
Being and Becoming Human  Posted on August 24, 2014 by Fr. Ted 

As I have mentioned in a couple of previous Blog Series ( What Does It 

Mean to be Human?   And   A Quest to Know What it Means to be 

Human) I have had an interest for all of my adult life in questions about 

what it is to be human and what it means to be human.   For one thing, 

we humans have consciousness and can reflect on these issues.  What is 

it about us that makes this possible?  And does this ability make us 

different from all other living creatures on earth?  Other animals have 

brains, some seem to have emotions, show signs of being able to learn, have communication skills, and 

can act with intention. 

We share similar genetic and anatomical structures with other 

animals.  We have shared a long history on earth together with other 

creatures, adapting to a changing world environment.  Yet, we seem to 

be unique in a conscious awareness of our environment which we can 

share in words, symbols, images and philosophical speculation.   We can 

imagine a God – an invisible being, with supernatural powers who lives 

totally outside and beyond space and time and who miraculously has an 

ability to communicate with us and even abide in and with us,  and us 

with and in Him.   We are able to communicate with one another about 

this God who we believe created us, rather than our creating God. 

And so, as I read, and have been an avid reader for most of my life, I am always looking for thoughts 

about what a human is and what it means for us to be human.  Through the years I “tagged” various 

passages from the books I was reading with the moniker “being human.”   I recorded the page numbers 

from the various books in which I logged these tags and with the advent of computers and word 

processing, I am able now to assemble those quotes together.  They are the basis of this Blog Series.   So 

this series is not ‘research’ in a traditional sense of the word.  As I was reading I would mark a passage as 

relating to “being human” however I defined that tag in the moment I recorded it.  Through time, my 

understanding of that tag changed.   So all of the quotes were not gathered to prove anything, but are 

rather a collection of quotes that struck me through a life time of reading.   Now I intend to assemble 

them and share them over the next many weeks in through the format of a Blog Series, which will 

eventually be gathered together in a PDF. 

The quotes are mostly from Orthodox Christian sources, but not all since I read other things along the 

way and sometimes noted an idea that caught my attention from these other sources.   My goal in this 

really is to share what I have encountered as the richness and depth  of the answers to the questions: 

What is it to be human? 

What does it mean to be human? 

What makes us human? 
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How do we become human? 

I assume there is meaning in life.  I assume humans are unique among the 

animals on earth in their abilities of self-conscious awareness, creatitivity, 

imagination, and rational expression.  I assume that being human is a process of 

becoming: though a human fetus is human, he/she still is potential and if 

allowed to live becomes more than a fetus.  There is a process of maturation and 

growth and development, all of which are part of being human and which help 

us to become human.    Thus the title of the Blog Series, “Being and Becoming 

Human.”  We are human and are always in the process of becoming 

human.   But as we look around, we can see it is possible to dehumanize others and to behave 

inhumanly in our relationship to others.   That of course assumes there is some ideal or idea of what a 

human is.  And it assumes that we can fall from that idea or ideal, and have in fact fallen from it. 

Ideas of a human are presented to us in the creation narratives found in Genesis 1 and 2.   The two 

accounts of Creation are quite different in detail, but both have humans being created by God.  In 

Genesis 1:26-28 we read: 

Then God said, “Let us make man in our image, after our likeness; and let them have dominion 

over the fish of the sea, and over the birds of the air, and over the cattle, and over all the earth, 

and over every creeping thing that creeps upon the earth.” So God created man in his own 

image, in the image of God he created him; male and female he created them. And God blessed 

them, and God said to them, “Be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth and subdue it; and have 

dominion over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the air and over every living thing that 

moves upon the earth.” 

We find in this version of the creation of humans several themes which we will frequently encounter in 

Orthodox writers: 

Humans are created in God’s image and likeness.  The image of God in each human is indelible, 

though it can be covered over and become invisible through human actions, specifically through 

sin. 

The image of God has something to do with God’s Trinitarian nature.  The image of God is 

related to many aspects of our being human but certainly is not limited to any physical visible 

aspect of ourselves. 

Humans are given a special relationship to all other animals.  That relationship is hierarchical, 

and the humans are ‘over’ these other animals. 

Humans are not merely animal but are special creatures and have among all the creatures on 

earth a special role with God the Creator. 

Humans have a special role to play in creation as well. 
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In the second account of God’s creating humans in 

Genesis 2:7, we read: 

“…then the LORD God formed man of dust from 

the ground, and breathed into his nostrils the 

breath of life; and man became a living being.” 

We find several themes in this version of the 

creation narrative which are emphasized a great 

deal in Orthodox writings: 

God creates us using the already existing, inanimate dirt of the earth.  We have a physical 

nature. 

God breathes His breath into our physical body, and thus we each have the breath/spirit of God 

in us naturally.  We have a relationship with God which is related to our breathing, related to our 

being alive.  We cannot live without also having this relationship to God. 

We become “a living being” – namely, a soul.  The soul is the very place where God interacts with 

the human – it is the interface point between God’s spirit and the physical world.   Humanity 

from the moment of creation is capable of bearing God and relating to God and having God 

dwell within us. 

 

Biblical authors frequently reflected on the unusual character of humans and marveled at God’s 

creativity and love for us. 

When I consider Your heavens, the work of Your fingers, 

The moon and the stars, which You have ordained, 

What is man that You are mindful of him, 

And the son of man that You visit him? 

For You have made him a little lower than the angels, 
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And You have crowned him with glory and honor. 

You have made him to have dominion over the works of Your hands; 

You have put all things under his feet,   

(Psalm 8:3-6, quoted in Hebrews 2:6) 

 There are many objects in the universe larger than humans, 

seemingly more glorious and mysterious and even more powerful 

than us.  Yet God who forms humans with His own fingers (a 

touching image indeed!) is most concerned with His human 

creatures.   The imagery shows a tenderness in God delicately 

shaping us with His fingers, and a fragility in us that we must be 

handled with such precise, dexterous skill and care. 

In the rest of this Blog series we will be exploring some of the 

themes about humans introduced to us in Genesis 1 and 2.   And for 

us, we start our discussion about humans with God. 

 

God and Humanity (I)   Posted on August 27, 2014 by Fr. Ted 

“For the glory of God is a living man; and the life of man consists in beholding God.”   (St. Irenaeus of 

Lyons, Against Heresies and Fragments, Kindle Loc. 6111) 

“Rather than seeing human life as governed by an injunction to glorify God, 

for Irenaeus it is God who seeks to glorify man, bringing him to share ever 

more fully in his own glory.  It is this desire of God that prompted his initial 

creation of man…”    (John Behr,ASCETICISM AND ANTHROPOLOGY IN 

IRENAEUS AND CLEMENT, p 56-57) 

This is the 2nd blog in this series which began with the 1st blog Being and 

Becoming Human. 

Perhaps the greatest of enduring mysteries is that God glorifies human 

beings and rejoices in humanity glorified.   God’s desire to share His glory 

with a being of His own creation is prompted by the very nature of 

God:  the Triune God is love (1 John 4:8, 16).  Love by nature is creative thus life-giving, and so the 

Father, Son and Holy Spirit pour forth their glory into a being whom they create in their image, to share 

their life and nature (2 Peter 1:4). 

“We are to think of the Church as many embraced by oneness, and oneness expressed in the 

many: both poles – the one and the many – are important, irreducible. It is in this sense, I think, 

that the doctrine of the Trinity is relevant to our understanding of Christian community, or 
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communion. Not that the Trinity is some kind of model that we should try to emulate – that 

would be to think in too anthropomorphic terms, though such an idea has been very popular in 

the last few decades, not least among Orthodox – but rather that in the Trinity we see that 

neither one nor three are ultimate: at the very heart of reality, or the source of reality, there is 

both one and three, together. So in human community, as it is meant to be, neither the one nor 

the many is ultimate; the many does not yield before the one, as if what mattered was the one 

community and the many has to be compressed into it (by some unitary authority, say), nor is 

the one simply to be thought of as some kind of harmony among the many, as if it were the 

individuals who were important and their harmony secondary. Another way of putting this is to 

say that we find our own identity as persons in the togetherness we share with others, and that 

unity is an expression of something that we genuinely hold in common.”  (Andrew 

Louth, Introducing Eastern Orthodox Theology, Kindle Loc. 1770-79) 

We humans are beings created in God’s image (= icon) and likeness (an idea 

we will explore more in future blogs in this series) and thus always have a 

natural connection to our Creator.  We are most human when we see the 

image of God in one another and when we look to that image to find the 

prototype of that image.  We are most human when we seek out God who is 

love and join in sharing the life and unity of the Three Persons of the Holy 

Trinity.  We thus find our true humanity in God but also in Christian 

community. In community we experience the fullness of humanity as being 

relational to other humans and to creation itself. Pursuing a spiritual life 

means to become more fully human: to live out our lives in love with others. 

“Whatever knowledge we may gain about ourselves through the scientific 

examination of the untold wonders of our minds and bodies and of the 

unfathomable depths of our psyche, it will not explain sufficiently or exhaust 

fully the mystery of who we are as nature and as person because we are more than the sum of 

our knowledge.  We have been made for something greater than the precarious existence of this 

world; for something more than conventional morality; and for something beyond the dread 

finality of death.   We long deeply for an encounter with the holy, for an experience of the 

eternal, for personal union with our Creator.  The grandeur of the human being lies not in one’s 

magnificent physical and intellectual powers but in the conscious longing for and pursuit of an 

intimate personal relationship with the living God.  Our hearts, as St. Augustine observed, remain 

restless until they rest in the presence of God.  . . .  The grandeur of man, therefore, lies in his 

God-given desire to exceed, to transcend the limitations of his creatureliness, and to acquire 

absolute freedom – not simply for himself but for the benefit of all creation – in his communion 

with the eternal God who made him in his image and likeness.”    (Alkiviadis Calivas, ASPECTS OF 

ORTHODOX WORSHIP, pp 23-24, 25) 

God imprints on each person the divine image which makes it possible for us through creatures to aspire 

to something beyond creation, to divinity.   We approach our Creator with awe for God has made His 

invisible, incomprehensible, indescribable and ineffable eternal nature accessible to us creatures who 
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exist in space and time and who rely upon our sight, hearing, touch and smell to know all that 

exists.  Worship becomes that forum in which the physical world AND our physical senses are 

transformed; the physical world being the way in which we can know God and communicate with Him 

and our senses become capable of leading us to an experience of the divine. 

“For this is the glory of man, to continue and remain permanently in God’s service.” (St. Irenaeus 

of Lyons, Against Heresies and Fragments, Kindle Loc. 5722-23) 

God has made it possible for us to know and love Him 

through the service of the Liturgy. 

“Communion with God and neighbor begins with our 

willingness to see and accept the truth that an authentic 

human being is above all a worshipping being who feels the 

irresistible urge to converse with the Author of life, who has 

love him first.”  (Alkiviadis Calivas,ASPECTS OF ORTHODOX 

WORSHIP, p 4) 

Liturgical worship – worshipping in community – is the way 

in which we can be fully human and live that life of glory 

which God has bestowed upon us. 

“… our first duty as human beings is to honor and venerate 

the one true God, and that without the worship of God, society disintegrates into an amoral 

aggregate of competing, self-centered interests destructive of the commonweal.”   (Robert 

Wilken,  REMEMBERING THE CHRISTIAN PAST,  p 51) 

Liturgy is where we begin to experience the divine life as love in relationship with God, with neighbor, 

with the entirety of creation.  And what 

we begin to experience in liturgy is to 

become the very way we live in the 

world and approach the rest of the 

created order and our fellow human 

beings. 

“A person’s glory is orthodox faith, zeal 

as God wishes, love, gentleness, 

simplicity, devotion in prayer, generosity 

in almsgiving, chastity, modesty and all 

the other aspects of virtue.”    (St. John 

Chrysostom, OLD TESTAMENT 

HOMILIES  Vol 3, pp 107) 
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God and Humanity (II)   Posted on August 29, 2014 by Fr. Ted 

‘The human being is an animal who has received the vocation to become God.’ 

(Words of Basil of Caesarea, quoted by Gregory Nazianzus…) (Olivier 

Clement, THE ROOTS OF CHRISTIAN MYSTICISM, p 76) 

This is the 3rd blog in this series which began with the blogBeing and 

Becoming Human. The previous blog is God and Humanity (I). 

Humans are the glory of God.  God delighted in creating a being in His own 

image with whom He could share His life and love.   Humanity was invited by 

God to share in the power of creative love in relating to the rest of the created 

universe.  Not only did God create a world in which His glory could abide, but 

God also brought into being a creature – the human – in whom His glory could 

dwell.   But God’s indwelling in the human was not even the whole story, for the Persons of the Holy 

Trinity created the human to be in union with Them.  Not only would God indwell in His human creation, 

more amazing and mysterious is that God created something with whom God could share the divine life 

in a living union.  God does not even withhold the divine life from us.   Humanity was created capable of 

union with divinity, with the potential to participate in the divine nature (2 Peter 1:4).  That is how 

glorious humans were in the plan of God for creation.   It was God’s intention all along to have humans 

living in the unity of the Trinity.    God never intended to withhold from us the divine life but wanted us 

to become everything that God is.  We were given that potential to perfect our humanity to become 

God by God’s own invitation and love. 

“The human vocation is to fulfil one’s humanity by becoming God through grace, that is to say by living 

to the full.  It is to make of human nature a glorious temple. . . .  ‘Every spiritual being is, by nature, a 

temple of God, created to receive into itself the glory of God.’ (Origen…)”  (Olivier Clement,THE ROOTS 

OF CHRISTIAN MYSTICISM, p 76) 

Humanity was created with each person capable of bearing the divine life and sharing in the divine 

life.  Each human is capable of being a temple of God, but even more than a temple for God planned 

that humans would share in the divine glory – not to a remain a 

temple somehow separate from God, but rather to be united with 

God and to share the full glory of God.   More powerfully stated: 

each human is made capable of “becoming God through 

grace.”   God wanted to completely share His divine life with us. 

“We human persons, created in the ‘image and likeness’ (Gen 1:27) 

of this same Trinitarian God, are called to grow in authentic 

relationship with God, with our own selves, with other person, and 

with the creation.  With this bold affirmation, we recognize that we 

are not meant to be autonomous and self-centered individuals.  To 

live in this manner is, ultimately, contrary to our basic human nature 
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that is rooted in the reality of the Triune God.  We are meant to be persons in relationship. . . . This 

means that genuine human life must be lived in relationships that are loving, nurturing and 

healing.”  (Kyriaki FitzGerald, PERSONS IN COMMUNION, p 4) 

God as Trinity always is a relational being: Three divine persons united in love for one another who 

share the one nature.   God created us in His image in order for  us likewise to participate in this divine 

life and to become by grace what God is by nature.   As Andrew Louth so wonderfully writes about the 

Trinitarian God:     “in the Trinity we see that neither one nor three are ultimate: at the very heart of 

reality, or the source of reality, there is both one and three, together.”  (Introducing Eastern Orthodox 

Theology, Kindle Loc. 1775)   It is this very Trinitarian divine life that God shares with us humans and 

makes possible for us to experience. 

“The total human person is created to progress in union with God-Trinity by living fully.  We are 

not persons who have a body or who possess a soul or have a spirit.  Rather we are person who 

are ‘embodied beings’ and ‘ensouled beings’ and ‘enspirited’ being in vital interpersonal 

relationship on the various integrated levels of human existence with the indwelling Trinity.  The 

early Fathers conceived ‘nature’ as the total being, created as body and soul with the potential 

to respond through the Holy Spirit to become a spirited being in living consciously in the likeness 

of Christ.  All this is embraced by the one general word physis (nature).  Physis is a broader term 

than our term ‘nature.’ It embraces not only the nature of a human person as he or she comes 

from the hand of God, but it also looks toward its completion and is defined according to its 

fulfillment rather than the beginning stage. 

Thus physis is everything that God puts into a human being, whether it is the beginning stage or 

the final one, and it also includes that which comes to a person after he or she is baptized and 

begins to lead a virtuous life.” (George Maloney, GOLD, FRANKINCNESE AND MYRRH, p 40) 

All of this language is heavily theological, but it reflects the depth 

and riches of what God wanted us humans to be.   Unfortunately, 

sometimes we practice a complete reductionism in our 

understanding of and vision of what it is to be human.  We so 

want to uphold the value of each person as an individual that we 

sacrifice the relational nature of humanity.  Individualism 

becomes alienation and autonomy, an isolation from all other 

human beings as well as from the rest of creation and from the 

Creator.   We lose sight of how important the love shared by the 

Three Persons of the Trinity is for our own ability to be fully 

human.  Individualism pushed to an extreme denies the value 

and power of love for others – the very way in which each human 

shares in the divine life. 

“To speak of the sanctity or sacredness of human life is also to speak of ‘personhood.’  One is 

truly a person only insofar as one reflects the ‘being-in-communion’ of the three Persons of 
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the Holy Trinity.  This is a much misunderstood concept in present-day America, where the 

‘person’ has been confused with the ‘individual.’  Individual characteristics distinguish us from 

one another, whereas authentic personhood unites us in a bond of communion with each other 

and with God.  We can truly claim to be persons only insofar as we embody and communicate to 

others the beauty, truth and love that unite the three Persons—Father, Son and Spirit—in an 

eternal tri-unity.  The Trinitarian God is thus the model, as well as the source and ultimate end, 

of all that is authentically personal in human experience.”  (John Breck, THE SACRED GIFT OF 

LIFE, p 8) 

God created us to be united to divinity, to share the divine life with the Persons of the Trinity, to 

in fact become God.  But when we make individualism the greatest good at the expense of 

denying our relational character, we lose our humanity.   We can never become God if we do not 

know how to be human as God created us to be.   As. St. Irenaeus of Lyons(d.  202AD) writes: 

“’How could you be God when you have not yet 

become human?”   (THE ROOTS OF CHRISTIAN 

MYSTICISM, p 87) 

Becoming human is a spiritual pursuit.  It is 

recognizing the divine image in our selves and 

in our neighbors and then striving to realize the 

likeness of God through actively loving God and 

neighbor in our daily lives.  The image of God in 

us is not limited to our individual selves but is 

also found in our collective, relational human 

nature which all humanity shares. 

 

God and Humanity (III)    Posted on August 31, 2014 by Fr. Ted 

“But now, O LORD, you are our Father; we are the clay, and you are our potter; we are all the 

work of your hand.”   (Isiah 64:80) 

 

This is the 4th blog in this series which began with the blog Being and Becoming Human. The previous 

blog is God and Humanity (II). 

http://orthodoxwiki.org/Holy_Trinity
http://www.svspress.com/sacred-gift-of-life-the/
http://www.svspress.com/sacred-gift-of-life-the/
http://orthodoxwiki.org/Irenaeus_of_Lyons
http://www.amazon.com/Roots-Christian-Mysticism-Patristic-Commentary/dp/1565484851/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1403655883&sr=1-1&keywords=roots+of+christian+mysticism
http://www.amazon.com/Roots-Christian-Mysticism-Patristic-Commentary/dp/1565484851/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1403655883&sr=1-1&keywords=roots+of+christian+mysticism
http://frted.wordpress.com/2014/08/31/god-and-humanity-iii/
http://frted.wordpress.com/2014/08/31/god-and-humanity-iii/
http://frted.wordpress.com/author/bobosht/
https://frted.wordpress.com/2014/08/24/being-and-becoming-human-2/
https://frted.wordpress.com/2014/08/29/god-and-humanity-ii/
https://farm3.staticflickr.com/2864/10335983153_443047afea_n.jpg
https://farm8.staticflickr.com/7409/12801086253_9465fb428b.jpg


God is the original iconographer and Adam is the original icon of God. 

Then God said, “Let us make man in our image, after our likeness; and let them have dominion 

over the fish of the sea, and over the birds of the air, and over the cattle, and over all the earth, 

and over every creeping thing that creeps upon the earth.” So God created man in his own 

image, in the image of God he created him; male and female he created them. And God blessed 

them, and God said to them, “Be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth and subdue it; and have 

dominion over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the air and over every living thing that 

moves upon the earth.”   (Genesis 1:26-28) 

God made living icons, not ones painted on wood – icons that 

have eyes and see, ears that hear, lungs that breathe, minds 

that consciously think.  God blessed those icons and as we 

have seen even bestowed His glory on the humans created in 

God’s own image and likeness.  Additionally, by breathing His 

breath, the Holy Spirit, into the dust of the earth when God 

created humans, God created us to be temples of God’s Spirit 

– we are to be the very place where God dwells on earth.  We 

were created capable of bearing God within ourselves.  Even 

more, as we have seen, we were created capable of being in union with God and in participating in the 

divine nature.   Scripture offers us many ideas about what it is to be fully human.  All of those ideas have 

us in relationship with our Creator.  We cannot be human without God.  And when God became 

incarnate as a Human, God fully reveals what a human is, what humanity is capable of, what humans 

were created to be – the very interface point between God and creation, between divinity and the 

physical world. 

God also bestows upon humanity an ability to be creative as God is creative.  Humans are able to 

procreate beings in their own image and likeness as well.   God bestows upon the first human the gift to 

continue being an iconographer: 

“When Adam had lived a hundred and thirty years, he became the father of a son in his own 

likeness, after his image, and named him Seth.”  (Genesis 5:3) 

Humans indeed  share in God’s image and can conform themselves to God’s likeness.  As we saw in the 

previous blog: 

“The human vocation is to fulfil one’s humanity by becoming God through grace, that is to say by 

living to the full.  It is to make of human nature a glorious temple. . . .  ‘Every spiritual being is, by 

nature, a temple of God, created to receive into itself the glory of God.’ (Origen…)”  (Olivier 

Clement,THE ROOTS OF CHRISTIAN MYSTICISM, p 76) 

We are icons of God, and God’s original temple. 
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“Do you not know that you are God’s temple and that God’s Spirit dwells in you? … For God’s 

temple is holy, and that temple you are.”  (1 Corinthians 3:16-17) 

“But he [Jesus] spoke of the temple of his body.”  (John 2:21) 

“The God of gods, and Lord of lords 

(compare Deuteronomy 10:17; Joshua 22:22) 

created our soul to be a dwelling place, a 

temple for Himself.  Let us, therefore, hold our 

soul in great respect, keeping it from becoming 

corrupted by inclining toward something lower 

than itself—meanwhile keeping our desires and 

hopes centered on this invisible presence of God 

with us.”    (Jack Sparks, VICTORY IN THE 

UNSEEN WARFARE, p 98) 

“Do you not know that your body is a temple of 

the Holy Spirit within you, which you have from 

God? …. So glorify God in your body.”   (1 Corinthians 6:19-20) 

“You are accustomed to look upon your body as upon your own inalienable property, but that is 

quite wrong, because your body is God’s edifice.”  (St. John of Kronstadt, MY LIFE IN CHRIST Part 

1, p 25) 

God created us humans for a purpose – to be His dwelling place on earth, to be His temple and his 

priests, to unite earth to heaven, to transfigure and transform all of creation into a communion with the 

Creator.  Even more we were created to be in union with the Holy Trinity, and through us all creation 

was to be united to God. 

 “For man can be truly man—

that is, the king of creation, the 

priest and minster of God’s 

creativity and initiative—only 

when he does not posit himself 

as the ‘owner’ of creation and 

submits himself—in  obedience 

and love – to its nature as the 

bride of God, 

in response and acceptance.  An

d woman ceases to be just a ‘female’ when, totally and unconditionally accepting the life of the 

Other as her own life, giving herself totally to the Other, she becomes the very expression, the 

very fruit, the very joy, the very beauty, the very gift of our response to God, the one whom, in 

the words of the Song, the king will bring into his chambers, saying: “thou are all fair, my love, 

there is no spot in thee’ (Ct. 4:7)  (Alexander Schmemann, FOR THE LIFE OF THE WORLD,  p 85) 
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Being and Becoming Human: An Excursus on the Holy Spirit    Posted on September 1, 2014  

This is the 5th blog in this series which began with the blog Being and Becoming Human. The previous 

blog is God and Humanity (III). 

My theological interest was piqued by Fr. Andrew Louth’s  intriguing 

description of the origins of our word for “symbol.”   In his Introducing 

Eastern Orthodox Theology Louth writes: 

“In origin a symbol was a token that had been broken in two and the parts 

given to two people who in some way belonged to each other, or were 

committed to some venture; when the two parts were brought together 

again this common purpose and their commitment to it was reaffirmed. 

From this a symbol came to mean something that points beyond itself, 

something the meaning of which is not exhausted by what it seems to 

be.”   (Kindle Loc. 1933-36) 

There are several stories in legends and myth about such symbols and when the bearers of the pieces 

are brought together and the two pieces of the symbol rejoined something wonderfully mysterious 

happens.  The bringing together of the separated parts of the symbol becomes a key opening the way to 

some other, even greater truth.   The symbol points to something greater and beyond. 

What was triggered in my mind from Fr. Louth’s portrayal of a “symbol” is that humans are exactly such 

a “symbol.”  First, in Genesis 1:27 humans are created by God as icons of God.  In some manner we are 

representative of God, in God’s own image.  Second, inGenesis 2:7 God forms the human from the dust 

of the earth and breathes His life-giving breath into the corporeal thing and the dust of the earth comes 

to life as the soul is formed.   The soul is the very interface point of God’s breath with the dust of the 

earth.  The human exists only as the union of God’s breath and the dust of the earth.  The “symbol” has 

been formed.  The Holy Prophet Isaiah paraphrases the Genesis 

2 account of the creation of humans like this:  “… O LORD, you are 

our Father; we are the clay, and you are our potter; we are all the 

work of your hand.”   (Isaiah 64:80)  Formed from the dust of the 

earth, we indeed are a clay symbol with God’s breath being the 

other part of that symbol.  And as symbol, we point to the divine life 

beyond ourselves and yet attainable in a union between divinity and 

humanity. 

The symbol of  humanity is indeed broken in two, but is broken they humans themselves.  For humanity 

rebels against God its Creator and sins bringing about death.  In Genesis 6:3,  the LORD says, 

“My spirit shall not abide in man for ever, for he is flesh, but his days shall be a hundred and twenty 

years.” 
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The ancestral sin and the Fall of humankind   breaks the unity of the symbol, and the two “pieces” of the 

symbol are separated.   God's breath/spirit departs from the human and Adam returns to the dust of the 

earth.  "When his breath departs he returns to his earth; on that very day his plans perish" (Psalm 146:4). 

But as we know, the Biblical story does not end there, for in the Gospel of John we read this amazing 

story of undoing and reunion: 

The next day he (John the Forerunner and Baptizer) saw Jesus coming toward him and declared, 

“Here is the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the 

world! This is he of whom I said, ‘After me comes a man 

who ranks ahead of me because he was before me.’ I 

myself did not know him; but I came baptizing with water 

for this reason, that he might be revealed to Israel.” And 

John testified, “I saw the Spirit descending from heaven 

like a dove, and it remained on him.  I myself did not know 

him, but the one who sent me to baptize with water said to 

me, ‘He on whom you see the Spirit descend and remain is 

the one who baptizes with the Holy Spirit.’ And I myself have seen and have testified that this is 

the Son of God.”   (John 1:29-34) 

The Spirit which God said would not remain forever on the fallen humans, now. in Christ comes upon us 

again, and remains!  The human symbol broken in two parts by human sin becomes the background for 

the narrative of the Bible, the quest and venture to bring the separated pieces together again.  And in 

the incarnation when the Word of God becomes flesh, the  union of the pieces of the symbol are indeed 

brought together again the venture of the people of God is revealed to have been the history to reveal 

that great mystery hidden from all eternity (Colossians 1:26-27; Ephesians 3:4-12).  The Holy Spirit 

comes upon the Virgin Mary and remains, and the fruit which is born is God in the flesh.  As Fr. Louth 

puts it: 

“The mystery of Christ in the Incarnation is intended to bring to perfection in man his role as a 

being who relates, who brings together – something that culminates in human kind’s bridging 

even the divide between the uncreated and the created in his deification. That was always the 

purpose of the mystery of Christ, but in the circumstances brought about by the Fall, that 

purpose is now to restore to human kind the cosmic role of bond of the cosmos that he was 

meant to exercise through being in the image of God…” (Introducing Eastern Orthodox Theology, 

Kindle Loc. 1964-68) 

The human “symbol” is revealed in Jesus Christ: the human is not merely dust of the earth to which each 

human returns then they die.  Each human’s destiny is in heaven united with God.  The body of clay is 

only half of the real identity of the human. For the human is also the very place where God's Spirit 

indwells on earth.  And as the Spirit came upon Christ at His baptism and remained reunited to the body 

of Christ also made from the dust of the earth, so too we each pray, "O Heavenly King, the Comforter, 
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the Spirit of truth, come and abide in us...."    We each are to become human with the Spirit of God 

abiding in us and remaining with us always.   

