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Towards an Eschatological Ontology

Eschatology Is One of the Dominant 
Themes of the Theology of our Time.

It is mainly since the work of biblical 
scholar Johannes Weiss, under the title 
Die Predigt Jesu vom Reiche Gottes (par-
ticularly in its second edition of 1900), 
that eschatology has begun to occupy 
the center of Christian theology. One 
may even say that the history of es-
chatology is divided into a pre-Weiss 
and a post-Weiss period. It is no longer 
possible to return to the period before 
Weiss, neither in biblical nor in sys-
tematic theology.

The work of this German scholar was 
intended to criticize the Protestant 
liberal theologians of the nineteenth 
century. Its purpose was to show that 
Jesus was not interested in preaching 
a God who reigns in the souls of men, 
or in proposing ways by which society 
would improve morally, but in pro-
claiming the immediate intervention 
of God in history, in accordance with 
the prophetic tradition of Israel and in 
the form in which the apocalyptic lit-
erature of his time expected the com-
ing of the kingdom. Thus, the “essence 
of Christianity” was not to be found 
in certain ethical principles, such as 
Harnack and other liberal theologians 
believed, but in the coming of the 
kingdom. Whether this coming was 
imminent or delayed, future or real-
ized (as C. H. Dodd would prefer) was 
of secondary importance. Eschatolo-

gy constituted the heart of our Lord’s 
teaching, and this was in itself a thesis 
of tremendous significance.

The consequences of this thesis for 
systematic theology deserves special 
emphasis. In the first instance, it is no 
longer possible to treat eschatology as 
the last chapter of dogmatics, as was 
the case at least since the Middle Ages 
in all dogmatic manuals. Eschatolo-
gy does not refer to the “last things” 
or the “last days,” as the culminating 
point in the history of salvation. It is 
rather a dimension running through 
the entire doctrine, at least in what con-
cerns the oikonomia. Even the doctrine 
of creation must be placed in the light 
of eschatology if it is to acquire its full 
meaning, let alone Christology, soteri-
ology, and the doctrine of the Church. 
Without reference to the eschaton, the 
entire oikonomia loses its meaning. The 
last things color and decide the entire 
Heilsgeschichte.

Secondly, the doctrine of the “last 
things” is significantly impacted by 
this thesis. Traditionally, this doctrine 
concerned matters after death, such as 
the fate of the body and soul after the 
grave, the last judgment, and so forth. 
If this thesis is accepted, eschatolo-
gy should be understood as affecting 
also the present life before death, in-
deed the entirety of history itself. The 
misunderstanding of eschatology as a 
dimension of history, as a key and a 
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method in dealing with history, opens 
up the frontiers of history and, instead 
of creating a dilemma—history or es-
chatology—it turns existence into an 
event, it brings together event and be-
ing, the world as it is and the world 
as it will be. Thus, whereas the clas-
sical eschatology affected the present 
only psychologically (hope for a new 
world, expectation of a future, etc.), it 
is now understood as affecting it also 
ontologically, as determining our very 
concept of being. This is precisely the 
question with which we are concerned 
in the present paper. Theology cannot 
operate successfully and persuasively 
with an eschatologically conditioned 
doctrine of creation, Christology, and 
ecclesiology unless it clarifies and es-
tablishes its ontological premises.

With what kind of ontology do we 
operate when we separate off, for ex-
ample, creation or the Church in es-
chatological terms? Is our ontology, 
our use of the verb “to be,” the same 
when eschatology is introduced into 
our thinking as it would be if we did 
not introduce this dimension? If what 
will be is not a posterior phase of what 
is, but a dimension of it—if the future 
is not a metapresent, but a condition 
of the present—what meaning does 
the term being acquire? Let us look at 
this question in some detail, before we 
apply it to Christian doctrine. 

The Ontological Question in the 
Light of Eschatology

How truly can something be said to 
be, to possess being, if it is going even-
tually (or in the end) to cease to be? 
The answer to this question would 
depend on whether our ontology is 
based on and derived from the Alpha 
or the Omega, the beginning or the 
end; whether, in other words, it is a 
protological or an eschatological ontolo-
gy. In our “common sense” rationality, 

we would have no doubt as to the an-
swer to the above question: of course, 
we would reply, something can be 
said to be now, even if it ceases to exist 
in the end. Existence is full of existents 
that have been and no longer are, and 
will continue to involve such “beings” 
which we normally call temporary or 
transient as opposed to the eternal and 
everlasting ones. It is not difficult to 
detect the kind of ontology that lies be-
hind this common sense rationality: it 
is a protological ontology. Since some-
thing has existed, it has had true being. 
Being is derived from the past, and it is 
because of this that it can be true even 
when it is “past.”

