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Introduction: Approaching the Whole of the Word

What is the portrait of Jesus that you have in your possession? Is it a still photo(s)
or a motion picture? And how would you characterize the main descriptions, ideas,
knowledge and understanding persons hold about Jesus of Nazareth? More often than
not, the Jesus of our perceptions does not coincide with the whole of Jesus in the
narratives of the Bible. A sanctified Christology hopefully will help eliminate this gap, or
at least serve to better perceive his whole person in the incarnation.

In Jesus’ high priestly (formative family) prayer he revealed: “For them | sanctify
[hagiazo, cause to be holy] myself, that they too may be truly sanctified” (Jn 17:19)." His
statement is somewhat puzzling. Taken by itself this statement could suggest: that Jesus
lacked deity and thus a holy nature (as the theology of Arianism assumed); or that Jesus
was merely a man elevated to divine status (as defined in adoptionism or dynamic
monarchianism); or that in emphasizing the distinction of Jesus’ divine and human nature
(as the Antiochenes did) Jesus worked on sanctifying his human nature. None of these
positions on Christology sufficiently explain the whole of Jesus (not defined by only one
part[s] or aspect), nor do they account for the whole of the triune God’s self-disclosure in
the incarnation. Why, then, did Jesus sanctify himself or even need to?

The implications of this question bring out Jesus’ whole purpose for his actions,
which will be addressed in this study. I will attempt to define the significance of Jesus’
statement in his life and practice to formulate a complete Christology, as well as to
formulate how this becomes functionally necessary for our life and practice in the
primacy of our relational response to him as his followers—*“that they too may be truly
sanctified”—in what can be summarized as “Sanctified Christology.” This complete
Christology will constitute a full soteriology of both what Jesus saves from and to; and it
will define a discipleship distinct from what prevails in conventional Christian practice
and provide the basis for identity formation as Jesus’ followers in relational progression
to the Father and the whole of God as family. This will further result in an ecclesiology
(doctrine of the church) rarely experienced in church practice today that is signified in the
Trinity, whose relationships together constitute the whole of God, thus necessitating a
pneumatology (doctrine of the Holy Spirit) in which the Spirit constitutes this relational
progression to its eschatological conclusion.

Included in our discussion then is: what it means to be a person (and the ontology
of personhood); what it means to be whole and how wholeness involves more than the
individual person and must include persons together in the relationships necessary to be
whole in likeness of the Trinity; and how those relationships function in the relational
context and relational process vulnerably revealed by Jesus in his sanctified life and
practice. All of these together help us to grasp the coherence of the triune God’s desires
and actions from the first creation through the incarnation to the eschatological
consummation of the new creation.

1 Unless indicated, all Scripture references are taken from the NIV.



The Approach of This Study

In this modern period of history the person of Jesus has been shaped into different
forms and images, thus making it difficult to have a clear christological picture, much
less an understanding, of who and what this person Jesus is. Recent so-called critical
scholarship and the current “quests” for the historical Jesus tend only to offer an elusive
Jesus too ambiguous to grasp, or a person without much significance to take to heart,
even distasteful to take seriously. With this study | am not attempting to answer the
current “christological problem,” though certainly this conversation is unavoidably
engaged by the following reflections on Jesus of Nazareth.

| undertake my reflections with the presupposition that the biblical narratives of
Jesus are not only history but more significantly reflect communication from God—even
with the presence of some human shaping, understood as responses of faith. Moreover,
God’s communicative action is intended not merely to be informative but its purpose is
only for relationship. Thus, this intentional communicative action is enacted in the
relational context and process specifically of the whole of God, that is, the Trinity. It is
this trinitarian relational context and process which provide the further and deeper
understanding of Jesus’ sanctified life and practice for a complete Christology.

As communicative action the life and practices of Jesus become disclosures of his
person, which certainly have been subject to various interpretations and perceptions,
including stereotyping. Part of the difficultly we have with his disclosures involves how
we functionally embody Jesus in the incarnation—not to mention how we disembody
him. It is insufficient for the incarnation to only put flesh on Jesus to quantify his
embodiment. This would be a reduction of the whole of the Word embodied; this
reductionism also is used to disembody Jesus’ disclosures to quantify in propositions and
doctrine. The incarnation, however, is the embodiment of Jesus” whole person (both
quantitative and qualitative), thus the whole of God, nothing less and no substitutes. Most
significantly, this communicative action signified throughout the incarnation is not to
dispense information about God but only to constitute relationship with God.

Jesus’ vulnerable self-disclosures (distinct from being mere exhibits), by which he
extended communication from God, were not enacted in isolation nor merely in a general
social context but engaged a relational process. Thus by the nature of this relational
process his disclosures of Self (not the exhibit of an object) must be seen (or perceived)
as well as received (in contrast to only observed) in this specific relational context. The
nature of this specific relational context with this specific relational process involves
who, what and how God is, by whose image human persons were created (Gen. 1:27;
2:18). And Jesus must be seen and received in this relational context in order for his
disclosures to have significance beyond limited information. Moreover, apart from this
relational process such information invariably is shaped only by an observer, perhaps
along with a body of observers from tradition.

In other words, as Jesus communicates, we (who seek to know him) must “listen”
in order to complete a functional relational connection. Listening, however, is never a
simple process in any relationship—without falling into “speaking” for the other person,
particularly God.

Further, listening involves more than being quiet to let the other person speak.
How we “listen” is equally important; that is, what predispositions and biases we bring to



the relational process influence not only what we “hear” but how we interpret those
messages. This issue is about our perceptual-interpretive framework, which defines the
lens we “see” through that determines what we pay attention to and what we ignore.

What we pay attention to in relation to Jesus’ person and what we ignore become
crucial both for our christological conclusions and our practice as his followers. Problems
of Christology emerge when we pay attention primarily to the information and details of
Jesus’ life—the quantitative elements denoted by the Greek word bios.? Think about this
for a moment. At what point would you say that you know someone? What do you
specifically base that knowledge on? And how deep is that knowledge? Theological and
biblical studies need to answer these about Jesus.

In modernity, speculation and observation based in rationality (with a scientific
paradigm) are the primary sources of knowledge. Evangelical Christians (namely neo-
evangelicals) in the twentieth century applied this methodology to the theological task.
Postmodernity challenges modernism’s assumptions and practices and contends that
knowledge is not disembodied (reduced), therefore must be situated to understand its
human shaping. This contextualizing is limited, however, and tends not to engage a
relational process, thus in effect reducing the source of knowledge to its relative human
shaping (which has its own biases and limitations, however embodied). While this
approach certainly dispels the illusions of a modern quantitative method, it is inadequate
for biblical knowledge of God.

Underlying modernist thinking from the Enlightenment, as well as much theology
in earlier church tradition, is an interpretive framework acquired from ancient Greek
philosophy. The early Greek development of personal freedom or agency (the sense that
they were in charge of their own lives and free to act as they chose), accompanied by a
strong sense of individual identity (arguably originating individualism), and their practice
of objective thought and inquiry for the pursuit of knowledge based on rationality and
logic were basic to their framework. This interpretive framework, for example, analyzed
the person in isolation separate from others (thus without relational context) and reduced
the person to properties by which to categorize the person on the basis of its abstracted
attributes—e.g., Plato’s dualistic embodied-immaterial view of the person. Using this
approach to God in the theological task or biblical exegesis has constrained God in a
quantitative box, limiting the what and who we can know of God. Furthermore, in
Western thinking this framework assumes that what underlies the individual are the
common notions of freedom and independence in self-autonomy and self-determination;
this removes the person from the relational process which gives primacy to relationship.?

2 Greek and Hebrew word studies used in this study are taken from the following sources: Horst Balz,
Gerhard Schreider, eds., Exegetical Dictionary of the New Testament, 3 vols. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,
1990); Colin Brown, ed., The New International Dictionary of New Testament Theology, 3 vols. (Grand
Rapids: Zondervan, 1975); R. Laid Harris, Gleason L. Archer, Jr., Bruce Waitke, eds., Theological
Wordbook of the Old Testament, 2 vols. (Chicago: Moody Press, 1980); Gerhard Kittel, ed., Theological
Dictionary of the New Testament, 10 vols. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1974) W.E. Vine, Vine’s Expository
Dictionary of Old and New Testament Words (New Jersey: Fleming H. Revell Co., 1981); Spiros
Zodhiates, ed., Hebrew-Greek Key Word Study Bible (Chattanooga: AMG Publ., 1996).

® For an expanded discussion on the origins of Western thinking and its differences with Easterners, see
Richard E. Nisbet, The Geography of Thought: How Asians and Westerners Think Differently...and Why
(New York: Free Press, 2003).



What does this interpretive framework do to our understanding of God, as well as the
person and the church?

The issue remains in the significant difference between truly knowing someone or
only knowing something about someone. The source of any so-called knowledge of God
will be either from human reason or God’s revelation, though not to exclude some
interaction between them. God’s self-revelation is knowledge embodied in the
incarnation of the Son (Jn 12:45,46; 14:9, 2 Cor 4:6), which is extended by the Spirit (Jn
15:26; 16:14,15). That is, it is given in a distinct relational context with a specific
relational process; and by the nature of this, it has to be received in the specific way
compatible to that relational context and process. This necessary condition makes mere
“observation” of God’s revelation insufficient for knowledge of God—yielding
conclusions either lacking or distorted. This condition also applies to the inadequacy of
reader-response theory (readers actualize textual meaning “in front of the text” in contrast
to going “within the text” or “behind the text”), though some moderate reader-response
focus does have value, particularly regarding our perceptual-interpretive framework;* |
will approach the text integrating all three (within, in front of, behind) positions to further
engage this relational context and process. Yet, engaging the whole of the biblical text
necessarily involves epistemic humility signifying that knowing God is contingent on the
relational initiative of God’s grace. Any knowledge of God disconnected from this
relational context and process becomes disembodied, thus reduced to information which
at best is only knowing something about God and which most likely serves as
epistemological illusion for faith.

To know Jesus beyond information about him, to truly know the who, what and
how of his person, requires involvement in the relational epistemic process which Jesus
vulnerably initiated with us by his self-disclosures. This is the qualitative aspects of
God’s self-revelation contained in the other Greek word for life, zoe (cf. Jn 10:10; 14:6).
Yet, this relational process of understanding is to be distinguished from Schleiermacher’s
“art of understanding” which tends to be overly subjective with its reliance on human
consciousness.”

“Sanctified Christology” will not ignore the qualitative life and practice of Jesus
and will pay attention to the primacy of the relational context and process communicated
in and by his person. Yet, how well we “listen” in this relational epistemic process will
depend on a shift (notably redemptive change) from a quantitative interpretive framework
(focused on secondary matter, e.g., on the outer-in attributes, examples, even teachings of
Jesus, plus other issues “behind the text”) to a qualitative interpretive framework (which
does not ignore the quantitative but gives primary focus to the inner-out aspects of the
whole person and relationships). This does not reduce the process to focusing primarily
on the listener/interpreter “in front of the text,” nor to the limited issue of the meaning
and role of language—though communication is fundamental to the relational process.

* For a summary discussion of “Reader-Response Criticism,” see Robin Perry in Kevin J. Vanhoozer, ed.,
Dictionary for Theological Interpretation of the Bible (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2005), 658-661.

® For a brief description of Schleiermacher’s position in modern hermeneutics, see Anthony C. Thiselton,
“Biblical studies and theoretical hermeneutics” in John Barton, ed., The Cambridge Companion to Biblical
Interpretation (Cambridge: Cambridge Press, 1998), 95-113; Thiselton, A Concise Encyclopedia of the
Philosophy of Religion (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2002), 129-130, 277-278.



This shift to a qualitative perceptual-interpretive framework is not without
difficulty (both intellectually and emotionally) since the prevailing lenses operating in the
world (the West especially) are focused on secondary matter and occupy us (even to our
enslavement) with elements of bios (such as duration, manner, means and situation, in
which we make investment). Reducing life from zoe to bios, reducing the whole person
from the inner out (signified by the importance of the heart) to the outer in (e.g., focusing
only on Jesus’ teachings or behavioral examples), reducing the primacy of relationships
and intimate involvement (both with God and others) to secondary activity and occupying
space together are the ontological simulations and epistemological illusions of
reductionism.® Unless we contend with reductionism—individually in our lives and
corporately in church practice and the Christian academy—we will have ongoing
difficulty shifting to a qualitative perceptual-interpretive framework. Consequently, I
want to emphasize clearly at the beginning of this study: reductionism presents a
formidable challenge to a relational epistemic process in general and to a complete
Christology of Jesus’ life and practice in particular. Thus reductionism will be addressed
ongoingly throughout this study, in particular its epistemological illusions and
ontological simulations as well as the reductionist substitutes in our life and practice.

What Job learned illustrates these competing processes to understanding and
knowing God (see Job 42:1-6; cf. also Samuel’s experience, 1 Sam 16:1-13). In trying to
explain his frustrating circumstances, Job misspoke about his understanding of God (Job
34:35; 35:16). God responded: “Who is this that darkens [hasak, obscures] my counsel
[esah, plan, purpose] with words without knowledge [da’at, understanding]?” (Job 38:2).
(Speaking for the other person without really understanding that person could describe
much of biblical studies.) In realizing that, Job confessed “Surely | spoke of things I did
not understand, things too wonderful [pala, denoting beyond] for me to know” (42:3);
and he learned how his speculations reduced the transcendent God and obscured God’s
involvement with him as well as God’s purpose for the big picture.

When God engaged Job further “Listen now, and | will speak” (42:4), God
challenged him to deeper relationship for this epistemic process. Job had to turn from his
reductionist interpretative framework in order to enter this relational epistemic process
with God, and then to “listen” to God with a qualitative framework. In doing so, Job
opened his person to God to receive God’s self-revelation. Moving beyond the limits of
the quantitative (see Job 26:14) and of “my ears had heard of you” (42:5), Job made
relational connection with God resulting in the qualitative conclusion to truly understand
God more intimately—"“but now my eyes have seen you” (42:5). This is the relational
outcome of epistemic humility.

What Job learned also teaches us how perspectives about God become
reductionist when: (1) they are not based on God’s self-revelation, and/or (2) our
perceptual-interpretive framework limits (or reduces) God’s revelation—for example, not
letting Jesus be his whole person and speak for himself. This further demonstrates that
there is a direct correlation between how well we will know God (“face to face”) and the
perceptual-interpretive framework we function with in our life and practice (cf. 2 Cor
4:4,6). Our study of Jesus’ sanctified life and practice increasingly will make this matter

® Reductionism tries to make the whole of something more simple than it really is by reducing its
complexity to only its smaller components (or secondary aspects) and, in turn, uses those aspects to
determine/define the whole of something, thus diminishing or minimalizing its integrity.



imperative as an issue for change—redemptive change (where the old dies and the new is
raised in its place).

Luke recounts, along with Matthew’s Gospel (Mt 11:25), that in a moment of
leaping or dancing for joy Jesus exalted “I praise you, Father, Lord of heaven and earth,
because you have hidden these things from the wise and learned, and revealed them to
little children. Yes, Father, for this was your good pleasure” (Lk 10:21). Jesus was not
suggesting God’s revelation was selectively given to only certain persons, and thus not
available to all. He was referring to knowing and understanding God’s self-revelation,
which is grasped not as observers (however astute) but in the relational context and
process. And he reminded his disciples how blessed they were to be receiving God’s
disclosures in this vulnerable relationship (Lk 10:22,23).

The “little children” (nepios), about whom Jesus was so excited, is a metaphor for
a whole person: an unassuming person merely being whom God created—with a heart
open and involved, a mind free and adaptable to the improbable (i.e., able to go outside of
the box). More specifically, this “child-person” functions by using the mind simply in the
likeness of the triune God, compatible with the holy God’s qualitative distinction from
the function of the common. Thus, this child-person’s mind does not function apart from
the heart in order to be vulnerably present with one’s whole person and intimately
involved in God’s relational context and process for the relational epistemic process
necessary to know the whole of God. Moreover, while the mind of a child is considered
immature and undeveloped according to common terms, this is a metaphor for the
function of a perceptual-interpretive framework which is unrestricted by predispositions
and biases. As our mind grows in development, we also put on different lenses which
tend to become more and more restricting, in effect reductionist (e.g., imagination,
creativity, spontaneity decrease). This ironic development describes “the wise and
learned,” who, as Jesus directly implied, depend on their rationality (sophos and synetos)
without epistemic humility; and thus they fail to function as a whole person necessary by
nature to engage the relational epistemic process to receive God’s self-disclosures and
know the whole of God in relationship together as experiential truth (to be discussed
shortly).

This functional distinction between the whole “child-person” and the reduced
“wise and learned” is crucial to grasp in the function of the Christian academy and the
practice of the church. What are the implications of this for biblical and theological
studies, for seminary education, or even for conventional church Bible study? What is the
significance of this in the epistemic process to know the transcendent and holy God and,
most importantly, its significance for ongoing relationship with the whole of God
embodied in Jesus?

Our discussion must take seriously Jesus’ declaration because, as we will
discover, this is more about the life and practice of his followers in relationship than
about the “wise and learned”—notably those who speculate about theology (“from
below”) and/or formulate practice only on their terms (which in effect is “bottom-up
causation”).” This course will not lead us to fideism (the claim that Christian belief is
contrary to reason) but rather submits in epistemic humility the whole person to engage

" For a philosophical discussion of how modern practices have influenced theology, see Nancey Murphy,
The Nordenhang Lectures 2003, Theology in a Postmodern Age, 2™ revised edition (Czech Republic:
International Baptist Theological Seminary, 2003).



compatibly in the relational context and process by which Jesus’ vulnerable disclosures
of God are revealed. The relational outcome of involvement in this relational process is
knowing and understanding the triune God made accessible in the incarnation. And
Jesus’ sanctified life and practice is the basis for involving us further and deeper in this
relationship.

The Basis of This Study

In Jesus’ summary prayer interceding on behalf of all his followers, he tells his
Father: “I have brought you glory on earth by completing the work you gave me to do....I
have revealed you to those whom you gave me” (Jn 17:4,6). “Revealed” can have either
of two senses depending on the Greek word used: to merely exhibit the object revealed
(apokalypto), or to extend this further to address those to whom the revelation is made
(phaneroo). This is an important difference we need to grasp because this has functional
implications.

Jesus did not merely exhibit the Father but disclosed him in the relational process
with his followers (phaneroo, as Jesus prayed here). Certainly Jesus apokalypto the triune
God and fully exegetes the Father (exegeomai in Jn 1:18). Yet more importantly,
phaneroo completes the purpose for God’s self-disclosure in the incarnation of the Son,
mediated by the Spirit, as the relational process only for intimately participating in and
knowing the life (zoe) of God: “Now this is eternal life: that they may know you, the only
true God, and Jesus Christ, whom you have sent” (Jn 17:3); “I have made you known to
them, and will continue to make you known in order that the love you have for me may
be in them and that | myself may be in them” (17:26). Simply stated, God’s revelation
communicates relational messages to us from the whole of God as Trinity for the sole
purpose of intimate relationship together as family, God’s family.

All communication has not only a content aspect but also a relationship aspect
which helps us understand the significance of the content of communication. In these
relational messages, which are usually implied, a person conveys something about one’s
self, about one’s view of the other person and/or about their relationship together. These
relational messages qualify the content aspect. As these relational messages are received
and understood, there is a deeper basis for knowing that person and a better grasp of how
to respond back.? The application of this process to the dynamics of Jesus’ vulnerable life
and practice will take us further and deeper into the purpose of God’s disclosures.

In the biblical narratives, the story of Jesus takes us further than history and mere
information about God. While being historical event, the incarnation (beyond merely the
manger) takes us deeper as God’s being, nature and presence—the functional sum of
God’s glory (Jn1:14)—are made vulnerable to us in who and what God is. This is not for
information to categorize in propositional truths and to fragment in systematic theologies
but for intimate relationship together (Jn 17:22). As communicative act in and for this
relational context, God also engages this relational process such that this makes the total
of who, what and how God is accountable to us—all for, within and by relationship.

8 For the conceptual dynamics of human communication, see Paul Watzlawick, Janet Helmick Beavin,
Don D. Jackson, Pragmatics of Human Communication: A Study of Interactional Patterns, Pathologies,
and Paradoxes (New York: W.W. Norton, 1967).



Accountability is a popular buzzword in current church practices, particularly for
small groups, yet with mixed motivations and outcomes. A main reason for this is that
accountability often is not practiced in a reciprocal relational process involving
necessarily being vulnerable to each other. Yet, God in self-revelation is accountable to
us based on the life and practice of Jesus who initiated vulnerable self-disclosures only
for relationship, intimate relationship together. In this specific relational context, the
manner in which Jesus came was “full of grace and truth” (Jn 1:14).

In the OT the psalmist asks God for “your light and your truth” in order to lead
him to where God is—not just to a holy place where God dwells but to God himself (Ps
43:3). The Hebrew term for truth (emet) denotes God’s faithfulness, that is, one you can
count on to be who and what he is (cf. with righteousness). This provides us with the
relational function of truth.

In the NT there is a strategic shift of God’s presence from a place (e.g., his
dwelling in the tabernacle in the OT) to the vulnerable incarnation of God’s glory (the
functional being, nature and presence of God) directly in Jesus (“who is the image of
God...the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Christ,” 2 Cor 4:4,6). God not
only sent light but came in person as the Light (Jn 1:4; 3:19; 12:46), “full of grace and
truth” (the OT often renders these terms in combination as “covenant/steadfast love and
faithfulness,” cf. Ps 25:10; 40:10, Prov 16:6). The Light emits who and what God is
particularly in qualitative difference in contrast to darkness. Truth functions in the Light
because it reflects who and what God is; that is, truth always points and leads to God, just
as the psalmist asked (Jn 3:21).

“Full of grace and truth” (covenant love and faithfulness) are not mere static
attributes of Jesus’ substance. This is the Christ. As the Messiah he is the covenant
extension and fulfillment of God’s promise and thematic action to restore his creation to
the wholeness of the whole of God.” Thus “grace and truth” functionally are relational
expressions of God’s righteousness—the who, what and how of God—and functionally
serve to relationally extend what God began at the first creation and fulfills in the new
creation, along with the Spirit, for eschatological relational conclusion. When not
reduced, the whole Truth illuminates this relational context and process. Truth, as
incarnated by Jesus, serves this relational purpose and functions for this specific
relational process by being the embodiment of “the One and Only” we can count on to
truly be who and what he is (Jn1:14,18). Jesus tried to explain his purpose of truth to
Pilate, but he only responded back from a Greek philosophical framework reducing the
issue to an abstract “What is truth?” (Jn 18:37,38).

Jesus’ self-disclosure as the Truth (Jn 14:6; cf. the relational significance of Jn
8:31,32, to be discussed in Chapter 3) reveals that the only significance for the truth is for
relationship—specifically relationship to the Father (Jn 12:45), who can be known only
in redeemed relationship (cf. Jn 8:33-36). God’s revelation and truth, therefore, are only
for this relationship, not for information to formalize and thus “dwell” in propositions and
doctrine, effectively as if in a place (temple or shrine). The latter project is static and
tends to become an end for ourselves; though the intention contains God, its function
constrains God.

° For a more extensive discussion on this wholeness of God, see my overlapping study, The Person, the
Trinity, the Church: the Call to Be Whole and the Lure of Reductionism (Wholeness Study, 2006), online at
http://www.4X12.0rg.



The influence of modernity has skewed the focus dominantly on formulating
propositional truths as foundational knowledge and beliefs. Postmodernity rejects any
foundational scheme (or metanarrative) and looks more to experience in each human
situation—not formulating propositions—as the basis for knowing and forming beliefs. |
suggest what is needed to respond to the deficiencies of both is engagement in what can
be called experiential truth. While propositional truth may have rational and objective
basis, it is functionally static and primarily quantitative information, that is, reductionist
knowledge, and thus has no qualitative significance for the whole person and the
relationships necessary to be whole. For experiential truth to have validity and be
reliable, it has to be more than the subjective—that is, be embodied only in oneself or in
one’s community—as practiced in postmodernity. Thus, experiential truth must also have
an objective basis; yet this objective basis cannot be functionally static (like that from
modernity) but must be dynamic functionally for this knowledge to be beyond
reductionism. What takes us beyond both reductionism and oneself?

For experiential truth to have a dynamic objective basis means that experiential
truth must involve a relational epistemic process, where truth is beyond oneself as
“subject” and is found in the Other as “object,” yet who is also known (experienced) as
Subject in relationship. The only process that makes this a rational reality without
reductionism, yet experiential beyond oneself, is a relational process in the specific
relational context initiated by the Other; a context initiated by oneself for the Other
remains subjective without objective basis. Truth becomes dynamic functionally when
truth is for relationship. And the experience of this truth has objective basis when the
object of truth, the Other, engaged in relationship is the historical person (of the biblical
narratives), Jesus the Truth, who as Subject vulnerably disclosed himself to us.

Experiential truth is based in relationship with this person Jesus the Truth
vulnerably revealed, who as the Way also reveals the relational epistemic process for
knowing the whole of God in intimate relationship, and who also as the Life (zoe, not
bios) redeems us for this qualitative difference of life together as his very own family in
communion with and in likeness of the Trinity. Thus, we need to grasp this deeper
epistemology Jesus revealed in his sanctified life and practice because his disclosures are
the basis to experience in our life and practice the deeper ontology of the new creation “in
Christ” (individually as persons, corporately as church, and both together as God’s
whole). As we will discuss, anything less becomes the epistemological illusions and
ontological simulations of reductionism.

Since Jesus’ self-disclosures are for relationship, given in the relational context
and process he initiated, these God revelations must by their nature be received in that
specific relational context and process. This then precludes our independent (“wise and
learned,” Lk 10:21) speculations and formulations of what in effect are our terms (not the
approach of a vulnerable child). Yet, while Jesus initiated this relational context and
process, the relationship is not unilateral or one-sided. This is a reciprocal relationship
which involves relational responsibilities, notably being vulnerable and accountable to
each other. Part of our relational responsibility is to fully receive and thus be accountable
for all of God’s self-revelations. This is not the observations of Jesus’ life and practice by
“the wise and learned” in measured (distant or detached) relationship. Rather this is
receiving the person Jesus with the openness of the whole person (in childlike



significance discussed earlier) and involvement in a vulnerable relationship—a reception
and response, including by the church as a whole together.

Receiving Jesus with the openness of the whole person needs to include the
exercise of the mind and the use of human reason, yet not as the prime determinant of
understanding. Since Jesus’ self-disclosures do not come in a gift package of a fully
assembled understanding of God, the whole person is relationally responsible to
vulnerably engage Jesus in all his disclosures and to fully connect them together in order
to grasp the whole of who, what and how God is. This aspect of the relational epistemic
process is described by the Greek word syniemi (to understand) denoting putting together
the various disclosures by Jesus into its whole, like putting together pieces of a puzzle for
a view of the whole picture. We need syniemi to understand the whole of Jesus in the
various pieces of his life and practice. Yet, syniemi is a function of the whole person, not
merely the mind. The importance of the heart signifying the involvement of the whole
person is defined by Jesus as fundamental for syniemi; the failure of heart function in
those who lacked syniemi described those to whom Jesus spoke in parables (Mt 13:15).

Despite the opportunities Jesus’ disciples had to receive his self-disclosures
(noted in the preceding context, Mt 13:11,16-17), syniemi did not come easily for them.
After his disciples had observed him perform various miracles and had direct experiences
with him, Jesus confronted them about their lack of understanding of him by failing to
put these pieces together (syniemi, Mk 8:17, cf. Mk 6:51,52). Later, he shared his
frustration with the disciples—*“Don’t you know me...even after | have been among you
such a long time” (Jn 14:9)—because they were not engaging him in the relational
epistemic process very well. They certainly knew loads of information about Jesus yet
they did not truly know the person.

A related word synesis (understanding, comprehension) denotes the ability to
understand concepts and see the relationships between them for a grasp of the whole.
This stated Pauline purpose (in Col 2:2,3, cf. 1:9) was defined for us to have this
understanding of the whole (synesis, v.2) in order that we would specifically know
(epignosis, not just be informed about) the full significance of the various pieces of the
mystery of God revealed in the face of Christ. Apparently even as a boy at twelve Jesus
demonstrated this synesis, which amazed those who heard him engage the teachers at the
temple (Lk 2:47). Paul claimed to have this synesis (Eph 3:4) but only as an outcome of
engaging the relational epistemic process from Jesus with the Spirit (Gal 1:12, Eph
3:3,5), not by mere human reason. Yet, not all synesis activity is meaningful. While
defending the significance of the cross of Jesus the Christ, Paul reminds us that some
synesis is fruitless—notably the insight of the rationalists (1 Cor 1:19-21). This suggests
that synesis from a reductionist interpretive framework determined merely by human
reason results in only epistemological illusions of the whole. While this may have some
usefulness in particulate matters (e.g., in science), it is insufficient for understanding the
whole.

Synesis is not the practice of “the wise and the learned.” It is the necessary option
of all who vulnerably seek to know and understand God, and thus the relational
responsibility for which all Jesus’ followers are accountable. Yet, since this relational
responsibility is our reciprocal relational response, it is not to be undertaken apart from
the relationship. That is, synesis, syniemi, or any other interpretive response, must be
engaged in ongoing dialogue with God. Functionally this means the reading,
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interpretation (exegesis) and involvement with Scripture must always be engaged with
the Holy Spirit who mediates the relationship (Jn 14:26; 15:26; 16:13-15). Our relational
responsibility only defines the reciprocal relational work ongoingly engaged together
with the Spirit, and thus the Spirit’s presence and function are certainly not to be
forgotten, diminished or minimalized in this relational process. Such involvement also
means that the Spirit needs to be pursued as the ultimate determiner for knowing and
understanding God, which includes transforming our response for the new creation, as
our study will discuss.

As Jesus is received and responded to with this involvement in relationship, what
will emerge increasingly in this study is the following. Jesus is the most significant basis
for knowing and understanding God, both theologically and functionally. This basis is
most significant in two ways, which have a sequential sense as well as a reflexive sense:

1. Jesus provides the hermeneutical key that opens the ontological door through
which the Spirit informs us of the triune God.

2. Jesus also provides the functional key that opens the relational door to the
ontology of the whole of God, the necessary way through which the Spirit
transforms us to intimate relationship with the Father bonded together as the
whole of God’s family (church and new creation) constituted in the Trinity.

These two keys Jesus provides need to be understood as both theological and functional
since these aspects should always remain together—though being functional has often not
been part of the theological task.

We will need to grasp in this study how the person is seen, related to and involved
in the relationships of the whole of God throughout God’s self-disclosures in Jesus’
sanctified life and practice. This will help piece together the who and what of the whole
of God, which will then engage by what and how the whole of God does relationships. To
reduce, diminish, or minimalize any of this has relational consequences, which this study
will examine.

The biblical interpretations for this study then necessarily must be theological.
This could be problematic if one’s interpretation is dominated by an existing theology
one brings to the Bible, particularly to the Word embodied. While no one is without
theological presuppositions, how we use them is crucial. We can be chastened in this
engagement with the following perspective: theology should not be the task of
systematically informing us about God but about establishing the coherence of God’s
self-revelation vulnerably extended to us for relationship, so that we can intimately know
the triune God and experience life together as the whole of God’s family in likeness of the
Trinity.

As the hermeneutical and functional keys, Jesus’ self-disclosures open up and
take us to the Father (Jn 1:18; 14:6; 17:6), and thus to the whole of God, the Trinity. This
is not static information but dynamically functional to “dwell with” us for relationship
with the Trinity (Jn 14:23, cf. Rom 8:15), and to “dwell in” us as God’s family together
(Jn 17:21-23,26, cf. Eph 2:22). Jesus engages us in this distinct trinitarian relational
context and process which intimately involves us in this relational progression to the
whole of God—a relational progression which involves us further and deeper into
relational communion with the Trinity. To stop in this relational progression to focus
mainly on Jesus is to become non-biblically christocentric, thus not “dwelling with and
in” the Trinity.
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Basing this theological and functional whole in Jesus’ self-disclosures is both a
necessary and sufficient process to formulate a complete Christology (without reduction)
functional for the whole of our life and practice. This Christology does not function
simply to inform our life and practice but to transform us to “the image of his Son” as
family together (Rom 8:29). Therefore, the vulnerable life and practice of the person
Jesus are the necessary keys to this study; and this Christology (without being overly
christocentric) becomes the primary theological starting point, while vitally integrated
with a relationally functional pneumatology (discussed in chapter nine), from which
emerges: a full soteriology (including not only saved from but more so saved to,
discussed in chapter six), an ecclesiology of the whole (without reductionist substitutes,
discussed in chapter eight), a missiology predicated on the whole (thus deepening
missions, discussed in chapter seven), an eschatology of relational conclusion of this
relational progression (not events about the Kingdom, discussed in chapter ten), and the
related aspects of each of these. All the above theological areas converge to serve as
functions of the whole of God’s thematic action, which integrates our discussion, thus
providing the necessary theological coherence for our life and practice to function with,
in and for the whole of God.

Theology, then, and all interpretations of Scripture related to it need to converge
and to be dynamically functional. For theology, and its interpretations, to function
dynamically and not be reduced, it must engage the trinitarian relational context of family
and needs to involve the trinitarian relational process of family love—just as Jesus
incarnated vulnerably in his sanctified life and practice, full of grace and truth (covenant
love and faithfulness).

For a functional theology to give coherence to all the theological aspects of Jesus’
self-disclosures in our discussion to follow, | suggest this working definition:

Christian theology is the biblically informed study of God providing the

context and process for practice to intimately know the whole of God

constituted in the Trinity, thus functionally reflecting the vulnerable

disclosure of Jesus as the Way, the Truth and the Life—the relational Way

for the deeper epistemological Truth to experience the ontological Life of

the whole of the triune God.

As the basis for this study, this is the door Jesus opens to the whole of God
through which we (individually and corporately as the church) must enter together with
the Spirit in order to be Jesus’ followers (in relational progression) as the new creation in
the eschatological plan of the whole of God. For this purpose Jesus sanctified himself in
vulnerable life and practice in order that we too may be truly sanctified in our life and
practice.

The Purpose of This Study

We must be aware of not reducing the theology of sanctification to a static
attribute by which to categorize a person in a condition or identity as “holy.” This is not
the purpose of this study, nor its direction. The process of a person or some aspect of that
person being sanctified implies undergoing a significant change. What this change
involves directs us to the purpose of Jesus’ sanctified life and practice; and the
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significance of his purpose always directs us to relationship—first and foremost with the
whole of God, then with the whole of each other together as the church and the new
creation, and then with the whole of all creation.

When the Word became flesh, the glory of the One and Only, who was made
vulnerable to us, is his divine-human person. His disclosures as both Divine as well as
human are for relationship, yet involve different aspects of the dynamics of relationship.
On the one hand, this second Person of the Trinity communicated directly to us “in the
face of Christ,” and the triune God is disclosed vulnerably by “Christ who is the image of
God” (2 Cor 4:4,6)—relationally disclosing who, what and how God is, all for the
purpose of relationship together. While the humanity of Jesus is certainly involved in this
relational action from God, there is another aspect of this relational dynamic necessary to
understand to complete the whole function of his divine-human person, and thus the
purpose for Jesus’ sanctified life and practice.

Since God’s revelation and truth are for relationship, what God communicates and
discloses is never for unilateral relationship and to be merely received by us. For this
specific relational process to be fully engaged and for its relational dynamic to be
complete, there must (dei by its nature, not from obligation or compulsion) be compatible
response back from us. On the other hand, then, the humanity of Jesus also enacts this
response back to God in order to both fulfill this response to replace our past failure as
well as help us understand who, what and how we now need to be; this was imperative so
that we can complete the relational dynamic necessary for ongoing relationship
together.'® In other words, the humanity of Jesus also functions to become that necessary
response back to God to complete the relationship (“sanctify myself”) in order that we
can respond back to God in the same way. Yet, merely following Jesus” example/model
is not sufficient response back to God because the Father wants us “to conform
[symmorphos, be together with in form] to the image [eikon] of his Son” (Rom 8:29),
“who is the image of God” (2 Cor 4:4). The Father does not divide the divine-human
person Jesus; he is wholly Son. And how the Son responded to and involved himself with
the Father in the Trinity is also the response the Father expects us to conform to in
relationship together as family in the whole of God. Therefore, the Father’s relational
imperative to us: “Listen to my Son” (Mt 17:5).

“Sanctified Christology” is specialized in its focus on Jesus’ function in fulfilling
this relational purpose for us. By his sanctified life and practice declared in his formative
family prayer (Jn 17:19), Jesus does the relational work necessary to constitute his
followers (and their relational response back) in the specific relational context and
process of the whole of God. The whole of God disclosed is both triune and holy, thus
Jesus is constituting us both in the relationship together necessary to be whole (in
communion with the life of the Trinity and in likeness of the practice of the Trinity) as
well as in the function of this relationship together only on God’s terms (holy and
Uncommon, thus nonnegotiable and irreducible).

To be constituted in this specific relational context and process of the whole of
God, then, is for all Jesus’ followers (both individually and together as church) to
function in the trinitarian relational context of family and the trinitarian relational process
of family love. This is life and practice on God’s terms, sanctified “from above”; and this

19 For a similar examination of this relationship but from a conceptual perspective of dialogic process, see
Alistair MacFadyen The Call to Personhood (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990) 45-47.

13



must be clearly distinguished from life and practice of relationship with God on our
terms, reduced “from below,” however unintentional or inadvertent. This involves the
need for change—redemptive change.

In the vulnerable incarnation of the Son, Jesus’ sanctified life and practice
provides us with the irreducible trinitarian relational context in which this relationship
needs to take place; and by engaging God in it Jesus also constitutes us in the
nonnegotiable trinitarian relational process by which this relationship needs to function.
Therefore, Jesus’ sanctified life and practice is sufficient for us to understand how God
does relationship and what our response in relationship with God needs to be; and, further
and deeper, grasping Jesus’ sanctified life and practice and embracing him in it is
necessary to experience this relationship as a functional reality and experiential truth.
“Sanctified Christology” integrates Jesus’ sanctified life and practice to be functional
dynamically for practice—not to do something as his mere disciples but to be the Father’s
very own in relationship together in the whole of God’s family.

In constituting his followers in relationship only on God’s terms, Jesus is not so
much focused on defining a position vis-a-vis human culture, though functioning on
God’s terms will certainly result in such a position(s),** which will be discussed in
chapter seven. More importantly, rather than his followers being primarily defined by
human contextualization, Jesus establishes the ontology of their primary identity (who,
what and how they are) in the holy and triune God. Sanctified life and practice emerges
from Jesus’ divine context, not our human context—though it certainly is involved into
the human context and for the human condition. The whole of this process involves
Jesus’ “call to be whole,” which then defines and is conjoined with his commission to be
sent not merely to the world but into (eis, as Jesus prayed, Jn 17:18) the world—that is,
“sent to be whole” to be relationally involved into the world for the world to know and to
experience the whole of God (as Jesus further prayed, Jn 17:21-23), to be discussed in
later chapters.

In response to the Father’s desires (Rom 8:29), by conforming to the likeness of
his Son, and thus the image of God, we start to function in the who, what and how of the
image of God in which we were created. As our discussion will unfold, we need Jesus’
sanctified life and practice to define, direct and enable our response back to God to
complete the relational dynamic for the intimate relational outcome Jesus continues on to
ask of the Father in his formative family prayer (hear Jn 17:20-26). The fulfillment of this
prayer is the functional purpose of this study.

This will necessarily involve: redefining how we tend to see the person and how
we define ourselves; reprioritizing relationships and refocusing the prevailing way we do
relationships; which then makes imperative reforming our conventional practices of
discipleship, reworking our ecclesiology and transforming how we do church;
consequently, deepening our missiology and making our mission whole. These are issues
requiring redemptive change which we can expect to confront us in Jesus’ sanctified life
and practice, and therefore can anticipate our need to address in the discussion ahead.
And the Spirit is present to relationally work with us through each step to its completion.

There is also an auxiliary yet secondary purpose this study may possibly serve.
The relational epistemic process used in this study to engage Jesus’ sanctified life and

1 For a discussion on various positions in relation to human culture, see H. Richard Niebuhr Christ and
Culture (San Francisco: Harper Collins, 2001).
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practice might also be considered a “theological interpretation of Scripture.” In his
introduction to theological interpretation, Kevin Vanhoozer defines such reading of
Scripture simply as coming to hear God’s word and to know God better.*? If the reading
in this study truly engages this process, then God will be heard and responded to.
Vanhoozer goes on to say: “The strongest claim to be made for theological interpretation
is that only such reading ultimately does justice to the subject matter of the text itself.

... To read the biblical texts theologically is to read the texts as they wish to be read, and
as they should be read in order to do them justice.”** If the reading which follows fulfills
this relational epistemic process, then this study will serve to help close the modern gap
between biblical studies and theology—the fragmentation both between and within these
disciplines. Such fragmentation is reflective of reductionism and the relational condition
“to be apart” from the whole of God (cf. Gen 2:18), to which God’s thematic action since
creation has responded, acting ultimately in the vulnerable incarnation of Jesus’
sanctified life and practice.

The Structure of This Study

While God’s thematic action since creation and throughout the incarnation have a
distinct flow and common direction, this study of Jesus will not have a linear direction
(e.g., from the manger to the Cross) to give it a sequential format; nor will it have a
systematic organization (e.g., of different aspects of Jesus’ life or teachings). Yet this
study does have a necessary relational progression in which Jesus’ sanctified life and
practice takes his followers.™ This relational progression will provide the implicit
structure of what follows.

