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Von Balthasar^ Way 
from Doxology to Theology 

Abstract: Hans Urs von Balthasar^ proposal that aesthetics ought to be returned 
to its place of primacy in Christian theology is central to his overall project to 
revive a vision of theology as intellectual reflection deeply rooted in the church's 
life of prayer and spirituality. He argues for reintegrating aesthetics into theol
ogy because he believes that failing to do so would mean failing to understand 
and attain the existential disposition and spiritual posture required for knowing 
God in the only way God can possibly be known, namely, as self-giving love 
offered in the gifts, of creation and the Incarnation. 

Why Join Aesthetics and Theology? 
No one has done more in contemporary theology to create a renewed appreci
ation for the role of beauty in Christian theology than the Swiss Catholic 
scholar Hans Urs von Balthasar (1905-1988). Yet his central intellectual pro
posal that aesthetics ought to be returned to its place of primacy in Christian 
theology is frequently misunderstood. This proposal strikes some ears as a call 
for a revival of Christianity's historical practices of patronizing the arts and 
filling its churches and museums with statues and paintings. Some hear it as a 
rallying cry for a restoration of the more ornate, poetic, and high-culture litur
gical styles of previous eras. Still others think von Balthasar is advocating a 
pietistic and romantic assault on the use of reason in theology. Unfortunately, 
these readings do more to distort what is truly at the heart of his proposal about 
the place of aesthetics in theology than they do to help us understand it. 

A better way to approach his project in theological aesthetics would be to 
begin by noting that he can be quite negative about how sacred art has some
times functioned in Christianity. For example, he expresses sympathy for 
some of the anti-Nestorian motives behind Byzantine iconoclasm.1 Moreover, 
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1. Balthasar, The Glory of the Lord: A Theological Aesthetics, vol. I, Seeing the Form (San 
Francisco: Ignatius, 1982), 41. 
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he sometimes reminds his readers that "beauty" is not a word commonly used 
in the Bible for God. The Old Testament's "Suffering Servant" prophecy in 
Isaiah speaks only of "beauty" in order to deny that it could apply to the Ser
vant of Yahweh, and in the New Testament Paul makes a similar argument 
about Christ.2 Von Balthasar also has a strong affinity for those who ask ques
tions about whether it is unseemly in a fallen world saturated with ugliness, 
pain, and suffering to indulge in abstract intellectual reflection on the meaning 
of beauty. He greatly respects too the concerns of those who, like Luther and 
Kierkegaard, wonder how a religion centered on the cross and the difficult eth
ical commitments of faith can let itself be distracted by merely pretty things 
and the dissolute way of being in the world they can inspire. 

Of course, sympathy with such concerns and acquiescence to all the conclu
sions of those who hold them are not the same. Von Balthasar insists that as 
valuable as these questions and concerns may be, they must not prevent us from 
reintroducing aesthetics into theology. The real issue is not whether beauty and 
theology should be reunited, but rather what we mean by the words "theology" 
and "beauty" in the first place and what rules we will follow when reintegrat
ing them. If theology means nothing but abstract propositions about God's truth 
presented to the intellect for its purely cognitive assent, then there is no rea
son for a theology of God's beauty. For von Balthasar, subverting this quasi-
rationalist obsession with proving and explaining God is the whole point of 
reintegrating aesthetics into theology. It would not help theology much either 
to speak of beauty in purely theoretical terms, which would simply result in 
changing abstract theological rationalism into a theological aestheticism that 
asserts pious-sounding propositions about God's beauty. The last thing Chris
tianity needs, von Balthasar might say, is yet another doctrinal system of airy 
speculations, even if it purports to inform our heads about the existence of some 
wispy, sickly ghost called Lord Beauty. 

