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The Sacred is Beautiful

The Liturgical and Theological
Aesthetics of Pope Benedict XVI

In his post-synodal apostolic exhortation, Sacramentum Caritatis, 

Pope Benedict XVI wrote that the “liturgy is inherently linked to 

beauty: it is veritatis splendor” (35). The veritatis splendor, which the 

liturgy reveals is Jesus Christ Himself, who is the living revelation 

and icon of the Father’s love. Beauty is not merely an accidental or 

ornamental part of the liturgy. Because God Himself is unveiled in 

sacramental form in the celebration of the liturgy, Benedict wrote 

that beauty is “an essential element of the liturgical action” (Ibid.). 

Through the person’s participation in the Liturgy, he is transfigured 

in the beauty of Christ so he can transform the culture through a 

Eucharistic life.

Beauty is the foundation of the Holy Father’s liturgical and eu-

charistic theology. Tracey Rowland has argued that the transcen-

dental of beauty is one of the central themes and concerns of his 

pontificate.1 Genuine and authentic reform of both the liturgy and 

modern culture can take place through the theological aesthetics 

that has influenced the thought of Benedict XVI. First, I will pres-

ent the Holy Father’s liturgical aesthetics in relation to the develop-

ment of the philosophical aesthetics of Saint Thomas Aquinas and 
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the theological aesthetics of Hans Urs Von Balthasar. Second, I will 

outline Benedict’s writings on the celebration of the liturgy and the 

mystery of the Holy Eucharist in light of his theological aesthetics. 

Finally, I will conclude with how his beautiful vision of the Eucha-

rist is part of the antidote to the ugly formlessness of the culture of 

utility and death. 

As head of the Congregation of the Doctrine of Faith, Cardi-

nal Joseph Ratzinger gave an interview with Vittorio Messori. The 

course of their discussion inevitably led to the topic of the liturgy. 

In the course of the conversation, Ratzinger stated, “The only really 

effective apologia for Christianity comes down to two arguments, 

namely, the saints the Church has produced and the art which has 

grown in her womb.”2 Holiness and beauty go hand in hand in 

the mind of the Holy Father. This is why the true transfiguration 

of culture begins with a re-beautification of the Liturgy through 

an authentic “reform of the reform.”3 Ratzinger continues his re-

sponse: “If the Church is to continue to transform and humanize 

the world, how can she dispense with beauty in her liturgies, that 

beauty which is so closely linked with love and with the radiance 

of the Resurrection? No. Christians must not be too easily satis-

fied. They must make their Church into a place where beauty—and 

hence truth—is at home. Without this the world will become the 

first circle of hell.” According to Fyodor Dostoevsky, “Beauty will 

save the world.” From his pre-papal and papal writings, it is clear 

that Benedict believes beauty will save and reform the Liturgy and 

subsequently it will save the world. Yet it can only be salvific insofar 

as beauty transcends this world to point towards Christ (who is the 

form of beauty) and sanctity itself. The encounter of Christians with 

the beautiful face of Jesus Christ is a constant theme in the papal ad-

dresses and homilies of the Holy Father. This iconic Christology is 

the source and summit of Benedict’s theological aesthetics. 
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Toward a Theological Aesthetics

Benedict shares and re-echoes the sentiments of the Swiss theolo-

gian Hans Urs Von Balthasar regarding theological aesthetics. In-

sofar as beauty ultimately reveals the face of Christ, it leads the 

person to discover the Truth.4 Often, Benedict makes reference to 

the via pulchritudinis, the path of beauty, which leads to the truth of 

the faith. On November 21, 2009, in a meeting with artists in the 

Sistine Chapel, Benedict stated:

The theologian Hans Urs von Balthasar begins his great work 

entitled The Glory of the Lord—A Theological Aesthetics with 

these telling observations: “Beauty is the word with which we 

shall begin. Beauty is the last word that the thinking intellect 

dares to speak, because it simply forms a halo, an untouchable 

crown around the double constellation of the true and the 

good and their inseparable relation to one another.” He then 

adds: “Beauty is the disinterested one, without which the 

ancient world refused to understand itself, a word which 

both imperceptibly and yet unmistakably has bid farewell 

to our new world, a world of interests, leaving it to its own 

avarice and sadness. It is no longer loved or fostered even by 

religion.” And he concludes: “We can be sure that whoever 

sneers at her name as if she were the ornament of a bourgeois 

past—whether he admits it or not—can no longer pray and 

soon will no longer be able to love.” The way of beauty leads 

us, then, to grasp the Whole in the fragment, the Infinite in 

the finite, God in the history of humanity.5

What differentiates the perspectives of Balthasar and Benedict is that 

Balthasar focuses on beauty found in Revelation, whereas Ratzinger’s 

focuses on beauty in the Liturgy.6 Throughout Benedict’s writings, 

the Christocentric focus of Balthasar’s theological aesthetics is the 

foundation of his thought. It is essential to begin with the develop-

ment of aesthetics, particularly in the work of Aquinas and Balthasar.
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Oftentimes, Balthasarian scholars ignore the writings of Aqui-

