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Journal of Ecumenicol Studies, 2OL7 ,52: 575-586. lt is
used here by permission of Paul Chase at Penn Press

Journa ls.

Rem B. Edwards

Iclentification Spirituality and thc Union ofJesus ancl God

Along wltll most Christian theok:gians, Volf has insisted that the 'frinity is

ahsolutely essentiirl for r"rndcrstandirg the Christiirn doctrine of God's in-
carnation in_|esus, t]rat is, hou'Jesus v!";rs onc rr.ith God, ar proclaimed in In.
lo:Jo. As he explained, "'l'akc awir,y thc trinitari;ur natr.rre of (iod, and the
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Christian helief about Christ ;rs ttrc inrarn.rtion ,:iGod collapscs, frnd, rt'ith

it, thr: nrhole Chrristian farth."tu Of course, he hari in rnind his ()1r.'Ir r.ersion of
thr. social or interpersonal model nf the Trinity. }'er, the r.r'holc of (lhristiirn

faitlr dcfinitely will not cnllapsc w"ithout that, because, as we notrr knorr',

otlrcr autherrtically rnr:notheistic rnodels of the 1'rinit,v have a vent'rablc

place in tlhristian tradition arrd thought, Frorn the outset rve shoukl recos-

nize that "rnystery'.rpplies iust a.s much to the union of_|esus ancl {iod as it

does to our urrderstanding cf the attributes ;lnd nature of tlod.
'l-he most serious prohlem atrout "[ .rnd the lather lre one" is that t]rere

are ffrany uiays in rtrhich trvo fir more tfring.q can be "one," Closely related, as

Voliin.lic;rted, e\,'en "()ne" can have metapirorical, rlon literal, ancl dcrvnright

nrysterious rrleilrrings. "One" nlay irrdicate or inclucle both resemhlances

and ditterences rtther than perfect idcrrtitl..'l'wu ()r ilrore distinct people

carl be of one nrind, r-lnc lrcart, ()ne soul, (]ne tcam, ()nL'L:udy of Christ, etr.,

rt,ithout bcing prrfe ctl;,- identira[ in all resFcct s. Huslrantl irntl rt'ife trecrrnre
-une 

fL-"sh" inrr:arriagc. Gorl antl ttre mystic Lrecome one pure c()nscionsrless

in rnystical ecstasl*, ac(ording to sou'te nlpstics. AII phenorllenil egos rnight

trclone to on€ rrnrlerlying noul]rellal ego, as Kant suggested. All cauicl hc

,rlanitestations or appearance$ of one urrcl.'rlyirrg Brahffra, as sorrle Hinr{us

helieve. Jhe (ierspel tfJohn eloes nnt explain hr"nvJcsus and (locl lvcre orlr',

s() everl'cxplan;rtion is a firllitrle 1)r'*nlcrcly hum,rn" intcrpretation.Chris-

ti:rn trac{itions oltcr rliverse accounts of hr-rrv this rvorks.

Arrother prt'rt:lem is that, siuce the Council of Chalcetlon in +sr c.E.,

Christirrn orthodoxy does not proclainr simplt', "Jesus ri"Ar; (iod." Rathcr, it
proclaims th-rt Jesus trrr.ls troth ftrlly hurnan ancl fully clivirle, s{r being onc

r,rith God in fohn's flospel cr:ulcl not mealr complctr idr-'ntity. Urrlike the

othrr thrce {iospels, the taurth has]esu$ sa}', "Hl. lvt1t, }urs s*ctl rne }ras secll

thc Father" (_ln.r4:g), and *'l *ncl the Fathcr arc one" {Jn. ro:30). It;rlso has

hirn *ry, "'fhe liather is greater tharl I" ("1n. r4:r$),;rnd it portnlysJesus as

praving to Cod, not to lrirnself {Jn. 11:+r-+r)" Fathers anrl son.s can iully
irJentify with one another in love lvitl:out beins ontologicallv identical,

Jesus clearly trelieverl in only CInc God rvho rtras otlrer than himscll. 5o, even

in Jolrn's (iospel, "onc" clearly doe"$ nr:t {{)nnote perfect identitl'. Relerrant

also is l.k. rll:rg, rvhereinJesu.*i asked,'*!Yhy do you cirll me good?" and .rn-
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srr.ered, "There is none good except (lod alune." lt{ayheJesus hirnself did

not clainr to be absolutely pertect and divinc.'fhat ttris tcxt sur\:iver"l ;rll the

doctrinal rvinnorving is quitr arnazing.

Just horv thcJesus ot-history {oul.l Lre "one" rvith (lod,,yet possess "t\\,o

nature.s," lroth divine and hunran, has alrvays been a grr'ilt puzzle -.*"if not an

incomprehensitrle pararft:x. }'et, tor Christian orrhor"lcxli Josing track oi ei-

ther the hunran or the divine in f esus is heresy. lesus rt'as God rvithout ccl.s-

ing to be fullyhuman, and God tvasJesus r,r,ithuut ccasing to be (lod. l-lotv

could this hel ltihat could tlris rr.reart? Iror nrillennia, Christians have trier,l

to tiqure tlris out.

