
Statement of Faith – Adam Kurihara – TH502  1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Statement of Faith 

Adam Kurihara 

TH 502 

Summer 2020  



Statement of Faith – Adam Kurihara – TH502  2 

Doctrine of Scripture 

 

Though there are many ways we can know God, and many ways God has chosen to 

reveal himself to humanity, the primary and most reliable source of theology is undoubtedly the 

Word of God. This Word is both the person of Jesus Christ, the Word made flesh (John 1:14), 

and the sixty-six canonical books of the Bible. Among them we possess a complete picture of 

God’s revelation to humanity concerning His character and attributes, the creation-fall-

redemption arc of history, and a picture of promises and prophesies to come. The texts in their 

original autograph form are the literal Word breathed out by God (literally, God-‘spirated’ – 2 

Tim 3:16), which makes them, by definition without error, since God cannot lie (Num 23:19, 

Heb 6:18). They are therefore the ultimate source of not only knowledge of God, but knowledge 

of ourselves, the way of salvation through Jesus Christ, and our ultimate source of ethics and 

morality. Since they are divinely inspired Words of God, they are the truthful, trustworthy, and 

infallible words given to us so that we would know who God is.  

Because of our sinfulness and misinterpretation, humans often disagree about what the 

Word of God means for us today. Debates over Christian doctrine and dogma have gone on 

among Christians since the time of the apostles, and are no less vibrant today, especially 

regarding issues of ethics and morality. The right interpretation and application of scripture is of 

vital importance to the contemporary church, who aspires to be a prophetic voice to the world, 

and who seeks to form disciples today that are faithful to the Word of God in all things. As 

Christians, we are called to be salt and light in the world and a robust understanding of the 

doctrine of scripture is the starting place for conversations regarding missions, evangelism, 

worship, discipleship, and all areas of the Christian life. In my own ministry as a worship leader, 

the ancient phrase ‘lex orandi, lex credendi’ (literally, ‘the law of prayer, the law of belief’) is for 

me a reminder that the way that we pray informs what we believe, and vice versa. Our 

knowledge of God and our understanding of Biblical worship will inform the way we worship 

and pray today. The way we worship and pray today will inform what we believe about God.  

We know that there was, before the fall in Genesis 3, direct communication with God. He 

walked with them in the Garden (Gen 3:8) and communicated with Adam and Eve directly 

through his voice. Even after the fall, there is still knowledge of God through a process of 

general revelation. Through nature, history, and humanity we can ascertain some knowledge of 
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God. “God’s glory (Ps 19:1), divine nature (Rom 1:20), and moral demands (Rom. 2:14-15) are 

to some extent known through general revelation” (Erikson, 128). After the fall, it is clear that 

the general revelation from God is distorted and there is a need for a special revelation.  

If God reveals himself us primarily through his Word, it is important to explore exactly 

what that looks and sounds like. God can literally speak an audible voice, as he does several 

times throughout the Old (Ezek 1:28, 1 Kings 19:12-13) and New Testaments (Matt 3:17, Acts 

10:15, and too many to mention here). The introduction of Hebrews tells us that God also speaks 

through his prophets and through his Son Jesus. God can speak by entering into history and 

influencing the course of events. This is done countless times in the OT when God helps his 

people by protecting them in battle (1 Sam, 1 & 2 Chron), sending them mana from heaven (Ex 

16), influence decisions of leaders (Neh 2), or raises up leaders for Israel (Judges 2:16). The 

historical psalms (78, 105, 106, 135, 136) praise God for how he has ‘spoken’ into history. 

Ultimately the incarnation is the fulfilment of God speaking into history, sending his son Jesus to 

become the Word made flesh. Finally, the Bible is the fourth and final step of particular 

revelation giving us a written record of the previous three kinds of revelation.  

 In my ministry I hope to stress the importance of a narrative theological approach to 

scripture as it guides people in the important task of practical theology. Though a systematic 

approach is important for a healthy theology, it is difficult to stimulate the imaginations of 

Christians today. Since narrative is the main literary genre found in scripture, and a powerful 

form of teaching, it would be profitable to use. We remember stories much more than ideas. 

Ultimately, the Bible is a collection of stories about God and his people, not a collection of 

theological statements or even moral/ethical teachings. Narrative theology will help us reclaim 

the centrality of scripture. Further still, preaching redemptive history from the pulpit will help the 

church remember that we are part of God’s unfolding story of salvation, and that our faith is not 

simply a concept to be agreed to, but a revolution to join for the life of the world. “Narrative 

theology affirms that God meets us in history and speaks to us as one who has been involved in 

history” (McGrath, 130). Seen from this viewpoint, the Gospel (and our faith) is: 

“…not primarily about a set of ethical principles; it is about the effect of an 

encounter with God upon the lives of individuals and the histories of nations 

(McGrath, 130). 
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Divine Attributes 

 

 If theology is the study of God, than answering the question ‘what is God like?’ is 

fundamental to our task. Though God’s infinitude makes it such that we will never, on this side 

of eternity, know God fully, with a cogent doctrine of scripture we can be confident that what 

God reveals to us about himself through the writings of scripture is true. By reading the entire 

canon of the Bible as a whole we begin to see themes and patterns and discern his attributes. It is 

important to read God’s attributes in light of the entire biblical narrative, and not simply proof-

text qualities about God from single verses in scripture. Some passages speak about his justice 

and hatred of sin (Deut 7:10), whereas others speak of his mercy and grace to those who sin (Ex 

34:6). We must be able to hold both of these together knowing that God is bigger than both. 

 To aid our understanding it is helpful to sort the attributes of God into similar type or 

category. The attributes of God can be categorized in several different ways, but one broad 

differentiation of categories is absolute and relative. In this organizational schema, absolute 

attributes are those that do not depend on a relationship to a subject. The relative attributes are 

those that depend on relationship to humans and the created world. 

 Absolute attributes of God include omnipresence (Is 6, Ps 139), infinitude (Acts 17:24-

25; Rev 22:13), omnipotence (or ‘almighty-ness’; Gen 17:1), as well as attributes of greatness 

such as spirituality (John 4:24) and life (Gen 1). The divine name, I AM WHO I AM, implies that 

God’s existence is in fact an absolute attribute. There is no condition for the existence of God – 

He does not rely on any external source for life in the way that we rely on breath, food, water, 

and ultimately rely on God for our source of life. Psalm 90 praises God and puts God in contrast 

with mortal men, who are made of dust and will return to dust. Though we live, as the psalm 

says, seventy or eighty years (Ps 90:10), God has been “before the mountains were born” (Ps 

90:2).  

