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EDITOR’S NOTE
Dear Reader,

Fall 2018 | Issue 5

Thank you for reading this issue of MIT et Spiritus.
As I write this, I cannot help but reflect on the series of events that brought me to this position
as editor-in-chief of MIT et Spiritus. Had you told me a year ago that I would someday be writing
this letter, I would likely have laughed in disbelief. In fact, when Matthew Chun, one of the former
co-editors-in-chief, asked me near the beginning of my sophomore year if I was interested in
eventually taking up the mantle of editor-in-chief, I all but flat out refused. I was sure my role as a
member of the staff would never extend beyond writing an article and helping with administrative
matters, but God, in His infinite wisdom, had other plans. Last spring, I ended up going on the
Augustine Collective retreat and despite myself, I ‘caught’ the vision the original founders of this
journal had for it as a vehicle and facilitator of discussion about some of life’s most important
matters. So here I am, writing to you, and eager to see how this journal will evolve, grow, and
change in the coming semesters.
As the new editor-in-chief, I strive to continue the exemplary work done by the previous
three holders of this position in presenting articles that use serious critical thinking in applying
an intellectual framework to approaching questions of faith and religion and some of the biggest
questions we all face: Why are we here on this planet? What is our role for our lives? How do we
determine how to approach difficult ethical questions and conflicts in a productive manner? What
do we do when everything seems to be falling to pieces? Personal scholarship in the areas of
mind and hand (mens et manus) is essential at MIT, an institution deeply dedicated to academic
rigor in every way—but scholarship and rigorous critical thinking are important in matters of spirit
(et spiritus) as well. As we strive to formulate rational and meaningful approaches to various issues in life, I believe it important to remember the role of grace in these endeavors.
To me personally, it is significant that the first issue to be published with me at the helm is
the fifth issue of this journal. The Biblical number of grace is five, and as the new editor-in-chief,
I am deeply conscious of my need for grace from God as I strive to fulfill my new role to the best
of my ability. Grace also ties into this journal’s theme of renewal, for God’s grace makes renewal
possible. This issue of MIT et Spiritus, is the first to have a theme. In line with the theme, all of
the pieces in this issue somehow relate to the power of God’s renewal in the human story. It is
also the first issue to feature a short story, “The Sound of Rapture”.
All around us at this time, we can see the evidence of the need for renewal in our society.
Our political scene continues to be a firestorm, our system seemingly balanced on a precipice
with everything about to fall to pieces before our very eyes. Systemic economic inequality continues to ravage the lives of millions of people. Natural disasters wreak havoc everywhere, most
recently Hurricane Florence which devastated the southeastern US coast. The sexual abuse
scandal in the Catholic Church revealed horrific abuse and betrayals of trust from those whom
we should have been able to trust implicitly and uncovered the deep systemic corruption used to
protect perpetrators. In countries like Syria, Yemen, Democratic Republic of the Congo, Myanmar, and Sudan, millions of refugees flee the devastating civil wars that have robbed them of
homes, livelihoods, and loved ones. Amidst this horror and darkness, we must remember that
there is a God who is King over all, even in the worst times, and that He is more than capable of
bringing healing and renewal, though perhaps not always in the ways we expect. Believing in His
power can be difficult, we acknowledge, when there seems to be no way out, and as we seek
spiritual answers to make sense of the world around us, we also seek grace to trust in God’s
renewing power and ways to practically apply His guidance and directives to our lives. I invite
you to come with us on this journey of exploring what renewal can mean and look like in a variety
of contexts.
Happy Reading!
Sincerely,
TojumiOluwa “Towa” Adegboyega
Editor-in-Chief

2

Contact
etspiritus@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 generous donations from the Veritas Forum,
Park Street Church, City on a Hill
Church and others

TABLE OF CONTENTS
WE SHALL BE CHANGED
Richard Ibekwe
4

HAVE A HEART: MISSION TRIPS
TojumiOluwa Adegboyega
24

A THEOLOGY OF QUANTUM MECHANICS
Ronald Davis III
8

THE RENEWAL OF CHRISTIAN UNITY
Erik Johnson
28

THE SOUND OF RAPTURE
Ryan Robinett
11

NEW EVERY MORNING
Matthew Turner
40

TO JESUS, THROUGH MARY
Ben Myers
18

GATHERED IN MY NAME
Marty Pomeroy
44

Et Spiritus Staff
Editor-in-Chief
TojumiOluwa Adegboyega

Treasurer
Richard Ibekwe
Webmaster
Erjona Topalli

Editors
Ronald Davis III, Ryan Robinett,
Richard Ibekwe,
Erik Johnson, Matthew Chun

3

Design Team
Ronald Davis, Elena Gonzalez,
Richard Ibekwe, Erik Johnson
Cover Artist
Jin Wu

MIT ET SPIRITUS FALL 2018

WE SHALL BE CHANGED
by RICHARD IBEKWE

Vétheuil, Claude Monet, 1879

Behold! I tell you a mystery. We shall not
all sleep, but we shall all be changed, in a
moment, in the twinkling of an eye, at the
last trumpet. For the trumpet will sound, and
the dead will be raised imperishable, and we
shall be changed.1

The dead will be raised imperishable

The story of our resurrection begins with the story
of the resurrection of Christ. It is a story we have
heard many times, but it bears repeating because,
as Paul wrote, it is of first importance: “that Christ
died for our sins according to the Scriptures, that he
was buried, that he was raised on the third day according to the Scriptures…”3 Christ Jesus came into
the world to save sinners4 —to live the life of perfect,
sinless obedience to God that we in our weakness
cannot live; to bear on the cross the punishment that
we deserve for the wrongs we do; to heal the breach
between us and God opened wide by our sin. If we
have faith in Him5 , through what He has done we are
forgiven our sins, and our relationship with God that
was broken by sin is restored. On the third day after

I have long found these words of Paul some of the
most poetic and wondrous in all the Bible. They
inspired the beautiful 48th movement of Handel’s
Messiah oratorio, “The trumpet shall sound”, listening to which moved me to write this article.2 The picture these words and other passages throughout the
Scriptures form of the world to come and of what
we shall be like in that world is at once spectacular
and mysterious and inspiring. Not only is the picture
a hopeful window into the future, but the bright rays
that stream through it say much about how our lives,
relationships and work should look in this present
world.

3

1 Corinthians 15:3–4
1 Timothy 1:15
5
We see in the Scriptures that we are entirely saved by our faith in Christ
and also that this faith is not simply intellectual acknowledgement, but
active trust in and reliance on Christ, which expresses itself in good works
and obedience to Him. See, for example, Romans 4, Matthew 16:24–26,
Ephesians 2:8–10 and James 2:14–26.
4

1

1 Corinthians 15:51–52
You can listen to the piece here: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OM2yUH3E4JA
2

4
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His death, Christ rose back to life, thus conquering
death forever and proving Himself truly to be the Son
of God. He ascended into heaven and is seated at
the right hand of the Father.
O death, where is your sting? O grave, where is
your victory?6 That which most people fear because

no more, our bodies—the very same bodies—will
be restored, renewed and transformed into bodies at
once both very different and very familiar.
The Scriptures do not suggest that our spiritual bodies will be any less substantial—any less
physical or solid—than our present bodies, though
we might be inclined to think so. If anything, they
will more substantial, more physical, more solid. As
Christ was raised with a renewed body that could be
seen and touched, so too shall we be12. C. S. Lewis in
The Great Divorce imagines that if we were to compare our present bodies with our future spiritual bodies, it is our present ones that would be ghostlike—
nebulous, translucent and fragile. Many of us think
the reverse because of how we understand “spiritual”: N. T. Wright argues that the term translated
“spiritual” from the original Greek means something
more like “animated by the Spirit” than “composed of
spirit”13 . That is, our bodies will be completely filled
with, aligned with and purified by the Holy Spirit in
us, and so will be glorious, imperishable and immortal—the culmination of the filling with the Holy Spirit
that has been at work in us in our present bodies
since we first believed in Christ. As a flower is the
consummation of what the seed from which it grew
was meant to be, so our spiritual bodies will be the
consummation of the bodies from which they were
transformed. We shall be as truly ourselves as we
can possibly be.

Death will have been but a sleep
it is dark and unknown has been brought to light as a
rite of passage into something unimaginably better.
There will come a day when God will bring about
this new reality with a shout of joy: “the trumpet will
sound, and the dead will be raised imperishable, and
we shall be changed”. Death will have been but a
sleep—and as Christ rose from His sleep into eternal life, those who have believed in Him shall also be
raised and shall be forever with Him in His kingdom.
Paul himself described all this as a mystery.
Nevertheless, the Scriptures give us a breathtaking
glimpse of what we shall be when we are changed. In
his first epistle, John wrote that “now we are children
of God, and what we will be has not yet been made
known. But we know that when Christ appears, we
shall be like Him, for we shall see Him as He is.”7
Somehow, by the work of Christ we shall approach
Him who dwells in unapproachable light 8; we shall
see Him who is invisible; and not only shall we see
Him, but we shall share in His glory9.
“Flesh and blood cannot inherit the kingdom of
God,” Paul wrote, “nor does the perishable inherit
the imperishable.”10 We shall not, then, enter and inherit God’s imperishable kingdom with our perishable bodies. On this point, few would be very surprised. It is common to think that, further, when we
are raised we will not really have bodies at all, but
that instead we will be formless spirits, or no more
than consciousnesses floating in a vacuum or another dimension—perhaps that we will only continue
to exist in a figurative sense. We might be surprised,
then, to find the Scriptures speaking as though our
bodies do persist—that we will have form and substance: the perishable will be “clothed” with the imperishable, the mortal with immortality; as a seed
is sown, “dies” and rises as a flower, so our natural
bodies are “sown”, die and shall be raised as imperishable, immortal, spiritual bodies11. In some mysterious way, though they decay or are burned and are

I am making everything new

In the Book of Revelation, we read of a striking vision
of the world to come:
Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth,
for the first heaven and the first earth had
passed away and there was no longer any
sea. I saw the Holy City, the new Jerusalem,
coming down out of heaven from God, prepared as a bride beautifully dressed for her
husband. And I heard a loud voice from the
throne saying, “Look! God’s dwelling place
is now among the people, and He will dwell
with them. They will be His people, and
God Himself will be with them and be their
God. He will wipe every tear from their eyes.
There will be no more death or mourning or
crying or pain, for the old order of things has
passed away.” He who was seated on the
throne said, “I am making everything new!”14
We may note a few things from this passage.

6

1 Corinthians 15:55, Hosea 13:14
1 John 3:2
8
1 Timothy 6:16
9
Romans 8:17
10
1 Corinthians 15:50
11
1 Corinthians 15:36–44
7

12
13
14
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Philippians 3:21
N. T. Wright, The Resurrection of the Son of God (2003), pp. 351–352
Revelation 21:1–4

MIT ET SPIRITUS FALL 2018

sage is of restoration and renewal, not simply of annihilation: the time will come when God will restore
everything19 , when He will renew all things20 . Insofar
as all things will be renewed, just as we look forward
to seeing the bad things of this world done away with
in the coming one, I think we can look forward to
finding the good things of this world that we love and
see and do in the coming one—restored, renewed
and transformed as beautifully as our own bodies
will be. Quite what this will look like we cannot say,
but we know that He who promised is faithful21, and
I think it will be more surprising and spectacular and
satisfying than we can now hope for or imagine.

Brethren, what shall we do?

What are we to make of all this? As C. S. Lewis
asked in The Weight of Glory, what practical use is
there in the speculations which I have been indulging? He offered one use: when we “remember that
the dullest and most uninteresting person you talk to
may one day be a creature which, if you saw it now,
you would be strongly tempted to worship,” you must
take everyone you meet seriously, for “there are no
ordinary people”.
Let us, then, live lives of unfeigned respect, love22

Jacob’s Dream, William Blake, 1805

First, it is a wonderfully hopeful image of the nature of God’s coming kingdom. Just as we are being changed and will be made perfect for that kingdom, so God will make everything new. Sin will be
completely done away with and the evil things of
this world—the pain, the suffering, the injustice; hatred and selfishness and pride—will be no more. At
the center of the kingdom will be God Himself and
His glory will be so spectacular that it will give the
kingdom light15 . Second, God’s coming kingdom is
pictured as a city, and later in the chapter the dimensions and material composition of that city are
described in detail. Though the language is mostly
symbolic, we see that it does not give the impression
of a place of mist and cloud, but of a solid, tangible
place to suit our solid, tangible spiritual bodies. It will
not be like a dream but, in the words of C. S. Lewis,
it will be “reality itself… for all that can be shaken will
be shaken and only the unshakable remains,” alluding to a prophecy of Haggai.16 There will be much to
see and do and enjoy in the light of God’s glory17; it
will not be boring, as many fear when they imagine
heaven, but pulsing with the infinite joy and intrigue
of the fullness of life18 . Third, the language in the pas-

Heaven will be pulsing with the
infinite joy and intrigue of the fullness of life
and service23 to our neighbors and our enemies24 .
Let us show them the grace that God has shown us
and forgive them as He forgave us25 . Let us pray for
them. And let us always be prepared to give an answer to everyone who asks us to give the reason for
the hope that we have26 —let the good news of the
gospel ever be on our lips. But we should not always
be serious. In view of the brilliance of the glory we
look forward to and the infinite joy that awaits us, let
us live vibrant, joyful lives in this present world; let us
be playful. Let us approach our work with both the
humility of knowing how very pale and small what
we do now will appear compared to the glory of the
coming world, and the reverence of realizing that
even these small things will be transformed into glo19
20
21
22

15

Revelation 21:23
16
C. S. Lewis, The Great Divorce (1946), p. 65. See also Haggai 2:6 and
Hebrews 12:26–27.
17
Isaiah 65:20–25
18
John 10:10

23
24
25
26
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Acts 3:21
Matthew 19:28
Hebrews 10:23
Mark 12:30–31
Matthew 20:28
Matthew 5:44
Colossians 3:13
1 Peter 3:15
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Olive Trees with Yellow Sky and Sun, Vincent van Gogh, 1889

ry when God makes everything new.
The kingdom of God we look forward to will be
more substantial, more real, more wonderful than
anything we can now even imagine—and we, too,
shall be changed. That is truly a glorious vision, in
every sense of the word; may it inspire and drive us
in this present world. In looking forward to that coming world, the final stanza of the hymn Jerusalem the
Golden27, set to the soaring tune Ewing, is a fitting
encouragement:
Strive, man, to win that glory;
Toil, man, to gain that light;
Send hope before to grasp it,
Till hope be lost in sight.
Exult, O dust and ashes,
The Lord shall be thy part:
His only, His forever
Thou shalt be, and thou art.

Richard Ibekwe
Richard is a PhD student in Nuclear Science &
Engineering. He is from the United Kingdom and
enjoys reading about and discussing domestic and
foreign politics.

27

The hymn was written in Latin by Bernard of Morlaix in 1146 and translated into English by John Neale in 1858. The tune Ewing was composed
by Alexander Ewing in 1853.
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A THEOLOGY OF QUANTUM MECHANICS
by RONALD DAVIS III

Mankind’s Eternal Dilemma – The Choice Between Virtue and Vice, Frans Franck, 1633

Introduction

claims of Christianity more plausible in a scientific
context.

How can demons possess physical creatures? How
can God reach down and split the sea, or feed 5000
people with just five loaves and two fish? Is there
room for a human soul or free will? In general, how
does the spiritual interact with the physical? Questions like these cause many to believe there is conflict between modern science and Christianity.
With a scientific mindset, it can be difficult to
rationalize spiritual interfaces with physical reality.
By the end of this article, we should have at least
a framework of reason in which to approach these
questions. This framework builds from Alvin Plantinga, a Christian philosopher who analyzed the relationship between science and Christianity.1 In his
analysis he explored how quantum mechanics can
complement Christian theology. His analysis offers
a perspective in which scientific principles are compatible with spiritual interactions, thus making the

Quantum Mechanics Analysis

Plantinga’s discussion of QM addresses the phenomenon where some supernatural entity (e.g.,
God, angels, demons, human souls) intervenes in
the physical reality. I will refer to this type of phenomenon simply as intervention. Plantinga argues
that intervention is consistent with science when taking a specific interpretation of QM into account.2
QM provides a framework for interpreting interventions because of the unique perspective it offers
on the nature of particles. In QM, particles are not
simply located in one point of space. Instead of being in a single point in space, a particle is essentially
“spread” throughout all space. However, the parti2

Although Plantinga argues for the consistency of science and intervention under QM, he also previously argued for the consistency under
classical, deterministic mechanics. Hence, the consistency of science
and intervention does not hinge on QM; but the development of QM offers yet another way to reconcile science and intervention.

1

Where the Conflict Really Lies: Science, Religion, and Naturalism, Alvin Plantinga (New York: Oxford University Press, 2011), pp. 91-125.
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cle is not evenly spread throughout all space. That
is, there are some locations with a “thicker” spread
of the particle, and other locations with a “thinner”
spread of the particle.
But then, why do objects look like they are in
one place? This is because by observing the object,
one takes a measurement of that object’s location.
Or rather, one takes a measurement of the particles
composing the object. When a measurement of a
particle’s location is taken, the particle “chooses” a
point in space and appears there. That is, after a
measurement, the spread of a particle “collapses” to
a single point in space.

In quantum mechanics,
particles are not simply located in
one point of space.
With this in mind: What does it mean for the
spread of a particle to be thicker or thinner at certain
points in space? Basically, the thicker the spread
at a certain location, the more likely the particle will
choose to collapse there after a measurement. So,
the thickness of the spread of a particle basically
shows where the particle will likely collapse after a
measurement.
Another important question: How often do particles choose where to collapse? According to one
theory, the Ghirardi-Rimini-Weber (GRW) interpretation of QM, “a macroscopic [system] undergoes a
[measurement] every 10 -7 seconds.”3 This means
that the particles in ordinary objects are measured,
then spread out a little, then 10 -7 seconds later are
measured again, and this cycle repeats. 4 Since ordinary objects are composed of multiple particles, this
process occurs for each particle. Let us refer to the
set of locations to which the particles of an object
collapse as the “collapse-outcome” of the measurement.
What determines the collapse-outcome of a
measurement of an object? In most cases, there is an
extremely high probability that the collapse-outcome
of an object will result in ordinary behavior. However, it is technically possible for the collapse-outcome
to result in weird behavior. For example, the collapse-outcome of a rock at rest will most likely leave
the rock at rest. But there is a miniscule chance that
all the particles in the rock will choose to collapse in
another galaxy. Extremely unlikely? Yes. But still

Jesus feeding the 5000 with five loaves and two fish

possible.
This is where intervention becomes relevant.
According to Plantinga, it is possible that God determines every collapse-outcome for most particles. 5
In this way God can control the physical reality and
intervene when he desires, all in a way that is consistent with science. With this framework of QM,
concepts like miracles and free will can now be analyzed.

