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The disciples came to him and asked, “Why do 
you speak to the people in parables?” He replied, 
“Because the knowledge of the secrets of the 
kingdom of heaven has been given to you.”

–Matthew 13:10–11

Eberhard Jüngel (b. 1934) is perhaps the most 

influential voice in the discussion of a Protestant 
analogia fidei since Karl Barth.1 Like Barth, Jüngel 
was interested in crafting a responsible theological 
method for predicating the divine.2 Developing the 
presuppositions laid out in Karl Barth’s Church 
Dogmatics, Jüngel’s Christocentric approach 
attempted to rectify modernity’s philosophical 
critique of the possibility of theology.3

 His proposed 

solution, an analogy of advent, is grounded upon 
the capacity of metaphor and parable to carry the 
full weight of the theological task.4 The success 
or failure of his endeavor rests primarily on his 
analysis of parable and metaphor as they relate 
to the person of Jesus Christ. From this, it will be 
seen that Jüngel’s contributions, while providing 
a remarkable step forward for any future analogia 
fidei, is nevertheless incomplete. Thus, this paper will 
attempt to demonstrate the centrality of parabolic 

1
 Archie J. Spencer, The Analogy of Faith (Downers 

Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2015), 179. 
2
 Alister E. McGrath, The Making of Modern German 

Christology: 1750–1990 (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1994), 
211.

3
 Eberhard Jüngel, God as the Mystery of the World, 

trans. Darrell L. Guder (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans), 14ff.
4
 The distinction between a parable and a metaphor is 

merely in the length. See Spencer, Analogy, 376.

and metaphorical language in Jüngel’s analogy of 
advent and show how this approach stops short of 
providing a comprehensive analogia fidei.

THE PROBLEMS WITH ANALOGY
Jüngel believed that modern aporia and atheism 

could be traced directly to the failures of the 
medieval scholastic tradition of a metaphysically 
necessary God.5 The justification for this claim 
comes in Jüngel’s linking of Kant with Aquinas. 
Kant, according to Jüngel, was dependent upon 
Aquinas’s system of analogy in his attempt to 
predicate God. Jüngel argues that what Kant revealed 
was that Aquinas’s system, which combined 
the analogy of proportionality with the analogy 
of intrinsic attribution, left the essence of God 
unknowable. God could only be known through His 
relations to the world. This Kant called “symbolical 
anthropomorphisms.”

6 Human predication of God 
was merely symbolic and did not define God in His 
being intrinsically. 

This left theology open for the later atheistic 
critiques of Fichte, Feuerbach, and Nietzsche.7

 An 

unknown God was one step shy of a nonexistent 
God. Jüngel cited the blurring of the philosophical 
and theological as the foundational misstep that 
led to this later possibility of critique. Jüngel 
differentiated his approach from the metaphysical 

5
 Phillip A. Rolnick, Analogical Possibilities: How 

Words Refer to God (Atlanta, GA: Scholars Press, 1993), 192. 
6
 Immanuel Kant, Prolegomena to any Future 

Metaphysics, ed. L. W. Beck (Indianapolis: The Bobbs-Merrill 
Company, 1950) 103.

7
 Rolnick, Analogical Possibilities, 199. 
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tradition by adopting the Barthian christological 
grounding of all analogy.8 Further, he agreed with 
Barth that all predication of God must be analogical 
or metaphorical, stating, “The language of faith 
is constituted by μεταφορα [metaphor],” and that 
without metaphor, “there is no proper talk of God.”9

 

However, this immediately presents theologians 
with an issue. The classical Aristotelian conception 
recognized the pragmatic value of metaphor but 
endeavored to reduce it to a literal statement in 
order to remove its inherent untruth. For example, 
the metaphor “Achilles is a lion” has rhetorical 
value and effectively communicates his attribute of 
being a brave warrior. However, it also attributes 
to Achilles characteristics that are not appropriate, 
such as felinity. Because metaphorical statements 
contain elements of falsehood, Aristotle claims 
they cannot be deemed true statements until they 
are reduced to literal, propositional statements.10

 

The language of faith, therefore, is inherently 
untrue. Theologians would be “liars in service of 
the truth.”11 Additionally, metaphorical language 
presupposes familiarity with both terms. In the 
example above, one has to understand something 
of both Achilles and lions in order to understand 
the correspondence between them. Thus, in order 
to even begin to predicate God metaphorically, one 
has to already have some previous familiarity with 
God. Humanity is therefore trapped in a circle. God 
must be known before He can be spoken of, but He 
must be spoken if He is to be made known.12

 The 

quest for the speakability of God must therefore 
begin with an analysis of metaphor itself in order to 
address these difficulties directly. 

THE PROPERTIES OF METAPHOR 

Because metaphor and parable are essential 
to theological speech, Jüngel gives considerable 
treatment to their place in language. Much of his 
understanding of metaphor stems from his revised 
ontology. Jüngel challenges the Aristotelian 

8
 See Jüngel, God as the Mystery, 288, and Karl Barth, 

Church Dogmatics, II/2, trans. G. W. Bromiley and T. F. 
Torrance (London: T&T Clark, 1936), 94ff. 

9
 Eberhard Jüngel, Theological Essays vol. 1, ed. J. B. 

Webster (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1995), 24 and 58. 
10

 Jüngel, Theological Essays vol. I, 24–26. 
11

 Ibid., 26. 
12

 Ibid., 62.

assumption of the ontological priority of actuality 
over possibility, where the possible is defined only by 
the actual and is denied being.13 In this “Aristotelian 
world”, God, as pure act, is the telos toward which 
all potentiality strives.14 By contrast, Paul and Jesus 
represent for Jüngel “a complete metamorphosis of 
both the apocalyptic material and also the world view 
inaugurated by Aristotle.”15 Against the tradition, 
Jüngel marks the fundamental distinction of reality 
as that between the possible and impossible rather 

than the actual and potential.16 God, for Jüngel, is 
conceived as the One who divides the possible from 
the impossible. This is what distinguishes God from 
the world.

17 This entails that both possibility and 
actuality are “factors in being, such that that which 
God’s free love makes possible has ontological 
prevalence over that which God’s omnipotence 
makes actual through our acts.”18 Jüngel’s ontology 
thus provides a basis for his view of metaphorical 
language. 

The uniqueness of metaphor lies in its ability 
to “straddle both actuality and possibility.”19

 The 

listener is grasped by the strangeness of a familiar 
word used in an unfamiliar fashion, taking on 
new meaning in the process.20 Thus the listener is 
welcomed to join in on the “process of discovery.”21

 

Because of the near infinite possibilities for 
metaphorical language, Jüngel deems it the “self-
renewal of language,” in that it is a “new way of 
dealing with the world and each other” and allows 
for “creative freedom” in the process of discovering 
metaphor.

22

 Moreover, because metaphorical language 
has the ability to “grip” the listener, it is a form of 
address. Jüngel distinguishes between signifying 
language and language as address. Address language 
differs from signifying language in its ability to 

13
 Ibid., 96–99. 

14
 Ibid., 100. 

15
 Ibid., 103. 

16
 Ibid., 110–11.

17
 Ibid., 112. 

18
 Ibid., 116. 

19
 J. B. Webster, Eberhard Jüngel: An Introduction to 

his Theology (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986), 
47.

20
 Jüngel, God as the Mystery, 290.

21
 Ibid., 291.

22
 Ibid., 290–92. 
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affect the whole being of the listener.23 An example 
given is that of a joke. If communication of a joke 
is successful, the listener not only understands but 
laughs, as well.24 Borrowing a term from his mentor 
Ernst Fuchs, Jüngel calls this affecting of the 
whole being by language a “language event.”25 In 
a metaphorical language event, the communicator 
of a metaphor invites the listener to share in 
his discovery of correspondence between two 
dissimilar worlds. The discovery is thus transmitted 
and rediscovered by the listener, “involving the 
person who is addressed in the being of what is 
being talked about.”26

This understanding of metaphor provides the 
background for Jüngel’s understanding of language, 
both in theology and in general. While Jüngel 
is willing to admit that theological language is 
ultimately anthropomorphic, he does not consider 
this a fatal flaw since “language as such is that 
event in which man relates himself to his world in 
such a way that he exists as man.”27

 Jüngel goes 

on to say, “Thus every spoken utterance of man is 
anthropomorphic in the sense that man, whatever 
he says, is expressing himself either explicitly or 
implicitly.”28 Man must define the world through 
his understanding of himself, making all language 
anthropomorphic. Likewise, man defines himself 
through the world as the world “addresses” him.29

 

Statements like “That man is a rock” utilize features 
of the world in order to determine the essence of 
man.

30 Thus, metaphorical speech belongs at the 
very foundation of language. Metaphor as a process 
of discovery is a dialectic between man and nature 
whereby man defines both himself and the world 
through metaphor. 

Does this, then, entail a deficiency in language’s 
ability to communicate truths? Jüngel notes 
that this was the perspective of Nietzsche who 
maintained that language functioned to abstract 
the particulars of the world into a general concept. 
Because the concepts were inevitably unequal 

23
 Ibid., 11. 

24
 Ibid., 294.

25
 Rolnick, Analogical Possibilities, 211.

26
 Jüngel, God as the Mystery, 291. 

27
 Ibid., 258.

28
 Ibid. 

29
 Jüngel, Theological Essays vol. I, 52.

30
 Ibid., 49–50. 

between individuals (every person has a different 
experience of the particulars), the concept must 
be so generalized that it is no longer the object 
experienced. All language becomes metaphorical 
and metaphor cannot be truth. Therefore, for 
Nietzsche, there is no truth.31 Jüngel responds, 
“Instead of debasing truth to metaphor, however, 
we need to recognise μεταφορα itself as the event of 
truth.”

32 In order to justify this, Jüngel abandons the 
correspondence theory of truth and the Aristotelian 
view of metaphor that restricts not only theological 
truths but also, as Nietzsche showed, propositional 
truths in toto. 

THE POWER OF METAPHOR
Jüngel’s dismissal of a correspondence theory 

of truth stems “not [from] its realism but rather its 
literalism—its orientation towards actuality and 
so towards literal speech.”33 Truth was limited to 
propositional truth under the Aristotelian tradition. 
While metaphor had its rhetorical and didactic 
purpose, it was ultimately a deviation from actuality 
and therefore from the truth.34 A flaw Jüngel rightly 
addresses in this tradition is that metaphorical 
language is often necessary when a literal word 
is lacking. This “necessary metaphor” is called 
catachresis. An example of this is the use of the 
word “leg” to define the posts that support a chair. 
This word, originally applied only biologically in 
its ordinary sense, has lost the metaphorical sense 
and become the ordinary word for describing the 
sustainers of a chair. Metaphor can thus function 
in some sense as literal speech. Jüngel questions 
if catachresis “is enough to call into question the 
entire traditional theory of metaphor.”35

Moreover, Jüngel rejects the assertion that 
metaphorical language is reducible to its univocal 
and equivocal segments without a loss to 
language.36 Metaphorical language is not merely 
a “substitute” for literal language. Rather, there 
occurs an “expansion of meaning” in the metaphor 

31
 Ibid., 53–54.

32
 Ibid. Italics Original.

33
 Webster, Eberhard Jüngel, 46.

34
 Jüngel, Theological Essays vol. I, 25–26. 

35
 Ibid., 47.

36
 This was the view of High Middle Age theologian 

John Duns Scotus. 

4 
23

24

25

26

28

29

30

31

32

33

34

35

36



itself.37 How so? Jüngel suggests, “By appropriating 
the strangeness of the strange word, the one who 
understands the metaphor is afforded access to a 
new dimension of being which a statement working 
with clearly defined concepts would close off.” 
Thus, when one claims that Achilles is a lion, 
“Something of the being of the lion is attributed to 
Achilles.”38 By calling Achilles a lion rather than a 
brave warrior, the listener is forced to compare the 
distinct “worlds” of the lion and Achilles in order 
to form a proper comparison. This comparison of 
different worlds (that of the lion and that of Achilles) 
is what allows Jüngel to argue that metaphor is 
ultimately irreducible, for it gives “actuality the 
capacity to give place to the new without destroying 
the integrity of the language or stretching it beyond 
its normal capacities.”39

This conclusion is not without ontological 
implications. Being must incorporate not only 
actuality (described in literal speech) but possibility 
(metaphorical speech), as well.40 This “new mode 
of being” possible for language is thus a “gain to 
language.”41 The language of faith may not use 
literal description, but this is no longer a deficiency 
to theological speech. This “suspension of literal 
reference enables us to articulate a state of affairs 
beyond the actual.”42 Jüngel can consequently 
conclude that, “metaphor does say more than is 
actual, and yet precisely in so doing it is true.”43

 

Jüngel is not alone in this view and cites the 
work of multiple scholars in support of a similar 
viewpoint.44 One example is the philosopher Paul 
Ricoeur who likewise concluded that new features 
of reality are expressible only through metaphor.45

 

37
 Webster, Eberhard Jüngel, 43. 

38
 Jüngel, Theological Essays vol. I, 61.

39
 Spencer, Analogy of Faith, 257. 

40
 Webster, Eberhard Jüngel, 43–46. 

41
 Ibid., 46.

42
 Ibid., 45. 

43
 Jüngel, Theological Essays vol. I, 57. 

44
 Jüngel, Theological Essays vol. I, 22. In addition to 

Ricoeur and Fuchs, Jüngel mentions Ernst Lohmeyer, Walter 
Magass, Eugen Biser, Georg Eichholz, Erhardt Güttgemans, 
D. O. Via, Karl Bühler, Bruno Snell, Karl Lowith, Beda 
Alleman, and Hans Bulmenberg. 

45
 Webster, Eberhard Jüngel, 44. Ricoeur would 

later go on to use Jüngel’s work in his own hermeneutics of 
Scripture. See Roland Daniel Zimany, Vehicle for God: The 
Metaphorical Theology of Eberhard Jüngel (Macon, GA: 
Mercer University Press, 1994), 134.

Ricoeur argues, in a similar though not identical 
fashion, that metaphor takes on an “emergent 
meaning” and that “the metaphorical meaning of 
a word cannot be found in the dictionary.”46 Thus, 
metaphor has ontological implications and must be 
understood on its own without attempting reduction 
to literal language.47

 

Metaphor thus can open up a new horizon of 
being. Language becomes the means to express 
what is more than actual. Metaphor accomplishes 
this by “involving the person who is addressed in 
the being of what is being talked about, or they 
mediate the topic of talk to the being of man.”48

 

A language event occurs in the use of a successful 
metaphor. The entire being of the person addressed 
is affected, discovering a correspondence in the 
being of two different realities that has always 
existed.49 This Jüngel terms as the “expansion of the 
horizon of being” and a “gain to being.”50 But how 
can this help establish the possibility of theological 
speech? Metaphor assumes one can discover a 
correspondence in being that has always been there, 
yet God remains wholly other. At face value, no 
correspondence in being seems to exist between the 
two. And if it did, there still remains the problem 
mentioned previously that familiarity with God 
must be established before He can be predicated 
metaphorically. Thus, the problem has not yet been 
fully solved. Where is the correspondence in being 
between God and man, and how can familiarity 
with God come about in order to speak of Him 
metaphorically? 

THE PARABLE OF GOD
Jüngel’s answer to both questions is the 

Incarnation. As Jüngel himself states, “Briefly 
put: the gospel is to be understood as the event 
of correspondence. The criterion for what may be 
considered correspondence or analogy if the gospel 
is to be understood as correspondence can, then, be 

46
 Paul Ricoeur, Hermeneutics, trans. David Pellauer 

(Cambridge: Polity Press, 2013) 47, 50.
47 Ibid., 64. See discussion in David Pellauer, Ricoeur 

(New York: Continuum International Publishing Group, 2007) 
67–68.

48
 Jüngel, God as the Mystery, 291. 

49
 Jüngel, Theological Essays vol. I, 39. 

50
 Ibid., 41.  
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only that event about which the gospel speaks.”51
 

God, thus, shows Himself as human in His divine 
nature through the event of the incarnation. This 
coming to humanity is also a coming to human 
speech. This is the analogy of advent. Humanity 
does not come to God through speech, but rather 
God comes to humanity in speech.52 In the person of 
Jesus, God increases his similarity and nearness to 
humanity and thereby reveals the difference between 
humanity and God. This is what Jüngel means to say 
when he calls Christ the “unsurpassable instance 
of a still greater similarity between God and man 
taking place within a great dissimilarity.”53 Space 
is thus made for the speakability of God in that He 
does not belong to the being of the world yet comes 
into it, and only metaphor and parable allow for this 
space.54 Jüngel’s “analogy of advent” must then be 
grounded in parable, for “God’s kingdom can only 
be expressed as parable.”55 Because of this, “one 
can and must say that the man Jesus is the parable 
of God.”56 What is meant by this statement is that 
Christ embodies the “total character of a parable,” 
in that Christ fully exemplifies the “similarity and 
dissimilarity that make parabolic language possible 
and meaningful.”57 Only in Christ, rather than in 
any form of natural theology, is this identity and 
distinction fully established.58

 

If, however, Christ Himself is to be seen 
as the parable of God, how does this affect the 
interpretation of the actual parables themselves? 59

 

Jüngel recognizes the need for an analysis of the 
parables of Christ “if the christological proposition 
that the man Jesus is the parable of God is not to 
remain abstract.”60 While Jüngel regards virtually all 
theological language as parabolic, he does note that 
Christ’s parables of the coming kingdom of God are 

51
 Jüngel, God as the Mystery, 286. 

52
 Ibid., 288. 

53
 Ibid.

54
 Jüngel, Theological Essays vol. I, 71. 

55
 Eberhard Jüngel, Theological Essays II, ed. J.B. 

Webster, trans. Arnold Neufeldt-Fast and J.B. Webster 
(Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1995), 90.

56
 Jüngel, God as the Mystery, 288. 

57
 Spencer, Analogy of Faith, 374. 

58
 Ibid.

59
 See further discussion in John Milbank, The Word 

Made Strange (Oxford: Blackwell Publishers Ltd., 1997), 
135.

60
 Jüngel, God as the Mystery, 289.

particularly noteworthy in that they are preparatory 
for talk of Christ as God’s Son. In other words, 
the nearness of God’s kingdom that the parables 
pronounce prepares the listener for the greater 
nearness brought about in God being made flesh.61

 

By speaking of ordinary life and experiences, the 
parables demonstrate God’s nearness to ordinary 
life which is most exemplified in His becoming 
human.62

 

In the text Paulus und Jesus, Jüngel individually 
analyzes the parables of Jesus with this hermeneutical 
principle.63 In the Parable of the Dragnet, Jüngel 
sees Jesus as forcing a decision from the listeners 
by speaking of the separation that will occur at the 
eschaton.64 Likewise, the Parable of the Mustard 
Seed calls for decision in its picture of the present-
yet-still-future Kingdom.65 The Good Samaritan is 
an example-story of the “future of the Kingdom 
of God as a near event of the love of God gives 
man the opportunity in the present time to love his 
neighbor.”

66 In these examples, it can be seen that a 
word event takes place in the hearing of the parable, 
namely the kingdom of God comes to the listener. 
Just as a successful joke overcomes the being of the 
listener with laughter, so too the kingdom of God 
“arrives” to the listener if the listener follows it.67

 

One consequence of this interpretation of 
parables is a dividing of the literary unity of the 
Gospels. Rather than being read as wholes with 

their own “dramatic or narrative structures,” the 
Gospels become “collections of discrete utterances 
whose place in the overall shape of the story is not 
of primary significance.”68 Thus, there occurs the 
“flattening-out of the parables,” in that they “all 
exemplify roughly the same features, and can all be 
interpreted as instances of the same event of God’s 

61
 Ibid. 

62
 Jüngel, Theological Essays vol. II, 102. 

63
 This text is not yet available in English translation 

and was therefore not consulted by this author. Therefore, 
this paper will be reliant on the summary of the work found 
in Warren S. Kissinger, The Parables of Jesus: A History of 
Interpretation and Bibliography (London: The Scarecrow 
Press, Inc., 1979), 195–97. 