On the same basis, what belongs to 
the future, what will be, can only be 
said to have true being if it can be 
turned into fact, that is, into a reality 
capable of being enclosed into a past; 
otherwise, it is either fantasy or wish-
ful thinking. There is no substance to 
things hoped for in this protological 
ontology; there is only a psychological 
anticipation or expectation. The “al-
ready” and the “not yet” constitute a 
contradiction in terms. This protolog-
ical ontology has certain characteris-
tics that are worth mentioning. At the 
level of ontology, this leads to what 
we call metaphysics. Metaphysics, in 
this case, is what the etymology of the 
word suggests: a step beyond physics, 
a transcendence of something already 
there, of a pre-existent. Metaphysics 
depends on “physics”; it cannot func-
tion otherwise. Its function depends 
on substance, and substance indi-
cates something already in existence, 
whether as “first substance,” which 
in Aristotelian terms is the particular 
and in Platonic terms the universal, or 
as “second substance,” which even in 
Aristotle is to be identified as being al-
ready there in eternity. In other words, 
substance ontology (in whatever form) 
and protological ontology go together. 
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A protological ontology is substantial-
ist ontology.

To this characteristic we must add one 
that has to do with epistemology. In 
the case of a protological-substantial-
ist ontology, knowledge is found in 
the given, in what is already there, in 
the past. Being and truth are given. 
You cannot deny what is already there, 
what factum est. There is no higher and 
more persuasive truth than “fact.” 
Facts are decisive for identification, 
because given beings are compulsory 
knowledge; they are ontologically as 
well as epistemologically necessary 
beings. Protological ontology cannot 
incorporate into itself the notion of 
freedom. Freedom is a psychological 
category; it concerns will and choice, 
not being. You can be and not be free. 
Is this not what our common sense 
tells us? If you wish to introduce free-
dom into your ontology, you have to 
choose between rationality and ab-
surdity. If you deny a fact, you escape 
to the irrational (think of Pirandello, 
Ionesco, the existentialist artists and 
writers).

Things are different in the case of an es-
chatological ontology. In this case, the 
truth of being lies not in the past but in 
the future, not in what is already there 
but in what will survive in the end. If 
something has no future, it cannot be 
said to have true being, since nonbe-
ing will overcome it in the end. A be-
ing which is overcome by nonbeing is 
cancelled ontologically; it is annihilat-
ed and cannot be said to have being 
in any real sense. In an eschatological 
ontology, things hoped for do possess 
substance (Heb. 11:1) although they 
are not facts, given and necessary. For 
the eschatological ontology to become 
operative and be accepted as “true,” 
freedom is a sine qua non conditio: only 
in faith, in freedom, can the future ac-
quire “substance.” The definition of 

faith in Hebrews 11:1 implies an idea 
of substance (hypostasis) totally differ-
ent from that of the classical Greeks. 
All Greek philosophies would find 
this biblical verse totally absurd. That 
is why, in their ontologically condi-
tioned mentality, all Greek philoso-
phers find it impossible in their think-
ing to accommodate the idea of hope.

In the case of an eschatological ontol-
ogy, the Omega decides the truth of 
the Alpha; it is the criterion of the on-
tological truth of whatever has had a 
beginning. No substantialist ontology 
and no metaphysic is possible here. 
We cannot place our security in what 
is given to us, or facts and substanc-
es graspable by our minds or senses. 
Facts do not decide in identifying be-
ings: only the future can disclose the 
truth. Now, this contrast between two 
kinds of ontology leaves us with a 
number of questions in our minds. We 
can describe some of them and then 
try to take them separately: 

1.	 If truth is not derivable from 
“given” realities and facts, what 
ontological significance are we to 
attach to the facts of revelation? 
Are we not called to base our faith 
on the Law and the Prophets, the 
historical life of Jesus Christ, the 
sacraments of the Church, and so 
forth—on God’s past and given?

2.	 How can such an eschatological 
ontology as the one just described 
accommodate the doctrine of cre-
ation, that is, the truth of the giv-
en and existing world? Does the 
created world have a true being 
in its past and present state, or is 
it rather only in the end?

3.	 How true is the knowledge of the 
world resulting from natural sci-
ence, since the object of science 
is to discover the laws of nature 
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which already exist and are “giv-
en”? Is there any room in scientif-
ic research for faith and an escha-
tological ontology?