 God’s moral attributes are those that are only seen when experienced in relation to other 

subjects. These include God’s personality (that is to say, person-ness; Gen 3), and all of His 

moral qualities. These qualities always exist, but are only evident in the way God relates to a 

sinful humanity. The holiness, righteousness, and justice of God show how God’s moral purity 

relates to humanity and how he does not tolerate the presence of sin (Lev 11:44-45). When Isaiah 

encounters God in his throne room, he is completely overwhelmed by the holiness of God and 
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cries out ‘woe to me, I am ruined!’ (Isa 6:5). Though it may seem obvious to a Christian, it is 

important to note that though God is omni-present, God is not ‘everything’ in the way that 

modern non-Christian spirituality might describe God. Though God’s spirit dwells in the hearts 

of all Christians, and all humans are made in the image of God, God is not all humans. God is 

not darkness, and in fact, God is light, and that light is in direct contrast to darkness (John 1:4-5). 

The distinction between God and man – His holiness or ‘otherness’ – is very important in 

developing a holistic theology that does not confuse our divine image bearing (Gen 1:27) with 

divinity itself. 

 There are many other moral qualities of God that could be explored. His faithfulness (1 

Thess 5:24, 2 Tim 2:13), truthfulness (Titus 1:2), goodness/benevolence (Deut 7:8), and 

ultimately, love (1 John 4:8, 16). The verse “God is Love” is a commonly quoted verse, but we 

should not assume that this verse means an equation of God with love, but simply that love is a 

quality or attribute of God. We see similar grammatical expressions in “God is light” (1 John 

1:5) and “God is spirit” (John 4:24) but know that these are simply ways of describing God. But 

since we know that God’s attributes include love, than a reading of 1 Cor 13 tells us that God’s 

perfect love also perfectly shows us the attributes of patience, kindness, non-enviousness, etc. 

 Perhaps the most easily confused attributes of God are his love and his justice. In my 

personal experience, non-Christians take it as fact that the God of the Old Testament is the God 

of wrath and vengeance, whereas the God of the New Testament in Jesus is soft and loving. This 

perspective often overlooks God’s care for his people (Ex 3:7-9), patience with Israel (Neh 9:16-

17), his concern for the oppressed (Jer 7:5-7), and that his hatred of sin is intrinsically tied to his 

love for humanity. To more fully understand this we must see it all in light of the cross, where 

God does demand payment for sin in death, but takes that death upon himself. The cross is the 

ultimate act of both love and justice together, and can only be accomplished because the triune 

God can act as both the judge and the one receiving the punishment.  

 

Doctrine of the Trinity 

 

 If God’s attributes are a starting place of Christian theology, the reality of the trinity is 

where we see God’s personality expressed and lived out best. Though the word trinity does not 

appear in either the Old or New Testaments, the reference to Father, Son, and Holy Spirit 
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appears two times in the NT: Matt. 28:19, and 2 Cor. 13:13. But the foundations of this doctrine 

are better found not from direct quotations but from the way the Son and Spirit are described and 

revealed in relation to each other and the Father (McGrath, 238).  

 It was Tertullian who first used the word trinitas to describe the Godhead. Augustine 

pointed out that the creation story in Genesis speaks about three distinct forms of God (McGrath, 

241). The Cappadocian fathers established the full divinity of the Holy Spirit and were affirmed 

by the Council of Constantinople in 381 AD. This critical step made way for the Holy Spirit to 

be seen as the same substance as the Father, though they do explicitly state that the Father is the 

source of the Trinity. The father begets his being to both the son and the spirit, albeit in different 

ways (McGrath, 250). 

 In the modern era, Barth describes the trinity through a wonderful and curious tautology, 

“God reveals himself. He reveals himself through himself. He reveals himself” (McGrath, 252). 

For Barth, the trinity is about self-revelation. It is not so much a problem to be solved, but a 

solution to our lack of understanding. If humanity, in our sin, is fundamentally incapable of 

knowing God, then God must come to us in another way, namely in the person of Jesus. We can 

know Jesus, and with the help of the Holy Spirit, can be led back to the Father. 

 As a worship leader of Trinitarian Congregational Church in Wayland, MA, Trinitarian 

theology is obviously important – it’s right there in our name. James Torrence, in Worship, 

Community, and the Triune God of Grace calls on pastors and leaders to lead more Trinitarian 

worship services. He claims that many worship services in Trinitarian churches look Unitarian 

from the outside. A cursory study of the language of both traditional hymns and contemporary 

choruses shows that there is much adoration focused on God the Father and Jesus the Son 

independently, and that there are few songs that articulate their unique functions or way that they 

relate to each other, and very few that even mention the holy spirit. In my worship leading, it is 

important not only to select explicitly Trinitarian songs, but to actively remind the church that we 

worship a three-person God, because from the beginning, God was a relationship. Within that 

relationship there can exist his moral qualities of love, covenant faithfulness, goodness, and other 

relative attributes that require multiplicity of being to be possible. How can God be loving if not 

toward another being? The trinity helps us see that God is love even from before the creation of 

the universe or the creation of humans. Love, in the Christian sense of the concept, is something 

that is meaningless without the context of a relationship (you can love chocolate, you can even 
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love yourself, but this is very different than loving your wife). Love must have a subject external 

to the lover. If God was solely one being, then before the creation of humanity there would be 

nowhere for God to direct this love. But we know that God is love, and has always been love. 

God's three-ness means that relational other-centered love can exist within the God-head, from 

the beginning of time, even before the creation of humanity. God did not need humans to become 

loving or to show love; he was able to do so within the Godhead. However, in relation to 

humanity God's love is shown most tangibly to us through Jesus for the sake of the world. 

 To describe the trinity by way of analogy always leaves some aspect incomplete. Various 

visual analogies always fail in one way or another, often through modalism (A heresy in which 

each form of the trinity is the entire Godhead, simply in different forms). St. Patrick’s three-leaf 

clover, or Gregory of Nyssa’s analogies of spring/fount/stream or links of a chain often fall into 

the modalism trap (McGrath, 244). One analogy I prefer, as a musician, is that of a musical triad. 

Three distinct notes are played at the same time, and though each note can be heard distinctly, 

they resonate together, “mutually indwelling, without mutual exclusion, and yet without merger, 

each occupying the same space, “sounding through” one another, yet irreducibly distinct, 

reciprocally enhancing, and establishing one another as other…” (Begbie, 293). 

 

Creation 

 

 An explanation of the mechanics of creation and reason for creation are placed in a 

position of importance both in the canon of scripture and the historic teaching of the church. 

Starting in Genesis, we see that God places importance on revealing how he created the universe 

to humanity. The first chapter of John echoes this creation account in John 1:1, “in the beginning 

was the word.” The importance of creation is all over the pages of scripture, and embedded in 

these accounts is the fact that the triune God was present and involved in the process.1 Col 1:16 

and 1 Cor. 8:6 both show that all things were created in or through Christ – signifying the Son’s 

involvement in creation. The Spirit’s presence is mentioned in Genesis 1:2, Job 33:4, and Psalm 

104:30. The earliest creeds (Apostles’ and Nicene) both begin with a statement of God as 

creator. 