nas, while Thomists ignore the work of Balthasar. A closer read-

ing of Balthasar reveals that his writings are influenced by the work 

of Aquinas particularly through the influence of modern Thomist 

scholars.7 Aquinas never developed a systematic theological aesthet-

ics, but certainly one can find a philosophical aesthetics through-

out his works.8 With Dionysius the Areopagite, Aquinas defines the 

characteristics of beauty: radiance (claritas), harmony (consonantia 

or debita proportio), and integrity (integritas).9 These character-

istics of beauty belong properly to God’s very essence, but since 

the person is created in the very image of God one can recognize 

beauty within a person. This recognition of the beautiful in another 

for Aquinas is to behold a person’s participation in the beauty of 

God himself.10 Radiance, integrity, and clarity are the proportional 

form of the beauty of God’s creation. Additionally, these character-

istics serve as the objective criteria of determining the beauty (or 

lack thereof) of the person’s respective artwork regardless of its 

medium. The harmonious form “pleases the eye” and subsequently 

one apprehends that the person or object in question is beautiful. 

Beauty is appropriated in a particular way to God the Son. Christ 

has “integrity” or “wholeness” because he is the son of the father. 

Christ has proportion because he is the perfect image of the father. 

Finally, Christ has clarity because he is the Word through which the 

father creates.11 Beauty proper is of the supernatural and does not 

originate as something “from below.”12

In accordance with Aquinas, Balthasar considers beauty a super-

natural transcendental “from above.” Subsequently, Balthasar con-

siders beauty as a form (gestalt). He wrote, “The beautiful is above 

all a form [gestalt], and the light does not fall on this from above 

and from outside, rather it breaks forth from the form’s interior.”13 

Beauty is considered a “lost transcendental” for Balthasar. Since it is 

bound up with the true and the good, this loss has adverse effects 

for people embracing the gift of the faith and living a good life. The 

beautiful is considered the “primordial phenomenon” because it acts 
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as a preambula fidei that is preparatory for receiving the Gospel in its 

fullness.14 Scripture is clear that Christ is the living and visible rev-

elation of God the Father (cf. Colossians 1:15–20). Jesus Christ is 

the visible icon of the Father’s beauty.  He is the very form (gestalt) 

of beauty in Balthasar. The beauty of this world is an analogy of the 

fullness of beauty revealed through the Incarnation of Christ.15 The 

culmination of this revelation is realized fully in the self-giving love 

of Christ on the Cross. 

It is a cruciform Christocentrism which informs the theological 

aesthetics of Balthasar.16 The aim of Balthasar’s theological aesthetics 

was “to let us see the revelation of God that his lordliness, his sub-

limity, what Israel calls kabod (‘glory’) and the New Testament Glo-

ria can be recognized under all the incognitos of the human nature 

[of Christ] and [his] Cross. That means [Balthasar concluded] God 

comes not primarily as our teacher or as our purposeful redeemer 

but for himself—to show forth and radiate out what is splendid in his 

eternal triune love in that disinterestedness which true love has in 

common with true beauty.”17 The self-emptying (kenosis) of Christ 

on the Cross fully reveals the beauty of God, which is love. In order 

for the Liturgy truly to be re-formed it must accentuate the cruci-

form love of Christ whereby God’s glory is truly revealed. This in 

turn will enable the faithful who encounter this true beauty to live 

the liturgy in a life of sanctity.

The Spirit of the Liturgy

Benedict has written on various topics in theology but arguably, 

his greatest contribution to the development of theology is to be 

found in his works on liturgy.18 Like his predecessor, Blessed John 

Paul II, Benedict is concerned with implementing the Second Vati-

can Council in light of a proper “hermeneutic of continuity”. While 

John Paul’s papacy focused on the themes found in Gaudium et Spes 

and Dignitatis Humanae, the themes of Benedict’s writings focus on 

the documents Lumen Gentium, Dei Verbum, and Sacrosanctum Con-
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cilium.19 The implementation of Sacrosanctum Concilium (hereafter 

as SC) has caused much confusion in this post-conciliar period. As 

Prefect of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, Ratzinger 

aptly described the situation: “One shudders at the lackluster face 

of the post-conciliar liturgy as it has become, or one is simply bored 

with its hankering after banality and its lack of artistic standards.”20 

While beauty is the true form of the liturgy, ugliness and banality 

has triumphed in practice. In an effort to redirect how the Liturgy 

is celebrated through a “reform of the reform,” Benedict has sug-

gested many ways in which we can restore the beauty of the liturgy 

in all its perfection, integrity, and clarity.    

