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Introduction

            In my presentation of the important and inspiring book of Cristiano Ceresani, I

treat three fundamental aspects of our Christian state of life, our life in Christ in the
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Church, His Mystical Body, as citizenship in heaven during the days of our pilgrimage on

earth. I will treat in sequence the Sacred Liturgy, the crisis of contemporary culture, and

conscience our infallible guide. My treatment, I trust, will indicate and illustrate the

fundamentally important contribution which Èschaton. Gesù e il futuro del mondo offers

to the sincere reader.

Sacred Liturgy and Citizenship in Heaven

            The Sacred Liturgy, above all the Holy Sacrifice of the Mass, uncovers the deepest

reality of our lives. In the Sacred Liturgy, Christ, seated in glory at the right hand of the

Father, descends to earth, in order to unite us to His Sacrifice on Calvary through the

Eucharistic Sacrifice and to feed us with the incomparable fruit of the Sacrifice: His Body,

Blood, Soul and Divinity.

            The Sacred Liturgy for the last Sunday of the Church Year, the Solemnity of

Christ the King, and the first Sunday of the Church Year, the First Sunday of Advent,

directs our thoughts, in a powerful way, to the Last Day, to the day of Our Lord’s return

in glory to restore us and all creation definitively to God the Father. The texts from the

Holy Scriptures remind us that each day of our life is an anticipation of the Last Day,

when “all the tribes of the earth will mourn, and they will see the Son of man coming on

the clouds of heaven with power and great glory.”[1] On that day, there will no longer be

light from the sun or moon or stars,[2] for the light of the glorious Christ will illumine all

creation, dispelling the darkness of all that is false, ugly and evil, and illuminating with

eternal light all that is true, beautiful and good. In the words of the Gospel, “[f]or as the

lightning comes from the east and shines as far as the west, so will be the coming of the

Son of man.”[3]

            During our days on earth, our faith in Christ leads us to view all things

“under the aspect of eternity” (“sub specie aeternitatis”), under the aspect of the eternal

salvation which Christ is always at work in His Church to accomplish on our behalf and

which He will bring to its fullness on the Last Day. Only the perspective of eternity, of

eternal salvation, uncovers for us the objective reality of the pilgrimage of our daily life

which has its final destiny in the Kingdom of Heaven.

            The return of Christ in glory will be, of necessity, a fearsome event, a cause of

mourning, for those who have not prepared themselves to meet Christ by following Him

faithfully on the daily Way of the Cross. Many, in fact, think and speak and act, as if there

were no Last Day, and they seek to intimidate, silence and even persecute the faithful

disciples of Our Lord who are daily striving to prepare Christ’s Final Coming. Dom

Prosper Guéranger, commenting on the Sacred Liturgy for the conclusion of the Church



Year, according to the More Ancient Form – Usus Antiquior – of the Roman Rite, declares:

O sweet Jesus, detach us every year more and more from this world, whose fashion passeth 

away, with its vain toils, its false glories, and its lying pleasures. It was Thine own foretelling, 

that, as in the days of Noe and Sodom, men will go on with their feasting, and business, and 

amusements, without giving any more thought to Thy approaching coming than their 

forefathers heeded the threat of the Deluge, or of the fire, which came upon them and 

destroyed them. Let these men go on with their merry-making, and their sending gifts one to 

the other, as Thine Apocalypse expresses it, because, so they will have it, Christ and His 

Church are then to be worn-out ideas! Whilst they are tyrannizing over Thy holy city in a 

thousand varied ways, and persecuting her as no past period had ever done, they little think 

that all this is an announcement of the eternal nuptials, which are nigh at hand. All these 

trials are the fresh jewels, which the bride is to have given her before her beauty is complete; 

and the blood of her last martyrs is to incarnadine her already splendid robes with all the 

richness of royal crimson.[4]

As for us, the last days of the Church Year, as well as the Season of Advent, are the

occasion to examine ourselves on how we may have abandoned Christ, Who is eternal

life, to accommodate ourselves to the ephemeral and passing convenience of a culture

without faith in God or obedience to His will.

            But, for those who are striving to follow Christ, to accompany Him on the

Way of the Cross and so prepare to meet Him at His Final coming, for His “elect,” the

Last Day will be a final homecoming, the arrival finally at the destiny of their earthly

pilgrimage.[5] Dom Prosper Guéranger comments:



And when, after the irrevocable sentence has been passed, the wicked shall go to everlasting 

torments, and the just to life eternal, Thy apostle tells us that, having conquered Thine 

enemies and been proclaimed undisputed King, Thou wilt consign to Thy eternal Father this 

Thy kingdom won over death; it will be the perfect homage of Thee, the Head, and of all Thy 

faithful members. God will thus be all in all. It will be the perfect accomplishment of that 

sublime prayer Thou taughtest mankind to make, which they daily offer up to the Father who 

is in heaven, saying to Him: ‘Hallowed be Thy name! Thy kingdom come! Thy will be done on 

earth, as it is in heaven!’ O blissfully peaceful day, when blasphemy is to cease, and when this 

poor earth of ours, cleansed by fire from the filth of sin, shall be turned into a new paradise! 