 
1 Mckim, D. K. (2013), Creation, Doctrine Of, from Evangelical Dictionary of Theology. 
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 Genesis 1:28-30 shows that humanity was created to rule over creation and to be fruitful 

and multiply. This invitation to participation is a radical shift in the creation narrative and a 

strong contrast against other creation myths and religions. We are co-laborers with God, share in 

relationship of Father/Son/Spirit from the beginning. This first command points to God’s 

purpose in creating humans. Obedience to his commands are an opportunity to love.  

 “Man’s chief end is to glorify God, and to enjoy him forever,” states the first answer of 

the Westminster shorter catechism. This succinct yet profound phrase sums up not only our 

purpose in life, but God’s purpose in creation: for his glory. We know that all creation glorifies 

God (Psalm 19:1-4, Romans 1:20), but only humans and angels are capable of obeying God 

consciously and willingly and thus glorifying God most fully (Erickson, 344). This place of 

supreme importance among creation calls us to think about our Eschatology – are we simply 

waiting to escape the world or are we working with God to care for it and renew it? Humans 

have the ability to dramatically destroy the earth as well as care for, protect, and restore it.  

   

Providence 

 

 God created the world, but God is more than the ‘first mover’ of the philosophers. God is 

active in sustaining and preserving his creation. God holds all things together (Col 1:17) and 

sustains all things (Col 1:3). This continued work in creation is known as God’s providence.  

 When a believer prays, “Your Kingdom come on earth as it is in heaven”, they are also 

speaking of God’s providence – God’s continued activity in our present reality as he guides it 

toward his intended purposes (Erickson, 358). But many Christians would ask, “how would my 

prayer for God’s kingdom to come have any effect on what God can already do without my 

prayer?” We don’t always pray for our daily bread, but God still provides it for us. But when we 

do pray, we become aware and thus more grateful for God’s provision. It doesn’t change God’s 

action, but makes us more aware of it. However, sometimes our lack of prayer can influence an 

outcome. In the life and ministry of Jesus, the idea of providence as relates to human effort is 

shown as a participation or partnership. Faith of some kind, whether by the one asking (Mark 

10:52) or by someone else (Matt 8:5-13,) is a necessary prerequisite for healing. We see this 

played out in Mark 6:4-6; Jesus does not perform miracles here. It is not that Jesus cannot heal, 
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but chooses not to in this area. It is quite possible that the people in this village simply did not 

bring people to be healed, and therefore Jesus did not heal.  

 So prayer puts us in partnership with God for his intended purpose (providence). We are 

to seek first “the kingdom of God”, and then will receive ‘all things’ (Matt 6:33). When we begin 

to see things as God sees them, our prayers are aligned with God’s will, and then will be given 

the means (in the form of an answered prayer) to accomplish his well. 

 Prayer is also much more than simply the power of positive thinking. Prayer is hope, but 

it is a hope in a very real and very powerful sustaining and healing God – not hope in our own 

courage or agency to heal ourselves. Though we do not always receive what we ask for, and 

sometimes our prayers are more like laments than hopeful requests, we should continue to pray 

confidently that God does not withhold good things we ask (Ps 84:11; Ps 37:4; Matt 6:30). 

 

Anthropology 

 

In creation of humanity on the sixth day of creation (Gen 1:26), there is a striking 

difference between the language used to create humanity of the plants and animals. When God 

creates plants and animals, he does so “according to their kinds”, but when God makes man, he 

does so “in our (God’s) image, in our likeness” (Gen 1:26). This phrase has many implications 

for our life that are much more tangible than the age of the universe as well as practical 

applications for preaching and ministry. One such implication of the Imago Dei is the human 

longing for the divine. Unlike the animals, we are not fulfilled when our basic needs have been 

satisfied (Erickson, 452) – we long to know the being we are made in the image of. It also means 

that all people, regardless of belief, gender, ethnic background, social status, intellectual 

capacities, or any other differentiator, are equally valued. Though the image of God is marred by 

sin, the image is still there, so we should treat all people with respect and dignity. Prohibitions of 

murder and cursing apply to the treatment of sinful humans as well as Godly humans (Erickson, 

470). What is most striking about the image of God on the human for our culture, is that this 

imbues every human with fundamental value that is not contingent on accomplishments, actions, 

or any other variable. Imago Dei is something we are, not what we have or do. We do not need 

to earn significance; we are born with it. This bears repeating: we are fundamentally good. Yes, 

sin has tarnished the image so we do not reflect God as brightly or perfectly, but behind the sin is 
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still God’s image. We still belong to God. We will discuss more implications of this in the next 

section.  

 

Doctrine of original sin 

 

The subject of sin is, despite our hesitation, a very fruitful place for apologetic work. 

Though most people would not feel comfortable talking about personal sin, everyone would 

acknowledge that there is evil in the world, and that things are perhaps not the way they are 

meant to be. But to describe this as sin in our post-Christian culture conjures images of self-

righteous street corner preachers. The Western church has a lot of baggage to overcome in this 

area making a healthy hamartiology – study of sin, the fall, and its effects – all the more 

important. 

 There are many different words used for the concept of sin in the Bible. Erikson helps to 

categorize these into terms emphasizing the causes of sin (ignorance, error, inattention), the 

character of sin (missing the mark, transgression, rebellion, etc.), and the results of sin (Evil, 

guilt, trouble) (Erickson, 514). Whatever the word we use, the essential nature of sin is some sort 

of lack of obedience to or fulfilment of God’s law. In this sense, sin is, “Any lack of conformity, 

active or passive, to the moral law of God. This may be a matter of act, of thought, or of inner 

disposition or state” (Erickson, 528). It is important to note that sin is not God’s fault, but an 

action sparked by discontent combined with a hypothetical or imagined alternative to God’s plan 

for our life. The tree of the knowledge of good and evil in Genesis 3 can be seen as a symbol of 

the ability decide what is good or bad for yourself, apart from God’s law. It is a tree of moral 

autonomy, something we all are tempted at times to desire for ourselves. We want to make our 

own rules. It is important to note that Adam and Eve decided to eat from their own free will. God 

did not set them up to fail, sin was their choice. Sin is based on a real and good desire, but 

‘twisted’ or distorted to try to find fulfilment of that desire in a created thing and not the creator 

himself. 

 After Adam and Eve ate of the fruit, their eyes were opened and their posture, both 

physically (they covered themselves) and spiritually (they hid from God), fundamentally 

changed. Genesis 3:22 states, “Behold, the man has become like one of us in knowing good and 

evil. Now, lest he reach out his hand and take also of the tree of life and eat, and live forever.” 
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Adam and Eve were now in a state of disunity with each other and with God, and eating of the 

tree of life, the tree that sustains (whether real or symbolically) people in the condition which 

they are, would permanently sustain this fallen condition. This verse shows God’s expulsion of 

Adam and Eve from the garden as an act of his goodness and mercy, and sets the plan of 

redemption into motion. 