The liturgy realizes its true beauty when it realizes its first pur-

pose, which is to glorify and praise God. Ultimately, the people 

of God as members of the mystical Body of Christ are called to 

participate in the sacrifice of Christ the high-priest, the head of the 

Church. The constant threat of the anthropocentric culture is that 

it tends to forget about God.21 When the faithful obscure the true 

purpose of the liturgy in order to focus on the person, worship can 

degenerate into a “festival of self-affirmation.” Ratzinger described 

this worship as “self-initiated,” “self-seeking worship,” and “banal 

self-gratification.”22  This sort of worship is no longer directed to-

wards the transcendent adoration of God, but the immanent idol-

ization of one’s self. Much of Ratzinger’s work has focused on the 

recovery of the cosmological and eschatological dimension of the 

liturgy, which has been obscured by the anthropological eclipse of 

God. The Liturgy is first and foremost, an actio Dei. Yet the tendency 

of post-modern Liturgy is to focus on the person’s work in “creat-

ing” how he or she worships. This is made evident in the decline in 

the emphasis of the Mass as a sacrifice.

John Paul wrote that the Eucharist is at one and the same time 

a “Sacrifice-Sacrament, a Communion-Sacrament, and a Presence-

Sacrament.”23 Modern liturgical and sacramental theology tends to 

emphasize the communal aspect of the Eucharist. Specifically, the 

trend is to highlight the Eucharist as a meal over and above the 
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sacrificial nature and Real Presence of the sacrament. Benedict’s 

liturgical theology takes up both themes of sacrifice and presence. 

He emphasizes sacrifice in his understanding of the Liturgy in light 

of salvation history, whereas he unpacks the meaning of the Real 

Presence in his writings on eucharistic processions and adoration 

outside of the celebration of Mass. All of creation finds its fulfill-

ment in the self-sacrificial love of Christ on the Cross which is re-

presented in the Most Holy Eucharist. The celebration of the Mass 

is creation’s culmination because it is not an act of destruction as 

such, but rather a new creation of the person in and through God’s 

redemptive love.24      

From the beginning it is clear that creation is oriented towards 

worship as all of his work culminates on the Sabbath. The creation 

of the world by God through his Logos is mentioned ten times. This 

is interpreted by Ratzinger as a link between creation, the Deca-

logue (the Law), and worship.25 The Exodus makes the link between 

worship and ethics more explicit. In obedience to God’s command, 

Moses demands that Pharaoh allow the Israelites to be set free in or-

der to worship (cf. Exodus 8:1; 9:1; 9:13; and 10:3).26 While they 

live under the slavery of the Pharaoh, they are not free to partici-

pate in the liturgy. The purpose of the Exodus is to enable them to 

have their Promised Land, wherein they could freely worship God. 

The covenant on Mt. Sinai makes clear that their worship is not sim-

ply their participation in the Liturgy. Their adherence to the Law 

through a righteous life is part of Israel’s worship.27 In the same way 

that God creates the world in a beautiful and ordered way, the wor-

ship of Israel images this order in a particular way. This is evident in 

Moses’ construction of the tabernacle. The Lord gave him explicit 

instructions of how to construct the tabernacle (cf. Exodus 25–27). 

Liturgical worship is ordered in a particular way in the same way 

that the lives of the Chosen people were ordered in a particular way.

According to the Council’s Constitution on the Liturgy, “For it 

is the liturgy through which, especially in the divine sacrifice of the 

Eucharist, ‘the work of our redemption is accomplished’” (SC, 2). 
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Throughout the Old Testament, it is clear that their sacrifices are 

