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Foreword

Michael J. Gorman


I AM HONORED AND GRATEFUL to have been invited to write the foreword to this important book. It is about a subject that has been near and dear to my academic and spiritual heart for quite some time, and I have attempted to make my own contributions to its study.

Perhaps the first thing to say about this volume is that it would have been unimaginable not that long ago. The (re)turn to deification, or, as some prefer, theosis—participation in the divine life that involves becoming like God, and specifically like Christ as the image of God—in theology and biblical studies has been in process for some time.1 But what we have here is a set of new perspectives, all assembled in one place and issued by a somewhat unexpected publishing house, yet one I have enjoyed and respected for a long time.2 These new perspectives entail the Christian traditions they represent, the subjects they explore, and the locations from which they are offered.

One of the distinguishing features of this volume is its focus on Protestantism, broadly understood (e.g., inclusive of Pentecostal/charismatic and nondenominational bodies). As a Protestant myself—a Methodist with Anabaptist leanings—I can only applaud this focus. At the same time, a remarkable aspect of the book is the sheer breadth of the contributors. There are established scholars whose appearance in such a book is completely expected as well as a few well-known academics whose presence may be a welcome surprise. Among the authors of these essays are also younger scholars who are making their mark precisely on this topic or on other subjects that lead organically to the topic of deification.

These essays are not for the faint of heart; many are technical and demanding. Yet my ultimate hopes for them are four.

First, I hope these essays will continue the significant discussions about deification among biblical scholars, theologians, and ecclesial leaders in their own respective traditions so that the transforming work of God may be better understood and taught in conversation with more common approaches to the theological task. (Here I have in mind, for example, the common idiom of justification, sanctification, and glorification.)

Second, I hope these essays will enlarge the conversation about deification. For one thing, the volume could have a significant ecumenical impact, encouraging not only mutual respect but also mutual instruction and edification. This could happen both among Protestants and between Protestants and other Christians. In addition, the fresh topics addressed by some essays could open up new, interdisciplinary conversations with scholars and others whose primary interests lie elsewhere.

Third, I hope these essays will eventually, either directly or indirectly, affect seminarians and other theological students—the ecclesial influencers of tomorrow (and even today)—who can in turn broaden and deepen the lives of the communities and individuals in their care. In other words, I am looking for a trickle-down effect from these essays. Very few people in the pew, apart from Christians in the Orthodox traditions, have even heard of terms such as deification or theosis. But if the reality these terms represent is vital to Christian existence, then this situation of widespread unfamiliarity needs to change. This is not a change needed so that people can be theologically correct or proud of being in the know regarding some current theological fad. Rather, faithful Christians need to know about deification for their spiritual health and the health of their communities. They need to know that this topic is in no way a recent addition to the theological lexicon, a novelty in Christian spiritual experience, or a peculiar focus of some ecclesial outliers.

Which leads me to my fourth and final hope: that these essays will help to dispel what I call the fear of theosis. People rightly worry that the language of deification can sound like a transgression of the firm divide between Creator and creature—no matter how often that concern is addressed and the heretical conclusion shown to be erroneous. I remember one biblical scholar who said, “Humans, especially Americans, already think they are gods and don’t need any encouragement in that direction.” Fair enough. Good research and theology are needed on this topic. Hence the need for books such as this one.

Finally, I return to this set of essays as a unity, a volume, not merely a collection of individual papers. I am particularly pleased with the strong emphasis on the Holy Spirit throughout much of the book. To be sure, on this matter and others there are differences of perspective and interpretation among the contributors. But together they offer the Church, the churches, and interested others another reminder of the significance of an ancient topic, even as the various authors plow new ground on different theological fields.
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Introduction

Paul Copan and Michael M. C. Reardon


THE INSPIRATION FOR THIS VOLUME emerged from fellowship over meals with good friends beginning over a decade ago. These conversations led to gatherings at the annual meetings of the Evangelical Theological Society and Evangelical Philosophical Society. This led to copresentations at the Evangelical Theological Society in 2015 and 2016 by this book’s coeditor, Paul Copan, and Chris Wilde of the “local churches” and Living Stream Ministry, which are associated with Watchman Nee and his successor Witness Lee—both proponents of the doctrine of deification, and whose theological outlook more closely resembles Paul’s tradition (Protestantism) than it does Roman Catholicism or Eastern Orthodoxy.1 The culmination of these collaborations was a four-paper session examining various portrayals of deification (or theosis) in 2022 and a three-year consultation further exploring the doctrine occurring in 2024–2026 at the Evangelical Theological Society.

Such fellowship, however, would not have always been welcome at the Evangelical Theological Society and like-minded groups. Prior to the Second World War, deification was somewhat of a “despised archaism” in the Christian West, especially in Protestant circles.2 Viewed charitably, it was an eccentricity of Eastern Orthodoxy, but far more often it was portrayed as one of the remnants of a regrettable Hellenized trajectory in patristic Christianity.

This landscape shifted dramatically with the ascendancy of Tuomo Mannermaa’s Finnish interpretation of Luther, a rereading of the mercurial monk that linked his doctrine of justification to themes of union, participation, and deification. Beyond causing a stir within Lutheranism, deification has since played a key role in Orthodox-Reformed dialogue, Baptist-Orthodox dialogue, and evangelical soteriologies that aspire to incorporate scriptural statements about participation in God and union with Christ that transcend purely forensic or juridical themes.3 Additionally, scholars have demonstrated how themes of union and participation can be understood as deification—or at least, intrinsically linked to deification—in a host of significant Protestant thinkers such as John Calvin, Huldrych Zwingli, Peter Martyr Vermigli, Richard Hooker, John Owen, John and Charles Wesley, Jonathan Edwards, Herman Bavinck, C. S. Lewis, T. F. Torrance, Karl Barth, and Robert Jenson.4

Today deification is in vogue and does not appear to be going out of fashion any time soon. No fewer than ten collections of essays have been birthed by rapidly emerging interest in the doctrine: (1) Theosis: Deification in Christian Theology, Stephen Finlan and Vladmir Kharlamov (2006); (2) Partakers of the Divine Nature: The History and Development of Deification in the Christian Traditions, Michael L. Christensen and Jeffrey A. Wittung (2008); (3) Theosis: Deification in Christian Theology, vol. 2, Vladmir Kharlamov (2011); (4) Called to Be Children of God: The Catholic Theology of Human Deification, David Meconi and Carl E. Olson (2016); (5) Visions of God and Ideas on Deification in Patristic Thought, Mark Edwards and Elena Ene D-Vasilescu (2017); (6) Theosis/Deification: Christian Doctrines of Divinization, East and West, John Arblaster and Rob Faesen (2018); (7) Mystical Doctrines of Deification: Case Studies in the Christian Tradition, John Arblaster and Rob Faesen (2018); (8) Deification in the Latin Patristic Tradition, Jared Ortiz (2019); (9) With All the Fullness of God: Deification in the Christian Tradition, Jared Ortiz (2021); (10) The Oxford Handbook of Deification, Paul L. Gavrilyuk, Andrew Hofer, and Matthew Levering (2024).

With a plethora of volumes exploring the doctrine already available, one might reasonably inquire why this collection of essays—at least the eleventh in two decades—is needed. To be clear, each of the above projects expands the sphere of research related to deification in promising ways. Notwithstanding this collective strength, nearly all the essays comprising the above volumes discuss the contours and content of deification in one of two ways: (1) as understood in Eastern Orthodox or Roman Catholic contexts or (2) in a manner primarily or completely subsumed under discussions of soteriology.

This volume extends beyond these delimited lines of inquiry. Several essays in this collection, whether explicitly or implicitly, offer tightly focused inquiries into Protestant conceptions of deification (e.g., Lutheran, Reformed, Baptist, Wesleyan, Pentecostal, evangelical). Perhaps even more uniquely, several of these essays contain constructive investigations into the doctrine of deification apart from its relationship to Christian salvation. Concerning this latter feature of the volume, readers will encounter chapters that discuss the fruitfulness of deification in theological education, the similarities and differences between Christian deification and secular transhumanism, the relationship between linguistic translation philosophy and the visibility of deification in Scripture, the presence of deification in theologies emerging from the Global South, how deification is embedded within various scriptural images (e.g., the Levitical grain offering, the body of Christ, and the new Jerusalem), the relationship between the doctrine and Christ’s pre-incarnate existence, and so on. These novel and creative investigations, we believe and hope, positively contribute to the ever-growing body of literature about deification.

Part one of this volume is composed of five chapters that explore various scriptural foundations of deification. The first, L. Ann Jervis’s “Conformity to Divine Messiah in Paul,” expands the discussion of how deification is conceived of by Paul. According to Jervis, Paul is clear that believers are being conformed to Christ, not to God. Nonetheless, this is a form of deification, since for Paul, Christ is divine. Jervis suggests that two aspects of Jesus’ identity, which have largely been undiscussed in relation to deification, are crucial to apprehending Paul’s conception of who and what believers are being transformed into: (1) that for Paul, Jesus Christ is Messiah, God’s saving agent; and (2) that Christ is a divine Messiah, which for Jervis entails that his messiahship was not limited to his earthly life but rather included both his exalted, pre-incarnate life and his eschatological life. This is what Jervis sees in Paul’s writings: that believers are being conformed to the totality of this divine Messiah. Believers become, like Christ, those who are eternally obedient to God’s saving purpose.

In the next essay, “The Church Is Christ: The Wirkungsgeschichte of Interpreting Pauline Soteriology as Ecclesial Deification,” Michael M. C. Reardon takes a different approach to examining Paul’s notion of deification. According to Reardon, Paul does not limit his notion of deification to the individual believer but rather includes and even prioritizes the corporate dimensions of this salvific transformation. In support of this claim, Reardon surveys nine Christian thinkers who interpret Paul’s identification of the church as the body of Christ as referring to what he calls “ecclesial deification.” The first six include some of the most significant theologians of the patristic era: Irenaeus of Lyons, Tertullian of Carthage, Origen of Alexandria, Athanasius of Alexandria, Hilary of Poitiers, and Augustine of Hippo. The last three are modern interpreters: Émile Mersch, John Zizioulas, and Witness Lee. Reardon demonstrates both that patristic thinkers consistently interpreted Paul’s identification of the church as the body of Christ as referring to ecclesial deification and that this legacy has continued into the modern era by key Christian thinkers existing outside the modern guild of biblical studies.

