





AUTHOR’S PREFACE

The most common way to introduce Christian thinl(ing onthe “imagc of God”is to categorise
it into three types of interpretation: (1) the ‘substantialist/ constitutionalist’ (some aspect of
human nature); (2) the functional (a role we are called to fulfill); (3) the relational (we image
the Trinity by our relationship to God and one another)." This volume ignores such a division
for three reasons: First thcy imply cach other: or more preciscly, the first implies the second
and the lacter two imply the first; thus they cannot be separated and made to compete with one
another. You cannot be called to a role unless you have the ability to perform it, which is part
of your nature.” nor would God create you a certain way unless he had a purpose in doing so,
which is part ofyour calling. Similarly, to say that che image of God is Cxpresscd in relationality

implies that we are relational in our being, Andrew Davison puts it this way:

Human relationality, for instance, is grounded in what we are, and vice versa: ‘consti-
tution’ accounts of the imagc need to take i‘elationality on board; relation” accounts
should recognise that their insights are grounded in the nature of human creatures

as human creatures. Similarly, rclationality and role reinforce one another. Rarely do

we accomplisli anytliing ofsignil‘icancc Das : human action is usually joint action.

Secondly, many ancient and medieval theologians use more than one of these categorics to
talk about being made in God's image for that very reason: because they perceive the neces-
sary connection between them. Thirdly, the tendency in much ewendieth-century literature
to champion one category and reject the other two arises from an impulsc to give a complctc

explanation that excludes other explanations. This actitude fails to grasp the mysterious heart

' See,eg, Lucy Peppiate, The lmago Dei: Humanity Made in the Image of God (Cascade Books, 2022); ]. Richard Middleton, 7he
Liberating lmage: The Imago Dei in Genesis I (Brazos Press, 2005); Joshua R. Farris, A4z Introduction to Theological Anthropology:
Humans, Both Creaturely and Divine (Baker Academic, 2020), 84-89; Ryan S. Peterson, The lmago Dei as Human ldentity: A

Theological Interpretation, Journal of Theological Interpretation Supplements (Eisenbrauns, 2016), 23-52; lan Alexander
McFarland, The Divine lmage: Envisioning the Invisible God (Fortress Press, 2003), 2-3. Marc Cortez at least gives a fourth
“multifaceted” category that incorporates clements of the other three, into which this volume would be classified. But Cortez
considers the multifaccted approach untenable, essentially because he thinks the substantialisc approach is wrong and thus
cannot be used. See Marc Cortez, Theological Anthropology: A Guide for the Perplexed (Bloomsbury Publishing, 2010), Ch.2.
Onebook which takes the same approach as the one taken here is Claudia Welz, Humanity in Gods Image: An Interdisciplinary
Exploration (Oxford University Press, 2016).

* Richard Middleton shows awareness of this ( 7he Liberating Image, 27tn39). This makes it all the more strange that he
continues to reject ‘substantialist’ interpretations. But Ximian Xu has pointcd out that “Having reconsidered the substan-
tive framework, it suffices to contend that certain arguments levelled against this framework lack analytical rigour and are

theoretically tenuous” (The Imago Dei: A Holistic Account, Cambridge Elements [Cambridge University Press, 2026], 8).
3 Andrew Davison, Asirabiology and Christian Doctrine: Exploring the bmplications of Life in the Universe (University Press, 2023), 156.



of what it means to be God’s image, which cannot be cxplained cxhaustivcly prcciscly because
it is the image of a God who cannot be fully grasped or comprehended. For this reason, this
volume lays foundations carly on with a crucial feature of imago dei: that it points to a mystery.
A mystery does not putan end to thought: on the contrary, it leaves thought open for endless
cxploration prccisely because it escapes conccptual closure and never rules out the possibility of
learning something new. This makes it at least arguable, though not provable, that a// the above
ways ol:thinking about imaging God are valid, cach one revealing anew facet of the profound
truth about the connection between God and humanity.

The limited scope of this volume has meant that it cannot cover every aspect of imago Dei
that appears in contemporary scholarship. These five in particular have been omitted: (1) Since
ancient times there has been a vibrant discussion concerning whether or not our bodies are
imagcs of God. Most thcologians have said “no” to this, but a few surprising Cxamplcs such
as Irenacus have said “ycs.” Theodoret of Cyrus has a fascinating conception of the image
of God as a unity of spiritual and physical, whereby our physical bodies are visual represen-
tations of our spirits which are like God (You can find this Questions on the Octatench XX).
(2) Since the Reformation there has been a great deal of debate over whether the image of
God was lost at the Fall and is restored in Christ. We hricﬂy mention this in the section on
Francisco de Vitoria, but do not do justice to the question. John Kilner's book Dignity and
sz‘n}/ traces the debate more fully.4 (3) A thread can be traced throughout the tradition
which understands the image of God to refer to all of humanity taken together, rather than to
cach individual human hcing. Paul Ricoeur argues for chis view, basing it on his intcrprctation
of Irenacus, in his article, “The Image of God and the Epic of Man.” (4) In the twentieth
century a debate crupted concerning whether the image of Godis rclationality, adebate that
sprung from reflection on the Trinitarian nature of God. In other words, are we images of
the Trinity, or only of Christ, the second person of the Trinity? This debate was kicked off
by Karl Barth and championed by Jirgen Molemann. (5) There has been a massive debate,
also launched by Barth, over the role ol:gcnclcr in imago Deiand the ways in which men and

women might image God differently, along with accusations that traditional conceptions

* John E Kilner, Dignity and Destiny: Humanity in the Image of God (Eerdmans, 2015).
> Paul Riceeur, History and Truth, crans. Charles Kelbley (Northwestern Universicy Press, 1965).

¢ Mark S. Medley, lmago Trinitatis: Toward a Relational Understanding of Becoming Human (University Press of America,
2002); Isaiah Nengean, The Inago Dei as the Imago Trinitatis: Jiirgen Moltmanns Doctrine of the Image of God, American
Univcrsity Studies (Peter Lang Puhlishing Inc,2013). Kathryn Tanner suggests itis a false dichotomy: “itis hy hcing in
the image of the second person of the trinity that we come to be in the image of the trinity as a whole. A relationship
with the second person brings with it rclationships with the others, since, as Augustinc himself maintains in carlier

books, the persons of the trinity are never without one another” (Christ the Key [Cambridge University Press, 2009],5).



prioritisc masculinity7 [t is with greatregret that these five debates have been left out of the

final edit of this volume.

7 Sec c.g. Kim Power, Veiled Desire: Augustine on Women (Continuum, 1996).






INTRODUCTION

In A.D.315, the Roman Empei‘or Constantine sent out an edict forbidding anyone to disﬁgure

the face of a criminal. The edict reads as follows:

If any one, on account of the crimes in which he is detected, should be condemned
to the arena or the mines, by no means let him be branded in the face ... which is
formed in the likeness of heavenly beauty [and] shall not be dishonored. (Edict of
Constantine, March 21, A.D. 315/6.)

Rarcly ornever had any ancient empire shown concern for how criminals were treated. As trans-
gressors of the law, criminals had forfeited their rights and no longer deserved o be treated as
human. Whatis stril(ing about this edictis not only thatit puts limits on how harshly criminals
could be punished, but the reason it gives for doing so. This edict states that criminals, like every
otherhuman bcing, carry thelikeness of the hcavenly God. In other words, even the most dcspiscd
members ofsocicty should be treated with respect because of the image of the divine in them.

The Jewish and Christian idea that every human bcing is an image of God has shaken the
Western world like an carthquake, knocking old hierarchies and inequalities to the ground and
mal(ing way fora radically new way oftliinl(ing about what it means to be human. Itis an idea
that brought with it massive practical consequences which have transformed socicty and given
anew kind ofdignity to every human bcing, male or female, black or white, old or young, rich
or poor, slave or free, peasant or king, In this volume/video we will trace the impact of this idea
in shaping the structure ofsocicty in all kinds ofways, from how it Cmpowercd solidarity with
disabled pcoplc and unborn children to how it laid the seeds of the abolition ofslavcryi

The idea of humans as images of God is found in only a small number of Bible passages. But
sometimes even one or two verses can be like the rudder of a great sliip, turning the whole text
onc way or the other” The first and last chaptcrs of a book are often the most crucial. And the

first reference to the image of God appears in the very first chaprer of the first book of the Bible:

¥ CitedinMaude A. Huteman, The Establishment of Christianity and the Proscription of Paganism (AMS Press, 1967),161-62.

) Douglas Hall points out that even if imago Dei languagc is incrcdil)ly rare in the Bible, the idea it tries to convey is pro-
minent cvcrywlicrc else: “The Old Testament does not providc an cxplicit anthropology ... [but] the presupposition of
its whole witness, including its dcscription of God, is that the human creature, tl]ougl’i undoubtcdly creation’s greatest
troublemaker, stands in a relationship with God and with the rest of creation that s both unique and central” (Douglas
JohnHall, Zzzaging God: Dominion as Stewardship [Eerdmans, 1986],75). He is not necessarily correct that human beings

are “Cl‘ﬁ;ltl()l‘l’s grcatcst U‘OUl)lClTlal(Cl‘,” liO\VCVCl'. Most lll(Cly Satan ;md El]C fallcn angcls are bcttcr (‘lCSCl‘il)CCl that way.



Genesis 1:26-27 (adapted from the NRSV)"

Then God said, Let us make Adam in our image [#seler], according to our likeness
[dfmw]; and let him have dominion over the fish of the sea, and over the birds of
the air, and over the cattle, and over all the wild animals of the carth, and over every

crccping thing that creeps upon the earch’

So God created Adam in his image [sseler],
in the image [tselem] of God he created him;

malc and meZ{lC hC crcatcd thcm.

Normally this is translated “God created humankind in his imagc,” which is not wrong. But the
word it uses for humankind is Adam, which is pcrhaps dclibcratcly ambiguous and could refer
to the first human bcing ortoall ofhumanity. Afew chaptcrs later the same insight is rcpcatcd
and builc upon. Genesis 5:1 states: “‘when God created Adam, he made him in the likeness [dc—
mut] of God.” But then it says that Adam “begota son in his likeness [demut|, according to his
image [#selem]” (Genesis 5:1-3 - adapted). What does it mean that Seth is in Adam’s image just
like Adam is in God's image? Is it suggesting that God bcgot Adam the same way an carthly
father bcgcts ason?'!

No. Itis making the point that Adam’s descendents also image God justas Adam does. The
likeness to God does not stop with Adam and Eve: they pass it on to every human being who
is descended from them.'? Therefore everyone who has Adam and Eve as ancestors, meaning all
human beings, not only the first two human beings, are an image of God.

A few chapters later we learn something else about bcing God’s imagc. Genesis 9 states:

Genesis 9:6

Whoever sheds the blood of a human [adam),

by a human [adam| shall that person’s blood be shed;
for in his own image [zselen]

God made humankind [adan).

' Unless otherwise noted, Bible quotations are taken from the New Revised Standard Version Bible © 1989 (NRSV).

" In fact the gospel of Luke ends the gencalogy of Jesus with “Seth, the son of Adam, the son of God” (Luke 3:38).
So there is a sensc in which God is Adam’ father just as Adam is Seth’s father. Bue this is only an analogy, not a licral
Cquivalcncc, since the rest of the Bible makes it clear that creating and bcgctting are not the same thing, For more on

thar distinction, check out our volume on the Trinity

" “Gen 5:1-3 should be read as the transmission of humanity’s divine likeness” (Peterson, The Imago Dei as Human ldentity,
48). Carmen Imes disagrees and suggests that Genesis 5:1-3 implies Adam’s kinship with God as an analogy to Seths
kinship with Adam. Sce Carmen Joy Imes, Being Gods Image: Why Creation Still Matters (InterVarsity Press, 2023), 32.



Right before thisverse, God hadjust givcn human bcings pcrmission to kill and eat animals (scc
Genesis 9:3). But here God draws the line and makes it clear that even though were allowed to
kill animals, we're not allowed to kill fellow human bcings. \X/hy? Because unlike animals, humans
are images of God. In other words, the fact that we image God is the reason why murder (and
maybc violence in gencral) is erong.13

In the New Testament the emphasis changes dramatically. Itis Jesus who is the true image
of God (Colossians 1:15; 2 Corinthians 4:4), and Christians are destined to be formed into the
image of Jesus (Romans 8:29; 1 Corinthians 15:49). Jesus becomes the ultimate example of
what it means to look like God, and Christians are called to follow that cxample by looking as
much like Jesus as we possibly can, a task we will only achieve at the end of all time. How does
this New Testament idea that Jesus is God's image fic with the Old Testament idea chat every
human being is God’s image? How can it be true that we dontyetimage God, but we will if we
follow Jesus, and also true that everyone, whether Christian or not, already images God simply
by being human?

In order to answer this question, we have to go on a long journey and explore how God’s
image has been understood by Christians throughout the centuries. We will take many surprising
twists and turns before we arrive at a final answer. We will bcgin by cxploring the idea that all
human beings are images of God. But while we are doing this, we must remember in the back
of our minds that for Christians the imagc of God is Jesus, and we will save our discussion of

that until we get to the end.

" “In Genesis 9:6, creation in God's image becomes a basis for punishing the evil of murder” (Kilner, Dignity and Destiny,
95).On the problcms accounting forthe /magg Deiinhumansas distinguishcd from animals, sce Dylar\ Belton, Hominins,
Apes,and the Imago Dei, Church Life Journal, 5 Seprember 2024,






1. MYSTERY
Mysterious God

The first thing Christians have always insisted on is that bcing imagcs of God does normean God
is like a human being. This might sound paradoxical but it has always been a really important
pointsince the beginning of Christian reflection. The Carly Church fought hard against rcversing
the direction of similarity, pointing out that it does not say God is in the image of human beings.
One of the main “errors thcy wanted to avoid, according to Lucy Peppiatt, was ‘the mistake
of anthropomorphizing God or bringing him down to our level.” or in other words, creating
God in our imagc.”

In fact, the tendency to imagine God as like a human being is a constant temptation that
the whole Jewish and Christian tradition has been vigilant against right since its inception. The
second of the Ten Commandments forbids making any statuc of God in the image or likeness
[demuth] of anything, whether human or otherwise (see Exodus 20:4). Jews and Israclites took
this extremely seriously, to the point that idolatry was the gravest offense you could commic
against God. The prophct [saiah chundered against not only physical imagcs of God but also

mental ones:

Isaiah 46:5
To whom will you liken me and make me equal,

and compare me, as though we were alike?

Isaiah is asking a rhetorical question on God's behalf. He does not want you to answer “ourselves,
because Genesis tells us we are images of God!” He wants you to answer ‘nobody. to understand
that God is beyond understanding. God is not like any created thing and therefore he cannot
be visualised, dcpictcd, or imagined.

Thar is Why the warning against idols does not apply only to physical objccts. [talso applics
to images of God in our minds. As Bruce Ellis Benson says, “Idols are images we create” - both
physical and mental images. “Even though we think they represent God, they actually represent
God as we have created him.”® Human bcings have always tended to project their own imagc
onto theiridea of God, and philosophers have always criticised them for it. A philosopher from

the fifch century BC. called chophancs pointcd out:

1 Peppiatt, The Imago Dei 11. Similarly lan McFarland writes that “the cpistcmological implications of our having been
made in God’s image do not simply providc a smoke screen for an idolatrous reversal of roles, in which we make God
in ours, McFarland, The Divine lmage, viii.

* Bruce Ellis Benson, Graven Ideologies: Nietzsche, Derrida & Marion on Modern Idolatry (InterVarsicy Press, 2002), 22.



Ethiopians say that their gods are flac-nosed and dark,

Thracians that theirs are blue-cyed and red-haired."