4.	 What would be the ethical impli-
cations of such an eschatological 
ontology in our everyday lives? 
Can we treat people on the basis 
of what they will be, and avoid 
operating in ethics with factual 
truths?

Let us consider these questions briefly. 

Truth and the Facts of Revelation 

This problem was raised as early as the 
second century AD. It was prompted 
by the embarrassment caused to the 
Church by the abolition of certain Old 
Testament practices and command-
ments, such as circumcision and sacri-
fices. Were these not ordered by God 
himself, and therefore good and true 
in themselves? Why did the Church 
abolish them? Two answers were pos-
sible to this question. The first is that 
these things were not good and had 
to be abolished. This was the position 
taken by Saint Justin Martyr. Such a 
view implies that there was no truth 
in these Old Testament practices; they 
were annihilated by virtue of their evil 
nature as nonbeing (me onta) in the 
same sense that evil as such had to be 
regarded as nonbeing (a typical Greek 
patristic view of evil). Such a position 
was not satisfactory, if it was taken 
into account that these practices orig-
inated in God’s will. God cannot will 
evil things. The Law, being God’s will, 
had to be accepted as good. Why then 
was it abolished with regard to this 
practices?

The other answer to this question came 
from Saint Irenaeus, and it is relevant 
to our subject. Irenaeus, as we know, 
took an eschatological approach to 

the history of salvation. Nothing was 
created perfect from the beginning. 
Everything, including especially the 
human being, was meant to grow into 
perfection; their truth lay in the end, 
not in the beginning. The Old Testa-
ment Law was not evil. It was good, 
yet only insofar as it led to the future 
things of which it was a foretaste and 
a preparation. The arrival of the fu-
ture for which the past things of the 
Law existed brought about their “ab-
olition.” But this “abolition” was no 
annihilation; it was rather confirma-
tion and affirmation, since the truth of 
these past things, their ultimate being, 
their “ontology,” we might say, con-
sisted in the future from which they 
drew their meaning. With the arrival 
of Christ, the Old Testament Law ful-
filled itself: this is the meaning of its 
abolition. Irenaeus makes use of Saint 
John the Baptist’s saying that, with 
the arrival of Christ, he must diminish 
while Christ must increase. The end 
for which he existed affirmed his be-
ing. It was at the end that his “truth” 
was to be found.

Such a position ran contrary to classi-
cal Greek ontology. This was dramat-
ically expressed in the way the Greek 
fathers used and applied the term skia 
(shadow) in connection with the his-
tory of salvation. Shadow is always a 
term denoting lack of reality, implying 
that truth and being are to be found in 
the things of which it is a shadow. In 
classical Greek thought, the shadow 
always follows the thing of which it 
is the shadow. Reality comes first; it 
cannot be otherwise. In Greek patristic 
thought, the reverse is the case. Fol-
lowing the use of the term skia in the 
Letter to Hebrews, the Greek fathers 
describe the Old Testament as a shad-
ow of the things to come, attaching re-
ality to what follows, not to what pre-
cedes in historical events. The image is 
of someone approaching us with the 
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light thrown on his figure not from our 
side but from the side opposite us, his 
shadow reaching us before the person 
arrives. The truth will come to us after 
the shadow, as a result of our looking 
forward, not backwards. This “typol-
ogy,” which the late Jean Daniélou 
studied in detail, was particularly ev-
ident in the way the liturgy was un-
derstood in the ancient Church. But on 
this we shall say a few things below.

Before we draw our conclusions from 
this patristic approach to skia, we must 
stop briefly at Saint Maximus the Con-
fessor. This father not only emphat-
ically endorsed the view above that 
skia (shadow) precedes reality by ap-
plying this term to the Old Testament, 
eikon (image) to the New Testament, 
and aletheia (truth) only to the future 
things. In a revolutionary way that 
has, as far as I know, passed unnoticed 
by the students of his thought, he also 
introduced a concept of causality that 
not only ancient Greek philosophy, 
but all philosophy we know of would 
be unable to accept. All philosophy, 
as well as our common-sense ratio-
nality, would place the cause logi-
cally and chronologically before the 
thing caused. You first push the table 
(cause) and then the table falls (effect). 
The idea of a falling table causing the 
movement that made it fall would be 
absurd, if not crazy. This is because 
of the protological ontology by which 
our minds are fashioned.

