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(ENTIRE BOOK) Examines, in interesting story form, the question "Was Jesus areligious
genius, or was he God in human form, apart from whose saving work we are all condemned to
hell?' An excellent tool for undergraduate and adult discussion groups.

Chapter 1. After Church -- Sunday Morning

Seminary student Thomas Atherton realizes his internship is under a university chaplain who
apparently does not believe that Jesus was the Son of God.

Chapter 2: The Chaplain’s Office -- Tuesday Morning

What for the chaplain is an obstacle to faith isto Thomasits very content. Could there be more
than one way of being a Christian?

Chapter 3. At Home -- Tuesday Noon

As Thomas thinks about it, the study of the Bible and the history of the church makes everything
about Christianity seem less fixed than he has always assumed.

Chapter 4. The Campus Cafeteria -- Wednesday Noon

Thomasis not satisfied. "It seemsto me that Christians are those who say Jesus was divine --
human, of course, but not only that. He was completely unique, the one human being in whom
God was incarnate. If not, isn't our continual preoccupation with this one human being
Inappropriate, even silly?"
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Chapter 5. Prof. O’ Connor’s Study -- Thursday Afternoon

Thomas learns that orthodoxy about Christ didn’t fall from heaven. It was not even taught by
Jesus himself, and can only with difficulty be read back into the writings of Paul. What is
orthodox gets decided in every generation in very human struggles within the community of faith.

Chapter 6:Chaplain’s Office -- Friday M orning

Thomas complains, "Y ou seem to think all religions are equally good, that there are many ways
to salvation, and we should al just mind our own business. Thisrelativism isjust what | feared
would happen if the orthodox creeds are abandoned!"

Chapter 7. At Home -- Friday Evening

Thomas asks how can one person be both fully God and fully human? Are not deity and
humanity external to one another? The Chaplain replies that the more fully God isin us -- we call
that grace -- the more genuinely human we are. Jesus was fully human because he was fully
divine.

Chapter 8. Thomas Alonein His Study -- Saturday Morning

The question is asked: Could people find salvation through other religions -- Buddhism, for
example?

Chapter 9: A Meeting of the Buddhist Fellowship -- Monday Evening

Thomas visits a Buddhist group and is severely shaken in hisinability to witness to them about
his own faith in Christ.

Chapter 10: Prof. Wilson’s Study -- Tuesday Afternoon

"I’m beginning to see that | can be a Christian and appreciate other traditions at the same time.
All these either-ors I’ ve been living with can become both-ands. Y ou don’t have to give up faith
in Christ in order to appreciate what is positive in other religious traditions."”

Chapter 11: Prof. Wilson’s Home -- Friday Evening

Thomas sees that people can witness passionately and confidently to the truth of their faith while
remaining completely open the truths of other faiths.

Chapter 12: At Home -- L ate Friday Night
Affirming Jesus as Lord is not primarily a matter of beliefs but rather action --discipleship.

Discussion Guide

The purpose of this study guide isto suggest questions that will encourage frank discussion about
Christology.
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Chapter 1. After Church -- Sunday
Morning

Thomas Atherton was shaken. Hislife had always proceeded in an
orderly way. He had made decisions carefully, and once he made them,
he carried through despite setbacks and obstacles. But thistime. . . .

He had made the decision as carefully and thoughtfully as usual. He and
hiswife, Mary, had prayed about it. This position as chaplain’s assistant
at the regional university of his denomination had seemed an ideal way
to meet the requirement for an internship during his seminary career. He
had met Janet Levovsky, the chaplain, and he had liked her. She was
warm and caring and generous with her time. Hisfirst month as a
chaplain-intern had been rewarding.

But listening to her sermon this Sunday morning had confirmed a
growing suspicion. Chaplain Levovsky was not a believing Christian!
Hard as it was to see how this could be true, the denomination had
placed in this important position a minister who did not believe that
Jesus was the Son of God. How could he do his internship under a
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supervisor who was not really a Christian at all? Would he have to ask
for a new assignment? What a pain and hassle that would be! Would the
seminary agree with his reasons? Was it already too late?

Thomas felt anger rising in him against the chaplain, but also against
Prof. Smith, who handled placements at the seminary, and against the
church and the university, too. It wasn't fair to put a seminary student in
such a position. And even worse, it was simply wrong to have the
church represented on the university campus by such a person! But
feeling the anger upset him all the more. It wasn't right to be angry,
especially not in church. The anger blotted out the love he knew he
ought to feel even for those who had put him in this dilemma.

Mary noticed Thomas's agitation. When the benediction had been
pronounced she asked, "What’ s the matter, Tom?"

Thomas started to brush off the question with an "Oh, nothing really!"
but he thought better of it. He had relied on Mary’ s understanding and
counsel ever since they married after the junior year of college. Indeed,
he depended on her in alot of ways. They had struggled through the last
year of college together, but he didn’t know how he could have gone to
seminary at al if she hadn’t taken afull-time job as a secretary. This
year, too, she was the chief breadwinner. He tried to help out at home,
but she was the chief cook and housekeeper, too. And still she was
interested in his studies and in what he thought! He thanked God daily
for leading him to her.

Even so, herarely talked with her about problems and uncertainties of a
purely theological sort, partly because he loved her serene faith and
didn’t want to disturb it. Partly, also, the problems didn’t seem very
important. They would work themselves out, he felt sure, in the course
of his studies. But thistime, he realized, he was more upset than usual.
He needed Mary’ s reassurance and counsel.

"That sermon bothered me," he answered. "It sounded as though Jesus
were just another person very much like us, asif he were a child of God
In just the same sense that we are. | don’t see how a Christian preacher
can talk like that!"

"| guess there was alot of emphasis on how human Jesus was," Mary
agreed, "but | don’t see why that should upset you. No preacher can say
everything every Sunday. When | was growing up my Sunday school
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teachers often pictured Jesus as a very nice teacher who loved little
children. But I’'m sure they believed in his divinity. Maybe next Sunday
Chaplain Levovsky will preach on Jesus' divinity."

"But we've been listening to her sermons ever since we came here for
my internship five weeks ago," Thomas complained, "and | never hear
anything about Jesus' divinity. I’m not at all sure she believesinit. |
don’t see how | can go on working under her if she’s not even a
Christian!"

By this time they had slipped out the side door to avoid speaking to
Chaplain Levovsky and were well on their way home. Mary felt sure
that Thomas was wrong. She was confident that all ministers believed in
the divinity of Jesus. She had heard enough talk among the students at
the seminary to know that they went through alot of confusion and
doubts as they studied the many different theologies. Some students, she
thought, went too far -- really left the Christian fold. But she was sure
that most of them would get straightened out before they graduated. The
others would drop out or, if they sought ordination, would be refused by
the church. To be an ordained minister in a mainstream denomination
certainly must mean that one is an orthodox believer! Finaly she said,
"Why don’t you talk with her about it? I’m sure you’ll feel better."

15
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Chapter 2: The Chaplain’s Office --
Tuesday Morning

"Comein, Thomas," called Janet Levovsky, "how are things going with
you and Mary?"

"Thanks, we' re comfortably settled, and we both like our jobs."

"Y ou seemed troubled when you called yesterday to ask for an
appointment. | was afraid something had gone wrong."

It was hard for Thomas to say what was bothering him. He had never
raised this kind of question with a professor. As his supervisor, he felt
toward her in much the same way. He didn’t want to seem to be critical.
But the chaplain was waiting. "I redlly liked yesterday’s sermon. It's
always atreat to hear you preach. Y ou come through as yourself and
what you say comes out of your own experience. Maybe it’ s for just that
reason that | have to take it so serioudly.”

"That’ s good to hear, but | take it that | said something you didn’t like. |
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really do appreciate your coming to tell me about it. Sometimes | hear
about criticisms at second and third hand, and | feel so frustrated. This
way |I'll understand better. What was wrong with my sermon?' She
knew she was becoming defensive and regretted it.

"I guess what I’ m concerned about is not what you do say so much as
what you don't say. Y esterday the point seemed to be how human Jesus
was, how much like us. And as | think back over your other sermons,
that seems quite consistent with what you’' ve said before. | know it’s
right to say that Jesus was truly human, of one substance with usin his
humanity, but surely that’s only a part of the message. Surely Jesus was
divine, too. Isn’t that the main point -- that Jesus was uniquely divine?"

So that wasiit, thought Janet, another conservative on her hands. Indeed,
seminary students seemed to be getting more conservative all the time.
Meanwhile, she was becoming less patient with those old problems.
There was so much the church needed to be doing for peace, for
liberation, for mutual understanding among the peoples and religions!
And still these hang-ups on ancient dogma! But thistime, at least, the
conservative came to talk -- not to snipe at her behind her back. And he
seemed really to be asking questions, not giving her an exam for
orthodoxy. She resolved to be open with him.

"Thomas, | think | understand what’ s bothering you. And all the more |
appreciate your coming to talk with me about it. You and | have come
to the church by quite different paths, I’ m sure, and so we think about
our faith quite differently, but I’ m confident we can work together, even
If we have to agree to disagree on some matters. Y ou’ ve picked up bits
and pieces about me from earlier conversations and from my sermons,
but let metell you the story of my faith-pilgrimage alittle more fully.
Then you' Il understand better where I’m coming from."

Both of them began to relax a bit. Chaplain Levovsky was no longer
defensive, and Thomas was eager to understand her better.

"| grew up outside organized religion. My parents thought of themselves
as agnostics. They ridiculed what they understood to be Christian
dogma and led me to wonder how any intelligent person could be a
Christian. Occasionally | listened to radio and TV preachers, and that
only confirmed in me my parents’ rejection of faith."

"Some of that media stuff is pretty bad," Thomas agreed.
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"That’swhat | thought," Janet responded, eager to underscore any
agreement. She continued, "The only thing that cut against this attitude
was my fondness for my father’ s sister, Margaret. She didn’t talk much
about it, but | knew she was a Christian, and | loved to be with her.
Occasionally when | was in high school | would spend a weekend with
her. She would ask me whether | wanted to go with her Sunday
morning. The first time or two | declined, but later | went with her to
her discussion group. What | found there had nothing to do with the
strange ideas about how three persons were one God or about
Armageddon or miracles. Instead, | found a group of caring and
sensitive adults who were interested in mein away | had never
experienced before. | felt that | could tell them what | really thought,
and off-the-wall as some of those ideas were, they took them serioudly.
They thought of themselves as a group of seekersfor spiritual truth
supporting one another along the way."

Thomas remembered a college group he had been in that had some of
that feel. But he had been alittle too sure of his beliefsto be quite at
home there. For thefirst time, he felt a pang of regret.

"That group talked about all kinds of things," Chaplain Levovsky
continued, "much of it not specifically Christian. But sometimes they
stopped to pray, thanking God for being with them or asking God's
special blessing on one of their members. | had no idea what they meant
by ‘God, but what they did seemed genuine.”

Thomas noticed that there were tearsin the chaplain’s eyes. Clearly
these were very precious memories.

"My aunt became sick, and after along illness she died. During her
IlIness we went as afamily to visit her every few weeks, and between
times my parents let me go alone. Even in her pain and weakness she
was for me atower of strength. | would ask her sometimes about God
and about Jesus. Her answers were very simple, naive, | suppose, but
they redirected my life. When | think of Christ | think of Aunt Margaret.

"My parents were astonished at the new course my life took -- most of
al when | told them | wanted to go to seminary. But they prided
themselves on their tolerance, and they wererelieved that | didn't goin
for what they considered the hocus-pocus and absurdities of the
Christianity they had known. They haven't become Christians
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themselves, but they don’t object much to my variety of faith. We get
along well together."

"So the deity of Jesus and the atonement and the resurrection haven't
been important to you?' Thomas asked.

"I’m afraid my position is more extreme than that, Thomas. | think they
are important, but they seem more like important obstacles that prevent
people from following Jesus than like important aspects of faith itself."

Thomas was moved but he was even more troubled than when he first
camein. "But then what do you believe?' he cried.

"I believe lots of things, Thomas," shereplied gently. "I believe that the
spirit | found in my aunt’ s discussion group back in my high school
days was the Holy Spirit, and | try to serve that Spirit aways. I’ve
learned how closely the community that grew up around Jesus and
especialy after he was no longer with the disciplesis bound up with
that Spirit. And I’ ve learned that that Spirit istruly God with us. | have
learned to call that Spirit Christ."

"Isthat all?' Thomas blurted out.

Chaplain Levovsky was hurt; she had thought that Thomas was
following her with more understanding. But she checked her renewed
feelings of defensiveness. She could see that Thomas was genuinely
troubled and needed time and help to assimilate what she was saying.
"That’sagreat deal," she answered. "If you had ever experienced the
thought world and the feeling world of unbelief in which | grew up, you
would see how very important those beliefs are. | have known
redemption through that Christ, and | try to help othersfind it as well.
For me nothing is more important than that."

It seemed there was not much more to say. What for her was an obstacle
to faith was for him its very content. In terms of all he believed, she was
no Christian. Y et sitting there, hearing her story, he felt the genuineness
of her faith. Could there be more than one way to being Christian?
Could one who did not believein Jesus' deity still be abeliever? "Thank
you," he said, "for sharing with me. | admit I’ m very confused. I’'ll have
to think about it. May | come again if | have more questions later on?"
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"Of course," she said. But as she let him out she felt the return of a deep
sadness. Sometimes she wondered whether the Spirit from whom and
for whom she lived was different, after all, from the Spirit of whom the
Scriptures witness. Maybe those who attacked her were right. Maybe
Christianity was what her parents rejected rather than what her aunt had
lived and taught her to love.

16
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Chapter 3: At Home -- Tuesday Noon

Thomas had a simple lunch ready when Mary came home. They were
both pleased that their campus jobs enabled them to eat lunch together
several days each week. But when Mary saw Thomas she knew the
conversation with the chaplain had not gone well. Thomas would need
to de-brief with her, asthey liked to call it. As soon as he had said
grace, she asked him to tell her what Chaplain Levovsky had said.

" She told me how she became a Christian," Thomasreplied. "I was
really moved by her story. | like her more than ever."

"But you don’t seem very happy about it! What did she say about the
deity of Jesus?"

"WEell, she didn’t say so in so many words, but the truth is she doesn’t
believeinit at all. What | thought | heard her saying in those sermonsis
what she really means! She wants to free us from all the traditional
beliefs."
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It was Mary’ sturn to be shocked, really shocked. "But how could she be
ordained to preach if she doesn’'t believe the church’ s teaching? And
how could the seminary approve her as your supervisor for thisintern
year? Y ou must have misunderstood her."