F.xplained next is a pr(]p()sal ahnr-rt hor,v this rnight rt ork in a thoruugtrly

rnt'rnothcistic thcolol{,y-rvithor.rt thc tritheisrn of threc ntutuitlly loving Lrut

distinct selt-arvare divine subjects u'ith overlapping or intertrvined proper-

ties. lto understirrrding ofjesus n,ill solve all prohlerns or sirtisty everyone,

hut pleirse rr-rnsitlcr the tollorr.i*g "identilication spirituality" ilccount of
Irolt'fesus and God lrere one. lttinen from l L,hristian per$pectivc, it m.ry

seent ex.l[igerated to some non-flhristians and to scholars rvho qucstion t]re

perfectiorr" ot'lesus.'tt Portraits oiJesus [enrl to lre idealistic, Lrut the fcrlloro'-

i*g seefits to ca1:ture his dominant values and spiritual sensitivities.

ltrre will never elinrinltr-'all the nrystery, hut occasionally rve can pu.sh

hack the darkne,rs el''er so slightly. \\rhat sense ran 1ilre r1lake rrf the clairts
that, inJcsus, (iod and humanity arc one, andJesus and God arc orle i llorv
soi As inrlicaterl. tlvo -{i{:parate and distir:ct tl-rings LJn hc "ong" irl rnarly dif-

fcrcnt lr'ays, sn, rvhenJesus said, 
-'l 

and the Father arc oner" rTtight this rylcan

somrthing tlrat many if not most Christians, Jelvs, and Muslims coulcl ac-

ccptl Chri.stian orthodoxy i nsists thetJesus rvas rlnc rr-ith G od without ceas-

t- ll'hetltr.r r:r nol.Jesus rrls plertrct is nor.l' a se riousl-v discusseti issur-'. For reteren{- HS,

scc Ptrilip t-laytorr a:rd Arthur llc.rcocke, r'ds., Ili Lt'lrr,rrt l.tt Ltyt *irrtl .,!lpur'rulrIIIrn.r tJu.,

Ilcrrng ((irand Ilapids, M l: Williarn H. F.cr*,lnlans tlublishing, Co., roo4), trr. r$$, n. rri4. Ser
also [lrand EIansh"rrd, Rc,r-irttl ittti/ ilrJrt'/ iiriert' Havett, C'I-: ]'ale Universit;- Pres$, l915),

[:p,igr-ig+. lilenshard ftrund e:rcessive scngefulncss irtJcsus'tirrcats trr those rvhu rr'ill
not heip tht pr:or and needv {-1r accrpt his mcssages {as in Mt. rI:^}r anr.l .1fr; I\tk. gt+.i-+9;
and I.k. 16:rr--r4), and he sugtrr.sted that lesus did not adequatt-ly res;lt'ct the propertv
riglrts cf others rvlren he dror*,ne.l t[re Clrl.]renr. sr+'in$ {Irtt. 8::.ti-3r} .rlrd rvhcrr lre.rr-
.le red lris disciples tn appr6priate sonlL'one's colt in r nearlry villagr: iMt. err:,). trt hat hap-
pen*d to the pigs that helorrged to s$rneone else rl,'a$ also cruel to arrd b.rd ior thcrn; they
lrad rloni: rtothins to rl*sr:rvc their fate" l'lven itJcsus rvas nrlt alrsolutely pr'ricct irr cyery
corrceivable re.tllect, he approrinrafed n:r:ral and spiritual identificatitrn rvith (lod t.rr
nlo!'e than tttott ul'tlre rert oius do.
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ing to hc'a hurrran hr:inS, $'ithrxrt cfa$ing to hc the uniquc, concrete. litritc,

tenrporrrl, lrurnan pr'rsorl tlt.rt he H';rs; and ltr= itlrttinu*s to Lrc fully (lrrd an.{

frrlly hrrmirn eren nol,\';rs he "sits;rt tlte rieht h;rnd of (']Lrd" {rnetaphoricilll.v

spcakin.q). Cr:rrespondinglv, Gccl r{'as one rvith the frn ite hunr..rn lr:sus ruit}r-

out ceasinq to he God, thc irrtinite, ererlasting, creatrlr,.su.stainer, and t'ulcr

c,f the universe, thc all-inclusive reality in lvhr:nl rye liue anr{ rnove and have

our treing. Holr, could this bei
lVe,,r'il1 never hilve' corrrpletel,v *deqnate Ansu,ers. \'fe rr'ill llrt'ays r-lis-

agree atrout nran)'tlrinqs, anrJ rvc rt'ill alrva)'s ellf isir-,n sucir thines onlrv in

