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EDITORS’ NOTE
Dear Reader,
 
Thank you for reading this issue of the 
MIT et Spiritus.
  Two years ago, we, along with six 
other students, met in a living room and 
discussed over dinner the idea of a jour-
nal that would engage the MIT commu-
nity (and beyond) by opening an avenue 
for reasoned dialogue about the Chris-
tian faith. Between the first four issues, 
27 people have been involved in creating 
the journal, including students, alumni, a 
professor, a chaplain and local pastors. 
We continue to work towards our vision 
of enriching the lives our readers by not 
only considering questions of mind and 
hand (mens et manus), but of spirit (et 
spiritus) as well.
  Starting as writers for the inaugural 
issue of this publication in spring 2016, 
neither of us had any expectations or 
ambitions of being placed in a leadership 
role. However, serving as co-editors-in-
chief for the past three issues has been 
a truly rewarding experience and one of 
our greatest joys as university students. 
Over the past two and half years, we 
have overcome challenges, exchanged 
ideas with the people and communities 
around us, and learned (and continue to 
learn) valuable lessons about better en-
gaging our readers.
  Over the past semester alone, you 
may notice some significant changes. 
First, we have shifted our publication cy-
cle to distribute at the beginning rather 
than the end of the semester, allowing 
us to spend more time discussing with 

readers and wrestling with topics to-
gether. Second, as we have built up a 
dedicated and growing layout team, our 
publication’s design and artwork has 
continued to make major advancements 
in cultivating the reading experience. 
Finally, at the conclusion of this issue, 
you will also notice a poem – a first for 
us, and an indication of our intention to 
broaden the journal’s offering with new 
forms of writing, student art, and pho-
tography.
  This being our final issue as co-ed-
itors-in-chief, we look forward to the fu-
ture of the journal and the extraordinary 
opportunity to further the journal’s mis-
sion with renewed leadership and fresh 
faces among our staff. Whether in the 
shape of blog posts, discussion events, 
collaborations, or things we cannot now 
even imagine, we eagerly anticipate the 
growth and evolution of the MIT et Spiri-
tus to meet the needs of an ever-chang-
ing student body. 
  As we graduate and enter the next 
stage of our lives, we are also exceed-
ingly excited to see what the future holds 
for the et Spiritus. Indeed, over the years, 
the life of this journal has become inextri-
cably linked with our own. 
  In that sense, we thank our readers 
for partaking in life with us over these 
two years and for making this publica-
tion worth every effort. Happy reading!

Sincerely,
Matthew and Richard
Co-Editors-in-Chief

Contact
etspiritus-editor-in-chief@mit.edu 

Website 
www.mitetspiritus.org

Discuss with us
We look forward to hearing from 
our readers! 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.

Write for MIT et Spiritus
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 
reserves the right to refuse any 
submission. Please refer to our 
website for submission details. 

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. 

Acknowledgement
This issue of MIT et Spiritus 
is made possible by gen-
erous donations from the 
Undergraduate Association, 
Veritas Forum, Park Street 
Church, MIT Graduate Christian 
Fellowship and City on a Hill 
Church
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Last July, the MIT Technology Review reported that a team 
of researchers led by Shoukhrat Mitalipov at the Oregon 
Health and Science University had successfully carried 
out the first known genetic modification of viable human 
embryos in the United States.1 While experts continue 
to debate exactly what the results of Mitalipov’s study 
proved,2 it was clearly a significant step in demonstrating 
the feasibility of using CRISPR (a technology for editing 
the human genome, developed in 2013 by teams 
of researchers in Cambridge, Massachusetts, and 
Berkeley, California) in clinical settings.
  “This is the kind of research that is essential if we 
are to know if it’s possible to safely and precisely make 
corrections” in embryos using CRISPR, legal scholar and 
bioethicist R. Alta Charo of the University of Wisconsin, 
Madison, told the biotech news magazine STAT.3 
Last February, Charo played a key role in the release 
of a consensus report from the National Academy of 
Sciences. The report called for strict restrictions and 
stringent testing of human germline editing,4 but, for the 
first time, stopped short of recommending an outright 
prohibition. With startling speed, it has become clear 
that the question is when, not whether, precise and 
relatively cheap genetic modification of human embryos 
will be available to prospective parents.
  Think of editing the genome like a “find-and-replace” 
function: a tool finds, removes, and replaces a specific 
sequence of genetic material. In older methods of gene 
editing, the search is done using protein structures, 
which are laborious to construct and not terribly precise. 
Instead, CRISPR uses RNA, which can be cheaply and 
quickly constructed by most good graduate students 
working in a lab. 
  It has not escaped notice that this technology raises 
a number of novel ethical concerns. While CRISPR holds 
out tremendous potential to alleviate the suffering that 
follows from genetic diseases such as sickle cell anemia 
and Huntington’s disease, it could eventually also make 

possible, to those with access to the technology, the 
selection of traits such as height, eye color, and greater 
strength and intelligence.5 

  Should genetic editing be restricted to therapeutic 
uses only, or should any form of human enhancement 
be allowed? How would one define the line separating 
those two (the same genetic modifications, for instance, 
could eliminate some forms of cancer, or simply 
reduce the likelihood that a healthy person will develop 
cancer)? Should we permit germline editing, which 
results in genetic modifications that are passed on to 
subsequent generations that have no say in the matter? 
Some Christians who have wrestled with such issues 
have allowed cautious support for the technology – the 
Vatican, for instance, which takes a relatively conservative 
line on questions of bioethics, has expressed qualified 
support for “strictly therapeutic intervention,”6 and has 
even written that “[g]erm line genetic engineering with 
a therapeutic goal in man would in itself be acceptable 
were it not for the fact that it is hard to imagine how this 
could be achieved without disproportionate risks,”7 such 
as embryo loss and unintended genetic changes.
  But the greatest risk lying behind genetic editing 
may be the risk of dehumanization. Why would this follow 
if we were to conceive of humanity as something that we 

“Germ line genetic engineering with a 
therapeutic goal in man would in 

itself be acceptable were it not for the 
fact that it is hard to imagine how this 

could be achieved without 
disproportionate risks,” such as 
embryo loss and unintended 

genetic changes

DISCERNING THE IMAGE
Grappling with the bioethics of genetic technologies 

by REV. DR. NATHAN BARCZI

1 MIT Technology Review, First Human Embryos Edited in U.S., July 26, 2017
2 Science, Skepticism surfaces over CRISPR human embryo editing claims, Aug. 31, 2017
3 STAT, Using CRISPR, scientists efficiently edit genome of viable human embryos, July 26, 2017
4 Germline cells are those whose genetic characteristics are passed on to future generations, e.g. gametes (sperm and

egg) or the cells of an embryo at its earliest stages of development. Edits made to somatic cells are not passed on to future 
generations, making the practice much less controversial.

5 MIT Technology Review, Eugenics 2.0: We’re at the Dawn of Choosing Embryos by Health, Height, and More, Nov. 1, 2017
6 Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, “Instruction on Respect for Human Life in its Origin and on the Dignity of 
Procreation, Replies to Certain Questions of the Day,” February 22, 1987
7 International Theological Commission, Communion and Stewardship: Human Persons Created in the Image of God, July 23, 2004.



SPRING 2018
5

can reshape to suit our own wishes? This is, in general, 
how technology works – as Paul Graham, founder 
of the technology accelerator Y Combinator puts it, 
“Technological progress means making things do more 
of what we want.”8 But implicit in that statement is an 
ontological9 gulf between ourselves and our technology. 
We can fashion it according to our desires without 
ethical concern because we are its maker. But as moral 
theologian Oliver O’Donovan has written, this is not how 
we relate to other humans, not even our own children.10 
We are not their maker. To use a biblical term, we beget 
our children, the difference being that what is begotten 
and not made is ontologically equal, rather than being 
other or inferior (Christian theology refers 
to the Son as eternally begotten of 
the Father precisely in order to 
emphasize the equality of 
the persons of the Trinity – 
to refer to the Son as the 
creature of the Father, 
as Arius would have 
had it, would have 
been to reject Jesus’ 
full divinity).
  There are 
those who argue 
not only that we 
may, but that we 
are obligated to, take 
all available steps to 
enhance ourselves and 
our offspring genetically.11 
And post-humanists such 
as Gregory Stock see a 
future of ubiquitous genetic 
enhancement as inevitable: “In 
the first half of the twenty-first century 
biological understanding will likely become 
less an end in itself than a means to manipulate 
biology. In one century, we have moved from 
observing to understanding to engineering.”12

  This is a situation CS Lewis warned of in 
The Abolition of Man: “It is in Man’s power to treat 
himself as a mere ‘natural object’ and his own 
judgments of value as raw material for scientific 
manipulation to alter at will. The objection to his 
doing so does not lie in the fact that this point of 
view (like one’s first day in a dissecting room) is 

painful and shocking till we grow used to it. The pain 
and the shock are at most a warning and a symptom. 
The real objection is that if man chooses to treat himself 
as raw material, raw material he will be: not raw material 
to be manipulated, as he fondly imagined, by himself, 
but by mere appetite.…” 

  The consequences of this shift are unpredictable. 
In 2004, Yuval Levin observed in The New 

Atlantis that “The most fundamental 
fact of human natality has always 

been that human nature emerges 

..advances in technology – or changes 
in culture, or politics, or any other realm 
of human life – can always be evaluated 
against the backdrop of a fixed human. 

Left: In Vitro Fertilization
Bottom: CRISPR in action | 
Image credit: Broad Institute, 

2014

8 Paul Graham, The Acceleration of Addictiveness, July 2010.
9 That is, on the level of our very being.
10 Oliver O’Donovan, Begotten or Made? (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1984).
11 Julian Savulescu, Uehrio Professor of Practical Ethics at Oxford University, for instance, is a strong proponent of

procreative beneficence, the putative moral obligation of parents to employ preimplantation genetic diagnosis to select 
those children with the greatest genetic prospects.

12 Gregory Stock, Redesigning Humans: Our Inevitable Genetic Future (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 2002), p. 7.
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from the womb in essentially the same general form in 
every generation; or, as conservatives like to put it, that 
human nature has no history. The implications of this 
insight can hardly be overstated.”13 This fundamental 
fact means that advances in technology – or changes 
in culture, or politics, or any other realm of human life 
– can always be evaluated against the backdrop of a 
fixed human nature. That nature may not be exactly as 
we want it to be in every respect, but it provides a point 
of reference that is given to us, not up to our control or 
redefinition. To this point in human history, our nature 
has been a given. And this meant, quoting Lewis again, 
that “For the wise men of old the cardinal problem had 
been how to conform the soul to reality, and the solution 
had been knowledge, self-discipline, and virtue. For 
magic and applied science alike the problem is how to 
subdue reality to the wishes of men: the solution is a 
technique: and both, in the practice of this technique, are 
ready to do things hitherto regarded as disgusting and 
impious.” What is at issue is a redefinition of humanity 
that amounts to dehumanization, no longer preserving 
the inviolate dignity of a human nature that is given, but 
treating it as a function of our desires.
  There is evidence of such redefinition taking place 
already in the context of the development of CRISPR. 
To critics of the moves taken by Dr. Mitalipov’s team, 
the Stanford law professor and bioethicist Hank Greely 
pointed out that there had never been any intention 

to implant the modified embryos – they were only 
“research embryos… not to be transferred for possible 
implantation,” and therefore “not a big deal.” But these 
were viable embryos; physically speaking, there was no 
difference between these “research embryos” and any 
other healthy embryo at the same stage of development. 
In other words, the only difference between a “research 
embryo” and someone’s son or daughter at the same 
stage of life is the intention of the researcher. We have 
already adopted the stance of ontological superiority 
that comes with being the maker of new life rather than 
its begetter – and to be sure, we adopted that stance 
long before CRISPR was developed (O’Donovan’s initial 
reflections on these issues were delivered in 1983, five 
years after the birth of Louise Brown, the first by IVF). 
But CRISPR represents a sea change in the ease and 
precision with which we can shape our offspring to fit 
our preferences.
  We should not underemphasize our capacity to 
dehumanize; it is, sadly, one of the very characteristics 
that makes humanity unique, as documented by the 
sobering book Less Than Human, by the philosopher 
David Livingstone Smith.14 Smith demonstrates that 
humans are alone in the animal kingdom in their capacity 
to turn group against group, family against family, nation 
against nation, not merely in becoming violent but in 
engaging in treatment so cruel that it can only be justified 
by thinking of the victims as entirely other. 

The Creation of Adam, Michaelangelo, c. 1512 

13 Yuval Levin, Imagining the Future, Winter 2004.
14 David Livingstone Smith, Less Than Human (St. Martin’s Press: New York, 2011).
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  Moreover, as Smith argues, the capacity to 
dehumanize is not restricted to a single time period or 
culture, or only to one side of any given conflict, but is 
universal across known human history. Just in recent 
months, the news have been full of examples of human 
beings treated as less than fully human, from genocide 
in Myanmar to widespread allegations of sexual 
harassment, and worse, in Hollywood and the halls of 
government.
  The progress of liberal humanism 
has proved no impediment to 
dehumanizing tendencies. In 
support of his own anti-Semitic 
policies, Adolf Hitler pointed 
to the American eugenics 
movement of the early 20th 
century. At that time, Charles 
William Eliot, a Harvard 
president, was an outspoken 
opponent of immigration 
and intermarriage between 
races (including not only 
blacks marrying whites, but Irish 
Catholics marrying Anglo-Saxon 
Protestants), and a supporter of the 
forced sterilization of those considered 
“feebleminded” or “criminalistic.”15 And it was Supreme 
Court Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes Jr. that wrote 
the majority opinion in Buck v. Bell, which upheld the 
forced sterilization of Carrie Buck, a woman designated 
“feebleminded” by the state of Virginia. “Three 
generations of imbeciles are enough,” wrote Holmes, 
referring to Buck’s mother and infant daughter. 
  This history – our history – should give us 
pause as we develop technologies with potentially 
dehumanizing applications. The point is not to put a stop 
to their development altogether; this would forfeit the 
opportunity to prevent much human suffering. But we 
need to ask where we can find the resources to identify 
those lines which cannot be crossed without violating 
human dignity. In the rest of this article I want to suggest 
that Christianity provides a definition of humanity that 
provides maximally robust protections against the 
possibility of dehumanization.
  The beginning of Christian ethical reflection on 
human dignity begins with the radical assertion that 

humans are created in the image of God, or the Imago 
Dei (Genesis 1:26–27). But what exactly does this mean? 
Until the mid-twentieth century, Christian thought on 
the imago Dei focused on uniquely human capacities, 
usually reason and morality.16 But if a capacity is absent, 
or damaged, does this mean that the imago Dei is 
degraded? 
  Recent advances in archeology and history provide 
scholars a much richer context for understanding how 

the Bible uses the word “image”—one which 
goes beyond mere capacity.17 

  First, in many ways, the 
creation narrative in Genesis 1 

resembles a pattern of temple-
construction.18 Now, if you 
were building a temple in the 
ancient world, the final step 
would be to erect an image 
of the deity. This is exactly 
what God does when he 

says, “Let us make man 
in our image.” The cosmos 

is the temple in which God is 
worshipped, and humanity stands 

in the center to point toward God.19 
This is why God commands us to make no 

image of Him for use in worship: we are to create no 
image of God because God has already created his own 
image—humanity itself.
  Second, historians have found that in the Ancient 
Near East (ANE), an image of a god such as a statue 
was thought to contain the spirit of that god, and could 
serve as its representative. Ancient cultures referred to 
kings as “the image of god” for the same reason: a king 
was considered “a representative of a god . . . ruling on 
the god’s behalf.”20

  Finally, in the last century, scholars have gained 
access to numerous ANE covenant documents, including 
treaties in which a great king would appoint a lesser king 
to serve as his representative ruler over some region. 
Scholars have observed strong structural similarities 
between these covenants and the Pentateuch.
  With these three observations, the intent of the 
phrase “image of God” in Genesis 1 snaps into focus. 
When God gives the blessing to “Be fruitful and multiply 
and fill the earth and subdue it, and have dominion”21, he 

The cosmos is the 
temple in which God is 

worshipped, and humanity 
stands in the center to point toward 

God. This is why God commands us to 
make no image of Him for use in 

worship: we are to create no image of 
God because God has already 

created his own 
image—humanity itself.

15 Harvard Magazine, Harvard’s Eugenics Era, March-April 2016.
16 For a survey see Henri Blocher, In the Beginning: The Opening Chapters of Genesis (Downers Grove, IL: Inter-Varsity 

Press, 1984), 80.
17 See Richard Lints, Identity and Idolatry (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2015), esp. chapter 4.
18 Gregory Beale lists nine different correspondences between the Garden of Eden and the later temple, indicating that “the

Garden of Eden was the first sanctuary in sacred history.” Gregory K. Beale, “Eden, the Temple, and the Church’s Mission 
in the New Creation,” Journal of the Evangelical Theological Society 48, no. 1 (2005): 5–31.