The third essay, Jacob Chengwei Feng’s “Deification Seen from Three Biblical Metaphors in Watchman Nee and Witness Lee with a Cognitive-Linguistic Interpretive Approach to Metaphors,” employs cognitive-linguistic analysis to examine how the final interpreter surveyed in the previous essay, Witness Lee, and his better-known senior coworker, Watchman Nee, interpret the scriptural metaphors of grafting, the Levitical grain offering, and the new Jerusalem as deification. Feng’s multidisciplinary endeavor demonstrates how both interpreters engage with Scripture in a manner consistent with patristic and postliberal exegesis—that is, with an eye toward utilizing typology and allegory as a means of creating a thick description of doctrinal commitments. Feng also discusses different metaphors for sin: as a burden, a debt, mortality, or, according to Nee and Lee, a shortage of God’s glory. This latter connection to glory, Feng suggests, is a second means of arriving at a robust doctrine of deification in light of past studies that persuasively link the doctrine to the glory of God.

In the next chapter, “Deification and the Eschatological City: Exegetical and Theological Connections in Early Christian Thought,” Nathan Betz traces the reception history of interpreting the new Jerusalem as a metaphor for deification. Betz’s essay begins by surveying the intertwined relationship between Psalm 82—the most significant passage on deification for patristic interpreters—and Revelation 21–22 in the theological outlooks of Justin Martyr, Origen of Alexandria, Cyprian of Carthage, and a lesser-known group, the Naassaenes. He then locates the notions of the city of God, divine filiation, and visio Dei (vision of God)—the latter two being core commitments of nearly all historic conceptions of deification—in the writings of Justin Martyr and Irenaeus of Lyons. Betz later demonstrates how this nexus of theological themes was incorporated into the earliest surviving Greek commentaries on the book of Revelation, and he concludes his essay with an admonition for both theological educators and pastoral shepherds to take up these truths and, per the apostle Paul, “not shrink from declaring . . . the whole purpose of God” (Acts 20:27).

The fifth and final essay of part one, Chao-Chun Liu’s “Deification in Translation: The Influence of Translation Philosophy on the Visibility of the Doctrine of Deification in Scripture,” articulates how the theological outlook of Bible translators can affect the visibility of the doctrine of deification in Scripture throughout history. To demonstrate this claim, Chun Liu engages in a comparative case study of decisions made by the translation teams of the Chinese Union Version (or CUV, the most popular Chinese Bible for the past century) and the Chinese Recovery Version (or CRV, a more recent translation of the Nestle-Aland Greek text) in relation to verses dealing with three key concepts: union with Christ, eternal life, and spiritual growth. This study demonstrates that translators of the CUV, who were primarily drawn from twentieth-century Reformed and evangelical traditions, rendered verses in a manner that both aligned with their theological outlooks and made constitutive components of deification opaque to Chinese-speaking readers. This differs from decisions made by translators of the CRV, who were governed by a different theological outlook and thus rendered verses in a manner that increases the visibility of key themes related to deification for readers.

Part two turns its gaze from the scriptural foundations of deification to examine how the doctrine is incorporated into the intellectual topography of formative Protestant thinkers. Alister E. McGrath leads off this section by detailing how deification might properly describe aspects of the theology of the father of the Reformation, Martin Luther (“Deification or Christification? Martin Luther on Theosis”). McGrath begins by tracing the history of interpretation of Luther in Germany, the so-called German Old School approach, to underscore how strongly past interpreters sought to disassociate both Luther and Lutheran theology from any notion of theosis. Thereafter, he examines three ways by which Luther’s use of the theme of theosis might be assessed: lexically (to what extent Luther employs theotic vocabulary), thematically (to what extent Luther incorporates the theme of deification), and doctrinally (whether Luther sees deification as a meta-doctrine that “governs or coordinates the Christian vision of reality”). McGrath ultimately takes what he calls a “cautious and critical approach,” in which he proposes that Christification rather than theosis most accurately captures Luther’s distinctive emphasis of the believer’s transformation—especially in relation to her relationship with Christ’s death and suffering—while still affirming the possible advantages and utility of reading Luther through the lens of theosis.

In the next chapter, “Deification in the Reformed Tradition from Zwingli to Vermigli,” Carl Mosser builds on his previous work on deification to trace the presence of the doctrine in the first two generations of Reformed theologians. Readers may be surprised by the sheer volume and explicitness of deiform language in the writings of Huldrych Zwingli, Johannes Oecolampadius, Martin Bucer, John Calvin, and Peter Martyr Vermigli, not least because of the widespread (mis)conception that Reformed theology “has no room for a soteriology of deification.” Mosser, however, does not limit his investigation only to how these thinkers conceived of the salvation of the elect. He further demonstrates that the Reformed churches of the sixteenth century affirmed the conclusions of the Sixth Ecumenical Council pertaining to the deification of Christ’s human nature. Thus, Mosser avers, most of these Reformers “were in full agreement with consensual patristic teaching about deification as both a christological and soteriological doctrine.”

The volume’s eighth essay, James Salladin’s “Jonathan Edwards, Theosis, and the Purpose of Creation,” poses an important question: How might a recovery of theosis benefit a modern world where power is plentiful but finding meaning is increasingly rare? An answer to this question, Salladin suggests, is found in the writings of Jonathan Edwards, who posited that the purpose of creation was inextricably tied to the communication of God’s fullness. For Edwards, this communication of divine fullness, at least in relation to the called saints, is actuated by a “real transformation” in which the nature of the souls of saints is changed through participation in the divine nature. Salladin’s articulation of an Edwardsean notion of deification builds on his recent InterVarsity Press publication, Jonathan Edwards and Deification: Reconciling Theosis and the Reformed Tradition.

In the next chapter, “John and Charles Wesley on Deification,” Mark Gorman extends a line of Methodist scholarship spanning decades that argues that the Wesley brothers, though not employing terms such as theosis or divinization, held to a notion of scriptural holiness that is participatory, transformational, and aligned with a particular understanding of deification. This notion of deification, per Bobby Rackley, (1) conceives of God desiring true union with humanity, (2) sees the telos of humanity as true Godlikeness, and (3) posits that redeemed humanity participates in the Godhead. In a careful examination of multiple hymns and sermons, Gorman argues that the relationship between perhaps the most famous Wesleyan doctrine, entire sanctification, and deification is, in his verbiage, “almost too obvious.” After readers traverse Gorman’s account of how the Wesley brothers conceived of humanity’s capacity for God, the divine exchange, Christ’s threefold office, and the role of the Holy Spirit in empowering believers to participate in the divine nature, it is likely that they will agree with Gorman’s bold proposal.

The next essay, Jahdiel Perez’s “From Bios to Zoe: C. S. Lewis on the Doctrine of Deification,” turns from more traditional theologians to discuss how deification looms large in the writings of the acclaimed lay theologian and author. Perez begins by examining the meaning and implications of the deific process for Lewis, which, as the title suggests, is imagined in terms of transforming Bios (created and corporeal life) into Zoe, which is “eternal, spiritual, and the kind of life human beings can share with God.” Next, he analyzes how Lewis employs the image of a Great Dance to describe both the mutual indwelling of Father, Son, and Spirit and the interaction between God and humanity. Third, Perez investigates whether Lewis conceives of the deific process in a methodological scientific sense or rather as a form of divine art. Last, he probes how Lewis conceives of divine make-believe, that is, the act of formational pretending as a means by which humans are deified.

Part two of the volume concludes with Paul Copan’s chapter, “Toward an Evangelical Doctrine of Deification.” Copan’s essay may be considered to be a microcosm of this volume as a whole. He begins by tracing scriptural themes related to deification, such as humans being created in the imago Dei, humans being commissioned as God’s priest-kings, and Jesus’ identities as the second Adam (new creation) and true Israel (new exodus/covenant). Thereafter, Copan details his personal engagement with the doctrine of deification in the ministry of Watchman Nee and Witness Lee and surveys what he calls “a Protestant theosis tradition” in the writings of Martin Luther, John Calvin, Jonathan Edwards, the Wesley brothers, C. S. Lewis, and others. In line with his chapter’s title, Copan waxes hopeful that deification may find its rightful place in the evangelical imagination as a theologically orthodox, biblically faithful, Protestant soteriological outlook.

While each of the above investigations contains fresh approaches to the doctrine of deification, and moreover several of them traverse multiple disciplines, part three of this volume is a collection of five essays that we felt are best characterized, per the volume’s subtitle, as “constructive investigations into the doctrine of deification.” The first of these essays, Brian Siu Kit Chiu’s “Deification as a Theological Foundation and Goal for Formational Theological Education,” contends that a robust retrieval of the doctrine of deification could positively affect evangelical theological education. Theological education, for Chiu, is a process of formation whereby students allow Christ to grow and mature within them. This trajectory, he suggests, is identical to patristic conceptions of deification. The first part of Chiu’s essay identifies multiple distinctives of deification that he argues will revitalize evangelical theological education in both theory and praxis. The second half of his essay is a case study of a Bible training program associated with the ministry of Watchman Nee and Witness Lee that explicitly takes the actuation of deification in its attendees as one its formational goals.

In the next essay, “Sharing in the Life of God: Considering the Relationship Between Justification and Deification,” Ben C. Blackwell takes an explicitly Protestant and participatory approach to examine the intersection of justification and life in Paul’s theology. A Pauline view of justification, Blackwell argues, is centered on believers being made alive as a forensic reality. While John Calvin (and later Philipp Melanchthon) distinguishes justification from vivification, Blackwell shows that Martin Luther did not draw any such distinction, thus ensuring that his reorienting of more traditional accounts of justification was thoroughly situated within the Protestant tradition. Due to this nexus of doctrinal connections, Blackwell persuasively demonstrates that deification, which historically is also concerned with being made alive and sharing in God’s life, is not incompatible with the forensic nature of justification but rather attends to aspects of the believer’s experience on the same soteriological arc.

The next chapter, Veli-Matti Kärkkäinen’s “Justification as Union and Christ’s Presence: A Lutheran Perspective,” similarly discusses Martin Luther and examines the relationship between justification and deification, albeit from a different angle from both McGrath and Blackwell. Kärkkäinen, who himself belongs to the Mannermaa school, takes up the aforementioned Finnish interpretation of Luther and pairs it with insights from both the Orthodox and Roman Catholic traditions to move toward a truly ecumenical understanding of Luther’s theology of salvation. This understanding includes the relationship between justification, union with God, and Christ’s presence in faith, all of which taken together approximate “materially what the ancient doctrine of theosis means to say.” A real strength of this essay, however, is that it advances beyond other accounts of Luther’s soteriology by drawing on resources from a trinitarian-pneumatological framework, which, per Kärkkäinen, are often overlooked by Protestants generally and Lutherans specifically.