F"lrt,.lirtl,v*r ntvtlricalll', rtret.rptrorically, hsrratir.el!, 1'roeticallfr nr)illiter.rlly,

rrs thror.rglr a nrurky' ulass. Horuevrr, thc psycirokrgi.al c()nccpt of 
-'ide ntifi-

cirtion," rnuch crnphasizetl bl, psyclro.rnall'stsit ithoush rvith too little attcn-

tion to its nroral and spiritual sigrrilicrrncc), nl.Iy help to rr-'solve this p.rradox

;rrd slter{ a little light. \'Vitlrnut hcing the rr'}rr,rle stor}", "fully God and iull,v

huuran" rnay ntcar, tlret -[L'sus full-v ir]cntificcl rvith (ior1, rvhile (.iocl frrlly

ir{enti fic.{ r+'it}r J t-'sns.

M;ur1' Christi.trts rniglrt cltim tl'r;tt perlcrt id*rrtilicatirtr"t u'ith (iorl was

true onlv ofJesus, Lrul not of the centralliqures or foundcrs of other religirrns.

Sonrc n$n-L.l:ristians ma)'iluubt thirt tlris \ra$ true er.en oi-lesus. Jhis is ac-

tually &nother ope n questicln, trr'('rrtlrv oi iurther intertaith discussion. As

those of other faiths consicler rvlt;rt tirllou.s, they rnight ask rvh*thcr sonlc-

thing like this coukl be true of their o14.n loundrr.s and silint.s.

The meilnins oftreing "f'ully identilied r,vith (lod" rcguire s lurtht'r expl.r-

nation. trVhen trro hur:rans fully att.l rnutu;tlly identil'y lt ith onc anothcr,

thcv rlo nr:t cease to exist as ontologieally rlistinct and delinite inrlivirlurrls,

even though etperientially and cvAluatiorrally they lose their spiritu;rl, eval-

ru"rtional, mnral, and psychnlt:gii:al distinctness. Th*y continue tu be wtro

they are, rvtri[e also treingor trecoming $ne u'ith otlrers in heart, soul, rnind,

strensth, and spirit. Thcir ontologicirl differenccs;rre still very real, but they

n* kxrger rrlatter and mily rrot eyerl tre noticed" I n identificatiorr expericnces,

rvhat happens to othrrs lrappens to one.sel{ {br befter or lor }r;'orse. Iciurtili-
crs thirrk, feel, and act toward others as torvard thernselves. In identitrcation

experienccs, sculs mergc, intcrtrvinc, arrd rnutually indurell. 1lrey' become

''tS*e [)arid f]. L)L1s, "lrlentifir:ation: Psychr-ranalytic anr.l Hiologic:rl l)erspcctivcs,"

Journal of'tlrr rtnrrrirrrn lls.r,r'lrormrrrJyfi.' Assei.i,lfiprlrvol. + (roo6), Pp. l?-*6; and scarch tirr
"p.\vulttrlngicaI idt:ntificatirril" oir the I nfernrt,
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"n:ernt)ers of orle arrr:thcr." ln spiritu.rl-union-in-identilication experient:r'.u,

they discover their ol,vn deelrest personal and social reality and fulfillrnent.
'ilrcy frnd their otr.n truest arrd deepest seh,es in mtrral and spiritual uniun

.rnd solidarity ruith other.r. 'Ihcir rsxistential diff'ersnces still cxist intar:t, Lrut

thcsc no longl'r nr*Ittcr ur make nrurh diilr-'rcnL'e spiritu.rIly, firt:Itt.rll1', eva[r.r-

ati*na[1', nroraily, gtsShologicirlly, or Fra{:tically. Egr-r is lost in intense .'olr-

centration on.tnd ahsorptiotr itrto tlre other, and n(1 sensc or thotrqht o[self
rrtTrain$.

Christians helieve tlratJesus 1,r'as hor"n of the fleslr tmtl born of the spirit,

rvlrile the rest of us are horn of the flcsh and require rrl,irth into the spirit.

Pcrhrrps this means that-fcsus, ftrlly;r hunrarl, \vas so scnsitivc rlnr.l optrt ttl
Gr-rd s prcs('rtcl'and purpr65es tltat ]re tot.rlly *ncl con.stitntly itL'ntihetl hinr-

selfrt'ith Gotl, rvhohc stillc;rlled "gre:rter thirrt I"" Perhftps hr'idetrtifiedrt'ith
(-iod rvlrile praying to, thinking alrcut, speakins the r+'orrls 1rf, irhsorbing the

valurs ot, and doing the rvorks of God" IrerhapsJesus identificrJ.so tullyr.vith

God that his thoughts, values, !r.ords, ieelings, rnd r,..*or:ks lv€re (rod's

thoughts, values, rrorr-ls, feelinqs, anr{ rvorks (usuallyi alrr.aysf ). H is compas-

siurr tv.ls Gotl s c()rnpls.rion, His slri{r'ring }va.r Cod'.s.suffering. His lovr: w.ls

God's lttve. His choices r+.er('(lr.rd's choices. His.lr'cds 1r,ere God's tfu,eds.