Rethinking Miracles

How can we define a miracle with a quantum mechanical perspective? Classically, a miracle is an
event that defies the laws of nature that humans
have constructed. But when considering QM, intervention does not (in any obvious way) defy the laws
of nature. Plantinga states that it is possible that
some events, “…while not flatly excluded by QM, are
so improbable (given QM) that they wouldn’t be expected to occur in a period 1010 times the age of the
universe. Such [an event], if it were to occur (and if
we were to think of QM as universally applicable),
would disconfirm QM; it would be evidence against
QM…” 6 So if an event occurs that is so radically
improbable that the most likely explanation is that
QM is incorrect, then perhaps such an event can be
classified as a miracle.

3

Quoted from Plantinga, Where the Conflict Really Lies, 115.
Note that the GRW is one of many philosophical interpretations of QM.
But this interpretation is not the scientific consensus. However, it is still
plausible and in theory is testable.
4

5
6

9

Plantinga, Where the Conflict Really Lies, 116.
Quoted from Plantinga, Where the Conflict Really Lies, 118.
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Plantinga explains that when such an improbable event occurs, “…God is treating his world differently from the way in which he ordinarily treats it; but
the laws of nature, including QM, should be thought
of as descriptions of the material universe when
God is not treating what he has made in a special
way.”7 Hence, a miracle can alternatively be defined
as when God treats the universe differently than he
normally does. And QM shows that God can do this
without blatantly defying the laws of nature.

this assumption is not necessarily true, and it is still
possible that miracles do violate the laws of nature.
But even in this case intervention is still plausible,
as Plantinga makes an argument for its plausibility
using classical mechanics in his work Where the
Conflict Really Lies.

Conclusion

By considering miracles in a quantum mechanical
perspective, one can acknowledge spiritual interactions without defying any scientific principles. However, as Plantinga states, although it is nice to find
such a framework, Christians are “…not obliged to
trim [their] sails to the current scientific breeze on the
topic, revising [their] belief on the topic every time
science changes its mind…”10 Scientific knowledge
changes and evolves over time, but the claims of
Christianity are meant to be eternally true. Someday QM may be replaced with a superior theory, but
the foundational tenets of Christianity will remain the
same, and there is merit in believing Christian claims
outside of science. But at least in the moment we
can rest assured that there is no irreconcilable rift
between modern science and intervention.

Explaining Free Will

God’s control over collapse-outcomes may initially appear to be evidence against free will, or even
seem to entail occasionalism. 8 To counter this,
Plantinga argues that it is still possible for free will to
exist by making a qualification. Consider the doctrine that humans have an immaterial part of them,
the soul. Then perhaps the human soul can control certain collapse-outcomes, but only for particles
in their own physical brain. This way humans can
express their will through their own brain, and thus
their body as well. Meanwhile, God still controls all
other collapse-outcomes. Then, as Plantinga puts
it, “God sets the stage for such free action by causing a world of regularity and predictability; but he
causes only some of the collapse-outcomes, leav-

Scientific knowledge changes and
evolves over time, but the claims
of Christianity are meant to be
eternally true.
ing it to the free persons to cause the rest.”9 Thus,
this QM analysis does not pose any threat to free
will, but instead can be used to rationalize free will.
Additionally, this discussion of miracles and the human free will can easily be extended to other free
agents like angels and demons. When such beings
interface with physical reality, they determine the
collapse-outcomes of certain particles.
Note that this analysis assumes that God determines the collapse-outcomes of all particles other
than those controlled by free agents. In this way God
himself upholds the patterns of nature we observe,
but is not constrained to holding those patterns, so
he can break them whenever he wishes. Hence,
this assumption allows interventions to exist without
breaking any absolute “laws of nature.” However,

Ronald Davis III
Ronald graduated in 2018 with a B.S. in Electrical
Engineering and Physics. He is from New Mexico
and enjoys philosophy, theology, tennis, and video
games. He does research in the quantum nanophotonics group at MIT.
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Quoted from Plantinga, Where the Conflict Really Lies, 119.
Occasionalism is the theory that God completely and directly causes
every event that occurs.
9
Quoted from Plantinga, Where the Conflict Really Lies, 120.
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Quoted from Plantinga, Where the Conflict Really Lies, 121.

THE SOUND OF RAPTURE
by RYAN ROBINETT

1945, Richard Wawro, an autistic artist

Preface

times, he feels the need to exhaustively parametrize
all of his jokes and opinions for fear that he might
transgress some social convention he is not aware
of. The short breaths and fearful eyes that accompany these parametrizations make me think of man
navigating a world he cannot see.
Difficulties in interpreting a loved one with autism are understandable; sometimes, I feel that conversation with my cousin requires a nuanced language that only our family understands. However, an
unacceptable tendency that stems from this difficulty is having contempt for an autistic person’s wants,
dreams, character, and relationships. People—
sometimes even myself—see my cousin’s abnormal
expressions of curiosity or affection and pass them
off as childish or base intimations from a primitive
mind. We subconsciously trivialize the depth of the
feelings an autistic person can have for another, or
assume that certain facets of the human experience
are too ideal or complicated for them.
Once at an Easter dinner, my cousin asked loud-

One of my best friends is my cousin on my mother’s
side, who was diagnosed with Asperger’s at a young
age. Though I am older than him by seven years, our
overlapping interests and comparably corny humor
have fostered a bond which remains strong even after three years at MIT. Whenever he calls, we talk
extensively about video games, high school life, theology, meteorology, and memes. More accurately,
he talks extensively about these things, and I’ll put in
a few words here and there as he catches his breath.
Our family makes a lot of jokes about my longwinded cousin, but I can remember watching him at
the age of three incapable of making speech. I sometimes laugh at his goofy, over-exaggerated gestures,
and I have gotten used to conversation with limited eye contact. But I remember a time when these
same things—layered on top of difficulty listening,
speaking, and paying attention—alienated him from
others in his school and neighborhood. Today, even
though he speaks precisely and even elegantly at

11
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ly what it means for someone to be saved1. He had
asked the question out of the blue; and because of
the volume with which he speaks, any conversation
with him about Christ would necessarily have included everyone at the table. Perhaps due to impatience,
perhaps due to anxiety over the nuances of salvific
theology, perhaps due to some unconscious notion
that, as an autistic child, he could not have a true
relationship with God, someone sitting next to my
cousin told him not to worry and to know that Jesus
loved him. No one else, save me and my cousin in
private, brought it up again for the rest of the night.
Today, I consider this one of the most dehumanizing events I have personally witnessed. If a Christian believes that a person is incapable of having
a relationship with God on psychological grounds,
do they truly believe that person is human? Anyone
who has heard my two cents on mainstream Evangelicalism in the United States has heard me use
the participial phrase, “sacrificing depth for breadth.”
It is impossible to share a Jesus who participates in
every facet of our humanity2 when we hardly give
people the time or attention to be fully human.
The following story was an effort to put into writing an evening my cousin had with a fantastic young
lady from his high school. I hope I wrote it in a way
that wholly preserves the honor, flavor, and whole-

ness of their experience, while making clear that the
experience does not have to be conventional for it
to be wholly authentic. My creation of the physical
space was heavily influenced by an article by autism spokesperson and worship leader Lori Sealy3.
I highly recommend the article to anyone who wishes to better understand the world from between the
ears of a person living with autism.

The Sound of Rapture

Jason’s mother ran her bony fingers through his
brown hair. Usually, the sound of her fingers running
through his hair was a hissing, swishing noise. But
the hair gel made it sound swampy, like spreading
jelly with a knife. He stared at his face in the mirror,
though it was hard to look at anything other than his
mother because she was moving all over the place.
She would peek out from behind his sturdy body
from the left, reach up, and swipe her hand through
his hair, then dart around to the other side and do the
same thing. She had told Jason that this would make
him look nice for Homecoming. Jason only saw that
it made his hair look wet.
Jason’s gray slacks rubbed harshly against his
legs as he walked out of the bathroom. The cuff
of the sleeve on his dress shirt, too, felt irritating
against his wrist. They walked down the hall and
entered the living room, where his grandmother and
sister were waiting. Though he had walked through

1

“Saved” is a Baptist buzzword used to refer to salvation and relationship
with Christ.
2
Hebrews 2:5-18

3
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his grandparents’ living room hundreds of times beand they were good friends. But tonight, they were
fore, the yellow afternoon light still hit him as loud as
something special. She was his date. This meant
it did the first time. Every pockmark in the eggshell
that she was pretty and that he was handsome, and
walls, every stitch in the paisley frieze on the brown
that they were going to have a good time.
couch, the light glaring off the cherry lacquer of his
His mom chatted outside for half a minute begrandmother’s record player: they each fought for
fore taking the driver’s seat. It was now just him and
his attention as much as his grandmother and sister.
her, and he was free to not make eye contact. She
They were all smiling at him. To be polite, he stood
turned the key in the ignition. The sedan’s LED constiffly near the center of the room and smiled, looksole lit up, and on the screen was the car’s built-in
ing between the two.
GPS. She closed the GPS and turned her head as
“Wow!” his grandmother half spoke, half
she backed out of the driveway. Already knowing the
breathed. “Don’t we have a fine looking’ young man
answer, she asked, “Do you know how to get to Elizwith us tonight?” His sister raised her eyebrows as
abeth’s house?” Jason kept looking up at the sky.
she looked at him from top to bottom. “I’ll say!
“Yeah. You’re gonna travel down Cabin Creek to
That Elizabeth Sanchez doesn’t know
Waterworks Road. Then turn right and
what sort of lady-killer is taking
go past the intersection between
Every pockmark
her to Homecoming.” Jason’s
Waterworks Road and Hoods
in the eggshell walls, every
eyes shifted metronomically
Mill Road for three-pointbetween them, uncertain
stitch in the paisley frieze on the two miles. Then you’ll turn
which of the two he was
onto Wilson Cemebrown couch, the light glaring off the right
supposed to make eye
tery Road, and this will
contact with. What had cherry lacquer of his grandmother’s carry you to the Comhis sister meant by calling record player: they each fought for merce exit of 441. From
him a lady-killer? Did his
there…” Her voice softly
his attention as much as his
suit make him look violent?
interjected, “Do you mind
Did he look violent and was
just telling me when I need to
grandmother and sister.
therefore attractive, or was he atturn?” He nodded heavily.
tractive otherwise, and happened to look
They arrived at the Sanchezes’
threatening? His tie was blood red; was that why he
house at 5:37 p.m. His mom cued him by squeezlooked violent? They continued to affirm how nice
ing his shoulder; he grabbed the white corsage from
Jason looked: that the jacket suited him well, that his
his mother, swung open the car door, moseyed over
mom had done a good job with his hair. The clothes,
to their front door, and rang the bell. He could hear
they claimed, made Jason look particularly nice; but
Mr. Sanchez bellowing, “I’ll get it!” from deep inside
earlier, looking in the mirror, he had no idea how or
the house. He heard thick heels rolling through thin
why. Maybe discomfort is handsome, or maybe high
carpet, then clopping over hardwood, then rolling
school girls really like gray pants and navy jackets.
again through carpet or a rug behind the door. Mr.
Between three people talking, and all the light detailSanchez, with bright brown eyes and a wide grin,
ing absolutely everything, Jason could hardly think.
opened the door. “Hello, Jason!”
He assumed that whatever was special about his ap“Hello, Mr. Sanchez.” Jason held out his hand.
pearance, it was one of those social things to which
Instead of shaking it, Mr. Sanchez grabbed it firmly,
his autism made him blind.
yanked Jason toward him, and patted him warmly
He and his mom walked out the front door to
on the back. “You clean up rather nice, young man.”
her white sedan, his grandmother and sister followJason thanked him quietly, simultaneously alarmed
ing close behind. While the three women continued
and grateful, and walked into the foyer. It was a keltalking outside, Jason plopped into the passenger
ly green rug that he had heard; the foyer floor was
seat, buckled up, and shut the door. He could still
hardwood. A staircase wrapped around the left wall
feel the shrill of his mother’s voice, the velvet of his
opposite the door to the second story. There was a
grandmother’s drawl, but quieter now. The static was
dining room with an old pine table and a sickeningly
now composed mainly of his stiff dress shirt crackbright chandelier to the left past the staircase, and
ling with the rise and fall of his breath, ten thousand
a wide entryway to some sort of common area to
leaves shifting aimlessly outside. This was white
the right. From the common area, Jason heard the
noise he could handle, that behaved in a predictable
movement of rough fabric, quick spurts of Spanish,
fashion. He could think a little now. He could think
and the sound of fingers running through dry hair.
about seeing Elizabeth, and talking with her about
Jason’s mom walked through the front door and beastronomy and memes and television. She was one
gan talking warmly with Mr. Sanchez. A few seconds
of the few people in the world who understood him,
later, Mrs. Sanchez and Elizabeth emerged from the
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common area. Mrs. Sanchez walked hurriedly to
Jason and hugged him, and then walked past him
to Jason’s mom. Elizabeth stood with her arms tight
to her sides, her hands closed. She was wearing a
mint green dress and a darker green organza sash
around her waist. Jason was surprised to see her
hair, usually straight, curled into long, dark coils.
“Your hair looks nice,” Jason offered. She
shook her head, looking shyly at his mom. “Thanks.
I don’t like it.” Jason could tell she was trying hard
to not start twirling, which was her stimming behavior. They paused for a moment, and Jason gave a
hearty laugh. He stretched out his arms like a bird’s
wings and half flapped, half curled them in his best
imitation of a violent creature. “Apparently, I look like
a lady-killer.” Elizabeth laughed, and her hands and
arms relaxed. “Sounds dangerous.” Mrs. Sanchez,
with her smartphone in hand, stole the corsage from
Jason and ushered the two of them to the first step.
Mrs. Sanchez handed Jason back the corsage’s
plastic box. After a few seconds, he popped it open,
grabbed the corsage by the band, and started maneuvering it around Elizabeth’s arm.
Elizabeth’s voice came out loudly. “I don’t understand why you have to put a flower on my wrist.”
Jason shrugged. “I think it’s supposed to make you
look better.” He heard his mom and Elizabeth’s parents crack up. He flushed, wondering if it was because he was doing the corsage wrong. Elizabeth,
too, looked up at her parents, her face a bit rosy. It
was good to know there was someone else in the
room who was on the same page. He could hear the
scratchy green band of the corsage as he wrapped
it around her wrist. It sounded just like the sash of
her dress.
Mr. and Mrs. Sanchez drove Elizabeth and Jason to a chain restaurant for dinner before the dance.
The lady-killer and his date sat at a window booth
away from the Sanchezes. The window was covered with a thick bisque curtain. Apart from the one
windowed wall, the restaurant was lit by only a few
incandescent lights, each over a different table. The
deeper in a table from the windowed wall, the darker it was. Jason could see the halo projected onto
each table by its overhead light—nearer the window,
these halos were so faint that probably no one else
in the restaurant save he and Elizabeth could see
them. But the halos in the back were bright glorioles
that bridged the otherwise dim space between two
faces. Jason saw that many of the couples in the
restaurant were students from his and Elizabeth’s
high school. There was Todd Coxeter sitting across
from Lucy Harrison, Maggy Hardigree sitting across
from Darius Whitaker, Emma Johnson sitting across
from Robert Shaw. Lucy, Maggy, and Emma all had
curly hair and colorful dresses. Todd, Darius, and

Robert were all wearing slacks and dress shirts that
sounded scratchy and uncomfortable.
The hair gel, the halo, the fancy dresses—there
was some unknown power to them that made the
space between two faces special, like there were
electric field lines going from Darius’s mouth to Maggy’s ears, and from Lucy’s eyes to Todd’s. Jason
was sure that the same power occupied the space
around his and Elizabeth’s table. There was something special about his hair gel, red tie, navy jacket,
and black shoes—something violent—reciprocal to
Elizabeth’s mint green dress and black shoes. But no
matter how hard he tried to feel it, the force refused
to act upon him. Or upon Elizabeth, for that matter.
“How long did it take for your mom to get you
ready?” Elizabeth asked.
Jason looked up at the light and contemplatively puckered his lip. “I think it was…yeah, forty-two
minutes, from the time I showered to when my hair
got done.”
“Nice,” she nodded. She laughed, rolled her
eyes, and comically flipped her hand through her
dark coils. “It took my mom for-ever to curl my hair! It
was so annoying. I had to stand still for like an hour.”
While Jason’s movements were slow and relaxed—
his mother referred to him and his grandmother as
“Slow” and “Slower,” respectively—Elizabeth’s were

