SPCK, 1979), 41. 

 

In other words, the suffering of Christ offers a liminal boundary to our imaginative 

work. This should not imply that art must only display scenes of grief and ugliness. If that 

were the sole focus of our work, we would suggest that Christ’s death is a failure offering no 

hope of victory. However, it is correct to say that suffering limits our experience of beauty. 

Our artwork should not seek to avoid or negate this reality, especially since Christ himself 

willingly indwelt the same circumstances.87 We see such suffering in the work of artists like 

Guido Rocha, whose sculpture ‘The Tortured Christ’ reflects his personal suffering. 

Suspected of being a member of a subversive group, Rocha was arrested by the Brazilian 

 
85 Von Balthasar, Glory of the Lord, 1:81. 
86 In fact, von Balthasar goes on to say that Christ upends our understanding of beauty and glory by his 

willing submission to the cross. In Christ we see God’s glory, and through his work on the cross, ‘in the form 
of suffering…[he] reveals anew God’s glory’.86 Von Balthasar, Glory of the Lord, 1:81-82. 

87 Murphy, Christ the Form, 85, 175. Perhaps this can help us to distinguish between that which is beautiful 
and that which is merely pretty—one contains honesty about the world and depth, while the other is 
something largely vacuous. 
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government in the late 1960s and endured cruel torture.88 However, the searing content of 

the sculpture portrays not only his experience of torture but also Rocha’s cognisance of 

Christ’s mutual suffering, an awareness which sustained him during his imprisonment.89 The 

reality of suffering is radically apparent in his work, but even the distorted features of Christ 

offer hope as we can see that Christ suffers with us.  

Thus, we can say that the grotesque reminds viewers of the eschaton for which creation 

longs. Songs of lament, dissonance, and ugliness tell us not to be satisfied with our current 

reality. Indeed, they sometimes draw attention to the fact that reality, as it stands, is 

problematic. Ugliness urges us to look forward with longing to what will be in Christ’s 

kingdom. The Eucharist retells Christ’s suffering, death, and resurrection; a painting may 

similarly remind us of both suffering and the promised triumph. In this sense, the grotesque 

may move us forward. Jarring dissonance can awaken us to our needs and orient our vision 

to the coming age when genuine, full-bodied harmony will endure. 

Thus, an eschatological tilt to theological aesthetics enables us to avoid falling into 

nihilism. While Christ’s suffering may limit our art, we still aim to circumvent despondency. 

There is a tension between suffering and victory. Liturgical art should recall that the drama 

of redemption is ‘not only strung between Fall and Future paradise: in entering death, Christ 

endures the chaos of wordlessness, out of the abyss of un-meaning, the Word/Form 

accomplishes its resurrection’.90 Irenaeus utilises the sign of Jonah to explain Christ’s misery 

and descent into hell without giving way to despair. He points out that Christ descended into 

the belly of death but emerged victorious. For Ireneaus, this is the essence of recapitulation: 

Christ brings life up out of death and chaos.91 Acknowledgement of suffering need not lapse 

into fatalism. Instead, we offer hope and resolution in our work. Art must strive to 

acknowledge the reality of the grotesque while holding forth the truth that Christ can and 

has – and will – make something from the dust.  

In The Art of the Icon, Orthodox theologian Paul Evdokimov observes that much 

Western (presumably Roman Catholic) art depicts Jesus on the cross as defeated. The 

Orthodox, he points out, are keen to include the triumph of the resurrection.92 However, his 

 
88 Randall Prior, ‘A Hope Worth Despairing For: The Ministry of Hope in the Context of Pastoral Care,’ in 

Hope: Challenging the Culture of Despair, Christian Mostert, ed. (Adelaide, Australia: ATF Press, 2004), 212. 
89 Hans-Ruedi Weber, On A Friday Noon: Meditations Under the Cross (London: SPCK, 1979), 79. 
90 Murphy, Christ the Form, 169-70. 
91 Irenaeus, Against Heresies, Book III 20.1-2. 
92 Paul Evdokimov, The Art of the Icon: A Theology of Beauty, trans. Steven Bigham (Pasadena, CA:Oakwood 

Publications, 2011), 314. 
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derision of the so-called Western focus is unnecessary. Both styles and foci are 

indispensable. We must include the reality of the fall and the devastating, disturbing grip 

which evil seems to retain on the world. The plight of humanity – and subsequently of the 

cosmos – is a real one. However, it does not have the final word, and we must always keep 

in mind the overwhelming triumph of God. 

In some churches, images portraying Christ and other suffering saints line the approach 

to the altar or table of communion. Such a series of images encourages us that a whole 

communion of saints has gone before – some of whom suffered much for the sake of 

Christ. These images remind us that we are not alone in ‘fighting the good fight’ today or 

historically as the church stands united across time and geography. These images may also 

exhort us to ‘endure a little longer’ that we might inherit the crown of life. They may inspire 

us that someone empathises with us, thus reminding us that anxiety, depression, suffering, 

politics, and death are not the end of the story, and we are not alone.  

Thus, the grotesque, ugliness, silence, and dissonance are critical for a Christian view of 

beauty. When used appropriately, the grotesque serves to orient our gaze in much the same 

way that the architecture of a church turns our gaze towards Christ, awaiting us at the table. 

Christ comes to us, dwells with us, suffers with us. Christ also leads us on through the darkness 

to the light. In gazing on the uplifted faces of saints, Christ’s peaceful expression at the 

crucifixion, or other symbols of triumphant suffering, we learn that death is not the end. All 

will be well. Even when that triumph may not be clearly evidenced in our physical lifetimes, art 

can help us know it is the truth.  

This tension between suffering and triumph is evident in the Markan and Johannine 

gospels. One ends in terror, the other in glory and complete overturning. In the same way, 

we need both emphases in our art. The grotesque has a place because our lives experience 

monstrosity: the death of children, the obliteration of people groups by governments, the 

ravages of climate change and pollution. Suffering peppers our lives. However, we must also 

reject the temptation to do art nihilistically as if death has the last word. Death does not!93 

We are the people who look through death. We look for the resurrection of the dead and the 

life of the world to come. We are not yet resurrected, and we do suffer. Nevertheless, we 

also know that we will be resurrected. The question is not how our art can avoid the tension 

of beautiful and grotesque; both are necessary in order to capture the full reality of the 

 
93 ‘ O death, where is thy sting? O grave, where is thy victory?’ 1 Cor. 15.55 
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Christian faith. Instead we must ask: how does our collective art evidence a middle ground, 

this here and not yet of the Christian faith? 

 

Conclusion 

I began this chapter by offering a theology of beauty and how it underscores the sacramental 

nature of our work in the liturgy. Such an understanding of beauty and art demonstrates that 

liturgical art is deeply participatory and develops our formation as God's people in unique 

ways. As we interpret beauty, it also shapes our way of seeing the world. Referencing the 

impact of the Impressionist movement, Hart notes that, 

Once the initial shock and rash of resistance to impressionist paintings had 
worn off, people soon discovered that, upon revisiting the Paris boulevards or 
the fields and woods of the surrounding countryside, they could hardly help 
noticing gradations of colour and light that seemed not to have been there 
before. Having seen a Monet or Renoir, they now “saw” the world quite 
differently.94  

The same can be said of much in sacred art, which enlivens and transforms our vision. 

Art can play a variety of roles, including pedagogy, mediating God’s presence and moving us 

towards our call of unfolding the kingdom alongside God. 

Despite the inauguration of the new age, we know that the continued presence of evil 

constrains our experience of God’s presence and healing. For this reason, our beauty and 

imaginative work necessarily include the grotesque. Artists bear the responsibility of 

appropriately nuancing their work as part of our ongoing witness to Christ’s self-revelation. 

The artist stands with Mary and John at the cross as a witness to Christ’s gracious 

condescension, coming among us to redeem and promising to return in glory. 

Such work can take place in the liturgy in a variety of ways. Congregations ought to 

carefully consider the kind of aesthetics appropriate for their culture, traditions, and 

particular beliefs. We must do this intentionally rather than haphazardly and avoid undue 

influence by cultural trends. How might altarpieces, paintings, and music reflect the church 

and the surrounding community? How can the church’s material culture remind the 

congregation who they should be serving and inviting to join God's family? For 

congregations in multi-ethnic settings, how can we include artforms particular to each 

nationality? How can we make appropriate strides to honour God’s presence in beauty 

 
94 Hart, Making Good, 118. Or, as Oscar Wilde cheekily quipped ‘There was no fog in nineteenth-century 

London before Whistler painted it.’ Making Good, 118. 
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without compromising what we believe? Only after answering these kinds of questions 

should artwork be gathered or commissioned.  

We might come to different conclusions about the appropriateness of particular 

aesthetics for our churches. Such variety is perfectly acceptable when we recall that Christ is 

infinite, and the church is a diverse community. Changes to a congregation’s aesthetics 

should have corresponding teaching to help them engage with these forms of beauty. This 

encourages a richer experience and knowledge of Christ. We must carefully bring people 

along with us, allow them to hear the call of beauty and respond. We must not wrench them 

violently into a new way of seeing, for that would only blind them rather than reveal Christ 

to them. 

Finally, it is crucial to remember that liturgical aesthetics are not merely an issue of 

pleasure and personal enjoyment. True art brings us to a greater union with Christ. As von 

Balthasar rightly underscores, the portrayal of Christ entering our need and suffering means 

that Christian art is ‘above all an art of redemption’.95 When our art, particularly our liturgical 

art, evidences this redemption, we are moving closer to God. Good aesthetics reveal Christ 

to us because ‘beauty is the only stuff in which Truth can be clothed’.96 

 
95 Nichols, Redeeming Beauty, 66. 
96 MacDonald, “The Fantastic Imagination,” 6. 



 

Chapter Seven 

Gathering In the End 
 

Introduction 

In his systematic theology, Robert Jenson calls the eschaton ‘music’. His language recalls the 

discussion in Chapter Six, where I suggested that beauty mediates God’s presence. Jenson 

further suggests this connection between beauty, redemption, and the eschatological age 

with his argument that living in the kingdom of God involves ‘perfect harmony between the 

conversation of the redeemed and the conversation that God is … Meaning and melody are 

one.’1  

Jenson’s description joins the chorus of other theologians such as Maximus, Jean Louis 

Chrétien, and Oliver Davies who use similar language to describe God and God’s 

relationship with the world. God’s word returns to him in the eschaton, not void and empty 

but fruitful and fulfilled. Along with the Word, God’s speech includes us as we enter into the 

trinitarian dialogue through the work of Christ. Chrétien describes this movement as the call 

of the beautiful; the speech goes out from God and returns to him filled with the responses 

of creation.2 Davies’ own notion of the universe as ongoing dialogue and interpretation 

similarly culminates in a harmonious, purified reading in the eschaton, through Christ – a 

reading and interpretation free of distortion. For none of these authors does such 

eschatological harmony imply stagnation or even a sense of satiety in the eschaton. Just as 

Jenson’s music may be ongoing in its harmony, so too is the dialogue ongoing as the 

uncreated beauty of God calls to and draws a response from the created beauty of his 

people. These movements continue throughout the eschatological age without being 

hampered by our present experience of distortion due to the fall and sin. 

How is the liturgy related to this dynamic vision of the eschaton and what role does the 

liturgy play in preparing us for the eschaton or overlapping with that inaugurated reality? To 

answer this requires a brief return to the question at the outset of this thesis – namely, what 

is the liturgy and what does it entail? In Chapter One, I argued that the liturgy, as worship of 

God, involves three interwoven movements: remembrance, participation, and anticipation. 

 
1 Robert Jenson, Systematic Theology, 2:369. 
2 Jean Louis Chrétien, The Ark of Speech (London: Routledge, 2004), 3. 
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Engaging these movements, both cognitively and bodily, forms the church towards a 

particular imagination and vision of the world. Previous chapters have surveyed various 

means of participation in these movements, especially how we attend to God’s presence 

through Word and Sacrament. As we engage with God through these means, the church is 

formed into God’s people. The ecclesial community’s life beyond the Sunday liturgy is then 

postured towards influencing the world in a manner congruent with Christ’s kingdom and 

the telos of the universe.3  

With this chapter’s focus on the coming age, I am primarily concerned with the liturgy’s 

second and third movements. As we look forward to the eschaton, the church anticipates 

the return of Christ and the consummation of the kingdom. There is also an important sense 

in which the kingdom has been inaugurated. This inauguration allows for our current 

participation in the kingdom, through the work of the liturgy and the church, in the power 

of the Spirit. 

In what follows, I will focus on broad themes and specific ways in which we may gather 

in creation, through the liturgy, towards the eschatological kingdom. In the liturgy, we 

participate in a renewed community, one which genuinely exhibits union with Christ even 

while that union is (as of yet) incomplete. We participate in the progressive coming to earth 

of God’s kingdom by our unity with each other and Christ, as well as through our worship, 

and our creative, intentional efforts to order the world towards right relationship with God.  

