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Counterfeits of Christian Hope 
Secularization of Hope in the Modern Age

In his encyclical on hope, Spe salvi, Pope Benedict XVI 
makes a profound critique of the modern world centering 
precisely on the deformation of the true nature of hope. 
How did Christian hope get derailed? Benedict briefly 
outlines the steps of the progressive modern deforma-
tion of Christian hope. Modernity is oscillating between 
presumptuous optimism centering on secular utopias, and 
despair, engendered by their failure.

Faith in Progress
 Benedict begins his analysis with the sixteenth century, 

with Francis Bacon’s vision of the “triumph of art [sci-
ence] over nature.” Bacon dreamed of a secular utopia in 
which science would reestablish the dominion over nature 
lost by original sin. This project was certainly inspired 
by Christian faith and hope, but is focused on this world. 
Benedict comments:

A disturbing step has been taken: up to that time, the 
recovery of what man had lost through the expulsion from 
Paradise was expected from faith in Jesus Christ: herein lay 
‘redemption’. Now, this ‘redemption’, the restoration of the 
lost ‘Paradise’ is no longer expected from faith, but from 
the newly discovered link between science and praxis. It 
is not that faith is simply denied; rather it is displaced onto 
another level—that of purely private and other-worldly af-
fairs—and at the same time it becomes somehow irrelevant 
for the world. This programmatic vision has determined the 
trajectory of modern times and it also shapes the present-day 
crisis of faith which is essentially a crisis of Christian hope. 
Thus hope too, in Bacon, acquires a new form. Now it is 
called: faith in progress. (Spe Salvi 17)

The dream of an ever more perfect dominion over nature 
through science has continued unabated until our own 
time, and has tended to become identified with faith in 
the unlimited power of human reason, and the unlimited 
extension of human freedom. Benedict writes:

At the same time, two categories become increasingly 
central to the idea of progress: reason and freedom. Prog-
ress is primarily associated with the growing dominion of 
reason, and this reason is obviously considered to be a force 
of good and a force for good. Progress is the overcoming 
of all forms of dependency—it is progress towards perfect 
freedom. (SS18)

Rightly understood, a desire for increasing dominion 
of reason and freedom are great goods, which the Church 
has always encouraged. For example, through the efforts 
of the Catholic Church, slavery was gradually eliminated 
in Europe in the early Middle Ages.

In the modern era, however, faith in progress, the do-
minion of reason, and the progressive realization of free-

dom have became increasingly understood in diametrical 
opposition to Christian faith, hope, and the guidance of a 
divine Law through the Church. Benedict writes:

The two key concepts of ‘reason’ and ‘freedom’, how-
ever, were tacitly interpreted as being in conflict with the 
shackles of faith and of the Church as well as those of the 
political structures of the period. Both concepts therefore 
contain a revolutionary potential of enormous explosive 
force.” (SS18)

Today, many recognize that human reason is not capable 
of the triumphant march into utopia that many dreamed 
of in the eighteenth century. Likewise, it is all too evident 
that a kingdom of absolute human freedom is a mirage that 
could never be realized. The freedom of the human person 
can never be total, for the freedom of the individual must 
always be limited by the common good. Nevertheless, the 
dream of a perfect dominion of reason and absolute free-
dom has dominated the modern world from the sixteenth 
century to the present.

A very dramatic example of the attempt to implement 
this dream was the French Revolution, which aimed at 
inaugurating the reign of reason and perfect freedom. 
Despite all the great hopes it excited, it terminated not in 
the Kingdom of Reason and Freedom, but the “Reign of 
Terror” and the bloodthirsty guillotine gone mad.