In the next essay, “Deification and World Christianity: Hesychasm and ‘Calling upon the Name of the Lord,’” Shu-chen Hsu Hsiung engages in a comparative exercise of praxes encouraged by fourteenth-century theologian Gregory Palamas and twentieth-century Chinese Christian Witness Lee. Both Palamas and Lee encouraged their followers to engage in prayer of the “Holy Name”—Palamas through hesychasm, which he is perhaps most famous for fiercely defending the orthodoxy of, and Lee through the practice of “calling upon the name of the Lord.” Additionally, both thinkers place limitations on deification: for Palamas, human beings can participate in the divine energies but not the divine essence, whereas for Lee humans can become God in “life and nature but not in the Godhead.” Hsu Hsiung highlights significant theological differences, however, undergirding what appear to be similar praxes. Whereas Palamas emphasizes the sanctifying effects of actual physical breathing during hesychastic prayer, Lee contends that the organ that breathes while calling upon the name of the Lord is the human spirit alone. Additionally, Hsu Hsiung notes that Palamas and the mystical tradition emphasize silence as a mark of holiness, whereas Lee promotes a spirituality of verbalization and activity.

The final chapter of the volume, Kimbell Kornu’s “Transhumanism as Active Effort of Technology Versus Deification as Active Reception of Grace,” brings deification into dialogue not with other Christian doctrines but rather the humanistically informed scientific movement known as Humanity+, or transhumanism. Kornu extends a line of inquiry advanced by a handful of scholars who have detected similarities between secular aspirations to escape human fragility through technological means and Christian hopes of salvation through actively receiving grace. Kornu’s essay demonstrates at least three intriguing features. First, it illuminates a surprising connection regarding the active reception of a graced nature between seventh-century theologian Maximus the Confessor, one of the most highly cited resources on deification, and nineteenth-century French spiritualist Félix Ravaisson (despite the latter’s lack in not accounting for suffering or Christ’s role in this transformative process). Second, against other proposals advanced in recent years, Kornu concludes that transhumanism and Christian deification reflect fundamentally incompatible worldviews, as the former requires “muscular effort” to achieve auto-deification whereas the latter actively receives “the grace of God in prayer and in suffering.” Last, due to the contrastive roles of moral agency in transhumanism and deification, Kornu argues that they function as “limit cases” for human agency and Christian spirituality.

In the pages that follow, we expect that readers will be both challenged and edified by what can only be described as a buffet of deification-related investigations. While a spectrum of responses to the content of the ensuing collection of essays may exist, these variegated contributions disallow one rejoinder from being spoken forevermore: that is, the notion that deification is not faithfully scriptural or profoundly evangelical. Indeed, our hope is that this volume is the first of many to explore the scriptural foundations of deification and the novel connections between the doctrine and countless other theological/philosophical outlooks, whether Christian or otherwise. Mikhail Bakhtin contends that “great works” speak beyond their temporal situatedness; they are understood in “great time”—that is, in eras beyond their writing—and with this increased understanding, readers of these great works are enabled to discover new semantic depth.5 The Bible as the most significant narrative of the works of God and the Christian tradition, another sovereignly orchestrated divine work, continue to be a gold mine in which we may explore the unplumbed depths of the inexhaustible riches of God. May we do so. And in doing so, “with unveiled face beholding as in a mirror the glory of the Lord” may we be “transformed into the same image from glory to glory, even as from the Lord the Spirit” (2 Cor 3:18, ASV).
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1

Conformity to Divine
Messiah in Paul

L. ANN JERVIS


INHERENT TO THE CONVERSATION about deification is the question: Into whom are the being-deified being deified? David Litwa rightly notes that deification etymologically means something like “God-making.”1 This raises the question of the character and identity of the deity into whom humans are made. This essay offers a perspective on deification in Paul by focusing on to whom it is that Paul thinks believers are transformed.

It is plain to me that Paul thinks that the faithful are in the process of being changed into the likeness of Christ. Paul says as much in Romans 8:29. Moreover, I regard Paul’s prevalent union-with-Christ theme as chief among the ways Paul indicates his conviction that the faithful take on the life of Christ. As the apostle says in Galatians, “I have been crucified with Christ. It is no longer I who live, but Christ who lives in me” (Gal 2:20 ESV). Though connecting deification with Paul’s union-with-Christ emphasis is certainly not a consensus view among Pauline scholars, I will not here argue for it.2 Rather, my starting point is that Paul conceived of union with Christ as allowing for transformation into Christ, whom Paul understood to be the divine Son of God. To clarify: I take it that Paul regards Christ as divine, that the faithful are in the process of transformation from one degree of glory to another (that is, transformation into Christ’s image [2 Cor 3:18]), and so it is appropriate to speak of conformity to Christ under the category of deification.

To talk about deification in Paul is, then, to raise the question of the identity of Christ. This question quickly becomes: To what aspect of Christ’s life are believers conformed? Is conformity exclusively to Christ’s incarnate life, or does it include conformity to his life prior to and subsequent to his incarnation? I suggest that since the apostle’s understanding of Christ’s life with God and so his divinity defines Paul’s understanding of Christ’s human life, we must take this into consideration when thinking about deification. It is Christ’s divine, nonhuman existence that shapes the apostle’s understanding of Christ’s human life.3 The obvious fact that Paul talks much less about the human Christ than about the risen and exalted Christ (and also about Christ prior to incarnation) underscores this. When we talk about deification in Paul—that is, becoming like Christ—we need to include, if not focus on, the Christ that Paul focuses on: the one who was in the form of God (Phil 2:6), who lives at God’s right hand (Rom 8:34), and who is highly exalted (Phil 2:9).4 That is, since Christ in Paul is primarily the being who lives with God, our understanding of who it is who believers are transformed into must take this into account. There has to my knowledge been little investigation of Christ’s nonincarnate life in regard to deification. This is the focus of my essay.

I begin with the observation that, curious though it may be, Pauline interpreters regularly speak of deification in the same breath as assimilation to Christ. This oddity rightly assumes that Paul thinks of Christ as divine but wrongly conveys the idea that Paul does not make a distinction between Christ and God.5 We should, however, maintain clarity about the fact that for Paul the faithful are being deified into the likeness not of God the Father but of Jesus Christ, God’s Son. The ancient world (both Jews and non-Jews) conceived there to be many deities inhabiting the cosmos.6 I suggest that Paul thought of Jesus Christ as a divinity superior to all others, apart from God the Father.

As just mentioned, I contend that union with Christ, which allows for conformity to Christ, is for Paul much more expansive than conformity with Christ’s earthly life. It involves, and essentially so, conformity to Christ’s exalted life, life which includes all of Christ’s time—Christ’s time prior to his incarnation, the time of his incarnated life, and the time of his life post-resurrection.7 To be noted is that when Paul describes conformity to aspects of Christ’s earthly life, Christ’s exalted life literarily and conceptually surrounds Christ’s incarnated life. The curious order in Philippians 3:10 perhaps demonstrates this most clearly. After Paul declares that he seeks to know Christ, the apostle states his longing to know the power of Christ’s resurrection before describing his desire to share Christ’s sufferings and to be conformed to Christ’s death. Paul continues by expressing hope to attain resurrection from the dead.8 Here we see that Paul wraps reference to conforming to aspects of Christ’s incarnated life with references to Christ’s exalted life.

Paul marries baptism with Christ’s death to the possibility of walking in newness of life/resurrection life (Rom 6:3-4). The apostle describes the consequence of being crucified with Christ as Christ living in him (Gal 2:21). He then goes on to describe Christ (the Son of God) as the one who gave himself, that is, died (Gal 2:21). Since the one who died lives in Paul, again, crucifixion is enveloped by life; conformity is not to Christ’s earthly life except as that life is defined by Christ’s resurrected and exalted (divine) life. Such is the dynamic also in Galatians 5:24-25: belonging to Christ means not only crucifying the flesh but living by the Spirit. Boasting in the cross of Lord Jesus Christ, through which the world is crucified to Paul and vice versa, means new creation (Gal 6:14-15). The cross—an event in Christ’s earthly life—only means something in light of its power to introduce new creation. Conformity to Christ is more expansive than conformity to his earthly life.

In search of greater clarity about the character of Pauline deification, I will discuss two features of Christ’s identity. These are features that, as far as I can tell, have not had much play in the conversation. I summarize these features here and expand on them shortly.

The first is that Paul understands the term Christ to mean “Messiah.” While the apostle understood Messiah in light of Jesus crucified, risen, and exalted rather than within the boundaries of Jewish expectations, the fact of Paul’s abundant use of the word Χριστός indicates that he, along with his fellow Jews, conceives of Messiah as God’s saving agent.9 Paul’s choice to emphasize heavily that Jesus is Messiah, that is, God’s redeemer, must be a significant factor in our understanding of the being into whom the faithful are transformed. As far as I can tell, this understanding is very rarely brought into conversation with the topic of deification in Paul.

The other feature of Christ’s identity to which I draw attention is that, for the apostle, Jesus is a divine Messiah.10 Paul conceived that though for a few decades Jesus Messiah had an earthly sojourn, Jesus Messiah lives with the eternal God. I propose that, for Paul, Jesus is Messiah not only when he is on earth but always. That is, both Christ’s life prior to his incarnation and his exalted life are as Messiah. It is, then, not that Jesus is Messiah only during his human life and/or as an eschatological Messiah. Jesus is divine Messiah.


THE DISTINCTION BETWEEN GOD AND CHRIST IN PAUL

My contention that Paul thinks that Christ is divine is not to say that the apostle thinks of Christ and God as one and the same. Rather, it seems abundantly clear that Paul thinks that though both are divine, there is a clear distinction between God and Christ. Paul’s differentiation between God and Christ is clear, for instance, in 1 Corinthians 8:5-8, where, in the context of acknowledging that there are many so-called gods, Paul says that for “us” there is one God the Father and one Lord Jesus Christ. Clearly, Paul identifies both God and Jesus Christ as divine, in distinction from the so-called gods. However, while God and Christ share divinity, they are distinct from each other. God is the one from whom all things are and for whom “we” exist, whereas, though Christ also is the one through whom are all things, unlike God, it is through Christ that “we” are. Both are divine, and they are cocreators, but God is the divine being unto whom we are, whereas Christ is the one through whom we are. God is the one to whom we are to look exclusively, and so, in the patriarchal framework of Paul’s day, he is designated Father. Christ, on the other hand, is the conduit allowing us to be what we should be/can be for God. Also to be noted is that Paul envisions Christ at the eschaton subjecting himself to God. This clarifies that there is a distinction between God and Christ (1 Cor 15:28). First Corinthians 3:23 summarizes it this way: “you are Christ’s, and Christ is God’s” (ESV).