inadequate. The Lord spoke to Israel through the prophet Hosea 

saying, “For I desire steadfast love and not sacrifice, the knowledge 

of God, rather than burnt offering” (6:6).28 While God clearly gave 

Israel instructions on Mt. Sinai regarding the Law and the Liturgy 

together, it is clear they did not connect them. All of these sacri-

fices were a foreshadowing of the ultimate sacrifice of Christ, which 

would reveal true worship in spirit and truth for the New Israel 

(cf. Jn 4:20). The tearing of the veil of the Temple at the moment 

of Jesus’s death (cf. Mk 15:38; Mt 27:51; Lk 23:45), reveals that 

worship in accordance with the Old covenant has been fulfilled by 

the sacrifice and the worship in accordance with the New Law.29 

This worship involves participating in the adoration of the universal 

temple of Christ’s risen body, which has become the new and de-

finitive sacrifice.30  

The Church continues to participate in the remembrance of this 

act through the sacrifice of the Holy Mass. Christian worship has 

been made universal in both time and place such that every Eucha-

rist that is offered is a participation in the one sacrifice of Christ 

on the Cross. While ancient Israel had a temple which was only a 

reflection of the heavenly, the worship of the New Israel through 

the Eucharist participates in the heavenly here on earth. According 

to the Council, “In the earthly liturgy we take part in a foretaste of 

that heavenly liturgy which is celebrated in the Holy City of Jeru-

salem” (SC, 8). The cosmic, eschatological, and sacrificial aspects of 

the liturgy have been obscured by the offering of the liturgy versus 

populum. Liturgical theology, particularly through the work of Ratz-

inger, has shown that this was not the intent of the Council. The 

celebration of the liturgy ad orientem should be recovered so as to 

emphasize the liturgy as a Sacrifice-Sacrament.

For Benedict, the cosmic dimension of the Liturgy is an essen-

tial part of Christian worship. He has argued that the orientation 

of both the priest and the congregation towards the East and the 

building of churches in this direction should be taken up again to 
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recover this cosmic aspect of the liturgy.31 Benedict has been very 

clear on this point, “Praying toward the east is a tradition that goes 

back to the beginning. Moreover, it is a fundamental expression of 

the Christian synthesis of cosmos and history, of being rooted in 

the once-for-all events of salvation history while going out to meet 

the Lord who is to come again.”32 Scripture indicates that Christ 

will come again with the rising of the sun in the East (cf. Zecha-

riah 14:3–4). It is only appropriate that the universal worship of 

the Church once again take up this natural cosmic symbol that has 

been asserted by divine revelation.33 In 2002, there was some con-

fusion with the issuance of the General Instruction of the Roman 

Missal because many interpreted a paragraph therein as giving an 

obligation to set up altars versus popolum. This interpretation and the 

statement in question were clarified by the Congregation for Divine 

Worship as a suggestion instead of a general obligation.34 The cel-

ebration of the liturgy ad orientem is not simply an accidental qual-

ity of worship, but something which remains essential during the 

Eucharistic Prayer.35 Being a practical liturgist, Benedict maintains 

that at the very least if it is not possible to have a common celebra-

tion ad orientem, that one could place a cross on the altar to serve as 

the “interior ‘east’ of faith.”36 What is of the utmost importance for 

Benedict is that the priest and people orient their Liturgical prayer 

versus Deum per Iesum Christum.37

While the Liturgy is the actio Dei, the people of God should par-

ticipate in the Liturgy. According to the Council, “In the restoration 

and promotion of the sacred liturgy the full and active participation 

by all the people is the aim to be considered before all else” (SC, 

14). The Council and many within the Church thereafter have been 

very emphatic about this portion of the Constitution on the Liturgy. 

What is neglected is that this “full, conscious and active participa-

tion” (SC, 14) is both internal and external (SC, 19). There seems 

to be an understanding that participation is exclusively an exter-

nal action. It seems that Mary should be praying more like Mar-

tha when it comes to the celebration of Sacred Liturgy (cf. Luke 
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10:38–42). According to Ratzinger, the real actio is oratio. Participa-

tion is not simply our external action during the Liturgy, it is our 

share in God’s action whereby each person prays that they “may 

be transformed into the Logos, conformed to the Logos, and so 

be made the true Body of Christ.”38 Contrary to what is asserted 

by most liturgists, Ratzinger is very clear that external actions are 

secondary to internal prayer. According to him, “Doing really must 

stop when we come to the heart of the matter: the oratio. It must 

be plainly evident that the oratio is the heart of the matter, but that 

it is important precisely because it provides a space for the actio of 

God.”39 In order to have active participation, Ratzinger suggests it is 

necessary to have periods of silence which allow for internalization 

to take place.40 It is the beauty of the ars celebrandi (the art of proper 

celebration) that fosters full and active participation.41

The ars celebrandi includes much of the beautiful external aspects 

of liturgical life, which have been emphasized by Benedict in both 

his writing and practice. According to Benedict, the “profound con-

nection between beauty and the liturgy should make us attentive to 

every work of art placed at the service of the celebration.”42  This 

beauty should be expressed by sacred architecture, sacred art, and 

sacred music. In the words of the council: “The Church has been 

particularly careful to see that sacred furnishings should worthily 

and beautifully serve the dignity of worship” (SC, 122, emphasis 

added). The beauty of the Romanesque and Gothic architecture of 

the medieval cathedrals reminds the faithful that the “via pulchritudi-

nis, the way of beauty, is a privileged and fascinating path on which 

to approach the Mystery of God.”43 Yet in practice, many have set-

tled for a utilitarian view in building churches. The only criterion 

for modern church architecture is that it should simply be “useful” 

