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From the Editor

Followup Discussion
We look forward to hearing from our readers! If you would like to send a letter to the editor, please write to 
etspiritus@mit.edu. All of our writers would be more than happy to meet with their readers individually. If there 
is a particular piece that you would like to comment on, please refer to our website at www.mitetspiritus.org.

Disclaimer
The opinions expressed in the MIT et Spiritus are those of the authors and do not necessarily reflect those of the 
journal, its editors or MIT. 
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 Thank you for reading this inaugural issue of the MIT et Spiritus. The vision for this journal began with a question: 
“What might it look like for students to engage in critical thought and dialogue about some of life’s toughest questions?”
 In an age of skepticism and at an institute of analytical scrutiny, we aim to engage with the diverse MIT community 
on the questions and experiences with which we have wrestled. We hope to present how we believe the Christian faith is 
compatible with an intellectually rigorous and  meaningful life. Further we hope to nurture a loving Christian community of 
critical thought, writing and beautiful art as we proclaim the truth, beauty and power of the Gospel of Jesus Christ. Though 
we believe these things ourselves, we want to create an open environment of rational dialogue where these ideas can be 
challenged and weighed fairly. We hope that this journal will lead to a number of ways for this to happen, whether in casual 
conversations, hosted discussion events, or point-counterpoint article pairs written on these important issues.
 MIT’s motto, Mens et Manus, embodies the university’s commitment to the development of both the minds and the hands 
of its students and faculty with the purpose of pursuing academic aspirations and serving the world. As fellow students, we 
deeply appreciate this mission, but should we stop there? By choosing the name et Spiritus, we hope to highlight the truth 
that we believe all of us have experienced—whether struggling at three a.m. with a pset, bearing with a friend who’s in need, 
participating in a club or sport, or implementing a project overseas—that what we learn and who we are as students, and 
how we are connected cannot be fully accounted for by our minds and our hands alone. There is also spirit—something with 
substance and persona that brings us together and which fundamentally constitutes our individual being. We as a journal 
hope to critically think, read, and write towards understanding the realities that speak to our minds, hands and spirits. 
 Finally, as followers of Jesus, we believe that there is freedom in the Holy Spirit. We have experienced this freedom 
to cry, to laugh, to sing, to love and to grow in our relationships with Christ. In our most desperate times, we have known 
the peace of God which surpasses all understanding. In the day-to-day grind, we are thankful for the continuous renewal 
possible through the Spirit. Perhaps you have experienced something wonderfully similar. It is for these reasons that we 
recognize the importance of the Holy Spirit in our own lives and we wish to encourage you to daily welcome God’s Spirit 
into yours.
        
          Erik Johnson 

Submissions
We are open to submissions of article abstracts or artwork. Though we are a journal of Christian thought, we do 
hope to incorporate thoughtful perspectives that are not solely Christian with the hope of better understanding 
and promoting dialogue. The MIT et Spiritus does reserve the right to refuse any submission. Please refer to our 
website at www.mitetspiritus.org.
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 I’m a professor of nuclear science and engineering at 
MIT, and today, I am celebrating the resurrection of Jesus. 
So are dozens of my colleagues. How can this be?
Hypothesis one: We’re not talking about a literal 
resurrection. Perhaps it is just an inspiring myth that served 
to justify the propagation of Jesus’ exalted ethical teachings. 
A literal resurrection contradicts the known laws of nature. 
Maybe scientists can celebrate the idea of Jesus’s spirit 
living on, while his body remained in the grave.
 But the first disciples attested to a physical resurrection. 
How could an untruth logically support high moral 
character? How could it have sustained the apostles through 
the extremes of persecution they experienced founding 
Christianity? And is celebrating a myth consistent with 
scientific integrity?

Hypothesis two: We really believe in the bodily 
resurrection of the first century Jew known as Jesus of 
Nazareth. My Christian colleagues at MIT – and millions 
of other scientists worldwide – somehow think that a 
literal miracle like the resurrection of Jesus is possible. 

And we are following a long tradition. The founders of the 
scientific revolution and many of the greatest scientists of 
the intervening centuries were serious Christian believers. 
For Robert Boyle (of the ideal gas law, co-founder in 
1660 of the Royal Society) the resurrection was a fact. For 
James Clerk Maxwell (whose Maxwell equations of 1862 
govern electromagnetism) a deep philosophical analysis 
undergirded his belief in the resurrection. And for William 
Phillips (Nobel prize-winner in 1997 for methods to trap 
atoms with laser light) the resurrection is not discredited by 
science.
 To explain how a scientist can be a Christian is actually 
quite simple. Science cannot and does not disprove 
the resurrection. Natural science describes the normal 
reproducible working of the world of nature. Indeed, the 
key meaning of “nature”, as Boyle emphasized, is “the 

normal course of events.” Miracles like the resurrection are 
inherently abnormal. It does not take modern science to tell 
us that humans don’t rise from the dead. People knew that 
perfectly well in the first century; just as they knew that the 
blind from birth don’t as adults regain their sight, or water 

 
Can a Scientist 
  Believe in the 
   Resurrection? 
   Three hypotheses
                Professor Ian Hutchinson

My Christian colleagues at MIT – and millions of other scientists 
worldwide – somehow think that a literal miracle like the resurrection 

of Jesus is possible. And we are following a long tradition.
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doesn’t instantly turn into wine.
 Maybe science has made the world 
seem more comprehensible – although in 
some respects it seems more wonderful and 
mysterious. Maybe superstition was more 
widespread in the first century than it is today 
– although the dreams of today’s sports fans 
and the widespread interest in the astrology 
pages sometimes make me wonder. Maybe 
people were more open then to the possibility 
of miracles than we are today. Still, the fact that 
the resurrection was impossible in the normal 
course of events was as obvious in the first 
century as it is for us. Indeed that is why it was 
seen as a great demonstration of God’s power.
 To be sure, while science can’t logically 
rule miracles in or out of consideration, it can 
be a helpful tool for investigating contemporary 
miraculous claims. It may be able to reveal self-
deception, trickery, or  misperception. If someone 
has been seen levitating on a supposed flying 
carpet in their living room, then the discovery 
of powerful electromagnets in their basement 
might well render such claims implausible. But 
if science fails to find defeating evidence then 
it is unable to say one way or the other whether 
some reported inexplicable event happened, or 
to prove that it is miraculous. Science functions 
by reproducible experiments and observations. Miracles 
are, by definition, abnormal and non-reproducible, so they 
cannot be proved by science’s methods.
 Today’s widespread materialist view that events contrary 
to the laws of science just can’t happen is a metaphysical 
doctrine, not a scientific fact. What’s more, the doctrine 
that the laws of nature are “inviolable” is not necessary for 
science to function. Science offers natural explanations of 
natural events. It has no power or need to assert that only 
natural events happen.
 So if science is not able to adjudicate whether Jesus’ 
resurrection happened or not, are we completely unable 
to assess the plausibility of the claim? No. Contrary to 
increasingly popular opinion, science is not our only means 
for accessing truth. In the case of Jesus’ resurrection, we 
must consider the historical evidence, and the historical 
evidence for the resurrection is as good as for almost any 
event of ancient history. The extraordinary character of the 
event, and its significance, provide a unique context, and 
ancient history is necessarily hard to establish. But a bare 
presumption that science has shown the resurrection to be 
impossible is an intellectual cop-out. Science shows no such 
thing.
Hypothesis 3: I was brainwashed as a child. If you’ve 
read this far and you are still wondering how an MIT 
professor could seriously believe in the resurrection, you 

Ian H. Hutchinson is a 
Professor of Nuclear Science 
and Engineering at MIT 
and involved in fusion 
research. He has written 
and spoken widely on the 
relationship between science 
and the Christian faith, and 
is the author of the book 
Monopolizing Knowledge: 
A scientist refutes religion-
denying reason-destroying 
scientism.

      Averoldi Polyptych, Titian, 1522

might guess I was brainwashed to believe it as a child. But 
no, I did not grow up in a home where I was taught to believe 
in the resurrection. I came to faith in Jesus when I was an 
undergraduate at Cambridge University and was baptized in 
the chapel of Kings College on my 20th birthday. The life, 
death and resurrection of Jesus Christ are as compelling to 
me now as then.
Easter 2016.1 

1  Originally Published by Veritas at  http://www.veritas.org/can-scientist-
believe-resurrection-three-hypotheses/ Please visit their website for more related 
articles. 
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 I have been going to church since 9 months before I was 
born. As a PK (Pastor’s Kid), smack dab in the middle of the 
Bible Belt, that’s just what you do. It was a pretty easy life; 
my peers all saw me as “the good kid,” and to be honest, 
I loved the attention. Sunday School was easy because I 
had figured out the secret: the answer to every question was 
Jesus. 
 As time went on, though, I realized that the real world is 
more complicated. The answer isn’t always Jesus; sometimes 
it’s πr2. I matured and found that my real passions were in 
science and technology, that building stuff was much more 
fun than reading the Bible, and what my science teacher 
said made much more sense than what my Sunday School 
teacher said. It was difficult trying to mesh an unemotional, 
logical, scientific mind with the roles and expectations of 
being a pastor’s kid. In the Southern Baptist Church, God 
and science do not mix very well. 
 My first encounter with this opposition came at a dinner 
table in Jinja, Uganda, talking to a missionary my family 
was working with over the summer. I was 9 years old. It 
started out as small talk; he asked me what I liked to do for 
fun. I started babbling on about how I really liked science, 
space, and researching cool things on the internet. This 
was met with raised eyebrows and a condescending frown. 
“You know, son, the earth is only 6,000 years old.” I don’t 
remember many details from the rest of the conversation, 

but I know I left that table feeling very confused. Where is 
this coming from? Are Christians supposed to believe this?1 
 From that point onward, I learned to split up my life. On 
Sunday mornings I would wake up, get dressed, and don the 
well-practiced PK façade that developed over years of going 
through the motions. During the week, I did what I wanted. 
Lather, rinse, repeat. I believed in God, but it was superficial 
and had a minimal effect on my life. This continued through 
to high school, where I finally hit a breaking point. Her 
name was Alexa.

 Alexa was my debate partner and good friend. Like me, 
she wanted to study engineering and had a very scientific 
outlook on life. She was a sharp girl, fierce in her opinions, 
and questioned everything and everyone. One day, she 
looked right at me and said, “Jacob, why do you believe in 
God?” I froze. This was a question I had never been asked, 
a question I had never once considered, a question to which 

1 Short answer: Not necessarily. This belief is called Young Earth Creationism 
and comes from a literal interpretation of Genesis 1. See also Colin’s Article “Is 
Genesis 1 Really About Creationism?” or St. Augustine’s (345-430 AD) works: 
On Genesis: A Refutation of the Manichees, The Unfinished Literal Commentary 
on Genesis, and The Literal Meaning of Genesis.

The first gulp from the glass of natural sciences will turn you into an atheist, but at the bottom 
of the glass God is waiting for you.” ― Werner Heisenberg, father of quantum physics

I had no answer. It wrecked me. 
Why do I believe in God?

Werner Heisenberg

Finding God in Science 
The Story of an Engineering Student Redeemed by Grace
  
    Jacob Tims
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I had no answer. It wrecked me. Why do I believe in God? Is 
there a God? Do I just believe what my parents taught me? 
It forced me to take a hard look at my spiritual life, and I 
saw that there was nothing there. 
 For the next year or so I looked for answers. I turned 
the internet upside down, read the arguments of Christians 
and Atheists, and reached out to those whose opinions I 
respected. I asked the hard questions2 and wasn’t satisfied 
with “The answer is Jesus.” I was determined to know the 
truth to the deepest extent that my mind could comprehend. 
Instead of glazing over, I dug deeper. The journey was long 
and in many ways continues to this very day, but at the end 
of that critical year I came to a satisfactory conclusion. I 
ended up finding God in the most unlikely of places: science. 
For me it came down to one simple consideration. I could 
not justify the existence of a universe so incomprehensibly 
enormous, spectacularly elegant, breathtakingly beautiful, 
and infinitely complex, without acknowledging the 
existence of an infinite creator.3  Kind of like how looking 
at the mechanisms of a Model T – the engine, gears and 
differential, transmission, and all the new inventions 
that went along with one of the first great automobiles  – 
makes me think “Wow. The guy who designed this thing is 
brilliant.” Even if I study this car like we study the universe 

with science, even if I were to understand everything about 
how it works and what makes it move, I would never say, 
“Alright, now that I know how everything works I’ve proved 
that Henry Ford doesn’t exist!” None of that knowledge 
would diminish the feeling that there’s someone behind the 
design; in fact, it would only enhance it.4 

2 What about all the evil and suffering? Does the Bible deny evolution? Can 
there only be one true religion? Hasn’t science disproved Christianity? (Want to 
talk about one of these? Shoot me an email – seriously. jtims@mit.edu)
3 Psalm 147:5, Isaiah 40:28, Psalm 95:4-5, Psalm 104:24-25, Psalm 139:13-18, 
Job 12:7-10
4 Several modern atheists have tried to refute the need for an intelligent designer 
in books such as The Blind Watchmaker by Richard Dawkins, but I have found 
their arguments to be inadequate at best. My God is not a “God of the gaps.” He 
is a God of the given.

 Physics blows my mind. I think we often take for 
granted how incredible it is that the universe is actually 
mathematically intelligible, that the equations we study 
are even there to begin with, and that we can actually 
quantify something like force, gravity, or electromagnetism 
in relationships that are absolutely correct, all the time. As 
Einstein said, “The most incomprehensible thing about the 
universe is that it is comprehensible.” My favorite equations 
are Maxwell’s equations, because they are so simple yet 
complex, symmetric, and describe so much about our world 
in a way that totally defies intuition.5  What amazes me 
even more, though, is thinking about their origin. Maxwell, 
Ampère, Gauss, and Faraday didn’t invent those equations. 
They just translated them into a language that we humans 
can understand. All men of faith,6 they would tell you that 
these equations were already written into the fabric of 
space-time by an author far greater than any scientist. I love 
to think that 13.8 billion years ago, when our universe was 
a single exploding point of crazy I-don’t-even-know-what, 
God said, “I think I’m going to make electric curl equal the 
negative time derivative of magnetic flux. Then, I’m going 
to configure this massive explosion in just the right way 
so that someday these particles will come together to form 
Jacob Tims. And I want him to be able to use electricity.”
 Another thing I love to think about is how everything 
is put together so perfectly well. The 20 or so physical 
constants of the universe—those seemingly random 
numbers that govern how fast the universe expands, 
how strong atomic bonds and gravity are, etc.—are so 
finely tuned that if any one of the numbers was off by an 
infinitesimal amount, life would not exist.7  Most people 
agree that the probability of this happening on its own is 

5 If you’re a physics enthusiast, read about how magnetic fields are actually just 
the relativistic effects of electric fields. Crazy stuff. Also note that even though 
our equations may change, the point I’m trying to make here stays the same.
6 In fact, all but Gauss were devout Christians.
7 Rees, Martin (May 3, 2001). Just Six Numbers: The Deep Forces That Shape 
The Universe. New York, NY: Basic Books; First American Edition edition. p. 4.

Henry Ford and the Model T.

Charged subatomic particles at CERN passing through a chamber filled with 
hydrogen-neon liquid. 
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so minute that we might as well call it zero. Yet this is just 
the beginning.8   On the most basic level I can imagine, 
these numbers and equations govern all kinds of quantum 
reactions. Quarks, leptons, bosons and all manner of 
subatomic Legos come together to form atoms, molecules, 
and whatnot. These then clump together in a bunch of 

crazy ways to form things like ribosomes, amino acids, and 
enzymes that zip and unzip DNA like a magic biological 
computer code. The process continues up and up, through 
blood cells, brain tissue, bones, and all, to create something 
more than just a random collection of particles.9  It creates 
me, an individual, a personality, a soul. 13.8 billion-year-old 
particles of star dust come together to create something with 
intelligent thoughts, memories, emotions, feelings of love, 
purpose, and patriotism. They create something that likes 
steak nachos, classical music, and Pokémon, and can ask 
questions like “Am I valuable? Is there a greater purpose? Is 
there a god?” I don’t understand how it works, and I never 
will. To imagine the full complexity of the universe is far 
beyond me. I can only scratch the surface and peer in. What 
I do see is breathtakingly elegant.
 One of my favorite Bible verses is Psalm 19:1 – “The 
heavens declare the Glory of God, the skies proclaim the 
work of his hands.” I like this verse because it perfectly 
describes the central theme in that pivotal time of my 
life. I finally broke through the wall of uncertainty and 
firmly reestablished a faith that was my own. The journey 
continues, but in a different direction now. Since then, 
things have gotten personal.
 My first year at MIT proved to be one of the most 
intellectually stimulating, physically draining, personally 
challenging, and spiritually invigorating years of my life. 
The largest change was an adjustment of perspective. Like 
many students in the area, I arrived with lofty goals, selfish 
ambition, and an overly proud heart. I was naïve enough to 
think that I could rely on my own strength to get through 
the overwhelming challenges I was to face. A few months 
of late nights, failed midterms, and Introductory Biology 
were all it took for me to see the limitations of my own 
power.10  I have always known that I am extremely blessed, 
but God used those first few months as a subtle reminder of 
who blessed me in the first place. While the challenges were 
discouraging at first, this new perspective quickly became 
my most valuable source of strength and encouragement. 
As God slowly chiseled away at my pride and self-reliance, 

8 A Brief History of Time by Stephen Hawking talks in detail about how this 
Universe is remarkably well suited for life. It’ll blow your mind in ways you 
can’t even imagine.
9 If you’re interested in biology and how it points to God, definitely read The 
Language of God: A Scientist Presents Evidence for Belief by Francis Collins, 
director of the NIH and Project Head of the Human Genome Project.
10 Proverbs 3:5

I finally realized the real truth of what He was trying to tell 
me. The message was not just that I cannot rely on my own 
strength, but that I don’t have to. The Bible says that Jesus 
came to carry those burdens for me.11  God put me here for 
a reason; He’s going to get me through it.
 This foundational message allowed me to take a look at 
my life through a different lens. This was the first necessary 
lesson that acted as a catalyst for the rest of what God was 
to teach me. The rest of my time here has been far from 
trouble-free, but with this change of perspective I find these 
troubles much easier to handle. I have had many hard times 
but God has used them all to continue to teach me more 
about Himself, His people, His plan, and the role I am to 
play.
 What exactly have I learned? I have learned how deeply 
compelling the complexities of God’s creation are.12  I have 
learned how powerful and pervasive His love is.13  I have 
learned that even in the midst of terrorism and senseless 
violence, depression and suicides, stress and anxiety, His 
peace can prevail.14  I have learned to embrace the terrifying 
notion that my pursuit of higher education should come 
second to my pursuit of righteousness.15  I have learned that 
even some of the most brilliant and logical minds in the 
world yearn for truth beyond what can be discovered by 
the scientific process. Most of all, though, I’ve learned how 
little I actually know, and how much I have yet to learn.
 My spiritual journey is far from over, and will continue 
until the day my body is laid to rest. At that point I suppose 
I’ll find out the ultimate truth. Perhaps I’ll sit down with 
God and He’ll show me how he created the universe. 
Perhaps I was wrong the whole time, in which case I guess 
I would never find out. Until then, I will be ever searching, 
ever seeking, ever questioning, so that I can get as close to 
the truth as I can while I’m here. In the two decades I’ve 
been alive, I haven’t gotten far. Yet what I have discovered 
has changed my life. The irony is that thus far, in the biggest 
questions I have asked about myself, my value, and a greater 
purpose, it turns out my Sunday School teacher was right all 
along. The answer is Jesus.16 

11 Matthew 11:28-30
12 Psalm 8:3-4
13 Romans 8:35-39
14 John 16:33
15 Matthew 6:33
16 John 14:6

“The heavens declare the Glory of God, 
the skies proclaim the work of his hands.”

Jacob hails from the promised 
land of Kansas and is graduating 
this year in Mechanical 
Engineering. He likes robots, 
rockets, and nachos, and he still 
wants to be an astronaut.

The Trinity of Physics, Christianity, and Life
Vitaly Andreev
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Though faith is above reason, there can never be any real 
discrepancy between faith and reason. Since the same 
God who reveals mysteries and infuses faith has bestowed 
the light of reason on the human mind, God cannot deny 
himself, nor can truth ever contradict truth. [...] The 
humble and persevering investigator of the secrets of 
nature is being led, as it were, by the hand of God in spite 
of himself, for it is God, the conserver of all things, who 
made them what they are.1

 Can it be just a coincidence that within natural sciences 
we understand our universe with such a magnificent clarity 
and precision? “The Word,” or in Greek: ‘The Logos,’ which 
“was in the beginning”,2  is more than a theological statement 
about Jesus, but a declaration of rationality and reason. Talking 
about the ‘laws of nature,’ we necessarily give credence 
to this ‘Logos,’ the logical structure of nature. Goedel’s 
incompleteness theorems suggest that everyone has to start 
with some unprovable statements in order to talk sense about 
anything. As an example, an axiom taken by every serious 
scientist is that nature is understandable. One may call it faith in 
the existence and consistency of some fundamental principles 
which are accessible by our minds. As Einstein pointed out:

“Everyone who is seriously involved in the pursuit of 
science becomes convinced that a spirit is manifest in the 
laws of the universe—a spirit vastly superior to that of 
man, and one in the face of which we with our modest 
powers must feel humble.”3 

 Over the last few years, I gradually became more and more 
convinced by Christianity. Throughout my spiritual journey 
I have found physics to be a natural source of inspiration, 
encouraging me to look deeper. I came to see that modern 
physics challenges us to think beyond just the layer of beautiful 
and elegant mathematics, and compels us to pursue a deeper 
truth.

Physical Cosmology, Genesis and 
Fundamental Principles
The first person to propose the cosmological model known 
today as the ‘Big Bang Theory’ was both a Catholic priest 
and a physicist. After being ordained a priest, Fr. Georges 
Lemaitre studied astronomy at Cambridge University, worked 
at the Harvard College Observatory, and received his Ph.D. 
in physics from MIT. He solved the Einstein equations and 
estimated the expansion rate of the universe, now known as the 

1 Catechism of the Catholic Church, par. 159
2  John 1:1
3 Edited by Alice Calaprice. Dear Professor Einstein: Albert Einsteins Letters to 
and from Children. Amherst, N.Y.: Prometheus Books, 2002, Page 127-129.

historically misnamed ‘Hubble constant.’ He even suggested 
the accelerating expansion of the universe.4 Several decades 
later the accelerating expansion was indeed discovered by the 
research groups of S. Perlmutter, 
B. Schmidt and A. Riess who 
were awarded a Nobel Prize in 
2011.
 According to the modern 
cosmological model, around 
14 billion years ago almost all 
of the energy density of our 
universe was concentrated 
in electromagnetic radiation, 
commonly known as ‘light’. 
Although the concept of ‘light’ in 
the bible should not be confused 
with the concept of ‘light’ in 
physics, the statement ‘in the 
beginning there was light’ can 
be related to physical cosmology.  
Our universe developed from a hot 
dense state filled with light. Accordingly, physical cosmology 
seems to indicate that our universe is not a meaningless cycle 
but rather has an arrow of time that proceeds forward. Despite 
an ongoing debate on the ‘beginning’ of classical space-time 
in various theoretical cosmological models5 6 7,  a beginning 
seems more plausible given all the current cosmological data. 
Regardless, in my opinion, the arguable beginning of the 
universe is not an important spiritual inspiration from physics.
 Rather as I see it, what points more decisively towards 
God is the temporal evolution of our universe and our ability 
to understand the universe. First, we discovered that our 
universe is neither chaotic (in the sense that it contains some 
regular laws) nor static, but that it is ordered and has well-
defined phases during its evolution. Second, as mentioned 
in the introduction, our understanding of nature assumes the 
existence of objective principles beyond nature. The prominent 
atheist and cosmologist Sean M. Carroll says: “If and when 
cosmologists develop a successful scientific understanding of 
the origin of the universe, we will be left with a picture in which 
there is no place for God to act.”8 Let us assume that we arrive 

4 Rodney D Holder and Simon Mitton. Georges Lemaitre: Life, Science and 
Legacy. Berlin, Heidelberg: Springer, 2012, p. 10-13.
5 Laura Mersini-Houghton, Rudy Vaas. The Arrows of Time - A Debate in 
Cosmology. Berlin, Heidelberg: Springer, 2012.
6 William Lane Craig and Quentin Smith. Theism, Atheism and the Big Bang 
Cosmology. New York: Oxford University Press, 1993.
7 William Lane Craig vs. Sean Carroll. God and Cosmology: The Existence 
of God in Light of Contemporary Cosmology. Debate transcript, http://www.
reasonablefaith.org/god-and-cosmology-the-existence-of-god-in-light-of-
contemporary-cosmology, Feb 2016. See also https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=X0qKZqPy9T8
8 Sean Carroll’s Blog “Preposterous Universe”. Does the Universe Need God? 
Posted on March 21, 2011 by Sean Carroll. http://www.preposterousuniverse.

The Trinity of Physics, Christianity, and Life
Vitaly Andreev

Georges Lemaitre (1894 – 1966)
https://commons.wikimedia.org/
wiki/File:Lemaitre.jpg
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at such an understanding. On the contrary, I think that in this 
case there will be an even more credible place for God. Though 
in possession of the scientific understanding of the origin of 
the universe, we would still be left with the open metaphysical 
question: ‘What is the origin of this understanding?’. Although 
the term ‘understanding’ is not easy to define, we could say that 
a scientific understanding means a mathematical description 
which is supported by the observational data. But as mentioned 
previously, mathematics cannot be proved consistent. The 
incompleteness theorems indicate that scientific knowledge is 
not enough for a complete description of reality.9 If one day our 
scientific knowledge proves to successfully describe the origin 
of our universe, it will be a strong indication of the presence 
of fundamental principles beyond the scientific method. These 
principles would necessarily underline the consistency of 
our understanding and knowledge of nature.  Although there 
are prominent faithful scholars like John Polkinghorne, an 
Anglican priest and honored particle physics professor at 
Cambridge University, some physicists tend to be agnostics 
or atheists. Though I fully respect and appreciate the truth-
seeking agnostic, for the reasons given above, among others, I 
have come to think that scientific atheism is self-contradictory. 
As C. S. Lewis writes: “Even to think and to act in the natural 
world we have to assume something beyond it and even assume 
that we partly belong to that something.”10 

com/blog/2011/03/21/does-the-universe-need-god/
9 A beautiful paper which discusses several arguments for the limitations 
of scientific knowledge is: Fernando Sols. Can Science Offer an Ultimate 
Explanation of Reality?, PENSAMIENTO, vol. 69 (2013), num. 261, pp. 
685-699. Online English version: https://revistas.upcomillas.es/index.php/
pensamiento/article/download/4668/4484
10 C. S. Lewis. God in the Dock. Glasgow: William Collins Sons & Co Ltd: 
1979. Essay “Miracles.”

 As I wrestled with questions of origin and Christianity I 
found myself asking—can modern cosmology be reconciled 
with Genesis, and if so, how? First, we have to acknowledge 
that when we want to understand a text, there is always a 
trinitarian unity consisting of the text itself, the subtext and 
the context. The text is what is literally written, the subtext 
is the purpose and intention of the author, and the context 
relates to the author as well as his historical or environmental 
surroundings. Only within this trinity can we fully understand 
the meaning of a text. If one reads Genesis only as the text 
itself, on the surface one could find apparent contradictions. 
For example, in Genesis 1 we read that on the fifth day God 
created animals and on the sixth day He created man. But in 
Genesis 2 God created man before He “formed out of the earth 
all the wild beasts and all the birds of the sky.” Here, it is 
important to recognize the subtext and the context of Genesis.11 
During the time when Genesis was written, many civilizations 
had a cyclical view of time. Because the day and night and all 
the seasons repeat themselves over and over again, one natural 
conclusion is to think of life as an endless wheel of repetitions. 
In this perspective, the meaning and uniqueness of man’s life 
is lost. Genesis gave the Israelites another perspective: there 
is an arrow of time, a fundamental reason and an underlying 
purpose. This meaning and completeness of the universe is 
symbolized by the number seven and the structure described 
in creation. A similar pattern is found in modern cosmology 
which indicates the existence of an ‘arrow of time’ as well 
as the temporal evolution of our universe. In addition to that, 
Genesis tells us that humans are made in God’s image and 

11 See the article ‘Is Genesis 1 Really About Creationism’ in this issue by Colin 
Aitken.

A diagram representing the evolution of the universe, starting with the Big Bang to present day. The arrow marks the flow of time.
http://cosmictimes.gsfc.nasa.gov/universemashup/archive/media/images/big_bang_evolution.jpg
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with a capability to know Him. Hence, it is no surprise to the 
Christian that science is so successful in gaining a thorough 
understanding of nature. 
 Our physical understanding of the universe is rooted in the 
theory of Einstein. His theory of relativity, which gave birth 
to physical cosmology, brought us another interesting insight 
into nature. Sometimes Einstein’s Theory of Special Relativity 
is misinterpreted as implying that ‘everything is relative’, 
when ironically, the theory could be called the ‘Theory of the 
Absoluteness of Light.’ The two main postulates of Einstein’s 
theory are: 1) the value of the speed of light in free space is the 
same in all inertial reference frames, and 2) the laws of physics 
are identical in all inertial reference frames. Poetically we may 
say: the light is our absolute reference and the law is the same 
for everyone. In religious terminology this would be called 
‘righteousness’. Conclusively the absoluteness of light in 
Einstein’s theory points towards the existence of fundamental 
principles.

