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Abstract

This thesis explores witness as a focal image for Christian life. I contend the
resurrection and ascension narratives of Luke-Acts prepare us to see the events
following Pentecost as the unfolding pattern and power of faithful witness. Chapter one
establishes the canonical centrality of witness by demonstrating that it is conceptually
essential, experientially sensible, and motivationally responsible. First, canonical
accounts convey that witness is conceptually essential always and only to the extent that
it is contextually embedded in the living reality of the Incarnation. Second, post-
Pentecost narratives of incrementally increased suffering are rendered experientially
sensible as a form of witness through a durable experience of divine presence. Chapter
one concludes by considering witness as a responsible source of motivation in
Revelation. According to the Apocalypse, our witness is the continuing embodiment of
Christ’s life-giving achievement and Christ’s life-affirming manner. His triumph ensures
that witness is never wasted. His manner ensures that witness is always ennobling.

Chapter two considers witness as a patterned practice by exploring an early
instance of post-apostolic testimony, the Martyrdom of Polycarp. Consistent with Acts, the
Martyrdom portrays Polycarp’s witness unto death as the unfolding Spirit-filled
embodiment of apostolic identity. Polycarp’s martyrdom in accord with the gospel is in
fact the primary reason the document offers itself for the reader’s attention, let alone

devoted study and imitation. I explore the Martyrdom’s portrayal of witness in accord

iv



with the gospel as a threefold pattern of waiting on Christ, abiding in Christ, and
manifesting Christ. This patterned practice reliably aids our discernment as we seek to
release the beauty, goodness, and truth of Christ amid even the most intractable
circumstances and even when our witness appears to be unsatisfying or incomplete.
Chapter three seeks to strengthen the connection between concept (chapter one)
and practice (chapter two) by considering the power of witness as a function God’s
presence in us and through us. First, God’s power in us — God’s glory —is characterized
by cross and resurrection. We most reliably receive God’s power in the deathliness of
our weakness because death is where God most reliably gives life. Consequently,
faithful witnesses must learn to expect a measure of suffering and foster practices that
strengthen our exercise of self-giving love. Second, God’s power through us should be
consistent with power of Christ himself, who is God’s living Word. In the parable of the
sower/soils Jesus teaches followers that the fruitful power of God’s word is noncoercive,
humble, generative and patient. This is the form of power at work through our witness.
In the end, faithful witness does not necessarily lead to social victories or protect
us from culturally reinforced postures of aggression or hostility. Rather, it allows Christ
to be named, encountered, and followed in every circumstance, especially when we feel
the cost. Social marginalization may not signal the failure of faithful witness to the
crucified-and-risen Christ. It may, in fact, signal the exact opposite. After all, we're not

here to win. We're here to witness.
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1. The Centrality of Witness

1.1 Conceptually Essential: Resurrection and Ascension
Narratives in Luke-Acts

This chapter establishes witness as an essential apostolic concept so that it may
come to support, shape, and serve ongoing Christian existence. My approach in the first
section will be more descriptive than prescriptive, primarily focused on synthesizing
scholarship and scripture, discerning thematic patterns which will then be further
developed in later sections. To anticipate the road ahead, what I describe below as
suitable forms of knowledge, patience, and power in apostolic context will be revisited
and explored in the next chapter as a threefold pattern of waiting on Christ, abiding in
Christ, and manifesting Christ. The current section supplies an anchor in established

scholarship which will then serve as a platform for ensuing exploration.

1.1.1 Apostolic Identity and Vocation

In the resurrection and ascension narratives that link the unified work of Luke-
Acts, the noun witness (uagTuc) denotes both a present identity and a continuing
vocation for the apostles of Jesus. In Luke, the risen Jesus affirms an identity when he
announces, “You are witnesses of these things,” (Lk. 24:48).! Subsequently in Acts, he

informs them, “You will be my witnesses... to the ends of the earth,” (Acts 1:8). These

! In context, “these things” signify Jesus suffering and resurrection as the fulfillment of the scriptures; cf.
Acts 2:32.
1



twin designations of witness as both an identity (Lk. 24:48) and a vocation (Acts 1:8)
introduce it as an essential apostolic concept.

A broad scholarly consensus affirms witness as conceptually essential for
apostolic identity and vocation. Luke Timothy Johnson contends, “The term ‘witness’
(Greek martys) is Luke's most inclusive term for Jesus' disciples in Acts.”? Likewise,
Beverly Roberts Gaventa claims, “the fundamental apostolic task is that of witnessing to
the resurrection of Jesus.”? According to Robert Wall, “discipleship [in Acts] is defined
in terms of an active witness to the risen Jesus.”* Willie James Jennings suggests the
apostles “will become, in ways more complex than they could ever have imagined, his
witnesses,” who both “carry the real history of life with Jesus” and who also “will give
room to the witness, making their lives a stage on which the resurrected Jesus will
appear.”®

In addition to these affirmations of historic apostolicity, Stanley Hauerwas and
Kavin Rowe also invite us to understand witness as an essential concept for ongoing

Christian life. Hauerwas situates the centrality of witness in “The Sending”® of apostles

2 Luke Timothy Johnson, Prophetic Jesus, Prophetic Church: The Challenge of Luke-Acts to Contemporary
Christians (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans Publishing, 2011), 166.

3 Beverly Roberts Gaventa, Abingdon New Testament Commentaries: Acts (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2003),
114, emphasis original.

4 Robert W. Wall, “The Acts of the Apostles” in The New Interpreter’s Bible, vol. X (Nashville: Abingdon Press,
2000), 44

5 Willie James Jennings, Acts, Belief: A Theological Commentary on the Bible (Louisville: Westminster John Knox
Press, 2017), 18.

¢ Stanley Hauerwas, Matthew, Brazos Theological Commentary on the Bible (Grand Rapids: Brazos Press, 2006),
105-112.
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prior to the resurrection and ascension.” He affirms, “it is surely right that the church
understands itself to stand in the tradition of the apostles. To be an apostle is to be a
messenger of and witness to Jesus.”® For Rowe, witness is a central aspect of the church’s
ongoing “cultural explication of God’s identity.”® To explain, “The revelation of God in
Christ... necessarily entails the formation of a people who bear witness to God’s
name.”!? “Taken as a whole,” Rowe contends, “the narrative of the Acts of the Apostles
is a rich exposition of this cultural explication of divine identity.”!

While the resurrection and ascension narratives do not yet clarify the particular
form — or pattern — that apostolic witness will take, Jesus conveys that a capacity — or
power — to carry out this apostolic identity and vocation will coincide with the arrival of
the Holy Spirit. “Once having been breathed into life by God — 'baptized with the Holy
Spirit” was the way he put it (Acts 1:5) —they would have the strength and energy to
continue the God-breathed creation of heaven and earth and the God-breathed baptism

of Jesus. “‘My witnesses” was the term he used to designate their new identity.”!2 The

7 Matt. 10:5-42; par. Mark 6:7-13, Luke 9:1-6.

8 Hauerwas, Matthew, 105.

? Christopher Kavin Rowe, World Upside Down: Reading Acts in the Graeco-Roman Age (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2009), 18.

10 Rowe, World Upside Down, 18.

11 Rowe, World Upside Down, 18. On this point, Gaventa nicely aligns with Rowe by suggesting, “The
primary assertion to make about the church in Acts follows from Luke’s depiction of God, Jesus, and the
Holy Spirit, namely, that the church exists as evidence of God’s plan and God's activity in the world,”
(Gaventa, Acts, 39).

12 Eugene H. Peterson, Christ Plays in Ten Thousand Places: A Conversation in Spiritual Theology (Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans Publishing, 2008), 24-25.
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resurrection and ascension narratives of Luke-Acts thus prepare us to see the events
following Pentecost as the unfolding pattern and power of faithful witness.

This brief introductory survey indicates that apostolic witness is not conceptually
viable as an imagined independent attestation of reliable information divorced from the
contours and character of God in Christ. Rather, witness is conceptually essential always
and only to the extent that it is contextually embedded in the living reality of the
Incarnation. The literary shape and narrative content of Luke-Acts suggest that witness
is conceived and birthed in canonical context as the embodied continuation of the life,
death, and resurrection of Jesus. Faithful witness thus arrives preloaded with a brand of
integrity that resists ways and means foreign to Christ’s messianic modus operandi.
Luke-Acts portrays such integrity on a large narrative canvas in multiple socio-economic
and religio-ethnic contexts with a broad geographic sweep. A fully consistent but
exceedingly condensed form of the same message appears on the lips of Jesus in the
Gospel of John: “I am the vine, you are the branches. Those who abide in me and I in

them bear much fruit, because apart from me you can do nothing,” (John 15:5).

1.1.2 Preparing the Way of Witness

While these first followers of Jesus await the Spirit of Pentecost, they are
uniquely dependent on a guiding vision. Jesus has withdrawn from their sight and they
have yet to be clothed with power from on high. They find themselves suspended

between Jesus’ physical absence and his spiritual presence; between Ascension on the



one hand and Pentecost on the other. Moreover, passivity is not an option — at least, not
for long — because Jesus has risen from the dead and commissioned them “to the ends of
the earth” (Acts 1:8). The author of Acts effectively employs this liminal season to
introduce a vision of witness that will undergird and guide the ensuing narrative.

In narrative context, the risen Jesus has appeared to his disciples over the span of
forty days, “speaking about the Kingdom of God” (Acts 1:3), yet even such privileged
teaching has failed to supply an adequate vision to ground their identity and to guide
their vocation. In the immediate wake of his resurrection and ascension it remains
unclear how Jesus will continue to be central and how they will continue to follow. As
much as anything, their parting question before the ascension reveals the depth of their
misunderstanding and the gravity of their need. They inquire, “Lord, is this the time
when you will restore the kingdom to Israel?” (Acts 1:6). In other words, their parting
question is a form of hearkening back. Their nascent vision is (still) a matter of restoring
or returning to the glittering image of a gilded age, motivated by an understandable — if
not compelling — desire to be “saved from our enemies, and from the hand of all who
hate us” (Lk. 1:71). Rather than hearkening back, Jesus redirects their attention and
guides their vision by gesturing forward. He replies, “It is not for you to know the times
or periods that the Father has set by his own authority. But you will receive power when
the Holy Spirit has come upon you; and you will be my witnesses” (Acts 1:7-8). Witness

is thus introduced as an essential concept to ground their identity and to guide their



vocation. Moreover, by introducing this concept at a decidedly liminal moment, Jesus
provocatively echoes Isaiah’s message to Babylonian exiles some six centuries earlier.

When ancient Israel was exiled in Babylon, longing for God to restore them as a
stable, secure, and respectable people among the nations — in short, to restore the
kingdom — the prophet Isaiah similarly redirected his community’s attention and guided
their vision by (re)framing their redemptive future as God’s witnesses to the nations.!3
As in Isaiah, so also in Acts: a promise of divine presence becomes the defining trait of
God’s witnesses, trumping every inadequacy or deficiency of this divinely formed
community. The nascent community of Christ-followers is God’s treasured creation, and
their very existence bears witness to God’s name. Like Isaiah, Jesus is inviting his
followers to shift their gaze from the transient surface of historic events to perceive the
bedrock of God’s creating, ruling, redeeming character underneath — because God is up
to something new, and Jesus is inviting them to enter in.

If Christian witness is necessarily embedded in the living reality of the
Incarnation, and if it arrives conceptually preloaded with a brand of Christlike integrity,
then the liminal season between Ascension and Pentecost introduces a vision capable of
accommodating flawed and frail witnesses whose way of life wanders and whose

integrity is deficient. It also introduces a dramatic tension by framing the ensuing way of

13 Isa. 43:10, 12.



witness as a work-in-process. We enter the drama expecting a community of witnesses
who neither easily nor instantly reflect the contours and character of God in Christ. And
yet, since faithful witness entails the embodiment of Christ and the instantiation of
divine character, we enter the drama equally anticipating divine grace and human
transformation. Would we expect anything less from the Jesus whose reputational

shorthand was, “friend of tax collectors and sinners,” (Luke 7:34)?

1.1.2.1 Suitable Forms of Knowledge, Patience, and Power

Prior to the Spirit’s arrival, the resurrection and ascension narratives in Luke-
Acts emphasize suitable forms of knowledge, patience, and power that both precede and
inform apostolic witness. First, apostolic witness is informed by appropriate modes of
knowledge. An ability to understand the words of scripture (Lk. 24:45) is contrasted
with an inability to know the times and seasons set by the Father’s authority (Acts 1:7).
In other words, the knowledge that informs witness is neither self-generated nor self-
determined. The horizon of witness is ongoing and open-ended. Any propensity to pin
down particular endpoints or to limit a season of witness is rejected when the risen Jesus
declares, “it is not for you to know the times or periods” (Acts 1:7). Such an open-ended
context effectively decouples faithful witness from any expectation of divine response or
human achievement. There is no indication that faithful witness will persuade God or

hasten the fulfillment of divine promises which have already been set according to



God’s own authority (Acts 1:7). The knowledge that precedes faithful witness resists
utilitarian tendencies.

The gratuitous and open-ended nature of apostolic knowledge means, second,
that faithful witness is preceded by a call to appropriate patience. In both Luke and Acts,
the apostles are commanded to wait, not for a specific period of time, but for the
substance of a promised gift. In Luke, the risen Jesus indicates, “I am sending upon you
what my Father promised, so stay here in the city,” (Lk. 24:49). In Acts, Jesus “ordered
them not to leave Jerusalem, but to wait there for the promise of the Father,” (Acts 1:4).
Therefore, the patience that precedes and informs apostolic witness is suitably attuned
to the promised Spirit that affirms, enables, and enfolds such witness.

An apostolic posture attuned to the substance of divine promise also means that
appropriate patience is untroubled by the mere passage of time. Luke and Acts both
accentuate the untroubled apostolic demeanor prior to Pentecost by highlighting the
joyful, repeated, and dedicated nature of apostolic worship. In the face of any obsession
with eschatological time management, the resurrection and ascension narratives of
Luke-Acts suggest the patience that precedes witness is not the troubled endurance of an
undesired delay. It is rather the joyful opening of humanity — heart, soul, mind, and
strength — in attentive presence to the living God.

Third, faithful witness is preceded by appropriate forms of power. In particular,

the power on display between Ascension and Pentecost emphasizes apostolic capacities



to receive a divine commission and to discern divine intentions. In Luke, a capacity to
receive a divine commission is conveyed with the metaphor of clothing when the risen
Jesus commands them to, “stay here in the city until you have been clothed with power
from on high,” (Luke 24:49). As image-bearing creatures they are uniquely fitted for the
raiment of divine authorization as witnesses to the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus.
Such capacity to receive a divine commission is accompanied by a corresponding
capacity to discern divine will. Specifically, the climactic episode prior to Pentecost
entails the divinely endorsed selection and authorization of an apostolic candidate to fill
the office vacated by Judas. While undue attention sometimes accrues to the means by
which the ultimate choice is revealed, the narrative “leaves no doubt that God is the one
making the decision.”14

Altogether, these corresponding capacities suggest that the ensuing apostolic
witness in Acts will be energized by a power that (1) seeks the divine will amid
changing circumstances in order (2) to enact faithful representations of divine life.
Faithful witnesses will be secondary agents, not principal actors. They will operate as
divinely authorized representatives, recognizably linking the words and ways of God-
in-Christ to the times and seasons of their own lives. According to Will Willimon, they

will “link the church to the events which originated the church and become, by their

14 Gaventa, Acts, 71.



own work and witness, the means by which the church fulfills its mission.”** In sum,
they will be empowered to embody the ever-reliable, ever-adaptable loving relationship

with and for creation that has always characterized the God whose image they bear.

1.2 Experientially Sensible: Post-Pentecost Narratives in Acts

This section moves from a descriptive and synthetic approach to one that is more
probing and analytic. Having established witness as conceptually essential, this section
considers a question of meaning. In particular, I will consider how post-Pentecost
narratives of incrementally increased suffering are rendered experientially sensible as a
form of witness. In the larger trajectory of Luke-Acts, the literary continuity established
between Jesus and his disciples (in Luke) allows apostolic suffering (in Acts) to be
understood as deeply laden with meaning. Moreover, firsthand apostolic testimony
describes suffering as suffused with divine presence. Altogether, for living witnesses to
a crucified-and-risen messiah, suffering is rendered sensible not only as a central vehicle

for the spread of gospel witness, but also as a means of union with Christ.

1.2.1 Suffering as Central Vehicle for Witness

When the Spirit of Pentecost arrives, the way of witness begins. The risen Jesus
has already provided a geographic outline for the ensuing narrative by informing his

apostles that they will become witnesses in ever-expanding circles from “Jerusalem, [to]

15 William H. Willimon, Acts, Interpretation (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2010), 24.
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all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of earth” (Acts 1:8),' however as the book
unfolds, it becomes clear that Acts is no generic geographical or chronological sequel to
the Gospel of Luke. The goal of Acts is more concentrated: to reveal the pattern and
power of faithful witness.!” Perhaps the most unsettling aspect of the post-Pentecost
narratives is the suffering that faithful witness entails. “It soon becomes clear that the
way of a witness is a way of rejection, suffering, and [possibly] also of death.”!8 In Acts,
suffering and witness go hand-in-hand to such an extent that it would be fair to describe
suffering as a central vehicle for the spread of apostolic witness. To be sure, there are
evangelistic highpoints along the way. Inquisitive crowds gather at the sound of Spirit-
filled speech declaring God’s deeds in different tongues. Excited onlookers flock to the
sight of a healed beggar at the Beautiful Gate. In these early episodes, Spirit-filled
apostolic witness lands with undeniable impact and large numbers are added daily to
the community of believers. Yet all the while, an accompanying crescendo of suffering is
building beneath the surface.

At Pentecost, the apostles are mocked as indiscrete drunks. After healing a lame
beggar, they are arrested, imprisoned, and threatened by the temple elite. When they

persist in faithful witness to the resurrection, an enraged council wants to kill them.

16 Wall notes, “the role of the Holy Spirit in Acts is more functional than soteriological,” with a primary
focus on equipping, energizing, and guiding apostolic mission (Wall, “The Acts of the Apostles,” 41).

17 cf. Rowe, World Upside Down, 88.

18 Moisés Silva, ed., New International Dictionary of New Testament Theology and Exegesis, vol. 3 (Grand Rapids:
Zondervan, 2014), 240.
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After a thorough beating and formal sanction, they leave “rejoicing that they were
counted worthy to suffer dishonor for the name” (Acts 5:41). Supremely, the first
scattering of Christian witness beyond the bounds of Jerusalem is spurred by the
persecution that followed the Church’s first recorded witness unto death. Given this
canonical pattern of apostolic witness, it is hardly surprising that by the second century
“the term “witness’ (martys) in Christian vocabulary,” had begun, “to exclusively signify
a believer who suffers and dies for his faith; a mere witness had already become a

‘confessor’.”1?

1.2.1.1 The Experience of Suffering and the Construal of Meaning

The portrayal of apostolic suffering in Acts provokes a profound question of
meaning; specifically, how was suffering experienced for early Christian witnesses? To
press the question, how was it experientially sensible in light of the resurrection?
Elizabeth Castelli approaches this question as a project of cultural construction
generated by collective memory. According to Castelli, “In the process of making sense
of fact and feeling, of generating a collectively livable story, culture is produced.”?

Moreover, at the level of experience, suffering that leads to “martyrdom can be

19 Willy Rordorf et al., “Martyr—Martyrdom,” in Encyclopedia of Ancient Christianity (Downers Grove: IVP
Academic, 2014), 700.
20 Elizabeth A. Castelli, Martyrdom and Memory: Early Christian Culture Making (New York: Columbia
University Press, 2004), 33.

12



understood as one form of refusing the meaninglessness of death itself, of insisting that
suffering and death do not signify emptiness and nothingness.”?!

For Castelli, the generative novum in early Christianity entailed “reinterpreting
suffering as salvation.”?? By this cultural construction, “Christian theorists interrupted
the circuit of power” that defined their social context “and articulated a competing
theory of power.”? Furthermore, she suggests, “Christians from a very early point in
their history interpreted the death of Jesus in dual terms: as a profound and decisive
interruption in the sacrificial logic and economy and as itself an expiatory sacrifice.”?*
Therefore, Christians who aligned themselves with the messianic sacrifice of Jesus
“claimed as well the immediate divine vindication that Jesus himself, according to
Christian teaching, enjoyed.”? For Castelli, such “inversions of value... are at the heart
of Christian thinking [and] are central to transforming “persecution” into ‘martyrdom’

and powerlessness into power.”2

21 Castelli, 34, emphasis original.

22 Castelli, 48. Such reinterpretation represented a contrast, perhaps, to texts such as 2 Macc. 7 where the
suffering of faithful martyrs is paired with the promised hope of future vindication (for martyrs) and
judgment (for tormentors), although the suffering itself appears to bear no redemptive value. To the
contrary, suffering is interpreted as the result “of our sins against our own God” (2 Macc. 7:18) and “the
wrath of the Almighty that has justly fallen on our whole nation” (2 Macc. 7:38).

23 Castelli, 48.

2 Castelli, 51.

25 Castelli, 51-52.

26 Castelli, 48.
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Elements of Castelli’s construal are both instructive and evident in post-
Pentecost canonical narratives.” Yet for all of its instructive and contextual value,
Castelli’s treatment of collective memory falls short of addressing an underlying
motivation for Christian value inversions; namely, the experience of divine presence.
Earliest Christian testimony characterizes post-Pentecost suffering as deeply suffused
with the experience of divine presence, and the experience of divine presence motivates
cultural value inversions chronicled by Castelli. The apostle Paul’s depiction of suffering
is especially relevant: “We are afflicted in every way, but not crushed; perplexed, but not
driven to despair; persecuted, but not forsaken; struck down, but not destroyed; always
carrying in the body the death of Jesus, so that the life of Jesus may also be made visible
in our bodies” (2 Cor. 4:8-10). In other words, Paul considers suffering a sensible vehicle
for witness because it uniquely reveals an abiding experience of the risen and reigning
Jesus. Suffering is revelatory.

An underlying implication of this Pauline perspective is that any adequate
portrayal of “the life of Jesus” (2 Cor. 4:10) in the current age will disclose not just the
fact of his resurrection but also the nature of his risen life.2? Moreover, Paul situates the

revelatory locale of such life “in our bodies” (2 Cor. 4:10).° For Paul, physical suffering

2 While Castelli’s scholarship is relevant and instructive for canonical narratives, it is worth noting that her
primary focus is the collective memory of post-canonical Christian martyrologies. I return to Castelli’s work
in chapter two when exploring the pattern of witness in post-apostolic context.

28 cf. Gal. 2:19b-20.

2 cf. Gal. 6:17.
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is thereby a sensible vehicle for witness because an experience of the crucified-and-risen
Jesus amid suffering clearly communicates the enduring character of God’s ever-reliable,
ever-adaptable loving relationship with and for creation within the very circumstances
that would call into question God’s love. Lived experience of the risen Jesus within
suffering yields living witness to the risen Jesus through suffering.

Significantly, Paul connects suffering’s revelatory relevance with the
unavoidable reality of death, whether facing the prospect of persecution® or the
common condition of human decay.*! Regardless of circumstance, death’s inevitability
renders suffering a sensible vehicle for witness because all bodies are consumed by
death. As bodies age or endure affliction they all experience an unmistakable crescendo
of suffering. Therefore, that which threatens the inevitable consumption of all bodies —
death — equally allows every body to become a revelatory venue for an experience of life
that will ultimately consume death. From this vantagepoint, Paul can even frame
suffering as necessary, “so that the life of Jesus may be made visible in our mortal flesh”

(2 Cor. 4:11b).??

302 Cor. 4:11.

312 Cor. 4:16.

32 Gorman’s comment remains helpful: “For Paul, however, suffering is neither the main plot line of the
story nor the conclusion to it. Rather, it is the necessary but temporary reality of those who identify with the
suffering—and exalted! —Messiah,” (Michael . Gorman, Cruciformity: Paul’s Narrative Spirituality of the Cross,
20th Anniversary Edition (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans Publishing, 2021), 347.)
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Although Castelli’s treatment omits the motivational import of divine presence,
her concluding reflections are still drawn to matters of underlying motivation that
influence a martyr’s enduring capacity to address suffering: “Perhaps the figure of ‘the
martyr’ that we need to mobilize here is not the one who sacrifices him- or herself but
the one whose compulsion is to witness and to provide testimony. Such a figure of
martyrdom calls all of us into its service, demanding that we see and testify to the real
losses and suffering that took place... but that we do not do so at the cost of rendering
ourselves unable to recognize and witness to suffering elsewhere.”® Indeed, to affirm
Castelli’s closing intuition, by mobilizing and prioritizing a figure of martyr-as-testifier
our understanding of post-Pentecost canonical suffering is transformed from a
combative contest between competing theories of power into a revelatory embodiment
of divine love. Moreover, by anchoring earliest Christian witness in a lived experience of
the crucified-and-risen Jesus, the consequent inversion of cultural values becomes living

testimony to the pattern and power of Spirit-filled life.

1.2.1.2 Divine Presence as Interwoven Narrative

Mindy Makant offers a meaning-making framework deeply resonant with the
early Christian experience of divine presence amid suffering. For Makant, “The

audacious Christian claim” — the Christian novum - “is that an event that occurred in

3 Castelli, 203.
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the past (the resurrection) and will be completed in the future (the Parousia) governs the
present.”%* Christians are thus known by the location of our trust; that is, where we
invest our heart, soul, mind and strength. From the resurrection of one person, Jesus,
Christians are invited to trust the gospel promise “that God is actively at work in the
world making all things new, even stories of suffering.”

Far from producing an inverted form of cultural certainty or bravado, Makant
suggests, “This claim results in an experiential tension that neither can, nor ought to, be
resolved on this temporal side of Jesus' return.”3¢ In the midst of an unresolvable
experiential tension, Christians are those whose communal narratives and practices over
the course of a lifetime allow us to see that “Redemption is God's way of being with and
in the world.”%” As a result, our experience of divine presence amid suffering “entails the
weaving of individual human narratives with the narrative of God's continued activity
in the world.”* We experience God’s presence as much — or perhaps more — by the artful
interweaving of divine-human narratives as we do by an unbidden awareness of
unmediated union. In the end, “Remembering the past through the lens of an

imagination shaped by the promise of the future,” not only produces redemptive

3 Mindy Makant, The Practice of Story: Suffering and the Possibilities of Redemption (Waco: Baylor University
Press, 2015), 35.

35 Makant, 3.

3 Makant, 35.

37 Makant, 34.

3 Makant, 42.
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meaning amid suffering, but also “turns the memories of the past into a witness for the
future.”®

For Christians, suffering therefore has a parabolic quality; not, to be sure,
because suffering is any less valid, real, or substantial than other experiences, but rather
because of suffering’s sharply provocative nature. Suffering is parabolic because of its
capacity to render meaningless any of the unreflective or untested hopes we cherish
about our past, present, or future. In this regard — and perhaps only in this regard —
suffering may be experienced much the same way as the parables employed by Jesus in
his messianic ministry. At the experiential level, Jesus’” popular teaching represents an
unexpected and routinely sharp reality, with a capacity either to render meaningless
prevailing hopes (often among listeners in settled contexts of privilege), or to introduce
new pathways of hope (often among listeners in tenuous or troubled circumstances).
These are the types of narrative experiences Jesus routinely “casts alongside”
(magaaAAw) the lives of others, instigating questions of meaning. Gospel audiences are
thereby provoked to discern whether and how such narratives — along with Jesus
himself — can or should be interwoven with the narratives of their lives, explaining why

it is that some “may indeed listen, but not understand” (Mk. 4:10), while others who

39 Makant, 4.
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have “been trained for the kingdom of heaven” may find untold riches by interweaving
“what is new and what is old” (Matt. 13:52).

The variously provocative and parabolic nature of suffering thus resembles the
experiential form of Jesus’ parables even as suffering threatens to unsettle a believer’s
trust in Jesus himself. The canonical gospels both acknowledge and resolve this tension
through the suffering, death and resurrection of Jesus” own body. In other words,
Christ’s body is the site where the provocative and parabolic nature of suffering is
exhibited, endured, and ultimately resolved. Indeed, the resurrection of Jesus” body is
the reason Paul can commend “mortal flesh” as an appropriate revelatory venue for new
life.®® Any affliction against the body is potentially revelatory “because we know that the
one who raised the Lord Jesus will raise us also with Jesus” (2 Cor. 4:14). In the absence
of such knowledge, suffering easily becomes perdition without purpose or horror
without hope. Christians therefore navigate the unavoidable experiential crisis of
meaning amid suffering by interweaving the narrative of Jesus’ crucified-and-risen body
with the narratives of our own bodies.

The vital connection between Jesus’ crucified-and-risen body and the meaning
we construe for our own bodies amid suffering is hauntingly illustrated in Fyodor

Dostoevsky’s, The Idiot. By his own description, the 19t ce. novel represents

402 Cor. 4:11, 16.
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Dostoevsky’s attempt “to portray a perfectly beautiful man”4! by casting a protagonist,
Prince Myshkin, as a Christ figure. Throughout the novel, Myshkin appears as a naive
“idiot” because he moves in upper-class circles without ascribing to upper-class values.
In a world of cutthroat competition, Myshkin is entirely lacking in manipulation or
guile. In a world of exaggeration and boasting, Myshkin is honest to a fault. In a world
of harsh and unforgiving consequences, Myshkin is compassionate to his own
detriment. No one else seems to understand him, but everyone is variously intrigued,
compelled, or repulsed by the prince’s simplicity, honesty, and compassion.

Within this narrative exploration of human beauty, Dostoevsky inserts Christ
himself, but not as we might expect. There is no description of Jesus’” teaching or
miracles. The cast of characters never debate what Jesus might or might not do given
their circumstances. Dostoevsky takes a different approach. Instead of debating the
merits or meaning of Jesus” messianic ministry, Dostoevsky confronts his characters
with a shocking image of Christ’s body. Specifically, he inserts a painting of Christ’s
corpse into the story and depicts a range of responses to the crucified-but-not-yet-risen

body of Jesus.

4 Richard Pevear, Introduction to The Idiot, Fyodor Dostoevsky, trans. Richard Pevear and Larissa
Volokhonsky (New York: Knopf Doubleday Publishing, 2003), Kindle edition.
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Figure 1: "Dead Christ" by Hans Holbein the Younger.*?