 The doctrine of original sin explains that it is not simply the fact that we are all sinners, 

but that we all possess a corrupt nature such that it is inevitable that we will sin (Erickson, 575). 

Romans 5:12ff is the source text for this doctrine. It clearly tells us that because of Adam’s sin, 

we are all now guilty before God. But just how the sin of Adam influences the nature of all of 

humanity is interpreted differently. I believe that it is not that Adam simply serves as a ‘bad 

example’ (the Pelegian view), but that we receive from Adam both free will and a corrupted 

nature, having eaten from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. We are now free to 

determine what is good and evil in our own eyes, and begin our life unable (without divine help) 

to free ourselves from the pattern and cycles of sin and death. 

 A practical pastoral concern here is that of the status of infants who die before reaching 

an age where they can consciously accept salvation offered by Christ. Obviously, infants, though 

very quickly are inclined toward selfishness, do not from a human standpoint bear any ‘guilt’ 

from their selfish demands for food and comfort – they simply do what babies do. But because 

they do not have the awareness to make moral decisions, and thus cannot choose good or evil, 

the “imputation of Adamic sin does not become actual, and the child will experience the same 

type of future existence with the Lord as will those who have reached the age of moral 

responsibility and had their sins forgiven as a result of accepting the offer of salvation based on 

Christ’s atoning death” (Erickson, 582). 

 

Christology 

 

 As we begin an exploration into the person and nature of Christ, we must acknowledge 

that the task before us is an attempt to understand the un-understandable; that the infinite God, 

creator of the universe, became human and dwelt among us (John 1:14), and that Christ was both 

fully God and fully human (Col 2:9) in the person of Jesus. A number of questions arise from 

this. How can one be two natures at the same time? Is God ‘limited’ by becoming human in 
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Jesus? Why does God need to suffer and die to save us?  These kinds of questions are, rightfully, 

asked within the church as Christians seek to understand the nature, work, and saving power of 

Jesus Christ. They are essential and inform how we live out our faith, evangelize, and teach and 

preach to others. But those outside the church have much different questions. Though his 

humanity is rarely debated – the synoptic gospels assume that Jesus was a real human and the 

readers would not have questioned this – Jesus is often seen as simply a great man, great leader, 

or great teacher. From this perspective, if truly considered, we need to ask a different set of 

questions: Why did he suffer and die? Why should we worship this person? Why does he claim 

to have such authority over the law, the religious leaders, and even over the natural world? 

 The famous passage from Philippians 2 serves as a good starting place to understand who 

Christ was and what he came to do. This early Christian hymn shows us that this was the belief 

of the church from the earliest written evidence. Jesus Christ was in fact in the form of God (Phil 

2:6) but did not seek to grasp equality with God so became a servant (2:7).  It is in his suffering 

and death that the Centurion makes the bold statement “this was the Son of God” (Mark 15:39). 

As Christ humbles himself, is obedient to death, he lives into his identity as God’s son and 

therefore God exalts him.  

Hebrews 1:1-4 also lays out a concise Christology. It shows that at the moment in history 

when Jesus comes, we see a shift in how God speaks to humanity (Heb 1:1-2). Because of Jesus 

functioning as the greater ‘high priest’ (4:14-15) we now can have direct access to God, by one 

who both understands us in his humanity, and can do something about it in his divinity. We now 

no longer need an intermediary human priest or prophet to hear from God.  Jesus had to become 

human in order to become this merciful and faithful high priest (2:14-18). 

We see that God’s son was with God when he created the world (1:2), not created at a 

later point. He is also the exact imprint of his nature, and at a certain point in history made a 

purification for sins, and is now seated at the right hand of the father (1:3). This echoes Phil 2:9-

10 in that the goal of Christ coming to earth was twofold. 1) to save humans to bring us back to 

God, and 2) to glorify Jesus as Lord over all. This is why Jesus needs to suffer and die to save us, 

and will be discussed more in the next section. 

 One simple but profound aspect of the person of Christ is the humanity of Jesus. Not only 

does this show us that God can sympathize with humanity (Heb 4:15) and therefore intercede for 

humanity, Jesus’ human nature affirms the goodness of humanity in a way no other religion 
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does. We are not to regard human nature as inherently evil or inferior to the spiritual. Because 

God dwelt in human form, it is not the form itself that is wrong, but the sin that exists within the 

form. More so, our human longings are affirmed by Jesus when he feels hunger (Matt 4:1), 

thirsts (John 19:28), weeps (John 11:35), and suffers and dies on the cross. But we must not 

focus solely on Jesus’ humanity alone, saying he was a great moral teacher. He was indeed God. 

The critique of the cosmic child abuser – that in order to save us from our sins God the father 

needed to take out his anger on his son Jesus on our behalf – completely omits the unity between 

the father and the son. Jesus is not only the Son, but in union with the divine Godhead himself. 

So to say God ‘punishes’ Jesus is really to say God takes the punishment on himself. He is no 

cosmic child abuser, but one who lays down his own life – fully experiencing death – so that we 

might live forever with him. In the Gospels, Jesus most often refers to himself as the ‘Son of 

Man’ – a phrase that at face value, we would understand as referring to his humanity (as distinct 

from ‘Son of God’). But Jesus here is actually using the phrase to emphasize his divine authority. 

Daniel 7:1, John 3:13, and John 6:62 show us that this title points to his heavenly status, not his 

earthly body.  

 Because Christ is the exact nature of God, this means he has power and authority to do 

things that only God can do. He heals on the Sabbath showing his authority over the law and the 

prophets (Mark 2:28), reminding us that Christ is the Word of God. Jesus is seen by people as 

teaching with authority (Mark 1:21-22), in contrast to the scribes and teachers of the law, 

because of his authority over creation (Matt 8:27), over both human sickness (Mark 2:12) and the 

forgiveness of sins (Luke 5:24). His authority extends beyond his earthly ministry as well, as 

Jesus promises to send the Holy Spirit after he leaves (John 14:16ff). To claim that Jesus was 

simply a great leader or great moral teacher is to ignore the outrages claims of authority Jesus 

makes over creation, humanity, and as judge over the universe (Matt 25:31-33; Ps 96:13). He 

himself claims to have a unique connection to the Father (John 14:9-11). 

 1 Tim 3:16 asserts that Jesus appeared on earth and then was ‘taken up’ into glory. Jesus’ 

Ascension is crucial in understanding our lives as Christians on earth. With Jesus ascension in 

bodily form, he continues to be the bridge between humanity and the Godhead. He is the ‘first-

fruit’ (1 Cor 15:20) and evidence to the possibility of our bodily resurrection which also points to 

our ascension. If we follow his path of taking the form of a servant, being obedient, and in 
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essence, trusting Jesus as our Lord, we will not only be saved from our sins, resurrected from the 

dead in the last days, but also be with him in Glory for all eternity. 