"No," Thomas said sadly. "I’m quite sure | didn’t misunderstand. She
went to the most liberal seminary of our denomination. And | realize
now that some of what | have read and heard in my seminary is more
like what she said than | had taken in before. I’ ve just been assuming
that everybody really believed the way | did and ignoring the
threatening ideas. Chaplain Levovsky states them so directly | can’t
ignore them."

Thomas'sreply was far from reassuring. To Mary what it meant to be
Christian was quite clear. It involved a certain way of life and definite
beliefs. On unimportant matters Christians could argue if they chose,
but on essentials there must be full agreement. Otherwise how could
they worship and work together? She did not go around hunting for
heresy. Far from it. To all who called themselves Christian she
attributed the beliefs that went with being Christian. But here was
Thomas reporting that a respected pastor did not accept the core beliefs
of the Christian faith. And worse yet, Mary feared, Thomas himself
seemed shaken! A chaplain-supervisor had no business undermining the
faith of interns.

"You'rein adifficult position, honey. But you will let the seminary
officials know, won’'t you? They won't want their students supervised
by achaplain who isnot abeliever. If it'sredly asyou say, | hope you
can get reassigned quickly."

Thomas suddenly regretted having told Mary what the chaplain had
said, or at least of having put it so strongly. Mary was so decisive! That
was part of what he liked about her. He often found it hard to make
decisions himself, and he needed her clarity -- the way she cameto the
point at once. Without her he doubted he could have ever finally
decided for the ministry. She hadn’t pushed him. She had just listened to
him and hel ped him see that that was what he felt called to do. Once he
was clear about that, she helped him brush aside al objections and
quickly apply to seminary.

But this time she was moving ahead of him and in adirection he
dreaded. She was assuming that he believed just as she did. Why
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shouldn’t she? He had shared alot of what he learned in seminary, but
not in away that would let her know what was really happening to him.
That was partly because he wasn't sure himself, and it was hard to put
into words. But it was also because he knew it would upset her.

What was happening? Looking back he could just begin to describeit to
himself. The study of the Bible and the history of the church made
everything about Christianity seem less fixed. For example, he still
believed in the Virgin Birth, but when his New Testament professor
pointed out that the genealogies in both Matthew and L uke seemed to
assume that Jesus' descent was through Joseph and that the doctrine of
Mary’svirginity played no rolein Paul’ s |etters, he found it harder to
suppose that this belief was essential to Christianity. He had come to
accept the idea that Jesus' divinity was not dependent on Mary’s
virginity, although he himself continued to affirm the Virgin Birth. But
he had not told Mary of his changing attitude. After all, he had not
changed his own belief; so there had not seemed to be anything to tell.

He saw now that this softening process had gone farther than he had
realized. It had become harder and harder to draw clear boundaries.
Confronted by Chaplain Levovsky’s story, he was confused. Could that,
too, be Christian? Part of him wanted to say, "Yes!" But Mary didn’t
share that part of him and would not understand it -- at least not right

away.

"I don’t know what to do, darling," Thomasfinally said. "l don’t feel
right about reporting officially what shetold mein private. And | am
confused. Maybe there isroom in the church for people like her. I’ve
found a number of students here who respond well to her and say
they’ ve never been able to make sense of Christianity before. At least
it'saplaceto start -- a point of contact.”

"How could the denial of Jesus deity be a point of contact for the
gospel ?* Mary replied sharply. To her this made no sense at all. But she
saw that he was not ready to act and that it would do no good to push
him. "Why don’t you talk it over with Chan-Hie?"

Chan-Hie Park was the other intern working with Chaplain Levovsky
that year. He came from another seminary, he was single, and he had a
quite different role on campus, working especially with international
students. Mary and Thomas were not yet well acquainted with him, but
they respected what they had seen of hiswork. Thomas thought Mary’s
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advice was good.
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Chapter 4. The Campus Cafeteria --
Wednesday Noon

It's good to see you again, Chan-Hie. How' s your work going?"

"The short answer is‘fine,’" Chan-Hie replied. "If you want the truth, it
will take al afternoon to tell you. How isit with yours?'

"Mixed," said Thomas. "Really, I’m enjoying it, and Chaplain Levovsky
has been very helpful. But her sermons bother me. That’swhat |
especially wanted to talk with you about."

"Sheisvery liberal, isn't she?' was Chan-Hi€' s response. "Some of the
Christian Korean students say she' s not a Christian at all. They go to
Intervarsity meetings and stay away from the chapel .”

"How do you feel about her yourself?'

"| appreciate her position. So much of Christianity isdoctrinaire. | find
it oppressive. It seems to negate and exclude all the traditional values of
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Korean culture. In seminary | began to find the freedom to think for
myself. Some of my professors encouraged me to be proud of my
Korean cultural and religious heritage. They introduced me to some
theol ogians who are rethinking Christian theology in terms of the
Korean experience. It's heady stuff. | really don’t know where it will
lead. But | want to be free to explore it and to bring other Koreans into
the exploration. Chaplain Levovsky has encouraged me."

"But can’t you do al that without sacrificing belief in Jesus' divinity
and in the universal power of his atonement?"

"I just don’t know. Right now | feel freer and more honest to bracket
those issues, to begin with the experience of the Korean people, and to
see how Jesus is good news for them."

"How does that work out?' Thomas wanted to know.

"I don’t have alot of answers," Chan-Hie admitted. "But one thing that
has meant alot to meisto believe that God islike Jesus. That doesn’t
contradict alot of our Korean religious beliefs, but it does help to sort
them out. It also helps to sort out the beliefs Christian missionaries have
brought to Korea. Sometimes Christian preachers there talk about God's
tender and patient love. Then God seems very Christlike. Sometimes
they talk about God' s wrathful judgment in ways that | don’t find
revealed in Jesus at al. Anyway, Chaplain Levovsky suggested this to
me, and | likeit."

"| can seethat up to apoint,” Thomas agreed. "If God isrevealed in
Jesus, then God must be like Jesus. But doesn’t that have to mean that
God isincarnate in him. If Jesusisjust one man among others, why
select him as the standard for judging what God is like?"

"Y ou may well beright," said Chan-Hie. "I really have no objection to
drawing that conclusion. But so many people who begin with Jesus’
deity end up talking about things that don’t make sense to me -- about
how he descended from heaven and why he gave up his equality with
God. My point isonly that | want to start somewhere el se and see what
happens. So far, | like what is happening.”

"But doesn’t that put Christian faith itself up for grabs? Maybe your
explorations will lead you far away from Christian teaching. To me it
sounds very dangerous indeed!"
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"A good many of the Korean students here agree with you. |’ ve already
told you that. There' s another group, though, who feel as| do. They’re
excited about what we're doing together. To usit feels very Christian.
Indeed, it feels more Christian than just accepting what we' re told to
believe when it doesn’t fit with our experience. But of course those
feelings don’t prove anything."

Thomas was intrigued. "What do you mean by saying ‘it feels
Christian’ ? I’ ve always thought that whether something is Christian can
be decided objectively by comparing it with the official teaching of the
church. | doubt that feeling is a safe guide.”

Chan-Hie agreed. "But I’'m not sure orthodoxy is either. Some pretty
horrible things have been done for the sake of doctrinal correctness.”

"But at least,” Thomas continued, "there has to be some center, and |
don’t see how for Christians that can be anything other than Jesus."

"| agree with you there!" Chan-Hie replied. "For me what has been
attractive about Christianity has always been the gospel stories. | was
taught to love Jesus in Sunday school, and the lessons took. That may
be why | am so sure that God is like Jesus."

Thomas was not satisfied. "It seems to me that Christians are those who
say Jesus was divine -- human, of course, but not only that. He was
completely unique, the one human being in whom God was incarnate. If
not, isn’t our continual preoccupation with this one human being
Inappropriate, even silly?’

"Y ou’ve got methere," Chan-Hie admitted. "I know what | feel, that it’'s
not so important how we think about Jesus as long as we follow him.
But what you say makes sense, too. Why don’'t we talk with someone

else about this. I've heard that Doris O’ Connor of the religion
department is a committed Christian and a fine scholar.”

"But isn't she a Roman Catholic?"' asked Thomas.
"| think so, but that doesn’t mean she can’t help us, doesit?"

"I guess not,” Thomas answered, alittle embarrassed. "I’ll call her right
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now.
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Chapter 5. Prof. O’Connor’s Study --
Thursday Afternoon

"WEell, gentlemen, what can | do for you?' Prof. O’ Connor asked, once
the two young men were seated in her study. "You said you had a
theological problem to discuss with me. | must warn you that I’ m not a
theologian. In my church few women are! My field is history of
Christianity."

“Truthfully, your students speak so enthusiastically about your teaching
that we thought you would be the ideal person to talk with. Thanks so
much for seeing us so promptly." Chan-Hie began. "Tom and | got into
adiscussion of Christology, and we soon realized we needed help."

"My concern arose because of Chaplain Levovsky’sviews," Thomas
interjected. "I’ ve always thought that belief in the deity of Jesusisthe
heart of what it means to be a Christian, but she dismisses that as an
obstacle to faith. It's hard for me to come to terms with that rejection.”

"I haven’'t heard the chaplain much myself," Prof. O’ Connor
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commented, "but she's known around here as aradical. I’ ve often
thought it’s a good thing she's not ordained as a Catholic, although

that’ s quite pointless, since if she were a Catholic she would not be
ordained! Serioudly, | mean that in the present climate of my church she
would get into alot of trouble. I'm really glad for the Protestant
denominations! They give space for lots of practices and ideas that we
don’'t seem able to tolerate -- at least at present.”

"Are you saying that the church should tolerate heresy, even on
Christology?' Thomas challenged her.

"Asahistorian," shereplied, "I’ ve grown alittle skeptical of hard and
fast definitions of orthodoxy. Sometimes the orthodoxy of one
generation becomes the heresy of the next. There was a scholar in
ancient Alexandria, named Anus, who taught that the Logos, or Word,
that became incarnate in Jesus was a supernatural creature, the first and
greatest of all creatures. Back in the fourth century there was awhole
generation of Christians who were taught that Arianism was orthodoxy.
It was their missionaries who converted to Christianity many of the
Germanic tribes who later overran much of the Western Roman Empire.
It was hard to persuade them that the Christianity to which they had
been converted was heretical, that they must believe that the Word
incarnate in Jesus was truly God."

"I’m sure | would have trouble acknowledging that what | was brought
up to believe was heresy,” Thomas agreed.

"Also, when we study the councils at which the decisions were made, it
Isn’t easy to be sure that faith and reason were always the causes of
victory. A lot of what went on reads more like power politics."

Thomas had heard some of that before, but he hadn’t been much
affected by it. In his present mood he was more vulnerable. He
commented almost sulkily, "Y ou make it sound as though the creeds
don’t count for much."

Prof. O’ Connor smiled: "Actually, I’'m very glad Arianism lost out. I'm
guite enthusiastic about the official teachings of the church about
Christ."

"Why, then, make such a point of the vacillation between Arianism and
what came to be orthodoxy?' Chan-Hie complained.
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"| just mean to illustrate that Christological orthodoxy didn’t fall from
heaven. It is not taught by Jesus himself, and it can only with difficulty
be read back into Paul. What is orthodox gets decided in very human
struggles within the community of faith. | have alot of confidencein
that struggle. Over time bad ideas tend to lose out. But if you just
determine to be orthodox, official teaching may change, and you'll have
to scramble to change with it or end up a heretic."

"But hasn’t Christology been pretty well set since the Council of
Chalcedon in the fifth century?' Thomas persisted. "That’ s fifteen
centuries; and the ancient creeds unite the Orthodox East, Roman
Catholics, and mainstream Protestants! I’ ve thought that was something
to celebrate and cherish.”

"You’reright, Thomas. And | do want to be part of that great consensus.
That’swhere | differ most from Chaplain Levovsky. She's a preacher
who wants to talk to people today in their own language and context.
I’m a historian who feels a part of a great community and who wants to
make sense of what ancient people said and to appreciate it. But I'm
glad she’s doing what she’s doing."

"| still don’t understand you," Thomas fretted. "If thereisagreat
consensus around the creeds, isn’t the task of the preacher to explain the
content of that consensus in today’ s language? It seems to me that
Chaplain Levovsky wants to oppose the consensus. How can that be
Christian?'

"| appreciate your persistence, Thomas. Maybe | do want to have my
cake and eat it, too. But for me it’ simportant to remember that even
after the Council of Chalcedon there were large groups of Christians
who rejected what we call the orthodox Christology formulated there
just because of their faith. One of these groups, the Nestorians, was for
centuries an important factor in central Asia. Nestorian missionaries
reached China and established churches there. And there were the
Monophysites who dominated Egypt. They thought Chalcedon had
given up the deity of Jesus!"

"But doesn’t the fact that those heretical groups faded from history tell
us something about the worth of their doctrines?' Thomas pressed her.

"I don’t think so," Prof. O’ Connor answered. "As | read history it was

http://www.religion-online.org/cgi-bin/relsearchd.dll/showchapter?chapter_id=1679 (3 of 10) [2/4/03 2:47:14 PM]



Doubting Thomas: Christology in Story Form

Muslim armies that reduced the Nestorians and the Monophysites to
minor status. Somebody might argue that God raised up Mohammed to
punish those Christians for their heresies, but that’s not the way | seeiit.
And we should not underestimate the power of Nestorian and
Monophysite faith to stay alive even under the most adverse
circumstances. There are still Nestorian churches, in Irag, for example.
And Coptic Christians, descendants of the Monophysites, are an
Important part of contemporary Egyptian life. Also, | think one reason
we can celebrate the consensus is that we see Christianity through North
Atlantic eyes. We forget that Ethiopia has been Christian longer than
Western Europe and that its Christianity is Monophysite.”

Chan-Hie liked what he was hearing. It supported his need for space to
think what Christianity could be in modern Korea. He wanted to
understand better what Prof. O’ Connor was saying. "All the names you
are throwing around are ones I’ ve come across before, but frankly those
Christological debatesin the early church are ablur to me. Could you
remind me what the issues were?"

Prof. O’ Connor laughed. She sometimes spent several weeksin class
trying to help her students understand, and she knew from the exams
that the blur was rarely dispelled. "I'll try," she said, "but don’t expect
too much in afew minutes!”