Nevertheless, as in the nature of relationships, relationship is reflexive (going
back and forth between the subjects in give and take, even up and down or in and out) but
never merely linear; and a systematic relationship would not have the qualitative
significance to be whole much less be a satisfying experience, though such a relationship
is easier to control and maintain a comfort level of vulnerability. Linear and systematic
relationships are reductions of God’s design and purpose for relationships. And we
cannot impose these frameworks on the main issues of his practice to be discussed: (1)
the who, what and how Jesus presented of his Self, (2) the quality of his communication,
and (3) the depth level of relationship Jesus engaged. These issues do not emerge in
linear or systematic fashion.

The reflexive nature of relationships will reflect the course of our discussion in
this study: not linear or systematic, going back and forth, with certain matters being
repeated not only for emphasis but due to their recurring involvement in the relational
context and process to help us understand in particular what is important to God. | hope
this reflexive interaction will become evident in the progression of this study, and that
any lack of linear and systematic structure will not be a source of distraction or

12" Vanhoozer, ed. Dictionary for Theological Interpretation of the Bible, (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic,
2005), 19-25.

B bid., 22.

" For a full discussion of this relational progression, see my study The Relational Progression: A
Relational Theology of Discipleship (Discipleship Study, 2004), online at http://www.4X12.0rg.
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confusion. In addition, when | discuss a narrative, | will often use the present tense
instead of the past tense—and at times both in the same context. This is intentional to
help us be more involved in an action, not merely historical observers. As we all work
cooperatively with the Spirit in this relational process, | anticipate Jesus and the Spirit
will take us further and deeper in our life and practice, individually and together as his
church—maybe even more so than we would desire.

While the existing gap between biblical studies and theology needs to be closed,
more urgently the connection lacking between theology and/or biblical studies and
church practice needs to be fully reestablished. Church leaders are often left “on hold”
with little (or no) understanding of these disciplines’ application, or even relevance, for
real life and practice. This disconnection happens routinely when theological engagement
distances itself from church practice by not insuring that theology/biblical interpretation
is functional—dynamically functional in the relational context and process of the church,
which then by its nature must be trinitarian as the Trinity functions in the whole of God.
Any reductions of this relational context and process, which are necessary for connection
both with God and with each other, render theology to epistemological illusions and
church practice to ontological simulations—both overlapping in the sum of the
substitutes from reductionism.

The wholeness of function in likeness of the Trinity must (dei, again, by its
nature, not out of obligation or compulsion) find its outworking in the life and practice of
the church. This is who, what and how we are together when our life and practice
functions in the relationships necessary to be whole, the whole of God’s family.

To serve this purpose and help us function in actual church practice both within
the church itself and in its surrounding context, as well as into the world, the discussion
in each chapter of this study will include a section specifically toward meeting this
functional purpose. This involves directly integrating our theology to function
dynamically in church life and practice. How we do church and who does it and what we
do church for are basic to who, what and how we are as Jesus’ followers, and thus are
crucial to what follows in this study.

Moreover, every aspect that has been touched on or referred to in this Introduction
will be included in this conversation on the theological and functional implications of the
whole of the Word—uwith the hopeful conclusion for wholeness in theology and practice.
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Chapter 1 The Person Presented

The presentation of one’s self in everyday life can be understood as a composite
process shaping the person presented as the result of two influences from (1) the person’s
surrounding context and (2) how that person desires to be seen by others in those
contexts.! There is likely tension between these two until a person establishes an identity
compatible to the surrounding context. The person Jesus presented certainly was not
immune to those influences and that tension. Yet how much these two sources of
influence shaped the Self in the presentation of Jesus remains for many a christological
problem. I will not directly address that problem but will attempt to exegete the biblical
narratives for the person Jesus presents in his life and practice.

In this chapter the primary issue of how his person is to be defined emerges to
help us address the fundamental issue of what defines our person. This critical issue of
the ontology of the person underlies the first of three major issues for all practice:

1. the significance of the self presented, along with

2. the quality of one’s communication and

3. the depth level of relationship one engages.

These are issues of importance throughout this study.

The Emerging Person

Revisiting Jesus as a boy at the temple (see Lk 2:41-52, and our earlier discussion
on synesis), we get our initial glimpse of his self and what shaped the person he
presented. Just prior to entering adulthood (beginning at thirteen in Jewish culture), this
boy of twelve emerged in an improbable manner as a person distinct from his
sociocultural, religious, kinship group, household and parental contexts. This is not to say
that Jesus’ identity formation was independent of those influences but to establish that his
person was not defined by them.

When Jesus’ parents finally realized he was missing from their caravan returning
home from Jerusalem, they went back to find him at the temple. This boy was AWOL
(absent without leave/permission), and his parents clearly let him know what was custom
and legitimately expected of him (v.48). Yet, while respecting them and affirming his
involvement in their surrounding context (v.51), Jesus simply asked them the questions
(maybe in rabbinic tradition as a method for further knowledge and understanding):
“Why were you searching for me? Didn’t you know | had to be in my Father’s house?”
(v.49). Hearing “had to be in my Father’s house” probably was shocking to them—
especially for Joseph in a normative patriarchal family. Thus it would be reasonable that
“they did not understand...” (syniemi, v.50)—after all, at this stage they had insufficient
pieces to put together to grasp the person Jesus presented (cf. Jn 2:1-5, to be discussed

' For a classic social psychological study to help understand the latter part of this process, see Erving
Goffman, The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life (New York: Doubleday Anchor Books, 1959).
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shortly). And apparently Jesus was patiently accommodating of them since he didn’t
press the issue, at least at this stage (cf. v.51 and later in Jn 2:6-8).

What they could not learn and understand of Jesus’ person, however, we can
grasp and be accountable for. When Jesus said “I had to be in my Father’s house,” he was
not identifying being in a certain place (like church today) nor merely defining certain
things to do (like serving has become). These easily become reductionist substitutes (cf.
Mt 21:12-16, to be discussed later). This interaction reveals that even before adulthood
Jesus asserted his person and declared who and what he is. How so?

“I had to be in my Father’s house” reveals the significance of the person presented
and discloses in part how Jesus defined himself. By declaring “I had to” (dei, must,
necessary by the nature of things) we can understand the necessity of his action because
of the nature of who and what he is. Dei is to be distinguished from opheilo which merely
denotes a debt of obligation or acting under compulsion. Opheilo may have prescribed for
Jesus his identity shaped by his surrounding context but dei reflected his whole person
based on who and what he is. Thus the nature of who and what he is by necessity defined
for Jesus how to be distinct from primary determination by human contexts. With his
declaration “I had to be” (eimi, to be, verb of existence and a copula connecting subject
and predicate) we have a clear sense of this emerging person—a person who had to be his
true self regardless of other contextualizing influences and pressures. And if the use of
eimi as a verb of existence also has the sense of ginomai (to be, begin to be, enter into a
state of being), this provides us with the ontology of the person Jesus presented and
personhood he practiced.

Further, “to be” (eimi as a copula) also connects Jesus’ person to the context
which did define him: “to be in my Father’s house.” The temple (or church) is not a mere
place but represents where God dwells intimately for relationship together (Jn 14:23, 1
Cor 3:16, Eph 2:21-22). In this disclosure Jesus addresses two critical issues about the
presentation of his person: (1) how that person is defined, and also (2) what defines that
person. How his whole person was defined was not primarily by human contextualization
(though secondary influence remained) but by a further and deeper context: “to be in”
identifies the trinitarian relational context of family. It is in this context that the main
significance of the person presented is found—making secondary the influence of all
human contexts. And what defined the person Jesus presented from this context was not
about what he did (or the role he served) but rather who he was in being in relationship
with his Father: “to be in my Father is who | am and by that nature how | must be,” to
paraphrase Jesus.

In spite of all the things Jesus did—by which we usually define him—it was this
relationship that defined him (Jn 10:38b; 14:20a; 17:21). As Jesus presented, “who his
person is” was not Joseph and Mary’s son but the Son of his Father together in the
Trinity; and “what his person is” was not defined by human contexts nor by what he did
in those contexts. To be defined primarily by human contexts and what one does in those
contexts would be the result of reductionism. Even before adulthood, in the midst of
tension with reductionist influence, the whole of Jesus’ person emerged.

Though his parents didn’t understand the person presented vulnerably before
them, we are accountable to syniemi. And the further implication of his person for the
ontology of our person and our practice of personhood is the functional need to address
the critical issues of how we are being defined and what is defining us. In the incarnation,
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the person presented is inherent to who, what and how God is and thus fundamental to
the ongoing functional purpose of Jesus’ sanctified life and practice—a person of nothing
less and no substitutes. Yet reductionism ongoingly challenged the person Jesus
presented, which we need to understand clearly before continuing.

Reductionism Made Explicit

First of all, it should be understood that reductionism is always positioned against
wholeness, the whole. It has no significance without the presence of the whole.
Reductionism thus challenges the ontology of the whole person, seeking to redefine the
person based on secondary aspects (parts) from quantitative outer-in functions such as
what the person does and has—without the qualitative significance of the heart signifying
the whole person. This reduced person then functions in ontological simulation of the
whole person and thus interacts with others (particularly God) apart from the qualitative
significance of the relationships necessary together to be whole (with the triune God). In
reductionism, the underlying assumptions of the person and of their relationships affected
in this process are based on incomplete or false understanding, which in effect are lies
serving as epistemological illusions (specifically of the Truth of God). The origin of such
lies, and thus of reductionism, is understood clearly in three pivotal interactions with “the
presence of the whole” following his baptism.

While in the desert fasting for forty days, Jesus, “full of the Holy Spirit...led by
the Spirit” (Lk 4:1, signifying the trinitarian relational context and process), is hungry
(Mt 4:2) and encounters Satan. In these three interrelated interactions (temptations, tests),
the importance of heart function for the whole person and its significance in relationship
with the whole of God definitively emerge in what are basic relational tests. Matthew’s
Gospel (4:1-11) has a different order than Luke’s (4:1-13) but we will examine Luke’s
order for its progression in this relational process.

First Relational Test:

In the first test (Lk 4:3), Satan’s reductionist approach is apparent in what he tries
to get Jesus to focus on: stones to bread. His test may appear to be about food and the
circumstance of Jesus’ hunger, or even a test of Jesus’ deity (“if you are the Son of
God...”) to prove what Satan certainly already knew. These initial words (“if you are”),
however, challenged not the factual truth of Jesus’ whole person, the certainty of which
Satan is incapable to diminish. Rather Satan’s words seek to diminish the functional
integrity of the presence of this truth by trying specifically to confuse the basis on which
Jesus defines his person. Satan ingeniously uses this moment, influenced by Jesus’
circumstances, to get at something deeper and more consequential. More implicitly then,
Satan is trying to get Jesus to see his own person in a reductionist way, which Jesus
exposes by responding: “a person [anthropos, man or woman, which implies all of us]
does not live on bread alone” (4:4).

Since the tendency is to look at Jesus’ response apart from its context, the usual
interpretation of his words is merely to prioritize the spiritual aspect of life over the
physical (material), thus inadvertently substituting dualism (e.g., from Plato) for the
whole person. That would be too simplistic and inadequate to meet the challenge of
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Satan’s test. Jesus was neither reducing the whole of life nor the person into different
aspects (parts) with the spiritual at the top of the priority list. By his use of reductionism,
however, that is exactly how Satan was trying to get Jesus to see his person and function
accordingly—which included the reduction of turning stone to bread as only a mere
quantitative miracle without the qualitative significance of the person it points to (the
purpose of miraculous signs). Satan was trying to reduce the whole of Jesus’ person to
only a part of himself because he knew the relational consequence this would have.

Satan cultivates this reductionism with the influential lie, which prevails as the
human norm today: the need and importance to see ourselves and therefore to define the
person by what we do and have, as well as to define our life and practice by situations
and circumstances. This perceptual-interpretive framework gives priority to the parts (or
aspects) of the person and relationships which functionally make up ontological
simulation and epistemological illusion. The consequence of this process becomes a life
and practice with reductionist substitutes focused on secondary matter, not the primacy of
the whole person and the relationships necessary to be whole.

When we define our person according to this lie, we also define others (including
Jesus, to be discussed shortly) in the same way. Furthermore, the truth of God is nullified
by this lie because in our life and practice we function as if God also sees us and defines
us in the same way—which will be seen shortly in relation to the Truth. As our whole
person gets reduced, our life and practice gets reduced to situations and circumstances.
When we focus on situations and circumstances, Satan effectively takes our focus away
from the primacy of relationships. Then we function in all of our relationships
(particularly with God) based on these secondary criteria instead of the importance of the
whole person and the primacy of intimate relationships.

* * *

This makes explicit the two major goals of Satan (seen initially in the creation
narrative, cf. Gen 3:1-7):

1. To reduce the whole of the person, specifically by a quantitative (outer-in) focus
on what we do and have, thus functionally separating or distancing us from the
qualitative (inner-out) importance of the heart signifying the whole person.

2. To separate or distance us from functioning in the relationships necessary to be
whole, specifically by our function without heart, thus without our whole person,
in order to diminish (or prevent) intimate involvement and deeper relationship
with God—the reduction of relationship of the whole of God.

Satan initiated reductionism for life and practice based on lies (e.g., false assumptions,
inadequate methodologies, incomplete practices), which he generates (as the author of
lies, Jn 8:44) for this twofold purpose. In Satan’s challenge of God’s whole, he uses the
process of reductionism therefore to effectively formulate two influential competing
substitutes to accomplish his goals: one, an ontological simulation of the whole of God
but without the qualitative significance of the heart, and, two, an epistemological illusion
of the truth of God but without really knowing the triune God in intimate relationship.
Consequently, Satan is ongoingly involved both in the work of reductionism as well as in

counter-relational work.
* * *
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We need to understand Satan’s main challenge to our life and practice. Yet, we
will not grasp the influence of his presence without qualitative awareness of and
relational focus on “the presence of the whole.”

Jesus connects us to the whole—for which there is no substitute—by the latter
half of his response to Satan’s first challenge: “...but on every word that comes from the
mouth of God” (recorded only in Mt 4:4). Rather than focus on situations and
circumstances to define a person’s life and limit that person, Jesus demonstrates the need
to focus relationally by sharing these words from Deuteronomy 8:3. The original OT
words were given “to teach” (yada, to understand personally, to know intimately) the
Israelites in their hearts (8:2,4) that reductionist life focuses on situations and
circumstances (parts like food in the desert), whereas, in contrast, wholeness in life
involves the relational meaning of “on every word....” These words cannot be reduced to
mere truths, propositions or beliefs, nor limited to the “spiritual” realm; that is, these
words cannot be disembodied. They are “every word that comes from the mouth of the
Lord” (8:3). “Mouth” (peh, also used as an idiom signifying direct communication with
Moses “face to face,” Num 12:8) signifies direct communication from God—a
communicative act which is in a relational context involving a relational process of
intimate connection in the same way that the incarnate Word vulnerably discloses
(phaneroo, not apokalypto) his whole person for his followers to experience as a
relational reality.

Thus the person Jesus presents to Satan in this relational test is unequivocally
making evident in his sanctified life and practice “the presence of the whole.” And as
Jesus clearly defines by these words, the whole of God constituted in the Trinity
determines (top-down causation) the whole person and the relationships in life necessary
to be whole.

Second Relational Test:

As this encounter continues, the reductionist occupation and its relational
consequence emerge in the second relational test (Lk 4:5-7). As an interrelated extension
of the first test, Satan further offers status, authority/power, privilege and possessions to
Jesus to use as a means to better define his person based on the quantitative criteria of
reductionism (used in the first test). Modern scenarios of this offer would involve areas of
education, vocation, economic security or even the “possession” of certain relationships.
Yet the pursuit of these reductionist substitutes comes with a cost that intentionally or
unintentionally compromises the integrity of who and what the person is, and thus how
that whole person functions in life and practice; this cost includes the relational
consequence of less direct qualitative involvement, and thus intimacy, with God. This
compromise and relational consequence were overtly presented to Jesus by Satan in order
for us to fully understand the reductionism intrinsic to “if you worship me” (4:7).

What is overtly presented to Jesus, however, is rarely presented as explicitly to us.
If this compromise and relational consequence underlying this pursuit of reductionist
substitutes are more obscure for us today, it reflects how Satan tweaks some truths with
another major lie: to have any of these resources will make me a better person, or at least
enable me to accomplish more—even with the intention, for example, to better serve God
and others. While there is some truth that such resources can be helpful toward this
purpose, in this process of reductionism we see the genius of Satan to blur the distinction
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between truth and lie. His influence is not accounted for when we give priority to
defining the person by secondary aspects of what one does and has over the whole
person—and consequently do not distinguish between the importance of the qualitative
and the secondary significance of the quantitative, both in our person and our
relationships.

In this second relational test, Jesus counters Satan’s challenge with “Worship the
Lord your God and serve him only” (4:8). We tend to hear his words merely as a rule of
faith, which we either perceive with only quantitative significance (e.g., in the activity of
what we do) or often take for granted with their familiarity (e.g., as an obvious
expectation or given obligation). Certainly we would worship God over Satan and
serving Satan is not an option, that is, as long as these choices are always straightforward
in our situations and circumstances, as it was for Jesus in this second test. We need to
grasp the significance of Jesus’ second response when he declared “worship” and “serve”
in this response. Because Jesus is again connecting us to the whole, he wants us to focus
relationally on the context and ongoing process these terms provide. “Worship” and
“serve” are not about “doing something” before and for God but about the qualitative
relational significance of being involved with God in intimate relationship. His response
is not about a mere rule of faith but about the relational imperative necessary for
relationship together. Jesus is defining as well as exercising the relational work necessary
to be whole in order to negate Satan’s counter-relational work that reduces both the
whole person from the heart and the intimate relationship necessary to be with the whole
of God.

Satan does not necessarily displace all the forms of worshipping and serving God,
he only substitutes their practice with ontological simulation and epistemological illusion.
He has no need to contend with these practices if they have no qualitative and relational
significance. When the qualitative whole of God (namely, God’s heart and intimately
relational nature) becomes secondary in our practice, we shift to the practice of
reductionist substitutes for the whole. While this shift may not change our activity level
related to God—»but could even increase the activity—reductionist practices invariably
create a shift in the relationship by displacing the functional centrality of God (not in
doctrine or as the object of worship and servicing) with the relationship now functionally
focused on us, that is, where the parts have priority over the whole. This becomes
increasingly an inadvertent process of practicing relationship with God on our terms,
which by implication is bottom-up causation. This is the major issue which emerges in
Jesus’ third relational test.

Third Relational Test:

These three interrelated tests in Luke’s order reveal a progression in Satan’s
counter-relational work and the comprehensive impact of reductionism. Since, at this
stage, Satan has been unable to reduce Jesus’ person by distancing him from his heart or
to divert him from intimate relationship with the Father, he now seeks to disrupt directly
how that relationship functions, though in quite the opposite way one might expect (Lk
4:9-12).

The dramatics of this scene at the highest point of the Jerusalem temple should
not detract from the important relational work going on here. Satan quotes from the
Scriptures, yet not in the convention of reductionist proof-texting (4:10,11). He uses this

22



quote (from Ps 91) to challenge Jesus to claim a promise from the Father—a proposal
suggested commonly by many in church practice. His challenge, however, is not about
building trust and taking God at his word. We have to focus deeply on relationship with
God and what Satan is trying to do to the relationship.

Jesus counters Satan with the response: “do not put the Lord your God to the test”
(ekpeirazo, test to the limits, see how far it can go, 4:12). How does this work?
Sometimes the dynamics in relationships get complicated or confusing, and Satan uses
reductionism to compound the relational process. God certainly wants to fulfills his
promises to us; yet, we must go deeper than the typical perception of this process which
puts it in a quantitative box of reductionism, thus imposing a shift on the relationship
apart from the whole of God—and the functional centrality of God. We always need the
whole (and the context of God’s big picture beyond ourself) to keep in focus that God
fulfills his promises only on God’s terms (for the big picture). If Jesus tried to evoke his
Father’s promise in the manner Satan suggested, then he would be determining the
relationship on his own terms (with the focus shifted to him). This is the real nature of
this subtle relational test Jesus refused to do and the ongoing underlying temptation Satan
presents to all of us: to test the limits of God and how much we can determine or even
control (directly or indirectly) the relationship on our terms, even unintentionally. The
false assumption here, of course, is the crucial lie, which functionally (not theologically)
pervades our life and practice: that the relationship is negotiable and that God accepts
terms for it other than his own.

These relational tests continue for Jesus in one form or another as the person he
vulnerably discloses is now further presented to others. Yet this person Jesus presents is
always whole and only for relationship, that is, on his terms. Consequently, reductionism
and its subtle influence and substitutes will also persist to challenge Jesus, even to follow
him in would-be disciples and in the early disciples themselves. Nevertheless, “the
presence of the whole” always exposes Satan’s counter-relational work intrinsic to
reductionism; and Jesus’ sanctified life and practice will clearly make evident for our life
and practice how to partake of and participate in the whole of God. Sanctified
Christology formulates the relational context and process Jesus makes imperative as his
life and practice extends out.

The Person in Practice

After his interaction in the temple at age twelve, Jesus does not reappear in the
biblical narratives until well into adulthood at around age thirty. This may suggest that he
was isolated prior to that; perhaps this is true in terms of certain roles and functions he
performed in his public ministry. Yet we do have indication that during this period he
continued to extend his involvement in relationships, both with God and with others (see
Lk 2:52). One thing for certain is the incarnated life of this person of the Trinity was not
in a vacuum. The person Jesus presented was always vulnerably practiced in human
contexts, in direct human interaction, in public (in contrast to isolated in private). His
sanctified life and practice demonstrates the nature and extent of his involvement.
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As we go back to Jesus’ baptism, this may raise more curious thought about his
needing to be sanctified—thoughts raised at the very beginning of this study. Yet his was
not the same baptism that John the Baptist called for (Mt 3:1-2, Lk 3:3), because he had
not sinned and did not need to repent. By his action Jesus fully identifies with those who
have repented and are prepared to receive the kingdom of God. And his baptism makes
evident to them that the person he presents is whole, complete and thus can be counted on
to be who, what and how he is (Mt 3:15)—that is, the Messiah, the Son of God.

Jesus therefore presents to them publicly in his baptism the kingdom of God (cf.
Mt 12:28)—more specifically, the family of God, as the Trinity converges openly in
function in this moment of experiential truth (Mt 3:16-17). In the full significance of his
baptism, Jesus discloses the trinitarian relational context of family and the trinitarian
relational process of family love (“my Son whom I love”), as well as demonstrates the
redemptive nature of the relational progression necessary for his followers to the whole
of God. Jesus’ sanctified life and practice is only for this purpose “so that they too may
be truly sanctified” in life and practice.

In Human Contexts:

Early in his public ministry, Jesus and his disciples, along with his mother
(apparently Joseph had died since he is no longer mentioned), were at a wedding in Cana
(Jn 2:2-11). Mary’s interaction with Jesus about the wine suggests uncertainty about how
much syniemi (of the person Jesus presented) she had gained since the boyhood episode
in the temple. While Mary was collecting the “pieces” of Jesus’ person (e.g., Lk 2:19,51),
how well she was putting them together is uncertain (cf. Mk 3:21,31-34, to be discussed
later). Whatever her understanding at this stage, it is difficult to suggest she was
requesting a miracle from this person Jesus even though she did imply Jesus would
resolve the problem (Jn 2:5).

Jesus’ response demonstrates the practice of his person, revealing how his whole
person (who, what and how he is) functioned in human contexts, in human interaction, in
public. This disclosure is made less so in what Jesus did (a miracle) and more in how he
was. Focusing on the miracle tends to define Jesus by what he did, and this reductionist
definition would be insufficient to grasp his whole person.

In this human context, Jesus is involved in three areas: (1) relationship with Mary,
(2) the sociocultural situation, and (3) relationship with his Father. These areas of
involvement are not to be separated because they converge in an interaction effect on
how Jesus functions in this context. Knowing how these three areas interact is crucial for
understanding how the person Jesus functioned in his practice.

Jesus’ response to Mary is no longer filial when he addresses Mary simply as
“woman” (gyne, general term for woman, married or not). This redefines the nature of
Jesus’ involvement with Mary from the human context to the trinitarian relational context
of family. Thus, though Jesus’ response is no longer filial, it is nevertheless distinctly
familial; and this distinction is specific to the relational context which defined his person.
As witnessed also in the boyhood episode, this interaction reflects the tension between
the contexts defining Mary and Jesus respectively. This tension is heard in his question
“why do you involve me?” (Jn 2:4), which is rendered more clearly “what is that to you
and to me?” Assuming Mary was still defined primarily by the human context, she gave
priority to this gathering and acted in obligation to communal responsibility in support of
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the wedding hosts. We can say that Mary merely acted in who and what she is defined by
that context. And this significance was not lost to Jesus in “what is that to you.” He
clearly wanted Mary to know, however, what his priorities were and what and who
defined him: “my time has not yet come”—his Father determines that (Jn 8:28,29;
14:31). Consequently, “what is that to me” cannot be defined by “what is that to you.” As
most of his interactions reveal—which would include involving Jesus in what we ask for
in many of our prayers—the person Jesus presented is continuously being challenged to
redefine himself. In response, Jesus continues to address the two critical issues about the
presentation of his person: how his person is defined and what defines his person.

Yet, Jesus never removed himself from the human context (not to mean every
situation), nor avoided the tension this created. This was not only the nature of his
sanctified life and practice but for his particular purpose for his followers also to function
in sanctified life and practice. Thus he was involved in his relationship with Mary and
neither distanced his person from the sociocultural context represented in the wedding
situation nor dismissed the cultural means used to define persons (in this situation, the
honor of the wedding hosts who would have incurred shame without the wine). The
significance of Jesus’ involvement, however, is directly a relational outcome of the nature
of who, what and how he is—his whole person which is never defined by what he does
(miracles) nor by what he had (e.g., the means to do miracles). Jesus then could respond
to Mary and accommodate the sociocultural situation as long as his person was not
reduced and his function not diminished or minimalized.

This helps us know how the above three areas of his involvement interacted,
which is crucial for our understanding of how the person Jesus functioned in his practice:
while Jesus responded to (1) his relationship with Mary and lived vulnerably in (2) the
sociocultural situation, neither (1) nor (2) defined for him (3) his relationship with his
Father. Rather as his relational response of love (Jn 14:31), (3) always defined Jesus’
person and determined for him how to function in relationships like (1) and contexts like
(2). This tells us the person Jesus presented not only involved who, what and how he is
but also whose he is. Theologically, this is the ontology of the whole person.
Functionally, this is the practice of personhood engaged in ongoing relational
involvement in the trinitarian relational context of family and trinitarian relational
process of family love. To function apart from this is to shift into reductionism of the
person, which Jesus would not allow to happen to the person he presented, despite all the
influences and pressures he faced to shape him in some reduced sense.

How does his miracle fit this sociocultural situation? Did Jesus merely misuse his
power in a rather insignificant situation with no apparent purpose? Or did Jesus diminish
his purpose by this miracle? Taken out of context, either explanation can be made. Yet,
given our discussion of the person Jesus presented, how is this miracle in this situation
(about wine at a prolonged wedding reception—commonly up to seven days—perhaps in
overindulgent celebration since they ran out of wine) significant for who, what and how
Jesus is?

In terms of the wine this really had nothing to do with the person Jesus presented;
essentially, the situation was about “old wine” while Jesus was “new wine” (cf. Lk 5:37-
39). The miracle itself also had nothing to do with the whole of Jesus’ person, that is,
defining his person by what he did. Biblical miracles are not an end in themselves, used
as a reductionist substitute for self-definition, though that is a prevailing perception and
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practice, even in Jesus’ time (cf. Jn 2:23-25, to be discussed shortly). Miracles are
“miraculous signs” (semeion) with a spiritual end and purpose, which lead to something
out of and beyond themselves; that is, they are indicators, “fingermarks” of God. Thus, a
miracle is not valuable so much for itself as for the person it reflects, just as Jesus
described and practiced (see Jn 10:38).

Since this biblical narrative is the first recorded miraculous sign of Jesus (Jn
2:11), this happened early in his public ministry and in the disciples’ involvement with
him. | suggest Jesus used this situation to take the opportunity to build further and deeper
relationship with his disciples. Given that Jesus did not define his person by what he did,
the miracle was not to draw attention to himself nor for the benefit of the general public
(cf. Jn 2:9)—as if apokalypto were his purpose. This semeion was a disclosure of his
whole person presented to the disciples for relationship together—as phaneroo indicates
in “He thus revealed his glory” (v.11). While it may be clear how disclosing “his glory”
could have helped the disciples theologically, what is the functional significance of “his
glory” which would take them further and deeper into relationship together?

With His Glory, Nothing Less and No Substitutes:

Earlier John’s Gospel summarized the relational nature of the incarnation and
how “We have seen his glory” (Jn 1:14). They “saw” (theaomai, a contemplative process
that carefully examines Jesus to perceive him correctly) not merely because they were
good observers but because the person Jesus presented vulnerably disclosed “his glory”
for relationship (cf. theoreo in Jn 12:45). Yet how did engaging this relational epistemic
process take them beyond the bios of Jesus and merely quantitative information about
God?

The answer to the above questions involves the “glory” that is “seen.” If “his
glory” is merely perceived as the abstract attribute of the transcendent God, we may have
some theological significance in knowing something about God but no functional
significance to take us further and deeper in relationship to truly know and experience
God. Yet, glory is one of those words in our Christian vocabulary (faith and grace are
others) whose significance gets lost in familiarity. The word for glory in Hebrew (kabod)
comes from the word “to be heavy,” for example, with wealth or worthiness. A person’s
glory certainly then is shaped and seen on the basis of the perceptual-interpretive
framework used for how a person is defined and what defines that person. “His glory”
brings us further than an abstract attribute of the transcendent God and takes us deeper
than a person defined by what he does and has. In the OT, kabod is used poetically to
refer to the whole person (Ps 16:9; 57:8; 108:1).

The concept of “the glory of God” denotes the revelation of God’s being, nature
and presence to us. In the incarnation the vulnerable disclosures of Jesus’ whole person
engaged us with God’s glory—that is, God’s being, nature, and presence with us: the who
(being), the what (nature) and the how (presence) of God. Who, what and how Jesus is
vulnerably discloses who, what and how God is—that is, phaneroo God’s glory for
relationship. Thus, the who, what and how of Jesus is the hermeneutical key to the
ontology of the glory of God (cf. 2 Cor 4:6). And the who, what and how of the person
presented in Jesus’ sanctified life and practice discloses the functional involvement of
God’s being, nature and presence with us. Briefly (more to be discussed later) the person
of Jesus presented openly disclosed:
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e God’s being (who) as the heart of God—not a mere part of God or some
expression or conception of God but the very heart of God’s being—and nothing
less, constituted in Jesus’ function with the primary importance of the heart
signifying his whole person, with no substitutes.

e God’s nature (what) as intimately relational, signified by the consistency of
Jesus’ ongoing intimate relationship with the Father and intimate relational
involvement with others.

e God’s presence (how) as vulnerably involved, made evident by Jesus’
vulnerable disclosures of his person to others and willingness to be negatively
affected by them, including by his disciples.

All of God’s being, nature and presence function for relationship together.

That which is God’s glory is “his glory.” Who, what and how God is is who, what
and how Jesus is (Jn 10:38b; 12:45; 14:9). Yet this is not about the mere exhibit
(apokalypto) by Jesus of the ontology of God; and any Christology which is embedded
only in this for foundational purpose is insufficient and incomplete. The person Jesus
presents (phaneroo) is the vulnerable incarnation of the functional whole of God in
relationship. Disclosing the whole of God in relationship is the incarnation principle of
“nothing less and no substitutes™; a complete Christology must also be “nothing less and
no substitutes.” This is who, what and how Jesus is and “his glory” disclosed to his
disciples functionally for further and deeper relationship. Because Jesus vulnerably
extended (the how) his whole person with heart (the who)—*"“nothing less and no
substitutes”—to them for intimate relationship (the what), the narrative of the wedding
concludes with “his disciples put their faith in him” (Jn 2:11). That is, “his disciples
could respond back and open themselves to him in further trust and deeper
involvement”—not based on what Jesus did (a miracle) but based on his whole person
whom Jesus vulnerably presented to them.

It is vital to grasp from this interaction in this particular context at the wedding in
Cana, that the presentation of “his glory” was contingent on this incarnation principle of
“nothing less and no substitutes.” In other words, the person Jesus presented—whether
with Mary, in the sociocultural situation, or with the Father—was the function only of his
whole person because Jesus maintained in sanctified life and practice the integrity of
who, what and how he is—*“nothing less and no substitutes,” i.e., without reduction or
redefinition. This functionally involves both:

1. Engaging the human context without losing the primary identity of who you

are and whose you are.

2. Participating, involving, partaking in situations and relationships without
losing your priorities of what you are and thus by nature how you are called to
be.

As Jesus experienced, the pressure to be redefined by reductionist influences is
ongoing. Consequently, Jesus was vulnerably responsive to someone for relationship only
on his terms, though he was vulnerably involved with anyone. Later in Jerusalem, many
persons believed in him because of the miracles he was doing. Despite their response to
him, “Jesus would not entrust himself to them” (see Jn 2:23-25). Their response was not
to his whole person (“his glory”) and for relationship on his terms. For Jesus to respond
back to them would have necessitated redefining himself by their reductionist terms,
which would not have involved relationship further and deeper with the whole of God.
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Jesus never compromised who, what and how he is for the sake of gaining followers (cf.
Jn 6:25-66, to be discussed later in this chapter). These were not the kind of followers he
came to call.

Jesus’ sanctified life and practice addresses the issue of being able to distinguish a
person’s source of validation, confirmation and affirmation. What is our primary source
of these and thus where do we functionally entrust the ontology of our person and the
personhood we practice: the human or Divine? Moreover, Jesus’ unwillingness to
respond back to these so-called followers is a vital distinction of leadership in contrast to
those who build a following on reductionist terms, albeit with good intentions. This
further helps us understand in our life and practice the difference between what I call
“discipleshipisms” (the reductionist alternatives prevailing in church practice today) and
what is the authentic discipleship of Jesus’ call to “Follow me.”

His Person Presented to New Disciples

The function of Jesus’ sanctified life and practice established the greater context
of his whole person—a specific relational context beyond any human context in which
Jesus seeks to involve his followers, define his disciples and help them function. The
person Jesus presented from this greater relational context is made vulnerable in human
contexts as his whole person is extended to others to “Follow me.” Yet his whole person,
this relational context and the relational process involved are not explicit in the biblical
narratives of each disciple responding to his call. They are more explicit in the narratives
of those who refused his call (e.g., see Jn 6:22-66, Mk 10:17-22, Lk 9:59-62, to be
discussed later in this chapter), which may suggest the reason for their refusal. How then
do we understand the early disciples’ apparent immediate reception of and response to
Jesus’ call?

The initial introduction to Jesus came from John the Baptist to two of his
disciples, who then followed Jesus (Jn 1:35-39). While this was an introduction and not a
call, Jesus engaged them and responded to their rather indirect question “where are you
staying?” “Come and you will see” was not about seeing a place but about fellowship
together and *“seeing” the person Jesus presented; they spent that day with him, which
was likely the rest of the evening since it was 4 pm. Whatever impression this made on
Andrew (one of the two with John the son of Zebedee possibly the other), he introduced
Simon (Peter) to Jesus the Messiah (Jn 1:40-42). Their interest was about messianic hope
and desires to have the promise of Messiah fulfilled. It was not until after this period of
introduction (however long it was) that the call from Jesus to “Follow me” began (see Jn
1:43-50, Mt 4:18-22, Lk 5:1-11,27-28), and continued, essentially being his last words
said directly to Peter (Jn 21:19-22, to be discussed later).

Whatever events can be included in this introductory period is unclear due to the
uncertain length of this period and the chronology of some events. Yet it would be a fair
assumption that at the very least the person these soon-to-be disciples witnessed was
unconventional from cultural and rabbinic tradition. This of course led some others to
reject Jesus, which may also have raised some red flags about the early disciples’
messianic expectations. Besides the limited things they witnessed Jesus doing and saying,
there is no other narrative information from the biblical text to understand the early
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disciples’ response to Jesus’ call to “Follow me.” That is, unless we claim that they didn’t
really understand Jesus’ call. There is some truth to their lack of understanding the full
significance of Jesus’ call (to be discussed later) yet this is hardly sufficient basis to
suggest for making a radical change for their life.

For a better understanding of the disciples’ reception and response to Jesus’ call, |
suggest we need to explore not only the content aspect of Jesus’ communication with
them but also its relationship aspect. Understanding this relational aspect of Jesus’
communication is important because it qualifies his content. The relational aspect, which
was discussed earlier in “The Basis of This Study” of the Introduction (p.7), are relational
messages (usually implied) from a person conveying: (1) something about one’s self, (2)
something about one’s view of the other person, and/or (3) something about their
relationship together. Jesus’ communication included these relational messages shared
not only with the early disciples but with all his followers. Taking into account all that
transpired in context, the relational messages in each interaction could be identified.

To the first two he said “Come and you will see (Jn 1:39)—again, not about
seeing a place but his person. The suggested relational messages, corresponding to the
above list: (1) “l am here to be vulnerable and make myself accessible to you” because
(2) “you are important to me” and (3) “I hope we can build relationship together—not a
mere kingdom but the family of God.”

When Andrew brought Simon to the Messiah, “Jesus looked at him” (emblepo, to
look closely, directly at, Jn 1:42). Given such direct and close eye contact by the Messiah
must have made Simon somewhat uncomfortable, but there was an important message in
this non-verbal communication; and then for Simon to hear “You are...you will be....”
Suggested relational messages: (1) “Despite what my foreknowledge may tell you, |
myself am personally and openly involved to engage with you,” even though (2) “I know
you more than you know yourself, I don’t define you by what you do or have; your whole
person is special to me,” and possibly including (3) “I look forward to relationship
together.”

The next day Jesus begins to initiate the call, which in itself was unconventional
for a rabbi to do; in that tradition students usually chose their teachers. The first person
recorded to receive Jesus’ call was Philip, whom Jesus simply found and extended
“Follow me” (Jn 1:43). The word for “follow” (akoloutheo) means to accompany, go
with, and occurs almost exclusively in the Gospels. As commonly seen in today’s
practice, following Jesus in his day often did not involve being a disciple (cf. Mt 4:25;
8:1, Mk 10:32); it was merely an association for those persons, albeit with the Messiah,
but for the wrong reasons (cf. Jn 6:14-27). The Greek word involves relational
significance when it refers to individuals. And this is the significance Jesus conveys to
Philip, though Philip struggled to function in it (see Jn 14:8-11). Suggested relational
messages, taking into account what Philip told Nathanael (v.45): (1) “l am indeed the
Messiah but I am not defined by my role or by what | do; there is much more of me to
know and experience,” and (2) “I am calling you not for messianic duty, nor because of
anything special you’ve done or anything special you have but only because you are
important to me,” and (3) “I want to take you further and deeper in relationship with the
whole of God.”

Then Philip told Nathanael about his encounter with Jesus of Nazareth (Jn 1:43-
51). Nathanael didn’t hesitate to share honestly his skepticism, displaying his bias of a
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prevailing stereotype disparaging Nazareth, which Jesus could have rebuked but instead
affirmed Nathanael’s person (v.47). In the interaction that followed, the content of Jesus’
communication convinced Nathanael to acknowledge Jesus within the limits of his
current interpretive framework (v.49). Jesus told Nathanael “you will understand much
more about me than that” (v.50), and that all of them will see the activity of God (v.51).
Assuming Nathanael became one of the twelve apostles, he would be listed by the name
Bartholomew in the Synoptic Gospels and Acts (Mt10:2-4, Mk 3:16-19, Lk 6:14-16, Acts
1:13). Suggested relational messages: (1) “I am who you say | am, but I am much more to
confess in your faith, and more importantly to experience in relationship” and (2) “I
appreciate your honesty and your willingness to engage me further,” therefore (3) “Don’t
stop here, Nathanael, but let’s go deeper in relationship together in order to understand
the whole of my person—and along with the others, to experience in relational
progression together the whole of God.”

Later, Jesus extends the formal call to Simon and Andrew, James and John, the
sons of Zebedee (Mt 4:18-22, Mk 1:16-20). By this time they had limited opportunity to
observe Jesus, yet the information they had about him seems insufficient to make a
radical change to their lives. One experience they had, however, helps us to better
understand their reception and response to Jesus’ call, though the chronology of this
moment is not certain (see Lk 5:1-11).

After some initial time with Jesus, Peter and Andrew returned to their vocation of
fishing. When Jesus saw them fishing, he called them specifically to follow after his
person (Mt 4:18-20, Mk 1:16-18). With such response of commitment, Jesus said “I will
make you fishers of men.” The relational response to Jesus is the imperative here and
must not be subordinated nor preceded by the mission, service or related role, that is,
what they did, just as Jesus’ sanctified life and practice defined (cf. Jn 12:26, to be
discussed later). Suggested relational messages: (1) I am not defined by my role nor what
I do, so don’t reduce my person to Messiah, Teacher, Savior, nor to my miracles, my
behavioral examples, or even to merely my teachings,” and (2) “I don’t define you by
your service, sacrifice, role, or anything your do or have. | call you because you are
important to me—your person, not what you can do for me or give to me,” therefore (3)
“With the heart of my whole person | am vulnerable and accountable to you for
relationship, intimate relationship together, and | want you to be vulnerable and
accountable to me with your whole heart for this relationship.”

