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S eminary is a journey undertaken by students, staff, faculty, fami-
lies, and individuals of all types.  We all have come from some-

where, and are all going somewhere, even if the ultimate destination 
remains unclear.  Like all journeys, the seminary experience happens 
in a particular context, and brings with it experiences coming out of 
and going into individual contexts.  The pieces you find in Volume 
4 of the Pittsburgh Theological Journal are frozen moments of the hu-
man experience and struggle with the Divine, placed into words and 
pictures—research, reflections, poetry, and sermons.  They speak 
out of their diverse contexts, and into yours, inviting you to, for a 
time, share a moment of that journey undertaken by the authors.   
 The Journal is a labor of love—the labor of the authors, edi-
tors, designers, and advisors who made it possible, volunteers all, 
from a variety of denominations, traditions, viewpoints, cultures, 
and backgrounds.  Yet, this labor almost did not happen this year.  
In March, I approached the Journal with a submission, but found 
that there was no Journal!  You see, the Journal is a student-run activ-
ity, and no one had picked up the torch from the previous year. 
Could I complete this task in only two months before I graduated?  
I did not know, but I felt it was important enough that I had to try, 
and knew I could not do it alone. 
 So much like the pieces that make up this volume, the proc-
ess of getting here has been a journey.  On that journey I have been 
surrounded by a wonderful and supportive group of editors, with-
out whose help this would not be possible.  I am humbled to be the 
editor-in-chief this year over an editorial staff of such great people.  
They have tolerated tight deadlines, late night barrages of emails, 
read and sifted through 30 submissions, deliberated over which to 
include, and then worked with the authors to present the material 
you now hold in your hands.  It is not an understatement to say that 
there would be no Journal if not for them.  Thank you, friends.   
 So now as your journey crosses path with ours, may the ex-
periences of God you find in these pages bring you joy and sorrow, 
pause and reflection, growth and blessing. 
 

Anthony Richard Carlos Hita 
Editor-in-Chief 

Letter from the Editor 
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What Jesus Taught About His Death 
  

I 
n the years following the death of Jesus, many explanations and 
traditions developed to explain how the alleged Messiah could 
possibly have been crucified. These traditions spread through-

out the early Christian community, and they were eventually in-
cluded in the Gospels and Epistles. Many believed that what was of 
most importance was what Jesus taught about his death, as this was 
the best way to understand what had happened. Much of Christian-
ity today is based around what Jesus is believed to have taught about 
his death and the meaning it had for all people. An examination of 
the evidence reveals that Jesus expected his death and understood it 
as an atoning sacrifice that was part of God’s will to initiate a new 
stage in His relationship with His people. 
 Before setting out to determine what Jesus taught about his 
own death, one must establish whether any of the sayings attributed 
to him are reliable. Many have postulated that the prophecies of Je-
sus pertaining to his own death and its meaning for believers are too 
similar to the events described in the Passion narratives to have 
been original, arguing instead that they are vaticinia ex eventu. Jere-
mias disagrees, asserting that Jesus must have seen his death as a real 
possibility and therefore must have taught something about it.1 Be-
fore basing any sort of Christology on these sayings, then, one must 
first determine that at least some of them are original.  
 It is very likely that Jesus anticipated his coming clash with 
authorities and that his life would end in execution. Even a cursory 
knowledge of the time and culture shows that those who broke the 
law often faced a grim fate. Jesus, then, knew what his fate would 
be. He was accused of breaking the Sabbath, exorcising demons in 
the name of Beelzebub as a sorcerer, blaspheming God, and vio-
lently disrupting the proceedings in the temple, all of which were 

1 Joachim Jeremias, New Testament Theology (New York: Charles Scribner's 
Sons, 1971), 282. 

David Davenport 



 

 

9 

worthy of execution.2 Regardless of the veracity of these accusa-
tions, Jesus knew that many people believed them and that would be 
sufficient to put him on trial.  
 To see evidence of the harsh treatment awaiting those who 
were perceived of breaking the law one need only turn to the fate of 
the prophets. Jesus saw himself as the last of the line of prophets 
stretching from the recently executed John the Baptist back to the 
earliest days of Israel, and he was well aware of the fact that many of 
them were put to death because of their message.3 Placing his minis-
try within this much broader context, Jesus must have also antici-
pated the possibility that he would face the same end as they did. 
Additionally, he threatened those who would do harm to God’s 
messengers and placed his ministry in the context of the bridegroom 
who is snatched away in Mark 2:20.4 Both of these characteristics of 
his teaching indicate that he foresaw suffering and an early end to 
his life.  
 In addition to the evidence of the surrounding context of 
Jesus’ ministry, there are also many clues located within what Jesus 
taught and did that indicate he expected to be executed. Jeremias 
finds one such clue in Mark 14:3-9, the story of the woman who 
anoints Jesus. When the disciples rebuke her for wasting the oil, Je-
sus comes to her defense, saying that she has performed an act of 
love in preparing his body for burial. “Thus the point of the whole 
narrative is that Jesus expects to be killed as a criminal and therefore 
to be thrown into a grave without being anointed.” 5 With his re-
sponse to his disciples, Jesus demonstrates his belief that his death 
would come at the hands of the authorities who opposed his minis-
try. 
 Another place where Jesus reveals his belief that he would 
be executed soon is in the Last Supper. Theissen and Merz argue 
that the institution of the Last Supper took place before the Pass-
over meal, and so Jesus must have celebrated it with his disciples 

2 Ibid., 279  
3 Ibid., 280 
4 Ibid., 283; see also Mary Ann Beavis, “Mark,” in Paideia: Commentaries on the 
New Testament, eds. Mikeal C. Parsons and Charles H. Talbert (Grand Rapids: 
Baker Academic, 2011), 61-62  
5 Jeremias, New Testament Theology, 284 
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because he did not anticipate being able to join them in the later 
meal.6 He sensed the growing hostility directed toward him by the 
authorities, and so he grew more convinced that his death was im-
minent. Following this last meal with his closest friends, Jesus then 
went out to pray by himself, and in this prayer he revealed his ex-
pectations about the coming days.  
 Scholars have long disputed the reliability of Jesus’ prayer in 
Gethsemane. If the disciples did all really fall asleep while Jesus was 
off by himself, then they would not be able to report all what he was 
saying or asking of God. Nonetheless, they certainly would have 
heard at least some of his words, and so it is possible that the words 
recorded in the Gospels are original to Jesus’ prayer on the night 
before his arrest.7 If so, then he revealed his desire and hope that 
God would save him from a fate of suffering and death at the hands 
of his enemies. Jesus asks God to “remove this cup from me,”8 a 
request that reveals his fear that difficult times were ahead of him. It 
only makes sense for him to ask to be delivered from tribulation if 
he expected it, and so this prayer reveals his anticipation that suffer-
ing was imminent. In addition to suffering, Barrett argues that the 
language of Jesus’ prayer indicates a belief that he would soon be 
killed.9 This stance relies on the credibility of the detailed account of 
Jesus’ prayer in the Garden, but others argue that such intimate 
knowledge about the wording of the prayer is not necessary to build 
a case that Jesus believed his death was imminent.  
 Even if the texts recounting the exact words of Jesus’ prayer 
are later additions forged under theological motivations, we can still 
know what he anticipated in the coming days. Scot McKnight ar-
gues that even if we dismiss the details of the Gethsemane story, 

6 Gerd Theissen and Annette Merz, The Historical Jesus (Minneapolis: Fortress 
Press, 1996), 431. 
7 Dale C. Allison, Jr., Constructing Jesus: Memory, Imagination, and History 
(Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2010), 415-421 makes a compelling case for 
the historicity of some aspects of Jesus’ prayer in Gethsemane based on refer-
ences to it within Paul’s writings 
8 Mark 14: 36; all Biblical quotations taken from the New Revised Standard 
Version 
9 C. K. Barrett, Jesus and the Gospel Tradition (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 
1968), 46-48. 
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“the narrative report of Mark 14:35 (he prayed in anguish of what 
he was to face) provides all that is necessary for our purposes for 
understanding how Jesus saw his death.”10  He asserts that the emo-
tion displayed by Jesus shows the gravity of the fate he foresaw, and 
the only possible impetus for these strong feelings was dread regard-
ing the coming suffering and impending death.11 Indeed, Jesus alter-
nates between resoluteness and anguish, demonstrating that he was 
committed to his fate but very aware of the pain that would be in-
volved.12 
 There is much evidence, then, that Jesus anticipated his 
death and expected it to come sooner rather than later. However, 
the next question becomes one of what he thought about that 
death. As a teacher and a prophet, Jesus must have dedicated some 
time to pondering his fate and giving it an interpretation and mean-
ing of its own. But he would have first had to decide whether to 
avoid confrontation in an attempt to save his own life or continue 
on his path, letting others do what they would. 
 As more and more people began to follow Jesus and he be-
gan to face tougher criticism from more powerful opponents, it be-
came clear that his current trajectory would end in death. He must 
have seen that his course would end in execution, but he did not 
change his course or his message. Therefore, he must have ascribed 
some meaning to his suffering that made it worthwhile to continue 
onward in his ministry despite the opposition he would surely face.13 
If he believed that the most important thing for him to do was to 
continue preaching and teaching the crowds, his response to the 
growing danger around him would have been to retreat to the coun-
tryside and avoid drawing attention to himself. “Unless he was pre-
pared to withdraw, a head-on clash was likely to result.”14 However, 
he did not pull back and instead continued onward, defiantly facing 
his fate. 

10 Scot McKnight, Jesus and His Death (Waco: Baylor University Press, 2005), 
117. 
11 Ibid. 
12 Beavis, “Mark” 214 
13 Barrett, Jesus and the Gospel Tradition, 38 
14 Ibid., 36-37 
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 It has been shown that Jesus must have anticipated his own 
death and that he must have developed some idea of why it was 
necessary and better to embrace it than to fight it. Indeed, Dale Alli-
son suggests that Jesus’ acquiescence to his fate as the will of God 
is, after the order for crucifixion by Pilate, one of the two best-
attested facts about his last days.15 The task now, then, is to uncover 
what ideas he developed about it and whether they are similar to 
those developed by the early church. This task is a more difficult 
one as it involves looking at the layers within the traditions and de-
termining which sayings or beliefs go back to Jesus and which are 
later additions formulated in the Church to explain what happened. 
The next step in uncovering what Jesus taught about his death, then, 
is to examine those sayings within the Gospel that are attributed to 
him.  
 On three different occasions, the Synoptic Gospels relate a 
story about Jesus predicting the events surround his death. The first 
of these is in Mark 8:31-33, the second is in 9:30-32, and the third is 
in 10:32-34. There are parallels to these stories in both Matthew and 
Luke, and they are remarkably similar in all three books.16 Despite 
the many different versions and instances of Jesus’ predictions, Jere-
mias rightly argues that they all stem from a common nucleus: “God 
will soon deliver up the man to men.”17 He goes on to describe this 
as a sort of riddle, one that leaves the audience with as many ques-
tions as answers, as there is no clear explanation of what it means 
for the unidentified man to  be delivered up to unidentified men.18 
Nonetheless, Jeremias makes a strong case for seeing the three re-
ported predictions as different versions developed from this same 
common core.19  
 Even though Jesus foresaw his suffering and death and de-
veloped a way of understanding that as a part of his mission, his dis-

15 Allison, Constructing Jesus, 433 
16 See McKnight, 227 for a chart comparing the three predictions in the Synop-

tics 
17 Jeremias, New Testament Theology 282 
18 Ibid. 
19 Ibid.  
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ciples were still surprised when it happened.20 According to Barrett, 
the fact that the followers of Jesus were unprepared for his death 
reveals that Jesus did not spend a great deal of time teaching about 
it or explaining the meaning behind it.21 This would fit well with 
Jeremias’ formulation of the nucleus under the Passion predictions, 
as the disciples would have hardly devoted a great deal of thought to 
the possibility of Jesus’ death if the extent of his teaching on the 
topic was, “God will soon deliver up the man to men.”22 However, 
it is highly unlikely that the disciples did not expect any tribulation, 
as they saw the growing hostility of the Jewish leaders around them. 
They were also aware of how Rome treated religious movements 
that could pose any sort of threat to the empire, and so they must 
have anticipated some sort of conflict between themselves and the 
authorities.23 In spite of all this, the disciples’ reaction to the cruci-
fixion indicates that they did not expect Jesus to die. Perhaps they 
anticipated he would use his miraculous powers to avoid a grim fate, 
or perhaps they thought the kingdom about which he so often 
spoke would break in before any harm would befall him. In any 
case, the disciples did not anticipate the execution of Jesus and so 
when it happened they were forced to try to regroup and form an 
understanding of what had happened based on what he had taught 
while he was alive. 
 The task now, then, resembles that of the disciples. If Jesus 
did not have much to say explicitly about his death, we must search 
for those things that he said or did that provide any information 
about how he made sense of his fate. Once more, the prayer in 
Gethsemane provides a helpful picture of Jesus’ beliefs about what 
lay before him. If the words preserved in the Gospels are authentic, 
then Jesus asked God, “Remove this cup from me; yet, not what I 
want, but what you want.”24 Whereas the first part of this petition 

20 Barrett, 59 

21 Ibid., 60 
22 Jeremias, New Testament Theology, 282 
23 For a discussion of Rome’s approach to such groups, see Paula Fredriksen, 
Jesus of Nazareth, King of the Jews (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2000), 149-
153. 
24 Mark 14:36 
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reveals his expectation that he would soon face a difficult fate, the 
second indicates his submission to God, whatever that may mean.25 
In this case, he is even open to death if God wills it.  
 Yet another example of Jesus’ acquiescence to the will of 
God is found in when he is challenged by Pharisees to leave the area 
where he is teaching because Herod wants to kill him.26 “When Je-
sus responds to the suggestion that he ought to leave the area of 
danger and head for a safer region outside the grasp of Antipas, his 
wording, however difficult to articulate with precision, nonetheless 
embraces the same ideal of surrender to God's will.”27 He acknowl-
edges his role within God’s plan for the world, and he is willing to 
play his role regardless of what that requires. As McKnight puts it, 
“Jesus knows that God's will, previously revealed in the Torah, is 
now being fully realized on earth and that God has clarified Jesus' 
part in that realization. If that will means death, then so be it.”28 

This further explains his decision to continue his ministry even in 
the face of sharp opposition, as there is nothing more important for 
him than to do God’s will.  
 Jeremias, along with others, sees a theory of atonement 
within Jesus’ thinking about his own death. He describes four meth-
ods of atonement that were popular in Jewish culture in the first 
century: repentance, sacrifice, suffering, and death.29 Of particular 
note is the last method, as the death of virtuous martyr could halt 
God’s judgment on Israel.30 This was one of the more dominant 
views within Judaism at the time of Jesus, and he would have 
known it. Being acquainted with this tradition, Jesus likely devel-
oped his own understanding of his death in this context, believing 
that it would bring about a pause in God’s judgment.  
 McKnight has a different understanding of atonement and 
how Jesus viewed his death. He argues that whereas early Christians 

25 Allison, Construction Jesus, 432-433 
26 Luke 13:31-35 
27 McKnight, Jesus and His Death, 136 
28 Ibid., 137 
29 Jeremias, New Testament Theology, 287-288 
30 Ibid. 
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saw Jesus' death as an atonement for sins, Jesus sees it as a precur-
sor to the judgment that is to come.31 Indeed, his fate mirrors that 
of Jerusalem.32 In fact, Jesus’ role as a representative of all Israel is 
the first of three themes in his own views of his death.33 The other 
two themes are of the suffering Son of Man and the vindication of 
God for his death.34 McKnight works chiefly with the Synoptics, 
and he does not find the idea of atonement in them. “It is only in 
John that something like purgation of sin, or atonement, appears.”35 
The conclusion here, then, seems contrary to that of Jeremias, but 
the two are not incompatible.  
      Jeremias’ argument is based on the views of atonement preva-
lent in the Jewish culture at the time of Jesus and the assumption 
that he would have interpreted his own death along those lines. 
McKnight grounds his argument in the Synoptic Gospels and their 
accounts of what Jesus said. Jesus did see his death as representative 
of the fate awaiting Israel, as a precursor to their judgment, but that 
does not mean he could not have expected and hoped for it to delay 
that judgment and offer the people the chance to correct their rela-
tionship to God, as Jeremias argues. The two conclusions, if worded 
correctly, resolve their differences. They are not opposing stances 
but ones that work together to show that Jesus saw both an element 
of atonement and judgment in his death, but he hoped the former 
would outweigh the latter. 
 In addition to the numerous things that Jesus taught about 
his death that are reported as having come true, there were also 
many predictions that are not said to have come to fruition. Jere-
mias offers a short list of some such unfulfilled expectations, and he 
suggests they include misperceptions about both his fate within the 
world and the meaning behind what was to come.36 For one, he ar-
gues that Matthew 23:37 suggests that Jesus anticipated stoning as 

31 McKnight, Jesus and His Death, 143 
32 Ibid. 
33 Ibid., 156 
34 Ibid. 
35 Ibid. 
36 Jeremias, New Testament Theology, 284-5 
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the method of his execution, not crucifixion.37 Additionally, in the 
passage referred to above from Mark 14:8, Jesus expects to be bur-
ied as a criminal without the proper burial rites.38 Whether or not 
this prediction comes true can be debated, but it is clear that within 
the Gospels there was a belief that Jesus’ body was not treated as 
that of a common criminal but received the normal procedures, at 
least for as long as he remained dead.39 Moreover, Jesus also ex-
pected that his disciples would suffer and die alongside him, but in 
the end he was left alone on the cross while at least most of his fol-
lowers had fled.40 Barrett agrees with the assertion that Jesus ex-
pected his disciples to die with him, pointing to Jesus’ teaching the 
disciples should “take up their crosses” and follow him.41 Adding 
another unfulfilled prophecy to the list, Barrett asserts that Jesus’ cry 
on the cross reveals he believed God would intervene prior to his 
death.42  
 In addition to the mistaken ideas Jesus had about what fate 
would befall him, he also had ideas about the consequences of that 
fate that did not come true. He expected the time of the sword to 
begin with his death and that the end would draw near with the 
coming of God’s Kingdom.43 Pitre takes this view even further, ar-
guing that Jesus believed “his death in the tribulation would bring 
about the End of the Exile.”44 The thrust of these two arguments 
are in the immediacy with which Jesus believed the end was coming. 
McKnight has a similar argument, although he sees Jesus’ death as 
the beginning of the tribulation rather than as a consequence of it.45 

Regardless of whether or not it is true that his death inaugurated a 
new period in God’s relationship to His people, Jesus believed that 
his death would have an immediate and visible effect, a belief that 
went unfulfilled. He “must have seen his death as the onset of the 

37 Ibid. 
38 Ibid. 
39 Mark 15:42-47 and parallels 
40 Jeremias, New Testament Theology, 284-5 
41 Barrett, Jesus and the Gospel Tradition, 50 
42 Ibid., 48 
43 Jeremias, New Testament Theology, 284-285 
44 Pitre, Jesus, the Tribulation, and the End of Exile 454 
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kingdom of God.”46 However, his death did not immediately bring 
the kingdom, at least not as he predicted it.47  
 These numerous examples of predictions attributed to Jesus 
regarding the events surrounding his death and the meaning behind 
it reveal that some of what he expected did not come true. Because 
the early church would hardly invent false ideas and attribute them 
to Jesus, it can be asserted that not all of his teachings about his 
death were formulated ex eventu. Therefore, a critical eye focused 
on the traditions is able to uncover some of Jesus’ own beliefs about 
his death and the meaning it had for all people. 
 As previously noted, Jesus assumed that his execution was 
probable because of his ministry. However, he believed that it was 
the will of God that he would die, and so he continued onward 
without changing his path. In trying to understand what meaning 
there could be to his suffering, he likely recalled the various meth-
ods of atonement and interpreted his death as one that would atone 
for the sins of many and halt God’s judgment. He believed that his 
life and death would have great ramifications for all people and the 
ways in which they could relate to God.48 More than anything else, 
he believed himself to be “God’s eschatological agent at the climax 
of God’s purpose for Israel.”49 
 One final saying of Jesus remains to be examined, and it of-
fers a very full account of how his followers viewed his death. In 
Mark 10:35-45, Jesus says that the Son of Man, a title used here to 
refer to Jesus50, came to give his life as a ransom for many. This 
statement has been the source of much debate and many different 
ideas. Some argue that it was a Post-Easter construction to help un-
derstand Jesus’ death but developed from authentic sayings.51 Many 

45 McKnight 337 
46 Ibid. 
47 For a discussion of this point, see Barrett, Jesus and the Gospel, 83-88 
48 Dunn, Christianity in the Making, 666 
49 Ibid., 762 
50 For a discussion of the title “Son of Man” and its relationship to Jesus, see 

Adela Yarbro Collins, “Mark,” in Hermeneia: A Critical and Historical Commen-
tary on the Bible, ed. Harold W. Attridge (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2007), 
187-189; for its use in Mark 10:45, see Collins, “Mark,” 500 
51 Theissen and Merz,  The Historical Jesus, 100, 525-526 



 

 

of these people connect this saying to the Suffering Servant de-
scribed in Isaiah 53 and suggest a literary relationship between them 
that negates any claim to authenticity in Mark’s saying.52 Others ar-
gue against interpreting the ransom saying in the light of the Suffer-
ing Servant, asserting, “it contains no direct literary allusion to Isaiah 
53.”53 However, this does not prevent some people from finding 
indirect references and linguistic similarities between the two in or-
der to explain the meaning of Jesus’ mission and death.54 
      While there is certainly much to be said on both sides of the is-
sue, the majority of the evidence seems to suggest that Jesus did not 
utter the sentence recorded in Mark 10:45.55 Nonetheless, this say-
ing came to be attributed to Jesus, and it certainly reflects the beliefs 
of his followers. Regardless, then, of whether or not Jesus said these 
words, this saying still reveals something about Jesus’ ideas about his 
death. Not only did the disciples believe it, which suggests that he 
taught things similar to it, but also it closely resembles what he 
taught elsewhere in the Gospels. He taught that he would have to 
suffer to the point of death in order to free Israel from the grasp of 
sin.56 “That is, he will give his life, in a kind of new Passover, in or-
der to bring about the new Exodus.”57 This passage in Mark, then, 
is consistent with other things that he said about himself and its 
presence in the tradition reveals that the followers of Jesus believed 
it to have been something he would have said. Even if not authen-
tic, it provides a succinct summary of what he taught about his own 
ministry and what would be accomplished in his death.  
 Jesus was constantly aware of the threat of violence and 
death that followed him everywhere he went. He knew the fates of 
the prophets before him, particularly that of John the Baptist, and 
he expected his own early death. In his teaching, he likely provided a 
few vague references to his certainty that he would die, but they did 
not prepare his followers for what was to come. Moreover, in antici-
pation of an early execution, he developed an understanding of how 

52 Ibid., 421 
53 Barrett, Jesus and the Gospel Tradition, 40 
54 Pitre, Jesus, the Tribulation, and the End of the Exile, 398 
55 Dunn, Christianity in the Making, 814 
56 Pitre,  Jesus, the Tribulation, and the End of the Exile, 405 
57 Ibid. 
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it fit into his ministry as a whole. He believed that his death would 
mark the transition from one phase of history into another, bringing 
about the Kingdom of God. It is also likely that he attributed some 
power of atonement to his death, although the evidence in the Syn-
optics for this is scarce. Finally, Jesus saw his death as that of a vir-
tuous martyr, one that, according to common Jewish understanding 
of atonement, would offer Israel a respite from God’s judgment. 
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F 
rom the beginnings of the Holy Club, which would eventu-
ally evolve into the Methodist movement, the notion of 
Christian faith was irrevocably tied to the idea that the faith 

must be lived out in both word and action.  Indeed, this emphasis 
on action is found not only John Wesley's own life, but in his theol-
ogy as well.  Wesley may be best described as a practical theologian, 
rather than a systematic one.  That is to say, Wesley was more con-
cerned with the living out of and the growing into faith on a day-to-
day basis rather than on dissecting and expounding upon theological 
concepts in a clearly organized way such as someone like John Cal-
vin.  This is in part due to his assumption and insistence that the 
Methodist movement remain part of the Church of England.  The 
consequence of this approach, however, means that Wesley did not 
leave us with any one systematic dissertation such as Calvin's Insti-
tutes of the Christian Religion that clearly details, outlines, and unifies 
his theology, leaving the Wesleyan theologian and Methodist practi-
tioner to pick through a wide variety of sources. 
 Nevertheless, from the corpus of Wesley's work a Chris-
tological model does emerge.  This model bases itself around three 
stages of development in the life of the believer leading towards 
spiritual maturity and three corresponding modes of grace by which 
God initiates and effects the changes occurring within each stage.  
Yet, like almost all things in Wesley, this model serves a practical 
rather than intellectual purpose—it is not enough to simply outline 
theoretically the three distinct ways God's grace is active in the 
process of spiritual development for this is a model which both 
emerges from and is meant to be practiced within the life of the 
Christian faithful.  Thus, for the Methodist generally and the Meth-
odist pastor specifically, the model of the modes of grace has a 
uniquely practical aspect which is meant to actually govern the way 
in which we practice pastorally.  In this article, I examine Wesley's 
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model of grace and explore the practical pastoral implications of the 
model for the pastoral care of the believer.  
 
The Modes of Grace and the Stages of Development 
       The notion that the singular grace of God functions to foster 
spiritual development in modes is a foundational component of 
Wesleyan theology.  Grace is like light focused through a prism, the 
manifestations of nuanced colors are but aspects of the one original 
light. Likewise, different dimensions or modes of God's action 
through grace are experienced as a person moves through different 
stages of spiritual development.1  God's acting in this way cannot be 
defined as either progressive or instantaneous, as like many things in 
Wesley there is a “both/and” nuance which recognizes the freedom 
of God and the complexity of faith.  Grace is both experienced in 
an instant and responded to by a process in which God acts upon 
an individual's journey of spiritual development.2  While Wesley is 
broadly regarded in the Armenian tradition, he did not simply popu-
late the views of those who came before him, but worked to express 
a theology which both emphasized the absolute sovereignty of God, 
while maintaining a responsive action on the part of the human in-
dividual through holiness.3  In Wesley's own words, “God works; 
therefore you can [and] must work.”4    Rather than pure free will, 
Wesley instead subscribed to what he called free grace.  Writes Wesley 
in his 1740 sermon “Free Grace”: 
 
 First. It is free in all to whom it is given. It does not depend 
 on any power or merit in man; no, not in any degree, neither 
 in whole, nor in part. It does not in anywise depend either 
 on the good works or righteousness of the receiver; not on 
 anything he has done, or anything he is. It does not depend 
 on his endeavors. It does not depend on his good tempers, 
 or good desires, or good purposes and intentions; for all 

1 Kenneth J. Collins, The Theology of John Wesley: Holy Love and the Shape of 
Grace (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2007), 11-12. 
2 Ibid., 12. 
3 Randy L. Maddox and Jason E. Vickers, eds., The Cambridge Companion to 
John Wesley (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 192-193. 
4 John Wesley, “On Working Out Our Own Salvation”, III.2. Emphasis mine. 
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 these flow from the free grace of God; they are the streams 
 only, not the fountain. They are the fruits of free grace, and 
 not the root. They are not the cause, but the effects of it. 
 Whatsoever good is in man, or is done by man, God is the 
 author and doer of it. Thus is his grace free in all; that is, no 
 way depending on any power or merit in man, but on God 
 alone, who freely gave us his own Son, and “with him freely 
 giveth us all things.”5 
 
Indeed, Wesley's was concerned that if all actions are governed by a 
pre-laid plan from which humans can never deviate “then there can 
be no moral good or evil.  There can be neither virtue nor vice, nei-
ther good nor bad actions, neither good nor bad passions or tem-
pers”.6  Nevertheless, even in this objection, Wesley acknowledges 
that “if there be a God, He cannot but have all power over every creature 
that He has made.”  Wesley continues, “I am not careful, therefore, 
about the flowing of my blood and spirits, or the vibrations of my 
brain—being well assured that, however my spirits may flow or my 
nerves and fibres vibrate, the Almighty God of love can control 
them all, and will (unless I obstinately choose vice and misery) af-
ford me such help as, in spite of all these, will put into my 
power…”7 
 In essence, what Wesley has laid out in his above arguments 
is not an absolute freedom of will, but rather a will that genuinely 
appears free to the actor while in reality governed by something un-
seen, what Wesley calls “the vibrations of my brain”, and modern 
psychology would call the subconscious.8  God is in this model the 
absolute actor, the ultimate source of virtue and goodness, but an 
actor who, in His own freedom as God, chooses to allow humanity 
to plot its own course without interfering unless invited in.  It is 
thus incorrect to say that for Wesley human agency takes prece-
dence over God's grace as the ultimate goal of human existence is to 

5 Wesley, “Free Grace”, I.0. 
6 Albert C. Outler, John Wesley (Library of Protestant Thought),  (New York: 
Oxford, 1980), 480-481. 
7 Ibid., 490-491. Emphasis mine. 
8 W. E. Sangster, The Path to Perfection (New York: Abington-Cokesbury, 1943), 
123. 
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come into an in-dwelling relationship with God, who through the 
Holy Spirit takes the initiative at every opportunity to invite humans 
into a relationship with God.  Grace is not a given, nor a favor to be 
earned, but a free gift of God.9  This free will choice of God leads 
God to influence humans in the first mode of grace through which 
God acts—prevenient grace.10 
 Prevenient grace is God's reaching out to sinful humanity 
and is not based on anything humanity does but is solely the initia-
tive of God.  Wesley recognized that every human was in need of 
the grace of God, but also that God's good work on behalf of hu-
manity is not necessarily confined to our own desire to act for His 
purposes.  God, thusly, works though humans or in spite of humans 
preveniently, not content to allow the administration of His grace to 
be a matter of human choice, but solely within the realm of God's 
freedom in His Godliness.11  Wesley says that prevenient grace is 
grace “which waiteth not for the call of man.”12  Though most peo-
ple will stifle the moving of God in their hearts, God nevertheless 
continues to make His grace available preveniently to everyone.13  

God acts, then, to sow the seeds of awakening in the human heart, 
awaiting the day that the human freely chooses God, God having 
already freely chosen humanity.  This is a crucial concept because 
without this free choice of God to make His grace available through 
Jesus Christ, the individual would be fully corrupt, totally under 
judgment, and completely captive of Satan with absolutely no ability 
to “wake” oneself—in other words, totally helpless.14  Wesley imag-
ined the human condition in what he calls the “natural” state as one 
of people caught in sleep, sometimes sleep walking, but generally 

9 Wesley, An Earnest Appeal to Men of Reason and Religion, §11, as found in 
Outler, John Wesley, 388. 
10 Wesley uses the term “preventing grace”, meaning “grace that comes be-
fore”.  Due to language shifts, modern Methodists and Wesleyans have 
adapted to the usage of “prevenient grace”.  Both come from the Latin preven-
tus meaning, “to go/come before”. 
11 J. Robert Ewbank, John Wesley, Natural Man, and the 'isms' (Eugene: Resource 
Publications (O.R.), 2009), 10. 
12 Wesley, “On Working Out Our Own Salvation”, III.4. 
13 Ibid., “The Scripture Way of Salvation”, I.2. 
14 Leo George Cox, John Wesley's Concept of Perfection (Kansas City: Beacon 
Hill, 1968), 29-30. 
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unaware of God's working in and around them as the light of God 
has been “darkened” by sin breaking the relationship with God.  In 
this natural state humanity, made imago Dei, has some semblance of 
morality, as God is the highest morality and as such humans have 
some reflection of this morality even if it is heavily distorted by sin.  
“Good” deeds, then, while not salvific, are still rooted in and stem-
ming from God's grace.15  It is through prevenient grace that God 
first encounters humanity slumbering in sin and challenges the indi-
vidual to awaken to the greater reality of God.  J.R. Ewbank, a third-
generation Methodist minister and author of the book John Wesley, 
Natural Man, and the 'Isms', describes prevenient grace as a “spiritual 
magnet, continually urging man to turn towards God.”16 
 The primary danger in the natural state is that the individual 
may completely suppress the persistent movement of God's grace in 
his or her life and remain in a slumbering state resulting in spiritual 
death and ultimately eternal death from never accepting salvation.  
In this state, one may be a self-professing agnostic or atheist aware 
of or embracing a rejection of God, a member of another faith as of 
yet unconverted, or even one who claims to be a Christian but pos-
sess a “dead faith” wherein they live an unapologetic lifestyle  con-
trary to the Gospel.17  I term this latter condition “functional athe-
ism” and regard it as particularly dangerous because the individual is 
aware of the Gospel, professes to believe it, but actively denies it in 
deed.  Unlike the member of a different religion or an atheist or ag-
nostic who may simply be yet unaware of God's grace through 
Christ, the functional atheist or dead-faith Christian is at least nomi-
nally aware of the tenets of Christianity and may have a cultural or 
familial identification as “Christian” but without an inward personal 
commitment to Christ.  With perhaps the exception being those de-
voted to another religion, people in this state generally possess a 
single-minded self-focus, concerned primarily with their own 
worldly desires.  Writes Wesley in An Appeal to Men of Reason and  