Maximus, however, writes: “I call the 
end the cause of beings, toward which 
everything is naturally born.”1 By a 
radical transformation of Aristote-
lianism, Saint Maximus sees being as 
being moved towards an end (entelech-
eia), but in reversing Aristotle’s think-
ing, he makes the end towards which 
beings move the cause of their having 
come into being. This is probably due 
to his Christocentrism, which leads 

him to a view of reality receiving its 
raison d’être from Christ. But even this 
shows that he is in line with Irenaeus 
and all those who locate the truth of 
things in the end rather than at the 
beginning. The only difference is that, 
unlike his predecessors, Maximus 
takes the bold step of involving in this 
eschatological ontology the concept of 
cause. This could prove to be helpful 
in a systematic approach to eschato-
logical ontology.

After this brief historical introduction, 
we can move to a consideration of the 
question we posed earlier: what on-
tological significance are we to attach 
to the facts of revelation, if the truth 
of things is to be found only in the 
future? Are we not implying by this 
eschatological ontology that history 
has no ontological content in itself and 
that time is a more or less ontological-
ly meaningless thing? Origen seems to 
operate with an eschatology that leads 
to an understanding of history. For 
him, the historical events of revelation, 
including even the cross of Christ, are 
important only insofar as they point 
to spiritual realities which are time-
less and eternal. The interesting point 
in this position is that it presupposes 
a protological ontology. In a typically 
Platonic manner, Origen believes the 
perfect and ideal world lies in the be-
ginning of things and that eschatolo-
gy is nothing else but a return to the 
beginning. Augustine seems to share 
this view. It is therefore noteworthy 
that, the more one operates with a pro-
tological ontology, the more one risks 
undermining history and time. Theo-
logians like Irenaeus and Maximus, 
who worked with an eschatological 
ontology, took a very positive view of 
history and time and attached crucial 
importance to the incarnation. In the 
same way the fathers of the Council 
of Nicaea insisted in their Creed that 
historical aspects of the incarnation, 

1 Patrologia Graeca, 
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such as the crucifixion of Christ “un-
der Pontius Pilate,” are essential to 
the faith, while the Second Council of 
Nicaea based its entire argument in 
support of holy icons on the historical 
and material character of the incarna-
tion. The eschatological ontology of 
the fathers, therefore, was pro-histori-
cal, rather than anti-historical. In what 
way can the historical facts of revela-
tion be accommodated in an eschato-
logical ontology?

If we take Irenaeus and Maximus 
again as our guides, we have to think 
of history as a movement consisting of 
two kinds of directions: one is the di-
rection towards the end for which the 
world was created; the other is away 
from this end. Since the end decides 
finally about the truth of history, only 
those events leading to the end will be 
shown to possess true being, or being 
tout court. As Saint Maximus argues ex-
tensively, evil has no being, precisely 
because it is a deviation from the end, 
not from the beginning, as Platonism 
and Origenism would claim. The his-
torical events of revelation, therefore, 
are true and real only because they 
lead to the end for which they came 
into being, not in themselves. In such 
a view, not even the cross can have a 
meaning of its own: it is the resurrec-
tion that reveals the meaning of the 
cross. Each historical event has to be 
verified and affirmed by a following 
event, until the final end “comes to 
judge” (notice the importance of the 
aspect of judgment in eschatology) 
which event possesses ontological sig-
nificance and content and which must 
be regarded as nonbeing.

To apply this to Christian doctrine, we 
believe in truth and the reality of all the 
historical events of revelation only be-
cause we believe in the coming of the 
kingdom in the end. (Note again what 
was said at the beginning of this paper 

with reference to Johannes Weiss: the 
essence of Christianity lies in the proc-
lamation of the kingdom.) Paul saying 
that our faith is “in vain” if there is no 
resurrection of Christ means ontolog-
ically precisely that. The resurrection 
as an eschatological event gives con-
tent to our faith and with it the events 
that precede it historically. And what 
is even more interesting and notewor-
thy: in Paul’s mind, even the historical 
event of our Lord’s resurrection would 
make no sense if there were not to be a 
final resurrection of all human beings 

in the end: “if there is no resurrection 
of the dead, then not even Christ was 
risen” (1 Cor. 15:13)—a striking and 
strange thought, indeed, comprehen-
sible only with the help of eschato-
logical ontology! Taken literally, what 
Paul says here is not that Christ’s res-
urrection would be meaningless with-
out our final resurrection, but that it 
would not exist as a fact. The eschaton 
gives being to history.