Benedict illustrates this event with two quotations 
from Immanuel Kant, the greatest philosopher of the En-
lightenment, who in many ways sums up the period. In a 
book of 1792, Kant wrote that “the gradual transition of 
ecclesiastical faith to the exclusive sovereignty of pure 
religious faith is the coming of the Kingdom of God.”  
“Pure religious faith” for Kant means faith in reason and 
moral duty alone, stripped of all supernatural Revelation, 
faith, and prayer. In other words, the Kingdom of God 
for Kant is the Kingdom of Pure Reason and Human 
Autonomy, which he identifies with “true Christianity.” 
This kingdom will arrive to the extent that the Church 
with her supernatural faith and divine Law exit the scene. 
Furthermore, many thought that this transition from the 
Kingdom of the Church to the Kingdom of God could be 
accelerated by violent revolution. 

Benedict comments: 
The “Kingdom of God” proclaimed by Jesus receives a 

new definition here and takes on a new mode of presence; a 
new “imminent expectation”, so to speak, comes into exis-
tence: the “Kingdom of God” arrives where “ecclesiastical 
faith” is vanquished and superseded by “religious faith”, that 
is to say, by simple rational faith. (SS19)
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Kant takes Christian categories, such as the “kingdom 
of God,” faith, hope, Christ, and Christianity, and radi-
cally changes their meaning, turning them upside down. 
This occurs through situating them in the context not of 
Revelation, but rather faith in progress, the dominion of 
reason, purely rational morality, and the dream of human 
autonomy.

Two years later in 1794, Kant’s optimism was dampened 
by the bitter experience of the Reign of Terror. At this time, 
he seems to have realized that the revolution might not 
bring in the rational “Kingdom of God” that he dreamed 
of, but a new tyranny, which he speaks of as perhaps a 
harbinger of the Antichrist. He writes: “If Christianity 
should one day cease to be worthy of love … then the 
prevailing mode in human thought would be rejection 
and opposition to it; and the Antichrist … would begin 
his—albeit short—regime.”1

Another eloquent witness of the hopes raised by the 
French Revolution (notwithstanding the Reign of Terror) 
is given by Friedrich Engels, who writes: 

The great men, who in France prepared men’s minds 
for the coming revolution, were themselves extreme revo-
lutionists. They recognized no external authority of any 
kind whatever. Religion, natural science, society, political 
institutions – everything was subjected to the most unspar-
ing criticism: everything must justify its existence before 
the judgment-seat of reason or give up existence. Reason 
became the sole measure of everything. It was the time 
when, as Hegel says, the world stood upon its head; first in 
the sense that the human head, and the principles arrived at 
by its thought, claimed to be the basis of all human action 
and association; but by and by, also, in the wider sense that 
the reality which was in contradiction to these principles 
had, in fact, to be turned upside down. Every form of society 
and government then existing, every old traditional notion, 
was flung into the lumber-room as irrational; the world had 
hitherto allowed itself to be led solely by prejudices; ev-
erything in the past deserved only pity and contempt. Now, 
for the first time, appeared the light of day, the kingdom of 
reason; henceforth superstition, injustice, privilege, oppres-
sion, were to be superseded by eternal truth, eternal Right, 
equality based on Nature and the inalienable rights of man.

As revolutionaries generally do, Engels speaks a mes-
sianic language, but with a new subject. Instead of Christ 
being the light of the world, inaugurating the kingdom 
of God and dispelling superstition and injustice, it is the 
Revolution that accomplishes this messianic task. 

Faith in Progress Takes a Violent Turn: 
Marxism

After the French Revolution, Benedict XVI turns our at-
tention to the next and still more intense step of deformed 
hope. The displacement and secularization of Christian 

1  Das Ende aller Dinge (1795), cited in Spe Salvi 19. Spe salvi is 
abbreviated here as SS.

hope that we see in Kant and the French Revolution reaches 
a new intensity in Karl Marx:

Karl Marx took up the rallying call, and applied his 
incisive language and intellect to the task of launching this 
major new and, as he thought, definitive step in history to-
wards salvation—towards what Kant had described as the 
“Kingdom of God”. Once the truth of the hereafter had been 
rejected, it would then be a question of establishing the truth 
of the here and now. The critique of Heaven is transformed 
into the critique of earth, the critique of theology into the 
critique of politics.