15 Maddox and Vickers, The Cambridge Companion ot John Wesley 193-195. 
16 Ewbank, John Wesley, Natural Man, and the ’isms’, 8. 
17 Wesley, “The Doctrine of Salvation, Faith, and Good Works” II.25-29, as 
found in Randy Maddox, ed., The Works of John Wesley Volume 12: Doctrinal 
and Controversial Treatises I (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2012), 32-43. 
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Religion, “Your soul is utterly dead in sin, dead in pride, in vanity, in 
self-will, in sensuality, in love the world…You have 'eyes that see 
not and ears that hear not'.  You have a 'callous, unfeeling heart'.”18 
 At some point, either gradually or in a flash, an individual 
may be awakened by the prevenient grace of God acting in his or 
her life.19  This is not an act on a passive subject, but something 
done to one who is intimately known by God, and approached on a 
personal level by the Holy Spirit who invites this awakening through 
God's acting preveniently.20  The once asleep individual has his or 
her eyes opened and the once-dead spiritual senses awakened.21  
Once recognized and yielded to, the grace of God that was previous 
encountered preveniently now becomes convincing, resulting in a 
“new birth” or regeneration.22  This mode of grace is known as convinc-
ing grace23 and follows the awakening, conviction, and repentance 
inspired by the encounter with God's grace in its prevenient dimen-
sion.24  The individual, now a believer, is justified by a free will gift 
of God's grace, and pardoned from his or her past sins.25  Writes 
Wesley, “Justification is another word for pardon. It is the forgive-
ness of all our sins; and, what is necessarily implied therein, our ac-
ceptance with God. The price whereby this hath been procured for 
us…is the blood and righteousness of Christ; or, to express it a little 
more clearly, all that Christ hath done and suffered for us.”26  
Though the believer may not yet realize the fullness of justification, 
only having experienced an initial “lower sense” of it, justification 
itself, not the works of the believer, is the beginning of salvation.27  
Writes Wesley, “And whatever good he hath, or doeth, from that 
hour when he first believes in God through Christ, faith does not 

18 Wesley, “An Earnest Appeal to Men of Reason and Religion”, §50, Outler 
401-402. 
19 Ibid., “The Spirit of Bondage and Adoption”, II.1. 
20 Sangster, The Path to Perfection, 122. 
21 Wesley, “The New Birth”, II.4. 
22 Ibid., IV.3. 
23 Also known as “convicting grace”. 
24 Cox, John Wesley’s Concept of Perfection, 77-78. 
25 Ibid. 78; Wesley, “Justification by Faith”, II.1-4. 
26 Wesley, “The Scripture Way of Salvation”, II.3. 
27 Cox, John Wesley’s Concept of Perfection, 82. 
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'find,' but 'bring.'“28  It is the very confession of Jesus Christ as Lord 
that regenerates the believer. This acceptance of God and resulting 
justification is not the result of simply believing in a certain doctrine, 
or even acknowledging Jesus, as Wesley writes that even the devils 
know that Jesus Christ is Lord, but rather consciously committing 
to a relationship with God through Jesus Christ.  It is the acknowl-
edgement that Christ's death put to death our own death, His resur-
rection restores life through Him, and His ascension brings us into 
the very relationship of God.29 
 Wesley makes a distinction between justification, and sanctifica-
tion.  Sanctification is a fruit of justification, but the two are distinct 
gifts.30  Wesley writes that sanctification must follow justification as 
God does not justify the holy and godly, but the unholy and the un-
godly so that they might become holy and godly.31  Just a newborn 
child is not complete at birth but must grow into a mature adult, so 
too must the new born-again Christian grow from regeneration and 
justification, to sanctification and perfection.  The danger for the 
believer here is that initial justification is only the gate to holiness 
and not perfection itself; it is a step in the journey, but not the final 
destination.32  L.G. Cox writes in John Wesley's Concept of Perfection, 
“True sanctification begins with justification, but is capable of 
growth, while justification is complete when one believes.”33  This is 
dangerous because having experienced regeneration and a sense of 
justification, but before experiencing its fullness, the believer is 
given control over the outward expression of sin but may still be 
unaware of its inward power. meaning that he or she yet possesses a 
sort of double-mindedness wherein a focus on self may mingle with 
a focus on God resulting in a Christian who still attempts to earn 
God's favor through works that come from a rigid adherence to the 
letter of the law rather than from an internalization of it.34  Whether 

28 Wesley, “Justification by Faith”, IV.2. 
29 Ibid., “Salvation by Faith”, I.2-5. 
30 Ibid., “Justification by Faith”, II.1. 
31 Ibid., III.2. 
32 Ibid.; “The New Birth”, IV.3. 
33 Cox, John Wesley’s Concept of Perfection, 80. 
34 Collins, The Theology of John Wesley, 172-173; Cox, John Wesley’s Concept 
of Perfection, 83. 
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this results from a newfound sense of superiority, or from guilt and 
fear of Hell, this kind of works-righteousness places an undue 
amount of emphasis on self-focused right action, resulting in a type 
of fundamentalist legalism known as the legal state, and can prevent 
the believer from internalizing the fullness of justification, stalling 
further development.35  Wesley is concerned that these Christians 
are ultimately missing the point, as it is the combination of an in-
wardly transformed heart and an outwardly transformed life that 
brings an experience of full justification—right action is fruit, not 
merit.36  Wesley calls this type of immature faith a “slavish fear”, not 
the faith of a “son of God” but the incomplete faith of a servant.37 
      Convincing grace is meant to lead to justifying faith, not into 
“spirit of bondage”, but rather into a “spirit of adoption”. Taken 
into Christ, we need not fear Hell, but cry out the cry that Christ 
Himself invited us into and enabled, “Abba! Father!”.38 As the be-
liever responds faithfully to the movement of grace in his or her life 
and comes to realize the fullness of salvation through faith in Christ 
alone, the immature faith of a servant grows into the mature faith of 
one adopted by God through Christ—the faith of a child of God.39  

Though a relationship with Christ began at the moment of the new 
birth when the individual first experiences a sense of justification, it 
is at this point in their spiritual development that the believer ex-
periences grace as justifying grace and understands the fullness of his 
or her salvation and justification and the peach and freedom from 
guilt that comes with it.40  Although active from the moment of the 
new birth as an on-going process of regeneration, another aspect of 
grace becomes more readily apparent to the believer at this point as 
well—sanctifying grace.41  Known as the evangelical state, the be-
liever has reached a point of maturity wherein “the eyes of his un-
derstanding are opened” and, having now internalized “the revela-

35 Wesley, “Salvation by Faith”, II.7. 
36 Collins, The Theology of John Wesley, 167. 
37 Wesley, “Spirit of Bondage and Adoption”, 1-2. 
38 Ibid., III.1. 
39 Henry H. Knight III, The Presence of God in the Christian Life: John Wesley and 
the Means of Grace (Metuchen, : Scarecrow, 1992), 28. 
40 Wesley, “Salvation by Faith”, II.4. 
41 Collins, The Theology of John Wesley, 202-203. 
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tion of Christ” in his or her heart, understands that Christ died not 
only for our own sins, but for the sins of the entire world.  The 
evangelization or witnessing the happens from here on out is done 
from a “sure confidence in His pardoning mercy, wrought in the 
Holy Ghost”.42  Wesley leaves open the possibility that someone 
may be able to experience “entire sanctification” at the moment of 
being born-again jumping right into the evangelical state or even 
perfection, although for most sanctification is a gradual process and 
they will have “many storms, before they come to the full stature of 
Christ”.43 
      Here is where Wesley's idea of “union” with Christ truly begins, 
as Wesley states that a goal of Christian life is “Christian Perfec-
tion”, a state wherein the will of the individual is fully purified and 
focused on the will of God, acting out of pure divine love.44 It is not 
the end-goal however, as even one who managed to reach perfec-
tion still must run the race spoken of by Paul as they have not yet 
reached the end to receive the prize.45  However, the danger for one 
in the evangelical state “going on to perfection” is that the inward 
focus on God may tempt one to withdraw from the world either 
physically or through introversion, whereas perfection is not meant 
to be only for the monastic or anchorite, but in the words of Cox, 
“consistent with man's present existence” and “within the reach of 
every Christian”.46  Indeed, Wesley was hesitant to identify anyone 
as having reached perfection, and instead believed that perfection 
was a sliding scale that believers sometimes gained, sometimes lost 
throughout the course of their lives.  This brings the secondary dan-
ger of a self-righteous belief that the race has already been run and 
won, when there is much left to do even for the hypothetical per-
fected Christian.47   
      It is through this spirit of adoption that Christ's sanctifying aim 
may be achieved—Christian perfection leading to final eschatologi-
cal glorification.  Christian perfection does not mean that one is per-

42 Wesley, “Circumcision of the Heart”, I.7. 
43 Cox,  John Wesley’s Concept of Perfection, 88-89. 
44 Wesley, “Thoughts on Perfection”, A.1., Outler 284. 
45 Cox, John Wesley’s Concept of Perfection, 97. 
46 Ibid., 96-97. 
47 Ibid., 97. 
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fect in the sense of being flawless, but rather that the human will is 
so assumed into the will of God in Christ that God cleanses them 
“not only from outward sins, but also from the sins of their hearts; 
from evil thoughts and from evil tempers.”48  Thus, Christian per-
fection is not the perfection of the Christian, but rather the sharing 
in the perfection of Jesus Christ as stated in 1 John 1:5-7, “ This is 
the message we have heard from him and proclaim to you, that God 
is light and in him there is no darkness at all. If we say that we have 
fellowship with him while we are walking in darkness, we lie and do 
not do what is true; but if we walk in the light as he himself is in the 
light, we have fellowship with one another, and the blood of Jesus 
his Son cleanses us from all sin.” Glorification, the end goal of per-
fection, only happens in the eschatological future when God puri-
fies the resurrected body, meaning that even though perfection may 
involve the work of humans, the end result is still firmly within the 
hands of the Almighty.49 
      The Christian life is a process undertaken in the constant pres-
ence of grace, initiated, fulfilled, and sustained by that grace as we, 
formed by the spirit of adoption, work towards the ideal of com-
plete unity with our Lord, which is Christian perfection as we await 
the final eschatological glorification.  The one grace of God freely 
gifted to humanity is understood and experienced in different ways 
through one's spiritual development, and indeed motivates or in-
spires different changes in each stage.  Writes Wesley, “Christian 
faith is then… a trust in the merits of his life, death, and resurrec-
tion; a recumbency upon him as our atonement and our life, as 
given for us, and living in us; and, in consequence hereof, a closing 
with him, and cleaving to him…or, in one word, our salvation.”50 
 
Theological Reflection 
      In essence, each stage of spiritual development comes with dis-
tinct experiences of grace, which act as an invitation on the part of 
God to enter into a deeper and more mature relationship with God 
with the end goal of taking on the very image of His own Son, Jesus 

48 Wesley, “Christian Perfection”, II.21. 
49 Cox, John Wesley’s Concept of Perfection, 99-102. 
50 Wesley, “Salvation by Faith”, I.5. 
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Christ—what Wesley would call Christian perfection.  This invita-
tion is much deeper than a list of tasks to be completed in order to 
obtain a prize, which would be a very legalistic way of understand-
ing the journey onward to perfection.  Instead, the concept is both 
enabled and intimately tied to our very creation imago Dei, in the im-
age of God.  Being created imago Dei means that there is a funda-
mental dignity in the very existence of the individual which cannot 
be removed or stripped away—a contact point, if you will, by which 
God's grace is able to work in our lives even before we ourselves are 
aware of or willfully accept that grace. 
      Yet if we also subscribe to the orthodox model of Christianity 
which holds that God is within God’s self a Trinity of Father, Son, 
and Holy Ghost, then this means that to be made imago Dei has to 
mean by implication that we are made imago Trinitatis.  If this is true, 
then the notion of imago Dei as simply one individual is incorrect 
and instead we must understand what it means to be made in the 
image of God in terms of what it means to be in a community just 
as God in God’s own self is a community within God’s own Godli-
ness.  This, it seems to me, deepens Wesley's understanding of the 
modes of grace, as it acknowledges that first and foremost, we are 
unable to proceed without God, but second, that we are unable to 
proceed without each other.   
      Consider, for a moment, Wesley's own usage of the term “Spirit 
of Adoption”.  To use the word adoption means we are being 
adopted into something.  But what?  As we have already seen, Wesley 
writes that we are adopted into Christ, a concept that comes from 
Romans 8:15, “For you did not receive a spirit of slavery to fall back 
into fear, but you have received a spirit of sonship. When we cry, 
'Abba! Father!'“  The word “sonship”, translated by Wesley as 

“adoption” comes from υἱοθεσία (huiothesia) in Greek, which is gen-
erally translated as “adoption”, literally means “becoming sons”. 

Note the root word υἱοs (huios), which literally means “son”.  Yet, 
we should not fall into the trap of assigning genderedness to this 
term as we are not adopted into a gender, but rather into a person, 
which is why Wesley's preferred translation of “adoption” is not 
inappropriate.  Thus to be “adopted” into Christ in the most literal 
sense means that we are permitted by God's free act of grace to 
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share in the very Sonship of Jesus, giving us access to the very vincu-
lum caritatis that unites God to God’s self within the Trinity, and cor-
respondingly unites us to each other in our shared imago Dei as the 
Church.  Thus, to reach absolute Christian Perfection, that is to say, 
full unity with Christ, means that we must also strive towards holi-
ness in our relationships with each other. 
      Although Wesley himself felt that Christian Perfection eradi-
cated willful sin, later Wesleyan scholars like W.E. Sangster feel that 
within Wesley's own views there is a nuance to this view wherein 
the ability to sin continues to be a possibility even amongst the per-
fected.51  Methodists are fond of the term “backsliding” to describe 
someone who has given into sin to such an extent that they actually 
step backward on the path to Perfection rather than forward.  While 
past sins are forgiven by justification, the believer must nevertheless 
continue to seek repentance and confession for sins committed after 
justification.52  Consider for a moment sin, then, and its implications 
to this model.  Sin is more than the popular notion of bad action, 
rather sin is a fundamental brokenness in our relationship with God 
and with others.  Backsliding, then, should not be understood in 
terms of works-righteousness, but in terms of the willful breaking of 
our continuing relationship with God and those to whom he has 
called us into a koinonia with.  Indeed, Wesley identifies one way a 
Christian, even a well-meaning one, can fall into this trap of broken-
ness in what he calls a “spirit of bondage”, wherein a believer holds 
so rigidly to the letter of the law out of fear of losing salvation that 
they become unable to respond to the movement of God's grace in 
their life.  This example that Wesley himself provides demonstrates 
that sin is not as simple as “bad action”, and indeed one can be act-
ing by all outward appearances, and even by all Biblical legal princi-
ples, rightly and still be in a broken relationship in regards to the 
fulfillment of the call implied in the imago Dei within the modes of 
grace.   
 
 

51 Sangster, The Path to Perfection,190; Cox, John Wesley’s Concept of Perfec-
tion, 125. 
52 Collins, The Theology of John Wesley, 173. 
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Pastoral Care in the Wesleyan Model 
 Because grace is an active force of God inundating every 
aspect of our lives, even before we come to faith, there is a deeply 
practical dimension to the pastoral implications of Wesley's model 
of it.  For the Methodist pastor in particular, an understanding of 
Wesleyan modes of grace and stages of Christian development will 
inevitably have an impact on the particular form taken in pastoral 
care.  This is not a systematic theology, but a practical one meant to 
be applied in our pastoral action.  Perhaps H.H. Knight III put it 
best in his book The Presence of God in the Christian Life when he says, 
“Grace is relational and personal, not mechanical and institu-
tional”.53  Indeed, as a person moves throughout life and interacts 
with God through the Spirit and with neighbors around them, they 
will experience grace in different ways and find themselves in the 
various states of development at different times in life.  Just as a 
person may briefly reach perfection, only to “backslide” out, so too 
can a person move between natural, legal, and evangelical states—
they are not immutable but flexible and diverse, present to different 
extends and in different ways in individuals depending on their re-
sponse and co-operation with the grace of God.   
      While this idea of cooperation with grace may be cause for ob-
jection amongst Reformed theologians, for Wesley, it is a recogni-
tion that there is an active relationship between divine and human 
wherein God gifts, humans respond, and God empowers and en-
ables greater response in turn.54  Grace's affect on development is 
not, then, a rigid ladder, but more like a Slinky, stretching or con-
tracting as the individual responds or ignores it.  The first move-
ment is always up to the initiative of God, but with it comes an im-
perative to act on the part of the human recipient.  The pastors goal, 
therefore, is not to try to co-opt the movement of the Spirit or force 
a person into a particular state of development, but rather to pro-
vide a holistic ministry model that is receptive and responsive to the 
work God is already doing in the life of the believer.55  Or, in the 

53 Knight, The Presence of God, 30. 
54 Collins, The Theology of John Wesley 158. 
55 Thomas C. Oden, Pastoral Theology: Essentials of Ministry (San Francisco: 
HarperOne, 1983), 198-199. 
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words of Methodist pastoral theologian T.C. Oden, “We ask how 
Christ's own ministry may enliven, empower, and sanctify our own 
acts of ministry.”56  Nevertheless, as there are distinct states of de-
velopment, so too are there distinct strategies for approaching each 
stage.  Across all three stages of development an emphasis must be 
placed promoting what Oden identifies as the “fundamental mission 
of the church”—witness, service, and community.57 
 Perhaps the most difficult stage of development to minister 
to is the natural state.  An individual in this state may be unwilling to 
even make a commitment to go to a church, let along engage with 
any type of organized ministry.  Writes Wesley, “A hard saying this 
to the natural man, who is alive unto the world, and dead unto God; 
and one that he will not readily be persuaded to receive as the truth 
of God, unless it be so qualified in the interpretation, as to have nei-
ther use nor significance left. He 'receiveth not the' word 'of the 
Spirit of God,' taken in their plain and obvious meaning; 'they are 
foolishness unto him'.”58  The key to this statement is Wesley's rec-
ognition that a person in this state will not readily receive the Word 
in its “plain and obvious meaning”.  Simply put, a pastor cannot 
expect to reach someone in the natural state if he or she limits min-
istry to the confines of the pulpit on Sunday morning.  Even if 
someone in the natural state is present in the congregation, the 
“plain and obvious meaning” may be lost on them because “while a 
man is in a mere natural state, before he is born of God, he has, in a 
spiritual sense, eyes and sees not; a thick impenetrable veil lies upon 
them; he has ears, but hears not; he is utterly deaf to what he is 
most of all concerned to hear. His other spiritual senses are all 
locked up: He is in the same condition as if he had them not.”59 
 Consider that Jesus' entire ministry was to the unconverted.  
Prior to Christ there were no Christians.  Jesus provided a ministry 
that was dynamic, rooted in Scriptural teaching and practice, and 
performed with an awareness and response to the needs of those 
He sought.  Furthermore, the very notion of the incarnation of Je-

56 Oden, Pastoral Theology, 50. 
57 Ibid., 155. 
58 Wesley, “Circumcision of the Heart”, 2. 
59 Ibid., “The New Birth”, II.4. 
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sus provides us with a model wherein God was not content to be 
simply transcendent, but came as a human so that a human relation-
ship was forged.  Likewise, a pastor must recognizes that ministry 
itself is not transcendent, but dependent upon the forging of real 
human relationships in a relevant way that applies Scriptural values 
in a manner that is accessible to the uninitiated.  Writes Oden, “This 
is the point at which classical Protestantism complained about me-
dieval, sacerdotal conceptions of ministry, wherein priesthood had 
itself become trapped in the subtle or overt management of power 
and prestige, amid its well-intended attempt to mediate between 
God and people.”60  In other words, the pastor has a role to play in 
the forging of relationships that encourage the awareness of grace 
and cannot simply rely on God to “bring them to me when they're 
ready”.  Consider John 16:12 where Jesus says, “I have many more 
things to say to you, but you cannot bear them now.”  Pastoral care 
is done to a person in a context.  A pastor must be sensitive to this and 
realize that while much might be said to a person in the natural 
state, not everything is “hearable”.61 Thus, while important to all 
states, ministry to the natural state is first and foremost about forg-
ing relationships.  While some words may be said, the primary focus 
is on action and modeling a grace-driven behavior that helps pre-
pare a fertile ground wherein God's gift of grace may be received 
and responded to.62   
      As a consequence of this, however, it means that a pastor is al-
ways a pastor; there is no taking off the “pastor hat”.  He or she 
must be aware that his or her own actions speak as a witness to the 
who they serve and the relationships these actions forge are a vital 
component to awakening others as well.  When the pastor is a pre-
sent and relevant part of the life of a natural person—present at 
birthdays and funerals, present at sporting events, a present part of 
the community—the Gospel is being spread in deeper ways than he 
or she may initially realize. 
  

60 Oden, Pastoral Theology, 56. 
61 Ibid., 61. 
62 Ibid., 178-179. 
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 While those in the natural state may not often wander into a 
church, those in the legal state are almost certainly present, and may 
even make up the bulk of believers.  The difficulty of ministry to 
these individuals comes from the fact that they are not objectively 
doing anything wrong and they know it.  The fundamentalism and 
formalism that the legal state invites can act as a means of self-
deception, allowing the individual to behave right but believe wrong.  
In his own day, Wesley observed this behavior in members of the 
Quaker movement.  They had abandoned “formal” worship for 
more ecstatic or charismatic forms and adopted plainness of speech 
and dress.  Wesley observed however that some had confused 
“plainness of speech” with “one particular way of speaking”, and 
while abandoning colorful or ornate clothing, nevertheless pur-
chased the most expensive plain clothing available.  For Wesley, this 
is missing the point entirely; one's manner of speaking does not 
matter so long as they speak truth, and one's manner of dress is rele-
vant so long as they practice love, humility, and charity.63  As Knight 
summarizes, “The doing or the refraining from doing certain things 
displaces the religion of love, and the means become mistaken for 
the end itself.”64  
 Christians caught in the legal state unintentionally remove 
the movement of God through the Spirit with their rigid insistence 
on fundamentalist legalism.  In this situation, relationships are based 
on formality and correct action rather than Godly love, seriously 
compromising the ability to response to the presence of God mov-
ing in others and make meaningful connections to one's 
neighbors.65  For Wesley, and for the Methodist pastor today, the 
solution to this lies in the fostering of positive small group relation-
ships between people within a church who come from all walks of 
life wherein the movement of God in one's own life and in the life 
of others may be witnessed, realized, and responded to—the crea-
tion of an environment where faith is nurtured “through encourag-
ing a receptive and expectant openness to God, and a faithful and 

63 Knight, The Presence of God, 31-32. 
64 Ibid., 32. 
65 Ibid. 
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loving response.”66  For those in the legal state who do not have a 
fundamentalist self-righteousness but rather a legalistic fear of Hell, 
these groups further act as a means of assurance, confession, and 
pardon, constantly reinforcing with the aim of internalizing the no-
tion that God is loving, merciful, and gracious and that in Christ we 
have no more fear of Hell.67  Getting fundamentalists or a legalists 
to study Scripture will likely not be difficult for a pastor, getting 
them to understand and internalize its meaning rather than its exact 
wording is much more difficult, and comes not from arguments 
over translations or interpretations, but rather from relationships 
and activities that promote holiness, demonstrate faithfulness, and 
challenge the notions held by those in the legal state.  Wesley him-
self found that by constructing diverse groups and societies that 
bridged all levels of education, class, and economic status, preju-
dices were reduced or eliminated amongst members.68 Members 
with legal works interact with members with strong faith, allowing 
an exchange and balancing of works and faith that promotes 
growth. 
 Ministry to those in the evangelical state may seem on the 
service to be the easiest of the three stages of development to minis-
ter too.  However, each state has its difficulties, and the evangelical 
state is no different.  Ministry in this state focuses mainly on service.  
Those in the evangelical state are ready to put what they believe into 
practice, and without this necessary aspect of discipleship, it is easy 
for an evangelical state believer to slip into introversion and with-
draw.  The pastor in this relationship serves to equip the believer for 
relevant service, “to grasp how their gifts can be used in the context 
of specific needs, and to see how each person can take an equitable 
share of the load the whole body bears.”69  Note the word 
“equitable”.  It is easy to place undue burdens on those in the evan-
gelical state due to their willingness and capability to serve.  Just like 
it is possible to say too much to one in the natural state, it is also 
possible to place too much on one in the evangelical state, triggering 

66 Knight, The Presence of God, 35. 
67 Collins, The Theology of John Wesley 173. 
68 Ibid., 251. 
69 Oden, Pastoral Theology, 157. 
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withdrawal or “burn out”.    
      Perhaps more than any other state, the pastor here speaks less 
and listens more—acting as a presence and guide to equip and sus-
tain the gracious gifts of God being uncovered by the Spirit in the 
life of the believer.  Those in the evangelical state have as much to 
teach as they have to learn, and as a result are an important compo-
nent of spiritual small groups.  They can participate in the works of 
those in the legal state, while teaching them the love and faith of the 
evangelical state.  This encourages a faith that looks “upward” not 
“inward”, as a constant dependence on grace and its outward re-
sponse must be taught and maintained to those in the evangelical 
state.70  Part of this continuing experience of grace, important for all 
stages of development, is the participation in the Lord's Supper, 
what Wesley identifies as “the ordinary means of grace” wherein 
God is most reliably encountered and the Christian has his or her 
soul nourished as a result.  Writes Knight, “The Lord's Supper con-
tributes to the Christian life through conveying the identity of Christ 
in remembrance and promise.”71 
 As a pastor ministers to his or her community and the peo-
ple in it, one thing must be emphasized—a pastor is not a doctor.  A 
pastor has a unique and important role to play, one that is not the 
same role as a mental health professional or physician.  The impera-
tive to heal is in God's hands alone to delegate to whomever God 
sees fit through ordinary or extraordinary means.  The pastor is not 
placed in a location to fix people, but rather to minister to them.  
Because of this, the pastor is given a privileged shared by no other 
professions--an open door privilege to be present.  A doctor, a law-
yer, a plumber, and almost any other profession first have to be 
called before they act in most situations; they provide a service.  A 
pastor does not provide a service, a pastor provides a reminder of 
the presence of God's grace.72    In the words of Oden, “As God 
Himself becomes personally and bodily present in the incarnation, 
so are we called to be personally present to those in our charge…”73 

70 Knight, The Presence of God, 128. 
71 Ibid., 131. 
72 Oden, Pastoral Theology, 169-170. 
73 Ibid., 171. 
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Because God is active and present, so too must the pastor be active 
and present in the context God places him or her in—without this 
crucial human relationship, ministry to any state is virtually impossi-
ble.   
 
Conclusion 
 Just as a human-being is born and moves through stages of 
life, experiencing, seeing, and understanding things different at each 
different stage, so too does an individual experience the singular 
grace of God in its different modes or aspects as he or she develops 
spiritually.  Through grace, God acts preveniently on our lives be-
fore we are even aware of God asleep in the natural state.  For one 
whose spiritual senses are opened, His grace is convincing, motivat-
ing repentance and regeneration and an experience of justification 
given freely as a gift in the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus 
Christ.  For those trapped in legalism, still attempting to earn their 
justification though it has already been freely given, God's grace 
helps to bring a justifying assurance that pardon is given, freeing 
them to move into the evangelical state.  Throughout it all, God's 
grace fosters sanctification through spiritual development as the in-
dividual moves towards perfection.  Yet even for the believer who 
reaches perfection, grace continues to sustain and nourish them, 
focusing them on the God and calling them into a relationship with 
others in Christian love. 
 Grace, then, is a constant inescable part of the human exis-
tence.  A person can ignore it, stifle it, or choose to turn away from 
it, but because it is freely provided by God, it never goes away.  
Thus, for the pastor, understanding the modes of grace and the 
states of develop they are experienced within is a deeply practical 
thing.  Pastors, tasked with the responsibility to care for souls, and 
given the privilege of presence that virtually no other profession can 
claim, must be aware of how grace functions in the life of individu-
als so that they may participate in the ministry of Jesus Christ 
through the grace active in a person's life.  Holistic ministry recog-
nizes that people in any given location are in a variety of shifting 
and competing states or stages of spiritual development, and that 
though there is one grace, it is recognized, experienced, and under-
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stood differently for each person in each state.  Ultimately however, 
the pastor, while a temporal participant in the movement of grace, 
can take no credit for its result—grace, and the spiritual develop-
ment that results, is completely the action of God and all of us, 
whether pastor or parishioner, natural, legal, or evangelical, sinner or 
saint, must respond and cooperate with it to the end that God might 
be glorified in our lives and we might be glorified as Jesus Christ is 
glorified at the end of all things. 
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“After me there will arise a second week, in which deceit and violence will spring 
up, and in it will be the first end, and in it a man will be saved” (1 En 93:4). 
 

A 
ll the inhabitants of the earth are corrupt—exceedingly 
wicked, ruthless, and violent.  Only a small remnant of 
righteous people remains faithful in obedience to the way of 

the Lord.  Judgment is inevitable.  Cataclysmic destruction lies just 
beyond the horizon.  While this scenario describes the prediluvian 
state of affairs immediately before the Noahic Flood of Gen 6-9, 
many Jewish apocalyptists understood there to be a profound corre-
spondence between the prediluvian era and their own time.  Ac-
cording to these authors, the primordial Flood of the Genesis narra-
tive prefigured a second and final universal judgment event.  This 
typological perspective offers insight which may allow the modern 
reader to more adequately understand apocalyptic exegesis and 
rhetoric.  Furthermore, analysis of the relevant literature will provide 
a glimpse of the worldview which pervades the apocalyptic tradition 
and can be encountered within the pages of the New Testament. 
 
The Multifaceted Nature of Typology 
 Before moving into an investigation of the ancient texts 
which utilize this typological relationship between the primordial 
Flood of Genesis and the final, cataclysmic judgment event, it will 
be necessary to provide an initial discussion concerning the nature 
of typology itself.  To begin, it should be stated that typology is a 
complex concept and must be unpacked according to each of its 
three main aspects.  First, typology can be characterized as an exe-
getical method by which the author interprets both the present (or 
the future) and the past.  Second, the phenomenon of typology may 
be understood as a rhetorical device used by the author to accom-
plish a specific task.  Finally, it must be recognized that, for the an-
cient writer at least, typology is more than a mere literary tool; 
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rather, it is a “mode of thought”1—a particular way of perceiving 
God, divine providence, and the historical process.2  For the ancient 
writer, typology represents a profoundly religious approach to un-
derstanding the world and God’s activity within it.3   

 
Typology as Exegesis 
 Stated most simply, typology as an exegetical method in-
volves establishing connections between events, persons, or things 
in the past and events, persons, or things in the present and/or the 
future.4  The word ‘establish’ in this definition is important.  Typo-
logical exegesis requires interpretation; it is not a matter of simple 
observation.  As Fishbane contends, “Nexuses between distinct 
temporal data are never something simply given; they are rather 
something which must always be exegetically established.”5  Connec-
tions are frequently not obvious.  Discovering correlations between 
the past and present (or future) requires creativity; typology is thus a 
product of the religious imagination.  For example, that the creative 
act of God in the construction of the first human (Gen 2:7) prefig-
ures the national reconstruction of Israel (Ezek 37:1-14) is not self-

1 Northrop Frye, The Great Code: The Bible and Literature (San Diego: Harcourt 
Brace Jovanovich, Publishers, 1982), 81. Emphasis mine.  
2 Dale C. Allison, Jr., The New Moses: A Matthean Typology (Minneapolis: For-
tress, 1993), 14; Leonhard Goppelt, TYPOS: The Typological Interpretation of 
the Old Testament in the New (Donald H. Madvig, trans.; Grand Rapids: Eerd-
mans, 1982), 18; Erich Auerbach, Mimesis: The Representation of Reality in West-

ern Literature (Willard Trask, trans.; Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday & Company, 
Inc., 1953), 64; Frye, Code, 81. 
3 Frye notes, “Typology is a form of rhetoric, and can be studied critically like 
any other form of rhetoric.” On this point I would agree; however, for the pur-
pose of this paper (and for the purpose of understanding typology in  antiq-
uity) I find it necessary to emphasize (as Frye does acknowledge) that for the 
ancient author typology represents far more than a rhetorical device—it pro-
vides insight into how these writers interpreted reality (Frye, Code, 80.) 
4 Michael Fishbane, Biblical Interpretation in Ancient Israel (Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 1985), 350.  Many scholars have constructed their definition of typology 
in such a way so as to emphasize correlation between the OT and NT (so Gop-
pelt; Lampe and Woollcombe); however, as demonstrated by Fishbane and von 
Rad, typological exegesis of previous tradition can be found in the OT itself. 
5 Ibid., 351. 
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evident, but instead represents the exegetical work of the prophet.6  

In the same way, Paul’s typological vision of “the Old Testament 
Israelites being pictures, or figures, or types, of New Testament 
Christians”7 is an interpretive move which was not evident to (or 
accepted by) everyone. 
 Further, as alluded to throughout this section, typological 
exegesis may find correlations between past and present events8 but 
it can also discover correspondence between past and future events.  
Thus typology may be understood according to a “bimodal struc-
ture.”9  Adopting the language of Fishbane, “retrojective” typology 
refers to a scenario in which “the typological prototype provides the 
terms or configuration for the way a later event is presented;” while 
“projective” typology describes a scenario in which “the prototype 
provides the terms or configuration for the way a future hope is for-
mulated.”10  Looking at the previous two examples (Ezekiel and 
Paul), articulating the future hope of national reconstitution in terms 
borrowed from the Yahwistic creation story would be projective 
and understanding the Church as the New Israel is retrojective.  At 
this point, it is only necessary to briefly note that the Flood-Last 
Judgment typology shares elements of both the projective and retro-
jective—further elaboration will come. 
 A final aspect of typological exegesis to consider before 
moving forward relates to the tendency of the antitype to transcend 
its prototype.  Frequently, an “impulse toward a heightening be-

6 Ronald M. Hals, Ezekiel (FOTL vol. XIX; Rolf P. Knierim and Gene M. Tucker, 
eds; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1989), 269; Paul M. Joyce, Ezekiel: A Commen-
tary (Library of Hebrew Bible/Old Testament Studies 482; Claudia V. Camp 
and Andrew Mein, eds.; New York: T & T Clark, 2007), 209; Anja Klein, 
“Prophecy Continued: Reflections on Innerbiblical Exegesis in the Book of Eze-
kiel” Vestus Testamentus 60 (2010): 571-82; Walther Zimmerli, Ezekiel 1: A 
Commentary on the Book of the Prophet Ezekiel, Chapters 1-24 (Hermeneia; 
Ronald E. Clements, trans.; Frank Moore Cross, Klaus Baltzer, and Leonard Jay 
Greenspoon, eds.; Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1979), 63. 
7 Jeremy Tambling, Allegory (London: Routledge, 2010), 16-7. 
8 As previously acknowledged, typology involves events, persons, things, etc. but 
for the sake of clarity I will simply be writing ‘events,’ with the implied under-
standing that typology is not limited to correspondence between events. 
9 Fishbane 358. 
10 Ibid. Emphasis original. 
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tween type and antitype”11 can be detected—with some scholars 
using the language of “fulfillment”12 to describe this phenomenon.  
This certainly appears to be the case with regard to the Flood-Last 
Judgment typology (along with other typological scenarios used in 
an apocalyptic setting).  However, it remains to be demonstrated 
that this—heightening/transcendence—is an essential aspect of ty-
pological exegesis.  For example, is it necessary to contend, with 
von Rad, that the second wilderness experience (Hos 2:16-20) is set 
“over against a final one”?13  Or could the type, in this case the first 
wilderness sojourn, simply serve to illuminate the significance of the 
antitype (without needing to overwhelm the type)?  Ultimately, it is 
beyond the scope of this paper to offer a definitive answer here.  It 
will be sufficient to observe that heightening is (at least) a promi-
nent feature of typology and certainly describes the relationship be-
tween the Flood and the Last Judgment in the early Jewish and New 
Testament sources. 
 