So much for historical events of reve-
lation and their ontological affirmation 
by the eschaton. Similar observations 
must be made concerning the Church. 
The Church is a historical reality, like 
all other “facts” and communities of 
history. If her being is to be affirmed 
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and verified at all, she must have her 
ontology in the kingdom, she must be 
a reflection of the eschatological com-
munity. The true being of the Church 
lies not in what she is, but in what she 
will be. The Una Sancta is essentially 
an eschatological reality; whichever 
community in history claims to be the 
Una Sancta must be a faithful reflec-
tion, an eikon (image) in Saint Maxi-
mus’s terms, of the kingdom. It is with 
this ontology in mind that we can say 

that the Church is “holy” or “sinless,” 
although her members include sinners 
and her actions in history are often un-
der the influence of sin. In speaking 
of the Church’s holiness, we make an 
ontological, not a moral statement. Yet 
such a statement can make no sense 
without applying the principles of our 
eschatological ontology, as we tried to 
explain them above.

It is on such grounds that ecclesiol-
ogy can only be eucharistic if it is to 
make sense from the point of view of 
eschatological ontology. Saint Nicho-
las Cabasilas, the fourteenth century 
Byzantine theologian (a contemporary 

of Saint Gregory Palamas who was 
not a monk but a layperson living in 
the world), wrote with emphasis that 
it is “only” in the Eucharist that the 
Church is realized and revealed. This, 
however, must be immediately quali-
fied with a definition of the Eucharist 
in eschatological terms. Theology in 
the West and also, alas, in the East, 
in modern times and under Western 
influence, has understood the Eucha-
rist as a memorial of the past, mainly 
of our Lord’s Passion, and has argued 
for centuries since the Reformation for 
or against such views as whether it is 
a repetition of Calvary or a continua-
tion of it. Amid these discussions, it 
was totally forgotten that the Eucha-
rist is nothing but the eschatological 
meal or banquet of the kingdom, the 
eschatological act of the Church par 
excellence. This is how the Orthodox 
Church understands the Eucharist in 
the actual celebration of the liturgy, al-
though Orthodox academic theology 
seems to have paid little attention to it.

If the Eucharist is understood as the 
eschatological banquet of the king-
dom, what takes place in it is true 
and real only as an anticipation, a re-
flection, and an eikon of the kingdom. 
In every eucharistic celebration and 
communion, the eschatological com-
munity is anticipated. In this sense, 
the Eucharist proclaims Christ’s pas-
sion and resurrection “until the Lord 
comes,” to use Saint Paul’s phrase, 
that is, in anticipation of his coming. 
Maranatha. In ontological terms, this 
means that the eucharistic event owes 
it being to the kingdom: if there will 
be no kingdom, there has never been a 
Eucharist (to paraphrase Saint Paul’s 
words concerning the resurrection to 
which we referred earlier). 

Interestingly, Saint Maximus applies 
the idea of cause to the liturgy in an 
illuminating way. In one of his scholia 
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to the Areopagetic writings, he calls 
the kingdom the cause of the Eucha-
rist. What happens in the Eucharist 
is caused by the future kingdom. We 
cannot understand the Lord’s pres-
ence in the Eucharist—a much-debat-
ed question, particularly since the Ref-
ormation—without an eschatological 
ontology. The present One is the com-
ing One. Not only the primitive Ma-
ranatha but also the Sanctus, as an es-
sential part of the eucharistic liturgies 
throughout the centuries, not to speak 
of sources such as Revelation and the 
Didache, testify to this. The so-called 
“real presence” question that has both-
ered theologians for so long receives a 
different meaning in the light of escha-
tological ontology from the one we are 
accustomed to.

The eschatological character of the 
Eucharist constitutes the reason why, 
in the early Church, all sacramental 
acts were liturgically connected with 
the eucharistic celebration. The grad-
ual loss of this eschatological outlook 
explains why the Church eventually 
attributed autonomy to the so-called 
“sacraments” and started to argue 
about their number. Everything in 
the Church—baptism, confirmation, 
ordination, marriage, etc.—has to be 
connected somehow with the Eucha-
rist because everything has to be es-
chatologically confirmed and verified. 
The same is true about the preaching 
of the Word: unless it is a proclamation 
of the kingdom, it is not Christ’s word, 
and unless it is somehow embodied 
in the eschatological event par excel-
lence, namely the Eucharist, it remains 
a sheer historical occurrence, whose 
“truth” will always be subject to the es-
chatological judgment and verification.

Such considerations must lie behind 
the theology of ministry. If the bishop 
is to be accepted as the central and even 
indispensable head of the local church, 

through whose approval everything 
should pass in order to be “valid,” in 
the terms of Saint Ignatius of Antioch, 
this is only because this ministry occu-
pies the presidency of the eucharistic 
community. The authority to “bind 
and loose” given to Peter and the 
Apostles by the risen Christ is connect-
ed with the “keys of the kingdom,” not 
with historical prerogatives. Without 
eschatological, the Church’s ministry 
is deprived of any ontological content; 
it is just “functional,” and unreal with 
respect to ultimate truth.

