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A Critical Challenge for Ecological 
Theology: Liturgical Renewal

H. PAUL SANTMIRE

ANEE
)1 of Theology

Following the example of Henry David Thoreau, I have become a habitual 
walker, although modestly and at some distance from Walden. I often saunter 
along the banks of the now rejuvenated Charles River. It can be an inspiring 
experience. Along the north bank where I walk, there are hidden wooded places 
where one can remove oneself, somewhat, from the urban setting. In addition to 
the ducks and the geese and the seagulls, 1 have seen loons diving and many 
moments later emerging to swallow fish in a gulp, red-tailed hawks soaring high 
above, and even, on occasion, a halcyon moment, two gracious white swans 
gliding majestically up the river. On the south bank there are many open spaces 
where on a typical summer’s evening one can walk in the midst of strollers and 
joggers and cyclists and those who have come to fish or to picnic, to play or to 
garden. Along the way, one can hear a symphony of tongues: Spanish, Russian, 
Haitian French, Vietnamese, Armenian, and English, among others. The mem­
bers of this improbable congregation are many-colored and of all ages. People 
smile at each other and give every appearance of feeling safe and being content.

My destination on many of these walks is the Episcopal monastery on the 
north side of the river, one of the homes of the Society of Saint John the 
Evangelist, which came to Boston in 1870. There, during the week and on 
special occasions like the Vigil of Easter Eve, 1 am blessed to be able to 
participate in exquisite liturgies in a gracious 1936 basilica-style chapel, whose 
monumental but elegant granite structure commands the river front at that 
point. That the chapel’s inner, mammoth wooden roof beams were once part of 
a bridge over Boston’s Mystic River only heightens my fascination with the 
charged liturgical experience that is daily birthing in its midst.

A paper delivered to the November 2002 meeting of the Society of Lutheran and 
Anglican Theologians in Toronto, drawing on the discussion of my book Nature Reborn: 
The Ecological and Cosmic Promise of Christian Theology (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2000), 
primarily chapter 6.
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For me, ever since I can remember, those three settings—the world of the loons 
and swans, the world of ordinary folk of many nations at peace, and the world 
of the community of faith gathered for its Eucharist and other rites—have always 
belonged together. For me the worlds of the still wild woods, the people’s park, 
and the quiet, songful basilica inform each other, inseparably. When I read the 
Holy Scriptures, moreover, I encounter the same kind of vision of God’s will for 
our world: nature, human community, and church in differentiated and dynamic 
harmony, with the church called to celebrate and embody the vision of shalom, 
of peace with justice, which is God’s ultimate purpose for the whole world.1 2

1 For an approach to theology and ethics shaped by this kind of eschatological vision, see 
James M. Childs, Faith, Formation, and Decision: Ethics in a Community of Promise 
(Minneapolis: Fortress, 1992).

21 first argued this point more than thirty years ago. See “The Mission of the Church: 
Reflections Along the Way,” Lutheran Quarterly 23:4 (November 1971): 366-87.

3 Compare this representative statement by Gregor T. Goethals in “Ritual: Ceremony 
and Super Sunday,” in The TV Ritual: Worship at the Video Altar (Boston: Beacon, 1981), 5: 
“Ritual action, the dramatization of a significant event, is a major means of social 
integration. At its most fundamental level, ritual is the enactment of myth. In the past, 
religious and political myths gave the members of a community a sense of their origins and 
destiny. In our present technological society, churches and synagogues often provide this 
kind of attunement to communal principles. For those who genuinely participate, the 
rituals offer occasions for identity and renewal. . . . Although the mythic and aesthetic 
forms of ritual differ from culture to culture, its function remains the same—to provide an 
immediate, direct sense of involvement with the sacred, confirming the worldview, indeed 
the very being of the participant.” The work that appears to have set the standard for all 
future discussions of the centrality of ritual in human life is Roy A. Rappaport, Ritual and 
Religion in the Making of Humanity (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999). 
Compare his summary statement concerning ritual’s function in human history: “The 
performance of more or less invariant sequences of formal acts and utterances not entirely 
encoded by the performers logically entails the establishment of convention, the sealing of 
social contract, the construction of... integrated conventional orders ... , the investment 
of whatever it encodes with morality, the construction of time and eternity: the represen­
tation of a paradigm of creation, the generation of the concept of the sacred and the 
sanctification of the conventional order . . . and the construction of orders of meaning 
transcending the semantic” (27).

4 Erik H. Erikson, “The Development of Ritualization,” in The Religious Situation: 1968,
ed. Donald R. Cutler (Boston: Beacon, 1968), 711-33.