Typology as Rhetorical Device 
 In addition to functioning as a hermeneutical lens through 
which an author can interpret both current situations and past tradi-
tion, typology also functions as a “form of rhetoric”14 which the au-
thor can employ to accomplish a given task.  This paper will high-
light three of these tasks in particular: admonition, consolation, and 
polemics.  These rhetorical goals will be discussed at length in the 
context of specific examples.  For now, it is sufficient to introduce 
them in order to comment on the fact that different writers (or one 

11 Gerhard von Rad, “Typological Interpretation of the Old Testament” in Essays 
on Old Testament Hermeneutics (Claus Westermann, ed.; James Luther Mays, 
trans.; Richmond, Va.: John Knox Press, 1963), 21. 
12 Tambling, Allegory, 33; Erich Auerbach, Scenes from the Drama of Western 
Literature (New York: Meridian, 1959), 53. 
13 von Rad, 18.  Goppelt also suggests, “These things are to be interpreted 
typologically only if they are considered to be divinely ordained representa-
tions of types of future realities that will be even greater and more complete.  
If the antitype does not represent a heightening of the type, if it is merely a 
repetition of the type, then it can be called typology only in certain instances 
and in a limited way” (Goppelt, TYPOS, 18). 
14 Frye, The Great Code, 80. 
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writer), responding to different circumstances may use the same ty-
pology to different ends.  The Flood-Last Judgment typology will 
help to illuminate this point.  For as the first evangelist (Mt 24:37-
39) primarily utilizes the Flood tradition for the purpose of exhorta-
tion, the author of 2 Peter uses it to polemicize against false teachers 
(3:5-7).   
 Moreover, when introducing the idea of typology as rhetori-
cal device, it is important to note that while some typologies are ex-
plicit and/or elaborate (1 En 6-11; Life of Adam and Eve 49:3), oth-
ers are more allusive and subtle (Mt 24:37-39; Lk 17:26-27).  How-
ever, it would be a mistake to assume that subtlety diminishes the 
rhetorical force of a given typology; in fact, much of the artistry of a 
text lies in its subtlety.  As von Rad recognizes, “The New Testa-
ment narrators [one could substitute here: the author of a particular 
typological text], often expressly, but often tacitly, parallel Old Tes-
tament events and they presuppose of the reader that he [sic] will 
know of this (as said, often hidden) relationship of correspondence, 
and will reflect upon it.”15  These authors wrote to a people im-
mersed in the traditions of old.  For these ancient readers mere 
words and phrases would call to mind elaborate and extensive narra-
tives. This has enormous exegetical significance.  For the modern 
reader, then, comprehending the rhetorical force of typology be-
comes an exercise in reading between the lines.16   

 
Typology as Mode of Thought 
 In the final section of this preliminary discussion, it will be 
crucial to further elaborate on the idea of typology as a means of 

15 von Rad, “Typological,” 20.  As Allison similarly observes, “In the Bible, al-
most every book is charged with allusion: to things and events, above all to high 
points in salvation-history” (Allison 15). 
16 Kugel’s words are helpful on this point: “[The Bible] said much in a few words 
and often omitted essentials, leaving the full meaning to be figured out by 
readers alert to the tiniest irregularities in the text” (James L. Kugel, In Po-
tiphar’s House: The Interpretive Life of Biblical Texts (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard 

University Press), 16); Also helpful are Allison’s comments on this subject: “The 
canonical writings, literature of inheritance, are deliberately interactive and full 
of allusive reciprocal discourse; hence much like modern poetry, when we listen 
closely we can hear them talking to themselves” (Allison, New Moses, 16). 
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understanding and thinking about reality.  Typology, in the biblical 
and related literature, reflects a particular view of the historical proc-
ess and of the God whose sovereign activity moves history forward.  
This is no more evident than when typology is compared with an-
other, similar method of exegesis—allegory.  They are similar in that 
both typology and allegory involve interpreting the traditions of old 
in new situations.  Each attempts to discover connections between 
the new and the old.17  Nevertheless, as evident in the exegetical tra-
dition of the Early Church Fathers, allegorical interpretation often 
diminishes or even departs from the literal meaning of the text in 
favor of a “secondary and hidden”18 or “spiritual”19 meaning.  This 
spiritual meaning is not dependent upon the historicity of the origi-
nal event, person, or thing.  Witness the allegorical interpretation of 
Ambrose regarding the animals brought before the first human in 
Gen 2:19-20: “The beasts of the field and the birds of the air which 
were brought to Adam are our irrational senses.”20  Although 
Ambrose almost definitely assumed the historicity of this event, his 
interpretation of the passage does not depend upon it.   
 In contrast, typological exegesis and rhetoric necessitates 
“the historicity both of the sign and what it signifies”21 (at least in 
the mind of the author).  A typological worldview understands cer-
tain monumental events in history as reflecting a series of patterns.  
There is continuity or an “unexpected unity in historical experi-
ence.”22  Hope for the future is articulated in terms of events which 
correspond to one another.  In exile, Israel entertains expectations 
of future deliverance by discovering correspondence between their 
own situation and the situation of their ancestors in captivity under 
Pharaoh.  They look to the exodus event with the presupposition 
that future deliverance can be anticipated and will resemble the pre-

17 G. W. H. Lampe and K. J. Woollcombe, Essays on Typology (Studies on Bibli-
cal Theology; Westville, Fla.: Alec R. Allenson, Inc., 1957), 39. 
18 Ibid., 40. 
19 Tambling, Allegory, 34. 
20 Andrew Louth, ed., Genesis 1-11 (Ancient Christian Commentary on Scripture; 
Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 2001), 66. 
21 Auerbach, Scenes, 54. 
22 Fishbane,  Biblical Interpretation, 352. 
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vious act of salvation (Isa 40:3–5, 55:12–13).  This is because, as Al-
lison notes, “One God stands behind history in the monotheistic 
tradition, and because like events hint at like causes, the mysterious 
homology of events or persons can be taken as testimony to divine 
activity within history.”23  The same God who destroyed the wicked 
generation of the Flood and the evil citizens of Sodom and Gomor-
rah will again act in swift judgment in the future (2 Pet 2:4-10).  
Similarly, the God who lead the people out of Egypt will once again 
redeem them from exile in Babylon (Isa 40:3–5, 55:12–13).  Divine 
providence provides the exegetical and rhetorical force of typology.  
If history is sporadic—a series of random and unconnected 
events—typology carries no weight as a rhetorical device.  However, 
in the biblical tradition, history unfolds according to sovereign and 
good will of God.  Thus authors may appeal to the past as evidence 
of what will come to pass in the future.  In typology, the historicity 
(or the literal interpretation) of the previous event remains ever im-
portant—for the certainty of future expectation is rooted in the 
past. 
 
Flood-Last Judgment Typology in the Early Jewish Sources:  
An Eschatological Vision 
 
Old Testament Roots of an Apocalyptic Tradition 
 Although the Flood-Last Judgment typology is most easily 
detected in the Intertestamental literature, it begins to emerge in 
some of the proto-apocalyptic sections of the Old Testament canon.  
In particular, references to the deluge in connection with a future 
judgment can be found within the so-called Isaianic apocalypse 
(chaps. 24-27)—a late text which bears a notable resemblance to 1 
Enoch24—and Deutero-Isaiah (chaps. 40-55).25  These references are 

allusive (never explicitly mentioning  המבול “the Flood” and only 

naming Noah twice—once with respect to the waters of the deluge, 
v. 54:9).  However, the language and imagery clearly point to the 

23 Allison, New Moses 14. 
24 “Flood” DJBP 1: 230. 
25 Jean Danielou, From Shadows to Reality: Studies in the Biblical Typology of the 
Fathers (London: Burns & Oates, 1960), 70-1. 
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primordial Flood of Gen 6-9.  In the Isaianic apocalypse, the author 

writes  ארבות ממרות נפתהו“the windows/floodgates from the height 

were opened” (24:18).  This closely parallels the language of Gen 

 the windows/floodgates of heaven were“ וארבת השמים נפתהו  ,7:11

opened.”  Similarities can also be found in Isa 26:20.  Here, the peo-
ple take refuge within their chambers, the door shut behind them, 
until “the fury has passed by.” Moreover, Lewis has also observed 
other typological allusions to Gen 6-9 in connection with future 
judgment in passages such as: Dan 9:26; Ps 18:16; 65:5-8; 89:9; 
93:3.26  These passages represent the roots of what would eventually 
blossom into a vibrant eschatological tradition utilized by the apoca-
lyptic writers (most notably the authors of the Enochic corpus).27  
As Machiela observes, “An influential contribution of early Jewish 
exegesis was its strong typological link between the flood and the 
eschatological judgment.”28 

 
The Tripartite Typology: An Exegetical Framework 
 In the early Jewish sources, the Flood-Last Judgment typol-
ogy operates according to a tripartite structure.  As Lewis recog-
nizes, “Special attention is given by the sources to the motifs of 
Noah as the exemplary righteous man, the flood generation as the 
epitome of wickedness, and to the flood as a figure for God’s pun-
ishment.”29  According to this framework, the righteous Noah and 
the remnant that survives the deluge correspond to the members of 
the author’s own the community or, arguably, the righteous as a 
general category (1 En 10:2; 106:18).  Alternatively, the wicked gen-
eration of the Flood is understood as prefiguring the wicked of the 
author’s own day—those people, in positions of power, whose ac-
tions have a negative impact on the ‘righteous’ (1 En 8:1-2; 3 Macc 

26 Jack P. Lewis, A Study of the Interpretation of Noah and the Flood in Jewish 
and Christian Literature (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1968), 8. 
27 “Flood,” 230. 
28 Daniel A. Machiela, “Flood,” EDEJ: 645-6. 
29 Lewis, Noah and the Flood, 9. Emphasis mine. 
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2:4)30 or, more generally, those who have failed to follow the divine 
precepts (4 Ez 3:8-11; CD II:15-20).  These first two typological 
elements (Noah and the evil generation) could be categorized as 
retrojective.  Both interpret present figures and realities in light of 
past tradition.   
 On the other hand, the Flood itself must be characterized as 
projective.  Throughout the relevant literature, the deluge is 
wrapped in language of anticipation.31  Apocalyptic writers, such as 
the author of the Apocalypse of Weeks, understood themselves to 
be living in the final days of the present evil age.  The wickedness of 

their contemporaries, prefigured by the evil of  דור המבול “the 

generation of the Flood,” would provoke God to punish “those 
who have followed the path of wrong conduct.”32  However, the 
decisive judgment event still lies in the future—albeit the near fu-
ture—and, like Noah before the Flood, the righteous must wait in 
eager expectation for their coming vindication.  Finally, two further 
points ought to be noted before moving forward.  First, not every 
text gives equal attention to each of these three typological ele-
ments.  Nevertheless, even when one of the elements is not explic-
itly mentioned, it is often implicitly present.  For example, an author 
can console the righteous simply by highlighting the punishment of 
the wicked.  And second, some early Jewish apocalypses involve 
elaborate and highly developed typological narratives or reflections 
(1 En 6-11), yet others are more allusive and subtle with regard to 
typology (1 En 93:1-10; 91:11-17)—but as argued previously, sub-
tlety does not necessarily diminish its rhetorical force. 
 
Noah and Family as Types of the Righteous Remnant 
 Of the three aspects of this tripartite Flood-Last Judgment 

30 As Nickelsburg contends, regarding the author of 1 En 6-11, “His description 
of the prediluvian evil mirrors the troubles of his own time: warfare, plunder, 
bloodshed” (George W. E. Nickelsburg, “Apocalyptic and Myth in 1 Enoch 6-
11,” JBL 96/3 (1977): 383-405). 
31 “Speak to him in my name: ‘Hide yourself!’  And declare to him the end that 
is coming, that all the earth is destroyed, and a flood is about to come upon all 
the earth and he will destroy all things that are on it” (1 En 10:2). 
32 George W. E. Nickelsburg and James C. VanderKam, 1 Enoch: A New Trans-
lation (Fortress Press: Minneapolis, 2004), 10. 
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typology, the figure of Noah and his family appear to be the least 

developed.  Much more time is devoted to the wickedness of  דור

 and to the Watchers than to the surviving remnant.  Even in המבול 

1 Enoch, the primary source of material concerning the Flood in the 
Jewish literary tradition,33 it is Enoch, rather than Noah, who is the 
central (human) character with respect to righteousness.  Yet, as it 
has been demonstrated, Noah does function as a “model of…
obedience to the divine will”34 and an assurance of divine deliver-
ance for those who live according to that model.35  This paradigm is 
exemplified in 1 En 106:18: 
 
 And now tell Lamech, ‘He is your child in truth, and this 
 child will be righteous and blameless, and ‘Noah’ call his 
 name, for he will be your remnant, from whom you will find 
 rest.’  He and his sons will be saved from the corruption of 
 the earth and from all sins and from all iniquities that are 
 consummated on the earth in his days.   
 
This illustration serves a twofold rhetorical purpose: 1) the audience 
is admonished and called to righteous behavior with the example of 
a Noah as a guide, and 2) they are consoled by the fact that obedi-
ence leads to future salvation—protection from the deluge.  To be 
sure, the emphasis of the Flood-Last Judgment typology is typically 
placed upon the annihilation of the wicked, but those familiar with 
the Genesis narrative (and its subsequent interpretation) would have 
understood that a righteous remnant is preserved.36   

33 “Flood,” 230. 
34 James C. VanderKam, “The Righteousness of Noah” in Ideal Figures in Ancient 
Judaism (Septuagint and Cognate Studies; George W. E. Nickelsburg and John 
J. Collins, eds.; Chico, Calif.: Scholars Press, 1980), 13-32. 
35 “And now, my children, hear (and) do justice and righteousness so that you 
might be planted in righteousness on the surface of the whole earth, and your 
honor may be lifted up before my God who saved me from the water of the 
Flood” (Jub 7:34). 
36 There on a lofty peak the ark abode when the waters ceased, and then 
again from heaven the voice divine of the great God this word proclaimed: ‘O 
Noah, guarded, faithful, just, come boldly forth, with your sons and your 
wife” (SibOr 1:195). 
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The Flood Generation and the Watchers as Types of the Current Evil 
Generation 
 The second, and more prominent, retrojective aspect  of 
the Flood-Last Judgment typology involves those whom a given 

author deems wicked.  Exegetically,  דור המבול becomes a lens 

through which to understand the sins and sinners of the writer’s 
own day.  By engaging in this interpretive activity, the apocalyptists 
elevate the status of their contemporaries as enemies of God by 
viewing them in light of the archetypal evil generation.  According 
to this exegetical framework, the wicked of the present generation 
are not only associated with evil, but are typologically connected to 
the prototypical evil generation and the subsequent cataclysmic 
judgment event.   
 The apocalyptists are aided in this endeavor by the lacuna in 
the Genesis narrative.  As Lewis contends, “Since the Scripture uses 
only general terms to describe the degradation of the Flood genera-
tion, the bill of particulars furnished by any writer is an area in 
which he will reflect the religious mores of his time.”37  While Gene-

sis 6 speaks in terms of wickedness/evil רע /רעת  (v. 5), violence   חמס

(vv. 11, 13), and corruption  no specific ,(vv. 11-12)  ׁשחת

transgressions are identified.  This affords these early Jewish authors 

the creativity to envision the sins of  דור המבול in terms familiar to 

their audience: “practicing arts of metal work to furnish implements 
of war and ornaments (I Enoch 8:1; cf. 65); godlessness and fornica-
tion; enchantments and knowledge of signs (I Enoch 8:2-3); murder 
(I Enoch 9:9); idolatry (I Enoch 65:6 f.); sorceries (I Enoch 65:10); 
wickedness and deceit (I Enoch 93:4; cf. 86:5-6).”38  If God judged 
the primeval generation of the Flood, God will surely not spare the 
present, wicked generation. 
 Rhetorically, the wicked generation of the Flood serves two 
primary functions in the extant literature: 1) exhortation and 2) con-
solation.  First, the exhortative element of this literary device can be 
clearly discerned the Damascus Document: “Because they walked in 
the stubbornness of their heart the Heavenly Watchers fell; they 

37 Lewis, Noah and the Flood, 20. 
38 Ibid., 20.   
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were caught because they did not keep the commandments of 
God” (CD II:15-20).  Here, the members of the Qumran commu-
nity are urged to remain steadfast in following the law.  This text—
and other like it—”provide evidence of how God punishes great 
sinners and makes them a warning.”39  Similarly, Lövestam also con-
tends, “The fate of those who had lived in disbelief and sin before 
the Flood served as a warning for people of later times.”40  Addition-
ally, this rhetorical device plays a consolatory role in the literature.41  

When the righteous suffer oppression and the justice of God seems 
mysteriously absent, this typological tradition assures the reader that 
despite all external appearances God will vindicate the people.  The 

wicked who are currently in positions of power will, like  דור המבול, 

experience the divine cataclysm—the future, eschatological Flood.42  

  
The Flood as a Type of Final Judgment Event 
 Finally, it is not merely the characters of the Genesis narra-
tive that function typologically in the early Jewish apocalyptic litera-
ture.  The Flood, as frequently noted, prefigures the future and,  
 
ultimately, decisive judgment to come.43  Hope for future is estab-

39 Bo Reicke, The Disobedience Spirits and Christian Baptism: A Study of 1 Pet. III. 
19 and Its Context (København: Ejnar Munksgaard, 1946), 70.   
40 Evald Lövestam, Jesus and ‘This Generation’: A New Testament Study 
(Coniectanea Biblica; Moira Linnarud, trans.; Stockholm, Sweden: Almqvist & 
Wiksell International, 1995), 11. 
41 “Apocalyptic literature, in which we find so many references to the Flood 
tradition, was created in order to give comfort an encouragement to people in 
times of danger and distress…Thus, when motifs from the Flood tradition are 
retold they are pregnant with sayings of comfort and encouragement” (Olle 
Christofferson, The Earnest Expectation of the Creature: The Flood-Tradition as 
Matrix of Romans 8:18-27 (Coniectanea Biblica; Stockholm, Sweden: Almqvist 
& Wiksell International, 1990), 70). 
42 These apocalyptic writings (and thus the Flood-Last Judgment texts) appear 
to have been primarily directed toward the author’s own community—hortatory 
and consolatory rather than polemic in nature.  One would be hard pressed to 
imagine a scenario in which the powerful members of society would have given 
much credence to the literature of a marginalized people.  Rather, these writers 
are warning their own communities with respect to the danger of ignoring to the 
divine precepts and offering hope in the midst of affliction. 
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lished on the basis of the model provided by cataclysms in the 
past—especially the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah44—but 
the primordial Flood in particular has significant eschatological im-
plications.  Specifically, unlike God’s judgment with regard to 
Egypt, Sodom and Gomorrah, or Israel, only the Flood of Gen 6-9 
and the final, eschatological event represent catastrophes of a uni-
versal nature.  As VanderKam proposes, “The fact that the flood 
and the last judgment were the only two instances of universal di-
vine punishment doubtless suggested a connection between them to 
ancient scholars.”45  Apocalyptists such as the author of the Book of 
the Watchers utilize the motif of the universal judgment of the 
Flood and its unique language of cataclysmic destruction to describe 
what they believe will be a second and decisive judgment event: 
“And you will cleanse the earth from all uncleanness and from all 
unrighteousness and from all sins and ungodliness, and you will 
wipe out all the uncleanness which is upon the earth” (1 En 10:20). 
 Understood as a rhetorical device, the Flood shares a similar 

function with that of Noah/the righteous remnant and דור המבול. 

All three elements of this tripartite typology both exhort (CD II:15-
20) and console (1 En 106:18).  However, the Flood aspect of this 
tripartite typology in particular, provides a glimpse into the eschato-
logical worldview of the apocalyptic writers.  The careful reader may 
discern two specific characteristics of this apocalyptic outlook: 1) 
the structure of history and 2) the predetermined nature of history.  
First, by viewing the Flood and the Final Judgment as type and anti-
type respectively, these apocalyptic writers have divided history into 
three eras or epochs.46  This structure is clearly evident in the so-
called Animal Apocalypse of 1 Enoch (chaps. 85-90): 1) Creation to 
the first universal judgment, the Flood (85:3-89:58), 2) the new be-
ginning after the Flood to the second and final universal judgment 

43 Goppelt, TYPOS, 34; Christofferson,  Earnest, 59.; Reicke, Baptism, 70-1; 
VanderKam, “Noah,” 25; Nickelsburg, “1 Enoch 6-11,” 288; Nickelsburg and 

VanderKam, 1 Enoch, 10; Paul D. Hanson, “Rebellion in Heaven, Azazel and 
Euhemeristic Heroes in 1 Enoch 6-11” JBL 96/2 (1997): 195-233. 
44 John Nolland, Luke (vol 2.; WBC; Dallas: Word Books, 1993), 860. 
45 VanderKam, “Noah,” 25. 
46 Nickelsburg and VanderKam, 1 Enoch, 8-9. 
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(89:9-90:27), and 3) the second and final new beginning (90:28-37).47  

Second, as Collins suggests, “One effect of this periodization [of 
history] is the impression of an ordered universe where everything 
proceeds in a predetermined manner.”48  History moves ever for-
ward in accordance with the sovereign will of the divine.  These ty-
pological patterns are evidence of the fact that history is neither ran-
dom nor sporadic.  And ultimately, for these writers, God has fore-
ordained history to culminate with the decisive action of God on 
behalf of the righteous—in the form of a cataclysmic judgment 
event, prefigured by the primordial Flood. 
 
New Testament Implications:  
Echoes of an Apocalyptic Tradition 
 
The Flood-Last Judgment Typology in Q and 2 Peter 
 Although it is not a dominate theme, traces of the Flood-
Last Judgment typology can be found in the New Testament, spe-
cifically in the so-called Q source (Mt 24:37-39//Lk 17:26-30) and 
in 2 Peter (2:4-10; 3:4-7).  Elements of the aforementioned tripartite 
typology appear in each of these texts.  Both Q and 2 Peter mention 
the salvation of Noah—with 2 Peter also highlighting his status as a 
“herald of righteousness” and noting the salvation of his family as 
well (Mt 24:38//Lk 17:27; 2 Pet 2:5).  Additionally, both texts draw 
a parallel between the generation of the Flood and the generation of 
the author’s own time (Mt 24:28//Lk 17:27-28; 2 Pet 2:5, 9-10; 3:7).  
Furthermore, in Q and 2 Peter, the primordial Flood is explicitly 
connected with the coming judgment.  This is made particularly 

clear in the language of Matthew’s account: ὥσπερ γὰρ... οὕτως 

ἔσται... (24:37).   Just as it was, so it shall be.  The former Flood pre-

figures ἡ παρουσία τοῦ υἱοῦ τοῦ ἀνθρώπου «the coming of the Son of 
Man”—and with the coming of the Son of Man comes 

κρίσεως καὶ ἀπωλείας τῶν ἀσεβῶν ἀνθρώπων «the judgment and de-

47 A similar view of history as structured around the two universal cataclysms 
can also be detected in the Sibylline Oracles, the Latin Life of Adam and Eve, 
and Josephus (Machiela, “Flood,” 646.). 
48 John J. Collins, The Apocalyptic Imagination: An Introduction to Jewish Apoca-
lyptic Literature (2d ed.; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998), 64. 
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struction of the ungodly people.”  These similarities (that Q and 2 
Peter share with both each other and wider apocalyptic corpus) have 
been frequently acknowledged,49 which has led to the suggestion 
that both of these texts stand within “the same stream of tradi-
tion.”50  For all their similarities, though, each of these authors util-
izes the Flood tradition to accomplish a unique rhetorical goal.   
 
The Rhetoric of Flood-Last Judgment in Q 
 Despite their differences, Matthew and Luke employ the Q 
source in order to accomplish a similar goal.  In both Gospels, the 

Flood material is used to demonstrate the suddenness of ἡ παρουσία.  
For although, as Christofferson argues, “The saying [from the Q 
material] is used slightly differently by the two Evangelists;”51 in 
each case, the cataclysm is a surprise and dramatic event that will 
interrupt the daily activities of those who are unprepared for its 
coming.  As Bock contends, “Both accounts [Mt and Lk] show that 
the end-time, like the day of the flood, will come upon people who 
are unprepared for the disaster.”52 Without warning or prior notice, 
the judgment of God will come in a flash—like lightening across the 
night sky (Mt 24:27//Lk 17:24).  Comfortable routines will be shat-
tered in an instant.53   
 Consequently, Jesus encourages constant vigilance.  Thus 
the primary function of the Flood tradition in the Q material is that 
of “urgent admonition.”54  As Davies and Allison contend, regarding 
the Matthean version of the passage, “But our saying goes its own 
way in focusing neither upon the sins of Noah’s generation nor his 
righteousness but upon the unexpected nature of the cataclysm that 
overtook the world while people went about their daily business un-
awares.”55  However, though the author the Q saying (and the evan-

49 Lövestam, This Generation, 112-3; Reicke, Baptism, 70; Machiela, “Flood,” 
646. 
50 Lövestam,  This Generation, 113.  
51 Christofferson,  Earnest, 85. 
52 Darrell L. Bock, Luke (vol 2.; BECNT; Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 1996), 
1432. 
53 R. T. France, The Gospel of Matthew (NICNT; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2007), 
938; Nolland, Luke, 861. 
54 Lövestam, This Generation, 86. 
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55 W. D. Davies and Dale C. Allison, Jr. A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on 
the Gospel According to Saint Matthew (vol 3; ICC; Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 
1997), 380. 
56 Bock, Luke, 1432. 
57 Goppelt,  TYPOS,158. 
58 Lövestam, This Generation, 104. 
 

gelists who adopt it) does not emphasize Noah’s righteousness nor 

the wickedness of דור המבול, the apocalyptic tradition that stands 

behind this pericope is certainly at work—providing the rhetorical 
force of this allusion to the Flood.  As Bock demonstrates, “The 
verbs may seem neutral, but anyone familiar with the flood story 
would know that they connote moral corruption.”56  Jesus calls his 
disciples to vigilance.  And vigilance implies righteous behavior—

with Noah as model and  דור המבול as a warning. 

 
The Rhetoric of Flood-Last Judgment in 2 Peter 
 As noted in previous discussion, the Flood-Last Judgment 
typology generally functions to exhort and console the righteous.  
The Q text conforms to this typical expectation.  Nevertheless, the 
Flood material in 2 Peter represents a genuinely polemical use of the 
tradition.  As recognized by Goppelt, “2 Peter is defending the 
Christian’s eschatological hope against gnostic attack (cf. 2 Pet 1:16; 
3:4).”57  He is not chastising the wicked who are “out there.”  
Rather, this book has been written to address an internal contro-
versy.  As Lövestam observes, “In 2 Pet the eschatological question 
has a predominant place” and this text represents his counter-
argument to the scoffers’ mocking denial of the hope of Christ’s 
return.”58  When the scoffers ask, “Where is the promise of his com-
ing?” (3:4), the author of 2 Peter appeals to the Flood-Last Judg-
ment typology.   
 The primordial Flood, God’s previous judgment against the 
wicked, serves as proof of the fact that “all things are [not] continu-
ing as they were from the beginning of creation” (3:4).  God has 
already intervened in judgment in the past.  A pattern has been es-
tablished.  As Lövestam contends, “Within the framework of this 
view was the fact that the prototype had actually taken place provid-
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59 Ibid., 105 
60 As Bauckham argues, “The author of 2 Peter (no doubt following his Jewish 
apocalyptic source) seems to envisage world history in three great periods, 
divided by two great cataclysms: the world before the Flood, the present world 
which will end in the eschatological conflagration (v 7), and the new world to 
come (v 13)” (Richard J. Bauckham, Jude, 2 Peter (WBC; Dallas: Word Books, 
1983), 299). 

ing a guarantee that its typological counterpart would also come 
about.”59  Second Peter points to the robust eschatological tradition 
surrounding the Flood narrative in order to silence false prophets 
and reassure his congregation.  In doing so, he also further demon-
strated his indebtedness to the thought world of Jewish apocalyp-
tism by appealing to the three-era historical scheme found in many 
of the aforementioned apocalypses (1 En 93:1-10; 91:11-17; SibOr 
1:195; 7:11; LAE 49:3).60   

 
Conclusion 
 Analyzing this common rhetorical feature, the Flood-Last 
Judgment typology, serves as a window into the thought-world of 
many Jewish apocalyptic authors.  For them, the primeval history 
became the building blocks with which to construct bold and elabo-
rate literary creations.  These texts were new and innovative, yet 
rooted in the rich history of the Israelite religion.  The apocalyptists 
were students of their tradition—participants in an ongoing literary 
dialogue.  Furthermore, the New Testament authors did not stand 
on the outside looking in.  They were engaged in the same conversa-
tion.  Growing toward a fuller understanding of the New Testament 
involves listening closely to that discussion.    
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A Perspective on Contemporary  
Christian Sexual Ethics 
  

T 
raditionally, the Christian church has viewed sexual ethics 
from a legalistic perspective. The church has focused on 
practices: the condemnation of certain practices, including 

premarital vaginal intercourse, homosexual practices, the celebration 
of a few practices, including heterosexual vaginal intercourse within 
marriage, and the complete silence toward or qualified approval of a 
large range of practices, including oral sex, heterosexual anal sex, 
masturbation. In contemporary American society, young adults ages 
18-34 face the incredible challenge of applying these rigid rules to 
increasingly varied experiences. Additionally, the issue of homo-
sexuality has shifted from an ethical issue to a social justice issue, 
especially in regards to marriage and ordination. Denominations 
have responded to this issue through the lens of social justice, but 
very few denominations have reconsidered sexual ethics from a dif-
ferent perspective in order to view the words of God as living and 
active in the world today. Rather than approaching sexual ethics 
from a legalistic mindset, I propose in this paper a different ap-
proach. From the Old Testament through the New Testament and 
into today, God's intention for sexuality has consistently been for 
individuals and communities to pursue justice in all of their relation-
ships, for people to make ethical decisions about their sexuality 
from the perspective of covenantal love, and for the covenantal 
community of the church to provide pastoral care from this same 
framework in equal measure to congregants of all sexual orienta-
tions and relationship statuses. 
 In order to consider a new framework, one must understand 
the problems with the old framework. Much of Christian ethics re-
garding sexuality has been based on problematic interpretations of 
Scripture. While many groups maintain that the Bible's stance on 
sexuality is clear, this clarity often depends on which sound-bites 
from Scripture to which one pays attention. For young adults in to-
day's society, the Christian voices who speak most loudly are those 
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in the sexual purity movement (i.e. Silver Ring Thing and True Love 
Waits) and those who advocate heterosexual marriage as the primary 
call of God (i.e. Focus On The Family and Mark Driscoll). These 
voices have some very large problems in their approaches to sexual-
ity. First, many of these voices do not clearly outline their motiva-
tions for their ministries. According to The Silver Ring Thing's web-
site, “The Silver Ring Thing was created in 1995 by Denny and Amy 
Pattyn as a response to the escalating numbers of teen pregnancies 
in Yuma, Arizona.”1 Their website contains no direct references to 
Scripture with the exception of the verse inscribed in the silver ring 
they distribute: 1 Thessalonians 3:4. They also outline their focuses 
in parent sessions: “The session covers: the role of parents in the 
abstinence decision; what is SRT, how did it start, and why it is so 
effective with teenagers [sic]; the risks and consequences of STD's 
and teen pregnancy in America; a plan to shift the culture in Amer-
ica where abstinence becomes the norm again; (8) ways to support 
your teenager's abstinence decision; and so much more....”2 Finally, 
the description of their live event details the real focus of their min-
istry: “The 2-hour stage performance incorporates high energy mu-
sic, special effects, fast-paced video, personal testimonies, and com-
edy all delivered in a concert-style approach with which teenagers 
can respond and relate. The program also presents an evangelistic 
message focused on forgiveness and second chances with a chal-
lenge to start over from past mistakes.”3 It is clear that this ministry 
emphasizes what behaviors are considered wrong and sinful, yet it 
does not focus on what makes those behaviors wrong or how to 
develop a framework for a complex range of sexual behaviors and 
urges. Furthermore, in this program and others like it, the emphasis 
remains on prohibited behaviors rather than providing any guidance 
for healthy sexual relationships within or without of marriage. 
 Similarly, Focus on the Family has released several docu-
ments that encourage sexual purity before marriage and procreative 
sex within marriage. In its book, Seven Promises, they claim that 
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sexual purity is necessary to proliferate Christian witness and to 
maintain a Christian identity to the outside world.4 Similar to the 
problems of abstinence education programs, this stance contains 
very shallow roots in both biblical tradition and Christian disciple-
ship. 
 These ministries also fail to address a wide range of sexual 
practices. By discussing very specific sexual practices, these minis-
tries lack the substance to give individuals and communities the abil-
ity to critically consider and apply faithful ethics to a variety of sex-
ual temptations and practices. Many teachings and interpretations 
focus on intercourse for both heterosexual and homosexual indi-
viduals and pornography. This focus misses a wide range of sexual 
behaviors prevalent among young adults in today's society. Most 
notably, very few ethical analyses today directly address oral sex. In 
her 2006 book Generation Me, Jean Twenge outlines the change in 
attitudes toward oral sex throughout the 1990s and into the new 
millennium. She discovers that oral sex is both considered to be cas-
ual and commonplace among younger generations. Teenagers de-
scribe the practice as, “not a big deal – it's not sex.”5 Furthermore, 
by the time young women graduate from college, 83% will have 
given oral sex.6 The real problem does not lie in the fact that young 
women or men engage in a variety of sexual practices; a problem 
exists because these young adults have not inherited a framework 
within which to view these sexual practices as positive and life-
giving within relationships. Rather, society and religious teachings 
have taught them to view sexuality as a means to an end, whether 
that end is procreation or orgasm. 
 One of the most tragic challenges that sexuality faces in con-
temporary society is the infiltration of consumerism. A half hour of 
television advertisements can easily enable one to discover the pre-
scribed gender roles into which each person ought to conform. Men 

4 Jerry Kirk, “God's Call To Sexual Purity,” in Seven Promises Of A Promise 
Keeper, ed. Alan Jansson (Colorado Springs: Focus On The Family, 1994, 92-

93. 
5 Jean M. Twenge, Generation Me: Why Today's Young Americans Are More 
Confident, Assertive, Entitled – And More Miserable Than Ever (New York: Free 
Press, 2006), 165. 
6 Ibid., 166. 
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act as consumers of sexuality, lacking control over their animalistic 
urges; women passively submit as products being consumed, 
through overtly sexual clothing and high expectations of bodily per-
fection. Although many Christian ministries claim to promote a 
counter-cultural message for sexual ethics, this formula of consum-
erism is exceptionally prevalent in Christian thought as well, espe-
cially with regard to marriage. Focus On The Family emphasizes 
this in their stance on a man's role in a heterosexual relationship: 
“For a single man, it [sexual purity] means treating every woman he 
dates in a manner that respects and preserves her purity for her fu-
ture husband.”7 There are two major things to note about this quo-
tation as a representative of the whole argument. First, there exists a 
pressure on a man to control not only his own sexuality but the 
sexuality of the women with whom he interacts. Not only does this 
put an inordinate amount of pressure on the man, it also denies a 
woman's voice for her own biological and spiritual needs in a sexual 
relationship. Additionally, this quotation infers that a woman's pu-
rity is “respected and preserved” not for her own physical or spiri-
tual benefit, nor out of respect for her personhood; rather, this pu-
rity is maintained for the benefit of her future husband. It cannot be 
clearer that this perspective views men as consumers and women as 
products to be consumed. 
 One of the more profound examples of sexual consumerism 
comes in Mark and Grace Driscoll's recent book: Real Marriage. 
Although the Driscolls speak outwardly against consumerism in cul-
ture,8 they do not investigate the consumerism taking place within 
the framework they advocate. Mark Driscoll indicates that, due to 
her role in The Fall, a woman's first calling is to be wife and 
mother.9 He lists a number of responsibilities a man has for his fam-
ily;10 these responsibilities are not only nearly impossible to com-
plete in contemporary society, they also place an unfair amount of 
pressure on that man and give him a dangerous amount of power to 

7 Kirk,  “Sexual Purity,” 94. 
8 Mark and Grace Driscoll, Real Marriage: The Truth About Sex, Friendship, and 
Life Together (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, Inc., 2012), 43. 
9 Ibid., 52. 
10 Ibid., 42-64. 
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control and consume within the family system. To further the point, 
Grace Driscoll then declares that a woman ought to be respectful to 
her husband “with her hands.” This respect means that the wife is 
submissively ready for sexual/physical relations promptly upon her 
husband's arrival home from his job.11 A respectful woman, accord-
ing to this message, is always willing to be consumed sexually ac-
cording to her husband's needs. This type of imbalanced relation-
ship does nothing to seek the justice and covenantal love found 
throughout the Scriptures. Rather, our views of sexuality have been 
subsumed into the secular culture. Although these types of relation-
ships and commitments to abstinence are counter-cultural on a shal-
low level, their overarching structures remain firmly rooted in cul-
tural norms. 
 Several denominations have done extensive work to include 
people of varying sexualities after recognizing the discrimination 
and inequality that exists in today's society. Although the work has 
been done in theory to become inclusive to people of heterosexual 
and homosexual orientations, denominations have not actually done 
the work to make room for them. We do not have the framework 
for inclusiveness regarding homosexual orientation or other orienta-
tions in the LGBTQ community because we do not understand the 
heterosexual persuasion which we have championed for years. Al-
though the doors have been opened to different sexual orientations, 
the church continues to ghettoize sexual behavior within a hetero-
sexual marriage for the purposes of procreation.12 It is now time for 
denominations to reevaluate the perspective through which Christi-
anity views all of sexuality in order to provide a more comprehen-
sive ethic for Christian sexuality. 
 In order to more fully embrace an inclusive community, a 
new ethical framework must be articulated. This framework begins 
from a different perspective and arrives at a different location than 
the previous framework used. Several ethicists have put forth alter-
native frameworks and their practical application in today's society. 