He said this to make fun of how the different nations around the world have gods who look very

much like themselves. He then uses this point to make a more dcvastating critiquc:

If oxen and horses and lions had hands,

and were able to draw with their hands and do the same things as men,

horses would draw the shapes of gods to look like horses

and oxen to look like oxen, and each would make the gods bodies have the same

shapc as thCy themselvcs had.”

chophancs is mocking the “coincidence” that the human gods always look like humans. If there
was a community of rational horses, they would invent a god who looked like a horse. The same
for oxes, lions, or any other animal. This critique is taken up again by the great Cightecnth—ccn—

tury philosopher, David Hume. In his treatise on religion, he writes:

The Brahmins asserr, that the world arose from an infinite spider, who spun this
whole complicated mass from his bowels, and annihilates afterwards the whole or
any part of it, by absorbing it again, and resolving it into his own essence. Here is
aspecies of cosmogony, which appears to us ridiculous; because a spider is a little
contcmptiblc animal, whose operations we are never likcly to take for a model of
the whole universe. But still here is a new species of analogy, even in our globe. And
were there a planet wholly inhabited by spiders, (which is very possible,) this
inference would there appear as natural and irrefragable as that which in our

planetascribes the origin of all things to design and intelligence.

Hume takes the same idea as Xenophanes: if there were a planet of, their god would be a giant
Spider who spun the Universe into bcing. Thatwould be Cqually as plausiblc to them as the idea
of a human-like mind creating the Universc is to us humans.

But Xenophanes did not mean to imply there were no gods or that the gods were pure fictions.

On the contrary, he wanted to get rid of all the human-imagined gods who were getting in the

¢ Citedin S.Marc Cohen ctal, eds, Readings in Ancient Greek Philosophy: From Thales to Aristorle, 2nd ed (Hackett, 2000, 22.
" Cited in Cohen ctal, Readings in Ancient Greek Philosophy, 22. Greck:

“ AN €l ToLyelpag <y > elyov Boec g Movtee, ig ypdbau yelpeaat kol Epyo TEAED dwep dvdpec, immot uév 6 tnmoiot, Boec O¢
A elToyeipac <y > ey 2 ypérye eip pyLTENew dep itvSp uev 5
Te @ovcf‘w opolog ol <ke> Beav idéoc Eypadov xal gopat’ émolovy To1df’ olov TeEp Ko ovTOl Sém; ebyoy éyoiovf'

% David Hume, Dm/ogﬂe; C TOm‘gmmgNﬂmm/ Rf/zgz’wz, part7.



way ofsecking the true God. As Henri de Lubac says, “his purpose is to recall man to the divine

when he loses himself among the gods he has fashioned.” Xenophanes concludes by saying:

God s one, greatest among gods and men, not at all like mortals in body or
2

thought.

The carly Church Father, Clement of Alexandria, used these sayings of chophancs to
show how similar ancient Greek philosophy is to Christianity.”! Both traditions want to do the
same thing: demolish idols, false conceptions of God, so as to getto the true God who can be
compared to nothing,

Even David Hume did not mean to suggest that belief in God is irrational or absurd, even
though most people understand him that way today. He ends his treatise on religion by saying
that, once we have realised how badly our reasoning can lead us astray and cause us to create gods

in our own imagc, the only cure foritis to turn to what God has told us abouc himself in the Bible:

The most natural sentiment which a Wcll~disposcd mind will feel on this occasion, is
a longing desire that Heaven would be pleascd to dissipatc this profound ignorance,
by affording some more particu[ar revelation to mankind, and making discoveries
of the nature, attributes, and operations of the Divine objcct of our faith. A person,
scasoned with ajustsense of the impcrfections of natural reason, will ﬂy to revealed
truth with the greatest avidity. To be a philosophical Sceptic is the first and most

essential step towards being a sound, believing Christian.™

The Bible itself makes the same pointin the apostle Paul’s lecter to the Romans. Paul says thac

human ignorance and wickedness led to idolatry, which he describes this way:

Romans 1:22-23
Claiming to be wise, they became fools; and they exchanged the glory of the
immortal God for images [eikona] rcscmbling amortal human bcing or birds or

four-footed animals or repriles.

" Henri de Lubac, 7he Discovery of God, trans. Alexander Dru and Mark Sebanc (Eerdmans, 2015), 5.

* Cited in Cohen eval, Readings in Ancient Greek Philosophy, 22. Greek: “ Eig feé¢, v ve Geoior o infipdmorot uéiotog, ob
Tl 3éyag ewrroimv opoliog obdE Vo Eux.”

2 St. Clement of Alexandria, Stromata V.14.109; V114 In fact, the only reason we have these sayings of chophancs is
because they are preserved in this text by St. Clement.

2 David Hume, Dm/ogﬂe; C TOm‘gmmgNﬂmm/ Rf/zgz’wz, part 12



According to Paul, itis the hcight of foolishness to suppose thatthe “giory of the immortal God”
can be compared to an “image resembling a mortal human being” — what two things could be
more differenc? Yet Paul is not denying the insight in Genesis — rather, he is insisting that this

insight cannot be reversed. God is not an image of humanity.

Mysterious Humanity

On the contrary, Christians throughout the ages have taken the exact opposite lesson from
saying that human beings are God's image: just as God is an inexhaustible mystery, so cach
individual human bcing is an inexhaustible mystery. [t is not that we can understand God by
looking at ourselves: rather, just as God cannot be understood, so human nature also cannot
be understood. St. Augustinc, one of the most influential theoiogians in the whole Christian

tradition, wrote that God

made also man after His own image and likeness, in the mind: for in that is the
imagc of God. This is the reason Why the mind cannot be comprehcndcd even by

itself because in it is the image of God.”

Similarly the fourth-century theologian, St. Gregory of Nyssa, argued thatif human nature were

comprchcnsibic, then it would not be imaging God propcriy:

The imagc is propcriy an image SO iong as it lacks nothing of what is conceived in
the archetype; but where it falls from its likeness to the prototype, in that respecr it
is not an image. Therefore, since one of the things contcmplatcd rcgarding the di-
vine nature is incomprehensibility of essence, it is wholly necessary that in this
point also the image should have the imitation of the archetype. For if the nature
of the image were comprchcndcd, while the prototype is above comprchcnsion, the
contrariety of the things contcmplatcd would prove the defect of the image. Burt
since the nature of our intellect, which is in accordance with the image of the
Creator, evades knowledge, it has an accurate likeness to the transcendent one,

figuring by its own unknowability the incomprehensible nature.”

3 St Augustine, O the Creed, to the Catechumens 2. Latin: “Fecit et hominem ad imaginem ct similitudinem suam in
mente: ibi est enim imago Dei; ideo mens ipsa non potest comprchcndi necase ipsa, ubi est imago Dei.” “Fecit et ho-
minem ad imaginem et similitudinem suam in mente: ibi est enim imago Dei; ideo mens ipsanon potest comprchcndi

nec ase ipsa, ubi est imago Dei”

% St Gregory of Nyssa, On [bw\/lmé[ﬂg ofﬂ/[mz X1.3-4. Greck: 9 youp elicory wg 6 év uedevi Aelnron Tev ket T pyéruTov



You might be tcrnptcd to think that this makes the whole discussion useless. If we cant unders-
tand what it means to be in God's image, then what use is the idea and what more is there to
talk about? But to call human nature a mystery has important implications for all attempts to
explain human behaviour through sociology, psychology, neuroscience, and other methods of
inquiry that leave no room for a mystery at the core ofbcing human.

To call the image a mystery means that Christians cannot be reductionistic about human
nature. To be reductionistic is to say that 2 human bcing is “nothing other than” or “nothing
more than”a set of determinate ateributes. For example, a physicist might say thathuman beings
are “nothing other than”a collection of atoms, a chemist that we are “nothing other than” a set
of chemical interactions, or a neuroscientist that we are “nothing other than” a chain of neural
synapses. To say this entails dcnying that there is any such thing asa “soul” or “spirit” as pcoplc
typically understand them. It also means that free will is an illusion: we are predictable links in
a long chain of cause-and-effect that started with the hig bang

Fora long time in the West, this reductionistic way of thinking aboutourselves hasbeen influential.
The rise of modern science has helped us understand the physical world so much better than ever
bcforc, and has givcn us the tools to master it. We now chink ofcvcrything that exists in mathematical
and geometrical ways, structured by acoms, moved by energy, and operating in three dimensions,
Buc this great success in the natural world has also tcmptcd us to start thinking of ourselves along
the same lines. Human bcings are seen as nothing more than a collection of particlcs inauniverse
that is itself a near-infinite collection of particlcs. Our humanity is mcrcly part of the machincry
of the material world. This leads us to picture human hcings as mcrcly computers with biological
hardware. Thinking is mcrcly information proccssing. When we conceive of humans as machines,
it makes it casier to suppose that you could upload your brain to a hard drive, or that ChatGPT is
rcally asentient mind just like you. Our mctaphors do this even unconsciously, when we say that
were “hard wired” or “programmed” to do something, But even when we use these metaphors we
are implying that we had no freedom to do anything, no creative potcntial.

But when we engage in scientific observation, we must always remember that there is one
hugc and insurmountable difference between human bcings and cvcrything else that we could
possibly observe. The difference is that we ourselves are the very thing we are trying to observe.
And therc’s a big problem with trying to observe yourself: its completely impossible to do it

objcctivcly and ncuti‘ally. G.XK. Chesterton puts it this way:

VOOUUEVWY, Kuplwg ETTLY ety kot & 3 av Sloméo-iq THG TPOG TO TPWTOTUTOY OUOLOTYTOG, KT EKELVO TO LEPOG ElkyY olK
¢oTLY- 0UKODY éml&‘q &y TRV TEpL TIY Beioy qn’)u‘w eswpovuévwv ¢oTITO zimaw’c)w]ﬁfov Tijg ovalog: drvéryicn Tio Kol TOUTE THY
elcbveL TPOG TO BpYETUTIOV EYEly THY puiunaty.

Ei Yop 7| pev Tig eidvog dbatg m‘rs)\au@éws‘ro, T 0% TPWTSTUTOV ITIEp mtéc)xmi/w V- 1) EvavmidTng TV ém@ewpovuévwv 0
SuuapTnuévoy TiC eikdvoc Stheyyey- ¢Tedd) Ot Stededyel TV YY@ W 1) KT TOV VobY ToV iuéTepoy dUate, ¢ EoTL T eikéve ToD

! t &
Krioevtog, dicpipn mpoa o Umepkeiuevov éyel iy buotdTiTe, T ko auTov dyviaTe Yepaxpiluny T dxatihnmtoy dlow.”
& o |



The same frigid and detached spirit which leads to success in the Study of astro-
nomy or botany leads to disaster in the study of mythology or human origins. Icis
necessary to cease to be a man in order to do justice toa microbe; it is not neces-
sary to ceasc to be a man in order to dojusticc to men. That same suppression of
sympathics, that same waving away of intuitions or gucss-work which make a man
prctcrnaturaiiy cleverin dcaiing with the stomach of a spidcr, will make him preter-
naturaily stupid in dcaiing with the heart of man. He is making himself inhuman in

ordcr to undcrstand humanity.zs

Scienceis an excellent tool for so many things. But there are some aspects of human experience
that it can never touch or hcip with. For cxampie, a scientist can observe me drinking acup of
coffec: she could put my brain in an MRI scanner and observe the synapses, comparing them
with how my brain operates when I'm doing other thingsi But no matter how many different
tools she uses to observe me, none of them will ever tell her what it fecls like to drink a cup of
coffee. Thatis bcyond the limits of what science can do.

Tharis Why the human condition cannot be cxhaustivciy or compictciy cxpiaincd by science.
From a Christian perspectivc there is aiways somcthing surprising, dccp, and unpredictabic,
something holy and inaccessible, about being human. Human nature can never be fully explai-
ned or capturcd by scientific or social-scientific anaiysis. These may be Cnorrnousiy hcipfui for
medicine and breakchroughs in health and well-being, and they may increase our understanding
of ourselves in many ways, but they never give us a complete understanding such that nothing
more can be learned.

But we must not misunderstand what it means to call human nature a mystery. A mystery
is not something you are forbidden to ask about or learn about. Rather, it is something you
can never stop icarning about. That is why when we ask what it means to be imagcs of God,
mystery is the first, but not the last, thing we can say. That is why Augustine and Gregory, after
calling the image of God a mystery, go on to say many other things about it. Yet even as we
unfold the many dimensions in which we image God, we must never lose sight of the fact thac
nonc of them is meant to be a complete and exclusive explanation. All of them are rooted ina
prior commitment to the mystery of being a creature who is an image of the transcendentand

incomprchcnsibic God.

» G.K. Chesterton, Heretics (Catholic Way Publishing, 2014).
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2. CREATIVITY

For cxamplc, Christians believe that one of the ways we imagc God is in creative cxpi‘ession,
culture, art, and invention. But to say this does not mean that we understand what makes someone
creative or how creativity works. The creative sparl( in humanity remains a mysterious source
for works of transcendent and awe-inspiring beaury.

In this context, crcativity means not only all kinds of art - painting, music, literature, poctry,
theatre, architecture, film, radio - but also scientific and technological inventiveness. Human
hcings show the image of their Creator l)y using their imagination to producc things that are
beautiful and useful, pcrhaps even things that had never been thought of before.

Why do Christians think we image God in creativity? Simply by looking at Genesis 1 in con-
text. lfyou start rcading the Bible from the bcginning until youget to the creation ofhumanity
in God’simage, what have you learncabout God so far? The whole chapter has been about God
creating: he is a God who creates!™ Dorothy Sayers, a member of the famous Inklings club in

Oxtord, purtit this way:

Had the author of Genesis anything particular in his mind when he wrote [that
humanity is in God’simage]? ... In the passage leading up to the statement about
man, he has givcn no detailed information about God. ... But when we turn back to
sce what he says about the original upon which the ‘image” of God was modelled,
we find only the single assertion, ‘God created.” The characteristic common to God

and man is apparcntly that: the desire and the ahility to make thingsir

Pope St. John Paul T likewise said that “the opening page of the Bible presents God as akind of
exemplar of everyone who produces a work: the human craftsman mirrors the image of God as
Creator.™ But neither Dorothy Sayers nor John Paull [T were the first to have chisidea. Iealready
appears in the writings ofa ﬁfth—ccntury bishop called Theodoret onyi‘us. In his commentary

on Genesis, when he gets to Genesis 1:27 he writes:

In imitation of the Creator, man also creates houses, walls, cities, harbors, ships,

docl(yards, chariots, and countless other things, including likenesses of heaven,

* “The portrayal of God in Genesis 1 is crucial ... becausc of the clear assertion of 1:26-27 that humanity is created to be
Gods image and likeness. Whatever else it might mean, this suggests minimally that the human vocation is modeled on

the nature and actions of the God portrayed in Genesis 1" (Middleton, The Liberating mage, 60).
¥ Dorothy L. Sayers, The Mind of the Maker (Meridian Books, 1956), 17.
* Pope Saint John Paul II, Letter to Artists, (April 4,1999).23 April 1999, 1.



representations of the sun, moon, and stars, and images of‘pcoplc and brute beasts?
Notice how, for Theodoret, every activity that produccs culture is creative, not only the things we
typically call “art.” Building a house ora ship is a creative act that mirrors God's creative action™
Nevertheless, all these thcologians are clear that human crcativity is also radically unlike
Godss, because only God can create from nothing, Human creations always use material and
ideas that alrcady existed.” The Bible cmphasiscs the distinction by reserving the Hebrewword
“create” (bara’) for God alone. Every single time the word bara’appears in the Old Testament, ic

is God who is the agent. Theodoret puts it this way:

The difference in creating is infinite. The God of the universe creates from both the
existent and the non-existent, and, without effort or lapse of time, puts his inten-
tion into effect as soon as he wills it. But a human bcing who sets out to make an
object requires material, as well as tools, planning, consideration, time, effort, and
the assistance of other trades. The builder requires a bronze smith, and the bronze
smith a mctallurgist and a charcoal maker, and all of these require woodcutters,
while woodcutters require planters and farmers; every trade borrows what it needs
from the others. Yet crcating even in this fashion, the human bcing to some extent

imitates the Creator as an image its airchctypc.32

But even though human “crcativity” is only avague, shadowy image of God’s radical creativity,
it is nonetheless something every human being does, not only creative artists and scientific

inventors. Saycrs points out:

Evcrybody is a “maker” in the simplest meaning of the term. We spcnd our lives put-

* Theodoret of Cyrus, Questions on the Octatench XX. Greek: “Snuiovpyztyép ot évBpwmos xortit piynoty Tov memorqedtog
Ozov il olide, Ko Telyn, kol ToNeLC, m‘t)uy.évoa;, KO VoG, Kol VEGpLaL, Kol BipLortor, Kol ETepe |uuplo, 010y 0Dpayou EXTUTIG AT
K kv, kel GEG, Kot o Tépor ivdorhuortar, et evBpermwy et (v dh ywy elicdvars.”