I am well aware that that is an eschatological vision and that what I encounter 
in my walks along the Charles is only a dim reflection, at best, of God’s will for 
the world. The Charles River is by no means that ultimate Mystic River that 
flows through the City of God and for which we long when we sing, “Shall We 
Gather at the River?” I am also very much aware that even an imperfectly 
restored Charles River is today an exception compared to many rivers of the 
world, depleted or poisoned as they are; even a peaceful multiethnic, multigen- 
erational, and multi-class early evening in a riverside park today is an exception 
compared to the experience of most of the people around the globe whose early 
evenings are filled violence, strife, and hunger, that even an exquisite liturgy 
in a gracious chapel can mask much ecclesial corruption, painfully apparent 
these days to those of us who live in the Boston area.

It is critical ly important, nevertheless, for all of us to celebrate the eschatological 
vision of universal shalom and to seek by the grace of God to embody that 
promise, if that is what we are in a position to do. If we do not celebrate it, 
we are likely to lose it. This is why the theme of liturgical renewal must be 
addressed afresh in these perilous times. The walk through the liturgy must be 
at least as inspiring for us as the walk through the woods or the walk through 
the people’s park, or else the whole vision that we seek to proclaim and to 
embody will disintegrate.

Why? Because liturgy is the mode of identity'formation, of the church. To speak in 
terms of the mission of the church: the mission of the church is first and foremost 
to he the church, ritually.1 The mission of the church is not first and foremost 
ethics or evangelism or even both together. This admittedly is an un-American 
thought. In North America, mission has characteristically been interpreted 
pragmatically as the church at work in the world, witnessing to the Gospel, 
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ministering to the poor, announcing the claims of God’s justice, entering into 
struggles for the liberation of the oppressed. None of these essential patterns of 
discipleship, however, can be created or sustained ex nihilo. The doing of the 
church flows from the being of the church. The works of the church emerge from 
the grace received by the church. The life of faithful discipleship grows from the 
rich soil of faithful communal ritual. The church at work is totally dependent 
on the church at worship.

This kind of observation has been delineated by many phenomenologists of 
religion, past and present, with regard to the formative power of ritual in human 
experience generally.3 Erik Erikson, for one, argued from the perspective of 
developmental psychology that ritual is generically the human mode of identity­
formation.4 * The parent, for example, who enters the room where the infant has 
just awakened and who smiles at the infant, morning after morning, day after day, 
is engaging in a ritual that inculcates what Erikson called “basic trust.” Accord­
ing to Erikson, apart from such rituals, the infant does not develop basic trust and 
so does not appropriately enter into the processes of psychological maturization.

Likewise for the worship of the church: this is the concrete way the church 
inculcates the eschatological vision of shalom. Every Christian environmental 
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ethic, political ethic, and individual ethic—it is to be hoped that they are one 
and the same—and every evangelism initiative presuppose for better or for 
worse the generative matrix of the worship of the church.5

’Panofsky, Gothic Architecture and Scholasticism, 44-45.
8 Arthur O. Lovejoy, The Great Chain of Being: A Study of the History of an Idea (New 

York: Harper and Brothers, 1936).
’Otto von Simson, The Gothic Cathedrals: Origins of Gothic Architecture and. the Medieval 

Concept of Order, Bollingen Series 48 (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1956), 
chs. 3 and 4.

10 von Simpson, The Gothic Cathedrals, 103.
11 George Duby, The Age of the Cathedrals: Art and Society, 980-1420, trans. Eleanor 

Levieux and Barbara Thompson (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1981), 99.

It is therefore sobering indeed to realize that much of the church’s traditional 
worship—and, presumably, much of its “contemporary” worship, as well—has 
been shaped by a sometimes acosmic and hierarchical anthropocentrism, to the 
disservice of the church’s eschatological witness. I want to identify this kind of 
theological anthropocentrism now by invoking an architectural metaphor. 1 will 
speak of this historical trend in terms of the ambiguity of the Gothic spirit. Then, 
having diagnosed the ambiguity, I shall make some proposals for theological and 
liturgical change—proposals that will, I hope, be constructive.

The Ambiguity of the Gothic Spirit
Few have ever walked into a great Gothic cathedral without at first standing 

still, awestruck by the vision: the narrative richness of the towering west facade 
and its entrances, the effulgence of light everywhere inside, the soaring heights, 
the sometimes subtle, sometimes brilliant colors of the stained glass, the simple 
but often elegant contours of the high altar, and much more. To walk into 
a great Gothic cathedral is to walk into a world apart, a world of dazzling and 
overpowering beauty and sanctity.