The painting itself, “Dead Christ,” by Hans Holbein, is one that Dostoevsky
personally viewed two years before completing The Idiot. Upon visiting Basel to see it for
the first time, Dostoevsky is reported to have said, “One could lose one’s faith from that
picture.”® By all accounts, he was both riveted and unnerved by Holbein’s portrayal of
Christ’s lifeless body recently removed from the cross. The canvas itself approximates
the dimensions of a coffin — six feet wide and one foot tall — with almost no margin
around the body, making the piece feel narrow and compressed. Holbein’s painting
indulges in no beauty, no tenderness, and no hope. One’s focus is entirely and
mercilessly trained upon the brutalized and lifeless body of Christ.

In The Idiot, Dostoevsky deploys Christ’s body as a question, not as an answer.*

In short, the brutality of Jesus” suffering and death hangs over the novel with parabolic

4 Hans Holbein the Younger (1497 or 1498-1543), Dead Christ, 1521-1522, Kunstmuseum, Basel, Switzerland,
https://jstor.org/stable/community.18147641.

4 “The Dead Christ” in History Today, Vol. 71, Issue 4, April 2021,

https://www historytoday.com/archive/foundations/dead-christ

4 cf. Pevear, Introduction to The Idiot, Kindle edition.
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force, suffusing the narrative with a deeply provocative and seemingly unresolvable
tension. A haunting question underlying the entire narrative is whether an apparently
beautiful person — Myshkin — is actually beautiful or just a fool for his costly
commitment to Christlike compassion and integrity. The answer depends upon one’s
perception of “Dead Christ,” which in turn depends upon one’s experience of Christ as
either a living reality or a lifeless corpse. If Jesus remains lifeless, as depicted in
Holbein’s painting, then Prince Myshkin is a holy fool. But if Jesus is alive, then
Myshkin is both an icon and an apostle of God’s death-defeating love. Dostoevsky
explores and exploits the unavoidable experiential crisis of meaning through this
arresting reference to the gospel narratives of Christ’s body.

Moreover, the novel deftly deploys “Dead Christ” in a fashion that mirrors our
personal experience of suffering and loss. As we encounter suffering in the course of our
lives, there are no captions or signposts providing hope or assurance. In the immediacy
of a troubled moment, we often lack an explanation to help us make sense. Rather, in the
face of suffering and loss we are simply and routinely confronted with forms of death
that threaten to render God’s presence as helpless and lifeless as the brutalized body of a
dead Christ. To be sure, faithful witness is never contingent upon such suffering,
however the sharply provocative — and sometimes horrific — nature of suffering creates
an experiential tension that both demands the (re)construal of meaning and

simultaneously allows suffering to cast faithful witness in sharp relief. Within the
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tension produced by suffering’s parabolic nature, a witness in the apostolic tradition is
one (incredibly) capable of discerning divine presence by interweaving a narrative of
God’s ongoing redemptive activity with the narrative of their own life. In the post-
Pentecost narratives, this unresolvable and deeply provocative experiential tension

between suffering and meaning reaches an early climax in the stoning of Stephen.

1.2.2 Suffering as Baptism into Jesus

The stoning of Stephen represents a climactic catalyst for the spread of gospel
witness beyond Jerusalem. Consistent with the literary shape of Luke-Acts, Stephen’s
ministry is portrayed as deeply congruent with Jesus” own ministry. Indeed, “The
growing hostility provoked by Stephen’s ministry, is due to his likeness to Jesus.”* As
the church’s first recorded witness-unto-death, the parallels between Stephen’s dying
words and Jesus’ dying words are commonly noted. Willimon is representative: “Jesus’
followers die like Jesus.”# In addition to these parallels, and less commonly noted,
Stephen’s martyrdom also includes language and imagery resonant with the baptism of
Jesus. Specifically, both scenes depict a filling of the Spirit, an opening of the heavens, and
the sound of God’s voice or the sight of God’s throne.*” Like Jesus at his baptism, so

Stephen at his death is filled with the Spirit and sees the heavens opened to reveal the

4 Wall, “The Acts of the Apostles,” 132.
46 Willimon, Acts, 65.
47 cp. Lk. 3:21-22, Acts 7:55-56.
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glory of God. In the end, Stephen’s Spirit-filled testimony — not the fact of his death —is
the reality that renders suffering sensible as a form of witness to Jesus.

The point of this comparison is to strengthen a small but vital link in our
understanding of faithful witness. Faithful witness in the apostolic tradition is not
principally a matter of suffering, and perhaps even dying, for a strongly held belief. As
indicated above, faithful Christian witness is canonically conceived and birthed as the
embodied continuation of the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus and is not
conceptually viable as an imagined independent attestation of reliable information
divorced from the contours and character of God in Christ. Ongoing faithful witness in
the apostolic tradition is principally a matter of living and testifying in the presence and
power of the Spirit. A willingness to suffer does not prove the truth of Christian
testimony, however it may demonstrate the extent to which a person’s experience has
been interwoven with the narrative of God’s ongoing redemptive activity.

Jesus himself renders suffering sensible by interweaving his wilderness trial with
the narrative of God’s ongoing redemption. Immediately after his Spirit-filled baptism,
when Jesus is confronted by a tempter seeking to distort his messianic mission through
an attractive set of aims and appetites, Jesus tempers, defers, or reframes each one by
situating them in a narrative of God’s ever-reliable, ever-adaptable loving relationship
with and for creation. Moreover, the gospels signify each of these messianic responses as

a form of artful interweaving through three references to Deuteronomy. Three times,
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Jesus responds to the tempter by allowing the words of Moses to speak for him.* As
such, Jesus renders messianic affliction sensible by interweaving the Torah’s narrative of
God’s redemptive covenant and the corresponding call to human faithfulness.

In sum, both the baptism/temptation of Jesus and the testimony/stoning of
Stephen highlight the Spirit’s indwelling presence as the source of faithful witness amid
suffering. While Stephen’s baptism into Jesus via martyrdom represents a stark and
unsettling climax to a pattern of continuity between Jesus and his followers in Luke-
Acts, it also exemplifies a form of deep union described by Rowan Williams as
“knowledge by identification.”** As Williams explains, such knowledge is not merely “a
subject’s conceptual grasp of an object, it is sharing what God is — more boldly, you
might say, sharing God’s “experience’.”*® Stephen’s Spirit-filled continuity, or union,
with Christ both renders suffering sensible for living witnesses to the crucified-and-risen
Jesus, and also connects the unique experience of Stephen’s witness-unto-death with the

common witness of all Christians who experience baptism into Jesus.

48 Matt. 4:4 and Lk. 4:4, cf. Deut. 8:3; Matt 4:7 and Lk. 4:12; cf. Deut. 6:16; Matt 4:10 and Lk. 4:8, cf. Deut. 6:13.
4 Rowan Williams, The Wound of Knowledge, Second Rev. Ed. (London: Darton, Longman & Todd, 2014), 24.
5 Williams, The Wound of Knowledge, 23. Similarly, yet from a different angle, von Balthasar contends, “God
does not content himself with our heartfelt thanks. He wants to be able to recognize his own Son in
Christian men and women,” (Hans Urs von Balthasar, The Moment of Christian Witness (San Francisco:
Ignatius Press, 1994), 25).
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1.2.2.1 Twin Poles of Experience: Death and Newness of Life

The language of baptism into Jesus, and specifically baptism into his death, is
crystalized as a hallmark of early Christian experience in the Pauline epistles.
Significantly, in Romans 6, Paul introduces the imagery of death not as a direct response
to inflicted suffering but rather as the accepted experience of all believers. Having just
contrasted two dominions defined either by the power of death (in Adam) or the power
of life (in Christ),*! Paul introduces a rhetorical question meant to orient and motivate
Jesus’ followers. He asks, “Do you not know that all of us who have been baptized into
Christ Jesus were baptized into his death?” (Rom. 6:3). In other words, for Paul — who
was no stranger to physical suffering, who boasted in nothing “except the cross” (Gal.
6:14), and who bore “the marks of Jesus branded on [his] body” (Gal. 6:17) —there is an
irreducible deathliness about Christian existence which is both portrayed and
experienced through baptism.

Baptismal imagery thus provides a unique point of connection, linking a
narrative portrayal of climactic witness in Acts with Paul’s instruction and exhortation
to earliest Christian communities. In both contexts, baptismal imagery represents a form
of union with Christ’s death.>? Unsurprisingly, then, baptismal imagery is also capable

of conveying a form of union with Christ’s life. According to Paul, “we have been buried

51 Rom. 5:12-21.
52 For Jesus” own description of his death using baptismal imagery, see Mk. 10:35-40.

26



with him by baptism into death, so that, just as Christ was raised from the dead by the
glory of the Father, so we too might walk in newness of life” (Rom. 6:4). For Paul, and
for the author of Luke-Acts, baptismal imagery is clearly an appropriate vehicle to
express a full range of sharing, incorporation, participation or union that believers
experience with the crucified-and-risen Christ.® Baptism is both fulcrum and reservoir,
both the pivot into a new realm of being (in Christ) and a container for the fullness of
human experience (with Christ). In other words, baptismal imagery encapsulates and
encompasses the twin poles of human experience — death and newness of life — thereby
informing our witness to the crucified-and-risen Christ. To the extent that baptismal
imagery conveys union with Christ, it reveals the ground of faithful witness.

As a ground of faithful witness, “Baptism moves one into Christ,”>* however
one’s arrival in Christ does not amount to one’s entrance into an unformed space or
undeveloped terrain. Rather, Christ-as-space is indelibly formed by the shape of Christ’s
narrative and the contours of Christ’s character. One cannot witness to Christ-as-space
in the absence of Christ-as-narrative or Christ-as-character. According to Robert

Tannehill, “When Paul speaks of baptism into Christ as baptism into his death,” he

53 Existing scholarship on believers” union, or participation, with Christ is expansive and varied. For a recent
survey, see Wesley Thomas Davey, “Playing Christ: Participation and Suffering in the Letters of Paul,”
Currents in Biblical Research 17, no. 3 (2019): 306-331. My goal is not to explore a theology of union or baptism
in either Paul or Luke-Acts, but rather to consider how baptismal imagery contributes to an understanding
of Christian witness.

5¢ Klyne R. Snodgrass, “Baptized into Christ: Romans 6:3—4 —The Text on Baptism and Participation,” in
Cruciform Scripture: Cross, Participation, and Mission, ed. Christopher W. Skinner, et al. (Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans Publishing, 2021), 116.
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“presupposes that, quite apart from the baptism of any particular individual, Christ and
his death are continuing realities within the new dominion, so that entry into the new
dominion means entry into Christ and his death.”>® The continuing reality of Christ and
his death beyond Good Friday means that Christian baptism never amounts to a single
entrance fee into a new realm of blissful being. Rather, as an ongoing reality, Christ’s
death invites and evokes a corresponding and ongoing posture of deathliness in us. If
Christ and his death are ongoing realities, then deathliness remains an irreducible
element of faithful witness.

Such deathliness amounts to a form of union, or dynamic harmony, which von
Balthasar aptly describes as the “death of love,” that is, “a willingness in advance to
surrender ourselves wholly at every single moment in our Christian existence when the
need arises.”** Adopting and embracing such a posture will surely invite greater
suffering for those united to Christ, however that suffering itself becomes the
paradoxical setting for newness of life.”” To be sure, a believer’s union with Christ is no
encouragement to pursue suffering, let alone to endure unjust or unnecessary suffering,

however such union prepares and positions believers to experience the inevitable

5 Robert C. Tannehill, Dying and Rising with Christ: A Study in Pauline Theology (Berlin: De Gruyter, 1967), 42,
emphasis added.

56 yvon Balthasar, 28-29.

5 Hooker nicely summarizes an underlying logic: “The paradox of Christian salvation is that though Christ
shares our death in order that we may share his life, the believer can only share that life if he, in turn, is
willing to share Christ's death”(Morna D. Hooker, “Interchange and Suffering” in Suffering and Martyrdom In
The New Testament: Studies presented to G. M. Styler by the Cambridge New Testament Seminar, eds. William
Horbury and Brian McNeil (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1981), 72, emphasis original).
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suffering that accompanies witness in the assured companionship of divine love and in
the abiding promise of new life.

Moreover, a baptized posture of deathliness never entails abdication to
overpowering individuals or oppressive circumstances. Deathliness is no capitulation to
evil. Rather, baptismal deathliness entails our surrender to the presence of God’s love
and the promise of God’s life whenever necessary to uphold the shape of Christ’s
narrative and the contours of Christ’s character. We always surrender to Christ. To the
extent that such deathliness is drained from our identity, Christian witness becomes
deformed. To the degree that deathliness is rejected in our mission, Christian witness
becomes satanic. Any propensity toward satanic distortion is roundly rejected in the
synoptic account of Peter’s messianic confession. A contemporary illustration both
conveys the nature of Peter’s failure and highlights a characteristic satanic tension that

threatens faithful witness in every age.

1.2.2.2 Deformed Witness in Death’s Absence

In 2023, the nascent field of artificial intelligence (AI) induced a wave of
experimentation filled with intoxicating yet uncertain possibilities. Among the more
practical early applications of generative Al was the creation of professional headshots

by young adults looking to minimize personal expenses while maximizing vocational
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marketability.>® For these over-scheduled and under-resourced up-and-comers, Al
presented an intoxicating possibility, potentially replacing the expensive and time-
consuming alternative of professional photography. The painless process of uploading
personal photos to generate professional headshots yielded immediate and often desired
results. The possibilities were intoxicating, but the results could be monstrous. In
extreme cases, “Some of the generated photos [gave] users extra hands or arms.”* Even
more troubling, the new technology was quick to filter user skin tones, creating a
disturbing form of ethnic cleansing. One postgraduate student of Asian descent said that
Al removed her skin’s “yellow undertones,” not just bleaching her appearance but also
giving her “big blue eyes” bearing no resemblance to her actual features.®

These egregious results were easily explained by the underlying technology
which generates new images by identifying patterns in existing data and applying those
patterns as a kind of style in new projections. Data determines the patterns that define a
style. Ironically, and troublingly, the need for massive amounts of data also transforms
the technology into a prophetic mirror, revealing stylistic preferences and prejudices
inherent in the data. When those of Asian descent are less present in the data, they fail to

appear as a pattern, rendering them invisible as a style. Data determines the patterns

% Leigh Walden, “Young professionals are turning to Al to create headshots. But there are catches,” National
Public Radio, August 25, 2023, https://www.npr.org/2023/08/25/1194377285/artificial-intelligence-ai-
headshots-tiktok-linkedin

% Leigh Walden, “Young professionals are turning to Al.”

6 Leigh Walden, “Young professionals are turning to Al.”
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that define a style. In its current state, the possibilities for Al remain intoxicating
however enduring deficiencies in underlying data will inevitably generate monstrous
results.

A similar tension is at play in Peter’s satanic distortion of Jesus” messianic
mission.®! In particular, Peter ‘s failure is rooted in a propensity to prioritize an
intoxicating possibility (revolution) over monstrous results (mass bloodshed). Moreover,
the egregious results of Peter’s vision are easily explained by an underlying set of
essential data: the Exodus. For Peter and many of his contemporaries, the Exodus
determined a pattern that defined a style for God’s messiah. In the Exodus, Moses was
an instrument of divine power who liberated God’s people by reducing God’s
adversaries to ruin. That same pattern was subsequently reinforced in succeeding
generations by figures such as Joshua and Jephthah, Gideon and Samson, Saul and
David, along with a host of rebels and freedom fighters. Collectively, this data
determined the pattern that defined a style. Peter is consequently quick to generate an
artificial image of Jesus as a violent hero because the pattern of a suffering messiah who
dies and then rises is invisible in his data. The ensuing messianic image is immediately
rebuked as egregious and monstrous, entirely at odds with the narrative and character

of Jesus himself. Nevertheless, Peter’s satanic distortion retains a firm grip on Jesus’

61 Mk. 8:31-33, Matt. 16:21-23.
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followers because the possibilities of a conquering messiah remain intoxicating in every
age.

For witnesses to the crucified-and-risen Jesus who rightly attempt to generate
and embody faithful images of God’s ongoing redemptive activity, the Exodus story
itself (i.e., the archetypal data for a conquering messiah) contains vital information
meant to guide our vision, inform our practice, and temper our combative tendencies;
specifically, the divine name. As God calls and equips Moses for a messianic mission,
God equally reserves the right to remain free from any perceived or preferred messianic
style with the introduction of the name, “I AM” (Ex. 3:14). God’s essence ensures that we
can never presume to generate an artifice of divine deliverance that slakes our thirst for
intoxicating victory.®2 Moreover, biblical accounts of divine deliverance are not designed
to induce waves of combative experimentation serving our nearest and dearest aims and
interests. Any such approach to Christian witness is rightly rebuked with the same force
that Jesus demonstrated with his foremost apostle. Instead, canonical accounts of divine
deliverance amount to adaptive assurances of God’s enduring commitment to be with
us. Such images invite our attention and trust in the living God whose ever-reliable,
ever-adaptable love never fails. When it comes to the God revealed in Jesus, there is

never enough data to prioritize intoxicating projections of monstrous power, however

62 Brueggemann affirms, “The God who will save will not conform to any preexisting expectation or
category,” (Walter Brueggemann, Delivered Out of Empire, vol. 1 (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press,
2021), 10-11).
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there is more than enough data to rest in the assurance of divine love and the promise of
new life. As Jesus himself reassures his followers: even if we lose our lives for his sake,

we will find them — and truly live.®

1.2.2.3 Faithful Witness in Death’s Presence

If baptism into the death of Jesus yields an embodied witness to the death of
love,* then how does such deathliness convey an equally important witness to newness
of life?%5 In other words, if witness is deformed in death’s absence, then how does
death’s presence aid our witness to newness of life? Paul gestures toward an answer
when he tells the Philippians that their common suffering for the sake of Christ amounts
to “evidence” or a “sign” for the watching world (Phil. 1:28). Moreover, consistent with
an experiential tension produced by the parabolic nature of suffering, Paul indicates that
Philippian struggles simultaneously represent a sign of destruction for some and a sign
of salvation for others depending on the narrative interwoven with such experiences.®
In other words, as a people’s lives are increasingly interwoven with the narrative of
God’s ongoing redemption in Christ, they come to embody the variously provocative

and parabolic nature of Jesus” own words and deeds. Such unresolvable tension is the

63 Matt 16:25.

64 Rom. 6:4a.

65 Rom. 6:4b.

6 Stephen Fowl explains, “The opponents view the Philippians’ physical destruction as testimony to their
eternal perdition. For Paul and the Philippians, their steadfastness demonstrates their salvation whether
they live or die,” (Stephen E. Fowl, Philippians, The Two Horizons New Testament Commentary (Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans Publishing, 2005), 68).
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expected and unavoidable result for those who live “in a manner worthy of the gospel of
Christ” (Phil. 1:27).

Therefore, in addition to an interwoven narrative of God’s ongoing redemptive
activity and a Spirit-filled instantiation of divine character, Christian witness may also
be understood as the embodied evidence of new life for a watching world. An embodied
posture of communal humility and self-giving — what Paul refers to as the mind of
Christ®” — is the primary evidence for a form of life corresponding to Jesus’ resurrection.
And yet, that which represents evidence of our salvation may simultaneously be
interpreted by others as evidence of our foolishness and pending destruction. Much like
Dostoevsky’s use of “Dead Christ” in The Idiot, the resolution to this deeply parabolic
experiential tension depends upon one’s perception of Christ, which in turn depends
upon one’s experience. If Jesus is experienced as lifeless, then his followers are holy
fools.® But if Jesus is alive, then we — at our best — are both icons and apostles of God’s
death-defeating love. This provocative tension is what Paul describes as our unique
privilege of suffering for Christ,*” and this same tension is what we observe in the post-
Pentecost narratives of Acts.

Suffering in Acts is the canonical sequel to resurrection because suffering is the

surprising way that followers of Jesus are united in his death and endowed with

67 Phil. 2:5-11.
68 ¢f. 1 Cor. 15:19.
69 Phil. 1:29.
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newness of life. An experience of divine presence amid apostolic suffering sustains
faithful witness neither because Christ consumes our enemies in violence, nor because of
promised vindication in the age to come. Rather, witness is sustained because of a lived
experience of Jesus himself as “the way, and the truth, and the life” (John 14:6) capable
of overcoming the power of death; whether the death of our dreams in the present or the
eventual death of our bodies in the grave. Paradoxically, suffering with Christ and for
the sake of Christ yields an experience of sustaining life with cascading, communal
effects.”” Ann Jervis strengthens such a vision by suggesting that baptism into Christ
creates a unique setting in which “Our suffering takes place in the context of life.””!
Much as Jesus and Stephen experienced baptisms that entailed being filled with the
Spirit and seeing the heavens opened to reveal the glory of God, so Jervis contends, “As
we suffer ‘in Christ,” in the context of God's love, we are given the capacity to see the
door that leads to God's glory and are enabled to wait for its opening””? as icons and
apostles of the crucified-and-risen Christ.

We cannot hope to know why Jesus declared “his historical ‘Cross” (Mt 10:38) to

be an eternal one, [thereby] making it the permanent pattern of the lives of those who

70 According to Hooker, “those who share Christ's sufferings and death are united to the power of his
resurrection and life. This power is not something that stops short with them, however, since they become
its channels, through whom grace and joy and comfort are brought to others,” (Morna D. Hooker, “The
Letter to the Philippians” in The New Interpreter’s Bible, Vol. XI (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2000), 497).

71 L. Ann Jervis, At the Heart of the Gospel: Suffering in the Earliest Christian Message (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans
Publishing, 2007), Kindle edition.

72 Jervis, Kindle edition.
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willingly follow him,””* however we can discern a sensible meaning within suffering
that accompanies faithful witness. God, it seems, has so ordered creation that an arena of
new life may be entered, experienced, and shared even when the cost is profound and
the consequences are dire. For followers of Jesus increasingly accustomed to
interweaving divine-human narratives amid seemingly unresolvable experiential
tensions, baptism into Christ not only renders suffering sensible but also transforms our

affliction into living witness for the world.

1.3 Motivationally Responsible: The Apocalypse of John

After exploring witness as an essential concept and a sensible experience in
Luke-Acts, this section considers witness as a responsible source of motivation in
Revelation. The Apocalypse of John is uniquely suited to address the question of
motivation for, within the contested context of the current age, Revelation aims for the
heart. Deploying an epistolary framework as vehicle for his apocalyptic prophecy, the
Seer seeks to unveil a cosmic reality that renders witness responsible regardless of
circumstance or cost. Amid competing celestial forces, Revelation portrays Christ’s
triumphant death and resurrection as the overarching reality by which Christians gauge
their behavior and guard their hearts. Witness to the crucified and risen Christ is

responsible, both for its efficacy (or end) and for its manner (or means); efficacious

73 von Balthasar, 18.
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because Christ has defeated death,” and appropriate because Christ eschews collusion
with death.” Christ’s triumph ensures that witness is never wasted. Christ’s manner
ensures that witness is always ennobling. These are the cosmic conditions motivating
faithful witness amid a conflicted but ephemeral present.

Revelation depicts the contest for faithful witness against the beastly powers of
trial and temptation, each empowered by God’s dragon-like adversary, the devil. In the
Apocalypse, faithful witness is thus threatened by rival motivations of hope (of
pleasure) and fear (of adversity). These archetypal motivators are powerfully influential
and perpetually threaten to derail faithful witness to the crucified and risen Christ. In
response, John the Seer unmasks our inconspicuous allegiance to false hopes and fears
by subjecting them to the current, cosmic lordship of Christ. In Revelation, faithful
witness is motivationally responsible as the ongoing embodiment of Christ’s life-giving
achievement and Christ’s life-affirming manner.

My approach will be to focus on three vignettes near the beginning (Rev. 4-5),
middle (Rev. 12) and end (Rev. 21-22) of the Apocalypse as uniquely motivating for
faithful witness. The Seer’s entry into a heavenly throne room in Revelation 4 introduces
a vision of the messianic Lamb meant to interrupt and awaken otherwise untrained

imaginations to the cosmic lordship of a resurrected and triumphant Christ. In

74 Rev. 1:18a, 5:5.
75 Rev. 1:18b, 5:6.
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Revelation 12, the reality of Christ’s lordship is contextualized by the appearance of a
dragon which provokes heavenly war. The dragon and its army are defeated by the
blood of the Lamb and the faithful witness of those who testify to the Lamb. In
Revelation 21-22, the inheritance of the conquering faithful is portrayed as a new
heavens and a new earth where the Lamb’s followers live in unmediated intimacy with
God and the Lamb in the absence of evil or death. Collectively, these visionary vignettes
grasp our attention, sustain our endurance, and fix our hope on a cosmic reality capable

of motivating faithful witness as a responsible course regardless of circumstance or cost.

1.3.1 Awakened to Heavenly Reality: Revelation 4-5

In the immediate wake of a papal election, a set of juxtaposed images began
circulating on social media. Both photographs showed large crowds gathered at St.
Peter’s Square in Rome as they awaited a new pontiff’s introduction. One picture was
taken in 2005 at the unveiling of Pope Benedict XVI. The other was taken in 2013 at the
unveiling of Pope Francis. In 2005, a sea of people is shown looking largely in the same
direction as they anticipate the pope’s arrival. In 2013, a similar sea of people is shown
staring at individual screens hovering above their heads. According to one headline, the
introduction of Pope Francis was greeted not so much by a sea of people as a “Sea of

Cameras.”7t

76 Michael Zhang, “A Starry Sea of Cameras at the Unveiling of Pope Francis,” PetaPixel, March 14, 2013,
http://petapixel.com/2013/03/14/a-starry-sea-of-cameras-at-the-unveiling-of-pope-francis.
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Figure 2: Unveiling of a New Pope.”

The obvious difference during the eight-year interval separating the election of
two popes was the arrival and mainstream adoption of smartphones on a global scale. In
2005, people gathered to share a common experience. In 2013, people gathered to
capture an image. In the ensuing years, our drive to document has accelerated to such an
extent that we now struggle to manage — let alone appreciate — the myriad and mostly
mundane events we capture over the course of a single day. According to one journalist,
“the problem of how to sort all these images has left the realm of human capabilities.

Instead, we need to augment humans with machines, which are better at sifting through

77 Photographs by Luca Bruno/AP, Michael Sohn/AP, CNN, in “A Starry Sea of Cameras,” by Michael
Zhang,.
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thousands of photos, analyzing them, finding commonalities, and drawing inferences
around moments that matter.””8 It may be that manufactured forms of artificial
intelligence will save us from a mindless march of documentation by sifting, sorting,
and constructing meaning from our undifferentiated mounds of images. Still, our
shifting experience of the world portends a future in which “We Will Photograph
Everything and Look at Nothing.””

Much as contemporary photographic tools shape our posture and perception of
the world, so too our spiritual posture and perception are shaped by the tools we
employ. Recognizing this reality, the Seer’s vision in Revelation 4-5 is meant to awaken
and motivate his readers with a startling vision of the current, cosmic rule of the
crucified and risen Christ. As the Seer well knows,® the collective tale of human
community across a vast generational and geographic spread indicates that our most
common tools for social construction and human flourishing rely on expedient forms of
manipulation, coercion, and control - yielding consequent violence, oppression, and
bloodshed. These tools routinely present themselves not only as the most effective but

also as the most necessary, despite the heavy human toll they inexorably demand.

78 Om Malik, “In the Future, We Will Photograph Everything and Look at Nothing,” The New Yorker, April 4,
2016, http://www.newyorker.com/business/currency/in-the-future-we-will-photograph-everything-and-
look-at-nothing.
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The Seer’s visionary experience in a heavenly throne room shockingly upends
and overturns this dominant perception to reveal new founts of motivation underlying
and overarching our earthly experience. In the Apocalypse, it is as if the problem of how
to sort the legacy of human brokenness has left the realm of human capabilities.
According to the Seer, we need not simply to augment humanity but rather to deliver
humanity from a seemingly closed reality defined by death. In effect, Revelation
removes the distorting effect of a compelling and purportedly necessary mediating
screen — the logic of death — so that we may see and testify to the heavenly reality which
ultimately measures and, even now, invites us to participate in true and everlasting life.

From the foot of Revelation’s heavenly throne, a sealed scroll “of the one seated
on the throne” (Rev. 5:1) exposes the ultimate futility and tragedy of humanity’s familiar
yet fleeting systems of dominance and oppression. As we accompany the Seer, we
discover that the divine scroll — representing God’s intentions for creation — remains
inaccessible and unrealized for any-and-all whose lives are controlled and enclosed by
the power and logic of death.8! The Seer’s corresponding grief is the expected result for
all whose destiny is bounded by deathly power. However, when a heavenly voice

interrupts this vale of tears with a gospel announcement that God’s messiah “has

81 While it is unsurprising that conspirators with deathly power are unable to open the scroll, Brian Blount
suggests, “Perhaps the even greater tragedy is that the Christ-believers who have been worthy witnesses
have not earned sufficient standing to accomplish this monumental task,” (Brian K. Blount, Revelation: A
Commentary, eds. C. Clifton Black, M. Eugene Boring, and John T. Carroll, 1st ed., The New Testament
Library (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2013), 105).
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conquered, so that he can open the scroll and its seven seals” (Rev. 5:5), our attention is
tully focused on the only agent capable of delivering us from “the valley of the shadow
of death” (Psa. 23:4, NASB).

Revelation’s subsequent symbolic depiction of the conquering messiah,
combined with three corresponding songs of praise, represent the motivational heart of
this vignette. First, the conquering messiah is depicted as “a Lamb standing as if it had
been slaughtered” (Rev. 5:6), indicating the self-giving means by which divine victory is
accomplished. Second, the corresponding songs of praise resound in ever-expanding
circles from the epicenter of God’s throne to “every creature in heaven and on earth and
under the earth and in the sea, and all that is in them” (Rev. 5:13a), indicating the
universal scope of the Lamb’s victory. The combined effect of sacrificial imagery and
consequent praise removes any doubt: creation universally and univocally rejoices when
the death-defeating power of self-giving love is exercised in perfect fullness.