11 Ibid., 71-72. 
12 Marvin Ellison, Making Love Just: Sexual Ethics For Perplexing Times
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2012), 30-32. 
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The framework I propose combines elements from several ethicists 
and clearly articulates the relationship of that ethic in biblical 
grounding. The new ethical framework I am proposing centers 
around the justice and devoted love that God has perpetuated and 
encouraged throughout Scripture.  
 This framework requires a unique look at Scripture inter-
twined with culture. As Margaret Farley indicates, we must admit 
that Scripture is neither clear nor specific about issues of sexuality.13 
Like most issues, it is nearly impossible to cut and paste scriptural 
soundbites into direct application to life without considering the 
historical context of both the scripture and the self. Because much 
of what the Bible says about sexuality is centered on community, we 
must look at sexual relationships in regard to community and cove-
nant. 
 Because this is a different look at scripture, it is important to 
consider how one will approach the sacred text. For the purpose of 
creating an ethical framework, we will be looking at Scripture from 
the point of the prophet, who applies the laws and themes of the 
past in new and creative ways to the social and relational issues of 
today. According to Walter Brueggemann, the prophetic voice is 
critical of culture and speaks a word of freedom and change to the 
current power structures.14 Sexual ethics have been propagated from 
the powerful and in order to maintain the power structures that al-
ready exist This sustains inequality among genders, races, and sexual 
orientations. The prophetic voice of God, as seen in Scripture, de-
mands a change in these power structures. This means that some of 
the sexual virtues Christianity has clung to for so many years must 
crumble and fall. As Brueggemann puts it, “The prophet must speak 
metaphorically about hope but concretely about the real newness 
that comes to us and redefines our situation.”15 It is through this 
prophetic voice that God speaks and calls us to speak against sexual 
consumerism, gender inequality, and fear. 
 One major requirement for sexual relationships is justice. 

13 Margaret Farley, Just Love (New York: Continuum, 2006), 182-186. 
14 Walter Brueggemann, The Prophetic Imagination (Minneapolis: Augsburg For-
tress Press, 2001), 4-5. 
15 Ibid., 67. 
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Without it, the relationship does not embody a prophetic counter-
culture in to the world of relationships in the American culture. 
Many ethicists agree that justice is an essential element in a sexual 
relationship. Yet, these ethicists cannot agree on a definition of jus-
tice. A straightforward definition of justice is not necessarily helpful. 
Rather, justice blossoms through a wide range of behaviors and atti-
tudes within the relationship; it takes different forms in different 
scenarios. Even in Scripture, justice manifests in a variety of situa-
tions. In the story of Moses leading the Israelites out of slavery in 
Egypt, the word of justice consists of freedom from the oppressive 
order of society defined by those powerful in society.16 This may 
translate into a relationship when people of different genders treat 
each other as equals rather than the way that the world defines 
them, or when people of the same gender neglect to ascribe value to 
one another according to gender stereotypes. 
 This type of justice both illuminates clearly the problem but 
poses a tremendous challenge to society. The problem of gender 
stratification is clear, especially with regard to sexual consumerism 
as described previously. However, the movement from gender 
stereotyping to equality does not occur easily. It requires more than 
naming the problem; it necessitates careful discernment in solution. 
Marvin Ellison in his book, Making Love Just, gives especially harsh 
yet convicting advice to the dominant gender: “A progressive justice 
agenda for men will therefore ask at least the following of men: tell-
ing the truth, making confession, exposing dominative power and 
seeking a credible alternative path, becoming newly responsible, and 
entering into solidarity with women and with gay men, all the while 
facing and working through our fears of what this may cost us.”17 In 
a world where women and men are at least nominally equal in soci-
ety, so often one considers inequality something that occurs only in 
rare instances like abuse. Yet gender inequality exists far more subtly 
and pervasively than that. Ellison continues, “We [men] must be-
come politicized – publicly aware and accountable – as to how even 
good-hearted, compassionate men of faith participate in, and benefit 
from, systems that dehumanize, degrade, and inflict suffering on 

16 Ibid., 7. 
17 Ellison, Making Love, 93. 
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women and marginalized men.”18 Although Ellison's wording is 
strong, his point rings loud and clear: the seemingly insignificant 
moments of gender disparity contribute to strongly problematic 
habits within a sexual relationship. 
 Later in the scriptures, the prophet Amos turns all notions 
of justice on its head. In Amos 5, God rejects those who are follow-
ing the letter of the Law through sacrifices and rituals. To be sure, 
these rituals have indeed been required by God, but without the will 
and joy of the worshipers these rituals are empty and useless, much 
like the degree to which our current sexual ethics follow the details 
of the Law of God, but they miss the larger picture. Verses 22-24 
state, “Even though you offer me your burnt offerings and grain 
offerings, I will not accept them; and the offerings of well-being of 
your well-fatted animals, I will not look upon. Take away from me 
the noise of your songs; I will not listen to the melody of your 
harps. But let justice roll down like waters, righteousness like an 
ever-flowing stream.”19 As Rev. Martin Luther King Jr. publicly 
proved, this passage speaks a word of truth for our society in paral-
lel fashion to its prophetic word to Israel. In this passage, Amos ad-
dresses the stratification of society in Israel; some people were living 
in great wealth while others were living in extreme poverty.20 Just as 
Dr. King notes, this passage and theme in the Old Testament con-
tinues to speak a word of equality for all races, genders, and sexual 
orientations. The concepts of equality, power struggles, and the em-
powering and care of those who are oppressed in society is also ad-
dressed in the idea of Jubilee in Leviticus 25 and the treatment of 
the resident alien in Exodus 22 and 23. God's passion for the op-
pressed and for equality carries over from the larger community into 
the smaller “community” of couple-ship. However, within two-
person sexual relationships, the use of power does not always follow 
the patterns of society at large, and God does not delight in any use 
of power for the suppression or oppression of any individual. Jus-
tice in this case means that each person in the sexual relationship is 

18 Ibid., 94. 
19 Amos 5:22-24 (NRSV). 
20 Stephen L. Harris, The Old Testament: An Introduction to the Hebrew Bible 
(Sacramento: McGraw Hill, 2003) 224-225. 
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respected and given a voice. 
 For Ellison, again, this is the central focus of justice within 
sexual relationships. Mutual respect and decency must be present 
for a sexual relationship to be considered ethical in regard to God.21 
As one can see, this type of ethic does not detail specific prohibi-
tions on sexual behaviors; however, through its implementation, 
certain sexual behaviors would never be considered acceptable (i.e. 
rape, sexual relationships between an adult and minor, sexual acts 
with animals). At the same time, all remaining sexual behaviors de-
rive their ethical acceptability based on the motivations and conse-
quences within the relationship between two individuals. According 
to Ellison, the most notable sign that a sexual relationship contains 
positive forms of justice and equality is that the relationship en-
hances the lives of both parties both within and without of the rela-
tionship.22 
 Perhaps the most defined explanation of justice within sex-
ual relationships comes from Walter Brueggemann's The Cove-
nanted Self. In this book, Brueggemann grounds his argument for 
ethical analysis in the concept of obedience. One who is “obedient” 
to the will of God has a total transformation of self in commitment 
to God's revolutionary vision for the ordering of society.23 He di-
rectly applies this obedient revolution to sexual relationships: “But if 
obedience in sexuality is to reflect and derive from discipline for the 
revolution and/or a core desire for communion, then the categories 
of covenantal fidelity and covenantal freedom must be primary in-
gredients in our thinking and acting.”24 By this Brueggemann means 
that people's sexual lives are defined by the covenantal relationship 
between God and humanity and between humanity and one an-
other; he means that Christ's primary commands for humanity are 
love of God, love of other, and love of self. For this reason, Brueg-
gemann defines clearly the character of sexual relationships as de-
fined by God: “Such a perspective requires much more than em-

21 Ellison, Making Love, 33-34. 
22  Ibid., 55-56. 
23 Walter Brueggemann, The Covenanted Self: Explorations In Law And Covenant 
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1999) 39. 
24 Ibid., 43. 
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bracing traditional mores, because fidelity means something quite 
different from 'abstaining' or 'staying married' or 'being straight.' It 
means rather being in a relation that is genuinely life-giving and life-
receiving, where work of neighbor regard is practiced.”25 
 In application, the idea of “life-giving and life-receiving” has 
several complex manifestations. Certainly, in already socially accept-
able heterosexual relationships, a sexual relationship can contribute 
to the upkeep of the relationship, can require sacrifice from both 
parties, and can meet the needs and desires of both parties. This 
ethic helps to illuminate other types of relationships previously ig-
nored or condemned by the church. It is easy to see how a homo-
sexual relationship could contribute positively to the lives of both 
individuals; it is even possible to see how a relationship with at least 
one bisexual or transgender party could give life and identity to 
these often ignored sexualities. This ethical standard simultaneously 
calls into question common practices among Christian couples to-
day. When either party loses his/her voice in the initiation of the 
sexual action, the expression of sexuality, or the nature of sexual 
expression, he/she is denied life, denied freedom, and denied their 
personhood within the relationship. This defies God's design for 
sexual relationships. 
 Even more profoundly, however, the concept of life-giving 
and life-receiving value in a relationship invites those who are single 
into the conversation. An increasing number of people remain sin-
gle throughout adulthood either by choice or not; within our con-
gregations, these people often take a back seat when churches dis-
cuss relationships and God's supposed intention for coupling. Yet 
within the framework of flourishing, one who is single participates 
in this ethic by applying this to relationship within ones own self 
and practicing justice and love in familial and platonic relationships, 
even when they lack a sexual nature.  
 Finally, justice comes to the forefront in Jesus' earthly minis-
try as portrayed in the gospels. In all four of the gospels, Jesus defies 
social boundaries and ascribes value to those in society who do not 
have value. A very interesting example of this occurs in the gospel 

25 Ibid.  
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of John chapter 4 when Jesus purposefully encounters the Samaritan 
woman at the well. In this story, the Samaritan woman's life was 
defined by her past and her sin. This story reveals two puzzling facts 
regarding the Samaritan woman: she comes to draw water at noon, 
and she has a societally defined immoral marital history. It is even 
possible that she came to draw water at noon because she had ex-
perienced social stigma for her marital status.26 The prophetic word 
that Jesus speaks into this personal situation delivers justice into her 
life in two major ways. First, it provides cleansing and forgiveness 
for her past. Second, it gives her a social identity independent of her 
past and dependent upon value in relationship with God.27 These 
are two major elements of justice that ought to be found within a 
sexual relationship as well. Within a relationship, neither party can 
dwell on the past sins of the other. Additionally, within a sexual rela-
tionship, the value of each individual cannot rely on society's norms 
for definition; rather, each individual deserves the respect and value 
given them by the grace of God extended through Jesus Christ in 
the power of the Holy Spirit. As Margaret Farley puts it, people are 
in fact “ends unto themselves” who deserve our respect and love 
for who they are.28 
 The second important characteristic of this new framework 
for sexual ethics is that of devoted love. This type of love has many 
characteristics. It is living and active; it feeds and waters the identity 
of the other and of the union. Devoted love makes a conscious 
choice to continue to love each and every day. And it gives and re-
ceives forgiveness.  
 First, devoted love is living and active. As the strongly sex-
ual imagery of Song of Solomon indicates, partners in a relationship 
are inspired by both one another and the relationship between 
them: “What is your beloved more than any other beloved, O fairest 
among women? What is your beloved more than any other beloved, 

26 Raymond E. Brown, The Gospel According To John I-XII: A New Translation 
with Introduction And Commentary in The Anchor Bible Commentary series (New 

York: Doubleday, 1966), 169-171. 
27 Ibid.,178-179. 
28 Farley, Just Love, 212. 
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that you thus adjure us? My beloved is radiant and ruddy, distin-
guished among ten thousand.”29 Within that living and active rela-
tionship, trust builds; it evolves from a tiny seed to a growing plant. 
Again, Song of Solomon poetically describes this process: “Scarcely 
had I passed them when I found him whom my soul loves. I held 
him and would not let him go, until I took him to my mother's 
house, and into the chamber of her that conceived me. I adjure you, 
O daughters of Jerusalem, by the gazelles or the wild does, do not 
stir up or awaken love until it is ready!”30 Whether or not one feels 
that the time of readiness for sexual activity occurs after the wed-
ding night or sometime earlier than that, this scripture makes clear 
that a relationship progresses in a multi-dimensional way, including 
physical, emotional, and spiritual dimensions. Farley indicates that a 
sexual relationship contributes to the evolution of trust within a re-
lationship; as a couple continues and evolves within their sexual re-
lationship, it can give life and health to that relationship.31 
 Furthermore, the living and active nature of devoted love 
feeds and nourishes the identity of the other and the united exis-
tence of the partnership. Christianity classically brings up the exam-
ple of Genesis 1:28 when discussing the procreative focus of mar-
riage. In this verse, God says, “Be fruitful and multiply.” Fruitful-
ness is most often described in terms of procreative activity. Yet, if a 
couple can only be fruitful through procreation, does God then 
condemn relationships where a couple cannot get pregnant? Does 
God condemn relationships where sexual intercourse is not possi-
ble? Does God only support sexual relationships in terms of male 
orgasm? While certainly procreation can exemplify fruitfulness 
within a relationship, fruitfulness encompasses much more than 
that. Farley provides other options for us: “Beyond the kind of 
fruitfulness that brings forth biological children, there is a kind of 
fruitfulness that is a measure, perhaps, of all interpersonal love. 
Love between persons violates relationality if it closes in upon itself 
and refuses to open to a wider community of persons...But love 

29 Song of Solomon 5:9-10 (NRSV). 
30 Song of Solomon 3:4-5 (NRSV). 
31 Brown, John, 180. 
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brings new life to those who love.”32 In this way, love intertwines 
with the justice previously noted. Together, they value the individual 
and give life to the relationship that extends through all parts of life. 
 Additionally, devoted love requires consistent forgiveness. 
This is perhaps the most challenging and complex part of love. In 
devoted love, a partner must decide each day with every interaction 
whether or not he/she will forgive and whether or not he/she will 
love. Scripture gives us a divine example of this in Hosea 2. In the 
beginning of Hosea, God both verbally and physically describes Is-
rael as an unfaithful bride, even a prostitute. God resolutely ex-
presses anger and an intention to leave Israel for good because ac-
cording to the Law, God has a right to do so.33 When we arrive at 
chapter two, it seems clear that God has had enough. Yet in verses 
14-15, God changes tone from anger and bitterness to desperate 
love and unfailing devotion: “Therefore, I will now allure her, and 
bring her into the wilderness and speak tenderly to her. From there 
I will give her her vineyards, and make the Valley of Achor a door 
of hope. There she shall respond as in the days of her youth, as at 
the time when she came out of the land of Egypt.”34 In God's de-
voted, husband-like love of Israel, God exhibits incredible forgive-
ness and a conscious choice to forgive for the sake of continuing a 
relationship that is precious. 
 Human forgiveness in a similar context sometimes manifests 
differently. Forgiveness does not continue to occur at the expense 
of the personhood of one of the individuals; forgiveness does not 
exist to perpetuate a power struggle within a partnership but rather 
to equalize. Brueggemann points out that one person in a partner-
ship or community relationship cannot control the means of for-
giveness at all times because this destroys the balance of equality 
that is important for relationships in God's community.35 Forgive-
ness within a partnership consists of mutual confession and humil-
ity. Importantly, forgiveness does not mean that sinful action taken 

32 Farley, Just Love, 227-228. 
33 Harris, Old Testament, 227-228. 
34 Hosea 2:14-15 (NRSV) 
35 Brueggemann, The Prophetic Imagination, 85. 
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at the expense of one partner is excusable for an unnamed period of 
time. Forgiveness does not mean that a wife submits repeatedly to 
abuse from her husband (or vice versa); in true forgiveness, the dig-
nity and respect of both parties is maintained, which may mean that 
a couple needs to separate in order for healing and forgiveness to 
occur. 
  Now that this ethical framework has been established, it is 
time to consider the practical application of this framework to a 
community of faith. For this purpose, I will outline a specific exam-
ple and display how a community of faith might respond to encour-
age justice and devoted love within a couple's relationship.  
 The specific example is a heterosexual couple living together 
outside of marriage. This framework also applies to couples and sin-
gles of all sexual orientations; however, because heterosexual cou-
ples hold the monopoly on allowable sexual expression, all hetero-
sexual couples have the choice to be married, something many ho-
mosexuals do not have. The choice to reject (at least for a time) the 
privilege of marriage indicates something about the level of commit-
ment within a relationship. This example is additionally prevalent in 
society today. More than half of all couples live together prior to 
marriage, a large portion of whom begin habitation prior to or with-
out thought of engagement or marriage.36 People who cohabit dis-
play a variety of levels of dedication and commitment to one an-
other, and without marriage as the binding force, the relationship 
has no external structures through which to be held accountable.37 
For the purposes of this application, the couple will be living to-
gether prior to or without the plan of engagement or marriage. 
 In order to understand the community's response to this 
behavior, one must consider the role of the community in maintain-
ing and caring for coupled relationships within itself. When consid-
ering coupled relationships, the old attache, “it takes a village to 
raise a child” applies. When isolated to themselves, relationships 
generally do not have the support needed to truly thrive and flour-

36 Galena Kline Rhoades, Scott M. Stanley, and Howard J. Markman, “Pre-
engagement Cohabitation and Gender Asymmetry in Marital Commitment,” 
Journal of Family Psychology vol. 20, no. 4 (2006): 553. 
37 Ibid. 
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ish. In a statement released on sexuality, the Evangelical Lutheran 
Church in America (ELCA) very clearly indicates that marriage rela-
tionships are public in nature in order to call the community to sup-
port and care for that individual relationship.38 While this is certainly 
true, I argue that communities of faith are charged to care for a rela-
tionship far earlier than marriage. Communities can do this by en-
couraging positive habits, holding the couple accountable for nega-
tive actions, approaching the couple as co-participators in the King-
dom of God, and loving the couple as who they are. 
 The normative response by the community toward a cou-
ple's actions has been to approve, reject, or ignore the behaviors in 
which a couple engages based on the prescribed list of acceptable/
unacceptable sexual behaviors. However, as Ellison points out, 
“Shifting from a rule-based patriarchal moral framework to an egali-
tarian, justice-centered ethic also means redefining sexual sin. Most 
sexual sins are sinful not because they are sexual in nature, but be-
cause they involve the misuse of power.”39 Therefore, the commu-
nity must approach a couple from the perspective of discernment. 
As co-participators in the Kingdom of God, it is the responsibility 
of the surrounding community to discern the movement of God 
within the relationship and the presence of justice and devoted love 
between the partners. Significantly, the community is not the ulti-
mate judge of a relationship, even when justice and devoted love are 
not present; rather, the community's responsibility is to encourage 
life-giving relationships and hold each partner accountable when 
practices become life-draining or destructive. Even in this case, the 
community of faith must learn not to side with one partner at the 
communal exclusion of the other; the community must learn to sup-
port both partners equally. Of course, this concept of community 
involvement is the ideal rather than the reality, but even in small 
ways, when the community of faith acts out of justice and devoted 
love toward its members, this furthers the reality of the Kingdom of 

38 Evangelical Lutheran Church of America: Church in Society Program Unit, “A 
Social Statement on Human Sexuality: Gift and Trust,” (statement presented and 
approved at the Churchwide Assembly, Minneapolis, Minnesota, August 19, 
2009), 16. 
39 Ellison, Making Love,136. 
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God on earth. 
 The community of faith also has the responsibility of help-
ing its congregants to grow in faith. Specifically, the community can 
help a couple grow in faith together and in the ethics of justice and 
love. They first do this not only by celebrating the positives in a re-
lationship but by facing honestly the negatives. Relationships that 
endure also grow and change; certain things are lost while others are 
gained. Although in society marriage and romantic relationships are 
depicted as successful if they perpetuate a positive feeling into for-
ever, this is not realistic. Brueggemann describes the necessity of 
mutual mourning and pathos. In a relationship, one mourns both 
individual and collective loss together and with honesty; one accepts 
that an “off day” does not necessitate the end of a relationship.40 
Communities of faith can enter into the sorrow alongside a couple, 
and help them to see the reality of an enduring relationship. Rela-
tionships that are called into being endure change over time, not 
remain in a stative place of superficial positivity. 
 On a more challenging note, a community of faith is called 
to respond to relationships with justice and love by holding couples 
and individuals to accountability. When destructive actions become 
habitual (i.e. addiction) or when a relationship appears to benefit 
one at the expense of the other (i.e. abuse), it is not the job of the 
church to blame the victim or ignore the problem. Rather, congre-
gations are called to speak a word of hope, love, and challenge into 
that relationship.  
 Because the couple does not abide in an enduring covenant 
of marriage, this poses a challenge to the church community. This is 
not because the couple is “living in sin” as it is so often called. 
Rather, it challenges us for two reasons: first, the type of commit-
ment is undefined and second, there are no firm structures that hold 
a person accountable to that relationship. Without a defined pa-
rameter to the relationship, justice can easily be missing in the rela-
tionship because one partner may read the commitment differently 
than the other; mutual love can be absent because meaning can be 

40 Walter Brueggemann, The Prophetic Imagination, 42-43. 
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ascribed differently between each partner. This is especially true 
when marriage or engagement is not on the immediate horizon.41 It 
is then the job of the church not to attempt to conform that rela-
tionship into the more traditional modes of cohabitation, but to en-
courage the couple to clearly define the commitments they have 
made and continue to make to one another and to openly state the 
temporal limit to those commitments. 
 In conclusion, it cannot be clearer that the church faces con-
temporary society with outdated, unjust, and inapplicable strictures 
on sexuality act as its only tools to help young adults navigate chal-
lenging sexual decisions. We have given young adults inadequate 
guidelines with which to engage the world and their own lives. In 
order to rectify this situation, it is imperative for denominations to 
reconsider their sexual ethics from the perspective of justice and 
devoted love. 
 
   
  

41 Rhoades, Stanley, and Markman,  “Cohabitation,” 558. 
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I 
n the opening paragraph of his book Diaspora: Jews amidst 
Greeks and Romans, Erich Gruen claims, “the Jews of classical 
antiquity dwelled predominantly in the diaspora. Palestine may 

have been the cradle of their culture, but most Jews lived elsewhere 
– Syria, Egypt, and Mesopotamia, in Asia Minor, the Aegean, and 
Greece, even in Rome and Italy. The Jewish experience was largely a 
diaspora experience.”1 Similarly, Justo L. Gonzalez affirms, 
“Hispanics in this country (i.e., the United States) are a people in 
exile.”2  
 Using historical criticism, social criticism, and cultural stud-
ies, I aim to show “exile” as a common experience between the He-
brews – as narrated in the Hebrew Bible and the New Testament – 
and the Hispanic/Latino/a community living in the United States. 
In examining the exile experience through the Babylonian, Persian, 
Greek, and Roman Empires, the Hebrews confronted injustice, dis-
crimination, and ostracism. Similarly, the Hispanic/Latino/a com-
munity face the same issues; sometimes, worse. Comparatively, 
both, the biblical Hebrews and the United States Hispanic/Latino/a 
community are “a landless and powerless minority – social outsiders 
in a society with a well defined social and political hierarchy.”3 
 The biblical text has the potential to address a community’s 
social context, and offer alternatives to their present condition. 
Convinced that responsible biblical and theological scholarship is 
informed and transformed by responsible social and cultural stud-

Exile as the Paradigmatic Experience in 
the Hispanic/Latino Community 

  

1 Erich S. Gruen, Diaspora: Jews amidst Greeks and Romans (Cambridge:/
London: Harvard University Press, 2002), viii. Italics added. See also pp. 232-
252. 
2 Justo L. Gonzalez, Mañana: Christian Theology from a Hispanic Perspective 
(Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1990), 41. 
3 Carol Meyers, review of Daniel L. Smith, The Religion of the Landless: the Social 
Context of the Babylonian Exile, JBL 110 (1991): 336-338. 
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ies,4 I approach the topic from a social location that, daily, experi-
ences and struggles with the effects of exile, in a land far from 
“home.” 
 
Understanding Exile5 
 Exile is the state or period of forced absence or voluntary 
absence from a literal homeland or from a cultural and ethnic origin. 
It is the condition of separation and distancing. As such, the 
“trauma of displacement” has a “psychological, sociological, and 
environmental”6 effect on nations, communities, families, and indi-
viduals. On a broader sense, Frank Ritchel Ames’s careful analysis 
of the “cascading effects of exile” shows how the exilic experience 
sociologically affects individuals in three ways.7 First, exile dimin-
ishes resources and security. “Exile separates people from their 
property, including food and water, clothing and furnishings, tools, 
documents, and artistic, religious, and nostalgic items, as well as ani-
mals, which are a form of wealth and a source of food, clothing, 
entertainment, warmth, and tools.”8 This, Ames affirms, implies that 
the separation is more than material; it is a separation that “fractures 
social networks and community infrastructures.”9 Separation does 
not allow the taking of what is familiar; it only allows the taking of 
what is readily available, making it difficult for the exiled to live 

4 Fernando F. Segovia and Mary Ann Talbert, ed., Reading the Bible from this 
Place, Volume 1: Social Location and Biblical Interpretation in the United States 
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1995), 57-93; Brian K. Blount, Cultural Interpreta-

tion: Reorienting New Testament Criticism  (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1995), vii
-x, 1-39.  
5 The Hebrew nouns golah and galuth, from the root glh mean “exile” or “those 
who are exiled, exiles.” The former generally refers to a “state of exile,” the 
second to “a period of time.” The Septuagint uses aichmalotizo – “to capture” – 
and metoikizo – “to remove, to deport” for geloh and galot. In terms of the New 
Testament, reference is made to the Babylonian Exile, where metoikesias is used 
(Mat 1.11-12, 17). 
6 Frank Ritchel Ames, “The Cascading Effects of Exile: From Diminshed Resources 
to New Identities,” in Interpreting Exile: Displacement and Deportation in Biblical 
and Modern Contexts, ed. Brad E. Kelle, Frank Ritchel Ames, and Jacob L. 

Wright (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2011), 174. 
7 Ibid., 175-178.  
8  Ibid., 175. 
9 Ibid., 
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comfortably and secure. Second, exile increases morbidity and mor-
tality.10 Ames makes the point by stating that,  
 
 Conflict induced displacement is hazardous to health. Ironi-
 cally, the displacement proves deadlier than the attack. Mor-
 tality during the acute emergency phase of a displacement 
 can reach sixty times normal rates. The baseline crude mo-
 tality rate in nonemergency situations in developing coun-
 tries is less than 0.5 deaths per day among ten thousand per-
 sons, and one death per day for children under the age of 
 five years.11 
  
The third effect is closely tied to the previous two: “the composition 
of households tends to become more extensive and inclusive.”12 
The scarceness of resources, the loss sense of security, and the in-
crease of morbidity and mortality, move families (and individuals), 
to receive others as members, in order to survive displacement. 
 Exile and banishment probably originated among early civi-
lizations as a means of punishment designating an offender as an 
outcast, depriving the individual of the comfort and protection of 
one’s group. In cases related to homicide, the ancient Greeks exiled 
the guilty party; in politically related matters, exile took the form of 
ostracism. 13 In Rome, exile originally served as a means to circum-
vent the death penalty. Before a death sentence was pronounced, a 
Roman citizen could escape by voluntary exile. Later, exile applied 
to all gradations of expulsion, whether temporary or permanent, 
whether with or without Roman citizenship, or exile with or without 
confiscated property. Generally, the Romans determined punish-
ment by class: banishment was for the upper classes and forced la-

10 Ibid., 176.  
11 Ibid., 176-177. 
12 Ibid., 177. 
13 Sara Forsdyke, Exile, Ostracism, and Democracy: The Politics of Expulsion in 
Ancient Greece (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2005), 79-204. 
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bor for the lower.14 Contemporary expressions of exile result from 
outside invasion or interventions, civil strife, economic disorder and 
decline, or political oppression.15 Examples range from prisoners 
taken to another location during a war, to the men and women leav-
ing Cuba (whether voluntarily or not) before Fidel Castro’s final 
takeover of the island.  
 Exile implies a dislocation from a place of familiarity to one 
that is different, unknown and perhaps, hostile. Consequently, the 
one in exile confronts new and demanding challenges. Residing in a 
strange new location, the exile16 must contend with learning the lan-
guage of the land in order to communicate and understand the gen-
eral population. With the acquisition of a new language comes the 
risk of embracing the general cultural mainstream. Refusing to feel 
“left out in the cold” by the dominant culture, the exile struggles in 
“becoming” culturally different from what he or she culturally is; 
sort of an “identity crisis.” The assimilation process forces the exile 
to renounce culture and tradition, resulting in the adoption of the 
dominant culture.  
 Assimilation, however, does not guarantee the exile that he 
or she will be accepted by the dominant culture. In fact, the oppo-
site is true. The dominant culture will despise and ostracize the exile. 
Seen as “other” and “alien,” the exile is excluded from participating 
in the “center” of society, therefore, obligated to live on the 
“margins” of societal structures. Treated unfairly, inhumanely, and 
denied equal rights, many exiles are compelled to endure biased and 
racist policies. Many choose to leave, most, however, elect to stay. 
 