19 See Meredith Kline, Images of the Spirit (Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock, 1999), 13–34. 
20 I. Hart, Genesis 1:1–2:3 As a Prologue to the Books of Genesis, Tyndale Bulletin 46, no. 2 (1995): 318.
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identifies the imago Dei as a vocation, situated within a 
covenantal relationship. Not only kings, but every human, 
without exception, is created for this unimaginably high 
calling, to be God’s representation, placed in His temple, 
showing what God is like, and his royal representative, 
protecting and tending the created world. Uniquely 
human capacities are given in service to this vocation, 
but they are not what it means to be human. Crucially, 
the vocation is established by God’s calling humanity 
into relationship with Himself, and not by the capacity of 
humanity to fulfill it. This means that a person in whom 
capacities are absent, lost, or undeveloped is no less an 
image bearer of God, and therefore no less human. 
  Seen this way, imago Dei has at least two clear 
implications for bioethics.
  First, the imago Dei empowers human biology 

by providing it with a clear and compelling purpose. 
Science is one of the most powerful ways that humans 
fulfill their calling to subdue the earth. As scientists work 
to cure disease and alleviate suffering of every kind, they 
bring order where there is chaos, an imitation of the God 
who calls humanity to represent him on earth. Human 
biology in particular becomes a means to empower 
image bearers to flourish in their God-given vocations.
  Second, reflection on the imago Dei raises 
high barriers against dehumanization. Every human 
being, regardless of appearance, age, circumstance, 
or capacity, is a sacred image of God, never to be 
desecrated, always to be treated with great dignity. 
Scientists, then, must be mindful not only of ways they 
may directly dehumanize image bearers, but also of ways 
that their research and technologies may contribute to a 
culture of dehumanization. 
  These reflections do not resolve every ethical 
dilemma raised by genetic science. There are, for 
example, strong disagreements regarding what 
constitutes a genetic mutation that ought to be treated 
as a disease to be removed, rather than as an aspect of 
humanity. Down’s syndrome is one example. A Christian 
assessment of such a question must begin with a 

recognition of the humanity of each individual involved. 
This means, at a minimum, that biologists, theologians, 
and ethicists must work together with persons that 
exhibit particular mutations, listening to them whenever 
possible, in assessing how and when to bring genetic 
science to bear on their condition. This will sharply 
challenge the common judgment that certain genetic 
conditions bring suffering so great that they make life not 
worth living, because the life in question is the life of a 
person, created in God’s image.22

  What makes a human a human? Take any single 
attribute away, from rationality to empathy, and we still 
recognize the human. What, then, makes a human a 
human, that can never be taken away? The imago Dei, not 
an attribute but a divine calling resting on every human, 
and epitomized in the incarnation of Jesus Christ (John 
1:14; Colossians 1:15; Hebrews 1:3), provides an answer 
that grounds our ethical impulses and empowers our 
ethical endeavors.
 

Rev. Dr. Nathan Barczi
Rev. Dr. Barczi is Associate Pastor at Christ the 
King Presbyterian Church, Cambridge, Mass. He 
holds a PhD in Economics from MIT, and an MA 
in Theology from the University of Nottingham, 
where he is pursuing a PhD in Theology. He and 
his wife, both Californians, have three children.

21 Genesis 1:28, ESV
22 For further reflection on these difficult questions, see John Swinton and Brian Brock, eds., Theology, Disability and the

New Genetics: Why Science Needs the Church (New York: T&T Clark, 2007), particularly the contributions by John 
Swinton, Brian Brock, Walter Doerfler and Hans Ulrich, and Bernd Wannenwetsch.

As scientists work to cure disease and 
alleviate suffering of every kind, they 
bring order where there is chaos, an 

imitation of the God who calls 
humanity to represent him on earth.
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Of all genres of music, the Christian hymn is the one to 
which I find myself most consistently returning, the one 
that speaks most deeply to my heart and mind. Exploring 
hymns from across the two millennia of Christian history 
is one of my favorite hobbies: in them is profound poetry, 
creativity and sincerity. They teach us much about the 
Christians who came before us, about ourselves and 
about God.
  A hymn is a song of praise or prayer to God, usually 
intended to be sung in congregation. What distinguishes 
a hymn from other Christian songs? It is hard to say 
exactly: it is like trying to decide at what size a country is 
too big to be properly described as an island. But songs 
that are generally considered hymns have a few typical 
features. One feature is that they tend to have first been 

written as poetry by one person and later 
set to music by someone else; one 

individual writing the lyrics and 
composing the music at the 
same time is a much more 
recent practice. That hymns 
are fundamentally poems 

can be seen in their structures and use of various poetic 
devices: hymns written in English tend to have regular 
metrical patterns (that is, the number of syllables per 
line) and tend to rhyme. They often have multiple tunes 
associated with them, though one typically stands out 
as the most common. And, though some hymns have 
choruses, in general they do not.

How did hymns come about and how have they 
changed through history? Why were they significant and 
how are they relevant today? These are questions I will 
seek to answer in this article.

Have mercy on me, O God
The great significance Christians have always placed on 
singing in their worship of God is one of the most striking 
features of Christianity. We find the origins of this practice 
in ancient Israel over a thousand years before Christ: the 
Old Testament is full of references to the Israelites singing 
in their regular worship and on various special occasions. 
Moreover, many Old Testament passages were set 
to music and sung in worship; written by key Israelite 
figures in response to important moments in history or in 
their own personal lives, these were sometimes songs, 
sometimes prayers and sometimes prophecies.

  Though the Israelites used various parts of the 
scriptures, their singing was very much centered on 
the Book of Psalms, sometimes called the Psalter. A 
psalm is a type of Hebrew hymn, of which there are 
150 in the Psalter. Like later hymns, the psalms were 
poems that were intended to be sung, though unlike 
later hymns (especially those in English), the psalms do 
not rhyme and tend not to have regular meters. Instead, 
they contain other poetic structures, such as acrostics: 
Psalm 119, the longest psalm, comprises 22 stanzas, 
one for each letter of the Hebrew alphabet; all eight lines 
of each stanza begin in Hebrew with the same letter, 
corresponding to the position of the given stanza. Such 
Hebrew poetic structures are often lost in translation.1

LET US LOVE AND SING AND WONDER
 by RICHARD IBEKWE

King David Playing the Harp, Gerard van Honthorst, 1622
1 Some English translations of the psalms preserve acrostic structures. For example, in his English translation of the Bible,

Ronald Knox chose the words in such a way that Psalm 119 (numbered 118 in that translation, in line with Greek and Latin 
tradition) has all the lines of a given stanza beginning with the same English letter (for the first 22 letters, skipping Q).

The great significance Christians have 
always placed on singing... is one of the 

most striking features of 
Christianity.
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  A distinguishing feature of the poetry of the psalms 
is its use of parallelism: either synonymous parallelism, 
which emphasizes a point by repeating it in different 
words:

Therefore the wicked will not stand in the judgment,
nor sinners in the assembly of the righteous2

or antithetical parallelism, which emphasizes a point by 
contrasting opposing thoughts:

For the Lord watches over the way of the righteous,
but the way of the wicked will perish.3

  The psalms together cover a great many themes 
and human emotions: soaring praise and deep despair; 
swelling joy and crushing sorrow; prayers of confession, 
of thanksgiving, of supplication. Some of the reasons for 
the enduring popularity of the psalms — which are still 
regularly read and sung today — are their variety, beauty and 
remarkable effectiveness in enabling a great diversity of 
people to express their deepest thoughts and longings, 
as well as to enrich their communications with God.

  Psalm 51 is particularly moving. It is traditionally 
called the Miserere (meaning "have mercy") after the first 
word of its translation into Latin. Like many of the psalms, 
it is prefaced with a note: "For the director of music. A 
psalm of David. When the prophet Nathan came to him 
after David had committed adultery with Bathsheba." 
We read here first that the psalm was to be given to 
the director of music, who would compose the tunes 
(likely for a harp or other stringed instrument) to which it 
was sung, and we learn that it was written by David, the 
second King of Israel. The psalm reads4:

Have mercy on me, O God,
according to your unfailing love;

according to your great compassion
blot out my transgressions.
Wash away all my iniquity

and cleanse me from my sin.

For I know my transgressions,
and my sin is always before me.

Against you, you only, have I sinned
and done what is evil in your sight;

so that you are proved right when you speak
and justified when you judge.

Surely I was sinful at birth,
sinful from the time my mother conceived me.

Surely you desire truth in the inner parts;
you teach me wisdom in the inmost place.

Cleanse me with hyssop, and I will be clean;
wash me, and I will be whiter than snow.

Let me hear joy and gladness;
Let the bones you have crushed rejoice.

Hide your face from my sins
and blot out my iniquity.

Create in me a pure heart, O God,
and renew a steadfast spirit within me.

Do not cast me from your presence
or take your Holy Spirit from me.

Restore to me the joy of your salvation
and grant me a willing spirit, to sustain me.

  David, as God himself testified, was "a man after 
My own heart".5 He was a good leader, humble and 
obedient to God. But he, like all of us, had many faults. 
In the particular scenario6 about which Psalm 51 was 
written, David was walking around on the roof of his 
palace one evening. From the roof he saw a beautiful 
woman named Bathsheba bathing; he sent messengers 
to bring her to him and he slept with her. David then 
deliberately had her husband Uriah sent to fight in the 
front line of a battle. There Uriah was killed by the enemy; 
David married Bathsheba and had the child who was the 
result of the adultery with her.
  How, given all that he did, could David possibly 
have been a man after God's own heart? A large part of 
the answer is in how David responded when God sent 
a prophet to rebuke him for his actions. David accepted 
the admonition and immediately repented of his sin. This 
was a demonstration of perhaps his greatest strength, 
that he was quick to humbly acknowledge where he had 
done wrong and to earnestly ask God for forgiveness — 
a good example to us all. Psalm 51 is David's prayer to 
God doing exactly this, and the words are as fitting for us 
as they were for David when he first prayed them.

2 Psalm 1:5               3 Psalm 1:6
4 I give here the NIV translation, omitting the last third or so of the psalm. As you read, notice the use of parallelism in almost

every pair of lines.
5 Acts 13:22               6 2 Samuel 11

Some of the reasons for the enduring 
popularity of the psalms... are their 

variety, beauty and remarkable 
effectiveness in enabling a great diver-
sity of people to express their deepest 

thoughts and longings.
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Mine eyes have seen Thy salvation
The practice of singing primarily psalms in worship 
continued into the New Testament period. Jesus and 
his disciples concluded the Last Supper by singing a 
hymn7; it is likely that this was the concluding portion 
of the "Hallel", comprising Psalms 113—118, which was 
traditionally sung during Passover8. While Christians 
continued to use the Psalter and other Old Testament 
scriptures after Christ, they very early began to 
compose new hymns that more explicitly referred to 
Christ and the gospel, and to use hymns taken from 
the New Testament. Indeed, many passages in the 
New Testament were probably early hymns already 
commonly sung before they were incorporated in the 
scriptures9. We see some indication of this increasing 
diversity of song twice in Paul's letters, when he exhorts 
Christians to sing "psalms, hymns, and songs from 
the Spirit"10 with one another. Interestingly, though the 
New Testament neither requires nor forbids the use of 

musical instruments in worship, it seems that most early 
Christian singing was unaccompanied.11

  Some of the passages from the New Testament 
that were most commonly used as hymns are found 
in the first two chapters of the Gospel of Luke. Like 
the rest of the New Testament, these passages were 
originally written in Greek, but they are frequently 
referred to by names derived from their translations into 
Latin: Mary's Magnificat12, Zechariah's Benedictus13, 
the angels' Gloria in excelsis Deo14 and Simeon's Nunc 
Dimittis15. The passages are joyous responses to the 
birth of Jesus and surrounding events.
  My favorite of the four is the Nunc Dimittis (meaning 
"now you dismiss"). In Luke we read that Joseph and Mary 
took the forty-day-old Jesus to the temple to present 
Him to God and to offer a sacrifice in accordance with 
the requirements of the Law of Moses. There they met a 
man named Simeon. We are told that he was "righteous 
and devout. He was waiting for the consolation of Israel, 

7 Matthew 26:30, Mark 14:26
8 See the commentary on Mark 14:16 and Mark 14:26 in the Cambridge Bible for Schools and Colleges.
9 Some examples are the poetic description of Christ’s humility in Philippians 2:6–11, the passage on Christ’s supremacy

over heaven and earth in Colossians 1:15–20 and the description of Christ’s post-resurrection appearances in 1 Corinthians 
15:3–8.

10 Ephesians 5:19, Colossians 3:16
11 James William McKinnon, The Church Fathers and Musical Instruments (1965). Columbia University Dissertations.
12 Luke 1:46–55   13 Luke 1:67–79            14 Luke 2:13–1  15 Luke 2:28–32

Simeon’s Song of Praise, Arent de 
Gelder, c. 1700 
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and the Holy Spirit was on him. It had been revealed to 
him by the Holy Spirit that he would not die before he 
had seen the Lord's Messiah."16 When Simeon saw the 
baby Jesus, he took Him in his arms and praised God. 
The words he uttered are the Nunc Dimittis, here as 
translated by the King James Version, whose phrasing I 
have always found enchanting:

Lord, now lettest thou thy servant depart in 
peace, according to thy word:

For mine eyes have seen thy salvation,
Which thou hast prepared before the face of 

all people;
A light to lighten the Gentiles, and the glory of 

thy people Israel.

  We can imagine how Simeon felt as he said these 
words. In his arms was the Son of God — God in the 
flesh come to earth. Here was the Messiah, the Savior 
of the Israelites who the prophets had foretold — the 
salvation and consolation of Israel that Simeon had 
waited all his life to see. But even more than this, here 
was the Savior of all people, the Light of the world, 
through whom anyone who believed would be saved 
from their sins. In the wonder and joy of that moment, 
Simeon could die in peace. May we similarly be filled 
with such wonder and joy when we think and sing of 
who Christ is.

Love so amazing, so divine
Christian worship over the next several centuries was 
similar to that of the earliest Christians. Hymns were 
sung mainly as chants, a type of singing unaccompanied 
by instruments. These chants were characterized by 
the use of a small number of tunes to sing a variety 
of texts, and consisted of a call and response that 
alternated between a soloist or choir singing the verses 
and the congregation singing a refrain. For the first three 
centuries, hymns were mainly in Greek, then also in 
Latin from the fourth century after Christianity became 
dominant in the Roman Empire.
  Among the various gradual changes in the way 
hymns were made and used, three major shifts stand 
out. The first major shift was the reemergence of the 
use of musical instruments, when organs started to be 
used to accompany the singing of hymns in the 10th 
century. The second major shift was the emergence 
and increasing popularity from the beginning of the 

16th century of vernacular hymns, that is, hymns written 
primarily in the conversational language of the people 
rather than official liturgical languages like Greek or 
Latin. This allowed the congregation to play a greater 
role in worship than they had done for centuries. The 
first vernacular collection of hymns in a hymnal was 
published in Prague in 1501, consisting of 89 hymns 
written in Czech. The third major shift was the Protestant 
Reformation. In addition to their use in praise and prayer 
to God, hymns also took on a more significant role as 
tools for evangelism and as ways of teaching theological 
lessons.
  The 18th century saw a proliferation of hymns, and 
many of the most popular hymns today were written 
during this period. Some of the heavyweight hymn 
writers include Charles Wesley (who wrote over 6,000 
hymns, including "Hark! the Herald Angels Sing", "Love 
Divine, All Loves Excelling" and "And Can It Be"), John 
Newton (who wrote, among many others, "Amazing 
Grace") and Isaac Watts (who wrote over 700 hymns, 
including "Joy to the World" and "O God, Our Help in 
Ages Past").
  Isaac Watts also wrote one of my favorite hymns, 
"When I Survey the Wondrous Cross". He wrote the 
hymn in 1707 and it is most commonly sung to the tune 
"Rockingham", composed by Edward Miller in 1790. 
It stands out to me as one of the most poignant and 
poetic meditations on Christ's death and the essence 
of the gospel:

When I survey the wondrous cross
On which the Prince of glory died,
My richest gain I count but loss,

And pour contempt on all my pride.

May we... be filled with... wonder and 
joy when we think and sing of who 

Christ is.

16 Luke 2:22–27

Portrait of Isaac Watts, unknown artist, c. 1720–1735
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Forbid it, Lord, that I should boast,
Save in the death of Christ my God!

All the vain things that charm me most,
I sacrifice them to His blood.

See from His head, His hands, His feet,
Sorrow and love flow mingled down!
Did e'er such love and sorrow meet,
Or thorns compose so rich a crown?

His dying crimson, like a robe,
Spreads o'er His body on the tree;

Then I am dead to all the globe,
And all the globe is dead to me.

Were the whole realm of nature mine,
That were a present far too small;

Love so amazing, so divine,
Demands my soul, my life, my all.

  Notice first two features of the hymn's structure: 
each line has eight syllables and each stanza contains 
alternate rhyming lines in an ABAB pattern. As we sing 
the hymn we are reminded that knowing Christ is of 
such great value that whatever else we could gain is 
as nothing compared with it17. In light of this, there is 
no room for pride or boasting18 — we rather rejoice in 
what Christ has done for us. And what has He done? 
He died a wretched death, the death that we deserved 
for our sins so that we could live and know Him forever. 
We picture His pierced, mangled body covered with His 
blood like a robe and we marvel at what great sorrow 
He endured for us and what great love He has for us. 
We realize that because He gave up everything for us, 
we should give up everything for Him. We die to the 
world and live for Him — we commit all that we have, all 
that we do and all that we are to Him. And as He rose 
again, we look forward to when we shall rise and be like 
Him and be with Him forever.
  "When I Survey the Wondrous Cross" excellently 
reflects what I find so helpful and delightful about singing 
hymns in general. They do not really teach us anything 
new, but rather remind us of truths already familiar to 
us, putting them in new ways. They are no substitute for 
the scriptures, but point us back to them, prompting us 
to more earnestly study them and dwell on them. They 
do not replace prayer, but can help us pray by 
saying in just the right words things we could not quite 
fully express ourselves.
  Much more could be said about hymns — much 
more than can be said in a single article. But the 
substance of what we have said is this: behind us is a 
rich history of Christian hymns, from those in the pages 

of the Bible to the vast multitude that have been written 
over the course of two millennia. Let us be thankful 
that we have such resources and find joy in exploring 
them. Let us not sing them for their own sakes: rather, 
may they inspire us to more sincerely and creatively 
praise and pray to God, not only when we sing, but 
in everything we do. As we sing them with others, let 
us seek to love and serve others more deeply. As their 
words and tunes permeate our hearts and minds, let us 
more fully appreciate the beauty and truth of the gospel 
and the Lord who saved us. In the words of a fine hymn 
by John Newton, "let us love and sing and wonder." 

Richard Ibekwe
Richard is a senior studying Mechanical Engineering 
and Nuclear Science & Engineering. He is from the 

UK and enjoys discussing philosophy and the intrica-
cies of British politics.