Whether or not the customary term deification is the best label for Paul’s conformity-to-Christ theme, for the sake of intellectual clarity it is important to recognize that Paul does not collapse the identities of God and Christ. It is to conformity with Christ (not God) that Paul beckons his hearers.11

To Paul’s understanding of Christ we now turn more fully.




CHRIST AS MESSIAH

I, along with some others, propose that the word Χριστός has messianic meaning for Paul.12 This is not the standard understanding. Most Pauline scholars follow Wilhelm Bousset and many others who claim that Paul understands Χριστός simply to be Jesus’ other name.13 Andrew Chester is of this ilk, and his words may serve to summarize this viewpoint: “Paul uses Χριστός . . . almost entirely as a proper name . . . , not as a title as such.”14 This dismissal of messianic meaning for Christ extends, of course, to Paul’s union-with-Christ theme.15

I concur with Matthew Novenson and Thomas Hewitt that Paul uses Χριστός messianically and does so in conversation with Scripture.16 As Hewitt writes, “Paul was a participant in ancient Jewish messiah discourse.”17 Jews who took part in messianic discourse spoke about a savior who acted in obedience to God and for the sake of God’s saving purposes. Likewise, Novenson considers that Paul means something messianic when using Χριστός. While Novenson’s contribution does not extend to defining exactly what Messiah means for Paul, his claim, based on a wide survey of ancient texts, that Messiah means something honorific and refers to someone “who is and who should be in charge” is immensely helpful.18

I take it, then, that the word Christ signifies for Paul something important and essential about Jesus’ identity: Jesus as Messiah is one who acts on God’s behalf and has done something victorious, worthy of honor. He is the one who should reign. A significant factor in how Paul makes sense of Jesus is as the obedient Savior from God—the one who does God’s saving will.

Paul, however, filled out the contours and content of Christ not with previous conceptions of Messiah but with his conceptions of Jesus himself. Consequently, in addition to agreeing with Novenson and Hewitt, I find myself sharing strange scholarly company with Nils Dahl, who is famous for his statement, “Paul’s letters represent a strikingly advanced stage in the evolution that transformed Christos from a messianic designation to Jesus’ second proper name.” It is when Dahl states that “the messiahship of Jesus is essential to the inner coherence of [Paul’s] Christology” that I am in hearty agreement. Dahl writes: “The messiahship of Jesus had for Paul himself a greater significance than emerges directly from the usage of the name ‘Christ’ in his epistles.” Moreover, Dahl thinks that the apostle’s convictions about the identity of Jesus are shaped primarily by the life of the earthly Jesus, which was one of “humiliation, obedience, and suffering.”19 As Dahl writes, “The title received its content from the person to whom it referred, more than from a preconceived notion of what the Messiah would be like.”20 With this also I agree, though, as I will emphasize, the person Paul understands Christ to be is not only the crucified but also the divine Messiah.

Before proceeding, it is important to take time to distinguish my understanding from that of another voice—N. T. Wright. To say that Wright’s work emphasizes that for Paul Χριστός means Messiah would be a major understatement. Ever since his Oxford DPhil thesis, “The Messiah and the People of God” (1980), Wright’s claim that Christ means “Messiah” for Paul has been an essential foundation of his voluminous output. Impressively, Wright takes into account the fact that Paul regularly uses the word Christ in prepositional phrases. According to Wright, the meaning of phrases that combine Christ with the prepositions ἐν, εἰς, σύν, and διά is that the Messiah is by definition incorporative: “The ‘incorporative’ thought . . . is best explained in terms of his belief that Jesus was Israel’s Messiah.”21 Wright argues that Paul, on the basis of ideas about kingship in ancient Israel, understands the meaning of Messiah as the representative of the whole people of God.22 Wright claims that for Paul “Jesus, as Messiah, has drawn together the identity and vocation of Israel upon himself.”23 Wright is to be commended not only for offering a reading of Χριστός that was (and is) very much against the scholarly grain but for recognizing that his reading had to make sense of the theme of union with Christ.

I agree with Wright that Paul understood Χριστός to mean “Messiah” and with his recognition that this opinion must make sense of the prepositional Christ phrases and with Paul’s union-with-Christ theme in general. However, I do not agree that, for Paul, Jesus Messiah is the representative of Israel.24 Apart from the problem that this leads inescapably to supersessionism (the church replaces Israel), this view rests on understanding messiahship as tied entirely to Jesus’ earthly life (including his resurrection). Wright’s Messiah is a historical person linked inextricably to the historical life of Israel and Israel’s expectations. What Wright misses in my view is that, for Paul, Jesus’ messiahship is not confined to his earthly and resurrected life. Only if this is missed can Wright make his famous claims that what Israel expected from God is what God did for Messiah as the representative of Israel, and that Messiah and election are of a piece so that the church is Messiah’s, the people of the Messiah.25 However, when we see that Paul thought that Jesus was the divine Messiah, Wright’s claims no longer hold. To that we now turn.




MESSIAH AS DIVINE IN PAUL

There is a deep and widespread assumption that for Paul Messiah meant exclusively the human Jesus. As just mentioned, Wright assumes this. He describes Χριστός as “the same human being” as Jesus, “the man from Nazareth, who died on the cross and rose again as a human being, and through whose human work, Paul believed Israel’s God had achieved his long purposes.”26 Interestingly, in service of Dahl’s apt claim that Paul does not conceive of Jesus as Messiah in light of a “previously fixed conception,” Dahl assumes that Paul understands Messiah “from the person and work of Jesus Christ” and that “for Paul the earthly Jesus is the Christ.”27 That is, Dahl, unlike Wright, proposes that Christ for Paul was on the way to becoming a second name, yet he nevertheless shares with Wright the opinion that Paul identified Messiah with Jesus’ human life.

I offer the view that Paul’s understanding of Jesus Messiah included not only his human life but also his life as a divinity with God. That is, for Paul, Jesus’ incarnation is the human manifestation of the divine Messiah.28 There is not space to argue for this view in depth. However, there are two features of Paul’s thought that I think validate it.

The first is that perhaps Paul’s most explicit description of the nature of conformity to the incarnate Christ (Phil 3:10-11) is based on a claim that Jesus Christ was ἐν μορφῇ θεοῦ (Phil 2:6). Being in the form of God is not to be God. I hear this phrase aligning with what I noted earlier—Paul distinguishes between God and Jesus Christ. However, being in the form of God does indicate divinity.29 April Deconick hears Paul well in this passage: Jesus comes from heaven as God’s manifestation.30 Jörg Frey’s suggestion that Philippians 2:6-11 echoes “Greco-Roman concepts of the epiphany of gods who simply appear in human shape or undergo a metamorphosis which implies a mere temporal, and not real, change” hits the mark in terms of Philippians 2:6a.31 There is, of course, a conversation to be had about whether this view accords with what Paul goes on to say about Christ emptying himself and taking the form of a servant. Since our focus is on what Paul thought of Christ’s life in addition to that of his human sojourn, I will not discuss whether Paul thought that when Christ poured himself out, he changed from being divine to being only and entirely human. I do, however, note that Romans 1:3 and Galatians 4:4 indicate that Paul thought that during his incarnated life, Jesus Christ was truly a human being.

While it is several paragraphs after the reference to ἐν μορφῇ θεοῦ (Phil 2:6) that Paul details aspects of conforming to aspects of the incarnate life of Christ (Phil 3:8-11), this latter passage should be understood in light of what Paul has declared: that the one to whom he would conform is in the form of God. It is further to be noted that Paul names that one as Christ Jesus (Phil 2:5). Wright, interestingly, ignores this fact, stating instead that Paul talks about “the one who was eternally ‘equal with God,’” and the “pre-existent one.”32 Wright’s stance here is most likely linked to his assumption that Paul understood Messiah to refer to the human Jesus. I suggest, however, that we take Paul’s words straight up: it is “Christ Jesus” who is in the form of God.33 Furthermore, Jesus Christ is highly exalted. Messiah, in other words, lives life both as a divinity with God and as a human. He is not only Messiah when living a human life.

The second feature of Paul’s thought indicating that he considers the Messiah to be divine is that Messiah and Son of God are for the apostle the same being.34 This is seen clearly in Romans 1:3-4, where the descendant of David (an obvious reference to a messiah) is God’s Son. We might further note that the project of God’s Son is to redeem (Gal 4:4)—a messianic task. Since Paul demonstrates that he thinks the Son of God is divine when he writes that God sent his Son (Gal 4:4; Rom 8:3), this is corroborative evidence that for the apostle Messiah (the same being as the Son) is divine.35

It is, then, not only that Jesus Messiah, Son of God, is exalted after his work on earth is done. Rather, the human sojourn of Jesus Messiah was the earthly manifestation of the divine Jesus Messiah. This is a larger claim than that Paul thought of Jesus as existing with God prior to his incarnation.36 Though Paul states only that God is eternal (Rom 1:20), I propose that Paul understands Jesus Messiah to be divine, which by implication means that he too is eternal.37

Wright wrote a fine and important article on Philippians 2:5-11, by which he convinced me that the rare word ἁρπαγμός in Philippians 2:6 indicates the attitude of taking advantage of a status. Wright contends that in this verse Paul is saying that Christ Jesus “did not regard his equality with God as something to be used for his own advantage.” In other words, Christ Jesus was equal to God prior to his kenotic journey. I puzzle, however, over Wright’s resistance to accepting Paul’s own designation of the person who is equal to God prior to his kenosis. Wright speaks of “the pre-existent one . . . eternally ‘equal with God.’” Yet, Paul says plainly that it is Christ Jesus who emptied himself. It is not an unidentified person who emptied himself and then, as Wright says, “became Jesus.” Wright’s resistance here may stem from his assumption that being the Messiah equals being a human. This is strongly indicated by Wright’s declaration that “[Philippians 2] has nothing to do with the idea of a pre-existent man (hence, a fortiori, it does not refer either to a pre-existent Messiah).”38

However, in Philippians 2, Paul seems quite plainly to consider Messiah as living a divine life not only after his obedient death and exaltation but also prior to his incarnation, and living that pre-incarnation life not as an unidentified eternal being but as Messiah Jesus. We see something similar in 1 Corinthians 10:4, where Paul claims that Christ was the rock from which “our fathers” drank when they were with Moses in the wilderness.39 At the least this passage conveys that Paul understood Christ as present to and sustaining of Israel long before the human Jesus. Paul’s description of the Messiah offering life-saving sustenance during Israel’s wilderness wandering indicates that he thinks of Messiah as a divine being who existed at least as far back as the time of Moses.