 

Atonement 

 
 It is out of our view of Christ that comes our view of the Atonement. Our understanding 

of who Christ was and what he came to us for informs our view of the work of Christ in 

Atonement. In the Old Testament, atonement was to make a payment or amends for sin in some 

way, either by an offering of money (Ex 30:12-16), or through the sacrifice of a life (2 Sam 21:3-

6). The punishment for sin is death (Rom 6:23), and ever since the fall humanity is cursed with 

death (Gen 3:3) and will not live forever in their current state (Gen 3:22). As the law was given 

in more detail to God’s people, the punishments for sin are harsh and serious. The day of 

atonement was the day when the high priest was allowed to present a single offering on behalf of 

the people to represent their sins to God (Lev 16:21).  

 Even in the sacrificial system of the OT, atonement was not valid if it was done 

presumptuously or proudly (Num 15:30). The sacrifice must be from the heart. In the NT Jesus 

becomes that offering (lamb) on behalf of the whole world (Jn 1:29). The author of Hebrews 

explains that the old atonement system was incomplete (Heb 410:4), and a better and perfect 

sacrifice is here in Christ (Heb 9:23-28). It is because of his humanity and his divinity that he is 

able to function as our high priest, and our perfect sacrifice, once and for all. No longer do we 

need to make regular atonements for our future sins, but Christ’s blood covers all. Of course, this 

does not mean we should keep on sinning (Rom 6:1ff) but should receive this atonement without 

pride or arrogance but with gratitude and fear of God (Heb 10:26-27). 

 Atonement is not limited to the Christian worldview. It is a widespread understanding of 

morality that sins or wrongdoings must be ‘paid for’ in order for the wrong doer to be made 

right. This is basic to the human concept of justice and the essence of our legal system – that a 

crime must be punished or paid for. In the legal system, it is the criminal paying a debt to 

society. Today our culture also understands the systemic wrongs done against black and brown 

people, and there is much debate over how to ‘atone’ for the sins of the past. In the Christian 

context, our sins are debts against God and God alone (Psalm 51:4). Therefore God can 

determine what constitutes payment for the sin.  
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Person and work of the Holy Spirit 

  

From my tradition, the person of the Holy Spirit is the often neglected third person of the 

Trinity. We should not be surprised that the Holy Spirit has been neglected in the teaching and 

life of the church. The Spirit is less explicitly revealed and not systematically described in 

scripture. This combined with the lack of concrete imagery makes the Spirit hard to visualize and 

therefore understand.  

 Individual churches today practice their theology of the Holy Spirit (pneumatology) in 

many different ways. Churches that emphasize the work of the Holy Spirit in miracles and 

prophecy by invoking or manipulating God’s power through the Holy Spirit risk a theology that 

looks more like magic than Christian prayer and worship. For these churches, often charismatic 

in practice and receiving the theological label of ‘continualist’, contend that “the New Testament 

phenomenon of prophetic speaking not only did not cease with the closing of the New Testament 

canon but is occurring in the church today, is a desirable element of church life, and should be 

encouraged and fostered” (Erikson, 807).  

Many from my tradition, including myself, are skeptical of such a stance. We are right to 

be apprehensive in adopting the continualism stance – that the gifts of tongues and prophecy 

have continued beyond the Apostolic age unchanged into the present day. For one, the New 

Testament does not give any clear evidence that it would continue with such potency, and two, 

the evidence for the spirit’s work in this manner are subjective and experiential.  

But it is precisely this experiential and subjective aspect of the Holy Spirit that helps the 

Triune God become personal to the believer (Erikson, 773). Let’s not throw the baby out with the 

bathwater. The Spirit has been given to the church (John 15:26). A faith that subordinates the 

person and work of the Holy Spirit to the theoretical and not the experiential risks becoming 

rigid. While the Father can seem distant because of his transcendence, and the Son may seem 

distant because of his distance to us in history, the Holy Spirit is active here and now. The spirit, 

of course, does not work only for itself, but illuminates and points to the person of Christ (John 

14:26).  

Believers are indwelt by the Spirit (1 Cor 3:16-17; 1 Cor 6:19-20, Rom 8:9), which 

infuses the believer with divine importance. We are no longer autonomous beings, but have 

become the dwelling place of God through the Holy Spirit. Paul uses God and Spirit 
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interchangeably in this passage, indicating that the Holy Spirit is not a separate being or some 

sort of proxy for God, but the same essence as God the father.  

Of course, this essence is both a person, shown to us in the use of the masculine pronoun 

ekeinos in John 16:13-14 (Erikson, 784), but also pneuma or breath, something more intangible. 

What are we to make of Jesus’ reference to the Spirit as a person, and a more ambiguous force? 

Indeed there are many points throughout scripture that the Spirit is described with more vague 

terminology. In Joel 2:28ff as well as (Ezekiel 39:29) the Spirit is ‘poured out on all flesh’, 

resulting in visions, dreams, wonders, and natural phenomenon. The result of the outpouring of 

the Spirit is a sort of winnowing of humanity – those who call on the Lord are saved. 

The Spirit also brings equality between clergy and laity, since the spirit can be equally 

present in the life of any believer. Thus it is not surprising that, as Daniel Migliore points out, 

“The institutional church has always looked on the experience of and appeal to the Spirit as 

potentially subversive and in need of control.” If anyone can be indwelt by the Holy Spirit, than 

how does this relate to hierarchical church structures? Migliore warns that neglect of the work of 

the Holy Spirit can lead to distortions in the understanding of God. It has been said of my church, 

who has Trinitarian in her name, that it is the church of “Father, Son, and Holy Book.” “When 

the work of the holy spirit is forgotten or oppressed, God is apt to be understood as distant, 

hierarchical, and coercive; Christocentric faith deteriorates into Christomonism; the authority of 

Scripture becomes heteronomous; the church is seen as a rigid power structure in which some 

members rule over others; and the sacraments degenerate into almost magical rites under the 

control of a clerical elite” (Migliore, 233). 

The Doctrine of Pneumatology makes God’s work immanent within the church as well as 

a sense of partnership to the individual believer within the greater work of God in the world. At 

conversion, believers are born again of the spirit (John 3:5-6), which begins the work of 

sanctification in this new life. This brings power (Acts 1:4-5), gifts (1 Cor 12:8-11), fruit (Gal 

5:22), but also teaching (John 14:26), intercessory prayer (Rom 8:26-27). All believers are filled 

with the Holy Spirit at the moment they surrender their lives to God, but as we mature in our 

faith, we surrender more of our lives to God and the Holy Spirit is able to possess more of our 

lives for himself (Erikson, 802). This is an important distinction for believers to understand, as 

we are all tempted to compare our gifts or lack thereof to other more ‘spirit filled’ believers. This 
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is a temptation we must resist, and simply focus on the gifts we have received, and let God 

decide what is best for us (1 Cor 12:11). 

In the Apostles creed, the creed used by my denomination, the Holy Spirit is given just 

one line “I believe in the Holy Spirit,” The Nicene creed fleshes this out a little more, which 

introduces the filioque controversy that divided the Eastern and Western church, but also 

acknowledges the Spirit as Lord, giver of life, unity with the Father and Son in glory, and the 

person who speaks through the prophets. 