Elizabeth, too, looked up at her
parents, her face a bit rosy. It was
good to know there was someone
else in the room who was on the
same page.
always dripping with emotion, whether that be anxiety or elation. If he was a gentle giant, she was a
caffeinated pixie.
Jason let out a deep chuckle. “Yeah. That
sounds like torture. I am so grateful that I’m a guy,
and that I don’t have to have much done to my hair
to make it look nice.”
“Yeah, you better be grateful! I had to miss today’s episode of Wizards of Waverly Place. I never
miss an episode.”
“Oh, you don’t have to worry about missing today’s episode. You watched the episode that aired
on...on...on...Saturday night, right?”
“Yeah?”
Jason’s eyes traced images that only he could
see. “So, Disney airs...airs...I think Disney airs…
yeah, so Disney’s Friday time slot from three p.m. to
six p.m. is the same thing as their Saturday night slot
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from eight p.m. to eleven p.m.”
She smiled, looking down at the table. “Interesting! I had no idea. Next time I have something on
a Friday night, I’ll try and remember to be watching
Disney on Saturday night.” A waitress, who had been
standing next to the table for a few seconds, cleared
her throat. “Are you ready for me to take your order?”
Jason ordered a burger and fries, Elizabeth pasta and a strawberry milkshake. While they waited
for their food, she told him about the Goosebumps
book she finished last week. Jason found little skill
or interest in reading, but he always enjoyed hearing Elizabeth recount the stories she had read. She
would drag out every detail. Her voice and her dark
coils bounced around as she recalled humorous moments, barely able to catch her breath through the hilarity. When she recounted the part where the monster appears, her eyes became fierce and opaque.
Her voice was as grave as if the Werewolf of Fever
Swamp were snarling behind the bisque curtain. It
was like Elizabeth relived the stories as she told him.
Sometimes, Jason was convinced she did.
When their food arrived, Elizabeth became engrossed in her milkshake, and it gave Jason the
opportunity to describe the irregularity of Phoebe’s
orbit around Saturn. While speaking, he could hear
Todd animatedly recount the time he and Nicholas
Sykes got drunk at a party. Lucy laughed prettily at
particular phrases, or whenever Darius would emphasize something with his hands, neither of which
Jason found funny. Darius and Maggy talked about
the music they liked to listen to. Elizabeth never
listened to music, and except for when his grandmother would play old songs for Jason on her record
player, neither did he. Robert held Emma’s hand
across the table; he leaned forward and muttered
something to her that he figured no one else heard
but Emma. Jason and Elizabeth blushed when they
heard it, and Elizabeth had to restrain herself from
laughing violently.
On their way from the restaurant to the high
school, Jason kept his eyes on the night sky. He had
not anticipated how overwhelming it would be sitting
in an unfamiliar vehicle. The Sanchez’s car was a
feisty orange Volkswagen with bright, creamy leather interior. Inside, it smelt strongly of coffee and aftershave. Mr. Sanchez, at the wheel, raised his head
a little before speaking. “So fellas, y’all will be arriving at the dance a little late.
“Fashionably late,” Mrs. Sanchez inflected.
“Yes, fashionably late. We thought y’all would
have preferred having a long dinner.”
Jason turned from the window to be polite, not
sure whether he was supposed to talk to the mirror
or the back of Mr. Sanchez’s head. “I think that was...
that was a great idea, Mr. Sanchez. I can’t speak

2268, Richard Wawro

for Elizabeth, but I personally prefer it this way.” He
nervously turned his head. “What do you think, Elizabeth?” Elizabeth was absentmindedly playing with
her green sash, scratching two faces of the fabric together between her index finger and thumb. Though
she stimmed a lot when she was anxious, Elizabeth
only fidgeted when she was tired. Her response
came out in slurred Spanish. “No m’importa.” Mrs.
Sanchez peered back, smilingly. “Jason doesn’t
speak Spanish, mija.” In English, it sounded even
more drowsy. “I don’t care.”
It was 8:56 when Mr. and Mrs. Sanchez dropped
Elizabeth and Jason off at East Jackson High School.
Even from the atrium, the intense bass from the cafeteria shook Jason’s face like a menacing heartbeat.
He was prepared for overstimulation by the sheer
number of people at the dance, but he could not
have imagined noise so inundating as this. They
walked up the gray atrium stairs and into the dark
cafeteria. For every beam of light that the fluorescent
lights in the ceiling would otherwise project, there
were a thousand sharp tambors pounding his ears.
A hundred high heels clapped the tile in time with the
music; long hair swished and sheared against louder
fabric; animated guys and girls whooped and shout-

15

MIT ET SPIRITUS FALL 2018

ed—some together with the music and some over it.
Jason could not tell what the music was saying,
but it sounded angry. A tall kid with shaggy hair was
strutting near the front, his head bobbing violently
with each step. Darius was hopping up and down,
his finger pointed accusingly at another couple as he
shouted something towards them; Maggy laughed
incredulously. A ring of bright dresses and colorful
ties chanted and cheered around Nicholas Sykes,
his jacket off, as he spun around on the cool gray
tile. Further in, Emma was rocking back and forth, up
and down, with Robert’s arms wrapped lazily around
her waist from behind. It made Jason uncomfortable,
though he did not understand exactly why. Some
dancers lazily swayed, others aggressively pumped
their fists; there were a thousand interpretations of
what this wrathful music meant. Yet everyone’s head
nodded up and down at more or less the same time.
Though they individually might have felt a thousand
different things, the dancers all agreed to some
common essence of the experience. Jason wondered whether or not he and Elizabeth could tune
into this force if they tried. He turned to her, seeing
that her arms were tight against her side, her hands
clenched tightly. He figured they shouldn’t.
Elizabeth and Jason walked over to the punch
bowl, where they found Danny Crowder, Hanna
Schmidt, and Todd Johnson from their Social Skills
class. They formed a ring of five bodies, chatting loudly over trap and bass about school, video
games, and television. Hanna wore a glittering blue
dress and some dark inky pastel around her eyes
that made her look pretty. She was mostly silent, as
usual, though she smiled more than she usually did.
Todd’s gestures were almost as violent as the dancing, his voice more aggressive than what little Jason
could understand of the songs’ lyrics. Danny’s hair
was slicked back, as smooth and glossy as his lisp.
It made him look how Jason thought a suave secret
agent—a lady-killer—would look in a movie, especially with Danny’s wicked grin.
Margaret Li and Lianet de la Cruz came by to
hug Elizabeth and Hanna and compliment their
dresses. Elizabeth giggled and thanked them quietly before they walked on. Nicholas approached
Jason, bumped his fist, and told him that he looked
sharp. As Nicholas walked back into the mob, Jason laughed nervously and offered, “You too.” Jason finally understood the exact way in which he appeared violent. He understood, too, that the dancers
were simply behaving exactly as they looked.
Without forewarning, Todd—whose usual conversational volume did not have to compensate for
the loudspeaker—epiphanied, “Jason! You and Elizabeth should go dance together.” Elizabeth looked
wearily to the mob, to Jason, and back to Todd. “I’d

rather not.” Todd then became unhinged. “No! You
two came together to Homecoming! You two are
supposed to dance, that’s the rule! Else, you two aren’t officially going together. Everyone knows that.”
Elizabeth, persuaded more by Todd’s logic than his
energy, looked timidly at Jason and shrugged. “I
guess we can try.” Her arms tight to her sides, her
head low, she marched bravely into the raging sea.

He knew that the two of them
could keep it up for a few more
minutes. They had been keeping
it up for years.
Jason, bound to her as her date, moseyed after her.
They parked ten paces from the center of the
dancing. Jason attempted to move in time with the
music, trying to nod his head in agreement with everyone else. But the rhythm escaped him, and his
neck started hurting. He had imagined, as he and
Elizabeth walked into the crowd, that his pumping
right fist should have hit the air like it were the head
of a drum. Instead, his arm rose as heavily and
gracelessly as it ever had, like he was submerged
in a morass of his own stupidity. It was exhausting.
Elizabeth swayed her arms to and fro slowly, but
could not catch the spirit of it.
They stayed that way for a few minutes, goofy
circus animals pretending to belong to a wild jungle. A jungle that was loud and ferocious. A jungle
with a trillion eyes, which looked at you expectantly
when you wanted to be alone and which looked at
you dismissively when you failed to get the inside
joke. They were not dancing, Jason conceded; they
were acting. Like they always did. Elizabeth’s eyes
were staring anxiously, absentmindedly at the tile.
Behind her walnut eyes, he figured, she was navigating hundreds of pretty dresses and the static of a
million fabrics, a raging sea of emotion and beauty
that she, like him, might have wanted, but would never quite understand. He knew that the two of them
could keep it up for a few more minutes. They had
been keeping it up for years.
Seeing the weariness in Elizabeth’s chocolate
eyes whispered softly to something deep inside him.
It was gentle, fresh, like an autumn breeze. That’s
when the music caught him. The aggregate sound
of black, blond, and brown hairs shifting over one
another, all around them; he realized it was just like
the needle of his grandmother’s record player as it
runs over vinyl. First, all you hear is static. Then, if
it’s a slow song, the warm brass wheezes at you. It
speaks at you slowly with simple words, and catches
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its breath as the saxophone says its piece with more
beautiful and varied words. If it’s a fast song, the
brass and the sax are bright and happy, and neither
can speak more than five words before the other one
interjects. He listened to the static, closed his eyes,
and poised his body for the first word.
It came out bright and true. His arms arced loosely through the air in crude circles, and Elizabeth was
taken by surprise. He started running in place, his
arms racing back and forth. Then he jumped ninety
degrees to his left doing the same thing. His movements, though cumbersome and imbalanced, felt as
smooth as velvet, comfortable. Somewhere in the
back of his mind, the trumpet and trombone flared
in unison, and he laid on the ground, fists boxing the
air lazily, and Elizabeth laughed hysterically. He realized that many of the people around him were staring at him, and he froze. But he saw that Elizabeth’s
arms were waving again, and that her eyes were free
and engaged. She felt the music, too.
He lumbered to his feet, and the brass moved
electrically through him. Sometimes, he was skipping. At other times, he grabbed Elizabeth by the
hand and spun her around. Occasionally, he was
half flapping, half curling his arms, like a sharp, sexy
penguin of death. Elizabeth was laughing and spinning, her organza sash spreading around her like
Saturn’s rings, her steps wobbling like Phoebe’s orbit. Other dancers flowed between and around them
for the rest of the night. Jason did not distinguish
whether they danced to trap and bass or to the rich,
jazzy melody that only he and Elizabeth could hear.
The Sanchez’s orange Volkswagen drove up to
the school at around 10:52 p.m. Elizabeth ran excitedly to the driver’s side door, and Jason dragged his
feet to the passenger’s side. As they hoisted themselves in, Mr. Sanchez turned his head back with a
tired smile.
“How was the dance?”
Elizabeth laughed wickedly. “It was fantastic! Me
and the lady-killer had a good time.”

Ryan Robinett
Ryan is a senior in Course 18. He is a proud resident of Maseeh 4, and enjoys reading and writing
fiction. He loves theology and anime, and he very
much enjoys maths which are particularly inapplicable to human progress, like differential geometry.
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TO JESUS, THROUGH MARY
by BEN MYERS

The Visitation, Jerónimo Ezquerra, c. 1737

The central turning point of humankind begins with
the Incarnation, the wonderfully mysterious event of
God becoming man. When Jesus Christ was “born
of a woman, born under the law,” being conceived
in the Virgin’s womb by the power of the Holy Spirit,
He became our bridge to the Father by taking on an
authentic human nature. Ever since the sin of Adam
and Eve, “Sick, our nature demanded to be healed;
fallen, to be raised up; dead, to rise again,”1 so God
humbled Himself to become man in order to raise us
up to intimate relationship with Him.
Although sometimes glossed over due to overexposure, the Incarnation is a central mystery of the
Christian faith, warranting reflection. Jesus, the Son
of God and true God Himself, became man. The
importance of the Incarnation gives us context for
understanding controversies in the early Church. Indeed, many early heresies, such as Arianism (which
rejected that the Son is consubstantial with the Father) or Nestorianism (which rejected the union of
human and divine natures in the one person of Jesus
Christ) divided the Church because these technical
theological distinctions were seen as touching on
important matters. Indeed, it is through God becoming man that we are saved; through His life, passion,
1

death, and resurrection, we are offered eternal life
and perfect union with Him. Yet, even if we sometimes gloss over the details of Christ’s nature and
birth, all Christians confess the significance of the
Incarnation and the error of early heretics. What we
disagree on is something closely related: how does
Jesus’ Mother, who plays a special role in the Incarnation, fit into God’s plan of salvation and the good
news Jesus reveals to us? Catholics believe she fits
into this plan in a multifaceted way as the Mother of
God, an exemplar of faith, the New Eve, our Mother,
and our intercessor par excellence. But why should
we? And how should other Christians approach the
subject?
The Church Fathers themselves connected the
discussion of Mary to the discussion of the identity of
Jesus. For instance, the Council of Ephesus, called
in A.D. 431, addressed controversies surrounding
Christ’s nature. The most famous declaration of the
Council is that a proper title for Jesus’ mother Mary
is “Mother of God” or the “God-bearer”—Theotokos.
Basically, Nestorius thought that Jesus was a human
person with a human nature that was mysteriously
united to the Son of God, who was a divine person
with a divine nature. Nestorius claimed that Mary
was just the mother of the human person, and not of
God. The Council of Ephesus instead declared that

St. Gregory of Nyssa, Orat. catech. 15: PG 45, 48B. Cited in CCC 385.
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the Second Person of the Trinity took on a human
nature when He became incarnate, so that Jesus
was one person with two natures, one human and
one divine. In the same way that one could intelligibly say, “My dentist won the club golf tournament”
(because the same person is both a dentist and a
golfer), so one can intelligibly say that Mary is the
Mother of God, because the same person, Jesus, is
both man and God.

in the communion of saints. It strikes me now as
rather funny that I never learned to pray the Rosary
and knew almost nothing about Marian devotion by
sophomore year of college, considering I’d grown up
in a parish called St. Mary. My reaction sophomore
fall to discovering the Virgin Mary’s importance in
the life of the Church probably resembles, to a lesser
degree, that of many devout Protestants—I found it
uncomfortable and hard to fit into my understanding
of the gospel and of Christian life. Having briefly
heard of a number of Protestant concerns about how
Catholics view Mary, I too began to doubt the appropriateness of Marian titles and veneration. Even in
my confusion, however, I eventually submitted to the
teachings of the Church and spoke to Mary, asking
for her intercession. Since then, her prayers and
example of faith and humility have continued to conform my heart to Jesus’ heart more and more.

How does Jesus’ Mother… fit into
God’s plan of salvation and the
good news Jesus reveals to us?
To make all the Catholic claims I referenced
above extends beyond simply rejecting Nestorianism, and I suspect that, already, many Protestant
readers will have raised a number of legitimate concerns about these. “There is one God who created
the earth and heavens; how can He properly be said
to have a mother? Even if she is the ‘Mother of God,’
this fact doesn’t encourage us to venerate her or
pray to her (thus treating her like another mediator).
Such things border on treating her as a pagan goddess! Jesus even denies the significance of Mary’s
motherhood in the Gospels2; maybe this position
and title mean nothing about Mary, only something
about Jesus, the only mediator.3 Where do we find
in Scripture that she is of such importance?” We will
try to address these concerns in the course of this
article.
As a matter of fact, I went through an extended stage of such questioning. Here is some background on myself: I was born to a Catholic mother
and non-denominational father in a largely Protestant area of rural Michigan. Like so many young
Catholics, my faith was extremely lukewarm and
catechesis poor; outside of going to church on Sundays, I, for the most part, lived like I would if Christ
was not a part of my life. In college, I came to know
Jesus in a new way through the love and wisdom
of certain priests and missionaries and their sharing
with me a deeper understanding of the gospel. This
was solidified sophomore year at which point I was
ready to invite Jesus to begin to transform me, to
change my goals, my schedule, and my understanding.
Then, as a more sincere Catholic, I was in for
yet more surprises, now about the importance of
Mary’s role in our salvation historically and actively
2
3

Virgin Most Faithful

Of course, this story alone does not suffice to answer the questions posed or to explain the importance of Mary’s role for all Christians. For this, let
us return to the Incarnation. In Luke 1, the angel
Gabriel greets Mary, “Hail, full of grace, the Lord is
with you,” going on to prophesy about Jesus as king
on the throne of David and Son of the Most High.
Already in this greeting, we see something significant—the use of the Greek word kecharitomene
(“full of grace”), which carries much greater weight
than the normal Greek word for “favored one” we
would expect if Mary were being equated with the
great women of the Old and New Testaments like
Anna, mother of Samuel, or Elizabeth, mother of the
John the Baptist. The meaning of kecharitomene is
made more explicit in St. Jerome’s Latin translation
from the fourth century, but theologian René Laurentin makes the point that kecharitomene itself indicates an interior characteristic of the subject—an
indication that Mary was looked upon with favor and
beyond this, full of grace.
At first responding with confusion, the Virgin
asks, “How will this be, since I do not know man?”
The angel explains, “The Holy Spirit will come upon
you, and the power of the Most High will overshadow you; therefore the child to be born will be called
holy, the Son of God….” But now comes the crucial
decision: will this woman say yes to God, giving assent to His working through her to make the Word
become flesh? Or will she give into fear of the social consequences of becoming pregnant before her
marriage or the daunting task of raising a child by
herself if Joseph dismisses her? (After all, Deuteronomy 22:23-24 lists stoning as a punishment for a
betrothed virgin who lies with another man.) Filled
with grace, she makes her decision, “Behold, I am

Luke 11:27-28
1 Timothy 2:5
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the handmaid of the Lord; let it be to me according to
your word,” and God is made man.
The first thing to note in this beautiful response
is the faith of this young Virgin. Imagine yourself in
her shoes, one similar to that of many young pregnant women even today. She looks ahead to a very
uncertain future, one which mostly likely would hold
much stress, loneliness, and shame. And she realizes that, regardless of these sufferings, her decision will drastically change her future from what she
had previously imagined. But she walks by faith, like
Abraham, “hoping against hope,” believing that God
will provide for all that He calls her to—she acts on
trust, which is the core of faith. Thus later, in Luke
11:27-28 when Jesus answers a woman who says,
“Blessed is the womb that bore you and the breasts
that you sucked,” he answers, “Blessed rather are
those who hear the word of God and keep it!” Mary,
in her obedience of faith, heard the word of God and
kept it, pondering it in her heart (cf. Luke 2:51), and
this act of faith is even more significant than carrying the Incarnate God in her womb and nursing Him.
Thus, we aptly call Mary “Virgin Most Faithful.”