as a worship space. Modern churches have simply been reduced to 

a “skin for liturgical action . . . which need not look like anything 

else.”44 The earthly temple was modeled after the heavenly temple. 

Similarly, the place of worship for the New Israel should reflect the 

beauty of the wedding feast of the Lamb, which it participates in 
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through the celebration of each Eucharist. In other words, church 

architecture should be sacramental.45

The teaching of the council was, “The practice of placing sacred 

images in churches so that they be venerated by the faithful is to 

be maintained. Nevertheless their number should be moderate and 

their relative positions should reflect right order” (SC, 125). Tragi-

cally, the practice implemented in many churches has reflected a 

Manichean tendency to strip the walls bare with little or no sacred 

artwork. This iconoclasm is addressed by Ratzinger in many of his 

writings concerning sacred images. As a visible and material repre-

sentation of the mystery of the Incarnation, icons are transcendent 

representations of the invisible Lord that help the faithful to focus 

on him akin to the ad orientem posture of the priest during the cel-

ebration of the Liturgy.46 The importance of icons and sacred art-

work is that their beauty enables the faithful to encounter God who 

is truly beautiful and good in himself.47 The reigning iconoclasm is 

not Christian because it is a tacit denial of the Incarnation.48 While 

the Church has not canonized any particular art form as her own, 

sacred art should reflect the beauty of the risen Christ regardless 

of what the subject depicted might be. In his meeting with artists, 

Benedict said: “Dear friends, as artists you know well that the ex-

perience of beauty, beauty that is authentic, not merely transient 

or artificial, is by no means a supplementary or secondary factor 

in our search for meaning and happiness; the experience of beauty 

does not remove us from reality, on the contrary, it leads to a di-

rect encounter with the daily reality of our lives, liberating it from 

darkness, transfiguring it, making it radiant and beautiful.”49 Art not 

only has a pedagogical significance, but truly beautiful art can be 

preparatory for communicants to receive the beautiful One in the 

sacred host. As a “call to transcendence,” it can serve as a witness 

to the non-believer and prepare their heart to receive the Logos.50

Given his own interests and experience, Ratzinger’s most de-

veloped liturgical theology concerning the ars celebrandi is sacred 

music. When it comes to the celebration of the Liturgy, all songs 
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are not created equally good.51 Additionally, over and above the 

other aspects of the ars celebrandi, music has a pre-eminent place in 

the teaching of the Council: “The musical tradition of the universal 

Church is a treasure of inestimable value, greater even than that 

of any other art. The main reason for this pre-eminence is that, as 

a combination of sacred music and words, it forms a necessary or 

integral part of the solemn liturgy” (SC, 112). In their commentary 

on Sacrosanctum Concilium, Karl Rahner, SJ and Hebert Vorgrimler 

promoted the use of utility music within the Liturgy, which is cho-

sen not for its beauty (or lack thereof) but for its usefulness and 

popularity.52 Similar to the struggles with the visual arts, the reign-

ing approach to music is one that is subjective and individualistic 

and certainly not the fruit of prayer and contemplation.  Despite 

the clarion call of the council to preserve the treasure of sacred 

music, particularly Gregorian chant and the use of Palestrina (cf. 

SC, 116), utility music seems to dominate in liturgical practice.53  

The way that the postconciliar liturgy has been celebrated makes 

Ratzinger shudder at what he describes as its “lackluster face,” which 

bores him because of “its banality and its lack of artistic standards.”54 

This problem was recognized by the late Holy Father who called for 

the faithful to “make an examination of conscience so that the beau-

ty of music and hymnody will return once again to the liturgy. They 

should purify worship from ugliness of style, from distasteful forms 

of expression, from uninspired musical texts which are not worthy 

of the great act that is being celebrated.”55 The foundation for beau-

tiful liturgical music according to Ratzinger is that it must conform 

to the beauty of the Logos in three ways. First, since sacred music is 

primarily sung words, it should draw its inspiration from the writ-

ten word of Sacred Scripture. Second, the music should draw upon 

the sober and ordered inspiration (inebriation) of the Holy Spirit as 

opposed to a mere formless intoxication of the senses akin to cultic 

Dionysian music. Finally, music should be ordered in unison with 

the harmonious laws of the universe.56 The tendency is to want to 

“create” music, while musicians are called to discern the beautiful 
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form of the Logos as their inspiration for the harmony, order, and 

transcendence that should resonate within truly sacred music. In 

the same way that the word of music created the world of J. R. R. 