% “The human calling as imago Deiis itself dcvclopmcntal and transformative and may be hclpfully understood as
equivalent to the labor or work of forming culture or developing civilization™ (Middleton, 7he Liberating mage, 89).

3 “There is a decisive difference berween human and divine creativity: God created the whole world out of nothing

in a creatio ex nihilo, whereas the human being can be creative only on the basis of something that is already in place”

(Welz, Humanity in God's Image, 214).

? Theodoret of Cyrus, Questions on the Octatench XX. Greek: 3% dmelpoy TO T 37] uovpiog B(dq)opw, 6 LV Yop TWY
ke Oedg wcart 6 Sy o i 1y OO0 “vrory Snpovpyet kont dtyer wbvou ot ypbvov- e yap e povhniven mepdrye1 1o S6Eay.
évBpwmog 8% Sevtou ey Uhng, Sertau 8 el opydvemv, kel Bovdng, etk evBupfigeny, kol 3 pévov, kel TV, kel Tey Ve ETEpLY el
TIV TOU YEVOUEVOD KaTaaKEVAY- 6 Yeip 0ikodbpog Serton yorhickns, kel 0UTwe ERATTY Téy v Topi Twv EIhwy Teyveyy TV oikelory
tpeevilleon ypetay. akher ot 0BT Suovpywv, 6 dvBpwmog wyterton dun Y4 T TOV TOWTHY 6 etdyy TO dpyéTumon.”
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ting matter togcthcr in new patterns and so “crcating” forms which were not there
before. ... Though we cannot create matter, we continually, by rearrangement, create

new and uniquc entities.”?

Thatis why the Christian tradition, by and large, is hugcly enthusiastic about art and culcure. We
love to support anyone who wants to image God in their creative expression. Over the centu-
ries Christians have produced countless beautiful paintings, music, architecture, and liceracure.
From Dante’s Divine Comedy to John Milton’s Paradise Lost, some of the most epic licerature
in history is Christian—inspircd. \Wcalthy Christians have also been patrons of the arts, putting
their money behind stunning artistic projects like Michelangelo painting the Sistine Chapel,
or Leonardo da Vinci painting the Last Supper.

Yet in spite of all of this, human creativity is and will always remain a mystery. As the con-
temporary thinker lain McGilchrist says, “creativity is such an clusive phenomcnon that one
has to be creative oneself in how to approach i, since it cant be summoned at will, and the
very act ofattcnding to it inhibits it.”** The creative spark cannot be produccd atwill. You can
train people in art or literature, but all that really does is refine and bring out whatever talent
was alrcady there before you started. There is no guarantced method for producing a highly
creative individual. This is also truc of scientific discovery, which many people dont realise. A
new scientific invention always needsan imaginative lcap atacertain stage inthe process. Asthe
biologist Peter Medawar purit, “Every discovery, every enlargement of the understanding, begins
asan imaginative preconception of what the truth might be. The imaginativc preconception —a
‘hypothesis' - arises by a process as casy or as difficult to understand as any other creative act of
mind; it is a brainwave, an inspired guess, a product of ablaze ofinsight. [t comes anyway from

within and cannot be achieved by the exercise of any known calculus of discovcry.”35

3 Saycrs, The Mind /y/ the Maker,21-22. The cllipsis includes the sentence “Inasense, even this kind of creation is creation
out of nothingm which is confusing in the context of our argument. Sayers believes in the traditional doctrine of crea-
tion ex nihilo. She is saying that we cant litcrally create out of nothing, but we do somcthing atiny bit like it whenever
we rearrange existing things into a structure that is new, whether chis is painting a beautiful landscape, composing an
cnchanting7 mclody, writingamoving novel or producing acure fora terminal disease. All of these things bring newness
and bcauty into the world and in doing themwe participate in Gods limitless creativity. As Welz writes, “Our creativity

refers back to our crearor’s creativity” (Welz, mem’[] in Godi/magf, 67).

3 Tain McGilchrist, 7he Matter with ﬂii}zgx: Our Brains, Our Delusions and the Unmaking yffbf World Volume I The Ways
to Truth (Perspectiva Press, 2025), 326.
® P B.Medawar, Advice to a Young Scientist (Basic Books, 2008), 84.






3.FREEDOM

If human creativity is ultimatcly mysterious, then human freedom is pcrhaps even more mys-
terious. When we say that human beings have free will, this does not imply that we have full
comprchension of what makes us free or how our freedom relates to the physical world of
causc-and-cffect in which we find ourselves. With a few exceptions, the Christian tradition
has held that we are not machines whose outputs would be 100% predictable if you knew the
inputs. When faced with a choice of alternatives, we can really and truly choose, meaning thac
we could have chosen otherwise.* But we have no complete explanation of what makes free
will possible. It remains mysterious how we have the freedom to choose between two or more
actions in a way that is not pre—determincd by those laws, even though our brains are part of
our bodics and governed by the laws of physics and biology. To hold that we are free prevents
us from bcing reductionistic: it protects the mystery rather than Cxplaining it.

Christians believe that freedom is an image of God because God s free.”” Like creativity, this
is also somcthing we learn if we look carcfully atwhat Genesis 1 says about God. Unlike many
other stories of the origin of the world in the ancient Near East, the God revealed in Genesis 1
isa Godwho frccly chose to create the world. He did not have to create it, and he did not create
it to satisfy some need or lack in himself. He created it out of his entirely free choice as a sign
of his abundant overﬂowing lite.®® Now, our freedom is an impcrfect imagc because we do not
have the radical freedom that God has. God’s freedom is unlimited. Human freedom is always
limited and constrained by our circumstances, our needs, and our possibilitiesi

Freedom is the highest way that humans are images of God in the view of Tertullian, the

great third—ccntury African thcologian and apologisti Tertullian writes that

Man was crcated by GOC] asa ﬁ”CC man, VVitl’l power to ChOOSC, anc] pOWCf TO act, EOI'

himself. I can think of no clearer indication in him of God’s image and likeness

3 The Catholic Church afhrmed this view in the Second Vatican Council in these words: “authentic freedom is an
cxccptional sign of the divine image within man. For God has willed that man remain under the control of his own
decisions, so that he can seek his Creator spontancously, and come ﬁ'ccly to utter and blissful pcrfcction through loyalty
to Him. Hence man's dignity demands that he act according toa knowing and free choice thatis pcrsonal[y motivated

and prompted from within, not under blind internal impulse nor by mere external pressure” (Guasudinm et Spes 17).

¥ Other important thinkers who associate free will with the Zzago Dei: St Thomas Aquinas (see On Truth, q. 24, A. 2,
SC); St. John Damascene (see The Orthodox Faith 2.12).

# “Teis no argument of the emptiness or dcﬁcicncy of a fountain, thar it is inclined to overflow” (Jonathan Edwards,
‘Dissertation on the End for Which God Created the World. in 7he Warks of Jonathan Edwards, AM, with an Essay on
His Genius and Writings, by Henry Rogers; and a Memoir by Sereno E. Dwight, in Tivo Volumes. Vol. 1 Rev. and Corrected [Ball,
Arnold, and Co, 18401, 102,2009-00217-005).
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than this, the outward Cxprcssion of God’s own dignity.39

Tertullian points out that the very idea ofmorality dcpends upon free will. It doesnt make
sense to command someone to do something unless they are able to do it. One does not
command a worm to walk. Nor is there any point in commanding someone to do somcthing
they were going to do anyway because they had no choice. One does not command a river to
flow. A command is only rcasonably given to someone with the freedom to obcy or disobeyﬁ‘o

Tertullian puts it chis way:

No law could have been imposed upon one who had not in his own power the
submission due to the law: nor again, could a threat of death be attached to trans-
gression, unless contempt of the law could have been blamed upon the man’s
freedom of choice. So too could you find it in the Creator’ later laws: he sets before
man good and evil, life and death: for that whole course of discipline laid down in
precepts, in which God warns and threatens and exhorts, assumes throughout that
man is posscsscd of both libcrty and initiative, cither to submit or to dcspisc. .. Soit
was necessary that God'’s image and likeness should be endowed with free choice
and pcrsonai initiative, so that in it chis very fact of freedom and initiative might be
accounted the image and likeness of God: and with this in view there was given to
the man chat substance which should be of this dignity, namcly, the breach of God,

who himself is frec and possesses personal initiative. !

» Tcrtuliian,Agd/‘rzyl/l/[ﬂn‘/'orz [1.5. Translation modified. Latin: “Liberum et sui arbitrii et suae potestatis invenio hominem

adeo institutum, nullam magis imaginem et similitudinem dei in illo animadvertens quam eius modi status formam.”

% St. Bernard of Clairvaux makes the same pointin the twelfth century: “Onwhatbasis, in fact, can one impute anything
toaman, whether good or bad, ifhe s nocknown to have the free disposal of himself? Necessity excuses from both. For
necessity’s presence means freedom’s absence; and where there is no freedom, neither is there merit, nor consequently
judgment” (On Grace and Free Choice115). Latin: “Ceterum quod suiliberum non esse cognoscitur, quo pacto vel bonum
civel malum imputatur? Excusat nempe utrumque necessitas. Porro ubi necessitas est, libertas non est; ubi libertas non
est, nec mericum, ac per hoc nec iudicium.” Bernard also sees freedom as the primary way we image God. He speaks of
“freedom of choice, by which it was made in the image ot him who created it” (On Grace and Free Choice V1.19). Latin:
.. libertate arbitrii, in qua ad imaginem utique ipsius.”

" Tercullian, Against Marcion 11.5-6. Lacin: “Non enim poneretur lex ei qui non haberet obsequium debitum legi in sua
potestate, nec rursus COmminatio mortis transgressioni adscriberetur, si non et contemptus lcgis in arbitrii libertatem
homini dcputarcturi Sicetin posteris lcgibus creatoris invenias, proponentis ante hominem bonum et malum, vitam et
mortem, sed nec alias totum ordinem disciplinac per praecepta dispositum, avocante deo et minante et exhortante, nisi
ctad obsequium etad contemprum libero ervoluntario homine. Oporteba igitur imaginem et similicudinem deiliberi
arbitrii et suac potestatis institui in qua hoc ipsum imago ct similitudo dei deputareeur, arbitrii scilicet libertas et potestas,

in quam rem ci substantia homini accommodata est quac huius status esset, afHatus dei utique liberi et suac potcstatisi”



The same line ofrcasoning appears in St. Ephrem the Syrian, the great fourth—ccntury mystical

theologian and hymn writer. Ephrem gives his own interpretation of the Bible passage like chis:

And God said: Let us make man in our image: thatis to say, endowed with authority to

the point that if it seems good to him he will obcy us. 2

For when God created him, He ... gave him freewill so that he might govern accor-

ding to his will.#

For Ephrem, the freedom to obey or disobey God is one of the most precious and yet most
dangcrous gif[s God could have given us, because it makes us more like God than anything that
is not free. He wrote a prayer that begins, “Lord, you have magnified the small [human] body
above all other created things by Cndowing itwith free will.™

Why is freedom more Godlike than anything else? Because only freedom gives you the
ability to love, and love is not only the greatest virtue in the Bible (sec e.g. 1 Corinthians 13;
Colossians 3:14; Matthew 22:37-40), but also God himself is love (1 John 4:7-12). Thus free-
dom s the necessary basis of the great drama of the human story and the risk that God took in
creating humanity. God created us so that he might live forever with him ina union of perfect
love. As St. Anselm prays in the eleventh century: “you have created in me this image of you so
that I may remember you, think of you, and love you.™ Love that is forced is no love at all, so
in order that we might truly love, God created us free: free to return God's love or to reject ic4
Ephrem writes that God “could have forced us to please him without any trouble to himself, but
instead he roiled by every means so that we might act plcasingly to him of our own free will.™

The image of God cannot be erased in any human being and is shared by all human beings

alike.® Since freedom is one of the ways weare imagcs of God, it follows that every human bcing

= St. Ephrem the Syrian, Commentary on Genesis 1129, Translation by Robert Murray in “The Ephremic Tradition and
the Theology of the Environment, Hugoye 2. no. 1 (2010): 70.

St Ephrem the Syrian, Sermons on Fairh 3.31-34. Translation byJoscph Alencherryin Manas the Image of Godin the
Excgesis of Ephrem the Syrian] Ephrem’s Theological Journal 25, n0.1/2 (2021): 12.

“ St Ephrcm the Syrian, Hymns against Heresies 1 1. Translation by Sebastian Brock in Sebastian P Brock, 7he Luminous
Eye: The Spiritual World Vision of Saint Ephrem (Cistercian Publications, 1992), 34.

® St. Anselm, Proy/(/gion 1. Latin: “creasti in me hanc imaginem tuam, ut tui memor te cogitem, te amem.”

% “Man is the image of God through his capacity to love and know God. And he realizes his potential as a man to the
extent thathe realizes this capacity” (Cardinal Christoph Schnborn, Maz, the Image of God: The Creation of Man as Good
News [Ignatius Press, 2011],52). “We image God in loving” (Hall, Zzaging God, 132).

7 St. Ephrem the Syrian, Hymns on Faith 31.5. Translation by Sebastian Brock in Brock, 7he Luminous Eye, 35.

“The first characteristic of the divine image is its universality, and this universality is explained in its turn by the fact

that we h;lVC to dO hcrc Wi[l’l no mere accidcntal charactcr supcraddcd to human nature, but \Vi[h human naturc itSCH:



has ﬁ'CC Wl” and cannot IOSC it no matter what thcy dO. Ephrcm writes that “ﬂ]C nature OEOUI’

free will is the same in everyone.™ Bernard of Clairvaux puts it chis way:

Freedom ... belongs alike to God and to every rational creature, good or bad.
Neither by sin nor by suﬂ:cring isit lost or lessened: nor is it greater in the just man
than in the sinner, nor fuller in the angel than in the man. ... Freedom of will thus
continues to exist, even where the mind is captive, as full in che bad as in che good
;and as complete in its own way in the creature as in the Creator, yet more power-
fully in the Creator.”

In other words, your freedom may be severely constrained - by imprisonment, slavery, or ad-
diction - but even then, your will s still free because nobody can control what you want, what

you think, and llOW you ChOOSC to rcspond.

Slavery

Iffreedom is core to who we are and if every human bcing is equally free, it follows that to dcprivc
someonc of their freedom is to refuse to acknowledge their humanity. And if freedom is what
makes us in God’s image, then to dcny someones freedom is to blasphcmc God. Grcgory of
Nyssa concluded from this that all forms of slavery are a violation of the image of God and an
abomination. This wasa groundbreaking insight inatime when slavc:ry was somucha part oflife
thatitwas almost impossiblc to imagine socictywithout it. Even the great philosophcr Aristotle
believed thatsome pcoplc were ‘natural slaves” — born to be owned and used by others who were
“naturally free.”' But the revolution in ideas brought about by the Christian concept of human

nature SlOle and gradually changed that. Addrcssing an imaginary owner OfSIZlVCS, GngOl‘y

taken in ics constitutive essence” (Exienne Gilson, he Spirit of Mediaeval Philosophy, rrans. A.H. C. Downes [University
of Notre Dame Press, 19911, 210). He then lists a number of places where this is taught in the Christian tradition: St.
Gregory of Nyssa, St. Thomas Aquinas, St. Bonaventure, and John Duns Scotus.