 Jesus Christ, and every icon (image) of Him, reveals the symbol which is human.  Humans created as 

icons of God are revealed in their fullness in Jesus Christ who is both 

fully God and fully human. 

The two parts of the symbol: God’s breath/spirit and the physical 

dust of the earth are also revealed in another mystery:  the 

Eucharist.  Fr. Louth describes it this way: 

“The wider context is made clear if we look at the prayer of 

invocation, or epiklesis, in the anaphora, or eucharistic prayer, of St 

John Chrysostom, the one most commonly used in the Orthodox 

Church. There the priest prays: 

Also we offer you this spiritual worship without shedding of blood, 

and we ask, pray and implore you: send down your Holy Spirit upon us and upon these gifts here 

set forth, and make this bread the precious body of your Christ, and what is in this cup the 

precious blood of your Christ, changing them by your Holy Spirit. 

The invocation to the Holy Spirit is for him to descend on ‘us’ and the 

‘gifts’. We pray that the Holy Spirit may change the gifts of bread and 

wine into the precious body and blood of Christ, and that the Holy 

Spirit, coming on us, may work a change in us who receive them, so 

that those who partake of them may obtain vigilance of soul, 

forgiveness of sins, communion of your Holy Spirit, fulness of your 

kingdom, freedom to speak in your presence, not judgment or 

condemnation.  For the wider context of change is the change that 

Christ came to effect through his Incarnation – in which God 

paradoxically accepted change, remaining what he was, God, and 

assuming what he was not, humanity: the change of all human kind 

into the image and likeness of God in which and for which we were 

created. This is one of the fundamental reasons why we Orthodox talk 

about deification; for what is offered to us by the Incarnate Christ, through the Eucharist and through 

our being faithful in our discipleship, is a change that will reach to the roots of our being – not some 

change simply in how we are regarded, nor even a change in our 

behaviour (though that will certainly take place), but a fundamental 

change so that the roots from which our actions flow are transformed, 

deified, and what others experience at our hands is the cherishing love of 

God himself.”  (Andrew Louth ,Introducing Eastern Orthodox Theology, 

Kindle Loc. 2125-41) 
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In this we come to understand the “symbolic” nature of the Eucharist for it brings together those parts 

of the human symbol broken by sin and restores them to their original state so that the human can be 

fully human, fully symbolic for the venture has been accomplished to restore humanity to its original 

state.  Every human is thus a symbol, and in this sense so is every Eucharist and every icon.  So too the 

Theotokos and the Church for in all of them God and humanity are reunited. 

“But to those on whom the grace of the divine Spirit has descended, coming to dwell in the 

deepest levels of their intellect, Christ is as the soul. As St Paul says: 'He who cleaves to the Lord 

becomes one spirit with Him' (1 Cor. 6:17). And as the Lord Himself says: 'As I and Thou are one, 

so may they be one in Us' (cf. John 17:21). What blessing and goodness has human nature 

received, abased as it was by the power of evil! But when the soul is entangled in the depravity 

of the passions, it becomes as though one with it, and even though it possesses its own will it 

cannot do what it wants to do. As St Paul says: 'What I do is not what I want to do' (Rom. 7:15). 

On the other hand, how much closer is the union it enjoys when one with God's will, when His 

power is conjoined with it, sanctifying it and making it worthy of Him. For then in truth the soul 

becomes as the soul of the Lord, submitting willingly and consciously to the power of the Holy 

Spirit and no longer acting in accordance with its own will. 'What can separate us from the love 

of Christ' (Rom. 8:35), when the soul is united to the Holy Spirit?”   (St Symeon Metaphrastis, 

THE PHILOKALIA, Kindle Loc. 34289-311) 

For further reflection on Jesus Christ as restoring to humanity what humans had lost through sin see also 

my blogs: Genesis 6:3 and John 1:32-34, God Questions His Creation: Genesis 6:3, The Holy Spirit and 

Humanity: Loss and Restoration, The Feast of the Annunciation (2014) 

 

God and Humanity (IV)   Posted on September 3, 2014 by Fr. Ted 

“A person is always a gift from someone.” (Metropolitan John Zizoulasquoted in BEING                                                       

BREAD, cover page) 

This is the 6th blog in this series which began with the blog Being and 

Becoming Human. The previous blog is Being and Becoming Human: An 

Excursus on the Holy Spirit. 

In Orthodoxy we know to be human is to have a relationship with 

God.  No human being brings himself/herself into existence, but each is 

a creation of the eternal God.  Not only are we each part of God’s on-

going, creative work, but we each are brought into being through the 

creative and procreative work of those humans who proceed us.  As the 

genealogy in St. Luke which traces the origins of Christ says, 

“ the son of Enos, the son of Seth, the son of Adam, the son of God.”    (Luke 3:38) 
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We believe everyone ultimately shares this ancestry.  Every person is a gift from someone who came 

before.  Adam is God’s gift, and each of us are also gifts of our parents as well as all of our ancestors, not 

to mention God the Creator of us all. (Note: each of us is a gift but also a stewardship, each generation 

shares a responsibility for the next generation.  No one theological metaphor is ever all encompassing in 

itself).   We do not bring ourselves into being, but are conceived by our ancestors.  We are a product of 

human synergy with God as well as humans fulfilling their God given vocation to be fruitful and multiply 

(Genesis 1:28). 

“In other words, our consciousness is not the source of itself.  We come into being through 

dialogue with an ‘other.’  It is this encounter which always accompanies what seems like 

consciousness of ‘myself.’  The truth is ‘I AM only when THOU ART.’”    (Stephen Muse, BEING 

BREAD, p 119) 

An infant learns there is a world outside of himself or herself, an 

existence beyond the self that we are somehow related to and 

dependent on and yet distinct from.  We learn about self, about “me” 

about “I” as we learn the contrast between myself and all else around 

me whether it pre-dates me or not.  We learn that there are those 

greater and lesser than “myself.”   I am not from the beginning of my 

existence equal to my parents, but am dependent on them.  They are 

older, wiser and more knowledgeable than I am.  I will learn the 

meaning of love from them and others who care for “me.”  True Love is always other directed and not 

focused on the self.   I experience in the world that some love me.  In this context, I experience God.  As 

is sung in the Akathist: “Glory to God for All Things”: 

“I was born a weak, defenseless child, 

but Your angel spread his wings over my cradle to defend me. 

From birth until now, Your love has illumined my path, 

and has wondrously guided me  towards the light of eternity. 

From birth until now the generous gifts of Your Providence 

have been marvelously showered upon me. 

I give You thanks, with all who have come to know You…” 

We encounter in every act of love, the God who is love, and 

we realize that the God who is love is always oriented 

toward us. We are ourselves to learn to love others through 

this experience of being loved.  Sadly, in the broken world of 

the Fall, we do not all or always experience such 

love.  Sometimes we are raised by narcissistic parents who 
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may only occasional give us true love.  They see the world distortedly and imagine their children are 

there to serve their dysfunctional self-loving orientation and their destructive 

egocentrism.  Nevertheless, the ideal is that parents will love their children, and the Church endeavors 

to teach that morality to all.   Jesus is the self-emptying God who calls us to a life of self-denial and co-

suffering love so that we can become God-like. 

“When Job asks, ‘What is man, that thou shouldest magnify him?’ (Job 7:17), Holy Scripture 

characteristically gives the answer straight away: man is the target of God… The man whose 

heart has been targeted by God will come to stand before God and converse with Him on ‘equal’ 

terms as he intercedes for the salvation of the whole world, for God has given him this 

honour.  God desires this equality of communication with man; He does not see him as a thing 

which He has simply ‘brought into being’, but as His ‘image’, His equal, with whom He can 

communicate.”    (Archimandrite Zacharias, REMEMBER THY FIRST LOVE, p 23) 

The God who is love created us to love one another.  When we approach God through the love we give 

to neighbor and to others, we fulfill the very purpose for which God created us.  We approach God in 

love for our neighbor when we intercede in prayer for our neighbor.  We pray for the other, this is love – 

being oriented not toward ourselves but toward the other and the good of the other.  This ability to 

love, is an honor God bestowed upon us humans. God has created us to be like Him, to be creatures of 

love (other oriented and caring for others rather than being narcissistic and self-centered and selfish). 

“Through faith and love, through the prayer of faith and love, I can include both God and men in 

my heart.  How deep and vast is the human heart!  How great is man!”     (St. John of 

Kronstadt, MY LIFE IN CHRIST Part 2, p 9)  

“A conclusion, therefore, is that the soul is united in will with whatever it is joined and bound to 

as its master.  Either it has, therefore, the light of God in it and lives in that light with all of his 

powers, abounding with a restful light, or it is permeated by the darkness of sin, becoming a 

sharer in condemnation.”  (PSEUDO-MACARIUS, p 41) 

God honored His human creatures with His great glory.  He made 

us capable of love.  God placed the greatest trust in humans to 

carry out His will and plan of salvation.  He empowered us to love 

as God loves.  This is why Orthodox Christianity has an 

anthropology which exalts humanity for we know humans are 

capable of doing the things God does and also wills for us.  When 

Christ performed healing miracles, he was not doing something 

beyond the capacity of humanity, but was doing exactly what 

humans were created by God to do.   When Christ performs these 

signs of the kingdom, He is simultaneously showing us what it 

means to be human: fully united to God!   Our anthropology is 

positive and not pessimistic about humanity despite the Fall and 

the power of sin.   Regardless of the news and world events, we 
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believe the incarnation occurred because humanity is capable of being united to God, loving like God, 

and fulfilling God’s will at all times.  God wishes the salvation of every human and the damnation of 

none. 

“Say to them, As I live, says the Lord GOD, I have no pleasure in the death of the wicked, but that 

the wicked turn from his way and live; turn back, turn back from your evil ways; for why will you 

die, O house of Israel?”   (Ezekiel 33:11) 

The Christian faith holds to this hopeful and merciful view of God and of humanity. 

“Atheism obliges Christians to correct the flagrant faults of the past and to recognize man and 

God at the same time, to show in God a human epiphany.  Abraham’s faith made him confess 

that with God all things are possible.  The Christian’s faith implies that with man also all things 

are possible.”  (Paul Evdokimov,  AGES OF THE SPIRITUAL LIFE, p 46) 

Humans can cooperate with God and do the things of God.  We do not encounter God only in the world 

to come, in heaven, in the future.  God’s life is offered to us now in this world. 

“We can only meet God in the present moment.  This is an area where 

God chooses to place limits on His own power.  We choose whether or not 

to live in the present moment.  Because we can encounter only in that 

present moment, whenever we live in the past or in the future, we place 

ourselves beyond His reach. 

We can only make decisions in the present moment.  We can only enjoy 

sights and sounds in the present moment.  We can only love or hate in 

the present moment.  The present moment is the interface between 

ourselves and the rest of the universe, and, more importantly, it is the 

only point of contact between the individual and God.  Of all the possible 

points of time, only the present moment is available for repentance.  The 

past cannot be taken back and remade.  The future remains forever 

outside our reach.”  (Meletios Webber, IN COMMUNION  Pentecost 2009 

Issue 53, p 1) 

The present moment, now is given to us as the time to encounter God and become united to Him. 

“Behold, now is the acceptable time; behold, now is the day of salvation.” (2 Corinthians 6:2) 

 

Being Human Before the Fall 
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blog is God and Humanity (IV). 
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In the next several blogs we will look at comments from 

various writers about what the human was intended to be in 

God’s plan.  What did it mean to be human in the world 

before the Fall – theprelapsarian world of the Paradise which 

God the Gardener prepared for Adam and Eve and in which 

God placed them.  They lived in this world for only a short time 

before rebelling against God and being expelled from the 

Garden of Delight.  So, before the Fall, what was it to be 

human? St. Gregory Nazianzus  (d. 391AD) says: 

“Wishing to form a single creature from the two levels of 

creation – from both invisible and visible nature – the Creator Logos fashioned man.  Taking a 

body from the matter which he had previously created, and placing in it the breath of life that 

comes from himself, which scripture terms the intelligent soul and the image of God (cf.  Gen 

1:27; 2:7), he formed man as a second universe, great in this littleness.  He set him on earth as a 

new kind of angel, adoring God with both aspects of his twofold being, overseer of the material 

creation and initiate into the spiritual creation; king of all upon earth, but subject to the King 

above; earthly yet heavenly; temporal yet immortal; visible yet spiritual; midway between 

majesty and lowliness; a single person, yet both spirit and flesh – spirit by grace, flesh because of 

his pride; spirit, that he may continue in existence and glorify his benefactor; flesh, that he may 

suffer, and through suffering may be reminded and chastened when he grows conceited because 

of his greatness; a living creature guided in this world by God’s providence, and then translated 

to another realm; and, as the culmination of the mystery, deified through his obedience to 

God.  So God in his splendor has bound together soul and body; and though he separates them 

at death, he will hereafter bind them together again in a yet more exalted way.”  (THE TIME OF 

THE SPIRIT,  p26) 

The human is that being created by God to bring together the visible 

and invisible, the spiritual and the physical, the soul and the body, the 

divine and the created. The human  is thus the meeting point of all of 

all of these seemingly opposite aspects of existence – the very part of 

creation in whom God intended existence to meet and unite and to 

live in unity together. As we know and shall see, in the human,  God 

will also bring together the opposites of being mortal with 

immortality.    And while it has proven easy for us to be less than 

human, to dehumanize and become inhuman, God intended us to be 

fully human which is nothing less than being divinized, attaining 

theosis. 

“’If humanity is called to life in order to share in the divine 

nature, it must have been suitably constituted for the purpose . . . It was essential that a certain 

kinship with the divine should have been mixed in human nature, so that this affinity should 

predispose it to seek what is related to it . . . That is why humanity was given life, intelligence, 
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wisdom, and all the qualities worthy of the godhead, so that each one of them should cause it to 

desire what is akin to it.  And since eternity is inherent in the godhead, it was absolutely 

imperative that our nature should not lack it but should have in itself the principle of 

immortality.  By virtue of this inborn faculty it could always be drawn towards what is superior to 

it and retain the desire for eternity. 

That is summed up in a sing phrase in the account of the creation of the world: ‘God created man 

in his own image’ (Genesis 1:27).”    (Olivier Clement, THE ROOTS OF CHRISTIAN MYSTICISM, p 

80) 

The Fathers often understood the human to be in some way a second cosmos created by God, but 

somehow a small cosmos with each human being a microcosm of the entirety of the universe.  Each 

human microcosm somehow contains all that one could find in the entire universe.  The human unites 

all of these aspects of the cosmos, but even more important can transcend them all in a way not 

possible for any other creature. This is also how it is possible for the very being and life of the God-man 

Jesus Christ to be able unite all humanity and all creation in Himself and thus bring about the salvation 

of the entire world. 

“In our personal freedom 

we transcend the universe, 

not in order to abandon it 

but to contain it, to utter its 

meaning, to mediate grace 

to it. . . .  It is in this sense 

that the Fathers 

understand the second 

account of the creation 

(Genesis 2:4-25) which sees 

in Man the basic principle 

of the created world.  Only 

Man is quickened by the 

very breath of God, and without him the ‘plants’ could not grow, as if they were rooted in 

him.  And it is he who ‘names’ the animals, discerning their spiritual essences.  Only Man – who is 

priest as well as king – can bring out the secret sacramentality of the universe.  Adam was put in 

the world to ‘cultivate’ it, to perfect its beauty.  It was Vladimir Soloviev’s profound observation 

that the vocation of the human race is to become a collective cosmic Messiah and ‘subdue the 

earth’, that is to say transfigure it.  For the universe therefore, humanity is its hope of obtaining 

grace and being united to God.  Man is also its risk of failure and degeneration, because, if he 

turns away from God, he will see only the outward appearance of things and impose a false 

‘name’ on them. . . . Humanity’s fate determines the fate of the cosmos.  The biblical revelation, 

understood symbolically, confronts us with an uncompromising anthropocentrism, which is not 

physical but spiritual.  Because Man is at once ‘microcosm and microtheos’, both a summing up 

of the universe and the image of God; and because God, in order to unite himself to the world, 
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finally became a human being; humanity is the spiritual axis of all creation at every level, in every 

sphere.  . . . the heart of the saints is the ‘place of God’ and therefore the center of the world; 

better than that, the heart contains the world and so situates it in love.”   (Olivier Clement, ON 

HUMAN BEING, p 110-111) 

Being Human Before the Fall (II)   Posted on September 9, 2014 by Fr. Ted 

This is the 8th blog in this series which began with the blog Being and Becoming Human. The previous 

blog is Being Human Before the Fall. 

In this blog we will consider five quotes which offer us an understanding of what God intended for the 

humans He created.  The first from scientist Leon Kass offers thoughts about what the book of Genesis 

says about what it is to be human. 

“The first story [Genesis 1], addressing us as 

seekers of natural-cosmic knowledge, documents 

an eternal, intelligible, and hierarchic order of the 

world, in which we human beings stand at the top 

of the visible beings; the cosmos itself is not 

divine, for it has a higher, invisible, and partly 

mysterious source.  Man, not the sun, is godlike: 

sufficient proof is contained in our mental ability 

to grasp the cosmology offered in the text. . . . 

Cosmic knowledge cannot… teach us 

righteousness, not least because—as we learn 

from the first story—the cosmos is neither divine 

nor a source of such moral-political 

teaching.  And—as we will soon learn from the 

second story—our own native powers of mind and awareness, exercised on the world around us, are 

inadequate for discerning how to live happily or justly.”   (THE BEGINNING OF WISDOM: READING 

GENESISM, p 57) 

Genesis clearly presents that the human is not an 

omniscient, omnipotent being.  We are a creation of 

such a God, but we ourselves are not God.  However, 

we are created in God’s image and likeness and thus of 

all the material beings created by God humans are 

somehow more favored by Him and given unique gifts 

and talents.  There are more powerful forces than us in 

the physical universe, but they each are also created 

and are not God.  We do not worship any created thing 

as God.  We have a free will and have to discern how to 

live in this world and to serve our creator.  We are 
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gifted with many talents and given great potential to attain God’s plan, but we also can choose not to 

fulfill our role and can even rebel against our Creator. 

 “In the early stories, the point was that the Creator loved the world he had made, and wanted to look 

after it in the best possible way.  To that end, he placed within his world a looking-after creature, a 

creature who would demonstrate to the creation who he, the Creator, really was, and who would set to 

work developing the creation and making it flourish and fulfill its purpose.  This looking-after creature (or 

rather, this family of creatures: the human race) would model and embody that interrelatedness, that 

mutual and fruitful knowing, trusting and loving, which was the Creator’s intention.  Relationship was 

part of the way in which we were meant to be fully human, not for our own sake, but as part of a much 

larger scheme of things.”   (NT Wright, SIMPLY CHRISTIAN, p 37)  

As already noted, we humans were created with a specific role to fulfill on earth.  Consciousness, free 

will and conscience are bestowed upon us by our Creator so that we can work with God in synergy to 

fulfill God’s plan.  Metropolitan Kallistos reminds us of the task bestowed upon us by our Creator. 

“Our human vocation, however, is not only to contemplate the creation but also to act within it. 

We do not merely gaze with double vision; there is work for us to do. Adam in Paradise did not 

simply wander through the groves and avenues, admiring the view like an eighteenth-century 

English gentleman; the Creator set him in the garden of Eden “to till it and to look after it” (Gen. 

2:15). How, then, shall we define our active human role within this sacred and sacramental 

universe?”   (Toward an Ecology of Transfiguration: Orthodox Christian Perspectives on 

Environment, Nature, and Creation, Kindle  Loc. 2104-7) 

Metropolitan Kallistos continues: 

 “Our human task, as St. John 

Chrysostom (c. 407) expresses it, is to be 

syndesmos and gephyra, the “bond” and 

“bridge” of God’s creation.  Uniting earth 

and heaven, making earth heavenly and 

heaven earthly, we reveal the spirit-bearing 

potentialities of all material things, and we 

disclose and render manifest the divine 

presence at the heart of all creation. Such 

was the task assigned to the First Adam in 

Paradise, and such—after the Fall of the 

First Adam—is the task eventually fulfilled by the Second Adam Christ, through 

His incarnation, transfiguration, crucifixion, and resurrection.  How precisely do we human animals 

exercise this unifying and mediatorial role? The answer: through thankfulness, doxology, Eucharist, 

offering. This brings us to a fifth characteristic of the human animal: it is a Eucharistic animal, an animal 

capable of gratitude, endowed with the power to bless God for the creation, an animal that can offer the 
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world back to the Creator in thanksgiving.   (Toward an Ecology of Transfiguration: Orthodox Christian 

Perspectives on Environment, Nature, and 

Creation, Kindle  Loc. 2162-70) 

The human’s place in creation is amazing – we 

are to be the bridge between the visible and 

invisible creation, between the physical and the 

spiritual, between the mortal and the immortal, 

and between all the created world and the 

eternally divine. 

“According to St. Maximus, man’s primary 

mission was to unite Paradise with the rest of 

the earth, and thereby to enable all other 

created beings to participate in the conditions of 

Paradise.  Thus Adam was to enable all other 

creatures to participate in the order, harmony 

and peace of which his own nature benefitted 

because of its union with God, and this included 

the incorruptibility and immortality he received.  But once Adam turned away from God, nature was no 

longer subject to him.  Following Adam’s sin, disorder established itself between the beings of creation as 

it did within man himself.”   (Jean-Claude Larchet, THE THEOLOGY OF ILLNESS, p 31) 

The human was created to do all that Israel was called to do and all that Jesus Christ fulfills. 

 “When God gave our forefather Adam dominion over the earth and its fullness, that act was a prophecy 

of the universal subjection of creation to the reign of Christ.  Such is the true meaning of Psalm 8: ‘You 

have made Him to have dominion over the works of Your hands; You have put all things under His feet.’ 

Christ is no afterthought; He is the original meaning of 

humanity.  Christ is what God had in mind when He reached 

down and formed that first lump of mud into a man.  Again 

in the words of St. Nicholas Kavasilas: ‘It was towards Christ 

that man’s mind and desire were oriented.  We were given a 

mind that we might know Christ, and desire, that we might 

run to Him; and memory, that we might remember Him, 

because even at the time of creation it was He who was the 

archetype.’”  (Patrick Reardon, CHRIST IN THE PSALMS, p 16) 

Jesus Christ is the perfect human, fulfilling what humanity 

was fully capable of being from the beginning. 
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Being Human Before the Fall (III)   Posted on September 11, 2014 by Fr. Ted 

This is the 9th blog in this series which began with the blog Being and Becoming Human. The previous 

blog is Being Human Before the Fall (II). 

Augustus Caesar 

 In the Roman Empire there was a special office known as the Pontifex 

Maximus.  While this office underwent several changes in meaning and 

purpose over the centuries, at the death of Julius Caesar (44BC)  it came to be 

applied to the Roman Emperor himself and among its connotations was that 

the Emperor as a god was the main bridge builder between the Empire and 

the gods  of heaven.   The Emperor was a god, a high priest, and the person 

who united earth to heaven. 

As we have already seen in the previous blogs, Christians on the other hand 

understood that from the time of Genesis and the creation of the world, God intended to be united to 

all humans and to have humanity be the bridge between divinity and the rest of creation.  Humans 

according to the Christian understanding of the ancient Jewish Torah were created to be kings, priests 

and prophets.  This was not limited to the elite emperors and ruling class but was the destiny of all 

humans. Humanity however chose not to realize its potential perfection and instead rebelled against 

any designated role in creation and decided to follow its own path which led to mortality becoming part 

of the human condition.  Mortality is specifically defined as a separation from the life-giving Creator 

God.   It is only in the incarnation, life, death and resurrection of the God-man Jesus that humanity is 

restored to its original purpose.  So Derwas Chitty writes about the goals and aims of those who 

embraced the monastic life in the early days of the Christian desert fathers: 

“Note, too, how we see [St] Antony’s perfection as the return to man’snatural condition.  This is the 

constant teaching of Eastern Christian ascetics.  Their aim is the recovery of Adam’s condition before the 

Fall.  That is accepted as man’s true nature, man’s fallen condition being … ‘unnatural’.”  (THE DESERT A 

CITY,  p 4) 

“… the Orthodox consistently make their anthropological formulations 

about human beings as they existed before the Fall.  To define human 

beings as they are after the Fall, the Orthodox believe, will have one 

reproduce the effects of the Fall and make those effects 

normative” (Edmund Rybarczyk in ANCIENT AND POSTMODERN 

CHRISTIANITY: PALEO-ORTHODOXY IN THE 21ST CENTURY  , p 92) 

As the Fathers understood Genesis, mortality which is such a part of the 

Fallen world was not part of what  God originally intended for His human 

creatures – death is not natural to us but rather marks our unnatural 

separation from God, the source of life.  We have become unnatural 

through sin and death.  In the Orthodox writers “natural” when applied to 
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humans means our condition before the Fall, before humans reshaped the nature and direction of 

humanity through sin and disobedience to God.  In one highly influential 6thCentury monastic writing we 

see that the human’s original purpose and nature remained as the ideal for all Christians as being 

normative for humanity. 

“Do not, Beloved, consider lightly the intellectual quality of the human soul.  The immortal soul is 

like a precious vessel.  See how great are the heavens and the earth and yet God did not take 

pleasure in them but only in you.  Consider your dignity and nobility since not on behalf of angels 

but for you the Lord came to your protection in order to call you back when you were lost, when 

you were wounded, and he restored to you the first created condition of the pure Adam.  For 

man was lord over the heavens and things below.  He was the discerner of his passions and was 

totally alien to the demons.  He was pure of any sin or evil, made in the likeness of God.  But by 

the transgression he was lost and was wounded.  Satan darkened his mind.  In one thing this is 

so, yet in another way he still lives and can discern and possesses a will.”  (PSEUDO-MACARIUS, p 

164) 

Many Orthodox writers have described what the natural human, before the ancestral sin, was like and 

what entered into us humans as a result of the Fall which distorted our nature.  St. Gregory of Sinai (d. 

1346AD) portrays humans as originally being free of 

passions, especially of anger. 

“When God through His life-giving breath created the soul 

deiform and intellective, He did not implant in it anger and 

desire that are animal-like.  But He did endow it with a 

power of longing and aspiration, as well as with a courage 

responsive to divine love.  Similarly when God formed the 

body He did not originally implant in it instinctual anger and 

desire.  It was only afterwards, through the fall, that it was 

invested with these characteristics that have rendered it 

mortal, corruptible and animal-like.  For the body, even 

though susceptive of corruption, was created, as theologians will tell us, free from corruption, and that is 

how it will be resurrected.  In the same way the soul when originally created was dispassionate.  But soul 

and body have both been defiled, commingled as they are through the natural law of mutual 

interpenetration and exchange.  The soul has acquired the qualities of the passions or, rather, of the 

demons; and the body, passing under the sway of corruption because of its fallen state, has become akin 

to instinct-driven animals.  The powers of body and soul have merged together and have produced a 

single animal, driven impulsively and mindlessly by anger and desire.  That is how man has sunk to the 

level of animals, as Scriptures testifies, and has become like them in every respect (cf Psalm 

49:20).”   (THE PHILOKALIA Vol 4, p 228) 

Other Orthodox writers have pointed out that the alienation between the genders is also a result of the 

Fall.  Men and women were created simultaneously and as one in Genesis 1:27-28: 
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So God created man in his own image, in the image of God he created him; male and female he created 

them. And God blessed them, and God said to them, “Be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth and 

subdue it; and have dominion over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the air and over every living 

thing that moves upon the earth.” 

Humans were not created asexually, but were gendered and were commanded before the Fall to be 

fruitful and to multiply, which by nature for humans would mean sexual reproduction between two 

equal beings, one male and one female. The fact that there are two genders is not a sign that one 

gender is to rule the other (several Fathers note such inequality and tension occurs only after the 

Fall).  Male and female were both created to particpate in the divine life. 