64
 Ibid., 195. 

65
 Ibid.

66
 Ibid., 196. 

67
 Jüngel, God as the Mystery, 294. 

68
 John Webster, Word and Church (London: T & T 

Clark International, 2006), 158.
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coming to speech.”69
 

THE PARTICIPATION IN GOD’S BEING
This “coming to speech” by God must be 

understood ontologically. Because metaphor has 
the capacity to be ontologically freighted, what is 
communicated by the word “God” is the being of God 
Himself.70 God is literally in the word that describes 
Him. Thus, parable has the capacity to transmit the 
being of God Himself. This “language event” affects 
the whole being of the listener in that the actual 
being of God is shared as He is spoken. The hearer 
of the parable may participate in the being of God 
as he is addressed.

71 In denying the metaphysical 
tradition of participation and the essence/existence 
distinction, Jüngel grounds participation in God’s 
being in the language event that occurs in the direct 
address of God to the world through the parable of 
Jesus Christ.72 Rather than participation based on a 
metaphysically conceived cause-effect resemblance 
like in Aquinas, participation was to be grounded, 
for Jüngel, in the language event of the gospel. 
Metaphor becomes a “lingual vehicle for the being 
of God, who is revealed as the one who comes, as 
the one whose being is an overflowing, a going out 
to the other in love.”73 For Jüngel, this “sharing of 
being” is foundational to his metaphysic of love: 
both humanity and God have their being in their 
sharing of being.74 Hence, parables are “quasi-
sacramental signs which effect that which they 
signify. . . . [The] Kingdom comes to speech.”75

 

As mentioned, this coming of the Kingdom to 
speech reveals both God’s distinction from the 
world (“great dissimilarity”) and His nearness to it 
(“greater similarity”).76

This “greater similarity” of the Kingdom is, 
for Jüngel, “nearer to me than I am to myself—
similar to a successful joke which forces laughter 
even if one should be so close to himself that he 

69
 Ibid., 160. 

70
 Jüngel, God as the Mystery, 12–13.

71
 Rolnick, Analogical Possibilities, 212–13. 

72
 Ibid., 213. 

73
 Ibid., 236. 

74
 Ibid., 237. 

75
 Webster, Eberhard Jüngel, 41. Italics Original.

76
 Derek Nelson, “The Indicative of Grace & The 

Imperative of Freedom: An Invitation to the Theology of 
Eberhard Jüngel,” in Dialog: A Journal of Theology 44, no. 2 
(Summer 2005): 170.

does not want to laugh at all.”77 Jüngel concludes 
that if parables allow God to come closer to the 
listener than they are to themselves, then Jesus, the 
“parable of God”, comes “closer . . . to humanity 
than humanity is able to come close to itself.”78 Yet 
even with this ‘greater similarity’, there remains a 
‘great dissimilarity.’ Parable prevents the collapse 
of God into the world, preserving God’s distinction 
from the world. Both the world and God are left 
in place while “combin[ing] God (‘the kingdom of 
God’) and man in one and the same event, in the 
parable itself.”79 Although God is never fully drawn 
into time, he does come near to it. A full exclusion 
of God from time would make any relationship 
impossible. Contrary to this, Jüngel argues that 
because language is freighted with the being of 
God, a relationship must exist between God and 
time.

80 Parable reveals this reality to the hearer.81
 

Jüngel’s concept regarding time is in line with 
an ancient Jewish mode of thought concerning the 
coming age. God’s coming was seen as a disruption 
of the coherence of the world. For them, the Kingdom 
would come into the world as something distinct 
from it.82 Consequently, the Kingdom of God did 
not merely exist in some eschatological point in 
the future. Rather, it was an experience possible 
to the listener in the present.

83 Thus, in God’s 
“capturing” of ordinary human speech and images 
in parables, He reveals a reality, namely Himself, 
that exists beyond it in distinction yet nearness.84

 

The correspondence of these two “worlds” can 
only be spoken of through metaphor and parable, 
for, as has been seen, only metaphorical language 
preserves the distinctiveness of the two worlds (of 
both Achilles and the lion) while simultaneously 
revealing the correspondence.

THE PARABLE OF THE CROSS
For Jüngel, the central parabolic revelation of 

the being and humanity of God is the cross of Christ. 
The cross must therefore provide the measure for all 

77
 Jüngel, God as the Mystery, 296

78
 Ibid., 298. 

79
 Jüngel, God as the Mystery, 297. 

80
 Spencer, Analogy of Faith, 380. 

81 Webster, Word and Church, 159–160. 
82 Jüngel, Theological Essays vol. II, 89–90. 
83 Zimany, Vehicle for God, 68. 
84 Webster, Eberhard Jüngel, 42.
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metaphorical predication of God as it is the ultimate 
expression of His being.85 This is the subject of 
the gospel and God’s direct address to the world. 
Thus, any metaphysic which cannot account for the 
expression of God at the cross, in all His weakness 
and frailty, is ultimately a failed metaphysic.86

 

And because the being of God is shared when He 
is spoken, so too the power of the cross, as the 
expression of God’s being, is shared when it is 
spoken. More than just information is shared. The 
event itself is wrapped up in speech about it. Citing 
2 Corinthians 1:18–21, Jüngel concludes, “The 
content shares itself in such a way that a distinction 
between it and talk about it can be made only through 
an abstraction.”87 And what is the being of God 
that is expressed by the cross? It is the “‘outward 
movement’ of God into nonbeing.”88 Just as God’s 
being moved into nonbeing in the creation event, so 
at the cross the being of God again confronted the 
nonbeing of death and overcame it.  Thus, Jüngel 
may conclude that parable and metaphor, centered 
on the incarnation of Jesus and His action upon 
the cross, provide the possibility of theological 
predication, preserving both the distinctiveness of 
God from the world and the nearness of God in the 
word event that occurs in the communication of the 
gospel. 

CRITIQUES
Jüngel’s treatment of parable and metaphor as 

the foundation of theological speech has garnered 
much attention and, along with it, its fair share 
of criticism. This final section will analyze the 
various objections raised against Jüngel’s account 
of metaphor and parable. While many criticisms are 
easily answered, it will nevertheless be shown that 
Jüngel’s account contains shortcomings and is in 
need of further development. 

John Webster, a prominent Jüngel scholar, 
considers Jüngel’s reliance on metaphor to bear 
the full weight of the theological task to be both 

85
 Jüngel, Theological Essays vol. I, 65. See also 

discussion in Christopher R.J. Holmes, Issues in Systematic 
Theology, vol. 15: Revisiting the Doctrine of the Divine 
Attributes: In Dialogue with Karl Barth, Eberhard Jüngel and 
Wolf Krötke (New York: Peter Lang Publishing, 2006), 99.

86 In Rolnick, Analogical Possibilities, 256. 
87 Jüngel, God as the Mystery, 287. 
88 Rolnick, Analogical Possibilities, 214–15. 

his great strength and a glaring weakness. The 

narrowing of religious language to a single modality 
appears reductionistic. The elevation of metaphor 
should not come at the expense of other forms of 
theological predication.89 Webster states, “Language 
is only one of the many human projects of meaning, 
and utterance cannot be divorced from decision 
and deed.”

90 In freeing theological language from 
literal speech, he has again reduced it to a single 
mode of speech, namely, parabolic speech. Jüngel’s 
reduction, however, may not be as narrow as it first 
appears. Performative actions, such as Christ’s 
death on the cross, apparently can be encompassed 
within parabolic speech.91 It could be countered, 
however, that this is a reduction of the cross to 
metaphor/parable rather than a broadening of the 
usage of metaphor/parable. Webster appropriately 
notes that the restriction to parable and metaphor, 
even defined in a broader sense, might therefore be 
unjustified. Webster additionally notes that implicit 
within Jüngel’s argument is the idea that language 
that is not “commandeered” by God has “failed to 
attain its essence.”92 For if God’s taking captive 
of speech is a “gain to language,” the consequent 
implication is that language which escapes capture 
is somehow inadequate. Perhaps Jüngel could 
acknowledge this point while still maintaining that 
language not commandeered, while incomplete, is 
nevertheless adequate. 

Additionally, Phillip Rolnick questions what the 
implications might be if the primary revelation of 
God’s being is His death on the cross. Would this 
not be a lessoning of God’s infinity? Rolnick states, 
“While I support Jüngel’s view that our metaphysics 
must be able to account for the divine action on the 
cross, if he has relinquished divine infinity in order 
to do so, then as many problems are created as solved 

89
 Webster, Eberhard Jüngel, 50. Roland Daniel Zimany 

agrees with Webster on these critiques. See Zimany, “Review 
of Eberhard Jüngel: An Introduction to His Theology,” The 
Journal of Religion 68, no. 1 (1988): 124. 

90 Webster, Eberhard Jüngel, 51. See also Zimany, 
Vehicle, 135.

91
 Webster acknowledges, noting that for Jüngel, “The 

speech-event of Jesus’ proclamation is not simply a literary 
form, a kind of apocalyptic rhetoric, but a historical transaction 
in which this one, the one who was and acted in this way, also 
spoke of the coming of God not only in his word but also in 
his work” (Webster, Word and Church, 161–62).

92 Webster, Eberhard Jüngel, 42.
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by such an account.”93 This objection, however, 
does not seem to fully understand the implications 
of Jüngel’s ontology. While Jüngel does maintain 
that whatever can be predicated of Jesus must also 
be predicated of God (including His suffering and 
death), this, for Jüngel, does not make God less 
than necessary but more than necessary. As he 
states, “Beyond the distinction between possibility 
and impossibility, God himself is equiprimordially 
both.”94 There is thus no proclamation of the 
crucifixion without the resurrection. The suffering 
and frailty revealed on the cross must be seen 
alongside the creatio ex nihilo that occurred at 
the resurrection. Both are incorporated within the 
infinity of God. Thus, while it might be suggested 
that there is a collapse of God’s transcendence into 
His immanence, Jüngel could plausibly resist this 
claim. 

Rolnick also finds the reduction of the personhood 
of God to language puzzling. Jüngel defends this 
proposition on basis of the Johannine statement that 
God is love, and both love and language are “a going 
out from one self to another.”95 Regardless, Rolnick 
finds persons, not language, more fundamental 
to the being of both God and humans. Language 
does not fully encompass the being of God.96 This 
objection is ultimately tied to one’s view of Jüngel’s 
use of Heideggerian philosophy, where words are 
wrapped up in the being of that which they express. 
The success of this objection thus depends upon the 
rejection of this system. Rolnick also questions if 
Jüngel’s approach is not implicitly an analogia entis. 
If metaphor reveals a correspondence between God 
and man that has always been, is this not an analogy 
of being? However, Jüngel is not defenseless here. 
He states, “The event of the correspondence of 
human talk to God is not a capacity of language 
itself; it is not its own possibility, but rather an 
alien possibility which is opened up to language 
and required of it.”97 Thus, the correspondence is 
only enabled by the commandeering of language by 
God. It is not a product discoverable in nature or 
language itself and so bears no resemblance to an 
analogia entis. 

93 Rolnick, Analogical Possibilities, 257.
94 Jüngel, Theological Essays vol. I, 112. 
95 Rolnick, Analogical Possibilities, 260. 
96 Ibid., 260–61. 
97 Jüngel, God as the Mystery, 289. 

CONCLUSION 
These critiques, while damaging, are not 

destructive. The strength of Jüngel’s thesis, namely 
the power of metaphorical language, remains intact. 
The irreducibility of metaphor allows for theological 
predication of God without collapsing the distinction 
between God and man. However, the grounding of 
all theological speech on metaphorical language is 
reductionistic. The metaphysical implications of 
Jüngel’s account may additionally need refinement. 
Regardless, Jüngel’s work is a strong advancement 
in formation of a complete analogia fidei. While it 
is not the final step, it is nevertheless a vital step 
toward this destination. The parables of Jesus 
(and Christ Himself as the parable of God) point 
to something beyond them. They are glimpses and 
tastes of the Kingdom of God here and now. As 
Alister McGrath states:

Parables told by Jesus [are] stories about 
things and events in this world which possess a 
remarkable ability to point beyond themselves 
to the kingdom of God. Stories about sheep, 
coins, seeds and houses become pointers to 
how our desires can find their final fulfillment. 
. . . Although the analogies we find around us 
cannot fully prepare us for the full radiance and 
wonder of what lies to hand, they allow us to 
begin to build up a picture of what it is like.98

98   Alister McGrath, The Unknown God: Searching for 
Spiritual Fulfillment (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1999), 40. 
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THE VINDICATION OF THE SON OF GOD: 
PSALM 22:1 IN MARK 15:34

In Mark’s Gospel the final words of Jesus are a 
citation from Israel’s scripture (Mark 15:34; cf. Ps. 
22:1 et). And like the final words of any beloved 
man or woman spoken at his or her death, Jesus’s 
so-called “cry of dereliction”—“My God, my God, 
why have you forsaken me?”—has been held with 
special significance in the hearts of Christians 
throughout the centuries, though no less debated for 
all that. What did Jesus mean by what he said? And 
what might it mean for the man and his mission? 
The burden of this paper is not to answer these 
questions but to focus instead on ones that are a step 
removed. What did Mark’s Jesus mean by what he 
said? And what might it mean for Mark’s narrative 
depiction of the man and his mission, especially 
given the narrative shape not only of Mark’s 
Gospel as a whole but of Psalm 22 as well?1 The 
crucial question is whether to see in Mark 15:34 
an “atomistic” or “contextual” citation of Psalm 
22:1: whether Jesus’s citation denotes one verse 
and nothing more, or whether it connotes something 
further from the remaining context of the psalm.

1          This is not meant to detract from the Evangelist’s 
intent to convey historical events about an historical person, 
but merely to sharpen our focus on Mark’s literary intentions 
in his depiction of that person.

In this paper I will argue that when Mark’s Jesus 
quoted Psalm 22:1 he intended the meaning that that 
text has within its own “narrative” context. This is 
not to suggest that Jesus quoted one verse when 
he meant another; nor is it to ignore the verse that 
Jesus cited in favour of those he did not.2 Rather, it 
is to take precisely the text that Mark’s Jesus cited, 
but simply to suggest that he had the wherewithal 
to mean by it what it really meant within its own 
context. This will be demonstrated, first, by setting 
Mark 15:34 within the larger narrative developed 
throughout Mark’s Gospel, second, by setting 
Psalm 22:1 in the contextual “plot” of the entire 
psalm, third, by analyzing interpretations of Psalm 
22 in second-temple Judaism contemporary to Mark 
(and his readers), and, fourth, by bringing this all 
together in an exegesis of Mark 15:33–39 and the 
citation of Psalm 22:1 in Mark 15:34 in particular. I 
will conclude by assessing the contemporary debate 
surrounding Jesus’s godforsakenness and then draw 
out some of the implications of our study for this 
debate as well as for hermeneutics and biblical 
theology.

2 Contra Douglas J. Moo, The Old Testament in the 

Gospel Passion Narratives (Sheffield: Almond Press, 1983), 
275.
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MARK 15:34: THE TEXT WITHIN ITS CONTEXT 
Near the heart of Mark’s Gospel are the 

questions, “Who really is the son of God—Caesar 
or Jesus—and which one of these divine sons 
is the true bearer of good news for the world?”3 
However, Mark does not answer these questions in 
abstract categories or in straightforward teaching 
discourses but primarily by means of narrative. 
The identity of Jesus (not least as “son of God”) 
cannot be properly understood “apart from Mark’s 
narrative,” since for him “the christology is in the 
story”: “Mark’s is a narrative christology.”4 And the 
climax of that narrative, and therefore of Mark’s 
depiction of Jesus’s identity, is reached at the cross 
(15:20b–41), where the significance of Psalm 22 
is unquestionable.5 We cannot skip over the larger 
story of Mark’s Gospel, leap along to its end, 
and expect to get his climactic account of Jesus’s 
dying words right. An examination of the narrative 
structure of Mark, even a cursory one, is necessary.

The plot of Mark’s story of Jesus is told with 
an “overarching geographical framework.”6 The 
prologue to the Gospel begins Mark’s story along 
the programmatic lines of God’s long-awaited new-
exodus return to his people (1:1–13/15), which 
already at its outset directs Mark’s narrative plot 
toward a collision course between Israel’s royal 
servant-messiah (and mysterious embodiment of 

3 Richard B. Hays, Echoes of Scripture in the Gospels 
(Waco, TX: Baylor University Press, 2016), 92. See especially 
Craig A. Evans, Mark 8:27–16:20 (Nashville: Thomas 
Nelson, 2001), lxxxi–xciii, for a defence of the purpose of 
Mark’s Gospel as including a subversive anti-imperial agenda. 
Strangely, a recent book-length treatment of “empire criticism” 
in the New Testament lacks any extended analysis of Mark’s 
Gospel: Scot McKnight and Joseph B. Modica, eds., Jesus Is 

Lord, Caesar Is Not: Evaluating Empire in the New Testament 
(Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2013).

4 R. T. France, The Gospel of Mark: A Commentary on 
the Greek Text (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2002), 24, 27.

5 Hays, Echoes of Scripture, 78. See the chart of 
allusions to Psalm 22 in Mark’s passion narrative in Moo, Old 

Testament, 285–86; compare the updated chart in Joel Marcus, 
The Way of the Lord: Christological Exegesis of the Old 
Testament in the Gospel of Mark (Louisville: Westminster/
John Knox Press, 1992), 174–75.

6 Joel Marcus, Mark 1–8 (New York: Doubleday, 
2000), 62–63. The theological significance of this geographical 
structure is likely taken from Isaiah’s prophecy of a new 
exodus and yhwh’s return to Zion: from Galilee, along the 
Way, to Jerusalem; see Rikki E. Watts, Isaiah’s New Exodus in 
Mark (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2000), 123–36.

Israel’s God) and Israel’s unprepared capital with 
its defiled temple.7 The rest of the Gospel carries 
out this basic plot in three major sections, like acts 
in a drama played out on three geographical stages: 
Jesus’s ministry in and around Galilee (1:14/16–
8:21); his journey to Jerusalem (8:22–10:52); and 
his climactic confrontation in the capital city itself 
(11:1–15:47).8 Mark’s epilogue, which corresponds 
back to his prologue, concludes with Jesus’s 
resurrection and his subsequent return to Galilee 
(16:1–8).9

It is within the third major section of the Gospel 
that we find our intertext (15:34). The larger unit 
can be subdivided into Jesus’s movement from 
the beginning of his activity in Jerusalem (11:1–
12:44) to the so-called “passion narrative” proper 
(14:1–15:47), separated by an extended teaching 
discourse on the destruction of the temple acting as 
a “pause” in the story to explain the “significance of 
what is happening” (13:1–37).10 Jesus, the Davidic 
messiah and embodiment of Israel’s God, who 
came to purge Jerusalem and purify its temple, is 
rejected by the temple authorities (11:1–12:44). 
He thus announces the temple’s destruction and 
eschatological restoration as a new “people-
temple” (which includes gentiles) centred around 

7 Rikki E. Watts, “Mark,” in Commentary on the New 
Testament’s Use of the Old Testament, ed. G. K. Beale and D. 
A. Carson (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2007), 112–13.