17 Philippians 3:8                18 Galatians 6:14

Jim Caviezel as Christ crowned with thorns in “The Passion 
of the Christ” movie, 2004 
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“As iron sharpens iron, so one person sharpens an-
other.”1. People challenge one another, whether it is by 
sword, mind, or wit. However for human living, what one 
truly needs is wisdom. But what is wisdom? It is the 
combination of prudence, perception, understanding 
and knowledge. Those who have been given the de-
scriptor “wise” have a distinct capacity to reflect critical-
ly on the outcomes of their past decisions. It is difficult to 
obtain and often accumulates with time. When Solomon 
asked the Lord for “an understanding mind to govern 
[God’s] people, that [he] may discern between good 
and evil,” he understood its importance and its effects 
on all aspects of one’s life.
  Everyday, people make choices that not only have 
consequences (good and bad) but also cumulatively 
define them. To help make better decisions and learn 
from the past, the Book of Proverbs is a good place to 
begin. Though written in the late eighth and early sev-
enth centuries B.C., its wisdom is still true today. Many 
of its sayings are attributed to King Solomon, but it can 
be viewed as a written record of oral wise sayings. It 
takes people on an intellectual journey, helping them 
learn from the deeds of previous generations. Proverbs 
begins with its purpose and theme:
 

for gaining wisdom and instruction;
for understanding words of insight;

for receiving instruction in prudent behavior,
doing what is right and just and fair;

for giving prudence to those who are simple,
knowledge and discretion to the young—

let the wise listen and add to their learning,
and let the discerning get guidance—

for understanding proverbs and parables,
the sayings and riddles of the wise.

The fear of the Lord is the beginning of knowledge,
but fools despise wisdom and instruction.2

 
Proverbs is a good book to turn to for both the devout 
and secular, providing people with insight into how to 
live fulfilling lives.
  Proverbs 10 reminds us “Hatred stirs up conflict, 
but love covers over all wrongs,” while saying “Who-
ever winks maliciously causes grief, and a chattering 
fool comes to ruin.” Giving adages helps people make 
better decisions in a memorable way, while also mak-

ing the theoretical practical. Some people distinguish 
between the realms of the world and of the divine as 
being mutually exclusive — Proverbs helps bridge this 
gap. “Diverse weights and diverse measures, are both 
alike abominations to the Lord,” as an example, reminds 
people that they should conduct themselves honorably 
during business transactions and not cheat another 
party. It gives a practical situation that can be applied 
directly into people’s lives. 
  In a similar vein, Proverbs is written for an imper-

WISDOM
 by TRAVIS HANK

Wisdom

1 Proverbs 27:17               2 Proverbs 1:1-7
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fect world, accounting for its deficiencies, and helping 
us to navigate. For example, it says, “A bribe is like a 
magic stone in the eyes of the one who gives it; wher-
ever he turns he prospers.” At first this may sound like 
a bribe is a tool to be used, however, it is quick to warn 
that “the wicked accepts a bribe in secret to pervert 
the ways of justice.”3 Proverbs correctly observes “that 
wealth brings many new friends”, as many seek favor 
from a rich man. Similarly it adds that “all are friends to a 
man who gives gifts.” Although being a generous friend 
strengthens friendships, it warns the reader to ensure 
that their friendships are not based solely on money, be-
cause in the event that their money runs out, “the poor 
are shunned by their relatives—how much more do their 
friends avoid them!”4
  Proverbs also can be humorous for the reader. Two 
humorous verses are … “He who blesses his friend with 

a loud voice early in the morning, it will be reckoned a 
curse to him,”5 and “It is better to live alone in the desert 
than with a crabby, complaining wife.”6 This humor pro-
vides a lighter tone and more palatable delivery, while 
simultaneously getting across the serious message of 
treating others with respect and being wise when choos-
ing a spouse. Proverbs covers many aspects of daily liv-
ing, teaching how to live righteously and successfully. 
Five representative proverbs are analyzed below.

Advocacy

Open your mouth for the mute, for the rights of all who 
are destitute. Open your mouth, judge righteously, and 

defend the rights of the poor and needy.7
 
Many people think it is easy to truly advocate or support 
people who are downtrodden. They believe that putting 
a quarter in a beggar’s cup is their duty. After doing so, 
people often feel better about themselves. While this is 
an easy way to clear one’s conscious, it rarely helps fulfill 
long-term needs. However, by knowing people on a per-
sonal level you can understand their circumstances bet-
ter and develop trust to create more meaningful change. 
This can be challenging at first because many people do 
not want to or are afraid to be affiliated with the destitute. 
Before trying to help people, it is important to pause for 
a moment and try to understand what the best way to 
reach them successfully would be. Opening your mouth 
to defend the poor and needy is important but it starts 
with knowing people on a deep level so that you have 
wisdom in how to best advocate. 
 
Guidance

Trust in the Lord with all your heart
and lean not on your own understanding;

in all your ways acknowledge him,
and he will make your paths straight.8

 When looking for a job, applying to college, or finding 
a spouse it can feel like you are swimming in an ocean 
of uncertainty. Sometimes there are many directions 
for you to go and other times you are looking for any 
direction which will keep you afloat. Finding the cor-

Some people distinguish between the 
realms of the world and of the divine 

as being mutually exclusive — 
Proverbs helps bridge this gap. 

3 Proverbs 17:8, 17:23  4 Proverbs 19:4-7          5 Proverbs 27:14   
6 Proverbs 21:19   7 Proverbs 31:8          8 Proverbs 3:5-6 
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rect path to follow in life is challenging. Even more so 
with the judgement people feel from others about their 
own career choices. Engineers and scientists are often 
judged negatively by their peers if they choose to leave 
their field of study. Parents pressure students to become 
doctors, lawyers, and bankers. When you are unsure of 
what direction to take your life, whether it be your career, 
company, family life, friendships, or any other choice 
you have to make, Proverbs reminds us to trust in the 
Lord and acknowledge his wisdom, as he will help you 
choose the path that leads to a more fulfilling future.
 
Drive/Determination

A little sleep, a little slumber, a little folding of the hands 
to rest, and poverty will come upon you like a robber, 

and want like an armed man.9
 
In 2007, Michigan football was ranked fifth in the Division 
I FBS subdivision and were opening against Appala-
chian State, a small school in a lower subdivision (FCS). 
Michigan receiver Greg Matthews said after the game, “I 
had never heard of them. Even watching their film, it was 
really grainy and bad quality…I personally wasn’t wor-
ried or concerned about the game.” In almost all circum-
stances, FBS vs FCS scores are extremely lopsided. For 
this game, the Las Vegas sportsbooks did not even give 

a betting line. When the teams came out, Michigan was 
sluggish while Appalachian State battled for every inch. 
At half time, Appalachian State had a 28-17 lead, shock-
ing the 109,000 people in attendance. Michigan crept 
back into the game and took the lead before the Moun-
taineers answered with a field goal making the score 
34-32. With time expiring Appalachian State, blocked a 
Michigan game-winning field goal, sealing their victory. 
With a little sleep and slumber by Michigan, Appalachian 
State became the second FCS team ever to beat a FBS 
team.
 
Humility

When pride comes, then comes disgrace,
but with humility comes wisdom.10

Self-importance is a trait that is seen more and more as 
people go into the workforce. People often define them-
selves based upon how others view them. It causes 
people to choose some jobs over others. It encourages 
people to feel more important than others. I have found 
many unsuccessful people who act like they are more 
important than others. The more successful people are 
often those who do not appear important at first glance. 
Everyone has something to add to make a positive im-
pact. The best people are able to put away their pride to 

Keith Cline | Image credit: Appalachian State Atheletics, 2007 

9 Proverbs 24:33               10 Proverbs 11:2
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hear the wisdom of all. 
Patience

Better a patient person than a warrior, one with self-con-
trol than one who takes a city.11 

A successful startup company usually begins with either 
a good or great idea. A strong vision is needed to con-
vince people to spend their time and money to pursue 
it. However, a good idea is useless without proper ex-
ecution. When a company has grown large enough, it 
may have acquisition offers. While each offer has to be 
weighed carefully, many offers are declined. Mark Zuck-
erberg famously declined a billion dollar offer from Ya-
hoo for his company, Facebook. When a company is in 
growth mode many offers underestimate future growth. 
Today, Facebook is worth more than $500 billion. It is 
often better to be a patient person than one who sells 

out in the beginning.  
  In summary, Proverbs is written to communicate 
wisdom to the young from past generations. Though it 
was written centuries ago, many of the maxims are still 
relevant to people today. They are humorous, engaging, 
and insightful. When operating in environments of am-
biguity or ethical questionability, Proverbs is a resource 
that can be used by all. It serves as a guide in this chaotic 
and often ambiguous world we live in today. Hard deci-
sions are placed in front of all people. When they are, 
remember Proverbs 4:23, which says, “Above all else, 
guard your heart, for everything you do flows from it.”

Travis Hank
Travis is junior studying Aeronautics and Astronau-
tics. He is from Chicago, a member of the baseball 

team and enjoys discussing geopolitics.

When operating in environments of 
ambiguity or ethical 

questionability, Proverbs is a resource 
that can be used by all. It serves as a 

guide in this chaotic and often 
ambiguous world we live in today.

Episcopal Diocese of Eastern 
Michigan | Image credit: Hartmut 
Tobies, 2015

11 Proverbs 16:32
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Introduction  
Every year during the winter term at MIT, there is a 
discussion series called "Reason for God" where 
Christian speakers give arguments supporting their faith. 
The events are relatively popular, particularly attracting 
many Christians, agnostics, and atheists. What makes 
it so special are the discussions between people with 
different beliefs about God.
  However, even after discussing different beliefs with 
other people, there is a tendency towards confirming 
one's own beliefs. Often, people come to the event with 
the goal of changing the minds of others. Many people 
leave the discussions without their deep beliefs having 
been seriously challenged or changed. I too have been 
guilty of this — coming to the event solely to intellectually 
convince others of my beliefs and to analytically tear 
down opposing worldviews. Yet if every party in a 
discussion just pushes for their own beliefs, would there 
be any significant change in anyone?

How can we facilitate meaningful dialogue 
between people with differing ideological beliefs? 
Hopefully by the end of this article we will have a better 
idea of how to approach this. To begin answering this 
question, I will argue that one cannot hold any ideological 
belief with complete certainty. Building off this point will 

establish that everyone must have faith in something, 
encouraging everyone to enter conversations with 
intellectual humility.
  Next, I will explore the major factors that determine 
what people choose to believe. Exploring these factors 
has a twofold effect. First, having a self-awareness of 
what determines your beliefs will allow you to critically 
analyze yourself and better control and understand 
what you believe. Knowing yourself better will allow you 
to focus and listen for arguments that deeply appeal to 
you. Second, it will help you strategically appeal to other 
people and help them critically analyze their beliefs.

  Note that, even though the context of this article is 
religious discussion, this article can apply to discussions 
of any kind. This analysis applies whenever there is 
ideological disagreement in general.

CONVERSATIONS THAT CHANGE MINDS 
by RONALD DAVIS

Every worldview can be made to be 
consistent and explanatory of reality. 
That is, regardless of one’s worldview, 
one can always logically explain away 

everything.

Reason for God discussion series
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A Lack of Certainty
Given a bit of philosophical skepticism, one cannot be 
completely sure of one's beliefs. There are a variety of 
reasons one may be skeptical. For instance, there might 
be a scientific or philosophical development in the future 
that provides evidence against a belief or a premise 
of a belief. Or it could be that the belief or premises 
themselves are difficult to prove or disprove. Whatever 
the case may be, one cannot be sure with absolute 
certainty that one's beliefs are true.
   This skepticism allows for a wide range of systems 
of ideological beliefs, or worldviews, to be potentially 
true. The most important concept to take from this 
discussion of skepticism is this: every worldview can be 
made to be consistent and explanatory of reality. That is, 
regardless of one's worldview, one can always logically 
explain away everything. (If one cannot, then one's 
imagination is simply not big enough.) Even if one holds 
a worldview that blatantly defies empirical observations, 
a proponent of such a worldview may simply ask, "Is 
what you observe true? Are your memories true?" And 
such skepticism cannot be proved or disproved. Thus, 
beliefs that we are in a simulation, or that aliens put 
humans on Earth, that God exists or does not exist, 
are all possibly true. No matter what one's worldview 
is, one can continue to explain away everything in terms 
of one's beliefs. Therefore, no question or argument can 
ever trump atheism, agnosticism, Christianity, 
Judaism, Islam, or any similar system of 
beliefs because proponents of their beliefs 
will always find a way to rationalize their worldview. The 
same goes for ideological beliefs outside of religion as 
well.
  For example, say that we consistently observe 
an apple falling to the ground. How do we explain 
what is happening? One explanation is that the 
gravity of the Earth pulls all objects towards 
its center, and thus the apple is simply 

moving towards the center. Another explanation is that 
the Earth (and you) are moving upwards towards the 
apple, until the ground hits the apple. Or perhaps there is 
an invisible interdimensional rubber band connecting the 
apple to the center of the earth, and the rubber band is 
stretched so that the apple becomes closer to the center 
of the Earth when possible. On the other hand, it could 
also just be aliens toying with us.
  In each case, a proponent of these claims can 
indefinitely add explanations and clarifications to address 
challenges to their belief. For instance, one may reject 
the last explanation because one does not observe any 
aliens, but a proponent may respond by saying the aliens 
may be interdimensional and thus unobservable. The 
argument can continue like this indefinitely. Thus, not 
only is it impossible to prove any of the explanations with 
certainty, but it is also possible to create a framework of 
reason that advocates any of them.
  But one may say: "obviously there is less intellectual 
merit in believing anything contrary to science, or any 
conspiracy theory that is clearly too elaborate and 
complicated." I would respond by explaining that the 
amount of intellectual merit is beside the point in this 
context.1 The main point is to show that since no belief can 
be verified as true with certainty, every belief is therefore 

potentially true. The fact that any framework of 
reason can be indefinitely explained away 

should compel one to have intellectual 
humility — one that comes from asking 

this question: How do you know that you are 
not simply explaining away your beliefs to make 

them consistent? Another important warning 
is this: one should not enter a conversation 
attempting to disprove or convince someone 

else by simply bringing up counterpoints 
or arguments, especially concerning 
ideologies. In a conversation 

1 I could address this point by making a stronger case for skepticism, but the complex justification and believability of the
stronger case are not worth the value it adds to the rest of the article. The stronger case would basically assert that every 
claim has the same probability of being true, and thus every claim takes the same amount of faith to believe. The weaker case, 
which I assume in this article, is that no claim can be known with certainty, although it is possible that some claims are closer 
to the truth than others. Thus, under the weaker case, every claim takes some amount of faith to believe, but not necessarily 
the same amount of faith. (Hence, it takes more faith to believe a claim that has a smaller probability of being true.)

Faith is simply 
taking a jump 

into the unknown, 
believing and acting 
upon something on 

which your worldview 
depends.

Leap of faith
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between people with mutually exclusive beliefs, not 
only is it possible that either belief is true, but each 
side can always add or clarify arguments that will nullify 
challenges to their beliefs.

The Four Appeals to Belief
When literally every worldview is potentially correct, how 
do we choose what to believe? Do we stick to believing 
that what we empirically observe is true? Do we adopt 
some institutionalized religion? Or should we believe 
some whacky and elaborate conspiracy theories?
  There seem to be four major appeals that 
determine whether someone believes a claim. I derived 
these appeals from personal experience and numerous 
discussions, and they seem to be sufficient in explaining 
what personally attracts people to beliefs.2 Imagine 
that you are presented with a claim. These are the 
primary questions that you will, either consciously or 
subconsciously, ask to determine whether you want to 
accept that claim:

(1) Does it feel true to me?
(2) Does it intellectually seem true to me?
(3) Is it relevant to me?
(4) Is it simple enough to be believable?

  Given this development, how could one come to 
a worldview that is true with certainty? Unfortunately, I 
do not believe it is possible. Yet despite this uncertainty, 
people still live their lives and confidently hold to their 
morals and worldview. What does this imply about 
people? This is the source of the common saying that 
everybody has faith in something. Your faith can be in 
science, God, your reasoning, others' reasoning, your 
feelings etc. And what is faith? In this context, faith 
is simply taking a jump into the unknown, believing 
and acting upon something on which your worldview 
depends.
  Note that faith is not just an intellectual belief, but 
is also manifested in our actions. We tend to only put 
ourselves in situations where we must depend on our 
object of faith. For example, if you have faith in your 
reason, then you will likely not believe in God until you 
feel that your reason to believe in God is sufficient. Or 
if your faith is in your abilities, then you will tend to put 
yourself into situations where you are confident your 
skills and abilities will allow you to succeed. On the 
contrary, if you have faith in God, you may be inclined 
to attempt something that you do not believe you can 
physically achieve, trusting that God will providentially 
help you. Our actions are inseparably tied to what we 

have faith in, and thus actions are a good indicator of 
our object of faith.
  Everybody has their own faith — through intellectual 
beliefs and actions — based on what appeals to them. 
Analyzing what experiences and observations appeal 
to you and others within each of these four categories 
will allow you to better accept and argue meaningful 
points.

Examples of the Four Appeals
Let’s go through an example of these four appeals to 
get a better grasp of how they practically affect people. 
I’ll go through the typical appeals for a secular (atheist/
agnostic) viewpoint and for a Christian viewpoint.3
  Starting with the secular perspective, one extremely 
common, yet powerful appeal in the category of (1) is 
the empirical observation of suffering and death in the 
world. This observation initiates emotional reactions in 
people, and naturally people question "why?" To say that 
there is a God who is both benevolent and all-powerful 
can be hurtful or insulting during this emotional turmoil. 
Another factor under (1) is when people have their own 
sense of morality that they feel is correct. Christianity 
has moral principles with which people disagree, and 
more importantly people may morally object to God 
allowing suffering to exist. Thus, there is an appeal to 
reject, or at least not believe in God because of these 
emotional conflicts. In addition, one can also be put 
off if one does not trust Christians or was hurt by the 
Church. In short, it does not feel good to believe in God
  The fact that the world seems explainable without 
God is a major appeal for (2). The progress of science 
has made believing in God look more like a crutch, and 
thus less appealing. The fact that one's practical life 
seems to not require God therefore makes belief in God 
seem unnecessary. The appeal for (3) is on a similar 
note. If God does not really affect one's life, then God 
seems irrelevant and thus unworthy of time and effort. 
(3) is also the reason that skeptics are still concerned 
with the empirical reality. Even if there is some hidden 
truth that one will never experience, that truth would not 
be relevant. In this case, one will naturally put one's faith 
in and act upon the empirical reality.
  The appeals for (4) are also related to the previous 
categories. If everything that is relevant is explainable 
without God, then believing in God seems to add 
unnecessary complications to an already sufficient 
system of beliefs. (4) also plays out in practical life; 
whenever someone tries to explain something, many 
people rule out complex or conspiracy-like explanations 
as they are seen as having less intellectual merit.