“ St. Ephrem the Syrian, Sermons on Church 2.18. Translation by Sebastian Brock in 7he Luminous Eye, 35.

% St. Bernard of Clairvaux, On Grace and Free Choice IV.9. Latin: “Libertas ... acque et indifferenter Deo universae que
tam malae quam bonae, rationali convenit creaturac Nec peccato, nec miseria amitticur vel minuitur; nec maior in iusto
est quam in peccatore, nec plcnior in angclo quamin homine. ... Manet ergo libertas voluntatis, ubi etiam sit captivitas
mentis, tam plcna quidcm in malis quam ctin bonis ... tam integra quoque pro suo modo in creatura quamin Creatore,
sedinillo potcntion”

> See Pierre Pellegrin, Natural Slavery; in 7he Cambridge Companion to Aristorles Politics, cd. Marguerite Deslauriers and

Picrre Destrée, trans. E. Zoli Filotas (Cambridge University Press, 2013).

20



sternly denounced the idea that anyone should be owned, bought or sold by someone else.
But why? What are Gregory’s reasons for being so strongly opposed to slavery? They are
based on what it means to be an image of God: freedom first and foremost. Gregory says that

to deny anyone their freedom is to violate God's law for human nature:

You condemn man to slavery, when his nature is free (eleuthera) and possesses
free will (autexousios), and you lcgislatc in competition with God, ovcrturning his

law for the human species.”

Here Gregory uses two Greek words for freedom: elenthera means political and social freedom,
not bcing aslave, and autexousios means internal freedom, not being ruled by animal impulses.33
Gregory sees the connection between these two ideas: to deprive someonce of eleuthera (external
ﬁ‘eedom) by Cnslaving them is to refuse to acknowlcdgc their God—givcn auntexousios (intcmal
freedom) by which they image their Creator. And because it is an image of the Creator, it cannot
be bought and sold because itis bcyond price. Thus Grc:gory rails againstanyone who claims to

havc bought or SOId a human slavc:

What price did you put on rationality? How many obols did you reckon the equi-
valent of the likeness [gixéva] of God? How many staters did you get for selling
the being shaped by God? God said, lez us make man in our own image [eixéve)] and
likeness [spoiwav] (Gen 1.26). If he is in the likeness [épotétyTa] of God, and
rules the whole carth, and has been granted authority over everything on carth from
God, who is his buycr, tell me? who is his seller? To God alone bclongs this power. ...
God would not therefore reduce the human race to slavery, since he himself, when
we had been enslaved to sin, spontancously recalled us to freedom. Butif God does

not CHSI&VC what is ﬁ'CC, WhO is hC that sets hlS own POWCI' abovc C;Od(S?34

% St. Gregory of Nyssa, Homilies on Ecclesiastes 4.335.5-11. Greek: “Souhela woradicaleic vov dvBpwmov, b dhevépaii dvot
wol abteEodotog, kel dvitvouoBetels 16 Bed, dvatpémey adTod ToV ¢l 7] $io oy,

33 See Maria Mercedés Bcrgad;i, ‘La condamnation de l%sclavagc dans 'Homélie IV, in Gregory aﬂV)/m Homilies on
FEeclesiastes an English version with supporting studies, ed. Stuart George Hall, with International colloquium on Gregory

of Nyssa (de Gruyter, 1993), 191.

3 St. Gregory of Nyssa, Homilies on Ecclesiastes 4.336.8-20. Greek: “méoou xépparos truow t6v Moyov; téooic 6fohois Ty
einéve. oD Beod o’twww’c@yno‘a;; TOTWY GTUTHPWY THY BedmhnoTov q)i)o'w (’Mrwmé)w]aocg; Eimev 6 Beéc¢- TOW|TWUEY &vepwﬂov
ot elicdvonueTépory Kol Opolwoty. ToV xeh’ OpoLdTNTOL TOD Beol byt kol TGS BpYOVTEL THG YIS Kol TAVTLY TG EMLTHG g
i tEouato Tapi Tob Beod mpwatyuevoy Tic & dmeumokav, einé, Tic 6 Gvoluevoc; ubvov Beol o Suvnbiiven TobTo, uaRov
8% 0% ordrol o0 Beol. Apetapédn T yép altod, ¢nol, i yaplounte. odk &y 0bv 6 Oeds THy dvow keTadoulmaeiey, &g ye kol
avBoupéror i 7 dpoptia SovhwBévtag slg EhevBeploy dvexadéoaro. el 8k 6 Bedg ov Sovlol & EhetBepov, Tic & ImepTideic
00 Beod Tipy énwtol SuvaoTeiny;”



But has tl‘lC SCfap OEPQPCL and thC written contract, al‘ld thC COL]nting out Ofobols
deceived you into thinking yourself the master of the image [eixévog] of God?
What {:olly!33

% Greek: @héd Bpoyd BiLiSiov kol 7 &yyeyprupévn ouviicn ot/ T sBokay amapilumons Seométny o Tig eixdvog Tob
Beod elvou mbTnoey; 6 T dvolag” (337.13-15).



4. UNIVERSALITY

But Grcgory does somcthing else too in the above passage. He uses the image of God to show
thatwhat people have in common is more important than what divides them. The slave and the
master are no different rcaHy: thcy both eat, drink, digest, anoy, suffer, breathe, see — all chese

things the same. He gets this idea from Colossians 3:19-21 which says:

Colossians 3:9-11>¢

Do not lie to one another, sccing that you have strippcd off the old self with its
practices and have clothed yourselves with the new self, which is being renewed in
knowlcdgc according to the image [eix®v] of its creator. In that renewal there
is no longer Greek and Jew, circumcised and uncircumcised, barbarian, Scythian,
slave and free; but Christ is all and in all!

This passage is dynamite. The Gospel restores God's image in us — Paul calls it renewal — and chis
ishow the image of Godis pcrfcctcd inus. A renewed and pcrfcctcd image of Godiswhat every
Christian has in common rcgardlcss ofrace, rCligion, social standing, or (Paul adds in Galatians
3:28) gcndcr‘ Grcgory uses this idea to tear apart the idea that there is any real incquality between
slave and master. Everyone, whether slave or free, has a share in the common human condition.

Evcry human bcing cats, slccps, suffers, has dreams, longings, hopcs, disappointmcnts, trials.

What does this power [to own slaves] contribute to youasa person? — not longc—
vity, nor bcauty, nor good healch, nor superiority in virtue. Your origin is from the
$aME ancestors, your life is of the same kind, suffcrings of soul and body prcvail

alike over you who own him and over the one who is subject to your ownership -
pains and plcasurcs, merriment and distress, sorrows and dclights, rages and terrors,
sickness and death. Is there any difference in these things between the slave and his
owner? Do they not draw in the same air as thcy breathe? Do thcy not see the sun in
the same way? Do thcy not alike sustain their bcing by consuming food? Is not the
arrangement of their gues the same? Are not the two one dust after death? [s there

not one judgment for them? - a common Kingdom, and a common Gehenna?”

> AllBible quotations (cxccpt those embedded in another quotation) arc taken from the New Revised Standard Version.
%7 St. Gregory of Nyssa, Homilies on Ecclesiastes 4.337.16-338.14 Greek: “nob oot tit ¢ Seomotelog é¢é§m; obd%Y Yop 6p&
ThEoY TeLpOL TOY UTOYEIPLOV £ TOU GVOUATOG TOL TPOTYEVOILEVOY ﬂ"qv 0D Gvépatos. Tl yap T o) dloeL ) égowioc npoaéeqmv;
ol ypbvov, ol KéIhog, ovk a’)siicw, OV TR KT APETHY TIPOTEPYLLOLTOL EX TGV VTGV GOLT] YEVETLS, OUOLOTPOTIOGH] Zw*q Kot 7O loov
émticporTel T6 Te TG Wuy i kel T8 Tob oeparos mhln 00D Te Tob kuptebovrog weicetvou Tob dmelauypévon T kuptéTTL, 680VAL
wei ebBupien, evpoatven e ddnuovion, Mmew e 180vart, Bupot kel $6Por, véaor ket Bivaror. 1 Ti v TovTol Stdopi Tpdg



Those common human experiences, and not social status, are what rcally matters, says Grcgory.
In other words, the image of God which we share is the most important thing about us - more
important than any of our distinctive traics. In fact, if we compare Genesis 1 to other ancient
Near Eastern texts which talk about the “‘image of the gods.” then we find that chis universalicy
is one of the main points that Genesis 1:27 was trying to get across to its 01‘iginal readers, over
against those other texts in which only the king bears God's image.

One of the simplcst and most effective ways to understand a word or phrasc in the Bible
better is to see what that word or phrase meant in other socicties and religions at the time the
Bible was written. The Bible is not the only ancient text that uses the phrasc “image of God." It
turns out that many ancient Near Eastern nations used the phrase. But what is striking is that
thcy used it only of their kings. [n ancient Mcsopotamia, for cxample, only the king had the
dignity of being an image of God. This clevated the king far above his subjects and gave him a
different status. Only the king was the authorized representative of the gods; only the king was
atrue delegate who could wicld political power. This meant that the king was a natural superior
who deserved the loyalty of his subjc:cts — this was simply part of the natural created order, for
Mesopotamian religion and politics. If you wanted to be on the good side of the gods, you ought
to serve the one who represents them, the one who is their imagcSS

Contrast this with the Genesis story and you see the point clearly and starkly. It implicitly
denies that the king has any natural supcriority toanyone else; it denies chat the king is the only
one with power and authority to rule. All of a sudden, itis all human beings without exception,
men and women alike, who are imagcs and chus dclcgatcs of God” The king is not on a diffe-
rent plane to the rest of humanity: he is just a normal human being in God’s eyes, like you and

me. That is why one scholar says that “In the history ofintcrprctation Genesis 1 came to be

oV S0Thov TG kupiebovTL; 0U TOV ot ThY Ehxovaw dépa Siéx Tob doBuartog; oby houbTeg bp@aL oY #hov; oy buolwg TR TH
Tpoqﬁ]g ﬁpoc@v’]}{y] GUYTNPODaL TYY q)l’)o'w; oby ol abTod TGV GW)\Q“/XV@V doowevai; ov o kdvig ol dvo LETOL TOV Bovarov; oby
£ TO XpITAPLOY; 0 KOt @ao‘l)\sio. ol Yéevver Kom‘];”

> “This privileged function of the king in Mesopotamian royal ideology (which is behind the image of god texts),
together with the purpose of humanity as articulated in Mesopotamian creation myths, would have provided vigorous
lcgitimation of the social hicrarchy of ancient Baby[on and Assyriat If the purpose of the mass of-hum;mity is to serve
the gods and if the king represents those gods as their son and image, then the gods are served prcciscly by serving the
king, who wills the present social order” (Middleton, 7he Liberating Image, 173).

% “Nolonger s the image of God oritsassociated royal language (‘rule or ‘subduc’) applied to only some privileged elite.
Rather, allhuman beings, male and female, are created as God's royal stewards in the world, entrusted with the privileged
task of ru[ing on Godsbehalf.... In the Genesis vision, icis ordmary humans (and not some clite class) who are understood
to be significant historical actors in the arena of carthly life” (Middleton, The Liberating lmage, 204).

 J. Richard Middleton talks about the “democratization” of the imago deivis-a-vis the Mesopotamian contextin which
only the king was an image of God. He writes that the author of Genesis 1 “was acquainted ... with the Mesopotamian
notion of the king asimage ofa god .. [and] intcntiona”y challcngcd this notion with the claim that all humamty was
made in God's imagc” (The Liberating lmage, 145).
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understood by scriptural readers as genuineiy universal in intent and thus functioned as a basis
for human equalicy.™'

Tharis why Christians have always seen the image of God as away ofprociaiming the funda-
mental equality of all people. All human beings are equally images of God simply by virtue of
bcing human, rcgardicss of their social status, gcnder, cthnicity, orany other marker.

Butitis not only the universality of the image of God that is important here. Human beings
have things in common that are not so profound, like gctting drowsy or having anicch. The image
of God s also the most profound thing about humanity, the dccpcst imprint of our idcntity as
human. It does not only transcend all differences due to race, cthnicity, gcndcr ete. —italso is
more important than them. When I am facing ahuman bcing, the simpic fact that thcy are an
imagc of God is the most important thing about them - more important than their skin colour,
age, sex, nationality, or anything else.

And because the image of God is the most important thing about anyone, it is the reason
we havea duty to respect, honour, and love every human bcing. [tis the reason it is wrong to do
harm to others. The fourth-ccntury thcoiogian Lactantius, who became an advisor to Empcror

Constantine, Cxprcsscd it powcrfuily and bcautif—uliy:

I have spoken about what is due to God: now I shall speak about what is due to
other people, although what is due to people still equally relates to God, since hu-
manity is the image of God [homo dei simulacrum est). ... The strongest bond which
unites us is humanity. Anyone who breaks it is a criminal and a parricide. Now it was
from the one human being that God created us all, so that we are all of the same
blood, with the result that the greatest crime is to hate humanity or do them harm.
That is why we are forbidden to develop or to encourage hatred. So if we are the
work of the same God, what else are we but brothers and sisters? The bond which
unites our souls is therefore stronger than that which unites our bodies. ... We must
therefore show humanity if we want to deserve the name of human beings. And
showing humanity means ioving our fellow human bcings because they are human

beings, just as we are oursclves.”

' Middleton, 7he Lz’/wmlz’izg Image, 206.

¢ Lactantius, Divine Institutes V1.10. Lacin: “Dixi, quid debeatur Deo: dicam nune, quid homini eribuendum sit; quanquam
id ipsum quod homini tribueris, Deo tribuitur, quia homo Dei simulacrum est. ... Summum igitur inter se hominum
vinculum est humanitas: quod qui disrupit, nefarius et parricida existimandus est. Nam si ab uno homine, quem Deus
finxit, omnes orimur, certe consanguinei sumus; ct ideo maximum scelus putand um est, odisse bominem, vel nocentem.
Proptcrca Deus pracepit inimicitias per nos nunquam faciendas, semper esse tollendas; scilicet ut cos, qui sint nobis
inimici, necessitudinis admonitos mitigemus. Item si ab uno Deo inspirati omnes et animati sumus, quid aliud quam
fratres sumus? Ex quidem conjunctiores, quod animis, quam quod corporibus. ... Conservanda est igitur humanitas,

si homines recte dici velimus. Id autem ipsum conservare humanitatem, quid aliud est, quam diligcrc hominem, quia
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Colonialism

The univcrsality of the image of God in every human bcing was the impetus for some of the
carliest criticisms of colonialism.

In the late fifteenth century, when the Kingdom of Spain bcgan its conquest of the Americas,
they initially enslaved and exploited the natives they found there.** A whole host of theologians
rose up to denounce this practice asimmoral and un-Christian. In 1511 Dominican friar, Antén
Montesino, gave a sermon to Spanish merchants who had crossed the Adantic drawn by the
lure of wealth, a wealth obrained by cnslaving the natives and using them like beasts of burden.

In what must have been a gripping and dramatic scene, Montesino shouted at them:

You are all in mortal sin and.... you will live and dic in it for the crucley and tyranny
with which you use these innocent pcoplc. Tell me, with what rzgh[, with Whatjm[z’fe
do you hold these Indians in such crucl and horrible slavery? Are they not men?

Do they not have rational souls? Are you not obliged to love them as yourselves? Don't you
understand this**

Although Montesinos sermon does not mention the image of God, he calls them “rational souls”
which as we will see later is one of the most common ways humanity imagcs God according to
most Christians. For Montesino, the Spanish colonialist practices were detestably wicked and
perverse. \X/hy? Simply because thcy were cnslaving human bcings. [t didnt marter if thcy were
another ethnicity, another religion, and spoke another language. Their common humanity was
far more important than anything that made them different to the Spanish colonists.