Pope Benedict speaks of Kant’s rational faith as a “cri-
tique of Heaven” because it sought to eliminate all super-
natural elements from Christianity, which thus became 
identified with pure morality. Marx presupposes Kant’s 
critique but goes much farther, because he reduces man 
to the purely material dimension. Kant recognizes man 
as a rational and moral being, which are natural spiritual 
categories; Marx says man is a pure homo faber, a purely 
economic being. All culture and religion, for Marx, is 
simply a byproduct of man’s economic conditions. It fol-
lows that 

progress towards the better, towards the definitively 
good world, no longer comes simply from science but from 
politics—from a scientifically conceived politics that rec-
ognizes the structure of history and society and thus points 
out the road towards revolution, towards all-encompassing 
change. (SS20)

However, religion is not simply bypassed in this process 
of secularized hope, nor is it simply scorned as a byprod-
uct of economic conditions. It must be directly opposed, 
for it blocks the realization of the Kingdom of God on 
earth—the classless society—by putting the goal of human 
hope in the hereafter. By utterly secularizing the Kingdom 
and substituting the classless society for the kingdom of 
heaven, Marx and his followers had to fight the transcen-
dent Christian hope to the death, or, in a later strategy, 
seek to subvert it from within, as in Liberation Theology.

Benedict, although he will criticize Marx for his terrible 
role in the deformation of Christian hope, observes that 
Marx’s success in charting a course for the implementa-
tion of revolution came from an acute analysis: “With 
great analytical skill he spelled out the paths leading to 
revolution—and not only theoretically: by means of the 
Communist Party that came into being from the Commu-
nist Manifesto of 1848, he set it in motion.”

Marx’s fundamental flaw was that while he could show 
how to unleash revolution, exterminate the ruling class, 
foment and impose atheism, and institute the “dictatorship 
of the proletariat,” he did not know how to constitute the 
“kingdom of God”: 

He showed precisely how to overthrow the existing or-
der, but he did not say how matters should proceed thereafter. 
He simply presumed that with the expropriation of the ruling 
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class, with the fall of political power and the socialization of 
means of production, the new Jerusalem would be realized. 
. . . Having accomplished the revolution, Lenin must have 
realized that the writings of the master gave no indication 
as to how to proceed. (SS21)

Marx theorized that the utopian classless society would 
come about spontaneously when the means of production 
were socialized and all private ownership was eliminated. 
However, in order to bring this about, Marx understood that 
it would be necessary to use totalitarian force. Hence the 
necessity of the dictatorship of the proletariat. This was to 
be a temporary phase preceding and paving the way for his 
secular and atheist Kingdom of God. Benedict comments: 
“This ‘intermediate phase’ we know all too well, and we 
also know how it then developed, not ushering in a perfect 
world, but leaving behind a trail of appalling destruction.”

The key reasons for the failure of Marxism are not hard 
to find. Marx’s system is based on absolute materialism. 
He reduced man to a mere economic being with no soul, 
no immortal destiny, no true freedom of choice, no ultimate 
moral responsibility, and hence no ultimate dignity. He 
thought that the violent imposition of a “perfect” political 
system could make man perfect, without the necessity of 
a reformation of man’s heart through the grace of God. 
Benedict comments:

He forgot that man always remains man. He forgot man 
and he forgot man’s freedom. He forgot that freedom always 
remains also freedom for evil. He thought that once the 
economy had been put right, everything would automatically 
be put right. His real error is materialism: man, in fact, is 
not merely the product of economic conditions, and it is not 
possible to redeem him purely from the outside by creating 
a favorable economic environment. (SS 21)

Furthermore, Marx thought that the greatness of the end 
of his classless society justified any means used to bring 
it about. There is a certain twisted logic here. If the class-
less Communist society is indeed man’s final end and only 
true good, then those actions which serve to facilitate the 
coming of the Kingdom would be morally good, and those 
which hinder it would be evil. Revolutionary activity is the 
moral good, and counter-revolutionary activity is moral 
evil. Self-sacrificing terrorism in the service of the revolu-
tion would be the greatest moral heroism. Today we see 
the same mentality harnessed in the cause of the Islamic 
revolution. The result of this type of “morality” is that it 
turns men into monsters who use masses of human persons 
as cannon fodder for the great “cause” of revolution. 