 

Anticipation 

The liturgy’s final movement is anticipation, where we attend to Christ’s eventual return and 

the eschatological kingdom. In Chapter One, I offered some specific examples of how the 

liturgy shapes the congregation to be forward-facing. In Chapter Four, I pointed out that our 

liturgical speech (sermons and other forms) should enable us to see through the speaker to 

Christ. Beauty operates similarly, as I suggested in Chapter Six. It should draw us into 

relationship with the Beautiful One by participating in his beauty.  

 
3 A sacramental view of the cosmos makes this possible because the world is not simply composed of 

separate objects, largely unrelated to each other. It is, instead, an interwoven existence; all things are related 
and they overlap. We see this echoed in science (for instance: agriculture impacts climate change which in 
turn impacts our coastal reefs and public health). However, we often deny the interconnected nature of reality 
in our daily lives by attempting to construct a compartmentalized and isolated existence. The sacramental 
view, however, goes further than the scientific analysis of the visible world’s connections. Believing the 
universe is sacramental affirms a relationship not only among those things which we see but suggest that our 
existence overlaps with the spiritual realm and various actions or symbols have a share in the spiritual 
counterpart—the supper and baptism being the most obvious examples. 
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How then does the liturgy form us to see Christ and allow us to anticipate Christ’s 

coming kingdom? There are three key features of liturgical services which play a role in this 

formation. First, the liturgy operates sacramentally; its reality overlaps with the ongoing 

worship in the heavenly temple (Heb. 8.2-5). In this sense, as our praise shares in the 

ongoing worship which Christ performs on our behalf, we can also note that our end is 

determinative of the present. That is to say, the eschaton has a formative impact on our 

present worship because the two coinhere. Second, the liturgy is inherently prophetic. It 

acknowledges the world in its current state and calls us to account for the many ways in 

which we fail to be God’s people. Finally, the liturgy is effectual in shaping our imagination 

as it is based in an inaugurated eschatology. This inauguration plays a role in the church’s 

ability to participate in the kingdom despite the ongoing wait for Christ’s return. 

It is necessary to begin by examining how the liturgy overlaps with the age to come. 

Gerhard Ladner addresses this as he points towards the manner in which Christians anchor 

their hope in Christ’s ongoing redemption. In his survey of the symbology in Holy Week, 

Ladner asks the critical question, ‘is the symbolism of evil more real than that of good?’4 In 

the face of the atrocities over the last century, many of which continue unabated today under 

new guises, he asks if we can honestly lament without succumbing to nihilism. Is the death 

of Christ the end of our reality? How can one lament in hope when it often appears that ‘the 

world, with its dismaying suffering and dying, lives primarily and permanently under the sign 

of the cross?’5  

While suffering is significant and must be honestly acknowledged, the Christian knows 

that this present life is not the end. In other words, Christ’s cross is not the end of reality’s 

story; instead Christ’s resurrection victory ensures that our lives have dignity and value 

despite their struggles. Ladner agrees, saying that questions regarding the liturgy’s symbolism 

‘must be followed immediately by another one: [that is] are death and suffering and evil in 

fact more real than life and love and the good?’6 The eucharistic liturgy answers with a 

resounding no: ‘recalling your great goodness to us in Christ, his suffering and death, his 

resurrection and ascension, and looking for his coming in glory, we celebrate our redemption’.7  

 
4 Gerhart B. Ladner, God, Cosmos, and Humankind: The World of Early Christian Symbolism, trans. by Thomas 

Dunlap (Berkley: University of California Press, 1992), 230. 
5 Ladner, God, Cosmos, and Humankind, 230. 
6 Ladner, God, Cosmos, and Humankind, 230-31. 
7 New Zealand Prayer Book, 423, emphasis added. 
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Just as the symbols and speech of the liturgy proclaim that Christ’s resurrection is more 

definitive than the crucifixion, we also see that the eschatological vision of Christ’s work is 

inherent to the liturgy. Indeed, the eschatological orientation is even necessary to understand 

the gospel properly. Without this overarching vision, the church would risk succumbing to 

the pressure of the world’s sorrow. However, the eschaton requires we direct our vision 

through the past, to the future. Even in the world’s most profound moments of lament, we are 

reminded that God – not death, not sin, not Satan – has the last word. It is Christ who is 

victorious through trampling down death by death.8 

As the liturgy anticipates the fulfilment of Christ’s work, it is essential to remember that 

eschatology is not some kind of concluding statement in the church’s theology. Rather than 

being treated as a final end separate from our current lives, the eschaton presents a 

transformed continuation of reality. It is due to this continuity that the eschaton can and 

should inform the church’s life today. Indeed, some theologians have said that our 

eschatology determines our beginning. In this sense, the present world can sacramentally 

participate in the eschatological age. 

The determinative effect of the eschaton can also be treated as a form of interpretation. 

In other words, the eschaton shapes how we understand the past as well as our present. 

When we look backward through the gospel narratives, we see that the empty tomb of the 

resurrection answers the anguish and apparent finality of Christ’s death. The disciples did 

not understand the cross before the resurrection.9 It is even fair to say that they probably did 

not fully comprehend the resurrection before Christ’s ascension.10 Even the revelatory 

conversation on the road to Emmaus was not sufficient for their understanding – without 

Christ’s self-revelation through the meal, the past and present could not be adequately 

understood. The text of the past could be ‘read’, but the interpretation remained partial 

without the eschatological vision. The present age of the world is similar. While we dwell in 

the inaugurated kingdom, we can only comprehend the world when looking forward to the 

eschaton. We know now only in part, but we do know that the coming age is based in 

Christ’s resurrection, as such, the kingdom will be one of abundant life and triumph. This 

 
8 This particular phrase comes out of the paschal troparion which varies only slightly across Orthodox 

churches. Archdiocese of Canada, Orthodox Church in America, ‘Byzantine Tone 5: Christ is Risen’, 
https://www.archdiocese.ca/content/byzantine-tone-5, accessed 10 December, 2020. 

9 Peter even rebukes Christ for his prophecy regarding the crucifixion. This seems audacious to us now – 
but only because we understand with hindsight. It likely made good sense to Peter and perhaps others to 
rebuke Christ in this way because they did not know the future means by which Christ would be vindicated 
after his death. 

10 Might we say they didn’t even understand this until the coming of the Spirit at Pentecost? 
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anticipatory hope is why Paul states that Christians are to be most pitied if Christ did not rise 

from the dead; Christ’s life and ongoing work in the eschaton secure our hope (1. Cor. 

15.19).  

Furthermore, it is for this reason that von Balthasar argues that the ‘end’ not only 

shapes our current reality but even constitutes it. In his theological aesthetics, von Balthasar 

reflects on Ephesians 1, saying God chose us in Christ before creation ‘in a grace which is 

characterized, not as subsequent to the creation of the world … but as preceding it’.11 In 

other words, our salvation (individual or corporate) and our final destiny of being gathered 

to God are not secondary. They do not simply follow causally from our creation or the fall 

into sin. Instead, the end is actually the very reason for and purpose of our creation. Arguing 

from several Pauline letters, von Balthasar goes on to describe how the past determines our 

future and present lives; he is worth quoting at length:  

One must still say that the only way in which the eternal Son is for us, is his 
simultaneous act of becoming the eternal Son, or, more properly: the fact that 
he, as the eternal Son is always ‘designated in Advance’ (Rom 1.4) to be ‘the 
firstborn among many brethren’ (Rom 8.29). When we are ‘transferred’ before 
the foundation of the world to his position, this always means for us, not only 
the return to God as to our home, but the return to our own selves (in the 
perfect human being Jesus Christ), since we are “designated beforehand” by 
God the Father ‘to be conformed to the image “Son of God’’ (Rom 8.29), not 
in a movement away from our destiny of mortality, but through being shaped 
into, and indeed growing together with (sumphutoi) the archetypal dying (Rom 
6.5; Col 1.18: ‘the firstborn from the dead’) and crucifixion (Rom 6.6; Gal 
2.19), so that we may arrive at the archetypical act in which all humanity is 
glorified (Phil 3.11): we are designated beforehand to enter and return home to 
God as our own dwelling-place, and to our ‘creaturely’ reality, in the Son of 
God.12 

Because the church is chosen in Christ, even before the incarnation or our creation, von 

Balthasar suggests we are always headed home towards relationship and communion with 

God. After the fall and subsequent distortion of our identity, this homeward journey 

involves a necessary renewal, a growth towards our true selves after the image of Christ. This 

growth is not metaphysically secondary; it is because of this destiny that God creates us. For 

von Balthasar, our end constitutes and constructs our very existence. We are designated 

before time to be conformed to Christ’s image, both as creatures and as sons and daughters 

of God, confident that we will eventually come through this process of formation to a point 

 
11 Von Balthasar, Glory of the Lord, 7:393. 
12 Von Balthasar, Glory of the Lord, 1:397. 
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at which ‘all humanity is glorified’. This glorification involves our theosis, which consists in 

our ‘inclusion in God’s life’. 13 

As the church looks forward to the time when humanity is glorified, it naturally 

recognises the many ways in which the world presently falls short of its telos (Rom. 3.23). 

Thus, the second way in which the church anticipates Christ’s return involves a prophetic 

stance. While anticipating the coming transformation of the universe, the church must call 

attention to the many faults in the world today – including the sins of the church itself.  

The church acknowledges the world’s shortcomings when the liturgy simultaneously 

proclaims prophetic judgement on the world and enables our lament. For example, the 

Anglican liturgy includes Prayers of the People, the various forms of which call to mind 

situations which lack God’s justice. Together, the congregation laments for the poor, sick, 

grieved, and oppressed. At the same time, the prayers also call on the oppressors, 

governments, and our own hearts to be transformed by the love and Spirit of God, so that 

justice, peace, and hope might be known throughout God’s world. Prayers, reading the 

prophets, and our actions declare that the world consistently falls short and requires 

redemption. Together, these shape the church’s vision to see where the world falls short of 

God’s glory and hopefully anticipate the day in which Christ will exchange the world’s 

mourning for dancing (Ps. 30.11-12). 

In the same prophetic tradition of Mary’s Magnificat (Lk. 1.46-55), the church’s 

prophetic proclamation speaks to God’s ownership of the entire cosmos. It declares that 

Christ draws near to those in need while promising to bring down the unjust. With these 

critical nuances, the liturgy provides space for lament while also drawing out our confession 

of the ways in which we reject God’s kingdom. Since judgement falls not only on the secular 

world but also on the church, confession before the Eucharist appropriately provides for our 

reconciliation with God before we feast with Christ at the table. Confession and repentance 

in the liturgy train us to acknowledge our own sin and to seek meaningful reconciliation as 

part of our daily lives. 

While the confession is a significant aspect of the liturgy and even a sacrament in some 

traditions, the eschaton’s restorative nature reminds us that absolution and genuine peace are 

paramount to a proper understanding of confession. The church not only confesses sins but 

 
13 Robert W. Jenson, “The Great Transformation,” in The Last Things: Biblical and Theological Perspectives on 

Eschatology, eds. Carl E. Braaten and Robert W. Jenson (Grand Rapids: William Be. Eerdmans Publishing 
Company, 2002), 41. Significantly, though there is a sense of continuity between this age and the next, the 
eschaton will involve sharing the life of the living God more fully than possible in our present state. 
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also receives absolution, and shares Christ’s peace with one another. This should remind the 

church that its prophetic call is anchored in hope. Rather than a miserly counting of our 

moral transgressions, the judgement of our sins – individual, corporate, and systemic – is the 

first step towards transformation and the possibility of a relationship with God. Our lament 

and honest perception of self, church, and world occur under the same promise of Christ’s 

coming. Robert Jenson helpfully addresses how such prophetic work can be hopeful. In his 

consideration of the last judgement, Jenson notes that God’s justice is distinct from human 

justice. Rather than resorting to retaliation or compensation, God judges to bring about 

shalom and reconciliation among his creation. Instead of a ‘sorting operation’ which divides 

humanity into groups of righteous and wicked, Jenson argues that the final judgement 

involves ‘the establishing of universal and perfect justice’ amidst ‘universal and perfect 

love’.14  

As Jenson goes on to describe God’s distinctive form of merciful and restorative justice, 

it is clear that the church need not approach the eschaton exclusively with fear and 

trembling. Instead, our final salvation will be that ‘we are set right with each other, that I 

have the joy of God’s rebuke for my sin against my brothers and sisters, and the joy of 

seeing the repair of my injuries to them, at my cost’.15 In other words, the eschaton will be a 

time of great reconciliation as the result of God’s judgement. This restoration will occur not 

only between individuals and God but between communities, races, and nations, among 

families and friends, and between humans and the natural order that we have squandered 

and abused. We can look forward to the eschatological judgement with hope because God’s 

justice does not simply mete out punishment; rather, it serves to reinstate a polity of love. 