All that has been said so far about the 
historical facts of revelation, includ-
ing the Church, her sacraments, and 
her ministry, shows the importance of 
pneumatology in our theological think-
ing. For it is the Holy Spirit that brings 
the eschaton into history (Acts 2:18), 
introducing the eschatological dimen-
sion into the work of Christ. The Spirit 
is associated with freedom for exactly 
the same reason. Where he blows, he 
liberates us from the bondage of the 
past, from enslavement to “facts,” from 
whatever constitutes necessary be-
ing. By bringing the kingdom into the 
world, he leads us into “all the truth,” 
that is, he reveals to us the final desti-
nation of existence and makes the end 
“cause” the beginning. The Spirit is not 
the force that animates the world; he 
is the bearer of the new creation as the 
truth of the old, the existing creation of 
our ordinary experience.

This leads us to our second question, 
namely that of the bearing of the es-
chatological ontology on our doctrine 
of creation. 

Truth and Creation

In ancient Greco-Roman thought, the 
world was regarded as a complete and 
finished reality that has had no begin-
ning and will have no end, except for 
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specific beings within it, which come 
and go without affecting the world’s 
eternal being. Judeo-Christian cosmol-
ogy, on the other hand, understood 
the world as an event, a creation in 
time, with a definite beginning and 
an expected ending. In certain circles, 
apocalyptic eschatology was expected 
to involve the complete disappear-
ance of this world and its replacement 
by an entirely new one, while others 
conceived of the end as a transforma-
tion of the existing order within the 
same ontological structure. In patris-
tic thought one can distinguish two 
trends, depending on the degree of 
Platonic and Stoic influence. One, rep-
resented mainly by Origen and Augus-
tine, conceived eschatology as a return 
to an original perfection, involving to 
some degree the disappearance of the 
material world, while another trend, 
represented by Irenaeus, the Cappa-
docians, and Maximus, viewed the 
world as an open-ended reality with 
infinite movements “from beginnings 
to new beginnings,” as Saint Gregory 
of Nyssa put it, a dynamic movement 
ending up in an “ever-moving still-
ness” (aeikinetikos-stasis), as Maximus 
put it.

All this meant that, for the fathers of 
this second trend, creation is an unfin-
ished reality with a future still await-
ing it. Eternity is not a timeless other-
worldliness but an unending and not 
aging aeon (aion), as Saint Basil put it. 
The present world was not there in or-
der to disappear in the end, as Origen 
had suggested, but to be confirmed as 
being “very good,” according to the 
story of Genesis. Creation was, for 
these fathers, true and real, and the es-
chaton would prove it to be so. But the 
crucial point lies precisely here: if the 
present world is true and real, it is be-
cause it has a future, and that end will 
prove it to be real. This is so, according 
to the fathers, for two reasons.

The first reason is that the present 
world, creation as it is now, is contam-
inated by evil, involving an annihila-
tion of being by nonbeing. Death is the 
most serious form that evil takes, from 
an ontological point of view, since it 
threatens created beings with annihi-
lation, that is, with a return to nonbe-
ing. Evil, however, has no being itself. 
As Maximus put it, evil has “neither 
substance nor nature nor hypostasis 
nor power nor energy in beings; it has 
neither quality nor quantity, neither 
relation nor place, neither time nor 
position, neither creation nor move-
ment nor habit nor passion.” What is it 
then? Maximus’s answer is extremely 
important for our subject. “Evil is the 
absence (or depletion) of the energy 
inherent in all natural power [toward 
the end (telos)] and nothing else—in 
other words, the irrational movement 
toward (things) other than the end.”2

This means that evil is a deviation not 
from the beginning, as Origen would 
claim, but from the end. Given that 
evil has no being, only what leads to 
the end for which the world was made 
can be said to have being. Once more, 
it is the end that decides what is true 
and real in the existing world. Life as 
we experience it is false and not true 
being, because it is contaminated with 
death. Only when death is overcome 
in the end can we tell what true and 
real life is. Without the overcoming 
of death, we cannot tell what real and 
true being is. The second reason why, 
for the above fathers, it is the end that 
will prove the existing world real is a 
more positive one, and independent of 
the fall and evil. It is because the world 
was created with Christ in mind. The 
doctrine of creation is bound up with 
that of Christology. According to Max-
imus, “this is the blessed end for which 
everything was created,” namely, to 
be incorporated into Christ. This may 
sound a little like Teilhard de Chardin, 