Although the entire system is based on the positive uto-
pian hope projected for the future—the millennial society 
of peace on earth—the art of the revolutionary consists 
entirely in negation: the destruction of the present order 
of things. This can be seen with extraordinary clarity in 
a conversation Lenin had with a friend of his, Georgy 

Solomon, towards the end of 1917, his moment of triumph. 
Lenin is reported to have said:

We are . . . the real revolutionaries—yes, we are going 
to tear the whole thing down! We shall destroy and smash 
everything, ha-ha-ha, with the result that everything will 
be smashed to smithereens and fly off in all directions, and 
nothing will remain standing!

Yes, we are going to destroy everything, and on the ruins 
we will build our temple! It will be a temple for the happiness 
of all! But we shall destroy the entire bourgeoisie, and grind 
them to powder—ha-ha-ha—to powder. Remember that! . . . 

And remember that the Lenin who talked to you ten years 
ago no longer has any existence. He died a long time ago. In 
his place there speaks the new Lenin, who has learned that 
the ultimate truth lies in communism, which must now be 
brought into existence. . . .

And don’t talk to me. It will be better for you if you 
don’t talk, for I shall attack mercilessly anyone who smells 
of counter-revolution. Against the counterrevolutionaries, 
whoever they are, I shall employ Comrade Uritsky,2 ha-ha-
ha. Do you know him? It will be better for you, I think if you 
don’t make his acquaintance.3

The power of these revolutionary movements like that 
of Marxism-Leninism is that the extraordinary promise of 
a utopia in this world makes it seem that any means are 
justifiable by the greatness of the end: the Kingdom of 
God at last appearing on earth.

A similar phenomenon can be observed in Hitler’s pro-
paganda of the thousand-year Reich. Hitler was clearly 
playing off the Messianic expectation of a kingdom of 
God on earth, lasting, as in the Apocalypse, for a thousand 
years. As in Marxism, the content of this utopian kingdom 
was extremely vague and ludicrous: happiness would come 
upon mankind if the Aryan race, which Hitler speaks of as 
the highest “image of God” was allowed to lead culture. 
The greatness of this hoped-for millennial Kingdom jus-
tified the extermination of all those who opposed Aryan 
dominance or its racial purity. In Mein Kampf, Hitler wrote: 

Human culture and civilization on this continent are 
inseparably bound up with the presence of the Aryan. If he 
dies out or declines, the dark veils of an age without culture 
will again descend on this globe.

The undermining of the existence of human culture by 
the destruction of its bearer seems in the eyes of a folkish 
philosophy the most execrable crime. Anyone who dares to 
lay hands on the highest image of the Lord commits sacrilege 
against the benevolent creator of this miracle and contributes 
to the expulsion from paradise.

And so the folkish philosophy of life corresponds to 
the innermost will of Nature, since it restores that free play 
of forces which must lead to a continuous mutual higher 

2  Moses Uritsky was first head of the Communist CHEKA (secret 
police), predecessor to the KGB. He was later assassinated.

3  Robert Payne, The Life and Death of Lenin (New York: Simon & 
Schuster, 1964), 419-420. 
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breeding, until at last the best of humanity, having achieved 
possession of this earth, will have a free path for activity. . . .