This vision of the end should guide the church’s prophetic work to name and rebuke the evil 

of the world as well as the sin among its own members. Thus, the prophetic liturgy provides 

the means to both reject sin and offer provisional healing through the confession, 

absolution, and peace.  

Despite our ability to engage with God through the liturgy, the church must 

acknowledge that Christ’s full presence is not yet available to his people; our experience of 

Christ is constrained. Though Christ genuinely engages us through the liturgy, sacraments, 

and words, he is not fully present among us. Indeed, it is the liturgy’s role to both facilitate 

Christ’s presence and demonstrate his absence. Such demonstration often occurs as we 

 
14 Jenson, “The Great Transformation,” 39. 
15 Jenson, “The Great Transformation,” 39. 
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recognise that liturgical symbols are not equivalent with Christ. This absence and limited 

engagement should push the church to look forward to the eschaton when we will know 

Christ fully. As the church learns to anticipate this eschatological encounter, its hope is 

grounded not only in Christ’s promise to be among his people today but also in his 

declaration that he goes ahead to prepare a place to which he will bring God’s people.  

The juxtaposition of Christ’s ongoing presence and absence suggests an inaugurated 

eschatology. In many ways, the kingdom is open to the church, allowing the community to 

participate in it. We see this as Christ is explicitly present in the liturgy, making himself 

available through the sacraments where he unites the church to himself by the work of the 

Spirit and subsequently nourishes the life of the church in the weekly liturgy. However, the 

limitations of the liturgy and our experience of Christ demonstrate that the kingdom has not 

yet fully come to us. We might compare this limitation to Israel’s experience of inhabiting 

the land while simultaneously experiencing the exile. There is an ongoing interchange 

between ‘now’ and ‘not yet’ which suggests that while the kingdom has not come in full, it is 

still present and open to us. Thus, we can see that the liturgy provides space for a 

relationship with God, enabling us to understand his promises and live in the tension of the 

inaugurated kingdom present only to a certain degree in our current age.16  

The sense of inauguration without completion has been an essential metaphor for the 

church’s understanding of Christ throughout its history.17 Ladner notes that from the early 

days of the church, believers recognised that the ‘kingdom of Heaven…already began with 

Christ’s incarnation, earthly ministry, death and resurrection. And the prophecy of Christ’s 

return (Parousia), which was not specific as to the day or hour, was at the same time the belief 

that Christ was already present from Heaven as a symbolic reality.’18 Thus, we truly meet 

with and participate in Christ in the liturgy.  This sense of Christ’s availability and 

faithfulness funds our enduring hope of the coming kingdom. 

Finally, as a part of that hopeful vision, churches ought to be reminded that we do not 

await Christ’s return alone but rather in the company of all the saints, including those who 

 
16 Douglas Knight suggests that our confidence in Christ’s return, beyond our present experience of limited 

engagement is based in God’s promises to Israel. Since the church is grafted onto Israel through Christ, it 
holds a share in God’s promises to Israel. Thus, God’s continued faithfulness to the Jewish people anchors 
our own hope of his faithfulness to the church. Douglas Knight, “Jenson on Time,” in Trinity, Time, and 
Church: A Response to the Theology of Robert W. Jenson ed. Colin Gunton (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans 
Publishing Company, 2000), 72. 

17 This should not be taken to suggest that other paradigms of eschatology and the nature of the kingdom 
have not been present as well. 

18 Ladner, God, Cosmos, and Humankind, 38. 
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have lived before us. For instance, the Anglican liturgy includes the declaration that the 

present congregation is ‘united in Christ with all who stand before you in earth and heaven, 

we worship you O God, in songs of everlasting praise’.19 Such a statement reminds the 

church that we are not alone, either geographically or in time. Instead, we are joined, through 

Christ, to every other member of his body. Such recognition should broaden the church’s 

perception of its identity and push it towards looking forward to the day when we will join 

with those who have entered God’s rest ahead of us – loved ones, saints we admire, and 

those whom we do not yet know. 

The same prayer also reminds the church that worship does not end with a Sunday 

liturgy. Instead, our songs are part of an everlasting praise. There is adulation which continues, 

both beyond our perception and in our individual experiences. Recognition of the ongoing 

nature of this praise should encourage the congregation to craft their life beyond the Sunday 

liturgy into one lived as praise. By suggesting the importance of our cooperation with the 

Spirit to unveil the kingdom, the liturgy becomes more than a segment of the Christian life. 

Instead, it is the wellspring of our lives, the means by which we see and learn to live coram 

Deo. 

The liturgy engages both mind and body to form our understanding of our lives beyond 

the service. For instance, the Anglican tradition’s final procession includes the movement of 

the cross from the front and centre of the church, down the aisle, to the back door. In a 

visually powerful metaphor, the priest, deacon, and other clergy lead the congregation to 

follow the cross out of the sanctuary and into the world. At the dismissal, the church is 

called to go forth, to ‘love and serve the Lord’ by living ‘in the name of Christ’. 20 These 

words remind us that the Sunday liturgy forms our vision for the next thing, the next action. 

The church is always on the move, seeking to gather creation and other people into Christ’s 

fold while looking forward to the coming consummation with hopeful, confident 

anticipation. 

 

A Vision of the End 

The eschatological age reveals the end of the church – and indeed the universe. It also has a 

determinative effect on our present reality, as I have described. This determining effect 

means the church is able to sacramentally participate in the eschaton through both its liturgy 

 
19 New Zealand Prayer Book, 423. 
20 New Zealand Prayer Book, 429. 
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and the lives of the congregation. As we seek to appropriately order our present lives and 

engage in the coming kingdom, it is crucial to consider the nature of our future life in God. 

A variety of ideas regarding what comprises our eschatological life in God have been 

proposed. However, for much of church history, the dominant view has involved 

interpretations of the beatific vision. Despite having fallen into some disfavour in the 

modern era, this hoped-for vision served as the goal or ultimate purpose of the Christian life 

for many generations of believers. Many believed that to gaze upon God in his glory was the 

reward towards which all humans are called to advance. This belief even helped to maintain 

unity ‘of scriptural and dogmatic theology’ throughout vast tranches of Christian history.21 

The beatific vision determined the nature and purpose of human existence, as well as the 

goal of the cross and resurrection whilst also engaging a host of other theological enquiries. 

Hans Boersma notes that this feature of the eschatological ages has been displaced in the 

modern era by an increased emphasis on ‘this-worldly goods as the ends of human life’.22  

In a similar vein, Pannenberg notes another set of issues for the modern mind which 

have supplanted an appropriate longing for the eschaton. He argues that our modern, secular 

mentality ‘exaggerates what we may expect from this finite and mortal life’. 23 This 

exaggerated focus manifests in unrealistic obsessions and emphasis on sex, the political 

order, work, or diversion as a means of fulfilling and offering meaning to our lives. Since 

these things fail to provide lasting significance, Pannenberg argues that a proper Christian 

eschatology is critical for the modern world. I will demonstrate that a return to the 

premodern focus on the beatific vision, alongside other important facets of eschatology, 

offers a better understanding of human purpose, the hope of the future, and the ways in 

which this hope can fund a more authentic and affirming way of living in the present world. 

 

 
21 Hans Boersma, “Becoming Human in the Face of God: Gregory of Nyssa’s Unending Search for the 

Beatific Vision” International Journal of Systematic Theology 17 no. 2 (2015), 131. 
22 Boersma, “Becoming Human in the Face of God”, 132. This can also be linked to the compression of 

the modern mind to seeing things primarily in terms of immanence rather than transcendence. Charles Taylor 
treats this extensively in A Secular Age, noting that our ‘disenchanted world lacks meaning…This malaise is 
specific to a buffered identity, whose very invulnerability opens it to the danger that not just evil spirits, 
cosmic forces or gods won’t “get to” it, but that nothing significant will stand out for it.’ Charles Taylor, A 
Secular Age, 303. The modern world’s loss of transcendence results in a complete focus on this world for 
meaning and significance. In the church this has resulted in a misshapen understanding of the eschaton with 
undue focus on the created order’s continuity over and above an encounter with God. 

23 Wolfhart Pannenberg, “Task of Christian Eschatology” in The Last Things: Biblical and Theological Perspectives 
on Eschatology ed. Carl E. Braaten and Robert W. Jenson (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing 
Company, 200), 1. 
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What is the Beatific Vision? 
The beatific vision involves several key themes, one of which is how the believer will behold 

God in the eschatological age. Rather than assuming a purely spiritual or intellectual vision, 

several Church Fathers – including Irenaeus and Gregory of Nyssa – argue for a physical, 

embodied vision of God.24 Of course, there are obvious difficulties with such an embodied 

vision. For instance, if God is spirit, how is he to be seen by human eyes? In Against Heresies, 

Irenaeus is explicit that God is invisible, and he argues that this is an essential attribute. 

Nevertheless, despite these difficulties, Ireneaus and others suggest that God desires to be 

seen physically by his creatures.  

For Ireneaus, since we cannot come to a point of development where our physical eyes 

will see the Father, God chooses another means to be revealed visually – Jesus Christ. 

Summarising this claim, Brian Arnold states that the ‘invisible God became visible in Christ 

so that mankind could behold God’s glory in the present and in the eschaton’.25 Importantly, 

this comes at God’s discretionary choice – it is not as though we can ‘lay hold of divinity’ in 

this vision of God in Christ. Instead, ‘divinity lays hold of man’.26  

Though he largely agrees with Ireneaus, Gregory of Nyssa treats the possibility of seeing 

God somewhat differently. Gregory argues that we will not see God in his inner being 

because this remains ineffable to humanity. However, we can see God in his operations.27 

Christ’s presence on earth portrays a particular instance of God’s work in redeeming and 

restoring the cosmos. This does not mean that Christ’s identity is solely based on his actions; 

Christ’s person and work together offer an essential image of who God is and provide a way 

for us to gaze upon God. Because Christ is the Beautiful One, we may gaze upon God 

through Christ. Further, Christ is not only the means, but also the content of our vision of 

God. Without intending to disappoint many modern believers, both Gregory and Irenaeus 

affirm, we will only see the Son and not the Father. 

Gregory argues that since Christ is the content of the beatific vision, we are able to gaze 

upon God with our physical eyes and not as a merely intellectual vision. Furthermore, 

 
24 It should be noted that this is in contrast to Thomas Aquinas who appears to conceive of the vision in 

primarily intellectual terms. Cf. Hans Boersma, “Thomas Aquinas on the Beatific Vision: A Christological 
Deficit” Theologica 2, no. 2 (2018): 129-147; Isaac Augustine Morales, O.P. “‘With My Body I thee Worship’: 
New Creation, Beatific Vision, and the Liturgical Consummation of All Things,” Pro Ecclesia 25, no. 3 (2016) 
337-356. 

25 Brian J. Arnold, “‘To Behold Its Own Delight’: The Beatific Vision in Irenaeus of Lyons” Perichoresis 17 
no. 2 (2019): 30. 

26 Arnold, “To Behold”, 30. 
27 Boersma, “Becoming Human in the Face of God”, 137. 
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Gregory suggests that all which humanity seeks as beautiful and lovely terminates in Christ. 

Indeed, all else fades in the light of Christ’s overwhelming beauty: 

you are truly beautiful—not only beautiful (kalos), but the very essence of the 
Beautiful (aute tou kalou e ousia), existing forever as such, being at every moment 
what you are, neither blooming when the appropriate time comes, nor putting 
off your bloom at the right time, but stretching your springtime splendour out 
to match the everlastingness of your life—you whose name is love of 
humankind.28  

The expansive nature of Gregory’s description echoes my proposal in Chapter Six that 

Christ is the source and end of all beauty whose infinite nature substantiates many 

expressions of finite beauty. All that humanity loves as beautiful finds its culmination in 

Christ. Just as Christ and beauty are infinite, so too our experience of the beatific vision will 

be full but unending. In other words, the beatific vision is never in danger of sating us – a 

point to be considered at length in a later section. 

The question which follows an understanding of the beatific vision is how one comes to 

behold God in Christ. If it is merely the case that upon our death, we are transported into 

rapturous delight in gazing upon Christ, then our present lives appear to have little genuine 

meaning. On this issue, both Gregory and Irenaeus answer that the beatific vision is neither 

available only after death, nor is it an immediate occurrence following salvation.  

Instead, positing a gradual unfolding of the beatific vision provides an essential basis for 

our individual and communal lives in the present age. According to Hans Boersma, 

Gregory’s entire understanding of the beatific vision is a progressive one. Boersma notes 

that in Gregory’s understanding of the eschatological age, ‘human souls find their telos when 

in union with Christ they become ever purer, in an ever-increasing growth in the beatific 

vision’.29 Irenaeus similarly argues that our vision of God involves growth. He too suggests 

that our developing ability to see God is related to an increasing union with Christ. For 

Irenaeus, this union happily preserves our individuality rather than suggesting an ontological 

collapse into God. This enables our genuine relationship and engagement with God as those 

who behold him at a distance.  