Quantum Physics Shines New Light on 
Reality 
 By looking at quantum physics we can find other interesting 
principles manifested in nature. Quantum Mechanics began 
with new understandings of light. Surprisingly, we discovered 
that light is both a particle and a wave. How can something be a 
particle and a wave at the same time? Is it not a contradiction? 

A helpful analogy could be to ask: can something be 
rectangular and circular at the same time? At first, it may seem 
contradictory, but we simply have to think in a new dimension. 
A cylinder is rectangular from one perspective and circular from 
the other. The analogous procedure can be done in quantum 
physics. To describe this wave-particle duality—the quantum 
nature of light—we need to increase our ‘dimension’ of 
reasoning and understanding. The tool for doing precisely this 
is the mathematical formalism developed for the description 
of quantum phenomena. As Werner Heisenberg pointed out, 
“in consequence of empirical evidence, not only the content 
of our thinking changes, but also the structure of thinking.”12  
 
 I find it remarkable that a similar way of thinking is 
required in theology. Similar to the duality of light, the picture 
of God requires both duality and trinity. Properly understood it 
is not a contradiction that Jesus is both fully human and fully 
divine. And it is not a contradiction that God is one in three 
persons. To quote C. S. Lewis:

“On the Divine level you still find personalities; but up 
there you find them combined in new ways which we, 
who do not live on that level, cannot imagine. In God’s 
dimension, so to speak, you find a being who is three 
Persons while remaining one Being, just as a cube is six 
squares while remaining one cube.”13 

Another interesting inspiration from quantum physics is the 
suggestion that reality is formed by observation. The outcome 
of the experiment is not independent of the observer. A 
‘mystery of measurement’ exists where the so-called wave 
function collapses and a new reality is formed by observing it. 
As Hans-Peter Duerr (a follower of Heisenberg) said:

“Reality reveals itself more as a potentiality, as a not yet 
sallied, in some sense undecided ‘as-well-as’, only as a 
‘may-be’ possibility for the familiar reality which reflects 
itself in a object-like manifestation subjected to the ‘either-
or’-logic.”14 

12 W. Heisenberg. Audio recording of the talk “Physics and Philosophy” (in 
German), 1967, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xhNS3cJX5EU
13 C.S. Lewis. Mere Christianity. New York: Macmillan, 1960, Ch. 24.
14 Hans-Peter Duerr. Auch die Wissenschaft spricht nur in Gleichnissen: Die 
neue Beziehung zwischen Religion und Naturwissenschaften. (“Science speaks 

A. Einstein and G. Lemaitre around 1933.
http://www.labuonaparola.it/monsignor-big-bang/

A cylinder with two projections. http://i.imgur.com/YIS9f.jpg
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Reality is formed by the interaction of the observer with the 
quantum nature of matter. This relationship-woven nature of 
physical reality we also find in the Christian picture of God. 
“God is Love”15 means nothing unless God is manifested in 
a relationship. As St. Augustine realized, this is a powerful 
witness to the trinity: “Wherever there is love, there is a trinity: 
a lover, a beloved and a fountain of love.”16 

Quantum Field Theory and the Music of the 
Love of God
 Let us move on to the most fundamental physical 
description of reality so far—the Quantum Field Theory. 
Einstein was awarded a Nobel Prize in 1921 for his explanation 
of the photoelectric effect with his theorized light quanta, later 
to be called ‘photons’. However, in classical electrodynamics, 
light is a manifestation of a field.  A puzzle that troubled 
Einstein until the end of his life was the proper reconciliation 
of light appearing as both a photon and coming from a field. 
Early quantum mechanics lacked the quantization of fields. 
It was a semi-classical approach now referred to as the 
‘first quantization’. The quantization of fields—the ‘second 
quantization’—was developed by a number of theorists during 
the following decades. Finally, physicists arrived at quantum 
electrodynamics in which the quanta of light emerge from the 
quantization of the electromagnetic field. This astonishing 
achievement was honored by the Nobel Prize in 1965 (S. 
Tomonga, J. Schwinger and R. Feynman) and set the basis for 
modern particle physics.
 Within the picture of quantum field theory, modern physics 
challenges us to question materialism. At the beginning of the 
20th century, one might have thought that Democritus was 
right, that everything just seemed to consist of indivisible 
objects called atoms. But as modern physics shows us, Plato 
had a more suitable picture in which matter is not made up 
of indivisible objects isolated from the rest of the universe. 
Heisenberg recognized this in his talks about physics and 
philosophy even before the great success of particle physics in 
the second half of the 20th century. In fact, ‘particle’ physics 
is a misleading word. What we discovered in physics is that at 
the most fundamental level of our description of nature there 
is nothing like an isolated indivisible object separated from 
all the universe. Rather, particles are excitations of quantum 
fields!
 A single electron cannot exist in full separation from the 
rest of the universe because it cannot exist without the electron 

also in parables: the new relationship between science and religion.”) Freiburg, 
Basel, Wien: Herder, 2004.
15 1 John 4:16
16  YOUCAT: Youth Catechism of the Catholic Church. San Franciso: Ignatius 
Press, 2010, p 34. See also: Augustine of Hippo. On the Trinity.

quantum field. This quantum field is everywhere being present 
in the whole universe. Particles only appear to be indivisible 
and localized because of the laws of quantum fields. Their 
behavior emerges from quantum fields, just like the behavior 
of molecules emerges from the behavior of atoms. At the most 
fundamental level of matter lies the following symmetry: 
‘U(1) cross SU(2) cross SU(3)’—this is the so-called 
‘Standard Model of Particle Physics’ in brief. A theoretical 
particle physicist states at the most fundamental level that 
the symmetries of the electroweak and strong forces identify 
with the three mathematical groups. U(1), the unitary group of 
degree one, represents the electromagnetic interaction which 
can be unified with the weak force represented by the so-called 
special unitary group of degree two, SU(2). The strong force 
features the symmetry of the special unitary group of degree 
three, SU(3). The characteristic properties of the interactions 
are derived from these symmetry groups. For instance, from the 
U(1) symmetry we know that the quanta of the electromagnetic 
field have to be uncharged and massless, and that there is only 
one kind of quanta which we can call ‘photons’. Because the 
photons are massless and uncharged, the electromagnetic 
force has an infinite range. The weak and strong forces are 
not relevant on the scale of ‘everyday-life’ physics because 
they have ranges below or equal to a femtometer, the size of 
a nucleus. This fact can be derived from the properties of the 
SU(2) or SU(3) interactions.  The electromagnetic and weak 
forces have proved to be unified into one interaction which 
we call the ‘electroweak force’. The unification of all the 
fundamental interactions, including gravity, remains a dream 
for every theoretical particle physicist. One such attempt is 
called string theory.
 Shockingly, the fundamental blocks of matter are not 
made out of matter in the usual sense. And so again we find 
that our description of nature is closer to Plato’s worldview. As 

Cross section of the quintic Calabi-Yau manifold which is used in string theory.
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Calabi_yau_formatted.svg

“Wherever there is love, there is 
a trinity: a lover, a beloved and a 
fountain of love.”
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Heisenberg said:

“I think that modern physics has definitely decided in favor 
of Plato. In fact the smallest units of matter are not physical 
objects in the ordinary sense; they are forms, ideas which can 
be expressed unambiguously only in mathematical language.’’17 

 At the bottom of matter lies the symmetry, the mathematics 
or ‘geometric objects’ that Plato claimed back then. What we 
do not see with our eyes seems to be more ‘real’ than what we 
can ‘grasp’ with our hands. Abstract imagination is needed to 
embrace the roots of reality.

 Imagining a quantum field as strings of musical instruments 
spanning the whole space-time, particles are then excitations 
of these strings. One could say that matter is the music of 
the eternal love of God to us humans. A symphony with both 
dramatic and joyful movements. Everyone of us represents a 
unique instrument. God provides us with the harmonies, and 
it is our decision whether we play dissonantly or consonantly 
with the harmonies He has given us.

Science and Religion as Duality of Truth
 I have come to think that science and religion are 
complementary pictures of truth, answering the questions of 
‘how?’ and ‘why?’. In science, we look for empirical evidence 
and provable facts, whether it pertains to history, biochemistry, 
or physics. Science is an interplay between man and nature 
and it is always bound to this method. We pose the question 
‘How?’ to nature and we want to hear an answer which we can 
understand. Amazingly, we get these answers!
 In physics, we construct theoretical models, perform an 
experiment and analyze the results. But that is not how we dare 
to approach some aspects of our life. How would you prove the 
love of your mother? Would you dare to ‘test’ it? Turn away 
from her and see whether she still comes back to you? Would 
you want to repeat this ‘experiment’ over and over again just 
as you do in the scientific method? This sounds odd and it is 
odd, because love in its complete picture is not measurable. 
A biochemist or neuroscientist could argue that in some way 
we could measure love by chemicals in our body. But this is 
very different from our experience of love which demands 
that we should resent such a complete mapping of love down 
to chemicals. Life offers us deeper questions than those of a 
pure description of natural phenomena. These are questions 
about meaning and purpose which can be summarized in the 
category of the question ‘Why?’. The fact that we can and want 
to ask these kinds of questions points towards a deep truth of 
human existence. Attempts to address the question ‘Why?’ are 
transcendent and force us to think about God.
 C. S. Lewis, whose conversion from atheism to Christianity 

17 W. Heisenberg. Physics and Philosophy: The Revolution in Modern Science. 
New York : Harper & Row, 1962. Lectures delivered at University of St. 
Andrews, Scotland, Winter 1955-56.

was influenced by G. K. Chesterton18 and discussions with J. R. 
R. Tolkien, described a beautiful picture of two fundamentally 
different perspectives. He writes about ‘looking at’  versus 
‘looking along’19 which we may identify as the questions 
‘how?’ and ‘why?’.
 Looking at a penetrating light-beam in a dark toolshed is 
very different from looking along the light-beam when one 
is illuminated by the sun and can experience the light-beam. 
In science, we are looking at the universe to describe how it 
behaves from the outside perspective. Meaning and purpose 
can only be found by looking along the universe, taking the 
inside perspective. Meaning is an interior and not an exterior 

property. For instance, we find meaning in love by loving, i.e. 
by looking along love and not at love. What is the meaning of 
light? We cannot find it by simply looking at light because we 
would only find out how light behaves.
 To reveal the purpose and meaning of light, we have to 
look along light, from the inside perspective of light to see its 
purpose in illumination. We have to face light with our hearts, 
let light illuminate us, let it shine along us. By letting light 
become part of ourselves, we access the meaning of light: it 
shines in the darkness so that we may find new understandings 
of everything.20 The new knowledge and experience gained by 
looking along light becomes part of our identity and helps us 
to see the world in a more complete way.
 Science is always bound to a method. In the above picture, 
it would be looking at the light-beam and identifying its path 
by the dust floating in it. But thinking about God requires us to 
go beyond such methods. This means to look along the light-
beam and experience the light-beam itself by recognizing 
the beauty of the illuminated and the sun, the source of the 
light. God, who is infinite Love, cannot be grasped in theories. 
Physics can give us inspirations for faith in God, but it cannot 
prove or disprove God’s existence. We are inspired by looking 
at the light-beam and want to know where it comes from by 
looking along it. The concept of faith features transcendency 
and goes beyond purely rational proofs or disproofs for the 
existence of God. We must not be fooled by purely reductionist 
reason because there never is an ending to the exploration of 
the Logos. We can never think to an end.
 Why may it even be considered beautiful that one cannot 
prove God by empirical evidence, pure facts, or science? 
Because otherwise faith becomes impersonal and mechanical. 
You would then not need other people in order to have faith; you 
could go to the library, sit in a lonesome corner and just study 
about God’s existence. We would be almost like computers 
trying mechanically to resolve our beliefs. But faith is passed 
on by people. Faith has to be more than reasonable, faith is 
experienceable. Rational thinking is not enough to have faith. 
We have to open our hearts towards God to find and experience 

18 G. K. Chesterton. The Everlasting Man. New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2011.
19 C. S. Lewis. God in the Dock: Essays on Theology and Ethics. Wm. B. 
Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1972, “Meditation in a Toolshed”, p. 212.
20 John 1:4-10

Matter is the music of the eternal love of God to us humans.
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belief: as Jesus said, “Ask and it will be given to you; seek and 
you will find; knock and the door will be opened for you.”21 
The Jewish philosopher Martin Buber noticed: “All actual life 
is encounter.”22  If all what was needed for faith is rationality, 
it would restrict faith to just an intellectual matter. But the way 
to the kingdom of God and eternal life is opened for everyone 
regardless of their rational capabilities. Jesus and faith in Him 
does not differentiate between people based on their academic 
achievements. Every person will be judged according to his 
or her capabilities. Just as one can do music without having a 
music degree, one can have faith without being a theologian. 
Every human being can follow God because man has the 
intuition to follow Him.

God is More Than the Logos
 As a first step towards thinking beyond the question of 
‘how’, we should recognize God as the ultimate intelligence 
and the fundamental truth, the ‘Logos.’ We can never fully 
understand and grasp the truth of the Logos. For His thoughts 
are not our thoughts, neither are our ways His ways.23 St. Paul 
writes in his letter to the Romans: “Oh, the depth of the riches 
of the wisdom and knowledge of God! How unsearchable his 

21 Mat. 7:7
22 Martin Buber. I and Though. New York: Scribner, 1970.
23 Isaiah 55:8

judgments, and his paths beyond tracing out!”24 Like St. Paul, 
even groundbreaking scientists like Einstein have had to admit 
humility:

“The human mind is not capable of grasping the Universe. 
We are like a little child entering a huge library. The walls 
are covered to the ceilings with books in many different 
tongues. The child knows that someone must have written 
these books. It does not know who or how. It does not 
understand the languages in which they are written. But 
the child notes a definite plan in the arrangement of the 
books—a mysterious order which it does not comprehend, 
but only dimly suspects.”25 

The epistemologist Karl Popper pointed out that we can never 
come to the full description of the laws of nature.26 Even if 
we do reach it, we cannot know whether this description is 
complete. Instead, we evolve towards that goal by continuously 
creating and falsifying theories. And, as physics has shown us, 
this process is amazingly successful. We understand most of 
the ‘books in the huge library’!
 Science provides us with a taste of the Logos. The answers 
to the question ‘how?’ seem to fit into a greater picture of reality. 
We can understand nature over many orders of magnitude, we 
can explore the first moments during the temporal evolution 
of our universe, we can predict to an astonishing precision 
the outcomes of our experiments with the smallest units of 
matter,27 and we can describe all the interactions of visible 
matter on a profound and deep level. There are still many 
unknowns and puzzles such as the cosmological constant, 
dark matter, matter-antimatter asymmetry or the unification 
of all fundamental interactions. But already the achievements 
of today’s physics suggest that the human mind is capable of 
looking at nature from a perspective beyond the pure empirics. 
If our understanding of nature was solely rooted in pure 
empirical knowledge, we would not expect to match theories 
and models from different branches of empirics so consistently 
together. For example, by combining the laws of our universe 
on a scale of billions of lightyears with the laws of the smallest 
building blocks of visible matter we arrive at the prediction 
of the cosmic microwave background radiation. We can even 
precisely quantify tiny temperature fluctuations in the spectrum 

of this radiation. And when we measure these fluctuations, 
we find outstanding agreement with theory. By varying the 
cosmological model parameters we can find almost all the 
essential properties of our universe. We can even deduce the 

24 Rom 11:33
25  Astronomically Speaking. A Dictionary of Quotations on Astronomy and 
Physics. New York: Taylor & Francis Group, 2003, p. 195.
26 Karl Popper. The Logic of Scientific Discovery. United Kingdom: Taylor & 
Francis Ltd, 2002.
27 The most precise confrontation of theory and experiment is the electron 
magnetic moment measurement by the G. Gabrielse research group. The 
predicted and measured values agree to an astounding part per trillion. See G. 
Gabrielse, The standard model’s greatest triumph. Physics Today, 66(12), 2013, 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1063/PT.3.2223

Faith has to be more than reasonable, faith is experienceable.

Looking at the light-beam in a dark toolshed.
http://breathingwithaslan.com/looking-along-beam-light/
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abundance of chemical elements present in the early stars!28 
Such astonishing understanding of the universe does not come 
from empirics alone. Theories which produce such fascinating 
agreement with reality are guided by empirics, but their root 
lies in our ability to think beyond empirics and comprehend 
reality in a more abstract, connected, elegant and beautiful 
way.
 Therefore, in obtaining such beautiful and rational answers 
to the question ‘how?’, we should seriously consider that the 
answer to the question ‘why?’ is attainable. We Christians 
believe that the answer to the question ‘why?’ lies most 
deeply in the love of God. And because love is relational, this 
ultimately leads us to the question ‘who?’. Jesus Christ, the 
Logos, is the deepest and fullest expression of God’s love for 
us humans. God is much more than the Logos or rationality in 
our universe. God is Love, God is the Way, God is the Truth, 
God is the Life.29 As in the analogy made before, in which 
matter is the music of the eternal love of God to us, physics 
studies the technical details of this music. But only through 
our relationship with God are we able to understand, listen and 
play with this symphony.30

 We have to think about God through the trinity, combining 
the Logos which we access through our rationality, the Love 
which we access through our heart, and the Life which we 
access through our personal experience. This is the trinity of 
life between our thoughts, feelings and actions. The truth is not 
fully comprehensible but it is experienceable.

28 Planck Collaboration. Planck 2015 results. XIII. Cosmological parameters, 
arXiv:1502.01589, see 6.5.3. Model-independent bounds on the helium fraction 
from Planck.
29  1 John 4:16, John 14:6
30 I believe that everyone is in some form of relationship with God, made 
in His image and can listen to and play with the ‘symphony’ with or without 
recognizing the source.

 So what is truth? In Russian there are two different 
words for ‘truth’—‘prawda’ and ‘istina’. I believe that these 
two words articulate the two kinds of truth. We may argue 
about the first ‘truth’, we may doubt, question or falsify it, 
we may prove or disprove it by empirical evidence or facts. 
The opposite of it is a lie. The second ‘truth’ is personally 
subjective because it requires the alignment of our mind with 
our heart.  This truth cannot be fully put into words, it has no 
opposite and goes beyond the true-false perspective. We can 
experience this truth but we cannot fully understand it. The 
famous Romanian conductor Sergiu Celibidache once said 
“Music is not beautiful, music is true.”31 Love is true. Life 
is true. Jesus is true. Let us follow Him to play the greatest 
symphony of mankind.

 And so as a physicist, as a Christian, and as a person—
recognizing the complementary truth of the Logos, of the 
Love and of the Life—I invite you to pray and seek truth32 
with all your reason, all your heart and all of your personal 
experience. May our minds be strengthened to acknowledge 
what we cannot know, may our eyes be enlightened to see the 
unseen, may our ears be opened to listen to the music of God’s 
love. May God share with us His wisdom, His light and His 
truth, so that we may play the symphony of mankind within 
the harmonies of His will. In the name of the Father, and of the 
Son, and of the Holy Spirit: Amen.

31 Stenographische Umarmung: Sergiu Celibidache beim Wort genommen. 
Regensburg: ConBrio, 2002.
32 Luke 11:9, Isaiah 55:6

The Cosmic Microwave Background as observed by the PLANCK satellite. 
Left Above: anisotropies (temperature fluctuations) projected onto the whole 
sky. Left Below: the power spectrum (a way of quantifying the amplitude 
at different angular scales) of these temperature fluctuations showing the fit 
of the cosmological model to the data. http://www.esa.int/spaceinimages/
Images/2013/03/Planck_CMB

Love is true. Life is true. Jesus is 
true. Let us follow Him to play the 
greatest symphony of mankind.
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As an undergraduate at MIT, I was confronted with different 
worldviews that challenged my own on multiple fronts. This 
caused me to want to understand the historical and contextual 
origins of my faith on a deeper level. If the words and actions 
of Jesus in the Gospels were actually his,1 then how might they 
have been understood by other first-century Jews? What exactly 
was the gospel or “good news” of which he spoke, and why 
was it so relevant to non-Jews that it eventually transformed a 
small sect of the relatively contained Jewish religion into the 
world’s largest and most geographically diverse faith? What 
I found in my studies and hope to summarize in this article is 
that a deeper understanding of the first-century Jewish world 
in which Jesus lived makes for a much richer appreciation of 
the good news that he proclaimed. Specifically, I have learned 
that the Christian faith rests on a much older and more intricate 
foundation than might be conveyed by a simple summary of 
the good news one might hear today: namely that “God loves 
you and Jesus came to die for your sins.” Yet, at the same time, 
I also have learned that this simple summary stands steadfastly 
at the center of the good news Jesus brought to us all.2 

The Call of Abraham: God’s Redemptive 
Plan
 The hopes of Judaism in the first century can roughly be 

1 For the sake of critical scholarship, I will only be referring to the Synoptic 
Gospels in this paper. The question of the preservation of the NT Gospels is 
something I have read about and summarized my findings in the following 
link: https://docs.google.com/document/d/1TwyMuAtTl7a30JC3_GcA7Yz8-
nMHPCJgAAfT_n-W-sM/edit?usp=sharing
2 I am deeply indebted to the work and writings of N.T. Wright, historian, retired 
Anglican Bishop and Professor of NT Studies at St. Andrews University. I have 
particularly enjoyed his series Christian Origins and the Question of God.

summarized with two words: election and eschatology.3 What 
did it mean for the creator God to choose the Jewish people, 
and what on earth (literally) was God going to do with and for 
them in the near future? Their worldview, or even raison d’être, 
like many of us, was heavily impacted by shared memories and 
narrative. Consequently, their answer would necessarily find 
its home in a story, one that starts back with Abraham.4
 The call of Abraham is arguably one of the most defining 
events in all of history. Abraham is called by God to leave his 
home, family and country and embark on a journey to a new 
land and new life, trusting God along the way. God promised 
to bless him, protect him, and make him the father of a great 
nation, with the purpose that through his offspring, all the 
families of the earth would be blessed. When he arrived to 
what we now call the Holy land, God promised the land to 
Abraham’s uncountable offspring forever. When Abraham 
doubted that he would have a son with his wife Sarah, God 
reiterated His intentions with a binding covenantal promise 
and it is here that Abraham believed God and it was credited 
to him as righteousness—a belief that would hitherto make 
him known as the Father of all those who believe.  Again God 
re-emphasized that the covenant, or agreement, would be an 
everlasting covenant with Abraham and Sarah his wife, and 
that from their offspring nations and kings would come. For 
Abraham’s part of the covenant, God calls him to faithfulness, 
to be blameless and to initiate the practice of circumcision 
for his male offspring as an outward symbol of the covenant. 

3 I do not mean to create a caricature of the Jewish faith in the first century and 
it is true that my understanding of the Jewish faith is necessarily affected by 
my Christian faith. I am very eager to discuss any challenges you have to the 
understanding I show in this article.
4 Yes, you could start with Adam and Eve but the short answer would start with 
Abraham.

The Gospel in the First Century

Jesus’s Entry into Jerusalem; 12th century mosaic

   Erik Johnson
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Though he was not perfect, because of his faith and obedience 
even at trying times, his line of Isaac and Jacob inherited the 
covenant with the same promises, namely that their offspring 
would cover the earth and through their offspring all the 
families of the earth would be blessed.5
 
Moses and the Covenant People of God
 A few generations later, Abraham’s descendants became 
enslaved in the land of Egypt for about 400 years. At this point, 
God reminded Moses of His promises to Abraham, Isaac, and 
Jacob and called him to lead the people out of slavery in Egypt 
to be His chosen people.6 As God’s presence, in the form of 
a cloud by day and a pillar of fire by night, led them towards 
the land promised to Abraham, God renewed and expanded 
the Abrahamic covenant with His liberated people. The 
stipulations were that so long as they remained faithful to Him, 
they would be distinctly set apart from the other idolatrous and 
wicked nations to be a kingdom of priests to the nations, with 
the task of making the goodness and Kingship of God known.  
The laws and ordinances they are given are a means through 
which they would be both blessed as a nation and set apart as 
a witness to God’s justice, holiness, forgiveness, compassion 
and love. That is, the people were to match the external sign 
of circumcision with an inward reality of circumcised hearts 
made manifest by loving God with all their heart, soul and 
mind.7 As a further witness to God’s character, they are given 
the tabernacle and sacrificial system as a means of forgiveness, 
mercy, restoration of fellowship and covenant renewal with 
God for when they do commit a wrong. 
 One way in which they reveal God’s will to eventually 
judge the wicked is by driving out a portion of the people from 
the land because of their wickedness. Yet in the process of 
doing so, they were to remember that it was not because of 
their righteousness but because of the inhabitants’ wickedness 
and God’s promise to Abraham that they would possess the 
land. Moses reminded them that if they became prideful, 
forgot the Lord their God, and practiced the same wickedness 
as the inhabitants of the land, then they would also be driven 
from the land into exile because God does not show partiality 
in judgement.8 But even then, because of God’s compassion 
and covenant faithfulness, it is promised that He would 
bring them back and renew the covenant He had made with 
their ancestors.9 Further, they were to display God’s heart to 
the nations by accepting those who would repent from the 
wicked nations, such as Rahab, and loving the foreigners and 
vulnerable that would be living in the land with them.10 

5 Gen 12:1-3, Gen 13:14-18, Gen 15, Gen 17:1-16  Gen 21-22 , Gen 26:3-5, Gen 
28:10-17, Gen 32, Gen 35:9-15
6 Exodus 3:2 13-15 , Exodus 4:5, Exodus 6:2-8
7 Exodus 19:3-6, Exodus 20-23,  Deut 4:5-8, Deut 10:12-22, Deut 26:16-19,  
Deut 7:6-26
8 Deut 9, Deut 6: Deut 8, Lev 20:22-24, Lev 18:24-28, Deut 12:29-32 Though 
a whole paper could be written about the conquest of Canaan I encourage the 
reader to read this blog post: http://christianthinktank.com/qamorite.html
9 Deut 28-30, Deat 4:25-31
10 Deut 10:12-22 Lev 19, Joshua 2, Psalm 82:3, 35, 89, 140,  Isaiah 58, etc..