Chan-Hie also grinned. "I’ ll take what | can get. Maybe through
repetition it will beginto sink in."

"Perhaps the easiest place to get a handle on those debatesisin the first
chapter of the Gospel of John. In the first verse we are told the Logos,
or the Word, was in the beginning with God and that it was God. L ater,
in verse 14, it says the Logos became flesh and dwelt among us. That
refersto Jesus, of course, the enfleshment or incarnation of the Logos."

"But what isthe Logos, anyway?' Chan-Hie interrupted.

"We could say it isthe same asthe * Son,” but then you might think
directly of the historical Jesus, and that wouldn’t do. Maybe the easiest
way to get at it isto work backwards. The Logos is the aspect of the
divine that was incarnate in Jesus. The church fathers agreed on that.
But still they had two major debates about the Logos. First, how isthe
Logos related to the Father? Second, how was the Logos related to the
human in Jesus?’
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"Thanks," said Chan-Hie. "That distinction makes alot of senseto me. |
suppose the Council of Nicea dealt chiefly with the first and the Council
of Chalcedon with the second.”

"You get an A. Y ou probably remember more of this than you thought!
In any case, the major debate about the first question was whether the
Logos was a creature or was truly God. The Arians said there could be
only one God, the creator of all things, and that it demeaned God to
suppose that God could take on finite, bodily form. They did not intend
to belittle the Logos. On the contrary they held that God had created the
Logosfirst, before creating the world, both as the agent of creation and
as the agent of redemption. But still, the Logos was a creature.
Athanasius and his followers objected that the Logos was truly God, not
a creature. Since John distinguished the Logos from God as well as
saying the Logos is God, they affirmed a distinction within the unity of
God, between the Logos and the Father."

"That’'s why the doctrine of the Trinity became so important, | guess,”
said Chan-Hie, "once they brought in the Holy Spirit. If what is
incarnate in Jesusistruly God and yet not identical with the Father,
there hasto be something like a distinction of persons within one
substance. And that’s what the Council of Nicea decided."

"It’'s a complicated story," Prof. O’ Connor replied, "but you' re on the
right track. The debate about the relation of the Logos to the human in
Jesus was somewhat different. After Arianism was finally overcome
everyone agreed that the divine element in Jesus was truly God. But
how could one conceive of a human being as containing God? | offer
my students two basic images that sometimes help them see what was
going on in the debates. Some Christians thought of the Logos as
assuming humanity. Some thought that the L ogos dwelt in a human
being."

"Frankly," Chan-Hie commented, "I don’t see much difference.”

"It's hard to say whether there has to be much difference in the way
those images work out, but in fact there was enough to create alot of
controversy. Those who thought of the L ogos assuming humanity
usually thought that what was most fundamental in Jesus was truly God
and not human. God took on human form and characteristics, but Jesus
was not in any full sense a human being. Chalcedon was responding to
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people who thought that way and who said that Jesus' nature was not
human -- only divine. These people said Jesus had only one nature -- a
divine one. In Greek that makes them Monophysites. Those people
thought that to acknowledge a human nature in Jesus would undercut
his deity."

"So Chalcedon’s main point was not to affirm Jesus' deity but to affirm
his humanity!" Thomas exclaimed.

"Yes, that’strue, but of course it also affirmed, or reaffirmed, his deity.
It had to satisfy those who thought that Nestorius had wrongly denied
Jesus’ deity."

"What was Nestorius's position?' Chan-Hie asked.

"Nestorius came from the side of those who thought of the Logos as
dwelling in Jesus. They thought Jesus was truly a human being, human
in every respect. The difference between Jesus and others was that God
chose to dwell in Jesus fully. Thus Jesus had divine authority and was
worthy of our worship as our Lord and Savior."

"What was wrong with that?' Chan-Hie asked.

"Frankly, | don’t think anything was wrong. But much of the piety of
the day expressed itself in ways that Nestorius didn’t like. For example,
people prayed to Mary as the Mother of God. Nestorius didn’t like that
language. God, who is eternal, cannot have a mother. Mary was the
mother of the human being in whom God chose to dwell with fullness.
That human being is Christ. So Nestorius taught the people to speak of
Mary as the Mother of Christ. | would guess that you, as Protestants, are
more comfortable with that, aren’t you?"

She was right about that, and Thomas was trying to ransack his memory
to recall what it was that he had been taught was wrong with Nestorius.

"But for people who thought of the Logos as assuming human formin
Mary’swomb, calling her Mother of God seemed proper. To them
Nestorius's objections indicated that he was denying Jesus’ deity. And
long before the Council of Chalcedon they had him banished and his
Ideas rejected. In order to make sure that Nestorians were not allowed
back in, Chalcedon stuck in a phrase about Mary the Mother of God
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even though otherwise it opposed those who had taken the lead in
banishing Nestorius."

Thomas was both fascinated and troubled. Chalcedon no longer seemed
like such afirm basis for one’ s faith. "So you' re saying that the
Chalcedonian Creed was a kind of compromise between the two ways
of thinking, what you call the two images?"

"Y es, and the compromise worked for a good many people,”" Prof.

O’ Connor continued. It excluded on both sides those who had the most
consistent ideas or images. It leaves us with a paradox or a mystery that
has baffled the faithful. It has contributed to an idea of faith as
acceptance on authority of what cannot be understood by the mind. |
don’t much like that. But still it has set some boundaries within which
the discussion could go on."

"Then you do agree with me that it sets boundaries,” said Thomas.

"WEell, | agree with you that it has set boundaries,” Prof. O’ Connor
replied. "But I’m not saying that setting boundaries is altogether a good
thing. In recent centuries alot of Protestant thinkers have ignored those
boundaries. When | read recent confessions and creeds of some of the
more liberal Protestant denominations today, I’ m not sure they are very
close to Chalcedon. And I’'m glad for all of that. | think ancient
formulations are important, that we should pay alot of attention to
them. But | don’t think any pronouncement settles issues forever."

Thomas felt abit giddy. Every time he thought he could nail something
down, it came loose again. He saw that she was taking much further the
direction on which he was already embarked: holding herself to the
traditional teaching but calling for openness for othersto explorein
whatever direction they were called. But surely she couldn’t be open to
al ideas whatsoever! Surely some proposals must be entirely beyond
the pale. "But we do have to have some kind of boundaries, don’'t we?
Y ou're not going to accept Nazi Christianity as a legitimate exploration,
areyou?'

"That's atough one," Prof. O’ Connor admitted. "l hope that if | had
been a Christian in Nazi Germany | would have resisted the Nazi
influence. But I’m not sure that | really would have. And I’ m also not
sure that holding fast to Chalcedonian orthodoxy would have hel ped
very much. Actually teaching that Jesusistruly God hasled to alot of
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anti-Jewish teaching, and anti-Jewish practice too. Most of the ideas of
the Nazis about the Jews came right out of traditional Christian
theology. It was only Hitler's "final solution" that went clearly beyond
the teaching of the church against the Jews. The church had taught that
the Jews should be restricted in all sorts of ways -- punished for their
stubborn refusal to accept Christian baptism. It was the duty of the state
to make them suffer, but they should be kept alive until the last
judgment. Hitler just exterminated them. Of course, Hitler’s position is
worse, but that doesn’t make me proud of orthodox Christianity!"

Thomas was troubled, but he had to push on. "Does that mean that you
don’t set any boundaries at all?

"In spite of all the evil that has been done by the church, I'm still
disposed to trust the community of faithful over the long haul. That
means that we should let people think creatively and freely. Eventually
the bad ideas will be exposed. Today we' re realizing that we must
change those Christian teachings that led to the Holocaust. We're
searching around in our heritage for other ways of understanding what it
means to be Christian, ways that don’t imply that the Jews are Christ-
killers and that they have lost their covenant with God by rejecting
Jesus. If everyone had been held tightly to orthodoxy during the past
centuries, we might not find much to draw on. I’ m disposed to let time
decide.”

Thomas could not accept that. He needed criteria now. "But surely
today there are theologies you regject and reject strongly.”

"Indeed, Thomas. But to rgect them and to want them silenced by
church authority are two quite different matters. | want to be free to
argue my case against them vigorously. But | want them to be free to
talk back. | may even have to change my mind. Ideas that | now object
to strongly may prove convincing to our grandchildren. They may be
just the ideas our descendants will need in order to deal with their new
situation. Remember, the ideas of the early prophets were rglected in
their time, but later they provided the basis for the Jewish people to
rebuild their faith after the Babylonian captivity."

Thomas found it strange that what he had been taught were Protestant
views were coming to him from a Roman Catholic. "But what’ s the
point of church doctrine if everything is always up for grabs?’
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"That’s a very reasonable response to my one-sided emphasis, isn't it?"
Prof. O’ Connor answered. "I’ m probably reacting too strongly against
the new authoritarianism of the Vatican. | owe my own enthusiasm for
the church to the vitality and freedom | felt in the late sixtiesin the
aftermath of the Second V atican Council, when Pope John XXII1 threw
the windows of the church open to the best thought of the modern
world. But Vatican Il is agood example of the value of official church
teaching. It now functions to restrain the reactionaries somewhat. |
certainly don’'t want to knock that!"

"But even Vatican Il didn’t raise questions about the Christological
creeds,” Chan-Hie pointed out. "How can you as a Catholic be open to
Ideas that oppose those."

"We Catholics have always had more doctrinal freedom than you
Protestants have recognized," Prof. O’ Connor protested laughingly.
"We see that it is the whole church that corporately growsin the
understanding of the truth. Wherever we find the whole church has
expressed its shared understanding, we treat what is said as
authoritative. As Thomas pointed out, the Christological creeds come
close to an ecumenical consensus. That gives them alot of authority.

" After the Protestant Reformation and the subsequent Roman Catholic
Council at Trent, Catholics tended to narrow their view of the church to
just the Roman Catholic church and leave it to the pope to tell them
what the consensusis. That was not the true Catholic spirit. John X X111
threw open the windows. We recognized that there are lots of good
Christians whose thinking had not had to kowtow to Vatican authority,
that we could learn from them. Some of the most interesting work on
Christology has gone back behind the creeds to the New Testament.
What it finds there may or may not fit with the later creeds. Maybe we
should stick with the creeds. Maybe we should go back to the New
Testament and follow the leads we get there wherever they take us.
Who can say? | want enough freedom for both to be tried by believing
Christians. Generations can discuss and live with the results. | trust that
process. Somehow God works through it. New consensus will emerge
out of open discussion. Drawing boundaries and enforcing silence only
slows the process.

For the first time Thomas began to feel some positive excitement about
this different way of thinking of Christian doctrine. But it was also
disturbing -- frightening really. It meant living without any solid ground
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under your feet. The image he had was of finding himself in a stream,
not knowing where it was taking him. In that stream one could no
longer settle disputes by appeal to orthodoxy. The question would
aways be one of the merits of every view. But who could decide that?
Wouldn’'t the fragmentation and individualism of Protestantism just get
worse? Maybe the Catholics had a sense of the church that could hold
them together. But it had always been hard for Protestants who
disagreed about doctrine to work and worship together very long.

Chan-Hiewastalking. "I really like that. For me Jesusis at the center of
my faith, but | haven’'t wanted to commit myself to any doctrine about
him. | like the idea of opennessto lots of teachings, testing them
practically in the ongoing life of the church."

Thomas yielded somewhat. "I guess | may be too insistent that a
Christian has to make central some traditional doctrine about Jesus. If
Jesus himself is central for people, | suppose they should be free to
consider various doctrines about him. But | don’t see how one can avoid
holding that there was something special about hisrelation to God. Even
with all the openness it seems to me Chaplain Levovsky goestoo far."

"Maybe you should talk with her again,” Prof. O’ Connor suggested.
"Maybe shereally doesn’t deny that there was something special about
Jesus' relation to God. Y ou noticed that alot of what | said wasin
reaction to the tightening of the reignsin my own church. | seem to see
something like that in Protestant denominations, too. | suspect that she
IS reacting against what still seems to her to be the mumbo-jumbo of
orthodoxy. When she' s not feeling pressured to use that language, she'll
probably talk more positively about Jesus."

That made sense to Thomas, and he agreed to talk with the chaplain
again. Chan-Hie wanted to join him. "Y ou’ ve been more than generous
with your time, Prof. O’ Connor," he said. "I can see why your students
appreciate your teaching so much. Thanks alot."

15
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Chapter 6:Chaplain’s Office -- Friday
Morning

"Did you want to continue the inquisition?' she asked, smiling, but at
once regretting the tone of her question.

"Not exactly," answered Thomas. "But | do want to try to understand
your theology better. I’ ve been talking with Chan-Hie, and we both had
a conversation with Prof. O’ Connor. | think | may be more able to
understand what you' re saying now than | was on Tuesday. And Chan-
Hie got interested, too. | hope you don’t mind."

The chaplain was somewhat reassured. The young men seemed to be
genuinely seeking. She remembered delegations of conservative
students in the past whose tack had been quite different. This seemed
like a positive challenge. If only she could let go of her defensiveness!
"I don’t mind at al. Really | appreciate your interest. | know |I’'m not
much of atheologian, but | do have strong convictions, and | hope | can
explain them sensibly. Anyway, | can try."
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"| was so upset last time we talked by your attack on Jesus' deity that |
didn’'t even ask you what you do think of Jesus. | know Jesusis
important to you, because you bring him into your sermons alot. | know
you think he was human, but if that were all | don’t suppose you would
talk about him much. Everybody else is human too. Is there anything
special about Jesus for you?"

Chan-Hie broke in. "Tom has pushed me in the same way. He wants me
to say why Jesus is so important to me. He thinks that has to mean that |
believe that Jesusisdivine. | don’t know. That’swhy | came aong to
hear what you have to say.

"I’m glad you came, Chan-Hie. And you'reright, of course, Thomas. |
do think Jesus was quite special. | did say something about that on
Tuesday, but it wasn’t what you were looking for then. The Spirit |
serve was released to new effectiveness in history because of Jesus.
That makes Jesus special. But you’ re asking about Jesus himself rather
than about the effects of his ministry on others. | haven’t thought as
much about that. But | do see the Holy Spirit present and at work in
him. Since the Holy Spirit is God, | can say God was incarnate in Jesus.
| really like incarnational language.”

The language was familiar, but the context was sufficiently different
that Thomas did not trust it. "But would you say that God isincarnatein
everyone else, too?"