The Annunciation, Paolo de Matteis, 1712

We ought to be very grateful to
Mary for her fiat, her “yes” to
God

option to say “no”; as God does not force salvation
on anyone, He did not force Mary to be the Mother
of His Son. So we ought to be very grateful to Mary
for her fiat, her “yes” to God. The Catholic Church,
based on Scripture and Tradition handed down from
the Apostles, teaches that Mary preemptively received grace from Jesus’ passion, death, and resurrection, to be free from the stain of Adam and Eve’s
sin; she was predestined for this role from eternity by
divine providence. 5
The Eve-Mary parallel helps explain other traditions 6 we find from the times of the Apostles. For
instance, it is noteworthy for those familiar with the
doctrines that Mary was immaculately conceived
(i.e. she was spared from original sin and its effects)
and perpetually a virgin (even after Jesus’ birth) that
these remain consistent with the parallel drawn. The
idea is that even when she was conceived, Mary,
by Christ’s saving work, was free of original sin for
which Eve was responsible. Therefore she would
not have suffered the punishments of original sin
laid upon Adam and Eve: among others, she had
no pains of childbirth when Jesus was born and she
remained ever virgin instead of her husband ruling
over her and her desire being “for her husband.”7

The New Eve

History gives us evidence that early Christians too
reflected on Mary’s faith. St. Irenaeus made the
following point: “As Eve was seduced by the word
of an angel [i.e. Satan] and so fled from God after
disobeying his word, Mary in her turn was given the
good news by the word of an angel, and bore God
in obedience to his word. As Eve was seduced into
disobedience to God, so Mary was persuaded into
obedience to God; thus the Virgin Mary became the
advocate of the virgin Eve.”4 This work was published around AD 185. It can be easy to forget the
connectedness of these Fathers of the Church with
the Apostles, but it is thought that St. Irenaeus was
the disciple of St. Polycarp who was the disciple of
St. John, the beloved disciple and Evangelist. St.
Irenaeus’ word on Mary’s role in our salvation emphasizes the importance of the Virgin Mary within
the early Church.
Jesus is the New Adam and Mary is the New
Eve. This parallel puts Mary in a very special position. God willed that our salvation be contingent
on one woman’s free choice, insofar as she had the
4

5

cf. Is 7:14
cf. Protoevangelium of James 4, 7 [AD 120]; Origen, Commentary on
Matthew 2:17 [AD 248]; St. Jerome, The Perpetual Virginity of the Blessed Mary [AD 383] (http://www.newadvent.org/fathers/3007.htm).
7
Genesis 2:16-19
6

St. Irenaeus, Against Heresies, Book 5, Ch. 19.
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These perfections, also related to her role as the
New Eve, help show the way God prepared a dwelling place for His Son and a fittingly faithful woman.
Recall Exodus 20:18-20, where the Israelites fear
God’s presence among them due to their sinfulness;
they would surely die if He spoke to them (or came
among them). Mary, on the other hand, was a clean
dwelling place, being free from sin.

mother, bowing before her.10 We recognize a hint of
this respect given to the queen mother in Elizabeth’s
reverent greeting to Mary at Luke 1:42-43: “Blessed
are you among women, and blessed is the fruit of
your womb! And why is this granted me, that the
mother of my Lord should come to me?”
Strong scriptural support for the relationship between Mary’s role as Queen Mother can be found in
Scott Hahn’s Catholic for a Reason II: Scripture and
the Mystery of the Mother of God or in Dr. Edward
Sri’s article “Queen Mother: A Biblical Theology of
Mary’s Queenship.” Yet even without such a deep
analysis, it is interesting to note Mary’s appearances in the Gospels at nearly all key moments: Jesus’
conception and birth, His circumcision and throughout His childhood, the first act of His public ministry,
His death on the Cross, and the Holy Spirit’s descent
at Pentecost.
Thus Mary’s motherhood carries at least two relevant implications: that we should honor her and that
we should ask for her intercession. Setting the intercession bit aside for the moment, let us take a closer
look at what it means to honor our Mother, since we
still need to address our concern of worship and idolatry. It would certainly be wrong to worship Mary in
the way we worship God—that would be idolatry. But
there is a distinction between worshiping and praising/honoring. We can certainly praise God’s works
in order to praise Him—after all, praising a painter’s
paintings takes nothing away from the painter. The
Latin words for this praise of God via His works are
dulia and hyperdulia, the latter of which means “highest praise,” which is what belongs to Mary; worship
of God, on the other hand, is denoted by latria.11 Our
Mother is thus praised above all the rest of creation
yet below God, and even praise offered to her is ultimately offered to God.
An analogy I found quite helpful my sophomore
year as I struggled with these doctrines was that Jesus is to Mary as the sun is to the moon. The moon
reflects what the sun is the source of, allowing us
to praise the moon while such praise in the end belongs to the suns radiance. Mary herself expresses
this most beautifully when she says to her kinswoman Elizabeth, “My soul magnifies the Lord, and my
spirit rejoices in God my Savior, for he has regarded
the low estate of his handmaiden” (Luke 1:47-48),
humbly giving all glory where it is due: to God.
For the record, claims that Catholics worship
Mary as a pagan goddess, resulting from pagan
ideas seeping into the Church when Constantine

Mary as Our Mother

On an even more personal level than her role as
Mother of God and the New Eve, Mary was mystically given to us as our Mother. This role deepens
what has already been described and places Mary
more splendidly in the kingdom of God and in the
story of salvation.
We see the significance of Mary’s motherhood
especially when she stands at the foot of the Cross.
It is not easy to speak when one is dying from asphyxiation, which is why the Christian tradition has
held Jesus’ words from the Cross so dearly. Every
word counted as Jesus suffered from His scourge
wounds and exhaustion. Yet He makes the effort
to give Mary to John: “Woman, behold your son…
behold your mother.”8 Of course, the immediate
meaning is that Mary, when Joseph and her only son
Jesus are gone, needs someone to care for her as
a widow. However, it has always been interpreted
by the Church as going further and signifying that
Christ gives all Christians His own Mother to be our
Mother from then on. It is often argued that this is
the reason that John’s name is never used in John’s
Gospel: that he represents more than himself but
all Christians. If God has given us Mary to be our
Mother, the Fourth Commandment9 would say that
it is our duty to honor her. Thus the Mother of God
becomes our own honored Mother who cares for us,
the people of God, even now.
Adding to the drama of that moment during the
Crucifixion, we find that it ties into how the Davidic
kingdom foreshadowed the kingdom of God. Recall
the place of the queen in the Davidic kingdom and
many other ancient kingdoms: it is rarely the king’s
wife but rather his mother who sits at his side in a
place of power. For instance, 1 Kings 2:13-20 shows
Bathsheba, Solomon’s mother, interceding to the
king on behalf of Adonijah (in this case, ultimately for
a request which cannot be granted). This connects,
then, to the wedding at Cana where Mary notices
that the wedding feast has run out of wine and trustingly asks Jesus’ help—Mary acts as intercessor.
Note also that King Solomon shows respect for his

10

1 Kings 2:19
I mention the Latin words here because apparently the meanings of
the word “worship” have changed over time in the English language but
the Latin has remained fixed. Thus, although there might be older English
texts that discuss worship of the saints, they mean dulia or hyperdulia.
11

8
9

John 19:26-27
cf. Deuteronomy 5:16

21

MIT ET SPIRITUS FALL 2018

becoming man was necessary for us to receive this
grace and mercy), which He receives from the Virgin. The other is that Mary prays for us to Jesus, and
we can ask her to pray for us.
It may be worth fleshing out a philosophical
quibble which is often brought up: how can Mary be
a mediator if Jesus is the only mediator?13 Mary,
although she remains unique and above the rest
of us, is a mediator in the same sense in which we
can be mediators—through cooperation with God’s
grace offered by Christ. We Christians ask others to
pray for us, and we pray for others. We also do the
task of spreading the gospel, making us mediators
between God and those we encounter.14 Yet even
during our most perfect free cooperation with God—
our greatest works and most fervent prayers—it is
at the same time, “God at work in you, both to will
and to work for his good pleasure.”15 How can this
be? Ephesians 2 provides an explanation. Here,
St. Paul discusses how even faith, through which we
are saved, is a gift from God, going on to say, “For
we are his workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for
good works, which God prepared beforehand, that
we should walk in them” (v. 10). God is infinitely
powerful, and He, in His Providence, even designed
humans such that our creativity and action can produce wonderfully good things. We ought to marvel
at the ways God can work in us, who are so broken,
to perform great works in accordance with God’s will.
“But,” many of my Protestant friends have said,
“why would we not go straight to Jesus for aid? Why
not just pray to God directly?” Some see asking
Mary for prayers as distorting our relationship with
God. After all, we can certainly call on the Lord’s
name, and we can certainly have an intimate relationship with Jesus. He loves us tenderly and does
not need to be buttered up by Mary. As logical as
this sounds, it remains true that the Bible contains
many examples of people praying for each other. The prayers of the Church led to St. Peter’s release from prison,16 St. Paul prayed for the people
he ministered to,17 and Moses famously stood in the
breach, interceding for the Israelites when they battled18 and when they sinned.19 The key point is that
asking someone to pray for you is praying to God.
Still, it likely feels very foreign for Protestant readers
to extend this to praying to the saints in heaven and
asking their intercession.
The two questions on this point are (1) why

Crucifixion, Bartolome Esteban Murillo, 1675-1682

came to power, seem illegitimate for a number of
historical and theological reasons. For instance, (1)
The ideas that form the basis of Mariology and Marian devotions come from Scripture and are present
in sources12 written long before Constantine, and (2)
as we have said, orthodox veneration of Mary is far
from being worship of her.

Intercessor

In the last section, we looked at Mary as our Mother,
and we saw that as fulfilling the role of the queen
mother, she is our intercessor (or mediator). But
what does this mean? There are two meanings associated with Mary’s role as a mediator to God. One
meaning lies in the simple fact that God chose Mary
as a bridge to Jesus, and so all grace, which flows
through Him, comes to us in His humanity (i.e. His

13
14
15
16

12

See St. Irenaeus’s Against Heresies, St. Gregory Thaumaturgus’s
Homily on the Holy Mother of God (http://www.tertullian.org/fathers/gregory_thaumaturgus_homily.htm) (written before AD 270), and St. Justin
Martyr Dialogue with Trypho Chapter 100 (written around AD 160).

17
18
19
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Acts 12:5
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should we ask those in heaven in particular, and (2)
do we have access to them to ask such favors. To
the first point, we see even in the book of Acts that
we should particularly ask holy men and women for
their prayers: St. Peter’s shadow20 and St. Paul’s
handkerchiefs21 heal people due to these men’s
closeness with God. They are special instruments
of His, so it is unsurprising that God listens to their
prayers differently and that people particularly request their help/prayers.
As for whether or not the saints in heaven can
hear us, we turn to several passages that shed light
on our connection with those in heaven. In the story
of the rich man and Lazarus, Abraham even hears
the voice of the rich man in the netherworld.22 Jesus
speaks to Moses and Elijah during the Transfiguration.23 The letter to the Hebrews speaks of the “cloud
of witnesses” we are “surrounded by,” in reference
to the Church as it exists in heaven. There is no
obvious reason to think that those of us on earth
and those in heaven, who are all branches on the
same vine,24 could not communicate through Christ’s
power. Although the practice has been lost in some
Christian circles, early Christians do attest to the importance of the saints in heaven as examples and as
intercessors.25 In her uniqueness among the saints,
Mary is our intercessor par excellence.
What can one do with this information about
Mary’s intercessory role? I propose, for starters,
praying the “Hail Mary.” “Hail Mary, full of grace, the
Lord is with thee. Blessed art thou among women,
and blessed is the fruit of thy womb, Jesus. Holy
Mary, Mother of God, pray for us sinners now and
at the hour of our death. Amen.” This prayer also
serves as the main building block of the Rosary,
which is a meditation on certain mysteries, mostly
from the Gospels, while three prayers are recited
repeatedly.26 (Note that some of the images in this
article form the set of five Joyful Mysteries: the Annunciation, the Visitation, the Nativity, the Presentation at the Temple, and the Finding of the Child
Jesus at the Temple.27) We can offer Hail Marys and

He humbled Himself to share in all
aspects of our humanity
Rosaries for ourselves, for our families, and for the
MIT community.

Conclusion

It is a part of the mystery of the Incarnation that God
has a Mother: not only did he choose the utter abjection of His passion and death, but He also humbled
Himself to share in all aspects of our humanity, even
having a Mother who gave birth to Him and raised
Him. Just as He opens up the interior life of the Trinity to us, so also He gives us access to His Mother,
making her our Mother and intercessor—the one
who said “yes” to God and became the source of
Christ’s humanity through which we are saved. Her
mediation (with Jesus) is subordinate to Jesus’ mediation (with the Father), which is the ultimate source
of our salvation, yet nonetheless, it makes sense to
praise her as the foremost creature of God and to
ask her intercession.
Given the firm Biblical and theological support
based on the core of the gospel itself, I would encourage all Christians to learn more about the Virgin
Mary, meditate on her appearances in the Gospels,
and implore her intercession. St. Elizabeth, filled with
the Holy Spirit, prophecies about Mary: “Blessed are
you among women...Blessed are you because you
believed...” And as Mary herself prophesied, “from
now on will all ages call me blessed.” Let us forever
proclaim the Virgin Mother of God to be blessed.
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Acts 5:15
Acts 19:12
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Luke 16:19-31
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24
John 15:1-12
25
cf. St. Cyril of Jerusalem, Catechetical Lectures, lecture 23, no. 9.
http://www.newadvent.org/fathers/310123.htm and St. Augustine, Contra Faustum, book 20, no. 21 http://www.newadvent.org/fathers/140620.
htm. Also hinted at in the preface of Tertullian’s The Passion of the Holy
Martyrs Perpetua and Felicity http://www.newadvent.org/fathers/0324.
htm.
26
This repetition is not the vain repetition discussed in Matthew 6:7 but
is a repetition pregnant with awareness of God’s presence. It even aids
our contemplation of the mysteries especially by the repetition of Jesus’
name in the Hail Mary. See Louis Bouyer, Introduction to the Spiritual
Life, ch. 3.
27
http://www.usccb.org/prayer-and-worship/prayers-and-devotions/rosaries/how-to-pray-the-rosary.cfm
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HAVE A HEART

THOUGHTS ON MISSION TRIPS AND CHRIST-CENTERED SERVICE
by TOJUMIOLUWA ADEGBOYEGA

The world can be a dreadfully sad place, a fact that
always appears especially evident in the face of a
natural disaster like a hurricane, tsunami, typhoon,
or tornado. The pain and suffering in our world is
certainly horrible; however, as a Christian, in the face
of such suffering, I both have hope that such suffering is not the de facto state of the universe with its
underlying reason unknown and without a solution,
and I have the command to follow Jesus in renewing
the world towards the hope that we have that God is
making all things new and that we can be part of that
task. Still, the haunting images and stories that appear on the news of people who have lost their loved
ones, homes, and livelihoods break our hearts and
cause us to lament the broken state of our planet
and the resulting suffering of our fellow human beings. As Christians, such news and images should
not only awake our sympathy but also immediately
spur us to think about how we may serve those who
need it most. Jesus Christ came to renew the world
and calls us to follow Him in that task. He came to
renew what power means by establishing an upside
down kingdom where the first must be the greatest
servant. In this article, I will address why and how
Christians should serve, followed by my own personal account with a service opportunity, specifically a
mission trip.

Jesus Christ came to renew the
world and calls us to follow Him in
that task.
Question: WHY should we serve?

In Deuteronomy 15:11, the Bible says, “There will always be poor people in the land. Therefore, I command you to be openhanded towards your brothers and toward the poor and needy in your land.”
This clearly indicates that followers of God have a
responsibility to aid the less fortunate. The Bible
strongly states that helping those who need it constitutes an essential part of living out our faith. James
1:27 states, “Religion that God our Father accepts
as pure and faultless is this: to look after orphans
and widows in their distress and to keep oneself
from being polluted by the world.”
While prayer should be the Christian’s first response to hearing about human suffering, we also
have a responsibility to provide help through action.
In 1 John 3:17, the Apostle John asks, “If anyone has
material possessions and sees his brother in need
but has no pity on him, how can the love of God be
in him?” Actionable help includes, but is not limited
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to: donation of money and items, fundraising, hospitality, advocating for better policy, developing infrastructure, etc.

Don’t: Go on a mission trip with an attitude of
arrogance or a savior complex.
It is also easy to approach mission trips with a
sense of arrogance rooted in our perceived superiority and benevolence, believing we are “saviors”
come to help the downtrodden who would otherwise
continue to suffer without our help. This attitude is
sometimes referred to as a “savior complex”. This
attitude is also ungodly, as it stems from pride and
misguided pity. The Bible says, “Pride goes before
destruction, a haughty spirit before a fall.” (Proverbs
16:18). Pride makes for a poor servant of Christ. Although God wants us to use our talents and blessings to aid others, he also uses us despite our weaknesses, “for My [God’s] power is made perfect in
weakness” (2 Corinthians 12:9).

Question: HOW should we serve?

One of the most common forms of Christian service is the mission trip, a time set aside to focus on
providing aid to those who need it. According to the
arguments I previously discussed, mission trips are
definitely a Biblically supported practice. However,
as good as mission trips may be, it is very important
to approach them with the correct attitude. I will discuss some common incorrect motivations for mission trips, and the corresponding correct perspectives.

Don’t: Go on a mission trip out of a grudging
sense of guilt or fear of judgment.

Do: Be humble and take joy in the opportunity
to show God’s love and reflect Christ’s spirit of
service.

While many mission trips are touted as “a fun
experience” or a “working vacation of sorts”, the reality is that they are not always enjoyable. You can
end up in an unfamiliar region or country, in uncomfortable conditions, doing work you do not particularly enjoy. However, when faced with the fact that
there are people who need your help and God has
commanded you to go help them, it can be easy
to slip into feeling that you must go on the mission
trip because God will punish you otherwise. Or, to
feel ashamed of your comfortable situation and feel
“guilt-tripped” into going—feeling that you are somehow “letting God down” if you don’t go. This attitude
is incorrect, as it stems from fear rather than a desire
to obey God’s commands.