A further implication of the beatific vision’s gradual unfolding is that our vision of God 

in Christ does not await our death. Instead, our progression to the beatific vision begins 

now. Gregory focuses on the believer’s growth in purity and holiness, which enables them to 

 
28 Gregory of Nyssa, Cant. 4.106.4-107.11. 
29 Boersma, “Becoming Human in the Face of God,” 134. 
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see God. Since that growth may commence immediately after salvation, he appears to 

suggest that our access to the beatific vision begins now. Irenaeus is even more explicit that 

the believer may already begin to engage the beatific vision. In so doing, he maintains the 

importance of our temporal lives. God presently ‘gives life to those who see him’ and such 

sight is ‘necessary preparation for beholding God in the future’.30 This progression towards 

the eschatological vision involves deepening fellowship with God through union with Christ, 

accomplished in the power of the Spirit.  

Two inferences can be made based on our growing vision of God. First, our present 

lives are of utmost importance as they provide the initial context for our seeing God and the 

development of that sight. Each moment and interaction in our everyday life is either an 

opportunity itself or preparation for some other chance to genuinely see God. Our choices 

bring us into greater alignment with God’s life and his holiness, or they hamper that union. 

Either way, our present lives shape our ability to see God both today and in the future age.  

Second, if our ability to see and recognise God is progressive – something tied to our 

own development and purification, as well as being related to our union with Christ – then 

the importance of the liturgy and corresponding community can hardly be overstated. No 

other setting possesses the same potential to train our eyes to see Christ or tune our ears to 

hear his voice. Furthermore, where else are we drawn into such a tangible union with Christ 

than in the liturgy’s central act – the Eucharist? The liturgy also places us within the 

community which baptises us into Christ and regularly proclaims God’s salvific truth. 

Throughout a lifetime of participation, we come to understand the words and mysteries of 

the liturgy progressively by maturing. This corresponds to the progression of our vision as 

an eternal ascent towards God as described by both Gregory and Irenaeus. 

At times, Gregory’s language of progression and growth also suggests that our bodies 

are involved. This further supports the importance of a liturgy which nourishes the soul and 

mind by engaging with the body. As with John of Damascus’ view of eikons, our bodies 

should lead us onward to spiritual contemplation. If we affirm the physical resurrection and 

the embodied vision of God in the eschaton, then it follows that our bodies play an 

indispensable role in sanctification and the spiritual life today. In his sermons on the 

Beatitudes, Gregory indicates that the sensible world supplies our first engagement with the 

visio Dei, though our intellectual experiences are equally important. Thus, we can say that the 

 
30 Arnold, “To Behold,” 28. 
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sensory-rich experience of the world of the liturgy significantly prepares us for the beatific 

vision. 

As we consider how the liturgy trains our vision and way of being in the world, it 

becomes clear that our entire lives should be aimed towards Christ. Speaking of Gregory’s 

perspective, Boersma notes that ‘earthly anticipations of the beatific vision take the form not 

just of ecstatic, theophanic experiences’. Instead, any number of ‘mundane’ events provide 

the chance to ‘experience the visio dei in a real sense when we see traces of God in the ways 

in which he works in the world’.31 The liturgy and ascetic life to which all Christians are 

called sharpen and trains our vision to see God even in seemingly insignificant areas. For 

instance, when the church refrains from saying ‘alleluia’ during Lent, we are taught to 

acknowledge that even common and simple words matter. Similarly, if we practice fasting, 

such asceticism reminds us of the importance of food and God’s gifts as God provides for 

his people. 

In some sense, the liturgical experience itself can also provide glimpses of the beatific 

vision. However, we know that such moments are insufficient by themselves. Chapter Five 

included the observation that while allowing genuine access to the Son, the Eucharist also 

exhibits Christ’s absence. The liturgy demonstrates only an inaugurated eschatology; it 

provides a somewhat unrealised vision of the Beautiful One. It is for this reason that the 

liturgy is proleptic. Through our participation, we engage God, witness the kingdom’s arrival, 

and taste the beginning of the feast. These things are coming into reality. Nevertheless, they 

are still coming, or they are yet to come, just as Christ is yet to come in the fulness of his 

glory. Now is the time to prepare for the surpassing beauty of the vision in which we will 

eventually participate while remembering that the church is ‘on the way’ rather than having 

arrived. 

 

Beatific Vision and Theosis 
In the beatific vision, Christ’s humanity supplies the solution to the aforementioned problem 

of invisibility. It also allows believers to gaze upon Christ’s deity because it is united with 

Christ’s humanity. The hypostatic union allows believers to see both divine and human 

natures in the eschaton.32 

 
31 Boersma, “Becoming Human in the Face of God,” 138. 
32 The union of the two natures for the beatific vision is significant. Without both (human and divine) we 

would risk collapsing into one of two extremes. To see and worship Christ as only human would be 
idolatrous, while to assume we might see the divine essence without mediation risks (at the very least) 
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Additionally, Christ’s two natures enable our eschatological vision by making theosis 

possible. Theosis is the process of divinisation, that is, sharing in the divine life. That promise 

of sharing in the divine life in the eschaton includes the beatific vision as we gaze upon 

God’s glory in Christ by visibly seeing both Christ’s human and divine natures.33 The process 

of theosis works in tandem with our sanctification, continuing the gradual unveiling of the 

beatific vision. 

 Importantly, Christ’s hypostatic union undergirds the possibility of theosis. This is 

particularly true as Christ’s choice to assume human flesh unites our nature with his divinity. 

This union is effectual in two ways: Christ takes all of human nature, and individual persons 

are united with him. Individual, specific union occurs through personal baptisms. It is 

partially for this reason that the creed proclaims we have only one baptism – Christ’s. 

Members of God’s household are not baptised separately but into Christ’s prior, efficacious 

baptism by which Christ carries us through the waters to the Father.  

Furthermore, as our baptism joins us to Christ, through him, we enter into union with 

the community of believers, the new humanity. This new humanity – the body of Christ – 

comprises individuals whose identity is not lost through union but rather preserved in 

Christ.34 Our individual identities are preserved so that we may each enjoy genuine 

fellowship with God in the eschaton, rather than some kind of mystical collapse which 

would render our fellowship impossible. This mysterious and inclusive unity of persons, and 

our human nature in Christ, is the reason von Balthasar can emphatically state that ‘Christ 

died for all sins’.35  

The life of God subsequently directs us from within as we grow in union with Christ, 

which allows us to share in the divine life. Sharing in the divine life requires theosis; believers 

must be divinised to share in communion with God. We are included in the Trinity’s own 

life because we are in Christ who dwells in trinitarian community. As coheirs with the Son of 

God, we are brought with Christ into the presence of the Father so that we might know and 

see him. Our theosis means that we thus participate in Christ’s relationship with the Father by 

the efficacious sealing and purifying work of the Holy Spirit. In the words of Carl Braaten, 

‘the final gift of salvation is to be in union with Christ, and thus included into the life of the 

 
arrogance on our part. Thus, for a realistic hope of the beatific vision, we must have both: Christ’s humanity 
and divinity perfectly united. 

33 This claim is based in the New Testament passages which suggest that believers will eventually see God 
face to face, such as 1 Cor. 13.12. 

34 Cf. Chapter Five where I discuss this union and preservation at length with Maximus’ direction. 
35 Von Balthasar, Glory of the Lord, 1:404. 
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triune God to participate in the glory of the life of the Trinity without ceasing to be finite 

creatures’.36 The process of theosis commences with baptism when we are brought into union 

with Christ. It carries on in the liturgy which shapes us to see God more clearly, thus 

nourishing our growing unity with God and one another. Each week we feed on Christ who 

gives us life while drawing us further up and further in towards ever greater fonts of living 

water. 

 

The Eschaton and Embodiment 
Since Christ’s humanity redeems our entire human nature, this includes our physical 

embodiment. Christ retains a physical body in the eschatological age, suggesting that 

believers will also possess physical bodies. I previously suggested that our bodies will serve 

the beatific vision, which is not only an intellectual but a physical sight, as suggested by 

Irenaeus and others. For this reason, in today’s age, the body can aid in our preparation for 

the beatific vision. 

However, it is not only because we hope to gaze upon God in Christ that our physical 

embodiment is paramount to understanding the eschaton. Just as Christ preserves each 

person for relationship with himself, he also preserves our ability to experience holy 

community in the eschaton. The significance of community and relationships among 

humans is evidenced in the coming judgement. As God deals out justice and mercy among 

his people, God will provide the basis for humanity to be at peace with one another. 

 Such an emphasis on community is an essential corrective to Western individualism in 

the church. Our salvation necessarily involves others both presently and in the future. In 

order for our relationships to be restored, we must be present to one another. This requires 

our bodies; otherwise, how could we be genuinely available to each other? We see that our 

bodies will accompany us not only for the sake of our individual vision of Christ but also so 

that we may serve others through genuine relationship with one another. 

Further, Christ saves us to be a people for himself, not only in the future but now, as 

the church works out the nature of its salvation. By recognising that the eschaton involves a 

radical fullness of relationship among God’s people, we should ask what this entails for our 

present lives together. How we answer this will shape our lives and our approach to the 

liturgical community, which is the first intimation of the new humanity. Our community 

 
36 Carl E. Braaten, “Eschatology and Mission in the Theology of Robert Jenson” in Trinity, Time, and Church: 

A Response to the Theology of Robert Jenson, ed. Colin Gunton (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing 
Company, 2000), 309. 
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ought to begin with the work of healing divides and the wounds inflicted upon one another, 

understanding that we are not creating a utopia, only beginning the work that Christ will 

complete.  

Given our continued embodiment, after addressing human relationships, it is natural to 

consider where our bodies will be in the eschaton. In other words, what can be said about the 

fate of the earth, its nonhuman inhabitants, and the wider cosmos? We have seen the outline 

of an answer previously in Maximus’ work, discussed in Chapter Five. Since Christ is the 

centre of the cosmos, he unites both divine and human, heaven and earth. Thus, we can say 

that all things are being brought together and transformed in Christ. Paul suggests something 

like this image of transformation in his letter to the Romans when he likens the present age 

of creation to a woman in childbirth. Something new is coming, yet it does not involve the 

destruction of the former. Indeed, in John’s Revelation, Christ does not say he is bringing all 

things to an end. Christ says, ‘I am making all things new’ (Rev. 21.5). What comes in the 

eschaton will involve discontinuity, but it will also involve redemption and bear some 

resemblance and likeness to our present reality. Given this continuity amidst the 

transformation, we can say that our embodied existence will continue despite being radically 

different. 

Emphasising the transformation of the entire cosmos coheres with humanity’s renewed 

identity as the image of God. Though the image has been marred by the fall, Christ perfects 

the imago Dei (Col. 1.15) and enables the restoration of this critical feature of human identity 

(Col. 3.10; 2 Cor. 3.18).37 Just as Christ restores our relationships with God and one another, 

Christ also redeems humanity’s relationship with the created order, including our role as 

rulers over the earth. Our previous relationship with creation has often led to an aggressive 

model of dominion. Our eschatological connection to the earth will involve nurturing the 

created order towards a state of flourishing. The cosmos will be transformed by Christ, as 

will our relationship with the world in which we dwell. 

Indeed, the eschatological age will see the right ordering of our relationship with 

creation and thus eliminate violence against the earth and all its creatures. Thus, the eschaton 

will involve a restoration of our relationships with created matter, which entails the earth’s 

continuity, plant life, and animals in the eschatological age. Our relationships with these 

 
37 Gregory appears to suggest that this conformity continues into the eschatological age as we are ever 

increasing in our purity and holiness. Maximus suggests a similar notion of continued growth as we eternally 
move into greater unity and harmony with Christ. 
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entities will no longer be tainted by waste but transformed into benevolence. Whereas we 

have previously abused or worshipped creation, in the eschaton we will care for the earth in 

a way that enhances it and brings about flourishing.  

Such a relationship with the earth suggests a sense of ongoing work in the eschatological 

age. While it could be said that the concept of Sabbath elides much if not all possibility of 

work in the eschaton, I believe this is a misconstrued understanding of the seventh day in 

creation.38 Scripture indicates that God rested from work; however, we know that God went 

on working in some sense. Rather than disengagement, God rested from the particular 

efforts of ordering the cosmos. God does not refrain from the work in upholding, 

sustaining, guiding, and caring for the universe. If God did, the world would cease to exist. 

Likewise, our work in creation will continue. 