“As Panayiotis Nellas declared: ‘Man is understood ontologically by the 

Fathers only as a theological being.  His ontology is iconic.’  It is for this 

reason thatnone of the early church fathers believed that men and women 

have different souls; in fact, most explicitly  rejected the idea that sexual 

differentiation exists on any level beyond the physical body.  . . . In fact, the 

idea that there is a particular ‘charisma’ or ‘gift’ of maleness/masculinity 

or femaleness/femininity—what is called ‘essentializing’ because it claims 

there is an irreducible male or female essence—comes from modern 

Orthodoxy theologians; it does not exist in the patristic 

tradition.   Elisabeth Behr-Sigel critiqued this modern tendency of both 

Western and Eastern theologians, reflecting that ‘to make this biological 

differentiation and then to transpose it into the spiritual domain, is this not 

to ignore the dignity of Anthropos, that which distinguishes humanity from the animals among whom, 

according to the biblical account, Adam did not find one with whom to communicate what he needed., 

another like him?’”   (Valerie Karras, “Orthodox Theologies of Women and Ordained 

Ministry”, THINKING THROUGH FAITH, pp 149-150) 

All humans, male or female were created and called by God to the same life and task. Both genders 

were created by God to share in the divine life, to attain theosis.   As St. Paul says, 

“ …in Christ Jesus you are all sons of God, through faith. For as many of you as were baptized 

into Christ have put on Christ. There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free, 

there is neither male nor female; for you are all one in Christ Jesus. And if you are Christ’s, then 

you are Abraham’s offspring, heirs according to promise.”  (Galatians 3:26-29) 

There is in humanity an innate common nature of all humans, male or female.  We are related to one 

another, and reunited to one another in Christ.  In Christ those divisions, the alienation and separation 

which occurred between men and women, or between nations and tribes making enemies one of 

another is overcome for all who live according to the Gospel command to love one another. 

“Consider that all men, be they Jews, unbelievers or murderers, are equal in goodness and honor, 

and that each one, by nature, is your brother, though he may have unwittingly strayed far from 

the truth. (St Isaac the Syrian)”  (Michael Quenot, THE RESURRECTION AND THE ICON,  p 220) 
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The astounding truth is salvation does not consist in taking us out of this world or of escaping our 

bodies, but rather lies is us becoming more human – fully human as God intended for us from the 

beginning and realized in the fully human incarnate God, Jesus 

Christ. 

“… the world is called to be humanized entirely, that is, to bear 

the entire stamp of the human, to become pan-human, making 

real through that stamp a need which is implicit in the world’s 

own meaning: to become, in its entirety, a humanized cosmos, 

in a way that the human being is not called to become, nor can 

ever fully become, even at the farthest limit of his attachment to 

the world where he is completely identified with it, a 

“cosmicized” man. The destiny of the cosmos is found in man, 

not man’s destiny in the cosmos.”  (Dumitru Staniloae,  Toward 

an Ecology of Transfiguration: Orthodox Christian Perspectives 

on Environment, Nature, and Creation, Kindle  Loc. 1432-35) 

As Fr. Alexander Schmemann joyfully and wonderfully describes it, the human call is not mostly to follow 

religious rules and rituals but to realize the Kingdom of God.  Christ did not come to institutionalize new 

rituals and regulations but to enable us to become free human beings in the image and likeness of God. 

“Man is called not to the implementation of rules but to the miracle of life.  Family is a miracle.  Creative 

work is a miracle.  The kingdom of God is a miracle.”   (THE 

JOURNALS OF FATHER ALEXANDER SCHMEMANN,  p 272) 

And so we come back to a truth we’ve already encountered from 

the earliest days of the Church’s existence as stated by St Irenaeus 

of Lyons (d. 202AD): 

“’The glory of god is a living human being.’”   (John Behr, BECOMING 

HUMAN, p 1) 

God’s glory is the humans the Holy Trinity created:  “Let us make 

man in our image, after our likeness…”  (Genesis 1:26) 

 

 

The Fall: Inhuman and Dehumanized, The Loss of Humanity 

Posted on September 15, 2014 by Fr. Ted 

As we have seen the Church Fathers saw inGenesis 1-2 that the Holy Trinity had created a highly exalted 

being when bringing humans into existence.  Humans shared in the divine life, were creatures belonging 
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both to heaven and earth, to the visible and invisible worlds, to the 

spiritual and physical realities.  Humans breathed the Holy Spirit and 

were created in God’s image and likeness.  God intended to dwell in 

and with the humans He created, and to unite them to divinity, 

deifying a creature.  In humanity God intended to take that which is 

by nature “not-God” and to make it God.  In Christ, this is realized as 

God becomes human so that humans can become God.  But we 

humans did not hold on to the highly exalted position for which God 

created us.  For we sinned, failing to attain our potential and in 

grasping to become God by rebelling against God’s lordship, the 

humans not only did not attain divinity but lost even their humanity 

and their human role in creation. 

“… but your iniquities have made a separation between you and your God, and your sins have hidden his 

face from you so that he does not hear.” (Isaiah 59:2) 

Humans created with the potential of living the divine life became instead mortal beings.   God had 

favored us making us His glory, and yet we chose to fall away from Him. 

“To say God is light and that man is made in the image of God means 

that, from the time of conception, every human being possesses a divine 

potential, one ready to be developed and to grow until he reaches the full 

stature of a ‘child of God’ (Jn 1:12).  . . . The fall of man consisted in 

seeking after his own image rather than that of God.  This narcissistic and 

egocentric tendency is what turns man into a ‘diabolical’ being, meaning 

separated from others and no longer a person in communion, modeled 

after the Holy Trinity.  Conversely, a ‘stavrophoric’ person (‘who bears the 

cross’) becomes ‘pneumatophoric’ (bearer of the Holy Spirit).”  (Michael 

Quenot, THE RESURRECTION AND THE ICON,  p 220) 

As the Psalmist laments: 

LORD, what is man, that You take knowledge of him? 

Or the son of man, that You are mindful of him? 

Man is like a breath; 

His days are like a passing shadow. 

(Psalm 144:3-4) 

God showers His glory, love and grace upon humanity, but we humans despised God’s goodness and 

decided to pursue our own ends.  We separated ourselves from God, and separation from God is by 

definition death, a loss of permanency. 
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“Where there is no God there is no humanity either.  The loss of the image of God entails the 

disappearance of man’s image, it dehumanizes the world, and multiplies the ‘possessed.’  The absence of 

God is replaced by the burdensome presence of obsession with oneself, self-worship. . . . In the bold 

words of St. Gregory of Nyssa, the one whoever is not moved by the Holy Spirit is not a human 

being.”    (Paul Evdokimov,  AGES OF THE SPIRITUAL LIFE, p 91) 

We lost our humanity, becoming less than human, inhuman and often inhumane.  So we encounter this 

description of the full effect of the Fall in St. Paul: 

“… Paul’s underlying theology of what human beings are in the divine intention and purpose; the tragedy 

of Adam is not just that he introduced sin and hence death in the world, but that humans were made to 

be the creator’s wise agents over creation, and if they worship and serve the creature rather than the 

creator this purpose goes unfulfilled.”  (NT Wright,  THE RESURRECTION OF THE SON OF GOD, p 249) 

And yet, the Church Fathers didn’t believe that all was lost.  God continued to love even His fallen 

creatures – the rebels who rejected Him.  The mystery of His love (for God is love!) was revealed in the 

incarnation of God in Jesus Christ.  God’s mercy is always trying to save, to redeem, renew and restore 

humanity. 

“In the thinking of the church fathers, the reality of sin does not 

eradicate the image that lies hidden beneath the filth that obscures 

it.  Hence when speaking about sin, the preferred metaphors that 

had to do with defacing or damaging or tarnishing the image: 

scraping off what was impressed on a coin, disfiguring the beauty of 

the image, making it ineffective, becoming diseased.  After the fall 

certain aspects of the image remained, for example, reason and 

freedom, though reason was darkened by sin and human freedom 

was captive to the passions.  The image is ‘always there,’ 

says Augustine, ‘even if it is worn away almost to nothing.’”  (Robert 

Wilken, THE SPIRIT OF EARLY CHRISTIAN THOUGHT, p 157) 

We read the Genesis account of the Fall (Genesis 3) not to learn about ancient peoples and historical 

events, but rather to learn about ourselves.  We see ourselves in the narrative of Adam and Eve.  We are 

not just learning about them, we are more importantly learning about us, ourselves, our potential and 

our failures. 
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“Who am I?  What does it mean that I am human?  Everybody 

asks these searching questions, but what is the Orthodox 

Church’s answer?  Orthodox reflection on what it is to be human 

begins with Genesis 1:26, ‘Then God said, “Let us make man in 

our image, after out likeness.”’  . . . People today wonder what 

the historical value of these stories is given that science tells us 

another narrative about human origins.  Yet when Orthodox 

theologians have read Genesis 1-3 they have looked for answers 

to questions about humanity here and now, not about our 

ancient ancestors.  These biblical stories tell us who we are in 

relationship to God and the natural world around us.  By 

depicting Paradise they tell us what our life is supposed to have 

been like and what we can hope to become; by depicting the Fall 

they tell us where we went wrong and what our life has in fact become.  Adam represents every human 

person.”  (M. Cunningham and E. Theokritoff, CAMBRIDGE CAMPANION TO ORTHODOX CHRISTIAN 

THEOLOGY, p 78) 

We read Genesis 3 to learn about who we are today.  Genesis 3 is our story and tells us about who we 

are.  Genesis answer the questions about who we are today, about 

what it means today to be human, and about how we can become 

more fully human.  Genesis 3 when so read answers the question, 

“Why didn’t God make a better more perfect world – one without 

suffering, sickness and death?”    Genesis tells us God did make a better 

world, a Paradise of Delight, but it is human behavior which got us to 

where we are.   We are not the natural creatures God first made – and 

the issue runs deeper than merely our behavior and thinking.  The Fall 

of humanity has affected human nature and who we are.  The solution 

– the salvation of the human race – involves healing and perfecting 

humanity itself. 

“Jesus seems to agree with both because the pedagogical task is more 

basic than what one thinks or does but has to do with who one is.  Who 

am I becoming?  Whose subject am I?  Who am I becoming like?”  (Charles Melchert, WISE TEACHING, p 

234) 

What are we?  And what potential do we have to realize God’s image and likeness?  In coming to 

understand what we lost in the Fall, we come to understand who we are. And we come to understand 

who Jesus Christ is and how we are saved by His very being. 

In the Image and Likeness of God 

Posted on September 17, 2014 by Fr. Ted 
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This is the 11th blog in this series which began with the blog Being 

and Becoming Human. The previous blog is The Fall: Inhuman and 

Dehumanized, The Loss of Humanity. 

One of the most fundamental and frequently mentioned aspects of 

Christian anthropology found in Orthodox theology is that humans 

are created in the image and likeness of God.  This is considered to 

be a basic truth about humanity which even the Fall did 

erase.  Humans have a natural connection to God, whether they 

know it or not, whether they believe it or not.  So the first creation narrative in Genesis reads: 

Then God said, “Let us make man in our image, after our likeness; and let them have dominion over the 

fish of the sea, and over the birds of the air, and over the cattle, and over all the earth, and over every 

creeping thing that creeps upon the earth.” So God created man in his own image, in the image of God 

he created him; male and female he created them. And God blessed them, and God said to them, “Be 

fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth and subdue it; and have dominion over the fish of the sea and over 

the birds of the air and over every living thing 

that moves upon the earth.” (Genesis 1:26-28) 

 

Adam naming the animals 

Being creatures in God’s image and likeness 

caused Christians from the earliest days to 

assume this gives humans, among all creatures, 

both a unique relationship to God and a special 

responsibility to God for the stewardship of God’s creation. But it is interesting that after the 

theologically profound statements in Genesis 1 of the creation of humans in God’s image and likeness, 

the Old Testament makes little use of the concept except to reiterate it in Genesis 5:1-2  and 9:6– 

“When God created man, he made him in the likeness of God. Male and female he created them, 

and he blessed them and named them Man when they were created.“  (5:1-2) 

“…for God made man in his own image.”  (9:6) 

This unique relationship between God the Lord and the human creatures may be given some attention 

and development in Psalm 82:6-7 : 

I say, “You are gods, sons of the Most High, all of you; nevertheless, you shall die like men, and 

fall like any prince.” 

This verse is quoted by Jesus Christ in a famous debate with his Jewish interlocutors  as to whether Jesus 

can rightfully claim to be a son of god. 
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The Jews answered him, “It is not for a good work that we stone 

you but for blasphemy; because you, being a man, make yourself 

God.” Jesus answered them, “Is it not written in your law, ‘I said, 

you are gods’? If he called them gods to whom the word of God 

came (and scripture cannot be broken), do you say of him whom 

the Father consecrated and sent into the world, ‘You are 

blaspheming,’ because I said, ‘I am the Son of God’? If I am not 

doing the works of my Father, then do not believe me; but if I do 

them, even though you do not believe me, believe the works, that 

you may know and understand that the Father is in me and I am 

in the Father.”  (John 10:33-38) 

It is in the New Testament that we find the theological importance of the image and likeness being 

brought to the foreground of reflection.  St. Paul develops the notion of humans being in the image of 

God as well as the notion of our being descendants of the first Adam according to the flesh but also 

according to the Spirit being descendants of the new Adam, Jesus Christ. 

“Put off your old nature which belongs to your former manner of life and is corrupt through 

deceitful lusts, and be renewed in the spirit of your minds, and put on the new nature, created 

after the likeness of God in true righteousness and holiness.”  (Ephesians 4:33-24.   See also 1 

Corinthians 11:7; 2 Corinthians 4:4; Colossians 1:15; James 3:9). 

In the New Testament humans created in God’s image is also the basis for the salvation of the human 

race being found in the incarnation of God the Word in Jesus Christ.  Early Christian literature continues 

to explore this idea as the significance of the person of  the God-man Jesus Christ as Savior became 

better understood.   Then especially in the writings of the Patristic theologians we see the full meaning 

of humans being in God’s image and likeness being unpacked and proclaimed to the world. 

We see a most interesting poetic reference to the image in the Odes of 

Solomon (13), which variously dated but many think is a 2nd Century 

Christian document: 

“See!  The Lord is our mirror: 

open your eyes, 

look into it, 

learn what your faces are like.”   

(Olivier Clement, THE ROOTS OF CHRISTIAN MYSTICISM, p 226) 

If we look into the face of Christ our Lord, we see both God and what 

we were created by God to be!  Such profound thinking is no doubt the basis for our understanding 

oficonography.  St. Gregory of Nyssa echoes the insight given us from the Odes of Solomon: 
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“You alone are an icon of Eternal beauty, and if you look at Him, you will become what He is, 

imitating Him Who shines within you, whose glory is reflected in your purity.  …  He dwells… 

within you…He pervades your entire being…”  (quoted in WHO AM I? , pp 32-33) 

The importance of being created in God’s image and the fact that God became incarnate in Jesus Christ 

was the basis for:   1) the increased interest in what the image of God in us is exactly, and,  2) what it 

means for us as human beings to be in God’s image. 

“… the Dominican theologian, Père Camelot, remarked: Now this theme of the image is, in the 

theology of the Fathers, above all the Greek Fathers, truly central: there one sees at the same 

time the meeting of Christologyand Trinitarian theology, of anthropology and psychology, of the 

theology of creation and that of grace, of the problem of nature and the supernatural, the 

mystery of divinization, the theology of the spiritual life, the laws of its development and of its 

progress.”   (Andrew Louth ,Introducing Eastern Orthodox Theology, Kindle Loc. 1600-1604) 

For the Fathers, the very reason God could become incarnate as a human is because humanity is created 

in God’s image.  They often argued that in fact only when Christ came on earth do we come to realize in 

whose image Adam was made.  Adam was made in God’s image so that when the Christ came as the 

incarnate God, He could be recognized by all humanity.  We always have to remember that the word for 

“image” in Greek is “icon”.   God is the original iconographer, making each human to be an icon of 

Himself, and that image turns out to be Christ. 

“Sometimes the Greek Fathers associate the divine image or ‘ikon’ 

in man with the totality of his nature, considered as a triunity of 

spirit, soul and body.  At other times they connect the image more 

specifically with the highest aspect of man, with his spirit or 

spiritual intellect, through which he attains knowledge of God and 

union with him.  Fundamentally, the image of God in man denotes 

everything that distinguishes man from the animals, that makes 

him in the full and true sense a person – a moral agent capable of 

right and wrong, a spiritual subject endowed with inward 

freedom.”   (Kallistos Ware, THE ORTHODOX WAY, pp 64-65) 

The Church Fathers reflected a great deal exactly on what in 

humanity is in God’s image or how that is manifested in our 

lives.  They did not all agree on what being in God’s image means 

or how we could see this image. 

“… Orthodox Christians are to engage life not only with deep faith but also with sound reason, 

the highest attribute of man created in the image and likeness of god.  For the Cappadocian 

Fathers our minds are a way of sharing the mind of God.  Without the gift of reason, there would 

be no free will, no moral responsibility, and no freely chosen progress toward God.”   (Theodore 

Stylianopoulos, THE WAY OF CHRIST, p 4) 
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The Fathers assumed the image was not something physical (since God is not visible) but rather was 

manifested in a human trait (like having reason or consciousness) or in human behavior – in free will, or 

the capacity to love, or in our ability to be moral beings. 

“Chrysostom was after justice in defense of human dignity.  Was not every man created in God’s 

image?  Did God not wish salvation and conversion of every single man, regardless of his position 

in life, and even regardless of his behavior in the past?  All are called to repentance, and all can 

repent.” (Georges Florovsky, ASPECTS OF CHURCH HISTORY, p 85) 

God’s image in us is also a goal for us to strive towards and to realize in our lives.  For the Fathers 

believed being in God’s likeness was a potentiality God placed in us but which we must realize by our 

choices.  We can grow in our likeness of God.  We become more fully human as we become more God-

like.  Jesus Christ, the incarnate God, is fully human.  Theosis is that goal toward which every Christian 

strives. 

“Growth in personhood has as its aim growth towards God-likeness, 

which is ultimately endless because God is a mystery: ‘ineffable, 

beyond comprehension, invisible, existing forever and always the 

same.’ Growth in personhood is growth and development of one’s 

humanity and is consistent with growth toward God-likeness.  ‘How 

could you be God when you have not yet become human?’  St. Irenaeus 

asks.  To grow in humanity is to grow in God-likeness, and to become 

more like God is to grow in one’s humanity.”   (Anton Vrame,THE 

EDUCATING ICON: TEACHING WISDOM AND HOLINESS IN THE 

ORTHODOX WAY, pp 71-72) 

We are not trying to escape our humanity but to fulfill it.   As the 

Fathers taught, “God became human so that each human might 

become God.”  We each and all are meant to share in the divine life and partake of the divine nature (2 

Peter 1:2-4). 

Image and Likeness in the Writings of St. Gregory of Nyssa    September 19, 2014 by Fr. Ted 

In this blog we will consider the writings of one of the Patristic Saints, Gregory of Nyssa, regarding the 

image and likeness of God in each human.  It is obvious in the writings of St. 

Gregory that he has a very high opinion of humanity, especially in the natural 

state in which God originally created humans. 

 “’For this is the safest way to protect the good things you enjoy: Realize how 

much your Creator has honored you above all other creatures.  He did not 

make the heavens in His image, nor the moon, the sun, the beauty of the stars 

or anything else which surpasses understanding.  You alone are a reflection of 

eternal beauty, a receptacle of happiness, an image of the true light.  And, if 

you look to Him, you will become what He is, imitating Him who shines within 
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you, whose glory is reflected in your purity.  Nothing in the entire creation can equal your grandeur. All 

the heavens can fit into the palm of the hand of God . . . Although He is so great that He can hold all 

creation in His palm, you can wholly embrace Him.  He dwells in you. (St. Gregory of Nyssa)” (Kyriaki 

FitzGerald, PERSONS IN COMMUNION, p 72) 

One can marvel at the celestial bodies in all their magnificence and be totally awed by them, but then St. 

Gregory reminds us that it is humans alone who are made in God’s image and who through their life 

choices can become like God.  Gregory’s words have to considered in the contest of the ancient world in 

which some thought of the celestial bodies as gods, and many practiced astrology in one form or 

another assuming the celestial bodies influenced or had power over humanity and all the 

earth.  However great anyone wanted to imagine the heavenly bodies to be, St. Gregory in line with the 

Christian tradition says humans are even more magnificent.  All the universe can fit into the palm of one 

of God’s hands, yet God Himself dwells in each human being! 

“But will God dwell indeed with man on the earth? Behold, heaven and the highest heaven 

cannot contain You…”  (2 Chronicles 6:18) 

“For thus says the high and lofty One who inhabits eternity, whose name is Holy: “I dwell in the 

high and holy place, and also with him who is of a contrite and humble spirit, to revive the spirit 

of the humble, and to revive the heart of the contrite.”  (Isaiah 57:15) 

While the Christians saw the celestial bodies as part of God’s 

creation and not gods or powers in their own right, still they were 

amazed that of all the greatest things in the universe whether visible 

(like the celestial bodies) or invisible (like the angelic bodiless 

powers), it is humanity whom God favors with the imprint of His 

divine image.  It is also with humanity that God shares all the gifts of 

the divine life. It is in humans that God dwells and makes each 

human to be a microcosm of all that exists.  This is a wonder beyond 

understanding. 

“For man then possessed all those gifts about which we now 

speculate: incorruptibility, happiness, independence and self-

determination, a life without toil or sorrow, absorption in divine 

things, a vision of the Good with a mind unclouded and pure of any interference.  This is what the 

account of Creation suggests in a few words, where it tells us that man was formed in God’s image, and 

that he lived in Paradise enjoying the things that grew there.  And the fruit of those trees was life and 

knowledge and the like.”  (St. Gregory of Nyssa, FROM GLORY TO GLORY, p 88) 

St. Gregory like a number of Patristic writers assumed that mortality was not part of the original human 

life.  Humans were created with the potential for immortality, but by exercising their free will to choose 

sin rather than to obey God, humans failed to actualize all that God was willing to share/give to 

them.  Humans assumed that their true freedom came in rejecting the Lordship of God, but discovered 

that rebellion against God enslaved them to sin and death. 
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“The story of creation bears witness to the fact that all that God created was very good (Gen 

1:31).  And among these very good things was man.  Or rather, he was fashioned in a beauty 

which far exceeded all other things.  For what else could be as lovely as the image of 

incorruptible beauty?  And if all things were very good, and man was among them, indeed 

above them, then surely death had no place in man.  For man would not have been beautiful if 

he had had within him the miserable and gloomy form of death.  No, he was the image and 

likeness of eternal life, he was truly and exceedingly good, radiant with the luminous form of life. 

Man also kept the garden of God, and it teemed with life in the abundance of its bountiful 

trees.  God’s commandment was the law of life, promising that man would not die.  And in the 

midst of the trees of the garden was one which was filled with life (however we may interpret 

the meaning of this tree), and its fruit was life.  But with it was also a tree of death, whose fruit 

we are told is both good and evil.“  (St. Gregory of Nyssa, FROM GLORY TO GLORY, p 257-258) 

Humans created in God’s image were given the free will and potential to form themselves into the 

likeness of God.  God desired that humans partake of the divine life.  Humans sadly chose to follow a 

different path and not only failed to become like God, but even fell from their highly exalted position 

becoming like the other animals which God had created.   Sin in effect reduced us to something less 

than human, less than God intended for us to be. 

“… so the one who falls into the mire of sin no longer is the 

image of the incorruptible God, and he is covered through 

sin with a corruptible and slimy form which reason advises 

him to reject.  … The rejection of what is alien means a 

return to what is proper and natural to oneself, but this is 

not possible to achieve, unless one be created anew.  For 

being like the divine is not our function, nor is it the product 

of human ability, but it is part of the generosity of God who 

freely, at the birth of the first man, gave our nature a 

likeness to Himself. 

The human effort extends only to this: the removal of the 

filth which has accumulated through evil and the bringing to light again the beauty in the soul 

which we had covered over.  It is such a dogma that I think the Lord is teaching in the Gospel to 

those who are able to hear wisdom when it is mysteriously spoken: ‘the kingdom of God is within 

you.’   This saying shows, I believe, that the goodness of God is not separated from our nature, or 

far away from those who choose to seek it, but it is ever present in each individual, unknown and 

forgotten when one is choked by the cares and pleasures of life, but discovered again when we 

turn our attention back to it.”   (St. Gregory of Nyssa, ASCETICAL WORKS, p 44)  

Sin has not completely erased the divine goodness God puts in each human being.  We are not totally 

depraved, but in St. Gregory’s teaching we are like a diamond which has become encrusted with filth 
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and dirt.   The goodness and beauty is still within us and we still have our free wills and so can cooperate 

with God to work out our salvation. 

“… work out your own salvation with fear and trembling; for God is at work in you, both to will 

and to work for his good pleasure”  (Philippians 2:12; see also 2 Corinthians 5:21-6:2; Colossians 

3:23-24; James 2:18-19) 

We are gifted by God with free will and with the Holy Spirit so that we can respond to the salvation 

offered us in Jesus Christ our Lord. 

 “Staying with Gregory of Nyssa, we see that for him, the image of God consists principally in 

man’s free will, his power of ‘self government.’  Not to have any other overlord—this is indeed 

the property of a king.”  (Elizabeth Theokritoff, LIVING IN GOD’S CREATION,  pp 70) 

We have encountered this theme numerous times in Orthodox theology – humans are created by God 

to be priests, prophets and kings.  The image of God in us makes this possible.  However, because we 

have free will, God does not do for us what we must do for ourselves.   He places before us a choice and 

invites us to choose eternal life. 

Thus says the Lord: “I call heaven and earth to witness against you this day, that I have set 

before you life and death, blessing and curse; therefore choose life, that you and your 

descendants may live, loving the LORD your God, obeying his voice, and cleaving to him; for that 

means life to you and length of days…”   (Deuteronomy 30:19-20) 

“Say to them, As I live, says the Lord GOD, I have no pleasure in the death of the wicked, but that 

the wicked turn from his way and live; turn back, turn back from your evil ways; for why will you 

die, O house of Israel?” (Ezekiel 33:11) 

 

In the Image of God    Posted on September 22, 2014 by Fr. Ted 

This is the 13th  blog in this series which began with the 

blog Being and Becoming Human. The previous blog 

is Image and Likeness of God in the Writings of St. 

Gregory of Nyssa. 

In this blog, we continue to look at the issue of what does 

it mean that humans are created in the image and 

likeness of God?  What precisely in humans is in the 

image of God?   The answers to these two questions are 

rich and varied in the Orthodox tradition.  What we learn 

from this is that the image of God in us is best 

understood as a mystery which goes beyond any one 

dogmatic or definitive answer. 
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“What then is it to be in the image of God? Often enough, we find the Fathers giving an answer 

in terms of human qualities, and these turn out to be qualities of the soul. ‘The “according to the 

image”’, says John Damascene, ‘is manifest in intelligence [noeron] and free will 

[autexousion]’.  Being in the image means being a rational, or intelligent, being with free will. 

Sometimes the answer is more complex. Athanasios, for instance, talks about God’s creating us 

and our being ‘given something more’: creating human beings not simply like all the irrational 

animals upon the earth, but making them according to his own image, and giving them a share 

of the power of his own Word, so that having as it were shadows of the Word and being made 

rational, they might be able to abide in blessedness, living the true life, which is really that of the 

holy ones in paradise.  Being in the image, however, is not, for Athanasios, simply a matter of 

being rational, for otherwise the angels would be in the image, too, something that he denies: 

being in the image is a gift to humanity, body and soul, which grants rationality to the human, 

but must mean more than this. The more is, I think, for Athanasios, tied up with the fact that the 

image of God is Christ, the Word of God, whom we cannot understand apart from 

the Incarnation. It is in some way according to the image of God, understood as the Word of God 

Incarnate, that human kind was fashioned. This more complex notion unfolds in two 

ways.  (Andrew Louth ,Introducing Eastern Orthodox Theology, Kindle 

Loc. 1656-69) 

Humans being created in the image of God is directly connected to the 

Word of God being incarnate in Jesus Christ.  What God did in the 

beginning –  creating humans  in His image (icon) – was to form 

humans in the image of the Word of God.  It turns out that at the 

incarnation – in Christ – we finally see the One in whose image we are 

created.  This is how we understand the words of Jesus in John 14:9 –

  “He who has seen me has seen the Father”.    This is also the basis for 

iconography, for the God who has no form, whom we cannot see 

(John 5:37) has revealed His image (icon) in Christ. 