2 This means that these four appeals are not some fundamental equation, but instead are an explanation to my repeated
observations, much like the scientific method.

3 I choose these examples because they clearly portray a difference in fundamental beliefs and because I am relatively familiar
with these viewpoints. Also, I clump together the atheist and agnostic both for simplicity and because, as I discussed before, 
they both live secular lives, and that is an indicator of their objects of faith. 
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  Now for some typical appeals for Christianity. For 
(1), it is comforting to know that there is a benevolent 
and sovereign God, and that life is not meaningless and 
futile. It feels good to believe that God Himself sacrificed 
everything to save people and to have a relationship 
with them. Christianity also presents sin, the problem, 
which acknowledges one's feelings of guilt. And then 
Christianity presents forgiveness, the solution, which 
makes one feel justified.
  To many, the doctrine that God created everything 
out of nothing makes the most sense in explaining the 
existence of reality. This appeal falls under (2). When 
witnessing the complexity of reality through physics, 
biology, or simply by enjoying nature, some people 
can't help but attribute that to the design of an all-
knowing, all-powerful God. The doctrine and corollaries 
of Christianity also offer explanations and solutions to 
common human problems, such as selfishness, hate, 
relationships, humility, and so forth. This can also 
appeal to (2) if one sees the problems and solutions as 
accurate.
  For point (3), perhaps one has feelings of guilt for 
previous actions. Perhaps the guilt comes from harming 
or wronging people, stealing big or little things, lying for 
personal benefit, or being selfish to the core. Then the 
existence of a moral law and ultimate judgement are 
suddenly concerning to that person, and then God's 
saving grace becomes extremely relevant to their fate. 
Or perhaps one is hurting or lonely, then the promises 
that God offers of being with his children and giving 
them hope for a better future are indeed relevant to 
one's wellbeing. Finally, the appeals for (4) are like that 
of the secularist. If one needs an explanation for the 
origin or existence of morality, the belief that God exists 
is perhaps the simplest explanation. Some people do 
not have the faith to not believe in God.

  Although these examples may apply to some 
people, there are obviously more personal details and 
factors that I did not mention. Analyzing yourself in 
terms of these appeals is essential to facilitating a self-
awareness that allows you to better control and know 
your beliefs. And in conversation, you can probe your 
interlocutors to see what appeals to them and directly 
address those appeals.

Practical Applications
In an ideal discussion, everyone would clearly know 
and explain what appeals to them, and then others 
would directly address those appeals. Unfortunately, 
most discussions are not ideal. Sometimes people are 
not self-aware about what appeals to them and why. 
And even if they are, they probably do not want to tell 
you about their deepest, most personal influences. It 
can also be the case that people simply do not want to 
change their belief regardless of the evidence presented, 
for various reasons.
  There is little we can do to fully rectify these non-
ideal aspects. However, we can start by applying this 
analysis of appeals to ourselves to learn what appeals to 
us. Then we can communicate to our interlocutors how 
to best appeal to us. And in discussions we can use 
deductive reasoning to determine what appeals to other 
people. Once you determine what appeals they have in 
each category, and which categories they weigh more 
heavily, you can start addressing their appeals. Without 
complete knowledge, you will have to take educated 
shots in the dark, hoping some of your arguments will 
have meaningful effects. Also, be careful to not quickly 
assume that a particular category is important to your 
interlocutor just because they talk about it; perhaps 
another appeal means much more to them whether 
they know it or not. People can talk about things that do 
not necessarily appeal to 
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them to avoid certain topics or appeals. In addition, one 
subtle yet common fallacy is to present arguments that 
appeal to you, but not necessarily the other parties. 
When developing an argument, you should determine 
what appeals to your interlocutor, which may be different 
from what appeals to you. An argument that might not 
be particularly meaningful to you may hit home for 
someone else depending on what appeals to them.

Emotional Appeal
Now for a few practical tips on how to appeal in each of 
the categories, beginning with (1), how a belief appeals 
to one's feelings. My first tip is a common saying in 
Christian apologetics, but is nonetheless applicable 
to other contexts. To appeal to (1), one should "meet 
emotion with emotion." If your interlocutor expresses that 
certain emotions compel them to believe something, 
then responding with intellectual arguments may not 
help, or may make matters worse. For example, if a 
secularist was hurt by the Church, then the appropriate 
response would be to live out the principles of the 
Gospel and be a living example of what the Church 
represents. This seems better than simply telling the 
secularist that the religion of the Church is true despite 
the Church hurting people.

Intellectual Appeal
For appealing to intellect (2), nothing can replace having 
conversations with people. In my experience, when I 
present my arguments to others, I often find that I placed 
my interlocutor into a false logical box, making untrue 
assumptions about the way they think or feel. And when 
the interlocutor points out my false assumptions about 
them, I must critically re-evaluate every argument that 
hinged on those assumptions. But this is good; because 
not only does it strengthen my future arguments, but I 
gain a more accurate understanding of the person with 
whom I'm talking. People also tend to bring up interesting 
counterarguments and edge cases that make me 
reconsider my position on issues. Having discussions 
with people is one of the best ways to reveal where your 
arguments fall short, as well as learning what type of 
reasoning is most meaningful.
  Another tip is that history is especially useful in 
many situations — especially in religious conversations. 
Knowing the relevant history of a topic is a powerful tool 
used to confirm or debunk arguments. Sometimes a 
quick history reference can expose flawed reasoning, 
showing that the consequences of a given cause are 
different than was expected. In addition, realized events 
in the past portray how situations play out within a 
given context. This information can offer insight into 
analyzing hypothetical situations that are used to 
support arguments. Try it out; history might turn out to 
be surprisingly useful.

Personal Appeal
Next is how to approach making a belief personally 
relevant (3) to your interlocutor. Clearly, we make 
arguments based on our own assumptions. That is, our 
arguments are self-convincing because they are made 
in our own framework of thinking. However, that same 
argument may not be convincing to someone else with 
a different framework of thinking. During a discussion, 
take note of the basic assumptions and mindset of your 
interlocutor. Then try to "translate" the argument from 
your framework to that of your interlocutor. In other 
words, put the argument completely in their terms. 
For example, if a Christian wants to argue for the case 
of morality to a secularist, then rather than appealing 
to "God's Law," they should appeal to why "moral" 
behavior is important to the secularist. Learning how 
to translate your arguments into different frameworks to 
make it more relevant to others is essential to successful 
communication.
  There is also a principle that one should keep in 
mind when making arguments appealing to (3). The 
principle is this: humans are selfish. If you can argue 
that there is an alternative that better benefits your 
interlocutor, then they may be more open to changing 
their mind. For example, consider that a science 
advocate is trying to convince a US Senator to increase 
spending on research. Although the science advocate 
may believe that there is intrinsic value in research, the 
Senator may not necessarily think the same. And if that 
is the case, then a more effective way to convince the 
Senator would be to show how increasing spending 
on research practically benefits the Senator and the 
country. Perhaps showing evidence that China and 
other countries are becoming more technologically 
advanced than the US would be more convincing to 
the Senator.

Simplicity Appeal
Finally, for the simplicity of beliefs (4), if you are arguing that 
reality is more complex than your interlocutor believes, 
then you should show that complications are needed to 
better appeal to your interlocutor. Sometimes there are 
situations that have a hidden nuanced simplicity, where 
things are not as simple as they may seem. And vice 
versa, if you want to argue that reality is simpler, then 
show that their complications are unnecessary to fulfill 
their appeals. The key is to focus on what appeals to 
your interlocutor, and whether the situation is simpler or 
more nuanced than they perceive.
  Here is an interesting historical example about 
how the simplicity of a claim appeals to people. Albert 
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Einstein's theory of general relativity faced decades of 
being ignored or disregarded by prominent scientists 
from the early 1920's to the late 1950's.4 Why? At the 
time, many scientists believed that "general relativity 
[was] too sophisticated a theory, exceedingly isolated 
from other theories, and that it [led] to too small a 
number of empirical predictions in comparison with the 
effort involved in working on it."5 Several scientists even 
openly admitted the theoretical evidence backing the 
theory was strong, but they still did not find the theory 
worth pursuing because it was too complex for not 
enough reward. For example, mathematician Tullio Levi-
Civita stated that:

Mechanical laws, according to Einstein's 
theory, are much more complicated in 
conception than under the assumption 
of Newton. However, the motion 
of celestial bodies under ordinary 
circumstances differs so little from 
their Newtonian representation that, 
for astronomical purposes, relativistic 
effects may be conveniently treated as 
first-order perturbations.6

  As shown historically, even scientists and 
mathematicians appeal to simplicity. In this case, 
Einstein was proposing a new revolutionary way to think 
about space and time. Yet, many scientists disregarded 
it because they thought it was too complex for pragmatic 
use, and that Newtonian mechanics were simple and 
good enough. How did scientists eventually become 

convinced of the theory? Significant factors were the 
discoveries of phenomena like cosmic background 
radiation, quasars, and pulsars in the 1960s.7
  There are two lessons to learn from this example. 
First, everyone should be careful to not oversimplify 
reality or overlook beliefs. It is easy to say things are 
simple when taking facts for granted. But sometimes 
profound conclusions — such as in the case of general 
relativity — can come from contemplating certain 
beliefs. Secondly, note that the scientific community 
was convinced that relativity was worth their time only 
after experiments and discoveries strongly confirmed 
the theory. In general, using clear, practical examples 
showing the necessity of complications is an effective 
way to convince others that those complications are 
necessary.
  And this concludes the practical tips I have to 
apply to conversations. Too often do conversations 
between people with different ideological beliefs turn 
out to be unfruitful. This can happen when each person 
comes in confidently believing that they are correct 
and that they can intellectually dismantle any opposing 
framework of thought. However, this mindset only leads 
to meaningless arguments and unchanged minds. I 
addressed this issue using skepticism to encourage 
intellectual humility. I then introduced the four appeals 
that determine how people choose what to believe. 
Awareness of these appeals is key to pinpointing 
arguments that may be meaningful to one's interlocutor. 
In summary, the two primary takeaways are: to enter 
conversations with intellectual humility, and to keep 
in mind what appeals to others and yourself during 
discussions. I hope and pray that this article helps 
facilitate more meaningful conversations between 
people with differing beliefs.

4 Jean Eisenstaedt, “The Low-Water Mark of General Relativity (1925-1955)”, in Einstein and the History of General Relativity, 
ed.Don Howard and John Stachel (Boston: Birkhäuser, 1989), 277-292.
5 Quoted in Eisenstaedt, Mark of General Relativity, 278.
6 Quoted in Eisenstaedt, Mark of General Relativity, 284.
7 David Kaiser, “Roger Babson and The Rediscovery of General Relativity”, in Kaiser, Making Theory: Producing Physics and

Physicists in Postwar America (Ph.D. dissertation, Harvard University, 2000), 567-595.
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Image credit: Mark Garlick | Science Source
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WHAT DID JESUS SAY ABOUT ETHNOCENTRISM?
 by SAM ELDER

The events in Charlottesville this past summer around a 
planned white nationalist protest called "Unite the Right" 
have raised the ugly specter of racism again in a country 
which has been steadily growing ever more diverse. 
Given that white evangelical Christians famously voted in 
droves for the same president that the white nationalists 
cite as inspiration,1 one naturally wonders: Should we 
also allow ourselves to be united to such a cause?
  The answer, for Christians who follow Jesus, is a 
resounding no.
  To be quite honest, even as a Christian, I didn't 
always realize this. Looking back now, I would say that 
for much of my life, I had a general impression that the 
Bible was against slavery or hatred of any kind, but that 
racism was not specifically called out. It wasn't until I 
read John Piper's Bloodlines as a part of a book study 
at my church several months ago that I became aware of 
this thread of messages woven throughout the Bible and 
specifically, the gospels.

  Accordingly, then, much of the credit for this article 
comes from that book, particularly chapter 7, which I'd 
highly recommend if you want to dive into this subject in 
more detail. My focus here is limited to Jesus's words and 
deeds as recorded in the gospels, but Piper deals very 
thoroughly with how the rest of the Bible2 and Christian 
theology also condemn racism, answering many of the 
related questions (like "What about commands against 
intermarriage?"3) that you might have on these topics.

  For brevity, I'll also focus on only one component of 
racism, called ethnocentrism: the belief that one's own 
ethnic culture is superior and/or favored by God. This 
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Image credit: Samuel Corum | Anadolu Agency | Getty Images

1 As Pew famously reported, exit polls showed 81% of white evangelicals voted for Donald Trump, while 15% voted for Hillary
Clinton. Of course, the vast majority did so for reasons other than ethnocentrism, but those are not my focus.

2 For instance, while the Old Testament is focused on Israel, God’s intent is clear from the Abrahamic covenant onwards that
through Israel He would ultimately bless all the nations (see e.g. Genesis 22:18), a promise that Christians understand as 
coming to fruition in Jesus.

3 As Piper explains in Chapter 15, all such Old Testament commands concern interfaith rather than interracial marriage.
Moreover, God expresses his will quite clearly when Miriam complains about Moses’ black wife in Numbers 12, ironically 
giving her leprosy.
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seems to be the opinion of white nationalists who want 
the United States to be an "ethnostate," chanting slogans 
like "You will not replace us!" But while that's the most 
obvious exhibition of these sentiments in recent times, I 
don't expect this is an opinion unique to this time, or, in 
fact, to white Americans.
  We'll start the story at the beginning of Jesus's 
public ministry, when he preaches in his hometown of 
Nazareth, where Jesus is famously rejected. Growing up 
in church, I was often given various explanations for this 
rejection, like, "Wouldn't it be weird if someone you knew 
growing up suddenly claimed to be the Messiah? You 
wouldn't believe him, would you?" But that's actually not 
why they rejected Jesus at all. Read carefully:

And he came to Nazareth, where 
he had been brought up. And as was 
his custom, he went to the synagogue 
on the Sabbath day, and he stood up 
to read. And the scroll of the prophet 
Isaiah was given to him. He unrolled the 
scroll and found the place where it was 
written,

"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."

And he rolled up the scroll and gave 
it back to the attendant and sat down. 
And the eyes of all in the synagogue 
were fixed on him. And he began to 
say to them, "Today this Scripture has 
been fulfilled in your hearing." And all 
spoke well of him and marveled at the 
gracious words that were coming from 
his mouth. And they said, "Is not this 
Joseph's son?" And he said to them, 
"Doubtless you will quote to me this 
proverb, '"Physician, heal yourself." 
What we have heard you did at 
Capernaum, do here in your hometown 
as well.'" And he said, "Truly, I say to 
you, no prophet is acceptable in his 
hometown. But in truth, I tell you, there 

were many widows in Israel in the days 
of Elijah, when the heavens were shut 
up three years and six months, and a 
great famine came over all the land, 
and Elijah was sent to none of them 
but only to Zarephath, in the land of 
Sidon, to a woman who was a widow. 
And there were many lepers in Israel 
in the time of the prophet Elisha, and 
none of them was cleansed, but only 
Naaman the Syrian." When they heard 
these things, all in the synagogue were 
filled with wrath. And they rose up and 
drove him out of the town and brought 
him to the brow of the hill on which their 
town was built, so that they could throw 
him down the cliff. But passing through 
their midst, he went away.4

  To sum up, Jesus first claims to be the Messiah, and 
they admire him, even while remembering him among 
them as a child. Then he explains that his message and 
healing powers are also meant for foreigners, and they 
fly off the handle. Despite what we might have imagined, 
their rejection has nothing to do with lack of belief and 
everything to do with privilege. Their appeal for healing is 
not to his mercy, but to his heritage. And Jesus explicitly 
rejects it, risking his own reputation and even his life to 
proclaim that God is not tribal.
  He delivers this message by raising two stories of 
prophets in the Old Testament showing God repeatedly 
choosing to lift up and act through the ethnic and political 
foreigner. Why bring this up in Nazareth? Well, they were 
probably expecting some kickback, some special status 
as the ancestral home of the Messiah. But Jesus's 
kingdom is not embedded or constrained by the ethnic 
and geographical landscape of the day, then or now. His 
message and calling is universal, going out of the way to 
include those of different races and nations.
  It doesn't stop there. Jesus goes on to heal a 
Roman centurion's servant5 — keep in mind that the 
Romans were the mortal enemies of the Jews — and a 
Syrophoenician's daughter6, praising both for their faith. 
When he wants to illustrate for his audience what loving 
your neighbor looks like, he picks a Samaritan as his 
hero.7
  What makes Jesus angry? In Mark 11:15-19, he 
sees merchants ripping off foreigners in the outer court 

4 Luke 4:16-30, ESV              5 Matthew 8:6-13
6 Mark 7:26. Although Jesus is initially reluctant, citing his calling first to Israel, he does heal her daughter. While there is

definitely some debate on this subject, it definitely seems to me like an instance of Jesus testing the woman’s faith rather 
than expressing a timeless truth about his mission.

7 The Parable of the Good Samaritan, Luke 10:25-37
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of the temple: "And he was teaching and saying to 
them, 'Is it not written, "My house will be called a house 
of prayer for all the nations"? But you have made it a 
den of robbers.'"8 This outer court wasn't even meant 
for the Jews; it was for foreigners. The idea of denying 
or even slightly inhibiting a foreigner's access to God is 
revolting to Jesus.
  At his final address to his disciples, Jesus gives 
them this mission: "Go therefore and make disciples of 
all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father 
and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to 
observe all that I have commanded you. And behold, 
I am with you always, to the end of the age."9 His 
final words carry forward what had been his mission 
all along, that the Christian movement would not be 
confined to or bestow benefits on any one ethnic or 
political population.