Nonetheless, there will be a qualitative difference in our work. Gone will be the days of 

the curse when our labour is toilsome and in vain as the world endures a state of ongoing 

violence. Instead, the eschatological age is characterised by such fully orbed peace that the 

wolf will lie down with the lamb (Is. 11.6), and our striving (if it could be called that) will not 

be a futile struggle but rather efficacious. When our efforts come together as properly 

motivated worship, they will bring lasting change to creation and glory to God. We will rest 

in the eschaton, just as the Israelites who entered Canaan rested from the trauma and trials 

of the wilderness. Nevertheless, our work will go on, just as the Israelites ‘worked’ by 

cultivating new life in Canaan, under God’s direction. 

Considerations of what this eschatological Canaan might look like are speculative at 

best, though such attempts pepper church history.39 We can know that despite the radical 

transformation of the cosmos, there will still be a cosmos. For Christians, eschatological 

hope is twofold. It involves the transformation and complete redemption of the world, for 

which we currently long. On the other hand, we await a transfiguration which maintains 

embodiment and a sense of continuity. Our human nature, redeemed and carried over in 

Christ, will be only one aspect of the physical world’s redemption. The cosmos will be 

restored alongside humanity. For this reason, we will be able to engage the created order 

 
38 Such an argument for no work in the eschaton would rely on the Genesis narrative which includes God’s 

command to rest, as well as the passage in Hebrews 4 regarding entering God’s rest. 
39 Recent examples have included Tom Wright’s Surprised by Hope Hope: Rethinking Heaven, the Resurrection, and 

the Mission of the Church (Nashville: HarperCollins Publishers, 2009) and the final chapter of Andy Crouch’s 
Culture Making: Recovering Our Creative Calling: Recovering Our Creative Calling (Downers Grove: InterVarsity 
Press, 2009). 
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once again; this time, we will do so without failing it and subsequently turning against both it 

and ourselves. 

Christ’s ongoing human nature ensures the restoration of our nature and the 

redemption of the created order. Thus, as we look forward to the beatific vision, we must 

bear in mind that we do not look forward to a purely cognitive vision of God. Instead, our 

redemption in Christ includes our entire human nature, as well as the cosmos. This means 

our embodiment and even our finitude are redeemed and restored in Christ. At times, our 

finite nature may seem problematic to us, but that is because our vision of it is tainted by the 

fall.40 When restored, our finitude will not hamper but will allow for our engagement with 

one another, the creation, and participation in the divine life. Further, even our passions and 

senses will be rightly ordered, and our lives will become an ever-increasing engagement of 

the beauty and glory of God. 

 

Liturgy as the Ingathering 

Given the evidence that the created order continues alongside humans into the 

eschatological age, it is crucial to offer a holistic understanding of the eschaton. To do so 

requires that our eschatological focus not be anthropocentric. Indeed, since the eschaton 

involves cosmological transformation, it is important that we not give undue focus to any 

particular aspect of created reality. All things will be changed and renewed; overemphasising 

a specific material or spiritual reality risks failure to account for this transformation. Instead, 

we ought to consider the eschaton within a theocentric framework. Rather than being 

coerced into the act of creation and providence, God creates and sustains as a free act of 

lavish grace, one born of his own relationality and oriented towards his own glory. 

Since the eschaton is primarily concerned with God’s glory and continued self-

revelation, we must consider how human beings and the rest of the cosmos can participate 

in the worship of God throughout the eschatological age. Utilising this paradigm of 

participation oriented towards God’s glory, we can envision how the entire cosmos will be 

gathered into the eschaton and how the liturgy depicts this process today. I will also offer 

some practical suggestions on developing this orientation in our regular, liturgical worship.  

 
40 We can see this negative view of finitude expressed in various attempts to overcome it, whether that be 

through increasing our life spans, research into bizarre things like cryogenic sleep, or the H+ and 
Transhumanism movements. 
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This forward-looking perspective should play a central role in our liturgical acts and 

development. First, a large portion of the liturgy itself anticipates the return of Christ; 

indeed, the promise of Christ’s return and of the coming kingdom is the foundation for this 

anticipation. Part of our worship includes retelling the narrative of our redemption from sin, 

death, and the devil. Just as the fall comes through human beings, resulting in the world’s 

unravelling, so too must redemption come from Adam’s line. Of course, the work of 

salvation and restoration cannot come from a mere human. As Anselm notes, we have an 

infinite debt to repay, but we cannot repay it on account of our sinfulness.41 Thus, Christ 

who comes among us as both divine and human graciously gives what is required and pays 

the debt as the representative of all humanity. Our deficiencies are overcome in Christ 

through the uniting of our human nature with his divinity. As death came through one man, 

salvation and redemption of the cosmos likewise comes through one man, Jesus Christ 

(Rom. 5.12-18).  

Second, we too are involved in the redemptive process. The narrative which the liturgy 

rehearses is not completed at the resurrection or ascension but remains ongoing. Christ 

continues his work: ruling from the Father’s right hand while the Spirit carries on 

transforming and renewing the church after Pentecost. This process of renewal involves the 

church. As I mentioned in Chapter Three, the suffering of creation comes through our 

hands; as a restoration of the imago Dei and our relationship with the created order, we have a 

role to play in bringing it to life again. It is important to note that there is a qualitative 

difference between Christ’s work and our own. Jesus pays a debt once and for all. As he 

triumphs over the ravages of sin in the resurrection, Christ enacts the primary, decisive event 

in the history of redemption.  

Despite the differences, however, Christ is the firstborn of the dead and the firstfruits of 

the resurrection (Rom. 8.29; 1 Cor. 15.20-23). When united to Christ in our baptism, we take 

a share in Christ’s ongoing redemptive work in the world, by being part of the church and by 

following in the way of Jesus. Christ has done the objective work of salvation. In partnership 

with God, we receive the opportunity to participate in the subjective work of drawing 

creation to proper worship of God. Our work is only possible because of Christ’s prior work 

of salvation. Thus, the church must see itself as sharing in the coming of the kingdom with 

 
41 Anselm, Cur Deus Homo, trans. Edward S. Prout. Christian Classic Series 1 (London: Religious Tract 

Society, 1887), I.23, II.7. 
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respect both to the reordering of social life and to the redemption of the cosmos. The liturgy 

shapes the believer to engage with both of these aspects of the redemptive work of God.42  

Finally, the liturgy and our participation revolve around our worship of God; by looking 

towards a future which exhibits God’s glory and self-revelation, we are formed to 

understand God better today. As the liturgy anticipates the coming eschaton, it must do so 

from a point of focus on God as its centre, rather than on anything from the present world. 

With this paradigm for the eschatological age in mind, it is possible to begin answering 

how the liturgy and our participation can represent or even effect the eventual ingathering of 

the entire cosmos for the worship of God. It is essential to carefully assess how the church 

can engage this cosmological view of God’s redemptive purposes to evaluate liturgical 

structures, practice, and any modifications to the liturgy. Churches and traditions can easily 

consider how we utilise creation or offer it in worship to God and how to best interface 

these concerns with our use of manufactured materials and technology. Though such an 

analysis can go in myriad directions, two significant questions can help guide our approach 

to these matters: how can the church enable creation to flourish and how may we bring the 

created order into worship alongside humanity? 

 

Enabling Creation to Flourish 
One of the important goals of the church is to promote the flourishing of creation. The 

language of flourishing may appear somewhat ambiguous. However, it provides a rather 

broad and helpful context for the ways in which our liturgical actions may intersect with the 

natural order. The concept of flourishing may suggest an image of life without suffering, but 

this is inaccurate. When we recall that Christ’s suffering provides a liminal boundary in our 

imaginative and artistic expression as I pointed out in Chapter Six, it is clear that this liminal 

boundary applies to our eschatological treatment of creation as well. Though Christ invites 

the church to an abundant life in God, this life still involves pain when it is genuinely 

cruciform. In addition to recalling the boundary and example set by Christ’s suffering, this 

tension also signals the nature of the kingdom, which has not yet been consummated. The 

 
42 This is always done in careful tension. It is only recent history that has seen substantial efforts to ‘realise’ 

the eschaton in this age (often associated with post-millennialism, though not exclusively). Cf. Taylor, A 
Secular Age, 105-112. As Taylor notes, such optimistic enterprises, whether Christian or secular, have typically 
ended poorly at best and in massive humanitarian casualties at worst. Rather than expecting a fully realised 
eschaton, we must consistently acknowledge the limits of human ability and sin, leading to a modest 
inaugurated eschatology. The kingdom is real and genuinely shapes the present but it awaits a completion 
which is entirely out of our hands. 
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language of flourishing allows for this ambiguity as we note that being oriented towards an 

abundance of life – like a flourishing garden – does not necessitate the absence of pain such 

as pruning for growth.43 

Additionally, there are a variety of biblical precedents for this language of flourishing. 

The Biblical image of creation and the human role in the created order suggests that 

humanity ought to work to draw out the potential of what God has entrusted to them. 

Consider, for instance, the parable of the talents (Mt. 25.14-30): the servant who buries his 

talent out of fear of losing it is rebuked for failing to increase his master’s holdings (vs. 27). 

This suggests that the church is expected to utilise the gifts given by the Spirit to generate 

more, whether that be in human relationships of discipleship or tending to the earth. We are 

designed to increase. The gospel expects an increase in our faith, our families (the church), 

and the kingdom of God, which includes human and nonhuman. When we abide in Christ 

(sustaining our lives in him) we will not just live but expand; we will bear fruit (Jn 15), which 

sheds seeds to grow more. To be stewards and sub-creators is to be looking for the chance to 

increase and grow. 

Our liturgical work should look for ways to increase and bring out the world's full 

potential. Though I am not focused on sustainability, looking for ways to nourish the earth 

and bring it to flourishing necessarily begins with working towards greater sustainability. 

This is especially so in today’s world, which often appears beset by extreme and often 

careless usage of resources. To begin this kind of participatory and transformative work, 

church congregations may start close to home. For instance, churches might evaluate the 

environmental impact of their buildings. This need not be limited to carbon footprint 

concerns. It is worthwhile to consider the church’s actual physical footprint. Depending on 

the church’s location, we might ask how the church lawn is utilised: perhaps as a venue for 

hospitable functions in the neighbourhood. Alternatively, a church might do better to plant a 

garden from which to harvest flowers for adorning the sanctuary or food for potlucks – even 

produce for communities located within a food desert.  

 
43 However, conversations regarding ecological sustainability are politically charged and often carry excess 

baggage. It is partially for this reason that I have chosen to use the word ‘flourishing’ rather than 
‘sustainability’ though the former certainly includes the latter. The Christian desire to see creation flourish 
should come from our vocation as bearers of the imago Dei and as royal stewards eagerly awaiting the master’s 
return. Further, sustainability is primarily a static concept—an effort to maintain or return to a previously 
agreed upon state of equilibrium. It is, essentially, about preserving a status quo whereas the biblical imagery 
suggests increase and expansion.  
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These actions can participate in the life of God in several ways. Feeding a 

neighbourhood recalls Christ’s feeding miracles or the manna YHWH provided in the 

wilderness. It might remind us of the significance of Christ’s command that we pray for daily 

bread, and that we are called to offer our abundance to God for the care of others. If we 

utilise lawn space for an ornamental garden, our vision is directed in other ways. To bedeck a 

sanctuary with flowers grown by the church draws attention to the first temple – the sacred 

space of Eden and the Jewish temple whose imagery recalled the garden. The greenery can 

also hint at our life in Christ, which is new, growing, and interconnected with the other 

members of the body. Our actions in the created order, the way we bring it into the liturgy 

and nourish it in our daily lives, are significant markers of our understanding of God and our 

role as image-bearers. It is not only creation which is formed by such engagement, but the 

church itself is engaged to learn about God through its ongoing relationship to and 

development of the created order.  

Our practices should also involve how we treat our connection to the earth and what it 

provides for the liturgy. For instance, while many churches carefully consume or preserve 

the host in a ciborium, in some churches communion leftovers might be thrown into the 

rubbish or poured down the drain. For those who affirm that Christ’s presence given to us 

in such elements, this is problematic. At best it treats the elements as purely instrumental.  

Further, discarding the elements reflects yet another disconnect between ourselves and 

creation. Failing to treat the elements with dignity fails to acknowledge how deeply we 

depend on the earth for our survival and the body for our engagement with God. It 

demonstrates a continued, broken relationship with the earth. 

A better, more traditional, means of using communion leftovers is to return the 

elements to nature. Priests or deacons may spread the remaining wafers or loaves out for 

birds and pour the consecrated wine on the ground. Doing so constitutes a twofold 

acknowledgement. First, we only have these particular means of Christ’s presence because of 

the created order. We are dependent on the earth and the One who blesses it. Second, just as 

creation sustains us, we may also feed or nourish the earth and its creatures out of our own 

excess. Our position as rulers over creation is not only preserved in these works but acted 

out. In this way, our identity as embodied creatures made from the earth but breathed into 

by God is upheld. Further, creation also benefits from our thoughtful care in the liturgy. 