If, however, theology is properly understood in its biblical and traditional 
sense as reflection directly and deeply rooted in the church's life of prayer and 
spirituality, then it is clear that one cannot truthfully speak of the glorious rev
elation of God's love in salvation history without the aid of a genuine aesthet
ics. The people who invented and developed the best Christian theology in the 
patristic and medieval eras knew this well, von Balthasar believed. This clas
sical Christian understanding of theology as reflection on humanity's existen
tial, worshipful engagement with God's love must be retrieved if we are to 
come to a renewed appreciation of why theology must learn to speak truthfully 
of the beautiful if it wants to speak truthfully about revelation. Von Balthasar 
argues so forcefully for reintegrating beauty into theology because he believes 
that failing to do so would mean failing to understand and attain the existen
tial disposition and spiritual posture required for knowing God in the only way 

2. Balthasar, "Revelation and the Beautiful" in Explorations in Theology, vol. 1: The Word 
Made Flesh (San Francisco: Ignatius, 1989), 113. 
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God can possibly be known, namely, as self-giving love offered in the gift of 
creation and, ultimately, in the gift of the Incarnation. Attaining this under
standing requires a love for creation and a willingness to participate in the 
Incarnation and the Paschal Mystery with the whole of one's being—heart, 
will, and mind. Von Balthasar views this understanding as doxology, and he is 
convinced that it and it alone is the only path to true theology. 

Theological Aesthetics against 
Dogmatism and Aestheticism 

The French Jesuit Henri de Lubac (1896-1991) was one of the most formative 
influences on von Balthasare understanding of what theology should be. 
Much of de Lubac's early intellectual career was occupied with arguing that 
the highly intellectual systems of neoscholastic theology that dominated 
Catholicism in the late nineteenth and first half of the twentieth centuries were 
insufficiently attuned to the mystery of God's love. For too long, de Lubac 
complained in 1942, men who "know their theology" have treated God and the 
truths of revelation reductively on the careless assumption that God's love 
could be approached like the truths of any other science. De Lubac railed 
against theologians who indulged in the delusion they were "specialists" in 
God in the same way scientists and mathematicians could be specialists in 
"chemistry or trigonometry . . . as if [revelation] could be reduced to some 
series of statements!"3 Von Balthasar entirely shares this perspective. He com
plains of an ecclesiastical rigidity in which "not only the faith but the heart, 
too, is wrapped up in a spiritless, conscientious and ultimately Pharisaical 
practice, a religion of dogmas and an enthusiasm for dogmas (the more that 
are defined, the better), a zeal for everything that can be seen, that is limited, 
calculable, controlled."4 Certainly such complaints should not be taken to 
mean that von Balthasar disdains dogmatic theology and scholasticism's con
ceptual precision in theological reflection. The object of his scorn is "spirit
less" dogmatism and heartless, bloodless abstractions that deal with the truths 
of God with a distanced and sterile attitude. Too often Christian theologians 
are tempted to treat the free God of life as a lofty idea captured in their con
ceptual systems. In this way they can safely maintain, and unfortunately per
petuate, a closed spiritual posture. 

This is not how the greatest theologians and shapers of Christian doctrine 
treated God. Theology in the classical tradition, von Balthasar maintains, "has 
always been, at its height, a spiritual activity."5 The "separation of theology 

3. Henri de Lubac, "Internal Causes of the Weakening and Disappearance of the Sense of the 
Sacred," in Theology in History (San Francisco: Ignatius, 1996), 233-34. 

4. Balthasar, "Through Closed Doors," in Explorations in Theology, vol. 3, Creator Spirit (San 
Francisco: Ignatius, 1993), 502. 

5. Balthasar, "Revelation and the Beautiful," in Explorations in Theology, 1:121. 
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and spirituality" in much of modern theology "was quite unknown to the great 
pre-modern Christian theologians, most of whom were great saints and mys
tics who saw no dichotomy in their theology between doctrine and spiritual
ity."6 They were united in their view that Christian intellectual reflection must 
start with the beauty of the Word incarnate, crucified, and resurrected. Because 
this beauty fulfills and surpasses all purely inner-worldly forms of beauty, von 
Balthasar argues, it ought to be designated by the term "glory," which he con
siders the biblical superlative for signifying that God's beauty exceeds in emi
nence and grandeur all finite forms of creaturely beauty. Theology begins 
therefore in doxology, and only from within the posture of worship does it 
seek to understand the revealed glory of God through an active faith that inte
grates goodness with truth, moral decision with rational thought. 