  When I first realized how foundational this 
message was upon reading this chapter, it surprised 
me. Explicitly baked into Christianity from the beginning 
is a conviction that ethnic and political barriers are 
wrong. This is why you see Christians fervently trying 
to evangelize in the far corners of the earth. It's why 

Christians have been on the front lines of ending 
slavery and of racial reconciliation, why there were 
clergy counter-protesting10 in Charlottesville, and why 
evangelical leaders have nearly universally condemned 
the rally.11

  Christians, when it comes to some, or perhaps 
even most, matters in the public square, there is room 
for debate about the best way for us to respond to the 
calling of Christ. But ethnocentrism, most prominently 
expressed today in white nationalism, is not one such 
matter. Jesus and the rest of the authority of Scripture 
are clear: You cannot be ethnocentric and a follower of 
Christ at the same time.

Sam Elder 
Sam is an Applied Math graduate student at MIT 

studying machine learning theory. He blogs 
regularly about a variety of topics at 

thechristianrationalist.com.

8 Jesus is quoting Isaiah 56 here, the greater context of which reads, “And the foreigners who join themselves to the LORD,
to minister to him, to love the name of the LORD, and to be his servants, everyone who keeps the Sabbath and does not 
profane it, and holds fast my covenant—these I will bring to my holy mountain, and make them joyful in my house of prayer; 
their burnt offerings and their sacrifices will be accepted on my altar; for my house shall be called a house of prayer for all 
peoples.” (ESV)

9 Matthew 28:19-20, ESV
10 Sojourners, Clergy Came to Charlottesville, Aug. 14, 2017.
11 See Christianity Today: Evangelical Advisers Condemn Charlottesville Rally More Than Trump, Aug. 13, 2017.l
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You have probably heard about apocryphal, non-
canonical gospels or writings about Jesus from 
antiquity. Their general existence has been popularized 
by documentaries on National Geographic, CNN, PBS, 
movies and novels—most notably by Dan Brown’s The 
Da Vinci Code—and books by scholars such as Bart 
Ehrman. Rather than bore most readers with the detailed 
beliefs and origin of these writings, and the groups that 
used them, I aim to draw out some connections between 
ancient heretical beliefs and modern tendencies by 
Christians. In doing so, I hope to share with my fellow 
Christians the challenge that I have felt while reading 
through the debates of early Christianity—to embrace 
Orthodoxy, in its paradoxes and difficulties, and to be 
wary of slipping into heretical practices.1
  When reading through the extant writings my initial 
thoughts were largely dominated by their strangeness, 
and in more cases than not, their truly absurd claim 
of connection to the historical Jesus. As historian and 

former Anglican bishop NT Wright put it “they are akin to 
finding a document purportedly about Napoleon giving 
orders to his officers on tactics, but where he discusses 
nuclear submarines and B52 bombers therein.”2

  Yet, as we ponder the origins of their beliefs it 
is actually possible to find scriptural support. Their 
heretical beliefs were the outcome of the same process 
that produces all heresy. Namely, it starts with a narrow, 
selective reading of scripture that is then over-emphasized 
and serves as a tangential point for one’s own desires. 
Despite the varying level of absurdity of these beliefs, it 
is at first striking, but ultimately not a mere coincidence 
that they have modern manifestations both in my own life 
and the lives of some of my fellow American Christians. 
  Central to any interpretation of Christian faith is 
one’s answer to the question that Jesus posed to his 
disciples, “who do you say that I am?” NYT columnist 
Ross Douthat, in his book Bad Religion, outlines the way 
orthodoxy has embraced the paradoxical tension of the 

AGAINST (OUR OWN) HERESIES
by ERIK JOHNSON

1 The title is a play on the ancient orthodox apologetic works from which we owe much of what we know of the ancient he
esies and early formulation of Orthodoxy: Against Heresies by Irenaeus (c. 180) and Refutation of All Heresies by Hippolytus 
(c. 200).

2 N.T. Wright, Judas and the Gospel of Jesus: Have we missed the truth about Christianity. See The Gospel of The Lord: How 
the Early Church Wrote the Story of Jesus, by Michael Bird, pg 296. 

Icon of the Council of Nicea
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character of Jesus in answering that question: 

The boast of Christian Orthodoxy, as codified 
by the councils of the early Church and 
expounded in the creeds, has always been its 
fidelity to the whole of Jesus. Its dogmas and 
definitions seem to encompass the seeming 
contradictions in the gospel narratives rather 
than evading them. Was he God or was he 
man? Both, says orthodoxy. Is the kingdom 
he preached something to be lived out in this 
world or something to be expected in the 
next? Both. Did he offer a blueprint for moral 
conduct or a call to spiritual enlightenment? 
Both. Did he mean to fulfill Judaism among 
the Jews, or to convert the Gentile world? 
Both. Was he the bloodied man of sorrows 
of Mel Gibson; the hippie, lilies-of-the-field 
of Godspell, or the wise moralist beloved by 
Victorian liberals? All of them and more… 
  The goal of the great heresies, on the 
other hand, has often been to extract from 
the tensions of the gospel narratives a more 
consistent, streamlined, and not contradictory 
Jesus.3   

  There were roughly two strands of heresy in the early 
Church: Gnostic and Jewish. The Gnostic (lit. “having 
knowledge” in Greek) worldview, in general, held that 
the material world is irredeemably corrupt rather than 
inherently good but fallen into sin. Humanity had been 
imprisoned in the flesh by an evil demigod, often identified 
with the Jewish God of the OT. The higher, supreme and 
previously unknown God, however had sent the divine 
being Jesus to impart saving knowledge to humans of 
this predicament, teaching them to know their true divine 
spirit so that they could be liberated from the material 
world. Gnosticism in its various instances flourished 
particularly in and around Hellenistic intellectual cities 
such as Rome, Alexandria, and Antioch in the 2nd and 
3rd centuries.4
  In many ways an antithesis, Jewish strands of 
Christianity maintained that followers of Jesus should 
more or less continue to follow the Jewish Law, such as 
the practice of circumcision, observance of festivals and 
dietary restrictions, all the while believing that Jesus was 
the Messiah sent by God for the salvation of the world. 
They likely believed that the crucifixion of Jesus was an 
atoning sacrifice for sins, possibly as an end to the Jewish 

sacrificial system, and some, if not most, believed in his 
resurrection. In general, these groups usually held a 
lower Christology, meaning that they either believed that 
Jesus, as the Son of God, was only a man, or that he did 
not preexist with the Father and only became the divine 
son of God at his baptism or resurrection. Accordingly, 
most rejected a divine birth by holding that Jesus was 
not born of a virgin. They apparently used a text very 
similar to the Gospel of Matthew but without its first 
two chapters that narrate the virgin birth. Unfortunately 
we have much less information about these groups, 
presumably because they were much smaller as they 
do not get very much attention (especially in comparison 
to the Gnostic groups) from the Church Fathers who 
were critical of heretical groups. Though the ancient 
description of these groups isn’t exactly clear, and at 
times is contradictory, it appears that some, perhaps 
the Nazarenes, were closer to orthodoxy in most beliefs, 
being somewhat similar to modern Messianic Jews who 
believe orthodox doctrine but integrate Jewish customs 
into their worship by holding to some Jewish laws and 
celebrations. Meanwhile, others, such as the Ebionites, 
rejected more fully Paul’s teachings on the divinity 
of Jesus and the law’s place for Jewish and Gentile 
followers of Jesus.5

Rejection of the material world 
The Gnostic rejection of the material world was rooted 
in their dualistic separation of the supreme spiritual god 
revealed by Jesus, and the lower creator god that ruled 
the material world. Pulling mainly from the teachings of 
Paul and the Gospel of John, they emphasized that in 
Jesus “was life, and that life was the light of men” that 
shines in the darkness. Before Jesus however, “No one 
had ever seen God, but God the one and only, who is 
at the Father’s side, [had] made him known.”6 Similarly 
Matthew and Luke share the saying “All things have been 
delivered to me by my Father; and no one knows the Son 
except the Father, and no one knows the Father except 
the Son and any one to whom the Son chooses to reveal 
him.”7 Some went even further to conclude that when 
Jesus taught that the Jewish religious leaders were from 

The Gnostic [lit. having knowledge] 
worldview, in general, held that the 

material world is irredeemably 
corrupt rather than inherently good but 

fallen into sin.

3 Ross Douthat, Bad religion, pg 153. The book is a criticism of the bad forms of popular religion expressed in the US in the
past 50 years. 

4 Joseph H. Lynch, Early Christianity, A Brief History, pgs 54-61. 
5 Ibid, pg 43. Bart D. Ehrman, Jesus, Interrupted, pgs 191-193, 199. Ron Cameron, The Other Gospels, pgs 97-106.

Jerome, Against Pelagius 3.2, Irenaeus, Against Heresies, 1:26:1-2, 5.1.3 Epiphanius; Panarion 29, especially 29.7:2-9:5; 
30.13:7-8; 30.16,4-5. Eusebius, Church History, 3.27.1-6. 

6 John 1, See also John 17:25            7 Matthew 11:25-27, Luke 10:21-24 
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this earth below while he was from his Father above, 
that their Father (the very god of the Hebrews) was 
the devil who was “a murderer from the beginning…the 
father of lies.”8

  In regard to our humanity, under the lesser material 
god we were previously “dead…in following the ways of 
this world and the ruler of the kingdom of the air...[but] 
by grace [we are] saved. And God raised us up with 
Christ and seated us with him in the heavenly realms in 
Christ Jesus, in order that in the coming ages he might 
show the incomparable riches of his grace…”9 Having 
been enlightened of the enslavement of their souls to the 
material world, the Gnostics longed for their liberation 
from this world into the next. 

  Though modern Christians would not forge a 
dualistic view of the universe based on the beliefs that 
the Jewish God is evil10 or that there exists a higher 
more supreme god, there is a harrowing propensity for 
Christians (at least in America) to focus on their future 
in heaven at the expense of life’s existence on earth. As 
a rationale for their longings they can point to Paul and 
also even Peter’s11 teaching: 

Our citizenship is in heaven, and it is from 
there that we are expecting a Savior, the Lord 
Jesus Christ. He will transform the body of 
our humiliation that it may be conformed to 
the body of his glory12 

But the day of the Lord will come like a thief, 
and then the heavens will pass away with a 
loud noise, and the elements will be dissolved 
with fire, and the earth and everything that is 
done on it will be disclosed.
  Since all these things are to be dissolved 
in this way, what sort of persons ought you to 
be in leading lives of holiness and godliness, 

waiting for and hastening the coming of the 
day of God, because of which the heavens will 
be set ablaze and dissolved, and the elements 
will melt with fire? But, in accordance with his 
promise, we wait for new heavens and a new 
earth, where righteousness is at home.13 

  In emphasizing a Christian’s citizenship in heaven, 
Paul is writing contextually as a Roman citizen to fellow 
citizens in a city that was an eastern Roman colony 
located among mainly non-citizens. First he is stressing 
that a Christian’s citizenship is even superior to any 
earthly identity such as the relatively limited Roman 
citizenship. However, Paul’s exhortations in the rest of 
the chapter and book suggest that he is also calling the 
Philippian Christians to be ambassadors of the heavenly 
kingdom, representing it with their Godly actions and 
extending the heavenly empire as they were similarly 
doing for Rome. 
  As Christians we do believe that this world as it 
is will not last forever, and we look forward to our final 
home where peace and righteousness reigns. Yet that 
does not negate for us the fundamental reality of our one 
human family and the requirement by Jesus and Paul 
to live in peace with others; peace that is necessarily 
proactive rather than escapist.14 This message is woven 
throughout Scripture; for instance, from the prophet 
Jeremiah we find a sharp exhortation to live fully even 
when not fully at home. After Israel was sacked in the 
6th century BC and the Jews were carried off by their 
enemies to captivity in Babylon, the prophet Jeremiah 
challenged them to “Build houses and live in them; 
plant gardens and eat their produce...seek the welfare 
of the city where I have sent you into exile, and pray to 
the Lord on its behalf, for in its welfare you will find your 
welfare.” (Jeremiah 29:5-7) 
  Similar encouragement and imagery is expressed 
beautifully in a recent song by The Porter’s Gate15: 
 

Your labor is not in vain 
Though the ground underneath you 

is cursed and stained 
Your planting and reaping are never the same 

Your labor is not in vain

8 John 8:12-47               9 Ephesians 2
10 At the same time, a minority of Christians would distance the God of the Old Testament from that of the New Testament

because they find portions of the Old Testament to be unjustifiably violent or intolerant. An apologetic response to such 
accusations can be found in the book; Is God a Moral Monster?: Making Sense of the Old Testament God by Paul Copan. 

11 Most NT scholars do not believe Peter was the author of 2nd Peter. Regardless of who the author is believed to be, the 
passage is influential. 
12 Phil 3:20-21               13 2 Peter 3:10-13
14 As a rebuke to passive stance towards peace, Jesus calls us to be peacemakers (Matt 5:9). A good example of modern

proactive peacemaking is the group “Preemptive Love Coalition” which contrasts with the past, and sadly continued, 
generalized American indifference towards the lives of those in the Middle East. 

15 Your Labor is not in Vain. Recorded in June 2017 as part of The Porter’s Gate Worship Project.

There is a harrowing propensity for 
Christians (at least in America) to focus 
on their future in heaven at the expense 

of life’s existence on earth.
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The houses you labored to build 
Will finally with laughter and joy be filled 

The serpent that hurts and 
destroys will be killed 

And all that is broken be healed

I am with you, I am with you (x2)  
For I have called you, called you by name 

Your labor is not in vain.

  It is however not wrong to long for the full 
consummation of God’s redemption, as one of Paul’s 
greatest passages on new life in the spirit of Christ vs 
the old life of the flesh declares that 

the whole creation has been groaning 
in labor pains until now; and not only 
the creation, but we ourselves, who 

have the first fruits of the Spirit, groan 
inwardly while we wait for adoption, the 

redemption of our bodies.16 

  Further, in the Psalms we find many instances 
declaring emphatically that creation will rejoice in joy 
when God’s good judgement runs its course: 

Let the sea roar, and all that fills it;
  the world and those who live in it.

Let the floods clap their hands;
  let the hills sing together for joy

at the presence of the Lord, 
for he is coming to judge the earth.

He will judge the world with righteousness,
  and the peoples with equity.17

 
  I, like fellow Christians and non-Christians alike, am 
deeply saddened by the despairing violence and pain 
in our world, left often only with the words of liturgical 
prayer “Christ have mercy”. Contrast these sorrows with 
the glorious hope we have in Christ, and it is not hard 
for a Christian to become cynical and to “give up” on 
this world.

A Kingdom Perspective
To combat such despair and an “escapist gospel”, I 
would point to what is in my opinion the central theme of 
the Synoptic Gospels: the Kingdom of God. It appears 
that the announcement of the present and coming 
Kingdom was at the forefront of Jesus’s message and 
his raison d’etre.18 
  In the midst of 19th century Victorian era historical 
criticism that often resulted in reducing Jesus to a 
moral teacher or an invention of the early Church, 
Albert Schweitzer in the early 20th century did much 
to eventually set the search for the historical Jesus 
back on track.19 Though going too far in his literalist 
reading, he argued that Jesus in his own conviction was 
a Jewish apocalyptic prophet announcing the end of 
the world. Critics both at the crucifixion and now, such 
as Bart Ehrman, would argue that Jesus’s apocalyptic 
Kingdom announcement turned out to be empty, failing 
at the cross. In order to assess the success of Jesus 
we must first understand that the Jewish apocalyptic 
prophets both in the ancient past with Jeremiah, 

16 Romans 8:22-23               17 Psalm 98, see also Ch 67, 96, 9, 72, 76
18 For more on this point I suggest the writings of NT Wright, particularly The Challenge of Jesus or Jesus and the Victory of

God. For a shorter read, see the article I wrote for the first issue of MIT et Spiritus, “The Gospel in the First Century” 
19 Schweitzer’s analysis wasn’t very impactful on scholarship right away as skepticism of the likes of Rudolf Boltmann was

still popular. Schweitzer’s real influence was on a future generation of scholars who had at their disposal the Dead Sea 
Scrolls and a wider range of Jewish literature of the Second Temple Period. As this material became widely available, a 
growing case was made that the Jesus of the Gospels could be quite historically understood as an apocalyptic prophet of 
his day rather than a shadowy figure that had layers upon layers added to him by the early Church. 

20 A good example is Isaiah 13 which is a prophetic description of the fall of Babylon in 539 BC. If read literally (especially
verses 10-11) you would conclude that the world was ending and the final day of judgement was at hand. 
Similarly, Peter in his sermon in Acts 2 directly quotes the cosmic language of Joel 2, which for both Joel and Peter was not 
the end of the world but the great covenant renewal of a gracious God despite the sin and worthy judgement of the people. 