Furthermore, we can look for ways in which to verbally acknowledge the importance of 

creation and work towards its flourishing. In the modern era, this must be done carefully to 
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avoid being trite. An excellent option would be to bring back Rogation Days, where priests 

walk the agricultural soil of their communities and pray for God’s blessing on the land and 

its fruits.44 For Americans, treating Thanksgiving as a time of genuine gratitude for the 

harvest and bounty rather than a holiday of national gluttony would be another possibility.45 

Such services and actions denote the importance of creation for sustaining human persons 

and acknowledging how our own efforts are tied up with the flourishing of the earth for the 

good of the entire world both human and nonhuman. 

Without wanting to place undue focus on agriculture at the expense of other aspects of 

the nonhuman world, we might consider whether blessing particular animals may also be 

appropriate. A good example would be service animals. For those with seeing-eye dogs or 

other animals to help with difficulties such as post-traumatic stress and sensory disorders, 

animals uniquely assist in bringing healing or providing a stop-gap measure as we indwell the 

world while awaiting the resurrection. Bringing such animals into the liturgy draws attention 

to the ongoing need for wholistic redemption among human beings, for the connections 

between human and nonhuman creation, and the need for redemption shared by all God’s 

creatures. If we are to be fully, genuinely saved, we cannot engage such redemption in 

isolation from the rest of the cosmos.46 

The goal of such efforts by the church must be carefully considered. With our focus on 

the eschaton, the church must be theocentric in its manner of engaging the creation. For this 

reason, our work must not devolve into some kind of marketing tool. Instead, our efforts to 

engage with and nurture the created world should constitute a natural outflow from our 

 
44 A return to practice Rogation Days can have manifold interpretations. It acknowledges our connection to 

the earth, our need to care for it so we too can be cared for. It also exhibits our ultimate reliance on God to 
bless the earth, sending rain and sun to grow crops so that we might live. Despite all our machinery and 
advancements, we are not self-sufficient, even when we do not readily recognise that truth! Actions like 
Rogation Days serve as helpful reminders of our true position in the cosmos. Finally, Rogation Days also act 
as a visual demonstration of what I have previously argued elsewhere – namely that the liturgy is not simply 
for the sake of those in the church but is for the good of the world, the entire cosmos. Doing this, out in the 
broader community, for the sake of that community’s ability to eat, prosper, and exist as a city clearly 
demonstrates how the liturgy and the life of faith go out so as to gather all of creation in to relationship with 
God. 

45 Interestingly, such a focus on God’s provision was the original intent of the holiday. American 
Thanksgiving originated in the English tradition to have a service around the harvest which thanked God for 
his gracious supply for all our needs. Some churches in England still host such a celebration within the 
community. Might Americans look to England to understand how they can better incorporate the church and 
God in a holiday taken over by parades, gluttony, and sports? 

46 We require ‘others’ in creation in order to be fully saved because the fall impacts not only an individual’s 
relationship with God. It also distorts a complex, four-fold relationship. That is, human beings are in 
relationship with God, themselves, other humans, and creation. All of these must be redeemed in order for 
an individual and surrounding community to be fully restored.  
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desire to honour God’s gifts and care for creation which belongs to God and therefore 

deserves respect and dignity.  

As I have already demonstrated, our liturgical acts should shape the way we live. 

Participation ought to form our imagination and our way of being in the world so that our 

everyday lives become an extension of the liturgy. For this reason, enabling creation to 

flourish cannot be limited to liturgical settings. As we consider the ways in which we can 

nourish creation in and through the liturgy, we should also see a natural outflow of similar 

action in the lives of the body of Christ.  

 

Bringing Creation to Worship 
Thinking through how we can facilitate the flourishing of creation around the church 

naturally leads to considering how we bring creation into the liturgy in specific and tangible 

ways. Of course, this will vary across traditions and regions. Variation may also occur 

depending on how we answer another critical question that frames this discussion: what 

materials are considered appropriate for the liturgy and what constitutes proper use. This is 

not merely a question of whether we should have a wooden altar versus a plastic folding 

table (though that may yet be an important consideration). Instead, the question of how we 

use natural materials – as well as technology or humanmade items – should be concerned 

with bringing creation into worship with us. The word ‘with’ does not mean that creation 

functions only as an aide to our human worship of God. Instead, I mean to indicate that we 

worship alongside the rest of creation.47 It is true that, as Abel exemplifies in Genesis 4, God 

calls us to bring the fruits of our labour and of creation as a sacrifice. Nevertheless, we also 

bring those items with us as an encouragement of the coming age and a sign that the ox and 

donkey might know their master even when we do not (Is. 1.3).  

With such questions guiding our work of gathering creation into the eschatological 

kingdom, it is possible to seek out various materials and items that can be utilised in the 

liturgy. Indeed, we might even cultivate some of them ourselves. I previously discussed the 

idea of allocating some of the church’s land to grow flowers to adorn the sanctuary. We 

could similarly share items such as bread, eggs, or vegetables among the community as part 

 
47 Isa. 55.12 reminds us that not only do humans praise God, but all of nature: ‘The mountains and the hills 

will break forth into shouts of joy before you, And all the trees of the field will clap their hands.’ Christ draws 
on this idea when he says that the ‘stones will cry out’ if people did not sing praises during the Triumphal 
Entry to Jerusalem in Luke 19.40. In a rebuke of Israel, Isaiah 1.3 notes that even the ox and donkey know 
their master but Israel does not know hers—sometimes creation does not simply praise God alongside us but 
may actually worship God more readily and with greater awareness. 
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of our weekly tithe. Countless ideas abound when we consider the created order’s 

orientation – to worship God and love our neighbours (Mt. 22.6-40).  

The example of beeswax candles can easily illustrate the idea of bringing creation to 

worship with us. Bees naturally construct hives, generating both wax and honey. The 

ingenuity and craftsmanship of their hives and honeycombs exhibit both the creative and 

rational nature of God. When gathering pollen and producing honey, bees contribute to vital 

components of our ecosystem. Simply by following their telos bees naturally serve others and 

bring glory to God.48 When human beings look after bees, we care not only for the well-

being of these insects but also for plant life, other dependent animal species, and even 

humanity which depends on pollination for agricultural sustainability. By bringing the fruits 

of a beehive’s labour into the liturgy – through candles of beeswax or honey in our 

communion bread – we enable the bees to offer their work as worship alongside ours. Many 

things occur through this process. For one, the church’s imagination should be formed to 

see their connection with the rest of the earth and the importance of our relationship being 

one of loving stewardship. Second, we may also see the restoration of the imago Dei as 

believers rule through service and tender care.49 By symbolically gathering the bees into our 

praise of God, we exemplify our role as benevolent rulers or priests over all creation and 

under the direction of our great high priest, Christ. Third, we are drawing the life of a 

beehive into the eschatological age where all of creation will worship and obey God. 

If caring for bees provides such a thorough and broad picture of redemption in the 

cosmos, other means of embracing our eschatological role are likely to prove similarly rich in 

potential. We ought to deliberately choose what materials are utilised in the liturgy and 

consider how doing so can generate greater worship of God.50 For instance, the church has a 

regular need for bread and wine. To serve the congregation and lovingly engage the natural 

world, the church might utilise locally grown wheat for eucharistic bread or share 

responsibility for providing the loaf among the congregation. Local flora could be 

 
48 There are those things, however, whose telos has been warped by the fall or whose purpose will be re-

ordered in the eschaton. Organisms such as parasites would be one example. 
49 John Zizioulas goes further and suggests that the entire liturgy is an act of lifting the creation to God, 

returning to him what is already his and doing so as humans are ‘representative of creation’. He notes that the 
ancient church focused less on the ‘psychological anamnesis of the cross’ and more on the ‘lifting up of the 
gifts of bread and wine to the Creator Father’ in the anaphora. John Zizioulas, “Priest of Creation,” in 
Environmental Stewardship, ed. R. J. Berry (London: T&T Clark, 2006), 278-279. 

50 While I think that these things are significant in and of themselves (God’s creation does not rely on our 
recognition to give it dignity or value), it would be helpful for the congregation to have such intentionality 
pointed out when appropriate whether that is done through sermons, notices, or some kind of publication. 
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intentionally arranged and used in alcoves, on the altar, and around the chancel, being careful 

to align seasonal availability and liturgical seasons. Utilising native items can serve to increase 

a community’s awareness of its heritage and the substantial role it has to play in the local 

community. 

Furthermore, we can consider our times of fellowship and how they serve our local 

community and the broader body of Christ as well as the world in which we dwell. For 

instance, if we serve coffee for times of fellowship, is it ethically sourced or exploitive? We 

might also evaluate if it tastes delicious so that we might taste and see that the Lord himself 

is good. Is our food and drink or our celebration an aroma pleasing to God amid our weekly 

conversations? 

 Further analysis of what is appropriate to offer to God in praise may be based in 

particular cultural identities. For instance, many churches in the world exist in locales where 

wine and bread are either not staples of indigenous diets or may be difficult to access for 

other reasons (alcohol content, lack of production, or cost, to name a few). Some traditions 

have argued that the elements should remain the same as Christ’s practice in the context of 

Holy Week whilst others have provided grounds for more latitude in interpretation. A more 

lenient approach comes from the Lutheran Nairobi Statement on Worship and Culture 

which suggests that inculturation of the Lord’s Supper may require ‘dynamic equivalence’ 

with regards to the elements. In this model, the ‘liturgical ordo (basic shape) should be 

examined with regard to theology, history, basic elements, and cultural backgrounds’. 51   

At the same time, aspects of the indigenous culture that portray appropriate dynamic 

equivalence and significant pastoral benefit may be utilised instead of more traditional 

means. This is particularly relevant in contexts such Africa and Southeast Asia, where bread 

does not represent the same character as a commonplace food substance and wine may be 

impossible to access. In such cases, other material might be considered for use, such as 

Ethiopian injera, a sponge-like bread made of teff flour. In Indonesia, coastal churches have 

utilised coconuts for both the milk and flesh, which together represent the blood and body 

of Christ.52 This inculturation process should encompass not only our eucharistic practices 

but also our entire corporate worship: buildings, furniture, art, music, and rituals.53 By 

 
51 Lutheran World Federation’s Study Team on Worship and Culture, Nairobi Statement on Worship and 

Culture, (1996), 3.2, 3.3. 
52 Kacie Mann, email message to author, November 2020. 
53 Phillip Tovey, Inculturation of Christian Worship: Exploring the Eucharist (Aldershot, England: Ashgate 

Publishing Limited, 1988), 136. 
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carefully and appropriately enculturating the faith, the church’s sensitivity brings an 

awareness of the breadth of God’s creation and many ways of meeting with ecclesial 

communities. Not only so, but it also demonstrates that every tribe, nation, and geographic 

location can be offered in worship to God. 

Further, the importance of the diverse and global nature of the church calls to mind the 

possibility that local churches may reach across national and ethnic boundaries in order to 

maintain and celebrate the diversity of their geography, languages, cultures, and theologies, 

which are so often shaped by land and environment. Artwork might be exchanged among 

sister parishes or even between dioceses and differing traditions. Similarly, sharing of 

resources and beauty could be done by gifts of liturgical vestments, altar cloths made of local 

fabrics and dyes, eucharist dishes, or baptismal fonts of traditional clays, woods, or other 

materials. Opportunities abound if we are willing to look.  

As the church looks to gather all of creation through the liturgy into the eschatological 

kingdom, believers will find their imaginations enriched and their vision broadened as to 

how and where we see and know God. The universal nature of redemption that these 

considerations suggest should recall the process described in Chapter Five. Maximus 

suggests that the entire creation is being divinised so as to better participate in Christ and 

dwell in union and harmony.54 When the church’s imagination and vision are trained in this 

direction of union and harmony in Christ, the possibilities for how to engage creation 

eschatologically are nearly endless. We need only remember that just as Christ is drawing his 

people to redemption, Christ is also drawing the created order into greater degrees of shalom 

and harmony. This can shape the church’s vision to respond and engage appropriately. 

In many ways, the liturgy displays what David describes in Psalm 19 when he says,  

The heavens tell of the glory of God; 

And their expanse declares the work of His hands. 

Day to day pours forth speech, 

And night to night reveals knowledge. 

There is no speech, nor are there words; 

 
54 Maximus, Ad Thalassium 2: ‘he is still at work, not only preserving these creatures in their very existence 

(to einai) but effecting the formation, progress, and sustenance of the individual parts that are potential within 
them. Even now in his providence he is bringing about the assimilation of particulars to universals until he 
might unite creatures’ own voluntary inclination to the more universal natural principle of rational being 
through the movement of these particular creatures toward well being (to en einai), and make them 
harmonious and self-moving in relation to one another and to the whole universe.’ 
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Their voice is not heard. 

 Their line has gone out into all the earth, 

And their words to the end of the world. 