 

Justification 

 

Luther claims the theology of Justification of upmost importance when he termed it “The 

article by which the church stands or falls (Elwell, 643).” This basic fact that God justifies or 

pardons those who believe in Jesus to save them from their sins is the essence of the Gospel. 

Before Christ came, the law served as a temporary protection from the punishments of sin and 

the wrath of God. The law was never the final solution for our separation from God (Gal 3:19). 

With Christ, we are now justified by faith (Gal 4:24) and no longer need the guardian of the law 

(4:25). This justification by faith opens the door of salvation to all people, not simply Jews by 

birth (Gal 2:15-16). 

Justification is required of humanity because not only does sin corrupt our moral 

character, but our standing before God is one of guilt and liability (Rom 4:5). If God created the 

entire universe, he also created the concepts of goodness and righteousness, and therefore has the 

authority to declare things unrighteous. Since we are sinful and cannot see things as God sees 

them, it is therefore only God who could truly declare someone righteous. And God 

accomplishes this justification through the person of Christ. Christ is the only one that can set us 

right before God (Rom 3:26), if we have faith in him. Because Christ occupies the position of 

both God and man, he can both forgive our sins and also bear the burden of the sin or pay the 

penalty for the sin himself. 

My Evangelical background has historically emphasized verses in the bible that use the 

language of a legal framework to describe our standing before God. Sin is more often seen as a 

debt that needs to be paid (Matt 6:12), or a ransom (Matt 20:28), than a disease that needs to be 

healed (Matt 9:4-6). In the OT, the language is even more stark. The emphasis on our own guilt 
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before God is a powerful motivator for altar calls, and rightfully makes the free offer of salvation 

– of our debt being wiped away before God – very compelling. The emphasis was always 

however on the individual relationship with God. Erickson discusses that the secular salvation 

narrative, and a salvation model explored by Bonhoeffer, as more about becoming ‘fully human,’ 

regardless of religiosity. While I would not go as far as to remove the supernatural grace of God 

and a real relationship with the divine as part of my understanding of salvation and justification, 

there is something compelling about salvation being more than that alone. Justification is the 

objective aspect of salvation that makes us right with God. But salvation is so much more than 

that, and I hope the church learns more about the other aspects of salvation as well. Living into 

the fullness of our humanity – in creating beauty for God’s glory, deepening relationships with 

others as we deepen our relationship with God – this is the work of the church that has been 

already justified.  

  

Regeneration 

 

 Regeneration is the theological term to the concept of ‘new birth’ we see in scriptures 

(John 3). It is more than a change of status, but a change of life force – a transformation of the 

believer into a new person with a new spiritual vitality and direction (Erickson, 872). This is 

what Paul is speaking to in 2 Cor 5:17, when he describes a ‘new creation.’ Regeneration and re-

creation is a thread throughout the bible, so we should not be surprised to see it in the life of a 

new Christian. As Jesus was resurrected from the dead, we are not only saved from our mortal 

death and have eternal life, but come to fullness of life with hearts of flesh and a new spirit (Ez 

36:26-27) as we are regenerated or ‘born again’ by the Grace of God. This is indeed a work of 

the Holy Spirit (Titus 3:5) and not anything the believer can take credit for. 

 

Predestination 

 
 Many students of theology get lost in the doctrine of predestination as it creates a 

complex theological dilemma. How can God know beforehand who will be saved and yet 

humans still retain free will and agency in choosing God? The doctrine is generally broken into 
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two categories: The Calvinist view, Arminian view, though a more recent Barthian position in 

the 20th century has developed. 

The traditional Calvinist view of TULIP (total depravity, unconditional predestination, 

limited atonement, irresistible grace and perseverance of the saints) emphasizes the sovereignty 

of God in election (humans are sinful and cannot on our own will choose the good), and the 

inability for humans to resist God’s irresistible grace. It is a theology rooted in scripture (Rom 

9:15-16, quoting Ex 33:19), but can easily lead a believer to see God as wrathful and vindictive. 

Supralapsarianism (one subset of the Calvinist viewpoint) states that not only does God choose 

those he wills save, but he did so before creation, and therefore has created some persons are not 

chosen to be saved but chosen to be damned. There is plenty of scriptural support for Election 

(Eph. 4:1-5, John 6:44),  but there are also plenty of verses that call ‘all people’ to repent and 

turn to God (Acts 17:30). The OT prophets are a prime example of God having one idea of 

punishment, but then in his mercy having patience as they repent and God relents (see Jonah 4). 

 It is therefore the Arminian view that more closely reflects my stance. God still has 

foreknowledge of who will be saved (Rom 8:29), but this does not mean we should not concern 

ourselves with working out our own salvation with fear and trembling (Phil 2:12-13). God works 

in us and through us, and there is a real partnership or participation in the scriptures in almost all 

area of doctrinal confusion. Our work and God’s work are both important, and I am not going to 

concern myself with what percentage is God’s work and what percentage is mine. We should see 

all people as able to meet the conditions of salvation (Rom 10:13). The burden of Calvinism that 

it is entirely God’s control too easily eschews the importance of evangelism and contradicts 

human freedom. Even if Calvinism were to be the correct doctrine – that God has full and 

ultimate control and even was to condemn some from before they were born – I would not want 

my worldview and my perception of unbelievers at all based on this theological stance.  

 

Sanctification 

 
 When one begins their life in Christ, a real and spiritual change occurs in their soul. But 

we know that this is not the final state of the believer. It can be a great discouragement to a new 

Christian to find themselves back in the same life patterns or sins of their former life before 

Christ, causing the believer to ask if the salvation was ‘effective.’ Sanctification is the continuing 
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work of the Holy Spirit to transform the life of the believer into a life that more closely 

resembles Christ. Rom 8:29 speaks of believers being ‘conformed to the image of God’s son. 

Sanctification is the continuation of the work of regeneration that begins the moment we choose 

to follow Jesus, and ends only when we finally are made perfect and holy in heaven.  

 The patristics and medieval age saw sanctification as a deification – a sharing in Christ’s 

glory. I think the modern church can embrace this concept as it means our desire for glory and 

perfection on earth is in fact a God given desire that is good when oriented in the right direction. 

Jesus tells us to ‘abide’ in him in John 15. This union with Christ is similar to the concept of 

deification, but emphasizes more our participation in the holiness and glory of God without 

trying to attain it ourselves. Phil 2 reminds us that we are not to see equality with God as a thing 

to be grasped, but many other verses encourage and exhort Christians to become like Jesus, to 

‘run the race’ set before us with our eyes fixed on Jesus, the founder and perfecter of our faith 

(Heb 12:1-2). 

