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INTRODUCTION

The hermeneutic of continuity is hardly a term of art in biblical theology. In fact, as near as we can tell the term itself is of fairly recent vintage, perhaps originating from the deliberations of the Synod of Bishops in 1985. 

The synod had been convened to discuss the reception and interpretation of the Second Vatican Council (1963–1965). The synod fathers were disturbed by a tendency in the post-conciliar era for theologians and pastoral leaders to interpret Vatican II's teachings as marking a sharp break or departure from the teachings of earlier Church councils. To the contrary, they affirmed that by its very nature the Council stands in an unbroken line of continuity with the whole of the Church's doctrinal, liturgical, and moral tradition. 

The actual expression, “hermeneutic of continuity,” did not appear in the synod's final report. But the principle was crisply stated: “The Council must be understood in continuity with the great tradition of the Church, and at the same time we must receive light from the Council's own doctrine for today's Church and the men of our time. The Church is one and the same throughout all the councils.”1


For us, the hermeneutic of continuity describes something more than the officially preferred way of reading Vatican II. The hermeneutic of continuity is in fact the original and authentic Christian approach to understanding and interpreting divine revelation in general and sacred Scripture in particular. 

The Church has always thought in an organic way about the truths of the faith and the revelation and proclamation of those truths. The entire edifice of Christian thought, worship, discipleship, and mission is founded on a series of core conceptual unities—between Christ and the Church; the old and new covenants; Scripture and tradition; Word and sacrament; dogma and exegesis; faith and reason; heaven and earth; history and eternity; body and soul; God and man. 

The Church's outlook, in other words, has always been catholic, recalling that the original Greek term means “according to the totality.” This holistic vision in turn rests on an act of faith—in the unity of the divine plan, the economy of salvation (ovikonomi,a) revealed in the pages of sacred Scripture and continued in the life of the Church (Eph. 1:9–10).

At the heart of this divine economy is the incarnation, the self-emptying of the Word of God, who humbled himself to come among us as a man. The very name by which we call him, Jesus Christ, constitutes a confession of faith in the unity of God's saving plan. By this name we confess that the historical personage, Jesus of Nazareth, the son of Mary, is the Christ—the anointed of God, the Messiah promised and hoped for in the Scriptures of the Jews. 

The incarnation, then, marks the fulfillment of all God's promises in salvation history. This historical event reveals that history and creation were, from the beginning, “for us” and “for our salvation.” The repetition of this idea in the Nicene Creed represents the Church's official interpretation of the biblical data. Creation is ordered to the new covenant, to the divine filial relationship that the Father seeks to establish through his Son with the men and women he creates in his image and likeness. 

In the person of Jesus Christ, in the hypostatic union of true God and true man, we see God's original intent and will for every human life—that we be “partakers of the divine nature” (2 Pet. 1:4). Christ's command established the Eucharist as the liturgical worship of the new covenant people, the Church. The Eucharist is the memorial of the covenant made in the blood of his sacrifice on the cross. The sacrament symbolizes and actualizes the communion of divinity and humanity, the communion of saints that God desired in creation.

The hermeneutic of continuity is needed both to understand and to enter into these sacred mysteries of our salvation. This is clear in the New Testament witness. The portrait of Christ in the gospels—as the new Adam, the new Moses, the new Temple, the new David, and the like—bears the imprint of his own preaching. It conforms to the instruction he gave on the first Easter night, when he opened his apostles' minds to understand the Scriptures. 

Christ came, he insisted, not to abolish the old covenant, but to fulfill it. His words and actions were prepared and prefigured in “all the Scriptures”—in the old Law, in the prophets, and in the psalms (Luke 24:27, 44). This hermeneutic of continuity, rooted in the teaching and in the person of Christ, undergirds all the Old Testament quotation, allusion, and interpretation found in the New Testament, especially in the writings of the greatest of exegetes, St. Paul. It undergirds the sacraments of the Church, by which believers receive the Spirit of adoption (Rom. 5:5; 8:23; Gal. 4:6). 

This hermeneutic is symbolized dramatically in the evangelists' accounts of the Transfiguration. That is why for the cover of this issue we chose the powerful rendition by Duccio di Buoninsegna (1255–1319).2 Christ is flanked by Moses on his left and Elijah on his right, symbolizing as they do in the gospels respectively, the Law and the prophets. Recoiled at the base of the hill are the apostles, from left to right, James, John, and Peter. 

Represented here in almost perfect symmetry is the continuity between the old covenant and the new covenant of Christ. But more, we see the continuity between the Old Testament people of God and the Church. The hinge, of course, is Christ. Here we notice that the transfigured Christ in Duccio's canvas is clothed in blue and red robes, just as Peter is. Peter who, in the gospel accounts, has just confessed that Jesus is the Christ, and has been conferred with a new name and duty—to be the rock upon which Christ builds his Church. 

The whole of the “great tradition of the Church,” including the rich patrimony of Christian art and iconography, presumes the hermeneutic of continuity. One simply cannot understand Christian art or the tradition's literary and spiritual treasures without sharing or at least appreciating this interpretative frame of reference. 

Unfortunately, what the great tradition has always seen is no longer obvious or self-evident in our day. For more than a century in the academy and in some Church intellectual circles, a hermeneutic of discontinuity and rupture has been the preferred model of interpretation. This alternative hermeneutic has a long history, going back at least to the nominalist revolt and the Protestant Reformation, especially the latter's efforts to sunder the basic continuities of Scripture and tradition and Church and doctrine under the banner of sola Scriptura. As has been recognized by conservative and liberal Protestant scholars, the reformers' project resulted in the Enlightenment and the subsequent rise of historical criticism.3 With historical criticism, the Scriptures are regarded more or less as ideological constructs, composed to reinforce the agendas of Church leaders, and effectively covering up or distorting the “historical” Jesus and his original message. 

Obviously, we are painting here with a broad brush. And there have been notable exceptions to this hermeneutical norm. For instance, the movement of canonical exegesis has been invaluable in helping us to see the literary and narrative unity of the Bible as a whole. There have also been important critical contributions to our understanding of the literary, narrative, and symbolic continuities found already present within the Old Testament canon and in the Jewish interpretative tradition.

But it is undeniable that the drift has been away from a hermeneutic of continuity and toward a hermeneutic of discontinuity. In large parts of the academy, exegesis and theology begin by assuming a kind of professional agnosticism and skepticism about the interpretative claims of the Christian tradition. Much of the work itself proceeds by means of dissection or breaking down in an attempt to discover some more original, presumably more authentic, form and meaning of the text. 

To our way of thinking, these hermeneutical assumptions limit the possibilities and the effectiveness of historical-critical methods. The methods themselves are crucial, indispensable to understanding the Scriptures. The problem is that they are just that—tools and methods. But, detached from any larger hermeneutical understanding or purpose, these methods are often wielded today as if they are ends in themselves. Our hope is to bring about an intellectual reconciliation between faith and reason, by restoring the historical-critical method to its most fitting place—within a hermeneutic of continuity. 

The classical statement of the hermeneutic of continuity is found in the Second Vatican Council's document on revelation, Dei Verbum (The Word of God). The Council shows us that the true task of interpretation begins where the historical-critical method stops. After stipulating that exegetes must “carefully investigate” the literary and historical forms and contexts of the texts, the Council goes on to say that


no less serious attention must be given to the content and unity of the whole of Scripture. . . . The living tradition of the whole Church must be taken into account along with the harmony which exists between elements of the faith.4





The hermeneutic of continuity considers Scripture to be a single corpus inspired by God and understandable only in light of the Church's living tradition of doctrine and liturgy. The Council's criteria for biblical interpretation express the hermeneutic principles we see at work throughout the New Testament. That perhaps explains why Pope Benedict XVI, himself an accomplished academic exegete and theologian, has provocatively called the New Testament writers the “normative theologians.”5

The hermeneutic of continuity is first and foremost, a hermeneutic of faith. The exegete begins, not from a stance of detachment or in pursuit of the illusory goal of “objectivity.” Rather we begin in empathy, desiring to identify with the object of our study. This is perhaps a more philosophical way of describing the classical definition of theology as fides quaerens intellectum, “faith seeking understanding.” To believe, in the Christian sense, is to seek to better know and to better love and serve the object of our faith. Authentic theology and exegesis, then, cannot be separated from discipleship and worship. There is, then, a necessary continuity between knowledge and praxis, study and prayer, and liturgy and ethics. 

The hermeneutic of continuity is necessarily ecclesial and liturgical. We receive the faith and the Scriptures in the Church. The Church is the living subject to which Scripture always speaks. Theology and exegesis, then, are in the service of the Church's mission of hearing the Word of God with reverence and proclaiming it with faith. Through exegesis and theology, the Church seeks to know the Word, to discern its meaning for today, and to call men and women to discipleship—to conform their lives to the Word. Discipleship again culminates in worship, in the liturgical offering of ourselves in love and thanksgiving to the God who reveals himself in the sacred page and comes to us in the sacraments. 

One more observation must be made about the hermeneutic of continuity. The truths of Scripture and the faith are not monologic. Truth is symphonic, especially divine truth. This is an important recovery of a patristic insight that has been made by modern scholars such as Hans Urs von Balthasar and Joseph Ratzinger. What it recognizes is that there can be dissonance, which is not the same as contradiction. The unity of truth is not threatened or diminished by diverse readings or historical-critical interpretative methods. Rather it is deepened and enhanced. The believing theologian and exegete becomes like the scribe in Christ's parable, trained for the kingdom of God and bringing forth out of the treasury of the great tradition, what is new and what is old (Matt. 13:52). 




  



Christ, Kingdom, and Creation

All the contributions to this volume of Letter & Spirit demonstrate the explanatory power of a hermeneutic of continuity. 

In “The Impression of the Figure: To Know Jesus as Christ,” Christoph Cardinal Schönborn, O.P.  warns that it is a “momentous misunderstanding” to assume discontinuity between the testimony of Jesus and the faith of the early Church. From a sensitive reading of the New Testament evidence, he shows that belief that Jesus is the “Son of God” was not a creation of later Church dogma, but rather reflects the lived experience of the biblical witnesses, especially St. Paul. The New Testament writers, following the example of Christ, reflected and proclaimed their faith by “continuous reference back . . . to the Law, the prophets, and the psalms,” Cardinal Schönborn shows. He concludes that if christology is to remain true to its subject, it must “always be an attempt to understand Christ in light of his own self-understanding—that is, in light of the Old Testament.”

Avery Cardinal Dulles, S.J. explores one of the knottiest questions in exegesis and biblical theology—the meaning of “the kingdom of God” in the preaching of Christ. “The Church and the Kingdom: A Study of their Relationship in Scripture, Tradition, and Evangelization,” is a fine study of this question in light of the “great tradition,” exploring the biblical, patristic, scholastic, dogmatic, and magisterial record. Indeed, he shows that serious distortions arise when the question is considered apart from the tradition. This article has implications not only for theology and exegesis, but also for ecumenical dialogue and for understanding the Church's evangelical mission in a pluralistic world. 

“Redeem Your Sins by the Giving of Alms: Sin, Debt, and the ‘Treasury of Merit’ in Early Jewish and Christian Tradition,” the contribution by Gary A. Anderson, also has important ecumenical implications. This ambitious article explores the roots of the complex spiritual and theological tradition that became a flashpoint in the Reformation—“the treasury of the merits of Christ and the saints.”

The idea of sin as a kind of debt owed to God is seen in the Our Father (Matt. 6:12). Likewise, the notion that charity covers a multitude of sins is clear enough from the New Testament record (1 Pet. 4:8). But Anderson locates the roots of this tradition much deeper in the Jewish scriptural and interpretative tradition. He then traces the nuances of its development through the New Testament, the rabbis, and the witness of early Syriac Christianity. This is serious exegesis and theology with significant implications for apologetics and ecumenical dialogue, as Anderson concludes with not a little understatement: “I think it is fair to say that the practice of issuing an indulgence is not as unbiblical as one might have imagined.” 

Romanus Cessario, O.P. has contributed an elegant meditation on the imago Dei, the core biblical doctrine that man is created in the image of God. “Sonship, Sacrifice, and Satisfaction: The Divine Friendship in Aquinas and the Renewal of Christian Anthropology” is a close study of St. Thomas Aquinas, whom Cessario rightly acknowledges as the Church's master theologian, whose work is able “to display the interconnectedness between elements of Catholic teaching.” 

This article is an example of Catholic theology at its finest, as Cessario ranges widely, drawing from Scripture; from patristic, medieval, and modern theology; from the Catholic magisterium, and even from modern film. Cessario explains that the divine image in us makes it possible for us to know and to love God and to grow into the image of his Son, as children of God. The imago Dei tradition, then, is central not only to Christian anthropology, but has implications for soteriology, sacramental theology, and moral theology. 

“Divine Liturgy, Divine Love: Toward a New Understanding of Sacrifice in Christian Worship,” by David W. Fagerberg, also takes up the themes of divinization and the sacramental liturgy. Fagerberg's insight is that Christian worship is fundamentally different from the worship of other religions. The difference precisely is Christ, and the hypostatic union in his person of the divine and human natures. We are especially pleased at Fagerberg's recovery of some important, though long-neglected thinkers—the Jesuit theologians Emile Mersch and Maurice de La Taille, and the French Oratorian Louis Bouyer. Drawing on their contributions, Fagerberg helps us to see the sacrifice of the Eucharist as both the fulfillment of the divine plan of love and our gateway into the promises of that love. 

“Christ, Kingdom, and Creation: Davidic Christology and Ecclesiology in Luke-Acts,” by Scott W. Hahn, is an exploration into the deep Old Testament substructures of Luke's portrait of Christ and the Church. Through a close study of the Old Testament types, Hahn demonstrates that “Luke's hermeneutic of continuity enables him to see Christ as not only the Davidic Messiah, but the definitive ‘new man.’ This hermeneutic also enables him to see the Church as the restoration of the Davidic kingdom, but also as the new creation.” 

We are also delighted to present two excellent shorter works. Michael Waldstein studies the work of the seminal 19th-century thinker Matthias Joseph Scheeben, one of the Church's most creative theologians. Waldstein helps us to see that the image of the nuptial union of man and woman is the key locus of Scheeben's theology, and that this nuptial form is a revelation of the love of God. R. R. Reno reflects many of our own concerns in his essay on the need to bridge the gap between theology and exegesis by a return to a notion of tradition that he identifies as “apostolic legitimacy.”

In our Tradition & Traditions section, we retrieve an important theological motif from the early Christian tradition. Emmanuel Kaniyamparampil looks at feminine-maternal images of the Holy Spirit in Syriac Christianity, a tradition with close linguistic and historic roots to the first Jewish Christians. This is a careful study that shows the biblical roots of this metaphor and its possibilities for fruitful reflection on the role of the Spirit in the life of the believer. 

Finally, we present what we consider to be one of the more important articles written by Joseph Cardinal Ratzinger, now Pope Benedict XVI. His “Seven Theses on Christology and the Hermeneutic of Faith” sets the agenda for our future work in christology. His takes as his context the “danger today of divorcing scholarship from tradition, reason from faith.” He also provides us with a definitive statement of the power of the hermeneutic of continuity, which he understands as “faith's hermeneutic”: 


Jesus did not come to divide the world but to unite it (Eph. 2:11–22). It is the one who “gathers” with Jesus, who works against the process of scattering, ruin, and dismemberment, who finds the real Jesus (Luke 11:23). Here, at any rate, we come face to face with the question of which hermeneutics actually leads to truth and how it can demonstrate its legitimacy. . . . From a purely scientific point of view, the legitimacy of an interpretation depends on its power to explain things. In other words, the less it needs to interfere with the sources, the more it respects the corpus as give and is able to show it to be intelligible from within, by its own logic, the more apposite such an interpretation is. Conversely, the more it interferes with the sources, the more it feels obliged to excise and throw doubt on things found there, the more alien to the subject it is. To that extent, its explanatory power is also its ability to maintain the inner unity of the corpus in question. It involves the ability to unify, to achieve a synthesis, which is the reverse of superficial harmonization. Indeed, only faith's hermeneutic is sufficient to measure up to these criteria.



The hermeneutic of continuity is not today a term of art in biblical theology. We hope it will be some day. And we hope that this volume, which displays the full explanatory power and creativity of this approach, will make a small contribution to that. 




1   ^“The Church, in the Word of God, Celebrates the Mysteries of Christ for the Salvation of the World,” Section 1, no. 6, in Second Extraordinary Synod, A Message to the People of God and The Final Report. (Washington, DC: National Conference of Catholic Bishops, 1986). For a discussion of the hermeneutic in relation to Vatican II see Avery Cardinal Dulles, “Vatican II: Myth and Reality,” America 188 (February 24, 2003); Pope Benedict XVI, Address to the Roman Curia Offering them his Christmas Greetings (December 22, 2005), at www.vatican.va/holy_father/benedict_xvi/ speeches/2005 /december/documents/hf_ben_xvi_spe_20051222_roman-curia_en.html.

2   ^The Transfiguration. Photo Credit: Art Resource, NY. Used by permission. 

3   ^“Indeed, I venture to assert that the Protestantism of the nineteenth century, by deciding in principle for the critical historical method, maintained and confirmed over against Roman Catholicism in a different situation the decision of the reformers in the sixteenth century.” Gerhard Ebeling, Word and Faith (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1963), 55. Typology, the hermeneutical process by which the New Testament writers found prefigurings of Christ and his work in the Old Testament, is a cornerstone of intrabiblical exegesis and is built on a belief in the unity of the divine plan. The Protestant scholar, Emil Brunner, has written that the discrediting of typology was the “victory [that] constituted the Reformation.” The Christian Doctrine of Creation and Redemption (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1952), 213. Typology and spiritual exegesis are likewise invalidated in historical criticism. See also Roger Lundin, “Interpreting Orphans: Hermeneutics in the Cartesian Tradition,” in The Promise of Hermeneutics, eds. Anthony C. Thiselton, Clarence Walhout, and Roger Lundin (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1999), 1–64, at 25–45. Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger has written: “If we are ever to understand modern exegesis and critique it correctly, we must simply return and reflect anew on Luther's view of the relationship between the Old and New Testaments. For the analogy model that was then current, he substituted a dialectical structure.” See “Biblical Interpretation in Crisis: On the Question of the Foundations and Approaches of Exegesis Today” (1988), in The Essential Pope Benedict XVI: His Central Writings and Speeches, eds. John F. Thorton and Susan B. Varenne (San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 2007), 243–258, at 251.

4   ^Second Vatican Council, Dei Verbum, Dogmatic Constitution on Divine Revelation, (November 18, 1965), 12, in The Scripture Documents: An Anthology of Official Catholic Teachings, ed. Dean P. Béchard, S.J. (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 2002), 19–31.

5   ^Joseph Cardinal Ratzinger, Principles of Catholic Theology: Building Stones for a Fundamental Theology (San Francisco: Ignatius, 1987 [1982]), 321. See the discussion of this concept in Scott W. Hahn, “The Authority of Mystery: The Biblical Theology of Pope Benedict XVI,” Letter & Spirit 2 (2006): 97–140, at 116–119. 








  



THE IMPRESSION OF THE FIGURE:
To Know Jesus as Christ
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How did the first Christians understand Jesus? Let us approach the question of the impression that Jesus made on the first Christians by looking at one of the oldest texts of the New Testament, the hymn Paul uses to introduce Jesus as Christ to the community at Philippi.


Though he was in the form of God, 

he did not regard being equal to God something to hold fast,

but emptied himself

by taking the form of a slave

and becoming like men,

and being found in the form of a man

he humbled himself

and became obedient unto death,

even death on the cross.

Therefore God raised him above all

and gave him the name 

that is above every name,

so that at the name of Jesus 

every knee shall bend

in heaven, on the earth and under the earth

and every tongue confess

“Jesus Christ is the LORD”

to the glory of God, the Father (Phil. 2:6–11).



 

The Philippians hymn is generally regarded as pre-Pauline.1 It must have been composed in the forties, about a decade after Easter. This text contains perhaps the most far-reaching christological statements of the entire New Testament. Yet as with so much of the gospel, its implications become clear only when one sees it against its Old Testament background. “By myself I have sworn, my mouth has spoken the truth, it is an irrevocable word: ‘To me every knee shall bend, every tongue shall confess.’ Only in the Lord, it shall be said of me, are righteousness and strength” (Isa. 45:23–24). 

With amazing promptness after the death of Jesus, the first Christians applied to him what the Old Testament says about God.2 Jesus, the Galilean carpenter, has received from God “the name above every name,” the name which is nothing less than the divine name itself. At the name of Jesus every knee shall bend and all shall confess that “Jesus Christ is the Lord.” He is the kyrios—the word used in the Greek translation of the Old Testament to designate the divine name. 

Martin Hengel rightly concludes about this early expression of Christian belief in Jesus: “In this time span of not even two decades more happened christologically than in the entire seven centuries that followed, up to the completion of the early Church's dogma.”3 I see only two possibilities for explaining this development. One possibility that has proven attractive to scholars is that first generation itself completed this process of the “divinization” of Jesus in an incredibly short time. That conclusion, of course, depends on establishing what the origin of such ideas might be. Since the beginning of historical biblical criticism, external influences have been invoked to explain this development. Some scholars see patterns from the Greek myth of Hercules or the oriental myth of Anthropos, the primal man and redeemer derived from gnosticism. The schema of humiliation and exaltation on which the Philippians hymn is built can be found also in gnosticism. 

Because it offers to account for the sudden appearance of the idea of Jesus' preexistence, this possible explanation seems, at first glance, persuasive. There are several reasons, however, that speak against this hypothesis. The most important of these reasons has to do with the hypothesis' neglect of the Old Testament. Read in light of the Old Testament, the Philippians hymn clearly stands within the biblical tradition, specifically that of the Wisdom literature and Isaiah. These influences are much more plausible than predications that the hymn reflects a unified gnostic redeemer myth encountered by early Christians.4


And reading of the hymn that respects the continuity between the Old and the New Testaments, a continuity declared by Jesus himself (see Matt. 5:17; Luke 24:44), opens up new possiblities for interpretation and understanding. Such a reading makes it possible to conceive that “the activity of Jesus, whose impact on the disciples and, beyond them, on many circles of the people was so tremendous that we can hardly imagine it any longer today.”5

In fact, such a reading points us back to the figure of Jesus, himself—a figure too imposing, too powerful, too attractive, to be covered up or explained solely by recourse to pagan mythologies.6 What the early Christian community thought and assumed about Jesus immediately after Easter must have had its origin and reason in Jesus himself. A text like the Philippians hymn is conceivable only if Jesus himself, in his deeds and words, provided the basis and conditions for it. Again, it is a momentous misunderstanding to assume some deep rift between the testimony of Jesus and the faith of the early Church. This misunderstanding is possible only if one is willing “to recognize the modern dogma of the entirely non-Messianic Jesus”7 —that is, of a Jesus who did not understand himself as standing within the scriptural traditions of his Jewish people. 

Attending to the Jewish context for New Testament, then, points us back to history, to the central event in Jersusalem in about the year 30—Jesus' death on the cross and the radical reversal brought about by the disciples' experiences of the appearances of the risen Jesus. These experiences, not the importation of some cross-cultural redeemer myth, are the answer to how experience about Jesus and knowledge about his historical figure could “transform themselves” so quickly into faith in the heavenly Son of God. In whatever way these experiences should be understood, they gave the disciples the certainty that Jesus' death on the cross had meaning, and even more—that his death and his entire life before that were willed by God, that his word was proven true and his claim justified. That Jesus is God's own most proper action.




  



The Shift in Perspective: The Case of Paul

Paul, too, had the experience of the early Church. He came to share in “the surpassing value of knowing” Jesus Christ (Phil. 3:8) and it changed his view of Jesus completely. Already before his conversion he knew who Jesus was: a dangerous, blasphemous rebel from Galilee whose disciples must be persecuted because they deviated from the traditions of the fathers (Phil. 3:5–6; Gal. 1:13–14). Yet after his conversion, Paul judged that this knowledge was knowledge “according to human standards” or, literally, “according to the flesh” (2 Cor. 5:16). What happened to Paul on the road to Damascus is something he later understood as an event comparable in greatness to the first day of creation. Through the encounter with Jesus (“I have seen our Lord” 1 Cor. 9:1) he himself became a new man. “For the God who said, ‘Let light shine out of darkness!’ (Gen. 1:3) has shone in our hearts to give the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Christ” (2 Cor. 4:6).

Here again, we see an early understanding of Jesus, and of Christian discipleship, described in terms of the Old Testament. Paul draws a parallel between conversion to Christ and the account of the first covenant in creation. It is God's creation of light that makes all seeing possible in the first place. By a similar such creative deed, God in Christ Jesus comes to shine in the darkness of the human heart. Conversion to Christ is a new creation. It is only when the “eyes of our heart” (Eph. 1:18) are illumined in this way, or more exactly, when they are created anew beyond their natural powers of knowledge, that the “glory of God” shines up in Jesus so that we recognize him as the Son of God (that is to say, his radiance with which he appears in the Old Testament). We note that here, too, Paul's account relies on an important Old Testament phrase (doxa tou theou), associating Christ with the radiance with which God appears to the people of the old covenant.8

The conversion of Paul, his knowledge of Jesus as the Son of God, is a new creation of man (2 Cor.5,17). This “shining up” did not block Paul's vision of the “true historical Jesus.” Although it blinded his earthly eyes, it allowed him to see Jesus' true identity. In a single act, epignosis, the deep, true knowledge of Jesus was given to him as a gift.

Paul is absolutely clear about attributing the initiative to God: “God in his grace . . . revealed his Son to me.” (Gal. 1:15–16; 2 Cor. 4:6). In this process the knowledge of God merges into the knowledge of Christ, just as Christ's self-manifestation and God's self-revelation merge into each other. For Pauline christology this merging is especially important, because it shows the complete unity of operation between God and Jesus, which proves itself in subsequent reflection to be a unity of substance.

So Paul can also say that Christ showed himself to him (1 Cor. 15:8; 9:1). Paul has been grasped by him (Phil. 3:12), known by him (Gal. 4:8-9; 1 Cor. 13:12b). What he writes in his letters is consistent with the narrative of his conversion in Acts. There, it is the luminous apparition of Christ with the address, “Why do you persecute me?” that triggers conversion (Acts 9:4). Pauline christology in its entirety exists only because of this divine gift and initiative—the revelation of Jesus, the “self-disclosure” of God. 

But if all knowledge of Christ is a grace, one must ask: why do some have it and others not? Is theological talk in this case not superfluous? One thing is clear, to know Jesus as Christ is not a matter of “greater” knowledge. This, too, is a point of scandal—that no one has access to the knowledge of Christ but by the free and unmerited revelation of God. The true knowledge of Christ is “hidden from the wise and prudent and revealed to infants” (Matt. 11:25). Living knowledge is possible only if it is given. “No one can come to me unless the Father who sent me draws him” (John 6:44). 

This luminous self-evidence of the figure of Jesus in Paul is not an isolated, individualist process that takes place without social relations, a purely subjective private experience without communicability. The experience that Jesus is the Christ has an impact also on Paul's relation to those who likewise recognize Jesus as the Messiah, and beyond this to all human beings. 

The communities of Judea “only heard it said, The one who formerly was persecuting us is now proclaiming the faith he once tried to destroy” (Gal. 1:23). For Paul, conversion meant not only the changing of old relations, but also the opening of new relations, of a new community. Faith in Jesus as the Christ and the community of those who believe in Jesus as the Christ are inseparable. Paul takes this very serious. Even though he has been called personally by God and not by human beings, even though he has seen Jesus himself, he goes up to Jerusalem after fourteen years and there presents his gospel to the “acknowledged leaders . . . in order to make sure that I was not running, or had not run, in vain” (Gal. 2:1–2). 

The “knowledge of Jesus Christ” is for Paul not cut loose from the tradition, from the memory of the Church. One can see this continuity again and again in his letters, whether he expressly appeals to the tradition of the community (1 Cor. 15:1–11, it is precisely about the resurrection that Paul speaks here), or whether he takes up liturgical traditions of the churches, as he does in quoting the ancient hymn Philippians. What stands at the beginning of his christology is the experience he came to share in. This experience, however, in order not to run in vain, needs to be tied into the memory, the recollection of the Church. 

And the experience of Jesus Christ can only be interpreted and proclaimed by continuous reference back to Scripture, that is to the law, the prophets, and the psalms, to the whole of the Old Testament. This is part of the common basis of Paul's proclamation—that the figure of Jesus, his meaning and path, is “in accord with the Scriptures” (1 Cor. 15:3). The point is that the knowledge of Jesus Christ merges with a profound rereading of the Scriptures of Israel, a reading that proceeds from Christ as the center and hinge of the Scriptures. 

Immediately there is something, however, that must be added in order to avoid misunderstandings. Jesus bears these divine features as the crucified. Precisely this is the scandal on which Gentiles as well as Jews make themselves stumble. The Philippians hymn shows this clearly. Exaltation comes to the humiliated one. Paul knew very well the danger of forgetting the cross. He relentlessly recalled the message of Jesus as the crucified. Precisely this center of Christian faith is met by lack of understanding, rejection and ridicule in the oldest pagan testimonies about Christ and those who believe in him..

Between the year 110 and 112, some who were accused of being Christians described their crime to the Roman procurator Pliny the Younger in the following way. “Our entire crime or error consisted in this that regularly on a certain day before sunrise we came together, singing responsorial songs to Christ as God (carmen Christo quasi deo).”9 A little later, Tacitus writes in his well-known narrative of the persecution under Nero: “The author of this name [that is, the name “Christians”], Christ, was executed under Tiberius by the procurator Pontius Pilate.”10 There is a certain incredulousness in Tacitus' tone. A simple uneducated carpenter from the despised Jewish people, condemned to a shameful death as a political offender, is supposed to be the revealer of God's truth, the future judge of the world, even God himself? This disdain and skepticism is also seen in the early caricature of Christians, found on the Palatine Hill, which depicts the crucified Christ with an ass' head and the text below, “Alexander adores his God.”11


The challenge of venerating God himself in the crucified Jesus of Nazareth, a challenge that can grow sharper all the way to an existential crisis, is already formulated with full clarity by the pagan philosopher Celsus between the second and third century.


How should we judge that precisely that one is God, who . . . showed none of the works he announced and, when we convicted him and wanted to punish him, hid himself and attempted to escape and was most shamefully captured, betrayed precisely by those whom he called his disciples? On the contrary, if he was God he could not have fled nor be led away bound, least of all be abandoned and handed over by his companions who personally shared with him and had him as a teacher and who considered him the savior and the son and messenger of the highest God.12



It is with good reason that Celsus places this accusation on the lips of a Jew. Jews and pagans were in agreement on this point, and this is why Paul stressed so decidedly, “But we proclaim Christ as the crucified” (1 Cor. 1:23; 2:1–2). A crucified Son of God, kyrios, Messiah, soter (savior)—this is a matchless scandal. There is for this reason no plausible “explanation” for the genesis of this scandalous teaching—again, except the supposition that Jesus himself is the origin and the reason for this teaching. “Inventing” the figure of a crucified Messiah, of a divine Son who dies on a cross—is something neither Jews nor Gentiles could even imagine, let alone do. 

There is only one meaningful explanation, then. And that is that Jesus himself is coherent, through his deeds and words, through his life and passion, through his death and resurrection. He himself is the reason for christology, he is the light that makes his own figure luminously evident. It is not true that christological dogma was “painted over” him and “covered” him. Rather, the light goes out from him himself. “In your light do we see light” (Ps. 36:10). This is the light that blinded Paul and threw him to the ground, that made him blind and at the same time “enlightened the eyes of his heart” (Eph.1:18) so that he was able to know Christ.13

This is why christology will always and ever again be the attempt of seeing the figure of Christ in its own light, to plumb the depths of its “coherence.” This attempt, in order to be true to itself, must always be an attempt to understand Christ in light of his own self-understanding—that is, in light of the Old Testament. Like the apostles and Paul, our christological reflections must attempt to understand why it was necessary that “the Messiah had to suffer all this and so enter into his glory” (Luke 24:26). 

The focus of christology is this “necessity,” which cannot be derived from any human logic and reason, but which is at the same time the deepest answer to all human questioning, failure and longing. Jesus is the response—surprising, unexpected, scandalous and yet a source of happiness beyond everything hoped for—God's response to the restlessness of the human heart. “Inquietum est cor nostrum, donec requiescat in te,”—restless is our heart, until it rests in you.14

To the question how the faithful Jew Paul could say, “so that at the name of Jesus every knee shall bend” (Phil 2,10), how he could call for an adoring genuflection before Jesus, my revered teacher François Dreyfus (+1999), a Dominican of Jewish origin, gave the following answer.


One really has to experience the same thing as a Saint Paul on one's spiritual journey, to appreciate the enormous difficulty presented by faith in the mystery of the incarnation to a Jew. In comparison with this, all other obstacles are laughable. This obstacle is so radical that one cannot overcome it. One must walk around it like a mountain peak whose north face is unconquerable and which can be scaled only from the south. For it is only afterwards, in the light of faith, that one discovers that Trinity and incarnation do not contradict Israel's monotheist dogma, “Hear O Israel, the Lord, our God, is one” (Mark 12:29 citing Deut. 6:4). And one discovers not only that there is no contradiction, but that the Christian dogma is an unfolding and even a crowning of the faith of Israel. For the one who has had a similar experience, there is an insight that opens itself: the pious Jew of the first century is in the same situation as the one of our day. Only a firm security can make him walk around this obstacle. And only a secured instruction about Jesus can provide the condition for it.”15
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THE CHURCH AND THE KINGDOM:
A Study of their Relationship in
Scripture, Tradition, and Evangelization
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One of the chief sources of confusion and conflict in contemporary missiology is the proliferation of new opinions about the kingdom of God. Some authors understand the kingdom as indivisibly connected with the Church and with Christ while others look on it as separable from the Church and even from Christ. In order to bring some light on this debated question I propose to examine, initially, the biblical and theological data on the presence of the kingdom within history and at the close of history. In a second section I shall speak more specifically of the relation of the kingdom both to Christ and to the Church as taught in Scripture and in the tradition of the Church. Then I shall take up what twentieth-century secularization and liberation theology have to say on our theme and how the Catholic magisterium has responded to these proposals. Finally, I shall draw some conclusions pertinent to missionary evangelization, the theme of the conference for which this paper was originally prepared.1

The term “kingdom of God” is a biblical metaphor used in the Gospels with connotations derived both from Jewish apocalyptic literature and from rabbinic teaching. In the apocalyptic tradition it generally denotes a sudden, catastrophic event produced by God alone, introducing a radically new order and putting an end to history as we know it. The rabbis, for their part, tend to understand the kingdom as a divinely willed order realized in some degree within history through the faithful observance of the Torah. Some rabbinic texts connect the kingdom with the advent of the Messiah and the restoration of Israel as a political power. Although these pre-Christian traditions are not determinative for the New Testament, they give valuable background for understanding the ways in which Jesus and his contemporaries speak of the kingdom. 

The theme of the kingdom, which is central to the proclamation of John the Baptist and Jesus, takes on a specifically Christian meaning in light of the person and mission of Jesus.2 This meaning, however, is very flexible. In the Gospels it seems to include any or all of the eschatological blessings, especially those manifestly brought about through Jesus the Messiah. After the resurrection this metaphor recedes to a secondary position in Christian discourse. The primary content of Christian proclamation is no longer the kingdom but rather Jesus Christ, in whom the kingdom of God is dynamically present. In proclaiming Christ, the Church is announcing the kingdom in a new way, for it is in him and through him that God chooses to reign. Christ is often called King or Lord.

The term basileia in the Greek New Testament frequently means kingship (reign) but it must sometimes be translated as kingdom (realm). The two concepts are inseparable. Christ's kingship or lordship implies a community over which he reigns—in other words, a kingdom. Conversely, the concept of the kingdom always implies a king. Several different expressions such as “kingdom of God,” “kingdom of heaven,” “kingdom of the Son,” and “kingdom of Christ” are used almost interchangeably in the New Testament; the differences of nuance among them need not concern us here. 

On the basis of the New Testament texts, theologians have concocted a variety of theories about the relationship between the kingdom and historical time. Some prefer to reserve the term “kingdom” for the final eschatological reality achieved when Christ “delivers the kingdom to God the Father after destroying every rule and every authority and power” (1 Cor. 15:24). This purely futurist interpretation, while supported by some texts, stands in tension with others that refer to the kingdom as something that has already broken into the world in the ministry of Jesus. For example, Jesus is reported as saying: “If it is by the finger of God that I cast out demons, then the kingdom of God has come upon you” (Luke 11:20; Matt. 12:28). After his resurrection, Christ enters into the fullness of his kingdom and sends forth his Spirit upon the community of the disciples, which becomes a zone where he reigns in a special way. 

Drawing upon this rich array of texts, most theologians hold that the kingdom exists not only in heaven or in the eschatological future but also, in an imperfect way, within time on earth. It was present incipiently in the public ministry of Jesus and continues to be present in the Christian community since the resurrection. The kingdom will come into its definitive phase in the age to come.

Some theologians write as though the Church were a purely human organization existing before the parousia, whereas the kingdom, they would say, is an eschatological reality to be consummated at the end of time. Wolfhart Pannenberg, for instance, writes: 


Certainly the Kingdom of God is not the Church. Indeed it is quite possible to conceive of the Kingdom of God without any Church at all. The Kingdom of God is that perfect society of men which is to be realized in history by God himself. In Revelation, Saint John the Divine envisions such as society in which there is no need for church or temple. . . . Christ points the Church toward the Kingdom of God that is beyond the Church.3



 

Hans Küng, while he recognizes that the reign of God is already effective in the Church, maintains that according to modern exegesis it is impossible to speak of the Church as being God's kingdom on earth or the present form of the kingdom of God. It is important, in Küng's view, to stress the basic difference between the Church and the kingdom. To apply to the Church what the New Testament says about the reign of God will lead to an ecclesiology of glory with the Church as its goal, he fears. In a series of contrasts between the Church and the kingdom, Küng declares that the Church grows from below and is definitely the work of human beings. The kingdom, however, comes from above and is definitely the work of God. “Ekklesia,” he writes, “is a pilgrimage through the interim period of the last days, something provisional; basileia is the final glory at the end of all time, something definitive.”4

Pannenberg and Küng, in my judgment, exaggerate the contrast between Church and kingdom, particularly with regard to the Church, which they understand too narrowly as a this-worldly entity, produced by human effort and destined for extinction at the end of time. This view should be challenged both exegetically and theologically. 

The ekklesia of the New Testament is a predominantly eschatological reality, given from above. It is the equivalent of what the Old Testament describes as “the assembly of the saints of the Most High” (Dan. 7:27). That assembly will become complete when Christ returns in glory, bringing the faithful into their promised inheritance. The Church is likewise described in terms of metaphors such as the temple that is being built, the body that is growing up into unity with Christ its head, the new Jerusalem that descends from heaven, and the bride adorned for the wedding.5


None of these images suggests that the Church is destined to be abolished at the end of time. On the contrary, they imply that the Church on earth is merely the initial phase of the consummated, heavenly Church. The glorious consummation described in Revelation 21, to which Pannenberg alludes in the passage quoted above, far from doing away with the Church, establishes it as the new Jerusalem, a city built upon the foundation of the twelve apostles (Rev. 21:12–14). If the city contains no temple, that is because the entire city is a holy reality, suffused with God's transfiguring presence. 




  



Ecclesiology and the Eschatological Kingdom

Throughout the patristic and medieval periods it was generally agreed that, although the Church is currently in a state of pilgrimage, it will come into its own in splendor at the end time.6 This eschatological dimension was somewhat lost to view after the Reformation. Almost absent from the theology of the nineteenth century, it was recovered in a number of statements, particularly by Protestants in the World Council of Churches after 1948. The final report of the Lund Conference on Faith and Order (1952)7 and the Faith and Order Report received by the Evanston Assembly of 19548 both affirmed that the perfect unity of the Church will be achieved only when the glorious Christ returns to meet his Church.

In Catholic teaching this eschatological renewal of ecclesiology was accomplished, or at least officially endorsed, by the Second Vatican Council. The Council's dogmatic constitution on the Church, asserts of the Church that “at the end of time she will achieve her glorious completion,”9 when all the just are gathered together in the universal Church in the presence of the Father. The Church is “the kingdom of God now present in mystery”10 and she grows visibly in the world through the power of God. The Church “becomes on earth the initial budding forth of the kingdom” and that she “hopes and desires with all her strength to be joined in glory with her king.”11 The Council clearly affirms that the Church “will attain her consummation only in the glory of heaven.”12 It also declares that the Church on earth looks forward in hope to the day when she will reign with the glorious Christ, although her sacraments and institutions pertain only to the present age. When Christ appears, “in the supreme happiness of charity the whole Church of the saints will adore God and ‘the Lamb who was slain’ (Rev. 5:12).”13


From these texts it should be evident that the Church teaches that while the kingdom is present in her in a provisional way, she will become most fully herself at the end of history, when the kingdom is finally realized. Whether the glorious consummation of the Church differs from the fullness of the kingdom is a question we shall consider below. 




  



Church and Kingdom: The Biblical Data

The question of the relationship between the Church and the kingdom within history is controverted. The New Testament does not afford materials for a full answer because the kingdom appears chiefly in the Gospels, in which the Church is rarely mentioned, and because the Church is dealt with in other biblical books that say little about the kingdom.

So far as I am aware, there is only one text in which Church and kingdom are mentioned together: “I tell you, you are Peter, and on this rock I will build my church, and the powers of death shall not prevail against it. I will give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven, and whatever you bind on earth shall be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth will be loosed in heaven” (Matt. 16:18–19). Peter, by one and the same act, is made the foundation of the Church of Christ and the keeper of the keys of the kingdom of heaven. The metaphor of binding and loosing reappears in Matthew 18:18: “Whatever you bind on earth shall be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven.” “Heaven” in the second quotation may be equivalent to the “kingdom of heaven” in the first. In both texts the correct interpretation may well be that decisions made in the Church on earth have validity for a person's definitive participation in the ultimate kingdom. 

In many other biblical passages what is said about the kingdom can easily be interpreted as referring to the Church. For instance Jesus, as reported by Luke, says that “the law and the prophets were until John; since then the good news of the kingdom of God is preached” (Luke 16:16). Even the least in the kingdom of heaven is greater than John the Baptist (Matt. 11:11). Then again, Jesus consoles his “little flock” of disciples because it has pleased the Father to give them the kingdom (Luke 12:32). According to the Fourth Gospel, Jesus teaches the necessity of being reborn by water and the Holy Spirit in order to enter the kingdom of God (John 3:3–5). This could be understood as entrance into the Church through baptism. 

The Letter to the Colossians speaks of the Christians as having been rescued from the power of darkness and transferred into the kingdom of God's beloved Son (Col. 1:13). The Book of Revelation speaks of those ransomed by the blood of Christ as having been made “a kingdom and priests to our God” (Rev. 5:10; compare Rev. 1:6). In many of these texts the term “Church” could be substituted for “kingdom” without any evident change of meaning.

The parables of the kingdom in the synoptic gospels bring us into the very difficult area of how the parables are to be interpreted. Many critics hold today that the kingdom must here be interpreted as a poetic metaphor with various levels of meaning. Even so, one level of meaning would seem to refer to the Church. These parables speak of a reality that begins as a small seed, undergoes astonishing growth, and is to be harvested at the end of time. The kingdom, as presented in these parables, seems to encompass both the righteous and sinners, who will be separated from one another at the final judgment. All these attributes fit the Church. 

Speaking of Matthew's vision of the Church, the New Testament exegete John R. Donahue writes:


The Church is a corpus mixtum, a body in which the good and the bad are mixed together. Like the mustard seed, it is small and insignificant, but it will become a tree. Its growth is as imperceptible as that of the rising of leavened bread. . . . Therefore, in these parables, which along with [that of] the sower are addressed to the crowds (the potential believers in Matthew's own day), Matthew explains the paradoxical nature of the Church.14



Some competent scholars continue to maintain that the Church in the New Testament is identical with the kingdom of God.15 This opinion is, in my judgment, too narrow. The kingdom, as I have said, is sometimes identified with the work of Christ in his public ministry, even prior to the founding of the Church. At other times, the kingdom is treated as a future eschatological reality. Even after the Church is established, Christians still have to pray for the coming of the kingdom, as they do in the “Our Father.” Then again, Jesus indicates that the kingdom will be taken away from the Jews (Matt. 21:43), but the Jews never possessed the Church. Furthermore, metaphors such as the hidden treasure and the pearl of great price (Matt. 7:44–46), which are depicted as standing for the kingdom, are difficult to apply to the Church. One may conclude then, that while many kingdom sayings in the New Testament can be applied to the Church, the kingdom and the Church do not fully coincide. 




  



Church and Kingdom: The Patristic and Magisterial Witness

Origen in his commentary on Matthew asserts that Christ, because he is God's wisdom, righteousness, and truth, is the kingdom itself (autobasileia).16 Cyprian, commenting on the words “thy kingdom come” in the Lord's Prayer, says much the same: “It may even be . . . that the kingdom of God means Christ himself, whom we daily desire to come, and whose coming we wish to be manifested quickly to us. For, as he is our resurrection, since in him we rise, so he can also be understood as the kingdom of God, for in him we shall reign.”17

Augustine is often considered the author of the idea that the Church and the kingdom of God are identical. In a number of his sermons and in an important passage from the City of God,18 he aligns the city of God with the Church and the earthly city with the state, especially in its evil aspects, where the state is seen as demonic. But Augustine sometimes points to differences between the Church and the kingdom. He recognizes that in her present form the Church contains an admixture of evil and that she will not be perfected until Christ's return in glory. Gregory the Great, a disciple of Augustine, states that “in Holy Scripture the Church of the present time is frequently called the kingdom of heaven.”19 Medieval theologians such as Hugh of St. Victor identify Augustine's two cities respectively with the spiritual power (the Church) and the secular power (the Empire).

Thomas Aquinas in his commentary on the Sentences of Peter Lombard holds that to be in the kingdom is to be perfectly subjected to God's providence, which orders us to our last end. He then continues: “The kingdom of God antonomastically signifies two things: sometimes the assembly (congregatio) of those who are journeying in faith, and in that case it is the Church militant that is the kingdom of God; at other times, the communion (collegium) of those who are established in the end, and then it is the Church triumphant that is the kingdom of God.”20 In the Summa theologiae Thomas does not make a direct comparison between the two terms, but he seems to ascribe the same attributes to both Church and kingdom. At one point, when discussing the kingdom of God, he maintains that Christ's rule is exercised predominantly through obedience to the inner law of grace.21 At another point he declares that the Church as body of Christ is constituted primarily by the grace of Christ the head that flows into the members.22 Thus St. Thomas tends to spiritualize both Church and kingdom and to see them as very similar, if not identical. 

The idea of the kingdom of God has undergone many transformations in Protestant theology. Martin Luther, influenced by Augustine, drew a sharp contrast between the kingdom of God and the kingdom of the world, but he saw the two as closely related, inasmuch as God rules to some degree through worldly governments. Many Lutherans and Pietists understood the kingdom of God as a matter of interior faith and devotion, unrelated to public affairs, which belonged to the worldly regime. Liberal Protestants such as Albrecht Ritschl and Adolf Harnack situated the kingdom of God initially in the hearts of individuals, and looked for its completion in the organization of humanity through actions inspired by love. In Walter Rauschenbusch and other proponents of the “social gospel” the Puritans' expectation of the kingdom was blended with democratic ideals. The kingdom came to be seen, to a large extent, as a just and prosperous society brought about through Christian activism. At the end of the nineteenth century Johannes Weiss and Albert Schweitzer rediscovered the apocalyptic features of Jesus' teaching concerning the kingdom. 

In the documents of the Catholic magisterium, the kingdom is frequently depicted as in some respects transcending the Church. Pope Pius XI reflected on the relationship in several of his encyclicals. In Ubi Arcano (1922) he chose as the motto of his pontificate, “The peace of Christ in the kingdom of Christ.”23 In 1925 he published the encyclical Quas Primas on Christ the King.24 In both these encyclicals he pointed out that Christ's empire is all-encompassing; it includes the secular as well as the religious, the temporal as well as the spiritual, the natural as well as the supernatural. The Church, on the other hand, has a limited sphere of authority. Although the Church has the mandate to proclaim to all peoples the law of God in matters of faith and morals, it lacks competence in merely secular affairs and has no direct power over secular rulers. According to Pius XI, therefore, the reign of Christ is not restricted to the Church. 

The Second Vatican Council handled the question very circumspectly. The dogmatic constitution on the Church speaks of the Church on earth as “the kingdom of Christ now present in mystery”25 and states that she “becomes on earth the initial budding forth of the kingdom.”26 Church “receives the mission to proclaim and to establish among all peoples the kingdom of Christ and of God.” In this way the Church “becomes on earth the initial budding forth of that kingdom.”27 These texts can certainly be read as suggesting that the Church alone is the seed of the kingdom, and that any extension of the kingdom is an extension of the Church, but they do not need to be read in this way. The pastoral constitution, Gaudium et Spes, after declaring that all the values of human dignity, fellowship, and freedom realized in human society will be found eminently in the final kingdom, remarks that the kingdom itself is mysteriously present here on earth.28 The implication would seem to be that the kingdom is mysteriously present even in secular society, since the values just mentioned are secular in character, and since the text makes no reference to the Church. 

Perhaps, based on this review of the Church's tradition and magisterium, we should say the following: The heavenly Church, if it differs from the kingdom, will be the heart and center of the ultimate kingdom. The new heavens and the new earth, if they include more than the transfigured Church, exist for her sake, since they will sustain and express the blessed life of the redeemed. They will be the dwelling place of the saints, where they sing the praises of God. 




  



The Kingdom of God and the Secular City

Richard McBrien, in Do We Need the Church?, published shortly after Vatican II,29 noted that some of the Council's statements could be read in either of two ways. According to the first reading, which he called “Ptolemaic,” the Church is simply identified with the kingdom. According to the second reading, which he termed “Copernican,” the kingdom of God, not the Church, must be regarded as central. According to this “Copernican” view, which McBrien regards as biblically and theologically correct, the Church exists for the sake of the kingdom, of which it is a sign and instrument. 