The first two songs of praise — sung by those surrounding the heavenly throne —
explicitly recognize the Lamb as worthy, ascribing a status that mirrors the one who sits
upon the throne.®? The Lamb is worthy not only to open the scroll with seven seals® but

also to receive the seven spoils that accompany divine conquest.®* The sevenfold nature

82 Craig R. Koester, Revelation and the End of All Things, Second Edition (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans Publishing,
2018), 83.
8 Rev. 5:9.
8 Rev. 5:12.
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of both the seals and spoils affirms the fullness and perfection of the Lamb’s
accomplishment (or end) and manner (or means). Moreover, the Lamb’s perfection is
emphasized by the appearance of “seven horns and seven eyes” (Rev. 5:6), representing
the fullness of power and insight. Altogether, these compounding attributes of fullness
and perfection are meant to awaken and instill an unswerving motivation in John’s
readers to exercise the same death-defeating power of self-giving love. In fact, within the
cosmic reality unveiled by the Seer, this is our only responsible witness, for it is the very
same power guiding God’s intention for creation and the same power the Lamb’s

followers will exercise when “they reign on earth” (Rev. 5:10; cf. 20:4).85

1.3.1.1 Suffering and the Pursuit of Righteousness

The Seer’s portrayal of a victorious lion who is also a slaughtered lamb provokes
another profound question about suffering. Much as we previously considered suffering
and the construal of meaning (as that which we may endure), so here we consider
suffering and the pursuit of righteousness (as that for which we may strive). As a lived
experience, the presence of the crucified and risen Christ renders suffering sensible,
however what role — if any — should suffering play as a responsible motivation for
faithful witness? In short, (how) should suffering be embraced? Should followers of the

victorious, slaughtered Lamb embrace suffering as a responsible motivation for witness,

8 Koester, Revelation and the End of All Things, 83-4.
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especially given a long legacy of abusive regimes, policies, and cultural practices that
seek to justify themselves with a logic of redemptive suffering? If so, how is such
suffering redemptive, let alone effective in God’s intention for creation?

Brian Blount both sharpens these questions and suggests a responsible way
forward. First, by approaching Revelation through a lens of African American culture,
Blount sharpens the problematic aspects of suffering as a potentially responsible
motivation for faithful witness. In unison with scholarly consensus, he affirms that the
Seer’s vision of God’s throne is not merely a description of heavenly victory but also a
prescription for human activity. “According to John, God's victorious way is the
slaughtered way; it not only describes the path God's Son took, it prescribes the path
God's people will take on their way to the new heaven and new earth.”% And yet, as
Blount all too easily demonstrates, this visionary prescription is strongly associated with
centuries of untold, unjustified, and enduring oppression against African Americans.
One of the horrific tragedies of antebellum American slavery, according to Blount, was
“that slaves came to believe through white teaching and their own internalization of
white spirituality that their unmerited suffering was God's chosen tactic for effecting
[the] removal [of evil]. The end result was a spiritualization of Jesus' suffering and death

that mandated that slaves similarly surrender their own lives for others.”®” At the very

8 Brian K. Blount, Can I Get a Witness? Reading Revelation through African American Culture. 1st ed. (Louisville:
Westminster John Knox Press, 2005), 70.
87 Blount, Can I Get a Witness?, 72, emphasis original.
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least, such a utilitarian use of the Seer’s vision violates the visionary context of unified
intimacy and trust undergirding the heavenly reality. In Revelation’s apocalyptic realm,
the One seated on the throne and the Lamb are so unified in will and action as to be
identified in a single breath.s8 In the context of the Apocalypse, there is simply no
justifiable rationale for converting the Lamb’s suffering from a willing act of self-giving
divine love into an unmerited affliction serving selfish human interests.

While denouncing a tragic legacy of oppressive and irresponsible
interpretations, Blount simultaneously avoids dismissing the Lamb’s slaughter as an
unfortunate episode of ancient scapegoating or reducing it to an innocuous humanism.
Rather, Blount looks within African culture for conceptual resources to responsibly
embrace a vision that has been wrongly used to inflict pain. He finds such resources in
the practice of African conjuring and the corresponding pursuit of a homeopathic cure.
According to Blount, Revelation’s vision is the epitome of conjuring, for the Seer
“transfigures a slaughtered Lamb into a conquering Lion without surrendering either its
homicide or its helplessness. It is a homeopathic act. How does he do it? He operates the
way every good conjuror operates; he creates an effective antidote by capturing a small
dose of the disease, reprogramming it, and then turning it back on itself.”® In other

words, suffering is an elemental — and often unjust — human experience which may be

88 Rev. 5:13.
89 Blount, Can I Get a Witness?, 79-80.
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situationally reconfigured and redeployed to counteract and conquer an afflicting
power. The Lamb’s suffering thereby serves as a responsible motivation, not by inviting
the pursuit of suffering per se, but rather by motivating Christ’s followers to become
proficient conjurers capable of reprogramming the suffering endured in faithful witness
as an antidote signifying — and furthering — the defeat of death.

Blount sees such conjuring powerfully at work in the witness of twentieth-
century civil rights movements influenced and led by Martin Luther King, Jr. “By
deploying a small amount of nonviolent resistance, King drew out the reactionary
violence of racial injustice and transformed it. When a shocked U.S. and global
population witnessed the horrible violence unleashed against the nonviolent protesters,
the very Lamblike wrath of their outrage rained down in the form of executive,
legislative, judicial, and martial intervention and reform.”* To be sure, the exercise of
such Lamblike power comes with no guarantee of earthly outcome, let alone a
predictable timeline in which curative properties may take effect. However, regardless
of immediately measurable results, it remains motivated by a vision of the death-
defeating, self-giving love that currently guides creation and anticipates God’s ultimate

intention. Even when the effective outcome of Lamblike power is thwarted in the

9 Blount, Can I Get a Witness?, 83.
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current age, such instances themselves may motivate continued witness to Christ’s self-
giving love as a way of expanding heavenly reality here on earth.

Ultimately, our beatific vision of God’s heavenly throne will have little
motivating effect if treated as one of the many images we capture and archive over the
course of a day. Rather, John’s vision invites our regular, repeated, and meditative
attention as a focal reality through which all other images of hope and fear are sifted,
sorted, and allowed to generate meaning that motivates action. To borrow an ancient
practice of prayer, we are meant to recite the Seer’s visionary text and talk about it, to
bind the vision as a sign on our hand, and to affix it as an emblem on our heads.”* Only
such prayerful attention will engender meaningful motivation capable of inspiring
faithful witness to the purposes and power of the Lamb. With this visionary vignette,
John the Seer effectively echoes Jesus of Nazareth, who asked, “Do you have eyes, and
fail to see? Do you have ears, and fail to hear?” (Mark 8:18).

In sum, the vision of Revelation 4-5 awakens and inspires faithful witness by
(re)centering our vision on the crucified and risen Christ. The Apocalypse conveys that
seeing Jesus in the light of his crucifixion and resurrection is never as simple or
mundane as documenting an event. Rather, seeing Jesus means recognizing, receiving,

and exercising his death-defeating, self-giving love in and for the world. Seeing Jesus as

91 cf. Deut. 6:7-9.
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the light of the world means exercising his love for the life of the world. The more
faithfully and frequently Christ’s followers are awakened to the power of this heavenly
Lamb, the more we participate in the underlying and overarching power of true and
everlasting life. Regardless of the hopeful or horrific images we may capture, document,
or discard over the course of our days, our shifting experience of the world in light of
the crucified and risen Christ promises a future in which we may look at everything yet

remain motivated by one thing.

1.3.2 Sustained Amid Earthly Affliction: Revelation 12

“There was something different about the way her body experienced pain: For
the most part, it didn’t.”°2 Her story — not to mention her condition — garnered the
attention of the global medical community, especially those studying the perception or
sensation of pain. According to a 2019 article in the British Journal of Anaesthesia, a then
seventy-one-year-old Scottish woman carried a previously undocumented genetic
mutation that allowed her to live with a near total absence of fear, anxiety, or pain.
Giving birth felt like a mere tickle. Over the course of a lifetime, “Cuts, burns, fractures
— these did not hurt either. In fact, it often took the smell of burning flesh or her

husband identifying blood for her to notice something wrong.”*® It was only in her mid-

92 Heather Murphy, “At 71, She’s Never Felt Pain or Anxiety. Now Scientists Know Why,” The New York
Times, March 28, 2019, https://www.nytimes.com/2019/03/28/health/woman-pain-anxiety html.
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sixties, “After a hand operation, [when] a doctor seemed perplexed that she was not
experiencing any pain and did not want painkillers,”** that anyone thought to study the
source of her unique experience.

As fascinating as this person’s condition may be, the most intriguing part of her
story may be how she has lived in the absence of fear, anxiety, or pain. In short, she has
freely given herself to others. “After years as a primary-school teacher, she retrained
[later in life] to work with people with severe mental disabilities,”*> because not even the
most unpredictable or aggressive behavior could provoke fear, anxiety, or pain. In many
ways, the absence of such central self-protective reflexes exposes her to greater
vulnerability and risk in the face of dangers great or small. Even so, despite a healthy
and an abiding awareness of her own mortality, “She cannot recall ever having felt
depressed or scared.”*

John the Seer has no intention of removing our self-protective reflexes in the face
of dangers great or small. However, the visionary vignette of Revelation 12 does intend
to shift our perception and sensation of earthly distress amid cosmic forces that
routinely induce fear, anxiety, or pain. As the Apocalypse would have us see it, when
our imaginations are awakened to the cosmic lordship of a resurrected and triumphant

Christ, we effectively enlist in an army arrayed against a dragon-like “deceiver of the

% Murphy, “At 71, She’s Never Felt Pain or Anxiety.”
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whole world” (Rev. 12:9). Moreover, within the earthly confines of this cosmic contest,
our allegiance to Lamblike power exposes us to greater vulnerability and risk.
Revelation 12 thus aims to remove the sting — yet not the severity — of wounds endured
by faithful witness over the course of a lifetime. Regardless of whether the Seer would
construe Christianity as the spiritual analog of a genetic mutation, his heavenly vision
clearly intends to adjust our perception and sensation of earthly pain.

The vision begins with a heavenly woman in the depths of celestial pain; namely,
“the agony of giving birth” (Rev. 12:2). Although a dragon seeks to devour her
messianic offspring — “who is to rule all the nations” (Rev. 12:5) — before the deathly
serpent can inflict its harm, both child and mother are sheltered in the safety of God’s
throne (child) and wilderness (mother). With its potential prey no longer available, a
heavenly war ensues whereby the dragon is defeated and “thrown down to the earth”
(Rev. 12:9). This visionary vantagepoint provides the all-important perspective that John
employs to adjust our perception of pain.

A set of hymnic verses in the center of Revelation 12 introduce heavenly sources
intended to shape our earthly sensations. First, a heavenly voice declares the arrival now
of God’s Kingdom and Christ’s authority for the accuser of God’s children has been cast

down from heaven.”” In other words, the first adjustment to our sensory perception is

97 Rev. 12:10.
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activated by the firm certainty that the prosecuting power inhabiting God’s throne room
has been banished from the heavenly court. In the absence of an accusatory dragon,
there is no cause for heavenly combat.”® According to the Apocalypse, this is the
adequate reality upon which our altered perception of earthly affliction may responsibly
rest.”” In the absence of the adversary’s expulsion and the arrival of God’s saving power,
any altered perception of affliction would amount to delusion or denial. It is only the
casting down of the dragon — emphatically repeated three times!® — and the
corresponding arrival of God’s heavenly kingdom that enables the rest of the celestial
woman’s children to responsibly experience an altered perception of earthly fear,
anxiety, or pain.

Second, in the light of Christ’s heavenly conquest, the community of Christ’s
earthly followers are encouraged to exercise the same messianic, self-giving authority in
the face of vulnerability and risk. These siblings of the messianic child are rightful
subjects extending the range of heavenly conquest here on earth. Moreover, their
weapons of war, according to the Apocalypse, are “the blood of the Lamb” and “the
word of their testimony” (Rev. 12:11) — which amount to complementary expressions of

a single reality. Blount contends, “Their testimony about the blood conquest restages

% Koester, Revelation and the End of All Things, 122.
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and reenergizes the conquest every time they witness to it.”1*! As such, faithful witness
represents an instrument of apocalyptic combat enabling the ongoing instantiation of the
Lamb’s conquering achievement. The motivational import of this apocalyptic call to
arms is underscored by the Seer’s explanatory note at the end of this second hymnic
stanza. It is here, we learn, that the messianic community was only able to activate its
apocalyptic weaponry because “they did not love their life even when faced with death”
(Rev. 12:11, NASB). In other words, they were able to extend the range of heavenly
conquest only as they felt free to give themselves to others, regardless of circumstance or
cost.

Third, and finally, the activation of an altered apocalyptic perception and
consequent exercise of heavenly arms, leads to rejoicing as the altered response amid
ongoing sensations of earthly pain. Specifically, the Seer situates his listeners as those
who already benefit from heavenly status by virtue of their privileged perspective on,
and participation in, the Lamb’s cosmic victory. To be sure, the dragon’s downcast
provokes a spectrum of responses, ranging from rejoicing in heaven to mourning on
earth, however the messianic community is exhorted to rejoice amid ongoing affliction
because even while occupying earth, they already bear a status equivalent to “those who

dwell” (Rev. 12:12a) in the heavens.!?? Understandably, then, the proclamation of “woe

101 Blount, Revelation, 238.
102 The correlation between the heavenly tabernacle and the earthly saints here in chapter 12 becomes even
stronger in chapter 13 where, according to G.K. Beale, “The equation of the saints with the heavenly
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to the earth and the sea” (Rev. 12:12b) lacks the corresponding clause, “and those who
dwell in them!” (Rev. 12.12a) because the messianic community are properly residents of
heaven. From this visionary vantagepoint, rejoicing is responsible both in response to
the Lamb’s conquest and also in anticipation of the dragon’s doom. Earthly sensations
may suggest that suffering and evil are ultimate realities, however as Craig Koester
conveys, “From a heavenly perspective... evil rages on earth, not because it is so
powerful, but because it is so vulnerable.”1% The Seer thus seeks to alter our perception
of earthly affliction by prioritizing the ultimacy of heavenly victory and the efficacy of

faithful testimony, yielding an abundant overflow of rejoicing.

1.3.2.1 An Instance of Altered Perception: Peter Storey

For those learning to see themselves as simultaneous beneficiaries of the
conquering Lamb and siblings of the celestial child, the apocalyptic imagery motivating
an altered perception of earthly affliction begs for translation in the form living witness.
Peter Storey’s decades-long ministry in the contested context of apartheid South Africa
represents such an allegiance to Lamblike power during dragonesque affliction,

motivated by an altered perception amid cosmic forces that routinely induce fear,

tabernacle is virtually the same as the equation already in 11:1-2 of true believers living on earth and
dwelling in the invisible, indestructible sanctuary of God. Paul similarly views the whole church as seated in
heaven (Eph. 2:6; Col. 3:1),” (G. K. Beale with David H. Campbell, Revelation: A Shorter Commentary (Grand
Rapids: Eerdmans Publishing, 2015), 273).
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anxiety, or pain.!™ In the face of persistent threats and intimidation, violent
confrontations and public pressures from authorized powers of state, Storey’s prophetic
witness in congregational, ecumenical, and civic contexts remained anchored in his
simple yet central perception of the Lamb’s cosmic victory. By his own telling, an altered
perception of cosmic reality remains an all-important motivation for any enduring
witness. Echoing Revelation’s visionary vantagepoint, Storey maintains, “Prophetic
ministers must believe two things like little children: Jesus is Lord, and his reign has
already begun. The norms of his reign are already the reality and evil is the lie.”1%
Storey’s autobiographic account, Protest at Midnight, amounts to a primer on the
practice of apocalyptic perception. Moreover, his personal account of prophetic witness
resonates with each of the hymnic stanzas designed to shape earthly sensations in
Revelation 12. First, Storey’s telling reveals that South Africa’s anti-apartheid struggle

was rooted in contested perception. Altered perception appears as an early theme when

104 Storey’s witness is an arresting instance of costly commitment to Lamblike power from a position of
privilege and relative security. South Africa could have used more Peter Storey’s to resist and denounce the
horrors of apartheid. However, this example is not meant to prioritize Storey’s witness over the myriad
martyrs who suffered and died under apartheid’s dehumanizing abuses. Desmond Tutu’s account of the
Truth and Reconciliation Commission in No Future Without Forgiveness honors the witness of those who
remained wrenchingly faithfully to the Lordship of the conquering Lamb even as they endured apartheid’s
atrocities. Tutu also gives ample evidence of his own altered perception that undergirded and informed the
TRC’s work: “This is a moral universe, which means that, despite all the evidence that seems to be to the
contrary, there is no way that evil and injustice and oppression and lies can have the last word... [I] used to
appeal to our white fellow South Africans: “We are being nice to you. Join the winning side’,” (Desmond
Mpilo Tutu, No Future Without Forgiveness (New York: Doubleday, 1999), 86, 87).

105 Peter Storey, “Building the Beloved Community,” Old Testament 901: Prophetic Perspectives on
Leadership (class lecture, Duke Divinity School, Durham, NC, September 9, 2021).
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Storey recounts his chaplaincy to prisoners on Robben Island in the early 1960’s. As a
young minister in his mid-twenties, Storey relays that his pastoral perception was
deeply formed by encounters with imprisoned liberation leaders including Robert
Sobukwe and Nelson Mandela. According to Storey, the prison island “dramatized the
great gulf between white and black realities in our land,” and each visit “transported
[him] between worlds that could not have been more different.”'% It was there, in the
bleak context of an island exile, that Storey’s eyes were opened to a potentially obscured
cosmic reality.!”” During a visit with Sobukwe, Storey “expressed shame that [he] could
depart the island so freely, leaving him a prisoner. [Sobukwe’s] response was quick.
Gesturing toward Cape Town, with its Parliament occupied by his tormentors, he said,
‘I'm not the prisoner, Peter —they are.””10

In other words, consistent with the hymnic stanza of Revelation 12:10, an early
adjustment to Storey’s sensory perception was activated by the firm certainty that
prosecuting powers inhabiting South Africa’s apartheid-era capital had already been
annulled at a cosmic level. As with the Seer’s vision on Patmos, so too Sobukwe’s vision
on Robben Island sought to remove the sting — yet not the severity — of wounds endured

by earthly witness over the course of a lifetime. Sobukwe, Mandela, and other anti-

106 Peter John Storey, Protest at Midnight: Ministry to a Nation Torn Apart, ed. Sarah Musser (Eugene: Cascade
Books, 2022), 13.
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apartheid leaders suffered deeply for their witness to racial equality, yet all the while —
by their own reckoning — their oppressors were imprisoned in a profoundly distorted
and futile form of existence. From within the confines of a tortuous and deeply
contested apartheid context, such a conviction was the adequate reality upon which any
altered perception of earthly affliction could responsibly — and rightly — rest.

Second, in addition to an early adjustment to his cosmic perspective, Storey’s
decades-long witness represented a form of apocalyptic combat enabling the ongoing
instantiation of the Lamb’s conquering achievement. Consistent with the hymnic stanza
of Revelation 12:11, the local congregations and larger communities that Storey served
activated their apocalyptic weaponry only as they felt free to give themselves to others,
regardless of circumstance or cost. Whether serving apartheid ghettos in District Six,
editorializing against abuses perpetrated by the “apartheid beast”'%, or steering a
flagship church away from its own complacency so that it might become an agent of
costly peace, Storey remained motivated by an abiding vision that “the church exists,
not for itself, but for the world.”110

Moreover, the weapons of war routinely deployed by Storey and his partners
were the blood of the Lamb and the word of testimony, enabling them to extend the range of

heavenly conquest here on earth. “While the world lived by the love of power,” Storey

109 Storey, Protest at Midnight, 47.
110 Storey, Protest at Midnight, 89.
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maintained, “we should live by the power of love now, and by truth, and by justice, and
by nonviolence.”!!! To be sure, such apocalyptic combat was accompanied by intense
suffering, pain, and loss. Storey himself described the long “years of struggle” between
1976 and 1990 as “extraordinarily stressful,”!2 stemming from the ever-present specter
of death threats, bombings, and harassment from without, mirrored by corresponding
anxiety, grief, and turmoil from within. Such injuries in body, mind, and spirit were
neither denied nor denigrated, but rather contextualized within an altered perception of
cosmic conquest. According to Storey, the effective power of nonviolent, self-giving love
amounted to nothing less than “the Christian hope, not some sentimental optimism, but
‘the insight which enables us even in the darkest hour to know that Christ is Lord”.”113
Therefore, unlike our opening account of altered perception, faithful witness to
the conquering Lamb in contexts of persecution and oppression should never be
motivated by the expected absence of fear, anxiety, or pain. Rather, the visionary
vignette of Revelation 12 enables an altered sensation of earthly affliction as the current
outworking of a cosmic contest whose heavenly victory is already assured. Such a
visionary vantagepoint invites — and may even demand — faithful witnesses to maintain

an experiential tension every bit as unsettling as the image of a slaughtered yet

111 Storey, Protest at Midnight, 133.

112 Storey, Protest at Midnight, 168.

113 Storey, Protest at Midnight, 133, quoting Peter Storey, "Stand Upright-Your Liberation Is Near!"
Presidential Address SACC National Conference, June 1982.
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victorious Lamb. Storey captures this very tension when summarizing his years of
prophetic ministry at Central Methodist Mission in Johannesburg. As a consequence of
his persistent prophetic witness, he relays, “there were days when I truly feared I would
be remembered for shutting down the MCSA's flagship church. Yes, we had lost some
two hundred members, but looking at the smaller but much more diverse community
we had become, I knew that in spite of the pain, it had been cheap at the price,”14
because “our church family of around six hundred had found a “painful togetherness’
and begun to look more like God's future for South Africa.”!® Storey’s story thereby
suggests that an altered perception induced by Revelation 12 will not easily negate the
pain or anxiety of faithful witness. Nevertheless, Revelation’s visionary vantagepoint
may reliably sustain witness amid even the most severe affliction as Christ’s community
is equipped to perceive their suffering in light of the Lamb’s conquering cosmic
achievement.

Third, and finally, the activation of an altered apocalyptic perception and
consequent exercise of heavenly arms led Storey and his anti-apartheid partners to
rejoice at the assured demise of apartheid evil amid ongoing sensations of earthly pain.
The assurance of apartheid’s demise is evident throughout Storey’s prophetic ministry,

whether preaching, “Apartheid is doomed!”!!¢ years before the formal cessation of state

114 Storey, Protest at Midnight, 88.
115 Storey, Protest at Midnight, 100.
116 Storey, Protest at Midnight, 80.
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policy, or declaring, “This evil will end,”!'” when visiting congregations as presiding
bishop of the Methodist Church of South Africa. In contexts both public and private,
Storey consistently fostered a spirit of hopeful rejoicing, however his most explicit
moment of apocalyptic celebration occurred perhaps during one of his most profound
moments of personal pain.

At a prayer service on the eve of his son’s trial for noncompliance with
compulsory military service, Storey affirmed that Alan, his son, “had a different sense of
what was real: his starting point was the cross of Jesus — God's way of confronting evil
with radical love.”!!® Alan’s altered perception, grounded in the cosmic conquest of self-
giving love, represented for Storey an entirely responsible motivation for rejoicing.
According to Storey, the prayer “service, though painful, was also a deep celebration. I
said that Al had made the biggest discovery of all: being real was to be loved, to love and to
refuse not to love,” 1*° regardless of circumstance or cost. The Storey family’s visionary
vantagepoint thus yielded a reliable witness of rejoicing, both in response to the Lamb’s
conquest and also in anticipation of the dragon’s doom.

In sum, Peter Storey’s prophetic witness represents an embodied instance of
altered perception amid cosmic forces that routinely induce fear, anxiety, or pain. His

autobiographic account indicates that not only was there something different about the

117 Storey, Protest at Midnight, 162.
118 Storey, Protest at Midnight, 123.
119 Storey, Protest at Midnight, 123, emphasis original.
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way he experienced pain, but also that his living witness in the light of this altered
perception fostered a similar state among those whom he served. His allegiance to
Lamblike power exposed him to persistent and profound vulnerability and risk within
the earthly confines of a cosmic context, yet his altered perception consistently sustained
him through years of suffering until the apartheid regime began to crumble.'? Unlike a
genetic mutation yielding an absence of anxiety or pain, Storey’s adjusted sensation of
earthly affliction entailed all manner of stress, turmoil, and grief. Yet despite the ever-
present specter of fear and suffering, Storey’s apocalyptic perception profoundly shaped
his manner of life, reliably motivating him to freely give himself in service to others

regardless of circumstance or cost.

1.3.3 Focused on Eschatological Union: Revelation 21-22

Every map tells a story. Every map is an exercise in viewing reality through a
particular lens — whether placenames or navigation, topography or temperature,
infrastructure or ownership — so that wherever we are on the map we may live more
responsibly, efficiently, and wisely. For the purposes of this project, a medieval map
known as the Hereford Mappa Mundi!?! represents an instructive exercise in mapping

reality. In addition to familiar portrayals of European cities and towns, rivers and

120 Even then, Storey relays, the path to a semblance of stable civic equity and peace remained long, difficult,
and - all too often — murderous (Storey, Protest at Midnight, 206).
121 https://www.themappamundi.co.uk
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streams, a striking sign of Mappa Mundi’s underlying intention is the inclusion of the
Garden of Eden and the Tower of Babel alongside mythical creatures commonly
catalogued in medieval bestiaries. Underlying such fantastical surface depictions is an
unmistakable intention to see all of reality — whether observed or reported — through a
lens of medieval Christian faith. For the center of the map, its heartbeat, is not the likely

homeland of its European mapmakers but rather the Holy City Jerusalem.

Figure 3: Hereford Mappa Mundj, c. 1277-1289.12

Mappa Mundi orients the known world around the Holy City, with its top edge

pointing not north, as we may expect, but rather east: the direction of the rising sun, the

122 Map of the World Showing Jerusalem at Center, c.1277-89, https://jstor.org/stable/community.13572954.
61



direction of new life in baptism, the direction of nourishing life in Eucharist, and the
traditional direction from which Jesus will return to redeem and to restore creation. In
Mappa Mundi the exalted Christ himself even appears enthroned above the earth — due
east — from whence he rules in glory. This medieval mapping of reality invites viewers
into a common Christian story so that, wherever they are on the map, they may live
more responsibly, efficiently, and wisely. Mappa Mundi thus aims at human flourishing.
The closing chapters of the Apocalypse serve a similar purpose. In Revelation 21-
22, John the Seer’s vision of “a new heaven and a new earth” (Rev. 21:1) maps reality
through a particular lens inviting all viewers into a common — and climactic — story. In
fact, we could describe the Seer’s final vision as the orienting map for Revelation’s entire
visionary content. For despite all the fantastical surface depictions of beastly powers
seeking to thwart God’s intentions in heaven and on earth, John’s closing vision reveals
a reality that endures even after “the first heaven and the first earth [have] passed away”
(Rev. 21:1). The Seer presents these visionary guideposts not only as navigationally
“trustworthy and true” (Rev. 21:5, 22:6), but also as immediately relevant in light of the
risen and reigning Christ’s promise that he is “coming soon” (Rev. 22:7, 12, 20). This
visionary mapping thus invites all viewers into a common story of new creation so that,
wherever we are now, we may live more responsibly, efficiently, and wisely. The closing

chapters of Revelation thereby aim at human flourishing.
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At first glance, the Seer’s symbolic priorities in Revelation 21 neatly align with
Mappa Mundi’s medieval cartography. In each instance, the Holy City represents a
centering reality signifying both the immediacy of divine presence and the possibility of
divine communion. However despite these symbolic similarities, their underlying
stories strongly diverge. In Mappa Mundi, the Holy City stands at the center of reality
yet remains remote from particular locales.!?® Such a portrayal is entirely understandable
in earthly contexts where humanity hungers for divine communion but routinely finds
those cravings unfulfilled.!?* To press the imagery, in the current age we too often
experience ourselves on the periphery of the map. By contrast, in Revelation’s closing
vision the Holy City is central because it becomes the abiding fulfillment of humanity’s
hunger. Moreover, the common culprits that currently thwart our deepest cravings —
death and mourning, crying and pain — will “be no more” (Rev. 21:4). In Revelation 21-
22, the new Jerusalem represents a newly enacted, indissoluble interpersonal intimacy
between God and God'’s people.'? The promise of such enduring intimacy and joy is the
eschatological hope motivating faithful witness in Revelation’s climactic vision.

This hope is spelled out through a series of declarations in Revelation 21:3-8
emanating from God’s throne. In verses 3-4, we hear that God and humanity are to

inhabit a newly unified heaven-and-earth as their common home. A revealed touchstone

123 Not to mention its apparent remoteness from the risen and reigning Christ himself.
124 eg., Psa. 42.
125 Rev. 21:2b.
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of this shared dwelling will be the absence of death and its corresponding woes. In
verses 5-6, God announces that this unified creation will be the fruit of transformation
and cosmic renewal, opening access to a spring of life. In verses 7-8, we learn who will
benefit from this living water, and who will be consigned to another death. Altogether,
these heavenly declarations amount to an apocalyptic map locating divine communion
as our future, cosmic renewal as our hope, and faithful witness as our most responsible,
wise, and efficient course toward our eschatological home.

The first proclamation proceeding from God’s throne declares, “Behold, the
tabernacle of God is among the people” (Rev. 21:3, NASB). In other words, that which
was lost in Eden, pursued at Babel, foreshadowed in the wilderness, invoked in the
temple, desired in exile, embodied in Jesus, and currently experienced in the Spirit will
become at last the abiding condition of humanity: divine communion. Such communion
will not simply amount to the consummation of varied anticipations of life with God but
will also serve as decisive confirmation of God’s reliability to achieve what God intends.
God'’s eschatological tabernacle thus represents the fulfillment of God’s ever-reliable,
ever-adaptable loving relationship with and for humanity previously anticipated and
experienced in covenant and incarnation. The connection between eschatological

tabernacle and covenant is made explicit in the language, “they will be his peoples, and
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God himself will be with them” (Rev. 21:3).12¢ Moreover, that which God will fulfill as
covenant obligation to a particular people will also become an invitation open to all.'?”
This hope of humanity’s deepest hunger — finally and wholly fulfilled — pairs the
promise of God’s unending presence with the assurance of death’s eternal absence.
According to the Apocalypse, the way that God will be “with them” (Rev. 21:3b) in the
eschaton is the way of consolation. God will not only remove the tears caused by death
in its many and varied forms but will even remove death itself. This means the hope of
our eternal home entails both the cleaning of our tear-stained cheeks and the clearing of
any cause for subsequent “mourning and crying and pain” (Rev. 21:4). Despite its
apparent ultimacy in our current age, in apocalyptic terms the death of death merely
marks the end of “first things” (Rev. 21:4), opening the way for God’s ultimate things.
Second, the nature of these ultimate things is indicated with the declaration,
“See, I am making all things new” (Rev. 21:5). While this eschatological newness may
exceed our current capacity for comprehension, in immediate context it makes sense as a
newness that finally names death’s absence. To explain, the newness that follows the
death of death need not provoke our speculations or tickle our imaginations in order to

justify the Seer’s description. Rather, the contours of our current condition could be

126 Craig R. Koester, Revelation: A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary, ed. John J. Collins, Vol.
38A, Anchor Yale Bible (New Haven; London: Yale University Press, 2014), 805.
127 Blount, Revelation, 380.
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entirely familiar yet utterly new solely in light of death’s demise.!? Paul’s message to
Corinthian Christians appears to move along similar lines when he contrasts the arrival
of “the complete” with the end of “the partial” (1 Cor. 13:10).!?° In Pauline terms, when
the consummation of the current age occurs it will be accompanied by something like
scales falling from our eyes. “For now we see in a mirror, dimly, but then we will see
face to face. Now I know only in part; then I will know fully, even as I have been fully
known” (1 Cor. 13:12). A newness that names death’s absence is also consistent with
God'’s subsequent title as “the beginning and the end” (Rev. 21:6a); that is, the living
fullness who is both present in the “partial” or “first things” and also sustains and
shares new life when the partial has passed away.!* This enduring grant of God’s
everlasting life is symbolized by the first named gift in the eschatological state of affairs:
“water of life”3! (Rev. 21:6b).