Tolkien’s The Silmarillion, sacred music can lead the people to the 

new creation of the Logos.

In addition to the ars celebrandi, the Holy Father has written 

extensively on the gestures used during the Liturgy which aid the 

faithful in their active participation. One gesture that he has high-

lighted has been the practice of kneeling, which he has emphasized 

by resuming the practice of communicants receiving Holy Com-

munion from him by kneeling. Ratzinger wrote that kneeling is an 

exclusively Christian word that is properly oriented toward the rec-

ognition of Jesus as the Lord.57 The emphasis of kneeling helps to 

recover the neglected aspect of Communion as The Real Presence. 

The view of the Eucharist as a meal has not only overshadowed the 

sacrificial nature of the Mass, but also the aspect of the Eucharist 

as a Presence-Sacrament to be adored. Many scholars suggest that the 

Holy Eucharist was instituted solely to be eaten. Some Liturgists 

have argued that since the Eucharist was initially reserved primarily 

to give Holy Communion to the sick, it was not meant for ado-

ration. Additionally, the over-emphasis on the horizontal aspect of 

worship and Christian life has led to the idea that devotion to the 

Eucharist and service to the least of the brethren are mutually ex-

clusive. Ratzinger has argued that Communion and Adoration of the 

Blessed Sacrament are not opposed to one another. He goes so far 

as to argue that Communion “only reaches its true depths when it is 

supported and surrounded by adoration.”58

Communion and Adoration are not mutually exclusive for Ratz-

inger. On more than one occasion, he has cited St. Augustine who 

taught that “No one can receive Communion without first ador-

ing.”59 Holy Communion cannot simply be limited to a moment in 

Mass. Communio is the very nature of the Church as a reflection of 

the Triune God. Subsequently, Communion is extended in a partic-

ular way through the practice of Adoration of the Blessed Sacrament 



liturgical and theological aesthetics of benedict xvi 117

both within and outside of Mass.60 The Holy Father has written that 

the word for adoration in Latin, ad-oratio, can be translated as a 

“mouth to mouth contact, a kiss, an embrace, and hence, ultimately 

love. Submission becomes union because He to whom we submit 

is Love.”61 Beauty is a person, namely Christ in the Most Blessed 

Sacrament. The practice of Eucharistic Adoration is an external rec-

ognition of this truth. It is not merely devotional, but Adoration 

is an extension of what began in Holy Communion. Adoration is 

a culmination of the act of Communion and a preparation for the 

next communion.

The Liturgy of the Church is the source and summit of her ap-

ostolic life. This is why a beautiful celebration of the liturgy must be 

the norm and not the exception. The earthly liturgy should reflect 

the beauty and harmony of the heavenly liturgy. The Eucharist is a 

participation in the banquet of the Wedding Feast of the Lamb, yet 

the celebration of many liturgies reflects the quickness and utility of 

a fast food restaurant. Beautiful liturgies help to highlight all three 

aspects of the Holy Eucharist as a sacrifice-sacrament, communion-

sacrament, and presence-sacrament. Is this truly a major concern 

or priority for the Church when it is faced with so many other dif-

ficulties?  

A Bendictine Renewal of Culture

The authentic “reform of the reform” in the liturgical theology of 

Benedict is rooted in returning the celebration of the liturgy to its 

true form (gestalt), namely beauty. The beauty of the liturgy is not 

an end in itself. This transcendent beauty allows those who par-

ticipate in it to receive the grace necessary to transform one’s life 

into the likeness of our Lord’s beauty. Oftentimes, in light of the 

various moral challenges, (especially bioethical ones) faced by the 

Church, there is an emphasis on these issues over and above the 

necessary reform of the liturgy. Yet, the Church does not artificially 

separate these aspects of the faith.62 One of her ancient axioms is 



logos118

lex orandi, lex credendi. How the Church celebrates the Liturgy is an 

external manifestation of what she believes. Offering ugly or banal 

liturgies can have a deleterious effect on the lives of the faithful. 