This astronomical analogy implies that the Church revolves about the kingdom as does a satellite or planet about the sun. The Church, McBrien says, is “one of the principal agents whereby the human community is made to stand under the judgment of the enduring values of the Gospel of Jesus Christ: freedom, justice, peace, charity, compassion, reconciliation.”30 All are called to the kingdom, he holds, but only some are called to the Church. “Salvation comes through participation in the kingdom of God rather than through affiliation with the Christian Church.”31 In McBrien's estimation, Vatican II, in clinging to elements of the Ptolemaic vision, set itself somewhat at odds with reality, and was far less radical than it ought to have been.32

McBrien's book is one of a number of late-1960s works to advance a theology of secularization. In this theology, a sharp contrast was made between the Church and the kingdom of God. What was finally important was not anything specific to the Church, such as faith or worship, but a set of abstract human values that could be accepted by any person of good will: freedom, peace, justice, and friendship. The mission of the Church—if it is legitimate to speak of “mission” at all—was to get people involved in the building of a better human society, along the lines of Protestant theologian Harvey Cox's notion of the “secular city.”33 This ideal society came to be dignified with the title “kingdom of God.” Under this way of thinking, it was unimportant whether people believed in Christ, except insofar as belief in Christ might motivate people to work more assiduously for the reconstruction of secular society. In some cases the traditional concept of mission was practically inverted. According to a formula that enjoyed wide currency in the World Council of Churches, the world should set the agenda for the Church.34

A sharp distinction between Church and kingdom is characteristic also of much Latin American liberation theology. An expert in this field, Philip Berryman, after asserting that “the Church is not the kingdom; it is to serve the kingdom,” goes on to say: “That dictum is a kind of first principle of Latin American ecclesiology. . . . The kingdom is a situation in which people can live together as brothers and sisters. The pastoral application is that the church finds its raison d'être not in itself but in the community it is to serve. . . . In this context the service of the church consists of the ongoing humanization of the human realm at every level and in every situation.”35


This secular or liberationist theology of the kingdom has had an enormous impact on recent theologies of missionary activity. Paul Knitter, in his influential book, No Other Name?, calls for “a thorough overhauling of the traditional model of missionary work.” Such an overhauling is now possible, he holds, because of recent advances in the theology of the kingdom:


Christian theology, both Protestant and Catholic, admits that the church is not to be identified with God's kingdom. The kingdom, God's revealing-saving presence in the world, is much broader than the church and also operates through means other than the church. The primary mission of the church, therefore, is not the “salvation business” (making persons Christian so that they can be saved), but the task of serving and promoting the kingdom of justice and love, by being sign and servant, wherever that kingdom may be forming.36



Although the secular, kingdom-centered theology of authors such as Pannenberg, McBrien, Berryman, and Knitter has many eager adherents, its deficiencies have been pointed out by other scholars. Jacques Dupuis, while conceding that the kingdom is broader than the Church, argues persuasively that “the kingdom of God is necessarily Christic in both its dimensions, the historical and the eschatological, the ‘already’ and the ‘not yet.’”37




  



Kingdom of God, Christ, and the Church in Recent Papal Teaching

The recent popes have emphasized that the kingdom of God is an essentially religious concept, and that it cannot be separated either from Christ or from the Church. Paul VI, in his 1975 apostolic exhortation on evangelization in the modern world, wrote that the Church “reaffirms the primacy of her spiritual vocation and refuses to replace the proclamation of the kingdom by the proclamation of forms of human liberation; she even states that her contribution to liberation is incomplete if she neglects to proclaim salvation in Jesus Christ.”38

Early in his pontificate, John Paul II quoted his predecessor, John Paul I, as saying: “It is wrong to state that political, economic, and social liberation coincides with salvation, that the regnum Dei (kingdom of God) is identified with the regnum hominis (kingdom of man).”39 Speaking for himself, John Paul II went on to deplore “the separation which some set up between the Church and the kingdom of God. The kingdom of God is emptied of its full content and is understood in a rather secularist sense: It is interpreted as being reached not by faith and membership in the Church but by the mere changing of structures and social and political involvement, and as being present whenever there is a certain type of involvement and activity for justice.”40


A more formal and complete statement on the nature of the kingdom and its relation to the Church's mission may be found in John Paul II's encyclical, Redemptoris Missio. The kingdom of God, he says, “is the manifestation and the realization of God's plan of salvation in all its fullness.”41 In the preaching of the early Church, he declared, the kingdom was rightly identified with Christ.42 The kingdom of God, as we know it from revelation, “is not a concept, a doctrine or a program subject to free interpretation but is before all else a person with the face and name of Jesus of Nazareth.”43 To proclaim the kingdom, therefore, is to proclaim Christ and the gospel. The kingdom, which was already present in the person of Jesus during his public ministry, is slowly being established in the world as people enter into a mysterious communion with the Lord.44

This vision of the kingdom is sharply opposed to the reductionistic versions proposed in secularization theology. In anthropocentric thinking, says the Pope, “the kingdom tends to become something completely human and secularized.” Such a view, though it points out certain genuine values that should not be overlooked, “easily translates into one more ideology of earthly progress.” In particular, the Pope repudiates conceptions that describe themselves as “kingdom centered” rather than ecclesiocentric. According to these authors, John Paul remarks, the Church must be the “church for others”45 and promote values such as peace, justice, freedom, and brotherhood, rather than anything distinctively Christian. I have already given several examples of what the Pope seems to have in mind.

The kingdom of God, according to John Paul II, is not simply the kingdom of man. Christ's kingdom is “not of this world.”46 To bypass Christ and redemption is to denature the kingdom. The kingdom in its fullness requires authentic values grounded in the mystery of creation,47 but above and beyond these human values it includes others that are properly evangelical, since they derive from Christ and the gospel.48 Because these latter values are essential, “entry into the kingdom comes through faith and conversion.” The gospels, which attest to this, teach also that “the kingdom will grow insofar as every person learns to turn to God in the intimacy of prayer as to a Father . . . and strives to do his will.”49

These reflections prepare for what the Pope has to say about the relation between the kingdom of God and the Church. The kingdom cannot be detached from the Church any more than it can be detached from Christ, for Christ has endowed the Church, his body, with the fullness of the blessings and means of salvation. The Church has a specific and necessary role in the process of salvation, for it is commissioned to announce and to inaugurate the kingdom among all peoples.50

The same pope is willing to say, as did Paul VI, that the Church is at the service of the kingdom.51 But he makes it clear that this service is accomplished first of all in the proclamation of the gospel. “Proclamation,” he writes, “is the permanent priority of mission. . . . All forms of missionary activity are directed to this proclamation, which reveals and gives access to the mystery hidden for ages and made known in Christ.”52 The Church serves the kingdom preeminently “by establishing communities and founding new particular churches and by guiding them to mature faith and charity.” 

John Paul does not minimize the value of “human promotion, commitment to justice and peace, education and the care of the sick, and aid to the poor and to children.” These concerns pertain to God's kingdom; they legitimately enter into the Church's task as she labors to assist humanity on its journey toward the eschatological goal. But in carrying on these activities, the Pope teaches, the Church “never loses sight of the priority of the transcendent and spiritual realities which are premises of eschatological salvation.” The “temporal dimension of the kingdom remains incomplete unless it is related to the kingdom of Christ present in the Church and straining toward eschatological fullness.” 53

The last formal statement on Church and kingdom that appeared in the pontificate of John Paul II was the declaration Dominus Iesus, published by the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith with the Pope's approval in 2000.54 Chapter 5 is entitled “The Church: Kingdom of God and Kingdom of Christ.” In general, this treatment of our topic follows closely the teaching of Vatican II and of Redemptoris Missio, quoting extensively from both. After acknowledging that the meaning of terms referring to the kingdom varies somewhat in different texts from Scripture and the Fathers, the declaration asserts that in these sources the kingdom and the Church are intimately connected. 

The kingdom, it is conceded, is not identical with the Church in her visible and social reality; in fact, it includes liberation from evil in all its forms and the gift of salvation in its fullness. Kingdom-centered theologies and proposals of the “Church for others” are rejected insofar as they fail to recognize that the Church and the kingdom are inseparably bound together.55 The Church, according to Dominus Iesus, cannot be detached from the kingdom, but is ordered to it as the “sign and instrument” in which the kingdom is mysteriously present. Combining several statements in Vatican II's dogmatic constitution on the Church,56 the declaration intimates that the Church is the sacrament of the kingdom.57

Pope Benedict XVI discusses the kingdom of God at some length in his Jesus of Nazareth.58 While not an exercise of the papal magisterium, the book contains the considered views of a theologian who has been entrusted with the highest responsibility for the integrity of the faith.

When Jesus speaks of the kingdom, Pope Benedict asserts, he is in the first place proclaiming the primacy of God as the living Lord and exhorting his hearers to pray and labor so that God's will may be done on earth. The Pope is critical of two common approaches. The first, which may be called apocalyptic, is the idea popularized by Johannes Weiss and Albert Schweitzer that Jesus proclaimed the imminent arrival of the kingdom of God. The other, which Benedict calls secular-utopian, is the view that the kingdom of God means a just, peaceful, and prosperous society achieved by human effort. 

In place of these views, Pope Benedict expresses a preference for the “realized eschatology” of the British exegete C. H. Dodd, who maintained that the kingdom had arrived in the person of Jesus. Echoing the ideas of Origen, Pope Benedict asserts that the kingdom is personally present in Jesus, who is the treasure hidden in the field and the pearl of great price. But in a mystical manner, the Pope recognizes, the kingdom is also present on earth in a seminal way. It exists interiorly and imperfectly in the minds and hearts of the faithful who believe and live in Christ. In addition to the Christological and mystical views, both accepted by Origen, Pope Benedict affirms a third dimension—the ecclesiastical—but in this book he does not thematically discuss the relation between the Church and the kingdom. For his full teaching on this relationship, it would be important to review his earlier writings,59 including the official documents published while he was prefect of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, notably Dominus Iesus. 




  



Ecclesiology, Eschatology, and Evangelization

Because the teaching of the magisterium in Vatican II and under subsequent popes has been so explicit and consistent, a very brief concluding reflection may suffice. It remains for me to make some application to the missionary mandate of the Church. That task consists primarily in evangelization, which should be understood both in the narrow or in the broad sense of the word. In the narrow sense it means an initial proclamation of the gospel to individuals or groups that do not as yet believe in Christ, with a view to making them believers. In the broader sense evangelization and missionary activity include all that serves to bring the values of the gospel to bear on every area of human life, so as to transform persons and cultures, renewing them in Christ, and thus preparing for the glory that is to come.60

Evangelizing in both these senses, the missionary serves the kingdom of God. The full service of the kingdom includes the promotion of all those human values that stem from the order of creation and pertain directly or indirectly to the Christian life. Labor for peace, justice, and the alleviation of misery should not be seen as alien to the kingdom and the missionary task. But it will be understood that the social implications of Christianity cannot be adequately understood or achieved without faith in the gospel. Because Christ himself is the perfect embodiment of the kingdom, its preeminent teacher, and the transcendent source of all authentically Christian values, missionaries must be primarily concerned with spreading the knowledge and love of Christ. Where the name of Christ is not proclaimed, the heralding of the kingdom is seriously deficient.

Evangelization necessarily has an ecclesial dimension because it is performed by the Church and builds up the Church. Something of the Church is present, indeed, wherever the values of the gospel are honored. Strictly speaking, however, the Church on earth must be understood as the visible community of men and women who believe in Christ as he has revealed himself and who seek to follow his teaching as disciples. The Church is not a mere means of achieving some higher goal outside herself. As the body of Christ, she is not subordinate to any created reality except the sacred humanity of Christ her Lord. In the eyes of believers, it should be obvious that the kingdom of God cannot be adequately realized apart from the Church. Missionary activity, in seeking to achieve an inner conversion of hearts and minds to Christ the King, serves the Church. Successfully evangelized Christians will place a high value on the Church's “sacred” activities of faith and worship. But precisely because of their commitment to Christ and the Church, they will not neglect the importance of “secular” values such as justice, peace, and love among all human beings, both within the Church and beyond her visible borders.
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REDEEM YOUR SINS BY THE GIVING OF ALMS:
Sin, Debt, and the “Treasury of Merit” in
Early Jewish and Christian Tradition
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As scholars have long known, there is a dramatic shift in the Hebrew language during the Second Temple period, roughly 520 B.C. to 70 A.D.1 The language of the Mishnah, the compilation of the Jewish oral law, for example, is so different from the Bible that most students of biblical Hebrew have a very difficult time making sense of it. Yet the vocabulary and idiom of this dialect are more important for understanding the imagery of the New Testament than those of biblical Hebrew. Why? The explanation is quite simple: Jesus was a Jew living in the Second Temple period who spoke the local language. 

One area where the difference between biblical and Second Temple Hebrew is rather dramatic is that of sin. During the Second Temple period it became common to refer to the sins of an individual or a nation as the accrual of a debt.2 This explains the diction of the Our Father, “forgive us our debts” (Matt. 6:12).3 The metaphor of sin as a debt is rarely attested in the bulk of the Hebrew Bible. But as soon as it became a commonplace to view a sin as a debt—and this took place early in the Second Temple period—it became natural to conceive of virtuous activity as a merit or credit. 

This logical move was advanced significantly in rabbinic literature by the fact that the words for debt and credit ([image: ] and zĕkût) are logical antonyms. It should come as no surprise that the rabbis were fond of telling stories in which a person's credits (zĕkūyôt) were weighed against debits.4 It was as though the heavenly courts were outfitted with a set of scales. When God needed to determine the future fate of a person, He would put the accumulated bonds of indebtedness in one pan of the scale and the credits in the other. In a rabbinic court of law, if the debits were heavier, then one would be required to make up the difference. For some crimes the offender would owe a sin-offering [image: ]—that is, the sin offering would generate the currency needed to make good on the debt. For others a set of lashes might be owed [image: ]; for truly serious crimes the penalty was death [image: ]. These graded penalties served to raise sufficient currency so as to satisfy the debt owed. As the apostle Paul, himself a good Second Temple Jew, put it, “the wages of sin is death” (Rom. 6:23). For every sin there was a cost.

But the God of Israel was not always so exacting in his standard of justice. Rabbi Yose ben Hanina taught in the late first-century that when the scales of judgment were evenly balanced with bonds of debt on one side and acts of merit on the other, God would snatch away one of the bonds so that he could forgive the sinner.5 In a more striking midrashic narrative, Moses was able to avert the hand of God which was bent on destroying Israel after she venerated the Golden Calf by recalling the merits that had accrued to the Patriarchs [image: ], among which pride of place would go to Isaac's willingness to offer himself as a sacrifice (Gen. 22).6 In his consent to being sacrificed, Isaac had done a work of supererogation that yielded an immeasurable outpouring of merit. And so it was altogether logical, the midrash reasoned, for Moses to ask God to draw from this “treasury of merits” so as to pay down the debt that had accrued to Israel's account.7

Yet it is important to note that the linkage of debt and credit is not driven by the unique semantic situation ([image: ] and zĕkût) that obtains in rabbinic Hebrew or Aramaic. For in early Syriac Christianity a similar construal of debits and merits exists—even though Syriac lacks the noun zĕkût meaning “credit” or “merit.”8 This can be seen from the way in which St. Ephrem, in the fourth century, characterizes the victory won by Christ.


Blessed is [Christ] who endured, withstood, and triumphed (zākyâ');

his head is held high with its crown.

He is like a creditor [image: ]

who demands his payment with a bold voice.

He is not like me, too weak to fast, too weary for the vigil,

The first to succumb [image: ]. My enemy is skillful.

When he overcomes me, he lets me rise

only to throw me down once more.

O Sea of Mercies, give me a handful of mercy,

so I can wipe out the note of my debt [image: ].9



 

The picture drawn here is that of Christ's encounter with Satan in the wilderness just after Jesus' baptism. There he is tempted by Satan and emerges as the victor (zākyâ'). In Ephrem's view, both his fast and his obedience in the face of temptation allow Christ to accrue enormous credit. He becomes, in Ephrem's terms, a creditor, or more literally, “a possessor of a bond [image: ],” who can boldly demand his wages. Ephrem, however, laments his own condition. Unlike Christ, he is so weak that he would be the first to succumb in such a test [image: ]. His only hope is that Christ will have mercy on him so as to wipe out his bill of indebtedness [image: ].10 Ephrem must rely on the merits that his redeemer has secured. 

The parallels to rabbinic Judaism are patent. As Isaac's self-sacrifice generates a credit upon which Israel can subsequently draw, so Ephrem prays that he might benefit from the victory of Christ who, as possessor of a bond, can demand his wages and distribute them as he pleases. The underlying concept of a “treasury of merits” is deeply embedded in the language and culture of Second Temple Judaism and two of its natural heirs, rabbinic Judaism and early Christianity. 

But here I get a little ahead of myself. I would like to begin my account of the role of merits in the Old Testament itself. For already in the book of Daniel we can see the first fruits of an idea that will come to full harvest in latter rabbinic and Christian thought. Indeed, much of the structure of how both Jews and Christians will understand the process of forgiving sins will follow from what we shall find in the book of Daniel.




  



King Nebuchadnezzar's “Debt”

In the fourth chapter of the Book of Daniel, King Nebuchadnezzar has a terrifying dream and summons Daniel to his court to lay bare its meaning. The dream consists of two parts. At first, the king sees a tree of great stature whose top literally reaches the heavens. Underneath its vast foliage, the animals of the field congregate to enjoy its shade and to consume its abundant fruit. Then the scene changes abruptly as an angel descends from heaven and orders that the tree be cut down, its foliage stripped and its fruit scattered. The stump, however, is to be left in the ground. The curious image of the tree transforms itself into the person of the king.


But leave the stump with its roots in the ground.

In fetters of iron and bronze

In the grass of the field,

Let him [Nebuchadnezzar] be drenched with the dew of heaven

And share earth's verdure with the beasts.

Let his mind be altered from that of a man

And let him be given the mind of a beast

And let seven seasons pass over him. (4:15–16)11



The dream concludes with the observation that this sentence has been decreed by the angelic host so that all creatures shall come to know that it is God Most High who “is sovereign over the realm of man and he gives it to whom he wishes; and he may set over it even the lowest of men” (v. 17).

Daniel realizes the ominous future this dream portends and hesitates to reveal its obvious meaning. But Nebuchadnezzar presses him, so Daniel must declare that it is the king himself who is the gigantic tree that will be cut down and stripped of foliage and fruit. Because of the king's arrogance, he will be reduced to a near animal state until he comes to know that his grandeur comes solely from God. 

There is a certain family resemblance between the king's dream and those of Pharaoh in the book of Genesis (Gen. 41:1–24). Both dreams portend a terrible future (seven consecutive years of severe famine; eviction from the throne) and both dreams require a righteous Israelite (Joseph; Daniel) to interpret them. But Pharaoh's dreams curiously occurred as a pair. In one dream he saw seven gaunt and sickly cows emerge from the Nile and consume seven sleek and fat ones (Gen. 41:2–4). In a second dream, he saw seven thin ears of grain blighted by the hot east wind swallow up seven ripe and plumb ears (41:5–7). Each dream foretold a terrible famine, Joseph concluded. The fact that Pharaoh had two dreams with the same meaning meant that “the matter had been [firmly] determined by God, and that God will soon carry it out” (Gen. 41:32). 

Yet Nebuchadnezzar, unlike Pharaoh, had just one dream. This led Daniel to conclude that this dream could not possess the same degree of certainty as to its fulfillment. In other words, there must be a way to avert or at least ameliorate what was coming. So Daniel concludes his interpretation of the dream with a short piece of advice. “Therefore, O King, may my advice be acceptable to you: Redeem your sins by almsgiving [image: ] and your iniquities by generosity to the poor [image: ]; then your serenity may be extended” (Dan. 4:27).12


Let us pause for a moment to consider the theological logic that informs the thinking of our Biblical prophet. First of all, it is important to see that Daniel's advice to the king to redeem himself through almsgiving accords nicely with the debt imagery that we have been tracing. King Nebuchadnezzar is treated as though his sins have put him in terrible arrears. In order to be forgiven he must redeem himself by purchasing his way out of debt.13 The Aramaic verb for “redeem” is praq.14 This is the term that normally translates the Hebrew verb ga'āl when it refers to redeeming a person who has been reduced to slavery by his creditors. In Leviticus 25, a chapter that dedicates a considerable amount of space to the topic of debt slavery, we encounter a situation that is analogous to that of King Nebuchadnezzar. 


If a resident alien among you has prospered and your kinsman, being in financial hardship, comes under his authority . . . he shall retain his right to be redeemed even after he has been sold (into slavery). One of his kinsmen shall redeem him . . . or, if he prospers, he may redeem himself.15 (Lev. 25:47–49)



In the original Hebrew, each of the words for redeem has been rendered by the root ga'āl. All the Aramaic translations use the root praq—the same root used in the text from Daniel.16 In Levitical law, when a family member falls into terrible debt and is sold into slavery,17 one of two things can happen. A family member can intervene and redeem him (ga'āl, praq) or pay off his debt. Alternately, the debtor himself, should he prosper and raise the necessary funds, can redeem himself. If we understand King Nebuchadnezzar's plight according to the analogy of Leviticus 25, we would say that his sins have left him in considerable arrears. As Israel was once sold into slavery in Babylon,18 Nebuchadnezzar is about to be sold as a slave so that he can begin repaying his debt through the currency of bodily suffering. But as in the case of the Israelite debt-slave, he can purchase his way out of this state if his fortune changes and he prospers.

How is Nebuchadnezzar supposed to raise the currency that will allow him to buy his way out of this predicament? Daniel's advice is that he redeem his sins by almsgiving. This verse is something of a watershed in the history of biblical thought because here, for the first time, we have a clear and unambiguous reference to almsgiving as a penitential act. Precisely because of Daniel's seemingly high valuation on a human work, this verse became a veritable battleground in the wake of the Reformation.19 In rabbinic Judaism and early Christianity, Daniel's advice will become a commonplace. Repentance without the giving of alms, in some sources, is unimaginable.20 There is no question that somehow the act of giving goods to the poor allows one to raise a form of “spiritual currency” that will alleviate the debt of sin. There is a considerable paradox here: the act of giving away money allows one to turn a considerable profit. For the time being, we must suspend answering how this might work. There is another question that we must tackle first. How can it be that the term we have translated as “almsgiving” (Aramaic [image: ], a cognate of Hebrew [image: ]) once meant “righteousness”?




  



Justice, Judgment, and the Jubilee

It is somewhat surprising that the word for righteousness would come to be the standard designation for almsgiving. Righteousness, after all, is a term that conveys the sense of a just and equitable distribution of goods. And justice is usually considered blind; it is not a respecter of persons, be they rich or poor. The Bible itself gives elegant testimony to this fact: “Don't act iniquitously when you render judgment; don't show preference toward the poor or undue honor toward the well to do” (Lev. 19:15).21 So how could the term [image: ] come to mark an act of gracious benevolence toward the poor? 

To answer this conundrum, we must turn to the cultural world of the ancient Near East. As scholars have long noted, it was not uncommon for a Mesopotamian king to declare a period of “liberation” when he ascended the throne.22 This proclamation of liberation entailed the lifting of the obligation to repay one's debts. The political purpose of such a move is simple to understand. By lifting the obligation to repay an onerous debt, the king sought to rectify extreme disparities that existed between the rich and the poor that would, in time, threaten the stability of the kingdom. This act of generosity on the part of the crown was termed “the establishment of release.”23


And it cannot be accidental that the Akkadian term for release, durārum, has an almost exact Hebrew cognate, dĕrôr. For no doubt Israelite culture experienced a similar set of problems with disparities between the rich and the poor. In the Bible, however, it was not the human king who declared a year of release but God himself. Rather, every forty-nine years, the Israelites were commanded to inaugurate a Jubilee year by means of a trumpet blast on the Day of Atonement.24 On that day a “release” or dĕrôr (Lev 25:10) was proclaimed and every Israelite who had lost his land due to personal debt was freed from the obligation to repay and allowed to return to his ancestral patrimony. Because God was the owner of all the land (“But the land must not be sold beyond reclaim, for the land is mine; you are but strangers resident with me.” [Lev. 25:23]), it was fully within his prerogative to redistribute it according to his will. 

For our purposes, it is important to note that this edict of liberation—which was an extraordinary boon to the poor and underprivileged—was also termed in Akkadian “the establishment of righteousness” (mîšaram šakānum; compare the Hebrew cognate mîšôr/mêšar25). Righteousness does not mean a blind application of equity toward all, but rather the specific act of redressing economic injustice. For this reason Isaiah 11:4, a text about the coming of an ideal Davidic ruler, links the justice of the king with his compassion for the poor: “Thus he shall judge the poor with equity [image: ]; And decide with justice (bĕ-mîšôr) for the lowly of the land.” 

As Weinfeld documents at considerable length, it is difficult to understand the prophetic pleas that Israel's ruling elites act justly without recourse to this larger concern of restoring equity to the poor and marginalized. From this perspective, then, we can understand why the root [image: ] acquired the secondary meaning of “acting charitably toward the poor.” For just as a king might demonstrate his righteousness by releasing the poor from debt, so the ordinary citizen could do his part through more personal acts of benevolence. Such acts of “liberation” on the part of a private citizen were appropriately termed [image: ], “[deeds of] righteousness.” 




  



Giving to the Poor, Loaning to the Lord

For a long while, however, many interpreters were not convinced that [image: ] in Daniel 4:27 meant “almsgiving.” Although there can be no question that the word developed this meaning in rabbinic literature, what proof is there that it already had this meaning in Daniel? One argument in its favor is the Greek translation of Daniel, which renders [image: ] with eleēmosynas, the normal Greek rendering for “almsgiving.”26 Indeed, as Jan Joosten has shown, the Septuagint was aware of the rabbinic meaning of both [image: ] and [image: ] as acts of mercy toward the poor.27 The Dead Sea Scrolls also provide confirmation that the root [image: ] could mean almsgiving in this period.28 Yet one might still wish to claim that though the possibility of rendering [image: ] as “almsgiving” was a very real one, the author of Daniel was innocent of such a usage. To rebut this position, let us turn to Franz Rosenthal's landmark article on the problem.29 As he noted, the key to translating this verse properly was noting its parallelistic structure. The command to “redeem your sins through [image: ]” was balanced by the phrase “and be generous to the poor.” Given that [image: ] can mean almsgiving, the parallelistic structure of Daniel 4:27 would appear to require it. 

Let us pause for a moment on the phrase “be generous to the poor [image: ].” Like [image: ], the root [image: ] originally has a quite general sense. It usually means “to show favor” or “be generous,” and is not regularly associated with a specific act of generosity to the poor. However, it struck Rosenthal as significant that twice in the Psalms we find this root used in exactly this sense:


The wicked man borrows and does not repay;

The righteous give generously [image: ]. (Ps. 37:21)




[The righteous person] is gracious [image: ], compassionate, and beneficent;

all goes well with he who lends generously [image: ]. (Ps. 112:4–5)



In these two texts there can be no question that the verbal phrase [image: ] means “to give generously.”30 The most likely recipients of such largesse would be disadvantaged persons in need of charity.

Yet these two examples, as Avi Hurvitz has noted, are just the tip of the iceberg. 31They indicate the development of a more limited and technical usage of the root [image: ] that varies from the conventional meaning of the term. Strikingly, this special meaning is limited to two wisdom psalms and four wisdom-teachings in the Book of Proverbs. Issac Seeligmann had long ago noted the concern wisdom literature takes in non-interest bearing loans to the poor.32 There are eight such texts, four each from Psalms and Proverbs. Let's begin with a discussion of the texts from Proverbs. 


He who despises his fellow commits a sin;

But happy is the one who gives
generously to the poor. (Prov. 14:21)




He who withholds what is due to the poor affronts his maker;

He who is generous to the poor honors him. (Prov. 14:31)




He who is generous to the downtrodden [image: ] makes a
loan to the LORD; He will repay him his due. (Prov. 19:17)




He who increases his wealth by loans at a discount or interest
amasses it for one who is generous to the poor. (Prov. 28:8)



In each of these texts the phrase “to be generous to the poor” means providing them with material goods. Proverbs 14:31 and 19:17 make the somewhat startling point that the poor person can be a direct conduit to God. In Proverbs 14:3 giving a gift to the poor is akin to honoring God.33 Most striking is Proverbs 19:17 which declares that a donation to the poor is like “making a loan to God.” In the fourth-century Babylonian Talmud, Rabbi Yohanan expresses his shock at its theological implications: “Had it not been written in scripture, it would have been impossible to say it! It is as though the borrower becomes a slave to the one who offers the loan (Prov. 22:7).”34 The Peshitta, the third-century Syriac version of the Bible, does Rabbi Yohanan one better and drops the idea completely through an intentional mistranslation.35


In any event the point is clear: what one does toward the poor registers directly with God. It is as though the poor person was some sort of ancient automatic teller machine through which one could make a deposit directly to one's heavenly account. Just as an altar was a direct conduit of sacrifices to the heavenly realm, so the hand of the impoverished soul seeking charity.

The texts from the Book of Psalms strike a similar note. For instance, in Psalms 37:21 and 112:4–5, quoted above, [image: ] also refers to a gracious gift to the needy. We note two further examples: 


[The righteous man] is a generous lender

and his children are held blessed. (Ps. 37:26)




May no one show him mercy;

May none be generous to his orphans. (Ps. 109:12)



It is striking that in all eight of the texts we have read, the object of generosity is not humankind in general but the poor, the downtrodden, and orphans. This certainly proves that these texts are not talking about the display of a general, congenial disposition; the matter on the table is providing material support for the poor.




  



Righteousness and Deliverance from Death

If it is the case that a select group of late wisdom Psalms and the book of Proverbs uses the root [image: ] to mark specific acts of generosity to the poor, then we might wish to examine whether or not the same would be true for the root [image: ] in these texts. Our suspicions are confirmed. In both Psalms 37:21, 26 and 112:4–5, it is precisely the righteous one [image: ] who is described as being generous [image: ] with his wealth toward the downtrodden. In these psalms, the root [image: ] is linked with [image: ] just as we saw in Daniel. And in the very same group of Proverbs the noun [image: ] is used in parallel to expressions about financial capital, as though [image: ] referred to a way of handling one's monetary resources. Consider, for example, these very similar maxims in the book of Proverbs:


The treasuries of the wicked are of no avail,

But [image: ] saves from death.36 (Prov. 10:2)




Financial capital is of no avail on the day of wrath,

But [image: ] saves from death (Prov. 11:4)



Both of these sayings contrast the way in which the wicked acquire goods with the way of the righteous. The point here is that wealth which is often accumulated as a hedge against the future will have no value if it is improperly valued. Jesus depicted the dangers this proverb has in mind quite well.


Then [Jesus] told them a parable. “The land of a rich man produced abundantly. And he thought to himself, ‘What should I do, for I have no place to store my crops?’ Then he said, ‘I will do this: I will pull down my barns and build larger ones, and there I will store all my grain and my goods. And I will say to my soul, Soul, you have ample goods laid up for many years; relax, eat, drink, be merry.’ But God said to him, ‘You fool! This very night your life is being demanded of you. And the things you have prepared, whose will they be?’ So it is with those who store up treasures for themselves but are not rich toward God.” (Luke 12:16-21)37



Jesus is not critical in the least of how this man has acquired his wealth. For all we know, he may have been the most moral farmer in town. The subject of his critique has to do with the man's confidence that such a treasury will deliver him in a day of distress (see Luke 12:19, in particular). 

But what does our proverb mean when it says that righteousness will save from death? It seems highly unlikely that our proverb is referring to the general behavior of a person. Proverbs are not in the habit of trading in vague banalities. More likely is the supposition that our author wants to contrast a righteous attitude toward the accumulation of wealth with a wicked one. It would seem that wickedness is defined not so much by how one acquires the wealth but by what one expects from it. Why else would the proverb use the term treasuries? This word choice suggests the activity of hoarding one's money. So whatever would be the opposite of hoarding is most likely the type of righteousness that delivers from death. One possibility is that righteousness refers to the proper distribution of wealth. As we shall see, this was the way most readers of the Second Temple period interpreted this verse.




  



Good Treasure Against the Day of Necessity

At the conclusion of my discussion of Daniel 4, I posed the question as to how almsgiving could repay one's debt. In order to get a handle on this let us turn to the book of Tobit, a book that was a rough contemporary to that of Daniel.38 In chapter four, Tobit gives what he believes is his last address to his son prior to his imminent death. In this context, he boils down the large corpus of Torah instruction that would have been at his fingertips to three main categories: tending to one's parents, giving alms, and selecting a proper wife. In terms of the larger structure of the book there can be no question that pride of place falls upon the command to give alms. And in regard to that theme, Tobit has this to say:


Remember the LORD our God all your days, my son, and refuse to sin or to transgress his commandments. Live uprightly all the days of your life, and do not walk in the ways of wrongdoing. For if you do what is true, your ways will prosper through your deeds. Give alms from your possessions to all who live uprightly, and do not let your eye begrudge the gift when you make it. Do not turn your face away from any poor man, and the face of God will not be turned away from you. If you have many possessions, make your gift from them in proportion; if few, do not be afraid to give according to the little you have. So you will be laying up a good treasure for yourself against the day of necessity. For almsgiving delivers from death and keeps you from entering the darkness; and for all who practice it, almsgiving is an excellent offering in the presence of the Most High.39 (4:5–11)



There are many important ideas about almsgiving in this text but what concerns us are the final three sentences (vv. 9–11). Having urged his son to give alms in proportion to what wealth he has, Tobias declares that by doing so he will “be laying up good treasure for [him]self against the day of necessity. For almsgiving delivers from death and keeps [one] from entering the darkness.” Clearly the clause, “almsgiving delivers from death” is a verbatim citation of the second half of Proverbs 10:2 and 11:4. But I would claim that the reference to a “good treasure” in Tobit also derives from our two proverbs. Because the words for the wicked and the righteous are frequently paired terms in the Bible, one could expect that the treasuries of the wicked would be counterbalanced by the treasuries of the righteous. And since it is in the very nature of good poetry to be elliptical, an astute reader of the Bible in the Second Temple period could gloss both of our proverbs in the following manner,


The treasuries of the wicked provide no benefit,

but the treasuries gained by almsgiving save from death.

Financial capital provides no benefit on the day of wrath,

But the capital gained by almsgiving saves from death.



If we fill out the logic of our poetic couplet in this fashion, we arrive at our text in Tobit. What the author of Tobit has done is to interweave these two proverbs to get his own unique formulation: “One should store up a good treasure [in heaven by giving alms] against a day of wrath. For [it is] almsgiving [that] delivers one from death [and not hoarding one's money].”

Let us step back for a second and see where all of this had led us. The book of Tobit, I would contend, provides us with an important puzzle piece for my larger argument. In the book of Daniel we are told that King Nebuchadnezzar is likened to a debt-slave who must redeem himself. What we did not learn from Daniel is why the money one gives to the poor can be used to pay down a debt that has accrued in heaven. According to Tobit, one of the surprising features of giving alms is that it directly funds a treasury in heaven. For Tobit, this treasury will be needed to save the family from future trials. In the book of Daniel, the treasury is needed to clear King Nebuchadnezzar's account of the sins he has accrued. 

But before closing this section of my argument, I would like to consider a few other texts that address the linkage between a gift to the poor and a treasury in heaven. In the gospels one thinks of Jesus' teaching: “Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and rust consume and where thieves break in and steal; but store up for yourselves treasure in heaven” (Matt. 6:19–20). And there is also the story of the rich young man who desires eternal life. In response to his question as to what he must do, Jesus advises him to give his riches to the poor so as to acquire a treasury in heaven (Matt. 19:16–30 and parallels). But Jesus' teaching on the security of a heavenly treasury was already anticipated by an earlier Jewish sage, Ben Sira, writing in the late second century B.C.


Help a poor man for the commandment's sake,

and because of his need do not send him away empty.

Lose your silver for the sake of a brother or a friend,

and do not let it rust under a stone and be lost.

Lay up your treasure according to the commandments of the Most High,

and it will profit you more than gold.

Store up almsgiving in your treasury,

and it will rescue you from all affliction;

more than a mighty shield and more than a heavy spear,

it will fight on your behalf against your enemy. (Sir. 29:9-13)



Ben Sira anticipates the teaching of Jesus by advising his pupils not to let their silver come to ruin; rather they should lay up a proper treasure in heaven. But Ben Sira also acknowledges the teaching of Tobit when he declares that such a treasury will rescue from affliction better than any weapon made for battle.

Both the instruction of Jesus of Nazareth and Ben Sira imply that coins put in the hands of a poor person do double duty. They help to alleviate the pain of poverty but they are also directly transferred to the heavenly realm to the benefit of the donor. This double benefit is neatly summed up in a much later rabbinic teaching of the fourth century A.D.


Rabbi Ze'ira observed: Even the ordinary conversation of the people of the Land of Israel is a matter of Torah. How might this be? A [poor] person on occasion will say to his neighbor: “zĕkî bî,” or “izdakkî bî,” by which he means: “acquire a merit for yourself through me.”40



This is a remarkable text for a couple of reasons. First of all, we see that the act of giving alms to a needy person is thought to be tantamount to depositing money directly in a heavenly treasury. Mere mammon becomes a heavenly merit (zĕkût; also recall Sirach 29:10–11—“lose your silver for a friend . . .and lay up your treasure [in heaven]”). But secondly, the saying is significant for it shows how deeply into the popular imagination this notion of heavenly merits has penetrated.41 This is not simply a learned trope that circulated among the sages; it was the idiom of casual conversation on the streets of fourth century Israel. And no doubt this colloquial expression—precisely because it was an accepted commonplace—must have been much older than its occurrence in this particular text. Indeed, I would argue that the same sort of logic that informed the semantic development of the verb zākâh also informed the logic of Daniel's advice to King Nebuchadnezzar. Almsgiving funds a treasury in heaven.




  



Alms and Sacrifice

But there is one more line that is worth attending to in Tobit's speech. At the very close of this unit Tobit adds: “almsgiving is a good gift in the sight of the Most High for all who give it.” To call almsgiving a gift in the sight of God calls to mind an offering or sacrifice that one might bring to the Temple. Indeed, the Greek term dōron regularly translates the Hebrew term for a donation to the altar, qōrbān. And the reason one brings a qōrbān, according to the book of Leviticus, is to put it on the altar in the presence of God. In other words, Tobit is suggesting that placing coins in the hand of a beggar is like putting a sacrifice on the altar—for both the hand and the altar provide direct access to God.

Ben Sira sheds ample light on this. In one section of his work, he considers a theme that is dear to the wisdom tradition—the fear of, or perhaps better, reverence for the Lord. Of course, one of the most exemplary ways of displaying such reverence is by means of a gift.


With all your soul fear the LORD, and honor his priests.

With all your might love your Maker, and do not forsake his ministers.




Fear the LORD and honor the priest, and give him his portion, as is commanded you: the first fruits, the guilt offering, the gift of the shoulders, the sacrifice of sanctification, and the first fruits of the holy things.




Stretch forth your hand to the poor, so that your blessing may be complete.

Give graciously to all the living, and withhold not kindness from the dead.




Do not fail those who weep, but mourn with those who mourn.

Do not shrink from visiting a sick man, because for such deeds you will be loved.




In all you do, remember the end of your life, and then you will never sin. (Sir. 7:29–36)



This important text juxtaposes two different classes of people through which one can demonstrate one's reverence for God: the priests and the poor. Fearing the LORD means both honoring the priest—that is providing the priest with the requisite temple donations—and stretching out one's hand to the poor. Only with priest and poor in view can one's blessing be complete.42


The comparison of almsgiving to an offering is met frequently in the Book of Ben Sira. Clearly, it is rather basic to his religious worldview. For example in Sirach 35:1–2 it is stated that,


He who keeps the law makes many offerings;

he who heeds the commandments sacrifices a peace offering.43

He who returns a kindness offers fine flour,

and he who gives alms sacrifices a thank offering.



It is worth noting that a thank-offering is simply a special type of peace-offering and that fine flour, because it is the most inexpensive of the sacrificial objects one can bring, is something that can be brought many times. Ben Sira's famous exhortation to honor father and mother, concludes with these words,


For kindness to a father will not be forgotten,

and against your sins it will be credited44 to you;

in the day of your affliction it will be remembered in your favor;

as frost in fair weather, your sins will melt away. (Sir. 3:14-15)



This text is very close to the theological world of Daniel 4 for here we learn that acting charitably toward one's father can serve in place of a sin offering. As in Tobit, this kindness will not be forgotten but will be remembered to one's favor on a day of affliction.




  



Redemptive Giving

I think we have arrived at one of the more important reasons that Daniel advises King Nebuchadnezzar to redeem his sins through almsgiving. In a world that viewed sin as a debt and the poor person as a direct conduit to heaven, what more logical way could be imagined to balance one's bank account than to put a plentiful deposit in the hands of the needy? According to the logic of the texts that we have been tracing, the money deposited in heaven in this fashion could be used to pay down what one owed on one's sins. 

And it is certainly not the case that Daniel's advice to give alms is some sort of backwater in the history of Jewish and Christian thinking about the forgiveness of sins. Quite the opposite is the case. Almsgiving becomes the most important means of securing divine favor. Consider this ancient tradition attributed to Rabbis Meir and Aqiba (second century, A.D.):


It has been taught: R. Meir used to say: The critic [of Judaism] may bring against you the argument, “If your God loves the poor, why does he not support them?” If so, answer him, “So that through them we may be saved from the punishment of Gehinnom.” This question was actually put by Turnus Rufus (Roman Governor of Judea) to Rabbi Akiba: “If your God loves the poor, why does He not support them?” He replied, “So that we may be saved through them from the punishment of Gehinnom.”45



And we find a similar set of judgments being made by Christian writers of the time. For example in 2 Clement, written in the mid-second century, we read:


Almsgiving is therefore good as repentance from sin. Fasting is better than prayer, but almsgiving is better than both. Love covers a multitude of sins but prayer from a good conscience rescues from death. Blessed is every man who is found full of these things for almsgiving lightens sin. 46



The Didache, which some date to the first half of the first century A.D. adds,


Do not be one who stretches out his hands to receive, but shuts them when it comes to giving. Of whatever you have gained by your hands, you shall give the redemption-price for your sins.47



For Clement almsgiving is better than prayer for the forgiveness of sin. In the Didache we find language that directly echoes that of Daniel—almsgiving provides the redemption-monies for what one owes. We should note that the Greek term that is translated “redemption-price” is lytrōsis and is the very same root used to translate the Aramaic term praq, “redeem.” For the Didache, as in Daniel, almsgiving provides a sort of currency that will cover one's sins.




  



The Problem of Self-Redemption (Selbsterlösung)

Yet there is something unsatisfactory about the matter-of-fact way in which I have framed the issue. Is the act of giving alms nothing more than a simple financial exchange? Can human beings buy their way out of their sinful state? If so, the critique of the Protestant reformers would seem to apply: man saves himself by his own good works. Roman Garrison has confronted this problem straight on.48 In his view, there is a dramatic difference between the process of salvation that is outlined by the anonymous author of the Epistle to Diognetus and that of Clement of Alexandria.49 In Diognetus (9:3–5) we read:


For what else could cover our sins but his righteousness? In whom was it possible for us, in our wickedness and impiety, to be made just, except in the son of God alone? O the sweet exchange, O the inscrutable creation, O the unexpected benefits, that the wickedness of many should be concealed in the one righteous, and the righteousness of the one should make righteous many wicked!



Here the “sweet exchange” that our writer has in view is the atoning death of Christ. No other covering for sin was possible “except in the Son of God alone.” The gracious decision of Christ to die on behalf of humankind was so inexpressible that proper response was simply to stand in awe of it. 

When we turn to Clement of Alexandria, we will find a similar sort of elevated rhetoric about an exchange—but the subject matter is completely different. Rather than putting the emphasis on the divine work of salvation having been achieved by Christ, Clement seems to reserve his praise for the human act of giving alms.


O splendid trading! O divine business! You buy incorruption with money. You give the perishing things of the world and receive in exchange for them an eternal abode in heaven. Set sail, rich man, for this market, if you are wise. Compass the whole earth if need be. Spare not dangers or toils, that here you may buy a heavenly kingdom.50



For Garrison, these two texts provide quite a challenge for the theological reader. Clement's praise of a human work seems to share the same stage with that of the Epistle to Diognetus' praise of the work of Christ. This is the reason that the exalted position of almsgiving in the early apostolic tradition of the Church has bothered Protestants. As Martin Hengel put it: “The idea of merit, taken over from Judaism . . . may be seen as a theological regression but it was this that provided a strong motive for concrete social and philanthropic action.”51 For T. F. Torrance, excessive claims such as Clement's suggested that the original gospel message had fallen from view.52 But this assessment puts Torrance in a peculiar predicament. The importance of almsgiving for the purposes of reconciliation is nearly universal in the early Church. To say that it represents a departure from the gospel implies that nearly every early Christian thinker got the matter wrong. That cannot be correct. Perhaps the problem is that we have not properly taken the measure of this important theological idea.




  



The Enricher of All Borrows from All

There is much to be said on this topic and space prevents me from following all of the important angles that could be discussed. Let me restrict my examples to that of one important thinker from the Syriac world, Saint Ephrem. Ephrem is a valuable witness on this subject because as an Aramaic speaker it was altogether natural for him to refer to sins as debts. For Ephrem, one of the fundamental purposes of the incarnation is for Christ to void the bond of indebtedness that stands against us (see Col. 2:14). But closely related to this is Christ's surprising intention to become a debtor to us. In his Hymns on the Nativity, Ephrem writes:


On this feast of the Nativity the openings in the curtains

are joyous, and the Holy One rejoices

in the holy Temple, and a voice thunders

in the mouth of babes, and the Messiah rejoices

in His feast as Commander of the host.




On the birth of the Son, the king was enrolling

the people in the census,

so that they would be indebted to him. To us the King came out

to cancel our debts, and He wrote in His name

another debt, so that He would be indebted to us.53 (5:11–12)



Ephrem refers to the census reported in Luke's account of the nativity (See Luke 2:1–2). The emperor's motivation for the census was to facilitate taxation and conscription. By enrolling all of their citizens, Roman officials could make sure all were held accountable for their civic obligations. Ephrem, however, contrasts the interests of the state with the interests of heaven. Our king, the Messiah, Ephrem writes, “came out to cancel the debts we owed him,” that is, by his death he abrogated the bond that was held against us. 

But God's intention was not simply to annul a bond that hung over the head of humanity. What in the end would be accomplished by such a one-time declaration? As soon as the period of release was over—that is, after baptism—we would be back in the “market,” ringing up debts on our spiritual charge cards. For this reason, Christ writes a new bond, the purpose of which is to repair our desperate state. Under the terms of this new bond, Christ will become obligated to us. But what is Ephrem referring to here? Elsewhere in these hymns he provides a clue:


He Who is LORD of all, gives us all,

And He Who is Enricher of all, borrows from all.

He is Giver of all as one without needs.

Yet He borrows back again as one deprived.

He gave cattle and sheep as Creator,

But on the other hand, He sought sacrifices as one deprived. (Hymns on the Nativity, 4:203–205)54



Ephrem describes God as one who “borrows from all.” By this he means that, in condescending to make a covenant with Israel, the Lord made promises that allowed and enabled Israel to serve him—even though he has no need of human service. In the Old Testament, this service took the form of offering sacrifices. At the altar the One who was “without needs” acted as “one deprived.” But now, in the era of the new covenant, the “Enricher of All,” has taken a new tact. Rather than request a donation of food, he seeks to borrow from our purse. The hand of the needy replaces the sacrificial hearth.55

For Ephrem, the religious life requires that God engage humanity at a personal level. Otherwise God would remain nothing more than the detached “unmoved mover” of Aristotle. This belief in God's gracious self-condescension is well in evidence in this hymn:


Give thanks to him who brought the blessing

and took from us the prayer.

For he made the one worthy of worship descend

And made our worship of him ascend.

For he gave us divinity

And we gave him humanity.

He brought us a promise

And we gave him the faith

Of Abraham, his friend.

For we have given him our alms on loan

In turn, let us demand their repayment.56 (Hymns on Faith, 5:17)



Ephrem here praises the sort of commercial exchange that has been effected by the incarnation. In exchange for our prayer, God provides a blessing. In exchange for our humanity, he has given us divinity. He gave a promise, but we must have sufficient faith to rely on that promise. We give him a loan and in return we can be assured that it will be repaid. 

For Ephrem, the one who makes a loan to God through almsgiving is not simply doing a human work—he is making a public testimony to his faith. On this view, alms are not so much a human work as they are an index of one's underlying faith. The relationship between belief and the granting of a loan is well reflected in a number of languages. For example, in English, the one who issues a loan is called a “creditor” (from credere, to believe) while in German the term is “Gläubiger” (from glauben, to believe).57 The widespread attestation of this semantic phenomenon makes it very difficult to ascribe to semantic borrowing. The connection between issuing a loan and having faith must be so basic to human culture that it can arise in any language on its own. A Midrash captures the linkage between faith and issuing a loan to the poor quite poignantly.


A certain philosopher asked a question of Rabbi Gamliel. He said to him, “It is written in your Torah: 'Give to (your needy kinsman) readily and have no regrets when you do so (Deut. 15:10).' And do you have such a man that can give away his property to others and his heart would not be grieved? Such a person would eventually need to be supported himself!”




He replied to him, “If a man comes to borrow from you, would you give him a loan?” He replied, “No!” “If he brought you a deposit, would you give him a loan?” He replied, “Yes!”




“If he brought you someone that was not quite fitting to stand as surety would you give him a loan?” He replied, “No.” “If he brought you as surety the head of the province would you give him a loan?” He replied, “Yes.”




“Well then, is this not a matter of a
fortiori logic? If when an ordinary mortal will go surety for him, you will issue the loan, how much the more so when he who spoke and made the world goes surety for him. For Scripture says, 'He who is generous to the poor makes a loan to God' (Prov. 19:17).”58



No one gives away their hard earned money without some reasonable trust in the recipient. But if the recipient is God, Rabbi Gamliel concludes, then one should be supremely confident. Ephrem would concur completely. In the stanza we cited from his Hymns on Faith, there are four nicely balanced couplets from which we learn the expectations that govern the relationship between God and humanity: 


God brings a blessing / we offer a prayer;

God provides one worthy of worship / we offer worship;

God provides something of his Godhead / we offer our humanity;

God provides a promise / we supply the faith.



There is a great asymmetry in these pairs. What God puts on offer far exceeds what human beings provide in exchange. In the enacting of any of these modalities of relationship one is taught the radical dependence of the creature upon his creator. But Ephrem surprises us with his rhetorical flourish. His last two lines provide a commentary on how we might respond with faith to the promises God has made: 


For we have given him our alms on loan,

In turn, let us demand their repayment.59



The boldness of these lines is surprising—can one really demand repayment from God? Yet for Ephrem, only one who truly believes in God as the ultimate guarantor of his loan to the poor would have the temerity to demand its repayment. Scripture, Ephrem reasons, has shown that it is precisely in the hands of the poor that God's promise of grace is to be found. Timidity about the reward for such a loan reveals nothing other than a lack of faith.60 At this point, we are well beyond the standard contours of a debate about the merits of human works.

The reference to the saints providing God with loans is so ubiquitous in Ephrem that one wonders whether the idea had shaken loose from its original biblical mooring and become a standard poetic trope. Indeed, all the acts of religious virtue practiced by the saints become a sort of currency that one could loan to God. Ephrem says of the Julian Saba, the fourth-century Syrian ascetic:


[God] will open his treasury and make you a

possessor of notes of indebtedness regarding all that you lent him.




Your prayers are recorded in his books

Your treasures are guarded in his treasury.




Rise up O community of ours and give thanks

before our LORD for Saba everyday.61 (Hymns to Julian Saba, 6:14–16)



Like Christ before him, Saba's religious fervor has made him into a creditor.62 In his new financial standing he can “demand” that God repay what was lent to Him. But the shocking boldness of making such a demand of God is nothing other than an index of the underlying faith (credo – “I believe”) of the creditor who trusted God sufficiently to make the loan in the first place.

Ephrem returns to the theme of making a loan to God when he praises the merits of St. Abraham Kidunaya. 


Two heroic commandments: to love one's neighbor and God

You bore them like a yoke. Between man and God you sowed a beautiful deposit.




You listened in order to act. You acted in order to issue a loan.

You issued the loan in order to believe.

You believed so as to receive. You received so as to reign.




Your alms and prayers are like loans; in every location they enrich those who take them, while to you belongs the capital and interest.

What you offer as a loan returns to you.




The alms of the giver are like a loan that the Just give.

For it is in the full possession of both the borrower and the loaner. For it returns to him with interest.

(Hymns to Abraham Kidunaya, 1:5–8)63



What is striking in this poem is the phenomenological description of the life of faith. One might expect that faith would come first and deeds would follow. For Ephrem, though, the order is reversed: first one hears the command to give a “loan” to the poor, then one puts it into action; then, after putting it into action, one comes to believe. Again, the close nexus between belief (credere) and action (a loan, becoming a creditor) does not allow us to parse the behavior of this saint in the standard axis of faith versus works. Through the “work” of giving alms one enacts his faith.

For most of us, language that implies that God owes us something appears to be an unnecessary exaggeration that does not properly honor the Godhead. But for Ephrem, the holy witnesses Julian Saba and Abraham Kidunaya were simply taking proper advantage of what God has promised in Scripture. They become creditors of God only because God has allowed himself to be approached this way in the economy of salvation. In being generous to the poor, Saba and Kidunaya are not saving themselves. Rather, they are trusting in the promises that God has freely and publicly made. In the Old Testament, God acted as though he were in need of food. In the new age he is short of currency. In the former, one could feed him at the altar. In the latter he is served through the hands of those in need. 