Von Balthasar finds a close analogy, therefore, between the receptive exis
tential disposition required to perceive worldly beauty and the receptive spir
itual posture necessary to encounter God's love. Precisely because he sees this 
strong similarity, however, he thinks it essential to be precise when treating 
their relationship. Integration must result in fidelity, not falsification of either 
worldly or divine beauty. He terms the healthy, traditionjil integration of aes
thetics and theology "theological aesthetics," but he terms unhealthy modern 
attempts at integration "aesthetic theology."7 Aesthetic theology presupposes 
an existential disposition that is fundamentally at odds with Christian spiritu
ality and hence too is at odds with the authentic meaning of the beautiful. Aes
thetic theology perverts the meaning of beauty because it fundamentally lacks 
a genuine Christian spirituality. It operates with an anxious existential dispo
sition that fears the dark, chaotic, and deathly sides of existence. If an effort to 
persuade itself the world is pretty, sweet, and utterly safe and secure, it turns 
away from biblical revelation to invent some sterile conceptual understanding 
of beauty, which it then projects onto its happy, smiling God. Life is beautiful 
because God is beautiful, and God is beautiful because life is beautiful, and so 
on in a self-tranquilizing loop. In a way analogous to dogmatism's evasion of 
the mysterious reality of God, such "aestheticism" yields a closed spiritual 
posture that has more to do with self-deception than it does with God or real 
beauty. All of its fine theories amount to nothing but a "prettifying excuse" that 
is guilty of evading the mysterious reality of life and the ethical seriousness 
required by our existential situation.8 Von Balthasar severely faults this under
standing of beauty because it seeks to "exclude the element of the ugly, of the 
tragically fragmented, of the demonic," rather than coming to terms with them 
in a healthy faithful spirituality. He declares, "Every aesthetic which simply 
seeks to ignore the nocturnal sides of existence can itself from the outset be 

6. Balthasar, "Theology and Sanctity," in Explorations in Theology, 1:182-83. 
7. See Balthasar, Glory of the Lord, 1:79-117. 
8. Balthasar, Theo-Drama: Theological Dramatic Theory, vol. 2, The Dramatis Personae: Man 

in God (San Francisco: Ignatius, 1990), 31. 
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ignored as a sort of aestheticism."9 Aesthetic theology cannot count as prop
erly aesthetic because of its existential anxiety, and it cannot count as properly 
theological because its preference for purely human-made palliative "truths" 
makes it incapable of understanding or obeying God the Redeemer. 

By contrast, theological aesthetics learns what God's beauty truly and fully 
is from its serenely courageous openness to what revelation shows to be real: 

Christianity encourages us to maintain in the human a "serene courage" 
{gleichen Mut], which is the root meaning of the word for indifference 
[Gleich-mut], a courage in the face of all that God has disposed, even the 
most difficult and contrary. And for a Christian this course Will consist, 
not in dulling oneself against such harsh realities, but in enduring and sur
viving them, acknowledging how real the fear, the disgust, and the wari
ness are that are inherent in these realities. Things scarcely possible to 
accomplish now become possible for the Christian.10 

Theological aesthetics, therefore, is always focused on the cross and refuses 
either to deny the ugly its place in a theology of God's beauty or abstractly 
explain the ugly away by conceptually identifying it as merely an illusion 
compared with the beauty of God. Von Balthasare point is certainly not that 
there is a dark side to God, as Carl Jung and other gnostic thinkers have 
argued. His point is that humans cannot understand the revelation of God in 
Christ unless they face honestly and feel deeply the painful situation of sin and 
evil that Christ redeems by his cross and resurrection. Quoting Karl Barth, von 
Balthasar writes, "The beauty of God'" in the 'beauty of Jesus Christ' appears 
therefore precisely in the crucified, but the crucified, precisely as such, is the 
one risen: 'in this self-disclosure, God's beauty embraces death as well as life, 
fear as well as joy, that which we would call ugly, as well as that which we 
would call beautiful.'"11 