The cathedrals were designed, indeed, to be a world apart, a world that 
luminescently, harmoniously, and powerfully proclaims the mystery of divine 
truth, insofar as that truth can be grasped by sinful mortals. Erwin Panofsky has 
instructively juxtaposed the high Gothic cathedrals with the great systematic 
and synthetic works of philosophy and theology produced by the leading 
theologians of the medieval era, the Summa, constructed by geniuses such as 
Thomas Aquinas.6 “In its imagery,” Panofsky explains, “the high Gothic cathe­
dral sought to embody the whole of Christian knowledge, theological, moral, 
natural, and historical, with everything in its place, and that which no longer 
found its place, suppressed.” Further, and again like the Summa, Panofsky argues,

5 For one suggestive and well-argued treatment of the importance of “practices,” see 
Martha Ellen Storz, “Practicing Christians: Prayer as Formation,” in The Promise of 
Lutheran Ethics, ed. Karen L. Bloomquist and John R. Stumme (Minneapolis: Fortress, 
1998), ch. 4, and also her unpublished lecture, “Discerning Practices” (

). But there are practices and there is the practice. The 
Eucharist is the practice, in my view, prima inter pares, as the ecclesial Body of Christ is the 
whole that is greater than the sum of all the individual members. When things are not right 
with this practice, everything else is at risk. More generally, see Philip H. Pfatteicher, The 
School of the Church: Worship and Christian Formation (Valley Forge, Pa.: Trinity, 1995).

www.plts.edu/- 
articles/stortz/discerning.html

Erwin Panofsky, Gothic Architecture and Scholasticism (New York: Meridian, 1957). 
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the high Gothic cathedral represented a vast, harmonious, and hierarchical 
arrangement according to a system of homologous parts and parts of parts.7

We know what that system of harmonious arrangement was. It was the 
metaphysical and metapoetic vision of the “Great Chain of Being”—identified 
classically in modern times by Arthur Lovejoy’s study with that title.8 The 
power of this vision can be illustrated with reference to the story of what was 
perhaps the single most influential Gothic structure of the medieval era, the 
abbey church of Saint Denis in France, which was envisioned in the twelfth 
century by the eminent Abbot Suger of Saint Denis.9 Suger was a champion of 
the metaphysics and the metapoetics of the “Great Chain of Being.”

The abbey of Saint Denis, according to Otto von Simson, owed its influential 
ecclesiastical position to the fact that

it preserved the relics of the saint and martyr who, in the third century, 
had converted France to Christianity and was hence revered as the 
patron of the royal house and of the realm. But this Saint Denis was held 
to be identical with an Eastern theologian who was one of the great 
mystical writers of the early Christian era and, in fact, of the Christian 
tradition.10

This Denis has come to be called—for reasons that need not concern us here— 
Pseudo-Areopagite or, more simply, Dionysius the Areopagite. With reference 
to the thought of this Dionysius, George Duby comments, “Suger designed 
St. Denis as a monument of applied theology.”11

The works of Dionysius—above all, the Celestial Hierarchy-—were available to 
Suger in translation and beloved by him. They depicted the vision of the “Great 
Chain of Being” in all its fullness. In those writings Suger found a majestic 
testimony to the effulgence of light and to both of the principles that Panovsky 
identified—a comprehensive representation of the rich and manifold fullness of 
created reality, and an arrangement that was harmonious and hierarchical.

For my present purposes, however, what is important is not the detail of the 
story of this or any particular Gothic cathedral, but what can be called the 

http://www.plts.edu/-articles/stortz/discerning.html
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Gothic spirit, which enshrined the metaphysics and the metapoetics of the 
“Great Chain of Being.” That was a vision of reality that extended from sheer 
matter or nonbeing at the nadir, through gradations of being—mineral, biologi­
cal, human, and angelic—to pure spirit or God or “the One” at the apex.

Fatefully, in this hierarchical vision the line that divided matter from spirit 
was believed to run through the human creature, who, as body, is matter, and 
who, as soul, is spirit. Some scholars have talked instructively about a “spirit­
matter dualism” in this connection. In one respect, the human creature is on the 
side of the angels; in the other, the human creature is on the side of the animals. 
What is critical for the unfolding of the vision, however, is that within the 
whole biophysical world, the human creature is the only creature with spirit. Herein 
lies the grounds for this vision’s anthropocentrism, over against the whole 
material creation. In effect, the only material creature that is finally important 
in the greater scheme of things is the human creature. In biblical imagery, 
according to this way of thinking, only Adam and Eve and their redeemed 
progeny, no other earthly creatures, have an eternal destiny.

Such is the ambiguity of the Gothic vision. In my study The Travail of Nature, 
drawing on the work of Arthur Lovejoy, I identified two fundamental metaphors 
that this hierarchical conceptuality presupposes, the metaphor of ascent and the 
metaphor of fecundity.12 When this hierarchy is viewed from below, as if one were 
standing at the base of a great mountain, the metaphor of ascent dominates. 
Here, spirituality drives the soul to ascend to the spiritual One, high above, and 
to leave the world of matter behind, as if one were climbing a mountain to 
contemplate the sun. In contrast, when the hierarchy is viewed from above, as 
if one were standing at the peak of a great mountain and surveying the 
surrounding valleys below, the metaphor of fecundity predominates. Here, 
spirituality drives the soul to contemplate and to identify itself with the 
descending of God or the One, the overflowing of the divine, to encompass and 
embrace the whole of the spiritual and material universe.