Moreover, Jesus’ declaration “I will make you...” is important to understand in
the above relational context and process. “Make” (poieo) means to make with the
underlying sense of “bringing about” a change in the state of a person; poieo here in the
Greek indicative mood likely is used to express this condition. Jesus’ declaration cannot
be reduced to a mere change of vocation. The implications of this are better understood
with the relational messages, taking into account their experience with Jesus and the
catch of fish (Lk 5:4-11, whether parallel with above or separate): (1) “I, myself, am the
incarnation of God, nothing less and no substitutes, yet my whole person is vulnerably
disclosed not to judge and separate but to redeem for relationship—a person not to be
afraid of, redefined or reduced,” and (2) “You are rightly awed yet unnecessarily afraid of
the difference between you and me, be assured I don’t define you in human terms. A
major part of your problem is how you are defined and what defines you. This has
become who, what and how you are and this needs to change—transformed from the
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inside out for your whole person. Nothing less than your whole person and no substitutes
for your whole person,” so (3) “Don’t focus on doing “fishers of men” but on the primary
issue of our relationship. Stop trying to redefine my purpose, me and our relationship
because I, myself, don’t do relationship with you except of my terms. To follow me is to
accept my irreducible and nonnegotiable terms and to function in relationship together
with nothing less and no substitutes.”

When Jesus declared “I will make you fishers of men,” this was not only about his
followers’ mission. There is a more important purpose and priority involved to which the
early disciples responded—even without full understanding yet with a sufficient sense
that receiving and responding to Jesus’ call was both important and necessary for their
lives. Since Jesus neither defined them by nor pursued them for what they could do, this
was not about switching from fish to men but about the further and deeper issue of who,
what and how they were as a function of their whole person. This is about the person not
defined primarily by human contexts, thus diminished or minimalized by reductionism.
That is, this is about wholeness, and Jesus’ call is “the call to follow me in relational
progression to the whole of God.” Thus Jesus’ call is “the call to be whole”—both for the
person to be whole and for the relationships necessary to be whole, both of which are
necessary together to be whole in likeness of the whole of God, the Trinity. And when
mission (“fishers of men”) is understood in this trinitarian relational context and process
(cf. Jn 17:18, to be discussed later), missiology is deepened and mission practice is made
whole.

Jesus’ call to “Follow me” constitutes the call to be whole. And the call to be
whole involves the call to be redefined and transformed. “Follow me” implies this call,
which the relational messages in Jesus’ communication help us understand. This is not to
suggest that the early disciples understood the full significance of his relational messages.
This does suggest that their reception and response to his call signifies being stirred or
touched by some aspect (relational more likely than content) of Jesus’ communication. It
was significant enough to bring out their need or desire to make this radical change in
their lives: Simon and Andrew “left their nets and followed him” (Mt 4:20), James and
John “left their father Zebedee in the boat with the hired men and followed him” (Mk
1:30), and after the catch of fish, the four together “pulled their boats up on shore, left
everything and followed him” (Lk 5:11).

The “catch of fish” experience unnerved Simon face to face with Jesus, not so
much about the quantitative difference (in what he did) of the person Jesus presented
(which would be expected) but more so the sense of the qualitative difference (the
significance of who and what he was) of this person (Lk 5:8,9). While at first this
person’s presence was difficult to receive, Jesus’ relational messages (as discussed
above) had to have touched them in some sense to evoke their vulnerable response (Lk
5:10,11). It seems highly unlikely that the mere content of his message “from now on you
will catch men” could have assured them to be vulnerable with this person presented,
much less evoked their radical response.

This call to be redefined, transformed and made whole is even more dramatic in
Jesus’ call to Levi (Mt 9:9-13, Mk 2:13-17, Lk 5:27-32). Levi was a lower-level tax (toll)
collector employed by a chief tax collector (like Zaccheus in Lk 19:2, to be discussed in
Chapter 3) who was contracted by the Roman government in a system of collecting fees
on the goods and services passing through. The system commonly lent itself to abuse and
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often employed unethical workers without loyalties who engaged in a loose, ritually
unclean lifestyle. To what extent this describes Levi is unknown; nevertheless tax
collectors were identified as the “enemy” by some segments of the Jewish community
and were despised by practicing religious people, not to mention considered socially
lower class.? With this background, Jesus finds Levi at his toll booth and, without any
further narrative information, extends his call to “Follow me.”

How do we understand both Jesus’ behavior and Levi’s response? Jesus’ rebuttal
to the Pharisees moments later, about compassion and who needs a doctor (Mt 9:12-13),
gives us partial answer. But this tends to focus only on what Jesus did, and his example
and words here often are interpreted apart from his person. Yet the whole person Jesus
presented is more dramatically made evident in this interaction than in his earlier calls
involving foreknowledge and the catch of fish. While Jesus never played to the audience
(or crowd in this context, Mk 2:13), his person presented is a resounding statement for all
(including us) to grasp. This statement reverberated of his whole person: “who, what and
how I am is not defined by the human context, and therefore is neither determined nor
controlled by any human situation.”

Jesus’ sanctified life and practice always addressed the issue of how the person
presented is defined and what defines that person. And the person presented must be
congruent with the nature of who, what and how the person is. For this congruence to be
the significance of the person presented (the first issue for all practice) involves the two
further issues of practice: (2) the quality of the person’s communication, and (3) the
depth of relationship the person engages.

The significance of the person Jesus presented, the quality of his communication
and the depth of relationship he engages all emerge dramatically in his call to Levi. Given
the background of this surrounding context, Jesus crosses social, cultural and religious
boundaries to connect with Levi. It should be understood also that Levi crosses these
boundaries (barriers for him) as well by receiving and responding to Jesus. What do they
see in each other that warrants such a call and such a response?

Jesus’ sanctified life and practice functioned with a perceptual-interpretive
framework congruent with who, what and how his person is, thus determining what he
would see. With this lens, Jesus doesn’t pay attention to the Levi defined by the
surrounding context. Jesus sees Levi deeper than from the outer in of a reductionist
quantitative framework; therefore he sees a person from the inside out experiencing
reductionism who needs to be redefined, transformed and made whole. The person Jesus
presented pays attention to this Levi; and the significance of Jesus’ person is not lost to
Levi, who is used to being treated with contempt. He well knows that for this Rabbi (and
miracle worker at that) to engage him is radical, counter-cultural, and simply contrary to
life as he knew it. Yet, Jesus wasn’t making a sociocultural, political or philosophical
statement. He is making a statement of his person only for relationship: “Follow me.”

Along with the significance of Jesus’ person engaging him, what can Levi grasp
of the quality of his communication? The content of Jesus’ message, linked also to his
action to engage Levi in this surrounding context, is qualified by these implied relational
messages: (1) “I am not defined by reductionism nor is my action determined by it; who,
what and how | am is whole in the relationships necessary to be whole, for which | make

2 For more background on tax collection and collectors, see Bruce J. Malina and Richard L. Rohrbaugh
Social-Science Commentary on the Synoptic Gospels (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1992), 82-83, 387-388.
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my person vulnerable to you,” and (2) “In spite of how others see you and you may feel
about yourself, nevertheless | see you in your whole person, and you are still important to
me and | want you; here is your opportunity to be redefined, transformed and made
whole,” so that (3) “we can have intimate relationship together and you can experience
belonging in the relationships necessary to be whole as a full member of the family of
God.” The significance of Jesus’ person discloses the quality of his communication, the
content of which is qualified by these relational messages. And the third relational
message defines the depth of relationship Jesus vulnerably engages with Levi, which
Jesus practices in loving involvement with Levi over table fellowship with his friends
(“tax collectors and sinners,” Mk 2:15) after Levi’s response to the call—an important
situation to be further discussed in Chapter 3.

Aside from the conviction of the Spirit in the call to all these early disciples, what
does Levi see in Jesus to warrant a radical response for such a drastic identity change?
For Jesus’ person to be vulnerable to him and openly be exposed to social sanction and
ridicule certainly must have spoken volumes to Levi. And to hear this person say (with
both content and relational aspects of his communication) that he wants me, my whole
person, for relationship together undoubtedly disarmed Levi and touched him at his
core—the significance of his heart, most likely guarded from others in the surrounding
context. This person Jesus presented was too significant, qualitatively different and
relationally intimate for Levi to dismiss or resist.

Yet, for him to cross those social, cultural and religious barriers, Levi would
openly have to let go of his old life and reject reductionism—its perceptual-interpretive
framework and its substitutes for the whole of persons and relationships, both prevailing
in the surrounding context. This is a risk Levi is able to take because he is entrusting his
person to relationship with the vulnerable person he can count on to be truly who and
what he is, nothing less and no substitutes. He can count on this person Jesus in this
relationship because he personally sees how Jesus is in practice—the significance of his
person presented, the qualitative difference of his communication, the intimate depth of
relationship he engages—is congruent with who and what he is, thus confirming for Levi
that Jesus’ whole person is for relationship. This is what Levi must have seen (not merely
blepo, to see, but more like horao, to recognize the significance of, encounter the true
nature of, to experience) in Jesus to support making such a drastic change.

Levi’s story is about the gospel. This gospel, however, is not a prevailing popular
gospel with an incomplete Christology (tending, e.g., to embody Jesus only in the manger
and then on the Cross while focused on disembodied teachings for formulating beliefs
and propositional truths) and a truncated soteriology (jumping from Cross to propositions
which are focused on “saved from” without the function of “saved to”). An incomplete
Christology is disembodied (apart from the function of the person) from the whole person
Jesus presented throughout his life and practice, thus its Jesus (without the function of the
person) is essentially dysfunctional for experiential relationship. Accordingly then, a
truncated soteriology is disengaged from the relational process with the whole person
Jesus and no longer in relational progression with him. Thus its salvation is nonfunctional
in the trinitarian relational context of God’s family, notwithstanding doctrine;
furthermore its salvation is without the function of experiential truth in the significant
relationships necessary to be whole together in the whole of God’s family.
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Levi encountered a “complete” Christology of the whole person Jesus presented
to him—not teachings and propositions but the whole person for relationship; and the
significance of Jesus’ whole person engaged him in a full soteriology—not only to be
redeemed from the old but more functionally important to be transformed to the new and
made whole. Jesus’ call to Levi provides us with a clear understanding of the gospel, the
one that is theologically and functionally necessary for our life and practice. This is the
gospel in action—acting in the trinitarian relational context of family and the trinitarian
relational process of family love. Functioning with anything less or with any substitutes is
not the gospel of the whole person Jesus, the Christ, and thus renders such function to the
epistemological illusions and ontological simulations of reductionism.

It is difficult to suggest that Levi would have made a radical change for a popular
gospel. Likewise, for the other disciples, their radical response to Jesus’ call is difficult to
explain (not to diminish the Spirit’s work) without some understanding of Jesus’
relational messages qualifying “Follow me” (which certainly would involve the Spirit’s
work). Without this understanding of Jesus’ communication, we are left to consider that
the disciples just somewhat blindly or irrationally changed the course of their life to
follow Jesus. Without suggesting they understood well his relational messages, and
knowing they had ongoing difficulty grasping the trinitarian relational context and
process while following him after the call (to be discussed later), nevertheless in their call
they still received the person, not a proposition about the person; and they still responded
to this person for relationship together, not to follow a teaching, a model or a missional
goal. They had the incarnation of the Son of God before them—nothing less and no
substitutes. The truth of God and God’s self-revelation were embodied in the whole
person Jesus. And it was this person vulnerably presented to them, relationally pursuing
and extending his whole person to them, intimately involved with them first and foremost
for relationship together.

The disciples’ response to this person was not irrational and at the same time was
not the outcome of mere rationality. No amount of socio-historical, philosophical or even
theological inquiry can account for the presence of God in the person Jesus. That is,
God’s self-revelation and the truth of God in the person of Jesus are communicative acts
not for mere exhibition but for relationship (cf. Jn 1:11,12,18). As communicative acts,
God’s revelation and truth cannot be understood merely by observation (scientific,
critical or casual). They are understood only as it is received in the relational context and
process in which God is disclosed by the person Jesus; this understanding is the outcome
in the relational process of experiential truth discussed in the Introduction. Such a
relational response is characterized with great joy by Jesus as the vulnerable engagement
and trusting involvement of a child (a whole person, Lk 10:21, also discussed earlier in
the Introduction). Jesus strongly contrasted this involvement to the disengaged observer
or the quantitative engagement of any inquirer using a reductionist interpretive
framework. The disciples reflect “the child-person” rather than “the wise and learned,”
thus their further (though far from complete) understanding of the person Jesus presented.

“Follow me” involves nothing less and no substitutes than the whole person and
the relationships in relational progression necessary to be whole. For this purpose Jesus
functionally sanctified himself in ongoing life and practice in order to make evident the
greater context of his whole person, so that our life and practice is contextualized (not
merely embedded but relationally belonging) in it: the specific trinitarian relational
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context beyond any human context in which Jesus seeks to involve each of his followers,
define all of his disciples and help them together function in its compatible relational
process, the trinitarian relational process.

Jesus’ relational messages not only qualify his call to “Follow me,” they also
constitute the full significance of the person behind the “me” and the underlying meaning
of the process to “Follow.” In other words, “Follow me” cannot be reduced from Jesus’
whole person nor substituted for by practice separated from direct relational involvement
with his whole person—which are what an incomplete Christology and truncated
soteriology result in doing. This directly involves the practice of discipleship. Any
theology of discipleship must (dei) by its nature be conjoined with “Follow me” and
further be predicated on the full significance of “me” and the underlying meaning of
“Follow.” This is of immeasurable importance for our life and practice (individually and
together as church), which has become a prevailing issue of growing proportion.

While many notions of discipleship may be embedded in Jesus’ teachings or
examples, they are not embodied (a function of the person) in his whole person to follow
for relationship. The person Jesus presents is a function of the whole person; and his
whole person is a function of relationship. If the person Jesus vulnerably presented and
disclosed is truly for relationship, then we cannot disembody (separate out in function)
his teachings from this person, nor can we merely look at his examples detached from
this person, nor examine his words disconnected from his person. This is an issue for
both the epistemic process of those wanting to know Jesus (as discussed in the
Introduction) as well as for the practice of discipleship of those professing to know Jesus
as his followers.

To follow any of the above practices disembodied from the whole person Jesus
vulnerably presented for relationship is not discipleship on God’s terms but
discipleshipisms on our terms. Discipleshipism is based on what Jesus did (examples,
miracles) and/or on what he said (teachings, commands) or has (title, role, power) but not
based on his whole person (nothing less and no substitutes) first and foremost for
relationship together. Thus discipleshipism is reductionist and tends to be overly
christocentric, often rendered merely to epistemological illusion of the Truth and
ontological simulation of the Life that Jesus incarnated.

In contrast to discipleshipism and in theological conflict with it, discipleship on
God’s terms is: rooted in who, what and how Jesus is, and thus inherently predicated on
“Follow me” in the full significance of the whole person behind “me” and the underlying
qualitative relational meaning of the process to “Follow”; therefore discipleship must
(dei) by its nature involve following his whole person for vulnerable relationship,
intimately functioning in the trinitarian relational context and relational process together
in relational progression to the whole of God as family.

In discipleship, a person who responds to Jesus’ call to become his follower enters
the relational progression not merely as a believer but is now his disciple (mathetes).
What further does this relationship as his disciple involve? This will be an ongoing
discussion, which continues next with Jesus’ sanctified life and practice focused on his
popularity with would-be disciples and the shape of their call.
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A Popular Jesus

As we continue to examine the person Jesus presented in human contexts, in
human interaction and in public, one major issue he frequently addressed was others’
positive perceptions of him. These perceptions, however, were not the process of
theaomai (to contemplate carefully in order to perceive correctly) by those who “have
seen his glory” (Jn 1:14), and thus responded to his whole person. His popularity was
often based on an image of his person which he revised or corrected, chastened or
confronted, even with his own disciples. This was necessary in part for valid theology but
mainly for reliable function in relationship.

While it is true that each disciple has his/her own particular perception of this
relationship and responds in one’s uniqueness, this only allows for meaningful variation
in the relationship but never makes the relationship relative to a disciple. The relationship
is never relative because Jesus remains who, what and how he is, incorrigible to human
shaping, and because this nothing-less-and-no-substitutes person only does relationship
on his terms—nonnegotiable and irreducible terms. This relational condition and process
of discipleship not only conflict with all our attempts or substitutes on our terms but are
incompatible with discipleshipism in much church practice. And this involves the issue of
our positive perceptions of him versus the whole person Jesus presented.

When we formulate discipleship, the Jesus whom we have in our perceptions to
follow often tends to be contextualized by a prevailing culture (e.g., Western) as well as
Christian subculture (e.g., evangelical) in our surrounding context. The positive
perceptions of that Jesus become “a popular Jesus,” who, while becoming normative in
our life and practice, often takes on a life of its own distinct from the incarnate Jesus—
even inadvertently and with good intentions. The theological differences or nuances may
not be apparent. In function, however, a popular Jesus becomes a Jesus we want to follow
on our terms—one who may be more palatable or less threatening, whom we can
determine or even control. Underlying a popular Jesus is an incomplete Christology by
which our practice perceives of an embodied Jesus going from the manger straight to the
cross, though his disembodied teachings and examples are sustained.

Yet, the complete narratives of Jesus defining who, what and how his whole
person is also reveal him counteracting a popular Jesus as well as clearly defining the
terms of relationship with him. The skewed perceptions of a popular Jesus are directly
addressed in both would-be disciples and his early disciples. Our discussion returns to
these narrative accounts in the biblical text.

Good Intentions: Knowing What’s Important

Our first look is at the popularity Jesus generated by the feeding of five thousand,
who were already following him for other miraculous signs performed on the sick (Jn
6:2). The perceptions of Jesus from a group in this crowd envisioned the fulfillment of
their messianic hope for Jews under the political constraints (even oppression) of Roman
rule (Jn 6:14-15). As Jesus distanced himself from them, they kept pursuing him rather
intently (6:22-25). Finally, Jesus confronted their pursuit by exposing their focus on what
he did rather than on his whole person (vv.26-28). Why was this an insufficient basis for
Jesus to receive these followers at this stage? Couldn’t they understand more and grow
further with time?
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Since they defined Jesus by what he did, they no doubt also defined themselves
by what they did. This is indicated by their response to Jesus’ critique: “What must we do
to do the works God requires?” (v.28). While Judaism emphasized righteous works, Jesus
answered with the singular “work of God” to address the deeper issue here (v.29). The
significance of “work” over “works” is crucial to grasp not only because it identifies how
the person is defined but also for how that in turn determines how relationships are done.
How we define ourselves strongly determines how we do relationships—both of which in
turn greatly influence how we practice church, to be discussed later.

When Jesus defined “the work of God” as believing in him, he was not describing
two things: (1) “believe” as merely confessing a belief system, and (2) his person as a
mere object of belief. “To believe” is the ongoing relational act of trust vulnerably
engaged in relationship with the whole person God sent and Jesus presented. God’s self-
revelation and Truth are disclosed (phaneroo), even as miraculous signs, only for
relationship. The “work” of God then is totally relational work involving further and
deeper relationship with Jesus’ whole person in relational progression to the whole of
God, which Jesus continued to disclose to them (vv.32-58).

In response to their quantitative focus on miracles and bread (vv.30-31), Jesus
expands this limited human context to the qualitative relational context of his Father (thus
the Trinity, v.32). At the same time, Jesus shifts the focus from quantitative bread (past
and present) to the qualitative bread signifying his whole person (vv.33,35). Yet the
significant difference of the qualitative bread from the quantitative bread continues to be
the source of tension and conflict for these would-be disciples throughout this interaction.
Jesus both discloses his person and exposes their persons when he shares “eats of this
bread...this bread is my flesh” (v.51), “eats my flesh and drinks my blood” (v.54). Every
time Jesus said this about the bread as his flesh, they only thought in quantitative terms,
suggesting possible thoughts of human sacrifice and cannibalism (vv.52,60). The person
Jesus disclosed, however, was not merely what he did in the flesh but, more significantly,
who, what and how he is embodied in his whole person. And the whole person Jesus
presented and disclosed (phaneroo) is only for redeemed relationship together on his
terms (nothing less and no substitutes). This Jesus, then, of complete Christology and full
soteriology, involves his redemptive work in the flesh and more completely his relational
work of the whole. Therefore, as should be understood in the Lord’s Supper and practiced
in the Eucharist, Jesus invites them (us) to partake of nothing less than his whole person
(not only what he did), and to participate intimately in his whole life without substitutes
in the ongoing function of relationship with the whole of God (vv.56-58). His followers
are at the height of who and what they are as they partake and participate together at the
table as whose they are in the whole of God.

Unfortunately, their ongoing responses (or reactions) reflected how they defined
the person only by what one did or had (vv.30-31,41-42,52,60). It was on this basis from
a quantitative framework that they perceived Jesus and were following him. Yet as
intently as they followed Jesus, their involvement reflected reductionism (in their
perceptual framework and practice) and thus seeking relationship with Jesus only on their
terms. This tension became increasingly problematic (vv.41,42b,52,60), resulting in the
predictable relational consequence that many of his would-be disciples “turned back and
no longer followed him” (v.66).
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After their departure, Jesus asked the Twelve if they wanted to leave also (v.67).
Simon Peter’s answer could be interpreted as either a traditional confession of faith or a
discipleship response to the embodied words of Jesus’ whole person for relationship
together (v.68). Confession alone is insufficient to “Follow me,” though it was likely part
of Peter’s answer attached to his response to follow the whole of Jesus (cf. Mt 16:15-16).
Yet, as we will understand later, Peter still struggled with Jesus’ whole person and
negotiating the relationship on his terms. The substantive difference between Peter and
the would-be disciples was his openness to pursue the whole person Jesus presented for
relationship only on Jesus’ terms. To believe genuinely (dynamic faith) and to follow
authentically (discipleship) are always relationally specific to Jesus’ whole person
(nothing less), and thus they only have relational significance in the direct intimate
involvement of relationship with him (no substitutes).

Sincerity: Two Errors for Relationship

A would-be disciple seeking a popular Jesus always has tension or conflict with
the person Jesus presents. The dynamics of this encounter are seen even more notably
when a rich ruler anxiously sought Jesus (see Mk 10:17-22). No account is given of his
previous exposure to Jesus’ popularity, yet it is unlikely he was unaware of Jesus at this
later point in his public ministry. It is also likely he witnessed Jesus’ intimate reception of
children preceding his own encounter with Jesus, which may have heightened his interest
in Jesus.

The encounter begins as he imposes himself on Jesus with the greeting “Good
teacher.” Given the Jewish conception of God’s goodness and who, what and how Jesus
is, this seems to be appropriate address to the person Jesus presented to this man. Yet,
Jesus’ response—“Why do you call me good? No one is good except God alone”
(v.18)—appears to indicate the rich ruler is not addressing his whole person as God,
possibly suggesting at least his faux pas. His address as “teacher,” however, seems
appropriate regardless of his perceptions of Jesus, that is, appropriate if he only implies a
title not a function. The meaning of “teacher” (didaskolos) involved a much more
significant relationship with those who called someone teacher back then, than it does
today in Western culture. To have someone as your teacher meant that you were more
than a student or learner. It meant you were their disciple (mathetes), an adherent, which
involved a deeper attachment to the teacher. And the specific terms for adherence were
determined solely by the teacher.® The rich ruler does not pursue Jesus to function in this
kind of relationship, despite his humble posture (“fell on his knees”) and seemingly
significant address. Their interaction will confirm this person’s level of interest and
engagement.

By asking “what must | do to inherit eternal life” (v.17), he indicates his
perceptual framework and the limits of his focus—just as the earlier would-be disciples
asking “what must we do” (Jn 6:28). Since he defined himself by what he did (keeping
the commandments, v.20) as well as by what he had (great wealth, v.22), he reduced his
person to these quantitative aspects. Moreover, with the lens of this reductionist
framework, this is how he perceives Jesus: as a teacher only for information, as useful or
profitable to advance his life. In other words, he only sees Jesus for what he does and

® For an in-depth study of mathetes, see Michael J. Wilkens, Discipleship in the Ancient World and
Matthew’s Gospel (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 1995).
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has—nothing more. He does not engage Jesus’ person further nor involve himself deeper
with the Teacher for relationship together. This was a critical error he made, the first of
two critical errors of relationship.

Yet, this was no casual “seeker.” Despite all he did in life (accomplished socially
and religiously) and all he had (acquired status, accumulated wealth), this serious,
devoted, successful person wanted more in his life—*"eternal life.” This is not about the
longevity of quantitative bios but the qualitative zoe which is of God. Jesus doesn’t
dismiss him nor diminish the desire of his pursuit. Quite the contrary, Jesus looks at
(emblepo, look at directly, closely, cf. to Simon, Jn 1:42) him and loves (agape,
indicating the deep level of involvement) him (v.21).

The relational messages implied in this interaction are valuable to identify from
both persons. Suggested relational messages from the rich ruler: (1) “I define myself by
what | do (and have), so | can do it, or at least | need to do it as best I can. Just tell me
what I have to do,” and likewise (2) “You (God) define me by what I do also. That’s how
God is,” therefore (3) “Relationship is based on what we do, so | have to fulfill doing this
to participate in God’s life.” Suggested relational messages from Jesus: “I don’t define
myself by a role as teacher or savior and by my knowledge. Don’t look at me in the same
way you look at yourself. I am a whole person vulnerable to you to partake of and
participate in,” and likewise (2) “I don’t define you by what you do and have either, so
stop reducing yourself. Your person without those reductionist substitutes is important to
me and valuable just for you,” therefore (3) “I want you for relationship together—person
to person, heart to heart, nothing less and no substitutes—so don’t let reductionist
substitutes prevent us from coming together.”

In the content of those familiar words which came out of Jesus’ mouth (v.21), he
lovingly tries to help the man to redefine his person and to free him from what reduced
his whole person and prevented the relationship necessary to be whole. This would
require a shift in his perceptual-interpretive framework from quantitative to qualitative—
which is what he really sought in zoe. Sadly, the rich ruler separated himself from the
whole person Jesus vulnerably presented to him, thus clearly demonstrating his continued
condition of enslavement to reductionism, that is, defining himself by what he did and
had (v.22). This enslavement exposes his second critical error of relationship.

The rich ruler pursued the Teacher only to learn what to do (his first critical error)
“to inherit eternal life.” “To inherit” (kleronomeo, to be an heir) something was not an
end result any individual can make happen by one’s effort, which the rich ruler appeared
to assume. “To be an heir” required a specific relational context involving a process
which can have the relational conclusion of an inheritance. In those days, the specific
relational context of an heir was the family of which one was a full member (either
biologically or by adoption); a family slave, for example, would not qualify for an
inheritance, only a son would. Since the rich ruler was not free from his reductionist
framework and practice of defining his person and doing relationships, he clearly pursued
this inheritance of God’s life functionally while in enslavement, that is, in effect from a
position of a slave. This was his second critical error of relationship. Regardless of his
best efforts, a slave could not qualify for an inheritance, only a son would qualify as an
heir to partake and participate in the Father’s life, thus belong permanently in his family
(cf. Jn 8:31-36). And functional enslavement prevents even Christians from experiencing
this intimate belonging of relationship together, beliefs notwithstanding.
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In Jesus’ sanctified life and practice, he distinctly makes evident that the whole
person he vulnerably presents and discloses is only for relationship in the trinitarian
relational context of family and the trinitarian relational process of family love.
Discipleship of “Follow me” by this nature can only be ongoing intimate involvement in
relationship together with Jesus in relational progression to the whole of God. As the rich
ruler’s two critical errors of relationship demonstrate unequivocally, anything less and
any substitutes are not sufficient, acceptable or relationally significant to Jesus—no
matter the sincerity or good intentions.

Accountable for His Whole Person:

What also emerges from Jesus’ self-disclosures in these interactions is the simple
fact that he holds persons fully accountable for his whole person presented to them. If
Jesus presented something less or some substitute, he could not have this expectation—
nor would we be able to expect much from him. The incarnation principle, however, of
nothing less and no substitutes presents a person for whom we are fully accountable. This
accountability for all of God’s self-revelation is neither excused nor adjusted, whatever
the situation or circumstances. The following would-be disciples learn the extent of this
accountability when Jesus chastens their sincere intentions to follow him.

The first person is identified as “a teacher of the law” (scribe) who asserts to Jesus
“Teacher, I will follow you wherever you go” (Mt 8:19). Since he was schooled in the
rabbinic tradition, he knew what it meant to be a disciple (mathetes). That would suggest
an advantage in his favor as he now offers (or responds, if Jesus called) to become a
disciple of Jesus. Whether he merely wants to learn a “fresh” interpretation of the law or
he is expressing a deeper commitment to Jesus—Ilikely the latter, given his “wherever
you go” is in the Greek middle voice, subjunctive mood—1Jesus responds in a curious
way: “...the Son of Man has no place to lay his head” (Lk 9:58). This is commonly
interpreted as Jesus identifying the rigorous sacrificial life of discipleship; an alternative
reading | propose is about sojourning. Thus I suggest Jesus is making a deeper response
to this teacher of the law—not about what his disciples do but of who, what and how they
are and whose they are.

Since “no place to lay” is in the Greek subjunctive mood, Jesus is not describing
an existing reality. Rather the subjunctive only expresses a potential possibility and only
marks contingency. While using the contrast to the reality of the animal world (foxes and
birds having a place), Jesus then is not pointing to current reality of discipleship or even
future discipleship in the world—though he is pointing to a distinct process of
discipleship in this context. Part of this process involves being a sojourner in the world:
unlike the animals of the world, “no place to lay.” Yet, the reality of sojourning in this
world can only emerge from the further and deeper process of discipleship inherent in
“Follow me.” While a sojourner in this world is subject to the pressures and influences of
the world, that person cannot be defined and determined by the surrounding and
prevailing human contexts. This is the deeper issue Jesus addresses in his response.

As a teacher of the law, this person is not merely deeply knowledgeable about the
law, he is also embedded in the Judaic religious and sociocultural context. Thus, he is
bringing this particular perceptual-interpretive framework with him in his assertion to
Jesus, which influences how he sees Jesus as well as himself. Without specifying what
his framework is, Jesus implies in his response: that as a sojourner he himself is not

40



defined by the human contexts of the world; that who, what and how the Son of Man is
can only be defined and determined by the further and deeper relational context of his
Father; and that together his whole person is of this trinitarian relational context as
family, in which the person he vulnerably presents is compatible in function only with the
trinitarian relational process of family love. What Jesus implies in all this for this person
to understand about his own self is: that his framework needs to shift from a reductionist
guantitative framework to a qualitative relational framework; that he needs to change
how he is defined and what defines him; that discipleship is ongoing vulnerable
involvement with Jesus’ whole person in the primacy of relationship together only in the
trinitarian relational context and process of the whole of God—nothing less and no
substitutes. And that no matter how good his intentions, the de facto state (functional
reality) of who and what he is will always implicitly shape how he functions as his
disciple.

Jesus clarified that discipleship is this call to be redefined, transformed and made
whole. Whatever this teacher of the law heard in Jesus’ response and however he
perceived Jesus after this, we are given no further indication in the narrative about his
response back to Jesus. | suspect that following Jesus was more to be accountable for
than he expected, even with his previous experience as a disciple—radically more deep.
This interaction, however, provides the broader context for the following two would-be
disciples, which suggests looking at these three interactions as a set rather than separately
(see Lk 9:57-62). These three would-be disciples exercised strong initiative and displayed
considerable interest in following Jesus, yet something happened to each of them. While
these appear to be describing the sacrifice and service of discipleship, the underlying
accountability for Jesus’ self-disclosures exposes the deeper issue.

Prior to undertaking his discipleship, the next person requests “first let me go and
bury my father” (Lk 9:59). It was an important responsibility in the ancient community
for a son to bury his father, particularly the eldest son. Certainly, as Son himself, Jesus
understands the importance of honoring one’s father. Given the role of a son, this man
makes a legitimate request of Jesus to adjust to his special circumstance. Yet, Jesus
appears to deny the request, counter the religious values and change the man’s role
(9:60). If we look only at the man’s circumstance, Jesus’ response would definitely imply
all of this. If, however, we look at his circumstance in larger context, beyond the human
context to Jesus’ relational context, a deeper picture emerges. In saying “let the dead...”
and “...proclaim the kingdom,” Jesus is juxtaposing two different realities here: (1) the
prevailing social reality of the world, which includes the family of those whose essential
function is spiritually dead (“let the dead bury their own dead”); while this social reality
is a basic one in which we all participate, Jesus is clarifying for this would-be disciple not
to let this reality define him nor determine who, what and how he is; in contrast, thus
functionally in conflict, (2) Jesus brings forth the reality of the kingdom of God—not a
conceptual idea (reign) or a future condition (realm) of the kingdom of God—that is, the
family of those who truly are alive, a new creation in Christ, who are redeemed from
reductionist definition, determination and control which dominate the social reality of the
world; those belonging to this new reality also need to share it directly with others in
family love, just as Jesus discloses it, for relationship in God’s family, because every
person needs the experiential reality of this family of the living.
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When Jesus told him “but you go and proclaim,” he neither denied him his role as
a son nor denounced the religious value of honoring his father. He did clarify for him,
however, the ontology of his person as a disciple. Who, what and how this person is by
its nature then subordinates all other determination and function. Discipleship is not a
hybrid of the two realities, in which the whole of one’s person and function become
reduced to something less and some substitute. Moreover, Jesus is not changing his role
to a missionary (*go”) or evangelist (“proclaim”). “Proclaim” (diangello) means not
merely declaring the kingdom (family) of God but to declare fully, completely. By this,
Jesus means “go and proclaim” not in a quantitative sense (as many view the Great
Commission and evangelism) but in its qualitative significance. The former does indeed
make it about a role and what he should do. This emphasis reduces the whole person and
functionally deemphasizes the relationships necessary to be whole constituting the family
of God, thus a truncated soteriology with a gospel suffering from a lack of relational
significance. Such a proclamation would not be full, complete, that is, whole.

And Jesus clarifies for this would-be disciple that discipleship is the call to be
whole. Thus what is imperative is not to fulfill his role to bury his father. That may be
necessary along with other matters in the social reality of the world but only as a function
of his wholeness as Jesus’ disciple. This is the imperative Jesus presents to him—the
relational imperative of the whole of God.

Following Jesus is about more than interest, however strong. The adherence of a
disciple to Jesus involves deep attachment and distinct priority for the experience of
belonging as one of his true disciples. The third would-be disciple in this grouping
declared his plans to follow Jesus but first wanted to “go back and say good-bye to my
family” (9:61). Seems reasonable, except saying good-bye (apotasso) in their cultural
context connotes a lengthy process (maybe many years) and a number of duties to
perform before leaving. His use of apotasso in the Greek aorist form also indicates an
open-ended period of time. While this person may have had a stronger interest to follow
Jesus than he had in his family, he demonstrates a stronger attachment to his family.
Attachments reflect where the heart is embedded and thus would always exert greater
influence than interests (which only reflect the focus of the mind), no matter how strong
the interest. As a consequence of his attachment, his primary priority was still with his
biological family over Jesus.

The differences of interest, attachments and priorities disclose where the person
is. Jesus ongoingly clarifies this for persons, particularly his disciples (would-be and
real). When he talked later about the need to “give up everything” (apotasso, same word
as good-bye) to be his disciple (Lk 14:33), this is not about relinquishing all else and
detaching ourselves from them, particularly the relationships he described earlier (see Lk
14:26). In that context and in these current contexts, this is about how the person is
defined, who/what determines their lives, and thus how relationships are practiced. For
this purpose, Jesus is emphatic with this third would-be disciple that anything less or any
substitutes in discipleship are a reductionist compromise, which is not “fit for service”
(euthetos, usable, suitable, 9:62); that is, it’s not relationally meaningful, thus neither
significant relationally to God nor acceptable for relational function in God’s family.

Jesus held these would-be disciples accountable for his whole person presented
and disclosed vulnerably by the trinitarian relational context of family and relational
process of family love. Thus, his call continues to be clarified as the call to be redefined,
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transformed and made whole—to follow him for relationship together in relational
progression to the whole of God, the Trinity qua family. Anything less than and any
substitutes for this are reductionism of the incarnate Jesus and the whole of God’s self-
revelation, which renders our life and practice both theologically and functionally to
epistemological illusions and ontological simulations. Consequently, all who confess this
Jesus are accountable—from the scholar in the academy to the teacher behind the pulpit
to every person in the pew.

Functional Implications

Since we are all accountable for the entirety of God’s self-revelations in the whole
person of Jesus’ life and practice, there are interrelated issues we (individually and
together as church) need to address and account for in our life and practice. What we pay
attention to and tend to ignore (if not theologically, at least in function) about Jesus is a
reliable indicator of what we pay attention to and ignore about each other in the practice
of church. For example, if we pay attention to what Jesus did but ignore his whole
person, we will pay attention to what persons do—relate to, talk about, pray for, work
with—while overlooking their whole person, thus basing relationship on the amount of
what we do together rather than on how deeply we are involved with each other.

How we practice church is an ongoing issue and priority in this study. Yet, we
cannot adequately address this issue without the interrelated, and generally antecedent,
issue of how we functionally (not in theory or rhetoric) practice relationships—to be
discussed more in the next chapter. Moreover, this relational issue cannot be adequately
addressed without the interrelated, and generally antecedent, issue of how we define
ourselves and what defines our person. The issue of what defines us also involves our
basic perceptual-interpretive framework: the functional lens used in our primary culture
(and subcultures) which determines essentially what we pay attention to or ignore in
ourselves, others (including Jesus), our relationships and church life and practice. These
three basic interrelated issues (what defines us, how we practice relationship and thus
practice church) interact upon each other to further reinforce and more deeply embed us
in practices of which we have to give account.

Is the Jesus presented at church and is the Jesus represented in our practice the
whole person Jesus vulnerably presented and disclosed for relationship? The theological
implications of an incomplete Christology directly affect our life and practice and the
Jesus they are based on. An incomplete Christology indicates we don’t really understand
the person Jesus much less intimately know him. Without “the presence of the whole” in
sanctified life and practice, we are susceptible to the substitutes of reductionism, to
ontological simulation and epistemological illusion.

We all have to take seriously and make explicit the presence of reductionism—
each scholar, every teacher/pastor, all persons in the church. The incarnation is not a
mere historical event, not only a basic foundation for faith. The incarnation is the
embodiment of the whole of God and the fulfillment of God’s thematic relational work
since creation—the significance of which is deeply known in the experiential truth of
relationship, that is, when not reduced. It is this counter-relational work of reductionism
in our midst which ongoingly challenges the whole of God’s relational work.
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Moreover, we need to acknowledge the reality that reductionism tends not to be
the blatant activity often associated with Satan but rather is usually an obscure process
having the appearance of being reasonable, normative and even righteous (cf. 2 Cor
11:14,15, most likely engaged in church contexts). This means any shift to reductionist
substitutes for the whole may not be apparent because the overt forms may remain while
the underlying or deeper significance is absent. For example, this shift may not involve a
shift in basic theology and doctrine but what they are based on (e.g., a scientific paradigm
and foundationalism, not the whole of God), or it may not be a shift in basic types of
Christian practice but how Christians function (e.g., without the significance of heart),
not a change in outward behavior but without the relational significance of intimate
involvement. The latter is notable in the routinization of worship (cf. Mt 15:8-9),
particularly in the ritualization of the Eucharist without partaking of Jesus’ whole person
(not only what he did) and, even more significantly, without participating together
intimately in relationship with him in the function of the trinitarian relational context of
God’s family and the trinitarian relational process of God’s family love.

In its teaching and practice, the church is clearly accountable for a complete
Christology and a full soteriology. The incarnation principle of nothing less and no
substitutes is not only paradigmatic for all of our life and practice, more importantly it is
imperative for each person and the church together—the relational imperative of the
whole of God. This principle needs to be ongoingly examined and accounted for in the
three major areas for all practice: (1) the significance of our person presented, (2) the
quality of our communication (both content and relational aspects), and (3) the depth
level of relationship we engage.

As Jesus functioned ongoingly throughout the incarnation, sanctified life and
practice must (dei) always address the issues of how the person presented is defined and
what defines the person presented. And the person presented must be congruent with the
nature of who, what and how the person is, just as Jesus consistently was. For the person
presented to be congruent with who they are and to be compatible with whose they are,
furthermore, involves the other major areas of the quality of communication and the
depth level of relationship engaged—discussed further in the next chapter.

In all of this, Jesus unequivocally disclosed that anything less or any substitutes of
his person and ours are insufficient for relationship on his terms. This brings us to the
crucial issue of discipleship and the critical question: what are our churches filled with?
Discipleship is a crucial issue because our prevailing notions of discipleship appear
inadequate to distinguish Jesus’ disciples, thus incapable of defining the make-up of a
church as his followers. This goes back to what we pay attention to and tend to ignore.
Apart from what Jesus said to the rich ruler, for example, in terms of what this person
accomplished and had attained and accumulated in his life, he (and persons who function
like him) would be considered a model Christian and sought after by most churches for
membership.

We cannot ignore, however, what Jesus clearly shared with would-be disciples
without engaging in reductionism of his person. We cannot ignore what is insufficient
and unacceptable to Jesus to be his follower without redefining this with reductionist
substitutes. Church teaching and practice of discipleship in particular make evident on
whose terms relationship with God is engaged.
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The incarnation establishes the larger context beyond any human context in which
Jesus vulnerably discloses the whole of God for relationship. This is the only person
Jesus presented. If we are to receive and respond to God’s self-revelations and thus be
distinguished as the people of the Book, then first and foremost we have to become
persons of the Word. And if we are to be indeed persons of the Word embodied
(including all his embodied words and practice), then we must by its nature function
together in the full relational significance of Jesus’ whole person.

The function of his sanctified life and practice in the trinitarian relational context
and process seeks to define us, involve us and help us function in a sanctified life and
practice of nothing less and no substitutes. This is neither optional nor negotiable, only
the relational imperative. And the vital relational message in this imperative call to be
redefined, transformed and made whole is God’s deep desire for us to partake of and
participate intimately in the whole of God’s life in relationship together as family. Yet,
this call to be whole does not preclude the ongoing challenge of an alternative practice of
reductionism and defining ourselves, doing relationships and practicing church on our
terms.