Chaplain Levovsky wondered how she should answer that. It was the
old question about whether Jesus differs from usin degree or in kind.
She knew she was against a difference in kind and she resolved to speak
frankly. "Yes, or at least in some others. There are some people and
communitiesin which | have ahard time finding any trace of the Spirit |
serve. | think God is specially present among those who have faith and
try to be open to the working of grace. | think of the church asthe
community in which the Spirit lives with particular fullness. | don’t
want to say that Jesus was fundamentally different. Because of Jesus,
we can also be daughters and sons of God as he was God' s son.”

"If you're saying that Jesus was the first in whom God was incarnate
and that this incarnation has extended to those who believein him, |
could at least recognize that as atraditional way of thinking." Thomas
was wondering aloud. He was really trying now to connect her liberal
Ideas with classical ones. Thiswas anew kind of undertaking for him.
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"Thanks, | appreciate your help," the chaplain answered, "and | do find
that image meaningful, but | can’t quite say that. I’ m sure the Spirit was
at work in the world before Jesus. The Hebrew Scripture speaks of it.
And I’'m sure God is present in other religions as well. | smply won't
tie God down just to please the orthodox."

Her hostility to the rigidities of orthodoxy had gotten the best of her
again. She knew there were other moves she could make, fully
supported by Scripture and tradition, that would render her position
more acceptable to conservatives. But she was impatient with that
theological game. Maybe it kept peace within the church, she thought,
but one always ended up with the sort of language that had so alienated
her parents. Why not just say what she believed in contemporary ways?

"Y ou confuse me, Chaplain," Thomas admitted. "Part of the time it
sounds as though Jesus were redlly very special for you, but then you
deny it."

"Probably the truth is that I’'m confused, too. Jesus does seem very
special to me. God seems to me especially real and present in him. But |
get upset when people want to say only in Jesus. To me it seems that
over thousands of years millions of people have found God in other
persons as well. I've read alittle about Confucius and Gautama Buddha
and Lao Tze, and | can see why people have found God in them, too. |
don’t want to diminish them in order to exalt Jesus. So | draw back from
the kinds of statements you might find reassuring.”

"I realy appreciate that," was Chan-Hi€' s response. Some Koreans are
beginning to say that the missionaries did not bring God to Korea. God
had been there all along. The missionaries often made us ashamed of
Shamanism, Confucianism, and Buddhism. From what they said, it
sounded as though all our ancestors were damned! I’ ve never believed
that. My Buddhist grandmother was a fine woman. She would go with
the family to church. Her husband and her children kept hoping she
would convert, but she refused to be baptized and died a Buddhist. |
rather respected her for it. I’'m sure God respected her too."

"The way you' re both talking makes me think you don’t believe in
missions at all," Thomas exploded. "Y ou seem to think all religions are
equally good. There are many ways to salvation. We should al just
mind our own business. Thisrelativismisjust what | feared would
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happen if the orthodox creeds are abandoned!"

Chan-Hie responded quickly. "Thomas, | didn’t say that. It’s true that
we tend to be critical of the missionaries these days. But that’s partly in
reaction to having admired them so much and followed them so blindly.
They may not be so much to blame for having belittled Korean culture.
They didn’t know much about it. But we are at fault if they make us
ashamed of it. We all thank God for the missionaries even when we cut
them down to size as fallible human beings. They brought us the
knowledge of Jesus that is so important to me."

Chaplain Levovsky replied also. "I do support missions. We' ve taken up
special collections for missions twice since you' ve been here, | think.
We should share what we know and our goods as well. But in our
denomination the main effort of Western missions today is not the
conversion of Muslims, Hindus, and Buddhists. It is serving the
common people, sometimesin alliance with Muslims, Hindus, and
Buddhists. Of course, we still establish congregations and are happy to
accept new members. In some countriesin Africaour churches are
growing rapidly while they are declining here in the United States. But
we don’'t consider getting new members the main thing. For us, to serve
Christ isjust as much to feed the hungry, to teach people to read, and to
help them in their struggle for justice, asit is to baptize them."

Thomas knew that most of the evangelism on the mission field was | eft
to indigenous leadership. The role of missionaries had changed. But il
he had thought of missions primarily as bringing people to Christ. The
Idea of missions as working with other religions did not have the right
ring. Every time he felt that he could extend the hand of Christian
fellowship alittle further, more was demanded of him. He could see
why real conservatives were sure it was better to hold the linestight. He
felt himself on a dlippery slope. Thiswas all he could take today.

Chan-Hie was enjoying the conversation, but when he saw that Thomas
was restless, he suggested that it was time to go. Chaplain Levovsky
was reluctant to end like that. "Before you go," she suggested, "could
we pray together?' Of course they agreed. They prayed silently for
awhile. Then Chaplain Levovsky prayed aloud:

"Spirit of love, draw us together in true community. Spirit of life,
enliven usin your service. Spirit of truth, enlighten our minds and lead
us into wisdom. Amen."
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"I do hope you'll cometo talk again," she said. "Next time let’ s talk
about your ideas instead of mine."

16
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Chapter 7. At Home -- Friday Evening

Mary was too excited to pay much attention to Thomas's degjection
when he arrived home. "While you were out the Schmidts called. Y ou
know, Judy and Mike. They arein town and asked if they could come
by to see us. Of course, | invited them to dinner. Y ou know how much
I’ ve enjoyed Judy -- and Mike, too, for that matter. It will be fun to hear
what’ s been going on at the seminary since we' ve been away."

Thomas' s reactions were mixed. He felt the need to be alone, to try to
come to terms with the confusion and distress he was experiencing. But
he could also see the advantage of an evening of conversation with
friends. Maybe the contact with familiar faces and familiar ideas could
restore his assurance. Both of the Schmidts were students, and good
students at that. Maybe they would help him reach some decision about
what to do. At any rate the die was cast. "Great!" he said, trying to
sound enthusiastic.

Asaways, Mary served a delicious dinner with style. She asked about
their friends, and the Schmidts enjoyed telling stories about recent
events, especialy about some of the more eccentric professors. Toward
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the end of dinner Judy mentioned something about her classin
Christology. That gave an opening for Thomas.

"That'satopic I’ ve been quite concerned about lately, Judy. | wish |
had had the course.

"Well," Judy laughed. "I’'m hardly an expert after six weeks of classes,
but I'll be glad to share whatever | can. What' s the problem?"

"The problem is that my chaplain supervisor doesn’'t believe any of the
things | believe about Jesus." Thomas knew he exaggerated, but at the
moment that was how it seemed. "If she’sright, I’ m on quite the wrong
course. If I’'mright, she’s hardly a Christian at all -- certainly not a
suitable supervisor for seminarians.”

"Wow! That’sareal problem," Judy replied, somewhat sobered. "I’'m
not sure | can help with that, but let’ s talk about it. Who is your
supervisor, and what does he believe?’

"Chaplain Levovsky, and she’'s awoman, and a very fine woman |

might add. If | didn’t think so highly of her | wouldn’t be bothered so by
her ideas. When it gets right down to it, she thinks Jesus was a man like
other men. She sees God in him and gives him credit for the emergence
of the church. But she thinks other communities have found God in
other people. There's no need to convert Muslims and Hindus. We
should work with them in meeting social needs."

"| can see that she's pretty far on the liberal side," Judy replied. "But
you know, I’m sympathetic with some of it. | haven’t thought much
about Muslims and Hindus, but | have been thinking alot about women.
Did you know that I’ ve been in awomen’ s support group? That’s been
pretty disturbing too! Some of the members claim that women can’t be
saved by amale savior, that looking to a man for salvation just confirms
unhealthy dependence on men. If we say that to be Christian isto
believe that Jesus is the only savior, some of my friends reply that they
can’'t be Christian any longer.

"But | don’'t see any choice," Thomas exploded. "Even Chaplain
Levovsky wouldn’'t say that a Christian has some other savior than
Jesus."
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"It'sareal problem, | grant you. Some try to get around it by saying that
Jesus had strong feminine traits, that he was androgynous. Others say
that the relation to him has nothing to do with his gender. Still others
suggest that we should look not so much to Jesus the man, but to the
Christ-event that includes men and women.

"But where do you come down yourself?' Mary broke in. She was even
more shocked than Thomas, but she had a deep confidence in Judy.

"Well," said Judy, "really | haven’t come down. | guesstheideal’ve
liked the best is an emphasis on the future. God came to us in a man.
That’ s true. But that man pointed ahead to what was to come. The
basileia theou. We trand ate that ‘ the Kingdom of God,” and that sounds
very masculine indeed. But a basileia does not have to have aking. The
word itself isfeminine, and | think that as we envision what the basileia
Isto be, the dominance of males and male values ceases.

"But | don’t see how the fact that basileia is a feminine noun has much
to do with whether women can be saved by Jesus," Thomas was
impatient to return to thisissue.

"To meit does seem related,” Judy answered. "We have to consider
what salvation really is. A lot of theology today points to the future as
the time of salvation. Jesus announced salvation and foreshadowed it,
for example, in his table fellowship with all kinds of people. In that way
he mediates salvation to us. He gives us assurance. But to believe thisis
not to depend on a man to save us. We depend on God to bring the
basileia. When | think in those ways it doesn’t matter that Jesus was a
male. What does matter is whether the promised salvation will meet the
needs of women as well as men.

"That does make sense, | guess,” said Thomas, alittle reluctantly,
"though that’ s not the way |’ ve thought of it. | think of Jesus' atonement
on the cross as that which saves all who by faith identify with his dying
and rising. | guessthat’s just what bothers the feminists -- identifying
with amale savior. But | don't see how that relates to finding God in
more than one person.

"Well, if we need figures who foreshadow the final salvation, it seems
much better to us women if some of them are women. Jesus may have
an extra special place. | for one don’t object to that. But | also seea
foreshadowing of the basileia in Ruth, in Esther, in Mary Magdalene, in
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Catherine of Siena, in Sojourner Truth, and in Mother Teresa. In other
words, | see God incarnate in both women and men, and now | am
inclined to minimize the differences between Jesus and these
incarnations instead of maximizing them as| once did."

"Has your work in the Christology course tied in with thisat all?* Mary
asked. She was bewildered but not entirely lost. She had read allittle
feminist theology and felt mildly sympathetic. But it had never occurred
to her that feminists would want to downplay Jesus just because he was
aman!

"Yes, Mary, somewhat, although we haven’t gotten to any feminist
theologians yet. | think one or two will be tacked on at the end. We have
been exposed to theologians of hope, and I’ ve already told you that |
think the emphasis on the future helps. In addition I’ ve found in Donald
Baillie away to think about God’ s incarnation in Jesus that doesn’t
separate Jesus so much from others."

"You'rereferring to God Wasin Christ, aren’t you?' asked Thomas. |
read that a couple of years ago, and it didn’t seem particularly important
then. But these last few days I’ ve found myself wondering whether |
should re-read it."

"I do recommend it," Judy replied. "Baillie makes sense of something
that perplexed me for along time, long before | became a feminist. How
can one person be both fully God and fully human? | could make the
statement that he was, but | didn’'t really know what | was saying. After
reading Baillie | saw that the problem was that | thought of deity and
humanity as external to one another. Baillie enabled me to see that the
more fully God isin us -- we call that grace -- the more genuinely
human we are."

"I like that," said Mary quietly. "Jesus was fully human because he was
fully divine. But that makes Jesus very different from the rest of us,
even the saintly women of whom you spoke."

"Probably Baillie would agree with you," Judy acknowledged. "He
seems to want to see incarnation as like grace, but still different,
although he doesn’t explain how. But | see God' s incarnation in grace
asthe only incarnation thereis. It may have been more completein
Jesus than in anyone else. | don’t know. But it can’'t be different in kind.
If God is present in human beings, God isincarnate to some degree, and
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In some special people that incarnation becomes peculiarly clear. For
now, I'm satisfied with that."

Thomas was not satisfied with that, but he was bothered now by
something else. Chaplain Levovsky had talked so easily of God being
present in people. Judy did, too, and apparently Mary found that easy to
accept. But he didn’t. How could God be in something. He thought of
God' s presence as personal encounter. Of course, he did affirm God's
incarnation in Jesus. But that was utterly supernatural, utterly unique, a
complete mystery! One was not supposed to understand it. In Jesus the
impossible happened. That’s what made all the difference.

Baillie at |east recognized the problem, Thomas remembered. Baillie
emphasized that what he said was paradoxical. But Thomas wasn't
accustomed to thinking of God’ s grace as being God internal to people.
For him God'’ s grace is God' s forgiveness of our sins, the gift of life and
new life. It might be that Baillieisright, that the more we receive from
God the more human we are, but for Thomas that was afar cry from
incarnation. In grace God gives things to us and forgives us. In
incarnation, God becomes a human being.

"Asyou talk about Baillie," he said at last, "it makes him sound like a
mystic, as if God were found within us, or asif God’s being merged
with ours. | wasn't struck by that when | read him. | thought he was
more orthodox than that."

"Y ou’re right. Maybe my interpretation is more mystical than he
intends. But | think if it’smystical, it'sabiblical mysticism. It’snot a
merging of ourselvesinto the divine or adenia of the ultimate
difference between God and creatures. It’ s just that the supreme gift of
grace is God’' s own presence within us, liberating, empowering, and
directing us. | can’t think of that as an external force. | find it working
in me. It’s part of my experience. And, as Baillie says, the more
effectiveit isin shaping my life, the more fully I’'m human, that is, the
freer, stronger, more fulfilled and effective | am as a human being."

Thomas could remember Paul’ s language about Christ and the Holy
Spirit as within us making us free and strengthening us. He had to admit
there was biblical justification for that kind of mysticism. Indeed, he
wished he felt the Spirit at work in him as Judy seemed to feel it in her.
But the idea of something other than himself being within him still
didn’t make much sense. "I wish | could experience something like

http://www.religion-online.org/cgi-bin/relsearchd.dll/showchapter?chapter_id=1681 (5 of 8) [2/4/03 2:47:36 PM]



Doubting Thomas: Christology in Story Form

that," he said, "but even if | did | wouldn’t understand how God could
bein me!"

"I have trouble with that, too." Mike spoke up for the first time. "It's
hard for me to think of anything in me except myself. | think of God as
present to me, not present in me. But have you noticed that it’s usually
the women who think of God present in them and the men who think
more of encountering God as one who comes to them from beyond?’

"No, Mike, | hadn’t connected the difference with gender," Thomas
admitted.

