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A FRACTURED HOPE

irst Peter 3:15 challenges its readers to “always be ready to make your defense to
anyone who demands from you an accounting for the hope that is in you.” This

passage reminds us that Christianity is fundamentally a way of life based on hope
for what will be in the future. From this perspective, Christian life should be cen-
tered on confidence in God’s promises and oriented to God’s future as an interrup-
tion of the status quo we currently experience. Christians ought to be people of
hope who defend that hope through their lives as well as their speech. Yet what is
this hope that the author of 1 Peter assumes we have? What is the alternative reality
that Christians hope for?

When I ask my university students about Christian hope, I find that this is
one aspect of Christianity that even the relatively unchurched students feel confi-
dent that they can answer. Everyone, it seems, knows that Christians hope when
they die to go to heaven, where each person will enjoy eternal bliss with God (while
at the same time escaping the horrors of everlasting torture in hell). As thus de-
scribed, Christian hope is individualistic, focusing on the outcome of each person’s
own life. This form of Christianity thus provides an appropriate religious comple-
ment (but not a challenge!) to our currently individualistic culture in the United
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Christian hope, according to the Bible, is not focused solely on the entry of the
individual into eternal bliss. Christian hope is relational, anticipating a final
communion with God, other humans, and all creation—a hope to which Chris-
tians can even now bear witness in their lives.



States—each of us is responsible for our own destiny and for the joy or suffering we
personally experience.

A similar focus on the afterlife is surely at the root of the stereotype of the
pleasure-denying Christian. Christians preoccupied with achieving heaven and
avoiding hell have been known to eschew enjoyment in this life, lest the pleasures
of the world distract them from their goal of eternal happiness. Taking very seri-
ously St. Augustine’s description of Christian life as pilgrimage, this form of Chris-
tianity has emphasized that God’s faithful are merely passing through this world.
The journey to the true home with God in heaven must not be jeopardized by be-
coming too comfortable on earth or in this life.

This grim, pleasure-denying form of Christianity is clearly out of favor these
days. It does not attract converts in a consumer culture geared toward constant
pleasure and enjoyment. More common today is what seems to be the opposite
type of Christianity: a relentlessly cheerful confidence that Christians need not be
disturbed by anything that happens in this temporary existence on earth. Evi-
dently, this upbeat Christianity is no less otherworldly than the grim Christianity it
has replaced, even though the orientation toward a life after death is now seen as
making life on earth more, rather than less, pleasant. The faithful are encouraged
to count their blessings rather than to pray for succor in this vale of tears, as earlier
generations did.

Often added to the joyful (and deeply Christian) confidence that temporal
sufferings on earth are insignificant in comparison with the awaited eternal bliss is
the optimistic (and thoroughly unbiblical) belief that God will ensure that there
are no serious sufferings in this life for the truly faithful. It is only a short step from
this denial of suffering to the “gospel of prosperity” that is thoroughly at home in
our capitalist culture. In this view, the faithful will not only be guaranteed an after-
life of bliss, but will also be blessed in this world with the enjoyment of wealth that
is a token of the spiritual abundance they will experience in an afterlife. Faith in
God is thus taken as a guarantee of pleasure and joy on earth as well as in heaven.

What is seldom noticed is that this emphasis on the personal achievement of
heaven (with or without material blessings in this life) does not do justice to the
complex hopes presented in the Bible and in the postbiblical Christian tradition.
The hope of the Hebrew Bible, as scholars have demonstrated, is neither individu-
alistic nor otherworldly. Instead, the Hebrew Bible presents a very this-worldly
hope that the Jewish people will live in true worship of YHWH and in peace and jus-
tice in their land. The idea of a worthwhile life after death is scarcely evident and
does not appear until very late in these texts, as for example in the vision of a resur-
rection of the dead in Dan 12. In addition, one finds in some of the prophetic texts
a more expansive and universal, but still this-worldly, hope for a time when all will
live in peace and harmony on earth, joining in worship of the true God and giving
up war and the implements of war (especially as described in Isa 2 and Mic 4).