Jesus healing a blind man by Brian Jekel
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Ezekiel, Amos, Isaiah, and those of Jesus’ day, such 
as the Essenes, did not envision the literal destruction 
of the world at the time when God would restore and 
renew their covenant and hopes. Rather they used 
cosmic language to ascribe theological significance to 
social-political events20—namely the end of exile, the 
age to come and the new covenant. 
  Jesus, as the Jewish Messiah, saw himself as 
being the spearhead in the Jewish longing for God’s 
justice, knowledge and peace that would overthrow 
the systems of injustice and bring a new world order. 
Jesus’s message drew on the hopes of many passages 
of the Old Testament, one of which being: 

then a throne shall be established in 
steadfast love

  in the tent of David,
  and on it shall sit in faithfulness

a ruler who seeks justice
  and is swift to do what is right.21 

  Ultimately, the early Church came to believe that 
the present Kingdom of God was not going to be 
physical in the usual sense. The ubiquitous continuation 
of injustice and pain made it clear that the Kingdom had 
not arrived in the manner that many expected, yet the 
earth shattering event of the resurrection cast a new 
light on Jesus and his message of the Kingdom that 
they then believed was sprouting. 
  So how should our thinking about the Kingdom 
direct our actions to faithfully following Christ? 
  First, as is characteristic of orthodoxy’s insistence 
on following Jesus even when paradoxical, it is certainly 
true that there is tension in the “already but not yet” 
reality of God’s Kingdom.22 

  On one hand you have Jesus’ saying in John 18:36 
that “My kingdom is not of this world. If my kingdom were 
of this world, my servants would have been fighting”. 
This descriptive should not be understood in the 
extreme as though his kingdom is wholly separate and 
in heaven, or the future only. Rather Jesus is rejecting 
the pattern of kingdoms of this world that we know 
too well. Contemporarily he was likely criticizing some 
strands of Jewish Kingdom hopes such as the Zealots 
that pushed for violent revolution, or the Essenes who 
had escaped to the hills and were waiting for God to 
act decisively on their behalf. Jesus elsewhere makes 
this clear: 

But Jesus called them to him and said, 
“You know that the rulers of the Gentiles 
lord it over them, and their great ones 
exercise authority over them. It shall not 
be so among you. But whoever would be 
great among you must be your servant, 
and whoever would be first among you 
must be your slave, even as the Son 
of Man came not to be served but to 
serve, and to give his life as a ransom 
for many.”23

  Looking now at Paul, he is correct in his platonic 
description that the “kingdom of God is righteousness, 
peace and joy in the Holy Ghost.”24 However, as Paul 
unpacks Isaiah and the other prophets in Romans, he 
knows that such a reality is only true because Jesus, as 
the physical word of God, went out from God and planted 
a new, and expanded people of God.25 Appropriately, in 
his 4th century masterpiece written against Arianism26, 
On the Incarnation, St. Athanasius elegantly develops 

For Peter, the outpouring of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost was an earth shattering event. From these examples, among 
others, one can understand that Jesus in his prophetic discourse (Matthew 24, Mark 13 and Luke 21) of the destruction of 
the temple, the coming of the Son of Man, and the gathering of a new people of God, would likely not be interpreted by his 
Jewish listeners as the end of the world. But as the end of the age with something new about to happen—namely God’s 
judgement on those that rejected Jesus’s way forward and the inauguration of the long sought Kingdom of God.

21 Isaiah 16:5, see also Isaiah 2, 11, 35, 40, 42, 61, Jeremiah 23, 31, 33, Micah 4-5, Ezekiel 34, Zechariah 9-14, Hosea 6, 11, 
14, etc. See also the article I wrote in the first issue of MIT et Spiritus, “The Gospel in the First Century”. 
22 For a refreshing and robust treatment of our present and future hope I suggest the book Surprised by Hope by NT Wright. 
23 Matthew 20:25-28              24 Romans 14:17
25 Isaiah 56:10-11. This promise of God replanting with his word is the answer to the lost vineyard of Isaiah 5, the shoot of

Jesse in Isaiah 11, the healing joy of Isaiah 35, and the promised revealing of God’s salvation to the whole world in Isaiah 
51-52 that is finally detailed in Isaiah 52-53. Further Isaiah 54-56 tells how when God’s salvation comes to Israel, foreigners 
will be involved in the renewed and expanded people of God. 

26 In the early 4th century Arius of Alexandria taught that Jesus (the word of God) was a divine being created by God the
Father before the creation of the world. It was then through Jesus that everything else was created. As a created being, 
Arius held that Jesus, as the Son of God, was subordinate to God the Father. This was incompatible with the belief of 
Alexander, the bishop of Alexandria, along with the large majority of the orthodox church, who believed that Jesus as the 
Word of God and Son of God was not subordinate to the Father, but fully shared sovereign authority with the Father. In 
order to avoid schism within the empire, Emperor Constantine called for the council of Nicea in 325 AD. Of the some 300+ 
bishops present, all but Arius and 2 others signed the Nicene creed.



MIT et SPIRITUS
32

how it was only proper that the same word that made 
the physical creation in the first place was the one to 
redeem it.27

  Finally, as Christians who do not hold the creator 
god to be inferior, we believe that creation is a good 
thing. Yes, new creation will be even better. But it is very 
sad to see Christians either consumed with their private 
lives and escaping from society, or taking an aloof 
stance towards the environment, often spitefully for their 
disdain for those that reject belief in God and worship 
the creation rather than the creator28. As is always the 
case, acting out of bitterness or self-righteousness 
does not produce right thinking or actions. Instead we 
need to embrace the stewarding role we have in caring 
for the environment, remembering that God said that 
what He created was good and gave charge to our first 
parents to care for and give order to creation. We need 
to take responsibility and heed the call of our leaders29 
to first repent of our past, and then work to prevent 
abuse to our environment that is an injustice to the poor, 
our children and, not least of, all God. 

Let us pray in the words that our Lord taught us to pray, 

thy kingdom come, thy will be done, on 
earth as it is in heaven. 

Docetism: A rejection of the suffering of Jesus
As a rather interesting outcome of the rejection of the 
material world, within Gnostic teaching there was a 
branch called Docetism that taught that Jesus only 
appeared to be human, being in reality fully a divine 
spirit. Without a physical body, Jesus did not actually 
suffer on the cross, if he was there at all, nor did he 
suffer in daily life. Rather, he basically floated a few feet 
above the ground.30 Naturally, those that held this belief 
found little impetus to suffer in the flesh. Irenaeus, a 
prominent 2nd century critic of heresies, distinguishes 
the contrast: 

Wherefore the Church does in every 
place, because of that love which she 
cherishes towards God, send forward, 
throughout all time, a multitude of 
martyrs to the Father; while all others 

27 Athanasius, On the Incarnation, Ch 2. Similar sentiments are found earlier in Irenaeus’ work Against Heresies. See Book 3,
Ch 11 and Book 5, Ch 1-3. 

28 Romans 1:18-32
29 Prominent examples across Christian traditions include Pope Francis, the Orthodox Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew I

and Evangelical Richard Cizik.
30 In the 2nd century docetic work, The Acts of John, Jesus takes on various appearances and has the ability to hover above

the ground. In both The Acts of John and The Gospel of Basilides Jesus only appears to be on the cross when in reality 
he watches in mockery of his would-be persecutors, and in the former account goes off lecturing John on an esoteric 
meaning of the cross. 

Ecce Homo by Anatoly Shumkin
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not only have nothing of this kind to 
point to among themselves, but even 
maintain that such witness-bearing is 
not at all necessary… For the Church 
alone sustains with purity the reproach 
of those who suffer persecution for 
righteousness’ sake, and endure all 
sorts of punishments, and are put to 
death because of the love which they 
bear to God, and their confession of His 
Son.31 

  As a less severe example, but equally 
distinguishable, some Docetics avoided conflict with 
the popular Roman religious practices by giving into 
its demands and even being willing to renounce their 
faith when push came to shove. Eusebius recounts 
that Basilides, an early 2nd century Docetic teacher, 
taught that “the eating of meat offered to idols and 
the unguarded renunciation of the faith in times of 
persecution were matters of indifference.”32

  As a final example, in the early second century 
during the persecution of Emperor Trajan, Ignatius the 
bishop of Antioch was fed to the beasts in his old age. 
The Church in Antioch was third only to Jerusalem and 
Rome in its importance, having been founded by Peter 
and Paul with Ignatius having been a student of John 
the apostle. During his journey to the Coliseum, Ignatius 
managed to send out seven letters to Churches, 
encouraging them among other things to maintain 
unity and obedience to Church officials in response to 
the nascent docetic heresy. Pressed on both sides by 
Roman persecution and a heretical escape to suffering, 
Ignatius embraced his martyrdom as an opportunity to 
be a witness to the sufferings of Christ and the hope of 
the Resurrection, while obtaining in his mind the fullness 
of Christian discipleship. In his letter to the Trallians, he 
states 

And if, as some atheists (I mean 
unbelievers) say, his [Jesus] suffering 
was a sham (it’s really they who are a 
sham!), why, then, am I a prisoner? Why 
do I want to fight with wild beasts? In 
that case I shall die to no purpose...Flee, 
then, these wicked offshoots which 
produce deadly fruit...They are none of 
the Father’s planting. For had they been, 
they would have shown themselves 
branches of the cross, and borne 

immortal fruit. It is through the cross, by 
his suffering, that he summons you who 
are his members. A head cannot be 
born without limbs, since God stands 
for unity. It is his nature.33 

  Against such heretical escapes, we must actually 
heed the challenge of Jesus, embracing the real and 
various sufferings that come with following him in 
carrying a cross.34 
  Personally, the most pressing challenge for 
Christians to suffering is the recognition, powerfully 
articulated by St. Teresa of Avila in her prayer “Christ 
Has No Body”35, that we as the Church are Christ’s 
body here on earth. As Christ’s body we are called to 
be an instrument of healing in painful situations. For this 
was in the truest and simplest sense the underlying 
theme of his life, death and resurrection—to bring 
healing to our pain, our hate, our shame, our sin, our 
rebellion, our brokenness. As a testament specifically 
to the physical ministry of healing that we as members 
of his kingdom are called to, Jesus recounted what 
was taking place to John’s questioning disciples:  

When the men had come to him, they 
said, “John the Baptist has sent us to 
you to ask, ‘Are you the one who is to 
come, or are we to wait for another?’” 
Jesus had just then cured many people 
of diseases, plagues, and evil spirits, 
and had given sight to many who were 
blind. And he answered them, “Go 
and tell John what you have seen and 
heard: the blind receive their sight, the 
lame walk, the lepers are cleansed, the 
deaf hear, the dead are raised, the poor 
have good news brought to them. And 
blessed is anyone who takes no offense 
at me.”36 

  Pope Francis has offered a good practical analogy 
by challenging the Church to be “a field hospital”. This 
correctly couples the truth that our lives here now on 
earth are transitory with the instruction and example 
from our Lord to be truly present in the world’s suffering. 
No, we are not called to build physical buildings and 
castles in the sand that will last forever by our own 
power, but we are supposed to treat those around us 
as if they will, because they will. 

31 Irenaeus, Against Heresies, 4.33.9.            32 Eusebius, History of the Church. 4.7
33 Ignatius, To the Trallians, 10-11
34 See for example the words of Jesus in Matthew 5:10-12, 10:16-42, Mark 8:34-38, Luke 9:21-27
35 See also the recent music rendition by Josh Garrels and others, Christ Has No Body Now But Yours
36 Luke 7:18-23, Matthew 11:1-6
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Knowledge as the door to salvation
Obtaining a form of saving esoteric knowledge was 
central to Gnostic teachings.37 Though forms of ancient 
Gnostic knowledge are not found among Christians so 
much as in new age movements and fantasies38, there 
is a propensity for Christians to reduce the message of 
Christianity to believing in and knowing Jesus to obtain 
salvation. 
  In John’s Gospel, Jesus famously declares that 
whosoever believes in him shall not perish but have 
everlasting life, and further prays: “Now this is eternal 
life: that they may know you, the only true God, and 
Jesus Christ, whom you have sent.”39 Finally Jesus 
powerfully declares “Then you will know the truth and 
the truth will set you free.”40 
  Knowledge of, and belief in Jesus, 
are certainly of great importance to 
one’s spiritual journey. However, 
faith is much more than our head 
knowledge, as is made clear in 
both the immediate surrounding 
text41 and the larger Gospel 
narratives’ understanding of the 
words “to believe” and “knowing”. 
  A similar formulation of belief in 
Jesus followed immediately by salvation 
is found in one of Paul’s most famous 
passages: “If you confess with your mouth that Jesus is 
Lord and believe in your heart that God raised him from 
the dead, you will be saved.”42 
  Rather than being an altogether new path to 
salvation, Paul places belief in Jesus as the culmination 
of past and present longings for God by quoting from 
the Old Testament and stating, “There is no distinction 
between Jew and Greek; for the same Lord is Lord of 
all, bestowing his riches on all who call on him.”43 In 
confronting the dilemma of how those who have never 
received knowledge of Jesus can believe and thus 
be saved, he quotes from Psalm 19; answering that 
through the majesty of God’s creation, the gospel truth 
has already been heard throughout the world. 
  Contrary to Gnostic teaching, Jesus did not come 
to a world that was hitherto without the knowledge of 
God. Even Paul, the favorite among Gnostics, while 
speaking at Athens, in the heart of pre-Christian (and 
non-Jewish) wisdom, acknowledges the sincerity of 

his listeners towards truth by granting that God had till 
then looked over their ignorance of the fuller truth.44 As 
such, Jesus is a not an altogether new concept but the 
fulfillment of all their best and truest longings.45

  Given the tension between the impetus by Jesus 
for us to make disciples across the world, the sovereign 
love and justice of God, and the ministry of His Spirit 
that proceeds our evangelical efforts, where is the line 
that determines who is a disciple? If knowledge of Jesus 
is a criterion, where, if at all, is there overlap between 
“knowing Jesus” explicitly coupled with oral confession, 
and knowing Jesus implicitly in one’s heart and soul 
even if the mind’s conception does not know the New 
Testament vocabulary?

  I believe it is necessary to reject a liberal 
form of relativism towards all beliefs. I 

believe wholeheartedly that a deep 
heart knowledge of one’s sin and 

need for God’s forgiveness is 
characteristic of knowing God 
(and therefore Jesus). Though 
at times I would like to say “to 
hell with it all” towards God or 

organized religion, I know the 
devil I have been and what I would 

become without God’s grace through 
Jesus made new to me each morning in both 

a spiritual and physical sense.
  I have further come to terms with the reality that 
it is possible to reject God’s grace and lordship in 
Jesus either explicitly or internally. As much as I long for 
Jesus to be King in the hearts of my friends and those 
around me, both for their own good and for that of our 
aching world as I perceive it, I must trust God that he 
is King and that he cares for them much more than I 
do. Though knowledge of Jesus is important, the Spirit 
works in ways I cannot see and the borders of God’s 
grace I cannot fully perceive. 
  In regard to historical truth, I don’t want to be arguing 
about what happened 2000 years ago, especially if it 
is unhelpful or detracts from our ongoing personal and 
societal problems today. Yet, we know that truth really 
does matter both personally and for society, as anyone 
who follows the news or social media can attest. As 
such, serious historical and theological study done in 
humility and charity should be encouraged. 

37 For example Irenaeus states that according to Marcion, “Salvation will be the attainment only of those souls which had
learned his doctrine; while the body, as having been taken from the earth, is incapable of sharing in salvation.” Against 
Heresies, 1. 27. 3 

38 See for example: Catholic Education, Gnosticism and the struggle for the world’s soul, April 6-12, 2003
39 John 17:3  40 John 8:32, see also John 1:12; 3:16, 3:36, 6:47, 11:25, 20:31
41 The clause leading up to John 8:32 is “If you hold to my teaching, you are really my disciples. Then you will know the 
truth…” Following in verses 33-36, Jesus makes it clear that he is setting people free not from ignorance but from their sin. 
42 Romans 10:9                  43 Romans 10:12
44 See also Paul’s theology in Romans 2-4 on God’s righteous judgement.    45 Acts 17:16-33

No, we are not 
called to build physical build-

ings and castles in the sand that 
will last forever by our own pow-
er, but we are supposed to treat 
those around us as if they will, 

because they will. 



SPRING 2018
35

  So yes we should absolutely preach the Gospel, in 
both word and action, simply because we believe it to be 
the Gospel, i.e. good news. But we should be wary of a 
bigoted form of elitism towards non-Christians that was 
characteristic of Gnostic groups which looked down 
upon the ordinary, unenlightened Christians because 
they knew only a simple-minded version of Jesus and 
the Gospel.46 No, we do not have to be tolerant to a 
ridiculous degree and affirm every ideology under the 
sun. We can judge and question, but we must do so 
out of sincerity and humility. We must also realize that 
we cannot change the hearts of people by impressing 
knowledge on them. It is the Spirit of truth that convicts 
one of sin and righteousness47; the battle inside one’s 
heart is not something we can directly touch. 

  For an expert’s opinion on this matter, consider what 
the Catholic Catechism (CC) and leading evangelical 
pastor Tim Keller say.48 Both stress the singular saving 
nature of Christ. 

All salvation comes from Christ the Head 
through the Church which is his Body: 
Basing itself on Scripture and Tradition, the 
Council teaches that the Church, a pilgrim 
now on earth, is necessary for salvation: 
the one Christ is the mediator and the way 

of salvation; he is present to us in his body 
which is the Church. (CC 846) 

Salvation must be through grace and faith in 
Christ. (Tim Keller) 

  And both stress that those who reject the Gospel 
or the Church will not be saved.

Hence they could not be saved who, knowing 
that the Catholic Church was founded as 
necessary by God through Christ, would 
refuse either to enter it or to remain in it.49 (CC 
846)

  Stated positively: 

Christians believe that it is those who admit 
their weakness and need for a savior who get 
salvation. (Tim Keller) 

  Yet God is bigger than our understandings, and 
his pursuit of us through Jesus and the Holy Spirit is 
much more than a message of knowledge that must 
be received. He is the one who searches hearts and 
his love and justice will run its course according to His 
perfect wisdom.

Those who, through no fault of their own, 
do not know the Gospel of Christ or his 
Church, but who nevertheless seek God with 
a sincere heart, and, moved by grace, try 
in their actions to do his will as they know it 
through the dictates of their conscience — 
those too may achieve eternal salvation. (CC 
847, LG 16 ) 

46 Valentinus taught that there were three kinds of people, the spiritual, psychical, and material; and that only those of a
spiritual nature (his own followers) received the gnosis that allowed them to return to the divine Pleroma, while those of a 
psychic nature (ordinary Christians) would attain a lesser form of salvation, and that those of a material nature (pagans and 
Jews) were doomed to perish.

47 John 16:8
48 The references to the Catholic Catechism are from Chapter 3, Article 9, paragraph 3, sections 839-848. The quotes from

Tim Keller are from a NYT interview near Christmas 2016 entitled Am I a Christian, Pastor Timothy Keller?: See also the 
Vatican II document Lumen Gentium (LG), Chapter 2, paragraphs 14-17. 

49 Though these first two passages from the Catholic Catechism may come across as exclusive to non-Catholic Christians,
it must be understood that it is phrased in light of the oft-repeated, and fairly ancient phrase “Outside the Church there is 
no salvation”. A few paragraphs prior the Catechism does stress that “one cannot charge with the sin of the separation 
those who at present are born into these communities [that resulted from such separation] and in them are brought 
up in the faith of Christ, and the Catholic Church accepts them with respect and affection as brothers .... All who have 
been justified by faith in Baptism are incorporated into Christ; they therefore have a right to be called Christians, and 
with good reason are accepted as brothers in the Lord by the children of the Catholic Church.” (CC 818) And further that 
faithful, baptized non-Catholics are Christians: “The Church knows that she is joined in many ways to the baptized who 
are honored by the name of Christian, but do not profess the Catholic faith in its entirety or have not preserved unity or 
communion under the successor of Peter.” (CC 838) 

As much as I long for Jesus to be King 
in the hearts of my friends and those 
around me, both for their own good 
and for that of our aching world as I 

perceive it, I must trust God that he is 
King and that he cares for them much 

more than I do. 