Second Corinthians 8:9 names “our Lord Jesus Christ” as the one who, though he was rich, for our sake became poor. There may be a few assumptions on the part of readers that obstruct hearing what Paul says: that it was our Lord Jesus Messiah who though he was rich became poor. I have named one assumption in connection with Wright: that Messiah refers only to a human person. There are also the assumptions that the name Jesus refers to a human person and that for Jesus, “Lord” is a status that occurs only after exaltation. Though controversial, I hear Paul saying that it is Lord Jesus Christ who was rich, that is, lived with God, yet for our sakes became poor, that is, became incarnate.

Likewise, when Paul in Romans 1:3-4 identifies Jesus Christ our Lord as God’s Son, I hear the apostle signifying that the divine Son of God is Jesus Christ our Lord. This strongly implies that there always is Jesus Christ our Lord. When the apostle says in 1 Corinthians 8:6 that there is one Lord Jesus Christ, through whom are all things and through whom we exist, I take Paul to be naming the Lord Jesus Christ as the eternal being who partnered with God in creation.

Paul, I propose, understood Jesus as the divine Messiah who, at a particular historical moment, was revealed in the flesh of a human person.40




CONCLUSION

I offer here the idea that to affirm that Paul’s thought of conformity to Christ as a form of deification is at once to explore who Paul thought Christ to be. I suggest that unless we think the apostle thought of Christ as divine, we cannot talk about deification in Paul, since the apostle only talks about conformity to Christ, not to God. My exploration of Paul’s identification of Jesus as Messiah and my contention that the apostle understood Messiah as divine (and almost certainly as eternal) invites further reflection. If this is correct, does it say that obedience to God’s saving will is not only the fundamental and eternal character of Christ/Messiah but is also to be the fundamental shape of those joined to him? Even, perhaps, that the shape of eternal life is obedience to God?

Is Paul’s stress on faith (understood as obedience [Rom 1:5]) the result of his conviction that Jesus is Messiah, the obedient one who does the will of God?41 That is, does Paul understand faith itself as an enactment of conformity to Jesus Messiah? (Gal 3:26 might be read this way.) Does Paul think that those joined to Christ take on messianic roles? Is there a distinction between Christ’s work when he was human Messiah and what is possible and/or expected of believers?42 Perhaps the most difficult question is: When Paul speaks about believers’ transformation from one degree of glory to another (2 Cor 3:18), is he talking about ontological transformation? If so, does this lead finally to there being no distinction between God and those joined to Christ?43 (Does 1 Cor 15:28 imply that this is the case?) As always, deep study of Paul raises from the depths not only treasures but opportunities for new adventures for our minds and hearts.

With the lens of deification, asking what deity Paul thinks the faithful are made into puts our gaze right where Paul’s is: on the divine Messiah Jesus, whose focus in turn is solely, completely, unalterably, and eternally on doing God’s saving will.
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The Church Is Christ

The Wirkungsgeschichte of Interpreting Pauline Soteriology as Ecclesial Deification

MICHAEL M. C. REARDON


THE CONTENT AND TELOS of Pauline soteriology is perennially debated. Scholars contend whether Paul’s notion of salvation is forensic or participatory, salvation-historical or apocalyptic, predicated on faith alone or inclusive of good works, sourced from the Greco-Roman milieu or Pharisaic Judaism, and so on. This chapter wades into this fraught discussion with yet another proposal, which in fact is not new but rather ancient—that is, a particular understanding of the doctrine of deification.

The notion that deification is synonymous with Christian salvation was near-universally affirmed by the early church, even to the point of providing a common foundation for conciliar pronouncements. For example, Athanasius of Alexandria, the foremost opponent of Arian Christology at Nicaea, used deification as a vehicle to advance his claims about the deity of the Son and of the Holy Spirit:


But this would not have come to pass, had the Word been a creature. . . . For man had not been deified if joined to a creature, or unless the Son were very God. . . . And as we had not been delivered from sin and the curse, unless it had been by nature human flesh, which the Word put on (for we should have had nothing common with what was foreign), so also the man had not been deified, unless the Word who became flesh had been by nature from the Father and true and proper to Him. For therefore the union was of this kind, that He might unite what is man by nature to Him who is in the nature of the Godhead, and his salvation and deification might be sure. (Orationes contra Arianos 2.21.70)1

If by participation in the Spirit, we become “partakers of divine nature,” it would be insane to say that the Spirit belongs to created nature and not to God. For that is why those in whom he comes to dwell are those who are deified. And if he deifies there is no doubt that his nature is of God. (Epistulae ad Serapionem 1.25)2



Deification continued to be a core commitment of the Christian faith in the medieval and early Reformation eras. It increasingly fell out of fashion among hyperrational Protestants, however, who were formatively shaped by ideals of the burgeoning Enlightenment.3

Their dismissal of deification as a trite archaism or esoteric pagan doctrine became the default position of the academy for the ensuing three hundred years. It was only in the late twentieth century, due in part to Tuomo Mannermaa’s Finnish interpretation of Luther, that deification experienced a renaissance of interest in the Protestant West. On the heels of Mannermaa, deification has played a formative role in Orthodox-Reformed dialogue, Baptist-Orthodox dialogue, and evangelical soteriologies that extend beyond purely forensic or juridical themes.4 Additionally, scholars have reexamined how soteriological themes of union and participation relate to deification in a host of significant Protestant figures such as John Calvin, Huldrych Zwingli, Peter Martyr Vermigli, Richard Hooker, John Owen, John and Charles Wesley, Jonathan Edwards, Herman Bavinck, C. S. Lewis, T. F. Torrance, Karl Barth, and Robert Jenson.5

Notwithstanding this Protestant retrieval of deification, an intriguing bifurcation persists within the academy—biblical specialists are far more apprehensive to equate Paul’s soteriology with deification than their theologian colleagues. Exceptions to this rule exist, such as Stephen Finlan, Michael Gorman, Ben Blackwell, M. David Litwa, L. Ann Jervis, Eduard Borysov, and David Burnett.6 Yet, one shared shortcoming of recent investigations is an inordinate prioritization of individualistic aspects of Pauline deification. This emphasis is, in fact, a historical anomaly, as Christian thinkers outside the guild of biblical studies—whether patristic or modern, East or West—have most often understood Paul to be interested not primarily in individualistic deification but the corporate, ecclesial deification of believers.

A foundational text informing this claim is 1 Corinthians 12:12. Richard Hays notes that a curious turn of phrase—οὕτως καὶ ὁ Χριστός (“so also is Christ”), instead of what readers might reasonably expect, “so also is the church”—forces interpreters to consider whether Paul presses “beyond mere analogy to make an ontological equation of the church with Christ.”7 Broadly speaking, biblical specialists have dealt with Paul’s identification of the church as Christ or the body of Christ in one of two ways: (1) as a metaphor, analogy, or skillful use of rhetoric to portray the unity of diverse believers (and particular to the rhetorical sense, a notion infused with political history that fosters concord among a populace); or (2) as a description of a real, ontological identity. While the consensus of the modern guild of biblical studies aligns with the former set of possibilities, this chapter surveys nine thinkers who interpret Paul’s identification of the church as the body of Christ to be referring to a real, ontological identity, and even transformation. The first six include some of the most significant theologians of the patristic era: Irenaeus of Lyons, Tertullian of Carthage, Origen of Alexandria, Athanasius of Alexandria, Hilary of Poitiers, and Augustine of Hippo. The final three are modern interpreters: Émile Mersch, John Zizioulas, and Witness Lee.

This survey of Christian thinkers aims to demonstrate three realities: first, the early church not only affirmed deification generally but ecclesial deification specifically, as the content and telos of Christian salvation; second, the early church’s conception of ecclesial deification was, at least in part, directly related to its interpretation of Paul’s identification of the church as the body of Christ; and third, the legacy of interpreting Pauline soteriology and ecclesiology as ecclesial deification has continued into the modern era by Christian thinkers outside the guild of biblical studies.


METHODOLOGY

In his magnum opus Truth and Method, Hans-Georg Gadamer persuasively illumines the dubious nature of “objective” exegesis. For Gadamer, all interpretation is formed and informed by the Wirkungsgeschichte (effective history) of a text—that is, by foregoing interpreters and interpretations, since past interpretation “determines in advance what seems to be worth inquiring about and what will appear as an object of investigation.”8 For our present concerns, we note that Pauline interpretation has been influenced by two interrelated developments: (1) the rise of higher criticism during the Enlightenment, and (2) a strict division between biblical studies and theology that occurred during the same time period.

Hans Jauss, a student of Gadamer, further proposed that “the meaning of a work . . . is extracted only during the process of its reception.”9 According to Robert Evans, this extraction process occurs “through successive engagements with generations of readers and their ‘actualisations’ of the potential meaning of the text.” For Jauss, this process is necessary, as interpreters acquire an Erwartungshorizont (horizon of expectation), “which varies from one historical period to another: the same text can be valued in one period and rejected in another. Each generation (or ‘audience’) interacts with the text in terms of a different framework of expectations.”10 In view of our present concerns, the modern guild of biblical studies is guided by Enlightenment-based ideals, whereas both patristic interpreters and modern thinkers operating external to the guild are not beholden to the same exegetical strictures. Thus, these interpreters may assist in reshaping our horizons of expectation for the Pauline corpus and perhaps extract additional meaning from these writings.

Mikhail Bakhtin builds on Jauss’s insights by arguing that “great works” speak beyond their temporal situatedness; they are understood in “great time”—that is, in eras beyond their writing—and as interpreters successively engage great works, they discover new semantic depth.11 Building on these collective insights, this chapter demonstrates how interpreters normally excluded from intra-guild discussions of Pauline soteriology engaged his corpus in a manner that, for those within the guild, unearths hidden semantic depth.

A final addendum: this chapter appeals to the broader concept of Wirkungsgeschichte as opposed to Auslegungsgeschichte (history of interpretation). While the latter is included in the former, the Wirkungsgeschichte of Paul’s identification of the church as Christ or the body of Christ is not exhausted by interpreters’ direct exegetical engagement with specific texts (e.g., 1 Cor 12; Rom 12).12 This is because interpreters who discuss deification in relation to the body of Christ are discussing an ecclesial identity unique to the Pauline corpus (i.e., the notion of the church being identified as Christ or the body of Christ is only found in the fourteen letters comprising the traditional Pauline corpus) and thus are situated within the Wirkungsgeschichte of Pauline soteriology/ecclesiology.