But there were other interpretations of the image of God that the colonists used to justify
their enslavement of the natives. One of these was that the image of God was lost when Adam
and Eve sinned, and is only restored when someone is baptiscd into the Church. Therefore the
natives are not in the image of God because they are not Christians.

These arguments were refuted by another Dominican friar and progenitor ofhuman rights
was a man called Francisco de Vitoria, at the time the most rcspectcd and influential Catholic
theologian in Europe.” Steeped in the writings of Thomas Aquinas, in 1537 he wrote a treatise
rcfuting all the arguments justifying the dcspicablc way the natives were bcing treated. Vitoria

said that the image of God is something innate in all human beings, not restricted to Christians:

homosit, ctidem quod nos sumus?”

% David Hollenbach, SJ. Humanity in Crisis: Ethical and Religions Response to Refuugees (Georgerown University Press, 2019),27.
¢ Translated by Roger Ruston in Human Rights and the Image of God (SCM Press, 2004), 67.

 Ruston, Human Rights and the Image of God. 70.



“man is the image of God by his inborn nature, that is by his rational powers. Hence he cannot
lose his dominion by mortal sin.” Therefore they have the right to freedom and to govern
themselves, not to be opprcsscd by a foreign governmenteven if that government is Christian.”

The biggest impact, however, was from the cfforts of a third Dominican Friar, Barcolomé¢
de Las Casas. He had not always been opposcd to colonialism. At the age of cightccn he had
moved to a Caribbean island to farm a plot of land using native Americans as slaves. When he
was thirty years oldin 1514, he was rcading the Bible when he came across a passage in the book

of Sirach (a book only found in Catholic and Orthodox Bibles, not most Protestant ones):

Sirach 34:25-27
The bread of the nccdy is the life of the poor; whoever dcprivcs them ofitisa
murderer. To take away a ncighbour’s living is to commit murder; to dcprivc an

Cn]PlOYCC ofwagcs is to Sl’lCd blOOd‘

All of a sudden he saw the entire Spanish conquest of the Americas in a new light. The enslave-
ment ofpcoplcs and scizing of their natural resources were “an abomination in God’s eyes and
must be stoppcd atall cost.”® He dedicated the rest of his life to ﬁghting to end the corrupt and
despicable system and defending the rights of the natives on the basis of their humanity. He
took many approachcs to this. He insisted that Cvcrything that had been taken from the native
Americans - land, possessions, and liberty - should be returned to them. It was part of their
“dominion” which they had been givcn as imagcs of God, and thcy hada right toit: “all of it has
been robbed, unjustly usurped and perversely seized and, in consequence, the Spaniards have
committed a hugc theft that was, and is now, Subjcct to resticution.” He also Violently opposed
the Spanish practice of using coercive force to convert native Americans to Christianity, because
this violated their free will by which thcy were imagcs of God. Instead, the only valid method

of evangelism is gentle persuasion:

God has most special providence and care for men, formed in his image and
likeness, and whom he made so free and masters of their acts and of themselves,
endowing them with free choice and a most free will which cannot be compelled

by any force — belief is an act of the will. ... And cherefore to givc the faich by force

% Francisco de Vitoria, Vitoria: Political Writings, ed. Anthony Pagden and Jeremy Lawrance, trans. Jeremy Lawrence,
Cambridge Texts in the History of Political Thought (Cambridge University Press, 1991), 242.

¢ See Nigel Biggar, What's Wrong with Righis? (Oxford University Press, 2020), 39 Ruston, Human Rights and the Image
of God,83,87.

% Ruston, Human Rights and the Image of God, 123.
@ Translated in Ruston, Human Rz’gb/y and the Image o_/ God, 121.
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or do violence is contrary to the mcaning ofjusticc, which givcs uprightncss to the

will, as St. Thomas says.”

And if non-Christians should not be forced to convert, it follows logically that they should be
left free to practicc their own rcligion, concluded Las Casas.”! In this way he reasoned his way

from freedom as the image of God to religious freedom as a human right.

Few reasoning processes have been more influential in the modern world. But Las Casas did
not have to wait long to see thatinfluence start. In 1536 he attended a council of Dominicans and
Franciscans in Mexico to put together a case for the emancipation of all the colonial slaves. A
year later, the proccedings of the council were being read in Rome by Popc Paul I11. In response,
the Pope issued a Papal Encyclical, Sublimis Deus, condemning and banning all slavery as an
inhuman practice that violates the freedom given to all as imagcs of God. In contrast to the
“vicious rumours” spread by “Satan’s minions” that native Americans do not have the capacity

to receive tl’lC gOSpCl, and thUS Sl’lOU.ld bC treatcd on th@ same lCVCl as animals, tl’lC POPC wrote:

Desiring to providc amplc rcmcdy for these evils, We define and declare ... that, ...
the said Indians and all other people who may later be discovered by Christians,

are by no means to be deprived of their libcrty or the possession of their property,
even though they be outside the faich of Jesus Christ; and that they may and should,
frccly and lcgitimatcly, anoy their libcrty and the posscssion of their property; nor

should thcy bC in &l’ly Way CHSI&VCd.TZ

Together with this encyclical, the Pope issued a pastoral letter to the Archbishop of Toledo
cnforcing this emancipation. That pastoral letter was later quotcd in later centuries by Popc
after Pope to condemn new forms of slavery in Africa and other parts of the Americas, and
evcntually found its way into the standard collection of Catholic magistcrial texts that form

the permanent body of the Church’s teaching,

7 Translated in Ruston, Human Rights and the Image of God, 127.

"' Ruston, Human Rights and the Image of God, 147.

7 Pope Paul 111, Sublimis Deus, 29 May 1537.

7 Ruston, Human Rights and the Image of God, 131. See Heinrich Denzinger, Compendium of Creeds, Definitions, and

Declarations on Matters of Faith and Morals, 43rd cdn, ed. Peter Hiinermann (Ignatius Press, 2012), 367-68.



Immigration

Today the claim chat the image of God is universal, in every human bcing, is used cvcrywherc
by Christians working with refugees, immigrants, and national immigration policies. In 1992,
two dicasteries of the Catholic Church’s Roman Curia jointly produccd an instruction titled
“Refugees: A Challenge to Solidarity.” Near the beginning it states its core foundation: “The
Church offers her love and assistance to all rcfugccs without distinction as to reiigion or race,
respecting in each of them the inalienable dignity of the human person created in the image of
God.™ Simiiariy Rcfugcc Education UK, a charitable organisation that works to enable access
to education for young refugees, defines its reasons for what it does in its “cthos statcement.”
Among other things, the ethos statement says: “We believe each person we encounter, whatever
their faith, is precious and carries the image of God.”

Many theoiogians agree thatall our thinking about immigration should start by recognising
the image of God in immigrants. The Catholic theologian Daniel Groody says that “defining
the migrant and rcfugce first and foremost in terms ofirnago Dei roots such persons in the
world very differently than if they are principally defined as social and political problems or as
iiicgal aliens.” The Evangelical Daniel Carroll agrees: “The creation of all personsin the image
of God must be the most basic conviction for Christians as they approach the challenges of
immigration today. Immigration should notbe argucd in the abstract because it is fundamcntaiiy
aboutimmigrants. Immigrants are humans, and as such they are made in God’s image. ... Because
immigrants are made in the divine imagc, they have an essential value.””

When Donald Trump won the 2024 US clection, he began carrying out his promise to enact
the biggest deportation in American history. The US lmmigration and Customs Enforcement
(ICE) began performing surprise raids on schools, workplaces, churches, and courthouses,
scizing pcopic suspcctcd ofbeing undocumented, and iocking them up in detention centres

without enough beds or food.” Some people even with legal status were arrested and detained

7 Pontifical Council Cor Unum’ and Pontifical Council for the Pastoral Care of Migrants and Itinerant People, Re-
ﬁigccs: A Chalicngc to Soiidarityj 1992,25.

» The CthOS statement is no iongcr pub[lc[y avaiiablc on thCil‘ \VCbSiEC, bl.][yOU can icarn more &bOUt REUK by ViSitiﬂg

httPS : //Www,rcuk.org/,

7 Daniel G. Groody, ‘Crossing the Divide: Foundations of a Theology of Migration and Refugees, Theological Studies
(London, England) 70, no. 3 (2009): 645.

77 M. Daniel Carroll R., The Bible and Borders: Hearing God's Word on mmigration (Brazos Press, 2020), 13.

" Lauren FitzPatrick and Adriana Cardona-Maguigad, 1CEs Broadview Facility Has Become a de Facto Detention
Center, Minus the Rules and Oversighe, Immigration, WBEZ, 1 October 2025; Supreme Court Lifis Limits on Sweeping
ICE Raids in Los Aﬂgﬁ/{’)‘, 8 Scptcmbcr 2025.



if thcy had publicly written or spokcn against some policy of the current US Government.”
These actions prompted a response from the US Catholic bishops, who wrote a leteer strongly
criticising the new rcgimc’s immigration policy and practice. The leteer considered these practices
dehumanising in the face of the Christian idea of what it means to be human: “we uphold the
belief that all pcoplc are conceived with inherent dignity, rcﬂccting the imagc of God. Through
our parishes, shelters, hospitals, schools, and other Church institutions, we recognize that this
dignity is not dcpcndcnt ona pcrson‘s citizcnship or immigration status.™ Many Catholics
have scen the US Governments stance on immigration as fundamentally and irreconcilably
opposed to the Catholic faich.*

When we forget thatall human beings are equally images of God, we can slide into a tendency
to exaggerate the things that make us different from cach other rather than what makes us the
same. Foreigners, people of different skin colour or ethnicity, or people who speak a different
languagc become defined by their difference racher than by what unites us to them. [tis out of
this atitude that hostile immigration policies arise, policies that lead to dechumanising treat-
ment ofimmigi‘ants. chping the imagc of God as the most important thing about any human
individual has been the hallmark of all Christian organisations committed to supporr, care,

protcction, and welcome ofimmigrants.

7 Adrian Florido, Tufts Student Riimeysa Oztiirk Freed from Immigration Detention; Immigration, NPR, 9 May 2025.

% Bishop Mark ]. Scitz, “Human Dignity Is Not Dependent on a Personss Citizenship or Immigration Stacus” | USCCB,
accessed 13 November 2025.

%" Elizabeth Bruenig, “The Catholic Church and the Trump Administration Are Not Getting Along! Ideas, The Atlanti,
6 November 2025.
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5.REASON
Traditional Consensus

You may have noticed that freedom was not the only way human bcings image God according
to those Christians contending against slavery, racism, and colonialism. They also mentioned
“reason” or “i‘ationality” as part of what it means to imagc God. For Cxamplc, in the middle of
Gregory of Nyssas tirade against slavery, he said “What price did you put on rationality [/ogos]
.. the image [¢ikon] of God™?** In his text On the Mﬂ/ez'ng anm he uses the Greek word /ogox
alongside 7ous, which is usually translated “mind.” Similarly Francisco de Vitoria, when he was
explaining why native Americans should not be enslaved, wrote “man is the iinage of God by his
inborn nature, thatis by his rational powers.™ Gregory and Vitoria are following the majority of
Christian thcologians who have said that our mind is how we image God. This is not different
to saying that we image God by our freedom.* How could we make decisions unless we could
think about what decision to make? To be free means not to be driven by animal instinct and
desire so that you have no choice about what you do. You are not free if you can only follow
your bodily impulscs at every moment, ifyou cant stop and reflect in order to decide whether
you want to do so or not.

\X/hy did the early Christians think thatwe image God by our rational mind? Like creativity
and freedom, the context of Genesis 1 suggests this. God creates sca, sky, land, stars, plancts,
fish, birds, and all the other animals, but only when it gets to human bcings doesit say that God
created them as his image. The obvious question, then, is: what makes human beings different
from non-human animals and inanimate objccts? St. Augustinc’s answer was our rational mind,
which God clearly has in Genesis 1 but which neither animals nor lifeless objects have. For
Augustine, the image of God is our “rational soul” and the “spark of reason™ and he connects

it to Genesis 2 where God breathes his spirit into the firsthuman being:

The image of God.... refers to the rational soul—the thing that God put into man,

% St. Gregory of Nyssa, Homilies on Ecclesiastes 4.336.8-20. Greek: “Téoou xépuaros érusiow tov Myov .. eixdvatob Beod;”

% Vitoria, Vitoria, 242.
% “Itis ... quite nacural that chis particular quality [ic. free will] is often cited along with rationality, for thought and
decision are, of course, incxtricably interwoven. In fact, I have not discovered instances in which willing was 1‘cgardcd
as an alternative to reasoning in this connection. For it would be difficult to move toward an act of the will apart from
cognition; and all thought, though it does not ;ﬂways issue in discernible acts, seems to involve decision making, Thus
Irenacus, the first major thcologian to excgete the i74g0 concept, names both rationality and freedom of the will as
constituting the image of God in human beings™ (Hall, Zmaging God, 94).
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‘the spark of reason with which he was made in the image of God” (St Augustine, City of God XX11.24). Latin: “scincilla

rationis, in qua factus estad imaginem Dei.



that s, into the body of man, by blowing into him or, if the term is more convenient,
by breathing into him.*

Now since ... man was made in the image of God, assurcdly he is nearer to God,
who is his superior, by virtue of the part of himself whereby he rises above his baser
parts that he has in common with the beasts as well.¥”

God therefore fashioned man in his own image. That is, he endowed him with a soul
that enabled him through reason and intclligcncc to surpass all other animals that

move on land or swim or fly, since they had no mind of chis sort.*

St. Athanasius agrees with Augustine, but he adds that our mind makes us like God because ic
makes us like the Word of God, Jesus Christ, his Son. He gets this idea from John 1:1: “In the
beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.” The English
“Word” is a translation of the Greek /0g0x which as we saw is the word Gregory of Nyssa and
Theodoret of Cyrus used. Athanasius argues thatif Jesus is the logos, then it should be no surprise
if we image God most perfectly by our logos, because that is how we most closely resemble God's

Son. Athanasius says this in a tightly argued passage which cannot be translated:

[God created] human beings not simply like all the irrational [#/yga] animals upon
the earth but making them according to his own imagc, giving them a share of the
power of his own Word [ Logos], so that having as it were shadows of the Word [Zo-
¢os] and being made rational [/ogikoi], they might be able to abide in blessedness.”

Athanasius point is that God did not become a rabbit or a stone. God, in the /{)g().r (i.e.Jcsus),

became a human being. Therefore it is our /ogos that makes us like God.

Morcover, mind and free will are bound up with a third way we image God: morality. Mora-

% St. Augustine, City of God X111.24. Latin: “Homo ad imaginem Dei ... animam rationalem dicitur, qualem Deus insufflando

vel, si commodius dicitur, inspirando indidit homini, id est hominis corpori.”

¥ St. Augustine, City qf'Goa' X12. Latin: “Cum enim homo rectissime intellegatur vel, si hoc non potest, saltem credatur
factusad imaginem Dei, profccto ca sui parte est propinquior superiori Deo quasuperat inferiores suas, quas etiam cum
pecoribus communes habet.”