MIT et SPIRITUS
36

The Catholic Church recognizes in other 
religions50 that search, among shadows and 
images, for the God who is unknown yet near 
since he gives life and breath and all things 
and wants all men to be saved. Thus, the 
Church considers all goodness and truth 
found in these religions as “a preparation for 
the Gospel and given by him who enlightens 
all men that they may at length have life.” (CC 
843, LG 16) 

God is always fair and just in all his dealings. 
What it [the Bible] doesn’t directly tell us is 
exactly how both [necessity of faith in Jesus 
and God’s justice] of those things can be true 
together. I don’t think it is insurmountable. 
Just because I can’t see a way doesn’t prove 
there cannot be any such way. If we have 
a God big enough to deserve being called 
God, then we have a God big enough to 
reconcile both justice and love. (Tim Keller)  

  Finally as Christians we have to face the reality 
that following Jesus is much more than something that 
happens in the head but what one believes in one’s 
heart, and then what one does with one’s hands and 
speaks with one’s words. We must be challenged by 
the prophet Micah’s, Jesus’ and Paul’s words that 

He has told you, O mortal, what is good; 
    and what does the Lord require of you 
but to do justice, and to love kindness, 
    and to walk humbly with your God?51

For all of us must appear before the judgment 
seat of Christ, so that each may receive 
recompense for what has been done in the 
body, whether good or evil.52

Not everyone who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ 
will enter the kingdom of heaven, but only 
the one who does the will of my Father in 
heaven…Then I will declare to them, ‘I never 
knew you; go away from me, you evildoers.’53

Then the king will say to those at his right 
hand, ‘Come, you that are blessed by my 

Father, inherit the kingdom prepared for you 
from the foundation of the world; for I was 
hungry and you gave me food, I was thirsty 
and you gave me something to drink, I was a 
stranger and you welcomed me, I was naked 
and you gave me clothing, I was sick and 
you took care of me, I was in prison and you 
visited me.54

  I believe a helpful way for Christians to approach 
this paradigm between knowledge and action is the 
fundamental concept of Paul that new life in Christ is all 
about being adopted into the new creation established 
in Jesus and then having the mind of Christ.55

  Ultimately for Christians we believe that “the 
earth will be full of the knowledge of the Lord as the 
waters cover the sea.”56 The tension between longing 
for such, and patiently living in the present, is summed 
up poetically in Josh Garrel’s song Further Along, the 
opening lines being:

Further along we’ll know all about it, 
Further along we’ll understand why. 

So cheer up my brothers, 
live in the sunshine. 

We’ll understand this all by and by.

Tribalism
In the aftermath of the crucifixion and resurrection, some 
Jewish Christians continued to believe it necessary to 
follow the Mosaic Law, thereby maintaining a barrier 
of cultural separation between Jewish and non-Jewish 
followers of Jesus. Though extra-biblical witness to 
such groups is very limited, references to this tension in 
the early Church can be found in the New Testament. 
Paul narrates a portion of the conflict in Galatians 2 
and comments on it in 1 Corinthians 8, while in Acts 
chapters 11, 15, and 21, the narrative shows that though 
there was agreement between Peter, Paul, James, and 
the Jerusalem Church on not requiring Gentiles to fully 
follow the Jewish Law, there were still Jewish Christians 
in and around Jerusalem who were “zealous for the 
law”. 
  Equivalents of modern heretical tendencies are less 
comparable to the Jewish Christian movements of the 
early Church. A generalized similarity of ill practice worth 
criticizing is however a hint of xenophobia by Christians 

50 See also paragraphs 839-842 regarding the particular standing the Catholic Church gives to Judaism, and to a lesser but
not insignificant degree, Islam, because of their many shared beliefs. I believe the general comments and conditions I have 
shared apply to members of these religions. 

51 Micah 6:8               52 2 Cor 5:10
53 Matthew 7:21-23              54 Matthew 25:31-46
55 See NT Wright, The Paul Debate, Baylor University Press.
56 Isaiah 11:9 Habakkuk 2:14. The reference in Isaiah 11 is part of a particular striking messianic passage where this reality

follows the inauguration of the Davidic Kingdom of peace and justice. As touched on earlier, as Christians we believe that 
Jesus is that King and the Kingdom is both already present but not fully consummated. 
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today. Judaism does in its theology have specific 
charges towards social communal purity. However, 
tribalism was not and is not the end goal of the Mosaic 
Law or the Hebrew scriptures. A complete reading of 
the text tells of a narrative that begins with a people set 
aside by God to be a light and kingdom of priests to the 
nations, but always points towards and ends with all 
the nations forming a new, redeemed people of God. 
During the time of Jesus, many Jewish people were 
looking forward to this new worldwide kingdom, but 
believed that the oppressive forces around them (mainly 
Rome and Hellenistic culture) would be judged and they 
would be vindicated. Jesus however saw instead that 
the prophesied new people of God, which explicitly 
included the nations57, was forming around himself. 
Rather than fight the Romans, as the Messiah he fought 
the battle against Evil itself. He took on the judgement 
in the stead of those that would accept his kingdom 
message—while they that would reject his message of 
peace would continue on their path towards judgement. 
  Without going into more details here of the relation 
between the Mosaic Law, Jesus, and the teachings of 
Paul58, I find it rather clear that any form of racial tribalism, 
or us vs. them mentality, runs against the teachings of 
both Jesus and Paul. Jesus was chastised by the elite 
for healing, spending time, and eating with the outcasts, 
foreigners and sinners. A primary historical reason 
for his crucifixion was his rejection of the nationalistic 
agenda of his day in favor of a community centered on 
himself and formed from the nations. Paul emphatically 
states that:

there is no longer Jew or Greek, there is 
no longer slave or free, there is no longer 
male and female; for all of you are one in 
Christ Jesus.59

For he is our peace; in his flesh he has 
made both groups into one and has 
broken down the dividing wall, that is, the 
hostility between us. He has abolished 
the law with its commandments and 
ordinances, that he might create in 
himself one new humanity in place of 
the two, thus making peace, and might 
reconcile both groups to God in one 
body through the cross, thus putting 
to death that hostility through it. So he 
came and proclaimed peace to you who 
were far off and peace to those who 
were near; for through him both of us 
have access in one Spirit to the Father.60

  Certainly we must follow Jesus in his incarnational 
lifestyle by actively stepping out of our comfort zones and 
loving those “other” than us. However, like all aspects of 
orthodoxy, there is a correct balance within the tension. 
We should not stop cherishing our own traditions in 
favor of solely appreciating those of others. Both Jesus 
and Paul showed respect for Jewish traditions even if 
they reformed them in some ways. Accordingly, there is 
room to both enjoy your own cultural heritage while also 
learning about and appreciating the common humanity 
that gives rise to another’s traditions. 

Schismatic
Finally, inherent in all of the heretical groups was the 
sin of being schismatic. Now of course these groups 
certainly thought they held the truth and the rest 
were wrong. The narrative of orthodoxy vs. heresy is 
too much to address here, but for our contemporary 
purposes, those that would call themselves Christians 
must reflect on their own commitment to the unity of the 
body of Christ; after all, inaction is an action. 
  Our disunity is a serious problem as it limits and 
brings pain to Christ’s body, and is hurting our witness 
to Christ. The separation and denominationalism that we 
experience is a sin because it refuses to let the Spirit of 
peace and unity guide us. The type of schismatic sin that 

57 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, see also the original promises to the patriarchs that through 
Abraham’s offspring all the nations would be blessed: Genesis 12:1-3, 13:14-18, 15, 17:1-16, 21-22, 26:3-5, 28:10-17, 32, 
35:9-15

58 For an introductory but satisfactory treatment on the subject of Paul and Jesus see the book: David Wenham, Paul: Follow 
of Jesus or Founder of Christianity, WB Eerdmans, 1995.
59 Galatians 3:28               60 Ephesians 2:14-18

Pope Francis celebrating Mass at the US-Mexican 
Border. | Photo credit: Cruxnow
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we are guilty of is tricky because it is less of a personal 
sin than a corporate one, with individuals contributing 
to varying degrees, and ultimately responsibility is 
easily scapegoated. But shifting the blame or claiming 
ignorance is a sin of laziness and pride. To the extent 
possible we must reach out to seemingly distant 
members of Christ’s body. In his prayer to the Father, 
Jesus prayed for our unity: 

I ask not only on behalf of these, but also on 
behalf of those who will believe in me through 
their word, that they may all be one. As you, 
Father, are in me and I am in you, may they 
also be in us, so that the world may believe 
that you have sent me. The glory that you 
have given me I have given them, so that they 
may be one, as we are one, I in them and you 
in me, that they may become completely one, 
so that the world may know that you have 
sent me and have loved them even as you 
have loved me.61

  Further, Paul calls us through love and humility to 
be unified: 

I therefore, the prisoner in the Lord, beg you 
to lead a life worthy of the calling to which 
you have been called, with all humility and 
gentleness, with patience, bearing with 
one another in love, making every effort to 
maintain the unity of the Spirit in the bond of 
peace. There is one body and one Spirit, just 
as you were called to the one hope of your 
calling, one Lord, one faith, one baptism, one 

God and Father of all, who is above all and 
through all and in all…But speaking the truth 
in love, we must grow up in every way into 
him who is the head, into Christ, from whom 
the whole body, joined and knit together by 
every ligament with which it is equipped, as 
each part is working properly, promotes the 
body’s growth in building itself up in love.62 

Make my joy complete: be of the same mind, 
having the same love, being in full accord and 
of one mind. Do nothing from selfish ambition 
or conceit, but in humility regard others as 
better than yourselves. Let each of you look 
not to your own interests, but to the interests 
of others. Let the same mind be in you that 
was in Christ Jesus…63 

As God’s chosen ones, holy and beloved, 
clothe yourselves with compassion, 
kindness, humility, meekness, and patience. 
Bear with one another and, if anyone has a 
complaint against another, forgive each other; 
just as the Lord has forgiven you, so you also 
must forgive. Above all, clothe yourselves 
with love, which binds everything together in 
perfect harmony. And let the peace of Christ 
rule in your hearts, to which indeed you were 
called in the one body.64 

  The steps towards unity that have happened in 
the last century are truly a work of the Spirit. Starting 
with the Edinburgh Missionary Conference in 1910 
and then a letter in 1920 by the Ecumenical Patriarch 

61 John 17:20-23                62 Ephesians 4:1-6, 15-16           
63 Phil 2:2-5                64 Col 3:12-15

The Icon depicting the embrace of Peter 
and Paul is popular in the Christian unity 
movement and was actually given by the 
Eastern Orthodox Patriarch Athenagoras I 
to Pope Paul VI during their historic meet-
ing in Jerusalem in 1964. Artist unknown
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of the Eastern Orthodox Church, the ecumenical 
movement came to shape with the World Council of 
Churches in 1948. Shortly afterwards, in the 1960s, 
Vatican II issued a new call for Christian unity with the 
Catholic Church reasserting Christian unity as one of its 
foremost commitments. Since then the deconstruction 
of century-long polemics and the formation of many 
partnerships has been nothing short of miraculous.65 
  Though there is a great desire to be visibly 
united, we must of course be wary of relativism and 
accommodation of heretical beliefs. For this purpose 
the guiding pillars of the movement have rightly been 
a dialogue of truth and a dialogue of love. There are 
still very difficult obstacles to examine and try to better 
understand together, with the practical goal not of 
all converting to one church tradition or even fusing 
traditions into a homogenous uniformity. Rather the aim 
is to obtain true unity within diversity by finding legitimate, 
complementary understandings of concepts in place of 
contradictory ones. However, more than just a puzzle 
of ideas and definitions, the ecumenical effort is also 
an exchange of Spiritual gifts between the churches. 
Because “every renewal of the Church is essentially 
grounded in an increase of fidelity to her own calling,” 
(being the basis of the movement towards unity), it has 
been rightly understood that of utmost importance is 
for us all to be guided by the spirit and be more fully 
“converted to Jesus Christ”.66 
  I invite the reader to investigate some of the 
extraordinary documents that have marked our journey 
together towards visible unity.67 On a relational level I 
would suggest attending a Church service of a different 
tradition every so often68 (You don’t have to miss your 
own church service, just “double-dip,” as my grandma 
calls it). I would also highly recommend the ecumenically-
natured Taize prayer, conveniently held at 8pm on 
Sunday in the MIT Chapel. Finally, because “prayer is 
the heart of the ecumenical movement”, which is led by 
the Holy Spirit, the soul of the church, I encourage you 
to join in prayer for unity, that we would be led by the 
Spirit towards realizing more fully our bond in Christ. 

Conclusion
As followers of Jesus we have to wrestle with the 
tensions of orthodoxy and avoid the heretical extremes. 
We don’t place all of our hopes in the election cycle, 
nor should we avoid politics by assigning it a place 
among the unredeemable. It is not up to us to build 
God’s kingdom on earth, but God has chosen us as 
instruments of his redemptive work if we allow him. 
We don’t worship the trees, but because we worship 
their creator who gloriously created them and called us 
to be image-bearers of his glory, we need to be good 
stewards of the earth. We don’t know all the mysteries 
of God, nor do we have all the answers. Yet, while we 
partake in life’s journey, we have tasted and seen that 
the Lord is good—that Jesus is a faithful and true King 
to whom it is only natural to invite others to join in with 
our joy. We may not be visibly united as Christians, but 
what unites us is much greater than what divides us, 
giving us hope and courage for a more visible body of 
Christ that can better love and serve God and the world. 
Whether you are a longtime Christian or just curious 
about Jesus, I encourage you to be challenged anew 
by Jesus through reading the Gospels and Epistles, the 
example of faithful saints who have gone before us, and 
last but certainly not least, personal prayer. 

65 In the book Is the Reformation Over?: An Evangelical Assessment of Contemporary Roman Catholicism, Mark A. Noll and
Carolyn Nystrom do a fabulous job at outlining much of this progress. 

66 These thoughts and opinions I have borrowed from Walter Kaiser’s book That They all May be One; The Call to Christian
Unity Today. Walter Kasper is President Emeritus of the Pontifical Council for Promoting Christian Unity.

67 The Joint Declaration of Justification between the Lutheran World Federation and the Catholic Church, Unitatis
Redintegratio, Lumen Gentium, especially chapter 2 “On the People of God”, Paragraph 15, Ut unum sint, The Decree on 
Ecumenism – Read Anew After Forty Years.

68 If you are feeling really passionate about Christian unity, attend an Eastern Orthodox Easter service on the Sunday that
they celebrate. A disagreement on the date of Easter was after all one of the reasons for the Eastern-Western split in 1054.
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Too often we think of fearing God as just meaning to 
respect Him—to appreciate His power and to remember 
that He will judge the world in righteousness. Obviously 
we’re not supposed to be quaking in our boots every 
time we pray, hoping He doesn’t smite us for daring to 
enter His presence. . . right? We’re supposed to enter 
His gates with thanksgiving and His courts with praise, 
to draw near in full assurance of faith.1 The demons fear 
God, but we love God, and perfect love casts out fear.2

  In modern usage, however, respect is something 
that we show everyone, and it is this fairly tame sense of 
the word that gets carried over into our relationship with 
God. Fifty years ago, A. W. Tozer documented the loss of 
a sense of the majesty of God in the church, and looking 
around today, we could stand to hear his warning again. 
Indeed, this sense of God’s majesty is crucially important 
for the vitality of the church; as Tozer says, “what comes 
into our minds when we think about God is the most 
important thing about us,” and later, “there is scarcely an 
error in doctrine or a failure in applying Christian ethics 
that cannot be traced finally to imperfect and ignoble 
thoughts about God.”3 Indeed, as Proverbs says, “by the 
fear of the LORD men depart from evil.”4 This, above all 
other things, we must get right, or else risk idolatry.
  In a sense, part of the problem is that we have 
become used to the Gospel. It doesn’t strike us with the 
power it once had; we don’t feel its grace as sharply or 

stand overwhelmed by the love we’ve been shown. I want 
to revisit some ideas and meditations that rekindle a fear 
of God that makes the Gospel that much more precious. 
Unless understood against its true background, the 
Gospel cannot pierce the heart the way it should. This 
background, however, isn’t all that comfortable.

Transcendence
  One of the first things we must understand about 
God is that He is so high above us that words cannot 
convey it. His very name speaks to the depth of the gulf 
between the Maker and the made—I Am who I Am. He 
is, and we are not. He will be forever, and he has always 
been. The Lord is the eternal unchangeable, unchanging 
one. He is the immortal, invisible, God only wise,5 who 
owns the cattle on a thousand hills,6 knows the place of 
a googol electrons, and the hundreds of thousands of 
hairs on the human head. He knows this world like the 
back of His hand because from His hand it sprung. At 
His command the sun stood still; at His voice creation 
leapt at once to sight; all the angel faces, all the hosts 
of light.7 He shines through every sunny day, every 
clear moon, every storm and every mountain because 
creation is but one big thumb print of its great Creator. 
And a thumb print only it is, for He alone dwells in light 
inaccessible. If He is infinite, then He is far more than any 
of us can ever know. We see the edge of His robe,8 we 

1 Psalm 100:4, Hebrews 10:22             2 1 John 4:18
3 Tozer, The Knowledge of the Holy, HarperOne, p1-2          4 Proverbs 16:6
5 Immortal, Invisible, God Only Wise, hymn by Walter Smith
6 Psalm 50:10
7 Joshua 10:13; At the Name of Jesus, hymn by Caroline Noel    8 Isaiah 6:1
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catch His backside as He passes,9 we hear Him pass 
in the rustling grass,10 we are even bold enough to call 
Him Father, but all this is only seeing through a glass 
darkly.11 Even the brilliant displays of nature that make us 
bow in wonder are just His fingertips. Let us marvel that 
He has stooped to be known, for the gap between man 
and his Maker is more than between the potter and the 
clay. He is. We are not. He was. He is. He is to come. He 
knows. He loves. This is human language grasping after 
the ineffable—these words we use are mere analogies 
to the truth of His person. We must rather acknowledge 
that everything good and true in this world, even the 
concepts of goodness and truth, the concept of a 
concept, the nature of existence, is but the footprint of 
the Almighty. 