12 H. Paul Santmire, The Trenail of Nature: The Ambiguous Ecological Promise of Christian 
Theology (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1985).

13 Duby, The Age of Cathedrals, 100.
14See Santmire, The Travail of Nature, ch. 5.
15 Santmire, The Travail of Nature, ch. 6.

As Dionysius depicted the “Great Chain of Being,” more particularly, there 
were two major ontological movements in the hierarchy: first, the overflowing 
movement from God extending to the fullness of created beings below; second, 
the movement of return of the many to the One, toward union with the eternal 
world of pure spirit above. The theme of light dominated Dionysius’s two- 
movement vision, as Duby eloquently explains:

At the core of the treatise was one idea: God is light. Every creature stems 
from that initial, uncreated, creative light. Every creature receives and 
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transmits the divine illumination according to its capacity, that is, 
according to its rank in the scale of beings, according to the level at which 
God’s intentions situated it hierarchically. The universe, born of an 
irradiance, was a downward-spilling burst of luminosity, and the light 
emanating from the primal Being established every created being in its 
immutable place. But it united all beings, linking them with love, 
irrigating the entire world, establishing order and coherence within it. 
And because every object reflected light to a greater or lesser degree, the 
initial irradiance brought forth from the depths of the shadow, by means 
of a continuous chain of reflections, a contrary movement, a movement 
of reflection back toward the source of its effulgence. In this way the 
luminous act of creation brought about of itself a gradual ascension 
leading backward, step by step, to the invisible and ineffable Being from 
which all proceeds.

This vision, Duby concludes, was to be the key to Gothic art, “an art of light, 
clarity, and dazzling radiance ... and Luger's abbey church was its prototype.”13 

It was the metaphor of ascent that drove the Gothic spirit. That is indicated 
dramatically by the Gothic heights themselves, pointing to salvation above. 
The Gothic cathedral surely offered representations of the world of nature 
below, and sometimes richly. It was the second movement of the great hierar­
chical flow of reality, however, that most fascinated the theologians and the 
mystics of that era: the ascent to heaven, leaving the world of nature behind. 
The great Thomas Aquinas would leave no doubt about this ascent: salvation, 
the return of the many to the One, the ascent of souls to God, meant that nature 
as we know it, the world of trees and mountains, animals and oceans, would be 
abrogated. On the last day there will be no new creation of all things, according 
to Thomas, only spiritual beings.14

In this kind of Gothic setting, the meaning of worship could finally move only 
in one direction, to accent the ascent of the soul to God and the abandonment 
of the material world. Yes, preachers and teachers could on occasion talk about 
the glories of the material-vital creation, and poets like Dante could celebrate 
them.15 And both the mystics and the common folk of faith could see the glories 
of the creation illustrated in the cathedrals when worshipers were bathed in the 
descending light. But the Gothic spirit brought with it, of course, the fascina­
tion with the light of heaven, the eternal light of God, and of the return of the 
soul to union with the selfsame eternal light above. So, we may imagine, when 
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in the eucharistic rite the celebrant uttered phrases to the people such as “lift 
up your hearts,” both he and they knew exactly what he meant, as he stood at 
the high altar, dwarfed by the immense heights of the cathedral and defined by 
the effulgence of the light coming in from above: salvation is above, removed 
from this world of matter.

That there were a variety of other trends in medieval worship, in addition to 
the theme of ascent, can be taken for granted. Above all, the church moved 
emphatically to safeguard and, indeed, to celebrate the idea of the real presence 
of Christ in the eucharistic elements on the altar, the descent of the Savior into 
“the flesh” of the bread and the wine,16 but such emphases by no means undercut 
the dominant theology and spirituality of the Gothic era. The Eucharist in that 
epoch was nothing if it was not a means of grace by which people of faith could 
be freed for their heavenly ascent, above and beyond the world of created matter.

18 See Santmire, The Travail of Nature, ch. 8.
19 These tendencies are quite evident in the highly regarded study by Douglas Farrow, 

Ascension and Ecclesia: On the Significance of the Doctrine of the Ascension for Ecclesiology and 
Christian Cosmology (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1999).

20 Max Weber, The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, trans. Talcott Parsons with 
an introduction by Anthony Gidden, 2nd ed. (New York: Routledge, 2001).

21 On the “de-naturing” of modern Protestantism more generally, see my discussion in 
The Travail of Nature, 133-44.

If matter was thus left behind—-or below—by the dynamics of the Gothic 
spirit, that should not be taken to mean that it was of no interest to the leaders 
of the church in the Gothic era. On the contrary, the anthropocentrism of the 
Gothic spirit brought with it and probably was also fostered by a burgeoning new 
kind of cultural engagement with nature, at least in terms of scientific empiricism 
and technological mastery. This was reflected in the art of the Gothic era. “The 
emergence of Gothic art,” according to Lynn White Jr., “reflects a fundamental 
change in the European attitude toward the natural environment. Things ceased 
to be merely symbols, rebuses, Dei vestigia, and became objects interesting and 
important in themselves, quite apart from man’s spiritual needs.”17 The great 
cathedrals themselves were dramatic expressions of this new confidence in 
understanding and mastering nature.