The Hebrew people in Exile17 
 The Hebrew Bible captures the experience of exile and its 

14 Gordon P. Kelly, A History of Exile in the Roman Republic (Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press, 2006), 1-14; Jan Felix Gaertner, “The Discourse of 
Displacement in Greco-Roman Antiquity,” in Writing Exile: The Discourse of Dis-
placement in Greco-Roman Antiquity and Beyond, ed. Jan Felix Gaertner (Leiden: 
Brill, 2007), 1-20. 
15 Justo L. Gonzalez, Santa Biblia: The Bible through Hispanic Eyes (Nashville: 
Abingdon Press, 1996), 91. 
16 I am using “exile” as an adjective. 
17 The treatment of this section is non-exhaustive.  
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devastations. Specifically, the Babylonian Exile represents the first 
foreign experience for a number of Judeans. In three successive 
waves (597, 586, and 582 B. C. E.), the exilic experience demon-
strates “the creation of émigré communities scattered throughout 
the Near East, safe havens where some resemblance of their former 
lives might be maintained.”18 
 In the spring of 598 B. C. E., Nebuchadnezzar exiled Jehoi-
akin (son of Jehoakim) to Babylon, along with a large number of the 
Judean upper class society. According to the biblical account, gov-
ernment authorities, the nobility of Judah and Jerusalem, lords of 
estates, “men of might,” priests and prophets, craftsmen and smiths, 
were all taken into captivity.19 Several years later, the Babylonians 
seize Judah again, with the same results.20 Noted, however, is the 
fact that those exiled represent a fraction of the Judean population 
when compared to those who remained in Judah or fled to 
neighboring countries; the latter outnumbering the former.21 Moshe 
Beer’s observation puts this in perspective, “the deportation of the 
government and the religious leadership helped maintain the Judean 
national and religious distinctiveness in the midst of a pagan popula-
tion whose external ritual was significant and whose monumental 
temples seemed exotic and impressive.”22 In effect, these leaders 
struggled to prevent the exile community from assimilating to their 
alien surroundings. 
 The maintenance of ethnic identity of exiled Judeans was 
tempered by their contact with Babylonian society. Michael Coogan 
comments: “Language . . . was always a ready vehicle for assimila-
tion. Aramaic, the lingua franca of the Near East, replaced Hebrew 
in daily discourse and commerce; and though Hebrew seems to 

18 Mordechai Cogan, “Into Exile: From the Assyrian Conquest to the Fall of 
Babylon,” in The Oxford History of the Biblical World, ed. Michael D. Coogan 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1998), 269. 
19 2 Kgs 24.13-16. 
20 2 Kgs 25.1-7; Jer 39.1-10. 
21 Norman K. Gottwald, The Hebrew Bible: A Socio-Literary Introduction 

(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1985), 420-421. It is particularly interesting that 
the account, as recorded in 2 Chr 36.17-21, makes no mention of people being 
left behind (i.e., “the poorest people of the land,” cf. 2 Kgs 24.14; 25.12; Jer 
39.10).  
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have remained the preferred literary vehicle, parts of Ezra-
Nehemiah and of the late biblical book of Daniel are written in Ara-
maic.”23 Babylonian month-names, in their Aramaic forms, replaced 
the common Hebrew ones. Hebrew script, which had been in use 
during the period of the Davidic monarchy, gave way to Aramaic 
script. Furthermore, Judean onomasticon underwent a profound 
change, resulting in the exiles taking for themselves Babylonian per-
sonal names, some of which belonged to Babylonian deities.24 
Names such as Zerubbabel (“seed of Babylon”), Shenazzar (“the 
god Sin protects”), and Shawaash-shar-usur (“the god Shamash pro-
tects the king”) are but a few of the names appropriated by the He-
brew people. Ultimately, Babylonian culture profoundly influenced 
the Hebrews; after the reading of the Torah at the Water Gate, the 
Levites assisted Ezra by translating the Hebrew text into Aramaic. 
The people could not understand the reading for the language of the 
Babylonians had replaced their native tongue.25 
 The economic status of the exiles varies. Ezra and Nehe-
miah both indicate some became very wealthy.26 Unearthed Babylo-
nian tablets mention Jewish artisans employed in the large construc-
tion projects of Nebuchadnezzar. The archives of Murašu mention 
Hebrew men irrigating fields, as well as fishing and shepherding.27 
 Under the leadership of Cyrus of Persia, the Persian Empire 

22 Moshe Beer, s.v. “Babylonian Judaism” in The Anchor Bible Dictionary, David 
Noel Freedman, ed. [CD-Rom: Logos Library System] (New York: Doubleday, 
1997, 1992). 
23 Cogan 270. See Daniel I. Block, “The Role of Language in Ancient Israelite 
Perceptions of National Identity,” JBL 103 (1984): 321-340, where he argues 
that, “there is little evidence to suggest the adoption of [a] new language 
represents a crisis for [a] group’s self-consciousness.” Block’s statement is a re-
sponse to Ignace J. Gelb, “The Function of Language in the Cultural Process of 
Expansions of Mesopotamian Society,” in City Invincible: A Symposium on Ur-
banization and Cultural Development in the Ancient Near East, ed. Carl H. 
Kraeling and Robert M. Adams (Chicago: The Chicago University Press, 1960), 
315-328.  
24 Cogan, “Into Exile,” 270. 
25 Neh 8.1-8. 
26 Ezra 1.4-6; 2.65-66, 69; 8.25-32; Neh 7.67-68.  
27 Beer, “Babylonian Judaism,” ABD. 
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overtakes the Babylonian Empire on 29 October 539 B. C. E.28 This 
takeover, however, brought no initial change for the Hebrews, as 
they remained captive under the new governmental administration. 
Under the Persians, the Hebrews believed Cyrus to be the 
“messiah” for he would allow them to return and restore Jerusalem, 
as well as worship in the Temple.29 Cyrus’s issuance of an edict cap-
tures his desire to make this a reality.30 Surely, this is a good sign of 
an emperor’s willingness to release and relieve a people from their 
state of exile, and restoring what they lost as a people. This, how-
ever, was too good to be true. 
 In his analysis of the Cyrus edict, Daniel Smith-Christopher 
suggests that the document itself is a “symbol of dominance.”31 
While some biblical scholars view the document as a positive move 
in the right direction, Smith-Christopher’s argument rests on the 
fact that authoritarian regimes require “papers” to be carried around 
by those under subjugation.32 The Hebrew word t’m (decree) ap-
pears forty-two times in the Hebrew Bible, of which fourteen occur 
in Ezra, nine in Esther and Daniel.33 “The vast majority of these 
(thirty-two instances) are commands of foreign emperors dealing 
with the Jewish minority.”34 In Ezra-Nehemiah, Daniel, and Esther, 
the term is a loanword from the political and administrative vocabu-
lary of Imperial Aramaic. Smith-Christopher comments that: “This 
is hardly surprising, since minorities quickly learn words like 
“police,” “immigration authorities,” “papers,” “commands,” 
“orders,” and “authorized.” But what do these “decrees” do? 
Clearly, they largely control the life of the rebuilding community.”35  

28 The Babylonian Empire was experiencing severe inflation, worsened by 
plague and famine.  
29 Isa 45.1, 13; 44.28. 
30 2 Chr 36.22-23; Ezra 1.1-4; 6.2-5. 
31 Daniel L. Smith-Christopher, A Biblical Theology of Exile (Minneapolis: Fortress 
Press, 2002), 38. 
32 Ibid. 
33 Ezra 4.19, 21; 5.3, 9, 13; 6.1, 3, 8, 11-12, 14; 7.13, 21; Esth 1.20; 3.9, 
14f; 4.3, 8; 8.13f; 9.14; Job 28.26; Pss 2.7; 58.1; 78.5; 81.5; Prov 8.15; Isa 
28.22; Jer 3.8; 19.5; Dan 2.5, 13, 15; 3.10, 29; 4.6, 17, 24; 6.26; Jonah 3.7. 
34 Smith-Christopher, Exile, 40. 
35 Ibid. 
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 Ezra, chapter five is a case in point.36 Authoritative figures 
confront the Hebrew community, requiring that “papers” be exhib-
ited for the “activities” in which they are engaging (5.3, 9). Addition-
ally, the authorities demand that the names of all the men involved 
be provided as well (5.4, 10). A correspondence is sent from one 
high-ranking official to another, reporting the incident between gov-
ernment officials and the Hebrews (5.6-10).37 After reading the let-
ter, king Darius generates another decree, detailing how the Hebrew 
people are to be treated by the government officials (6.6-10). This 
biblical account shows, therefore, that the Jewish community did 
not have any control of their own lives; others dictated what they 
could and could not do. 
 The Hebrew community was not satisfied with the situation 
in which they found themselves. Though allowed to return to Jeru-
salem and rebuild, they complained of the heavy taxation imposed 
on them, and their status of “slave” under Persian jurisdiction: 
“Here we are, slaves38 to this day – slaves in the land that you gave to 
our ancestors to enjoy its fruit and its good gifts. Its rich yield goes to 
the kings whom you have set over us because of our sins; they have 
power also over our bodies and over our livestock at their pleasure, and we are 
in great distress.”39 

 
The Inter-Testamental and New Testament Periods 
 The Persian Empire all but disappeared by 332 B. C. E. 
Alexander III of Macedon40 (356-323 B. C. E.) successfully con-

36 A full analysis of Ezra-Nehemiah would provide greater insight to the subject 
at hand. A succinct discussion here, however, will suffice. 
37 The wording of that correspondence is interesting: 
 To Darius the king, all peace! May it be know to the king that we went to the 
province of Judah, to the house of the great God. It is being built of hewn stone, 
and timber is laid in the walls, this work is being done diligently and prospers in 
their hands. Then spoke to those elders and asked them, ‘Who gave you a de-
cree to build this house and to finish this structure?’ We also asked them their 
names, for your information, so that we might write down the names of the men 
at their head (NRSV). Italics added. 
38 The Hebrew word here is ‘ebedim; the LXX uses douloi. 
39 Neh 9.36-37 (NRSV); italics added. See also Ezra 9.7-9. 
40 aka, Alexander the Great. 
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quered Asia Minor, Libya, Egypt, Syria, Persia, Palestine, and 
reached the borders of India. Though not a Hellenist himself, his 
love for Greek literature, philosophy, and ideology, filtered through 
his military campaign bringing about a sweeping influx of Hellenistic 
culture upon the subjugated lands; unfortunately, he did not live to 
see it blossom. Alexander’s successors faithfully carried out his plans 
for a Hellenized world. Conquered cities became Greek city-states 
and koinē Greek became the lingua franca of the land.41 
 The seductiveness of Hellenistic culture appealed to He-
brews in Palestine. John E. Stambaugh and David L. Balch suggest 
that: “some of them, chiefly the upper-class nobility in Jerusalem, 
were tempted to assimilate, to adopt Greek ways and accept the so-
cial and economic benefits of Greek society.”42 Hebrews embraced 
the Greek language as everyone else within the region. By the end of 
the second century B. C. E., a great number of them no longer 
spoke Hebrew – only Greek. Consequently, the Septuagint, a Greek 
translation of the Hebrew Scriptures, came into existence for the 
Hebrew community living in Alexandria. Papyri found in Egypt, and 
Jewish inscriptions found throughout the empire, clearly demon-
strate Diaspora Jews using Greek for most, if not all, communica-
tions – whether personal or official.43 Philo of Alexandria, a Jewish 
scholar and leading figure in the Jewish community in Alexandria, 
considered Hebrew as a “barbarian” language in his analysis of the 
Tower of Babel narrative.44 Ancient sources, however, show that the 

41 Hellenistic Greek “developed . . . as a second language of conquered peo-
ples, when new Greek colonies sprang up due to Alexander’s victories. The con-
quests, then, gave Greek its universal nature,” Daniel B. Wallace, Greek Gram-
mar Beyond the Basics (Grand Rapids: Zondervan Publishing House, 1996), 17.  
42 John E. Stambaugh and David L. Balch, The New Testament in its Social Envi-
ronment (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1986), 21. 
43 Ibid.,50. 
44 Louis H. Feldman, “Palestinian and Diaspora Judaism in the First Century,” in 
Christianity and Rabbinic Judaism: A Parallel History of Their Origin and Early 
Development, ed. Hershel Shanks (Washington, D. C.: Biblical Archaeology Soci-

ety, 1992), 36. Please note, “barbarian” is used to mean “foreign”; see Walter 
Bauer, Frederick W. Danker, William Arndt, F. Wilbur Gingrich, “ba,rbaroj, on,” 
in A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and Other Early Christian Litera-
ture, rev. and ed. Frederick W. Danker, 3rd Edition (Chicago and London: Chi-
cago University Press, 2000), 166. 
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predominant language in Palestine, from 586 B. C. E. to the Arab 
conquest of Palestine in 640 C. E., was not Greek, but Aramaic.45 
 In 63 B. C. E., Pompey (106 – 48 B. C. E.) led Roman 
forces to invade Palestine, taking political control of the region and 
establishing it as a Roman province. The action demonstrated the 
arrival of the Roman Empire thus, removing the Greek Empire’s 
political grip and rule over the Hebrew populace. Under Roman 
rule, Latin, Greek, Aramaic, and Hebrew are used as primary lan-
guages; Latin, however, saw little use in Palestine.46 Hebrew saw its 
use in oral activities such as midrashic sermons, halakic teaching, 
and legal discussions;47 Aramaic was the most commonly used lan-
guage in Palestine during the first century C. E. Greek retained its 
“universal” usage. 
 Granting Roman citizenship served as a means of co-opting 
the loyalty of the dominated cities. Citizenship encompassed serving 
in the Roman legions, the privilege of a vote in the Roman popular 
assemblies, the full protection of Roman law, and exemption from 
paying most taxes.48 “Roman citizenship could be acquired in sev-
eral ways. The simplest was to be born the child of a Roman father. 
Another was to be the citizen of a foreign city that had been 
granted, wholesale, the Roman franchise. Sometimes citizenship was 
granted to the aristocratic governing class of certain provincial city, 
or individuals might receive it – from the emperor, the Senate, or a 
general in the field – as a reward for faithful service. Such citizen 
status would, of course, be inherited by children.”49 Hebrews living 
outside of Rome, however, did not necessarily welcome Roman citi-
zenship. Imposed privileges were somewhat controversial making 
social status, rather than social advantage, the main concern for 
many.50 Paul the Apostle, in particular, refers to his status as Roman 
citizen on more than one occasion.51 

45 Feldman, “Diaspora,” 19-20. 
46 John 19.19-20 mentions Pontius Pilate’s use of Latin on the inscription placed 
over Jesus’ head at the crucifixion. 
47 Stambaugh and Balch, Social Environment, 88. 
48 Ibid., 30. 
49 Ibid., 31. 
50 Gruen, Diaspora,130-131. 
51 Acts 16.37-39; 22.25-29; 23.27.  
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U. S. Hispanics/Latino/as: A “People in Exile” 
 The biblical account of exile, as recorded and experienced 
by the Hebrew people, speaks to and informs the experiences toler-
ated by the Hispanic/Latino/a community living in the United 
States. The daily challenges encountered by this community, accen-
tuates the exilic paradigm as experienced by other ethnic groups. 
 Many Hispanics/Latino/as are exiles, literally. Some, ban-
ished from their homeland for political reasons, are political exiles, 
never to return to the “familiar”: family, friends, and resources. 
Others are exiles by choice. Financial and economic difficulties 
force many to leave their homeland with the hope of earning a de-
cent living elsewhere. Others are exiles due to their ideological per-
suasions, renouncing their homeland citizenship. Justo Gonzalez 
indicates propaganda spewed out by the United States convince 
many people to leave their countries of origin, for better values and 
mores found here.52 Finally, others are a combination of these fac-
tors. There are those, however, who are “exile,” born in the United 
States. Gonzalez is helpful to explain:  
 
 There are many others who are not exiles in the sense that 
 they left the lands of their birth to come to this nation. They 
 were born here. In many cases, so were their parents and 
 grandparents. [However], they too are exiles living in the 
 deeper sense of living in a land not their own. Although they 
 are U. S. citizens by birth, they are not full citizens, and 
 therefore they are exiles in a land that remains foreign.53 
 
 The Hispanic/Latino/a community is the largest minority 
group in the United States mainland. With fifty-two million indi-
viduals identifying themselves as Hispanic/Latino/a, this figure 
represents 16.7 percent of the United States total population.54 Ex-
cluded from this figure are the 3.7 million Puerto Ricans who live 

52 Gonzalez, Mañana: Christian Theology from a Hispanic Perspective, 41.  
53 Ibid. 
54 “Profile America: Facts for Features,” U. S. Census Bureau, <http://
www.census.gov/newsroom/releases/pdf/cb12ff-19_hispanic.pdf>; (accessed 
28 January 2013). 
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on the island of Puerto Rico, and the approximate 11.5 million un-
documented “immigrants.”55 The breakdown of the Hispanic/
Latino/a community includes Mexicans (63%), Puerto Ricans 
(9.2%), Cubans (3.5%), Dominicans (2.8%), and other Hispanics/
Latinos (24.3%; i.e. Central and South Americans).56 The numbers, 
however, conceal a context that is all too common and familiar to 
this community. Discrimination, marginalization, poverty, classism, 
and racism place Hispanics on the margins of the dominant society, 
“revolving around a center not their own.”57 This phenomenon is 
not new; since the beginning of the twentieth century, and well into 
the first decade of the twenty first century, Hispanics/Latino/as 
must continually deal with these oppressive circumstances. 
 The United States Bureau of Labor reports that, in Decem-
ber 2012, the unemployment rate for Hispanics was 9.6 percent; 
Whites were at 6.9%, Black or African American were at 14% and 
Asians at 6.6%.58 The average annual income for full-time, year-
round Hispanic/Latino/a workers was $38,624.59 In 2011, 33 per-
cent of Hispanics/Latino/a/s lived in poverty, compared to 13 per-
cent of non-Hispanic Whites.60  
 Regarding identity, Hispanic/Latino/a/ people take pride in 

55 Michael Hoefer, Nancy Rytina, and Bryan Baker, “Estimates of the Unauthor-
ized Immigrant Population Residing in the United States: January 2011,” De-
partment of Homeland Security, Office of Immigrant Statistics, <http://
www.dhs.gov/xlibrary/assets/statistics/publications/ois_ill_pe_2011.pdf>, 
(accessed 28 January 2013). 
56 Sharon R. Ennis, Merarys Rios-Vargas, and Nora G. Albert, “The Hispanic 

Population : 2010,” U. S. Census Bureau,  
<http://www.census.gov/prod/cen2010/briefs/c2010br-04.pdf>, (accessed 
28 January 2013).  
57 Gonzalez, Santa Biblia: The Bible through Hispanic Eyes, 92. 
58 “Unemployment Demographics,” Department of Numbers, <http://
www.deptofnumbers.com/unemploymeny/demographics>, (accessed 28 Janu-
ary 2013). 
59 Carmen DeNavas-Walt, Bernadette D. Proctor, Jessica C. Smith, “Income, 
Poverty, and Health Insurance Coverage in the United States: 2011,” U. S. Cen-
sus Bureau, <http://www.census.gov/prod/2012pubs/p60-243.pdf>, 
(accessed 28 January 2013).  
60 “Poverty Rate by Race/Ethnicity, states (2010-2011), U. S. (2011),” The 
Henry J. Kaiser Family Foundation, <http://www.statehealthfacts.org/
comparebar.jsp?typ=1&ind=14&cat=1&sub=2>, (accessed 28 January 
2013).  
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whom and what they are. Though many resist assimilating into the 
United States cultural system, there are some who “give in,” thus, 
surrendering their name, language, and identity. First, Hispanics face 
the issue of “personal names.” As a people in exile, many change 
their name of origin (i.e., their Hispanic/Latino name), for a more 
Anglo Saxon sounding and acceptable name. Case in point: Ramon 
Estévez is “Martin Sheen”; Carlos Estévez is “Charlie Sheen”; An-
thony Rudolph Oaxaca is “Anthony Quinn”; Jo-Raquel Tejada is 
“Raquel Welch”; Margarita Carmen Cansino is the late “Rita Hay-
worth.” On a personal note, my parents named my siblings and me 
“Gregory,” “Rachel,” and “Anthony” in place of Gregorio, Raquel, 
and Antonio. Rarely does one find a “Domingo” or “Josefina” close 
by, unless the individual emphatically refuses to “Americanize” their 
given name. 
 Second, the dominant society forces the Hispanic/Latino/a 
community to accept English as its primary language, thereby en-
couraging a disregard for, and abandonment of, the Spanish lan-
guage. Juan Gonzalez’s comment is insightful:  
 
 No issue so clearly puts Hispanic Americans at odds with 
 English-speaking white and black Americans as this question 
 of language. Backers of a constitutional amendment that 
 would make English our official language say that the rising 
 number of immigrants, especially the flood of Latin Ameri-
 cans during the past few decades, is threatening to balkanize 
 the nation into warring linguistic groups, to make English 
 speakers strangers in their own land.61 
  
From a historical aspect, the territorial expansion of the Anglo-
American people took possession, either by conquest or by acquisi-
tion, of the land(s) where people were already across North America 
and the Caribbean; namely, the Native Americans, the French Cre-
oles of Louisiana, Mexicans, and Puerto Ricans. The latter became 
American citizens against their will and consent, as Juan Gonzalez 

61 Juan Gonzalez, Harvest of Empire: A History of Latinos in America (New York: 
Penguin Books, 2001), 206. 
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explains:  
 
 Congress declared them so without any vote or petition on 
 their part; it did not care what language they spoke nor did it 
 seek public oath of allegiance. Since a new sovereignty was 
 imposed on them while they were still residing on their own 
 lands, these ‘annexed’ Americans would hardly consider 
 themselves foreigners. This turned them into persistent de
 fenders of the right to use their own language, and the new 
 Anglo authorities who took over administration of the states 
 or territories in which they resided occasionally understood 
 that viewpoint and accommodated them. The federal gov-
 ernment on the other hand, reacted with hostility to any lin-
 guistic diversity.62 
  
Hispanics/Latino/a/s have no alternative but to learn the English 
language if they intend to progress and succeed in the United States. 
Cases exist where job offers are denied, or individuals are dismissed 
for the use of the Spanish language.63 
 Third, like the Hebrew exiles, the Hispanic/Latino/a com-
munity is under the liability of carrying “papers” in order to obtain a 
job, and receive social services, such as food coupons or welfare. 
For this community, “papers” are indispensable if one is to remain 
in the United States. Puerto Ricans, however, are the exception due 
to the citizenship received – or imposed on them – in 1917. The 
exception, on many occasions, is overlooked, as exemplified in the 
following account:  
 
 Luis Gutierrez, a Puerto Rican Congressman from Chicago, 
 was standing in line with his sixteen-year-old daughter and 
 his niece, waiting to get into the Capitol to show them his 

62 Ibid., 208; see also Arturo Morales Carrión, “The Rise of Colonial Tutelage,” 
“The Wilsonian Era in Puerto Rico,” “The Aftermath of the Jones Act,” in Puerto 

Rico: a Political and Cultural History (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, Inc., 
1983), 152-172; 173-199; 200-211, respectively. 
63 See the classic cases of Garcia v. Gloor, 618 F.2d 264, 266 (United States 
Court of Appeals for the Fifth Circuit 1980), and Garcia v. Spun Steak Co., 998 
F.2d 1480 (United States Court of Appeals for the Ninth Circuit 1993).  
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 office there. They had just been to “a tribute to all the veter-
 ans of the all-Puerto Rican 6th Army Infantry Regiment of 
 the Korean War, including the 743 soldiers who were killed 
 and the 2,797 who were wounded in that conflict.” As a re
 sult, his daughter and niece were carrying small Puerto Rican 
 flags. Gutierrez told them to roll the flags up, thinking 
 (mistakenly, as it turned out) that they were not allowed to 
 bring flags into the Capitol. The girls did roll up the flags, 
 but “they got caught in the rollers of the conveyer belt and 
 unfurled.” A Capitol police security aide, Stacia 
 Hollingsworth, saw the unfurled flags and, according to the 
 congressman, “yelled in [my] ear: ‘Those flags cannot be dis
 played.’” The Chicago Tribune journalists reporting the inci
 dent, David Jackson and Paul de la Garza, tell us that 
 “Gutierrez was embarrassed, but told his daughter to get rid 
 of the flags saying, “You know what the rules are.” Over
 hearing him, Hollingsworth asked: “Who are you that you 
 know what the rules are?” When he told her he was Luis 
 Gutierrez, a member of Congress, she replied, “I don’t think 
 so.” So Gutierrez showed her his congressional ID card. 
 Her immediate response was to say, “It must be a fake.” 
 And then she added, “Why don’t you and your people just 
 go back to the country you came from?”64 
 
 Whether Puerto Rican, Mexican, Cuban, or other Central or 
South American ethnicities, the Hispanic/Latino/a community is 
misunderstood and viewed as “other” in the United States. As such, 
they are singled out as the group that must carry the “green card” at 
all times.65 Under the guise of “citizenship” via the “green card,” the 
United States government implicitly controls the lives of the com-

64 As told by Suzanne Oboler, “It Must be a Fake!” in Hispanics/Latinos in the 
United States: Ethnicity, Race, and Rights, ed. Jorge J. E. Gracia and Pablo De 
Greiff (New York: Routledge, 2000), 126. Incidentally, the security aide was 
briefly suspended, and returned to work in no time; see Kevin R. Johnson, 
“Citizens as ‘Foreigners’” in The Latino/a Condition: A Critical Reader, ed. Rich-
ard Delgado and Jean Stefancic (New York/London: New York University 
Press, 1998), 198. 
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munity by way of job, housing, educational, and financial discrimi-
nation. Similar to the Hebrew exilic community, Hispanics/Latino/
as are not satisfied with their present condition. Allowed to live 
within the United States, they are a people without a voice and with-
out a homeland, constantly being watched, stereotyped, and 
“hunted down” by the dominant society.  
 
Final Remarks 
 When historical criticism, social criticism, and cultural stud-
ies are combined in examining the past and the present, we are able 
to discover similarities often concluding that not much has changed. 
In the use of the biblical text, the exile experience, as lived by the 
Hebrews, speaks and informs the Hispanic/Latino/a community as 
it lives out “exile” in similar ways. My aim in examining this topic is 
not to be exhaustive,66 but to offer a taste of Scripture’s liberatory 
potential to address a community’s existence and reality. Poverty, 
economic injustice, the use of language, racism, and self-identity are 
but a few of the similarities shared between the biblical Hebrews 
and the Hispanic/Latino/a community. The similarities are unques-
tionably valid, allowing the Hebrew Bible, and the New Testament, 
to facilitate United States Hispanics/Latino/as becoming more con-
scious of taking their present exile situation seriously. In doing so, 
the community is able to rectify the wrongs, and take courage in the 
confrontation of discrimination and injustice. Responsible biblical 
and theological scholarship, when informed and transformed by re-
sponsible social and cultural studies gives the Hispanic/Latino/a 
community, and other ethnic communities, a reason for being. 

 

65 Other groups within the United States also carry “green cards.” The differ-
ence, however, lies in the extent of news and governmental coverage the His-

panic/Latino/a community receives on this issue and the aforementioned mat-
ters.  
66 Nor is it my intention to address the immigration debate currently in discus-
sion on Capitol Hill.  

89 

The Rev. Anthony Rivera is Associate 
Director of Admissions at Pittsburgh 
Theological Seminary. 



 

 

Violence as Beauty: 
Another Consideration of  the Narmer 
Palette 

  

O 
f all of the predynastic art discovered in Egypt, the Narmer 
Palette (also called the Great Hierakonpolis Palette) is one 
of the most important, beautiful, and complex pieces.  It is 

such a rich part of Egyptian cultural heritage that the Egyptian an-
tiquities authorities never let it leave the country for exhibit abroad 
(O’Connor 2011: 145).  Its beauty is such that Egyptologist Orly 
Goldwasser likens it to poetry (Goldwasser 1991: 79).  Since its dis-
covery in 1898 at Hierakonpolis, many scholars have developed 
theories to try to explain what is represented in the iconography (see 
Figures 1 and 2) and some have even tried to piece together some 
narrative through convoluted and complicated means (Davis 1992: 
161-200).  While there is, no doubt, value in exploring what these 
scholars have to say in regards to the possible narrative, I believe 
that the overall message of the piece is more worthy of discussion.  
Since this artifact is a palette, and palettes were customarily used in 
cosmetic preparation and application, the question then arises of 
why this piece would be so ornate.  Moreover, in almost every regis-
ter of the Narmer Palette, the artist included depictions of violence 
or control as they relate to the ruler’s domination and the enemy’s 
humiliation.  By closely analyzing each depiction of violence in the 
Narmer Palette with its possible meaning, and by juxtaposing the 
collection of representations against the normal function of a pal-
ette, I intend to explore the overall message of violence as beauty. 
 Since this stands as one of the oldest pieces of art of this 
high caliber to have come from Egypt, it is very challenging to inter-
pret its larger significance as it relates to the art of the period or the 
culture of Egypt.  The best estimates have said that the palette was 
probably created around 3000 B.C., and this would place the com-
missioning of the piece in predynastic times.  This dating further 
challenges any art-historical consideration of the Narmer Palette 
because so little is known about this era, such as the mythology or 
the political situation.  Just as with trying to decipher an archaic 
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form of a language from later examples, sometimes the best method 
that can be had in trying to understand the Narmer Palette is to per-
form some backwards extrapolations from what is known of later 
culture to uncover further possible meaning.  While some of this 
scholarship is guesswork, until more can be ascertained about the 
time period from which the palette originates, backwards projection 
is the best method available.  Finally, while the palette may contain 
some semblance of a narrative sequence, the imagery is so complex 
that it is almost impossible to tease it out.  Instead, each register is 
worthy of elucidation, and any common themes or threads that are 
woven throughout the piece can lead to a deeper understanding of 
the overall message. 
 An important factor for consideration is the literacy of the 
era, which one can easily assume was low.  Wengrow points out that 
in non-literate societies images fulfill a wide range of functions, 
whereas images in literate societies do not necessitate those same 
functions.  He continues by saying that predynastic art in particular 
has many cultural roles including demarcation of property and ce-
menting of social contracts (Wengrow 2011: 100).  This suggests 
that for the Narmer Palette there are many levels of meaning be-
neath the surface.  For the purpose of this exploration, violence is 
depicted with a purpose.  Some believe that the palette represents 
historical events, but even if this were so, there are ulterior motives 
for whoever commissioned it.  The palette, with all its depictions of 
violence, serves to promote the dominance and the power of Nar-
mer as contrasted with the weakness and humiliation of the enemy.  
Delving yet further, the imagery on the palette promotes the idea 
that order triumphs over chaos by means of violence and this paral-
lels the relationship between Narmer and his enemies.  Thus, we as 
viewers are made acutely aware of the order that is achieved through 
Narmer’s violence and domination and by extension learn that he is 
intended to represent the ideal.  Archaeologist Branislav Anđelković 
supports this notion, saying, “The ruler was not just a central figure 
in religious art; as a divine king he was also the defender of cosmic 
order in the world, brandishing a deadly mace and leading a mighty 
army” (Anđelković 2011: 31). 
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The top registers on both sides 
 On either side of the palette, the top registers parallel one 
another almost exactly.  In the center, there is a serekh containing 
two hieroglyphs of a catfish on top of a chisel.  These glyphs pho-
netically spell out ‘Narmer,’ that is where the palette receives its 
name.  Bovine goddesses with human faces flank these serekhs on 
either side.  Given that bulls are a major symbol of power, it is no 
surprise that these bovids are one of the largest and most repeated 
symbols in the palette.  They serve as an invitation into this world, 
because as Egyptologist Erik Hornung points out, these faces look 
out right at the viewer (Hornung 1971:105). 
 Many scholars believe these heads represent either Hathor 
or Bat.  The ultimate interpretation is made more difficult because 
eventually Hathor absorbed the mythology of Bat (Redford 2003: 
157).  Archaeologist Samuel Mark is among those scholars who be-
lieve that these heads represent Hathor, and because she is de-
scribed as a warrior goddess, “This aspect of [her] character is in 
agreement with the overall subject of the Narmer palette” (Mark 
1997: 105).  Hornung, on the other hand, belongs in the camp that 
believes that they represent Bat, who is known to be a goddess of 
the sky.  Egyptologist John Baines does not come down on either 
side of the debate; instead, he believes that the heads allude to the 
supports of the sky, which are commonly envisaged as a cow.  He 
continues by suggesting that the artist may hope that the viewer 
would imagine a falcon soaring between these heads as if inhabiting 
the very sky above.  This soaring falcon would not only serve to 
complete the Horus name in conjunction with the serekh, but 
would further invite the viewer to recognize the power of Narmer.  
Based on this repeated register, Baines further suggests, “The palette 
shows the cosmos, the ordered world, outside and beneath which 
the prisoners are to be cast.  The king maintains the order of the 
world and dedicates the fruit of his efforts to Horus, who hovers 
above” (Baines 1995: 120). 
 