Clouds and thick darkness surround Him;
  righteousness and justice are the 

foundation of His throne.
Fire goes before Him

  and consumes His foes on every side.
His lightning lights up the world;
  the earth sees and trembles.

The mountains melt like wax before the 
Lord,

  before the Lord of all the earth.
The heavens proclaim His righteousness,

  and all peoples see His glory.12

Greater than we can imagine, too beautiful for us to 
fathom.13

  He is. And we are not.
  He has no need for us or anything else. Completely 
sovereign, free, unbound, unhindered. He is self-existing, 
the only one who can say that the very nature of being 
answers to Him alone. He precedes being. Black holes 
that devour galaxies are as nothing to Him, made simply 
for His enjoyment. Gravity suited his fancy one day. The 
idea of matter was chosen for His good purposes alone. 
When we envision a totally free God with absolutely no 
vestiges of our world, existing in eternity past with the 
love and fellowship of the Trinity, entirely satisfied and 
glorious, then we can see how small we are. Kneel and 
drink at this truth, the wellspring of humility, worship, and 
prayer.
  Lord, Thou art. You were before all ages, and you 
will be forever. Yours are cattle on a thousand hills, yours 
every sparrow that falls, just as much as every galaxy 

and atom. Likewise to you also belongs every fiber of 
my being. Let my mind fix on these truths, truths of your 
greatness and my smallness, of your worth and my 
dependence, of my debt of awe that I must pay with every 
moment of my thinking, saying and doing. Let worship 
permeate my life, for anything else is as senseless as it 
is laughable. Let every action of all my days bespeak the 
knowledge that you are, to the abounding of my joy and 
your glory.

The centrality of the glory of God
As is fitting for the one before whose worth that of the 
whole universe is incomparable, the greatest virtue, even 
the purpose of creation, is that His worth and greatness 
be made manifest. There is nothing that He needs from 
creation, nothing that He lacks, and nothing other than 
Himself that creation can reflect (sin of course being the 
distortion of this reflection). In the biggest picture, our 
place is to know our place and to know His. To enthrone 
Him in all due majesty and splendor. This is the glory of 
God, and the highest end of man is to thus glorify God 
and delight in that glory.14 This is the point of everything—
not the latest sports championship, not our careers, not 
even the progress of the human species.

  The Bible overflows with delight in the glory of God, 
and the Lord does not hesitate to make it his chief aim. 
The heavens declare the glory of God—what higher 
message to proclaim?15 The knowledge of the glory of 
God shall one day cover the earth as the waters cover the 
sea—what other truth could fulfill all history?16 Creation 
is designed as a temple filled by the one whose glory 
fills the heavens, and the new creation is lit by the glory 
of the one who reigns forever and ever. “The king there 
in his beauty without a veil is seen. It were a well spent 
journey though seven deaths lay between.”17

  The glory of God must be our concern before all 
else—before even our own salvation. We pray that He 
be glorified in our lives, in our suffering, in our deaths 
if He wills. As we bow before His will in qualifying our 
prayers, we bow before His worth in letting Him make 

He is self-existing, the only one who 
can say that the very nature of 
being answers to Him alone. He 

precedes being. 

9 Exodus 33:18-23              10 This Is My Father’s World, hymn by Maltbie Babcock
11 1 Corinthians 13:12              12 Psalm 97:1-7, NIV
13 Greater Than We Can Imagine, song by Mark Altrogge for Sovereign Grace Music
14 Westminster Shorter Catechism Question and Answer 1
15 Psalm 19               16 Isaiah 11:9
17 The Sands of Time are Sinking, hymn by Anne Cousin
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of us what He will if it makes Him known. This 
is even His attitude—He says towards Israel, 
“It is not for your sake, people of Israel, that 
I am going to do these things, but for the 
sake of my holy name, which you have 
profaned among the nations where you 
have gone. I will show the holiness 
of my great name, which has been 
profaned among the nations, the 
name you have profaned among 
them. Then the nations will know 
that I am the Lord, declares 
the Sovereign Lord, when I 
am proved holy through you before their 
eyes.” This is the preface to the beloved 
passage concerning the giving of the new 
heart and the Spirit in Ezekiel 36.
  Salvation hinges on God’s love for His 
people, but more deeply than this it rests fully 
on the fact that the greatness of God must be 
known. It is not, at rock bottom, for our sakes. 
Christ endured the cross for the joy set before 
Him18—the joy of bringing many sons to glory,19 
that they might rightly play their part in this grand 
theater of the glory of God and find therein their greatest 
joy.20 The Father is, in the final account, more important 
than the bride to the Son.
  Dearest, most precious Lord, allow us to taste Your 
goodness anew, that we may be ever more certain of 
Your surpassing worth. Let us thus judge the knowledge 
of Your beauty to be our dearest possession, the pursuit 
of further knowledge our greatest joy, and spreading 
this knowledge our greatest duty. Let us judge our lives 
and pursuits as naught compared to this. Let us love 
your glory.

God’s holiness and justice
Another thing we must understand about the Lord 
Almighty is that He is unfathomably Holy. This word 
is often defined as “set apart,” which is its most literal 
definition. When applied to God though, I think we 
must take it to mean something more along the lines 
of exalted and unapproachable in power, majesty, and 
goodness. God is not so much Other as He is Above. 
He is not just different but Transcendent. His Holiness 
is wrapped up in the infinite superlatives that describe 
God. His infinite splendor is awesome. His infinite 
power is awful, in the old sense of the word. He is the 
one before whom the cherubim and seraphim, beings 
themselves indescribable in beauty and power, hide 
their faces as they worship without ceasing.

  The attitude of Isaiah is all too fitting: I saw the Lord, 
high and exalted, seated on a throne; and the train of his 
robe filled the temple. Above him were seraphim, each 
with six wings: With two wings they covered their faces, 
with two they covered their feet, and with two they were 
flying. And they were calling to one another: “Holy, holy, 
holy is the Lord Almighty; the whole earth is full of his 
glory.” At the sound of their voices the doorposts and 
thresholds shook and the temple was filled with smoke. 
“Woe to me!” I cried. “I am ruined! For I am a man of 
unclean lips, and I live among a people of unclean lips, 
and my eyes have seen the King, the Lord Almighty.”21

  In prayer we ought to enter the throne room of 
God with full knowledge that our lives do not evaporate 
under his gaze only because of His mercy. We worship 
only by His grace. We stand ever as ants on the edge of 
the furnace of His radiance. We cannot pretend to have 
any rights before Him, not even our own autonomy. He 
is owed all. Recognizing this is the ground of the fear of 
God.
  God is dangerous to us not just because of His 
greatness, but also because of His goodness. As CS 
Lewis wrote in Mere Christianity, “Some people talk as 

18 Hebrews 12:1               19 Hebrews 2:10
20 This idea of Creation as the theater of the glory of God is from John Calvin
21 Isaiah 6:1-5, NIV           
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if meeting the gaze of absolute goodness would be fun. 
They need to think again. They are still only playing with 
religion.”22 God’s zeal for justice involves a hatred not 
just for wickedness, but for the wicked themselves, an 
act which is all too easily and often glossed over (and far 
too often is). He hates all evildoers.23 He hated Edom, 
destroyed their countryside and ruthlessly thwarted 
their attempts to rebuild.24 Judgment is not a theme 
from which the Bible shrinks; it is a cause for rejoicing 
and worship25 and a means by which God is glorified 
on the earth26. The idea that God cannot look on evil is 
not a fundamentalist myth; it is a quote from Habakkuk 

1:13. Evil is so antithetical to the presence of God that all 
wickedness that enters His presence will be dreadfully 
punished. This is the belief that prompts Habakkuk’s 
question, and it is the answer that God promises27.
  Oh Great God, of Highest heaven, let us see Thee 
high and lifted up, infinitely set apart, vast and great 
beyond my comprehension. Let this vision root in me 
a humility that will prove indomitable against all the 
whisperings of my pride. Be exalted in my life, and let 
me sing holy holy holy with every action and intention 
through all my days.

What are we to make of God’s love?
This brings us finally to a discussion of the Love of our 
holy, awful, glorious and very untame yet very good 
God.28 None of these attributes of God may be denied in 
affirming that He is love, and somehow they must not be 
allowed to encroach on what we mean when we say that 
God is love. In His justice, He must hate the evildoer, and 
yet from His overflowing loving He sends his rain on the 
just and the unjust.29 Both His grace and His judgment 
show forth His glory. The tension must remain. We must 
not think we can describe the entirety of God’s wonderful 
resolution of justice and mercy in the cross in a few 
words. We must allow both to stand uncompromised, 
both flowing from the core of God’s being, seemingly 

at odds with each other sometimes from a human 
perspective but not creating a conflict in the 
divine mind. Human emotions and attitudes are 

sometimes complex enough that we talk about 
how we both love and hate someone. Though God 

is not this whimsical, we can thus perhaps 
fathom that the hatred of the wicked 

and yet the love which births saving 
grace may not be a contradiction 
in terms, even if formulating a 
clear and tensionless resolution is 

beyond us.

He is the one before whom the 
cherubim and seraphim, beings 

themselves indescribable in beauty 
and power, hide their faces as they 

worship without ceasing.

22 C.S. Lewis, Mere Christianity, Harper San Francisco, p31.        23 Psalm 5:5    
24 Malachi 1:2-5                   25 Revelation 19:1-5  
26 Psalm 64:7-10, 96:11-13, Isaiah 59:15-19                27 Habakkuk 1:5ff, 2:7-8 
28 C.S. Lewis, Chronicles of Narnia, The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe, HarperCollins, p81
29 Matthew 5:45            
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  But in this tension lies the beauty of the Gospel. Sin 
is not tolerated for even a moment, but is rather judged 
in its fullness. We who were once enemies of God in the 
fullest sense of that word, hostile to Him and hated by 
Him, have been brought near because He who hated 
us has pursued us. The wrath we were under was not 
some abstract Justice—it is the same hatred for evil in 
which God’s power working in us for our sanctification 
is rooted. This doesn’t have to make perfect sense to 
us—the cross is after all foolishness to the world30 —but 
it should bring us to more 
of an awe at God’s love. 
The Gospel is not rooted in 
the inherent worth of man 
that is diminished but not 
destroyed by sin, but rather 
in the seemingly reckless 
desire of a Holy God to 
create value where none 
existed—in the hearts of His 
enemies. This crushes our pride and bows our hearts in 
worship. The God of the cross was not blind to our sin, 
nor indifferent, but disgusted. Yet somehow he was still 
moved to speak life and health into us while we were still 
flailing about in our blood.31 He delights in the work of His 
love, the transformation from worms who are not men 
to a spotless bride clothed in radiant splendor, adorned 
with pearls and great jewels and gold like transparent 

glass.32 He rejoices to bring home despised rebels. This 
does not minimize his previous attitude towards them, 
but rather magnifies the greatness of His love. If terror 
at God’s holiness doesn’t grip us when we consider our 
sin, then the thought of deep reconciliation cannot strike 
us the way it ought to.
  Above all, grace must never be made automatic. If 
legalism makes grace into a grace earned which cannot 
be grace,33 then moral libertarianism makes grace into 
an automatic grace which is no longer grace. To accept 

grace without fearing God is 
to make grace into something 
owed us, and grace and 
justice cannot be conflated 
except to the destruction of 
both. 
  Grace that sits easily 
with us, grace without 
tension, grace that does not 
demand of us our lives,34 is 

not grace. The book of Hebrews is full of this tension—
we are to approach the throne of grace with boldness, 
all the while knowing that our God is a consuming fire.35 
This boldness is simply fear and trembling that has met 
Christ. It is still fear and trembling, for it cannot quite 
wrap its head around the change of events manifested 
in the Gospel, but it heard the King beckon us in and 
it dare not disobey. It is not boldness without fear, but 

If terror at God’s holiness doesn’t 
grip us when we consider our sin, 

then the thought of deep 
reconciliation cannot strike us the 

way it ought to.

30 1 Corithians 1:18              31 Ezekiel 16:6            
32 Revelation 21               33 Romans 11:6
34 Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Cost of Discipleship, Touchstone Simon and Schuster, p49
35 Hebrews 4:16, 12:29         

Image credit: The 
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a boldness that knows fear and knows that it is now a 
borrowed life that is being lived. Grace presumed upon is 
grace spat upon; to be known and felt as grace, it must 
be grasped tightly and preciously, but not as our own. It 
must be held loosely enough that it is not intermingled 
with our identity, but is so loved that we would rather 
leave ourselves than lose it. This is why salvation must 
always include new creation. This is why the believers 
now live only by Christ in us. The nexus of the Christian 
life, indeed of the entire church and new creation, is 
Christ died and risen.
  So let us leave ourselves and live for Him. Let us 
marvel continually that the God who dwells in light 
unapproachable has come down to us in order that we 
might be raised to Him, and let us worship Him. Let us 
kneel before the unchanging and unchangeable, eternal 
and ancient, all-knowing and omnipresent one who laid 
aside His riches that we who were poor might become 
rich. Let us praise the Sun of righteousness36 who 

immersed Himself in darkness that He might die for the 
lovers of darkness on a day when the clouds covered 
the sun, and who now bids us come out of that darkness 
into His glorious light.37 Think not that you were not once 
His enemies. Think not that you had any intrinsic worth 
before Him. He has no reason to value anything unless 
He decides to make it precious to Himself. Think not your 
negotiations with Him rest anything on what you bring to 
the table or what you want to get out of it. Think not that 
love negates wrath. Rather wonder. Wonder that God 
cares anything for the affairs of earthlings. Wonder that 
you are given life from one moment to the next. Wonder 
that your bread is provided, that you can enjoy the 
beauty of God revealed in creation and in friendships. 
And wonder most of all that God became Man, that God 
bore our condemnation that sin may be destroyed, that 
He who is the life died that the dead might live. Wonder 
and gape, full of awe, knowing that you stand on holy 
ground before a consuming fire, yet are not destroyed 
because you are loved. Worship there in the splendor 
of holiness,38 with both boldness and fear, rejoicing and 
hushed silence, love and trembling. This is faith that 
knows what grace is. This is faith that knows it has been 
saved by the unfathomable grace of a Holy God.

Taylor Craig
Taylor is a senior studying theoretical physics. He 

enjoys reading about theology and occassionally blogs 
at http://rtcraig3.mit.edu/

36 Malachi 4:2
37 1 Peter 2:9           
38 Psalm 96:9
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Am I dying to see Him?
Or am I hanging on for dear life?

Dear life,
Terrestrial, all so “extra”,
Full of fleeting happiness

And pleasure that lasts forever - or so they seem
You tell me to keep going, next minute I wake up from the dream

With the acitic aftertaste of guilt and emptiness.
If there was a walk of shame for every sinful thought, word

and action, there would not be enough sidewalk.
Yet it is the alone moments

 - not the times opening up to friends - that are darkest.
My mind, a mausoleum for the person I wish to be

Neurons producing monuments
To the failures of my story

The effect’s the same for all, no exception
Roots of sin so insidious, you could call it Inception
The fruit’s long gone, but they stem from the seeds,

Burrowing through the soil of your heart
Tinting every facet of your life, growing till 

every carat of your character is clouded by cataracts. Still,
We hold on helplessly to our fallen condition

Our houses bound for demolition 
And the clock keeps on ticking

Yet we are not forgotten by the Master
Though our disease is terminal, the Father’s own begotten 

Entered into His own painting, set foot on the track 
And ran like we should have, despising our shame

He came in peace and He came bearing gifts 
The one we should have loved, yet it was the painter himself

That bore the strokes of crimson red while nailed on the cross.
Hanging on for dear life - not his but ours
He was dying to see me, dying to see you

And when the Light, the Word, the Son, was dead
The temple veil was torn in two 

At last, access granted to the Godhead
Let the party begin

 - But wait ...

That was only the certificate
Touchstone@our.hearts requests Duo-authentication

There’s a lock on the inside and He’s still waiting
To hear “Access granted to Godhead”

Even when we invite Jesus in and crown Him King
We often make our enclaves within

It’s time to go all in, surrender everything
To the one who first gave it all for us

And loves without conditions

AM I DYING TO SEE HIM?
by MICHAEL KITCHER

Light of the World, Hunt, 
1851-1853 
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The wine may be sour but the Communion always so sweet
When we trust in Jesus, give up the driving seat

And let the Potter take the wheel 
Our good habits and Achilles’ heels 

Our vessels - His to refine
His to make seaworthy as the storms bellow

His to fill with His fire so our light
Extinguishes the darkness and the reaper

His to feed and His to prune until we
Bloom and grow and bear wonderful fruit

And He becomes our Lord and Father, our Friend
Ours to rest in and run to in times of danger or sorrow

Ours to pursue and in Him delight 
Knowing His response will take us deeper

Ours to build our lives on, the unfailing rain we
Wait for and the good ground in which we take root

A forever with this marvellous God of Love and Peace 
Who matched His Justice with His great Mercy

Accepted death by crucifixion at the hands of His creation
Is worth more than limited edition laughter and nanoscale satisfaction

You’ll find more room at the bottom but it’s more emptiness
The living water we need is not on Earth or Mars
The eternal well is the Bright and Morning Star’s

Today I too must come and drink
Abandon my weights and idols to the gravity of this world
Approach His Throne with thanks and praise and worship

As the Heat of His Holiness and the sWord of His Spirit 
Vaporize even the sins I see as life support until they are truly 

Buried with Him and the sticker on my life can say “powered by Jesus”
In His presence I must lay down my burdens and take on

His: The hunger to know Him and love Him and
Serve Him and be like Him, so that as long as it is “today”

I will carry this cross and champion His cause
Dying daily to see Him - one day, face to face

  

AM I DYING TO SEE HIM?
by MICHAEL KITCHER
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