The two trends actually appear to have been one: the spiritual rising above 
and the mundane quest for mastery below. The more the faithful aspired to 
transcend matter in order to be with God above the heavens, the more they also, 
in this era engaged themselves with the earth below as “mere matter,” as a world 
M their disposal, as an “it.” This was not yet by any means the spirit of 
dboanMion characteristic of the modern era, but undoubtedly it set in motion 
cultural and economic forces that would prepare the way for the aggressive 
scientific and technological trends of modernity.

H- w much has the Gothic spirit in worship persisted in later eras? It has surely 
persisted forcefully in those traditions whose theology and spirituality have

1 See Frank C. Senn, Christian Liturgy: Catholic and Evangelical (Minneapolis: Fortress, 
1997). ch. 7.

■' Lynn White jr. “Natural Science and Naturalistic Art in the Middle Ages,” in Religion 
and Technology: Collected Essays (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1978), 33 
(quoted by Senn, Christian Liturgy, 241).
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taken the metaphysics and the metapoetics of the “Great Chain of Being” as 
a datum of life and thought. Pierre Teilhard de Chardin, as 1 have argued 
elsewhere, stood in this tradition. He projected the same kind of spiritualizing 
picture of the end times as did Thomas Aquinas. Teilhard’s spirituality, 
likewise, was predicated on a vision of the soul’s ascent to God. Moreover, 
Teilhard celebrated human mastery over nature with what was perhaps—for 
a theologian—an unprecedented enthusiasm and confidence.18

The Gothic spirit also appears to have persisted more generally in a variety 
of Christian traditions in subsequent eras, above all in the form of the architec­
tural and spiritual emphases on the experience of the heights in worship. In many 
forms of Christian worship the language that God is high above is taken for 
granted and reinforced continually with hymns and preaching and prayers, even 
in the midst of church buildings that, externally, have little resemblance to 
historic Gothic styles. In the modern era this accent on the God above has been 
undergirded,.sometimes powerfully, in Protestant circles in particular, by some 
forms of Reformed theology, shaped by the tradition of Calvin, which have 
celebrated, even in our own time, the ascension of the risen Lord to the right 
hand of God in the heavenly heights—and, indeed, even accented the absence 
of the risen Christ in the here and now—in order to reinforce the theme of His 
heavenly sovereignty.19 This kind of theological accent on the ascension of 
Christ has, in turn, at least in its popular expressions, gone hand in hand with 
the broader cultural trend of what Max Weber called the “spirit of capitalism,” 
which was, and is, predicated on a thoroughgoing commitment to the mastery 
of nature for the sake of productivity.20 In this respect, not without some 
historical irony, modern Protestantism has tended to be the captive of the 
traditional Gothic spirit—though doubtless in ways that most Protestants 
themselves have little understood.21

Pervasive as the Gothic spirit may or may not be in our time, however, it is 
necessary for us to be on our guard against it, wherever signs of it appear. 
Otherwise, this spiritualizing, anthropocentric liturgical milieu will continue 
to inculcate in the faithful habits of thought and action that presuppose the 
inferiority and, often, the final annihilation of the material world that, in turn, 
validate the this-worldly legitimacy of the aggressive mastery of nature.



432 H. PAUL SANTMIRE

The Promise of “God with Us”
Given the influence of the Gothic spirit, both direct and indirect, on the 

practice of worship in the Christian churches ever since the founding era of the 
great Gothic cathedrals, it will be instructive to turn to a very different kind of 
theological thinker, one who took issue with the conceptuality of the “Great 
Chain of Being,” Martin Luther. Luther also took passionate issue with the 
whole idea of the ascent of the soul to God. Rather, for Luther, God is always 
“God with us,” immanent in our world, immediately active in the world of 
creation where we live, on our level. More particularly, for Luther, God is always 
“God with us”—Immanuel—in the person of the Savior, the Word of God 
incarnate, Jesus Christ. The whole of Luther’s theology in this respect might be 
read as a commentary on the words of the prophet Jeremiah: “Am I a God near 
by, says the Lord, and not a God far off?... Do I not fill heaven and earth? says 
the Lord” (Jer. 23:23).