Belief in an afterlife is, of course, fully affirmed in the Second Testament, with
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its promise to the faithful of life with Jesus and his Father, and a warning of fiery
punishment for those who reject Jesus’ teachings. Nevertheless, the hope of the
Second Testament differs significantly from the contemporary preoccupation with
the state of individual souls after death. Consistent with his Jewish tradition, Jesus
preaches a reign of God that transforms the community rather than primarily re-
warding individuals, and he directs his followers to pray that God’s will is done on
earth as in heaven. Further, the promised afterlife is described as a resurrection, a
bodily existence (just as Jesus experienced) rather than as the eternal life of a dis-
embodied soul. We should note also that the New Testament does not promise a
comfortable or wealthy life for Christians on earth—instead, Jesus invites people
to follow him by taking up their crosses!

Drawing on this rich set of biblical texts, the Christian tradition has devel-
oped a complex set of eschatological teachings (that is, teachings about the “last
things” for which Christians hope). In addition to the concepts of heaven and hell,
there is the awaited second coming of the Lord, the end of history, the resurrection
of the dead, and a final judgment. While these various aspects of Christian escha-
tology may be more or less familiar, many Christians find their hope so centered
on heaven (and avoiding hell) that the other teachings are scarcely relevant to
Christian life. For example, even though the hope for a physical resurrection is
mentioned in the Nicene Creed, many young Christians are unaware of this Chris-
tian belief in a bodily afterlife. In any case, this idea about the resurrection of the
body has little impact on Christian life when the prevailing emphasis is on the soul
proceeding to its personal destiny after death, either in heaven or in hell. Besides,
what need is there for a body in heaven, especially after the destruction of this earth
(so graphically described in the book of Revelation)?

Historians have reminded us of the persistence of utopian (or millenarian)
and apocalyptic forms of Christianity especially in the United States, thus clarify-
ing that even American Christianity is not completely individualistic and without
concern for this world and its history. Whether drawing on the promise of a mil-
lennial reign of peace on earth as the basis of utopian communities or, on the other
hand, looking for the violent destruction of this perfidious world, these positive
and negative views of the end of history are expressions of a collective rather than
an individualistic hope. The communitarian element is fairly obvious in those (re-
call the Shakers and the Oneida community) who seek to establish utopian com-
munities of believers that will usher in the final reign of peace before the end times.
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Jesus preaches a reign of God that transforms the
community rather than primarily rewarding individuals,
and he directs his followers to pray that God’s will is done
on earth as in heaven



Yet apocalyptic premillennialism, in which the opposition between good and evil
will be resolved only in violence with the Lord’s return, is also a communitarian in-
terpretation concerned with the importance of joining forces and belonging to the
group that valiantly resists the temptations of this-worldly power. However prob-
lematic may be these unrealistic hopes for utopia on earth or, more disturbingly,
the division of the world into unnuanced categories of absolute good and absolute
evil, the persistence of such Christian ideas indicates that people continue to want
to make sense of history and to relate their lives and struggles in society to the ulti-
mate goal. Despite the tendency to reduce Christianity to an individualistic hope
that offers no critique of the injustices of society and the unresolved sufferings of
history, utopian and apocalyptic Christianities continue to reemerge.

Even though the Bible refers to hope as a singular term, Christians thus seem
to have several rather disparate hopes that subsist alongside one another but do not
work together as a coherent and unified notion. Each of these eschatological beliefs
has a role to play, yet it is not clear how they fit together. A hope for individual
souls to achieve heaven and escape hell affirms individual accountability, the eter-
nal worth of each person, and the confidence that nothing on earth can separate us
from the love of God in Christ Jesus, as St. Paul said in Rom 8. On the other hand,
hope for the millennial reign and the second coming of the Lord reinvigorate a
hope for communities and for the healing of the wounds of history. But what does
the millennial reign of the community of saints on earth have to do with the disem-
bodied soul ascending to heaven (or being condemned to hell)? Why have a violent
end of history and a last judgment, if souls are judged immediately when they die?
And what is the point of getting bodies back in a resurrection at the end of history?