%St Augustine, City 0_/ GodX1124. Latin: “Fecit ergo Deus hominemad imaginem suam. Talem quippe illi animam creavit
qua per rationem atque intcllcgcntiam omnibus esset praestantior animalibus terrestribus et natatilibus et volatilibus,
quac mentem huius modi non haberent”

% St. Achanasius, On the Incarnation 3. Greek: “ody dmheg, yomep mévra w8 émi yng dhoya {wa, Herioe Tobg avBpamovg: 4k
KT T elcovoL EToinaey oTovg, yzmgob; QUTOLE KO TY)G TOU idiov /\o’you BUvécyzw;, Do 6YoTeep TXIbE TV EYOVTEG TOU /\o’you
Kol yevbuevot hoyucol Slaévery &v poncaprétrt SuvnBuwot, luvree ov dhnBvoy wou 8vieg T drylny év mapadeio Biov.”



iity means the ability to both understand and choose between right and Wirong.90 You can oniy
understand right and wrong if you have a mind, and you can only choose between themif you
are free. Ifyou do somcthing wrong without understanding that it was wrong, then pcopie do
not blame you for it. Similarly, pcople do not hold you accountable for things that you had no
choice about. Thus morality, freedom, and rationaiity areall inscparabie aspects ofhowwe image
God.Inthe second century A D, St Irenacus of.Lyon purit this way: “man, bcing endowed with
reason, and in this respect like to God, having been made free in his will, and with power over
himscii': is himself the cause to himscif, that sometimes he becomes wheat [good], and sometimes
chaft [evil].”! For Irenacus, we are able to choose between right and wrong because we are free,

and we are free because we are able to think and discern right from wrong.

Criticisms

Now you might be wondering how rationality can be a way we image God if not everyone is
rational. There are human beings who cannot reason — unborn babies and people with severe
mental disabilities, to name two examples. Does this view imply that they are not images of
God? Or does this view rather undermine the uniqueness of God’s image in human bcings
because human beings are not the only rational beings? What about aliens or angels who are
rational — would that undermine the uniqueness ofbcing in God’s image? Does this create a
hierarchy with the most intelligent at the top, closest to God, and the latest intelligent at the
bottom? [s therea siiding scale of how much youimage God based on your 1Q).2 Didntwe say
carlier that ALL human beings image God simply because they are human and not because of
anytiiing about them? Is there a contradiction here? These three critiques (what about non-ra-

? Some people think that morality was only given to Adam and Eve after the Fall, because they were forbidden from

cating the tree of the knowledge of good and evil (Genesis 2:17; 3:4), which implies that they did not have *knowledge
of good and evil” before thcy ate the fruit. But thisis to misunderstand the passage. Obviousiy Adam and Eve understood
the difference berween good and evil, or they couldnthave understood that they were notallowed o take the fruit. They
already had amoral decision to take, and they were blamed for taking the wrong decision. In fact, the word “knowledge™
in this context has resonances with lawcourt imagery in which the judgc “knows” (ic. decides) whether the defendantis
guilty orinnocent. Adam and Eve were tempted to become their own judges of good and evil. On this, see E. Bacz, Tree
of Knowledge in 7he Lexham Bible Dictionary, ¢d. John D. Barry ctal. (Lexham Press, 2016); Bruce K. Waltke and Cachi
J. Fredricks, Genesis: A Commentary (Zondervan, 2001), 86; W. Malcolm Clark,'A Legal Background to the Yahwists
Usc of “Good and Evil”in Genesis 2-3, Journal of Biblical Literature 88, n0.3 (1969): 266-78; Gordon ]. Wenham, Genesis
1-15, Word Biblical Commentary 1 (Zondervan, 2014), 87; Shalom Paul, Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil, in 7he
Oﬁg}ford Dictionary 0f[/)€ Jewish Religion, 2nd edn, ed. Adele Berlin (Oxford University Press, 2011).

? St Irenacus of Lyon, Against Heresies IV 4.3. Theodoret of Cyrus, a fifth-century bishop, says the same thing: “free will
is proper to the rational being” (Questions on the Octatench XXXV1). Greek: “rov hoywov 8¢ 1o airteyobaiov idiov.”



tional humans; this undermines the uniquencss of humans; does this create a bierarcby) have
led some theologians to reject the idea we image God by our rationality, in spite of the huge
consensus of the tradition.”

For most of history, Christians have held both (1) that every human being is equally an image
of God Simply by virtue ofbeing human, and (2) that one of the ways human beings image God
is by their ability to reason. They did not think that they were contradicting themselves, nor did
tliey think that people without reason are not images of God. If we want to understand them
then we need to dive alittle deeper into their way of thinking which is different to ours in two
fundamental ways.

First off, the words /ogw and nous did not mean for Augustine, Athanasius, or Gregory of
Nyssa whatwe mean by “logic” or “reason” today. We equate “rationality” with “intelligence” and
tend to think of it as an individual’s ability to think clearly -an attribute like their name or bodyi
But for the Fathers, logos meant participation in God’s universal reason which is not owned by
anyone and is not a matter of “tliinking” but away ol'—being in harmony with God's created order.
In this undei‘standing, a person’s /ogos isnot only theirindividual ability but their participation in
communities, friendsbips, the church, and society which reasons togetber about the common

goodf)3 For St. Thomas Aquinas, for example:

The perfeet reason was found in God, who, by an act of love, poured itout on spiri—
tual beings and natural beings, who appropriated it according to the degree of their
perfection. Thus, in divinity, the understanding Wwas a pure act; in angelic beings, it
was in act with a certain mixture of potency, and in the human being, it was only in

potency and required the intelligible to be able to carry out its operations.%

Secondly, as the above quote also suggests, the Christian tradition did not define objeets by their

present existence alone, but by their purpose and intended future (even if they never realise that

” For example, Claudia Welz writes that the imago dei’s “identification with cognitive abilities presupposes an iner-
pretation that is far from self-evident and that in fact has dire consequences. We would then have to assume that people
who have had accidents and lost these cognitive abilities because of brain damage are no longer in the image of God”
(Welz, Humanity in Gods Image, 11). Other books that criticise the idea that rationality is one of the ways we image God:
David Cairns, The lmage of God in Man (Collins, 1973), 118; Anthony A. Hockema, Created in Gods Image (Eerdmans,
1994) especially pages 39-40; Middleton, The Liberating Image; Kilner, Dignity and Destiny, 18-19; Peterson, The lmago
Dei as Human Identity.

% Fora full account of how this works, sce Alasdair C. Maclntyre, Deperndent Rational Animals: Why Human Beings Need
the Virtues (Open Court Publishing, 1999).

** Rogelio Jiménez Marce, How Rational Thought Is Conceived in Christian Doctrine: The Case of Saint Thomas
Aquinas,in Thinking: Bioengineering of Science and Art, ed. Nima Rezaciand Amene Saghazadeh (Springer International
Publishing, 2022), 551.
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future). To help unpack this, lets return to Genesis 5:1-3. This passage says two things: (1) God
created Adam in his likeness, and (2) Adam begot a son “in his own likeness, after his image”
(Genesis 5:3). Butis a new-born baby really an image of the parent? Sure, they sometimes share
facial features, but apart from that they are not remotely like their parents. They are not the
same size, their body parts are not in the same proportions, they cant walk or talk, they don'
have the same interests or beliefs or abilities as their parents. They don't even share a common
languagc. Thcy are hclplcss and mute, in some ways — cspccially when it comes to intclligcncc
- more like an animal than a human. Nevertheless, we do not treat them like an animal. Why?
Because everyone knows thar if all goes well, they will grow into mature adult human bcings.
This is because thcy have the potcntial dccp within them to far exceed the intc“igcncc ofany
animal. We treat them not according to what thcy are, but according to what thcy are destined
for. To putittheologically, we can say that God created them with the purpose that they become
mature adults. God created them for adulthood. One contemporary theologian has putit this
way: Genesis 5:3 teaches us that “to be made in the image of someone else” does not mean the
two are already alike. Rather, it points to “an orientation — having a model according to which
oneis cxpcctcd to devclop. ... The likeness involved in bcing created in God's likcncss—imagc is
about the likeness that God is intcnding at creation, nota dcscriptivc statement about the way
that people actually are.”

The fancy word for this discussion is (mm/ogy. The word just means what makes things the
kinds of things they are - what makes up a thing’s identity or substance. Early Christians had a
different ontology than modern Westerners do. In the modern world we tend to think of identity
as belonging to the present: a thing is only what it is right now and it doesn't matter what it was
orwill be. But the carly Christians did not think that somcthing is defined only by the physical
characteristics it happens to have in the present. They believed that everything was created
with a purpose because cvcrything in existence is created intcntionally by a loving God. Thus
its purpose is an inescapable part of what makes something what it is. They understood a thing’s
idcntity in hght not only of the present but of the future, the purpose for which it was created,
the goal of its existence and the reason God made it.”* Not only a things physical makeup, buc
also what it isfbr are part of its bcingi

If this is true for everything in the Universe, it is necessarily true for those things whose iden-
tity is constituted by bcing an imagc of God. For the carly Christians, it would have made no
sense to define people entirely by their present state of being, That would mean when someone

is slccping thcy‘rc notin God's imagc because while thcy’rc aslccp thcy are not cxcrcising their

% Kilner, Dignity and Destiny, 131.

7 “Man is that which he will become only in the future” (Oscar Cullman, Christ and Time, 75, cited in Anchony C.
Thiselcon, 7he Holy Spirit -- In Biblical Teaching, Through the Centuries, and Today [Eerdmans, 2013], 105).



reason,” ora slave is notan irnage of God because a slave is not free. But the Christian tradition

drew the opposite conclusion: slavery is wrong precisely because it frustrates God's purpose
for human bcings. In the same way, itis WTIOng to treat someone with limited rcasoning ability
as anything less than a full human being, As long as they are human, they are an image of God.
God sees us not only as what we are but as what we have the potential to become if we submic
to his will for our lives.

We were created with the capacity for reasoning. A baby is created for rationality in the
way a rock, a tree, or a worm is not. Even if that baby does not have rationalicy yet, that is still
part of their created purpose and for that reason already belongs to them. Unlike other plants
and animals, they have the potential within them to reach high levels of rationalicy. The future
holds no increased rationality for arock or aworm, but it does for a human babyi Now, we live
ina fallen world, and sometimes a baby’s potential is frustrated in chis life, cither by death or by
mental disability. But from a Christian perspective that is only ever temporary. Inall eternity
everything and everyone will become fully what it was always meant to be, and every human
bcing will be givcn the full liumanity thcy may have lacked for a short time.”®

Similarly, none of the carly Christians imagined that if you are more intelligent than other
pcoplc, then youare more like God. Imaging Godisnotona sliding scale any more than bcing
human is: cither youre human or youre not, and cither you image God or you dont.”” God
created you with reasoning powers because he created you to be free, and he created you to be
free so thatyou could love and obey him frecly. Therefore in order to fulfil the purpose for which
God created you, you only need as much rational capacity as it takes to be held accountable
and responsible for your actions.

Finally, the Christian tradition never believed that humans are che only rational creatures in

the Universe. This is because they did not believe that the image of God is necessarily unique

77 St. Bernard of Clairvaux makes this point. He writes: “Thatis wby we impute nothing thcy do, whether good orill,to
the mcntally deficient, to infants, to the slccping, because, evenas tlicy are no longcr masters of their reason, so neither do
they retain the use of their own will.” Latin: “Hinc est quod insanis, infantibus, item que dormientibus, nihil quod faciant,
vel bonum, vel malum, imputatur, quia nimirum sicut suae non sunt cCoOmpotes rationis, sic nec usum retinent propriac
voluntatis” (On Grace and Free Choice 115). The English translation is alittle misleading in a couple of ways. First, “insanis”
refers primarily in Latin, as its cognate does in English, to mental illness, not to disability Second, the English says tlacy
are “no longcr" masters of their reason, whereas the Latin simply says thcy are ‘not” masters of their reason. However, [

don‘t think cithcr point cliangcs tl’lC substancc ()l‘BCK'HB.I’d’S argumcnt

* For a more detailed explanation of how the mentally disabled can image God by rationality, sce Miguel J. Romero,
‘Aquinas on the Corporis Infirmitas: Broken Flesh and the Grammar of Grace! in Disability in the Christian Tradition: A
Reader, ed. Brian Brock and John Swinton (Eerdmans, 2012); Profound Cognitive Impairment, the Virtues, and Life in

Chrisc, Church Life Journal, 26 August 2022.

? “Interpreting the image of God in terms of the possession of reason does not put human begins on some kind of
sliding scale by which some can be reckoned more rational than others and thus claim more rights” (Ruston, Human

Rights and the Image of God. 87).
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to humanity. The very idea of an “imagc” holds open the possibility of other images, just like a
photo of you by no means rules out the possibility of other photos of you. Genesis 1 suggests
that the imagc of God makes us different, but only different to the other things mentioned in
that chapter (animals, plants, and non-living things). As we saw, Genesis 9 underlines that point
by distinguishing between animals and humans: you may kill and eat animals, but you may not
kill humans because they are in God's image (Genesis 9:1-6). But it does not follow that we
are also unique in relation to things that are not mentioned in Genesis 1 or Genesis 9 — angcls,
for example. The rest of the Bible makes it clear that angels are both intelligent and created by
God. Following this, many thcologians in the Christian tradition have held that angels are also
images of God."" Similarly, if intelligent alien life exists, it could also share the image of God

with human bcings.ml

Abortion & Disability

But the Christian tradition has not only said that everyone isan imagc of God, including pcoplc
without the use of their reason. It has been on the front lines of protection and support for
those pcoplc. Christians have always been among, the fiercest defenders of the rights of mcntally

disabled people and unborn babies.

One example of this is the IArche community. Founded in the twendieth century by a
devout Catholic, CArche secks to uphold the riglits and dignity of‘mcntally disabled pcoplc by
establishing homes where people with and without mental disabilities can live together, mutually
supporting and caring for one another."”” LArche communities have grown and spread so that
they can now be found in many nations across the globe. They have become one of the world’s

most successful and impactful organisations that minister to peoplc with mental disabilities.

"%1n fact, both Bernard of Clairvaux and St. Thomas Aquinas say that angcls image God 7z0re than human beings do.

Bernard writes that ‘the liiglicst angcls, therefore, possess the highcst gradc of divine likeness, we the lowest” (O Grace
and Free Choice 1X.29). Latin: “Divinac igitur similitudinis summum gradum summi angeli tenent, nos inimum.” Aqui-
nas likewise says ‘the image of God is more pcrfcct in the angcls than in man, because their intellectual nature is more
perfect” (Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, q.94,a. 3, resp.). Latin: “sic imago Dei est magis in angelis quam sit in hominibus,
~ » . © ~ -~
quia intellectualis natura perfectior est in cis.” Morcover, most scholars think that the plural form God uses when he
says “Let us make humankind in our imagc)’ is nota reference to the Trinity, but to the licavcnly court. This would mecan
that angcls arc in factmentioned in Genesis 1, and not only that, but mentioned as that in which, alongsi(lc God, human

beings arc images. See Middleton, 7he Liberating Image, 55-60.
" For more on this, sce Davison, Astrobiology and Christian Doctrine, Ch. 8, Uniqueness and Sharing the Zzzago Dei!
" To learn more about L'Arche, see Bill Clarke, £nough Room for Joy: The Early Days of IArche (Novalis, 2006).
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Another cxamplc is Lyn’s Housein Cambridgc. Founded by the Regius Professor of Divinity
at the University of Cambridge among others, Lyn's House describes itself as a “community

108 s

committed to building friendships among pcople with and without lcaming disabilities.
goalis to help people with and without mental ability touch the image of God in each other. It
is “about creating a spccial quality ofspacc in time to welcome and honor God’s presence inour
mids. Its a time when we humbly open ourselves to the mystery of God, and to the mystery of
one another, and of all thatis yet to come. '™

Similarly Christians have always believed that unborn children are full human beings wich
all the rights and dignities that come with an image of God, and because of that have fought
to protect their rights. One of the first Christian texts written after the New Testament, called
the Didache, goes through the ten commandments and cxposits their meaning. When it gets
to the commandment “you shall not murder;” it adds “you shall not murder a child by abortion

nor kill that which is begotten.”