The current cultural crisis of post-modernity is in large part a re-

sult of the disintegration of the liturgy according to Ratzinger.63 If 

the human celebration of the actio Dei is mediocre or sloppy, what 

implicit message will be received by the people of God? According 

to John Saward, “The holiness of beauty is ordered to the beauty of 

holiness.”64 Like his predecessor, John Paul, Benedict is concerned 

with combating the culture of death. John Paul sought to address 

the ugly aspects of this culture through his focus on the theology of 

the body, Benedict is determined to redress it through his focus on 

the theology of culture and beauty.65 The liturgy is God’s work (opus 

Dei) wherein all “opera hominum come to an end and are transcended 

and thus the place where a new freedom dawns, which we seek in 

vain in the liberties of the freedom of the entertainment industry.”66 

It is solely human action which has come to dictate how the liturgy 

is currently celebrated.

There should be a strong correlation between worship in the 

liturgy and the moral life. In the Holy Eucharist, love of God and 

love of neighbor are truly united such that a “Eucharist which does 

not pass over into the concrete practice of love is intrinsically frag-

mented.”67 True love embraces even those that one does not like or 

even know.68 When the eschatological and sacrificial nature of the 

liturgy is lost, there is an immanentization which takes place. This 

results in a failure to encounter God’s transcendent and redemptive 

love.69 One might still be receiving the grace of Holy Communion 

at a liturgy which is celebrated in a banal, irreverent, or even il-

licit manner. However, one might not encounter the beauty that the 

liturgy can and should potentially be celebrated within its truest 

form. If one cannot fully encounter Christ through transcendent 

beauty, a person might find it more difficult to see Christ in the least 

of their brothers and sisters (cf. Matthew 25: 40, 45). When use 

and utility are the governing criteria in liturgical celebration which 
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is directed toward God, it can also become the form of one’s moral 

life. For Balthasar, the moral life is a concrete response as a result of 

a person’s participation in the liturgy.70 The foundation for building 

a civilization of love begins with beautiful liturgy. 

The culture of life is beautiful because it highlights the splendor 

of the person as being created in the image and likeness of God, 

always deserving of love. However, the culture of death is interest-

ed in manipulating the human person for its use and pleasure. The 

culture of death is ugly because it seeks not to point towards the 

beauty of God but to create in a utilitarian manner for the person’s 

selfish ends. This is contrary to the form of beauty, which should be 

the foundation for proper liturgical celebration. While the beauty 

of the liturgy and the life of sanctity seeks to give all towards God, 

the ugliness of post-modern culture seeks to take all for the use 

of the person. By ignoring beauty as the form of the liturgy, there 

has been a destructive and legalistic reduction of the Holy Mass 

to what is essential for the celebration of the valid sacrament. If 

the Church’s worship of God can be manipulated according to the 

whims of the celebrant or a liturgical committee, why is it difficult 

to see how people think they can treat others in a mechanistic way? 

When relativism dictates how the faithful choose to worship God, 

it seems inevitable that they would treat people in whatever way 

they choose. In the words of John Paul, “When the sense of God is 

lost, the sense of man is also threatened and poisoned, as the Second 

Vatican Council concisely states: ‘Without the Creator the creature 

would disappear. . . . But when God is forgotten the creature itself 

grows unintelligible.’”71  

According to Friedrich Nietzsche, “For a philosopher to say, 

‘the good and beautiful are one’ is infamy; if he goes on to add, 

‘also the true,’ one ought to thrash him. Truth is ugly.”72 In a cer-

tain sense, Nietzsche’s statement can be verified through the reign 

of the subjectivity of utility. When utility is the underlying form, 

one is left with a banal, formless, and oftentimes ugly church and 

worship therein. Post-modern culture is filled with attempts be-
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yond the liturgy where the ugly is made beautiful, which distorts 

the truth. For example on the way to one of the largest abortion 

clinics in the world (Planned Parenthood in Houston, Texas) there 

is a billboard with a beautiful mother and daughter with the phrase, 

“Healthy Women” and “Healthy Families”. Death is the very oppo-

site of health, yet here is a concrete way in which people manipulate 

beauty for the false end of distorting the truth. Authentic beauty 

reveals the truth and subsequently gives a motivation for a person 

to live a good life. Ratzinger has warned that “Theories, in the area 

of Liturgy, are transformed very rapidly into practice, and prac-

tice, in turn, creates or destroys ways of behaving and thinking.”73 

Beauty as the form of how liturgy is celebrated enables authentic 

self-transcendence. Ugliness celebrates an immanent self-worship, 

which can be created and distorted at will.