A MORE BIBLICAL AND UNIFIED HOPE

Overcoming this fractured hope and reuniting the various concepts of “last
things” has been assisted by recent theological work that has begun to influence
church teachings. In its Paper 198, on The Nature and Mission of the Church, the
Faith and Order Commission of the World Council of Churches (representing
over 300 Christian bodies) has stated that the church is called to be a “sign and in-
strument of God’s intention for the world,” an intention further described as
bringing all into communion in God.1 The church thus serves the eschatological
hope of Christianity, a hope that is presented in Paper 198 in a more thoroughly
integrated and fully biblical form, as we will see. Even while each person retains his
or her particularity in the afterlife (as the resurrection of the body indicates), the
goal of human life as presented here is not individual happiness. Rather, humans
are relational beings who achieve true fulfillment only in relationships, through
community with all others in God. Thus, the self-centeredness and separation that
are described in Genesis as the roots and effects of sin will be overcome.
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198 (Geneva: WCC Publications, 2005) esp. 42–43.



Paper 198’s description of the goal of the church is thoroughly consistent
with the biblical descriptions of hope for human communities. Instead of imagin-
ing an eternal series of me-and-Jesus relationships, the Bible (and Paper 198) envi-
sion a harmonious community. The laws for society and especially the concern for
justice for the poor in the First Testament are not, then, arbitrary tests set up by
God, but rather the behavior that represents to the world the true state of flourish-
ing for which humans were created. Similarly, in the Second Testament Jesus is de-
scribed as consistently preaching and enacting the reign of God as a new form of
community that liberates people from concern with status and from societal pat-
terns of oppression and exclusion. It follows then that the rich man in Luke 18 is
unable to enter the reign of God not because he failed a simple test of commitment
(as though, had he been willing to give up his riches, Abraham’s angel might have
appeared again with the message that the rich man could keep his possessions after
all). Rather, the rich man is unable to give up the privilege and status that prevent
him from participating in the relationships of equality and mutuality that mark the
reign of God.

Recent studies in the doctrine of the Trinity have also reinforced these com-
munal dimensions of eschatology by concluding that the ultimate goal of human-
ity is existence within the loving relations of the Trinity. That is, the promise is not
merely to be with God—in God’s presence—but rather to be within God. By irre-
vocably assuming human nature, the Son included humanity within the Triune
God, with the result that human redemption is now described as participation with
Jesus in the life of the Trinity. There is no heavenly relationship with God apart
from a relationship to other people, then, since being within God results in a pro-
found unity with all others who are also in God. As Paper 198 emphasizes, God’s
redemption brings all into communion within the loving life of the Triune God.2

If the church is to be a sign and instrument of this unity with others in God,
then of course the church community must present a living witness of inclusive,
loving, and just relationships. However, to be an instrument (as well as a sign) re-
quires that the church not only witness to human unity but also work to increase
that unity within the world. This understanding of the church suggests an inherent
relation between activity in this world and the hoped-for redemption of humanity.
We do not merely wait in hope for a goal completely unrelated to our activities and
concerns in this world, but rather begin to develop here the ideal we hope to expe-
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the laws for society and especially the concern for justice for the
poor in the New Testament are not arbitrary tests set up by God,
but rather the behavior that represents to the world the true state
of flourishing for which humans were created

2Ibid., 31.



rience fully in God’s future. The eschatological age is thus presented as a comple-
tion of history, such that the concerns and projects that contribute to human
identity in this life are not ultimately obliterated, but are redeemed and trans-
formed. By increasing harmony and justice on earth, the church is contributing to
the harmony that will be completed in God’s future.

The utopian and apocalyptic forms of Christianity that long for greater jus-
tice and for an eschatological redemption of victims are thus justified in their hope
for an answer to history’s injustice. Yet the eschatological reservation that prohib-
its an identification of this world’s projects with God’s promised future must be re-
tained. Achievements here may contribute in some way, but our hope for complete
unity and justice for all, including the dead and history’s victims, cannot be ful-
filled in this world. Christians are thus cautioned to avoid treating as ultimate the
human projects that, however important, are not and cannot be of absolute signifi-
cance in a world wherein all social advances are necessarily partial and temporary.