“God opposes the proud, but gives grace to the
humble” says 1 Peter 5:5. Our money or circumstances do not make us any better or more worthy
than anyone else. We must not think of ourselves as
indispensable. As people who want to reflect Christ,
we have a place in the world as “saviors” of sorts,
but only as a part of God’s plan. We cannot save
anyone in and of ourselves; our role is to point others to the ultimate Savior. To have the opportunity to
help others is a God-given gift and we should treat it
as such, remaining humble servants as Jesus commanded. Although God wants us to use our talents
and blessings to aid others, remembering that God
is working despite our own frailty is humbling and
helps us to consider that we just could as well be
in opposite positions with the other person helping
us. It is also very important not to brag about our
service. As the Bible says, “But when you give to the
needy, do not let your left hand know what your right
hand is doing, so that your giving may be in secret.
Then your Father, who sees what is done in secret,
will reward you. ” (Matthew 6:3-4). True Christian
service is not done from a desire for recognition or
reward, but out of a desire to please the God we
serve and love.

Do: Go on a mission trip because you want to
fulfill your God-given directive to help others.

As Christians, we do, in a sense, have a “duty”
to help others, but we should see this duty as something that we are blessed with rather than burdened
with. It is an honor to be able to emulate our Savior
in serving others as He did while on earth. Jesus
took the lowliest position with joy; as His followers
we should aspire to do no less. It is a privilege to
take part in His work, and to act as His hands and
feet on this earth. The Bible says, “Each man should
give what he has decided in his heart to give, not
reluctantly or under compulsion, for God loves a
cheerful giver.” (2 Corinthians 9:7). Developing the
attitude of a cheerful giver can be difficult, especially
when the help we give is not received gratefully. In
situations like that, it becomes important to find joy
in obeying God’s commands, rather than relying on
outward satisfaction to motivate us into the correct
spiritual mindset. It can also be helpful to focus on
how our actions are improving others’ lives.

My Story

Having been raised in a Christian household, I
learned from an early age that service to others as
outlined above was an integral part of living out my
Christian faith. I learned that this manifested itself in
different ways: sharing the gospel, being kind and
polite to others, making donations to charitable organizations, etc. My family regularly read publications
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about missionary activities. I don’t remember exactly
when I began thinking about it, but sometime during
high school I began to consider going on a mission
trip at some point in college. I imagined going somewhere exotic in the Middle East, South America, or
even back to my native Africa to teach underprivileged children or build houses. Not only did I want
to help others, I believed that going on a mission
trip would enhance my Christian walk. In retrospect,
though, I admit that my desire to go on a mission
trip stemmed largely from my savior complex—my
desire to be seen as a hero.

it was slow going. The dust from the old curtain fell
into my eyes as I worked, my arms aching more and
more by the second, and I quickly became aggravated. I had not paid good money and flown all the
way across the country to spend a precious break
from schoolwork pulling screws out of curtains! Then
I remembered what our site leader had admonished
us to keep in mind, and I felt ashamed of myself. I
needed to be thankful for the opportunity to assist
with whatever tasks I was assigned, regardless of
how menial they appeared. As small and insignificant my task seemed, it was helping in some small
way. At MIT, I found it easy to get lost in grandiose
plans of what I could do with my time and life while
at the Institute and beyond; I was learning a valuable
lesson in doing small tasks “with all your strength”
(Ecclesiastes 9:10). God did not want me to impress
Him with grand plans, but to show my faithfulness in
small things.
The second day of the trip, I spent the day moving furniture. First, I removed legs of tables at a warehouse to make them easier to pack into trucks, and
then I helped unload them at the community center
that was the epicenter of life in Rocharon, Texas,
the majority-Cambodian town we were working in.
Objectively speaking, that was probably one of the
most physically tiring days of my life. After a day of
carrying tables and dragging dressers out of a truck
on dollies, I gained a newfound respect for manual
laborers. As ashamed as I am to admit it, I sometimes slip into considering myself somehow superior
to those who work blue-collar jobs. Occasionally I
will pass a janitor in the Infinite Corridor and feel sorry for them, or think to myself, “Goodness, I’m glad
I’ll never have to end up washing floors”—which is
incredibly prideful. What retail workers, janitors, sanitation workers, etc. do every day is incredibly difficult, and I couldn’t do what they do without training.
MIT education or not, I must be humble and respect
all professions and those who perform them. My
countless hours in lecture halls and libraries proved
useless when moving furniture. There are so many
areas in which I am very ignorant, and many places
where my supposed expertise pales in the face of
problems I cannot solve by finding the right answer
to a problem set question.
My pride is a stubborn beast, though, and I
would confront it again. For the last two work days of
the trip, I worked at the home of a family where Bud
Light caps littered the yard. I began to wonder: was
this family really worth helping if they are spending
the money they could be using to repair their home
on alcohol? Some people in Rocharon were going
above and beyond, using the damage to their homes
as an opportunity to do serious home improvement,
while the head of this household was drinking away

God did not want me to impress
Him with grand plans, but to show
my faithfulness in small things.
During the spring semester of my sophomore
year, I got my long-awaited opportunity to go on a
mission trip. Cru at MIT was putting together a team
of students to travel to Houston, Texas, to help the
survivors of Hurricane Harvey, and several of my
Christian friends urged me to participate. Initially, I
hesitated, deterred by the cost of the trip. Eventually, however, feeling ashamed of my selfishness, I
signed up for the trip at the last minute.
Some of my Christian friends encouraged me
to spend time in meditation and prayer prior to the
trip, but overwhelmed by a heavy course-load that
semester, I barely gave a second thought to the spiritual/emotional implications of the trip before I began packing. Mostly I envisioned helping to rebuild
homes, sharing the gospel, being thanked for my
service and coming away from the trip feeling that
I had accomplished something tangible to help others. I kicked my fix-it mentality into high gear; there
was a problem, and I was going to help solve it.
On the first day of work, during an assembly of
all the teams (who had come from various colleges
around the country), the leader of operations at the
mission site mentioned that at one point or another
during the trip, we would almost certainly find ourselves doing something that seemed menial or trivial
and be tempted to complain about the apparent insignificance of our work. Silently, I prayed that would
not be the case for me.
God had other plans. Only a few hours after
hearing this tidbit of wisdom, I found myself pulling
screws out of an ancient curtain fixture in a church
that had been badly flooded by the hurricane. The
screws were at an awkward angle that required me
to reach above my head and unscrew them with a
screwdriver. The screws were stuck firmly into the
drywall, and the screwdriver was the wrong size, so
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his meager income. In my head, I was sorting people into categories: those who “deserved” help and
those who did not, positioning myself as a moral
judge—and acting in a very prideful manner. After a
conversation with a friend who was also working at
this home, I realized it was not my place to judge or
decide who deserved help and who did not. During
his earthly ministry, Jesus helped prostitutes, zealots, tax collectors, lepers, the disabled, and others
whom society considered outcasts or despicable.
More generally, He came to save sinners, which we
all are. Who was I to decide who was worthy or not?
If Jesus came to save everyone, and spent time with
outcasts in open defiance of societal standards and
to ultimately save those who were rebelling against
God’s perfect law (of which I am one), then I as a
follower of Christ was bound to follow His example.
After all, there have been many times in my life when
I received mercy or help that I did not deserve.

in diligently and joyfully completing seemingly insignificant tasks. Now, when I find myself doing a task
that seems to be an underutilization of my skills, I try
to focus on how I can bring glory to God by doing
it well rather than falling into the pit of complaining
about it. I find myself now more respectful of retail
workers/blue-collar workers than I was before—realizing that we are all called to different jobs and
nothing gives me the right to consider my position
more prestigious than another’s. Ultimately, as a follower of Jesus, who was the fullest manifestation of
God and simultaneously the Greatest Servant, I’m
more determined than ever to emulate my Savior’s
servant heart.

I realized it was not my place to
judge or decide who deserved
help and who did not.
Conclusion

Service, while a blessing to those being served,
also blesses the one serving, because it turns the
heart towards the heart of God. My experiences
during my mission trip in Texas definitely contributed to the growth of my walk with Christ. I gained
a newfound perspective on service, learning that
sometimes honoring God’s commands to serve lie

TojumiOluwa Adegboyega
Towa is a junior studying Aeronautics and Astronautics. She is from Buffalo, New York, and enjoys
reading, history, politics, and finding unique sets of
earrings.
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THE RENEWAL OF CHRISTIAN UNITY
by ERIK JOHNSON

Introduction

There are at least four reasons.
First and foremost, it is God’s desire and at the
center of the heart of Jesus. In praying to the Father
before His betrayal, Jesus distinctly prays that the
perfect fellowship of the Trinity, to which he would
be redeeming us, would be reflected in our unity and
love for each other.

It is common to hear that we are in a season of
ecumenical winter1. For those who have not been
checking the ecumenical “weather”, the last century,
particularly in the latter half, saw an unprecedented
amount of movement towards Christian unity. However, now we seem to be in a rather stagnant place,
with no major theological or structural (ecclesial)
breakthroughs around the corner. While referencing
briefly a few of the major steps taken thus far, I aim
to mainly review the reasons why we as Christians
ought to seek unity, the guiding principles of the ecumenical movement, and then consider what further
steps, even if seemingly small, we can reasonable
take together.

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. I have
given them the glory that you gave me, that
they may be one as we are one—I in them
and you in me—so that they may be brought
to complete unity.2
Moreover, in teaching his disciples, Jesus said,

Why the Impetus?

Why should we as Christians spend valuable time
and effort thinking or working for Christian unity?

A new commandment I give to you, that you
love one another; even as I have loved you,
that you also love one another. By this all

1

Michael Root, Ecumenical Winter? The Ecumenical Movement Has
Stopped Moving, First Things 2018,
Adelle M. Banks, U.S. Christians Hope For An ‘Ecumenical Spring’, The
Washington Post, 2012

2
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men will know that you are my disciples, if
you have love for one another.3

of Christ … In all ways that do not violate our
consciences, we should pursue cooperation
and partnerships with other believers in the
task of evangelism, practicing the well tested rule of Christian fellowship: “In necessary
things unity, in nonessential things liberty, in
all things charity.” We pledge ourselves to
pray and work for unity in truth among all
true believers in Jesus and to cooperate
as fully as possible in evangelism with other brothers and sisters in Christ so that the
whole Church may take the whole gospel to
the whole world. (Amsterdam 2000)

Secondly, St. Paul demands it:
I appeal to you, brothers and sisters, in the
name of our Lord Jesus Christ, that all of
you agree with one another in what you say
and that there be no divisions among you,
but that you be perfectly united in mind and
thought… Is Christ divided?
I… 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. 4

The relationship between activity aimed
at Christian unity and missionary activity
makes it necessary to consider two closely associated factors … We must recognize
that the division among Christians damages
the holy work of preaching the gospel to every creature and is a barrier for many in their
approach to the faith. The fact that the good
news of reconciliation is preached by Christians who are divided among themselves
weakens their witness. It is thus urgent to
work for the unity of Christians, so that missionary activity can be more effective. At the
same time, we must not forget that efforts
toward unity are themselves a sign of the
work of reconciliation which God is bringing
about in our midst. (Encyclical Redemptoris
Missio: The Mission of the Redeemer)

Third, our desire for the peace and salvation of the
world should make us repent of our antagonisms and
pride (past and present) and pursue a common witness, visibly as the undivided body of Christ. Arguably, the primary cause of skepticism and contempt
towards religion in western civilization is not, nor was
it ever, incompatibilities between science and faith,
but rather the wars and polemics we waged against
each other, and the hate and indifference we refused
to let go of. 5 In acknowledgment of how our disunity
harms our witness, participants of the Evangelicals
and Catholics Together initiative (ECT) 6 repeated the
words of the Amsterdam 2000 Evangelical Conference and those of Pope John Paul II.

Similarly, Pope Francis in his opening address to the
World Council of Churches during its 70th anniversary meeting, stated that “our lack of unity was openly
contrary to the will of Christ, but is also a scandal to
the world and harms the most holy of causes: the
preaching of the Gospel to every creature.”7
Finally, it is an inherent part of the Good News
of the Kingdom of God that we as a people called by
God from the nations are united and “catholic”. By
showing indifference or encouraging division we are
not embracing the totality of the gospel of God. Peter
Kreeft, a professor of philosophy at Boston College,
states:

One of the great hindrances to evangelism
worldwide is the lack of unity among Christ’s
people, a condition made worse when
Christians compete and fight with one another rather than seeking together the mind
3

John 13:34-35
1 Corinthians 1:10-13, Ephesians 4:1-6
5
See Peter Kreeft, Catholics and Protestants, What Can We Learn from
Each Other, 74. When I visited Prague recently, I learned that the Czech
people have had a general skepticism towards religion ever since the Battle of White Mountain in 1620 at the beginning of the Thirty Years’ War.
6
The Communion of Saints, March 2003, FirstThings. Importantly, in their
first issue, The Christian Mission in the Third Millennium, FirstThings,
May 1994, they outlined their place in the ecumenical movement: “ECT
is an unofficial initiative. We speak from and to the communities of which
we are part, but we do not presume to speak for them. We wholeheartedly
support the several official theological dialogues between Evangelicals
and Catholics. ECT is an ancillary initiative, serving as a kind of advance
scouting party to explore possibilities, and, as such, has received much
appreciated encouragement from many sources, both Evangelical and
Catholic.”
4

Ecumenical reunion is like the “social gospel”, the creeds, baptism, or ministering to
the poor: it is an ineradicable part of the
whole Gospel. It is not the whole of the Gospel, and it is not the very center of it, but it is
not an addition to it either. 8
7

Catholic Voices Comment, Pope proposes a “new ecumenical spring”
at the World Council of Churches, June 2018
8
Peter Kreeft, Catholics and Protestants, What Can We Learn from Each
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into a time of repentance for our persecution of each
other.12

Further, Pope John Paul II in his encyclical on Ecumenism states:

2. Truth

This unity, which the Lord has bestowed on
his Church and in which he wishes to embrace all people, is not something added
on, but stands at the very heart of Christ’s
mission. Nor is it some secondary attribute
of the community of his disciples. Rather,
it belongs to the very essence of this community. God wills the Church, because he
wills unity, and unity is an expression of the
whole depth of his agape.9

Unity or reunion cannot be our end; God must be
our end. As such we cannot ignore truth. For this
purpose the guiding pillars of the ecumenical movement have rightfully been a dialogue of truth and a
dialogue of love. The ECT initiative thus made this
point:
In our continuing discussions, we seek no
unity other than unity in the truth. Only unity
in the truth can be pleasing to the Lord and
Savior whom we together serve, for he is
“the way, the truth, and the life.13

In this regard, without considering Christian unity, Protestants are missing part of the Gospel. For
Catholics, Vatican II made it clear that “In a state
of division she [the Catholic Church] cannot realize
fully her own catholicity.”10

The Vatican II documents are “clear and unequivocal in their rejection of the irenicism and relativism
which reduce everything to banality.”14 Though there
should be a great desire to be visibly one, we must of
course be wary of excessive toleration and accommodation of heretical beliefs.

“Unity or reunion cannot be our
end; God must be our end.”

3. Brothers and Sisters

In their first writing, ECT asserted:
All who accept Christ as Lord and Savior
are brothers and sisters in Christ. Evangelicals and Catholics are brothers and sisters
in Christ. We have not chosen one another,
just as we have not chosen Christ. He has
chosen us, and he has chosen us to be his
together. However imperfect our communion with one another, however deep our
disagreements with one another, we recognize that there is but one church of Christ.
There is one church because there is one
Christ and the church is his body.15

Guiding Principles

Before considering where the ecumenical movement may produce further fruit and reconciliation, it
is important to appreciate and take heed of the main,
proven, guiding principles of the ecumenical movement.

1. Repentance

Within the 2nd paragraph of the first document released by the ECT initiative, it was written, “We
together, Evangelicals and Catholics, confess our
sins against the unity that Christ intends for all his
disciples.” In the Vatican II decree on Ecumenism,
Unitatis Redintegratio, the Catholic Church made it
clear that “people of both sides were to blame”. Ecumenical dialogue has often started with repentance
for past injustices and abuses, perpetrated by both
sides.11 One particular example I find fascinating is
in 2015, when Christians representing nearly every
type met in Albania (where my wife is from) to discuss the persecution of Christians around the globe
and without planning, the conference quickly turned

Vatican II made a decisive step towards ecumenism
in stating that the One Church “subsists in” the
Catholic Church, replacing the previous formula
‘est’. That is, rather than the fullness of the Church
being equated with only the Catholic Church, “the
one Church of Jesus Christ is concretely real and
present in the Roman Catholic Church, and on the
other hand, many essential elements of the Church
of Jesus Christ can be found outside the institution12

Sarah Eekhoff Zylstra, The Biggest Apology for Christian Persecution
of Other Christians Ever, Christianity Today, 2015
13
The Gift Of Salvation, FirstThings, January 1998
14
Cardinal Walter Kasper, Former President of the Pontifical Council
for Promoting Christian Unity, The Decree on Ecumenism – Read Anew
After Forty Years. See also Unitatis Redintegratio, 5, 11, 24; Ut Unum
Sint, 18, 36, 79
15
The Christian Mission in the Third Millennium, FirstThings, May 1994

Other, 27
9
Ut Unum Sint, 9
10
Unitatis Redintegratio, 4
11
For more examples see Gros, Meyer, and Rusch, Growth in Agreement
II, 782-95. See also Lumen Gentium 8, Unitatis Redintegratio 3, 6, Ut
Unum Sint 34, 83.
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special gifts to the good of the other parts
and of the whole Church. Through the
common sharing of gifts and through the
common effort to attain fullness in unity,
the whole and each of the parts receive increase.18
We should look at each other’s spiritual gifts (e.g.
spiritual and intellectual traditions, preaching, ministry to the poor and marginalized, worship, etc.)
with appreciation and encouragement, recognizing
where we can learn from each other, and work together; collectively spurring us onto greater unity.

A Christian Ecumenical Conference in Sweden

5. Conversion to Christ

al boundaries of the Catholic Church.”16 The Council
further stated that:

Rather than all converting to the Catholic Church, or
leaving the Catholic Church, all need to be converted
ever more fully to Jesus Christ. There can be no ecumenism without personal conversion. “This change
of heart and holiness of life, along with public and
private prayer for the unity of Christians, should be
regarded as the soul of the whole ecumenical movement.”19 Prior to Vatican II, Catholic ecumenism had
aimed at persuading non-Catholic Christians that
their separation was schismatic, and that they must
return to the unity they had broken—a so-called “ecumenism of return.” (Many Protestants would have
similarly argued that Catholics should simply join
them.) With the adamant recognition of our definite
brotherhood in Christ, we can now aim at together
being converted to Jesus and letting the Spirit guide
us towards a transformed and renewed Church that
is recognizably catholic.