The second-century apologist, St. Athenagoras, defends
Christians against the gossipy accusation that they are cannibals by saying “What sense does it
make to think of usas murderers when we say thac women who practice abortion are murderers
and will render account to God for abortion?™% Notice how much of a side-issue abortion is
from his main point. He is not giving his own opinion. He expects his readers to know that
Christians opposc abortion and is drawing a logical inference from that fact. This implics thac

not only did Christianity at the time oppose abortion, but non-Christians at the time knew it.'”
In che third century Tercullian spcllcd it out more clcarly:

For us murder is once for all forbidden; so even the child in the womb, while yet the
mother’s blood s still being drawn on to form the human being, it is not lawful for
us to dcstroyi To forbid birch is only quickcr murder. It makes no difference whether

one take away the life once born or destroy it as it comes to birch.™

' Deborah Hardy Ford, A Kind of Upsidc—Downncss: Learning Disability, Community, and Shabbat Wisdom for
the Church; Ang/z'ch Ybfy/ogz’m/ Review 102, no. 1(2020): 97.

"% Ford, A Kind of Upside-Downness, 102.

' Didache 2.2. Greek: ‘o0 dovevaelg Tékvo €V q>eopz§c~ obdE yewvleévm dmorTevels,

1 St. Achenagoras, Legatio 35. Greek: ‘i witg toig apuhafpidiow ypwusvas avdpodover e i hyov vdékery e eauBlaroeons
T PaUEV, KeLTE TOLOY GvdpodovovpEy AEYoY;

107 “Athcnagoras claims to represent the common, acccptcd Christian position; if it were not the acccptcd practice, his
argument would lose all its force” (Michacl |. Gorman, Abortion & the Early Church: Christian, Jewish & Pagan Attitudes in
the Greco-Roman World [InterVarsicy Press, 1982], 54).

" Tertullian, Apology, 9.8. Latin: “Nobis vero semel homicidio interdicto etiam conceprum utero, dum adhuc sanguisin
hominem delibatur, dissolvere non licet. Homicidii festinatio est prohibere nasci, nec refert natam quis eripiat animam

an nascentem diStUl‘bC[i



Then he makes the crucial statement that shows the early Christian ontology: “He isa man, who
is to be a man; the fruit is always presencin the seed." In other words, justas a seed should be
counted as alrcady a fruit because it will become one, so anything which is going to become
fully human is to be counted as already human. Everything that makes someone an image of
Godis alrcady there from conception.

Similar things were said by many other carly theologians in the first few cencuries of the
church: St. Basil the Great, who was the brother ofGregory ofNyssa, St. Jerome, St. Ambrose,
St. Augustine, and St. John Chrysostom."” As we have already seen, many of the theologians
on this list taught thathuman bcings image God by their rationality. ﬂdey saw no contradiction
between that and the belief that an unborn child is an image of God.

Burt the carly Christians did not only denounce abortion as murder, thczy also offered alter-
natives to abortion for pregnant women. In the carly third century, Pope (or Bishop of Rome if
you'e Protestant) St. Callixtus I collected money from the worldwide church to help abandoned
children, placing them in Christian homes.'"

Many more examples could be given. Throughout the long history of the Church, unborn
children and people with all kinds of disabilities have been cared for, protected, and provided
for, treated with the dignity thatis due to a living image of God. Of course the Church does
not have a perfect record of this - it is full of sinful people who sometimes let their fears and
desires override their moral judgment. Bur the ovcrwhclming witness of the Church is that
people without the use of their reason are still images of God, because God created them to

Spcnd Cternity with him in a union of love. That is why thcy are an imagc of God.

' Tereullian, Apology, 9.8. Latin: “Homo est et qui est futurus; etiam fructus omnis iam in semine est.”

"% For these references, see C. Ben Mitchell, “The Vulnerable—Abortion and Disability, in The Oxford Handbook of
Evangelical Theology, ed. Gerald R McDermote (Oxford University Press, 2010), 485. More dertailed discussion of
these figures can be found in Gorman, Abortion & the Early Church, 66-73.

" Mitchell, “The Vulnerable—Abortion and Disabilicy, 485.
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6.DOMINION
Kingship & Rulership

Bur bcing images of God does not only meanwe havea rcsponsibility to fellow human bcings. Ie
also entails aresponsibility to everything in the world that is nothuman. This is because imaging
Godisnot only sornetliing we are, itis also something we are supposed to do - not Only asetof
atcributes, buta calling to fulfil a role in God's created order.

Lets go back to the first chaptcr of the Bible. After God has created land, sky, sea, plants and

animals, hC thC[l says:

Genesis 1:26

Then God said, “Let us make humankind in our imagc, according to our likeness;
and let them have dominion over the fish of the sea, and over the birds of the air, and
over the cattle, and over all the wild animals of the earth, and over every creeping

thiﬂg that CI'CCPS UpOH tl’lC Cﬂ.l’th.”

The original Hebrew of this verse has an imperative clause “let us create humankind in our

imagc” and a jussivc clause “let them have dominion” joincd by a simplc waw conjunction.“2

L 113

Grammatically speaking, that makes the jussive a relative clause of purpose.'™? Ruling over the
carth is the purpose for which God created us as his imagei This means the verse is more accu-
rately translated by the NIV, which puts it like this: “Let us make mankind in our image, in our
likeness, so that thczy may rule.” In other words, we image God in order thatwe might rule over
all other carchly life. We are only able to have dominion because we are images of God. Being
imagcs of God both makes it possible for us to have dominion, and calls us to the function of
i'ulcrship of the earth.

What does bcing called to rule have to do with bcing an image of God? Is it because God
is the ruler of the Universe, and so when we rule the carth we are like God? That has always
been seen as part ofit. Ephrem the Syrian, for Cxample, says that “itis the dominion that Adam
received over the earth and over all that is in it that constitutes the likeness of God who has

dominion over the heavcnly things and the earthly things.”l " Butitis much more profound than

"> A “waw conjunction”is a typical Hebrew construct that usually has the valence of the English word “and” but some-
times, as in this case, is more precise in the rclationship between the two clauses.

"3 See lan Hart, Genesis 1:1-2:3 as a Prologuc to the Book of Genesis, Tyndale Bulletin (Cambridge) 46, no. 2 (1995):
319-20; For an explanation of this grammatical construct, see Ronald James Williams and John C. Beckman, Williams’
Hebrew Syntax, 3rd edn (University of Toronto Press, 2007), 77. Sec also Kilner, Dignity and Destiny, 207.

1 St Ephrcm the Syrian, Commentary on Genesis 1.29. See also Theodoret of-Cyrus, Questions on the Octateuch XX_Editors
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that. In order to see why, we need to look at the context behind Genesis 1 which is Cxplaincd
by the fourth-century bishop, Theodore of Mopsuestia. Ancient kings would set up statues or

imagcs in every city in their kingdom to show their authority overit. Theodore puts it chis way:

When a king has built a great city, ... he erects a statue in the middle of all che city‘s
buildings, an image of the king who built ic. In the same way the Creator of all crea-

tion ... last of all made human bcings in his imago.“S

Human bcings are God’s regents, living statues whose task is to represent, on carth, the authority
of the king of the Universe."® This is why Gregory of Nyssa reasons that human beings should
never be slaves. In his passionate spccch condemning slave ownership, Grcgory pointcd out that

to enslave someone violates their God-given status of ruler over the carth:

[One whol should be the owner of the carth, and appointed to government by the
Creator — him you bring under the yokc ofslavcry, as though dcfying and ﬁghting

against the divine decree."

note: “Dominion over the earth constituting the divine image was particularly characteristic of Jewish and Antiochene
Christian tradition. See, for example, John Chrysostom, Homilies on Genesis 2.8; Severus of Gabala, On the Creation of
the World, 5); and Theodoret of Cyr, Questions on Genesis, 20. For summary, sce M. Alexandre, Le commencement du livre
Genese IV (Paris, 1988) 175-88, especially 184; and J. Barr, , The Image of God in the Book of Genesis, BJRL 51 (1968):
11-26 (Selected Prose Works, ed. Kachleen E. McVey, trans. Joseph . Amar and Edward G. Mathews, The Fachers of the
Church [Catholic University of America Press, 2010], 94fn98).

"5 Theodore of Mopsuestia, quoted in Theodoret of Cyrus, Questions on the Octateuch XX. My translation. Greek (full):
“Qomep &t Tig Paothebs TEAY Tve peyio Ty kaTaokevbons, TOINGIG Te alTHY Kol Tor{holg Socoayrans Epyols, ueté TV
ATAVTWY émr)w‘]pwaw, KeNeDTELEV eidvoL b ToD evo uévny ysyio'w]v-rwd KO EVTPEMETTATIY, €V UéTY AT ITTAVOU THG Tohewe,
ei¢ é)\syxov 70D Tijg Téhew aition, WV avyicn xod wg elicdve Tob TemokdTog THY TOMY ﬁzxo‘l)\éw; TOPEL TCYY KOTOL TV TOAY
BepamevesBou mivram, yhpw bpohoyoliviwy Sl Tolto T4 KioTy Tig mbhews, STimep abTolg dvdtaitnua Sedwxe ToroTov. ObTo
ol 6 THg ktioeng Anwovpyég memoliice Lev TEVTRL TOV KOTUOY, B wopolg Te Kol Totkihowg ke hwmioog Totg gpyos: TENEUTOTOY
8t Tov invBpwmov & Tékel mapyyaryey eibvoc olweloc: g v dmeon 1 kriowti) Tob ivBphmov peta datvron guvdovpévn.”
The only source we have for chis text by Theodore is in its quotation by Theodoret. See T. Jansma, ‘]nvcstigations into
the Early Syrian Fachers on Genesis, in Studies on the Book of Genesis, Oudtestamentische Seudién 12 (Brill, 1958), 127.

11¢ This notion is confirmed by contemporary biblical scholarship. For cxamplc,} Richard Middleton writes that “z'mag(/
Deirefers to the status or office of the human race as God's auchorized stewards, charged with the royal-priestly vocation
of representing God's rule on carth” (7he Liberating Image, 235).

17 St. Gregory of Nyssa, Homilies On Ecclesiastes 4.335.5-11. Greek: “tov Youp L TOUTE) YEVOUEVOY, € (TE KUPLOV Elvou TG
g Kotk elg Lpy iy TEToyEVOY ot TOD TAMAGUYTOC, TODTOV Uméryeg To Tig Sovkelog Zuyo}, Gomep o’wvlp)aivwv Te ol oty G1Levog
¢ Bele "irpocr‘rdypom.” Notice also the logicai connection Nyssa makes between freedom and dominion, and thus
between “substantialist” and “functional” accounts of iago Dei, contrary to the chorus of voices in the last fifty years
that have scen them as competing accounts. One must be frec in order to rule. The function thus depends on a certain

account of human nature.
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To make someone a slave is to contradict God himself, Gregory points out, because the ruler
of the carth must be free and to be free means not to be a slave to anyone.

There is no denying the immense power that human beings have been given over the carth,
more than any other animal. No other animal has flattened mountains, drained lakes, crased
forests and erected tall skyscrapcrs in their place, scparatcd continents (likc with the Panama
Canal), covered millions of square metres with farmland. No other animal has had such an

immense impact on the natural environment.

Climate Crisis

Buteven if ourimmense impact on nature proves Genesis 1 right, that human beings doindeed
have dominion over the carth, many people worry that we have been given too much power - or
rather, that Genesis 1 gives usalicense to do whatever we want with the carth. In 1967 a scholar
called Lynn White published an influential article titled “The Historical Roots of Our Ecologic

Crisis.” In this article he wrote that according to the Bible,

no item in the physical creation had any purpose save to serve man's purposes. And,
although man’s body is made of clay, he is not simply part of nature: he is made in
Godss imagc. Espccially in its Western form Christianity is the most anthropoccn—

tric rchgion the world has seen.!'®

Because of the idea in Genesis 1 that human beings image God by dominating the carth,
Christianity is to blame for much of the destruction ofparts of the natural world in the last few
decades. He blamed Western Christianity for the climate catastrophe as well as for all the pol-
lution, extinction ofspecies, and other environmental problcms that the world is cxpericncing.

Lynn Whites article has been so influential that everyone who writes about Christianity and
environmental care has to refer to it, and almost everyone who studies theology at Univcrsity
levelhas read it.""” People who have never heard of Lynn White know the accusation. They may
have got the idea from David Attenhorough, the world’s most popular television naturalist,
who spread the ideaina 2009 television documentary. Near the beginning he says that Genesis

1:26 “made it clear that according to the Bible humanity could cxploit the natural world as thcy

" Lynn White, The Historical Roots of Our Ecologic Crisis, Science 155, no. 3767 (1967): 1205.

' See eg Todd LeVasseur and Anna Peterson, eds, Religion and Ecological Crisis: The “Lynn White Thesis™ at Fifty (Rout-
ledge, 2016).
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wished.”? He made it even clearer in an interview about the documentary, blaming Christianity
for all damage to the climate: itis the “basic notion that the world is there for us and if it doesn’
actually SCrve our purposcs, its dispcnsable, that has produccd the devastation of vast areas of
the land’s surface.”!

But are these accusers right? Is Christianity (and Judaism) rcally at fault for glohal warming
and plastic waste? Is the idea that human beings are images of God by “ruling over the carth”
the cause of all our environmental woes?

This question could mean one of two things. On the one hand, it could mean: have people
Cxploitcd the planet because they saw Genesis 1:26 as giving them a license to treat the carth
however thcy wanted? This question would be very hard to answer. So many factors have led to
climate Changc that it would be hard to discntangle them to ﬁgurc out one decisive cause. It is
only rcccntly that humanity has had the science and tcchnology to become a real threat to our
environment. Before then it would have been impossiblc to know what beliefs about nature
could be dangerous in the hands of those with immense power over nature. And it mighestill be
hard to l'igurc out. Some scholars have pointed out that civilizations without Jewish or Christian
roots, such as China, have been just as destructive to the environment as soon as they had the
means."” It may be giving too much credit to human nature to imagine that we always behave
exactly according to our beliefs about how we are supposed to behave. Much of the time, when
we do bad things, it is not because of our beliefs but in spitc of them. We do what we know
we shouldn'. Perhaps we would have done this much damage to the environment (probably
accidcntally in the pursuit of other goals) rcgardless of whatwe believed: sirnply because this is
the first time we were able to, and the tempration was too great.

But we could answer the question in a different way by asl{ing: is it true that Genesis 1:26
gives us license to dispose of the natural world however we please? Is that what ‘ruling over the
carth” rcally means?

Most Christians in the modern day have answered that question with a clear “no.”*** There

"% Charles Darwin and the Tree of Life, directed by David Actenborough, BBC, 2009.

12 Steve Connor, Bible to Blame for Devastation of the Planet, Says Attcnhoroughz The lﬂdepmdeﬂl, 31 January 2009.

122

Yi-Fu Tuan, ‘Discrcpancics Between Environmental Attitude and Behaviour: Examplcs from Europe and China,

Canadian Geographies / Géographies Canadiennes 12,1n0.3 (1968): 176-91.

' For example, in the Catholic encyclical Laudato Si; Pope Francis writes: “We must forcefully reject the notion that
our bcing created in God's image and given dominion over the carth j ustifies absolute domination over other creatures.
The biblical texts are to be read in their context, with an appropriate hermeneurtic, recognizing that thcy tell us to “till
and l{ccp” the gardcn of the world (cf. Gen 2:15). “Tilling” refers to cultivating, ploughing or Worl\'ing, while “l(ccping”
means caring, protecting, overseeing and preserving, This implics a rclationship of mutual rcsponsibility between human
beings and nature. Each community can take from the bounty of the carth whatever it needs for subsistence, bur it also
has the duty to protect the carth and to ensurcits fruitfulness for coming gencrations. “The earthiis the Lord’s™ (Ps 24:1);

to him belongs ‘the carth with all thatis within it” (Dt 10:14). Thus God rejects every claim to absolute ownership: “The
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is nothing, not even our own bodies, that God allows us to do “whatever we picasc” with. God
created everything with a purpose, and he calls us to honour that purpose and join him in brin-
ging aboutits fulfilment. Only when we cooperate with God in using things the way thcy were
created can we find peace and flourishing,

Christians believe that God is the true owner of cvcrything, even the things he givcs us to
use. For example, Psalm 24:1 says “The carth is the Lord’s and all that is in it Paul rhetorically
asks the Corinthian church “What do you have that you did not receive?” (1 Corinthians 4:7).
The carch, like cvcrything else, still uitimatciy bclongs to God. God makes this even clearer to
the Israelites, saying: “the land shall not be sold in pcrpctuity, for the land is mine; with me you
are butaliens and tenants” (chiticus 23:23). Thatis Why, according to biblical scholars, it would
be more accurate to say that God has “entrusted” the earth to us."* He has given us the power
and the responsibility of tenants, both to enjoy our planetand to look after it. If you think about
it, chis is the point of the analogy of human beings as statues of a king, which we saw was the
context for calling human beings “images of God.” A statue does not have its own authority:
itis meant as a reminder of the authority of the true king in whose image it has been shapcd.llS
We must use what we are entrusted with in a way that God would be happy with, in a way that

aligns with his purposes.ll6

land shall not be soldin perpetuity, for the land is mine; for you are strangers and sojourners with me” (Lev 25:23)" (Pope
Francis, Laudato Si, 2015, 67).