These r,r'ere all Go.l s, yet they were rrlso fully his-fully rJiviner 7*t-'t fully
humarr" HIe fflere rnort.rls can grasp or comprehend this rnutual identifica-

tion hetrveen Cod ilnd-lesus trefter ironr the huruarl perspective tharr fron:

the divine sir{e, but God also tillly identified with Jesns, iust as a ioving
Irunran father ider-rtifies with his son or daughter--but irrfinitel,v rn$re so.

L-hristians hclicve, at le.rst inrplicitlyi thatJesus internaliz.etl fiod lry re-

ceivirg Gorl into himsclf, hy recr:gnizir-rg rvitlrout hindrance Co,,l'.r presence

witlrirr ]rimseliand aII o[crcation -cxpcricntiaIIy, psychologic:rlly, cvalua-

tionall,y, nlor.lily,.rnr{ spiritually. hio magic was invo[ved, only conrpletc in-

terpersonal identification"-]esu$ rt';]nted and t:nderrvored to he (lodlike, lnd
t.hristians believe that he succeeded, ltl surceeding rs rr human heing, hr
shorted us rvhirt (iorl is like ar:d u'hat Cioel r+''irnts u.s to be like. In him,lve ciln

se e (-iod. He rvirr, I-ove'atrd tr'ford incamate through rnutuirl identilicirtion-
hothJesus rvith Cod and Crtd rvith-fesr"rs. In praylng to LlorJ and acknc,rt'l-

e,-lgirrg that (locl "i* grelter than I," he recagnized tlr.rt he ancl (lod rvere

hoth elikc arr,.l rli ft'ere nt, ht:th one and rnany, trut the d iftercncL.s did nnt nr,rt-

ter giver: his complt-'te and overrvhelmi*g intrinsic honclirrg and spiritual

I
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union rvith, sensitivity to, absorption in, rncral harmony rvith, and intense

psychological identific.rtion ruith God, Jesus valueti (ior{ intrinsically', for
(-iod s olrrn sake. (iod value d lesus ir:trinsicallli tclrJesus otrrn sake. Tlr rough

rrrol'ill arrrl spiritual i*lentification, God he':ame an integrirl part of -le$Lls'

olr,n unitlue personal reirlity, iderttit\', f illncs, itleals, expectations, experi-

rnrcs, intrinsir goodness, and comrnorl hurnanily. Through (lod's tnor.rl

and spiritual irlcntification rvith Iesus, Jesus hecanre Jrl inteqrirl part trf
(lud's or!'n rrniqurr pcr'.Eorl;rl rr'alit,t', idcntitl,, valucs, ideals, crprectations, ex-

Fleriences, intrinsic gooclncss, and r[ivinitl'.

-lesus r*,as arrd lived rr'lrat God expects of nsl ht'lust ()r cmptitcl hirnsclf

(his constrictrd, self-centered, seltrsh, rt'orklh.', and nrerclv human cgo) ;r;l,l

thr,retry firunr{ hinrself (hl.s incalculably rlrore inclusirc rttor;rl-s[riritual-

iderrtifir:irtion-rt'ith-Gnrlsclf). Ps1'chologically,, evaluationally, rrlor.rlly, lre-

haviorally, enel spiritually', Gr-rd rvas an integr;Il .rsprect of his ou'n total

hunran persor:al id*ntit)'. As one rvith God through rnoral, spiritual, irnr.l

pr:rsonal identification, _lesus rnade a]l t]rinss lroly try intrirtsic.rllv vrrluing

antl identifvirrg hinrselfrvith everytlring (except er.il) in L1\.'er)-virlr.rc.limen-

siorr,, tlrat is, by idcntifying hinrself irr his firlI humanitl'and inriivir{u;rlity
ruith all systcmically, r'xtrinsicirlly, ancl ir-rtrinsically valuahlc realities in all

of creation (at least, all thirt lrras humernly possiblc). Hc ir.{entificcl rt,ith all

goodne$s, hut lre also took.rll the sin, su{fering,.rnd rvoc of t}re crc'atecl rtorlrl

into hirrrself and colnpassionately sutlered thent rr'ith and lor us. I\'tost if not

all nr;rior lvorld religions highly conrnrencl profrrund ernpathy-, conrpassiotr,

and their formal exprcssion in the "(iolden R"nle."

