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 Who on Earth Is Jesus Christ? Plumbing 
the Depths of Deep Incarnation  

  Celia     Deane-Drummond    

 Introduction 

 ! e distinguishing mark of Christian faith is, arguably, belief in Jesus Christ. 
! e history of the Christian Church is built on the recognition of Christ ’ s 
signi" cance for human life; Christ is the one who, as Saviour, delivers the 
world from evil and is the means through whom intimacy with God is 
re-established. Christology, then, takes the Christian believer to the heart of 
Christian existential experience. Classical faith in God as Creator, on the other 
hand, presupposes the absolute di# erence between God and creation, while 
maintaining that the created world is sustained in being through the ongoing 
presence of God as immanent in all that exists. ! e classic tradition is correct 
to distinguish not only between God and creation, safeguarded through the 
doctrine of creation out of nothing ( creatio ex nihilo ), but also between the 
world as God ’ s ontological creation of being as such and the unfolding of 
 ‘ nature ’  through secondary causes. From this it follows that the agency that we 
" nd in the world is a real  ‘ natural ’  agency, rather than necessarily one somehow 
imposed by God ’ s abiding, immanent presence. 1  What happens, then, when 
God becomes material, en$ eshed, taking on human  ‘ nature ’  in the person of 
Jesus Christ? 

 I am reviewing in this chapter arguments that the incarnation is signi" cant 
not just for human existential experience but for the natural world as such, 
for it manifests God as one with material, created being. ! is aspect of 
  1   I discuss this in more detail in C. Deane-Drummond,  ‘ Creation ’ , in P. Scott and M. Northcott (eds.), 

 A Systematic ! eology for a Changing Climate  (London: Routledge, forthcoming).  
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Christian faith is extremely profound and o% en not fully appreciated. ! e 
incarnation is, in addition, a starting point for re$ ection on other aspects 
of Christology that are relevant for ecology, including that of cross and 
resurrection. But such an approach to Christology is somewhat di# erent 
from the more traditional interpretation of Christ through his three o&  ces 
of prophet, priest and king, or more classical approaches through re$ ection 
on his ascension and parousia. I should also add that Joseph Sittler was one 
of the " rst contemporary spokespersons for an ecological approach that drew 
on a cosmic Christology, along with a number of authors who recognized 
the importance of the link between Christ and creation, such as J ü rgen 
Moltmann, Denis Edwards and Colin Gunton, to name just a few examples. 2  
What is new in this conversation is that the language of  ‘ deep incarnation ’  has 
started to be used. And using the language of deep incarnation is, I suggest, 
a helpful metaphor in addressing the mystery of what the Word made $ esh 
means in an ecological context. 

 ! e term  ‘ deep incarnation ’  requires some further clari" cation. 3  Niels 
Gregersen was one of the " rst scholars to use this term, and he applied it to 
the speci" c case of understanding Christology in evolutionary terms. 4  He 
was also aware of the importance of this term for other practical situations 
of ecological importance, including climate change. 5  For him, Christ entered 
into the  ‘ whole malleable matrix of materiality ’ . 6  Drawing speci" cally on the 

  2   See J. Sittler,  Evocations of Grace: ! e Writings of Joseph Sittler on Ecology, ! eology and Ethics,  eds. 
S. Bouma-Prediger and P. W. Bakken (Grand Rapids: WB Eerdmans, 2000); J. Moltmann,  ! e Way 
of Jesus Christ: Christology in Messianic Dimensions  (London: SCM Press, 1990); D. Edwards,  Jesus 
the Wisdom of God: An Ecological ! eology  (Maryknoll: Orbis Books, 1995); and C. E. Gunton, 
 Christ and Creation: ! e Didsbury Lectures  (Eugene: Wipf  &  Stock, 2005).  

  3   While this could in itself be a criticism of the use of this term, it captures the imagination in ways 
that other Christological language does not and, in that sense, opens up a richer appreciation of the 
signi" cance of Jesus Christ for the natural world.  

  4   N. H. Gregersen,  ‘ ! e Cross of Christ in an Evolutionary World ’ ,  Dialog  40 (2001), pp. 192 – 207.  
  5   N. H. Gregersen,  ‘ Fra skabelsesteologitildybdeinkarnation. Om klimaforandringens ø kologiogteologi ’ , 

in M. Mogensen (ed.),  Klimakrisen  –  hvadvedvi, hvadtror vi, oghvadg ø r vi?  (Ny Mission, 16; 
Frederiksberg: Unitas, 2009), pp. 14 – 40. Denis Edwards also endorses Gregersen ’ s use of this term 
as broadly faithful to the tradition. See D. Edwards,  Ecology at the Heart of Faith  (Maryknoll: Orbis 
Books, 2006), pp. 58 – 60.  

  6   N. H. Gregersen,  ‘ Creation and the Idea of Deep Incarnation ’  (plenary lecture, Louvain Explorations 
In Systematic ! eology (LEST) 7, Congress on Discerning Creation in a Scattering World; delivered 
at the Catholic University of Louvain, 28 – 31 October 2009). A revised form of this lecture is 
published as N. Gregersen, ‘! e Idea of Deep Incarnation: Biblical and Patristic Resources’, in 
F. Depoortere and J. Haers (eds.),  To Discern Creation In a Scattering World  (Leuven: Peeters, 2013), 
pp. 319–42. See also C. Deane-Drummond, ‘To Discern Creation in a Scattering World: Questions 
and Possibilities’, in Depoortere and Haers,  To Discern Creation , pp. 565 – 88; N. H. Gregersen, 
 ‘ Christology ’ , in P. Scott and M. Northcott (eds.),  A Systematic ! eology for a Changing Climate  
(London: Routledge, forthcoming); and N. H. Gregersen (ed.),  Incarnation: On the Scope and Depth 
of Christology  (Minneapolis: Augsburg Fortress Press, forthcoming).  
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ancient Greek meaning of  ‘ $ esh ’ , or  sarx , as indicative not just of vulnerable 
bodies, as in modern usage, but much wider than this, to include cosmic reality, 
Gregersen argues for the signi" cance of the Word made  ‘ $ esh ’  as encompassing 
the natural world from the very beginning of the cosmos right up to the 
present day. 7  Such a view resonates with the interconnectedness stressed in 
the philosophy of  ‘ deep ecology ’  of Arne Naess and others. 8  Gregersen does, 
however, resist the levelling of human moral status in relation to di# erent 
aspects of life characteristic of deep ecologists. Ilia Delio has also retrieved the 
cosmic Christology of Pierre Teilhard de Chardin but married this to a deep 
ecological perspective. 9  