Finally, having presented the hope of unmediated intimacy and everlasting
communion with God, the Seer’s introduction to the eschaton concludes with a
depiction of two divergent ways: inheritance or death. According to the Apocalypse, a

second death in “the lake that burns with fire and sulfur” (Rev. 21:8) is reserved for eight

128 This is not to deny that our current condition may also be “fiercely transfigured” (Blount, Revelation, 376).
I simply wish to suggest that the absence of death itself will adequately qualify “all things” as new.

129 Alternately, Blount, et. al., find a Pauline parallel of eschatological newness in the apostle’s discussion of
the resurrected body in 1 Cor. 15 (Blount, Revelation, 376).

130 So Koester, “The book reveals what ‘the end” is by revealing who God is,” (Koester, Revelation, 807).

131 According to Blount, “John is not speaking literally about the movement of the water but about its
efficacy. This is a vision of eternal life-giving relationship,” (Blount, Revelation, 382).
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forms of antipathy or hostility to the way of the Lamb. Having just declared the death of
death, its sudden reappearance is somewhat jarring yet fully consistent with a newness
that names death’s absence. To explain, if death’s absence is a hallmark of eschatological
newness, then all who have anchored their identities in deathly powers would also be
logically absent. There appear to be forms of collusion with death that forge a wedded
companionship with death yielding an eventual share in death’s demise.

By contrast, the way of inheritance is reserved for “those who conquer” (Rev.
21:7), thereby creating a direct link between a future of unmediated communion in
death’s absence and our current practice of faithful witness in death’s presence. Conquer
is the key term connecting our future inheritance to our present practice because the Seer
has already identified faithful witness as our primary instrument of apocalyptic
combat.!3? As we saw in the previous section, witness is the weapon of war enabling
Christ’'s community to extend the range of heavenly conquest here on earth. Moreover,
while Revelation 12 is where we learn to equate witness with conquest, in the opening
chapters of the Apocalypse the Seer has already laid out an extensive litany of
eschatological promises for those who conquer. Seven times in seven letters to seven
churches, the risen and reigning Christ introduces a promise tied to conquest,'** each

anticipating the future newness of Revelation 21-22. In other words, conquest has been

132 Rev. 12:11.
133 Beale, Revelation: A Shorter Commentary, 472; Blount, Revelation, 382; Koester, Revelation, 808.
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woven into the Apocalypse in ways that allow it to serve both as a pressing demand in
our current context!3* and also as our promised source of eschatological hope.'® The all-
important link allowing us to navigate the present in light of our future is the revelatory
role of faithful witness'* as our most responsible, wise, and efficient course toward our
ultimate home.

In sum, Revelation’s climactic vision offers itself not simply as an instructive
exercise in apocalyptic perception, but rather as a vital map aimed at ultimate
flourishing. A striking sign of the Seer’s overall intention is the inclusion of the Holy
City as the site of God’s intimate and eternal home with humanity. Underlying such a
remarkable surface depiction is an unmistakable intention to see all of reality through a
lens of God’s creative, incarnate, and never-ending love. For the center of the map, its
heartbeat, “is the Lord God the Almighty and the Lamb” (Rev. 21:22). By positioning
God and the Lamb at the center of eschatological reality, the Seer invites all viewers into
a common story of new creation, effectively enabling us to navigate the beastly trials and
temptations of any age. With our sight firmly fixed on this eschatological vision, we are
ably equipped with an enduring hope motivating faithful witness regardless of

circumstance or cost.

134 Rev. 2-3.
135 Rev. 21-22.
136 Rev. 12.
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2 The Pattern of Witness

“Is there anything greater than passing on beauty?”! The question is raised by a
restoration expert at the Galleria Accademia in Florence. Eleonora Pucci considers her
work as nothing less than passing on beauty because it has allowed her to “get up close
and personal — really, really up close and personal — with [some] of the world’s most
famous statues.”? She describes the responsibility as both exhilarating and nerve-
wracking. As much as anything, she has developed a profound respect for Michelangelo
and his genius, especially the artist’s ability “to craft such beauty from stone.”® That
respect extends even to the artist’s unfinished work, exemplified in the “so-called
prisoners or slaves, four human figures Michelangelo designed for the mausoleum of
Pope Julius II but left unfinished.”* The heads, backs, and feet of these unfinished figures
remain enclosed in marble, making them appear to be trapped in stone. According to
Ms. Pucci, these contorted, stark, and unfinished figures are significant because they
reveal Michelangelo’s “technique, the marks of his chisel.”> When viewing the figures,
she says, “You enter into his mental process. It gives you a sense of how he approached

marble to let out the figures that he believed were trapped inside.”®

! Elisabetta Povoledo, “When Visiting Michelangelo’s David, She Brings a Duster,” The New York Times,
November 28, 2022, https://www.nytimes.com/2022/11/28/world/europe/italy-michelangelo-david.html.
2 Povoledo, “When Visiting Michelangelo’s David.”

3 Povoledo, “When Visiting Michelangelo’s David.”

4 Povoledo, “When Visiting Michelangelo’s David.”

5 Povoledo, “When Visiting Michelangelo’s David.”

¢ Povoledo, “When Visiting Michelangelo’s David.”
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Figure 4: “Prisoner (Atlas)” by Michelangelo, 1530-34.”

You enter his process. You get a sense of his approach and how he released the life inside.
This chapter takes a similar approach to the practice of witness. Having explored the
centrality of witness in the previous chapter, I now consider witness as a patterned
practice. If, as this thesis contends, witness is central to Christian identity and vocation,
then how might Christians continue a practice of witness in continuity with apostolic
tradition? I will consider this question by exploring an early instance of post-apostolic
testimony, the Martyrdom of Polycarp. The Martyrdom’s intention to serve as a widely

circulated formational resource heightens the significance of its patterned portrayal of

7 Michelangelo Buonarroti, Prisoner (Atlas), 1530-1534, Galleria dell’ Accademia (Florence, Italy),
https://jstor.org/stable/community.14482196.
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witness in accord with the gospel. Moreover, Polycarp’s patterned witness is deeply
resonant with forms of knowledge, patience, and power that precede and inform
apostolic testimony in Acts. This resonance invites our reflection on various forms of
(dis)continuity that characterize the ongoing practice of witness today.

The pattern of witness explored in this chapter is not presented as a system to be
slavishly followed. Rather, it is meant to reveal an approach — almost like the marks of a
chisel — that characterized the genius of earliest Christianity so that we may enter a
process of sharing Christ’s life with the world. It represents an invitation resonant with
Micheal O’Siadhail’s characterization of Eden; namely, to “trust In what's patterned and
yet not precise, Freeing things to change and readjust.”® I will contend that this
patterned practice reliably aids our discernment as we seek to release the beauty,
goodness, and truth of Christ amid even the most intractable circumstances and even

when our witness appears to be unsatisfying, incomplete, or unfinished.

2.1 In Accord with the Gospel: The Martyrdom of Polycarp

The Martyrdom of Polycarp recounts the faithful witness unto to death of ancient
Smyrna’s aged bishop. Scholarly consensus dates the account, written in the form of a
circular letter, to the middle of the second century, less than one-and-a-half centuries

after the death and resurrection of Jesus. Whether or not the Martyrdom represents a so-

8 Micheal O’Siadhail, Desire (Waco: Baylor University Press, 2023), 56.
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called “vital link between the apostles and the apostolic fathers,”” its testimony remains
the church’s earliest portrayal of post-canonical martyrdom,° containing themes
strongly resonant with apostolic testimony in the Acts of the Apostles. Most significant
for present purposes, the Martyrdom is intended as a far-reaching theological resource
for Christian formation. The document’s author envisages distribution among churches
“in every place” (MPoly. 1:0) in order that its readers “may glorify the Lord” (MPoly.
20:1) by study and imitation of blessed Polycarp, “in whose footsteps may we also be
found” (MPoly. 22:1).1

Moreover, consistent with Acts, the Martyrdom portrays Polycarp’s witness unto
death as the unfolding Spirit-filled embodiment of apostolic identity. The Martyrdom
does not portray a new or different form of Christian identity but rather a faithful
instance of apostolic identity in new circumstances. The witness of blessed Polycarp is
relayed with the same underlying conviction evident in Acts; namely, that “Jesus
prepared his followers to continue in the pattern of ministry that he had begun.”'2 The
language used by the Martyrdom to signal a connection with canonical tradition is the

introductory phrase “in accord with the gospel” (MPoly. 1:1). This introductory

° Candida R. Moss, Ancient Christian Martyrdom: Diverse Practices, Theologies, and Traditions (New Haven;
London: Yale University Press, 2012), 58.

10 Michael W. Holmes, ed. and trans. Apostolic Fathers, Third Edition: Greek Texts and English Translations
(Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 2007), 299.

1 All citations from the Martyrdom of Polycarp are taken from Holmes, Apostolic Fathers, 307-333.

12 Robert W. Wall, “The Acts of the Apostles” in The New Interpreter’s Bible, vol. X (Nashville: Abingdon
Press, 2000), 44.
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association is matched by a concluding exhortation to “walk by the word of Jesus Christ
that is in accord with the gospel” (MPoly. 22:1), bracketing the letter’s intention to stand
in continuity with apostolic witness. Polycarp’s martyrdom in accord with the gospel is
in fact the primary reason the document offers itself for the reader’s attention, let alone
devoted study and imitation. The combination of authorial intent and historic location
thus situates the Martyrdom as an early account of faithful witness inviting readers into

the same practice of patterned testimony.

2.1.1 Possible Forms of Gospel Alignment

The Martyrdom’s intended alignment with gospel tradition is unquestioned,
however the nature of such alignment is debated and variously understood. At a surface
level, the Martyrdom includes scores of literary allusions, echoes, and parallels with the
gospel passion narratives.!*> Given the extensive number of surface parallels, Candida
Moss contends that the figure of Polycarp has been entirely “assimilated to Christ”!* and
that “once a basic parallelism is established, other elements of the Polycarp story can be

viewed through the mimetic lens,”!> going so far as to suggest the entire document

13 For instance, Polycarp is betrayed on a Friday (MPoly. 7.1, cp. Mk. 15:42), arrested by a contingent of
guards “as though chasing after an armed rebel” (MPoly. 7.1, cp. Matt. 26:55), refuses to flee so that God’s
will may be done (MPoly. 7.1; cp. Lk. 22:42), prepares a Last Supper (MPoly. 7.2; cp. Lk. 22:8), offers a High
Priestly Prayer (MPoly. 7.2, cp. Jn. 17), and is brought into a city seated on a donkey (MPoly. 8.1; cp. Matt.
21:7).

14 Moss, 62.

15 Moss, 63 n43.
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presents “Polycarp as alter Christus.”® To be sure, pervasive intertextual links between
canonical gospels and the Martyrdom make such an approach understandable, however
Moss’s preferred form of gospel alignment creates a significant tension with the
Martydom’s own distinction between the “one” who is worshipped as Son of God and
noble martyrs who are loved “as disciples and imitators of the Lord” (MPoly. 17:3).

Alternately, Michael Holmes invites a reading of Polycarp’s “gospel-shaped
martyrdom... that (regardless of whether it parallels any of the events of the passion)
reflects a particular approach to (one might even say a theology of) martyrdom: one that
reacts rather than initiates (thus permitting the divine will to be accomplished), one that
demonstrates the concern for others exemplified by Jesus, and one that is characterized
by endurance in the face of trials.”'” Such an approach allows readers to discern a form
of gospel alignment that grows from the soil of a gospel-formed and gospel-infused
perspective on all the events surrounding Polycarp’s death rather than any formulaic
manner of imitation or repetition.

In addition to these intertextual links, the Martyrdom’s internal structure also
reveals an underlying pattern of faithful witness in accord with the gospel. This internal

pattern is tied to a controlling logic that, according to Warren Smith, “places as much

16 Moss, 63.

17 Michael W. Holmes, “The Martyrdom of Polycarp and the New Testament Passion Narratives,” in
Trajectories Through the New Testament and the Apostolic Fathers, ed. Andrew F. Gregory and C. Tuckett
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), 421.
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emphasis on the circumstances under which one becomes a martyr as on the glorious
reward that awaits the martyr.”18 In the Martyrdom, faithful witness unto death cannot
be divorced from the circumstances preceding such death. To the contrary, martyrdom
in its fullest sense entails these circumstances, for the circumstances preceding death
provide the substance of witness according to the gospel.'” Death is a potential yet
logical capstone to the situationally faithful witness that precedes it. As succinctly put by
Craig Hovey, “martyrdom is not witness gone terribly wrong but its ultimate
paradigm.”?® With these intertextual and internal considerations in mind, I will explore
the Martyrdom’s portrayal of witness in accord with the gospel as a threefold pattern of

waiting on Christ, abiding in Christ, and manifesting Christ.

2.2 Waiting on Christ

Immediately after characterizing Polycarp’s witness-unto-death as being in
accord with the gospel, the Martyrdom begins to unpack the meaning of this statement:
“For he waited to be betrayed, just as the Lord did, in order that we too might be
imitators of him, looking not only to our own interests but to our neighbors” interests as

well” (MPoly. 1:2a). In other words, Polycarp’s patience is introduced as a vital link

18 J. Warren Smith, "Martyrdom: Self-Denial or Self-Exaltation? Motives for Self-Sacrifice from Homer to
Polycarp a Theological Reflection.” Modern Theology 22, no. 2 (2006), 179, emphasis original.

19 Smith affirms, “Martyrdom is to be desired because it is the test that proves the genuineness of one’s
confession of and devotion to Christ in whom salvation lies.” (Smith, “Martyrdom,” 181).

20 Craig Hovey, To Share in the Body: A Theology of Martyrdom for Today’s Church (Grand Rapids: Brazos Press,
2008), 18.
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connecting Jesus’ practice with our patterned continuation of his life. Our motivation for
such patience is not tied to any particular event (e.g., betrayal) but rather to an
underlying logic of saving love: “For it is the mark of true and steadfast love to desire
that not only oneself be saved but all the brothers and sisters as well” (MPoly 1:2b).
Moreover, by defining imitation in terms of a concern for neighbors’ interests, the
Martyrdom forges a rhetorical link with Paul’s exhortation to the Philippians, who are
called to “look not to [their] own interests, but to the interests of others” as they adopt
“the same mind that was in Christ Jesus” (Phil. 2:4-5). Much as the mind of Christ
establishes a pattern enabling us to work out our own salvation, so too the patience of
Christ establishes a pattern enabling us to express God’s desire for others” salvation.

Notably, Polycarp’s patience (Ttegiéuevev) mirrors both Jesus’ fortitude in
Gethsemane as well as the apostles’ patience when the risen Jesus instructs them “to
wait (Tegupévery)... for the promise of the Father” (Acts 1:4). While Polycarp’s patience
is not explicitly tied to the promise or presence of the Spirit, his untroubled posture is
highly consistent with the patience that precedes apostolic witness. Much as the apostles
remain suitably attuned the substance of divine promise prior to Pentecost, so Polycarp
remains attuned to the shape of Christ’s narrative prior to his arrest. The persistent
practice of patience amid varied contexts — from Jesus in Gethsemane to the apostles in
an upper room to Polycarp on the cusp of his betrayal — highlights its vital role in

establishing continuities with God’s will, God’s power, and God’s call. In essence,
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patience is revealed as a pathway allowing faithful witnesses to focus not only on their
own concerns but on God’s concerns.

Two vignettes, one positive and one negative, fill out the Martyrdom’s early
portrayal of faithful patience as the author pauses momentarily to consider “all the
martyrdoms that have taken place in accordance with the will of God” (MPoly. 2:1).
Positively, “the most noble Germanicus” (MPoly. 3:1) exhibits an appropriate balance of
endurance and assertion. First, he encourages fearful Christians condemned to death
“by his own patient endurance” (MPoly. 3:1) in the face of physical torture. Second, he
discerns an appropriate moment for assertion when the proconsul attempts to lead him
astray. For Germanicus, such temptation signals a call to end the proceedings by forcibly
dragging a “wild beast toward himself” (MPoly. 3:1). This forcible act not only brings his
already faithful witness to a climax, but also gives visceral form to the unacceptable —
and unloving — alternative of apostasy. Negatively, the Phrygian Quintus exhibits
cowardice and a destructive false witness. Whereas Germanicus forcibly drags a beast
onto himself as the capstone of faithful witness, Quintus forcibly — and impatiently —
compels himself and others to hand themselves over for trial (MPoly. 4:1). In so doing,
he drags others into his own apostasy, betraying — rather than loving — God and
neighbor.

The Martyrdom’s opening paragraphs thus introduce a pattern of faithful witness

by contrasting an archetype (noble Germanicus) with an antitype (cowardly Quintus).
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The distinctive difference between archetype and antitype is the former’s patience,
motivated by Christlike love and undergirded by a belief that “True martyrdom seeks
primarily, not the benefit of the martyr, but the welfare of the Christian community.”*'
Moreover, such patience introduces a surprising and subversive narrative element. In
these opening paragraphs we are invited to see patience as a tool — perhaps a spiritual
weapon — in the hands of faithful witnesses, equipping and empowering seemingly
helpless prey to become well-armed agents of Christ. The underlying foundation of such
patience is not only a capacity to trust “God’s election and empowerment of the martyr
for the completion of the work placed before [him],”** but also a conviction that God has
“put all things under [Christ’s] feet and has made him the head over all things for the
church, which is his body,” (Eph. 1:22-23). In other words, the ability to express God’s

love for others is grounded in the marty1’s faith of an assured call and a corresponding

hope of eschatological consummation in Christ.

2.2.1 Patience as Conviction

The Martyrdom’s early contrast of archetype and antitype clearly accentuates
discernment in the patience that accompanies faithful witness. In the Martyrdom,
patience is never portrayed as passivity in the face of conflict or assault, but rather as a

tool aimed at edification and salvation. For noble Germanicus, patience does nothing to

21 Smith, “Martyrdom,” 187.
22 Smith, “Martyrdom,” 179.
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alter the outcome of suffering and death. Rather, it allows him to shape the meaning
conveyed by his suffering and death. Through patience, he chooses a moment of forceful
assertion to convey a message of ultimate loss as preferable to any diminution of Christ.
For those with eyes to see, his discerning patience thus attests to Christ as the source of
life and the Lord of life. Germanicus also invites our reflection on the role of patience in
our own testimony to Christ in the face of conflict or oppression.

In essence, patience may be conceived as an exercise of self-restraint located on a
spectrum ranging from deferral to denial. At a basic level, patience as deferral enables
life to be ordered around realizable visions that exceed immediate impulses or appetites.
This is patience as maturity, forgoing some meaningful opportunity now for the sake of
another — and often more meaningful — possibility later. At the extreme, patience as
denial is an expression or embodiment of ultimate beliefs and values regardless of
consequence. This is patience as conviction, forgoing any meaningful opportunity now —
or the foreseeable future — for the sake of ultimate belief or enduring commitment.

In practice, the patience that accompanies faithful witness may be located
anywhere on the spectrum of deferral to denial, yet in principle such patience represents
an expression of ultimate belief in Christ and enduring commitment to Christ. To
reiterate, such patience is never construed as passivity but rather a tool — a spiritual
weapon — aimed at edification and salvation. As a form of discernment, it looks beyond

itself and listens outside of itself. It adopts a posture of expectant trust. It is always
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willing to embrace denial even if deferral is the immediate request. Regardless of
circumstance or cost, the patience that accompanies faithful witness is trained on Christ
as the source of life and the Lord of life. It is patience as conviction.

Ironically, and tragically, our best teachers and models of such patience may be
those for whom patience has not been a choice but rather a demand, not a preferred
pathway but an imposed constraint yielding creative and faithful response. Howard
Thurman represents one instance of discerning patience aimed at edification and
salvation. For Thurman, a Baptist minister and seminal leader in the American civil
rights movement in the first half of the twentieth century, the work of patient
discernment lies at the heart of Jesus’ message and ministry. According to Thurman,
Jesus “recognized with authentic realism that anyone who permits another to determine
the quality of his inner life gives into the hands of the other the keys to his destiny.”?
Thurman therefore construes Christianity as — among other things — a “technique of
survival for the oppressed.”? Significantly, survival for Thurman entails both practical
survival amid worldly affliction (i.e., nonviolence tends to reduce further violence) and
also spiritual deliverance from dehumanizing forces of fear, deception, and hatred; the

so-called “three hounds of hell that track the trail of the disinherited.”?5

2 Howard Thurman, Jesus and the Disinherited (Boston, MA: Beacon Press, 1996), 18.
24 Thurman, 18.
25 Thurman, 24.
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If patience is a pathway allowing believers to focus on God’s concerns for the
edification and salvation of others, then Thurman'’s rejection of fear, deception, and
hatred amounts to a form of ground-clearing allowing the faithful to discern a course of
patient love. The enduring value of Thurman’s discerning ethic stems from the
combination of Thurman’s own vulnerability and affliction as a black man in early
twentieth-century America and his abiding commitment to the way of Jesus. In the face
of ossifying fear, Thurman advocates a course of humanizing engagement grounded in
common dignity.?® In the face of inevitable moral degradation that accompanies
deception, Thurman contends, “The insistence of Jesus upon genuineness is absolute.”?
In the face of hatred that denies life’s goodness, Thurman echoes Jesus by rejecting hate
and affirming life.?

Ultimately, Thurman’s discerning patience positions believers to express God’s
desire for salvation by embodying a form of interpersonal reverence that “meets the
other where he is and there treats him as if he were where he ought to be.”? Such
reverence is gritty, costly, and often appears nonsensical amid the contours of a

conflicted world, yet Thurman resolutely claims it can “become characteristic of one’s

26 Thurman, 40.
27 Thurman, 62.
28 Thurman, 78.
29 Thurman, 94.
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behavior” through a “painstaking discipline.”3 As someone occupying a marginalized
and afflicted social location, Thurman is keenly aware of the injustice, injury, and often
unsatisfying inefficacy when the oppressed are asked to adopt this kind of reverence for
their oppressors. Nevertheless, from within a marginalized location he extends this
invitation as a spiritual weapon to unmask (i.e., discern) dehumanizing forces that
falsely present themselves as ultimate in order to vanquish them through the ultimacy of
edifying and saving love. This is patience as conviction.

Much like noble Germanicus, Thurman recognizes that discerning patience may
not alter the outcome of his immediate suffering, yet it allows him both to encourage the
afflicted and to shape the meaning conveyed by such suffering. Through patient
endurance, Thurman can choose moments of strategic assertion to convey a message of
profound loss as preferable to any diminution of Christ. For those with eyes to see, such
moments attest to Christ as the source of life and the Lord of life. To be sure, Thurman
extends this message to the disinherited in a fashion that the privileged never could, or
should, thereby rendering his message all the more piercing and potentially damning for
privileged Christians whose failure to unmask dehumanizing forces serving their
privileged interests amounts to a false witness, betraying rather than loving God and

neighbor.

3 Thurman, 96. Moreover, Thurman emphasizes the patterned nature of this behavior: “There cannot be too
great insistence on the point that we are here dealing with a discipline, a method, a technique, as over
against some form of wishful thinking or simple desiring,” (Thurman, 91).
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2.2.2 Patience as ldentity

The Martyrdom’s literary character — replete with cloak-and-dagger intrigue,
political machinations, and gladiatorial atmosphere —is altogether vivid, memorable,
and instructive. Yet these same elements may also create a sense of distance between
Polycarp’s dramatic narrative and the relatively mundane experience of many readers.
Echoing Polycarp’s patience at the Martyrdom’s dramatic outset is a vast and often less
dramatic pattern of Christian patience fueled by loving concern for salvation. Indeed, for
witnesses of the crucified-and-risen Christ it would be hard to overstate the value of
loving patience born from a desire for salvation.’! Given the value of patience in a
pattern of faithful witness — and the challenge of cultivating such a practice — this section
complements the Martyrdom’s compressed narrative by considering loving patience as a
daily practice over the span of many years as portrayed in Augustine’s Confessions.

In Confessions, loving patience born from a desire for salvation becomes a central
theme as Augustine’s own life provides a stage for humanity’s universal waywardness
and God'’s corresponding faithfulness. Moreover, by framing his spiritual autobiography
as a form of unbroken prayer, Augustine invites readers into an equally prayerful
posture as they consider their own lives in God’s sight. This combination of narrative

content and literary form allows Confessions to serve as a unique resource for the

31 For the first generation of Christians, the apostle Paul both crystalizes a tension between present suffering
and future glory and also establishes a pattern of eschatologically infused patience enabled by the Spirit’s
indwelling intercession (Rom 8:18-27).
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cultivation of Christian patience fueled by a longing for salvation. If the Martyrdom
invites patience in the heat of threatened danger, the Confessions invites patience in the
cool of daily practice.

The priority of patience in Confessions stems from Augustine’s opening
conviction that God can only be known to the extent that God is revealed. Since
humanity is helpless to know God - let alone praise God — in the absence of God’s self-
revelation, we come to know God only in the process of seeking God — and even this
process of seeking-and-finding must be revealed. In Augustinian terms, then, life can be
framed as an intertwined and cyclical journey of seeking, finding, and praising God.
Augustine’s threefold journey likewise invites a corresponding form of threefold
patience with others, with ourselves, and with God. Collectively, this threefold
framework invites a posture of daily patience in the practice of Christian witness. It
invites patience as a settled identity.

First, Monica is portrayed as an icon of patience with others. Indeed, Augustine’s
portrayal of his mother focuses almost entirely on her patient and prayerful longing for
his salvation over his years of prodigal wandering. According to Augustine, such
patience is instrumental in his eventual embrace of saving faith; testifying, “You
stretched out your hand from on high and pulled my soul out of these murky depths

because my mother, who was faithful to you, was weeping for me... and you heard her,
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O Lord.”® Similarly, in a closing encomium, Augustine draws God’s attention to the role
of Monica’s patience in the conversion of Augustine’s father, attesting that, “in serving
him she brought forth fruit for you by patience, to win him for you in the end.”* For
Augustine, Monica embodies a conviction that patience with others is necessary if we
hope to lovingly accompany them on a lifelong journey of seeking, finding, and praising
God.** Incarnate relationship invites patient love. Conversely, to the extent we content
ourselves with a disincarnate lifestyle that instrumentalizes or functionalizes others
through virtual means or commercial ends, patience with others will appear less
necessary. Impatience subverts interpersonal love.

Second, Augustine comes to exercise patience with himself through a
retrospective survey of halting and haphazard steps that lead him to love aright. The
death of an unnamed friend, an object of Augustine’s affection in his early twenties,
epitomizes the patience that Augustine exercises and invites for oneself. As Augustine
recalls, his life was unmoored by grief and engulfed in darkness at the death of this
friend, for his soul held the man to be “more real and more lovable than the fantasy [of

God] in which it was bidden to trust.”** However years later, from the vantagepoint of

32 Saint Augustine, The Confessions, trans. Maria Boulding, Second Edition (Hyde Park: New City Press,
2012), 89.

3 Augustine, The Confessions, 235-36.

3 Moreover, Augustine’s effusive praise of Monica effectively illustrates that our capacity for patience with
others is often strengthened by patience already exercised by others on our behalf.

% Augustine, The Confessions, 98.
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faith, Augustine testifies, “Blessed is he who loves you, and loves his friend in you and
his enemy for your sake. He alone loses no one dear to him, to whom all are dear in the
One who is never lost.”3¢ For Augustine, patience with ourselves is necessary if we hope
to discern God'’s presence with us and for us over the course of our lives. Patience is a
path allowing us to perceive grievous wounds in the light of divine grace.?” Patience
discloses divine presence. Conversely, to the extent that we orient our lives around
impatient regiments of self-improvement, social mobility, or professional achievement,
patience with ourselves will appear less necessary. Impatience obscures divine presence.

Third, every act of human patience is born from the God who is “very patient...
exceedingly merciful and worthy of our trust,” because, “From this vast, deep sea you
are even now drawing out to safety a soul that seeks you and thirsts to enjoy you.”* For
Augustine, patience with God is necessary if we hope to participate meaningfully in
divine mercy. Patience reflects God’s image. Conversely, to the extent that we trust in
manipulative, controlling or coercive visions of human life, participatory patience will
appear less necessary. Impatience effaces the divine image.

In sum, Augustine’s threefold framework invites a posture of loving, revelatory,

and participatory patience in the practice of faithful witness. Compared to the spectrum

% Augustine, The Confessions, 101.

%7 However such belief should never blunt the grievous nature of loss and death, which are rightly
addressed to God and held in prayer (e.g., Psa. 13, 42-43, 88, 123).

3 Augustine, The Confessions, 58.
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of deferral-to-denial described in the previous section, Augustine’s narrative testimony
illustrates a form of patience that considers every denial in this life — whether chosen or
imposed — as an opportunity to exercise loving prayer for others and/or discerning
prayer for ourselves. In such fashion, patience reflects the imago dei as a daily expression
of God’s desire for the salvation of all. This is patience as identity.

In the case of Polycarp, undisturbed patience yields unhindered determination in
the face of confrontation. Unlike cowardly Quintus, when Polycarp is eventually
confronted with apostasy as a lure to freedom, he successfully resists even the
appearance of apostasy with an assertion, “I am not about to do what you are
suggesting,” (MPoly. 8:2). Significantly, such resolve and determination materialize only
after Polycarp has “finished his prayer” (MPoly. 8:1), leading to the Martyrdom’s second

element in a pattern of faithful witness.

2.3 Abiding in Christ

Despite Polycarp’s desire to remain geographically rooted while awaiting arrest,
loyal companions persuade him to withdraw “to a small country house not far from the
city” (MPoly. 5:1). Having already rejected praise for those who impatiently hand
themselves over (i.e., cowardly Quintus), the text thus implicitly lauds those who
convince “most admirable Polycarp” (MPoly. 5:1) to make his retreat. The Martyrdom’s
justification for such withdrawal is supplied by Polycarp’s single-minded focus, “doing

nothing else night and day except praying for everyone and for the churches throughout
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the world, for this was his constant habit” (MPoly. 5:1). In other words, Polycarp’s
willingness to be spatially flexible allows him to remain spiritually grounded in Christ
through prayer.