% “The verb natan, normally translated to give, often has the more technical sense of ‘assign, deed, transfer, convey’
when combined with the land. ... It was not justan arbitrary and unconditional giﬁ, bura constituent grant that formed
partof the total package of their relationship henceforth. Isracls enjoyment of the covenanted gift, therefore, demanded
their reciprocal obligations to the covenanting giver. .. Isracl could not treat the gift of the land as a license to abuse i,
because the land was still YHWH's land. He retained the ultimare title of-owncrship and therefore also the ultimate
right of moral authority over how it was used” (Christcopher | H. Wright, Old Testament Eihics for the People of God [Incer-
Varsity Press, 2004], 93). See also Harry M. Orlinsky, “The Biblical Concept of the Land of Isracl: Cornerstone of the
Covenant Between God and Isracl in 7he Land of Israel: Jewish Perspectives, ed. Lawrence A. Hoftman, Studies in Judaism
and Christianity in Antiquity 6 (University of Notre Dame Press, 1986).

12 Some Christians have settled on the word “stcwardshipﬁ to describe the kind of dominion that human bcings have
as images of God. For Cxamplc, Pope Francis writes: “Instead, our ‘dominion’ over the universe should be understood
more properly in the sense of responsible stewardship™ (Pope Francis, Laudato Si”, 116). This gets across the idea that
we have real authority, like the manager of a house or business, but that this authority is accountable to the true owner.
Nevertheless, the word has received criticism from some quarters, for example, because it implies we are wiser than the
ccosystem to which we belong, See the essays by James Lovelock, Clare Palmer, and Ruth Page in Robert James Berry,
cd., Environmental Stewardship: Critical Perspectives - Past and Present (T&T Clark, 2006). Other essays in that volume
detend the word against such critiques.

126 “The world does not exist primarily for pcoplc; rather, pcoplc and the world exist primarily for God. ... As created in
the image of God, humanity hasa special responsibility for ensuring that this blessed state of the natural world continues™
(Kilner, Dignity and Destiny, 210). Similarly: “Creation in God’s image is not about giving people godlike authority but
about making people accountable to God” (Dignity and Destiny, 208).
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Moreover, we also dcpend on creation in order to survive and flourish. If we abuse creation,
the consequence will be that it ceases to support us and keep us alive. There is a natural in-buile
punishmcnt that comes with exercising dominion wrongiyi The Bible expresses this by taiking
about God’s covenant with all creation, including human beings (Genesis 9:1-17). We live in a
rcciprocai relationship with the world: we look after it, and in turn it looks after us. [f we are in a
position of dominance, that oniy means we have the power to dcstroy that rcciprocai relation-
ship inaway that would harm everyone concerned.'”

In any case, Christians have been given a model of what it means for an image of God to
have dominion.'® The New Testament calls Jesus as the true image of God (Colossians 1:15; 2
Corinthians 4:4), the ‘the reflection of God's glory and the exact imprint of God's very being”
(Hebrews 1:3). Thar is Wi]y Christians are fond of saying that ifyou want to know what God
is like, look at Jesus. He is the true ruler of the Universe, and he has called all human rulers to

follow the Cxampic that he sets. He told his disciples:

Matthew 20:25-27

You know that the rulers of the Gentiles lord it over them, and their great ones

are tyrants over thCm. It Wlii not bC SO among yOU; bth VVh()C\’Cr WiShCS to bC ngaE
ﬂmong yOu must bc yOUr scrvanet, ﬂnd WhOCVCr VViShCS o IJC ﬁrst among yOU. must bC

your siavc.

According to Jesus, service is what real dominion looks like. But Jesus did not only teach this:
he practiscd it. When the discipics had been waiking all day and their fect were covered in dirt
and animal dung,]csus took upon himself the task of the lowliest household slave. He washed
the discipics’ feer (John 13:3-11). To make it abundantiy clear thache was doing this, notin spite
of, but because of his dominion over them, he explained:

John 13:13-15

Do you know what I have done to you? You call me Teacher and Lord—and you are
right, for that is what [ am. So if I, your Lord and Teacher, have washed your feet, you
also ought to wash one another’s feet. For I have set you an example, thatyou also

should do as I have done to you.

"% These ideas are drawn from Luke Bretherton, A Primer on Chyistian Ethics: Christ and the Struggle to Live Well (Cam-
bridge University Press, 2023), 101-10.

% “God creates humanity in God's image precisely to hold people responsible for carrying our God's agenda. Iris Godss
purposes, nothumanity’s, that people are to accomplish through ruling and subduing, What this looks like is most evident
..in the person of Jesus Christ, who is the image of God. In Christ is visible the servanc-leader (e.g. Mark 10:43-44), the
shepherd who lays down his life for the sheep” (e.g. John 10:11) (Kilner, Dignity and Destiny, 209).
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The apostlc Paul makes chis the most important thing that Christians should learn from Jesus

character. In a beautiful carly Christian hymn, Paul tells Christians:

Philippians 2:5-7
Let the same mind be in you that was in Christ]csus,
who, though he was in the form of God,
did not regard Cquality with God
as something to be exploited,
but Cmpticd himself,

taking the form of a slave.

It is true that God has given human bcings authority over the carth by creating us in his image.
We couldntt even change thatifwe wanted to. We have more power than any of the other animals
to do good or harm to our planet."” But Christians believe we have the ultimate teacher in Jesus
who both tells and shows us what it means to rule the way God wants."*" We are not supposed
to exploit the earth however it pleases us, but to serve and care for the carth with all the love

that CJOd has fOI‘ Cvcrything hC Cl‘C&th.Bl

27 “Stewardship (used or misused) is an inescapable condition of human existence. Allhumans exercise dominion over
things and over pcoplci .. The basic question is not whetherwe are stewards; the fact of dominion, and the possibility of
using it for service, decides that. The question is how we are to exercise our stewardship” (Loren Wilkinson, Earthkeeping:
Christian Stewardship of Natural Resources [Eerdmans, 19801, 224).

3 “Oncea community of faich dares to afhirm that this Jesus is Domzinus — that this one who is the very “imagc of the
invisible God” (Col 1:15) is at the same time Lord - then it is obligcd not only by ics faith but even by ordinary logic
to apply to its understanding of the dominium to which humanity is called the consequences of such a confession. If
“lordship”is exemplified by this Lord, then such a belief ought to transform the whole idea of human dominion wichin
the realm of nature. ... To be ‘conformed to his image’ (the second basic theme of the New Testaments treatment of the
z’mago) would have to mean to assume, with him and in him, a role more commonly associated with service than with
mastery: the role of the steward” (Hall, Zmaging God, 185).

13 “The Christian's exemplar of this dominion is Christ ... [and] Christs Lordship is most clearly exemplified in his
stewardship. And it is a similar kind of lordship — and stewardship — as well as a similar kind of dignity and honor for
which we are accountable to the Lord of the universe. This accountability is the distinctive of our dominion - and our
humanity” (Wilkinson, Earthkeeping: Christian Stewardship of Natural Resources, 227).

a7



48



7.CHRIST
Image and Likeness

Hang onaminute. All alongwc’vc been saying thatall human bcings are images of God rcgardlcss
of race, gender or religion. Now we are saying that Jesus is “the” image of God and that we only
image God if we imitate Jesus. How can both these things be true at the same time?

To answer that question we have to remember when we talked carlier about how babies
ah‘cady image God even ifthey don't have all the attributes by which we image God. The carly
Christians all believed that a thing is what it was created to be, even if it hasnt yet become that
fully132 Our existence is a continual process ofbccoming what we are, what God intended for
us to be since the beginning of the world.'*

This cxplains how it can be true thatlove is one of the greatest ways we image God, even for
people who are not very loving, God created us so we mighe live forever with him in a blissful
union of love. That is why he created us wich the ability to love, and Why we image God most
perfectly in our love for God and for other people. But an unloving person is still an image of
God because thcy still have the ability to become loving (unless they pcrmanently and wilfully
destroy thatabilicy, which may be why the elder, in Dostoevsky's 7he Brothers Karamazov, defines

7134)

hell as “the inability tolove™). A contemporary Catholic Cardinal putit this way: “Man is the
image of God through his capacity to love and know God. And he realizes his potential as a
man to the extent that he realizes this capacity.”133

Early theologians made this point by distinguishing between God's image, which we already
are, and God’s likeness, which we are destined to become. Note thatin Genesis 1:26 God says “Let
us make humankind in our image, according to our likeness.” Irenacus, Origen, and Tertullian
all suggest that God created Adam and Eve in his image, and when thc:y sinned, thcy lost the
likeness of God. According to Irenacus, everyone already has the image of God, but we strive

to attain the likeness of God in Christ. Origen Cxplains it like chis:

1% “The idea of likeness to God as man's destination is to be distinguished from the realization of this idea through the
fact of creation. ... The freedom of man, even of cmpirical man, is in essential connection with the morally necessary, the
divine; and by this fact ... is he potcntially, ic. by his very destination, the image of the ethical God” (Isaak August Dorner,

A System of Christian Doctrine, vol. 2, trans. Alfred Cave and ]. S. Banks [T&T Clark, 1891],79-80).

% “The image of God “is not so much a matter of ‘being’ as of ‘becoming”: that is, it is not something that has simply
been given but somcthing thatis bcing given. It is not accomp[ishcd once for all, but it is in process; itis dynamic and

notstatic” (Hall, maging God, 133).

% “T ponder,"Whatis hell?’ I maintain thacit s the Suﬁcring ofbcing unable to love” (Fyodor Dostoevsky, 7he Brothers
Karamazov, trans. Constance Garnett [ The Lowell Press, 2009)).

135 Schonborn, Man, the Image 0_/ God,52.
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The human being obtained the dignity of the image in his first creation, but the
) gty 4
perfection of the likeness was reserved for him at the consummation; thatis, that
he might acquire it for hirnscifby the exercise of his own diiigcncc in the imitation
of God, so that while the possibility of attaining perfection was given to him in
the beginning througii the dignity of the image, he should in the end, through the
te

accomplishment of the works, complete in himself the perfected likeness.'*

Similarly Tertullian says chat in baptism “humanity is restored to God into ‘his likeness’ for he
had originaiiy been ‘in his imagc’.”m

This distinction doesnt quite work if we look at other Bible verses which use ‘image” and
“likeness” interchangcabiy (for cxampie, Genesis 5:1 says that God created humanity “in the
likeness of God” and doesn use the word “image”). But even if the Bible doesnt distinguish
between “image” and “likeness” in that way, we can still accept the profound point these cariy
Christians were making: what we already are and what we are created to become are so bound

up togcthcr that one givcs idcntity to the other.** A 19th century thcoiogian put it this way:

The image of God in the first human beings was, and must have been, iargeiy poten-
tial. Their powers were undeveloped; the glorious possibilities that lay in them,
awaiting their uni:oiding in iiistory, were undreamt of. But a dewdrop may reflect
the sun; and man, in one sense in his childhood, may yet have reflected in a clear
intellect, harmonious affections, and an uncorruptcd will, the undimmed imagc of

his Maker.!”

136 Origen, On First ]’rz’fzcép/w [I1vi.1. Latin: “/mdgz’ﬂix quidcm dignitatcm in prima conditione percepit, similitudinis uero ci
pcrfcctio in consummatione seruata est: scilicet ut ipse sibi cam propriac industrae studiis ex dei imitatione conscisceret,
quo possibiiiratcm sibi pcrfcctionis in initiis dataam per imaginis digniratcm, in finic demum per operum Cxpictioncm
pcrfcctam sibi ipsc similitudinem consummaret,”

7 Tertullian, On Baptism 5. Latin: “Ita restituitur homo deo ad similicudinem eius qui retro ad imaginem dei fuerac”

13 “Henriksen argues that creation is unfinished and that bcing created ‘in’ God's image couldalso be translated as bcing
created to be (or become)’ God's image (Norwegian: skape til a vaere Guds bilde)” (Welz, Humanity in Gods Image, 8).
See Jan-Olav Henriksen, Imago Dei: Den teologiske konstruksjonen av menneskets identitet (Gyldendal Norsk Fo riag, 2003).
% James Orr, Gods Image in Man and lts Defacement in the Light of Modern Denials, with Princeton Theological Seminary
Library (London : Hodder and Stroughton, 1905), 156.
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Christ the Goal of Existence

But what we are created to become is not an abstract idea: it is a person who walked among us
to show us how we can image God. Origen points us to a key Bible verse to help us understand
this. In one of his letters, John the Evangclist tells the Church:

1John 3:2
Beloved, we are God's children now: what we will be has not yet been revealed.
What we do know is chis: when he is revealed, we will be like him, for we will see

him as he is.

Do you notice how John connects what we are and what we will be through the idea of being
Gods children? Just as children are destined to be like cheir parents, so we are destined to be
like God by bcing conformed to the image of his Son, Jesus Christ, who is the pcrfcct image
of God. The apostlc Paul makes this Cxplicit by comparing the way we are images of Adam

(Genesis 5:1-3) to the way we are destined to become images of Christ:

1 Corinthians 15:49
Justas we have borne the image of the man of dust, we will also bear the image of

the man of heaven.

We are already images of the first Adam, but we are destined to become images of Christ who
is the second Adam. As one scholar puts it, “only the One who is the true Image can renew
humanity’s being according to the image.”*

But many carly Christians went even further than this. They pointed out that since Christ
is the one who was “in the beginning with God” (John 1:2) and the one “in whom all things in
heaven and on earth were created” who is “before all things, and in himall things hold togethcr”
(Colossians 1:16-17), then we must have been created in the image of Christ from the start.
Christis the one true human bcing, the ultimate model and prototype ofhumanity. The apostle
Paul writes that God “predestined” us ‘to be conformed to the image of his Son” (Romans 8:29).
From the very foundations of the world, we were created to imagc Christ.Jcsus isboth the origin
and the goal of our existence, the consummation of our whole lives from beginning to end. We
are images of God because we are imagcs of Christ, the ultimate Image of God. Every human

bcing isan imagc of Christ not because we are alrcady like him, but because we were created to

" Khaled Anatolios, Retrieving Nicaea: The Development and Meaning of Trinitarian Doctrine (Baker Academic,2011),107.



become like him, our purpose, our dcstiny, the goal of our existence.'!

And that is what the image of God is really about in the end for Christians. Itis not only or
ultimatcly meant to focus our attention on ourselves. As with all Christian tcachings, its purpose
is to draw our gaze upwards, to find our truc identity “hidden with Christ in God” (Colossians
3:3), the source and summit of all meaning and purpose in this universe. To the question “what

does it mean to be human?” Jesus is the only truly Christian answer.

! “All people are created according to Gods image, which the New Testamentidentifies as Jesus Christ. .. From before
the bcginning of creation, God intended that humanity should conform to the divine image, to Christ” (Kilncr, Dz‘gw’{y

and Destiny, 132).
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