Because "the beauty of Jesus Christ" embraces life and death, joy and fear, 
the beautiful and the ugly, a theological aesthetics must embrace them too; 
hence, it cannot allow itself to become an "aesthetic theology," which is really 
nothing but detached rationalism disguised as interest in the beautiful. Like 
theological dogmatism, aesthetic theology always has all the answers and 
hence licenses itself to float free above the vicissitudes, tragedies, and con
fusions of ordinary human life. Genuine theological aesthetics, on the other 
hand, is committed above all to historical realism and therefore respects the 
given realities of tragedy, ugliness, and death in its reflections without specu
latively unifying contrasting opposites into an overall total form that allows 
for an inevitable happy ending. In theological aesthetics, beauty will be known 
only by living through the vicissitudes, tragedies, and confusions of life, or it 

9. Balthasar, Glory of the Lord, 1:460. 
10. Balthasar, Epilogue (San Francisco: Ignatius, 2004), 37. 
11. Balthasar, The Glory of the Lord: A Theological Aesthetics, vol. 7, The New Covenant (San 

Francisco: Ignatius, 1989), 22. 
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will not be known at all. The issue for von Balthasar is whether the dark ele
ments of life will be accepted as real and lived with existential seriousness, 
or whether they will be rendered mere illusion by speculative theories con
structed to hide from ourselves the reality of the world's suffering. Theologi
cal aesthetics, therefore, unites an authentic Christian spirituality centered on 
the Paschal Mystery with an existential disposition of serenely courageous 
receptivity to the real. 

Receptivity to Beauty as Unique Existential 
Disposition ana Spiritual Posture 

For von Balthasar, therefore, aesthetics will be relevant to theology only if it 
is understood as a discourse about the existential disposition and spiritual pos
ture appropriate for responding to those realities in life that show themselves 
to us not only as beautiful, profoundly rich mysteries to be lovingly embraced 
but also as crosses to be carried. An aesthetic dynamic of showing and seeing, 
speaking and listening, giving and receiving is built into all dimensions of the 
created order by the Creator. It is fundamental to all von Balthasare arguments 
about the place of beauty in theology that this natural aesthetic dynamic is 
assumed, healed, and perfected by grace, particularly the grace of the Incarna
tion and Paschal Mystery. Unless we understand the natural dynamism of the 
beautiful, he is convinced, we will not attain genuinely spiritual knowledge of 
the created order, a lack that will then make it impossible to understand God's 
revelation in the Incarnation. 

"Every worldly being is epiphanic," von Balthasar explains.12 All things in 
creation can be epiphanic in a twofold sense: They can reveal the Being of the 
created world, the beautiful light in which all things show themselves to us as 
fascinating, mysterious, and worthy of exploration; they can reveal God the 
Creator, the glorious light in which all things show themselves as inherently 
good, mysterious, and worthy of redemptive love. Ultimately, both senses are 
united in von Balthasare theological aesthetics because, following classic 
Thomist Catholic thinking, he believes grace presupposes nature and works 
within it to bring it to its perfection. Let us begin by focusing on the first sense, 
however, which is the creaturely foundation for the second, more strictly 
sacramental sense. 

For those with the proper existential disposition and spiritual posture, von 
Balthasar argues, all natural realities have an outward form that is the unique 
expression of both its creaturely essence and its mysterious "innerness."13 This 
means that all earthly creatures, whether they are inanimate objects, plants, 
animals, or humans, speak to us of their own essence and spiritual identity. The 
outward form of a thing or person is its unique voice—a voice that can be 

12. Balthasar, Epilogue, 59. 
13. Ibid., 51. 
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silent or audible—that reveals the truth of its own reality and its place in real
ity as a whole. Von Balthasare thinking in all this closely follows Wolfgang 
von Goethe's (1749-1832) theory of natural forms, which Goethe worked out 
partly in reaction against the calculating, detached, analytical, approach to real
ity exemplified by Newtonian science and Kantian philosophy. With Goethe, 
von Balthasar believes that there is a polar unity of outward expression and 
inward spiritual truth in all things and persons, and the task of understanding 
requires engaged, open receptivity to what is being said by the object.14 Those 
with a "trained eye" see all things and persons are self-interpreting; those 
who are attentive and provide a space in themselves for the communicative, 
self-interpreting message of natural forms will hear and understand what 
they say about themselves from within their truest depths.15 Generally the self-
interpreting message is a revelation of the form's place in an organic network, 
its mode of dwelling in a holistic, symbiotic cosmos. Another message commu
nicated by self-interpreting forms is the holistic unity of the outward form and 
the spiritual reality within; when forms speak they tell us that they are a unified 
whole and that only those who are attentive to the whole form can know its 
inner spirit. Von Balthasar quotes Goethe's description of this as 

Letting what is solid dissolve in spirit, 
As it keeps solid what is born of spirit.16 

This is why Goethe found Newton's atomistic analytical eye so objectionable: 
It silenced the most important messages living forms have to communicate 
about themselves. Contrary to the Newtonian existential posture, Goethe's 
stressed the necessity of listening to forms speak and allowing them to teach 
us what they are and how they dwell in their world. 