Where, then, is the Christian, who would not thrill with emotion at the thought of that last of 

all the days of time, which is to usher in beautiful eternity? Who would not despise the 

agonies of his own last hour, when he reflects that those sufferings have really only one 

meaning in them, that the Son of Man, as the Gospel words it, is nigh even at the very doors!

[6]

We know that Christ, seated in glory at the right hand of the Father, continues

His saving work in the Church by pouring forth from His glorious-pierced Heart the

sevenfold gift of the Holy Spirit into the hearts of His humble and obedient disciples. He

continues His saving work, accomplished on Calvary, even as He continues to love all

men with unceasing and immeasurable love. We rejoice to share in His saving work, with

the prayer and sacrifice which it necessarily requires, until it reaches its consummation

on the Last Day.

            Saint Paul prayed for the early Christians at Colossae, recalling the eternal

inheritance of their daily Christian living. Hearing about their practice of the theological

virtues of faith, hope, and charity, he declared:

And so, from the day we heard of it, we have not ceased to pray for you, asking that you may 

be filled with the knowledge of his will in all spiritual wisdom and understanding, to lead a life 

worthy of the Lord, fully pleasing to him, bearing fruit in every good work and increasing in 

the knowledge of God. May you be strengthened with all power, according to his glorious 

might, for all endurance and patience with joy, giving thanks to the Father, who has qualified 

us to share in the inheritance of the saints in light.[7]

Some verses later, Saint Paul reflects upon his own suffering in serving Christ and

His Mystical Body, also in terms of their eternal significance:

Now I rejoice in my sufferings for your sake, and in my flesh I complete what is lacking in 

Christ’s afflictions for the sake of his body, that is, the Church, of which I became a minister 

according to the divine office which was given to me for you, to make the word of God fully 

known, the mystery hidden for ages and generations but now made manifest to his saints. To 



them God chose to make known how great among the Gentiles are the riches of the glory of 

this mystery, which is Christ in you, the hope of glory. Him we proclaim, warning every man 

and teaching every man in all wisdom, that we may present every man mature in Christ. For 

this I toil, striving with all the energy which he mightily inspires within me.[8]

With Saint Paul, the font of our joy and peace is following Our Lord on the Way of

the Cross every day and each moment of every day. It is thus that we anticipate already

on earth the fullness of joy and the lasting peace, which are our final destiny in Heaven.

The certainty of Christ’s Final Coming does not terrify us but rather inspires us to

prepare it each day with joy. 

The Crisis of Christian Culture

            Pope Benedict XVI, in his 2010 Christmas Address to the College of Cardinals, the

Roman Curia and the Governorate of Vatican City State, spoke clearly and strongly about

the profoundly disordered moral state in which our culture finds itself. Reflecting on the

grave evils which are destroying us as individuals and as a society, and which have

generated a culture predominantly marked by violence and death, he reminded us that,

if we, with the help of God’s grace, are to overcome the grave evils of our time, “we must

turn our attention to their ideological foundations.”[9] He then identified directly and

unequivocally the ideology which fosters these evils: a perversion of ethos, of the moral

norm, which has even entered into the thinking of some theologians in the Church.

            Referring to one of the more shocking manifestations of the ideology,

namely, the so-called moral position that the sexual abuse of children by adults is

actually good for the children and for the adults, he declared:

It was maintained – even within the realm of Catholic theology – that there is no such thing as 

evil in itself or good in itself. There is only a “better than” and a “worse than”. Nothing is good 

or bad in itself. Everything depends on the circumstances and on the end in view. Anything 

can be good or also bad, depending upon purposes and circumstances. Morality is replaced 

by a calculus of consequences, and in the process it ceases to exist.[10]

Pope Benedict XVI described a moral relativism, called proportionalism or

consequentialism in contemporary moral theology, which has generated profound

confusion and outright error regarding the most fundamental truths of the moral law.

[11] Here, too, the rupture in ecclesial life is manifested. It has led to a situation in which

morality itself indeed “ceases to exist.” If, therefore, the irreplaceable moral order, which

is the way of our freedom and happiness, is to be restored, we must address with clarity

and steadfastness the error of moral relativism, proportionalism and consequentialism,



which permeates our culture and, as Pope Benedict XVI reminded us, has also entered

into the Church.