 But the problem now presents itself: has the view of deep incarnation that 
Gregersen presents really lent itself to making adequate distinctions? ! e 
implication, though certainly not intended, of the form of deep incarnation 
as Gregersen envisages it, points to the equivalent worth of all life, caught up 
in a matrix of  sarx , following the ancient Greek fascination with cosmology. 
Gregersen ’ s thought pays close attention to the Greek Stoic background of 
John ’ s Gospel, recognized for example in the Copenhagen School of New 
Testament scholarship. 10  Here the term used in the prologue to John ’ s Gospel 
become foundational, so that Logos is associated with the Greek  ‘ in the 
beginning ’  ( en arch "  ), and thus re$ ects both the principle of the foundation 
of the universe and its continuity. Early Christian writers, such as Tertullian, 
also drew on Greek philosophy for their interpretation of the meaning of the 
Logos. Gregersen ’ s interpretation of Logos as the divine informational resource 

   7   Gregersen nonetheless recognizes associated meanings in  sarx , including (a) the material body as 
such; (b) the bodily resistance of the $ esh to the spirit, associated with sin; and (c) the widest realm 
of materiality. It is this last meaning that he believes is most relevant for evolutionary and ecological 
interpretation.  

   8   A. Naess,  ‘ ! e Shallow and the Deep, Long-range Ecology Movement ’ ,  Inquiry: An Interdisciplinary 
Journal of Philosophy  16 (1973), pp. 95 – 100, later developed in A. Naess,  Ecology, Community and 
Lifestyle: Outline of an Ecosophy  (trans. D. Rothenberg; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1989). See the overview in B. R. Taylor and M. Zimmermann,  ‘ Deep Ecology ’ , in B. R. Taylor 
(ed.),  Encyclopedia of Religion and Nature, Volume One  (London: Continuum, 2005), pp. 456 – 60. 
Gregersen has since drawn back a little from his alignment with Naess.  

   9   ! ere is insu&  cient space to discuss details here, but generally Pierre Teilhard de Chardin could 
be seen as a prophetic voice for deep incarnation. Ilia Delio weaves her discussion of Teilhard with 
Franciscan spirituality and deep ecology in a way that seems to me to follow through the problems 
that are only hinted at in Gregersen ’ s thesis. See I. Delio,  Christ in Evolution  (Maryknoll: Orbis 
Books, 2008).  

  10   For the Copenhagen School of New Testament scholarship that has in$ uenced Gregersen ’ s thinking 
in this area, see T. Engberg-Pedersen,  Paul and the Stoics  (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 
2000); and T. Engberg-Pedersen,  Cosmology and Self in the Apostle Paul: ! e Material Spirit  (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2010). On John, see G. Buch-Hansen,   ‘ It is the Spirit that Makes Alive ’  (John 
6:63). A Stoic Understanding of Pneuma in John  (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 2010).  
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for the whole of the created order is heavily informed by Stoic interpretations, 
even though he recognizes that Christian faith in a pre-material Logos parted 
company with Stoicism. 11  

 Gregersen also develops the idea of Jesus ’  life history as an extended 
body: his life is always one that is shaped by and, in turn, shapes the social 
and ecological networks during his life. 12  ! e Hebrew idea of  kol-bashar  (all 
$ esh), could mean human beings (e.g. Pss. 65.3; 145.21), or all living creatures 
under the sun (e.g. Gen. 6.17; 9; 16 – 17; Job 34.14). For Gregersen, although 
John makes use of polysemantic Hebrew and Greek concepts of $ esh, the 
cosmological in$ uence is " rmly Stoic. Gregersen o# ers the following de" nition 
of deep incarnation:  

 ! is is the view that God ’ s own Logos (Wisdom and Word) was made $ esh 
in Jesus the Christ in such a comprehensive manner that God, by assuming 
the particular life-story of Jesus the Jew from Nazareth, also conjoined the 
material conditions of creaturely existence ( “ all $ esh ” ), shared and ennobled 
the fate of all biological life-forms ( “ grass ”  and  “ lilies ” ), and experienced the 
pains of sensitive creatures ( “ sparrows ”  and  “ foxes ” ). 13   

 Gregersen imaginatively engages the meaning of sinful $ esh with that of 
extended $ esh, by suggesting that those sinful aspects of the wider created 
world are also under the scope of Christ ’ s incarnation. Hence, deep incarnation 
points to  ‘ deep resurrection ’ , a term Gregersen draws from Elizabeth Johnson. 14  
Deep incarnation ’ s signi" cance for deep resurrection is related to Gregersen ’ s 
 ‘ strict sense ’  incarnation, meaning incarnation in the physical body ( sarx ) of 
Jesus Christ. But incarnation in the  ‘ broader ’  sense relates to  ‘ God ’ s incarnation 
in, with and under all other beings ’ , one of  ‘ Jesus Christ sharing the depth and 
scope of social and geo-biological conditions of the entire cosmos ’ . 15  But here 
we reach something of an impasse. If the incarnation of the Logos in the  ‘ broad 
sense ’  cannot be aligned with the incarnation of Christ in the  ‘ strict sense ’ , what 

  11   See, also, N. H. Gregersen,  ‘ God, Matter, and Information: Towards a Stoicizing Logos Christology ’ , 
in P. Davies and N. H. Gregersen (eds.),  Information and the Nature of Reality: From Physics to 
Metaphysics  (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), pp. 319 – 48.  

  12   N. H. Gregersen,  ‘ ! e Extended Body: the Social Body of Jesus according to Luke ’ ,  Dialog  51 (2012), 
pp. 235 – 45.  