“What I am arguing is that limiting being in the image of God to being 

rational and possessing free will falls short in two respects of what theGreek Fathers generally 

mean by being according to God’s image. First, being logikos means more than simply being 

rational; it means participating in the Logos, the Word, of God, including rationality, certainly, 

but also a capacity for recognizing and conveying meaning, for communicating, with one 

another and with God, and ultimately an affinity with God, that enables us to know him. Second, 

possessing to kat’ eikona means having a relationship to God through his image, that is, the 

Word; it is not just a property or a quality, but a capacity for a relationship, a relationship that is 

fulfilled in attainment of to kath’omoiosin, being according to the likeness, assimilation with 

God.”    (Andrew Louth ,Introducing Eastern Orthodox Theology,  Kindle Loc. 1683-89) 

God created humans as being capable of bearing His image, and this becomes fulfilled in the incarnation 

of the Word, where finally we see God’s image.  This is the manner in which we are capable of partaking 

of the divine nature. 
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Sin has formed layers of filth and dirt over us, covering the image of God in each of us.  The Christian life, 

obeying the commandments of Christ, is lived in order to reveal that image in each of us. 

“Desert ascetics understood that the journey to a deep and mature relationship with God was 

made within oneself.  The arduous work of stripping away illusions and all that keeps us from 

knowing God gifted the ascetic with a deep sense of understanding her own true humanity.  This 

understanding of their true humanity, created fully in the image and likeness of God and yet still 

on the journey toward full maturity, made desert ascetics deeply humble people.”   (Laura 

Swan, THE FORGOTTEN DESERT MOTHERS, p 26) 

Humans are created to reveal God’s image to one another as well as to all of creation.  Humans are 

created by God to have an intermediary role in creation – uniting the Divine Creator with all the created 

universe.  It is Jesus Christ, the God-man, who fully reveals this role for humanity for He unites earth to 

heaven. 

“Man is created to God’s image and 

likeness.  All created things bear testimony to 

God’s power, wisdom, and kindness; but man 

bears in addition God’s image within 

himself.  In truth, this is the greatest 

goodness, the most admirable beauty, the 

highest honor!  Man is inferior to God, but he 

is above all other created things: man has 

been honored by God’s image: beautiful are 

the skies, the sun, the moon and the stars, 

and all things made by God; but man is the 

most beautiful of  all; for he bears within himself a beauty created to the image of God.  Think and reflect 

on the beauty of God, Who is the Uncreated and Eternal Beauty!  If god has so greatly honored man, 

who, then, can rise against him?  The whole world, all hell and all the devils, can do nothing to man.  God 

is within him and is his protector.”   (St. Tikhon of Zadonsk, A TREASURY OF RUSSIAN SPIRITUALITY, p 

234) 

Angel and Animal; Spiritual and Physical 

Posted on September 25, 2014 by Fr. Ted 

“What is man, that You should exalt him, 

That You should set Your heart on him, 

That You should visit him every morning, 

And test him every moment?” 

(Job 17:17-18) 
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This is the 15th  blog in this series which began with the 

blog Being and Becoming Human. The previous blog is In the 

Image of God (II).  In this blog and for the next several blogs we 

will look at being human through some issues suggested in 

Scripture or contemplated from the very beginning of 

Christianity: humans as being both spiritual and physical.  We 

humans are related both to the physical world (animals) and 

the spiritual world (angels).  Yet we are not angels, nor are we 

merely animals.  Whereas humans being in the image and 

likeness of God (Genesis 1) is something that distinguishes us 

from all other animals and even sets us above them, humans 

share having the “breath of life”, given by God, with all animals (see Genesis 1:30, 2:7, 6:17, 7:15, 22). 

In this blog we will consider comments from some of the early Patristic writers.  Keep in mind that for 

this topic, the Old Testament viewed humans as a whole: either an embodied soul or an ensouled body, 

but in any case an inseparable wholeness, not soul AND body.   A more dualistic idea of a separated soul 

and body comes into Christian thinking from a Hellenistic point of view.  So some of the comments in 

the earlier days of Christianity still reflect the more Biblical view, while some reflect the tension of 

Christian thinking shaped by Biblical theology but now trying to grapple with issues and perspectives of 

the Hellenic culture into which Christianity was moving and which itself was becoming increasingly 

Christian. 

We begin by considering the ideas of St. Athanasius the Great (d. 373AD): 

“ St Athanasios treats of the Fall at the beginning both ofOn the 

Incarnation and of the first part of that two-part work, Against the 

Nations. … He sees human beings – rational beings, as he puts it – 

created to live in contemplation of God through the Word of God, and 

thus to ‘rejoice and converse with God, living an idyllic and truly blessed 

and immortal life’. But these rational beings have turned away from 

contemplating God and turned – where?  for they are created out of 

nothing – to themselves, and to the world that they fashion from . . . 

nothing. And so the soul comes to ‘harbour fears and terrors and 

pleasures and thoughts of mortality’.   From contemplating God and 

living in a world of reality and life, Adam, or human kind, contemplates 

non-being and enters a haunted world of unreality and death – which 

Athanasios spells out as a world of immoral desires and longings, populated by the gods and 

goddesses of Greek paganism.”   (Andrew Louth , Introducing Eastern Orthodox Theology, Kindle 

Loc. 1410-19) 

So humans created in God’s image and with divinity somehow being a basis for our existence, turn away 

from God and become more concerned with our physical nature.  The trouble being that our physical 

nature was created by God “out of nothing” and we come to realize there is no eternal basis or 
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foundation to the physical world, and so we begin to scramble in this world both in fear of death, but 

also to avoid the return to nothingness.  Sadly this doesn’t always result in our looking for the eternal 

God, but ends up in human efforts of self-preservation which sometimes involves sin and the killing of 

others. 

“St. Athanasius, in his work On the Incarnation, describes how human beings were created in the 

image of God, but have lowered themselves to the level of brute animals, and so the image of 

God is just about to disappear, finally and completely, from the world.   Right at this extreme 

situation, God acts: the one who is the Image comes to restore the one who are in the image to 

their proper dignity (cf. Col. 1:15; Gen. 1:26-27).”  (John Behr, THE CROSS STANDS WHILE THE 

WORLD TURNS, p 118). 

The incarnation of the Word is God’s response to humans feeling and being totally lost and on the verge 

of returning to nothingness and nihilism.   Our problems as humans are related to our turning away from 

God, the source of life “in whom we live and move and have our being” (Acts 17:28) and trying to deal 

with ourselves as only or purely material beings – a material world 

which was created from nothingness. 

“At one point, Gregory [of Nyssa; d. 284AD] tackles the idea that the 

human being has a soul that shares a great deal with the soul we find 

in animals, and indeed the soul we find in plants: the Greek word for 

soul, psyche, means ‘life’, and so the word soul suggests the principle 

of the life that any living being has. So the human may be said to have 

an animal soul and a plant-like soul, as well as a rational or 

intellectual soul. Yet a human being does not have three souls, rather 

the intellectual soul manifests itself at the animal and plant-like level, 

which the human shares with animals and plants. What is meant to 

happen with humans is that the intellectual soul expresses itself 

through, and makes use of, the lower levels, the animal and plant-like. 

But the Fall, as we have seen, has disturbed the harmony of God’s 

creation, and this is true at what one might call the psychological level: instead of expressing itself 

through the animal and plant-like, the intellect finds itself serving the animal drives and plant-like needs 

(for nourishment, for example), and producing what we call bestial behaviour – which is really something 

distinctively human, though not anything to be proud of. So the human has two aspects – one reaching 

towards the divine, the other succumbing to the animal – and is in fact poised on a watershed between 

affinity to the divine and affinity to lower creation. Gregory puts it like this: 

‘It seems to me that the human bears two contradictory likenesses – shaped in the divine aspect 

of his mind after the divine beauty, but also bearing, in the passionate impulses that arise in him, 

a likeness to the bestial nature. Frequently his reason is reduced to bestiality, and obscures the 

better element by the worse through its inclination and disposition towards the animal. For 

whenever anyone drags down the activity of thought to these, and forces reason to become the 

servant of the passions, there occurs a sort of distortion of the good character towards the 
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irrational image, his whole nature being refashioned in accordance with this, as reason cultivates 

the new shoots of the passions, and little by little causes them to grow into a multitude; for once 

[reason] makes common cause with passion, it produces a thick and diverse crop of 

evils.’”    (Andrew Louth , Introducing Eastern Orthodox Theology, Kindle Loc. 1480-96) 

In understanding humanity as Orthodox Christians there is always a tension, and a mystery and a 

paradox.  Humans have a natural connection to God (created in God’s image, breathing God’s breath), 

but humans also are physical/animal beings, created from the dust of the earth made of the same 

materials that compose inorganic matter as well as compose the genes of all living things on earth and 

which follow the same genetic processes that govern all life that has genetic material.  Into this mix is 

added the fact that humans rebelled against their divine Creator and thus distorted their relationship 

both to God and to the physical world.  So though we are naturally both physical and spiritual, we live in 

a world which have distorted through sin.   This contributes to the tensions we experience in our lives 

between ourselves and God, between ourselves and nature, and between each other.  Therein lies the 

paradoxes, ambiguities and mystery we experience about ourselves when trying to understand who we 

are.  Biology, genetics, chemistry, archeology, history, anthropology and physics in themselves cannot 

unravel the mystery or solve all the paradoxes and tensions we humans experience about 

ourselves.  These sciences today leave the divine and spiritual out of the equation and so never in and of 

themselves can explain what it is to be human. 

“St Gregory [the Theologian, d. 391AD] explains more fully what he has in mind in one 

of his poems, where he describes God looking in vain for a creature on earth ‘who could 

discern his wisdom, the mother of all things’; finding only dumb beasts, he creates a 

‘mixed creature’ that can delight in his works, an initiate of heavenly things who will 

also sing the praises of God’s ‘wills’ and mind; God’s ‘wills’ are his intentions expressed 

in created things.  . . . Man’s ‘oversight’ of creation is not just practical management or 

‘stewardship’; it is inextricably bound up with being aware of the mystery of creation, 

discerning god’s wisdom in the depths of created things.   . . . Of course, man is 

perfectly capable of using the earth in a different way—that is all too obvious.  But 

when he does so, he is not simply disobeying a commandment: he is ceasing to be a 

real human being.  What we are talking about here is creation in the image and 

likeness of God as the defining characteristic of man.”  (Elizabeth Theokritoff, LIVING 

IN GOD’S CREATION,  pp 68-70) 

Genesis 3 presents humans created to fill the gap between God and brute beasts rebelling against this 

divine role and seeking their life and existence in the empirical world alone.  Which by the way which is 

what scientific materialism does as well.  We will never fully understand humanity until we see the big 

picture of what humans were created to be, unless we take into account the divine life.  Science can tell 

us many absolute truths about the empirical world, but we Christians (as well as many other religious 

traditions) claim there is more to being human than can be revealed through physics and chemistry 

alone. 
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Adam naming the animals 

 

“The human person, too, is an 

icon.  Created in the image of God, 

humanity is also a living image of the 

created universe.  The Church 

Fathers see humanity as existing on two 

levels simultaneously—on the level of spiritual and on the level of material creation.  The human person 

is characterized by paradoxical dualities: humanity is limited yet free, animal yet personal, individual yet 

social; in brief, created yet creative.  To attempt escaping this fundamental tension within humanity 

would be to undermine the Christian doctrine of humanity created in the image and likeness of 

God (Gen 1:26) and as the image of Jesus Christ who is at once human and divine. 

A human being, says Gregory the Theologian (fourth century), is likeanother universe, standing 

at the center of creation, mid-way between strength and frailty, greatness and 

lowliness.  Humanity is the meeting point of all the created order.”   (John Chryssavgis, BEYOND 

THE SHATTERED IMAGE, pp 130-131) 

 

Mystery, even in exploring the depths of 

what it is to be human, is not a bad thing in 

theology.  Science can uncover the most 

amazing facts about the empirical world and 

be absolutely true in its laws and 

theories.   Science can perfectly place 

humans in the vastness of the macrocosm of 

the universe, and see into the tiniest 

microcosms of human genes  Yet not begin to 

touch the depths of what it is to be human. 

 

St. John Chrysostom on Humans as Beasts and Saints 

Posted on September 26, 2014 by Fr. Ted 
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This is the 15th  blog in this series which began with the blog Being and 

Becoming Human. The previous blog isAngel and Animal; Spiritual and 

Physical. 

In this blog we will look specifically at three excerpts from the writings 

of St. John Chrysostom  (d. 407AD) related to humans having both an 

animal nature and also having a spiritual nature.  St. John is ever the 

moralist, and he unfavorably relates the animal nature in humans to our 

failure to behave in a human manner. 

 “I repeat, and shall not cease saying it:  come in, prove yourself human lest 

you give the lie to your natural title.  Do you understand what is said to 

you?  He is a human being, someone may say, but a human being often in 

name only, not a human being in his way of thinking. 

I mean, when I see you living an irrational life, how am I to 

call you a human being and not an ox?  When I see you 

robbing others, how am I to call you a human being and 

not a wolf?  When I see you committing fornication, how 

am I to call you a human being and not a swine?  When I 

see you being fraudulent, how am I to call you a human 

being and not a serpent?  When I see you with venom, how 

am I to call you a human being and not a snake?  When I 

see you being a fool, how am I to call you a human being 

and not an ass?  When I see you committing adultery, how 

am I to call you a human being and not a lusty 

stallion?  When I see you disobedient and forward, how am I to call you a human being and not a 

stone?  . . . 

How, do you ask, am I to become a human being?  If you keep the thoughts of the flesh under 

control, those brutish thoughts, if you expel lewd habits, if you expel an inopportune desire for 

money, if you expel that wicked tyrant, if you make your own place pure.  But how do you 

become a human being?  By coming here where human beings are created.  If I receive you as a 

stallion, I turn you into a human being; if I receive you as a wolf, I turn you into a human being; if 

I receive you as a serpent, I turn you into a human being, not changing your nature but 

transforming your free will.”    (St. John Chrysostom, OLD TESTAMENT HOMILIES  Vol 3, pp 87-

88) 

Chrysostom frequently compares sins to the behavior of a variety of animals.   He sees repentance as 

turning away from behaving purely according to our animal nature by mindfully gaining control of our 

passions and appetites.  Then in the Church through baptism those who live according to animal nature 

are transformed into human beings who live by reason (rapacious wolves are transformed into reason-

endowed sheep!).   Reason is God’s gift to humans which distinguishes us from all other animals. 
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Chrysostom does not miss a chance to moralize.  Seeing the simple 

statement of Genesis 6:9, “Noah was a righteous man” (Greek: 

anthropos:   meaning a human being, rather than a male), Chrysostom 

sees opportunity to wax eloquently on what it is to be human.  And 

perhaps, since Noah, according to the biblical story, led a pair of each of 

the animals in the world into the ark, Chrysostom found an excellent 

example of a human who differed from all the other animals.  Noah is a 

human who can be contrasted with all other animals since he was called 

to lead them all (Genesis 6:9-22) thus fulfilling God’s original intention for 

human beings (Genesis 1:26-28).   Noah is the only human in the Old 

Testament who actually exhibits dominion over all of the animals on 

earth, and the animals actually obey his lead (Genesis 7:8-9).  The animals 

follow Noah in an orderly fashion into the ark as if they are in a liturgical procession.  Chrysostom’s view 

is that Noah in his day is really the only true human being left on the planet, all others being 

dehumanized through sin were thus inhuman, mere animals bereft of the glory of God which they 

originally possessed. 

“’Noe,’ it says, ‘was a man.’ . . . You see, since the other people had lost the status of human 

beings through falling into the pleasures of the flesh, this man (Scripture says) retained the 

character of a human alone among such a vast multitude.  This, after all, is when a man become 

human, when he practices virtue: it is not having the appearance of a human being—eyes, nose, 

mouth, cheeks and other features—that establishes the human being: these, in fact, are parts of 

the body.  I mean, we would call a human being the man who retains the character of a human 

being.  But what is the character of a human being?  Being rational.  Why so?  Someone will say, 

“Weren’t those others rational also?”  Still, it is not merely this attribute, but also being virtuous 

and avoiding evil and getting the better of improper passions, following the Lord’s commands—

this is what makes a human being. 

For proof that Scripture’s habit is not to bestow the title of human being on those who practice 

evil and neglect virtue, listen to the words of God, as we were saying yesterday, ‘My spirit is not 

to remain with these human beings on account of their being carnal; [Genesis 6:3]’ in other 

words, he is saying, I regaled these people with a being constituted of flesh and spirit; but as 

though composed of flesh only, they thus neglect virtue in a spiritual manner and have now 

proved to belong completely to the flesh. . . 

Do you see how Holy Scripture knows how to call human only the person practicing virtue and 

doesn’t think the others are human, calling them instead flesh at one time and earth at 

another?  Hence at this place, too, in promising to list the genealogy of the good man it says, 

‘Noe was a human being.’  You see, he alone was a human being, whereas the others weren’t 

human beings; instead, while having the appearance of human beings they had forfeited the 

nobility of their kind by the evil of their intention, and instead of being human they reverted to 

the irrationality of wild animals.   . . . 
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Do you see which people Sacred Scripture is prepared to call human beings?  Hence, when even 

from the outset the Creator of all saw the creature he had made, he said, ‘Let us make a human 

being in our image and likeness’ – that is to say, to have control both of all visible things and the 

passions arising within him; to have control, not to be controlled.  If, however, they forfeit this 

control and would rather be controlled that have control, they lose also their human status and 

change their name to that of wild animals.”   (St. John Chrysostom, HOMILIES ON GENESIS 18-

45, pp 95, 96, 98) 

For St. John Chrysostom to live only to satisfy one’s carnal 

desires is to give up being a human person.   To rationally 

control one’s desires, passions and appetites is to use the 

rationality/reason with which God had gifted human beings 

from the beginning – the very thing which differentiates us 

from other animals.  If we don’t want to live by reason, if we 

don’t want to live according to the image and likeness of the 

Creator, then we choose to live like the other animals on 

earth which lack reason. 

It is exactly from humans who live according to their animal 

nature that we need protection.  More dangerous to us than any venomous animal, more detrimental to 

us and more deadly is the human who has forsaken God-given reason/rationality and who like an animal 

uncontrollably follows its genetically determined impulses.  So Chrysostom sees the Psalmist asking God 

not to deliver him not from dangerous, vicious animals, but from people who have become inhuman. 

“Rescue me, Lord, from an evil person; from an unrighteous man deliver me (Psalm 

140:1)  Where now are those who ask, ‘What is the purpose of wild beasts?  Of scorpions?  What 

purpose do they have?’  I mean, look: a living creature is found to be betraying signs of worse 

evil, not from nature but from disposition – the human being.  This is the reason, to be sure, that 

the inspired author omits mention of those other creatures and asks to be delivered from this 

one.  Why on earth?  I ask: to suggest that, since it is like that, human beings should not be 

created?  But to say this is an index of extreme folly:  nothing is harmful about the human being 

except sin; with that disposed of, everything is trouble-free, easy, peaceful – just as, 

consequently, with that present, everything becomes crags and tempests and shipwrecks.  Now, 

let no one condemn us for saying a human being in the grip of vice is more vicious than a wild 

beast.  I mean, the latter, even if not gentle by nature, can easily be deceived, and what you see 

is what you get, whereas the human being who contemplates wickedness adopts many guises 

and is more difficult to ward off than an animal, often proving to be a wolf in sheep’s 

clothing.  Hence, too, many people incautiously fall victim to such types.  Since, then, such 

creatures are difficult to detect, the inspired author turns to prayer and calls on help from God to 

be freed from such wiles.”  (St. John Chrysostom, COMMENTARY ON THE PSALMS Vol 2, p 264) 
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As the folk story has it, scorpions will be scorpions – they can’t help behaving according to their 

natures.  Humans on the other hand are capable of denying the self for the good of others.  Humans can 

practice self-control, can repent and can forgive. 

The Human Being: A Spiritual Animal   Posted on September 29, 2014 by Fr. Ted 

“For the devil has always been eager, through these philosophers, to show that our race is in no 

way more honorable than the beasts.”   (St. John Chrysostom,  WOMEN AND MEN IN THE EARLY 

CHURCH, p 231)  

It is not only modern scientific materialists who think humans are nothing 

more than another animal.  In the Fourth Century St. John Chrysostom was 

engaged with philosophies and philosophers of his day which had decided that 

humans are nothing more than a brute beast. [Certainly through the centuries 

many rulers have thought that human life is cheap – just look at how troops 

were used in warfare, nothing more than ‘cannon fodder’ and hoping to use up 

enemy arrows and spears before one ran out of men].   Prior to the Fourth 

Century Christianity had spent a great deal of its apologetic arguments against 

various form of Gnosticism beginning withDocetism in the First Century, all of 

which had denied the value of the physical nature of humans. 

“By this you know the Spirit of God: every spirit which confesses that Jesus 

Christ has come in the flesh is of God, and every spirit which does not confess 

Jesus is not of God.“   (1 John 4:2) 

“For many deceivers have gone out into the world, men who will not acknowledge the coming of 

Jesus Christ in the flesh; such a one is the deceiver and the antichrist.”  (2 John :7) 

The incarnation of God in Jesus Christ showed the extent to which God valued humanity’s physical 

nature.  God had created the humans with a physical body which was capable of being united to 

divinity.   Humans though having a physical body like any animal were viewed by the early Christians as 

not being merely animals. 

“It is not only in our possessing a rational (logikon) soul that we surpass beasts…, but we also 

excel them in body.  For God has fashioned the body to correspond with the soul’s nobility 

(eugeneia), and has fitted it to execute the soul’s commands.”    (St. John Chrysostom quoted 

in WOMEN AND MEN IN THE EARLY CHURCH, p 125) 
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Humans have an animal body but the human corporeal nature is not 

controlled by or limited to the body.  Each human has a soul, the very 

place where divinity and the physical world interface.  God bestowed 

upon the human God’s own image and likeness, which is how humans 

differed from all other animals – humans are related to God in specific 

ways which other animals are not. Each individual human has a nobility 

and a value bestowed upon them by God:  this is certainly a great 

contribution Christianity offered to the world- even the “impoverished 

masses” are seen by God as beings to be loved and cherished and all have 

worth and nobility in God’s eyes, and so are also to be loved by all other 

humans. 

“God has given us a body of earth, in order that we might lead it up with us into Heaven, and not 

that we would draw our soul down with it to the earth.  It is earthly (geodes), but if we please, it 

may become heavenly (ouranion).  See how highly God has honored us, in committing to us so 

excellent a task.  ‘I made Heaven and Earth,’ He says, ‘and to you I give the power of creation’ … 

Make your earth heaven, for it is in your power.”  (St. John Chrysostom quoted in WOMEN AND 

MEN IN THE EARLY CHURCH, p 146) 

The human is created to be both the connection between God and creatures, and the mediator between 

them, enabling all of the rest of creation to have a full relationship to the Creator through the human’s 

relationship with God.  St. Ephrem the Syrian makes an interesting, if allegorical interpretation of the 

humans having both physical and spiritual qualities.  He sees these qualities as interrelated and 

intertwined with both the world of agriculture and the liturgical year.  Everything is arranged by God: 

“… Ephrem points out that human beings possess both a physical and a spiritual side 

and that they need to cultivate these two aspects equally: physical labor on the land 

receives its reward in October, with the ingathering of its produce and the arrival of 

the rain after the long hot summer months of drought;  spiritual toil, however, is 

rewarded in April, the month of the Feast of theResurrection—and it was 

on Easter eve that in many places it was the custom for baptisms to take 

place.  Agricultural labor and spiritual toil turn out to be closely interrelated, for 

October provides the oil for the baptismal anointing in April.”   (Ephrem the 

Syrian, SELECT POEMS, p 181) 

For St. Maximos the Confessor humans share a relationship with both plants and 

animals, but then have beyond either intelligence and a intellect.  This gives humans 

a means to share in immortality. 

“The soul has three powers: first, the power of nourishment and growth; second, that of 

imagination and instinct; third, that of intelligence and intellect. Plants share only in the first of 

these powers; animals share in the first and second; men share in all three. The first two powers 
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are perishable; the third is clearly imperishable and immortal.”   (The Philokalia, Kindle Loc. 

13154-59) 

In the writings of Saint Gregory Palamas the human naturally has a relationship with God, but if that 

relationship is lost or distorted, then the human too becomes unnatural and loses his/her 

humanity.  Being dehumanized, or becoming inhuman is in his mind a form of hell on earth. 

 “‘A mind removed from God becomes like either a dumb beast or a demon.  Once having 

transgressed the bounds of nature, it lusts for what is alien.  Yet if finds no satisfaction for its 

greed and, giving itself the more fiercely to fleshly desires, it knows no bounds in its search for 

earthly pleasures.’ . . . Life becomes a hell, freedom a burden, and other people a 

curse.”  (Archimandrite George Capsanis,  THE EROS OF REPENTANCE, p 9) 

Life on earth becomes a hell when we lose our godliness, even if we gain all the riches of the world. 

“‘What good will it do a man if he gains the whole world but loses his 

soul?’ Christ asks His disciples (Matt. 16:26); and He says that there is 

nothing equal in value to the soul. Since the soul by itself is far more 

valuable than the whole world and any worldly kingdom, is not the 

kingdom of heaven also more valuable? That the soul is more valuable 

is shown by the fact that God did not see fit to bestow on any other 

created thing the union and fellowship with His own coessential Spirit. 

Not sky, sun, moon, stars, sea, earth or any other visible thing did He 

bless in this way, but man alone, whom of all His creatures He 

especially loved.”  (St Symeon Metaphrastis, THE PHILOKALIA, Kindle 

Loc. 34642-54) 

Christian theology has through the centuries highly valued each 

human being and viewed human life as sacred because God the Trinity bestowed on each human being 

a sanctity by creating all in God’s own image and giving each person a soul and imprinting the image of 

God on every human being.  Orthodox Christianity continues to defend the sanctity of human life and to 

defend the dignity and nobility of every human being whether saint or sinner, believer or 

not.  Christianity is not opposed to science, but rejects the reductionist thinking of materialism which 

denies that humans are related to God or can aspire to something greater than our brutish animal 

nature.  We believe that even science shows humans have conscious awareness, consciences and free 

will.  As many scientists now acknowledge humans are no longer predestined by their genetics but have 

even gained control over some these natural forces of evolution. 

“Darwin caused controversy, not merely because his ideas contradicted Genesis, but because 

they fell foul of the way in which Genesis had been read by those influenced by 

the Enlightenment, for it was the Enlightenment that conceived of the human as almost 

exclusively rational and intellectual, and set the human at a distance from the animal. When the 

Fathers interpret Genesis, they see the human as sharing a very great deal with animal, and 

indeed plant-like, creation. The possession of reason, the gift of being in the image of God, 
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makes the human distinctive, indeed raises the human to a position that transcends the animal 

and the plant-like, both as being nobler, and also as bearing responsibility for the rest of 

creation, but the human still shares a very great deal with the rest of creation, both animal and 

plant-like, and even with the inanimate”    (Andrew Louth , Introducing Eastern Orthodox 

Theology, Kindle Loc. 1469-75) 

We humans are biologically, chemically and genetically related to all other animals on earth.  However, 

we believe we are not only or merely animals.  We are rational and intellectual beings.  However, 

rationality and intellectualism neither completely define delineate what it is to be a human being, for we 

believe we are created in God’s image and we are embodied souls or ensouled bodies, and thus are 

spiritual beings. 

“When we read in the writings of the Fathers about the place of the 

heart which the mind finds by prayer, we must understand by this the 

spiritual faculty that exists in the heart.  Placed by the Creator in the 

upper part of the heart, this spiritual faculty distinguishes the human 

heart from the heart of animals: for animals have the faculty of will or 

desire, and the faculty of jealousy or fury, in the same measure as 

man.  The spiritual faculty in the heart manifests itself—

independently of the intellect—in the conscience or consciousness of 

our spirit, in the fear of God, in spiritual love towards God and our 

neighbor, in feelings of repentance, humility, or meekness, in 

contrition of the spirit or deep sadness for our sins, and in other 

spiritual feelings; all of which are foreign to animals.” (Bishop Ignatii 

Brianchaninov, THE ART OF PRAYER, p 190) 

 

The Human Being: A Spiritual Animal (II)    

Posted on September 30, 2014 by Fr. Ted 

This is the 17th  blog in this series which began with the blog Being and 

Becoming Human. The previous blog is The Human Being: A Spiritual 

Animal.  With this blog we will conclude our look at the human as being 

an animal as well as being spiritual.  I will remind the readers, that this 

blog series is offering a collection of quotes that I came across in a life 

time of reading which are related to the theme of being and becoming 

human.  The blog series is not a research paper, but truly a collection of 

quotes which I have brought together as I continue to reflect on this 

topic. 