2 Patrologia Graeca, 
ed. J.-P. Migne (Paris, 
1857–86), 90:253B.

© 2024 The Wheel. 
May be distributed for 
noncommercial use. 
www.wheeljournal.com



     17The Wheel 36  |  Winter 2024

except that for Maximus, Christ is not 
operating from within creation’s natu-
ral laws, but in and through the free-
dom of the Holy Spirit. The Christolog-
ical end has to be understood again in 
pneumatological terms. The end does 
not spring from the laws of nature 
like a leaf from the branch of a tree; it 
is related to the human being, which 
is the only material being possessing 
freedom and personhood. If this is the 
way to understand the end or purpose 
of creation, [in terms of] human being, 
we may wonder what natural science 
has to do with the eschatological on-
tology we are discussing here.

The Truth of Natural Science

Natural science was for a long time 
enslaved to a mechanistic worldview, 
and approached the world as a reali-
ty determined by the laws of nature, 
which it tried to discover. We know 
that scientists have now departed 
from this view, and operate with the 
assumption that the world is relational 
and contains elements of unpredict-
ability and “chaos.” Science is there-
fore more reluctant today to posit the 
claim of absolute and final truth re-
garding the world. Certain ideas, how-
ever, that most scientists today would 
tend to accept, may be of relevance to 
our subject.

It is widely admitted that the universe 
had a beginning and that it moves 
toward some kind of end. Whatever 
the Big Bang Theory may mean, it is 
not unrelated to the doctrine of the 
creation of the world “out of noth-
ing.” This seems at least to exclude 
a protological ontology with regard 
to creation. The beginning does not 
stand for perfection; the past is not 
the ground and basis for working out 
the ontology of the future. The first 
moment does not contain as in a seed 
what follows after it. The world does 

not evolve, it happens. To this “hap-
pening” of creation many and unpre-
dictably new factors contribute. As in 
the words of Gregory of Nyssa quoted 
above, creation is a series of new be-
ginnings, time interplays with space, 
substance with event; in a word, the 
beginning does not determine the end.

It is also of special interest to theology 
that more and more scientists accept 
what has been named the “anthropic 
principle.” This principle locates the 
human being as the very end and pur-
pose of the universe, in striking sim-
ilarity with the patristic view of man 
as the microcosm and as the crown of 
creation. We should not expect natural 
science to discover personhood and 
freedom in electrons and chemical ele-
ments. It would be sufficient for theol-
ogy if natural science agreed to relate 
the direction creation follows with the 
presence of the human being. The “an-
thropic principle” is full of interest for 
theology. As theologians we cannot 
but welcome the statement by John A. 
Wheeler in his foreword to the book 
by John D. Barrow and Frank J. Tipler, 
The Anthropic Cosmological Principle:

It is not only that man is adapted 
to the universe. The universe is 
adapted to man. Imagine a uni-
verse in which one or another of 
the fundamental dimensionless 
constants of physics is altered by 
a few percent one way or another. 
Man could never come into being 
in such a universe. That is the cen-
tral point of the anthropic princi-
ple. According to this principle, a 
life-giving factor lies at the centre 
of the whole machinery and de-
sign of the world.3

We cannot go here into further dis-
cussion on this matter. The point we 
wish to make is that once natural sci-
ence has moved away from the mech-

3 John A. Wheeler, 
foreword to John D. 
Barrow and Frank J. 
Tipler, The Anthropic 
Cosmological Principle 
(Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 1986), vii.
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anistic conception of the world and is 
prepared to consider a teleological ap-
proach to the universe, the eschatolog-
ical ontology we are talking about here 
may at least in principle make some 
sense of scientific thinking.

The Ethical Implications

Perhaps the most important implica-
tions of an eschatological ontology are 
to be found in the area of ethics. What 
does it mean to behave in an eschato-
logical way? If the truth of a human 
being lies not in what he or she has 
been or is at present, but what he or 
she will be in the end, the first and 
most important ethical implication 
is that we should treat and identify 
persons not on the basis of their past 
but of what they will be in the king-
dom. This is experienced as what we 
call forgiveness. Forgiveness is in the 
Gospels inseparably united with the 
proclamation of the kingdom. This is 
not accidental. God forgives us in and 
by establishing his kingdom, and we 
are called to forgive as we invoke the 
coming of the kingdom. Participation 
in the Eucharist, which is the banquet 
of the kingdom, is inconceivable oth-
erwise.