Reflecting on the Call of Abraham
 To the first century Jew, the call of Abraham, and then 
of Moses and Israel to be his people, was the creator God’s 
answer to the presence of evil in his good creation. For the 
world is dynamic and relational, and if there is an answer 
to the problem of evil, then it would include divine action 
within God’s creation to eliminate evil from it—restoring 
order, justice and peace. Through this set apart and covenantal 
relationship, sometimes depicted like a Father and son and 
other times as a husband and wife, Abraham’s people and 
the ensuing Kingdom of God are to be the means of undoing 
primeval sin and its consequences. From Israel a kingdom 
for all peoples would be established in which God would be 
King and the nations would know Him and experience His 
peace, forgiveness and covenant love. Covenantal monotheism 
intensified this eschatological entailment by committing the 
creator God to bringing order and peace to His world, and as 
the covenant God of Israel, He remained committed to doing 
so through Israel. Reflecting back on this Abrahamic narrative, 
a Jewish rabbi in the 3rd century commented that Abraham 
was sent after Adam “to restore righteousness to the world…
[and] establish in the world the knowledge of God.”11 

Kingdom and Exile
 Although it was understood that God would always be 
Israel’s true King,12 the kingdom of Israel reached its epitome 
under King David in about 1000 BC. Under his reign, Israel 
finally controlled all the land once promised to Abraham, and 
thrived as it traded with distant kingdoms.  It was to David, 
in accordance with the earlier promises to the patriarchs and 
the covenant with the nation under Moses, that God promised 
both his everlasting love and an everlasting kingdom.13 
However during the next few hundreds of years, the people 
wavered back and forth between remaining faithful to God and 
choosing to live their own way. Certainly at some point God 
would discipline His people as the covenant prescribed.
 Beginning in about 760 BC, Amos the prophet warned of 
the destruction and exile of the northern 10 tribes of Israel. The 
judgement stipulated in the covenant was coming upon Israel 
for their sins. Amos, along with the later prophets, accused the 
people of chasing after other gods, oppressing the vulnerable 
and poor, and lacking justice, peace and faithfulness as a 
people.14

11 Genesis Rabbah 14:6. 3rd century Midrash: Commentary on the Hebrew 
Scriptures http://www.sacred-texts.com/jud/tmm/tmm07.htm pg 67 
12 1 Chron 29:10-12, Psalm 24, Psalm 47, Psalm 29:10, Psalm 103:19, Jeremiah 
10:10 etc.
13 2 Sam 7, Psalm 89, Psalm 45, Psalm 132, Psalm 22, 1 Chron 17 etc.
14 Amos 2:6-15, 3:2, 5:21-24  Zechariah 7:8-14, Micah 6, Isaiah 1,3,5 49, 
Jeremiah 22, Hosea (esp Ch 4) Ezekiel 22 etc.
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 What followed from 750 BC until about 450 BC was a 
series of prophets who gave warnings, judgments, explanations 
and promises to the kingdoms of Israel (northern 10 tribes) and 
Judah (southern tribe living around Jerusalem) as they went off 
into exile to Assyria and Babylon. Central to these messages 
was that though God’s presence had left the temple and the 
people were going through judgement for their unfaithfulness 
to the covenant, to their vocation, and to their God—there 
would be a time in the future when God would renew the 
covenant and his people. More specifically, reminiscent of the 
exodus-out-of-Egypt-story, God would draw them out of exile 
and bring judgement and victory over the evil that was both 
within Israel and around them. God would then forgive their 
sins and create a renewed and expanded people of God as He 
returned to them and established Himself as King over all the 
earth. 15

Messianic Formulations
 Within these eschatological hopes is a recurring yet elusive 
theme of an anointed one, or messiah, who would spearhead 
God’s redemptive actions in the future, and who is usually 
understood as a king and possibly also as a teacher, priest and 
judge.16 In some way He would be the representative and means 
through which God would act as the Great Shepherd and King. 
One particularly sharp example comes from the prophet Micah 
(ch 4-5) in about 720 BC. It is in fact this foretelling of God 
becoming King over a worldwide kingdom and His shepherd 
that would rule with peace that brought the wise men from 
the east to Bethlehem in search of Jesus, the newborn King.  
Although some of the Jewish people had been returning to 
the Promised Land from Babylon since about 500 BC, many, 
especially the northern ten tribes, were still lost. Thus they 
held onto hope to be redeemed out of exile, praying to their 
covenant, monotheistic17 God, and looking forward to the time 
when God would make true His promises to the patriarchs and 
prophets. Under the oppression of Roman rule and Hellenistic 
culture, the Jewish people of the first century were eager for 
God to return and re-establish His kingdom and the covenant.18

The 1st Century Political Backdrop 
 It is in this setting that a prophet from Nazareth announced 
that the kingdom of God was near and that his hearers should 
repent and believe the good news!19 Jesus began his ministry 

15 Micah 2, 4-5, 7, Zechariah 2:10-13,8:20-23, 9:9-10,13 -14, Isaiah 
2,9,11,12,14,25,34-35, 42, 45, 49, 52, 54-56, 60, 61, 62, 65, 66, Hosea 1-3, 6-7, 
10, 13-14 Psalm 46, 22  etc.. 
16 Isaiah 11, Jeremiah 23,33, Dan 7, Hosea 3, Zech 6, Deut 18:15-19, Psalm 2, 
110 etc.. See The Messiah in the Old Testament by Walter Kaiser and Ch 11 of 
Jesus and the Victory of God by NT Wright.
17 Jewish monotheism was most necessarily not an abstract numerical assertion 
on the inner being of God, but rather a declaration that their God was the creator 
God, the true and living God who was the King of the universe and would be the 
King of the world. 
18 Although the temple had been rebuilt in about 516 BC and then rebuilt by 
Herod in 30 BC, it was only a shadow of its former self and was not seen as 
legitimate. Most importantly, God’s Spirit had not returned to it, showing that the 
full reconciliation between God and His people was still to come. Further, the 
promise of an everlasting kingdom to David was temporarily contingent on the 
faithfulness of Israel but ultimately guaranteed by the faithfulness of God. 
19 Mark 1:15, Luke 4:42-44, Matthew 4:17

traveling throughout the countryside proclaiming in his words 
and deeds that the Kingdom of God was breaking in. 
 Jesus’s call to action was only one among many of the 
time. There were in general three Jewish political agendas.20 
The first was to follow the Sadducees, the group of Jewish 
aristocrats and religious leaders who favored colluding with 
the Roman officials in exchange for power and wealth. They 
held the majority of the seats in the Sanhedrin and controlled 
the temple. On the opposite end of the spectrum were the 
Essenes, a group who leaned towards asceticism, waiting 
for God to establish his rule on earth. It is to one of these 
communities that we owe the Dead Sea Scrolls. Finally the 
Pharisees represented and led the masses with their strong 
religious zealotry, which often enough became political, in the 
hope that in response to their religious observance, God would 
soon overthrow the oppressive foreign influences and purify 
the temple and land. 

 In accordance with these beliefs, there had been multiple 
kingdom movements, sometimes specifically messianic, in the 
recent past. The most famous of these was led by the Maccabees 
in 165 BC, when Judas Maccabeus liberated Jerusalem, 
cleansed the temple and was crowned King. Though probably 
not viewed as the Messiah by most, his actions brought fresh 
hope that the Messianic age was near. However his dynasty 
lasted for only about 80 years before Rome came and crushed 
the Jewish rebellion, proving that God had not returned to the 
temple after all and it had all been a sham, as many had even 
figured at the time. Other examples include Simon of Peraea 
in 4 BC, Athronges in 4-2 BC, Judas of Galilee in 6 AD, and 
Theudas in 45 AD to name a few.21  As key historical sources, 
we have the first century testimony by Josephus, Tacitus 
and Suetonius that there were certain passages in the Jewish 
Scriptures that drove the Jewish zealotry with a hope that from 
Judah, God would establish his worldwide Kingdom soon.22 
Interestingly these authors share the opinion that the Roman 
victor of the Jewish War in 70 AD, either Vespasian or Titus, 
was in fact the fulfillment of these Jewish hopes. Josephus 
in particular even pleaded with some fellow Jews before the 
Jewish war in 70 AD to trust him, drop their weapons and 
accept Rome as the kingdom blessed by God. Finally it was one 
such Messianic attempt in 135 AD by Simon Bar Kochba and 
Aqiba, a prominent religious leader, that brought the crushing 
weight of Rome down on Jerusalem once and for all, ending 
any dreams of a messiah for the next few hundred years.
 In this context it can be understood that Jesus too was 
in fact calling for a subversive kingdom movement, both 
against the Jewish religious leaders and the Romans. Like the 

20 See Ch 7 of The New Testament and the People of God by NT Wright.
21 See more at http://www.livius.org/men-mh/messiah/messianic_claimants00.
html
22 Flavius Josephus, Jewish War 6.312-313, Tacitus, Histories 5.13 , Suetonius 
Life of Vespasian 4.5

proclaiming in his words and 
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Pharisees, he was calling for a rededication to the God of their 
fathers. And similarly to Josephus, he was calling people to 
trust him and his way forward, based on his understanding of  
God’s Kingdom.

Jesus begins his Ministry
 At about the age of 30, Jesus was baptized by John the 
Baptist, anointed by God and filled with the Holy Spirit. In a 
journey reminiscent of when God led Israel in her youth out of 
Egypt and into the wilderness on the way to the Promised Land, 
Jesus entered a period of 40 days of temptation and fasting in 
the wilderness. After delivering an early defeat to the devil, 
Jesus came out of the wilderness in the power of the Spirit and 
immediately defined his kingdom movement in alignment with 
what he believed to be God’s purposes by quoting from Isaiah 
61, a well-known messianic passage:23 

“The Spirit of the Lord is upon me,
      because he has anointed me
     to proclaim good news to the poor.
  He has sent me to proclaim liberty to the captives
     and recovering of sight to the blind,
     to set at liberty those who are oppressed,
 to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.”

 Within his general call to all and sundry to follow him, 
Jesus soon specifically called a group of twelve disciples as 
a symbolic gesture that would have turned heads and lifted 
ears. Israel had not been unified with its 12 tribes for almost 
800 years, with the distinct whereabouts of the northern 10 
tribes still unknown. Now Jesus was symbolically at the head 
of a new Israel, establishing a renewed people of God around 
himself. Could it be now at last that the exile was coming to an 
end? That God was going to forgive Israel’s sins, and that He 
was now coming to heal them and make His home with them 
once again? Jesus brought new meaning to these questions by 
claiming to forgive sins, not in the temple, but in his presence 
and by his authority. By embarking on a busy ministry of 
healings, stooping low to lift the downtrodden, and calling 
them to follow, Jesus would have brought passages of healing 
and God’s shepherding to mind.24 A fitting contemporary 
analogy is the prophecy of the rightful king of Gondor from 
the Lord of the Rings which states: “The hands of the king 
are the hands of a healer and so the rightful king shall ever be 
known.” Thus Jesus was showing in word and deed that God 
was in fact becoming King.

Kingdom Ethics
 Alongside his actions, with words and stories Jesus 
taught what it would mean to be part of the Kingdom.25 
Though in ways answering the same questions as the other 
kingdom movements, Jesus saw Israel’s long history going in 

23 Luke 4:1, Luke 4:14-21
24 Isaiah 35,40 Jeremiah 31, Ezekiel 34, Hosea 6, Psalm 95, 79, 100, 23 etc..
25 The “Sermon on the Mount” in Matthew 5-7 and Luke 6 is the most concise 
passage that outlines this but examples can be found throughout the Gospels.

a different direction. It would not be the nationalist, glorified 
and yet typical earthly kingdom many of his followers, even 
his closest, might have imagined.26 In response to the Roman 
oppression in Palestine, Jesus gave a radical challenge to love 
one’s enemies and pray for those that would persecute you—to 
open the clenched hands and give to those who are oppressing 
you. Jesus provided the simple rationale that even God shows 
his love towards the wicked and one ought to be perfect as 
the Heavenly Father is perfect.27 Jesus called His followers to 
practice overwhelming kindness and forgiveness, especially 
in response to injustice. As Jesus summed up his mission in 
saying that he, the son of Man, (a king!) came not to be served 
but to be serve (and give his life as a ransom for many), so too 
the life of the Kingdom community would be summed up in 
sacrificial service and forgiveness.28

Symbols and Controversy
 By issuing these kingdom ethics, Jesus was doing little 
more than calling Israel to be Israel—to be a city on a hill, a light 
to the nations of God’s goodness29 and a kingdom of priests to 
channel the graciousness of God. Instead of shining outwards, 
they had turned the mirrors inwards in nationalistic fervor. 
The blessings for the world of knowledge of and relationship 
with God, were being hoarded by the physical offspring of 
Abraham. Instead of the law being a means through which 
the nations would see and wonder at the justice, mercy, love 
and holiness of Israel’s God, they had used and added to the 
law to make it an instrument to build barriers against the filthy 
gentiles. Jesus reprimanded the religious leaders for adding to 
the commandments of God the words of men, and by quoting 

26 Luke 9:46-48,54, 22:24-30 Matthew 22:17-21, 26:52, 18:1-5
27 Matthew 5:43-48, Luke 6:27-36
28 Daniel 7, Mark 10:45, Matthew 6:5-14, 18:21-35, Matt 20:28
29 Isaiah 42, Deut 4:5-8, Deut 10:12-22, Deut 26:16-19

The Houses of Healing from The Return of the King
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from Isaiah he reminded them of one of the reasons for the 
exile: 

“This people honors me with their lips,
    but their heart is far from me;
 in vain do they worship me,
    teaching as doctrines the commandments of men.”30

 An example of controversy was Jesus’s stance towards 
food laws, summed up in his saying that it is not what goes 
into a man that defiles him but what comes out of his heart.31 
In addition Jesus routinely sparked controversy for healing on 
the Sabbath, a time set apart from work. Jesus challenged that 
man was not made for the Sabbath but that the Sabbath was 
made for man to be a time to rest and reflect in community. 
More controversial yet he asserted that he in fact was lord of 
the Sabbath.32 
 In accordance with the prophets before, and specifically 
with his own pardoning of sins, Jesus called for mercy and 
justice instead of animal sacrifice, loving faithfulness to the 
covenantal God instead of adherence to burdensome traditions. 
For the sum of the law and the prophets was just this: to Love 
God with one’s heart, soul and strength and to love one’s 

30 Mark 7:6, Matthew 15: 7-9, Isaiah 29:13
31 Mark 7, Matthew 15:10-20
32 Mark 7, Matthew 12:1-14

neighbor as oneself.33 By refocusing on the heart of the law, 
Jesus showed that he did not come to abolish the law, but to 
fulfill it. He challenged the religious leaders’ understanding by 
reminding them of the law’s true purpose, demanding a higher 
standard and even seeing himself and his teaching as where 
the law was pointing.34 Most scandalously he called people to 
follow and identify with him, denying themselves, and to carry 
a cross daily: a portion of the world’s injustice and pain. As 
will be shown, it is arguably this call of allegiance to himself 
over and against the other Jewish symbols that was the most 
controversial.35

A Welcome and a Summons to Come Home
 Though his teachings and invitation were demanding, 
Jesus held this in tension with a summons to all who are weary 
to come to him, promising that in him there would be rest: his 
yoke would be easy and his burden light.36 The time of exile 
and judgement was over, and for those who would come, God 
was being reconciled to His people without waiting for them to 
get their act together first. Faithfulness would be required, but 
even the lowest could come as they were—they were welcomed 
and called to come home to His arms. Jesus demonstrated this 
with his action of routinely eating and associating with all the 
wrong people—sinners, tax collectors, non-Jews, and every 
other type of outcast. The suspicion aroused by these actions 
led Jesus to tell stories of the good shepherd who pursued 
the lost sheep, the women who searched for the one lost coin 
and the father who welcomed his prodigal son home.37 One 
noteworthy occurrence is when Jesus shared a meal with the 
eager tax collector Zacchaeus, a noted sinner who was viewed 
as an outsider for colluding with the Romans. Upon meeting 
Jesus he repented for any past dishonesty and turned his life 
around. In response Jesus concluded that salvation had come 
to his house because he too was indeed a son of Abraham. For 
welcoming those with hearts like Zacchaeus was precisely 
why Jesus, the Son of Man came: to seek and save what was 
lost.38

 With actions and words like these, the question hardly 
needed asking. Who would be part of the new people of God? 
Again Jesus radically subverted the nationalistic agenda of his 
day by elevating allegiance to him and his kingdom movement 
over devotion to land, nation and family.39 But what about the 
national promises to Abraham and the rest? Jesus’s message 

33 Matthew 22:34-40, Luke 10:25-37, Mark 12:28-31
34 Matthew 5, 7:12, 28-29,  9:10-13,  11:13-15,19, 12:1-14 15:1-20,  22:36-40,  
23:1-11, 23-28
35 The key Jewish symbols were Temple, Torah, nation and land. See Ch 8 of 
The New Testament and the People of God by NT Wright.
36 Matthew 11:28-30, Isaiah 9,14 Lev 26:12-13
37 Luke 15, Matthew 9:9-10, Mark 2:13-17. An important detail that is 
sometimes missed in the story of the Prodigal son is that the son is not only 
forgiven but redeemed. From the time when the son leaves the Father to when 
he returnsm the Father has to incur the costs of 1) losing the inheritance he gave 
his son, 2) the pain of his son preferring him to be dead, 3) losing his dignity by 
running to meet the son, and 4) the material and social costs of the party that is 
thrown for the returning son. In reality I think it is true that forgiveness always 
requires a cost to the forgiver and this is one reason why I find the sacrificial 
atonement theology of the cross to be both necessary and true. 
38 Luke 19, Ezekiel 34, Isaiah 40, Jeremiah 31, Hosea 2
39 Matthew 8:18-22, 12:46-50, 22:15-22, Luke 8:19-21, 9:57-62

Return of The Prodigal Son by Pompeo Batoni, 1773
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took root in the arguably deeper promise that Abraham’s 
descendants, raised from the stones if need be,40 would both be 
from all nations and be a blessing to all nations, and that God’s 
kingdom would extend to the ends of the earth. For when God 
brought salvation to Israel, it would be for the nations as well.41

 As stated at his ministry’s beginning, it is with this Spirit 
and agenda that Jesus welcomed in the outsiders, declaring 
that he did not come for the healthy, but for the sick who need 
a doctor. For he, as the good shepherd, came to gather the 
lambs, to heal the brokenhearted and break the shackles of the 
prisoner.42 In his actions and words he made it clear that those 
who would come to him in faith whether Gentile or Jew, would 
receive healing, forgiveness and acceptance in the Kingdom.43 

Suffering, Judgement and Vindication
 Within the dominant story of exile and restoration, there 
is in several biblical and post-biblical texts a major subplot: 
deliverance will come about through a time of intense 
suffering, sometimes referred to as the “messianic woes.” The 
great tribulation would burst upon the nation and through it 
would come redemption, the new age and the forgiveness of 
sins. At times, some Jewish groups or individuals thought of 
themselves as becoming the focal points of Israel’s suffering.  
Specifically, many of the second temple developments on this 
theme (after ~520 BC)  seem to go back to various biblical 
texts to suggest that Israel’s sufferings as a nation would be 
focused at a single point, and that through that suffering would 
come redemptive salvation and reconciliation with God.44 
The famous servant passages in Isaiah 40-55 are notable 
examples.45 It is therefore not incredible to think that Jesus 
would have such a mindset of “taking on the messianic woes” 
as he approached his own death.
 Indeed, Jesus seemed to see his own death looming large 
on the horizon. For some reason he, the Son of Man, must suffer 
and die.46 Though he repeatedly asserted this, his disciples 
could not fathom that he, their long awaited Messiah, the one 
who was to fight the battle against Israel’s enemies, establish 
God’s kingdom, and rebuild the temple, would die. How could 
a dead Messiah sit on the throne of David and bring justice 
and peace to both Israel and the world? No, in their minds and 
the minds of many others, a dead Messiah, like in the other 
messianic movements, was a failed Messiah. Although Jesus 
also promised that he would rise from the dead, this seemed 
too ridiculous to be seriously considered, even by his closest 
followers. Even if such an unnatural event occurred, they 
couldn’t foresee at the time how this would in any way further 
the establishment of God’s Kingdom. 
 At last, on the Sunday preceding the Passover festival, 
as a fulfillment of Zechariah’s prophecy, Jesus rode into 

40 Matthew 3:9, Luke 3:8, Mark 3:31-34
41 The original promise to the Patriarchs. See footnote 16
42 Luke 4:14-21, Isaiah 61, Isaiah 40,42,11, 57, Ezekiel 34, Jeremiah 31, Micah 
5, Psalm 147 etc. 
43 Matthew 8-9, 20:29-33, Luke 7:1-10, 36-50, 8:42-48 etc.
44 The Maccabean martyrs and several of the prophets are good examples. See 
Ch 8 and Ch 9 (pgs 579-591) of Jesus and the Victory of God by NT Wright
45  Isaiah 42,49,50-53
46 Luke 18:31-34 Mark 8:31-33, Matthew 17:22 etc.

Jerusalem to the cheers of the crowd as the returning King.47  
Although Zechariah speaks of a worldwide kingdom of peace, 
the surrounding passages postulate that there must also be a 
great battle. During the following week Jesus’s subversion 
of the Jewish symbols climaxed one afternoon in the temple. 
Met with an open market in the temple, Jesus was filled with 
anger that what was to be a house of prayer for all nations had 
become a den of robbers. By quoting from Isaiah 56, Jesus was 
aligning himself with the mission and plan of Israel’s God: that 
one day there would be a people from all nations worshiping 
the Lord together at His temple and living in justice and peace. 
In step with the messianic task to purge and rebuild the temple, 
Jesus called down judgement on the temple as a corrupt 
religious symbol, claiming himself as its replacement. Though 
his actions of forgiving sins and calling for allegiance from all 
and sundry had subtly foreshadowed that he would supercede 
the temple, he now explicitly stated that he would bring the 
fulfillment of all that the temple had stood for. Importantly, 
his concern for the misuse of the court of the gentiles showed 
that when he replaced the temple, there would be a renewed 
emphasis on explicitly bringing the gentiles into the people 
of God.  As the temple had been, he would become the place 
of sacrifice and reconciliation between God and His covenant 
people. He would be the embodiment of forgiveness, hope 
and God’s dwelling in their midst as the God of covenant 
renewal, covenant steadfastness, and covenant love. He would 
become the chief cornerstone sung about in the pilgrim’s 
temple building song, and his kingdom would be the stone that 
would fill the whole earth.48 Therein the religious leaders had 
had enough. His subversion of their own agenda and symbols 
had gone too far, and with the commotion of the Passover 
festival approaching and the possibility of an uprising, it was 
an opportune time to make a case to the Romans that he was a 
rabble rouser, a would-be Jewish King who would challenge 
Rome’s authority. 

47 Zechariah 9, see also See Ch 13 of The New Testament and the People of God 
by NT Wright. As was noted in the Micah 4-5 passage, there were dual hopes, 
sometimes combined together, of God returning to His people and the rightful 
King being enthroned. . 
48 Matthew 21:42-44, Mark 11:12-18, 13,  Psalm 118,  Acts 4:11, Daniel 2, 
Isaiah 28

Jesus eats with publicans and sinners by Alexandre Bida
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The New Covenant and the Forgiveness of 
Sins
 Knowing this, Jesus ate his last supper with his friends 
while celebrating the Passover meal. The Passover festival 
as a whole looked back to when God delivered Israel out of 
slavery in Egypt to be a nation set apart and holy. During this 
meal Jesus declared that the establishment of the new covenant 
and the forgiveness of sins would be in his broken body and 
spilled blood.49 As God had once before made a covenant 
with the twelve tribes of Israel with stipulations of sacrificial 
forgiveness, faithfulness and vocation, Jesus was now making 
an analogous covenant with his twelve disciples. Upon hearing 
Jesus speak of a new covenant being made, most any Jew 
would think back to Jeremiah 31. In this section, predicated 
on the declaration of God’s everlasting love, it says that He 
“will lead them back..[He] will gather [them], and will keep 
[them] as a shepherd keeps his flock...among them [will be] 
the blind and the lame (8-12).” The passage builds to verse 31 
with the promise of the new covenant with the whole house 
of Israel. In this new covenant, God would write His law 
on the people’s hearts, make Himself known to all from the 
least to the greatest, and would forgive and remember their 
sins no more. By deliberately invoking the exodus-tradition, 
Jesus was indicating that the hope of Israel for God’s salvation 
and covenant renewal would now come true in and through 
his own death. It would be the central and climatic moment 
toward which the story of Israel’s redemption, and even the 
redemption of the world, was moving. Like many times during 
Jesus’s ministry, it was those that were willing to share a 
meal with him that he considered to be the people of the new 
covenant, the people who received “the forgiveness of sins” 
and who would be arriving home from exile. Grouped around 
him, they constituted the new and true eschatological Israel. 
 
Jesus, the Cross and the Love of God
 Later in the meal, Jesus alluded to the same section 
from Zechariah as he had a week earlier when riding into 
Jerusalem on a donkey as King. However, this time he 
identified himself with a shepherd that is stricken by God. 
As a whole the passage is a good example of the messianic 
woes. Following the return of the King comes a battle, 
and it is only through struggle and judgement that God’s 
kingdom and the refined people of God are established.  The 
judgment would come to both the corrupt shepherds within 
Israel and the oppressive outside forces. Throughout this 
section of Zechariah, the tension builds between victory and 
defeat. Words of victory promise that “on that day” when 
the nations do battle against Israel, the house of David 
(think rightful King) shall be like God and like the angel 
of the Lord of the past, at the head of the inhabitants of 
Jerusalem. Spiritual restoration and victory would come as 
God pours out his spirit of grace and repentance. But first in 
sorrow they will look upon him50 whom they have pierced 

49 Matthew 26:17-35, Mark 14:22-31
50 Possibly God, the translation is difficult

and mourn as one mourns the loss of an only son. It is in the 
midst of this judgement and refinement that the shepherd, 
the man who stands next to God, is struck and the sheep 
are scattered. Finally the drama reaches its climax with the 
nation’s marching against Jerusalem. It looks as if defeat 
is eminent as the city is overrun and ransacked. But when 
all hope is seemingly lost, the Lord will arrive to do battle. 
Beginning at the Mount of Olives, He will sweep in to bring 
victory and become King over all the earth. That day will 
be a unique day unlike any other, and a light will shine in 
the evening. Following the victory the entire city will be 
purified and made holy, and from the city, living waters will 
flow henceforth and forevermore to the ends of the earth. 
There will even be reconciliation with those that fought 
against Jerusalem and they will begin to worship the King.51  
 From this self-identification as the “shepherd who 
is stricken” and more strongly from the general Jewish 
messianic expectation and claim, it appears that Jesus 
believed that he would fight the battle against Israel’s 
enemies and that he would rebuild the temple. Although 
Jesus did assert that there would be judgement, mainly 
against those who were leading Israel astray and rejecting 
his way of peace, culminating in the destruction of the 
temple and Jerusalem in 70 AD, he believed that the true 

51 This last paragraph is a summary of Zechariah Ch 9-14. Zech 2:10-13 and 
8:20-23 also speak of many nations joining themselves to the Lord “on that day” 
and will come to Jerusalem to seek the Lord.

Flagellation of Christ by Caravaggio, 1607
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enemy was not the Romans or the corrupt religious leaders 
but evil itself. The battle was to be fought against darkness 
itself and not its offspring.52 
 In alignment with his actions and claims to both judge 
and replace the temple, Jesus saw himself as taking the role 
of Jerusalem in this battle passage. As expressed before, 
Jesus’s authoritative claims regarding the temple were 
central to his understanding of his death. And as the temple 
was the heart and soul of the city, the impenetrable defense 
when God dwelt there, being the temple of God was akin to 
being Jerusalem. Jesus would do battle with the forces that 
rage against God and his anointed one,53  and in accordance 
with Jesus’s call to people throughout his ministry to unite 
themselves to him, those that found shelter in Jerusalem 
would be saved, becoming the renewed people of God. 
Though his agony in the garden, his flogging, and finally 
his crucifixion would be signs of a horrifying defeat, he 
believed that he would ultimately triumph and reign as King 
via the resurrection and the establishment of the kingdom. 
Through the piercing of his side, his water and blood would 
flow out to bring healing and the forgiveness of sins to the 
nations.54

 By willingly going to his death, Jesus was actually 
being faithful to his own message of bringing justice and 
peace to the nations. He did this by turning the other cheek, 
loving the enemy, and carrying his own cross, even walking 
the extra mile out of the city to the place of crucifixion. 
Jesus, as the servant of Isaiah 49 and 42, would take up the 
vocation of Israel alone to be the light of the world and the 
means through which God’s salvation would reach the ends 
of the earth. On the cross Jesus would be God’s holy arm 
outstretched and laid bare for all the nations to see God’s 
salvation.55 He would be the son of Man that would gain 
victory over the fourth beast and rise to the Ancient of Days 
to sit as the eternal king.56 He would be the Passover lamb, 
providing protection against God’s judgment. He would be 
both the sacrificial lamb and the priest, taking on the sins 
of the people and going before them to intercede on their 
behalf. He would be the suffering servant of Isaiah 52-53, 
taking on the sins of us all to bring us healing and peace. 
In his death Jesus went as far as possible into exile away 

52 This fact is seen as the fulfillment of the “protoevangelium” or first gospel in 
Gen 3:15 given by God to Adam and Eve after they sin. One of their offspring 
would crush the serpent’s head when the serpent strikes his heel. See also Isaiah 
25:6-9 and the defeat of death. 
53 Psalm 2
54 John 19:34
55 Isaiah 52, 40 see also Isaiah 59, 45, 53, 
56 Dan 7, Mark 14:60-65,  Matthew 26:63-67

from the Father to bring us home. The death of the shepherd 
would result in a renewed and expanded people of God. The 
cross, the instrument of tyranny, oppression and pain, would 
be transformed into the symbol of the love of God.