PATRISTIC INTERPRETERS

Irenaeus of Lyons (AD 130–202). Irenaeus is best known as one of the first Christian apologists. His most important extant work, Adversus haereses, is both a refutation of Valentinian Gnosticism and a comprehensive presentation of his theology of άνακεφαλαίωσις (“recapitulation,” lit. “heading up”; see Haer. 3.18.7; 5.14.2-3; 5.21.2). Though the totality of this outlook is complex, its fundamental core is discernably Pauline: the first Adam, by sinning against God, engendered humanity’s downward anti-God trajectory. Thus, via the incarnation, Christ came as the last Adam, who by virtue of his human living, crucifixion, resurrection, and ascension reversed this trajectory, restored the imago Dei to humankind, sanctified humankind, and uplifted the capacity of humankind to participate in a deifying union with God.13 This outlook is succinctly captured by his famed exchange formula: the Son of God became “what we are that He might bring us to be even what He is Himself” (Haer. 5.preface).14 While this formula is often quoted in support of individualistic deification, Irenaeus explicitly situates it within the church’s identity as the body of Christ:


For it was for this end that the Word of God was made man, and He who was the Son of God became the Son of man, that man, having been taken into the Word, and receiving the adoption, might become the son of God. . . . As the Head rose from the dead, so also the remaining part of the body—of every man who is found in life—when the time is fulfilled of that condemnation which existed by reason of disobedience, may arise, blended together and strengthened through means of joints and bands by the increase of God, each of the members having its own proper and fit position in the body. For there are many mansions in the Father’s house, inasmuch as there are also many members in the body. (Haer. 3.19.1, 3 [translation adjusted])



This passage states a surprising result of his posited divine-human exchange: humans become “sons of God” (plural) but that they become the “son of God” (singular). In other words, for Irenaeus, Christians are in a significant sense ontologically identified with and even as Christ himself. Moreover, he contends that Christ’s recapitulatory salvation is actuated by Christ as the Head rising from the dead so that “the remaining part of the body” may partake of the immortality and incorruptibility that properly belongs to Christ alone. These partakers, per Irenaeus, are “blended together and strengthened by means of joints and bands by the increase of God” (Eph 4:16) and are properly fitted together as “members in the Body” (1 Cor 12:27; Rom 12:4-5). In sum, (Pauline) deification for Irenaeus is not primarily individualistic but rather fulfilled in and by the body of Christ—an outlook that may be rightly called ecclesial deification.

Tertullian of Carthage (AD 160–220). Like Irenaeus, Tertullian of Carthage was one of the earliest Christian apologists combating Gnostic influence in the ante-Nicene church. For Tertullian, the primary goal of Christ’s incarnation was to actuate full reconciliation between humankind and God. This reconciliation, however, is predicated not on extrinsic obedience or mimesis. Rather, he contends that it is realized through humankind’s participation in the divine nature: “Now, although Adam was by reason of his condition under law subject to death, yet was hope preserved to him by the Lord’s saying, ‘Behold, Adam is become as one of us;’ that is, in consequence of the future taking of the man into the divine nature” (Adversus Marcionem 2.25).15 Tertullian further contends that participation in the divine nature leads believers to “ultimately to stand forth to view, like Adam when summoned to hear from his Lord and Creator the words, ‘Behold, the man is become as one of us!’” (De Resurrectione Carnis 63). In light of such statements, Mark Frisius rightly notes, “Tertullian’s eschatological vision identifies the soul being reunited with the deified flesh, with the result being the deification of the whole human.”16

Of greater import to the present discussion, however, is that Tertullian’s notion of deification is robustly cast in corporate and ontological terms: “Why do you think these brothers to be anything other than yourself? . . . The church is Christ. When, then, you cast yourself at the brethren’s knees, you are handling Christ, you are entreating Christ. In like manner, when they shed tears over you, it is Christ who suffers, Christ who prays the Father for mercy” (De Poenitentia 10). Here Tertullian builds on Paul’s description of believers as “members one of another” to contend that emotions shared between believers are not predicated on human relationships but rather are constitutive of a divinely human experience. Indeed, for Tertullian it is Christ himself carrying out these actions between individual constituents of a corporate entity. This is because, per Tertullian, “the church is Christ.”

Origen of Alexandria (AD 185–254). Origen of Alexandria is a towering figure in ante-Nicene Christianity. John McGuckin describes him as “undoubtedly the greatest genius the early church ever produced.” He was a prolific writer, composing between two thousand and six thousand treatises during his ecclesiastical career.17 While commentators rightly highlight his contemplative and ascetic impulses, it is noteworthy that Origen’s notion of deification is articulated in explicitly ecclesial terms:


And the fact that the church is the aggregate of many souls and has received the pattern of its life from Christ may lead us to suppose that it has received that pattern not from the actual deity of the Word of God—and this obviously is far above those actions and dispositions in respect of which people ought to be given a pattern—but rather that it was the soul that he assumed and in which was the utmost perfection, that was the pattern displayed to people. It will then be the likeness of the same soul that he here calls “my neighbor,” that the church—and this is the aggregate of those many souls that were formerly under Pharaoh’s yoke and among his chariots and now are called the company of the Lord’s horsemen—ought to bear. (Commentarium in Canticum canticorum 2.4)18



It is crucial to note that Origen does not consider believers’ corporate submission and obedience to the pattern of Christ’s life in an “I-Thou” relationship sufficient to fulfilling the church’s mission. Rather, he argues that Christ himself is the animating factor—the soul—of the church as the body of Christ, and it is Christ in his headship who directs each member to be wholly united and identified with himself:


But that we may win over to the reception of our views those who are willing to accept the inferences which flow from our doctrines, and to be benefited thereby, we say that the holy Scriptures declare the body of Christ, animated by the Son of God, to be the whole Church of God, and the members of this body—considered as a whole—to consist of those who are believers; since, as a soul vivifies and moves the body, which of itself has not the natural power of motion like a living being, so the Word, arousing and moving the whole body, the Church, to befitting action, awakens, moreover, each individual member belonging to the Church, so that they do nothing apart from the Word. (Cels. 6.48)19



A significant question remained for Origen when he conceived of the continuity between Christ and the church: Namely, how can a sinless, perfect Head and fallen, imperfect body exist as a single ontological identity?

In commenting on 1 Corinthians 15:28, Origen addresses this issue by proposing that the church is truly the body of Christ but nevertheless undergoing a perfective process:20


And as long as I am not subjected to the Father, neither is he said to be “subjected” to the Father. Not that he himself is in need of subjection before the Father but for me, in whom he has not yet completed his work, he is said not to be subjected, for, as we read, “we are the body of Christ and members in part.” . . . See that, although we are all said to be his body and members, he is said not to be “subjected” as long as there are some among us who have not yet been subjected by the perfect subjection. But when “he shall have completed” his “work” and brought his whole creation to the height of perfection, then he is said to be “subjected” in these whom he subjected to the Father. In these, “he finished the work that God had given him that God may be all in all.” (Homiliae in Leviticum 7.2)21



In brief, Origen posits that since the individual Christ is sinless and perfect and has always been wholly subjected to the Father, Paul’s statements pertaining to Christ’s eschatological submission to the Father at the close of the present age are only intelligible when referencing imperfect believers, who both presently and progressively constitute Christ’s ecclesial body.

Athanasius of Alexandria (AD 296–373). Like Irenaeus and Tertullian, Athanasius is renowned as a defender of the orthodox Christian faith. Known as Athanasius contra mundum (“Athanasius against the world”) during his lifetime, he was a prominent figure in the fight against Arianism. For our purposes, however, he is highly significant due to using “the technical terms of deification much more frequently than any previous writer.”22 Additionally, he modified Irenaeus’s exchange formula in robustly deiform language, stating that Christ “was made man that we might be made God” (Inc. 54.3).23

Less discussed by scholars, however, is the close relationship Athanasius posited between believers and their corporate identity as the body of Christ. For example, he proposed that Christ’s humanity is, in fact, “the whole Church”: “When Peter said: ‘let the whole house of Israel know for certain that God hath made Him both Lord and Christ, even this Jesus who ye have crucified’ (Acts 2:36), he was not speaking of the divinity, but he means that His humanity, which is the whole Church, was made Lord and Christ” (Inc. 21). Additionally, he contended that Christ’s historical narrative becomes believers’ present reality by virtue of being incorporated into his body: “It is thus that men have received grace to be called gods and sons of God. First the Lord raised His own body from the dead and exalted it in His own person; then He raised up the members of His body, in order that as God He might bestow on them all the graces that He has received as man” (Inc. 12). Most strikingly, he extraordinarily softened nearly any distinction between the individual Jesus and the church by suggesting that Christ’s vivification, sanctification, and exaltation of believers is actually Christ vivifying, sanctifying, and exalting himself:


Therefore He gives life to Himself, He sanctifies Himself, He exalts Himself. Consequently when He says that the Father has sanctified Him, raised Him up and given Him a name which is above all names, and has given Him life, it is evident that the Father has done all this through Him. Through Him does God raise Him up, through Him God sanctifies Him, through Him does God glorify Him, and through Him does God give Him life. And when Jesus commends His spirit to the hands of His Father, He is commending Himself as man to God, in order thus to commend all men to God. (Inc. 12)



In view of such statements, Johann Adam Möhler rightly concludes that Athanasius “taught that Jesus Christ is interiorly united with the Church, and that in a sense He Himself is the church.”24

Hilary of Poitiers (AD 315–367). The proposal that Christ is the church is articulated even more forcefully by Hilary of Poitiers, who in modern scholarship has been given the nickname “Athanasius of the West.” Similar to his Greek namesake, Hilary rejected a straightforward distinction between Christ’s individual and ecclesial/mystical body and instead understood the church to be “the extension of the Incarnation.”25 In Tractatus super Psalmos, his physicalistic conception of the church as the body of Christ is on full display: “He renews us unto a new life; He transforms us into a new man by placing us in the body of His flesh. For He is the Church; by the mystery of His body, He contains her wholly within Himself” (Tractatus super Psalmos 91.9).26 A question remains, however: How does the church become Christ? For Hilary, the deification of believers takes place corporately by the reception of the sacraments—first actuated by baptism and thereafter sustained by the Eucharist:27


For He says Himself, My flesh is meat indeed, and My blood is drink indeed. He that eateth My flesh and drinketh My blood abideth in Me, and I in him. As to the verity of the flesh and blood there is no room left for doubt. . . . I have dwelt upon these facts because the heretics falsely maintain that the union between Father and Son is one of will only, and make use of the example of our own union with God, as though we were united to the Son and through the Son to the Father by mere obedience and a devout will, and none of the natural verity of communion were vouchsafed us through the sacrament of the Body and Blood; although the glory of the Son bestowed upon us through the Son abiding in us after the flesh, while we are united in Him corporeally and inseparably, bids us preach the mystery of the true and natural unity. (De Trinitate 8.14-17)28



Hilary’s notion that believers are united with Christ “corporeally and inseparably” so that their corporate deification results in the preaching of “the mystery of the true and natural unity” is incomprehensible apart from Paul’s identification of the church as the body of Christ and even as Christ. Once more, we see how the semantic depth of Paul’s writings may be examined and extracted by using patristic interpreters as hermeneutical lenses.