We all sense that in the distant future humanity must be 
faced by problems which only a highest race, become master 
people and supported by the means and possibilities of an 
entire globe, will be equipped to overcome.4

Liberation Theology
Although Benedict does not speak of it in his encycli-

cal, the Communist deformation of Christian hope has 
entered into Catholic “theology” through the currents of 
Liberation Theology, whose aberrations Ratzinger ana-
lyzed and condemned twenty-four years ago as Prefect 
of the Congregation of the Doctrine of the Faith, with the 
document, Instruction on Certain Aspects of the “Theology 
of Liberation” (1984). 

In essence, Liberation Theology is Marxism dressed up 
in the categories of Christian theology. Amazingly, it has 
managed to dominate much of the theological establish-
ment of Latin America for the past forty years. 

Gustavo Gutiérrez, one of the most important liberation 
theologians, defines theology as a “critical reflection on 
praxis,” which is a technical term for revolutionary ac-
tivity.5 The term liberation, understood in political terms, 
takes the place of “salvation” and comes to dominate 
theological reflection. 

Liberation theology thus empties Christian hope and sal-
vation of its transcendent character, and lends the prestige 
of Catholicism to legitimize Marxist revolutionary activity, 
fomenting class hatred and conflict so as to bring about 
political revolution to “liberate” the exploited masses.

The Instruction on Certain Aspects of the “Theology of 
Liberation” states that in Liberation Theology,

There is a tendency to identify the kingdom of God and 
its growth with the human liberation movement, and to make 
history . . . a process of the self-redemption of man by means 
of the class struggle. . . . Along these lines, some go so far 
as to identify God Himself with history and to define faith 
as “fidelity to history”, which means adhering to a political 
policy which is suited to the growth of humanity, conceived 
as a purely temporal messianism. As a consequence, faith, 
hope, and charity are given a new content: they become 
“fidelity to history”, “confidence in the future”, and “option 
for the poor.” This is tantamount to saying they have been 
emptied of their theological reality.6

Deformed hope in Islam
Today the Marxist challenge has receded and its place 

on the world stage has been largely taken by radical Islam. 
Benedict does not address the question of hope in Islam in 
his encyclical. Nevertheless, it is easy to see that radical 

4  Mein Kampf, (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1943) 383-384.
5  Gustavo Gutiérrez, Teología de la liberación, 1971, p. 20.
6  Chapter 9, nos. 3-5. 

Islam shares many of the features of deformed hope that 
we have seen in Marxism. The goal of a unified Islamic 
state adhering to Shariah law and dominating the world is 
put forward as a goal to be obtained at any price, including 
global terrorism. As in Marxism, it seems that the end of 
an Islamic utopia justifies any means.7

Although Islam maintains a firm belief in life eternal, 
its vision of heaven is presented in very carnal terms8 in 
comparison with Christianity, capable of motivating jihad-
ists and suicide bombers.

Crisis of Faith in Progress
True Progress for Man Must Be Ethical and Interior

After briefly reviewing the history of the deformation of 
Christian hope in great utopian movements of the last three 
centuries, Benedict calls for a “self-critique of modernity” 
(SS22), as well as a self-critique of modern Christianity, 
“which must constantly renew its self-understanding set-
ting out from its roots.”

The radical optimism that has marked modernity for over 
four centuries, has been brought into crisis by two world 
wars and the collapse of the Communist utopian dream. 
Despite the spectacular realization of Francis Bacon’s 
dream of ever increasing dominion over nature, the mod-
ern faith in progress has been dealt a series of very rude 
shocks. Benedict quotes a German philosopher, Theodor 
W. Adorno, who says that “progress, seen accurately, is 
progress from the sling to the atom bomb” (SS22). 