 

The nature and marks of the church 

  

When Christ commissions his disciples to proclaim the gospel after the resurrection (Matt 

28:28, Mark 16:15), he tells them they now have authority and power to continue Jesus’ ministry 

on earth in signs, wonders, and miracles. (Mark 16:17). This is the foundation of the church as 

we understand it today – a people called (1 Peter 2:9) by God and gathered as the body of Christ 

(1 Cor 12:12-31), and sent by God (apostles literally means ‘sent ones’; cf. Matt 28:19) in the 

power of the spirit (Jn 20:22-23). This trinitarian view of the church is so important in remember 

our identity and mission as members of Christ’s body. We are not a gathering of similar people 

with like-minded ideas, rallying around a political ideal with goal of social reform. Instead, we 

are a once unrelated people knit together and grafted into the family of God, fulfilling the 

Abrahamic promise (Gen 12:3, Gal 3:9) that all nations would be blessed through Abraham’s 

offspring. The source of our unity as the church is around the person of Jesus, not anything else. 

The church is a continuation of the community of Israel in the Old Testament and the fulfillment 

of that promise in Christ. The story of the New Testament is about reconciling Jew and Gentile 

as now united in the family of God. No longer are we separated by tribe or class, but we are all 

united in Christ (Rom 10:12).  
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Furthermore, the church is the unstoppable force that God has chosen to continue his 

work on earth. He tells Peter in Matt 16:18, “on this rock I will build my church, and the gates of 

hell shall not prevail against it.” He chose Peter, a man full of failures and shortcomings, to be 

the foundation of the church, and that even the gates of hell will not stand in its way. I come back 

to this verse often in ministry, as it is so easy to feel overwhelmed by adversity and failure in 

ministry. It is reassuring to know that it is not my power or strength that will continue or make 

the church succeed and flourish. God has already proclaimed it, and what God proclaims will 

come to pass. When we work in ministry from this mindset – having the power of God behind us 

– our task is simply to participate in the work that God is already doing. This is the calling of the 

church. 

 The marks of the church are drawn from the final section of the Nicene creed, “I believe 

in one holy, catholic, and apostolic church.” The church is one singular body with localized 

expressions. Wherever we are called to ministry, unity in the church should remain high priority. 

Indeed unity was a high priority for Paul and other New Testament authors (1 Cor 1:10, Eph 4:3-

16). I grieve that the church is still divided along denominational lines, even while being united 

in Christ and under the major creeds of the church. I long for a day when we can experience a 

truly united worldwide church, but am not sure that day will come in my lifetime or on this side 

of eternity. I hope to play whatever small role I can in building bridges across denominations, 

and working to understand differences and focusing on what unites us as God’s church. 

The church is holy and set apart from the world. It is not to be like the world, but 

sanctified and purified through the sacraments of baptism and communion, and made holy 

through the power of the Holy Spirit. Jesus teaching on salt and light (Matt 5:13-14) shows us 

what it is like to be set apart from the world, not to isolate us from the world, but to better serve, 

heal, and bring light and hope to a dark world. Our holiness does not mean we are without sin, 

but means that our calling is great, and our good works are important in drawing others to Christ 

(Matt 5:16). 

 The church is catholic. This is not to be confused with Roman Catholic, but speaks to the 

universal nature of the church throughout the world and throughout time. Though this term does 

not appear in the New Testament to describe the church (though one could cite Rom 1:8 or Mark 

16:15 as evidence of the universality of place for the church), since the 4th century the church has 

been described as catholic, meaning, ‘encompassing the whole world and throughout time.’ For 
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Protestants, it is helpful for us to remember the universality of the church. Protestant churches 

have strong identity in localized expressions of governance. In the congregational tradition I 

currently serve in, we are easily suspicious of a hierarchical ecclesiology that puts bishops 

governing over large numbers of churches they are relatively disconnected to. I will discuss in 

the following section the need for Protestant and Evangelical churches to see the beauty and 

benefit of the universal church as safeguard against heresy, and the need to see the 

institutionalized church as a potential to be a greater force of good in the world than a 

disconnected individual church alone. 

 The church is apostolic in that is a continuation of the tradition and teaching of Jesus’ 

first apostles. While some churches in the Roman Catholic and Orthodox traditions can trace a 

direct line of leaders to the original apostles, we are all apostolic if we follow the teachings of the 

New Testament and of the historical teachings of the church as they confirm the teaching of the 

New Testament. 

 

Church governance 

 

 In the congregational context where I currently serve, the polity is based on the 

conviction that the voice of God is best heard through the voice of the gathered local church. 

This conviction is helpful when discerning as a church where we should be going, but is also in 

practice still led by a senior pastor. A board of elders is to set the guard rails for the ministry 

staff, hired by the senior pastor, so they are more or less free to teach, minister, care, and develop 

community within the boundaries set by the board of elders. The congregational structure of 

governance places high value on autonomy and democracy. I am comfortable serving in this 

context but also long for a polity that unites local churches with a larger denominational 

structure. This is because in the congregational polity, most decisions fall on and rely on the 

authority of a sole senior pastor. The church succeeds or fails on the shoulders of one person. 

Episcopalian structures governed by bishops allow oversight of local church leaders and offer a 

much needed external voice to help the local church better see its blind-spots, address conflict 

within the church or its leaders, as well as unite many local churches together under a common 

mission and vision.  
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Sacramentology 

 

 External rites, signs, or symbols that convey a spiritual reality and impart a certain kind 

of grace to the believer are known as sacraments. Many signs and symbols can be beneficial to 

the believer and in some ways be edifying or impart some sort of grace that are not specifically 

defined as sacraments. The holy scriptures, worship, experiencing God in nature, the experience 

of motherhood or fatherhood, the one holy catholic and apostolic church, intercessory or healing 

prayer, and many other things are physical (outward) signs of something invisible but deeply 

spiritual, but these are not categorized as sacraments in the formal sense. In order for something 

to bear the name of sacrament, it must be given that status and authority by Christ himself and 

also been described and established as a sacrament by the historic church, in addition to the 

normal defining qualities of a sacrament such as physical or material element, likeness to the 

spiritual thing signified, and efficacy of which it is capable of conferring benefits to those who 

partake in it. For that reason things like the church and the word of God are not considered 

sacraments, because they have not been identified by the teaching of the church as such. 

In the traditional teaching of the Catholic church there are seven sacraments: Baptism, 

Communion, Confirmation, Holy Orders, Unction, Marriage, and Penance. Luther and other 

reformers placed emphasis on the importance of a visible physical sign (McGrath, 404) as the 

prerequisite for regarding something as a sacrament. Baptism and The Lord’s Supper were the 

only valid sacraments because they had the physical symbol (water, and bread and wine), and 

also were instituted, commanded, and ordained by Christ in his earthly ministry (Matt 28:28 and 

Luke 22:14, respectively).  

These two remaining sacraments in the Protestant tradition represent the initiation into 

the church (Baptism) and continuation of sanctification and regeneration within the life of the 

believer (Lord’s Supper). In my current church there is very little emphasis on sacraments. 