8 France, Mark, 11–12. Drama language is being 
used here metaphorically and does not imply alignment with 
recent “dramatic” approaches to narrative criticism in Mark 
modelled on ancient Greek tragedies. 

9 Marcus, Mark 1–8, 63.
10 France, Mark, 11–15. This literary structure—two 

narrative chapters (11–12; 14–15) with one explanatory 
discourse chapter in the middle to interrupt and interpret the 
surrounding narrative (13)—mirrors the structure found in the 
first major section of Mark’s Gospel: two narrative chapters 
(1:14/16–3:35; 4:35–8:21) with one explanatory discourse 
chapter in the middle (4:1–34). Significantly, the literary 
“pause” in Mark’s first major section contains Jesus’s parables 
of the kingdom. Viewing the kingdom parables of Mark 4 as in 
fact apocalyptic—as per N. T. Wright, The New Testament and 
the People of God (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1992), 390–
96—further strengthens this structural inclusio with Mark 13, 
which is itself famously apocalyptic.
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and built upon himself as “son-stone” (13:1–37).11 
Mysteriously, this then takes place precisely through 
Jesus’s rejection and consequent vindication (14:1–
15:47).

It is within this wider story that Mark’s narrative 
depiction of the identity of Jesus reaches its climax 
at his crucifixion and death (15:21–49), including 
not least his “cry of dereliction” (v. 34). When 
Jesus is arrested and deserted (14:43–52, 66f), tried 
and condemned (14:53–65; 15:1–15), subjected 
to a twisted parody of royal coronation (15:16–
20),12 crucified (15:21–24), ironically mocked as 
Israel’s king (15:125–32), indeed “godforsaken” 
(15:34), and left for dead (15:37), it is not as “an 
apparently helpless victim” or “a loser in a local 
power struggle,” but as the paradoxically victorious 
son of God revealed to the world.13 This brings the 
Gospel narrative full circle. Jesus inaugurates the 
eschatological destruction and restoration of the 
temple and the universal messianic kingdom (15:38, 
39), just as he had purposed and indeed predicted 
himself to do through his death and resurrection 
(8:31; 9:30–31;10:33–34). However, it is within 
this context, at the height of the victorious death 
of Jesus, that he cries out, “My God, my God, why 
have you forsaken me?” (15:34). This is perhaps 
puzzling at first blush; but it is here at last that 
we realize that there is another narrative plotting 
beneath the surface of the passion, informing and 
infilling Mark’s story (and Jesus’s cry) with another 
corresponding story: that of Psalm 22.

11 See Rikki E. Watts, “The Lord’s House and David’s 
Lord: The Psalms and Mark’s Perspective on Jesus and the 
Temple,” Biblical Interpretation 15 (2007), 307–22, for 
Mark’s development of the “people-temple” and “son-stone” 
motif, as developed from Psalm 118. See also Rikki E. Watts, 
“The Psalms in Mark’s Gospel,” in The Psalms in the New 
Testament, ed. Steve Moysie and Maarten Menken (London & 
New York: T&T Clark International, 2004), 25–45. 

12 James R. Edwards, The Gospel According to Mark 
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2002), 466. Edwards rightly notes 
that the Roman centurions’ mockery of Jesus—the purple 
robes, the “crown” of thorns, the salute (“Hail, King of the 
Jews!”)—is explicitly set up as a parody of Caesar, comparable 
to Caesar’s purple robes, his crown of golden leaves, and the 
royal salute commonly offered at the time: Ave Caesar, Victor 

Imperator.
13 France, Mark, 427.

PSALM 22:1: THE TEXT WITHIN ITS CONTEXT
Psalm 22, unique in its extraordinary depiction 

of suffering and its startling shift to an equally 
remarkable (and ever-increasing) call to praise, 
finds its place among a collection of Davidic psalms 
in the first book of the Psalter (Pss. 1–41).14 The 
psalm has been traditionally associated with those 
of “individual lament” (according to Gunkel’s 
form-critical categories), but more recently it has 
been classified among psalms of “the Righteous 
Sufferer” (e.g., Pss. 69, 102).15 The basic structure 
of Psalm 22 has been widely regarded as falling 
into two main sections pivoting around verse 21 
(et): first, suffering (vv. 1–21a); then, vindication 
(vv. 21b–31).16 Within this structure flows a familiar 
narrative. A righteous sufferer is despised and 
oppressed by his enemies, but he is then vindicated 
by his God. As a result, the nations acknowledge 
the kingship of this God, whose salvific acts are 
thus proclaimed throughout the world. This is 
in fact the basic plot followed not only by other 
Righteous Sufferer psalms, or by Isaiah 50–66, but 
by the paradigmatic story of Israel’s own national 
deliverance: the exodus.17

The psalm begins with “one of the most striking 
opening lines” in the Psalter: “My God, my God, 
why have you forsaken me?” (v. 1).18 The twice 
repeated ֵאִלי, with its possessive suffix, suggests 
David’s emphasis on his close (special?) relationship 
with God (cf. Ps. 89:25–29), which is made certain 
by the context of its later repetition (vv. 9–10) and 

14 Regardless of questions of provenance, Psalm 22 was 
included in Book I of the Psalter’s final redacted form and will 
be treated here as set within its collection as a “Davidic” psalm, 
not least because this is how Mark and his contemporaries are 
most likely to have read it. This is not, however, to suggest that 
David really was the author of the psalm, but it is also not to 
assume that he could not have been.

15 E.g., Marcus, Way of the Lord, 172; Moo, Old 

Testament, 225–27.
16 Nancy L. deClaissé-Walford, Rolf A. Jacobson, Beth 

LaNeel Tanner, The Book of Psalms (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
2014), 236.

17 See especially Michael A. Lyons, “Psalm 22 and 
the ‘Servants’ of Isaiah 54; 56–66,” The Catholic Biblical 

Quarterly 77 (2015): 651–52. Significantly, this plot-line was 
embedded in the story-styled worldview of Israel by the time 
Mark’s Gospel was composed; see Wright, New Testament, 
215–338.

18 Mark H. Heinemann, “An Exposition of Psalm 22.” 
Bibliotheca Sacra 147 (1990): 228.
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the sarcastic mockery of God’s “delight” in him 
(v. 8). This language, often spoken in the context 
of God’s covenant-faithful deliverance (Pss. 18:2; 
118:28; 68:24; 140:6; cf. Exod. 15:2), is precisely 
what gives the psalmist such acute tension over 
his inexplicable forsakenness.19 This forsakenness, 
which dominates the sufferings of David 
(overshadowing even the dehumanizing mockery 
of his opponents), corresponds to God’s being “far 
from saving” him (v. 1).20 It has to do, then, not with 
a metaphysical separation from God, or with a lost 
sense of God’s presence, but with God’s apparent 
failure to “deliver,” “rescue,” “save,” or (in this 
sense) “answer,” despite David’s unwavering trust 
in him (vv. 2, 4, 5, 8, 9, 11).

This tension between David’s faithfulness and 
God’s seeming lack thereof provides the main 
themes of the first half of Psalm 22 and sets the 
context for its alternating structure (“Yet you” [vv. 
3–5], “But I” [vv. 6–8], “Yet you” [vv. 9–10]).21 
God’s holiness is demonstrated precisely in his 
covenant-faithful deliverance of his people, which 
in turn acts as the basis for Israel’s praise of God as 
her king (v. 3; cf. Exod. 15:1–18). When the Fathers 
trusted in God, he rescued them; when they called, 
he answered (vv. 4–5). This is then contrasted with 
David’s perplexing godforsakenness: he suffers at 
the hands of his enemies and he is mocked for his 
unanswered trust (vv. 6–8), yet, despite his lifelong 
faithfulness, God does not save him (vv. 9–10).22

David then turns his lament into the form of 
a petition (v. 11), even as his enemies close in on 
him and view him as good as dead (vv. 12–18).23 
He desperately calls out to God one last time to 
“come quickly” to “deliver” him and “save” him 
from his enemies (vv. 19–21a; cf. e.g., Exod. 3:8; 
18:8–10), just as God has done for the Fathers 
before him (cf. v. 4). Then, suddenly, unexpectedly, 
in a complete reversal of the psalm’s opening lines, 
God does: “You have answered me!” (v. 21b; cf. 

19 Robert H. Stein, Mark (Grand Rapids: Baker 
Academic), 2008.

20 Peter Craigie, Psalms 1–50 (Waco, TX: Word, 1983), 
199.

21 See the repetition of key thematic phrases: “my God” 
(vv. 1, 2, 10), “far” (vv. 1, 11, 19), “trust” (vv. 4, 5, 8, 9).

22 Heinemann, “Exposition of Psalm 22,” 289–90.
23 Ibid., 294.

v. 2).24 David is vindicated: he is not forsaken (v. 
24; cf. vv. 1–2). In response, David calls his readers 
to join an “ever-widening circle of praise”: from 
David and Israel (vv. 22–23), to the “ends of the 
earth” and “all the families of the nations” (v. 27, cf. 
Gen. 12:3), all the way to the dead and the unborn 
(vv. 29–30).25 As a result of God’s vindication of 
David, the nations turn and bow to yhwh, whose 
kingship is thus acknowledged (v. 28) and whose 
covenant faithfulness is thus proclaimed (v. 31). In 
vindicating David, then, the kingship and covenant 
faithfulness of Israel’s God himself is vindicated 
(vv. 27–31); and the story of David is added to the 
story of Israel (vv. 3–5). This is the context, indeed 
the “narrative,” in which Psalm 22:1 finds its fullest 
meaning.

PSALM 22:1: THE TEXT WITHIN SECOND-
TEMPLE JUDAISM

It is perhaps unsurprising that Psalm 22 never 
occurs with an explicitly messianic orientation in 
second-temple Jewish literature, due presumably 
to its brutal description of suffering (albeit that of 
the righteous). While Israel may suffer (Midr. Ps. 
22:7), Israel’s messiah must not. The perspective of 
the apostle Peter, then, appears to be representative 
of his time (Mark 8:31–33; cf. 15:29–32).26 But the 
psalm does nevertheless seem to have influenced 
the literature. And in no less illuminating ways.

24 Craigie, Psalms 1–50, 201. The turning point of the 
psalm is jarring and linguistically unexpected. Verse 21 (=22:2 
mt) begins with an imperative verb—“save me” (הֹוִׁשיֵעִני)— 
and we naturally expect a second paralleling imperative to 
repeat the petition; instead a perfect verb is used: “you have 
answered me” (ֲעִניָתִני). See Heinemann, “Exposition,” 299; 
see also deClaissé-Walford, Jacobson, and Tanner, Psalms, 
236.

25 This is likely an allusion to God’s promise 
to Abraham that in him “all the families of the earth”
ֹחת ָהֲאָדָמה) ֹּכל ִמְׁשְּפ ) will be blessed (Gen. 12:3). Compare this 
to “all the families of the nations” (ָּכל־ִמְׁשְּפחֹות ּגֹוִים) who will 
turn to yhwh in Ps. 22:28 mt. The likelihood of this allusion is 
strengthened by the use of ֶזַרע in Ps. 22:31 mt, which is a key 
word in God’s covenant with Abraham (e.g., Gen. 12:7; 13:15, 
16; 15:3, 5, 13, 18; 17:7, 8, 9, 10, 12, 19). In this reading, 
God is seen as faithful not only to his covenant with David 
but also to his covenant with Abraham. So also Richard D. 
Patterson, “Psalm 22: From Trial to Triumph,” Journal of the 

Evangelical Theological Society 47 (2004): 226.
26 Watts, “Psalms in Mark’s Gospel,” 43; Watts, “Lord’s 

House,” 321.
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Although Psalm 22 does not hold a crucial place 
for those pseudepigraphal or apocryphal works that 
possess the broadest familiarity with the Psalter 
(e.g., Jubilees, 3 Macc., Sib. Or., Pseudo-Philo, 
Judith, Sirach), the basic narrative underlying its 
“righteous sufferer” motif is present in Wisdom 
of Solomon and 2 Baruch.27 Here, the righteous—
cast as God’s son in Wisdom 2:16, 18—suffer not 
in spite of their righteousness but on account of it, 
and they are assured of vindication in the eschaton 
(Wis. 2:12–24; 5:1–8; 2 Bar. 15:7–8; 48:48–50).28 
These texts, while lacking explicit citations, have 
adopted the narrative “plot” of Psalm 22 as their 
own: the suffering of the righteous at the hands of 
enemies (e.g., Wis. 2:12–20; cf. Ps. 22:7–9), and 
their eschatological vindication with its universal 
effects (e.g., Wis. 3:8; 5:1–8; cf. Ps. 22:28–32).29

Qumran literature preserves the same plot, 
providing more clear evidence of second-temple 
Jewish readings of Righteous Sufferer psalms that 
place the suffering of the righteous within its fuller 
narrative context of eschatological vindication.30 
The Qumran Hymns, for example, contain numerous 
allusions to Psalm 22 where the context shows that 
the sufferings of the righteous are “reinterpreted 
as the distresses of the end time” (e.g., 1QH 
XIII,6–19, 33–34; cf. Ps. 22:14, 15).31 Qumran’s 
“eschatological orientation” makes it likely that they 
interpreted the suffering and deliverance of Psalm 
22 as “anticipating their eschatological vindication 
over against Belial and his agents.”32 Furthermore, 
4Q88 begins with a citation from Psalm 22:14–17 
and expounds it as a “vision of the eschatological 
consummation” to which the sufferings in the psalm 
are a prelude experienced by the community in the 
“eschatological war.”33 It envisions a “victorious 
Zion” whose enemies are defeated and whose 
praise is heard across the world (IX,14; cf. Ps. 
22:26), a “renewed bounty of the earth” for the poor 

27 Patterson, “Psalm 22,” 227.
28 Marcus, Way of the Lord, 177; see also Watts, 

“Psalms in Mark’s Gospel,” 43.
29 Holly J. Carey, Jesus’ Cry from the Cross: Towards a 

First-Century Understanding of the Intertextual Relationship 
between Psalm 22 and the Narrative of Mark’s Gospel (New 
York: T&T Clark, 2009), 116–17.

30 Marcus, Way of the Lord, 178–79.
31 Ibid.
32 Watts, “Psalms in Mark’s Gospel,” 43.
33 Marcus, Way of the Lord, 179.

to eat (IX,14; cf. Ps. 22:26), and the vindication 
and glorification of Israel’s God in and through his 
defeat of Judah’s enemies (X,7–14; cf. Ps. 22:29–
31).34 Therefore, in Qumran, to “employ a Lament 
such as Psalm 22 is not equivalent to saying that 
God forsakes.”35 In fact, it is more often to evoke 
the psalm’s entire plot, with righteous suffering 
implicitly anticipating eschatological vindication 
and its universal effects.

The Targum continues this eschatological 
approach to Psalm 22 by viewing David’s enemies 
as gentile kings (cf. Ps. 22:12–13, 16, 20–21) and 
by thus envisioning an eschatological element to 
the universal submission of the nations to yhwh’s 
kingship (vv. 3, 28–29). It also sees in the psalm 
an eschatological reference to the last generation 
and the resurrection of the dead (vv. 30–31). This 
“resurrectional interpretation” is continued in the 
Midrash, which adds the rebuilding of the temple 
into the mix (Mid. Ps. 22:32).36 Thus, Psalm 22 
was often read in the second-temple period (and 
beyond) within an eschatological narrative context, 
viewing the sufferings of the righteous in light of 
their final vindication in God’s kingdom. There is 
then no reason to presume that Mark could not have 
applied this apparently widespread interpretation of 
Psalm 22 to Jesus himself, or that his readers would 
not have understood if he did.

PSALM 22:1 IN MARK 15:34: THE TEXT 
WITHIN THE TEXT 

Now that we have considered the broader 
narrative context of Mark’s Gospel, the narrative 
“plot” of Psalm 22, and second-temple Jewish 
interpretations of Psalm 22 contemporary to Mark 
and his readers, we may finally expound our text 
within the immediate context of Mark 15:33–39 
so as to discern the meaning of Jesus’s citation of 
Psalm 22:1. But first we must note that while Psalm 
22:1 is not formally cited until Mark 15:34, Mark 
has demonstrated the psalm’s dominant influence on 
his passion narrative prior to this point. This renders 
the explicit citation at the death of Jesus neither 
without intertextual precedent nor as inciting the 

34 Watts, “Mark,” 236.
35 Loren R. Fisher, “Betrayed by Friends: An Expository 

Study of Psalm 22,” Interpretation 18 (1964): 36–37.
36 Watts, “Psalms,” 43; so also Watts, “Lord’s House,” 

321; Marcus, Way of the Lord, 179. 
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surprise initially supposed.
In Mark’s narrative leading up to the “cry of 

dereliction,” we find the same basic setting as Psalm 
22:1–21a. Here is the righteous sufferer, the Davidic 
king of Israel (15:26, 32; cf. Ps. 22:1 lxx), having 
received his mock coronation (clothed, crowned, 
and enthroned upon the royal seat of the cross), 
surrounded and scorned by evildoers (15:27, 32; cf. 
Ps. 22:6, 12–13, 16). His clothing is divided among 
his enemies through the casting of lots (15:24; cf. Ps. 
22:18); and scoffers shake their heads at him (15:29; 
cf. Ps. 22:7) as they mockingly call upon Jesus to do 
not only what Israel’s Davidic king should do (i.e., 
restore the temple [15:29]), but to save himself as 
he did others (15:30–31). This echoes David’s own 
scoffers who mockingly called upon God to save 
David as he did others (Ps. 22:4–5, 8). Thus, Mark 
is suggestively placing Jesus in the role of both 
Israel’s Davidic king and king David’s God (well in 
line with his broader “narrative christology”). The 
volume of this subtle intertextual allusion to Jesus’s 
divine identity is further increased by Mark’s 
otherwise curious depiction of the scoffers’ mockery 
as “blaspheming” Jesus in some way (ἐβλασφήμουν; 
v. 29).37 This portrays him as ironically enthroned 
not upon Israel’s praises (as in Psalm 22:3), but 
upon her blasphemies (15:29, 32; cf. Isa. 6:9–10).38

Bearing in mind this wider point of contact with 
Psalm 22, we come to our text. While Jesus is on the 
cross, a darkness comes “over the whole land” from 
noon until at least 3:00 pm (15:33). The theological 
background of this apocalyptic language is likely 
the Day of the Lord (13:24–25; cf. Amos 8:9–10; 
Exod. 10:21–23), thus signifying a divine judgment 
consistent with the eschatological framework 

37 Of course, βλασφημέω can function in relation to 
human persons without necessarily conferring any notion 
of divine “status” upon its referent. It is the intertextuality 
in play throughout the context within which βλασφημέω 
appears, paired with the fact that every other instance of the 
word in Mark’s Gospel occurs with reference to blasphemy 
against God (2:7; 3:28, 29), that suggests the reading above. 
What is more, the subtle and indeed allusive use of metalyptic 
intertexts of this sort is in fact characteristic of Mark’s stylistic 
depiction of Jesus’s divine identity throughout his narrative 
(see Hays, Echoes of Scripture, 61–86).