It is ever more clear that technical progress alone—
whether scientific or political—will not bring in the 
Kingdom of God, for it is powerless with regard to the 
all-important dimension of man’s heart. Benedict states 
the obvious: 

We have all witnessed the way in which progress, in the 
wrong hands, can become and has indeed become a terrify-
ing progress in evil. If technical progress is not matched by 
corresponding progress in man’s ethical formation, in man’s 
inner growth (cf. Eph 3:16; 2 Cor 4:16), then it is not progress 

7  For a sober reflection on the threat posed by radical Islam, see 
Joseph Ratzinger, “The Spiritual Roots of Europe: Yesterday, Today 
and Tomorrow,” in Without Roots: The West, Relativism, Christianity, 
Islam (New York: Basic Books, 2006), 93: “So why should Europe 
reject the very fact of war? Why should the same Church that once 
launched crusades refuse to see that a war has been declared against 
‘Jews and crusaders,’ as Islamic terrorists say every day? Do the Church 
and Europe realize that their very existence is at stake, their civilization 
has been targeted, their culture is under attack? Do they understand that 
what they are being called on to defend is their own identity? Through 
culture, education, diplomatic negotiations, political relations, economic 
exchange, dialogue, preaching, but also, if necessary, through force?”

8  See, for example, Norman L. Geisler and Abdul Saleeb, Answering 
Islam: The Crescent in Light of the Cross (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker 
Books, 2002), 122-123. See also Jane Idleman Smith and Yvonne Yaz-
beck Haddad, The Islamic Understanding of Death and Resurrection 
(Albany: State University of New York Press, 1981), 88-89.
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at all, but a threat for man and for the world. (SS22)9

True progress for mankind must involve ethical prog-
ress, which in turn must be based on the aid of the grace 
of God, made accessible to man in the Church through the 
sacraments. The definitive Kingdom will never be brought 
about merely by a change in technology or social, political, 
and economic structures.

And since ethical progress and holiness depend on man’s 
freedom in cooperating with God, all historical determin-
ism is impossible. There is no necessary progress in human 
affairs, whether linear or dialectical (in Hegelian fashion), 
because man is free. The Christian view of history must 
thus avoid all determinism implicit in the myth of progress. 
Benedict writes: 

Freedom presupposes that in fundamental decisions, 
every person and every generation is a new beginning. 
Naturally, new generations can build on the knowledge and 
experience of those who went before, and they can draw 
upon the moral treasury of the whole of humanity. But they 
can also reject it, because it can never be self-evident in the 
same way as material inventions. . . . The right state of hu-
man affairs, the moral well-being of the world can never be 
guaranteed simply through structures alone, however good 
they are. (SS24)

Social structures must be animated by convictions, and 
these must be won anew by every society. For example, 
a democratic structure will only work when animated by 
convictions based on the notions of virtue and the primacy 
of the common good. And these convictions must be gained 
anew by each generation; and thus “this task is never sim-
ply completed”(SS25). They cannot simply be imposed from 
without by authority, but only by the attraction of their own 
truth, to which our freedom may often be blind. Benedict 
draws from this a decisive conclusion:

Since man always remains free and since his freedom is 
always fragile, the kingdom of good will never be definitively 
established in this world. Anyone who promises the better 
world that is guaranteed to last forever is making a false 
promise; he is overlooking human freedom. (SS24)

Because of human freedom, the perfection of the King-
dom of God can only come about through a judgment and 
a separation of the sheep and the goats, the wheat and the 
tares. In the end, the perfection of the Kingdom of God 
requires a radical healing of man’s freedom in which the 
will of those who have cooperated with God’s grace shall 
be confirmed in good. 

9  See also SS25: “Man can never be redeemed simply from outside. 
Francis Bacon and those who followed in the intellectual current of 
modernity that he inspired were wrong to believe that man would be 
redeemed through science.”