  13   Gregersen,  ‘ Christology ’ . ! is is his most recent de" nition to date.  
  14   Gregersen,  ‘ Christology ’ .  
  15   N. H. Gregersen,  ‘ ! e Extended Body of Christ: ! ree Dimensions of Deep Incarnation ’ , in N. 

H. Gregersen (ed.),  Incarnation: On the Scope and Depth of Christology  (Minneapolis: Augsburg 
Fortress Press, forthcoming).  
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purpose is the former version of deep incarnation serving in the theological 
enterprise? More importantly, simply stating that Christ as human shares the 
bodily reality of humans and so, by implication, the matter of the universe 
and the ecological realities that make up our complexly interconnected world 
does not go nearly far enough. How might such a move encourage ecological 
responsibility? In as much as Christ identi" es with the whole of the su# ering 
earth, including evolutionary and ecological aspects, there is a shi%  to a sense 
of divine solidarity in su# ering, but do the cosmic elements take away from the 
historical grounded life of Jesus Christ? Gregersen is aware of the problem of 
evil that a theological trope such as the world as God ’ s body never really fully 
addresses, but is his solution to this problem fully convincing? 

 Building on her earlier work, Elizabeth Johnson also presents a case for 
deep incarnation, again, as Gregersen, relating the cosmos to Christology 
using deep incarnation as a metaphor for a broad scope Christology. 16  Johnson 
is, however, more explicitly concerned with prioritizing concrete ecological 
relationships and implications for ecological ethics, while for Gregersen, 
such concern develops from his more theoretical understanding of cosmic, 
evolutionary and scienti" c considerations of the natural world. Both authors 
insist that God ’ s presence in the world does not come suddenly with the 
incarnation, but, as premised on the belief in the Trinity, God is always present 
with the world God has made. Johnson ’ s stress is not only on the Word as active 
agent in the creation of the world, but also on Sophia, Wisdom. 17  Johnson puts 
emphasis on the $ esh as signifying the transient, " nite nature of what the Word 
becomes, in opposition to the idea that God made an appearance on earth 
but remained a remote docetic deity. Like many other writers on ecotheology, 
Johnson is fascinated by the origins of life and the interconnectedness that 
ensues; human beings and all other life forms are literally stardust. It is this rich 
sense of continuity and connectedness that for her makes the concept of deep 
incarnation particularly apt. So, she can claim that the $ esh that Christ became 
is a $ esh that is shared with the cosmos as such, and, drawing on Teilhard, 

  16   E. A. Johnson,  ‘ Jesus and the Cosmos: Soundings in Deep Christology ’ , in N. H. Gregersen (ed.), 
 Incarnation  (forthcoming).  

  17   Johnson has been in$ uential in my own work on wisdom, C. Deane-Drummond,  Creation through 
Wisdom  (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 2000). E. A. Johnson,  She Who Is: ! e Mystery of God in Feminist 
! eological Discourse  (New York: Crossroad, 1992). Generally I am using the capitalized Wisdom 
when referring to divine Wisdom, but lower case when referring to practical wisdom or wisdom 
more generally.  
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gave a blessing to the union of the divine with the material. But Johnson 
recognizes a problem with such a shi%  for the last two hundred years of 
Christological scholarship as such, namely, its emphasis on historical aspects 
of Jesus ’  life and ministry. 

 Of course, too much emphasis on history leads to a somewhat barren 
historicism that deep incarnation can serve to correct. But Johnson is entirely 
on the right lines, it seems to me, to point to the di&  culties of a deep incarnation 
informed  just  by cosmological insights, in as much as it could all too easily lead 
to a forgetting of social injustices and the real human tragedies that pepper 
the actual history of particular peoples. Johnson ’ s way through this dilemma 
is to stress the idea of Jesus as having a  ‘ deep ministry ’ , by which she means 
his attention to both people  and  the earthly, natural world, but the latter has 
been largely ignored in the tradition. Ecological hermeneutics is, nonetheless, 
beginning to recover its attention to these aspects. 18  But Johnson, drawing on 
McFague ’ s concept of the  ‘ Christic paradigm ’ , identi" es the gospel of God ’ s 
love and mercy as writ large across the whole of the cosmos. It is Jesus ’  loving 
ministry that undergirds compassion for the whole created cosmos. Johnson 
then elaborates the ideas of  ‘ deep cross ’  and  ‘ deep resurrection ’ , following 
from re$ ection on the concrete reality of Jesus ’  passion in its solidarity with 
the violent su# ering of humanity, now extending that passion into solidarity 
with the violent su# ering and death of all creatures. But, as many other 
ecotheologians have done before, the signi" cance of Christ ’ s resurrection 
extends beyond the human to include the life of the world as such. 19  

 Johnson has corrected some of the elements in the Stoic conception of 
deep incarnation, that certainly needed to be addressed by adding in ideas 
of deep ministry, deep cruci" xion and deep resurrection. But it is worth 
asking if there are other ways of reading the Word made $ esh that do not 
lend themselves to such problems in the " rst place? I will argue below that by 
returning to the text of John, a di# erent way of interpreting deep incarnation 
comes to the surface. ! is, I suggest, allows a more grounded version of deep 
incarnation to be developed, one that complements the more abstract Stoic 
understanding that tends towards remoteness from the earth, which is of 

  18   D. G. Horrell et al. (eds.),  Ecological Hermeneutics: Biblical, Historical and ! eological Perspectives  
(London: T&T Clark, 2011).  

  19   See the chapter in this volume by Denis Edwards, for example.  
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course the very opposite of the overall intention of deep incarnation, namely, 
to ground Christology in earth processes. I will also develop an approach 
to Christology in general and deep incarnation in particular that takes its 
cues from the concept of theo-drama, drawing on the work of Hans Urs von 
Balthasar. 20  I depart from Hans Urs von Balthasar, who uses the term  ‘ theo-
drama ’ , in arguing for a more expansive and less rigid approach in a way that is 
more inclusive of the agency of all human actors and is also inclusive of other 
creaturely kinds, rather than being exclusive to human beings. Balthasar ’ s 
Christology is orientated towards the existential and experiential, but there 
are cosmic elements in his thought derived from Maximus the Confessor. It 
therefore has signi" cance for the relationship between Christ and humanity as 
grounded in that ecology. Furthermore, my understanding of drama is more 
deeply grounded in scienti" c knowledge about ecology and evolution. I also 
hope to give rather more emphasis to the role of the Holy Spirit in the theo-
drama and the implications of deep incarnation not just as a way of reminding 
us of the cosmic signi" cance of Christ but as an imperative for practical human 
action.   