Sanctified Christology theologically and functionally allows for nothing less and
no substitutes.
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Chapter 2 The Person in Relationship

As we journey further on this christological path, we need to be aware of what we
pay attention to and what we ignore. The whole person Jesus presents becomes more
vulnerable, making himself relationally accessible, and thus his interactions will be
increasingly intense. And it may be our tendency at critical periods to veer off his
embodied course and unintentionally or inadvertently find ourselves on “the road to
Emmaus.”

This is where Jesus found two of his disciples in this familiar post-resurrection
scene (see Lk 24:13-32). Yet, the text informs us that these disciples “were kept from
recognizing him” (v.16). Since the verb “kept from” (krateo, to hold, restrain) is in the
Greek passive voice, this is usually taken to mean the disciples were unable to recognize
(epiginosko, to know specifically) Jesus either because of God’s action or Jesus’ post-
resurrection body was slightly different, making his appearance harder to recognize from
before. | suggest their own predisposition and bias kept them from making connection
with Jesus—indicating a Greek reflexive passive of the subject acting upon itself.

While these disciples solemnly reflected on the tragedy over the weekend and
their bewilderment on this third day, notice the transition in Jesus’ interaction with them.
At first Jesus engaged them as if to be ignorant of what was happening (24:19). This
gives the disciples the opportunity either to discuss events and information, or to focus on
the whole of Jesus’ person and relationship with him—just as we have the opportunity in
this study. Being predisposed as they were, they talk about the events and information
about Jesus of Nazareth. This is not to say such discussion is irrelevant, or even
unimportant, but it should not be at the expense of ignoring, diminishing or minimalizing
what is most important in Jesus’ life and practice.

Ignoring the deeper significance of Jesus” whole person is a prime indicator of
where we are. Jesus intensifies his relational work with these disciples by confronting
(not merely chastening) them with where they are: “How foolish you are, and how slow
of heart to believe” (24:25). These are strong words which clearly demonstrate how the
disciples are accountable for where they are. The word “foolish” (anoetos) also means
ignorant, mindless, stupid; it emphasizes culpability of the subject person(s) and
describes one as intellectually reckless or negligent, failing to think responsibly, having
no sense and implying that one should have known better (cf. Gal 3:1-3). It means neither
a lack of education nor an inability to think but a failure to focus and think it through (cf.
syniemi, as discussed in the previous chapter). The word “slow” (bradys) of heart stands
in contrast to swift, quick in response. Thus, “slow of heart” here means to be reluctant,
dull, unresponsive, that is, to trust Jesus and take him at his word.

Their “foolishness” and “slowness” were not because of what God did or anything
circumstantial. Even as Jesus further connected for them various pieces of God’s self-
revelation (24:27), their hearts did not respond (“burning within” but not responsive,
v.32) to his whole person vulnerably pursuing them for relationship. Their
predispositions and biases—a function of their perceptual-interpretive framework—
resulted in their hearts being functionally withdrawn from Jesus in relational distance
despite immediate physical proximity; and thus they were oblivious to his vulnerable

47



presence and insensitive to his intimate relational work. This was a consequence of their
own action, which they did to themselves.

What appears to be a rather passive and somewhat innocent course by these two
disciples is in actuality their willful decision to veer off the path of the embodied whole
of Jesus. As his followers, they functioned irresponsibly and in effect relationally rejected
him by their actions, however inadvertent. Yet, Jesus does not admonish his disciples
merely by exposing the old without also giving them the opportunity for the new to be
raised up. While holding them accountable for where they are and giving them
responsibility for their response to him, he keeps pursuing their hearts by breaking bread
with them (24:29-30). By partaking of and participating together in the vulnerable
presence of his person, they would experience intimate relational connection with him.
And as Jesus concludes his relational work with them, their perceptions finally make a
qualitative shift to know specifically (epiginosko) who this person really is (v.31).

This post-resurrection interaction is used to introduce us to the increasingly
intense interactions of the whole person Jesus in relationship to be discussed in this
chapter in particular, and the rest of this study in general. This christological path,
however, is incompatible with the function represented by “the road to Emmaus.” What
course we take will essentially define what we pay attention to and what we ignore. As
we follow Jesus, we need to ensure that our predispositions and biases reflecting where
we are (and our perceptual-interpretive framework) do not result similarly in our own
hearts being functionally withdrawn from Jesus in relational distance despite full
narrative proximity, and thus detached from the vulnerable presence of his whole person
and insensitive to his intimate relational work.

The Relationship of God

In understanding that the person presented by Jesus is a function of the whole
person—nothing less and no substitutes, thus irreducible—we now need to understand
that Jesus’ whole person is a function of relationship in the trinitarian relational context
and process—nothing less and no substitutes, thus nonnegotiable.

Since God’s self-disclosures in Jesus are presented to us specifically for
relationship, Jesus’ sanctified life and practice is about how God does relationship. We
can grasp how God does relationship by following the face of Jesus in his face-to-face
interactions. It is the significance of this function of relationship in the trinitarian
relational context and process which brings coherence to God’s thematic action
throughout human history: planned by God before creation and started at creation before
the Fall, formalized in the covenant and fulfilled by Jesus the Christ, while currently
being brought to eschatological completion by the Spirit—discussed further in the next
chapter. In this complete Christology the whole gospel clearly emerges for experiential
truth of Jesus’ full soteriology, the significance of which is only for relationship together.

The most significant relational function in the incarnation of how God does
relationship is Jesus vulnerably disclosing his relationship with his Father. Ontologically,
they are one and their persons are equally the same (consubstantial, Jn 10:38; 14:11,20;
16:15; 17:21), thus inseparable (never “to be apart” except for one unfathomable
experience on the cross, Mt 27:46). As trinitarian persons (not modes of being) in the
qualitative significance of the whole of God (not tritheism), they are intimately bonded
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together in relationship (understood conceptually as perichoresis) and intimately involved
with each other in love (Jn 5:20; 14:31; 15:9; 17:24). This is the relationship of God
which Jesus functionally makes evident about the Trinity (discussed in chapter nine).

At Jesus’ baptism and transfiguration (transformation), the Father openly said:
“This is my Son, whom | love; with him I am well pleased” (Mt 3:17; 17:5). The term for
“to be well pleased” (eudokeo) can also be rendered “delight.” To be pleased with a son
expresses a common bias about parental approval of what a child has done; on the other
hand, to delight in a son seems to focus on the whole person with a deeper expression of
what a parent feels. | suggest “delight” better expresses the qualitative heart of the Father
in intimate relationship with the Son about his qualitative whole person, and thus should
not be interpreted as the Father’s approval of the Son’s performance. In other words, the
Father delights in the Son and loves him for himself, not for what he does. If we are
predisposed to parental approval, we will ignore the deeper significance of their relational
involvement.

Moreover, it is important to pay attention to their language as they interact. In the
Father’s expression above, his words to the Son are simple, what can be considered
“ordinary” language of the heart, and thus intimate. Jesus’ language with the Father in the
garden called Gethsemane (Mt 26:39,42) and on the cross (Mt 27:46) is painfully simple
and disarmingly direct language—words straight from his heart. There are no platitudes,
formal phrases or “sacred terminology” in their interaction—simply communication from
the heart, and thus ongoing communion together in intimacy. Yet, their intimacy can
easily be ignored by our relational distance or even be reduced by a non-relational
quantitative perceptual-interpretive framework.

Their interaction at Gethsemane needs further attention for us to understand its
theological and functional implications. As the vulnerable disclosure of how God does
relationship, Jesus functions in the only way he does relationship—the relationship of
God, nothing less and no substitutes. This particular interaction demonstrates the
relational process of family love involved in the Trinity’s relationship with each other.
Consider: what had been planned together even before creation and was now being
fulfilled by the incarnation, the Son astonishingly did not want to continue; and imagine
what the Father feels upon hearing the Son’s request. This is a strong contrast to an
earlier interaction (see Jn 12:27-28). Despite the unique circumstances, what we need to
understand about the Trinity and grasp for our relationships is why this interaction even
happened at all.

Certainly human weakness is involved in this situation but this is not the
significance of this interaction. The incarnation was predicated on the principle of
nothing less and no substitutes, and thus always functioned in relationship on the basis of
nothing less and no substitutes. Why this interaction even happened at all is because by
the nature of their relationship such an interaction could happen, was “designed” to
happen, therefore was expected to happen. That is, what this interaction signifies is the
complete openness (honesty as it were) and vulnerableness of their whole person (not
reduced to roles and performance) with each other in the intimate relational involvement
of love as family together. By being completely vulnerable here, Jesus makes evident
how they do relationship together. In other words, the trinitarian persons can (and need
to) be their whole person before each other and intimately share with each other anything,
S0 to speak—without the caution, restrictions or limits practiced in human relationships
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since the primordial garden (cf. before the fall they “were both naked and they felt no
shame,” Gen 2:25). Anything less than and any substitutes of their whole person and
these relationships necessary to be the whole of God no longer would constitute the
Trinity (whom Jesus vulnerably disclosed) and therefore becomes a reduction of God.

In addition, the incarnation principle of nothing less and no substitutes not only
functionally defined who Jesus is in relationship but also functionally determined whose
he is in relationship. The Son did not reduce his person with the Father by becoming
overly christocentric. Not only did he openly express his desire to avoid the cross but he
clearly expressed his deeper desire “yet not as | will but as you will” (Mt 26:39). The
Son’s prayer was not about himself, though he openly expressed his person. This was not
a matter of the priority of the individual, which also includes not merely the individual
desires of only the Father. This was about the whole of God, the Trinity qua family.
There is no aspect or function of individualism in the nature of the Trinity, though each is
distinct in their person and unique in their function. As a trinitarian person, the Son made
evident the interdependent (functionally in conflict with independent) relational nature of
the Trinity as the whole of God’s family. Furthermore, in another interaction the Son also
defined how the Spirit never functions independently but only interdependently in the
whole of God (Jn 16:13-15); this points to the Spirit’s work as not for the individual’s
agenda but always for the whole of God’s family, the church (cf. 1 Cor 12:7).

The relationship of God necessitates the function of the whole person, yet never
centered on oneself and thus always as a function of relationship in the trinitarian
relational context of family and the trinitarian relational process of family love. What
emerges from the relational dynamics disclosed between the Father and the Son is that
the most significant function of relationship is signified by God’s love. Their family love
constitutes the Trinity’s relational oneness (functional communion) reflecting the
ontological triunity of God.

Yet, love (agape) should not be perceived in reductionist terms, which
unfortunately predisposes many of our notions of love to diminish the importance of the
whole person and the significance of relationship in likeness of the Trinity. God’s love,
however, of each other in the Trinity is not about what to do (reductionist substitute)—as
if the persons of the Trinity needed to do anything with each other to demonstrate or
prove their love (cf. Jn 15:9,10). As the Father made evident at the Son’s baptism and
transfiguration, the Trinity’s love is only about how they are involved with each other’s
person. The synergistic (and perichoretic) mystery of this qualitative involvement is so
intimate that though three disclosed persons yet they are one Being, though distinct in
function yet they are indistinguishably and indivisibly one together—without relational
horizontal distance or vertical stratification. And this relationship of God is disclosed not
for our mere information but made accessible for us to experience in relationship together
in likeness. This accessible relational experience is the functional purpose of Jesus’
formative family prayer (Jn 17:20-26).

In the context of his full prayer (known as his high priestly prayer), the purpose of
Jesus’ sanctified life and practice (Jn 17:19) is directly correlated to and causal of this
relational outcome to experience the whole of God in relationship together. To call his
prayer a high priestly prayer is accurate because this is Jesus’ intercession (cf. Rom 8:34;
Heb 7:25). Yet, formalizing Jesus’ involvement in this vital interaction with the Father
tends to focus only on what Jesus does, and his role as high priest, rather than on their
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relationship together. His role and what he does in it functionally serve only for this
relationship, the relationship of God as family.

Jesus’ sanctified life and practice is always about relationship first and foremost,
even while interacting (praying) with the Father. Thus his all-embracing prayer reflects
the whole of this relationship—and its theological and functional implications—further
and deeper than any other moment in the incarnation. All of God’s thematic action in
human history since creation is enacted directly for this relational outcome—nothing less
and no substitutes. The whole, therefore, of sanctified Christology (which involves a full
soteriology) is only about being intimately one together as the whole of God’s family
(what we are saved to). This then makes his summary prayer more than high priestly, but
it functions more completely as Jesus’ formative family prayer. It is his formative family
prayer which keeps unfolding the functional significance of the relationship of God
throughout this study.

Redeemed from Reductionism in Relationship

In likeness of the communion of God (in the Trinity), our communion with God
(with persons in the Trinity) is disclosed to us in Jesus’ sanctified life and practice as a
function only of relationship, redeemed (from the old) and transformed (to the new)
relationship. As we continue to follow the face of Jesus in his face-to-face interactions,
how Jesus does relationships with various human persons is an extension of how he does
relationships with the trinitarian persons of God. This extension is clear because Jesus
never engaged in reductionism by reducing his person and how God does relationship.
Nor does he reduce human persons who are an extension of God’s image and likeness
created with the relational design and purpose of the relationship of God. Reductionism
always counters the function of God’s self-disclosure as nothing less and no substitutes.

What distinctly characterizes these relationships in Jesus’ vulnerable sanctified
life and practice is without reduction: functional communion in the intimate relational
involvement of love at the deepest level of qualitative significance (both the heart of God
and the human heart created in likeness). Jesus makes his whole person accessible to
them for this relationship.

Our predispositions and biases rooted in reductionism create functional barriers to
perceive, receive and respond to the relationship of God. The implication of this is sin—
that is, sin as reductionism—ifrom which we need to be redeemed (functionally freed for
relationship). As the functional key, Jesus unlocks and opens the relational door to the
process of transformation (completed by the Spirit) for functional involvement in the
relationship of God. This need for redeemed and transformed relationship is evident as
Jesus is further involved with others, notably his disciples and close followers.

Two of his close followers were sisters, Martha and Mary, whom Jesus loved
along with their brother Lazarus (Jn 11:5). When defined by what they do, these sisters
are commonly characterized as different types: Martha oriented to a life of activity and
service, while Mary by a life of contemplation and worship. We get a deeper and
different understanding of their persons as Jesus interacts with them face to face in
relationship. How they functioned in relationship together reveals where they truly are,
and also deepens our understanding of the relational significance of Jesus’ sanctified life
and practice.
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Their first interaction takes place because “Martha opened her home to him” and
his disciples during his later Judean ministry (see Lk 10:38-42). The term for “opened her
home” (hypodechomai) denotes a distinct act of caring for them by Martha, which she
apparently initiated; also, identifying it as “her home” is unusual when there is a male in
the family. Her hospitable and kind action is certainly well received by this likely tired
and hungry group, and could easily have been the basis for significant fellowship. But
fellowship is an issue in which the function of relationship is critical.

Thinking relationally is always more difficult when the surrounding context
defines persons in fixed roles and confines them to the performance of those roles. The
non-fluid nature of their sociocultural context made individuality outside those roles an
aberration; thus the norm not only constrained the person but also limited (intentionally
or inadvertently) the level of involvement in relationships. These barriers made the
function of relationship critical for Martha since she was a product of her times.

The person Martha presented to Jesus was based on her role and what she did,
which she seemed to perform well. By defining herself in this way, she focused quite
naturally on her main priority of all the hospitable work (diakonia) to be done, that is, her
service or ministry (diakoneo, Lk 10:40). This work, on the one hand, was culturally hers
to do while, on the other hand, was an opportunity for her to serve Jesus. Yet, defining
her person by what she did and the role she had also determined what she paid attention
to and ignored (from her perceptual-interpretive framework) in others, and thus how she
did relationships. More specifically, Martha stayed within the limits of her role in
relationship with Jesus, whom she related to based on his role. This can be seen clearly in
their second interaction when Lazarus died (see Jn 11:1-40).

Since the persons Martha and Mary each presented to Jesus coincide in both
situations, a composite from both narratives will be used to give us a fuller understanding
of how each functioned in relationship with Jesus. Before returning to their first
interaction, in this second interaction Martha extends herself again to Jesus when her
brother died (Jn 11:21); she didn’t lack in initiative. Her opening words to Jesus are
exactly the same words (see Greek text) Mary would share with him in their encounter
later: “Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not have died” (v.21, Mary in v.32).
Yet, while expressing her discouragement and seemingly holding Jesus accountable, in
the same breath she qualifies her words with an indirect statement: “But | know that even
now God will give you whatever you ask” (v.22). Whether she was suggesting or
requesting that Jesus do something, her indirectness was probably true to cultural form by
not asking Jesus (Master, Teacher) for a favor directly.

Furthermore, Martha stayed within the limits (functional barriers) of relationship
between men/rabbi and women. Her indirectness evokes from Jesus a simple yet personal
response of what will happen: “Your brother will rise again” (v.23), implying his
relational involvement with them. Since Jesus had already taught about the future
resurrection from the dead (Jn 5:28,29; 6:39,40), Martha must have learned that before by
making reference to it here (v.24). These words by Martha are what a good student would
be expected to say. On the surface of Jesus’ response, he then seems to take her on a short
theological exercise, yet he is really trying to make deeper relational connection with her
at the vulnerable level of her heart—*“believes in me,” the intimate relational work of
trust (vv.25-26). Martha responds with a clear confession of faith (v.27) but without the
intimate relational connection with the whole person of her faith, who is kept at a
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relational distance as she goes back to call Mary. Later, even her confession is called into
question, as she is tested relationally by reductionism: the fact of the situation vs. the
person of her faith (vv.39-40).

How Martha was defined by her sociocultural context and what defined her
person predisposed her to Jesus and biased how she did relationship with him. With this
cultural perceptual framework, she paid attention to Jesus in his role as Lord and Teacher
but overlooked his whole person in this interaction; she concentrated on serving Jesus but
ignored being relationally involved with him in the first interaction. Consequently, she
neither exercises her whole person nor experiences her whole person with Jesus in the
function of relationship imperative for his followers.

Reuvisiting their first interaction, Jesus redirects Martha to what is more important
and redefines for her what is truly necessary (Lk 10:41-42). There is an underlying
conflict here with Martha’s cultural perceptual framework; Jesus doesn’t directly deny
Martha her framework but shifts her to the deeper qualitative framework of the relational
context. Despite the work that needs to be done and the circumstances related to it, he
basically tells Martha not to let that define her and determine their time together: “but
only one thing is needed.” The word for “need” (chreia) means usage, act of using,
employment, to signify that in which one is employed. Jesus is calling her to the primary
priority (her vocation, as it were) in life: to his whole person in relationship together—
not merely to occupy the same space as Jesus, nor merely to do what Jesus did (e.qg.,
serve), but to ongoing relational involvement with him in intimate relationship. No
greater priority should employ her life and practice.

This is what needs to define her and to determine their time together. This
involves the call to be redefined, transformed and made whole, which implies Martha
needed to be redeemed (to be freed). Though she took a small step to connect with Jesus
in the second interaction, she needed a redeemed relationship to be involved with Jesus as
Mary was (to be discussed shortly).

With all her dedication and good intentions, Martha essentially related to and
served Jesus with reductionist substitutes and practices. In terms of how she related to
Jesus under the influence of reductionism, what she paid attention to and ignored about
both her person as well as Jesus’ person, including about their relationship, Martha
inadvertently functions to reinforce counter-relational work. Such practice takes place all
too commonly among God’s people, even while serving Jesus. This raises the concern
about what it means to serve him and a pervasive issue we readily practice when serving
Jesus: defining ourselves by serving, and thus being focused primarily on the work to be
done. Jesus says “whoever serves me must follow me; and where I am, my servant also
will be” (Jn 12:26). In these words he said a necessary condition to serve him is to follow
him and be where he is; that is, as discussed earlier, this is the function of relationship in
ongoing intimate involvement with his whole person. Serving does not come first to
define what it means to follow Jesus. The word “to serve” (diakoneo) comes from the
word for minister, servant, deacon (diakonos) and has the emphasis on the work to be
done, not on the relationship between Lord and servant.

This is a vital distinction for all his followers. Because in defining what is
necessary to serve him, Jesus is also clearly definitive about what is insufficient to serve
him: to focus primarily on the work to be done, or on related situations and
circumstances, no matter how dedicated we are or how good our intentions. Jesus did not
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discount the particular service Martha was doing but how she engaged it. How we serve is
just as important as whether we serve or not. Therefore, any reductionist substitutes and
practices for serving him are not an option. For all his followers, Jesus makes
paradigmatic for serving and imperative for discipleship: the function of intimate
relationship together as the primary priority.

While Jesus called Martha to his whole person for relationship, Mary already
extended her person to Jesus for this relationship—whom Jesus fully receives, “Mary has
chosen what is better” (Lk 10:42)). The word for “chosen” (eklegomai) denotes simply
the act of selecting Jesus, the naming of Jesus as the object desired, and thus expressing
favor to his person chosen. Mary paid attention to Jesus’ whole person and focused on
being relationally involved with him—the primary priority. And Jesus completely affirms
her relational action: “and it will not be taken away from her” (v.42). “It” is a relative
pronoun (hostis) from the basic relative pronoun hos (he who), which provides a better
rendering for this context: “and he who is chosen will not be taken away from her.” The
accessible Jesus vulnerably extends his whole person to her for relationship together.

Yet, Mary’s choice was not a simple one to make. She cannot be characterized
merely as a different personality type from Martha, which predisposed her to extend
herself to make better connection with Jesus. In these two interactions Martha actually
demonstrates more initiative than Mary. They also were both constrained by their
sociocultural context to the same fixed role. Mary had neither the privilege of an optional
role nor could she be an exception. This is the reason Martha legitimately expected Mary
to be like her, and why she tried to manipulate Jesus (“Lord, don’t you care...”) to make
Mary fulfill her role (Lk 10:40). What was culturally hers to do was culturally also
Mary’s.

Moreover, household roles and expectations were only part of the pressure Mary
faced in her surrounding context. Mary seemed to ignore the work (diakoneo) which was
culturally hers to do and chose instead to engage Jesus in a manner not customarily
available to women. That is, she also goes against the religious culture by sitting at Jesus’
feet in order to be taught by the Rabbi (Lk 10:39); this is a privileged place forbidden for
women and reserved only for men, particularly disciples (note also, that serious disciples
usually were training for leadership). This takes place during an important period in
Jesus’ ministry when he has intensified his private teaching of his disciples in preparation
of their forthcoming leadership. Imagine then what his disciples thought (or even said in
protest) when Mary sat next to them.

Yet, Mary is willing to risk ridicule and rejection (even by Jesus) by going
beyond any religio-cultural constraints in order to pursue the person Jesus. She
effectively doesn’t allow reductionism to control her life and merely do what is expected
and comfortable—that is, to diminish her person and limit her relational involvement. By
her choice, she clearly acts only on what is important and necessary: the whole person in
the function of intimate relationship together. Jesus fully receives her person for this
relationship and, in openly doing so, teaches his disciples not only a lesson on the
relational priority of discipleship but also on the relational function of leadership (to be
discussed later).

Her whole person functioning in intimate relationship with Jesus is even more
evident as we see them in further interactions. Returning to Lazarus’ death and their
second interaction, Mary quickly goes out to meet “the Teacher” who has asked for her
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(Jn 11:28-29). When she sees him she says the same opening words as Martha earlier
(vv.32,21). These are her only spoken words, but not all she communicates to Jesus.
When she sees him, “she fell at his feet” (v.32) and says the above while “weeping”
(v.33a). Mary makes her whole person vulnerable and fully shares her heart with Jesus,
which Martha doesn’t seem to do even with the same words. This communicates
profoundly with Jesus, thus deeply moving his heart to make intimate connection with
Mary (vv.33b,35,38). In these moments, she experiences her Teacher (didaskolos) more
deeply and came to know him as never before. Their intimate connection is qualitatively
distinct from the connection between Martha and Jesus moments earlier. This is the
relational outcome in redeemed relationship of the whole person functioning in intimate
involvement together.

Mary deepens her intimate connection with Jesus in a third interaction, which
demonstrates even further how vulnerable her whole person is made to Jesus (see Jn
12:1-8). Whether she follows the lead example of the prostitute (Lk 7:36-50, to be
discussed next) or acts spontaneously from her own creative heart, Mary makes another
difficult and also costly choice (Jn 12:3). With the cost of the perfume (“worth a year’s
wages,” v.5) added to her decision, she again acts contrary to prevailing cultural form and
practice to literally let her hair down to intimately connect with Jesus—inappropriate
conduct for both of them—and humbly with love attend to his needs. Mary is engaged in
the deepest relational work of a disciple, which Jesus defines clearly for his disciples as
“a beautiful (kalos, in quality and character) thing (ergon, work of her vocation) to me”
(Mt 26:10, parallel account).

Mary’s action demonstrated the most relationally significant practice of diakoneo,
in which she served Jesus while intimately involved with his person more than ever
before. She gave her person to Jesus, and Jesus not only received her person but also
received from her person. This continued to contrast with Martha’s diakoneo (Jn 12:2),
though not to diminish that kind of service. Yet, we need to understand the ongoing
choice of function involved here. Mary grew further in her person and experienced more
of this relational outcome because she would not allow the counter-relational work of
reductionism to prevent her from this opportunity to make intimate connection with
Jesus. Without the restraints of reductionism on her heart, she seized the opportunity of
the vulnerable presence of Jesus’ whole person (as he said, “you will not always have
me,” 12:8).

Love functions this way, it always makes the person and the relationship most
important—regardless of the need and work to be done. This is how Jesus functions with
us and how he wants us to follow him and be with him. Thus, once again, the accessible
Jesus not only received Mary’s person for intimate connection in the priority of their
relationship, but he also clearly makes this relational process more important than even
ministry to the poor—not its reduction because this involvement is how poor persons
(among others, including Jesus) need to be served. Apart from Judas Iscariot’s motives
(Jn 12:4-6), this was important to learn for the disciples who tried to reprioritize Mary’s
act (Mt 26:8-9). While at this stage just days prior to Jesus’ death the disciples certainly
have learned about wholistic ministry, they have yet to grasp the significance of Jesus’
whole person (thus theirs also) and the primary function of intimate relationship together
(cf. Jn 14:9). They would change but not without difficulty, and certainly not without
redemptive change.
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What his early disciples needed to understand as experiential truth, we who have
followed apparently have yet to grasp its significance. Jesus not only fully received
Mary’s person and made her relational action more important than ministry. He further
makes the sweeping claim: wherever the truth of his gospel is proclaimed and practiced
(in ministry, mission and evangelism) in the whole world (without exception), Mary’s
action will also be shared in remembrance of her (Mt 26:13, par. Mk 14:9). This is not a
memorial to Mary defined by what she did. This is a defining moment in Jesus’ sanctified
life and practice making evident the functional significance of relationship with him.
Remembering Mary is somewhat similar to what Jesus said about remembering him (Lk
22:19). That is, the relational action of Mary’s person is basic to the gospel and the
functional purpose of God’s thematic action and Jesus’ sanctified life and practice: the
importance of the whole person functioning in the primacy of intimate involvement
together in the relationship of God as the whole of God’s family.

All Christian discourse, at any level, throughout the world needs to involve
Mary’s functional significance, as Jesus claims. This then urgently raises the question:
Where is this person in our life and practice, individually and corporately as church? |
suggest what has happened to Mary’s action in our midst is primarily due to what is
involved in her counterpart’s action—gender issues notwithstanding.

As the focus shifts to the (likely) prostitute who similarly anointed Jesus (Lk
7:36-50), we need to be acutely aware of our predispositions and biases which may keep
us at a relational distance from the issues involved.

The context of this dinner at a Pharisee’s house is traditional and thus well
defined in terms of how persons are seen, their fixed roles and their relationship limits;
this may be a banquet for Jesus attended by guests in conformity with the host, not an
open affair (v.49a). Based on how she is defined and what defines her in this context, the
prostitute is totally unacceptable to be even present in the background. Nevertheless, this
“impure” woman breaches the religious life and practice of this gathering with even
greater implications than those already discussed about Mary’s action. While both
women exercised their person to pay attention to Jesus’ person and ignored the
surrounding consequences for their action, the prostitute’s choice was even more difficult
to make than Mary’s.

The difficulty begins with how she is defined and what defines her. Certainly,
Simon the Pharisee, along with the other guests, had a clear moral basis for defining her
as a sinner (Lk 7:37,39). The prostitute is not in denial about this fact for herself because
that in actuality is the reason for her action. That is, on the one hand, the fact that she
sinned is not disputed by anyone, least of all this woman; and, on the other hand, the
reality she is forgiven and thus redefined is disputed by most present, but not by Jesus
and this woman, most of all her. The reason Jesus doesn’t dispute her forgiveness is
implied in the analogous example he describes for Simon: of prevailing debt in the
Mediterranean world and the exceptional act of “debt cancellation” (charizomai, to give
someone a favor, vv.39-43).

= The theological implication of this is: the more sin we have forgiven by God, the
more unearned and unmerited favor (charis, grace) we have experienced from God,;
this has both a quantitative aspect specific to our sin and, more importantly, a
qualitative significance relationally specific to the whole of God’s family love.
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= The functional implication of this is: since this is not only about what Jesus saves
us from (sin) but most importantly what he saves us to (relationship together in
God’s family), the more grace (and thus forgiveness) we have experienced from
God, the more we will love God in qualitative function by being relationally
involved with the Trinity in ongoing intimate relationship together, and then extend
this family love to others.

This woman already experienced God’s forgiveness and grace. She doesn’t
present herself to Jesus in order to be forgiven. Her moral failure as well as reductionism
no longer defined her person and thus determined how her whole person functioned in
relationship. She demonstrated having been redeemed from that. And the clear functional
indicator for this experiential reality is defined by Jesus as: the deep relational
involvement of “she loved much” (v.47)—prevailing in one’s qualitative function. He
then contrasts for Simon his behavior from hers: the minimum quantitative involvement
culturally customary (with which he failed even to engage Jesus) and the vulnerable
qualitative involvement of the heart of this woman’s whole person (which includes her
former vocation’s tool, perfume, vv.44-46). And the functional indicator of not
experiencing God’s grace is also clearly defined by Jesus as: the relational distance of “he
who has been forgiven little loves little” (v.47b)—pervasive in one’s quantitative
function.

As a Pharisee, Simon probably disputed Jesus by pointing to his many good deeds
in keeping the Law. This love, however, is only a qualitative function of relationship—
never reduced to merely the quantitative deeds of doing something, no matter the
devotion or good intention. Since this love is embodied in a person who has first
experienced God’s grace, then by its nature the act of love by this person functions from
the same relational context and process by which God’s grace is experienced. There is a
direct correlation Jesus establishes here as experiential truth.

Moreover, there is a functional distinction between this woman and Simon which
is crucial to understand. There is a redemptive change in her which underlies her
relational act of love. Analogous to debt cancellation, she is freed from the burden of her
sin on her person and its relational curse. In addition, since, in being forgiven, she is now
defined by God’s grace and no longer by reductionism, she is freed functionally from the
constraints of reductionist substitutes and practices. Thus, this redemption gives her the
freedom to vulnerably love Jesus’ whole person and to experience him intimately as
never before, just as Mary did. Without their freedom the relational act of love would not
have been expressed. Maybe deeds of “love” to substitute for this love would emerge—
possibly as Martha expressed and probably as Simon performed—but not the relational
significance of God’s love.

Jesus reaffirms to this woman what she already understood as the basis for her
loving action—"“Your sins are forgiven” (v.48). She may not have understood all the
theology involved but she grasped deeply its functional significance. Then he prepares
her to go forth in the surrounding reductionist context to function further as a person who
has been redefined, is being transformed and made whole. As she vulnerably gave her
person to his accessible person, he now vulnerably extends his whole person back to her
(v.50): “Your faith (your ongoing relational trust in my whole person) has saved you (to
relationship together in God’s family, sozo, and made you whole); go in peace (in the
wholeness and well being of who you now are and whose you will always be).”
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Despite the pressures she would continue to face from the surrounding
reductionist context, her whole person and her function together in the relationships
necessary with the whole of God will continue to grow (as Mary did) as long as the basis
for her life and practice is God’s grace. This basis must (dei) by its nature be not only as
the theological basis but, most important, as the functional basis. God’s grace was not
new to Simon’s thinking. As a Pharisee, his theology from the OT likely included God’s
grace. Yet, God’s grace was not functional in his life and practice—that is, function in the
relational significance of God’s grace, which Jesus vulnerably discloses to him.

This is the primary issue involved in the absence of recounting Mary’s action in
our midst. While God’s grace may be claimed as the theological basis for our life, the
functional basis for our practice tends to be distinguished by reductionism more than
God’s grace. This then renders having grace as a theological basis to functional
irrelevance. That same kind of irrelevance may be ascribed to Mary—especially by
males. The relational acts of love, however, by Mary and the ex-prostitute do not reflect a
so-called gender-based relational orientation of women. Such a perception is predisposed
by reductionism and reflects a general male bias embedded in the function of relational
distance—which many females believe or accept also. To diminish the person and
minimalize the relational act point to the underlying presence of reductionist substitutes
and practice, both for the ontology of the person and for the relational purpose of human
persons created in the image and likeness of the whole of God, the Trinity. These
reductionist influences have the consequence of reinforcing (inadvertently or
intentionally) counter-relational work, and thus are in conflict with God’s grace.

Yet, the relational involvement experienced in these interactions with Jesus is
neither unique to types of individuals nor an unintentional action happening without
deeper basis and purpose beyond the individual. This involvement is the relational
function of intimately engaging Jesus in his relational context of family and by his
relational process of family love. Jesus’ relational context and process are both trinitarian,
and thus constitute the relationship of the whole of God: which is vulnerably disclosed to
us for relationship because of God’s grace, which is intimately experienced by us in
relationship together by God’s grace, and which then is the ongoing relational function of
our life and practice only on the basis of God’s grace.

This is why Mary engaged the deepest relational work and demonstrated the most
relationally significant practice of diakoneo, both of which clearly distinguish Jesus’
followers and the nature of who, what and how they are. This is what Jesus makes
paradigmatic for serving and imperative for discipleship for all his followers. Yet,
implied in Mary’s relational function and made explicit in the relational function of the
ex-prostitute is their basis in God’s grace, not based on what they do and have. This is
why the significance of this relational function is basic to the gospel, God’s thematic
action and Jesus’ sanctified life and practice.

When we tend to submit to how the surrounding context (even at church) defines
us by what we do (and attain) and have (and accumulate), and when the functional basis
for our practice becomes defined by what we do and have (however unintentional or
inadvertent), then we are under the influence of reductionism.

= The functional implication of this is: we no longer engage Jesus in his relational
context and process, and thus in ongoing relational involvement with his whole
person; instead we relate to our perceptions about him in a substitute context and
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process, which in appearance may not be distinguishable from the former, but lacks
the qualitative level of relationship (which is where Martha’s practice becomes
more distinct); whatever the devotion or good intention, this practice follows Jesus
and pursues God on our terms, not God’s.

= The theological implication of this is: when we disembody Jesus’ life and practice,
and thus disconnect his relational function, there is a reduction of God’s relational
initiative to extend family love to us and a redefining of God as one who responds
in an exchange process to what we do; this diminishes the need for God’s grace and
creates relational tension (often as relational distance) with Jesus’ sanctified life
and practice, even while professing a theology of grace.

Further implications involve the ontology of the person and of relationship. The
ontology of the person is diminished because the whole person is not affirmed, only the
more quantitative aspects of a person. This outer-in approach to a person—focused on
what one does and has—is constricting because this reductionist bias never involves the
“in” aspect of the person; or it may envision a false dualism without the significance and
function of the whole person. Likewise, the ontology of relationships is minimalized
because whole persons are not intimately involved in the relational function necessary for
relationships to be significant and whole. This deemphasizes in practice the functional
priority of intimate relationships—both with God and with each other in the church. In
these contexts, ontological simulations are substituted by reductionism for both the
person and their relationships.

Reductionism is resistant to God’s grace because grace functionally affirms the
whole person and constitutes intimate relationships. The difficulties seen in many of the
interactions with Jesus’ person involve this resistance to him who embodied God’s grace.
The experiential truth is: God’s grace demands nothing less and no substitutes than the
whole person and intimate relationship together. Jesus makes this evident in the
incarnation of his whole God person, as discussed earlier, as well as in other interactions
which are important to understand in his sanctified life and practice and for our life and
practice.

The Demands of Grace

When Jesus qualified “whoever serves me” by making antecedent the priority
“follow me” (Jn 12:26), he established a problematic condition for all of us. This
paradigm for serving and imperative for discipleship make our life and practice more
difficult. Not only is serving more difficult now without the option of reductionist
substitutes and with the nonnegotiable priority focused on the function of relationship;
following Jesus is now made more difficult because the terms of discipleship are not only
relationship specific with his whole person but also relationally specific only to God’s
terms.

Once we understand that the ongoing function in relationship together must
precede and be the priority over serving, then we have to grasp the face of Jesus. That is,
we have to deal directly with God’s grace embodied in Jesus and relationship with him
on God’s terms. Jesus made his whole person accessible to persons in their human
context. This never meant, however, that Jesus functioned in relationship with them in
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their relational context and by their relational process—in other words, that relationship
with Jesus could be on our terms.

“Follow me” is about both relationship and relationship with him on God’s terms.
“Face to face” with Jesus involves a specific relational process involving specific
persons. This means the “me” Jesus makes imperative to follow has to be the whole
person Jesus vulnerably presented in the incarnation. The face of Jesus cannot be our
image of him shaped by our own predispositions and biases—especially from a
reductionist perceptual-interpretive framework—uwhich certainly involve our interests,
desires and needs.

This is the problem Peter had in coming face to face with Jesus. As we revisit
some of his interactions with Jesus, we can understand the difficulty he had with the
“me” of Jesus’ whole person as well as presenting the significance of his own person in
face-to-face relationship.

While Peter clearly chose to respond to Jesus’ call to “Follow me” with his whole
life (cf. Lk 5:10-11; Mk 10:28), the function of his whole person had difficulty
responding to the face of Jesus. This is evident in their interactions, which will be
examined for our purpose here by starting with their last interaction during Jesus’ earthly
ministry (see Jn 21:15-23).

This post-resurrection interaction takes place obviously after Peter’s denials of
Jesus prior to the crucifixion. Since neither of them addresses the pain of these moments,
Peter apparently has been forgiven. Assuming this happened, it would be helpful to
connect Jesus’ questions about Peter’s love less to his denials and more to the ex-
prostitute’s relational act of love (Lk 7:36-50). The implication of connecting these
would shift the focus from Peter’s future ministry—demonstrating his love (or even
proving it) by fully caring for Jesus’ followers—to how he needs to engage serving (cf.
the issue for Martha).

The experience of forgiveness (and God’s grace) directly correlates to the
exercise of love—an experiential truth Jesus established when defining the ex-prostitute’s
action. Love is never reduced to the quantitative deeds of ministry but is only a
qualitative function of relationship. Like the ex-prostitute, since this love needs to be
embodied in a person who has first experienced God’s grace, then by its nature any act of
love by this person functions from the same relational context and process by which
God’s grace is experienced. The significance, therefore, of this woman’s (and Mary’s)
relational involvement with Jesus is: the relational involvement of intimately engaging
Jesus in his relational context of family and by his relational process of family love.

As Jesus questions Peter about his love and directs him to his ministry (“feed my
sheep”), he is correlating the experience of forgiveness and God’s grace to this matter
(*he who has been forgiven much loves much™). Thus, Jesus is focusing on Peter’s need
to establish God’s grace as the basis for his life and practice. The outcome of this would
constitute Peter’s function only in the context of God’s family and by the process of
extending God’s family love. Yet, Peter is having difficulty intimately engaging Jesus in
his relational context and by his relational process. This crucial relational involvement is
not there for Peter despite his declarations of love for Jesus. Jesus knows this is missing
in Peter’s answers, thus he once again calls Peter to the relational significance of “Follow
me” (Jn 21:19Db).
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When Jesus redirects Peter to the relationship and the need for deeper
involvement together, Peter demonstrates his relational distance by paying attention to
John (“what about him?” v.21), and thus in effect ignoring Jesus’ person vulnerably
pursuing him. This apparently strains Jesus’ loving patience. His response to Peter—
“what is that to you?” (v.22)—expresses rebuke from Jesus which Peter needed. This is
why Jesus, then, emphatically makes it imperative to Peter: “You must follow me”—the
only imperative Peter needed to hear and focus on. As the last words (and the first words
to begin their relationship, Mk 1:17) Jesus says to Peter, he once again calls Peter to be
redefined, transformed and made whole.

Even up to the end of his earthly ministry, Jesus is calling Peter to his whole
person for intimate relationship together. The functional implication of this is that the
influence of reductionism is still preventing Peter from functioning deeper in the
relational involvement of following Jesus’ whole person. This is a functional barrier for
Peter to go further in the relational progression, in which Jesus takes his followers to
relationship with the Father as his very own in God’s family together. While Peter often
represents the early disciples as a group, his difficulties are of his own choosing and
doing. He has had various opportunities to be redeemed, yet his reductionist perceptual-
interpretive framework always emerged to resist God’s grace. This all becomes evident
as we revisit some of his earlier interactions with Jesus.

Two confessions of faith characterize Peter’s discipleship. One confession came
when Jesus separated would-be followers from true disciples (Jn 6:68-69), discussed in
chapter one. The next confession came when Peter affirmed Jesus’ deity, “You are the
Christ, the Son of the living God,” which Jesus acknowledged Peter as having received
this revelation from “my Father” (Mt 16:16-17). Yet, confessions of faith are insufficient
to follow Jesus’ whole person—even confessing his deity. Peter had yet to grasp that
God’s self-disclosures are only for relationship; and he needed to engage Jesus face to
face.