Luther, in effect, canceled the second movement depicted by the “Great Chain of 
Being" conceptuality in its Dionysian form, the return of the spiritual creatures to 
God. For Luther, by contrast, the Creator is continually overflowing into the 
created world. The Creator is “in, with, and under” all things, immediately 
present, not high and lifted up at the apex of some grand hierarchy, far removed 
from this world:

It is God who creates, effects, and preserves all things through his 
almighty power and right hand, as our Creed confesses. For he dispatches 
no officials or angels when he creates or preserves something, but all this 
is the work of the divine power itself. If he is to create it or preserve it, 
however, he must be present and must make and preserve his creation 
both in its innermost and outermost aspects.22

22 Martin Luther, "That These Words of Christ, This is My Body,’ etc., Still Stand Firm 
Against the Fanatics,” trans- Robert H. Fischer, m Luther’s Works, ed. Helmut Lehmann, vol. 
37 (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1961), 57-58. Also see Santmire, The Travail of Nature, ch. 7.

23 Martin Luther, Werke (Weimar), 23:134.34-136.36, quoted by Heinrich Bornkamin, 
Luther’s World of Thought, trans. Martin Bertram (St. Louis: Concordia, 1958), 189.

24 Robert W. Jenson, Visible Words: The Practice and Interpretation of Christian Sacraments 
(Minneapolis: Augsburg, 1978).

251 have developed the rudiments of a “cosmic Christology ” in my book Nature Reborn: The 
Ecological and Cosmic Promise of Christian Theology (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2000), ch. 4, 
drawing on the thought of Pierre Teilhard de Chardin, appropriately revised in order to 
factor out his dominating anthropocentrism and his heavy accent on the mastery of nature.

For Luther, likewise, the Redeemer is continually overflowing, as the risen and 
ascended Lord, into the whole created world. In this respect, as in every other 
for Luther, the Creator and the Redeemer are one. In this respect also, for 
Luther, the metaphor of fecundity shapes everything else, his thought both 
about creation and about redemption.

On the other hand, in Luther’s view, how much the Creator is known, and 
how much the Redeemer is known, in, with, and under all things, on the other 
hand, is another matter. Luther sometimes offered differing responses to such 
epistemological questions. That God is with us, however, immediately and 
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intimately and overpoweringly with us, both as Creator and as Redeemer, of 
that, for Luther, there can be no doubt. This is a typical utterance:

God is substantially present everywhere, in and through all creatures, in 
all their parts and places, so that the world is full of God and he fills all, 
but without His being encompassed and surrounded by it. He is at the 
same time outside and above all creatures. These are all exceedingly 
incomprehensible matters; yet they are articles of our faith and are 
attended clearly and mightily in Holy Writ.23

Luther’s approach to worship can be described in similar terms. Call it the liturgy 
of “God with us.” In this respect Luther’s understanding of the sacraments of the 
church, baptism and Eucharist, is especially revealing and therefore especially 
helpful for our own explorations.

To this end, two historical clarifications are necessary. The first is this: since 
the time of Augustine, a variety of theologians adopted his affirmation that the 
sacraments are “visible words.” They did this for typically sound theological 
reasons, particularly in the context of post-Augustinian Reformation theology. 
To view the sacraments in this way appealed to many as a particularly congenial 
way to support Luther’s approach to the sacraments, which was shaped by his 
theology of the Word. Robert Jenson has, therefore, titled his highly regarded 
study of the sacraments, Visible Words, with substantive as well as historical 
appropriateness.24

When we speak of “visible words” in this way, it is important to recall which 
“Word” we are identifying. We are identifying the Word of God-with-us, God in 
the flesh in Jesus Christ. This is, moreover, the selfsame Christ proclaimed by the 
Pauline writer of Colossians, the One “in whom all things consist” (Col. 1:17), 
who makes peace with all things “through the blood of his cross” (Col. 1:20). 
This is the cosmic Christ, who is the inaugurator of the new creation, who draws 
all things to Himself, restoring everyone to a right relationship to the Father and 
to the Father’s plan to unite all things in Him.25

All too often, however, the idea that the sacraments are visible words has been 
taken, by default if not consciously, in a different sense, to mean the proclamation 
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of the Word of doctrine rather than the mediation of the Word made flesh. That 
critical shift of sense appears to have been already underway in the sixteenth 
century in the appropriation of Martin Luther’s sacramental theology by his 
ardent champion, Philipp Melanchthon. As a result, for some Christian tradi­
tions, the sacraments have tended to become illustrations of an idea, dispensations 
announcing the unmerited grace of God but understood, nevertheless, as 
instituted by God for the sake of simple, even illiterate souls in order to teach 
them about what God has revealed more directly in His written or proclaimed 
Word, in immediate revelations to the soul, or by the dogmatic authority of the 
church. Against such an entirely inadequate view, we must state resolutely and 
affirmatively that the sacraments of baptism and Eucharist, as “visible words,” are 
indeed sacraments of the real presence of the cosmic Word made flesh.