Obviously the Goethean sacramental sensibility is not common. As the ref
erences to the "trained eye," listening, attentiveness, and receptivity suggest, 
seeing forms with a genuinely spiritual knowledge requires a special aptitude 
for attunement and discernment. Perceiving the unity of the exoteric and eso
teric in reality is a learned skill, but, like language itself, it is a skill humans 
were created with the capacity to learn. And God designed the creation at all 
its levels to teach this skill by enabling all its natural forms to be vessels of 
spiritual light capable of drawing those with attentive eyes and listening hearts 
into deeper and deeper engagement with their beauty. Von Balthasar speaks of 
this as "the mysterious character inherent in the knowable."17 The mysterious-
ness of things and human persons lies in the fact that in the dynamic of self-
expression they simultaneously reveal and conceal themselves. In showing, 

14. See Balthasar, The Glory of the Lord: A Theological Aesthetics, vol. 5, The Realm of Meta
physics in the Modern Age (San Francisco: Ignatius, 1991), 339-86. 

15. Balthasar, Epilogue, 60. 
16. Ibid., 63. 
17. Balthasar, Theo-logie: Theological Logical Theory, vol. 1, The Truth of the World (San 

Francisco: Ignatius, 2000), 17. 
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saying, and giving themselves, they also communicate that there is a depth that 
is not shown, said, or given. 

"By the very fact of appearing, the other is illuminated," says von Bal
thasar, "but the eye of the spirit knows the light without seeing the sun that 
shines."18 Yet in knowing the other—seeing its form—one is made aware of 
the sun that shines within and thereby becomes captivated with a desire to see 
more, know more, and learn more about this sun through the mediation of the 
form. Von Balthasar even goes so far as to speak of the knower being "initi
ated . . . into the mysteries of the object; it [the knower] explicitly lays hold 
only of a fraction of the object's depth and richness, albeit with the promise of 
further initiation to come."19 Von Balthasar does not hesitate to call the accept
ance of this initiation and the welcoming of its promise "love." A natural form 
therefore is "beautiful" insofar as it radiates from within its external pattern an 
ever more alluring spiritual light that inspires ever greater fascination with 
both its surface and its depth. Being captivated by the ever more lovely sur
face form and its ever more fascinating mysterious depths encapsulates the 
most basic meaning of the aesthetic. This point is so central in von Balthasare 
thought that it merits underlining: The beauty of things and persons is not only 
due to the alluring, mysterious spiritual sun within them but also to the fasci
nating and unique process by which each particular form, to borrow Goethe's 
words, dissolves spirit into what is solid while keeping solid what is born of 
spirit. There is, von Balthasar explains, a "grace" in experiencing the world in 
this way, and those who see it with an aesthetic eye have an implicit under
standing of the mystery of the Creator God who dwells in all things. 

In revealing its own particular truth, von Balthasar maintains, a natural 
form can simultaneously reveal its participation in the fabric of life as a whole; 
hence, it reveals the Being of the world and its status as a gift.20 Herein lies the 
aesthetic reality of all things: In being truly themselves in their naturalness 
they become numinous vessels of worldly beauty as it reveals and conceals 
itself, playfully enticing us into an exploratory relationship with its depths. In 
being beautiful in this sense, von Balthasar believes, things and persons teach 
those with the desire to learn how to see natural forms as quasi-sacraments, 
how to hear them telling of God's glory. Natural forms teach lis how to love 
by initiating us into the deep mystery of all things. This initiation thereby cre
ates awareness in us of the spiritual foundations of life itself, and, ultimately, 
an awareness of the Creator God who bestows it all, but especially the self, as 
a gift. Those who have developed an aesthetic eye and a listening heart learn 
to receive all of created reality as a gift of love; those with aesthetic existen
tial dispositions and contemplative spiritual postures are initiated into the 
meaning of existence through their acceptance of the promise and their loving 