The Resurrection and the Return of the 
King
 That day his disciples and followers watched and scattered 
in dismay and fear as their acclaimed messiah was scourged 
and crucified. Although Jesus had warned of his coming death, 
they could only question how was being crucified going to 
overthrow Rome and establish God’s Kingdom? Evil was still 
demonstrably present, and where was the promised peace? 
 The immediate natural reaction was to hide and hope that 
their involvement in this failed messianic movement would 
not have consequences. They could then either give up the 
revolution and dreams of liberation or find a new messiah or 
leader to continue the movement.57 
 However, as they were hiding in a secret room on the third 
day after the crucifixion, their worlds were turned upside down 
as some of the female followers of Jesus proclaimed that Jesus 
had risen from the dead. In Judaism at the time, the general 
belief was that the resurrection would happen at the dawn of the 
new age, when God restored Israel, established His kingdom, 
renewed the covenant and all the righteous dead were raised 
simultaneously. When Jesus spoke of the Son of Man rising 
from the dead as an individual within the continuing flow of 
history, the disciples were rightfully puzzled as to what he 
could be talking about.58 When Lazarus was raised to life by 
Jesus, there was no reason to say that the resurrection of the 
dead had begun. It was evident that he would die again and 
besides, his extended life would not mean that the new age and 
the Kingdom of God had begun. 
 But when God raised Jesus from the grave with a glorified 
body, his disciples finally understood that Jesus and his 
Kingdom movement had been vindicated by God. He had 
not left Jesus in the grave as a failed pretender, but favored 
him and demonstrated that Jesus had spoken truly when he 
foresaw his resurrection. His rising from the dead verified his 
earlier claim that he really must be the Messiah, and therefore 
God had at last established his everlasting Kingdom and Jesus 
was in fact the King.59 More than that, as Jesus had lived and 
preached, God’s redemptive work was in fact tied up with His 
life, death and now resurrection—not only as the suffering 
servant, shepherd, priest and king, but as truly one with the 
Father in word and deed. His defeat of both evil and death via 
the resurrection meant that the long night of exile was over and 
a new age had dawned for both Israel and the world. Jesus was 
the first fruits of this new creation—a promise and foretaste 
of the final resurrection and renewal of all things come to the 
present. In step with the parable Jesus had told of the mustard 

57 i.e. the rabbinic movement in AD 135 after Simon Bar Kochba was killed or 
the continuing movement from Judas the Galilean in AD 6 to his descendants 
in the 50s, Menahem during the war of 66-70 and then Eleazar the leader of the 
Masada stand in 73. 
58 Mark 9:9-10, Matthew 16:21-23 etc.
59 Acts 2:22-36
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seed, Jesus went into the ground so that the Kingdom of God 
would shoot forth and become the largest of all garden plants, 
filled with the birds of the air.60 The cross and empty tomb had 
now become both the symbols and guarantee of the love and 
victory of God. 
 Before ascending to Heaven, Jesus promised that He 
would be with them always by sending the Spirit of God.
He also helped them understand the Hebrew Scriptures; that 
everything written about Him in the Law, Prophets and Psalms 
must be fulfilled. He then commanded them to go proclaim and 
live the Kingdom, teaching that in His name there is repentance 
and the forgiveness of sins for all nations.61 

The Early Church Witness
 Upon receiving the Spirit of God, the disciples begin to 
preach in Jerusalem exactly this: that Jesus is the Messiah 
appointed by God to rule eternally on the throne of their 
father David and that though they had ignorantly disowned 
the holy and righteous one and had killed the author of life, 
the God of the their fathers had raised Him from the dead.62 
Now in his name and through relationship with Him there is 
healing, peace, reconciliation, forgiveness of sins, salvation 
and the resurrection of the dead for the Jewish people and the 
whole world.63 For this was the fulfillment of the promise to 
Abraham: that in his seed all the families of the earth would be 
blessed. Therefore the hearers should repent and be baptized 
in the name of the Lord Jesus for the forgiveness of sins and 
the receiving of God’s Spirit,64 for now is the time that through 
Jesus, God is pouring out his Spirit on all people. But if they 
refuse then they will be cut-off from the renewed people of 
God. For it is in Christ Jesus that all of God’s covenantal 
promises will be realized, both in the future and in righteous 
living here and now.65 
 This message was carried outside of Jerusalem to the 
gentiles, declaring that Jesus was Lord and Caesar was not and 
that the hearer should turn, repent and believe the good news. 
Peace and justice would come to the nations, not through 
Caesar Augustus or the pax Romana, but through the reign of 
Jesus the Messiah. This was not some inner  individualistic   
spiritual movement but a kingdom of God movement grounded 
in history, which spread to France in the west and to India in 
the east in less than a century. Indeed Roman rule and the 
pagan Hellenistic culture would be challenged and in many 
ways overthrown by Jesus and His kingdom.66

 Certainly the resurrection and establishment of God’s 
Kingdom was an absurd claim for any Jew to make about a 

60 Mark 4:32, Matthew 13:31-32, see also Isaiah 11 and the root of Jesse that 
would establish a worldwide kingdom.
61 Luke 24:13-53, Matthew 28:16-20, Acts 1-2
62 Acts 3:13-16, 7:52 , Mark 1:23-24. The title “Holy and Righteous One of 
Israel” is a popular name or amendment to God in the OT, see Isaiah 54:5-8, 
Isaiah 43:3, Isaiah 48:17 among other occurrences.
63 Acts 2-5,
64 Acts 2:38-39
65 Acts 3:17-26
66 The Jewish hope to be overthrow Roman rule and Hellenistic culture arguably 
came true for the Church as it gained widespread acceptance and power in the 
Roman Empire. Consider also that the Vatican sits in Rome and the Orthodox 
Church, though worldwide, is rooted in Greece. 

man crucified. The idea would have been obscene to any Jew 
and foolishness to any gentile, but it is exactly this absurdity 
that continues to baffle the best of alternative theories for 
the start of the early church. To believe that these men and 
women would die such painful deaths while proclaiming 
something about Jesus that, according to this theory, they 
knew to be false seems to take more faith than believing in 
the resurrection itself. It is further noteworthy that had the 
resurrection not actually happened, there would be no basis 
for them to continue to believe and preach that the hopes and 
dreams of the Jewish people and indeed the whole world were 
coming true through Jesus because such a story was at so much 
odds with their expectations. But yet given the solution of a 
crucified and risen Messiah, and with the help of God’s Spirit, 
their eyes were opened to see the strange but powerful plan of 
God’s redemption and restoration of the world. 

The Gospel in the 21st Century
 Well it’s an old story and yet, for better or worse as 
you may see it, it holds onto the present. I, along with 
hundreds of millions of others have found this story of God 
and His working of salvation through Jesus to satisfy our 
deepest longings for rest, to be a source of comfort through 
suffering and a way forward towards peace and fraternity 
in our aching world.  Further the good news of the story is 
that there is a place to lay down our sin and our burdens and 
experience the forgiveness and love of God. Because of this 
story we have hope that God, through the reign of Jesus, is 
making all things new. Though we do not claim perfection, 
it is a source of power to love, be transformed and live life 
to the fullest. And so from my unashamedly biased position, 
I invite you to investigate Jesus: the man of sorrows, the 
Good Shepherd and the Victorious King. With your heart 
and mind consider this old, yet living story, examining 
Jesus to see if He is trustworthy and true and what it might 
mean for your own life to trust in and follow Him. 
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The first Christians in Rome
 By the middle of the first century, according to Biblical 
tradition, both Peter (1 Peter 5:13) and Paul (Acts 28:14) 
were in Rome spreading the Christian faith among Jews 
and Gentiles. Paul wrote from Rome in the Second Letter to 
Timothy: 21 Do your best to come before winter. Eubulus 
sends greetings to you, as do Pudens and Linus and Claudia 
and all the brothers and sisters. (2 Timothy 4:21)
 According to tradition, when Simon Peter first came 
to Rome around 42 AD to spread the gospel, his earliest 
converts included Pudens, a Roman senator, his wife 
Priscilla, and their two daughters Prassede and Pudenziana. 
In his villa, Pudens provided living quarters for Peter as 
well as a house church where Peter baptized converts and 
celebrated the Lord’s Supper. 
 Christians were persecuted in Roman times for not 
practicing the state religion by refusing to sacrifice to 
Roman gods. During the persecution of Nero (54-68 C.E.) 
Paul, Peter and Pudens were martyred. Roman citizens, 
like Paul and possibly Pudens, who would not recant their 
Christian faith, were killed quickly by beheading. Lower 
classes, slaves, and the foreign born were subjected to 
cruel deaths such as being torn apart by wild beasts for 
public entertainment. During the years of the persecution, 
Pudens’ daughters performed the dangerous mission of 
recovering the remains of martyrs and depositing them in 
a consecrated location. The bodily remains, or relics, of the 
martyrs were considered to be holy. The early Christians 
believed that the martyrs were with Christ and being close 
to them would bring them closer to the promise of salvation. 
It was said that the sisters sponged the blood of the martyrs 
up off the ground for burial with the other remains. Some 
of the remains were placed en masse in a well, and some 
were taken to catacombs, underground cemeteries outside 
the city. Since the Christians rejected the Roman custom 
of cremation, believing that their bodies would some day 
be raised from the dead, they defiantly buried their dead 
in these underground networks of burial chambers outside 
the crowded city. Priscilla, a wealthy landowner in her own 

right, donated land, which was tunneled under to make the 
Catacombs of Priscilla. Eventually Priscilla, Prassede and 
Pudenziana were all martyred for their Christian faith and 
the entire family was buried in the catacombs.

The Basilica of Santa Pudenziana
 The Basilica of Santa Pudenziana is recognized as 
the oldest place of Christian worship in Rome. Below the 
present day church of Santa Pudenziana are the remains of 
Pudens’ first century house. Around 145 C.E. Pope Pius I 
built a small church dedicated to the memory of Pudenziana 
over the original house church. This church was enlarged 
to a basilica in the 4th century. Within the present-day 
basilica, the small Peter Chapel to the left of the apse holds 
an altar made from a piece of the table on which Peter 
celebrated the first Eucharist in Rome. Santa Pudenziana 
was the seat of the Bishop of Rome until Constantine 
built the larger and grander St. John Lateran, which is the 
Bishop’s seat to this day. Constantine moved Peter’s table 
to the new church, where it remains. Also in the St. Peter 
chapel in Santa Pudenziana, there are two bronze slabs in 
the wall, explaining that here St. Peter was given hospitality 
and offered bread and wine as a consecration of the first 
Eucharist in Rome. The mosaic which dominates the apse 
dates from the fourth century, and depicts Christ teaching 
the apostles. Two female figures, representing Pudenziana 
and Prassede, are shown crowning St. Peter and St. Paul. 
The church also has a painting from the sixteenth century 
restoration, of Saints Prassede and Pudenziana burying 
the martyrs in a holy well just outside the original house, 
which is now in the left aisle of the church, covered with a 
porphyry slab. 
 The sisters Pudenziana and Prassede were removed 
from the Roman Calendar of Saints in 1969 because of 
lack of historical documentation of their existence. Yet the 
archaeological evidence remains in the form of ancient 
mosaics in this small and rather neglected church, which 
today is the home of the Filipino chaplaincy in Rome. 

Art and Archaeological Evidence: 
Women leaders in the early church in Rome

The Breaking of the Bread fresco, Catacombs of Priscilla

Susan Butterworth
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The Basilica of Santa Prassede
 Further evidence of the lives of the two sisters is found 
in the Basilica of Santa Prassede (Praxedes in Latin), just 
up the hill from Santa Pudenziana. The fifth century church 
dedicated to Santa Prassede on this site was one of the first 
parish churches in Rome. The current church dates from the 
early ninth century and is celebrated for some of the most 
beautiful ninth-century Byzantine mosaics in Rome. Pope 
Paschal I (San Pasquale) erected this basilica to replace the 
decaying fifth-century church and to house the neglected 
remains of saints and martyrs that he had removed from 
the abandoned catacombs of Priscilla. The original ninth-
century crypt at the base of the altar holds the relics (bones) 
collected by Pope Paschal, including the relics of Prassede 
and Pudenziana. 
 The mosaics in the church offer a visual story of these 
significant churchwomen to a population that would have 
been unable to read, and indeed lead to the conclusion that 
these women were honored as leaders of the early church. 
The glorious apse mosaic at Santa Prassede depicts Christ 
in the center. On his left stands Saint Peter, with his arm 
around St. Pudenziana, whom he presents to God. To their 
left stands St. Zeno, an early deacon. On Christ’s right stands 
Saint Paul, presenting St. Prassede to God, and to their right 

stands Pope Paschal I. Paschal, the church-builder, presents 
a model of the church to Christ, and has a square blue halo, 
an accepted indication that he was still living at the time the 
mosaic was made.

Santa Prassede Apse Mosaic: Christ surrounded by (left to right) Pope Paschal, St. Prassede, St. Paul, St. Peter, St. Pudenziana, St. ZenoM
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Episcopa Theodora
 Pope Paschal also included a funerary chapel for his 
mother Theodora within the basilica. This chapel was 
meant to be a memorial for his mother, her tomb. In an 
architectural reference to the catacombs, he built the chapel 
to resemble a chapel in the catacombs, a small room that 
contained the bodies of a family and where funerals and 
memorial services could be celebrated. This small chapel 
is the site of the interesting and controversial mosaic with 
the inscription “Episcopa Theodora.” Some people cite 
the Episcopa Theodora mosaic as evidence of women’s 
leadership in the early church.1 
 In an arched niche in the chapel, the mosaic depicts 
Theodora, Prassede, and Pudenziana with the Blessed Virgin 
Mary. Theodora wears a white coif surrounded by a square 
blue halo, and the inscription reads “Episcopa Theodora,” 
literally Bishopess Theodora.
 Some scholars insist that Theodora was a bishop in her 
own right. The square blue halo indicates that she was held 
in high regard, and alive at the time the mosaic was created. 
Theodora is identified as the gracious mother of Pope Paschal 
in an inscription elsewhere in the chapel. That inscription 
also gives Theodora the title Episcopa. The meaning of the 
title is enigmatic. Some recent interpretations have insisted 
that the title is evidence that women were ordained bishops 
in the ninth century, that the white coif indicates that she was 
unmarried, and that inscription identifying her as Paschal’s 

1 MacHaffie, Barbara J. Her Story: Women in Christian Tradition. 2nd ed. 
Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 2006, p. 9 – 13; Eisen, Ute E. Women 
Officeholders in Early Christianity: Epigraphical and Literary Studies. 
Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 2000, p. 199-205.

mother was created in a later restoration of the chapel.2   
Others argue that the title Episcopa simply indicates that 
she was the bishop’s (Paschal’s) mother. Certainly there 
is no direct evidence that she was actually a  consecrated 
Roman bishop, and there are no other examples or citations 
to support this theory. Eisen writes, “Nevertheless, the 
possibility should not be excluded, especially if we consider 
the kinds of feuds the bishops and popes of Rome pursued 
against one another, and the means they employed against 
each other  especially in the ninth century.”  Even as late 
as the ninth century,3 the Catholic Church was far from 
uniform.  
 What do we really know of the role of women in the 
first centuries of the Church? Certainly, there were women 
among the followers of Christ during his life , but what about 
the leadership of the church during the post-resurrection era? 
There is some evidence in Acts and in the letters of Paul. 
We do know that women had a role in the house churches. 
Chloe (1 Cor 1:11), Lydia (Acts 16: 14-15), and Nympha 
(Col 4: 15) were all leaders in their house churches. In the 
book of Acts, we learn that Paul joined Prisca (or Priscilla) 
and her husband Aquila in their house church in Corinth 
after his conversion and they traveled with him on his 
missionary journeys, establishing house churches in Rome 
and Ephesus. Priscilla is mentioned as a teacher (Acts 18: 
24-28) and is sometimes cited as an early female pastor.  

The Catacombs of Priscilla
Another source of evidence of the role of women is paleo-
Christian art – the ancient art of the first to sixth centuries 

2 Eisen, 204; MacHaffie, 13.
3 Eisen, 205.

Episcopa Theodora Mosaic: (left to right) Episcopa Theodora, St. Prassede, the Blessed Virgin Mary, St. Pudenziana. Though it is hard to make out, above Theodora on 
the far left are the words “Episcopa Theodora”
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– a visual expression of the beliefs of the first Christians. 
The Catacombs of Priscilla are notable among the ancient 
catacombs for their early Christian art and some very 
interesting frescoes of women.  
 Contrary to some popular ideas, the early Christians did 
not worship in secret in the catacombs – they worshiped 
in house churches – but rather buried their dead there. The 
chapels in the catacombs are small rooms containing tombs 
of the members of a single family. The chapels were used 
for funerals and for memorial commemorations of the 
anniversary of a death. Sometimes the Eucharist might be 
celebrated on the tomb of a martyr, since the worshippers 
felt close to salvation in the presence of the martyrs. Some 
of these important ancient frescoes, dating from the late 
second or early third century, were restored in 2013. One 
of these frescoes, called The Velatio (The Veiling), contains 
an image of a woman with her arms outstretched in the 
“orans” posture as if she were celebrating the Eucharist. She 
wears what appear to be clerical vestments. Another chapel 
contains a fresco, called The Fractio Panis (The Breaking of 
Bread), an image of a group of women at a banquet table, 
celebrating the Eucharist.
 The woman in the orans posture and the women at 
the table are cited as evidence that women were ordained 
priests in the early church. The Vatican says No: the praying 
woman is simply that, a praying woman, and the women at 
the table are celebrating an agape or funeral feast for one 
of the martyrs. Either way, ordained or not, the women are 
depicted as having a voice in the early Christian community.

What happened? 
 Why did the presence of women in the early church 
fade from tradition and memory, in spite of the physical 
evidence? One reason, according to Malone,4  was the 
move from private to public worship spaces. The earliest 
women leaders were associated with house churches and 
a time when Christians were persecuted and practiced in 
secret; women had more influence in the private sphere. 
The radical message of Christianity, the invitation to form 
one community of believers without social distinctions 
between Jew or Greek, slave or free, male or female, opened 
possibilities and challenges that transformed the lives of 
believers. The equality and wider range of leadership roles 
available to women in the earliest centuries of Christianity 
just didn’t work as Christianity became established in 
conservative, patriarchal Roman society. 

4 Malone, Mary T. Women and Christianity, Volume I: The First Thousand Years. 
Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 2000, p. 64 – 85.
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 Is something morally right because God commands 
it or does God command it because it is right? This is the 
question that any morally objectivistic philosophy that 
bases morality on God’s commands or laws must answer.

The Appeal of Moral Objectivism
 In philosophical considerations of the existence and 
origin of morality (the branch of philosophy called ethics) 
people tend to fall into three broad groups. There are the 
moral nihilists, who say that morality does not actually exist 
and that the semblance of right and wrong is an illusion. 
There are the moral subjectivists and relativists,1 who say 
that some morals do exist but that individuals or societies, 
respectively, construct them; thus, morality is variable. And 
there are the objectivists, who say that a set of morals exists 
that is independent of humans and their societies.2

 Many relativists argue that theirs is the most intuitive 
position, stating that through human history there has 
been a great deal of moral diversity and change. Certain 
actions that were previously deemed morally unacceptable 
are now accepted, and vice versa. An action that one 

1 I will henceforth use “relativism” and “relativists” as overarching terms 
referring to both moral subjectivism and moral relativism to avoid stilted 
repetition.
2 There are a variety of subtly different positions within each of the three groups 
that I do not have the space to dwell on here; my treatment of each of the groups 
is necessarily quite general. There are more arguments in favor of each than I 
have time to consider; in this article I address some of the most common. 

person lauds deeply distresses another. Indeed, some of the 
biggest debates in our society in recent times have hinged 
on differences in ethical positions – to pick a few related 
examples, consider the debates on abortion, euthanasia, stem 
cell research and genetic engineering, which typically come 
down to questions of whether and in what circumstances 
it is morally acceptable to end or modify a human life. 
The changing views of society on these and other issues 
have to some been evidence of our moral improvement and 
enlightenment, and to others a sign of moral deterioration. 
Moral relativists have argued that such cases demonstrate 
that morals are not concrete things, but relative – subject to 
disagreement, change and development.
 Is moral diversity a good reason to conclude that what 
is morally right or wrong is relative? I would argue that it 
is not. The fact that people have opposing opinions about 
whether or not something is morally right does not preclude 
the possibility of there being a definite answer; thus, making 
a convincing case for relativism is difficult. There are also 
good reasons to believe that it is false. While the diversity 
of moral systems makes one wonder whether morals 
are relative, one should wonder more at the surprising 
uniformity of certain moral stances through human history. 
For example, premeditated unjustified killing3 and stealing 

3 It is true that killing has been justified for abhorrent reasons, often related 
to religion, war, security or the pursuit of justice. But this still underscores 
the universal requirement that killing have a compelling justification. I use 
“premeditated unjustified killing” instead of “murder” because murder is by 
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have generally been considered wrong across cultures 
and have generally been punished in some way. Moral 
uniformity does not necessitate moral objectivism, just as 
the diversity of morals does not necessitate moral relativism 
– but it shows that there are some morals that are difficult to 
convincingly argue are relative.
 Further, relativism has a more serious weakness. How 
should we respond when others behave in ways that to them 
are morally acceptable, but that to us are morally abhorrent? 
For example, should one take action to defend the rights 
or lives of others when the person seeking to destroy 
them sees nothing wrong with their actions? The intuitive 
answer is “yes”.4 But what can the relativist use to justify 
an attempt to dissuade them from what they are doing? If 
morals are relative and the other person believes that their 
actions are right, how can one make the case that there is 
any moral reason for them not to do what they intend to 
do? To think that there is something wrong with their moral 
action is to imply that there is in fact a correct position 
that we are closer to than they are; but this is a rejection 
of relativism and an implicit affirmation of some kind of 
objectivism. Any kind of moral intervention is inconsistent 
with relativism. Disagreement must end in acquiescence 
and a tepid agreement to disagree. What would the world 
be like if we all behaved in a manner consistent with fully 
believing relativism to be true? 
 Moral nihilism suffers a worse problem. If nothing is 
actually morally right or wrong, anything is permissible. 
The nihilist might advise that unjustified killing is to be 
discouraged because of the injury to society it would cause, 
but it is unclear on what basis the lost life is valued in a 
system that denies moral value. It is also unclear what 
recourse apart from morality the weak have to defend 
themselves against the strong. These positions do not 
constitute a satisfying moral philosophy because they are not 
consistent with what most would take to be the appropriate 
response to certain moral questions.   
 It is difficult, then, to escape the impression that morals 
do exist and that certain actions have some intrinsic moral 
properties. Objectivist ethics is appealing because it is more 
consistent with moral intuition than either relativism or 
nihilism.
 Christian morality is objectivist. God is the origin 
of morals and morals are understood in terms of God’s 
commands or laws.

Euthyphro’s Dilemma: An Objection to 
Moral Objectivism
 In one of Plato’s dialogues, Socrates encounters a man 

definition unlawful and is therefore always wrong in any society.
4 Sometimes it does not seem wise to intervene. When stepping in directly would 
unduly endanger one’s safety it is better to call the police. Sometimes one’s 
personal power is not sufficient; then the action of government or the courts may 
be required. It is, though, surely unacceptable to do nothing. I argue that when 
relativism is consistently applied it requires such inaction.

called Euthyphro at the king’s court. As they talk Socrates 
is surprised to hear that Euthyphro is prosecuting his own 
father for causing the death of a servant. Euthyphro’s family 
is not happy with his actions because they believe that 
prosecuting one’s father is impious; Euthyphro contends 
that the gods would approve of his actions. This prompts 
Socrates and Euthyphro to discuss the nature of piety, in the 
course of which Socrates famously asks Euthyphro: “Is the 
pious [action] loved by the gods because it is pious, or is 
it pious because it is loved by the gods?”5 As is commonly 
done, we will henceforth consider this variant of the 
question: “Is an action commanded by God because it is 
morally right, or is it morally right because it is commanded 
by God?”
 Euthyphro tries to have it both ways in what we shall call 
the Divine Command Theory: If an action is morally right, 
God commands it because it is morally right. Moreover, for 
an action to be morally right is for it to be commanded by 
God.6

 Socrates argues against Euthyphro’s divine command 
theory. First he establishes a principle of asymmetry. He 
says that something is done because someone does it. We 
cannot, however, explain actions the other way around by 
saying that someone is doing something because that thing 
is being done. For example, this article is being written 
because I am writing it; on the other hand, I am not writing 
it because it is being written. In this way, explanations are 
fundamentally asymmetric.
 Socrates then argues that the divine command theory 
leads to a curious conclusion: If God commands something 
because it is morally right and it is morally right because 
he commands it, it follows that God commands it because 
it is commanded by him. This violates asymmetry and 
Socrates would argue that we should, therefore, abandon 
the divine command theory altogether. This is often known 
as Euthyphro’s Dilemma and is one of the most commonly 
cited challenges to a moral objectivism based on God’s 
commands.7

 To address Socrates’ objection two approaches are 
typically taken. One can either take the so-called “first 
horn” or the “second horn” of the divine command 
theory and dispense with the other. Both approaches are 
troublesome. If we take the first horn – that God commands 
actions because they are right – we seem to have made God 
unnecessary: if something is right in itself, why do we need 

5 http://classics.mit.edu/Plato/euthyfro.html
6 One might ask about the things that God may not have explicitly commanded, 
since the Bible, as a finite collection of documents, naturally cannot present an 
exhaustive list of specific moral commands for every conceivable situation. I will 
take the Bible to be a sufficient and authoritative description of primary Christian 
morality; issues not specifically addressed are sometimes subjects of controversy 
but can mostly be inferred from others that are addressed. I mean “commands” to 
be equivalent to what God declares it morally right for people to do.
7 Euthyphro’s dilemma is often stated as an argument against divine command 
theory based on the charge of circularity. This is similar to but not the argument 
that Socrates makes. Socrates does not talk about circularity but about the 
violation of asymmetry.
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God’s commands at all? Better, Socrates might argue, to 
bypass the middleman and determine what is right from its 
fundamental moral source. If we take the second horn – that 
actions are right only because they are commanded by God 
– the commands seem arbitrary: if they are right for no other 
reason than that God commands them, it could have been 
right to, say, killing our mothers for fun if God had declared 
it so. This does not feel like a satisfying explanation of 
morality.

Christianity Saves Moral Objectivism
 I suggest another approach. It keeps both horns of the 
divine command theory, but with a modified first horn. The 
divine command theory becomes: if an action is morally 
right, God commands it because God is good8 and an action 
is morally right if it is commanded by God.
 This modification makes Euthyphro’s divine command 
theory sound more like the Christian model of the origin 
of morals. The Bible contains many references to God’s 
goodness as the foundation of morality, particularly in 
the Psalms and in the life and teachings of Jesus.9 The 
modification to the divine command theory resolves the 
dilemma in two ways. Firstly, in determining what to 
command, God no longer appeals to an external standard 
to which he would necessarily be subordinate. Instead, he 
appeals to his nature – a kind of internal moral standard. His 
commands and the resulting moral rightness of the actions 
commanded flow entirely from his intrinsic goodness and 
are not independent of him. Thus, God is rendered both 
necessary and sufficient as an explanation for the origin of 
morality. Secondly, the charge of the arbitrariness of God’s 
commands is greatly weakened. God does not command 
on whims, but has a reason for commanding as he does: 
the goodness of his immutable, infallible nature. We can, 
therefore, trust that God would never declare unjustified 
killing right because this would not be consistent with his 
nature.
 It might seem to the reader at this point that basing 
God’s commands in his goodness raises more questions 
than answers. It seems as though our modification of the 
divine command theory has merely shifted the arbitrariness 
of God’s commands up a level. If God is good by nature 
and his nature arbitrarily happens to be as it is, it is unclear 
whether we are really in a better position than if God 
commanded actions for no reason at all. On a related point, 
what is “good”? The success of the modification seems to 
rely on what we understand God’s goodness to mean.
 Both of these objections can be answered by looking 
to moral intuition. An example of this can be found in the 
Book of Genesis. When Abraham learns of God’s intention 
to destroy Sodom and Gomorrah for their wickedness he 

8 When I use the term “good”, I am referring to a host of God’s related attributes, 
such as goodness, justness, righteousness, holiness and love.
9 See Psalm 25:8; Psalm 119:137-138; Matthew 5:48; John 13:15; 1 John 1:5; 3 
John 11.

asks whether God would destroy the cities if righteous 
people could be found in them:

Will you sweep away the righteous with the wicked? 
What if there are fifty righteous people in the city? Will 
you really sweep it away and not spare the place for 
the sake of the fifty righteous people in it? Far be it 
from you to do such a thing—to kill the righteous with 
the wicked, treating the righteous and the wicked alike. 
Far be it from you! Will not the Judge of all the earth 
do right?10

 

 How, long before the revelation of God’s moral 
commands in the Law of Moses, did Abraham know that 
God’s justice meant that God would not treat the righteous 
and the wicked alike? He knew it intuitively.
 Similarly, I argue that all people intuitively have a 
concept of what it means to be just, to be kind, and the like. 
Granted, they may disagree on what precise actions may be 
considered just or kind. But they will generally agree at a 
basic level on what these terms mean. For example, they will 
generally agree that justice means giving people what they 
deserve, though whether someone deserves to be punished 
for such and such an action might be debated. Moreover, 
they would generally agree that justice and kindness are 
desirable qualities to have and that it is desirable to be 
treated in accordance with these qualities. As C. S. Lewis 
points out in Mere Christianity, even those who claim not to 
believe that fairness really exists will still quickly complain 
that they have been unfairly treated when they feel cheated. 
They intuitively know what the concept means and use it.
 The intuitive understanding of goodness, then, makes 
God’s goodness anything but arbitrary. The worry that God 
might have decided to command us to kill our mothers 

10 Genesis 18:23-25, See Greg Koukl’s article at http://www.str.org/articles/
euthyphro-s-dilemma#.VxvLDPkrKUk

Abraham reasoning with God about Sodom
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for fun—that is, that the actions that he declared wrong 
he might have declared right—is not tenable because the 
nature of such a God would be jarringly incongruous with 
what we intuitively recognize to be good. God would not 
get away with delivering such commands, so to speak.11 
Therefore, we can reasonably hold that God’s goodness 
really is good and that the actions he declares right really 
are right. Not only is Euthyphro’s dilemma resolved, but 
also the problems that made the divine command theory 
morally unsatisfying are avoided.
 

11 Some might cite the apparent genocide of the peoples living in the Israelite’s 
Promised Land in the books of Joshua and Judges as an example of how 
divorced divine command theory can get from moral intuition, and therefore, of 
the seeming arbitrariness of God’s commands. Fewer are familiar, however, with 
the rather extensive justification, from God’s perspective, offered for this killing 
in Leviticus 18:24-30, Deuteronomy 7:1-4, 9:4-5, 18:9-14 and 20:16-18. Because 
this justification relied partially on knowledge only God could have had, it can be 
difficult to evaluate today, but in any case the justifications offered blunt worries 
of arbitrariness to some extent. Of critical relevance is that as Christians we can 
look to Jesus to understand God’s justice and mercy most fully and trust that God 
had just, wise, and loving intentions as He looked forward to the cross.