            To confront the ideology, Pope Benedict XVI urged us to study anew the 

teaching of his predecessor, Pope Saint John Paul II, in his Encyclical Letter Veritatis 

Splendor, “Regarding Certain Fundamental Questions of the Church’s Moral Teaching.” In 

Veritatis Splendor, Pope John Paul II, in the words of Pope Benedict XVI, “indicated with

prophetic force, in the great rational tradition of Christian ethos, the essential and

permanent foundations of moral action.”[12] Reminding us of the need to form our

consciences, in accord with the moral teaching of the Church, Pope Benedict XVI also

reminded us of “our responsibility to make these criteria [these moral foundations]

audible and intelligible once more for people today as paths of true humanity, in the

context of our paramount concern for mankind.”[13]

Conscience, the Infallible Guide to Holiness of Life

            If we are to seek holiness of life, to live on earth as true citizens of heaven, that is,

to give our lives to Christ, without any reserve, our hearts must seek their wisdom and

strength in the glorious-pierced Heart of Jesus; our conscience must be trained to listen

to God’s voice alone and to reject what would weaken or compromise, in any way, our

witness to the truth in which He alone instructs us through the Church. Through our

daily prayer and devotion, through our knowledge of the saints with whom we have

communion in the Church, and through our study of official Church teaching, our

conscience is formed according to the will of God, according to His law which is life for

us. The very goodness of our actions strengthens our conscience in its coherence with

what is true, beautiful and good.

            It is the conscience, the voice of God speaking to souls, which is, in the

words of Saint John Henry Cardinal Newman, “the aboriginal Vicar of Christ.”[14] As

such, the conscience is ever attuned to Christ Himself Who instructs and informs it

through His Vicar, the Roman Pontiff, and the Bishops in communion with the Roman

Pontiff. Cardinal Newman observed that conscience “is a messenger of him, who, both

in nature and in grace, speaks to us behind a veil, and teaches and rules us by his

representatives.”[15]

            Today, we must be attentive to a false notion of conscience, which would

actually use the conscience to justify sinful acts, the betrayal of our state as citizens of

heaven on earth. In the earlier-mentioned 2010 Christmas Address, Pope Benedict

reflected, at some length, on the notion of conscience in the writings of Cardinal

Newman, contrasting it with a false notion of conscience, which is pervasive in our



culture.

He described the difference of the Church’s understanding of conscience, as

faithfully and brilliantly taught by Cardinal Newman, with these words:

In modern thinking, the word “conscience” signifies that for moral and religious questions, it 

is the subjective dimension, the individual, that constitutes the final authority for decision. 

The world is divided into the realms of the objective and the subjective. To the objective realm 

belong things that can be calculated and verified by experiment. Religion and morals fall 

outside the scope of these methods and are therefore considered to lie within the subjective 

realm. Here, it is said, there are in the final analysis no objective criteria. The ultimate 

instance that can decide here is therefore the subject alone, and precisely this is what the 

word “conscience” expresses: in this realm only the individual, with his intuitions and 

experiences, can decide. Newman’s understanding of conscience is diametrically opposed to 

this. For him, “conscience” means man’s capacity for truth: the capacity to recognize precisely 

in the decision-making areas of his life – religion and morals – a truth, the truth. At the same 

time, conscience – man’s capacity to recognize truth – thereby imposes on him the obligation 

to set out along the path towards truth, to seek it and to submit to it wherever he finds it. 

Conscience is both capacity for truth and obedience to the truth which manifests itself to 

anyone who seeks it with an open heart.[16]

Conscience, therefore, does not set each of us apart as an arbiter of what is right

and good, but unites us in the pursuit of the one truth, ultimately Our Lord Jesus Christ

Who is the only arbiter of the right and good, so that our thoughts, words, and actions

put that truth into practice.