"It was Prof. Matsumoto who pointed this out to me. He also pointed
out that it’s something of an East-West distinction, too. In the Eadt, at
least in China, Korea, and Japan, people think of things or events as
made up of their relations to everything else. The Buddhists talk about
"dependent origination.” An event or an experience isjust the coming
together of other things. Thereisn’t any boundary separating itsinside
from its outside.”

"Sorry," Thomas interrupted him. "This is coming too fast for me. But it
sounds important. What is Prof. Matsumoto saying?"

"I’m not sure | fully understand, Tom, but | did take a course from him
on Hinduism and Buddhism, and that helped, the Buddhist part
especialy. Just think about your experience right now. Then think about
what I’ m saying. Isit inside or outside your experience."

"Well," Thomas answered hesitantly, "I guess that distinction doesn’t
work, doesit. Of course, what | hear and understand is part of my
experience. But since you are the source, it is certainly coming to me
from outside. So it’ s both inside and outside -- or neither. Isthat the
Buddhist point?’

"That's part of what |’ ve gotten out of it, at any rate. If you follow that
line of thought through, you'll see that if you're related to God at all,
then God is both outside and inside your experience -- or neither -- in
the same way. The God who isin your experience is also much more
than your experience. More traditionally we' ve talked about God being
both immanent and transcendent.”

http://www.religion-online.org/cgi-bin/relsearchd.dll/showchapter?chapter_id=1681 (6 of 8) [2/4/03 2:47:36 PM]



Doubting Thomas: Christology in Story Form

"Okay, | accept that." Thomas agreed. "But my experienceisn’'t me. |
am the one to whom the experiences happen or the one who possesses
the experiences. I’ ve had other experiencesin the past, and I’ [| have
more in the future. Maybe God is in the experiences in the way you say,
but that doesn’t put God inside of me."

"That’s atough one," Mike agreed. "| raised the same point with Prof.
Matsumoto. He just said: That’ s the problem with you Westerners. That
left me puzzled and a bit angry. | started to say that was Christian
teaching. But then he’s a Christian, too, and | knew he would ask me
where it was stated in the Bible that the self is separate and distinct from
the experiences. | shut up and listened."

"And what do you think about it now?' Thomas asked.

"Thelonger | live with that way of thinking the more sense it makesto
me."

"Well, offhand,” Thomas complained, "it doesn’t make that much sense
to me. When | decide to do something, it’s not just an experience that
decides. My decision leads to changes in experience.”

"Y ou’'reright, Tom, and Prof. Matsumoto acknowledged that Eastern
thought hasn’t dealt very well with deciding. In fact, he saysthat it was
writings about decision and personal ethical responsibility that led him
to Christ. But does it help any to think of the ‘I’ who decides as outside
of experience? I’ ve come to think of my ‘self’ as one aspect of the
experience, affecting al the rest, as you say, but also affected by all the
rest.”

Mary broke in. "Thisisway beyond me. | do think of God asin me.
Indeed, | feel that way about my relations with other people too. And
maybe that is because I'm awoman. | don’t know. But what Buddhism
hasto do with it | don’t understand.”

Judy saw that Mary was tired and that if they got any deeper into these
mysteries, she might really get upset. Considering that she was the only
one of the group who was not studying theology, she held her own very
well in these discussions. But enough was enough. "It’s getting late. We
really must be going. We have a big day tomorrow, and | know you are
busy, too. Dinner was delicious. Y ou're agreat cook, Mary!"
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"Yes, indeed," agreed Mike sincerely. "And it’s been along time since
I’ ve enjoyed atheological discussion so much. Good luck with Chaplain
Levovsky!"

15
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Chapter 8: Thomas Alone in His Study --
Saturday Morning

Thomas had not slept well after the conversation with Judy and Mike. He didn’t know
whether he was more upset or excited. So many things that used to be dear were
confused! So many settled planksin his belief system had come loose! But at the same
time it seemed that new doors were opening up. He was certainly not ready to write the
seminary saying that Chaplain Levovsky was not a suitable chaplain supervisor. But he
was not ready to decide not to write either. He had to sort things out.

Thomas had found that when he was confused, he needed to sit with paper and pen and
at least identify in writing what he was confused about. He wrote down two headings
and then made notes on each. Several pages went into the trash basket. But after a
couple of hours he had an outline like the one on the following page.

|. The boundaries of legitimate Christian thinking — the problem of heresy.

A .Arethere established doctrines all Christians should accept?
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B. If so, what are they?
C. If now, how do Christians decide what to believe?

o Bible, creeds, tradition central but not wholly decisive.

o Maybe Jesus himself is crucial.

o What makes sense to us — how important is this? Can we believe what
does not make sense to us? Should we?

I1. What do | think about Jesus Christ?
I1. A. How I think of God’s presenceiscrucia here.

o If God is present to human beings but not in them, then God'’ s incarnation
In Jesus was wholly unique.

o If God is present in others as well, then God' s incarnation in jesus may
not be so very different. (I must re-read Baillie.)

B. If God is present in people other than Jesus, is thisjust in Christians or
isit in others as well?

o If only in Christians, then Jesus uniqueness remains very important.
(Paul connects the Spirit to belief in Jesus’ Lordship.)

o If in everyone, then Christianity seems to be only one expression of God's
saving work. (John says the Word enlightened everyone who came into
the world.)

C. Inwhat way is Jesus savior?

o Did he atone for the sins of all on the cross? (Or, all who were predestined
to be saved?)

o Did he preach the coming of a basileiain which God’ s will would be
done?

o Did heinitiate acommunity in which God’'s Spirit is effective?

o If al the above, how are they related?

Tom felt better after he had gotten all this out on paper. He knew there were lots more
questions, and he knew that he didn’t have the answers. But he also knew that he was
shifting. The Pauline passages about Christ and the Holy Spirit being "in" the believer
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were taking on area meaning for him. He wasn’t willing to let that go. He would
follow where that led, even if it led part of the way that Prof. O’ Connor and Chaplain
Levovsky went. Part of that was genuinely Christian. Even if it reduced the difference
between Jesus and believers, Thomas decided, he could live with that, too. After all Paul
did talk about our becoming sons and daughters of God through faith in the one Son of
God.

Paul, however, definitely did not say that Jesus provides just one way of salvation
alongside others. He didn’t say, "L et the Ephesians go on worshiping Diana; she'll do
just aswell as Jesus." No! Paul had no doubt about the boundaries. And Thomas would
stay with Paul.

But then what about Chan-Hie' s Buddhist grandmother? Did God damn her for her
stubborn refusal to accept Christian baptism? Thomas did not feel comfortable saying
that -- at least not to Chan-Hie. But wasn’t there something wrong with holding
theological doctrines and then refusing to draw the consistent conclusions in particular
cases?

Thomas realized that he had long been uncomfortable about the implications of his
theology in one area. In college he had attended a two-day conference on the Holocaust.
He had become aware for the first time of how deeply Christians, and even official
church teaching, especially about Jesus, had contributed to the Holocaust. The idea that
all Jews deserved punishment because some long ago had called for Jesus' crucifixion
was certainly cruel and unjust! The conversation with Prof. O’ Connor had brought those
painful memories back. He could sympathize with the commitment of some of the Jews
to keep the Jewish people alive at all costs and to fight off all efforts at Christian
conversion. He accepted the comments of some Christians that the church has forfeited
the right to try to convert Jews. He was glad to hear that his denomination did not
support missions to Jews. But he gave up trying to make sense of this theologically.
Vaguely he thought that since Jews are a chosen people, God will work things out for
them and we Christians can leave this matter to God.

But now the challenge was much wider. The implication seemed to be to leave everyone
alone -- and everything to God. That sounded wrong -- dead wrong.

He couldn’t put the matter aside thistime. He had to come to terms with it. Could

people find salvation through other religions -- Buddhism, for example? How could he
decide? He knew so little about it. Then it occurred to him that there was a Fellowship
of Buddhist Students that met once aweek on campus -- in the chapel as a matter of
fact. Of course, Chaplain Levovsky would see nothing wrong with that! Maybe he could
attend a meeting and make the acquaintance of some of the Buddhists. Perhaps he
would even win some of them to Christ! In any case, learning something about them
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would help him to think about the question.

16
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Chapter 9: A Meeting of the Buddhist
Fellowship -- Monday Evening

A dozen students were seated in a circle with a couple of empty chairs.
One of the students got up to meet Thomas as he came to the door. "I’'m
Bill Putnam, the one you called. I’ ve told the others that you were
coming. We appreciate your interest in visiting our group. The student
interns in the past have pretty much ignored us."

"Thanks, Bill. But I'm afraid I’m not coming in my official capacity.
I’m coming more out of my own need to understand something about
Buddhism."

"All the better," said Bill. "But none of us are scholars. Prof. Wilson
knows alot more about Buddhism than any of us will ever know. But
maybe getting to know some Buddhists will supplement your study.
Anyway, we're glad you' re here. Is there anything in particular we can
do to help you?"

Thomas was embarrassed. He had meant to slip into the back of aroom
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where Buddhists were worshipping just to get some sense of what was
going on. "l didn’t mean to interrupt. | wish you would just go ahead
with your services and let me sit here with you."

"“I’m afraid we don’t have what you could call aservice," Alice
Kaufman spoke up. "Before you came we were meditating for about an
hour. But we don’t have a teacher, and we come from different
traditions; so even that is awfully loose. After meditating we like to sit
and talk about our lives as Buddhists at a Christian university. Since
you'’ ve come, we would like to talk about whatever would interest you."

Something had been bothering Thomas without his being clear what it
was. Suddenly he realized that, without thinking about it consciously, he
had been expecting that Buddhists would be Asians. But in this group
only two looked Asian. These young people were not Buddhists just
because they had been brought up to be Buddhists! Livingina
predominantly Christian culture, they had chosen to be Buddhists.
Why?"Thanks," he said. "I guess what would help me most would be to
hear you talk about why you are Buddhists, what it means to you."

"No two of uswould answer that in the same way," Alicereplied, "but I,
too, think it would be the best way to get acquainted. I’ | speak for
myself, and then some of the others can talk.

"I grew up in avery secular home. My father was a secular Jew and my
mother called herself a Protestant but never showed any signs of interest
in going to church or sending me there. They seemed content to enjoy
what are called the good things of life, and we always had plenty of
them. They were very good to me. | had what’ s called a happy
childhood, but still | wasn’t quite satisfied. Looking back | would say
things were too flat, too superficial. | was hungry for more depth.

"I had heard people talk about mysticism, sometimes positively and
sometimes contemptuously. It sounded like ‘depth.’ | decided to try to
learn about it. | read some Christian mystics such as Brother Lawrence,
Evelyn Underhill, and Thomas Merton. | liked what | read, and |
thought | might become a Christian.

"| visited some churches during that period, a synagogue, too. My
parents had no objection. But | couldn’t make any connection between
what | found there and what had appealed to me in my reading. | even
talked with a priest once and also arabbi. But they both discouraged my
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mystical interests. They thought what | needed was to be involved in
their youth programs. But those seemed as flat to me as my homelife.

"It was through Merton that | got acquainted with the writings of the
Buddhist missionary to this country, D. T. Suzuki. That was when |
really came alive. | read everything | could find by him. I’m not saying |
understood him, just that he spoke to me. | decided | was a Buddhist. |
wanted to be saved in the Buddhist sense: to attain enlightenment. But |
never met another Buddhist until | came here to the university. It has
been great to find others who are really concerned with personal
religious experience and can help me learn to meditate. I'm along, long
way from experiencing enlightenment, but meditation has come to mean
agreat deal to me. | know something genuine happens, something that’s
guite strange to my parents and their friends -- and to the Christians |
know, too."

“I'm afraid | don’t really know what you' re saying," Thomas admitted.
"I know something about mysticism, of course, at least from reading
about it. Are you saying that Suzuki pointed you to the mystical
experience better than Merton did?"

"I don’t know whether the Buddhist experience is mystical or not,"
Alice answered. "In one sense it seems so very ordinary and secular. It's
just realizing what’ s really going on, letting things be what they are, not
Imposing our ideas and expectations on them, not interpreting them in
terms of our desires and fears, just letting go of everything we've clung
to. Of course, | haven't accomplished all that. But in bits and pieces |
have come to feel free and more alive, more present. The world seems
fresher and more zestful. So | get a sense of what full enlightenment
would be, and meanwhile I'm grateful for the changes that are taking
placein me."

Thomas did not know what to say. He was glad Bill spoke up.

"I guess | should go next. My story is different. | was brought up in the
church, a quite conservative church. There was alot of talk about the
danger of eternal damnation and how we are saved by the blood of
Jesus. We were even encouraged to give alot of money to save the
souls of the heathen. It wasn’t at all what Alice calls‘flat.” People were
excited and intense and deeply committed.

"Since it wasthe only world | knew, | believed everything | was told.
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But one day | met one of those ‘ heathen.” My neighbors had traveled in
India, and a Hindu family who had befriended them there came to spend
aweek with them. When my neighbors saw me looking on curiously,
they invited me to come over to meet the visitors. | was twelve at the
time, and | was fascinated by the difference in dress, manners, and
accent. | spent as much time with them as | could. | had never met such
gracious, cultivated, and genuinely devout people.

"I could not fit that experience with what | heard in church, and I’'m
afraid | became arebel. My parents forced me to go to Sunday school,
church, and youth group. But all | did was cut up and ask embarrassing
guestions. The church was relatively tolerant of adolescent rebellion,
but mine went too far. No one admitted it, but they were all glad when
my parents gave up and let me stop going.

"Meanwhile | had begun to read about India and especially about Indian
religion. It sounded so much more profound and true than what | had
heard in church. It was also much more tolerant. They could accept
Jesus as an avatar or a Boddhisattva, a manifestation of the divine, and
they did not deny that people could find salvation through faith in him.
That seemed so much better than the church’ s teaching that God sends
everyone to hell who doesn’t believe asit teaches.

"There were other things | liked, too. They were concerned for other
animals, not only human beings. I’ ve always been horrified by the way
we raise and butcher animals. But in Christian circles people made fun
of me for being so sentimental. God gave us animals to kill and eat, |
was told. They have no souls. In the literature of Indial found a deep
compassion for all sentient beings. | became a vegetarian and stood my
ground against Christian ridicule. Finally, | announced that | was a
Buddhist, not because the differences between Hinduism and Buddhism
mattered to me. | didn’t understand them. But the stories of the life and
teachings of the Buddha moved me deeply. He was so selfless, so
serene, so profound, and he generated such peace among those with
whom he spoke.