 ! e Word became $ esh 21  

 In common with Gregersen ’ s and Johnson ’ s work discussed above, the 
signi" cance of the Gospel of John  –  where  ‘ the  Logos  became  sarx  ’  and, 
beyond that,  ‘ in the  sarx  is seen divine  doxa  ’   –  is of fundamental theological 
importance for interpreting the meaning of the incarnation. In John ’ s Gospel, 
the  ‘ Logos ’  in some sense stands for  ‘ Sophia ’ , or Wisdom, so that Logos is 
another way of expressing the language of Sophia and both speak of the second 
person of the Trinity who becomes  sarx . 22  Biblical exegetes have argued for 
some time that behind the prologue of John, there is an ancient cosmology 

  20   I have developed this idea of a broader theo-dramatic reading in a number of places, most notably, 
C. Deane-Drummond,  Christ and Evolution: Wonder and Wisdom  (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 
2009).  

  21   See also, C. Deane-Drummond,  ‘ ! e Wisdom of Fools? A ! eo-dramatic Interpretation of Deep 
Incarnation ’ , in Gregersen (ed.),  Incarnation  (forthcoming).  

  22   For a clear exposition of these links, see M. Scott,  Sophia and the Johannine Jesus  (She&  eld: She&  eld 
Academic Press, 1992). See also B. Witherington III,  John ’ s Wisdom: A Commentary on the Fourth 
Gospel  (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 1995); Deane-Drummond,  Creation through 
Wisdom , pp. 49 – 52.  
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that portrays a particular  Weltanschauung  or ideological or metaphysical 
framework. 23  ! e Hellenistic and possibly Stoic in$ uence is not under dispute 
in historical criticism. 24  In the ancient world, cosmology refers not simply to 
an understanding of the geographical or physical features of the world, but 
represents deeper re$ ection on the signi" cance of that world and humanity ’ s 
place in it. 25  Both Johnson and Gregersen focus on  sarx  in the term  ‘ the Word 
made  sarx  ’ , rather than on  ‘ the Word ’ . Hence, while the language of Logos in the 
prologue of John ’ s Gospel is associated with cosmological themes characteristic 
of Genesis 1, such as  ‘ in the beginning ’ ,  ‘ creation ’ ,  ‘ light ’ ,  ‘ darkness ’  and so on, it 
is also associated with historical accounts of ancient Israel, more characteristic 
of the speci" cally Hebrew emphasis on the action of God in history, such as 
 ‘ the tabernacle ’ ,  ‘ glory ’  and  ‘ enduring love ’ . 26  In this way, in the prologue of 
John ’ s Gospel, the coming of Christ is viewed in clear continuity with Israel ’ s 
history, but it is now placed in a cosmological setting. 

 In John ’ s Gospel as a whole, the in$ uence of a Jewish emphasis on 
contingency in the human and natural world exists somewhat in tension with 
a more Hellenistic stress on universalism, but all aspects become woven into 
the prologue of John ’ s Gospel. Hence, in the Jewish tradition, Word is also 
associated with  ‘ deed ’ , so that Word always implies more than just abstract 
speculation. ! e  ‘ Word of the Lord ’  ( dabar Yahweh ;  logos kyriou ) in Hebrew 
thought (such as Hos. 1.1 or Joel 1.1) had a particularly dynamic energy in 
conveying a double aspect of word and deed. In other places, the Word of 
the Lord was associated with life-giving (Deut. 32.46 – 47); healing (Ps. 107.20; 
Wis. 16.12); illumination (Ps. 119.105, 130); as well as being creative (Gen. 1.1; 
Ps. 33.6; Wis. 1.1). 27  In this sense, the way that John uses the Logos terminology 
in the prologue may be closer to the Hebrew  dabar  rather than the more 
abstract philosophical usages of the Greek  logos . 28  ! is means, also, that the 

  23   J. Painter,  ‘ ! eology, Eschatology and the Prologue of John ’ ,  Scottish Journal of ! eology  46 (1993), 
pp. 27 – 42 (28).  

  24   See, for example, P. Anderson,  ! e Fourth Gospel and the Quest for Jesus: Modern Foundations 
Reconsidered  (London: Continuum, 2006); P. Anderson,  ! e Riddles of the Fourth Gospel  
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2011).  

  25   R. Brague,  ! e Wisdom of the World: ! e Human Experience of the Universe in Western ! ought  
(trans. T. Fagan; Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2003), pp. 4 – 25.  

  26   I am grateful to biblical scholar Sr Kathleen Rushton for this particular insight, personal 
communication, 26 April 2011.  

  27   R. E. Brown,  ! e Gospel according to John  (Anchor Bible Series, 29; Garden City: Doubleday, 1966), 
pp. 519 – 24.  

  28   Again, I am grateful to Sr Kathleen Rushton for this insight, personal communication, 26 April 
2011.  
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Word is associated with life from the beginning in its concrete expression, 
it is an  ‘ earthed ’  understanding of the Word in a way that parallels the way 
contemporary formulations of ecology are rather more inclined to stress 
contingent elements when compared with ecological philosophies of even a 
hundred years ago that stressed the stability of ecological systems. 29  It is the 
concrete, then, rather than the universal that is implied by  dabar . 

 Yet this is not the only way in which the universal is united with the particular 
in the prologue of John ’ s Gospel. A second major theme is the association of 
the language of Word with that of Sophia, or Wisdom. Both Sophia and Jesus 
are sent by God into the world and  ‘ pitched their tent among us ’  (cf. Sir. 24.8). 
John 1.14 interprets Jesus as one who lived among us, while Sophia delights in 
the human family (Prov. 8.31) and seeks a place to abide in the created world 
(Sir. 24.7). In the prologue, we " nd the passion narrative compressed into a few 
paragraphs, and it therefore anticipates what is to follow in the whole gospel. 
Sophia is the cause of division and experiences rejection (Prov. 1.20 – 33) like 
Jesus (Jn 1.11). Only some in a small community will accept Sophia, and Jesus 
likewise draws together a community and shares a close relationship with his 
disciples. But the really crucial di# erence in relation to an understanding of 
the uniqueness of the incarnation is important. For while Sophia  ‘ appeared on 
earth and lived with humankind ’  (Bar. 3.37 – 38), Jesus actually  ‘ became $ esh ’ . 
It is not theologically irresponsible, therefore, to suggest that such texts imply 
that in some sense Jesus is the incarnation of both Word and Wisdom.   