38 Joel Marcus, Mark 8–16: A New Translation with 
Introduction and Commentary (New Haven & London: Yale 
University Press, 2009), 1052.

within which Psalm 22 was commonly read.39 It 
is then that Jesus cries out in a loud voice: “ελωι 
ελωι λεμα σαβαχθανι”—a Greek transliteration 
from Aramaic translated as “ὁ θεός μου ὁ θεός μου, 
εἰς τί ἐγκατέλιπές με” (15:34; cf. Ps. 22:1).40 This 
is the climactic moment on the cross, the “cry of 
dereliction,” where Jesus famously cites Psalm 
22:1. And our present question is whether or not we 
ought to take this citation as intending the meaning 
that the text has in its own context, that is, as strongly 
anticipating an implicit plot toward vindication 
resulting in the worldwide worship of yhwh as king. 
Everything in our study of Mark’s larger narrative, 
of Psalm 22:1’s wider context, and of second-temple 
Judaism’s common interpretations, suggests that we 
should—and that Mark’s readers would. But this 
should be borne out by the remainder of the text 
itself, since if our thesis holds true one might expect 
further indication of Jesus’s psalmic vindication, 
rather than its prelude only. This is just what we get.

Apart from the context of Psalm 22:1 supplying 
the perceived meaning of Jesus’s citation, the 
bystanders’ reactions to his cry become difficult to 
interpret (cf. 15:35–36).41 It is highly unlikely that 
Semitic-speaking people would have misheard “an 
Aramaic or Hebrew allusion to the name Elijah” in 
Jesus’s “loud cry,” as if he was taken to say, “Elijah, 
Elijah, why have you forsaken me?”42 If there was any 
confusion over Jesus’s first two words (ελωι ελωι), 
those completing the sentence would quickly dispel 
it. While it is certainly true that Elijah was popularly 
believed to be an agent of Israel’s eschatological 

39 See the discussion in Marcus, Mark 8–16, 1061–
63. See also Adela Yarbro Collins, Mark: A Commentary 
(Minneapolis: Fortress, 2007), 752.

40 The Greek transliteration of the Aramaic is closer 
to the Targum or the Peshitta than to the Masoretic Text (Ps. 
22:2 mt). The Greek translation follows the Septuagint except 
in replacing ἵνα τί for εἰς τί (Psalm 21:2 lxx; cf. Moo, Old 

Testament, 270). See Evans, Mark 8:27–16:20, 497, for an 
excellent assessment of the text-critical questions.

41 Robert Holst, “The ‘Cry of Dereliction’—Another 
Point of View,” Springfielder 35 (1972): 286–87.

42 Evans, Mark 8:27–16:20, 508. It should be noted 
that Jesus’s cry is uttered with a “loud voice” (φωνῇ μεγάλῃ). 
Despite the historical probability that this sudden shout may 
have been startling and perhaps disorientating, and despite 
even the fact that Jesus’s cry may well have been “loud” 
without necessarily implying clear articulation, Mark’s choice 
of words weighs against the notion that Jesus’s bystanders 
simply misheard ελωι due to a play on words.
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deliverance (e.g., b. ‘Abod. Zar. 17b; b. Ta’an. 21a), 
the response of the bystanders is better explained 
not by a misunderstanding of Jesus’s words, but the 
opposite.43 They heard in Jesus’s citation of Psalm 
22:1 precisely the anticipated vindication that the 
text carries within its own narrative context. They 
then naturally assumed, in line with popular belief, 
that this entailed a call for Elijah to “come to take him 
down” from the cross (15:35–36), even though they 
turned out to be misguided concerning the nature, 
timing, and agent of the vindication envisioned. 44

Furthermore, in what appears to be in response 
to Jesus’s cry (15:37; cf. 1:26; 5:7) the temple veil 
is torn (v. 38, cf. 1:10), thereby “demonstrating 
and effecting the reality that it, not he, is the one 
‘forsaken’”; and Jesus is declared to be God’s son 
by none other than a Roman centurion (v. 39; cf. 
1:11),45 thereby inaugurating the restored “people-
temple” for “all nations” (14:58; 15:29–30; cf. 
11:17; Isa. 56:7).46 The kingship of God is thus 
acknowledged in and through his son, Jesus, and 
the questions at the heart of Mark’s Gospel are 
given their answers. Jesus, not Caesar, is the true 
son of God and as such he is the true bearer of good 

43 Watts, “Mark,” 237.
44 It is perhaps possible, but to my mind highly 

improbable, that the bystanders heard the surrounding context 
of Psalm 22:1 implied so loudly in Jesus’s cry that they took 
him to be indicating that he was thirsty (from Psalm 22:14–
15), hence their response in Mark 15:36 (contra Holst, “Cry 
of Dereliction,” 287).

45 The nrsv’s translation of υἱὸς θεοῦ as “God’s son” 
artfully sidesteps the controversy surrounding the conspicuous 
absence of the article (i.e., “the son of God” or “a son of God”) 
and leaves the phrase open for either interpretation, while 
suggesting “a son of God” in the marginal notes.

46 Watts, “Lord’s House,” 322 (who cites Liv. Proph. 
12:11–12, T. Levi 10:3, and b. Git. 56b in reference to the 
“forsakenness” of the temple). See Hays, Echoes, 386n124, 
for a compelling argument against reading the centurion’s 
exclamation in v. 39 as more sarcastic mockery.

news for the world.47 This brings Mark’s Gospel, 
and indeed Psalm 22, full circle. Jesus, both the 
man and his mission, is vindicated by God not in 
spite of his godforsaken death but precisely on 
account of it. As a result, Psalm 22’s narrative plot 
is held intact within Mark’s: the nations turn and 
bow to yhwh (15:39; cf. Ps. 22:27), his universal 
kingship is acknowledged (15:43; cf. Ps. 22:28), 
the victorious son of God is resurrected (16:6; cf. 
Ps. 22:29), and God’s covenant-faithful salvific acts 
are proclaimed (16:7; cf. Ps. 22:30–31).48 Ironically, 
Jesus’s godforsaken death is precisely the means by 
which he is vindicated: he is the son of God, who 
has restored God’s temple and inaugurated God’s 
kingdom.49

CONCLUDING IMPLICATIONS FOR 
HERMENEUTICS AND BIBLICAL THEOLOGY

In this paper we have seen that what Mark’s 
Jesus meant by his citation of Psalm 22:1 is what 
that text meant within its own narrative context. 
This has been demonstrated, first, by setting Mark 
15:34 within the larger story of Mark’s Gospel, 
second, by setting Psalm 22:1 within its own 
narrative plot, third, by examining second-temple 

47 Mark’s subversive allusion to the imperial cult is 
difficult not to hear when Jesus is declared to be “God’s son” 
by a Roman centurion, especially when the most probable 
historical setting and purpose of Mark’s Gospel is recalled 
(again, see especially Evans, Mark 8:27–16:20, lxxx–xciii). 
On the whole, it seems likely that υἱὸς θεοῦ, as exclaimed by 
the centurion in 15:39, retained its imperial cultic meaning, but 
that Mark exploited this exclamation as the crowning climax 
of his book-long development of the phrase. It is unlikely 
to see here (or elsewhere in Mark) an affirmation, however 
embryonic, of proto-trinitarian language, no matter how valid 
that language is from a later doctrinal perspective. “Son of 
God” language in Mark’s Gospel is royal messianic language; 
the Roman centurion is thus exclaiming that not Caesar but 
“this man” (οὗτος ὁ ἄνθρωπος)—the Jewish king-messiah 
(15:18, 26, 32)—is the true lord of the world, following the 
imperial cult’s practice of postmortem deification (see Collins, 
Mark, 767–68).

48 Marcus, Way of the Lord, 182.
49 While Psalm 22 “concludes with praise because the 

sufferer escaped death,” Jesus himself actually died; as a result, 
Mark depicts Jesus’s transition from suffering to vindication 
as taking place “not in deliverance from death, as was the case 
for the psalmist, but in deliverance through death, achieved in 
the resurrection” (Craigie, Psalms 1–50, 203). I would only 
clarify that, for Mark, Jesus’s vindication was not “achieved in 
the resurrection,” but precisely in and through his godforsaken 
death itself (see below).
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Jewish interpretations of Psalm 22, and, fourth, by 
bringing this all together in an intertextual exegesis 
of Mark 15:33–39.

Our conclusion, however, leads us into dark 
waters that are difficult to navigate, though well-
travelled for all that. Jesus’s godforsakenness is 
controversial and widely debated.50 But the debate 
cannot be easily reduced to a list of scholars arguing 
“for” it on one side and another set of scholars 
arguing “against” it on the other.51 There is more 
nuance than that. The lines separating the two sides 
would blur as soon as they were drawn, since many 
scholars from either “group” comfortably straddle 
both sides of the divide, and virtually all of them 
would want to affirm Jesus’s godforsakenness in 
some sense or other. This brings us to a major issue 
with the debate itself: it starts off on the wrong foot. 
The meaning of “godforsakenness” is assumed—
usually as a divine separation or abandonment of 
the ontological variety (whether “real” or merely 
“felt”)—and then it is debated as to whether or 
not Jesus’s death can fit into it. In this way, the 
interpretation of Mark 15:34 is decided a priori by “a 
systematic point of view” or “a theodicy previously 
accepted,” even before the actual work of exegesis 
(much less intertextual analysis) has begun.52 Jesus 

50 See Carey, Jesus’ Cry, 6–22, for a survey of the 
history of interpretation.

51 Although if such a reductionistic list were in fact 
possible, we would perhaps find Stein, Edwards, France, Moo, 
and Lane (The Gospel of Mark [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
1974]) placed among those “for” a “real godforsakenness,” 
with Marcus, Evans, Carey, Watts, Hays, Hurtado (Mark 
[Peabody, MA: Hendrickson Publishers, Inc,] 1989), Gould 
(The Gospel According to St. Mark, [Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 
1961]), and possibly Collins (although for very different 
reasons) placed among those “against” it. This paper would 
likely be listed with the latter. Many on both sides, however, 
acknowledge a contextual use of Psalm 22:1, making them 
especially difficult to “place.” It should also be noted that 
the list offered here, however loosely, consists mainly of 
exegetes and commentators—many of which would not 
appreciate being found on a list they did not know existed, 
and none of which would want to conceived as diminishing 
the reality of Jesus’s physical and emotional suffering. The 
wider, and in some senses tidier, debate among theologians 
or systematicians is quite another matter (though no less 
important), which cannot be explored here.

52 Gerardo A. Alfaro, “Review Essay: Did God Abandon 
Jesus at the Cross?” Southwestern Journal of Theology 53.2 
(January 2011): 201. This is not intended to diminish the 
importance of serious theological work.

cannot have been “godforsaken” in any meaningful 
sense according to some theologies, while he must 
have been by necessity according to others.

Two points must be made in response. First, 
contemporary debates about the metaphysics of 
Jesus’s godforsakenness (in relation to the trinity, 
for instance), or about his self-conscious emotional 
state, are wide of Mark’s point. They are motivated 
by later doctrinal or psychological concerns 
nowhere near what Mark intends to communicate.53 
Second, it must be emphasized that the meaning 
of “godforsakenness” is by no means univocal. In 
fact, our exposition of Psalm 22 (above) strongly 
suggests that what is normally meant by the term is 
quite out of place. Being “forsaken” by God is not 
about the ontological withdrawal of God himself, but 
the soteriological withholding of God’s deliverance 
in the midst of one’s enemies. This makes perfect 
sense of Jesus’s own godforsakenness as well as 
his paradoxical vindication in and through it. Jesus 
really was “godforsaken” in this sense: God did not 
“save,” “deliver,” or “rescue” him from the hands 
of his enemies. But Jesus’s question on the cross 
leads us to ponder, with him, why in fact this was 
so. Following the direction of Mark’s intertextual 
pointers, we answer that it was precisely in and 
through this godforsakenness (in the proper sense) 
that Jesus was vindicated to be who he claimed to 
be and do what he claimed to do.

With contemporary debates aside, all that 
remains of this paper is to draw out a few of the 
many hermeneutical and biblical-theological 
implications of our study. The major hermeneutical 
implication should be clear: Mark did not invoke 
Israel’s scripture atomistically, but contextually.54 
But we can go further than this. It is not simply 
that other texts from Psalm 22’s context were also 
invoked atomistically along with verse one. Rather, 
the entire movement of the narrative underlying the 
psalm (and other psalms of its genre) was woven 
into the narrative of Mark’s passion—from suffering 

53 Hurtado, Mark, 267–68. This is not to say that they 
are irrelevant or unimportant, but simply that they are out of 
place on exegetical plains (at least so far as Mark’s Gospel is 
concerned). They are questions that must be addressed within 
their own respective fields. For an argument concerning what 
Mark does in fact intend to communicate, see (I hope) the full 
analysis above.

54 See especially Hays, Echoes of Scripture, 83–86.
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to vindication to proclamation of God’s kingship. 
Mark’s intertextual hermeneutic is not, therefore, 
simply to set a text within a text, or even a context 
within a context, but a narrative structure within 
another: a story within a story.

The biblical-theological implications are 
legion.55 Jesus’s godforsakenness ironically 
anticipates and strangely enacts his own vindication 
and God’s own covenant faithfulness. The new 
people-temple in which all nations worship 
(including gentiles) is built upon God’s rejected 
and vindicated son, through whom he is revealed 
and mediated to the world. The suffering of this son 
leads to the inauguration of yhwh’s long-awaited 
kingdom, subverting Caesar’s claim to lordship 
with that of a new true lord of the world. But most 
explosively, if perhaps subtly and mysteriously, 
Mark identifies Jesus not only with Israel’s suffering 
Davidic king, which is one thing, but with Israel’s 
God himself, which is quite another.

55  See Richard Bauckham, Jesus and the God of Israel: 
“God Crucified” and Other Studies on the New Testament’s 
Christology of Divine Identity (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
2008), 254–68, for an excellent reflection on the theological, 
christological, and ecclesiological implications of a contextual 
reading of Psalm 22 in Mark 15.
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For in him we live and move and have our being.
–Acts 17:28

It depends upon what the meaning of the word  
‘is’ is.                                                    –Bill Clinton

How can finite beings speak of an infinite 
being? This question preoccupied much of medieval 
theology, evoking three primary responses: 
equivocity, univocity, and analogy. Equivocal 

language has utterly dissimilar meanings. For 
example, a ‘cabinet’ can be either a cupboard full 
of dishes or a political office full of people looking 
busy. Translated to theology, God is so qualitatively 
‘other’ that words spoken of humans have an 
utterly different meaning when applied to God. In 
contrast, univocal language has similar meanings. 
In the statements “Seth is a dunce” and “Austin is a 
dunce,” the term dunce is univocal, having the same 
meaning in both contexts. Hence, God and humanity 
are similar enough to be described univocally. 
However, while equivocity undermined theology by 
making God too other, univocity seemed to make 
God so close that He was idolatrously reduced to 
the same categories as creation. Thus, the middle 
way of analogy was proposed. Analogous language 

combines similarity and dissimilarity to create a 
pedagogical path from the known to the unknown; 
e.g., child is to parent as world is to God. Here 
God’s act of creation is similar to childbirth, yet 
God is also dissimilar from a human parent in 
other ways (e.g., omniscience, omnipotence). Thus, 
analogy provided a middle way between univocal 
similarity and equivocal dissimilarity, imperfectly 
grasping the divine through a glass dimly. This 
view was soon popularized by Aquinas, becoming 

so “unanimous and traditional”1 that an insult was 
inspired by the man supposedly dumb enough to 
disagree2 with it. Duns Scotus—from whom we 
get the term ‘dunce’—infamously argued that 
‘being’ has a univocal meaning shared by both finite 
creation and its infinite Creator. Recently, Radical 
Orthodoxy has identified this as the original sin of 
modernity, weaving a narrative of Manichean-like 
struggle between the antagonist Scotus and the 
protagonist Aquinas. Though reductionist and too 
quick to absolve Aquinas, this narrative does hold a 
kernel of truth. While claims that Scotus is the first 
or only link in the modern chain are exaggerated, 
he nonetheless is a link, without which modernity 
would not have anchored (or would have done so 
with less of a theological storm). As this paper will 
show, Scotist univocity is one link in a chain that 
helped lead to the modern problems of ontotheology, 
immanence, and nihilism. In his attempt to speak 
meaningfully about God, Scotus inadvertently 
became one of many hands carrying God’s casket. 

UNIVOCITY ACCORDING TO SCOTUS
Critics of Radical Orthodoxy have aptly pointed 

out that any genealogical critique of Scotus should 
first begin by addressing his primary sources 

1 Charles Taylor, A Secular Age (Cambridge, MA: 
Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2007), 19. 

2 The main proponents of Radical Orthodoxy and 
purveyors of this critique of Scotus are John Milbank and 
Catherine Pickstock. See Catherine Pickstock, “Duns Scotus: 
His Historical and Contemporary Significance,” Modern 

Theology 21.4 (2005): 543–74. See also John Milbank, 
Theology and Social Theory: Beyond Secular Reason (Oxford: 
Blackwell, 1993). 
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within their proper context.3 In Scotus’s work the 
Ordinatio, he directly criticized Henry of Ghent’s—
and indirectly Thomas Aquinas’s—works on 
analogy. Henry of Ghent argued that rather than 
one univocal concept in the mind that describes 
two similar entities (e.g., “white” describes both a 
“white man” and a “white wedding”), divine and 
human attributes are instead described by two 
distinct yet analogous concepts. These concepts 
are not identical, but are simply “so close to each 
other that the mind, incapable of discerning them, 
confuses them within a unique representation.”4 
As Scotus summarizes, this analogy speaks of 
two distinct forms that our minds “consider as one 
because of their proximity.”5 Thus, Henry of Ghent 
maintains the underlying analogy of Aquinas but 
translates it from an ontological causality into a 
noetic causality.6 

Scotus critiques this view of analogy and erects 
univocity in its place. He first argues that a certain 
concept is distinct from an uncertain one. We may 
be certain a being exists while remaining uncertain 
if it is finite or infinite, and so existence is univocal 
across the finite-infinite divide for it is distinct from 
both. Similarly, a wife may doubt her husband’s 
fidelity while remaining certain of his existence, 
so—sadly—a cheating spouse still has the same 
univocal being as a faithful one. As Scotus writes,

every intellect that is certain about one concept 
and dubious about others has the concept about 
which it is certain as other than the dubious 
concept. The subject includes the predicate. But 
the intellect of a person in this life can be certain 
that God is a being while doubting whether this 
being is finite or infinite, created or uncreated; 
therefore, the concept of God as a being is other 
than this or that concept; and although included 
in each of these, it is none of them of itself, and 

3 Daniel P. Horan, Postmodernity and Univocity: A 
Critical Account of Radical Orthodoxy and John Duns Scotus 
(Minneapolis: Augsburg Fortress, 2014), 163.

4 Bernard Montagnes, The Doctrine of the Analogy of 

Being According to Thomas Aquinas, ed. Andrew Tallon, trans. 
E. M. Macierowski (Milwaukee, WI: Marquette University 
Press, 2004), 113–115.

5 Ordinatio I, d 3, nos. 2. Translation from David B. 
Burrell, Analogy and Philosophical Language (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 1973), 97.

6 Montagnes, Doctrine of the Analogy, 116.

therefore it is univocal.7

Thus, contrary to Henry of Ghent, there are not two 
separate concepts of being (finite and infinite) but 
rather one concept of bare existence that is univocal 
to all things. 

Scotus did not think this reduced God to 
finitude. Rather, he believed it was only through 
univocal language that God could be called ‘infinite’ 
in any meaningful way.8 While God and humanity 
univocally share qualitative traits, the otherness of 
God is still quantitatively maintained; we are finite, 
God is infinite. God has infinitely the traits that we 
have only in finite measure. While humans can be 
good, powerful and intelligent to a limited degree, 
God is infinitely good, infinitely powerful and 
infinitely intelligent. Although the univocal quality 
is the same, the quantity is not. As Scotus wrote:

…every metaphysical inquiry about God 
proceeds by considering the formal notion of 
something and taking away from that formal 
notion the imperfection that it has in creatures 
while retaining that formal meaning and 
completely attributing to it the highest perfection, 
and thus ascribing it to God…Therefore, every 
inquiry about God presupposes the intellect has 
the same univocal concept that it received from 
creatures.9

Therefore, univocal concepts are indifferent to the 
finite/infinite divide, and remain qualitatively the 
same despite fluctuations of quantity or degrees of 
perfection.10 ‘Goodness’ is ‘goodness’ regardless of 
whether it is said of Mother Theresa or our heavenly 
Father. ‘Being’ is ‘being,’ regardless of whether it 
belongs to an infinite God or the finite world.