“Man is a mystery.  We carry within us an age-old inheritance – 

all the good and precious experience of the prophets, the saints, 
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the martyrs, the apostles and above all of our Lord Jesus Christ; but we also carry within us the 

inheritance of the evil that exists in the world from Adam until the present.  All this is within us, 

instincts and everything, and all demand satisfaction.  If we don’t satisfy them, they will take 

revenge at some time, unless, that is, we divert them elsewhere, to something higher, to God. 

That is why we must die to our ancestral humanity and enrobe ourselves in the new 

humanity.  This is what we confess in the sacrament of baptism.”  (Elder Porphyrios, WOUNDED 

BY LOVE, p 134) 

In speaking about “our ancestral humanity”, Saint Porphyrios is describing humanity bereft of union with 

God, in other words, fallen humanity.   Despite being fallen creatures and living in the world of the Fall, 

we humans still and always have an innate connection with God.  We are created in God’s image and 

likeness,and we breathe God’s holy breath.   Despite the Fall, we still have the potential to be so much 

more than merely ancestral humanity – theosis is a possibility for us.  We can aspire to something 

beyond our animal nature. 

 “Everyone must bear in mind that every man possesses, besides his animal nature, a spiritual 

nature also; that as the animal nature has it requirements, the spiritual one has its own 

requirements too.   The requirements of the animal nature are:  drink, food, sleep, breath, light, 

clothing, warmth; whilst those of the spiritual nature are meditation, feeling, speaking, 

communion with God through prayer, Divine Service, the sacraments, instruction in the Word of 

God, and fellowship with our neighbor through mutual conversation, charitable help, mutual 

instruction and teaching.  We must also bear in mind that our animal nature is temporal, 

transitory, perishable, whilst the spiritual one is eternal, not transitory and indestructible; that 

we must despise the flesh as perishable, and care for the soul, which is immortal, for its 

salvation, its enlightenment, its cleansing from sins, passions, and vices from its adornment with 

such virtues as meekness, humility, gentleness, courage, patience, submission, and obedience to 

God and men, purity and abstinence.”  (St. John of Kronstadt, MY LIFE IN CHRIST Part 1, p 244) 

If we live only to care for our animal desires and instincts, we will live as animals.  If however we aspire 

for that divine life beyond our animal nature, God blesses that desire and unites us to divinity.  The 

Christian life consists in living in such a way as to care more for our relationship with God than with our 

animal nature, to nurture the soul, not just the body.  Our goal is not to abandon the body but to unite 

the body to God, to be God’s temple, to partake of the divine nature. 

“How strange it is!  I, a Christian, a heavenly man, am occupied with 

everything earthly, and care but little for heavenly things.  I am 

transplanted in Christ into heaven, but meanwhile I cling with all 

my  heart to earth, and apparently would never desire to be in heaven, 

but would prefer to always remain on earth, although earthly things, 

notwithstanding their delights, oppress and torment me; although I 

see that everything earthly is uncertain, corruptible, and soon passes 

away; although I  know, and feel that nothing earthly can satisfy my 
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spirit, can appease and rejoice my heart, which is constantly disturbed and grieved by earthly 

vanity.  How long, therefore, shall I, a heavenly man remain earthly?”   (St. John of Kronstadt, MY LIFE IN 

CHRIST Part 2, p 9-10) 

We remain merely earthly, as long as we live only according to our animal nature, the flesh.  We are 

however more than our bodies.  As the mind is more than the brain, so the self is more than a body.   It 

is our ability to aspire for the divine life that gives sanctity to human life.  We value the unborn as well as 

the aged because each is loved by God. 

“Who utterly low and brutish is the level to which a human mind has to sink before it can look at 

an old lady in a nursing home bed suffering some incurable disease and call this life and this 

suffering ‘meaningless’, lacking in ‘quality of life’.  To call this the ‘quality of life ethic’ is like 

calling a cannibal a chef. 

If this sneeringly snobbish judgment is true of the old lady, it is true a fortiori of Christ.  If her 

cross of suffering, her deathbed, lacks ‘quality’, then his Cross and death-tree also lack ‘quality’. 

‘Quality’ is thus used as a professional euphemism for sex and money. “   (Peter 

Kreeft, Christianity for Modern Pagans,  p 58) 

Human life is not measured purely in a utilitarian fashion, for what a person can produce, or 

consume.   Human life is measured only by the Creator God’s love for each of us.  God bestows upon us 

a life which is more than our bodies.  The human is not completely defined by his or her physical 

existence, nor is a human life coterminous with its body.   Each human being is not only body but also 

spiritual.  Roman Catholic Professor Peter Kreeft offers the following analogy of the difference between 

a driver and the car to explain the relationship of a person (soul) to the body. 

“Here is empirical proof of our doubleness, proof of an immaterial and thus 

immortal soul, and refutation of materialism.  It is a fact that wise men are not 

driven by their animal passions as a car is driven by a driver; but they control 

them.   They are the drivers.  The materialist wants us to believe that the body is a 

car that drives itself, or that the driver is just another one of the parts of the engine; 

that the mind is merely the brain.  How absurd!  How could a mere machine negate 

its own drives and overcome its passions?  Only a double being can oppose itself—

something like a ‘thinking reed’.  A cannot oppose A.  Only A in AB can oppose B in 

AB.”    (Christianity for Modern Pagans,  p 59) 

Professor Kreeft continues with his criticism of materialism: 

“We are metaphysically very good because we are created in the image of the 

absolutely good God.  But we are morally very bad because we have despised our 

Creator.  Modern paganism says we are not metaphysically very good at all, because we are 

merely trousered apes; and not morally very bad at all because there is no divine law to judge us 

as very bad.  There is only man-made societal law, that is, our own pagan society’s expectations, 
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and these are quite low, negotiable and revisable.  ‘Here, kid.  Take a condom.  We know you’re 

incapable of free choice and self-control.  We expect you to play Russian roulette with AIDS, so 

we’re giving you a gun with twelve chambers instead of six.”  (Peter Kreeft, Christianity for 

Modern Pagans,  p 62) 

We are not merely bodies, nor do we have bodies over which we have no control.  We are capable of 

exercising control over our bodies, as our bodies are not separate from our minds, hearts or souls.  We 

are a whole being with free will, conscious awareness and consciences.  We are normally and naturally 

able to exert control over our bodies, desires and thoughts.  Thought it is obvious in the world that some 

will not control themselves, and some due to the fall have lost the ability to control themselves.  This is 

not natural to humans, but is part of our struggle of living in the  world of the Fall. 

“Thus our love of pleasure took its beginning from our likeness to the 

irrational creation, but was increased by human transgressions, 

begetting such a variety of sinning flowing from pleasure, as is not to 

be found among the animals. Thus the rising of anger is indeed akin to 

the impulse of the animals, but it is increased by the alliance with our 

processes of thought. For thence come resentment, envy, deceit, 

conspiracy, hypocrisy: all these are the result of the evil husbandry of 

the intellect. For if the passion is stripped of this alliance with the 

processes of thought, the anger that is left behind is short-lived and 

feeble – like a bubble, bursting as soon as it comes into being.”   (Andrew Louth ,Introducing Eastern 

Orthodox Theology), Kindle Loc. 1496-1501) 

As stated earlier in this blog series, humans can be more damaging and dangerous than any wild animal 

for we can use our intellects, wills and desires to choose evil.  God become human in Jesus Christ in 

order to show us how to be human so that we can become like God. 

 

The Angelic Human: An Angel in the Flesh?   Posted on October 2, 

2014 by Fr. Ted 

The popularity of angels and angel worship has varied through the history 

of Christianity and the various cultures which embraced Christian 

theology.  Angels have at times been admire or feared as beings greater 

than humans, even seen as divine beings.  We see this especially in some 

of the pseudopigrphicalworks written by Jewish writers and then, after the 

time of Christ, by Christian writers, between 300BCE and 300AD.  In 

writings from the earliest centuries of Christianity some ancients when 

first encountering the Gospel, thought Christ or the Holy Spirit were some 

kind of angels. (In the earliest days of Islam, Mohammad also seems to have equated God’s spirit with 

an angel).   The canonical Scriptures are more reserved in their comments about angels often portraying 

them mostly as God’s messengers (which is what the word “angel” itself means) but not as gods 
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(see Psalm 104:3-4 and Hebrews 1:7).    Still, angels, because they are bodiless powers or spirit beings, 

were thought of as being “closer” to God than humans whose physical nature was sometimes seen as a 

barrier between humans and God.  (Angelology was further popularized in 6th Century Christianity by the 

writings of the author now often calledPseudo-Dionysius and who may well have been a student of a 

Syrian pagan philosopher). 

Early Christians came to understand that in fact the angels were not superior to humans, for when God 

decides to enter into His creation, God comes not as an angel but rather becomes incarnated in the 

human, Jesus Christ.  “For indeed He does not give aid to angels, but He does give aid to the seed of 

Abraham“   (Hebrews 2:16).   As the Letter to the Hebrews proclaims about the incarnation, saying, 

God’s Son …. 

“having become so much better than the angels, as He has by inheritance obtained a more 

excellent name than they. For to which of the angels did He ever say: 

“You are My Son, Today I have begotten You”? 

And again: 

“I will be to Him a Father, And He shall be to Me a Son”? 

But when He again brings the firstborn into the world, He says: 

“Let all the angels of God worship Him.”   (Hebrews 1:4-6) 

In Hebrews 2:5-9 we read: 

For He has not put the world to come, of which we speak, in subjection to angels. But one 

testified in a certain place, saying: 

“What is man that You are mindful of him, Or the son of man that You take care of him? You 

have made him a little lower than the angels; You have crowned him with glory and honor, And 

set him over the works of Your hands. You have put all things in subjection under his feet.” 

For in that He put all in subjection under him, He left nothing that is not put under him. But now 

we do not yet see all things put under him.  But we see Jesus, who was made a little lower than 

the angels, for the suffering of death crowned with 

glory and honor, that He, by the grace of God, 

might taste death for everyone.” 

Humans and angels are both creatures made by 

God.  Angels are bodiless powers of heaven, but are not 

gods, are not omnipotent, nor are they eternal 

beings.  Christ Himself testifies that it is humans whom 

God the Fathers calls gods, not the angels (John 10:34, 

quoting Psalm 82:6).  And though Christ says in the 
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resurrection, the resurrected will belike angels, he is using a metaphor and does not say we become 

angels, for humans do not lose their humanity in being resurrected from the dead (Matthew 22:30). 

Metropolitan Kallistos describes the difference between humanity and angels: 

“Body, soul and spirit, three in one, man occupies a unique position in the created order. 

According to the Orthodox world-view, God has formed two levels of created things: first the 

‘noetic’, ‘spiritual’ or ‘intellectual’ level, and secondly, the material or bodily.  On the first level 

God formed the angels, who have no material body.  On the second level he formed the physical 

universe—the galaxies, stars and planets, with the various types of mineral, vegetable and 

animal life.  Man, and man alone, exists on both levels at once.  Through his spirit or spiritual 

intellect he participates in the noetic realm and is a companion of the angels; through his body 

and his soul, he moves and feels and thinks, he eat and drinks, transmuting food into energy and 

participating organically in the material realm, which passes within him through his sense-

perceptions. 

Our human nature is thus more complex than the angelic, and endowed with richer 

potentialities.  Viewed in this perspective, man is not lower but higher than the angels; as the 

Babylonian Talmud affirms, ‘The righteous are greater that the ministering angels’ (Sanhedrin 

93a).  Man stands at the heart of God’s creation.  Participating as he does in both the noetic and 

material realms, he is an image of or mirror of the whole creation. . . . 

Being microcosm, man is also mediator.  It is his God-given task to reconcile and harmonize the 

noetic and the material realms, to bring them to unity, to spiritualize the material, and to render 

manifest all the latent capacities of the created order.  As the Jewish Hasidim expressed it, man 

is called ‘to advance from rung to rung until, through him, everything is united’.  As microcosm, 

then, man is the one in whom the world is summed up; as mediator, he is the one through whom 

the world is offered back to God. 

Man is able to exercise this mediating role only because his human nature is essentially and 

fundamentally a unity.  If he were just a soul dwelling temporarily in a body, as many of the 

Greek and Indian philosophers have imagined –if his body were not part of his true self, but only 

a piece of clothing which he will eventually lay aside, or a prison from which he is seeking to 

escape—then man could not properly act as mediator.  Man spiritualizes the creation first of all 

by spiritualizing his own body and offering it to God.  ‘Do you not realize that your body is a 

temple of the Holy Spirit that is in you?’ writes St Paul.  ‘. . . Glorify God with your body . . . I 

beseech you therefore brethren, by the mercies of God, that you offer your bodies as a living 

sacrifice, holy, acceptable to God’ (1 Cor 6:19-20; Rom 12:1).  But in ‘spiritualizing’ the body, man 

does not thereby dematerialize it: on the contrary, it is the human vocation to manifest the 

spiritual in and through the material.  Christians are in this sense the only true materialists. 

The body, then, is an integral part of human personhood.  The separation of body and soul at 

death is unnatural, something contrary to God’s original plan, that has come about in 
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consequence of the fall.  Furthermore, the separation is only temporary:  we look forward, 

beyond death, to the final resurrection on the Last Day, when body and soul will be reunited once 

again.”  (Kallistos Ware, THE ORTHODOX WAY, pp 62-64) 

So while angels are messengers from God to humanity and 

the created order, humans occupy the role of being 

mediator – the beings who unite earth to heaven, the 

spiritual and physical worlds, and humanity to divinity.  No 

angels have this unique role, and no angels are destined to 

become God, whereas, as so many Fathers bear witness, 

“God became human so that humans might become 

God.”   It is the misunderstanding of both what humans and 

angels are that causes spiritual confusion for some people. 

“The two fundamental human heresies, the two banes of 

modern philosophy, are animalism and angelism. Man has 

lost his place in the cosmos, the place between angel and 

beast. Chesterton says, describing St. Thomas’ philosophy of 

man, that ‘man is not like a balloon, floating free in the sky, nor like a mole, burrowing in the 

earth, but like a tree, with its roots firmly planted in the earth and its branches reaching up into 

the heavens.’  […] The two most life-changing revolutions in modern times were the scientific-

industrial revolution, which taught man to live and think abstractly, like an angel; and the sexual 

revolutions, which taught man to live and think like an animal. The first knows only the head, the 

second knows only the hormones. Neither knows the heart. […]  Man does not know himself 

because he does not know his place in the cosmos; he confuses himself with the angel or animal. 

He is alienated, ‘lost in the cosmos.’ ” (Peter Kreeft, Christianity for Modern Pagans,  pp.52-53) 

The incarnation of God in Christ restores humanity to its proper 

place in the cosmos.  This is the very nature of salvation. 

“Homo sapiens is an intersection of Spirit and biology in 

which lizard, dog and rational self-awareness have the 

potential to become transformed into something utterly 

unique:person.  It’s a potential, not a guarantee.  The danger 

is that the whole enterprise flops because the creature 

prefers self-worship in the form of obeying its instincts 

disguised as if they were gods and goddesses.  The results 

are disastrous.  As Mark Twain once said, ‘No animal is 

capable of being as beastly as human beings.’  But when the 

instincts, feelings and thoughts are transformed by 

interaction with the Spirit, the universe receives a great 

gift.  Such a person becomes an instrument of peace, wonder and thanksgiving.  Impressions of 

life enter into the person, both good and bad, and are converted into ripe fruits of the 
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Spirit.  Love, humility, patience, self-sacrifice and praise blossom forth, bringing blessing to all 

Creation.”  (Stephen Muse,BEING BREAD, p 111) 

Humans: Flesh and Body (I)   Posted on October 4, 2014 by Fr. Ted 

This is the 19th  blog in this series which began with the blog Being and Becoming Human. The previous 

blog is The Angelic Human: An Angel in the Flesh?. 

One of the issues with which Christianity has struggled, 

especially once it actively engaged the pagan Hellenic culture, 

is what is the relationship of being human to the actual body 

of flesh which is part of our existence.  Hellenistic paganism 

was dualistic in opposing spirit to flesh, unlike Biblical 

theology.   Christians received a tradition that the flesh was 

created by God was seen as good in God’s eyes (Genesis 

1).  Genesis did not portray humans as being spiritual beings 

who became flesh through sin or who needed to escape the 

corporeal body to achieve a spiritual goal, which was a 

common idea in pagan thinking Platonic Hellenism as well as 

throughout the ancient Mideast and into India in Hinduism 

and Asia in Buddhism.  The corporeal body is created by God, 

is good in God’s eyes and is destined for theosis.    Christians understood that God in fact loved the 

world and in the incarnation God unites Himself to human flesh showing that flesh is capable of bearing 

God and worthy of eternal salvation.  Taking such a message of the salvation of the material world met 

resistance in the dualistic thinking of paganism which viewed the physical as evil and thought the goal 

was to escape the flesh.  St. Justin the Martyr (d. ca 165 AD) for example says: 

“If indeed the flesh possesses no useful function, why did Christ heal it?  And why, in particular, 

did he go so far as to raise the dead to life?  What was his purpose?  Was it not to show us how 

the resurrection was to take place?  How, moreover, did he raise the dead?  Was it souls or 

bodies?  Clearly, it was both together.  If the resurrection was to be only spiritual, he would have 

to have shown, at his own resurrection, his body lying dead on one side, and his soul on the other 

in its risen state.  But he did nothing of the sort.  He rose with his body, convinced that the 

promise of life concerned it too.  Why did he rise to his crucified flesh, if not to demonstrate the 

reality of the resurrection of the flesh?  Wishing to convince his disciples who were refusing to 

admit that he had really risen with his body . . . he offered himself to be touched by them and 

showed them the marks of the nails in his hands.  But because they still could not admit that it 

was he, in his own body, he asked to eat with them . . . and he ate some honey and fish.  Thus he 

proved to them that resurrection would come to our actual fleshly bodies.  Furthermore, having 

declared that our dwelling-place will be in the heavens, he wanted to show that it is not 

impossible for the flesh to go to ‘heaven’.  Indeed, they saw him ‘taken up into heaven’ (Mark 

16:19) just as he was, that is to say, in the flesh.”    (Olivier Clement, THE ROOTS OF CHRISTIAN 

MYSTICISM, p 83-84) 
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So while the New Testament focused on Christ’s resurrection 

from the dead, it doesn’t openly confront dualistic attitudes 

opposing flesh and spirit because it has the biblical assumption 

that a human is a whole being is both body and spirit: an 

ensouled body or perhaps an embodied soul, but the spiritual and 

physical are not in opposition to each other but both are 

necessary to have a human being.  SoSt. Irenaeus of Lyons (d. 

202AD) writes of humans: 

“… they being spiritual because they partake of the Spirit, and not 

because their flesh has been stripped off and taken away, and 

because they have become purely spiritual. For if any one take 

away the substance of flesh, that is, of the handiwork [of God], 

and understand that which is purely spiritual, such then would not 

be a spiritual man but would be the spirit of a man, or the Spirit of 

God. But when the spirit here blended with the soul is united to [God's] handiwork, the man is 

rendered spiritual and perfect because of the outpouring of the Spirit, and this is he who was 

made in the image and likeness of God. But if the Spirit be wanting to the soul, he who is such is 

indeed of an animal nature, and being left carnal, shall be an imperfect being, possessing indeed 

the image [of God] in his formation (in plasmate), but not receiving the similitude through the 

Spirit; and thus is this being imperfect. Thus also, if any one take away the image and set aside 

the handiwork, he cannot then understand this as being a man, but as either some part of a 

man, as I have already said, or as something else than a man. For that flesh which has been 

moulded is not a perfect man in itself, but the body of a man, and part of a man. Neither is the 

soul itself, considered apart by itself, the man; but it is the soul of a man, and part of a man. 

Neither is the spirit a man, for it is called the spirit, and not a man; but the commingling and 

union of all these constitutes the perfect man. And for this cause does the apostle, explaining 

himself, make it clear that the saved man is a complete man as well as a spiritual 

man…”    (Against Heresies and Fragments, Kindle Loc. 7592-7603) 

A human being is by nature an inseparable unity of the physical and spiritual, and any separation of the 

two leaves something less than a full human being: a body without a soul/spirit is a corpse, and a spirit 

without a body is a ghost, but neither is human.  So St. John Chrysostom (d. 407 AD) writing two 

hundred years after St. Irenaeus but continuing his thinking says 

“’But if the soul cares for the body, and takes great forethought for it, and suffers thousands of 

things in order not to leave it, and resists being separated from it, and if also the body ministers 

to the soul, and leads her to much knowledge (gnosin), and is adapted for her operations, how 

can they be contrary and conflict with each other?  For I perceive that they are not only not 

contrary but are exceedingly concordant … and adhere to each other through their 

works.”   (quoted in WOMEN AND MEN IN THE EARLY CHURCH, p 122) 
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Soul and body, physical and spiritual – these categories having become the framework in which the 

human is conceived are still shown as being mutually concordant.   The human can be human only when 

the physical and spiritual work together to do the will of God.  A human is not to neglect his/her body  or 

his/her soul. 

“When the body is ill, the soul is badly affected.  In the great majority of cases, in fact, our 

spiritual capacities behave according to our physical condition; illness lays us low and makes us 

different, almost unrecognizable from when we are well. 

If the strings of an instrument give a feeble or false sound because they are 

not taut enough, the artist has no way of displaying any particular talent: the 

defect in the strings defeats all skill.  It is the same with the body.  It can do a 

great deal of harm to the soul. 

So I ask you: take care that your body stays fit, safeguard it from illness of any 

sort. 

I am not telling you either to let it waste away or to let it grow fat.  Feed it 

with as much food as is necessary for it to become a ready instrument of the 

soul. 

If you stuff it with delicious dainties, the body is incapable of resisting the impulses that attack it 

and weaken it.  A person may be very wise and yet, if he abandons himself without restraint to 

wine and the pleasures of the table, it is inevitable that he will feel the flames of inordinate 

desire blazing more fiercely within him. 

A body immersed in delights is a body that breeds lust of every kind.  (St. John 

Chrysostom)”   (DRINKING FROM THE HIDDEN FOUNTAIN, p  68 ) 

If we pay attention only to our bodies, to what is related to our animal nature, we will be nothing more 

than another animal on earth, whereas God has set before 

us the ability to be united fully to divinity. 

“God has given us a body of earth, in order that we 

might lead it up with us into Heaven, and not that 

we would draw our soul down with it to the earth.  It 

is earthly (geodes), but if we please, it may become 

heavenly (ouranion).  See how highly God has 

honored us, in committing to us so excellent a 

task.  ‘I made Heaven and Earth,’ He says, ‘and to 

you I give the power of creation 

(demiourgian).  Make your earth heaven, for it is in 

your power.”   (St. John Chrysostom,  WOMEN AND 

MEN IN THE EARLY CHURCH, p 146) 
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It is within our power to live in such a way as to experience the spiritual and thus the divine in our 

bodies in our life on earth.   A foretaste of the kingdom of heaven is accessible to us. 

 

Humans: Flesh and Body (II)    Posted on October 6, 2014 by Fr. Ted 

“To be sure, the body remains central because of Christianity’s 

insistence that the salvation process is worked by Christ’s 

physical incarnation and physical resurrection.  In Syriac the same 

term is used to mean both ‘salvation’ and ‘life’ (hayye).  We know our 

fallen condition through the corruptibility and mortality of the body; 

we will know salvation through its incorruptibility and immortality as 

revealed in original creation.  The most prevalent image for salvation 

in early Syriac literature is that of healing.  Christ is the Treasury of 

Healing and Medicine of Life, a title also commonly employed for 

the Eucharist. . . . For early Syriac writers, then, Christianity was 

located in the body because the body, in the most literal sense, was 

what God had fashioned in the beginning and where God had chosen 

to find us in our fallenness.  This was why God acted through the 

incarnation.  Ephrem declares, ‘Glory to You who clothed Yourself with the body of mortal Adam, and 

made it a fountain of life for all mortals!’  This, too, explains the ritual process of the liturgy, as one 

enacted in and with the body.  Ephrem evokes the liturgy as that which teaches us not only how to 

experience with our bodies, but further, what to experience.  . . .  The healing of the sacramentsrestores 

our oneness of being and our appropriate sensory experience.  Yet there is more to be done.  In the body 

of Christ, the cosmic war between good and evil was fought in earnest.  Our bodies are the battleground 

in which the struggle between God and Satan, good and evil, life and death continues.”   (Susan 

Ashbrook Harvey, “Embodiment in Time and Eternity: A Syriac Perspective’, SVTQ Vol 43 No 2 1999, p 

114-115) 

The early Christian assertion, “God became 

human so that humans might become God”, 

became central to the Christian 

understanding of salvation.   “God became 

human” is the incarnation of God the Word 

in Jesus Christ, the God-man.  It is only 

because Jesus is both fully human and fully 

divine that salvation for all humanity 

occurs.   His death on the cross alone is not sufficient for salvation.  All of the later theories of 

substitutionary death and satisfaction coming through the crucifixion of Jesus, are in Orthodox theology 

meaningless without the truth of the incarnation of God in the flesh.  We are saved in Christ because in 

Him God and humanity are united together again.  We experience the salvation of Jesus Christ in our 

bodies in and through the sacraments.  Our bodies are essential for our salvation!   We find this also 
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asserted in writings attributed to the 4thCentury Saint Macarius of Egypt  [Today most scholars believe 

these writings came from a monk in the 5th or 6th Century and were not written by St. Macarius the 

Great, and so often the writings are attributed to “Pseudo-

Macarius”]. 

“And so God, who made your body, did not give it life from its very 

own nature nor from the body itself, nor from the food, drink, 

clothing, and footwear that he gave the body, but he arranged it 

that your body, created naked, should be able to live by means of 

such extrinsic things as food, drink, and clothing.  (If the body were 

to attempt to exist only by its own constituted nature without 

accepting these exterior helps, it would deteriorate and perish.)  In 

a similar way, it is so with the human soul.  It does not have by 

nature the divine light, even though it has been created according 

to the image of God.  For, indeed God ordered the soul in his 

economy of salvation according to his good pleasure that it would 

enjoy eternal life.  It would not be because of the soul’s very own nature but because of his Divinity, of his 

very Spirit, of his light, that the soul should receive its spiritual meat and drink and heavenly clothing 

which are truly the life of the soul. 

As therefore, the body, as was said above, does not have life in itself, but receives it from outside, that is, 

from the earth, and without such material things of the earth it cannot live, so also the soul, unless it be 

regenerated into that ‘land of the living’ (Ps 27:13) and there be fed spiritually and progress by growing 

spiritually unto the Lord and be adorned by the ineffable garments of heavenly beauty flowing out of the 

Godhead, without that food in joy and tranquility, the soul cannot clearly live. 

For the divine nature has the bread of life who said: ‘I am the bread of life’ (Jn 6:35), and ‘the living 

water’ (Jn 4:10), and the ‘wine that gladdens the heart of man’ (Ps 104:15), and ‘the oil of gladness’ (Ps 

45:8), and the whole array of food of the heavenly Spirit and the heavenly raiment of light coming from 

God.  In these does the eternal life of the soul consist.  Woe to the body if it were to rely solely on its own 

nature, because it would by nature 

disintegrate and die.  Woe also to the 

soul if it find its whole being in its 

own nature and trusts solely in its 

own operations, refusing the 

participation of the Divine Spirit 

because  it does not have the 

eternal  and divine life as vital part of 

itself.”  (PSEUDO-MACARIUS, p 43) 

Neither the human body or soul by 

themselves can find the way to 

salvation.  Each needs to be nourished by God and they need to be nourished together since a human is 
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an ensouled body or embodied soul.   There is no salvation apart from the human body as God in the 

incarnation shows the physical world is completely spiritual as well and capable of being united to 

divinity.   The Holy Mysteries of the Church, the sacraments, nourish both soul and body together 

bringing them to salvation.  This salvation is truly cosmic and involves the entire universe. 