This depiction of faithfulness — and its attendant imagery of remaining or
abiding in prayer — aligns beautifully with Jesus” command at the Last Supper in the
Gospel of John. In memorable and uniquely Johannine imagery, Jesus instructs his
followers to remain, or abide, in him as a branch abides in a vine if they wish to be
fruitful. Much as patience is a tool, or spiritual weapon, aimed at the edification and
salvation of others, so abiding is a means of nourishment for sustained witness. If, as
Smith contends, “the preparation for martyrdom is a form of asceticism that tests the

Christian’s love for Christ,”*’

then Polycarp’s prayer-filled retreat supplies the
nourishment his soul requires to bear fruit in the arena.

It is during this rural retreat, as he abides in God’s love, that Polycarp receives a
vision of his impending death. The vision’s details disclosing a fiery demise are
rendered largely irrelevant by the ensuing narrative,*” however the vision’s theological
role is essential. To explain, the vision supplies Polycarp with the assurance of divine

election. Prayerful abiding allows him to know that martyrdom is “necessary,” (MPoly.

5:2). In this regard, Polycarp’s prayerful abiding is consistent with the knowledge that

% Smith, “Martyrdom,”181.
40 Interestingly, and contrary to divine revelation, Polycarp is miraculously preserved from being “burned
alive” (MPoly. 5:2, 12:3), although his remains are subsequently burned (18:1).
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precedes apostolic witness. Mirroring apostolic experience in Acts, the fortifying
knowledge that Polycarp receives is neither self-generated nor self-determined. It
clarifies the substance of his call without attempting to pin down particular endpoints or
to limit his season of witness. Even the specifics of his death (by stabbing rather than
burning) are left subject to development and change. As with the apostles, so too with
Polycarp: knowledge that precedes faithful witness affirms identity and vocation while

resisting utilitarian tendencies.

2.3.1 Mystical Union

The substance of Polycarp’s vision is uniquely personal, yet his pattern of
prayerful abiding commends wider attention. Polycarp’s practice is especially edifying
in contexts that mitigate mindfulness or subvert sustained attention, for even as the
target of an active manhunt Polycarp’s prayerful abiding enables a clarifying assurance
that sustains him through a coming trial. Regardless of whether the Martyrdom’s readers
undergo a trancelike prayer matching Polycarp’s visionary experience, such fortifying
clarity may be equally accessible through a similar pattern of prayerful abiding. In the
Gospel of John, this fortifying clarity is the promised fruit of abiding in Christ. In John,
abiding is mystical because it entails intimate union with God. It is clarifying and
fortifying because it is focused on a particular person, Jesus.

The language of abiding appears early in John, when the Baptizer testifies that he

has seen the Spirit descend from heaven and abide, or remain, on Jesus. Shortly
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thereafter, two inquirers approach Jesus seeking to abide, or remain, with him. Abiding
with the one in whom God'’s Spirit abides remains a recurrent invitation and driving
goal throughout the narrative. To abide is to be at home with Jesus, who is the home of
God in our midst. This language of abiding becomes most concentrated in the Farewell
Discourse as Jesus prepares his disciples to abide, or remain, in him even after he returns
to the Father. Portions of this discourse are especially instructive as we consider the role
of abiding in a pattern of faithful witness.

According to Jesus, the principal figure ensuring his abiding presence will be an
Advocate sent by the Father to remain with those who follow the Son. Significantly, the
Advocate’s abiding presence — or not — is associated with humanity’s faculties of
perception. Jesus indicates that the world cannot receive the Spirit because “it neither
sees him nor knows him,” while his own followers in fact “know him, because he abides
with you, and he will be in you” (Jn. 14:17). The Advocate’s abiding capacity is thus
associated with a virtuous cycle of perceptual formation. As faculties of insight and
recognition are trained on the incarnate Jesus, so followers are prepared to receive his
abiding Spirit. That which occupies the center of attention will influence what — or who —
abides in the center of life. Perception shapes reception.

This cycle of perceptual formation accentuates the centrality of scripture, prayer,
and sacrament in the pattern of faithful witness. Since God does not impose divine

presence through coercion, manipulation, or control, the Son’s abiding presence in the
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person of the Spirit will be deeply connected to individual and communal practices that
focus attention and train perception on the incarnate Christ. Scripture, prayer, and
sacrament are thus central concerns for would-be witnesses who wish to receive the
abiding Spirit of the risen Jesus. The Spirit abides with those prepared to receive him.
Those who receive the Spirit continue to be strengthened in a virtuous cycle of
perceptual formation. As beneficiaries of the Advocate’s teaching and memory, they
embody God’s enduring presence as dwellings for the divine. The Son’s followers are
living agents of God’s mystical union with creation. This aspect of the Spirit’s abiding
presence also highlights an interconnectedness in the pattern of faithful witness. To
explain, the patience that prepares witnesses to focus on God’s concerns (waiting on
Christ) equally characterizes a lifelong formation in the Spirit’s presence (abiding in
Christ). The patient posture preparing disciples to discern Christ’s call is the same one

allowing them to be formed as Christ’s presence for the world.

2.3.1.1 Abiding as Clarifying: Remembering Well

According to Jesus, one of the Advocate’s key roles is to remind disciples of all
that Jesus has said to them.*! Memory thus occupies an essential place in the patterned
practice of faithful witness. To be clear, such memory is different than a retrieval of raw

data. It is rather relational, an artful and integrative exercise of memory in the sight of

“17n. 14:26.
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God. Time-and-again, scripture commends and commands this brand of memory. In
Deuteronomy, when God'’s people are about to enter a land of promise, Moses
repeatedly issues commands to remember God’s deeds, God’s promises, and God’s
instruction. If people want to know God, trust God, and image God, the message
repeated time-and-again is, remember.*> As Deuteronomy demonstrates, the memory that
nourishes faithful witness is a clarifying memory that relationally grounds human
stories and identities in the story and identity of God, (re)forming God’s people to
embody God’s presence in the world.

A key component of humanity’s cooperation with the abiding Spirit thus entails
a patterned practice of faithful memory. In particular, the memory that accompanies
faithful witness invites a twofold pattern of remembering ourselves and others in God’s
sight. Remembering ourselves may be understood as a patterned repetition of story and
counter-story. Amid competing narratives vying for our attention and allegiance, we are
called to prioritize (i.e., remember) the story of God-in-Christ as our defining story. This
is how we remember ourselves well. Remembering others may be framed as an
extension of that which we naturally do for ourselves; namely, we provide others with a
patterned repetition of stories to help them understand themselves as beneficiaries and

agents of divine blessing. As we embody God’s loving presence for others, we both

4 Deut. 5:15, 7:18, 8:2, 8:18, 9:7, 9:27, 15:15, 16:3, 16:12, 24:9, 24:18, 24:22, 25:17, 32:7.
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demonstrate that God is holding them in divine memory and anticipate the fullness of
our own destiny with God.

This twofold pattern of faithful memory is intimately and elegantly explored in
Marilynne Robinson’s Gilead series, four novels recounting the stories of two families
from the mythic town of Gilead, Iowa in the mid-twentieth century. In each novel, a
different member of one family is given voice to recount a personal narrative. The reader
thus encounters each storyline from a single perspective, while simultaneously learning
how each perspective interweaves and integrates with different perspectives from other
characters who relay partial, alternate, or overlapping versions of the same episode in
different novels. Collectively, these tales of hope, tragedy, doubt, and redemption
constitute a set of gospels; the veritable four gospels of Gilead.

Robinson charts her course by constructing the first novel, Gilead, in the form of a
narrative remembrance, or “begats.”*> John Ames, an aged rural preacher with a failing
heart, shares what he can about life, faith, and family; stories and lessons that his young
son might otherwise never hear. At one point Ames even ponders memory itself. He
confesses, “it is hard to remember what matters. There are so many things you would
never think to tell anyone. And I believe they may be the things that mean most to you,

and that even your own child would have to know in order to know you well.”# In

4 Marilynne Robinson, The Gilead Novels: Oprah’s Book Club (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux), 11.
44 Robinson, 74-75.
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other words, Gilead is a narrative remembrance confessing to its readers that it is hard to
remember well. Over the span of four novels, memory remains a key theme because it is
impossible for any lead character to recount their tale without drawing from a deep,
often difficult, and sometimes heartbreaking well of memory.

One way of understanding the dramatic tension of Robinson’s novels is through
her characters” repeated pattern of seeking, and struggling, to remember themselves
well. This narrative tension is part of what makes the series so relatable despite the
narrow particularity of the characters’ lives. Similar to Augustine’s, Confessions,
particularity becomes a canvas on which the universal phenomenon of identity
negotiation takes place. Theologian John Swinton gives explanatory shape to Robinson’s
dramatic form when he contends, “Not all stories are true. Some stories need to be
countered. The key to holding onto one’s identity, even if one is not entirely sure of who
one is, lies in the art of being able to effectively tell counter-stories that correct the
picture.”# This negotiation and contestation of storied memory drives the dramatic
tension of Robinson’s novels.4

In effect, Robinson’s portrayal of competing self-narratives affirms that we fail to

remember ourselves well whenever we allow tales of failure, abandonment, impatience,

4 John Swinton, Dementia: Living in the Memories of God (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2012), 164.

46 A similar tension characterizes the primeval and ancestral narratives of Genesis. A driving question of
these narratives is whether God’s people can remember themselves as their God-in-relationship has
promised to remember them; specifically, as promised beneficiaries and agents of divine blessing.
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or fear to become our dominant story. Instead, remembering well entails prioritizing
narratives of patient compassion, enduring hope and self-giving love. This way of
remembering is beautifully depicted in Gilead when Ames looks back over long years of
loneliness that ensued after the death of his first wife and child. Amazingly, Ames is
able to remember those dark decades as a time of blessing. “In retrospect, I'm very
grateful for whatever reluctance it was that kept me alone until your mother came. Now
that I look back, it seems to me that in all that deep darkness a miracle was preparing. So
I am right to remember it as a blessed time, and myself as waiting in confidence, even if I
had no idea what I was waiting for.”#” As Ames powerfully illustrates, remembering
well means learning to prioritize a narrative of divine blessing even in the face of
debilitating counter-narratives.

To be sure, this form of faithful memory can only develop if cultivated by
resources that train our insight and attention on God’s abiding presence. Fortunately,
the church extends these very resources in the patterns and practices of common life. As
Swinton suggests, “The memories of God are reflected and enacted in the memorial
practices of the community that is gathered around the resurrected Christ.”*® In other
words, the faithful community helps us remember ourselves by conditioning our insight

and understanding in God’s loving memory of us. Supremely, the Eucharist re-members

47 Robinson, 42.
48 Swinton, 225.
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us in the life and love of Christ. “In the Eucharist we can hear Jesus” words ‘Do this in
remembrance of me’ not simply as a retrospective glance back to the cross, but as an
acknowledgment of the power and transforming impact of that memory for the present.
It is a re-membering within which the church is constituted as a body, held together in,
by, and through the memories of Jesus.”#

Our presence and participation in the life of the church thus represents a call to
our senses, cultivating practices for us to remember ourselves in God’s sight no less than
Robinson’s characters cultivate practices to remember themselves. As we read in, Lila,
one day the old preacher comes to breakfast fully dressed because “his preacher clothes
helped him remember himself... So here he was, remembering himself before he’d even
had breakfast.”* Likewise, in the face of competing narratives, the church calls us to our
senses by prioritizing God’s story as our primary story. With Swinton, the church
affirms, “None of us are clear about who we are if who we are is determined by the
accuracy of what we can remember.”>! With Robinson (via her characters), the church
affirms, “you never do know the actual nature even of your own experience.”>? Rather,

as we survey the stories of our lives, the church invites us into an artful and integrative

49 Swinton, 217.
50 Robinson, 564.
51 Swinton, 210.
52 Robinson, 70.
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process of remembering ourselves as beloved beneficiaries and agents of divine blessing.
This is what it means to remember ourselves in God'’s sight.

Remembering others entails an extension and expansion of this same practice.
Specifically, Robinson’s characters invite us to see memory as something done for us by
others; chiefly, for us by God. Over the course of the series, Lila and Jack are especially
dependent on the sustaining memory of others. For both, the presence or absence of an
abiding companion is a key factor in their ability to remember themselves well. Jack is
susceptible to self-destruction when he retreats to an estranged, interior sense of self. For
instance, after isolating himself in a studio he admits, “I was just there by myself. An
hour alone with my own worst enemy.”® He desperately requires an abiding presence
(Della) to sustain him in the grace of God’s memory. By himself, Jack is a literary
embodiment of the divine dictum, “It is not good for the man to be alone,” (Gen. 2:18).

In the case of Lila, Robinson introduces a physical — perhaps sacramental —
object as a sign of abiding grace. On the first page of the novel, when young Lila is “just
there... in the dark,” new creation begins when an unknown advocate (Doll) scoops Lila
into her arms and wraps her in a shawl.>* The shawl subsequently becomes an external
and visible sign of Doll’s (and God’s) sustaining presence. When the shawl is later

burned by an antagonist, Lila is deeply grieved even though “It was useless, except for

53 Robinson, 822.
54 Robinson, 448.
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the use [she and Doll] made of it, remembering together.”> Poignantly, a new sign of
abiding grace is introduced at the novel’s end when we read, “The old coat [Ames] had
put over her shoulders when they were walking in the evening was as good to
remember as the time Doll took her up in her arms. She thought it was nothing she had
known to hope for and something she had wanted too much all the same.”
Collectively, Robinson’s narrative explorations invite us to do for others what we
naturally do for ourselves; that is, to hold others in loving memory, fostering sustaining
stories that help them navigate an identity as beloved in God’s sight.>” By doing so, we
image the God who lovingly holds us in divine memory. Robinson richly illustrates the
nature of this love in Ames’” words to his son: “if you ever wonder what you’ve done in
your life, and everyone does wonder sooner or later, you have been God’s grace to me, a
miracle, something more than a miracle.”* In the end, loving others through a patterned
repetition of sustaining stories will not prevent suffering and loss. Rather, it invites a
greater recognition (i.e., clarity) of the abiding grace sustaining us in this life, and a
greater participation in the love awaiting us more fully in the life to come. This is what it

means to remember others in God’s sight.

55 Robinson, 541.

5 Robinson, 629.

57 The prophets fill a similar role in scripture by helping ancient Israel remember themselves when they have
forgotten their identity or fear they have been erased from God’s memory. This prophetic role is particularly
evident during the exodus from Egypt and the Babylonian exile.

58 Robinson, 40.
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2.3.1.2 Abiding as Fortifying: Preparatory Power

In addition to the clarity supplied by faithful memory, the Martyrdom illustrates a
fortifying power imbued by Polycarp’s prayerful abiding. To explain, when the aged
bishop is eventually arrested, he takes the initiative to care for his captors by setting a
table to address their hunger. He then proceeds with an unbroken hour of audible
prayer, naming every acquaintance and church throughout the world. A principal
function of this spoken petition is the selfless witness it presents to his arresting officers,
for when they observe his readiness to prioritize the well-being of others over himself,
they regret their complicity in arresting “such a godly old man” (MPoly 7:3).

With an assurance of divine election now firmly in place, Polycarp proceeds with
unflinching loyalty to the vision of his death. A heavenly voice — heard only by
Christians® — affords added assurance for his trial in the stadium. This audible evidence
of divine presence, combined with the clarity of his earlier vision, makes it all the more
striking when a proconsul goads Polycarp to renounce Christians as godless. The bishop
responds by reversing the charge and unmasking the imperial mob as both godless and
lawless (MPoly. 9:2). Additional assertions of imperial genius merely fortify Polycarp’s
convictions, climaxing with a declaration of his Christian identity that brokers no

compromise with other rulers or lords (MPoly. 10:1).

5% MPoly. 9:1, cp. Jn. 12:28-32.
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Moreover, in this climactic moment Polycarp exercises a form of discernment
that becomes instructive in a pattern of witness: he refuses to engage in self-defense
(MPoly. 10:2). In the face of a frenzied crowd, Polycarp practices silence. Within the
Martyrdom’s narrative account, the role of silence thus mirrors the role of patience as a
subversive tool or weapon. Unlike the unbroken hour of audible prayer that
accompanies his arrest by amenable guards, Polycarp prefers silence to speech when
invited to persuade a belligerent mob. This surprising course is readily received as an
act of weakness in the combative confines of an arena, yet the Martyrdom is eager to
affirm Polycarp’s silence as neither passive nor cowered but active and vigorous.
Indeed, the proconsul’s ensuing threats of wild beasts and consuming flames reveal
Polycarp’s silence as preparatory power enabling him to speak aright and to exercise
agency in the face of assailants. His discerning silence thus effectively illustrates the
same pastoral counsel offered by Ambrose of Milan’s fourth-century treatise, On Duties
of Ministers.®® As with Polycarp, so too with Ambrose: discerning silence is the epitome

of strength.

60 Although Ambrose’s treatise is specifically aimed at the clerical office, his discussion of silence as that
which should be learned before everything else is equally relevant to all manner of Christian witness.
Citations from, Ambrose of Milan, “On the Duties of the Clergy,” in St. Ambrose: Select Works and Letters, ed.
Philip Schaff and Henry Wace, trans. H. de Romestin, E. de Romestin, and H. T. F. Duckworth, vol. 10, A
Select Library of the Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers of the Christian Church, Second Series (New York:
Christian Literature Company, 1896).
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Long before the advent of digital communication and the instant international
exchange of words, Ambrose recognized that our propensity for speech routinely
outpaces our capacity for silence. Ambrose thus prioritizes silence as his first instruction
“before everything else” (Lii.5) in order to enable faithful discourse. Consistent with
Polycarp’s prayerful abiding, Ambrose depicts silence as attentive and active. It is never
an end in itself but rather preparation, or prelude, enabling one’s words and witness to
reflect the heart of God. Moreover, Ambrose explicitly connects silence to abiding prayer
by pointing to a cornerstone of Jewish confession, the Shema. By drawing readers’
attention to the first word, hear — rather than, speak — he implies that one can only love
God with one’s heart, soul, and strength if listening precedes uttering. To sharpen the
point, Ambrose contrasts the Shema’s edifying invitation with the sad tale of Eden,
where humanity’s rejection of grace was the fruit of words heard and ingested from a
deceptive source. With the Shema on one side and Eden on another, Ambrose entreats,
“Be silent therefore first of all, and hearken, that thou fail not in thy tongue,” (1.ii.7).

For Ambrose, silence thus facilitates and enables a fortifying assurance that
mirrors Polycarp’s prayerful abiding. As a patterned practice, silence signifies
dependence, intimacy, and trust. It is a form of listening, or hearkening, that prioritizes
knowledge received in attentive openness to God. Such silence seeks assurance by
discerning the heart of divine will instead of instinctively reacting to the perceived

demands of a harried or combative moment. Ambrose even suggests, “the Lord Himself
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in the Gospel worked out in silence the salvation of men,” (Liii.9). Moreover, silence
fortifies an attentive listener by aligning the diversity of human hopes and fears with the
centrality of divine love. It adopts an open posture in recognition that our primary gift
for the world is the embodied character of the God whose image we bear. Amid the
varied changes and challenges of our lives, silence fortifies by grounding us in Christ. In
the Martyrdom, such grounding is dramatically portrayed by Polycarp’s refusal to be
nailed to a pyre because, he contends, “the one who enables me to endure the fire will
also enable me to remain on the pyre without moving,” (M.Poly. 13:3).

Despite surface appearance, and consistent with Polycarp’s witness, Ambrose
perceives a posture of abiding silence as neither passive nor powerless but rather active
and effective. He goes so far as describing silence as a power over antagonists who wish
to drag us into slandering contempt (I.v.17), extending even to our battles with the
Tempter (I.v.20). As evidence, Ambrose offers David’s patient endurance of Shimei’s
insults while fleeing Jerusalem during Absalom’s revolt.®! Although David’s men were
ready to slay the belligerent slanderer, “holy David, in true evangelical spirit, was not
only not offended, but was even thankful to his abuser... like a good soldier he

conquered,” (L.xlviii.238). According to Ambrose, the key to David’s victory of silent

61 Significantly, Ambrose’s test case for the victorious power of silence is applied to those who already
possess a significant measure worldly power. He does not prescribe silence for the downtrodden, but for
those with power over them: “Although a slave should abuse, let the just man be silent, and if a weak man
utter insults, let him be silent, and if a poor man should make accusations, let him not answer. These are the
weapons of the just man, so that he may conquer,” (I.v.20).
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endurance was his reliance upon God’s promises even more than his own strength. As
himself a king, David uniquely demonstrated the wisdom of silent witness to the greater
power of God’s coming kingdom. In similar fashion, Ambrose suggests, “We then must
strive for that wherein is perfection and wherein is truth”; specifically, in the fortifying
promises of God (I.x1viii.239).

Within the Martyrdom, subsequent threats not only sharpen Polycarp’s resolve
but also enlighten the reader’s vision. Whether confronted with wild beasts or
consuming flames, Polycarp navigates an experiential crisis of meaning by weighing
each peril against his loyalty to Christ. By interweaving a narrative of Jesus’ crucified-
and-risen body with the narrative of his own body Polycarp is even able to perceive an
escape from ravenous beasts as a form of “repentance from better to worse” (MPoly.
11:1). In similar fashion, fleeing the flames of imperial punishment is reduced to a
shortsighted plunge into the divine “fire of the coming judgment” (MPoly. 11:2). In
other words, the aged bishop’s artful interweaving of a divine-human narrative allows
him to abide in Christ amid an experience of profound suffering. Echoing the apostle
Paul, Polycarp submits his mortal flesh as a revelatory venue in certainty that the one
who raised Jesus will also raise him with Jesus. In such fashion, Polycarp’s prayerful
abiding fortifies faithful witness.

Polycarp’s abiding prayer and unflinching loyalty produce nothing short of

astonishment and a triple affirmation of his Christian confession (MPoly. 12:1). At this
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stage of faithful witness, any propensity for Polycarp to focus on himself — whether for
his own preservation or valorization — “is subordinated to the ... concept of faithfulness
and obedience to God’s will, in whatever form that may take.”®? Such faithfulness and
obedience bring us to the third, and final, element in Polycarp’s pattern of faithful

witness.

2.4 Manifesting Christ

The climactic form of Polycarp’s witness is described in unmistakably sacrificial
terms. Ironically, the one angrily derided as, “destroyer of our gods, who teaches many
not to sacrifice or worship” (MPoly 12:2) presents himself as a sacrificial offering in an act
of faithful worship. Sacrificial imagery pervades the account of his death, including the
eager gathering of wood and preparation of a pyre, as well as Polycarp being “bound,
like a splendid ram chosen from a great flock for a sacrifice, a burnt offering prepared
and acceptable to God” (MPoly. 14:1). Polycarp even frames his own death in sacrificial
terms by offering a priestly prayer over himself. The martyr’s antagonists clearly do not
understand what they are doing,® perceiving this apparently feeble man as a mere
subverter of civic peace. It is only Christians in the stadium — and readers of the

Martyrdom — who recognize the significance of this climactic offering.

62 Holmes, Apostolic Fathers, 299.
6 cp. Lk. 23:34.
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Polycarp’s sacrifice is explicitly linked to Christ by means of a metaphor.
Specifically, Polycarp blesses God for his worthiness to “receive a place among the
number of the martyrs in the cup of your Christ” (M.Poly 14:2). Holmes rightly notes
that the cup reference “is so short and non-specific that it could be linked with any
number of [biblical] passages,”®* however for purpose of this project, the cup’s source in
Christ is itself determinative. For, whether the cup expresses the will of Christ
(subjective genitive) or re-presents the experience of Christ (objective genitive), it
designates Polycarp’s martyrdom as a manifestation of Christ; either Christ’s will or
Christ’s way, or both.

Polycarp’s manifestation of Christ also aligns with apostolic capacities on display
between Ascension and Pentecost. To the extent the cup of Christ re-presents the
experience of Christ, it aligns with apostolic capacities as divine image bearers who
receive a divine commission. Just like the apostles, Polycarp is fitted with the raiment of
divine authorization as a witness to the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus. To the
extent the cup of Christ represents the will of Christ, it aligns with apostolic capacities to
discern divine intentions. Much as the climactic episode prior to Pentecost entailed a
divinely endorsed selection and authorization of an apostolic candidate to fill the office

vacated by Judas, so the climactic episode prior to Polycarp’s death entails a priestly

¢4 Holmes, “The Martyrdom of Polycarp,” 415.
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prayer affirming God’s selection and authorization of the blessed bishop to receive a
share among the martyrs.

At this stage of the Martyrdom, a question naturally arises: why is Polycarp’s
death portrayed as a sacrifice? To sharpen the question, what theological purpose is
served by the sacrificial death of a Christian disciple? If Jesus “has appeared once for all
at the end of the age to remove sin by the sacrifice of himself” (Heb. 9:26), then what
purpose is served by framing a martyr’s death in sacrificial terms? According to the
Martrydom, the answer to this question is connected to a particular form of blessing;
namely, knowledge of “the undeceiving and true God” (MPoly. 14:2). By participating in
Christ’s pattern of sacrificial witness, the martyr manifests and extends the presence of
God’s “beloved and blessed Son Jesus Christ, through whom we have received
knowledge of you, the God of angels and powers and of all creation” (MPoly. 14:1).%
Significantly, the Martyrdom has already criticized those who selfishly seek such blessing
by contrasting noble Germanicus with cowardly Quintus, however the narrative’s
climax here affirms, “the true martyr is able to be a “‘word of God’ because it is God who

has revealed himself through his indwelling empowerment of the martyr.”

6 In complementary fashion, Paul suggests that physical suffering — including, presumably, suffering unto
death - represents such an intimate form of participation in Christ that it can fairly be described as
completing, or filling up, the messianic sufferings (Col. 1:24).

66 Smith, “Martyrdom,”183.
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The manifestation of Christ is thus portrayed as a multifaceted reality
demanding situational discernment no less than the patience that accompanies faithful
witness. On the one hand, manifesting Christ may entail great suffering and loss. On the
other hand, it may entail profound peace and joy. It may even entail peace and joy amid
suffering and loss. Simple appeals either to the experience of Christ or to the will of
Christ therefore run the risk of profoundly misrepresenting Christ if applied out of
context. In an effort to aid contextual discernment, the remainder of this section will
explore the manifestation of Christ under the rubrics of agony and eschatology. Agony
affirms that embodied witness will, at times, lead to suffering in a disjointed world.
Eschatology affirms that embodied witness (pre)figures creation’s destined communion

with Christ.

2.4.1 Manifesting as Agonistic

Manifesting Christ is agonistic because the reign of Christ inevitably clashes with
competing forces that seek to rule the world. In the Martyrdom, this clash is portrayed as
a hostile contest (aywv) in a public arena following the logic of physical combat unto
death. To be sure, such life-or-death hostility routinely characterized the church’s early
witness and has continued characterizing Christian witness in various contexts ever
since. As already noted in chapter one, it is hardly surprising that by the second century

“the term “witness’ (martys) in Christian vocabulary,” had begun, “to exclusively signify
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a believer who suffers and dies for his faith.”¢” Agony — in some form — has always been
a corollary of the contestation of opposing kingdoms.

Agony names a tension between present experience (situational hostility) and
anticipated reality (universal flourishing). Amid such tension, faithful witness requires a
robust and durable imaginative landscape to sustain an agonistic posture in the
present.®® Elizabeth Castelli effectively explains how the language and logic of the arena
came to satisfy this need by dominating the imaginative landscape of early Christians
within the crucible of sporadic persecution that characterized the church’s first centuries.
Simply put, the language and logic of the arena allowed Christians to resolve a tension
between present experience and anticipated reality by inverting victor and vanquished.
According to Castelli, “the cultural production of Christian martyrdom as performance
and spectacle transforms the seer into the seen, the testifier into the testimony.”® Stated
differently, having seen the truth of Christ, a martyr becomes a living testimony and
visible manifestation of Christ.

For early Christians, the visible suffering and death of martyrs thus depicted an

even greater invisible reality: the sacrificial victory of Christ over death. In the act of

7 Willy Rordorf et al., “Martyr—Martyrdom,” in Encyclopedia of Ancient Christianity (Downers Grove: IVP
Academic, 2014), 700.

6 Imaginative landscape is related to, but distinct from, the construal of meaning considered above (1.2.1.1).
Chapter one considered divine presence as a durable source of meaning amid suffering. The current section
explores imaginative language that developed to denote a martyr’s significance. Construal of meaning is
focused on God’s enduring presence. Collective imagination is focused on humanity’s contextual response.
6 Elizabeth A. Castelli, Martyrdom and Memory: Early Christian Culture Making (New York: Columbia
University Press, 2004), 133.
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suffering and death martyrs themselves became true soldiers, true gladiators, true heroes.
Even the violent death of the body was imaginatively co-opted as evidence of a martyr’s
participation in Christ’s ultimate victory. Castelli suggests, “the performances that were
staged by martyrs were persuasive [for Christians] precisely because they did not seem
to be true (as in the case of a mere stage performance) but rather enacted a far-reaching
truth.””? In sum, the language and logic of the arena enabled Christians to maintain an
agonistic posture by imaginatively reframing suffering as strength, defeat as victory,
and physical death as entry into eternal life.

This collective imagination endowed by the early church proved remarkably
resilient throughout centuries of harassment and persecution. Furthermore, it remains
readily accessible as a sustaining resource for vulnerable Christians in contested contexts
today. That said, the longstanding, durable, and readily accessible nature of this
imaginative landscape may obscure the formative impact that a combative posture
exerts upon the pattern of faithful witness. To explain, by prioritizing a clash of
kingdoms, faithful witness easily becomes a reductive exercise in the art of opposition.
The language and logic of the arena inevitably introduces an element of interpersonal
hostility leading to hostile relationships by unhelpfully — and perhaps unfaithfully —

externalizing the agonistic element of our witness. To be sure, the contestation of

70 Castelli, 132, emphasis original.
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opposing kingdomes is real and followers of Christ have been conscripted into spiritual
combat.”* However, Christ’s followers will routinely fail to manifest Christ without first
embodying the truth we seek to share. Agony must become an intrapersonal reality
before it ever becomes an interpersonal possibility.

Myron Penner offers an agonistic framework that more reliably ties Christian
witness to personal formation in the image of Christ by rejecting the language and logic
of interpersonal combat. In its place, he centralizes mutual edification as the most
appropriate goal, especially in highly fragmented and/or hotly contested contexts.
According to Penner, “The primary or driving concern is not to get people to agree or to
acknowledge certain propositions or beliefs are true but rather that all persons —
including the witness — be mutually edified in the truth.””> Penner’s focus on edification
does not ignore the contestation of opposing kingdoms but rather prioritizes agony as a
corollary of conflicting kingdoms within every witness. Edification induces an agonistic
posture by first prioritizing a witness’s antecedent, holistic formation in the image of

Christ. Penner contends, “A witness is someone who has won a truth and then attempts

7 e.g., Eph. 6:10-17.
72 Myron B. Penner, The End of Apologetics: Christian Witness in a Postmodern Context (Grand Rapids: Baker
Academic, 2013), digital edition.