I n (lod, anr{ irs fully identitiecl n'ith {-iod,Jesus lovetl r,r.iqdcnr, the rt'or'}d,

got'rdne$s, rrnd all of us, all of creation. InJcsr,ls, artr{ as full,v idcntified r.r,ith

Jesus, God loved rEisdom, the rvor[d, goodness, and "rll of r,rs. tr'\,e may at

least specul;rte tlrat, for Jesus, intrirrsic identihcation experierlce lvils al-

rnust ct'rnstlnt, cvet)'one anr{ er.erythirrg wils sacredl .rnd Cotl rl,rils experi-

cnced as.rll in all, as Fresent in all. His spiritual union with Cod rvils alnrost

uninterruptcd-as mucl-r as humanly possihle-*except perhaps rlt the last,

on the cross, rvhen hr felt God-forsakcn-

\{lren n-lere rnortll.q af}proach (lhristlikeness or (lotllikr:ne.ss, thuy ap-

pruxirrlate suclr cornplete spirirrurl identifir-'atiort rvith Gorl antl, through

God, rvith all in all. Christiarrs firrd irroute to thisthroughjesrrs. Othersfind
other roar"ls, good roads, ttt (locl. Goel is not iln exclusivist, trec.ru$f Cod
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lcves eyer,v creature that God lras flriltle (both hr:mirn and trrrttltulnan),Just

a.sJesus inritated ancl identified rvith God, Christians strive hoth to irrritate

and to irlcntity rvithJesu.,;-s() mulh sc that thcy can say Incaningiully rvitlt

St. Paul,'*Nut I, but Christ rvithin rnt:" (r Cor. rS:+i; Gal. r,zo). &{uslirns

strive to irnitatt-. h'luharnmad, iust as Christians striye to irnitateJt'strs-

Nancy Rol-''erts, rt'hn regards herself as a I'{uslirr: Christi;rtt, explained

convincingly and ir: depth tlrat the irrritation of Christ.rnd the imitation of

h.'{uhrrmmad both havr thc $ame cnd**the inritation of (}orl.ie After cr}mpar-

ingJcsus and Muhammirr{ rvith rr}ripcct to such things as L:ornbativcrless, tirr-

giverre,rs, kindnr-ss, arrd L:r-aut)', Robr"rts ct]nclur-{e,,{, 'Jcsus Christ rcmains

the more perfect exerilplar, the more perfect guide to the i*ritrtfio f)rii."r"'

flf course, not all rvill agree, but in lor,.e vi?e can agree to disa,rree. Not.rll

Clrristians ar{: pacifists. Cobb pointed r:ut that &tohammerJ, h{oses, and

llavid lverc nrilitarrp'and political leade rs rvho engased in st:nre vir:lenre lnd
did not confnrm strictly to the pattern of nonviolcnt rcsist.rncc usually tx-

ernplified l"ry [esus (except rvith t]re mon*yclrangcrs in thc t*rnplc). t tr sug-

gested that, tor sorne people, ",1 teaching and exrlmplc that ctn actually

guicle behar.icr on thero'orkl stage ma)'be seen as suFerior to otte tlt"rt is ap-

plirablr only in Iir:rited contexts. For this reasorl, r{espite the greirt reyerence

in tvhich 5'luslirlrs haldJesus, h{olramrned is seerl as stirnrJinq abave or L're-

yond him as the supreme prophet.'6'

Jesr.rs fully iderrtified rvith ;rll of God's childr*n, as rvcll as vo'itlr G*d-_-$o

much so that he could say alrnost literirlly of the poor and neerly that "in;Is*

rnuch asye have done it (given help, relief, etc.) unto one of the least of,these

myl:rethrerr, ye have dcne it unta rr]e," and lvith the dire arlmonitlon, "Inas-

rnurh as).edid it rrot [uive lrelp and relief] to one oftheleast oft]res€, ]-e did it
not unto me" (Ut" 25:+S).Jesus nrade no distinction hetlr]'een insiclers anr{

outsir.lcrs (suclr as the Sarnaritans), though he had tn learn this fronr a Sarnrlr-

itan wonliln. &{ost Christians live Lry sr.rch rlistinctiun$, e$pecially those u,hrt

relate to Muslirns and Jews irs ontsidcrs, strangcrs, alicns. Christians must

constantly ask thernseh'es if they are tllat sensitivr-' irnd r{:sporlsive to t}r* poor

and to the needs, aspirations, and intrinsic rvorttr of cveryonc. Dc Ctrristians

't1'Se* Nancy Roherts,.'bnit*ttrtl f'lrnsti, lmitatirr,tr{lrlr $ffintfidi,Imittttrc l)ri," I8"5, +:
iSpring, .ror :.) : :.r+ and l{rt.