“The entire Cosmos thus participates by representation in the 

preparation of the matter used by the Church sacramentally 

and in other ways.  And it in this fashion that the entire 

cosmos offers its praise. With specific reference to the 

Eucharist, the wheat and the grapes are the offering of the 

community that is the Cosmos, the offering of the dust clouds 

in space, the stars, the Earth and other planets, of bacteria 

and fungi, of plants and animals. This offering is transformed 

into bread and wine by human labor and skill, and it receives 

the Word of God and becomes the Eucharist, an offering to 

God by man, the priest of the Cosmos. Man depends on the Cosmos for the matter that makes up his 

and her body and for the matter that is used sacramentally; reciprocally, the Cosmos depends on Man 

to complete its own offering. Thus the seventh-century saint Leontius of Cyprus wrote: 

Through heaven and earth and sea, through wood and stone, through relics and church 

buildings, and the Cross, and angels and men—through all creation, visible and invisible, I offer 

veneration to the Creator and master and Maker of all things. For creation does not venerate the 

Maker directly and by itself, but it is through me that the heavens declare the glory of God; 

through me the moon worships God, through me the stars glorify him, through me the waters 

and showers of rain, the dew and all creation, venerate God and give him glory. In the Eucharist 

we offer, in this piece of bread and in this cup of wine, the entire Cosmos and every living 

creature including ourselves—everything from the tiniest particles of matter to the farthest 

reaches of space, as well as the fruits of human labor in all places and all times.4 We thus come 

to see that the Eucharist is central to the Cosmos. And it is the Eucharist that enables us to 

recognize more clearly that the Cosmos is transparent to Christ, who shines through all 

matter.” (G Theokritoff, Toward an Ecology of Transfiguration: Orthodox Christian Perspectives 

on Environment, Nature, and Creation, Kindle  Loc. 2934-49) 

It is in and through empirical creation that God reveals Himself to us 

and unites Himself to us bringing us from life in this world to life in the 

world to come.  It is how in and through bread that Christ is revealed 

to us and how we can eat His body to gain eternal life.  The Lord Jesus 

said, 

“I am the living bread which came down from heaven; if any one eats 

of this bread, he will live for ever; and the bread which I shall give for 

the life of the world is my flesh. … Truly, truly, I say to you, unless you 

eat the flesh of the Son of man and drink his blood, you have no life in 
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you; he who eats my flesh and drinks my blood has eternal life, and I will raise him up at the last day. For 

my flesh is food indeed, and my blood is drink indeed. He who eats my flesh and drinks my blood abides 

in me, and I in him.”   (John 6:51-56).  

Humans: Flesh and Body (III)   Posted on October 8, 2014 by Fr. Ted 

As I noted at the beginning of this blog series, what I am 

producing is a collection of quotes from books I’ve read over 

the past 30 years or so.  I ‘tagged’ these particular quotes with 

the notation “being human” and have brought them together 

in this blog series.  The question of what it is to be human and 

what it means to be human has intrigued me since I was in 

high school more than 40 years ago.  These quotes are not 

brought together because they represent one point of view, 

but rather when I read them I marked them as worth further 

consideration.  They informed my thinking about 

humanity.    Their significance to me is how they inform the 

mystery of what it is to be human and deepen our 

understanding of being human. 

St. John of Kronstadt  (d. 1908AD) states boldly that a human is 

far more important than all of the things that humans value 

and desire. 

“We are – one body of love.  Food, drink, money, dress, houses, all earthly attributes are – 

nothing, whilst man is everything; nothing is so precious as man.  Man, by his soul, is immortal, 

whilst everything material is perishable and ephemeral; everything material is like 

dust.  Everything is God’s, nothing is ours.  Man!  Esteem the dignity of man, as the image of God 

and in the time of his need, do not grudge him any material help.”   (MY LIFE IN CHRIST Part 1, p 

256) 

His point is that each and every human is valuable, even the poor or downtrodden.  While he contrasts 

the human to all things humans’ value and desire, he makes it clear that those things, though 

“perishable and ephemeral”, are needed, and we should not deprive our fellow human beings of those 

things needed for life and survival.   His thinking reminds me of a saying I heard many years ago as a 

criticism of our own culture and times:  “It used to be that we loved people and used things, now it is the 

reverse – we love things and use people.” 

As Jesus teaches us in Luke 12:15 –    “Take heed, and beware of all covetousness; for a man’s life does 

not consist in the abundance of his possessions.”  One can gain the whole world and lose one’s soul 

(Mark 8:36). 
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The Russian Orthodox author, Fyodor Dostoyevsky (d. 1881AD), deploring the atheistic materialism of 

his day, warned the goodness and beauty of humanity will be lost when the image and likeness of God in 

each human is no longer recognized. 

“You who would deny God and Christ have not even considered that without 

Christ, everything in the world would be impure and corrupt. . . .  By 

eliminating Christ, you remove from humanity the epitome of beauty and 

goodness, you make Him inaccessible.  For Christ came precisely for this 

reason: that humanity might know and recognize that a true human spirit can 

appear in this heavenly condition, in the flesh and not merely in a dream or in 

theory—that is indeed both natural and possible.  Christ’s disciples proclaimed 

his radiant flesh to be divine.  Through the cruelest of tortures they confessed 

the blessing of bearing this flesh within themselves, of imitating His perfection, 

and of believing in Christ in the flesh.”  (in Michael Quenot, THE 

RESURRECTION AND THE ICON,  p 229) 

Humanity is able to aspire to greatness, even to divinity.   This, so Christians believe, will bring out the 

nobility in all human beings.  Theosis is achieved in the body, not apart from it.  We are not trying to 

escape the world or our bodies, but rather live to transfigure and transform our bodies and the world so 

that all can become a means of communion with the Holy Trinity. 

Alexander Schmemann (d. 1983AD) writes: 

“In essence, my body is my relationship to the world, to 

others; it is my life as communion and as mutual 

relationship.  Without exception, everything in the body, in 

the human organism, is created for this relationship, for 

this communion, for this coming out of oneself.  It is not an 

accident, of course, that love, the highest form of 

communion, finds its incarnation in the body; the body is 

that which sees, hears, feels, and thereby leads me out of the isolation of my I . . . [T]he body is 

not the darkness of the soul, but rather the body is its freedom, for the body is the soul as love, 

the soul as communion, the soul as life, the soul as movement.  And this is why, when the soul 

loses the body, when it is separated from the body, it loses life; it dies, even if this dying of the 

soul is not a complete annihilation, but a dormition, or sleep.”    (O DEATH, WHERE IS THY 

STING?,  pp 42-43). 

Death is by definition the separation of the soul from the body.  Salvation is the restoration of all things 

including our souls with our bodies.  Salvation is spiritual because our bodies are capable of being 

spiritual. 
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“”It is only in and through the flesh that the soul 

can accomplish its salvation, because it is only in 

and through the flesh that the soul becomes linked 

to God by means of the grace mediated through 

the flesh’s participation in both sacraments and 

sacramental.  So while it is true that the flesh is 

the servant and handmaid of the soul in its role as 

mediator of grace to the soul, the flesh is nonetheless its spouse and, with it, heir to the 

resurrection.”  (Benedict Guevin, “Liturgical Ethics”, SVTQ V51  N2-3  2007, p 281) 

 

Humans: Flesh and Body (IV)    Posted on October 9, 2014 by Fr. Ted 

“Christian thinkers affirmed without qualification that in the absence of a body a 

soul is not a person.”  (Robert Wilken,THE SPIRIT OF EARLY CHRISTIAN 

THOUGHT, p 159) 

As previously noted, a body without a soul is a corpse, and a soul without a body 

might be a ghost, but neither is human.  After His resurrection, Jesus tells the 

“startled and terrified” disciples:  “Look at my hands and my feet; see that it is I 

myself. Touch me and see; for a ghost does not have flesh and bones as you see 

that I have.”  (Luke 24:39, NRSV) 

The essential connection between flesh and soul/spirit is clear in the biblical 

narratives of God creating humans , in the Christian theology of 

the incarnation in which the Word becomes flesh and in 

the soteriology of theosis.   Poet Scott Cairns  beautifully weaves together the Orthodox theology of 

body and soul with poetic artistry.  [I often think it is the poetic nature of portions of Scripture and the 

hymnology of the Orthodox Church which will rescue Orthodoxy from being lured into the temptation of 

American fundamentalist biblical literalism.  Poetry reminds us that beauty and truth are the same 

realities.]   Cairns lyrically proclaims the truth of Orthodoxy: 

“The tender flesh itself 

will be found one day 

—quite surprisingly— 

to be capable of receiving, 

and yes, fully 

capable of embracing 

the searing energies of God. 

http://www.svots.edu/SVTQ/
http://frted.wordpress.com/2014/10/09/humans-flesh-and-body-iv/
http://frted.wordpress.com/2014/10/09/humans-flesh-and-body-iv/
http://frted.wordpress.com/author/bobosht/
http://www.amazon.com/The-Spirit-Early-Christian-Thought/dp/0300105983/ref=sr_1_1_bnp_1_pap?ie=UTF8&qid=1403727539&sr=8-1&keywords=THE+SPIRIT+OF+EARLY+CHRISTIAN+THOUGHT
http://www.amazon.com/The-Spirit-Early-Christian-Thought/dp/0300105983/ref=sr_1_1_bnp_1_pap?ie=UTF8&qid=1403727539&sr=8-1&keywords=THE+SPIRIT+OF+EARLY+CHRISTIAN+THOUGHT
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Genesis+1-2&version=RSVCE
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Genesis+1-2&version=RSVCE
http://orthodoxwiki.org/Incarnation
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=John+1&version=RSVCE
http://orthodoxwiki.org/Soteriology
http://orthodoxwiki.org/Theosis
http://www.poetryfoundation.org/bio/scott-cairns
https://farm4.staticflickr.com/3694/10619337336_48297f7753.jpg
https://farm6.staticflickr.com/5531/10218334844_7143aabd18_n.jpg


Go figure. Fear not. 

For even at its beginning 

the humble clay received 

God’s art, whereby 

One part became the eye, 

another the ear, and yet 

another this impetuous hand. 

Therefore, the flesh 

Is not to be excluded 

From the wisdom and the power 

That now and ever animates 

all things.  His life-giving 

agency is made perfect, 

we are told, in weakness— 

made perfect in the flesh. 

(LOVE’S IMMENSITY,  p 5-6) 

 

Many people have recognized the poetic nature of Genesis 1, 

made clear in the Septuagintbecause of the etymological 

connection in Greek between poetry and creating or 

making.   In the beginning God makes (poetizes, if you will) 

the entire universe.  In the poetic language of Genesis and in 

biblical thinking as we have already seen the flesh and spirit 

are not dualistically opposed to one another but rather exist 

harmoniously as a whole with the human being an ensouled 

body or embodied soul. 

“Ancient Hebrew thought is not dualistic, and so flesh is not opposed to “soul” or “spirit” as the 

material “body” is in Greek philosophy. The latter idea shows itself in modern thought as the 

body/soul dichotomy and divides the human being into the physical and the nonphysical. 

Although the Hebrew idea of “flesh” is transitory as belonging only to mortal life, it is not the 
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same as our modern connotation of “body.” In fact, Paul does use the term “body,” but for him it 

is a completely neutral term that encompasses all of one’s concrete earthly life, good and bad, as 

when Paul says, “glorify God in your body” (1 Cor 6:20).”   (Elliott Maloney , Saint Paul, Kindle 

Loc. 338-42) 

Fr. John Breck reiterates the same truth: 

“From a biblical perspective a person does not ‘have’ a soul, in the 

sense that the soul is an independent entity that enters or is ‘infused’ 

into a physical body at some specific moment: at conception, at 

implantation, at birth or whenever.  The human person, rather, is 

characterized as a ‘living’ being’ (Gen 2:7), which means a 

‘living  soul.’  Soul is the transcendent aspect of our being.  Although 

we speak of the ‘separation of soul and body’ at physical death, the 

soul is still not to be considered an entity distinct from the 

body.  (More accurately, it is distinct from the ‘flesh,’ which ‘is dust 

and returns to dust’).   In other words, we do not ‘have’ a soul; we 

‘are’ soul.  Soul is the transcendent, animating principle of our entire being.”     (GOD WITH US, p 51) 

Modern thought is far more dualistic than biblical thinking.  The physical side of being human is also 

spiritual, capable of being transformed and transfigured by the Spirit as well as capable of partaking of 

divinity (2 Peter 2:4). 

“The soul is very closely connected with the body.  … The soul is everywhere in man’s body.  The 

fact that the soul gives life to the body joined to it proves that man was made in God’s image to 

a greater degree than were the angels. . . . there is a clear distinction between the soul and the 

body, but it is not possible for both of them to exist independently of each other.  Furthermore, 

even at death the soul ‘is violently separated from the harmony and affinity of this natural 

bond’.  And this separation occurs ‘by divine will’.  Thus the soul is not man but the soul of man; 

and the body is not man, but the body of man.  Man consists of soul and body, he is a 

psychobiological being.  Therefore, the body will be deified also and it will be resurrected at the 

Second Coming and will pass into eternity.” (Archimandrite Hierotheos Vlachos, THE ILLNESS 

AND CURE OF THE SOUL IN THE ORTHODOX TRADITION , pp 62-63) 

So the empirical and corporeal world are made spiritual in the human because the human soul is the 

interface point between God and the physical world.  The human is the mediator between God and 

God’s creation.   However, Christianity recognizes that the world we live in is the world of the Fall, and 

human flesh has been tainted by sin.  So Orthodox Tradition speaks negatively of the works of the flesh 

which is understood in terms of the Fall – that will and energy in humans which has defiantly separated 

itself from the God of love. 
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“From the perspective of the Church, its 

Holy Tradition, and its reading of the 

Scriptures, the works of the flesh are 

not part of our human nature as God 

created us and wants us to be.  They 

are the results of wrong choices on our 

part.  It is true that repeated choices 

allowing us to succumb to the life of the 

flesh can become ingrained and 

sometimes even vicious habits.  These 

habits can control us to the point that 

we feel our behaviors are somehow 

natural to us.  However, they are really the most unnatural behaviors for people created in the image 

and likenss of God.”  (Stanley Harakas, OF LIFE AND SALVATION, p 105) 

Living according to the flesh theologically means living only FOR one’s mortal nature, living merely as 

animal devoid of spirit. 

“In today’s existentialist language we might explain flesh as the condition of any human person 

reacting defensively when left to him or herself and bereft of God’s help and encountering the 

menace of nonbeing and finitude (Gorgulho and Anderson 2006, 72). Such a person lives in a way 

that safeguards the ego and thereby closes off the higher calling of God’s will.”  (Elliott Maloney 

, Saint Paul, Kindle Loc. 354-56) 

Sin and death can cause humans to live purely in a self-preservation mode which causes us to abandon 

love for others.  In such a mode of life the abandonment of love cuts the self off from relationships with 

others.  This is the very notion of what happened to Eve in choosing to eat the forbidden fruit.  “So when 

the woman saw that the tree was good for food, and that it was a delight to the eyes, and that the tree 

was to be desired to make one wise, she took of its fruit and ate; and she also gave some to her husband, 

and he ate”(Genesis 3:6). From a selfish, self-centered, egotistical and narcissistic point of view, Eve sees 

the fruit as good for her.  She blinds herself to what her action will do 

to her relationships with  God, Adam and the rest of creation.  When 

one lives for oneself, one lives in self-love which is the opposite of true 

love, and dehumanizes the human who is created to live not alone but 

in relationship to God and all creation.  The practice of Confession is 

our acknowledgment of the ways in which we have abandoned love 

and become inhuman.   We confess our sins in order to repent and 

restore both sanity and humanity to ourselves. 

As Eve and then Adam rejected both God and love, choosing to live 

according to the flesh, so they abandoned the Spirit and their own 

humanity.  Adam was made human by God inbreathing the breathe of 

life into the clay of the earth (Genesis 2).  So humans return to the 
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dust when they lose the spirit.   In Christ, in and through the mysteries ofbaptism, chrismation and 

the Eucharist, we are reunited to the Spirit of God and recreated as humans. 

“Christians now receive a ‘certain portion’ … of the Spirit towards their perfection and preparation for 

incorruptibility . . . Irenaeus is emphatic, as one would expect, that this takes place in  the flesh: they 

become spiritual not by abandoning the flesh, but by being ‘in the Spirit’, having the Spirit dwelling in 

them.  As Adam became a psychical being, flesh animated by the breath of life given from God, so too, by 

the imparting of the Holy Spirit, do Christians become spiritual beings, flesh vivified by the Spirit.”   (John 

Behr, ASCETICISM AND ANTHROPOLOGY IN IRENAEUS AND CLEMENT, p 75) 

 

Humans as Relational and Communal Beings   Posted on October 13, 2014 by Fr. Ted 

This is the 22nd blog in this series which began with the blogBeing and Becoming Human. The previous 

blog is Humans: Flesh and Body (IV).  In the next few blogs we will explore 

another dimension of being human: God created us to as beings who have 

relationships with God, with one another and with all of the rest of the 

created order.  Some Orthodox authors also note that if we humans are in 

the image and likeness of God, then we are in the image and likeness of 

theHoly Trinity – and somehow humanity is to reflect the perfect love of the 

Three Persons of the Trinity.   We are designed to live communally with 

others; in Genesis 2:18, God says, “it is not good that man to be alone.”  This 

is the first time in Genesis that God sees something in creation that is not 

good. [And stands in stark contrast to Genesis 1 in which all creation was 

good in God’s eyes].   So in Genesis 2 God creates more than one human 

being, with all others being decedents of the first human.   So from the 

beginning, after the creation of ‘Adam’,  all other humans are related to the 

first human and all are to live in relationship with all others.   Additionally, each human is created to be 

the relational mediator between the Holy Trinity and the rest of the created world.  No human is an 

island unto himself or herself but all are organically and genetically related.  The Christian 

Apologist Lactantius (d. ca. 325AD) argues (living within the context of the rigid Roman culture of social 

stratification) that ultimately all humans, whatever their social ranking are to be considered precisely as 

humans. 

“If we have all sprung from one man whom God made, then surely we are relatives, and for this 

reason it must be considered the greatest crime to hate a man or to do him harm. “ (in A Patristic 

Treasury: Early Church Wisdom for Today, Kindle Loc. 2345-46) 

The hierarchical nature of society and even the tendency for males to dominate females was generally 

by the Fathers seen not as God’s original intention but all a result of human sin which destroyed the 

natural order God created.    In Genesis 1:27, we read:  “So God created man in his own image, in the 

image of God he created him; male and female he created them.”   Fr. Andrew Louth, Orthodox 

theologian, comments: 
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“However, this verse from Genesis (1:27) does suggest that we are not to consider human beings 

as individuals, but as bound together within the unity of humanity, a unity that is embodied in 

the communities to which we belong. The doctrine of the image of God embraces this aspect of 

what it is to be human, too, for if being in the image means that we have an affinity with God, 

that entails, too, that we have an affinity with one another, on the basis of which we find some 

kind of togetherness. And if the Church is the community embracing those who, in Christ, have 

set out on the path to the restoration of fallen humanity, then the community of the Church 

should give us some sense of what a true human community should be. Nevertheless, the Church 

is part of the fallen world, so we should not expect to find in any unambiguous way the ideal 

human community in the Church.”    (Introducing Eastern Orthodox Theology, Kindle Loc. 1752-

58) 

Genesis reveals to us what God planned for human relationships, but the 

relational nature of humans was based in the human potential to deny the 

self and to love the other.  This potential was not realized as from the 

beginning humans instead of practicing the self-emptying love revealed to 

them by God instead opted for self-love and self-preservation – in so-doing 

damaged their God-intended relational nature, reducing humans to 

competing, alienated individuals.   Roman Catholic biblical scholar Elliott 

Maloney says: 

“In this biblical tradition, God created Adam and Eve to begin a great family 

of human beings who could enjoy a loving relationship with a beneficent God 

(Gen 1:26-28). This aspect of their being the progenitors of a great clan of 

humans is very important, because in ancient thinking everyone’s personal 

reality was deeply embedded in their identity as a member of a group.”  (Saint Paul, Kindle Loc. 368-71) 

So in the biblical texts persons are identified by their genealogies and by the tribe or nation to which 

they belong.  “Who are your people?” identifies who you are as a person.  Thus, in the Prophecy 

of Jonah, Jonah attempting to flee from God, hides as an 

individual on a ship and when discovered must reveal who he 

is. 

Then the ship’s mariners said to him, “Tell us, on 

whose account this evil has come upon us? What is 

your occupation? And whence do you come? What is 

your country? And of what people are you?” 

And he said to them, “I am a Hebrew; and I fear the 

LORD, the God of heaven, who made the sea and the 

dry land.”  (Jonah 1:8-9) 

While today, we might begin answering these questions by 

talking about our occupation and identify ourselves in economic terms, Jonah’s self-identifying response 
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makes it clear first and foremost to what tribe/people he belongs and what he and those people believe 

about God.  Scholar Elliott Maloney says the biblical understanding of “self” is different from our 

modern self-identification which is clear in the writings of St. Paul. 

“In Paul’s day people did not think about themselves as individuals, nor did they consider their personal 

characteristics and limitations as making them ‘different.’ All thinking and moral choice was geared to 

and dictated by one’s position in a group, be it family, religion, or clan. The accomplishments and failures 

of the clan head were visited on all the clan members in a way that identified them and conferred on 

them their reality as human beings. Paul’s explanation of the origin of sin, what we call ‘original sin,’ is 

based upon this presupposition.”   (Saint Paul, Kindle Loc. 373-77) 

Why Adam’s sin has consequences for us all is not because God is visiting His punishment on all of 

Adam’s descendants but because as head of the clan of human beings, Adam’s behavior and actions 

have consequences not for himself alone, but for everyone in his clan. This is considered natural since in 

the bible all humans are thought of as belonging to some social group.    As a relational being, Adam has 

a moral obligation to act in a way that took into account the interest of everyone who would ever be in 

his clan.  The clan leader is responsible for the clan and the entire clan is always affected by the moral 

decisions and behavior of the clan leader.   His actions thus have repercussions on all who share his 

humanity.   Adam’s failure to protect his clan and to engage in activities of merely self-interest thus have 

consequences not only for Adam but for all humans. 

[And it should be noted that in Orthodox Christianity at least, Adam 

and Eve are not commemorated mostly for their ancestral sin and its 

negative effects on all humans.   They are most noted in our hyms 

for being those first saved by Christ.  At Pascha, the celebration of 

Christ’s resurrection, perhaps the most common icon of the Feast 

shows Christ descending into Hades to rescue Adam and Eve.   The 

salvation of Eve and Adam is celebrated in the hymns of Pascha and 

throughout the year.  On one level Adam and Eve are responsible for 

the deaths of all humans (mass murderers!), while on the other 

hand, they are forgiven and saved as the forefathers of the human 

race.   Christ undoes all the evil Adam initiates, including bringing 

about human mortality, and Christ’s restoration of humanity and 

salvation stretches back in time to the first human as well as forward 

in history to the last humans who will walk on earth. Even the devastating sin of Eve and Adam which 

results in the death of all humans is not an unforgiveable sin in our theology!   Adam and Eve are saved, 

forgiven and restored to a proper relationship with God!   This is the sign of God’s grace, mercy, 

unwavering and unconditional love.] 

Elliot  Maloney continues: 

“The truth is that humans are relational beings: they are naturally oriented toward obedience 

and loyalty to a higher power (Rom 6:16). As we have seen, the way Paul sees it is that human 
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beings were created to be in a loving and obedient relationship with God—nothing less than 

that. The authenticity and fulfillment of their lives therefore required them to honor this intimacy 

and thank God for the invitation to share in God’s own being. But since their minds were 

darkened by that first denial of the sovereignty of God, the offspring of Adam and Eve continued 

to make wrong choices—from Cain’s murder of his brother Abel to the petty injustices of the 

village marketplace where dishonesty became the acceptable norm.”   (Maloney ,Saint Paul, 

Kindle Loc. 456-61) 

The consequences of ancestral sin thus spread to all humans.  So St. Paul offers us a theological 

understanding of Adam and Christ: 

Therefore as sin came into the world through one man and death 

through sin, and so death spread to all men because all men sinned— 

sin indeed was in the world before the law was given, but sin is not 

counted where there is no law. Yet death reigned from Adam to Moses, 

even over those whose sins were not like the transgression of Adam, 

who was a type of the one who was to come. But the free gift is not like 

the trespass. For if many died through one man’s trespass, much more 

have the grace of God and the free gift in the grace of that one man 

Jesus Christ abounded for many. And the free gift is not like the effect of 

that one man’s sin. For the judgment following one trespass brought 

condemnation, but the free gift following many trespasses brings 

justification. If, because of one man’s trespass, death reigned through that one man, much more will 

those who receive the abundance of grace and the free gift of righteousness reign in life through the one 

man Jesus Christ. Then as one man’s trespass led to condemnation for all men, so one man’s act of 

righteousness leads to acquittal and life for all men. For as by one man’s disobedience many were made 

sinners, so by one man’s obedience many will be made righteous.(Romans 5:12-19) 

Christ restores fallen humanity to its rightful relationship with God.  Now we humans need to 

understand how to live in this graceful situation created by Christ.  We are to live in love for one another 

– we are not to imitate Adam, Eve and Cain who rejected love for one another and practiced only self-

love.  We are to follow the way of Christ who emptied Himself and loved the kenotic, self-denying love 

of God.  St. John Chrysostom, ever the moralist, writes: 

“God made both you and the other person, and gave you everything in common and in equal 

measure with them.  How then do you spurn them and rob them of the regard given by God, not 

allowing it to be in common but making it all yours, rendering them bereft not only of money but 

of good name?  God granted every person one nature; he regaled them with the same position 

of eminence, the same process of creation.  That statement, ‘Let us make the human being,’ is 

shared by the whole human race.  How then do you deprive people of their inherited being, 

consigning them to utter insignificance, and appropriating to yourself what is common to 

all?”  (COMMENTARY ON THE PSALMS Vol 1, pp 46-47) 
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We come back once more to the biblical scholar Elliott Maloney who in commenting on Romans 

12  says: 

“Christians must be transformed by a new way of thinking humbly 

about themselves (v. 3). This means always considering oneself as 

part of the community and acting for the sake of the others, because 

“we, who are many, are one body in Christ” . .  .  . Notice the use of 

the plural in Paul’s instructions. True discernment can occur only in 

the communal context, for the Spirit dwells in the Body of Christ, 

made up of many members. Individualism is a product of the flesh 

with its tendency to self-reliance and self-protection, as if the ego 

were the only guardian of one’s life. The Spirit provides the righteous 

orientation to make God and one’s fellows the center of meaningful 

action. As the action of the Spirit in believers conforms them more 

and more in the image of Christ, their own spirits are “transformed 

into the same image (of Christ) from one degree of glory to another” (2 Cor 3:18).”  (Saint Paul, Kindle 

Loc. 2018-25) 

  

Humans as Relational and Communal Beings (II)    Posted on October 14, 2014 by Fr. Ted 

This is the 23rd blog in this series which began with the blog Being and 

Becoming Human. The previous blog isHumans as Relational and Communal 

Beings (I).  In this blog we continue to examine the theological comments of 

various authors looking at the human as a being always in relationship with 

others.   God is love, and humans in the image of God are to love others.  The 

opposite of this love is self-love.  Love is always oriented toward another 

whereas self-love is focused on one’s self.  We are fully human when we love 

others.   In this sense, to be Christian is to be truly human.  Biblical 

Scholar James Dunn, commenting on the epistles of St. Paul, emphasizes: 

“… Paul’s anthropology is not a form of individualism; persons are social 

beings, defined as persons by their relations.  In Pauline perspective, human 

beings are as they are by virtue of their relationship to God and his world.  His gospel is of God in 

Christ reconciling the world to himself.  His doctrine of salvation is of man and woman being 

restored to the image of God in the body of Christ.”  (THE THEOLOGY OF PAUL THE APOSTLE,  p 

53) 

Fr. John Garvey continues along the same path: 

“The self becomes what it truly is only in relationship; this teaching is at the heart of Orthodox 

Trinitarian theology.”  (ORTHODOXY FOR THE NON-ORTHODOX, p 77) 
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Fr. John Breck expands on the same thinking: 

“Contemporary Orthodox theologians describe personhood as ‘Being in 

communion.’  . . . We are persons, truly personal beings, insofar as we 

reflect the personal qualities of Father, Son, and Spirit that unite them in 

an eternal communion of being and action.  These include first of all the 

quality of agape, or disinterested, self-sacrificing love.  Therefore, 

personhood—what makes us ‘beings in communion’ rather than mere 

individuals—is a quality bestowed on us by God.  God, and not social 

convention or our genetic legacy, determines our personhood. . . . The 

very fact that God bestows on us the quality of ‘person’ means that our 

lives are endowed with transcendent meaning and a destiny that lies 

beyond the limits of earthly existence.  The end and fulfillment of human 

life—life’s basic purpose—is to grow from earthly life, through physical death, into eternal life in the 

kingdom of God.  It is to pass beyond the limits of biological existence and to participate in the eternal 

life of the Holy Trinity.”    (STAGES ON LIFE’S WAY, p 25) 

Metropolitan Kallistos Ware sums up this theology of humankind this way: 

“My human being is also a relational being, 

And without the concept of communion it is not possible to speak of humanness. 