In his address to the German Parliament in September of 2011, Pope Benedict

XVI, referring to a text of Saint Paul’s Letter to the Romans[17] regarding the natural

moral law and its primary witness, the conscience, declared: “Here we see the two

fundamental concepts of nature and conscience, where conscience is nothing other

than Solomon’s listening heart, reason that is open to the language of being.”[18]

Further illustrating the sources of law in nature and reason by making reference to the

popular interest in ecology as a means of respecting nature, he observed:



Yet I would like to underline a point that seems to me to be neglected, today as in the past: 

there is also an ecology of man. Man too has a nature that he must respect and that he 

cannot manipulate at will. Man is not merely self-creating freedom. Man does not create 

himself. He is intellect and will, but he is also nature, and his will is rightly ordered if he 

respects nature, listens to it and accepts himself for who he is, as one who did not create 

himself. In this way, and in no other, is true human freedom fulfilled.[19]

Reflecting upon European culture which developed “from the encounter between

Jerusalem, Athens and Rome – from Israel’s faith in God, the philosophical reason of the

Greeks and Roman legal thought,”[20] he concluded: “In the awareness of man’s

responsibility before God and in the acknowledgment of the inviolable dignity of every

single human person, it [European culture] has established criteria of law: it is these

criteria that we are called to defend at this moment in our history.”[21] While Pope

Benedict XVI’s reflection is inspired by a concern for the state of law in the European

culture, his conclusions regarding the foundations of law and, therefore, of order in

society are clearly universal in application.

Conclusion: Holiness of Life and Martyrdom for the Faith

            The witness of holiness of life is, in fact, martyrdom, in one form or another. In

the words of the Holy Scriptures, it is dying to self, in order to live for Christ.[22] It is

what the Servant of God Father John A. Hardon, S.J., called “the palpable fact of every

true follower of Christ.”[23] When we hear the word, martyrdom, we tend to think

exclusively of those who have given their lifeblood out of faithful love of Christ, who

have been killed because of hatred of Christ and of the Christian faith. Red martyrs or

martyrs of blood give the highest form of witness and are our models in giving daily

witness to our love of Christ, even though we may not be asked to pour out our

lifeblood, as they were asked to do and did. We are all called to the white martyrdom of

heroic witness to the Catholic faith. Red martyrs also win for us many graces for our

daily living as true witnesses of Christ in the world. In the words of the Servant of God

Father Hardon, “[t]hrough their sufferings we are all made richer, as through their

merits the whole Church becomes more holy.”[24]

The hostility and the even more pervasive indifference to the beliefs we hold

most dearly tempts us to discouragement and even to avoid the more public witness to

our faith. But the martyrdom to which we are called and for which we are consecrated

and fortified by the Sacraments of Baptism and Confirmation, requires us to offer

tirelessly our witness, confident that God will bring forth the good fruit.

Reflecting, at length, on the critical state of the Christian culture and our 

response



, in accord with the call to holiness of life and martyrdom for the faith, for the sake of

our own salvation and the salvation of the world, we recognize that it is Christ Himself

who makes it possible for us to pursue holiness, to be true martyrs. At the same time,

Christ is with us always,[25] as He promised, sustaining us by His grace, by the

outpouring of the Holy Spirit from His glorious pierced Heart into our hearts. He

accompanies us in our ordinary daily life and sustains us in faithful and total witness,

bringing us safely home to the Father. Cristiano Ceresani, in Èschaton. Gesù di Nazareth e 

il futuro del mondo, gives powerful witness to the truth that, even in the confusion, error,

and division of our times – both in the Church and in the world – , Christ continues to be,

as He himself promises us, “the way, and the truth, and the life.”[26]

The Blessed Virgin Mary is both our model and our great intercessor in giving

faithful and generous witness to Christ. She is one of us, she shares fully our human

nature, but, by God’s favor, she was preserved from any stain of sin from the moment of

her conception. She was from the first moment of her life and remains always totally for

Christ. Pope John Paul II, in his Encyclical Letter Veritatis Splendor, reminds us of our

Blessed Mother’s irreplaceable help to us in giving the witness which is martyrdom:

Mary shares our human condition, but in complete openness to the grace of God. Not having 

known sin, she is able to have compassion on every kind of weakness. She understands sinful 

man and loves him with a Mother’s love. Precisely for this reason she is on the side of truth 

and shares the Church’s burden in recalling always and to everyone the demands of morality. 

Nor does she permit sinful man to be deceived by those who claim to love him by justifying 

his sin, for she knows that the sacrifice of Christ her Son would thus be emptied of its power. 

No absolution offered by beguiling doctrines, even in the areas of philosophy and theology, 

can make man truly happy: only the Cross and the glory of the Risen Christ can grant peace 

to his conscience and salvation to his life.[27]

May the Blessed Virgin Mary intercede for us, that we will always be true and

faithful witnesses to Christ alive within each of us and in the whole Church. May we turn

to her in prayer, so that she may bring us to her Son with her maternal counsel, first

given to the wine stewards at the Wedding Feast of Cana: “Do whatever He tells you.”[28]

So may He transform our lives and our world. So may he confirm us in our vocation and

mission to be citizens of heaven, while dwelling on earth, that is, to safeguard and foster

a Christian culture in our homes, in our communities, and in our nation.
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