But this is not the only part of Ephrem's text that is worth noting. It is striking how Ephrem conceives of the type of economy that is on display here. The person who loans to the poor turns out to be an extremely wise business man because of the way in which God has set up this system of exchange. No one gets cheated in this arrangement; from every angle the beneficence of God is on view. “In every location [your alms] enrich those who take them,” Ephrem declares, “while to you belongs the capital and interest. What you offer as a loan returns to you.” There can be no question that the theology of Proverbs 19:17 is what undergirds this text. Because it is God himself who is the ultimate recipient of this loan to the poor, a different sort of economic exchange comes into view. And it is perhaps no accident that rabbinic writers have a similar attitude toward the way alms work in the heavenly economy, for the Mishna declares that the generous soul that gives alms will retain his principal and in addition gain interest.64 The operative modality here seems to be the infinite goodness of God who takes our small donations and multiplies them in heaven. This deeply Jewish notion of God's graciousness finds a classic expression in the Gospels when Jesus instructs the disciples that one who gives alms will receive back a hundred fold in this life and eternal life in the age to come.65

And perhaps at this point in my argument we will not be surprised to see that St. Augustine (d. 430)—the classic representative of the importance of grace over works—is in complete agreement with what our rabbinic and Syriac texts have articulated. In commenting on Psalm 37:26 (“the righteous man lends liberally at all times”), Augustine notes that there is something odd about this verse: “If you have lent to someone—handed out money as a loan, I mean . . . you expect to get back from the other person more than you gave.” But the only way to get back more is to charge interest and that is an act which Scripture as a general rule says “deserves blame, not praise.” So how is one to understand this verse which praises the otherwise forbidden practice of taking usury? 


Study the money-lender's methods. He wants to give modestly and get back with profit; you do the same. Give a little and receive on a grand scale. Look how your interest is mounting up! Give temporal wealth and claim eternal interest, give the earth and gain heaven. “Whom shall I give it to?” did you ask? The LORD himself comes forward to ask you for a loan, he who forbade you to be a usurer (see Matt 25:34–36). Listen to the Scripture telling you how to make the LORD your debtor, “Anyone who gives alms to the poor is lending to the LORD.”66



Scripture, Augustine concludes, is not condoning the taking of interest from another person. Rather, the only place where interest can be drawn is when one loans to God. This means that the treasure that one establishes in heaven works by an entirely different set of rules than conventional savings programs. One would expect that the relationship between a donation and its accumulation would be that of simple arithmetic. For every dollar donated, a dollar is accumulated. This is precisely the way a zero-sum economy works. 

No earthly bank could provide its customers with a two-for-one sale where one's money grows out of proportion with the dictates of financial markets. But the heavenly treasuries know no such restrictions. It would be better to imagine the growth of one's investment in heaven as one of geometric expansion, not unlike a graph that shows how an investment will grow if its generous rate of return is compounded year after year. Buying into this savings plan is like acquiring Google at a dollar a share. The very little we pay out provides sufficient leverage to open the gates of immeasurable divine generosity (so Augustine: “Give a little and receive on a grand scale . . . give the earth and gain heaven.”). If we understand Nebuchadnezzar's situation against this frame of reference then this human king is hardly repaying the full extent of what he owes for his sins. Rather, the little he gives is enough to prime the pump of a flood of divine generosity. In sum, when we enter the realm of the heavenly treasuries we are a long way from selbsterlösung.




  



Interpretation in the Wake of the Reformation

If we return to our text in Daniel with the insights we have gleaned from Ephrem, we can read it in a quite different light. And in light of our new reading, I think that much of what became so divisive about this text in the wake of the Reformation can be set to rest. Let me summarize my argument in three points and add a fourth point for further reflection.

(1) First of all, it should be noted that the giving of alms need not be construed as a purely human work.67 God has gamed the system so to speak in a way that allows our small donations to count against the immeasurable debt of our sins.68 As St. Anselm of Canterbury would say in the twelfth century, the doing of penance at one level makes no sense, for there is nothing that a human can give God that could repay the debt that is owed.69 Anything one would give God is already his in the first place. Yet that does not mean that the practice of penitential deeds should be dispensed with. The sinner is something like a child who wishes to purchase a present for his mother for Christmas. Given the fact that his mother has provided the child with the funds, what exactly does the child give to her? At one level, the child gives nothing; he simply returns to his mother what was once hers. But at another level, this gift allows the child to part with something in order to express his gratitude. The gift does not create the relationship—the child need not do anything in order to be loved by his mother—but it does in some sense enact the love that characterizes it. 

So it is for King Nebuchadnezzar. By giving alms he is giving nothing of his own. He is returning to God what is God's. God is paid back a debt with funds that he provided in the first place. Yet at the same time, the gift is a free choice on his part that enables him to display publicly his gratitude toward his maker. By giving alms to the poor, Nebuchadnezzar is given the chance to enact a faith in the God he had once spurned (here it is worth recalling that one who gives a loan to the poor becomes a creditor in its etymological sense). In other words the merit he will generate by giving alms is at the same time a declaration of faith and trust in the God he would wish to serve. As Ephrem wisely noted, it is not possible to divide the work from the faith it enables and generates.

(2) I have argued that if these alms are imagined as accruing in a heavenly treasury then a whole new set of rules takes effect as to how that treasury will accumulate. When doing business with God, either at the sacrificial hearth or through the medium of a poor man's hand, it is not a matter of a one for one exchange. The little that one gives to God is repaid a hundred, nay a thousand fold. Only a logic such as this can explain how the paltry alms of a sinner like Nebuchadnezzar could ever repay the unfathomable debt that he owed.

(3) There is yet another level to the problem the Reformation has bequeathed us. As we noted, the designation of alms as an act of [image: ] (“righteousness”) recalls the ritual of the Jubilee year when the divine king established righteousness among his earthly citizens by mandating the release of all those who had fallen into debt-slavery. This act, whether done by the divine king in Israel or the human king in Mesopotamia, was an act of pure grace. Those who suffered from terrible financial hardship had done nothing to merit this act of largesse. The only fit response of these debtors would be the expression of utter gratitude. By giving alms as his penance, King Nebuchadnezzar was enacting in his own person this model of divine love.70 Paradoxically, it was this imitation of divine grace that would secure his own release from sin. Perhaps Nebuchadnezzar was to infer his own standing in the eyes of God from the way in which the poor would view him. In both instances an individual was giving without any expectation of receiving something in return. Nebuchadnezzar was, of course, something of a debt-slave himself. By his enactment of grace toward the poor, he secured the showering of grace upon himself.

(4) The sensitive reader will recognize that the entire discussion of this paper is not too distant from another issue that created grave misunderstandings in the wake of the Reformation, that of indulgences. For the granting of an indulgence was nothing other than the pope authorizing the utilization of some portion of the “treasury of merits” that had been left to the Church by the work of Christ and the saints. As one could infer, this idea is deeply rooted in Second Temple Judaism and has a clear parallel in the rabbinic notion of the [image: ], or the “merits of the Patriarchs” (see note 6). Though this idea could be subject to abuse (especially when the “treasury” was understood as the pope's personal bank account which he could tap as needed), it is deeply rooted in the notion that outstanding acts of charity create a font of grace from which others can borrow. Indeed, Anselm's entire notion of the atonement in Cur deus homo rests on the notion that Christ's sacrifice created an infinite store of merit for which he had no need. In his love for humanity Christ ceded these immeasurable riches to the Church. With the merits of Christ, any sinner could find the resources to cover his debts.

I think that it is fair to say that the practice of issuing an indulgence is not as unbiblical as one might have imagined. Indeed as early as the book of Tobit we can see that the act of giving alms was seen as a deposit to such a treasury that could save one from death. The “merits of the fathers” in Judaism and the “treasury of merits” in the Church go beyond what is described in Tobit by presuming that other members of the faith community can derive benefit from the deposits of others. But this fact, in and of itself, need not cause alarm for the Christian reader, for Paul argued that the Church is nothing other than the body of Christ and that what the head (Christ) has achieved redounds to the benefit of all the members. The treasury of merits is nothing other than the boundless credit that Christ (and the saints by way of their imitation of and hence incorporation into the person of Christ) gained through his passion. To pray that one might benefit from the power of those merits should not, in and of itself, offend the theological sensibilities of a Protestant.71 That the Bishop of Rome might have some say in how those merits are distributed is, of course, a different matter. But that is a problem of ecclesiology rather than soteriology and stands outside the framework of this modest essay.
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5   ^See the tractate, Peah, 5a, in The Jerusalem Talmud. First Order: Zeraim. Tractates Peah and Demay, ed. Heinrich W. Guggenheimer (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2000).

6   ^Isaac's own role in the sacrifice that Abraham is commanded to carry out is never highlighted in the Bible. However, rabbinic tradition transforms Isaac into a willing participant who consents to his father's bidding. The importance of Isaac's participation is a familiar subject in rabbinic literature. Exodus Rabbah (44:5), which dates to the eleventh or twelfth century, comments on Moses' demand that God remember Abraham, Isaac, and Israel so as not to destroy the nation Israel after she worshipped the golden calf (Exod. 32:13). In this commentary we read: “Why are the three patriarchs here mentioned? Because, said the sages, Moses argued: (A) ‘If it is burning that they deserve, then remember, O Lord, Abraham who jeopardized his life in the fiery furnace in order to be burnt for thy name and let his burning cancel the burning of his children. (B) If it is decapitation that they deserve, then remember their father Isaac who stretched forth his neck on the altar ready to be slaughtered for thy name and let now his immolation cancel the immolation of his children. (C) And if it is banishment that they deserve, then remember their father Jacob who was banished from his father's house to Haran. In summary, let all those acts [of the Patriarchs] now atone for their act [in making the calf]’; this is why he said: ‘remember Abraham, Isaac, and Israel.’” See generally, H. Freedman and Maurice Simon. Midrash Rabbah, 10 vols. (London: Soncino, 1939). For a full exposition of the merit of the patriarchs in rabbinic literature, see S. Schechter, Aspects of Rabbinic Theology (New York: Macmillan, 1909), 171–189, and Arthur Marmorstein, The Doctrine of Merites in Old Rabbinic Literature (New York, Ktav, 1968 [first published,1920]).

7   ^It should be noted that the “treasury of merits” was subject to considerable theological reflection and it was not the case that this treasury could be invoked by just anyone at anytime. Nor were the merits inexhaustible. Some rabbis, in fact, rejected the value of the treasury altogether and put the full onus of moral responsibility on the individual. Others argued that the treasury had been exhausted by Israel's past sins and now Israel was dependent solely on the covenantal fealty of God alone. For details on this see the discussion in Shechter, Aspects of Rabbinic Theology, 171–89.

8   ^It should be noted that Syriac does possess the two roots [image: ] and [image: ], but in this dialect of Aramaic they mean: “to lose,” and hence “to owe,” and “to win” respectively.

9   ^For the Syriac text, see Edmund Beck, ed., Des Heiligen Ephraem des Syrers. Hymnen de Ieiunio [The Holy Ephrem of Syria. Hymns on Fasting] Corpus Scriptorum Christianorum Orientalium 246 (Louvain: Secrétariat du Corpus SCO, 1964).

10  ^For the source of this idea, see Col. 2:14.

11  ^Translations from the Hebrew Bible are from the Jewish Publication Society version (JPS), unless otherwise indicated. Verse references, however, follow the Revised Standard Version (RSV). 

12  ^The translation is my own. The conventional translations vary considerably for reasons that will become clear below.

13  ^Compare the Mekhilta of Rabbi Ishmael, a third or fourth century commentary, on Exod. 21:30. Ishmael says: “Come and see how merciful he by whose word the world came into being is to flesh and blood. For a man can redeem himself from the heavenly judgment by paying money, as it is said . . . ‘therefore, O king, may my advice be acceptable to you: Redeem your sins by almsgiving’ (Dan. 4:24).” For the text, see Jacob Lauterbach, Mekilta de-Rabbi Ishmael, 3 vols. (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 1935) 3:86–87.

14  ^Some would translate the term “to break off.” Originally the term meant “to untie, dismantle” or even to “take apart.” The term was often used to describe the action of removing a yoke from an animal or a slave. From there it assumed the secondary sense of “to redeem,” since redemption of a slave is the removal of a type of “yoke” that binds him to his master. Because of the financial imagery of giving alms, it seems wisest to assume that praq is to be translated “redeem.” 

15  ^I have altered the JPS translation for clarity.

16  ^In the Septuagint translation one finds a variant of the Greek word lytrōsis, which means “redemption”or “ransom price.”

17  ^Note that the person here is not technically a slave according to the theology of Leviticus. But for our purposes this fine point is not significant. On this problem, see the discussion of Jacob Milgrom, Leviticus 23–27, Anchor Bible 3B (New York: Doubleday, 2000), 2212–2241.

18  ^In Isaiah 40:2, we read that Jerusalem can now be consoled because “her term of service (as a debt-slave) is over, her iniquity has been paid off.” On the translation of this verse, see Anderson, “From Israel's Burden to Israel's Debt,” 19–24). In Isaiah 50:1, Israel is described as not being sold into slavery by God, but having sold herself through her iniquities: “And which of my creditors was it to whom I sold you off? You were only sold off for your sins.” The subject of Israel as a debt-slave in Isaiah has been discussed by K. Baltzer, “Liberation from Debt Slavery After the Exile in Second Isaiah and Nehemiah,” in Ancient Israelite Religion: Essays in Honor of Frank Moore Cross, eds. Patrick D. Miller, Jr., Paul D. Hanson, S. Dean McBride (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1987).

19  ^As James A. Montgomery notes, this startling formula has been a locus classicus between Catholic and Protestant interpreters over the centuries. He quotes the tart conclusion of Matthew Pole in 1694: “Pontificii ex hoc loco satisfactiones suas et merita colligunt.” We can loosely translate: “The papists gather from this verse their notions of satisfaction and merits.” See Montgomery, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Book of Daniel, International Critical Commentary 24 (Edinburgh: T &#38; T Clark, 1927), 238. The wealth of textual material on this verse that the debates of the sixteenth century spawned is immeasurably vast and merits a study in its own right.

20  ^For many early Christian writers almsgiving was the single most important means for taking care of sins that occurred after one's baptism. A classic exposition of the matter can be found in Cyprian's “Works and Almsgiving,” written in the third century. For the text, see Saint Cyprian: Treatises, ed. and trans. Roy J. Deferrari, Fathers of the Church 36 (Washington, D.C.: Catholic University of America, 1958), 225–256. See also the discussion in Roman Garrison, Redemptive Almsgiving in Early Christianity, Journal for the Study of the New Testament Supplement Series 77 (Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1993).

21  ^The translation is my own.

22  ^There is a vast literature on this subject, but the best discussion of it and its implications for the Bible remains that of Moshe Weinfeld, Social Justice in Ancient Israel and the Ancient Near East (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1995).

23  ^See “Anduraru,” in The Assyrian Dictionary, vol. 1, pt. 2 (Chicago: University of Chicago Oriental Institute, 1968) 115–117.

24  ^On the Jubilee year and the early history of its interpretation, see John S. Bergsma, The Jubilee from Leviticus to Qumran: A History of Interpretation, Supplements to Vetus Testamentum 115 (Leiden: Brill, 2007).

25  ^In the Bible mîšôr/mêšar often stands in parallel to [image: ]. As an example, note Psalm 9:8–9, “It is [the Lord] who judges the world with righteousness [image: ], / Rules the peoples with equity (mêšarîm). The Lord is a haven for the oppressed, / A haven in times of trouble.” In these verses, righteousness and equity are singled out as divine qualities that have a special concern for the rights of the poor.

26  ^Indeed, it is a curious accident that the English word “alms” is nothing other than a corruption of the Greek term eleēmosynē.

27  ^“[image: ] ‘bienveillance’ et eleos ‘pitie’: reflexions sur une equivalence lexicale dans la Septante,” [Hesed “Benevolence” and Eleos “Pity”: Reflections on a Lexical Equivalence in the Septuagint,”] in “Car c'est l'amour qui me plait, non le sacrifice. . .”: recherches sur Osée 6:6 et son interprétation juive et chrétienne [“For it is Love That I Desire, Not Sacrifice. . .”: Research on Hosea 6:6 and its Interpretation in Judiasm and Christianity], ed. Eberhard Bons, Supplements to the Journal for the Study of Judaism 88 (Leiden: Brill, 2004), 25–42.

28  ^See the collection of proverbs known as 4Q424 or 4QWisd, Fragment 3:7–10 of which reads: “A man of means is zealous for the law—he is a prosecutor of all those who shift boundaries. A merciful and gracious man gives alms [image: ] to the poor—he is concerned about all who lack monetary capital.” Though the original edition (prepared by S. Tanzer in Qumran Cave 4; Cryptic Texts and Miscellanea Part 1, Discoveries in the Judaean Desert 36 [Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2000], 342), testifies to the reading, [image: ], I am dependent on Elisha Qimron's new readings (The Hebrew of the Dead Sea Scrolls, Harvard Semitic Studies 29 [Atlanta: Scholar's Press, 1986]) for the rest of the line. Also note that the word occurs in the Qumran fragments of the book of Tobit (4Q200, 2:9 – [image: ] “through your giving of alms, there will be a good treasure”). For the text, see The Dead Sea Scrolls Translated: The Qumran Texts in English, Florentino García Martínez (Leiden: Brill, 1994). For a discussion of these lines see Joseph A. Fitzmyer, Tobit, Commentaries on Early Jewish Literature (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 2003), 171.

29  ^“[image: ], Charity,” Hebrew Union College Annual 23 (1950/51): 411–430.

30  ^Seeligmann has astutely observed that the verb nôtēn frequently has the technical sense of “to issue a loan” (see Deut. 15:7–11, especially the use of the verb natān in v. 10). In that case, the verse from Psalms would be telling us that the righteous are quick and generous in their loans to the poor—loans which they may not be able to collect upon. See Seeligmann, “Darlehen, Bürgschaft und Zins in Recht und Gedankenwelt der Hebräischen Bibel” [Lending on Credit, Surety, and Interest in the Law and Thought of the Hebrew Bible], in Gesammelte Studien zur Hebräischen Bibel [Collected Studies in the Hebrew Bible], ed. I. Seeligmann, I. Leo, R. Smend, and E. Blum, Forschungen zum Alten Testament 41 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2004), 319–48.

31  ^“Reshitam Ha-Miqra'it shel Munahim Talmudiyyim— Le-Toledot Tsemihato shel Musag Ha-'Sedaqâh',” [The Biblical Roots of Talmudic Terminology - The Origins of the Concept of Sedaqâh – Charity] in Mehqarim be-Lashon 2–3 (Jerusalem: Center for Jewish Studies, 1987), 155–160.

32  ^He writes (“Darlehen, Bürgschaft und Zins,” 319): “Eine besondere Bedeutung für Einsichten in die gesellschaftlichen Verhältnisse in Israel kommt den volkstümlichen Sentenzen zu, die uns in den Proverbien erhalten sind. Dies gilt auch für einige Psalmen, insbesondere die Weisheitspsalmen.” [“Special insight into social conditions in Israel can be found in the popular aphorisms handed on to us in Proverbs. This is true, too, with some psalms, especially the sapiential psalms.”] 

33  ^In the Bible the act of honoring God is frequently conjoined with the delivery of some specific gift such as an oblation or sacrifice. “To honor” someone entailed some sort of external display. (For this, see Num. 22:17 [compare, 22:37] where the king Balak promises to honor Balaam for his services, by which he means that he will pay him handsomely.) It is altogether appropriate, then, that the act of honoring God in this proverb is fulfilled by being generous to the poor. A charitable gift stands in the place of a sacrificial offering.

34  ^See the tractate Baba Bathra, 10a, in New Edition of the Babylonian Talmud, ed. Michael L. Rodkinson, vols. 13–14 (New York: New Amsterdam, 1896–1903). 

35  ^The Syriac reads: “He who accompanies [metlawwe—same root as the Hebrew term for loaning but a different meaning] the Lord shows mercy on the poor, he will be repaid according to his deeds.” But the concept of making a loan to God was not unknown in the Syriac tradition. This wisdom teaching from Proverbs, though slightly reworked, found its way into the Peshitta version of Sirach. “Give to God as he gives to you with a good eye and a large hand; for he who gives to the poor, lends to God; for who is a repayer if not he? For he is God who repays and he will repay you ten thousand times the thousand” (35:10–11). And strikingly, one Hebrew manuscript of Sirach includes similar wording in the same location in a marginal note. See Pancratius Beentjes, The Book of Ben Sira in Hebrew: A Text Edition of All Extant Hebrew Manuscripts and a Synopsis of All Parallel Hebrew Ben Sira Texts (Leiden: Brill, 1997), 61. 

36  ^I have altered the JPS translation here for clarity.

37  ^Emphasis supplied. New Testament translations are from the New Revised Standard Version (NRSV).

38  ^This book is difficult to place in terms of date and provenance but I incline toward the view of those who date it to the third century and place it in Mesopotamia. Since we have fragments of the book in both Hebrew and Aramaic from Qumran we know it cannot be any younger than the mid-first century B.C.

39  ^The translation of Deuterocanonical texts is that of the NRSV. 

40  ^Leviticus Rabbah, 34:7, in H. Freedman and Maurice Simon. Midrash Rabbah, vol. 2 (London: Soncino, 1939).

41  ^So Shlomo Naeh, Talmud Department, Hebrew University, private communication.

42  ^This idea is also present in the book of Tobit if one attends carefully to its opening chapter. The book opens with a reference to Tobit's many acts of charity that he performed over the course of his life (1:4). And as soon as Tobit arrives in Mesopotamia, we see him acting on this principle (1:16). Sandwiched in between is an account of Tobit's religious fervor while he resides in the land of Israel. There he is distinguished by his alacrity and zeal to bring sacrifices to the Temple (1:5–9). The point seems to be that almsgiving in the diaspora replaces revenue for the Temple in Israel. His acts of charity are done against the backdrop of a less than obedient set of Jewish peers. His neighbors mock him for tending to Israel's dead (2:9), and eventually his wife does as well (2:14). His devotion to the Temple also sets him apart from his neighbors (“I alone went often to Jerusalem for the festivals.” 1:6). The point seems clear: what the sacrifices signified in the land of Israel has now been assumed by almsgiving and other acts of charity.

43  ^Strikingly this text has set in parallelism the act of keeping the commandments and the giving of alms. I shall return to this theme in a future article. For now, one may wish to note that the term [image: ] in rabbinic Hebrew or [image: ] in Aramaic normally means “the commandment.” It can be a shorthand expression for “almsgiving.” In other words, almsgiving is the commandment. And accordingly, Tosephta Peah 4:19 [See the translation of Roger Brooks in Jacob Neusner, The Tosephta (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson Pub., 2002), 75.] will declare that the giving of alms is equal to all the other commandments in the Torah.

44  ^The text of the Hebrew here is quite difficult and one should not make too much of this translation which too confidently conveys a monetary idiom.

45  ^Baba Bathra, 10a.

46  ^2 Clement 16:4. For the text, see The Apostolic Fathers, ed. and trans. Bart D. Ehrman, Loeb Classical Library 24 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University, 2003). 

47  ^Didache 4:5–6. For the text, see The Didache, The Epistle of Barnabas, the Epistles and Martyrdom of St. Polycarp, The Fragments of Papias, The Epistle to Diognetus, trans. and annot. James A. Kleist, Ancient Christian Writers 5 (New York: Newman, 1948).

48  ^See his discussion in Redemptive Almsgiving, 11. In relation to the texts of Clement and the Epistle to Diognetus he writes, “The early Christian belief that the death of Jesus is the unique atonement for sin seems to be incompatible with the doctrine of redemptive almsgiving.”

49  ^The translations below are from J. B. Lightfoot, The Apostolic Fathers (London: Macmillan, 1926).

50  ^Clement of Alexandria, “Who is the Rich Man that Would Be Saved?,” 32. Text in Clement of Alexandria: With an English Translation, ed. and trans. G. W. Butterworth, The Loeb Classical Library (London: W. Heinemann, 1919). 

51  ^Property and Riches in the Early Church (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1974), 82.

52  ^The Doctrine of Grace in the Apostolic Fathers (London: Oliver &#38; Boyd, 1948).

53  ^The translation is taken from Kathleen McVey, Ephrem the Syrian: Hymns, Classics of Western Spirituality (Mahwah, NJ: Paulist Press, 1989), 107.

54  ^McVey, Ephrem the Syrian, 103.

55  ^One should note that in the Gospel of Mark, the story of the rich young man (10:17–31) occurs within Jesus' threefold prediction of his own death and resurrection (8:31–33; 9:31; 10:33–34). The Gospel imagines that the donation of all one's goods to the poor is something equivalent to the demand to take up one's cross. This reading is confirmed by the disciples' reaction. When Jesus says that he must die by crucifixion, this is simply unimaginable for his followers (8:32). They are similarly shocked by Jesus' demand of the rich young man to give all that he has to the poor (10:26). I would suggest that Ephrem also understood the distribution of all of one's wealth to the poor and the crucifixion as homologous acts of self-donation. Almsgiving becomes part of the economy of salvation that Christ has graciously bequeathed to the Church.

56  ^Text in Edmund Beck, ed., Des Heiligen Ephraem des Syrers. Hymnen de Fide [The Holy Ephrem of Syria. Hymns on Faith] Corpus Scriptorum Christianorum Orientalium 154–155 (Louvain: Imprimerie Orientaliste, 1955).

57  ^One should note that the same phenomenon can be found in Hungarian (the noun hit means “faith” while hitelező means “one who issues a loan”) and Akkadian (see the entry for the verb qâpu/qiāpu). The
Assyrian Dictionary, vol. 13 (Chicago: University of Chicago Oriental Institute, 1982) 93–97. One of its meanings is “to have faith, believe” (“as for the words that So and So said to you, you said thus: I do not believe it [ul qīpāku]”), while another meaning is “to issue a loan” (“a woman tavern keeper who made a qīptu loan of beer or barley cannot collect anything that she has loaned out [after the remission of debts announced by the king]”).

58  ^Text in Midrash Tannaim zum Deuteronomium [Midrash Tannaim on Deuteronomy], ed. David Hoffmann (Berlin: Ittzkowksi, 1908), 84.

59  ^The reference to giving alms on loan must derive originally from Proverbs 19:17 (though on the problem of this verse in the Syriac see note 34 above). The italics are, of course, my own.

60  ^Ephrem treats the treasuries of the reliquaries in Edessa in a similar fashion in Carmina Nisibena [Nisbene Hymns] 42:4. These boxes, which contain the bones of the saints, are thought to house something of the inexhaustible power of resurrection itself; for the bones of the saints were thought to participate proleptically in those very benefits. Ephrem argued there that the spiritual treasures they contain will actually grow in size the more they are plundered by the faithful. These treasuries did not follow the rules of a zero-sum economy. It is as though the natural world has various apertures of grace that God has designated for the use of his faithful. One demonstrates faith in God by availing oneself of their riches.

61  ^The text in from E. Beck, Des Heiligen Ephraem des Syrers. Hymnen auf Abraham Kidunaya und Julianos Saba, Corpus Scriptorum Christianorum Orientalium 322−323 (Louvain: Imprimerie Orientalishce, 1955).

62  ^See my discussion of the Hymns on Fasting, 1:13, at the opening of this article. 

63  ^See note 61 above.

64  ^See my forthcoming essay, “You Will Have Treasure in Heaven,” which will be published in the conference proceedings of the Orion Center for the Study of the Dead Sea Scrolls at the Hebrew University. The conference took place June 18–21, 2007. 

65  ^See Mark 10:23–31 (and its parallels in Matthew and Luke) and the lengthy discussion of this text in my forthcoming essay, “You Will Have Treasure in Heaven.”

66  ^Augustine, Expostion of the Psalms (33–50), vol. 2, trans. by M. Boulding, OSB (Hyde Park, NY: New City, 2000), 133.

67  ^One should note the fine essays by Michael Root (“Aquinas, Merit, and Reformation Theology after the Joint Declaration on the Doctrine of Justification,” Modern Theology 20 [2004]: 5–22) and Joseph Wawrykow (“John Calvin and Condign Merit,” in Archive for Reformation History 83 [2004]: 73–90). Root argues that the Thomistic understanding of the relationship between human merit (that is, the result of doing good works) does not contradict in any essential way the Reformation emphasis on salvation by grace alone. Wawrykow goes even further and argues that on most essential points, Calvin and Thomas are on the same page regarding the value of human merits in the scheme of human salvation. As these two scholars note, everything depends on how we understand the relationship between divine and human agency in the performance of a merit worthy action. If the achievement of merits is the result of the infusion of the Holy Spirit then many of the worries Protestants harbor about this topic dissipate rather quickly.

68  ^At this point, the practice of almsgiving shows strong parallels with sacrifice. Early theorists of sacrifice had posited that the exchange made at the altar was a simple quid pro quo—one got back what one put in. But as I have already written, such an account “fails to account for the asymmetry of the sacrificial process. How is it that the human being can give so little (a single animal) and receive so much (the promise of divine blessing in its many varied forms)? Here one is greatly aided by recent anthropological theories of gift giving: the gods establish their superiority by giving more than they receive. . . . It is in this way that reciprocity can coexist with hierarchy, and that the sacrificial exchange can represent the gods' superiority over men.” See my “Sacrifices and Sacrificial Offerings (OT),” Anchor Bible Dictionary (New York: Doubleday, 1992) 5:871–872.

69  ^See his Cur deus homo [Why God Became Man], Book 1, Chapter 20. Text in Anselm, Cur deus homo: To Which is Added a Selection From His Letters, Ancient and Modern Library of Theological Literature (Edinburgh: John Grant, 1909). 

70  ^Thomas Aquinas noted a similar problem in his Summa Theologica, Part II-II, Question 32, Article 1. There he posed the question: “Is almsgiving an act of charity?” He begins by providing four reasons why one would think not. The second reason claims that almsgiving cannot be an act of charity because it was appointed to Nebuchadnezzar as a means of satisfaction, that is, a paying off of what was owed. Almsgiving pertains to the virtue of justice not charity. Yet having subsequently established that Scripture understands the notion that almsgiving is an act of charity (in the sed contra), Thomas revisits the problem of Nebuchadnezzar's penance. Thomas explains that almsgiving can both repay what is owed on a sin and be an act of charity. For insofar as the giver of alms directs his heart to God (and so gives alms with “pleasure and promptitude and everything else required for its proper exercise” ) his act of serving the poor becomes an act of worshipping (latria) God. As such, the giving of alms is not simply concerned with satisfying a penalty but with loving God as he is found among the poor. In Summa Theologiae: Latin Text and English Translation, The Blackfriars English Translation, vol. 34: Charity (II-II 23–33) (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1975).

71  ^Indeed the early Luther is quite revealing on this matter. Note theses 42–45 of his 95 theses that he posted on the Wittenburg door in 1517 (K. Aland, ed., Martin Luther's 95 Theses (Saint Louis: Concordia, 1967) 54): “42. Christians are to be taught that the pope does not intend that the buying of indulgences should in any way be compared with works of mercy [read: charity toward the poor]. 43. Christians are to be taught that he who gives to the poor or lends to the needy does a better deed than he who buys indulgences [whose main purpose was to aide the rebuilding of St. Peter's Church in Rome]. 44. Because love grows by works of love, man thereby becomes better. Man does not, however, become better by means of indulgences but is merely freed from penalties. 45. Christians are to be taught that he who sees a needy man and passes him by, yet gives his money for indulgences, does not buy papal indulgences but God's wrath.” What emerges from this discussion is the significance of traditional acts of charity as opposed to the act of buying indulgences to assist in the refurbishing of St. Peter's. Luther's critique is not Church-dividing; he is at this point of his career a reformer within the bounds of Catholic thought.








  



SONSHIP, SACRIFICE, AND SATISFACTION:
The Divine Friendship in Aquinas and the
Renewal of Christian Anthropology

[image: ] Romanus Cessario, O. P. [image: ]

St. John's Seminary

One task of the theologian is to render an account of the depositum fidei contained in sacred Scripture and the Church's tradition. Because of his officially recognized ability to display the interconnectedness between elements of Catholic teaching that form part of this deposit of faith, St. Thomas Aquinas (1224/25–1274) enjoys special standing among the Church's theologians.1 This essay draws upon the writings of Aquinas to talk about the practice of the divine friendship that, as far as the Church knows, ennobles the human creature in this life as a gift given only to the baptized Christian believer. 2

Jesus Christ himself announces the invitation to divine friendship: “I no longer call you slaves, because a slave does not know what his master is doing. I have called you friends, because I have told you everything I have heard from my Father” (John 15:15). In order to understand what it means that Christ no longer call us slaves but friends, we need to consider three theological points that receive extended treatment in the works of Aquinas—sonship, sacrifice, and satisfaction. 

As Aristotle reminds us, friendship is an activity: only with a friend is one friendly.3 St. Thomas demonstrates that the practice of divine friendship belongs properly to those who participate in the sonship of Jesus Christ. In illuminating the dynamics of this participation, Aquinas takes full account of what St. Paul reveals about the divine plan for our salvation. In sum, God “did not spare his Son, but handed him over for us all” (Rom. 8: 32). The Scriptures affirm that for Jesus to be “handed over” entailed sacrifice and the making of satisfaction. The Christian religion venerates a divine Redeemer who dies. Christ's divine status makes his death revelatory of the divine plan: “God sent his only Son into the world so that we might have life through him” (1 John 4:10). We discover the motive for Christ's death on the cross—not in the historical circumstances of its accomplishment but in the sinful actions that, since the commission of the original sin, have marked the human race. 

In Catholic culture and piety, the Blessed Virgin Mary is held to assist us to understand the place that sacrifice and satisfaction holds in Catholic doctrine about the atonement. On Calvary, Mary especially represents the “New Eve.” From his cross, Christ announces that his mother Mary has become the new mother of the living: “Woman, behold, your son” (John 19:26; Gen. 3:20). In the person of St. John, Mary embraces a son in whom she receives each of us. She takes up actively her role as “Mother of the Church.”

Mary's response in faith to the divine plan illuminates how Christian believers of all ages should regard the sacrificial and satisfactory character of the Christian life. While standing at the foot of the cross, Mary, Our Lady of Compassion, exhibits the full dimensions of her maternal mediation that began at the annunciation. She teaches believers that profound joy can coexist even with exquisite sorrow. Mary's sorrow at seeing a bloodied and dying Jesus expresses the sorrow of God's elect. All those who find their salvation in the fulfillment of the divine plan identify with the Mother of God: “Be it done to me according to your word” (Luke 1:38). 

Portrayals of Mary in a swoon appear late in the history of Christian art. The earliest representations of the crucifixion show Mary sorrowful of mien but recollected in spirit. She assents in faith to the working out of the divine plan. She accepts the sorrow that any mother would undergo upon seeing her son die, especially on a shameful cross. At the same time, the New Eve experiences the joy of embracing all those who have been bought back by the shedding of her Son's blood. Her spirit of acceptance is meant to inform the life of Christian belief practiced within the Catholic Church.

The Church is able to communicate the divine goodness to those who participate in her full communion. The Catholic theological tradition ascribes to Christ a threefold grace. This includes his capital grace, that is, the grace that establishes Christ as head of the Church. One expression of this outpouring of the divine goodness that flows from the capital grace of Christ is called satisfaction.

By his sacrifice on the cross Christ has accomplished satisfaction for the world's sins. Satisfaction, then, is related directly to restoring divine friendship to the sinful creature. Without Christ's sacrifice and satisfaction, the human race would have remained slaves of the Ultimate Divine. That is, all men and women would find themselves like those who do not know what the master is doing. Because of what happens on Calvary, however, human destiny is different. Jesus himself assures us of this comforting truth: “I have told you everything I have heard from my Father” (John 15:15). What do we learn? How we are to love unto eternal life. This text returns us to the theme of the depositum fidei and to the sacred tradition and sacred Scripture that it contains. Both Scripture and tradition make “present and fruitful in the Church the mystery of Christ, who promised to remain with his own ‘always, to the close of the age’ (Matt. 28:20).”4




  



The Image of God and Christian Anthropology

In Aquinas' thought, the general themes of sonship, sacrifice, and satisfaction find their methodological and substantive underpinnings in the biblical and theological doctrine of man created in the image of God, imago Dei. In the early 1950s, a popular Dominican author expressed this startling view: “So vital is the doctrine that man is the image of God that we cannot understand the teachings of Christ apart from it.”5 This doctrine remains a foundational theme for Catholic theology, though, as the International Theological Commission has noted, few authors in the modern period appear to regard it as such.6


The Dominican theologian, J. Augustine Di Noia, points out that the significance of the imago doctrine moves beyond the level of speculative anthropology to a consideration of its relation to moral theology.7
Imago Dei relates directly to our capacity to love God. Our possession of the created imago Dei distinguishes us from other living beings, and at the same time provides the basis upon which rests our adoptive sonship in Christ. The Christian participates in the divine sonship when he or she, through grace, becomes a living image of the Trinity. Therefore, in order to follow what Thomas has to say about sonship, sacrifice, and satisfaction, we first must consider how he sets forth the doctrine of the image of God. Aquinas is clear that in this image there is a dynamic movement toward fulfillment: “Man is said to be after God's image in virtue of his intelligent nature.”8

Thomas supplies a fulsome treatment of the topic in his disputed question De veritate [On Truth] where, in thirteen articles devoted to “De mente” [On the Intellect] he provides an exegesis of the doctrine of the image as set forth by St. Augustine (+430) in the last books of his De trinitate [On the Trinity].9 Because it employs the notion of relation, Augustine's psychological model avoids the practical subordinationism that today shapes much popular preaching and instruction on the Trinity. Recall that relation is considered the weakest of the Aristotelian categories of accidental being: So the Church can use “substance” to designate the divine being in its unity and use “relation” to designate the fact that the distinction of persons lies in the relationship of each to the others.10 Subordinationist accounts are pernicious not only for the understanding of God but also for the understanding of man. When the persons of the Trinity are not regarded as equal, as was the case in the Arianist heresy, it is the human creature that suffers. For as Aquinas insists, man's imaging of God is related especially to the second person in God, the Logos-Son.11 If that second person is believed to be a second and lower god, then the human creature is an image, not of God, but only of a higher form of creaturely existence.

Augustine, along with those who followed him in the patristic and medieval theological traditions, discussed the imago in light of Genesis 1:26: “Then God said, ‘Let us make man in our image, after our likeness.’”12 Patristic commentary on this verse alone makes up a voluminous collection of texts.13 It is noteworthy that whereas Augustine and several other patristic authors developed analogies for the image of God in man within their treatises on the Trinity, Thomas locates his discussion of the imago Dei in a treatise on man, specifically, in the first part of his Summa theologiae.14 He takes up the theme in considering “the end or term of man's production, in so far as he is said to have been made after God's image and likeness” (factus ad imaginem et similitudinem Dei).15


In addition to probing Augustine's psychological model for the imago, Aquinas also asks what the difference is between the two words used by Scripture, “image” and “likeness” (Ad imaginem et similitudinem). He notes that the patristic period proffers at least two approaches to answering this question, and cites two familiar authorities: Augustine, who considered likeness as preliminary to image, and St. John Damascene (+ ca.750), who thought that likeness signified the exactness or perfection of image.16 Aquinas reconciles these apparently conflicting authorities by appeal to the Aristotelian doctrine of the transcendentals, which allows for properties of being, such as the true and the good, to be “both common to all things and applicable to any single thing.”17

The twentieth-century Thomist, Jacques Maritain, captures the temper of Aquinas' mind: “To scatter and to confuse are both equally inimical to the nature of the mind. ‘No one,‘ says [John] Tauler, ‘understands true distinction better than they who have entered into unity.’”18 Aquinas seeks to unite rather than to scatter “image” and “likeness.”

Aquinas knows that sometimes distinctions can scatter. In the second book of his Sentences, Peter Lombard insists on distinguishing image and likeness by strictly identifying one with intellect and the other with will. Lombard argues that since Scripture uses the two words, they are meant to be taken disjunctively. Aquinas replies by applying what might be described as a transcendental “method.” He begins by pointing out that there is something of love in knowledge and something of knowledge in love: “love of the word (dilectio verbi), which is a beloved awareness (amata notitia), belongs to the idea of ‘image’; but love of virtue belongs to ‘likeness’, just as virtue does.”19 He further suggests that the transcendental properties of being, the true and the good, make it difficult to impose a distinction that would render “image” one thing and “likeness” another. An amata notitia precedes virtue, which may be thought of as an instructed goodness (docta bonitas), even as the virtuous life perfects the dilectio verbi, which enjoys a special affinity to the second divine Person, the Logos-Word. This reference is made without prejudice to Aquinas' position that the image of God in man remains that of the whole Trinity.20 This text reveals that “image and likeness” both pertain to discerning the nature of authentic virtue, which Thomas insists remains the foundation of true friendship, both human and divine.21




  



Nature and the Supernatural in the Thomistic Revival and Beyond

The anthropology of the image, then, governs the moral theology of St. Thomas. And the teleology of the Summa's second part finds its mooring in what theologians have called the obediential potency of human nature for completion in God—that which disposes the human creature to desire and seek the divine friendship. This question still vexes contemporary Catholic theology. 

Since the mid-twentieth century, the whipping boy in many such arguments has been the theretofore-revered sixteenth-century Thomist, Cardinal Thomas de Vio Cajetan (1469–1534). 22For nearly five centuries, most Catholic theologians considered his commentary on the Summa authoritative. But in the twentieth century, his theological trustworthiness came under assault, as he was charged with distorting Aquinas' meaning. For instance, the lay philosopher, Etienne Gilson, called into question Cajetan's essentialism, while the Jesuit and later Cardinal Henri de Lubac criticized Cajetan's conception of human nature's openness to divine grace. The Dominican intellectual historian Marie-Dominique Chenu, who earlier in his career had inveighed against the Baroque systematization of Thomas' thought, encouraged these critical voices. Chenu himself was persuaded that much of the Thomism developed during the late Renaissance and Baroque periods reflected the outlook of the secular rationalist, Christian Wolff (1679–1754), more than it did an authentic development of the Thomas' thought.23


Ralph McInerny has rebutted these modern critiques of Cajetan and Renaissance and Baroque Thomism. 24He does so based on the common principles of Catholic theology. McInerny, the philosopher, clears the way for the theologian. He shows that it makes a great deal of difference how one conceives of the sinful creature's disposition both to want and to receive the gratuitous gift of the divine friendship. To put the question in terms redolent of John 15:15—it is important to distinguish the ways that a person may be said to want to know what the master is doing. That returns us again to the question of the imago Dei. If we know nothing of human nature, we can say neither what it is, nor whether it is, nor whether it has been assumed by Christ's incarnation. We also do not know what claim human nature has on God.

De Lubac expresses well the Catholic doctrine that is jeopardized when lack of proper nuance introduces confusion about what it means to claim that man is created in the imago Dei: “In my view, which is that of every Catholic, any idea of a claim of created nature in relation to the supernatural should be absolutely excluded.”25 De Lubac is treating the papally condemned view of Flemish theologian Michael Baius (1513–1589) who argued that in the state of original justice, innocence and its promised eternal reward were not supernatural gifts of God to man, but the necessary complement of human nature itself.26 Oddly, Baius' view resembles the practical presumption that today informs the outlooks if not the developed theories of many good-willed Christians. In his avowal of this view, de Lubac recognizes that it is important to ensure that the order of nature remains distinct from and enjoys no claim upon the supernatural.27

Later, certain continental and American theologians would radicalize de Lubac's ideas about the human creature's natural desire for God. However, they failed to understand the degree to which de Lubac himself constrained the radicality of his own thesis by this prior affirmation that created nature can make no claims on the supernatural. It would be beneficial for theologians of every stripe to take another look at Pope St. Pius V's initial condemnations of Baius, whose teachings are often considered a likely forerunner to Jansenism. It is significant to recall that the Louvain-based Baius repudiated the received scholastic thought of his day and claimed to have discovered a pristine account of grace and nature in the writings of the Church fathers, especially, St. Augustine. Baius, then, would have been thought of as a conservative reformer.

The point is to observe that the interpretation of how the imago Dei works within the dynamics of Christian living and salvation occasioned friendly, and sometimes not-so-friendly, disputes among Catholic theologians even during the heyday of the Thomistic revival encouraged by Pope Leo XIII in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century. In my view, while theologians may think that they have moved beyond the difficulties, they have not. Moreover, there can be no sidestepping of the question of the status of man created ad imaginem Dei. In short, there has not yet been any resolution of the questions about man's natural desire for God that were debated through the mid-twentieth century.

However, one of the best contemporary examples of sound Thomist teaching on the imago Dei and its reaching out for God is Lawrence Feingold's recent The Natural Desire to See God according to St. Thomas Aquinas and His Interpreters.28 The conclusion of Feingold's lengthy study is entitled, “Summary of the Arguments Showing that there is no Innate Appetite for the Vision of God, but only an Elicited and Imperfect Natural Desire.” This should be required reading for anyone wishing to affirm that a natural desire for intrinsically supernatural beatitude is innate in man.29 Indeed, Feingold clarifies from within the Thomist tradition how the imago Dei provides the anthropological basis for achieving the status of friendship with God through sharing in Christ's natural sonship.30




  



Creation, Grace, and Glory in the Christian Life

To understand how we share in Christ's natural sonship requires that we do some thinking about the nature and efficacy of the sacraments of the Church. Aquinas takes up theological topics associated with the incarnation and the sacraments in the third part of the Summa. In this part, he makes only two direct references to the imago Dei—both appear in discussions of man's capacity for beatific fulfillment. 31This perhaps explains why one rarely sees the theme of the imago Dei discussed in connection with the sacraments of the Church—even though Aquinas compares the sacraments to the humanity of Christ as separate to conjoined instruments of his divinity.32 At the same time, the doctrine of the imago Dei undergirds everything that is taught (and indeed what would have been taught) in this third part of the Summa.33 In order to see why, however, we must return to the discussion of the imago in the first part of the Summa.

Aquinas there concludes that some realization of the imago Dei indeed occurs in all men, even in sinners.34 Thomas formulates the following distinctions as to how the image is realized. The first mode of realization is man's natural aptitude for understanding and loving God. The second mode appears in those who actually or habitually, though while on earth imperfectly, know and love God. The third mode is in those who know and love God perfectly. This last group is comprised of the saints in heaven who have attained the image according to the likeness of glory—that is, those in whom the practice of divine friendship has achieved beatific consummation. So the first image is found in all men, the second only in the justified, and the third only in the blessed. 

This tripartite division of the imago Dei is not peculiar to Aquinas. Christian tradition returns frequently to the image of creation, the image of grace, and the image of glory, although some recent spiritual and theological authors eschew this tripartite understanding of man's relationship to God.

The International Theological Commission acknowledges Aquinas' tripartite distinction, and contrasts his teaching on the imago Dei with that of St. Bonaventure and of the fourteenth-century Dominican Meister Eckhart (ca. 1260–ca. 1328).35 The commission also observes that the sixteenth-century reformers rejected the notion that this image was ontological, reducing it instead to the category of a relation, something extrinsic to man. Catholic theology, on the other hand, aims mightily to follow Thomas' lead—envisioning that image gives way to sonship, that the imago Dei of creation gives way to the adoptive sonship of grace. Nothing qualifies with greater profundity the human person than the gift of sanctifying grace. And the Church always explains sanctification in terms of transformation.

Di Noia identifies this dominant theme of Thomas' theology in the teachings of the Second Vatican Council, Pope John Paul II, and Pope Benedict XVI. The council and post-conciliar popes, he says, also express the vision that “the human person is created in the image of God (imago Dei) in order to grow into the image of Christ (imago Christi).36 Since the human person is created after the image of God, and inasmuch as this imaging enjoys a special relationship to the second divine Person who is the divine Logos of creation, there exists an affinity between the image of creation and the sonship of grace—imago creationis (naturae), and imago recreationis (gratiae). 

Thomas distinguishes the causal communication of divine goodness that sustains all that is created from the grace of adoptive sonship made complete by glory. One commentator explains Thomas' distinction this way:


The mystery of Christ is that hidden for all ages until revealed in him. It is the mystery of the sonship and of the Father whose Son he is. That revelation means that the divine relation to creation is paternal in having reference to the natural filiation of Jesus Christ and to all who are conjoined to him. That is to say, that all creation is ordered to the personal fatherhood: of the Father to Jesus Christ and of the Father to the sons by adoption; “All things are yours for you are Christ's and Christ is God's” (1 Cor. 3:22-23).37



 

It follows that before and outside of the revelation communicated by Christ, there is never any question of speaking about God as Father, except metaphorically. Nor can we speak of the Christian believer as an adopted son, except as a way of expressing the relation of creation that sustains in existence the intelligent creature, that is, the image of creation. This becomes important when we seek to understand the necessity of the sacramental life of the Church. We must remember that the infusion of divine grace that makes us sons in the Son results from a causal exercise of the divine goodness that is distinct from what produces the intelligent creature ad imaginem Dei.

Christ stands at the center of the mystery of adoptive sonship. Thomas observes with great care the distinction between natural and adoptive sonship. Christ perfectly embodies the divine sonship: “Christ, however, remains Son of God according to a perfect definition of filiation.” 38(Christus autem est Filius Dei secundum perfectam rationem filiationis). Christ, again, is “the Son of God by nature, [and who] under no aspect may be said to be an adoptive son.”39


Adoptive sonship, on the other hand, remains the preferred way to speak about the divine image of God actualized in those who have been born into the new life of water and the Holy Spirit in baptism. The graced image appears in the form of what the New Testament calls adoptive sonship (Rom. 8:23; Gal. 4:5). The proximate source of this grace in the Church remains Christ, Son by nature not adoption. However, “the whole Trinity adopts men as sons of God.”40


Aquinas invents nothing. His language of sonship comes from Scripture and he seeks the connections between the truths revealed there. Thus the Dominican theologian Colman O'Neill can explain: “The member of Christ is an adopted son of God because he is to share in Christ's inheritance.”41 The doctrine of the image as realized in sonship illustrates the dynamic interpretation of the imago that permeates Aquinas' thought. The movement of the imago Dei remains Godward, teleological, perfective, bound for glory. We recognize, then, a familiar sequence for modern theology: anthropology, Christology, and eschatology.42

O'Neill argues that three theological topics are required to illuminate the meaning of adoptive sonship—imago Dei, likeness to God, and participation in the divine goodness. As we have seen, Thomas locates the reason for man's privileges and responsibilities in the divine imaging that occurs in the intellect and in freedom. The human creature can know and love, and this native “capacity for the supreme good” can be fulfilled by a revelation of God's inward life that summons man to a participation in the divine knowledge and love.43


The adopted son knows what the master is doing. To the adopted son, Christ reveals all that he has heard from the Father. This revelation creates a special kind of friendship between man and God. Sonship of this kind, on Thomas' account, consists in the reproduction of the life of the Blessed Trinity in man through his activity of supernatural knowledge and love. For the Catholic theologian, the emphasis in sonship remains theological—knowing and loving God in faith, hope, and charity—not principally humanistic. This is why, in order to stress the ontological difference that precedes the practice of the theological virtues, the Catechism speaks of a “theologal” life.44

In considering adoptive sonship, likeness to God is always to be understood analogically. The adopted son does not share a specific nature with God. So, adoptive sonship resembles the image of a ruler on a coin. Finally, the adoptive son's participation in the divine goodness achieves its highest degree only in those to whom God himself chooses and positively transmits it to through predestination.45 There is no room in the Thomist vision of sonship for naturalism or Pelagian strategies. 

O'Neill sums up: “If the adopted son of God is to be equated with man as the image of God by grace, then it must be said that sonship consists in the reproduction of the life of the Blessed Trinity in man through his activity of supernatural knowledge and love.”46 This knowledge and love of the persons of the Trinity occur only within the context of the theological and infused moral virtues, which, under the impulse of the gifts of the Holy Spirit, can produce a “semi-experimental” awareness of the divine Persons. 