"That really shocked my parents and their friends. They preferred that |
be arebel and renegade. | think they would have been happier if | had
become a drug addict than awell-behaved, conscientious Buddhist. I'm
afraid their reaction didn’t do much to improve my image of
Christianity.
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"But let me hasten to say | don’t feel so negative any longer. If all
Christians were like Chaplain Levovsky, | would see Christianity asa
wonderful religion. What a great woman! She even meditates with us
sometimes. But it’s your time to tell us about yourself. How did you
come to your Christian faith, and what do you believe as a Christian?
Do you think God is going to throw us all into everlasting torment
because we are Buddhists?"'

Thomas suddenly felt embarrassed that he had thought he might be able
to bring some of these Buddhists to Christ. What could he say? Warn
them that indeed they must turn to Christ to escape hellfire? No, that
would only confirm their worst suspicions of Christianity. Anyway,
faced with the spiritual journeys of Alice and Bill, he certainly could not
condemn them. Would God be less understanding than he? "No, of
course not," he murmured. He grew very uncomfortable. He really
didn’t feel like telling his story. What was there to tell? He had accepted
what he was told as a child, deeply internalized it, and sincerely tried to
live by it. He had never really searched, not until now. What kind of a
testimony to Christ would it be to tell them that? The room was feeling
very warm. "Thanks very much for sharing with me," he muttered. "I’ve
got to go."

Outside and alone he could not remember ever being so miserable. He
had been invited to give his Christian witness, and he had run away
instead. But worse, he had decided he had no witness to give! He did
not even know whether he was a believer. "Maybe all this stuff about
Jesusisjust hocum," he thought wretchedly. "Maybe even Chaplain
Levovsky puts too much stock init." For the first timein his twenty-
four years Thomas was doubting, really doubting. "There may not be
any literal hell as a separate place," he thought, "But there’s hell all
right. And I’'minit."

Hefelt dizzy. He had always known his faith was important to him, but
only in this moment of doubt did he truly realize how important. Who
was he apart from his faith? He couldn’t even think about that. His
whole identity was bound up with believing.

Of course, there were more "practical™ gquestions, too? Could his
marriage survive if Mary learned the depth of his doubt? He would
certainly have to choose another profession, and nothing else had ever
interested him. All those years of preparation wasted! And what would
his parents think of him?
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But important as those questions were they stayed at the edges of his
consciousness. It was his own existence, his soul, that was at stake. He
was falling into an abyss.

In the depths of such doubt Thomas could hardly think at all. Yet he did
remember that the young Buddhists had talked appreciatively about
Prof. David Wilson. And he remembered also that Prof. Wilson was a
loyal churchman. At least Wilson might understand what was troubling
him. He must talk to someone!

16
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Chapter 10: Prof. Wilson’s Study --
Tuesday Afternoon

Y ou sounded somewhat agitated over the phone," Prof. Wilson told
Thomas. "l hope there’ s nothing seriously wrong."

"Nothing outwardly wrong, | guess,” Thomas answered without
conviction, appreciative of the note of real concern in Wilson’s voice,
"but inwardly I’m going through a crisis of faith. I’ve come to ask your
help."

"If I can help, Thomas, I'm at your service. Tell me what form the crisis
Istaking with you."

"I’ ve grown up as an orthodox Christian," Thomas answered, "and until
recently I’ ve never had any doubts except about details. Christian faith
seemed to make sense of my community and give me the guidance |
needed for life. But now everything is crashing down around me. It
seems to center on the relation of faith in Christ and other religions.
That’swhy I’ve cometo you. I’ ve always believed that Jesus is the one
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way, the one truth, the one life -- the only path to salvation. That means
that we need to try to win to Christ those who are seeking salvation in
other ways. But now | just don’t know."

"What in particular has raised this question for you?'

"Chaplain Levovsky first raised it for me," Thomas answered. "She
doesn’t want to limit God'’ s presence to Jesus and his followers. What
she said seemed so loose | thought she was a heretic. But what has
really thrown me is my meeting with the Buddhist fellowship. All they
did wastell me their stories, just a couple of them. They turned to
Buddhism because they couldn’t find what they needed in Christianity!
| hadn’t thought much before of Christians being converted to other
religions. | always thought of conversion as a one-way street.
Eventually al would cometo Christ. Now it seems that Buddhism has
something to offer that Christianity lacks!"

"It’safine group of young people, isn't it," was Prof. Wilson'sreply.
"One can't easily dismiss Buddhism as perverse or superstitious. There
Is so much wisdom there, so much knowledge of how to attain spiritual
ends, so much saintliness."

"But if you think Buddhism isjust as good as Christianity -- or even
better -- how can you go on being a Christian?' Thomas wondered.

"I don’t know that | would want to say just as good or better," Prof.
Wilson replied. "I"ve given up comparisons like that. But let’ s let that
pass for now. Thefirst thing | want you to know is that the problems
you' re struggling with have been important for me for along time. The
second thing is that we' re not alone. There' s alarge literature written by
Christian thinkers on thistopic. You don’'t have to give up faithin
Christ in order to appreciate what is positive in other religious
traditions."

Thomas brightened. He had read a little about this. At the time it meant
very little to him. Perhaps now if he read some of the same essays again
they would mean something. "Thanks! Can you tell me how you resolve
the issue yourself?'

"There s no simple once-for-all resolution, Thomas, but thereis an
ongoing discussion -- just as in every other area of the church’slife and
thought. | can tell you a couple of things that have been helpful to me. |
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decided that one of the problems was the way we often pose the
question. We ask, ‘ Can people find salvation apart from faith in Jesus
Christ? And when we ask that, we suppose we know what we mean by
salvation. In the background there is usually some idea of heaven and
hell as places we go at death or at the end of history. We want to know
whether there' s another way that leads to heaven besides our own
system of belief."

"Yes, | guessthat’s how I’ve thought of it. But how else can we raise
the question?"

"Do you think the young Buddhists you talked with are looking for a
way to avoid hell and get to heaven?' Dr. Wilson asked.

Thomas thought a moment. "I guess not. They didn’t talk about
salvation or heaven and hell except as Christian ideas. Alice was
looking for mystical experience, or something like that. Bill wanted a
religion of tolerance and grace that is sensitive to all sentient beings.
That’ s quite different from what Christians mean by salvation, isn't it?"

"Yes and no," Wilson answered. "Not all Christians are so preoccupied
with life after death. Many care alot about what happensin thislife and
believe that if we do what we can to serve God here, God will take care
of the rest. But the basic point is that people are not all looking for the
same thing, and different religious traditions have responded to and
shaped different paths to different ends."

"You know, | like that better than the idea of different paths up the same
mountain. | don’t know why, but | breathe more freely with your image.
Maybe there is a sense, an important sense, in which Jesus shows us the
one way to ‘the Father.” Maybe Hindus and Buddhists are finding ways

to something different!"

Prof. Wilson was delighted. "Not many people get the point so quickly!
Once | saw that myself, | felt | could study the world religions with
complete freedom. | don’t ask by what means they try to lead people to
salvation. | ask how do they describe the goal and then study how they
help people toward it. Of course, just as there is variety among
Christians, thereis variety in other religious traditions. The overall
picture is very complicated.”

"Some day | must study that,” said Thomas, "but right now it’s Jesus |
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need to understand. The other night a friend of mine was saying that
Jesus proclaimed and foreshadowed the coming of the basileia, and that
that coming is salvation. Would that be one of the Christian views?"

"Surely, and living in anticipation of the coming Realm of God is one
meaning of Christian faith,” Prof. Wilson replied. "That’s quite different
from focusing on forgiveness of sin to be found through identification
with Jesus’ self-sacrifice. And, of course, there are other Christian
patterns. Few Eastern Orthodox, for example, would be comfortable
with either of these."

"But if Christians don’t even agree on what the goal is, how can we talk
about Christianity at all. Shouldn’'t we always say ‘ Christianities' ?"

Prof. Wilson was not quite prepared for that question, but it seemed a
good one. "We need to think of Christianity as more inclusive than any
doctrine. It seemsto be all those movements in human history that have
been initiated by those simple but wonderful eventsin Palestine
centering around the person of Jesus. The older | become the more |
wonder at the enormous and diverse effects in human history that can be
traced to the teachings, the deeds, the death, and the resurrection of that
one man."

"I’m glad you mentioned the ‘resurrection."” Thomas knew thiswas a
minor point in Prof. Wilson's comment, but he couldn’t let this
opportunity pass. "I’ ve always thought that the resurrection is the
decisive proof of Jesus deity. But if so, it would seem to make the
salvation effected by Jesus -- however we conceiveit -- radically
superior to every other human goal. Can you believe that and still be as
appreciative of other religions as you have been?"

"Y ou’ re a sharp cookie!" Prof. Wilson laughed. "There is no doubt that
Christians have often used Jesus' resurrection as a proof of the utter
superiority of our faith. Some Christians even denied the resurrection,
not because they found it incredible, but because they found the
implications drawn from it so offensive. That has been especialy true of
Christians concerned with the anti-Jewish character of so much
Christian teaching.

"Just for that reason | have been delighted by the writing of Rabbi
Pinchas Lapide. He's an orthodox Jew with no thought whatever of
converting to Christianity. But he believes Jesus rose from the dead --
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quite literally, and supernaturally. He thinks that was God' s way of
setting into motion God's mission to carry Jewish truth to the Gentiles.
The Jews didn’t need it because they already had it."

Thomas was astonished. A Jew could believe in the resurrection of
Jesus and remain a Jew! "But what about Hindus and Buddhists?' he
asked.

"They wouldn’t be likely to think of the resurrection in the same way
Rabbi Lapide does. That's partly because they don’t make our modern
Western distinction between the natural and the supernatural. But in
India stories of the extraordinary accomplishments of yogis are very
numerous, and there' s quite alot of evidence that many of them are
true. If you're brought up in that climate, you're not likely to be
incredulous about Jesus' appearance to his disciples after his
crucifixion. It would confirm that he was a holy man. It would not lead
to picturing him as uniquely superior to all others."

"I can't tell you how much better | feel for having talked with you," said
Thomas with enthusiasm. "I’ m beginning to see that | can be a Christian
and appreciate other traditions at the same time. All these either-ors |’ ve
been living with can become both-ands. A week ago if | had heard these
same things | would have been upset. But now it feelslike the
possibility of a new beginning. I’'m impatient to get started."

"I’m grateful to you for coming, Thomas" Prof. Wilson replied. "I wish
| could help you more on the theological reconstruction. Christology is
not my strong suit! And we really don’t have any systematic theologians
on our university faculty. But it occurs to me that Dr. Cynthia
MacDonald might be a good person to talk with. She's the new
associate pastor of the congregation to which | belong. She really wants
to be a professor, | think, but jobs are scarce, and a campus-related
church was the next best thing. Anyway, she told me she'sinterested in
world religions, and I'm sure her degree isin theology. Actualy, the
senior minister, Dr. James Colletti, would be helpful, too. | seem to
recall that he wrote a dissertation on Christology some years ago. What
would you say to my inviting you and them over to my home one
evening for theological conversation?"

"I would love it," Thomas answered gratefully.
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Chapter 11: Prof. Wilson’s Home --
Friday Evening

Dr. Colletti introduced the young man to the group. "Thisis Robert
Crawford. He has recently joined our church, and he told me some
weeks ago that if there were ever any opportunities for serious
theological discussion he would like to be included; so | told him about
tonight. | hope no one minds."

They all assured Mr. Crawford that he was welcome. Mrs. Wilson
withdrew admitting that she didn’t care much for theological discussion.
And Prof. Wilson opened the conversation.

"Thomas, here, came to see me quite distressed that his Christology
didn’t fit with his new experiences. We had a good conversation, but |
told him he needed expert counsel. That’s why we' ve invited the two of
you."

"Thanks," said Dr. Colletti. "Evenings on theological conversation have
never been frequent, but they seem to get rarer. | know I’ m rusty, but
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I’ll help if | can. Fortunately, Dr. MacDonald is on top of the newest
ideas!"

Dr. MacDonald was alittle embarrassed, but she just said, "What’ s the
particular problem, Thomas."

"I went to Prof. Wilson," Thomas explained, "after visiting the Buddhist
student group. In talking with them | realized | had nothing to say to
them, no reason to offer them to turn to Christ. That made me wonder
whether | was a Christian anymore at all. After talking with Prof.
Wilson | feel much better. | seeit’s not a question of giving up my
Christian faith but of reconstructing my theology. That’s challenging,
and | hardly know where to begin. Prof. Wilson thought you could help
me."

Dr. MacDonad was intrigued. "How can we help?"

"Well," Thomas answered, "if you believe somehow in the unique
nature and importance of Jesus Christ and yet are interested in other
religious traditions, | would like to know how you do it. Who was Jesus,
and what did he do? What salvation did he bring? That sort of thing."

"I’m not sure | can answer those questions directly," Dr. MacDonald
replied. "But | can tell you about a book that shaped my whole approach
to theology in the context of religious pluralism. It was written by H.
Richard Niebuhr half a century ago now. It’s called The Meaning of
Revelation."

"That's afine book" Prof. Wilson commented. "It helped me, too, but |
had almost forgotten about it. Remind us of Niebuhr’'s major points."

"Niebuhr distinguishes outer history from inner history. For example, he
contrasts the account of the American Revolution in the Cambridge
History with Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address. Both have their truth. Our
inner history provides us with the meanings and values by which we
orient ourselves and shape our lives. Outer history provides us with
accurate information about the public world. We need to draw facts
learned in outer history into our inner history to enrich it and check its
distortions.”

Thomas was interested, but impatient. “"What does that have to do with
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Christology?'

"We certainly can’t build a Christology on that distinction,” Dr.
MacDonald admitted, "but it does help us to see where Christology
comesin. Christians have an inner history, too, the story of the Jewish
people and of Christianity asthisis remembered and celebrated in the
church. For example, we talk about how our forefathers were delivered
from slavery in Egypt, even though our blood ancestors may have been
in northern Europe at the time. That’ s quite different from the way
secular historians or sociologists write about us. We need to learn from
what they tell us, but as believers we'll incorporate that new, and often
critical information, into our own story, our inner history.

"The center of our story is Jesus. It isin light of Jesus that we
appropriate Jewish history as our own. Anditisin light of Jesus that we
read about his followers and appraise the history of the church. For us
Jesusisthe basisfor all our judgments of meaning and value."

"And isthat what you mean by calling Jesus the revelation of God?"
Thomas wanted to know.