He would have that opportunity moments later when Jesus vulnerably disclosed
the painful course “he must” (dei, necessary, unavoidable) take to the cross and the
resurrection (Mt 16:21). Rather than receive the face of Jesus (and God’s grace),
however, Peter takes Jesus aside as if to counsel him (maybe partly from the confidence
gained due to his confession), not to console Jesus. Peter acts boldly “to rebuke him”
(v.22). The word “rebuke” (epitimao) means to censure, rebuke; it is an abrupt and biting
charge sharply expressing disapproval, harshly taking someone to task for a fault (cf. Mk
1:25). The word implies that Peter expressed a warning as he confronted Jesus on this
absurd disclosure. “Never, Lord!”—the word (hileos) functions in such phrases as an
invocation for overturning evil (cf. in our vernacular, “God forbid!” or “Absolutely no
way!”). We have to appreciate Peter’s honesty in sharing his feelings with Jesus. In this
sense, Peter made himself vulnerable to Jesus. Yet, despite his honesty, was he really
opening his whole person to Jesus? The answer involves why Peter had these feelings.

Jesus’ response to him helps us understand. He responds back even more strongly
by identifying Peter as the enemy (v.23); contrast this with moment’s earlier (v.17). Why,
because he was a “stumbling block” to Jesus; the word (skandalon) always denotes
enticing or trapping its victim in a course of behavior which could ruin the person.
Compared to earlier (v.17) when Peter was influenced by the Father’s revelation over
human reason, Peter shifted from theological confession to his function on the basis of
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human rationality. “Have in mind” (phroneo) means to think, have a mindset—that which
underlies one’s predisposition or bias. This is the activity of one’s perceptual-interpretive
framework, which also involves the will, affections, conscience, therefore to be mindful
and devoted to that perspective—that is, for Peter’s function, at the very least. In other
words, it defines what he pays attention to and what he ignores, thus determines how he
will function as a person and in relationships.

Peter had strong feelings against Jesus’ self-disclosure because that was
incongruent with his perceived image of God and what God should do. This is not merely
about his messianic hopes and expectations but exposes a deeper issue. That is, Peter’s
perceptual-interpretive framework reduced Jesus’ whole person and determined the terms
of their relationship; this then redefined Jesus to function in Peter’s context, not his
trinitarian relational context, thus to be something less than and some substitute for the
One whom Peter professed to be earlier. Under the influence of reductionism, Peter
resists God’s grace by trying to prevent Jesus from going to the cross—for Peter’s
redemption, which he clearly demonstrates the need for, particularly from reductionism.
This is how reductionism influences us to function in life and practice contrary to what
we believe theologically—a common pattern not unique to Peter.

This influence of reductionism is further understood as it prevents Peter from a
significant relational connection with Jesus. Six days after the above interaction, the face
of Jesus is presented the most vulnerably than at any other moment during the
incarnation. This happens when Jesus is “transfigured” (metamorphoo, to transform, to
alter fundamentally) before Peter, James and John (Mt 17:1-9)—a privileged experience
for them.

The transfiguration marks a pivotal point of Jesus’ disclosure of God’s glory,
which these disciples have the unique opportunity to experience further and deeper: the
“visible” heart of God’s being, as Jesus is transformed to exalted form and substance (cf.
Moses’ face, Ex 34:29); the intimate relational nature of the whole of God, as the Father,
along with his Son, communicates directly with them in relationship (cf. with Moses, Ex
24:15-16; with Elijah, 1 Kg 19:8-18); and the vulnerable presence and involvement of
God, as made evident in this amazing experiential moment. At this reunion of key
persons in God’s family, the whole of God’s thematic action coheres from the past
(represented by Moses and Elijah) with the present (presented by the Messiah in God’s
glory embodying God’s grace) to the future (by the present constituting reality of God’s
kingdom/family). In the Father’s relational communication (an extension from Jesus’
baptism, Mk 1:11) further made with these disciples to build relationship together, two
vital messages summarize all that God relationally has disclosed, promised and
experienced with his people: (1) the full affirmation of his Son in the trinitarian relational
context of family and by the trinitarian relational process of family love, and (2) the clear
imperative (“Listen to him!”) for all his followers to pay attention and respond to him in
his relational context and process—because Jesus communicates the whole of God, not
only with his words but from his whole person.

The whole of God’s glory is vulnerably disclosed in the face of Jesus (cf. 2 Cor
4:6). Moses and Elijah responded to God’s glory “face to face” on God’s terms to build
the covenant relationship together. What does Peter do with God’s glory; how does he
respond to the face of Jesus?
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God’s glory is not disclosed to observe for information, or merely to behold in
awe, but only for relationship—by the necessity of God’s being, nature and presence.
When Peter wanted to erect three tents (for Jesus, Moses and Elijah) as the opportune
purpose for him to be present (Mk 9:5), consider what this does to the whole of God’s
heart and intimate relational presence vulnerably presented to him. In the tension of this
vulnerable moment Peter resorts to the past, both immediate and distant, which is still
present in function for him. His old mindset (perceptual-interpretive framework) exposed
by Jesus six days ago, quickly expressed itself further when he tries to constrain God’s
glory to a place—just like the OT ways of relating to God indirectly in the tabernacle
(tent). Once again, Peter reduces Jesus’ whole person and relates to the face of Jesus on
his reductionist terms, not Jesus’ relational context and process as the Father makes
imperative for him.

Certainly Peter’s fear factors in to his response, as Mark’s Gospel indicates (Mk
9:6). Yet, a response from fear mainly points to what Peter relies on in his life and
practice. An analogous example of such response by Peter to Jesus’ person and
relationship together is their interaction walking on water (Mt 14:22-33). In this
experiential moment, Peter initially engages Jesus’ whole person (“if it’s you...”) in
Jesus’ relational context (*...tell me to come to you”). The situation is not the primary
matter to pay attention to here but the relational process of their involvement together is.
Peter is making his whole person vulnerable to Jesus on Jesus’ terms—though there is
some element of “prove it” contingency to Peter’s faith, yet not in a passive sense without
Peter’s full relational involvement. Unfortunately, Peter only pays attention to Jesus’
person and the relationship for a brief significant moment. Then he shifts to the situation,
which thus produces the fear causing a response to Jesus only in the role to save him from
his circumstances. The significance of this shift, in contrast to the beginning of this
interaction, is: Jesus’ person is reduced to what he can do and the primacy of relationship
is replaced by the situation and circumstances.

The situation and circumstances are real, but they cannot be the priority to create
the context for relationship with Jesus nor be the terms to determine the process of
relational involvement with Jesus. A reductionist perceptual-interpretive framework
makes this shift (often subtle), notably when there is tension in the relationship. Back at
the transfiguration, Peter’s shift to the tents exposes: the reductionist substitute he uses
for the face of Jesus; how reductionism diminished his direct relational involvement with
God’s glory embodied by Jesus’” whole person; and thus the relational distance he
maintains from intimate relationship together with Jesus and the whole of God as family.
The relational consequence is that how Peter functions directly prevents their relationship
from functioning together in the relational significance of “Follow me.”

In his reductionism Peter continues to resist God’s grace, and thus he functions
neither in the importance of the whole person nor with the primacy of intimate
relationships. Yet, since Jesus neither defines his person nor does relationships in Peter’s
reductionist terms, along with the Father he persists in his relational work to extend
family love to him. At the transfiguration, it is also important for us to understand Jesus’
relational action and not merely pay attention to his words. After the Father spoke
directly to the disciples, Jesus pursued them and tenderly reached down to touch them
(Mt 17:6-7). The word for touch (hapto) involves not just physical contact but touch with
involvement and purpose in order to influence, affect them, notably Peter—that is, by his
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relational messages from his relational context of family and relational process of family
love.

Jesus’ pursuit of Peter with his whole person for Peter’s whole person continues
in a defining interaction for all his followers, in which Jesus begins to make evident “the
full extent of his love” (Jn 13:1-17). His footwashing tends to be oversimplified as
symbolic of servanthood or spiritual cleansing, yet we need to understand the relational
significance of this action. The phrase “the full extent of his love” (eis telos), which Jesus
partially makes evident in his action, means: the complete, ongoing thematic action of
God’s family love (signified by relational involvement) initiated in the covenant and now
embodied and fulfilled in Jesus’ whole person. Besides in the hours to follow to the cross,
how does Jesus make evident “the full extent of his love” in this moment?

If the context of his footwashing is not limited to only the situation and
circumstances—as prevailing as they are just prior to his death—Jesus takes his followers
deeper into his relational context and relational process. For Jesus, the time now is not
about going to the cross, rather “the time had come for him to...go to the Father” (13:1).
This situation and circumstances neither define Jesus’ person (though they certainly will
affect him) because he is defined by the trinitarian relational context of family; nor do
they determine his action because he functions by the trinitarian relational process of
family love. All of his actions thus are for relationship. As the embodiment of God’s
grace, Jesus’ whole person functions to affirm the importance of the whole person and to
constitute intimate relationships together as family—by redeeming and transforming the
person and their relationships.

Jesus’ footwashing directly overlaps both with Mary’s footwashing as the
relational action of intimate involvement in family love and with the ex-prostitute’s
footwashing as the relational act of love emerging from the experience of God’s grace.
Contrary to reductionism, their involvement is the relational function of intimately
engaging Jesus’ whole person in his relational context of family and by his relational
process of family love. In that upper room with his disciples, Jesus functions with the
same relational involvement to intimately engage these future leaders of his family with
his relational context and relational process. What is the significance of this for God’s
family?

By extending God’s grace to his followers, Jesus makes his whole person fully
vulnerable to his followers. Since God’s grace affirms the whole person—which
reductionism resists—grace demands nothing less and no substitutes. And Jesus doesn’t
allow anything less or any substitutes of his own person to be in direct relational
involvement with them.

It was cultural custom for the host to provide water for dinner guests to wash their
own dusty feet, at the very least (cf. Jesus’ comment to Simon, Lk 7:44). Hosts with
greater means would have a household servant wash the diners’ feet as they reclined at
the table to eat. While Jesus demonstrates his humility (as the Teacher, Lord, Messiah) to
assume the footwashing work himself, even more significant is “the full extent” of his
relational involvement (signifying his family love). Nothing less and no substitutes of
Jesus’ whole person than he personally assuming this footwashing would be sufficient to
constitute his relational involvement of family love—that is, as the embodiment of God’s
grace. Furthermore, grace demands nothing less and no substitutes of persons to
constitute the intimate relationships of family; this is what the ex-prostitute teaches us
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and Mary demonstrates for the relational significance of the gospel, as Jesus said earlier
in intimate relationship with them contrary to reductionist substitutes and practice.
Likewise, in relation to his disciples no household servant could substitute for Jesus and
nothing less than Jesus’ whole person could make evident this family love.

Functioning fully in his relational context of family and by his relational process
of family love, Jesus engages his disciples. Footwashing doesn’t represent so much how
far (or “low”) Jesus is willing to go, as much as the feet are symbolic of the depth level of
relational involvement Jesus engages with them. In other words, no level is too deep or
beyond any limits for relationship together, which reductionism resists and tries to
redefine. God’s grace demands this and constitutes this intimate relationship of God’s
family. This not only makes Jesus’ whole person vulnerable but also makes his followers’
whole person vulnerable. What does Peter do this time with the face of Jesus?

If Peter’s perceptions of Jesus had changed, we could expect a different response
than the time he tried to prevent Jesus from going to the cross. Yet, Peter’s response to
Jesus washing his feet (in the Greek aorist subjunctive mood with a double negative, Jn
13:8) is the strongest expression of categorical denial and refusal of Jesus’ action. Did
Peter not learn anything from their previous confrontation? While he appears to have
accepted Jesus’ pending death (cf. Mk 14:31; Lk 22:33), though with mixed reactions (cf.
Jn 18:10-11), he has yet to experience redemptive change from reductionism.

Once again Peter functions from his reductionist perceptual-interpretive
framework. Under the influence of reductionism, he not only defines his person primarily
by what he does but he also defines Jesus this way. Then, of course, just as with the issue
of the cross, there is absolutely no way Peter’s Teacher (culturally, students served the
teacher), Lord, God could do this servile act. If Peter subjected himself to this, he would
only reinforce Jesus’ and his indignity or humiliation. And, once again, we have to
appreciate Peter’s honesty; yet this is what he pays attention to while ignoring the
significance of Jesus’ whole person and the relational involvement necessary for intimate
relationship together. The relational messages in Peter’s response to Jesus are: Jesus
couldn’t be his own person; he has to be the person Peter wanted him to be; and Peter
would determine how their relationship will function. Despite Peter’s honesty, do we get
a sense of his whole person?

I suggest, there is a deeper issue also involved here which creates an even more
formidable barrier to intimate relationship, as an infectious byproduct of reductionism.
This interaction with Jesus very likely stirred up mixed feelings in Peter. Based on his
reductionist substitutes and practice to define himself, that’s how he functioned in
relationships. As the prevailing practice in human relations from reductionism, Peter also
essentially compared people on a human totem pole. This process of stratification placed
Jesus at the top and Peter below, if not at the bottom. On the one hand, Peter felt very
strongly that his servile act (just as the cross scenario) was not worthy of Jesus. In this
structure, conversely, Peter would feel also that he was unworthy to have his Teacher,
Lord, Messiah, God wash his feet, however strong the feeling. The latter feeling more
fully explains Peter’s relational rejection of the intimate involvement of Jesus’ whole
person in family love, and thus of God’s grace—all while professing faith to the contrary.
In his unworthiness, Peter was not open to the vulnerability of such intimacy, even
despite Jesus being more accessible to him than at any other time.
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Jesus is making evident to Peter that to “Follow me” is a function only of
relationship, not of confessions of faith or of serving, however devoted or well-
intentioned. He told Peter his washing was necessary for Peter to have a “part with me”
(Jn13:8). “Part with” (meros meta) means to “share with me,” which involves the
relational function of communion together. This is about ongoing intimate involvement in
relationship together, not about forming the beginning of a relationship (cf. “in me”)—
nor about so-called communion activity, which is how Holy Communion tends to be
observed in church. “Follow me; and where I am, my [disciple] also will be” (Jn12:26).
Jesus’” whole person was vulnerably involved with Peter in this relational act; and that’s
where Peter needed to be to participate in Jesus’ life, and how it was necessary for him to
function in order to have intimate involvement together. Just as with Martha, this is what
needs to employ Peter’s life and practice.

This relational significance of Jesus’ involvement to make evident the fullness of
his family love and God’s grace still escaped Peter. When he asked for “my hands and
my head as well” to be washed (v.9), his reductionist framework only saw Jesus in the
quantitative act of purifying, not in the qualitative function of relationship. Peter was
embedded in his surrounding context, which still prevailed in his life and practice.
Consequently, Peter’s whole person remained in relational distance and had yet to
vulnerably engage Jesus in his relational context and process.

Yet, without redemptive change from the old (namely reductionism) we cannot
expect Peter to be transformed to the new—as the ex-prostitute teaches us about God’s
grace and Mary makes functional about the gospel. The same reductionism pervades our
life and practice today; and we experience the absence of intimacy in our relationships,
even in the church, likely more than in any other historical period. The reductionist
substitutes and practices prevailing in modernity need to be redeemed, transformed and
restored to God’s design and purpose, as Jesus vulnerably made evident in his sanctified
life and practice. Without such changes, we will practice our relationship with God on
similar terms as Peter continued to struggle in.

The influence of reductionism always resists God’s grace (which affirms the
whole person and constitutes intimate relationship together) by redefining the person to
something less and by counter-relational work displacing intimate relationships with
substitutes. Grace demands the function of the whole person to be vulnerable to each
other (hearts open and coming together) to constitute intimate relationship—nothing less
and no substitutes.

God’s grace embodied in Jesus functions vulnerably with the whole person and
thus is deeply involved with Peter in family love. And the relational messages to Peter
ongoingly from the face of Jesus can be summarized: “To ‘Follow me,” Peter, it is never
enough to make confessions of faith (however crucial) and merely to serve me (however
devoted); you have to let my whole person be intimately involved with you and
vulnerably wash your feet; but, and this is critical, in order to let my whole person be
intimately involved with you, and you with me, you must (dei, necessary, unavoidable)
let go of your old (notably, reductionist substitutes and practices) and then let me go to
the cross for you so that you can be redeemed from the old and transformed to the new in
the function of intimate relationship together as family in ongoing family love.”

A reductionist perceptual-interpretive framework shifts these relational messages
to the critical issue: how does unworthy Peter measure up to these expectations in
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ongoing life and practice? As the footwashing interaction also points to, the underlying
concern for Peter was: how can he be worthy of this relationship? Various interactions
with Jesus demonstrate how much he defined himself by what he did, or at least said he
was going to do, which Peter depended on to establish himself as Jesus’ disciple. Their
relationship throughout the Gospels indicates his vacillation between, on the one hand,
trying to establish himself by his own efforts and, on the other, not being able to measure
up and likely feeling unworthy. This is characteristic of those who define themselves by
what they do or have.

Yet, the face of Jesus clearly emerges from the constraining context of
reductionism to bridge the relational distance to make evident “the full extent of his
love.” Embodying God’s grace always functions in the relational involvement of family
love. And what all his followers need to grasp from Jesus (and the ex-prostitute) is the
experiential truth: experiencing God’s grace also always functions in the relational
involvement of family love.

The ongoing experience of God’s grace is a fundamental issue for those who
define themselves by what they do or have, and then depend on that to establish worth in
their relationships, both with Jesus and with others. It is especially problematic when
these persons are active in serving Jesus. By washing their feet, Jesus is not reinforcing a
reductionist self-definition and worth but gives his followers the deepest experience of
the new basis and base for relationship with him and each other. After he washed their
feet, he asked them: “Do you understand what | have done for you?” (Jn13:12). “For
you” (hymin) is in the Greek dative form and should be rendered “to you,” because this
wasn’t a mere deed “for you” to observe as an example of what to do in the ministry of
the gospel. Rather “to you” involves Jesus’ relational action vulnerably disclosed to them
in order to experience “the full extent of his love.” “Do you understand” (ginosko, to
know, comprehend, experience) is not related to knowing information about Jesus and
what he did, but rather involves experiencing Jesus’ whole person and intimate
relationship together in his relational context of family by his relational process of family
love.

In direct opposition to reductionism, Jesus displaces the roles (Teacher, Lord,
servant, messenger) used to define him and his followers and dissolves the stratified
relationships those roles promote (Jn 13:13-16). Jesus only sees their persons as family
together; and family love is the only way his whole person is intimately involved with
them. Just as Mary and the ex-prostitute functioned contrary to reductionism, all his
followers are called to be redefined, transformed and made whole to function “with me”
in his relational context of family and by his relational process of family love. This deep
experience of his family love (and thus God’s grace) is the basis for their relationships
and is the ongoing base by which to function with each other. This is the base experience
his new commandment points to, which distinguishes his disciples not as mere servants
but as family together (Jn 13:34-35)—a relational progression to be discussed further in
the next chapter.

Yet, this deep experience of the new basis and base for relationship with Jesus and
each other has a tendency to get redefined or renegotiated—even unintentionally or
inadvertently. This susceptibility often becomes a common practice particularly in a
surrounding context influenced by reductionism and its byproduct of feeling unworthy.
To share in this experience with Jesus and to share this experience with others, however,
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cannot be reduced and still be the same experience. Its significance is constituted only as
a function of the whole person vulnerably involved in intimate relationship together.

When Jesus tells his followers to wash each other’s feet (Jn 13:14-15), this
directly addresses the issue of unworthiness. Peter genuinely and rightfully felt unworthy
in relation to Jesus at different times (cf. Lk 5:8). Reductionism functionally redefines
this condition of unworthy (not necessarily theologically) and substitutes practices to
achieve one’s worth. Since Peter was under the influence of reductionism, he needed to
take to heart the relational message from Jesus implied in the experiential truth of this
experience: “I, ‘the holy One of God’ who embodies God’s grace, wash your feet even
though you are not worthy.” Yet, Peter (or any of Jesus’ followers) cannot merely receive
the relational action of God’s grace as one not worthy, and then redefine it as a deed for
him to perform in order to try to be worthy. This effort to measure up to Jesus’ perceived
expectations is a reductionist practice that resists the reality of one’s whole person. The
fact that Peter is not worthy is not a problem for Jesus and God’s grace, yet it is
problematic for Peter. Since grace affirms the whole person, grace demands nothing less
and no substitutes of his whole person, however unworthy.

When Jesus said “you also should wash...you should do as I....,” “should”
(opheilo) can either be taken as an obligation, an obligatory duty to one another, or be
understood with relational significance as to be bound, that is, bonded together in the
relationship of God’s family. Since Jesus said “as I” (kathos, to show agreement
between), he clearly means only the latter; perhaps his use of opheilo instead of dei
involves the relational responsibility to choose clearly to function contrary to
reductionism, just as Jesus, Mary and the ex-prostitute did. If Peter (or any of Jesus’
followers) takes this as a duty to measure up to for his worth, he renegotiates the terms
for relationship together and the significance of Jesus’ purpose and function. By doing so,
then, Peter would continue essentially in function to prevent Jesus from going to the cross
for him and God’s grace to redeem and transform him.

What Peter needs to grasp from Jesus is: grace demands the whole of his
unworthiness also—nothing less than this person and no substitute practices for this
person in relationships. Grace is the experiential truth with the implied relational
message from Jesus: “I, ‘the Son of the living God,” die on the cross for you because you
can’t make yourself worthy no matter what you do and have.” Since grace constitutes
intimate relationships together as God’s family, grace demands only this one conclusion
about the function of his self-worth, which otherwise would be a barrier to this intimate
involvement together.

God’s grace demands that we fully be our whole person—nothing less (and
nothing more, no embellishments) and no substitutes (and no role playing, however
devoted or well-intentioned). This is who and what Jesus presented in the incarnation and
made accessible. Since the whole person is neither in a vacuum nor to be isolated, this
person functions only for relationships. The grace of God’s self-revelation in the
incarnation of Jesus functions only for relationship. As the embodiment of God’s grace,
Jesus’ person vulnerably discloses not only who and what God is but also how God is,
which is only for relationship together. Therefore, God’s grace demands our whole
person to function together in the relationships constituted by the full relational function
of Jesus’ whole person in the trinitarian context of family and the trinitarian process of
family love—that is, functionally constituting the intimate relationships together with the
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whole of God as family, and thus persons redeemed and transformed to function in
relationships together intimately by family love in likeness of the Trinity.

What God’s grace demands of our person is irreducible, and what God’s grace
demands of our relationships is nonnegotiable. This is who, what and how Jesus is, and
who, what and how his followers must (dei, necessary by its nature, not obligation) be to
function in relationship “with me.” To have grace as the functional basis and ongoing
base for our life and practice involves nothing less and no substitutes.

Functional Implications

In the complete Christology of Jesus’ sanctified life and practice, Jesus’ whole
person functions both to make God accessible only for relationship by vulnerably
disclosing the whole of God, as well as to pursue us for intimate relationship together by
his relational work of redemption and transformation. If we are beginning to grasp the
importance of the ontological integrity of Jesus’ whole person and the relational
significance of how he functions, we have to make necessary changes to reflect this. For
example, what we pay attention to and ignore necessarily must be redefined. This would
reprioritize how we function in our life and practice to focus on the functional importance
of the whole person and the primacy of intimate relationships. Sanctified life and practice
involves only these two functions, with nothing less and no substitutes.

This raises an issue about the relationship of God and a lingering question about
Martha. Why wasn’t how Martha served at that stage of her growth process sufficient for
Jesus? With similar attention to a profile like the rich ruler (discussed in chapter one),
Martha’s service would be a welcome addition to and sought after by many churches for
some type of service ministry. If churches were as definitive as Jesus, this would
significantly reduce the amount of church practices. Yet, this is not an issue of perfection
and the excellence of performance but rather the necessity of qualitative involvement by
persons and in relationships. Thus, this goes back to the incarnation principle of nothing
less and no substitutes.

Since we’ve all been on the road to Emmaus, we may ask if it’s reasonable or fair
to be held accountable for all of God’s self-disclosures in the incarnation—just as Jesus
confronted the two disciples on the road earlier. This would not be the right question to
ask. The issue should be, if it was reasonable or fair for God to make accessible nothing
less than and no substitute of the whole of God, and also if reasonable or fair that Jesus’
person was always vulnerably involved with nothing less than and no substitute of his
whole person.

“Nothing less and no substitutes” is a vulnerable disclosure of the relational
ontology of the whole of God, the Trinity; and as God’s self-disclosure by grace, the
relationship of God is epistemologically irreducible and nonnegotiable. Moreover, the
relationship of the whole of God becomes an experiential truth when our reciprocal
involvement is vulnerably nothing less and no substitutes; this must not be confused with
the perfection and total performance of that involvement, which would reduce the
involvement to more quantitative than qualitative. Therefore, given how the whole of
God embodied in Jesus vulnerably engaged us for relationship, the reasonable and fair
question then becomes: can there be any other sufficient response back to God than
nothing less and no substitutes of our whole person? And consider further and deeper the
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implications for us today of Jesus’ words to those turning to the road to Emmaus: “How
foolish you are, and how slow of heart to [be relationally involved].”

Followers of Jesus cannot ignore the function of Jesus’ relational imperative in
their life and practice, both individually and as church. Yet, why would we ignore its
significance if it is the basis for deeply knowing God and experiencing Jesus as never
before (just as for Mary), and the ongoing base for experiencing intimate relationship
with each other together as God’s family? This raises two interrelated issues in our life
and practice, of which we need to be aware:

1. The accessibility of the face of Jesus we ongoingly respond to—not merely
theologically acknowledge—the involvement of which is a function of
relationship with Jesus’ whole person.

2. Our image of Jesus, in everyday usage, shaped by our perceptual-interpretive
framework, which also functions to predispose and bias our involvement with him
ongoingly.

We need to account for these particularly in the presence of reductionism. For
example, a reductionist image of Jesus predisposes or biases us to limit our involvement
with him, and thus creates a barrier in relationship together (just as with Peter). This turns
what we may think is accessing the face of Jesus into a substitute for intimate relationship
and into something less than his whole person. This then is an ontological simulation and
epistemological illusion from reductionism. Without being able to distinguish this in our
practice, we can inadvertently reinforce counter-relational work rather than engage the
relational imperative in how we function, serve or even practice church together. If this
identifies correctly where Martha was, how can Jesus affirm her service without
reinforcing reductionism and its subtle counter-relational work?

This addresses the deeper issue. Any aspect of our life and practice (individually
and as church) which functions to diminish the whole of Jesus’ person and to minimalize
intimacy in the relationship of God becomes a matter of sin—specifically, sin as
reductionism. Whatever creates functional limits to perceive, receive and respond to the
whole of God is the relational function of sin. We need to grasp what is involved here.
Reductionism is not merely a conceptual framework but more importantly an underlying
counter-relational process struggling against the whole of God. There is an ongoing
tension and conflict between God’s relational work of grace and Satan’s counter-
relational work, which we cannot rationally ignore or relationally avoid.

Since God’s grace demands the function of the whole person to be vulnerably
involved with each other (hearts open and coming together) to constitute the intimate
relationships of family, reductionism actively resists this. The functional implication
commonly overlooked in our Christian contexts is the functional reality (serving as truth):
reductionism has become an acceptable alternative to, and a prevailing substitute for, the
demands of God’s grace.

The ontological simulations and epistemological illusions substituting for the
whole of God and God’s creation (original and new in Christ) are increasingly normative
in our life and practice, rather than an exception. While reinforcing counter-relational
work is often inadvertent, its pervasiveness in our practice makes our function more like
intentionally unintentional. The reality functioning in our midst is: reductionism separates
the whole individual person and distances the collective whole of God’s people from the
whole of the trinitarian relational context of family and relational process of family love.
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This has embedded the local Western church in reductionist substitutes of individualism
and voluntary association characterized by privatism—to be discussed in later chapters.
While these matters are certainly relational consequences from other contextual
influences (such as modernity), the full understanding of reductionism can only be gained
from adequately perceiving Satan’s counter-relational work.

In the life of a church, and in our everyday life, the priority of relationship over
ministry, service and other work is certainly difficult to reconcile in practice, given
situations and circumstances—and, more importantly, given our investment in what we
do and have. Yet, this is compounded when God’s grace is not the functional basis and
ongoing base for our life and practice. For example, relationships are not simple and
relational work is not easy. This can appear too demanding to measure up to, or it can be
a threat to our worth—both based on what we do and have, as well as the fear of losing
what we have attained and accumulated. This is true of a church which fills its pews with
“rich rulers” and “Marthas” to define its success, rather than relying on Marys and ex-
prostitutes to fulfill its purpose and function in the gospel; this reflects a shift to
reductionist substitutes. Moreover, even if the Jesus we follow is not a popular version
but the biblically orthodox Jesus, this doesn’t guarantee how we will practice relationship
with him. We can still function with an orthodox theology in relation to him but on our
terms, not his.

At the risk of oversimplification, this clearly renders us to a difficult position—
much as Peter often found himself. That is, in terms of how we function, there is no
neutral or intermediate position between the relational work of God’s grace and counter-
relational work (which may appear as normative in a surrounding context). We either let
Jesus go to the cross functionally for us or we do it by ourselves, even if we claim salvific
grace. We either let Jesus ongoingly wash our feet or we resist by keeping our relational
distance, even while we participate in the activity. We either are relationally involved or
we simulate it with some substitute, even though we advocate relationship. Besides
resisting grace, these alternatives reinforce counter-relational work. At this stage in our
transformation, we certainly cannot function completely in the relational work of God’s
grace; yet we should not have any illusions about our alternatives being anything more
than reductionist substitutes—that is, essentially being a neutral or intermediate function.
Even acts of common grace are not neutral but imply God’s relational work of grace.

Partaking of Jesus’ whole person and participating in his sanctified life and
practice are both only a function of relationship, specific only to God’s grace. His
followers have no valid option to this—only the sin of reductionism. What Jesus makes
evident in his sanctified life and practice and, therefore, clearly defines for us as
necessary to be whole, thus irreducible and nonnegotiable, are: (1) the primacy of
relationships, (2) the intimate nature of these relationships, and (3) the equalizing of
persons in the process of relationship (an issue, which Mary and the ex-prostitute
experienced from Jesus, to be discussed in later chapters).

Jesus’ unequivocal call to us is that we be functionally redefined, transformed and
made whole. In this relational work of grace, the accessible Jesus invites us and
vulnerably engages us to partake of and participate in the following: the relationships
constituted by the full relational function of his whole person in the trinitarian relational
context of family and by the trinitarian relational process of family love. In our
response—necessarily as a whole person and together as church—partaking of and
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participating in his vulnerably shared life is experienced together as family most
significantly in the Lord’s Supper. The celebration of the Eucharist is the coherent act of
communion with the whole of God, as the whole of God’s family, not a mere
remembrance of what Jesus did. Thus, our involvement around his table together is only a
function of relationship, not a liturgical activity. However you perceive the nature of the
communion elements, partaking of and participating in the whole of God’s life in
relationship together is specific only to God’s grace, and thus the demands of grace,
nothing less and no substitutes.

Yet, how we engage in the Eucharist is critically correlated to the two interrelated
issues raised earlier in this section: (1) the accessibility of the face of Jesus we ongoingly
respond to, and (2) our everyday image of Jesus shaped by our perceptual-interpretive
framework. The first (1) engages Jesus’ whole person at the Eucharist in his trinitarian
relational context of family and by his trinitarian relational process of family love,
because this is the relational reality Jesus constituted for us to experience together—the
relational work of God’s grace. The second (2) is engaging our image of Jesus at the
Eucharist in an ontological simulation substituting for both the face of the accessible
whole of Jesus’ person and the intimate communion of relationship together, which
renders the partaking and participating to an epistemological illusion as a mere ritual
activity—thus reinforcing counter-relational work, however unintentional.

This tension between the relational work of grace and counter-relational work
needs to receive much more attention in our life and practice. If what defines us in our
life and practice cannot clearly identify grace as its functional basis and ongoing base,
then we cannot account for the influence of reductionism. Regardless of the extent of its
influence, this tension will continue in our midst (cf. Lk 4:13) because it involves a
process persisting until the eschatological conclusion. The issue, however, is not about its
presence, only its influence. Just as Jesus demonstrated in his temptations, until we can
fully account in our practice for Satan’s counter-relational work, reductionism and some
form of its substitutes for the whole will remain influential in our midst. Just as the ex-
prostitute taught us in her life and practice, until we address reductionism as sin, we are
susceptible to its controlling influence on our life and practice, and thus we will lack the
freedom (and maybe even the motivation) to love with vulnerable relational involvement
(just as Jesus loves us)—even while practicing good deeds.

The relational work of Jesus’ whole person clearly puts us in a tenuous position—
just as Peter experienced in those two interrelated interactions in the upper room and after
the resurrection. Jesus’ paradigm for serving and imperative for discipleship vitally make
our life and practice more difficult now without the option of reductionist substitutes,
with the main priority on the function of relationship, and in relationship together only on
God’s terms—just as Martha needed to understand and grow in.

This raises some critical questions which require our response, both as individual
persons and together as church, including the Christian academy. What have we done
with the relational significance of “Follow me” and the importance of Jesus’ whole
person in the “me”? And, thus, how have we redefined discipleship in our context,
assuming we pay attention to discipleship? Given an open review of these matters, what
will it take to restore the experiential truth of God’s grace as the functional basis and
ongoing base for defining our persons, for engaging our relationships, and for practicing
church—just as Jesus made evident in the footwashing? “Unless I....”” *“Listen to him!”

72



Chapter 3 The Person in the Relational Progression

Western Christologies, in particular, tend to have a gap in understanding the
relational significance of Jesus’ life and practice, and thus the primacy of intimate
relationships together he constituted. Other Christologies, generally from the East and the
global South, have a gap in understanding the importance of Jesus’ whole person, thus
the significance of relational involvement by the whole person. Incomplete Christology,
like the former, leads to an experiential gap of the relational reality constituted by Jesus,
while the latter leads to a qualitative gap in the relational experience of these
relationships. What gets reduced (even lost) in these Christologies as they progress in
practice are the relational significance of “Follow me” (discipleship) and the qualitative
importance of the whole person’s (both Jesus’ and ours) relational involvement.

Both formulations of Christology are interrelated theological issues which
functionally overlap in our practice. The theological issues involve the ontology of the
person interrelated with the ontology of the church, as persons in relationship together.
The functional issues involve how we define our person, how we engage in relationships,
and thus how we practice church—all of which include the three major issues of all
practice: the significance of our person presented, the quality of our communication, and
the depth of relationship we engage. Any gaps in understanding leave these matters
susceptible to reductionism. That is, they tend to get shaped primarily by the prevailing
worldview and the surrounding sociocultural context, and thus inadvertently reinforce
counter-relational work. This chapter further addresses this concern in what is the
defining basis of Jesus’ incarnated person and the ongoing base for his sanctified life and
practice.

Christocentric Implications

One of the repercussions from incomplete Christology in the West (or the global
North) is somewhat paradoxical. As this Christology has progressed in practice, it
becomes increasingly christocentric. The Jesus perceived from the canonical texts (not
from extra-biblical sources) becomes overly centered “in Christ,” and as a consequence
this image functions as a self-contained God figure comprehensive for our belief and
practice. That is, the whole of God gets reduced into a “manageable doctrine” (not the
person) labeled Christ—predisposing us in practice to revolve around this image, idea,
and example of Jesus. A contemporary illustration of this mindset is WWJD (an acronym
for What would Jesus do?), which is used to pay attention to Jesus in a way that Jesus’
whole person never paid attention to himself in the Bible.

The WWJD formula is not what Jesus asked himself. Jesus was never
christocentric in function in the way we often practice. He clearly disclosed the basis of
his incarnated person and the ongoing base for his sanctified life and practice: he is
directly from the Father (Jn 3:17; 6:38b; 7:16; 8:29), to do only what the Father wants (Jn
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4:34; 5:30; 6:38), and only by means of the Father (Jn 5:19; 8:28; 12:49-50), in ongoing
life and practice relationally involved in love wholly with the Father (Jn 14:31)—all of
his relational action originating from the Father and going back to the Father (Jn 16:28).
This is where Jesus” whole person was focused throughout his sanctified life and practice.
And what significance do these relational actions have in common? The coherence of all
this is crucial to grasp and the focus of this chapter.

The irony that an overly christocentric Christology is not focused on the whole of
the canonical Jesus has further implications. This involves what is the improbable face of
Jesus disclosed in the biblical narratives and our need (or desire) for the probable. That is,
much of the person Jesus presented in function falls outside of our perceptions of what is
“normal”—based, for example, on a probability distribution from a bell-shaped curve.
This includes the expectations from the sociocultural context of the ancient
Mediterranean world, from the religious community of post-exilic Judaism, and their
messianic hopes. Though Jesus was a devout Jew who lived according to the law, much
of his sanctified life and practice can be perceived in the improbable extremes of the bell
curve.

This creates an uncomfortable condition that: one, either skews the range of
normal (acceptable) behavior, thus reshaping the curve (i.e., raising expectations); or,
two, forces a reinterpretation of Jesus’ improbable actions to a more probable
(acceptable) range, or promotes a mere disregard of those actions. The latter certainly
result in @ more normative theology, however incomplete or distorted, while functionally
providing a more palatable practice.

This process is illustrated by those students who score extremely high on a test to
raise the grading curve. A teacher can either throw out these exceptional scores and
maintain the bell curve, or they can be accepted thus reshaping the curve. Most students
obviously don’t want the curve to be raised since that would increase the expectations of
so-called normal probability of student achievement. Unfortunately, many teachers
function only within a bell-shaped curve, not only for student performance but for their
own as well. How much does this describe church leaders and members?

A similar process takes place in christological studies and practice. Jesus’
improbable actions tend to be overlooked or minimalized. This selective ignoring or
reduction of certain aspects (the improbable) of Jesus’ sanctified life and practice then is
compensated for by paying undue attention to more generalized areas (the probable) of
Jesus. This overcompensation is magnified christocentric practice focused on the
probable Jesus, that is, the incomplete or distorted face of Jesus. The evidence of
selective omission in Christology is seen particularly in the absence or marginalization of
the imperatives of discipleship, including the primacy of intimate relationships
constituted by Jesus.

The Transition Continued
The focus of Jesus’ whole person throughout his sanctified life and practice was
first introduced to us at that temple interaction with his parents as a boy of twelve (Lk

2:41-52). This initial understanding (discussed in chapter one) of Jesus’ emerging person
continues in his adult public ministry to fully transition into the functional basis of his
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person and the ongoing base for his sanctified life and practice. Two situations highlight
this transition.

When Jesus drove out a demon from a mute man, the crowd was amazed but
some labeled his power from Beelzebub and tested him (Lk 11:14-16). Labels and
stereotypes were a common practice from the probable expectations of their surrounding
context in those days." After Jesus defined his action as “the finger of God” (11:20), a
woman in the crowd boldly cried out a blessing of honor—perhaps in witnessing
evidence of the Messiah (v.27). While the honor was indirectly addressed to Jesus, it
focused on his mother Mary, implying her agency as the basis for his life. Jesus not only
rejects this honor to and through Mary, he redirects the blessing: “Blessed rather are
those who hear the word of God and obey it” (v.28).

Those who labeled Jesus and tested him essentially tried to explain the
improbable by the probable of their perceptual framework, which predisposed them to be
closed to Jesus’ whole person. The woman also responded to what was probable for the
Messiah, rather than understanding the deeper (and improbable) significance of Jesus’
whole person and “the kingdom of God [which] has come to [her]” (v.20).

In redirecting the blessing of honor, “the word of God” Jesus focused on to be
honored was never about his words (communication, teachings and commands, cf. Lk
6:46; Jn14:21) because his words were only and always the Father’s (Jn 7:16; 8:28;
12:49,50; 14:24). By redirecting the honor to the Father, Jesus defined the functional
basis of his whole person—which some defined not only as improbable but impossible.
By identifying, to the contrary, the true blessed as those who receive and submit to the
Father, Jesus disclosed the relational significance of the kingdom he constitutes—which
would fall into the improbable range for messianic expectations. Yet, this was the
ongoing base for Jesus’ sanctified life and practice, which would constitute the kingdom
beyond even our expectations. This is made definitive in the next situation when the
improbable becomes the relational reality and experiential truth of God’s people.

The second situation completes his transition from a boy of twelve at the temple.
Not only did he need “to be in my Father’s house” (Lk2:49), he had to make definitive
the Father’s relational context and to function unequivocally by the Father’s relational
process. No other context and process were sufficient to define, determine or even
contain Jesus” whole person in sanctified life and practice. When his mother and brothers
came “to restrain him” (krateo, to hold, retain, restrain, Mk 3:21) in his improbable
(implied in their perceptions) public ministry, Jesus vulnerably disclosed an improbable
relational reality, which extended the bell curve beyond its extreme (see Mt 12:46-50).

Building on his denial of a blessing of honor to Mary expressed earlier, Jesus no
longer acknowledged his mother and brothers in the traditional roles of family. These two
situations tend to be used to support a strained relationship Jesus supposedly had with
Mary and his family.? That interpretation fails to understand the deeper relational context

! For a discussion on labeling, see Santiago Guijarro, “The Politics of Exorcism” in Wolfgang Stegemann,
Bruce J. Malina, Gerd Theissen, eds., The Social Setting of Jesus and the Gospels (Minneapolis: Fortress
Press, 2002), 162-164; and for a discussion on stereotypes, see Bruce J. Malina and Richard L. Rohrbaugh,
Social Science Commentary on the Synoptic Gospels (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1992), 353-354.