Augustine of Hippo (AD 354–430). The final stop in our abbreviated, whirlwind tour of the patristic era is Augustine of Hippo. A towering figure in the Western tradition, Augustine’s influence on numerous areas in theology and philosophy is beyond dispute. Despite past scholarship suggesting otherwise, recent investigations have persuasively demonstrated that deification not only exists in Augustine’s intellectual topography but even is one of the core commitments of his theology.29 Similar to Athanasius, Augustine used the doctrine of deification as a foundation for his affirmations of both the deity of Christ and the deity of the Holy Spirit, and in further harmony with the Greek Doctor, reversed the latter’s famed maxim—“for He was incarnate that we might be made God” (Inc. 54)—in his own axiom on deification: “In order to make gods of those who were merely human, one who was God made himself human” (Augustine, Sermon 192.1).30

For our purposes, the most striking aspect of Augustine’s understanding of deification is its inextricable relationship to his ecclesiology. For Augustine, both the individual Christ as the Head and the church as the body of Christ form a single identity—that is, the totus Christus (“total/whole Christ”):


Therefore, let us rejoice and give thanks, not only that we have been made Christians, but that we have been made Christ. . . . For if he is the head, we are the members—a whole man, he and we. . . . What does it mean, head and members? Christ and the Church. For we would proudly claim this for ourselves if he had not deigned to promise this who says through the same Apostle, “Now you are the body and members of Christ” (1 Cor. 12:27). (In Johannis evangelium tractatus 21.8)31



Per Johannes Quasten, the totus Christus is “the heart of Augustine’s ecclesiology,” and per Christopher Iacovetti, the interplay between these proposals results in “the totus Christus [being] the true and ultimate locus of all deification.”32

Significantly, Augustine’s notion of ecclesial deification moves in a more extraordinary direction than that of his predecessors. He contends that “the whole complete Christ, that is, Head and members,” sometimes “speaks in the name of the Head alone” (Enarrationes in Psalmos 37).33 In other words, Augustine’s understanding of ecclesial deification entails that believers become God not only in their identity and expression but also in their function, insofar as their speaking is none other than the individual Christ’s own words and thoughts.

Summary of patristic thinkers. Significant diversity exists among patristic thinkers in the Wirkungsgeschichte of interpreting Paul’s identification of the church as the body of Christ as ecclesial deification. Irenaeus embeds the corporate participation of believers in Christ in his doctrine of recapitulation, while Tertullian emphasizes the corporate, deifying results of imitatio Christi. Origen emphasizes the spiritual dimension of the body of Christ, going so far as to suggest that the submission of Christ to the Father in 1 Corinthians 15:28 is intelligible only when understood as referring to the progressive transformation of believers, while Athanasius proposes that Christ’s vivification, sanctification, and exaltation of believers is actually Christ vivifying, sanctifying, and exalting himself. Hilary, the so-called Athanasius of the West, promotes a physicalist understanding of believers comprising the body of Christ, whereby their corporate identity is truly Christ’s own flesh, while Augustine suggests that the ecclesial deification of believers causes the church to function as Christ, insofar as the church sometimes “speaks in the name of the Head alone.” While these (and other) particularities exist between thinkers, the thread that holds them together is a unified presupposition that Paul’s identification of the church as the body of Christ entails that believers possess a single ontological identity yet are being progressively transformed into the fullness of this identity—in brief, what we called ecclesial deification.

It is important to note that this interpretation of Paul is not unique to the church fathers mentioned above. I did not discuss the Cappadocian fathers, for example, of whom both Gregory of Nyssa (AD 335–395) and Gregory of Nazianzus (AD 329–390) affirm robust conceptions of ecclesial deification. Furthermore, I excluded other patristic thinkers—John Chrysostom, Cyril of Alexandria, Severian of Gabala, and others—who also link ecclesial deification to Paul’s identification of the church as the body of Christ.

Moreover, it would make sense to trace the development of ecclesial deification through medieval, Reformation, and early modern time frames. There exists no dearth of material in this regard: interpreters ranging from Gregory the Great (AD 540–604) to Thomas Aquinas (AD 1225–1274), William of Saint-Thierry (AD 1075/1080–1148) to Pierre de Bérulle (AD 1575–1629), all advance various articulations of how the Pauline identification of the church as the body of Christ must be interpreted realistically, that is, as a deified identity united with and incorporated into Christ. For now, however, I set aside the desire for comprehensiveness and turn to discuss three twentieth-century interpreters: Émile Mersch, John Zizioulas, and Witness Lee. Although they represent divergent ecclesial outlooks, each affirms the crux of Augustine’s totus Christus—that is, that ecclesial deification best apprehends Paul’s identification of the church as the body of Christ and even as Christ.




MODERN INTERPRETERS

Émile Mersch (1890–1940). Though not well-known outside the academy, Mersch is a fascinating figure in Roman Catholicism who devoted his career to articulating a systematic theology centered on the mystical body of Christ. Concerning this aim, he states:


To study all dogmas and all points of doctrine, and to show how they all lead eventually to the truth of the whole Christ, would be an endless task. Hence I have confined myself to the chief teachings. But all the rest converge toward these supreme summits. In showing how the doctrines treated lead to Christ, we show at the same time how everything else tends toward Him.34



A notable aspect of how Mersch relates ecclesial deification to the church’s identity as the body of Christ is that it explicitly arises from his engagement with the Pauline corpus:


The truth is precisely the truth of the whole Christ, of Christ God and man, head and body, is one. . . . This conception of Christian teaching is especially clear in St. Paul, the apostle whose ministry is best known. . . . He sums up his entire gospel in this teaching, just as Christ sums up everything in Himself. . . . The truth is that St. Paul sums up everything in the whole Christ, in Christ living in men and causing them to live in God, in Christ who dwells in God and causes men to dwell in God.35



Apart from his interpretation of Scripture, however, Mersch squarely situates his outlook within the Augustinian tradition by creatively expounding and extending what it means for the church to be the totus Christus. While Augustine contends that ecclesial deification allows the church to become God in function by speaking as Christ, Mersch further suggests that believers function as God by “giving and sending the Holy Spirit”:


As they are made fit by their adoption and divinization to be members of the Son who is God, they are made fit to be members of the Son who possesses the Spirit, by a possession of the Spirit and an indwelling of the Spirit which makes them “spiritual” in the strongest sense of the word. . . . When we consider [Christians] in this unity—and that is the only correct way of regarding them as they really are—we must acknowledge that they too give and send the Holy Spirit, by the fact that Christ their head gives and sends Him. Such, then, is the significance of the Holy Spirit for the mystical body. He is the power that brings it to birth and causes it to grow, the power the body possesses yet receives, the energy that invests for it, that rises up within it, and that can almost be said to emanate from it, since in Christ the force can be set in motion. Yet this power comes from on high, and is supremely free and all-powerful. These predicates assuredly differ, even to the point of contrast; but their union should not surprise us, for it is but the continuation of the union that is in the God-man.36



Beyond the deified believers’ ability to give and send the Holy Spirit, this passage illumines other intriguing aspects of Mersch’s ecclesial pneumatology: (1) the Spirit gives birth to the mystical body, (2) the Spirit imbues members with the strongest sense of spirituality, (3) the Spirit causes the mystical body to grow, and (4) the Spirit emanates from the mystical body.

Two final notes about Mersch’s notion of ecclesial deification are necessary to accurately portray his conception of how this corporate transformation takes place. First, Mersch conceives of the church dichotomistically, with both a body and soul. The body is an “empirical, concrete, visible, tangible thing . . . a human institution, a human society” with “clearly defined members and its definite seat; it is the Church of Rome, as Jesus Christ was Jesus of Nazareth.” The soul, which is interior and invisible, is “the factor that makes this society a living organism. . . . This factor can be nothing else than the grace which causes all these members to be living members of Christ, the divinizing grace that is infused into all by one and the same Christ.” While Mersch does suggest that those outside Rome may be participants in the mystical body in a limited sense, he nevertheless argues that “salvation is not found outside the Church, and that submission to the Roman Pontiff is necessary for the salvation of every human creature.”37

Second, Mersch’s notion of ecclesial deification is entirely sacramental. He argues that the sacred humanity of Christ is “the sacrament par excellence,” being both “a sign and a cause of divinization and grace,” and the visible church, as the continuation of Christ, “perpetuates the sacramental character of the sacred humanity as the sacrament par excellence.” Due to this outlook, he devotes ample discussion to Rome’s seven sacraments, describing them as variegated means of participating in God’s deifying grace. Concerning baptism, Mersch quotes 1 Corinthians 12:12-13 and Galatians 3:27-28 in support of his claim that it “creates Christians,” unites them “to Christ . . . to the Son, to God, to the Trinity.” By virtue of incorporating them into Christ, baptism confers on them “divine adoption, grace, the supernatural life, and the indwelling of the whole Trinity.” The sacraments of confirmation, penance, extreme unction, matrimony, and priestly orders are similarly understood to be means of divinizing grace. The Eucharist, however, is the most significant sacrament, as Mersch suggests that the Mass is the sacrifice of the mystical body insofar as the body is ontologically united with the Head. The Eucharist, per Mersch, “assimilates us to Christ,” “perfects incorporation into Him,” “transforms us into Him,” and confers a grace of “divinization, divine adoption, and union with the whole Trinity.” He thus concludes that the Eucharist perfects the “the permanence of our union with the Church, with Christ, and with grace,” and for this reason may be considered the ultimate vehicle of ecclesial deification—or in his words, “the sacrament of the Church and the mystical body, the sacrament of the Christian and the Christian life.”38