The second clarification has to do with what might sound like an arcane point 
in sacramental theology, but it is not. It goes directly to the heart of the matter. 
We must question those theologians who minimize Luther’s theology of the 
ubiquity of the risen and ascended Christ. This teaching has been something of an 
embarrassment even to the most enthusiastic of Luther’s followers, and it has 
scandalized others.26

“Among Luther’s many critics in this regard, perhaps the most influential has been 
Thomas F. Torrance. See especially his study Space, Time, and Resurrection (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1976). Although Torrance distinguished himself as an interpreter of Reforma­
tion theology in other contexts, his treatment of Luther’s view of ubiquity in this volume 
and elsewhere in his own writings generally shows a remarkable lack of attention to the 
details of Luther’s thought, resulting in interpretations that are frequently misleading if not 
altogether inaccurate. This is a critique, however, that cannot be documented and 
discussed here, although I plan to return to it in an article now in preparation.

27 Karl Barth attempted to go beyond the d ispute between Lutheran theologians on the one 
hand, who affirmed, as Luther did, that the right hand of God is everywhere, and hence that
the ascended Christ is everywhere, and the Calvinist theologians on the other, who affirmed,

To those theologians who pass by Luther’s teaching about the ubiquity of the 
risen and ascended Christ with a respectful silence, as well as to those who reject 
this teaching out of hand, we must ask, Do you understand Luther’s theology of 
the immanence of God in the creation in the first place? Luther has a highly 
sophisticated rendering of the divine immanence in the whole creation, in 
dialectical terms, by means of his maximization of spatial pronouns—as evi­
denced, for example, in the often-cited phrase about God’s presence being “in, 
with, and under.”

Further, Luther understands space paradoxically: first and foremost as God’s 
space, a theological fundamental that Karl Barth may well have learned from 
Luther even as Barth was at the same time rejecting Luther’s sacramental 
theology in other ways.27 Luther’s theological depiction of space is first and 
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foremost a description of God’s inscrutable space, then the world’s. So Luther 
can readily suggest that the whole of the Godhead is present in the baby on 
Mary’s lap. He can make the same affirmation about a grain of wheat! God’s 
space is not limited by the space of this world. On the contrary, God’s space 
dwarfs, indwells, overwhelms, and embraces the space of this world:

For how can reason tolerate it that the Divine majesty is so small that it 
can be substantially present in a grain, on a grain, over a grain, through 
a grain, within and without, and that, although it is a single Majesty, it 
nevertheless is entirely in each grain separately, no matter how immea­
surably numerous these grains may be?... And that the same Majesty is 
so large that neither this world nor a thousand worlds can encompass it 
and say: “Behold, there it is!” . . . His own divine essence can be in all 
creatures collectively and in each one individually more profoundly, 
more intimately, more present than the creature is in itself; yet it can be 
encompassed nowhere and by no one. It encompasses all things and 
dwells in all, but not one thing encompasses it and dwells in it.28

When Luther states, moreover, concerning the ascension, of the risen Lord to 
the right hand of the Father, that “the right hand of God is everywhere” (dextera

following Calvin, that the right hand of God, where the ascended Christ resides, is a “local 
presence.” See Barth, Church Dogmatics, vol. 2: The Doctrine of God, ed. G. W. Bromiley and 
T. F. Torrance (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1957), 489-90, where Barth invokes what might 
be thought of as his t heocentric view of space: “If God’s presence in Jesus Christ is God’s proper 
presence in the world, and we are therefore to understand that in Jesus Christ the space of 
God Himself (in the strictest original sense of the concept, the throne of God) has become 
identical with creaturely human space, then it is at once apparent (as the Reformed saw 
against the Lutherans) that both the corporeality of the historical and exalted Jesus Christ 
and also the right hand of God as His place must have a definiteness and distinctiveness from 
other spaces, and this must not be denied for the sake of the truth of Jesus Christ’s humanity. 
But it is also apparent (as the Lutherans saw against the Reformed) that there is not only an 
omnipresence of Jesus Christ in accordance with His divinity. There is also a human 
corporeal omnipresence of Jesus Christ. In virtue of the proper and original presence of God 
on His supra-heavenly throne, in which in Jesus Christ even human nature in its corporeality 
has a part, there does exist also a relative but real presence of God on His supra-heavenly 
throne, in which in Jesus Christ even human nature in its corporeality has a part, there does 
exist also a relative but real presence in the world (both in particular and in general), not 
only of God, but also of man united with God in Jesus Christ.” What Barth does with the 
theme of the ubiquity of Jesus Christ, particularly with regard to the theology of nature is 
something else. Compare my unpublished doctoral dissertation, Creation arid Nature: 
A Study of the Doctrine of Nature with Special Attention to Karl Barth's Doctrine of Creation 
(Th.D. dissertation, Harvard University, 1966).