2 For example, see Craig Evans, “Context, Family and Formation,” in Markus Bockmuehl, ed. The
Cambridge Companion to Jesus (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001), 14; also Jerome H.
Neyrey, Honor and Shame in the Gospel of Matthew (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 1998), 54-
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and process into which Jesus is taking his followers in relational progression—which his
biological family eventually experiences themselves. This is not to be confused with
rejecting their persons but it does reject those reductionist substitutes constraining the
whole person and the relationships necessary to be whole.

Jesus not only redefined his family by asking “Who is my mother, and who are
my brothers?,” then pointing to his disciples, “Here are my mother and my brothers” (Mt
12:48-49). Jesus also made evident his full transition into the functional basis of his
person and the ongoing base for his sanctified life and practice, however improbable it
was perceived. As first witnessed at his baptism and established during his
transfiguration, Jesus functionally established his person and practice wholly in the
Father’s relational context of family and by the Father’s relational process of family
love—which together with the Spirit are the trinitarian relational context and process of
the whole of God. The implication of this, both theologically and functionally, was: the
relational reality of God’s thematic actions since creation “has come upon you” (Lk
11:20) and is now fulfilled. And Jesus would constitute his followers in relationship
together as the whole of God’s family.

That is, those who followed Jesus in relational progression to the Father would be
constituted as “my brother and sister and mother.” Jesus said “Whoever does the will of
my Father” (Mt 12:50)—building further on his redirecting of the true blessed made
earlier (Lk 11:28)—to signify those who receive and submit to his Father. Just as Jesus
functioned only from, for, by and with the Father, his disciples follow him in function
back to the Father, in the Father’s relational context and by his relational process (cf. Jn
14:6). The functional basis of Jesus’ person and the ongoing base for his sanctified life
and practice become the functional basis of their whole person and the ongoing base for
their life and practice to be sanctified by the relational work of God’s grace.

Yet, this process shared together goes deeper than merely having a common
origin or involving a commonality of association as believers—other connotations of
“brother” (adelphos) and “sister” (adelphe). This is a relational progression that
constitutes his followers in God’s family in relationship together as his sisters (including
Mary) and brothers (cf. Mt 28:10, Heb 2:11,12); moreover, following Jesus in relational
progression precludes reducing discipleship to christocentric practice.

When the Father told Jesus’ disciples to “Listen to him!” (Mt 17:5), this is the
relational outcome he implies and thus expects from following Jesus in the relational
progression (cf. Rom 8:29). Any type of disengagement (in the form of resistance,
omission, avoidance or any relational distance) from this relational progression by Jesus’
followers diminishes the experiential truth: of God’s thematic relational action (beginning
in the primordial garden, Gen 2:18) for human wholeness, of the covenant kingdom of
God’s people, of God’s vulnerable relational work of grace in the incarnation and the
emergence of the new creation, and of the Spirit’s ongoing relational function to bring
this to completion at the eschatological conclusion of the whole of God’s desires.

55; and John W. Miller, Jesus at Thirty: A Psychological and Historical Portrait (Minneapolis: Fortress
Press, 1997), 13-16.
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Relationship in Progression

When we merely follow (or conform to) Jesus’ teachings and example,
discipleship becomes more like a traditional rabbinic student as learner immersed in
information from/about the teacher rather than an intimate relationship with the teacher’s
person (cf. the rich ruler’s first critical error of relationship, Mk 10:17ff, discussed in
chapter one). By revolving around the Teacher and Master more as a learner or servant,
the relationship remains christocentric without progressing further and deeper. This is not
how the Father told Jesus’ disciples to “Listen to him.” To “Follow me” takes the
relationship with Jesus beyond the role of Teacher and Master, or Lord. We need to
understand the developmental process of this relationship in progression.

In the OT, God was ongoingly involved with the people of Israel in situations and
circumstances. Yet, the presence of God was accessible only in limited contexts such as
Mt. Sinai (Ex 19:11,20) and the tabernacle (God’s dwelling place, Ex 25:8,9; 40:34). This
structure promoted a common perception of God as holy and transcendent. The
incarnation functionally changes the context of God’s accessibility while maintaining the
qualitative integrity of God as holy and transcendent. As Jesus disclosed, “I came from
the Father” (ek, out of, indicating motion from whom he belongs), “and now | am...going
back to the Father” (Jn 16:28). The motions “out of” and “back to” are a singular
relational dynamic which is conjoined in the trinitarian relational context of family and
by the trinitarian relational process of family love. The incarnation of Jesus’ whole
person in sanctified life and practice was the continuous relational action fulfilling the
whole of God’s thematic relational action beginning with the first Adam. The
transcendent God was present now as never before and accessible in a further and deeper
way. This reflects a strategic shift in God’s thematic action.

The following discussion of this strategic shift (and related shifts to follow)
should always be understood in the context of God’s thematic action for human persons
to be whole—God’s metanarrative, as it were—which is briefly summarized:

Initiated with Adam for the human person not “to be apart” from the relationships

necessary to be whole in the image of the triune God (Gen 2:18); formalized in

the covenant with Abraham, yet not for a people in nation-state together as mere
kingdom but for all peoples in relationship together as the family of God (Gen

17:1-8); partially fulfilled in the liberation of the Israelites from Egypt to be

God’s people and the establishment of the Tent of Meeting (tabernacle) in their

midst, yet only on God’s terms (signified by giving them the Law and the specific

details for the tabernacle) for the sole relational purpose “so that I might dwell
among them” (Ex 29:44-46); the promissory covenant with Abraham is extended
and clarified with the Davidic covenant (2 Sam 7:5-16); and, with a strategic
relational shift, now fulfilled in the incarnation of Jesus, whose only relational
function was to constitute the whole person in the intimate relationships necessary

to be whole together as the new creation of the triune God’s family (Jn 14:23;

17:21,23; cf. Gal 4:4-7, Eph 2:19-22); then, this is all brought to completion at the

eschatological conclusion of God’s desires by the ongoing relational presence and

function of the Spirit (Jn 16:13-14, Rom 8:11,23, 2 Cor 1:21-22, Eph 1:13-14;

2:22).
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This is the integrating theme of all God’s relational work of grace that defines the context
for discussing the following strategic, tactical and functional shifts by God in the
incarnation.

We need to also keep in focus that, as a function of relationship, God’s
metanarrative is experiential truth; without this relational basis, it is reduced to merely
information about a sovereign God with no relational significance, thus a gospel without
relational clarity, which I suggest is the main reason many postmodernists reject God’s
metanarrative.

Strategic Shift

In the shift from a place (like the mountain or tabernacle), and from situations and
circumstances, God becomes functionally accessible for ongoing involvement in direct
relationship. This makes the transcendent God accessible to all peoples and persons, on
the one hand, but, on the other, accessible only for the relationship-specific function
together of God’s family. This then makes the holy God accessible for relationship only
to those who respond in Jesus’ relational context and process—in other words,
relationship only on God’s terms (cf. Jn 8:31-42). This strategic shift is made evident in a
key interaction Jesus had with a Samaritan woman (see Jn 4:4-26).

The relational significance of God’s strategic shift is magnified in this highly
improbable interaction. For a Jewish rabbi to engage a Samaritan woman one-on-one in
public required an act of redemptive reconciliation (to be discussed further in later
chapters)—that is, to be freed from constraints of the old (and what defined them), and
thus opened to vulnerably engage each other in the relationship of the new. Jesus tore
down the constraint of “double jeopardy” (double discrimination based here on ethnicity
and gender, without even considering her apparent social ostracism) for her and gave her
direct access to a highly improbable, though ultimately unique, opportunity: unrestricted
connection and intimate relationship with the whole of God.

As Jesus vulnerably engaged her, she increasingly engaged him in vulnerable
response. As he vulnerably asked her for water (Jn 4:7), she challenged his request (v.9).
As he made his person more vulnerable to her (v.10), she exposed her interest in his
source of water (v.11) and her curiosity about him (v.12), then vulnerably asked him for
this water (v.15). As he tested the integrity of her person (v.16), she made her person
vulnerable to him (v.17)—with both experiencing more of the other’s person in the
openness of their interaction (vv.17b-19). This relational process is important to
understand because it illustrates the relational significance of God’s strategic shift Jesus
then disclosed to her.

When her emerging person began to understand (theoreo) a deeper significance of
the person engaging her (v.19), she turned the focus to God and the structure of religious
practice (v.20). Yet, her focus should not be limited to the issue of worship but
necessarily involved the accessibility of God. Perhaps she had doubts about accessing
God if she had to participate in the prevailing practice. Any ambivalence at this point
would be understandable, given her social standing in the community.

Jesus assured her that the old was about to change (vv.21-22), and that the new
“has now come” (vv.23-24). The strategic shift in the holy and transcendent God’s
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presence was being fulfilled before her. As Jesus vulnerably disclosed his whole person
to her (v.26), the whole of God became functionally accessible for ongoing involvement
in direct relationship. This shift to the new relational context and process, however,
necessitates terms significant for compatibility. There is no relational progression with
the accessible God without these ongoing terms: “in spirit and in truth” (vv.23-24).

Jesus made clear that worship of (and relational involvement with) the whole of
God must be on these terms. These are neither optional nor ideal terms but “must” (v.24);
not opheilo, out of personal obligation or moral compulsion but dei, unavoidable,
necessary by the nature of things, that is, by the nature of God and this relationship. Since
Jesus disclosed the whole of “God is spirit,” this raised the issue again of access to the
transcendent God. How do these terms functionally bridge the gap of transcendence to
access God? The Samaritan woman then expressed her confidence (oida) that someday
the Messiah “will explain everything to us” (anangello, to disclose freely, openly, v.25).
Jesus responded even deeper by vulnerably disclosing his whole person to her: “I who
speak to you am he” (v.26). And what Jesus made clear were the terms “in spirit and in
truth.”

This process may appear somewhat circular without resolving in function the
issue of access to the transcendent God. It will remain without functional significance if
the focus is only on the content of Jesus’ words. When Jesus said “l who speak to you,”
the term for “speak” (laleo) is contrasted with a synonym term lego (*“to say,” discourse
involving the intellectual part of the person). Laleo does not emphasize the content of the
speech but rather focuses on the reality of communication taking place (as opposed to no
communication, cf. Heb 1:1-2). This focus on the factual act of communication makes the
function of relationship primary, which is neither to discount what Jesus said nor to
disregard the terms (“in spirit and truth”) disclosed as necessary. The significance of this
is to account for and pay attention to the relational context and process, the nature of
which these terms are necessary. In other words, “l who speak to you am he” was
vulnerably disclosing both the relational context “out of” (ek) the holy and transcendent
God for direct access, and then the relational process “back to” the whole of God for
intimate relationship together—the *“out of-back to” relational dynamic of Jesus’ person
discussed earlier.

The functional significance of “in spirit and in truth” can only be understood in
the relational significance of the holy and transcendent God’s thematic action fulfilled in
the incarnation of Jesus’ whole person (cf. Ps 33:11b). Though the Samaritan woman
expressed no understanding of these words in his speech, she was experiencing their
functional significance in their involvement together.

Throughout the incarnation, Jesus’ whole person vulnerably disclosed the
transcendent “God is spirit”—that is, the whole of God’s glory, thus who, what and how
God is. This self-disclosure was both nothing less and no substitutes of God as well as
only for relationship together. In the Father’s imperative to “Listen to him,” this is what
the Father wanted his followers to pay attention to and also why. The what is of critical
importance, not only for obvious theological reasons but more importantly for functional
purposes.

This raises two important questions. What if Jesus’ person were something less or
some substitute of God, or what if the person Jesus presented in his life and practice were
anything less or any substitute of his whole person, even as God? The former has been an
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ongoing theological issue, which Jesus’ first century adversaries tried to establish about
him. Any revisionism of Jesus makes discourse about an accessible God insignificant, if
not irrelevant. The latter question is a functional issue which essentially has been ignored.
Yet, its critical importance has theological implications about the reliability of our
Christology, and more importantly creates a functional problem of integrity for the
relational involvement of trust. How reliable is your knowledge of someone if the person
presented to you is anything less or any substitute of the who, what and how of that
person? Moreover, how can you trust someone in a relationship if you can’t count on that
person’s involvement to be beyond anything less or any substitute of the whole person?

Jesus demonstrated to this woman that his involvement with her was nothing less
and no substitutes of his whole person. This was congruent with his ongoing self-
disclosure of the whole of God and, specific to her, opened access to the transcendent
“God is spirit.” Something less or any substitutes would not have fulfilled this function
for her, much less fulfilled the whole of God’s thematic action for all humanity. The
implication is “l who speak am [here to openly disclose to you that spirit].”

The incarnation makes accessible the presence of the holy and transcendent God.
The glory of God in Jesus’ whole person makes evident the heart of God’s being, the core
of the whole of the triune God, functionally for relationship (cf. Jn 1:14). The vulnerable
presence of the very heart of God is the truth of who and what God is, and the functional
significance of nothing less and no substitutes; and the intimate involvement of the very
core of the whole of the triune God is the truth of how God is, and the relational
significance of nothing less and no substitutes. The heart (core) and truth of God in Jesus
are not revelations (apokalypto) of mere information but vulnerable self-disclosures
(phaneroo) only for the intimate involvement necessary in relationship together as
family. Thus “God is spirit” is disclosed by Jesus to be in function both vulnerably
present and intimately involved. And the Samaritan woman could count on the reliability
of who was disclosed to her because nothing less and no substitutes than the heart and
truth of Jesus’ whole person fulfilled this function in the trinitarian relational process of
family love. This was what she was experiencing from Jesus as the heart and truth of her
own person opened to him. Those who respond back to God in this new relational context
and process must by its nature function in likeness: “in spirit and in truth.”

This strategic shift is made functional foremost in worship, which is the what of
Jesus (the Father said) to pay attention to necessary in “the kind of worshippers the
Father seeks” (v.23). In function, worship practice is the prime indicator of our ongoing
relational involvement with God, which is the why of Jesus (the Father said) to pay
attention to necessary for the kind of relationship the Father seeks to experience together.

The interrelated connection between worship and relational involvement was
further made evident by Jesus when he confronted those with rigorous religious practices
without the significance of relational involvement (hypokrites, see Mk 7:1-8). He
illustrated this in their worship practice, which became the mere expression of an outward
identity, that is, in effect acting like an actor in a role (hypokrinomai, cf. ontological
simulation): “These people honor me with their lips, but their hearts are far from me.
They worship me in vain” (vv.6-7). The term for “in vain” (maten) is an adverb used in a
final sense to signify purposeless, useless, futile; in this context, while their practice
likely had benefits for self-definition and value for socio-religious identity, it is useless
for function in relationship with God. As long as “their hearts are far from me” (apecho,
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to be distant), there can be no change in this relational condition, and thus no relational
progression.

In other words, without relational involvement our worship practice (or any
practice) has no relational significance to God—no matter how demonstrative, vibrant or
intense. Without the qualitative function of our heart, our practice has no relational
involvement with God—no matter how much activity, time and effort for God. The
distance of our heart is always consequential to relationship with God—not to mention, to
the qualitative significance of our practice. Life and practice in God’s likeness is only
about relationship; sanctified life and practice must then by its nature be the function of
relational involvement, thus of the heart. And the depth of relational involvement is
always inversely proportional to the extent of distance our heart has. Moreover, the
distance our heart keeps in a relationship is the primary indicator of the quality of our
involvement in that relationship. The function of our heart thus becomes the principal
benchmark for relational involvement, for what is necessary by nature to make
relationships significant, and for what is basic to function in sanctified life and practice.

The heart (core) of the person is the “spirit” disclosed by Jesus which is necessary
and intrinsic to “God is spirit” in order to be involved with the Father (Jn 4:23-24). By
vulnerably disclosing the heart of God’s being, the core of the triune God, Jesus made
evident the transcendent “God is spirit” (this self-existing spirit distinct from all his
creatures, who alone has life within himself and is the life-giver) as the present and
involved “God is heart” (cf. Ps 33:9,11, leb, heart). This does not redefine the ontology of
God but makes evident the strategic shift of God’s thematic relational action. Jesus is the
hermeneutical key that opens this ontological door to the whole of God.

The heart of God’s being is the aspect of God’s glory made accessible to us with
which we can functionally connect for relationship together by God’s relational nature.
This relational connection is possible (not improbable), however, only because of the
ontology of the human person Jesus implied in “spirit,” which God seeks. That is, the
God of heart, who was vulnerably disclosed to us, made us in the image of the whole of
God. Simply stated, the God of heart made us persons of heart (cf. Ps 33:15, leb).

As Jesus distinguished in the above practice of worship, Scripture consistently
makes the functional (not ontological) distinction between the outer person and the inner,
the distinction between what we are doing in outward behavior and what truly exists
inwardly, and the importance of grasping the significance between them (see Deut 4:29, 1
Sam 16:7, Ps 51:16-17, Acts 15:8-10, Rom 2:28-29). This necessarily takes us back to
creation.

When God created the human person, an aspect of God was “breathed” into the
person constituting the “inner person” (nepes, Gen 2:7); nepes has a quantitative aspect in
which God created all living creatures (Gen 1:30) and a qualitative aspect created only in
human persons. Though a defined “inner person” implies an “outer person”—which may
appear to employ a dualism in defining the human person (inner and outer, spiritual and
physical/material)—they are not substances to be perceived separately as in classic
dualism from a Greek philosophical framework (notably from Plato). Rather the inner
(center) and outer (peripheral) aspects of the person function together dynamically to
define the whole person from the Hebrew concept. Thus one functional aspect should not
be seen apart from the other, nor should either be neglected; this invariably happens in an
outer-in approach to defining the person—which is why the above worship practice only
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paid attention to the outer, ignoring the inner. The theological issue then in human
ontology and the functional issue in life and practice is: which aspect of the person has
more significance and thus needs to have greater importance—though not at the neglect
of the other aspect?

In Hebrew terminology of the OT, the center of the person is the heart (leb); that
is, conceptually, the “inner person” (nepes) that God “breathed” of the whole of God into
the human person is signified by the heart (leb). The biblical proverbs speak of the heart
in the following terms: identified as “the wellspring” (starting point, tasa’ot) of the
ongoing function of the human person (Prov 4:23); using the analogy to a mirror, also
functions as what gives definition to the person (Prov 27:19); and , when not reduced or
fragmented (“at peace,” i.e., wholeness), as giving life to “the body” (basar, referring to
the outer aspect of the person, Prov 14:30), which describes the heart’s integrating
function for the whole person (inner and outer together).

This suggests the function of the heart signifying the “inner person”—which then
is inclusive of the outer—involves two critically irreducible and irreplaceable functions:

1. The definitive aspect for personhood that qualitatively integrates the whole
person, thus the heart’s presence signifies the presence of the whole person and
constitutes the involvement of the whole person in one’s life and practice.

2. The basis of the person that wholly determines the significance of a person’s
relational involvement with the vulnerable heart of God, specifically for intimate
relationship together with the Trinity (in whose image the human person is
created), the experience of which is constituted in the trinitarian relational context
of family and by the trinitarian relational process of family love.

These two interrelated functions of the heart only begin to define the image of God
“breathed” into human persons (discussed further in later chapters).

The function of the intellect apart from the heart may be able to provide
quantitative unity for the person—for example, the association of human parts and
function described by scientific research. While this knowledge may be necessary at
times, the function of the intellect is never sufficient by itself to define the whole person
or to experience the relationships necessary to be whole, particularly with God. Reason
alone can never describe the ontology of the person, human as well as Divine, nor does it
define the qualitative function of relationships between persons. Only the heart provides
the qualitative integration of the whole person made in the likeness of the God of heart;
only the compatible heart provides the functional basis for experiencing intimate
relationship (hearts coming together) with the whole of God constituted in the Trinity.

This defines why the “God is spirit” (heart) seeks those “in spirit” (heart), who by
nature must function in likeness of heart to be involved. The strategic shift of God’s
thematic action makes evident that the whole of God’s desires are to be directly involved
with the whole person for intimate relationship together as family. Since the function of
the heart constitutes the relational involvement of the whole person, God cannot count on
the whole person for this relational progression until it involves the heart with nothing
less and no substitutes.

As Jesus’ heart made his whole person vulnerable to the Samaritan woman, she
increasingly opened her heart to be vulnerable to his person. Yet, the openness of her
heart could easily have been obstructed by constraints she would either put on herself or
allow to be placed on her. These would be tensions or fears caused mainly from the
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influence of reductionism. Consider the context and her position: concerns about how she
would be perceived by Jesus, the community, his disciples, even her current partner could
easily have created a barrier to be open to Jesus; concerns about whether she would be
acceptable to Jesus or measure up to his expectations could easily have kept her heart at a
distance and presented an inaccurate image, if not a false one. Merely intending to open
her heart would not have been sufficient to prevent these matters, or any others, from
distracting, diminishing or separating the function of her heart.

These matters need to be redeemed, yet they need to be acknowledged for that to
happen. This is the reason that what Jesus disclosed as that which the Father seeks and as
necessary for deeper involvement with him included not only the heart but also “in truth.”

Truth is not an abstract concept in the NT. When Jesus incarnated the truth, this
was not a proposition and cannot be reduced merely to the operation of reason. The
reduction of truth is to disembody truth. Jesus’ whole person changed the context of
God’s accessibility by the relational dynamic “out of the Father, full of grace and truth”
(Jn 1:14). As | discussed previously about “grace and truth,” truth is often rendered
“faithfulness.” Truth then is embodied for a relational purpose and function. This is
where the focus on truth needs to be because truth is a function of God’s thematic
relational action to be accessible directly for vulnerable relationship together. Jesus the
Truth functioned only “out of the Father” for this relational progression “back to the
Father.” His faithfulness in this relational process is the only reliable basis to have
confidence in his self-disclosures as who, what and how God is, as well as to be able to
count on him as access to the whole of God for relationship together. The Truth is not
about just the critical issue of authority but is embodied for the primary issue of
relationship. Reductionism always diminishes this primacy of relationship and effectively
substitutes alternatives from counter-relational work.

The issue of truth cannot remain a doctrinal matter; such focus effectively
becomes the reduction of truth, not its safeguard. As Jesus vulnerably disclosed to the
Samaritan woman, the relational significance of the Truth is how the Word (God’s self-
disclosure) needs to become flesh in our lives. The person of truth (faithfulness) is
embodied in a person you can count on in relationship; you can count on that person’s
word in what the person says as well as in what the person will do. You can also trust the
presentation of that person to you because it’s true, valid, authentic—nothing less and no
substitutes. This accurately reflects Jesus, the Word embodied.

It is this truth for relationship—made evident and constituted by Jesus to make
accessible the whole of God in the trinitarian context of family and relational process of
family love—which the Father now seeks in us and from us in order to experience
relationship together with us, just as Jesus vulnerably disclosed to this woman. And the
Father tells us also to closely “Listen to him,” not for doctrinal purity but for relational
intimacy, not for the authority of an institution but for the integrity of family—for
intimate relationship together as the whole of God’s family. “Listen to him” who is the
functional key that opens the relational door to the ontology of the whole of God’s family
constituted in the Trinity.

This truth embodied in and from us constitutes by nature the likeness of
faithfulness Jesus demonstrated that God can count on for relationship. In the function of
relationship the counterpart of truth is honesty, signifying the integrity of the person. This
truth in us is the integrity of our whole person, thus the honesty of our heart which the
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Father seeks from us to be relationally involved together as family. The function of
honesty in relationship keeps the heart open—for example, by acknowledging those
matters needing redemption. Directly related in function, honesty also prevents anything
less and any substitutes of the whole person—for example, no incomplete, substitute or
false presentations of self, which a “mere” Samaritan woman experienced together with
Jesus (Jn 4:18b) but is difficult to experience in prevailing church practice today. When
God has the heart and honesty (“in spirit and truth”) of a person, God has the whole of
who, what and how the person is. These are the terms necessary to be compatible for
relationship with the whole of God—specifically for the relational progression in God’s
strategic shift.

Yet, the honesty of our heart as a basis for function is rarely discussed, much less
made necessary for our life and practice with God. The implication, theologically and
functionally, is that we don’t really “Listen to him!” The irony in this may be: the
transcendent God is now more accessible to us than we are accessible to God; the heart of
God is more vulnerable to us directly for relationship than we are vulnerable to God; the
whole of God is ongoingly more intimately involved in relationship with us than we are
ongoingly accessible and vulnerable in relationship with God. A further irony may
involve maintaining God in transcendence in order, rightly, not to reduce God to human
shaping, and in turn struggling functionally to access God, who has been constrained to
be accessible and vulnerable by this predisposition or bias, thus in effect reducing the
whole of God to functional deism. The deeper implication in all this, for which we have
to account, is reinforcing counter-relational work, despite a theology to the contrary.

In this strategic shift of God’s thematic action, the only significance of the
vulnerable presence of the transcendent God is for relationship; and the only relationship
that has relational significance to the whole of God is the intimate relationship together as
family—that is, the relationships necessary by nature to be whole as God’s family
constituted by the Trinity. Therefore, heart and honesty are what the whole of God
vulnerably seeks and holds us accountable for, ongoingly. There is no relational
progression without these irreducible and nonnegotiable terms. As the Samaritan woman
experienced in her function even without theological understanding, heart and honesty
are the main ingredients: for the primacy of relational involvement, first and foremost
with God; for what are necessary by nature to make relationships significant; for what are
basic to function in sanctified life and practice.

Our theological reflections of human ontology and our functional formulations for
life and practice must necessarily grasp the significance of this woman’s experience, and
thus also account for the functional involvement of the whole person in the primacy of
intimate relationships together necessary to be whole as God’s family. This is crucial to
the experiential truth, for both the person and together as church, that Jesus made
definitive as the only terms by what and how God does relationships. Otherwise, the
gospel strains for lack of theological and functional clarity as well as suffers for lack of
relational significance.

In a further shift by Jesus, this gospel will be characterized as more of the
improbable, thus neither a common or popular gospel.
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Tactical Shift

Any news about Messiah would be good news, especially for those who
experienced discrimination and dispossession. It is not clear whether the Samaritan
woman, and those following her, believed in Jesus merely as the expected prophet (Jn
4:28-29,39-42, cf. Deut 18:15-19), or also as God’s very self-disclosure. While the
former was expected and probable, at least hoped for, the latter would be an improbable
expectation, a paradoxical wish at best. This suggests the difficulty not only of explaining
the holy and transcendent God’s presence and involvement but also grasping the
significance of God’s strategic relational shift—a difficulty compounded if approached
only by reason.

Psalm 8 reflects on the involvement of the transcendent God and Creator with the
human person and raises the question (paraphrase of v.4): What is the human person that
this God is involved, how can this be? This question provides a transition from the
strategic shift of God’s thematic action to God’s tactical shift within the incarnation.

A partial theological answer to the question might be that the human person is not
only God’s creation but created in God’s image as the epitome of God in all creation;
thus in support of imago Dei, God maintains this involvement and caring (cf. God’s
providence). Yet this is really the wrong question to be asking, or at least to focus on if it
merely remains on the human person. Attempting to explain God’s action on the basis of
what defines the human person is to conclude that human persons merit or warrant God’s
action. This cannot be justified as the basis for moving the transcendent God to action.
The appropriate question then to focus on becomes about God: Who and what are you
that this is how you are—present and involved?

While OT narrative and theology define no deistic God who is detached or
distant, this is not sufficient to explain the holy and transcendent God’s vulnerable
presence and intimate involvement. Even the strength of covenant expectations of God’s
action prevailing in the intertestimental period (Second Temple Judaism) cannot
adequately account for the relational significance of God’s strategic shift. The only
answer to this question that can be offered for the improbable is: the relational nature of
the heart of God’s being vulnerably extending the triune God’s relational work of grace.

As the whole of God’s relational work of grace made a strategic shift with the
incarnation, Jesus’ relational work of grace makes a tactical shift for further engagement
in the relational progression. With this shift Jesus makes evident the gospel further in the
improbable.

The improbable is not only about the presence of the transcendent God but also
about the involvement of the holy God, who must by nature be separate and distinct from
what is common (cf. gados, Lev 10:10; 11:45). In the mystery of the holy God’s
involvement, Jesus’ whole person demonstrated no relational separation from the
common’s context (from micro to macro) in his sanctified life and practice. Yet Jesus’
relational involvement made evident the intrinsic qualitative distinction of his relational
work of grace from the common’s function. This distinction of the holy God from
common function underlies both the tactical shift for the relational progression as well as
the functional significance of the gospel.

Jesus emerged in the midst of a religious context pervasive with messianic and
covenant expectations, with the surrounding context prevailing in cultural, economic and
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political stratification. On the one hand, these factors could have converged to create
conditions highly conducive for Messiah. On the other, these factors could have also
exerted divergent influences and pressure which would have made it less likely for the
Christ to operate effectively. Jesus encountered the effects of both in his public ministry,
yet neither effect made his ministry more successful or less fruitful, respectively. His
tactical shift was not made for this reason. Though the probability for success or failure
based on these factors had no relevance for Jesus, the presence of these factors had
important relevance for two reasons. First, they helped define the common function from
which Jesus functioned in distinction; and secondly they helped identify the common
function from which persons needed to be redeemed.

We had our first exposure to Jesus’ tactical shift when he called Levi to be
redefined, transformed and made whole (review our discussion in chap. one, Mt 9:9-13).
Levi’s story was about the gospel, which involved a complete Christology and a full
soteriology. In calling Levi, Jesus demonstrated the new perceptual-interpretive
framework distinct from what prevailed in common function. Jesus’ whole person
crossed social, cultural and religious boundaries to extend his relational work of grace to
Levi, who crossed those same barriers (for him) to respond to Jesus. In this highly
unlikely relationship (given Levi’s status), Jesus made evident his tactical shift for
engagement in the relational progression. This was demonstrated by the significance of
their table fellowship together (including the presence of other tax collectors and sinners)
after Levi’s response (Mt 9:10). Levi was not only redeemed from the old but freed for
relationship together in the new; dinner together was not a routine activity for pragmatic
reasons (as is the Western tendency today, especially in families) but a social communion
signifying a depth of relationship together involving friendship, intimacy and belonging.®
This relationship would transform Levi and make him whole, which Levi would
experience even further in relational progression.

This new relationship and gathering were not only improbable to observing
Pharisees but unacceptable (v.11). Yet the holy Jesus in vulnerable presence and intimate
involvement was not making evident a relational separation from the common’s context
but the distinction of his relational work of grace from common function, even in
religious practice. The most probable candidates to follow Jesus would be those with
messianic expectations; others likely would be the economically poor. As a low-level tax
collector Levi wouldn’t assume to be aligned to the former category, and he didn’t appear
to be economically poor, though certainly not rich. These candidates represent, however,
what is the expected from common function—those who warrant a response. Levi
represents the qualitative distinction of Jesus’ relational work of grace from the common
function of those who don’t warrant a response. This reflected the perception from a
different lens of this new perceptual-interpretive framework.

While celebrating Levi’s commencement in the relational progression, Jesus
disputed these religious reductionists by clarifying his vulnerable presence, purpose and
function (vv.12-13). In the strategic shift of God’s thematic action, the incarnation was
only for direct relationship together as the whole of God’s family. As God’s ultimate
response to the human relational condition “to be apart” from God’s whole, Jesus

® For further discussion of table fellowship by Jesus and the Mediterranean world, see S. Scott Bartchy,
“The Historical Jesus and Honor Reversal at the Table” in Wolfgang Stegemann, Bruce J. Malina, Gerd
Theissen, eds. The Social Setting of Jesus and the Gospels (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2002) 175-183.
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vulnerably functioned to call such persons to be made whole in the likeness of the
Trinity. He made this evident by definitively declaring that these persons are qualitatively
distinct (but not intrinsically distinguished) from the “the healthy” (ischyo, to be whole)
and from “the righteous” (dikaios, congruence in actions to one’s constitutionally just,
right character, which implies wholeness instead of disparity, vv.12-13). In other words,
those who were not whole and who remained apart from the whole were the persons
Jesus came to be vulnerably involved with in his relational work of grace in order to
reconcile them back to the whole of God.

“The sick”-“sinners,” whom Jesus called, were not those perceived by common
function—that is, those commonly perceived by a surrounding context as sick or sinners.
While Jesus certainly never ignored those defined as sick and sinners, he was involved
further and deeper than merely with physical disease and moral/ethical failure. Levi was
not suffering physical disease, though he likely was perceived as a sinner of moral/ethical
failure, assuming the stereotype for tax collectors applied to him. Yet Jesus notably
pursued Levi also for the “social illness” (distinguished from physical disease) he was
suffering that made him part of “the sick” (kakos, v.12).* The term kakos not only
denotes to be physically ill but also to be lacking in value. This suggests social
interpretation (not medical) which labeled persons to be lacking in value. The
consequence of having this label was exclusion from participating in valued relationships
of the “whole,” thus suffering the social illness of not belonging. This expands our
understanding of Levi’s condition as a tax collector, which was kakos (to be lacking in
value), not ischyo (to be whole) and dikaios (to function in wholeness). Levi didn’t
belong to the prevailing whole of the common context; Jesus changed Levi’s condition to
belong (as a function of relationship, not merely membership) in God’s whole.

This also deepens and broadens our understanding of sinners and the function of
sin. In the trinitarian relational context and process vulnerably engaged by Jesus, sin is
the functional opposite of being whole and sinners are in the ontological-relational
condition *“to be apart” from God’s whole. When sin is understood beyond just moral and
ethical failure displeasing to God, sin becomes the functional reduction of the whole of
God, thus in conflict with God as well as with that which is and those who are whole. Sin
as reductionism is pervasive; and such sinners, intentionally or unintentionally, promote
or reinforce this counter-relational work, even in the practice of and service to church.

At Levi’s house Jesus responded to the sin of reductionism in religious practice,
both to expose its perpetrators and to redeem his disciples for the relational progression.
This involved his tactical shift, which was not about sacrifice and serving, that is, in the
common function of the religious community (or a reductionist reading of Mt 20:28).
Only Matthew’s Gospel has Jesus quoting “I desire mercy, not sacrifice” (9:13), which
would not be unfamiliar to Jewish listeners and readers (quoted from Hos 6:6). The fact
that Matthew has Jesus repeating this later, when his disciples were accused of unlawful
practice on the Sabbath (Mt 12:7), is significant. The code of practice for Judaism was
redefined by reductionism, thus these Pharisees did not understand the meaning of the
quotation from Hosea. Jesus made it imperative to “Go and learn what this means.”

* For a discussion on disease and illness in the Mediterranean, see John J. Pilch, “Healing” in John J. Pilch
and Bruce J. Malina, eds. Handbook of Biblical Social Values (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson Publishers,
1998), 103-104.
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Sacrifice (and related practice) was a defining term for Jews, and also has been
defining for some Christians (e.g., by misunderstanding Lk 14:33, Mk 10:21). Yet God’s
strategic shift to the incarnation was not about Jesus becoming a mere sacrifice on the
cross. Moreover, Jesus’ tactical shift within the incarnation was not about a change from
Messiah to servant. By referring back to Hosea, Jesus made two issues clear about the
practice of sacrifice, not only for Jews but for all his followers: (1) sacrifice does not
define the whole person, only a part of what a person may do, thus should never be used
to define that person, just as what Jesus did on the cross should not define his whole
person (or it becomes an incomplete Christology); (2) the practice of sacrifice neither has
priority over the primacy of relationship nor has significance to God apart from
relationship, thus its engagement must not reduce the priority and function of relational
involvement.

These two important issues apply equally to service, and the term sacrifice can be
replaced by service in the above for the same application. This relational clarity and
relational significance are crucial to grasp for both of them—particularly for the gospel of
Jesus the Christ and his followers’ life and practice. Moreover, a reduction of this
relational priority and function prevents us from formulating a complete Christology,
specifically a sanctified Christology. Sanctified Christology embraces the whole of Jesus’
person functioning in sanctified life and practice as the intrinsic qualitative distinction
from common function.

Forms of sacrifice (particularly in Judaism) and forms of service (particularly
among Jesus’ followers) without the relational involvement of the whole person both
represent the common function of a religious community influenced by reductionism.
Jesus’ vulnerable presence and intimate relational involvement were the qualitative
distinction from this prevailing function of the common, necessary by nature to disclose
access to the whole of God for the experiential truth of relationship together.

In his relational work of grace, Jesus made evident the importance of Levi’s
whole person and his need to be reconciled to the primary relationships necessary to be
whole, functionally signifying his tactical shift for further engagement in the relational
progression. For his followers to go beyond sacrifice and service “and learn [manthano,
understand as a disciple] what this means [eimi, to be, used as a verb of existence, ‘what
this/he is’],” they need to grasp the essence of Jesus’ person, not merely the meaning of
these words in Hosea. That is, this is not the conventional process of learning as a
common rabbinic student but the relational epistemic process characteristic of Jesus’
disciples. This then must by nature be the understanding experienced directly in
relationship with Jesus.

This relational involvement is what the full quote from Hosea expands on: “I
desire mercy [hesed, love], not sacrifice, and knowledge [da’at, understanding] of God
rather than burnt offerings” (Hos 6:6). This is not about knowing information about God,
which was why those Pharisees never understood the significance of Hosea’s quote. God
wants (“desire,” hapes, denotes a strong positive attraction for) the relational involvement
of love in the intimate relationship together necessary to understand the whole of God. In
other words, this is God’s deepest desire and priority over anything else done for God.
Sacrifice and service never supersede relationship (cf. Jn 12:26). For his followers to get
reduced in life and practice to sacrifice or service is to stop following Jesus in the
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relational progression to the whole of God. Such reductionism needs to be redeemed for
the relationship to progress.

In what would be an irony of conventional thought, what Levi experienced was
extended to Zacchaeus, a chief tax collector who was rich. Yet the significance of this
was the design of Jesus’ tactical shift, which made more evident his qualitative
distinction from common function. The improbable with Levi seems to become even
more improbable with Zacchaeus (see Lk 19:1-10).

To become rich in this ancient community required power to accumulate wealth at
the expense of others.> Chief tax collectors (Levi’s boss) in particular became rich often
by their greedy management of a system which depended on imposing unjust taxes and
tolls for greater profit. Low-level tax collectors like Levi merely did their dirty work.
Zacchaeus not only bore this social stigma but clearly appeared to abuse his power to
extort others by his own admission (19:8). He was a sinner in the eyes of all (not just the
Pharisees, v.7), who apparently warranted no honor and respect despite his wealth—
implied in not given front-row access to Jesus by the crowd, which he could have even
paid for but had to climb a tree with dishonor instead (vv.3-4). The image of a short rich
sinner in a tree and the Messiah coming together was a highly unlikely scenario.

In this common context, Jesus said: “Zacchaeus, come down immediately. I must
[dei] stay [meno, dwell] at your house today” (v.5). Jesus further made evident in the
common’s context the intrinsic qualitative distinction of his relational work of grace from
common function. This was not about hospitality necessary on his way to Jerusalem to
establish a messianic kingdom. This went beyond the table fellowship of shared
community or friendship. This relational shift of God’s thematic action was only for
deeper involvement in the relational progression, which Jesus was on his way to
Jerusalem to constitute in the new creation of God’s family.

Given Jesus’ practice of observing purity as prescribed by the law, he was not
ignoring covenant practice in this interaction. Yet he functioned in clear distinction from
the common function of covenant practices, which became a reduction to a code of
behavior for self-definition (individual and corporate) rather than the relational function
necessary by the nature of the covenant with God. A system defining human ontology
and identity based on what persons do inevitably engages a comparative process which
groups persons on a human totem pole. This explicit or implicit stratification reduces the
importance of the whole person and fragments the primary relationships necessary to be
whole. The consequence, even unintentionally among God’s people, is reinforcing the
human condition “to be apart” from God’s whole.

Though Zacchaeus certainly was not lacking economically, he lacked by any
other measurement. Most importantly, he lacked the wholeness of belonging to the whole
of God. This was the only issue Jesus paid attention to—in demonstration of his
perceptual-interpretive framework. By this qualitative lens, he didn’t see a short rich
sinner up in a tree but Zacchaeus’ whole person needing to be redefined, transformed and
made whole. Zacchaeus also becomes a metaphor for all such persons, whom Jesus must
(dei) unavoidably pursue by the nature of God’s thematic action. This metaphor for such
persons, whom Jesus must “dwell with” (meno) by intimate relational involvement, also

® For a discussion on rich and poor in the Mediterranean context of the NT, see Bruce J. Malina, The New
Testament World: Insights from Cultural Anthropology (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2001), 97-
100.
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signifies the relational significance necessary for the gospel. Yet these are persons who
will not be paid attention to, and thus not understood, without this qualitative lens. This is
a metaphor which will not be understood, and thus ignored, without the new perceptual-
interpretive framework.

The reality of this new creation of God’s family is made evident in the
experiential truth of the relational progression, which God’s relational work of grace
initiates, Jesus’ relational work of grace constitutes and the Spirit’s completes. This was
neither a response warranted by Zacchaeus nor an experience he could cause to happen.
While Zacchaeus declared (in the Greek present tense) that he was already making
restitution and helping to restore equity (19:8), this could also indicate an intention he
assumed already as a foregone reality. Thus it would be an error to conclude that this was
the basis for Jesus’ responsive declaration: “Today salvation has come to this house,
because this man, too, is a son of Abraham” (v.9). This was not the result of what
Zacchaeus did, however honorable or repentant. This was only the relational outcome of
Jesus’ relational work of grace: “For [gar, because] the Son of man came to seek and to
save what was lost” (v.10). This verse determined the outcome in the previous verse.

We need to understand the process of soteriology here in order not to have a
truncated soteriology, which strains the gospel for lack of theological and functional
clarity. The term *“salvation” (soteria) comes from “a savior” (soter) which comes from
the function “to save” (sozo). “Today salvation [from Jesus as savior] has come [ginomai,
begins to be, comes into existence] to this house [oikos, a family living in a house],
because [kathoti, to the degree that] this man, too, is a son of Abraham.” Doctrinal
predispositions and biases of a truncated soteriology (involving only what we are saved
from) and an incomplete Christology (e.g., reducing Jesus’ whole person to a role as
savior) prevent us from perceiving the relational process involved here and grasping the
relational progression inherent to salvation (and what we are saved to).