Baptism celebrated only when a parent requests it, or an adult responds to an invitation from the 

church once a year, and communion being celebrated only once a month solely as a 

remembrance of Christ’s sacrifice on the cross. There is also little teaching on the function and 

efficacy of the sacraments, as teaching the scriptures receives higher emphasis. I desire more 

teaching on sacraments as I believe they are central to the life of faith and the average Christian 

understands very little about what exactly is happening, and how they ought to receive each 
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sacrament. Our communion rite emphasizes introspection and personal confession before 

receiving the elements (as to not partake in an unworthy manner; cf. 1 Cor 11:28-29), but omits 

much of the beauty and celebration in the traditional great thanksgiving such as the Sanctus and 

Agnus Dei portions of the mass proper. These omitted portions of the communion rite serve to 

‘lift our eyes’ to the heavenly worship that is already present before the church enters in. As 

Alexander Shmemann puts it, the Eucharist is “the entrance of the church into the joy of its 

Lord...the sacrament by which it becomes what it is.2” 

Schmemann’s emphasis on Chapter two of For the Life of the World has been a profound 

impact on my understanding of sacraments. He shows how the liturgy of the Eucharist is the 

journey of the church into the dimension of the Kingdom. Viewing the communion meal as 

simply a remembrance forgets this essential spiritual component: our union with Christ includes 

our participation not only his death and resurrection, but also his ascension to heaven. This is 

why the great thanksgiving includes the Sanctus, the moment when we join our voices with 

angels and archangels, forever singing the hymn of glorious praise: “Holy, holy, holy Lord!” 

“‘Holy’ is the word, the song, the ‘reaction’ of the Church as it enters into heaven, as it stands 

before the heavenly glory of God3’ 

 In a similar way, my traditions method of celebrating a baptism leaves so much of the 

spiritual component out. To begin, we celebrate baptisms not in the church building, but at a 

parishioners’ house. The attendees are typically only those close to the baptismal candidate and 

their family, not the entire congregation. We typically ask the baptismal candidate to share a bit 

of their testimony, and then publicly declare their faith in Jesus to the people in attendance. Then 

the person is dunked in the water and prayed over.  

 In For the Life of the World Schmemann argues that we must not think of the sacrament 

and forget the liturgy. This is so easily the mistake of the Protestant tradition. What I hope to 

argue along with Schmemann is that the whole liturgy is sacramental. We must not, like a 

scientist, try to isolate the object of study and then reduce it to one momentary phenomenon 

(such as the immersion in water or partaking of communion elements). To do so is to verge on 

“sacramentalism” or “magic.” The whole worship service is one transforming act of ascension.  

 
2 Schmemann, 26 
3 Ibid, 32 
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 In certain areas of nominal Catholic culture I have encountered in New England, there 

seems to be preoccupation with the accomplishment of the sacrament itself – a box to be 

checked. In this context, the church is, as Schmemann puts it, “reduced to the minister of 

sacraments and the cosmos to the three symbolic drops of water as ‘necessary and sufficient’ for 

the ‘validity’ of the sacrament. Validity was the preoccupation – and not fullness, meaning, joy4.” 

In Baptism, we must not regard them as a private ceremony and reduce the act to a testimony and 

a few drops of water. 

I long for the church to see sacramentally. Not to be preoccupied with checking a box of 

each sacrament, but to begin to see all of life as sign and symbol of the Kingdom of God. Jesus 

taught in metaphors, and used everyday experience as signs and symbols pointing to greater 

spiritual realities. “The Kingdom of God is like…,” he would teach, showing us the way a 

mustard seed shows us the small beginnings of the Kingdom and the potential for growth within 

such a small seed. We don’t ask “how exactly does the seed turn into the tree?” We don’t focus 

on the specifics, we understand the metaphor as a symbol. So to I am not concerned with the 

specifics of exactly what or how the sacrament of baptism and communion ‘work.’ They fact is 

that they do, and we can trust our Lord who gave us these symbols and instructed us to celebrate 

them ‘until he comes again.’  

 

Eschatology 

 

 Ironically placed last in our statement of faith, Eschatology seems the best place to begin 

the work of Theology, for when we must decide where we are ultimately going, where our final 

destination is, before we do the work of creating the map of theology.  

For the past several decades the doctrine of Eschatology seems to have fallen out of 

fashion in evangelicalism, in no part due to the popularity of the Left Behind series, and perhaps 

the proceeding rapture theology of the mid-1900s that many American churches employed to 

save souls by asking the question, “do you know where you are going if you were to die 

tonight?” Such models of evangelism are based in fear and manipulation. But asking ourselves 

questions about the end times is still good and important work of theologians. Eschatology done 

well is actually a great place for evangelical conversations. I hope to orient my ministry more 

 
4 Ibid, 67 
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around an Eschatology of hope than of fear. Whether or not a pretribulation rapture will take 

place, I would rather focus on helping people see the end times as the full coming of Kingdom of 

God – the place where peace and justice prevails – as a reason to hope for the second coming of 

Christ, than the fear that if they do not believe in Jesus they will not be raptured away from the 

earthly tribulation. 

Jesus explanation of the Kingdom of God as leaven (Matt 13) is helpful in understanding 

the spread of the gospel to all the world. It will grow all over the world, but will do so gradually 

and at some points scarcely noticed. 

 To focus on only the state of the individual soul misses out on the cosmic and spiritual 

dimension of the Kingdom of God.  We know that after the resurrection in each of the Gospels 

Jesus appears to his disciples in bodily form, retains even the scars from his crucifixion (John 

20:24-29), but often he was not even recognized in this new resurrected body (Luke 24:13ff). 

The resurrected body was somehow supernatural. It could pass through walls and enter locked 

rooms, yet the disciples could touch it. 

 When Christ leaves the disciples in Acts 1, he ascends in bodily form, so that we can say 

with the creeds of the church, Christ “is seated (in bodily form) at the right hand of the father.” 

This has powerful implications for our theology. A human resurrected body is in heaven as the 

first-fruits of the resurrection of the dead – a foretaste of what is to come. We are to see then this 

physical world not as evil as Greek philosophers did, but as made good, stained by sin, but able 

to be restored and redeemed by God. This is why we must not develop a theology that only 

focuses on saving souls, but must participate with the triune God in the work of restoring the 

goodness of creation and in the goodness of humanity. This focus on eliminating evil and the 

reign of the Kingdom of God is important in both the pre and post tribulational views, but I take 

a more agnostic stance on the particularities of the end times. I don’t believe them to be 

important to how we act now. This is not to say our Eschatology is not important, but our belief 

in the timing, order, and meaning of each occurrence can lead to dangerous political views (i.e. 

Christians voting for Donald Trump because of his support of the nation of Israel will usher in 

the end times). Matt 24:45 and 25:13 are our guides – we are not to know how or when Jesus 

will return, but we will remain vigilant; to watch and pray (Luke 21:36). 
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