ut'Ihi,J., p. r45.
o'L.ubh, 

Prot ttss l?e r.t;rg;1it,r II,p. r7g,
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realll.' do unto others as they rvould ht donc untni Are Chri.tti;rns f hat Christ-

like? fulnst Clrri.rtians rrc [.hristlikc or Cir-rtllike only intcrnrittetrtly;rnri lry

dcgrees, Lrut trrt.rlly inclusive rnorll artt{ spiritual idcntificatiot't, hoth rvith
(lor-l .lnd rvith the poor and "least of thesc," is rn ultinr;te goal of onuoing

stnctificatiorr or spriritu.rl clevelupment. i{r:tc that al-iltri calleci it "spirituai

as(crlsiorl."6' AII nronotheists recosnize the inrportance of constant tncral

anr{ spiritua} grorvth. "Sanctification" i$ a common C}rristiatr rvord ior this.
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all good-making propcrties af everl'orle arrd every'thinu, ('vt-rt-vlvhcrt arr.{ .rl-

lvay$. A[rundnnt living consists 1:reciscly irr includirrg aXl positive valtle e\t-

rr,vrt'her* r.r'ithin one self thr(')ugh iderrti{ic*tion u'itlr it, thereb,v l:ecomir:g a

profrrurrdly transfirrme d scll; a nrorc Godlike self.'lhis inclusive intertraliza-

tion of external gnodnrss is not re.rtricted to rr:oral gr-rodtless, tlrr,rueh that is

a signitlcarrt part of it. Itleall), trr.ne should end*rse, alfir-m, ir"lentif;* rvith, and

rcjoice i11 evr-ry dr-siralrle rnoral and rlonrnoral rrrit or propcrty of cvcryone

;rnd evcrfthing-includins prr$$nr oi rrth*r faiths. Tlrcn:hy, all qou.llll'ss

c.1n beeonre our orrrr goodncss in an unseltish rva)i tlrat rcioiccs in goodness

for otheri, not in goollnrss e xclusively fi:r olrcselt.'lherehy, c]ur lives catt irt-

tain mrxirnal richncss or alrr.rntlanre. 'lherebli rte reiotce empathetically

rvith all r+ho rejoicrr, rvhile rr,'eeprintt {ompassionately---at least internally ur

metaphr:ric;rlly--rvith all rt'ho lvcep, Arrd, rte lJo sornetlring alront it: \'\''e

t-r,:ar trrlc an*ther's trurdens.

In practice and in r.rur finitude, rve Actually knorr" and identif,v uurs*lvts

intirrratclyr+'it]r the goodnrss in ancl *f a ntcrt: handful of otltcrs, but 1i'e can

at lcast cultir.'ete the spiritual disposition t* ide ntify *Lrr.qilh'es Lrith all goorl-

ness in all and fi:r tlrc sake nialtr. God is inder.r{;rll in all and prcsent in all,

and (lod k:r'es {:vcr}'crcature tltat Gr-rd has rnirde ftrr theirsakes as rvell as lor
(lod .s own s*kc, btrt in our linitude rt'c ruill rtr'ver trc Cod (t:r Clhrist, or il{u-

[r.tnrnrid, or L,foscs). T]rrough gr:arvth in srace and spiritual identificatir"rn,

lve can participate ever so slightly in supren:e goor{n$ss in our ol.vn uiliquc

culturrrl, human, ant-l indiviriuai ways. Ir*rsnns of ;rll monntlreistic faiths

nlay* aspire to such atrundant livirrg anrl identification-Lrninrt and st:}id;lrit,v

r+'ith lior{ and ot}rers, thtlugh all nrust an$rqer firr themselves.
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lidrvurdr .+ (lenuine Morrotheisrn tor (,hristians, Muslims, ler.v.s, ;rrrd AII i$.1

Ide'ntification spiritualists in all tirnes irnri places endcavor to idr.nti[,v

rr'ith and inclutlc rvithin themselr.'es a[1 the gouri-nraking pr(]pcrtirs nf the

tounr"lcrs, sagL's, anrl saints of the great historica] rcligions. Christi.rns itlen-

tify tnosl $lrerifical[y ruitl'r Jcsus and ]ris riisciples; Muslinrs, rvith h{ulranr-

nuld ;rnd his sttcccss()rs;Jervs, with Alrr.rharTl, lHoses, David, etc. Sairrts of all

laiths identify u'ith thr'{oodness oltall in all irnt{ r'esporrd forgivinsl}', cr}m-

pa$sit)natcly,, lnd correctivell, to the badne$s of all in all.

As \,''olf indicirted, Christians cllstinctivcl,v insist th;rt_lesus'deatir on the

cross "t;rkes rllrrilI the sin of the rvorld.""-t Tcchnicallr,, this is c:rlled "atorle-

rnetlt"" lVe callnot explore this in depth hr'rc, hut there are nlirny theories ot

atottetneut-the substitution t[ret:ry, the ransorn theor1,, the moral exanrpie

rlr influcrrce thcory, and manr.'others. l{o orle of thern counts as ortlrod()x1v

or is universally aecepted as preci.seiv the correct and only acc()unt cf lrorn,

Jesus "takes alrliy the sirrs of the u,orltl."