Though creation does not speak in words, it still worships God alongside humanity and 

forms our way of understanding redemption and other significant aspects of theology. When 

we see the candles lit on the altar – Christ’s hypostatic union visually proclaimed by the pair 

of beeswax pillars – or as we baptise our children in a font made of local wood by one of the 

congregation’s craftspeople, we are better able to recall that Christ came not only for us. It is 

true that the liturgy serves to gather humanity as the church and body of Christ. This 

gathering occurs not only so that God’s glory would be served by human praise. It also 

entails that we bring creation alongside us and work towards the redemption of the cosmos.  

The significance of our relationship with the natural world is suggested in Romans 8.22, 

where Paul likens creation to a woman in childbirth who groans and suffers while awaiting 

what is coming. As the earth groans under bondage and awaits its redemption, humanity is 

called to be a loving, sacrificial priesthood, drawing humanity and the creation towards 

redemption. No one would hear a woman in labour and not want to ease her suffering and 

encourage her that the end (or the beginning) is in sight. Similarly, when we hear the groans 

and aches of creation, we should be moved to offer the hope of the gospel and ultimately, 

the hope of the eschaton in which Christ will restore the earth. As we await the 

consummation, we should encourage and facilitate the possibility that creation may worship 

with us. In doing so, our liturgical practices will offer us a better, fuller vision of the 

eschaton and of how we ought to be shaped by that hope in our actions today. 

 

Participating in the End, Today 

The entire liturgy aims to worship God and provide the means to generate and form the 

church’s imagination and our manner of seeing the world in order to frame our way of living 

as God’s people. As the liturgy moves the church through remembrance and participation, 

the people are ultimately pointed towards the future as they anticipate Christ’s return and the 

consummation of God’s kingdom. I have illustrated a variety of ways in which we can gather 

the created world around us towards this vision of the eschaton, thus beginning to unfold 

the kingdom as co-labourers with Christ. This participatory aspect of anticipation generates a 
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final question of whether or not the church may genuinely participate in the eschatological 

age today through the work of the liturgy. 

I hope it is clear by now that just as we may enfold the created order into the liturgy, we 

ourselves may participate in Christ’s kingdom despite a variety of limitations. Indeed, our 

work in the liturgy is not merely a sign of the things to come; it also participates in those 

things. As I have noted in previous chapters, the world and the liturgy are sacramental, 

meaning that our present lives overlap with the life of Christ and may share in that redeemed 

reality. This is particularly true of our liturgical signs and the sacramental nature of our 

participation in the church’s work. As Boersma points out, a sacramental understanding of 

the world provides for the possibility that our liturgy and sacramental acts participate in the 

mysterious reality to which they represent. ‘Sacrament X and reality Y co-inhere: the 

sacrament participates in the reality to which it points.’55 This is significantly different from a 

symbolic treatment of the liturgy where the distance between the thing and thing signified is 

so substantial as to deny any real or meaningful connection. Boersma’s arguments for the 

sacramental nature of reality provide a clear summation of the ontological understanding 

which undergirds my thesis. Not only do specific sacraments participate in Christ and his 

redemption, but the entire cosmos may tend in this direction. 

If the notion of participation is sound, then it is possible to suggest that through the 

church’s work in the liturgy, the eschaton’s formative power is unleashed in the world today 

because the two coinhere. It is not only the possibility of sacramental overlap which opens 

the opportunity to participate in the eschaton. Christ’s resurrection is the decisive turning 

point in the cosmic battle against sin, death, and the devil.56 Not only Christ’s resurrection 

but everything from the annunciation onward begins this overturning and unleashing of his 

eschatological power as that work inaugurates the kingdom. Christ’s entire incarnate life 

stimulates a change in the way things are. In a sense, Christ’s work opens the door to a new 

vision of the world, and the Spirit pushes the church through, inviting us into the beginnings 

of that reality. 

The possibility of our participation in the kingdom is also furthered by a refreshed 

understanding of the eschaton. T.F. Torrance advances the suggestion that the apocalypse – 

the genre, John’s particular writing, and the age itself – constitutes an act of revelation. In 

such revelation, Christ shows us who he is and how the world is. The narrative of 2 Kings 6 

 
55 Boersma, Heavenly Participation, 23. 
56 Aulén, Christus Victor, 20-22. 
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offers a helpful episode to aid in understanding the eschaton as revelation. In this narrative, 

Gehazi could see only the enemy army arrayed for battle, presenting a devastating force. 

Elisha, however, asked God to reveal the divine armies. It is the revelatory work of the Spirit 

which reveals that the enemy armies were overwhelmed by God’s forces, and which were 

unseen by the natural human eye. Christ’s self-revelation has a similar import for our vision 

and understanding. As we come to see Christ more clearly – particularly in and through the 

liturgy – we are enabled to see how the world truly is. When Christ shows us the eschaton, 

he not only reveals the world to come but the world as it is already in motion, headed towards 

that end with which it currently overlaps.  

To capture the sense of his argument and the revelatory power of the eschaton, 

Torrance is worth quoting at length:  

Apocalypse is the unveiling to faith of history already invaded and conquered 
by the lamb of God. Apocalypse is the unveiling to faith of the new creation as 
yet hidden from our eyes behind the ugly shapes of sinful history, but a new 
creation already consummated and waiting for eschatological unfolding or 
fulfilment in the advent presence of Christ.57  

Given that the new creation is waiting and Christ’s work has already been proven triumphant 

in the present universe, we can see that our liturgical participation promotes the kingdom by 

bringing us to encounter Christ as he has revealed himself and as he promises to fulfil his 

eschatological promises. The liturgy also facilitates our union with Christ in baptism and 

through the ongoing eucharistic liturgy which engages this apocalyptic reality. By 

encountering Christ, who comes to us from the future age, we are drawn into the 

eschatological kingdom and then participate in its unfolding through our everyday lives. 

Despite the promise and hope of eschatological participation, there are limits to our 

engagement of this new age. Using the word ‘inaugurated’ signals that the age of the 

kingdom has opened but is not yet fully realised. The incomplete nature of the eschaton’s 

arrival is evident if we but survey the news in which war, hunger, climate change, and 

climbing rates of depression assault our senses. Though we genuinely engage the 

eschatological age, we do so only in a limited manner.  

Nevertheless, despite the ongoing limitations, the continuity of this world with the 

coming age ensures that we can participate in some dim aspects of that future given the 

overlap between the here and not yet. Importantly, as von Balthasar notes, our embodied 

 
57 Torrance, Incarnation, 337-338. 
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nature is retained and purified in the eschaton; the church looks forward to a transfiguration 

of this present life. However, the church would do well to remember that this age is a 

fragmentary foreshadowing of all that is to come.58 In our eschatology and particularly our 

embodiment and relationship with the created order, the continuity and discontinuity 

between this life and the eschaton supply an important tension for the church. Von 

Balthasar argues that all the things we know and love at present have their ‘ultimate ground 

in heaven … In heaven we shall live the full and eternal content of what on earth was 

present only as a transcendent, unsatisfiable longing … In heaven, therefore, our earthly 

existence—and we have only one existence—will be present in an unimaginable and 

unimaginably true manner.’59 For von Balthasar, our lives are singular and progressive as they 

unfold towards the eschatological age. For this reason, the church can participate in that 

heavenly life through union with Christ but must always hold in tension that the future is 

greater, and it is still on its way to us. 

As the future begins to unfold, the church must look forward to Christ, remembering 

that the progressive opening which von Balthasar describes should determine our present 

lives, just as our eschatological end substantially determines the direction of our liturgical 

lives. Pannenberg argues similarly to von Balthasar, basically giving ontological priority to the 

future since it prefigures the place where God ‘is’. Though God stands in the future, he has 

also removed the barrier between what the world currently is and what it will become. As 

such, Christ stands both at the end of time (or in the future) and within the world which he 

has entered by the incarnation. Doing so allows God to bring the future into the present age, 

proleptically opening the kingdom and enabling the church to live in the kingdom despite 

the ongoing distance.60  

Pannenberg’s argument suggests that in Christ, the standard view of time and eternity is 

ruptured; the future towards which God draws the world not only influences the past but 

causes it. He posits that ‘in assuming an end of the present world, Christian eschatology 

integrates all of creation into its conception of the final destiny and completion of 

 
58 CS Lewis captures this concept artfully in his novel The Great Divorce: A Dream (San Francisco: 

HarperCollins, 2001). The world from which the narrator arrives is real, but it is less real than the heaven 
which he enters. He must become accustomed to or strengthened for this more substantial, harder, more 
resplendent and brilliant locale which initially blinds him and hurts his feet. 

59 Hans Urs von Balthasar, Theo-Drama: Theological Dramatic Theory (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1998), 
5:413. 

60 Again, Boersma is helpful here. There is some distance in a sacramental reality or ontology. Thing X is 
not unequivocally reality Y. X shares in Y’s reality, but the two are still distinct. We may participate in the 
future and we may know its effects now. But we are also not definitively in the future. 
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humankind … This comprehensive implication of the Christian hope corresponds to the 

fact that it is directed to the God who is the creator of everything.’61 The comprehensive 

future age has a determinative grip on the nature of our lives today. It is the liturgy’s role, 

and our ongoing participation in it to both anticipate the coming kingdom and proclaim 

Christ’s authority over our lives and the entire cosmos. 

As a part of performing this declaration and enacting this reality, the church brings 

together past, present, and future in its liturgy. This is particularly true when we consider the 

Eucharist. Here Christ’s coming presence serves as a kind of emblematic parousia. Christ’s 

presence ‘flows continuously from the eschata and permeates every moment in history’.62 

Thus, the liturgy pulls the eschaton towards us as Christ makes himself available to us, from 

the future. For this reason, John Manoussakis notes that the Eucharist is ‘more of a prolepsis 

than an anamnesis, since the events that we recall lie, from the historical perspective, in the 

future’.63 

When the church proclaims that the kingdom has arrived during the eucharistic 

celebration, she suggests that everything involved in the liturgy is brought into the kingdom. 

In this way, the liturgy gathers everything present into the church’s worship of God as his 

presence descends to his people like his glory descended onto the tabernacle and temple. 

When we participate in the worship of the eschatological kingdom during the liturgy, then 

everything that is there with us – lights, flowers, candles, people, and so on – is all somehow, 

mysteriously also in the kingdom. 

Christ’s presence at the Eucharist and in the broader liturgy brings the kingdom to 

God’s people. As eternity enters the midst of the congregation through Christ’s presence, 

our typical logic about the proper order of time is defied. Braaten underscores this, saying 

that Jesus is ‘the autobasileia—the kingdom itself’. He did not ‘merely point to the future in 

the present; instead he made present the reality of God’s future in a concentrated way’.64 

When Christ comes to his people, he brings the kingdom of the future even though we dwell 

in the present. This sacramental overlap between the two ages is real as the global church 

expands into the kingdom with each new baptism, church plant, and celebration of the 

Eucharist. The Kenyan Anglican Liturgy has the priest asking the congregation, ‘Is the Spirit 

 
61 Pannenberg, “The Task of Christian Eschatology,” 11. 
62 John Panteleimon Manoussakis, “The Anarchic Principle,” 29. 
63 Manoussakis, “The Anarchic Principle”, 38. 
64 Carl E. Braaten, “The Recovery of Apocalyptic Imagination” in The Last Things: Biblical and Theological 

Perspectives on Eschatology, eds. Carl E. Braaten and Robert W. Jenson (Grand Rapids: William Be. Eerdmans 
Publishing Company, 2002), 20. 
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here? Is Christ among us?’65 With each affirmative response, the church acknowledges that 

the God of promise and of the future is making something new among us now. Jean Yves 

Lacoste notes this recurring tension of already but not yet, saying that our experience of 

reconciled existence in Christ takes place ‘in an interim between the eschatological blessings already 

granted and the eschatological blessings that still remain within an economy of promise’.66 Despite 

limitations, the liturgy facilitates Christ’s presence among his people, providing for real, 

genuine encounter and transformation. 

As the church engages with Christ, so also does creation through the church’s work of 

proclaiming and working to expand the kingdom. Indeed, the liturgy serves as a primary 

means and impetus to unite all creation to Christ. This is possible when we recall that the 

liturgy is the work of the church, vicariously done on behalf of the entire world in the power 

of the Holy Spirit. First, we are united to Christ and one another through baptism, which 

brings us into the body of Christ and forms us as the people of God. The liturgy then serves 

to call the world to Christ – continuing the process of drawing all things to the One in 

whom all things hold together.  

It is crucial to bear in mind that the transfiguration of the world in Christ is not 

instantaneous but a process, one similar to our sanctification. In a similar vein, Gregory of 

Nyssa argues that the church’s ongoing purification serves as a promise in addition to a 

warning. We are promised to see and be like God insofar as we pursue holiness, giving our 

current state of sanctification purpose and critical future implications. The warning suggests 

that we must pursue this holiness or risk falling away from God and failing to see the beatific 

vision. His argument also suggests that our work in the world is to be shaped by that 

promise of future wholeness – an argument not dissimilar to Maximus’ stance that Christ’s 

promises are both ongoing and based in the future as he works to draw the cosmos into 

harmony by transfiguring it after Christ’s own image. 