 I have argued that moral objectivism represents the 
most compelling and satisfying ethical position, and that 
its success lies in an intrinsically good God. Christianity 
has such a God. “He is the Rock, his works are perfect and 
all his ways are just. A faithful God who does no wrong, 
upright and just is He.”12 Let us look to him as the firm 
foundation on which our morality should be built.

12 Deuteronomy 32:4
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 A quick confession: I used to be really, really creationist. 
I believed (and still do!) that the Bible was the inspired 
word of God, and to me that meant that if Genesis 1 said the 
earth was created in six days, then that must be the case.1 
This lasted well into high school, as I read books like The 
Case for a Creation and watched movies like Expelled: 
No Intelligence Allowed. I looked down condescendingly 
on “the evidence” for evolution, which in my high school 
textbooks boiled down to something along the lines of 
“well, whale fins look kind of like hands, so evolution is 
true.” I shared my thoughts and debated my friends on 
my incredibly conceitedly-named blog, Philosophically 
Cynical.2

 As you’ve probably guessed, this phase eventually 
came to an end, thanks to some very patient people in my 
life. My dad showed me sequences of transition fossils, and 
my friends told me about things like the Lenski bacteria 
experiment. I saw people compute genetic trees that 
mysteriously matched the evolutionary explanation of the 
fossil record. So, I decided I believed in evolution, and went 
about it as smugly as I had creationism. I waxed eloquently 
about the scientific and philosophical value of Darwinism. I 
made snide remarks about Republicans teaching Intelligent 
Design in school. I looked down on those silly creationists 

1 By “Genesis 1”, I actually mean the entirety of the first creation story, i.e. 
Genesis 1:1 - 2:3.
2 No, don’t bother looking. I’ve deleted it since.

who took their bibles too literally, when I knew Genesis 1 
was really a metaphor meant to discuss evolution. Or the 
big bang. Or quantum physics. Or something like that. 
 My various character flaws notwithstanding, I think my 
approach to Genesis 1 was fairly common among Christians 
- we either look at it as a literal description of the facts or 
sort of skim over it as a metaphor without taking the time 
to ask what the authors of the text actually meant by it. 
This isn’t to say the text can’t be historical or metaphorical, 
but rather that the ways we write history and poetry both 
communicate ideas beyond a simple list of facts, and it is 
these ideas that should shape our interpretation of the text 
at hand. I would therefore like to present a different way of 

reading the text, one that seems to be common among bible 
scholars and seminarians, but which sadly doesn’t seem to 
have reached much of the rest of the church.3

 Let me state my assumptions outright: I believe that 
the Bible is the inspired Word of God and, when correctly 
interpreted, is a reliable authority on spiritual and moral 
matters. I also believe that understanding the historical 
and cultural context of biblical texts is imperative for any 
attempts to interpret scriptures. Given these assumptions, 
I think that the most reasonable reading of Genesis 1 is 

3 For a much more complete and compelling account, please see e.g.  The 
Evolution of Adam by Peter Enns, The Lost World of Adam and Eve and Ancient 
Near Eastern Thought and the Old Testament by John  H. Walton, and The 
Unseen Realm by Michael S. Heiser . Anything true in this essay is due to them, 
while any inaccuracies, mistakes, or blatant heresies are probably my own.

Is Genesis 1 Really About 
Creationism? 

We either look at [Genesis 1] as a literal description of the facts or sort 
of skim over it as a metaphor without taking the time to ask what the 
authors of the text actually meant by it.

The Creation of Adam by Michelangelo,  1511

Colin Aitken
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as a non-literal, theologically-loaded polemic against 
Babylonian paganism in favor of a single God who was at 
once specifically Israelite and universally sovereign. If this 
seems unlikely or strange to you,  I hope that you’ll give me 
a chance to explain why.

What Kind of Story?
 One of the most commonly criticized portions of 
figurative and metaphorical interpretations of various 
biblical passages is the possibility of going too far: if 
Genesis 1 didn’t happen in six days, did Israel’s exodus 
from Egypt happen at all?  Was there ever a King David or 
a Solomon, or are they just symbols of faith’s power? Are 
we free to view Jesus’s death and resurrection as a metaphor 
for overcoming violence, or being nice to one another, or 
some other chosen interpretation?4 While this is a difficult 
question deserving of careful thought, the same issues face 
overly literal interpretations of scripture: Are we to believe 
that Jesus is literally a gate, or light, or bread, or a vine? 
Does Daniel think a series of small animals will be the next 
major empires, or does the author of Revelation believe a 
monster with multiple heads is going to be the next Roman 
emperor?5 In these cases the answer is clear: probably not. 
Sometimes, however, the answer isn’t clear: is Job the true 
story of a specific guy with bad luck and worse friends, 
or an ancient play about the nature of evil? Are Adam and 
Eve actual people, or archetypes of Israel’s fall into exile or 
humanity’s fall into sin? I believe the most natural way to 
answer these questions is to seek to determine the author’s 
intent. Was the author trying to write history? Poetry? A 
combination of the two?
 To answer this question in our case, we’ll have to take a 
short detour into the world of biblical scholarship. The entire 
Torah (the first five books of the bible) has traditionally 
been ascribed to Moses, but the texts themselves are largely 
anonymous.6 If we want to infer an author from the text, 
there are a few features that seem relevant: variations 
within the text,7 multiple passages describing the same 

4 Peter Leithart, for example, satirizes figurative interpretations by claiming that 
“Genesis 12, like the exodus narrative, teaches that God delivers. It does not 
matter whether or not God has ever actually delivered anyone. The moral stands: 
God is our deliverer.”
5 Daniel 8; Revelation 13
6 A few parts, including the Ten Commandments and parts of the law and history 
are explicitly attributed to Moses, but the rest, and specifically Genesis, do not 
list an author. 
7 Some of these can be explained away, but a few remain: did people always 
call God Yahweh (Genesis 15:7-8) or only after God revealed himself to Moses 
(Exodus 6:2-3)? What was Moses’s father in law’s name: Reuel (Exodus 2:18) 
or Jethro (Exodus 3:1)? Jewish interpreters in particular have a long history of 
drawing out fascinating and creative interpretations from these sorts of textual 
discrepancies. It is for this reason that nearly every historical definition of 
biblical inerrancy demands that the bible is inerrant when correctly interpreted 
and only for matters related to salvation. It is also worth noting that ancient 
historiographical standards differ from modern ones: in many ancient cultures 
it was considered acceptable practice to change or invent minor details when 
recounting the past in order to increase the drama or support a philosophical or 
moral theme. We should not therefore be surprised that when ancient biblical 
authors were inspired by God to write, they wrote according to their own cultural 

events,8 and different writing styles. While any discussion 
of specifics will have to be limited to the footnotes, these 
features have generally been taken by scholars to imply 
that the Torah is a composite work, consisting of pieces 
by a number of different sources that were later edited 
together.9 It is important to note that this is still consistent 
with traditional Christian beliefs about biblical inspiration: 
God, in conveying theological truths too complex for direct 
statements, seems to have decided to instead give us a text 
comprised of various perspectives, none of which provide 
the full story but which, when taken together, point towards 
a deeper reality.10

 Genesis 1 is usually attributed to a Priestly source, 
and is typically dated to either during or soon after the 
Babylonian exile.11 As we look to see what this source 
wanted to communicate by the Genesis 1 story, it will 
be helpful to examine the unique perspective they offer 
to the Torah as a whole. The Priestly sources are famous 
for providing some of the most boring parts of the Torah: 
constant genealogies, endless Levitical laws about sacrifice, 
and page after page of architectural blueprints. These are 
not, however, simply arbitrary details tossed in by an author 
looking to fill up space, but rather a carefully constructed 
tower of symbolism being used to paint a portrait of God. 
The genealogies are full of numbers, particularly multiples 
of 7 and 60, which seem intended to point back to God, while 
the sacrificial laws spell out a deep and subtle theology of 
life, sin, and redemption. The architectural blueprints are 
again rich in symbolism pointing forwards to Solomon’s 
temple and backwards to Eden, both in overall design and 
minor details. When we examine Genesis 1, we again see 

standards, not by ours.
8 This is most clearly seen in the story of Noah’s ark, which seems to have been 
stitched together from two separate sources. While the sources agree on the 
overall story, they differ on details such as whether the water came from above or 
below, what kind of bird Noah sent out, how long the water was on the earth, and 
how many of each animal was taken on the ark.  
9 There are now a number of competing theories surrounding the literary history 
of the Torah and I am thoroughly unqualified to judge between them. Most of 
these theories distinguish between priestly and non-priestly sources, however, 
nothing we say should depend too strongly on the specific reconstruction of the 
text’s history.
10 A good example of this is found in God’s justice and mercy. There is a tension 
between the forgiveness of sins and the idea that God punishes the wicked, and 
both notions have widespread biblical support. Far from being a contradiction 
to be written off, the tension seems to be an intentional choice: the idea that a 
perfectly just God could love and forgive us is difficult to comprehend, awe-
inspiring, and relentlessly pushes those who believe it into a state of worship.

11 There are a number of reasons to date the final, compiled form of many parts 
of the Torah so late after the events they describe. Some of the main threads 
of evidence include linguistic evidence (the Hebrew dialect used in the stories 
wasn’t used until more than 1000 years after Moses) and textual evidence (the 
texts seem to cite and interact with belief systems associated with Babylon at 
the time of the exile, and the “Table of Nations” in Genesis 10 refers to nations 
and places that existed long after Moses’s time.) This doesn’t mean they were 
simply made up - ancient scribes regularly updated language, explained unclear 
passages, and applied familiar stories to new context, and the text we currently 
have seems to be based on a number of older traditions. Genesis 1-11 in 
particular bears the hallmarks of much later editors presenting both new stories 
and ancient traditions to preserve Israel’s ancestral faith in a specific historical 
context (which is what this entire article is about!)
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the hallmarks of the Priestly writers: the numerological 
use of 7, the repetition of “it was good”, and the carefully 
structured language12 all point towards the Priestly authors’ 
typical use of symbol and metaphor to express theology.

Stories Told By Israel’s Neighbors
 But what theology is being expressed? When the 
Israelites sought to define themselves, their beliefs, and 
their existence, they didn’t think about naturalism or Islam 
or weird new-agey stuff or any other modern belief system. 
Instead, their main opponent in the marketplace of ideas 
would have been the paganism of the Ancient Near East 
(ANE). Similarly, they didn’t make cases by appealing to 
science or equality or the Constitution: instead, they used 
the ideas, tropes, and rhetoric of their time to define and 
discuss their theology, ethics, and cosmology. In other 
words, the author’s intent was probably to present their 
beliefs in the context of those held by their neighbors. As 
such, many parts of the Hebrew Bible, and Genesis 1-11 in 
particular, are devoted to reworking traditional ANE ideas 
to express Israel’s radical vision of a single, universal God 
who had called them to devote themselves to Him alone.13  
 The basics of cosmology seem to have been shared 
between the Israelites and their neighbors. Both below and 
above, they believed, were oceans: the earth floated on the 
oceans below, and a tent-like dome called the “firmament” 
held the sky waters above. Fixtures like the Sun and Moon 
were suspended by cables controlled by the gods (or God) 
to move through the sky. The world was created, not from 
nothing, but from a vast watery chaos, and the key to this 
creation was not by sparking matter into existence, but 
separating order out from the disorder.14 While we now 
know that this is not the case, it still needs to inform how 
we read the text because it is the thought-world in which 
the original authors and audience would have lived. Their 
now-confusing cosmologies should not distract us from 
the actual questions they sought to answer: Why is there 
something instead of nothing? Is there a God? What is He 
like? What is our purpose? Why is there evil, and what is 
God doing about it?15

12 For example, on days 1-3 we see the creation of light/dark, water/sky, land/
sea, which on days 4-6 are filled in the same order: the sun, moon, and stars for 
the light and dark, then fish and birds for the water and sky, and finally animals 
and people for the land.
13 One of the more amusing examples of this is found in Genesis 6:1-4, in which 
a series of large Babylonian folk heroes are recast as the bastard offspring of 
renegade semi-divine beings and human women. This will be used later in the 
Old Testament to construct a theology of warfare, and in the New Testament to 
glimpse the spiritual world. 
14 We see this in Genesis 1, which begins with a watery chaos and continues 
with God separating: light from dark, water from sky, and seas from land.
15 In the language of biblical inspiration, God seems to have been trying 

 Their neighbors had their own stories to provide their 
own answers to these questions, and it will be helpful to first 
understand these if we wish to understand how the Israelites 
sought to differentiate themselves. One of the most famous 
of these is the Akkadian Enuma Elish,16 which describes 

creation and the ascendence of the sky-god Marduk through 
a complicated mess of orgies and warfare. Initially, there is 
only a watery chaos, which splits into two primeval water 
gods: Tiamat and Apsu. They have a lot of sex, producing 
more and more gods, but these new gods are loud and thus 
anger Apsu. Apsu decides to kill them, but is discovered and 
murdered by Ea, who becomes the chief god and has a son, 
Marduk. Marduk, being playful and mischievous, bothers 
some of the other gods, who convince Tiamat to avenge 
her dead husband. She does so, raising up eleven monsters 
and establishing her new husband Kingu as king. The gods 
opposing her are unable to stop her until they appoint 
Marduk as their leader, who destroys the monsters and 
Kingu before going after Tiamat. There is a fierce battle, but 
Marduk eventually defeats Tiamat, ripping her body into 
two pieces. He places one of these pieces below, creating 
the seas, and one above, creating the water above the sky. 
Tiamat’s followers are at first forced into submission, but 
eventually Marduk decides that this is unfair and instead 
creates humanity from Kingu’s blood to become the gods’ 
slaves instead.

A Very Different Story
 In the shadow of stories such as these, one of the most 
immediately obvious features of Genesis 1 is the tiny cast of 
characters. Until day 6, the only character seems to be God. 
More importantly, we’re missing any account of God’s 
origin or ascendance to the head of the divine council: he’s 
simply set forth as sovereign from the beginning. It is hard 
to overstate the theological weight of this: God is being set 
forth as the universe’s true king, with no worthy human 
or supernatural rivals. The authors, however, did have 
philosophical rivals, and it was with these rivals that they 
now had to grapple. Did you catch the reference to Marduk 

to communicate theological truths necessary for salvation in a language 
understandable to readers of the time rather than give a literal transcription of 
events. (Imagine how a text explaining all the actual details of evolution or 
modern physics or anything else would have been received in ancient Babylon! 
It would have been laughed out of town before anybody paid attention to the real 
aims of holy writing: to discuss God.) This is referred to as an Accommodationist 
view of scripture, the idea that God accommodates human finiteness and error to 
get to the important parts.
16 The Akkadian empire was centered in Akkad, in modern-day Iraq, in the late 
third millennium BCE. It  was the predecessor of two rival empires: Assyria and 
Babylonia, both of which record variants of the Enuma Elish. While scholars 
disagree on the exact date, the Enuma Elish is generally believed to have been 
written sometime in the second millennium BCE.

In other words, the author’s intent was probably to present 
their beliefs in the context of those held by their neighbors.
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and Tiamat? God’s wind17 is on the stormy waters, and on the 
second day he cuts them in half to create the seas and sky-
waters. There is no battle, nor are the elements personified, 
but the outline of the story is still there and reinterpreted 
to submit to the authors’ monotheistic perspective. This is 
characteristic of the early parts of Genesis: pieces of ANE 
mythology are borrowed, but rewritten to reflect Israel’s 
belief in a single, universal God.18 The message is clear: all 

17 Some translations render the Hebrew ruach as  “Spirit”. Some other features 
of the Hebrew are lost here in translation: the ruach is hovering over the deep 
(tehom) a word with strong resemblances to names used for Tiamat. In verse 
21, the “great  creatures of the sea” are the tanninim, a word borrowed from 
Canaanite mythology to describe sea monsters. Later biblical accounts will 
portray this part of creation as a battle between God and the sea (usually via 
a sea monster named either Leviathan or Rahab: see e.g. Psalm 74:13-14, 
89:10, Job 26:12-13, 41:1-2), a story borrowed from Canaanite Baal myths but 
reinterpreted to demonstrate Yahweh’s supremacy over all foes. The prophets 
and apocalyptic writers  reuse the same imagery to describe God’s creation of a 
new earth, e.g. Isaiah 27:1, Revelation 12:3-4. In this case, however, the battle 
imagery seems to be intentionally left in the background to underscore the ease 
with which God creates the world, and to emphasize how vastly superior God is 
to the chaotic waters he splits.
18 For example, Genesis 2-3 borrows from the Epic of Gilgamesh, Genesis 5-9 
draws on a number of ANE flood stories, and Genesis 11 seems to be directed 
at the Mesopotamian understanding of ziggurats. This “borrowing” seems to 
reinforce the view of Genesis 1-11 as non-literal but theologically significant. 

other views are entirely mistaken. There is only one God, 
and all history (even that attributed to pagan gods or natural 
forces) is really the unfurling of his own plans.
 While the cast of characters is unusual, the plot is 
even stranger. The confusing mess of sex, fighting, and 
backstabbing of nearby creation myths has been replaced 
with a straightforward narrative about a single character. 
When God decides to create things, he simply speaks, and 
they are created. Everything is created by what seems to 
be an intentional, orderly plan: on the first three days, God 
separates light from dark, ocean from sky, and sea from 
land. This is repeated on the next three days, when God 
controls the light with the sun and moon, fills the ocean 
and sky with fish and birds, and finally fills the land with 
animals and people. God declares everything to be good, 
and sets human beings, who he has created in his own 
image, in charge of the world. This, too, carries extreme 
theological significance: creation is not a coincidence but 
part of a long-term predetermined plan, in which people 
(men and women!) play a significant role because they 
reflect the image of God. Finally, on the seventh day, God 
rests, thereby establishing the Sabbath. This is an incredibly 

Separation of the Earth from the Waters by Michelangelo,  1511
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bold move on the author’s part.  The Sabbath was (and still 
is) a fundamental marker of Jewish identity - the Israelites 
had by this point been keeping the Sabbath for more than a 
thousand years, a ritual marking a covenant with God not 
shared by any of their near neighbors. The author describes 
God’s Sabbath not to imply that God needs rest, but to 
establish a theological truth: God’s covenant with Israel was 
not the result of some coincidental meeting with Abraham 
or Moses, but part of the original plan of the entire universe.

So How Can We Read It Today?
 So what is the “message” of Genesis 1? It seems to me 
that Genesis 1 is best understood as a creation story written 
by ancient Israelites to capture the theological truths they 
had learned about their God. (After all, have you ever read 
a systematic theology? Stories are both much deeper and 
much more fun!) The seven day period seems to be put 
there not because the authors were sure that creation took 
seven days rather than six or eight (or 1.6 trillion), but 
because they knew their God was, and had always been, a 
fundamentally Jewish God. God’s sea-splitting creation of 
the sky is not a literal reconstruction of history, but instead 
reflects the fact that their God had no true challengers or 
rivals for his role as king of the universe. If Genesis 1 were 
written today, the language might reflect today’s scientific 
understandings, perhaps reflecting God’s presence at the 
big bang or guiding hand in evolution. The purpose of such 
statements would not be to support the idea of a big bang, 
but to prove a theological point. As such, the literal truth 
of this sort of reconstruction is unimportant - perhaps God 
invented quantum physics, or perhaps in fifty years we’ll 
find new evidence that overthrows our current understanding 
of physics entirely. What matters now, as it did in Genesis 
1, is the theology these reconstructions express about God: 
that he is a God who guides history, who chooses people for 
redemptive purposes,19 who has no equal, and who loves his 
creation. 
 This entire procedure is certainly open to the charge that 
we are just throwing out parts of the text that we no longer 
19 See the article The Gospel in the First Century in this issue by Erik Johnson

agree with. This is a serious danger any time we interpret 
scripture, but I don’t think it’s the case here. In many ways, 
I find the implications raised by this interpretation of the 
text to be both much bolder and much more troubling than 
the possibility of a six-day creation. We’re asked to accept 
creation as an orderly, intentional act from God, but this 
seems hard to reconcile with the randomness and chaos of 
evolution. We’re asked to see God as a specifically Israelite 
God, whose holy book openly mocks other points of view 
- this is at best uncomfortable in our multicultural era. 

We’re asked to see a creation and a humanity full of evil 
and suffering as fundamentally good, and we’re asked to 
throw away our concerns about foreknowledge and free will 
to accept a God who had planned Israel’s existence before 
there were even stars. These are difficult problems without 
easy solutions, and we haven’t even left the first chapter of 
the first book of the Bible!20 While I think that it’s important 
that we seek answers, both in the rest of the Bible and in 
our lives,  I also think we need to approach them with a 
posture of humility and faith. Not all of our questions will 
be answered, not all of our fears will be assuaged, and not 
everything that makes us uncomfortable can be explained 
away. Even if we don’t know all the answers, however, 
we can rest assured in the fact that the God we serve is 
a sovereign God who sees us not as slaves but as image-
bearers, who creates good things, and who lets us play a role 
in his ultimate, world-shaking plan. This, after all, is the real 
message of Genesis 1.
 

20 Yes, we technically also read three verses from the second chapter.

Not all of our questions will be answered, not all of our fears will be assuaged, 
and not everything that makes us uncomfortable can be explained away.
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One of my favorite images used for the church is that of 
a temple. Not only does it describe the mystical way that the 
Spirit brings the people of God together into one structure 
that is greater than the sum of its parts; it brings out the way 
in which the church brings to a head many of the themes of 
Scripture. It is a particularly poignant reminder that the exile 
of Israel has permanently ended and that God now dwells 
with His people in a more intimate way than ever before. It 
foreshadows the beginning of the eternal worship of Jesus 
Christ, representing the church as the manifestation of God’s 
glory on earth. It highlights the role of the believers as the 
new priesthood, under a new High Priest, whose completed 
and yet continuing ministry is the basis of the salvation of his 
people. 

In light of these truths, I want to present some thoughts 
on the fellowship of believers, the communion of the saints. 
While most of us are involved in some kind of community, 
I have found at least in my own life that regularly meeting 
together can quite easily become rote, without the type of 
warm intimacy and love of which the Scriptures speak. I 
think that this happens primarily when community comes to 
be seen as a means to the spiritual growth of its individual 
members—the part comes to dominate over the whole. While 
the church and the community it provides does strengthen 

each and every believer, I think a greater appreciation for the 
importance of the church in itself can deepen the community 
we have with each other and lead to more significant growth. 
This is why I use the term “communion of the saints” 
here—though it often is used specifically for the mystical 
fellowship that believers have with those now among the 
great cloud of witnesses,1 this same spiritual fellowship also 
includes our contemporary believers. The church is a tightly-
knit spiritual organism, and a greater appreciation of this 
will help Christians achieve and maintain a deeper and more 
spiritually strengthening community.  In this article I will 
focus on the fellowship of believers outside of the official 
Sunday morning gatherings, using a passage from Colossians 
as a guide. Paul says, in chapter 3, starting in verse 12:

Therefore, as God’s chosen people, holy and dearly 
loved, clothe yourselves with compassion, kindness, 
humility, gentleness and patience. Bear with each other 
and forgive one another if any of you has a grievance 
against someone. Forgive as the Lord forgave you. And 
over all these virtues put on love, which binds them all 
together in perfect unity.

1 Hebrews 12:1

The church is a tightly-knit spiritual organism, and a greater appreciation 
of this will help Christians achieve and maintain a deeper and more 
spiritually strengthening community.

The Church and the Communion of the Saints
Taylor Craig
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Let the peace of Christ rule in your hearts, since 
as members of one body you were called to peace. And 
be thankful. Let the message of Christ dwell among you 
richly as you teach and admonish one another with all 
wisdom through psalms, hymns, and songs from the 
Spirit, singing to God with gratitude in your hearts. And 
whatever you do,whether in word or deed, do it all in the 
name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father 
through him.

Paul bases these imperatives directly on the fact that 
we are God’s chosen people, that is, a group that has been 
selected to answer a specific calling and to receive certain 
blessings. The church has, in a unique way, been set apart and 
loved lavishly. This blessing should naturally express itself 
in a new way of living—the resurrection life we are called to 
is the experiential manifestation of the new man made in the 
image of Christ. Before discussing our role as a community, 
Paul tells us to clothe ourselves with virtues, and indeed the 
health of the community depends on the commitment of each 
member to zealously guard his life from sin.

Bear with each other
After the exhortation to personal holiness, this next 

command is particularly addressed to Christians in 
fellowship. The call to bear with each other is easy to brush 
over, but I think it’s more important than we often realize. 
Although there are many ideas and applications wrapped up 
in this simple command, I think the core idea is this: because 
we are united by one Spirit in one body that has one mission, 
our brothers and sisters in Christ become coworkers with us 
in that grand mission, no matter how different our lives may 
seem to worldly eyes. We therefore have a vested interest in 
the lives of our brothers and sisters: in their spiritual well-
being, in the opportunities they have for ministry, and in all 
the endeavors of their lives, we want to aid our fellow priest 
as they offer their living sacrifice (see especially Romans 
12:1, Hebrews 13:15 and 1 Peter 2:5 for this important 
imagery). In all these things, we bear with them what burdens 
we can, offer prayer and encouragement for those we can’t, 
and rejoice with them as we see God glorified in their lives 
and as they become conformed more and more to the image 
of the Son.

This doesn’t mean we are called to be busybodies or 
control-freaks. Rather, we love them in humility, seeking 
to serve them and be mutually strengthened in the good 
fight. From our perspective, our fellow Christian is not ours 
to govern or direct, but ours to seek to bless. Nevertheless, 
we encourage intimacy in our relationships, not hesitating 
to bring our own affairs before the body. We know that 
Christ has bid us do all things for Him, and insofar as our 
tasks belong to Him, they also belong to His body. Our 
communities should not foster the hiding of our interior lives, 
whether in times of struggle or triumph. Since the Church is 
one organism with one Spirit, the victories and weaknesses of 

any member are those of the body collectively, and therefore 
a loving brother inquires after the health of his sister. Our 
communities should be close enough that anyone who rushes 
out of church without talking afterwards probably feels a bit 
awkward, or that people notice if someone in a Bible study 
holds back from discussing how their week was spiritually. 
Sometimes in these communities, it seems that there is an 
unspoken agreement not to get too deep into personal matters, 
something akin to two ships passing in broad daylight but 
mutually agreeing to look the other way. From sharing meals 
with each other to regularly checking in with each other on 
matters both explicitly spiritual and thoroughly mundane, we 
must fight to share not just our Sunday mornings but our lives 
together. The necessity of doing so follows directly from the 
holiness of the entire life of the royal priest, since all is to be 
placed upon the altar.

In seeking this intimacy, we will doubtless find our 
friends becoming less tolerable than they were when we 
knew them less well. Good—the better to learn humility and 
to love them as their Father sees them. We will have to cope 
with the most vile sins of those bought by the blood of Christ; 
yet if we are disgusted by these, it is made plain that we have 
not sufficiently reckoned with our own sin. Someone who 
knows deeply how much he has dishonored the One who 
gave His life for him cannot be much appalled at the sin of 
another, but rather will readily share with him the grace that 
he has found so sweet in his own life. We are brought into 
the sometimes unpleasant air of mutual confession—and 
here, in gentle rebuke and wondrous assurance of pardon, 
the grace and truth of our blessed Savior can perform its 
precious work. To love is to come out from hiding, and to 
love deeply is to know and be known deeply. Though under 
the New Covenant the priests no longer serve in the same 
room, they must consider themselves more tightly bound to 
each other than the sons of Levi ever were, side by side in a 
greater work than was ever done in Zion’s temple, and all the 
more willing to bear with each other for the sake of the One 
who has borne with us to hell and back.

… forgiving one another…
The call to forgiveness reminds us that our new lives 

are to take the same shape as our deliverance—that we 
are to be continually more conformed to the image of our 
Savior. Obviously Paul expects us to be in contact with other 
Christians enough to get into squabbles with each other and 
have grievances against each other. This is certainly more 
than some of us interact with our brothers and sisters—how 
many grievances can really be racked up in one hour of 
bible-study per week? The closer we are to each other, the 

To love is to come out from hiding, 
and to love deeply is to know and 
be known deeply.
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more danger of hurting each other there is. The more of each other’s burdens we 
see, the more we see each other at our weakest, most upset, and least patient, and 
the more the command to forgive each other will come to bear on our relationships 
with each other.

It is worth noting that, like our understanding of love, our notion of forgiveness 
is easily reduced to an easy and shallow thing you say to someone. Gospel 
forgiveness is not something that can be offered tritely or painlessly. It means a 
restoration of true and deep peace between parties that previously were at odds. 
It is much more than tolerating an offense by simply moving on and determining 
not to hold a grudge. Gospel forgiveness returns overwhelming kindness for 
offenses; it strives for reconciliation and then goes right back to its happy service. 
It doesn’t mean passively establishing a wary ceasefire; it means resolving within 
yourself to work actively for their good, serving them as if they had only ever 
been kind to you, without waiting for any moves towards reconciliation on their 
part. Forgiveness means not hanging on to facts about who wronged whom and 
not playing the victim. It means loving those who wrong us in spite of themselves, 
without allowing ourselves the pleasure of thinking about how little they deserve it.