110



to pass that truth along to another person.””? In other words, agony must become an
intrapersonal reality before it ever becomes an interpersonal possibility.

Among the many advantages of this imaginative landscape is its capacity to
foster peaceful relationships in the act of truth-telling. Instead of seeking to manifest
Christ through an agonistic struggle of external truth claims, faithful witnesses seek to
manifest Christ through an agonistic “struggle to stake our truth claims and make them
true of us.””* Moreover, by prioritizing an intrapersonal integration of lived truth,
interpersonal witness is transformed from a reductive exercise in the art of opposition
into an expansive exercise in the art of gift-giving. Interpersonal interactions become
open-ended opportunities for adaptive testimony to the beauty, truth, and goodness of
Christ. The obligation to win or lose is replaced by an invitation to give and receive. In
addition, the intrapersonal agonistic posture that precedes and undergirds interpersonal
testimony provides a witness with added insight into the process(es) by which Christ’s
truth may be received and embraced in a human life. In the end, Penner suggests, “What
is needed in our witness, if those we engage are to be edified, is a poetics that performs

the essentially Christian, in which there is no gap between the form of witness and its

73 Penner, digital edition. So also Hauerwas, “The character of the one witnessing must be consistent with
that for which they are witnessing,” (Stanley Hauerwas, Matthew, Brazos Theological Commentary on the Bible
(Grand Rapids: Brazos Press, 2006), 106).

74 Penner, digital edition.
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content.””> Such a posture not only ensures congruence between the means and ends of

faithful witness but also points toward a complementary eschatological element.

2.4.2 Manifesting as Eschatological

If agony is a corollary of presently contested kingdoms, eschatology is a corollary
of Christ’s ultimately victorious kingdom. Indeed, agony as an intrapersonal integration
of lived truth simply names the process by which eschatology becomes more fully
embodied in the present. The aim, or goal, of agony is never a clever outwitting of
external opponents but rather a fulsome formation in the image of Christ — who is
already the shape of true reality (i.e., ultimate victory). Manifesting Christ becomes
eschatological to the extent living witnesses embody the shape of true and everlasting
life, which is Jesus Christ.

The language and logic of the arena may have dominated the imaginative
landscape of (many) early Christians, however historical evidence suggests a proactive
pattern of witness bearing little or no resemblance to the practice of external combat. To
the contrary, the posture most evident in the spread of earliest Christianity was one of
compassionate solidarity, especially with the sick, the marginalized, and the outcast.
Gary Ferngren locates the motivation for such solidarity in a developing understanding

of the Incarnation among early Christians: “The mystery of the Incarnation united

75 Penner, digital edition.
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heaven and earth and formed the basis of a ‘new language of solidarity,” the solidarity of
members of ‘the body of Christ’.... Just as God demonstrated in the Incarnation his
solidarity with those who suffer, so the members of his ‘body” must demonstrate their
solidarity with the suffering poor.””¢

Moreover, according to Rodney Stark, a corresponding pattern of indiscriminate
Christian mercy associated with such belief was utterly foreign and entirely
transformative in the ancient Greco-Roman world. In a context where “mercy was
regarded as a character defect and pity as a pathological emotion,””” Christians
manifested a “truly revolutionary principle”; namely, that “love and charity must
extend beyond the boundaries of family and even those of faith, to all in need.””® Stark
also demonstrates that early Christians understood such witness to be a manifestation of
Christ himself. Quoting Dionysius of Alexandria from the mid-third-century, Stark
highlights the ancient bishop’s explicit connection between Christian care for the sick
and the ministry of Jesus: “Heedless of danger, they took charge of the sick, attending to
their every need and ministering to them in Christ, and with them departed this life

serenely happy.... Many, in nursing and curing others, transferred their death to

76 Gary B. Ferngren, Medicine and Health Care in Early Christianity (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University
Press, 2009), 103-04.

77 Rodney Stark, The Triumph of Christianity: How the Jesus Movement Became the World's Largest Religion (New
York: Harper Collins, 2011), 112.

78 Stark, 113.
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themselves and died in their stead.”” For Dionysius, “death in this form, the result of
great piety and strong faith, seems in every way the equal to martyrdom.”8

This early Christian view of martyrdom as a manifestation of compassionate
mercy is significant, giving evidence that the language and logic of the arena was not
wholly determinative for understandings of faithful witness. In neighborly contexts that
cried for benevolence — surely a more common arena than gladiatorial combat —
demonstrations of selfless compassion and care were seen as pious and powerful
manifestations of Christ. Death was a known possibility, however compassionate mercy
was such a constitutive of pattern of Jesus’ life and ministry that not even death could
dissuade faithful witnesses from embodying this Christlike pattern.

Christian manifestations of self-giving compassion also yielded concrete,
observable effects. During a set of plagues that struck the Roman Empire in the second
and third centuries, Stark suggests, “It is entirely plausible that Christian nursing would
have reduced mortality by as much as two-thirds!”®! These powerful manifestations of
Christian love predictably drew the attention of pagan neighbors, who may have been

even more astounded to learn, “What went on during the epidemics was only an

79 Stark, 117, emphasis added.
80 Stark, 117.
81 Stark, 117.
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intensification of what went on every day among Christians. Because theirs were
communities of mercy and self-help, Christians did have longer, better lives.”8

Persistent manifestations of compassionate mercy proved to be ecclesially
expansive and socially transformative during the church’s first three centuries, however
it would be shortsighted to focus entirely on missional efficacy or civic reform. As any
reader of canonical gospels can attest, Jesus has always been a compelling and
transformative figure — yet popular appeal and practical reform are at best proximate
goals. The gospels themselves recount a recurring propensity among Jesus” followers to
treat a set of proximate goals (i.e., personal health, social purity, national security,
and/or military victory) as if they are Jesus’ ultimate aims, with an eventual result of
blindness to Jesus himself. Ultimately, manifesting Christ is about a present
participation in and portrayal of true and everlasting life, which is Jesus Christ.
Manifesting Christ is eschatological.

Sam Wells provides depth of insight and clarity of understanding into this
eschatological element by centralizing human flourishing and divine intention around
the common eschatological pole of being with. Indeed, for Wells the word with
encapsulates not only God’s motivation for creation and God’s desire for eternity, but

also God’s astonishing capacity for redemptive patience and adaptability between

82 Stark, 118.
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creation and eschaton. According to Wells, “Being with is eschatological, because it
anticipates the communion of persons with their environment, with one another, and
with God that will be their joy forever.”® In other words, being with is about a present
participation in and faithful portrayal of true and everlasting life.

Moreover, according to Wells, being with names and describes the essence and
activity of the God who is Trinity. The irreducible with-ness of God thus serves as a
source, summit, and model for human life — not least our manifestation of Christ in a
pattern of faithful witness. Wells contends, “it is being with that is the most faithful form
of Christian witness and mission, because being with is both incarnationally faithful to
the manifestation of God in Christ and eschatologically anticipatory of the destiny of all
things in God.”# Wells’ description of Christian witness bears striking resemblance to
the pattern of solidarity that catalyzed the early spread of Christian faith. To reiterate,
measurable efficacy is never the goal — let alone justification — for any particular form of
witness, however the compassionate solidarity of second and third century Christians
with the sick and dying demonstrated an especially strong coherence with the pattern of
the Incarnation and the promise of the eschaton, which naturally invited and formed

new Christians who expected to manifest Christ in similar fashion.

8 Samuel Wells, A Nazareth Manifesto: Being with God (Chichester, West Sussex; Malden, MA: John Wiley &
Sons, 2015), 132.
8¢ Samuel Wells, A Nazareth Manifesto, 23.
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In sum, Wells equips witnesses to recognize — and pursue — the eschatological
quality of costly efforts through their capacity to create and restore relationships of
mutual enjoyment. Interpersonal joy is never simply the incidental side effect of shared
projects or common activities but rather the genesis, heartbeat and aim of creation.
According to Wells, “being with seeks to model the goal of all relationships: it sees
problem-solving as a means to a perpetually deferred end, and instead tries to live that
end — enjoying people for their own sake.”® To the extent that faithful witness entails
costly efforts aimed at (re)establishing loving, vibrant, and joyful communion for all it
thereby comes to participate in and portray the shape of true and everlasting life, which

is Jesus Christ: the embodiment of divine love.

2.4.3 Eschatology in Agonistic Form: Le Chambon-sur-Lignon

The interplay of intrapersonal agony and eschatological communion is strikingly
evident in the witness of Protestant villagers who rescued thousands of Jewish refugees
from Nazi cruelty during the German Occupation of France. Indeed, as portrayed in
Philip Hallie’s account, Lest Innocent Blood Be Shed, the Chambonnais villagers” costly
solidarity with a persecuted population was indissolubly linked with their communal
Christian identity. At the center of the village’s risky, creative, and nonviolent efforts

was Pastor André Trocmé’s conviction that life’s greatest adventure was “imitating the

8 Samuel Wells, Incarnational Ministry: Being with the Church (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans Publishing, 2017), 10.
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love of Jesus for mankind.”% Moreover, according to survivors, Trocmé “impressed his
personality upon Le Chambon, so that the village, like him, drew people” to welcome
and shelter refugees.” In other words, Trocmé functioned as a fount, guide, and
regulator of agonistic formation in the image of Christ. Acquaintances described his
(trans)formative presence in musical terms, suggesting it “lifted you, excited you,
warmed you. It made you rise to your own highest level of joy and vitality. And it did
this not by command but by contagion.”8#

To the extent that Trocmé fostered an environment in which all people could be
edified in the truth, he embodied and induced an agonistic posture that prioritized
Christlike formation. He allowed agony to become an intrapersonal reality in the lives of
villagers before it ever became an interpersonal possibility with hostile forces. Moreover,
the degree to which Chambonnais villagers had won the enacted truth of compassionate
care and hospitality for all is evidenced in their equally uncalculating generosity with
vulnerable refugees and persecuting aggressors. By Hallie’s account, Pastor Trocmé’s
wife, Magda, exercised a poetics of hospitality that performed the essentially Christian
in which there was no gap between the form and the content of her witness. To explain,
her compassionate welcome of the first Jewish refugee who appeared shivering at the

presbytery door faithfully mirrored her welcome of the arresting officers who later

8 Philip Hallie, Lest Innocent Blood Be Shed (New York: Harper Perennial, 1994), 69.
87 Hallie, 158.
88 Hallie, 159.
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arrived at the presbytery to detain her husband. In each instance, separated by several
years of peril, suffering, and sorrow, Magda ensured that her guests were well-fed and
comfortable — whether supplicant or antagonist.®

The unquestioned and uncalculating nature of such witness is deeply revelatory.
As Wells explains, the Chambonnais “did not cast themselves in the role of rescuers.
They simply found themselves incapable of turning refugees away. It was in the process
of caring for the refugees that they realized how dangerous was their guests' position.”*
Yet, even as the danger of sheltering a persecuted population became clear, the
Chambonnais witness held firm. According to Hallie, “risk made them set their jaws in
the service of life; it did not make them safer soldiers,” but rather more vulnerable,
“since they were more interested in defending others than they were in defending
themselves.”?! This Chambonnais constancy of practice — an altogether simple yet
agonistic practice — also reveals the eschatological quality of their witness.

Interestingly, Pastor Trocmé’s apparent ambivalence about the nature of the
eschaton did not weaken his commitment to what he sometimes referred to as “eternal

realities.”*? In other words, his lack of certainty about the life to come did not lessen his

8 Magda’s hospitality notably mirrors Polycarp’s hospitality with his own arresting officers.

% Samuel Wells, Transforming Fate Into Destiny (Eugene: Cascade Books, 2004), 137. Hallie affirms, “The
village became a place of refuge more by accretion than by planning,” (Hallie, 196-97).

91 Hallie, 205.

92 According to Hallie, “Trocmé never knew whether there was life after death, whether there was a Heaven
or a Hell where souls separated from their bodies go to spend eternity. Later his honesty about his ignorance
would hamper his ministry,” (Hallie, 53).
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manifestation of Christ here and now. For Trocmé, communion with Jesus and imitation
of Jesus amounted to the summit and hope of human life. According to Hallie, “Trocmé
had a desire (as he put it in his notebooks ) ‘not to be separated from Jesus’ ... [He] could
not bear to separate himself from Jesus by ignoring the precious quality of human life
that God had demonstrated in the birth, the life, and the crucifixion of His son.”%?
Consistent with Polycarp’s witness, Trocmé’s manifestation of self-giving love was in
fact deeply connected to a patterned practice of abiding with Christ; or, in his words,
avoiding separation from Jesus.

Over the course of the German Occupation, Trocmé’s patterned practice of
abiding yielded a virtuous cycle of perceptual formation that extended God’s loving
presence with the persecuted and outcast, even if it failed to sharpen his own vision of
the life to come. Trocmé thus becomes an interesting instance of eschatological witness.
His evident eschatological uncertainty neither dampened his resolve nor diminished his
costly efforts aimed at (re)establishing loving, vibrant, and joyful communion for all. To
the contrary, his witness becomes a potential source of encouragement for subsequent
followers of Christ whose doubts or uncertainties may cause them to question the
efficacy of their own witness. Much as none of us is clear about who we are if our

identity is determined by the accuracy of our own memory, so too none of us clear about

% Hallie, 34.
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the tenor of our faith if our faith is determined by the accuracy of our own theological
constructs. Regardless of individual imperfections, witness is eschatological to the extent
that it participates in and portrays the shape of true and everlasting life, which is Jesus
Christ: the embodiment of divine love. Eschatology trumps imperfection.

In addition to constancy of practice, a Chambonnais simplicity of presence also
affirmed the eschatological quality of their witness. Over the course of his book, Hallie
repeatedly emphasizes the ad hoc and even amateurish nature of Chambonnais rescue
efforts, allowing Magda to voice a defining description of their labors when she
suggests, “Saving refugees was a hobby for the people of Le Chambon.”** Hallie explains,
“Of course she did not mean a hobby in the sense of a pastime or a source of fun... She
meant a hobby in the sense of something done by an untrained amateur, a lover of the
thing done, not a professional, skillful practitioner.”*> As Magda saw it, an essential
element of Chambonnais witness was the sheer simplicity of shared presence. At the
most basic level, villagers opened their homes to share life in the broadest possible sense.
This eschatological element powerfully resonates with Wells” suggestion that,
“Christianity is most transparently embodied when disciples imitate Christ’s incarnation

and show up among those on whom the world has turned its back, whose suffering the

°t Hallie, 195, emphasis original.
9 Hallie, 195.
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world cannot bear to see. It is not about having the solution or the answer, but about
being present even when you have no things to do, actions to offer or words to say.”*
In the end, the giving of oneself — regardless of cost —is the enduring witness of
Le Chambon. Trocmé’s greatest gift to Chambonnais’ rescue efforts was not the
contribution of any specific resource or skill but rather the simple, costly, and
transformative gift of himself. For all of the differences between Trocmé and Polycarp,
this fundamental similarity connects their contextual manifestations of Christ. Moreover,
as we conclude this chapter, Hallie supplies a connecting bridge to the final chapter by
drawing an important distinction between the gift of things (which tends to stratify and
foster contentious relations) and the gift of self (which tends to unify and foster joyful
relations). In reflecting on Trocmé’s gift of himself to Le Chambon, Hallie suggests,
“When you give yourself, the things you are giving become, to use Trocmé’s word,
féconde (fertile, fruitful). What you give creates new, vigorous life.”?” This capacity of

self-giving to generate new life leads to our final chapter on the power of witness.

% Wells, A Nazareth Manifesto, 291.
97 Hallie, 72.
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3 The Power of Withess

Some called it a hate crime. For others, it was a powerful witness.

Shortly before Christmas, 2023, the Satanic Temple of Iowa legally installed a
religious display of the pagan god Baphomet in the Iowa State Capitol Building. After
learning about it on social media, a man traveled from Mississippi to see it for himself.
As a Christian he was not only offended, he was also incensed, claiming, “When I saw it,
I was confronted with how evil it was and felt convicted that I should remove it.”! He
subsequently tore off the head and destroyed or scattered the remains before

surrendering himself to state authorities.

Figure 5: Effigy of the pagan god Baphomet in the Iowa State Capitol.?

! José Mendiola, “Man who vandalized Satanic display at lowa Capitol says he 'felt convicted' to remove it,”
Des Moines Register, December 20, 2023,
https://www.desmoinesregister.com/story/news/local/2023/12/20/satanic-temple-of-iowa-display-was-evil-
says-man-who-vandalized-it-michael-cassidy/71933164007/

2 Nixson Benitez in “Man who vandalized Satanic display.”
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When charged with criminal mischief, the man defended himself by equating his
actions with the work of Jesus Christ, who came “to destroy the works of the devil” (1
Jn. 3:8).3 Moreover, he intended to awaken fellow Christians and spur them to similar
action. A fundraising website for his legal expenses claimed, “Out of the millions of
Christians in this nation, [he] was the first to act in bravery and conviction [because] He
was not willing to see God reviled.”* He raised $75,000 in less than one week.

At a closing ceremony to commemorate the display, members of the Satanic
Temple struck a notably irenic tone focused on a mission that promotes free speech.
According to its website, “The Satanic Temple does not worship Satan, nor does it
believe in the existence of a devil.”> Rather, it considers Satan a provocative symbol
allowing members to espouse pluralism, free speech, and the separation of church and
state.® Needless to say, such symbolism was lost on the man who violently destroyed the
Temple’s display. As a Christian, his religious conviction and corresponding concern

was understandable, yet his action was highly questionable. Satanists called it a hate

3 Ben Zeisloft, “Exclusive: Christian tears down and beheads Satan shrine in Iowa Capitol,” The Sentinel,
December 14, 2023, https://www.republicsentinel.com/articles/exclusive-christian-tears-down-and-beheads-
satan-shrine-in-iowa-capitol

4 Kim Norvell, “Former congressional candidate charged with vandalizing Satanic Temple display at lowa
Capitol,” Des Moines Register, December 15, 2023, https://www.desmoinesregister.com/story/news/crime-
and-courts/2023/12/15/michael-cassidy-charged-for-vandalizing-satanic-temple-display-at-iowa-capitol-
mississippi-candidate/71930181007/

5 José Mendiola, “Dozens gather at Iowa Capitol for closing ceremony of controversial Satanic display,” Des
Moines Register, December 16, 2023,
https://www.desmoinesregister.com/story/news/local/2023/12/16/satanic-temple-of-iowa-members-gather-
at-capitol-to-support-display/71933177007/

¢ https://thesatanictemple.com/pages/the-satanic-temple-salem
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crime, yet the man resolutely defended his action. He even seemed to think it could
turther the cause of Christian witness. When asked if “he would be open to having a sit-
down conversation with members of the Satanic Temple,” he replied, “Of course I
would... They need Jesus just as much as the next person.””

This episode exhibits some of the more troubling aspects of purported Christian
witness by employing facile comparisons with Jesus as a call to religiously motivated
hostility in a misplaced attempt to enact mandates of faith in imagined defense of God’s
honor. The man in question displayed an utter lack of curiosity, caution, and respect, let
alone a desire to foster mutual edification or neighborly love. As a form of street theater,
Satanists have been installing similar displays for more than a decade, from Oklahoma
and Arkansas to Iowa.® By comparison, lowa’s makeshift effigy of Baphomet was
dwarfed by the Temple’s eight-and-a-half-foot tall, three-thousand pound bronze
monument that appeared at the Arkansas State Capitol in 2018.° In each instance, the
greatest tragedy may not have been the appearance of a provocative pagan display. The

greatest tragedy may have been the reaction of Christians who so quickly abdicated the

7 Mendiola, “Man who vandalized Satanic display.”

§ Street theater offers one of the more plausible connections between this man’s action and the forceful
action of Jesus clearing money changers from the temple courtyard. Even so, their roles would be reversed.
In the gospels, Jesus himself engages in public theater to expose the religious veneer (and corresponding
judgment) of self-serving profiteers. In Iowa, the Satanists were theatrical provocateurs who exposed the
violent hostility of a self-professed Christian.

2 Avi Selk, “A satanic idol goes to the Arkansas Capitol building,” The Washington Post, August 17, 2018,
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/acts-of-faith/wp/2018/08/17/a-satanic-idols-3-year-journey-to-the-
arkansas-capitol-building/
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power of their witness.

The power of faithful witness is not the capacity to amaze, convince, cajole,
attack, defend, or overwhelm. It is neither primarily informational nor transformational.
It is incarnational. The power of witness is God’s living presence — God’s glory —in us
and through us. In the opening chapter, I maintained that witness is conceptually
essential always and only to the extent that it is contextually embedded in the
Incarnation, resisting ways and means foreign to Christ. In the second chapter, I
explored witness as participation in a patterned practice of discernment that reliably
aids our capacity to release the beauty, goodness, and truth of Christ in the world. This
chapter seeks to strengthen the connection between concept (chapter one) and practice
(chapter two) by considering power as a function God’s presence in us and through us.
Specifically, I will consider what it means for God’s glory to be alive and active in us, so

that God may be experienced and known through our witness.

3.1 God’s Power In Us

In Acts, the way of witness begins only after God’s tabernacling presence has
arrived at Pentecost. Subsequently, a durable experience of God’s indwelling presence
allows post-Pentecost suffering to serve as a sensible vehicle for apostolic witness. In
other words, faithful witness is first impossible and then nonsensical in the absence of
God’s indwelling presence. Christians therefore do well to attend to the character of

God'’s presence — God’s glory —in us. Such attentiveness complements the practice of
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abiding in Christ explored above. To explain, if the pattern of witness invites our
initiative with God through prayerful abiding, the power of witness attends to God’s
initiative with us so that we may faithfully cooperate. Both movements — abiding and
attending — are essential, for as the introductory episode at the Iowa State Capitol
demonstrates, even those who know Christ and name Christ may exercise power foreign

to Christ.

3.1.1 Christ in You, the Hope of Glory: Cross and Resurrection

Divine power is a recurring theme in Paul’s ministry. In fact, no small measure of
Paul’s pastoral activity is aimed at helping first-century Christians perceive, receive, and
prioritize the distinctive and surprising character of God’s power. He occasionally refers
to divine power in general terms,!® however for Paul the most distinctive elements of
God’s power are cross and resurrection. When Paul prays for believers to know “the
immeasurable greatness” of God’s power, he points to the resurrection (Eph. 1:19-20).
When he himself wants to know resurrection power, he embraces Christ’s “sufferings by
becoming like him in his death” (Phil. 3:10). When describing his strategy among
competitive and status-seeking believers he explains, “I decided to know nothing among
you except Jesus Christ, and him crucified... so that your faith might rest ... on the

power of God.” (1 Cor. 2:2, 5). When defending his apostleship, he relays a personal

0 e.g., Rom. 1:20.
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message from Jesus that “power is made perfect'! in weakness,” leading Paul to “boast
all the more gladly of my weakness, so that the power of Christ may dwell in me” (2
Cor. 12:9).

For Paul, cross and resurrection not only name God’s power in discrete historical
events, they also name the continuing character of God’s presence — God’s glory —in us.
We most reliably receive God’s power in the deathliness of our weakness because death
is where God most reliably gives life. Paul is so convinced of this reality that he and his
colleagues are “always carrying in the body the death of Jesus, so that the life of Jesus
may also be made visible in our bodies” (2 Cor. 4:10). The connection between death
(cross) and life (resurrection) is so strong for Paul that he conceives it as a logical
certainty. Marva Dawn echoes and affirms Paul by provocatively suggesting, “God has
more need of our weakness than of our strength,” because “By our union with Christ in
the power of the Spirit in our weaknesses, we display God’s glory.”!2 Timothy Gombis is
equally provocative when asserting, “God only pours out resurrection life on Jesus’s
cross and on modes of life shaped by it. It can be no other way.”3

If we follow Paul’s lead, attending to the character of God’s indwelling presence

inevitably leads us to attend to our suffering and weakness. Yet, as William Placher

11 Alternately, “brought to its end,” (Marva Dawn, Powers, Weakness, and the Tabernacling of God (Grand
Rapids: Eerdmans Publishing, 2001), 41).

12 Marva Dawn, Powers, Weakness, and the Tabernacling of God, 47.

13 Timothy G. Gombis, Power in Weakness: Paul’s Transformed Vision for Ministry (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans
Publishing Company, 2021), 80.
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notes, this raises the troubling possibility of a Christology that undercuts Christian
ethics.! Specifically, it raises the specter of needlessly pursued suffering (for ourselves)
or unjustly endorsed suffering (for others) so that we (or they) may experience the
power of Christ with the same logical certainty as Paul. May it never be. As Placher is
quick to point out, suffering itself is not good. What is good is “God’s willingness to risk
pain and suffering in being open in love.”?® The primary character of God’s power is
self-giving love and “Christian faith gives thanks that Christ was willing to follow this
road [of love] even when it led to a cross, but not thanks for the cross itself.”'®* When we
attend to the character of God’s power in us, we do not attend to suffering per se. We
attend to God’s self-giving love, which tragically and too often leads to suffering in a
beautiful yet broken world.

At least two implications follow. First, Christ’s followers must learn to expect an
unavoidable measure of suffering by embracing God’s power in a world perpetually
driven by assertion, indulgence, manipulation, coercion, and control.’” In such contexts,
Christian power will rarely if ever be conventional power and it will often appear to be

foolish.’® Second, Christians urgently need to form and foster practices and communities

14 William C. Placher, Narratives of a Vulnerable God: Christ, Theology, and Scripture (Louisville: Westminster
John Knox Press, 1994), 116.

15 Placher, 116, emphasis original.

16 Placher, 117.

17 cf., Mk. 8:34-35.

18 cf., 1 Cor. 1:18-25. Placher offers a healthy corrective by reminding us that, “the occasional awkward
moment should not be the excuse for claiming martyrdom,” (Placher, 178).
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that strengthen our exercise of self-giving love, because attending to the character of
God’s indwelling power is not merely, or primarily, a matter of internal reflection. It is
also, and necessarily, a matter of actions and exercises that heighten our attention,
sharpen our vision, and deepen our participation in the divine power indwelling
creation. As Eugene Peterson emphasizes, “the resurrection of Jesus is not compelling as
such. It doesn’t force belief. It is possible to be in the presence of the resurrected Christ
for hours and not know what’s happening. [The first Christians] believed as they
participated and received and engaged.”!” In other words, they believed as they
attended to the character of God’s cross-and-resurrection power. So must we.

In principle, such postures and practices should be central features of Christ’s
Body, the Church.? The Church’s responsibility in every generation, and certainly in our
own, is (re)establishing and strengthening our trust in God’s power by (re)forming
communities of visible and meaningful self-giving love.?! In the absence of such

communal exercises, we predictably distract our attention, dim our vision, and blunt our

19 Eugene H. Peterson, Living the Resurrection: The Risen Christ in Everyday Life (Colorado Springs: NavPress,
2006), 75-76.

20 So Wells, “To be a Christian is to see the gift of the gospel as one’s only given. This is whence the church
derives its power. It is not constrained by a conventional ‘realist’ list of ‘givens’; it exists in a wonderful
moment of possibility, in the Easter moment of resurrection, when all things are possible but not all things,
on this side of the eschaton, have yet happened,” (Samuel Wells, Improvisation: The Drama of Christian Ethics
(Grand Rapids: Brazos Press, 2004), 15).

2l Johnson affirms, “The ‘witness’ (Greek martyrion) that the apostles gave to the resurrection was the
proclamation of him as raised, to be sure (2:22-36; 3:13-18), but it included as well the healing they carried
out ‘in his name” (3:6, 16; 4:10) and their participation in the common life (2:41-47),” (Luke Timothy Johnson,
Prophetic Jesus, Prophetic Church: The Challenge of Luke-Acts to Contemporary Christians (Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans Publishing, 2011), 177).
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participation in the divine power indwelling creation — not to mention our common life.
At bare minimum, the Church’s common life should demonstrate that, “The power of
the gospel is made manifest when broken people gather together in ordinary spaces to
participate in God’s ongoing, extraordinary work of love in this world.”?? If we are not
attending to such gospel power as the source and shape of our common life, we will

surely begin attending to other worldly powers.

3.1.2 In the World, Not of the World: Henri Nouwen

As we attend to the character of God’s indwelling power, Henri Nouwen
remains a reliable tutor and guide. After decades as an accomplished priest, professor
and spiritual guide, Nouwen surprisingly found himself plagued by what he described
as a creeping spiritual death. In the midst of such darkness, he repeatedly prayed for
guidance and direction. Eventually, a reply came. According to Nouwen, “God said, ‘Go
and live among the poor in spirit, and they will heal you’.”? So he moved into the
L’Arche community to attend to people with special developmental needs. In his own
words, Nouwen went from living with “the best and the brightest,” to living with the

broken and poor, those “considered, at best, marginal.”

2 Amy Julia Becker, “Hillsong was extraordinary. That's the problem,” Religion News Service, June 2, 2023,
https://religionnews.com/2023/06/02/hillsong-was-extraordinary-thats-the-problem.

2 Henri J. M. Nouwen, In the Name of Jesus: Reflections on Christian Leadership (New York: Crossroad
Publishing Company, 2002), 22.

2 Nouwen, In the Name of Jesus, 22.
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This is what Nouwen found as he attended to the so-called marginal. He
discovered how entrenched was his own desire to control the people and the
circumstances of his life. He discovered that, “power offers an easy substitute for the
hard task of love.”? He discovered that, “It seems easier to be God than to love God,
easier to control people than to love people, easier to own life than to love life.”?¢ In sum,
he discovered a posture and awareness he believed was vital for the future life of the
Church. He became convinced that, "If there is any hope for the Church in the future,” it
will be with people “so deeply in love with Jesus that they are ready to follow him
wherever he [leads], always trusting that, with him, they will find life and find it
abundantly”?” — even as Jesus leads them on the way of the cross.

It is hard to imagine a clearer instance of faithful attendance to God’s indwelling
presence. It is also hard to imagine Nouwen’s example as a prescriptive model for all
Christians, especially if it entails abandoning our existing vocations and relations.
Thankfully, Nouwen leaves not only an inspiring model of life but also a rich body of
teaching that equally invites our attention to God’s indwelling presence amid our
existing vocations and relations. For the purposes of this project, Nouwen’s spiritual

exercise with Andrei Rublev’s fifteenth century icon of the Holy Trinity represents a

25 Nouwen, In the Name of Jesus, 77.
26 Nouwen, In the Name of Jesus, 77.
27 Nouwen, In the Name of Jesus, 84.
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prayerful practice aimed at strengthening our attention to God’s self-giving love amid

the varied circumstances of our lives. Nouwen calls it, “Living in the House of Love.”?