18. Balthasar, Epilogue, 53. 
19. Balthasar, Theo-logie, 1:40. 
20. Balthasar, Epilogue, 63. 
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pursuit of the mysterious light in the loveliness of all things. These ones then 
know too the fundamental meaning of goodness and truth—not as moral rules 
to be followed and doctrines to be believed but as organic, symbiotic ways of 
living and thinking rooted in and growing out of an aesthetic mode of life. One 
might say that for von Balthasar, God created natural forms so that through 
their mysterious beauty they might write God's law of love on human hearts. 

This is particularly true of the natural form presented to us by other human 
persons. The human intersubjective relationship is central to von Balthasare 
understanding of the aesthetic and in many ways conditions his entire meta
physical ontology of natural forms. Nothing teaches more effectively the 
dynamics of revealing and concealing, and being captivated by a mysterious 
spiritual light present in form, than loving dialogical relationships with other 
human persons. One of von Balthasare favorite examples of this truth is the 
relationship of an infant and its mother.21 The mother's smile and voice light 
up the child's whole world of meaning and identity. The "I-Thou" dynamics 
he describes between mother and child make clear how he understands the 
birth of the self and the acquisition of its identity as one who receives an "I" 
from the loving communications of another person. This interpersonal rela
tionship illuminates the dynamic of aesthetics in the encounter with natural 
forms in general and the dynamic of grace in the encounter with the Incarnate 
Word in which one is born from above. 

Nevertheless, despite the central and foundational importance of the human 
intersubjective in von Balthasare presentation of worldly aesthetics, it is 
important to remember that he also insists that the beautiful, the good, and the 
true are united in the invisible depths of all things, and they make their appear
ance together to those who are disposed to lovingly listen to and learn from all 
natural forms. Nothing in life can be reduced to being "just" what analytical 
science tells about it.22 All things, in various degrees, can reveal the invisible 
sun shining at the heart of reality as an endlessly fascinating mystery of love 
that gives joy and more joy to whomever is open to being drawn into an explo
ration of its depths. 

Cold Hearts, Jaded Eyes, and Anxious Souls: 
Sin Refuses Aesthetic Attunement 

Certainly von Balthasare spiritual ideal is appealing. However, why is the 
existential disposition and spiritual posture necessary for a genuinely spiritual 
knowledge of life so rare among human beings? Why is the aesthetic eye for 

21. Balthasar, "Movement toward God," in Explorations in Theology, 3:15-16. See also von 
Balthasar, Glory of the Lord, 5:615-17; Theo-Drama: Theological Dramatic Theory, vol. 4, The 
Action (San Francisco: Ignatius, 1994), 99-100; Theo-logic: Theological Logical Theory, vol. 2, 
The Truth of God (San Francisco: Ignatius, 2004), 254-56. 

22. Balthasar, Theo-logic, 1:86. 
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the goodness and truth of the world so difficult to develop and maintain? Von 
Balthasare answers to these questions are complex—there are numerous 
anthropological and historical-cultural reasons why humans fail to dwell in 
creation spiritually. But aside from the question of why people live in sin, von 
Balthasare understanding of the basic dynamics of sin is itself fascinating and 
instructive as to why he believes Christianity today must integrate an aesthetic 
of seeing natural forms into its theology. 