 Deep incarnation, death and theo-drama 

 ! e next question, therefore, that needs to be addressed is how to relate the 
events of the incarnation with the passion, an exercise that has occupied 
theological re$ ection from the earliest history of Christian thought. Here the 
incarnation is about God ’ s identi" cation through the Logos with creaturely 
mortality and death rather than simply the coming into history of a frail, 
human infant. ! e incarnation is  ‘ deep ’  in the sense of being deeply embedded 

  29   D. M. Lodge and C. Hamlin (eds.),  Religion and the New Ecology  (Notre Dame: University of 
Notre Dame Press, 2006); C. Deane-Drummond,  ! e Ethics of Nature  (Oxford: Blackwell, 2004), 
pp. 29 – 38.  
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in the frail, su# ering and mortal history of the $ esh. But as Johnson has been 
at pains to point out, it is a particular and unique history that is of importance 
here in the person of Jesus Christ, but that particular history also has universal 
and profound signi" cance. ! e question that then comes to mind is: How 
and in what sense might that particular history relate to the wider history of 
other human beings, and beyond that, to the history of all creatures in their 
ecological relationships? But in that case, are cosmological readings really 
serving environmental practices if they detract from the concrete historical 
problems of ecology? 

 One way to avoid this dis-incarnation through speculation is through what 
I would call an extensive, expansive, ontological model, where the su# ering 
$ esh of Christ stands for, or represents, all su# ering and dying human $ esh, 
and beyond that, for the concrete instances of the dying, su# ering creaturely 
world as such. Gregersen and Johnson both argue that deep incarnation points 
to a deep cross and deep resurrection. Such a model seems to emerge from 
cosmological interpretations of Christology (as found in, for example, Col. 1) 
that echo not just the Genesis story of origins but ancient liturgical texts on 
Wisdom. Here the blood of the cross becomes pivotal in the new interpretation 
of ancient Wisdom. 30  But even here, the reliance on Christ in his humanity as 
the central axis of mediation between God and the rest of the created order 
seems to push to one side the possible signi" cance of other creaturely kinds. 
But another problem looms, for Christ ’ s incarnation seems to be standing 
in for salvation and eschatology, sometimes labelled in derogatory way as 
 ‘ Christomonism ’ . 

 As an alternative, just as human beings image God in terms of action, rather 
than just in constrictive ontological categories, so too Christology needs to be 
interpreted in terms of how Christ acts in history, rather than just through 
speculative ontological accounts of his nature as divine and human shared in 
one person. Yet that does not mean that by beginning with such a historical 
approach that ontology is excluded, otherwise there would be a reduction of 
God to history, which is just as problematic. John ’ s Gospel is profound in that 
it was able to adjudicate between ontological and historical approaches in a 
way that pointed to the fullness of the divine mystery of the incarnation. 

  30   V. Balabanski,  ‘ Hellenistic Cosmology and the Letter to the Colossians: Towards an Ecological 
Hermeneutic ’ , in Horrell et al. (eds.),  Ecological Hermeneutics , pp. 94 – 107.  
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 At the same time, a historically grounded approach is less likely to evolve 
into forms of mystical speculation that are completely removed from concrete 
experiences, but that does not mean that all mystical experiences should be 
discounted. It is in deep contemplation of the wonder of the world as it is that 
we begin to appreciate and love that world in a new way. Deep incarnation, 
therefore, needs to be thought of as deeply personal; Christ becomes incarnate 
in the human person, Christ in us, the hope of glory. In this sense, Hans Urs 
von Balthasar was correct, for he recognized that theo-drama is not simply 
a narrative that happens, as it were, from outside human experience, but is 
deeply embedded in lyrical, mystical experiences from which human action 
$ ows. Drawing particularly on the insights of Ignatius of Loyola, he could 
claim that Christ is in all things, but at the same time the challenge or standard 
of Christ is one that relativizes human achievements, spurring the believer 
on to greater obedience to God ’ s call. It is the capacity for human wonder in 
the face of the natural world, then, that is a prerequisite to understanding or 
appreciating the signi" cance of deep incarnation. 

 I suggest that the theology of Hans Urs von Balthasar is of special importance 
because of his focus on the death of Christ as a crucial aspect of the dramatic 
action of God in history. Here he uses the language of drama deliberately as a 
way of showing up the speci" c action of God in contingent events. Drama di# ers 
from grand narrative in that, while it includes narrative elements, it focuses 
attention down onto the speci" c, contingent elements that are important, 
while narrative, in as much as it morphs into grand narrative, carries a sense of 
inevitability and fatalism. 31  Here we need to be clear that the category of drama 
does not take out  all  narrative elements, but becomes wary of false objectivity. 
Drama also includes a more contemplative element noted above, what one 
might term  ‘ lyric ’ , which is a more mystical way of interpreting events. ! eo-
drama is situated somewhere between narrative and lyric, and tries to avoid the 
dangers associated with both. It therefore, and importantly, mediates between 
what might be termed an  ‘ ontological ’  approach and a  ‘ historical ’  approach 
to Christology. Here the ontological approach is framed by re$ ection on the 
drama of the passion narrative rather than separate from it. 