"Yes, itis. Thelonger | live with Niebuhr’sway of putting it, the truer it
seemsto me. | keep learning to remember the story differently.
Elements that were once important have drifted into the background,
and others have come forth as crucial. Women play a much larger role
than they once did in my Christian story. But | find that each change |
make is determined by the centrality of Jesus. And the unity of the
wholel find in him."

Thiswas too much to grasp all at once, but Thomas saw promisein the
idea. "What does that mean in relation to other religions. Should | have
tried to get those Buddhist students to ook at everything in the light of
Jesus?'

"That might be okay," replied Dr. MacDonald, "but that’s not Niebuhr’s
point. To take an analogy, we live by an inner history as a nation, too,
but we know that other nations live by different inner histories. We can
tell them our story, and we should listen to theirs. We' re not trying to
get them to use ours. | think for Niebuhr the same istrue for us as
Christians, at least initially. We should tell our story to all who will
listen. We'll be very pleased if othersjoin our community by
appropriating our story as their own. But conversion is not what it’s all
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about. It has more to do with understanding one another and learning
from one another. We need to hear their stories, too."

"Does that mean that we assume that there are many paths up the same
mountain?' Thomas asked.

"| think Niebuhr leaves that an open question," said Dr. MacDonald.
Maybe so, maybe not. We can only find out by listening. The main
point is that the revelatory power of Jesus does not predetermine the
truth or falsity of other inner histories. They may or may not have
revelatory centers. We can witness passionately and confidently to the
truth of our faith while leaving completely open the truth of other faiths.
That’swhat | find so liberating."

Dr. Colletti entered the discussion. "l appreciate your enthusiasm for
that book, Cynthia. It gives us away to speak fully and honestly about
the work of Jesus without implying anything pejorative about other
communities of faith. That’s a great achievement. But Niebuhr doesn’t
help when we ask about the person of Jesus. I’ ve aways thought that
was the Christological question par excellence. How are you thinking
about this, Thomas?"

"In the past, Dr. Colletti, I’ ve tried to keep the person and work
together. I’ ve begun with a theory of the atonement, like Anselm'’s, that
requires that the savior be both God and a human being. So |’ ve stressed
the utter supernatural uniqueness of Jesus person. Recently I've
become much less sure of all that. Most of the people I’ ve talked to
don’t think of Jesus work in Anselm’s way as paying the price of
human sin, and other ideas do seem at least as fruitful. But | need alot
of help. If wethink of Jesus’ work apart from traditional atonement
theory, what happens to the doctrine of Jesus person?’

"That'sabig topic," Dr. Colletti answered. "l knew the literature quite
thoroughly once -- when | was writing my dissertation, but I’m much
fuzzier now and out of date besides. My main conclusion was that there
Isindeed a close connection between ways of thinking of Jesus' work
and person. But my thesis was that every way of speaking of Jesus
work that was at al adequate to Christian faith required away of
thinking of Jesus’ person that generally followed the Chalcedonian
pattern. Jesus is both divine and human."

Thomas found that reassuring in away but troubling in another. "But if
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we affirm Jesus' deity, don’'t we give up the open-endedness with regard
to other religions? Or do we allow that their founders may aso have
been God?"

"My opinion," Dr. Colletti replied, "is that, depending on the view of
Jesus’ work, there can be affirmations of Jesus’ divinity that leave us
guite open to hearing the claims of other religious traditions without
prejudging them. But there is one point in your formulation to which |
object. Y ou seem to imply that to assert Jesus' divinity isto assert that
Jesus was God. Many people think that is an orthodox doctrine. Maybe
itis, but | don't believeit, and | want you to know that’s not what I’'m
calling for."

Thomas was startled. Dr. Colletti had sounded quite orthodox, and yet
now he was heatedly denying that Jesus was God. "But what can it
mean to affirm Jesus' divinity if not that Jesus was God incarnate.”

Dr. Colletti was ready for that one. "To me there is abig difference
between saying that Jesus is God incarnate and saying that Jesusisthe
incarnation of God. ‘God incarnate’ sounds like God has taken on
human form while remaining God. That’s certainly the way alot of
Christians have thought and taught. But as | studied the Christological
councils, it seemed to me that notion was rejected. Jesus was atruly
human being in whom God was incarnate.”

Thomas remembered now Prof. O’ Connor’ s explanation. She had
distinguished the Logos assuming humanity from the Logos dwelling in
a human being. She had been more neutral between the two images than
was Dr. Colletti. But at least Thomas got the idea. To say that Jesus was
the truly human being in whom God was incarnate was more like saying
Jesus was the man in whom God dwelt. He wondered whether Dr.
Colletti liked Donald Baillie' s formulation. "Do you like Baillie’' sidea
of modeling the paradox of incarnation on the paradox of grace?' he
asked.

"Yes. | do, although | can’t follow all of what Baillie says. He seems to
assume that Jesus. the real historical man, was always perfect. But our
historical knowledge can’t possibly support such extreme views and it’s
pointless to bring faith in to fill gapsin historical knowledge. We don't
know enough about Jesus to specify his‘sins' or ‘imperfections,” but we
certainly don’t know enough about him to deny that he had any. At that
point we moderns simply have to part company with the early church
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fathers."

A sinful Jesus, Thomas thought, now I’ ve heard everything! Yet Dr.
Colletti seemed really to care to get the old puzzle of the unity of the
deity and the humanity straight. Thomas was genuinely puzzled. "If you
follow Baillie in general and then say that Jesus was imperfect, there's
not much difference between Jesus and ourselves is there?"

"If you think of the difference as a matter of degree, you’ re quite right,
Thomas," Dr. Colletti replied. "I don’t think Baillie meant to do that, but
he didn’t make it clear how we can avoid it. When | read about Jesusin
the New Testament, he seems different from me. And the difference
doesn’t seem to be just that he was wiser or more loving or more in tune
with God -- though all of that seemsto be true, too."

"What is the difference, then?' Thomas asked.

" Jesus seems more like the prophets than like me. He seems to know
what God wills and wants to say without learning it from books. Y et
there’ s a difference there, too. The prophets pass on the word they
receive from God. Jesus speaks for God out of his own immediate
awareness. God is present in al of us, no doubt, but even St. Paul did
not speak as Jesus did. He experienced some kind of struggle between
his own self and God working in him as* Christ’ or * Spirit."’ Jesus
sometimes struggled with himself asin the Garden of Gethsemane. But
much of the time God'’ s presence in him seemed to be one with his very
selfhood. | think that’ s what the creeds are saying -- or should be
saying, if they aren’'t.”

"That's an interesting speculation, Dr. Colletti," interjected Dr.
MacDonald. "but doesit really make any difference what was going on
in the interior of Jesus experience? Isn't it what Jesus does for us that
matters -- and that only? And doesn’t that depend on how he was
perceived and imaged rather than on Jesus' private life with God? I’ ve
been persuaded by those who say we just can’t know enough about him
historically to make those judgments. We can be sure that believers
found God in him, but | don’t see how we can say more than that."

"Y ou may beright," Dr. Colletti replied, "but I’ ve never been satisfied
with that position. | think it has always been important to Christians to
believe that God was really acting differently in Jesus. It hasn’t been

enough to know that believers were specially affected by him. Indeed,
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I’m not sure the effects would have occurred as they did apart from the
belief about how God was acting in Jesus himself. Even today, if we
give up on the doctrine of the person of Jesus, | wonder whether we will
continue to accord his teaching and his deeds the full authority they
deserve."

"Thomas," Prof. Wilson broke in, "I think you can see why | wanted
you to talk with the theologians. Even they can’t agree, and these
mysteries are quite beyond me. | liketo say I’'m ahistorian and don’t
have to come to my own conclusions. | do like to see how similar issues
arise in different religious traditions. For example, Buddhist orthodoxy
Is quite opposite to Christian orthodoxy on the analogous point. It insists
that Gautama was a human being and that we can all be enlightened just
as he was. But Buddhists throughout the centuries have been
enormously impressed by the difference. In their eyes Gautama became
something incomprehensibly superior to them. And | don’t think that
should be dismissed as a popular superstition either."

"Are you saying that Gautamais also an incarnation of God, just like
Jesus?' Thomas pressed him.

"No, | don’t think so. Asahistorian | like to see parallels but not to set
the differences aside. The Buddhists say Gautama was a Buddha, that is,
an Enlightened One. | think they areright. I’ ve tried thinking of Jesus as
another Enlightened One. Many Buddhists would be happy to see him
that way. But for me it doesn’t work. | prefer to stick with the
incarnation of God in Jesus' case. But similarly | prefer to think of
Gautama as the Buddhists do -- as the Enlightened One."

"Y ou mean that Buddhists are right about Gautama and Christians are
right about Jesus?' Dr. MacDonald asked. "I like that. And perhaps
Hindus are right about Krishna, and Muslims, about Mohammed! So we
can al live and let live in mutual appreciation.”

"I want to live and let live in mutual appreciation,” Dr. Colletti agreed,
"pbut | don’t want that to mean we just leave each other alone. If
Gautama was really enlightened, and if enlightenment is as valuable as
It seemsto be, | want Christians to learn more about it from the
Buddhists. The Catholics are way ahead of us here. They’re practicing
Buddhist meditation techniques on awide scale. | gather Thomas
Merton led the way in this country. Most of the Protestants who are
appreciative of Buddhism just talk about it."
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"But isit just a matter of learning from the Buddhists?' Thomas asked.
"Don’t we have something to teach?"

"Indeed, | think we do," Dr. Colletti answered. "Our task isto
understand both our faith and Buddhism well enough to know what we
do have to offer. We need alot more dialogue. My own impression is
that our gospel can have great meaning for Buddhistsiif it can be freed
from some of the Western forms we have fastened on it."

"One areain which we have alot to share," Dr. MacDonald added, "is
in the socia sphere. | don’t know alot about Buddhism, | admit, but so
far it has seemed to me to focus very much on the interior lives of
individuals. | have been excited by Latin American liberation theology,
and | doubt that anything like that will come out of Buddhism unless
Buddhists are influenced by Christianity. To me it has become very
important to see that Jesus identified with the poor and calls on usto
identify with the oppressed of our day. In the context of the real world,
that may be more important than the qualities of inner life attained
through Buddhist meditation. But Prof. Wilson knows alot more about
these matters than | do!"

Prof. Wilson felt free at this point to make a confession of his own faith.
"I may have studied Buddhism and other religious traditions more than
the rest of you, but I’'m still anovice and ageneralist. Yet | do have my
own convictions. | am sure that Christians have alot to learn from
others, and especially from Buddhists, perhaps. | think right now that
learning from them may be more important than trying to teach them.
We've done alot of that -- often quite insensitively -- and we' ve
generated alot of legitimate resentment. Too often we' ve used the
technological, economic, and even military power of Christendom to
push Christian ideas on people.

"But when all is said and done, | believe that when our lives and
understanding are centered in Jesus Christ, we can incorporate the truth
the others have to offer. I’'m not sure that the others have a center from
which they can incorporate one another’ s truths and ours. That’swhy |
think that one day, if history goes on long enough, and if we Christians
can get out of the way, every knee will bow at the name of Jesus!”

"Wow," said Thomas. "I’ ve said that often enough, but it sounds quite
different when you say it. It doesn’t mean that | should have been able

http://www.religion-online.org/cgi-bin/relsearchd.dll/showchapter?chapter_id=1685 (8 of 12) [2/4/03 2:48:53 PM]



Doubting Thomas: Christology in Story Form

to convert those Buddhist young people back to Christianity. Maybe |
need to be more concerned about the conversion of Christianity away
from its narrowness. Maybe the spread of Buddhist practicesin the
West will even be of help to Christians!"

"That's certainly theway | fedl," said Prof. Wilson. "Frankly those
Buddhists seem to be making a greater contribution to God’ s total work
in the world than most of the Christians | know. | support them as much
as| can. That seemsto be Chaplain Levovsky’s policy, too. She'sa
courageous woman.

"By the way, Mr. Crawford, you’ ve been very quiet. What do you think
of al this?'

"It'shard to say,” Mr. Crawford answered after a pause. "It all sounds
so theoretical. It’s not the kind of thing that drew me to Christ and
finaly led meto join the church.”

Mr. Crawford had their attention. Thomas was especially eager to hear
more. "What did attract you?' he asked.

"I guess the only way of answering that isto tell you something of my
life history," Mr. Crawford answered smiling. "Well, | was brought up
by a skeptical father and a pious mother. Mother sometimes took me to
church with her, but | imbibed my father’ s attitudes. Really Christianity
was not an important issue to me.

"Thefirst time lived away from home was when | came to this college.
Like alot of fellows away from home for the first time | lived quite self-
indulgently. Then in my senior year | took a coursein religion -- more
because of when it was offered than because of any special interest. It
was on the teachings of Jesus, and it was taught in a very academic
style. But still it made me read, and what | read grabbed me. To live that
life would mean changing everything. It would mean putting others
before myself, and caring especially for the disadvantaged.

"It’s particular implications for me were al too clear. | would have to
stop trying to make as many girlsas| could; | would have to become
fruga with my money, giving all | could to meet urgent human needs; |
could no longer take pleasure in the way my country bullied smaller
ones; and there was this quite unpopular sophomore | would have to
befriend.
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"Most of my classmates just treated al this as an academic exercise, and
they kept on living as they had before. | also found that even quite
serious Christians paid rather little attention to Jesus' teaching. But to
me the challenge was clear. Jesus had meant it and had lived it al the
way, even to thecross. | hadto try to live it too."

"Was it because Jesus seemed to you divine that you felt you must obey
him?' Thomas wanted to know.

"No, it wasn't like that," Mr. Crawford answered. "It was more that his
words convinced and convicted me. | didn’t think much about whether
he was divine or not. But later | accepted the idea of his divinity --
without much reflection -- because of the power and truth of what he
taught.”

Thomas was moved. "How has your commitment to Jesus worked out?"
he asked.

"During the rest of that senior year it was quite spotty. Sometimes |
lived the Jesus-way; sometimes| fell back into my old patterns. | think |
would have lost the battle had | not met Ted Hirsch. He had been a
committed Christian for several years, and he introduced meto his
friends who lived with him in a commune. After graduation | moved in
with them. Only two of us work for pay. Since we live frugally, they
support the rest of us so that we can work with the youth in the slums.
It's rough, but we' re making alittle progress against dope and
prostitution and gangs.