Figure 6: “Holy Trinity” by Andrei Rublev.”

Over the course of this spiritual practice, Nouwen invites participants to attend
to the community of divine persons defined by self-giving love: the Holy Trinity.
Significantly, Nouwen begins by acknowledging the world we presently inhabit; a

world so pervaded by the “dark powers” of fear and anxiety “that we can never fully

28 Henri J. M. Nouwen, Behold the Beauty of the Lord: Praying with Icons (Notre Dame: Ave Maria Press, 1987),
17.

2 Andrey Rublyov, Holy Trinity (Troitsa), 1425-27 (c. 1411), Icon, Tret'yakov Gallery,
https://jstor.org/stable/community.14502781.
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escape them.”* Yet, he contends, “it is possible not to belong to these powers.”* For
Nouwen, the path from fear to love is a matter of attending both to the presence and
posture of the divine community. He therefore invites our attention to the icon’s
smallest details, including the deferential nod of a head, the gesture of a hand, and the
overall arrangement of a table gathering evoking sacred shapes of circle, chalice, and
Cross.

As we are drawn into the eternal circle of this cruciform table fellowship,
Nouwen directs our attention to the rectangular opening at the base of the table
“because it is the place to which the Spirit points and where we become included in the
divine circle.”?? Here, he suggests, is where we find the character of God’s presence —
God’s glory — in us. Nouwen contends the opening in the altar, a reliquary, “signifies
that there is room around the divine table only for those who are willing to become
participants in the divine sacrifice by offering their lives as a witness to the love of
God.”® This uncomfortable recognition entails no compulsion, no coercion, and no
control. It is simply an invitation, albeit one that strikes us with “the hard realization
that the movement from the house of fear to the house of love does not necessarily

evoke love.”3* Rather, it evokes resistance, hesitation, and distraction because it draws

30 Nouwen, Behold the Beauty of the Lord, 19.
31 Nouwen, Behold the Beauty of the Lord, 19.
32 Nouwen, Behold the Beauty of the Lord, 24.
3 Nouwen, Behold the Beauty of the Lord, 25.
3 Nouwen, Behold the Beauty of the Lord, 25.
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our attention to suffering and weakness. Yet, even here in our resistance, we are not
compelled to join the eternal circle of cruciform fellowship. Our place at the table simply
remains open as we continue attending, contemplating, and praying in the presence of
perfect love. For Nouwen, regular exercise with this icon became “a way to enter more
deeply into the mystery of divine life while remaining fully engaged in the struggles of
our hate-and-fear-filled world.”* It remains a pathway for us too, beckoning us to

attend to the power of God’s indwelling love.

3.1.3 From Beholding to Becoming: The Transfiguration

Ultimately, attending to God’s indwelling presence facilitates our formation in
God’s embodied image. As we move from a consideration of God’s power in us to a
consideration God’s power through us, this transitional section reflects on the
Transfiguration of Jesus as an aid in our movement from beholding Christ’s glory to
becoming Christ’s Body. The Transfiguration appears in all three synoptic gospels.* In
each account, Jesus is visibly and profoundly transformed before his closest friends and
followers, producing a tension that strains their plausibility structures and evokes a
bewildered set of responses ranging from confusion to distress. Peter’s response is
famously off the charts. In all three accounts, Peter invites Jesus to make an encampment

in the middle of the mystery, so to speak, by constructing shelters to prolong the

% Nouwen, Behold the Beauty of the Lord, 20.
36 Matt. 17:1-8, Mk. 9:2-8, Lk. 9:28-36.
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radiance of Jesus alongside his newfound companions, Moses and Elijah. In all three
accounts, Peter fails to receive his wish because the episode ends as abruptly as it begins.
In a concluding statement we are told that when the moment has passed, Jesus returns
to his familiar appearance, alone with his disciples.

One of the keys to understanding this striking episode is identifying its place in
the larger narrative. In each gospel, the transfiguring light of Jesus breaks forth at a
critical juncture between his first Passion prediction and his fateful journey to Jerusalem.
In other words, the light of Christ is unmistakably linked with the Passion of
Christ. Understood within the larger gospel framework, the power of the
Transfiguration is thus neither magic meant to unsettle nor supernatural proof meant to
convince. The Transfiguration is rather our invitation to attend to the power of God’s
indwelling life as Jesus journeys to heal the suffering and brokenness of the world.

If the Transfiguration had appeared at the beginning of the narrative — perhaps
outshining the Bethlehem star — it would have imbued all that followed with a divine
patina. If it had appeared at the end of the narrative — perhaps illuminating the Mount
of Olives — it would have amplified Jesus’ victory over death. Instead, we find the
Transfiguration —something that looks like the full arrival of God’s future — in the
middle of the story. The location of the Transfiguration thus trains our attention on the
indwelling glory that leads Jesus to walk the way of the cross. It reveals that Jesus walks

the way of self-giving love not in spite of his divinity but precisely because of his
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divinity. In a world reliably driven by assertion, indulgence, manipulation, coercion,
and control, the paradoxical yet powerful message of the Transfiguration is that we are
never more fully human, nor more divine, than when we follow a path of self-giving
love. We do not walk the way of love because it is the most effective way or the most
attractive way. We walk the way of love because it is God’s way.

Finally, the Transfiguration not only invites us to journey with Jesus. It also
assures us that Jesus is journeying with us. By placing the Transfiguration in the middle
of the narrative and joining it with our call to follow, the Transfiguration assures us that
God'’s glory is accompanying us too. Whatever life holds and whatever comes our way,
we are invited to see ourselves in the presence of God’s glory, remembering that the
transformed Jesus — the one who unveils divine life from within — accompanies us. We
are invited to behold the light of his countenance and be changed into his likeness so
that we too can shine with divine love for the restoration and healing of the world. As
we next consider the witness of God’s power through us, we “do well to be attentive to
this [glory] as to a lamp shining in a dark place, until the day dawns and the morning

star rises in [our] hearts,” (2 Pet. 1:19).

3.2 God’s Power Through Us

In this final section I will explore the power of witness through a lens of fruit-

bearing, borrowing the concept from Jesus’ paradigmatic parable about the power of

137



God’s word. In the parable of the sower, or soils,?” Jesus indicates that God’s word is
neither oppressive nor coercive but is rather humble and generative, seeking to bear
fruit (i.e., life) wherever it is sown. Moreover, the fruitful power of God’s word is
realized when those who “hear the word, hold it fast in an honest and good heart, and
bear fruit with patient endurance” (Lk. 8:15). This is the same manner of power we
should expect to be at work through faithful witness. If the power of witness is
incarnational, then God’s power through us should be consistent with the power of
Christ himself, who is God’s living Word.

Luke-Acts reinforces this expectation through a series of literary echoes between
the parable of the sower and the first scattering of disciples after the martyrdom of
Stephen. In the gospel of Luke, Jesus begins the parable by stating, “A sower went out to
sow (omelpw),” (Luke 8:5). Likewise in Acts, after Stephen’s martyrdom we read, “all
except the apostles were scattered (dixomelpw) throughout the countryside,” (Acts 8:1).
In each instance, the power of faithful witness begins with a sowing or scattering.
Moreover, Jesus explains the parable by indicating, “The seed is the word (Adyog) of
God,” (Luke 8:11). Similarly, Acts relays, “those who were scattered went from place to
place proclaiming the word (evayyeAiCw),” (Acts 8:4). Finally, the parable’s good soil

represents, “the ones who, when they hear the word, hold it fast (katéxw) in an honest

37 Matt. 13:1-23, Mk. 4:1-20, Lk. 8:5-15.
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and good heart and bear fruit with patient endurance,” (Luke 8:15), echoed by Acts’
assertion that, “The crowds with one accord listened eagerly (moooéxw) to what was
said... So there was great joy in that city.” (Acts 8:6, 8). Collectively, these echoes

reinforce fruit-bearing as a characteristic form of God’s power through faithful witness.

3.2.1 Noncoercive

A tragic situation turned controversial when an adolescent was sentenced to
compulsory church attendance. A boy, age seventeen, struck a tree while driving drunk,
resulting in the death of his passenger and close friend. Among the terms of his deferred
sentence for manslaughter was mandatory church attendance. The guilty boy and the
victim’s family readily agreed to the sentence however it quickly became a flashpoint
when the ACLU claimed it violated the First Amendment. The judge agreed that his
sentence would likely fail legal challenge, however he stood by his decision, claiming, “I
live in the Bible Belt.... The Bible is still alive down here.”3® In other words, he believed
the boy would benefit from compulsory exposure to scripture within the context of a
church community.

The power dynamics of this episode are instructive. The judge not only

possessed legitimate power over the offending adolescent, but his judicial capacity

% Greg Horton, “Okla. judge defends sentencing teenager to church even if it's not legal,” Religion News
Service, November 19, 2012, https://religionnews.com/2012/11/19/okla-judge-defends-sentencing-teenager-to-
church-even-if-its-not-legal/
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conferred a responsibility to craft a sentence that conveyed the severity of the boy’s
mortal offense. It would have been surprising, and arguably unjust, if the judge’s
sentence had not entailed significant prescriptions or restrictions upon the adolescent’s
behavior. And yet, as compelling as such judicial power may be, the episode also reveals
the limits of compulsory power. At most, the judge could ensure the offender’s presence
at church. The adolescent’s primary responsibility was showing up and parking himself
in a pew. No amount of compulsory power could make the boy listen, seek, or receive
anything other than an expedient solution to a dire transgression. Sheer presence was
where the judge’s compulsory power came to an end, suggesting that compulsory
power is far from the greatest power in our world.

At best, compulsory power creates a set of circumstances open to favorable
outcomes. At worst, it negates potentially transformative opportunities by
instrumentalizing, objectifying, and dehumanizing those involved. By itself, compulsory
power never transforms or restores. It never gives life. Transformation and restoration
are life-giving powers that must be experienced and embraced from within, suggesting
the greatest power in our world is less like the imposition of an external force and more
like the activation of an internal capacity. It is more like the power infants exercise over
parents. These incredibly vulnerable and dependent human beings lack any power to
compel or control, yet their very dependence and vulnerability activates instinctive and

loving responses within caregivers.
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This same power — not power over, but power within — lies at the heart of faithful
witness. The God of Christian faith refuses to bully, oppress, or dominate humanity.
God’s power is noncoercive.** The nature of such power is especially evident when Jesus
is confronted by coercive, oppressive, or manipulative forces within the world.
Supremely, throughout his Passion-tide interrogation, flogging, and crucifixion, Jesus
demonstrates that the Son of God does not respond to compulsory force with equal and
opposite force. Rather, he testifies to God’s truth and invites others to respond.*® His
power is declarative and invitational, not controlling or coercive. The key question in
every encounter with Jesus is whether respondents will be activated by the
transformative power he shares. The question is whether they will be activated by the
power of God’s love (not hate), the power of God’s mercy (not condemnation), the
power of God’s justice (not corruption). The question is whether they will receive life.

To return to our introductory episode, the sentencing judge was surely right to
affirm that the Bible is alive, however he mistakenly sought to convey — or perhaps
activate — such life in compulsory fashion. Whatever life the Bible has to offer is
conveyed in a noncompulsory manner consistent with Jesus. God’s power through us is

declarative and invitational. It rouses and provokes by activating the internal capacities

¥ Brueggemann affirms, “The image of God in the human person is a mandate of power and responsibility.
But it is power exercised as God exercises power. The image images the creative use of power which invites,
evokes, and permits. There is nothing here of coercive or tyrannical power, either for God or for
humankind,” (Walter Brueggemann, Genesis (Atlanta: John Knox Press, 1982), 32).
40 Jn. 18:37.
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of divine image bearers. It must be conveyed and embraced as a gift.! Those who
convey Christ with noncoercive openness and vulnerability faithfully testify to the
fullness of God’s life-giving power.

This is the form of power exercised in Acts. In the post-Pentecost narratives,
God’s power is evident through witnesses who embody and enact the living presence of
Jesus himself. Time and again, they exercise a declarative and invitational power that
seeks to activate internal human capacities. They rouse and provoke others to recognize
their identity as image bearers of the God revealed in Christ, and to respond
accordingly. They testify to the fullness of God’s power by conveying it as a restorative
and transformative gift. A driving question throughout these narratives is whether
respondents will receive the living power of Jesus in the face of competing forces. As a
result, faithful witnesses in Acts routinely experience events and inhabit circumstances
that resemble the hostility, mockery, and abuse of Jesus himself.

Paul’s encounter with a pythonic spirit in Philippi*? effectively illustrates the
nature of God’s noncoercive power in the face of competing forces. In canonical context,
Paul and Silas encounter a spirit-possessed slave as they travel from the home of a

recent Philippian convert and patroness, Lydia, to a communal place of prayer outside

4 Hauerwas asserts, “The church denies its apostolicity when it employs coercion to further the witness of
Christ’s peace,” (Stanley Hauerwas, Matthew, Brazos Theological Commentary on the Bible (Grand Rapids:
Brazos Press, 2006), 108).
42 Acts 16:16-40.
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the city gate. According to Acts, the spirit-possessed girl not only follows the apostles
but loudly identifies them as “slaves of the Most High God,” (Acts 16:17). The episode
thus begins by identifying everyone with an enslaved status. They are equally slaves, yet
we soon discover they are enslaved to very different powers. The episode is in fact
designed to emphasize a stark difference between contrasting powers and to enlist
readers as bondservants of the noncoercive power of Christ.

After a brief introduction, the episode moves quickly from a description of
shared status to a demonstration of divine power when Paul becomes much annoyed
with the pythonic-fueled herald and exorcizes the girl’s spirit in Jesus” name.** The
exorcism’s understated nature conveys its relatively minor role as narrative prelude to a
greater contestation that soon materializes. With the pythonic spirit gone, we learn the
girl is truly possessed by the power of money, or mammon. She is enslaved by the
wealth her spirit-generated fortune telling provides her masters. Moreover, we discover
her masters are equally enslaved to mammon when their lost profit causes them to
pursue Paul and Silas and subject them to mammon too. Mammon is depicted as a

fundamentally compulsory power when Paul and Silas are seized and dragged before

4 Kavin Rowe offers an insightful explanation for Paul’s annoyance: “the gentile audience of Paul and his
companions (hpeig, v. 17) would have heard the mantic’s cry as a polytheistic interpretation of Christian
proclamation—that is, these are the prophets of the Most High (uiotoc Zeug) who provide healing
(owtpia). Indeed, as Klauck suggests, this conscription of God'’s identity by local religious tradition may
well be the (implied) reason for Paul’s annoyance (v. 18),” (Christopher Kavin Rowe, World Upside Down:
Reading Acts in the Graeco-Roman Age (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), 25).
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authorities in a marketplace, which, by definition, is an arena controlled by the might of
mammon.#

At this point in the story, mammon’s compulsory power appears to be
uncontested, clearly outmatching the compulsory (i.e., exorcizing) capacity of Paul’s
God. Moreover, mammon’s apparent superiority continues to grow as Paul and Silas are
stripped, beaten, flogged, and imprisoned. By the time Paul and Silas are reduced to
bondage in an innermost cell, the compulsory power of money appears to be supreme.
Mammon appears to have robbed these apostolic witnesses — and their God — of any
meaningful agency, identity, or hope. And yet, this is precisely where the author of Acts
invites us to perceive the greatness of God’s noncoercive power through them.

God’s power through Paul and Silas becomes most clear as they experience
events and inhabit circumstances that resemble the life of Jesus. Only as they follow
Jesus on a path of hostility, mockery, and abuse do we begin to understand the extent of
God’s restorative and transformative power through them. First, God’s restorative
power appears in the form of community-building worship within the confines of the
prison.* Second, a violent earthquake transforms their incarceration into liberation by

breaking every bond and opening every door. Third, and most incredibly, God’s power

4 S0, Rowe, “the power of Jesus Christ is interpreted narratively as a force of subversion for the religio-
economic habits of the polis (vv. 19-24),” (Rowe, World Upside Down, 25).

4 Communal worship at a designated place of prayer was their intended destination at the beginning of the
episode (Acts 16:16). Prison may have altered their circumstances, yet it has not deterred their participation
in God's restorative and transformative power through worship.
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enables all prisoners — the entire community — to remain rooted in their cells instead of
fleeing. In other words, not only has God removed their chains and unlocked their doors
— besting the compulsory power of their oppressors — but God has so restored and
transformed this community that they willingly maintain a posture of prayerful
vulnerability amid ongoing affliction. God’s power has given them life, and before the
narrative is complete this same life will be conveyed to at least one of their oppressors as
an equally restorative and transformative gift

To be sure, God’s compulsory power is evident in the narrative’s introductory
exorcism,* however Luke has designed the episode to demonstrate that God’s greatest
power is not compulsory power. Rather, God’s compulsory power — invoked in a
moment of human annoyance — is reduced to the almost incidental role of baiting
competing powers that rely solely on compulsory force. As the narrative unfolds, these
competing powers respond by lashing out with increasing energy, culminating in abuse
and imprisonment. As with the opening illustration of mandatory church attendance, so
too here in Acts: compulsory power’s greatest strength entails (potentially severe)
prescriptions or restrictions on the location and activities of others. It instrumentalizes,

objectifies, and dehumanizes, however it fails to transform or restore. It fails to give life.

46 The invocation of Jesus’ name indicates the source of Paul’s exorcising authority (Acts 16:18), however it is
worth noting that God’s compulsory power in this episode is exercised solely in the realm of spiritual
powers. No human agent is the object of God’s compulsory force.
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By contrast, God’s greatest power becomes clear when new life appears. In this
instance, new life appears when a Philippian jailer responsible for the incarcerated
community is powerfully activated by their prayerful witness of willing vulnerability. In
the wake of an earthquake that destroys his greatest source of perceived power, the jailer
presumes his prisoners have fled and prepares to end his life instead of allowing his
superiors to do the same. And yet, by remaining in their cells, Paul and his companions
testify to God’s greater power by conveying it as a restorative and transformative gift.*”
Only when the jailer’s compulsory power has come to an end does their vulnerable
dependence activate a loving response by rousing the jailer to recognize his identity as
an image bearer of the God revealed in Christ. In the end, God’s power triumphs when
the jailer invites them into his home, seeking to become a beneficiary and bondservant of
the noncoercive power of Christ.

In sum, the fullness of God’s power in this episode does not appear in the most
dramatic events of exorcism and earthquake.* In addition, there is no portrayal of
divine power through a violent uprising or prisoner revolt. Rather, the fullness of God’s

power appears when compulsory power has come an end. God’s power appears most

47 This is consistent with Wall’s analysis: “Typically, conversions [in Acts] are the by-product of the
trenchant faithfulness of others, when believers are ever alert to the need and prospect of salvation,” (Robert
Wall, Acts..., 235).

48 The story of Elijah’s contestation with the prophets of Baal in 1 Kings 18-19 displays a similar pattern. In
this extended episode, the fullness of God’s power appears neither in a mountaintop contest with the
prophets of Baal, nor in the subsequent earthquake, wind, and fire that Elijah encounters at Mt. Horeb.
Rather, the fullness of God’s power appears in in the form of restorative bread and water in the wilderness,
followed by a palpable and transformative experience of divine presence as sheer silence.
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tully through an incarcerated community extending a transformative gift to an
oppressor who is suddenly rendered powerless and vulnerable. The fullness of God’s
power is noncoercive, but that does not make it passive. In a brief epilogue to the
incident, the instrumentalizing, objectifying, and dehumanizing abuses of compulsory
power are publicly named and shamed when Paul demands an apology from the
offending authorities who subsequently lead him from prison, thereby vindicating the
noncoercive power of Christ.

God’s power through Paul and Silas is no less real in the introductory exorcism
than it is in their climactic vulnerability, however God’s power is far more clear in their
climactic vulnerability and liberation for having been tested through hostility, mockery,
and abuse. Indeed, by the end of the episode God’s power has become clearer to
everyone involved, including the agents of compulsory power, the victims of
compulsory power, and the readers of the story itself. After coming to the end of his
compulsory power, the jailer has discovered a transformative and life-giving power.
After suffering hostility and abuse, the prisoners have discovered new depths of
restoration and new heights of deliverance. After instrumentalizing, objectifying, and
dehumanizing others, the magistrates have been rebuked and called to repent. After
witnessing the full arc of this sharply drawn contestation, readers have received a

clearer vision God’s power through them.
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3.2.2 Humble

The data failed to support a definitive conclusion. That was the humb]e finding
of a hotly anticipated government report on unidentified aerial phenomena, otherwise
known as UFOs. For decades, the US Pentagon has catalogued and investigated
hundreds of unexplained aerial phenomena captured on film by military pilots,
including “objects moving without observable propulsion or with rapid acceleration that
is believed to be beyond the capabilities of Russia, China or other terrestrial nations.”*’
For some, the sheer existence of a government task force dedicated to such phenomena
is adequate evidence of extraterrestrial involvement. For others, unidentified aerial
phenomena are easily explained by entirely mundane mitigating circumstances. The
report readily acknowledged a lack of certainty about the nature or origin of observed
objects, however it stopped short of speculating on possible alien involvement.

When the report was published, its humble finding was met by a public appetite
increasingly inclined toward alien alternatives. A recent “Gallup Poll found that a third
of U.S. adults agreed with the idea that “‘some UFOs have been alien spacecraft visiting

Earth from other planets or galaxies’.”** In essence, by affirming the existence of unusual

4 Julian E. Barnes, “U.S. Has No Explanation for Unidentified Objects and Stops Short of Ruling Out
Aliens,” The New York Times, June 21, 2021, https://www.nytimes.com/2021/06/25/us/politics/pentagon-ufo-
report.html

5 Bill Chappell, “How UFO Sightings Went From Conspiracy Theory To A Serious Government Inquiry,”
National Public Radio, June 4, 2021, https://www .npr.org/2021/06/04/1003262749/how-ufo-sightings-went-
from-conspiracy-theory-to-a-serious-government-inquiry

148



phenomena without denying an extreme possibility, the report’s finding created a
permission structure inviting many to indulge their greatest hopes, fears, or fantasies of
observable alien activity. The data itself was inconclusive. It neither confirmed nor
denied a new reality. Rather, it revealed what people wanted to believe. In the end, a
government report on unexplained aerial phenomena became an instructive exercise in
human perception and belief.

Human beings are, among other things, insatiable meaning making machines.
We hunger and thirst for meaning and purpose, yet we inhabit a cosmos that routinely
surpasses our capacity to comprehend. For all our astounding — and collectively
compounding — faculties of observation, interpretation, and application, we simply
cannot get behind the source, origin, or underpinnings of the universe we inhabit. Our
observations are always partial. Our interpretations are always provisional. Our
applications are always temporary.

Therefore, the power of faithful witness always occurs within a context where
distinct perceptions lead to different interpretations and diverse applications. The power
of witness submits itself to the constraints of human faculties in a cosmos that always
surpasses our capacity to comprehend. To return to the parable of the sower, God’s

power through us is like a seed sown atop soil, exposing and submitting itself to the
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possibilities and constraints of the soil itself.5! Such is the form of humility that
characterizes faithful witness. It is humble because it willingly submits to distinct
perceptions, different interpretations, and diverse applications.

The humble power of the Incarnate Word is evident throughout the gospels,
especially when Jesus returns to his hometown.>? The gospel of Mark dramatically
depicts Jesus’ return to Nazareth after a messianic tour de force that includes taming
storms, casting out demons, healing the sick, and raising the dead. On the heels of these
spectacular displays of divine power that leave crowds breathless and amazed, Jesus
himself is amazed to learn that his powers are all but impotent in his hometown. The
gospel’s explanation for the Word’s weakness is a unique set of perceptions,
interpretations, and applications that characterize his own kin. Outside of Nazareth,
Jesus’ teaching and mighty deeds activate faith that brings healing. Within Nazareth, the
same phenomena lead to offense.” As far has his Nazarene kin are concerned, Jesus’
unusual teaching and healing neither confirm nor deny a new reality. The data is
inconclusive. Rather, it reveals what Nazarenes themselves want to — or need to —
believe. In the end, a messianic tour de force becomes an instructive exercise in human

perception and belief.

51 This is not to overlook the role of the Holy Spirit, but rather to acknowledge the context and mode in
which the Spirit operates (cf. 1 Cor. 2).
52 MKk. 6:1-6.
5 cp. MKk. 5:34, 6:5-6.
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Yet even then, the divine path remains one of humility. In the face of hardened
hearts, Jesus does not argue, debate, or seek to appease his offended family and friends.
Instead, he responds by giving away more power. He responds by calling the twelve
and sending them out two-by-two with his own power and authority. According to the
gospel, disciples subsequently cast out many demons and cure many who are sick, but
only as they rely on the same humble power as Jesus himself. Jesus in fact ensures their
humility by ordering them to stake their power — if not their survival — on the hospitality
of others.>* Their power, like his, remains subject to distinct perceptions, different
interpretations, and diverse applications. It remains open to indifference, abuse, and
misunderstanding. It remains humble.

The same path of humility is displayed in Acts, beginning with a series of post-
Pentecost healings performed by Peter in Jesus’ name.>® These early instances set the
tone and pattern for an ensuing array of responses to apostolic testimony stemming
from the diverse perceptions and interpretations. They also clarify the cost of staking
one’s power on the hospitality or hostility of others. From the start, Jerusalem crowds
respond to apostolic witness with wondrous praise and embracing belief, while priests
and elders perceive a deceptive threat that prompts them to imprison the apostles and

forbid further teaching or healing in Jesus’ name. Even as official hostility and

5¢ Mk. 6:8-11.
5 Acts 3-5.
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persecution grows, Peter and the apostles steadfastly rejoice that they are “worthy to
suffer dishonor,” (Acts 5:41) for the sake of Jesus and they continue testifying with
humble strength.

This same humble power is instructively unfolded on a larger narrative canvass
in Paul’s encounter with a lame man in Lystra.>® Having already traveled through
Psidian Antioch and Iconium, Paul and Barnabas arrive at Lystra with an established
pattern of faithful witness. Throughout their journeys, they routinely enter synagogue
on sabbath to proclaim the good news of Jesus, spurring both belief and resistance, and
eventually prompting a hasty retreat. In Lystra, this pattern is short-circuited by an
encounter with a lame man whom Paul subsequently raises when he perceives “that he
[has] faith to be healed,” (Acts 14:9). Such a striking spectacle provokes a Lycaonian
crowd to perceive the presence of Zeus and Hermes in the guise of Barnabas and Saul.
In essence, by affirming the existence of unusual phenomena without denying an
extreme possibility, this apostolic healing creates a permission structure for the crowd to
indulge their greatest hopes, fears, or fantasies of observable divine activity. The data
itself is inconclusive.”” It neither confirms nor denies a new reality. Rather, it reveals

what a Lycaonian crowd wants to — or needs to — believe.

56 Acts 14:8-20.
5 In this episode, unlike Peter’s earlier healing of lame man at the Jerusalem temple (Acts 3), Paul notably
omits the name of Jesus when he instructs the lame Lycaonian to rise (Acts 14:10).
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Importantly, apostolic humility in this instance does not entail indifference to
Lycaonian belief.”* When Lycaonians begin preparing sacrifices to Paul and Barnabas the
apostles immediately reject their oblations by rending their garments and declaring, “we
bring you good news, that you should turn from these worthless things to the living
God,” (Acts 14:15). Despite apostolic protestations, the Lycaonian inclination is so strong
that “Even with these words, they scarcely restrained the crowds from offering sacrifice
to them,” (Acts 14:18). In the face of this controlling interpretive grid, apostolic humility
is evinced not in their indifference to belief but rather in their dependence on hospitality.
Just like Jesus” disciples in Mark, so too here in Acts. In both cases, apostles stake their
witness on the hospitality or hostility of others. Their power, like Jesus, remains subject
to distinct perceptions, different interpretations, and diverse applications. It remains
open to indifference, abuse, and misunderstanding. It remains humble.

Unsurprisingly, Paul’s experiences and circumstances again resemble the
humility, suffering, and loss of Jesus himself when antagonists from Psidian Antioch
and Iconium arrive in Lystra and convince the crowd to stone Paul and drag him
outside the city, “supposing he was dead,” (Acts 14:19). Once again, as in the previous
section, the power of faithful witness appears to be no match for competing forces. Once

again, God's power through apostolic witnesses becomes most clear as they experience

% Rowe summarizes, “the telos of the pagan religious impulse is not in need of a different or additional
name; rather, the impulse itself requires a fundamentally new direction, from dead worship to the living
God,” (Rowe, World Upside Down, 23).
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events and inhabit circumstances that resemble the life of Jesus. Only as Paul and
Barnabas follow Jesus on a path of hostility, mockery, and abuse do we begin to
understand the extent of God's humble power through them.

First, humility is evident in the obscure setting of Paul’s physical restoration.
God does not empower Paul to become impervious to the effects of a violent stoning. As
far as Lycaonians can see, Paul appears — and surely feels — beaten, bloodied, and all but
dead. Moreover, God does not revive, resuscitate, or resurrect Paul in front of his
attackers. While such a move might have amazed the audience, it also would have likely
inflamed their hostility once they were set on a violent course. Rather, God’s humble
power emerges not to enflame aggressors but rather to encourage disciples who gather
around Paul (in prayer?). Second, humility is evident in Paul’s return to the city in his
battered condition. To be sure, Paul’s decision demonstrates courage and reclaims a
measure of personal dignity,>* however he also willingly subjects himself to further
Lycaonian hostility. In other words, he humbly continues staking his witness on
hospitality. Finally, the humble power of faithful witness is evident in Paul’s return to
Lystra at some later date when he and Barnabas “strengthened the souls of the disciples
and encouraged them to continue in the faith, affirming, ‘It is through many

persecutions that we must enter the kingdom of God’,” (Acts 14:22). Like Jesus in

5 cf. Matt. 5:38-42.
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Nazareth, so too Paul in Lystra. In the face of hardened hearts, he neither pursues a path
of ceaseless debate nor seeks a course of meek appeasement. Rather, he responds by
empowering others with his own humble strength.