The middle register on the verso depicting a very large Nar-
mer with the White Crown 
 In the largest register on the palette, a dominating Narmer 
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stands tall with an enemy kneeling at his feet.  This unidentified en-
emy has sometimes been given the name “Washa” based on the hi-
eroglyphs nearest his head, but others rejecting this reading posit 
that the hieroglyphs indicate that this individual is a ruler from the 
Harpoon nome (Schulman 1992: 80, contra Mark 1997: 91).  In his 
right hand, Narmer holds a mace as though he is about to smite his 
foe.  This is one of the first known formal representations of such a 
scene, but this artistic motif is repeated throughout Old, Middle, 
and New Kingdom Egypt (Hall 1986: 5; Wengrow 2001: 94).  Fur-
thermore, as is commonplace in art of the time, the most important 
person, Narmer in this case, is represented as the largest person in 
the scene.  Visually, this is a simple indicator of who is in charge, 
and the stance of the two men reveals who has the power.  Many 
people assume that in his left hand Narmer is holding on to Washa’s 
hair, but other scholars point out that it is not his hair but rather his 
cylinder seal; this proposition is much more convincing and compel-
ling (O’Connor 2011: 148 contra Fairservis 1991: 10; Mark 1997: 
106).  Since cylinder seals were used to verify one’s ownership over 
something and ultimately to prove one’s identity, the suggestion that 
Narmer hold his enemy’s cylinder seal indicates that Narmer has 
stripped this man of his identity. 
 While rejecting the notion that Narmer is holding his enemy 
hostage by his hair, Mark does believe that there is something im-
portant about the way in which the enemy’s hair is portrayed.  In 
contrasting Washa’s hair with that of the disembodied head in the 
same register, Mark believes that the artisan who made the Narmer 
Palette was intentional about the crudely rendered hair above the 
headband.  He suggests that maybe it was not a headband at all, but 
rather that it was the lower part of a headdress or crown that was 
plucked off Washa’s head and placed on Narmer’s (Mark 1997: 108-
9).  Since the earliest possible representation of the White Crown 
may come from a Susan seal (see figure 3), and since Yigael Yadin 
suggests that the enemies portrayed in the palette may be Asiatics, it 
could very well be that the White Crown originated in Mesopotamia 
and that the palette portrays Narmer taking the crown from some 
unknown Asiatic enemy and putting it on his head for the very first 
time (Amiet 1961: 251; Yadin 1955).  Believing Washa to be royalty, 
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as Narmer has so taken his crown and cylinder seals, likewise he 
usurped this man’s power.  Now the humiliation of Narmer’s enemy 
has been forever carved in the palette to which all can bear witness.  
Two further minor points worth noting are that Washa is almost 
naked, which further suggests his humiliation, and while he is pow-
erless, he is not bound.  For Mark, this lack of bonds indicates that 
“the former ruler has been so completely crushed that he is no 
longer a threat” (Mark 1996: 106). 
In regards to what Narmer is wearing, one should first notice that 
he is not wearing anything on his feet.  It can be assumed that the 
small figure standing behind Narmer is his sandal-bearer.  In con-
junction with other elements of the palette, this may suggest that 
Narmer is revered as a god and that normally he wears his sandals to 
separate his purity from the polluting ground.  However, since Nar-
mer is not wearing sandals here, it may indicate that the ground on 
which he is walking is holy or that he is about to trample his ene-
mies with his holiness or purity (Baines 1995: 132).  While it may be 
a subliminal message, it could be said that the king, in his quest to 
bring about order, must remove those sandals that physically sepa-
rate him from the world so that he might bring all his weight down 
in order to trample on chaos.  Furthermore, apart from wearing the 
normal skirt, girdle, and shoulder piece, Narmer is also wearing a 
bull’s tail or flail.  Looking at these elements closely, one can see 
that his garment contains four representations of bullheads.  These 
two bull elements connect back to the bovine goddesses in the first 
register and evoke the power of the bull. 
Finally, as Goldwasser points out, this whole scene is oddly repeated 
within the same register, except that the king is “now appearing as a 
falcon subduing human-headed papyri stems” (Goldwasser 1992: 
68).  Knowing that the palette was found at Hierakonpolis, and that 
the city was later connected to the falcon god Horus, it seems likely 
that there are indeed royal undertones and that it harkens to the de-
ity (Friedman 2011: 42).  In this double image, Horus is shown in 
domination over his enemy, which also includes the stretch of land 
from which Washa originates (O’Connor 2004: 5).  However, 
whereas Narmer smites his enemy with a mace, Horus stands on 
top of this enemy and restrains him with a rope that leads down to 
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his nostrils.  Egyptologist Jacques Kinnaer suggests this may indi-
cate that the falcon intended to remove the breath from the nostrils 
of his prey (Kinnaer 2004: 50).  The most dominating register has a 
double image that contains scenes of domination over the chaos of 
the other.  Moreover, Narmer’s authority is legitimized as he is 
shown to be the agent of change, and what he does is likewise re-
peated or endorsed by the gods. 
 
The lowest register on the verso with two nude men 
 The lowest register on the verso depicts two nude, bearded 
men who are thought to be either already dead or running or swim-
ming away from their enemy (Mark 1997: 92; Fairservis 1991: 11).  
While neither of them is clothed, only the phallus of the man on the 
right is visible.  Especially in comparison with the scene on the ob-
verse, it could very well be that the phallus of the man on the left 
was cut off.  This mutilation will be discussed more when address-
ing the obverse, however their nudity is the most important element 
of violence in this register.  Hornung’s observations regarding the 
Battlefield palette seem applicable here as well, “Naked and without 
weapons, the subjugated party…is an image of utter defenseless-
ness” (Hornung 1971: 104).  In other words, the enemy is powerless 
when up against Narmer and his forces.  The other two objects in 
this register have eluded scholarly conclusions, but many believe 
they represent either buildings or the places from which these men 
originate (Yadin 1955; Fairservis 1991:11). 
 
The lowest register on the recto with the nude man and the bull 
 Flipping to the obverse, and looking at the lowest register, 
there is another depiction of the enemy as nude; however, this scene 
has only one man, a bull, and what has been interpreted as some 
type of walled settlement (O’Connor 2011: 148).  Of all nine repre-
sentations of bulls throughout the palette, this one is the most com-
plete.  Archaeologist Benjamin Suelzle posits that this bull is a zo-
omorphic representation of Narmer (Suelzle 2006: 7).  If true, this 
scene represents the second time on the palette that Narmer is rep-
resented as an animal.  With this depiction of him as a bull, as well 
as the depiction on the verso of him as a falcon, he is shown to be 
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literally on top of his enemies.  This is a strong depiction of vio-
lence, as he literally has power over his foes.  In addition to being 
on top of the man in this register, the bull’s horns are breaking 
through the walls of the settlement.  Suelzle points out that the bull 
is threatening “a raised platform which is located within the perime-
ter” of the settlement (Suelzle 2006: 7).  Drawing from later cultural 
norms that high places often represented places of worship, this 
scene may suggest that Narmer is trying to trample out the venera-
tion of false gods.  This would again promote the ideal of order as 
portrayed in the whole palette. 
 
The register on the recto with the serpopards 
 Above the lowest register on the recto is the central register 
around which everything else is ordered.  Going back to the func-
tion of a palette, this register has the rounded area in which cosmet-
ics would have been prepared for application.  This rounded area is 
formed by the negative space between the intertwining necks of two 
mythical beasts called serpopards.  Two men stand behind them re-
straining them with leashes.  This register has often been at the 
heart of the discussion concerning the historical value of the Nar-
mer Palette and how it depicts the unification of Lower and Upper 
Egypt.  Whether or not that is the case, the importance of this regis-
ter is in the implication of dominance or possible subjugation of the 
serpopards, whatever they may represent.  Of course, if they repre-
sent Lower and Upper Egypt, the subjugation motif is even more 
powerful.  O’Connor says that both the smiting scene on the verso 
and this one “imply that dangerous forces can be brought under 
control—by the king and falcon, and by the men who hold the 
threatening serpopards on leashes” (O’Connor 2004: 5). 
 Even though the palette is thought to have only had cere-
monial purposes, it did retain the central area, which could have 
been used in cosmetic preparation and application.  The retention of 
this area is important in the quest to understand all of the imagery in 
relation to the original function of palettes.  Palettes were used to 
transform unattractive minerals into colorful cosmetics, but besides 
being used to apply make-up to people, they were also used in ritu-
als that empowered divine images (O’Connor 2011: 148). 
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The register on the recto depicting a smaller Narmer with the 
Red Crown 
 The second register from the top on the recto is one of the 
most complex registers on the whole palette.  Again, Narmer is por-
trayed in human form, but the White Crown has been switched out 
for the Red Crown.  As with the verso, Narmer appears as the tallest 
person in the register, which clearly indicates that he is king.  No 
longer does he hold a prisoner captive at his feet, but rather, he and 
several people within his court are processing toward two rows of 
decapitated enemies.  It has been suggested that the procession may 
have emerged from a palace, which is indicated by the rectangular 
object on the left (O’Connor 2011: 147).  Bringing up the rear is 
Narmer’s sandal bearer, who also appears on the verso.  Notably, 
both times that Narmer is portrayed in human form, he is not wear-
ing anything on his feet.  If Baines is correct, this further indicates 
his veneration and possible deification.  In front of Narmer stands 
some unknown individual who some believe is either his wife or a 
vizier (Kinnaer 2004: 51; Suelzle 2006: 6).  Out in front of the pro-
cession are four individuals holding standards that represent Nar-
mer’s allies (Schulman 1992: 80).  The two standards most impor-
tant for the sake of this exploration are those in the front of the 
procession, which bear the image of hawks or falcons, which again 
call to mind the god Horus (Suelzle 2006: 6). 
 On the far right, the decapitated bodies form two lines of 
five.  Each man has been decapitated and his head has been placed 
between his legs.  Nine of the ten men have also had their phalluses 
removed and placed on top of their heads (See figure 4; Davies 
2002).  In this register, these lines of bodies are the most obvious 
example of violence.  Not only were the men decapitated, but they 
were also made impotent, i.e. powerless, when their phalluses were 
removed. 
 Contrasting this scene with the large register on the verso, it 
is easy to want to piece together some sequence to the possible his-
torical events detailed on the palette.  John Baines believes that the 
two scenes can be “read serially as a military victory indicated by the 
decapitated corpses, followed by the ritual execution of the enemy 
leader (Baines 1995: 117).  Some others, without getting concerned 
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with matters of sequence, believe that the themes of the palette can 
be distilled down to sacrifice on the verso and victory on the recto 
(Williams 1987: 263). 
 Above the decapitated bodies is a collection of images that 
have been interpreted in various ways.  From the left, the image 
seems to consist of a door leaf, a swallow, and a boat with high 
prows upon which sits a hawk holding a harpoon (O’Connor 2011: 
148; Fairservis 1991: 15).  O’Connor believes this is an early version 
of the later morning bark, which would carry the reborn sun god 
into the sky. 
 
Motifs showing the weakness or humiliation of the enemy 
 As has been touched upon above, throughout the palette the 
artist depicts the enemy in similar ways.  These men have similar 
hair and beards, and almost all of them are depicted naked.  Erik 
Hornung points out, “In late predynastic and early dynastic times 
nakedness is reserved for subjugated enemies of Egypt” (Hornung 
1971: 102).  Thus, the manner in which the people are dressed on 
the palette indicates power and authority.  Those men have been 
stripped naked so to humiliate them and to show them powerless.  
Furthermore, the decapitation and removal of the phalluses of the 
men on the recto is a sign that these men and their forces have been 
so crushed that they are left with no dignity at all. 
David Wengrow believes that these stereotypical images of the en-
emy are intended to establish a “paradigm of ugliness and uniform-
ity” which is supposed to contrast with the beauty of Narmer 
(Wengrow 2001: 94).  By depicting them so similarly, the enemies 
are stripped of identity and that which makes them distinct.  In the 
palette, the other becomes unknowable and diminished while Nar-
mer is exalted in his unique and ideal beauty. 
 
Motifs showing the power or domination of Narmer and some 
mythological connections 
 In the theriomorphic representations of Narmer, the artist 
depicts him as physically dominating his foe by literally being on top 
of them.  On the verso, Narmer is depicted as the hawk or falcon, 
which would equate him with the deity Horus.  However, on the 
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recto, Narmer is depicted as a bull, which evokes the goddess 
Hathor.  Every time the artist portrays Narmer in human form, he 
towers over others as the largest or tallest person in the register.  As 
stated before, size indicates importance.  On the verso, Narmer 
smites his foe; thus, he has dominance over Washa.  In his attire, 
other symbolism connects him to the bull or Hathor.  On the recto, 
he forms part of a procession, which seems to be celebrating victory 
over the enemy.  Here again, Narmer wields the powerful mace, but 
he also has a flail in his right hand and is wearing attire which has 
been called a “Lower Egyptian” costume (Patch 1995).  This would 
align well with what is known later about the Red Crown, which 
Narmer is also wearing in this register. 
 It is very difficult to know exactly when the White Crown 
and the Red Crown came to have geographic significance.  If it was 
the case that the White Crown and Red Crown came to represent 
Upper Egypt and Lower Egypt by this time, then the Narmer Pal-
ette may very well be a monument to the successful unification of 
the two kingdoms.  Since everything may be polyvalent in meaning, 
it is important to explore what is known about these crowns. 
 As stated before, the White Crown may be a Mesopotamian 
import.  While its origins are not firm, it is well known that later it 
becomes associated with the god Osiris.  As Mark points out, in 
later mythology Osiris becomes closely identified with the dead king 
(Mark 1997: 117).  Horus, on the other hand, is identified with the 
living king.  Therefore, the juxtaposition of the connections to 
Osiris and Horus may give further insight into the meaning of the 
palette.  Washa’s power has been usurped and his crown has been 
taken.  Thus, Narmer’s power over Washa is legitimized with his 
coronation. 
 Taken from another angle, the White Crown might also be 
associated with the moon.  As with any duality, the sun may also be 
represented by the Red Crown.  Although the mythology of Re is 
not known to have been fully developed at the creation of the Nar-
mer Palette, it is likely that there was some early primitive sun wor-
ship.  In discussing the imagery of the Red Crown, Egyptologist 
Katja Goebs says, “In the cosmic sphere, the imagery of bloodshed 
and massacre is strongly associated with sunrise as the time when 
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the sungod has to battle against the negative forces manifest in the 
dark and the night before he rises victoriously in the eastern hori-
zon” (Goebs 2008: 205).  O’Connor connects this to the Narmer 
Palette by suggesting that in the same register in which Narmer is 
depicted wearing the Red Crown, his enemies are dismembered and 
displayed as an offering to the sun god or Re.  Believing the door 
above the rows of bodies to signify those doors that open to permit 
the sun to be reborn, this connection is made even stronger.  Thus, 
the sun god would consume these enemies in order to achieve his 
daily rebirth (O’Connor 2011: 151). 
 After looking at each register carefully and considering the 
themes throughout, the initial question must be reconsidered.  Why 
would a cosmetic palette contain imagery of violence and warfare?  
As palettes convert raw materials by crushing them into something 
that is used to create beauty, likewise the chaotic enemies are con-
verted by Narmer’s violence into something ordered and thus beau-
tiful.  However, this process does not stop on the palette, because in 
beholding the beauty of violence contained therein, the viewer is 
invited into the ideology that order is achieved through violence and 
thus shares in the beauty of Narmer himself.  Nevertheless, since 
the exact purpose of this palette remains a mystery, it is worth 
quickly exploring three alternatives. 
 Most scholars have suggested that the Narmer Palette was 
only for elite consumption.  Believing it to have been ceremonially 
buried at some point in the past, however, it is very unclear who the 
audience could have been.  If it were on display for all to see, then it 
may have been some type of propaganda that promoted Narmer as 
the ideal king.  By looking upon the palette, the viewer would be 
made more aware of the ordered world and Narmer’s reverence 
would be engendered.  However, O’Connor suggests, “The primary 
audience for the palette was probably the god in whose sanctuary 
the palette was displayed” (O’Connor 2011: 148).  This is a compel-
ling suggestion, especially knowing that upon palettes cosmetics 
were sometimes prepared and applied to empower divine images.  
Of course, the Narmer Palette was not used in cosmetic prepara-
tion, but taken metaphorically, if the deity were to look upon the 
conquests of Narmer, he or she would be glorified and made more 
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beautiful.  Finally, as Köhler says, warriors often engage in the 
preparation ritual of applying body or face paint, so it could very 
well have been that the Narmer Palette stood out as the ideal for 
which every warrior could strive (Köhler 2002: 509).  If the palette 
were to be seen by warriors preparing for battle, it would have pro-
vided encouragement that Narmer is king and that the gods are 
fighting on their side. 
 No matter the audience, whoever looks upon the Narmer 
Palette is imbued with a part of its beauty.  To all the suggested au-
diences, the artist’s rendering of these scenes would imply that there 
is indeed beauty in violence. 
 

*~*~* 

Appendices 
 
Additional Thoughts 
 The concept of violence as beauty has stayed with me.  As I 
continue to struggle when reading texts of terror or those scriptural 
passages that praise terror, I remember this contrast as exemplified 
in the Narmer Palette.  Instead of having a visual record of the dark 
events in Israel’s past, we have scripture like the song of Moses and 
Miriam in Exodus 15, the genocide carried out by Joshua as de-
scribed throughout the book which shares his name, or that verse in 
Psalm 137, which praises dashing Babylonian babies against the 
rocks.  While we do not share the same language or culture as the 
people who wrote those texts or those who carved this palette, tak-
ing some cues from the imagery in Narmer Palette may give us 
some small insight into the Ancient Near East and their perception 
of violence as beauty. 
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Figure 1: The recto of the Narmer Palette (Pritchard 1954: 93) 
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Figure 2: The verso of the Narmer Palette (Pritchard 1954: 92) 
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Figure 3: A Susan Seal possibly depicting the  
White Crown for the first time (Amiet 1961: 251) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 4: A drawing of the  
decapitated bodies (Davies 2002: 245) 
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When I set foot on the ground, I felt a surge of power race from the souls of my feet to 
the crown of my head, then down to my heart and I was overwhelmed with a sense 
strange home. Every cell of my blood was possessed with the spirits; the souls that 
worked the plantations, the souls that hung from the trees, the souls that rejected this 
land, the souls that relented to be here, the souls that responded to the call to prepare 
for my arrival! And every cell of my blood was possessed by the souls of those who 
waited for me to live for them; and their blood raced through my veins and I became 
who they died to be! 

 
…and the buildings that stood erect, on top of and protruding out of the very ground 
that the bricks themselves were formed; gave them form and together were the collective 
capacity that gave permission and security for hope to reside there! And I felt the surge 
of the exhilarated power of future behind the faith that fueled the passion of a people 
that forewent another promised land and thrust promise into the ground they stood on 
as they cut a piece of promise out by the shovels of insistence and formed the brick that 
would be the foundation of freedom born out of education.   And connected to this 
freedom and hope and promise was I a living building, even temple with the self-same 
sacred capacity as the dust from the self-same ground baptized my feet and the wind 
carried a trace of the same as I inhaled the earth that was me and at the same time 
Booker T. Washington’s dream! 

 
…and I saw a plantation house nearby wearing its weather beaten scars with pride, 
and I saw the hands that worked there wearing scars of oppression, and backs wear-
ing scars of oppression and faces wearing the agony of a lost home, but too I saw faces 
manifesting determination to be more than over comers and I saw eye filled tears of joy 
that saw a brighter day and saw a heaven over yonder. I saw them see me and a pecu-
liar courage consumed them and they found strength to sing in a strange land a new 
song knowing that I would hear their song and sing along. 
 

I 
 wrote the above, poetic and mystical reflection of a momen-
tary, yet lasting experience of when I visited my daughter’s 
campus, Tuskegee University.  I felt a sense of pride and iden-

tity. I was proud that my daughter was able to experience an educa-
tion that reached far beyond the academics of Architecture. She was 
able to absorb a history that my academic journey neglected to pro-
vide.  She was able to participate in an educational experience that 
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celebrates the ongoing journey of struggle toward the manufacturing 
of an identity that says I will be seen and heard and declares I will be 
contended with.  But the experience also caused me to reflect on the 
death and horror that was slavery and I was reminded of the legacy 
of hatred; that it is still something I and all my people, in a post-
modern and at best imaginary pseudo-post racial society, must en-
dure.  I left that campus feeling pride for my daughter’s accomplish-
ment, Tuskegee’s legacy, the power of a people to rise despite the 
oppressive odds against it and a sense of my own internal conflict to 
which I now can give a name; my Han. 
      The following pages are an exploration of how the African 
American experience of Han has impacted the African American 
individual, community and church. How might the African Ameri-
can outline a self-estimate that allows the wounded heart to hope 
for healing? How might the African American discover the collec-
tive courage to embrace a positive notion of “letting go” as a way to 
do better than survive? Finally, how might the African American 
Church define, for the community, a place to build a bridge over the 
troubled waters of wounded and broken hearts? This paper turns to 

the Korean concept of Han (한 in Hangul, 恨 in Hanja) to under-

stand how might the African American find a theology to inform 
and uncover, for the practitioner of ministry, with a gospel that can 
be articulated in a language that can be perceived as actual good 
news for the oppressed. 
 

Han is the suffering of the innocent who are caught in the 
wicked situation of helplessness...han is a physical, mental, 
and spiritual repercussion to a terrible injustice done to a 
person, eliciting a deep ache, a wrenching of all the organs, 
an intense internalized or externalized rage, a vengeful ob-
session, and the sense of helplessness and hopelessness. Han 
can be resolved destructively or constructively. In its de-
structive resolution, a person of han seeks to avenge one’s 
enemy. In its constructive resolution, the person of han can 
use it as the source of transforming the root causes of han. 
When sin is committed, han arises as its corollary. The vic-
tims of sin develop han, a deep agonizing pain. They bear 
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excruciating agony and humiliation under oppression, ex-
ploitation, abuse, mistreatment, and violation. If their situa-
tions do not allow them to change such conditions, they fur-
ther deepen their han.1 

 
If Han is the pain of the victim of sin2, then I have it, my commu-
nity has it, and my church has it. The African American community 
is the victim of the sin of slavery and racism. We suffer a lack of 
understanding of its implication on our psyche, our hopes and aspi-
rations and declare that our theology is missing an integral ingredi-
ent necessary for survival and faithful witness to the world. 
 
My Han and My Faith 
 
 October 2008 America was prematurely celebrating Amer-
ica’s arrival to an era of post racial existence. America was one 
month away from electing the first African American President.  
What were the implications of this possibility? What did that say 
about America and its legacy of oppression against the African 
American people?  Did this mean that finally there would be recon-
ciliation between the races? Did this mean that we could look for-
ward to faithful discussions on reparations for the countless years of 
slavery, executions, illegal incarceration, poverty, etc.? Could this 
mean that finally the morality of America had finally caught up to 
the legal accomplishments of the civil rights movement?  Questions 
like these were incited by a hope in a new America. 
      Unfortunately, African Americans did not believe it for one 
minute. That October I was the victim of racial profiling twice.  I 
was pulled over for DWB, driving while black. The first time, I was 
driving my daughter home after dropping her friend off from all 
night bowling.  A police officer pulled me over and suggested that I 
had not used my turn signal. The officer’s partner searched my 

1 Andrew Sung Park and Susan L. Nelson, The Other Side of Sin: Woundedness 
from the Perspective of the Sinned-Against (Albany: State University of New 
York Press, 2001) 47-48 
2 Andrew Sung Park, The Wounded Heart of God: The Asian Concept of Han and 

the Christian Doctrine of Sin (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1993), 10 
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glove box and yelled at my daughter to get off her phone. The other 
officer returned with my license and said to go straight home.  Two 
weeks later I was in another community and was tailgated by an of-
ficer. I was with my wife and daughter.  It was several minutes past 
four o’clock in the afternoon. Despite the fact that I had my vali-
dated insurance card, owner’s card and license, the officer took my 
license plate and towed my car and left us, on the side of the road, 
to get a ride home.  The officer did not have the decency to show 
up for the hearing.  More can be said about both incidents but the 
purpose of this paper is to highlight my Han.  I was in touch with 
my han those days, and if I had any delusions, that month, I was 
fully aware that a Black President is not indicative of a country that 
has overcome its sin of racism.  I admit it is, however, indicative 
that we have come a long way as a nation but we have too far to go. 
      I and many other African Americans have countless stories like 
this that identify that racism is alive.  My family and I were violated. 
We were angry, wounded and sinned against.  At once I was re-
minded of the numerous stories of the ugliness exacted on African 
Americans.  I struggle with anxiety every time I drive by a police 
officer.  I get a feeling of guilt, slow down even if I am following the 
speed limit and a sense of paranoia overcomes me.  In those mo-
ments I relive rejection, refusal and violation. No! A Black President 
had no impact on my fear and hopelessness.   Yet and still, in those 
moments, all the memories produce in me bitterness and resent-
ment.  I am reminded that a Black President does not earn for me, 
from American society, acceptance and embrace. Amazing how an 
encounter with a police officer can trigger an eruption of emotion 
that peels away layers of hurt and then regroups it all with this new 
experience to be mad at the world, at my country all over again.  
What have I done to deserve this? Who am I to these people that 
oppress me? Who am I? Yes, on the backdrop of no parental his-
torical connection prior to 1863. Who am I? Yes on the backdrop of 
having no surety or endearment to call America home and no 
knowledge of my nationality for I am African American and others 
have nations as adjectives.   These are just a few indicators of my 
han induced by the racism that I have endured and the collective 
memories of events where it is at best difficult to impossible to 
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overcome. If there be hope to construct an identity and to outline a 
self-estimate; it will only come if I understand my Han, overcome 
my anger enough to hear God and to discern His will for my life 
and to find my identity in Him. 
 
The Han of My Community 
 
 ...If my people, who are called by my name, will humble themselves and pray and seek 

my face and turn from their wicked ways, then will I hear from heaven and will for-
give their sin and will heal their land. (2 Chronicles 7:14 NIV) 

 

Pushed out of bounds 
      But what if our land, if we have land, is not prospering due to 
the pride of another? I am not certain the African American com-
munity can look to this scripture and correlate a message to be un-
derstood that our condition is a result of our sin.  Han has con-
vinced me that there is more to consider.  How shall we humble 
ourselves when we have been humbled for hundreds of years? How 
shall we turn from being black? After all does not America tell us 
that we are wicked because we are black?  If we understand han 
then we understand that we have lived believing in our wickedness 
for hundreds of years. Why should we need forgiveness for being 
born with a perceived color defect that keeps us hated by people we 
do not know?  What did we do wrong that deserved the tearing of a 
people from our land to be transplanted in a land stolen from even 
another?  Something wicked is resident in this scenario but I con-
tend that the African American is indeed on the wounded side of 
this sin. 
       

Sin is the unjustified concern of the self for its own power 
and prestige; it is the imperialistic drive to close the gap be-
tween the individual, separate self and others by reducing 
those other to the status of mere objects which can then be 
treated as appendages of the self and manipulated accord-
ingly.3   

3 Valerie Saiving, “The Human Situation: A Feminine View,” The Journal of Relig-

ion, 40, no. 2 (Apr. 1960): 100. 
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Indeed the African American community has been sinned against 
and it suffers from an undiscovered Han. Can the black community 
continue to be a decreasing minority in America and expect to find 
an egalitarian community? Not if the sinning oppressors continue to 
create boundaries, push the black community beyond them and 
treat them as though they are beyond ethical concern. 
 

Anything less than that, is anti-humanity and if it be anti-
humanity it must be anti-God. And if it is anti-God life is 
against it those who persist in it will be destroyed by the re-
lentless logic of the operation of spiritual and moral law. 
Now if that ethical concept were ever placed at the heart of 
our orthodoxy, then any attitudes that pushed other human 
beings out of bounds would be regarded by that kind of or-
thodoxy as mortal sin, and if mortal sin as that which stands 
between man and his maker.4 

 
The black community has been pushed out of bounds and stands 
today as an outsider still. But it must look past its oppressor and 
find the courage to let go of the pain that has bound it even when 
the oppressor is no longer actively concerned with their encroach-
ment of the boundaries. This lack of concern is due to the self-
destructive mode that is han both presently experienced and han 
inherited. 
      This han, inherited, is enough for us to struggle against. The 
black community cannot reach for healing without considering what 
it has inherited in the way of han. My description of this han will be 
termed: Integration unfinished.  As a community I am persuaded that 
the greatest hurdle of han that stands in the way of its collective 
ability to do better than survive is this notion of unfinished integra-
tion.  No I do not mean that it will ever be complete, I mean to say 
that the black community needs to understand that, as our Han 
would imply, betrayed itself. The betrayal is founded in its push 
back on the boundaries. The black community pushed so hard to be 
included it forgot to require a reciprocal inclusion.  What I mean to 

4 Howard Thurman, The Inner Life Sermon Series. Howard Thurman Educational 
Trust, 1982  
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say is that integration only requested of the oppressor acceptance 
into their world; only a seat at their table. Consequently, the civil 
rights achieved a one-way trip to their stores, restaurants and com-
munities. 
      The movement neglected to require a reciprocal trip to our 
stores, restaurants and communities. Thus the black community ex-
perienced an unfinished integration whereby its inhabitants moved 
out and or took the financial resources out of the community and 
left it with no return, no income from the outside no reciprocal inte-
gration.  The possibility of assimilation and acceptance, however 
imaginary, deceived them toward prosperity never attained and left 
the community betrayed. This community suffered in turn, a 
blighted community of failing economics, decline in development 
and a new marginal society plagued with violence, drugs and hope-
lessness.  Who has a word to incite a faith in a restored land? Who 
has an understanding that will turn the wickedness and seek forgive-
ness? Who has a name that can give a transforming identity toward 
God? Who can inspire the courage to rekindle the struggle toward a 
letting go of this insane dream of equality and acceptance from a 
sinning oppressor? Who will have the words of a salvation that re-
turns to the task of the unfinished business of integration, or better 
yet has a vision of how to overcome the devastation that is left in 
the black community? It should be the black church! 
 
The Han of My Church 
 
 “The Spirit of the LORD is upon Me, 
        Because He has anointed Me 
       To preach the gospel to the poor; 
       He has sent Me to heal the brokenhearted, 
       To proclaim liberty to the captives 
       And recovery of sight to the blind, 
       To set at liberty those who are oppressed; 
        To proclaim the acceptable year of the LORD.”  
 (Luke 4:18-19 NKJV) 

 
      What is the gospel? What is the good news? I know the poor, 
the brokenhearted, captive, blind and oppressed. How does this 
word from Jesus, who is the Christ, translate to them that have no 
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idea of what the year of the Lord could me for them? I know them 
and am one of them, who would cry that this year is acceptable and 
now is the time! The blind want to see today. The brokenhearted 
want a whole heart today. The captives want liberty now. The op-
pressed want deliverance and justice yesterday!  Can the church 
make the liberation gospel plain and believable to the African 
American community today?  There is a woman who has four chil-
dren from three different men, all of which are in jail, or unem-
ployed and or uneducated and as such not in her home. She lives in 
a drug-infested neighborhood riddled with violence.  She lives next 
door to a legally vacant home with transient squatters who sell drugs 
for sex and sex for drugs. She wants a better life but is married to 
the State and dependent on a system that keeps her captive, bound, 
oppressed, broken hearted and blind to any hope of escaping her 
condition. Why, because she has a sister down the block in the same 
situation, her daughter is waiting to deliver her first child and move 
out into a three-story walk-up, and her grandmother is in the high-
rise apartment building a block up the street. She is born into a life 
that she retires from by dying.  This just scratches the surface of the 
han of my community.  What is the good news for her, them, and 
us? What word can be embraced as liberating? Where is the black 
church? 
 “The Black Church, as we've known it or imagined it, is 
dead.”5  Dead, so claims Eddie Glaude, Jr., PhD, a Professor of Re-
ligion and Chair of the Center for African American Studies at 
Princeton University when he speaks of the Black Church. His rea-
sons for making such a claim include; “black churches have always 
been complicated spaces, African American communities are much 
more differentiated, and thirdly, we have witnessed the routinization 
of black prophetic witness.6  The problem, he states is better under-
stood in that the black church is in a myriad of directions with com-
peting messages of prosperity gospel, conservatism and progressiv-
ism.  The differentiation has to do with the loss of the black church 

5 Eddie Glaude, Jr. Ph.D, “The Black Church is Dead,” The Huffington Post Feb-
ruary 24, 2010 <http://www.huffingtonpost.com/eddie-glaude-jr-phd/the-
black-church-is-dead_b_473815> (accessed November 13, 2010). 
6 Ibid. 
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as community central; where black life can be distinct and special-
ized outside of the church.  Finally, but not comprehensively, he 
points out that the black church cannot stand on its prophetic his-
tory alone.7  This is an indictment against the church in the black 
community. Has the black church lost its identity? Has the black 
church lost its life? Has it redefined salvation to mean the rich and 
prosperous are the saved.  Has it convoluted its message by infight-
ing as to whether the mission of the church is to fight for justice or 
focus on an entertaining worship service?  Has the black church for-
gotten about its own poor?  Are the churches filled with parishion-
ers and congregants that no longer live in the community and thus 
no longer take ownership of it, whereby they only come to the com-
munity to worship the God that delivered them out of the self-same 
community?  Are the Pastors too committed to self-aggrandizement 
to care? Are they too afraid to loose their spot that they water down 
the gospel to appease the conservatives and or so as not to offend 
the liberals?  Are they too proud that they are unable to collaborate 
with their neighbors to maximize resources?  Are these questions 
inferences toward an understanding of a lifeless black church, or as 
Professor Glaude would put it, its deadness?   
      Glaude further articulates, “Black America stands at the preci-
pice. African American unemployment is at its highest in 25 years. 
Twenty-five percent of our children live in poor fami-
lies.  Inadequate healthcare, rampant incarceration, home foreclo-
sures, and a general sense of helplessness overwhelm many of our 
fellows. Of course, countless local black churches around the coun-
try are working diligently to address these problems.” He asks, 
“What will be the role of prophetic black churches on the national 
stage under these conditions?”8  “If the wrong question is asked, the 
answer is irrelevant.”9 The right question might be, “why have the 
prophetic black churches been so impotent to have a positive 
enough impact so as to transform the black community thus far?” 

7 Ibid. 
8 Ibid. 
9 This quote is taken from a discussion with Dr. Ronald Peters at Pittsburgh Theo-

logical Seminary. 2009 
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Or, “What is the good news that will truly redeem our community? 
Perhaps we need to turn from our sin and get in touch with our 
Han. 
 