Jesus’ whole person was vulnerably present and intimately involved with
Zacchaeus for the relationship necessary to be saved. Jesus didn’t come merely to bring
salvation into existence but to engage Zacchaeus for the distinct relationship to be saved
“to the degree that he is a son of Abraham.” If this “degree” meant to the extent that
Zacchaeus demonstrated adherence to the code of Judaism, then this was salvation
coming into existence based on what Zacchaeus did to be identified with the lineage of
Abraham. If “degree” involved to the extent that Zacchaeus engaged Jesus in the
relational progression necessary to be saved, then this was salvation based on Jesus’
relational work of grace, not Zacchaeus’ lineage with Abraham. Jesus needed by nature
to dwell at Zacchaeus’ house only for the latter, which will be made more evident in
another interaction (viz. Jn 8:31-42, to be discussed shortly).

What does it mean to be saved and what is this salvation that is not truncated?
Limiting our discussion to the term “to save,” sozo denotes to deliver, to make whole. In
Jesus’ relational work “to save,” sozo includes both and thus necessarily involves a
twofold process: first, to deliver from sin and its consequence of death, and secondly to
make whole in the relationship necessary together with the whole of God. Salvation
(soteria) is a function of sozo. Soteriology then is truncated when it is only a function of
the process “to deliver’—that is, only what we are saved from. A full soteriology
necessarily is a function of sozo’s twofold process, which then must by its nature also
involve “to make whole”—that is, including what we are saved to. This second function
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of the process is the significance of Jesus sharing directly with Zacchaeus “I must be
[dei] relationally involved [meno]...” (v.5). This dei and meno “to make whole”
constitutes the relational significance of the gospel, and thus also redefines the
evangelism necessary to fulfill Jesus’ commission (to be discussed in chapter seven).

What are we saved to and what is the relationship necessary together with the
whole of God to make us whole? This directly involves Jesus’ tactical shift for further
involvement in the relational progression. Levi and Zacchaeus had similar experiences of
Jesus vulnerably pursuing them in their condition “to be apart” from the whole; and both
directly experienced his intimate relational involvement for the purpose to be made
whole. Yet each of these narratives emphasizes a different aspect of the relational
progression; combining their experiences with Jesus into one relational process provides
us a full view of the relational progression.

The relational progression began with the call to “Follow me”—the call to be
redefined, transformed and made whole. Relationship with Jesus as a disciple (mathetes)
was a function of an adherent, the terms of which were only determined by Jesus.® This
relationship went further than the common function of traditional rabbinic students as
learners preparing for the role of teachers themselves some day. Jesus’ disciples served
others (diakoneo) in various ways, yet with the paradigm making relational involvement
with him the primary priority, not the work of serving (Jn 12:26, cf. 21:15-22). Disciples
functioned as servants, ministers, deacons (diakonos), which tended to be perceived as
the role of servant. Disciples became servants (cf. Mt 20:26-28), though with no fixed
distinction between these identities.

Servant (diakonos and the functional position of doulos, slave) did reflect
movement in the relational progression, as Jesus implied (in Mt 20:26-27), but this does
not define its relational conclusion. Unfortunately, our perceptions and practice of
discipleship tend to be defined by a servant model, which may need redeeming (cf.
Martha’s practice, Lk 10:38-42). Yet, Levi in particular did not give up his servant role to
a chief tax collector merely for another form of servanthood. Table fellowship for Levi
and Zacchaeus necessarily functioned to take disciples further and deeper in relationship
together than as mere servants. Table fellowship demonstrated the relational progression
to friendship, intimacy and belonging. Jesus clearly constituted this movement in the
relational progression when he told his disciples: “I no longer call you servants, because a
servant does not know his master’s business. Instead, | have called you friends, for
everything that I learned from my Father | have made known to you” (Jn 15:15).

Friendship in the ancient world was not loosely defined, as we experience it in the
modern West. Though there were different kinds of friends, the four main characteristics
of friendship involved: (1) loyalty (commitment), (2) equality, (3) mutual sharing of all
possessions, and (4) an intimacy together in which a friend could share anything or
everything in confidence.” A good servant (or slave) would experience (1). Good friends
in the Western world today would certainly experience (2), hopefully (1), and less and
less likely (4), but rarely (3). Modern perspectives tend to devalue (4) and magnify (1)
and (2). Though his disciples never had (2) with Jesus, they experienced the others with

® For an in-depth study of mathetes, see Michael J. Wilkens, Discipleship in the Ancient World and
Matthew’s Gospel (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 1995).

" Craig S. Keener reports this information on friendship in The IVP Bible Background Commentary: New
Testament (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 1993), 302.
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him; Jesus demonstrated the first (Jn 15:13), the third (Jn 15:9,11; 16:14-15) and the
fourth (Jn 15:15; 16:12-13), with (4) notably signifying the nature of their relationship as
Jesus shared above. The disciples were inconsistent with (4) in their response, with Peter
apparently the most open to share.

The movement from disciple and servant to friend in the relational progression,
however, is only a function of relationship together. It is not an outcome from sharing
time and space, activity or work together, though it certainly involves these. Table
fellowship between Jesus and his disciples signified the function of intimate relationship
together in which everything could be shared—notably demonstrated in their last table
fellowship together. This was not about sharing merely personal information but sharing
one’s whole person. This relational involvement cannot be reduced to an activity, or
shared time and space. Without the vulnerable presence of the whole person and the
intimate relational involvement, there was no relational significance to whatever they
did—including proclaiming the gospel. Jesus did not want mere loyal disciples and
servants but friends to share intimate relationship together; he was vulnerably present and
intimately involved “to seek and to save” persons for this relational progression to the
whole of God. This relational process necessitates the intimate relational function of
friends, nothing less and no substitutes.

Yet, friends together is not what we are saved to. Though the function of friends
is necessary in the relational progression, it is insufficient for the relationship necessary
together to make us whole. The relational progression does not conclude in friendship
with Jesus, which has become another contemporary misperception of Jesus shaped by
reductionism to define our life and practice. In Jesus’ tactical shift demonstrated with
Zacchaeus for his involvement in the relational progression, Jesus alluded to both: what
we are saved to, and thus the relationship necessary to be whole.

Their relationship together went further than the friendship of table fellowship,
and their relational involvement went deeper into the relational progression. Though
Zacchaeus’ salvation was not because of ancestry with Abraham , there was in effect
relational connection as a son of Abraham, just as Jesus declared (Lk 19:9). That is, “to
the degree that” (kathoti) Zacchaeus’ whole person was intimately involved with Jesus on
the basis of God’s grace, Jesus redeemed him from the old (of the common’s function)
and transformed him to the new as a son belonging in the family of God represented by
Abraham. Thus in their intimate involvement together, Zacchaeus was constituted in
Jesus’ very own relational context, the trinitarian relational context of family. In other
words, the Son’s Father would also become Zacchaeus’ Father and they would
effectively be brothers, as Jesus indicated after the resurrection (Jn 20:17, cf. Mt 12:50).
This was what Zacchaeus was saved to, and this was the relationship necessary by nature
to make him whole together in God’s whole—the relational progression to the whole of
God, the Trinity qua family.

The whole of God is constituted in the life of the Trinity. Yet the wholeness of the
Trinity’s life is not signified by the titles of the trinitarian persons nor by the roles they
perform. While each trinitarian person has a unique function in the economy of the
Trinity, that neither defines their persons nor determines the basis for their relationship
together—that is, how they relate to and are involved with each other. Their whole
persons (not modes, nor tritheism) are neither ontologically apart from the others nor
functionally independent, but always by the nature of God are relationally involved in
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intimate relationship together as One (perichoresis) by the relational process of love,
functional family love (Jn 10:38; 14:9-11,31; 15:26; 17:10-11, Mt 3:17; 17:5). This is the
whole of God, the wholeness of the Trinity’s life, which Jesus vulnerably shared for his
followers to belong to and experience in likeness of the Trinity in order to be whole (Jn
17:21-26).

Yet, belonging to God’s family is both a position and a function. As a position,
this cannot be experienced by a servant (or a slave)—nor even by a disciple without full
involvement in the relational progression—but only by a son or daughter as God’s very
own. As a function, this cannot be fulfilled by a disciple, no matter how dedicated to
serving or devoted to Jesus. Disciple and servant in effect become roles to occupy which
are fulfilled by role players, that is, when involvement in the relational progression is not
fully engaged. Belonging is only a relational function of those in relationship together
with the Trinity in the position as God’s very own family.

It is this relational function of family which Jesus made evident by the trinitarian
relational process of family love. This points to the functional shift of Jesus’ relational
work of grace to constitute his followers fully in the relational progression.

Functional Shift

In God’s strategic and tactical shifts, God’s thematic action coheres in Jesus’
relational work of grace in the trinitarian relational context of family and by the
trinitarian relational process of family love. This coherence of action is fulfilled by Jesus’
whole person in sanctified life and practice, who vulnerably functioned by this process of
family love. With this relational function of family love, Jesus demonstrated his
functional shift for the deepest involvement in the relational progression in order to bring
it (and his followers) to relational conclusion (not full completion). What is this family
love specific to the trinitarian relational process?

During their last table fellowship, Jesus intimately shared with his disciples-
friends “I will not leave you as orphans” (Jn 14:18). While Jesus’ physical presence was
soon to conclude, his intimate relational involvement with them will continue—namely
through his relational replacement, the Spirit. This ongoing intimate relational
involvement is clearly the dynamic function of the trinitarian relational process of family
love, which directly involves all the trinitarian persons (Jn 14:16-18,23). Yet, the full
significance (particularly as experiential truth) of this is not understood until we grasp the
relational significance of Jesus’ use of the term “orphans” and his related concern.

In their social context orphans were powerless and had little or no recourse to
provide for themselves, which was the reason God made specific provisions for them in
the OT (Dt 14:29, Is 1:17,23, cf. Jam 1:27). This might suggest Jesus was assuring his
disciples that they would be taken care of. This would address the contextual-situational
condition of orphans but not likely the most important issue: their relational condition. |
suggest his disciples’ relational condition was Jesus’ only concern here.

Orphans essentially lived relationally apart; that is, they were distant or separated
from the relationships necessary to belong to the whole of family—further preventing
them from being whole. Even orphans absorbed into their extended kinship network were
not assured of the relational function of belonging. What addresses an orphan’s relational
condition is the process of adoption. The relational condition “to be apart” from God’s
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whole and to not experience the relational function of belonging to the whole of God’s
family would be intrinsic to orphans; and this defines the relational significance of Jesus’
concern for his disciples not to be relational orphans. Without adoption this relational
condition remains unresolved, Therefore, Jesus’ relational work of grace by the trinitarian
relational process of family love enacted the process of adoption, together with the Spirit
(Jn 1:12-13, cf. Rom 8:15-16, Gal 4:4-7).

Whether adoption is viewed as a distinct salvific act or merely a metaphor, the
qualitative relational outcome from Jesus’ intimate involvement of family love
constitutes his followers in relationship together with the whole of God as family, so that
Jesus’ Father becomes their Father and they become “siblings” (Jn 20:17, cf. Is 63:16). If
the functional significance of adoption is diminished or minimalized, the relational
consequence for our life and practice is to function in effect as relational orphans. In the
absence of his physical presence, Jesus’ only concern was for his followers to experience
the ongoing intimate relational involvement of the whole of God—which the functional
shift of his relational work of grace made permanent by adoption. This relational action
constituted them fully in the relational progression as family together, never to be “let go
from the Trinity as orphans” (aphiemi, as Jesus said).

Functional and relational orphans suffer in the human condition “to be apart”
from God’s whole, consequently they lack wholeness. While this is a pandemic relational
condition, it can also become an undetected endemic functional condition among his
followers and in church practice. It is an undetected condition when it is masked by the
presence of ontological simulations and epistemological illusions from reductionist
substitutes—for example, performing roles, fulfilling service, participation in church
activities and membership, yet without the functional involvement of the whole person
and without the relational involvement together in family love. When Christian life and
practice is without this relational significance, it lacks wholeness because it effectively
functions in the relational condition of orphans, functional and relational orphans. This
then suggests the likelihood that churches today (particularly in the global North)
function more like orphanages than family (to be discussed in chapter eight). This makes
evident the need to be redeemed further, which the relational function of family love
directly and ongoingly addresses for relationship together as family in likeness of the
Trinity.

In its most basic function, the trinitarian relational process of family love can be
described as the following action by the whole of God:

The Father sent out his Son, followed by the Spirit, to pursue those who suffered

being apart from God’s whole, reaching out to them with relational involvement,

making provision for their release from any constraints or payments to redeem
them from any enslavement; then with this relational connection, taking these
persons back home to the Father, not to be mere house guests nor to become
household servants, but to be adopted by the Father and thus permanently belong
in his family as his very own daughters and sons.
This is the essence of the Trinity’s family love, which makes evident both the relational
significance of God’s relational work of grace as well as the qualitative distinction of
Jesus’ relational involvement from common function.

By the relational nature of the Trinity, the trinitarian relational process of family

love is a function always for relationship, the relationship of God’s family. These are the
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relationships functionally necessary to be whole which constitutes God’s family. That is,
family love is always constituting and maturing God’s family, thus family love always:
pursues the whole person, attends to redeeming persons, and addresses the involvement
necessary in relationships to be whole as family together in likeness of the Trinity. In
other words, family love functionally acts on and with the importance of the whole
person to be involved in the primacy of intimate relationships together of those belonging
to God’s family. When the trinitarian relational process of family love is applied to the
church and becomes functional in church practice, any church functioning as an
orphanage can be redeemed to truly function as God’s family together. Then its members
will not only occupy a position in God’s family but also take up and experience the
relational function necessarily involved in belonging to God’s family.

In this functional shift, Jesus’ relational function of family love vulnerably
engaged his followers for the deepest involvement in the relational progression to the
whole of God’s family. This necessarily involved: being redefined (and redeemed) and
being transformed (and reconciled) in order to be made whole together as family in
likeness of the Trinity. This redefined-transformed (redeemed-reconciled) relational
dynamic of family love must (dei) by nature be an experiential truth for this wholeness to
be a reality of authentic belonging to God’s family. This was made further evident by
Jesus when his family love exposed the ontological simulation and epistemological
illusion of family, along with its counter-relational work (see Jn 8:31-47).

The trinitarian relational process of family love always functions for the
relationship of God’s family, thus always both matures as well as constitutes God’s
family. Family love also then necessarily involves clarifying what is not a function of
God’s family, even contending with what is not authentically God’s family. The issue of
authenticity is an ongoing concern of family love. Jesus’ relational involvement
demonstrated this necessary function in the context of his well-known saying, which
loses its relational meaning and significance apart from this context.

When Jesus said “you will know the truth and the truth will set you free” (Jn
8:32), it is important to understand that these words have both a structural contingency
and a contextual contingency. Both contingencies are interconnected by relationship, the
outcome of which by necessity involves the relational process of the relational
progression.

This well-known saying of Jesus is structurally contingent on the previous verse,
“If you hold to my teaching, you are really my disciples” (v.31). The term for “teaching”
(logos) involves the essence of Jesus’ whole person, not merely his principles, directives
and propositions; “my teaching” cannot be disembodied. The term for “hold” (meno) is
the same word Jesus told Zacchaeus (“must stay,” Lk 19:5) and the rest of his disciples
(“remain,” Jn 15:4-11), which involves the relational act of abiding, dwelling. Jesus was
making evident the dynamic reciprocal relational process of intimate involvement
together. Each time he identified their part in the relationship with the word “remain” (in
Jn 15:4-11) a relational outcome was also identified. This relational outcome reflected the
authenticity of being his disciples (15:8), which is the structural contingency of Jesus’
well-known saying. Yet, disciples are authentic (alethes, Jn 8:31) not by having a title or
status, nor by occupying an identity or fulfilling a role, but only by deep involvement in
the reciprocal relational process with Jesus’ whole person in relational progression—the
relational significance of “Follow me” (cf. Jn 12:26).
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The relational process of the structural contingency connects it to the contextual
contingency. Deep involvement with Jesus’ whole person engages the embodied Truth,
which results in the intimate experience of knowing him. Truth is only for this
relationship, the outcome of which makes evident the contextual contingency. When the
embodied Truth is known by the reciprocal relational process of intimate involvement
together, the embodied Truth functions in the relational involvement of family love to
“set you free” (eleutheroo, liberate, Jn 8:32). The redemption Jesus pointed to , however,
has a contextual contingency.

The embodied Truth is the fulfillment of God’s thematic action, the strategic shift
of God’s relational work of grace. God’s self-disclosure as the Truth is only for this
relational outcome. Liberation (redemption, padah) was initially enacted by God for the
Israelites as partial fulfillment of the Abrahamic covenant for the purpose of life together
(Ex 29:46). To be redeemed was never merely to be set free; it was always for
relationship together. Moreover, redemption was relationship-specific to the whole of
God’s family together only on God’s terms.

In this well-known text Jesus made evident that the holy God is accessible for
relationship together as the triune God’s family only to those who respond in Jesus’
relational context and process. His words must be understood in the context of God’s
thematic action as well as this immediate context. By the strategic, tactical and functional
shifts of God’s relational work of grace, Jesus fulfilled God’s thematic action, thus also
defining the contextual contingency of his well-known words. The embodied Truth is the
relational means necessary by which his followers are liberated from their enslavements
(or released from an undesirable relational condition) for the specific relational purpose
and outcome, so that they can be adopted as the Father’s very own daughters and sons,
thus intimately belonging to his family permanently (meno, Jn 8:34-36).

As the immediate context further defines in contrast, an indentured servant
(doulos) is not free to experience God as Father and participate (meno, abide) in his
family as his own child; such a servant must be redeemed first, then must be adopted to
belong. This combined context makes evident the contingency of adoption. Redemption
is never an end in itself but a relational process always connected to the vital relational
outcome of adoption. And this contextual contingency is not fulfilled without the
structural contingency of deep relational involvement with Jesus” whole person in the
relational progression. These contingencies interact in this relational process of the
relational progression to effect this relational outcome.

In this context, Jesus’ family love also addressed ontological simulation and
epistemological illusion of family. The Jews, who had believed Jesus (8:31), objected to
Jesus’ well-known saying with a question, which is implied by many of us today in one
way or another: “We have never been slaves of anyone. How can you say that we shall be
set free?” (v.33). They claimed two conditions about themselves: one, membership in
God’s family as Abraham’s descendents; and, two, never having been a slave to
disqualify them from belonging to God’s family. Authenticity is the issue of debate here.
While there was no argument from Jesus about their position as biological descendents of
Abraham (sperma, v.37a), that was insufficient basis for belonging to God’s family. The
polemic implications: they were merely functioning in an ontological simulation of
family because they never knew who they truly were, and thus how they defined their
identity and practiced relationships by reductionist substitutes (vv.38-42); also, their self-
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understanding of their second condition (no enslavement) suffered from an
epistemological illusion of family because their self-knowledge was never aware of what
they truly were, and thus how their reductionist perceptual-interpretive framework
predisposed and biased them in counter-relational work rejecting God’s relational work
of grace vulnerably before them (vv.43-47). Consequently, they demonstrated their own
need to be redeemed.

The human relational condition “to be apart” from God’s whole is pandemic (and
enslaving, v.34), and critically endemic to those who labor in ontological simulations and
epistemological illusions of God’s family. Whatever form these may have in church
practice today (including an orphanage), these persons have no position of significance
nor belong with relational function in God’s family as long as the adoption process is not
complete. Without the relational reality of adoption, a church functions in a reductionist
substitute, at most, and engages in counter-relational work, at least (the implications of
vv.43-44). And without experiencing redemption in intimate relationship with the
embodied Truth, there is no other relational means for the outcome of adoption.

In the functional shift of Jesus’ relational work of grace, his family love wholly
constituted his followers—Dby the relational progression to the whole of God—in the
relationships necessary to be whole together as the triune God’s very own family. This is
the only relational outcome that is congruent with God’s thematic action, which Jesus’
whole person vulnerably fulfilled with his strategic, tactical and functional shifts in the
trinitarian relational context of family and by the trinitarian relational process of family
love. This is the only relational significance the authentic gospel of Jesus the Christ has—
nothing less and no substitutes. And without this relational significance, the gospel is
reduced to a truncated soteriology only about what we are saved from.

Functional Implications

While the theological community needs to pay serious attention to an incomplete
Christology and a truncated soteriology, churches cannot ignore these issues because God
holds us all accountable for the whole of Jesus’ self-disclosures—just as he did with the
two on the road to Emmaus. What churches practice is rooted in their Christology; and
church mission is determined by their soteriology. Thus, churches need to examine their
ecclesiology: what is it based on, what does it pay attention to and what does it ignore,
and how compatible is its practice with God’s thematic action?

Jesus openly asserted, “Blessed are those who hear the word of the Father and
relationally respond” (Lk 11:28), “they are my family” (Mt 12:50). The Father vulnerably
shared, “This is my Son, whom I love...Listen to him!” (Mt 17:5). The Son
communicated the Father’s words (Jn 12:49-50) and functioned only for the Father (Jn
14:31) and his family (Jn 17:6-8); and the Father expressed his affection for his family
and directed the attention to his Son for the purpose of their family. These vulnerable
assertions are conjoined in their mutual relational context and process for the same
relational outcome. And their conjoint function was made evident by the relational
significance of God’s thematic action in the incarnation of Jesus’ relational work of grace
and his relational involvement in the relational progression (as a complete Christology),
which constitutes his followers in the relationships necessary to be the whole of God’s
family (as a full soteriology).
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Moreover, as communication implied throughout the incarnation, their assertions
interacted together to establish the new perceptual-interpretive framework, providing the
lens to determine what to pay attention to and ignore. For example, we cannot ignore the
implications of Jesus saying “they are my family” because the Father says “listen to him,
who communicates my words.” And we cannot pay attention to the Son disclosing the
Father’s words (which is not just their content) and their functional implications while
ignoring the Father and the relationships necessary to be whole together as his family,
because Jesus functioned only for the Father and his family—which the Father said to
pay attention to. This is the holy and transcendent whole of God vulnerably disclosed to
us—as improbable as it appears. To pay attention to anything less and any substitute, or
to ignore the relational significance of nothing less and no substitutes, demonstrates the
lens from a reductionist perceptual-interpretive framework, which reduces Jesus, the
Father, and thus the whole of the Trinity.

The authentic church is the ongoing function of the Son’s and the Father’s
assertions conjoined in its own practice, thus determining what the church pays attention
to and what it ignores. Though the tension between the improbable of Jesus’ sanctified
life and practice and the probable of common function—and its practical implications for
church life and practice—is persistent and makes a church susceptible to reductionism,
the ongoing involvement together in the relational progression “in spirit and truth” (with
honesty of the heart) is the relational process necessary to redeem, to constitute and to
mature a church as God’s family. This only is whom the Father seeks, the who, what and
how of God Jesus vulnerably disclosed to the Samaritan woman for a compatible
relational response, and why the Father says pay attention to him.

Churches are under pressure in effect to renegotiate its involvement in the
relational progression by reducing the relational imperatives of discipleship and
reprioritizing the primacy of intimate relationships, yet their alternatives have no
relational significance to God. Despite how some alternatives may currently fill up a
church, the result is only an ontological simulation and epistemological illusion of
family—a collection of relational orphans who don’t authentically belong to God’s
family. Even the traditional servant model is inadequate to define Jesus’ whole person
and to constitute his followers in the relational progression to God’s family. These
alternatives all stop at some point along the relational progression and disengage from its
relational process. Yet, engaging the trinitarian relational process of family love can
redeem, constitute and mature a church as God’s family. This is how Jesus vulnerably
functioned by family love to constitute his followers as who they truly are and whose
they truly are, and why the Father says pay attention to him.

While a church may still struggle or strain to make connection with the
transcendent God, its most important struggle or challenge is to maintain a compatible
connection with the holy God. The holy God, who is qualitatively distinct from common
function, is the whole of God Jesus made vulnerably accessible. And this holy God is not
only vulnerably present but also intimately involved. However, since Jesus’ sanctified
life and practice functioned in this qualitative distinction from common function, this
made much of his life and practice distinct from what prevailed in the surrounding
context—or improbable from what we’re accustomed to. This is a functional issue for the
church: the tension between the improbable face of Jesus and our desire (or even need)
for more probable practices, that is, which effectively are compatible with our prevailing

98



function. To be distinct from prevailing function has personal implications, not the least
of which involves being redefined and thus different.

Though he was in the common’s context, Jesus vulnerably disclosed the presence
of the holy God only in the trinitarian context; and the whole of God is present and
involved only by the trinitarian relational process. Relational connection with the holy
God must by nature be on terms distinct from common function and compatible with the
holy God’s terms. In other words, the functional implication is that Jesus’ whole person
reshaped the bell curve of probable practices. The experiential truth is that to follow his
person in the relational progression reshapes the curve of probable church practices. The
functional issue (maybe even theological) then becomes: do we allow Jesus to reshape
the curve to change our practices to the more improbable range, or do we reduce Jesus’
whole person by disembodying his teachings and examples, while selectively paying
attention to them or even ignoring them, in order to maintain a probable range of
practice?

God’s thematic action (metanarrative) and the narratives of Jesus make evident:
The transcendent and holy God was embodied in Jesus’ whole person, who “came from”
and went “back to” the Father in an unaltered relational dynamic, which was conjoined in
the trinitarian relational context of family and by the trinitarian relational process of
family love; Jesus the Truth came to constitute his followers in the relational progression
back to the whole of God. While revisionism of these narratives can be attempted, this
improbable action by God cannot be reduced. And while revisionism of its functional
implications can be achieved, following Jesus’ whole person in the relational progression
to the whole of God as family together can never be a common function and will always
remain in the improbable range of the curve.

Thus, the unavoidable issue for all of us is: what are we going to do with the
relational progression, individually and together as church? Any type of disengagement
(in the form of revision, substitutes, resistance, omission, avoidance or any relational
distance) from this relational progression by Jesus’ followers diminishes the experiential
truth: of God’s thematic relational action for human wholeness; of the covenant kingdom
of God’s people; of God’s vulnerable relational work of grace in the incarnation and the
emergence of the new creation of God’s family; and of the Spirit’s ongoing relational
presence and function to bring this to completion at the eschatological conclusion of the
whole of God’s desires. Whatever gospel is leftover, both to experience together and to
share with others, strains for lack of theological and functional clarity and/or suffers from
lack of relational significance, both of which cannot be resolved apart from the full
relational progression.

Any alternative to relational involvement in the relational progression becomes in
effect counter-relational work reducing the relationships necessary to be whole. The
functional opposite of being whole is sin. For those unsettled by the improbable, it is a
discomforting truth to grasp: sin is the functional reduction of the whole of God, thus in
conflict with God as well as with that which is and those who are whole. The church
needs to pay attention to sin, in particular in the practice of and service to church. The
bad news shaping the gospel today is the function of sin as reductionism pervading our
churches, including the Christian academy.

These are matters which either reflect change or require change from prevailing
practice. This change can only be the outcome of redemptive change; that is, these
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matters (and their common function) need to be redeemed in order to change. Yet, they
must first be acknowledged for this redemptive process to happen. This is the importance
of truth and the honesty of our hearts—a necessary basis for function in our life and
practice with God, which the Father seeks. Whatever truth we claim and proclaim only
has significance for this relationship, the relationship of the whole of God. Until we
theologically and functionally grasp the relational significance of the triune God
vulnerably disclosed in the incarnation, and thus account for the functional involvement
of the whole person in the primacy of intimate relationships together necessary to be
whole as God’s family, whatever truth we have will lack the experiential truth of by what
and how the Trinity only does relationships.

“Listen to him” for a complete Christology. “Hear the word of the Father, and
relationally respond” for a full soteriology. The gospel we claim and proclaim depends on
it—nothing less and no substitutes.
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Chapter 4 The Individual Person and the Whole

When Jesus saw a widow at her only son’s funeral procession, his heart felt
compassion for her (Lk 7:11-16). This was characteristic of his relational involvement
with those who were not whole and unable to function in wholeness, which Jesus made
evident with Levi in the significance of Hosea 6:6. Without her son, this widow in the
ancient Mediterranean world lacked value and would suffer social illness (kakos, as Jesus
implied about Levi and Zacchaeus). Jesus responded to her by restoring her son.

In this seemingly limited moment, Jesus demonstrated more than his power over
illness and death; and by this act, he demonstrated more than the limitations of a
messianic role. The witnesses of this miracle were convinced that God had come to fulfill
the covenant and messianic promise (vv.16-17). Yet, the relational significance of what
Jesus demonstrated with this widow appears to be lost in their covenant and messianic
expectations shaped by human terms, rather than the meaning of the covenant in God’s
thematic relational action.

In the creation narrative, human ontology was never about one’s self (or the
individual) nor designed “to be apart” from the whole (Gen 2:18). The person was never
created to function as if in a vacuum, thus the individual has neither the functional
freedom for self-determination nor the relational autonomy to determine meaning in life
and practice and to constitute wholeness. The ontology of the person is only a function of
relationship in likeness of the triune God—in whose image the human person is created
and apart from whom there is no determination of self, meaning and wholeness. Since
creation, God’s thematic action throughout human history has been to respond to the
human relational condition “to be apart.” While widows and orphans were at risk in their
situations and circumstances, it was their relational condition apart from God’s whole to
which Jesus responded as fulfillment of God’s thematic relational action.

When Jesus’ vulnerable response is shaped by human terms (as with the witnesses
above), God’s thematic action is reduced to what God does in situations and
circumstances, without relational significance and coherence. Increasingly, then, the
human relational condition is redefined (or ignored), thus functionally displacing God’s
prominence and redefining the individual person with freedom and autonomy. The
implication of this shift is the increasing prominence (functional, if not also theological)
given to the individual, which, on the one hand, also comes with greater responsibility
while, on the other, reduces the whole of human function to manage this responsibility.
Reductionism influences the individual to function in an ontological simulation (virtual
reality, if you wish) of self-determination and an epistemological illusion of meaning and
wholeness, which underlie the function of individualism. This reduced ontology of the
person effectively establishes the individual as the primary determiner of self, meaning
and wholeness. If the individual person(s) determines these—for example, meaning in
interpretive practice or communication—what does this imply for God’s self-revelation,
God’s communicative act in the incarnation and Jesus’ vulnerable relational work of
grace (as with the widow)?
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This involves issues currently facing biblical and theological studies, notably
raised by postmodernism. This has specific implications for the study of Christology and
the significance of the individual as reader “in front of” the canonical text of Jesus’
narratives.® The current chapter involves this tension of the ontology of the person, and
the importance and place of the individual person in the whole of Jesus’ sanctified life
and practice.

“How Do You Read 1t?”

The freedom and autonomy of the individual are a Western phenomenon, with
roots in ancient Greek philosophy. While the individual person appears to have far less
prominence (even gets lost) in Eastern contexts, the individual’s function to determine
(discover or uncover) its own meaning and wholeness (however virtual) still operates—
even if only as a collective characteristic. This suggests that the ontology of the
individual person as main determinant has deeper roots, namely in reductionism, and thus
functions even in a context deemphasizing the individual for a collective function.

The significance of a Western individual is generally measured only by what one
does and has, albeit in a comparative process with what other individuals do and have; in
this process, an individual’s self-determination never happens in a vacuum. The
significance of a person in a collective context, however, is a function of relationship
with others, not the individual compared to others. Yet, though a collective context may
determine the quantitative basis for relationships (e.g., their structure and roles), the
individual persons determine the qualitative function of those relationships. And how
relationships function is a direct outcome of how the person defines oneself. Thus, for
example, the lack of qualitative depth of relationship individuals engage in a collective
context makes evident the presence of reductionism and its subtle counter-relational
work—relationships for which individuals are ultimately accountable.

In any process of reductionism, despite the presence (Eastern contexts) or absence
(Western contexts) of a collective structure, the consequence for the individual person as
main determinant is the relational condition “to be apart” from the whole. This
consequence may not be apparent in a collective context, yet its practice of any whole is a
virtual reality, an ontological simulation, to which the individual necessarily contributes.
And though the individual person cannot determine all of one’s situations and
circumstances, that person is accountable “to be apart” from God’s whole.

This tension of the person’s ontology, even in a collective context, was not
ignored by Jesus but vitally addressed for the individual person to be whole.

When a “lawyer” challenged Jesus with the question to inherit eternal life (see Lk
10:25-37, cf. rich ruler asking the same question, Mk 10:17), Jesus refocused him on the
Torah. Yet, Jesus was addressing something further than the descriptive content of the
law or deeper than the interpretive framework of the collective tradition of Judaism
(particularly, Second Temple Judaism). As Jesus refocused the lawyer to the law and
asked also “How do you read it?” (v.26), he was not merely asking for the lawyer’s legal

! For a discussion of this hermeneutical issue, see Anthony C. Thiselton, “’Behind’ and ‘In Front of” the
Text: Language, Reference and Indeterminacy,” in Craig Bartholomew, Colin Greene, Karl Moller, eds.,
After Pentecost: Language and Biblical Interpretation (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2001), 97-120.

102



opinion but more importantly giving him the opportunity as an individual person to
express his reader-response position. This is the ongoing opportunity we all have with the
whole of the biblical text, notably Jesus’ narrative life and practice, for which we are
accountable as readers.

After Jesus affirmed the lawyer’s answer of a summary account of the law, this
individual expressed his reader-response position (albeit in the collective character of
Judaism) by asking “who is my neighbor?” (v.29). This suggests what he depended on to
define his self in this collective context. By focusing on defining the details of what
would be required “to justify himself” (dikaioo, to demonstrate to be righteous) for
eternal life, he made evident his reader-response position: displacing the functional (not
necessarily theological) prominence of God by reduction of the law to a mere code book
of behavior to follow for self-determination and justification. Despite asking Jesus for
this information, this lawyer-reader would be the main determiner of its meaning by his
interpretive practice (as in “intentional fallacy”), which also involved the communication
directly from Jesus in this relational interaction. This made further evident his individual
prominence over the priority of relationship, even in this well-defined collective context.

His reader-response position was in direct contrast with another teacher of the law
(see Mk 12:28-34). Given their common collective context, comparing their differences
helps us understand the importance and place of the individual person as defined by
Jesus.

This scribe asked Jesus what the priority was in the commandments. Jesus
responded with the exact summary as the first lawyer in the above account (Mk 12:29-
31), except Jesus included the Shema (Dt 6:4). Perhaps an oversight by the first lawyer,
yet it points to the difference between his quantitative focus on a behavioral code and
Jesus’ qualitative focus on relationship. By beginning with the Shema, Jesus clarified two
important issues: (1) only the Lord God is prominent (functionally as well as
theologically), thus irreducible by human shaping, irreplaceable by human displacement,
and nonnegotiable to human terms; and (2) the Shema provided the commandments with
both their relational clarity as God’s desires (not a mere code, cf. Dt 7:9) and the
relational significance necessary to respond to God’s desires—not as the quantitative
measure of what to do but as the qualitative function of how to be involved in
relationship together.

As Jesus communicated with this scribe, he received Jesus in this face-to-face
relational context and also affirmed him at face value (cf. authorial intention) without
determining Jesus’ meaning for him—that is, he listened to Jesus without reinterpretation
(vv.32-33). Though all communication involves some interpretation by the
listener/reader, he demonstrated that meaning came only from the communicator, Jesus.
In other words, he didn’t take on the function of an individual person as main
determinant, which prevailed in his context, thus he was able to understand the
qualitative relational meaning of what Jesus said. He made evident a different
listener/reader-response position: God alone is prominent, which relieved him of that
responsibility and freed him from a behavioral code of secondary practice (such as “all
burnt offerings and sacrifices”) for self-determination and justification, and thus able to
focus on the primary importance of the relational involvement of love, without
reductionism of the whole person and the relationships important to God. This scribe
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learned the meaning of Hosea 6:6, which Jesus earlier made requisite to understand his
sanctified life and practice (Mt 9:13).

How he read the law was qualitatively different from the first lawyer. Jesus
affirmed his position because he had answered “wisely” (nounechos, possessing
discernment, v.34), not merely “correctly” as the lawyer did (orthos, rightly, properly, Lk
10:28). Yet, the scribe’s reader-response was in contrast to “the wise and learned” (Lk
10: 21) who depended on reason to interpret meaning about God. This suggests the scribe
engaged a relational epistemic process which listened to God’s communicative act (in the

law and the incarnation), contrary to what pervaded his collective context. This is a
summary of how the scribe and the lawyer compared:

Scribe
Read the law from a qualitative
interpretive framework which gave
importance to the whole person and the
primacy of relationships.

Saw the law as God’s desires for
relationships; knowing the meaning of
Hosea 6:6 made this evident.

Engaged a relational epistemic process

to understand what Jesus said and made
the connections with the law and Hosea
6:6, thus suggesting his involvement in

the relational progression “not far from
the kingdom of God” (v.34).

Lawyer
Read the law from a reductionist
interpretive framework which focused
on what to do without seeing the
importance of the whole person and the
primacy of relationships.
Saw the law as a behavioral code to
follow without relational involvement;
asking about “my neighbor” made this
evident.
Used a quantitative epistemic process
for information about eternal life, thus
made an epistemological error (as did
the rich ruler) by reducing the relational
meaning of eternal life (Jn 17:3) to
knowing merely information without
engaging the deeper epistemology
necessary to truly know God (cf. Jn
14:9); this suggests he saw eternal life
as something to possess rather than as
having God to experience in intimate
relationship.

The lawyer’s question about what to do for eternal life must be connected both to Jesus
defining eternal life as knowing the Trinity (Jn 17:3), and to the issue between merely
knowing something about God and truly knowing God. The latter is a function only of
intimate relationship, which involves the relational progression of belonging to God’s
family (kingdom) as his very own constituted by Jesus in what he saves to.

As these connections are made, they will distinguish the individual person as
created in the image of the whole of God, not as main determinant to displace the
prominence of God. This likeness of the Trinity is the function of the whole person only
for the purpose of relationship together, as vulnerably disclosed in Jesus’ sanctified life
and practice “who is the image of God” (2 Cor 4:4). Conjointly, these connections will
distinguish God’s whole, to which the individual person must by nature belong to be
whole. Moreover, they will distinguish the relationships necessary to be whole—just as
those two summary commandments and the Good Samaritan signify, not as codes to



accomplish by the individual but as persons involved and constituted in relationship
together as the whole of God.

When the lawyer asked who his neighbor was, he revealed not only his
reductionist approach to the law. He also exposed being embedded in the human
relational condition “to be apart” from God’s whole. Jesus’ account of the Good
Samaritan is focused on this human relational condition and how we partition persons,
create stratified structures and relationships, or generally live apart in degrees of
functional relational distance. While “neighbor” (plesion) in this context signifies anyone
within close proximity, regardless of sociocultural, religious, racial-ethnic, economic or
political differences, “my neighbor” is not a category defining what to do. That would be
reductionism, which would only reinforce the human relational condition, even with good
intentions of Christian service. Jesus defined “my neighbor” as a metaphor for the whole
created in the image of God, and “mercy” (eleos, compassion, Lk 10:37, cf. Mt 9:13) is
the relational involvement in the relationships necessary to be whole in likeness of the
Trinity.

The function of “person as neighbor” conflicts with any prominence assumed by
the individual for self-determination and justification (to demonstrate to be righteous).
The latter was an ontology of the person reducing the primacy of relationships, by which
the lawyer functioned. The reductionist function of this individual person is defined by
what can be considered a metaphor of “sacrifice” (from Hos 6:6). In conflict with the
metaphor of “my neighbor,” the “sacrifice” metaphor describes the reductionist substitute
for the law, and thus the epistemological illusion of knowing God apart from relational
involvement and the ontological simulation of God’s desires (in the law) without
relational significance. This was what the lawyer was embedded in, likely functionally
enslaved to (cf. Jn 8:33ff), thus keeping him relationally apart. Yet, his listener-response
to “my neighbor” indicated some openness to perceive the meaning of Hosea 6:6 in the
Good Samaritan (v.37).2 Whether this included understanding its relational significance
depended on his further vulnerable listener-response to Jesus’ imperative to him to “Go
and do likewise” (homoios, like in nature, v.37)—that is, function in likeness of the
whole of God.

The functional ontology of the individual person and the listener/reader-response
issue are vital matters to address. They are conjoined in the ongoing function of our life
and practice, thus inseparable and inescapable, with direct implications for how we
function in relationships and practice church.

As the scribe strongly contrasted with the lawyer, there is a commonality between
the lawyer and the rich ruler (Mk 10:17-23). Characteristic of reductionism, both made
the epistemological error of reducing the qualitative relational significance of eternal life
to quantitative information to define what they would need to do. This reader-response
reinterpretation can be made even with good intentions, yet the best of intentions can
never compensate for reducing the relational significance of God’s authorial intentions.
Seminaries and seminarians make this epistemological error; many Christians make this
same mistake in ongoing life and practice.

Moreover, the lawyer and rich ruler made the ontological error of assuming they
could experience what is by nature qualitatively relational (namely, eternal life) from a

2 |f the source for Luke’s account of this interaction was available to Matthew’s Gospel, it is curious why
this is not included since it has direct implication to Hosea 6:6.
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position of mere quantitative involvement (notably constrained or enslaved by what they
did and had). The ontological condition of the person directly involves a relational
condition, the nature of which is either a relational consequence (i.e., functions as a slave
who doesn’t belong to the whole) or a relational outcome (i.e., functions as a
son/daughter belonging to the whole of God’s very own family). In other words, the
significance of human experience is only a qualitative function of relationship, the terms
of which are neither determined nor negotiated by the individual person. The qualitative
gap in Christian experience today directly corresponds with this ontological error and the
relational consequence of redefining the terms of relationship together.