Aquinas develops the doctrine of the image so as to bring us to realize that our awareness of the Trinity develops through the image that we bear in ourselves. Friendship produces a beloved awareness of the Beloved, an amata notitia. The teaching on adoptive sonship is as startling in its conclusion as it is overarching in its complete command and delicate treatment of several key elements of Catholic doctrine related to sacramental life in Christ.




  



The Divine Love and the “Efficacy” of the Sacraments

The life of adoptive sonship finds its external expression and source in the sacramental structures of the Church. A heavy emphasis on sacramental symbolism has dominated much theology since the Second Vatican Council's Sacrosanctum Concilium.47 This has sometimes obscured the plain truth of Catholic sacramental theology that each of the sacraments does something.48 They are signs to be sure, but signs that cause. Pope Benedict XVI expresses this truth with clarity: “Since the Eucharist makes present Christ's redeeming sacrifice, we must start by acknowledging that ‘there is a causal influence of the Eucharist at the Church's very origins.’”49


No account of a sacramental theology is complete without addressing the question of sacramental causality—how the sacraments bring forth their effects.50 Dominican theologian Benedict Ashley reminds us of the importance of Thomas' concept of efficient causality in explaining the hierarchic reality of the sensible universe.51 In short, nothing comes into being without some exercise of efficient causality. This assertion is made within a classical philosophical context and applies to the order of being. But the same principle applies as well to the order of supernature. It is difficult to conceive that the order of nature would exhibit a richness that does not exist in the order of supernature. Efficient causality offers to explain what brings something into existence.

Today, however, this is difficult for people to recognize. That is because since the Renaissance, discussions about efficient causality have become almost exclusively the concern of the observational sciences. Modern philosophy remains strong on developing accounts of formal and final causality. But the moderns retreat from expounding efficient causality, preferring to consign that to scientific theorists. As a consequence, Catholic theology no longer possesses philosophical concepts to describe “hierarchic reality” and the unity and plurality of creation. This turn of events further leaves Catholic theology without a useful tool for explaining the double agency at work in the sacraments. 

In the Christian understanding of the sacraments there is an ordered series of causes that are necessary to explain the effect that the Christian Church holds out as either the result or the promise of sacramental administration. Only God sanctifies. Still, each of the sacraments does something. Take the example of holy orders. Catholic theology must provide an explanation to account for why a man is not deputed, licensed, authorized, designated, or simply chosen for ministry, but rather is radically transformed in order to exercise the sacred power of the priesthood. The Church speaks about an “ontological bond” with Christ.52 The explanation will entail some account of efficient or agent causality that can illuminate the truth that only God makes a man a priest and at the same time that this change never occurs outside of the sacramental act duly performed.

What is true for one sacrament holds true for the practice of divine friendship. Catholic theology today faces a serious challenge when asked to give an account of the transformation worked by grace. One needs to provide some explanation for how man created in the image of God becomes an adoptive son, when it is the case that this sonship consists precisely in the actual or habitual knowing and loving of the triune God. What transforms the human person? How does one account for the newness of life that the New Testament makes part of its central proclamation? 

The ordinary way in which adoptive sonship is bestowed and sustained are discovered in the divine agency mediated through the sacraments, especially the sacraments of initiation and of healing. Thus, we recall the well-known teaching that baptism remains the only way known to the Church by which the gift of justification is bestowed.53

The Eucharist stands at the center of the Church's life. The Church comes forth from the eucharistic sacrifice. There exists a reciprocal relationship between the Eucharist and growth in the practice of divine friendship. Theologians speak about the grace of the Eucharist as charity and unity. Beatific fellowship or communion finds its anticipation here below in the Eucharist. It is necessary, however, to understand this sacramental consecration of the Christian life, of the theological life of faith, and of hope, and of charity, with reference to the sacrificial character of the Eucharist.54


Pope Benedict, referring to 1 John 4:19, uses the language of causality to explain how divine love comes to exist in the world: “The causal influence of the Eucharist at the Church's origins definitively discloses both the chronological and ontological priority of the fact that it was Christ who loved us ‘first.’”55 Where does Christ first show on earth his maximal love? The tradition expressed by Aquinas replies: on Calvary. Discussing the efficacy of Christ's passion and death, Thomas says: “Christ, suffering in a loving and obedient spirit, offered more to God than was demanded in recompense for all the sins of mankind, because first, the love which led him to suffer was a great love (propter magnitudinem charitatis).56





  



The Advent of Mercy

To inquire about the purpose of the sacraments is to inquire about the divine goodness and mercy. Recall St. John's words: “he first loved us” (1 John 4:19). Aquinas speaks about the sacraments as instruments of the divine saving mercy—'qui sunt instrumenta divinae misericordiae salvantis.'”57 This is a cardinal feature of his sacramental theology. The sacraments communicate God's saving mercy within the structure of a twofold movement of image-restoration and image-perfection. The basis for communicating these perfections is the divine goodness. God is merciful inasmuch as his goodness casts out from us every defect.58

The expression, “adventus misericordiae” (“the coming of [the divine] mercy”) evokes a theme in Thomist theology that today remains very much misunderstood.59 How does the divine mercy take hold of one who receives worthily the sacraments of Christ? Pope Benedict XVI takes up this question in discussing “the connection between the eucharistic form of life and moral transformation.”60 Moral transformation remains a serious question for Catholic theology to the extent that many contemporary efforts to resolve moral problems remain disconnected from the Eucharist and from Christ. The Catholic tradition, however, regards both the sacramental life and the moral life as a single expression of the divine goodness active in the world.61 Christian satisfaction forms part of the Church's sacramental life. It derives its efficacy from the sacramentalization of contrition that we call the sacrament of penance or reconciliation. We move, then, to discuss the place that medicinal satisfaction holds in the life of Christian sacraments and conversion. 

The French Benedictine theologian, Ghislain Lafont, among others, suggested that Aquinas had placed too much emphasis on the medicinal effects of the sacraments.62 Lafont's work brings us back to the theological airs of the late 1950s. In fact, he represents a class of mainly European theologians who easily assumed that the sixteenth-century reformers' critiques of satisfactory expiation were valid reactions to Aquinas' teaching on satisfaction. These theologians went on to argue that Aquinas' treatment of the sacraments places too much emphasis on the need for satisfaction for sin. In support of their contention, they highlighted the medicinal metaphors used by Aquinas. 

Here we may wonder whether these theological criticisms, which so reflected a certain temper of the times, did not contribute to what we now recognize as a general breakdown and retreat from the discipline of the sacraments of healing—penance and holy anointing—in the post-conciliar period.63 But when full account is taken of the careful way that St. Thomas treats the coming of the divine mercy, the “adventus misericordiae” we can see how seriously these critics misunderstood Thomas. 

It is true that Thomas frequently speaks about healing the wounds of sin (vulnus peccati). But the overall context of his Summa theologiae makes clear that his treatment of healing is influenced more by his understanding of the divine goodness than by therapeutic metaphors.64 Thomas presents satisfaction as a sweet grace to embrace, not a bitter medicine to avoid. And his account should be the basis for a reformulation of sacramental theology, one that explains forcefully how and why the sacraments are “instruments of mercy.” 




  



“The Seventh Seal” and the Theology of Satisfaction

Fortunately, French theology has not been monolithic. One should observe the influence that French-speaking theologians from the Suisse Romande and Provence have played and continue to play in the re-shaping of contemporary Catholic theology. This influence can be seen especially in the reformulation of Catholic beliefs in satisfaction which, like Aquinas' teaching on sin, has been subject to caricature in the modern period.65


One good illustration of the misconstrual of the role that medicinal practices hold in Christian life dominates Ingmar Bergman's (1918-2007) captivating 1957 film, “The Seventh Seal.” By aiming to exhibit medieval practices, Bergman purported to portray what he thought constitutes Catholic teaching on satisfaction. In his contemporary apocalypse, Bergman depicts survivors of Death whipping themselves so that God will spare them, hoping to atone for their sins through self-flagellation. The son of a Swedish Lutheran pastor, Bergman in fact visualized what was generally held to be the Catholic, that is, the medieval, outlook on medicinal Christianity. The film appeared during the waning years of post-Tridentine polemics about Christian satisfaction. The cinematic effects were mesmerizing. Through the well-crafted lens of Ingmar Bergman, the image of Christians observing the rubrics of satisfaction approached the sadistic.

Yet it was another Swede who more directly shaped (or misshaped) twentieth-century theological reflection about Christian satisfaction in Aquinas: Lutheran Bishop Gustaf Aulén (1879–1978). His 1931 book, Christus Victor, provided a historical account of what he considered the misadventures of St. Anselm's medieval treatise, Cur Deus Homo? (“Why Did God Become Man?”) and the supposed perpetuation of Anselm's errors by Aquinas.66
Christus Victor was translated into English in the same year that Bergman's film was released. 

Against these strongly negative and distorted views perpetuated by the filmmaker and theologians both Protestant and Catholic alike, we must return to a correct understanding of Aquinas and satisfaction.67 The way that St. Thomas treats Christian satisfaction affects profoundly his account of the sacramental dispensation. He discussed the healing that Christ brings under three headings: the anthropology of healing; the cause of healing; and the objective of healing. These headings correspond to three of the four causes that Aristotle considers necessary to explain what something is: material (man); efficient (God); and final (Beatitude).

The fourth cause, the formal cause of the sacraments, is located in the divine mercy that the incarnation introduces into the world— the adventus misericordiae. The sacraments follow the incarnation of the Eternal Son and prolong and continue the adventus misericordiae that his incarnation represents.

Again, Aquinas insightfully distinguishes principal and instrumental efficient causes, and among the instrumental causes, those conjoined from those separated. He thus shows that there exists one causal flow of divine goodness that moves from the Trinity to Christ to the sacraments to the adopted son. We see, then, that the Church's sacraments and the practice of divine friendship go hand in hand. We recall a familiar text from Aquinas concerning the effects of Christ's passion: 


When we say that Christ's passion reconciled us to God, we do not mean that God has begun anew to love us, for it is written in Jeremiah 31:2, “with age-old love I have loved you.” Thanks to Christ's passion the cause for hatred has been removed, both because sin has been wiped away and because compensation has been made in the form of a more agreeable offering.”68



By his sacrificial death on the Cross, Christ introduces into the world a mercy that otherwise would not exist. This fulfillment of the adventus misericordiae changes the human creature. Our defects are removed. We no longer find ourselves without a place to turn in the face of our sins. We no longer have reason to doubt that God loves us. In other words, we are able to think credibly of ourselves as friends of God.




  



The Sacraments and the “New Man”

Only God makes us his friends. But if one were to inquire about the reasons for the eclipse of discussion about how God makes us his friends—the aforementioned sacramental causality—the inquiry would point back to erroneous views in some contemporary presentations of Christian anthropology. 

O'Neill, whose important work was discussed above, said that ignorance of the modes in which the imago Dei can exist explains why so many theologians of our period have thought an adequate account of the sacraments can be rendered by appeal only to the categories of formal and final causality.69 The sacraments, however, as we have seen, are about more than symbols and promises of heaven. They also figure in the working out of predestination. O'Neill put it this way: “Through Christ and his grace the goal [of life] becomes immediate knowledge and love of God, the Blessed Trinity, as he is in himself. Such a goal, which is beyond man's natural resources, can be won only by those whom God himself chooses and positively transmits to it through predestination.”70


Predestination represents a form of divine agency. Efficient causality transposed into the proper theological and biblical categories—for example, the biblical category of the vine and the branches—provides an adequate philosophical basis to account theologically for this transmission.71 We discover how God communicates to his creatures the benefits that only he can bestow on, and, to be more precise, create in man. Thomists adopted a view of sacramental causality that they described as “physical.” They did this in order to emphasize that the new man of Ephesians 4:24 (“And put on the new man, who according to God is created in justice and holiness of truth”) and the new nature of Colossians 3:10 (“And have put on the new nature, which is being renewed in knowledge after the image of its creator”) are more than mere metaphors for expressing mental relations or religious sentiment.

In sum, as we have said before, the sacraments do something. We are now in a position to state more precisely what it is that they do. The sacraments enact the work of image-restoration and image-perfection. They supply the way that Christ makes sons out of images. Image-restoration, as the phrase suggests, brings about healing, whereas image-perfection creates and serves communion. Beatific fellowship or communion finds its anticipation here below in the Eucharist. The Eucharist introduces the themes of charity and communion, which epitomize the work of image-perfection. Healing and satisfaction are ordered on the other hand to image-restoration. Both image-restoration and image-perfection represent expressions of the communication of divine goodness that the incarnation of the Son of God makes possible for the human race.




  



Divine Healing: The Communication of Perfection

Why does the Christian require sacraments of healing? The divine love that communicates itself through the sacraments must first of all remove the obstacles to itself before raising men to a participation in itself. We find ourselves back to considering the effects of Christ's passion: “Thanks to Christ's passion the cause for hatred has been removed, both because sin has been wiped away and because compensation has been made in the form of a more agreeable offering.”72
Adventus misericordiae! 

To wipe sin away entails satisfaction. It is a work that the Christian cannot omit. Why? Because only the saints love one another in a bond of authentic friendship. Sinners do not. Commenting on that passage in the Summa in which Thomas inquires whether sinners love themselves,73 the sometimes maligned Cajetan tells us why:


Guard in your heart the conclusions of this article: (1) that evil is the kind of thing that makes it impossible for sinners to love themselves; (2) that there are five signs of authentic self-love which can only be found in the good: to want to live a spiritual life in accord with right reason; to want to develop within this life the good of virtue; to want to act so as to realize this; to be free of anxiety, and to want to get along peacefully with others. Examine your conscience on these points if you want to know whether you are good or not, whether you truly love yourself, whether you truly are a friend to yourself. And do this frequently, at least once a day!74



These considerations are hardly what one would describe as prescriptions drawn up by a man who is fixated on essentialism. They rather express the view of a man who understood the predicament of the human condition without Christ. Cajetan's reflection on love within the communio of the Church would not have made the final cut of Bergman's “The Seventh Seal.” The true Cajetan simply does not correspond to the caricatures that certain northern Europeans have made of him and of the Thomism he represents.

The practice of the divine friendship follows upon Aquinas' teaching on the tripartite modes of the imago Dei and his very strong teaching on sacramental causality. What else can explain how fallen human beings can rise up to become authentic lovers of God and neighbor? 

But in order to reestablish Aquinas' teaching, Thomists must criticize what I call “inclusivist theologies”—theologies that take umbrage at nature and grace distinctions. Promoters of this outlook, whether stridently orthodox or shadowy heterodox, take too much for granted when it comes to explaining the dynamics of conversion. Leaving aside the orthodox inclusivists, who in any event are usually loyal to what the Church prescribes for the moral life, we find ourselves left with the wide-spread presumption promoted by the shadowy heterodox. When one reflects on the list of things that those who profess themselves to be Catholics hold to be compatible with Christian truth and virtue, the results are sadly disappointing. It would serve them well to make every dissenting moral theologian read Cajetan's commentary on whether sinners love themselves.

We are made for happiness with God. But our capacity to achieve the realization of this beatitude, whether inchoatively on earth or consummatively in heaven, depends on the absolute priority of the divine initiative. God loves us because he is good, not because we are. As Thomas says: “Purely and simply, other considerations apart, it is of his goodness that God communicates perfections.”75


The divine prevenient grace that governs all that transpires in the world for the good moves the human creature to the Church of Christ and to baptism, which, as I have noted, remains the only way that the Church knows to introduce a human creature into the fellowship of divine friendship.76 Baptism, as Aquinas says, is the door to the other sacraments.77 Sacramental mediation marks every step of the Christian life and of the spiritual life. Baptism requires no satisfaction of the one who receives it. The power of Christ takes hold of the whole person, “just as if he himself had sufficiently made satisfaction for all his sins.”78


The rest of the sacramental economy involves satisfaction. Thomas stopped writing his Summa as he was discussing the place that satisfaction holds in the sacrament of penance. The few passages in the Summa that mention holy anointing (extrema unctio),79 suggest that this sacrament of healing completes penance in a way that is parallel to the way that confirmation completes baptism. In each of the sacraments, we discover a special “adventus misericordiae.” Each of the sacraments brings effectively a remedy against some effect of sin. The sacraments of healing accomplish this objective poignantly:


Penance against actual sins committed after Baptism; Extreme Unction against those elements of sin which remain, those namely which, whether through negligence or ignorance, are not sufficiently removed by Penance.80



To be specific, this effect occurs through the satisfactory works that penance sacramentalizes. This remark brings us back to confessional lines and Catholic deathbeds.81 The urgency is great. Young men should willingly sacrifice their lives to become ministers—and only priests can serve as the ministers of these sacraments of healing—of these saving instruments of Christ's mercy. Aquinas compares extreme unction to diet and exercise in the human life. This specific adventus misericordiae removes what remains of sin in us and renders us “paratam . . . ad finalem gloriae” (“Ready . . . for final glory”). This means ready for the fullness of the imago Dei, ready to possess a filial fear that expresses itself as reverence.82 The Church allows the priest to anoint a Catholic as long as there is some expectation that the breath of life remains, a period that is not determined by the declaration of physical death. At the very end, the dying man—no matter how holy a life he may have led—still needs the adventus misericordiae that Christ imparts through the sacraments of the Church: penance, holy anointing, Eucharist. To get ready for final glory, even the saint needs spiritual medicine to cast out every defect.




  



Freed from Sin by Way of Sacrifice

“It is finished” (John 19:30). Jesus completes his redemptive work on Calvary. Mary, according to the tradition, holds on her lap the lifeless body of her Son. The Pietà! She remains the sorrowful Mother, though she never succumbs to being a sad Mother. There is a difference between experiencing sorrow and being sad. Sadness arises when one is overcome by evil. While caressing Jesus' dead body, Mary contemplates the supreme goodness that the incarnation reveals. At the same time, she ponders the plain fact that God “did not spare his Son, but handed him over for us all” (Rom. 8:32). Mary touches the pierced side of her Son, the fountain of sacramental life. Her sorrowing affords Mary time to meditate on the benefits that we receive from Christ's death: “In all these things we conquer overwhelmingly through him who loved us” (Rom. 8:37). 

Mary comprehends the divine plan better than any other member of the Church. For this reason, she is able to participate fully in her Son's redemptive work. She merits the unique title, Co-Redemptrix. Though she is conceived without original sin and so escapes the burden of making up for sin, Mary is the first to experience vicariously in the dead body of her Son the price paid for our sins. The sacraments of healing and the sacramentalized practices of penitence allow Catholics to enter deeply into the mystery of conversion that Christ's death on the Cross makes possible. Without his divine power, nothing in us would change. Let St. Thomas have the last word: 


When Christ's passion is viewed in relation to his divinity, it can be seen to act in an efficient way; in relation to the will which is rooted in Christ's soul, by way of merit; in relation to the very flesh of Christ, by way of satisfaction, since we are freed from the guilt of punishment; by way of redemption, inasmuch as we are thereby freed from the slavery of sin; and finally, by way of sacrifice, thanks to which we are reconciled to God.83
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DIVINE LITURGY, DIVINE LOVE:
Toward a New Understanding
of Sacrifice in Christian Worship
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Occasionally an author writes a line in an almost accidental fashion, in the heat of the moment, so to speak, and later the line looks different. At the time of writing, it looked like the climax of a train of thought, but later, even after the train has left the station, it seems to hold promise standing alone. Here is how it happened to me. It occurred in a chapter of my book, Theologia Prima, at a juncture where I was trying to explain Alexander Schmemann's idea of cultic antinomy. I wrote:


So on the one hand, liturgy directs its participants to a goal different from the cultic goal of attaining contact with God [because Christ has effected union with God]. Everything that religious cult foreshadowed has had its fulfillment in Christ. He is the new temple and the new sacrifice, as well as the new altar, priest, king, prophet, Torah, Sabbath, and tabernacle. Everything we use in Christian liturgy has passed through the hypostatic union. The goal of liturgy, in Schmemann's words, is “the Church as the manifestation and presence of the ‘new aeon’ of the Kingdom of God.” Christ did not found another religion; he founded a new age, the age of the Church, which is populated by a new race of people in unity with himself. This is his body, the totus Christus . . . . The liturgy is antinomous because what cult cannot contain is contained in liturgical cult, just as what heaven and earth could not contain was contained in the womb of the Theotokos.1



 

I can put a finer point on the line I am thinking of by restating it this way: All things must pass through the hypostatic union before they are of any use to us. That is my thesis in this article. Things are different after they have been assumed into Christ, and touched by the hypostatic union (this phrase refers to the incarnation as the union of two natures in one person, one hypostasis). Things are now joined to the activity of the God-Man. Their meaning is new because their context is new, and their context is new because they have a new alpha and a new omega, a new final cause and a new efficient cause. 

I am not modest in the claim. I mean that all things in the Church must pass through the hypostatic union before we can use them at liturgy. This includes temples, vestments, altars, the priesthood, authority of both the monarchical and collegial variety, Sunday, feast days, canon law, hierarchy, fasting, charity, confraternal fellowships, architecture, music, art, and more. The natural accoutrements of religion can be found in the Church, but they do not function in the Church in the same way because they have been perfected. They have passed through the hypostatic union and are now part and parcel of the Mystical Body of Christ. 

As I say, this idea could shine light in various theological directions. To take but one example, I might venture the hypothesis that this line explains the Christian interpretation of Scripture known as typology. Jean Daniélou defined typology as the “science of the similitudes between the two Testaments,”2 but we must not take that to mean holding up one beside the other and looking back and forth, first at one, then at the other. It's rather a matter of seeing everything in the Old Testament pass through the hypostatic union as it arrives at the feet of the Christian interpreter. Typology is Scripture filtered through Christ. It is seeing the prophet Moses, the Jerusalem temple, the Passover lamb, the Red Sea passage, and the Sabbath rest as types of Jesus. Israel's history comes to us through the hypostatic union and constructs our ecclesiology, moral theology, eschatology, and sacramental mystagogy. But those are other topics. 




  



Liturgy, the Life of Christ in his Body

The thesis I propose is that sacrifice must also pass through the hypostatic union before it can be of any liturgical use to us. This does not negate sacrifice, it perfects it, like Christ's divinity did not negate his human nature, it perfected it; like God's grace does not nullify our identity but perfects our humanity. The supreme act of human religion, sacrifice, passes through the hypostatic union and is elevated to be liturgical sacrifice. That's what it means, in my opinion, to call something “liturgical.” Something is liturgical for being an exercise of Christ's Mystical Body. I know the term is sometimes used otherwise, as in the time someone said to me, “If you like liturgy, wait until you see a Notre Dame football game.” In their language game, liturgy meant anything done in a fancy, regularized, orderly, ceremonial, formal way. But in my language game, ritual alone, without a divine content, does not a liturgy make. The word “liturgy” names more than ritual form, it names Christological content: the content of liturgy is the life of Christ extended to his Mystical Body. Therefore, in Mediator Dei Pope Pius XII defines the sacred liturgy by identifying three interwoven actions:


. . . [a] the public worship which our redeemer as head of the Church renders to the Father, as well as [b] the worship which the community of the faithful renders to its founder, and [c] through him to the heavenly Father.




It is, in short, the worship rendered by the Mystical Body of Christ in the entirety of its Head and members.3



This alters how we hear phrases like “liturgical theology” or “liturgical music.” We do not mean a style. We mean a presence. The content of liturgy is the life of Christ extended to his Mystical Body, and the content of liturgical sacrifice will be the sacrifice of Christ continued in us, his Mystical Body. 

Of late, I have been reading Emile Mersch's three classic works on the Mystical Body,4 and nobody makes the connection to the hypostatic union closer and clearer than he does. A few quotes from his first volume, The Whole Christ:


Christ has a twofold life on earth: one visible and historical, the other invisible and mystical; the first is the preparation for the second, and the second is the prolongation of the first. In the second, which is His mysterious existence in the depths of souls, Christ is far more active, far more truly alive than ever He was in the days when He walked and preached in Judea. (44)




The Church is the continuation, the fullness, the pleroma of Christ. Christ's actions and sufferings are prolonged and consummated in the action of Christians. (131)




The hypostatic union does not affect our LORD alone, but it is somehow prolonged in us, the members; we are the prolongation of the Head, and the hypostatic union renders us divine by reason of our continuity with the God-man. (283)




The divine life we receive is the life given in all plenitude to Christ's human nature. (304)




The same hypostatic union causes to flow into our human nature the life that it imparts to the humanity of Christ. (356)



Everything in Christianity derives from the union that Christ's sacred humanity had with the Word. Incarnation is the union of divine and human natures, not a docetic appearance of God in a costume of flesh. This union in one personal hypostasis has changed the relationship of God with man. In the words of St. Athanasius (d. 373): “The Son of God became the Son of man in order that the sons of men, the sons of Adam, might be made sons of God. . . . He is the Son of God by nature, we by grace.”5 In the words of St. Cyril of Alexandria (d. 444): “No created thing has the power to vivify. . . . The flesh of Paul, for instance, or of Peter, could not produce this effect in us, but only the flesh of our Savior, Christ.”6 In the words of St. Thomas Aquinas (d. 1274): “What is first in any genus is also the cause of whatever comes after it in the genus.”7


The Church is mankind transfigured by the life of Christ, by the hypostatic union. This may be what Alexander Schmemann had in mind when he quipped that the Church is not an institution with sacraments, it is a sacrament with institutions. And I propose that the life of Christ has transfigured sacrifice. In the Church, all objects, persons, times, all theology, cult, and authority is liturgical for having passed through the hypostatic union, and for the same reason, and in the same way, the Church knows liturgical sacrifice. The essence of liturgical sacrifice is love, for Christ is all love for the Father, and the Father is all love for his only begotten Son, and through the Spirit this love reaches to all the members united to the head. By spiritual liturgy we participate in the perichoresis of the Trinity's love. 




  



The Mass: Real Sacrifice and Mystical Immolation

There is a difficulty in going straight to this conclusion, however, because the word “sacrifice” has fallen into ill repute today. The source of that bad odor may go back several hundred years, and in order for the world to understand us when we talk about liturgical sacrifice, it behooves us to pause momentarily to notice the meanings that have accrued to the word “sacrifice.” I will do so as briefly and quickly as possible, but there are three important persons I should like to mention before returning to divine liturgy and divine love.

The first author I want to mention is Maurice de La Taille. In his The Mystery of Faith (1915), he proposes that sacrifice consists of a threefold act, but that our modern definition has infelicitously reduced it to only the middle one. Sacrifice, fully considered, involves offering, immolation, and God's acceptance of the sacrifice. We, however, have placed all our attention on the middle act, immolation. We tend to reduce sacrifice to the death of the victim, but in fact all three component parts are essential. 

De La Taille writes, “Neither the offering in itself alone, nor the immolation in itself alone suffices to confer victimhood; both are required.” And again: “if God rejects it, the gift will not pass into the ownership of God. . . . For it is ratified as victim at the moment, and only at the moment, when it is accepted by God . . . . The sacrifice which is not ratified by God is void.”8


Applied to Christianity, this means that the full paschal sacrifice involves Christ, the great high priest, who offered the sacrifice of himself at the Last Supper. Christ is also the victim and paschal lamb, who suffered immolation on the cross. That God the Father received and ratified his Son's sacrifice is proven in the Resurrection. “Now in the Resurrection, Christ's Victim has passed over to God; Christ's Victim is received by God; Christ's Victim, food of God so to speak, is absorbed in the uncreated fire of the divine glory. . . . The acceptance in the consumption of the victim by earthly fire was figurative only. Whereas the glorification of Christ was true acceptance.”9 We celebrate these three moments of sacrifice with particular fullness on Maundy Thursday, Good Friday, and Easter Sunday. 

De La Taille's work was beneficial as a course correction to a Catholic apologetic that had emphasized immolation in too exclusive a manner. When the Protestant reformers objected to calling the Mass a sacrifice, a series of apologists rose up to affirm the truth that the Mass is a genuine sacrifice, but they did so by focusing almost exclusively on immolation. The result tended toward an attempt to prove a fresh immolation of the victim on each altar, at each Mass. If sacrifice meant immolation, then to prove Protestants wrong when they said there was no sacrifice at the Mass, one tried to prove there was a fresh immolation at each Mass. 

De La Taille patiently works through various theories that were tried. Some looked to the fraction rite, suggesting the body of Christ was broken and immolated anew. Some looked to the communion rite, whereat we chew the body and it is corrupted in our intestines afterward. But most looked to transubstantiation. Immolation came to be defined as moving from a superior status to an inferior one, and what more inferior state could the risen Christ suffer than having his glorified body reduced to an insensitive state under the accident of bread? This state was considered to be an even greater humiliation than the cross, because at least on the cross Christ's body still exerted its connatural function. 

In passing, I mention two potential benefits of de La Taille's thesis. First, on the ecumenical front, it might address certain Protestant concerns. Catholics can say clearly that the sacrifice of the Mass does not add to the once-for-all character of the sacrifice on the cross, a principle that is at the foundation of Protestant theology. Second, there has been strenuous resistance by some Catholics toward veneration of the Blessed Sacrament, and I have to wonder if they perhaps associate all tabernacle piety with this emphasis on Christ's wretched immolation. 

Some of the explanations became quite vivid in expression. Remember, the Catholic apologists rightly wanted to assert that the Mass is a sacrifice, but since they thought this meant immolation, they sought to prove the risen Christ's renewed immolation by talking about him undergoing a constricted, lessened, reduced status at transubstantiation. One apologist points out that Christ's resurrected body could exercise its glorified senses, but when he assumes a mode of existence under the species of bread and wine, “he is bereft of the acts connatural to corporal life . . . Jesus is constituted there [in the host] after the manner of an inanimate thing, as far as regards any act connatural to the sensitive life, which state, in comparison with the connatural state, is a kind of exinanition [an enfeebling].”10 Another apologist writes:


In the Eucharist (what a humiliation!) Christ so humbled himself and chose a state so abject that, apart from a singular miracle, He is like a dead trunk or a log, he can no longer obtain knowledge through acquired images, nor any longer can he, in the light of that knowledge, make acts of the will, likewise he has no more power to feel or move in any way whatever than he would have if he possessed no faculty of reason, sense, or motion. . . . Could anything be added to the supreme humiliation of Christ in the Eucharist, since he lies there like a dead trunk or a log, a state not realized even on the cross? For there, in the midst of his torments, his senses still exerted their connatural function. . . . Hence this state of Christ is by far the most wretched, a greater humiliation than even his abject condition on the cross.”11



I only pause to notice these apologists because this way of defending the Mass led to a certain kind of tabernacle piety that caused some members in the liturgical renewal movement in the middle part of the last century to strenuously oppose adoration of the Blessed Sacrament. But what would tabernacle piety look like if it was based on a more adequate theology of sacrifice, one which was not restricted to immolation, but was, as de La Taille was trying to bring us to see, a full movement of Christ the priest, Christ the victim, and the Father's reception? 

But that, as I said, is a passing comment offered for your reflection. The use I wished to make of de La Taille here is to affirm with him that the Mass is a “real sacrifice but a mystical immolation.” De La Taille quotes Peter Lombard to this effect.


It is asked: is sacrifice or immolation the proper term for what the priest does, and is Christ immolated each day, or was He immolated once only? Our answer is briefly this: what is offered and consecrated by the priest is called a sacrifice and an oblation, because it is the memorial and the representation of the holy immolation made on the altar of the cross. And Christ died on the Cross once, and in Himself he was immolated there; but he is daily immolated in the sacrament, because in the sacrament was made the memorial of what was done once.12



The offering, the immolation, and the reception by the Father together make up the sacrifice. So, in the words of the Council of Trent (1545–1563), Jesus did what he did at the Last Supper in order that 


His priesthood might not come to an end with His death . . . that he might leave to His beloved spouse the Church a visible sacrifice, such as the nature of man requires, whereby that bloody sacrifice once to be accomplished on the cross might be represented, the memory thereof remain even to the end of the world . . . [He] offered up to God the Father His own Body and Blood under the form of bread and wine.13



Or, in the words of the Second Vatican Council document Sacrosanctum Concilium (1963): “At the Last Supper, on the night when he was betrayed, our Savior instituted the eucharistic sacrifice of his Body and Blood. He did this in order to perpetuate the sacrifice of the cross throughout the centuries.”14 Or, in the words of the Catechism of the Catholic Church:


The sacrifice of Christ and the sacrifice of the Eucharist are one single sacrifice: “The victim is one and the same: the same now offers through the ministry of priests, who then offered himself on the cross; only the manner of offering is different.” “And since in this divine sacrifice which is celebrated in the Mass, the same Christ who offered himself once in a bloody manner on the altar of the cross is contained and is offered in an unbloody manner . . . this sacrifice is truly propitiatory.”15



The victim who is made present on the altar is an immolated victim, so when the Church gives him over to the Father it is a real sacrifice. But the victim made present on the altar is already an immolated victim, so we do not add to his victimhood. That is how it can be affirmed, as Catholic teaching always has, that our “new” sacrifice of the Mass does not add something new (in the sense of “additional”) to the cross. “Hence whatever is new in the sacrifice of the mass in relation to the sacrifice of the Cross comes only from the Church, which now makes its own the offering made by Christ in the past, making it new only in so far as the power and the act of sacrificing passes from the Head to the body.”16




  



Recovering the True Meaning of Sacrifice

The second author I want to mention is Royden Yerkes, who analyzes the ditch that divides the modern thinker from medieval, ancient, and biblical thinkers. As a young graduate student, Yerkes became increasingly uncertain about the explanation of sacrifice offered by prevailing nineteenth century theories of religion, and later summarized his conclusions in a 1953 study entitled Sacrifice in Greek and Roman Religions and Early Judaism.


Yerkes contrasts the modern, secular connotations of sacrifice with the ancient, religious connotations. According to the prevailing modern definition, sacrifice may be material or immaterial and it must be valuable to the person making the sacrifice. Sacrifice is constituted by renouncing or giving up something, because the sacrificer is depriving himself of its use. The sacrifice is by somebody, of something, and for something, but never to anybody. Thus, the emphasis is upon the sacrificed thing's destruction; because of this, sacrifice denotes sadness and misfortune. Finally, the cost of the sacrifice should be compared with the value obtained because we desire to obtain as much as possible for as little as possible. 

Yerkes concludes: “The word sacrifice has . . . undergone a complete transformation of meaning. The general and popular use of the term today, with a few esoteric exceptions, is wholly secular and describes some sort of renunciation, usually destruction, of something valuable in order that something more valuable may be obtained.”17


In contrast, he notes the connotations associated with sacrifice in the ancient mind, Hebrew as well as Greco-Roman. The word was only used to describe religious rites and things, it had no secular usage. Sacrifice never connoted reluctance or deprivation or renunciation or sadness, but rather sacrifices were occasions of greatest joy and festivity and thanksgiving—gladly performed as expressions of the attitude of people toward their gods. Therefore, sacrifices were always as large as possible, because the larger the sacrifice the greater the accompanying joy and festivity. Sacrifices were offered by men to their gods, and a sacrifice not offered to some person was inconceivable (the emphasis was on the giving to and not the giving
up). While sometimes offered to procure boons, sacrifices were frequently offered as thanksgiving after the boon had already been received. The death of the animal was a necessary preliminary act but no particular significance was attached to the fact that the animal had died. 

Thus Yerkes provides us with some vocabulary. “Any object which had been given to a god by repetition of prescribed words and with a prescribed ceremony was called sacer.” Objects set apart were called sacra. The process of devoting things to the use of a god was described by the word sacrificare or its kindred consecrare.18 This leads him to the definition of sacrifice as “to make a thing sacred” or “to do a sacred act.”




  



To Do What is Sacred

The third and final author I want to mention is Louis Bouyer because he advances a clarification on this point. It was a clarification that he refined in his own mind over the course of his career. In a series of talks at the University of Notre Dame, finally published under the title Liturgical Piety in 1955, he follows St. Augustine (d. 430) in saying sacrifice creates a people, and writes: 


Here is the deepest meaning of the word “sacrifice”: sacrum facere, to make holy. What is the holy thing which is made, or the thing which is made holy as the final effect of God's Word proclaimed to the world? We can say that it is the people, for it is made a people in being made the people of God. This is precisely the conclusion reached by St. Augustine. . . . The sacrifice which is offered to God the Father in Christianity is finally the whole redeemed city offering itself to its redeemer.19



But eight years later, in 1963, Bouyer published Rite and Man which contains a more careful consideration and a more nuanced definition. Here he first reviews various theories about natural religion, and developments in the history of religions and psychology, and he arrives at the conclusion that “sacrum facere could not mean ‘to make sacred’ unless one had consciousness that the world was not sacred.” In other words, one thinks one must go round with a sacrifice wand consecrating things only if one thinks the world is not sacred and needs man to effect its consecration. Such a consciousness does not belong to the most primitive, natural religious consciousness of man, Bouyer insists. Instead, it belongs to a later stage that is rather far removed from the sensibility of natural religion. Bouyer therefore refines his own, earlier definition of sacrifice:


Originally, sacrum facere certainly did not mean “to make sacred” what supposedly was not sacred up to that particular moment, but rather quite simply “to do what is sacred” in se ac per se. For the ancient Latins, sacrifice was nothing more than the sacred act. . . . By definition, the “sacred” is that over which man has no control.20



Whence arose this erroneous illusion by men and women that the earth is theirs, and all the glory therein, and for God to have a piece of it—a mountain, a tree, a well, a sheep—the human being must make that thing sacred by sacrifice? Bouyer's answer is that sin has corrupted our understanding. 


[Modern man] assumes that reality was from the first profane and in order to have something sacred it was necessary to take hold of that which was profane and consecrate it. The truth, however, is the very opposite to this rather smug opinion. Not only was the sacred never made out of the profane, but, in fact, it is the profane that has come into being through a desecration of the sacred.21



Notice the inversion that sin has caused in our understanding. In fact, the sacred does not appear when the profane is consecrated; the profane appears when the sacred is desecrated. Bouyer goes on to analyze the source and effect of desecration.


[Man] circumscribes a limited area in this reality as his own to the exclusion of God. At this moment the profane in contrast to the sacred makes its appearance. The more firmly a man establishes himself in the world as his own home, the more this area of the profane is extended. Moreover, the farther he extends the boundaries of his own piece of ground, the less interest he takes in the rest. A time finally comes when the profane practically seems to coincide with the real. The sacred is no more than a local survival. The rites then easily appear to man as the making of something sacred.22



Such is sinful man's outlook on the cosmos once his attitude toward sacrifice has been corrupted.




  



What Happens in the Sacrifice of the Liturgy

With these perspectives on sacrifice, we have positioned ourselves to consider what is really happening in the liturgical sacrifice. From de La Taille we want to remember that for a full understanding of sacrifice, the immolated victim must be both offered up (as Christ gave his apostles the power to do) and accepted (as the Father has promised to do by commanding his angel to carry the sacrifice to his altar in heaven). Sacrifice is defined as a dynamic motion of relationship, not the killing of a static thing. From Yerkes we want to remember the gift quality of sacrifice. It is a gesture of thanksgiving wherein we emphasize giving to, not just giving up. From Bouyer we want to see how to reverse the egoism that first excludes God from the world, and then offers him a place for local survival in a sacred sphere cut off from our so-called “real life.” 

I have asserted that sacrifice must pass through the hypostatic union to be used in liturgy. Sacrifice is the supreme act of religion, but our religion is transformed by Christ. Natural religion, with its sacrifice, is elevated by the instrumental causality of Christ's sacred humanity. The Christian liturgy does not do its own human religion—it does the religion of the Christ, who is God as human person. The Christian sacrifice is natural sacrifice restored and elevated by passing through the hypostatic union to be used in divine cult. Sacrifice is a uniquely human activity, but now that human nature has been united with the divine Word, our sacrifices are transfigured through Jesus. 

To see this transfiguration, I would like to look at sacrifice through three lenses: the protological, the soteriological, and the eschatological—or, what should have been, what is, and what it is becoming. Protologically, because man is made in the image of God, and that means man's sacrifice will reflect relationship. Soteriologically, because man is a sinner, and that means his sacrifice, now become ineffective, will need redemption. Eschatologically, because what liturgical sacrifice communicates is not an improved natural religion, but Christ's supernatural religion.

First, protology affirms that sacrifice is a natural act of humanity's natural religion. The Catechism offers Augustine's definition as its own when it says: “Sacrifice is ‘every action done so as to cling to God in communion of holiness, and thus achieve blessedness.’”23 When we consecrate something, we are clinging to God. Mersch defines sacrifice “as the supreme act of religion,” and then defines religion as “a conscious and deliberate straining of the creature toward the Creator, an aspiration toward God, a desire of nearness and union with Him, so far as this is possible for a creature.”24 Sacrifice acknowledges the primordial relationship of dependence upon God, leading Mersch to the vivid conclusion, “To exist is our first cult. Thereafter our entire existence can be a religion.”25 And, as usual, G. K. Chesterton can put this into words better than I can.


[Greek sacrifice] did satisfy a thing very deep in humanity indeed; the idea of surrendering something as the portion of the unknown powers; of pouring out wine on the ground, of throwing a ring into the sea; in a word, of sacrifice. It is the wise and worthy idea of not taking our advantage to the full; of putting something in the other balance to ballast our dubious pride, of paying tithes to nature for our land. . . . Where that gesture of surrender is most magnificent, as among the great Greeks, there is really much more idea that the man will be the better for losing the ox than that the god will be the better for getting it.26



This was sacrifice, protologically speaking. It was an expression of dependence and thanksgiving upon God. It was a secret connection between sacrifice and thanksgiving (thysia and eucharistia). If sacrifice is every action done so as to cling to God, as the Catechism says, then one would hope that one's whole life would be sacrificial—that every action in life would be done so as to cling to God. 

This protological definition is included in liturgical sacrifice. Aidan Kavanagh used to speak of the person at liturgy being “stunningly normal.” He writes, “A liturgy of Christians is thus nothing less than the way a redeemed world is, so to speak, done.”27 At the sacrificial action of the Mass, we stand again as man and woman were created to stand in Eden—that is, righteously, in right relationship to Creator above and creation below. Sacrifice is an act that comes out of relationship and expresses the divine-human relationship. The righteous person has an instinct to sacrifice, and a righteous person expects a response from heaven, as de La Taille reminded. 

However, we don't do nature naturally any more, so in the second place liturgical sacrifice will include a soteriological dimension. When mankind is sinful, as is actually the case, religious activity and sacrifice will include yet another factor. Sacrifice is “every action done so as to cling to God in communion of holiness.” But for a sinner to cling to God, he must stop clinging to himself. The righteous offering pronounced over the victim expects a response from heaven. But our sacrifices are not offered righteously any more. Our sacrifices are ineffective. The only righteous sacrifice, one that could receive a response from heaven, would be a sacrifice offered by a righteous man. And we know from Scripture that no man is righteous (Rom. 3:10). So our offerings will have to be joined to the Righteous One (Acts 3:14; 7:52) by passing through the hypostatic union.

In order to cling to God in sacrifice, the sinner must not be afraid. Yet when the Lord God called to the man and asked, “Where are you?” the man answered, “I heard you in the garden, but I was afraid, because I was naked, so I hid myself.” The human race has been hiding in the bushes ever since, and only a corrupt form of sacrifice can come forth from a hiding place. 

Sacrifice is supposed to be born of a desire to be near to God, but ever since our ancestors by disobedience seized what was not yet theirs to have, our sacrifice has been faulty. The very purpose of sacrifice has been inverted. We no longer desire to be near God, and mankind makes sacrifice in order to stay “safe” from God. If sinful man has circumscribed the world as his own, to the exclusion of God, then the first act of true religion must consist of man relinquishing his rash claims upon everything in the world. Because sin has entered the picture, sacrifice involves a prior, negative, soteriological act before it can be the positive act it was protologically intended to be. The sinner must resign his illusory control over his world, his life, himself, before the positive act of clinging to God in the communion of holiness can be made. 

That is why sacrifice looks painful to us: because it will be painful to our old Adam! It will be positively mortifying! Sacrifice looks different under the law of sin than it looked in the garden of Eden. That's probably why sacrifice appears to us as a “giving up”— because exactly the first thing we must do is to give up the profanity that attempts to circumscribe God to a local survival. The sinner's first act of sacrifice must be an act of surrender, an unclenching of his grasping hands. But this is exactly what the sinner is powerless to do. Archimandrite Boniface Luykx, of blessed memory, told me religion is building a road for God to come to you on. But the sinner is afraid of God coming to him, so he is afraid of religion, and he is inept at sacrifice.




  



Cosmic Priests and Divinized Sacrifice

We must remember how things had been brought to such a state, according to the salvation history we find recorded in Scripture. Before the high king, all creatures should bring their sacrifice. The sacrifices presented by the cherubim are accepted, as well as by the seraphim, archangels and principalities. But where is earth's sacrifice? Where is the sacrifice from visible creation? The angel of that world (Lucifer) has begrudged the king and withheld it. So the king appoints a new priest, one made of flesh and spirit: Adam and Eve. They will be able to make the visible sacrifice because they belong to the visible world and are simultaneously endowed with spiritual soul. Man and woman are the cosmic priests. But they are too easily seduced away from their task by that rebellious prince of this world. The enemy finds it all too easy to give them easy amnesia and they forget their purpose. They no longer see the world as sacrament. They begin to look upon matter as something other than raw material for Eucharist. The cause of all sin is forgetting God, the Church fathers say, and by our weak-willed amnesia, the human race has discovered the reality of life apart from God; in other words, death.

What was God to do? More than we expect. (Isn't that always the way with grace?) Here enters our third lens, the eschatological understanding of sacrifice. The king's Son unites his own nature to these priests, and makes himself the victim. Thus, the sacrifice he gives back to Adam and Eve is a divinized sacrifice. He is the only priest, the high priest, the righteous priest, yet at the Last Supper he tells his apostles they should continue doing what he has just done. They should offer him to the Father just as he is offering himself to the Father. He is the victim, but this is once for all, and because it is a righteous offering it penetrates heaven, as the book of Hebrews says (Heb. 9:23–24). 

Sacrifice is restored, but —O felix culpa!—in a transfigured form. God gives himself to himself as the first-fruits of humanity's graced sacrifice. What the first Adam refused to do, the second Adam did willingly. Christ lived his life in total obedience to the Father, in total love to the Father, with total religion, in perfect sacrifice toward the Father, clinging at all times to the Father. And for this reason did he love us, too, as George MacDonald captures so well:


The sons of men were his Father's children like himself; that the Father should have them all in his bosom was the one thought of his heart; that should be his doing for his Father, cost him what it might! He came to do his will and on the earth was the same as he had been from the beginning, the eternal first. He was not interested in himself, but in his Father and his Father's children.28



The liturgy therefore has twofold terrain—cultic and mundane. Jean Corbon29 called them ritual liturgy and lived liturgy. It was sin that circumscribed an area to the exclusion of God; in Christ there is no sin, and therefore there was no area of his life that did not belong to the Father. There must not be any such area in our lives, either. Our whole life must be a clinging to God, as Christ's whole life was sacrificial. He was doing his Father's will as he loved the poor around him, so St. John Chrysostom (d. 407) reminded his parishioners that the ones seeking alms in the courtyard outside the church are a sacrificial opportunity:


Do not protest! This stone altar is august because of the Victim that rests upon it; but the altar of almsgiving is more so because it is made of this very Victim. The former is august because, though made of stone, it is sanctified by contact with the body of Christ; the latter, because it is the body of Christ. . . . This altar you can see everywhere, in the streets and in the market place, and at any hour you may offer sacrifice thereon; for it too is a place of sacrifice.30



Christ is the first-fruits because He is the choicest part. The best lamb is offered on behalf of the flock; the best man is offered on behalf of humanity. As representative, God gives himself to himself (making no end to complications in the doctrine of Atonement). Christ took his humanity from us, the humanity in which all persons are united, and thus connected his sacrifice with every person redemptively. As Mersch says, Christ's reason for being “is to constitute the contact between God and men. His humanity is a means: the Word took it to use it, to sacrifice it, to exalt it too, under the title of first fruits of the human race.”31 And now, when the Church offers up the visible creation's sacrifice, it is only joining God's offering of himself to himself. 

The priesthood of the Church is but a share in Christ's priesthood; the offering of the Church is but a share in Christ's self-offering. This is the basis of the priesthood of the Church, belonging to both the laity and the ordained, as the Catechism reminds us. “The whole community of believers is, as such, priestly since the faithful exercise their baptismal priesthood through their participation, each according to his own vocation, in Christ's mission as priest, prophet, and king”32

In order to equip and capacitate this common priesthood, Christ has instituted the ministerial priesthood, which is “directed at the unfolding of the baptismal grace of all Christians. The ministerial priesthood is a means by which Christ unceasingly builds up and leads his Church.”33 If there is a difference between these two kinds of priesthood, that difference “is not found in the priesthood of Christ, which remains forever one and indivisible, nor in the sanctity to which all of the faithful are called. . . . This diversity exists at the mode of participation in the priesthood of Christ.”34 This sacrifice, given by the Son to the Father, is the Church's liturgy. The liturgy is the work of a few on behalf of the many. At one time, it was the work of one man; every day more join Jesus' priestly act. 

The regeneration of sacrifice is more than a soteriological solution; it is an eschatological accomplishment. It does more than untwist sin's snarl. The restoration is a transformation. We are not given back the first Adam's religion, we are given the God-Man's religion to practice. Blessed Columba Marmion writes, “The Church receives her mission from Christ: she receives the sacraments and the privilege of infallibility in order to sanctify men; but she has a part too in the religion of Christ towards his Father in order to continue upon earth the homage of praise that Christ in his sacred humanity offered to his Father.”35


Adoration is the first act of religion, and now, because we are baptismally regenerated by the Holy Spirit, we adore the Father in the Son. To repeat Pius XII's definition of liturgy, the Church renders worship to her founder, and through him it goes to the heavenly Father, and thus the members participate in the worship which our redeemer renders to the Father as head of his Mystical Body. To borrow Marmion's words again:


Christ does not separate himself from his Mystical Body. Before ascending into heaven, he bequeaths his riches and mission to his Church. Christ, in uniting himself to the Church, gives her his power of adoring and praising the Father; this is the liturgy. It is the praise of the Church united to Jesus, supported by Jesus; or rather it is the praise of Christ, the incarnate Word, passing through the lips of the Church.36



As I have tried to say it before, “Liturgy is not the performance of a human religion. Liturgy is the religion of Christ—the religion he enacted in the flesh before the Father—perpetuated.”37

What was true of Christ by nature, is true of us by grace. We are made members of the one who was the hypostatic union of human nature and Logos. So human beings are changed—now they are Christians. And our human religion is changed—now it is Christianity. Natural sacrifice is elevated and in the liturgy we step into the supernal relations of love between Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. To effect this unity was the whole purpose of the hypostatic union, says Mersch, and with his words we might end.


Religion is a relation between man and God. . . . In the midst of us an individual has arisen, who, man and God at the same time, is the perfect priest. Let our religion be organized about this Emmanuel and in this Emmanuel, let it pass through him and it will pierce the skies and will penetrate the holy of holies . . . . And, in order to pass through him, our religion need not impose any mutilation on itself. Christ has assumed all our nature. There is then, nothing human which cannot be integrated into his religion.38



What has passed through the hypostatic union for our use, passes again through the hypostatic union to pierce the skies and penetrate the holy of holies. Christ is the mediator of liturgical sacrifice.
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Davidic Christology and Ecclesiology in Luke-Acts
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Luke reflects a deep biblical worldview. Both his gospel and its sequel, the Acts of the Apostles, are based upon a hermeneutic of continuity. Luke's widely recognized reliance on Old Testament allusion and citation is really only the surface manifestation of this deeper, underlying hermeneutic, which is a way of reading and interpreting sacred history. 