My personhood is fulfilled in relationship and in community. 

I am truly personal, truly human, only so far as I show love to others 

And live out my life in terms of ‘I-and-Thou’. 

My salvation, then, as a human person in God’s image, can be attained 

Only in union with other persons, 

Only through mutuality and interpersonal encounter. 

Precisely because God is Trinity, 

My salvation is inextricably bound up with the salvation of my neighbor.”  (HOW ARE WE 

SAVED?, p 70) 

Salvation is thus not something that happens to a person alone, but always in relationship not only to all 

others who are being saved, but in relationship to all humanity and all creation.  We are not being saved 

from other humans but our salvation means the restoration of creation to its God-given natural 

state.  Christ’s commandment to us is that we love one another and that we love as He loves us.  The 

implication of humans living in love is taught by Christ. 
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“… as is shown by the judgment scene inthe twenty-fifth chapter 

of St. Matthew.  For them, the earth and all its riches belong only 

to God, while human beings receive no more than the benefit of 

their use, provided that they accept a fair distribution of 

resources so as to banish hunger and misery.”  (Olivier 

Clement,THE ROOTS OF CHRISTIAN MYSTICISM, p 294) 

All of the created order belongs to God, and is given to us by 

God in love so that we be wise stewards of what is given to us 

and use all that is given to us for the good of others.   This is the 

nature of Christian love.  Unfortunately as New Testament 

scholar Joel Green points out in the modern world… 

“… personal identity has come to be shaped by such assumptions … as these: human dignity lies 

in self-sufficiency and self-determination; identity is grasped in self-referential terms:  I am who I 

am; persons have an inner self, which is the authentic self; and basic to authentic personhood 

are self-autonomy and self-legislation.  To name the Bible as Christian Scripture is already to 

undercut this portrait, for this requires us both to recognize an authority outside of 

ourselves  …”    (SEIZED BY TRUTH, p 95) 

We have allowed individualism to become alienation, separation and even opposition to all other 

humans.  Christ came to heal and unite all humanity in God, not to divide us into billions of unrelated 

individuals.    Green’s argument above is that to recognize some authority in the universe other than 

one’s self is to challenge the modern worldview that each person is not only the center of the universe 

but actually determines the universe in some way since the self is the greatest power in the universe. 

“In our fallen condition, we are ‘bound to the self’: selfishness is not a choice, but an inescapable 

state.  But when this revolution I am seeking to describe takes hold, then we realize that we and 

other people are all one human race: all ‘the Body of Christ’, in Christian language, or in 

existential language, all in the same boat together.  Or as Shamanism puts this fundamental 

truth of the human heart, we all ‘share a common fate.’  What befalls you also befalls me, and 

vice versa.  There can be no winners and losers, no saved and damned; all arrive, or none do.  ‘I’ 

cannot survive, and prosper, if ‘you’ perish.  John Donne said of this, ‘Do not ask for whom the 

bell tolls, it tolls for thee.’”  (Stephen Muse, RAISING LAZARUS, p 181-182) 

Christianity upholds the inestimable value of each human person, but also recognizes that none of us 

are the creators of the world, but are rather born into the world of the Creator.  We all share the same 

world plus a common human history and a common human nature.   Christ unites all humanity to 

Himself and teaches us to love one another, including even those we consider enemies.  Love calls us to 

value the other, whoever they may be. 
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“Faced with the suffering of the other, the first basic point is recalling 

that the human being is, by nature,  by virtue of vocation, a ‘being of 

communion,’ a sharing being and –when faced with what the world has 

become and what the human being has undergone—a being of 

compassion.   Etymologically, compatir (to commiserate) means ‘to 

suffer with,’ that is, to share the suffering of the other, to take it upon 

oneself. 

The second basic point is realizing that sin, fear, and all their 

consequences—hatred, violence, egoism, egocentrism, and all their 

visible or subtle forms—make us strangers three times: to others, to 

ourselves, and to God.  We cannot open ourselves to God without 

opening ourselves to those nearby.  We cannot let the suffering and 

the needs of others enter into us without  seeking strength and love in God Himself.”   (Boris 

Bobrinskoy,  THE COMPASSION OF THE FATHER, p 86) 

Bobrinskoy’s point echoes what St. John wrote in his Epistle: 

If any one says, “I love God,” 

and hates his brother, he is a liar; 

for he who does not love his brother whom he has seen, 

cannot love God whom he has not seen. 

(1 John 4:20). 

Humans as Relational and Communal Beings (III)   Posted on October 16, 2014 by Fr. Ted 

As previously mentioned these quotes were not gathered as research to answer one question or to take 

one point of view.  These quotes are brought together because 

when I read them over the past couple decades they informed 

my understanding of what it is to be human.  The meaning of 

being human is a complex and many layered topic, rich in depth 

because it extends from the dirt of the earth into the eternal life 

of the Holy Trinity. 

“I am a man – and the grace, the truth and the 

righteousness of God are continually working within 

me.  . . .  But the earth is full of men like me. Therefore, in 

them also God manifest His mercy, truth and 

righteousness, as in myself.”  (St. John of Kronstadt, MY 

LIFE IN CHRISTPart 1, p 35) 

http://orthodoxwiki.org/Boris_Bobrinskoy
http://orthodoxwiki.org/Boris_Bobrinskoy
http://www.svspress.com/compassion-of-the-father-the/
http://frted.wordpress.com/2014/10/16/humans-as-relational-and-communal-beings-iii/
http://frted.wordpress.com/2014/10/16/humans-as-relational-and-communal-beings-iii/
http://frted.wordpress.com/author/bobosht/
http://oca.org/orthodoxy/the-orthodox-faith/doctrine/the-holy-trinity/the-doctrine-of-the-holy-trinity
http://orthodoxwiki.org/John_of_Kronstadt
http://www.amazon.com/Spiritual-Serenity-Contemplation-Reverent-Self-Amendment/dp/B000WXGVKI/ref=sr_1_23?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1404079726&sr=1-23&keywords=my+life+in+christ+st+john+of+kronstadt
http://www.amazon.com/Spiritual-Serenity-Contemplation-Reverent-Self-Amendment/dp/B000WXGVKI/ref=sr_1_23?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1404079726&sr=1-23&keywords=my+life+in+christ+st+john+of+kronstadt
https://farm4.staticflickr.com/3724/10109267794_413e270a07_n.jpg
https://farm4.staticflickr.com/3931/15345031349_2e1519f36d_n.jpg


Orthodoxy continues to affirm that all humans share a common nature, a common history and even a 

common end when all will find themselves in the presence of our  Creator.  This truth is supposed to 

help us love one another, to feel empathy and compassion for our fellow human beings.  It is supposed 

to help us understand all our fellow humans on the planet are loved by God and are offered eternal life 

by our Savior – even those who openly deny God or refuse His love. 

“’Person’ implies divine-human communion and human brotherhood in the Spirit.  Man is to be 

defined also by his relationship with his neighbor.  The fall, sin, atomizes, separates, splits, 

divides: the redemption and the act of the Spirit personify, unify and only thus 

regenerate.  … Man is what he is when he shares in the ecclesial communion, because there he 

becomes more than the sinful man he was before.   Therefore one should never forget his life as 

a member of the Church, as a charismatic being in the Spirit.”  (A.J. Philippou, THE ORTHODOX 

ETHOS, pp 57-58) 

God’s love for all is not diminished by the fact that some reject God’s love and continue to pursue a life 

even in opposition to God’s love.  In the Church, we experience God’s regenerative love and our 

opportunity to become fully human through love, forgiveness and repentance.  Even we who are 

members of the Body of Christ wrestle with how to live as witnessed to God’s love, specifically because 

we continue to reside in the world of the Fall. 

“God did not create man for hatred and self-love, and the consciousness of the sharp 

separateness from each other, which exists in each of us, is an abnormal consciousness, born of 

sin.  People free themselves from it according to the measure that they free themselves from 

self-love, and then the self-loving, self-assertive ‘I’ pales in their consciousness, and is replaced by 

another, being filled with love and compassion – the consciousness of ‘we’.  . . .  Nevertheless, for 

all our human separateness, we cannot but notice in ourselves the manifestations of the 

collective common human will; a will which is not of me, but in me, which I renounce only 

partially, and even then only with difficulty and struggle.  This will is given to me from without 

and yet, at the same time, it is mine.  This is, above all, what the common human nature is.  In 

this we must place, first of all, our conscience, which was given to us, and which almost no one 

can resist completely; then, our direct involvement and compassion with our neighbors, our 

parental and filial affections, and much else.  Among these attributes are also found evil ones, 

desires seemingly imposed upon us from without:  self-love, vindictiveness, lusts, and so on.  This 

is a manifestation of our fallen nature, against which it is possible and necessary to 

struggle.  And so the nature of all people is one: it is an impersonal but powerful will which every 

human person is compelled to take it into account, no matter in what direction the personal free 

will is turned; toward good or toward evil.”  (Antony Khrapovitsky,  THE MORAL IDEA OF THE 

MAIN DOGMAS OF THE FAITH, pp 169-170) 

Our struggle is a spiritual struggle which is waged in our hearts and souls and minds.  Thus our 

technological advances cannot resolve all of the issues and problems confronting humanity.  We need to 

engage in the spiritual life. 

http://www.amazon.com/The-Orthodox-Ethos-Centenary-Archdiocese/dp/B000GSMPXG/ref=sr_1_2?ie=UTF8&qid=1370815756&sr=8-2&keywords=the+orthodox+ethos
http://www.amazon.com/The-Orthodox-Ethos-Centenary-Archdiocese/dp/B000GSMPXG/ref=sr_1_2?ie=UTF8&qid=1370815756&sr=8-2&keywords=the+orthodox+ethos
http://orthodoxwiki.org/Anthony_(Khrapovitsky)_of_Kiev
http://www.amazon.com/Moral-Idea-Main-Dogmas-Faith/dp/0919672310/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1403102952&sr=8-1&keywords=THE+MORAL+IDEA+OF+THE+MAIN+DOGMAS+OF+THE+FAITH
http://www.amazon.com/Moral-Idea-Main-Dogmas-Faith/dp/0919672310/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1403102952&sr=8-1&keywords=THE+MORAL+IDEA+OF+THE+MAIN+DOGMAS+OF+THE+FAITH


“Everyone now realizes that human beings need not only bread 

but friendship and beauty, not only abundance but restraint, not 

only the power of machines but a renewed respect for God’s 

creation, not only education of the mind but a greater capacity 

for celebration.   The rampant technological revolution will be 

mastered only if we can incorporate in it the non-technical values 

and dimensions of humanity.  . . .  So Christian witness today 

must be directed towards the divine-humanism that urban 

society needs.  A religion that set God against humanity and 

failed to recognize that ‘royal’ character of creativity (since it 

comes from the Holy Spirit) fell victim to the purifying zeal of the 

great reductionists and the huge advances in our understanding 

of human nature.”   (Olivier Clement, ON HUMAN BEING,  p 106) 

However, the challenges facing Christians is not just to learn how to navigate in a technological world 

which relies on human ingenuity to “save” humankind.  We are confronted by philosophies opposed to 

Christianity.   The Gospel is discredited by some human philosophies which not only deny that humans 

have a spiritual component, but actively oppose spirituality of any kind claiming that nothing exists 

beyond the material universe. 

“Curiously, Richard Dawkins strongly emphasizes that the practice of bringing up children to 

have religious beliefs is iniquitous and best labeled ‘indoctrination.’ Characteristic is this lament: 

‘I think we should all wince when we hear a small child being labeled as belonging to some 

particular religion or another. Small children are too young to decide their views on the origins of 

the cosmos, of life and of morals. The very sound of the phrase “Christian child” or “Muslim 

child” should grate like fingernails on a blackboard.’  Dawkins appears to combine an excessively 

intellectualized conception of religious faith with a distinctly underdeveloped sense of the social 

nature of religious knowledge, identity, and practice. In any case, it is hardly unreasonable for 

adults to seek to form children in patterns of thinking and living that they believe to be good—as 

Dawkins himself has no doubt done.”    (R. W. L. Moberly , Old Testament Theology: Reading the 

Hebrew Bible as Christian Scripture , Kindle Loc. 845-53) 

Humans are social creatures, designed to live in relationship with one another and with God.  When we 

declare that humanity is the highest power in the universe, we also justify our choices, whatever they 

may be, including our modern tendency for extreme individualism, alienation and separation.  If there is 

no God, everything becomes permissible.    Each human sees his/her self as the power he/she must 

worship and serve.  This egotistical thinking leads to human sin because one concludes one has no 

obligation to care about any others.   Contrary to this thinking, Christianity teaches love for one another, 

the ability to seek out something more and greater than the self, and to create a social network on earth 

based not on narcissism and self-love, but based in God, who is love, who teaches us to love others.  We 

deny our self-centeredness; we deny sin in order to become fully human loving our fellow human beings 

and loving our Creator as well.   The Lord Jesus taught: “If any man would come after me, let him deny 

himself and take up his cross and follow me” (Mark 8:34). 
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“Put simply, the day we die to sin is the day we rejoin the human race.  Then, I 

no longer care if I die for the people; on the contrary, I am vowed to their fate, 

and so their life and death is my life and death.  It might be added that this is 

the meaning of becoming an adult: thus it is also pointing to the child who 

must die if that adult is ever to live.  The preoccupation with our childhood 

difficulties causes us to think adult life should be the fixing of these, to permit 

our individual flowering.  This causes us to forget our vow to the people.  An 

adult, especially spiritually, is someone upon whom others can 

rely.”  (Stephen Muse,RAISING LAZARUS, p 183) 

Ultimately this perfect love we exhibit toward one another does not result in 

the disappearance of our self.  Denying self-love and embracing love for 

others makes us more fully human, a value that last in God in eternity. 

“But what is it to be human?  What is the business of life?  Our primary business in life is not 

business, or construction work, or sales, or teaching, or even motherhood, but becoming a 

complete human being. . . . individuals are infinitely more important than civilizations because 

they are immortal.  When all civilizations are dead, when even the stars blink our billions of years 

from now, every one of us will still exist, in eternal joy or eternal misery.  And that is the only 

issue that matters infinitely: Quo vadis?” (Peter Kreeft, BACK TO VIRTUE, pp 15-16) 

The Human: A Being with Conscience   Posted on October 17, 2014 by Fr. Ted 

While the Church Fathers recognized that humans were an animal, they believed humans were different 

from all other animals.   They pointed to the fact that inGenesis 

1 humans alone of all creatures are created in the image and 

likeness of God.  Among the various human characteristics they 

understood to be related to “the image” was the idea that 

humans are a rational animal.  We are not just controlled by 

instinct but have a free will and can make intentional 

choices.  The idea of humans being rational animals also very 

particularly relates humans to the Word of God (in Greek there is 

an etymological relationship between “Word” and 

“rational”).   As rational beings humans have a capacity to love, 

repent and forgive.  Humans have a conscience, free will and 

consciousness, all which enable humans to be moral beings.  In this blog and the next we will consider 

some thoughts about what it means for humans to be a rational animal with a conscience.   In a 

monastic writing, probably from the 6th Century, we read: 
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“The very first man, seeing himself naked, was filled with shame.  So great a 

disgrace accompanies nakedness.  If, therefore, in physical matters 

nakedness carries with itself so great a shame, how much more shame for 

the person that is naked of divine power, who does not wear nor is clothed 

with the ineffable and imperishable and spiritual garment, namely, the Lord 

Jesus Christ himself?  Is he no really covered with a greater shame and the 

disgrace of evil passions? 

Everyone who is naked of that divine glory ought to be as much overcome 

by shame and ought to be aware of his disgrace as Adam was when he was 

naked.  He then made for himself a covering of fig leaves.   Nevertheless, he 

bore shame and acknowledged his poverty.  Let such a person, therefore, 

beg of Christ, who gives and adorns with glory in ineffable light.  Let him not 

sew for himself a garment of vain thoughts deceiving himself with the impression of his own 

righteousness or thinking himself in possession of the garment of salvation.”  (PSEUDO-MACARIUS, p 

150) 

Humans are capable of feeling shame, of regretting their behavior and recognizing ways in which they 

fall short of the glory of God.  In the above writing, we see that the gift of rationality brings with it a 

recognition of right and wrong, as well as feelings of regret.  Our self-awareness means we can 

recognize when we have done something wrong, can feel the effects of such sin, and can be moved by 

sorrow to repentance.  Rationality, conscience and free will also carry with them great responsibility, 

since God can hold us accountable for what we do.  We recognize not only wrong behavior but even the 

passion which motivates us to sin. 

“[St] Maximus [the Confessor] did not counsel, as had the Stoics, that the passion be 

eradicated.  Rather, Maximus speaks of transforming the passions to put them at the service of 

love.  . . . Maximus begins … with the question of whether the passions are evil in themselves or 

whether they become evil through their use.  His answer is that without the affections it is not 

possible to hold fast to virtue and knowledge, that is, to cling to God.”   .”   (Robert 

Wilken,  REMEMBERING THE CHRISTIAN PAST,  p 146) 

Passions are not inherently evil.  Rather they can motivate us towards the good and help us recognize 

sin and bring us to repentance. 

“Those who do not know how to walk in the way of the Spirit are likely to fail to keep a watchful 

eye on the passions that rage within them, and let themselves be entirely taken up with the 

body.  They then reach one of two opposite states.  Either they become gluttonous, profligate, 

miserable, choleric, full of rancor, and this quenches their spirit, or they overdo the mortification 

and lose their clarity of thought. 
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Not one of the things God has put at our disposal is forbidden in 

Scripture.  The Bible limits itself to reproving excess and correcting what is 

unreasonable. 

For example, there is no need to avoid eating, having children, possessing 

wealth and administering it with justice; only avoid, gluttony, luxury and so 

forth. 

There is a further point.  There is no need to avoid dwelling on these matters 

in your thoughts, they exist because we have thought of them in the first 

place, avoid only dwelling on them with immoderate eagerness. (Maximus the 

Confessor)”  (DRINKING FROM THE HIDDEN FOUNTAIN, p   76) 

Excess of any kind, too much or too little of most anything in our lives, is unreasonable and irrationality 

causes us to become something less than human since we lose our likeness to the Word in whose image 

we are created.  The spiritual life for Christians is thus learning to be human, to learn the self-control of 

taking up the cross.  This ability to deny the self enables us to live differently than all other animals.   We 

are not hopelessly driven by our passions, but can control and utilize them to serve God and to love our 

neighbors. 

“The Desert Fathers and Mothers recognized that it takes a long time to become a human 

being.  It takes an infinitely patient waiting to put together all the variegated parts of the human 

heart.   Moreover, in the unnoticeable changes toward ever-growing perfection, it is the things 

that we love that reveal to us who we are.  It is the things to which we are most attached that 

show us where our priorities lie.  It is our very imperfections—what they like to call passions, and 

what we invariably call our wounds—that lead us to the way of perfection.”  (John 

Chryssavgis, IN THE HEART OF THE DESERT, p 59) 

We struggle to live as rational animals in the world of the Fall.  The effects of sin are obvious. 

“Man in his present state, is wholly permeated with pride, wickedness, unbelief, doubt, 

incredulity, disobedience, heedlessness, malice, fornication, envy, covetousness, avarice, 

slothfulness, sometimes cowardice, despondency, theft, falsehood, and blasphemy.  What a 

great labor lies before every Christian man to cleanse himself from all the impurity and 

corruption of the passions!”  (St. John of Kronstadt, MY LIFE IN CHRISTPart 1, p 297) 

Despite the fallen nature of the world, we are capable of using the gifts God has bestowed upon to live 

according to God’s will and to love God and neighbor. 

“How must we look upon the gifts of intellect, feeling and freedom?  With the intellect we must 

learn to know God in the works  of His creation, revelation, providence, and in the destinies of 

men; with the heart we must feel God’s love, His most heavenly peace, the sweetness of His love, 

we must love our neighbor, sympathize with him in joy and in sorrow, in health and in sickness, 

in poverty and in wealth, in distinction and in low estate (humiliation); we must use freedom,  as 
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a means, as an instrument for doing as much as possible, and for perfection ourselves in every 

virtue, so as to render unto God fruits a hundredfold.”  (St. John of Kronstadt, MY LIFE IN 

CHRIST Part 1, p 248) 

Our path in life is to recognize what it is to be human, to be creatures capable of choosing God’s will and 

of acting according to the image of God in us. 

 “There is, my brethren, a true, real life, and there is a false, imaginary 

life.  To live in order to eat, drink, dress, walk, to enrich ourselves in general, 

to live for earthy pleasures or cares, as well as to spend time in intriguing 

and underhand dealings, to think ourselves competent judges of everything 

and everybody is – the imaginary life; whilst to live in order to please God 

and serve our neighbors, to pray for the salvation of their souls and to help 

them in the work of their salvation in every way, is to b lead the true 

life.  The first life is continual spiritual death, the second—the uninterrupted 

life of the spirit.”  (St. John of Kronstadt, MY LIFE IN CHRIST Part 2, p 20) 

 

 

The Human: A Being with Conscience (II)    Posted on October 20, 2014 by Fr. Ted 

Humans share with other animals a physical nature having flesh and 

blood (and according to modern science having a genetic makeup).  Yet 

humans are a unique animal in having a rational soul as well.  In this 

blog we continue to explore aspects of the rational nature of humans. 

“The entire Orthodox Christian anthropology is based on the fact that 

man can discover God not by direct knowledge, but mainly through his 

own faults and repentance; not by avoiding all mistakes, but by humbly 

confessing them.”  (Metropolitan Nikolaos Chatzinikolaou, “From Ethics 

of Dilemmas to Theology of Transcendence”, SVTQ Vol 54 No. 2  2010, 

p 179) 

As rational beings we have free will and self-awareness (consciousness) as well as having a conscience 

which allows us to distinguish right from wrong, good from evil.  Rationality also gifts us with the ability 

to admit when we are wrong, and thus to repent, forgive and ask forgiveness.  The ability to know good 

and evil helps us to become aware of the God who is love and are Creator. 

“What makes people truly human is the recognition and contemplation of the morality made at 

each moment.  . . . Therapists should always help the individual hold on to their ‘humanness’ by 

bringing up the importance of courage and conscience in making moment-to-moment principled 

decisions, regardless of their fears. 
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Having ‘dealt’ with a problem or issue does not mean the matter is erased; it simply  means that 

the individual can behave appropriately in spite of the problems or issues.”  (Laura 

Schlessinger, HOW COULD YOU DO THAT?, pp 164-165) 

When we recognize something we have done is wrong, we are acknowledging 

that there is objective reality, a source of goodness outside of the self.  We 

recognize the ‘self’ is not the source of goodness nor the determiner of good and 

evil.  Rather the self participates in a reality which is the given ‘background’  into 

which we each are born.  This ‘background’ we know as existence itself.  We live 

and move and have our being in God.   Thus, it is that repentance helps us to 

recognize God and to seek out His love, and forgiveness when we have sinned 

against Him. 

“When we shift our preoccupations, anxiety and selfishness out of the way and 

some space appears for God, we ourselves are brought more in touch with God’s 

healing.  . . .  the kind of life the desert teachers are talking about—a life where 

we are always trying to put aside our self-preoccupation and self-dramatizing, 

our compulsion to be in charge.”   (Rowan Williams, SILENCE AND HONEY CAKES , p 105) 

When we are able to realize and value the other – someone other than our self – we become capable of 

love, and thus of being human.  Infants learn that the mother (or any other human) is not part of 

themselves, but that there really is another separate from the self, someone with free will whom we do 

not control or will into existence, but who is able to love me.  This other pre-exists ‘me’, and is part of 

the context into which ‘I’ am born.   If we have healthy parents, we learn that the other is capable of 

love.  We also learn (at least hopefully!) as we age to love and to recognize the importance of others. 

We also experience in relating to others, our own passions, all of which have been given to us by 

God.  Some passions make us uncomfortable, other passions can motivate us to action – sometimes for 

the good but sometimes towards evil.  The passions in us are not evil in themselves but are God-

given.  It is their distortion and misuse which are problematic.   When we are guided by the passions 

toward selfish ends, we cease to love others and instead begin to use others and exploit them.  When 

we gain control of our passions we can use them towards the good, 

toward the goals which the God-given passions properly used can lead us. 

“Shame, which expresses itself first of all in sexual modesty, is the 

evidence that human beings regard themselves as beings transcending 

material nature.  The moral principle that arises from shame is asceticism 

(discipline, self-control).  Compassion for suffering companions shows that 

human beings are other-regarding creatures cognizant of the neighbor’s 

right to exist.  The moral principle here is justice.  Reverence, appearing first in the awe that children feel 

toward their parents, shows that human beings seek an object of worship.  From reverence comes piety, 

or the religious principle.  Taken together, the three principles define the right relationship to the whole 
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of life: to nature through asceticism; to human beings through justice; to God through worship.”  (Paul 

Valliere,THE TEACHINGS OF MODERN CHRISTIANITY,  pp 555-556) 

We are equipped by God, truly gifted by God, to love others including to love God.  In our experiences in 

life, we learn to value others and to love them.  We learn the pain of disappointing or hurting others, 

including God.   The pain of disappointing the God of love, causes us to repent and to pray to God 

beseeching God’s mercy. 

“As human persons we are created for prayer just as we are 

created to speak and to think.  The human animal is best defined, 

not as a logical or tool-making animal or an animal that laughs, but 

rather as an animal that prays, a Eucharistic animal capable of 

offering the world back to God in thanksgiving and 

intercession.”   (Kallistos Ware,PRAYING WITH THE ORTHODOX 

TRADITION, p vii) 

We not only can repent, we also can offer thanksgiving to 

God.  As St. Maximus the Confessor noted (see my 

blog: Confession: of Thanks and of Sin), there are two ways to do confession: first by humbling 

acknowledging our sins and seeking God’s forgiveness, but second, we confess God when we humble 

ourselves and thank God for the blessings we have been given.  Both repentance and thanksgiving lead 

to our humbling ourselves and turning to God the giver of every good and perfect gift. 

Unfortunately, it is also true that humans have rejected God their creator, establishing false gods, 

especially because of our own hubris, exalting our own intelligence as the only true god.  This has been 

part of the problem which has plagued humanity which rejects God the Lord and believes technology 

and science can cure all human ills since there is only materialistic existence.  As Fr. Alexander Men, who 

lived under the atheistic humanism of the communist Soviet Union, 

says: 

 “Intoxicated with science, proud of our power over the elements, we 

human beings have put our trust in our knowledge of the laws of 

nature, expecting peace and happiness to come from them.  But it 

hasn’t happened.  Knowledge, when in the grip of that animal nature of 

ours with its reasoning powers, has not saved civilization…”  (Andrew 

Sharp, ORTHODOX CHRISTIANS AND ISLAM IN THE POSTMODERN 

AGE,  p 127) 

At least for Christians, notwithstanding the wonders and genius 

of both science and technology, human inventiveness and 

ingenuity cannot solve all human problems because humans 

have a spiritual nature as well as a materialist nature.  Some of 

our problems are in fact spiritual and technology cannot change 

or alter this fact. 
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 “Man, though a fallen sinner, is yet a child of God, and may become the friend and fellow 

worker of the Maker of all things.  This belief, which set Christians free from the paralyzing 

fascination of Fate and Chance, lent them new energy and courage.  . . . God, once man’s goal 

and guide, ground of his being and source of his power, has shrunk to ‘the Spirit of Man’ – his 

better self.  Man finds himself alone, persuaded now that his own abilities are all the grace, his 

own devices all the bliss, that he can hope for or requires. 

Thus in Europe was born the new, emancipated man, master of his own destiny.  At 

the Renaissance it was the freedom of man which was stressed.  God still seemed close, and 

friendly, only somewhat less exacting than had been supposed.  By the eighteenth century the 

rationality of man bulked larger.  God was by then so far away that it had become possible to 

patronize Him.  He could still be useful, and might be respected, if he would learn to keep His 

place.  God stoked the fires, but man was at the wheel.  With the nineteenth century the 

development of the natural sciences finally made God superfluous, and seemed to promise man 

the succession to the office of Providence, if not to that of Creator.  But the very discoveries that 

banished God at the same time sapped man’s belief in his own rationality and freedom.  Western 

man saw himself as an animal, distinguished only by the ingenuity with which he resisted the 

blind hostility of Nature, and the sensitivity which made his recognition of the ultimate futility of 

his efforts a torture to him.  Physics and chemistry, history and biology, each in turn proved 

chapters, not of a new Genesis or even a new Job, but of a new Ecclesiastes. 