Alas, this more complex eschatological hope that values persons yet seeks
their fulfillment in community, a hope that looks beyond history for history’s re-
demption, is not as well known as it should be. Instead, Christianity has become
focused on an individual, disembodied afterlife that severs the connection between
justice and the promised salvation. Even in the occasional eruptions of apocalyptic
Christianity, the awaited divine interruption of history is usually described as a
step on the way to a final salvation or damnation of individuals.

Instead of mirroring the contemporary focus on individuals, Christianity
ought to oppose individualism with the Christian insistence that human beings are
inherently relational and achieve fulfillment only in community with other people
and God. The justice and care for the excluded that is so deeply a part of the He-
brew Bible and the ministry of Jesus might then be understood as essential to the
work of the church, since the community relationships and harmony that grow in
this world contribute to the final harmony to be created by God beyond this world.
The church community itself, so often these days considered a dispensable part of
Christianity, might then emerge instead as crucial to a salvation understood not as
an individual goal but as the fulfillment of hope for harmony with others in God.

SOMETHING STILL MISSING

Yet there is still an aspect of the biblical hope that is debated by contempo-
rary theologians and must be considered here: What is the role of the natural
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insistence that human beings are inherently relational and achieve
fulfillment only in community with other people and God



world in the final redemption? What, if anything, do we hope for the rest of
God’s creation?

According to Genesis, humans were created as a good part of a good creation
and were intended for this world. This text describes an original harmony with na-
ture that is disrupted by human sin, causing childbirth to be painful, farming to be
difficult, and snakes to strike. Isaiah 11:6–9 also indicates that the hope for restored
harmony is not limited to humans, as the prophet envisions a final redemption
that includes nature: the wolf and lamb are at peace, the adder is no threat to the
child, and they do not hurt or destroy in all of the Lord’s mountain.

The total harmony from the beginning of the book of Genesis (a harmony
with God, among the human beings, and with the natural world) is echoed in the
final vision of redemption that ends the Christian Bible. After all of the dramatic
violence, the book of Revelation describes an ultimate state of people living in har-
mony with each other in the presence of God, amid gleaming minerals, abundant
fruit trees, and a river of life running through the middle of the city. We must then
ask whether the Christian tradition is best understood as requiring that the natural
world be destroyed at the end of history, as has often been assumed. Might a more
adequate interpretation affirm that nature will somehow be included in the final
communion, as suggested by the book of Revelation’s description of a “new heaven
and new earth”?

The assumption that the earth is to be destroyed and will have no lasting sig-
nificance affects not only the valuation of the natural world but also how human
bodies are viewed. The belief in the resurrection of the body insists that physical
embodiment is an important aspect of being human, and this claim seems more
consistent with the re-creation of the earth than with the earth’s destruction. As
mentioned above, there is little point to having a body in a nonmaterial afterlife.
The Faith and Order Commission’s Paper 198 indicates that nature will be in-
cluded in the final communion of all in God and, given the current ecological cri-
ses, this may be a kairotic time to reconsider the human-centered bias that leads
people to believe that God’s concern and redemption are only extended to
humanity.

WITNESS TO HOPE

Living in a time marked by so little hope, Christians should strive to reflect
in their lives the fullness of the hope of the Christian tradition. Rather than nar-
rowing this hope to (at best) an individual soul’s eternal reward, Christians
should recover the broadest and deepest aspects of biblical hope. The world needs
communities of faith that witness and enact a hope for all of creation: a hope that
includes the fulfillment of each person in community with all others, that envi-
sions the restoration of creation, and that gives significance to human efforts along
with what only God can provide. Church communities witnessing to this hope in
the current age of hopelessness could inspire true resistance to some of the worst
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aspects of contemporary capitalist culture: its individualism without concern for
the common good, its efficiency that rewards only the winners in the present mo-
ment, and its economic system that values production regardless of environmental
degradation. Is it too much to hope that Christian churches might provide a more
compelling witness to the Christian affirmation that each person is truly part of ev-
ery other person and to the biblical promise that God will eventually be all in all (1
Cor 15:28)?
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