Luke sees an analogy between the first man, Adam, and the “new Adam,” Jesus Christ; between creation and the kingdom of God, and again between the kingdom and the Church; and between the old covenant and the new covenant made in the blood of Christ. Likewise, he sees these relationships diachronically, that is—growing, and developing over the course of time, with the new marking a profound restoration and renewal of the old. 

In this article, I will show how this hermeneutical key helps us to understand and explain Luke's christology and his ecclesiology. Luke's vision of Christ and the Church hinges on the figure of Israel's King David and the kingdom established by God's covenant with David. 

Luke, following a subtle but clearly discernible line of interpretation that begins in the Old Testament, understands David and the Davidic kingdom as a fulfillment of the divine promises and covenant in creation. Thus Luke's hermeneutic of continuity enables him to see Christ as not only the Davidic Messiah, but the definitive “new man.” This hermeneutic also enables him to see the Church as the restoration of the Davidic kingdom but also as the new creation. 

I will unfold my argument as follows: First, I will consider recent scholarship on the gospel of Luke, especially research into Luke's use of the Old Testament. I will then consider the evidence for a royal Davidic christology in Luke. This will reveal a certain Old Testament “substructure” to Luke. This in turn will help explain certain distinctive features of the Third Gospel—the centrality of Jerusalem and the Temple, the christological title “Son of God,” and the emphasis on “the nations.” Second, I will explore the depths of this Old Testament substructure. I will examine how the Davidic kingdom was seen to be a renewal of the primordial covenant with creation. After tracing the Old Testament background, I will show how “new creation” themes—creation as a cosmic temple; Adam as the primordial king and son of God; Zion; and Eden—shape Luke's vision and narrative. I will do this through a close reading of Luke's genealogy of Jesus, and of his accounts of Jesus' baptism and temptation in the wilderness. Finally, I will briefly indicate how Acts portrays the Church's universal mission in terms of both a restored Davidic kingdom and a renewed creation.




  



Hermeneutical Reference Points in Luke

The past two decades have seen a flowering of scholarship on the use and significance of the Old Testament in the Gospel of Luke.1 Augustín del Agua succinctly expresses the premise of much of this scholarship: “the Old Testament tradition . . . is the hermeneutic reference of meaning sought by Luke in his narration”2 and “the source par excellence for the narrative elaboration of his theological project.”3


There have been excellent studies of Luke's treatment of Israel's covenant traditions.4 But not all these traditions have received equal attention. Work in this area has tended to emphasize the covenants wih Abraham and Moses at the expense of the Davidic covenant.5 In addition, despite the fact that, as Joel Green observes, “Luke's use of the Scriptures is primarily ecclesiological rather than christological,”6 the few studies written on Davidic covenant motifs in Luke-Acts focus mainly on christology.7 The influence of the Davidic covenant traditions on Luke's ecclesiology remains largely unexplored.8 This paper will attempt to address that gap in the scholarship.

The work of Mark Strauss and others has won some support for the view that royal Davidic messianism is a major christological category in Luke.9 Nonetheless, the seemingly logical ecclessiological conclusion has yet to be drawn—namely, that if Jesus is the Davidic
king proclaiming a coming kingdom, that coming kingdom must be in some sense the Davidic kingdom. Perhaps the connection is not made because Luke calls the coming kingdom “the kingdom of God” and not “the kingdom of David.” It is true that the precise phrase, “kingdom of God,” is not found in the Old Testament. However, it is notable that the Chronicler twice employs a virtually synonymous phrase—“the kingdom of YHWH”—to describe the Davidic monarchy (1 Chron. 28:5; 2 Chron. 13:8; compare 1 Chron. 17:14; 29:11–22). The Chronicler understood that the reign of the House of David was based on a divine covenant in which the son of David was also declared to be the son of God (2 Sam. 7:14; Pss. 2:7; 89:27). Therefore, the kingdom of David was the manifestation of God's rule over the earth—that is, God's kingdom for Israel and the nations.10

Raymond Brown saw quite clearly the close relationship (indeed, identification) of the kingdom of God and the kingdom of David:


The kingdom established by David was a political institution to be sure, but one with enormous religious attachments (priesthood, temple, sacrifice, prophecy) . . . It is the closest Old Testament parallel to the Church . . . To help Christians make up their mind on how the Bible speaks to [whether the Church is related to the kingdom of God], it would help if they knew about David and his kingdom, which was also God's kingdom.11



 

In this article, I want to build on Brown's insight that we find in the Scriptures an integral relationship of the kingdom of God, the kingdom of David, and the Church. Specifically, I will advance the thesis that the kingdom of David informs Luke's presentation of Jesus' kingship and kingdom, providing much of the content and meaning of these terms. Luke's Davidic royal christology sets the stage for his development of a Davidic kingdom ecclesiology in Acts.12 Inasmuch as Christians believe themselves still to be participating in the ecclesial reality whose birth is portrayed in Acts, my thesis implies that a Davidic kingdom-ecclesiology is still relevant for contemporary Christian theology. 




  



Royal Davidic Christology in Luke

As a growing number of scholars has concluded, there is a strong strain of royal Davidic messianism in Luke's portrait of Jesus and his mission.13 This is evident in several key texts:


	Luke introduces Jesus' legal father, “Joseph of the house of David” (Luke 1:27).14

	Gabriel's annunciation is saturated with Davidic imagery, as Mary hears that her son is promised “the throne of his father David . . . and of his kingdom there will be no end” (Luke 1:32–33), an adaptation the key Davidic covenant text (2 Sam. 7:1–17).15

	In the Benedictus, Zechariah praises God who has raised up “a horn of salvation for us in
the house of his servant David” (Luke 1:69), a reference to a royal Davidic psalm (Ps. 132:17).16

	Jesus' birthplace is Bethlehem, called “the City of David” by the narrator (2:4) and the angels (2:11). Likewise, Joseph's Davidic lineage is repeated for emphasis (2:4).17

	At Jesus' baptism, the divine voice announces, “Thou art my beloved Son,” words adapted from Psalm 2, the royal coronation hymn of the Davidic kings (Ps. 2:7).18

	In Luke 3:23–28, Luke traces Jesus' genealogy through David.19

	In Luke 6:1–5, Jesus likens himself to David, and his disciples to David's band, while asserting the unique cultic prerogatives that David enjoyed.20

	At the transfiguration (Luke 9:35), the divine voice reiterates the royal coronation hymn (Ps. 2:7): “This is my Son, my chosen.”21

	On entry into Jericho, Jesus is hailed twice by a blind man as “Son of David” (Luke 18:35–43), anticipating his imminent royal entrance to Jerusalem.22

	Luke's description of Jesus' triumphal entry (19:28–48) corresponds to Zechariah 9:9–10, which in turn draws from the narrative of Solomon's coronation (1 Kings 1:32–40), to portray the coming of an eschatological king, as a Davidide (Zech. 12:7–13:1).23

	The climax of Luke's institution narrative (Luke 22:29–30) evokes key Davidic images: the paternal bestowal and covenant conferral of a kingdom (Luke 22:30; Ps. 89:3–4); while eating at the king's table (2 Sam. 9:9–13); sitting on thrones, ruling the twelve tribes of Israel (Ps. 122:3–5).

	In the passion narrative, Davidic titles are used of Jesus with ironic contempt: “King of the Jews” (Luke 23:37–38; 2 Sam. 2:11) and “Chosen One” (Luke 23:35; Ps. 89:3–4).

	Jesus' identity as Davidic Messiah is the climax of the three major apostolic speeches in Acts: (1) Peter's first sermon, at Pentecost (Acts 2:14–36, esp. 25–36); (2) Paul's first sermon, at Pisidian Antioch (13:16–41, esp. 22–23, 33–37); and James' only recorded speech, at the Jerusalem council (15:13–21).24



The large number and wide distribution of Davidic royal motifs make a prima facie case for the primacy in Luke of a royal Davidic Christology. However, this Davidic Christology is manifested not only by the many direct references to David scattered throughout key sections of Luke-Acts. On a deeper level, we can see the entire “shape” of the Davidic monarchy—as portrayed in Old Testament texts—is reproduced by Luke in his description of the person and mission of Jesus. This may be demonstrated by enumerating the salient features of David's kingdom, and how they emerge at crucial junctures in Luke's narrative: 


	A Divine Covenant. The Davidic kingdom was based upon a divinely sworn covenant ([image: ] in the Hebrew Masoretic text, [image: ] in the Greek Septuagint translation), the only Old Testament dynasty to enjoy such a privilege.25 The key text showing the terms of this covenant is 2 Samuel 7:8–16;26 with the word “covenant” occurring elsewhere, such as in Psalm 89:3–4: “Thou hast said, ‘I have made a covenant with my chosen one, I have sworn to David my servant: ‘I will establish your descendants for ever, and build your throne for all generations.’”27

In Luke, God's covenant with David as described in Nathan's oracle (2 Sam. 7:9–16) provides all the content of the angelic description of Jesus in Luke 1:32–33.28 Later, Jesus associates his kingship with a “new covenant” (22:20) and says a kingdom has been “covenanted” to him by the Father (22:29), which he in turn “covenants” to his disciples.29


	Divine Sonship of the Monarch. The Davidic king was the Son of God. The filial relationship of the Davidic king to God is expressed already in the key text of the Davidic covenant (2 Sam. 7:14), but is also found in other Davidic texts.30

Turning to Luke, we find that Jesus is the natural (not merely adopted) Son of God (1:35), and the title is used of him throughout the gospel.31


	Messianic Status of the King. The Davidic king was the “Christ,” the “Messiah” or “Anointed One.” The anointed status of the Davidic king was so integral to his identity that he is frequently referred to simply as “the anointed one” or “the LORD'S anointed” in Old Testament texts.32

Luke explicitly and consistently identifies Jesus as the Christ (2:11, 4:41, etc.),33 indeed, the “LORD'S Christ” (2:26), a title only applied to kings in the Old Testament (1 Sam. 16:6; 24:6 LXX etc.), and the ‘Christ of God’ (Luke 9:20), a title only applied to David (2 Sam. 23:1).34


	Centrality of Jerusalem. The Davidic monarchy was inextricably bound to Jerusalem, the city of David and the royal capital for the Davidic dynasty (2 Sam. 5:9), which would not have played a significant role in Israelite history apart from David (compare Josh. 15:63; Judg. 1:21; 19:10–12; 2 Sam. 5:6–12).35

Accordingly, Luke more than any other gospel emphasizes the priority of Jerusalem.36 For Luke, it is theologically important that the Word of God go forth from Jerusalem to the ends of the earth (Luke 24:47; Acts 1:8, Isa. 2:3). The gospel begins in Jerusalem (1:5–23), the only two narratives of Jesus' childhood find him in Jerusalem (2:22–52), for most of the narrative he is traveling to Jerusalem (9:51–19:27), and the gospel climaxes in Jerusalem (19:28–24:49), wherein the disciples are told to “remain” (24:49).


	Centrality of the Temple. The Davidic monarchy was inextricably bound to the Temple. The building of the Temple was central to the terms of the Davidic covenant from the very beginning, as can be seen from the wordplay on ‘house’ (“Temple” or “dynasty”) in 2 Samuel 7:11–13.37 Even after its destruction, the prophets remained firm in their conviction that God would restore his temple to its former glory as an international place of worship.38

What is true of Luke and Jerusalem is also true with regard to the Temple. The gospel begins there (1:5–23), Jesus “childhood” is set there (2:22–52),39 for most of the gospel he is traveling there (9:51–19:27), and the climax is reached when Jesus is teaching from the Temple in Jerusalem (19:45–21:38). In Acts, the Temple remains the focus of the early Christian community (Acts 2:46).40


	International Empire. The Davidic monarch ruled over an international empire. David and Solomon ruled not only over Israel but also the surrounding nations.41 The psalms theologically justify and celebrate this state of affairs,42 and the prophets envision its restoration.43 Both the psalms and the prophets make poetic references to the rule of the Davidide over “all the nations,” even though such a situation was not historically realized.

Turning to the gospel, we find that the extension of Jesus' kingship over all the nations is anticipated throughout Luke. Already in the infancy narratives, Simeon speaks of Jesus as “a light of revelation to the nations” (2:32). Luke traces his genealogy back to Adam, the father of all mankind (3:38). As precedent for his ministry, Jesus cites the healing of Gentiles by the prophets Elijah and Elisha (4:25–27), and he himself heals the servant of a Roman (7:1–10), while praising his faith above that of Israel (7:9). He predicts that “men will come from east and west, and from north and south” to sit at table in the kingdom of God (13:29), and finally and most explicitly, Jesus teaches the disciples that “forgiveness of sins should be preached in his name to all nations, beginning from Jerusalem” (24:47).


	Everlasting Rule. The Davidic monarchy was to be everlasting. Throughout the psalms and historical books identified by scholars as the work of the Deuteronomist, there is a recurrent theme: that the Davidic dynasty is to be everlasting (2 Sam. 7:16; 23:5; Ps. 89:35–36). Indeed, not only the dynasty but the lifespan of the reigning monarch himself was described as everlasting (Pss. 21:4; 72:5, 110:4).44

In Luke, the angel Gabriel promises to Mary that Jesus “will reign over the house of Jacob forever, and of his kingdom there will be no end.”45 Jesus' everlasting reign is mentioned frequently elsewhere in Luke, for example, in passages where Jesus is the mediator of eternal life (18:18–30).




Thus it is clear that all seven major characteristics of the Davidic monarchy are manifested in Jesus and his ministry. In Luke, Jesus is the royal son of David who journeys to the city of David as part of his mission to restore the kingdom of David. In sum, Luke's christology is strongly Davidic and royal. 




  



The Davidic Kingdom and the Covenant with Creation

Already in the Old Testament, the Davidic kingdom was viewed as a recapitulation or renewal of God's plan for creation. In what follows, I will pursue three lines of argument which show that certain Old Testament texts understand the Davidic covenant as a fulfillment of the creation covenant. In the first line of argument, we will trace the temple concept in the Old Testament in order to show that the Temple built by Solomon, so closely integrated into the Davidic covenant, was understood as a microcosm and embodiment of the very creation itself. In the second line of argument, I will show that Adam is portrayed in biblical texts as king over all creation, and similar language and imagery is also applied to David. In the third line of argument, I will show that the Chronicler, by tracing David's lineage back to Adam, means to suggest that David and his covenantal kingdom holds significance for all Adam's descendants, that is, for all humanity, and indeed is the climax and fulfillment of God's purpose in creating humanity.

Many scholars see in the first two chapters of Genesis the description of a covenant between God and creation, in which the creation itself forms a cosmic temple.46 However, since neither the term “covenant” nor “temple” is to be found in Genesis 1 or 2, I must explain the exegetical basis for this view.

The Genesis creation account cannot be fully appreciated without comparison with several other texts in the Pentateuch which, like Genesis 1, reflect the priestly traditions of Israel. One such text is Genesis 9, the account of the covenant between God and Noah. The language of this chapter so obviously reflects the language of Genesis 1 (“be fruitful and multiply,” “birds of the air, fish of the sea, and every creeping thing,” etc.) that it is not necessary to demonstrate the point. God forms a covenant with Noah, and through him with all creation. However, the Hebrew terms for enacting this covenant are not the usual combination [image: ] (literally, “to cut a covenant”) but [image: ] (“to confirm a covenant”). 

It has often been argued that [image: ] and [image: ] are synonymous expressions that merely reflect the linguistic preferences of their presumably different documentary sources (so-called Yahwist and Priestly sources, respectively). However, William Dumbrell and Jacob Milgrom have both argued independently of one another that [image: ] has a distinct nuance: outside of Genesis 6–9 it is consistently used in contexts where a preexistent covenant is being confirmed or, perhaps better, reaffirmed. The clearest examples are Genesis 17 (vv. 7, 19, 21), where the Abrahamic covenant reaffirmed with his “seed.”47 By contrast, [image: ] generally indicates the initiation of a new covenant.

The question arises, how could [image: ] function in Genesis 9 to indicate a confirmation of an existing covenant when no prior covenant is explicitly mentioned in Genesis? Where could a covenant previously have been established? The heavy repetition of the very language of Genesis 1 provides the clues and the answer. In Genesis 9 God is reaffirming and perhaps restoring the covenant established with the whole cosmos at creation.

Other texts seem to confirm an implicit covenant at creation. For example, the exposition of the third commandment found in Exodus 31 sheds light on the creation account:


Six days shall work be done, but the seventh day is a sabbath of solemn rest, holy to the LORD; whoever does any work on the sabbath day shall be put to death. Therefore the people of Israel shall keep the sabbath, observing the sabbath throughout their generations, as a perpetual covenant. It is a sign for ever between me and the people of Israel that in six days the LORD made heaven and earth, and on the seventh day he rested, and was refreshed. (Exod. 31:15–17)



Then-Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger, now Pope Benedict XVI, commented on this passage vis-à-vis Genesis 1:


To understand the account of creation properly, one has to read the Sabbath ordinances of the Torah. Then everything becomes clear. The Sabbath is the sign of the covenant between God and man; it sums up the inward essence of the covenant. If this is so, then we can now define the intention of the account of creation as follows: creation exists to be a place for the covenant that God wants to make with man. The goal of creation is the covenant, the love story of God and man. . . . If, then, everything is directed to the covenant, it is important to see that the covenant is a relationship: God's gift of himself to man, but also man's response to God. Man's response to the God who is good to him is love, and loving God means worshipping him. If creation is meant to be a space for the covenant, the place where God and man meet one another, then it must be thought of as a space for worship.48



The fact that the creation account culminates on the Sabbath—which the pious Israelite would recognize as the “sign” of the covenant (Ezek. 20:12, 20)—suggests not only that creation is ordered to covenant, but that the covenant between God and man is already present at creation.

Further comparisons between the Genesis 1 and the accounts of the Sinai covenant confirm our argument. In the Sinai covenant we see an obvious recapitulation of the heptadic patterning of Genesis 1. God's glory covers Sinai for six days and on the seventh he calls to Moses from the cloud of his glory (Exod. 24:16). The divine blueprint for the Tabernacle is given in a series of seven divine addresses.49 The instructions for the making of the priests' vestments are punctuated by seven affirmations of Moses' obedience to God's command.50 The Tabernacle is built according to divine command and seven times we are told that Moses did “as the Lord had commanded him.”51

There is also a seemingly deliberate echo of Genesis in the words used to conclude Moses' building: “When Moses had finished the work” (compare Exod. 40:33; Gen. 2:2). As God blessed and hallowed the seventh day, Moses blesses the people and sanctifies the tabernacle (compare Gen. 2:3; Exod. 39:43; 40:9). With the conclusion of the work, God's glory fills the Tabernacle (Exod. 40:34). This corresponds to the divine-human rest intended for the Sabbath (Gen. 2:3; Exod. 20:8–11; 31:12–17; 35:1–3). 

These intertextual correspondences have lead Moshe Weinfeld to conclude: “Genesis 1:1–2:3 and Exodus 39:1–40:33 are typologically identical. Both describe the satisfactory completion of the enterprise commanded by God, its inspection and approval, the blessing and the sanctification which are connected with it.”52




  



Zion and the Temple of Eden

We can conclude further: the close correspondence between the building of the Tabernacle and the creation of the cosmos indicates that the tabernacle-building is a recapitulation of creation, and thus the tabernacle is in some sense a microcosm, a small embodiment of the universe. Conversely, we may conclude that the universe is a macro-tabernacle, a cosmic sanctuary built for the worship of God. Moreover, the close integration of the Tabernacle construction with the giving of the Sinai covenant to Israel suggests that the original construction of the cosmos likewise took place in a covenantal context.

The same heptadic patterning of the Tabernacle construction narrative is recapitulated in the building of Solomon's Temple. As creation takes seven days, the Temple takes seven years to build (1 Kings 6:38). It is dedicated during the seven-day Feast of Tabernacles (1 Kings 8:2), and Solomon's solemn dedication speech is built on seven petitions (1 Kings 8:31–53). As God capped creation by “resting” on the seventh day, the Temple is built by a “man of rest” (1 Chron. 22:9) to be a “house of rest” for the Ark, which bears the presence of the Lord (1 Chron. 28:2; 2 Chron. 6:41; Ps. 132:8, 13–14; Isa. 66:1).

When the Temple is consecrated, the furnishings of the older Tabernacle are brought inside it. (Richard Friedman suggests the entire Tabernacle was brought inside).53 This represents the fact that all the Tabernacle was, the Temple has become. Just as the construction of the Tabernacle of the Sinai covenant and once recapitulated creation, now the Temple of the Davidic covenant recapitulated the same. The Temple is a micocosm of creation, the creation a macro-temple.

Just as the Tabernacle is associated particularly with the Mosaic or Sinaitic covenant, the Temple is associated with the Davidic covenant. No law of Moses prescribes or even foresees a Temple. The biblical texts identify David himself as the originator of the idea of the Temple. While David's wish personally to build the Temple is denied, the Lord integrates the building of the Temple into the very constitution of the Davidic covenant, as can be seen in the wordplay on “house” in 2 Samuel 7:5–16: The Lord promises to build a “house” (dynasty) for David, and David's son will build a “house” (temple) for the Lord. It cannot be sufficiently emphasized that, from the very beginning, the Temple is associated in the biblical record specifically with David and his covenant. Tomoo Ishida, the great scholar of ancient Near Eastern royal dynasties, remarks, “The Temple was the embodiment of the covenant of David, in which the triple relationship between Yahweh, the House of David, and the people of Israel was established.”54

The link between the Temple and creation is manifested also in various Edenic motifs associated with the Temple. From the descriptions of Eden in Genesis 2–3 and Ezekiel 28 we observe that Eden was atop a mountain (Ezek. 28) and characterized by abundant gold, precious gems, such as onyx, flowering trees, and cherubim. Most of these elements are incorporated by Solomon into the design and decoration of the Temple (1 Kings 6:18, 20–38; 7:18–51) and others were incorporated into the priestly garments and liturgical furnishings of the earlier Tabernacle (Exod. 25:31–40; 28:6–13). In fact, as Lawrence Stager has shown, it was common practice throughout the ancient Near East for kings to build hill-top temples surrounded by gardens to suggest the primordial garden of creation. Solomon was no different. Textual and archeological evidence suggests he planted botanical gardens around the Temple precincts to represent the Temple's role as a new Eden.

The sacred river that flows from Eden in Genesis 2:10 is later associated with Mount Zion, site of the Temple. One of the four rivers that flow from Eden is named the Gihon, which elsewhere in ancient Near Eastern and biblical literature is known only as the name for the water-source for Jerusalem, flowing from the east side of Mount Zion (Gen. 2:13; 1 Kings 1:33, 38; 2 Chron. 32:30). 

This is sufficient indication that Israelite tradition saw Zion as the successor of Eden. The correlation is even clearer in Ezekiel's vision of the new Temple and new Jerusalem In Ezekiel 40–48. At the beginning of the vision, Ezekiel is taken up to a “very high mountain,” which in one sense is Zion, because upon it he sees a new Jerusalem and a new Temple. Yet as Jon Levenson shows, the “high mountain” of Ezekiel 40–48 is also typologically described as a new Eden. The convergence between Zion and Eden is especially clear in Ezekiel 47:1–12, in which Ezekiel sees a great river of life which flows out of the temple to the east, renewing creation to its original Edenic perfection wherever it flows This river is a restoration of the sacred river of the primordial garden, but now the Temple plays the role of the garden. Zion and Eden have fused.




  



David and Adam as “King” and “Son of God”

Although there is no explicit expression of Adam being God's “son,” the expression used to describe God's creation of Adam ([image: ] “in his image and likeness,” Gen. 1:26) suggests a divine act of fathering—as Adam is later said to “father” a son, Seth, “in his own likeness, after his image” ([image: ] , Gen. 5:3). 

The echoes of the Genesis story found elsewhere in Scripture affirm this royal reading of Adam's identity. For instance, in Psalm 8, which is filled with references to the creation account, the “son of man [image: ],” is described as “made . . . little less than God” (v. 5). God “crowns him with glory and honor” and gives the man “dominion” over all his “works” (vv. 5–6). Specifically mentioned are some of the various animals also found in the primordial list of Genesis—the fish of the sea, the birds of the air, beasts of the field, and cattle (compare Ps. 8:7–8; Gen. 1:26, 28, 30; 2:20). This “royal first man motif” can also be identified in Ezekiel 28, where two oracles seem to be stylized as an allegory of the creation and fall of the first man in Eden. Ezekiel describes him as a “prince” and a “king.” This primal king is also called “the signet of perfection” (v. 12)—a symbol elsewhere associated with royal likeness and authority (Gen. 41:42; Jer. 22:24–25).55

With authority derived from God, the first human was given a mandate to rule the earth in God's name, and to become, in effect, the father of many nations, of a worldwide kingdom of God. In the Genesis account, God blesses man and commands him to “be fruitful and multiply and fill . . . and subdue . . . and have dominion . . . over all the earth” (Gen. 1:26, 28).

David fits this royal Adamic profile. It is interesting that “subdue” [image: ] is used to describe David's conquest of the nations (2 Sam. 8:11). The word “to rule” or “have dominion” [image: ] also turns up in the royal Davidic messianic tradition. The kingdom of David's son is said to be a worldwide “dominion” (Ps. 72:8) and the Davidic priest-king is to “rule” in the midst of his enemies (Ps. 110:2). As Adam's descendents were to fill the earth, we see similar language used to describe the Davidic kingdom (Ps. 72:7, 16).

The authorship of Psalm 8 is attributed to David. The exalted “son of man” described in terms of Adamic royalty in vv. 4–9 could be understood as self-reference. After all, Psalm 89:19–37 describes David as (1) second only to God in power (v. 27, compare Ps 8:5, “a little less than God”); (2) having universal dominion over creation (v. 25–27), and (3) being the firstborn son of God (vv. 26–27). His throne or kingdom is as enduring as the sun and the moon (v. 37)—in other words, as permanent as the creation itself.

The Davidic kingdom is, without doubt, the consuming passion of the Chronicler and the subject matter of his composition. At the same time, the Chronicler is not unconcerned about the purpose and fate of the rest of humanity and creation.

The genealogies of 1 Chronicles 1–9 serve to situate the history of the Davidic kingdom within a universal framework: a framework extending back to Adam himself and incorporating all Adam's descendants (1 Chron. 1:1–27), the whole human family. In this way the Chronicler implies that the Davidic kingdom has significance for all humanity as the fulfillment of God's creational purpose. Indeed, the Chronicler treats the Davidic kingdom essentially as the high point of humanity's development since creation. He fully realizes the fact that now—at the time of his writing—that kingdom is in shambles; yet he clearly anticipates the hope of kingdom restoration. Thus the two books of Chronicles, taken as a whole, are at least implicitly eschatological, that is, they embrace a restorationist eschatology.

It will be seen that Luke's genealogy of Jesus (Luke 3:23–38) reflects a nearly identical literary-theological strategy, except on the other end of the exile, with the fulfillment of the eschatological hopes imminent. By tracing Jesus' line of descent back to Adam, Luke suggests that (1) the person of Jesus bears significance for every descendant of Adam, and (2) the purposes of God in creating mankind (Adam) are finding their fulfillment in Jesus. Luke would agree with the Chronicler that God's purpose, established with Adam for all people, was renewed with David for all nations; but he would add that it has now been fulfilled by Christ in and through the Church.




  



The Old Testament Background to Luke

As we turn our attention back to Luke, we ask the question: Is Luke aware of the creational horizon behind the Davidic covenant? I would argue the affirmative: at least in the early chapters of Luke, we observe a few texts where Davidic and Adamic/creational motifs are simultaneously employed in the portrayal of Christ.

The clearest instance of this is in the genealogy of Christ in Luke 3:23–38. Up to this point in the gospel, the concept of Jesus as Son of David and thus the one to fulfill the Davidic covenant has been stressed again and again by references to David, to Jesus' Davidic lineage, and to various Davidic covenant texts: Luke 1:27, 32–33, 69; 2:4, 11. Immediately prior to the genealogy, the divine voice is heard from heaven at Jesus' baptism, echoing Psalm 2 (specifically v. 7), the royal Davidic coronation hymn, by declaring “Thou art my beloved Son.” Accordingly, the genealogy of 3:23–28 identifies Jesus as a descendant of David (v. 31), as we would expect.

But Luke proceeds to trace Jesus' lineage all the way back to Adam, and he declares Adam to be “the son of God” (v. 38). Elsewhere in the gospel only Jesus is ever called “Son of God.” By calling Adam “son of God,” Luke is inviting a comparison between the two. The comparison suggests that Jesus is a second or new Adam, superior to the first, the father of a new humanity. Furthermore, by tracing Jesus' lineage back to Adam, Luke is suggesting that Jesus is significant for all Adam's descendants, that is to say, for all humanity and even for all creation.

Curiously, most scholars of Luke do not follow this line of thought. I. Howard Marshall, in his well-known commentary, speaks for the scholarly consensus: “The thought of Jesus as the second Adam . . . does not play any part in Lucan theology.”56 Similarly, Joseph Fitzmyer sees the Adamic motif as distinctly “Pauline” and having no place in Luke. In his opinion, the genealogy merely functions to explain “the relation of Jesus . . . to God and to the human beings he has come to serve.”57


In light of the following points, however, I find it virtually impossible to deny that Luke employs an Adam-Christ typology:


	No other genealogy found in the Old Testament or in the rabbinic tradition traces any individual's origins back to God.58 Luke is unique and intentional in doing so.

	Nowhere else in the Bible is Adam called “son of God.” Again, Luke is unique and intentional in so doing.

	Only Jesus and Adam are identified as the “Son of God” in Luke-Acts.

	This identification of Adam as “Son of God” is sandwiched between pericopes (the baptism and the temptation) that focus explicitly on Jesus identity as “Son of God”: 
	3:22: a voice came from heaven, “Thou art my beloved Son”

	3:38: son of Adam, the Son of God.

	4:3: The devil said to him, “If you are the Son of God . . .”

	4:9: And [the devil] . . . said to him, “If you are the Son of God . . .”

	4:41: And demons also came out of many, crying, “You are the Son of God!”





	The concept of Jesus as “Son of God” is critically important to the message of Luke, recurring at critical junctures in the narrative: at the annunciation (1:35), the baptism (3:22), the temptation (4:3, 9), the transfiguration (9:35), before the Sanhedrin (22:70, a climactic scene), and elsewhere.



In view of the fact that Luke breaks with convention by identifying Adam as “son of God,” a term deployed strategically throughout the gospel to identify Jesus' true identity, it seems reasonable to infer Luke's purpose is to draw a comparison between Adam and Jesus—for the purpose of showing how Jesus fulfills the role of (a new) Adam for a new humanity. In fact, this inference may be corroborated by noting the number of references to Genesis 1–3 in the preceding (baptism) and subsequent (temptation) pericopes.

Luke's baptismal narrative is marked by new creation motifs. For example, the image of the dove in all three gospels is generally recognized as an allusion to the Spirit brooding over the waters of creation (Gen. 1:2).59 As with the first creation account, Luke's narrative of Jesus' baptism contains references to heaven, to the Spirit, and to the spoken word of God. Heaven is “opened,” as it is in other dramatic biblical accounts (Isa. 64:1; Ezek. 1:1), especially divine (new) creations (Gen. 7:11; Isa. 24:18). What we have in Luke's baptism scene, as in his genealogy, is the picture of a new creation—culminating with the presentation of a new Adam. Likewise, Jesus' role as Son of David is simulaneously evoked, inasmuch as the divine voice (“Thou art my beloved Son”) alludes to the royal Davidic coronation hymn, Psalm 2 (v. 7; “I will tell the decree of the LORD. He said to me: ‘You are my Son’”).

The allusions to creation in the baptismal account and the reference to Adam in the genealogy both suggest that Jesus is the recapitulation of the biblical first man. And as the first man immediately encountered rivalry and temptation by the devil in paradise, Luke's new Adam engages immediately in a struggle with the personification of evil.60


Read in light of the genealogy, Jesus' three temptations by the Devil in Luke 4:1–13 are a reprise of the temptation faced by the first son of God (Gen. 3). Adam was tempted with food. So is the new Adam. Adam was made in God's image and given dominion over the world, yet fell prey to the temptation to try to become “like God.” The new Adam is tempted with worldly glory and power. Adam was tempted to test God's warning that he would die if he ate the forbidden fruit. The new Adam, too, is tempted to put God's promise of protection to the test by throwing himself down from the Temple. In all three temptations, the new Adam, unlike the first, resists and prevails over his tempter. 

Thus, the baptism and temptation narratives in Luke 3:21–22 and 4:1–12 are the “creation” and “temptation” of the new Man, and they correspond to Adam's experiences in Genesis 2 and 3. Sandwiched between the baptism and temptation is the genealogy which explicitly evokes the memory of Adam and uses the title “son of God” to invite a comparison between Adam and Jesus. Simultaneously, Jesus' role as the definitive Son of David is also being indicated, at least in the genealogy (through the mention of David) and the baptism (through the echo of Psalm 2:7) accounts. Davidic allusions may well be present in the temptation narrative, however, there is not space here to explore them.61




  



Covenant, Kingdom, and Church at the Last Supper

The royal Davidic character and creational background of Luke's Christology also characterizes the ecclesiology of Acts. Succinctly stated, what is true of Christ in Luke becomes true of the Church in Acts. 

In order to see how this is so, it is useful to examine Luke's narrative of the institution of the Eucharist (Luke 22:14–30). This institution narrative serves as a literary-theological bridge linking the royal Davidic identity and mission of Christ with the early apostolic Church as the restored Davidic kingdom. The institution narrative serves to establish the apostles as vice-regents of the Davidic kingdom, empowering them to rule over the Church in the opening chapters of Acts. These same opening chapters reveal, at times, the creational horizon behind the more obvious theme of Davidic kingdom restoration.

Although there are important royal Davidic allusions in several parts of the institution narrative, let us focus immediately on the verses of most relevance to our thesis, namely, vv. 28–30. To the apostles, who have shared with Jesus his trials, Jesus says, [image: ] (“I assign to you, as my Father assigned to me, a kingdom,” v. 29b). The usual English translations of the verb [image: ] (“assign” in the Revised Standard Version, “confer” in the New Revised Standard Version) do not quite capture the sense of the word for Luke. Luke's style, as all acknowledge, is dependent on the Septuagint, in which the phrase [image: ] is used almost eighty times as the equivalent of the Hebrew [image: ] (“to make a covenant”)—in fact, [image: ] even without the noun [image: ] denote covenant-making.62 Since the nominal form [image: ] with the meaning “covenant” has just been employed in v. 20 above, the sense of “covenant-making” would seem to accrue to the verb [image: ] here in v. 29.63 A more precise, if awkward, translation of v. 29b would thus be: “I covenant to you a kingdom, as my Father covenanted one to me.”64

The only kingdom established on the basis of a covenant in Scripture is the kingdom of David (Ps. 89:3–4, 28–37). Moreover, the use of father-son terminology in v. 29b evokes the father-son relationship of the Lord with the Son of David as reflected in 2 Samuel 7:14, and Psalms 2:7, and 89:26–27. Significantly, in each of these three passages, father-son terminology is employed in the context of God granting a kingdom to the Davidide (2 Sam. 7:13; Pss. 2:6, 8; 89:25, 27). 

The meaning of Luke 22:29b becomes clear: God has “covenanted” a kingdom to Jesus, since Jesus is the Son of David, the legal heir to David's covenant and throne (Luke 1:32–33). Now Jesus, through the “new covenant in [his] blood” (v. 20), is “covenanting” to the disciples that same kingdom of David. This is not the promise of a conferral (future tense), but the declaration of a conferral (present tense).65 This present conferral of the kingdom militates against those scholars who acknowledge a present kingdom in Luke-Acts but limit it to the person and ministry of Christ. As Darrel Bock comments with respect to an earlier passage (Luke 11:20), “An appeal only to the presence of God's kingly power in the person and message of Jesus misses the significance of this transfer of power to others and ignores the kingdom associations Jesus makes in explaining these activities.”66

Jesus continues on in Luke 22:30 to emphasize the apostles' vice-regal role: “you will sit on thrones judging the twelve tribes of Israel” (v. 30b). Searching for the scriptural background of this concept of “thrones over the twelve tribes,” we find the Davidic imagery of Psalm 122:3–5


Jerusalem, built as a city which is bound firmly together,

To which the tribes go up, the tribes of the LORD . . .

There thrones for judgment were set,

The thrones of the House of David.



The connection between the two texts is firm, in light of the collocation in each of the three elements “tribes,” “thrones,” and “judgment.”67 Psalm 122:5b makes explicit the Davidic context of the promise of Luke 22:30b. The disciples, then, are promised a share in the exercise of authority of the Davidic monarchy over all twelve tribes. The disciples' “appointment is an anticipation of the restoration of Israel . . . and [they] are commissioned to govern the renewed people of God.”68 L. T. Johnson comments on the significance of Luke's version of this dominical saying vis-à-vis Matthew's:


Luke decisively alters the reference point for this prediction. . . . In Luke the saying points forward to the role that the apostles will have within the restored Israel in the narrative of Acts. . . . These followers [will] exercise effective rule within the people gathered by the power of the resurrected prophet (see, for example, Acts 5:1–11).69






  



Kingdom Restoration and “ Theological Geography” in Acts

In order to grasp the ecclesiological implications of the institution narrative, it is necessary to venture a little way into Acts. Significantly, in the opening verses of Acts (1:3, 6), Jesus' topic of discussion with the apostles over forty days is the kingdom of God.70 When the disciples ask Jesus, “Lord, will you at this time restore the kingdom to Israel?” (1:6), their query may refer to Jesus' promise in Luke 22:30b that “you will sit on thrones.” The apostles are asking, in effect, “When will we receive the authority promised to us?” In response, Jesus discourages speculation about timing (v. 7), but does in fact describe the means by which the kingdom will be restored, namely, through the Spirit-inspired witness of the apostles throughout the earth (v. 8).71


Jesus' geographical description of the spread of the gospel: “you shall be my witnesses in Jerusalem and in all Judea and Samaria and to the end of the earth” is, on the one hand, a programmatic outline of the narrative of Acts, helping us to recognize that the whole book concerns the spread of the kingdom (Acts 28:31).72 On the other hand, it is a Davidic map that reflects the theological geography of God's covenant pledge concerning the extent of the Davidic empire. Jerusalem was David's city (2 Sam. 5:6–10), Judea his tribal land (2 Sam. 5:5; 1 Kings 12:21); Samaria represents (northern) Israel, David's nation (1 Kings 12:16); and “the ends of the earth” are the Gentiles (Isa. 49:6), David's vassals (Pss. 2:7–8; 72:8–12; 89:25–27).73 The kingdom of David, encompassing Jerusalemites, Jews (Judeans), Israelites, and Gentiles, will be restored as the apostles' witness extends to “the ends of the earth” and the [image: ] grows.74

But the apostles in the narrative of Acts 1 do not yet realize the significance of Jesus' words or understand his transformation of their expectation of a national, earthly kingdom to one that is international and, though manifest on earth, essentially heavenly.75
The Spirit must still be poured out for the apostles to perceive the transformed kingdom. Thus only after the disciples have received the power of the Holy Spirit will they become [image: ], witnesses (Acts 1:8). 

After the reconstitution of the Twelve, the event of Pentecost (Acts 2:1–42) marks (1) the restoration in principle of Israel as kingdom under the Son of David, and (2) the beginning of the apostles' vice-regency over that kingdom. It is clear that Luke presents us in Acts 2 with the principial fulfillment of the promised restoration of Israel. Not only are all the Twelve (and presumably the 120) “all together in one place” (2:1)—thus representing the nucleus of the restored Israel—but they address their message to “Jews, devout men from every nation under heaven” (v. 5), and Luke enumerates those nations (vv. 9–11). The exile is reversed.76

The exile scattered Israel. An earlier event, recorded in Israel's history, the tower of Babel, scattered all mankind. At Pentecost, Babel (Gen. 11:1–9) is reversed as well. In a brief recapitulation of the table of nations in Genesis 10, Luke lists representatives of all mankind—both Jews and Gentile converts to Judaism (Acts 2:9–11)—from all the regions of the known world. They now remark to one another, “How is it that each of us hears them in his own language?”

The account of Babel in Genesis (Gen.11:1–9) follows hard on the heels of the conclusion of the flood narrative. The flood and its abatement are a new or renewed creation event: the world is plunged again into the watery chaos of Genesis 1:2, and emerges once more under the leadership of a new man, a new father of the human race, a new Adam: Noah. The granting of the covenant with Noah (Gen. 9:1–17) in words that echo the original creation narrative creates the hope that in the newly re-created earth, the original divine blessing on all humanity (whose branches are listed in Genesis 10:1–32) may be experienced once more. The hubris of Babel resulted in a dashing of that hope. 

Now, at Pentecost, the effects of Babel are overcome. God's Spirit is poured out “on all flesh” [image: ]—a phrase very common in the flood narrative (Gen. 6:12, 17, 19; 7:15, 16; 8:17, 21; 9:11, 15, 16, 17) referring not only to humanity but to every living thing in creation. The result of this outpoured Spirit is a reunification of the human family in a way not experienced since the world had been newly re-created by the Flood. The implication: humanity is being re-created through the breath of God's Spirit, who was also the agent of the Adamic first creation (Gen. 1:2; 2:7) and the Noahic re-creation (Gen. 8:1).




  



The New Israel at Pentecost and Beyond

To summarize: at Pentecost Babel and exile are reversed, humanity and Israel are restored. More precisely: humanity is being restored and constituted as a new Israel.

This restored Israel has a certain form and structure: not a tribal confederation as under Moses, but a kingdom as under David, incorporating Israel and the Gentiles.77 Peter's sermon stresses the Davidic royalty of Jesus Christ (Acts 2:36).78 He preaches to the assembled exiles of Israel that Jesus is the fulfillment of the covenant of David (v. 30)79 and the fulfillment of David's own prophecies (vv. 25–28; 34–35).80 He applies to Jesus the royal Davidic enthronement psalm (Psalm 110), asserting that Jesus is now enthroned in heaven (“exalted at the right hand of God”) and has poured out the Spirit on the apostles as the crowd has just witnessed (v. 33). Thus, Jesus is reigning now in heaven, and the results of his reign are being manifest now in events that the people may “see and hear'”(v. 33).81 When Peter's hearers accept the fact that Jesus is the presently-enthroned Davidic king—and thus acknowledge his rightful reign over themselves—they are incorporated into the [image: ] through baptism (2:41–42; cf. 4:32–5:11, esp. 5:11).82 Not just Israel, but David's reign over Israel has been established in principle. And not just over all Israel, but over “all the nations under heaven” or “all flesh” as well, that is, over all humanity and all creation.

It is important to note, however, that the Davidic kingdom is not only restored but transformed.83 The Son of David is not now enthroned in the earthly Jerusalem but the heavenly, “exalted at the right hand of God.” The kingdom has been transposed from earth to heaven, even though it continues to manifest itself on earth as the [image: ].84 This ecclesial kingdom exists simultaneously on earth and in heaven. The king is enthroned in heaven, but the ministers (the apostles) are active on earth. 

In sum, Acts 1–2, the key introductory chapters of the book, have several links to the institution narrative and describe the birth of the Church as the restoration of the kingdom of David, as well as the restoration of the unity of the human family lost shortly after the re-creation of the Flood.

Davidic covenant motifs recur elsewhere at key junctures in Acts. For example, the prayer of the assembled believers in Acts 4:23–30 identifies the persecution of the nascent Church as a fulfillment of the royal Davidic coronation hymn, Psalm 2. Interestingly, the beginning of the prayer invokes the Lord as both (1) the God of creation and (2) the God of David: “Sovereign LORD . . . you made the heaven and the earth and the sea, and everything in them. You spoke by the Holy Spirit through the mouth of . . . David.” (4:24–25).

Later in Acts, Paul's first recorded sermon—at Pisidian Antioch (Acts 13:16–41)—advances the same Davidic christology presented by Peter in Acts 2. Paul identifies Jesus as the promised heir to David (v. 23) and explains his person and role in terms of the royal Davidic coronation hymn (Psalm 2, in v. 33) and the Isaianic promise of the extension of the Davidic covenant (Isa. 55:3). Paul concludes his proof of Jesus' status as the Christ by citing the same (Davidic) Psalm 16 that Peter used in his sermon at Pentecost in Acts 2:24–32.

Similarly, James' speech at the Jerusalem council (Acts 15) applies Davidic covenant imagery to the Church of Christ, much like Peter and Paul applied Davidic christology to the resurrected Jesus. Recall that the question facing the elders and apostles at the “Jerusalem Council” in Acts 15 was whether to require Gentiles to receive circumcision. After Peter speaks against it, James confirms Peter's decision to embrace baptized (but uncircumcised) Gentile converts by quoting Amos 9:11–12: “After this I will return, and I will rebuild the dwelling of David [image: ] . . . that the rest of men may seek the Lord, and all the Gentiles who are called by my name' (Acts 15:13–18).”

The historical background and literary context of Amos' oracle regarding the “tent” or “dwelling” of David (Amos 9:11) is the Davidic kingdom, which at its peak incorporated Edom (Amos 9:12a) and other Gentile nations (Ammon, Moab, Aram)—that is, “the nations who are called by my name” (Amos 9:12b).85 Significantly, in Acts 15:14–19, James announces that the incorporation of Gentiles into the Church is the fulfillment of Amos' oracle concerning the restoration of the
Davidic
kingdom.86 His exegetical argument presumes that the “tent of David” is the Church. As David Pao observes: 


The promise to rebuild and restore the Davidic kingdom is explicitly made at the point in the narrative of Acts that focuses on defining the people of God. The Amos quotation of Acts 15 shows that . . . the development of the early Christian community is also understood within the paradigm of the anticipation of the Davidic kingdom. The christological focus of the David tradition should be supplemented by an ecclesiological one.87



In sum, Luke's Davidic christology is clearly ordered to the kingdom ecclesiology which we see unfolding throughout Acts, especially in the apostolic speeches. At the same time, Luke presents the renewed covenant of the Davidic kingdom against the background of the renewed creation, inasmuch as the expansion of the Church-kingdom is “to the ends of the earth” (Acts 1:8), including “every nation under heaven” (Acts 2:5), with the outpouring of the Spirit “on all flesh” (Acts 2:17).




  



David and his Kingdom, Christ and his Church

We have seen that the christology of Luke is strongly royal and Davidic. However, the full significance of this royal Davidic portrait of Christ is missed unless its Old Testament context is carefully examined. Several Old Testament texts establish a link between the Davidic kingdom and the original form and divine purpose of creation. The Jerusalem Temple assumes features of Eden; David is characterized as a king exercising dominion in terms reminiscent of Adam; and the Davidic kingdom appears as a fulfillment of God's covenantal purposes for creation.

Luke is clearly aware of the creational background of the Davidic kingdom. Indeed, as we have seen, his accounts of Jesus' baptism, genealogy, and temptation all contain intertwining allusions to creation and Davidic traditions. Jesus is Son of David and therefore messianic king, but he is also the Son of God, and thus a new Adam to originate a new humanity. And all that Jesus possesses—the kingdom of David and its significance for all creation—is transmitted to the apostles in the institution narrative. In Acts, the apostles are commissioned by Christ and empowered by the Holy Spirit to extend the kingdom they have received to “the ends of the earth,” to “every nation under heaven,” and to “all flesh”—references to the (new) creation. Both the restored kingdom and the renewed creation are thus united in the Church. 

In sum, when Luke-Acts is read in light of the Old Testament—that is, in canonical perspective—it shows how the Church's universal mission effects the restoration of the Davidic kingdom for all nations, just as it fulfills God's plan and purpose for all creation. God's plan for Adam and creation, renewed with David and his kingdom, is thus fulfilled by Christ in the Church.
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COVENANT AND THE UNION OF LOVE IN
M. J. SCHEEBEN'S THEOLOGY OF MARRIAGE

[image: ] Michael Waldstein [image: ]

International Theological Institute

According to Hans Urs von Balthasar, Matthias Joseph Scheeben's vision of theology is built on a single systematic principle, a particular understanding of love as the heart of sanctity.1 This understanding of love provides the necessary background for grasping Scheeben's contribution to the theology of marriage.2 In a passage highlighted by von Balthasar, Scheeben writes:


This deeper concept of sanctity rests on this, that the proper life of the will in its innermost power and full energy does not merely consist in the will's direction and ordination to or conformity with the objectively good and beautiful, a conformity that is the result of some sort of recognition of its value (Wert) [that is, the value of the good and the beautiful], but in an affective union and fulfillment with it (or transformation into it) that appears in part as the root of the will's ethical and practical recognition of the good and beautiful, or of its striving for the possession and enjoyment of it, but in part also as the end and perfection of this practical recognition and this striving and in general as the soul or forma of all further activity of the will. In other words, it [that is, this proper life of the will] consists in love, inasmuch as love, by “being well pleased (Wohlgefallen)” in the objectively good and beautiful, binds the lover to the good and beautiful, plunges him into it, forms him into it, and thus penetrates and fills him with it, so that it grows together with him, as it were, and, as a principle immanent to him, propels him to act and strive, filling him with a flow of joy and pleasure. This life of the will, however, is completely pure and perfect only if the will does not merely strive to draw the beloved to itself and into itself as something belonging to its subjective perfection, but attaches itself to it so that it goes to it, unites itself with it and gives itself to it (sich ihm hingibt) and rests in it.3



 

In a footnote Scheeben adds, “On this, see the glorious [herrlich] theory about love in Thomas, III Sent., d. 27, q. 1-2.” In fact, the text just quoted is a brilliantly concise summary of the discussion of love in these two questions of St. Thomas Aquinas's commentary on the Sentences of Peter Lombard. Like Thomas, Scheeben places the concept of “being well pleased” (Wohlgefallen; Latin complacentia) at the center of his understanding of love.4 This concept seems to go back by way of the Vulgate to the Greek [image: ] in God the Father's words spoken at the baptism of Jesus: “You are my beloved Son, in you I am well pleased ([image: ], complacui)” (Mark 1:11).5


In the text quoted above, Scheeben unfolds the implications of complacentia in three steps that describe the event of love with increasing depth and completeness. In the first step, love binds the lover to the good and beautiful; it plunges him into it; it forms, penetrates and fills the lover with it. Scheeben then turns the dynamic around: the good and beautiful itself becomes active. It grows together with the lover; it becomes an inner principle for him by which he acts and strives; and it is for him the source of joy and pleasure. A third step completes the analysis: genuine love avoids a false ordering of the good and beautiful to the lover. The lover goes out of himself to the beloved, unites himself to it and gives himself to it in such a way as to rest in it. It is noteworthy that a notion quite close to “the gift of self” in St. John of the Cross and Karol Wojtyla stands near the conclusion of Scheeben's unfolding dynamism of love.6

In close connection with his understanding of sanctity as the perfection of love, Scheeben develops an account of the procession of the Holy Spirit as the union of love within the Trinity. 


Divine love should be viewed from three perspectives.




(1) Love presents itself to us above all as God's “good pleasure” (Wohlgefallen) in himself as the highest goodness and beauty, i.e., inasmuch as his will is perfectly united to this good and beauty and filled by it. Here the product of love does not yet appear as the pledge or gift, but simply as the aspiration or sigh of love, in which love breathes forth its glow and energy, or as the seal set on the heart. “Set me as a seal on your heart” (Song of Sol. 8:6). It is in this way that the Greek fathers describe the Holy Spirit when they speak of him as the fragrance of God's holiness, in analogy with incense and the fragrance of plants.




(2) God's love presents itself to us also as the mutual love (amor mutuus) of the Father and the Son for each other, which is founded precisely on their communion (Gemeinschaft) in the possession of absolute goodness and beauty. From this angle, the manifestation of love, i.e., the exercise and conclusion of their mutual communion, appears again in an aspiration, but at the same time in a bond that emerges from it (vinculum, nexus) which, inasmuch as it is a bond of love, is called pledge (pignus, arrha, because in a pledge the lover possesses the beloved or offers himself to the beloved for possession) and kiss (osculum, in Augustine also amplexus, embrace).