7 Ordinatio I, d. 3, nos. 25–30. Translation from 
William A. Frank and Allan B. Wolter, Duns Scotus, 

Metaphysician (West Lafayette, IN: Purdue University Press, 
1995), 109. 

8 Guus H. Labooy, “Duns Scotus’ Univocity: Applied 
to the Debate on Phenomenological Theology,” International 

Journal for Philosophy of Religion, 76.1 (2014): 56.
9 Ordinatio I, d. 3, nos. 39–40. Translation from Frank 

and Wolter, Duns Scotus, 115.
10 Even Scotus’s defender Richard Cross admits: “It 

is ultimately one of Degree, even if, to be sure, for Scotus 
an infinite degree is not comparable with any finite degree.” 
Richard Cross, Duns Scotus (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1999), 39. 
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Scotus’s next argument is based upon our 
knowledge of God. According to Henry of Ghent, 
in order to know God the mind must form a second 
concept of the divine being that is analogous to a 
first concept of finite being. But how can one have a 
concept of God that is not univocal with the sensible 
representations from which it is allegedly derived? 
As Scotus put it,

…no real concept is caused naturally in the 
intellect in our present state except through 
those agents that naturally move our intellect. 
Now, the active intellect and the sense image 
cannot give rise to a concept that, with respect 
to the object revealed in the sense image, is 
not univocal but rather, in accordance with an 
analogical relationship, is altogether other and 
higher than the object. It follows that such an 
“other,” analogous concept will never arise in 
the intellect in our present state. Also it would 
thus follow that one could not naturally have 
any concept of God—which is false.11

If all our knowledge comes from phantasms and 
the agent intellect,12 then a divine concept which 
transcends these sources could never be successfully 
formed13 in the first place. Hence, Henry of Ghent 
must either embrace univocity or agnosticism.14 

Scotus’s strongest argument is based upon 
the attribution of simple perfections to God (e.g., 
goodness, power, wisdom). Either these concepts 
describe a perfection belonging only to creation, 
the Creator, or both. The first two options negate 
theological speech altogether. For if perfections 
are the sole property of creation then our language 
cannot ascend to God, but if they belong to God 

11 Ordinatio I, d. 3, nos. 35–36. Translation from Frank 
and Wolter, Duns Scotus, 113–115.

12 Montagnes, Doctrine of the Analogy, 117.
13 Burrell, Analogy and Philosophical Language, 98.
14 For Scotus, this agnosticism would not end with God, 

but would extend to language in general, for if “each thinker 
has in his intellect two similar concepts that only appear to be 
one concept because of their analogous resemblance... then 
it appears to destroy every way of proving the unity of some 
univocal concept... So, for instance, if you say that “man” is 
one concept pertaining to Socrates and Plato, then it will be 
denied, and one can claim that there are two concepts that only 
seem to be one because of a great resemblance...” Ordinatio 
I, d. 3, nos. 25–30. Translation from Frank and Wolter, Duns 

Scotus, 111. 

alone then they cannot descend to us. On either 
account, Scotus argues that  

if you say that the formal notion is other as 
regards those things that pertain to God, a 
disconcerting consequence results, that from 
the proper notion of anything found in creatures 
nothing can be inferred about God, because the 
notion of what each has is entirely different; 
indeed, there is no more reason to conclude that 
God is formally wise from the notion of wisdom 
that we perceive in creatures than there is to 
conclude that God is formally a stone; for some 
concept other than the concept of a created 
stone can be formed that bears a relationship 
to the concept of a stone as an idea in God, 
and therefore one can say, “God is formally a 
stone,”  according to this analogous conception, 
just as he can be said to be “wise” according to 
that other analogous concept.15

If analogy is merely the juxtaposition of two distinct 
concepts without any univocal commonality, 
then God can be characterized as a stone with the 
same accuracy as he can be called wise, for both 
concepts are equally blind.16 Thus, the first two 
options are reducible to equivocity, leaving only 
the third possibility that the perfections are shared 
by both Creator and creation. But any analogy that 
describes a shared perfection is inherently reducible 
to non-analogous traits, and could be reworded into 
a univocal statement without losing any positive 
content. For example, if ‘John is like a lion,’ this 
analogy is only valid because John and lions both 
share a univocal quality, such as bravery. This is not 
to reject analogy altogether, but simply to admit that 
univocal concepts “of some sort [are] axiomatically 
necessary to maintain any analogical discourse.”17 
As Scotus concludes, “every inquiry about God 
presupposes that the intellect has the same univocal 
concept that it received from creatures.”18 

If Scotus’s critiques are correct, univocity is 
latent in any successful analogy, and thus he is not 
the inventor of univocity but merely the first to 

15 Ordinatio I, d. 3, nos. 39–40. Translation from Frank 
and Wolter, Duns Scotus, 115.

16 Labooy, “Duns Scotus’ Univocity,” 65.
17 Horan, Postmodernity and Univocity, 193.
18 Ordinatio I, d. 3, nos. 39–40. Translation from Frank 

and Wolter, Duns Scotus, 115.
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patent it. He merely made explicit what was already 
implicit in Henry of Ghent, Aquinas, Augustine 
and Aristotle. Analogy is a front for a much bigger 
operation, and Radical Orthodoxy’s hero Aquinas 
may also need to call a lawyer. Scotus himself seems 
to suspect such a cover-up in his earliest Oxford 
lecture:

 
All the masters and theologians seem to use 
a concept common to God and creatures, 
although they contradict this in word when they 
refer to it, for in this all agree that they accept 
metaphysical concepts and remove from them 
what is imperfect in creatures and attribute to 
God what is a matter of perfection, such as 
goodness, truth, wisdom.19

The theologians had all been engaging in univocal 
relations—Scotus was just the only one willing 
to come out of the closet. However, while he had 
accomplices, Scotus’s own words show he is still 
guilty of explicitly endorsing the univocal brand. 
Though not the only link, Scotus is still a link in a 
chain that led to many of the problems of modernity. 
Thus, with a nuanced and steady grounding in 
Scotus’s primary texts, this paper will now connect 
the historical dots between Scotist univocity and the 
modern problems of ontotheology, immanence, and 
nihilism.

UNIVOCITY AND ONTOTHEOLOGY 
By making ‘being’ univocally applicable across 

the finite/infinite chasm, Scotus inadvertently 
placed Creator and creature in the same ontological 
category. Formerly, God was not a being but 
being itself. God’s essence was existence. Other 
beings did not fully exist in and of themselves, 
but only derived their being second-hand through 
participating in the divine being. However, Scotus 
makes existence a “wafer-thin”20 concept univocally 
applicable to both God and the finite world. ‘Exist’ 
in the statements “God exists,” “humans exist,” and 
“trees exist,” comes to have a univocal meaning, 
rendering God “mappable on the same set of 
coordinates as creatures.”21 God is no longer being 

19 Lectura I, d. 3, nos. 29. Translation from Frank and 
Wolter, Duns Scotus, 147. 

20 Labooy, “Duns Scotus’ Univocity,” 65.
21 Robert Barron, The Priority of Christ: Toward a 

Postliberal Catholicism (Grand Rapids: Brazos, 2007), 193.

itself (i.e., Yahweh), but merely the highest being 
amongst other beings (e.g., Zeus). God becomes 
merely a “super-duper superman”22 or “the biggest 
thing around.”23 Scotus unintentionally renders God 
into “a kind of creature, a special kind perhaps, 
but a creature nonetheless.”24 Thus, God no longer 
transcends or grounds metaphysics, but becomes 
merely its first subcategory, articulable in the same 
causal and ontological categories as everything else. 
The ‘onto’ of ontology becomes more fundamental 
than the ‘theos’ of theology, for as Scotus writes: 
“being is the primary object of the intellect…”25 
This inaugurates ontotheology: the attempt to speak 
rationally of God as the highest being amongst other 
beings.26

Ontotheology seeped into European thought. By 
the “outset of the sixteenth century, the dominant 
scholastic view of God was not esse but an ens—
not the incomprehensible act of to-be, but a highest 
being among other beings.”27 Soon Descartes made 
the being of the human subject (i.e., the sum of 
cogito ergo sum) more fundamental than God,28 who 
now exists only as the causa sui before whom “we 
can neither pray nor sing or dance.”29 Kant awakens 
from his slumber and realizes the problem, severing 
the univocal link between finite phenomena and 
infinite noumena (and coining ‘ontotheology’ in the 
process). Hegel tries to stitch the two back together 
again through dialectics, but Feuerbach flips it on its 
head. Feuerbach argues convincingly that humanity 
took its finite qualities, magnified them, projected 
them onto reality, and invented God. As the highest 
being amongst other beings, the ontotheological 
God is merely our own existence magnified to a 
higher degree. As Feuerbach wrote:

22 Andrew Gleeson, A Frightening Love: Recasting 

the Problem of Evil (Houndmills, Basingstoke, Hampshire: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2012), 1.

23 David B. Burrell, Faith and Freedom: An Interfaith 
Perspective (Malden, MA: Blackwell Pub., 2004), 220.

24 N. N. Trakakis, “Does Univocity Entail Idolatry?” 
Sophia 49.4 (2010): 535–55. 

25 Ordinatio I, d. 3, nos. 145–47. Translation from 
Frank, Scotus, 123.

26 Stephen D. Long, Speaking of God: Theology, 
Language, and Truth (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2009), 50.

27 Brad S. Gregory, The Unintended Reformation: How 
a Religious Revolution Secularized Society (Cambridge, MA: 
Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2012), 38. 

28 Horan, Postmodernity and Univocity, 32. 
29 Long, Speaking of God, 50.
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Thus the [human] understanding is the ens 

realissimum, the most real being of the old 
onto-theology. “Fundamentally,” says onto-
theology “we cannot conceive God otherwise 
than by attributing to him without limit all the 
real qualities which we find in ourselves.” Our 
positive, essential qualities, our realities, are 
therefore the realities of God, but in us they 
exist with, in God without, limits.30

God’s qualities are the same as ours, the only 
difference is quantity. Hence, Feuerbach’s process 
is identical to Scotus’s, except that the latter 
thinks he’s discovering God while the former 
admits he’s inventing Him. Indeed, if the divine 
and human qualities are univocal, then why not 
lob off the divine—and after Kant, superfluous—
side of the dialectic altogether? Thus, the ultimate 
end of a metaphysic that speaks of God and 
humans univocally is that its theology is reduced 
to anthropology. Ontotheology inadvertently led 
modernity down the yellow brick road to atheism. 
We’re not in Jerusalem anymore. 

In defense of the ‘dunce,’ some have argued that 
Scotus only placed God in the same conceptual, but 
not the same ontological, category as creation.31 
Scotus is innocent of ontotheology, for univocity 
was a “purely logical exercise.”32 Similarly, while 
Newtonian mechanics may be semantically helpful, 
we must not forget that the quantum reality defies 
such categories. Univocity is semantics; it is 
about the nature of words, not words about nature. 
However, while this may reveal Scotus’s inner 
desire to respect the divine, and certainly should 
nuance Radical Orthodoxy’s exegesis, it does not 
absolve Scotus altogether for a number of reasons. 
First of all, it is difficult to see how a semantic thesis 
can have no ontological implications whatsoever. 
Scotus himself once asked: “How can the concept 
common to God and creatures be considered real 
unless it can be abstracted from some reality of 

30 Ludwig Feuerbach, The Essence of Christianity 
(New York: Harper, 1957), 37. 

31 See Thomas Williams, “The Doctrine of Univocity 
is True and Salutary,” Modern Theology 21.4 (2005): 577. 
See also Mary Beth Ingham, “Re-Situating Scotist Thought,” 
Modern Theology 21.4 (2005): 613.

32 Horan, Postmodernity and Univocity, 173. 

the same kind?”33 Second, even if univocal being 
is only semantics, something is still conceptually 
thinkable prior to God, and so being remains the 
first object of the intellect. Similarly, Descartes did 
not make the human ego ontologically prior to God, 
but he nonetheless made us conceptually primary 
in the epistemic process. Third, as Pickstock has 
argued, even if univocity was primarily semantics 
rather than ontology, Scotus tended to “semanticise” 
ontology, and so the two are not mutually exclusive 
in his system.34 Finally, even if Scotus does not go 
all the way himself, a univocal semantics is still 
one step closer to a univocal ontology, opening a 
door that later thinkers would go through. Similarly, 
though Kierkegaard would likely be appalled 
at how far modern existentialism has gone, any 
history of existentialism would be remiss if it did 
not begin with, or at least include—the great Dane. 
Thus, the semantic defense is itself semantics, and 
Scotus remains an important link in the chain to 
ontotheology.

UNIVOCITY AND IMMANENCE
After dethroning God through ontotheology, 

univocity also granted creation its independence. 
Creation became immanent: self-contained, self-
reliant, and encountering “no echo outside.”35 
Formerly the finite realm did not exist in and of itself 
but was a fleeting moment fluttering between life 
and death. Its being was not its own but borrowed 
from above. The cosmos was not a natural world 
where supernatural things occasionally interrupted, 
but rather, a divine creation where all things 
hung ontologically suspended from God. But in 
the wake of Scotus, being was “unhooked from 
participation in God and [became] a more neutral 
or abstract qualifier applied to God and creatures 
in the same way.”36 ‘Exist’ in the statements “the 
Creator exists” and “the creation exists,” now had a 
univocal meaning, granting the finite realm the same 

33 Ordinatio I, d. 8, nos. 137. Translation from Mary 
Beth Ingham and Mechthild Dreyer, The Philosophical Vision 

of John Duns Scotus: An Introduction (Washington, DC: 
Catholic University of America, 2004), 37.

34 Pickstock, “Duns Scotus,” 547. 
35 Taylor, Secular Age, 376. 

36 Hans Boersma, “Accommodation to What? 
Univocity of Being, Pure Nature, and the Anthropology of St 
Irenaeus,” International Journal of Systematic Theology 8.3 
(2006): 274.
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ontological status and independence as God. While 
the older ontologies of participation may also have 
had latent elements of this univocal being, Scotus 
hammered the nail all the way through, explicitly 
stating that being is “common to both created and 
uncreated being.”37 The immanent revolution was 
imminent.38   

Once the finite realm was granted its ontological 
independence, epistemology shifted toward 
representation. Previously knowledge abstracted 
one from the finite world up into a higher realm 
of forms and being. But the levelling of being into 
one plane of univocal existence undermined the 
possibility of ascent, relocating truth to the immanent 
frame. Knowledge is no longer a vertical journey to 
God but now a horizontal representing—a “mimetic 
doubling”39—within one’s mind of what is out 
there in the empirical world.40 Knowledge ceased 
to be a participatory identifying with the divine 
being and became a cognitive copying of finite 
facts.41 Thus, “liturgical performance, narrative, 
and analogy give way to reference, science and 
representation.”42 Academia slowly cleansed 
itself of non-representational disciplines, burying 
theology underneath representational methods that 
left it a naked record of dates and places rather than a 
participatory conversation with the divine.43 Hence, 
univocity enabled representation to cast modern 
epistemology within an immanent and empirical 
framework, utterly independent of any transcendent 
method or goal.  

Once representation took hold, it was assumed 
that in order to be ‘really real’ God must manifest in 
a factual—representable—way. Whereas before the 
natural and supernatural were on different planes of 
being—with the former suspended from the latter—
univocity flattened them into one realm, forcing 
them to compete over the same turf. God becomes 

37 Ordinatio I, d. 3, nos. 145–47. Translation from 
Frank and Wolter, Duns Scotus, 123.

38 Taylor, Secular Age, 376. 
39 Pickstock, “Duns Scotus,” 546.
40 Ibid., 547–48.
41 John Milbank, Beyond Secular Order: The 

Representation of Being and the Representation of the People 
(West Sussex: Blackwell, 2013), 31.

42 Gavin Hyman, The Predicament of Postmodern 
Theology: Radical Orthodoxy or Nihilist Textualism? 
(Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox, 2001), 37.

43 Pickstock, “Duns Scotus,” 560.

spatialized as the highest being among other 
beings, and so can displace as well as be displaced. 
Wherever God is, natural explanation is not, and 
vice versa.44 This begins only in germ with Scotus, 
shows symptoms in Zwingli’s dichotomizing of the 
spiritual/real presence of Christ in the Eucharist,45 
and becomes a full blown infection unto death with 
methodological—and eventually, metaphysical—
naturalism. Newton provided a self-running world 
machine with no need for God, except perhaps as 
the original inventor of the machine (i.e., deism), 
or a mechanic who occasionally tinkers with the 
bells and whistles (i.e., miracles). But this divine 
‘tinkering’ is soon outsourced by Hume, and 
even God’s inventor status is questioned by Lyell 
and Darwin. Regarding God, modernity shared 
Laplace’s response to Napoleon: “I have no need 
of that hypothesis.”46 Since nature was cast in an 
either/or relationship with divinity, every scientific 
advance displaced heaven. God was forced to kneel 
down into the shrinking gaps in our knowledge, 
praying against progress. The smaller the gaps 
became, the more modernity embraced naturalism, 
trumpeting the usurping reign of his most high 
‘Immanence.’ Univocity led us from God as being, 
to God as highest being, to being without God. 

Regarding this charge of immanence, Scotus 
may be his own best defender. He cannot get the 
charge of immanence thrown out, but he can point the 
finger at another in exchange for a lighter sentence. 
For if Scotus is correct that analogy is reducible to 
univocity, then much of Western theology—with 
its reliance on an analogia entis—should be on 
trial as well. If Scotus is right, then for humanity 
to participate analogously in the divine being there 
must be some shred of univocal commonality, no 
matter how much you water it down with layers of 
emanation or causation. Perhaps by suspending us 
from the divine, participation allowed us to climb 
up the strings and become the puppeteers of our 
own being. The same ‘evidence of immanence’ 
that damns Scotus might just also be a factor in the 
celebrity trial of Aquinas and others. Thus, once 
again, the verdict delivered by Radical Orthodoxy 
is open to appeal. Scotus is guilty, but he did not act 

44 Milbank, Beyond Secular Order, 45–46.
45 Gregory, Unintended Reformation, 43. 
46 Michael J. Buckley, At the Origins of Modern 

Atheism (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1987), 32.
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alone. Perhaps, Scotus was just the only one willing 
to go publicly in the day where others would only 
go at night.

UNIVOCITY AND NIHILISM
In light of univocity, postmodern nihilism may 

be seen as the logical end of modernity, or as a form 
of hyper-modernism.47 For “immanentist univocity 
limits the physical world to a closed horizon, so 
that moral norms are necessarily deduced from 
the saeculum itself.”48 The collapse of the spiritual 
into the natural realm negated the possibility of 
an “open sky” where morality and meaning has a 
“transcendent origin.”49 Once the transcendent had 
nothing to transcend to, it was only a few baby-
steps until Nietzsche’s Übermensch created its 
own values and Heidegger’s being was authentic to 
nothing but itself. Though Scotus cannot possibly 
be blamed for all the diverse plot lines that climaxed 
in nihilism, he nonetheless helped write a few 
chapters of the story. In addition to the collapsing of 
transcendent being, univocity also created openings 
for nihilism through Scotus’s doctrines of the will 
and possibility. 