The children who are born into these [Reformation] Communities and who grow up believing in Christ cannot be accused of the sin
involved in the separation, and the Catholic
Church embraces upon them as brothers,
with respect and affection. For men who believe in Christ and have been truly baptized
are in communion with the Catholic Church
even though this communion is imperfect….
It follows that the separated Churches and
Communities as such, though we believe
them to be deficient in some respects, have
been by no means deprived of significance
and importance in the mystery of salvation.
For the Spirit of Christ has not refrained from
using them as means of salvation which derive their efficacy from the very fullness of
grace and truth entrusted to the Church.17

Unity in the sense of full communio does not
mean uniformity but unity in diversity and
diversity in unity. Within the one church there
is a legitimate multiplicity of mentalities,
customs, rites, canonical orders, theologies
and spiritualities…The consequence of this
distinction is that the aim of ecumenism is
not directed towards amalgamation but has
as its goal a communio which does not mean
either reciprocal absorption or fusion.20

Similarly, from a Protestant perspective, I have seen
a general change in attitude towards Catholics from
one which was skeptical of them being true Christians, to that of appreciating and valuing the many
rich spiritual, intellectual and ministry traditions that
have been developed within the Catholic Church,
along with of course the many Catholic Christians
themselves.

Practically, this means that we must aim to find legitimate, complementary understandings of concepts
in place of contradictory ones.21 This certainly does

4. An Exchange of Gifts

Much more than trying to sort out a puzzle of ideas,
traditions and definitions, the ecumenical movement
is an exchange of Spiritual gifts between the churches.

18

Lumen Gentium, 13, see also Ut Unum Sint, 28, 57, Cardinal Walter
Kasper, That They May All Be One: The Call to Unity Today, 67
19
Unitatis Redintegratio 5-8; Ut Unum Sint, 15-18, 83
20
Card. Walter Kasper, President of the Pontifical Council for Promoting Christian Unity, The Decree on Ecumenism – Read Anew After Forty
Years. See also Lumen Gentium, 13; Unitatis Redintegratio, 4; 16
21
Walter Kasper, That they all May be One, The Call to Unity Today,
67-68. See also Peter Kreeft, Catholics and Protestants, What Can We
Learn from Each Other, 87. Metropolitan Kallistos Ware has similarly stat-

Each individual part contributes through its
16

Cardinal Walter Kasper, That They May All Be One: The Call to Unity
Today, 65-66. See also Lumen Gentium 8, 15, Unitatis Redintegratio 3, 14
17
Unitatis Redintegratio 3; see also Ut Unum Sint 10-14
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not mean that any and all theological understandings can be correct. One type of precedence already
within the Catholic Church for unity within diversity is
the various movements, schools and orders found
therein. A second example is the growing appreciation for the eastern (Orthodox) theological traditions,
being both compatible in the essentials but varied in
some of their matters of emphasis.

been through most of college) 28 . I am not looking to
criticize, but I find it sadly shocking that I heard very
little, if any mention, of these things from my Baptist
church back home (but rather very much the opposite, though I am pleased to know that this has largely changed), or during my time in college from other
Christians. (I am pleased to say that both my church
in Cambridge and the local MIT Catholic community
have taken part in “UniteBoston”29 events.) As previously noted, I do grant that Christian unity is not the
center of the gospel or the Christian life. I appreciate

6. Visible Unity

We must not settle for obtaining a stronger spiritual
unity, though that certainly should be a desire. We
must insist on visible unity, where Christ’s one body
is truly united across the world. As a vivid imagery
underscoring his hope and prayer that the 3rd Christian millennium would be that of Christian reunion,
Pope John Paull II frequently expressed that “the
Church must breathe with her two lungs!” (referencing Eastern and Western Christianity)... realizing a
vision “of unity in legitimate diversity”22

All need to be converted ever
more fully to Jesus Christ. There
can be no ecumenism without
personal conversion
that cultivating a relationship with Jesus and Christian discipleship is a priority, especially for students
who are up to their necks with many other commitments besides. I fully understand from experience
that pursing unity can be tiring, and it is wrong to
be jumping around churches searching for unity; we
have to settle down and commit to growing and serving in a limited space, usually one church community. Further, I realize that our remaining differences
are not in all cases insignificant, and as such they
may deter many Christians from even hoping for (or
thinking about) Christian unity.
However, I would argue that there is hope because the Spirit is at work in the ecumenical movement. What “unites is so much greater than what divides us”30 . It is absolutely worth knowing the extent
to which we are bonded as brothers and sisters in
Christ, both spiritually and theologically, as we follow
Christ together to advance his kingdom of peace,
love and truth. Such knowledge should help us to
start seeing each other differently, which by God’s
grace will pave the way to fuller unity.
A few of the significant ecumenical steps taken

7. The Spirit

This movement is “fostered by the grace of the Holy
Spirit”23 . “Unity is not a manufactured article, not a
human product, but a gift from God” and “it is our
task to allow the Spirit full freedom of action.”24 As
a work of the Spirit, our participation demands our
prayers, for prayer is the heart of the ecumenical
movement and “the oxygen of ecumenism.” 25

How Far Have We Come on Our Path to Unity?

Those guiding principles alone would have been
unfathomable to most 70 years ago.26 Sadly, those
principles, the recent sincere and fruitful dialogue
(filling over 2000 pages27), and mutual affirmations
mentioned in this article are still a surprise to many,
including myself when I first started investigating the
matter about a year or so ago (notably after I had

ed in his book The Orthodox Church, 309-10: “Orthodoxy desires unity-in-diversity, not uniformity; harmony-in-freedom, not absorption. There
is room in the Orthodox Church for many different cultural patterns, for
many different ways of worship, and even for many different systems of
outward organization”
22
Ut Unum Sint, 54
23
Unitatis Redintegratio 1,4
24
Karl Bart, quoted by Metropolitan Kallistos Ware, “A Lecture on Catholic-Orthodox Unity”, Atlanta, GA, 2011.
25
Unitatis Redintegratio, 5-8; Ut Unum Sint, 15, 21-27. Quote by Pope
Francis, Pope to WCC: ongoing ecumenism of blood urges us to go forward, Vatican News, 2018.
26
For a great overview of the changes in attitude, willingness to work
together, and reduction of centuries old polemics, I suggest the first few
chapters of the book Is the Reformation Over? By Mark Knoll and Carolyn
Nystrom.
27
It would appear that the majority of the dialogues have been recorded
in Growth in Agreement, Volumes 1-4, By Gros, Meyer, and Rusch.

28

Though part of my interest was in understanding Christianity from a
historical perspective, I also had the opportunity to worship in many different traditions across the world, often for multiple month long periods.
These included a Pentecostal church in Ghana, a Catholic Church in India, and an Anglican Church in Jordan. While certainly of a different kind
of impact, while passing through airports I was able to also attend Mass
in the Vatican, Notre Dame and Munich, the Divine Liturgy in Istanbul and
Evening Song in Westminster.
29
UniteBoston nurtures Christian unity through relational connections
in the Boston area.
30
A common ecumenical phrase, found in Ut Unum Sint 20, see also Ut
Unum Sint, 22 “If Christians, despite their divisions, can grow ever more
united in common prayer around Christ, they will grow in the awareness of
how little divides them in comparison to what unites them”. The President
of the Lutheran World Federation also used this phrase in his interview,
What Unites Us is Stronger Than What Divides Us, Lutherworld.org
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was expressed, and concrete differences were articulated for future ponderings.33 Finally, in 2015 a
joint commission of Turkey’s major Christian denominations published a historic book of concise Christian doctrine, Christianity: Fundamental Teachings,
receiving the unprecedented endorsement of all the
nation’s Orthodox, Catholic, Armenian, Syriac, and
Protestant churches.34

The Church: The Major Obstacle to Unity

When “discussion turned to the Church and its way
of life, the ecumenical movement hit a wall. Different
churches may agree on many questions about God
and salvation, but they do not agree on how to live
together in Christ.” In practice this is the reality. The
Theological counterpart to this is the question of the
Church—its structure and interpretative authority of
scripture and tradition are central to our divisions.35
Catholics see Protestants as an ecclesially deficient community that needs to be strengthened with
the fullness of sacraments and gifts that Christ intended for his Church. Evangelicals see Catholicism
as centered on an idea of the Church that obscures
the Gospel and adds unnecessary truths beyond
what Scripture clearly teaches. Division within the
Church at the time of the Reformation was the last
thing either the reformers or the Catholic Church
wanted. The goal of the reformers was not to create
another church(s), (that was unthinkable to them),
but rather to reform and purify the one, holy, catholic and apostolic Church. Both sides understood that
the Church, as the body of Christ, cannot be divided.
Sadly, in our post-Reformation world we don’t blink
when a central square of a small town has often more
than four different church denominations. Consider
though how at her trial in 1431, Joan of Arc replied,
“about Jesus Christ and the Church, I simply know
they are just one thing and we shouldn’t complicate
the matter.” Or for example, in confronting Saul for
his persecution of the church, Jesus asked, “why are
you persecuting me?”
While we certainly will need a miracle to overcome our current divisions on the question of the
church, it is helpful, I believe, to consider how the
Catholic Church has reformed itself since the Reformation, giving us hope that mutual trust, understanding, and agreement may be possible in the future.
(That is sadly and certainly not to say that either the

Signing of the Joint Declaration on the Doctrine of Justification, Augsburg
Germany, 1999

in the last century begin with the letter sent in 1920
by the Orthodox Ecumenical Patriarch of Constantinople to all the Churches worldwide, encouraging
them towards unity. As the result of this letter and
other movements such as the World Missionary
Conference in 1910, the World Council of Churches
(WCC) was eventually formed after WWII. Though
the Catholic Church has only ever been an observer,
rather than a member of the WCC, it did irrevocably
place itself on the path towards unity with multiple
of its Vatican II decrees (1964-5). After meeting the
year prior in Jerusalem, the first occasion on which
a Pope and Ecumenical Patriarch had met face to
face since the Council of Florence (1438-9!), in 1965
Pope Paul VI and Ecumenical Patriarch Athenagoras
I removed the mutual excommunications and committed them “to oblivion”31 The decades that followed
saw many bilateral discussions and joint statements
between Churches, with perhaps the most famous
being the Joint Declaration of Justification between
the Catholic Church and the Lutheran World Federation in 1999. A second notable example is the fruitful
dialogue in the 70s and 80s between the Oriental
Orthodox Churches (Coptic Orthodox Church, Armenian Apostolic Church et al.) in which after nearly 1700 years, they were able to conclude that their
historic disagreement on the doctrine of the internal
division of Christ, was only divergent on the level
of phraseology, with no real disagreement on the
nature of Christ.32 During the latter half of the last
century, many ecumenical prayer services and Bible
studies were formed, my personal favorite being the
Taizé prayer, and much collaborative ministry work
was realized. Starting in 1994, the Evangelicals and
Catholics Together Initiative issued four relatively brief statements over the next 10 years wherein
greater unity was realized, appreciation for the other
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The four statements are The Christian Mission in the Third Millennium,
1994, The Gift of Salvation, 1997, Your Word is Truth, 2002 and The Communion of Saints, 2003. All can be found on Firsthings.com
34
Barbara Baker, Turkey’s Churches, Famous for Historic Schism, Finally Agree on Doctrine, Christianity Today, 2018
35
For a well written overview of the state of unity between Catholics and
Protestants see the article The Five Solas of the Reformation and
Christian Ecumenism by Rich Girardin in the MIT et Spiritus Spring 2017
issue.
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Joint Catholic-Orthodox Declaration of His Holiness Pope Paul Vi And
The Ecumenical Patriarch Athenagoras I
32
Timothy Ware, The Orthodox Church, 312
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Luther at the Diet of Worms, von Werner, 1877

Catholic Church or the many Protestant or Orthodox Churches are without corruption.) The second
reason I mention, in brief, the past corruptions, is
that they help to make sense of the Reformers, for in
their opinion, these abuses so negatively colored the
proper understanding of Justification and the sacrament of the Eucharist that they found it necessary to
break with Church authority.
The unfortunate historical reality is that it had
long been aware to many that the Church at the time
of the Reformation was in need of moral and spiritual reform. Specifically Luther, among others36 , was
aghast at the selling of church offices (simony), nepotism in positions of power, bishops holding more
than one ecclesial office at a time and rarely stepping foot in their diocese, illegitimate children being
born to priests and even popes, a lack of theological
instruction to the laity, an overemphasis on religious
rituals at the expense of encouraging a moral civilian
life, forced or theological coercion to make binding
vows to join monastic orders, especially in the case
of ignorant minors, and of course the selling of indulgences to the poor German peasants to reduce
the time one or a loved one spent in purgatory, the
profits of which were used to fund the extravagances of the Church. In truth, all of these abuses were
condemned at the Council of Trent (its intermittent
sessions being held between 1545-1563) with new
guidelines enforced to correct the various shortcom-

ings (such as more instruction to the laity, including a
catechism of church teaching). Unfortunately, these
measures occurred much too late to have any real
chance at halting the division in the Church.37
As for theological issues, though the details are
much too great to cover here, the celebration of the
Eucharist was criticized for its being presented as a
work to merit grace, and separated from the word
of God, the Gospel, and the sure promises of Jesus. Further, the reformers were critical of the liturgy
being in Latin, with portions recited in a low voice
and with the priests back facing the congregation,
making it difficult for them to take part. Of further
criticism was the practice at the time in which the
laity received the Eucharist rarely, perhaps about
once a year, out of an extreme cult of reverence,
and when they did they were given only the bread,
with the cup reserved for the priests. Finally, private
masses were also undertaken in exchange for pay37

In 1536 Pope Paul III appointed a commission to examine the state of
the corruption of the church. Protestants obtained a copy and published
it as evidence of the church’s corruption. There were numerous geo-political delays before the Council of Trent could begin in 1545. In the 22nd
session on the Eucharist the following was stated: “Outlawing the abuses
of the Mass first, as relates to covetousness:--they shall wholly prohibit
all manner of conditions and bargains for recompenses, and whatsoever
is given for the celebration of new masses; as also those importunate
and illiberal demands, rather than requests, for alms, and other things of
the like sort, which are but little removed from a simonical taint, or at all
events, from filthy lucre. They shall not allow anyone who is publicly and
notoriously stained with crime, either to minister at the holy altar, or to assist at the sacred services. They shall wholly banish from the Church the
observance of a fixed number of certain masses and of candles, as being
the invention of superstitious worship, rather than of true religion; and
they shall instruct the people, what is, and whence especially is derived,
the fruit so precious and heavenly of this most holy sacrifice.”

Some who remained a part of the Catholic Church and worked for reform are Thomas Cajetan, Philip Neri, Teresa of Avila, Ignatius Loyola,
Anthony Zaccarria and Matteo di Bassi.
36
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ment. Again, the majority of these grievances were
corrected and/or addressed either at the Council of
Trent (where it was also affirmed that Christ’s sacrifice on the cross was once and for all, accomplishing the work of meriting justification for us38) or the
rest were addressed much more recently at Vatican
II and within the new Roman mass promulgated by

and the bride of Christ, and the temple of
the Holy Spirit. The one, universal Church
is a transnational, transcultural, transdenominational, and multiethnic family, the
household of faith. In the widest sense, the
Church includes all the redeemed of all the
ages, being the one body of Christ extended
throughout time as well as space. Here in
the world, the Church becomes visible in all
local congregations that meet to do together the things that according to the Scripture
the Church does. Christ is the head of the
Church. Everyone who is personally united
to Christ by faith belongs to his body and
by the Spirit is united with every other true
believer in Jesus.’

What binds us together as Christ’s
body is much greater than what
separates our communities
Pope Paul VI in 196939. Finally, though Martin Luther
will never be fully accepted by the Catholic Church,
it is pretty telling that the Vatican recently gave support to name a square in Rome near the Colosseum
after him.
While our remaining differences in understanding of the Church are central to our division, what
binds us together as Christ’s body is much greater
than what separates our communities. In the document “The Communion of Saints” by the Evangelicals and Catholics Together Initiative, the following
was stated:

Similarly, we together affirm the statement
of the Second Vatican Council:
‘All are called to belong to the new People
of God. Wherefore this People, while remaining one and unique, is to be spread
throughout the whole world and must exist
in all ages, so that the purpose of God’s will
may be fulfilled… It follows that among all
the nations of earth there is but one People
of God, which takes its citizens from every
race, making them citizens of a kingdom
which is of a heavenly and not an earthly nature. For all the faithful scattered throughout
the world are in communion with each other
in the Holy Spirit.’ (Lumen Gentium II.13)

The Church itself can be understood as a
sign and instrument of grace, instituted by
the one mediator between God and man,
Jesus Christ, and, through the gospel, mediating his grace to the world. While the ancient formula “Outside the Church no salvation” may lend itself to misunderstanding, we
agree that there is no salvation apart from
the Church, since to be related to Christ is
necessarily to be related, in however full or
tenuous a manner, to the Church which is
his body. Although Catholics believe that the
Church is visible in its universal dimension
and not only in local congregations, we as
Catholics and Evangelicals together affirm
the [Evangelical] statement of Amsterdam
2000:
‘The Church is the people of God, the body

One particular articulation of the state of the Church
from a Catholic perspective which I think is very
helpful and properly generous, is summarized well in
the article Evangelicals in the Church of Mary, by Fr.
Maloney, the Catholic Chaplain at MIT. The article
describes how in 1987, at his annual address which
marked the beginning of a year that was dedicated
for special reflection on the importance of the Virgin
Mary, Pope John Paul II, with the Ecumenical Patriarch notably in attendance,
spoke of two dimensions or “profiles,” or,
one might even go so far as to say, two
Churches within the one Church that is the
Body of Christ: the Church of Mary and the
Church of Peter. The Church of Peter or the
“Petrine profile” refers to the exercise of
the authority of jurisdiction and office, “the
official concern of the bishops”, while the
Church of Mary or “Marian profile” consists
of those who with Mary say “Yes” to God’s
call. The Marian dimension is “supreme and
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In the 22nd session on the Eucharist it was stated: “He, therefore, our
God and Lord, though He was about to offer Himself once on the altar of
the cross unto God the Father, by means of his death, there to operate
an eternal redemption”. In the 6th session on Justification it was stated:
“our Lord Jesus Christ, who, when we were enemies, for the exceeding
charity wherewith he loved us, merited Justification for us by His most
holy Passion on the wood of the cross, and made satisfaction for us unto
God the Father.” See also the Catholic Catechism 613-618
39
In particular the new mass is in the vernacular, and there is an even further increased emphasis on preaching of the word, the laity are given both
bread and cup, the priest always faces the congregation, and the laity are
involved in scripture reading and even giving the elements.
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Pope Francis and Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew I embrace

The Papal Question

preeminent,” said the Pope, “richer in personal and communitarian implications” than
the Petrine dimension. Pressing this image,
the Pope insisted that the Petrine profile be
thought of as in service to the Marian profile,
that the chief purpose of office in the Roman
Catholic Church is not to protect God’s interests or those of the Church’s institutions, but
to minister to, “that is, to aid and serve” all
those who with the Mother of God respond
faithfully and lovingly to the person of Jesus.