The church may be shaped to envision this kind of transfiguration through participation 

in the Eucharist. Here, promise and transformation are clearly evidenced as the elements 

maintain their identity, but also become something more thanks to the presence of Christ. 

Similarly, the growing presence of Christ among his people and then in the world challenges 

us to consider that things are what they are, yet they need not remain only that.  

 
65 Graham Kings and Geoff Morgan, Offerings from Kenya to Anglicanism: Liturgical Texts and Contexts Including a 

Kenyan Service of Holy Communion (Piscataway, NJ: Gorgias Press LLC, 2009), 12. 
66 Jean-Yves Lacoste, Experience and the Absolute: Disputed Questions on the Humanity of Man, trans. Mark 

Raftery-Skehan (New York: Fordham University Press, 2004), 138, emphasis in original. 
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It is against this backdrop that Gregory of Nyssa argues our preliminary sight of the 

beatific vision in this life need not be relegated to only ecstatic and deeply theophanic 

moments. Indeed, it need not even be limited to the liturgy; the liturgy draws all things to 

Christ; the Eucharist also unleashes the Spirit to the world. For this reason, we learn to see 

Christ and the transfiguration of the cosmos, or the visio Dei, in the mundane. As we ‘see 

traces of God in the ways in which he works in the world,’ even the small things point to 

God.67 The liturgy, our discipleship, and the ascetic life serve to sharpen and train our vision 

to see God through the mundane moments of our present existence. This reciprocally 

enables us to seek Christ in our ordinary lives while also bringing our lives, work, and the 

created order as a sacrifice to God in the liturgy. Through Christ’s presence in the liturgy, in 

bread and wine, and in God’s people, comes the world’s transformation and eschatological 

salvation. 

 

Conclusion 

In his study of early Christian theology and practices, Ladner argues that the mass was 

incomparably significant for the early church. He calls the Eucharist the ‘central mystery and 

sacrament’.68 Ladner goes on to explain that the varying symbols and rituals of the liturgy all 

serve not only as an anamnesis but as ‘“living metaphors” of [Christ’s] coming, his teachings, 

and his redemptive act’.69 In significant ways, these living metaphors serve to carry the 

church into the eschaton by engaging the people with Christ’s presence in the power of the 

Holy Spirit. Such overlap narrows the distinction between past and future, bringing them 

together so that the eschatological promises are unleashed to transform our present reality. 

The liturgy also serves to redefine our human identity in Christ. This occurs through our 

union with Christ in baptism and the liturgy’s ongoing work to shape our vision and train 

our imagination. Through participation in the liturgy, believers find themselves transfigured 

towards their proper end. This shift in identity and engagement necessarily involves our 

priesthood over the creation, through which we are called to bring the material world into a 

worshipful relationship with God. Just as Israel was a nation of priests intended to bring the 

world into right relationship with God (Is. 55.5), so too the church today is meant to draw 

 
67 Boersma, “Becoming Human in the Face of God”, 138. 
68 Ladner, God, Cosmos, and Humankind, 217. 
69 Ladner, God, Cosmos, and Humankind, 217. 
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creation and humanity into harmony with Christ through a wholistic, cosmic redemption (1 

Pet. 1). 

This cosmic redemption means that the liturgy facilitates Christ’s closing the division 

between heaven and earth. Christ graciously descends to his people and draws them up into 

the ongoing worship of God, thus bridging the gap between two apparently opposite 

realities. The Orthodox liturgy proclaims this elevation of human worship and engagement 

in its preface and the Te Deum which ‘presuppose that the angels in heaven are celebrating a 

liturgy in which humans on earth can participate’.70 As Christ carries our worship into 

heaven, he transforms us so that we may work alongside him to unfold the heavenly 

kingdom in the here and now. 

Through this transformative work, which shapes the church’s daily life, the people of 

God may become a sign of what is to come. The church serves to facilitate the ingathering 

of people, creatures, and the cosmos to God so that we might join with the heavenly hosts 

who already worship in the eschatological kingdom. If we follow Pannenberg’s logic, the 

promise of participation is not relegated to the future. It may enfold our present-day with its 

power, hope, and genuine engagement with Christ despite our ongoing limitations.

 
  

 
70 Ladner, God, Cosmos, and Humankind, 222. 
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Chapter Eight 

Conclusion: No Longer Plucking Blackberries 
 

 

Introduction: The Need for Intentional Education 

I began this thesis by asking the question, ‘what is the liturgy’? I have considered many 

different aspects of the practices which we generally term ‘liturgy’ or ‘liturgical’, but I have 

given particular focus to the embodied and material components of the rituals through 

which we worship God and are formed into the people of God. Belief and particular 

understandings of the faith can be, and often are, formed through actions, speech, and the 

sanctuary’s aesthetic or structural components. This type of knowledge develops over time 

as the believer engages the liturgical structure and learns to look away from the particular 

actions and towards the object in focus – namely, Jesus Christ. 

The varying elements of liturgical services, their changes over the church calendar, and 

our ongoing engagement come together and create a way of seeing the world through Christ. 

We look away from each of these particular items – the location of the baptismal font, the 

colours on the altar, the sounds of the choir singing as we turn to face the Gospels – and we 

come to see through them towards Christ. They serve to form our vision which then shapes 

our manner of being in the world. Integration of belief often comes subconsciously through 

the body and mind as we tread the same ground through repeated practices and 

observations. Of course, it may also come as an ‘aha!’ moment, like the scientist who 

suddenly discovers the evidence which brings a theory together.  

However, despite the opportunity which the liturgy provides, simply practicing the 

rituals or ‘going through the motions’ each week is insufficient for a robust, formative 

experience. Our experiences must be interpreted, and that interpretation requires training 

and education. Just as the lab technician needs her hands guided and her early results 

explained to her, ecclesial communities need to be guided in their actions and be taught the 

parameters of the faith. In order to serve our congregations, leadership must pay careful 

attention to their particular context, be intentional about the messages conveyed through 

many mediums, and speak clearly regarding the church’s beliefs. While many frameworks for 

our beliefs and lives come through the body and are tacit, even the most embodied 

awareness still requires interpretation and guidance. We might compare this tacit knowledge 
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to an individual who may know bodily how to ride a bike and yet be unable to explain the 

physics. However, the first time they rode the bike, someone told the cyclist where to place 

their hands and feet – they were guided to the right position so that their knowledge and 

understanding could be rightly formed. In the same way, church leaders must guide believers 

so that they develop through the liturgy full, clear frameworks for understanding, and so be 

more richly embedded in the community as the people of God.  

 

Taking Stock 

More broadly, my thesis is an attempt to offer a renewed vision of Christian liturgy, its 

effects, and the way that liturgy calls us into the life of God. I have done this work by 

bringing together voices from across a range of traditions and historical eras. I engage those 

sources in conversation so as to construct a theology of liturgical formation which can 

appeal to a wide cross section of the church, though I recognize that there are certainly 

drawbacks in terms of the scope and depth of this project. 

First and foremost, I have attempted to demonstrate that the Christian liturgy is an 

epistemologically rich and valid theological enterprise, particularly through the embodied 

actions. Liturgy forms the ecclesial community to become the people of God, both within 

the confines of the service and beyond, as the church enters into the world. Significantly, I 

have argued that such formation is based in a sacramental ontology, that is, a perception of 

the world built on the belief that the universe participates in the reality of God rather than 

being separated from him If the liturgy is genuinely effective for developing our knowledge 

and vision of God, then it participates in God’s life and his self-revelation; I believe this 

implies a sacramental relationship between God and the world. This is a close and intimate 

relationship, albeit one which does not collapse the creator/creature distinction. This 

sacramental belief, I argue, requires a shift in much of our cosmology. 

Early work in my thesis included sketching the contours of this cosmology and the 

participatory nature of our lives and work. I do this largely through the lens of Oliver Davies 

and Hans Boersma, both of whom helpfully posit that the universe shares in God’s life 

through Christ the Word and the promise of God’s presence to his people. 

After discussing this cosmology and ontology, I explored why the liturgy can be 

considered a primary and comprehensive opportunity for knowing and interacting with God. 

This occurs when the liturgy and the ecclesial community are properly oriented towards 

worship of God through Christ, in the Spirit. Such formative interaction takes place through 
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both mind and body. This focus on the intersection of mind and body is a particular interest 

in my thesis. I have endeavoured to show how the material nature of the liturgy corresponds 

to our creaturely embodiment. This parallel thus serves to form the church holistically. 

Rather than placing primary or exclusive focus on the cerebral and verbally didactic work of 

the liturgy, I have attempted to show how formation of belief comes through the body. The 

knowledge which is gained through the body, our interactions with the material nature of the 

liturgy, and embodied rituals has often been overlooked. I demonstrate that such 

development is not only genuine but valid. 

Further, I have brought to the fore how the nature of the space, aesthetics, music, and 

other material concerns in the liturgy are also important aspects of formation when properly 

correlated to the faith. While I have not had the scope to treat each of these exhaustively, I 

have endeavoured to showcase their role in developing the church’s vision of Christ. 

Together, they train us to act ‘liturgically’ throughout our daily lives. These fields are often 

treated distinctly rather than addressed together. Indeed, by bringing these topics into 

conversation, I have attempted to move beyond the general western tendency towards 

dualism and the separation of mind and body. Instead, I have attempted to move towards an 

epistemology which incorporates and validates knowledge attained through the body. I have 

done this by drawing particularly on the work of Dru Johnson in theology and more broadly 

by utilising the work of Esther Lightcap Meek, Michael Polanyi, and Maurice Merleau-Ponty 

in philosophy.  

I have worked to overcome this gap between the mind and body so as to better 

consider the relationship between aesthetics and formation. Together with embodied rituals, 

communal engagement, scripted as well as extemporaneous speech, aesthetics in the church 

contribute to moulding God’s people into one body. The united components of the liturgy 

thus shape individual and communal imaginations so we can better know God and share in 

his life. I have argued that these repeated actions and the surrounding spatial or 

environmental aspects can serve to transfigure our vision, enabling us to see the world both 

in and through Christ. Further, they also prepare us to engage in the eschatological life and 

beatific vision. 

 

Looking Forward 

My hope is that the work I have done can appeal across a wide number of traditions. My aim 

is to help believers gain a wholistic understanding of the cosmos and their formation as 
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God’s people whose lives are to be lived as an act of worship, played out in the narrative of 

cosmological redemption. It is God’s creation and means of self-revelation; creation also 

provides the setting for us to relate to God within our creaturely limits most particularly 

through the space of the liturgy. I would like to see churches encourage their people to more 

deeply engage the liturgy and thus be formed by it more fully. This may involve some 

liturgical revision or simply more intentional education. Throughout my research and 

writing, I hope to have demonstrated the formative power and potential of the material and 

embodied aspects of the liturgy as it brings us into the presence of God and offers 

engagement with him in a unique manner, each week. 

 

The Liturgy’s End 

Of course, much of the liturgy’s meaning and formative power is difficult to precisely 

articulate. This is, perhaps, related to the character of our knowing tacitly. It is also a feature 

of the liturgy itself. Christian liturgy does not offer a single interpretation but is rather 

multivalent. Further, the liturgy is not merely a means to an end concerning Christian 

formation. It certainly does form the church. By re-enacting the central story of our faith each 

week, the church learns to see God, is shaped to be in his likeness, learns to envision the 

world through Christ, and seeks to act on behalf of the entire cosmos as a priestly people.  

However, while the liturgy certainly forms the people of God, it is important to 

remember that, the liturgy is ultimately an end in itself. Aidan Kavanagh gets at this in his 

article ‘Relevance and Change’ where he speaks of the nature of celebration, calling it an 

irrational but necessary end to itself. He states that, ‘one simply does not celebrate for a 

useful purpose, although celebration does indeed fulfill the useful end of keeping man sane 

and society coherent. Celebration is not productive labor … Celebration, the highest ritual 

form devised by man, is its own end; it consummates itself in the doing.’ Though to society 

and the supposedly rational world (1 Cor. 1.23) the Eucharist may appear to be a useless 

exercise, it is only because it falls into the category of celebration and those other ‘human 

acts that are so fraught with meaning they cannot be reduced to words’.1  

In the end, liturgy and its formative impacts are impossible to summarise neatly. It 

forms us in incalculable ways, drawing us to Christ at the centre of the cosmos and 

strengthening our union with him. Liturgy enables participants to see clearly and to know 

 
1 Aidan Kavanagh, ‘Relevance and Change in the Liturgy’ in Worship 45 no. 2 (1971): 70-71. 
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truly, who it is that they worship – and when, in his presence, to stop plucking blackberries 

and take off their shoes. 
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