Now forgiveness is normally under-
stood in psychological terms, such as 
not feeling animosity towards those 
who hurt us, but it is difficult to apply 
psychology to God’s forgiveness of 
our sins without falling into anthro-
pomorphism. When God declares “I 
shall no longer remember your sins” 
(Jeremiah 31:34) he pronounces an on-
tological reality. He annihilates an evil 
act by removing it from our personal 
identity: we are no longer recognized 
and identified by our sinful act but are 
made “holy,” “saints”—an expres-
sion used in the New Testament to 
denote all the members of the Church 
precisely because they have been en-

rolled through baptism in the king-
dom. If there were no such thing as an 
eschatological ontology, our personal 
identities would be determined irre-
vocably by our past. This is what we 
encounter in ancient Greek tragedy, 
precisely because the ancient Greeks 
operated with a protological ontolo-
gy. Is there therefore no ontological 
significance in our past?

The answer to this question brings 
up the importance of freedom. If 
one decides to enslave oneself in the 
past and refuses to repent, one will 
not enter the kingdom. Metanoia is a 
prerequisite of forgiveness because of 
the importance of freedom. There is 
always for free beings the possibility 
of remaining enslaved in their past, 
even when the future takes over the 
ontological scene and there is no past 
anymore. Eschatological ontology 
stumbles at the threshold of freedom. 
It can never turn being into a compul-
sory or necessary reality. It is cannot 
eliminate hell. However, it is doubtful 
whether the state of hell can properly 
be described in eschatological terms. 
Tradition uses non-ontological terms 
for it, such as “perdition,” and Maxi-
mus seems to reserve the term “being” 
only for those saved in Christ. Hell 
remains a mystery to eschatological 
ontology—an unavoidable mystery, 
owing to the freedom one can have to 
will nonbeing, even if nonbeing is not 
a possibility any longer.

Eschatology is about the reversal of 
the rationality which resulted from 
the fall. This rationality does not allow 
God to undo the past, as it subjects 
truth to the necessity of the “fact.” 
Forgiveness in this case can only be 
psychological; it does not affect one’s 
identity. To forgive ontologically, by 
contrast, means not to use the verb “to 
be” in referring to someone’s sins. Not 
to say, for example, that someone is a 
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murderer because he or she commit-
ted murder. If what one “is” is deter-
mined not by one’s past, but by what 
one will be in the end, human judg-
ment is irrelevant, since it can only be 
based on the past. An eschatological 
ontology would lead to a non-judg-
mental attitude towards one’s fellow 
men in ontological terms, such as ste-
reotypes and permanent characteri-
zations. Every person is entitled to a 
new identity, to a future.

Conclusion

We have tried to show that escha-
tology can have important implica-
tions for ontology, that is, for being 
itself. The coming of the kingdom is 
not only about the well-being of the 
world, but of its very being. The fall 
has affected the world’s being by al-
lowing death to threaten existence 
with annihilation, and if the last 
things have nothing to do with ontol-
ogy, they have no redemptive signif-
icance at all. The world was created 
with a purpose, and the end will be 
greater than the beginning. This is 
the view of the fathers such as Irenae-
us and Maximus. We have made use 
in this paper particularly of the latter, 
for he contributed particularly to the 
eschatological ontology by making 
the end the cause of all that is, of the 
world’s being. The implications of 
such an idea are revolutionary, both 

historically and experientially. It rep-
resents a reversal of the ancient phil-
osophical idea of causality as well as 
of our common-sense rationality, ac-
cording to which the cause precedes 
chronologically as well as logically 
the thing caused. It is the opposite of 
protological ontology, which makes 
the past decisive for the future.

Eschatological ontology, therefore, is 
about the liberation of being from ne-
cessity, it is about the formation of be-
ing. Man and the world are no longer 
imprisoned in their past, in sin, decay, 
and death. The past is ontologically af-
firmed only insofar as it contributes to 
the end, to the coming of the kingdom. 
The eschaton will “judge” history with 
this criterion alone. The last judgment 
as part of the eschaton represents an 
ontological and not a moral event. In 
our modest attempt in this paper, we 
have seen how this eschatological on-
tology permeates Christian doctrine, 
particularly those of creation and ec-
clesiology. We have also tried to point 
out some of its ethical implications. Yet 
I realize that this concept is most diffi-
cult to grasp and to experience. We still 
live in a fallen world, in which proto-
logical ontology is the dominant form 
of rationality. Eschatological ontology 
is precisely a call to the salvation of our 
rationality from this bondage to the 
past, a call to faith in “the substance of 
things hoped for.” 
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