John Zizioulas (1931–2023). John Zizioulas was perhaps the most respected modern Orthodox theologian, at both the academic and popular levels. He served as the metropolitan of Pergamon of the Ecumenical Patriarchate of Constantinople since 1986 and was a leading figure in the ecumenical movement, having participated in dialogues with the Roman Catholic Church, Anglican Church, and the World Council of Churches in Geneva. Perhaps for this reason he subsumes Augustine’s totus Christus in his ecclesiology, despite the latter’s notoriety in the Greek East:


The essence of Christianity and the Church should be sought in the very person of the Lord on which the Church was founded. . . . Accordingly, what is paramount in ecclesiology is not this or that doctrine, idea or value revealed by the Lord, but the very person of Christ and man’s union with Him. In this way, the Church is described as Christ Himself, the whole Christ in Augustine’s apt phrase, while ecclesiology ceases to be a separate chapter for theology and becomes an organic chapter of Christology. . . . The unity of the Church is seen, first and foremost, as a unity in the person of Christ, as incorporation into Him and His increase or building-up, the starting-point for studying the unity of the Church.39



One claim of this passage is particularly significant; for Zizioulas, ecclesiology is “an organic chapter of Christology.” Even more strikingly, he subsumes both soteriology and the ontological identity of believers within his meta-doctrine of ecclesial deification:


Christianity consequently is the proclamation to man that his nature can be “assumed” and hypostasized in a manner free from the ontological necessity of his biological hypostasis, which, as we have seen, leads to the tragedy of individualism and death. Thanks to Christ man can henceforth himself “subsist,” can affirm his existence as personal not on the basis of the immutable laws of nature, but on the basis of a relationship with God which is identified with what Christ in freedom and love possesses as Son of God with the Father. This adoption of man by God, the identification of his hypostasis with the hypostasis of the Son of God, is the essence of baptism.40



The result of this hypostatic, baptismal identification with Christ is that participants are deified to really and truly “become Christ and the Church.”41 Thus, the “ontological significance” of baptism for a believer is that “identity is now rooted not in the relations provided by nature” (by their biological hypostasis) “but in the uncreated Father-Son relationship.”42

While this claim may appear to prioritize individualistic transformation, we should take care to note the orientation of this existence: it is an “ecclesial hypostasis.” In other words, the ontological transformation of believers can take place only in the church and as the church: “It is only together that all baptised members of the Church constitute the body that reveals Christ. The people (laos) created by baptism, laity and clergy together, are the revelation of the Son who is the truth of the new relationship of the world with God.”43 Baptism for Zizioulas is not a comprehensive, once-for-all act but rather the inauguration of one’s ecclesial hypostasis. Once baptized, members of Christ are sustained by participation in the life of the church via the continual partaking of the Eucharist. On the ecclesial level, the church manifests all the members’ eschatological destiny by virtue of this sacramental participation:


The eucharist is the moment in the Church’s life where the anticipation of the eschata takes place. The anamnesis of Christ is realized not as a mere re-enactment of a past event, but as an anamnesis of the future, as an eschatological event. In the eucharist the Church becomes a reflection of the eschatological community of Christ, the Messiah, an image of the Trinitarian life of God.44



To be sure, Zizioulas’s eucharistic ecclesiology deserves a comprehensive, systematic treatment, which present space constraints disallow. He uses the Eucharist to strike a balance between the universalization and localization of the church, eschewing what he perceives as an overprioritization of the universal over the local (a Roman Catholic tendency) and the local over the universal (a Protestant tendency).45 Moreover, he argues that the presence of the Eucharist is insufficient for ecclesial unity and transformation if not administrated by a bishop whose authority is established by apostolic succession, which in turn delimits his doctrine of ecclesial deification within institutional boundaries.46 Still, while more could be said about Zizioulas’s notion of ecclesial deification, the above discussion is adequate for our purposes.

Witness Lee (1905–1997). The final interpreter, Witness Lee, is likely the least familiar to readers, as he has no biography published in English. Born in 1905 in northern China, Lee was regenerated at nineteen and spent his early adult years meeting with the Brethren Assemblies (Benjamin Newton branch) before moving to Shanghai to work with Watchman Nee. By 1949 Lee, alongside his senior coworker Nee, established more than four hundred congregations in thirty provinces across China. Today an estimated 1.5–2 million Christians meet in churches directly established by the ministry of Nee and Lee, with millions more in underground Chinese churches formatively shaped by their teachings.47

Similar to foregoing interpreters, Lee interprets Paul’s identification of the church as the body of Christ to mean that believers share a single corporate identity:


[First Corinthians 12:12] says, “For even as the body is one and has many members, but all the members of the body being many, are one body, so also is Christ.” “For” indicates that verse 12 is an explanation of verse 11. Verse 11 says that one Spirit operates all the various aspects of His manifestation, distributing them to many believers individually. This is just like our physical body being one and having many members. In Greek Christ in verse 12 is “the Christ,” referring to the corporate Christ, composed of Christ Himself as the Head and the church as His Body with all the believers as its members. All the believers of Christ are organically united with Him and constituted with His life and element and have thus become His Body, an organism, to express Him. Hence, He is not only the Head, but also the Body. As our physical body has many members yet is one, so is this Christ.48



Although not explicit in this passage, Lee elsewhere proposes that the church’s identity as the body of Christ exceeds the reality inherent to the physical world—the latter is reduced to a metaphor of the former:


When I was young, I was instructed that the term the Body of Christ was merely a metaphor signifying what the church is to Christ. I accepted this teaching at that time, but gradually, after many years, I found out that the Body of Christ is not a metaphor; it is a great reality in the universe. Rather, our physical body is a metaphor portraying the Body of Christ.49



Here is an important feature of Lee’s outlook: Christ is the uniquely “real” person in existence.50 By virtue of believers being incorporated into Christ, believers possess a corporate, ontological identity surpassing anything found in the physical universe—they become the corporate Christ.

For Lee, the formation of the corporate Christ is predicated on believers’ ecclesial deification:


God’s New Testament economy is to make the believers God-men for the constitution of the Body of Christ so that the New Jerusalem may be consummated as the eternal enlargement and expression of the processed and consummated Triune God (Gal. 3:26; 4:7, 26, 31). . . . For us to be deified means that we are being constituted with the processed and consummated Triune God so that we may be made God in life and in nature to be His corporate expression for eternity (Rev. 21:11). The New Jerusalem is built by God’s constituting Himself into man to make man the same as God in life, nature, and constitution so that God and man may become a corporate entity.51



It is noteworthy that Lee’s notion of ecclesial deification differs from that of Mersch, Zizioulas, and a portion of patristic interpreters in two significant ways—both of which may make ecclesial deification more palatable for Protestant readers. First, he does not situate ecclesial deification within visible institutions, whether the Roman papacy, Eastern patriarchates, or denominational structures. Rather, he contends that any believer who inwardly experiences the growth of God contributes to the corporate growth of the body of Christ, regardless of whether that believer meets with a properly constituted ecclesial community. Second, he does not ground his notion of ecclesial deification in the sacraments—or, in his terminology, the visible symbols of baptism or the Lord’s Table. He suggests, rather, that the church is deified by the spiritual realities these symbols significate. The cup, for Lee, typifies Christ’s blood shed on the cross for the redemption of sins, which opens the way for believers to eat the Lord, while the bread typifies Christ presenting himself as food for believers to eat and enjoy in a daily, even moment-by-moment manner.52 Lee posits that these spiritual realities—eating and drinking of the Lord in a daily manner through spiritual practices such as praying the words of Scripture, reading Scripture, or singing hymns—are the means by which deification occurs. Building on the common phrase “you are what you eat,” he argues that transformation—defined as “an inward metabolic process in which a new and living element gradually discharges and replaces our old element (Rom. 12:2)”—primarily “takes place by eating, not by teaching.”53




CONCLUSION

At the outset of this chapter, I stated that the foregoing survey would demonstrate three realities: (1) ecclesial deification was a core commitment of the early church, (2) patristic thinkers regularly interpreted the Pauline identification of the church as the body of Christ as referring to ecclesial deification, and (3) the legacy of interpreting Paul’s soteriology and ecclesiology as ecclesial deification has continued into the modern era by Christian thinkers external to the guild of biblical studies. Beyond highlighting the veracity of these claims, this chapter serves to expand the Erwartungshorizont of (largely Protestant) biblical specialists, which has historically neglected the possibility of Paul speaking about deification. Even in the midst of a recent surge of academic interest in the doctrine, this Erwartungshorizont delimited much of the discussion about the doctrine to its individualistic rather than its corporate/ecclesial contours. This survey may help to serve as a corrective within the aforementioned debates about Pauline soteriology.

This summation, however, only tells part of the story. Interpreting Paul through the lens of ecclesial deification incorporates and unifies numerous core elements of his theology. Beyond soteriology, the doctrine’s very nomenclature, ecclesial deification, situates it within ecclesiology, and ecclesial deification within theology proper (i.e., the doctrine of God). Moreover, ecclesial deification in Paul is rooted in his identification of the church as the body of Christ and even as Christ. Thus, as Zizioulas beautifully articulated above, “Ecclesiology ceases to be a separate chapter for theology and becomes an organic chapter of Christology.”54 Ecclesial deification is also dependent on both Christ’s incarnation and his resurrection: the former for its possibility, the latter for its actuality.

I also showed that the Spirit plays a crucial role in actuating the unity of believers as a single corporate identity, and thus ecclesial deification is robustly pneumatological. Further, we need only look at where ecclesial deification is most explicitly promoted in the Pauline corpus—for example, 1 Corinthians 12; Romans 12—to realize that Paul’s paraenesis was not promulgated in a vacuum but rather was rooted in the church’s corporate identity as the body of Christ and corporate transformation into the fullest expression of the body of Christ. Hence, we may rightly say that the doctrine of ecclesial deification ties together Pauline conceptions of theology proper, Christology, pneumatology, soteriology, ecclesiology, eschatology, and ethics.

In secularized appropriations of science there is an unending quest for a “theory of everything”—that is, “a hypothetical, singular, all-encompassing coherent framework of physics that fully explains and links together all physical aspects of the universe.”55 Within Pauline studies, scholars have been on a similar quest for a single theorem connecting and explaining all the elements of his theological outlook. Here I conclude by humbly proposing that ecclesial deification may be this holy grail, both unifying and articulating the totality of Paul’s intellectual topography.
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