 

  Charles Darwin 

Economics and psychology completed the process of disenchantment.  Karl Marx 

and Sigmund Freud between them, through their popularisers, have coloured the 

imagination of twentieth-century Europe, and left a picture of man from which the 

last traces of the image of God in human freedom and rationality have 

disappeared.  Fate and Chance rise again in the shape of economic materialism and 

psychological determinism.    The rational forms of public and private life, politics, philosophy, art, love, 

virtue and religion seem only illusive shadows cast by the blind movements of dark, subhuman 

forces.”  (Nicholas Zernov,THREE RUSSIAN PROPHETS (1944) , pp 8-9) 

It is the human reduced, not just to his/her animal nature, but even further diminished to mindless 

materialism, who becomes circumscribed by physical nature and hopelessly bound by materialistic 

determinism.  To this materialist caricature of humanity, Christians hear Good News: the Word became 

flesh and dwelt among us (John 1).  God became human so that we humans might become 

God.  Astounding!  Humans can aspire to something more than their empirical nature.  Humanity indeed 

attempted to reduce itself to materialism in rebelling against God by sinning.  God nonetheless enters 

into the world as a human in order to redeem humanity and save it from death which is where all 

materialism ends.  God incarnate reveals true humanity. 

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Renaissance
http://www.amazon.com/Three-Russian-Prophets-N-Zernov/dp/B000LALS6O/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1403788024&sr=8-1&keywords=THREE+RUSSIAN+PROPHETS
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=John1&version=RSVCE
https://frted.files.wordpress.com/2011/10/darwin.gif


Human Freedom: The Energy to Cooperate with God   Posted on October 21, 2014 by Fr. Ted 

In Genesis 2 we see life emerging from the inert and even inorganic dust of the earth. And while Genesis 

2 presents this as happening instantly, it is not spontaneous from the earth but rather it is the breath of 

God which vivifies the dust and animates the physical to be alive and spiritual.  Nonetheless, the 

animate human rises from the inanimate material – by the power of God.  Humans so created were, 

according to the great teachers of early Christianity, also gifted by God with a rational nature.   Humans 

were conscious and possessed a conscience.  Humans have free will and can make choices, which also 

means human behavior has consequences for good  or ill. 

“Irenaeus’s sustained arguments … The guiding question here is why the human 

person, though created for glory, was not created automatically good but neutral 

and free.  The preliminary answer is that it is not God’s nature to coerce (AH 

4:37:1), and human beings, though flawed, inherently know what is best.  The logic 

is as follows: if human beings are shown what God is like and are given the option 

either to follow God and go the way of life or to disobey God and go the way of 

death, they will naturally choose, life.  But virtue is pointless and meritless if 

coerced or achieved by mere programming.   If people were created either bad or 

good by their nature, they would be neither praiseworthy for being good nor 

worthy of punishment for sinning as they would be simply behaving according to 

their nature.    . . . 

It is only when the human person ‘knew both the good of obedience and the evil of disobedience 

that the eye of the mind, receiving experience of both, may with discernment choose the better 

things …’ (AH 4:39.1) 

The human person must act out of freedom and experience; for this to happen, the human 

person has to encounter evil and so become all the more grateful for what is good.  . . . God 

allows the apostasy because he knows it will foster in the human person both gratitude and 

humility.”  (Peter Bouteneff,  BEGINNINGS: ANCIENT CHRISTIAN READINGS OF THE BIBLICAL 

CREATION NARRATIVES, p 79-80) 

God bestowed a rational nature on humans which is only 

meaningful if the humans are free to choose good or evil.  If 

humans are automatons whose behavior is preprogrammed, 

there would be nothing rational about them.  Rationality 

implies being able to analyze and decide what to 

do.  Rationality in this sense is necessary for a person to be 

able to love.   Love is a choice.  If everyone was lovely and 

loveable, there would be no love, but simply instinctual 

response.  We choose to love which makes forgiveness and 

repentance possible as well. 
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On the other hand for humans to be rational and for love to be truly freely chosen, both evil and good 

must be attractive to us.   Evil is not always repulsive; if it were there would be no rationality in rejecting 

it, just instinctual response.  Evil can be alluring, seductive, tempting and beguiling.   The way given to us 

by God to reject it is to use our rational nature to recognize the evil and reject it for what it is.  It is the 

way of love, for we must choose to love God and neighbor by rejecting the enticing sin which lies before 

us. 

“So when the woman saw that the tree was good for food, 

and that it was a delight to the eyes, 

and that the tree was to be desired to make one wise, 

she took of its fruit and ate…” (Genesis 3:5) 

 

Eve could see nothing wrong with taking the fruit – it looked good to her, 

delightful and desirable.   Instead of using her rational nature, Genesis 

presents her as listening to the talking snake, of all things!  She rejects her rational nature and listens to 

the irrational animal for she fails to see the temptation before her.  She does not choose to love but 

engages in self-love:  it looks good to me!  And from her individualistic perspective it all appeared 

good.  She fails to love God or Adam and fails to use the gift of rationality. 

What the Patristic writers understood from all of this is that God gives us the opportunity to conform 

ourselves to His likeness through the choices we make.  Obviously, using our rational nature and 

choosing love to attain the likeness of God is only possible if we are not yet perfect.  Adam and Eve were 

not created perfect, rather, they had the potential for perfection.  They were, as we are, created weak 

and corruptible.   We are certainly full of paradoxes and contradiction: created for perfect yet 

corruptible, spiritual yet physical, in God’s image yet made from inanimate dirt.   We have the potential 

to choose to become more godlike.  To do so, we have to cooperate with God – we have to use our 

rational nature in synergy with God for our salvation 

(Philippians 2:12). 

“According to St. John of Damascus, we are in the 

image in that have reason, intellect, and free will . . . 

‘reason’: it is above all the faculty that enables us 

tochoose how we behave—in other words, to exercise 

our free will.  Reason enables us to act freely—without 

constraint—because it permits us to rein in our 

appetites.   The dumb animals, John says, are governed 

by their nature—or, as we might say today, by their 

genetic makeup.  They compete for dominance, territory, food or mates; rivals must either 

submit or fight.   Being a microcosm, we experience the same pressures, the same imperatives 
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from our nature.  The difference is that we have the option not to give in to these pressures.  We 

do not have to take part in the struggle for survival: we are free to choose instead to love those 

who hate us and not to resist those who wrong us.  . . . Fathers such as St John of Damascus are 

telling us something startling: the ‘unnatural’ behavior  commanded by the Gospel is not just an 

ideal that we try to live up to.  It is in fact the only way to become a real human.  However 

‘natural’ it might seem to react according to the pressures of our animal nature, to do so is to 

violate our essential self and become something less than human.”  (Elizabeth 

Theokritoff, LIVING IN GOD’S CREATION,  pp 71-72) 

To be human is not merely to have a rational nature, it is to exercise the rationality to aspire to and 

strive for something greater than the limits of our animal nature.  The fully human submits his/her 

animal nature and desires to the rational nature – it is our way of becoming 

more godlike. 

“What I am is an image of God manifest in a spiritual, immortal and intelligent 

soul, having an intellect that is the father of my consciousness and that is 

consubstantial with the soul and inseparable from it.  That which characterizes 

me, and is regal and sovereign, is the power of intelligence and free will.  That 

which relates to my situation is what I may choose in exercising my free will, 

such as whether to be a farmer, a merchant, a mathematician or a 

philosopher.  That which is external to me is whatever relates to my ambitions 

in the present life, to my class status and worldly wealth, to glory, honor, 

prosperity and exalted rank, or to their opposites, poverty, ignominy, dishonor 

and misfortune.”  (Nikitas Stithatos, THE PHILOKALIA Vol 4, p 116) 

Consciousness and conscience, rationality and intellect all belong to that which is quintessentially 

human, at least in the eyes of God. 

Human Freedom: The Energy to Cooperate with God (II)   Posted on October 23, 2014 by Fr. Ted 

In this blog we continue exploring a few implications of the theological truth that humans have free will 

and a rational nature to guide that will.  Orthodox Christianity rejects all forms of predestination 

whether theological or biological.   Despite the fact that 

our wills are distorted by our personal sins and by living in 

the world of the Fall, we still have both a rational nature 

and a free will.  This makes us responsible for our 

thoughts and deeds in the world.  Numerous Orthodox 

saints said that if we don’t have free will and our actions 

are predetermined by fate or by God’s unbending 

predestination then there is no basis for God to judge us 

as that would be completely unjust.  Nothing would 

matter in terms of human behavior, and God would be 

nothing more than a sadistic tyrant who destroys the life 
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He creates purely by His own whim.   God however was always considered by the Church as both loving 

and holy, respecting the free will with which He imbued humans.  It matters to God whether we choose 

to cooperate with Him, or do His will, or love Him and one another.  God holds us accountable, and this 

accountability is not arbitrary but truly measures our willingness to be full human beings striving to be in 

God’s likeness. 

“It is for us to bear witness that God is the space of freedom, and that if humanity is not in God’s 

image it will always be in bondage to nature and history.”   (Olivier Clement, ON HUMAN 

BEING,  p 101) 

If God had made humans only like all other animals, then we would have no responsibility to take 

mastery over our own passions or animal nature.   Repentance, love and forgiveness would mean 

nothing since we could never act by choice but always we would simply act according to our animal 

nature.  Orthodoxy on the other hand believes humans are not merely in bondage to nature or 

history.   We can aspire for something greater; we have the image of God in us and the possibility to 

become like God.   Neither nature nor nurture completely predetermines who we are as a people or as a 

person.  We can use our free will to engage our environment and others.  We also can truly 

change  ourselves, history and even our own evolution.   Numerous scientists admit today that humans 

have evolved to the point that our consciousness now affects and even directs our own evolution.  No 

longer are we humans completely destined by evolution or our genetics, nor by our materialist 

nature.  According to these scientists (some who are still atheists but no longer absolute materialists), 

we humans now shape our evolution and take new and unexpected 

directions freeing ourselves from materialistic predestination through 

consciousness (see for example Raymond Tallis’  APING 

MANKIND:NEUROMANIA, DARWINITIS AND THE MISREPRESENTATION OF 

HUMANITY ; see also my blog seriesThe Brainless Bible and the Mindless 

Illusion of Self or find links to the PDF version at Mindlessness, Loss of 

Consciousness and the Neo-Atheist Denial of Humanity).  We live and move 

and have our being in God (Acts 17:28) – God, the Holy Trinity, becomes the 

very ‘space’ in which we work out our salvation. 

Nevertheless, humans in the modern world, influenced by scientific materialism, sometimes completely 

fail to see humans as anything but soulless material, mindlessly being pushed through history by the 

cause and effect of physics.  In the 19th Century many Christians warned that the effects of scientific 

materialism would be the overthrow of God’s lordship and the establishment of humans as the ultimate 

divine beings. This thinking may have manifested itself in the 20th Century with the development of 

atheistic fascism and communism (in which the human leaders became ‘gods’ not answerable to anyone 

since no power was greater than themselves).  While Orthodoxy aspired to an ideal that with God all 

things were possible for humanity, atheistic materials proclaimed without God all things were 

permissible.  Freed from the constraints of God-breathed rationality, of conscience, or the need for love 

for one another and repentance, all things became permissible to humanity.   The slaughter of millions 

of human beings was the result. 
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“Dostoyevsky discussed the nature of man’s freedom in all his main novels.  . . . His conclusion 

was that, having freed himself from belief in God, man was bound to deify himself, to put himself 

above all moral laws, to proclaim that everything was permissible, for if God did not exist then 

man was the lord of creation.   This assertion of his own absolute freedom brought man face to 

face with the presence in his soul of dark and irrational forces which dragged man from his high 

pedestal and enslaved him by establishing their iron control over his personality.  As soon as man 

declared that everything was lawful he became a helpless victim of his own passions, fears and 

doubts.  . . . Dostoyevsky shows that suffering lies in the very nature of man as a free and morally 

responsible being, that nothing can eliminate it as long as man remains what he is, and that the 

purpose of human evolution is not to abolish suffering, but to explain its meaning, for only those 

who are not afraid of pain are matured and truly free people.”  (Nicholas Zernov,THREE RUSSIAN 

PROPHETS, pp 90, 92-93) 

Christians believed that suffering could have a 

meaning for the salvation of humanity, to bring us to 

Godlikeness.  Instead in the 20thCentury, suffering 

became the means for some humans to attain their 

ends: the domination over and subjugation of all 

other humans, in total godlessness.   God was no 

longer part of humanity’s aspiration.  Humans 

wanted for themselves what they imagined was the 

absolute, uncontested tyrannical and demonic power 

of the God in whom they no longer believed.   They wanted this imagined power for themselves in order 

to subject the world to their distorted and evil ends. 

However, scientific materialism did not stop evolving.  After the 20th Century’s two world wars, even 

some materialists too turned away from the scientific experiments of humanistic rationalism, moving to 

reject not only God, but the notion of humans as god as well.  Scientific atheism decided there is nothing 

in the world but empirical materialism, so many came to reject all notions of human conscience, 

consciousness or free will as sheer illusion.  Perhaps this was shaped by the horrendous failures of 

20th Century humanistic rationalism and materialism to deal with the reality of human sin and the 

suffering it inflicts on all.   The answer to “sin” provided by 19th and 20th Century atheistic materialism 

and humanistic rationalism was an effort by certain ideologues to kill all those whom they designated as 

being “the problem” whether they be Jews, capitalists, Christians, the rich, Slavs or politically 

incorrect.  Their better world could emerge only when any challenge to their thinking or people who 

failed to meet their ideas of a perfected humanity were eliminated.  So the world was plunged into the 

bloodiest century ever in its history, all to attain an atheistic ideal of a perfected world.  The world of 

atheistic materialism unleashed the forces of sin from the fallen world onto all of humanity. 

This is not to deny that the Christian effort to contain human passions, sin and the world of the fall, had 

sometimes itself relied on worldly or imperial methods.  In the the 20th Century the world rebelled 

against a church which itself was not being a beacon of light or the incarnation of God’s love.  The end 

result of that effort, however,  was not a deified human or a humanity freed from ignorance.  Humans 
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with no idea of God or spirituality proved themselves to be inhuman and no saviors of 

humanity or the world, rather they opposite, there was dehumanizing of both the 

oppressed and their oppressors (for what to me was a rather terrifying look into how 

fascism dehumanized victims and oppressors see Martin Amis’ The Zone of Interest: A 

novel). 

“In today’s world, psychology, pedagogy, and psychiatry—all of them based on 

a non-Orthodox Christian anthropology—ignore and are silent about the reality of sin.  Yet sin 

after the fall is an anthropological reality.  It does not disappear because we try to persuade 

ourselves that it does not exist.  There exists only one way for man, the creature of God, to find 

freedom from guilt and weight of sin: through forgiveness by his Maker and Creator.  Then, truly, 

man is at peace, liberated from the interior contradictions that create in him anxieties, neuroses 

and psychopathy.  Then, indeed, he lives in the freedom of God.”    (Archimandrite George 

Capsanis,  THE EROS OF REPENTANCE, p 21) 

There is a truth that humans will be humans.  Humans sinned before the Law was given (Romans 

5:13).  Humans freed from the constraints of God and religion, continue to commit evil.  The force of sin 

is real in the world whether we believe in God or not.  Humans having free will are capable of choosing 

evil, it is a real choice in the world.  Pretending there is no such thing as evil, doesn’t not make humanity 

better able to deal with reality. 

The solution for humanity is what it has been from the beginning: 

to admit our weaknesses, our faults, our temptations, our passions, 

and our sins through repentance in order to seek God’s mercy.  Our 

path forward is to recognize we humans are not the greatest power 

in the universe.  There are other forces capable of leading us: sin, 

evil and God are all real in the cosmos and manifest themselves in 

the empirical and materialistic universe.  God has provided us with 

the possibility to cope and manage with forces greater than 

ourselves.  Our rational nature, properly exercised, can lead to our 

choosing humility, wisdom, love, repentance and forgiveness.  In 

other words, built into our very human existence, implanted in our 

selves is the path, door or ladder to God. 

Peter Kreeft notes however that despite our past experience and history, we humans still have 

tendencies to reject God: 

“We extol action over contemplation, doing over being, analysis over intuition, problems over 

mysteries, success over contentment, conquering over nurturing, the quick fix over lifelong 

commitment, the prostitute over the mother.”  (BACK TO VIRTUE, pp 21) 

Ever affected by our desire for immediate gratification, we end up as myopic creatures, looking to our 

self-centered and narcissistic satisfaction.  Still God gives us hope and says we can aspire to heaven and 
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to Godlikeness.  The possibility is before us, if we have the eyes to see and the willingness to deny the 

self and take up the cross to follow Christ. 

“When he (man) lives in full liberty, in abundance and prosperity, then he grows in body and 

does not grow in spirit, does not bring forth fruits – good works; whilst when he lives in 

straitness, in poverty, sickness, misfortune, and afflictions, in a word, when his animal nature is 

crushed, then he grows spiritually, bears flowers of virtue, ripens and brings forth rich fruits.  This 

is why the path of those who love God is a narrow one.” (St. John of Kronstadt, MY LIFE IN 

CHRIST Part 1, p 294) 

The solution for human dissatisfaction in the world is not found only in 

producing greater materialism and materialistic prosperity.  Wealth is not 

a curse nor an evil in itself; like everything given to us in the world, it is a 

gift from God which we can potentially use for love and to the glory of 

God.  The delusion occurs when we imagine that by our increasing 

materialistic goods that the world of the fall and/or fallen human beings 

will be perfected and turned away from sin, selfish passion or evil.   What 

gets lost in the focus on wealth as a panacea is that the human is also a 

spiritual being, and our spiritual nature, our souls if we will, need attention 

as well.  Otherwise, ignoring the soul,  we enslave humanity to materialism 

and a world with no hope for aspiring to God.  That was the world 

imagined and fought for by communists and fascists in the 20th Century.  We already know the results of 

those ideologies. 

 

God Became Human   Posted on October 24, 2014 by Fr. Ted 

Genesis 1 teaches that humans are created in God’s own 

image.  The ancient Orthodox Christian writers came to 

understand that while God the Father is ineffable, indescribable 

and invisible, it is the Father’s Word in whose image we are 

made.  The Word becomes flesh and reveals the image (icon) of 

God to us.   Christianity is based in a truth that God became 

human in Jesus Christ (John 1:1-14).   What does it take for God 

to become human?  God fully empties Himself to become fully 

human. 

“Let each of you look not only to his own interests, but also to 

the interests of others. Have this mind among yourselves, which 

is yours in Christ Jesus, who, though he was in the form of God, did not count equality with God a thing 

to be grasped, but emptied himself, taking the form of a servant, being born in the likeness of men. And 

being found in human form he humbled himself and became obedient unto death, even death on a 

cross.” (Philippians 2:4-8) 
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For us to become fully human, as God became fully human in Christ, we also need to empty ourselves of 

all selfish, self-centered and narcissistic thinking.  Egotistical and egocentric thinking stands in the way of 

us becoming fully human – fully relational beings abiding in God’s love and loving as God loves us.   Our 

being in God’s image is the basis for the theology of the incarnation and the theology of theosis. 

“It seems to me that Orthodox theology insists on the doctrine of deification, theosis, because 

recovering the fullness of the image will involve real changes in ourselves, changes that mean 

that the image of God in which we are created becomes more and more evident. We are to 

become transparent, as it were, to the image of God reflected in who we are most deeply. Others 

are to find in us, not the fragmented human beings that we are as a result of the Fall, but the 

love of God manifest in the image of God, for whose sake we have been created. In doing this we 

shall discover our true humanity: deification, as St Maximos makes so clear, is the restoration of 

our true humanity, not its diminishment or abandonment. And it is a change grounded in the 

amazing change that God himself 

embraced, when he became human for 

our sakes, not abandoning what he is – 

divinity – but assuming what he is not – 

humanity.”   (Andrew Louth , Introducing 

Eastern Orthodox Theology), Kindle Loc. 

1841-48) 

Central to understanding our humanity is 

remembering humans are created in the 

image of God AND understanding 

the incarnation of God in Jesus 

Christ.  The beginning and the end of 

humanity are found in the Word of God, in whose image we are created and who has become human in 

order to enable us to be united to God. 

“In the sphere of Christology, . . . [St.] Paul emphasizes both the personal pre-existence of Christ, 

and what Christ is in relation to God—Son of God, in the form of God, etc.  In their Jewish 

background, these terms express what man was intended to be, so 

that Christ’s sonship perhaps means basically being truly human. . . . 

The Cross is of course vital, but it is the completion of the obedience 

which characterizes the whole of Christ’s life.  It is as 

man’srepresentative, rather than as his substitute that Christ 

suffers, and it is only as one who is fully human that he is able to do 

anything effective for mankind, by lifting man, as it were, into an 

obedient relationship with God. . . . The result is that in Christ men 

become what they were intended to be from the creation.  In Christ 

there is a new creation, so that men now bear his image, as they 

have borne the image of Adam.  They share his relationship with God by themselves becoming 
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sons of god, and so find blessing, righteousness, and glory.  In other words, they become truly 

human. 

If Christ has become what we are in order that we might become what he is, then those things 

which governed and characterized the old life of alienation from God in Adam no longer apply.  It 

is the old man, i.e. the Adamic existence, which is crucified with Christ, Rom. 6.6 . . . [St. Paul] 

writes continually to his converts – Be what you are!  Man has been recreated, called to be ‘holy’ 

– he should believe it and behave accordingly.   Sin belongs to the old, Adamic 

existence.”  (Morna Hooker, FROM ADAM TO CHRIST, pp 22-23) 

Humans are physical beings created in God’s image.  We bear both 

the image of our Creator, but also bear the Adamic 

mortality.  Created for eternal life, we allowed death to inter into 

existence through our sin.   God, however, does not leave us in 

Hades for eternity.  Rather God enters into the human condition, 

descending even into Hades through His own death in order to 

rescue fallen humanity.  Christ our Savior, restores us, transfigures 

our humanity, and transforms our physical nature into the spiritual 

again.  This is salvation. 

 

 

God Became Human, So That We Might Become God   Posted on October 27, 2014 by Fr. Ted 

Humanity begins from God, and according to the Orthodox understanding of salvation, our ultimate end 

is in God.  Humans are created in God’s image, which makes it possible for the Word of God to become 

human (incarnation), which leads to humans being able to become divine (theosis).   This is God’s 

narrative for humanity as recorded in the Scriptures and as 

taught by the Church. 

“… those beautiful words of St Athanasius of Alexandria (+373): 

‘God became “sacrophore”—bearer of our flesh—so that 

mankind might become “pneumatophore—bearer of the Holy 

Spirit.’”  (Michael Quenot, THE ICON, p 55) 

God created the universe, the beginning of space and time, 

which through science is detected as the Big Bang.  Humans 

are brought into being in this already existing universe.  Still, 

theologically speaking, human origins are in God.   Christianity 

proclaims that the unfolding of history, as linear as it may be 

leads humanity back to God.  The whole purpose of history is 

to move us to union with our Creator, to make it possible for 
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us “to become partakers of the divine nature” (2 Peter 1:4).    The Word calls humanity into existence 

and the Word becomes flesh to ensure that humanity shares in the divine life.  This is our history, our 

narrative, our story. 

“… for [St.] Irenaeus, the divine economy is directed towards the becoming truly human of both 

God and human beings, first realized ‘in the last times’ in Jesus Christ, and to be fully realized for 

the adopted sons of god in the eschaton.  . . . It is a movement from animation to vivification: as 

Adam was animated by the breath of life, so the resurrected Christ is vivified by the life-creating 

Spirit.”   (John Behr, ASCETICISM AND ANTHROPOLOGY IN IRENAEUS AND CLEMENT, p 86) 

Fr. Behr’s piquant phrase, “the becoming truly human of both God and human beings…”, is both 

delightful and challenging.   Our understanding of Scripture and history is that God intended for humans 

to be fully united to divinity.  We were created for this purpose.  God’s plan for our salvation is God’s 

effort to make it possible for us to be united to divinity despite our falling away from holiness, the very 

hallmark of God’s being. 

“Perhaps the most striking aspect of Irenaeus’s theology is the 

intimate link between theology proper and anthropology: the 

truth of man is revealed in the Incarnation, which at the same 

time is the primary, if not the sole, revelation of God.  Adam 

was created as the type of the One to come, and the 

manifestations of God in the Old Testament were always 

prophetic revelations of the incarnate Son.  Adam was 

animated by the breath of life, which prefigured the future 

vivification of the sons of God by the Spirit…”   (John 

Behr,ASCETICISM AND ANTHROPOLOGY IN IRENAEUS AND 

CLEMENT, p 209) 

We humans were created not only so that the Persons of 

the Holy Trinity could share their love with us but so that God’s self-revelation could be possible.  In 

Christ not only God’s plan but God Himself is revealed to us.  To be fully and truly human is to reveal 

God! 

Christmas, the feast of the incarnation is also a feast celebrating humanity.  The Nativity of Christ is fully 

about what it is to be human. 

 “Furthermore, the Incarnation is considered as part of the original creative plan, and not simply 

as a response to the human fall.  In this regard, it is perceived not only as a revelation of God to 

humanity but primarily as a revelation to us of the true nature of humanity and the world 

itself.”  (John Chryssavgis, BEYOND THE SHATTERED IMAGE, p 55) 

How completely intertwined is humanity with divinity!   Our true existence is inseparable from God. 
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“’For the glory of God is a living man, and the life of man 

consists in beholding God: for if the manifestation of God 

affords life to all living upon earth, much more does that 

revelation of the Father which comes through the Word give 

life to those who see God.’ (Irenaeus)”  (John 

Behr, ASCETICISM AND ANTHROPOLOGY IN IRENAEUS AND 

CLEMENT, p 109) 

In creating beings with whom the Persons of the Trinity could 

share their love and life, the triune God reveals truth about 

divinity.   Christ says, “I am the way, and the truth, and the life…”  (John 14:6).  The person of Christ, 

incarnate as a human being reveals the truth concerning God, God’s humility and God’s love. 

“’The work of God is the fashioning of man’ …: this is the basic structure of Irenaeus’s thought.  It 

determines his theology at all levels: God has revealed himself, uniquely, as man . . . to become 

truly human is to become that as which God has revealed himself.”  (John Behr, ASCETICISM AND 

ANTHROPOLOGY IN IRENAEUS AND CLEMENT, p 116) 

Humanity in itself, in the fact that we exist at all, is a revelation of God.  We reveal God in our very 

being, not only in what we do. 

“The only thing God requires of us is that we do not sin. But this is achieved, not by acting 

according to the law, but by carefully guarding the divine image in us and our supernal dignity. 

When we thus live in our natural state, wearing the resplendent robe of the Spirit, we dwell in 

God and God dwells in us. Then we are called gods by adoption and sons of God, sealed by the 

light of the knowledge of God (cf. Ps. 4:6. LXX).”   (St Symeon the New Theologian, THE 

PHILOKALIA, Kindle Loc. 35314-18) 

God became human, so that humans might become God.   In this phrase is held the meaning of what it is 

to be human.   To understand humanity we must understand the incarnate God. 

 “Orthodoxy is Orthodoxy through the God-man.  And we Orthodox, 

by confessing the God-man, indirectly confess the Christ-image of 

man, the divine origin of man, the divine exaltation of man, and 

thus also the divine value and sacredness of the human personality. 

In fact, the struggle for the God-man is the struggle for man.  Not 

the humanists, but the people of the Orthodox faith and life of the 

God-man are struggling for true man, man in the image of God and 

the image of Christ.”  (St. Nikolai Velimirovich,  THE STRUGGLE FOR 

FAITH,  p 102) 

God created us humans to be the mediator between the rest of creation 

and divinity.  God created us to be a microcosm of the entire 
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universe.  Humanity will never be fully understood if we reduce human beings to genetics, chemistry or 

physics.  Even though each of these sciences offers us truth about being human, none can fully reveal 

the nature of humanity, created in God’s image and capable of full union with God. 

“Of course, it is impossible for us, of ourselves, to contain in our heart the whole universe.  But 

the Maker of all that exists Himself appeared in our form of being and effectively demonstrated 

that our nature was conceived not only with the ability to embrace the created cosmos but also 

to assume the plentitude of Divine Life.  Without Him we can do nothing (John 15:5) but with 

Him and in Him everything becomes attainable…”  (Archimandrite Sophrony, ON PRAYER, p 76) 
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