(3) By loving himself as the infinite good, God loves himself also as the most communicable and communicative good. As a consequence, his love for himself contains the readiness for the communication of his goodness and thus a supreme liberality (Freigebigkeit, liberalitas). In this direction it is active in the form of giving (Hingabe); and the outpouring or fruit of its liberality, in which and by which giving (Hingabe) is realized, is called gift (Gabe). . . .




Since the outpouring of divine love is infinitely filled with pleasure and bliss, it appears in all of these terms also as the stream of the pleasure and sweetness of God. In all three perspectives, not only in the first, the outpouring is illustrated by flame that shoots up from the fire, and even more so by breath that comes from the heart, from the furnace of the glow of love, since in a kiss, breath also expresses unification with the beloved and giving (Hingabe) to the beloved.7



Again the Father's words of love in the baptism of Jesus stand at the heart of the argument—“in you I am well pleased, in te complacui.” And again Scheeben unfolds the dynamism of love from this point in three steps with increasing completeness: the aspiration of love and its fragrance; the bond, pledge, kiss and embrace of mutual love; and the giving (Hingabe) and gift (Gabe) of love. The point of arrival of the unfolding of love is once again close to St. John of the Cross' and John Paul II's “gift of self.” 

In the procession of the Holy Spirit as love, one sees love in its unsurpassable fullness at the very origin. What Scheeben says about the love in which sanctity consists is ultimately intelligible only in this light. The same point holds for what he says about marriage. Scheeben's account of marriage flows directly from his understanding of sanctity as love and its root in the Holy Spirit of love.




  



Marriage Between Nature and Grace

Scheeben draws a very sharp distinction between nature and the supernatural. He does so in opposition to a tendency toward confusion of these realms in German romantic theology immediately before him. The distinction is very prominent in his discussion of marriage. This clear boundary between nature and grace serves him to emphasize all the more the union between them. Throughout Scheeben's works the central image of this union is that of a great marriage. 


If we survey his work as a whole we have to be thankful for the initial clarity of his conceptual distinctions [between the natural and the supernatural] which later allows him to proceed without the least danger to treat of the very profound interpenetration of both realms, a task on which he had already embarked at the conclusion of his book Nature and Grace and which from that point on becomes increasingly important. As soon as Scheeben passes from formal considerations to the content of the mysteries, we see that the creature's “elevation” into God occurs as a result of a prior descent and ingress on God's part, an interpenetration to which, from the very beginning, Scheeben gives the name of ”marriage.” As he proceeds he introduces and develops the concept [of marriage] in every aspect of dogmatic theology. His theology thus becomes one great doctrine of eros, to an extent that far surpasses anything attained in this respect by past theology.8



Yet, if Scheeben's keen sensitivity to eros and the systematic power with which he deploys eros as a theological principle in his overall vision leads one to expect that his chapter on marriage would begin on a personalist note of loving union and mutual self-gift, one will be disappointed. What first and foremost meets the eye is—children. However, it quickly becomes evident that Scheeben by no means ignores the mutual love between husband and wife. He always places procreation in the foreground as the end that accounts for the specific difference in the definition of marriage as a particular kind of human community and communion, but on this basis he gives much room to the union of love between man and woman. 




  



The Natural End of Marriage

Scheeben begins his account of marriage on the natural level with a definition of marriage in terms of its end.


Regarded from the purely natural standpoint, apart from all positive divine ordination, marriage is nothing but the habitual bond of man and woman suited to the purpose (zweckmäßig) of the propagation of the human race. The character and requirements of this end are all that determine the essence of the bond. The sublimity of this end raises the marriage contract (Vertrag) above all other contracts. The demands of this end take away from the contracting parties the power to lay down the conditions of their bond according to their own arbitrary discretion. Once they desire the end, they must enter into such relationship with each other as is necessary for the realization of the end.9



Scheeben never leaves behind this definition of marriage as “the bond of man and woman suited to the purpose of the propagation of the human race.” He says again: “The good that is disposed of in the [marriage] contract [is] the body as a principle of generation.”10 In a passage that reflects a close study of Immanuel Kant's understanding of marriage, Scheeben underlines the moral and legal character of this bond, which is a consequence of the dignity of man and woman as images of God.


Since the spouses themselves are images of God and as such possess freedom and dignity and especially a true right of ownership over the members of their own bodies as organs that stand at the disposal of the spirit, they are able to acquire a right of disposal over the body of the other with the result [1] that ethically and legally that body belongs to them as their own organ, just as by nature the body of each belongs to him- or herself and [2] that accordingly both bodies, their own and that of the other, belong to one spirit as if they were members of one and the same body and thus constitute one body in idea and in spirit. Such a mutual gift and appropriation (Übergabe und Aneignung) must, moreover, take place, because as an ethical being man may only use what is his own or the use of which is granted to him, and in our case especially, because only a permanent appropriation is suitable to the nature of the end [i.e., the procreation and education of children].11



Scheeben has much to say about the union of love between husband and wife and about the manner in which grace shapes their bond in profoundly new ways and transforms its very essence. But the specific definition of marriage in terms of a mutual gift of the right to “the body as a principle of generation” in the conjugal act remains in place throughout. Indeed, in order to correctly understand the development of Catholic marriage theology, one should note that Scheeben's 1865 definition of marriage is very close to the definition of marriage in the Church's 1917 Code of Canon Law.12


Can. 1081. § 2. Marital consent is an act of the will by which each party gives and accepts a perpetual and exclusive right over the body for acts which are of themselves suitable for the generation of children.




Can.1082. § 1. In order that marital consent be possible it is necessary that the contracting parties be at least not ignorant that marriage is a permanent society between a man and a woman for the procreation of children.



As can be seen, Scheeben's definition (“the bond suited to the propagation of the human race” in which the good given and received is “the body as a principle of generation”) clearly anticipates the canonical definition of marriage as “the permanent society between a man and a woman for the procreation of children,” in which the good given and received is “the right over the body for acts suitable for the generation of children.”

Already on the level of nature, Scheeben holds, the marriage bond has a religious character—because children are images of God called to glorify God. God's positive law confirms this natural religious character by actively intervening so that marriage becomes “what God has joined” (Matt. 19:6). Scheeben understands this act of joining as part of God's positive law, not as part of the order of natural law. It transforms the bond between man and woman in a manner that touches the very essence of the bond.


This [divine intervention of joining man and woman] gave an essentially different form (gestaltet) to the meaning of the marriage contract and of the marriage bond itself. The good that is disposed of in the contract, the body as a principle of generation, was reserved to God himself as an instrument belonging to him, as “a sacred thing, res sacra” which the contracting parties could dispose of only in the name of God. If they then proceeded to dispose of this good in the name of God and surrendered it to each other (sich gegenseitig hingaben), they could also take possession of it only in God's name. In both respects they could act only in virtue of the divine authority, and so henceforth it was not so much they themselves who directly joined each other, as God who joined them together through the intermediacy of their consent.13



Scheeben's focus in this text is the new “meaning (Bedeutung)” of the bond due to God's intervention in “joining” man and woman.14 What determines the meaning of the bond (above all its indissolubility) is not only the end, children, as an end intended by the practical reason of husband and wife and pursued by them through a marriage contract. Their bond is not merely a contract drawn up by them on this basis on their own authority. God himself “joins” man and woman more intimately and gives a different kind of firmness to their bond by attaching it to himself. The defining end of the bond remains the same, children, but the meaning of the bond is essentially deepened. Man and woman act in the name, and as the instruments, of God. Although this deepening goes beyond the natural law, Scheeben adds, it corresponds to the natural dignity of man (Würde des Menschen) inasmuch as he has by his very nature a direct relation with God. An understanding of marriage as a mere secular matter would not do justice to this natural dignity. Scheeben proposes the same teaching in more developed form in his Dogmatik. 


Just as in the act of procreation the spouses act only in special service to the creator and as his special instruments—which implies not merely that the body of one spouse acts as an instrument of the spirit of the other and conversely, but also that both bodies together in their physical union are one organ of the Spirit of God—so also the body of each, when it is given and appropriated in ethical-legal form, must be treated as a special property and right reserved to God, and as a consequence the transfer must be accomplished in such a way that the spouses dispose of their bodies in the name and authority of God, in order to unite as one organ consecrated to his service, or rather, to be so united by his will.15






  



The Supernatural Dimension of the Marital Covenant

Scheeben begins his discussion of marriage on the supernatural level by raising the question, What is a Christian? 


What is a Christian? In baptism he is received into the mystical body of the God-man . . . and he belongs to that body both in body and in soul. When he contracts marriage with a baptized person, not merely two human beings . . . but two consecrated members of Christ's body enter into union to consecrate themselves to the extension of this body. Wherever their bond is in accord with justice, it can have no other intrinsic end than to beget the expected children for Christ, to whom the married couple themselves belong. . . . Accordingly, in the contracting of marriage itself the contracting parties can only act in the name of the divine head to whom they themselves belong, and for whom they function as his members. In particular, they can dispose of their bodies as generative principles only with the approval of Christ and according to the mind of Christ, for their bodies are no longer their own flesh, but the flesh of Christ. They can unite with each other only on the basis of their oneness with Christ; the union of each to the divine head is carried over into the bond they contract with each other so as to transfigure and consolidate the bond.16



In this text, the original definition of marriage still holds. Procreation still accounts for the specific essence of the marriage bond, but the bond is transfigured. It is far from being the mere product of a human contract on the couple's own authority for a specific purpose they intend to pursue. It is, rather, an organ through which Christ himself on his own initiative pursues the end of increasing his body by giving life to new persons who are ordered to becoming that body's members. 

In order to describe the effective presence of Christ's initiative, Scheeben turns to the general definition of “sacrament” as a sign that effectively communicates the grace it signifies. It would be insufficient, he argues, to see marriage as a natural institution defined by a natural end which acts merely in the cognitive order as a sign for the supernatural union between Christ and the Church. In this way of viewing it, marriage itself would not be a supernatural mystery. It would be the empty natural image of a supernatural mystery that lies outside it. In fact, however, marriage is a sacrament in the full sense and has a more real, essential, and interior relation to the mystery of the union of love between Christ and the Church. It is an image shaped and employed by Christ himself to be an effective cause of a similar union between husband and wife. By the power of his cross, Christ communicates the Holy Spirit as the bond of loving union between himself and the Church. Through the sacrament of marriage he effectively communicates the same gift of loving union to the union of husband and wife in order to transfigure that union after the pattern of his own spousal union with the Church.17


Scheeben strongly emphasizes the primacy of the common good of the body of Christ in the disposition of this grace of loving union. The common good of extending the body as a whole (as a true common good it is truly the “personal” good of all persons in that whole) has an absolute primacy over the individual or personal intentions and dispositions of the couple.


When they bind themselves to each other they can do so in justice only for the same purpose which Christ pursues in his bond with the Church, namely, to extend the mystical body. They can only act in the Spirit of the union of Christ and the Church and by the same token they can only act in the name of Christ and the Church, because their bodies belong to Christ and his Church, and consequently the right of disposing of them pertains in the first instance not to the earthly couple, but to the heavenly marriage (connubium). Therefore their union presupposes the union of Christ with his Church, and carries it further to cooperate with it for a single supernatural purpose [i.e., the extension of his body by the addition of new members]. They must cooperate precisely as members of the body of Christ in his Church, and hence as organs of the whole, and therefore they must unite with each other as organs of Christ's body, as organs of the whole that was brought into being by the union of Christ with the Church. Thus their union, their covenant (Bund), becomes an organic member in the great and richly articulated covenant between Christ and His Church, a member which is encompassed, pervaded, and sustained by this mystical covenant, which participates in the lofty, supernatural, and sacred character of the whole and in its innermost essence represents and reflects that whole.18



It is noteworthy that in this text Scheeben understands the marriage bond as a “covenant” (Bund). In this, he anticipates the teaching of the Second Vatican Council that marriage is a “covenant of love (foedus dilectionis).”19 He does not deny that this bond also has the intrinsic character of a contract of a moral and legal nature, but covenant is the conclusive theological category under which all aspects, including contract, must be subsumed. Marriage is a covenant that receives its inner power from the Spirit of love that animates the encompassing covenant between Christ and his Church.

With great emphasis Scheeben uses the word “organ(ic)” four times in the text just quoted to insist that the covenant between man and woman must be understood as a part of a great whole, the mystical body, as pervaded by the power of that whole, and as serving a common good of that whole. This purpose is not an alien good for man and woman, but their own personal good without ceasing to be the good of the whole body, that is, of every person in that body. 




  



The Spirit of Loving Union

The strong insistence on procreation as a common good of the whole body of Christ does not compete against Scheeben's appreciation of the loving union between husband and wife, as indicated already by his use of the category “covenant.” He insists strongly on the loving union found in this covenant. Loving union is the main grace of the sacrament.20 In their union and through it as a sacramental sign, husband and wife come to share in the Spirit of union that animates the spousal union of the whole body with Christ. 

In an earlier chapter of his Mysteries Scheeben unfolds the effects of the indwelling of the Holy Spirit as the bond of loving union between Christ and the Church. Particularly pertinent are some of his observations on the traditional image of the Holy Spirit as the “kiss” between the bridegroom Christ and his bride. 


[The Holy Spirit] is the osculum, or kiss, of the Son by which the soul becomes his bride. As bride of the Son the soul in grace prays to him, “Let him kiss me with the kisses of his mouth” (Song of Songs 1,1), so that by this spiritual kiss she may become one with him in one Spirit. She becomes one with him as one Spirit in the Holy Spirit, whom he breathes forth into her and with whom she melts into one through the breath of love aroused by that Spirit, like a flame which is enkindled from another flame and by meeting and crossing with it unites with it to form one flame. The real indwelling of the Spirit of the bridegroom in his bride is to the spiritual marriage of the Son of God with the soul what corporal union is in corporal marriage, a union to which bride and bridegroom aspire (erstrebt) in their reciprocal love. Hence it can be regarded as the consummation and sealing of the affective union between the Son of God and the soul.21



In this text Scheeben uses an experience better known to us—namely, the sexual intercourse of husband and wife—as a basis for understanding the mysterious union of love between the bridegroom Christ with his bride. Husband and wife “aspire to (erstreben)” sexual union as “the consummation and fulfillment of the affective union between” them. The indwelling of the Holy Spirit can be understood by analogy as “the consummation and sealing of the affective union between Christ and his bride.” 

Following the logic of the sacrament as an effective sign of grace, one can turn this relationship around. If the sexual union is illustrative of the spiritual union, the latter in turn illumines and actually informs the former. Given Scheeben's account of marriage as a sacrament, what can be said in light of his thought about a truly Spirit-filled conjugal act of husband and wife? What is the character, in Scheeben's words, of the “union to which bride and bridegroom aspire (erstrebt) in their reciprocal love”? Scheeben himself does not explicitly raise and answer this question, but an implicit answer can be drawn from what he does say explicitly. 

There is no dissonance or competition between the end of the conjugal act, procreation, and the power of the conjugal act as “the consummation and sealing of affective union” between husband and wife, according to Scheeben. Aware that they do not belong to themselves, but first of all to the bridegroom Christ, and that they do not serve their limited personal or private good, but a great common good that is truly their own (precisely because it is common), husband and wife experience this union as an effect and as an extension into them of the abundance of life in the great covenant and its heavenly marriage. 

To unfold this basic point, one can retrace the three steps in Scheeben's analysis of love and the procession of the Holy Spirit. 

First, the sanctity of husband and wife in their role as spouses consists, as does all sanctity, in the perfection of love. In loving each other, man and woman find “good pleasure” (complacentia) in each other. This first affection binds them to each other and plunges them into each other. It forms them, penetrates and fills them with each other. Conversely, the good and beauty which each embodies actively grows together with its lover. The beloved becomes an inner principle in the lover's heart by which the lover acts and strives. The goodness and beauty of each has the power of “filling [each other] with a flow of joy and pleasure.” Yet each is not preoccupied with himself or herself. Both go out to the other, unite and give themselves to the other so as to rest, not in themselves, but in the other.

Following Scheeben's account of the procession of the Holy Spirit as love, one can trace the same three-step unfolding of love in the source of human love, the Spirit of loving union. This holiness or perfection of love in husband and wife expressed in the conjugal act is due to the presence of the Holy Spirit—to the communication of the Holy Spirit's own attributes in his procession from the Father and the Son. When they find “good pleasure” in each other, husband and wife are present to each other by the power of the Spirit in the aspiration or sigh of love by which love breathes forth its glow and energy, as the fragrance of incense is present in the fire of the censer. 

The power of the Holy Spirit binds them one to the other. By pledges that take the form of kiss and embrace, they offer and give themselves to each other to be possessed by each other. Aware that they are a source of happiness for each other, they communicate themselves in the form of giving and gift. In all three of these ways, the gift of the Holy Spirit can be understood as “breath that comes from the heart, from the furnace of the glow of love. . . . [I]n a kiss, breath also expresses unification with the beloved and giving (Hingabe) to the beloved.”

The terms used in this account of a truly Spirit-filled conjugal act of the spouses are strictly the terms used by Scheeben. The striking similarity of this language with the later language of John Paul II is not the result of projecting the latter's account of love and sexuality into Scheeben. It is fully present in Scheeben though Scheeben does not unfold in detail how it applies to spousal love and the conjugal act. 




  



Scheeben and the Development of Catholic Doctrine

Balthasar calls Scheeben “the greatest German theologian to-date since the time of Romanticism,”22 apparently including himself with some humility in that comparison. 

Scheeben shows what resources were at the disposal of Catholic marriage theology a century before Pope Paul VI's encyclical on marriage, Humanae Vitae. Scheeben is keenly aware of the meaning of erotic gestures as expressions of personal love, culminating in the gift of self. An example is his penetrating observation, quoted above: “in a kiss, breath also expresses unification with the beloved and giving (Hingabe) to the beloved.”23 In this comment on kissing, Scheeben glosses the first verse of the Song of Songs, “Let him kiss me with the kisses of his mouth.” 

This reference to the Song of Songs highlights an important fact: the main place in which one can find the tradition's understanding of love in marriage is, not the tractates on marriage (designed to prepare those who have to administer canon law in this complex area of the Church's life), but the sphere of influence of the Song of Songs.24 It is clearly inaccurate to say, as some historians do, that until the personalist revolution of the early twentieth century, Catholic theology was imprisoned by a legalistic, biologistic, and naturalistic reduction of the meaning of the conjugal act and of marriage to reproduction. 

Scheeben is obviously aware of what is called today the “unitive” and the “procreative” meaning of the conjugal act. Neither of these two meanings, as he sees them, competes against the other. On the contrary, the covenantal union of love between the spouses depends in its specific nature on the end of procreation. Sexual union in particular is unitive precisely as a procreative union in which husband and wife serve the common good of the body of Christ. 

The unity of these two meanings in Scheeben can be seen in the manner in which he combines two apparently divergent accounts: the definition of marriage as a contract involving moral and legal obligations in which “the good that is disposed of . . . [is] the body as a principle of generation”; and a more comprehensive vision of the same marriage as a covenant that shares in the covenant of love between God and humanity in the union of the Holy Spirit. 

It would not even be sufficient to concede this evidence and simply move the date of the personalist revolution from the 1920s back by about a half century to when Scheeben was writing. Throughout his account, Scheeben is drawing on the resources of the Catholic tradition, particularly on the fathers of the Church, and on St. Bernard and St. Thomas. St. John of the Cross does not play as dominant a role in Scheeben's thought as he does in that of the young Wojtyła. Nevertheless, that there is a deep convergence with John of the Cross is evident in the great importance Scheeben attaches to the category “gift” (Hingabe). 

Scheeben is in many respects indebted to personalistic ideas and formulations developed by the German idealists, particularly G. W. F. Hegel (1770–1831) and Johann Gottlieb Fichte (1762–1814).25 To these one can add Kant (1724–1804), whom Scheeben seems to have studied increasingly between his Mysteries and his Dogmatik. Nevertheless, a recent dissertation written under Jesuit moral theologian Josef Fuchs concludes, “it is legitimate to say that his teaching on marriage is faithful to the great patristic and scholastic tradition.”26 Again, one can find the tradition's understanding of the unitive aspect of love and marriage, above all, in the sphere of influence of the Song of Songs. 
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When the core group that would become the Scripture Project gathered for the first time, Ellen Davis reports they came to a consensus. “The most fundamental need,” the group quickly agreed, is “to learn again to read and teach the Bible confessionally within mainstream North American and European Christianity.”1 It is a judgment I think that is widespread. 

Theology—understood as the knowledge of and skill in analyzing, defending, and applying the doctrines of the Church—is not in adequate contact with modern knowledge of and skill in interpreting the Bible.2 This bifurcation affects all aspects of Christian experience. The way in which we read and teach the Bible is removed from and does not inform the way in which we talk about our faith and organize our lives. It is hard to imagine a more fundamental crisis.3

“Theological exegesis” seems to describe the mode of reading that we hope can overcome the alienation of theology from biblical study. The series I am editing, the Brazos Theological Commentary on the Bible,4 certainly uses the term in this sense. But I must confess that I find the concept of theological exegesis opaque and even problematic. Too often we think of theological interpretation as something distinct from textually grounded analysis. For example, in the general introduction to the Interpretation5 series the editors tell us that exegesis involves a double task involving seemingly two different mental operations: “to deal with what the texts say and to discern their meaning for faith and life.” Krister Stendahl's old distinction between “what it meant for them” and “what it means for us” continues to echo.6

The problem is that the Church has acknowledged no such distinction, or at least never allowed the distinction to move to the center of the exegetical project. Christian readers recognized that certain texts required grammatical clarification. They saw that in some instances exposition demanded observations about historical context. At times, doctrine is explicitly brought to bear. At other times, moral conclusions are drawn and contemporary applications are made. Yet all this diversity of focus and concern functioned within a single interpretive enterprise. Pre-critical readers did not seek a “theological meaning” as something over and against another “historical meaning.” They distinguished between good and bad exegesis, not between theological exegesis and some other possible and equally legitimate mode of interpretation.

With the sobering witness of the tradition in mind, I want to take a stab at describing the mode of interpretation we all seem to want, and I want to do so without relying upon methodological or hermeneutical contrasts between theological and historical-critical methods. I want to give an account of biblical exegesis that does not suggest that reading the Bible (“deal with what the text says”) is somehow different from thinking about God's gracious love. I will try to do so in three ways. First, as befits a systematic theologian, I want to describe the relationship between doctrine (by which I mean not only official teachings but also the larger public form of the Church, which includes liturgical practice, moral formation, and spiritual discipline) and Scripture. It is a linkage that we must seek if we are to be both consistent and alive in our beliefs. Second, I plan to give an example of my own effort to read “theologically.” Finally, I will conclude by offering some programmatic remarks that return to the question of modern historical-critical study and its relation to theological interpretation.




  



The Bible and Doctrine After the Reformation

In the aftermath of the Reformation, the interpretation of the Bible became a point of contest, and the relation between doctrine and Scripture was variously defined. But in every case a profound conformity of doctrine with Scripture was asserted. For most of the post-Reformation period, the Catholic Church insisted upon an almost complete correspondence, allowing only for the possibility that biblical exegesis, like doctrine, can develop toward fuller and fuller exposition of already recognized truths.7 The Protestant interest in ongoing reform of the Church made the relationship between doctrine and Scripture less static, but the underlying logic was similar. What the Bible says and what the Church teaches may not be in full accord at present, but they should be, and the goal of both exegesis and theology is to maximize this correspondence. 

The principle of apostolic legitimacy motivates this close correspondence between doctrine and Scripture. The logic is transparent. If the Bible teaches “x” and the Church teaches “not x,” then either the Bible teaches the truth or the Church teaches the truth. But since the true Church of Christ teaches the gospel, and since the Bible is the sacred and canonical witness to the gospel, such a disjunction is intolerable. 

I think it is worthwhile to see this logic in action in confessional documents. For the presumption of apostolic legitimacy helps explain why “theological exegesis”—that is to say, exegesis in accordance with Church teaching—must be the best, most compelling reading. 

At the Council of Trent we find juxtaposition between scriptural interpretation based upon “personal judgment” and reading guided by “holy mother Church.” It is improper, Trent teaches, that private persons should set about to produce interpretations contrary to those established by the tradition of the Church. To prevent the possibility of any disjunction between biblical interpretation and Church teaching, Trent provides a crucial post-Reformation definition of magisterial authority. It is the function of the Church, we read, “to judge the true sense and interpretation of the sacred Scriptures.”8

The First and Second Vatican Councils reiterate this affirmation of magisterial authority. As we read in De Fide, Vatican I's dogmatic constitution on the Catholic faith:


Now since the decree on the interpretation of holy Scripture, profitably made by the Council of Trent, with the intention of constraining rash speculation, has been wrongly interpreted by some, we renew that decree and declare its meaning to be as follows: that in matters of faith and morals, belonging as they do to the establishing of Christian doctrine, that the meaning of holy Scripture must be held to be the true one, which holy mother Church held and holds, since it is her right to judge the true meaning and interpretation of holy Scripture.9



 

The Second Vatican Council's dogmatic constitution on divine revelation, Dei Verbum, provides a much more extensive, plastic, and complex account of the role and interpretation of Scripture in the life of the Church.10 But the underlying logic remains intact. As we read: “The task of authentically interpreting the Word of God . . . has been entrusted only to those charged with the Church's ongoing teaching function, whose authority is exercised in the name of Jesus Christ.”11

For all the differences between Protestant and Catholic, on the principle of apostolic legitimacy the two traditions are as one. The Lutheran Formula of Concord (1577) opens with the Protestant principle of sola scriptura. “We believe, confess, and teach,” the formula states, “that the only rule and norm according to which all dogmas and all doctors ought to be assessed and judged, is no other thing than the prophetic and apostolic writings of both the Old and of the New Testament.”12


In the Reformed tradition, the Westminster Confession provides a more detailed discussion of the necessity of the illumination of the Holy Spirit in right reading, as well as the proper scope for natural reason in practical considerations of Church order, but the basic principle remains the same. “The Supreme Judge, by which all controversies of religion are to be determined, and all decrees of councils, opinions of ancient writers, doctrines of men, and private spirits, are to be examined, and in whose sentence we are to rest, can be no other than the Holy Spirit speaking in the Scripture.”13


This is not a paper in ecumenical theology, so I cannot address the real differences between Catholic and Lutheran and Reformed views on the link between doctrine and biblical interpretation. There are clear disagreements about the role of the Church in establishing and sustaining this relationship, with the Catholic side thinking a magisterium indispensable and the Protestant side tending to think it fatal. However, I hope that it is clear how closely these confessional traditions agree. And how could it be otherwise? For the principle of apostolic legitimacy requires the following conclusion. What is taught by the Church must be substantially in accord with what the Bible says, or, to put the issue in a more cautious double negative, the Church cannot teach that which is substantially discordant with what the Bible says. 

Even aggressively non-confessional Protestants adopt this assumption. They reject the instrumentalities of written confessions precisely because they think such man-made documents stand in the way of the complete correspondence between Church teaching and biblical preaching. The two should be one and the same ecclesial act, not two different aspects of Church life that need to be brought into accordance. So, however bitter are debates about Church authority, confessional documents, theories of inerrancy, or methods of interpretation, the principle of apostolic legitimacy is not itself controversial. It is instead the great point of agreement around which ecumenical controversies swirl.




  



Exegesis and the Content of Doctrine

With this close relationship between Church doctrine and the content of the Bible in mind, I think we can make an initial approach to providing a more precise definition of theological interpretation. The problem is not that something labeled “theology” has not adequately engaged something else called “biblical studies.” We do not want for interdisciplinary study. Instead, we are facing a collective crisis. 

We are told that the doctrine of the Trinity is the great, foundational ecumenical doctrine of Christianity—and we are told that it is not to be found in the Bible. We are told that Jesus Christ is the Messiah who fulfills the law and the prophets—and we are told that such a reading of the Old Testament is an abuse of the text. I could go on with more examples, but we all know the phenomenon. What the Churches teach and what biblical scholars tell us is in the Bible seem at odds. I submit, therefore, that theological exegesis is, at minimum, any reading that moves in the opposite direction. An interpretation is theological insofar as it shows the ways in which Church teaching accords with what the Bible says. 

At this point I can imagine a certain discomfort. Is the purpose of exegesis to prove doctrine, as if doctrine were the great vehicle of divine truth and not the Scriptures themselves? I think the discomfort is justified, for in both Protestant and Catholic traditions there has been a tendency to see doctrine as the purified, reasoned and reconciled “content” of Scripture.14 If we would but learn our Baltimore Catechism, then we would be fully formed in God's truth. But this cannot be true, for it is precisely a doctrine of the Church that, while doctrines may teach truths about God, they do not reveal God. As the First Vatican Council observes, revelation is contained in Scripture and what are called the “unwritten traditions,” both of which “were received by the apostles from the lips of Christ himself.” God's living Word is to be found in this apostolic memory, and not in the subsequent doctrinal tradition. One could not claim to participate in the saving truth of Christ if one memorizes all of Church doctrine but does not attend Mass or fails to read the Bible. 

Here we see the other side of theological exegesis. The principle of apostolic legitimacy drives exegesis toward a way of reading that links doctrine to Scripture, but the link is not probative, or not merely probative. Theological exegesis also serves the principle of apostolic vitality. Under the influence of the sustained criticisms of doctrinalized and deracinated modes of Christian formation, the Second Vatican Council gave urgent and eloquent voice to the need for a re-scripturalized faith. It is not the case that the Church draws truths out of Scripture, encodes them into doctrines, and then moves on.15 As the Council teaches, the Church never ceases to receive “the bread of life from the one table of God's Word and Christ's body,” and “accordingly all the Church's preaching, no less than the whole Christian religion, ought to be nourished and ruled by holy Scripture.”16 No matter how correct doctrine might be in some formal sense, the project of bringing the biblical word to bear upon the life of the Church is an ongoing, perpetual task. “There is such force and power in the word of God,” teaches the Council, “that it stands as the Church's support and strength, affording her children sturdiness in faith, food for the soul and a pure and unfailing fount of spiritual life.”17 The apostolic legitimacy of Church teaching must be infused by the apostolic vitality of Scripture.

On the imperative of apostolic vitality the Protestant tradition has always insisted, and therefore, I think we can enlarge our definition of theological exegesis without controversy.18 Not only does a properly theological interpretation seek to show the conformity of Church teaching with what the Bible says, theological exegesis also reads Scripture as the living language of faith. Or perhaps more accurately, precisely insofar as it shows the conformity of Scripture and teaching, theological exegesis saturates the life of the Church with what the Bible says. To put the matter in a formula, the more readily a reading of the Bible enters into the life and practice of the Church, the more fully theological is the interpretation.

With this brief outline of the principle of apostolic legitimacy and imperative of apostolic vitality, I have defined theological exegesis without recourse to contrasts between historical-critical and other modes of reading. Interpretation should draw upon whatever intellectual methods seem appropriate. It is a conceit of modernity that method is foundational, a conceit long shown false by the actual practice of modern science. What matters are the ends sought. We want commerce between scientific theory and data that allows us to enter more fully into the world as it is. In the same way, we seek exegesis that links doctrine with Scripture in such a way that we can better inhabit the gospel. Therefore, interpretation is theological insofar as it shows the concord of doctrine with Scripture and maximizes the penetration of Scripture into the life and teaching of the Church. 

We are so accustomed to thinking in terms of methods and techniques rather than ends and goals that my definition of theological exegesis may seem an illusion of logic rather than a real possibility for Christian readers of the Bible. The old Stendhal distinction between what it meant and what it means, between reading the text “responsibly” and reading it “piously,” has a powerful grip on us. We worry that without a distinct and prior role for critical historical reading, our exegesis will lack credibility and discipline. For these reasons, I want to flesh out just how these ends might shape exegetical practice, and I will do so by I offering an instance of my own adventure in scriptural interpretation.




  



Reading Genesis as Scripture and Doctrine

Consider the first verses of Genesis. Here we find biblical material both ambiguous and fraught. The Hebrew admits of different senses. Should we read the first verse as “In the beginning God created,” conveying the sense that we are at the absolute beginning? Or should we read this opening verse as “In the beginning, when God created,” now suggesting the more modest idea that we are being told about the first stage in a process that might be otherwise part of a larger whole? And furthermore, what are we to make about the next verse and its mention of the unformed earth and the darkness and the face of the waters. Did God make the heavens and earth out of a pre-existing primal substance? Does the divine beginning operate over and against a counter-beginning, an unformed earth, a darkness and chaos that somehow preexists the beginning? 

In his Unfinished Literal Commentary on Genesis, Augustine raises these questions and offers a variety of interpretive suggestions. Augustine notes that the Bible does not provide every detail, so we can justly suppose that in the first moment God creates all the elements, the formless earth and the darkness and the water, and this can be conceived of in many different ways. But it is clear that loyalty to Church doctrine is guiding Augustine on this point. As he says, “Whichever of these opinions is true, we must believe that God is the maker and creator of all things.”19 To recall our definition of theological exegesis, Augustine reads so as to affirm the principle of apostolic legitimacy. Creatio ex nihilo, creation out of nothing, is normative doctrine, and Augustine brings his reading into conformity with Church teaching.

As modern men and women we are likely to step back and say, “Yes, of course, Augustine accepted the authority of doctrine, and look what happens. He is indifferent to what the Bible really says.” The plain sense of the first verses suggests that there was something upon which God acted in creation. Furthermore, adopting the historicist mode of analysis, we can adduce the many combat myths from ancient literature, and we can show how the Old Testament often pictures the origins of the world in the same fashion. Aside from 2 Maccabees 7:28, the many declarations of God's creative sovereignty and power throughout the Bible do not specify creation out of nothing.20 It would seem, then, the doctrine of creatio ex nihilo presents a classic case of preconceived theological ideas subverting the text. A rigid system of doctrine is being imposed upon Scripture and silencing its own voice. “It is one thing to accept responsibility for showing the concordance of Scripture and doctrine,” we say, “but we must be sure not to lose the text in the process.”

The reaction is common, and one of the great dogmas of modern biblical study has been to exclude doctrine from exegesis. As Benjamin Jowett wrote more than one hundred years ago, the role of the interpreter is to recover “the simple words” of Scripture. This requires the reader to “clear away the remains of dogmas, systems, controversies,” which our ecclesiastical imaginations have perversely imposed upon the text. By returning to the text in its purity, Jowett promises, we will commune with the minds of the original authors, and Scriptures once smothered by doctrine will return to life.21

Unfortunately, the effect has been otherwise. Insofar as actual churches continue to recite the Nicene Creed, any reading of Genesis 1 that fails to conclude that the text does not contradict the doctrine of creatio ex nihilo effectively removes these verses from functional piety of believers, generally weakening the role of the Bible in the life of the Church. How can one affirm the doctrine that God creates out of nothing, a doctrine embedded in the creeds and liturgy, and agree that the Bible teaches otherwise, without relaxing the relationship between doctrine, worship and Scripture? This is not an isolated instance. It occurs whenever a biblical interpreter concludes that the Bible says something other than what the Church teaches. Instead of coming to life, the voice of Scripture is muffled, even silenced.

Must we then choose between loyalty to doctrine and attentiveness to the textual reality of Scripture? Must we engage in exegetical finger-crossing in order to keep the Bible as the Scripture of the Church? To say “yes” involves a massive misunderstanding of the nature and role of doctrine in scriptural interpretation. Classical doctrine is not sui generis. Doctrines such as creatio ex nihilo guide an overall reading of Scripture that claims to be the most satisfactory, and because most satisfactory, most capable of bringing Scripture to life. Furthermore, there is nothing complacent about accepting the authority of doctrine in the work of exegesis. It is precisely the difficulty of bringing Scripture and doctrine into some kind of intellectually and spiritually satisfactory relationship that infuses exegesis with urgency, energy, and creativity. This difficulty may tempt us to escape by way of conventional dogmatic solutions or superficial exegesis. The Christian tradition provides us with many examples. But at least we will be protected from the anodyne and vague theological gestures that characterize so much modern biblical interpretation.22

In order to illustrate how doctrine is scriptural in substance and energizing in effect, I need to show how creatio ex nihilo arises from a complex array of exegetical judgments that operate across the entire biblical text. This set of interpretive judgments maximizes the plain sense of the Scriptures, supports a metaphysical framework for coherent affirmations of that plain sense, and encourages a christological focus for biblical interpretation as a whole. For these reasons, allowing the doctrine of creation out of nothing to guide a reading of Genesis 1 amounts to a decision to allow the larger witness of Scripture to guide interpretation.




  



Idolatry

The Old Testament campaign against idolatry has a recurring structure. Idols are not weak, ineffective, or inadequate; they are empty and lifeless. Those who set themselves up against the Lord's commands “are nothing; their molten images are empty wind” (Isa. 41:29). “The makers of idols go into confusion” (Isa. 45:16). For idols are not evil powers, nor can they represent a primal potency or reality upon which God might have operated in creation. Instead, idols are “like scarecrows,” and “they cannot do evil, neither is it in them to do good” (Jer. 10:5).

The New Testament carries forward the same view of idols. They are lifeless and powerless. Paul consistently explains the futility of idols by appeal to God's creative uniqueness (see Acts 14:15, 17:24). For this reason, Paul is indifferent to any thought that meat sacrificed to idols might be infected by a hidden, shameful potency (see 1 Cor. 8). Idols are not malign; they are empty and vacant. The danger is not that idols will bewitch by some internal, semi-divine power. They transfix because we fill their vacancy with the noisy gongs and clanging symbols of empty prophesy and pseudo-mystery (1 Cor. 13:1).

Throughout Scripture claims about lifeless idols and their dangerous nullity are made against the background of larger affirmations of God's creative sovereignty. In each instance, we find an implicit ontological parsimony. Because God creates out of nothing, there is nothing (nihil) other than the one true God and the set of all things he has made. Thus, idolatry is not a simple mistake or miscalculation. It is not a loyalty to a semi-divine or primeval power that cannot measure up to the power and glory of the Lord. Idolatry is loyalty to nihil, a devotion to lifelessness, and for this reason, the Old Testament often portrays idolatry as the paradigm of sin. 

Idolatry encourages and reflects a desire for nothingness, a choice of death. St. Paul's account of sin begins with primordial turn from the living God whose creative glory is readily “perceived in the things that have been made” (Rom. 1:20) toward “images” (Rom. 1:20–23). The baleful genealogy simply reiterates the judgments of the Old Testament. There is no place to stand between God and creation —and to try to do so only results in a crazy, self-defeating loyalty to nothingness. Not surprisingly, therefore, the themes of idolatry and loyalty set the stage for the explicit affirmation of creatio ex nihilo in 2 Maccabees 7:28.23





  



Divine Transcendence

The second reason for submitting our reading of Genesis 1 to the control of the doctrine of creatio ex nihilo concerns the apparent conflict between two biblical claims about God. On the one hand, we read, “Behold, the heaven and the heaven of the heavens cannot contain thee” (1 Kings 8:27). God is wholly other and cannot be framed within the finite world. On the other hand, God is a character within the biblical story. He commands and speaks, and, in places such as Genesis 17:1, “appears.” In the New Testament, classical doctrine teaches that God is present as the incarnate second person of the Trinity. So, which shall it be? Is God without or within? Is God wholly other or part of the unfolding drama of finite creation? These questions concern more than intra-scriptural tension. They also have to do with contemporary intuitions about the universality of truth and the particularity of cultures. The bumper sticker declaration, “My God is too big for any one religion,” reflects the conviction that one must by loyal to 1 Kings 8:27 to the exclusion of Genesis 17:1. One must affirm the universal deity in contradiction to the Lord who elects a particular nation. The contrastive choice between universality and particularity is all the more dramatic in classical christology. Divine transcendence would seem utterly inconsistent with incarnation.

The ontological parsimony of creatio ex nihilo helps us resolve the apparent contradiction between the transcendence and presence of God. The doctrine of creation out of nothing teaches that God is in relation to absolutely nothing other than himself prior to creation, because there in nothing prior to creation for God not to be. As Exodus 3:14 teaches, God is who he is simply because he is who he is, and not because he is not something else.

Because creatio ex nihilo formulates God's transcendence in terms of uniqueness rather than as a supremacy or priority over some sort of primal matter, the transcendence of God is consistent with his immediacy and presence to finite reality. God leaves nothing behind; he betrays or contradicts nothing “divine” by drawing near. For there is no divine “stuff” other than the singular “I am.” 

Thus, a biblical reader need not choose between the universal God and the Lord who acts in space and time.24 Nor need the reader parse divinity and humanity in the unified person of Jesus Christ.25 In contrast, a reading of Genesis 1:2 that contradicts creatio ex nihilo and its implied ontological parsimony will undermine the capacity of scriptural readers to interpret the God of Israel as the universal deity and will tend to make all New Testament talk of God incarnate seem incoherent.26

Here I must pause to express my exasperation with modernist sensibilities. The classical doctrine of creatio ex nihilo guides us toward a reading of some ambiguous words and phrases in Genesis so that we can give very straightforward and plain sense readings of countless other biblical verses. How, then, could a rejection of this doctrine, supposedly for the sake of preserving the integrity of the biblical text, succeed on its own terms? If we set aside creatio ex nihilo, then I suppose we can become more intimate with a scholarly construct called ancient Israelite religion, but we cannot read Genesis 1 without crossing our fingers on a huge number of biblical verses that suggest any form of divine presence. Of course, the very concept of ancient Israelite religion was invented to shift the focus of interpretation away from what the Scriptures say about God and toward something more occult and inconsequential, and therefore more easily believed, which is why we never seem to notice that our approach to the Bible and its talk about God has become incoherent. It is precisely to avoid both this blindness and this incoherence that classical doctrine was developed.

Third and finally, a reading of Genesis 1 governed by the doctrine of creation ex nihilo helps motivate the christological maximalism that characterizes classical Christian interpretation of Scripture.27 Irenaeus based his rejection of gnostic accounts of Jesus upon a complex refutation of the gnostic doctrine of creation.28 The gnostic doctrine presumed that the world in which we live is the final fruit of a cosmic evolution characterized by many layers of spiritual or supernatural reality emanating from the one transcendent and eternal deity. With a graduated ontological scheme at their disposal, gnostic teachers were able to avoid the evident absurdity of saying that Jesus was God incarnate. They could assign to Jesus an intermediate redemptive significance. He is above us in ontological significance, and he offers a hand to pull us up to the next higher link in the great chain of being. 

Irenaeus' arguments against the gnostics amount to a case on behalf of the doctrine of creation out of nothing. The ontological parsimony implicit in creatio ex nihilo means that Jesus is either simply a man, or he is God incarnate. There are no other ontological alternatives. This disjunctive situation is not a narrowly christological matter. It has to do with the larger, sola gratia structure of so much of the Bible. St. Paul's analysis of Abraham's justification, and by extension, the logic of the larger project of divine blessing, emphasizes the lack of mediating realities between God and finite reality. Upon what might Abraham rely other than God, “who gives life to the dead and calls into existence the things that do not exist” (Rom. 4:17)? All other things are “as good as dead” (4:18), and thus “no one might boast in the presence of God” (1 Cor. 1:28). 

The ontological parsimony entailed by creatio ex nihilo eliminates half-measures, and as Paul reasons, this presses us toward God alone as the power of salvation. In this way, the christology outlined by Irenaeus and developed by the later tradition simply follows from the logic of Paul's rigorous arguments for a sola gratia account of salvation, arguments that are themselves dependent upon a reading of Genesis 1 as teaching a creation out of nothing.

There are surely further warrants for the classical doctrine of creation out of nothing, but my goal has not been to provide an exhaustive account. Instead, I have tried to illustrate a simple point about theological exegesis. Exercising ourselves to see the concord between Scripture and doctrine does not silence Scripture. Christian doctrine is a nearly two-thousand-year-long research project into the inner cogency of the Bible. Precisely because the Church has long accepted the principles of apostolic legitimacy and vitality, her teachings have been formed in order to maximize our ability to bring Scripture alive in our minds. Therefore, if we read Scripture theologically, that is to say, if we read to discern the concord between doctrine and Scripture, then we will find our exegetical judgments energized and extended across the biblical text as a whole in an integrated, continuous intellectual practice of reading and reasoning about Scripture.




  



The Historical-Critical Method and Theology

Nothing I have said about the nature of theological interpretation contradicts the conviction that modern historical-critical study of the Bible remains a sophisticated and helpful mode of reading. Applying techniques of textual analysis such as form and redaction criticism dramatizes the diversity and complexity of the biblical text. The same holds for efforts to discern social contexts for composition and reception. I remember reading Gerd Thiessen's study of the social setting of Paul's letters to the Corinthians.29 Having a vivid sense of the social context liberated me from my unconscious and stultifying assumption that Paul (and all of Scripture) uttered timeless truths into the great void of eternity. To hear Paul speak to real people in an actual community did not make him seem distant and diminished. On the contrary, it made Paul's voice living and present.

For all that I have gained from historical-critical study of the Bible, however, I reject efforts to build bridges between theology and biblical studies. If the principles of apostolic legitimacy and vitality are sound, then it cannot be the case that theology can be an intellectual practice fundamentally distinct from biblical interpretation. But I want to do more than press home the conclusion to a syllogism. An analogy to scientific inquiry can help us understand the absurdity of imagining that theology and biblical study can function independently.

It may be the case that historical study of ancient myths of creation and redaction criticism helps us see how Genesis 1 is part of a priestly, legal, and Temple-oriented strand running through the Pentateuch. There are many other tools of modern analysis—literary and anthropological, as well as historical and sociological—that may enrich and deepen our reading. Being modern intellectuals means inheriting modern techniques of analysis, and this may magnify and clarify our vision as readers. But the crucial point is that none of these techniques of analysis can tell us what the Bible says. Scientists have experimental techniques that they use to identify and clarify data. They can add precipitants to separate compounds into their constituent elements. They can carbon date fossils to place them into an accurate timeline. But a redoubled application of these techniques will not produce a scientific theory. An electron microscope refines our sense of what the data are—it does not interpret that data by way of its improved accuracy. The same holds for historical-critical techniques. It is simply comical to imagine that the intellectual techniques that help us bring the Bible into focus as a diverse and historical document can also double as synthetic tools for interpretation. 

At this point I could go on to point out how far-fetched and allegorical are modern attempts to perform an alchemical transformation of sophisticated data analysis into some larger interpretive account. Reading Marcus Borg involves entering into occult theories of religious consciousness where Paul Tillich is wedded to Norman O. Brown in the seventh epoch of the liberated ego as it bursts the bonds of social finitude. Even the sober Gerhard von Rad can sound positively vatic when he pronounces upon rather than reasons about theological topics in his commentary on Genesis. These unsatisfactory results are inevitable. Insofar as modern biblical studies self-consciously reject classical Christian doctrines and take up modern doctrines about religion and human consciousness (or the now popular postmodern doctrines about society and power and difference) as the organizing principles for exegesis, we will get exegesis that links Scripture to sociological or sociological doctrines (or the doctrines of French literary theory). Or we will get desperate theological gestures that, however true in themselves, fail to bring Scripture into a living relationship with Church teaching.

But I do not what to focus on the speck in the eyes of modern biblical scholars. What concerns me is the beam in my own theological eye. During the Second World War, Henri de Lubac wrote a series of lectures and essays. He wanted to understand why the Christian culture of Europe was failing—why, to use his words, “the whole edifice of European civilization seems to be collapsing.” De Lubac had no illusions about the barbaric paganism of modern European ideologies, but he did not focus his attention on the enemy without. He was concerned about the enemy within. For, as he observed then, “At the root of everything, it must be said, there is a failure among Christians.”30

According to de Lubac, his failure—our failure—has a number of sources, but the most important was and remains a loss of spiritual contact with the prime substance of Christian truth, the holy Scriptures. The deep source of Christian impotence in the present age, he writes, is “the renunciation of knowing and using the Bible.” This is especially true of the Old Testament. “Many theologians,” he observed, and this has remained all too true, “forego acquiring a deeper knowledge of it, considering it an obscure domain, reserved for the exploration of a few, rare specialists.” 31To return to the analysis I put forward in the first section of this paper, theologians have lost sight of the principles of apostolic legitimacy and vitality. They—again, we—neither see nor seek a living relationship between doctrine and Scripture.32

De Lubac provides a close analysis of how and why theology has become alienated from Scripture. The details are complex, but the overall assessment is straightforward. Modern theology has for too long functioned as a perverse Christian scientism. “It is,” writes John Webster, “fatally easy to prefer the relatively clean lines of doctrine to the much less manageable, untheorized material of the Bible.”33 It is easier still to dwell among the concepts of election and incarnation and perichoresis, as if they have a substantial, superluminous truth resident within themselves. This scientism, this failure to see that the purpose of doctrine and theology is to maximize the penetration of the mind into the world of Scripture, is what we must overcome.34


The great doctrines of the Church are exegetical judgments given communally authoritative form, and they are living truths for us only insofar as we enter into them through an ongoing practice of biblical interpretation. Theology is not something other than interpretation. Theology can digress into metaphysics and moral theory, into anthropology and any number of other topics. Theology is the queen of the sciences, and she has all things under her dominion. But the fundamental role of the queen is to discern the truth about God by way of interpreting his holy Word, and all the different avenues of theological inquiry are for the sake of sustaining and extending the core theological project of interpretation. For this reason, we must firmly reject the self-satisfied notion that there could ever be something called theology from which or to which bridges to biblical study need to be built.

But there is a bridge that we do need to build. What the churches teach and what the Bible says are not obviously concordant—nor is it even clear that they are not discordant. It has never been entirely clear, as the history of theological controversy and exegetical diversity demonstrate. But here we need to be clear-minded. The ecumenical presumption that doctrine must be linked to Scripture no more settles questions or decides arguments than the scientific conviction that theory must be related to data ends investigation or weakens reason. Knowing the ends or goals of inquiry energizes and sharpens rather than enervates and dulls. We need to see and explain how Scripture testifies to the gospel of Jesus Christ. The principle of apostolic legitimacy must hold sway. We also must have a vivid sense of how Scripture gives life to the Church that springs from the very same gospel. The imperative of apostolic vitality must work upon our theological imaginations.

There is neither complacency nor any sort of ecclesial triumphalism in the principle of apostolic legitimacy and imperative of apostolic vitality. On the contrary, to believe that what the Church teaches and what the Bible says should be linked drives us away from complacent doctrinalism and sterile historicism that we have tolerated for far too long. Thus, the bridge we now need is from where we are now—from our current awakening to the complacency and sterility of many of our inherited theological and interpretive practices—to the intellectually vibrant project of interpretation that restores a living relationship between doctrine and Scripture. 
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FEMININE-MATERNAL IMAGES OF THE SPIRIT
IN EARLY SYRIAC TRADITION
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Carmelaram Theology College

The limitations of human language in talking about divine mysteries demands the use of symbols and images. Symbols have the capacity to open up various new realms of meaning. Through visible symbols invisible realities can be made accessible to human understanding. Symbols do not reduce the divine to a simple definition, rather they establish a link between the one who employs the symbols and the One symbolized. Thus, symbols reach up to the source of the reality that surpasses human grasp. They afford us a penetrating insight into the mystery of faith. In fact, this is why the Christian liturgy is permeated with symbolic expression.

The biblical authors often made use of various symbols familiar to their readers. This is especially true with regard to the identity of the Spirit of God. To evoke the presence and activity of the Spirit, they articulated various symbols based on elements of the natural world—wind, breath, water, and fire. Beginning in the pages of Scripture, these symbols became helpful as believers sought to understand the Spirit's function in the divine salvific economy. In theology today, the various symbols of the Spirit continue to serve as a source of inspiration and insight for reflecting on the mystery of God's Holy Spirit.