At the risk of oversimplifying a complex theme, von Balthasar understands 
humanity's post-Fall sinful rejection of God in terms of his theological aes
thetics. Sin in its most basic sense is a refusal to see the natural forms of the 
world as beautiful epiphanies of mystery. Because goodness and truth are inti
mately intertwined with the ability to see and love beauty in natural forms, the 
refusal of aesthetic vision is the refusal to be human as God created us. This 
refusal is simultaneously a rejection of God. It can take shape in the scientific 
effort to analytically dissect a form into its component parts. This approach to 
things certainly can yield understanding, but if it is coupled with an ontologi-
cal materialism—the belief that nature is only matter and not spirit—then it 
can also seriously impair one's spiritual vision, particularly if it is animated by 
a Promethean desire to achieve total control over nature. Without its drive for 
scientific understanding and technological control, this approach can result in 
a practical materialism in which one goes about one's daily life utterly obliv
ious to the spiritual light radiating in natural forms. Living with a fragmented 
vision of reality, practical materialism sees things and people as nothing more 
than what they seem on the surface and hence is ignorant of the truth that one 
can experience a richer, more mysterious depth of reality by learning to see 
with an aesthetic eye. The opposite approach, which von Balthasar sometimes 
polemically calls "Platonism" and "Idealism," is the belief that forms are illu
sory and ultimately irrelevant to spiritual truth, that one must leave behind the 
exterior shells of things as one goes beyond them to the pure spirit or soul 
within. The corollary of this approach is popular spiritualism, which in 
extreme form becomes the occult. Spiritualism and the occult always mistrust 
the "letter" of religion as deception and stupidity and instead only grant reli
gious seriousness to that which is otherworldly, ghostly, and disincarnated in 
every sense. In both cases, materialist and spiritualist, human hearts grow cold 
to beauty and eventually learn simply to ignore it. What generally happens 
instead is that one begins to approach reality with what von Balthasar calls a 
"know-it-all" attitude in which instead of listening to reality one inattentively 
imposes one's own "ready-made framework, schemata, and categories" on all 
people and things.23 

There is another way to live a refusal to see the natural forms of the world 
as beautiful epiphanies of mystery and hence make love impossible. Confronted 

23. Ibid., 49. 
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with the realities of evil, suffering, and death, this way of living the refusal 
denies the inherent beauty, goodness, and truth of the world. This is often the 
underlying existential disposition for the first two (for example, scientific and 
political materialism's efforts to fix a thoroughly broken world and spiritual
ism's efforts to escape it), but it can also exist on its own, refusing any effort 
to either fight or flee humanity's tragic plight on earth. This is the path of the 
existentially jaded and spiritually cynical. It is prevalent among those sensi
tive souls who have experienced to some extent an aesthetic receptivity to 
reality and who therefore know the promise of beauty, goodness, and truth. 
Yet for some reason—deception, betrayal, or any number of other instantia
tions of the power of death and evil in the world—their trust in the promise 
was broken, and they have closed themselves up in a defensive, anxious state 
of siege. When presented with a Goethean view of reality, the existentially 
jaded and spiritually cynical ask how one can honestly advocate aesthetic see
ing of worldly forms when one knows from painful experience that forms 
become deformed. It is better to be stoic about things, they decide in their 
hearts (and sometimes their minds too), and no longer be fooled by empty 
promises about the world as a place of beauty bestowed by a God of love.24 

(Indeed, tragically enough, von Balthasar argues, Goethe himself eventually 
succumbed to this existential cynicism.)25 All three types of refusal simply 
confirm for von Balthasar a basic fact: It is not possible for purely inner-
worldly aesthetics to hold consistently a doxological sacramental view of life; 
worldly aesthetics desperately needs a christological transfiguration to redeem 
and preserve it. 

Christianity's Redemption of Wordly Beauty 
in the Glory of Christ 

We are now in a position to conclude this discussion of why von Balthasar 
believes aesthetics must be returned to its place of primacy in Christian theol
ogy. Understanding the dynamics of worldly aesthetics, and the sinful refusal 
to participate in them according to created human nature, is the indispensable 
key for understanding the unity of creation and redemption in God's self-
revelation in Christ.26 The glory of God comes to us only in natural forms. This 
is why, von Balthasar tirelessly asserts, in his self-revelations in history the 
invisible God made use of the natural forms of the Hebrew people and their 
religion and then, in an unsurpassable and unique way, the natural-supernatural 
form of Jesus Christ. "God's Incarnation perfects the whole ontology and aes-

24. C. S. Lewis makes a similar point about the promise and the perils of loving nature in The 
Four Loves (Orlando, FL: Harcourt Brace & Co., 1991), 21-22. 