  31   I have discussed the practical, ethical signi" cance of such a shi%  in C. Deane-Drummond, 
 ‘ Beyond Humanity ’ s End: An Exploration of a Dramatic versus Narrative Rhetoric and its Ethical 
Implications ’ , in S. Skrimshire (ed.),  Future Ethics: Climate Change and Apocalyptic Imagination  
(London: Continuum, 2011), pp. 242 – 59.  
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 ! e cross is of crucial importance for Balthasar in the drama, so that 
 ‘ God ’ s entire world drama hinges on this scene. ! is is the theo-drama into 
which the world and God have their ultimate input; here absolute freedom 
enters into created freedom, interacts with created freedom and acts as 
created freedom. ’  32  He understands such a drama as a revelation of the 
Trinity, rather than its actualization, so that such an action is a mirror of 
the immanent Trinity expressing itself in absolute self-surrender. In other 
words, for Balthasar  ‘ it is the drama of the  “ emptying ”  of the Father ’ s heart, 
in the generation of the Son, that contains and surpasses all possible drama 
between God and a world ’ . 33  In saying this, he seems to be trying to avoid the 
di&  culty that could arise if the cross becomes somehow  necessary  as a way of 
describing Trinitarian relationships. It is therefore self-giving love, rather than 
the cross itself, that Balthasar argues is at the heart of the immanent Trinity 
and at the heart of the incarnation. One way to understand deep incarnation, 
therefore, is not just as incarnation into the mortality and fragility of human 
existence but  also  as a way of revealing what God is like, the deeply loving, 
self-giving and  ‘ emptying ’  of God. ! is is important as it gives an ontological 
thread in interpreting both Christology and the incarnation. Like Johnson, 
then, I recognize the vital importance of love as expressing the way God is 
with the world. From the beginning of creation through to the incarnation 
and consummation, the Trinitarian movement is the dramatic movement 
of God ’ s love and grace in the world. Creation, then, is not so much the 
backdrop against which human history is played out but the " rst act in the 
overall drama, which eventually comes to expression in the incarnation of 
the Word made Flesh. 

 But in order to stay faithful to the heart of the incarnation as the Word made 
 # esh , a return to a closer consideration of the reality of death, of mortality, 
in common with all creaturely beings deserves fuller attention alongside the 
basic common interdependence of all life, including the dependence of all 
human life on the lives of other creatures. We are, in Alastair McIntyre ’ s words, 

  32   H. Urs von Balthasar,  ! eo-drama: ! eo-dramatic ! eory, Volume Four: ! e Action  (trans. 
G. Harrison; San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1994), p. 318.  

  33   Balthasar,  ! eo-drama, Volume Four , p. 327. ! ere are, nonetheless, problems with the way Balthasar 
characterizes the relationship between the Father and the Son in the passion account. See C. Deane-
Drummond,  ‘ ! e Breadth of Glory: A Trinitarian Eschatology for the Earth through Critical 
Engagement with Hans Urs von Balthasar ’ ,  International Journal of Systematic ! eology  12 (2010), 
pp. 46 – 64.  



Who on Earth Is Jesus Christ? 43

dependent, rational animals. I suggest that such a view be kept in mind when 
considering the theological signi" cance of the death of Christ. 34  For just as an 
ontological view of Christology can be drawn out in a more inclusive way, so 
too the particular action of Christ on the cross reaches in scope beyond the 
human community. 

 Environmental ethicist Holmes Rolston III has used the term  ‘ cruciform ’  to 
connect the su# ering in the natural world with that of Christ. 35  ! is language 
would seem to " t with the language of deep incarnation in its broad sense, 
as developed by Gregersen. However, I prefer the language of theo-drama in 
relation to the action and activity of other creatures for a number of reasons. 
First, the language of theo-drama always looks beyond the event of the cross to 
the resurrection in a way that  ‘ cruciform ’  does not. Second,  ‘ cruciform ’  marks 
out su# ering and death as a necessary part of overall evolutionary and ecological 
processes. ! e way that I am interpreting the cross implies not so much the 
necessity of su# ering, but its inevitability. ! ird,  ‘ cruciform ’  " ts more easily 
with the idea of evolutionary history as a grand narrative. ! ere is therefore 
a stronger sense of human agency in a theo-drama. Balthasar ’ s temptation 
towards necessity emerges from his perception of the determined action of 
God, and God ’ s role in the drama, rather than through natural necessity as in 
Rolston. Both approaches, I suggest, weaken a sense of human responsibility, 
understood as sin, and therefore responsibility for the way humans treat the 
natural world. 36  

 A crucial issue is what precisely Christ ’ s deeply incarnate action entails. 
One of the more original aspects of Balthasar ’ s account of theo-drama is his 
re$ ection on the signi" cance of Holy Saturday, when Christ sinks into the 
world of the dead. 37  Christ ’ s entry into Hades is an entry into the world of the 
human dead, and in as much as this represents sharing in the existential, human 
fear of death, including that associated with ecological devastation and climate 

  34   A. MacIntyre,  Dependent Rational Animals: Why Human Beings Need the Virtues  (London: 
Duckworth, 2009).  

  35   Holmes Rolston III has referred to this concept on a number of occasions, but for an early example, 
see H. Rolston III,  Genes, Genesis and God: Values and ! eir Origins in Natural and Human History  
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), pp. 306 and further.  

  36   Balthasar ’ s account also tends to force his view towards a grand narrative and away from the 
contingent elements that I believe make the theo-dramatic approach attractive. See B. Quash, 
 ! eology and the Drama of History  (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), pp. 6 – 40.  

  37   See, for example, B. Quash,  ‘ ! eo-drama ’ , in E. T. Oakes and D. Moss (eds.),  ! e Cambridge 
Companion to Hans Urs von Balthasar  (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), pp. 143 – 57.  
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collapse, it is a sharing in solidarity with those humans who are dying, perhaps 
as a result of ecological or climate devastation, and who, uniquely among other 
animals, share a profound fear of what lies beyond death. ! e di&  culty, of 
course, is how far Balthasar ’ s speculations about Christ confronting absolute 
sin in Hell represent an unfortunate type of dis-incarnation, a removal from 
the Word made  # esh .   

 I suggest that God ’ s love in the face of death is much better expressed 
through envisaging God as acting through improvisation, even in solidarity 
with the world of the dead, and holding onto the importance of the humanity 
of Christ, understood as a genuinely incarnate humanity grounded in the life of 
other creatures. But the continuance of human life beyond death is important 
in as much as it shows the capacity for humans to engage in an existential 
sharing with creatures beyond the grave. Christian religious experience is 
full of accounts of communion with the saints, visions and so on as hints at 
the salvation history that is to come. ! e tradition has been slow, however, 
to acknowledge what this might mean for the earth as such, and not just for 
humanity.   