Scotus helped loosen the knots binding the 
human will. In Aquinas, the natural was always 
aligned with the supernatural, similar to how a two 
dimensional square aligns with its three dimensional 
cube. Human actions were ontologically derivative 
of—and causally parallel with—the divine 
dimension. This vertical ontology of participation 
turned us into puppets suspended by celestial 
strings and dancing to a preordained number. But 
once Scotus gave us the same univocal being as 
God, we then had our own causal-ontological 
space in which to freely act.50 Scotus also argued 
that the divine intellect and will are independent of 
each other, inadvertently inaugurating a separation 
of “judgement from teleology” and freedom from 
transcendent forms.51 The will became subservient 

47 Pickstock, “Duns Scotus,” 568.
48 Boersma, “Accomodation to What?,” 280.
49 Boersma, “Accomodation to What?,” 280.
50 Milbank, Beyond Secular Order, 42.
51 Pickstock, “Duns Scotus,” 565.

to nothing (nihil).52 Furthermore, Scotus gave this 
will a univocal meaning shared by both God and 
humanity:  

Take the formal notion of wisdom or of the 
will: it may be considered in itself and without 
qualification; and from the fact that this notion 
implies no imperfection or limitation, the 
imperfections that accompany it in creatures are 
removed from it; and, keeping the same meaning 
of wisdom and of will, these are attributed to 
God in a most perfect way.53

Though God’s will is more quantitatively perfect, 
humanity has a share in His qualitative freedom. 
This inadvertently gave the human will a radical 
autonomy and dignity that Ockham54 would later 
ride all the way to Sartre’s being-for-itself, where we 
choose our own essence. Thus, univocity enabled a 
view of absolute freedom that ultimately dissolved 
into nihilism.

The ‘will’ was not the only thing that univocity 
transitioned into a potential vehicle for nihilism. 
Once univocity rendered being “wafer thin”55 and 
indifferent to quantitative degrees, the definition 
of existence became merely “not nothing.”56 
Possibilities—whether imagined in the human or 
divine mind—met this easy criteria, and so came 
to have the same ontological status as actual things. 
As Scotus writes in the Ordinatio, “possibility 
could remain separately in power by its own 
nature even when there were, per impossibile, no 
omnipotence to which it could be an object.”57 In 
fact, since possibilities are logical modalities they 

52 For Scotus “nothing outside the will has the power 
to determine it. The will is free with an indetermination that 
sets it apart from all other causes that exist. There is no other 
cause one can use to explain or understand the will’s activity 
because there is no other cause like the will. The will is sui 
generis.” Ingham and Dreyer, Philosophical Vision, 147. 

53 Ordinatio I, d. 3, nos. 39–40. Translation from Frank 
and Wolter, Duns Scotus, 115.

54 Emmanuel Perrier, “Duns Scotus Facing Reality: 
Between Absolute Contingency and Unquestionable 
Consistency,” Modern Theology 21.4 (2005): 622.

55 Labooy, “Duns Scotus’ Univocity,” 65.
56 Milbank, Beyond Secular Order, 34.
57 Duns Scotus, Ordinatio, I, d. 36, nos. 60–61. 

Translation from Conor Cunningham, Genealogy of Nihilism: 
Philosophies of Nothing and the Difference of Theology 
(London: Routledge, 2002), 24. 
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do not require a cause to actualize them, and so 
are causa sui and more ‘really real’ than what is 
actual.58 Suddenly there were an infinite number 
of possible worlds, all of which could have been 
made actual, but due to God’s arbitrary will—that 
does not submit to anything outside itself—were 
not.59 Previously, the world was as it is, and could 
not have been otherwise, for creation pointed 
deliberately back to divine necessities.60 While 
some insignificant details were accidentals (e.g., 
height, weight, color), the underlying essences of 
reality (i.e., morality, purpose, natural law) were 
necessary and absolute. But now all things became 
accidental, in that they might not have been. There 
is no longer any natural or supernatural necessity,61 
for now freedom and possibility trump the concrete 
constrictions of reality. If one can imagine a 
nihilistic world as a possibility, then it exists in 
the same univocal sense that everything else does. 
Infinite possibility drowns finite actuality, for 
where “all possibilities are equally real and equally 
actual”62 then “no world truly exists at all.”63 Just 
as believing in everything means believing in 
nothing, so too embracing infinite possibilities of 
morality, purpose and history means embracing 
nothing (nihil). This enabled the nihilistic grammar 
of ‘nothing as something’ that can be traced through 
Ockham, Spinoza, Kant, Hegel, Heidegger, and 
Derrida.64 Hence, through leveling transcendence, 
absolutizing the will, and giving ontological status 
to possibilities, univocity helped fuel the modern 
train to its nihilistic end.

CONCLUSION
Is Scotus to blame for the univocal fruits of 

modernity? Perhaps if the tree had been better pruned 
by subsequent generations the fruit would have been 
fresher. Indeed, Scotus could not have imagined 
how univocity would branch out, nor control who 
tended to it after his death. But he did plant the 
seed. Scotus planted a seed in the soil of modernity 
that—watered by many others—would grow into 

58 Cunningham, Genealogy of Nihilism, 24.
59 Milbank, Beyond Secular Order, 49. 
60 Cunningham, Genealogy of Nihilism, 22.
61 Milbank, Beyond Secular Order, 41.
62 Cunningham, Genealogy of Nihilism, 25.
63 Milbank, Beyond Secular Order, 37–38. 
64 Cunningham, Genealogy of Nihilism, vii–ix. 

the rotten fruits of ontotheology, immanence, and 
nihilism. Yet the very nature of a seed is that it fell 
from an already grown tree. If Scotus’s critique of 
analogy is correct, then he is not the only—or even 
the first—link in the genetic chain that would create 
the poison apple of fallen modernity. Like Adam in 
the garden, Radical Orthodoxy has been too quick 
to shift all the blame onto another. Scotus is merely 
one of many hands who helped carry God’s casket.
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MIRROR, MIRROR OF THE WORD, TELL ME WHAT I AM WORTH:
A RE-READING OF JAMES 1:21–25

Preaching on the passage in which James 

speaks of God’s word as a mirror, Kierkegaard took 

advantage of the metaphor to scold the biblical 

scholars of his day for spending so much time 

analyzing the mirror that they forgot to look at 

the image it reflects.1
 With this comment in mind, 

it takes some nerve to spend time studying this 

passage in detail. Yet, as I believe that the potential 
benefit outweighs the risk, I invite you to join me 
in an exploration of the way James intended his 

metaphor to operate. The passage we are interested 
at in this:

Every good gift and every perfect gift is 

from above, coming down from the Father 

of lights, with whom there is no variation 

or shadow due to change. Of his own will 
he brought us forth by the word of truth, 

that we should be a kind of first-fruits of his 
creatures. Know this, my beloved brothers. 
Let every person be quick to hear, slow to speak, 

slow to anger; for the anger of man does not 

produce the righteousness of God. Therefore 
put away all filthiness and rampant wickedness 
and receive with meekness the implanted 

word, which is able to save your souls. 
But be doers of the word, and not hearers only, 

deceiving yourselves. For if anyone is a hearer 
of the word and not a doer, he is like a man who 

looks intently at his natural face in a mirror. 

1    Søren Kierkegaard, “What Is Required in Order 
to Look at Oneself with True Blessing in the Mirror of the 
Word?” in For Self-Examination; Judge for Yourself!, trans. 
Edna and Howard Hong (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University 

Press, 1990), 25–26.

For he looks at himself and goes away and at 

once forgets what he was like. But the one who 
looks into the perfect law, the law of liberty, and 

perseveres, being no hearer who forgets but a 

doer who acts, he will be blessed in his doing.                         
–James 1:17–25, ESV

Most commentators understand the metaphor as 
an object lesson: the person who listens to “the word” 
but does not change his behaviour is as stupid as a 

man who sees a dark spot on his face and does not 

do anything about it. In this reading, the metaphor 
functions morally. “The word” displays where one 
is wrong and what one should be, and James expects 

his readers to change their behaviour once they 

are told they are wrong. Despite the popularity of 
this reading, it contains serious weaknesses. I will 
argue that the text should not be taken as a moral 

metaphor but as an ontological one. Those who look 
at themselves in “the mirror of the word” do not 

gaze at an ideal image, nor their sinfulness. Rather, 
they look at their real, redeemed, nature. They see 
themselves as people re-established in the covenant 
and, therefore, as a sanctified people. In James’s 
language, they are the “first-fruits of [God’s] 
creatures” (v.18).

THE METAPHOR OF THE MIRROR
In James 1:22–25, the author builds a contrast 

between two people: both listen to “the word of 

truth” (v.23, also described as “the perfect law of 
liberty” in v.25), but the first one forgets what he 

hears (v.24) while the second perseveres in it (v.25) 
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so that he is blessed (μακάριος) in all he does.2
 James 

condemns the first person for being a “forgetful 
hearer,” whereas the second is praised for being 

a “doer of works” (v.25). In this metaphor, James 
equates hearing “the word” with looking into the 

mirror in order to depict two possible responses to 

“the word.” The two auditors learn something about 
themselves by hearing “the word,” both seeing their 

“natural face” in “the mirror of the word,” but they 

react differently.
Commentators interpret what is seen in the 

mirror in either moral or ontological terms. Broadly 
speaking, those who opt for the first option usually 
take the image observed in the mirror to be an ideal 

one, to which the believer’s behaviour must be 

conformed.3 Those who prefer the second option 
usually understand the image to be the imago 

Dei of Genesis 1.4 This image can be seen either 
as a present reality

5
 or as a lost purity to which 

the person longs to return.6
 Before discussing the 

strengths and weaknesses of these options, we will 

take a closer look at James’s text. Two phrases from 
the immediate context provide important clues that 

help us to ascertain the author’s intention.
In verse 23 and 24, James describes someone 

who observes in a mirror “the face of his origin” (τὸ 
πρόσωπον τῆς γενέσεως αὐτοῦ) but who immediately 

forgets “what kind [of man] he was” (ὁποῖος ἦν). 
Most English translations render the first phrase as 
“his face” (NIV, NLT) or “his natural face” (Geneva 

2
 In this reading, and contra Timothy Johnson, the two 

people look at the same mirror. Luke Timothy Johnson, “The 
Mirror of Remembrance (James 1:22–25),” Catholic Biblical 

Quarterly 50, no. 4 (1988): 632–45.
3
 James B. Adamson, The Epistle of James, New 

International Commentary on the New Testament (Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1976), 34; Luke Timothy Johnson, ed., 
The Letter of James: A New Translation with Introduction 

and Commentary, The Anchor Bible v.37A (New York: 
Doubleday, 1995), 209; Douglas J. Moo, The Letter of James: 

An Introduction and Commentary, Tyndale New Testament 
Commentaries (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1986), 84.

4           See discussion in Scot McKnight, The Letter of James, 

The New International Commentary on the New Testament 
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2011), 153.

5
 For instance in Bo Reicke, ed., The Epistles of James, 

Peter, and Jude, The Anchor Bible v.37 (Garden City, NY: 
Doubleday, 1964), 22.

6
 Gerald H. Rendall, The Epistle of St James and 

Judaic Christianity (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

2014), 69.

Bible, KJV, Darby, ASV, NKJV, RV, ESV). Many 
commentators also adopt that reading, arguing 

that attributive genitives are “semitism[s] quite 
frequent in biblical Greek.”7

 However, as Sophie 

Laws comments, “Had the intention been to give 

simply the metaphor of a man looking at his face, 

πρόσωπον alone would have been enough.”8 If 
that were all he meant, James’s choice of words is 

awkward, even clumsy.  Moreover, downplaying 
the meaning of γενέσεως is unnecessary given the 
general context that  “breathes creation language.”9

 

James describes God as the “Father of lights” (πατρὸς 
τῶν φώτων – v.17) who gave birth to the believers 
“so that [they] may be a kind of first-fruits of his 
creatures” (εἰς τὸ εἶναι ἡμας ἀπαρχήν τινα τῶν αὐτοῦ 
κτισμάτων – v.18). Furthermore, in verses 15 and 
18, James builds a contrast between the offspring of 
human desires and those that come by God’s will, 

an opposition strengthened by choosing the rare 

verb ἀποκυέω twice to express the begetting. This 
contrast is emphasized by ending each pericope 

with an imperative that stresses the importance of 

understanding the nature of the offspring (vv.16 
and 19a).10 Reflecting on that context, Gerald 
Rendall rejects the common translation, claiming 
that “‘his natural (sc. bodily) face’ is a despairing 
and impossible perversion of the Greek and leaves 

the similitude without intelligible sense, while 

‘the face of his genesis or origin’ . . . lends itself 
to copious illustrations and comparisons.”11 One 
should therefore keep in mind the full strength of 

the expression that points the reader back to his 

origin, the precise meaning of which still needs to 

be determined.

7
 Jean Cantinat, Les Épîtres de Saint Jacques et de 

Saint Jude (Paris: Gabalda, 1973), 109. Translation mine.
8
 Sophie Laws, A Commentary on the Epistle of James, 

Harper’s New Testament Commentaries (San Francisco: 
Harper & Row, 1980), 86.

9
 Peter H. Davids, James, New International Biblical 

Commentary 15 (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson Publishers, 
1989).

10
 Apropos the use of these two imperatives as closing 

each section rather than opening a new one, see the convincing 

case in Christian-Bernard Amphoux, “Une relecture du 
chapitre I de l’Épître de Jacques,” Biblica 59, no. 4 (1978): 
554–61 and ; Christian-Bernard Amphoux, “L’emploi du 
coordonnant dans l’Épître de Jacques,” Biblica 63, no. 1 
(1982): 90–101.

11
 Rendall, The Epistle of St James and Judaic 

Christianity, 65.
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The force of the other expression (ὁποῖος ἦν) is 

also minimized by many translations. Translating 
it as “what he looks like” (NIV, NLT) or “what he 
was like” (Darby, ESV, NRSV) simply does not 
do justice to the Greek text. The pronoun ὁποῖος 
consistently means “what kind of” or “what sort of” 

(see BDAG). Jacqueline Assaël even contends that 
the word “conveys a hint of beauty and quality.”12

 

When used to refer to someone, it implies a contrast 

between two “types” of persons or conditions. For 
instance, Luke places the word in Paul’s mouth to 

describe himself as a Christian in contrast to King 

Agrippa who is not one (Acts 16:28–29). Other 
examples from early Christian literature illustrate 

well the meaning of ὁποῖος: Justin Martyr employs 
ὁποῖος in order to reveal the character or status of 

people. For instance, he writes that both Adam and 
Cain are revealed as the sort of people they are when 

God questions them (Dial. 99). At another place, he 
employs the same word to distinguish the sons of the 

free women from those of a servant (Dial. 134). Most 
interestingly, Justin uses it to differentiate someone 

who, by his acts, demonstrates that he is a Christian 

from someone whose actions do not make his faith 

visible (1 Apol. 1.4).13 In short, the term ὁποῖος is 

used when an author wants to make a distinction 

between different “categories” of people, either in 

status or in quality of character, and to reveal the 

real dispositions of the person. Hence, by using 
ὁποῖος, James implicitly distinguishes between two 

types of people and indicates to his readers that they 

will learn what type of people they are by looking 

into “the mirror of the word.”
Finally, James maintains that the auditor sees 

the sort of person he or she is (lit. was). The text 
offers no basis for assuming that the image observed 

in the mirror differs from reality. As James Ropes 
demonstrated, the figure of the mirror was used in 
antiquity “with reference to the reflection of the 

12
 Jacqueline Assaël and Elian Cuvillier, Epître de Saint-

Jacques (Genève: Labor et Fides, 2013), 177. Translation 
mine.

13
 For other interesting usage parallel to James’s, see 

Pamphilius cited in Hist. Eccl. 7.32:25; Philo Dial. 140; 
Novatus cited in Hist. Eccl. 6.43:5; Athanasius, C. Ar. 3:18. 
These references all stress the distinction between two groups 
or categories of people.

actual, not the ideal, man.”14 The verb “was” (ἦν 
– v.24) can be construed in two ways depending 
on what force one gives to the imperfect: it could 

refer to either a past or a present reality. Rendall 
contends that “ἦν (not ἐστί) must be credited with 

its proper value, ‘was’ according to the design of 

God in his creation.”15
 Nevertheless, the imperfect 

could just as well come from the verse’s context as 
the only tense that fits the logical flow of ideas. “To 
gaze at” (κατενόησεν) and “to forget” (ἐπελάθετο) 

are aorists (most likely gnomic), whereas “to go 

away” (ἀπελήλυθεν) is perfect, so verse 24 reads 
as a complete action finished in the past. This past 
orientation necessitates the imperfect.

James’s picture thus grows clearer: Auditors 
of “the word,” i.e., those who look in the mirror, 
see a real image of themselves (in contrast to 

an ideal one), an image that depends upon their 

origin (γενεσεως). Hence, this image reveals what 
James believes to be their “true identity.” He is not 
concerned here to prove that “the word” reveals the 

wickedness one should remove (like spots on our 

face)
16

 nor to compare the importance of practicing 

“the word” with the uselessness of looking at 

oneself in a mirror,
17

 nor to suggest that the image 

is only fleeting.18 Dale Allison rightly cautions that 
“although such suggestions appear again and again 

in the commentaries, they go beyond the parable, 

which stresses only seeing and forgetting.”19 Rather, 
James reminds his readers that “the word” witnesses 

to the standing of the community in relation to God.

14
 James Hardy Ropes, A Critical and Exegetical 

Commentary on the Epistle of St. James (New York: Charles 
Scribner’s Sons, 1916), 176.

15
 Rendall, The Epistle of St James and Judaic 

Christianity, 65.
16

 Contra Cantinat, Les Épîtres de saint Jacques et de 

saint Jude, 109.
17

 Contra Peter H. Davids, The Epistle of James: A 

Commentary on the Greek Text (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
2013), 98.

18
 Contra David P. Nystrom, James: The NIV Application 

Commentary: From Biblical Text to Contemporary Life, 

The NIV Application Commentary Series (Grand Rapids: 
Zondervan, 1997), 94.

19
 Dale C. Allison, A Critical and Exegetical 

Commentary on the Epistle of James, The International Critical 
Commentary (New York: Bloomsbury, 2013), 330–31.
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THE IDENTITY AS FIRST-FRUITS
Now that some ground has been cleared and 

the possible options restricted, we need to probe 

the passage’s context to ascertain how James 

understood the believer’s “true identity.”
A quick glance at the wider context makes it clear 

that James gives “the word” a prominent place in 

this section. Λόγος resounds like a chorus, appearing 

in v. 18, 21, 22 and 23. Since, as we saw, the mirror 
has to be understood as “the word” (v. 22–23), or as 
its correspondent notion “the law of liberty” (v.25), 
looking more closely at what it teaches provides 

the best starting point. James’s description of “the 
word” is multifaceted: it gave birth to the believers 

(v.18) and also provides instruction for the way 
they should walk (vv.21–23). Unfortunately, James 
never develops the precise content of this “word” 

but, when he first mentions it, “the word” is given 
the specific purpose of providing—through new 
birth—a new identity to believers: “so that we may 

be a kind of first-fruits of his creatures” (εἰς τὸ εἶναι 
ἡμᾶς ἀπαρχήν τινα τῶν αὐτοῦ κτισμάτων – v.18). 
Although few commentators allot much space to 
this little phrase nor see any connection with the 

mirror metaphor, I propose that it is one of the key 
elements of this whole pericope. The comparison 
with first-fruits provides a clear picture, albeit 
enigmatic to most modern readers, of James’s 

understanding of the believer’s identity. I contend 
that the metaphor operates as anticipation of what is 

seen in “the mirror of the word.” Hence the need to 
unpack its meaning more completely.