The reality of the African American church is that the vast 
majority of African Americans are Protestant, 78% in par-
ticular, where over 84% African Americans claim the Chris-
tian faith. By a wide margin, African Americans stand out as 
the most Protestant racial and ethnic group in the U.S.10 

 
Yet African Americans hold most alarming community illnesses as 
stated above.  How is it that the African American community is 
over 84 % Christian and has little or no impact on the unemploy-
ment rate, healthcare inadequacies, staggering incarceration num-
bers, etc.?  Why hasn't the black church had enough impact?  An 
answer can be that the Black church and community in America has 
yet to truly deal with the impact of its Han.  The community is 
wounded and so is the church.  I lift the black church up in particu-
lar because, if it is 84% Christian then it is 84% Kingdom of 
God!  Transformation is the assumption when the Kingdom of God 
is at hand. 
      The brokenness of the black community stands as an indictment 
to the brokenness of the black church.  The largest denomination in 
the black church is Baptist at 40%.  I am proud to have been first 
ordained in the Baptist tradition, but should be cautious at celebrat-
ing it as being the largest denomination of the Black Church, as the 
Baptist tradition is one that celebrates independence.  What price 
have we paid for liberty? Understanding han says that where there is 
no hope for reconciliation, restoration and healing from the oppres-
sor, the victim of this sin turns on itself.  The long struggle for free-
dom has seared in the collective conscience that liberty, sovereignty, 
and authority should be protected. As such, there is a collective 
blindness toward the benefits of prioritizing collaboration.  Since 
each church stands alone each church is separate, Christ calls us to 

10 Neha Sahgal and Greg Smith, “A Religious Portrait of African-Americans,” 
The Pew Forum on Religion and Public Life <http://pewforum.org/A-Religious-

Portrait-of-African-Americans.aspx> (accessed January 30, 2009)  
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be one and Baptists have decided that their very identity is sepa-
rate.  If there is strength in numbers, then division in the form of 
independence has made the black community weak and in particular 
the black church.  Yes, the black church in America indeed may be 
experiencing a kind of death, and if so it has everything to do with 
its brokenness.   
      As mentioned earlier, integration remains unfinished.  We have 
been betrayed by our own desires.  We have collectively been op-
pressed and failed to reach high enough to grab hold to true equal-
ity.  We failed to demand, of our present and our future, an environ-
ment that manifested an equality that sustained every community.  
“At the unconscious level, Han is immersed in the ethos of group or 
racial mourning.”11 Indeed something is still dead, mourning in the 
collective unconsciousness of the black community.  Black theology 
says that the African American community is much like the Israelite 
community. God delivered Israel from the hands of the Egyptians 
and Jesus delivered blacks from the hands of the oppressing white 
south.  I do not believe the church reached high enough with its 
theology. Why? Israel was delivered from Egypt across the wilder-
ness and into their promise land.  African Americans were delivered 
out of bondage but not out of their Egypt. As a result of a theology 
that failed to keep us on a journey toward wholeness, the commu-
nity is stuck in a spiritual wilderness seeking a spiritual promise land 
to materialize in a Material Egypt. This is a frustrated hope and a 
psychosomatic pain that manifests itself in an indefinable desire to 
be like the oppressor, assimilate to the oppressor’s value system and 
oppressing self in the process.12 Han is present, alive and well in the 
black community and the black church and has manifested itself in a 
conflicted environment of worship and resentment, spiritual deliver-
ance coupled with oppression by disconnectedness and a faith in 
God coupled with hopelessness for reconciliation and equality. 
      How might the African American prescribe a theology to in-
form and uncover, for the practitioner of ministry, with a gospel 
that can be articulated in a language that can be perceived as actual 

11 Park, The Wounded Heart of God, 38 
12  Ibid., 15. 
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good news for the oppressed?  Understanding han is a start.  Com-
ing to grips with the reality that the African American individual, 
community and church have not only suffered a great deal of op-
pression but some of its oppression is self- inflicted.  This theology 
must contain a message that alleviates the bitterness with a hope 
that transcends acceptance.  It must declare a message that strength-
ens a people toward self- help regardless of outside assistance.  It 
must hold high the merits of collaboration in the face of a divided 
country. This theology must affirm the diversity of style in the 
church while at the same time demand faithfulness to internal piety 
and outward justice seeking, understanding that while an egalitarian 
society is only to come at resurrection.  It must instill a righteous 
pride that proclaims existence and survival as proof of an eschato-
logical destiny.  It must deliver a people from the posture of refusal 
that champions the historical experience of being refused.13  Where 
might this theology find its thrust into a faithful future? 
“Moreover, when we make this change, certain other doctrines-
repentance, justification, salvation-will be revised as well. The doc-
trine of repentance, which has focused on the sinner/oppressor, will 
be complimented with the doctrine of forgiveness, which is for the 
victim/oppressed.”14 
      The African American, if he or she is to be included in the peo-
ple of God, must realize that it needs its oppressor just not the op-
pression, to realize the intended community of God.  The theology 
then must seek to locate the first brick, of the bridge to be mended, 
to a proper individual and collective self-estimate on forgiveness.15  
This forgiveness comes with or without the other receiving it, where 
the other is both the oppressor and the oppressed. Forgiveness as-
sumes a power greater than that of the sinner who pushes others 
out of bounds. Forgiveness releases another from responsibility to 

13 Susan Nelson. For Shame, For Shame, The Shame of it All: Postures of Refusal 
and the Broken Heart. The Other Side of Sin:Woundedness from the Perspective 
of the Sinned-Against (Albany : State University of New York Press, 2001): 73. 

14 Park, The Wounded Heart of God, 13 
15 Nelson 78 (Note: The image of building bridges is taken from the discussion 
on the posture of refusal and the knowledge of broken bridges and the hope to 

mend them.) 
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fix the brokenness.  Forgiveness replaces competition with compas-
sion and collaboration that would secure a self-sufficient community 
founded on egalitarian principal.  Forgiveness opens the eyes to a 
God that also forgives.  Forgiveness reduces the fear to fight for 
what is right because it aligns a person, a people with the call of 
God to be like His Son.  Forgiveness insures an eschatological in-
heritance of eternal life. 
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H 
eather is not just any parishioner or patient; she is one of 
my closest friends.  In the twelve years I have known her, 
we have challenged and nurtured each other to grow in 

issues of the heart.  While other friends occupy themselves with 
matters of fashion, entertaining, and vacationing, Heather and I de-
light in delving into theology and psychology.  In fact, it was 
through her voice that I heard most profoundly my call to ministry.  
I knew well in advance that visiting her in a hospital ICU would be a 
hurdle I wasn’t sure I could clear. 
 The phone call I received from a mutual friend said that 
Heather had had a major heart attack.  My own heart plummeted at 
the news.  But I quickly focused myself on the report that also said 
she was stable, and was at a hospital five hours away.  I arranged to 
make the drive immediately. 
 Once I arrived at the hospital, my anxiety going up to see 
her was intensified by the quiet in the elevator.  No one talks in hos-
pital elevators; or if they do, it’s in an awkward hush that makes me 
want to look at my shoes in respect for their privacy.  The elevator 
dumped me out right in front of the nurses’ station.  I asked there 
where I might find her room.  Hearing myself say her name to the 
nurse startled me a bit: the realization, I suppose, that my mentor, 
my truest confidante, and “big sister” role model really was there, in 
a place of very serious vulnerability. 
 I paused outside her room, hoping to hear the chatter of 
other voices.  If others were there, I thought, I might have a better 
chance at appearing collected.  Small talk would fill the gaping holes 
and at least make the gravity of the situation appear lighter.  I could 
discuss the nuances of the day with her husband or commiserate 
with her son about his 10th grade English class.  But alas, there was 
none.  Not only was there no convincing chatter, there were no 
other people in the room at all.  When I saw her there, my instinct 
was to turn and dart away.  My desire to flee the scene when over-
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come with emotion is always perched on my shoulder. 
She saw me though, when I stepped in - or at least enough 

of a figure to know someone had entered.  She’s quite nearsighted and 
wasn’t wearing her glasses, of course.  I’ve spent so much time with 
her that I know well at what point she can and cannot see clearly 
without aid.  I hovered in this moment of uncertainty, assuming it 
would incite me to leave.  I gave myself “permission” to flee be-
cause she would never even know it had been me in her doorway.  
But instead, it drew me in…all the way in.  That old familiar sense 
of knowing, of friendship’s solidarity, pulled my walls of protection 
down, and pushed me as close to her bedside as I could be - to 
where, indeed, she truly could see me.  I was still afraid I would lose 
all composure at any moment and run childishly into the bathroom, 
but remarkably, that didn’t happen. 

Rather instinctively, I placed one hand on hers and brushed 
the hair from her forehead with my other hand.  I noticed immedi-
ately that this was the same posture and position I assume at my 
children’s bedside.  She was warm.  I was relieved. 

My verbal greeting was tiny and unremarkable; I think I sim-
ply whispered the word, “hi.”  She responded likewise, and we sim-
ply stayed in that moment of quiet stillness.  I allowed myself some-
thing I never, ever do: I actually looked at – studied – the IV tube 
taped to the top of her hand, and all that was flowing through it.  I 
allowed my eyes to trace the path of the wires affixed on her chest 
to the monitor behind her.  I’ve always been too squeamish to even 
look at my own IV when I’ve been a patient myself.  My heart was 
very, very full at this moment.  I wanted to cry, but did not. 

Eventually, I filled the emerging need to engage in some 
small talk: I asked her if she was comfortable, if there had been any-
thing good on TV, if the dye tests they had been conducting made 
her feel queasy, etc.  I had to smile to myself when she’d answer my 
questions, because Heather has never enjoyed small talk.  I know 
that better than anyone.  I was, of course, creating the chatter for 
my own benefit, and she obliged.  I was afraid of what she might tell 
me if I allowed for too much silence. 

I knew that her father had died suddenly when she was in 
10th grade, though she had always been very elusive about it.  From 

123 



 

 

bits and pieces gleaned from past conversations, I just assumed he 
had died from an acute heart attack.  She obviously intuited my 
nervousness.  Her placing a hand on mine was a very suble, gentle 
way of saying, “stop talking.”  She looked deeply at me a moment 
and said quietly, “Becca, I’m in good hands.”  She smiled in a way 
that assured me she really meant and believed it.  I relaxed and 
asked her if she would like me to read the evening Psalm to her 
from the lectionary.  Of course, she did.  After another few minutes, 
we said at nearly the same time, “Let’s say a prayer.”  I truly felt 
honored to offer it. 

Since that evening, I’ve prayed a number of times regarding 
that visit.  I’ve prayed, of course, for the healing and peace of Christ 
to fill my dear friend, to strengthen her physical heart and reinforce 
her spiritual one.  I’ve also prayed that my specific encounters with 
Holiness that evening work inside me to bring forth understanding 
and growth.   Through reflection and meditation, several aspects of 
that visit have indeed emerged as formative pastoral insight for me. 

Firstly, I noticed that my comfort level with the “silence” 
that evening fluctuated significantly.  During the moments in which 
I was longing for that reassuring chatter, I was longing to be just 
another visitor, to fit into the imagined crowd as one who has not 
been “set apart” for ministry.  My faith hesitated.  Alternatively, dur-
ing the moments in which I stayed in the silence, I was engrossed in 
them.  I embraced them.  They were moments in which all the sil-
very academic terms like atonement, sanctification, and justification 
came out from between their bookends, and attached themselves 
intimately to my heart; not in a way for me to ponder and articulate, 
but in ways for me to feel and experience.  All those beautiful words 
melded into one: Love.  When I stayed focused on that Love, I 
could actually look at the IV tubes and EKG wires and see them 
honestly for the seriousness they symbolized.  I could acknowledge 
that all the drama was real, that my dear friend was indeed in a very 
vulnerable state and that Christ was assuredly in our midst, filling 
the room with grace and peace. 

So if those moments were so filled with golden intimacy and 
warmth, why did I move in and out of them?  Perhaps there are sev-
eral reasons.  Clearly, those moments of silence plunged a level of 
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stillness and depth with which our modern culture is unaccustomed.  
Though I have  been “set apart,” I am obviously still very much a 
part of culture and embody, for better or worse, many of its influ-
ences.  More importantly, I know I left those moments because of 
my own fear.  When the fear took over, the IV tubes and the EKG 
wires simply and starkly meant there was a very real possibility I 
could lose my dear friend.  When the fear took over, I didn’t 
(couldn’t) look at the tubes and wires.  And of course I know why:  
fear is the enemy of faith.  As I experienced poignantly that evening, 
when I allowed myself to focus on my fear, or rather, allowed it to 
focus me, I lost all grounding.  When I lost my grounding, i.e., my 
focus on Christ, I wanted to flee in denial.  Heather had abandoned 
her life to God a long time ago; in those isolated moments of fear, it 
was I who wasn’t interested in abandoning her life to God.  Quite 
the paradox, I realize.  Pastors aren’t in the business of hanging on 
to souls!  I trust God is being patient with me.  I know I am being 
transformed continually by the renewing work of Christ in my own 
life.  I do not proclaim to have arrived, and can only pray that the 
abiding faith that is necessary to halt the fear will continue to grow 
in me. 

Secondly, I have pondered over and over the dynamic that 
was unfolding that evening when I summoned the courage to draw 
near enough for Heather truly to see me.  It was an all-too familiar 
dance between my Creator and me.  I knew it would have been easy 
for me to hide in that blurry, fuzzy space of unknowing, to camou-
flage my weaknesses and insecurities.  After all, I have lots of prac-
tice; I’ve spent many years trying to hide my weaknesses from oth-
ers, including God.   The difference now, through the working of 
the Holy Spirit, is that deep down I want to be seen as I am; I know 
I need to be seen as I am.  I finally have enough humility (most of 
the time!) to admit that my very presence before God is so very far 
from perfect, that even the rosiest of glasses won’t help my state.  
But I am loved extravagantly, nonetheless.  Living in the knowledge 
of such an undeserved love gives me the courage to be, to do, and 
to say things I would never even consider without such a knowl-
edge.  I feel sometimes like I am only just beginning to touch the 
surface of its potential. 
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A third aspect of my visit also returns to my heart often:  I 
sense that visit was an almost tangible, mystical union with Christ!  
I’m referring to the moment when both of my hands were touching 
my friend simultaneously, one on her hand, one on her head.  I felt 
I was being drawn very powerfully – no, fully – to the heart of Christ 
through the Holy Spirit, and in so being, to the heart of my friend.  I 
make a distinction between adverbs here because I think the conno-
tation is significant.  My feeling was one of being gently and affection-
ately pulled toward the heart of Christ.  As part of the “fullness” of 
my response, I felt a holistic sense of both receiving and giving si-
multaneously.  What I received, I pray I gave.  I thought at the time 
that I had been part of a virtual triangle of contact.  Upon reflecting, 
I am confident the Holy Spirit was in our midst, pouring forth grace 
and peace to each of us respectively, so that we might strengthen 
each other.  Of course, I may have felt this awareness of comple-
mentary unity had I not been physically touching my friend, but my 
sense is that doing so was significant. 

This brings me to my fourth point to ponder.  I understand 
that the pastor is often perceived as a sort of intermediary, and I can 
certainly see how that dynamic might play out with a patient/
parishioner who is not particularly open to the movement of the 
Holy Spirit.  In the case of my visit with Heather, however, I often 
could not tell who was in the role of pastor: my friend or myself.  It 
seems the roles flip-flopped several times during the short period I 
was with her, depending on each other’s needs at the moment.  I 
realize, of course, that is a gift of true friendship, but it also serves 
to remind me – over and over – that a pastor is very much a person, 
and one who frequently needs to be ministered to herself. 
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Circles 
  

A 
s a still pond on a clear summer day, 
I sit silently in the Presence, 
breathing in, 

breathing out, 
prayer dropping like a small pebble  
on waiting water surface, 
creating concentric circles 
rippling center to edge and back again, 
this time set aside to tend the Holy, 
watching each successive wave as it appears, 
deeply pondering Spirit's undulations 
within and without. 

 
 

A Poem About Hands 
  

This poem is a reflection on the passage Isaiah 49: 14-21, specifi-
cally verse 16: "See, I have inscribed you on the palms of my hands; 
your walls are continually before me" (NRSV). The week of chapel it 
was created for was focusing on a few of the times scripture men-
tions being marked, so the question I had to ponder with this verse 
was, what does it mean that our names are written on God's hands? 
Being the theater artist/storyteller I am, I took that question and an-
swered it with a spoken word poem. 
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S 
ometimes my mom talks with her hands 
As if  what is bundled inside 
Her feelings, thoughts, emotions, meanings, mo-

tives, intentions, passions 
All that constructs the fluid terrain of  intangibles 
Within this elemental entanglement 
Were locked and needed escape 
And could only through painting a narration 
In the dance of  her fingers 
The slide of  her palms 
The flick of  her wrists 
As though her heart didn’t trust that her words were 

enough to convey what she had to say 

Which may be why I’ve so often seen her lift them both in 
praise 

Or clasp them together when she prays 
 

H ands whose veins I would trace in church, usually 
during the sermon, on Sundays 

Not that the preacher didn’t speak a good word, but those 
hands kept me entranced 

I would scan the landscape of  her rough hands 
Scour the cracks and crevices and creases 
Like a gypsy seeking to unearth a future yet only finding 

memories 
Stories marked by famine, flood and fire, freckled with 

hope, joy and prosperity 
Knuckles swollen from years of  basketball that she gave 

up to start a family 
Early mornings and late nights with sick children and 

stubborn cattle 
Or stubborn children and sick cattle 
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Palm to palm I’d measure mine to hers 
Trying to lie within the lines with which they were defined 
And I knew that she loved me because of  her hands 
That held, swaddled, cradled, cuddled five now adults that 

she still calls her babies 
And joyfully accepted poor attempts at handmade 

mother’s day gifts 
Hands that could mend the seams of  ripped jeans and 

broken hearts 
Make delicious meals some days only flavored with good 

intentions 
Hands that worked nine hours of  hard labor of  hospital 

laundry that came home and still were willing to do a 
few more loads 

If  ever I doubt, I just look at her hands to see what is 
written there marked with love 

Without speaking a word, that’s what my mother’s hands 
say 

Whose hands I hope to have some day 
 

B ut one of  these days those hands will decay, and all 
that was said will fade 

So how much more is spoken in the hands that won’t fade 
On whose palms we find the inscription of  our names 
There engraved on the very hands that gave form to the 

dust 
Knit us in the womb and carries us into old age 
Built our foundations 
God will not forget us, we know 
 

B ecause of  God’s hands 
They have claimed us, that is to whom we belong 
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So we cannot forget, we each have hands 
That hold responsibility for what we sow 
If  we don’t, and walk around with fists clenched close, al-

lowing only thorns to grow 
We must make sure to live with hands that unfold 
 

S o the world God created can know they are remem-
bered, and not forgotten 

Cherished, even if  they are broken 
Loved, and not forsaken 
That they belong 
For God so loved the world 
God so loved the world 
This we know 
How? 
Because of  Jesus Christ – we can see it in his hands 
Who calls us to be those hands and to be his feet 
Just as I hope the same hands my mother inherited from 

her mother will be bequeathed unto me 
For to be the body of  Christ, our bodies need to speak. 
So they’ll know we are Christians by our love, by our love, 
yes they’ll know we are Christians by our love 
They then will see who has claim on us, and who we chose 

to claim as Lord 
Because they’ll see it in our hands 
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W hen the mighty tree sheds all of  her 

leaves,  

with her budding glory still clinging to quarry,  

she appears naked and barren for all people 

to see. 

Y et she is still clothed, just as before, 
in beautiful majesty. 

Of  a different kind, no doubt I’m sure, 
but I wonder, I wonder, if  it isn’t more pure? 
So great and mighty is the tree that is bare, 

for if  splendid a tree adorned with grace, 

then nothing, but nothing, can take the place 

of  the bare tree so great and mighty. 

The Bare Tree So Great And Mighty 
  Daniel M. Galati 



 

 

T hough empty and bare and appearance despair, 

yet steadfast and upright and inwardly fair; 

Though pitied as shameful and utterly bland, 

so great and mighty is the bare tree that stand. 

S o consider the bare tree so great and mighty, 

whose time has yet to come. 

Her branches extend daily and nightly, 

Content to be clothed with the Sun. 
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On Dealing with Loss and Grief 
  

W 
hat has this life come to 
when all emotions are muted, 
when all thoughts are vague - 

 when the foundation firmly rooted 
 breaks apart and decays? 
Grief, makes you weary 
 it takes all you had to give. 
It makes you tired, and lazy 
 and utterly disinterested. 
What has this life come to 
 when there are no more tears to cry? 
How do you find relief 
 when you feel that you too have died? 
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What has this life come to 
 when you feel so uncomfortably numb? 
How do you navigate your path 
 when you have no sense of what is to come? 
Can you even see the forest through the trees - 
Can you  fall in prayer to your knees? 
Can you cry from the depths, 
 while Sheol's waters fill your lungs? 
Can you pray when you cant quite comprehend griefs 

many restless tongues? 
God is in your grief. Yet he is so hard to see- 
God is love and justice 
 and all that seems good to me. 
But it is God’s voice that I so desperately want to hear 
 and it is God’s voice that is so quiet and his presence 

never near. 
My heart is open but empty, 
 my soul is void and flat 
I cannot find my way out 
 my head is a prison - a trap. 
What has this life come to 
 when you don’t know life from death 
 when a silent sob aches with in your every breath? 
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Like a Human Being… 
A Sermon on Daniel 7:9-14 and  
John 18:33-37 

  

This sermon was preached in Hick’s Memorial Chapel at Pittsburgh 
Theological Seminary during the daily worship service in the Spring of 
2012. 
 

F 
or my field education experience, I’m an intern at the Hot 
Metal Bridge Faith Community.  I get to hang out with peo-
ple at their ministry called “The Table.” It’s about as simple 

as it sounds.  If you are hungry, come to The Table at 5:30 on Tues-
day and Thursday nights and you will be treated to a free hot meal, a 
place to sit, and if you listen hard, some pretty interesting and eclec-
tic and heartbreaking conversation.  People from all ages and back-
grounds and perspectives come to The Table. The place is so full of 
sticky, sweaty, hungry humanity that I leave exhausted, completely 
drained.  It is all I can do to drive home, give my son a bath, put 
him to bed and then collapse on the couch to play “Plants vs. Zom-
bies” or watch reruns of Buffy the Vampire Slayer. 
  Many homeless people come to The Table.  Some of them 
could use a good “drying out” and others are just down on their 
luck looking for work.  Sleeping under bridges has hardened some, 
and has made others just tired. We also get many lonely older peo-
ple that are estranged from their children, or never had children, or 
their children just live far away.  Their bones hurt and their joints 
ache.  We also have a table of widowed men who meet at the 
McDonald’s on Mount Oliver every morning for coffee and Egg 
McMuffins, and then meet up again at The Table in the evening.  
Some of them are homeless, some are living off of social security, 
and others got out of the steel business just in time to live quite well 
off their pensions. They are all just hanging on, holding on to this 
daily routine, holding on to each other.  Then we have our “Occupy 
Table.”  They had been sleeping in tents in Mellon Park before they 
got kicked out, and have since formed their own little communities, 
sleeping on friends’ couches or in vans in Wal-Mart parking lots.  
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They are tired too, and now are looking for jobs like baristas, sous 
chefs, or freelance photographers.  Some are still trying to hold on 
their idealism; others just want to be able to afford a burger and a 
pack of smokes. 
 This place is chock-full of humanity.  You are in the thick of 
it. On any given night, you’ll see the broken families, the worn out 
day laborers, the dirt caked fingernails, the matted hair, the broken 
teeth, the guys still suffering with PTSD from the Vietnam War.  
You will see the hunger – the deep hunger of humanity.  You will see 
people scramble to the free bread table, almost knocking each other 
down to get the biggest loaves. You will see people get into argu-
ments debating politics, the recent Port Authority cuts, or the ref’s 
call from last Sunday’s Steeler game. They wave their arms, cussing 
at each other, raising their voices, and mostly, it’s just so they will be 
noticed. Here are people who are longing, aching, for community – 
for a place to belong and call home. A place to be truly human. That 
is, a place where they can rest their bodies, minds, and hearts from 
the constant attacks of the media, from the failures of the govern-
ment, from our social and economic systems, from the bigotry and 
heartache of humans failing each other. They are longing for a break 
from the beasts of our day.  Aren’t we all? 
 For Daniel, the beasts are the kingdoms and rulers that have 
threatened Israel’s very existence and way of being.  They are far 
from human.  Earlier in the book, they are clay, iron, silver, and 
gold.  In our passage, they are bestial hybrids, horns and wings and 
tusks and teeth.  They are the oppressors, powers, systems and 
structures that force Israel to be who they are not.  
 We may not have foreign nations commanding what we eat, 
changing our names, or throwing us into dens of lions, but we have 
beasts here.  They are the advertisements that tell us that we are too 
fat.  They are the culture that tells us that violence is the answer to 
our problems.  They are the society that believes that money can 
make us happy.  They are the religions that isolate and control.   
 These systems, fears, failures, and prejudices are the beasts 
of our day.  They are the things in our society that make us think 
that we are somehow less than human, that we are simply the sum 
of our parts: a drunk who sleeps under a bridge, a broken, arthritic 
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body that our children have rejected, a soldier in a failed war, and 
now am nothing but migraine headaches and alcohol addiction. 
Some of us think we are simply a collection of master’s degrees and 
grade point averages or publications, awards and professional acco-
lades. We would be somebody if only our boss would notice us, or if 
we could afford this car, or if our children would get good grades, 
or if we could just get married, or if we could quit smoking or eat 
organic or lose weight or... 
 The beasts want us to forget that we are made in the image 
of God.  The beasts try to distract us from the very truth that we 
have been made just a little lower than the angels. Daniel’s vision 
reminds us that it isn’t another beast who comes to deliver us, but 
“One like the Son of Man” – which means “one like a human be-
ing.”  The enemies are those who are sub-human, the ones who 
deny their own humanity, the things that oppress us and keep us 
from being who we are truly made to be.   
 And for the first time in the book of Daniel, this seventh 
chapter gives a glimpse of Daniel’s fear.  Daniel is completely 
freaked out.  If we just read a little further to verse 15, we would 
hear “As for me, Daniel, my spirit was troubled within me, and the 
visions of my head terrified me.”  In chapters 1-6, Daniel is depicted 
as a confident hero, one who knows all the answers and has worked 
the “system” well, but here Daniel is scared out of his mind.   
  What is this fear about?  The beasts frighten him, but he 
has seen beasts before.  The judgment in front of the Ancient One 
frightens him, but he has seen the judgment of God before.   
But what he has not seen yet is this: “One like the Son of Man” – 
someone or something, a community perhaps, that is so real, so vul-
nerable, so very fleshy and messy, and complicated and hungry and 
broken, terrifying and exhausting and so very human.  It is to this 
humanity that is given dominion, and glory and kingship, and that is 
scary. 
  In John’s Gospel, Pilate asks if Jesus is the King of the Jews, 
Jesus replies, “My kingdom is not of this world.” I see him gesturing 
to the flags of the Roman empire, the eagles on his standards, and 
the swords and armor and military guards surrounding him.  He 
says, “If my kingdom were from this world, (this world of fear and 
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control and suppression, this world of power and exchanges and 
rigid definitions), my followers would be fighting to keep me from 
being handed over to the Jews; they’d be playing your game. But as it 
is, my kingdom is not from here.” This is scary because it gets him 
killed, and because somehow, in his weakness, we are saved. 
 Jesus’ kingdom is not a kingdom of beasts. We have to re-
member this.  Jesus’s kingdom is a kingdom made of lepers, prosti-
tutes, tax collectors, and friends who doubt and fear and run away.  
Jesus’s kingdom is a human kingdom. Isn’t that the mystery of the 
incarnation?  Isn’t that strange and scary and wild that God should 
come to us in our humanity?   
 There is a wonderful ambiguity in the text for today.  Ac-
cording to scholars, the Aramaic could mean either “One like a hu-
man being coming from the clouds of heaven, or with the clouds of 
heaven.”  These two simple prepositions, “from” or “with,” give us 
two pictures of what could be going on here.  Is the Son of Man 
coming down from the clouds, coming down to us from the heav-
ens?  Or is the Son of Man ascending, going up, coming from this 
earth and joining to God?  I do not think anybody really knows 
which it is, and maybe that is how it should be.  God comes to us in 
our humanity.  We come to God in the same way, through our true 
humanness, through our connection to Jesus Christ.   
  To paraphrase Simone Weil, twentieth century mystic and 
philosopher, when we come before God, we don’t need to have all 
the answers, we don’t need to shed all of our doubts, we don’t need 
to get rid of our fears; we only need to know that we are hungry.  We 
are hungry for real food, for real nourishment. Longing to rid our-
selves of the beasts of our day who try to manipulate and control us 
into being something other than who God has made us to be. May 
we come to this table today in our true humanity, with real hunger, 
and an honest desire to be fed by the one who was hungry himself, 
the one who defeated the beasts of Daniel’s time and of our own, 
and the one who invites us into the kingdom of true, full, and real 
humanity.  
 
Thanks be to God. 

Jennifer Frayer-Griggs is a senior stu-
dent in the Master of Divinity pro-
gram at Pittsburgh Theological Semi-
nary. 
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This sermon was preached on 28 November 2012, during a week of 
chapel services on the occasion of the rededication of Hicks Memorial 
Chapel at Pittsburgh Theological Seminary. This particular chapel ser-
vice featured the dedication of the new pulpit, designed and built by 
woodworker Erich Thompson. 
 

H 
e was there everyday, rain or shine. A man of unknown age 
with a seemingly endless collection of pastel leisure suits. 
Standing in the damp grass, Bible in hand. Standing beside 

the footpath where thousands of Indiana University students trudge 
back and forth between classes. 
 He parks his boat of a station wagon there on the lawn. The 
rear hatch yawns open to reveal the speakers for his makeshift mi-
crophone. A bell sounds. A swarm of students buzz from the build-
ings. He takes a deep breath, and the sermon begins. 
 It was usually a pretty angry sermon. That’s how it seemed 
to me. There was a lot of yelling about the corrupt and perverse be-
havior of the younger generation. There was a laundry list of our 
many sins. There were warnings about hellfire and eternal suffering 
and Satan’s wily ways.  But eventually, finally, he gets around to the 
part about Jesus and his love. 
 Most students plod by with hardly a look—they have heard 
it all before. But some gather there on the grass, not too close. If 
you get too close he will come right up and grab you on the shoul-
der—grab you hard. The kids who stop have learned to keep their 
distance. 
 Some of them are there to ridicule the preacher. They jeer, 
they taunt, they heave soda cans—you get the idea.  Some students, 
like my friends and I from the music school, just stop to watch the 
drama unfold, amazed at the guy’s persistence. We just didn’t have 
preachers like that in California. Not that I ever encountered, any-
way. 
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 Others stop there on the grass to argue. You can guess their 
majors: Poly Sci.  Law.  Philosophy. 
 “Who are you,” they challenge the preacher, “to tell me how 
to live? You think you have a corner on the truth? Just who do you 
think you are?” 
 Just who do you think you are? It’s a good question for 
preachers to ask themselves from time to time. Not just the kind of 
preachers who thump the Bible at college students but for the kind 
who stand in a pulpit week after week and try to make a difference 
in 17 minutes or less. Just who do you think you are? 
 It’s not just a question for 21st century preachers. It’s one 
preachers and prophets and disciples have asked themselves one 
way or another for millennia. 
 
 You know about Moses: when God told him to go and 
preach to Pharoah, he complained about his poor public speaking 
skills.  You know about Jeremiah: when God told him to go and 
preach to Israel, he complained he was too young to be taken seri-
ously. And surely the disciples felt some of the same insecurity 
when Jesus sent them out two by two to preach about the coming 
Kingdom—as Jesus himself put it—like sheep in the midst of 
wolves. Not exactly a description to give one confidence.  And what 
about the Apostle Paul?  Who was he tell people how to live? Not 
only hadn’t he been one of the “twelve,” the only thing he had done 
for the Jesus movement at the time of his call was to try and stamp 
it out. 
 They all had good reason to wonder to themselves “Just 
who do you think you are?” 
 But the answer that comes is always the same. “Who do you 
think you are?” God says, “Who you are isn’t what’s important.” It’s 
a hard word to hear. “You get a little tongue-tied Moses?  Who 
gives speech to mortals—is it not I, the Lord? Now go, I will be 
with your mouth and teach you what you are to speak. Here, take 
Aaron along with you.” And off Moses goes. 
 “You think you’re too young to make a difference 
Jeremiah?” says God, “You shall speak what I command you—I 
have put my words in your mouth.” 
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 And what about those sheep nose to nose with the wolves? 
Remember what Jesus told them: “Do not worry about what you 
are to say—what you are to say will be given to you at that time. For 
it is not you who speak, but the Spirit of your Father speaking 
through you.” 
 And Paul the persecutor turned persecuted? He sums it up 
himself one day from his jail cell: 
“It is because of the gospel that I suffer hardship—even to the 
point of being chained like a criminal. But,” Paul says—and one can 
imagine him rattling his shackles for emphasis—“but the Word of 
God is not chained.” 
 
The Word of God is not chained. 
 
 What is this Word of God Paul is talking about? This Word 
promised to prophets and passed on to preachers and delivered to 
disciples? 
 I don’t need to tell you. You already know that the Word of 
God is first Jesus Christ himself. 
Word become flesh, dwelling among us, brimming with grace and 
truth. You already know that. 
And you already know that the Scriptures point to that truest Word 
by the grace of God and that when they do we call them Word of 
God too. And you already know that the definition doesn’t end 
there. You already know that any testimony that points to that truest 
Word by God’s grace and power can rightly be called Word of God 
as well. So that anytime anyone witnesses to the offense of the cross 
and the shock of resurrection and the promise of a something more 
unmerited and beyond imagining and without end. Anytime anyone 
points to that truest reality in any way shape or form—that too we 
rightly call Word of God. 
 It is this rich living Word of God that Paul writes about 
from prison. This Word of God that grabs ahold of people and 
claims them and changes them. This Word of God, Paul says, cannot 
be chained. It cannot be confined or held or imprisoned or compart-
mentalized or detained. No matter what. Anytime it is spoken or 
written or lived out the Word is at large. On the loose. Free.   The 
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Word of God that goes out cannot be stopped any more than the 
tomb could hold Jesus. The Word will prevail. 
 The prophet Isaiah—a preacher who worried about the 
worthiness of his ‘unclean lips’—the prophet Isaiah announces it 
like this: “Thus says the Lord: My word that goes out from my 
mouth will not return to me empty, but will accomplish what I de-
sire and achieve the purpose for which I sent it.” 
 