Let the peace of Christ rule in your hearts . . . let the message 
of Christ dwell among you richly

This attitude of ready forgiveness is in reality a submission to the reign of 
peace inaugurated by the death and resurrection of Jesus. His love rules through us 
when we become channels of the great reconciliation that brings man back to God 
and restores peace among mankind as they kneel before the cross. In doing so we 
act as royal priests administering the new covenant in the blood of the king.

In addition to governing our hearts, Christ’s peace must be preeminent among 
us as well, animating our attitude towards all of those with whom we fellowship. 
The temple air must bear the fragrance of His great love, and it is in the shadow of 
His cross that we always minister. All of life and all of our relationships have been 
affected by our reconciliation to God, and our Christian friendships especially are 
the direct result of His reign of peace. Ephesians 2 is rich with this theme—that 
in being reconciled to God, each of us has therein been brought into reconciliation 
with each other. 

“You also, like living stones, are being built into a spiritual house to be a holy priesthood.” -1 Peter 2:5
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“For he himself is our peace, who has made the two 
groups one and has destroyed the barrier, the dividing 
wall of hostility, by setting aside in his flesh the law 
with its commands and regulations. His purpose was to 
create in himself one new humanity out of the two, thus 
making peace, and in one body to reconcile both of them 
to God through the cross, by which he put to death their 
hostility.” (Eph 2:14-16)

As Bonhoeffer says, in his book on this topic, Life 
Together, “Without Christ there is discord between God 
and man and between man and man….One is a brother to 
another only through Jesus Christ. I am a brother to another 
person through what Jesus Christ did for me and to me; 
the other person has become a brother to me through what 
Jesus Christ did to him.” Just as temple service drew Levites 
together from their scattered lives throughout Israel, so too 
our New Covenant worship and service unite us to Christians 
we would otherwise have nothing in common with, from 
neighbors we wouldn’t otherwise see to those across 
the globe. The church is the source of a unique unity and 
harmony in diversity on earth, though it is yet a poor picture 
of that perfect harmony when people from every tongue and 
tribe and nation will worship together. Even now the seed of 
that peace has been sown, and regularly watering, tending, 
and cherishing it are essential to our mission as a church. We 
should rejoice in this blessing secured by in Christ—as Paul 
so often says of himself, we should be filled with joy and 
thankfulness at the grace of God when we think of and pray 
for our fellow believers (1 Corinthians 1:4, Ephesians 1:15-
16, Philippians 1:3, etc), and, like Paul, we should make our 
gratitude known! This both continually reminds and thereby 
strengthens our brothers and sisters and makes thanks and 
praise abound to the glory of God.

As you teach and admonish one another 
with all wisdom through psalms, hymns, 
and songs from the Spirit, singing to God...

We are each called to teach and admonish each other. 
The command to admonish or encourage each other is 
especially spelled out in Hebrews in two main senses, 
positive and negative. In Hebrews 3:12-13, we are told to 
encourage each other daily so that none of us is hardened 
by sin’s deceitfulness. Since it is by definition difficult to be 
sensitive to the hardening influence of sin, we cannot guard 
too carefully against the danger of trying to fight sin without 
the help of our brothers and sisters, who are fighting the same 

fights in their own lives. The converse is urged in 10:24-25; 
not only are we to encourage each other against our remaining 
sin, but we are to spur one another on to love and good deeds. 
It is easy enough to slide into complacency in our call to love 
and serve aggressively, and the encouragement of our fellow 
brothers and sisters is all too precious a remedy against this 
disease.

It is a bit less obvious how each of us can teach each 
other. While there are times when God reveals to one of his 
people a way of thinking about life in Christ in a particularly 
helpful way, I do not think that this is what he primarily 
means. It is often true in the Christian life that teaching 
does not always involve imparting new information and that 
learning does not necessitate acquiring new facts. The great 
analytic theologians are not necessarily the great saints. We 
learn spiritually by having the truths of the Gospel pressed 
into our souls as a mold is pressed into clay. Paul often repeats 
himself as a safeguard for us (Philippians 3:1). Teaching in 
the faith is more often reminding and impressing more deeply 
on the heart what we already know intellectually, turning 
knowledge into the Godly wisdom of a soul conformed to 
the image of Christ.

Wisdom, the means of this teaching, has appeared 
several times throughout Colossians already. It is given by 
the Spirit as one of the key blessings through which we can 
live a life worthy of the Lord (1:9). It is fundamental to Paul’s 
proclamation of the Gospel (1:28), which is itself a form of 
teaching and admonishing (an exact parallel to the passage 
before us). Climactically in 2:3, all the treasures of wisdom 
are hidden in Christ. This wisdom is clearly Christological 
rather than academic, something that comes with the Gospel 
itself. Following Proverbs, Paul clearly understands it as a 
deep commitment to the exalted Christ and his reign that 
permeates all areas of life.

The exact nature of wisdom comes into clearer focus 
as Paul continues—we teach and admonish each other by 
singing psalms, hymns and spiritual songs to God. The 
purpose of the psalms, as of modern day hymns, is not to 
teach new things that we have never thought of before, but 
to further shape our souls around the central life-giving 
truths of our faith. Grasping and holding tightly to these 
truths is the core of Biblical wisdom—not to know certain 
nuances of the latest theological theory, but rather to have 
pondered the knowledge of the glory of Christ and become 
so entranced with His beauty and the wonders of His law 
of life that following Him becomes our most deeply seated 
desire. This love comes from rolling over and over in the 

This attitude of ready forgiveness 
is in reality a submission to the 
reign of peace inaugurated by the 
death and resurrection of Jesus. 

Teaching in the faith is more 
often reminding and impressing 
more deeply on the heart what we 
already know intellectually.
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heart the sweetness of His love as a sweet may be rolled over 
in the mouth, constantly coming to terms afresh with who He 
is as new surfaces of goodness are encountered. Then, when 
peace from God has struck a chord in your soul, it makes 
itself heard in your life, in a wisdom of love that brings peace 
with your fellow believers and with all mankind.

The fact that these songs of teaching are sung to God 
is not trivial. Singing to God was a function of the Old 
Testament priesthood, and this New Covenant call to singing 
is a metonymic reminder of the New priesthood of believers. 
As priests, our ministry is first focused on God, and from 
this foundational love springs service to other men. Just as 
the Levitical priests served the people by offering acceptable 
sacrifices to God, so we serve the church by seeking ever 
more to know and to make known the greatness and goodness 
of the Lord. The best way to help our brothers and sisters is 
not to focus primarily on them, but to be oriented properly 
Godward. Wisdom starts in the fear of the Lord and overflows 
into the love of man. It can never be the other way around.

With Thanksgiving
Thanksgiving has been mentioned already in this short 

passage. The fact that these spiritual songs are always meant 
to be sung in thanks reinforces the idea that it is in rehearsing 
our deliverance before God that wisdom is gained, both 
through the focus on Christ and through the remembrance 
of our absolute dependence on Him in the humility bred by 
thankfulness.

Deep thankfulness is not something that comes easily to 
me. It is all too easy to make my prayers all petitions, to take 
blessings from the hand of the Lord, breathe a thank-you and 
carry on with my life without dwelling on the great love and 
mercy that have been poured out on me so lavishly. Instead, 
the command to be thankful always would have us take our 
dependence on and our debt of gratitude to our loving Father 
to be the lifeblood of our daily lives. As we eat, as we work, 
as we go about our business and our relationships, we are 
living lives not our own with bodies bought with a price (1 
Cor 6:19-20). No aspect of life can help but be revolutionized 

by the love we have been shown. In the light of His love we 
must always walk. To remember this always is to brim with 
gratitude in any and every part of life. To forget it is to live 
blind to all that is larger than ourselves and to thus unhinge 
our daily lives from their cosmic frame.

This is not to say one must be constantly on the brink of 
holy tears of joy. Emotions are fickle, and people don’t all 
react the same way to remembering these truths. Even so, at 
the best of times something should stir deep in the Christian 
soul that moves him to profound feelings of gratitude, and 
even in the worst of times he can remember those truths still 
and act upon them in a grateful manner, whether or not he 
“feels it.” The psalmist speaks to his soul in just such times 
as these, and we may follow this pattern, calling on our 
hearts to give Him thanks even when our emotions are not 
in line with our position in Christ.  Even the laments of the 
Psalms are full of determinations to yet praise the Lord that 
the psalmist knows to be good (Psalm 42:5,11; 43: 5). Proper 
attitudes, steeling ourselves to think in certain ways about 
certain things, are in our control even when proper feelings 
are not.

Do all things in the Name of Christ
As we move from the sanctuary into our daily lives, 

Paul urges us to do all things in the name of Christ, again 
emphasizing thanksgiving. The truly thankful Christian 
will, even if they do not always have God on their mind, 
at least have default attitudes and actions organized around 
Him to such a degree that it can truly be said that all they 
do is done for Him. The proper attitude of faith approaches 
work first with an attitude of thanksgiving, for there is no 
work that is not a blessing to us. Whether it is a source of 
provision, academic interest, training in crucial skills or 
simply character growth, every task we face works for our 
good. This attitude then directs itself to God in the work, 
seeing how blessed the worker is by His hand (see especially 
Colossians 3:24). Faith also seeks to serve others in its work, 
for “No one should seek their own good, but the good of 
others” (1 Cor 10:24). Because of these things, faith excludes 
selfish ambition as a motivation for working, and instead 
works out of a desire to serve regardless of the cost to self, 
thus following Christ’s example (see Phil 2). This soil of faith 
is therefore hostile to seeds of impatience and frustration in 
work, for these inherently stem from the selfish interest that 
is wholly repudiated by faith. Rather, we meet each trial that 
arises in our work, whether it be a person who irritates us, an 
opportunity to be less than ethical in our careers, or just an 
acute frustration with our failures, with a character shaped by 
knowing that we belong securely to the One who bought us.

Specifics of Application
One important application of all of this is that Christians 

should make more of a point of living continually in Christian 
community than they often do now. This follows from the 
preeminence of the church as temple over its members, 

God’s presence should be just as clear among the company of believers as it was 
in Solomon’s temple.
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the often underestimated benefits of Christian fellowship, 
the command to bear with one another, the temple worship 
that is our means of teaching and admonishing each other, 
and the priestly nature of doing all things to the glory of 
God. Unfortunately Christian fellowship is all too easy to 
undervalue. As Bonhoeffer said in the same book, “Between 
the death of Christ and the Last Day it is only by a gracious 
anticipation of the last things that Christians are privileged 
to live in visible fellowship with other Christians.” We are 
among those privileged with this wonderful blessing, “a 
source of incomparable joy and strength to the believer.” Not 
all are so blessed, and they would give much to be in our 
place. In order to receive gratefully this blessing, the most 
important thing we can do is simply to change our attitude 
towards fellowship with other believers. It is something to 
be longed for and deeply valued and appreciated when it is 
given.

As far as more specific applications, there is very nearly 
no part of the Christian life that should not be done in 
community. There is a place for private prayers, meditation, 
and service, but all these should be done in community as 
well as, if not more than, in private. It is crucial to live life 
together outside of a set Bible study. Paul clearly expects us 
to be in contact with other Christians far more than an hour 
a week, and as Bonhoeffer argues, fellowship in Christ is 
not something of which we should be satisfied with so little. 
Eating together is one way of doing this; having more regular 
but briefer times of prayer or devotions together can also be 
beneficial.

One of the things that is most often done in community 
in Scripture is worship. While today we worship corporately 
on Sunday mornings in large congregations of Christians, 
sometimes this aspect is lacking in smaller and more intimate 
Bible studies. When we pray with our closest friends, we 
should not limit ourselves to brief petitionary prayers and 
exchanging prayer requests, but rather also worship together 
with prayers of adoration and thanksgiving. We should not 
be afraid to approach God together—if we are a temple, if 
we are to build each other up through songs sung to God, 
then this is a much greater part of the role of community than 
our actions would suggest. We don’t necessarily have to start 
each bible study by singing a hymn (though this might not 
be a bad idea), but we should also do much more than just 
analyze a passage and then take prayer requests. Throughout 
the psalms, praise is intimately connected to telling others 
about the goodness of God, and C.S. Lewis comments that 
often the verbal expression of wonder and love completes 
the delight that is felt. How unnatural then to be among 
those who love God as we do and yet not spend any time 
reminding each other of His majesty and love, as revealed 
both in Scripture and in each life within the community! This 
then can fuel the time spent together, rebounding in praise 
and thanks to God and the members leaving the time together 
a renewed sense of God’s goodness and faithfulness.

It is also crucial to face the task of practical sanctification 

together. This means, on the one hand, confessing our sins 
to each other and being reminded of the assurance of our 
pardon, but also sharing our victories with each other. 
Confession is important because sin is inherently deceptive 
and because habits don’t break themselves. Deciding with 
each other to confront any sin we see in each other is also 
important for the same reasons, and having regular check-ins 
to discuss these issues is often very beneficial. However, in 
Paul’s letters, the work of growing in holiness is very often, 
if not primarily, addressed in positive terms. The putting off 
the old is empty without the putting on of the new. Therefore 
we are to encourage each other daily, spurring one another 
on to love and good deeds (Hebrews 10:24), and to delight 
with each other in the progress made in the image of Christ.

To this end, serving and loving others must be a part 
of any Christian fellowship. At times this would take a 
spontaneous form—the members of the fellowship might 
without a word collect around to empty the dishwasher or to 
clean up a meal, in silent harmony serving their Savior with 
thankfulness. Perhaps two of them pass a homeless man on 
the way home from church and strike up a conversation with 
him—maybe even take him out to lunch together. Organized 
events such as regular shifts at a soup kitchen or acts of 
service for the larger community are also good, as long as 
care is taken to make them inherently spiritual rather than 
rote. Practices such as meditating on the work of Christ for 
us as we serve and praying for those we serve and for our 
own witness to the cross before and afterwards are more than 
appropriate.

In all these things we must have in view the sanctification 
of the members of the body, the witness of our love for each 
other to the love of Christ which motivates us, and through 
all this the glorifying of Christ before the nations in the hope 
that they may join voices with us one day in those thousands 
of thousands and ten thousand times ten thousand that we 
shall sing His praises amongst and shall sit down to eat with 
at the supper of the Lamb (see Rev 5, 19). Then there will 
be no temple, for the Lord shall dwell with His people in 
unveiled beauty, and all of creation will worship together 
(Rev 20). Until then, let zeal for the spread of His worship and 
for the glory of His earthly temple abound among the royal 
priesthood. To Him who is able to do exceeding abundantly 
above all that we can ever ask or imagine, according to the 
power that is at work within us, to Him be glory in the church 
and in Christ Jesus to all generations forever and ever. Amen. 
(Eph 3:20-21)

Taylor Craig is a sophomore 
majoring in Physics who always 
seems on the verge of adding a 
Philosophy Minor (if only MIT had 
more classical philosophy . . .). He is 
typically up for discussing theology 
at any hour anyone else is.
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 In August, I was listening to a sermon at church about 
how to recognize and defeat sin and temptation. I was 
struck by how many of the examples came from ambition, 
pride, the usual notion of the American Dream, and how I 
didn’t feel like I personally related to those temptations. As 
I searched in my mind for a personal application, gluttony 
came to mind. I love the pleasure of eating good food, often 
to a fault.

 So I resolved to fight gluttony in my life, and as we 
moved to our time for response, I was struck by the irony 
of taking communion to fight that particular sin. To my 
surprise, whoever had prepared it that week had cut the pita 
bread into very small pieces, the smallest I’d seen. “Thanks, 
God,” I quietly prayed as I returned to my seat.
 Further confirmation came later that week, when I came 
across a guest post in Christianity Today on the same issue.1 
It’s short and very well-written so I’d encourage you to read 
it, but this paragraph struck me in particular:

The first [call to action] is to take gluttony seriously. 
While we are beginning to address the problems 
surrounding our culture’s materialism, we want to skip 
over the strong wording in Scripture to avoid excess 

1 http://www.christianitytoday.com/women/2015/august/our-plates-runneth-over.
html

food. “Put a knife to your throat if you are given to 
gluttony”? In my 33 years of regular church attendance, 
I’ve never heard that Proverb addressed from the pulpit.

 While I think that particular passage (Proverbs 23:2) has 
an important larger context that can’t be ignored, I would 
like to argue that there are both biblical and biblically-
motivated reasons to care much more about gluttony than 
we do right now.

 At the very least, it’d be hard to care less. Gluttony has 
become the “acceptable” sin in the conservative American 
church today. I remember when my high school church 
went through the Purpose Driven Life videos by Rick 
Warren, he casually mentioned that American Christians 
were having so many potlucks and food-based gatherings 
to build community, we were collectively encouraging each 
other to pack on the pounds. This didn’t seem to cause much 
more than a nervous chuckle.
 On a more humorous note, Trevor Noah of the Daily 
Show discovered that a certain 2016 presidential candidate 
had worked food into pretty much every political discussion. 
Who would it be other than former Southern Baptist pastor 
Mike Huckabee?2 While Christians certainly don’t all agree 

2 https://youtu.be/8KzQ64xKlRA

Gluttony has become the “acceptable” sin in the 
conservative American church today.

Getting Serious about Gluttony

Sam Elder
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with Huckabee’s politics, ask yourself: Does this surprise 
you?
 At the same time, I see signs of the Christian world 
starting to wake up from our collective food coma and 
face the consequences of turning a blind eye to gluttony 
in our communities. John Piper’s ministry, Desiring 
God, has called gluttony America’s Most Tolerated Sin,3 
offering a theological look at the struggle. Rick Warren 
eventually decided to do something about his weight, and 
crafted a biblically-guided diet called the Daniel Plan. 
(Unsurprisingly, it prominently features vegetables.) Even 
Mike Huckabee himself lost 110 pounds himself and wrote 
a book himself called Quit Digging Your Grave with a Knife 
and Fork, something you didn’t see much of in the latest 
presidential race.
 What more is there to add? First, we need to take a 
step back, define gluttony, and look at why it is a sin. I’ll 
then offer a few guidelines I’ve found helpful in moving 
to combat it, by way of analogy with more frequently-
discussed sins in the American church.
 In the end, I hope that we can talk about gluttony 
openly in our Christian communities and seek to not simply 
affirm our addictions to food. We live in one of the most 
gluttonous cultures of all time: Every American holiday 
has food at the center, from Thanksgiving turkey to Fourth 
of July barbecue to Super Bowl 7-layer dip. To cope, the 
country swings from one crazy diet (“no fat!”) to another 
(“no carbs!”) to another (“no gluten!”4) every decade.
 Yet instead of distinguishing ourselves from the 

3 http://www.desiringgod.org/articles/america-s-most-tolerated-sin
4 To be clear, some individuals are gluten-intolerant and have no choice in the 
matter, but the diet’s recent popularity far outstrips what is medically warranted.

surrounding culture, when it comes to gluttony, Christians 
are right there in the middle of the buffet line.

What is Gluttony?
 Let’s start by looking at gluttony as a whole. What is it, 
and how can it be a sin?
 For the purposes of this article, I’ll define gluttony as 
the inordinate desire for and consumption of food and drink. 
Let’s unpack that definition first. There are two components: 
the bodily action of eating and drinking “too much,” and 
the mind’s desire to do so. This mirrors other pairs of sins, 
like stealing and coveting. Normal hunger isn’t gluttony; 
we need to eat to live, but when that desire goes too far, 
it becomes gluttonous. While I’ll be focusing on food and 
drink, you could also easily extend most of these lessons to 
other aspects of consumer consumption.
 Why is gluttony a sin? To answer that, we inevitably 
have to further explain how much is “too much.” Instead 
of giving us a formula or litmus test to assess our gluttony, 
God’s word gives us a series of examples to consider, which 
we’ll turn to now.

Exchanging the Gifts of God for a Meal
 Eating and the consequences of eating show up at the 
very beginning of the Bible. In Genesis 3, Adam and Eve 
reject God and turn to food, specifically the fruit of the tree 
of the knowledge of good and evil. However, their choice is 
less about the food than the open rebellion it signifies; the 
tree of life is also present in the Garden, offering fruit that 
would give them eternal life.
 The issue of gluttony in particular comes much more 
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into focus at a pivotal moment for Isaac’s sons Esau and 
Jacob:

Once when Jacob was cooking stew, Esau came in from 
the field, and he was exhausted. And Esau said to Jacob, 
“Let me eat some of that red stew, for I am exhausted!” 
(Therefore his name was called Edom.) Jacob said, “Sell 
me your birthright now.” Esau said, “I am about to die; 
of what use is a birthright to me?” Jacob said, “Swear to 
me now.” So he swore to him and sold his birthright to 
Jacob. Then Jacob gave Esau bread and lentil stew, and 
he ate and drank and rose and went his way. Thus Esau 
despised his birthright. (Genesis 25:29-34)

 

 While Jacob was certainly very opportunistic in 
this passage, I’d encourage you to not just see Esau as a 
brain-dead victim of Jacob’s treachery. As the last verse 
summarizes, he didn’t really care about that birthright thing. 
The comfort of food was far more important to him than 
being part of God’s grand plan for mankind.
 While we don’t have birthrights to give away on a whim 
today, we can still do much of the same thing on a smaller 
scale, missing the ultimately more important work that God 
has for us because we can’t just wait to eat. For a simple 
everyday example, think of all the times when you’ve eaten 
with a friend and paid more attention to the food you were 
eating than the conversation you were having.
 This improper elevation of something mundane (the 
meal) over something eternal (the spirit of God in the person 
you’re eating with) is a prototypical example of idolatry 
in the Bible. In general, idolatry is any attempt to elevate 
something into the place of God in the believer’s life.
 It might be strange to think about food as one’s god, 
but ask yourself: Where do you turn when you first get bad 
news? Do you kneel down in prayer, or run to the kitchen 
for some chocolate? In this way, “comfort foods” replace 
the “God of all comfort” (2 Corinthians 1:3-4).

Waste When There Is Need
 The first half of Ezekiel is a very long judgment 
condemning Israel’s sinfulness, and in chapter 16, Ezekiel 
calls them out for being worse than Sodom, proclaiming:

Behold, this was the guilt of your sister Sodom: she and 

her daughters had pride, excess of food, and prosperous 
ease, but did not aid the poor and needy. (Ezekiel 16:49)

 This is another way that gluttony can be sinful: if we 
have plenty of excess food but don’t help the poor with it. 
Let’s see, does this criticism apply to us?
 One thing at least is clear: We waste a lot of food, to the 
tune of a staggering 133 billion pounds per year in the US, 
at just the retail and consumer levels alone!5 That’s over 
a pound per person per day. And yet, as we’re all aware 
living in a city, there is need right where we are. As Jesus 
predicted, the poor are still with us.
 Let me be clear: I’m not saying that we should all get 
together our friends to participate in canned food drives, one 
of the least efficient means of charity out there. The Greater 
Boston Food Bank, to take one example, can feed someone 
for three meals on just a dollar.6 That can of soup you were 
thinking of donating just can’t compete with the economies 
of scale they can achieve from monetary donations.
 Instead, we should work not to buy that extra can in 
the first place, and donate the savings to charities like the 
food bank. How much food do you buy that goes bad before 
you get a chance to eat it? Do you feel an excessive need 
to “stock up” on foods you like, even if it’s unlikely you’ll 
finish them in time?

 We see here another way that food can be an idol: We 
can find our security in having more than enough to eat, 
rather than finding it in the Father of all good gifts. We 
would do well to heed Jesus’ words in the Sermon on the 
Mount:

Therefore I tell you, do not be anxious about your life, 
what you will eat or what you will drink, nor about your 
body, what you will put on. Is not life more than food, 
and the body more than clothing? Look at the birds of 
the air: they neither sow nor reap nor gather into barns, 
and yet your heavenly Father feeds them. Are you not of 
more value than they? (Matthew 6:25-26)

 This lesson is one of the easiest to apply to other aspects 
of consumerism. Do you really need to go on that shopping 
spree? Is that new computer, phone, or tablet really worth 
the opportunity cost of not being able to feed someone else? 
(Remember: 33 cents per meal!) What level of security is 
God calling you to sacrifice to do his work?

5 http://blog.soylent.com/post/134550572082/americas-food-waste-epidemic
6 https://my.gbfb.org/donate
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Eating One’s Way Out of the Action
 Finally, we come to the practical, down-to-earth wisdom 
of the Proverbs:

Be not among drunkards or among gluttonous eaters 
of meat, for the drunkard and the glutton will come 
to poverty, and slumber will clothe them with rags. 
(Proverbs 23:20-21)
If you have found honey, eat only enough for you, lest 
you have your fill of it and vomit it. (Proverbs 25:16)

 I love how clear and relevant the inferences in these 
proverbs are. Sometimes eating good food, and particularly 
meat, is expensive. If you eat too much, it’ll make you sick 
to your stomach. Food coma is a real thing, and falling 
asleep after a big meal can be disgraceful.
 Yet sometimes these inferences are exactly what we 
need. I stopped eating sugary cereals like Cinnamon Toast 
Crunch on a regular basis because I noticed that I was going 
through a sugar high-low cycle shortly thereafter, and it 
wasn’t worth it. Now I drink Soylent for my breakfasts, 
which has a very low glycemic index7 and therefore 
moderates those swings much better.
 On the financial side, food is also a significant portion 
of my budget as a graduate student, a little over $10 a day, 
third behind rent and taxes. And I already get a lot of free 
food at MIT, around a meal per day during the semester. Do 
you understand how much money you spend on food, and 
what you aren’t able to do without that money?8

 Beyond poverty simply being an undesirable state, we 

7 https://faq.soylent.com/hc/en-us/articles/203708699-Carbohydrates
8 I realize that many of you are undergraduates on a meal plan you can’t back out 
of. In that case, there isn’t much you can do about cost, but you’ll soon have to 
make these decisions for yourself, and it’s important to have the right mindset.

don’t want the consequences of our poor eating choices 
to keep us from being able to serve God. This is also the 
message some Christians have drawn with respect to health 
from Paul’s bold description of our bodies as the temples 
where we worship:

Do you not know that you are God’s temple and that 
God’s Spirit dwells in you? If anyone destroys God’s 
temple, God will destroy him. For God’s temple is holy, 
and you are that temple. (1 Corinthians 3:16-17)

 Is that second piece of cake going to render you unable 
to think straight for the next hour? Will you fall asleep 
praying after going back for another round at the buffet? 
If your poor eating habits will cause you to die sooner than 
otherwise expected, is that really God’s calling on your life?

A Road Forward
 I write all of this not as a CrossFit trainer ready to 
whip you into shape, but as a gluttonous recreational eater 
in even more need of hearing these words than you likely 
are. So when I offer suggestions, they’re much more of the 
beginning of a conversation than a complete diet plan that 
will work for everyone. If a diet plan is what you’re looking 
for, there are already plenty of them out there.
 Instead, I hope to draw on experiences that Christians 
already have in handling sin in other domains, and show that 
these can also be brought to bear on this issue. In that way, 
I’d like to focus on the aspects related to sin, the portion 
of this issue that deals with our heart’s desires, rather than 
directly with the food itself.

Shine a light
 Sin thrives when it is hidden, in the dark. John repeatedly 
urges us to instead “walk in the light, as he is in the light.” 
(1 John 1:7) We’re familiar with what this looks like for 
flagrant sins like marital infidelity: You shouldn’t try to 
cover up an affair, and be honest with your spouse when 
you’re tempted earlier rather than later.
 For gluttons like me, this starts with buying a scale. I 
now weigh myself nearly every morning before I shower, 
and I’ve plotted the data for almost a whole year now.9

 Just writing down my weight won’t make that number 
go down on its own, but it reminds me of my sins the night 
before. However, I will caution that focusing too much on 
metrics like this can be hazardous. If we elevate a low BMI 
or waistline to the position of God, that’s yet another idolatry. 
While I don’t have any personal experience with eating 
disorders, they seem like particularly awful instantiations 
of this idol.

9 Unsurprisingly, I lost the most when the weather was warmer, and gained 
some of it back in the winter. On a day-to-day basis, there’s a lot of noise, but it 
provides a quick reminder when I ate too much for dinner the night before.
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The radical solution
 A rich young man had obeyed the law all of his life. 
Coming to Jesus, he could sense that that wasn’t all, though. 
Peering into his soul, Jesus called him, just like he called 
his disciples: “If you would be perfect, go, sell what you 
possess and give to the poor, and you will have treasure 
in heaven; and come, follow me.” (Matthew 19:16). As 
we all remember, he went away sad, because he had many 
possessions.
 Jesus knew what his sin was, greed, and sought to 
remedy it with a radical shift. He encouraged the same with 
Zacchaeus, the extorting tax collector who upon meeting 
Jesus decided to repay everyone he extorted fourfold and 
give half his enormous wealth to the poor. It’s clear that 
this isn’t the calling for everyone; Jesus doesn’t tell Mary 
and Martha to sell their home, and the wealthy Joseph of 
Arimathea donates his tomb to hold Jesus. But when it’s 
a sin that you personally succumb to far too easily, it’s 
important to be bold in the adjustments you make.
 This applies equally well to food, and forms an 
additional justification for some forms of fasting. By 
removing the pleasure of food from our lives entirely, we 
can start to break its insatiable hold over us.10 Recently, I 
realized that I was addicted to my department’s daily free 
cookies, sometimes eating more than a meal’s worth. I 
decided the best way to break this addiction was not by 
gradually decreasing the number I ate, but by cutting myself 
off from them completely for a few weeks. Now that I’ve 
broken that fast, I find I now enjoy the best cookies in small 
numbers once again.