 Human beings, in contemplating closely the particular death of Jesus 
Christ, will " nd their own perceived role in the theo-dramatic account of 
history (including the history of the earth) radically revised in an analogous 
way, as certain key events in our shared human history (including those of 
birth and death) then have a profound impact on our own decision-making 
processes, on how we respond in the drama of our own history. But if 
human beings are in shared relationships with other creaturely kinds, then 
our decision making cannot be separated o#  from those kinds, for how we 
act will impact on the lives of countless others. Our action in the drama 
impinges, then, on other players. But this raises the important theological 
issue of the particular action of the Holy Spirit in facilitating the way this 
theo-drama unfolds. ! eo-drama, in the way I am interpreting it, therefore 
allows for some improvisation in the action of God in history, but the overall 
direction is towards the $ ourishing of all of life and its eventual re-creation. 
! e next question to address is in what sense other creatures in all their 
ecological variety are caught up in the theo-dramatic account of salvation 
history. I prefer to envisage such implications in terms of a woven and shared 
history of theo-drama.   
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 Deep incarnation and pneumatology 

 I suggest that such an expansive approach to theo-drama also makes more 
sense compared with more static ontological models of Christology in the 
light of contemporary philosophies of ecology. Current understanding of 
ecology has shi% ed over the last quarter century towards an understanding 
of ecological dynamics in terms of $ ux rather than stability. Ecology in its 
original formulation viewed ecological systems as essentially closed, self-
regulating, free of disturbance and independent of human in$ uences. ! e idea 
of  ‘ wild ’  nature untouched by human interference captured the imagination 
of pioneers in environmental ethics. 38  As research progressed, ecosystem 
boundaries came to be viewed as being far more $ uid than previously thought, 
so that the prospect of self-regulation seemed unlikely, and at best, in any one 
ecological situation, there seems to be a given equilibrium state, rather than a 
persistent equilibrium. ! is leads to the view that ecological systems are in a 
state of $ ux, are open to external as well as internal in$ uences, are subject to a 
multiplicity of complex control systems and are open to human disturbance. 

 While the earlier idea of stability would " t reasonably well with the idea 
of an ontological expansion of Christology so that it includes other creatures, 
drawing on more Stoic concepts of cosmology, the contemporary notion of 
ecological $ ux " ts far better with envisaging the dynamic relationship between 
Christ and creation in terms of theo-drama and as evoked by the action of 
the Holy Spirit. ! is does not mean that ontology is unimportant, but that 
it is interpreted historically through re$ ection on theo-drama. Of course, 
Balthasar did not allow for such an elaboration of his view in relation to 
ecology and tended to think of the ecological world as a kind of " xed  ‘ stage ’  
in which human history was played out. Balthasar redeemed this position 
somewhat by his understanding of the analogy of being, which allowed for an 
a&  rmation of beauty, truth and goodness in the natural world in a way that 
was much more di&  cult for his Protestant contemporary Karl Barth. However, 
such aesthetic a&  rmation still did not permit him to include creatures other 
than humans in salvation history, except to a very limited extent, and certainly 
not in a theo-drama. But once we liberate ourselves from such a restriction, 

  38   For a brief review, see Deane-Drummond,  ! e Ethics of Nature , pp. 29 – 38.  
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then it becomes possible to include other creaturely kinds in the drama in a 
way that a&  rms the place and promise of other creatures quite apart from their 
simple usefulness to humankind. 

 In making such a claim, I am conscious of the fact that the way in which 
other creatures might be envisaged to enter theo-dramatic history is not 
going to be exactly the same as that for human beings, which is predicated 
on a strong sense of creaturely freedom. ! e idea that we can envisage other 
creatures as in a dramatic relationship with each other is certainly not new and 
has been suggested by other biologists as well as theologians. 39  However, the 
unique position of human beings in ecological and evolutionary terms means 
that they are specialized for a particular evolutionary and ecological role. In 
the theo-drama, I envisage this to be expressed as a self-conscious awareness 
of God and a response or rejection of the divine invitation to act a% er the 
pattern of God ’ s Son. In evolutionary history, the evolution of the human 
ability to respond to God must have come prior to any awareness of acting in 
that history. I have no problem, therefore, with scienti" c speculations about 
the evolution of a religious consciousness or capacity to respond to God. What 
is not subject to evolutionary analysis is precisely how human beings might 
then interpret divine action in history or, more precisely, how they might then 
act as a result of that consciousness. Evolutionary theory, therefore, gives only 
very generalized guidance as to how human beings may respond and develop 
religious awareness, just as it can give general guidance about how human 
beings may cooperate with one another or may be inclined not to. 

 For other creatures, the manner in which they can enter into the theo-drama 
will depend not just on their relative capacity for agency in comparison with 
human beings, but also on what might be called their natural capacities for 
estimative sense. 40  ! e di# erence with respect to humans is that I consider it 
unlikely that other creatures would be self-aware of any response to the divine, 
even if by a stretch of imagination, we might not want to rule out the possibility 
that they can be caught up in salvation history in a way that implies a more 
active, rather than a simply passive process. What is crucial in this respect is 

  39   J. F. Haught,  Making Sense of Evolution: Darwin, God and the Drama of Life  (Louisville: Westminster 
John Knox Press, 2010).  

  40   For a discussion of animals and estimative sense, which comes from Aquinas, see J. Berkman, 
 ‘ Towards a ! omistic ! eology of Animality ’ , in C. Deane-Drummond and D. Clough (eds.), 
 Creaturely ! eology: On God, Humans and Other Animals  (London: SCM Press, 2009), pp. 21 – 40.  
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that, for the Christian theological account of the cross, the drama does not end 
in death, but in resurrection. So the cross is always " ltered through that lens, 
and the cross when viewed on this side of the resurrection, displays marks 
of the glory that is to come. But in order to see or perceive this aspect of the 
drama, the third person of the Trinity needs to come onto the centre of the 
stage, for the meaning of the incarnation cannot be understood apart from 
the Holy Spirit. 