True Progress Must Involve the Harmony between 
Faith and Reason

Benedict then takes up the modern esteem for the do-
minion of reason and freedom. Christianity has no less 
esteem for reason than the modern world (indeed far 
more!). However, the question must be posed:

But when does reason truly triumph? When it is detached 
from God? When it has become blind to God? Is the reason 
behind action and capacity for action the whole of reason? If 
progress, in order to be progress, needs moral growth on the 
part of humanity, then the reason behind action and capacity 
for action is likewise urgently in need of integration through 
reason’s openness to the saving forces of faith, to the dif-
ferentiation between good and evil. Only thus does reason 
become truly human. It becomes human only if it is capable 
of directing the will along the right path, and it is capable of 
this only if it looks beyond itself. (SS23)

Reason can only properly guide human affairs if it is 
aided and enlightened by faith. Faith and reason work-
ing together can serve the building up the Kingdom of 
God through the Church. However, a “Kingdom of God” 
divorced from faith and realized by man alone is a king-
dom of the Antichrist. Communism and Nazism provide 
all too clear demonstrations. However, this is also true of 
Western society in which faith is increasingly exiled from 
the public square:

There is no doubt, therefore, that a “Kingdom of God” 
accomplished without God—a kingdom therefore of man 
alone—inevitably ends up as the “perverse end” of all 
things as described by Kant: we have seen it, and we see it 
over and over again. Yet neither is there any doubt that God 
truly enters into human affairs only when, rather than being 
present merely in our thinking, he himself comes towards us 
and speaks to us. Reason therefore needs faith if it is to be 
completely itself: reason and faith need one another in order 
to fulfil their true nature and their mission.” (SS 23)

Although there will be a final Antichrist who will im-
mediately precede the Second Coming, Scripture speaks 
of many antichrists, and of the spirit of antichrist, of which 
St. John says that “it is in the world already” (1 Jn 4:3). 
Nietzsche, Lenin, Hitler, Stalin, Mao, etc., are figures of 
the Antichrist, by their attempt to install a “‘Kingdom of 
God’ accomplished without God—a kingdom therefore 
of man alone.” To the extent that American society and 
European society also attempt to realize a “Kingdom of 
God without God,” they are also infected with the spirit 
of the Antichrist. The Catechism of the Catholic Church, 
no. 676, profoundly states:

The Antichrist’s deception already begins to take shape 
in the world every time the claim is made to realize within 
history that messianic hope which can only be realized 
beyond history through the eschatological judgment. The 
Church has rejected even modified forms of this falsification 
of the kingdom to come under the name of millenarianism, 
especially the “intrinsically perverse” political form of a 
secular messianism. 
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The Insufficiency of Secular Hopes: Secular  
Messianism Disregards Love

Finally, Benedict shows the manifold insufficiency of 
the secular hopes that have fueled the secular deformations 
of Christian hope manifested in “secular messianism.”

First of all, the secular utopias promised by revolutionary 
dreamers are utopias for mankind in the abstract, but which 
will be missed by all the concrete individuals who have 
to die before their realization, which always gets pushed 
further and further into the future. Benedict explains:

Biblical hope in the Kingdom of God has been displaced 
by hope in the kingdom of man, the hope of a better world 
which would be the real “Kingdom of God”. This seemed at 
last to be the great and realistic hope that man needs. It was 
capable of galvanizing—for a time—all man’s energies. The 
great objective seemed worthy of full commitment. In the 
course of time, however, it has become clear that this hope 
is constantly receding. Above all it has become apparent 
that this may be a hope for a future generation, but not for 
me. . . . A hope that does not concern me personally is not 
a real hope. (SS30)

A hope merely for tomorrow’s better world leaves the 
individual who hopes outside of the content of his own 
hope. This is ultimately de-humanizing and leads to treat-
ing persons as mere means for the realization of the utopia. 
This utopia thus inevitably becomes hellish.

Karl Marx spoke a great deal about how religion is a 
force of “alienation,” keeping people from the realization 
of their own desires, which they transfer to God. Ironically, 
it is the secular utopia which has proven to be ultimately 
alienating, for countless individuals are sacrificed to the 
future “Kingdom” which never comes, and this sacrifice 
is always for the sake of someone else in some abstract 
future. Benedict rightly concludes: “Hence, while we must 
always be committed to the improvement of the world, 
tomorrow’s better world cannot be the proper and sufficient 
content of our hope.”