Given the sad reality of our division, I suppose it is
only fitting that the Petrine ministry, what should be
“the sign and servant of the unity of the universal
Church”, has become a source of division, most
pointedly between the Orthodox and Catholics. Ignatius of Antioch described the primacy of Rome as
the ‘primacy of love’. Since Pope Gregory the Great
(590-604), a title given to the Bishop of Rome has
been “servus servorum Dei’ (Servant of the Servants
of God), echoing of course Jesus’s teaching that the
first must be last and servant of all. Catholics would
argue that there is clear biblical support for the primacy of Peter among the disciples and that early
tradition quickly gave to Rome primacy in combating
heresy and centering the growing universal church.
Protestants and Orthodox argue that scripture and
tradition is not clear in this regard, and official Christian truths, including dogma on the role of the Bishop
of Rome, should be realized through the guidance of
the Spirit, in accord with Scripture, and validated by
ecumenical councils.
I think there are two key realizations that can
help us move forward towards a common understanding. First, the Catholic Church believes that
the Petrine ministry is a gift from the Spirit which it

The power of this analogy is that it generously removes past fear and animosity from Catholics towards Protestants in its recognition that Protestants, Orthodox and Catholics together make up the
Church of Mary. On the other hand, it provides a way
for Protestants and Orthodox to have a greater appreciation for the many ways in which “the Church of
Peter” may serve, support and “feed all the sheep”
of the Church of Mary. 40
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It is interesting to note that Pope John Paul II borrowed this metaphor
from Hans Urs von Balthasar, one of the few in the 1950s who believed
it possible for statements such as the Joint declaration of Justification.
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believes it has received to contribute to a visibly united Church. It is simply unavoidable that for any real
visible unity among Christians, the pope must have
a distinct role. Second, I find it encouraging that the
Catholic Church and the recent popes have talked
a good deal about a spiritually renewed form of the
Petrine ministry, inviting others into the dialogue,
particularly the Orthodox41.
In particular, “Ratzinger [Pope Benedict] and
Cougar [an instrumental author of Vatican II] have
spoken of a rereading and re-reception of the First
Vatican Council’s dogma on the pope. Part of the
rereading would be [the] integration of the primacy
within the whole context of ecclesiology.” Further,
Kasper talks of how “we too can learn from the Orthodox and Reformation traditions, and consider further how best to integrate the episcopate and the
Petrine ministry with synodical and collegial structures.”42 Pope Francis in his encyclical, Evangelii
Gaudium (The Joy of the Gospel), similarly stated,
“in the dialogue with our Orthodox brothers and sisters, we Catholics have the opportunity to learn more
about the meaning of episcopal collegiality and their
experience of synodality.”43
From the Orthodox Perspective, Bishop Kallistos Ware has stated,

healing when crisis and conflict arise anywhere among Christians. We envisage that
on such occasions the Pope would act, not
in isolation, but always in close co-operation
with his brother bishops. We would wish to
see his ministry spelt out in pastoral rather
than juridical terms. He would encourage
rather than compel, consult rather than coerce. 44
In his encyclical Ut Unum Sint, Pope John Paul II declared that “In our ecumenical age…the mission of
the Bishop of Rome is particularly directed to recalling the need for full communion among Christ’s disciples.” In a homily in the presence of the Ecumenical Patriarch, he told how he “insistently prays that
the Holy Spirit shines his light upon us, enlightening
all the Pastors and theologians of our Churches, that
we may seek—together, of course—the forms in
which this ministry may accomplish a service of love
recognized by all concerned”.

Apostolic Succession

Although there are issues of disagreement between
the Orthodox and Catholic Churches, the papal
question being the preeminent disputation rather
than the Filioque45 , their mutual recognition of each
other’s sacraments, liturgy and in some part “theological traditions” gives significant precedence and, I
would argue, opportunity. Kasper in commenting on
Unitatis Redintegratio states:

We recognize him as first—but only as first
among equals. He is the elder brother, not
the supreme ruler. We do not consider that,
in the first ten centuries of the Church, the
Pope possessed direct and immediate power of jurisdiction in the Christian east, and so
we find it impossible to grant such power to
him today.

The second Vatican council recognized
anew the treasures and the independence
of the spiritual, liturgical, theological and canonical traditions of the Eastern churches
and their power to govern themselves according to their own discipline. 46

Based on the Apostolic Canon #34, the Orthodox insist on a principle of reciprocity and mutual concord,
in which the bishops are to recognize the Bishop of
Rome as the one who is first, but neither the bishops
nor the Pope should do anything without the consent
of all.

In particular, while the reformed Churches for the
most part (the Anglicans are the notable exception,
though Rome has argued that they did break off47)

Surely we Orthodox should be willing to assign to the Pope, in a reunited Christendom,
not just an honorary seniority but an all-embracing apostolic care. We should be willing
to assign to him the right, not only to accept
appeals from the whole Christian world but
even to take the initiative in seeking ways of

44

Timothy Ware, The Orthodox Church, 316. See for example the statement from the Catholic-Orthodox dialogue at Ravenna, Italy in 2007.
45
The main theological issue for the Great Schism of 1054 (that of the
filioque) is often seen (though not by all of course) as no longer a contradiction in understanding but as complementary, each formulated within
a context to address separate heresies. Moreover, the North American
Orthodox-Catholic Theological Consultation in 2003 was able to sign an
agreement stating that the filioque need not be a Church-dividing issue.
When for example the Orthodox and Catholics attempted to resolve their
differences at the council of Florence (1438-9), 10 months were spent
debating the filoque, 4 months to the subject of purgatory and the blessedness of the saints and no more than 10 days on the papal question
at the end of the conference when everyone wanted to go home. (See
“A Lecture on Catholic-Orthodox Unity” by Metropolitan Kallistos Ware”
Atlanta, GA, 2011.)
46
Cardinal Walter Kasper, That They May All Be One: The Call to Unity
Today, 144. Unitatis Redintegratio 14; 16
47
See Apostolicae Curae On the Nullity of Anglican Orders, Pope Leo

41

The Petrine Ministry, Catholics and Orthodox in Dialogue, 2003. A
symposium was conducted by the Pontifical Council for Christian Unity
with the Orthodox churches in May 2003.
42
Cardinal Walter Kasper, That They May All Be One: The Call to Unity
Today, 73
43
Pope Francis, Evangelii Gaudium, 246
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ognition of the Eastern Churches, this model understands the Anglican traditions as a source of nourishment for the members of the Anglican Ordinariate
and as a treasure to be shared with the Catholic
Church. 50 Similar arrangements have been considered between Catholics and Lutherans.

Normal Ecumenism

Root in his article “Ecumenical Winter” goes on to
argue that we need to focus on “normal ecumenism”,
in which rather than rushing towards the next major
breakthrough, we should work to deepen the real
but limited communion in Christ that already exists.
For example, he argues that while discussions on
the theological nature of the Church should continue, the focus of the last 50 years on officially sponsored theological dialogues, while very productive at
times, has reached the point of diminishing returns.
Normal Ecumenism according to Root will resist
two temptations. First, we must avoid being simply
content that we no longer curse (or kill) one another,
more easily marry one another, agree on many fundamental doctrines and have learned to work with
each other in various missionary and service efforts.
The second, opposite temptation to be resisted is
the desire for ecumenical progress to continue no
matter how tenuous the theological grounds.
Root contends that our stalemate on the questions of the Church (and more recently on ethical
matters) will likely not be resolved anytime soon by
more dedicated theological commissions. Rather,
we need to “seek common mission, where common
mission is possible”. A few examples include working for the protection of the unborn (in addition to
the care of pregnant women, single mothers, and
those who have had abortions, and encouraging
men to take more responsibility), the dignity and resettlement of refugees, prison reform, care for the
environment, the dignity of all in our world rapidly
changing by the power of technology, the growing
gap between rich and poor, and responding to the
secular forces of relativism, scientism and materialism. Our shared Christian tradition is full of riches for
addressing the greatest questions of life which will
be perpetually pondered by young adults. For example, the names and works of CS Lewis and Bishop
Robert Barron (among many others from across the
traditions) should be appreciated and advocated by
those who are disciplining Christians or corresponding with people who are seeking to learn about the
Christian faith.

Billy Graham and Pope John Paul II became very good friends.

were willing to break with a conception of apostolic succession, in favor of promoting the priesthood
of all believers, the Orthodox have maintained the
insistence and understanding of such. As a result,
the Orthodox and Catholic Church fully recognize
the legitimacy of each other’s holy orders, despite
having disagreements on certain points of doctrine
and tradition that are not related to the question of
Salvation—details of purgatory, the immaculate
conception and assumption of Mary48 , celibacy of
the priesthood, varied views on contraception and
divorce, the filioque clause in the Nicene Creed, the
authority of the pope—to name the most prominent.
I wish there was a visible way towards a “third
recognized strand” of apostolic succession, in which
pastors of Protestant churches would be given apostolic succession contingent on them accepting
certain necessary dogmas, especially to those relating to salvation and the seven major sacraments,
while perhaps also forming a more organized church
structure. Of course, what is necessary would be a
heated debate, but I think the Orthodox situation provides some very clear examples of what may and
what may not be necessary. Alas, I admit that such
hopes have little chance of coming to fruition, at
least in the near future.
There is however another model that may provide precedence for Protestant Christians to have
their own legitimate “branch” within one visibly catholic church—the Anglican Ordinariate initiated in
2009. The Catholic Church established this concept
in order to enable groups of Anglicans who profess
all that the Catholic Church believes on faith and
morals to join the Catholic Church, while preserving
elements of their liturgical, spiritual, theological and
pastoral heritage. 49 Like the Catholic Church’s rec-

An Ecumenical Spring?

XIII, 1896
48
See the article by Ben Myers on Mary on page 18 in this same issue
of MIT et Spiritus
49
Anglican Patrimony in the Catholic Church, Ordinariate.net

50

Pope Benedict XVI, Apostolic Constitution Anglicanorum Coetibus,
2009
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Jesus wants Harmony. When we
achieve this harmony, “Catholics
discover the fire, and Protestants
discover the fireplace”
Pope Francis, however offers a more optimistic forecast, believing that it is possible to talk of an “Ecumenical Spring”. Pope Francis has made the call
for Christian unity one of the main missions of his
papacy. While he is supportive of formal dialogues,
he, like Root, believes that relationships and shared
mission are key to realizing greater unity. Especially
key according to Pope Francis is for the Church to
be inwardly oriented to Christ and outwardly oriented
to the Gospel. As detailed in his first papal encyclical The Joy of the Gospel, he believes that as we together live out and preach the gospel we will find ourselves moving closer together. This understanding
of his is built on his own experience of working with
Pentecostals and Evangelicals in Argentina, and the
realization within the Catholic Charismatic movement
that Christians who are open to the Spirit are much
closer than their varied ecclesial structures would traditionally suggest. 51

An Ecumenical Prayer and Song Service in Taizé France.

will ‘work’”. 53 Cardinal Suenens correctly stressed
that “in order to unite, we must first love one another.
In order to love one another, we must first get to know
one another.” As we learn to love each other more,
through simple encouragement, prayer, joint service,
worship, Bible study, Christian speaking forums, etc.,
in my experience I have found that it is inevitable that
one will come to appreciate and love many newly rediscovered brothers and sisters in Christ.

What will Unity take?

A continued commitment to truth is necessary.
Though it seems unlikely that we will ever agree on
everything, Jesus promised that when we seek truth,
we will find it. We also know that Jesus wills for our
unity, so if we seek truth according to his will, we can
be sure we will be ever more reunited. This is going to
mean letting the Conductor lead. Rather than simply
looking at our own music scores, when we focus on
“His baton, His mind, His will, we will play in harmony.
It will not be in unison, but it will not be division either.
Harmony. He wants Harmony.” When we achieve this
harmony, “Catholics discover the fire, and Protestants
discover the fireplace”. 52
Kreeft argues that “if we all became brilliant theologians (a consummation devoutly to be wished),
reunion would still be far away. If we all became
saints, it would be at our doorstep… The fundamental reason why reunion has not happened [is that] we
have not obeyed Saint Paul’s command to ‘have this
mind among yourselves, which was in Christ Jesus’.
Christ-mindedness is our first necessity. This alone

Erik Johnson
Erik graduated 6-1 MS/BS in 2015/16. He currently
works as an RF Electrical Engineer. He also enjoys
being a member of the MIT Rugby team.
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Cruxnow, Pope redefines press for unity with call for ‘new ecumenical
spring’, June 2018. Martin Brauer, Pope Francis Ecumenism, The World
Council of Churches Ecumenical Review 2017, Jamie Manson, Is Pope
Francis ecumenical, evangelical, or both?, National Catholic Reporter,
March 2013, Fr. Peter Hocken, Pope Francis and Ecumenism, Openness
to the Holy Spirit, Catholic Charismatic Renewal
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Peter Kreeft, Catholics and Protestants, What Can We Learn from Each
Other, 29, 77.
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NEW EVERY MORNING
by MATTHEW TURNER

“He pierced my heart with arrows from his quiver”1.
I remember playing a game entitled “Taylor Swift
or Lamentations” in the Christian education class I
took during my junior year in high school. The youth
pastor would read a line and each team would attempt to guess whether the verse originated from
The Message Bible or one of Taylor Swift’s numerous breakup ballads. Whether or not the iconic
American artist actually experienced suffering on
the order of the Israelites during their 70-year exile in Babylon2, the severity and brutality implied by
statements such as those found in the book of Lamentations is appalling. Chapter 3 is filled with such
cries of anguish:
“He has made my skin and my flesh grow old
and has broken my bones.
“He has besieged me and surrounded me with
bitterness and hardship.
“He has made me dwell in darkness like those
long dead”3 .
Despite the immense suffering and immeasurable pain depicted, the author, probably Jeremiah,
dramatically shifts his emphasis and tone midway
through the chapter. Almost in the same breath as
1
2
3

laying down accusations against the God of heaven,
Jeremiah declares, “it is through the Lord’s mercies
that we are not consumed, because his compassions
fail not. They are new every morning; great is Your

Just as the ark saved Noah from
the floodwaters, God’s mercies
keep all believers afloat amidst
the battering waves of trial and
temptation.
faithfulness”4 . This tremendous and sublime statement is one of those rare (in reference to our own
quotidian lives) and direct linkages between Heaven
and Earth. It is as if we are drawn up to the feet of
the Most High God to see the effulgence of his glory
manifested in his compassion and faithfulness. Yet
the prophet Jeremiah does not stop there. He transports us right back down to Earth, lest we should
forget our lives, jobs, responsibilities, and numerous
problems, and he asserts that our bulwark against
the darkness of this world is the constant interven-

Lamentations 3:13
Jeremiah 29:10
Lamentations 3:4-6

4
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tion of the Divine. God desires both to equip and
to bless the Christian through these mercies, but a
thankful heart and receptive posture are essential in
order to benefit from them.
Although not all Christians face exile from their
homeland as the Hebrews did in this passage, the
feeling of being wronged by God is almost universal. 2 Timothy 3 contains an overt warning for the
Christian: “Anyone who wants to live all out for Christ
is in for a lot of trouble; there’s no getting around
it”5 . Throughout the Bible, it becomes evident that
God’s way of dealing with difficulty is not to spare
the Christian, but to strengthen the Christian to
overcome it. Just as the ark saved Noah from the
floodwaters, God’s mercies keep all believers afloat
amidst the battering waves of trial and temptation.
In seasons of calm seas and blissful peace, even
the dead man’s float will keep the head above water. 2 Timothy states that the fair weather won’t last
forever. There will come a time when applying and
experiencing the mercies of God will become vital to
our survival. “Storms reveal what calm seas never
will”6 . It is not the doldrums but the hurricane that
will test whether our ship is water tight. The knowledge of the impending storm impels the Christian to
make the necessary preparations—to apply God’s
mercies, so that “we are not consumed”7.