Rebuke a friend
 Christians often talk about seeking “accountability 
partners” to help us navigate temptation. As Paul writes 
in Galatians 6:1, “Brothers, if anyone is caught in any 
transgression, you who are spiritual should restore him in 
a spirit of gentleness. Keep watch on yourself, lest you too 
be tempted.” We invite these spiritual siblings to examine 
certain parts of our lives and find ways we are not living up 
to God’s standards. I’ve seen friends do this with romantic 
relationships, regular Bible reading and even finances.
 But I’ve never seen it with gluttony.11 Instead, we tend 

10 Of course, this isn’t the only reason to fast, just as combating our own greed 
isn’t the only reason to tithe. But it’s a motivation that can often be ignored.
11 That is, except for parents rebuking kids, which is a bit of a different sort of 
relationship.

to have the complete opposite effect together, encouraging 
each other to eat more at potlucks and other social gatherings, 
feeding the idol we’ve made of our taste buds. Even on social 
media, we share Tasty videos of making delicious food in 
seconds that increase our appetite further. (Seriously, as 
I wrote this, my Facebook feed showed me three similar 
videos in a row liked by completely unconnected fellow 
Christians! Why, people?)
 At the same time, the spirit of gentleness is critical. 
Without it, rebuking gluttony turns into fat-shaming and 
unsolicited diet advice. There is still a lot of embarrassment 
around weight, and it’s not our responsibility to just wade 
into it all and tell someone they’re fat. We need to be willing 
to walk with them through their own personal habits and 
metabolic idiosyncrasies.

Flee temptation!
 American Christians are often most familiar with sexual 
sin, including the struggle for many against porn. One of the 
most common verses we lean on for inspiration is 2 Timothy 
2:22: “So flee youthful passions and pursue righteousness, 
faith, love, and peace, along with those who call on the Lord 
from a pure heart.” Simply don’t put yourself in a situation 
where you’re tempted. Some urges are just too strong. 
 The same approach can help for food. As much as we’d 
all like to be able to avoid overeating at a gourmet 11-course 
meal, we might have about as much success as in interacting 
normally with an attractive naked person. Handling such 
extreme temptations may very well be the ideal, but if we’re 
not there yet, we shouldn’t put ourselves in a position to 
fail.
 For me, this means deliberately restricting access. I 
don’t normally keep any food within arm’s reach at my desk, 
and I don’t keep a lot of food available in my apartment 
anymore, especially easy snacks like candy or granola bars. 
I’ve seen the effect those temptations can have on me, and 
for where I’m at with fighting it right now, I need to stay 
away.

 I still have a long way to go towards a healthy lifestyle, 
but I hope that we can jump-start this conversation for the 
sake of all of us who struggle to resist the tastiest food that 
the world has ever seen.

Sin thrives when it is hidden, 
in the dark. John repeatedly 
urges us to instead “walk in 
the light, as he is in the light.”
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Engineering for God and Humanity
 Matthew Chun 

1. Introduction
 This past January, I had the opportunity to conduct 
field research on amputees through a partnership with two 
of India’s most impactful non-governmental organizations 
(NGOs) for people with disabilities.  As a semester-long 
project for a course called “EC.722 Prosthetics for the 
Developing World”, our team designed a low-cost prosthetic 
knee adapter accessible for above-knee amputees living 
in resource constrained regions of the globe. While our 
research and class lectures supplied us with an intellectual 
understanding of some of the challenges faced by amputees 
in the developing world, very little could prepare us for 
the realities that sunk in through working first-hand with 
our patients. The experience was eye-opening, and for me 
raised important questions regarding varying perspectives 
on the treatment of people with disabilities, social justice 
issues, and humanitarian engineering as a whole.

1.1 Comparisons of Amputees in India and the United 
States
 Amputees in India face a harsh set of economic, social, 
and emotional challenges. Most are unemployed and live 
off of less than $1 a day,1 unable to perform agricultural or 

1 S. L. Hart, “Low-income markets present a prodigious opportunity for the 
world’s wealthiest companies — to seek their fortunes and bring prosperity to the 

manual labor that compose 75% of India’s jobs.2 Further, 
their situation is compounded by well-documented social 
stigmatization and psychosocial challenges3,4 that are 
especially evident in developing nations, as defined by the 
United Nation’s Human Development Index (HDI).5 Perhaps 
due to the perceived shame surrounding their condition, my 
experience working with these people has revealed that 
they almost unanimously desire a prosthetic device that 
makes their disability as human-like and inconspicuous as 
possible.
 The situation is quite different in the United States (and 
other developed nations) where there exist more progressive 
disability laws and a higher quality of healthcare. 
Furthermore, amputees in the United States do not face 
the same image problem thanks to the presence of famous 
amputee athletes, actors, models, and overwhelmingly 
positive sentiment for wounded military personnel—a 

aspiring poor,” no. 48, pp. 1–23, 2008.
2 International Institute for Population Sciences (IIPS) and Marco International, 
National Family Health Survey (NFHS-3), 2005-06: India: Volume I., vol. 18, 
no. 7. 2007.
3 O. Horgan and M. MacLachlan, “Psychosocial adjustment to lower-limb 
amputation: a review.,” Disabil. Rehabil., vol. 26, no. 14–15, pp. 837–850, 2004.
4 J. P. Dormans, R. C. Fisher, and S. G. Pill, “Orthopaedics in the developing 
world: present and future concerns.,” J. Am. Acad. Orthop. Surg., vol. 9, no. 5, 
pp. 289–296, 2001.
5 U. N. D. P. UNDP, “Human Development Report 2015 Work for Human 
Development,” p. 288, 2015.
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significant portion of the nation’s amputees.6 While many 
people in the developed world still desire a human-like 
prosthesis, my work in the United States has also introduced 
me to all kinds of people with requests for various artistic 
socket designs—one particular example being a fashion 
model who identifies herself as a “Bionic Woman”. In short, 
as a reflection of the wider social acceptance of amputees 
in the developed world, there is less of an emphasis on 
artificial limbs with perfect human likeness, and in many 
cases, people actually view their prosthesis as a unique part 
of their identity that they are unashamed to display.

1.2 A Question of Worldviews
 These stark cultural differences, though partially due 
to economic factors, also stem from varying worldviews 
and highlights just how different global perspectives can 
be. While equal treatment of people with disabilities may 
seem obvious to many MIT students, and to the Western 
world in general, it is evidently non-trivial to many living in 
India.7 But is a single view objectively correct on this issue? 
What are the merits and demerits of these perspectives? 
To answer such questions requires first a recognition that 
as humans, we each bring a worldview to the table—an 
intellectual framework through which we perceive the 
world shaped by culture, education, religion, or any number 
of other factors. In this article, I aim to present both the 
questions I have had during my experiences and my current 
understanding of how the topic of humanitarian engineering 
relates to the Eastern worldview held by many Indians, 
secular humanism subscribed to at least in part by many at 
MIT, and finally Christianity—which I argue presents an 
exceedingly satisfying solution that is consistent with both 
our intellectual and spiritual composition as humans.8

2. Eastern Worldview
 The cultural perspective of many Indians can generally 
be characterized as an Eastern worldview, with the majority 
of Indians subscribing to some variation of Eastern religious 
tradition. According to the 2011 census, 82.6% of the Indian 
population identifies as either Hindus, Sikhs, Buddhists, or 
Jains.9 Though all respectable beliefs in their own right, they 
all share belief in the idea of karma. This belief that one’s 
situation is influenced through a causal relationship from 

6  Ziegler-Graham K, MacKenzie EJ, Ephraim PL, Travison TG, Brookmeyer 
R. Estimating the Prevalence of Limb Loss in the United States: 2005 to 2050. 
Archives of Physical Medicine and Rehabilitation 2008; 89(3):422-9.
7 This statement is written not to disparage any particular Indians and their 
values, but rather to point out the Eastern religious worldview as a contributor 
to vast differences of circumstance experienced by amputees in India and the 
developed world. I appreciate the fact that not all Indians subscribe to this 
worldview, and that the definition of a worldview is not how humans always 
live. However, I argue that the Eastern worldview, whether or not it is explicitly 
subscribed to by individuals, has manifested itself through lasting effects on 
Indian society, and I will return to this issue in Section 2.
8 I hope to not present a caricature of any worldview and if you believe I have, 
my apologies and I would be grateful if you would open discussion with me.
9 Religion, Census of India 2011

previous actions has been used as a justification for social 
inequality and disability, and has contributed to making India 
a historically socially stratified state with divisions along 
lines such as caste, gender, and disability.10 While a more 
secular government and influential social justice leaders 
such as Gandhi have banned the caste system and pushed 
for more progressive social legislation, old traditions die 
hard and caste discrimination remains a reality in today’s 
India. In place since as early as 1500 B.C., karmic tradition 
and the caste system is still ingrained in the worldview of 
many Indians and influences everyday life from the realms 
of marriage to politics.11 Analogous to this is the United 
States, where most people would not state they believe that 
African Americans are an inferior people; however, the 
nation’s long history of discrimination has proved tough 
to shake off, manifesting itself in systemic racism even to 
this day. Despite the fact that the social climate of India is 
certainly not what it used to be, these residual influences of 
the Eastern religious worldview give at least partial insight 
into the inequitable treatment of Indian amputees. 
 Although considering an Eastern religious framework 
may be useful in raising the question of worldviews, the 
truth of the matter is that such a worldview is relatively 
uncommon among the MIT community. Thus, this article 
will go on to consider a more widely held worldview here 
on campus—that of secular humanism.

10 Mehrotra, N. (2012). Disability , Gender and Caste : Marginality, Exclusion 
and Opportunities in Indian Economy, (June), 5–8.
11 Sankaran, L. (2013, June 15). Caste Is Not Past. New York Times.
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3. Secular Humanism
 As an MIT student and D-Lab participant, I would 
contend that the typical approach of my peers toward 
addressing social justice issues and alleviating global poverty 
can best be described as secular humanism. As stated by the 
Council of Secular Humanism, secular humanism “affirms 
an ethical system that is rooted in the world of experience, 
objective, and equally accessible to every human who cares 
to inquire into value issues.” Broader than atheism, which is 
a mere disbelief in the existence of a god, secular humanism 
is “comprehensive, touching every aspect of life including 
issues of values, meaning, and identity”12 – in other words, 
a worldview.
 Secular humanism is admirable in its goals and has 
unquestionably been an incredible source of social good in 
tackling the serious problems of human rights, global health, 
and poverty alleviation. Secular institutions including 
universities like MIT and non-profit NGOs are some of the 
most effective organizations in the world when considering 
global impact. My own work with D-Lab, MIT’s Global 
Engineering and Applied Research Lab, the Media Lab’s 
Biomechatronics Group, and various non-profits has 
introduced me to many people who genuinely love and have 
compassion for their fellow human. Yet, while the results 
that blossom out of a secular humanist worldview are good, 
I would argue that the foundations of this worldview are 
precarious on some points, and at best, dissatisfying on 
others.

3.1 The Source of Morality
 The first point about secular humanism that I will 
address is the issue of morality and where it comes from. If 
one subscribes to a morally relativistic view of the world, 
each person is allowed to independently decide what is right 
and wrong. Consequently, there would be no objective basis 
to believe and judge Indians to be at fault for the unequal 
treatment of amputees in their country. Yet, for most of us 
here at MIT, I believe we would almost unanimously agree 
that it is morally “better” to love and care for all people 
equally. In other words, deep down we subscribe to some 
form of moral objectivity.
 For this reason, as stated by the Council of Secular 
Humanism, secular humanists will agree with a view 
that there exist objective morals, but that we as humans 
possess “unique attributes of self-awareness and moral 
agency” that allow us to define those morals. This so-called 
consequentialist view of ethics espouses the belief that we 
can arrive at objective ethical principles “by examining the 
results they yield in the lives of real men and women.”13 
Yet this only raises more questions:  On what basis of 
morality do we judge how good or bad these results are? 

12 Council for Secular Humanism. “What Is Secular Humanism?” Council for 
Secular Humanism. Center for Inquiry, n.d. Web. 16 Apr. 2016.
13 Council for Secular Humanism. “What Is Secular Humanism?” Council for 
Secular Humanism. Center for Inquiry, n.d. Web. 16 Apr. 2016.

Do we choose to go by the utilitarian ethics of Bentham and 
Mill, the categorical imperative of Kant, the contractarian 
ethics of Hobbes, Rousseau, and Rawls, or the ethical 
theory of Confucius? What happens when one’s choice of 
ethical system or one group’s societal interests conflict with 
another’s?14 Some very smart people have been thinking and 
arguing about ethics for a very long time, and yet it does not 
seem to have resulted in a set of complete, derivable, and 
objective ethical principles. Could it be that our self-arrival 
at objective ethical principles is just a bit more problematic 
than the Council for Secular Humanism suggests?

3.2 Human Rights
 The next point about secular humanism that should be 
addressed is that of human rights. Although notions of justice 
and human rights have been around since the beginning of 
civilization, it took the globally shared tragedy of World 
War II for universal human rights to grow in recognition 
and become formalized into international humanitarian law 
through rhetoric such as the 1948 Universal Declaration 
of Human Rights (UDHR).15 In line with his or her view 
on ethics and morality, the modern secular humanist does 
not believe that such rights are God-given, but are reached 
through empirical determination by mankind.
 Regardless of where one believes these rights may 
come from, I would argue that human rights are insufficient 
and unfulfilling in how they shape our worldview. Human 
rights can tell us what inalienable rights we hold; they can 
even tell us when an atrocity is in violation of those rights. 
However, what they cannot do is encourage us to go beyond 
just acceptance. It is one thing to not violate the rights of 
an amputee in a way that is “cruel, inhuman, or degrading” 
(UDHR Article V).16 It is another thing to have the empathy 
and love to go out of one’s way to proactively ensure his 

14 Case in point: the conflicting views of political parties on how to improve the 
United States
15 United Nations. “History of the Document.” UN News Center. UN, n.d. Web. 
16 Apr. 2016.
16 United Nations. “The Universal Declaration of Human Rights.” 1948.

Eleanor Roosevelt and the United Nations Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights, 1949.
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or her total wellbeing. Should a person who never does 
anything to encroach on others’ human rights be at fault 
for never going above and beyond to both advocate for the 
rights of others and sacrificially work for their flourishing? 
 After discussing such issues with an atheist friend 
and fellow D-Lab student, it seems unclear whether or 
not secular humanism demands a social responsibility to 
go beyond simply respecting human rights, but we could 
both agree such actions certainly make for a better way of 
life. In other words, while secular humanism tries to offer 
an ethical system upon which to judge the morality of an 
action, it is ambiguous whether there is a moral imperative 
to proactively do good. Some say it is enough to avoid bad 
actions; others believe that it is our human duty to do as 
much good as possible. Upon these shaky foundations, one 
finds that in the view of secular humanism there is a need 
for something stronger than human rights—something that 
transcends mere tolerance of our fellow human beings. 
 

3.3 Finding Purpose
 Finally, let us turn to the topic of finding purpose and 
meaning in humanitarian work and in life. Unless one 
believes in a futuristic utopia where issues of social justice 
and poverty will cease to exist, the secular humanist must 
believe that there will always be things wrong in the world. 
As stated in the Humanist Manifesto II (1973), “No god 
will save us, we must save ourselves.”17 But in the process 
of saving ourselves, what about the people who don’t get 
saved–is there any hope for them? Or the people who may 
never have the resources or opportunity to contribute to 
fixing the world–where does their purpose lie?
 And even for the fortunate MIT student in a position 
to “change the world”, if we accept that as a species we 
are unable to solve all of the humanity’s problems, and as 
individuals even less capable of doing so, where should one 
turn to find purpose? And what about the innate satisfaction 
many people feel while doing humanitarian work—is 
it really just the traces of an evolutionary advantage of 
altruistic behavior built into our genetics and neurological 
makeup? From this perspective, our best hope is to help 
people in a way to maximize the utility of ourselves and 
others, trying to make our world as “good” as possible 
before the inevitable end of our own lives and the eventual 
extinction of the entire human race. In the end, the sum of 
all our hopes, dreams, and the meaning we subscribe to our 

17 Kurtz, P. and Wilson, E.H. “Humanist Manifesto II.” 1973.

lives would all amount to nothing. And while there is nothing 
necessarily wrong with this nihilistic view of the world and 
while it may still be productive in helping others, it certainly 
is quite depressing, dissatisfying and counterintuitive to 
humankind’s instinctive search for meaning.

4. The Christian Perspective
 So what does a Christian intellectual framework have 
to offer to the way we perceive and approach humanitarian 
work? Taking the Bible to be the divinely inspired Word 
of God and the life and instruction of Jesus Christ as the 
epitome of the moral human life, the Christian too has a 
powerful impetus to work for social good—one that is built 
on a foundation that I have found to be more comprehensive 
and satisfying than either that of the Eastern worldview or 
that of the secular humanist. I recognize that the above 
beliefs can be quite a large intellectual leap for the non-
Christian—all I ask is that the reader take a look from the 
other side to see how Christianity can answer the questions 
surrounding humanitarian engineering.

4.1 Treatment of People with Disabilities
 Unlike many of the religions that influence the Eastern 
worldview, Christianity does not build its foundations on 
humans getting what we deserve. Rather, it relies on the 
love and grace of God in Jesus Christ, which we do not 
deserve. As a stark example against karmic reincarnation, 
the Bible contains the following story. Upon meeting a man 
blind from birth, when asked by his disciples what this man 
or his parents did to deserve this, Jesus replied, “Neither this 
man nor his parents sinned...but this happened so that the 
works of God might be displayed in him.”18 Contrasted to 
a karmic explanation of punishment, Christianity maintains 
that God is sovereign over disability and that “his power 
is made perfect in weakness.”19 This story removes the 
guilt from the person and puts the imperative on us to turn 
the suffering into God’s glory and the restoration of the 
individual. Instead of hoping for an escape from suffering, 
we “glory in our sufferings, because we know that suffering 
produces perseverance; perseverance, character; and 
character, hope.”20

 Contrasted to the ban of the caste system and social 
stratification seen in Hinduism and other Eastern religions, 
Christianity is consistent and in need of no moral revisionism 
on this particular matter. Indeed, in looking at examples of 
Jesus’s interactions with social outcasts including numerous 
lepers and an unclean woman who had been bleeding 
for twelve years,21 Jesus was breaking social norms and 
touching the “untouchable” long before it was popular to do 
so. The Christian is expected to do the same, and this is a 

18 John 9:1-12 (NIV)
19 2 Corinthians 12:7-10 (NIV)
20 Romans 5:3-5 (NIV)
21 John 8:1-11 (NIV), Luke 5:27-32 ; Mark 1:40-45 (NIV), Luke 17:11-19 
(NIV); Luke 8:43-48 (NIV)

But in the process of saving 
ourselves, what about the 
people who don’t get saved–is 
there any hope for them?
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large source of the Christian’s compassion for the outcasts 
in society.

4.2 Moral Objectivity
 On the issue of morality, Christians believe in an 
objective set of morals not defined by humans themselves, 
but by a transcendent God who reveals them to humankind 
in the Bible. This idea of command ethics leaves little room 
for moral relativism, gives authority to the morals Christians 
hold to be objectively true, and allows Christians to make 
humble, yet definitive claims about morality… including 
the fact that it is better to love our neighbor as ourselves, 
despite their differences.22 Thus, it allows for a justification 
of the morals humans often innately know to be true in a 
way that secular humanism is unable to do.

4.3 Divine Responsibility
 Regarding the issue of human rights, a Christian 
worldview differs quite a bit from that of secular humanism. 

22 Luke 10 (NIV)

First, Christianity answers the question of the source of 
human rights not as self-evident rights that we are entitled 
to, but as a result of God-given dignity bestowed on us as 
humans.23 Furthermore, a Christian worldview fills the gap 
where human rights fall short with the concept of divine 
responsibility. Christians believe they are called to do more 
than respect others’ rights. Rather, they are called to “pour 
[themselves] out for the hungry and satisfy the desire of 
the afflicted.”24 From this perspective, there is no longer a 
question of whether or not humans ought to help one another; 
it is a requirement that each person lives to the highest moral 
standard in showing compassion to others. Christianity does 
not require that we help one another to simply survive, but 
to thrive. To not do so would be a violation of the divine 
responsibilities given to Christians by their Creator.

4.4 Finding Purpose in Service
 But let the reader not be mistaken into believing 

23 Zulker, A. (2015). Rethinking Human Rights. The Dartmouth Apologia, 10(1), 
22–28.
24 Isaiah 58:10

Christ Healing the Blind by El Greco, 1570
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Christianity is a legalistic set of rules and responsibilities 
that the believer is forced to do with a begrudging heart. 
On the contrary, Christians believe that God, who has made 
humans and knows them so intimately, gives us these rules 
as a guideline for living the full life humans were meant to 
live. On this premise, the warmth and peace in our hearts 
we experience when doing humanitarian work is not purely 
a naturalistic result of our biological makeup. It is literally 
the filling of a God-shaped hole in the soul of every human 
being. 

 The thing is, a Christian who believes in an omnipotent 
God must also believe that He doesn’t need our help to 
ensure social justice in the world. He could conceivably do 
it all on his own. Thus, one can only come to the conclusion 
that his instruction to humanity to tackle these challenges is 
just as much for us as it is for those we are helping. Many 
humanitarians—both secular and religious—have alluded 
to this feeling of gaining more out of service than what 
they have given. What a Christian perspective does is give 
meaning to this paradox. In his Four Loves, C.S. Lewis 
classifies this selfless love of the benefactor as “Gift-Love”, 
and posits that the ability to show such love is a power 
given to men that brings us near (in likeness) to God.25 
Jesus, after healing an invalid, said “the Son can do nothing 
by himself; he can do only what he sees his Father doing, 
because whatever the Father does the Son also does.”26 So 
also, we, as followers of Jesus and children of God, repeat 
what we see our Father do, and through this receive a taste 
of nearness to Him.

4.5 Hope for the Future
 Finally, the Christian worldview on humanitarian work 
is one of exceeding hope. Compared to a nihilistic view 
that all of our attempts to improve the world are futile, 
Christianity presents a different narrative. To the Christian 
humanitarian, there is no loss of hope in the recognition that 
he or she can’t solve all the world’s problems. While we 
are expected to do as much as humanly possible, Christians 
can take solace in the fact that ultimate hope does not exist 
in themselves, but in a God who will set the world right. 
In contrast to the Humanist Manifesto, we need not save 
ourselves because God saves. The Hebrew term for this 
concept in the Jewish tradition is tikkun olam, translating 
directly to “repair of the world”. Thus, to the millions who go 
unreached by humanitarian efforts, the Christian worldview 

25 Lewis, C S. The Four Loves. New York: Harcourt, Brace, 1960.
26 John 5:19

Matthew Chun ‘18 is from Jericho, 
NY. He is majoring in Mechanical 
Engineering with a minor in 
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“Be strong, do not fear; your 
God will come... he will come 
to save you.”

allows one to say… “Be strong, do not fear; your God will 
come... he will come to save you... Then will the lame leap 
like a deer, and the mute tongue shout for joy... They will 
enter Zion27 with singing; everlasting joy will crown their 
heads. Gladness and joy will overtake them, and sorrow and 
sighing will flee away.”28

5. Conclusion
 As a humanitarian engineer, considering the different 
approaches toward disabled people around the world has 
forced me to confront my worldview and evaluate what I 
hold to be true. To the typical Western citizen, an Eastern 
worldview can come across as harsh on the disabled due 
to a deeply ingrained belief in karma. On the other hand, 
the more familiar view of secular humanism has resulted in 
many incredible humanitarian actions, but remains shaky 
on issues of moral objectivity, falls a bit short on human 
rights, and is quite depressing in its purely naturalistic 
and nihilistic approach to discovering meaning. While 
this article is certainly no proof for Christianity, what it 
does emphasize is an intellectually viable framework that 
motivates a stand for social justice issues and humanitarian 
work, while providing a solid foundation of morality and 
offering a satisfying message of hope and meaning that 
resonates with mankind’s deep desire to find purpose.

27 The Christian understanding of Zion in this passage does not refer to a 
geographic location, but rather God’s spiritual kingdom.
28 Isaiah 35 4-6,10 (See also Isaiah 40 esp. verses 28-31)

Amputee Statue at Jaipur Foot Organization, India. 
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“I have prayed to God over and over. And where there 
once was his voice, the warmth of his love there is now 
only cold silence. You are not a woman of God. I don’t 
condemn you for that. It just means that you cannot 
understand. Without Him, without the sign of His love, 
I am worse than dead.”
Sally Langston to Olivia Pope, Scandal Season 3 ep. 13

“Do you want to be a Christian?”

Over the course of my life, I have been asked many 
questions that cut to the core of who I am. Questions like 
“Where do you want to go to high school or college?” 
or “What do you want to major in?” or “What is the best 
anime you have ever watched?” have left me puzzled as I 
weighed the pros and cons of each choice, balanced with 
my own feelings about the choices provided. This question, 
however, differed from the others completely. This question 
wasn’t about a fleeting preference that would change as the 
next best thing appeared. This question didn’t ask me to 
theorize or perform a thought experiment in a simplified, 
ideal world. This question cut to the core of who I was as a 
person. It asked me plainly “Do you want to be a member of 
the religion that you have proclaimed to follow for the last 
13+ years of your life?”
 Before I get to my response, I have to give a little 
background. Most of my family is some type of Christian. 
My mother sang in the choir at most of the churches we 
attended, and my father recently became an usher and a 
deacon at our current church. Whenever my family moved, 
we would spend the first month or so going to different 
churches to find the one that was the best fit for us as a 
family.
 It was at one of these churches that I “officially” 
became a Christian around the age of 7. By that, I mean I 
sat down with the pastor, who went through some passages 
in the Gospel. I then answered a few questions verbally, and 
got baptized soon after. This last part came as a surprise 
to me at the time. I remember shock and fear at the pastor 
mentioning baptism. I was shocked that answering these 
questions correctly was all that I needed to do to become 
a Christian, and I was scared that I wasn’t ready. Still, I 
remember my face going into the pool water and coming 
back up, my younger brother and parents waiting on the 
side.
 I have heard people mention sudden changes occurring 
when one is “born again” into the spirit of Christ. For me, 
baptism meant that I was able to take the wafer and grape 

juice from the plates when the ushers passed them around 
the church. When I was around 7, I didn’t have a real grasp 
on the meaning of grace and the massive step I had taken. I 
knew I believed then, just as I knew that the sky was blue, 
things fell down, and that the Bible was the undeniable 
word of God, completely right in every way on every issue.

 I remember how one of my Sunday school teachers (at a 
different church a few years later) made sure we realized that 
the words on the page were final. I picked up from her that 
God created heaven and Earth in seven days, and it was the 
world’s thinking (i.e. sinful) to believe otherwise. Believing 
that God created the universe through the Big Bang was 
being a lukewarm Christian, whom God would spit out in 
revulsion. I wore the title of creationist with pride back then, 
ate up pamphlets my parents gave me that pitted science and 
religion as enemies. These pamphlets taught me that those 
who believed in evolution were pagans, worshippers of a 
false religion. I knew an atheist in 8th grade, and we would 
go back and forth shouting “evolutionist” and “creationist” 
at each other, condemning each other by the terms we wore 
with pride. I reveled in condemnation, quick to point out 
things that didn’t mesh with what those above me told me 
about the Bible and what I had read on my own. In my 
eyes, I was doing good. After all, if people continued on 
the wrong path, they were going to go to hell. I was doing 
them a favor. I was passing along the lesson I had learned 
growing up: “obey, or face punishment.”
 I had to learn to obey quickly in my parent’s house. 
After all, I was supposed to “honor my father and mother,” 
and not to do so was sin, deserving of punishment (Exodus 
20:12). My greatest fear as a child was the belt, its painful 
sting upon my bare behind, which came whenever I did 
something my parents thought deserved it, be it answering 
them with “what,” not addressing them as “sir” or “ma’am,” 
stealing something from them, not going to bed when told, 
backtalk, fighting with my brother, not coming when they 
called me, and the list goes on. I remember my father 
forcing me to watch him spank my brother because I “didn’t 
stand up for myself” against him. I remember that, over the 
span of an hour, my parents actually broke a belt across my 
brother’s backside for stealing some Yu-Gi-Oh! Cards. In 
their eyes, they were doing good. After all, “whoever spares 
the rod hates their children, but the one who loves their 

In Loving Memory
Roosevelt Boyland III

I knew I believed then, just as 
I knew that the sky was blue
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children is careful to discipline them” (Proverbs 13:24) and 
“the LORD disciplines those he loves, as a father the son he 
delights in” (Proverbs 3:12). Under their love, I excelled. 
By high school, my parents had me well trained. Failure was 
not an option. I was to be a good son, brother, and Christian.