Both of these individuals were influenced and controlled by reductionism, and
thus engaged in self-determination and justification: the rich ruler by what he achieved
and accumulated; the lawyer by reduction of the law to a behavioral code to achieve. And
Jesus’ response to each was to challenge their reductionism and to provide the way out of
their enslavement: for the rich ruler to sell all of his reductionist substitutes in order to
follow Jesus for relationship together; for the lawyer to let go of his reduction of the law
and make his person vulnerable for relational involvement in the relationships necessary
to be God’s whole.

Since Jesus’ sanctified life and practice constituted the relational context and
process necessary for us to be whole as the whole of God constituted by the Trinity,
sanctified life and practice in likeness must (dei) by nature always confront reductionism
and expose its ontological simulations and epistemological illusions—and thus not allow
anything less or any substitutes from the common function, notably involving counter-
relational work. Jesus continued to confront and to clarify the issues involved for the
individual person and the role of wholeness.

The Person: Outside-In or Inside-Out

One of the main points of contention some Pharisees, scribes and lawyers had
with Jesus and his disciples was about not washing their hands before eating (Lk 11:37-
38,45, Mk 7:1-5). Washing the hands was a key purification practice, which was not
found in the OT but established by the tradition of their elders (Mk 7:3,5). The polemics
here appears to be about the place and validity of religious tradition, yet it further
involves the issue of who determines the functional terms for sanctified life and practice:
the words from God or their own traditions, assuming they are incompatible (Mk 7:8-
9,13). The deeper implications involve the issue of who determines in actual function the
terms for relationship with God, and thus what this means for the ontology of the person
and persons’ relationships. Jesus clarifies this for us.

The determination of self, meaning and wholeness has been ongoingly the most
consequential human practice ever since the first humans took up the challenge in the
primordial garden (Gen 3:2-6). This becomes even more problematic when it is a
theological practice functioning in a religious context supposedly in relation to God.
Jesus called this practice hypocrisy (hypokrisis, “the leaven of the Pharisees,” Lk 12:1)
and those who practiced it hypocrites (hypokrites, Mk 7:6, Mt 23:13ff). Hypokrites
denotes a pretentious person who is not truthful about the person presented—besides all
the added connotations associated with the term; hypocrisy was also one of the chief sins
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denounced in Judaism, of which the Pharisees were often guilty.® Yet, what better serves
our purpose in this discussion is denoted by the metaphorical sense of hypokrisis taken
from the world of Greek theatre: the action of a person which is similar to a stage
performance as an actor. Deceit is not necessarily the intention of a hypokrites, though
that is certainly a common issue. The main issue reflected by hypokrisis, however,
involves the ontology of the person and its consequence for relationships. This sense of
hypokrisis addresses the individual person’s functional determination and the underlying
human ontology, which Jesus confronted and clarified.

Hypokritai (pl) make a presentation of self (even unintentionally) which does not
correspond to or represent their whole person (signified by the function of the heart).
Jesus exposed the worship practice of Pharisees and scribes to make their hypocrisy
evident (Mk 7:6, cf. Jer 12:2); later, in his list of woes, he confronted them on their
duplicity (Lk 11:39, Mt 23:25). The person presented was the measured (scripted if you
will) expression of the outer, more quantitative and distinctly observable aspects of the
person (Mt 23:5-7) purposely for a process of self-determination and justification (Mt
23:27-28). This outside-in approach to the person to define, constitute, and distinguish
one’s sanctified life and practice was confronted by Jesus in his woes against them and
clarified for us not to engage in similar practice. Why was this approach and practice
neither sufficient nor compatible for determining self, meaning and wholeness?

This directly involves the issue of who determines the functional terms of
sanctified life and practice, and more importantly who functionally determines the terms
for relationship with God. These Pharisees’ and scribes’ listener/reader response to God’s
words was to reinterpret his meaning based on “the tradition of the elders” or, as Jesus
said, “their teachings [the corpus of rabbinic tradition] are but rules taught by men” (Mk
7:7). The term for “rules” (entalma) denotes specific directives of a quantitative
character, such as the code of behavior characteristic of rabbinic tradition. Entalma is
distinguished from its synonym entole which stresses the qualitative aspect of a directive,
not merely its quantitative content as entalma does. This distinction is important in
relation to God’s words because entole accounts for a relational aspect, which points to a
communication process determining meaning and authority of a directive; to understand a
communicative act necessitates by nature a listener/reader to submit to the
communicator/author. On the other hand, entalma merely focuses on the content aspect
of a directive apart from a relational process, the relational distance of which tends
increasingly to render a directive to listener/reader reinterpretation—eventually, even to
make it unnecessary to reference it, or to “nullify the word of God” as Jesus said (7:13).
This listener/reader-response process “in front of the text” and its relational consequence
were what Jesus clarified.

Their listener/reader-response position was insufficient because it functionally
separated from (not theologically rejected) the entole of God and replaced them with their
own reinterpretations (Mk 7:8-9,13). This is never adequate for determining meaning for
God, even with the best of intentions. Additionally, their reductionist perspective paid
attention to secondary matters while ignoring the primary, thus reordering what is
important to God (Mt 23:23, Lk 11:39, cf. Mt 23:16-22).

® Walther Gunther, “Lie, Hypocrisy” in Colin Brown, ed. The New International Dictionary of New
Testament Theology, vol 2 (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1976), 467-470.
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Moreover, their process of determination of self was incompatible because it
involved redefining the person by quantitative behaviors and functions without
qualitative relational significance, thus reducing the ontology of the person (Lk 11:40, Mt
23:26). Besides Jesus’ woes, this redefined person of diminished ontology was made
evident in their formulation of entalma, which functioned in their quantitative practice of
worship (its forms and participation); yet their practice had no qualitative involvement of
the whole person (signified by the function of the heart) and thus had no relational
significance to God (Mk 7:6-8). The full quote from Isaiah Jesus used here begins with
“These people came near to me with their mouth” (Is 29:13). The term for “came near”
(nagas) essentially denotes coming into proximity to an object. The tension between
“came near to me with their mouth” and yet “their hearts are far from me” is not a
paradox but clearly makes evident the function of a reductionist human ontology based
on the outside in, thus they merely focused on outer quantitative practice. While their
practice had the appearance of reality, it essentially was only virtual, not real. That is,
they enacted the role of worshippers (or any other practice) as the performance of an
actor, even if it neither corresponded to nor represented their whole person—hypokrites.

When Jesus said nothing going into a person makes the person unclean (Mk
7:15,18-19), he was not merely disputing the Pharisees and scribes’ purification
practices; nor was he justifying his and his disciples’ practice of not washing their hands.
To focus only on the purity issue fails to grasp the deeper issues Jesus addressed and
clarified. Jesus prefaced these declarations with the imperative challenge for the listener-
response process of relational communication—*Listen to me, everyone, and understand
this” (v.14)—which “understands” (syniemi), that is, by putting together his words for
their meaning. | suggest that Jesus’ words were focused on the ontology of the person
from the inside out, not from the outside in (Mk 7:20-23); and this person is not
determined, though often relatively defined, by surrounding contexts, situations and
circumstances—symbolized by what goes into a person.

Jesus’ ontology of the person is determined only by the whole person, signified by
the importance of the heart (as discussed earlier about leb) and constituted by the
integrating function of the heart. Surrounding contexts, situations and circumstances may
and do indeed shape persons but they cannot determine the ontology of the whole person.
As Jesus said, they don’t “go into [the person’s] heart” (v.19) but only involve a reduced
person defined by the quantitative parts of reductionism (as “stomach,” “body” and
implied excrement represent). His disciples had difficulty understanding this distinction
and grasping the whole person (Mk 7:17), apparently due to their own reductionist
perceptual-interpretive framework preventing them from *“getting it” (asynetos, as Jesus
said, v.18, thus lacking syniemi, cf. Mk 8:17).

Furthermore, in the process to make a person unclean, “make unclean” (koinoo)
also denotes to make common, which was discussed in the last chapter about the holy
God and Jesus’ sanctified life and practice. What distinguished Jesus’ sanctified life and
practice was his function in distinction from the common’s function (prevailing even in
the religious community), not separation from the common’s context by purification
practices. When purity practice pays attention to the quantitative outer aspects of a person
perceived to “make a person clean,” while ignoring the qualitative functions necessary
not to “make a person common,” its practice is both insufficient and incompatible (cf.
Jesus’ woes above). Putting together Jesus’ words here with his vulnerable sanctified life
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and practice provided clarity for our understanding (syniemi) of this vital theological and
functional issue: the ontology of the person created in the image of the holy whole of God
is not common; nor is the created function of persons designed in likeness of the holy
Trinity to be of common function.

Jesus’ ontology of the person never reduced the person to one’s parts (notably
quantitative outer aspects characteristic of reductionist substitutes) but necessitates the
integrity of the whole person; nor does this ontology sacrifice the person to lose one’s
importance or to get lost in the whole, as tends to happen in a collective context. In
contrast to and in conflict with the common function (constituted by reductionism),
Jesus’ ontology of the person distinctly affirms the whole person’s importance in the
primacy of relationships necessary to be whole. In consequential irony, the purification
practices of these Pharisees and scribes never made their persons clean but did make
them common (cf. Mt 23:27-28)—that is, in common function, by rigorously performing
their roles in the ontological simulations and epistemological illusions of reductionism
(cf. the consequence of a lie, “iys in Ps 62:9); these are the quantitative substitutes which
also involved reinforcing and promoting reductionism’s counter-relational work.

When the individual person assumes in function (not necessarily in theology) the
responsibility for self-determination and/or self-justification, then the person becomes
primarily attentive to the affects on self, thus self-centered—even as part of a collective
context. This has critical consequences both for relationships with others and for the
relationships necessary to be whole. This was further evidenced in these Pharisees and
scribes.

Conjointly, along with their insufficient determination of meaning and their
incompatible self-determination, their process of determining wholeness (and the whole)
was also incompatible for three reason: (1) they reduced the primacy of relationships by
reordering secondary matters to be more important in function (Mt 23:23, Mk 7:10-12),
and they obstructed the relationships necessary to be God’s whole (Mt 23:13); (2) the
implication of this was that it functionally reduced the ontology of the whole of God and
the relational nature of the Trinity—in whose image the human person is created and in
whose likeness human persons together are created to function, which thus also implied
their reduction of human ontology; and (3) therefore they “nullify the word of God”
(akyroo, to make void, Mk 7:13), that is, they, in listener/reader-response function,
effectively voided out God’s communication—including Jesus as the hermeneutical and
functional keys (Lk 11:52)—which relationally disclosed the whole of God’s thematic
relational action in response to the human relational condition “to be apart” from God’s
whole.

Further incompatible with God’s whole was the repercussion of their purity code
on the Judaic collective context. Their purification practices, requisite for self-
determination and justification, was essentially an elitist system which very few (if any,
cf. Jesus’ comment in Mt 23:3b) were able to practically observe. For example, field
workers and fishermen could not readily wash their hands. While such a system might
have had good intentions to promote Jewish national identity formation in post-exilic
Judaism, any results were only a virtual sense of corporate identity—maore accurately, an
ontological simulation of the whole of God’s people (cf. Mt 23:38). The consequence for
most in this system was an inequitable burden of demands which they could never fulfill
(Mt 23:4, Lk 11:46). This created a stratified system which in actual function relationally
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fragmented God’s whole, setting persons apart from the whole under the simulation and
illusion of unity.

The inequity from this systemic influence of Judaism even permeated the early
church, until it was disputed by Peter at the Jerusalem council (Acts 15:8-10). An earlier
dramatic “visit” by Jesus precipitated Peter’s change from his reductionist perspective
and understanding (Acts 10:9-16). Yet, a reformation change in theology does not
necessarily mean a functional transformation in practice. Later, Peter had to be
confronted by Paul for his own form of duplicity and not functioning in the truth of the
gospel but merely outwardly performing in his role as a minister of the gospel, which was
hypocrisy in Paul’s words (Gal 2:11-14). Thus, in principle, Peter was found in similar
function as the Pharisees and scribes—a lesson for church leaders which must be grasped
today.

Though this soteriology and pneumatology radically constituted the early church
and ecclesiology, reductionism remained problematic in church practice (as it does
today), which I will discuss in chapter eight. And, | suggest, a key variable in this
ongoing issue and condition is the ontology of the person—from the outside in or the
inside out.

Going Beyond Reductionism

When the lawyer earlier made the volitional decision “to justify himself” (dikaioo,
Lk 10:29), this exercised the functional choice “to demonstrate to be righteous.” Yet,
merely to be defined as righteous is an issue of interpretation and meaning; to be
righteous, on the other hand, cannot be a self-determination or be measured by terms of
human definition. This is a critical distinction for understanding the difference in actual
function between God’s terms and our terms for relationship together. Failure to make
this distinction leaves us susceptible to the influence of reductionism. The subtlety of
reductionism is evident both in the shift of prominence to the individual person and in the
person’s effort to fulfill the responsibility to demonstrate one’s righteousness. The latter
necessarily occurs in order to quantify some result, however virtual.

While Jesus said “blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness” (Mt
5:6), he clearly taught his disciples that their righteousness must “surpass the Pharisees
and scribes” (perisseuo, to go beyond, Mt 5:20)—that is, must go beyond the
reductionists. This issue of righteousness was addressed in whole by Jesus in the Sermon
on the Mount—his major discourse with his disciples and his summary teachings
(didache) for all his followers, the primer for discipleship (Mt 5-7)—in order to constitute
our life and practice beyond reductionism.

The pivotal section in his major discourse is Jesus’ declarative position on the
Torah and the Prophets (Mt 5:17-20). Together with the Writings, they constitute the
collective word of God in the OT, to which his coming (the embodiment of the gospel)
adhered and cohered. The Sermon on the Mount was framed in this larger context of the
OT and, therefore, in the full context of God’s thematic action. Jesus’ purpose was not
“to abolish” (katalyo, to dissolve, demolish, destroy) but “to fulfill” (pleroo, to complete)
“until everything is accomplished” (ginomai, to be, comes into existence). Yet, what the
incarnation adhered to and cohered with was not a mere list of demands of the law, nor a
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system of ethics and moral obligations. The law is God’s terms for covenant relationship
together. What Jesus focused on was not merely the oral and written word of God but
those words from God—that is, the communication from God. And God’s
communicative action is not merely informative but has distinct authorial intention (as
communicator/author) to which the incarnation adhered and cohered: namely, God’s
thematic relational action to respond to the human condition “to be apart” from God’s
whole.

Katalyo is an intensive action of lyo (to dissolve, demolish, destroy), which I will
render simply as “to reduce” to better understand the whole of Jesus’ discourse. At issue
here is the determination of righteousness and the reduction of God’s communicated
intention, which the embodiment of God’s communicative action in the incarnation
clarifies, constitutes and makes whole (pleroo). Jesus never engaged in reducing
(katalyo) God’s communicative action, whether in the person he presented, by the quality
of his own communicative action and with the level of his relational involvement. To the
theological and functional contrary, by vulnerably embodying God’s communicative
action of grace, Jesus both extended and fulfilled God’s authorial intentions since
creation. The whole of God’s thematic communicative action is purely for relationship in
the qualitatively distinct relational context and process of the Trinity, as Jesus vulnerably
disclosed. The implication of reducing (lyo) any one of these words from God (5:19) is
“to dissolve” (“to nullify” in Mk 7:13) communication from God, and thus to disembody
God’s Word to a code of behavior, a tradition, doctrine, propositions, and so on, without
the qualitative significance of the whole of God’s relational intentions.* For this critical
reason, Jesus closed this pivotal section of his discourse with the theological and
functional necessity for the righteousness of his followers to go beyond reductionism.

When Jesus definitively said our righteousness needs to go beyond the Pharisees
and scribes, it is important for us to think in contrary terms, not comparative terms. That
is, we have to think in terms of the qualitative distinction from what is common
function—the significance of being holy. Their righteousness was a product of
reductionism based on the quantitative indicators of what they did in their behavioral
code. While most Christians likely do not formulate or perceive of righteousness as an
explicit product of reductionism, nevertheless they have a tendency to associate
righteousness with certain outward behavior. The presence or absence of that behavior
becomes the dependent variable in the determination to be righteous. Contrary to this is
the righteousness of God in which Jesus’ discourse seeks to constitute the righteousness
of his followers.

Righteousness (Heb. sedagah, Gk. dikaiosyne) is the essence of that which is just
or of one who is just, righteous (Heb. sadaq, Gk. dikaios). Saddiyq (just, lawful, honest,
right) signifies God’s character “in all his ways” or actions (Ps 145:17). Sadaq (to be
right in a moral or forensic sense, be just, be true) is essentially a legal term, which
defines the laws of God (Ps 19:9). Yet, the laws of God cannot validly be separated from
God’s ways or actions—that is, disembodied from the righteous God who authored those
laws—and still have the qualitative significance of God’s laws. Separated from its author,
the practice of the law becomes centered on what the individual does, not about the
qualitative involvement (righteousness) with others intended by God for its practice.

* Anthony Thiselton comments on how author intentions tend to be overlooked by individualism in The
Promise of Hermeneutics (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1999), 133-239.
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Being dikaios means to conform in actions to one’s constitutionally just character;
yet, the actions are not in a vacuum and are only significant in relation to others. The
Hebrew derivative sedagah is a legal term used for relationships to stress that the parties
involved should be faithful to the expectations of one another. To be dikaios has no
theological meaning without being conjoined to this functional significance. To diminish
or ignore this functional involvement for the individual’s (collective or not) practice to be
righteous becomes an ontological simulation of reductionism; to ascribe theological
meaning to the individual’s practice without having this functional significance becomes
an epistemological illusion of reductionism. Therefore, to be righteous always involves
these actions which others can expect, and what can be counted on from the righteous to
function in relationship.

“God is righteous” essentially means the whole of God is in conformity with
what, who and how God is in relationship; and the experiential truth of God’s covenant is
the ultimate functional expression of his righteousness in relationship. While
righteousness is intrinsic to the ontology of what, who and how God is, righteousness is
not a mere static attribute or quality of God but always a dynamic relational function. It is
readily apparent that God acts on his covenant according to the relational dynamic of the
righteous (or just) God in his ongoing involvement with his people; that is, they can count
on God to function in conformity with what, who and how he is (cf. Ps 89:33-37). By the
nature of being righteous, this is the only way God acts in relationship—nothing less and
no substitutes. And by the nature of being righteous, this ongoing relational involvement
is the only way God functions—the transcendent and holy God vulnerably present,
accessible and involved for relationship. This provides the functional understanding of
righteousness which is definitive for our righteousness. As Jesus’ discourse will make
evident, anything less or any substitutes are reductionism.

While the righteous God and his covenant are conjoined, God is not the
covenant—that is, disembodied in a covenant framework whom we can shape in our
likeness. Yet, the covenant is God—that is, the embodied relational promise authored by
the righteous God which we cannot shape on our terms; at the same time, this covenant is
only a partial expression of what, who and how God is. Likewise, though the righteous
God and his laws are inseparable, relationship with God cannot be reduced to mere
relationship with the law, which would disembody the law functionally apart from its
author’s purpose. Moreover, the law is not the covenant either; it is only the charter for
the covenant defining God’s desires and terms for relationship together. The law
communicates God’s desires of how to be involved in the relationships for the covenant.
When we observe the law (or forms of it) in order to define us (as righteous) or to
measure up (to God’s expectations for righteousness), we functionally fall into legalism
and thus make the law the covenant. This is reductionism, which effectively diminishes
our ontology and enslaves us to what we do. This approach to the law also fails to
understand the relational process central to the law for the relational purpose of the
covenant: intimate relationship together with God.

Whenever we inadvertently reduce the whole of God and disembody God’s
thematic communicative action, all that remains are codes of behavior, standards of
ethics, teachings of what to do, propositions of belief to sustain, examples to emulate, to
which to conform for righteousness. These are quantitative substitutes from reductionism
in lieu of the qualitative difference of relational involvement with the whole of God,
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including displacing function in likeness of the Trinity. This qualitative significance is
the only process that gets us beyond reductionism to the authentic righteousness which
functions in likeness to what, who and how God is in relationship.

Going beyond reductionism necessitates the shift in righteousness from merely
displaying character traits (an issue of integrity) and practicing an ethic of right and
wrong (an issue of being upright) distinctly deeper to the qualitative involvement of what,
who and how to be in relationship—relationship both with God and with others. This is
the significance of righteousness which is in qualitative distinction from common
function, and thus is contrary to and goes beyond those who reduce righteousness, the
law, the covenant, God and his communicative action to disembodied quantitative terms.

Moreover, this righteousness of what, who and how we are in function is never
realized by the individual person in isolation but only as a relational function both with
God and with others in sociocultural context. Thus this involves our identity as
participants in a broader context. The implication is: righteousness is the process that
makes functional our identity as Jesus’ followers; and identity formation is integrated
with the process to be righteous, the extent and depth of which is constituted by God.

From this pivotal section in his major discourse, we turn to the corresponding
previous section in which Jesus addressed the interrelated issue of identity (Mt 5:13-16).

Identity and Its Formation

Our identity serves to inform us about who and what we are, and thus how to be.
While identity is certainly not routinely singular, from this primary identity we can
present that person to others. No moment in time, not one situation or association
adequately defines an identity; identity formation is an ongoing process of trial and error,
change, development and maturation. Just as the early disciples struggled with their
identity—vacillating between what they were in the broader collective context and who
they were as Jesus’ followers—the formation of our identity is critical for following Jesus
in order both to establish qualitative distinction from common function and to distinguish
who, what and how we are with others in a broader context.

Despite the identity crises which seem to be a routine part of identity formation,
Jesus focused on two major issues making our identity problematic (Mt 5:13-16). These
directly interrelate to what has been discussed in this chapter. The two major issues are:

1. The first issue is ambiguity in not presenting ourselves in our true identity as
“light” (5:14-15). Identity becomes ambiguous when what we present of
ourselves is different from what and who we truly are. Or this ambiguity occurs
when what we present is a variable mixture of two or more competing identities.
Light may vary in its intensity but there is no ambiguity about its presence.
Identity is problematic when it does not have this functional distinction or clarity
in relational involvement with others in the surrounding context (v.16).

2. The second issue is shallowness in our identity. This identity, for example, may
have the correct appearance in our presentation but not the substance, qualitative
significance—just like the salt without its substantive quality (v.13). This lack of
depth is both an ontological issue and a functional issue. Salt is always salt; unlike
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dimming a light, salt cannot be reduced in its saline property and still be salt.
Merely the correct appearance of an identity neither signifies the qualitative
function nor constitutes the ontological substance of the person presented.
Shallowness is guaranteed when we define ourselves by an outer-in approach as
opposed to an inner-out process; subtle examples of this approach include
defining ourselves merely by the roles we perform, the titles we have, even by the
spiritual gifts we have and/or exercise.

Christian identity, namely as Jesus’ followers, must have both clarity and depth to
establish qualitative distinction from common function (notably from reductionism) and
to distinguish the qualitative significance of our whole person (what, who and how we
are) in relationship with others. These two identity issues of ambiguity and shallowness,
therefore, need our honest attention and have to be addressed in our ongoing practice, if
our righteousness is going to function beyond reductionism.

In these metaphors of the light and the salt, Jesus was unequivocal about the
identity of his followers: that “you are...” (eimi, the verb of existence), and thus all his
followers are accountable to be (not merely to do) “the light of the world” and “the salt of
the earth.” Other than as a preservative in the ancient world, it is not clear what specific
function the salt metaphor serves—perhaps as peace (cf. Mk 9:50). But as a seasoning
(“becomes tasteless,” moraine, v.13, cf. Col 4:6), this metaphor better suggests simply
the distinct identity of Jesus’ followers which cannot be reduced and still be “salt,” and,
in further distinction, which cannot be uninvolved with others and still qualitatively
reflect the vulnerable Jesus (the Truth and Life) and illuminate the relational Way as
“light.” This is not an optional identity, and perhaps not an identity of choice, but it is
unmistakably the identity which comes with the relationship with Jesus and the function
as his followers.

Yet, in function identity formation can either become ambiguous or have clarity,
can remain shallow or have depth—the process of which will be discussed in the next
section. The identity formation from following a popular Jesus, for example, becomes
ambiguous because the Christology lacks the qualitative significance of the whole of God
and also lacks the qualitative distinction from common function. Consequently, the
Christian subculture this generates becomes shallow, without the depth of the whole
person in the image of the whole of God nor the primacy of intimate relationships
together in likeness of the Trinity; this is not only a functional issue but affects human
ontology.

Authentic identity as Jesus’ followers is a relationship-specific process engaged in
the practice of the contrary culture clearly distinguished from prevailing cultures
(including popular Christian subcultures), which Jesus made definitive in his sanctified
life and practice and outlined in the Sermon on the Mount. Clarity and depth of his
followers’ identity is rooted in: what we are in the progression of functional relationship
with Jesus, and thus who we become intimately with the Father in his family together, as
we cooperatively work with the Spirit in how we ongoingly function.

The clarity of the light and the depth of the salt are the relational outcome of this
ongoing intimate relationship with the Trinity. Any identity formed while distant from
this relationship (which happens even in church) or in competition with this relationship
(which happens even in Christian subcultures) diminishes the basic identity of being the
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whole of God’s very own (“the light”) as well as deteriorates its qualitative substance
(“the salt”). Certainly, then, the authentic presentation of self to others is crucial to the
identity of Jesus’ followers. This makes evident the importance of Jesus interrelating
identity with righteousness in conjoint function. While identity informs us of who, what
and how we are, righteousness is the functional process which authentically practices
what, who and how we are. Identity and righteousness are conjoined to present a whole
person in congruence (ontologically and functionally) to what, who and how that person
is—not only in Christ but in the whole of God, the Trinity. Righteousness is necessary so
that his followers can be counted on to be those authentic persons—nothing less and no
substitutes.

Christian identity without righteousness is problematic, rendered by Jesus as
insignificant and useless (5:13). Yet, righteousness without wholeness of identity is
equally problematic, which Jesus made a necessity to go beyond reductionism (6:1). The
latter often is an issue unknowingly or inadvertently by how “the light” and “the salt” are
interpreted. “You are the salt...the light” tend to be perceived merely as missional
statements from Jesus of what to do. While this has certainly challenged many Christians
historically to serve in missions, it has promoted practices and an identity which do not
go beyond reductionism. By taking Jesus’ words out of the context of the vital whole of
his major discourse, they fail to grasp the significance of Jesus’ call to his followers—the
extent and depth of which Jesus summarized in this major discourse and increasingly
made evident in his sanctified life and practice.

The seriousness of the issues of clarity and depth in our life and practice cannot
be overstated. The alternative common in Christian practices of essentially obscuring our
identity as “the light” is a critical issue directly related to Jesus’ warning to be acutely
aware of functioning with the perceptual-interpretive framework of the reductionists (Lk
12:1, cf. Mt 16:6). This approach (alternative didache, Mt 16:12) involved presenting a
performance of a role (viz. hypokrisis), that is, essentially the process of taking on an
identity lacking clarity of who, what and how one truly is—which in his discourse Jesus
addressed, for example, in the practice of the law and relationships with others (5:21-48;
7:1-5). Yet, as noted earlier of hypokrisis, this practice does not preclude the subtlety of a
process which could be engaged with good intentions, even inadvertently. Dual identities
(e.g., one for different contexts at church and at work) and composite identities
(subordinating “the light™) are commonly accepted Christian practices which demonstrate
the mindset of reductionism.

Moreover, any identity rooted only in the practice of propositional truth and the
content of the law, without being relationally connected with the Truth (cf. “the vine and
the branches™) and without ongoing intimate involvement with his whole person (“remain
in me,” Jn 15), also is not an authentic identity of Jesus’ followers. Such disembodied
identity lacks depth, despite correct appearances. Any identity of “the salt” without its
substantive quality is directly interrelated to another critical issue of persons basically
undergoing only limited change in the practice of their faith (viz. metaschematizo,
outward change), which was addressed by Jesus (e.g., in 6:1-18) and continues to be a
current problem for conversion-sanctification issues. No amount of effort in this outer-in
approach to what and who we are will be formative of the qualitative change of substance
(i.e., metamorphoo, transformation) of the whole person because that is the nature of
metaschematizo and a shallow identity. This distinction of metamorphoo from
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metaschematizo is vital for identity formation (cf. Rom 12:2). Where reductionism
prevails, there is no depth of identity and relationship with God, despite even
considerable identification and involvement with his truth, law and gospel, all of which
have been disembodied.

This reductionism further involves functionally substituting for the whole person,
which has crucial consequences for the ontology of the person. Whenever the perceived
ontology of the human person (created in the image of God) is functionally different
qualitatively from the whole of God (whose image the person supposedly bears), there is
reductionism of the human ontology. This reduced ontology is made evident when the
person functions relationally apart (or at some distance) from others (even when serving
them), without the primacy of intimate relationships necessary to be whole, thus
reflecting a person disembodied from the relational nature of God and from God’s whole
as signified in the Trinity. In other words, who, what and how this person is never goes
beyond reductionism—remaining within the limits of its ontological simulation and
epistemological illusion.

Jesus’ declarative statements about the clarity of the light and the depth of the salt
are definitive for our identity. Yet, they are not a challenge about what to do; such a
challenge would not help us go beyond reductionism but further embed us in it. His
definitive statements of our identity are an ontological call about what and who to be; that
is, the call to be redefined, transformed and made whole in the ontology of the person
created in the image of the whole of God, thus also as whose we are. Conjointly, his
definitive statements are a functional call about how to be, that is, called as whole persons
to function together in the relationships necessary to be whole in likeness of the Trinity.

For the wholeness of his followers, Jesus made definitive the process of identity
formation necessary for the clarity and depth of identity to emerge, develop and mature.
The outline of this process was made clearly definitive in the beginning of his major
discourse: the beatitudes (Mt 5:3-12).

The Process of Identity Formation

When our identity adequately informs us of who, what and how we are, there is
opportunity to experience wholeness and the satisfaction to be whole—which Jesus
points to in the beatitudes with “blessed” (makarios, fully satisfied). The problem,
however, with most identities in general and Christian identities in particular is that these
identities only inform us of who and what we should be, and thus how we should act.
This merely defines what we need to do in order to be associated with that identity
without defining our definitive ontology; this then becomes a process of trying to
measure up to that identity so that we can achieve definition for our self. The theological
and functional implications of such a process for Christian identity are twofold: First, it
counters and thus nullifies God’s relational work of grace, and in its place, it in effect
constructs human ontology from self-determination.

As we discuss identity formation, it seems necessary to distinguish “identity
construction” from identity formation. Identity construction describes the human process
of quantifying an identity for uniformity, while the identity formation involves a
qualitative growth and maturation in a cooperative relational process with God for
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wholeness. It is problematic if any identity constructions substitute for or are imposed on
identity formation. Since the ontology of the whole person is a vital necessity for the
identity of Jesus’ followers, it may require identity deconstruction of many Christian
identities to get to this ontology. While any identity deconstruction would not be on the
basis of postmodernist assumptions, it has a similar purpose to discredit ontological
simulation and epistemological illusion. Yet, this would not be merely to expose
reductionism but to go beyond it for the relational whole of God. This describes Jesus’
discourse with his disciples.

Identity formation involves the necessary functional convergence of identity with
righteousness and human ontology in a dynamic process based on God’s grace: To go
beyond reductionism, our righteousness necessitates an identity of clarity and depth,
which requires the ontology of the whole person; and, in reflexive action, the significance
of this process necessitates righteousness to make it functional, which needs wholeness of
identity for our righteousness to go beyond reductionism, which must by nature involve
the human ontology created in the image and likeness of the whole of God—all of which
are constituted by the whole of God’s relational work of grace, functionally signifying the
relational basis of whose we are. This process of conjoint function is crucial for our
understanding and practice, which Jesus makes evident in the beatitudes to establish his
followers in his call to be redefined, transformed and made whole.

The beatitudes taken together establish the authentic identity of his followers. |
suggest, rather than each beatitude understood independently, they constitute
interdependent functional characteristics of the basic identity for what, who and how his
followers are. Joined together in dynamic function, the beatitudes form the outline of the
process of identity formation. Not surprisingly, Jesus began the process by focusing
immediately on the ontology of the person and giving us no basis to define our self by
what we do or have.

Though Jesus was not explicit in the beginning of his discourse about the
irreducible importance of the heart, the function of the heart underlies everything he said
and all that we do (e.g., Mt 5:28; 6:21). The inner person (signified by the heart)
constitutes the qualitative distinction of the person, and we cannot assess what and who a
person is based merely on the outer person—notably what we do and have (cf. our earlier
discussion of Mt 15:10-20). Yet, since the latter perception is a prevailing perceptual-
interpretive framework for human ontology, authentic Christian identity forms essentially
by beginning with the process of redefinition of the person from the inside out. When we
functionally address redefining our own person from the inside out, however, we
encounter a major difficulty. Once we get past any resistance, what is it that we honestly
see of our person as we look inside? This can become an issue we may rather dance
around.

In the first three beatitudes (Mt 5:3-5) Jesus provides us with the critical steps in
the process of identity formation, that is, to functionally establish his followers in his call
to be redefined, transformed and made whole.

First Beatitude: When we honestly look inside at our person, Jesus said the natural
effect would be realization of the condition signified by “poor in spirit” (v.3). “Poor”
(ptochos) denotes abject poverty and utter helplessness; therefore this person’s only
recourse is to beg. Just to be poor (penes) is a different condition from ptochos because
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this person can still, for example, go out to work for food. Penes may have little but
ptochos has nothing at all. Ptochos, Jesus immediately identifies, is the true condition of
our humanity, which precludes self-determination and justification. This is human
ontology after the Fall, yet not the full ontology of the whole person which still includes
the viable image of God. Without the latter, ptochos would be a worthless person, and
this is not Jesus’ focus on the ontology of the person. Nevertheless, ptochos does prevail
in human ontology, which clearly makes evident the need for God’s relational work of
grace. This is what we need to accept both about our person and from God—not only
theologically but functionally because anything less than ptochos counters God’s grace.
By necessity, however, the ptochos person ongoingly appropriates God’s relational work
of grace to relationally belong to the whole of God’s family, as Jesus said, “theirs is the
kingdom of heaven.” Yet, ptochos only begins the process of forming this identity.

Most of us are resistant to operate with this self-definition, especially if we define
ourselves by what we do or have. We may be able to accept this “spiritually” in an
isolated identity but for practical everyday function in the real world, to live with this
self-definition is problematic. While any alternatives and substitutes masking this truth
may make us feel less vulnerable, we will never be able to dance completely around the
truth of our condition and this reality of human ontology.

In this first critical step in the formation of our identity, Jesus provided no place
or option for self-determination. Who and what we are as his followers is determined
only by the function of relationship with him as whose we are; and how we are in
relationship together is only on his terms, which constitutes the relationship and thus our
identity in God’s grace. By this, Jesus makes definitive that God’s grace demands
ptochos of our person (the honesty of heart) for ongoing relationship together.

Second Beatitude: Since the ontology of the person (from inside out) is never static,
Jesus extends its dynamic function in this next critical step. When we are indeed ptochos,
our honest response to our condition is to “mourn” (pentheo, lament, grieve, deep
sadness, v.4). If we accept our condition as ptochos—and not merely perceive it as
penes—then mourning would be the natural response of our heart. Yet, too often we
insulate ourselves from such experience, though unknowingly we may get depressed. The
tension involves issues of self-worth, which revolve around ptochos in terms of how we
see and feel about ourselves. We tend not to recognize this matter because our heart is
unaware of experiencing pentheo, likely only feeling insecure.

In this second critical step in the process of identity formation, the person is taken
further and deeper toward being redefined, transformed and made whole. This
necessitates the functional ontology of the whole person, contrary to a reductionist
practice which insulates the heart or keeps it at a distance of diminished involvement.
The dynamic necessary is to open our heart and expose the pentheo by fully
acknowledging, admitting and confessing our ptochos—which may include not only
about one’s own condition but also the condition of humanity in general.

The ironic influence of reductionism on human ontology is the simulation and
illusion to be strong, self-determined, self-sufficient. In contrast and conflict, persons
who pentheo address reality without reducing the person, yet not in self-pity but by
vulnerably opening their person to God. In this vulnerable relational process, their whole
person is presented to God for comfort, healing, cleansing, forgiveness, and deeper
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involvement, so they can experience God’s intimate response—as Jesus assured “they
will be comforted” (parakaleo, term used for every kind of call to a person which is
intended to produce a particular effect). As Jesus further made evident throughout his
sanctified life and practice, the whole of God is ongoingly vulnerable to our humanity,
and we must (dei) relationally reciprocate in likeness with what and who we are.
Functional intimacy in relationship involves hearts open to each other and coming
together. Intimacy with God, therefore, necessitates by nature that our heart functions in
its true humanity (cf. “in spirit and truth”)—nothing less and no substitutes. The process
from the first beatitude to the second engages this qualitative relational involvement. And
these two critical steps involve the relational moments we extend our person to God the
most openly and thus give him the best opportunity to be with us.

Since identity is rooted in whose we are, its formation is contingent on the
ongoing function of this relationship—its further and deeper growth. While pentheo
defines only a degree of experience relative to each person—no set quantity of sackcloth
and ashes—God does not let us remain in a state of gloom and perhaps fall into
depression or despair. God’s thematic action never allows for human ontology to remain
in reductionism but only functions to make us whole. As Jesus did with tax collectors, a
prostitute and others lacking wholeness, he extended God’s relational work of grace to us
in our helplessness, pursued us vulnerably in the poverty of our humanity, redeemed us
(notably from the common’s enslavement of reductionism) back to his family (on the
terms of the Uncommon), thus transformed our whole person for intimate relationship
with the Father, and formally by covenant (through adoption) constituted us as his very
own children permanently belonging to the whole of God’s family. As discussed earlier,
this relational process defines God’s thematic action only as family love—a process
based on the whole of God’s relational work of grace, which continues as the basis for
God’s family to experience now even further and deeper in relationship together as the
church until eschatological completion of God’s whole. This operationalizes the
relational progression constituted by Jesus, the ongoing function of which he summarized
in this major discourse.

Third Beatitude: The experiential truth of this relational reality is not usually in
function a linear process as it is reflexive (back and forth). God’s thematic action and
ongoing vulnerability to our humanity, notably evidenced in the incarnation, demonstrate
the faithfulness and righteousness of the whole of God whom we can count on to trust
intimately in reciprocal relational process. As we go up and down, in and out in our
ptochos and pentheo, the initial relational experiences of God’s family love rightfully
conclude with only one understanding of our person. This understanding forms the core
characteristic of the redefined self, the identity of the transformed in Christ.

In the interrelated critical steps involved in this process of self-understanding,
Jesus defined the core characteristic forming the identity of his followers: “the meek”
(praus, v.5). While the sense of meekness should not be separated from ptochos, praus
(prautes, noun) denotes to be gentle—that is, not hard or resistant to live as one truly is.
Praus involves heart function conjoined with overt behavior to demonstrate what and
who one is. Contrary to most perceptions of “meek,” this function is not timid weakness
but humble strength and truth of character based on one’s true condition. How this
specifically would be demonstrated or expressed can be defined best by the various
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behaviors of Jesus with others. Whatever its form in a particular situation, the most
significant issue is that there is no lie or illusion about one’s person in being meek
(including being humble).

Yet, meekness is not so much a characteristic of the Christian person, especially
by which to be defined and thus to behave. The latter only simulates humility. Rather it
is, most importantly for the whole person, a function of relationship both with God and
with others. Being meek is a core function in relationship with God for two reasons: (1)
with no illusions about self-determination and justification (ptochos) and with response to
one’s pentheo, the only basis and ongoing functional base for the person’s life and
practice is the whole of God’s relational work of grace; and (2) on this basis, relationship
together is only on God’s terms, thus irreducible and nonnegotiable by human persons.
God does not work by any human agenda, notably for self-determination and
justification. Being meek is this core function involving the relational process of turning
away from the falsehood in self-autonomy and entrusting one’s whole person to the grace
of God; this is basic not only for conversion but for ongoing sanctification.

Furthermore, who and what this meek-humble person is and how this person
functions also must by nature be involved in relationship with others in two qualitatively
distinct ways: (1) with God’s grace the basis for the person, there is no basis for
comparison with others, for climbing any human ladder or one-upmanship, and thus no
basis for stratified relationships which reduce the whole person, but rather a qualitative
loving involvement with others (without employing reductionist distinctions) in the
relationships necessary for wholeness; and (2) therefore this relational involvement
allows no basis for the function of individualism which gives priority to the individual
agenda and reduces the primacy of the intimate relationships necessary to be God’s
whole.

Meekness is a direct relational outcome of the first two critical steps (beatitudes)
signifying the above functions of relationships. There is no theological or functional basis
for any other self-assessment, regardless of how much one does, has or accomplishes.
Yet, we encounter difficulty when lies or illusions keep us from facing our ptochos or
experiencing our pentheo. Intentionally or unintentionally, we make relational substitutes
with God and others, and thus act out some role or lie; or we settle for reductionism and
live in some illusion. Such lies or illusions both in effect involve some enslavement. In
strong contrast, being meek also signifies a functional admission of one’s enslavement—
that is, not being free from some form of self-sufficiency (even in a collective context),
self-determination (even with a theology of grace), or self-centeredness (even in acts of
service)—and one’s need for redemption.

Jesus said the meek “will inherit the earth.” This is not a result of what they do
but only a relational outcome constituted in relationship with Jesus and by his relational
work of grace. These beatitudes have roots in the promise from the OT covenant, yet
Jesus was not taking us back in