Christ the Redeemer, Rio de Janeiro

forming power of a vision into God’s alliance with his
servants. The king of Aram sent many horses and
chariots to lay siege against the city of Dothan in
order to capture the prophet Elisha. As Elisha’s servant surveyed the battlefield and the armies mounted against them, he quavered with fear. In desperation he cried out, “Oh no, my lord! What shall we
do?”. Elisha reassured his servant, and prayed,
“’Open his eyes, Lord, so that he may see.’ Then
the Lord opened the servant’s eyes, and he looked
and saw the hills full of horses and chariots of fire all
around Elisha”8 . The God of Christianity is a God
that fights for His people. The chief need of discouraged Christians today is insight into the mighty work
of God’s righteous right hand9.
When I traveled to South Africa on mission this
January, Pat, the leader of our team, told of a spiritual discipline that he has engaged in that has foundationally shifted his perspective. Once a week, he
takes at least thirty minutes to write down everything
he is thankful for. This practice has allowed him to
truly reflect on the blessings of God amidst all that
attempts to distract from His goodness. The very
act of becoming a Christian gives a person the opportunity to embrace this new mindset, for “we have
the mind of Christ”10 . It’s time for Christians to start
using it.
The application of this “mind of Christ,” or transformed perspective, is the pivotal first step toward
comprehending God’s blessings; it is the prayer of
Elisha to open the eyes of his servant. The second, equally vital, stride toward experiencing God’s
mercies is to prepare one’s heart for their receipt.
The great Welsh theologian and preacher, Dr. Martyn Lloyd-Jones, argues in his sermon “Preparing for
the Guest” that although God does not operate like a
vending machine in dispensing gifts to his children,

The chief need of discouraged
Christians today is insight into the
mighty work of God’s righteous
right hand
The first step in experiencing God’s mercies is to
realize that they exist. In a world so engulfed in strife
and stress, I personally find it challenging to reflect
on the ways that God has positively intervened in
my life. Romans 8:28 gives a unique and transformative lens through which to view the world. Paul
writes, “And we know that all things work together for
good to those who love God, to those who are the
called according to His purpose”. God is getting his
hands dirty cultivating every event—even the most
trivial—with the express purpose of benefiting those
that love him. To alter one’s perspective would be to
see every aspect of life in terms of God’s kingdom
and his mercy and faithfulness.
In 2 Kings 6, the Bible tells of how an unnamed
man, the servant of Elisha, experienced the trans5

Taken from the The Message translation
See the sermon “Getting MORE out of Life’s Storms”, a sermon by
Pastor Tim Bunn, Eagle Nazarene Church, April 17th, 2016
7
Lamentations 3:22

8

2 Kings 6:15-17
See for example Isaiah 41:10
10
1 Corinthians 2:16

6

9
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Ships on a Stormy Sea, Willem van de Velde the Younger, 1672

there are certain things that Christians can do to put
themselves “in the way of the blessing”11. Just as a
child knows that pleasing his father will improve their
mutual relationship, there are specific activities that
God welcomes and others that he abhors. Realizing
this, the Christian elects to participate actively in the
life of the Spirit by softening their heart toward the
Lord’s approaches. In his commentary on Lamentations 3 (v24), Matthew Henry interprets the statement “The Lord is my portion” in this way: “It is our
duty to make God the portion of our souls, and then
to make use of him as our portion and to take the
comfort of it in the midst of our lamentations. Living
in God’s mercy is not a leisurely pastime, but rather an activity requiring the very fullness of all of our
faculties. Bearing the mind of Christ, that heavenly
outlook filled with thanksgiving, is coupled with the
mandate to “gird up the loins of your mind…[and] be
sober”12.
Many of the activities that lead to a deeper relationship with God and a fuller experience of his tender mercies are beautifully summed up in Acts 2:42,
which states that the early disciples “devoted them11
12

selves to the apostles’ teaching and to fellowship,
to the breaking of bread and to prayer”. My friend
Colton and I used to joke that every small group
question posed by our church youth pastor could be
answered by a combination of the words Bible, Jesus, prayer, and love. Although this resulted from
deliberate facetiousness on our part, the ease by
which we both spoke “Christianese” was undeniable.
To this day, I have found that it is unequivocally easier to pay lip service to the spiritual disciplines of the
Christian walk than to actually partake in them. I
often begin with the purest of intentions, but life happens, temptation lurks, and I break bond with the
irreplaceable practices requisite of spiritual growth.
To glibly recite the actions that God desires of
the Christian walk—to meditate on the scriptures, to
pray, to fellowship with other believers, and to care
for the poor and the fatherless—and yet not perform
them is to engage in the very hypocrisy of the Pharisees. The bad news is that there is nowhere in the
Bible that teaches that becoming a Christian results
in immediate perfection. The good news is that the
Bible does teach that becoming a Christian leads
to eventual perfection. For the Christian, the final
redemption and reconciliation of the body is only a

MLJ Trust, Volume 3, Sermon #4093, preached on March 24, 1957
1 Peter 1:13
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matter of time. The presence of sin now, although
abhorrent, does not affect the final destination, as
long as the arc of the Christian life always tends toward God’s righteousness.
“Therefore…let us throw off everything that hinders and the sin that so easily entangles”13 . Saying
yes to God’s goodness requires saying no to certain
other things that hold the Christian back, and ultimately living a life in-tune with His Holy Spirit. The
experience of God’s mercies, the daily connection to
His compassion and faithfulness, depends intimately on the human response to His approaches.

and groanings of those who cannot bear injustice”15 .
Clearly, God is not aloof to the cries of His people.
2 Chronicles 16:9 declares, “[T]he eyes of the Lord
range throughout the earth to strengthen those
whose hearts are fully committed to him”. God is
not foreign and unconcerned with human problems;
rather, he actively seeks believers to strengthen so
that they may overcome. These are His mercies that
are new every morning: to give His people the armor
that they might be “more than conquerors”16 . God
constantly reaches out to His followers with offers of
encouragement, wisdom, peace, comfort, strength,
and direction, but he will not force the human hand to
respond. A thankful heart can better identify when
God offers these blessings, but sheer gratitude is
not enough to fully step into all that He has for this
life. In addition, a receptive and humble attitude is
necessary to truly benefit from His mercies. Each
day, God extends an open arm to give each human
being more of His fullness. The responsibility now
lies with the recipients of these offers of mercy—
those who hear the knocking at the door—to answer.

The experience of God’s mercies,
the daily connection to His compassion and faithfulness, depends
intimately on the human response
to His approaches.
The book of the Songs of Solomon gives a stern
warning against the rejection of His knocking at the
door of the heart. When the beloved (here representative of the Christian) hears her lover knocking at
the door, her response is halfhearted. “I have taken
off my robe—must I put it on again?” she complains.
“I have washed my feet—must I soil them again?”.
Eventually, desire overtook her, and she arose. “I
opened for my beloved, but my beloved had left; he
was gone. My heart sank at his departure. I looked
for him but did not find him. I called him but he did
not answer”14 . Her hesitation, her flinching at the
thought of leaving comfort and safety, and her fear
of soiling her feet led to the departure of her beloved.
The passage says that they are reunited later, but
that specific moment for the Christian to meet her
beloved could not be recreated. In the same way,
if excuses impede from obedience and submission
to the approaches of the Most High, the Christian
misses out on an opportunity to grow spiritually and
experience more of His fullness.
The Lord’s approaches, both through His incarnation and via the Holy Spirit today, are the extension of His tender mercies toward the human race
in a fallen world. In his commentary on Habakkuk
2:6, John Calvin argues that God identifies so fully
with human suffering through the life of Jesus and
His work on the cross that “[i]t is then the same as
though God heard Himself, when He hears the cries
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Lecture 111 on Habakkuk, taken from https://www.iclnet.org/pub/resources/text/m.sion/calvhaba.htm
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Romans 8:37
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Songs of Solomon 5:3,6
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GATHERED IN MY NAME
by MARTY POMEROY

There are many aspects to renewal, but one cultural issue may stand in the way of renewal for many.
That issue is what I call “the cowboy mentality.” In
this we value our autonomy and independence, and
it expresses itself in several ways.

attachments, Christ can redeem the pain (yes, this
could be a whole other topic!). So some aspects of
self-sufficiency can be healthy.
But self-sufficiency can also be unhealthy. It is
unhealthy when it refuses or reduces attachments
with people. Of course, the epitome of this image is
the American cowboy, revered in story, movie, and
song. Honest (mostly), hard working, independent,
solitary, and stoic, these were men (and occasionally women) who needed no one. Sometimes they
had faithful friends who shared or respected their
lifestyle, but this was not what made them heroes.
It was their rugged independence and autonomy,
though usually cast with decent morals. It depends
on which hero we are looking at as to whether, in
fact, they simply were unable to get along with others, whether they were even able to form deeper attachments with people.
Related to this “cowboy mentality,” it is part of
our culture that the person who pushes forward by
themselves is revered: the visionary, the artist, the
entrepreneur. There are surely thousands of examples both in folklore and in history, including Paul
Bunyan, Amelia Earhart, and Steve Jobs. These
people accomplished something (or died trying) that
no one else had done. They blazed a trail for others

Our Autonomy

In America there is a cultural push to be self-sufficient, to need no one and to need nothing. As with
many ideas, this can have a healthy aspect, and it
can be pathological. To the extent it is healthy, it
allows us to be free of entitlements and demands,
similar to Paul in Philippians 4:12 (NIV): “I have
learned the secret of being content in any and every
situation, whether well fed or hungry, whether living
in plenty or in want.” Certainly the Buddha encouraged no worldly attachments because desires lead
to pain which can be avoided by avoiding attachments. However, Paul’s motivation in his letter to
the Philippians seems different. For in the next sentence, Paul gives Christ as his reason for this contentment, and the Judeo-Christian God encourages
the embracing of life, not detachment from it. So this
relationship with Christ, this yieldedness to Christ,
gives him contentment without detachment, for even
in the midst of pain caused by healthy desires and
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to follow. They were first, they were determined, and
they let nothing stand in their way. They walked to
the beat of a different drummer.
This autonomy, this “flying solo,” so permeates
American lives and culture that the American church
can exalt it to unhealthy levels. When we approach
questions of how to grow spiritually, we can embrace
a view that is based largely on our own independent
efforts and actions: I have my quiet time, I pray, I
serve, and if I feel far from God, I probably need to
do more of these.
Even the heroes of the American church are
often spoken of in terms that emphasize their independence. We have famous people who have gone
into the jungles and given their lives (e.g., Jim Elliot, who was killed by natives in Ecuador in 1956),
or the famous pastor who started with an idea and
now has a church blessing tens of thousands. Note
that while these people are surely deserving of honor, they never acted alone, as they would freely acknowledge. And they do not and would not like to be
thought of as heroes.
The American cowboy is not the way of the Bible.
Cowboy Singing, Thomas Eakins, 1892

Our Brokenness

Theologians refer to four areas of brokenness in our
relationships due to the fall: brokenness in our relationship with (1) God, (2) others, (3) ourselves, and
(4) this creation. Our brokenness in relation to ourselves and to others is deeply evident in our society
today, with the bitterness in political tone and utter
disrespect for opinions of others, especially those
who hold different opinions. If you have found anger and bitterness rising in yourself at times around
political issues, this is a symptom of our brokenness.

needed. But there is one deep and abiding support
to the healing process that can get overlooked due
to our cultural blind spots, and this is the primacy of
relationship.

Relationship Brings Renewal

Theologically, the Christian God is a trinity, a tri-unity, a three in one. This is, to us, certainly a paradox.
But the early church fathers could see no simpler
solution to the nature of Christ and the work of the
Holy Spirit than to describe them as independent
persons and yet one with the Father. Whether they
knew it or not, the church fathers thus declared God
to be a relating being within himself. Philosophically, this provides a meaningful source for the need
in his created beings for relationship, since it is part
of his nature which has been imparted to us, since
humans are made “in God’s image.”
In contrast, the Muslim God as a solitary being
does not have need for relationship. Therefore the
need in humans for relationship does not find the
same philosophical root in the nature of the deity.
While Muslim communities emphasize relationship,
it does not originate from some property of the divine. This is in contrast to the Christian trinity, which
provides a sound foundation for the need in humans
for relationships.
In the New Testament there are 59 “one anothers”, including “love one another,” accept, have

The American cowboy is not the
way of the Bible
Francis Schaeffer has pointed out that while we
may never find complete healing from some aspects
of our brokenness, we should certainly expect to experience “substantial” healing - improvement that we
can recognize, progress we can see - after some
amount of time. We would expect, since Christ paid
the price for all aspects of our brokenness, that we
should see some healing in all four areas mentioned
above.
So how do we go about finding healing for all of
these? Do we need to just study our Bibles more?
Pray more? Serve more? Well, certainly these are
essential at some level, and at times more may be
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equal concern, serve, forgive, submit, bear with,
encourage, and more, all toward “one another.” Jesus stated in John 13:35, “...everyone will know that
you are my disciples, if you love one another.” We
should see evidence of that love in the churches,
and fortunately many times we do at some substantial level—imperfectly, of course, but growing. But
here is the key question for this discussion: how do
we bring in more of it?
Let’s first clarify the Biblical perspective on love.
Love cannot be separated from truth, as Paul says in
his letter to the Ephesians (4:15), “speaking the truth
in love, we will grow…” In this verse, “speaking” can
be omnidirectional: to God, to ourselves, and to others. When directed toward others, it involves being
able to speak truth in a way that engages respect,
grace, and mercy, and allows the other person to be
a fellow broken human attempting to do the same.
And the subject of the truth can be anything appropriate, including our own brokenness, or theirs.
But here is a key point: this is not at all primarily
about speaking the truth that we think others need
to hear, even if done in a way they can hear it. It
also means speaking the truth about ourselves and
our own brokenness that gives others the opportunity to identify with us and bless us with grace and
mercy. This is a part of “truth” with which we are
generally out of touch, partly because we are broken in relationship to ourselves, and partly because
we just don’t talk about it as much in churches. We
ourselves sometimes feel our brokenness, and we
need to avoid the temptation to keep it as our dirty
little secret and keep it tucked away. What liberation
there will be when we find people with whom we can
be honest about ourselves, and still feel safe! Not
that this safety should allow us to wallow in mud,
but the first step toward change is to be able to acknowledge the problem. Being able to share with
someone is catalytic in leading to change.

name, there am I with them.”1 I want to focus on
the phrase “in my name.” And while I may be trying to hang more on that phrase than can naturally
be drawn from it, hopefully drawing the contrast between just “gathering” and “gathering in my name”
can provide useful insights.
There are really two interesting qualifiers given
before Jesus will join us. One apparent qualifier is
the surprisingly small number of people. This may
simply imply that huge crowds are not necessary,
and is probably not intended as a limitation. We have
all been in large groups of people where worship has
been deep and sincere. So the best interpretation
of “two or three” is surely that large crowds are not
necessary, that even for two or three, he will come.
More interesting is the phrase “in my name.”
Larger crowds regularly gather in his name and, as
mentioned, may be very meaningful, yet the style of
meeting does not lend itself to deeper relational connections. But in smaller gatherings, the potential exists for the level of honesty, truth, and love that lends
to opening the door for Jesus to join in a different
way. Certainly this is possible with two or three, and
the upward limit will depend on the people involved.
When friends are together, enjoying each other
and their common interests, this is relationship and
is a joy to God who created us for this, as Lewis
points out. This is gathering, and under the providence of God, this is good. But we also want times
when Jesus draws near, and we must pursue these
intentionally by our honesty around our brokenness,

In My Name

by being willing to lay our heartfelt questions on the
table, and by our awareness that we don’t have the
answers for others but we can still come alongside
them in their difficulties.
Clearly a deeper level of honesty in relationships
requires a deeper level of trust and confidentiality.
Drug and alcohol rehab groups teach this aggressively: what is said in the group stays in the group.
In order for Christians to reach a level of honesty
about our brokenness, this same confidentiality is
required.
These kinds of relationships wherein we try to
consciously engage with deeper truths about ourselves are catalytic in many ways. Regarding the

What liberation there will be when
we find people with whom we can
be honest about ourselves, and
still feel safe!

Relationships with this level of honesty are certainly friendship, but they are more than just friendship.
Friendship is valuable to us, and few have clearer insights into this than C.S. Lewis in his work The Four
Loves. In his chapter on friendship, he states, “To
the Ancients, Friendship seemed the happiest and
most fully human of all loves; the crown of life and
the school of virtue. The modern world, in comparison, ignores it.” He goes on to discuss how friendship is forged through shared perspectives and
common interests. This has great value in our lives,
and provides some of the fulfillment of our need for
relationship.
But Jesus may be adding another dimension
when he says, “where two or three gather in my

1
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four areas of brokenness mentioned earlier, building
healthy relationships with others obviously helps to
restore the second area (relationship to others), but
has the additional consequence of improving the other
three. William Blake wrote a short poem that captures
this important point:
I sought my soul,
But my soul I could not see.
I sought my God,
But my God eluded me.
I sought my brother,
And I found all three.
Working harder at finding God and knowing ourselves on our own may be exactly what we need at
times, but at other times can have uncertain results.
In addition to personal disciplines, as we get to know
others in more depth, with more honesty, we see ourselves more clearly in contrast. We learn that “my
friend struggles with that issue in that way, but I struggle with it in a different way.” In addition, there are
times when Jesus is present as we take a deep breath
and grant grace to one another, seeing him more
clearly.

Experientially...

Up to this point, this article has been primarily conceptual, and will close that way. But the motivation
for it comes thanks to a devout friend who, several
years ago, suggested we choose an accountable relationship. I sort of knew what he meant, and we had
some speed bumps over the first couple of years as
we learned together how to work it out. We now try to
meet once a week for about an hour to talk, and close
briefly in prayer in one of our cars.
We share a couple of very complicated interests
about which we could talk for hours, namely politics
and the financial markets. But when the conversation
goes to either of those for too long, one of us will usually change the direction with something like, “how are

ant, and we have felt afterwards like Jesus has been
there with us, that perhaps the question was his.

Conclusion

Humans have been characterized as a bunch of porcupines on a cold night. We draw closer together because we need the warmth, but we’re prickly and keep
hurting each other, so we push apart. We really don’t
want to see or acknowledge our own prickliness, and
we really don’t want to hurt others, so we pull apart.
We can become American cowboys.
But in fact we need to figure this out, to commit
to being with others, to accepting that if these relationships are to be real, there may be discomfort at
times, and we must find a way with God’s help to push
through, even to get help we may need from pastoral
guides.
When we attempt to handle life on our own, we
will run dry. Renewal in our lives and in the American
church will not necessarily involve more individual activity alone, but will require community. In relationship
we not only discover the “otherness” of others, but also
have the added benefit of seeing ourselves better, and
getting to know him who made us.
Therefore let us commit to finding others who recognize and admit their broken areas, will hold issues
with confidentiality, and will share their struggles as
well as their triumphs. Let us intentionally gather in
his name in smaller numbers, learning together how
to speak the truth in love, so that as we get to know
others and ourselves better, we will sometimes walk
away with a clearer sense of who God is and how Jesus was present.

When we attempt to handle life
on our own, we will run dry
things this week at home” or “at work?” And we’ll talk
about that. While these conversations are not usually
profound, just putting into words things that happened
improves clarity or brings new insight. And occasionally after one of us has been talking about a more personal issue, the other has found a question hanging in
the air that seems to need to be asked. And the asking
brings something to the conversation which is import-
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