If the liturgy, which is God’s action can be manipulated by any 

person why is it difficult to believe that people will use others? The 

dead bodies of human persons are being used as fertilizer by one 

Swedish company, while a student from Yale University claimed 

to use the blood from her own aborted babies for her senior art 

project. In the latter example, the student defended critics of her 

“artwork” and explained that “it is the intention of this piece to de-

stabilize the locus of that authorial act, and in doing so, reclaim it 

from the heteronormative structures that seek to naturalize it.”74 

This student’s piece is a manifestation of her claim to have the “pow-

er to construct bodies.”75 Here beauty is reduced not only to one’s 

subjective creation, but it involves the heinous destruction of in-

nocent human life as a means to this destructive and diabolical end. 

According to Ratzinger, the liturgy must be “simply received as a 

given reality and continually revitalized.”76 What is necessary for the 

current culture is not simply to change laws, but to transform the 

underlying ontology. The current ontology of use and manipulation 

underlies both the culture of death and the way in which modern 

liturgy is often celebrated. The culture of death takes Christ’s own 

words and simply says, “This is my body.” The utilitarian liturgy says 
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“This is our liturgy” and they will celebrate it however they want to. 

The law of gift and the full ontology of love are not present in such 

a liturgy or culture. For this reason, humanity must redirect its gaze 

to the source of authentic beauty in the Holy Eucharist.

What is unique to Benedict’s approach to moral theology is that 

he constantly references the beautiful lives of the saints as icons of 

Christ’s beautiful face in the world. The saint is one that has been 

enraptured by God’s beauty. According to Benedict, a saint is one 

“who is so fascinated by the beauty of God and by his perfect truth 

as to be progressively transformed by it. Because of the beauty of 

truth, he is ready to renounce everything, even himself.”77 To fos-

ter the universal call to holiness, the Church should ensure that 

beauty in-forms the practice of how the liturgy is celebrated. The 

true form of beauty is found in the self-gift of Christ on the Cross 

to which the saint conforms his life. This beautiful Eucharistic living 

is the antidote to the selfish and ugly culture of death. The language 

of gift is present in the institution of the Holy Eucharist. Christ gave 

the Church the gift of the Eucharist with the words, “This is my 

Body given up for you.” These words should be the form of how the 

faithful live their lives. The saint allows his or her “I” to participate 

fully in the self-giving love of the eucharistic heart of Christ.78  

The Holy Father has emphasized that the lives of the faithful 

must be reflections of their celebration of the Holy Eucharist. 

The recovery of beauty as the form of all worship will assist 

the New Israel in her pilgrimage towards being transformed 

in the radiance of Mary, who is the tota pulchra, the all-

beautiful.79 Without devotion to the beautiful Lady, the 

Mother of Life, culture degenerates into a utilitarian and 

activist culture. According to Balthasar, “Without Mariology, 

Christianity threatens imperceptibly to become inhuman. 

The Church becomes functionalistic, soulless, a hectic 

enterprise without any point of rest, estranged from its true 

nature by the planners. And, because in this manly-masculine 

world, all that we have is one ideology replacing another, 
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everything becomes polemical, critical, bitter, humourless, 

and ultimately boring, and people in their masses run away 

from such a Church.”80

Through her gift of self, Mary said, “yes.” The life of Christ was con-

ceived in her sacred womb through the power of the Holy Spirit. 

In the same way, this culture will be renewed through the beauty 

that imitates the harmony and order of the Logos. This will lead to 

a greater respect for all human life. The true form of beauty as re-

vealed by Christ and Mary is self-giving and life-giving love. “Beauty 

will save the world” because it will compel the faithful to heed the 

words of Moses to “choose life” (cf. Deut 30:19).

The key to understanding culture is cultus or worship. God’s very 

creation is oriented towards worship itself, but man in his weak-

ness can seek to manipulate how he worships and ultimately seek 

to debase the world and the human person.81 The lack of beauty in 

liturgical worship has resulted in a banal self-worship. The recovery 

of authentic beauty in light of Balthasar’s writings has been an im-

portant concern of Benedict. In particular, he has focused much of 

his pre-papal and papal work on writing about the “reform of the 

reform” that will be realized fully through the recovery of authentic 

beauty. As the Church strives to refocus its gaze on the beautiful 

Lord that they have pierced, the culture will be transformed to re-

flect the beauty of Christ. This likeness of Christ is realized in the 

order of love that respects each and every person as a beautiful and 

essential participant in the cosmic Liturgy of life. Christ came into 

the world to conquer the ugliness of sin and death with the beauty 

of his redemptive love of the Cross. Such self-giving beauty should 

be re-echoed in the celebration of the Liturgy and a true culture 

of life and love. In and through beauty, the Church will be able to 

proclaim with Christ, “Behold, I make all things new” (Rev 21:5).
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