EVOLUTION OF MEANING
The usage of the word “first-fruits” (ἀρχή or 

ἀπαρχή in LXX) evolved in an interesting way in 

Scripture. In the OT, it is used more than 70 times, 
but only once with a metaphorical meaning (in Jer 

2:3). However, a clear figurative sense appears in all 
the occurrences of ἀπαρχή in the New Testament, 
where it always refers to people. Since Jeremiah 2:3 
is the only OT text where Israel is compared to first-
fruits (LXX: ἀρχὴ γενημάτων αὐτοῦ) and James 

most likely alludes to it, this text requires particular 

attention.
In Jeremiah 2:2–3, YHWH remembers Israel 

and her initial faithfulness to the covenant, a 

devotion the people expressed by following God in 

the desert (v.2). Reflecting Israel’s consecration at 

this point of her history, God compares her to a first-
fruits offering, namely, the best portion set apart for 

God. The image thus evokes Israel’s holy status. In 
this context, holiness primarily refers to the fact that 

Israel is distinguished from any other nation by the 
relationship she enjoys with YHWH. On the one 
hand, this special relationship assures her of God’s 

care and protection, since God promises to defend 

and revenge his people against any enemy (v.3).20 On 
the other hand, it implies a special call to obedience: 

“Israel is no longer her own, free to pursue the 
ordinary goals of life.”21 Through the alliance 
made at Mount Sinai, she became “an object that 
could no longer be available for profane usage.”22

 

Jeremiah uses this idea extensively in the first 
chapters of the book to chastise his contemporaries 

who desecrated themselves by failing to keep the 

covenant, thus placing themselves outside of God’s 

care and protection. Jeremiah contrasts “a perfect 
beginning and a failure to maintain a relationship 

characterized by simplicity and wholeness.”23 In 
short, Jeremiah uses the language of first-fruits to 
tie together Israel’s original faithfulness, her special 
relationship with YHWH and the call to holy living 
that results.24

In the New Testament, the image of first-fruits 
(ἀπαρχή) appears with two distinct meanings. It can 
either refer to a holy people (and then implicitly 

alludes to Jeremiah 2) or provide assurance that a 

fuller “harvest” will come.25
 Ἀπαρχή can, therefore, 

convey two different connotations: primacy in rank 

or in time.26 Outside of the reference to the first 
converts of a geographical area, the three other 

20
 Compare Jer. 2:3 (“All who ate of it incurred guilt”) 

and Lev. 22:14–16.
21

 William Lee Holladay, Jeremiah 1: A Commentary 

on the Book of the Prophet Jeremiah, Chapters 1–25, 

Hermeneia—a Critical and Historical Commentary on the 
Bible (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1986), 84.

22
 Joel White, Die Erstlingsgabe im Neuen Testament 

(Tübingen: Francke, 2007), 90. Translation mine.
23 William McKane et al., A Critical and Exegetical 

Commentary on Jeremiah, The International Critical 
Commentary 20 (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1986), 28.

24
 For a more complete discussion on how first-fruits 

are used in this passage, see White, Die Erstlingsgabe, 87–94.
25

 Ro 8:23 speaks of the first-fruits of the Spirit; 1 Co. 
15:20, 23 of the resurrection of Christ as coming first; Ro 16:5 
and 1 Cor 16:15 of first converts in a geographical area.

26
 Or, of course, a mix of the two. However, one of the 

two aspects is often predominant.
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verses which connect ἀπαρχή and people (Ro 11:16, 
2 Th 2:13, and Rev 14:4) emphasize the holiness 
of these people.27 This already provides a clue that 
James 1:18 might bear the same connotation, even 
if holiness is not explicitly mentioned.

USE OF THE IMAGE OF FIRST-FRUITS IN JAMES’S 
EPISTLE

However, the creation language that fills James 
1 could be taken as a hint that the temporal value of 

ἀπαρχή takes precedence over its qualitative one. A 
closer look at the verse and its context must be taken 

before deciding how to interpret the image of first-
fruits. The interpretation of verse 18 is determined 
by how one understands the pronoun “us” (ἡμᾶς), 
the “word of truth” (λογῳ ἀλεθείας), and the word 

“creatures” (κτισματῶν). Each of these words can 
be understood in three ways: ἡμᾶς can be taken as 

referring to the human race as a whole, to Israel 
as God’s child, or to the Christian believers; λόγος 
ἀλεθείας could represent God’s word as the creative 

agent in Genesis, Torah, or the Gospel; finally, 
κτίσμα could be interpreted as creation (either 
including or excluding human beings), as mankind, 

or as the eschatological community of the saved.28
 

The options for understanding the whole verse are 
as follows: (1) mankind as having primacy over 

creation, (2) Israel as God’s firstborn son or, (3) 
Christian believers as providing hope of salvation 

to the rest of the creation.
A few commentators prefer the first option 

because of the creational context.29 They are correct 
to emphasize the creation imagery prevalent in 

this passage, but such a reading presents serious 

problems. When the whole context is taken into 
account, it becomes clear that “the word” is tied 

both to creation (v.18) and to salvation (v.21).30
 

Since “the word” can bring salvation to those who 

receive it, it is unlikely that the pronoun “us” (ἡμᾶς) 

27
 Provided one accepts the Greek text of NA28. A 

strongly attested variant reads ἀπ᾽ ἀρχῆς. For details on why 
that reading is rejected, see Bruce M. Metzger, A Textual 

Commentary on the Greek New Testament, 3d ed. (New York: 
United Bible Societies, 1971), 568.

28
 See Allison, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary, 

280–85.
29

 See for example Laws, A Commentary, 76.
30

 See Allison, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary, 

282: “the use of λόγος in the verses immediately following has 

nothing to do with the divine word of creation (1.21, 22, 23).”

in verse 18 refers to the human race in general.31 That 
would imply some sort of universality of salvation, 

a notion alien to James.32 Moreover, as Joel White 
observes, metaphors “are forced by their nature to 

serve known nuances of meaning” and, therefore, 

“any unconventional meaning in any occurrence of 

the concept [of first-fruits] are ruled out from the 
beginning.”33 In view of our discussion on the use 
of the first-fruits metaphor in the LXX, this option is 
not viable since we have seen that calling a certain 

people “first-fruits” only functions in the context of 
the covenant.

James does not provide sufficient detail to 
choose definitively between the other two options, 
but the ambiguity may not influence the exegesis 
of this passage as strongly as one may think. This 
alleged tension would vanish if one grants that “the 

Christian community in question is not yet fully 

distinguished from Judaism.”34 In that case, one 
could see James’s community either as Christians 

who would be seen as the “new Israel” or as Jews 
accepting the messiah to be Jesus Christ (cf James 

2:1).35 In both cases, the context would be of a 
renewed covenant in which James’s community is 

compared to the first generation of Israelites, a people 
restored to being YHWH’s special possession. As in 
Jeremiah, equating the community with God’s first-
fruit entails both a special honour and a call to holy 

living.36

31
 To be sure, James sometimes gives the pronoun this 

broad definition (in 3:3, 6 and 5:17, perhaps also in 4:5), but 
he also restricts its meaning to the community he is writing to 

(in 2:1, 20).
32

 See F. H. Palmer, “James 1.18 and the Offering of 
First-Fruits,” Tyndale House Bulletin, no. 3 (1957): 1–2.

33
 White, Die Erstlingsgabe, 67. Translation mine, 

italics mine.
34

 É. Puech, “La lettre de Jacques et Qumrân,” Rivista 

Biblica 59, no. 1 (2011): 52. Translation mine.
35

 See Richard Bauckham, James: Wisdom of James, 

Disciple of Jesus the Sage, New Testament Readings (London: 
Routledge, 1999), 11–28; Donald Verseput, “Genre and Story: 
The Community Setting of the Epistle of James,” The Catholic 

Biblical Quarterly 62, no. 1 (2000): 96–110; McKnight, The 

Letter of James, 60–68.
36

 See also Thomas Manton, An Exposition on the 

Epistle of James, Geneva Series Commentary (London: 

Banner of Truth Trust, 1962), 126.

35

27

28

29

30

31

32

33

34

35

36



THE IMPORT FOR THE METAPHOR OF THE MIRROR
Once we bring all the threads together, the 

following picture emerges from the passage: “the 

mirror is used as a symbol of God’s word, and 

its function is to enable the new man in Christ to 

appear.”37 The goal of the comparison between the 
two auditors is to contrast their resulting behaviours. 
But, contrary to what is often thought, James does 

not see “the word” as exposing one’s failures, but as 

revealing the new identity of those who belong to the 

restored covenant.38 The revelation of being God’s 
first-fruits functions both as an encouragement that 
the community rests under his promises of care 

and protection and as an exhortation to live at the 

level of God’s calling. The first group listening to 
“the word” but forgetting “what type of people they 

were” (v.24) represents believers who fail to let their 
integration in the messianic community—their new 
identity as people restored into proper relationship 

with YHWH—transform their behaviour. By so 
doing, they fail to act on the basis of who they 

are in their covenantal relationship with God, 

replicating the unfaithfulness Jeremiah criticized. 
Such people indeed deceive themselves (v.22). By 
contrast, the other group perseveres in the covenant 

and experiences God’s care and pleasure, therefore 

being blessed in their doing.
White, speaking of verses 13 to 18, proposes 

that “a more exact expounding of the first-fruit 
metaphor. . . could be the decisive spur towards a 
coherent and convincing exposition of the whole 

pericope.”39 If I am correct in my analysis, the 
first-fruits metaphor provides a stronger sense of 
coherence in the whole second half of James’s first 
chapter. It suggests that James’s text is organized 
more carefully than often thought.

THEOLOGICAL IMPLICATIONS
In closing, I will propose some reflections on three 

theological shifts implied by an ontological reading 

of this passage. All three are misrepresentations I 

37 Reicke, The Epistles, 22.
38

 There is no space do deal with this in detail, but the 
language of this passage (perseverance, forgetting) is typical 

of covenantal relationship and strengthens the link between 

covenant and the mirror metaphor we have already established. 
For a longer discussion, see McKnight, The Letter of James, 

158–61.
39

 White, Die Erstlingsgabe, 252. Translation mine.

encounter regularly in the Church.
First, and most obviously, the moral view of 

this passage implies that believers are considered 

primarily as sinners: they may be called to holiness, 

but the reality, and the witness of “the word,” is 

that they are not saints, at least not yet. To be sure, 
Scripture encourages everyone to acknowledge 

his or her sin. Nonetheless, when this aspect is 
overstressed, one tends to forget that Christians are 

not considered as sinners in the New Testament, at 
least after an initial repentance. Rather, believers 
are addressed as saints in most epistles. This fact 
alone should lead us to reconsider the way we use 

the word “sinner,” as well as encourage us to rethink 

what holiness means.
Second, the moral reading of this passage 

presupposes an individualistic view of sin. When sin 
is compared to a stain on one’s face, we run the risk 

of forgetting sin’s real nature, and the motivation for 

turning away from it is obscured. Moreover, when 
the moral view is embraced, purity can become 

an end in itself, with sin becoming something that 

affects primarily, if not uniquely, one’s relationship 

with God. James does not think of sin as a stain on 
one’s character but as a disruption in the peace of the 

community.40 In James’s epistle, sin is consistently 
depicted as the failure to treat others—especially the 
most vulnerable and despised members in the eyes 

of the world—as God himself treats them. All of his 
examples relate to care for the weak or communal 

living. Turning purity into an individual endeavour 
misunderstands its purpose and meaning.

Third and finally, a moral reading of this passage 
may lead to a distorted view of God. The call to 
reform our ways, as crucial and biblical as it is, 

risks fostering a picture of God as standing against 

the believer rather than beside him or her. To be 
sure, James sometimes pictures God as a judge 
(4:12, 5:9), but the emphasis is on his goodness and 
provision. James sketches God’s attitude towards 
the believer in decidedly positive words.41

 God 

exalts the lowly (1:9), crowns the faithful with life 

(1:12), never tempts anyone (1:13), elevates the 

40
 See James Riley Strange, The Moral World of 

James: Setting the Epistle in Its Greco-Roman and Judaic 

Environments (New York: Peter Lang Publishing, 2010), 23–
27.

41
 See esp. Stefan Wenger, Der wesenhaft gute Kyrios, 

1., Aufl. (Zürich: TVZ Theologischer Verlag, 2011).
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believer to a position of honor and security (1:18), 
and blesses those who walk with Him (1:25). Most 
of all, God is generous: “Every good and perfect 

gifts comes from above” (1:17), from the Father 

who delights in giving wisdom “generously and 

without reproach” (1:5).42
 Hence, God provides his 

children with everything they need. Unfortunately, 
if this understanding of God’s nature is downplayed 

or forgotten, the call to reform our ways tends to 

foster a view in which God stands aloof from the 

believer, assessing his moral progress from afar. 
Although no serious biblical scholar or theologian 
would endorse such a picture, it remains frightfully 

common among the laity.
These three misrepresentations have one 

common aspect: they fail to think of the believer, of 

sin, and of God in covenantal terms. Paying greater 
attention to James’s choice of words and of their Old 
Testament background may provide the antidote to 
this forgetfulness and may help us recover a richer, 

more comprehensible framework in which all these 

concepts take their proper place.

42
 See Donald Verseput, “James 1:17 and the Jewish 

Morning Prayers,” Novum Testamentum 39, no. 2 (1997): 178.
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‘GOD IS SATISFIED WHEN WE ARE SATISFIED’: 
RECONCILIATION AS THE FREE SUBMISSION 

TO DIVINE JUSTICE IN DANTE’S PURGATORIO

Halfway through the middle canto of the middle 
section of the Comedy, Virgil tells Dante that “love 
is the seed in you of every virtue/and of all acts 
deserving punishment.”1  In this simple phrase we 
hear that love is the source of all our actions, that some 
loves lead to “virtue” and others to transgression, 
and that human beings are held responsible for the 
way in which their loves manifest.  In brief, this is 
Dante’s great exploration: the nature of love, and its 
relation to being responsible creatures before God.  
His life work began with La Vita Nuova, a series of 
sonnets and commentaries published when he was 
26 regarding his overwhelming experience of love 
for a Florentine girl named Beatrice.  In it, Dante 
describes the “ennobling” effect Love had upon 
him through this experience, the particular qualities 
of Beatrice’s beauty, and then his grief following 
her untimely death.  After a life as a philosophical, 
political, and artistic public figure, Dante’s Comedy 
is the return to this personal experience of love for 
Beatrice (now exalted in the heavens), but this time 
Dante’s approach is from the angle of repentance.  
The ennobling, virtue-instilling qualities of that 
first experience of Love must be contrasted with the 
“mere appearances” and “false loveliness” which 
had seduced his loves to ill effect during his life.2  

This personal experience of love is the 
centerpiece to Dante’s Comedy.  But Dante adds 

1 Dante Alighieri, Purgatorio, trans. Allen Mandelbaum 
(New York: Bantam Books, 1984), XVII.104–05.

2 Ibid., XXXI, 34–35.  That is, insofar as the personal 
narratives of La Vita Nuova and the Comedy correspond to 
Dante’s actual life.  

that “[i]f, however, the work be regarded from the 
allegorical point of view, the subject is man according 
as by his merits or demerits in the exercise of his 
free will he is deserving of reward or punishment 
by justice.”3 The question of the medieval love poet 
(i.e. what is love, in its nature and relations?) is 
placed in the larger question of what it means to live 
as a free human being before God.  He intends for 
his questions to be our questions, and the Comedy is 
Dante’s way of showing the reader a path from the 
fallen human condition to the bliss of paradise.  For 
Dante and for us, this path runs through a willing 
submission to the just judgment of God, as embodied 
in the Sacrament of Reconciliation.  In this paper, I 
will argue that Purgatory is not a realm of statutory 
punishments assigned by a God who keeps a record 
of wrongs, but a realm where human beings are 
restored to God in the glory of their freedom.  My 
method will simply be to follow the story.  First, 
I will give an overview of Dante’s architecture of 
Purgatory, and then I will trace the narrative at four 
keys points: Dante’s arrival to the mountain, the 
two discourses on free-will, the witness of souls in 
purgatory, and then Dante’s final confrontation with 
and reconciliation with Beatrice.  In conclusion, I 
will revisit what this vision calls the reader to as a 
loving, free, and responsible person before God.   

3 Dante Alighieri, “Epistola X,” The Letters of Dante, 

trans. Paget Toynbee (Oxford: Clarendon, 1920), 200.  
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Unlike the structure of Inferno, which is shaped 
according to an Aristotelian classification of vices,4 
Dante’s Purgatorio is constructed upon the seven 
deadly sins of the Christian tradition, as laid out by 
Gregory the Great, and reiterated by Bonaventure.  
There are thus seven terraces in purgatory (one for 
each sin), plus two regions before and the Edenic 
paradise after, making a total of ten.  The first two 
regions compose the Ante-purgatory overseen by 
the paragon of liberty in the pagan world, Marcus 
Cato.  This region is reserved for the late repentant 
and the excommunicated, who must wait a certain 
statutory time before they can begin the actual 
process of purgation.  

The gates of Purgatory are guarded by the angel 
of the Church, and opened by the keys of Peter. 
To cross the threshold of the gate, one ascends 
three steps, corresponding to the three parts of 
the Sacrament of Reconciliation: Confession, 
Contrition, and Satisfaction.   On the final step, a 
person is marked with seven “P’s” on his forehead, 
signifying the seven Capital sins (P for “peccata”) 
of Pride, Envy, Wrath, Sloth, Avarice, Gluttony, and 
Lust.  Each sin is to be purged by a discipline that 
either balances the sin (i.e. the proud walk stooped 
to the ground beneath boulders),5 or indulges the sin 
until the desire is expunged (i.e. the avaricious are 
impelled to keep their eyes towards earth, since they 
fixed their eyes on earthly goods during life).6  The 
occupants of each terrace recite a prayer or liturgical 
song as they meditate upon relevant scenes from the 
life of Mary, the saints, and classical sources.  When 
each sin is purged, the occupants are blessed with a 
benediction drawn from the beatitudes.7  

The uppermost level of Purgatory is the earthly 
paradise of Eden, where the Rivers of the Tigris and 
Euphrates (alternately named Lethe and Eunoe) 
wash away the memory of sin, and then restore 
the memory of life without the sting of sin.  This 
is the final cleansing, after which the soul is made 
ready to ascend into the heavenly realms.  It is here 
that Dante, for the first time in the Comedy, meets 

4 C. H. Grandgent and Charles S. Singleton, Companion 
to the Divine Comedy (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 
1975), 118.  

5 Alighieri, Purgatorio, trans. Mandelbaum, X.115–
119.

6 Ibid, XIX. 118–120.
7 See Appendix A.

Beatrice.  And while she has been to Dante the image 
of blessedness all along his journey, she is here also 
the very image of his reproach and greatest sorrow, 
for she is the mediator of the blessedness that he had 
forsaken. 