“Luther, “That These Words of Christ,” 57-58.
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Dei ubique est), the reformer is merely (!) giving his rich theology of the divine 
immanence what is for him an appropriate christological concreteness. Since 
God the Father, for Luther, is, as a matter of course, “in, with, and under” all 
things, so is the ascended Son of God. This christological qualification of the 
divine immanence then makes it possible for Luther to carry through his 
program of accenting the descent of the God, who is our Immanuel, with 
specific reference to sacramental theology. For Luther, the same God who was 
and is in, with, and under all things—finitum capax infinitum—is also fully 
present in the child on the lap of Mary, and therefore also fully present in the 
waters of baptism and in the bread and the wine of the Eucharist, and so known 
by the faithful, whenever those sacraments are administered according to the 
self-same cosmic Word.

Why, then, we must ask theologians who back away from this cosmic theology 
of Luther, are you so embarrassed or even scandalized by the doctrine of the 
ubiquity of the risen Christ? Is not the risen Christ, who, as Paul teaches, reigns 
throughout the cosmos (1 Cor. 15; Col. 1), really present at any time and any 
place in baptism and Eucharist? Is Christ not really present, as promised, 
wherever two or three are gathered in his name? And is this not the same Christ 
who appeared visibly to Mary Magdalen at the tomb and to Thomas behind 
closed doors? According to Luther, the faithful do not have to ascend to God 
in any fundamental sense in order to commune with Christ. The Holy Spirit, 
according to Luther, mediates the ascended Christ to believers, here and now 
on our level, and does not need to lift the believer up to the heavens in order 
to be with some distant, heavenly Christ.

In light of these considerations, the burden of theological proof would seem 
to rest on the shoulders of those who would minimize or reject Luther’s theology 
of the ubiquity of the risen and ascended Christ. In this respect, as in many 
others, Luther’s theological affirmations seem to have been not only appropri­
ate but also commendable interpretations of the witness of Holy Scripture. In 
making those affirmations, Luther in effect transvalued the Gothic spirit. For 
Luther, with respect to creation and redemption, and in particular with respect 
to worship, descent (not ascent) is the image that shapes every theological affirmation 
from beginning to end.

It remains, then, to explore the connections between this theology of the 
cosmic Word made flesh, the descending Son of God, and the liturgical praxis 
of baptism and Eucharist.

The Cosmic Meanings of Baptism and Eucharist
The ancient church testified to the cosmic meanings of baptism in numerous 

ways, especially in the architecture of baptisteries. Often those freestanding 
structures were designed to image-forth the whole cosmos with domed ceilings, 
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for example, representing the heavens. Their octagonal shapes, moreover, told 
the story of the universal history of salvation, for all who had eyes to see. The 
“eighth day” of creation was, for the ancient Christian mind, the day of the 
resurrection, the restoration and perfection of the whole creation, first shaped 
by the Creator through a history of seven days. Recent church architecture has 
tended, properly, to move in the direction of restoring that kind of cosmic 
symbolism for the baptismal font, through the introduction of living waters, by 
the incorporation of cosmic imagery on the font and its setting, and by the 
placement of fonts near or at the center of the public liturgical action. Generally, 
nonetheless, we seem not to have made the most of these suggestive architectural 
expressions, as we might have done had we been more architecturally consistent.

In spite of this shortcoming, what cannot be accomplished in structures that 
cannot be rebuilt, or incorporated in new structures, for all manner of architec­
tural or financial reasons, can surely be accomplished in the baptismal rite 
itself—with the ample use of water, with a baptismal prayer of cosmic ampli­
tude, and with other appropriate liturgical enactments, such as enhanced 
musical settings.

The celebratory baptismal prayer offered in The Lutheran Book of Worship 
offers one good verbal expression of these ritual meanings. Notwithstanding 
certain limitations, in particular its muted eschatological witness, this is 
a powerfully suggestive cosmic prayer. It celebrates “the mighty acts of God” in 
creation, redemption, and consummation, culminating with its—understated, 
but evident—witness to the gloriously universal kingdom of God that is yet to 
be fully realized. Sadly, anecdotal evidence suggests that even in congregations 
that do have access to baptismal prayers of such cosmic plenitude, their use is 
minimized, often for reasons of “saving time.” Thereby the saving acts of the 
One who has saved all of time is minimized and marginalized in favor of 
nontheological and utterly mundane concerns.

Would that the church of our time could hearken back to the days of the great 
bronze-based pools of water placed centrally in the ancient temple precincts of 
the Hebrew people, where issues of chaos and cosmos, nonbeing and being, death 
and life, were evidently at stake! Would that the church could designate 
creatively envisioned architectural baptismal spaces akin to the freestanding 
baptisteries of old that were shaped and permeated by cosmic symbolism! Would 
that church musicians today could be encouraged to create dramatic works for 
the sake of baptismal liturgies, giving expression to the cosmic plenitude of the 
death and resurrection of Christ: works that tell of cacophonic thunder and 
lightning, reminiscent of Psalm 29, and also of the halcyon harmonies of the 
whole creation, reminiscent of Psalm 104! Would that priests and pastors could 
have the liturgical imagination to find ways to draw on such creations in order 
to enhance baptismal liturgies precisely for the sake of saving time!