In this context, we return to the wide and rich symbolic vocabulary of early Syriac pneumatology, or theology of the Spirit. The Syriac writers understood well the communicative power of symbols and they pursued the biblical symbols and images to breathtaking limits. As Sebastian Brock notes, it is in the play of these biblical symbols and images that one can glimpse the heart of Syriac Christianity.1


Syriac writings such as the early second-century Odes of Solomon and the early third-century Acts of Thomas, employ common biblical symbols of the Spirit like wind, dove, and oil.2 In this article we concentrate on a symbolism that is a Syriac particularity—the feminine imagery of the Spirit, which is pervasive in the works of early Syriac Christianity. 

It is generally accepted in Christian theology that the Godhead is beyond any gender and that the divinity transcends all sexual differentiation. But in the early period of Christianity, especially in Syriac literature, we often find the use of metaphors and similies that attribute female characteristics to God. In the Odes of Solomon, for example, God the Father is depicted with two breasts like a female.3 Similarly, St. Ephrem (303–373), describes God as a wet nurse who cares for her baby.4


It is also important to consider the fact that this feminine characterization of the divine is more systematically present in the case of the Spirit. What is the origin of this characterization? How does this imagery reveal and contribute towards an understanding of the divine reality of the Holy Spirit?

In the Hebrew language, ruah (spirit) is feminine in gender.5 The Syriac language retained the feminine gender of the term “spirit” [image: ]6 The earliest evidences for this are seen in the translation of the Bible into Syriac. Moreover, applying the term “spirit” to refer specifically to the Holy Spirit of God, the Old Syriac translation of the gospels attributed a feminine gender to the Holy Spirit.7 These translations of sacred Scripture influenced later use of feminine imagery to describe the Spirit in Syriac spiritual and theological writings. As we will see, early Syriac writers construed the term Spirit very often as grammatically feminine to describe the action of the Spirit.8




  



The Biblical Roots of Feminine Imagery of the Spirit

As Sebastian Brock explains, the most important Syriac term for describing the action of the Holy Spirit is [image: ] (to hover over).9 This key technical term the Syriacs also traced back to sacred Scripture. In fact, the biblical origin of this Syriac term can be found in Genesis 1:2 and the action of the ruha (spirit) over the primordial waters. The ruha is here understood as the Spirit of God. At the same time, it seems that this “hovering” activity of the Spirit also bore a connotation of a mother bird hovering over its young ones and protecting them. This idea, too, is scriptural, and originates in Deuteronomy 32:11 where the same verb, rahhep, is used to speak of God's care for the people in the desert. God is compared to an eagle that watches and hovers over its little ones. The verb rahhep is not used in Deuteronomy 32:11 in relation to the Spirit as it is in Genesis 1:2. Rather, it is employed for the divine action in general. However, the use of this verb may have facilitated an association between the hovering activity of the Spirit and the mother bird's hovering over her young ones. 

Thus, it seems that the early Syriac tradition understood this act of hovering, employed both in Genesis 1:2 and Deuteronomy 32:11 and expressed through the verb rahhep, as a typically feminine-maternal action.10 This comparison between the actions of the Spirit and the mother-bird may also have been influenced by the connection that early Christian tradition made between Genesis 1:2 and the Spirit-dove's appearance over the waters of the Jordan at Christ's baptism.11


Another significant influence on the Syriac understanding of the Spirit was the feminine personification of divine “Wisdom” in post-exilic Judaism.12 The feminine gender of the Hebrew words ruah (spirit) and hokmah (wisdom) might also have facilitated a close association and even an identification of these words.13 Here we cannot ignore that in early gnostic circles the personified figure of wisdom was totally identified with the feminine holy spirit.14

Thus, there is more than a simple “grammatical” explanation for the use of feminine imagery of the Spirit in the Syriac tradition. Behind this imagery, we also see certain assumptions about the nature of God and God's care for his people, assumptions derived from a close reading of Scripture—read in light of the early interpretative traditions of Judaism and Christianity. 

Turning to the most important monuments of early Syriac literature, we see that the Spirit's “hovering” action remains a preferred one for describing the activity of the Spirit. The Acts of Thomas makes a direct mention of the hovering action of the Spirit in Genesis 1:2. The Persian sage, Aphrahat (270–345), refers to this hover in the context of his explanation on the Spirit's work in the baptism of believers.15 And, although, the verb rahhep is not used in the Odes of Solomon, the fluttering action of the dove in Odes of Solomon 24:1 is reminiscent of Genesis 1:2.

In seeking to understand these early texts, it is important to recognize that in later Syriac tradition, a noun form of the verb rahhep—[image: ] (hovering or brooding)—is mainly employed to indicate the action of the Spirit in the mysteries or the sacraments. Ephrem, for example, employs it principally to describe the Holy Spirit's action in baptism, in the Eucharist, and in the Holy Order.16


Here it also noteworthy that after 400 C.E. the grammatical feminine gender of the Holy Spirit began to disappear from the Peshitta, the Syriac translation of the New Testament17 and more generally from Syriac literature.18 From the sixth century on, a masculine gender was used regularly for talking about the Spirit, even though feminine features or attributes of the Spirit did not disappear completely.19 In addition to the endurance of this feminine imagery, there survived even after the sixth century, frequent descriptions of the most characteristic action of the Spirit—namely hovering or brooding.20 Finally, it is interesting to note that we can see a liturgical gesture related to the term ruhhapa in the eucharistic epiclesis of the Syrian eucharistic liturgy. In the Syro-Antiochene Qurbana liturgy, at the epiclesis, the prayer for the Spirit to be sent to change the bread and wine into Christ's Body and Blood, the priest gently waves his hands over the eucharistic elements, an action likely intended to recall the hovering action of the Spirit. 21




  



The Motherhood of the Spirit

Another feminine image found in the early Syriac tradition is that of the Holy Spirit as mother. Theologically, this image is very significant, as this maternal image is often used to explain the activity of the Spirit in the believer. 

The origin of this maternal image for the Spirit can also be traced to the Scriptures and early Christian tradition. For instance, in the Christian apocryphal work, the Gospel of the Hebrews,22 we find Jesus speaking of the Spirit as his mother. One such passage is attested to by Origen:


If anyone should lend credence to the Gospel of the Hebrews, where the Savior himself says, “My mother, the Holy Spirit, took me just now by one of my hairs and carried me off to the great Mount Tabor,” he will have difficulty in explaining how the Holy Spirit can be the mother of Christ.23



 

In this same apocryphal work, we read again that the Holy Spirit, who descends upon Jesus at the moment of his baptism in the Jordan, addresses him as “my Son.” This passage is quoted by St. Jerome in his fifth-century Commentary on Isaiah IV. In fact, Jerome considered this “gospel” to be the work of the Nazarenes, an orthodox Jewish-Christian group. He then writes:


But in the gospel [according to the Hebrews] which is written in Hebrew and which the Nazarenes read, “the whole fountain of the Holy Spirit shall descend upon him.” . . . And in the gospel referred to above I find this written: “And it came to pass, as the LORD came up out of the water, the whole fountain of the Holy Spirit descended upon him and rested upon him and said to him, “My Son, in all the prophets I expected that you might come and that I might rest upon you. You are my rest, you are my firstborn Son, who reigns in eternity.''24



In these two passages we see the Holy Spirit clearly presented as the mother of Jesus, the firstborn. It shows also that Jewish Christians cherished a mother figure of the Holy Spirit. But it is natural to ask, where does this imagery come from and how should one understand this “motherhood” of the Holy Spirit? Regarding its ultimate origin, as we have seen above, this mother figure of the Spirit probably derives from the Semitic feminine gender of the term ‘spirit’ as well as from later Jewish identification of the Spirit with female personified wisdom.

We know that Jewish Christian groups with gnostic affinities also held a similar concept of considering the Spirit as a mother.25 However, according to scholars, the idea of the Spirit as the mother of Jesus in the Gospel of the Hebrews is much simpler than the idea as it is elaborated in the complex Gnostic system.26


Instead, the antecedents of this “gospel's” speculation on the Spirit seem to be scriptural. Specifically, it appears to be based on a reading of Jesus' baptism in the Jordan, together with an exegesis of Isaiah 11:1-2, as the passage from Jerome suggests. It also reflects the account of Jesus' temptation (Matt. 4:1, 8), as the passage from Origen suggests.27 Thus, it is possible to conclude that, in presenting the motherhood of the Spirit, this early writing is trying to convey the scriptural truth that Jesus acts under the power of the Spirit of God. In fact, neither Origen nor Jerome provide us with a more satisfactory explanation on this matter. 

A further understanding of this maternal imagery can be attempted based on the second citation from the Gospel of the Hebrews. There we read that “the whole fountain of the Holy Spirit” descended upon Jesus. This reminds us of fullness of the Spirit that is to rest upon the Messiah according to the prophecy of Isaiah 11:2. Besides, here the Spirit is represented symbolically as “the fountain” or “source.” Thinking in terms of Old Testament prophecies concerning the Spirit, we see here an indication of the eschatological reality of the pouring out of the Spirit like water from above, that is, from God Himself.28 Since Jesus the Messiah is the chosen one, the eschatological fulfillment of the prophecy, it is upon him that the Holy Spirit comes to dwell permanently. Moreover, through mention of the “firstborn Son,” we are reminded that Jesus is the Father's firstborn (Col. 1:15; Heb. 1:6) and his “beloved” (Matt. 3:17), upon whom rests the pleasure of the Father as well as the fullness of the Spirit of the Father. 

These passages from the Gospel of the Hebrews, then, seem to represent a Jewish-Christian interpretation of the baptismal account of Jesus whereby the interaction between the Spirit and Jesus are represented through a mother figure attributed to the Spirit. The Spirit's motherhood can be understood as an indication of Jesus' total docility to the divine Spirit. It can suggest also an image of divine fecundity and the possibility of rebirth for Christians through their own baptism, of which the baptism of Jesus stands as the perfect model or archetype.29

What is also clear from this analysis of the Gospel of the Hebrews is that early Jewish-Christian tradition developed an idea of the mother figure of the Spirit and that the early period of Christianity in general was aware of this—as the attestations of Origen and Jerome show.30 The mother imagery of the Spirit we find in Syriac sources is comparable to that found in other Jewish-Christian sources in this early period. In fact, according to Jean Daniélou, Syriac-speaking Christians retained certain Jewish-Christian beliefs and ways of thinking.31 Robert Murray also takes for granted that the Syriac tradition is heir to the earliest Jewish-Christian speculations on a mother figure of the Spirit.32 Hence, it remains for us to examine in detail the sources in order to verify these connections between the Syriacs and the wider tradition and to come to a better understanding of what this maternal imagery reveals about the Spirit. 




  



The Wings of the Spirit and the Heart of the Believer

We turn first to the Odes of Solomon 28, where the Spirit-dove symbol is given a very vivid expression through use of a beautiful mother-bird image to describe the Spirit's work: 


As the wings of doves over their nestlings,

And the mouths of their nestlings towards their mouths,

So also are the wings of the Spirit over my heart.




My heart continually refreshes itself and leaps for joy

Like the babe who leaps for joy in his mother's womb. . . .




And immortal life embraced me,

and kissed me.

And from that (life) is the Spirit which is within me.

And it cannot die because it is life.33



These lines explain the motherly protection that the Spirit extends to believers, whereby they experience joy and confidence in their Lord. Even though the technical term “hovering” is not employed, “wings of the Spirit” evokes the Spirit as a mother bird caring for her little ones. Indeed, as the ode describes, the Spirit protects believers and their lives are lived under the motherly direction and help of the Spirit.

This is stressed again by the comparison with the mother bird's nearness to her young in feeding.34 This nearness to the Spirit is further expressed symbolically as a vivifying kiss, by which the Spirit gives life to the believer.35 This results in an experience of deep intimacy and oneness with the Spirit who is associated with the immortal life. Interpreted theologically, this represents the spiritual generation of the believer, which is a rebirth in the Spirit from above (John 3:5–7). 

Another point of interest in this ode is the mention of “leaping in joy.” This is reminiscent of Luke 1:41, where Elizabeth's unborn child leaps in her womb and she is filled with the Holy Spirit. We have here a scriptural association of the Spirit with the joy of the believer.36 Elsewhere in the Odes, the motherly presence of the Spirit enables all the children of God to be continually in a state of joy: “Let all the Lord's babes praise him” (Odes of Sol., 41:1).37 Indeed, this joy of being in the Spirit and of being constantly under the action of the Spirit are marks of Christ (see Luke 10:21; Acts 10:38). 

And the Odes are well aware that to become like the Lord is the hallmark of Christian life (Odes of Sol. 36:5).38 Thus, through this mother-bird image of the Spirit, the ode expresses vividly the interaction and relationship between the Spirit and the new life of the believer. 

The imagery in the Odes is metaphorical. By contrast, the Acts of Thomas and the Demonstrations of Aphrahat both explicitly call the Spirit a “mother.” While Aphrahat mentions this only once, the Acts uses the word “mother” several times for the Spirit.39 For instance, the baptismal epiclesis in Chapter 27, invokes the Spirit: “Come, mother of seven houses.” 40The Greek version of this same chapter41 contains another invocation to the Spirit as “compassionate mother.” Similarly, the eucharistic epiclesis in Chapter 50, in its Greek version42 invokes the Spirit as such: “Come, hidden mother.” Here, we see the maternal title reflecting perhaps a mixture of the gnostic concept of the Spirit as a mother-being as well as more traditional maternal imagery found in the Syriac tradition.

In Chapter 39, the title “mother” for the Spirit also appears, but the Greek and Syriac version differ. The Greek reads:


We praise and glorify you [Jesus] and your invisible Father, and your Holy Spirit and the mother of all creation.43



The Syriac reads:


We glorify you [Jesus], and we exalt through you your exalted Father, who is not seen, and the Holy Spirit that hovers [image: ] over all created things.44



The Syriac version does not use the term “mother” but employs the verb [image: ] (to hover) together with the typical Syriac feminine form of the Spirit [image: ]/ruha qaddishta. The variant Syriac version, then, is entirely in conformity with the orthodox Syriac tradition on the feminine “hovering” activity of the Spirit. The specifically maternal character of the Spirit is only identified in the Greek text. Moreover, the Spirit is only depicted as mother in a general way, without a clear application to the Spirit's role in the Christian life, as we see in Odes or in Aphrahat.

Passing on the Aphrahat, we would like to establish first of all that his baptismal theology attributed a maternal function to the Holy Spirit, in “opening” the heavens and “descending” to “hover over” the baptismal waters. Incidentally, in Syriac, all three of these verbs are feminine in gender.45 But Aphrahat applies the title “mother” to the Holy Spirit on another occasion. He interprets Genesis 2:24 (“Therefore, a man leaves his father and his mother and cleaves to his wife and they become one flesh.”) as more than a simple explanation of the origins of human marriage. He writes: 


Who is it who leaves father and mother to take a wife? The meaning is this: as long as a man has not taken a wife, he loves and reveres God his Father and the Holy Spirit his Mother [image: ], and he has no other love. But when a man takes a wife, he leaves his (true) Father and Mother.46



One should not regard Aphrahat's apparently negative attitude to the question of marriage as definitive.47 It must be remembered that Aphrahat speaks here to the “members of the covenant”—the single ones who opted to imitate the single or the Only-Begotten, the Messiah. Indeed, this passage comes from his Demonstration entitled “On Virginity and Holiness.” His attention is concentrated on the virgin state of life and not on the married state of life. It is also to be remarked that in the Church of Aphrahat, there existed a custom of baptized persons voluntarily committing themselves to a single and ascetical way of life.48


Against this background, we believe this mother figure of the Spirit in Aphrahat must be understood in light of the new Christian life one enters at baptism. Through baptism, “a spiritual womb,” Christians are reborn to be children of God. In this rebirth the Spirit functions as the mother of the new believer. In this sense, Aphrahat's way of seeing the Spirit as the mother of the one who does not take a wife is very significant because it shows in a metaphorical way the intimate relationship of a single or celibate person to the Spirit.49 The Holy Spirit's maternal protection is devoted to helping that person to grow to the stature of the Messiah, the ideal of the single life.50 Furthermore, as we have shown above, according to Aphrahat, the Spirit is the Spirit of the Messiah, and this title “mother” is not dealt with further.51

Finally, we see another aspect of feminine imagery of the Spirit in the Syriac Didascalia, a canonico-liturgical manual that dates to the early third century. There we read: “the bishop sits for you in the place of God Almighty. But the deacon stands in the place of Christ, and you should love him. The deaconess, however, shall be honored by you in the place of the Holy Spirit.”52


In fact, we do not find here a direct attribution of a maternal role to the Spirit. However, according to the Didascalia, the main role of the deaconess is at the baptism, and, therefore, this could be suggestive of the maternal activity of the Spirit at the baptismal rebirth. Thus, we believe that behind the Didascalia's mention we can identify maternal imagery of the Spirit then current in the Syriac Church.53


Now, we are in a position to say that, on the basis of a similarity of thinking, the Odes, the Acts of Thomas, and Aphrahat's Demonstrations present something in common with Jewish-Christian theological speculation on the Spirit as a mother as seen in the Gospel of the Hebrews. Nevertheless, we observe an important difference too. While the Jewish-Christian “gospel” presents the motherhood of the Holy Spirit directly in relation to Jesus, the Odes and Aphrahat deploy maternal imagery only to describe the activity of the Spirit in the Christian life.54 Thus, we believe that early Syriac application of a maternal character to the Holy Spirit should be understood as an attempt at describing the important function of the Spirit in Christian life in a symbolic way. 




  



Metaphor and the Majesty of God

At the end of this investigation on the maternal imagery of the Spirit it is legitimate to ask: what is the theological significance of this anthropomorphic image of the Holy Spirit? And, how does this feminine-maternal figure of the Spirit contribute to our understanding of pneumatology, the theology of the Spirit?

At the outset, it must be clearly stated that God is not measured by human existential experiences and human language. That one cannot apply human gender differences to God is clear from Scripture—which states that God is not a human being (Num. 23:19).55 In fact, in the Syriac tradition, Ephrem emphasizes clearly that the metaphors used for talking about God should not be abused. For him, even though the metaphors and symbols are profitable for God-talk, it is essential to move beyond them. That is, human language cannot limit the transcendent divinity to human modes of thinking. Thus, we read in Ephrem's Hymns on Paradise:


If someone concentrates his attention solely

on the metaphors used of God's majesty,

he abuses and misrepresents that majesty and thus errs

by means of those metaphors

with which God clothed himself for his benefit,

and he is ungrateful to that Grace

which stooped low to the level of his childishness;

although it has nothing in common with him,

yet Grace clothed itself in his likeness

in order to bring him to the likeness of itself. (11:6)56



Again, in his Hymns on Faith, Ephrem is more clear about the use of metaphorical language for God-talk:


It is our metaphors that he put on—

though he did not literally do so;

He then took them off—without actually doing so:

when wearing them, he was at the same time stripped of them.

He puts on one when it is beneficial,

then strips it off in exchange for another;

the fact that he strips off and puts on all sorts of metaphors

the metaphor does not apply to his true Being:

because that Being is hidden,

He has depicted it by means of what is visible. (31:3)57



Thus, for Ephrem, the symbols and metaphors do not at all apply to the true Being of God and he is not concerned about it. He concentrates on what God has revealed in the salvific economy. Similarly, we can say that, in the Syriac tradition, the activity of the Spirit described in feminine terms does not intend to indicate that the Spirit is the feminine element in God.58


What judgment, then, should we make of this metaphorical way of talking about the Spirit of God? The answer is that the images and metaphors can be taken as a means to reflect further on the deeper reality of God because they are expressive in their own way. They are capable of revealing a theological truth about God—namely about God's salvific activity in favor of humanity. The early Syriac reflections on the maternal imagery of the Spirit indeed make us think more deeply about the action of the Spirit in the divine economy of salvation. It is, therefore, worth analyzing the theological insights behind this feminine and maternal imagery of the Holy Spirit. 

What this maternal imagery communicates first of all is a functional approach to understanding the incomprehensible mystery of God himself in His Spirit. Through symbolic modes of expression, the early Syriac writers, especially Aphrahat, indicate that if Christian baptism is a rebirth, then the Spirit in whom one is reborn must be a mother. Indeed, this is a different approach to the reality of the new birth of baptism than a strictly theo-logical thinking. Here the maternal imagery reveals effectively the fact that the divine life is obtained through the Spirit and thereby the Spirit is shown to be intimately and inseparably linked to the Father and the Son in their life-giving or salvific activity. 

According to the Syriac tradition, in the beginning the Spirit hovered over the primordial waters to give life to the creation.59 And while humanity was cut off from God's life through the fall of Adam and Eve, thanks to the redemptive work of the Messiah, the Spirit once more breaks open the heavens and hovers above the new creation—making it possible for the believer to be reborn in baptism (John 3:5–8).60 The Spirit's work is to bestow divine life on human beings.61

The maternal imagery of the Spirit is thus very much expressive. First, it expresses the divine vitality and fecundity operative in the Spirit through which Christians are elevated to the level of the children of God after the model of the Messiah. Secondly, it expresses the divinity of the Spirit, the source of divine life together with the Father and the Son. Furthermore, we believe that these early Syriac attestations of a maternal imagery shed light on the Niceo-Constantinopolitan Creed's formulation on the Holy Spirit as the “Giver of Life.”62

As mentioned earlier, although the use of feminine gender images for the Spirit underwent a change in Syriac literature after 400 C.E., these earlier pneumatological intuitions continued into the later period. Syriac mystical authors also employed a maternal imagery of the Spirit and tried to relate it to the life-giving function of the Spirit. For example, John of Dalyatha, writing in eighth-century East Syria, calls the Spirit “mother” [image: ] and “begetter” [image: ].63 For him, in the new world of redemption wrought by the new covenant of Christ, the Holy Spirit is the begetter of Christians.

In fact, the use of maternal imagery of the Spirit is very much present also in the spiritual and theological literatures of modern authors. A. Lemonnyer, for example, compares the role of the Holy Spirit in the upbringing of a Christian to that of a mother. According to him, the Spirit, like a mother to her child, enables a Christian to know God, his Father, and Jesus Christ, his brother.64 Again, François-Xavier Durrwell explains that maternal imagery is suitable to the Spirit as it is in the Spirit that God is fecund like a mother, generating the Son and the brothers of the Son, the Christians.65


To conclude this discussion on the feminine-maternal imagery of the Spirit, we observe that in the early Syriac literature, the feminine characterization of the Spirit gave way eventually to the attribution of a motherly image to the activity of the Spirit in the life of the Christian. Indeed, this imagery of the Spirit reveals early Syriac-speaking Christianity's theological consciousness of the regenerating and life-giving force of the Holy Spirit whereby a Christian is formed into the full stature of Jesus the Messiah. Moreover, through this vivid picture in human language, the biblical revelation of the Spirit of God as the life of God66 is given symbolic expression. Thus, what the Syriac writers emphasized through this maternal imagery is not a femininity of the Spirit, but rather the feminine-maternal function of the Spirit towards Christians, the children of God.67 And, we believe that the personality of the Holy Spirit can be grasped more precisely with this imagery of the mother rather than with any other ideas or images of the Spirit.
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SEVEN THESES ON CHRISTOLOGY AND
THE HERMENEUTIC OF FAITH
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Since the end of the Second Vatican Council (1963–1965) the panorama of theology has changed fundamentally, not only as regards the matters debated by theologians, but also and in particular as regards the structure of theology itself. Prior to the Council, theological debate took place within a closely knit and uncontested framework. Now the fundamentals themselves are widely matters of dispute. 

This is very evident in the case of christology. Previously, discussion had centered on the various theories seeking to shed light on the hypostatic union or on particular questions such as Christ's knowledge. Now people are asking: How is the christological dogma related to the testimony of Scripture? What is the relationship between biblical christology, in its several phases of development, and the figure of the real historical Jesus? To what extent is the Church an expression of the will of Jesus? 

In this connection it is significant that in contemporary writing the title “Christ” has largely given way to the personal name “Jesus.” This linguistic change reveals a spiritual process with wide implications—namely, the attempt to get behind the Church's confession of faith and reach the purely historical figure of Jesus. He is no longer to be understood through this confession, but, as it were, in and through himself alone. Thus his achievement and his challenge are to be reinterpreted from scratch. 

Consequently people no longer speak of following Christ but of following Jesus: for “discipleship of Christ” implies the Church's confession that Jesus is the Christ, and hence it involves a basic acknowledgement of the Church as the primary form of discipleship. “Discipleship of Jesus,” however, concentrates on the man Jesus who opposes all forms of authority. One of the features of this “discipleship of Jesus” is a basically critical attitude towards the Church, this attitude being seen as a sign of faithfulness to Jesus. 

This in turn goes beyond christology and affects soteriology, which must necessarily undergo a similar transformation. Instead of “salvation” we find “liberation” taking pride of place, and the question—how is the liberating act of Jesus to be mediated?—automatically adopts a critical stance over against the classical doctrine of how man becomes a partaker of grace.1


This indicates something of the task which today faces a theology which understands itself as interpreting the common faith of the Church, not as reconstructing a vanished Jesus and at long last piecing together his real history. It is impossible, within the present compass, to answer all the many questions that face us at this point. That will be the task for a whole generation at least. My intention is more modest, namely, to put forward in a few theses certain fundamental characteristics of the indivisible inner unity of Jesus and Christ, Church and history. 








Jesus Is in Constant Communication with the Father

Thesis 1: According to the testimony of holy scripture, the center of the life and person of Jesus is his constant communication with the Father. 

Let us try to develop this idea a little further. The developing Church—like the contemporaries of the earthly Jesus—saw herself presented with the question as to who this Jesus was: “Who is he?” (Mark 8:27–30). The answers of the “people” in the time of Jesus, as reported in the gospels, reflect the attempt to find, in the arsenal of the known and nameable, categories in which to describe the figure of Jesus. 

We see the same in Simon Peter's famous avowal, which has become part of the Church's confession. Although Peter's confession provided a fundamental orientation, regarded by believers as pointing in the right direction, the single formula, “Jesus is the Christ, the Messiah” was not sufficient by itself. In the first place, the title “Messiah” had many different meanings; the argument between Jesus and Peter which concludes Peter's confession clearly shows the problems connected with the word (Mark 8:31–33). The way Peter's confession in Mark is developed in Luke and Matthew also clearly shows the need for explanation and clarification. What we have here is a piece of the Church's creedal history within the synoptic tradition itself. 

Thus we can say that, though this basic confession of faith provided the infant Church with a nucleus around which her interpretation of Jesus could crystallize, it also opened up a wide field of further interpretations, as is evident from the wealth of additional titles—for example, prophet, priest, Paraclete, angel, Lord, Son of God, Son. In concrete terms, the struggle to arrive at a proper understanding of Christ in the primitive Church is the struggle to sift these titles of Jesus and put them in the correct perspective and order. In short, the whole process can be described as one of increasing simplification and concentration. In the end only three titles remain as the community's valid adumbration of the mystery of Jesus: Christ, Lord, and Son (of God).

Since the title Christ (Messiah) became more and more associated with the name Jesus and had little clear meaning outside a Jewish milieu; and since Lord, too, was not as clear as Son, a further concentration took place. The title Son comes in the end to be the only, comprehensive designation for Jesus. It both comprises and interprets everything else. So, finally, the Church's confession of faith can be satisfied with this title. We find it in its ultimate form in Matthew, in Peter's confession: “You are the Christ, the Son of the living God” (Matt. 16:16). In bringing the many strands of tradition together in this one word and thus imparting an ultimate simplicity to the fundamental Christian option, the Church was not oversimplifying and reducing: in the word Son she had found that simplicity which is both profound and all-embracing. Son is a basic confession in the sense that it provides the key to interpretation, making everything else accessible and intelligible.2


At this point, however, we are obliged to turn to the question of origins. Modern exegesis and history of doctrine are in principle suspicious that this kind of concentration of the historical inheritance may be a falsification of the original phenomenon simply because the historical distance is too great. In fact, however, in concentrating on Son as the comprehensive interpretative category for the figure of Jesus, the Church was responding precisely to the basic historical experience of those who had been eyewitnesses of Jesus' life. 

Calling Jesus the Son, is far from overlaying him with the mythical gold of dogma, a view that has been put forward ever since Hermann Reimarus (d. 1768). To the contrary, it corresponds most strictly to the center of the historical figure of Jesus. For the entire gospel testimony is unanimous that Jesus' words and deeds flowed from his most intimate communion with the Father; that he continually went “into the hills” to pray in solitude after the burden of the day (for example, Mark 1:35, 6:46, 14:35, 39). Luke, of all the evangelists, lays stress on this feature.3 He shows that the essential events of Jesus; activity proceeded from the core of his personality and that this core was his dialogue with the Father. Here are three examples:

First, let us begin with the calling of the Twelve, a symbolic number indicating the new People of God, whose pillars they were destined to be. In them, therefore, in a gesture of Jesus which is both sign and reality, he inaugurates the “People of God” in a new way; that is, their calling is to be seen theologically as the beginning of all that is “Church.” According to Luke, Jesus had spent the night which preceded this event at prayer on the mountain: the calling of the Twelve proceeds from prayer, from the Son's converse with the Father. The Church is born in that prayer in which Jesus gives himself back into the Father's hands and the Father commits everything to the Son. This most profound communication of Son and Father conceals the Church's true and ever-new origin, which is also her firm foundation (Luke 6:12–17). 

Next, I cite the account of the very origin of the Christian confession of faith. This, as we have already mentioned, is the prime source for the earliest history of christological dogma. Jesus asks the disciples what men say of him and what they themselves think about him. As is well known, Peter replies with the confession which, then as now, is constitutive of the Church in fellowship with Peter. 

The Church lives by this confession, which unlocks the mystery of Jesus and the mystery of human life, and the mystery of human history and of the world—because it manifests the mystery of God. This confession unites the Church, which is why the Simon who makes the confession is called Peter, designated and appointed the “rock” of unity. Thus the confession and the Petrine office—the confession of faith in Jesus and the unity of the Church—are inseparably linked together with Peter and centered on him. 

We can say, therefore, that Peter's confession represents the second stage of the Church's taking shape. Again it is Luke who shows that Jesus put the crucial question of how the disciples stood toward him at the very moment when they had begun to share in the hiddenness of his prayer. In this way the evangelist makes it clear that Peter had grasped and expressed the most fundamental reality of the person of Jesus as a result of having seen him praying, in fellowship with the Father. 

According to Luke, we see who Jesus is if we see him at prayer. The Christian confession of faith comes from participating in the prayer of Jesus, from being drawn into his prayer and being privileged to behold it. This confession interprets the experience of Jesus' prayer, and its interpretation of Jesus is correct because it springs from a sharing in what is most personal and intimate to him. 








Discipleship as Participation in the Prayer of Jesus

Thus we have arrived at both the very basis and the abiding precondition of the Christian confession of faith: only by entering into Jesus' solitude, only by participating in what is most personal to him, his communication with the Father, can one see what this most personal reality is; only thus can one penetrate to his identity. This is the only way to understand him and to grasp what “following Jesus” means. The Christian confession is not a neutral proposition; it is prayer and only yields its meaning within prayer. The person who has beheld Jesus' intimacy with his Father and has come to understand him from within is called to be a “rock” of the Church. The Church arises out of participation in the prayer of Jesus (Luke 9:18–20; Mark 16:13–20). 

My third example is the story of Jesus' transfiguration “on the mountain.”4 In the gospels, “the mountain” is always a realm of prayer, of being with the Father. It was to this “mountain” that Jesus had taken the three who formed the core of the community of the Twelve: Peter, James, and John. “As he was praying, the appearance of his countenance was altered,” Luke tells us (9:29). Thus he makes it plain that the transfiguration only renders visible what is actually taking place in Jesus' prayer. He is sharing in God's radiance and hence in the manner in which the true meaning of the Old Testament—and of all history—is being made visible; that is, revelation. Jesus' proclamation proceeds from this participation in God's radiance, in God's glory, which also involves a seeing with the eyes of God—and therefore the unfolding of what was hidden. 

So Luke also shows the unity of revelation and prayer in the person of Jesus: both are rooted in the mystery of sonship. Furthermore, according to the evangelists, the transfiguration is a kind of anticipation of resurrection and parousia (Mark 9:1). For his communication with the Father, which becomes visible in his prayer in the transfiguration, is the true reason why Jesus could not remain in death and why all history is in his hands. He whom the Father addresses is the Son (John 10:33–36). But the Son cannot die. Thus Luke suggests that the whole of christology—our speaking of Christ—is nothing other than the interpretation of his prayer. The entire person of Jesus is contained in his prayer. 

Many other instances illustrating this view can be adduced from the other Evangelists. Again I would like briefly to mention just three of them. My first is the prayer of Jesus on the Mount of Olives, which, now that the hour of his passion has begun to strike, has become the mountain of his solitude with the Father. The “Abba” with which Jesus addresses God, which Mark has preserved for us in Jesus' Aramaic mother tongue, goes beyond every mode of prayer then known. It expresses a familiarity with God which would have appeared impossible and unseemly to the Jewish tradition. Thus this one, unique word expresses the new and unique manner of Jesus' relationship to God—a relationship which, on his own side, calls for the term “Son” as the only possible one.5


This brings us to my second point, which is the absolutely fundamental role played by the terms “Father” and “Son” in Jesus' vocabulary. Jesus never called the disciples or other people “son” or “sons” in the same way as himself. Furthermore, he used the expression “my Father” in a way which clearly distinguished it from the general fatherhood of God which embraces all men. The “Our Father” form of address is intended for the disciples, who say “we” as they pray as a community. It expresses the fact that those who belong to Jesus participate in Jesus' relationship to God through their community prayer, without blurring the difference between their respective modes of relationship to God. In all the words and deeds of Jesus, this filial relationship always shines through, ever-present and ever-creative; we perceive that his whole being is at home in this relationship. 

This relationship, this being of his, which fashions from within and which is the person of Jesus, is not only seen in the various forms of the word “Son.” It also occurs in a series of formulas which are found throughout Jesus' preaching—for example, “therefore have I come” and “therefore was I sent.” In Jesus' own awareness, as we see it in the gospels, he does not speak and act from himself but from Another: it is of his very essence that he comes from this Other. His entire existence is a “sending,” a “mission;” that is, a relationship.6

Once we have observed these features in the synoptic gospels, it becomes clear that the Fourth Gospel, which is built wholly on concepts like “Word,” “Son” and “send,” adds nothing alien to the older tradition but only underscores what the other gospels present to us. We could say that the Fourth Gospel draws us into that intimacy which Jesus reserved for those who were his friends. It shows Jesus from the experience of friendship which allows us to glimpse inner realities. 








Jesus' Death: An Act of Love to the Glory of God

Thesis 2: Jesus died praying. At the Last Supper he had anticipated his death by giving of himself, thus transforming his death, from within, into an act of love, into a glorification of God. 

After what we have reflected on in Thesis 1, this second thesis requires relatively little explanation. For in Jesus' prayer we have discovered the clue linking together christology and soteriology, the person of Jesus and his deeds and sufferings. Although the evangelists' accounts of the last words of Jesus differ in details, they agree on the fundamental fact that Jesus died praying. He fashioned his death into an act of prayer, an act of worship. 

According to Matthew and Mark he raised his voice to a “loud cry” as he uttered the opening words of Psalm 21 [22], the great psalm of the suffering and yet rescued righteous man: “My God, my God, why hast thou forsaken me?” (Mark 15:34; Matt. 27:46). Both evangelists also tell us that these words were not understood by the bystanders, who interpreted Jesus' cry as his calling for Elijah. According to them, therefore, it needed faith to understand that this death cry of Jesus was the messianic prayer of the great psalm of the sufferings and hopes of Israel, concluding with the prospect of the poor being satisfied and the ends of the earth being turned to the Lord. 

This psalm was a christological key-text for the earliest Christians. In it they found a prophecy, not only of Jesus' death on the cross, but also of the mystery of the Eucharist stemming from the cross, which truly satisfies the “poor,” as well as of the Church of the Gentiles which likewise comes from the cross. So this death cry, which was taken by those who witnessed it to be a vain call to Elijah for help, became, for Christians, the most profound interpretation of Jesus' death, an interpretation which he himself had given it. The theology of the cross found in this psalm applied to him just as much as the promise it held out. From the vantage point of the promise's fulfillment, this attribution was shown to be true. The psalm was shown to be Jesus' own word: no one else could pray it as truly as he could, rejected and despised, and yet, in this very condition, sustained and glorified by the Father. 

It must be borne in mind that the whole story of the passion was woven, again and again, from the threads of this psalm; the account reveals a constant interpretation of Word and reality. Here the archetypal suffering, portrayed anonymously by this psalm, had become concrete reality. Here this primal suffering on the part of the Righteous One—apparently rejected by God—had actually taken place. Thus it became clear that Jesus was the true speaker of this psalm, that he had undergone that suffering from which came the feeding of the poor and the turning of the nations to worship the God of Israel.7

But let us return once more to our point of departure. As we saw, there was no unanimous tradition as to precisely what were the last words of Jesus. Luke envisages them as coming, not from Psalm 21 [22], but from the other great passion psalm, Psalm 31 (v. 6, Luke 23:46). John chooses a different verse (v. 15) from Psalm 21 and links it with the passion Psalm 68 [69] (John 19:28–30). But the gospel tradition is unanimous about two things, and consequently every theological interpretation must concentrate upon them: common to all the evangelists is the conviction that Psalm 21 [22]—in its entirety—was connected in a special way with the passion of Jesus, with its actuality as well as with Jesus' acceptance of it. 

Moreover, they all agree that the last words of Jesus were an expression of his devotion to his Father and that his cry was not uttered to anyone, anywhere, but to him, since it was of his innermost essence to be in a dialogue relationship with the Father. Thus they all agree that his dying was itself an act of prayer, his death a handing-over of himself to the Father. Finally, they all agree that Jesus prayed in the words of Scripture and that Scripture became flesh in him, became the actual passion of this Righteous One; and that he thus inserted his death into the word of God, in which he lived and which lived in him, declaring itself in him. 

Once this has been seen, the indissoluble bond between the Supper and the death of Jesus is also plain: his dying words fuse with the reality of the Supper. For the event of the Supper consists in Jesus sharing his body and his blood—that is, his earthly existence. He gives and communicates himself. In other words, the event of the Supper is an anticipation of death, the transformation of death into an act of love. Only in this context can we understand what John means by calling Jesus' death the glorification of God and the glorification of the Son (John 12:28; 17:21). Death, which by its very nature is the end, the destruction of every communication, is changed by him into an act of self-communication; and this is man's redemption, for it signifies the triumph of love over death. We can put the same thing another way: death, which puts an end to words and to meaning, itself becomes a word, becomes the place where meaning communicates itself. 








Entering Into the Meaning of Jesus

Thesis 3: Since the center of the person of Jesus is prayer, it is essential to participate in his prayer if we are to know and understand him. Let us begin here with a very general matter of epistemology. By nature, knowledge depends on a certain similarity between the knower and the known. The old axiom is that like is known by like. In matters of the mind and where persons are concerned, this means that knowledge calls for a certain degree of empathy, by which we enter, so to speak, into the person or intellectual reality concerned, become one with him or it, and thus become able to understand (intellegere = ab intus legere)8. 

We can illustrate this with a couple of examples. Philosophy can only be acquired if we philosophize, if we carry through the process of philosophical thought; mathematics can only be appropriated if we think mathematically; medicine can only be learned in the practice of healing, never merely by means of books and reflection. Similarly, religion can only be understood through religion—an undisputed axiom in more recent philosophy of religion. The fundamental act of religion is prayer, which in the Christian religion acquires a very specific character: it is the act of self-surrender by which we enter the Body of Christ. Thus it is an act of love. As love, in and with the Body of Christ, it is always both love of God and love of neighbor, knowing and fulfilling itself as love for the members of this Body. 

In Thesis 1 we saw that prayer was the central act of the person of Jesus and, indeed, that this person is constituted by the act of prayer, of unbroken communication with the one he calls “Father.” If this is the case, it is only possible really to understand this person by entering into this act of prayer, by participating in it. This is suggested by Jesus' saying that no one can come to him unless the Father draws him (John 6:44). Where there is no Father, there is no Son. Where there is no relationship with God, there can be no understanding of him who, in his innermost self, is nothing but relationship with God the Father—although one can doubtless establish plenty of details about him. 

Therefore a participation in the mind of Jesus—that is, in his prayer, which as we have seen is an act of love, of self-giving and self-appropriation to men—is not some kind of pious supplement to reading the gospels, adding nothing to the knowledge of him or even being an obstacle to the rigorous purity of critical knowing. On the contrary, it is the basic precondition of real understanding, in the sense of modern hermeneutics—that is, the entering-in to the same time and the same meaning—is to take place. 

The New Testament continually reveals this state of affairs and thus provides the foundation for a theological epistemology. Here is simply one example: when Ananias was sent to Paul to receive him into the Church, he was reluctant and suspicious of Paul. The reason given to him was this: go to him “for he is praying” (Acts 9:11). In prayer, Paul is moving toward the moment when he will be freed from blindness and will begin to see, not only exteriorly, but interiorly as well. The person who prays begins to see; praying and seeing go together because—as Richard of St. Victor says—“Love is the faculty of seeing.”9


Real advances in Christology, therefore, can never come merely as the result of the theology of the schools, and that includes the modern theology as we find it in critical exegesis, in the history of doctrine and in an anthropology oriented toward the human sciences, etc. All real progress in theological understanding has its origin in the eye of love and in its faculty of beholding. 








Revelation, Wisdom, and the “Carrier” of Tradition

Thesis 4: Sharing in Jesus' praying involves communion with all his brethren. Fellowship with the person of Jesus, which proceeds from participation in his prayer, thus constitutes that all-embracing fellowship that Paul calls the “Body of Christ.” So the Church—the Body of Christ—is the true subject of our knowledge of Jesus. In the Church's memory the past is present because Christ is present and lives in her.

In teaching his disciples to pray, Jesus told them to say “Our Father” (Matt. 6:9). No one else but he can say “my Father.” Everyone else is only entitled, as a member of the community, to use that “we” which Jesus made possible for them. That is, they have the right to address God as Father because they are all created by God and for one another. To recognize and accept God's fatherhood always means accepting that we are set in relation to one another: man is entitled to call God “Father” to the extent that he participates in that “we”—which is the form under which God's love seeks for him.10

This connection corresponds to an insight on the part of human reason and historical experience. No one can build a bridge to the Infinite by his own strength. No one's voice is loud enough to summon the Infinite. No intelligence can adequately and securely conceive who God is, whether he hears us, and how we should act toward him. As a result, in the entire history of the religion and of the mind, we can observe a peculiar dichotomy in the question of God. On the one hand, there has always been a kind of basic evidence for the reality of God—and there still is. What Paul asserts in Romans, taking up a theme from the Old Testament Book of Wisdom (Wis. of Sol. 13:4)— that the Creator can be seen in creation and is therefore evident (Rom. 1:19–20)—is by no means a dogmatic postulate but an observed fact which is confirmed by the history of religion. 

But Paul takes up and expands the idea of Wisdom by adding that this evidence goes hand in hand with a tremendous obscuring and twisting of the image of God. This too is a sober description of fact. The basic certainty of the existence of God was and is always accompanied by a sense of its being an immense riddle. Once we attempt to name and describe this God in more detail, once we try to relate human life to him and respond to him, the image of God falls apart in contradictory aspects. They do not simply eliminate the primary evidence, but they so obscure it as to make it unrecognizable; indeed, in extreme cases, they can actually destroy it entirely.11

A consideration of the history of religion yields a further result: the theme of revelation crops up regularly. Negatively, this shows that man is not in a position to produce a relationship to God on his own account. He knows that he cannot compel the Divinity to enter into a relationship with him. Positively it means that the existing means of relating to God go back to an initiative on the latter's part, the tradition of which is passed on within a community as the wisdom of the ancients. To that extent, even the awareness that religion must rest on a higher authority than that of one's own reason, and that it needs a community as a “carrier,” is part of mankind's basic knowledge, though found in manifold forms and even distortions. 

At this juncture we can return to the figure of Jesus. Although Jesus stood in a very unique personal relationship to God, he did not simply depart from the basic pattern we have just described, with its essential features of community and revelation. He lived his religious life within the framework of the faith and tradition of God's People of Israel. His constant dialogue with the God of the patriarchs, with his Father, was also a conversation with Moses and Elijah (Mark 9:4). 

In this dialogue he passed beyond the letter of the Old Testament and laid bare its spirit in order to reveal the Father “in the Spirit.” In doing so, however, he did not destroy the letter of the Old Testament, the common religious tradition of Israel, but showed its real depth for the first time, “fulfilled” it. Thus, too, this dialogue did not destroy the idea of the “People of God”—it renewed it. Pulling down the wall of the letter resulted in giving the nations access to the Spirit of revelation and hence to God the Father, the God of Jesus Christ. This universalization of the tradition is its ultimate ratification, not its abrogation or replacement. If we grasp this, it becomes clear that Jesus did not need to start by founding a People of God (the “Church”). It was already there. Jesus' task was only to renew this People by deepening its relationship to God and by opening it up for all mankind. 

Therefore the question of whether Jesus intended to found a Church is a false question because it is unhistorical. The only proper way to phrase the question would be to ask whether Jesus intended to abolish the People of God or to renew it. The answer to this question, rightly put, is plain: Jesus made the old People of God into a new People by adopting those who believe in him into the community of his own self (of his “Body”). He achieved this by transforming his death into an act of prayer, an act of love, and thus by making himself communicable. Put differently, Jesus has entered into the already existing subject of tradition, God's People of Israel, with his proclamation and his whole person, and by doing so he has made it possible for people to participate in his most intimate and personal act of being; that is, his dialogue with the Father. That is the deepest layer of meaning of that process in which he taught his disciples to say “Our Father.” 

This being so, fellowship with Jesus and the resultant knowledge of Jesus presupposes that we are in communication with the living subject of tradition to which all this is linked. It presupposes that we are in communication with the Church. The message of Jesus has never been able to live and mediate life except in this communion. Even the New Testament, as a book, presupposes the Church as its subject.12 It grew in and from the Church; its unity comes solely from the Church's faith, which brings together diverse elements into a unity. We can see this mutual involvement of tradition, knowledge, and community life in all the writings of the New Testament. In order to express it, the Gospel of John and the Johannine letters coined the “ecclesial we.” Thus, for example, in the concluding verses of the First Letter of John, we come across the formula “we know” three times (5:1–20). It is also to be found in Jesus' conversation with Nicodemus (John 3:11). In each case it points to the Church as the subject of knowledge in faith. 

The concept of “remembrance” in the Fourth Gospel plays a similar role. The evangelist uses it to show the intertwining of tradition and knowledge. Most of all, however, he makes it clear how progress and the preservation of faith's identity mutually sustain one another. We could put it like this: the Church's tradition is the transcendental subject in whose memory the past is present. As a result of this, as time moves on, and in the light of the Holy Spirit who leads men to the truth (John 16:13; 14:26), what is already present in the memory is seen more clearly and better understood. This advance is not the advent of something entirely new but the process whereby the memory becomes aware of itself. 

This dependence of religious knowledge, knowledge of Jesus and God, on the Church's community remembrance by no means excludes the personal responsibility to exercise one's reason, nor does it hinder it. Rather, it provides the hermeneutical context for a rational understanding; that is, it leads to the point where my “I” fuses with the “other” and hence to the realm of understanding. This remembrance on the part of the Church lives by being enriched and deepened by the experience of a love which worships. But it also lives by being continually refined by critical reason. The ecclesial quality of theology, which we have just outlined, is thus not an epistemological collectivism, not an ideology which violates reason, but a hermeneutical context which is essential to reason if it is to operate at all.13









Liberation and Truth: Christology From Above and From Below

Thesis 5: The core of the dogma defined in the councils of the early Church consists in the statement that Jesus is the true Son of God, of the same essence as the Father and, through the incarnation, equally of the same essence as us. Ultimately this definition is nothing other than an interpretation of the life and death of Jesus, which was preordained from the Son's primal conversation with the Father. That is why dogmatic and biblical christology cannot be divorced from one another or opposed to one another, no more than christology and soteriology can be separated. In the same way, christology “from above” and “from below,” the theology of the incarnation and the theology of the cross, form an indivisible unity. 

Having made these affirmations, let us turn back to Theses 1 and 2. If what we said there was a correct interpretation of the content of the biblical testimony, Thesis 5 follows automatically. The dogma's basic assertion, “the Son is of the same substance,” which summarizes the entire witness of the ancient councils, simply puts the fact of Jesus' prayer into the technical language of philosophical theology, nothing more. 

Certainly, this result is contradicted by the widespread view that Scripture and dogma arose in two different cultures: Scripture in the Hebrew culture, dogma in the Greek. It is said that putting the biblical testimony into the forms of Greek philosophical thought brought about a complete refashioning of what was once the plain witness to Jesus. Faith, which up to then had been a simple act of trust in saving grace, had become changed into an assent to philosophical paradoxes, to a belief in particular teachings. Thus, trust in God's action was supplanted by an ontological doctrine which is totally alien to Scripture. 

Here we must interpose a very simple, basic human question. For the whole argument about Christ revolves around man's liberation, his salvation. But what can liberate man? Who liberates him, and to what? Put even more simply: What is human freedom? Can man become free without truth; that is, in falsehood? Liberation without truth would be a lie; it would not be freedom but deception and thus man's enslavement, man's ruin. Freedom without truth cannot be true freedom, so, without truth, freedom is not even freedom.14

Let us take up another line of thought. If man is to be free, he must be “like God.” Wanting to be like God is the inner motive of all mankind's programs of liberation. Since the yearning for freedom is rooted in man's being, right from the outset he is trying to become “like God.” Indeed, anything less is ultimately too little for him. We see this very clearly in our own time, with its passionate and strident demands for anarchic, total freedom, dissatisfied as it is with all the bourgeois freedoms and libertinisms, be they ever so great. If it is to do justice to its own aims, therefore, an anthropology of liberation will have to face the question: what is meant by becoming like God, becoming God?

Now let us try to bring these two lines of thought into one focus. What do we see? When man poses the questions which are most vital to him, questions that are inescapable—about truth and freedom—he is asking ontological questions. The question of being, which is so slandered today, arose for no other reason than the desire for freedom, which cannot be divorced from man's need for truth. So it cannot be said that the question of being belongs only to a particular phase of mankind's intellectual development, to the age of metaphysics, which Auguste Comte, in accordance with his three-stage law, allots to the middle phase, between the mythical age and the positive age. (In Comte's view, we are now in the latter stage, in which the erstwhile metaphysical question is obsolete.)15

It is uncontested that the human sciences, which attempt to give a “positive” account of man in the sense of modern scientific methods, can yield important insights into man's nature. But they cannot render superfluous the question as to man's real truth—the question of from where this phenomenon of man comes and what is his destiny. If the human sciences were to try to make the question of truth superfluous, they would become tools of self-alienation and hence of man's enslavement. 

The question of truth and the question of freedom are involved in the question of being and therefore also in the question of God. Indeed, they are the question to God. So, whereas it is certainly possible to allocate the methods of patristic theology to a particular time and thus to indicate the limits of this theology, the questions which it has posed are always and everywhere necessary to man. An interpretation of the New Testament which puts these questions on one side is missing the essential point; it becomes a mere collection of marginalia. 

This brings us back to our concrete question. At first sight it may seem to be a rather parochial, merely internal Christian matter, when we speak of the prayer of Jesus as the New Testament's basic affirmation regarding his person. In reality this is precisely the point which concerns us, it is what is central to humanity. For the New Testament designates it as the place where man may actually become God, where his liberation may take place; it is the place where he touches his own truth and becomes true himself. The question of Jesus' filial relation to the Father gets to the very root of the question of man's freedom and liberation, and unless this is done everything else is futile. Any liberation of man which does not enable him to become divine betrays man, betrays his boundless yearning. 

Let us add an observation concerning the language of the dogma. At one point in its Creed, as is well known, the Council of Nicaea clearly went beyond the language of Scripture in describing Jesus as “of one substance with the Father.” Both in ancient and modern times the presence in the Creed of this philosophical term, “of one substance,” has given rise to major disputes. Again and again it has been suggested that it indicates a serious departure not only from the language but also from the thought of the Bible. We can only answer this charge if we ascertain precisely what it actually says. 