With the architecture thus established, let us 
turn to trace Dante’s pilgrimage through “that 
second kingdom, in which the human soul is 
cleansed of sin, becoming worthy of ascent to 
Heaven.”8  Rejoicing in the sight of the stars and 
sky after the unending dark of Inferno, Dante comes 
before the aged Cato with his face framed by four 
stars, representing the four cardinal virtues.  Cato 
was a Roman statesman trained in Stoic philosophy, 
whose principled decision to commit suicide rather 
than submit to Julius Caesar after defeat in battle 
had established him as a man of high moral stature 
and integrity in the classical world.9  In spite of Cato 
being a pagan, a suicide, and an anti-imperialist,10 
Dante appears to have accepted Cato’s suicide as 
an act of moral integrity, and refers to him in his 
work of political philosophy as a “most intransigent 
champion of liberty.”11 It is for this reason that Dante 
chooses Cato as the guardian for Purgatory, for it is 
the realm of the recovery of freedom through the 
recovery of virtue.  Shortly, Virgil will tell Cato 
that this is indeed Dante’s purpose too: “he goes in 
search of liberty.”12  

Unlike the natural virtue of Cato however, the 
sinful soul cannot go about seeking true liberty 
and cleansing of its own accord; it must be assisted 
by grace.  In the story, even Cato has come to 
understand this, and sternly confronts Virgil and 
Dante when they emerge from the abyss of Hell 
because he thinks that they are approaching in their 
own strength.  Since Virgil’s arrival in the first 
Canto of Inferno, the reader has also known that 
Dante cannot approach heaven of his own strength 
or courage.  His pilgrimage is a response to the 
gracious call of another.  

It is upon this ground that Virgil appeals to Cato, 
saying:  “I do not come through my own self.  There 

8 Alighieri, Purgatorio, trans Mandelbaum, I.4–6.
9 Prue Shaw, Reading Dante: From Here to Eternity 

(New York: Liveright, 2014), 149.  
10 Ibid.
11 Alighieri, Purgatorio, trans. Mandelbaum, Notes to 

XX, cf. Dante, De Monarchia, II.V.15.  
12 Ibid, 1.71.
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was a lady sent from Heaven; her pleas led me to 
help and guide this man...it is a power descending 
from above that helps me guide him here.”13  Their 
approach is done in the power and strength of a 
will from heaven, namely Beatrice, who herself 
was summoned by St. Lucy, who was summoned 
by Mary, who is the perfect exemplar of a human 
will aligning itself with the Divine Will.  Dante has 
aligned his faltering will with this heavenly chain of 
wills, as it has been manifest to him in the person 
of Virgil.   Thus, his approach is not done in the 
strength of his own will, but by the grace of this 
summons.  

Here in this first Canto, we have seen that 
Purgatory is the place of the cleansing of the soul, 
which is closely tied to a search for freedom, and 
which is only made possible by grace, represented by 
the chain of wills from Mary to Lucy to Beatrice to 
Virgil to Dante.  This cleansing, freedom, and grace 
all add up to a point that will be made explicit later: 
that Dante’s Purgatory is not a place of begrudging 
submission, but one of ardent desire. According to 
Dorothy Sayers, “[h]ell is the fleeing deeper into 
the iron-bound prison of the self...Purgatory is the 
resolute breaking-down, at whatever cost, of the 
prison walls, so that the soul may be able to emerge 
at last into liberty and endure unscathed the unveiled 
light of reality.”14 The difference between the two 
realms has everything to do with whether the sinner 
continues to flee Divine Justice, or turns towards it 
to be purified in its light.  No matter how similar 
some of the external features of the two realms may 
be, the fundamental orientation of the person within 
Purgatory is not towards themselves but towards 
God, and so the disciplines imposed upon a sick 
soul lead not unto death, but unto life.    

Having provided an illustration of how love 
and desire relate to the narrative, we can turn now 
to the discourses on Free Will. The first discourse 
comes in Canto XVI, when Dante asks Marco 
the Lombard what is the cause of the world’s 
“perversity.” Marco responds by first responding 
to Dante’s suggestion that “heaven” could be the 
“necessary source of every motion,” and therefore 

13 Ibid., 1.52–54, 68–69.
14 Dorothy Sayers, “Introduction,” Dante: The Divine 

Comedy II: Purgatory, trans. Dorothy Sayers (Baltimore: 
Penguin Books, 1959), 16.

a deterministic influence in all human behavior.15 
In Dante’s medieval universe, the activity of the 
heavens was legitimately thought to influence 
human behavior, and affect human affections, in a 
manner ordained by divine providence.16 Thomas 
Aquinas allowed for the heavens’ indirect influence 
upon human behavior through the fact that man is 
a body, and a part of the natural universe whose 
movements are governed by the stars.17  Love itself 
is a natural movement of the soul, as the stars draw 
like things together, and “everything has a built-
in sense of affinity with whatever accords with its 
nature.” 18  Even man’s love of God is, on one level, 
of this natural sort, since “God, insofar as He is the 
universal good, from Whom every natural good 
depends, is loved by everything with natural love.”19  
Dante states precisely this idea in his philosophical 
work il Convivio, where he says that because man’s 
being “depends on God, and by Him is preserved, 
it naturally desires and wills to be united to God, in 
order to fortify its own being.”20 The love of God 
is a natural and necessary aspect of existence, as 
survival.  The heavens do indeed necessarily set our 
loves, and lives, in motion, in a way that precedes 
free will.  

When assessing the moral state of man 
however, Marco emphatically underscores man’s 
responsibility.  He responds that if the heavens 
determined all action,

….your free will would be
destroyed, and there would be no equity
in joy for doing good, in grief for evil.
The heavens set your appetites in motion—
not all your appetites, but even if
that were the case, you have received both light
on good and evil, and free will, which though
it struggle in its first wars with the heavens,

15 Alighieri, Purgatorio, trans. Mandelbaum, XVI.67–
69.  

16 While this idea seems hopelessly outdated, it actually 
is quite interchangeable with any natural factor to which we 
attribute influence on our behavior (eg. Biology). 

17 Aquinas, Thomas, “Summa Theologica – Christian 
Classics Ethereal Library,” accessed October 24, 2016, http://
www.ccel.org/ccel/Aquinas/summa.toc.html, II–II, q. 95a. 5.

18 Ibid., Ia–Iiae.26i.
19 Ibid., I, q. 60, a.5.  
20 Dante Alighieri, “The Convivio,” trans. Robert 

Lansing, accessed October 24, 2016, http://digitaldante.
columbia.edu/library/dantes-works/the-convivio/ III.ii.  
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then conquers all, if it has been well nurtured.21  

Unlike the rest of the natural universe, man has 
been given a nature that includes the same capacity 
of understanding as the angels, which is called 
“mind.”22  This “mind” has an inborn superiority 
to the appetites and passions of the lower nature, 
analogous to the degree to which God stands 
superior to his creation.  Herein lies man’s freedom 
of the will: his mind’s natural ability to rule over all 
that is not mind. This “mind,” referred to by Virgil 
as man’s Rational Soul and an ”inborn” power, 
has two constitutive faculties: the intellect and the 
will.  These correspond “to the faculties of the one 
divine nature and, analogically, to the second and 
third Persons of the Trinity (the Word as the divine 
intellect and the Spirit as will or love).”23 Thus, 
nothing from outside of man prevents him from 
“resisting his passions by his free will.”24  “Only 
man’s sin annuls man’s liberty,” as Beatrice will 
later say.25

As Virgil explains to Dante in the second 
discourse on Free Will, man is oriented to God both 
by nature through his natural “intelligence of primal 
notions,” and his “tending towards desire’s primal 
objects;” as well as by his own intellect and will to 
“counsel,” to “keep the threshold of [his] assent,” 
and to “curb” those natural loves so that they lead 
him to being more fully united with God.26 It is with 
regard to man’s free power of discerning and willing 
the Good that man can and must be held responsible 
for failing to do so.  

In between the discourses on Free Will, Virgil 
explained how one is to order one’s loves:

The natural [love] is always without error,

21 Alighieri, Purgatorio, trans. Mandelbaum, XVI.70–
78.

22 Alighieri, Convivio III.ii: “The human soul which 
is associated with the nobility of the highest power, to wit 
reason, participates in the divine nature after the fashion of 
an eternal intelligence…. The divine light shines in it as in an 
angel.”

23 A. N. Williams, “The Theology of the Comedy” 

in The Cambridge Companion to Dante, ed. Rachel Jacoff. 
(Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Press, 2010), 212.  

24 Alighieri, Purgatorio, trans. Mandelbaum, Notes, cf. 
Summa II–II 95a5.

25 Dante Alighieri, Paradiso, trans. Allen Mandelbaum, 
(New York: Bantam Books, 1986), VII.79.  

26 Alighieri, Purgatorio, trans. Mandelbaum, XVIII. 
56–57, 52–64, 72.  

but mental love may choose an evil object
or err through too much or too little vigor.
As long as it’s directed toward the First Good
and tends toward secondary good with measure,
it cannot be the cause of evil pleasure;
but when it twists toward evil, or attends
to good with more or less care than it should
those whom he made have worked against their  

 Maker.”27

Man’s inborn power of discernment should mature 
him, through loving good things, into loving their 
source in God.  The goodness of creation is such 
that it should lead man directly there.  But man 
must vigilantly test those things he loves, in order to 
confirm that what he loves is indeed good (not only 
an appearance), and that he loves it in proportion 
to its goodness.  If he fails to do so, he sins against 
God, and against his own being.

Returning to Marco the Lombard’s view on 
free will versus heavenly determinism, we must 
nuance this with the corporate and cumulative 
(and thereby quantitative) element of human sin.28 
Although the Comedy does not appear to address 
the effect of original sin explicitly, Marco describes 
man from birth in a state of ignorance, and with 
a need for growth.  He is born “simple, unaware; 
but since/ a joyful Maker gave [him] motion, [he] /
turns willingly to things that bring delight.”29  The 
child possesses the capacity to understand, but does 
not yet understand (following Aristotle’s emphasis 
on learning through the senses).30  Therefore, God 
matures the soul through the two given institutions 
of law (God’s revealed will through the Church), 
and rule (the civil authorities).  These institutions are 
understood to educate, curb, and guide the ignorant 
child’s desires into discerning and following the 
good, and the institution’s failure to fulfill its purpose 

27 Ibid., XVII.94–105.
28 The terms “quantitative” and “qualitative” are 

derived from Soren Kierkegaard’s work, “The Concept of 
Dread.”  The quantitative aspect of sin is the corporate state 
of sinfulness in which the human race exists.  The qualitative 
aspect of sin is the individual’s free action, by which he 
participates in the sinfulness of the whole race.  Søren 
Kierkegaard, Kierkegaard’s The Concept of Dread (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1967), 30–31. 

29 Alighieri, Purgatorio, trans. Mandelbaum, XVI.88–
90.

30 Ibid., Notes, 355.  
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greatly hampers (though does not determinately 
prevent) the individual’s ability to exercise their 
free will.  If I am reading Dante accurately, the 
quantitative aspect of human sin appears to be 
specifically located in the human failure to uphold 
the distinct and separate institutions of both church 
and empire.  Humanity as an organic whole falls 
into a social dysfunction, which becomes the 
quantitative burden that increasingly precipitates 
the individual’s qualitative step into sin.    

For the individual, as in Dante’s own story, the 
free act of sinning is a thoroughly passive act, a 
self-yielding, as simple as turning aside from the 
order of nature that would lead towards the good.31  
When this occurs, the sinner’s Natural love and 
Rational love are separated out from their unity in 
the Divine Will, as the Rational love turns away 
from God, and towards temporal good.  The free 
will does things no creature in nature could do, 
which is to love and desire things that are not in 
accordance with its nature.  In this process, the 
intellect becomes darkened, as objects of desire are 
mistaken for good, and the process of having the 
intellect enlightened by the source of all good is 
arrested.  The sinful human being is one who has 
been united to objects that do not fortify its being, 
and so is stuck in the painful place of having a desire 
and intellect running counter to his nature and telos.  

In order to be cleansed, man must be restored to 
God.  As illustrated in the three steps at the gate of 
Purgatory, Reconciliation consists of three things: 
Confession, Contrition, and Satisfaction.  The first 
two occur when the soul turns in sincere repentance 
back to God, at which point they are forgiven, the 
relationship is repaired, and guilt is removed.  This 
is the state of all souls who arrive on the shores of 
Purgatory.  However, the turn towards temporal 
good must also be cured;32 both by weaning the 
individual soul from its habit of sinfulness, and 
by restoring to God the pure human being that sin 
deprived God of.  This “debt of satisfaction” is 
the third part of the Sacrament of Reconciliation, 
and is not a payment made of oneself, but is a 
participation in the Atonement of Christ.33  Thus, the 
act of submitting to Divine Justice regarding one’s 

31 Williams, Figure of Beatrice, 118.  
32 Grandgent, Companion to “The Divine Comedy,”118.  
33 Sayers, “Introduction,” 57.  

sins cleanses the soul of its habituated loves, and 
manifests the Atonement in ones being, that he may 
be made pure and ready to be united with God.34  

This is what Purgatorio is systematically 
directed towards: the removal of the seven roots of 
sin, through the disciplines appropriate to each.  The 
punishment of Justice is necessary for the cleansing 
of the soul; and the repentant person voluntarily 
undergoes it out of a desire to be reconciled to God, 
and to be able to be reunited with Him in His Being.35  
Omberto Aldobrandesco, who carries heavy stones 
to purify his pride, articulates the propriety of his 
punishment as such: “[u]ntil God has been satisfied, 
I bear / this burden here among the dead because / 
I did not bear this load among the living.”36  In the 
terrace of the gluttonous, Forese Donati goes further 
than propriety, and speaks of the pains of purgatory 
as “solace.”  Indeed, this solace is equated with the 
very purpose and joy with which Christ endured the 
cross:

I speak of pain but I should speak of solace, 
for we are guided….by that 
same longing that had guided Christ when He 
had come to free us through the blood He shed
and, in His joyousness, called out: ‘Eli.’37

This cleansing reaches a penultimate end when 
the roots of all seven sins are healed, the intellect 
accurately discerns the Good, and the will freely 
desires it.  It is symbolized in the story by the 
entrance into the Garden of Eden.38

Two episodes will serve to illustrate this 
completion.  The first comes from Canto XXI, where 
Dante and Virgil meet the poet Statius, who has just 
been released from more than 500 years of penance. 
Statius tells them that all souls in purgatory have a 
will to ascend to heaven, which is counterbalanced 
by a “longing to do penance…as instilled by divine 
justice.”39   We have already observed that penance 
is embraced inwardly; Statius reveals that it is 

34 Ibid., 55.
35 Ibid., 57.
36 Alighieri, Purgatorio, trans. Mandelbaum, XI.70–

72.    
37 Ibid., XXIII.70–75.    
38 Grandgent, Companion to “The Divine Comedy,” 

119. 
39 Alighieri, Purgatorio, trans. Mandelbaum, XXI.65–

66.    
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completed when the person’s will to ascend suddenly 
finds itself uninhibited.  Omberto Aldobrandesco’s 
willing submission to his purgation “until God is 
satisfied” is revealed by Statius to have been a half-
truth; “God is satisfied when we are satisfied.”40  It 
is an inward freedom that souls in Purgatory seek, 
and when they feel that inward freedom manifest, 
they are free indeed.41  

The second episode occurs when Dante arrives 
in the Garden of Eden.  There, Virgil communicates 
this same thing overtly to Dante: “[a]wait no 
further word or sign from me:/ your will is free, 
erect, and whole—to act/ against that will would 
be to err: therefore/ I crown and miter you over 
yourself.”42 Desire has been purified, the intellect 
and will have been enabled to act in unity again, 
and thus his noble faculty of “free will” has been 
restored.  Notably, Virgil uses those same symbols 
of the Empire (crown) and Church (miter) which 
Marco the Lombard bemoaned earlier to indicate 
the restoration of Dante’s inborn free will.  He has 
arrived at a maturity that, at least potentially, could 
have come about through the guidance of the Church 
and Empire, if they were fulfilling their God-given 
functions in the civilization.43  

It is at this point that Dante reckons with the 
very source of blessedness that he had forsaken in 
his youth: Beatrice.  When he finally sees her, she 
is veiled in a Pageant or Procession, and occupies 
the place typically reserved for the Communion 
Host.  Dante responds with the biblical and classical 
response to theophany: he trembles.44  

Her words to him at first are harsh, and Dante 
is filled with shame.  As she confronts him, and the 
angels show him their pity, Dante begins to weep. 
Dante describes his undammed tears as the melting 
of ice, providing a striking recollection of the ice in 
which Satan is frozen at the bottom of hell.  With 
the melting of his icy heart, “the debt of penitence 
that is paid when tears are shed” is discharged, and 

40 Williams, Figure of Beatrice, 160.  
41 Sayers “Introduction,” 58.
42 Alighieri, Purgatorio, trans. Mandelbaum, 

XXVII.139–142.
43 Joseph Gallagher, A Modern Reader’s Guide to 

Dante’s “The Divine Comedy” (Liguori, MO: Liguori/
Triumph, 1999), 115.

44 Alighieri, Purgatorio, trans. Mandelbaum, XXX.46–
48.  

the hell within him is harrowed.45  As the final act of 
his reconciliation to Beatrice, Dante confesses his 
fault aloud to her, saying “mere appearances/turned 
me aside with their false loveliness/as soon as I had 
lost your countenance.”46  As Beatrice describes to 
Dante how her beauty should have led him to a love 
of spiritual beauty, and as he continues to weep, 
Dante lifts his eyes and looks on her, and experiences 
the original vision once again.  The Contrition and 
Confession, which were nascent at the point that he 
accepted Virgil’s help, comes to full consciousness 
here.  Overwhelmed, Dante faints in sorrow, seeing 
with utter clarity the comparative pettiness of the 
temporal goods he had turned toward after her 
death.  

It is at this point that Beatrice’s attendant 
Matilda washes Dante in the river of forgetfulness, 
the Lethe.  His memories of sin are washed away; he 
is absolved, and greeted by the four cardinal virtues 
and three theological virtues, in the form of nymphs.   
He is washed again in the river of Eunoe, which 
restores his memory without the sting of sin, and 
is thereby fully restored to resume the movement 
towards the Beatific vision which Beatrice began 
drawing him towards as a youth.  From here forward, 
the procession towards the vision of God continues 
at ever increasing speeds through the heavens that 
make up the Paradiso.  

Dante is a poet of love, and his life work is 
bookended by an initial vision (La Vita Nuova), 
and a completed vision (Paradiso) of how human, 
romantic love can be a vehicle for the ascent of the 
soul towards God, and everlasting blessedness.  The 
yielding and acquiescence to sin that inhibits that 
process is ever so subtle, especially when the counsel 
of the Church and the justice of the State fail to guide 
and rule the ignorant person in their development.  
But the resulting bondage of sin is devastating, and 
so Dante casts forth his astounding imaginative 
vision, and summons the voices of Church and the 
Empire to awaken the reader to the secret of his 
freedom, and thereby his blessedness.  That secret 
is found when the human being responds to the call 
of grace, and submits to the Justice of God, here 
embodied in the seven-story mountain of purgatory.  
As Dante’s Inferno is an aesthetic reckoning with the 

45 Ibid., XXX.144–45.  
46 Ibid., XXXI.34–36.
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consequences of human sin, Dante’s Purgatory is 
an artistically realized exposition of the restoration 
of human freedom, under the mysterious workings 
of divine grace.  

To know this freedom, the reader must undergo 
her own repentance and purification. Dante’s 
fantastical vision, set in a world entirely beyond 
the living, was paradoxically written with this 
world squarely in mind.  As Dante says in the 
aforementioned letter to his patron Can Grande, 
his purpose was “to remove those living in this life 
from a state of misery, and to bring them to a state 
of happiness…. The whole as well as the part was 
conceived, not for speculation, but with a practical 
object.”47

47 Alighieri, “Epistola X,” 202.  
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