Llentification spiritualitv offers anotlrer undcrstanr-linq of horvJ*sus re-

deetns t'icilriously and horu the saints can participate vicariously in that re-

denrptiort. ThroughJesus (the Sr-rflering Sery+1rt1 (lor-l's metrphorictl Son),

God stt loved tlre rvorld and tr;ok thc .rins, tailurcs, anr.l sutlerirlgs of tlre
rvt:r'k{ upon ancl into Gsrlsrlf'-as ancl rv}rilcJcsus lrimselidid so. G*d irrter-
naiir.cd anr{ fully identificd r,vithJc.sus fronr beginrrinq to end, er,'erl on the

crLlss. God sulT*rcd rvith lesus. God forgives sinners, a$_lcsus tirrgar,c thgsr
It'lto crucified hirrr. Jhrouglr identificatinn rvith othcrs, Jr'sus took hnman

sufferintt;nd ruickednes.r rlp(}n arrr{ intt: himsclf as }re identitied intensely,

emtrtatheticalll', crtmpassionatcll', frtrgivingll,, and rt:sponsively u,ith cverv-

onr s pain, lrtss, pr.)lrcrty, socirl intr:riarit|, ancl sinftrlness. In his olvn identi-
fication cxpcricncc with othcrs, tll su.:h things rerrllyr!"ere "done unto hirlr.."

Jcsr.rs rvcpt.tnd agonized over sucl: things,:rs dces the Cllristi;rn liod-ils
rvould any (lod oflor,c. God rvept asJesus rvept.

Like God .rtrrl Jesus, t,Ir ristian sirints (all s.rints L'vr-.r),rvhr,'rr.i) Iorgive,

lrear burdens, and carry r:rossrs (rnctaphorically speakiog). 'lhey live irbun-

dantlv, hut tlrcy also sulltr and rnakc sacrilices.'[hey prr.rt people over s]'s-

tcrnic irrrnralitit:s (f.r rxemplc, doctrinirl, Iegirlistic,;rnd cerenroni;rl
"purit,v"), iust as-fesus clid, Saints itrrgive, asJesll.s forgave,;rnd as (ioti for-

gives. Saints have the right beliefs and do the right thing tr:r tl're right rea-

" t \.irl f, A li,lll, [\. ri],.
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sorlsr iust asJesus did, hut tlrey acknoruledge tlrcir or,r*n tallibility anrl alk-rrv

others to live and let Iive ancl to think anrl be liet'e for themst-'lvcs. They take

care of the p()()r and nrc.l1r, iust as-lL'sus rlid. 'Ihey tlrr utrto others as they

rvoukl lrc dunc unto,;tsJr-'sus did. Saints lta\ie tlre riulrt mr;tives, desires, af-

fr.ctions, dispcsitions, and deeds, as |esus di,,1" Saints iclentiiy positivcly;rn.l
interrrelyrvith all excellerrce.q el,"eryrvhcrc, and thc)'sull'er rtith.trrel fronr .rll

cvils *vcr)'lvhcrc, a.-iJc$us di.l. In such rrirys,Jcsr.rs ha.{ it all. He excelled in
all valuc r-lin:cnsions -so Christians [r,,,lieue. C;rn this tre sairl of ut]rer spiri-

ttral '-avittars"i This genuinely {.-}pen question invites fhrther consiclcratir:n.

As tar rls lrurn;rnl,v possilrlc, and try clegrecs, nensair:t$ (mo.tt religious

people) also t.rke the gocdnrs$, righteousne$s, cxctllences, shortr:omiilBs,

and sull'r:rings rrf r:thcrs irtto;rncl upon thenrselves rr.lrerr tlre,v identiiy intrrn-
sically with them. "tlearing our sitts, grieti, and sorrolrs," tlfgether u'ith "1.i-

carious goodrless or riqhteousness,'makes rret,v.- good sense in ir.lentificatiorr

spirituality. ]esus did it and hacl it, I.ike lesus, tlreir forcmost example,

Christiiln srints hecome sufk'ring st.'rvanls wl"rn firrgivc and bear br.rrdens

and crosses, their own and trthers'. Thcy rvalk in his steps-;ril the u'ay to the

cross if necessar)/.Just asJeslts ftrlly iclentified hirnselflrrr'itir (iotl, rv]ro tully
identified u'ith_lesus, Christians .strive to id*ntify thernselves as iully'' as Fos-
silrle rvit]rJestrs and his goodness and, t]rrough hirn, rtrit]r God as present in

arrd ta all - irrcluding allrvlro.sin, all rvlrr).riuffer, all rvho believc and rvurship

otherwise, and all rvho flourislr, exccl, and rcinice. Iclealllr, they livr-';lnr.l irct

acror.dingly. Fnr Christians, having thr-r hrart, slrlrl, mind, and strcngtlr of
Christ means identifyirg fully rvith him and, through him, with God-*r1nd

through (-;or{ rrith irll in irll. The sinlessrless oilesu-s beconles their sir:less-

ness through identification, j\{uslirn saints retrate irr sinri]ar lrays to "the

Prophet L{utramntad's complete and utter derotiorr to {iod"d* is their ex-

ample ior holy loving rnd living. By degree$, the saints $Llccecd, By rlcgrccs,

even the sreate^st human saints .rlso tail.