I remember clashing with Christians throughout high 
school and the first years of college. I showed one of my 
Christian friends an editorial comic around the time Obama 
was first elected. It had two white men discussing how racism 
was over in the US due to Obama’s election, standing next 
to water fountains labeled “straight” and “gay,” paralleling 
the “white” and “colored” segregation of the sixties. My 
friend told me that is how he believed it should be, and I, 
after days of deliberation with myself, agreed with him, not 
because I believed in segregating straight and gay people, 
but because he was one of my few closest friends, and I 
feared losing his friendship if I spoke up. I forfeited what I 
thought was right in order to fit in (and I haven’t spoken to 
this friend in years).
 My current church back home loves to gloss over issues 
I care about. I remember during a year in review segment, 
they gave the protests and riots in Ferguson a blink-and-
you-miss-it clip, going into the things the church had done 
well (of which there were many). This past summer I got 
into an argument with a peer at this same church over the 
Confederate Flag flying in South Carolina. He vehemently 
denied that the Confederate Flag was a symbol of racism, 
and refused to see it as a symbol for anything other than 
states’ rights. He was one of the organizers of the young 
adult ministry, a person around my age whom one of the 
pastors praised in the service prior. Without him, the young 
adult ministry could not have functioned, and the lives of 
around 75-100 young men and women would not have been 
changed for the better.
 

I answered no. Why would I want to be part of a group 
of people who uses the Word of God to tear others down so 
they can look superior? Why would I want to be part of a 
group that stands in the way of social progress because it 
doesn’t line up with a book written by an ancient people 
who lived millennia ago? Why would I want to be part of 
a group that is quick to blame “the world” for all of the 
problems we have today? Why would I want to be part of a 
group that says “come as you are,” and then condemns me 
for coming as I am?
 
The person who asked me this question was a chaplain here.
 

This past summer, at my current church back home, 
I ended up talking with another person around my age, 
who had a relatively newborn child. Our conversation 
eventually steered itself towards raising children in the faith 
(specifically, in teaching the Bible). I remember him saying 
that as long as his child spoke the Word of God, everything 

would work itself out. I can see where he was coming from, 
after all “start children off on the way they should go, and 
even when they are old they will not turn from it” (Proverbs 
22:6). I respectfully disagree with him now. I know the harm 
the Word of God can cause; there is a reason Paul calls it the 
sword (Ephesians 6:17). I know this because I have used the 
Word of God to hurt others. The atheist in 8th grade ended 
up eventually confessing that my words had cut him deeply 
over the course of a month of continuous berating. I could 
hear the pain in his voice as he spoke to me, pain that would 
not draw him closer to God in any way.

I am a bad Christian. I do not rejoice in my suffering. 
The voices that tell me to do good and evil sound the same. 
I have never heard the voice of God speak in a way that I 
couldn’t dismiss as a random thought. I condemn faults I 
see in others while justifying my own. I have a hard time 
truly forgiving others. I struggle with sin constantly, and I 
will continue to struggle. I have failed and I will fail again. 
The mistakes and pain of my past have made me the person 
that I am today, and I hate that they happened. However, I 
cannot let these mistakes hold me back from becoming a 
better Christian.

But why does getting better matter? Why do I continue 
to struggle against “my sinful nature?” Why do I keep 
living?
 

 
***Warning: After the heart I talk about suicide in detail***
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The first time I truly pondered suicide was April 20th, 2014.
 
 I felt that God had rejected me, that He Himself told me 
to go to hell, that He pulled the lever that cast me down. How 
could I fight against Him who controlled the stars, who was 
in control of everything that happened in the universe, if He 
had already decided that I was going to die? Why would I 
continue suffering in this world if my life didn’t matter? I 
remember walking across the Harvard Bridge with a couple 
of friends as we went to lunch and taking a mental note 
when we passed over Storrow Drive. “The fall doesn’t look 
like it would kill me, but those cars look like they’re going 
through pretty fast. Can I time my jump?” I remember as we 
walked back from lunch we came to the bridge’s midpoint. 
As we passed, I thought “All I need to do is lay my wallet 
and phone on the ground and jump off. They wouldn’t have 
time to react before I was already over the edge.”
 I remember doing research on the ways to die (either 
before or after this time, I don’t know). I was looking for a 
way to pass off peacefully, painlessly, and quietly, without 
anyone knowing. I did not find what I was looking for.

 What stopped me from killing myself was fear. Fear of 
pulling the metaphorical trigger, fear of ending my life in 
pain, fear that I would fail and end up a vegetable, trapped 
with my thoughts for the rest of my life with no way to act 
them out.
 
 There are some looking for a happy ending to this story, 
where I reach some light at the end of the tunnel because 
I just hung on a little while longer. I have received this 
advice time and time again, and told myself this whenever I 
struggled. “Just hang in there, I’ll grow to like course 6 (my 
only regret at MIT is that I didn’t come in as a full CMS 
major).” “Just hang in there, I’ll grow to like this church and 
fit in (it hasn’t happened yet).” “Just hang in there, my faith 
will return…”

 I stand in a house of many rooms; various Christian 
denominations call out to me to enter, promising salvation 
for those who believe. I go to one, and I feel that they 
push me away as soon as I enter the door. I try another and 
another, and this process repeats. Soon, I find myself alone 
in the hallway that connects them all, feeling rejected by 
every single one. I am drawn to the door that leads out from 
this house. 
 I sit upon the ruins of a great house, the wind and rain 
howling about me and pelting my face. I see remnants of 
columns that once stood tall scattered across the ground. 
I remember when the house stood shining against the sky, 
how it had endured the storms before, shaken perhaps, but 
able to be repaired. I clear the base of rubble and try to 

rebuild, and as I attempt to set a stone, the wind knocks it 
over. This repeats itself until I am tired of moving stones. 
The storm doesn’t look like it will stop any time soon.
 I walk in a ruined city, rain and wind howling about me. 
I see people huddled in makeshift shelters, built sloppily 
by their own hands. They beckon to me to come out of the 
storm and underneath their roofs, even as they push others 
out. Those rejected run to other shelters nearby or succumb 
to the storm. I go from one to the other for a while before 
I stop. I get a feeling that there is something out there in 
the storm, a shelter that is made for me, a shelter that I will 
never reach, yet I desire. I go where this feeling takes me, 
holding on to it when the storm feels impossible to bear.
 
 My old faith is gone, and it doesn’t look like it is 
coming back any time soon. I have no idea what new faith 
is forming in its place. I do know that its formation is 
excruciating, and that any attempt to rush its creation hurts 
more than the process itself. There is ultimately little I can 
do other than act on what little faith I have, and listen to 
these feelings that are more than passing fancies and less 
than total convictions. I cannot speak to truth because my 
truth is continuously changing. I can only listen to what I 
feel, and act when I feel it is right to do so.

 I realize now that I cannot expect sympathy or empathy 
from others. I realize now that no one will understand me, 
no matter how much I speak, no matter how much I write, 
no matter how much I want to scream until they do. And 
they never will, because I fail to capture the whole of my 
experience with mere words. I am an incoherent fool who 
fails to express my own needs, and shuts down in the face 
of the smallest opposition. I need friends like those in Job 
2:12-13, who can see my pain and say nothing because 
they understand how much I am suffering, who can sit 
down and weep with me. Instead I receive friends who 
see my suffering and jump to Job 4-36, berating me for 
my suffering, explaining away my pain, and commanding 
me to pick myself up and move on. I have had enough of 
trying to make my needs known to others, only to have 
them questioned as they leave my mouth. So I will lay here, 
cloaked in ashes and sackcloth, alone.
 I believe now because there is no alternative where 
I don’t believe and keep living in this horrible world. I 
believe because my existence depends upon knowing that 
when everyone around me doesn’t understand my pain and 
words fail to capture it, there is a God who does. I believe 
because I need to.

 In a secular group called Shadow Magicians, I was 
given the opportunity to confront my shadow parents in 
roleplay as my 10 year-old self, and fight back against all 

I believe because I need to.

My old faith is gone...
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of the negative labels I picked up from them as a child. 
I was able to see others roleplaying as my younger self 
triumphing over the shadows of my past in various ways 
that I suggested, which included shouting over them and 
shooting them. After seeing the others conquer my shadows, 
I was invited to do the same. Kneeling down on the floor, 
I was handed the tennis racket, representing a shotgun, and 
left to defend my boundaries against their shaming. My 
shadow parents towered above me and began  berating me 
for my failures.

I couldn’t pull the trigger. Their hold on me proved too 
great, even though I held the instrument of their destruction 
in my hands. I was petrified, wanting to fight back, and 
knowing that doing so would bring me unspeakable shame. 
So I stayed there, unable to run, unable to shoot, frantically 
searching for a way out. My body began to shake with 
inactivity as the shaming continued, quickly becoming 
unbearable. I closed my eyes and receded into my mind as 
the fiery arrows continued to rain down.

In my despair a voice rang clear: “There is only one 
way out.” I understood immediately. Mentally I placed the 
shotgun barrel underneath my chin and fired.
 I broke down.

After I recovered, I was asked who could fight my 
shadow parents for me. I went through a list of heroes in 
my mind, all of which were unsatisfactory in my eyes. Left 
with no other choice, I said “God,” with a bit of sarcasm. 
We started again; this time I stood while my shadow parents 
kneeled. The shame came once again.

Fear and despair rose for a moment and fell to peace as 
I realized that God stood with me. The arrows came again 
and bounced harmlessly off of my raised shield. Slowly I 
found my voice, and began saying my truth to myself. I 
was encouraged to say it louder, and my voice rose, then 
fell again as I realized I didn’t need to shout. Behind this 
shield I was at peace. The peace I had with God abiding 
in me dwarfed my shadow parents’ shaming, making it 
inconsequential. Separate from the truth I spoke to myself, 
there was another voice. It said “I am with you. I love you 
as you are.”

I need someone who can look at my failures and faults, 
my shame and despair, and say “I love you with all my heart 
and all my soul and all my strength. I understand your pain. 
I am here with you, walking down the same path. Let me 
bear this burden with you.” I need this person to be with 
me 24/7, and I could never ask that of another human. Only 
God, whose love, patience and endurance is infinite, can 
carry my burden. His presence doesn’t halt the malicious 
storms in my mind; it only makes them bearable.

I write from a place of contradiction. A place of despair 
and hope, life and death, truth and lies, sadness and joy, 
anger and fear. A place where I am both pulled forward and 
pushed away by those who hate and love me. And it is out 
of this place that I say:
 
“I don’t want to be a Christian.”

“I am a Christian”
“I don’t need to be understood.”

“I need to be understood.”
“My life has no purpose.”

“My life has purpose.”
“The church welcomes me.”

“The church rejects me.”
 

Pray for me, believers.

Roosevelt Boyland is a 
black man who claims 
Nebraska and Arkansas 
as his home states. He 
will hopefully graduate in 
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Expectations and Shortcomings
 Growing up, I learned that to be shown love, I had to 
be a certain way. I had to be a “good girl”: listen to my 
parents, be nice to other kids, be generous, self-controlled, 
respectful to elders, and loving to my sister. Naturally, I did 
not comply when I thought my elders were being unfair. 
Nor could I always be nice to my sister or share my ‘little 
treasures’ with her. At times, one word would turn me into 
a whirlwind of anger and vengeance. When it was over, 
I would find myself disappointed and ashamed of who I 
became during those fits. 
 You see, when things were all sunshine and rainbows, 
those traits never surfaced. It was only when I felt oppressed, 
sad or frustrated, that I would resort to that side of me which 
I was not proud of. The guilt of seeing people hurt by my 
words and actions was consuming and tiring—there was 
only so much I could feel before becoming desensitized to 
it. The only way I found to move forward to a place of peace 
with myself was to give up, accepting that for the time being 
part of me was flawed. Why on earth should anyone expect 
me to be perfect anyways? 
 And yet it wasn’t just that society expected me to act a 
certain way. I did too. I wanted to be different from who I 

was. Falling short of these expectations is where the cracks 
in my belief in God began. You see, as a child I had an 
appreciative love for God. I prayed every night in my bed 
before I fell asleep. My view of Him was that He loved good 
people, that the way to get closer to Him was to become 
better. I knew He couldn’t possibly love me as I was. I had 
to try harder. I began idolizing whoever I was told He loved, 
desiring to become like them. I wanted to please God as I 
pleased my parents, to know Him and be known by Him. 
I was not interested in afterlife promises as my incentive 
to be good; simply knowing that He was pleased with me 
would be enough to fill me with joy. Day after day, I prayed 
for change to happen in me. 
 A cycle developed of asking for forgiveness only to 
be followed by me failing again. Though I was told that 
God was forgiving and merciful, I stopped feeling forgiven. 
Surely, I thought, He must be tired of my repentance and 
empty promises by now. I was left feeling unworthy and 
distant from Him. How could God forgive me? Even if He 
did, how could I know that He had anyways? I only knew 
that I did not feel forgiven, and given the hurt that I caused, 
it would not be just of Him to simply forgive me repeatedly. 

Problems in the World
 My personal disappointment was amplified when I 
looked at the world as a whole. I could see mine and other 
people’s flaws scaled up. To my great dismay, I realized 
that even good intentions were not enough. Life, history 
and literature show that horrible decisions could still result. 

Isn’t it bewildering … that 
everything is so beautiful, despite 
all the horrors that exist?

-Sophie Scholl, statement made during interrogation

Erjona Topalli
Restless Seeker: From Absurdism to Hope

Russian soldier playing an abandoned piano, 1994 Chechnya War
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Good intentions or not, poverty, misery, injustice and greed 
were just some of the plagues of the world we live in. They 
seemed to be inseparable parts of our history. 
 Stories that really shaped my worldview growing up 
were from a prominent author and teacher.1 These were tender 
accounts about the little students he loved and taught in deep 
lost villages in Northern Albania. The stories depicted the 
cold, hunger and poverty these children were subjected to. I 
remember reading what I called the french version of these 
stories too: Les Miserables. The reality of the gypsy kids on 
the street added to the weight of these stories. Shunned, in 
deep poverty, and discriminated against, these kids were so 
similar to me and yet they lived so heartbreakingly different 
lives. The world was a sad place. Everyone was plagued 
by some sort of evil. Sometimes the hurt was man-made, 
sometimes it was not. The sadness was overwhelming and 
the injustice was infuriating. I did not know how to cope 
with the immense sadness of all the injustices in the world. 
Yet it instilled in me a sense of camaraderie with humanity, 
growing my desire to do my best in every opportunity I was 
given.

Humanism 
 It was my obligation to make the best version of me in 
order to help the best way possible in the future, with the 
hope of helping to set the balance right again. Instead of 
expecting instant perfection I would slowly strive to become 

1 Millosh Gjergj Nikolla (Migjeni)

a better person, one day at a time, while simultaneously 
loving myself. I was even able to apply the same principle to 
the way I saw the world, loving humanity despite its flaws. 
This concept of an accepting love was beautiful. Though 
I of course hoped for a day when the flaws would cease 
and “enlightenment” would hit us all as a species, I saw no 
reason why I or others should be held accountable for what 
we do until then so long as we were trying or had some good 
excuse for being “stuck.” Free from concepts of judgement, 
I ignored any shortcomings that I thought were part of our 
“human nature” and thus irreparable. It was this humanist 
perspective where I felt at home.
 Infused with a new sense of freedom, I delved into 
literature, mathematics and all things intellectual I could 
place my hands on, promising to myself that once I became 
a better version of me everything would fall into place. 
Literature deepened my ability to empathize, making me 
even more susceptible to overlooking human shortcomings. 
 Again, the only way I found to move forward was to start 
looking for those silver linings, for the green grass covered 
under the snow, for all that was still good and lovable in the 
world. And there was so much! A child’s laugh, the warm 
sun, a mountain breeze, the immense diversity of Earth’s 
nature, people past and present standing up against injustice 
and fighting for a greater ideal, the way people sacrifice 
themselves for others—the list could go on endlessly. I 
discovered that humans are very complex beings, and as 
such, if the good in them was seemingly greater than the 
evil, I was fine with ignoring the evil. I was in love with the 
idea of people and I wanted to contribute to the goodness of 
the world. I was now safe in my cocoon, pleased at how I 
had chosen to progress in life, as an eternal sailor traveling 
in good company towards an even brighter day. 

Where is God?
 My understanding of God had changed. He now 
resembled a deist god: far away, removed and not involved 
in the world. Any thought of Him testing me or being 
disappointed in me no longer crossed my mind. I now firmly 
believed that God could not stoop to that level. His majesty 
and holiness could not be associated with my shortcomings 
and flaws. He could not possibly be concerned with 
regulating how I and other humans lived. He did not judge 
me. How could He, knowing this is how He created me to 
be anyways? The idea that He would be interested in such 
“lowly” things was probably just an invention of people 
who were trying to control me and the rest of the world. As 
a God that did not intervene, He had set the world in motion 

Homo sum: humani nihil a me alienum puto. 
I am a human being: and I deem nothing pertaining to humanity is 
foreign to me. 
    -Publius Terentius Afer, Heauton Timorumenos (The Self-Tormentor)

Vietnam War Protests

For all have sinned and fall short 
of the Glory of God        
               -Romans 3:23
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and now looked from a distance at how we were messing 
up His creation. He was neither for me, nor against me and 
it was up to me and the power of our common humanity, to 
save ourselves. 
 This understanding eventually led me to anger towards 
God. If He did exist, this was an outrageous world He’d 
put us in. I have witnessed many horrible things happening 
around me. Children being abducted and trafficked, young 
girls lied to and sold into prostitution, people killed in 
senseless feuds due to land, pride, “honor,” and nationalism. 
Why did He not intervene? How could He stand it? No, my 
belief had to change. If He existed, remaining silent and 
inactive, He was not the good God I thought I knew. If He 
was not concerned with fixing the world, well then, there 
was no reason for me to be concerned with Him.
 Though my humanist perspective was able to fill my 
sails with joy and life often enough, at times I was without 
a breeze, stuck staring at the pain in our world. It was then 
that I was tired of living, tired of trying, it would seem like it 
was all for nothing in the end anyways. The pain would wear 
me out if I allowed myself to feel it. Weakened, resentful 
and hardened I could barely ask anymore: Where was He? 

Is it Worth Asking Anyways?
 About the time I came to MIT, I stopped seeing a 
need for God’s existence altogether. Maybe our universe 
truly came out of nothing. And with that, the lingering 
desire inside me for something greater started to look for 
something else. With whatever level of maturity I had 
gained in understanding humans, our nature and our world, 
I realized I had in a way embarked on a lifetime journey. 
I was seeking for the master key, the puzzle piece that put 
together everything that I believed. 
 I found myself pondering like Feynman, over the 
satisfaction of having only questions rather than wrong 
answers. Perhaps as Camus had illustrated in the myth of 
Sisyphus, the struggle itself was enough to fill the heart. 
Except that with time it was not. I could only be satisfied with 
questions up to a certain point. I could only simultaneously 
have a full heart and struggle with the fact that the world 
was cruel, cold, and absurd, for so long. Just like Neo when 
Morpheus offered him the red and blue pills, I wanted to 
know how deep the rabbit hole went. 
 Though there were questions that could wait for 
later, such as the ones that satisfied me egotistically or 
intellectually, I was too aware of all the things the world 
needed (and I needed), that I could not take a “questions 
can be enough for now” statement seriously anymore. Deep 
inside I was not convinced and my journey would have to 
continue.
 To illustrate my thought process at the time, albeit 
imperfectly, consider this analogy.Think of someone you 
know suddenly falling ill, and being in a lot of pain. If you had 
even heard of rumours of a medicine that could heal them, 

that could lessen their pain, even if there was an uncertainty 
that that medicine existed, wouldn’t you set out to look for 
it? Could you simply be satisfied with saying, “oh well, 
knowing that they are sick is enough”, or that “being aware 
of the idea that the medicine exists is enough”? No, You 
would search like mad, even begging if needed to in order to 
save your loved one from pain. Consider that you happened 
to come across someone that tells you that merely knowing 
that there is a question about the medicine is enough. You 
would pay no heed to that person. It might discourage you 
from seeking further, it might make you feel desolate that 
maybe the truth is that there is no such medicine, but deep 
down, the hope would be strong enough to want to continue. 
Giving up would cost too much. 
 I had come to the point where quiet contentment of 
simply knowing the question was exhausting. I cared about 
having the answer and I was willing to experiment with 
multiple options if needed. 

The Outside Agent Acting on the Inside     
 While inwardly I wanted to press on to find the solution 
to the world’s problems, I maintained a humanist facade, 
trying to convince myself that I could change the world. I 
knew all of the philosophies (so I thought); I would change 
myself and that would change the world at least in part. I 
would help to heal whatever was broken and whatever was 
hurt. The problem was, everytime I held my hand open for 
the hurt to come in, it crushed me. I discovered the hard way 
that I was not strong enough for the hurt of the world. 
 The desire for this change in the world and in me and 
the desire for finding a way to finally set things right was 
my deepest motivation. I started reading everything I could 
on any type of worldview. Some of them sounded great and 
seemed like common sense, but were hard to implement in 
my own life. Maybe I was weak-willed I thought, and maybe 
that is true. With time, I came to be persuaded that what I 

The Myth of Sisyphus by Albert Camus, 1942
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needed was an external agent making an internal change. I 
pictured a river going through me almost furiously, eroding 
away the restringed banks and removing all that was “bad,” 
cleaning me up and setting me right as I was intended to be.
 This realization of my need for a heart change made me 
increasingly disappointed in the promise of religion, to the 
arms of which I had attempted to come back to again and 
again. It seemed to be so focused on the exterior, on the 
norms and on the rules. I could not see how these exterior 
things could change the interior, at least to the extent I was 
interested in. It was all too familiar to what had driven me 
away from God in the first place. 

But I found heaven as love swept low.2 
 Life happens, and sometimes people’s imperfections 
hurt more than one can handle. It was during those times, 
when I found that whatever platonic love I had for people 
before, was failing me. In comparison to my recognition 
as a child of both mine and others’ shortcomings, this was 
terrifying. If I accepted that I was unable to love or care 
for others, I knew I had lost all that was me. My raison 
d’etre was to help, understand and love. Yet now, I found 
my heart unable to do so, it had become as hard as stone.I 
could not even cry anymore. I tried to constantly stimulate it 
by watching anything that could warm it and make it come 
alive again. 
 This is when I crossed paths with people that seemed to 
have exactly what I was lacking: a source of energy and love 
that they drew from. I saw people filled with joy, selflessly 
serving and loving one another. Desperate, I wanted to 
know this mysterious source, I wanted to have the passion 
they had. 
 To my surprise my “emotional breakthrough” happened 
while attending my first church service. I had only gone so 
as to not be rude to new friends that had invited me. As I 
saw the faithful congregation’s passion for a god I thought 
to be dead and nonexistent, tears started welling up in my 
eyes and my heart started beating faster and faster. As I saw 
the plentifulness of love on display, and myself so devoid 
of it in contrast, a river of emotions started flowing within 
me. I remember thinking that this love could not be lost 
into the vast meaningless, emptiness of our Universe. It had 
to be going somewhere. To me love, at least love, had to 
be meaningful even if nothing else was. There had to be 
something or someone that was stirring this type of love up. 
Loving an unactionable, dead god could not possibly look 
like this.  
 After that Easter service, I went back to my room and 
wept bitterly. Maybe it was realizing the pain of separation 
from the God I had once loved so innocently. Maybe it 
was sorrow for having acted so unforgivingly towards him 
if he truly existed. Maybe it was wretchedness at feeling 
tricked by the universe that had stolen that type of loving 

2 Hillsong United, Touch the sky

and joy from me. Maybe it was my regret of not having 
been grateful for all the wonderful things that I had been 
showered with over the last couple of years. Perhaps it was 
my pain at what I had made of myself and the state that I 
had brought myself to. That Easter service, was when my 
stone cold heart finally melted.
 I was also jealous of Mary in the passage, I wished I had 
been there to know Jesus. She had gotten to hear his voice 
and to be part of his life. Though she had many faults she 
got to experience his forgiveness and open arms. She knew 
the truth; she knew him. She knew what was necessary for 
living. I thought, how easy it was for Mary. If god existed, 
and this whole Christianity thing was true, then I wished 
that god would have given me life at that time of history, it 
would have been so much easier for me to know. Right now, 
I simply could not. 

The Way the Truth and the Life
 I had always thought of Jesus as one more of the 
enlightened teachers, that understood the ultimate reality 
and had reached the ultimate truth. Besides, Christianity 
with all of its bloody history3 was contaminated I thought, 
and the last place I would go to find Truth. However, that 
morning at church, I realized that I wanted to know more 
about this source of life I saw so visible in the lives of these 
Christians. 
 As I started reading the Bible I was initially pretty 
convinced against the case it made for God, if such a God 
existed. However, as I read about the life and teachings of 

3 most personally the Serbian-Bosnian/Kosovo War

Jesus Appears to Mary by Gregg Olsen
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Jesus I was struck by the answers I was finding. His teachings 
were so similar to those of the ideal world I dreamt of. Jesus 
was a human after my own heart! 
 But he was also so much more. He healed diseases 
and sicknesses, he drove away “spirits” that I equated with 
(potentially) the demons and voices that we all have inside 
us, he had compassion and he forgave sins as one with 
authority, he experienced suffering and pain, he promised 
that he could set people truly free, give them life to the 
fullest, and start a Kingdom of God on earth.  He claimed, “I 
am the Way and the Truth and the Life,”4 answers I had been 
looking for -- and he was claiming to be all three. This man 
was no ordinary man. He was so much more than anyone I 
had ever read of. 

 It was through him, whom I regarded as trustworthy 
based on his words and deeds, that I came to see God in 
a different light. I never thought that it pained Him to be 
separate from us. That was weakness and beneath Him 
I had thought, yet Jesus talked about and exemplified 
God’s forgiveness and love. A God that loves us despite 
our shortcomings and unfaithfulness towards Him, and a 
forgiveness that was possible and justified because Jesus 
took our sin at the cross. Jesus surrounded himself with 
people that were rejected by everyone else. His love was a 
pursuing, extravagant, and lavish one. 

Knock and the door will be opened, seek and 
you will find.
 So much of it sounded too good to be true while at the 
same time it seemed to be too strange of a story to have been 
made up. There was still theology I had yet to understand 
and multiple questions I did not have answers to. It was 
at this point where I found myself at a crossroad. I could 
reasonably choose to be on either side of the coin: this story 
being true or it being false. Tired of the possibilities of truth 
and lies I prayed a simple prayer that if this was the truth I 
would no longer feel hostility towards this story any longer.5

 That prayer was answered a few weeks later when 
I found myself reading a Christian theology book6 (that I 
had randomly found in an East Campus lounge) and found 

4 John 14:6
5 Luke 11:1-11
6 Curtis Martin, Made for More

myself agreeing or simply just understanding all that it was 
talking about. This was not the first time I had heard these 
concepts. Yet, now they all made sense somehow, they fitted 
the world I lived in, the self I knew. As I went on to reading 
another book,7 all my stumbling blocks were one by one 
either criticized or demolished. 
 As I started experimenting and dipping my feet in the 
water, I asked to be liberated from the particular habit I 
had of binge watching, that happened especially in crucial 
times when I was extremely busy. Next time I was tempted 
to watch Netflix, there was no desire whatsoever in me to 
follow suit. I simply did not want to anymore. I know people 
can try to explain this in several ways, many of my friends 
have, but I know how difficult it had been before for me to 
give up, despite really wanting to.
 A turning point was when I finally decided that I wanted 
to become one of Jesus’ followers and get my spiritual 
sustenance from Him. I embarked on a journey where 
I started to experiment more and more, slowly getting to 
know God all over again, this time through Jesus. I learned 
about being filled with God’s Holy Spirit and how that will 
be the ultimate way of sanctification, of creating the army of 
New Men, one that could heal and love the world just like 
Jesus did. 
 I am not perfect, nor is the world, and I can not change 
the world alone. Yet this I do know: there is hope because 
of Him. Because of faith in Him, I know God is good, and 
I am known by Him. I know that He sent a Messiah down 
to save us, proving that love is stronger than hate and life is 
stronger than death. That he gave us a source of peace that 
the world can never give and promised to be with us always, 
until the final renewal of all things. 

7 C.S. Lewis, Ch 10:  Nice People or New Men from Mere Christianity. This 
concept was particularly intriguing to me because of the Communist idea of 
making the new man.

“Our hearts are restless, until they 
can find rest in you.”
       - Confessions, St. Augustine

Erjona Topalli ‘16 is from Tirana, 
Albania. She is majoring in 
Computer Science. Outside of 
academics, she loves learning 
about and discussing languages, 
literature, philosophy, movies 
and anything else that catches a 
glimpse of the immense creative 
power humans are endowed with.

“But he was pierced for our 
transgressions, he was crushed for 
our iniquities; the punishment that 
brought us peace was on him, and 
by his wounds we are healed.”

-Isaiah 53