What does “of one substance” really mean? The answer is this: the term is used solely as a translation of the word “Son” into philosophical language. And why is it necessary to translate it? Well, whenever faith begins to reflect, the question arises as to what, in reality, the word “Son” might mean as applied to Jesus. The word is very familiar in the language of the religions, and so people cannot avoid asking what it means in this particular case. Is it a metaphor, as is commonly found in the history of religion, or does it mean more? The Council of Nicaea, in interpreting the word “Son” philosophically by means of the concept “of one substance,” is saying that “Son” is to be understood here, not in the sense of religious metaphor, but in the most real and concrete sense of the word. The central word of the New Testament, the word “Son,” is to be understood literally. 

So this philosophical phrase, “of one substance,” adds nothing to the New Testament. On the contrary, at the crucial point of its testimony, it defends its literal meaning so that it cannot be allegorized. Thus it signifies that God's word does not deceive us. Jesus is not only described as the Son of God, he is the Son of God. God does not remain hidden for all eternity beneath the clouds of imagery which obscure more than they reveal. He actually touches man, and allows himself to be touched by man, in the person of him who is the Son. 

In speaking of the Son, the New Testament breaks through the wall of imagery found in the history of religions and shows us the reality—the truth on which we can stand, by which we can live and die. Thus we can say that it is precisely the scholarly term, “of one substance,” that defends that guileless simplicity of which the Lord speaks when he says: “I thank thee, Father, Lord of heaven and earth, that thou hast hidden these things from the wise and understanding and revealed them to babes” (Matt. 11:25; 1 Pet 2:2).16








The Inner Unity of Biblical Theology and Dogmatic Theology

Thesis 6: The so-called neo-Chalcedonian theology which is summed up in the Third Council of Constantinople (680–681) makes an important contribution to a proper grasp of the inner unity of biblical and dogmatic theology, of theology and religious life. Only from this standpoint does the dogma of Chalcedon (451) yield its full meaning. 

It is common enough for the theological textbooks to pay scant attention to the theological development which followed Chalcedon. In many ways one is left with the impression that dogmatic christology comes to a stop with a certain parallelism of the two natures in Christ.17 It was this same impression that led to the divisions in the wake of Chalcedon. In fact, however, the affirmation of the true humanity and the true divinity in Christ can only retain its meaning if the mode of the unity of both is clarified. The Council defined this unity by speaking of the “one person” in Christ, but it was a formula which remained to be explored in its implications.18 For the unity of divinity and humanity in Christ which brings “salvation” to man is not a juxtaposition but a mutual indwelling. Only in this way can there be that genuine “becoming like God,” without which there is liberation and no freedom. 

It was to this question, after two centuries of dramatic struggles which also in many ways bore the mark of imperial politics, that the Third Council of Constantinople (680–681) addressed itself. On the one hand, it teaches that the unity of God and man in Christ involves no amputation or reduction in any way of human nature. In conjoining himself to man, his creature, God does not violate or diminish him; in doing so, he brings him for the first time to his real fullness. On the other hand (and this is no less important), it abolishes all dualism or parallelism of the two natures, such as had always seemed necessary in order to safeguard Jesus' human freedom. In such attempts it had been forgotten that when the human is taken up into the will of God, freedom is not destroyed; indeed, only then does genuine freedom come into its own. 

The Council of Constantinople analyzed the question of the two-ness and the one-ness in Christ by reference to the concrete issue of the will of Jesus. It resolutely maintains that, as man, Jesus has a human will which is not absorbed by the divine will. But this human will follows the divine will and thus becomes one will with it, not in a natural manner but along the path of freedom. The metaphysical two-ness of a human and a divine will is not abrogated, but in the realm of the person, in the realm of freedom, the fusion of both takes place, with the result that they become one will, not naturally, but personally.

This free unity—a form of unity created by love—is higher and more interior than a merely natural unity. It corresponds to the highest unity there is, namely, trinitarian unity. The Council illustrates this unity by citing a dominical word handed down to us in the Gospel of John: “I have come down from heaven, not to do my own will, but the will of him who sent me” (John 6:38). Here it is the divine Logos who is speaking, and he speaks of the human will of the man Jesus as his will, the will of the Logos. With this exegesis of John 6:38 the Council indicates the unity of the subject in Christ. There are not two “I”s in him, but only one. The Logos speaks in the I-form of the human will and mind of Jesus; it has become his I, has become adopted into his I, because the human will is completely one with the will of Logos. United with the latter, it has become a pure “Yes” to the Father's will.19


Maximus the Confessor, the great theological interpreter of this second phase of the development of the christological dogma, illuminates this whole context by reference to Jesus' prayer on the Mount of Olives, which, as we already saw in Thesis 1, expresses Jesus' unique relationship to God. Indeed, it is as if we were actually looking in on the inner life of the Word-made-man. It is revealed to us in the sentence which remains the measure and model of all real prayer: “Not what I will, but what thou wilt” (Mark 14:36).20 Jesus' human will assimilates itself to the will of the Son. In doing this, he receives the Son's identity, that is, the complete subordination of the I to the Thou, the self-giving and self-expropriation of the I to the Thou. This is the very essence of him who is pure relation and pure act. Wherever the I gives itself to the Thou, there is freedom because this involves the reception of the “form of God.”

But we can also describe this process, and describe it better, from the other side: the Logos so humbles himself that he adopts a man's will as his own and addresses the Father with the I of this human being; he transfers his own I to this man and thus transforms human speech into the eternal Word, into his blessed “Yes, Father.” By imparting his own I, his own identity, to this human being, he liberates him, redeems him, and makes him God. Now we can take the real meaning of “God has become man” in both hands, as it were: the Son transforms the anguish of a man into his own filial obedience, the speech of the servant into the Word which is the Son. 

Thus we come to grasp the manner of our liberation, our participation in the Son's freedom. As a result of the unity of wills of which we have spoken, the greatest possible change has taken place in man, the only change which meets his desire—he has become divine. We can therefore describe that prayer which enters into the praying of Jesus and becomes the prayer of Jesus in the Body of Christ as freedom's laboratory. 

Here and nowhere else takes place that radical change in man of which we stand in need, that the world may become a better place. For it is only along this path that conscience attains its fundamental soundness and its unshakable power. And only from such a conscience can there come that ordering of human affairs which corresponds to human dignity and protects it. Every generation has to seek anew this right ordering of the world in response to a conscience that is alert, until the kingdom of God comes, which God alone can establish.








The Explanatory Power of the Hermeneutic of Faith

Thesis 7: The historico-critical method and other modern scientific methods are important for an understanding of holy Scripture and tradition. Their value, however, depends on the hermeneutical (philosophical) context in which they are applied. 

In the interpretation of holy Scripture we are in danger today of divorcing scholarship from tradition, reason from faith. Many people are under the impression that historico-critical exegesis destroys faith. On the other side the view gains ground that critical exegesis is the real teaching office, subordinate to no other authority. But the believer is convinced that there cannot be any contradiction between reason and faith if both are exercised properly. Without reason, faith would not be truly human; without faith, reason has neither a path nor a guiding light. 

The historico-critical method is essentially a tool, and its usefulness depends on the way in which it is used—that is, on the hermeneutical and philosophical presuppositions one adopts in applying it.21 In fact, there is no such thing as a pure historical method. It is always carried on in a hermeneutical or philosophical context, even when people are not aware of it or expressly deny it. The difficulties which faith continually experiences today in the face of critical exegesis do not stem from the historical or critical factors, as such, but from the latent philosophy which is at work. The argument, therefore, must relate to this underlying philosophy; it must not attempt to bring historical thought, as such, under suspicion. 

Historically speaking, this method was first applied to the gospels at the time of the Enlightenment, with the aim of using history to correct dogma, setting up a purely human, historical Jesus against the Christ of faith. Since then the method has undergone much change and has played a part in quite diverse scenarios. Again and again, competent scholars have purged it of these rationalistic intentions, and it has yielded very many important insights, enhancing our understanding of the biblical testimony and of the saving history which it contains. However, where the Enlightenment line is pursued, new divorces follow with inner inevitability from the original separation of Jesus and Christ. 

Since the inner unity of the books of the New Testament, and that of the two testaments, can only be seen in light of faith's interpretation, where this is lacking, people are forever separating out new components and discovering contradictions in the sources. Then, as a result, the figure of Jesus also is continually splitting into new pictures of Jesus. There is the Jesus of the logia, the Jesus of this or that community, Jesus the philanthropist, Jesus the Jewish rabbi, the apocalyptic Jesus, Jesus the Zealot, Jesus the revolutionary, the political Jesus, et cetera. 

In all these cases some preconceived idea determines the principles of interpretation. Once these have been adopted, the historical method is applied, with varying degrees of care and subtlety, in order to try to prove, to oneself and to others, that the Jesus of one's own preconceptions is the only possible historical Jesus. In reality this process of dividing-up only reflects the divisions in man's mind and in the world; indeed, the process only serves to intensify them. But Jesus did not come to divide the world but to unite it (Eph. 2:11–22). It is the one who “gathers” with Jesus, who works against the process of scattering, ruin, and dismemberment, who finds the real Jesus (Luke 11:23). 

Here, at any rate, we come face to face with the question of which hermeneutics actually leads to truth and how it can demonstrate its legitimacy. We cannot go into the question in great detail, but I would like to indicate the general line of approach. From a purely scientific point of view, the legitimacy of an interpretation depends on its power to explain things. In other words, the less it needs to interfere with the sources, the more it respects the corpus as given and is able to show it to be intelligible from within, by its own logic, the more apposite such an interpretation is. Conversely, the more it interferes with the sources, the more it feels obliged to excise and throw doubt on things found there, the more alien to the subject it is. To that extent, its explanatory power is also its ability to maintain the inner unity of the corpus in question. It involves the ability to unify, to achieve a synthesis, which is the reverse of superficial harmonization. Indeed, only faith's hermeneutic is sufficient to measure up to these criteria. It has a twofold unifying power. 

First, it is the only hermeneutics which is in a position to hold fast the entire testimony of the sources. It is also the only one which is able to comprehend the sources' different nuances and their pluriformity, because it alone has a vision of unity which is wide enough to accommodate the apparent contradictions; nothing needs to be excluded on the grounds of its being a hostile development which cannot be integrated into the whole. 

Only the doctrine of the two natures joined together in one Person is able to open up a vista in which the apparent contradictions found in the tradition each have enough scope and can be molded together into a totality. Every other view of the figure of Jesus is partial; it has to absolutize a portion of the sources, or even manufacture sources behind the sources, if it is to survive. This always involves throwing doubt on some part of the historical corpus. 

Second, faith's hermeneutics is also the only medium which, in the breadth of its vision, transcends the differences of cultures, times, and peoples. It does not alienate any civilization, any people, from its own values. In the higher unity of the incarnate Word they can all find their place, cultivate what is distinctively theirs and, through the refining influence of this faith, discover the true depth it possesses. Such a hermeneutics can also surmount all the divisions which tear the world to pieces and can initiate a spiritual fellowship in which everything belongs to everyone and there is a mutual relationship of giving and receiving, because of him who has given us himself and, in and with himself, the whole fullness of God. 

If we had space to follow these thoughts, we could show faith's fruitfulness, which does not violate the historical record but reveals its truth and is open to every genuine truth. The unity of the person of Jesus, embracing man and God, prefigures that synthesis of man and world to which theology is meant to minister. It is my belief that the beauty and necessity of the theologian's task could be made visible at this point. He would be bringing to light the foundations for a possible unity in a world marked by division. He must seek to answer the question of how this unity can be recognized and brought about today. In this way he could be contributing to prepare for that unity which is the locus of both freedom and salvation. But he can only do this provided he himself enters that “laboratory” of unity and freedom of which we have spoken—where his own will is refashioned, where he allows himself to be expropriated and inserted into the divine will, where he advances toward that God-likeness through which the kingdom of God can come. Thus we have arrived back at our starting point: Christology is born of prayer or not at all. 
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Sealed with an Oath: Covenant in God's Unfolding Purpose
New Studies in Biblical Theology 23
(Downers Grove, IL: Apollos/InterVarsity, 2007)

A generation ago, in his groundbreaking Tradition and Traditions (1963), Yves Congar could write that “the apostolic exegesis” consisted essentially in explaining “the economy of the covenant fulfilled in Christ.” Although it has fallen out of fashion in recent years, “covenant” remains an essential theme and organizing principle for biblical theology. As Congar wrote, “The content and meaning of Scripture [is] God's covenant plan, finally realized in Jesus Christ . . . and in the Church.” 

This covenant plan unifies and integrates the diverse texts of the Bible into a single book. In fact, the Bible itself is structured according to old and new “testaments” (or “covenants”). In turn, the continuity between the old and new covenants has formed the basis for biblical interpretation in the Church since apostolic times. 

This new study is a strong introduction to the covenant idea and its significance for understanding the Scriptures. Williamson knows the literature well and provides a helpful overview and bibliography of scholarly thinking about covenant themes. In his reading of the Bible, he shows how the covenant forms a key narrative motif in the Old Testament, especially in the Pentateuch. He offers good surveys of God's covenants with Noah, Abraham, Israel, and David. He notices the importance of sacrifice and liturgy in the ratification and celebration of the Old Testament covenants. 

Williamson understands something that many scholars do not—the centrality of oath-swearing in the covenant process. He also sees that biblical oath-swearing establishes a relationship between God and his people that is liturgical as well as legal. He makes an important point about the centrality of the covenant idea in Scripture, recognizing that “even when not mentioned explicitly in the biblical text, covenant is seldom far from the surface.” 

One wonders, then, why he does not recognize a covenant in the biblical creation accounts. It is true that the word “covenant” [image: ] is not used in Genesis 1–2. But, as numerous scholars have shown, a close reading in light of other Old Testament accounts of covenant-making yields compelling evidence that indeed Genesis 1–2 is describing a primordial covenant. He does acknowledge that Gordon Hugenberger has made a compelling case that Genesis 2:21–25 depicts a marriage covenant between Adam and Eve. This covenant is depicted as coming by divine design and initiative at the climax of creation—further evidence that covenant is not far from the surface of the creation text. It might even suggest a nuptial form to the covenant at creation. 

But Williamson does show a fine appreciation for the inner unity and logic of the covenant plan, and the centrality of the covenants with Abraham. This last point is important. Williamson is one of the few today who see that the covenants in Genesis 15 and Genesis 17 are really different covenants. And he rightly sees that the subsequent biblical covenants with Israel and David are inextricably tied to the fulfillment of God's covenant promise to make Abraham's descendants the source of blessing for all nations (Gen. 12:3; 22:18). Throughout the long history of the Old Testament, culminating in the kingdom of David, the divine covenant plan unfolds for this singular purpose of “mediating God's blessing to the nations.” 

In light of his insights into the relationship of the Abrahamic and Davidic covenants, one wonders why he did not allot more space to considering the Davidic covenant, especially given the importance the Davidic covenant assumes in the second half of the Hebrew Bible—in the Deuteronimistic history, in the Chronicler, as well as in the prophets and the restoration texts. 

In turn this might have helped him to consider the importance of the Davidic covenant material in the New Testament. He says that the gospels show Christ to be “the royal son of David who will shepherd the people of God.” But if Christ is the royal son promised in the Davidic covenant, one wonders why there is not more room for discussion of the relationship between the Davidic covenant and the new covenant Christ brings. 

In general, Williamson's treatment of the new covenant is a bit cramped. He devotes only thirty of his more than 200-page book to New Testament themes. He does show a good grasp of recent scholarship and debates concerning the covenant in Paul—especially over the disputed meaning of the Greek term [image: ] (“covenant”) in the key Pauline passages of Galatians 3:15–18 and Hebrews 9:15–22. 

And his book should help recover the importance of covenant for a canonical interpretation and even spiritual reading of Scripture. As he writes: “To understand our covenant relationship with God and our place and role in salvation history, we must also understand the covenant promises to Noah, Abraham, Israel, and David—hence covenant serves as a crucial hermeneutical bridge that will help Christians move biblically and theologically from the period highlighted in the biblical text to the contemporary scene.”
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1 Chronicles: A Commentary
Hermeneia: A Critical and Historical Commentary on the Bible
(Minneapolis: Augsburg, 2006)

Ralph Klein's fine commentary in the Hermeneia series represents a lifetime of scholarship on this pivotal Old Testament historical work, which Klein dates to the fourth century B.C. Focusing on the final canonical form of the text, Klein presumes that 1 Chronicles was written by a single author, perhaps a priest in the Jerusalem Temple. This puts him at odds with most recent scholars, who generally treat the text we have today as a composite pulled together by several authors from multiple original sources and genres. Rejecting their arguments as “weak and ambivalent,” Klein shows the superior explanatory power of reading Chronicles in synchronic fashion as a unified whole. 

Klein is especially good at noticing how the Chronicler's unique theological purposes shape his revisionist reinterpretation of Israel's history. Klein rightly sees that the genealogies in the first nine chapters are “indispensable” for understanding the book. “This is a history of all days, a universal history, beginning with Adam and extending to Israel,” he writes. He quotes approvingly St. Jerome's observation that the book aims to be a “chronicle of the entire divine history.” 

For the Chronicler, God's purposes in history culminate in the kingdom established by David. It is a peculiar picture of the kingdom to be sure, especially when we compare the Chronicler's accounts to those found earlier in the Old Testament. The earlier, so-called Deuteronomistic history, converges on Israel's exodus and the covenant forged at Mount Sinai. The Chronicler, by contrast, glances over Sinai and the exodus. Nor is he much interested in the controversial exploits of David and Solomon as military leaders or heads of state. Instead, he casts them in “idealized” terms and builds his narrative to stress their true significance in the divine economy—their appointment to build the Temple and establish God's elect Israel as a people of worship, prayer, and sacrifice. 

The Davidic kingdom is not of this world. Or better, the Chronicler sees the kingdom as the “this-worldly” expression of God's rule over all creation and nations. It is “the kingdom of the Lord” (1 Chron. 28:5; 29:23). The kingdom's reason and meaning is, in a word, liturgical. The Davidic kingdom is a kingdom of prayer centered around the Temple, the dwelling that God established for his name. All that David does—making Jerusalem his capital, restoring the Ark of the Covenant, establishing the Levites to minister before the Ark, preparing for his son to build the Temple—is to “declare [God's] glory among the nations, his marvelous works among all the peoples” (1 Chron. 16:24).

Klein is also sensitive to an important subtheme—Israel's election by God to be united in “assembly” [image: ] to worship as “all Israel.” He notes perceptively that “all Israel” is involved in the coronations of David and Solomon (1 Chron. 11:1; 29:20–22), in the conquest of Jerusaelm (1 Chron. 11:4–9), in the restoration of the Ark (1 Chron. 13:4; 15:3), and in the building and consecration of the Temple (2 Chron. 7:8). 

In translating Chronicles into Greek, the Septuagint gives it the title, Paraleipomenon, literally “Things Omitted.” In his insightful reading, Klein shows us that Chronicles is far from an addendum to the earlier Old Testament history. Chroncles is liturgical historiography, intended to complement and interpret the covenant historiography found in the Deuteronomistic books. In this, Klein opens us to Chronicles' value for understanding crucial New Testament themes—the portrait of Christ as a royal Davidic figure and the identification of the kingdom and the Church as somehow the restoration of the Davidic kingdom. 
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Jesus as the Eschatological Davidic Shepherd:
Studies in the Old Testament, Second Temple Judaism, and
in the Gospel of Matthew
Wissenschaftliche Untersuchungen zum Neuen Testament,
2. Reihe 216
(Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2006)

Chae has made a solid contribution to the growing body of scholarship on the New Testament's use of Davidic imagery in depicting the person and mission of Christ. Studying the tradition in its ancient near eastern context, Chae notices some distinctions. In the cult and mythology of neighboring societies, shepherd imagery is used widely as a royal metaphor to describe the care and protection provided by both gods and earthly kings. In the Bible, however, only God is called “the shepherd of Israel” ([image: ]; Ps. 80:1; Gen. 49:24). That is, until the rise of the Davidic kingdom. 

He acknowledges that shepherd imagery is associated with Moses (Ps. 77:20; Isa. 63:11), and that the leadership of God's people is at times likened to the shepherding of a flock (Num. 27:16–17). But only David is credited with being God's shepherd on earth. “[N]o specific king in Israel is described in shepherd imagery as YHWH's royal representative, with the exception of David before he assumed the throne (see 2 Sam. 5:2; 1 Chron. 11:2; Ps. 78:71). . . . The Old Testament tends to reserve shepherd imagery for YHWH and, significantly, extends its use only for YHWH's Davidic appointee (Mic. 5:2–4 [5:1–3]; Jer. 3:15; 23:4–6; Ezek. 34:23–24; 37:24–25; compare Zech. 13:7).”

In a close reading of the texts, especially in the Greek Septuagint translation (LXX), Chae explores the meaning of the Old Testament's shepherd imagery. He suggests the understanding of God as shepherd may be rooted in the redemptive experience of the Exodus. He notes the close similarity between the way Moses envisions the work of the earthly shepherd-leader and descriptions of God's salvific activity. 

Expressing concern lest the people become “sheep without a shepherd,” Moses asks God for a leader to “go out [image: ] before them and come in [image: ] before them” and to “lead them out [image: ] and bring them in [image: ]” (see Num. 27:16–17; compare Matt. 26:31–32). This same language is used elsewhere to describe God's redemptive action in bringing Israel out of [image: ] Egypt and into [image: ] the land of milk and honey (see Exod. 3:8; Deut. 6:23). The identical terms are also found in the formative texts associated with David's kingship. David “led out and brought in Israel” [image: ]. Hence, God declares David to be the “shepherd [image: ] of my people Israel” (2 Sam. 5:2; 1 Chron. 17:6). 

The association of the earthly shepherd as divine savior, liberator, guide, healer, and restorer intensifies in the texts that form the core of what Chae calls “the Davidic eschatological shepherd tradition”—Micah 2–5; Ezekiel 34–37; Zechariah 9:1–4. Israel, as he describes it, was taught to hope for a new David, a shepherd-king who would lead the people out of exile and restore them in the land. This eschatological shepherd, especially in the prophecies of Jeremiah, would be a healer, that is, he would forgive the people their sins (Jer. 30:13–17; 31:10, 31–34). 

Chae traces this tradition through the period of Second Temple Judaism (roughly 520 B.C. to 70 A.D). His reading of the so-called Animal Apocalypse from the pseudepigraphal work, 1 Enoch, is especially interesting. In this complex allegory of world history starting with Adam, Chae finds an “in-depth interaction with shepherd imagery from the Old Testament Davidic Shepherd tradtion.” 

Turning to Matthew's interaction with this tradition, Chae sees the gospel portraying Jesus as the eschatological Davidic shepherd sent to the lost sheep of the house of Israel and destined to be the judge and ruler of nations (see Matt. 7:15; 9:36; 12:9–14; 18:10–14; 25:31–46). He sees Matthew's emphasis on the title “Son of David” to be almost programmatic. The title is used in the infancy narrative and Jesus' healings in the gospel are frequently related to this title. In Matthew's narrative of his passion, Jesus is described in terms of Zechariah's smitten shepherd (compare Matt. 26:31; Zech. 13:7). Chae demonstrates the influence of Ezekiel on Matthew and makes a good case that “the evangelist shapes his narrative as he deeply interacts with the Davidic shepherd tradition.” 

Chae does not deny that other imagery and typologies are at work in Matthew, especially Mosaic types. But he sees the Davidic shepherd image as crucial, especially for understanding Jesus' work as “the healing Son of David.” He is especially keen to root the Matthean Jesus' healing ministry in the Davidic shepherd tradition. He provides an insightful reading of some key texts from Qumran (Messianic Apocalypse, Words of the Luminaries, Damascus Document) and establishes connections between these texts and Ezekiel 34. But his argument ultimately does not convince that there was a coherent Jewish expectation of a “therapeutic Son of David.” 

One questions, too, why Chae does not consider the shape of the kingdom that the Davidic shepherd was anticipated to restore. He makes a suggestive statement: “Certainly, the ecclesiology of Matthew's Gospel is determined by the christology of Jesus as the Shepherd(s) in the context of his mission toward his flock in view of the nations.” But the relation of Matthew's ecclesiology to his Shepherd-christology is left unexplored. 

One would like to have seen Chae do more with his very suggestive summary remarks on the nature of the kingdom in Matthew: “Jesus proclaims the coming of the kingdom (Matt. 4:23; 9:35), which coincides with the coming of the eschatological Davidic Shepherd(s) for his flock (Matt. 2:6; 9:36). The kingdom comes as Jesus seeks the lost sheep of the house of Israel; it implies the arrival of God's eschatological and theocratic rule over his people. For this mission, Jesus fulfills first the role of YHWH the eschatological Shepherd whose main tasks are to seek the lost and heal the sick. The kingdom of God is thus characteristically Davidic in the First Gospel.” 
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The Restoration of Israel: Israel's Re-gathering and the
Fate of the Nations in Early Jewish Literature and Luke-Acts
Beihefte zur Zeitschrift für die neutestamentliche Wissenschaft
und die Kunde der älteren Kirche 138
(New York: Walter de Gruyter, 2006)

Perhaps owing to the influence of E. P. Sanders' and N. T. Wright's work on Judaism and Christian origins, the theme of Israel's restoration has emerged in recent years as an important area of both New and Old Testament research. 

The destruction of the Temple in 586 B.C. and the people's exile among the nations was a historical and political calamity for Israel. More than that, it occasioned a theological crisis in Israel's self-understanding of its special relationship as God's “elect.” The scars of the exile are visible in the history recorded in the Old Testament, which is marked throughout by a recurring pattern of “sin, exile, repentance, and return.” 

The idea of exile and restoration persisted even after Israel returned to the land and began building a new, second Temple following King Cyrus' decree in 539 B.C. As the centuries wore on, Israel came to see its continued experience of foreign domination, first by Greece and finally by Rome in the first century B.C., as an ongoing exile and captivity. The glorious promises of the prophets, they understood, had not come to pass. Israel's hopes, inspired by an eschatological reading of the prophets, came to fix upon a definitive future restoration to be brought about by God in the sight of the nations. 

In his fine study, Fuller explores the complex and diverse ways Israel's hopes are expressed in the literature of the Second Temple period. How would the restoration be brought about? What would happen to Israel's enemies? What would the restored Israel look like? What would happen after the restoration? Fuller finds a variety of answers in insightful readings of such texts as Sirach, 1 and 2 Maccabees, the Psalms of Solomon, and the Animal Apocalypse of 1 Enoch. His most interesting work centers on the fate of the Gentiles and the nations in Israel's restorationist visions. In this context, he offers a good excursus on the Davidic messiah in early Jewish literature.

Fuller agrees there is no sustained or widespread expectation of a Davidic messiah in early Judaism. Most restorationist texts do not mention David either. This makes the prominence of Davidic expectation in the New Testament all the more intriguing. And Fuller's work helps us better understand this crucial background to the New Testament. 

While Davidic speculation is rare in the early Jewish texts, Fuller finds that whenever the image of the Davidic messiah does occur, “it is usually within the exilic model of restoration. For those Jews who sustained the hope for his coming, the Messiah's arrival was understood to be pivotal to Israel's restoration.” 

He sketches Davidic expectation in the Qumran documents and in texts such as Psalms of Solomon and 4 Ezra. While no uniform portrait of the Davidic messiah emerges, in many he is a warrior-king who leads Israel to victory over its enemies. Fuller finds that in this literature the prophecy of Isaiah 11:1–4 looms large. He suggests that this is perhaps because Isaiah envisions the Davidic scion as heaven-sent, “anointed” by the Spirit. 

These Davidic themes are critical for Luke's gospel and its sequel volume, the Acts of the Apostles. Fuller says Israel's restoration is a “central motif” in Luke-Acts, and that Luke understand Jesus as “the Davidic redeemer of Israel (1:32, 69; 2:11).” The gospel begins by describing Jesus as fulfilling hopes for “the consolation of Israel” (2:25) and “the redemption of Israel” (2:38). Jesus begins his ministry at Nazareth with a kind of mission statement that sounds restorationist notes about the “release” of the “captives” from exile (4:18).

In general, Fuller identifies Luke-Acts with a strain of Second Temple restorationist thought that focuses on the re-gathering of the scattered tribes of Israel. This re-gathering begins with “the arrival of Jesus, the Davidic messiah and his formation of the twelve apostles.” Fuller sees great importance in the symbol of the Twelve in Luke. This symbol draws on early Jewish traditions that see the twelve tribes as central to Israel's re-gathering and restoration. Seen in light of these traditions, the calling of the Twelve in Luke “connotes . . . [that] God has authorized the new assembly of Israel through the Messiah.” 

Fuller notes that while the designation is rare in Mark (6:30) and Matthew (10:2), Luke uses the term “apostles” almost as a “technical term associated with the authoritative status of the Twelve, who constitute the original nucleus and leadership of the eschatological Israel.” Jesus' bequeathing of the kingdom to the Twelve at the Last Supper (Luke 20:29) recalls several early Jewish eschatological texts which depict the future king ruling together with the leaders of the twelve tribes. 

The ascension and Pentecost scenes in Acts emphasize Jesus' “heavenly enthronement.” And this, Fuller says, marks “the climax of Israel's re-gathering and restoration. From heaven, the Messiah now rules over Israel and the wider occupied world.” 

Fuller, however, does not seem to fully understand the relationship of the kingdom, the Church, and the restoration of Israel. They are in fact aspects of the same eschatological and earthly reality. The Church, the kingdom bequeathed to the Twelve, is not a new institution, but is rather “the eschatological climax of [Israel's] ancient hope.” The Church is the re-gathering of the ancient tribes into a restored Israel and kingdom of God. 

Nor does Fuller see clearly the international shape of the Davidic kingdom. He acknowledges that Israel's king was expected to rule from heaven over the world of nations. But the relation of this expectation to the Church's mission to the Gentiles remains unexplained, as does the way in which righteous Gentiles are to be incorporated into the restored kingdom. 
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Jesus' Death and the Gathering of the True Israel:
The Johannine Appropriation of Restoration Theology in the
Light of John 11:47–52
Wissenschaftliche Untersuchungen zum Neuen Testament,
2. Reihe 217
(Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2006)

This is the first full-length study of restoration theology in the Fourth Gospel. Dennis has chosen an intriguing crux—the deliberations of the chief priests and Pharisees over the threat posed by Jesus (John 11:47–52). The Jewish elders express concern that unless Jesus is eliminated the Romans will “destroy [image: ] both our holy place [image: ] and our nation.” Jesus must die, the High Priest Caiaphas counsels, “that the whole nation should not perish [image: ].” 

This dramatic passage is laced with ironies, concluding with John's statement that Jesus must die, “not for the nation [image: ] only, but to gather [image: ] into one the children of God [image: ] who are scattered [image: ] abroad.” 

Dennis demonstrates that the true drama in the passage lies in its evocation of Israel's restoration theology. The entire exchange is couched in the vocabulary of exile and restoration. [image: ] and related terms are commonly used in the Greek Septuagint translation (LXX) to describe Israel's scattering or dispersion among the nations (for example LXX Isa. 11:12; 60:22; Jer. 9:15; 10:21; 27:37; Ezek. 5:10; 29:13; Ps. 43:12). Likewise, [image: ] and its cognates are used in promises of a re-gathering of Israel's dispersed tribes (LXX Ps. 106:3; Hos. 2:2 Isa. 40:11; 43:5; Jer. 23:8; Ezek. 34:13; 39:2, 37). 

In careful readings, Dennis demonstrates that other key terms in the passage—related to “destruction,” “perishing” and Israel's holy “place”—are also used in in early Jewish literature in contexts concering Israel's judgement, dispersion, and restoration (LXX Deut. 28:20–21, 25, 51; Isa. 11:12; 27:12–13; Jer. 23:1; 27:6; 1 Macc. 3:9, 30). 

He traces these motifs throughout John's Gospel, arguing that Israel's restoration traditions are critical to understanding the meaning of Jesus' death. For John, Jesus' death has a twofold purpose, according to Dennis: “[H]is death will deliver some of those from the ‘nation’ from ‘perishing’ and his death will also bring about the gathering and unity of the dispersed children of God.” 

Dennis' treatment of the Old Testament background for the notion of “children of God” [image: ] is insightful. Although the phrase itself is not found in the Old Testament, Dennis follows R. Alan Culpepper in seeing that the concept of God's offspring is related to “the Davidic line and Israel as a whole.” Israel is frequently described as a son or child of God (Exod. 4:22; Jer. 31:9 [LXX 38:9]; Deut. 14:1; Isa. 63:16; 64:8; Hos. 11:1, 10).

Of course, in John's Gospel, the term “children of God” is not an ethnic designation. Instead, being a child of God is decidedly a matter of divine origin (John 1:12; 8:31–47). This suggests that for John, the restoration includes not only ethnic Jews and Israelites, but also Gentiles who receive Jesus and believe in his name. 

But Dennis takes the question deeper, showing that [image: ] and the concept of God's fatherhood are themselves “often associated with the eschatological restoration of Israel.” He sees that the status of divine filiation in the Old Testament could be lost through disobedience to God's covenant and commandments (Deut. 32:5–6, 18–19; Hos. 11:1–10). In one restorationist text (LXX Hos. 2:1–2), the “gathering” [image: ] of Judah and Israel restores and unifes them as “children of the living God” [image: ]. These themes of divine sonship and restoration are especially prevalent in Isaiah and Jeremiah (Isa. 43:5–7; 49:18–21; 66:8–9; Jer. 31:8–10 [LXX 38:8–10].

Consistent with Jewish expectations, John sees the salvation of the Gentile nations as a “by-product” or “overflow” of Israel's restoration, according to Dennis (Zech. 2:10–12 [LXX 2:14–16]; Tob. 14:5–7). For John, the death of Christ will bring about a restoration of the divine sonship lost by the children of Israel through their unfaithfulness to the covenant. Moreover, his death will pave the way for all people who “respond faithfully to the ministry of the Messiah, [to] be begotten anew by God as his children and thus caught up in the restoration purposes of the Father through the Son.” 

[image: ]
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The Bridegroom Messiah and the People of God:
Marriage in the Fourth Gospel
Society for New Testament Studies Monograph Series 13
(Cambridge: Cambridge University, 2006)

In his third-century commentary on Genesis, the great exegete Origen observed: “You see that everywhere the mysteries are in agreement. You see the patterns of the New and Old Testament to be harmonious.” This presumption of theological unity and continuity helped Origen and other Church fathers make original and fertile findings in their interpretation of the New Testament. 

In one respect, this solid study of the bridegroom metaphor in John is a modern scholarly exploration of findings first made by Origen and other early interpreters. Origen saw parallels between Jesus' meeting at the well with the Samaritan woman (John 4:4–42) and Genesis' account of Jacob's meeting with Rachel (Gen. 29:1–20). He also saw an allusion to the Song of Solomon (1:12) in John's story of the anointing at Bethany (John 12). 

Also in the early Church, Hippolytus (d. 235) connected John's resurrection accounts (20:16–17) with the Song (3:1–4). This early interpretative tradition became a staple in the descriptions of Catholic mystical experience. It also influenced the Church's liturgical tradition. For instance, the liturgy for the Feast of St. Mary Magdalene pairs John's account of Mary's role on the first Easter morning (John 20:1–2, 11–18) with a reading from the Song of Solomon (3:1–4). 

While their allegorical mode of interpretation is regarded skeptically by modern scholars, McWhirter argues that “Origen and Hippolytus were on the right track . . . . [T]hey were not hearing things when they detected echoes of well betrothal stories and the Song of Songs in the Fourth Gospel.” And her close literary study of John's text vindicates their interpretative intuitions.

She argues that John uses these echoes of Scripture to introduce Jesus as the bridegroom Messiah promised in an important subtheme of Old Testament prophecy (Hos. 1–3; Isa. 66:10; Jer. 2:2; compare 2 Cor. 11:2; Eph. 5:22–32; Rev. 21:2, 9; 22:17). This metaphor, in turn, serves to depict Jesus' “relationship with the believing community” as it is established through baptism. 

In a good synchronic reading, she shows how Jesus' miracle at the wedding of Cana (John 2:1–12) builds on messianic traditions associated with an abundance of wine (Gen. 49:10–12; Amos 9:11, 13–14). In the following chapter, John the Baptist identifies Jesus as the expected bridegroom (John 3:29). McWhirter demonstrates strong literary connections between this passage and a series of texts associated with Jeremiah (Jer. 7:23–24; 16:9; 25:10; 33:10–11; Bar. 2:23). These texts also speak of a bride, a bridegroom, and the “bridegroom's voice.” 

McWhirter's treatment of Jesus and the Samaritan woman (John 4:4–42) is helpful in establishing the story as a kind of extended meditation on evangelization and Christian faith. In a close comparative reading of the Jacob and Rachel story, she finds similar patterns. In both a traveling man encounters a woman at a well and shares a drink of water. There is discussion of the woman's family background and, when the woman recognizes whom she is speaking to, she leaves off to summon her family members. As the Genesis story ends with a betrothal or proposal of marriage, the account in John, after a discussion of the woman's marital status, ends with the Samaritans coming to belief. McWhirter offers this fine intertextual interpretation: 


Jacob's betrothal serves as a metaphor for Samaritan belief. . . . The betrothal of Jacob to Rachel eventually results in births (Gen. 29:31–20:24). In a sense, then, Genesis 29 narrates the origins of Israel. Similarly when the Samaritan woman meets one greater than Jacob at Jacob's well, a family of faith is established. The citizens of Sychar believe, and receive power to become children of God (compare John 1:12). . . . His encounter with the Samaritan woman produces spiritual offspring.



 

As John's Gospel begins in a strong nuptial key, McWhirter shows how the evangelist uses marital imagery in describing Jesus' preparation for his death and his resurrection. When Mary of Bethany anoints a reclining Jesus with the fragrant nard (John 12:1–8), it is a clear allusion to an image of the betrothed king in the Song of Solomon (1:12). The strength of the allusion is to signal Jesus' role as both king and bridegroom-Messiah. McWhirter finds that Mary Magdalen's search for the risen Jesus (John 20:1–18) is likewise built on an extended allusion to the Song (3:1–4). Like Mary of Bethany, Mary Magdalen assumes the role of the bride in the Song, and becomes a symbol of discipleship and the Church, McWhirter suggests.

McWhirter believes the key to John's marital imagery is to be found in the evangelist's messianic interpretation of Psalm 45, which celebrates a royal wedding. She argues convincingly that John understood the marital texts he alluded to (Jer. 33:10–11; Gen. 29:1–20; Song of Sol. 1:12; 3:1–4) as messianic prophecies because these texts shared a common vocabulary and imagery with the messianic Psalm 45. She provides a good discussion of the psalm's interpretation in early Christian and Jewish tradition. Her own reading of the psalm yields fresh insights. She shows the links between Psalm 45 and the Song of Solomon and again to the wedding procession in Jeremiah 33:10–11. She draws out detailed connections between the story of Jacob and Rachel and the Song—a connection again first seen by Origen. 

Unfortunately, McWhirter is unduly anxious lest John's marital imagery offend our modern ears as “reinforcing oppressive gender roles.” And her skittishness about the implications of portraying God as a male figure and the people of God as a bride limits her capacity to explore the theological and spiritual depths of this imagery. 

She is on the right track when she speaks of the metaphor evoking “celebration and procreation. . . . The image of a wedding celebration illustrates the Church's joy at Jesus' advent, while the image of procreation describes how the Church's testimony attracts new believers.” There is far more to it than that, of course, as the New Testament itself reveals in inescapably “gendered” images—of the motherhood of the Church, the Fatherhood of God, and the spiritual childhood of believers.
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Zion Symbolism in Hebrews:
Hebrews 12:18–24 as a Hermeneutical Key to the Epistle
(Carlisle: Paternoster, 2005)

The abundance and use of Old Testament citations in Hebrews has long puzzled scholars. 

For many years, scholars seemed agreed that there was no rhyme or reason to Hebrews' selection and use of this material, and that often Hebrews misquotes or otherwise misinterprets its sources. That view has shifted in recent years, as similarities have been discovered between Hebrews and other ancient texts such as those found at Qumran. But there remains no consensus about what theological presuppositions might underlie Hebrews' use of the Old Testament. Nor is there agreement about what interpretative and exegetical methods are at work in the book. 

In this excellent study, Son undertakes to answer these questions. He believes the hermeneutical key to the letter is found near the end, in Hebrews 12:18–24. In this vivid and symbolic passage, the author contrasts Israel's experience in ratifying the old covenant at Mount Sinai (Exod. 19:16–19; Deut. 4:11; 5:22) with the experience of the new covenant said to have been forged at “Mount Zion . . . the city of the living God, the heavenly Jerusalem.” 

The superiority of the new covenant of Zion over the old covenant of Sinai is at the heart of the matter for the author of Hebrews. And Son traces this imagery throughout the epistle, deftly exploring the imagery of Sinai and Zion in the Old Testament and Jewish tradition, as well as in the New Testament. His discussions of Temple symbolism and the high priesthood of Jesus are excellent. 

In Hebrews 12:18–24, Sinai is used to symbolize the author's argument about the ineffectuality of the old covenant and its sacrificial system. The intense and terrifying images of darkness, burning fire, the threatening voice from the mountain—these are symbols of the people's sense of guilt before God and the inability of their sacrifices to save and cleanse them (Heb. 9:9; 10:4). While the Sinai imagery emphasizes the deep, insuperable separation between the sinner and God, the Zion imagery connotes a festival atmosphere in which heaven and earth are joined in intimate communion. In the heavenly Jerusalem, angels rejoice in a “festal gathering” ([image: ]; Amos 5:21; Ezek. 46:11; Hos. 9:5) along with “the church [image: ] of the first-born,” and “the spirits of righteous men made perfect.” 

As Son explains: “The significance of this gathering is that all the three different groups are united in one assembly in order to enjoy the immediate presence of God, and now Christians under the new covenant blood of Jesus have come to join the heavenly celebration. . . . [T]he joyful relationship between God and worshippers in Zion presupposes the complete removal of sins by the new covenant blood of Jesus, whereas Sinai represents God's attitude toward the un-regenerated Sinai community under the old covenant blood of the animals.” 

This contrast is made also at the end of Hebrews 12:18–24, in the curious comparison between the respective “speaking” of Christ's blood and the blood of Abel. 


Abel's blood could not atone for Cain's sin but functions only as a reminder of his sin (Gen. 4:10–16), whereas Christ's blood cleanses the sins of worshippers and thus announces forgiveness and acceptance. Understood in this way, the symbolic significance of Abel's blood corresponds well to the blood of animal sacrifice that is only an annual reminder of sins (Heb. 10:3–4). . . . The synoptic gospels also describe Abel as the first suffering prophet (Matt. 23:35; Luke 11:50–51), and immediately after that Jesus is also presented as the persecuted prophet (Matt. 23:37–39; Luke 13:34–35). The reason for the author's mention of Abel's blood instead of the animal blood is probably that the author of Hebrews presents Abel's death as the prefiguration of the sacrificial death of Christ.



The image of Zion in Hebrews 12:18–24 is royal and liturgical, in Son's analysis. The reference to Zion as “the city of the living God” refers to the eschatological kingdom of God, while the image of the “heavenly Jerusalem” stresses the cultic aspect of the heavenly temple. Son notes that the description of worshippers who have “come [image: ] to Mount Zion” uses a verb [image: ] that is used elsewhere in Hebrews to describe the worshipful “coming into the presence of God”—especially the entry of the high priest into the inner sanctuary of the Tabernacle (Heb. 4:16; 7:25; 10:1, 22; 11:6; 12:18, 22). 

There is much to be gained from this study, not only for understanding Hebrews, but also for seeing the deep influence of Zion and Temple symbolism in the early Church's understanding of the new covenant. As Son concludes: “[T]he new covenant concept in the New Testament is closely related to the eschatology of Zion, which sees the sacrificial blood of Jesus as the ratification of the new covenant on the eschatological Mount Zion in contrast to that of Sinai. Hebrews presents the most comprehensive picture of the realization of the new covenant.” 
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Jesus and the Eyewitnesses: The Gospels As Eyewitness Testimony
(Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2006)

Bauckham takes dead-center aim at the question underlying more than a century's worth of historical-critical research into the New Testament and the “historical Jesus”: Do the gospels give us access to reliable information about Jesus? Do they represent truthfully what he said and did and the events surrounding his life?

Bauckham knows most scholars today would answer with a qualified “no.” The common wisdom in the academy is that stories and sayings of Jesus circulated for decades, undergoing countless retellings and embellishments before being finally set down in writing. The final form of the gospels, it is said, not only reflects a fluid oral tradition, but also the dogmatic and doctrinal preoccupations of the early Church, which are said to be overlayed like an ideological veneer atop the gospel's portrait of Jesus. 

Everything about those scholarly assumptions is called into question in this important and provocative book, which should be the touchstone for all future discussion of these issues. Bauckham makes a compelling case for believing that all four gospels were written on the basis of carefully prepared and preserved eyewitness accounts. In the case of John, he believes the gospel was written by an actual eyewitness. Further, he maintains that all the gospels were written within “living memory” of the events they describe. “The texts of our gospels,” he concludes, “are close to the eyewitness reports of the words and deeds of Jesus.” 

Bauckham takes very seriously the testimony of Papias, a third-generation Christian and bishop of Hierapolis (in modern-day Turkey). Papias' Expositions of the Oracles of the Lord, written in 125 A.D., is now lost except for fragments preserved in Eusebius' Ecclesiastical History. These fragments, long dismissed by scholars, remain the earliest testimony we have to the writing of the gospels. Papias said that Mark's gospel was based on the eyewitness testimony of Peter, and that Matthew elaborated on this testimony in writing his gospel in Hebrew; further, Papias suggested that John's gospel was written by the apostle, “John the elder.”

Bauckham finds good reasons to agree with these conclusions about the gospels' origins. What interests him perhaps more is Papias' method for compiling his own now-lost Expositions. About 80 A.D., he began collecting oral traditions about Jesus, interrogating “anyone who had been a follower of the elders [apostles] . . . in regard to the words of the elders—what Andrew or what Peter said, or what was said by . . . any other of the disciples of the Lord.” 

Papias said he always sought out “the living and surviving voice”—that is, the testimony of eyewitnesses or those with a personal memory of Jesus' words and deeds. His resulting Expositions, he said, represented what he had “learned carefully from the elders and carefully remembered, guaranteeing their truth.” 

In a close reading of Papias' fragments, Bauckham finds his methods consistent with those of other contemporary Greco-Roman historiographers: “Ancient historians, considering that only the history of the times within living memory could be adequately researched and recounted, valued above all the historian's own direct participation in the events about which he wrote . . . but also, as second best, the reminiscences of living witnesses who could be questioned in person by the historian.” 

This describes Papias' method. And Bauckham also finds evidence that this method is at work in the gospels. In an illuminating chapter, he considers the curious, seemingly sporadic identification by name of certain characters in the gospels. While many characters in the gospels remain anonymous, many indeed are named—Cleopas, one of the disicples who met Jesus on the road to Emmaus; Simon, the Pharisee who invited Jesus to dinner; Jairus, whose daughter Jesus raised; Zaccheus, the tax collector; Malchus, the high priest's servant whose ear was cut off during Jesus' arrest in Gethsemane; and more. 

Scholars today tend not to invest much significance in these names. Most would likely agree with Rudolf Bultmann, who opined that the names are later, literary insertions aimed at increasing “novelistic interest.” But in light of ancient historiographic practices, Bauckman sees the names as key evidence of “inclusios” of eyewitness testimony. He makes a strong case for considering these named characters to be the original sources for the stories in which they are mentioned. “All these people joined the early Christian movement and were well known at least in the circles in which these traditions were first transmitted.”

In Bauckham's reading, such figures as Mary Magdalene and Jospeh of Arimithea would have been a continuing resource for authentic tradition—bearing witness throughout their lives to events they had seen firsthand and teachings they had heard from the lips of Jesus and committed to memory. 

Throughout this book, Bauckham presents a forceful scholarly portrait of how the gospels originated out of the tradition of the Church, which carefully preserved and transmitted the testimony of the original eyewitnesses to Jesus' ministry. At the center of this tradition, Bauckham sees the Twelve—the apostles appointed personally by Jesus to “be with him” (Mark 3:14). 

His chapters on the Twelve and their successors are a superb recovery of the origins of tradition, and highlight the pivotal leadership of Peter as the most authoritative of the eyewitnesses. Bauckham roots the Twelve's authority in their symbolic constitution by Jesus as representing the restored twelve tribes of Israel. Though there were many eyewitnesses whose memories can be detected in the gospels, the Twelve and their successors stood as the sole guardians and guarantors of the authentic tradition—“authoritative transmitters of the sayings of Jesus and authoritative eyewitnesses of the events of Jesus' history.” 

Bauckham's book should stimulate new discussion about the unacknowledged assumptions of modern biblical scholarship, especially its hermeneutic of discontinuity and suspicion. His book challenges the core assumption of a rupture between original experience of Jesus and the biblical text given to us by the Church. Bauckham helps us to see from the New Testament evidence that the early Church, like other religious traditions, had a strict and formal approach to precisely preserving the memory of its founder's words, deeds, and teachings. 

One virtue of this book is its appreciation of Samuel Byrskog's comparative studies of the gospel tradition and the transmission of oral traditions and authoritative teachings in Judaism and other ancient religions. Following Byrskog, Bauckham aruges that early Christian tradition was far from a vague, random, collective memory of legends about Jesus. Instead, like other religious traditions, the words of the Master were likely memorized and accounts of his teaching and activities were carefully collected from eyewitneses and verified according to strict canons of evidence. 

Indeed, the original audiences of the gospels would have demanded such eyewitness testimony, and there were enough living eyewitnesses to prevent the promulgation of gospels that contradicted the testimony and memory of the eyewitnesses (compare Gal. 1:8). As Paul acknowledged, many of those who had witnessed the risen Lord were “still alive” when he was writing (1 Cor. 15:6). 

Bauckham notes that on numerous occasions Paul uses rabbinic technical terms regarding the “handing on” ([image: ]; 1 Cor. 11:2, 23) and “receiving” ([image: ]; 1 Cor. 15:1, 3; Gal. 1:9; Col. 2:6; 1 Thess. 2:13; 4:1; 2 Thess. 3:6) of sacred tradition. This suggests an almost formal mechanism at work in the early Church to ensure that its teachings were, as Paul said, “from the Lord” (1 Cor. 11:23). Bauckham explains: “He therefore envisages a chain of transmission that begins from Jesus himself and passes through intermediaries to Paul himself. . . . [T]he intermediaries are surely, again, the Jerusalem apostles.” 

Bauckham's historical research has many implications for biblical theology. His summary of that research is worth quoting in full: 


[T]he gospels put us in close touch with the eyewitnesses of the history of Jesus. The gospel writers, in their different ways, present their gospels as based on and incorporating the testimony of the eyewitnesses. The literary and theological strategies of these writers are not directed to superseding the testimony of the eyewitnesses but to giving it a permanent literary vehicle. In one case, we have argued, an eyewitness has authored his own gospel, and it is notable that precisely this gospel, John's, is the one that incorporates the most extensive reflection on the significance of the eyewitness testimony. There is no epistemological chasm between the eyewitness testimony and the theological significance of the events as this author develops it. Not being eyewitnesses themselves, the other gospel writers are less theologically ambitious. Of course, the writing of a gospel was significantly an interpretative act in a variety of ways (the selection and arrangement of testimony in a unified narrative are themselves interpretative and were entirely unavoidable in the writing of a gospel.) But the interpretative act of writing a gospel intended continuity with the testimony of the eyewitnesses who, of course, had already interpreted, who could not but have combined in their accounts the empirically observable with the perceived significance of the events. They were not just reminiscing but telling stories of significance. The Jesus the gospels portray is Jesus as these eyewitnesses portrayed him, the Jesus of testimony.
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