The hopes stirred up by revolutionary fervor thus always 
must end in despair, for such hope overlooks man’s mor-
tality. Anyone whose hope is “for this life only” is “of all 
men most to be pitied,” as St. Paul says in 1 Corinthians 
15:19. Such a hope will inevitably leave all its adherents 
behind and abandon them to the dust heap of history.

Furthermore, even if the secular utopia were ever to be 
realized and if life were lengthened, it could never satisfy 
the human heart, for it is evident that man thirsts for un-
conditional love. A secular “utopia” which failed to satisfy 
this most fundamental thirst would leave man miserable. 
Benedict writes: 

The human being needs unconditional love. He needs 
the certainty which makes him say: “neither death, nor life, 
nor angels, nor principalities, nor things present, nor things 
to come, nor powers, nor height, nor depth, nor anything 

else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love 
of God in Christ Jesus our Lord” (Rom 8:38- 39). If this 
absolute love exists, with its absolute certainty, then—only 
then—is man ‘redeemed’, whatever should happen to him 
in his particular circumstances. This is what it means to say: 
Jesus Christ has ‘redeemed’ us. Through him we have become 
certain of God, a God who is not a remote ‘first cause’ of the 
world, because his only-begotten Son has become man and 
of him everyone can say: ‘I live by faith in the Son of God, 
who loved me and gave himself for me’ (Gal 2:20). (SS26)

Faith in Christ who loved us to the end is the only foun-
dation for a hope that dares aspire to perfect happiness, 
which must lie in perfect love. 

In this sense it is true that anyone who does not know 
God, even though he may entertain all kinds of hopes, is 
ultimately without hope, without the great hope that sustains 
the whole of life (cf. Eph 2:12). (SS27)

The characteristic of Christian hope is that it is infinite. 
We dare to hope, responding to God’s promise, for a 
redemption that answers all of our deepest aspirations. 
As Benedict says, “It becomes clear that only something 
infinite will suffice for him, something that will always be 
more than he can ever attain” (SS30). The hopes aroused 
by secular messianism fall miserably short.

The Christian life—and Christian hope—is a life of 
relationship with Christ: “Life in its true sense is not 
something we have exclusively in or from ourselves: it is 
a relationship. And life in its totality is a relationship with 
him who is the source of life. If we are in relation with 
him who does not die, who is Life itself and Love itself, 
then we are in life. Then we ‘live’” (SS30). 

True hope can only be realized through God’s gift, and 
is guaranteed by God’s love: “His love is at the same time 
our guarantee of the existence of what we only vaguely 
sense and which nevertheless, in our deepest self, we await: 
a life that is ‘truly’ life.” (SS31) Secular utopias can never 
provide such a life, which the human heart—even of the 
revolutionary—cannot help but desire.

Let us summarize our reflections. In the central part of 
his encyclical, Benedict has described how the modern 
world has increasingly secularized the content of Christian 
hope. Instead of seeking the perfection of the Kingdom of 
God after this life in the beatific vision and the communion 
of saints, modernity has sought to introduce a millennial 
“Kingdom of Man” on earth, which would be a sufficient 
focus of mankind’s hopes. This kingdom would involve 
a perfect dominion of reason and total autonomy (perfect 
freedom).

Secondly, Benedict has analyzed how this secular mes-
sianism has evolved and become increasingly radicalized, 
culminating in Communism. 

Third, Benedict has shown that such secular utopias 
can never satisfy the human heart, but on the contrary, 
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introduce hell on earth, and lead to despair, as we can 
see in the wake of the fall of Communism. Furthermore, 
as Benedict and the Catechism show, they anticipate the 
kingdom of the Antichrist.

Implicit in this entire discussion is the great need and 
urgency for the Catholic missions and the work of the New 
Evangelization. Man outside the Church—and merely 
nominal Christians as well—are ultimately without hope 
and prone to the two deadly poles of utopian presump-
tion or despair. This affects both their final salvation and 
their ability to find meaning and a path of growth in the 
present life.