God’s Word will not return empty. 
 
 What does that mean for us preachers and would-be preach-
ers? What does that mean for those you educating, nurturing, form-
ing the preachers of tomorrow? It means: that the weaknesses and 
inadequacies and hypocrisies of our preaching of the gospel cannot 
prevent people from hearing the Word of God. 
 
 In a way, that’s what this old-fashioned piece of furniture—
a pulpit—says. It marks the spot of a holy activity, not a holy per-
son. The power of God’s Word is not rooted in the preacher’s per-
sonality or virtue or poetic sensibility. The pulpit holds a human wit-
ness here within its strong arms. The pulpit hems the preacher in, 
face to face with the church’s book. The pulpit rightly constrains the 
human preacher, yes, but it does not constrain the Word. And that 
is the point! 
 While it is tempting and sometimes fitting and necessary to 
deliver sermons town hall style, pacing around, up close and per-
sonal, preaching from a pulpit acknowledges the truth about us 
preachers: that we are not up to the task laid upon us. Never have 
been.  Never will be. We cannot preach alone. If the success of the 
Word was up to us and our virtues, we might as well give up now. 
 But you already know this. Type in the word “sermon” or 
“preacher” on YouTube. The good, the bad, and the crazy, they are 
all there for anyone to see. 
 Or how about the televangelists? There’s the one with the 
pink hair and too much makeup who talks in a sugary voice while 
the homebound send her their social security checks. There’s the 
one who hits people with his hand right between the eyes and 
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knocks them to the floor, even little kids sometimes. Trying to 
knock some God into them I guess. Then there’s the one with the 
southern drawl and the business suit who appears to be selling a 
lightly baptized version of every self-help book ever written. 
 Does it make you feel good to know we are all playing for 
the same team? On some level?  NO! 
 Who are they to stand up in the name of God and tell us 
how to live?  But here’s the thing:  to the extent—and it may be a 
small one—to the extent that the gospel is preached and the intro-
duction made, to the degree that Jesus Christ is proclaimed, the 
idiosyncrasies of the preachers are irrelevant. Why?  Because the 
Word of God will not return empty. It cannot be stopped any more 
than the tomb could hold Jesus. 
 Every few months it seems, a scandal comes to light. A min-
ister who commits adultery, embezzles from the benevolence fund, 
sexually harasses counselees. There are the ones who drink too 
much or the ones who treat God’s church like a country club or the 
controlling ones who preach freedom but never give laypeople 
room to breathe. And then there are the ones who have a corner on 
the truth. Who know the will of God regarding this or that—and 
woe to the people who don’t agree. The ones so caught up in a po-
litical or social or theological controversy that they cannot, will not, 
have no intention of, loving their enemies. Then there are the ones 
who trade in the cost of discipleship for a positive, life-coach sort of 
Jesus who wants to see you healthy and wealthy and wise. The 
preachers who will say whatever the latest research indicates people 
under a certain age or above a certain income level want to hear. 
Then there are the museum curators—the preachers who equate 
faithfulness with hanging on tight to the good old days—whenever 
those were. Who will not loosen their grip long enough to let the 
Holy Spirit wreck a little havoc once and a while. 
 Does it make you feel good to know we are all playing for 
the same team? On some level?  NO!  Who are they to stand up in 
the name of God and tell us how to live?  But here’s the thing:  to 
the extent—and it may be a small one—to the extent that the gospel 
is preached and the introduction made, to the degree that Jesus 
Christ is proclaimed, the hypocrisies of the preachers are irrelevant. 
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Why? Because the Word of God will not return empty. It cannot be 
stopped any more than the tomb could hold Jesus. 
 
 But of course it is awfully arrogant to be casting so many 
stones at our brothers and sisters when really we should drop them 
right here in the dust and disappear into the shadows. We know the 
truth. We each have a story tell of our failures, our inadequacies, our 
hypocrisies. 
 
 What is it for you?  Laziness, insensitivity, selfishness, re-
sentment, ambition? Sell all you have and give to the poor?  Right. 
 Who among us is worthy to testify to the goodness of this 
God?  The height and the depth and the length and the breadth—
the fullness of the God who chooses to be with and for humanity?  
Our words and certainly our lives cannot possibly express this Word. 
And yet we are called to try. 
 And in spite of the fact that it is depressing to consider all 
the ways that our witness is inadequate, Isaiah’s message about the 
resilience of the Word is one that should make you want to sit up 
straighter and take heart. Take heart as you head back to your work 
and try to find the words and the ways to point to the Word, God 
with us, brimming with grace and truth. Sit up, preachers, and take 
heart. 
 Because long ago, a scruffy band of disciples with no 
money, little education, and next to no public speaking experience 
told God’s story and preached the Word. And all kinds of people 
heard and the kingdom of God got bigger. 
 
And the Word did not return empty. 
 
 And for centuries, preachers have stepped into pulpits great 
and small and dared to tell people how to live. And some of the ser-
mons were lectures dressed up as sermons and some were boring 
and some were hateful and some were fairly heretical and some had 
a lot of jokes but didn’t seem to have a point. And some didn’t even 
have the jokes. But the preachers kept on preaching and they told 
God’s story and the Word sneaked out. And all kinds of people 
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heard and the kingdom of God got bigger. 
 
And the Word did not return empty. 
 
 And ever since the church began, preachers who were 
homemakers and teachers and farmers and executives and builders 
and health care workers and students went about their work and 
play.  They preached the gospel to their friends and neighbors and 
parents and children and co-workers and even their pastors. Some-
times they said the wrong thing. Sometimes they offended people. 
Sometimes they got the gospel confused with patriotism or psychol-
ogy or patriarchy. Sometimes they got tongue-tied and had to try 
again another time. But they kept on preaching and told God’s story 
and the Word sneaked out. And all kinds of people heard and the 
kingdom of God got bigger. 
 
And the Word did not return empty. 
 
 And over the centuries, missionaries have spread out all over 
the place to and from Mozambique and Korea and Chile and China 
and Pennsylvania. Missionaries went out and struggled to learn lan-
guages and stomach strange foods and make friends. And they 
made lots of mistakes. They stepped on valued traditions and they 
alienated people and their accents were questionable. But those 
preachers kept on preaching and they told God’s story and the 
Word sneaked out. And all kinds of people heard and the kingdom 
of God got bigger. 
 
And the Word did not return empty. 
 
 And once, not all that long ago, a self-made minister in a 
leisure suit with a boat of a station wagon stood in the damp grass at 
Indiana University and preached every day, rain or shine. And it’s 
true that he yelled more than he should have and he was awfully 
abrasive and his exegetical skills left a lot to be desired. And it’s true 
that he over-simplified things and didn’t think through things and 
some days he just made God out to be a Big Cosmic Grouch. But 
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he kept on preaching, and he told God’s story and the Word 
sneaked out. And at least one music major from California heard, 
and the kingdom of God got bigger. 
 
And the Word did not return empty. 
 
 

 

The Rev. Dr. Angela Deinhart Han-
cock is Assistant Professor of Homilet-
ics and Worship at Pittsburgh Theo-
logical Seminary. 
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Sheep Before Ceremony: 
A Sermon on Luke 6:1-5 

  
Charissa Clark Howe 

This sermon was delivered to Pittsburgh Theological Seminary class-
mates as part of  the course requirements for Dr. Audrey Thompson’s 
HM01: “Intro to Homiletics.” on April 16, 2013, the morning after the 
Boston Marathon bombing. I wore my 2010 Pittsburgh Marathon fin-
isher shirt to preach in that day. 
 
Scripture: Luke 6:1-51 

1And it came to pass on (a) Sabbath, he passed along through grain-
fields and his disciples were plucking the ears and they were eating, 
rubbing (them) in their hands. 
2:But some of the Pharisees said, “Why do you do that which is not 
lawful on the Sabbath?” 
3And answering them, Jesus said, “Did you not even read that which 
David did because he was hungry and those with him were too? 
4He entered into the house of God and the loaves of the presence; he 
took, ate and gave to those with him, which is not lawful to eat except 
only the Priests. 
5And He said to them, “The Son of Man is the Lord of the Sabbath.” 
 

S 
ome of you may have noticed how I’m dressed this morning 
and wondered if I’d forgotten I was preaching today or if per-
haps I was running low on clean laundry. You have probably 

all heard by now about the bombing at the finish line of the Boston 
Marathon.  As a marathoner myself, I have seen in the past 18 hours 
or so that the running community has been really shaken up by this 
event – especially those of us who are registered to run the next 
large marathon in this part of the country: the Pittsburgh marathon 
which takes place in just 3 weeks.2 In a show of support and prayer 
for all the people affected by the bombings, runners all over the 
world are wearing race shirts today.  

1 Editor’s Note: This is the author’s own translation 
2  Editor’s Note: 4 May 2013 



 

 

 As I went to my drawer to get this shirt out. (here’s where it 
gets a little girly for a minute)  I thought, “CRAP! I bought a new 
outfit to preach in!” Weird glimpse into my psyche. . . I was really a 
little worked up about this. 

At first I thought I’d just change into my race shirt when I 
got home.  I could still wear the clothes I had carefully chosen for 
today to keep up the right appearance for class and then show my 
solidarity later.  Or maybe I could put it under a button down 
shirt…kind of like Superman. 
 And then in that funny way He likes to do, God worked up 
a conviction in my heart that I was doing the same silly thing I was 
getting ready to tell all of you not to do.  He took my own sermon 
and preached it right on back to me! 

You see, there are other runners and people from Boston 
here at this school, and in the congregation I serve, and all over 
Pittsburgh. Our country—especially a subculture I'm actively in-
volved in—was shocked by this news. People I run with were there 
yesterday running the Boston marathon—people I have had and 
will again have an opportunity to minister to and pray with because 
I'm a part of the running community. I’m sure to run into people 
today who will recognize why I’m wearing this shirt and I’ll be of-
fered an opportunity to pray and give support—an opportunity my 
own silly rule about my outfit would have squished.  
 Preaching this message the day after a news story like yester-
day’s started to feel empty to me if I didn’t, at least in this small way, 
acknowledge the trauma that happened to some of the people 
around me; even if it messed with the sermon and ceremony I had 
already planned in my head. 

When we read today’s passage from Luke, it seems easy for 
us to determine that the Pharisees were in the wrong. What was up 
with those Pharisees, anyway? Jesus and the disciples were just tak-
ing a walk through a grainfield and they grabbed a bite to eat. This 
wasn’t stealing according to the law, rather they were accused of do-
ing too much work!  

If you’ve never walked through a grainfield, try it some day. 
It’s beautiful. It’s peaceful. What in this scene could possibly be la-
beled “work?”  
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In the centuries since God first mandated that the people set 
aside one day of every seven for rest, there had been great debate 
about what exactly constituted “rest” and “work.” Out of this de-
bate arose a legal system so complicated it could be argued that 
something as innocuous and restful as plucking a few heads of grain 
in a field could be construed as “unlawful work on the Sabbath” 
because the disciples were “threshing” the grain with their hands. 

The Pharisees had put their human interpretations of God’s 
law above the human needs of the people and had instead of creat-
ing rest, created so many rules that it caused more work to follow 
them than to simply rest. They weren’t prepared for anything that 
didn’t fit into their neat little box of right and wrong. 

Jesus’ answer to the Pharisees was a bit unusual. It doesn't 
seem at first to be a direct answer to the Pharisees’ issue. Rather he 
harkened back to when David and his men were hungry and could 
find nothing but holy bread to eat.  

That bread was consecrated: set aside. But the hunger, the 
physical need of David and his men was greater than the need to 
adhere to the ceremony surrounding that bread. 
  Jesus, self-proclaimed Lord of the Sabbath and Son of Man, 
did not appreciate the Pharisees’ complicated interpretations of 
God’s law. If anyone had the right to be offended by too much 
work on the Sabbath, surely it was the Lord of the Sabbath himself! 
But instead, he charged that the ceremony that had come to sur-
round the idea of Sabbath was not to be put ahead of the actual 
needs of people. 

Just as the well-being of David and his army was more im-
portant than the consecration of the bread, the rest and well-being 
of the disciples was to Jesus more important than the Sabbath cere-
monies observed by the Pharisees. 

This isn’t just a one-off instance of Jesus warning people to 
address the earthly needs around them. In Matthew 25, Jesus says 
that anyone who ignores the sick, the poor, the naked, the impris-
oned ignores him.  

The greatest commandments? Love the Lord your God with 
all your being and love your neighbor as yourself! Nothing complicated or 
hard to remember. Just love. 
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Time and time again, Jesus puts love and care of the real 
needs of people above the rules and regulations and lists and cere-
mony of man.  

Sabbath is good.  Sabbath was made for people. It is a valu-
able, needed rest.  But if the Sabbath is creating, rather than address-
ing needs and distress, something has gone very wrong. 

Like the Pharisees, we like rules. They make us feel safer. 
They make us feel secure; like we're in control.  They make some of 
our decisions easier. When subjectivity and ambiguity are the enemy, 
specificity and well-defined lines are our friends.   

Before you start thinking I’m even more of a rule-hating re-
bel than you’d realized, please remember my silly wardrobe di-
lemma. I like rules and plans and ceremony. I want to know what to 
expect.  I have three children in my house—I would be nuts to treat 
the rules too carelessly. Without rules, things would go very bad 
very fast. But rules, my friends, are not the end all be all to living the 
Christian life. 

People are leaving the church in droves because they are 
tired of hearing all rules and little love. “Don’t legalize this thing 
because it’s against our religious rules.” "UN-legalize this thing be-
cause it's against our religious rules." “You can come here, but here 
are the rules.” “Look like this.” “Dress like that.” “Talk like me.” 
“Vote like him.” 
“If I speak in the tongues of mortals and of angels, but do not have 
love, I am a noisy gong or a clanging cymbal. ” (1 Co 13:1-3 NRSV) 

We the church are all too often but a noisy gong in the ears 
of the world around us. 
 We must find a way to move from being that noisy gong to 
being a voice of comfort: that much is clear from this passage.  

And that is where it gets exciting, friends! 
 We have a unique opportunity to be that voice of comfort.   

At the risk of sounding corny, I assert that we are the future 
of the church!  God has called us into leadership at this very mo-
ment to help guide His people! As we enter into our ministries - or 
continue in them as the case may be for some of us—Let’s not for-
get that first and foremost we are called to care for God’s people.   

We aren't some sort of religious referees running around the 
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field of life blowing whistles at every infraction. That’s not our 
calling.  Our calling is to reach out and take care of the children of 
God, no matter what they look like, dress like, talk like, live like, or 
even smell like. 

We are called to expect the unexpected and set aside our 
ceremony when it happens. 
 Life is full of surprises—both joyful and devastating. In at-
tending to the concrete needs of those around us—needs of food, 
comfort, fellowship, water, shelter, love—we are often, no. . . not 
often. . . usually. . . called out of our comfortable rules, ceremonies 
and plans in order to live out a truly Christian life. 

Ministry isn’t always very pretty.  It very rarely follows our 
rules or expectations. There will always be someone or something 
unexpected knocking at your door.  And they will always matter, 
even if it’s not food pantry day. They will always matter, even if they 
are interrupting your sermon writing routine.  They will always mat-
ter, even if they are sitting during the Gloria Patri or saying some-
thing completely off the wall in Sunday school. 
 Caring for the needs of the people around us must be one of 
our very highest priorities because it is one of Jesus’ very highest 
priorities and because Jesus shows us this same love and respect.  
Jesus sets aside the rules and ceremony for us. Now it is our turn to 
do the same for others. 
 
ALLELUIA! AMEN! 
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This sermon was preached at the Allegheny County Jail (ACJ) on No-
vember 22, 2012.  The intent of the sermon is to give hope that God 
has not abandoned those who are incarcerated, just as God did not 
abandon the Israelites in exile.  Although the sermon is based on a 
variety of scholarly material, the CEV Bible translation is included 
because all who are incarcerated have access to free CEV Bibles. 
 
Let us pray.  Father God, we know that your love is everlasting and that you 
meet us here this morning.  Open our ears to hear your truth.  Open our eyes to 
see your goodness.  Open our hearts to know that your plans for us are true and 
good. In Jesus' name we pray.  Amen. 
 

W 
e are entering into a very grim history this morning.  The 
city of Jerusalem has just been ransacked by the power-
ful King Nebuchadnezzar who commands the Babylo-

nian army.  The way the Babylonians conquer other nations is to lay 
siege to a city, making everyone in it a hostage, and not allowing in 
food or water from those who are outside the city.  When everyone 
within the siege line is close to death from dehydration or starvation 
or from diseases that spread through the city as people share what 
little they have with one another, then, the Babylonians take them 
captive.  People are forced to leave their homes.  They are separated 
from their families.  The sickest, weakest, poorest are left to take 
care of their homeland, but the rest are forced to march to Babylo-
nia. 
 Our Bible passage picks up with a letter written to such a 
people.  The inhabitants of Jerusalem had been watching neighbor-
ing cities become sieged for a generation.  Yet, they do not expect 
devastation to come to them.  You see, God gave the founding fa-
ther of their nation a promise, a promise that this land was a gift 
from God to them, a promise that they will prosper so that they can 
prosper others.  God had protected them before, and they believed 
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God would protect them again.  Yet, they had a prophet in their city 
named Jeremiah.  Jeremiah had spent much of his life telling the 
Israelites, those who lived in the city of Jerusalem, that God was not 
pleased with them.  But they refused to change their ways.  Accord-
ing to Jeremiah, God is going to get their attention and change their 
ways one way or another, even if God must use a warring nation to 
do so. 
 So the Babylonian army does come.  Many people are exiled 
from Jerusalem, taken to Babylonia.  The walk is hundreds of miles, 
up and down steep, rocky hills.  The conditions are torturous.  
Scorching heat.  Little food.  Little water.  All the while worrying 
about those who have been left behind.  "Will they survive?  Can 
they find food for themselves? Will I ever see them again?"  And 
perhaps feeling betrayed.  "What did I do to deserve this?  To be 
sent so far from home?"  Or perhaps feeling the weight of guilt.  
Jeremiah had warned that God would allow this to happen if the 
people did not change their ways. 
 They arrive in Babylonia, unsure what to do.  Hoping to re-
turn home soon.  Mourning for those who were lost along the way.  
Mourning for their home.  Mourning for the God who had made a 
promise to their forefather. 
 And into this world of pain, the prophet Jeremiah sends a 
letter, containing a message from the Lord God. 
 
Here is what it says: 
 

I had you taken from Jerusalem to 
Babylonia. Now I tell you 5to settle 
there and build houses. Plant gardens 
and eat what you grow in them. 6Get 
married and have children, then help 
your sons find wives and help your 
daughters find husbands, so they can 
have children as well. I want your 
numbers to grow, not to get smaller. 

7Pray for peace in Babylonia and 
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work hard to make it prosperous. 
The more successful that nation is, 
the better off you will be. 

8-9Some of your people there in 
Babylonia are fortunetellers, and you 
have asked them to tell you what will 
happen in the future. But they will 
only lead you astray. And don’t let 
the prophets fool you, either. They 
speak in my name, but they are liars. 
I have not spoken to them. 

10After Babylonia has been the 
strongest nation for seventy years, I 
will be kind and bring you back to 
Jerusalem, just as I have promised.  
11I will bless you with a future filled 
with hope—a future of success, not 
of suffering. 12You will turn back to 
me and ask for help, and I will an-
swer your prayers. 13You will wor-
ship me with all your heart, and I will 
be with you 14and accept your wor-
ship (Jeremiah 29:4b-14a, CEV). 
 

 When I was praying about what to share with you, Jeremiah 
29:11 became firmly planted in my mind.  God says, "I will bless 
you with a future filled with hope--a future of success, not of suffer-
ing."  I wanted badly to bring a story of hope to you, to talk with 
you about the plans God has for your good.  This is a message of 
hope, but perhaps it will not sound like it. 
 As I meditated upon this passage, I asked myself how the 
words of Jeremiah would sound to those who were in exile.  
Jeremiah has a word from the Lord.  I imagine at first, they are 
overwhelmingly excited.  News from home is always exciting. 
 Yet, Jeremiah starts in a very perplexing way.  God took 
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them from Jerusalem to Babylonia, he says.  He starts by subtlety 
reminding them that they are in Babylonia because of their own sin.  
This is not a good way to start a letter from home.  No one wants to 
be told that they have caused their own pain. 
 And it gets worse from there.  I imagine that the people ex-
pect good news from God.  Some kind of message that deliverance 
is coming soon.  Their king is regrouping.  They have a plan.  God 
will work a miracle.  They will be home before spring.  But that is 
not the message they receive.  What does God say to them?  “Build 
houses and settle down; plant gardens and eat what they pro-
duce” (v. 5).  This is an interesting verse.  If you look at it in the 
original language, it uses a word for garden that is the same word 
used to describe the Garden of Eden.  God doesn't just tell them to 
plant, God tells them to create a space that is rich and full.  He tells 
them to create a paradise.  "A paradise?  In Babylonia?"  I can imag-
ine the people's eyes bulging out of their heads.  "What God?  You 
want us to plant gardens here in Babylonia?  Along side our captors?  
Our enemies?"  No, I don't think they saw this as good news. 
 Every line of the letter must be difficult for them to swal-
low.  They are to get married and have families, even though their 
own families have been torn apart.  They are to increase, not de-
crease.  They are to pray for those who are their enemies, who have 
brought so much evil into their lives.  They are not to trust false 
prophets who tell them they will be going home soon. 
 Jeremiah says the Lord has revealed to them that they will 
be in Babylonia for 70 years.  That's over a life-time.  They will 
never go home.  They will never see their loved ones again.  They 
will never be set free. 
 
Where is the good news? 
 
 Perhaps some of you can relate to this story.  Over the past 
year, I have heard many of your stories inside the jail.  I have heard 
your prayers for your children who you were forced to leave behind 
when you became incarcerated.  You worry that they will not be 
able to make it without you.  You fear for their safety and security. 
 Some of you can relate to the longing of the Israelites to see 
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their families.  You have not seen those who you love during the 
long wait you have been in this place.  And those who do receive 
visits feel that the hour is always cut short and the conversation is 
like the letter Jeremiah sent to the exiles; it is not quite what you 
hoped it would be. 
 I know that there are some in this room who hold pain and 
guilt for the choices you made.  Choices that if you just had the 
chance to go back you would make so differently.  You know that 
you are here because of the sin in your own life, and you hold on to 
that guilt with an iron fist. 
 I know that some of you receive false news from home and 
never know who you can trust, who is telling the truth.  You won-
der if you can trust anyone.  Even God. 
 Perhaps when you hear the story of the exiles you can relate.  
You feel far from home today.  You feel stripped of all you knew.  
You are mourning for the loss of those along the way.  Mourning 
for your home.  Mourning for the promises of God. 
 Jeremiah breaks in to the lives of the exiles in an unexpected 
way.  Yet, does that mean that he does not bring them hope? 
 The Israelites at this moment may be prone to despair.  
They may believe that the evil they have done has made them per-
manently unable to receive God's mercy.  They may believe that if 
they are not going home, life is over for them. 
 But that is not the case.  Jeremiah lets them know that as 
bad as their actions have been--perhaps even sacrificing their own 
children on an alter to other gods--as much harm as has been done, 
he still has a plan for them.  Even while they are in a place of suffer-
ing and captivity, God wants them to flourish.  He promises to hear 
them when they call.  To continue to be their God, no matter what 
they have done.  God has not abandoned them but is standing right 
in front of them on the banks of the Babylonian river. 
 The same is true for you today.  God has not abandoned 
you.  No matter what you have done.  No matter what has been 
done to you.  God still stands close. 
 The idea of flourishing may be different for you here in the 
jail than it was for the exiles.  Obviously, you cannot plant literal 
gardens, but I do believe that there is a kind of planting that you can 
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do.  Perhaps it is found in studying, going back to school or reading 
the Bible every morning and every evening.  Perhaps it is writing 
your own letters back home, to apologize for the things that have 
happened, to begin the hard work of reconnecting and restoring 
families.  Perhaps it is found in learning to forgive: to forgive your 
enemies, to forgive your family, to forgive yourself. 
 
I believe that God has a word for you today, too.  His presence 
stands in this room, right here in this locked grey room along side of 
us.  He speaks to your soul: 
 

Saying, while you are here, create your own place of peace.  
Your own garden.  Your place where you can thrive. 
 
Saying, while you are here, increase, do not decrease.  Learn.  
Share the Gospel that has been given to you. 
 
Saying, while you are here, pray for your enemies.  Do not 
seek revenge.  Believe that God will bring justice. 
 
Saying, while you are here, do not believe everything you 
hear.  Listen only to wise counsel. 
 
Saying, I desire to fulfill my promises to you.  To bless you 
with a future filled with hope.  When you repent, I will for-
give you.  When you ask me for help, I will give it to you.  
When you worship me, I will receive your worship. 
 

God is here.  Let us worship God. 
 

 

Kelly Jean Norris-Wilke is on the edi-
torial staff of the Pittsburgh Theo-
logical Journal and is a middler stu-
dent in the Master of Divinity pro-
gram at Pittsburgh Theological Semi-
nary. 
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H.W.J.D?: 
A Sermon on Matthew 5:21-37 
  

Steven S. Tuell 

I preached this sermon on Matthew 5:21-37 at Calvary PC(USA) in 
Indiana, PA on April 21, 2013.  I was participating in a program at 
Calvary called “With All Your Heart, Soul, Mind and Strength: Grow-
ing an Ancient Faith in Modern Times,” funded by a “Scientists in Con-
gregations” grant from the John Templeton Foundation.  Participants 
in the program were invited to explore how the relationship among 
science, Scripture, and theology enriches a contemporary faith. 
 

A 
t Pittsburgh Theological Seminary where I work, every stu-
dent before graduating must pass a Bible content exam.  
Responsibility for preparing this exam rotates among the 

Bible faculty.  When my turn rolls around, I like to have a bit of fun 
with the test.  So when I last prepared the exam, I asked our stu-
dents where in the Bible they would find, “The Lord helps those 
who help themselves.”  I am pleased—and relieved!—to report that 
most of our students recognized that this old chestnut is not from 
the Bible; it comes from political theorist Algernon Sydney, and was 
popularized by Ben Franklin in his “Poor Richard’s Almanac.”  Still, 
a disturbing minority of our students were persuaded that it was in 
there somewhere, perhaps in James, or Proverbs. 

Those students are, as it happens, in good company.  Ac-
cording to the Barna Group, 75% of those they surveyed believed 
that “The Lord helps those who help themselves” is in the Bible.1  
Indeed, 10% allegedly believe that Joan of Arc was Noah’s wife (you 
can’t make this stuff up!).2 Yet, according to a recent Gallup poll, 31 

1 Cited in Bill Broadway, “You May Swear on the Bible, But It’s Not in the Bible,” 
Washington Post, September 11, 2000 (http://articles.latimes.com/2000/
sep/11/news/cl-18991). 
2 Randall Balmer, “ Joan of Arc, Wife of Noah? Why Johnny can’t quote Scrip-
ture, and why it matters,” The Washington Monthly, April 2007 (http://
www.washingtonmonthly.com/features/2007/0704.balmer.html). 
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percent of Americans agree with the statement “The Bible is the 
actual word of God and is to be taken literally word for word.”3  
Curiously, though most of us believe that the Bible is important, so 
much so that a third of us believe that we cannot be trusted to inter-
pret it, it seems that few of us have actually read it! 

Certainly the Bible was important to Jesus, though not in the 
way that we might think.  Jesus did not have a Bible to read and 
study—in fact, no one in the first century owned a Bible.  The vari-
ous books of Jewish Scripture were written on separate scrolls, 
which were held by synagogues and schools; only a very few, very 
wealthy people had a library with scrolls of their own. Jesus would 
have experienced Scripture as we are this morning: by hearing Scrip-
ture read aloud in worship, and by singing and chanting its words 
along with the congregation.  Jesus would have needed to commit 
precious texts to memory, learning them by heart. Yet just prior to 
this morning’s passage, Jesus states, “Do not think that I have come 
to abolish the law or the prophets [that is, the whole of Jewish 
Scripture]; I have not come to abolish but to fulfill.  For truly I tell 
you, until heaven and earth pass away, not one letter, not one stroke 
of a letter, will pass from the law until all is accomplished” (Matt 
5:17-18). 

I am sure that everyone here has seen the expression 
“WWJD.”  Not too long ago, those four letters were everywhere: on 
bracelets, on tee shirts, on bumper stickers, even, heaven help us, on 
tattoos.  Of course, they stand for, “What would Jesus do?”  But 
this morning, I want us to consider another question: HWJR?  How 
would Jesus read?  While it takes an act of the imagination to con-
sider what Jesus would do if he was cut off in traffic, or if his inter-
net provider went down, we do not have to imagine how Jesus read.  
Matthew provides us, in today’s lesson, an example of Jesus reading, 
and interpreting, Scripture. 

Four times in this passage, Jesus says, “You have heard it 

3 Frank Newport, “One-Third of Americans Believe the Bible Is Literally True,” 
Gallup News Service, May 25, 2007 (http://www.gallup.com/poll/27682/
onethird-americans-believe-bible-literally-true.aspx). 



 

 

said,” quotes a passage from the Scriptures, and then declares, “but 
I say.”  Jesus places his own words on a par with Scripture—not just 
any Scripture, but the Torah, and even the words of the Ten Com-
mandments!  In part, this is an affirmation of what it means to 
speak of Jesus coming to fulfill the law and the prophets: he is him-
self the Word of God, made flesh (John 1:14).  But Christian readers 
should not be too quick to conclude that Jesus supplants the Torah: 
after all, Jesus declares that “not one letter, not one stroke of a let-
ter, will pass from the law until all is accomplished” (Matt 5:18).  As 
we will see, Jesus’ reading is faithful to the tradition, not contemptu-
ous of it.  However, Jesus reads these texts for what they mean, 
within the whole body of Scripture—not merely for what they say. 

So, while the Decalogue says only “Do not murder,” that 
does not mean that any act of violence short of murder is fine.  
Rather than narrowing the text to the letter of the law, Jesus’ read-
ing broadens and deepens the text, seeking its spirit.  Jesus knows 
that violence begins in the heart, in the attitude that demeans and 
dehumanizes the other.  Words of contempt issuing from such a 
heart not only lead all too readily to acts of violence, they are them-
selves already acts of violence.  So too, though the commandment 
says only, “Do not commit adultery,” this surely does not mean that 
anything short of adultery is okay!  Adultery too begins in the heart, 
with the lustful attitude that reduces the other to an object for my 
own gratification.  Like violence, then, unfaithfulness begins by de-
nying the humanity of the other—by refusing empathy.  In so read-
ing these biblical texts, not narrowing and restricting them but 
broadening and deepening them, Jesus is in continuity with the 
practice of the rabbis before and after him. 

On the other hand, the Torah permits divorce.  Deuteron-
omy 24:1-4 states that if a man finds “something objection-
able” (Deut 24:1 NRSV; the Hebrew reads ‘erwah dabar, that is “a 
shameful thing”) in his wife, he may divorce her.  The rabbis debate 
what “something objectionable” means.  For example, Rabbi Sham-
mai concludes that ‘erwah dabar means adultery, while Rabbi Hillel 
says, “If she burns the meat in the pan, you may divorce her.”  Still, 
all accept the legitimacy of divorce.  But Jesus thinks differently.  In 
first-century Palestine, women could not own property.  Divorced 
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women could then be left homeless and destitute, unable to care for 
themselves or for their children.  Jesus recognizes that what is per-
missible is not necessarily good—let alone God’s best.  He therefore 
rejects divorce, except (like his near-contemporary Rabbi Shammai) 
when the relationship is already broken by unfaithfulness. 

What does this mean for our own time?  Does Jesus’ rejec-
tion of divorce and remarriage hold for us today?  Clearly many of 
our denominations have determined that it does not: both the PC
(USA) and the UMC recognize divorce, and permit their clergy to 
perform marriages for divorced persons.  I have many dear friends 
and members of my family who are divorced and have remarried; 
some are pastors themselves.  It would never occur to me to tell 
them that their marriages are invalid, or their children are illegiti-
mate.  Why should we think that we must read Jesus’ words nar-
rowly and legalistically, when he himself did not read Scripture in 
that way?  If we are to read as Jesus read, we will look for how best 
to live out Jesus’ affirmation of faithfulness and commitment in 
marriage in our own context, rather than applying to his own words 
a legalism that Jesus rejects.  

A story is told of comedian W.C. Fields on his death bed.  
Friends visiting Fields in his hospital room found him thumbing 
through a Bible—something he had never been known to do be-
fore.  When they asked him what he was doing, Fields replied, “I’m 
looking for loopholes.”  That, I believe, is the inevitable end of a 
narrow, legalistic reading of Scripture.  We readily look for ways 
around the Bible’s more onerous teachings when those seem to 
constrain us, while applying to others the full force of judgment and 
condemnation.  But this is not the way that Jesus reads!  In each 
case we have considered, Jesus reads the specific texts of the Bible 
in the light of the highest ideals of justice upheld in the whole of 
Scripture, seeking God’s intention and desire.  Jesus does not take 
the Bible literally.  He takes the Bible seriously—and so must we. 

Brothers and sisters, may we learn to read Scripture as Jesus 
does: not like prosecuting attorneys looking for evidence to convict 
one another, or like hostile combatants looking for weapons to 
wield against one another, but as genuine seekers, desiring to know 
God and to live as God would have us live.  Only then will we hear 
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the Word of God among the words of Scripture.  Only then can we 
be changed by what God has to say to us. 
 
 

The Rev. Dr. Steven S. Tuell is the 
James A. Kelso Professor of Hebrew 
and Old Testament at Pittsburgh 
Theological Seminary. 
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