 I am making the claim, therefore, that deep incarnation should be 
understood not so much as the spatial descent of God into creation, or even 
the ontological extension of Christ into creation, but most profoundly as the 
transformative and dramatic movement of God in Christ, who takes centre 
stage in the theo-drama. Such a transformative movement is accompanied 
by the active presence of the Holy Spirit, so that deep incarnation can be 
envisaged as an aspect of pneumatology as much as of Christology, and points 
towards an eschatological vision of glory. Here we " nd pneumatology in the 
space between creation and re-creation, in the creation as it is now and in the 
promised eschatological hope where God will be all in all.   

 Deep incarnation, presence and action 

 ! ere are dangers, too, in an exclusive insistence on keeping alive the way God 
acts in human, evolutionary and ecological history, if God ’ s transcendence 
becomes compromised. I am anxious to distinguish more clearly between 
a simple focus on evolutionary or ecological history and the theo-dramatic 
account I am arguing for here. In reacting to overly abstract accounts 
of Christology, it is important also to keep in mind its ontological and 
transcendent signi" cance. A similar danger exists where the incarnation is 
made coextensive with a more general sense of divine presence in all that is. For 
if Christ ’ s incarnation becomes part of a grand narrative where evolutionary 
history becomes just one step towards the emergence of humanity and Christ, 
then God ’ s transcendence and the radical nature of the incarnation, the  Word  
made $ esh, seems compromised. 

 ! e general presence of God in creation is to be thought of as a more 
providential presence that follows from belief in God as Creator who 
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continually accompanies creation in its evolutionary emergence. ! is 
presence is important in that it provides one way to conceive of how God acts 
in creation. I suggest that deep incarnation can be understood, theologically, 
to act at the boundary of creation and new creation, where Christ enters into 
human, evolutionary and ecological history in a profound way so that through 
the living presence of the Holy Spirit, the history of the earth is changed in 
the direction of God ’ s purposes for the universe a% er the pattern of Christ. 
Traditionally, such transformation was restricted to the ecclesial community. 
However, the community of creatures in the earth can also become a site 
for God ’ s sacramental presence, but only in so far as creatures are enabled 
to participate in this path towards transformation. Following Romans 8, this 
inclusion of other creaturely kinds requires not just the concession of human 
beings, but their active participation. ! e expectant longing of creation is 
therefore real in that it hangs on how humans choose to act in history. 

 ! erefore, in so far as deep incarnation is drama, it is not only sharing in 
the drama of living history, but also invites human beings to re$ ect more fully 
on the profound signi" cance of their creaturely existence and to exercise their 
particular and distinctive vocation in responsive humility towards God, other 
people and the natural world and all its creaturely kinds. While human beings 
are creatures alongside other creatures, they also bear a special responsibility 
to act in a way that follows the pattern of service and self-o# ering marked 
out by the passion of Christ. Deep incarnation, therefore, if it is to follow the 
full signi" cance of the prologue of John ’ s Gospel, is also a call to act out in 
proper respect for the natural world and all its creatures. It is, in other words, 
unavoidably an  eco theology marked out by a call to build a community of 
justice, one that challenges humanity to reconsider its place in the natural 
order and behave in a manner that be" ts one of the most powerful actors on 
the world stage. Human beings are also called to use their power responsibly, 
rather than out of self-interest, both within and between human communities, 
and wider than this in the community of other creatures. 

 ! e intense problems within human communities and the injustices therein, 
noted also by Johnson, have sometimes been viewed as being in tension with 
responsibility towards the earth. Yet the implications of deep incarnation for 
human action resists a reduction to act in favour of either people or planet, 
but calls instead for a holistic approach to issues that draws on the practical 
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wisdom that is tempered by knowledge of the limitations of human reasoning. 
Such practical wisdom recognizes the close dependence of human beings on 
the natural world, and how peace between peoples presupposes peace with 
the natural order. ! e call for human action evoked by deep incarnation is 
therefore no less than the radical call of the prophet, to act justly, love tenderly 
and to walk humbly with the Lord (Mic. 6.8).   

 Possible ways forward 

 I have reviewed in this chapter a signi" cant development of Christology in 
terms of the incarnation as deep incarnation, as inspired by the work of Niels 
Gregersen and developed by Elizabeth Johnson. I have also suggested that the 
full signi" cance of the Johannine concept of the Word made $ esh needs to 
be addressed by taking the Hebrew stress on history, which is in$ uential in 
the Gospel of John prologue, just as seriously as the Hellenistic cosmological 
elements. Wisdom, or Sophia, interpreted in a Sophianic Christology is 
suggestive in thinking through how to unite the universal with the particular, 
but it also carries the temptation for detached speculation. Rather than 
simply understanding deep incarnation as the ontological extension of the 
en$ eshment of the divine into all of creation, I argue for the use of theo-drama 
as a starting point. It is important to note that theo-drama occupies what might 
be termed a boundary position between historical and ontological accounts of 
Christology and, therefore, also of the meaning of deep incarnation. While the 
idea of theo-drama is most developed in the work of Hans Urs von Balthasar, 
I am critical of those aspects of his work that put stress on divine power in a 
way that seems to mask the action of other players on the stage. Furthermore, 
I argue for an extension of an understanding of theo-drama so that it is inclusive 
in scope, widening out to the universal reach of God ’ s love shown in Christ to 
all creatures. But that love is only apparent in retrospect in the light of the 
resurrection, thus bringing in an eschatological element to an understanding 
of deep incarnation. ! e profound signi" cance of the incarnation allows 
human beings to contemplate the fear of what is beyond death, as well as death 
itself. But this then allows human beings to contemplate more fully not just 
who they are in the light of the action of the Holy Spirit, but also what they 
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might become through God ’ s grace and their particular vocation in the world. 
If we are to follow deep incarnation to its limits, then it is associated with an 
ethical demand to take an active part in the shared drama, a common history 
of the earth, and therefore to love God and neighbour, acting with sensitivity 
and responsibly towards the earth and its creatures. Further work on deep 
incarnation needs to focus on developing these practical implications in the 
light of concrete instances of ecological and creaturely relationships.         
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