"That is adifferent world from the one we' ve been talking about
tonight, isn't it?" Pastor Colletti commented gently and a bit ruefully.
"Why were you so eager to join us?"'

"For the first months after | entered the commune,” Mr. Crawford
replied, "I thought the one thing needful was to live the Jesus-way. But
gradually life became more complicated. There are six of usliving
together in rather close quarters, and despite our shared commitment we
often get on one another’s nerves. We try hard to work the problems out
by being honest and acknowledging our faults. But we' ve begun to see
that we've been trying to do it all by good works and that there’'s more
to Christianity than that. We used to ridicule those who talked about
justification by faith because that talk seemed to be an excuse for them
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not to take Jesus’ call to discipleship seriously. We don’t anymore.
We're sure grace is important, but we don’t understand that very well.

"Then in trying to help slum youth to find another way to live, we' ve
been forced to recognize how little freedom they have. Given the
attitudes of middle-class people, the economic structures of society, the
way political power is exercised, and the despair of the adults around
them. | sometimes marvel that they survive at all. Indeed, many don’t.
We used to think all they needed was to decide to live the Jesus-way
and to shape up. Now we're beginning to think that their salvation
depends on some changes elsewhere in society as well. And we know
that these are issues that have been thought about alot in the church.

"In short, we are realizing that there’ s more to being Christian than we
first thought and that theology isimportant. That led me to stop being
contemptuous of the church for its lukewarmness and its compromises
and to join it myself. But just going to church and hearing sermons --
sorry, Dr. Colletti -- doesn’'t get me very far. | thought tonight might be
different.”

The group fell silent, sobered by its recognition that tonight had not
been very different -- at least in relation to Mr. Crawford’ s burning
issues. Dr. Colletti finally broke the silence. "Theology is a complex
business, isn't it. So many questions! Tonight we came to talk about
Thomas's problems. They are very real to him -- and to us, too. | think
what we' ve said has some bearing on your problems, Mr. Crawford, but
we certainly have not made that relevance clear. What say we all meet
at my home a week from tonight for another conversation?’

All agreed and the group broke up. Thomas went to Mr. Crawford to
have a personal word with him. He had been deeply moved, The kind of
radical discipleship Mr. Crawford was trying to live out had been
foreign to hisworld. In his conservative home church it would have
been dismissed as fanaticism. But when he heard Mr. Crawford speak,
he knew it should not be dismissed. If Mr. Crawford had been with
those Buddhist youth, he could have given atestimony that would have
touched them, Thomas thought a bit enviously. "Could | visit your
group and see something of your work?' he asked. They made plans,
and Thomas went home, filled with excitement.
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Chapter 12: At Home -- L ate Friday
Night

"Y ou look happier than you have for sometime," she said. "I’'m so
glad."

"Yes, | fedl asthough agreat weight has been lifted, although | can’t
really say what it is. Maybe it’ s that | was feeling the need to defend
Christ, and now | fedl that Christ can take care of himself."

"Does that mean that you got answers to the questions that were
troubling you, darling?' Mary wanted to know.

"That's hard to say, sweetheart. I’ ve heard |lots and lots of answers. But
every answer just raises new questions. | still don’t know where it will
al lead."

"But you do feel better about things, don’'t you?' Mary was troubled by
Thomas's answer but still reassured by his expression.
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"Oh, yes, indeed!" Thomas replied enthusiastically. "For awhile | felt
that everything was falling apart. Now | feel as though doors are
opening and hands are beckoning. I'm really eager to get back to the
books. | think 1’1l understand what the theol ogians are saying much
better now.

"Can you tell me some of the things you' ve learned?' Mary asked. "l
know | can’t catch up on all of it, but | don’t want to be left completely
behind."

Thomas was deeply grateful for her attitude. Even in his exaltation he
had been dreading the growing gap between the way she thought and
the new ideas he was wanting to pursue. He understood all too well how
she thought and how much sense it made to think that way. "I would
liketo try," he said. "But it’s not going to be easy. It sure hasn’t been
easy for me! I’'m glad you heard the discussion here the other night.
That givesyou an idea. I’ ve heard more talk about Baillie tonight. |
guess the biggest problem for me was how to think of Jesus Christ in the
face of my experience with those Buddhist students. Y ou know how
upset | was about my inability to witness to them. | just couldn’t
imagine how | could really believe in Jesus Christ and then not have
anything to say when Buddhists asked me to tell them! Tonight |
decided that it was al right that | couldn’t tell them they were wrong. |
can really and truly believe in Jesus and still respect and admire what
they’re doing -- and not try to redirect them back to the church -- not
now at any rate."

"WEell, I'm glad you feel better, but I’ll have to admit | worry that you
may be losing your moorings. If Jesusis God's saving Word to all
people, don’t those young people need to hear it, too?"

Thomas tried to explain what Prof. Wilson had said. In the context of
the earlier conversation it had made alot of sense. Without that context
It was not reassuring to Mary. She became genuinely concerned about
Thomas's new theological development. Had he, after al, abandoned
the orthodox faith?

"Darling," she said at last, "I’'m confused, and | think you're a bit
confused, too. I’'m also worried for you. | admit it. Some of what you
say doesn’t sound Christian to me. | don’t see why we need to learn
from Buddhists when we already have God’'s Word in the Bible. But |
won’'t make an issue of that. Let’s get back to basics. Do you believe
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that Jesus Christ is your one Lord and Savior?"

Thomas was sobered by that. It wasn't fair, he felt, to have to answer
yes or no to that kind of question. But only a couple of weeks earlier he
would have thought it a very correct question indeed. He would have
thought that all the elaborations were evasions of the ssmplest and most
unequivocal issue. And Mary, of course, thought so now. Why should
she not? And besides, maybe she was right. Maybe his hesitation was an
evasion. She wanted to know about his personal faith, not his theology.
Had his commitment remained firm? Was he ready to serve Jesus
wholeheartedly, without reservations? Was he?

"Yes," Thomas finally answered. "Jesus Christ is my one Lord and
Savior. That may not mean quite the same thing to me it once did. But |
think it means more, not less. Now | see that Jesus saves me from the
need to cling to a particular theology, that he frees me to be open to new
Ideas -- to truth wherever it is. I'm excited by that. | think | understand
why hisyokeis easy and his burden islight, how heistruly life and
light and the way for me to follow. | feel that the Spirit he gave is with
me as |’ve never felt it before. | feel free to love everyone, whatever
they believe. | don’t need to defend Christianity anymore. Its truth will
win the day and the chaff, of which there has been so much, will blow

away.

"But something el se happened tonight, Mary. There was a young man
there who takes Jesus' teaching more seriously than anyone | have met
before. He made me see that affirming Jesus as Lord is not primarily a
matter of beliefs but rather discipleship. | don’t see how | can ever
follow Jesus as literally as he does, but I’ m going to try somehow to
shape my lifein the way Jesus taught. I’m scared of what that will
mean. But I’'m also excited. Yes, yes, indeed!" It came to him almost as
arevelation. "Jesus Christ is my one Lord and Savior!"

"Then | thank God, darling,” Mary sighed. "Let’s go to bed."

16
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Discussion Guide

Christology is central to all Christian theology. It can be subdivided into
numerous topics including Jesus' pre- existence, his birth, his teaching,
his miracles, his atoning death, his resurrection, his ascension, his
coming again, his relation to the Father and to the Spirit, the relation of
the historical Jesus to the Christ of faith, the Kingdom he proclaimed,
hisroyal, priestly, and prophetic offices, and so forth. Only afew of
these topics are touched on in the story. The focus there is on the person
of Jesus, specifically the relation of his divinity to his humanity. Other
topics are touched on peripherally.

Similarly, questions about Christology can be raised from the point of
view of avariety of contemporary concerns. Liberation theology has
lifted to primacy Jesus’ role as liberator, understanding this as
prominently including economic and political aspects. On the other
hand, there is a continuing tradition that focuses on personal sin as the
single crucia problem and asks how Jesus is effective in mediating
forgiveness. There are others who understand religion in more mystical
terms and ask how a contingent historical event can be relevant. In this
book the primary questioning is from the point of view of religious
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pluralism with secondary attention to feminist concerns.

Thisis simply to acknowledge the limitations of this book as an
introduction to Christology. Nevertheless, the issues that are raised are
central onesin our time, and ones that are likely to arise in the minds of
many contemporary Christians. The purpose of this study guideisto
encourage frank discussion of this limited but important range of
guestions about Christology. Throughout, the suggested questions
follow the sequence of the text.

Chapters 1-4

These four chapters are designed to raise the issue of whether belief in
Jesus’ unique deity is necessary for Christian faith. One question is
proposed for each of the four chapters.

1. If Chaplain Levovsky thinks of Jesus only as a human being,
do you agree with Thomas that she is not a Christian? If so why?
What is so important about Jesus' divinity?

2. Do you find some of the traditional Christian dogma
repelling? Do you know people who reject Christianity on their
account? Do you know anyone whose confession of faith would
be similar to Chaplain Levovsky’s? Do you consider that person
a Christian?

3. Can apurely human Jesus be a place for people to begin a
pilgrimage of faith? Or should that kind of thinking be
denounced as heresy?

4. In asking who Jesus is, does it make sense to start with the
experience of a particular people and inquire how Jesusis good
news for them? Or should we begin with church teaching and
judge culture by that? Isthe ideathat God is like Jesus a good
starting point for theology?

Chapter 5

This chapter is designed to introduce something of the his-tory through
which orthodox Christology was fashioned. It also presents away of
understanding Christianity as a historical movement through which the
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Spirit of God is progressively expressed. The purpose is to suggest alter-
native ways of viewing the authority of tradition.

1. Does Arianism make sense to you? If it had triumphed
politically and remained "orthodox," would you be ableto be
orthodox today?

2. Does the historical success of a doctrine signal God's
approval?

3. Can you distinguish between the L ogos assuming humanity
and the Logos dwelling in a human being? Which is closer to
your way of thinking?

4. Was Nestorius wrong to deny that Mary was the Mother of
God?

5. Should we accept the great creeds of the church even when we
do not understand them?

6. Do you think Orthodox Christology has encouraged Christians
to be anti-Jewish?

7. Can we trust the Spirit working through the church to bring us
to truth, or do we need restrictions on what ideas can be
introduced into the discussion?

8. Should the church’s Christological teaching be tested against
the results of contemporary New Testament scholarship? If this
Is done how well will it fare?

Chapter 6

This chapter provides an opportunity to see how one version of liberal
Christianity understandsitself. This kind of thinking has at times been
quite widespread in some sections of Protestantism. There have also
been sharp reactions against it.

1. If we thought of Jesus' divinity in terms of the Holy Spirit’'s
gpecial presence in him, instead of that of the Logos, would that
make a significant difference?
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2. Do you think of Jesus as differing from usin kind or in
degree?

3. Can a Christian believe that God was present in great |eaders
of other religious traditions?

4. |sthe main purpose of foreign missions to gain converts to
Christianity or to serve the total needs of people in other
countries? Does it make sense to cooperate with other religious
communities in serving the people?

Chapter 7

Here we relate to our discussion the questions recently raised by
feminist Christians. Among feminists the question of whether they can
remain Christians or must become post-Christiansis a seriously debated
one. Of course, Christology isonly one of the problems with which they
deal.

1. Do you see any problem for women in the fact that Jesus was
aman? If you do, are any of the proposed answers helpful ?

2. Do you think of salvation as something the Christian already
knows in relation to Christ or as something promised and yet to
come for which the Christian hopes?

3. Do you think of divinity and humanity as so related that the
more Jesus is divine the less he is human? Or do you think of
them as so related that the more Jesusis divine the more heis
human?

4. Does it make sense to you that God is in human beings? Or do
you prefer to think of God as present to you?

Chapter 8

This a pause in the story giving Thomas a chance to reflect. The
questions he asks himself constitute a summary of the kinds of
questions raised thus far in this Discussion Guide. They will be a good
basis for review at this point.
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Chapter 9

Instead of just having Christians talk about other religious traditions,
chapter 9 alows some Buddhists to speak for themselves. Asthis
challenges Thomas to respond, it should also challenge Christian
readers.

1. Do you believe that Buddhists have authentic religious
experience? If so, isit the same asthat of Christians? If itis
different, how?

2. Can Buddhism be an avenue of salvation?

3. If you had Thomas's chance to make a Christian witness to
these Buddhists, what would you have said? Does it make sense
to affirm that Jesus Christ is the one Savior of the world in
conversation with those who are finding religious meaning in
Buddhism?

Chapter 10

Chapter 10 provides a discussion of how Christians can respond to
Buddhists and others without either condemning them or renouncing
their own claims. In aworld in which Christians are more and more
interacting with followers of other religious ways, this becomes
increasingly important. Of course, only afew of the many possible
theological responses are mentioned.

1. Areall religious ways paths to the same end, or do they lead to
different goals?

2. If Christians have differing ideas about the goal, is only one
group correct?

3. Does the resurrection of Jesus prove the superiority of
Christianity?

4. Could one believe that Jesus rose from the dead and not be a
Christian?

5. How do you personally interpret the religious meaning of non-
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Christian traditions?
Chapters11-12

These chapters present a direct discussion of central Christological
Issuesin light of considerations raised in previous chapters. Here, too,
only afew of the positions now being discussed in theological circles
are presented. The reader not satisfied with the directions here pursued
IS encouraged to enter the contemporary discussion.

1. Does the distinction between inner history and outer history
make sense? | s Jesus the center of your inner history?

2. Are you interested in hearing the inner histories of Jews,
Muslims, Hindus, and others? Do you think you may learn
something of importance from them?

3. Anselm taught that God became a human being in order that a
human being could pay the debt owed by humanity to God for
sin. Does that view of atonement satisfy you?

4. Does Jesus' "divinity" mean to you that Jesus was God?

5. Does the distinction between Jesus as God incarnate and Jesus
as the incarnation of God make sense? Which idea do you
prefer?

6. Isit important to you to believe that Jesus was perfect? Why?

7. Does Dr. Colletti’sway of seeing Jesus as different from usin
kind rather than degree make sense to you? Does it make any
difference?

8. Can you agree that in relation to other religious traditions
Christians should both listen and witness?

9. Can Jesus Christ be the center of an inner history that is
informed by the contributions of all traditions?

10. What is the relation between doctrines about Jesus and
practical discipleship? Are other doctrines more important?
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11. Do you see the changes in Thomas as growth in faith or as
loss of firm moorings?

16
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us to say with some confidence about the life and message of the
historical Jesus.
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