Loving :iomconc mcans fr.rlly' idcntiiyirg rt'ith that one rr.ithout losins

onc''s own pcrson;rl ir{entitv. Christians believe that lesus lr:'as love incirr-

n;lte, both human and divine. Some tlreologians rnay olrject to "1:sycholo-

gizing" Jesus, Lrut, ifJesrls lvas not a torgir.ing, loving, ((]rnpassionate, and
"God-intoxicated " person, then what trras hr?

nn 
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l:drvards ,,*:, (icnuinc Monothcism lor Christians, hluslims,-lclvs, and.\11 s$-i

trfould an irlentilication spirituality explattation of htnvJcsus and God

lrrere "one" appeal to Christians, Muslinrs,Jcrvs, and Llr:itariansl This is an

$pen question. All rtust ansrv*r frrr thcm.sclvss. "[hcJcr+,ish Scriptlrres pre-

crdcr.{Jc.*ins, so th*v siry nothinq.rlrrrnt hinr. T}re Q.1rr'i1n, rr'ltich clme nru{lr

later, tloes speak oiJesus irt-l$''hat seet:rs to Christi;ns-hotl'r prrsitiv* and

rlegative terms. Sorne oi these negativr$ are trascd largcly on t;rkir:g such

r*iords as ".!pn" And "Fatlrer rnuch tno Iiter;rll1', to{'r crudr--lf, [ot'l pseutlrrlrit't-

Itgically.As Volf succcssfully cxplainet{. Christians do not do this, Eveu tor

C[rristians, "Fathcr" arrr{ 
-'Son" 

.lfe metaphorical rt ords."i l{ot e1.'en Chris-

tian fundamcntalists are qrrite thirt literal-minderl.

Christians may have other prablem$, hc1''oncl the scepe nf tlris discus-

sion, n'ith thc QJr'.1n's portrait of J*sus. tlifterenre.q xrnonE Christi.ttls,

h{uslims, Jen'$, and othcr rnonot}rcists u,.ill alrv;tys remain, evelt after thel'

agrcc r:n One (lor{ of [,ove arrr-{ the necessity lbr loving orre irnot}rer. l'et,

perhirps all coulcl rel.rte lovirlslli pe.rcefully, rnrl respecttully irr r r{}nlrn(}I'r

world for the c{Jrr}rnon good, PerhilFs rrll cor.rlcl resolve to live and let live,

think irnd let think, and agree to rlisagree olr nrarly issue-s, just a.\ rn()l;t C h ris-

tiarrs J$ree to disagree r.r'ith other Llh ristians, n'lost lVtuslirns r"^'ith otltr'r

h'luslinls, anr{ rrtost Iervs with othrrJews, I}rrl"raps all could live in profound

Iuve, fellon'slrip, resFect, iusticc, repent.ln{-c, ttrrgivrllriss, arrd peilce rvit}r

LlnL' .rnother and rt-'ith all othcrs. On tlurt d*y, God's realm rvill have cofire.

Finirlly, sonlc very irnportant questiorrs renrain lor interfaith clialosuc.

Is the sort of abundarrt living, identihcatian spiritualitl', ancl krving union or

iderrtificatiorr r,,'ith one Grrd and vuith ()ne;rnother cutlincrl hcr* a good

tl-rirrg, a desiral-rle thingi trVoulcl nur Iive.r hr richcr or p$orer for it? lf so, rvhy

rlo rvc not du it? Horv (an rvr lc.rrn tu clo it? I)o t:r should mr-rnotheists har.e

this rrruch in cr.rn:mon? .,\rr-r ct:untcrparts to idcntilicatir-rn spirituirlity pres-

rnt in t;riths othcr than Christi;rnit)'i Christian and rlon-ChristiAn nr()no-

theists nrrrst anslrrer tor ttrernselves.

Rerrr 11. Edrl-ar.{s tUrriter-{ Msth*c{ist tllrrrrch} rec*ivctl;n ^r\.[i. Irrrm H,nrtrrv LJniurrsit,v,

ffi*flIf . Trr.ruqlrrrut {rartuatc sc}rrrnl, he lr'as a I).rntorth (iradr.ratc ljcllorv. receir,-

irrg.r lt.l). trorrr \'.rL: L,rriver.sity 1)ivinit,v lic[ro,:rl, ],lclu I I:rr'*rr, (.T; anr,l a I]h.t). irr plrilos-

.rph), (r962) trom limor1' LJrriversity. Hr'tauqlrt ;:r Jacksorrvillc (FI,) LTr:ir'*rsitv,

:r)6: S6; anrl at rL* L!nir.crsity of:'l'*nrlr]-.isr:rl, Krttrxville, rgfrfi gS,
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