In a world of perpetually — and perhaps increasingly — diverse perceptions,
interpretations, and applications, faithful witnesses are sent into the world with the
same humble power as Jesus and the apostles. In the face of indifference, resistance, or
hostility, the path of faithful witness remains one of steadfast humility. We are not
indifferent to the beliefs of others, yet we stake our witness on its reception by others.
We stake our witness on the hospitality or hostility of diverse perceptions,
interpretations, and applications. Following the lead of Jesus and the apostles, our most
faithful path in the face of hardened hearts is neither endless debate nor meek
appeasement. Our most faithful and fruitful course is one of empowering others —
especially the powerless — with Christ’'s own humble strength.®

Importantly, this humble approach not only resonates with Jesus and the
apostles but also remedies our tendencies to misconstrue God’s power through us. We

misconstrue the beginning, or source, of God’s power whenever we anchor it to the most

6 Andy Crouch offers helpful guidance, suggesting that our efforts to empower others “are not just quaint
or pious exercises to make us better people. They are down payments on our faith that the reality of power,
that most slippery of all human realities, is not as it appears. The lesson of both exodus and resurrection is
that the powerless are never as powerless as they seem.... The creative God of history has made his
resurrection power available to them. He has made his power available to us if we will become poor in
spirit—no longer simply accumulating power but freely sharing it,” (Andy Crouch, Culture Making:
Recovering Our Creative Calling (Westmont: IVP Books, 2013), 233).
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popular, profitable, or influential people, institutions, or movements of our age. We
misconstrue the end, or goal, of God’s power whenever we treat it as a discrete good
independent of inherent purpose or goal. These complementary misconstruals underlie
our relentless pursuits of power for its own sake, as well as our dogged desires to
ingratiate ourselves to the recognized powerbrokers of our age. By contrast, the humble
power of faithful witness invites us to be watching — always watching — for the life that
God is sowing in our midst. We are free to stop grasping and to start cooperating so that
we may become partners in the gospel by cultivating life that is resonant with Christ,
trusting that God can use anything small, insignificant, or despised in the world to grow

a majestic realm of peace and flourishing.

3.2.3 Generative

A late-night comic caused a stir by launching his own church on national TV. It
was surprisingly easy. He simply designated a studio as worship space and invited his
audience to “profess belief in the church's creed.”®* These were the key requirements to
satisfy IRS criteria for a house of worship. The reason his stunt caused such a stir was
not because the comedian had a religious conversion. He did not. It was not because he

was making fun of churches. He was not; at least, not specifically. His on-air stunt

61 Last Week Tonight, season 2, episode 25, “Church,” directed by Jim Hoskinson, written by Kevin Avery,
Tim Carvell, Josh Gondelman, aired August 16, 2015, https://youtu.be/8FqEJ{6151Q?si=80FQl9ZlooX_{KD2,
25:43.
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caused a stir because the comedian, John Oliver, was highlighting a tax system that
makes it troublingly easy for religious performers to financially exploit viewers, going
so far as to prey upon the poor, the sick, and the vulnerable.

Sadly, as Oliver made clear, such televangelists routinely employ the parable of
the sower as one of their primary exploitative tools. Specifically, they invite viewers to
imagine donations as generative seeds that God will surely use to produce abundant
harvests of health, wealth, and prosperity.®> More pointedly, they suggest donors
themselves should expect to reap those rewards, personally benefitting a hundredfold
by planting their financial seed in the televangelists allegedly good (i.e., generative) soil.
Unsurprisingly, these heartfelt solicitations are unfailingly designed to make
televangelists — not their donors — recipients of the greatest financial rewards. Far from
hiding this reality, many televangelists proudly brag about lavish lifestyles, large
mansions, and exotic vacations underwritten by their faithful-if-gullible flock.

Ultimately, this version of the prosperity gospel is appealing to so many because
it aligns so nicely with our fundamental convictions about the road to financial
flourishing. In essence, televangelists employ agricultural imagery in service of a

decidedly non-agrarian (and often fraudulent) economic model. Donors are meant to

62 Seed imagery also applies to Jesus’ mustard seed metaphors, illustrating either a contrast between the
kingdom of God’s humble beginnings and eventual grandeur (Matt. 13:31-32, Mk. 4:30-32, Lk. 13:18-19) or a
contrast between the astounding effects of the smallest faith (Matt. 17:19-20, Lk. 17:5-6). Such images are
exploited by some to suggest that even the smallest financial donations can yield the largest returns.
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view their gifts as a form of financial investment underwritten by an apparently
successful (if not divinely endorsed) agent of God’s economy who promises an assured
return on their deposit. In a world consistently controlled by and catering to those with
the greatest wealth, donors are implicitly (if not explicitly) promised access and a seat at
the table. Even more, they are schooled in a transactional model of divine power
amounting to a quid pro quo: as they give money to church, so God gives blessing to
them. Most troubling of all, these promised blessings are presented as the expected
outcome of God’s generative power, supposedly as reliable as wheat growing from a
seed.

To be sure, the growth of God’s kingdom is mysterious,** however God’s
generative power is not accessed, exercised, or granted by shrewdly assessing the
growth potential of religious investment alternatives. Jesus was well acquainted with
similar brands of exploitation, clearly cautioning followers to beware of con artists in
religious clothing.** To the extent that televangelists — or any Christian — portray their
health, wealth, or prosperity as a witness to God’s power through them, they betray the

distinctive power of Christ.®® To the extent they promise health, wealth, or prosperity for

63 MKk. 4:26-29.

64 Mk. 12:38-40.

65 This is not to deny that God can and does heal, provide, and sustain — with delight! It is rather to challenge
any suggestion that physical or material prosperity can be packaged and sold as a communicable blessing.
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a fee, they reduce God’s generative power to a fraudulent gimmick, risking what Jesus
refers to as “the greater condemnation,” (Mk. 12:40).%

The kernel of truth in the prosperity gospel’s misleading message is a divine
promise of abundant life. Scripture is replete with promises of divine blessing, chiefly
the promised blessing of life. Jesus himself announces he has come that we “may have
life, and have it abundantly,” (Jn. 10:10). For Christians, all of life — flourishing, teeming,
abundant life — is grounded in the bare simplicity and grace of divine promise. The
pervasive presence and profound importance of this promise in scripture produce
prominent tensions exploited by purveyors of the prosperity gospel. In the face of
deficit, want, or need, purveyors of material prosperity invite their audience to convert
God’s promises into personal rights, provoking a profound shift from gratitude to
demand. God’s promises cease to be received as gracious gifts and begin to be
approached as benefits on-demand.

The conversion of divine promises into personal rights underlies all manner of
parodies and perversions of Christian witness — from religious purveyors of material
prosperity to politicians assuring their voters of a God-given right to win. When God's

promises of abundant life are converted into on-demand rights then the goal of securing

6 As Oliver wryly notes: “The argument is, sow your money in the ground and you will reap returns
multiple times over. Except, as an investment, you'd be better off sowing your money in the actual ground
because at least that way there is a chance your dog may dig it up and give it back to you one day,” (Last
Week Tonight, “Church,” 14:42).
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those rights will eventually appear to justify entirely unchristian means. It is a relatively
short step from demanding prosperity to building walls or crushing foes. Despite the
appeal of a divinely granted right to personal prosperity, such a worldview ironically
depends upon forms self-dependence and self-assertion that betray our vocation as
divine image bearers.

The Eden narrative depicts humanity’s desire for control as a primal appetite,
surpassing and betraying our desire for divine communion. Moreover, the allure of
godlike control induces a grasping posture representing the exaltation of self-assertion
and self-dependence over divine grace. Together, these twin failings constitute
scripture’s understanding of a life that is cursed. To be cursed is to assert oneself over
God and to depend on oneself in place of God because the self-centered nature of such
control excludes the generative gift of God’s life.®” This is the same curse at the heart of
every parody and perversion that converts God’s promises into a set of supposed
benefits on-demand. The ultimate tragedy of the prosperity gospel is an incentivized
illusion that we control our lives, sadly replicating the tale of Eden.® Illusory control of

God'’s generative power constitutes the epitome of a self-inflicted curse.

67 cf. Jer. 17:5-10.
6 According to prosperity gospel historian, Kate Bowler, “The prosperity gospel holds to [an] illusion of
control until the very end... There is no graceful death, no ars moriendi, in the prosperity gospel. There are
only jarring disappointments after fevered attempts to deny its inevitability,” (Kate Bowler, “Death, the
Prosperity Gospel and Me,” The New York Times, February 13, 2016,
https://www.nytimes.com/2016/02/14/opinion/sunday/death-the-prosperity-gospel-and-me.html).
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God’s promised blessings are never rights to be demanded. They are rather a
story to be enacted. God’s promised blessings reveal a vision of life — teeming,
flourishing, abundant life — that we are invited to enact in the power of the Spirit as
characters in God’s story of redeeming love for the world. We are made in the image of a
God who generates and restores life through lovingkindness and devotion.®® This is the
form of God’s generative power through us. We most reliably witness to God’s life-
giving power through lovingkindness and faithful devotion. Consistent with the
noncoercive and humble character of God’s power explored above, God’s generative
power is also easily marginalized, exploited, and open to abuse. It does not represent
our surest path to material prosperity and it will not ingratiate us with God. Rather, our
lovingkindness and devotion constitute a form of blessing by liberating us from the
lifeless tyranny of our self-dependence in favor of God’s generously generative love.

A series of controversy stories near the beginning of Mark’s gospel effectively
illustrates the character of Christ’s generative power.”” While the instigating cause of

each controversy is relatively diverse — from healing and forgiving sinners to feasting

¢ The Book of Ruth represents an iconic instance of God’s generative power through lovingkindness and
devotion. At the novella’s dramatic nadir, when the protagonists face their greatest vulnerability and
uncertainty, Ruth’s demonstration of loving generosity and faithful devotion to Naomi becomes the vehicle
for God'’s generative power in the restoration of their immediate family and the ensuing creation of royal
house that becomes the family of Jesus.

70 Mk. 2:1-3:6 (par. Lk. 5:17-6:11). Scholarly consensus characterizes these controversy stories as
demonstrations and/or declarations of Jesus’ messianic authority. Collectively, they are akin to a narrative
announcement of his rightful title and status. My goal is not to question this consensus but rather to
highlight the manner of Jesus’ messianic authority. In these earliest episodes, messianic authority is
announced through consistent exercises of loving generosity and faithful devotion.
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and gleaning with followers — the episodes are unified by a consistent posture of
lovingkindness and devotion that becomes a primary vehicle for Jesus’ life-giving
power. When his loving forgiveness of a sin-stained paralytic causes concern, Jesus
remains devoted to the unforgiven by telling him to rise and walk. When his loving
fellowship with sinners triggers criticism, Jesus remains devoted to the ostracized by
announcing, “I have come to call not the righteous but sinners,” (Mk. 2:17). When
gleaning on the sabbath yields a charge of lawbreaking, Jesus remains devoted to the
hungry by declaring, “The sabbath was made for humankind, and not humankind for
the sabbath,” (Mk. 2:27). When his desire to heal on the sabbath provokes hardness of
heart, Jesus remains devoted to the afflicted by rhetorically asking, “Is it lawful to do
good or to do harm on the sabbath, to save life or to kill?” (Mk. 3:4). In each instance,
Jesus exercises generative power through lovingkindness and devotion in the face of
antagonists or opponents who serve as narrative foils to his life-giving ways.”

This same generative power is equally evident in apostolic witness in Acts. In
particular, Acts 10 portrays the so-called Gentile Pentecost as the fruit of God’s
generative power through Peter’s Christlike witness. The extended account begins by

introducing a God-fearing centurion, Cornelius, whose life is distinguished by well-

7t The first and last controversies entail mighty deeds of healing (Mk. 2:1-12, 3:1-6), however controversies
over table fellowship (Mk. 2:13-17), fasting (Mk. 2:18-22), and gleaning (Mk. 2:23-28) exhibit forms of
restorative power independent of such mighty deeds. In these three instances, Jesus’ generative power is a
matter of restoring or affirming human dignity in ways that may be uniquely instructive for contemporary
witness — as will be further illustrated in the narrative of Acts 10.
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known exercises of lovingkindness (alms) and devotion (prayer). In other words, this
unclean outsider is already well-acquainted with God’s generative power. His faithful
commitment to God’s life-giving ways is especially noteworthy given his rightful
authority to demand personal benefits that accrue to his rank. The author’s surprising
introduction thus serves as early indication that Cornelius has already been liberated
from humanity’s primal curse of illusory control.

Peter, meanwhile, is being introduced to the unsettling wideness of God’s
lovingkindness in the midst of his own devotion to God in prayer. In a trance-induced
vision, he is three times commanded to ingest unclean animals in response to God’s
generative cleansing. Peter’s puzzlement about the meaning of this vision is
compounded by the arrival of three messengers who invite Peter to visit the centurion’s
home. The Spirit’s prompting subsequently sends Peter on a journey perplexed yet
prepared to become an emissary of God’s lovingkindness to all people and nations. For,
as the narrative continues, he will soon discover that his faithful devotion both prepares
and commissions him as an agent of a generative power that seeks to bear fruit
wherever it is sown.

The initial encounter between Peter and Cornelius amounts to the cultivation of
receptive soil. Each man appropriately exhibits a measure of deference as an expression
of kindness anchored in their respective devotion to God. In other words, their initial

encounter demonstrates they are already well-versed in the language of God’s
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generative power. Cornelius falls to worship at Peter’s feet, only to be told that Peter’s
divine commission does not endow him with divine rights: “Stand up; I am only a
mortal,” (Acts 10:26). Peter is subsequently ushered into the centurion’s home, where he
applies the message of his earlier vision to the Gentile gathering. After acknowledging
the unlawful nature of their unclean assembly, he quickly affirms God’s generative
cleansing: “God has shown me that I should not call anyone profane or unclean,” (Acts
10:28). With these preliminaries complete, we are cued into the assembly’s collective
receptivity when Cornelius confirms that everyone has gathered “in the presence of
God,” (Acts 10:33). God’s presence becomes the precursor to the Spirit’s empowering
arrival while Peter is testifying to the promise of life — forgiven, restored, abundant life —
for all who believe in Jesus.

In sum, Peter reliably witnesses to God’s life-giving power through a resolved
posture of lovingkindness and devotion. He first glimpses a vision of God’s promised
blessings which he then faithfully —if at first, puzzlingly — enacts in the power of the
Spirit as a character in God’s story of redeeming love for the world. Prior to Peter’s visit,
Cornelius also glimpses — and embraces — a measure of God’s abundant life through his
own lovingkindness and faithful devotion. In contrast to our opening illustration, this
episode contains no demand for any benefits that might accrue to those seeking divine
abundance. Grasping is not only absent but subverted by the inclusion of a Roman

centurion who already possesses a coveted status with an accompanying array of on-
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demand benefits. Rather than asserting himself under a godlike illusion of exalted
status, Cornelius breaks Eden’s curse by prioritizing communion with God over self-
dependence and self-assertion.

Importantly, the episode does not end until all events have been carefully
explained to Peter’s strongest critics. In Jerusalem, he recounts his experience to
circumcised believers who are deeply troubled by his unlawful actions. In the face of
such critics, Peter faithfully follows the footsteps of his master by maintaining a posture
of loving devotion as the primary vehicle for God’s generative power. When
interrogated over the terms of his unclean fellowship, Peter remains devoted to the
centurion’s household by rhetorically asking, “Who was I that I could stand in God’s
way?” (Acts 11:17). Like Jesus, so too Peter also exercises generative power through
lovingkindness and devotion in the face of antagonists or opponents who become foils
to God’s life-giving ways. Happily, in this instance, Peter’s critics respond by praising
God’s generative gift and embracing a new family of faith.”?

In the end, God’s power exhibits a generativity that depends on mutuality. It
cannot be pursued or demanded as a personal right. It cannot be packaged or sold as a
consumer good. God’s life-giving power seeks to bear fruit wherever it is sown,

however it relies on receptive soil.”® Scripture suggests such receptivity is best cultivated

72 Sadly, Paul’s experiences in Antioch and Galatia demonstrate how easily such generative gifts can be
marginalized or threatened by antagonists or critics — including Peter himself (Gal. 2:11-13).
73 Such receptivity is a familiar feature of Jesus’ generative healings (e.g., Mk. 1:40, 2:5, 5:34, 7:29, 9:23, 10:52).
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by rejecting the illusory appeal of godlike control that underlies so much self-
dependence and self-assertion. The critical precursor to God’s generative gifts has
nothing to do with attractive marketing or urgent lobbying, which are often distracting
or misleading. The critical precursor to God’s generative power is rather a collective
recognition of God'’s life-giving presence, which is best invited by our embodied actions
of lovingkindness and devotion to others. The more faithfully we witness to God’s life-
giving power through our own loving devotion, the more reliably we will convey God’s

generative gifts — even in the most puzzling circumstances.”

3.2.4 Patient

The project has been grinding on for years. Despite a clear vision, adequate
resources, and authoritative assurances, a series of delays, obstacles, and uncertainties
has disappointed the faithful and reduced many of the hopeful to cynical despair.
Others have retained a determined attachment to the project’s initial vision of a more
just, honest, and equitable society. What all parties share is a need for patience as they
await the fulfillment of a promise beyond their control: the face of Harriet Tubman on a

twenty-dollar bill.

7+ Hauerwas explains, “as they witness, Christians joyfully anticipate that the language they bring will bear
fruit, even explode into new, even more faithful expressions of God among us. This is how Christians are at
home in the world to which they speak in witness,” (Stanley Hauerwas with Charles Pinches, “Witness,” in
Approaching the End: Eschatological Reflections on Church, Politics, and Life (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2013),
59).
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Figure 7: Conceptual Design of Harriet Tubman on US Currency.”

In the spring of 2016, the US Treasury Department announced plans to feature
Tubman’s face on the twenty, which amounted to a symbolic inversion of power. Not
only would a woman be featured on US paper currency for the first time, but a black
female abolitionist born into slavery would supplant a white male slaveholder as the
face of economic exchange.” The mighty would be cast down and the lowly would be
lifted up. Now, almost ten years after the initial announcement in the wake of delays
both expected and unforeseen — ranging from petty gamesmanship to commendable
accessibility features — the project appears more tenuous than ever.

Some doubt that Tubman’s likeness will ever materialize on the face of the

75 Conceptual design obtained by The New York Times in “See a Design of the Harriet Tubman $20 Bill That
Mnuchin Delayed,” by Alan Rappeport, The New York Times, June 14, 2019,
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/06/14/us/politics/harriet-tubman-bill. html.
76 Some commentators noted the irony of commemorating a former slave on the same currency that would
have been used in exchange for her life, however a university professor specializing in slavery praised the
decision, emphasizing that Tubman “represents the highest ideals of community, working for the common
good, thinking about others beside yourself, risking everything for justice,” (Ana Swanson and Abby
Ohlheiser, “Harriet Tubman to appear on $20 bill, while Alexander Hamilton remains on $10 bill,” The
Washington Post, April 20, 2016, https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/wonk/wp/2016/04/20/u-s-to-keep-
hamilton-on-front-of-10-bill-put-portrait-of-harriet-tubman-on-20-bill/).
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twenty. Others remain resilient advocates, motivated not so much by a wish as by
Tubman’s mission. According to the Director of the US Mint, the first African American
to hold the position, “We have an obligation now as a people to ensure that not only is
she remembered and commemorated and celebrated,” but also, “that our brothers and
sisters have the same experience of getting to a place where they can succeed.””” In other
words, Tubman’s life and legacy are sustaining a vision of the future that motivates her
staunchest supporters in the absence of her public face. Her life and work have imparted
a patient power, grounding and guiding her supporters in the truth of what they have
seen and heard. They remain resolved in their pursuit of a more just, honest, and
equitable society, even as the ultimate realization of Tubman’s mission lies beyond their
control.

For two-thousand years, faithful witnesses to the risen Jesus have likewise relied
on a patient power in the absence of his public face. For two-thousand years, followers
of Christ have lived with the vision — and the promise — of a just, peaceful, and
flourishing world. It is a vision woven throughout scripture and summarized as the
kingdom, or reign, of God.” Despite a clear vision, abundant resources, and

authoritative assurances from Jesus himself,” a series of delays and obstacles over two

77 Petula Dvorak, “Harriet Tubman still isn't on the $20 bill. She's got a coin, though,” The Washington Post,
October 21, 2024, https://www.washingtonpost.com/dc-md-va/2024/10/21/harriet-tubman-coin-blind-
currency/
8 e.g., Isa. 2:1-4, 11:1-10; Ps. 72.
7 Acts 1:6-8, cf. Lk. 4:21.
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millennia have disappointed many of the faithful and reduced many of the hopeful to
cynical despair. Others have retained a determined attachment to Jesus and his mission.
What all would-be witnesses share is a need for patience as we await the fulfillment of a
promise beyond our control: the face of Jesus as our public Lord.

A key question for Christians in every generation is whether we will remain
committed to the truth of God’s patient power through Jesus rather than the parade of
conflicting visages vying for our attention and allegiance. In the gospels, Jesus clearly
seeks to ground his followers in God’s patient power by drawing on familiar images
that emphasize twin traits of slowness and certainty. In addition to an exhortation to
“patient endurance” (Lk. 8:15) in the parable of the sower, Jesus employs agricultural
imagery in other parables that equally invites our patient witness. He suggests, “The
kingdom of God is as if someone would scatter seed on the ground, and would sleep
and rise night and day, and the seed would sprout and grow, he does not know how,”
(Mark 4:26-27). Therefore, even as we commit ourselves to the mission of God’s
kingdom, we understand that we do not cause the growth. Even as we are motivated
and sustained by the hope of an unseen harvest, we do not control the timing. Faithful
witnesses can expect extended seasons of apparently fruitless labor before God’s harvest
arrives.

To shift the image, we could say Jesus invites us to understand God's kingdom

from a geologic perspective, unveiling a process as slow and plodding — yet as certain
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and profound — as the formation of a grand canyon. We can spend a lifetime wondering
whether a vision of creation's lasting flourishing will ever materialize. We can justifiably
interrogate the quality of the evidence we have seen and heard. We can quibble over the
details of the mission. But if we remain committed to the truth of God’s patient power in
Jesus, he claims we are already in tune with the heartbeat of creation, the deepest source
of human flourishing, and the destiny of all that God has made.

It is an understandably challenging vision to embrace, not only because of its
cosmic scale, but also because patience can seem ineffective, irresponsible, and even
unfaithful (to some) over the course of a human life. Jesus understood this too when he
suggested the kingdom of God “is like a mustard seed, which, when sown upon the
ground, is the smallest of all the seeds on earth; yet when it is sown it grows up and
becomes the greatest of all shrubs, and puts forth large branches, so that the birds of the
air can make nests in its shade,” (Mark 4:31-32). Therefore, even as our creative acts of
faith, hope, and love appear insignificant compared to combative forces shaping our
world, we can rest assured in their profound significance as participations in our
ultimate destiny. Current insignificance pales in comparison to eternal relevance. To the
extent our witness is grounded in the patient power of Jesus, even our smallest forms of
faithful witness will outlast every competing cosmic force because creation’s destiny is

to be found in the noncoercive, humble, generative, and patient presence of God’s love.
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In order for God’s patient power to inform our daily practice, Jesus has also
given clear instruction to govern our behavior during the time of his physical absence.
He commands us to love God, love our neighbor, and love one another.® Love is how
we embody Jesus in the absence of his public face. Love is how we become God's
presence when it appears that God’s power is absent. Love is how we witness to the sure
and certain fulfillment of a promise beyond our control. Patient love is our public
witness that Jesus is Lord of creation.

In the absence of an adequate appreciation of God’s patience, we all too easily
reduce God’s power to the scale of our short-term experience. To be sure, God’s patient
power is reliably present and active in every here-and-now. We are individually
precious and beloved in God’s sight through every moment of every day. And God’s
patience is cosmic.’! God's patient power is always working in a slow, certain, and
mysterious unfolding of restoring and redeeming love that will end in cosmic
flourishing. Over the course of a human life, combative cosmic forces can easily appear
stronger than God’s patient power. They may even appear to be supreme. But Jesus has
imparted a patient power in the absence of his public face, guiding us into all truth if we
remain grounded in what we have seen and heard; namely, that divine love conquers

every form of death.

80 Matt. 22:36-40, Mk. 12:28-31, Lk. 10:25-28, Jn. 13:34-35.
81 cf. Rom. 8:22-25, 2 Pet. 3:8-9.
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The closing chapters of Acts become a veritable case study in the patient power
of faithful witness as Paul’s agency and autonomy are curtailed under prolonged
periods of arrest and imprisonment. The book in fact builds to a narrative crescendo that
invites enduring patience as a defining element of faithful witness. Significantly, Paul’s
original vision of Jesus on the road to Damascus is twice repeated as a focus of his public
witness in these concluding chapters.s? First, Paul points to the vision when his presence
in the Jerusalem temple sparks a riot leading to his arrest. In the face of a riotous mob,
Paul’s primary defense is the divine commission that accompanied his earlier vision of
the risen Jesus. Paul testifies that he has been chosen “to see the Righteous One and to
hear his own voice; [in order to] be his witness to all the world of what [he has] seen and
heard,” (Acts 22:14-15, emphasis added). Second, after more than two years of
incarceration — with accompanying hostility, indifference, and uncertainty — Paul again
points to this vision when publicly presenting his case before imperial powers in

Caesarea. Once again, he confirms his divine commission by conveying that Jesus

82 Acts 22:6-16 and 26:12-18, each referring to and adapting the earlier account in Acts 9:1-19. Stanley
Hauerwas and Charles Pinches helpfully examine these two episodes, highlighting the embodied,
interpersonal, and contextually adaptive nature of Paul’s witness (Hauerwas with Pinches, Approaching the
End, 44-56). Moreover, they insightfully point out the formative value of these canonical narratives that
simultaneously display witnessing in the act of introducing characters who serve as witnesses. While
wholeheartedly affirming the theology of witness they discern, their suggestion that, “Paul often witnesses
by telling his own story,” (Hauerwas with Pinches, 47) overgeneralizes. Significantly, Paul does not show up
in Lystra, Iconium, Philippi, Thessalonica, Athens, Corinth, Ephesus, or elsewhere recounting his vision of
the risen Jesus. For both Luke (via Acts) and Paul (via his epistles), the vision is not so much the content of
Paul’s witness (i.e., how he is trying to win people over) as much as the unspoken ground he stands upon
while he is trying to win people over. Whether in Acts or the epistles, the vision only ever appears on Paul’s
lips as a form of justification or self-defense for his apostolic commission.
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himself appointed Paul “to serve and testify to the things in which you have seen me and
to those in which I will appear to you,” (Acts 26:16, emphasis added).

Paul’s repeated references in Acts” concluding chapters are instructive, especially
in the absence of any reference to this vision in nine preceding chapters narrating Paul’s
extended missionary activity. As presented in Acts, Paul’s vision is less of an attention-
grabbing device for evangelistic purposes and more of an underlying foundation quietly
motivating faithful activity. After encapsulating ten years of extensive evangelistic
activity without any reference to Paul’s dramatic vision, it suddenly reappears in vivid
detail in two highly charged episodes when Paul is compelled to defend his variously
curious and offensive public ministry. In other words, he only relays the vision to
defend and/or explain his apostolic commission.®® In both instances, the personal stakes
for Paul are incredibly high. In Jerusalem (Acts 22), an angry mob wants to kill him. In
Caesarea (Acts 26), imperial powers are assessing the merits of his freedom. Both times,
with his life hanging in the balance, Paul remains faithful to what he has seen and heard
by reporting the source and foundation of his mission. He is “not disobedient to the

heavenly vision,” (Acts 26:19).

8 This narrative pattern in Acts mirrors Paul’s personal approach in Galatians, where he also appeals to a
revelation of Jesus solely in defense of his apostolic commission (Gal. 1:11-17). Unlike the closing chapters of
Acts, Galatians includes no mention of a blinding light, the words of Jesus, or Paul’s subsequent healing by
Ananias. In Galatians, Paul apparently omits the vision’s dramatic details to further emphasize the divine
source of his commission.
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And yet, both times, Paul’s appeal to the risen Jesus appears to be utterly
fruitless. The mob hears only blasphemy. Imperial powers call him crazy. In both
episodes, the forces arrayed against him appear to be superior. Nevertheless, Paul resists
the temptation to reduce God’s power to the scale of his short-term experience, trusting
that God is patiently drawing all things to fullness in Christ. Even though Paul’s vision
has not appeared in the preceding summary of his evangelistic activity, it has surely
been working beneath the surface. Paul’s commissioning vision of Jesus has clearly
imparted a patient power in the absence of his public face, grounding Paul more deeply
and guiding him more fully in the truth of Jesus he has already seen and heard.

In the decade of faithful witness leading up to Paul’s climactic arrest, the one
who describes himself as “least of the apostles” (1 Cor. 15:9) has remained deeply
committed to the mission of God’s kingdom without causing the growth. He has learned
to be sustained and nourished by the hope of an unseen harvest without controlling the
timing. He has been no stranger to extended seasons of apparent fruitlessness. His
faithful witness through creative and self-giving love has often seemed insignificant in
the face of combative forces, yet he has remained a faithful agent and emissary of God’s
patient power. Jesus has remained at the center of Paul’s vision even as the fulfillment of
Christ’s public Lordship is beyond his control.

The cavalcade of perilous events drawing Acts to a close underscores the

resilience of God’s patient power in the face of threat or foe. Neither storm, nor
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shipwreck, nor viper’s venom can upend or undo the patient progression of God’s
witness through Paul. God’s patient power is clearly present in every danger he
endures. In the midst of every storm, God is living and active in slow, certain, and
mysterious ways. The apostle remains precious and beloved in God’s sight — and God’s
patience is vastly greater than the scale of Paul’s personal experiences. The fullness of
God’s patient power is not revealed in Paul’s temporary deliverance from mortal
danger. Rather, the fullness of God’s patient power is conveyed in the book’s closing
message that Paul spent two full years under the watchful eye of an imperial guard
welcoming all people, “proclaiming the kingdom of God and teaching about the Lord
Jesus Christ with all boldness and without hindrance,” (Acts 28:31).

The book’s closing emphasis on the absence of any hindrance affirms and
extends the entire narrative’s overarching message: there is no obstacle capable of
thwarting God’s power through us. There is no coercive force capable of crushing God’s
restorative and transformative power. When coercive power comes to its end, faithful
witness reliably rouses, provokes, and activates the internal capacities of divine image
bearers by extending an invitation to new life. There is no misperception or hardness of
heart capable of thwarting God’s humble power. In the face of indifference, resistance,
or hostility, faithful witness reliably empowers others — especially the powerless — with
Christ’'s own humble strength. There is no calculating power capable of converting

God'’s gracious gifts into personal benefits on-demand. God’s generative power is
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faithfully fostered through consistent acts of lovingkindness and faithful devotion.
Finally, there is no amount of delay or uncertainty capable of effacing a vision of God’s
ultimate reign. Jesus has imparted a patient power in the absence of his public face,
guiding us into all truth if we remained grounded in what we have seen and heard;

namely, that divine love conquers death.
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