25. See Balthasar, Glory of the Lord, 5:386-408. 
26. Interested readers who would like to study von Balthasare complex christology might start 

with the excellent secondary work by Mark Mcintosh, Christology from Within: Spirituality and the 
Incarnation in Hans Urs von Balthasar (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 2000). 
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thetics of created Being," he writes. "The Incarnation uses created Being at a 
new depth as a language and a means of expression for the divine Being and 
essence."27 Understanding this clearly, the best theologians in the Christian 
tradition have always deployed a theological aesthetics in their reflections on 
the meaning of God's Incarnation in Christ.28 Following what he takes to be 
the best of the theological tradition, von Balthasar presents Jesus as the 
"Christ-form." For those with a trained eye, the Christ-form interprets itself in 
the scriptures and in the church's liturgical life as the deepest mystery of life 
and love ever bestowed on humanity. The Christ-form, like other natural forms 
that have been vehicles of grace in history, undergoes dissolution: the human 
person Jesus of Nazareth suffers a tragic, unjust death. But unlike all other 
forms, the Christ-form overcomes dissolution through being raised from the 
dead in a spiritualized yet creaturely body. The Christ-form therefore becomes 
a permanent, unsurpassable sacramental vehicle of divine grace. The mystery 
addressing us from the depths of this glorious form—the grace of the Christ-
form—is the redemptively alluring truth that, despite the reality of sin and 
death, the creation is good and life on earth is a great blessing. Precisely 
because it is the absolute revelation of the Creator's love for the creation, the 
Christ-form is the ultimate affirmation of life and license to love courageously 
and without restraint all worldly beauty, even when it undergoes tragic defor
mation and death.29 

Those who truly see the Christ-form therefore know him and worship him 
as the "perfection of the form of the world" and the "super-form" of biblical 
religion. They become "mystics" in the sense that they are enraptured by the 
unity of the Christ-form and the healing light of the Spirit it radiates; the Spirit 
of the Christ-form bestows an existential disposition and spiritual posture that 
enables Christian seers to deepen their contemplation of the Christ-form as the 
most transparent of all worldly forms radiating both the "the light of absolute 
being" and the light of God's trinitarian mystery.30 Like infants seeing the face 
of their mother, they are given selves predisposed to explore a world full of 
mystery. Yet, unlike infants, those who contemplate the Christ-form must die 
to an old self and be reeducated in the ways of love. The Christ-form heals and 
redeems the aesthetic dynamism of creation by destroying the power of sin 

27. Balthasar, Glory of the Lord, 1:29. 
28. For example, The Glory of the Lord, vol. 2, Studies in Theological Styles: Clerical Styles 

(San Francisco: Ignatius, 1984), and The Glory of the Lord, vol. 3, Studies in Theological Styles: 
Lay Styles (San Francisco: Ignatius, 1989), contain essays on the twelve figures von Balthasar 
considered the best representatives of genuine theological aesthetics in the Christian tradition: Ire-
naeus, Augustine, Denys the Areopagite, Anselm, Bonaventure, Dante, John of the Cross, Pascal, 
Johann Georg Hamann, Vladimir Soloviev, Gerard Manley Hopkins, and Charles Péguy. 

29. Von Balthasar does believe that the Christ-form also expresses God's wrath toward and 
judgment on a sinful world. But he maintains that God's wrath and judgment expressed in the 
Christ-form must always be understood in the wider context of its expression of God's forgive
ness and love. For a more detailed discussion of this point, see Balthasar, Theo-Drama, 4:317-88. 

30. See Balthasar, Glory of the Lord, 1:141, 432, 602; 7:14. 
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and death to turn hearts cold and fill souls with anxiety, and those who are 
redeemed by Christ must therefore move beyond any type of closed existen
tial disposition and learn to love life with serene courage. For von Balthasar, 
then, the Christ-form not only reeducates humanity in its own nature but also 
heals it and gives humans the ability to live their nature as creatures who were 
made to be lovingly attuned to lovely realities. The darkness of a fallen world 
need no longer cause people to refuse the existential disposition of doxologi-
cal wonder and the spiritual posture of adventurous love. Contemplation of the 
"Christ-form" as it is rooted in the world after Pentecost, implanting its grace 
deep into the aesthetic structures of created reality, will enable humanity to 
rediscover the mystery at the heart of the world and in so doing discover and 
come to love and share in the depth mystery of trinitarian love. 
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